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My wife, Diane, and I had been married for 25 years and had raised three kids. They were on their own and we were able to concentrate on our business and each other. We were really enjoying the “empty nest” and business was doing well. Diane was a real estate broker and I was her best (and only) salesman. We live in a “playground” area within a few hours of New York, Philadelphia, New Jersey, and Connecticut. Our buyers were highly successful business people looking for an escape, and since September 11, a safe haven. We made a very good living finding properties for these people.
After 25 years, our sex life was subdued, but still enjoyable. We did not enjoy the passion and fire we shared those many years ago, but who does after so long? We worked at staying shape by going to the gym and exercising. We never smoked and were careful about our diet. This kept me from becoming soft and fat. Diane was an obsessive/compulsive type. When our daughter was in high school she joined the school cross-country team. To encourage her, Diane started running with her. As time went on, Diane began to enter 5K (3.1 miles) races for the fun of competition. It was a matter of a year or so and she began running marathons. She toned down and was in great physical condition, if a bit thin. Eventually, as happens to many distance runners, Diane suffered a few runners’ injuries and had to stop running. She added a few pounds in all the right places and looked better than ever.
We realized long ago that being healthy and attractive was a tremendous advantage in sales. Without directly discussing it, we tried to determine which of us would be more effective with each of our clients. Diane was very effective with most men and many women. I became adept at handling most of our lady clients, and some of the males. When couples came in, we both turned on the charm. As we interacted, we made quick judgments as to which of us appeared to be more accepted by the couple. One lesson we had learned early on is that two sales people working one client or couple were never as good as one sales person. There were too many conflicting statements and spousal discussions that our clients did not want to hear. We honed our unspoken communications to where we could look at each other and agree on which of us should attempt the sale.
I had often joked with Dane that she should be sure to close her big sales by whatever means necessary. Diane knew what I was talking about. At 5’6” and 135, she had long, nicely shaped runners’ legs. Her ass had rounded a bit after she had stopped running and I felt it was an improvement. Her clothes fit great and it made her waist look even smaller. Her breasts her B cups, very pert, with beautiful, big nipples that could become as hard as pebbles. All in all, she was proportioned perfect and looked ten years younger than her actual age. I should mention that her face was beautiful, with only a hint of a few “character” lines beginning to appear. She wore her hair long and always kept it perfectly coiffed. As long as I had known her, there was never a time that she did not attract attention when she entered a room. I always felt a little smug because she was with me. I knew how men longed for her.
We had been each other’s first serious romances and neither of us had ever slept with anyone else. Not to say we never dated others before we met, but nothing of consequence. I had always been faithful and I always believed Diane was completely devoted to me. Jealousy was not part of our lives. Perhaps that was a reason our sex life lacked fire. Still, I never tired of looking at her and enjoyed how other men obviously longed for her.
We were sitting at our desk one bright summer day when the door opened and a man walked in. Diane immediately introduced herself and began interviewing him. He was about four inches taller than my 5’8” and perhaps 30 pounds heavier. His hair showed some gray at the temples and his face was tanned. All and all, I had to admit to myself he cut an impressive figure. Diane seemed to be even more impressed with the fellow. I had known her long enough to know when she was interested.
He introduced himself as Charles Wolf and fawned over Diane as she told him that she was the broker.
“I never dreamed such a young, attractive woman would be the broker and owner,” he told her as he held her hand much longer than I thought necessary.
Diane ate it up as she responded with her best smile, “I am not so young as you may think, but thank you!” She never bothered to introduce me. I took the hint and tried to look very busy at my desk. I listened as he described to Diane exactly what sort of property he was seeking. It was obvious he was in the high rent district and Diane told him so.
“If I see something I like, I will definitely get it. I always get what I really want,” was his response. I decided I didn’t like this guy very much. On the other hand, Diane was getting a double rush! Here was a handsome, wealthy man wanting to direct a large commission her way. They talked at length about several expensive properties, eventually settling on two to go preview. Diane gathered her files and headed for the door with this Charles Wolf. It was hard for me decide who was selling to whom. Her every effort to charm him was returned tenfold. This guy was slick!
I waited around the office for a couple hours, but things were slow and I had no real reason to stay any longer. I locked the door and jumped into my car. My wife’s car was still in the lot as she apparently had ridden with her client. I was about a mile from the office when I realized I had forgotten to return a phone call so headed back to the office. Thinking I would only be a minute, I pulled into the back of the office and went in the back door. My car was not visible from the road or the office. I made my call and decided to use the bathroom before leaving. That was when I heard the key in the front door and the sounds of laughter.
It occurred to me that Diane must have laughed at every thing Charles had said for over three hours. It seemed easier to just remain in the bathroom than return through the office. I knew Diane would be trying to close a deal and did not want to do anything to jeopardize that. I just hoped it would not take too long. I was reading a magazine and only partially listening, but something I heard caught my attention.
“I am prepared to pay full price for the property,” Charles stated simply as Diane was just beginning to unleash her never fail closing technique. There was silence for a few seconds.
“You won’t regret it. That is a beautiful property and a very wise investment. I am sure you will be able to make a handsome profit on it in a short time,” Diane gushed. “I will complete the papers for you to sign.” With that I heard her asking questions about inspections and all the usual crap we have to include in every agreement. With Charles answering her questions, she was done in record time. I was thinking to myself that I would never hear the last of this. She was about to pick up a $50,000 commission in one afternoon!
“All we need now is your signature in three places and we will have an agreement. Since it is full price, I am totally confident the seller will sign,” Diane told Charles. Was it my imagination or did she sound a little giddy?
“I am quite prepared to sign, but I think we need to negotiate a little more,” Charles told her. “I know you will be making a very tidy commission with this sale and I should think you would be willing to share.”
“Well, Charles, my commission is paid by the seller,” Diane replied. “Do you want some sort of kick-back or something?”
“Diane, I want you to share you charms with me, and then I will sign,” Charles answered calmly.
“Do I understand what you are saying?” asked my faithful wife. “Are you threatening not to buy the property unless I …I…. yield to you?”
I had stopped breathing as I strained to hear what Charles said. “I am not threatening anything. I am saying if you want me to sign this agreement that will make you many thousands of dollars, you will give yourself to me. Then I will sign. I know you want me. I have seen it in your eyes and your body language since I came through that door earlier today. You may try to appear the proper lady and business woman, but we both know deep down you are a slut.”
I heard Diane gasp. “Of all the nerve! You are so conceited! Just because you are wealthy you think women will throw themselves at you! I AM a lady and not some cheap whore, Mr. Wolf.”
“I know you aren’t cheap, but I think you will be my whore,” Charles responded. “You want the both your commission and my fat cock. This is a win-win situation for you. Now, do we have a deal?”
I could not believe my ears as my dear wife sounded far less outraged than I expected. “How could I be sure you will sign afterward?” asked Diane. She was thinking about it! I began to slowly creep over to the office door, which was slightly ajar. I kneeled on he floor and looked into the office. They were facing each other across Diane’s desk. In front of her was the contract
Charles smiled. He knew he had won. He reached across the desk and began to squeeze Diane’s left tit through her blouse. “I am a gentleman and a man of his word,” I was stunned! I was certain Diane would erupt and throw his ass out the door. Instead she seemed to mull it over in her mind as he nonchalantly plied her tit.
“As a gentleman, I would expect you to never tell anyone,” Diane stated as she stood up and began unbuttoning her blouse. “You will sign the contract and you will ever speak of this, ever!”
“You have much to learn about being a proper slut, Charles told her as he also stood. “You do not propose to explain gentlemanly conduct to me!” With that he grabbed a hand full of Diane’s blouse and pulled hard. Diane stumbled forward as the blouse came away in pieces. What little was left fell off her. Her chest was heaving as she stumbled into Charles, putting her hands on his arm to keep from falling. I had never seen her look better! Charles simply reached down and unzipped Diane’s skirt and it fell to the floor. Diane stood close to him in her black bra and panties.
He spun her so she faced the desk and snarled, “Bend over you slut. I am going to take you like the bitch you are. I want to see what I am buying.” With that he ripped Diane’s panties off. Then he unsnapped her bra and she was naked except for her high heels. Diane shivered as he ran his hands over her ass and then ran a finger along her slit. He inserted a finger into her and she moaned. “You are wet already! You really are some slut. You want this bad don’t you?” Diane didn’t answer. Charles slapped her ass hard and reached around and pinched both nipples hard. “Answer me bitch. Tell me you want my cock.”
Diane leaned lower over her desk and groaned. “Yes, you rich bastard! I want your cock! Just put it in me!” She pushed her ass back as Charles returned his finger to her pussy. Charles pulled his finger from Diane’s hole and I could see that it was wet. He brought it to Diane’s lips and, to my utter shock; she licked and sucked it clean. “You need to ask nicely, slut. Ask me to please fuck you. Make me believe you want it. Tell me you are my whore,” he grinned. With that he gave her round ass another slap.
“Ouch! Damn it! Please fuck your slut, sir. I am your whore and I need you to fuck me! Give me your fat cock, please!” Diane almost shouted. By this time Charles had unzipped his pants and pulled out his cock. I realized my wife was in for a bit of a surprise. My cock is about six or seven inches and I always thought it was a bit wider than most. I was no longer so sure. Charles cock was long, and very fat. From where I was watching, it appeared to be about the girth of Diane’s lower arm. He rubbed it along Diane’s slit, getting it wet from her juices, which seemed to be flowing down her strong thighs. He spread her pussy lips with his left hand and guided his cockhead just inside her.
“Arggh!” panted Diane. “It may not fit!” Charles smiled to himself, placed both hands on Diane’s hips and pulled her back a few inches onto his cock. “ Oh! Oh! Oh!” Diane shrieked as Charles waited for her pussy to stretch to accommodate him. Diane looked back and for the first time saw the mammoth cock waiting to split her pussy. There was at least eight inches left showing! “My God! My God! I will never be able to take that! Please don’t do it. It is much too big! she pleaded.
“A deal is a deal,” chuckled Charles. “You’ll take it all. It just takes a little time. Now relax and enjoy the biggest cock it will ever be your good fortune to encompass.” With that he pulled Diane’s ass back a couple more inches. By this time, Diane was making strange gurgling noises and gripping the edge of the desk with all her strength. I was fascinated to see if it could ever fit into her tight little pussy. I was wondering if it would ever be tight again. With amazing patience, Charles worked his huge member deeper and deeper into my wife’s cunt. With a couple inches to go, he appeared to have hit bottom. Slowly he began to slide it back and forth, pulling almost all the way out and then sliding back in. Diane began to moan and move with Charles. I was evident she was becoming accustomed to Charles huge cock. Again I saw Charles grin as he gripped Diane’s hips a little tighter and slammed his cock into the hilt!
“Sweet Jesus!” gasped Diane. Her eyes rolled back and I wondered if she was unconscious. Charles held her tightly to himself and waited. After a few moments, I saw Diane begin to move on his enormous cock. It was almost imperceptible at first, but soon she was rocking back and forth. With that, Charles began to really pound her pussy. He thrust way inside her and then pulled all the way out, only to ram his cock in to the hilt, time and time again. Diane was moaning and babbling. She was having orgasms in waves. Her senses were on overload. She no longer knew or cared where she was or whom she was with. Charles cock was her whole world.
Finally, Charles growled and asked Diane, “Do you want me to cum in your tight little pussy. This actually brought a semblance of coherence back to Diane. “No, not inside me. You are so deep I think you are in my womb! I am not on birth control.”
Charles slapped Diane’s ass several times and then snarled, “Wrong answer, bitch. I cum where I want and you like it. Now, I will ask again. Do you want me to cum inside your tight cunt, my little whore?”
“Yes! Yes! Give me your cum, please. Fill me with your potent sperm. I want it inside me. Fill your whore with your cum. Make me yours! Diane yelled back at Charles. I was amazed at how easily he was able to convince her she needed his juices inside her.
“If that is what you want, slut. Here it comes,” Charles rasped as he began pumping cum from his rather large balls and along his canal until it began to erupt into Diane’s stuffed cunt. He held her tight and groaned. Diane convulsed and I could tell she was climaxing again, and more intensely than before. I had to admire Charles at that moment. He was by far the best cocksman I had ever witnessed. That was when I noticed I had deposited a load of cum in my pants. I had never even touched myself. Strange thing was, I remained erect!
Slowly Charles pulled his soft, but still large cock out of Diane’s gapping pussy. He grabbed a hand full of her hair and pulled her face around to his cock. Again I was astonished as she took him into her mouth and thoroughly cleaned his cock with her tongue. She never let me put my cock into her mouth. She was smiling and lapping like a puppy. She was radiant as she cleaned their mixed juices from his manhood and cum ran down her thighs. “Thank you, Charles. You really do know how to treat your slut,” she offered between sucks.
Charles reached over picked up a pen and signed his name. Now Diane may have had her brains fucked out but she knew her business and she pointed to the contract. “I need you to sign here and over here. Then it will be complete.”
Charles grinned as he brought Diane’s face back to his cock. “You had better get busy then. I don’t have all day. Suck me off and I’ll sign again, slut.” Diane looked at him and made up her mind. She began to do some serious cock sucking. Again, I marveled at her ability and willingness. Where has that been my whole life?
As she sucked, Charles called her all sorts of names and it seemed to make her hotter. He told her she was an ok cocksucker but she needed more practice. He told her only a whore would fuck and suck a man she just met. All the time Charles called Diane names she worshipped his cock. Finally he told her he was ready to cum and Diane pulled his cock from between her lips and started jerking him off with her hands. “Slut?’ Charles asked. Diane looked at him and took his huge member back into her mouth and bobbed her head feverishly. I heard Charles groan and saw his cock twitch. Diane tried to swallow all the jism he pumped into her mouth, but could not keep up. Sperm dripped down the sides of her moth and onto her tits. Still she sucked until she was certain he was completely drained. Then she used her fingers to collect the spilled cum and fed it into her own mouth!
Charles looked down on Diane, much like a man would on a favorite pet. “Slut, you are learning. I think I could train you in a few more lessons.” With that, he reached over and signed the contract. Again Diane watched and pointed to the last place that required his signature. “You little whore, I do not have the time or energy to collect for the last signature. In good faith I will sign now and collect for that signature at a later date. Any objections, my cock sucking slut?” Diane shook her head and smiled as Charles placed his name on the contract for the last time. I had begun to creep back and locked myself into the bathroom, hoping no one would want to come in. Soon I heard the front door close.
I silently walked back to see what my darling wife was doing. She was holding the contract and beaming to herself. Then she heard me enter the room. She stood in her heels, naked, with sperm running down her thighs and coating her tits. Her surprise at seeing me was complete. I could see the fear and panic on her face. She tried to speak, but could find no words. Tears formed on her cheeks. “I never realized what a slut you are,” I told her quietly. She began to tremble and I knew she was close to breaking down. “Now that I know, I want you bend over your desk again and tell me if you can feel my cock inside you. You will be doing this for me quite often, from now on.” As I slid into her wet, stretched pussy, I told her, “You are the sexiest, most beautiful woman I ever met.”
It began to dawn on her that I was not upset. She turned to look at me as she wiped away her tears. “You are not going to leave me?” she asked. “You still love me?”
As I pounded into her, not really feeling much of her pussy but enjoying it more than I had in years, I told her, “Hell no, I won’t leave you! But I will be in the other room when you pay the last installment on those signatures with Charles. I also think we will be closing more deals from now on, don’t you?”
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I was bored. My job had become routine. I was paid too well to quit, but there was no promotion in sight. So I stayed, and cursed every day that dragged by. My wife worked part time now that our two kids had grown up and left home. There I was, 44 with a 41 year-old wife, and no real goals or ambitions.
Sue had always been a great mother, a good cook, and an uninspired lover. Looking back, I realize it was I who did not inspire her. I thought she was ordinary and reserved. The excitement was gone. I thought about it and decided she just didn’t have any fire, any zest, if you know what I mean. She always dressed conservatively and conducted herself as a lady should. When we would go to parties, or out with friends, I always envied the guys that had wives that would joke, flirt, laugh, and excite men. My wife was always demure and quiet. Gradually, I came to the conclusion that I had married below my standards. I was a thoroughbred hitched with a Clydesdale.
It became apparent to me Sue would either have to change her entire personality or I would have to have an affair, or possibly seek a divorce. No longer would I be bored day and night! I settled on a plan of action and began to carry it out. If it didn’t work, I would have wasted some time, but no great loss. I could always get a divorce or find some desperate woman to carry on an affair with me. There were more than a few that had practically offered as much at work.
I realized I would have to be patient, but time is what I seemed to have. I brought a magazine home that had stories about unfaithful wives and swingers and left it where Sue would notice it while I was at work. When I came home that night, it was as I had left it. It looked like Sue was simply not interested in any activity that varied from our norm. That night she did initiate sex, which was a first for the past year or so. I noticed that she was quite wet as I slid my cock into her pussy. I did not mention it to Sue, but I wondered what had made her so willing and wet. It was some of the best sex we had experienced the past few years. She orgasmed twice and was more vocal than usual. Afterward, I rolled over and was almost asleep when Sue asked me if I were still awake.
“Bob, are you asleep?” she queried. I love how women wait for a man to fall asleep before they decide to talk. I rolled back over and looked at her. “I was just wondering why you brought that magazine home. It is all about married people having sex with people besides their spouses. Do you like that sort of thing?”
“Are you asking if I like to do that or if I like to read about it? I asked. “I find the stories exciting, but I have not been unfaithful to you. Is that your question?”
“I don’t really know what I meant, but I am so glad you answered the way you did! I could not endure the thought of you being with another woman,” Sue responded slowly.
“Do you think about being with other men? Men you know? Or even complete strangers? How do you feel about that?” I asked as my hand stroked her tits. It occurred to me as I felt her that she always dressed to minimize her tits. The truth was they were probably as big, or bigger, as any of the wives’ in our group of friends and acquaintances. Some women just knew how to use what they had to greater advantage.
“Why would you ask that? I have always been completely faithful to you. You are the only man I ever had. You know that. What are you asking?” She seemed annoyed, but her nipples were erect and she was pushing against my hands. She was even running her hands over my chest and stomach. For Sue, that was about as daring as she usually became.
“I was just wondering if you ever wonder what another man would be like? How would he make love? How would his cock feel? Would you do the same things for a different lover that you do for me? Would he make you do things I don’t make you do? Do you ever wonder, Sue?”
“I am flesh and blood, Bob. I have considered thoughts like that, but would never act on them! I love you and I could never need another man. You have spoiled me for other men,” she cooed. Now she was squeezing my hard (again) cock.
“I am so glad to know that, baby, but just say I were a different man. I would act entirely different. I might try to work my way down your chest like this!” I whispered as I began kissing her breasts and then down her stomach. She laughed lightly as I showered her abdomen with kisses.
“Excuse me, stranger,” she chuckled, “but what are you doing?” I am a married woman.” I was enjoying the little game and I worked my way lower. Suddenly, she tensed.
“Bob, what are you doing down there? We just had sex!” I am all dirty and sweaty there!”
“Call me Fred,” I answered in a muffled tone, “and I am going to find out what your husband has left on deposit.” With that I began to kiss her swollen pussy lips and run my tongue over them. She was very still and I wondered if I had ruined the moment.
“I am afraid my husband has been away on business,” she groaned, “but you might find a package the mailman left earlier today. He likes to leave them on my day off.”
Surprised and pleased with Sue’s charade, I took it a little farther. “I haven’t found anything, yet. I may have to look a bit deeper.” With that I pushed my tongue inside her and tasted our mixed juices inside her. I had not gone down on her for years and never after we had sex. I decided it didn’t taste all that bad. It seemed that Sue found it exciting as well. Her legs moved apart slightly, giving me better access to her honey pot.
“My mailman leaves his packages deeper than most, if you know what I mean. You may have some difficulty finding it, unless your tongue is eight inches long. You are only reaching the part my husband uses.” This spurred me on and I pushed my tongue as deeply into her opening as I could and licked all around. Then I backed off and concentrated on her clit. Sue held my head tight to her pussy as she began to orgasm. It was one of the most intense orgasms I had ever seen her have. I just kept licking, sucking and tonguing her clit as she thrashed around. Finally, I had to come up for air. Sue was coming back down from her high and was running her hands through my hair and cooing. I felt as close to her as I had in years. I worked back up her body, stopping to suck on her very hard nipples. She reached down, took my face in my hands and kissed me.
“Wow! I taste pretty good, don’t I? You were fantastic, Bob.” She gave my cock a tug and smiled. I think you may need a little relief, too. She rolled over on her stomach and raised her ass in the air. “You can do it do me doggy style, if you want. I don’t mind.” Sue spoke into her pillow as she wiggled her ass. For Sue this was like offering to bang an entire third world country! I was almost never given the pleasure of fucking her from behind. I did not hesitate. I rose up and plunged my cock into her to the hilt on the first stroke. She was so wet I slid in with no resistance.
“This is the way I like my women. I bet hubby never gets to do this with you, does he?” I asked as I plunged into her as far as I possibly could.
“No, he has to be satisfied licking my pussy most of the time. This is only for the guys with the big cocks. They say I feel tighter this way and some of them like to pinch my nipples while they pound my little pussy,” panted Sue. I may not be a rocket scientist, but I can take a hint! I reached around Sue and took her nipples between my thumbs and fingers and pulled and pinched harder than I ever have before. The results were amazing! Sue convulsed on my cock like she never has before, and this was the forth time in an hour! As her pussy began squeezing my cock I erupted inside her. My cock seemed to pulse for five minutes and I came in buckets. Finally I collapsed on top of Sue and fell asleep with my cock shrinking in her cum filled pussy.
The sex was actually pretty good the next few months, but the excitement and novelty slowly wore off. Try as I would, I could never get Sue to suck, or even kiss my cock. The very thought seemed to repulse her. That did not stop her from asking me to eat her pussy more often and offer her pussy to me doggy style as a reward. We had fantasized about her having sex with every repairman, carpenter, mechanic, and lawyer we could think of. It seemed to turn her on, but never to the point where she would dress more provocatively or flirt with other men. It was totally limited to our bedroom. The game had grown old and wasn’t as much fun any more. That is until I mentioned Jack. Jack was our next door neighbor. He had been very successful in business and had retired before he was fifty. Shortly after retiring, his wife, Janet, had passed away. He had never remarried and as far as we could tell, had no lady friends. He was in his late fifties now. He did a lot of yard work around his property and stayed in pretty good shape, for his age. I had noticed him watching Sue a few times when she was outside in the part of our property that sided his. He always went out of his way to speak to Sue and was always doing small gardening favors for her. I knew she had to have noticed how attentive he was.
“I bet Jerry spends more time here than even the mailman,” I suggested one night as I licked Sue’s pussy. Did I feel her stiffen a little, or had I imagined it? “He must get repaid for all the favors he does for you. No wonder he never has any lady friends. He must be worn out collecting his due from the neighbor lady.” As I finished I pushed my tongue inside her and felt her juices start flowing! I had found something and I knew it. “Suppose I am Jerry and you are going to repay me for my kindness. How do you do it?”
“I don’t know where to start, Jerry. You have been so kind to me and you have been alone so very long. Do you want to use my little pussy to relieve your pent up desires? Is that what you want, Jerry?” asked Sue. Damn, she was really good at this game! “Do you want to eat my little pussy and then slide your big, fat cock into me? Is that what you want?
“You know I have been doing all kinds of shit for you to get a shot at that ass and those tits! You bet I want to pound your pussy! I will use it like your limp-dicked husband could only dream of,” I blurted. I impressed myself with my role-playing. I was getting into it pretty good! I made my way back up her torso and stopped to suck her already hard nipples and pinch them harder than she usually allowed. Her legs were spread and I could feel her heat.
“Oh, Jerry! You are so demanding. How can I refuse such a strong man with such a nice hard cock. Don’t give my husband another thought. It excites him to think of me getting fucked by a real man. He knows his little dick doesn’t do the job. He is good for licking my pussy after real men use it,” Sue groaned as I sucked even harder on her swollen nipple. Her comment irritated me and aroused me at the same time. I bit hard on her nipple and she came before I even entered her! “Yes, Jerry! Take me. Use me. Fuck me!” she cried over and over as I rammed my cock home. She came again! I was on a roll. My balls were screaming for release as I filled her hot box.
“Take my cum, and show it to your hubby! Let him lick that out. He will know Jerry has been in this cunt and stretched it so he will never fill it again!” I blurted as I shot my load deep inside Sue. Sue was trying to answer but the roar in my ears from my own release made it impossible for any rational thought or comprehension. I slowly relaxed and rolled off her. We both just laid there catching our breaths. Once again, just as I fell asleep, Sue spoke to me.
“Bob?” she whispered. “Bob, are you awake?” I opened my eyes and looked into hers. Then I arched my eyebrows as if to ask what she wanted. “Bob, I have just been properly fucked by Jerry’s big cock and he wants you to lick my pussy clean.” I couldn’t believe it. She still wanted to play.
“Jerry said that, did he? He fills my wife’s pussy with sperm and demands I clean it out? What makes Jerry think I will do what he wants?” I asked.
“Jerry said that men like you like to clean up after strong, dominant men like him. You admire his big cock and how he uses it to please your wife. He said you would clean my pussy or he would not fuck me any more. You wouldn’t want that, would you?” asked Sue. I looked into her eyes wondering exactly how far we were pretending.
I dropped down between her legs and licked her freshly fucked pussy. It felt hot to my tongue and she soon had another orgasm. “Jerry was right. You do like it when he gives me what I want. You must love me very much,” she whispered as her fingers clutched my hair. I just licked some more and soon I heard her light breathing and I knew she had fallen asleep. I put my face down between her legs and fell off to sleep.
Our sex games always included Jerry from that night forward. Sue never changed her demeanor outside our bedroom. She was still the proper lady the rest of the time. As always happens, even this new twist became routine and we lapsed back into our doldrums. One evening I mentioned that we needed some new fodder for our games. Sue was quick to agree. “What do you suggest? You have the active imagination. What does my resident perv want to do to spice things up?”
As I answered, I surprised Sue and myself. “Maybe you should seduce Jerry for real. God knows it would not be difficult. He watches every move you make. I have never seen such desire in one man.” Sue stared at me for what seemed an eternity.
“You are serious, aren’t you? Would you really like that, or would you hate me?” asked Sue. “Our marriage means way too much to me to risk it over a foolish game. I know you read those stories, but the real thing might not be so stimulating.”
I had gone too far to back off now. “Sue, we have spent over 20 years doing the right thing and avoiding risk… and excitement. It would be very erotic and I would so excited for you to tell me what happened. I know Jerry is no spring chicken, but he has been a good neighbor and he is lonely. You would be killing two birds with one stone, so to speak. He may not be a fantastic lover, but that would be easier for me to accept. If he turned out to be a dud, just tell him I acted suspicious of you and him and you will never stray again.”
Sue looked at me for a long time. “Bob, I know you have been discontented for some time, and to be honest, it has been a little dull for me, too. I admit Jerry has shown more than a passing interest and that it seems like he would love to bed me. Are you telling me to sleep with Jerry? Will you promise to love me and stay with me if I give myself to Jerry? No jealous school boy act?” I could not believe it had finally come out.
“You are my wife and I love you. I just think we need to add some spark,” I told her. “You can go as far as you want and stop when you want. It will be totally your decision. You must tell me about everything, however. No secrets. That is what could ruin our love. We must be honest and forthcoming.” My cock was standing like a statue by this time. Sue squeezed it and then climbed on me, lowering herself on my stiff member.
“You had better enjoy this, fella. You never know when you will be sharing this pussy and having sloppy seconds!” Sue was very wet and easily slid up and down my cock. “Jerry may want you to keep my pussy cleaned out for him,” she said as she began moving faster and moaning. I could not control myself and blasted my little guys inside her in record time. She was right behind me as my orgasm ignited hers. She slowed down, leaned ahead and kissed me long and hard. “I love you!”
I was on pins and needles the next few days at work. Every night I would come home and grab Sue and kiss her. Then I would ask how her day was. She knew what I was really asking and her response was always the same. Either work went well or she cleaned some room and made a nice meal. I always tried to hide my disappointment, but I knew she could tell what I was thinking. After a few days I decided it was a fantasy that would never be a reality. Was I ever wrong!
It was over a week later that I walked in the door, saw Sue making dinner, and picked up the paper and sat in my favorite chair. Sue walked into the living room with some items in her hand and asked, “Bob, I was wondering if you could help me put some ointment on a couple scratches?” I thought it was an unusual request, but put the paper down and stood up.
“Sure, Sweetheart. How did you get scratched, and where?” Sue remained silent as she unbuttoned her blouse and showed me her chest. At first I thought it was some sort of rash, but when I looked closer I saw teeth marks! I reached out and touched then. It appeared that they extended below the top of her bra, so I reached in and pulled her tits free from their holders. I stared as I saw little bite marks all over her nipples and below them. There were hickies all over, like some teenage girl after prom night. Sue watched me closely as I studied her chest. “It would seem someone was starved for mother’s milk. Care to tell me about it?”
Sue’s story was erotic as hell to me. Jerry had helped her plant some bulbs and she invited him in for a drink. For some reason she had gone out with out her bra and she had seen him looking down her blouse as she leaned over to help him put the bulbs in. By the time they went inside he had been looking at her tits for over half an hour. As she was making the drinks, Jerry came up behind her and simply placed his hands on Sue’s tits. I had to interrupt by this point and asked, ”Sue, what did you say when he did that? Did you act angry or what?”
Sue smiled at me. “I asked if he wanted sugar in his ice tea. I never indicated his hands were not supposed to be there. I have done that many times when you have grabbed me from behind like that.” She continued, “Jerry just squeezed my tits for a while and then he unbuttoned my blouse. He told me I had been teasing him with my big juicy tits all day and he had to have them. Do you think my tits are big? Jerry seems to. Then he turned me around and practically devoured them. He sucked me and nibbled on me and bit me all over. I just stood there and moaned. I think I actually came while he feasted on me! After a very long time, he seemed to gain control of himself and pulled back from me staring at my bruised tits. He told me that if you wondered what happened to my chest, to tell you he did it. If you had a problem with it, you should go over to his place and tell him. He made me promise I would tell you that and then he went home. Now I have told you. What do you say, Bob?”
“Get your ass into the bedroom, woman!” I barked. My cock was as hard as it could ever get. Sue seemed relieved as she ran ahead of me, stripping as she went. We never had dinner that night. The sex was fantastic. Sue had to work the next day so she had nothing new to tell me. Still we were both pretty horny and enjoyed the evening. This was working out so well. When I came home two days later Sue was again making dinner. Not wanting to seem too eager, I decided to read the paper. Finally she called me to dinner. I sat down to eat and noticed she had no plate for herself. I was starved so I began cutting my steak. I asked why she was not eating. I had placed a delicious piece of New York strip in my mouth, when I looked up at her.
“I have already had my fill for the day,” she smiled. I looked down to scoop up some mashed potatoes, when it occurred to me something was up. I looked at her again. Her smile was radiant, but her face was a mess. She had spilled something all over her brow, cheek, nose, chin, and hair. Since she was usually so clean and neat, I knew something was amiss. I stood up and walked over to where she sat and studied her more closely.
“Sue, you must realize you have something all over your face. Is anything wrong?” I asked. I was very puzzled at this point.



“No, everything is great, Bob. It is just that Jerry told me I had to leave my face this way until you saw me. He insisted you see me like this. He said to tell you that he will be home all night if you have a problem with him,” finished Sue.
I was still confused. There was something going on, but I could not put the pieces together. “Sue, why would Jerry want me to see you all messy? What do you have on your face? Did he put something on you? Why are you smiling so?” I demanded. I did not like being the one left out on an inside joke, or whatever it was.
“You can’t tell, Bob? Look closer. Touch me. Smell me. It will come to you,” she laughed. It was like someone took a sledge hammer and hit me over the head! Suddenly, it was obvious. It was Jerry’s cum all over my wife’s face! It could be nothing else. I just stared at Sue. I never dreamed she could, or would, look like that.
“Do you hate me, Bob? Do you want to go over and hurt Jerry? Will you leave me now?” she asked and suddenly she was almost in tears. Sue was doubting my resolve, my ability to keep my head and my promise. I knew I had to allay her fears. I also knew that I suddenly had an incredible lump in my pants!
“I have never seen you more beautiful, nor loved you any more than at this moment,” I told her. “I can warm this plate up later. Right now you are coming with me.” I grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the bedroom. I never felt like I needed her so badly as I did at that moment. I had to sink my cock into her or I would explode!
“Let me take a shower first!” pleaded Sue. “I am such a mess. Let me get freshened up.” She tried to free her hand, but I would have none of it.
“Not a chance! You are going to get your clothes off and tell me everything will I fuck you senseless.” I was already removing my clothes as fast as I could. I turned and started pawing at hers, causing her to laugh and push my hands away.
“My, aren’t you excited? Allow me to unbutton my blouse. You are in such a state you will rip everything,” she admonished. Quickly, she undressed. Her nipples were hard and red. I thought I saw juices trickling down her thighs. “Do you really want to hear everything?” she teased.
“That is the deal, and don’t ever forget it,” I almost shouted. “Now tell me while I am inside you.” With that I easily slid my throbbing cock into her juicy pussy.
“I was doing some more gardening and Jerry wandered over. I acted very normal and kept busy so he did not see how excited I was. He asked me if I showed you my bruised chest. When I said I had, he asked if you had gotten angry, or if you had fucked me like a wild man. I kept digging and never looked up as I told him you had given me a very good fucking that night. He seemed to mull that over for a few minutes. Then he told me to go inside with him and make some ice tea. I got up and walked into the house with Jerry following.”
“I was expecting him to grab my tits again while I was making the tea but he never approached me. I have to say I was becoming a bit disappointed and was afraid he wasn’t really attracted to me,” Sue continued. I was buried in her cunt, looking at her cum covered face and trying to be patient. “When I turned around with the drink, Jerry was standing there with his pants off and his cock out. I guess I gasped. It was quite a shock.”
“Come over here and kiss my cock, Jerry told me. It was as if I was his pet or something. I just stood there looking at him. Again, I have to say I was quite excited by all this, but I felt I had to be a little hard to get. You know, female pride and all that.” I was beginning to move my cock inside her as she told her story. I had a dozen questions, but I let Sue continue.
“You will come over here and kiss my cock or I will walk out that door and not come back, ever again. Can you believe he said that to me?” asked Sue. “He knew somehow, that I could not let him leave. I put the drinks down and walked over to him like a zombie. He just stood and waited. I dropped down and gave his cock a quick peck. He smiled down at me and told me I would have to do much better than that. He asked if I ever sucked your cock, Bob. I told him I would not do such a disgusting thing, even for you. For some reason he thought that was funny. He laughed a very hearty laugh. Then he told me I would suck him and like it. He said I would beg before long for him to allow me to suck his cock. Then he shoved it in my face and told me to start sucking. If I refused he would just go home and leave me alone forever. I knew he was serious and for some reason that scared me. I like to think that it would have disappointed you, but I don’t really believe that. Bob, I wasn’t thinking of you at that moment.
Sue was moving under me as she told her story and I was getting close, very close. This story was turning me on a great deal. “I opened my mouth and took him inside,” Sue whispered. She was starting to perspire and the dried cum was starting to run down her cheeks. I shot my load as deep into her as I could! I pumped her as hard and deep. She waited for me to subside and then continued. “Remember you suggested he may not be able to do much at his age? Well, his cock started to swell in my mouth. As you know, I never felt anything like it. It dawned on me that I had some sort of power over him, over most men I suspect. My mouth controlled him in a way. He let me suck and work on his head for several minutes before he said he would make me into a top rate cocksucker. He said I was showing potential. Isn’t that funny?” I was still hard and I began to slowly pump into Sue’s little honey pot again. “That feels good sweetheart. Don’t stop!” She was going to cum. I knew the signs and cum she did! I just kept pumping her slowly as she recovered.
“I needed that, Darling. Thanks. Now where was I? Oh yes. His cock had gotten very hard and I could barely fit the head in my mouth, but I was determined to do my best. It became my quest to give Jerry a good blow job and I believe I did. He had me lick his balls and up and down his shaft. Then he made me go back to sucking the head of his cock. He was holding my head and working more and more into my throat. I was afraid I would choke, but Jerry always pulled out in time for me to catch my breath. He is quite the gentleman, wouldn’t you say?” Sue was smiling at me and I smiled back, then I kissed her lips. I always enjoyed her sense of humor. Now it was better. It was humor about her giving a blow job! She had come a long ways.
“Jerry told me not to worry about taking it all. I would have plenty of lessons and I would get better at it. That actually made me feel good. That is odd, isn’t it? I am so wanton!” Sue laughed again. “I have to say Bob, that you seem to enjoying my story. You never even went soft. You like me being a tramp, don’t you? I think I like it, too. I know I look the part, wearing Jerry’s sperm all over me. Look what your wife has done,” she said as she reached between us and gave my balls a squeeze. I let loose again, filling her with my seed. She waited for me to finish.
“Jerry told me he was going to cum, so I pulled him from my mouth and started working him with my hands. He slapped my hands away and told me to keep sucking his cock until he pulled it out or told me to. For some reason, I did exactly what he told me. I felt his cock twitch in my mouth and he shot a huge load into my throat. I swear he must have been saving it for years. Then he shot another load and my mouth was full and I was trying to swallow as fast as I could, but I could not keep up. He told me to take it out of my mouth and keep jerking him off at my face. He kept shooting big wads of cum all over my face and hair, as you can see. He made me lick his cock till it was completely clean and he put his pants back on. I went for a cloth to wipe my face. That was when he told me to leave it on till you got home to see it. He said you would want to see it, and you would fuck me silly tonight. I guess you have. He was right. It is as if he understands us.”
I was so entranced I did not want Sue to end her story. She was really starting to loosen up! Excitedly, I told Sue, “Let’s go take a shower together and you can give me a blow job! I have waited years for one!” She put her hand on my arm as we walked toward the shower.
“Jerry told me not to give you a blow job, Bob. He said you hadn’t earned one yet and that if you had gone all these years without insisting on one, maybe you never will get one. He will decide when, and if, I am to ever give you one. He said you would be disappointed, but you would understand. Is that true?” Sue asked as she leaned over and adjusted the water temperature.
I ran my hand over her ass and sighed, “Jerry is right. I just hope he doesn’t make me wait too long. I want you to ask him now and then, Sweetheart. I really would like to have a blow job sometime.”
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I had felt bored and I had blamed my job, my neighbors, and my favorite sports team. I especially blamed my wife. She was too nice, too prim and proper. She never did anything to make my life exciting. Sex was routine. Then we began to fantasize about her sleeping with other men and our sex improved for a few weeks. Then we fantasized about our neighbor, a widower in his late fifties. He was a great guy and I thought he looked as good as a man his age could. His name was Jerry and he had always been attentive and helpful to my wife, Sue. I pretended to be Jerry when we had sex and Sue really seemed to get off on it. Eventually it too grew old and I asked Sue to take the next step... to have an affair with Jerry and share every detail with me. I came home one day to find he had mauled and bitten her wonderful chest and we had great sex that night. A few nights later Sue's face was completely covered in cum when I got home. Jerry had done it after she had given him a blowjob! She had always refused to give me one. Jerry had instructed Sue to leave the cum on her face so I could see it. I know now he was testing me, to see if I would be angry, or aroused. I rushed Sue to bed and had more incredible sex with her. My plan was really opening Sue up! The sex was the best ever, and we had been married over twenty years.
The one small cloud was that Sue refused to give me a blowjob. She said that Jerry had told her since I had never insisted she give me one before, I did not deserve one now. I guess he felt it was not his job to teach Sue things that I hadn't in twenty-plus years of marriage. In a strange way, it seemed logical to me. I told myself Sue blew him so she could have an exciting story for me and that it still repulsed her. It would not be something she would make a habit of doing.
My dull job really seemed to drag the next few days. I spent the days wondering what Jerry was doing with my wife. I walked around with a boner most of the time. It was like being a teenager again. The little guy rarely slept. When I came in the door I would grab Sue and look into her eyes. I knew if anything had transpired between her and Jerry, her eyes would tell me. She would smile and give me a kiss and I returned it passionately. Sometimes we made love before dinner, and again after. I could not get enough of her and she seemed to enjoy it as well. A week went by and Sue still had no new stories. I was reluctant to be overly insistent that she have new experiences with our next-door neighbor.
I was feeling conflicting emotions, but the one constant was the tremendous hard-on I developed when I though of Sue with Jerry. In my more lucid moments I tried to analyze my behavior. Why did this whole situation turn me on so much? Why wasn't I a raving, crazy, jealous husband? I knew that Jerry wanted me to know what he had done to Sue. I actually liked and admired him for that. He did not want to be a home-wrecker, sneaking around behind my back. He also sensed how much this excited me. Jerry understood my feelings, perhaps better than I did. Sue was very happy with my increased libido, but I knew deep down that this was something she wanted. She must have had much the same feeling of boredom, of missing something that she should be enjoying while she was young enough to do so. Luckily, lucid moments were fleeting. A stiff cock has no conscience!
Almost two weeks after finding Sue covered in Jerry's cum, we were seated in the kitchen, eating dinner. My ardor had calmed down somewhat and we were actually eating before sex. Sue looked at me across the table. "I was wondering Jerry will let me give him another blowjob," she stated like she was telling me the grocery list. I almost choked on my meatloaf. "I know I was not very good the first time, but he did cum all over my face and I thought he enjoyed it. I have not heard from him since. What will we do if he isn't attracted to me?" she asked.
At the time I didn't think about how unusual this conversation was. I mulled her question over for a few seconds and answered, "Sue, he always watched you do yard work. I am sure he is attracted to you. He already mauled your tits and told you they were nice and big, didn't he? Sue nodded. "He had to love your first blowjob, even if you were just learning. He would have to be made of stone not to love it. I know I would!" This made Sue smile.
"If Jerry doesn't call or come over soon, I will give you a blowjob just to show him I can do as I please and I don't need him. I just wonder why I don't hear from him," Sue sulked. She was like a schoolgirl that couldn't get the boy she wanted, not a married woman wanting to give her neighbor a blowjob! Then I really surprised myself.
"That probably wouldn't be a good idea. If you break his rule and blow me, he may not want to have any more to do with you. I think he expects you to call him, or stop in and see him. Have you tried calling him?" I asked. What was I saying?
"You might be right," Sue smiled. She seemed happier already. "He did say I would be begging for him to let me suck his cock. He might be waiting for that!" Sue's mood had lightened considerably. I reached over and took the phone off the wall and hit the speed dial for Jerry's number. Then I handed the phone to Sue. She seemed nervous as a girl on her first date. I listened to her end of the conversation and felt my cock swell in my pants.
"Hello, Jerry? This is Sue, from next-door? I was wondering if you weren't too busy tomorrow, that is, if maybe I could suck your cock? You did promise I would have more lessons, remember?" I was feeling dizzy as I listened. Could I be hearing this? Could it be any more intoxicating? Any more erotic? My hand went into my pants and I slowly stroked my rock hard cock. Sue was silent for a minute as she listened to Jerry's response.
"Please, Jerry. The ball game can't last all day, can it? Can't you find time to let me suck your big cock?" she pleaded. "Yes, Bob is sitting here at the kitchen table with me. He dialed your number. As a matter of fact, he is playing with himself. No, I told him you said I was not to suck his cock. Yes, he understood. Yes, he has been using my little pussy pretty steadily." Then there was a pause. "You will? Oh, thanks so much, Jerry. I will be there at three sharp!" Sue gushed. Could I really be sitting in my kitchen listening to this? Then Sue seemed to hesitate. "But the neighbors, Jerry. They might see me. I would be so em.... No! I understand, Jerry. I won't disobey you. You'll see! It is a date then, right? Ok, not a date as such, but you will let me suck your cock at three, won't you?" Sue asked. My cock started shooting all over my hand. Sue was too occupied to notice. I used a napkin and quickly cleaned up. "Of course," Sue continued. "I will swallow as much as I can, but you shoot so much, it isn't easy. Your huge balls make the stuff by the quart. You know that. Thanks, Jerry. I will suck you tomorrow," she laughed as she hung up. "Did you get that little joke, Bob? I didn't say I would see him tomorrow. I said I would suck him tomorrow!"
Call me crazy, but I broke into loud laughter. Seeing me laugh made Sue laugh even harder. Soon we had tears boiling down our cheeks. I stood and hugged her to me as our laughter gradually subsided. "Sue, I love you!" I told her as I began to pull her shirt over her head. "I was right about Jerry, wasn't I? He wanted you to ask him, didn't he?" I was pulling her toward the bedroom as she answered.
"Your were exactly right, Bob. You guys seem to understand each other's sick mind. What chance do I have?" Sue sighed. By this time I had her on the bed and was working my way down her stomach toward her very wet pussy. She came right away and actually begged me to stop. She was still trembling as I rammed my cock into her love nest, and she came again. I felt like I was the best lover ever as Sue seemed to start another orgasm before the previous one ended. I had shot a load while she was on the phone, so I was showing some good staying power, I thought. That was when Sue told me more of her conversation.
"I had to promise to ring Jerry's door bell at three, topless. He said if I weren't topless, I would get none of his cock. He said to tell you tonight while you were fucking me." I exploded as far into Sue's little snatch as I good get. Can a man keep having more intense orgasm? Is there some limit? Was I going to ruin my heart or something? "You like the idea of me standing on Jerry's step with my tits exposed, Bob? That busybody, Mrs. Gill always watches everything on the block, and she tells everything she sees, or thinks she sees. What will people think of your wife? What will you say if someone tells you I was seen topless, going into Jerry's house?" Sue asked. I had no answer at the moment, but my cock never went soft! I just kept pounding her sweet pussy. I was a man possessed. Sweat formed on my chest, and any place our bodies touched. Then, as if by signal, Sue and I had simultaneous orgasms like we had never had before. We slept like young lovers that night, wrapped in each other's arms.
We were having a quick breakfast, around the dinner plates that were still out from the previous night's meal, when I looked over at Sue. She was beaming. I smiled and told her, "The good news is you won't have to spend a lot of time deciding what to wear, and you won't get any shirts soiled." Sue studied my face for a minute and laughed.
"Bob, you are so sweet. I don't think a woman could have a better husband. You must really love me. I know I love you. I am so anxious to suck Jerry's cock today! I will have a goo story for you tonight," she chuckled. "Get it, Bob? A goo story, not a good story!" Once again we sat in our kitchen and laughed. It seems that I had married a real funny girl, and a very sexy one! Funny I had never really noticed either in all the years we had been married. I kissed her tenderly and reminded her she had an appointment as I went out the door. Sue smiled and waved as I backed out the driveway. How would I ever get through the workday?
It was the first time I had ever worked a forty hour day, or at least it seemed to last that long! Finally I walked in the door and looked for Sue. Not finding her in the kitchen or living room, I went upstairs. I found her stepping from the shower, a towel wrapped around her chest. She blushed as I unfurled her towel and I brought her into my arms and kissed her long and hard. I could taste the toothpaste and knew I was in for a hot story.
"I knew you would want to come right to bed, so I hurried through a shower to be ready for you, Bob. Why don't you get undressed and climb into bed with me. Do you want to tell me about work today?" she teased. I was out of my clothes and next to her in record time. I began to suck her nipples, which were quite hard already and showed signs of having been sucked recently. They were very red and swollen.
"You know what I want, and I had better be hearing it soon or I may not allow you to see Jerry any more!" I chided. "You wouldn't want that, I bet. So talk to me." With that I lowered my head and plunged my tongue into her very wet pussy.
"Yesss," she hissed. "Don't stop!" Her little pussy was on fire! "It was very embarrassing to stand on Jerry's doorstep with my tits hanging out. I rang his bell at exactly 3:00 and I thought he would open the door immediately. Jerry had other ideas. He must have made me wait several minutes at his door. I saw Mrs. Gill's curtains move. I am sure you will be hearing about your tramp wife. Can you handle that," Sue asked.
"I have to assume she was mistaken," I pulled my head up to answer. "Did any other neighbors see your beautiful tits, or just that old bag? I resumed eating Sue and she was starting to moan.
"To be honest, Charlie Sampson saw my tits. I don't know if anyone else did, beside Jerry, of course," answered Sue. She knew I disliked Charlie for many reasons. Whenever we were at the same social functions he would drone on about his job, his boat, his kids, and when his wife was not around, his exploits with a myriad of women. I found him pompous and obnoxious.
"Charlie?" I asked. "He is usually at work all day. I wonder why he was around that time of day. Did he drive by while you were waiting for Jerry to open the door?" I kissed my way back up her stomach as I waited for Sue to answer as I slid my rock hard cock into her flowing pussy.
"Not exactly. Jerry had invited him to watch the game with him, so he called in sick today. He was with there when Jerry opened the door." Sue was watching my face when she told me this bombshell. I stopped in mid stroke. My head spun and I felt weak. That asshole! He saw Sue's tits; saw her walk into Jerry's house half naked! Jerry knew Sue was coming and had Charlie there on purpose. He knew how I disliked Charlie. In fact, Jerry once told me he thought Charlie was a dick head. Why would he have Charlie there? Sue must have read my thoughts as they raced through my mind.
"Jerry told me that as long as I wanted practice sucking cock, Charlie had offered to help. I was so humiliated, I was almost ill," Sue offered. "I told Jerry I would certainly not suck Charlie's cock. He had tricked me into an embarrassing position and I resented it." I felt truly proud of Sue at that moment. She knew I hated Charlie. Good for her. "Then Jerry told me he understood completely and I should go back home and not bother returning. I actually felt panic, Bob. I stood there looking at Jerry like some kind of idiot. I couldn't even think of anything to say. That damn Charlie was smirking at me. Then he reached up and pinched my nipples with both hands. He told me he knew I didn't ever suck you off and how much he was going to enjoy my mouth. He told me he was surprised how big my tits were and asked why I had kept them such a secret. Then he pulled out his cock and told me to start sucking. His cock is not very big, for all the bragging he does, Bob," confided Sue. She was watching me closely. My hard on had died when I heard Charlie's name. My mind was numb. I looked into Sue's eyes and waited.
"I didn't know what to do, but I didn't want to leave and have Jerry never see me, us, again. I couldn't think. Charlie let go of my nipples and put his hands on my shoulders and pushed on my shoulders. I slowly dropped to my knees in front of him. He pushed his cock into my face. I opened my mouth and took it in. He held my hair and moved my face back and forth on his cock. At first, I thought I was going to choke, but he never let up. In a couple minutes I had my nose in his pubic hair. It may sound crazy, but I began to feel like I had control of him. He was moaning and calling me all sorts of names, but I had his cock. I was in charge. I started moving my head on my own and he let go of my hair. I took him in all the way and then backed off. He came in a few minutes and I swallowed every drop. He told me to be sure his cock was clean so I licked and sucked it for another minute. He was still calling me a slut and a cocksucker after I was done and he had put his cock away. It seemed like he was more angry than happy, and he wanted to hurt me. I think it is because you are so much superior to him and he knows it." I felt my cock getting hard again and I began to work it in Sue's box. I kissed her lips and smiled.
"It is true, you know. You are the best man I know, Bob. I feel sorry for Charlie's wife. He must be horrible to live with. She seems so nice, too. I think she likes you, now that I think about it. Maybe that is a reason Charlie dislikes you so. Your wife sucked his cock, but his wife respects you. Which would a real man prefer?" asked Sue. I didn't answer. I suspected it was a trick question. She continued her story as I rode her steadily.
"That was when Jerry told Charlie he was an asshole! I laughed right in front of Charlie when Jerry said that. He told Charlie that I was a cocksucker, and would be a slut, but he was just an asshole, and to go home. After Charlie stalked out and slammed the door, Jerry explained why he had invited Charlie over. He said he knew we did not like Charlie, but we had to learn that I was going to do as I was told, and I didn't have to like it. He said it was an honor to train me, but you and I had to realize what it entailed. This was a test of sorts and I passed! It feels like you are passing the test too, sweetheart! Keep that up," Sue urged as I really began to pick up momentum. For the second time in as many days we experienced orgasms together. As we caught our breath, Sue resumed her story.
"Jerry told me I could go home if I were too upset to continue. He said he would call me later. I think he was very pleased when I kneeled in front of him and pulled his cock out and started sucking it. He let me take my time and work as much in my mouth as I could. He told me how to relax my gag reflex and allow it to slide down my throat. He really was very gentle and helpful. I did manage to get more of him down my throat this time. Jerry told me I was becoming a very good cocksucker already. That was nice of him, wasn't it? He told me to get ready for a real load and he started shooting down my throat. I swallowed as fast as I could, but some still trickled down my chin. I sucked him till he was soft and licked his cock clean. Then I told him I tried to swallow it all but it came too fast and I was so sorry for spilling some. Jerry laughed and told me I did great. He said his wife always complained he was the only man she ever sucked off that could cum faster than she could swallow. Then Jerry had tears in his eyes when he told me she was the best cocksucker he ever knew. He told me I could go home through the back yard, that you would be home soon and want to hear all about my afternoon," concluded Sue. I was looking at her and smiling. She broke into a grin as I kept staring.
"You think it is funny that your wife A) was seen going into a widower's home with her tits uncovered, B) sucked off a man you despise and swallowed all his cum after he pinched her nipples, and then C) sucked off one of your best friends and swallowed all his cum?" laughed Sue. "I know a few men that would not think it was very funny. Oh, I forgot to mention that Jerry wants you to shave my pussy for him. He thinks I will make an excellent slut and he is proud you want him to train me. Are you getting hard again?"
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Last night, I shaved my wife's pussy. I did this because our neighbor had instructed her to tell me to do so. My wife, Sue, and I had become bored with our sex life after twenty plus years of marriage. We decided she would have an affair with Jerry, our neighbor, and tell me everything that he did to her, and with her. It all began very well. He had her suck his cock and he came all over her face and told her to leave it on till I returned from work to see what he had done. He also bit her chest and administered numerous hickies and had her show them to me. I know now that he was testing me to see if I could actually endure my sweet wife being fucked by another man. He even had Sue blow another neighbor, Charlie, whom I disliked a great deal. Sue had been rather innocent before all this started. I had been the only man to use her sweet pussy, but that was destined to change. I was anxious to get home and find out what Sue had done while I was at work.
I came through the door and found Sue naked, reclined on the sofa, her feet up on the arm. "Sue, do you feel ok?" I asked. "Are you ill, or hurt?" I kneeled down at her side and felt her forehead.
Sue looked into my eyes, took my hand in hers, and smiled. "I feel great! Jerry told me to put my feet up as soon as I got home and wait for you. Bob, he wants me to tell you to eat my bald little pussy. Will you eat it right now?" asked Sue. As she spoke she moved her legs apart so I could examine her newly shaved mound. It was a minute or two before I could speak.
"Sue, you have been busy while I was at work! Am I mistaken, or is that cum running down your thighs? Jerry said I should eat you? After he has used your pussy? Why would he think I would eat you now?" I questioned Sue.
"He said you would, but if you did not he would never fuck me again. It is your decision, Bob. Do you ever want Jerry to fuck me again? I guess I'll find out how you feel about it right now, won't I?" asked Sue. I looked at Sue and then back down at her swollen used pussy. I shook my head, not fully understanding my feelings, and lowered my face down between her legs. I lapped around her lips first. It didn't taste too bad, so I went for broke. I surprised myself, as I seemed to enjoy this perverted turn my life had taken. I licked and sucked Sue's cunt with a passion that shocked Sue, and myself. She had two orgasms as I cleaned as much of her sweet box as I could. Finally, I was finished and raised my head to look at Sue watching me.
"Bob, you have to be the best pussy eater in the world!" she grinned. With that I tore my clothes off and plunged my cock deep into her freshly cleaned little muff. I was stroking pretty hard and deep and Sue was enjoying my efforts, if her moans and sighs were any indication.
"You are also one of the best fucks I ever had. You aren't the biggest I ever had, but you really use it well," added Sue. I popped a nut right then! I emptied myself deep inside Sue's swollen cunt. She was laughing lightly as I recovered my breath.
"This really does excite you, doesn't it? I am so glad, Bob. I am enjoying this more than I can tell you. I love you but I have always wondered what I might be missing. Now I don't have to wonder and the sex with you has been better than I can remember. I am so glad you are so strong and secure. You will always be number one with me. I know that." Then with a little twinkle she added, "I just don't know who will be number three, four, five, six, and so on!"
I jumped off her, pulled her to her feet, sat back down and put her over my knee. I spanked her bare ass several times, and quite hard. "Never forget your husband is not a man to tease or ridicule I boomed. You will be feeling my hand when you do." I tried very hard to remain straight-faced.
"Ohh, is that a promise? Feel my pussy. You have just made it very wet again and now you will have to take care of it. Don't make me go next door, Mr. Tough Guy!" mocked Sue. I picked her up from my lap and carried her upstairs. That was another thing I had not done in years. We spent a few hours in bed, enjoying our newfound appetites.
When I came home over the next week Sue would have new stories about how Jerry had fucked her, sometimes, twice in an afternoon. He would have her clean his cock with her tongue and lips and then send her home naked. Sue told me that she knew several neighbors had seen her at least once. They would be talking and I should be prepared. The thing was, I didn't care. It was as if we had fallen in love all over again. We enjoyed each other every minute we were together.
I made a mental note to thank Jerry for fucking my wife, and then I made another note to see a shrink! One evening after dinner and before we could begin our bedroom activities, the phone rang. Sue answered it, and then handed the phone to me. It was Jerry. He was cordial and so was I. We chatted about politics and sports for a few minutes and then he asked if Sue and I would stop in at his house in half an hour. I told him we would be there. Sue listened to us talk and seemed a bit nervous.
"Is anything wrong, Bob?" Why does he want both of us to go over? You won't lose your temper or anything, will you?" Sue asked.
"Sue, you have to lighten up. I like Jerry, remember. I am not angry with him. In fact, if you don't mind, I will thank him for spending time with you while I am at work. Remember, this was my idea and I am happy with it, and I think you are, too," I finished.
Sue came to me and kissed me deeply. We cleaned up the kitchen and then walked over to Jerry's house. Jerry always was a good host. He had our favorite drinks ready and asked us to sit down. Then he sat in a chair across from us and began to speak.
"Thanks for coming over on such short notice. I want you both to hear what I am going to say. Bob, you wife is wonderful. Her body is great. I love her tits and how tight her pussy is. She is a pleasure to fuck, but you already know that."
I looked right into Jerry's eyes and carefully framed my response, "Thanks Jerry. I know you are sincere and I have to agree with you. I appreciate what you are doing for Sue, doing for us. I consider you a true friend. I am sure Sue feels the same."
Sue was blushing like I never had seen her blush before. Our frank discussion was somewhat disconcerting to her.
"I knew you felt that way, Bob. You are a very good man. It became apparent to me what was going on when Sue suddenly changed her demure little proper housewife routine around me. I decided to try her and I found I had guessed correctly. You will be surprised to know a friend trained my wife to be a slut about fifteen years ago. My wife and I had stagnated in our relationship and a good friend noticed the signs. He was concerned about us and suggested to me that he train my wife to be his slut. I almost killed him, but he kept handing me drinks and explaining his reasoning."
"He told me that Nancy and I were drifting apart. We had lost interest in each other. We needed to put a spark back into our life. As he spoke, I got a tremendous hard on. Could he be right? I realized the idea excited me, but even if I went along, Nancy would never agree, I told him. She was too much of a lady to go along with his crazy scheme. That was when he told me he was getting vibes from Nancy that she was on the make. I was angry again, but he calmed me down by explaining nothing had ever happened. Then he told me Nancy would be getting it someplace, and it should be with my friend. He said he would train her to be a slut and I would not be able to look at her without wanting to fuck her. She would feel the same about me. I just had to accept that I was not exclusive, and that was the part that made it work," Jerry added.
"To make a long story short, it worked. Nancy and I had a great life after that. She got to enjoy so many things that I would have denied her, was denying her until my friend pointed it out. He died from a heart attack a few years later but we were always grateful to him for helping us. Then Nancy got cancer, as you know. She told me many times in her final days how much she loved me and how wonderful I was for allowing her to be a slut and loving her all the more for it. That was over a year ago and Sue is the first woman I have had since Nancy died," finished Jerry.
Sue and I were silent as Jerry talked. When he paused, we struggled for words.
"Jerry, Nancy was a wonderful woman and we both knew you two were very happy," I told Jerry. "We miss her, too. What you two had was special. Thanks for sharing it with us."
"Thanks, Bob," Jerry resumed. "That brings me to why I had you two over tonight. I told Sue I was going to train her. That asshole Charlie already called her all kinds of names. I have not done that, yet. The fact is; Sue is a slut and a cocksucker now. You both know that is a fact. I had Sue suck Charlie to test you, Bob. I wanted to see if you were mentally tough enough to have a slut wife. I wanted you to understand she would do what I wanted her to do and you had no say."
Jerry went on, "I tested Sue, too. I knew she would never choose to give Charlie a blowjob. I had to see if she was prepared to do my biding, and she was. Once you realize the power you have as a slut, or as a husband of a known slut, you will love it. I think you are both beginning to understand. The sex gets so much better, but the love that evolves is unbelievable. She gave Charlie a blowjob and he came in her mouth. She told you about it. You dislike Charlie. Sounds like a murder ready to happen, doesn't it? In stead, you love Sue more than ever, and she feels the same about you. You two have something very special. I know. I had it with my wife, Nancy."
Jerry got up to refill our drinks. Sue and I looked at each other and smiled a smile we had been sharing quite often of late. I was struck with what a good guy my wife was fucking. The next thought was I had lost it entirely, but it felt great. Jerry sat back down and spoke, "Bob, would you object if Sue sucked me off while I talk? I find it very relaxing."
I looked at Sue and she looked back. We were both stunned. He wanted Sue to suck his cock while I watched? My own cock started to stand up as I thought it over.
"That would be great, Jerry. She keeps bragging what a good cocksucker she is. Now she can show me." My cock had decided for me, and I had learned the past few weeks that my cock knew what I liked.
Sue had the old deer-in–the-headlights look as we turned our attention to her. "You both seem to take for granted that I will suck Jerry's cock. Did you ever think I may not feel like it?" asked Sue.
Jerry never batted an eye. He just stared at Sue. I took my cue from Jerry and waited. I could see Sue was beginning to break. She got up and walked over to where Jerry sat and kneeled between his legs.
"Ok, is isn't my choice. I know that. I am Jerry's slut to be used any way he wants. Give me that juicy cock and let me show my dear husband how his wife sucks his neighbors cock!"
Sue looked toward me as she slid Jerry's cock out and began lavishing all sorts of oral love. I had never seen Jerry's cock before and had to admit that it was a wonderful specimen of manhood. I could see why Sue was reluctant to risk losing it. As I watched my wife service Jerry's big cock, I felt pleased and horny as hell. I would give her one hard fuck when I got her home.
"She is still learning, so I am patient with her, but she had better learn to not question me soon. You understand, Bob, that I will discipline her as I see fit?" asked Jerry.
I nodded to Jerry and switched my attention back to my wife's activities. She was quite the little cocksucker, I had to admit. I had no idea how Jerry could keep from cumming!
"Good, now I want to explain how this is going to work. Are you listening, Sue?" Jerry directed his question to my wife, who obviously was not paying attention. Jerry pulled her off his cock by her hair and than slapped her face with his hard cock. Sue was surprised and looked up at Jerry.
"I want you to listen to me. Suck me slowly and pay attention. I will cum when I am ready. I am explaining the rules of this game.
Jerry looked at me as he spoke, "Bob, I will never use her without your permission. When she is with me and you are not, your permission is implied. I will not embarrass you in public in any way. Sue is my slut and I will embarrass her as it strikes me."
"That is part of the incredible aphrodisiac of this game. She is to be your wife and lover when she is with you. She is not to do anything sexual for you that she did not do for you before I began her training. A good example is she will not suck your cock. As time goes on, you may be the only man in the neighborhood she has not sucked off. You will simply accept that. On the other hand, I will fuck her any way imaginable, and quick likely some ways you never dreamed possible. Other men will use her. You may or may not know the men that use her."
Jerry had my rapt attention as he continued, "I may give her to a man for a period of time, always less than a day. When I give her to someone, she will be his slut and do whatever he desires. This will be a tremendous turn on for both of you. It will be difficult at times. Men are assholes. They will make comments designed to embarrass you. I can tell you right now that if you take whatever a man says about your wife and demonstrate pride in her and profess your love and devotion for her, that man will be envious of you."
"Wives will shun Sue and say horrible things. Sue, you will admit they are true tell them that it gives you incredible sex with your husband and you love each other. It will not always be easy, but you will learn. These women will wish they had the nerve, or their husbands possessed your husband's serenity and understanding, to do what you do. This will surprise you both more than anything else. People will try to hurt you and they will be jealous of you. It will become obvious. Believe me. Sue, men will think you are a whore and easy. They will try to fuck you, or get you to blow them all the time. You do not give anything to any man other than Bob or I, unless I say you can," cautioned Jerry. "
If Bob ever says this is over, it will end immediately. Sue, if you are listening, suck me faster. I am getting close and I want you to show your husband how you swallow my cum!"
With those words, Sue went to work. Her head looked like a piston as it went up and down Jerry's oversized shaft. I could see her throat expand as the head of Jerry cock slid in. It was amazing. I heard Jerry gasp as Sue had his cock as deep as she could sink it. He was cumming and the first shot must have gone right into her belly. She backed off and held the head in her mouth and swallowed for all she was worth. I saw some cum ooze around Jerry's shaft as she pumped him in her mouth.
Gradually she slowed down and just sucked on him. Then she let him pop out of her mouth and licked every inch of his soft, but impressive cock. Finally, she took her finger, caught up the cum that had dribbled out onto her face and placed it in her mouth. Sue turned and looked at me. I could tell she was worried about my feelings. You learn these things when you spend twenty years with a woman. I just looked at her for a minute. I could tell she was really getting nervous.
I turned and spoke to Jerry, "If you are finished with your slut, I will be taking my wife home and I will fuck her silly. I have never seen her so sexy! I have to have her immediately!" Then I added, "I appreciate you having us over and explaining how things will be. We will not disappoint you, and thanks Jerry."
I reached over and shook Jerry's hand. Then I reached down to Sue and gave her my hand to help her up from her knees. "You are coming with me you little, big cocksucker! I have plans for you, Beautiful!"
As Sue got to her feet she beamed at me. She leaned down, gave Jerry a quick kiss, and headed for the door with me. It was only after a long very enjoyable session of hot sex that Sue and I discussed the night's events. The thing that struck us both was how Jerry had Sue suck his cock and swallow his cum, and then we both thanked him! How our world has changed in a short time!
It was about a week later that Jerry told us he was having a little barbecue and wanted us to attend. He also told us that he was inviting most of our block. It was to be a learning experience for us, Jerry said. As the day neared, our anxiety increased. Would the neighbors treat us differently? Did they know Sue was Jerry's personal slut? As it turned out, Charlie had made certain everyone would know. When we walked into Jerry's yard and saw Charlie was there, we knew it would be a long day.
The asshole strode up to us before we had a chance to get a drink and shook my hand, and then Sue's. "Bob, it is so good to see you. You look great. And Sue, you look radiant, but then you always do. The last time I saw you I thought you were especially lovely," he smirked and then he leaned over to give Sue a kiss.
Sue was struggling. It was obvious to me. She offered her cheek to Charlie, but he turned her head back with his hand and gave her a lingering kiss on her lips. Sue pulled back startled. I spoke in a subdued voice so the other guests could not hear me.
"If you ever touch Sue against her will, I will rip your little dick off and shove it down your throat, asshole! That is no way to repay a nice blowjob!" I then smiled and shook Charlie's hand again. He turned white from shock and stood there opened mouthed. I led Sue toward Jerry and some of his other guests. Jerry had seen the greeting Charlie gave Sue but had no idea what I told Charlie. He gave us a questioning look and I just shrugged it off.
I smiled down at Sue and told her it should only get better. For the first hour, Sue clung to me constantly. It was apparent she was very nervous. Mrs. Gill spoke to us. She praised Jerry to an extreme. I realized she was trying to see how Sue and I would react. I simply agreed and told her that Jerry was like a brother to me. Surely, he was the best friend I ever had. It amused me to see how this disappointed old Mrs. Gill. She was looking for some hint of anger, I was certain. The other neighbors were friendly, but seemed a bit reserved. After Sue had a few drinks she began to relax. She had always gotten on well with everyone and gradually started to mingle, even leaving my side to chat with a few wives.
I walked over to get a fresh beer when I ran into Tim Hall. He was a lawyer and lived a few houses down. "How are you, Bob?" he asked as he shook my hand. "I have to say Sue looks great today. I don't know what her secret is, but I wish she would share it with Sharon. She goes for days without smiling. Sue is beaming. How do you keep her so happy?" I knew Tim thought he was being clever and using his devious legal training to get me to say something stupid. I guess I didn't disappoint him.
"Well, Tim, it's like this. I try to make sure she is always well fucked. It is amazing how that helps her outlook. Send Sharon around if you want a smile on her face. Your life would improve immediately, I guarantee. See you in court, counselor," I remarked as I walked away.
For some reason I began to feel really happy as I worked my way back to Sue, but I couldn't find her! I covered the entire back and front yards, but no sign of Sue. I wandered inside looking. I decided it was likely she was using the bathroom. I was just starting up the stairs when she came rushing down. I caught her as she ran into my arms. She buried her face in my chest and sobbed quietly. I saw Mike Watkins standing at the top of the stairs. He was rubbing his cheek.
I spun Sue around and practically carried her back up the stairs. Mike stood watching us approach. As I reached the top and stood looking at Mike, I spoke to Sue.



"Darling, tell me why you are so upset."
Sue began to tell me there was nothing wrong, but I was having none of it. I could feel my knees shake like they do when I am fighting mad. I had not felt that for many years.
"Now, Sue. You don't want to see me bust Mike in the chops for no reason, do you? Tell me what happened, and tell me now!" Sue looked at me and something she saw caused her to talk.
"Bob, he isn't worth the trouble. I was coming out of the bathroom and he must have been waiting for me. He blocked my way and told me he heard I had great tits and liked to show them off. He told me to show them to him, so I slapped him," Sue finished. I could see why she was upset.
"Mike, you are absolutely right. My wife has great tits. But do I ask your wife to show me her tits? Does your wife have nice tits? I guess not or you wouldn't be trying to bully my wife to show you hers. I feel sorry for you, Mike. It can't be easy being married to a woman with bad tits."
Sue was wearing a pull over top with the bra built in. I reached down and pulled her top up before she realized what I was doing. Her breasts flopped out and she gasped.
"There you go, Mike. You have now seen the nicest tits you are ever likely to see. They feel great, too." I told him as I grabbed Sue's tits and squeezed them. "Now if you ever again have the good fortune to see or feel these beauties, I will expect you to be properly appreciative. If Sue ever tells me you were rude to her again, or if you ever hurt her, I will be visiting you. You had better be ready to finish what you start. But hey, thanks for the compliment. If you ever get to where you are proud of your wife's tits, show them to me. I'd like to see them, but I will not insult or degrade her. Sue, cover your great tits now. Mike has seen enough, don't you think?"
I put the top over Sue's head and she pulled it down and positioned every thing the way women do. We walked back down the stairs and mingled some more. I made a point of being especially attentive to Mike's wife and she responded in kind. I saw him watching as I chatted with her off to the side and she was laughing and touching my arm. I realized she was a nice person, though not overly interesting, but too good for Mike. She was starved for attention and opened like a flower as I listened to her little stories and asked questions that indicated I was actually listening. By the time I made my excuses and strolled away, I knew she was thinking well of me and that would be my best revenge.
I started to wonder if I was finally starting to smarten up. I felt like I was seeing things more clearly than I had at any time in my life. I thanked Jerry as many guests watched. I knew they wanted to see if there would be any friction.
"Jerry, you are the best neighbor Sue and I could ever hope for. Thanks for having us. We have to go home. Tomorrow is a workday, and you know my hours. I'm not retired like you, darn it!"
Sue took her cue from me and thanked Jerry as well and then gave him a peck on the cheek and we headed home, hand in hand. As we neared our door, Sue turned to me, kissed me and with tears in her eyes, she told me, "I am just beginning to realize how lucky I was when you asked me to marry you." I felt pretty good about that.
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The next few weeks were some of the best I can remember. Sue was stopping at Jerry's a couple times a week. Then she would tell me all about his big cock and how much she enjoyed it. We had some fantastic sex those evenings. I felt closer to her than I had since very early in our marriage. I noticed Sue was changing, both physically and mentally. She had her hair cut shorter and styled. She began wearing shorter skirts and lower necklines. It was like I was watching a flower open before my eyes. Somehow she was turning back the clock and I loved it. She was becoming much more confidant and outgoing. Her humor was always one of her strong points. It just became sharper and more frequent. I was changing as well. I admitted I was not satisfied in my safe, but dull job. I asked for, and received, a transfer to the sales department. I was no longer safe. I had to produce to get paid, but the better I did, the more money I made. This made work interesting, difficult, and far more rewarding. I was going to have more time off when I wanted it, and have to spend time on the road, away from Sue. I came home one evening and found Sue singing as she prepared our dinner. I was struck by how lovely she was, even performing such routine chores.
"You sound happy this evening. Were you riding Jerry's big cock again today, Sweetheart? I asked. Her response was not what I was expecting.
"Jerry felt it was time to move my training along, so he had Charlie come over to visit him while I was there," Sue answered as she stirred some sort of pasta. Suddenly I was holding my breath and flushing. What was she leading up to?
"Are you telling me that Charlie, the asshole, fucked you today?" I demanded. Sue turned to look at me. She was very calm as she answered my question.
"You know what Jerry told us. You knew it was going to evolve. If you do not feel you can allow it, then just say the word. We will go back to how we were. Is that what you want?" questioned Sue.
"Ok, I did react a little harshly. I admit it." I knew I should listen to Sue before I made any decisions. If I became hostile, the wonderful, honest relationship we had created would be destroyed.
"Just tell me what happened. I will behave. I promise." As I spoke, I moved behind Sue, put my arms around her, and buried my nose in her hair. Then I moved down and kissed her ear and neck. She always liked when I did that.
"You call that behaving?" Sue laughed. "As I was saying, Charlie came over because Jerry felt it was time for me to be fucked in the ass. He did not tell Charlie that he was called because he has a small dick, remember? Of course Charlie was very willing to be my first for that. Do I feel a gun in your pocket, or is this story getting someone's interest?" she asked.
My hard cock was poking her in the back, giving me away.
"Charlie was actually quite a gentleman today. I think you made an impression on him last time you offered to shove his little dick down his throat. He played with my tits and ate my pussy, just to get me in the mood. Jerry was there, more or less directing Charlie. I sucked Charlie's cock a little, but then, that is the only way Charlie's cock can be sucked. Then Charlie put some KY on his cock and started getting my tight virgin ass ready. He used a finger for a while. Then Jerry had me get on my hands and knees and Charlie pushed into my ass. I was really glad he had a little cock! It still hurt at first. After a few minutes, it actually began to feel good. Then Jerry got in front of me and had me suck his cock while Charlie ass fucked me. This was my first time with two men inside me at one time. It was very erotic. Charlie was playing with my tits and telling me how nice my ass was. He seemed to be really enjoying it. Is that normal? Do men like to ass fuck women?" Sue asked in a very serious tone.
I was so worked up I had to wait a second to speak, and then I had to clear my throat first.
"As you know, Sue, I cannot speak from experience, but men do think about that. I would say the answer to that is yes, men do like that. I hate to stick up for Charlie, but he was behaving normally. Did you enjoy it?" I asked.
Man would I love to fuck my wife's sweet little ass. She never even let me touch her there!
"I was surprised. I enjoyed it a lot," responded Sue. "Jerry told me to play with myself while Charlie was pinching my nipples and Jerry was hammering my throat. I had an intense orgasm. Then Jerry filled my stomach and Charlie emptied his load in my bowels. It took a few minutes before I dared stand up and go to the bathroom. You know what I heard while I was in the bathroom?" Sue wanted to know.
"I would guess you heard Charlie say what a nice ass you had and what an asshole he thought I was. He must be still laughing about being the first guy to fuck my wife in the ass," I suggested. Sue turned around and kissed me.
"Jerry said the most erotic visions are the ones involving embarrassment or degradation. This really gets you hard knowing that Charlie had my ass, doesn't it? Well, that is normal. Don't feel bad. I heard Charlie ask how I came to be Jerry's slut. Jerry gave a simple, somewhat brief explanation. Charlie was surprised it was pretty much your idea. He asked how you were handling it."
"I came out of the bathroom at that moment. I told Charlie that you were doing very well and that I loved you more than anything, ever. Then I mentioned we had been bored with life, and each other. This had spiced up our lives and made every day an event to anticipate and enjoy. I told him he would never understand our relationship. It was not the "normal"," I told him.
"That was when he surprised me by saying he thought he did understand, He said you and I were both lucky to have found something like this. Then he told me everyone has noticed how great I look and how happy you and I seem to be lately. I was touched. Then Charlie let go of my tit! Another little joke, Bob! Get it?" laughed Sue.
"I do like Charlie better now than I ever did before, though," finished Sue.
"The guy just fucked you in the ass while playing with your tits! I would think you would! I am sure he likes you better!" I exclaimed.
Once again I found myself dragging Sue off to bed. I did take the time to turn the stove off. Every time our sex life would slow down a little, Jerry would have Sue perform something different to drive me crazy. This story was the latest. My wife was the sexiest woman on the planet and I was certain of her love for me.
Jerry started having Sue go over to his place while he hosted different sports parties. He had one of those big TV's and got every channel known to man. He would have a fellow or two over and eventually Sue would become the main attraction. Sue spent more than a few evenings describing to me how my neighbors came in her mouth, in her pussy, and now, in her ass.
These were the men I lived amongst. Within three weeks of Charlie fucking her ass, she fucked and sucked every adult male on our block. I mean every one! Jerry even invited the men that were old enough to be Sue's father. She said many of them never really got hard, but they loved to have her suck their cocks and to hold and suck her tits. She told me that it actually gave her a great deal of pleasure to see how happy she made the older men. I hope I am so lucky when I hit the golden years. Hell! I should be so lucky now!
Jerry still had not allowed Sue to suck my cock and I was not allowed to fuck her ass. Sue said Jerry felt I should have been doing it years ago. Since I never did, he was not going to allow it now. It just added to the weird pleasure I was getting from this arrangement. Then I had to start spending nights away from home for my job.
"Jerry told me he has been asked by Art Trammel if Art can have me for a night. He has heard you are going to be away now and then," Sue began as we rested after a satisfying little tango.
"It seems that Art's son has graduated from college and Art is going to have a little party for him. Bob, he wants his son to have me for a whole night. It is a reward for a job well done. I think it is rather flattering, really. Young Steve must be 22 or 23. I wonder if he would want me the way Art thinks he would. He might be disgusted to see me naked. I am the same age as his mother, now that I think of it," mused Sue. "
"Jerry told me to tell you that he would like to be able to use me when you are away, but would understand if you didn't want it. We never anticipated you being away at night. What do you think, Bob?" asked Sue.
"You know I will do what you ask, always." I had not considered Sue being away all night, sleeping in a different bed, with God only knows who. As I pondered this, my cock rose up and made my decision. Sue had been holding my cock while she was telling me this latest development.
"It looks like little Bob enjoys the idea. Big Bob has been listening to little Bob lately. What do you say, Big Bob?" teased Sue. "Am I going to give a young stud a night to remember? He will be in your debt forever."
I rolled back on Sue and slid inside her. As I stoked into her hot box, I told her, "It seems that every damn man in this neighborhood is in my debt. I wonder if I'll ever collect anything! Tell Jerry he can use you, and/or give you away when I am on the road. I insist on knowing where you will be and hearing all about it when I return home," I demanded.
"When I am home you will be in my bed unless I decide otherwise. That is the reason I have had you trained in the first place." I picked up my tempo and within a minute we both climaxed again.
We were invited to young Steve Trammel's college graduation party on the following Sunday. I had already made arrangements to leave later that day for a sales trip to a city a few hundred miles west. I had my motel reservations and an appointment to meet with some potential customers on Monday.
It was obvious to me that Art had told his son about Sue and the night ahead. Steve shook our hands and told us how happy he was that we came to his party. He was very polite, but he could not pull his eyes from Sue's chest. I liked the low top she was wearing, but this kid was drooling! He was almost giddy as he welcomed us. It all brought back memories of my youth and how exciting it was to score with a new girl.
Sue was going to be his first and I noticed he already had a lump in his pants. I was struck by the irony of the situation as I handed Steve a card with a very nice check as a gift, Sue insisted we be generous, while I suggested I was already giving the kid more than anyone else! I was donating my wife.
It was like no other party I had ever attended. Sue and I drank and chatted with our neighbors as we stood holding hands. I had my arm around her shoulders much of the time. I was determined to give the strong signal that I loved this woman, she was mine, and she loved me. The men were incredibly polite and friendly to both of us. They knew that Sue told me all about her adventures with them. They knew I allowed, or more precisely, encouraged her behavior. It seemed that they could tell that we were very happy with each other.
The wives were more difficult to read. They were not rude, but they seemed reserved. They may not have known if their husbands were having Sue, but I think they knew some men were, and possibly suspected their own husbands. They also saw how Sue had bloomed. She looked beautiful with a simple pair of shorts and a low knit top. Her new hair do accentuated her lovely profile and she was about ten pounds lighter than she had been a few months ago. (She told me that if men were going to see her naked all the time, she wanted to look good.)
After an hour or so, I felt that Sue would be ok and we separated and mingled. Art Trammel took me to the side and spoke in low tones.
"Bob, I cannot tell you how much I appreciate what you and Sue are doing for Steve. He has always been a good kid. He studied hard for his marks, and he worked almost forty hours a week the last year to pay his rent and buy books. He is shy and never had the nerve to try to date much. Sue will bring him out of his shell and teach him a lot. I wish my dad had found someone like Sue for me."
I looked at Art and smiled, "I understand what you mean Art. I feel the same way. Sue will make his first time a wonderful experience. She is like no other lover I ever had."
"She is something! Her tits are perfect. She can do things with her mouth I can hardly believe," Art gushed.
Then he stopped and looked hard at me. "Bob, I mean no disrespect! At first, I thought it was odd that Jerry had total control over Sue and invited us over to sample her charms. I sure couldn't refuse. Afterwards I asked Jerry what would happen if you found out. That was when he told me that Sue describes everything to you. I was stunned. I had visions of you shooting me. I would have shot you for doing to Ellen anything even close to what I did with Sue," revealed Jerry.
"Then Jerry explained how certain men enjoy the idea of their wife being used by other men. He told me he had been such a man while his wife was alive. He told me you and Sue had been bored emotionally with your marriage and your routine sex life. Now you were like honeymooners!"
I stood there and listened to a neighbor discuss my sexual habits with my wife. It only followed that if Sue told me everything, these men would know a great deal about me. They had to be sure I would not go on a rampage, or perhaps worse, tell their spouses. I was vulnerable to a point, but I had these guys by the balls! Of course, they all realized that. When a married man cheats on his wife and someone knows it, he lives in fear. That is a fact of life.
"I have not told anyone this but you, Bob, but I wish my Ellen were like Sue. I think you understand what I mean. We have been married 24 years next month and we don't really excite each other any more. We are happy, after a fashion, but bored," sighed Art.
"She volunteers in some organizations just to give her self some purpose, but I know it doesn't leave her fulfilled. Sometimes I lay in bed at night thinking a good fuck with some other man might shake her, and me, out of our doldrums. I think about Sue telling you her day's events and I get hard. I bet you know who has the best cock, and who is the worst lay in the community. Ellen is still an attractive woman, but she is beginning to look worn," lamented Art.
"Sue, on the other hand, has transformed into an exciting, sexy, very desirable woman. I was thinking about a party we all attended last year. I don't even remember Sue being there. Yet she was. She was another bored housewife last year. Not this year! Every man here has had her in the past couple months, yet look how nice they are to her. I think most of these fellows have fallen in love with her. I think I have and I know that Steve will," Art whispered.
I was totally unprepared for this sort of discussion and candor. I liked Art and he had the decency to be open and frank with me. I try to be funny when I am uncomfortable, so I thought I would make a joke.
"Well, Art, I appreciate your honesty. Sue is a doll. Ellen is still in pretty good shape, and now Steve will be working in the next state and you will have an empty nest. If you want Ellen fucked really well, send her over some time. What are friends for? I'll give her some stories to share with you, believe me!" I laughed.
"Thanks, Bob! I have been thinking about bringing it up with her. I know you could bring her around. She respects you. I don't think she would work with Jerry the way Sue does. I just don't have the guts to bring it up with her, but thanks," answered Art.
I walked back toward Sue trying to sort things out. Was I wrong or did he thank me for offering to fuck the hell out of his wife? I guess that really isn't too strange, considering that he, and soon his son, will have fucked my wife.
Sue was chatting with several men, Steve, and Steve's mother, Ellen. I wondered about Ellen as I approached. Did she know, or suspect, that Sue was going to give her son a mercy fuck? Sue had her hand on Steve's arm as she spoke. She has a way of making a man feel her presence and enjoy it.
"I hate to be a party pooper, Ellen and Steve, but I have to hit the road to Dalton pretty soon. Would you excuse Sue and me? We had a great time and perhaps Sue will be able to return later, if the party is still going. I just want to say goodbye to her," I said.
Everyone shook hands and gave hugs, as is always the custom it seems.
I took Sue by the arm and we headed home. "What were you and Art discussing for so long?" asked Sue. "I saw you both look at me a few times. Was anything wrong, Bob?"
"That would depend on your point of view." I responded. "Art says you are beautiful, and incredible in the sack. Every man on the block loves you, and he would love for me to fuck the hell out of Ellen." We kept strolling down the walk as we talked.
"Art said that? He is so sweet! Does he want you to fuck Ellen so he won't feel guilty?" asked Sue. "Is he beginning to worry about us telling her? Why would he even suggest that you fuck his wife?"
I put my arm over Sue's shoulder and pulled her closer as we walked.
"This should not be so odd to you. I have many men fucking my wife, don't I? Do you wonder about that? Art feels his life has stagnated and wants what we have. I think it is an age thing. We are fortunate that we discussed it and had the nerve and character to be able to handle, and I might add, prosper from it. Look at us now. We are like young lovers. That reminds me, Steve was excited to see you, wasn't he?"
"He was so sweet. Did you see he had a hard on all day? He followed me around and I began to worry Ellen would suspect something. That was why I found her and chatted. I thought it would keep Steve at bay. I do believe he is looking forward to tonight. He is going to pick me around eight and drive me to his dad's fishing cabin," Sue stated.
She squeezes my hand and told me, "I will be home by five tomorrow and you better be home, too. I will expect you to make passionate love to me!"
Sue stopped as she said that and put her arms around my neck. You are the best husband in the world. It seems the more I learn about men, the better you look."
I pulled into the drive shortly after five the next day. Sue was just getting out of the shower. I pulled her to me and gave her a kiss. My cock pressed against her through my Dockers.
"So you have missed me, Bob? I hope you were thinking about your little wife while you were all alone in that motel. You were thinking I was with a young stud, but I wasn't," Sue admitted.
I pulled back a little and gave Sue my "questioning look" as she calls it. "That little toad invited a buddy along! He never told me till we got to the cabin and there was another car in the drive. He said his pal was a virgin, too. He was so jealous of Steve, and he begged Steve so much, that Steve gave in!" exclaimed Sue.
"I explained to Steve that it was not what I had agreed to, or planned on. He would have to take me home right then. To his credit, he never argued. To his friend's credit, he offered to leave and apologized for ruining everything. That was all I wanted. They had to know I was not their slut. I am Jerry's slut. I gave Steve the choice of asking Jerry if his friend could stay, or if he should take me home immediately. Or, he could call his father and have him ask Jerry. He chose to call Jerry, of course. His mother might wonder what was going on."
Sue smiled as she thought about the night. "Jerry acted upset, asked to talk to me, and then talked to Steve some more. In the end, he agreed to let the boys have me. He did insist they both eat me first, or the deal was off."



By this time I was undressed and led Sue back into the shower.
"I need a shower and I don't want to wait for the rest. You will take another shower and continue." I felt her hands soaping my back and ass. Then she reached around and caressed my stiff cock.
"You have such a nice hard cock, Bob. Perhaps you would be willing to slide it in while I talk?" I did not need a second invitation!
With my cock buried in her, Sue continued, "The boys were very eager to please, so I had them each eat me to an orgasm. They tried to rush it, but I told them it was important they learn how to do it right. It would serve them well in the future, almost as much as their degrees. Then I sucked them each off. They lasted a total of one minute, I think. They loved seeing me suck them and swallow their cum. You know how I look when I suck Jerry's cock. They were not as large as Jerry, or you, but they recovered very fast," grinned Sue.
"They each had my pussy, then my ass. Then before we finally called it a night, they sandwiched me. Art was in my ass and his buddy in my pussy. It was a great feeling and they were able to keep going for quite a while. I suppose cumming three times in the previous couple hours helped their staying power."
I could not hold off any longer and clutched Sue to me as I emptied my nectar into her well-used cunt. "That feels so good! I am cumming, too!" moaned Sue
I slowly softened and dropped out of her. Sue went back to her adventures. "We fell off to sleep in one bed. I don't think I slept more than an hour at any time without one or the other climbing back on me. We got up late and went out for breakfast. Art bought for all of us. I wondered if he had cashed the check you gave him to buy my breakfast," chuckled Sue.
"Quite a few people knew Art from him and his Dad going up there fishing. He strutted around that little diner like a peacock. He wanted to convey the impression that I was his woman. I played along. It was his party. Then we returned to the cabin and we had a couple hours before we had to start back."
"The little bugger insisted I sunbathe nude in front of the cabin!" Sue blushed. "Well, like most lakes, the cabins are not too far apart. The neighbors on each side could see me if they looked. I was laying out nude and the boys started feeling me up and acting a bit randy. I told them they could have me there and let the neighbors watch, but Ellen would likely get a phone call before they were finished," suggested Sue.
"Art came to his senses then and suggested we all go inside. They proceeded to use all my holes once each in the next two hours. Youth is wonderful. I feel pretty worn out but always have time and the need for you. It looks like you might need another round to top you off, doesn't it?" giggled Sue. We headed for the bedroom.
The next morning Sue was grocery shopping and I was doing some paper work, when Ellen Trammel rang the doorbell. I let her in and offered her a drink. It was apparent she was uncomfortable and I guessed she found out about Sue and Steve. She could not sit still and was obviously nervous. I tried to get her to tell me why she was there and I felt the direct approach was the easiest. "Is this about Steve?" I asked. "Is that why you are here? Or is it Art? You need to relax. Would you like a drink? It may help," I suggested.
"Please, a shot of any whiskey would be fine," Ellen answered.
I almost fell over. It was not yet noon. I expected her to ask for a soda or ice tea! I poured the drink and handed it to her. She gulped it down and handed me the glass. I poured her another. This one she sipped.
Gathering her courage, Ellen blurted, "Art and I have been awake all night talking about you and Sue. Art said you offered to train me to be like Sue. I am here to take you up on that offer!"
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I would have been less shocked if I had been told I had just won the Powerball Lottery, without buying a ticket! I composed myself as well as I could. Ellen was sitting in our recliner, if only on the edge. I knew I had to proceed slowly and find out what she actually knew.
"When you say 'be like Sue', what do you mean, Ellen? How do you think Sue is?" I asked.
"I had heard some things from different ladies on the block about Sue. I didn't think they could be true. Sue has always been a model wife, mother, and community member. Our party was the first time I had seen Sue since before Christmas. I was struck by the change in her immediately," answered Ellen.
"Sue looked fantastic. Her hair, her figure, her smile, and especially her attitude, she was amazing. I could hardly believe she was the same Sue I have known for years. I also saw how the men fawned all over her. I began to wonder if there was some truth to the rumors."
Ellen sipped on her drink. I stood in the center of the room waiting. Then she continued.
"I decided to face Art with the story that evening. At first he denied knowing anything. Gradually he admitted he had heard a few things. I knew he was not telling me everything, so I kept after him. He finally broke down and told me he had been with Sue, like every other man in the entire area. I was devastated. I cried. He apologized. I asked why. He had a lot of trouble with that one. He swore he loved me, but Jerry offered Sue to him with no strings. He said no man could have refused," said Ellen.
She sipped again and continued. "That didn't make me feel any better. I threatened to tell you, Bob. It's the old thing where if I am hurt, I have to find someone else to make suffer. Not very admirable, but I was so upset," Ellen confided.
"Art told me that you knew about Sue. In fact, you had encouraged it and you two were happier than you had been in years. I found that hard to believe, but Art kept talking. After a time, it made sense in a strange way. I could identify with being bored and wondering if there was more to life. That was when Art told me he thought I should try what Sue is doing! As I said, we were up all that night."
Ellen finished her second shot of the morning, looked at me and smiled. "I don't usually drink in the morning, but I don't usually ask a man to train me, either. I believe Art will be excited to know I will be 'naughty', and to be honest, I have been suppressing feelings and desires for twenty years. It seems to have worked for you and Sue."
Ellen continued, "Art and I have been like strangers the past few years and this revelation could end our marriage. Not because of Sue so much. More because I realize Art finds me dull. I don't want to be dull. When I think about it, what man wouldn't find me dull? Then Art told me that you said you would .... ah.. have sex with me, I actually felt some relief and some small amount of pride," revealed Ellen.
She had a sad smile as she went on. "I was beginning to wonder if any man would even want me. I told Art I was going to come over this morning after he left for work. He was excited and feeling me all over. I could see he was worked up. So, Bob, here I am. I have swallowed my pride. What do you think?" Ellen asked as she looked up at me.
I quickly poured myself a shot and downed it. Then I sat on the sofa and told Ellen to sit next to me. She was nervous, but did it without hesitation.
"Ellen, if this is a revenge thing, I am not interested. Are you trying to hurt Art?" I asked. "Because I like the guy. I have no reason, or desire to harm him."
Ellen smiled at me. "You do surprise me, Bob. You really don't mind that Art had Sue, do you? You know what? That makes this all easier for me. I love Art, but he becoming a bit of habit. He is a great provider and he has never been cruel to me, but we haven't had much chemistry lately. To answer your question, this is not revenge. Art wants me to do this, and I want to as well."
"Let me tell you a few things that you may not know," I responded. "Then you tell me how you feel. Sue never gave me oral sex, although she loved me going down on her. I never had her anally. That was too disgusting, she thought. Now that she has become Jerry's slut, she does all that and more, but not with me. We still have the same type of sex we had before, only way more intense," I told her honestly.
"Jerry told her not to give me anything I did not get before she was with him. This is an incredible psychological ploy. Sue has sucked your husband and he has had her anally, but I have not. It makes me crazy, but keeps me lusting after her. We have sex as often as we possibly can now. The same rules would apply to you and Art. Tell me what types of sex you have with Art." I demanded of Ellen.
She looked at her nails for a few seconds, and then admitted, "We are pretty subdued, it would seem. Sometimes I am on top and sometimes Art is. We have done it in our big chair, with me facing away from him. We don't do any oral, either of us, and certainly I do not do anal!"
Ellen seemed a bit defiant. Did she think she would have some control over any training?
"Ellen, from this point forward, I am not going to be so gentle with my language. You will learn to use words you have always felt were bad, or unladylike."
I took a breath and told her, "Ellen, you are going to be unladylike. Take your blouse off, now!" She seemed startled, but with shaking hands she began undoing her buttons. Soon she was sitting next to me in her bra.
"Now take your bra off," I ordered. I smiled to myself as she shook so she could hardly undo her snaps. She finally got it and let her bra slip down to her lap. These housewives are unbelievable! Ellen's tits were just about perfect. Her nipples were big and very hard. Her breasts, though not large, were firm and full. I would never have guessed that Ellen had such a nice set!
"I know Sue's are bigger. The women in my family are all small," Ellen apologized. I put a finger to her lips to silence her.
"Ellen, I am always going to try to be honest with you. I am very impressed with your tits. You have done such a good job hiding them. I would never have guessed you had such lovely tits and your nipples are delicious to look at!" I told her with real enthusiasm.
Ellen looked at her chest and then back at me. "I am so happy to hear you say that. I have wondered for years if they would look ok to a different man. You have erased that concern, and I thank you, Bob."
"Now Ellen, lean over me and put them in my mouth. I want to taste them," I told her.
Ellen seemed only too willing and swung a leg over mine, straddling me and pressed her tit flesh to my mouth. I nuzzled and sucked on her for the better part of a half hour. I left little bite marks and stretched her nipples so they stood out over an inch. Ellen was moaning as she kept feeding them to me. She was determined my mouth not be empty.
I came up for air and told her, "be sure to tell Art how much I like your tits and how I sucked them. Let him see these marks. He will ravish you tonight, I promise. If he becomes angry or jealous, you are not to return, understand? Be sure Art understands, too. He can stop this any time he wants, but I don't think he will want to. If he passes this test, I will have him over and explain the rules of the game to him. Do you have any questions, Ellen?"
I was squeezing her tits and pinching her nipples as I spoke.
"You told me that Sue sucked Art's penis, but she doesn't suck yours, right?" asked Sue.
"That is true and it really gets me horny thinking about what she does with the other guys, like Art. Why?" I wanted to know.
"It just seems like it would only be fair if I do it for you. It is not revenge. It is evening things up, and you said it would drive Art crazy. I want him to think I am the hottest woman he ever knew!" gushed Ellen. She blushed as she finished her proclamation.
"Ellen, pull my cock out and suck me off. Don't start and think you won't finish," I scolded. "You will make me cum and you will swallow and tell Art what a bad wife you are!"
Ellen was nothing, if not willing, and she fished my cock out with little effort.
"Be patient with me, Bob. I am just learning. My, you have a very nice penis.. I mean cock. I think it is a little thicker and longer than Art's." she mumbled as she took my cock into her mouth.
I was in heaven. This was the one thing I missed most from my wild college years. Ellen's mouth was very warm and wet. I watched as she bobbed up and down. She raised her eyes to me and smiled around my cock. I decided that this sort of marriage counseling was something I could do. Ellen cupped my balls gently in her hands and I could feel her tongue moving around my cock head. She was very good!
I placed my hands on her head and began controlling her tempo. I also pushed farther into her throat with each stroke. I could feel my balls tighten, and I imagine Ellen could as well. After all, they were in her hand. I decided to let her decide where my cum would wind up, and I released my hold on her head. She backed off till she had just the head of my cock in her mouth and started moving her hand up and down my shaft. I rewarded her effort with a good size load. This housewife was full of surprises as she swallowed everything I had and kept sucking after I was done. Finally she let my cock drop from her mouth.
"That was incredible, Bob. How did I do? Did you like it? What do you think? Your cum tastes pretty good. I don't know why Art hasn't made me suck him off for years. I think I had a small orgasm!" Ellen blurted.
"Ellen, you are a very good cocksucker already," I said as I petted her head.
"Give me those tits again and then you have to head home. Your first lesson is done, but there will be more. That is if Art is the man I think he is. You cannot come back without his approval, and always call and ask before you come here. I may be busy, or Sue could be here. I have to decide how to break this to her. I pinched Ellen's nipples and handed her bra to her. Get dressed and go home. Let me know how Art reacts to all this," I insisted.
Ellen beamed when I told her she was a good cocksucker, like I had paid the ultimate compliment. I don't know if Art was the type to enjoy this life, but Ellen seemed to be thriving already.
I walked her to the door and opened it for her. She stepped out, turned and put her arms around my neck and kissed me long and deep.
"Thanks, Bob. You are a good man. I am already happier than I have been in a long time."
She laughed as she told me, "I think Mrs. Gill just saw me kiss you and I am glad! I feel so free!" She bounced down the walk and headed for home.
I waited for Sue to get home so I could let her in on the change of events. I was not sure how she would feel, but I was not going to hide it or lie to her. I realized we had attained this newfound happiness by being honest with each other. I was whistling as I went over my accounts and never heard Sue enter the room.
"I never knew you to enjoy paper work so much," teased Sue. "Have you decided to be a nerd or something?" She leaned over my back and hugged me, gave me a kiss on the cheek, and tousled my hair.
"Ellen Trammel stopped by earlier," I told Sue as I held her arms around me. I felt Sue tense up at this news.
"She knows you have sucked Art off and fucked him. He told her all about it the other night after the party."
"Oh Dear, now she must hate me. I feel bad for her, and Art. Was she very angry? Did she think she would surprise you? That you would toss me out on my ass? Did you tell her you already knew? Come on, Bob! What happened?" demanded Sue. She walked in front of me and sat down on the edge of my desk.
"She did surprise me. Art told her I knew all about it. He told her I suggested you be Jerry's slut to heat up our sex life, which had been ice cold before Jerry entered the picture. She told me you looked truly beautiful lately and she could see the men flocking around you."
I watched Sue closely as I continued, "Then she told me that she and Art wanted me to train her, as Jerry has trained you."
I waited for Sue's response. She was as surprised as I had been.
"Bob! That is quite a compliment to you! I knew the ladies around here had an eye for you. Will you do it? Can Art live with it, and enjoy it as you do? Wow! I am blown away with this," said Sue. "I knew she was watching me at that party."
"I want to see how you feel about it, Sue. Would you be jealous, or upset if I trained Ellen as Jerry has you? I do not want to risk what we have" I replied.
"Bob, you are always so considerate! I would have to be a worse bitch than I am to stop you from this adventure! You would be perfect for Ellen. It would give us another bit of spice in our love life. You just have to tell me everything and save some cock for me, ok?" asked Sue.
I took her in my arms and squeezed her ass and kissed her lips.
"I will start telling you right now. Ellen has very nice tits. Not as big as yours, but her nipples are large and stick way out when they get hard." Sue gasped as I spoke.
"She is very sensitive and really enjoys oral stimulation," I added.
"You already saw her tits and sucked them? You bastard!" laughed Sue. "Now I am horny! Take me to bed and tell me all about it, and you had better have something left in the old tank."
I did not disappoint Sue and she seemed even hotter than usual as I told my story and fucked her. This could work out for me, I decided. I began to give thought to my training effort. I did not want to ape everything Jerry had done with Sue.
I had to be more original. I knew that Art had a good job in a city about 100 miles away. He worked three days a week and stayed in the city two nights. I could work his schedule with mine. I formed a plan and waited to see what Art and Ellen had decided. Would he be able to handle it? Would they divorce? Would they try to go on as they have been?
It was three days later that Ellen called. Sue answered the phone and had a spirited conversation with Ellen as I waited and wondered. It wasn't long before I knew the answer to my unasked question, just from Sue's end of the conversation.
After a few pleasantries, Sue said, "Yes, Ellen. Bob does have a very nice cock, but you will learn that his attitude and desire to please make him special." I was feeling great as I listened! Sue was looking at me as she spoke.
"But there are bigger cocks on the block. You cannot judge a book by the cover, you know."
I frowned at Sue. No reason for her to tell that! "He is standing right here and it looks like he is anxious to speak with you, unless he started carrying a gun," laughed Sue. I grabbed the phone from Sue and turned my back to her.
"Hello, Ellen. How is everything going? Are you and Art doing ok?" I asked.
Ellen was gushing as she answered, "He has been so passionate, I can't believe it. He has four days off and he has been riding me every day. When I told him what we did, and what I did to you, I thought he was going to explode. His face got all red. He asked me if I liked your cock. I told him very much and expected to get a lot of it."
Ellen giggled as she went on, "He grabbed me and I was afraid he was going to hurt me, but he dragged me into bed and had me strip. He saw your marks on my chest and started kissing me all over, every place you had marked. He was a tiger! He ripped his clothes off and made love... I mean he fucked me twice and I came several times. I have never had more than one orgasm per session before."
Ellen laughed as she continued, "He tried to get me to suck his cock, but I told him what you said and he laughed! He said he knew you would get pay back! He is so different and attentive. He went out to get some kind of lumber, but told me to be ready for him when he gets back. Bob, he is happy and I am very happy. I never would have believed it, but it is true."
I waited for Ellen to take a breather. "Ellen, when is Art going to be staying in the city again?"
I listened to her response and told her, "Tuesday will work. Tell him I am going to be taking an overnight trip Tuesday and you are going with me."
Sue walked over in front of me, listening closely. I gave Sue a wink.
"Yes, you will be going with me, Ellen," I stated very assuredly.
Then I added, "The other thing is this. Tell Art I want him to shave your pussy before he leaves. I want it smooth as silk. Will you do that?"
Ellen hissed and then laughed, "Bob, you are so wicked! Art will be hammering me all weekend when I tell him this. I will be ready Tuesday, and thanks so much. You will not be disappointed!"
Sue was smiling at me as I hung the phone up. Then she asked, "Should I tell Jerry I can host his party Tuesday? The Yankees are playing the Red Sox and he will have a big crowd. It may go extra innings."
I looked at Sue and smiled back. We both turned and ran to the bedroom.
Tuesday finally came and I was preparing to go on my sales trip. Sue was watching as I packed my overnight bag. I was a little nervous and she could tell.
"You act like this is a first date! Ellen will be fine and you will have a great time. When you get back we will have a lot to share, and I won't be doing all the talking this time. I just ask you make me proud, Big Boy. Give that little slut what she needs. I want her to be telling me, and maybe a few others, what an incredible lay you are," Sue chuckled.
She added, "And don't worry about me. Jerry has a cousin staying over that will keep me occupied most of tomorrow. That is after the boys watch the game tonight. I doubt they will be watching it too closely. What do you think, Bob?"
I looked over at Sue and saw she had a very low shirt that exposed her tits right to the nipples. She was a very sexy woman.
"If they are able to concentrate on a ball game with you as the hostess, they need a life. Look at your tits! They are lovely.. no, they are spectacular!"
As I spoke I pulled them out of her shirt and squeezed them. Sue pushed me away and stuffed them back in her shirt.
"Easy, Bob. You have to save your energy. Besides, I hope to keep these puppies covered for the first couple innings! I am an expert at teasing. Those boys will be drooling over them for awhile."
Then she kissed me and told me to be careful and told me she loved me. I kissed her back and went to my car. In a minute Ellen was sliding into the front seat and we were on our way.
The first couple hours were filled with her stories about Art and how exciting he had become. I smile as I listened to her. A girl shouldn't tell a man about how much she loved another man, or should she? We were about a hundred miles out when I interrupted Ellen.
"Ellen, you are a bit hyper. Maybe you are nervous. I want you to take out my cock and suck it. That will help us both relax. Do a good job. Make Art proud."
Ellen gave me a glance, then looked back down the highway. The traffic was light. I knew she was checking to see if anyone would see her. She reached down, unzipped me and pulled out my cock. Just as she was taking me in her mouth, I saw a rig up ahead. It was quite a ways in front, so I sped up just a little.
I was having a little trouble concentrating. Ellen was really polishing my knob! Gradually the rig was along side me. I reached down and pulled Ellen's shirt up over her tits and played with her nipples. She moaned and renewed her efforts. Knowing the trucker had to be watching Ellen suck me as I played with her hard nipples did it for me. I gave her a load that she worked to swallow. She finished and sat up grinning at me.
Some cum was running down her chin and her big nipples were very hard. I never guessed that Ellen Trammel would look so desirable. I smiled back at her and pointed to her right. Ellen turned and looked into the eyes of the trucker. He was grinning like the cat that got the cream!



Ellen gasped, then she took her finger and slid the cum from her chin into her mouth. Then she waved to the lucky voyeur. She never replaced her shirt. That trucker, and more than a few motorists, had an eyeful of Ellen on this trip, at least until it got dark. She was turning out to be a very good traveling companion!
We checked into our motel and I stripped down and took a shower. I saw no reason to be modest. Ellen had already given me two blowjobs. She watched me as I came into the room and flopped into bed.
Then she went into the bathroom and I heard the shower running. I dozed off watching TV and was awakened by movement next to me. I looked over and saw Ellen looking at me.
"I will do my best, Bob, but I am nervous. Art was the only man I ever slept with. I know Sue is more experienced and..,"
I put my lips on hers and she was silent. I then lifted the sheets and saw her bare pussy. It looked perfect.
"Art shaved it, just as you wanted. I have to admit it took a few hours. He kept stopping to f..fuck me," she stuttered.
"That is the right word," I told her. "Now I am going to eat you!" I slid down and gave her little pussy some serious attention, She came twice before I stopped and her breathing was ragged. I worked my way back up her and placed my cock at her opening. She tried to slide down and get more inside. I held her tight and she was getting frustrated.
"You have to tell me what you want," I told her. " I want to hear you ask for it. So ask!" Ellen was so hot she had steam rising from her box.
"Please fuck me with that big cock! Does that make you happy? Is that what you....ahhh!"
Ellen moaned as I drove my cock to the hilt into her tight cunt. She came right away. I had some staying power since my earlier blowjob so I stroked in and out for quite some time. She came at least three more times before I left my deposit. Ellen was bathed in sweat and jabbering nonsense by the time I finished.
I moved up and put my cock on her lips. Wordlessly, she sucked and cleaned it. When she finished I lay down next to her and she moved against me.
She whispered in my ear as I was falling asleep, "That was the best sex I ever had! Thanks, Bob, Good night."
The next day when I went to my appointments, Ellen rode with me. I was trying to convince a potential customer of the advantages of doing business with our company. It seemed like I was not going to make the sale.
He was one of those guys that always wants something for his business. I was not going to give up any of my commission and we were at loggerheads. That was when he looked out the office window and saw Ellen. She had been doing some window-shopping and was walking back to the car.
"Is that your wife," he asked
I was tired and discouraged and didn't feel like explaining the situation to him. "Yeah, she is my wife. She likes to get away now and then. This contract will save you...,"
"Tell you what, Bob," he interrupted. "If your wife will come in here and try to persuade me, I may listen. How bad do you want my business?" he grinned.
I felt like knocking his head off. It was a control thing, a desire to show he was top dog.
"Am I understanding you?" I asked. "If Ellen uses her considerable persuasive powers, you will sign this contract?"
Again he gave me his grin. "That's right, but she has to be pretty persuasive, if you know what I mean."
I stood up and walked out to Ellen. She smiled when she saw me and started to enter the car.
"Ellen, come here!" I called. She stood back up and looked at me. "I am trying to close a pretty big deal and I need you to persuade this asshole to do business with me. I expect you to do it." I told her bluntly.
"I have no idea what to say to him, Bob. I'm not sure what you are even trying to sell him. I don't think I can help," replied Ellen.
I took her by the arm and escorted her toward the office.
"You don't have to talk! You are a smart girl. I want this contract and you will get it for me, regardless of what it takes. Do you understand me?"
Ellen gasped and slowed her step. I swung her around and kissed her hard.
"You do want to be trained, don't you? This is a lesson. You do as I say. Now let's go."
To her credit, Ellen resumed walking and we went into the room together.
"Ellen, this is Mike. Mike, meet Ellen," I introduced them.
Mike was looking at Ellen's chest like it was gold. She blushed and trembled a little.
"Ellen, it is a bit warm in here, don't you think? Perhaps you should remove your shirt," I told her.
I knew she had no bra on. She glanced at me and pulled her shirt over her head. Her nipples were like small stones. She stood still and Mike's mouth dropped open.
"So Mike, will you sign the contract?" I asked.
He took a couple steps and reached out and squeezed Ellen's nipples. I allowed him a few minutes as he pulled and squeezed her tits like he had never seen a pair before. Then he bent over and sucked on Ellen's big nipples. Ellen was very still; her hands were at her sides.
"Mike!" I called. "Are you going to sign now or not?" He came out of his trance, took Ellen's nipple from his mouth, and looked at me.
"She is nice, but I need more for that contract. I want some of her pussy," he declared. "Then I sign."
"Like Hell," I told him.
I knew he expected me to negotiate. "I'll go for a blowjob. Take it or leave it. She is a great cocksucker!"
Mike took half a second to take me up on that offer. He nodded and pulled his cock out and waved it at Ellen. What a trooper Ellen was! She kneeled down and started sucking Mike's cock right there.
I marveled at her. How long ago was it she was an unhappy, sexually frustrated housewife? About a week ago, I thought. Now she was sucking some prick's cock because I told her to do it. I knew I should feel guilty, but didn't. I decided I would make it up to her with a nice dinner or something.
I took the contract and placed it on the desk in front of Mike.
"Ellen, dear, please allow Mike to sign my contract before you finish."
Then I held a pen out to Mike. He was about to bust a nut! He couldn't sign fast enough. As soon as he finished, he pushed his cock back into what appeared to be, a rather eager mouth. Within a minute, he was shooting into Ellen's mouth. Then he pulled out and sprayed a few ropes over her face and hair. Then he put his cock next to her lips and she sucked and licked him clean. Mike staggered back to his chair as I helped Ellen to her feet. I picked up the contract and turned to Mike.
"Thanks, Mike. It was a pleasure!" Mike offered a feeble wave as we went out the door. I hustled Ellen to the car and helped her in. As I sat down and buckled my belt, I looked over at Ellen. She was covered in Mikes' cum. Her face was flushed.
"How did I do, Bob?" she asked. "I thought you were going to have me fuck him. He had a nice enough cock. I would have fucked him if you told me." This woman was amazing. She enjoyed being used like this!
"Next time, I'll let him." I promised. "I was saving you for myself. Let's get showered and head home, you slut."
She slid over next to me and put my hand in her shirt as she spoke,
"Thanks, again, Bob. That was so intense! I am such a slut. I can't wait to tell Art. He will be so proud of me."
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I dropped Ellen off at her place and drove into my garage. The house was empty so I grabbed a beer and turned on the TV. I was amused to see that the Red Sox had pounded the Yankees last night. I wondered if that would dampen Sue’s party any. With that thought Sue came into the room. She was still wearing the outfit she wore to host the game for Jerry. She looked a little tired, but fantastic!
“I see the Yankees took a beating. Did that ruin the party?” I asked.
“Are you kidding?” Sue laughed. “It just made the crowd more difficult to hold at bay. Jerry, his cousin, and two other guys I had never met were there. When the Yankees fell behind by eight runs in the second inning, the boys’ interest seemed to focus on the poor little hostess. By the fourth inning I had given them each the blowjob of their life.”
I was marveling at Sue and what she was saying, and how honest we had become with each other. In my opinion, Sue was more interesting, and far sexier than at any other time I had known her. Her composure and confidence were almost tangible. It was also evident that she was enjoying her life a great deal.
“Why are you looking at me like that? You know Jerry has me accommodate his guests,” Sue stated. “Is anything wrong?”
“Yes, there is,” I answered as I clicked off the TV and grabbed her hand. “My cock isn’t buried in that well used little pussy of yours, yet! That troubles me!” I leaned her over the sofa and flipped her short skirt up. She had no underwear on and I could see cum on her thighs. I quickly unzipped my pants.
“Bob, let me go shower and then ahhh….,” moaned Sue as I buried my throbbing cock into her swollen cunt. I peeled her shirt down from her shoulders and her lovely tits poured out. I grabbed them and squeezed as I slammed my wife fast and hard.
“You slut. You love my cock, don’t you?” I demanded. “It is the best cock you ever had, isn’t it?” I asked as I pounded into Sue. “Tell me!”
“Ohhh, Bob,” Sue moaned. “You know I love your cock. It is the best cock I ever had or will have. It feels so good!”
“Damn straight,” I groaned as I began pumping more juice into a place that could hold no more. As I finished, Sue swung around and began cleaning my cock with her tongue. Our eyes met as she sucked me into her mouth. Suddenly, she let me slide out.
“I almost forgot the rule!” Sue exclaimed. “It has become automatic to clean off a cock after I have been fucked. I forgot Jerry doesn’t allow it with you. Please, don’t tell on me, Bob,” grinned Sue as she held my dick near her face. “Is there any way I can buy your silence?”
I could feel life begin to stir again. “Get in the bedroom! I want to hear everything, including why you are just coming home with a pussy full of spunk! Is that any way for a devoted wife to greet her husband?” I demanded as I spanked Sue’s ass as she ran for the bedroom. We didn’t come out till the following morning.
We were having breakfast when there was a knock on our door. I opened it to find Jerry standing on our stoop. “Come on in, Jerry.” I offered my hand and he took it as he entered.
“Good to see you back, Bob,” responded Jerry. “I suspect Sue told you what an excellent hostess she was. If the Yankees had won, it would have been perfect. The guys think the world of her! So do I, for that matter. The past few weeks have been some of the best in my life. That brings me to why I am here.”
I saw Jerry’s manner darken and waited for him to continue as Sue handed him a cup of coffee. He sat down and continued.
“I just got a call from my mother in Arizona. You know my parents moved there 15 years ago. It seems that my father had a stroke yesterday and is not doing real well. He is 82 and she is 76 and she really needs my help. I booked a flight out for this afternoon. I am packed already and I may be gone for some time,” finished Jerry. He was close to tears!
“Jerry, we are so sorry!” cried Sue. “Of course you have to take care of your parents! We will keep an eye on your place here. Don’t worry about anything. Just take care of your folks!”
“I can only repeat what Sue has already told you, Jerry. You know we will be here and help you any way possible. You are a good man. Your parents are lucky to have you,” I told him.
“Thanks, both of you. I knew you would be glad to help me. I will leave my key and ask you keep an eye on everything. That will be one less thing I have to worry about,” responded Jerry.
Then Jerry stood and put his hand on my shoulder. “I have given it some thought, Bob. I want you to take over my slut. She will be yours to use as you see fit. No strings, none at all. I ask only that you keep in mind that she is a slut and needs to be used by men. I think you understand that if you try to keep her for yourself, you will both be less happy. Will you take care of my slut, Bob?”
I realized Jerry was quite serious. I suppose he could have given her to the damned pool boy across the street! I nodded to Jerry as he reached over for Sue’s hand. He put her hand in mine.
“Sue, a man could not ask for a better little whore. You have great tits, a nice ass, and an attitude that is rare. You are able to please men like no other woman I have ever known. I am giving you to Bob, only because I have to leave and a slut must have a master. You are to obey Bob as you have me, understand?” asked Jerry.
Sue listened to Jerry speak and turned to look at me. She gazed into my eyes and nodded. “I do,” she whispered. It reminded me of our wedding, only this time she was truly going to honor and obey me!
With that, Jerry walked out the door and out of our lives. We looked at each other and wondered where this would lead. I knew I could not treat Sue quite the way Jerry had, but we both needed her to be active and happy. It was a big responsibility!
As we lay in bed that evening, Sue was retelling her night as hostess and everything the guys had done to her and with her. It made me incredibly hard as I listened. She had my cock in her hand and smiled at me.
“I suppose you will be having me suck this bad boy all the time now that I am your slut. Shall I do that for you, Master?” Sue asked with a twinkle in her eye.
“I have been thinking about that, you little slut. I have decided that you have not earned the right to suck my cock or feel it in your ass, yet,” I answered. “You will have the pleasure of my cock filling your mouth when I feel you deserve it. I have another slut that sucks me like a pro and I will have her blow me when the urge strikes. You will have to show me what an obedient slut you are. I can’t just take your word, or Jerry’s, or the whole damn neighborhood’s for that matter. You will be demonstrating how much you want to please me and how badly you want this ‘bad boy’. In fact, call it ‘big boy’ now that Jerry has left. Now climb on and fuck me, slut.”
I watched Sue’s face as I spoke to her. I saw she was surprised, but seemed to enjoy the idea that I was going to make her show obedience, knowing it meant sex with other men. She attacked my cock with surprising ardor and soon had me blasting a load into her as she moaned through an orgasm. God, I loved this woman! I hugged her to me as she fell into a deep sleep.
Two days later, my conundrum was solved. I was handed a way to use Sue for sex and gain from it at the same time. That asshole, Charlie, called me in the evening. I was surprised that he would call, considering how I have always disliked him. I never told Sue, but of all her adventures with different men, the ones with Charlie turned me on the most. I really couldn’t explain it, but thinking of that dickhead with Sue always gave me an immediate boner.
He seemed flustered and tried to make small talk with me. I endured it as long as I could and finally asked, “Charlie, why are you calling me? Please get to the point.”
“Ok, Bob. I heard that Jerry gave Sue to you before he left. It would mean a great deal to me if I could have her for this coming weekend. I have a seminar in Dallas and I will be meeting with my potentially best client. He is known to be a bit of a pussy hound and Sue could make the deal for me.” I was silent so Charlie continued on.
“I will put all my cards on the table. It would mean 40 grand, or more, per year for at least the next 5 years. You see how much I want this. It would set up our retirement and just make life easier.”
“Charlie, why would I try to help you in any way, let alone give you my wife?” I asked. Sue heard me and hurried over to listen to our conversation.
“You have a very attractive wife yourself. It seems like she would be quite glad to secure her financial situation,” I continued.
“I couldn’t use Laura, even if she were willing. I will be with quite a few people I do business with that know her. She is a sweet, devoted wife and it serves my purpose very well to have her stay just that,” answered Charlie.
“Charlie, you want to have my wife go to Dallas and fuck whomever you want to help you and your wife lead the good life from here on out? You want to whore my wife so your wife maintains her good standing in your professional circle?” I asked.
“It does sound pretty bad,” agreed Charlie, “when you put it that way, but I have to ask. It is hard to find an intelligent woman that can, and will, do this for me. I guess it would be an insult if I said I would be willing to pay you for Sue’s services, but I really would be happy to compensate you, Bob.”
“Charlie, you are an insulting prick, but that makes the whole idea interesting to me. You come over tomorrow afternoon, and we will discuss this. Bring Laura with you. She has to know what you are asking and be willing to go along with it. If she finds out Sue went to Dallas with you, from the old bat across the street, your ass will be in a sling,” I predicted. “This is far from a done deal, but I am willing to discuss it with you.”
“Thanks, Bob. We will be there at one, and thanks for listening to me,” Charlie finished. I hung up the phone and looked at Sue.
“You had better make plans for Dallas this weekend, slut. That pussy of yours will be securing Charlie’s financial future,” I chuckled.
“You don’t like Charlie! Why would you give me to him, Bob?” asked Sue. “Am I missing something?”
“You have to learn to look at the big picture, Sue. You will have a free trip to a nice hotel and tour an interesting city. You will be fucked all kinds of ways, knowing Charlie,” I reasoned. “He will be indebted to me, and I like that. The other thing is, it turns me on when I think of that asshole with you. It seems perverse, I know. I can’t explain it, but feel my cock. The ‘big boy’ knows what it likes, even if I don’t!”
I had a raging hard on just from the conversation and thinking of Charlie taking Sue for the entire weekend. “Drop those jeans and bend over the chair, slut. I will take care of this right now.”
As Sue bent over I saw juices flowing from her pussy. I knew she was turned on as much as I was.
“It looks like you are a real slut. You are wet from thinking about that asshole and having him control you all weekend. You know what a pervert he is, don’t you?” As I asked the question, I rammed my cock in Sue to the hilt.
I was amazed when she actually came on my first stroke! I had to hold her ass as she shook with a powerful orgasm. Then I began fast, long, deep strokes and Sue came again as I emptied my depth charge. This was really making her hot!
Charlie and Laura arrived promptly at one and were seated in our living room. Sue handed them each a drink and sat down as I began my spiel.
“Laura, are you aware of what Charlie wants me to allow? What he wants Sue to do?” I asked.
“Yes, I am. I was really shocked about several things. I never thought he would try to influence a client with sex, that he would ask Sue to be his.. his representative, or that it would even be considered by either of you,” revealed Laura.
“I cannot deny that I would really like to have the income this would generate. To answer your unasked question, I am ashamed to admit I fully back Charlie on this, and the motive is greed! If Sue could persuade this man to sign a long term contract with Charlie’s firm, we would be very appreciative.”
I followed with another question. “What do you think will happen if I give Sue to Charlie and tell her that she is to go to Dallas with him and do everything he tells her to do?”
“To be honest, I think he will fuck Sue silly. I know he has a thing for her, not that I blame him. Sue looks so lovely and sexy all the time. Her tits are bigger than mine and her curves are perfect. I am not fooling myself on that point. Charlie is the sort of man that likes to look, and even touch, if he can,” answered Sue.
Both Sue and Charlie seemed to blush as Laura spoke. Charlie looked like he was going to defend himself, but he thought better of it and remained quiet.
“Laura, I am going to give Sue to Charlie for the entire weekend, beginning when they get on the plane and ending when we pick them up at the airport on Sunday. There are no strings. I will not have second thoughts about this,” I announced.
“Laura, why would I do that and why do you think I can give Sue to Charlie like that? You haven’t asked many questions,” I queried.
“I am not certain why you would use Sue this way, or why she allows it. I do know that Sue has changed lately, or so I have heard. I know she spent a lot of time with Jerry and they entertained a great deal. I know that Sue looks great and the men all have crushes, or something, for her. I suspect Charlie has already fucked her,” finished Laura.
“Doesn’t that thought bother you, Laura? Why are you with Charlie if you think he was unfaithful?” I asked.
“I know that Charlie has a wandering eye, but I never admitted it, even to myself. I enjoy our life style and if it keeps him from bothering me so much, I decided it could be a good thing,” answered Laura with amazing candor.
“Laura, Charlie will take Sue this weekend. I would like you to stay with me,” I blurted. She had piqued my interest. “I will not force sex on you, I promise. But I will do my best to loosen you up and get you to enjoy life more, which I think, has to include sex and a variety of it. What do you say?”
Laura appeared totally shocked. “Are you kidding? Sue has big tits and a great ass. Look at me. I am plain and skinny. You might have trouble finding my tits! You will not want me around,” she announced.
I had to admit she wasn’t exactly a smoldering sex-goddess, but she was intelligent and I seemed to have a free weekend, so I pushed. “It is only fair, Laura. Sue will be sacrificing her honor for you and Charlie. It is your decision, though,” I admitted.
“Charlie, I am going to take him up on his offer! You will be all over Sue’s big tits and fucking her like a rabbit. I am going to see if Bob can spark my interest. I may, or may not, do anything with him. I will decide. Do you have a problem with me staying?” she asked her startled husband.
Charlie was looking at Sue and already had a hard on. He was not going to screw this up. That much was obvious. “No, Laura. I understand perfectly. It is only fair. I do want you to know I am doing this for our future,” Charlie smirked.
“My ass!” replied Laura. “Don’t try to tell me you won’t be all over Sue. I just feel sorry for you, Sue. If he can, he will have you do all kinds of strange things, or are you already aware of that?” questioned Laura.
I admired the way Sue handled the question. “I appreciate the sentiment, Laura, but I am a big girl and if this is what Bob wants, I will do it. I am his little slut, you know. Bob knows how to keep me happy, and I suspect you may have an attitude adjustment as well after the weekend. Bob is very persuasive, and he has a gorgeous cock!”
How I love that little tramp! I sure felt good about that comment. We made plans for the weekend and Laura and Charlie left for home. Sue and I retired to our boudoir for a long, satisfying evening of making love. All this was making Sue hot and I was the benefactor!
Friday morning Ellen called and told me that Art was working in the city this weekend and he had suggested that I might have a need for her. It had been over a week since our overnight trip and I was beginning to wonder if she and Art were all right. Ellen put my mind to rest when she briefly explained how horny Art had been when she told her story and he even took a few days off so he could have more sex with her.
Ellen sounded very happy with Art and I marveled at how I had had a hand, or should I say a cock, in their newfound romance. It was a tough job, but someone had to do it! Art was prodding her to have some more adventures for him to hear about. I told her to come over Friday evening and to plan on staying the weekend, never mentioning Laura. I did tell Ellen that Sue would be gone to Dallas. Ellen had a bunch of questions about that, but I refused to give her any information over the phone.
Laura and I dropped Charlie and Sue off at the airport, stopped for a couple drinks and a quick meal, and were back at my house by six. I had told Ellen to be there at seven, exactly. That gave me an hour to decipher the puzzle that was Laura.
“Why don’t you take your clothes off, Laura? I want you to be naked all weekend. Don’t worry, I will not force myself on you,” I told her in my most soothing voice.
“I don’t have to do anything, remember?” Laura responded quickly. “I agreed to stay, but that was all.”
“True,” I responded. “ Do you think Sue will be made to do anything by Charlie, or is he a total gentleman?”
“We both know the answer to that one. I bet he will have her suck his penis all night. He always wanted me to do that, especially last night,” recalled Laura. “I never saw him so pushy. I finally made him sleep in the guest room.”
I started laughing as Laura finished speaking. “I know why, Laura. Jerry had Sue suck him off and then forbade her from doing the same for me. It was because Sue never did that for me before Jerry trained her, and he told her I didn’t deserve it if I hadn’t gotten it in over 20 years of marriage. Charlie was worried that same scenario could happen to him. He really liked the idea that Sue would give him a blowjob and not me,” I chuckled.
“Bob, you and Sue are very intelligent, successful people. Why do you let Sue have these affairs?” asked Laura. “Now you laugh about her blowing my husband and not you. On top of that, I know you really don’t like Charlie very well, but you gave your wife to him to be used like a whore, or worse. Can you explain why?”
“Charlie can be a jerk, but that excites me. Imagine your beloved, devoted spouse being used by someone you dislike,” I told her. “He will have her do all kinds of slutty things, and she will tell me all about them when she gets home and we will have some fantastic sex. Somehow it turns me on to know Sue is desired and enjoyed by other men, and the less I like the men she is with, the more of a turn-on it is.”
I continued, “I don’t really understand it, but my cock gets very hard when I think about it and that has become my barometer. The more it makes my cock respond, the more I am for it. I suspect I seem crazy or deranged to you, but we are enjoying our new life. We are much more loving and open than we used to be. I hate to say it, but our marriage was not doing very well. Now I love that woman like I never thought possible.”
“You are an unusual man, Bob, and a gentleman. So please don’t laugh too much when you see this!” Laura turned her back to me and pulled her shirt off and spun back around.
I simply stared at her, inspecting her topless form. “Bob, please say something! I feel like such a fool. After Sue I must look like a boy. Tell me, I can take it,” she cried.



“Laura, you will never be mistaken for a boy! I did not realize how strong and athletic you are. You look great. I love your firm little tits and how round and hard your nipples are! God, you look good enough to eat,” I added.
She searched my face, as if to decide if I was serious. Are all wives this insecure, or just the monogamous ones, I wondered? She must have seen the right things because she broke into a big smile. “You really do like my little tits, don’t you, Bob?” Laura stated more than asked.
“That does not mean you will get any of my pussy though, big guy,” she quickly added. “I just feel comfortable with you and take you at your word that you will not force me into anything.”
“Would it be chivalrous to ask you if I can play with your tits, madam? Perhaps you could nurse this gentleman for a while,” I suggested.
“Wow, I have never been approached that way before,” laughed Laura. “I have had a few hands in my shirt, but the boys just took advantage and never actually asked. I will take your request under advisement, kind sir.” Laura was smiling and relaxed. Then the doorbell rang!
I grabbed Laura before she could run, I don’t think she weighed more than 98 pounds and I easily took her with me to open the door. Ellen stood in the doorway, looking radiant. Her smile faded when she saw Laura, then returned as she noticed Laura was actually topless.
Ellen walked in and smiled to Laura. “I like your tits, Laura. They are so firm and tight. I bet Bob likes them too, doesn’t he?” Ellen asked Laura as she gave her a quick hug to say hello.
“Bob, I thought I saw some unusual happenings. Sue is with Charlie, isn’t she? Did you swap?” asked Ellen. “I bet Art would love that!”
Laura was speechless. I just chuckled as I responded to Ellen. “You little slut, I am not into swapping. I will have you when I want and there are no deals to be made. Do you understand me?”
“I understand, Bob, honest,” Ellen quickly responded. “It just appears that you guys swapped. Wow! I bet Charlie is really enjoying Sue. Isn’t Sue beautiful these days, Laura?”
“Laura found her tongue finally. “Y..Yes, she is. I am sure Charlie is very happy tonight. Ellen, how do you know so much about all this activity?” asked Laura.
“Bob never mentioned I am his slut now? I still am, aren’t I, Bob?” Ellen suddenly became concerned. “Bob, you do want me to stay the weekend, don’t you? Art would be so disappointed if I didn’t!”
I laughed again as I held Laura close to me. She had pushed her chest close to me for the sake of modesty when Ellen had entered the room. Her nipples felt like pebbles against my lower chest. “You know you are my little slut, so get out of those clothes and I mean now!” I ordered.
Laura was transfixed as Ellen pulled her sundress over her head to reveal that she had nothing else on. Her pussy was freshly shaved and oiled. It looked perfect. Ellen must have noticed my appreciation of her little muff.
“Art got me ready before he left for work today. It is impossible for him to shave me without fucking me at least twice. I hope you don’t mind, Bob, but I may have some leftovers from Art. I told him not to spoil your pussy, and that seemed to make him worse. When I told him I was going to tell you that he fucked me before I came over, he came right away,” laughed Ellen. “This stuff really turns him on.”
“Ellen, I never realized what a chatterbox you are, a sexy chatterbox at that. I think you should give me a nice slow blowjob to start the weekend right,” I suggested.
Ellen dropped to her knees without another word. She unbuckled my belt and lowered my zipper. Then she removed my shoes and lowered my pants. I stepped free and closer to Ellen. My cock was at half-staff. Laura could not take her eyes off it. Ellen seemed pretty focused as well.
“I seem to have neglected to put on my underwear,” I lamented. Ellen smiled as she gobbled up my cock. It was like she had been starved for weeks. Her hunger was apparent as she fed on my manhood. Laura could not look away as Ellen worked my cock to the hardness of diamonds.
I pulled Ellen by the hair and freed my cock. I slapped Ellen’s face lightly with it. “Ellen, I want a nice, slow blowjob. You act like you are famished,” I admonished.
“Laura, I want you to take my cock in your hand and feed it to Ellen. Go ahead and hold my cock in your hand,” I urged.
Laura slowly took my cock in her hand and placed it in Ellen’s waiting mouth. I began playing with Laura’s breasts and tugging on her nipples as she offered my cock to Ellen.
“Keep you hand on it and jack me off in Ellen’s mouth,” I commanded. “Ellen suck on my cock while Laura jerks me off.”
Ellen needed no second command as she began sucking on my cock head. Laura slowly worked her hand part way up and down my shaft. Laura seemed hypnotized by the scene before her. I pulled on her hard nipples and pinched them harder as Laura concentrated on my cock. I reached for Laura’s other hand and placed it on Ellen’s head. Laura began a steady rhythm, stroking my cock and moving Ellen’s head up and down my shaft. I had Laura go a little faster, then slow down. She followed my instructions closely.
“Laura,” I whispered. “Tell that slut to suck my cock harder. Tell her to be sure to swallow all my cum. Tell Ellen she is a cocksucker. Tell her now!” I urged.
“Ellen, you nasty slut! Suck that big cock! We are going to cum in your mouth, you whore, so don’t spill any! Show us you are a real cocksucker, you little slut!” shouted Laura.
I was surprised at Laura’s emotion. She had me believing she meant it. Ellen responded by slurping and licking the head of my cock with renewed vigor. Laura started jerking me faster and pulling Ellen’s head down farther, pushing more of my shaft into Ellen’s throat.
It was absolutely uncanny! I could not have manipulated Ellen any better. The feeling was incredible. I felt by balls tighten and my knees grew weak. Laura was working me like it was her cock and she had Ellen’s face almost in my stomach. She was calling Ellen all sorts of things as she moved her head up and down my shaft.
“You like that big cock, bitch? Then suck it all the way in. Show us how much you love our cum! Here it comes, slut. Now swallow it!” Laura demanded as I began shooting a huge load into Ellen’s throat. Laura had my cock buried deep in Ellen’s throat as my jism flowed directly to Ellen’s belly. Gradually, Laura pulled Ellen off my cock and a final spurt landed on Ellen’s cheek. Laura reached down and gathered it on her finger and offered it to Ellen, who greedily sucked it off the digit.
I was amazed at the turn of events, but was not able to give it much more thought as I slumped onto the sofa. I pulled Laura down next to me and Ellen crawled over to us and placed her head in my lap. Laura stroked her hair, much like you would your favorite pet.
Laura’s tits were still in my hands and I had not been gentle, I realized. They were red and the nipples looked stretched over an inch. I leaned over and took one into my mouth. Laura moaned. Encouraged, I began to really feast on Laura. A louder groan escaped her lips. From the corner of my eye I saw Ellen sucking Laura’s other nipple. We kept this up for many long minutes. No one wanted it to end.
I finally came up for air and Ellen followed suit. Laura looked at Ellen and pointed to my resurrected cock. “Put that big cock in your pussy. I want to see Bob fuck you, slut.”
Again, Ellen required no more urging as she stood over me and lowered herself down onto my shaft. Her pussy was flowing but she still needed time to adjust to my size. Slowly she lowered herself, sweat moving across her brow.
“That cock is a lot bigger than Art’s little dick, isn’t it slut?” demanded Laura. Was she the same woman that saw her husband off at the airport? It was hard to believe.
“It is, Laura,” answered Ellen. “This is a man’s cock and it fills a woman up. It is soooo fat!” By now she had bottomed out and as she started back up, she trembled.
“Oh, God! I am cumming! I feel so full!” she moaned. “Fuck me, Bob, please. I need it bad. I need you to fuck my tight little pussy. Please fuck me!”
This was more than I could take. I stood up with Ellen still impaled and put her down on the sofa with her ass hanging over the side. On my knees, I began ramming Ellen hard. Like last time, Ellen began talking gibberish as she endured a steady stream of orgasms. Laura was very close, watching my cock pound Ellen’s pussy. Finally I released my army and Ellen gave one last whimper and actually passed out!
I remained inside Ellen until my pulsing stopped and I knew I was totally drained. I slowly withdrew. As my cock plopped out, cum began dribbling from Ellen’s cunt and moved like molten lava down her ass. As I stood up, Ellen leaned ahead and gently worshipped my cock with her tongue. She kept it up until I was thoroughly cleaned. All this was inches from Laura’s face. I saw Laura lick her lips as she watched.
Ellen let my cock drop from her mouth and turned and kissed Laura. To my eternal amazement, Laura accepted the kiss. I was certain Ellen was giving her at least some of our mixed juices from my cock.
Then the night got interesting. Women talk when they aren’t being stuffed, and even then they try. The girls sat together on my sofa and chatted while I went for a piss and a beer. When I came back I sat and listened, trying to get some feeling back.
“How long have you been training with Bob, Laura? He never mentioned anything, so I am guessing it just began, right?” asked Ellen. She was a regular sleuth!
“I don’t know what you mean by ‘training’,” Laura responded. Are you being trained Ellen. Does Art know you are doing all this? Did he really shave you down there? For Bob? Why?” quizzed Laura.
“Art did shave me because Bob told him to do so. He loves me as a slut. I just began a week or so ago, but it has really added some excitement to our sex life, which was more than slightly bland before Bob,” added Ellen. “We saw how happy Sue was being Jerry’s slut and Art wanted me to try it, and truthfully, so did I. Bob has opened my life to new experiences. I feel appreciated again. I guess the more accurate word would be desired. Did Bob tell you he had me give a client of his a blowjob? He was a complete stranger and I was so excited I came while I was doing it!”
“You do whatever Bob tells you, and Art goes along with that? Sue said she is Bob’s slut. How many sluts does Bob have, Ellen?” asked Laura.
“As far as I know just the three of us. Actually I didn’t know whose slut Sue was, now that Jerry left. It seems that Bob has given her an assignment with your husband Charlie,” observed Ellen.
“How do you feel knowing Charlie has Sue’s beautiful tits in his hands right now. She is so lovely, isn’t she?” asked Ellen.
“Charlie has had the hots for Sue for years. I guess he will be in heaven this weekend. Bob gave Sue to him to use. I would not have believed it if I hadn’t seen it,” stated Laura.
“Well, it looks like Charlie gave you to Bob, so why are you surprised? Tit for tat in this case, I would say,” smiled Ellen.
“Yeah, Sue’s big tits for my little tats!” laughed Laura. “Bob didn’t make a trade. He gave Sue to Charlie for a business trip. Then he asked me to stay with him, but I don’t have to have sex with him if I choose not. I just felt like Charlie was living his fantasy and I wanted him to know I could play the game a little, too,” stated Laura
“Laura, you will be the dumbest cunt in the whole country if you don’t have Bob fuck you. His cock is wonderful. I have orgasms just thinking about it. It is great being his slut. I never sucked cock before I sucked Bob’s a week ago, and now I love it!” gushed Ellen.
Laura was a sharp girl. “Does Bob allow you to suck Art’s cock, Ellen? Did he tell you not to suck him since you didn’t do it before you sucked Bob’s?” asked Laura.
“How did you know that? Did Bob tell you how Jerry would not allow Sue to suck his, and now he won’t allow me to suck Art’s?” questioned Sue. “Art really gets off on that. He knows I give blowjobs, but not for him. The frustration seems to make him hornier or something. It is some kind of man thing, I think,” concluded Ellen.
“That explains why Charlie tried so hard to get me to suck his cock last night. He was afraid Bob would make me his slut and a cocksucker, and then not let me suck Charlie!” exclaimed Laura.
“That prick things I am some easy mark, or a closet slut of some kind. He thinks I will be giving blowjobs like handshakes and he will miss out. If I blew him last night, his rights to a blowjob would have been protected, the Bastard!” huffed Laura.
Ellen agreed quickly. “Of course, he knows the rule. Art said he bragged how Sue gave him head and not Bob. He thought it was hilarious.”
“The little prick bragged about Sue? What a jerk! He didn’t care how that reflected on Sue, or me,” reasoned Laura. “He has a little prick, too. I just found that out. I couldn’t believe the size of Bob’s cock. Charlie’s looks like a toy compared to it,” laughed Laura. “I never knew I was being cheated in that department, until you started sucking Bob’s cock and it got so big. Is Art’s as big as Bob’s?” Laura asked Ellen.
Now I was beginning to feel damn good. I was really glad Jerry wasn’t there. I had always felt pretty well endowed until I saw Sue suck on that one-eyed monster. These two would learn there are all sizes, but at the moment, I was king. It is good to be king!
“Not even close, Laura. In fact, I tell Art how big and fat Bob’s cock is while Art is fucking me,” confided Ellen. “That really excites him and I actually think his cock gets bigger when I tell him. I am sure he has been giving me more intense orgasms this week. He has become a very good lover, and I really do love him a lot!”
“You honestly believe this ‘training’ thing has made you two closer and improved your sex life?” asked Laura. “You both get off on you being Bob’s slut?”
“There is no doubt,” answered Ellen.
Laura had another question. “How did you learn to be such a good cocksucker in such a short time, Ellen. You were amazing. Is it something you learn, or does it come naturally?”
“Are you kidding? I thought you were an old master the way you jacked Bob’s cock and moved my head. You pushed that big cock almost to my stomach! It felt perfect. Where did you learn that?” asked Ellen.
Laura blushed at the question. “I did get carried away, didn’t I? You thought I was experienced? Thanks, Ellen. I was just doing what seemed right. It was a rush to help you suck Bob off like that.”
I had regained my strength and the girls’ talk had started my cock stirring. Ellen was still naked and Laura was topless. It was a sight like none I had ever experienced. I felt it would be foolish to waste a lot of time talking. I had to try more. I was the king of the world!
“Laura, you will take your clothes off and begin your training now, or you can go home and wait for Charlie to drag his well-laid ass home on Sunday. I am not forcing you. In fact, I am releasing you from any agreement we had. You can go home and never be my slut, or you will get naked and suck my cock. You have free will and can make your own decision.”
Laura looked at Ellen and then at me. She stood up, wriggled out of her jeans, and dropped to her knees in front of me. She reached for my cock and gently kissed it.
“I am another slut for you. I hope Charlie is enjoying Sue because he is missing me, and he never will get a blowjob from me,” stated Laura.
I lifted her head by pulling her hair. She looked at me and I told her, “Slut, I will tell you whom you will blow. It is not your decision. It is mine. You are correct this time, however. You will never suck your husband’s little prick!” With that I pulled Laura to my cock and she opened her mouth and began to lavish my cock with love. It was good being king!
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It was supposed to be a great weekend. But then I was supposed to have the perfect wife! All I wanted was a chance to fish a little, drink some beer, and just relax. I had a good job, but it was very stressful. I had planned this little escape for a month and Nan had known about it from the beginning.
It all started on Friday night, just as I was getting all my gear together for my trip to the mountains. Nan came out to the garage and dropped her little bomb.
“My mother called. She said Aunt Maureen is not doing well and that we should see her soon, if we ever wanted to see her again.”
I should have been more sensitive. I know that now. I just blurted, “I really don’t feel any need to ever see her again, so this is no problem. Besides, she has had a foot in the grave since I met you, and before that, from what your dad says.”
I received no response. Bad sign, I thought to myself. I looked at Nan. She had that look that is hard to describe, but all married men know. It was a combination of anger and the need to punish, to demonstrate control. It is the look that is supposed to make a guy drop to his knees and beg to be forgiven, so they can refuse and torture you for an undetermined number of days, or weeks. This was going to be a problem. That was obvious.
Why should a man fear a woman that barely tips the scales at 100 pounds and is just 2 inches over five feet? I have my own theory, the same one most men subscribe to. Women’s power stems from that little triangle between their legs. That is the club they hold over you. It is the Kryptonite that turns the strongest fellow to a cowardly, spineless weakling. That is their power. But women forget, as their hormones alter their body chemistry, that the Kryptonite will lose its power if it is not used. I don’t mean every day, but a man has to get a piece of ass a few times a month if a woman expects to maintain the power.
If you aren’t getting any, the threat of being shut off has no effect, does it? Women learn about the power when they are young and enjoy getting laid. They use it to keep men in line and under control. Somewhere after 20 years or so, they begin to forget the source of the power and think it is simply fear that makes a man weak.
Most men would rather walk into a bear den than brace their wife and lose her favors for an extended period. As we stay in a relationship longer, we begin to realize that we aren’t getting those favors, regardless of how many hoops we jump through. That makes the threat of withholding those favors moot. Men begin to actually think for themselves. They are freed from their shackles!
They can fish, drink beer with buddies, tell dirty jokes, and just plain have fun. This is very disturbing to the female. Many times they don’t know why their influence has waned. Female control had become a habit for both spouses. Then the husband emerges from the fog and looks around. His head becomes clear and life calls to him. This lack of sex has advantages, he realizes. The truth has set him free! He ain’t getting any, and he ain’t going to get any, so why the Hell would he kowtow to some creature half his body weight? That was the revelation I had recently enjoyed.
It wasn’t that I didn’t want sex, and enjoy it when I did get it. I simply came to accept I was not going to get it more than a few times a year. There were always reasons (excuses) but the results were the same. No sex. The lengths I was expected to travel to get it kept increasing. Then she developed the theory that if I was hard, I was ready for sex. (I can’t really see any fault with that logic.) There was no need to caress, fondle, and play with a hard cock. It was ready, so why waste time and effort? Certainly sucking that little guy was not an option!
The flip side was, she had to be wined, dined, licked, played with, and given some costly bauble, just for the opportunity to be considered for a shot at that little triangle. Then you climb that mountain and are almost home, after some of the hardest effort you can imagine, and you slip and say one little thing that ‘spoils the mood’. You do not pass go and do not receive any pussy.
Eventually it becomes so much easier and less frustrating to just watch the ball game, or go fishing. The fact that you stop asking isn’t noticed for the first few months. She is glad you aren’t bothering her. Eventually it dawns on her you haven’t been putting out the effort she so enjoys crushing. One of her single greatest pleasures has been taken from her! She wonders if you are having an affair and watches your every move. Of course, you aren’t dumb enough to get involved with another chunk of Kryptonite.
You are free and content. She is concerned and dismayed. Funny how it all balances out. She experiments with you, seeing how much effort you are willing to expend for that little slit. By now you have a clear head and really don’t want to play the game. If she wants to get laid, she should get some lubricant and let you climb on. Forget all the wining and dining and one-sided foreplay!
“We will drive down tomorrow and visit Maureen. You can fish any time. This is more important,” stated Nan with a finality that really pissed me off.
“I have made my plans and I am keeping them. Maureen doesn’t even know who you are, much less who I am. Cherish the memories of better days. I have been looking forward to this fishing trip for a long time and it will take something more important than a 90-year old aunt that can’t recognize herself in a mirror, to ruin it,” I declared.
“You are such a selfish, self-centered bastard!” yelled Nan. “Go fishing! I don’t really care if you ever come back.”
That was fine with me and it would have not been too bad. We have had words like that before and gotten over it. This time I made a mistake. I allowed Nan to see why I had such freedom and clarity!
“Don’t expect any sex, either. I don’t want you to ever touch me again,” screamed Nan. That put me over the edge.
I started laughing. It wasn’t a pleasant laugh, but it was heartfelt. “I am stunned! After getting laid every night for 20 years, how will I survive?” I asked. “Old lefty has always served me well. It is just you and I, old Buddy!” I snickered.
I held up my left hand and gave it a kiss. Nan just stared at me and I saw understanding in her eyes. Her threat had no effect, because I was already living the life of a monk. She turned and stomped back into the house and I finished my preparations.
Later that evening I was watching TV, alone, when the phone rang. I listened as Nan answered it in the kitchen. She was speaking very low, so I sneaked over by the door to listen. The gist was that Aunt Maureen was doing much better and there was no need to panic. The entire argument was unnecessary. Aren’t they all?
When bedtime came, our bedroom door was locked. Nan had decided to punish me by not allowing me access to my bed. That didn’t concern me so much, but I needed clothes and things for my early morning departure. I knocked and tried to explain the situation through the door. Nan yelled for me to go to Hell and I stalked down the hall to the guest room. I was fuming.
Sleep did not come easy that night. I was up at five and tried our bedroom door again. It was still locked. I had stewed all night and I was in an ugly mood. Why couldn’t I just get my stuff and go fishing? She would have the house to herself and be rid of me till Sunday.
I backed up a couple feet and lunged against the door. The jamb splintered and the door flew open. Nan sat up, instantly awake. She started to say something, but the look on my face gave her pause. I threw my fishing clothes in a duffel bag and walked out to the car. We never spoke.
I had promised Dan that I would pick him up at six and I was only a few minutes late. He came striding out of his apartment complex with a smile and a case of beer under his arm.
“What a great day for fishing, Steve! I have all the staples right here,” he laughed as he patted the beer. “Let me get my tackle and we can get started.”
In a few minutes we were headed for the best fishing in three counties. I must have been acting grim because Dan asked why I was so glum.
“You are single, Dan, so you wouldn’t understand. Nan was a pain in the ass. I just wanted to have a nice relaxed weekend. The funny part is she told me I was shut off, and I haven’t been getting any anyway!” I lamented.
“That is why I am single, Steve,” replied Dan. “I found there are a lot of women out there. If they feel they have to work to keep you, or please you, they will. If they become complacent, or too certain you are under their control, they shit all over you.”
“You are exactly right,” I agreed. “She has lost interest in pleasing me. I sometimes wish she would have an affair just to increase her interest in sex. I would be likely to get some, even if it was guilt-driven. Any sex is good, isn’t it?”
Dan laughed, “That has always been my experience. You need to shake your wife up a little. That’s all.”
“Shit!” I yelled. “I was so pissed off I forgot my tackle box and my license! I am sorry Dan, but I have to go back and get them or I won’t dare fish. I have heard of a few guys getting fined pretty good.”
“No problem, Steve. It won’t take that long since we don’t have to swing by my place. We can get your stuff and be headed out in an hour or so. I can show you how to handle women if the wife gives you any shit,” laughed Dan.
“You never met my wife! I just hope she doesn’t have me arrested or something,” I responded.
I enjoyed Dan’s company. We worked for the same company and had hit it off from the day he started there. He was a big guy. He used to play on the defensive line at Notre Dame and he was still in good shape. He was not a guy to have angry with you.
When we pulled into my drive, I noticed the door was not closed entirely. The garbage was sitting by the door. It looked like Nan had started to take it out to the corner and was side tracked. That would not be unusual. She was prone to neglecting, or forgetting details. I pushed the door open and looked inside. Nan was not in sight and I began to think I should just grab my stuff from the garage and leave, but the door being opened worried me.
I heard some muttering or something in the kitchen so I quietly went over and looked in. It took a minute for me to figure out what Nan was doing. It appeared that she had gotten her long hair caught in the garbage disposal. She must have hit the switch just in time to keep from being pulled into the thing. As it was, she was bent over the sink with her face against the back of the sink. She was completely helpless and essentially blind. There was no way she could see me, or anything else. The backside of the sink was the most she could see. I had cautioned her several times about her hair and the inevitable had happened.
Nan was wearing a short robe. It hardly covered her ass and it had opened in front. Her breasts were swaying as she squirmed and mumbled into the sink. I heard a low gasp and turned to see Dan behind me. He was looking over my shoulder at Nan. He raised his finger to his lips, telling me not to speak.
He quietly walked around me toward Nan. “Well, lady you seem to be trapped,” he boomed.
Nan was so surprised she almost feinted. “W-w-who is that? Can you please help me? I can’t get my hair out of this damn thing! Will you help me?” pleaded Nan.
“Sure, I will be glad to help you lady,” chuckled Dan.
He placed his big hand on her back and Nan flinched. He slowly ran it down to her ass and squeezed her ass. Nan started moving around with her ass and feet, but there was really no place she could go. Dan reached under Nan and grabbed a breast. Now he was kneading her ass and squeezing a breast! My cock started to throb as I watched Dan feeling up my wife of 22 years.
“Please don’t! I am a married woman. This is my house,” Nan squealed as Dan pinched her nipples.
“I don’t see that you are in a position to tell me what to do,” chuckled Dan. “Now stand still and enjoy this!”
Nan kept moving her ass, trying to escape Dan’s big hands. He brought his hand back and cracked Nan across her ass, I could see his hand print on her skin. She whimpered into the sink, but stopped moving.
“That is more like it. Behave and I won’t have to do that again,” scolded Dan. As he spoke, he pulled Nan’s robe off her shoulders. He took one arm and then the other out of the robe and tossed it aside.
“Lady, you have some nice tits!” admired Dan as his hands returned to fondling her. “Your nipples are really hard, too. Are you starting to get turned on?” he asked.
“No!” replied my darling wife. “Please stop that and help me get free,” she pleaded.
Dan’s left hand was full of tits and his right hand was caressing Nan’s ass. He moved it down between her legs and gently played with her pussy lips. Nan was making strange noises into the sink.
“You little slut! You are all wet back here,” said Dan. With that he slid a finger into Nan.
All I could hear from her were whimpering noises as Dan plied her tits and fingered her pussy. Her hands were on the sink, helping maintain her balance. Dan took his hand off her tits for a moment and pulled down his zipper. He proceeded to extricate what I would have to regard as a very large cock, and it was only half hard. He grabbed Nan’s hand and placed it on his shaft. She quickly removed her hand.
Dan was unfazed as he brought his other hand back and slapped Nan’s ass again. Again I saw his handprint. Then he took my wife’s small hand and placed it back on his semi hard cock. This time she left it there.
“Work that cock, slut!” barked Dan. “You want it hard for that juicy little pussy, don’t you?”
I had to give Dan credit. He really took charge. He left no doubt Nan was to follow his instructions. I was rubbing my cock through my jeans as I watched.
Nan slowly ran her hand up and down his shaft as Dan inserted his finger back into her tight snatch. I was transfixed as I watched Dan finger my wife with one hand and pull her tits and nipples with the other while she slowly jerked him off. I noticed her hand was traveling farther up his shaft as she stroked. I could imagine Nan was trying to gauge the actual length of Dan’s impressive rod. It was getting quite hard and Nan’s hand would not reach around it. I bet it was ten inches long and bigger around than her arm!
Dan worked two fingers into her and then three. The faster he plunged into Nan, the faster she worked his cock. He controlled her speed with his own. Her cunt was really wet. I could hear his big fingers squishing in and out. Suddenly, Nan moaned and it looked like she was going to collapse. Dan held her up as she shuddered through an orgasm.
“Very good, my little slut,” encouraged Dan. “You are really enjoying this aren’t you?”
There was no response and Dan ran his hand over her ass and then pulled back to deliver another slap.
Somehow Nan sensed what he was going to do. “I am enjoying it! Don’t hit me, please,” she begged.
Dan returned his hand to her wet box and this time he started concentrating on Nan’s clit. By now it was very sensitive and very apparent. Nan resumed jacking his monster off.
“Would you like to feel my cock in your little pussy?” he asked. “You have to ask for it, if you want it. Tell me if you want my big cock shoved into your tight little hole, slut!”
I don’t know if it was fear of being spanked again, or if it was lust, but I could hardly believe my ears.
“Please put it in me. I want to feel it inside my pussy,” pleaded Nan.
“Put what inside you, slut?” demanded Dan.
“Your penis. Put it in me, please,” begged Nan again.
“It is a cock, not a penis. Your husband probably has a penis. You have your hand on a cock,” Dan said. “Now you tell me if you want my fat cock in your tight pussy!”
“I do. Please put that big cock in my little pussy. Please fuck me now!” Nan cried.
It was like watching a master do a painting, or a great musician composing an opera. Dan was playing her like a violin. I was jerking my own cock as I watched the scene unfold.
Dan stepped behind my wife and placed his cock between her legs, along her stomach. It reached up to her tits! The difference in their stature was incredible. He continued to rub Nan’s clit as he spoke to her.
“You will have to put it in if you want it,” he informed her. “I am not some monster that forces himself on helpless women. If you don’t want my cock, just say the word and I will leave. It is your choice.”
Nan reached down and grasped his pole in her small hand. Dan backed off, about 10 inches I would guess, and allowed her to place his cock head at her little opening. She rubbed it up and down her slit, getting it as wet as she could.
“Now, brace yourself, slut. This cock will hit places that have never been touched before. Just relax and enjoy the ride,” he told her.
He pushed and Nan gasped. The head of his cock was still in sight. Dan kept the pressure constant and Nan began to move her ass just enough to find the most comfortable position. Slowly the huge head began to slide in. Nan’s breathing was rapid. Sweat was covering her body. Still Dan pressed on. I watched as three inches went in. He stopped and waited. Then he pulled back a little and slid back in. He kept this up for a long time, gradually sinking deeper and deeper into my wife’s cunt.
When Dan reached the halfway point with his giant pole, Nan began to orgasm. He held her up as he continued to work his cock in and out. It looked like Nan was in a constant state of orgasm now. She was moaning and groaning and muttering into the sink. Her legs were trembling and I am sure she would have collapsed and broken her neck if Dan didn’t maintain a grip on her hips.
He had about two inches left when he appeared to bottom out. He must have been against Nan’s cervix. She was making no sense now as Dan kept working his giant cock inside that tiny space. Suddenly Nan gasped loudly and I saw that Dan had driven his cock all the way to the hilt. He must have entered Nan’s cervix!
Dan stood still for a few minutes and allowed Nan to adjust to this incredible invasion. Gradually she regained her breath and even started squirming around on Dan’s huge love muscle.
“Are you my slut?” he asked. “Is this the best cock you ever had?” Do you want me to really fuck me now, whore? I am done playing and I am ready to give you the fucking of your life.”
“Yes! You are the biggest and the best! I am your slut, your whore. I must be to want this so bad. Fuck me hard! Make me come again, you big bastard!” cried Nan.
This was my sweet little frigid wife talking! I lost it there and shot a load on the kitchen floor. Dan was not done tormenting her.
“You like my cock better than your husband’s, don’t you, whore?” he asked. “You hope you never see the little peckered bastard again don’t you?”
“Please, I beg you, just fuck me. I love my husband, but your cock is bigger, better than his. Now use it, for God’s sake!” Nan implored.
Dan winked at me and started moving in and out of Nan’s pussy. He would pull back till the head was out and then ram it all back in. Soon Nan was back to moaning into the sink. She must have cum five or six more times before Dan groaned and held her ass as tight to him as he could.
I saw his balls contract and his cock pulse. He was filling my wife with his seed. It was the most erotic thing I ever saw. Nan was not using any kind of birth control, I realized. Why would she if she wasn’t having sex?
“You nasty slut!” Dan moaned. “You put my cock into your little pussy and begged me to fuck you. What sort of wife are you? I would say you are a little whore, wouldn’t you? You made me pour my seed into your womb, didn’t you? I hope you aren’t going to try to hook me into child support, you slut!”



I looked at Dan with panic. He smiled at me and shook his head. He was telling me not to worry and I immediately felt better.
“You better fuck the shit out of your husband, slut. If you get knocked up he will think it is his. You will do that, won’t you?” asked Dan.
“Yes! I want him to think any baby is his. I can’t lose him,” confessed Nan. “I will make him believe it is his!”
“Good girl,” continued Dan. “If it is a boy, name it Daniel, you hear?” He was grinning from ear to ear now.
“I promise I will,” replied Nan. “Now would you please help me out of this situation? I cannot stand this way much longer.”
Dan pulled out of her and the cum trickled down her thighs. He wiped his cock on her ass and replaced it in his pants.
“I will put a pair of scissors on the counter and you can cut your way free after I leave,” Dan offered.
He walked over to me and pushed me out of the kitchen. Then he whispered to me to get my tackle and get the car running, which I quickly did. I waited only a minute and Dan came hurrying out the door and jumped into the car. I backed out and sped up the road.
“We will not mention this to anyone, agreed?” asked Dan. I nodded my assent.
“I hope that brings her around, man. She is some nice piece of ass. You are a lucky man,” Dan stated.
I realized he was right. We went on to have a great weekend fishing and drinking beer. I did wonder what sort of reception I would get when I got home on Sunday evening.



        Kryptonite Ch. 02

        Husband uses wife's memory of big cock for control.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/kryptonite-ch-02

Title: Kryptonite Ch. 02

Author: Harddaysknight

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Husband uses wife's memory of big cock for control.

Tags: waited day, drop cock, hair caught, time suck, dan big, cock brain, nan looked, jekyll hyde, hotmail account, cock nan

Series: Kryptonite


Before I knew it, Sunday afternoon rolled around and Dan and I headed back to civilization. We had fished and consumed beer for about 20 hours and slept another six. It had been a great trip. Dan told me he had had a vasectomy 10 years ago and I need not worry about Nan having his baby. He had made certain he would never father a child by accident. That information allowed me to relax and enjoy the trip.
I dropped Dan off and headed for home. I had no idea how Nan would react to my return. I had made a pretty bad scene when I smashed our bedroom door in, breaking the jamb.
Nan had locked me out of my own bedroom and I needed to get my clothes to go fishing early Saturday. Returning for my fishing license to find Nan's hair caught in the compactor, and then watching Dan give her the fucking of her life may have contributed to my case of nerves. I really hoped she could not see any thing when her hair was caught in that compactor and Dan pounded her mercilessly with the biggest cock I ever saw. I would soon find out.
I parked in the garage and unloaded all my equipment. I took my time, wondering what my reception would be. Thinking it over, I decided the emotion I felt most strongly was dread, and not fear. After half an hour, I could not invent any reason to delay any longer. I went into the house. The bedroom door was open and the splintered jamb was removed. That would take some time and effort to repair. Home Depot, here I come again.
Tired and slightly hung-over, I sat down in my chair and closed my eyes. I must have fallen asleep. I awoke to a pair of lips on mine. I opened my eyes to see Nan close to my face.
"I didn't hear you come home, Steve. Did you have a nice time?" she asked. "I hope you are hungry because we are having steak tonight," she added.
"I had a great time and feel much more relaxed," I admitted. "I am so hungry, I could eat the ass out of a skunk!"
A comment like that will always draw some sort of rebuke from Nan. It takes some time to go from 'camp talk' to the sort of talk you use around a wife. I had not made the transition yet.
"I will take that as a 'yes' and get your dinner started. Would you like a beer?" asked Nan.
She was using the 'pretend there was no argument' gambit. How do women do that? It usually means they know they were wrong, but will never admit it and apologize. Instead they act like nothing ever happened.
"Nan, your hair looks great! Did you get it cut?" I asked. "You look years younger."
She did look younger. I should have known she would have to get it cut and styled. She must have cut a lot of hair off to get free of the compactor. I began to wonder if Dan's big cock and a dozen or so orgasms could take years off a woman.
"Thanks, Steve! I decided to change my look yesterday so I went to 'Chez Bruce' and had my hair styled," bubbled Nan. "I am so glad you like it. I think I am ever more pleased you noticed."
With that she disappeared into the kitchen. I dragged my ass off to the bathroom and showered and shaved. Dinner was ready by the time I finished and I joined Nan at the table.
She made small talk and seemed glad to have me home. I had my own hunches about that, but I tried to be pleasant and responded to her efforts the best I could. I helped clear the table and put some dishes in the dishwasher. By this time my trip began to take its toll.
The phone rang. It was Nan's mother so I handed her the phone and headed for the bedroom. I barely noticed the door was askew as I went in and crawled between the sheets.
I awoke with a strange sensation. Nan was in bed and was holding my cock in her hand. I opened my eyes and saw she was naked. It looked like she was going to keep her promise to Dan. I just laid still and hoped my cock would not rise too quickly. I wanted her to work for it!
There were two problems with that plan. My cock always responds to any attention, no matter how rare it is, and Nan looked great. Her tits are big and still quite firm. Her waist is still pretty slim, and her ass is perfect.
I have noticed that when a man is upset with a woman, she will grab his cock and get forgiveness in 20 seconds to a minute. He is powerless to fight it. The Kryptonite weakens him. He has to get it when he can, so he forgets his mad and screws the hell out of the woman, pretending that it is revenge.
When a man tries to make up to a woman, he has no agent to weaken her. He can only pay the price and endure the punishment. The woman determines when the argument is over.
My cock stood up and saluted Nan. She smiled at me and asked, "are you horny?"
Last night I had made my plans. I was not going to give in too easily. She was worried that Dan had made her pregnant and would be sure to seduce me so I would believe I was the culprit. Then she would bitch about it for the next 20 years! My plan was to play hard to get.
I rolled over on top of Nan and sucked on her nipples. I was a man possessed. I seemed to be trying to draw nourishment from Nan's tits. Then I slid down and dove headfirst into her pussy. What the Hell was wrong with me? I hadn't done that in years! I licked and sucked her to an orgasm. I wanted it to last forever.
Nan had to pull me back up by my hair. She wasn't able to stand it any longer. I pressed my lips to hers and let her taste her own juices as my cock found her slit. I drove it in to the hilt. I was wondering if it would be all loose and sloppy, but it seemed the same as always. I guess Dan didn't do any permanent damage.
The one thing that was different was Nan came hard again on my first thrust. She was on fire! As I pounded into her she wrapped her legs around me and pulled me tighter to her. She came at least three more times in the next ten minutes. Her moans were constant as I tried to reclaim the pussy that once was mine alone.
"Oh, Baby! Cum in me! I want to feel you throbbing inside me," she pleaded. "Fill me up, sweetheart!"
That was all it took. I tensed up and pushed as far into her as I could and emptied my tank. I must have pumped into her for a full minute. All the time I was remembering Dan's cock well beyond the place I was seeding, pumping into Nan's very womb. Did she even feel my cock? It sure seemed like she did. She was having anther orgasm as I pulsed inside her. I lowered myself down on her beautiful chest and rested. Nan ran her hands up and down my spine, giving me shivers. I am always sensitive all over when I cum.
"I looked into her eyes. She was smiling back at me. She had accomplished what she needed. Now I wondered if that was it for my sex life for another year or two.
"Steve, that was fantastic!" she whispered as she pulled me tight to her. "You were great."
"Do you really think so, Nan?" I asked with my face by her ear. "Does my cock feel good? Is it big enough to do the job?"
She stiffened for a brief moment. "Of course, Steve. Why would you ask that after all these years? You cock is wonderful. I love it."
"I don't know. I just wonder sometimes if you wished it were longer and/or thicker than it is. I guess it is a male insecurity thing. Do you think size matters?" I asked.
"I am hardly an expert on this subject, as you know, Steve. You were my first lover. I have read that it is more important to properly use what you have, and you have just performed wonderfully!" reassured Nan. "I don't even know if they get much bigger than yours. Do you know of any men with bigger ones, Sweetheart?"
There it was. I know when Nan is digging for clues, and this was a perfect example. What would she do if I gave her the names of a few guys with big cocks?
"Are you looking for leads?" I questioned. "How dumb would I have to be to name fellows with big cocks? No man reveals that sort of thing to his wife! We are way too insecure for that. How about a few names of guys with smaller cocks? I could do that."
"What wife needs names of men with cocks smaller than her husband's?" laughed Nan. "I think we have a draw on this one."
"Nan, I want to apologize for being such an ass the other night. I was selfish and self-centered, just like you said," I admitted. "You are the best wife a man could ever ask for and you deserve better. I will try to improve my attitude. I love you so much."
The amazing thing was I meant it. I was feeling emotions for Nan I had not experienced in a long time. Good sex really helps a marriage.
To my surprise, Nan broke into tears! She buried her face in my neck and cried. I just held her close and waited for her to recover.
"Steve, I have been a bitch to you. I knew it even as I did it and I don't know why I still did it. It was like I wanted you to suffer and be frustrated. You had every right to be upset with me," she stated. "Lefty should not be needed as long as pussy is available, and she will be from now on."
"You mean this wasn't just 'make-up' sex? I can go to the well more often?" I asked.
"I am determined to keep you satisfied, husband of mine," smiled Nan. "Think of this pussy as yours to use as often as the mood strikes you. It isn't as if I am suffering when you are using her! You have been a wonderful husband and I want you to enjoy your wife and all the things that go with that? I hope 'Lefty' will understand!"
It occurred to me that Nan really wanted to please me and that she loved me. Did that incident with Dan help create this situation, or was it my reference to my left hand and my outburst with the door? Whatever the reason, or reasons, I liked the results. For the first time in years, I took a second piece, this time doggy-style. I tried talking more and telling Nan how much I loved her ass and how she was my girl. I didn't dare tell her she was my slut! There are some things husbands cannot voice. Nan may have been thinking of Dan's big cock as I pummeled her pussy from behind. She came again before I popped a nut. We hugged and cuddled all night. It was like a second honeymoon.
When I got to work, Dan arched his eyebrows as if to ask how it went. I smiled and gave him a thumbs-up sign. He laughed and went to his office. I sat in mine thinking about how much my life had changed because of the weekend happenings. I was determined to make it last awhile. I realized I really did love Nan and wanted her to be happy and love me.
An idea slowly formed in my mind. By the end of the day, it was a full-blown plan. This one would work. (That would be a first!)
The week went quite quickly. Nan was attentive and sexy. She wasn't sucking my cock, or giving me her ass, but she gave her pussy to me any time I wanted it. I didn't complain. My plan would take care of any reservations and inhibitions she had.
On Monday of the next week, I opened a hotmail account and emailed Nan a very brief message. I wrote:
"Slut, do you miss my big cock?"
I sat and stared at that single line for an hour before I worked up the nerve to send it to Nan's hotmail account. She had me help her set it up and I knew her password. From time to time I would check it to be certain she wasn't going to run off with a pig farmer from Kentucky, or a goddamned republican.
Mostly, her messages were department stores describing their incredible sales. I can't begin to guess how much money she has saved me over the years. Her closet is full of items marked down at least 50%. Every time she spent 50 bucks she saved me at least another 50. We should be rich in another year or two!
I waited a day and checked to see if she had opened it. It had been opened, and deleted. I thought I noticed a slight increase in her ardor in the bedroom, but it could have been my imagination. I had decided not to follow up my message until she responded in some way.
It was Friday afternoon when I received a reply from Nan. She wrote:
"Who are you?"
I gave it some thought before I responded:
"The man with the big cock your pussy loves so much. You do think about me, don't you, slut?"
Monday afternoon saw her response:
"You could be arrested for rape, you bastard. I am NOT a slut!"
This was beginning to be fun. The fact that she responded indicated to me that Nan was at least very curious about the man with the big cock.
Also, Nan was becoming very amorous again. She initiated sex if I didn't. She always had at least one orgasm, and often more. I was certain it was not my imagination. Her mystery man was pushing some buttons, and I had only started!
The next day at work I wrote back to Nan:
"Rape? You are the slut that put my fat cock in your tight little pussy. You came on my cock half a dozen times, you slut."
Her responses now came within hours of my email to her. I knew she would be checking her mail pretty often. She wrote:
"You took advantage of me when I was helpless. I am not like that. Please don't call me a slut."
Nan did not demand I stop writing, like an offended lady would. She wanted me to 'understand' her situation. Why would she care what I thought? Dan's cock was not easy to forget, and she wasn't trying very hard!
I decided to see if I could use that big cock to gain some measure of control. I was beginning to think I had the huge slab of meat that had plundered my wife. That is the cool thing about this Internet. You can be whatever your imagination can dream up, and my imagination was as good as any. My next message was:
"Did you get your limp-dicked hubby to fuck you? Were you all loose and sloppy for him?"
Now I was berating myself! Was I becoming a Jekyll/Hyde character? I didn't really care too much. Whether it was guilt, or lust, Nan was fucking my brains out at night.
Nan's responses began to get longer. It was apparent that she did not feel any hatred toward the man with the big cock. In her next message she wrote:
"His dick is not limp. He uses it with me every night and does quite well. Not every man is a freak of nature. And yes he did make love to me afterwards. I had resumed my normal size. He filled me nicely."
Nan was sticking up for her husband, at least a little. That seemed to please Dr. Jekyll, but Hyde had his own agenda. Hyde responded:
"Do you suck hubby off? His little weenie can't pump half the cum I gave you. Next time you will suck my cock, slut."
We were sending messages a couple times a day now and Nan was in a constant state of arousal at night. I was wondering if I should apply for a patent on Dan's cock and my brain. Every married man in the world would buy into this! Her answer read:
"I don't suck his cock so why would I suck your aberration? He shots a normal load. I would think you would choke any woman that tried to put it in her mouth, and drown any woman that allowed you to cum in her mouth. It took me all day to stop leaking your stuff down my legs."
Nan seemed to have a lot of respect for Dan's size and volume. He made some impression on her! I decided to push a little more so I sent her this:
"You liked that load, didn't you, slut? Now you know how man does it. From now on, you will sign your messages, "your slut" or I will not write to you any more. You already told me you were my slut, remember? I simply expect you to affirm it."
Nan's response came quickly.
"You idiot! If you never write again, I will be delighted. Your cock uses so much blood your brain is starved! You will not have this pussy again. It is way too nice for you."
There it was. Nan had refused my ultimatum. I would simply out wait her. She was enjoying this too much to stop, or so I thought. I didn't reply to her message. I did receive another missive from Nan two days later.
"So Jackass, are you finally going to leave me alone? All I had to do was not admit to being your slut? I wish you had insisted on that a lot sooner. You should be thanking God you actually had that chance to get my pussy. It was a freak accident and you benefited from it. I cut my hair so it won't happen again, you loser!"
I refrained from answering and over the next few days I received these emails:
"You must have some ego. I bet you impress a few stupid women with your oversized cock, but your brain is the size of a pea. I am NOT your slut!"
"My curiosity is piqued. Why were you in my house that day? You took advantage of my vulnerable situation. I had to say those things so you didn't kill me, or something. Not your slut!"
"I did not get pregnant and I am now on the pill, so I will not have to worry about it since my loving husband fucks me every night. You missed your only chance! I may have said those things to you, but you were pinching my nipples and ramming that huge thing in me. That was the only reason I said I was....your slut."
Hyde was getting his way! I decided not to answer Nan's last message because she was trying to be obtuse, or clever. I saw her resolve weakening. It was two days later I got the message I wanted, or I thought I wanted.
"You are the most arrogant, big cocked bastard that ever fucked me! I will play your game just so I can find out enough about you to get my revenge. I am waiting for your response. Respectfully, Your Slut."
Nan had been on edge the past few days, but tried not to show it. If I hadn't known Hyde was messing with her head, I may not have noticed. As it was, her agitation was obvious. I waited another day and then sent this note:
"That is better, slut. You did like the way my cock felt, didn't you? You have never been so full and you miss that feeling, don't you? I want you to tell me the truth. You loved the way I power fucked you. I like your hair short, by the way. You look lovely. You make my fat cock hard. I know you like that thought, don't you, slut?"
"It was an unique experience, and I did have several orgasms, so I have to admit it gave me some pleasure. Where have you seen me with my hair short? Are you stalking me? Your slut."
The messages started flying now. The dam had burst!
"You wish I would spend the energy to stalk you! You will come to me next time, and you will suck my cock or I won't let you have my cock in that tight, juicy little pussy of yours. I have seen you and needle dick husband around. You probably have seen me, but you would never place my cock with my face."
"I know you are quite big, but where have I seen you? I don't suck cocks, so you are going to have to wait a very long time. When was the last time Hell froze over? You want my pussy again. That is your problem. You know you cannot have it again and it is killing you. My husband is not a needle dick. At least not compared to normal people. Your slut."
When I got home that evening, Nan was very romantic. She was eager to get me into bed. I told her I had to send some email to clients. When I was alone with our computer, I sent her a message. Then I told her I was going to go to the corner liquor store for some wine. That would give her a chance to read her note from Hyde. It read:
"Slut, you have to learn to suck cock and like it. Your husband's little wiener will be good practice for you. To make it easy, you don't have to swallow the first time. I want you to suck him off tonight and tell me how you did, and that you liked it. You can't be my slut if you don't suck cock when I tell you to."
I was back home in ten minutes with a gallon of wine. We sipped wine and cuddled for an hour or so, and then I led Nan to our bedroom. Did she read the message? How would she respond? I was excited as a virgin on prom night!
I undressed and slid into bed while Nan went into the bathroom. She was nude when she came back out and she looked great! I was extremely horny, or was it Hyde that was horny? As soon as Nan was beside me I slid down and administered a serious pussy eating. I took my time and concentrated on pleasing her, and it worked. She came at least twice and was shaking as I came up for air. I decided to work my way back up her body and aim my cock for her well-lubricated cunt. If she planned on sucking me off, it would happen before I entered her. Of that, I was certain.



"Sweetheart, let me please you for a while first. You were wonderful!" gasped Nan, as I was poised over her slick slit.
With that she rolled me off her and started kissing my chest. Then she worked down to my stomach, and finally to my dick! Hyde was delighted!
How should I feel? My wife was finally sucking my cock. She was told to do it by some guy with a big dick that fucked her silly a few weeks ago. She is obeying him by sucking me. I thought about it for a few seconds. That was when I realized I had the hardest erection I can ever remember! That was my answer. I felt great with this. I was not crazy. I was normal, or so I told myself.
I put my hand in Nan's hair and began to regulate her tempo as she slid my cock into her mouth. Hyde appeared again and started pushing more and more of my cock into Nan's throat. Hyde knew his shit! Nan just kept knob gobbling. I was getting close to exploding. I removed Hyde's hand and groaned to Nan I was almost there. To my amazement, she never missed a beat! With no help from me she was swallowing my entire cock on each down stroke.
I must have shot half a gallon of cum into Nan's throat. The first blast must have bounced around her stomach. I was that deep. Then Nan backed off and kept my head in her mouth as she pumped my shaft. She never lost a drop and did not release me from her mouth as she sucked me like a pro.
There was another first for me. My cock never went soft. It quit spurting but it stayed hard. I felt like I could cut glass with that puppy! I pulled it from Nan's mouth and threw her down on the bed. I once again aimed my cock at her little slit and drove it in to the hilt. On the first down stroke Nan came like a firecracker! I was primed and I pounded her pussy like I never have. She was having a constant orgasm as I slammed into her as deep as I could.
"You like my big cock in you? Is that what you want. You like to suck my cock and then have me fuck you, don't you?" I demanded.
"I love it! I love to suck your cock and then feel you hammer my tight pussy!" exclaimed Nan. Then she said it. "I am such a slut! Fuck me, Steve, fuck me!"
That was just what Hyde had been waiting for. He couldn't resist the opening.
"You are a slut, aren't you? You are a slut for big cocks aren't you? Tell me you are," insisted Hyde.
"Yes! I love big cocks! The bigger they are the more I want them in my mouth and pussy. Fuck me with your big cock!" cried Nan.
Even Hyde was surprised. Nan just admitted she loved big cocks. That was plural, as in more than one cock! It appeared I wasn't the only dual personality in the bed.
That was all the thought I was capable of. I grabbed Nan's legs and put them on my shoulders and drove just a wee bit deeper and faster. Finally, with sweat pouring off me and dripping on Nan, I let loose with a mind numbing orgasm. Nan shrieked and went still. I think she actually feinted for a few seconds! I held tight and drained my load as deep into my wife as I ever have.
Exhausted, I rolled off Nan and flopped next to her. She rolled over so her breasts were against my chest and took my wet, limp cock into her small hand and fell asleep.
Nan was still sleeping when I left for work the next morning. She had earned some rest! By 10 AM the emails began.
"I sucked hubby's cock like a pro last night! I even swallowed! I have to say his cock really is not limp, small, or a needle. It is just that your cock is really big. He shot so much stuff into my mouth I thought I was going to choke. I do not know how I could ever get yours in my mouth or swallow the loads you make. It actually felt pretty good. I felt like I had control over him. I was able to make him cum using my mouth. I will be doing that more often. I should tell you that he is an amazing pussy eater. Do you eat pussy or do you just rely on that mammoth prick? I remain your slut"
"I always can tell a slut. It is obvious that you wanted to be one. I never told you how I enjoyed squeezing your big tits while I was fingering your wet cunt. You have great tits, slut. You should know there is no better eater of pussy that myself. Keep working on your cock sucking technique. I want you to give me the best blowjob of my life."
"Thank you for the compliment about my tits. You really like them? You certainly know how to get their attention. I am glad to learn you are an accomplished eater of pussy. None is better than mine. I think I will be able to give you a blowjob you will never forget. I will perfect it over the next few nights. Hubby will be worn out! Your devoted slut."
What the hell was I doing? Nan believed in Hyde! She believed she was chatting with a guy with an elephant cock. How long would I be able to string her out? Probably long enough to get some great blowjobs! I just hoped she wasn't disappointed. That Dan and his cock could rule the world if they put my mind to it!
Over the next several days Nan sucked my cock every opportunity she had. I finally asked why she had altered her opinion on oral sex so drastically.
"I can please my husband, can't I?" she replied. "I regret not doing this years ago. I actually enjoy it and you seem to like it. Do you think I am good at it, Steve?"
I laughed at her question. Nan had made an amazing transformation and my love for her had grown deeper than I ever imagined possible. Good sex really helps a marriage I realized.
My emails had become a bit bland and she sensed it. I knew I had to keep her interest. Stimulate her mind and her body would follow. I was running out of ideas.
I finally decided to push Nan and see how far she would go. She was an attractive, vibrant woman. She deserved to have some hidden pleasures. We all have a dark side. I had shown mine when I let Dan take her in our kitchen. How far would she go for the man with the big cock? I wrote to her:
"Are you my slut? Are you prepared to prove it?"
"Can you doubt it? I have done all you ask. I want only to experience your cock again. Your devoted slut"
Nan seemed willing to do anything for Hyde. I had a plan that I was not proud of, but it gave me a tremendous boner thinking about it. She could stop any time she wanted, or so I reasoned. I plunged on.
"There is an adult theater on Water Street. Are you familiar with it, my sweet slut?
"I know where it is. I have never been there. Do you go there? Your devoted slut!"
"I will ask the questions. I want you to go there alone on Tuesday evening at 7:00. Buy a ticket and sit in the darkest corner. I will send someone to you. You will know what I want you to do."
Hyde did it! He instructed my dear wife to go to an adult theater. Would she do it? How serious was she in this game? My cock was harder than any known element when I considered the situation. This was wilder than anything she would do, wasn't it?
It was a day before Nan sent her reply:
"I will be there on Tuesday evening. I do this because you want me to do it. I ask no questions. Your loving slut."
Nan was on fire that evening. I ate her, fucked her, and finally made love to her. It was hard to remember that there was a time when I felt I was celibate. The sex was so good and Nan was so eager. Every now and then I would wake up to her sucking my cock. She held nothing from me!
It was after we had made slow gentle love that I told Nan I would be working late on Tuesday. I expected to get home around 9:00. I smiled to myself when Nan told me she might take in a movie or something as long as I wasn't going to be around.
Tuesday rolled around and I was more nervous than I ever remember. My emails had been subdued, telling Nan to not let me down and to be sure she had the time and place correct. She assured me that she knew where and when she was supposed to go.
I bought an old hat and coat at the Salvation Army. They were both much too big. I checked the mirror several times and was satisfied even my closest friends could not recognize me, if I kept the hat low on my face and the lighting was weak.
I went to the theater around 6:30 and sat in the darkest section. There were only about a dozen people, all men, scattered throughout the theater. I decided that since I was early, I should take a piss. I got up and went into the men's room. I could be back well before 7:00 and I would be ready for Nan. I was sweating as I wondered if she would show up, and if she would recognize me.
I went back into the theater and let my eyes adjust. On the screen a woman was sucking a guy with a huge cock. Where do these guys come from? I decided to go back to my seat when I saw her. Nan was sitting almost exactly where I had been!
Now I had to approach her. I had planned to be seated and have her sit near me. When a woman sits down near a man in a place like this, she is often signaling a desire for some interaction. Just as I screwed up the nerve to approach my wife, a fellow got up from my left and walked over and sat next to Nan!
I felt weak. The sweat was pouring from under the stupid hat. All my life I have had the same response when I was afraid and unsure of the best course of action. I froze.
The man by Nan was pretty big and probably in his mid fifties. I was trying to decide the best way to get the best of him if Nan screamed or something. The man put his arm around Nan's shoulders. She sat very still. I began to move closer. I worked my way over to where I was directly behind them, but fairly well concealed by some sort of old curtains that hung from the wall. The light from the screen was more than enough to see what the man was doing.
His hand was inside Nan's blouse and it was moving steadily! He must have been pulling and pinching her nipples. Nan actually leaned closer to him. He kept this up for a few minutes. He then appeared to whisper something to Nan. I saw her hand move over to his lap. She pulled his zipper down and started stroking his cock inside his pants. He shifted slightly and Nan pulled his cock out. I was relieved to see it looked to be about the same size as mine. Why was that important to me?
While Nan had been freeing the man's cock, he had undone all the buttons on her blouse and had it off her shoulders. Then he pulled her bra up and freed her beautiful tits! This guy was wasting no time. He leaned over and started sucking Nan's tits like he hadn't eaten in a week. My cock was throbbing as I watched.
Nan was working his cock as he feasted on her tits. Then he pulled his mouth off her and spoke into her ear. Nan leaned over and swallowed his sword! He had his hand in her hair and was moving her up and down his shaft. I could see him moving his hips up as he controlled Nan's head.
I looked around the theater and saw a few guys were watching the show in the back of the theater. Then, as Nan was swallowing his meat, he motioned the men watching to join him! She couldn't have seen any of this. Her face was buried in the guy's groin. Suddenly he raised his hips higher and pushed Nan's face down hard. It was obvious he was blowing his load in my wife's mouth!
He released Nan's head, but she kept servicing him. She has gotten really good at getting the last drop from my cock. Now this guy was experiencing the pleasure.
Nan lifted her head and saw two other men hovering over her. They had their cocks out and were slowly pulling on them. Nan seemed surprised and tried to pull her bra back down over her tits. This time the first guy spoke loud enough for me to hear him.
"Don't play shy, you slut. You came here for cock and that is what you will get. Now suck these cocks, you whore!" he demanded.
The two guys worked past Nan and her new lover in the narrow aisle. The second fellow stopped right in front of Nan with his cock by her face. The second one dropped into the empty seat on her right. He began to pull and twist Nan's tits. Nan leaned ahead and took the new guy into her mouth. He grabbed her head and started moving her back and forth. The man she had just sucked off taunted her as she deep throated the second fellow. Both men seated next to her were stretching and pulling Nan's sweet tits to new lengths.
"Suck that cock you whore. You even have a wedding ring on. What a slut you are, sucking strange cock in a dark theater. Does the husband know what a slut he married?" asked the miserable shit. "Get ready for more dinner, slut. I think he is ready to feed you some more cum, bitch. Suck it dry like you did mine!"
I could actually hear Nan moan as the second guy fed her his cream. I came in my pants at the same time! Again, Nan made certain to drain every drop from the cock in her mouth before she released it.
The guy that just came moved over to the side and the third guy stood in front of Nan.
"Just a minute, Buddy," spoke the first guy Nan had sucked. "This whore can do two things at once." With that he simply picked Nan up and placed her on his lap. As he lowered her, he held her skirt high enough to expose her pussy.
"I knew you wouldn't be wearing any panties, you slut. You are always ready for cock, aren't you, bitch?" he demanded as he picked her up again slightly and held her by her hips over his restored cock.
"If you want my cock, whore, you have to put it in," he rasped.
Nan reached down and placed the guy's cock against her very wet slit. He let go of her hips and she was impaled to the hilt. I could see her shake from my vantage point. She was cumming! He laughed again.
"This slut really gets off on this! Feed her your tool now, Buddy," he told the man standing in front of Nan.
Even as she came down from her orgasm, Nan eagerly reached her mouth out for the man's decent sized cock. It took her about two strokes to bury her nose in his pubic hair. The third guy moved to the seat Nan had just vacated and once again pulled and twisted Nan's tits.
The man in her cunt kept raising and lowering her by the hips and calling Nan every name he could think of. The man Nan was blowing kept his hands to his sides as she kept a steady rhythm on his cock. She needed no encouragement!
"Look at her!" chuckled the man in her cunt. She is cumming again! This is the nastiest slut I have ever fucked."
He was right about Nan cumming. I had seen her do it often enough in the past few weeks to know the signs. She seemed to be going through a steady string of orgasms. She was moaning and shaking, but she was a trooper. She never lost her rhythm on the cock in her mouth.
The man under her groaned and stiffened. He was pumping into his sperm into Nan's cunt. Before he finished, the other man started filling Nan's stomach. He was in too deep for her to taste any of it.
As the man under Nan stopped moving, the fellow in the seat next to her picked her up and held her over his cock. Without a word spoken, Nan reached down and placed it along her sloppy pussy lips. The fellow let her down on his cock and within a few strokes, Nan was going off again.
"Jesus," laughed the man now fucking Nan. "She is the hottest cunt I ever saw. These married women are the biggest whores. Look at her go."
He had taken his hands from Nan and she was moving up and down on her own. The man that just finished with her pussy stood in front of her.
"Bitch, you got my cock dirty. Clean it off," he ordered.
Nan quickly took it into her mouth and bathed it with her tongue and lips. She continued fucking herself as she sucked his cock clean.
Finally he pulled his cock from Nan's mouth and put it in his pants. He shook his head as he walked away.
Apparently the other fellow was content with the blowjob he had received and walked away, too. I moved from the cover of the old curtains and worked my over to stand in front of Nan. My cock was hard again. I pulled it out and offered it to her as she bounced on up and down. She never even looked any higher than my cock. She sucked it in and quickly swallowed it to the hilt. I was trying to hold off my load but my balls were boiling. Just as my nuts tightened and my seed began to fill Nan's throat, the man under her gave a low bellow and started shooting more cum into my sweet wife's abused pussy.
Give her credit. Nan kept sucking my cock through all this and drained me completely. God she looked sexy! The man under her was holding her by her tits and squeezing them hard as he finished cumming.
"This is some slut, man! I have never seen a whore like this," he declared. "I am tempted to take her home and fuck her all night, but the wife would bitch," he laughed. "She has no sense of humor. I should get her to come here some night and suck some cock. It might loosen her up."
I just nodded to him and walked away. I went back to my hiding spot and watched as he dropped Nan into the next seat. He reached down and tugged both her nipples before he started backing away.
"You had better get home, slut, before your husband comes looking," he warned. "Thanks for the fuck and suck. You were great and your tits are fantastic."
That seemed to snap Nan out of her euphoria. She pulled her blouse up and her bra down and quickly buttoned her blouse. In another minute she was getting in her car. I followed to be sure she would be ok.
I gave her about a minute and started for home in my car. It occurred to me that if I took a side street or two, I would likely get home before Nan. I pressed the accelerator and hurried home.
I was home in time to grab a quick shower before Nan came through the door. I greeted her there.
"Nan, I have been waiting for you! How was the movie, Sweetheart?' I asked.
She seemed distracted. I wasn't surprised at that. I was just glad she made it home ok. She had been driving under the influence. I wonder if a breath test will reveal sperm?
"It wasn't anything special," she replied. "How long have you been home?"
"Long enough to miss you, Darling. Come with me," I insisted as I took her hand and headed for the bedroom.
Nan began to stutter and protest. She had the deer-in-headlights look. She was worried I would notice all the obvious signs of a well-fucked woman.
"I have to pee, and shower, Steve. I will be in right away. Why don't you fix a drink or something?" Nan pleaded.
"The only thing I want is you. Is that a new outfit?" I asked as I pulled her to the bedroom.
She was flustered and scared. She tried to pull free from me, but I had anticipated that and held tight. I unbuttoned her blouse and unhooked her bra. She had resigned herself to her fate. I thought she might burst into tears as I undressed her.
Nan's beautiful tits were red and swollen. Her nipples were still hard. I unzipped her skirt and let it drop from her hips to the floor.
"No underwear? Aren't we naughty today?" I joked. Cum was leaking down her legs and her pussy was swollen. Nan never looked more beautiful.
Nan looked down at herself and gasped. Then the tears started. I felt so bad for her I almost cried, too.
Instead, I picked her up and placed her on the bed.
"Oh, Steve! I am so sorry! I am so..."
I shut her up with my lips as I kissed her long and deep. I didn't let up for minutes. Nan realized I was not going to let her talk.
"If you put a dent in the car or something, I don't care," I reassured her. "Just tell me you love me. That is all I want to hear, Sweetheart."
"Steve, I do love you. More than anything! More than I ever thought I could. You have to believe me," she pleaded.
I shut her up with another deep kiss as I slid my cock into that sweet, juicy pussy. I felt Nan stiffen as we heard my cock squish inside her. I just kept slowly pumping in and out of her. She was watching me closely.
"Nan, you will have to go the movies more often. You are so wet and ready for my cock. You love my cock don't you, Nan?" I demanded. "Tell me you love my cock. Tell me you love me."
Tears streamed down her cheeks as she answered, "I do love you. I love your big cock. It is the only cock for me, Steve."



"I know that, Baby!" I groaned as I came in her sloppy, cum filled pussy. I slid alongside Nan and pulled her tight to me and kissed her again.
She sobbed quietly as I kissed her yet again and squeezed her tits in my hand. "I love you, Nan. You are my girl," I whispered. "Now go to sleep."
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I watched Laura suck my cock. She was not the natural Ellen had been, but she was doing her best. She would get better with practice. I would see to that!
“Ellen, you cock sucker, get down there and show Laura some of your techniques. We want her to learn to do this right, don’t we?” I asked.
Ellen dropped down and began to show Laura a few of the finer points of a good blowjob. Ellen had been a natural right from the get-go! I let them practice and slurp until I felt I was getting close.
“That is enough, sluts. I want to save it for Laura’s little pussy,” I told them. I led them to the bedroom.
“Laura, lay down on your back and spread your legs,” I ordered. She quickly followed my instructions. “Ellen, I want you to get her ready for me.”
Ellen just looked at me. I smiled at her. Then I reminded her about her husband.
“Imagine Art’s face when you tell him you ate your first pussy. He will go crazy! Now get to it, slut! Do I have to discipline you?” I asked.
At the mention of Art’s name Ellen lit up. She lowered her face down to Laura’s snatch. Laura was watching as Ellen began to lap at her.
“Eat my pussy, you little whore! Make me cum on your face. Show me you eat pussy as good as you eat cock, slut!” Laura urged.
I was noticing an interesting situation with the two women. Ellen was submissive to Laura. They fell into their rolls naturally and quite happily. Ellen began to do some serious pussy eating at Laura’s insistence.
Laura was moaning as she moved Ellen’s head around with her hands. Ellen was kneeling at the bottom of the bed with her ass looking especially delicious. I got behind her and pushed my cock into her wet slit. Soon Ellen was moaning as I slowly fucked her with long, deep strokes. I pulled and pinched her hard nipples at the same time.
Ellen began to tremble and an orgasm wracked her body. He moaned loudly into Laura’s wet pussy and then Laura erupted. It was a sight to behold.
“You cunt eating whore!” gasped Laura as she held Ellen’s face in her snatch. “You are really good at this, slut.”
I pulled out of Ellen’s pussy and pushed her aside. Laura’s eyes widened as I moved between her legs. My cock glistened with Ellen’s juices.
“Please be careful with that. I’ve only been with Charlie. I am practically a virgin,” laughed Laura.
I slid my cock along Laura’s slit. Ellen had gotten her very ready for my invasion. I slowly pushed into Laura. I felt resistance and pushed harder.
“Sweet Jesus! I don’t know if it will fit!” exclaimed Laura.
“Just keep your ass still and take it, slut,” I replied. “It will fit.”
Suddenly my cock head slid through her tight opening and was inside her. Ellen was inches from our joined bodies, watching in awe. Laura was holding her head up, watching my cock slowly disappear into her hot box. It took a few minutes and I had to stop often to allow Laura to stretch to accommodate me. She had to weigh less than 100 pounds and was incredibly tight.
I slowly began to move in and out. I would work a little more in Laura with every stroke. Then I felt her cervix and I still had more cock left! I just kept bouncing of it and Laura began to relax. In a minute she was groaning and in another minute she was wracked with an orgasm. I began to pound her harder and she was pulling my ass to her,
“Yes! Fuck that pussy. It is yours now. Make me your slut, Bob. Fuck Charlie!” cried Laura.
Call me a selfish, miserable prick, but Laura’s words made me ecstatic. Charlie needed a little humility and I was determined to administer it. I felt a new surge of energy and slammed into Laura, and entered her cervix! I was bottoming out with every stroke now.
“Christ!” yelled Laura.
I looked down and saw her stomach rise every time I pushed into her. Ellen saw it, too, and placed her hand on Laura’s midsection to feel it expand and contract. I was inside Laura’s uterus. Laura began to shake and groan as a steady stream of orgasms ran through her core.
All this was too much for me. I felt my balls tighten and I held Laura’s legs wide and pushed into her as far as I could and filled her womb with my sperm. Laura was motionless now.
Slowly I pulled my softening dick from its confines. Ellen was there to suck it in and clean it off. I patted her head as she gently worked on my cock. I looked at Laura and saw she was back with us, and watching Ellen. I was glad because Ellen seemed to have this slut thing down perfectly. She would do anything I wanted. Laura could learn from her.
Ellen was finally satisfied that she was finished and let my cock slide from her mouth. I dropped down on Laura, kissing her neck and then sucking her tender nipples. That was when the phone rang.
As I debated whether or not to answer it, Ellen picked up the receiver.
“Hello? Yes, this is Ellen, but who are you?” she asked. “Mike? I am sorry but I don’t know who…. Oh, of course! Well thank you, Mike. I am glad you liked it!”
Who in hell was Ellen speaking with? Why would she be getting a call at my house? I let Laura’s nipple slip from my mouth and sat up.
“Well, yes, I did think it was a nice one,” Ellen continued. "You’ll have to speak to Bob about that. Here he is now.”
I gave her my questioning look as she handed the phone to me. She was smiling like the cat that got the cream.
“It is that guy Mike that you had me blow,” whispered Ellen. “He thinks I am your wife,”
I took the phone and asked, “Mike? What’s up?”
“Hello, Bob. I thought you might be interested in a little business I can send your way. I told a couple of business acquaintances about Ellen, and they said they would be interested in sending their orders your way. Interested?”
“You know I am interested, Mike,” I answered. “That is how I make my living.”
“I expect to be compensated for sending them your way, Bob. You understand that, right?” Mike asked.
“That certainly seems fair,” I responded. “How much do you want?”
“I want your wife, Bob. She seems to remember me and I asked her if she liked my cock and she said that she did,” chuckled Mike. “Maybe you aren’t giving her everything she needs. She sure seemed to like my cock when she sucked me off in my office, didn’t she?”
“You want to fuck Ellen? Is that what you are saying, Mike?” I asked. “What do the other guys want in order to give me their business?”
“Glad you asked, Bob. They are here listening on my speaker phone,” laughed Mike. “They didn’t believe you had you wife suck me off for my contract. You pretty much admitted it just now and you seem willing enough to let me fuck her. These boys want the same thing.”
“Are you saying you expect me to give Ellen to you and a few others? How big are their contracts,” I demanded.
Ellen and Laura were listening intently to my conversation. Ellen seemed excited and pleased. Laura was amazed.
“It seems you are again willing to go along with us, Bob. I told these guys you would give up Ellen’s sweet ass for their contracts,” goaded Mike. “They will be as big as the one I signed, or bigger. They want more than a blowjob, though. I didn’t negotiate very well last time. My head was clouded,” laughed Mike.
I did the math real fast and realized this was an excellent opportunity for me. I would have to make calls and kiss ass for a month to even approach sales like the ones I would be receiving from these horny rednecks.
“Exactly how many men are there and what to you need from Ellen?” I asked.
“Some people think I am a pervert, Bob, but you have me beat. Pimping your wife is pretty low. I like it,” continued Mike. “She is a honey. The deal is that there are three of us and we want her at a local motel tomorrow night. It will be all night and we will do whatever the fuck we want! How does that sound?”
“As I recall, Mike you are married. I doubt your wife knows you will be slamming Ellen’s cunt tomorrow night,” I responded. “You are lower than I am, if it matters. But I don’t want your admiration. I want your business and you want Ellen’s pussy. I think we understand each other and have a deal,” I concluded.
“I like your honesty, Bob. Have your little whore at the Sheridan, room 402 by 7:00 Saturday evening. You can pick her up at 7 AM. She may have trouble walking,” gloated Mike.
As I hung up the phone it occurred to me how much I disliked that Mike. It also occurred to me that my cock was hard again. Why did my prick stiffen every time some miserable bastard got his hands on one of my women? This couldn’t be normal, but what a rush!
“Ladies, we are going on a road trip tomorrow. Ellen, you will be fucked by Mike and a couple others to make some sales for me,” I declared. “You will be theirs all night. They will do whatever they can want with you and to you. Any questions?” I asked.
“Just one, Bob. I notice you are hard thinking about your slut with Mike and his friends,” Ellen observed as she took my cock in her hand. “Will you fuck me again?”
Ellen’s pussy was soaked and I slid in pretty easily. I decided I should stretch her out as much as possible before I dropped her off for Mike and friends. I am a considerate guy!
I took both women shopping and picked out some clothes for them. Neither of them would ever have chosen the stuff I bought. Everything was low cut and short. Laura actually was pretty attractive after Ellen helped her do her make-up and hair.
Ellen’s tits were not very big, but the right bra and top enhanced them just right. Her strong point was her legs. They were perfectly shaped and very strong.
Ellen had very nice tits and a lovely round ass. That was another thing I like in a women. By the time we left the mall and started down the highway, Ellen and Laura were catching appreciative glances all over the place.
“Did you see how that guy looked at me?” asked Laura. “I just know he wanted to fuck me! I never noticed anything like that before. I always wondered if other men would even want me. Now I know they do and I like it!” declared Laura.
“I feel the same way,” added Ellen. “Thanks, Bob, for showing me how desirable I am to men. I know Art will go crazy when he hears about this weekend. I can’t wait to tell him all about it.”
Laura looked at Ellen for a few seconds and then asked, “Do you think you should tell him about tonight? He might get angry with you or Bob, don’t you think? These are complete strangers his wife will be banging, after all.”
“You don’t know how it is yet,” responded Ellen. “If I lie, or sneak around, I am being unfaithful to Art. I share my adventures with him. It is like he is doing it all with me. I cannot describe how hot this all makes him.”
Ellen continued, “He loves the idea that other men want me and use me, but I still love only him. In fact, I love Art more than ever! I enjoy the sex with Bob and whomever, but I love it with Art. When I see how he looks at me and how proud he is of me, I could burst. I respect him more than ever and he feels the same about me.”
“I don’t know how Charlie will feel about the things I have done with you two. Do you think I should even tell him?” asked Laura.
“Laura, I am just beginning to understand how Art feels. If Charlie is anything like Art and Bob, you have to tell him. He will ravish you before you finish! I know,” Ellen concluded.
“I should remember he has Sue all weekend, so I have nothing to apologize to him about,” added Laura. “His little dick will be worn to a nub,” she laughed. “I am going to tell him everything. I will especially tell him that Bob won’t let me suck his little cock!”
We got to the hotel around 5:00 and I got a room. Then I took the ladies out for a nice dinner. They sat on either side of me and more than a few men showed envy. These girls looked pretty good and they both fawned all over me. We were developing a trust and friendship that few people share.
We were almost finished with dinner, when who comes in, but Mike and a couple other men. They did not see us, but Ellen spotted Mike immediately.
“Look Laura!” gasped Ellen. “That is the fellow I sucked off and that wants to fuck me tonight. Look how big the other two men are! If they are the friends he will have with him, I am going to be fucked silly!”
Ellen was right. The two fellows with Mike were about six and a half foot tall each and must have weighed around 240 pounds. If their cocks were proportional, Ellen would no longer be so impressed with mine!
Then Mike saw us. He stopped in his tracks and pointed us out to his friends. They stood with their jaws hanging and drool falling from their tongues. Mike came to our table with the other two following.
“I see you brought a spare, Bob. Are you afraid your wife won’t be satisfied by you after tonight?” chortled Mike.
This guy was a real asshole. He made Charlie look sweet. My cock twitched.
“You can’t have too much money, a car too fast, or too many beautiful women,” I answered.
I made the introductions. I noticed one of the fellows kept looking at Laura.
“Ellen, you have already met Mike. Laura, this is the Mike that we have been discussing today. I assume these are your associates, Mike?” I questioned.
“These are the two guys that are going to fuck your wife senseless tonight, Bob,” sneered Mike. “Stan is in the blue shirt and Gary isn’t. This is Ellen, boys. I wasn’t lying, was I?”
Gary spoke first, “I have to admit I had my doubts, Mike. You never had much luck with women, but she looks good enough to eat. In fact, I am staking that claim right now. I want to eat her before anybody gets carried away!”
I looked at Ellen to see how she was holding up. She was beaming! This sort of talk made her wet, I could tell. How had she repressed it for so long? Ellen looked radiant.
“Gentlemen, we will meet at 6:30 at your room to go over our business. I have to ask that you allow us to finish our meals,” I suggested.
“Sure, Bob. We will be there with bells on, but nothing else,” laughed Mike as he led his friends back to their table.
“Ellen, they are barely above apes!” cried Laura. “I think they will pound your little pussy all night, not to mention a lot of other things! Will you be ok?”
“Art will be stunned when I tell him about this! I will be fine,” assured Ellen. “They are only men and I have learned I can handle a horny man. Did you hear what that man said? He wants to eat me! I bet his tongue is as big as Art’s cock.”
I had some reservations when I saw the size of Mike’s friends, but Ellen seemed pretty confident.
“I rented the room next to the one you will be in, Ellen. If you need me yell, or bang on the wall or something,” I directed. “I will be close by.”
“Bob, you really are a gentleman, for all your talk. I see why Sue is so happy,” Ellen added. “I really like you and I won’t mess up your deal tonight. They will want to do more business with you!”
At 6:30 I knocked on Mike’s door. Ellen and Laura were both with me. I wanted Ellen to understand exactly what was expected of her. I felt Laura should see how I play the game she had joined. Mike was in his underwear when he answered the door.
“Come right in ladies, Bob. Ellen, you look great! Are you excited about my big cock? You really liked it when you sucked me off, didn’t you?” asked the crude bastard.
“Your cock is beautiful, Mike,” replied Ellen. “I can hardly wait to feel you inside me. I loved sucking it!”
Man! Ellen was really something. She was making Mike feel like a million dollars! Her ass might be worth that much to me the way she was going!
I took out my contracts and sat down with Stan and Gary. It was pretty straightforward and we had a deal in a few minutes. They really weren’t concentrating on what they were signing. Mike had his hands down Ellen’s shirt and was pinching and pulling her nipples. Gary and Stan were eager to get the deal started.
Laura was standing by the door, saying nothing. I was unable to read her thoughts. Ellen, on the other hand, was transparent. She was in heat and that damn Mike was smiling at me as he pawed her. He was convinced he was going to fuck my wife and that seemed to give him a rush. I understood exactly what the asshole was thinking and feeling.
That was when Stan got my attention. “How about the thin one?” he asked. “Any chance you can leave her, too? I bet she is some great fuck!”
Laura’s eyes widened and her lips formed the word ‘no’. I thought it over quickly and made my decision. Actually Stan’s suggestion had given me a hard on. ‘Big Boy’ was telling me to go for it.
“Stan, she is a bit shy. Suppose I stay here for a while and keep her with me. I don’t want her to have any bad experiences,” I reasoned.
“Sure, Bob. That sounds fair enough,” replied Stan. “Can we start now? It is almost 7:00 and Mike already has Ellen has naked.”
In the short time that I had spoken with Stan, Mike had removed Ellen’s shirt and bra and was once again feeding on her tits. Gary was kneeling by her, working her skirt down off her delicious ass. His face was almost in her ass crack.
Laura came to me, panic in her eyes. It looked like she was having second thoughts about being a slut.
“Bob, I can’t do this! I don’t know these men. They are so big. I haven’t…”
Her protests ended as I grabbed her and kissed her hard. My tongue was all over her mouth and she began to moan slightly. I pulled away from her and looked into her eyes.
“Laura, you can do it and you will. Why don’t you suck Stan’s cock for him?” I suggested. “I will be here if there is any problem.”
Stan smiled and started to remove his pants. Laura still seemed undecided. I knew she would be fine once she got started, so I kept after her.
“Laura, show Stan your tits and see if he likes then, now!” I demanded.
Nervously, Laura pulled her shirt over her head. I reached over and unsnapped her bra and her little tits were there for Stan to see.
“Oh, my God!” Stan exclaimed as he bent over and began suckling and twisting Laura’s nipples. Laura seemed surprised as his ardor.
“I love your tits, Laura. They are so firm and your nipples are so hard,” Stan managed between sucks.
I saw Laura bring her hands to Stan’s hair and hold his head to her sensitive breasts. Slowly her frown became a smile as Stan’s mouth worked her body.
I looked over to see Ellen was naked. She was sitting on Gary’s face and he was slurping her pussy like a starving man. Mike was feeding her his cock and both men were pinching and squeezing her tits. Ellen was moaning. I don’t think she could have been happier.
Stan stopped and pulled his underwear down. His cock stood out straight. It was about my length, but was even thicker. Laura looked at it with awe as Stan pushed on her shoulders. She dropped to her knees and took Stan in her hands.
“Jesus, you have a big cock, Stan!” blurted Laura. “I don’t know if I will be able to handle it.”
With that said, Laura began to lick his shaft and balls. She took her time and practiced the little things Ellen had shown her with my cock. She could barely get the head in her mouth, but she was using her tongue well. I felt like a proud dad, well sort of!
Stan was in heaven. He patted Laura’s head and grinned like hell. Then I heard Mike speak to Gary.
“Let me fuck that cunt, Gary. I don’t want to pop a nut in this slut’s mouth again!”
With that he pulled Ellen off Gary’s face and to one of the beds. He looked over at me and chuckled.
“I am glad you are here to see this, Bob. Your little wife is going to be my slut. I am going to fuck her like a bitch. Get on all fours, whore!” Mike growled.
Ellen seemed to be a lot like me. The more of an asshole Mike was, the hotter she got. She swung her ass up and backed up to Mike like she couldn’t wait. She didn’t have to. Mike buried his cock to the hilt and Ellen had her first orgasm. Mike laughed again and started pounding her as hard as he could. Ellen was fantastic as she met every thrust and seemed to want more. Mike was not winning this battle!



Gary moved to Ellen’s face and pulled out his very hard cock and offered it to Ellen. It was almost as fat as Stan’s and every bit as long. Ellen just cooed and began doing what she seems to do best! Gary’s big cock was being worshipped and he seemed to be enjoying her efforts tremendously.
Laura had managed to get the head of Stan’s cock in her mouth and was really working her tongue fast around it. Stan tensed and began to flood Laura’s mouth with cum. She swallowed as much as she could but the size of his cock made it difficult. More than a little ran down her chin and dropped onto her cute tits. One thing Ellen had told her was to keep sucking till everything was gone, and Laura did. When Stan’s cock dropped from her mouth, it was soft and very clean.
Stan was delighted. He picked Laura up and kissed her hard on the lips. Some of his own cum smeared his face when he broke away. Laura was breathless and flushed.
Stan then slid her skirt and panties off her little ass and easily carried her to the other bed. He put her down and began eating her with gusto. I thought I could eat pussy, but Stan was a master. His enthusiasm was the key. He appeared to be in love with Laura’s cunt. She began cumming almost immediately.
“Suck my cunt, you big bastard!” she yelled. “Eat that pussy. Put your tongue in me. Fuck me with your tongue!” she almost screamed. She grabbed his hair and pulled his face even deeper into her hot snatch. Stan seemed to thrive on Laura’s exhortations. He ate at the Y for quite some time.
Ellen and Mike had settled into a rhythm and were going like rabbits. Ellen continued to take as much of Gary’s cock as was humanly possible. She was amazing.
Mike continued to call Ellen all sorts of names as he held her hips and fucked her fast and hard. Then he tensed and began shooting into Ellen. This seemed to trigger Gary’s orgasm and Ellen began slurping and sucking hard to try to keep up. What a girl!
As that trio slowed down, they turned to watch Stan. He had moved up Laura’s torso and held his big cock at her entrance. Laura was as wet as she would ever be. Stan was a surprisingly patient lover as he rubbed his cock around Laura’s tight slit, getting her ready for the invasion that was to follow. Laura had her head up and was watching Stan’s cock flirt with her center.
Stan slowly, but surely pushed his cock into Laura. He must have been a bit longer than I because he had several inches left when he hit her cervix. Laura was in a sweat as Stan began to move in and out with long slow strokes. He gradually increased his speed and Laura was cumming again.
“Fuck my little cunt with that big cock!” she hollered. “Give it to me. Give it all to me you big son of a bitch! I want it all!”
I had been with her less than a day but I had decided that Laura really liked to swear during sex. She had an obvious effect on Stan as he went faster and harder. Soon Laura gave what sounded like a quiet scream. Stan’s balls were banging against her ass! I moved around to the side and saw that her stomach seemed to be rising and falling with Stan’s thrusts.
“Christ!” whispered Gary. “Stan is so far inside her he is making her stomach rise! Look at that!”
Laura and Stan had four spectators as they fucked with a fervor I have never seen. Laura was soaking wet with sweat as she held Stan’s back and wrapped her legs around him. Finally Stan stopped and held himself as far inside Laura as he could. There could be no doubt he was cumming.
I thought it was my imagination until Ellen voiced what I was thinking.
“Look at her stomach! Every time his cock pulses her stomach rises a little. He is filling her uterus up,” she gasped.
Laura was almost unconscious as Stan pulled his cock from her. He stood up and stepped back. Ellen dropped to her knees and quickly took him into her mouth. Stan looked down at her and then over at me. I just shrugged my shoulders.
Gary had regained his hard on and moved between Laura’s legs. I noticed that very little cum was leaking from her abused pussy. Stan deposited his load so far in her that her cervix was holding it in place! Gary pushed all the way in a single stroke. Laura groaned and her stomach began the bellows thing that Stan had started.
“Look!” called Gary. “I am doing it to that little pussy, too. These girls are something, aren’t they?”
Mike moved to Laura’s head and began slapping her with his cock. After seeing Gary and Stan in action, he no longer seemed prone to bragging about his equipment.
“Suck my cock, you little whore,” demanded Mike. He rubbed it all over Laura’s face, teasing her as she waited with her mouth open. “You little cock sucking slut, you will be swallowing my load soon enough.”
Mike was beginning to get on my nerves. The girls didn’t seem to mind the names. Ellen actually got hotter when he talked to her that way, but it was beginning to irritate me a little. He said it with such contempt and malice.
“Mike, I have to ask you to stop insulting these girls,” requested Stan. “They are being pretty damn nice to us and we should treat them with more respect. Bob’s wife is sucking my cock right now. Would you want me to call your wife names while she was blowing me?’ he asked. I don’t think you would, so let’s just stop. Laura is sucking your cock. She just blew me and let me fuck her senseless. I kinda like her!”
Mike looked at Stan and realized he was serious. Mike was about 50 pounds lighter than Stan and he sure didn’t want to antagonize him.
“Sure, Stan,” replied Mike. “I like these ladies, too. It just gets me off to call them names. I don’t mean anything by it.”
Ellen had revived Stan again. He pulled his cock from her mouth and led her to the empty bed. He had her lay down and spread her legs. He climbed between them and slowly inserted his cock. Mike had just fucked Ellen, but it had done little to prepare her for Stan’s sausage.
“Damn, Mike,” complained Stan. “You hardly stretched Ellen at all. She is almost as tight as Laura!”
It took less time than it had with Laura, however, for Stan to bottom out in Ellen. She was cumming again by the time he had taken a couple full strokes. He began hammering her cunt and she was trying to rise up to meet him. It wasn’t easy for her because he was a large man.
I looked over at Laura. Mike was just starting to cum. He pulled his cock out and shot all over Laura’s face. She held her mouth open, but he seemed intent on missing it. Her eyes looked glazed.
“Shit!” groaned Gary as he started filling Laura’s uterus beyond her capacity. I actually could see her stomach move with every pulse of his cock.
He gradually stopped pumping and withdrew his cock.
“That is the coolest thing to watch,” chuckled Gary. “I bet her waist is two inches more around it than it was before.”
Laura was covered in sweat and sperm. Her legs were spread wide and a small amount of cum trickled out of her engorged pussy.
“I never thought I would be fucked like that!” groaned Laura. “Those guys have some seriously big cocks. I feel like my belly is full. How much cum did they pump into me, anyway?”
By this time Stan and Ellen were thrashing around in rapture. Stan finished and flopped over next to Ellen.
“It is almost 9:00 already! We have been fucking these girls for a couple hours,” he laughed. “I have shot three loads and I am hungry and thirsty. Would you ladies like to get a drink and a snack?’ he asked.
Laura slowly sat up. “You can buy me a drink or two, but your goddamn big cock has filled me up so full, I won’t eat for a week, you bastard!”
Stan looked at her and saw she was smiling. “You have a deal! Drinks are on me!” laughed Stan.
Ellen went into the shower and Mike followed. He really had a thing for her. I could hear him in the shower with her, and she was laughing. That girl seemed to know how to handle Mike.
I brought Laura next door to my room and sat her down. I took my clothes off and started the water running. I went back and carried Laura in. She kissed me deeply. I kissed her back as I stepped into the shower. My cock was like a rock, but I knew Laura had just been through a lot, so I just held her close as I soaped her body.
“You really are nice, Bob, Laura confided. “You act so unconcerned. You told me I had to have sex with those guys and now I know why.”
I just kept washing her small frame as she talked.
“You wanted me to experience all this and I am so glad I did. Those boys are big, but they are pussycats,” she laughed. “Mike is an asshole. He reminds me of a cruder Charlie.”
I looked into her eyes and she smiled. I picked her up and impaled her on my cock. I stood under the water with Laura riding my cock. I slowly moved her up and down. She had a few small orgasms before I added more spunk to the already sizeable amount she carried inside her.
“Those guys have nice cocks, Bob, but you are the best!” Laura whispered in my ear. “I could have you in me forever it feels so good.” Her lips met mine and we kissed.
We were ready to go in plenty of time. We went to the next room and Ellen looked radiant. Sex really agreed with her. Mike was a little sullen but Gary and Stan were absolutely jovial. We went to a small bar and had some drinks and hotwings. Mike was not good company, but the rest of us were having fun.
When Mike left to visit the men’s room, Stan began to explain why Mike was so glum.
“Gary and I both had to tell Mike to treat Ellen better or we would have to toss him out,” he admitted. “We are both married men and love our wives. We would not treat these ladies with anything but respect. Mike seems to be an unhappy, sour individual. We won’t allow him to mistreat the girls. I thought you should know that,” he added.
“I appreciate that Stan,” I answered. “You are good guys and the girls really seem to be comfortable with you. It just seems to me that we should be happy and enjoying ourselves.”
“I sure am, Bob,” laughed Ellen. “Even Mike has a nice cock and when he isn’t scowling, he is a good fuck.”
Then Stan asked, “Bob, can Laura spend the night with us? She is so pretty and sexy. It would help take the pressure off Ellen, though she is holding up quite well.”
I began to decline Stan’s request. I thought Laura had been screwed to a frazzle already. “I don’t know if Laura can take much more,” I began.
“Bob, if you don’t mind, I would like to help Ellen tame these big studs,” interrupted Laura. Then she added, “That is if you can spare me. I know it is completely your decision and I will do what you say.”
“Bob, someday you will explain how you have two beautiful women at your beck and call like this,” insisted Gary. “You are the luckiest guy in the world!”
I laughed that one off, but it started me thinking. I was a long way from being bored. How did it change, and could anyone do it? I would have to think about that one tonight, alone.
“Thanks, Gary,” I responded. “For that remark, you can have Laura tonight, too. They make a nice team, don’t they? Enjoy them, but don’t make so much noise you keep me up all night, ok?”
I woke refreshed and content. I went over the situation in my mind.
My wife was in Dallas being used for sex to further the career of a pompous neighborhood asshole. He was going to offer her as the perc that closes a big deal for his firm. She sure was good bait! I could attest to that.
I had two wives of neighbors serving as my sluts with their husbands’ knowledge and approval, more or less. They had spent the night in the next room getting their brains fucked out by clients of mine. This would net me a damn good commission.
I found myself emotionally attached to these two women. The more they allowed me to control them, the more I was concerned for their safety and well being. It seems to flow both ways. These women were attractive, intelligent, and had become very sexual. I was also drawn to them as people and friends.
As I looked back on my life, I realized I had never been close to so many people, or to any one person, for that matter. I adored my wife. She is the sexiest, sweetest, most devoted woman I have ever met. I very much liked the two ladies that were next door ‘taking one for the team’. It seemed that I was beginning to be able to have relationships on many levels. I felt great.
I showered, dressed, and went out for some coffee and the Sunday paper. It was almost 7:00 when I got back to the room. I left the door ajar and read the paper as I waited for the girls’ return.
I heard them before I saw them. Gary and Stan escorted them to my door. Both women were carrying their clothes and smiling. Gary and Stan walked in with them. They kissed each of the girls and spanked them on the ass as they headed for my bathroom. I could see spunk running down their thighs as they disappeared into the bathroom laughing.
“Bob, we both want to thank you for a fantastic night,” Gary began. “I could never have imagined that one woman like that existed, let alone two. They are wonderful. I think Stan and I fell in love, for the night at least.”
Stan chimed in, “Laura is incredible! She is so small but so willing. Ellen is just plain lovely. We had a great night.”
“We like the way you care for them but allow them to be themselves, and especially be sexually open. It was a breath of fresh air,” added Gary.
“We got in this as a lark with Mike. We never dreamed you would bring such class women to this deal. We like the way you do business and you will be getting all of ours, with no strings,” stated Gary.
Again Stan had to comment, “We are a little ashamed of the pretense we used to get Ellen and Laura last night. Next time we won’t have that asshole Mike, if there ever is a next time. It is our hope that we can all get together from time to time and just enjoy the moment. We will not try to use our business for pussy any more, to put it bluntly,” said Stan
“Gentlemen, you have been gracious and good to the ladies and I appreciate it a great deal. There will be other times to enjoy their charms, if I have any input,” I allowed.
Then Gary glanced at the bathroom and spoke quietly. “The girls told us they are married, but not to you. You are some sort of guardian or master that forces and allows them admit their emotions and desires. They said your wife is beautiful and she is with Laura’s husband, trying to influence a client of his. They both said that if we had her, we might forget about them!”
I had to smile at this. I thought women were insecure and jealous of each other. These two seemed to admire Sue more than Sue would ever imagine.
“I don’t know what to say, guys. I think I will try to swing by with my wife, Laura, and Ellen. Then you will have the chance to judge for yourselves. I assure you that as much as you will like my wife, you will love these two as much,” I affirmed.
Stan was wringing my hand. His smile was as wide as his face.
“You are going to bring your wife, too! God, I wish I had whatever you have. I always get jealous if my wife talks to another man. I am going to rethink that! At this moment, I can honestly say I would love to have you fuck my wife. I never told a man that before and I may never say it again. You are some kind of man, Bob. Thanks,” concluded Stan.
Gary shook my hand and laughed. “I guess I will fuck Stan’s wife if that will make him happy. Seriously, I know just what he means and we sure hope we do see you and the girls, and your wife, sometime soon. You are alright!”
With that, they left the room. I made a mental note to try to make a road trip out here before too long. Sue would enjoy those two guys, and their big cocks.
I walked into the bathroom to find Ellen and Laura giggling and laughing like schoolgirls. They must have had a very good time. As I stood there and listened, the shower stopped and they both stepped out, drying their hair with towels.
“Ladies, if I weren’t already married to the love of my life, I would run off with either, or both of you. Gary and Stan told me you were like angels. I cannot remember all the kind things they told me, but I had to agree with them,” I said.
Next thing I knew, two naked women were at my side, kissing my cheek and rubbing their tits against me. Bored? Hardly!
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My wife of 24 years looked great as she slid her costume over her full breasts and nice round ass. She knew how to accentuate the positive. I knew no one would have any problem identifying her at the party. The small mask she wore simply made her look a little mysterious, but her smile and figure gave her away.
I placed my hand on her breast and squeezed a little. She captivated me still. As so often happened lately, she rejected my advances. In fact, she may as well have thrown a pail of cold water on me!
"Ted, please keep your hands to yourself! I do not want my outfit all messed up. Just get ready, would you?" Becky demanded, more than asked.
I thought that when our two kids were grown and on their own, we would be sharing more time and passion. It was not working that way. We both worked and Becky volunteered for several organizations. She seemed to have no time for me, and even less interest. I had heard how middle-aged females' hormones, or lack of same, could diminish their sex drive. Becky was the extreme. I was thankful my right hand was always close by.
I donned my stupid wizard outfit and we left for the party without speaking another word. Becky seemed to prefer it that way.
Linda and Jack were having their annual Halloween party. It started 7 years ago and had grown each year. They had a huge house and decorated it for the holiday. When did Halloween become an actual holiday for adults, I wondered as we waited for the door to open.
Linda opened the door and gave Becky a hug. She was about Becky's height with a few more pounds, mostly in the right places. Linda was always laughing and was a lot of fun to be around. She turned and gave me a hug next.
"You two look great. Becky, the men will want you to serve them tonight! Your beautiful tits will drive these horny guys crazy!" suggested Linda. "French maids would find a lot of employment around here if they looked like you."
Becky laughed at Linda's remark, but I could tell that Becky loved the comment.
Then Goofy walked up to us and hugged Becky. It was difficult to understand what he was saying because his mask had no real place from which to speak.
Finally we realized it was Jack inside the outfit. There was no way of telling if it hadn't been for Linda chuckling at our confusion.
"Jack should be easy to recognize, really. I have said he was goofy for years now. Let me get you folks a drink and you can try to see who else you can recognize," added Linda.
Goofy just bowed and pointed the way. It looked like Jack was not going to be able to converse much this night. Linda and Jack had become our closest friends and we enjoyed them a great deal.
We joined the party chatted with ogres and super heroes of all sizes and shapes. Eventually Becky and I were separated and I knew that would be no concern for her. I was having a few drinks and having a great time.
Around 8:00 I was helping Jack bring more wine and beer from the cellar when his cell phone rang. He quickly removed his Goofy head and answered. The conversation didn't seem to be going his way so I busied myself carrying the beer up to the kitchen.
When I got back to the basement, Jack was scowling.
"The boss wants me to pick up a big client at the airport. If it wasn't such a good job, I would tell the bastard to kiss my sweet ass!" fumed Jack. "As it is, I have to go do it. If the plane is on time, I can dump him off at the hotel and be back by 10:30 or eleven."
"Linda will have my ass for this!" complained Jack. "She keeps telling me to stand up to the boss. Easy for her to say, but if I got fired she would call me the dumbest fuck that ever lived."
"Women love telling men how to handle every situation," I agreed. "They should have to be in our shoes."
Jack looked at me and smiled.
"That is the answer! Ted, do me a big favor?" he asked. "Would you put on the Goofy suit now and then and walk around looking stupid? I have been doing it all night and it isn't hard at all. I will take it off and go out through the cellar door right now. You can sneak down here, put it on and walk around for a few minutes and then come back down and put yours back on. No one will be the wiser!"
I really could not think of a good reason to refuse, except I would be part of a deception. Well, I've done worse, and I had just enough to drink that some dark thoughts came into my head.
"Sure, Jack. No problem. When you get back, put the outfit back on and return to your Goofy self," I joked.
He needed no more encouragement. He peeled the outfit off, stashed it in a cabinet of some sort, and headed out with a wave as he left. I looked at Goofy's head and started chuckling to my self. In another minute I was enjoying the party as Jack aka, Goofy. It was as if I was Jack. I tried to act and walk like him. I was getting into it.
I strolled into the kitchen and saw Linda preparing some snacks.
"Jack, take these into the dining room, would you?" asked Linda. She was dressed as a witch, only wore a short skirt and a low top. I never thought witches looked like that.
I sauntered over to her and squeezed her ass. It felt great. It was a little rounder than Becky's but very shapely. Linda looked to see if anyone was looking and then put my hand on her tits! I was stunned!
"I am casting a spell on you, Goofy," grinned Linda. "You keep your eyes off Becky's big tits and these babies will be yours tonight. You like mine better, don't you?"
I just stood there feeling Linda's tits and getting hard. I nodded my agreement. Linda reached down and patted my newly formed erection.
"I see you do like them! Now get these snacks in there, pervert," insisted Linda as she removed my hand.
I found I could run a straw through a hole in my Goofy head and was able to drink mixed drinks. Usually beer was my poison, but I heard someplace that drinking beer with a straw is not good. Besides, Jack was a mixed drink guy.
I was feeling no pain as I headed for the bathroom. It was occupied, naturally. I knew where the master bedroom and bath were on the second floor, so I headed up the stairs. It was my house, after all. As I went into the master bedroom, I ran into Becky coming out.
"Hello, Goofy," she cooed. "You are such a sexy character. I have one question I always wanted answered."
As she spoke she reached down and grabbed my cock. How did she know it was me? I felt my cock start to respond as she moved her hand up and down. I reached down to her chest and popped her tits out of the tight top.
"You are feeling frisky, again, Goofy," Becky smiled. "I like that. Now for my question, Goofy."
She slipped over to the bedroom door and locked it. Her tits were still exposed. She turned to me. While she did this, I was thinking, did she say 'again'?
"I want to know if Goofy is a dog, on not. I have decided how to find out for sure," Becky confided.
She stepped out of her thong and kneeled on the bed. Then she went to all fours and reached back and flipped her short skirt up. Her pussy was wet and called to me. I started to unzip my pants as I quickly stepped behind her.
"If you fuck me like a bitch, I will know," stated Becky. "Do you want to fuck me like a bitch, Goofy?"
I needed no second invitation and slid into my wife for the first time in months. I didn't understand her change in attitude and didn't care. My balls were already churning as I placed my cock at her entrance. I never remember Becky being so wet and so ready. I drove in to the hilt. She pushed back against me, eager for my cock. I grabbed her hips and pounded her pussy fast and hard. I didn't want to miss the opportunity to blast a load into my wife's little honey pot. She came almost immediately and I followed right after.
"You are so horny!" exclaimed Becky. "Will that hold you or do you want to try for three later on?" she asked as she pulled her underwear back on. "I am going to walk around with your cum inside me and trickling down my legs."
I was still trying to digest what she was telling me. Try for three? Did she ask if I felt frisky again? Why was she so wet and how did she know I wasn't Jack?
It suddenly hit me, like a hammer between the eyes. Becky had fucked Jack earlier that night and she thought she had just fucked Jack again!
"Ted doesn't get any of this pussy, so he will never know. I am saving it just for you, Goofy," she smirked. "I love how your cum feels in me. Well, we should get back before someone suspects something. See you Friday," Becky added as she left the room.
I was ill. The revelation had sobered me up completely. It was no longer fun to wear Jack's disguise. I worked my way back to the basement and switched outfits again. It was 10:30 and Jack would be back soon. I went back upstairs but had no interest in anything anyone said.
"There you are, Ted," called Becky from across the room. "I have been looking for you. I want to introduce you to Martha and Bill."
I walked over and shook hands and smiled. I did not know how I felt or what I should do. I had learned over many years that when I am confused or angry, the best course of action is to do nothing. Think it over first, so I started thinking.
I looked at Becky in a whole new light. She had refused me sex for quite some time, and I believed she simply had lost interest. It turns out she had only lost interest in me. She looked fantastic in her outfit and I admired her beauty. I always had. I was going to have to decide what I was going to do about her affair, if anything.
Linda joined us and I felt tremendous guilt. It wasn't for me. It was guilt for Becky and Jack. Linda was a wonderful person and this would hurt her much more than it hurt me. She was loving and sensitive and her kids were younger. The youngest was just 12 and her daughter was in high school. Jack and Becky were willing to jeopardize their future, but I realized I wasn't.
One of my first reactions was to tell Linda, just so Jack's ass would be in a sling. I realized as I stood there, revenge could not be controlled. I didn't have to react like a wounded bear, swiping anything within reach out of pain and anger. Linda deserved to be happy. Perhaps Jack and Becky would send their affair and Linda would never get hurt. The one thing I realized was I would not be the one to hurt her.
It occurred to me that I cared for her more than her husband and Becky, her 'best friend'. Sleeping with a woman's husband would test the friendship. That was when Goofy came strolling into the room.
I wanted to knock him on his ass, but that would only lead to a situation I could not control. He put his arms around Linda and Becky and nodded his stupid head. Linda was beaming and Becky looked quite happy. Was she thinking how she had put one over on Linda and me? Was she a monster I did not know?
It was approaching 11 and I was emotionally drained. I needed to sit down and think.
"Becky, let's call it a night," I suggested. "It is getting a little late and I am tired,"
Becky flared up immediately and gave me her intimidating look as she said, "Are you kidding, Ted? It is only 11 and the night is still young! We can stay another hour or two, at least."
Two hours ago, that would have ended it. Then I was after that carrot on the string, we call pussy. Now I knew how Becky felt and I had no real reason to be overly concerned about her wishes. I realized I suddenly felt free. I could start acting like a man!
"You can stay all night if you like, and I am certain that in that outfit, you will find more than a few men that will give you a lift home. Jack, Linda, thanks for the great time. I will see you guys soon."
They stood with their mouths open as I spoke. I turned and started for the door. I heard Linda call a good bye as I closed the door. By the time I found the car and started it up, Becky was yanking the door open and yelling at the top of her lungs at me as she jumped in.
"You selfish prick! How can you do that to me? You should be ashamed of yourself. I think you should go back in there and apologize right now," she screamed.
She hadn't bothered to even close the door in her anger. I simply reached over and shoved her back out the door. She went ass over tin cup with her thong facing me as she landed. I didn't want to drive over her, so I waited for her to get clear of the door and close it. To my surprise, she climbed back in and closed the door.
"What the fuck is wrong with you?" she demanded.
Before she could say any more I reached past her and opened her door.
"You can ride home with me or get out, but if you want to ride with me you will shut the fuck up! Do not yell at me, ever," I spoke quietly, giving my words emphasis.
Becky looked at me for a minute and closed the door. The ride home was silent. I knew she was trying to figure out my attitude and was drawing blanks. I also knew she was trying to pierce me with her eyes and her silence. There was a time when her silence hurt me more than her words.
Tonight she had hurt me more than ever before. As I considered it, I realized I had just taken her best shot. Nothing she did or said from now on would really bother me. She gave up control of me when she gave her cunt to Jack! I just had to decide how to proceed.
When we got home, Becky rushed to the bedroom and locked the door. I walked up to it and kicked it in. She screamed as the jamb flew past her and landed on the bed. I gathered up most of the clothes I would need and carried them to the spare bedroom. I then got my toothbrush and razor, and various small items and put them in the spare bedroom. Becky watched me, but said nothing. Finally, I lay down in the guest bed and slept like a baby.
I rose early and went for a long walk. As I walked I considered my options. I decided to proceed cautiously. I did not want to do anything I could not undo. I had to have a purpose, a goal for myself. I couldn't wallow in self-pity.
When I got back home, Becky was doing her usual Saturday cleaning thing. I went to home depot and picked up the lumber I needed to repair the bedroom door. I spent the rest of the morning repairing it. Becky wasn't speaking with me and I liked it that way.
That afternoon I went to a local gym and joined. I had added 20 pounds over the years and it was not muscle. One of my decisions was to take better care of myself, and to treat myself with more respect. I would demand it from others. I had only so many years left and I wasn't going to waste them with regret or fear. Then I bought some clothes to wear to the gym. I never owned workout stuff before. Now I did.
On the way home, I passed a salon that advertised it was for men and women. I stopped and went in. I came out 45 minutes later looking and feeling much better. My hair was cut fairly close, but the girl put some wax in it and combed it back. It stood up and I realized I looked younger already. I gave her a good tip.
When I got home I put my purchases into the drawers in the spare room. Becky was trying to watch me without being obvious. It was about dinnertime, but there was no sign of dinner. I changed into something more presentable and went out for a nice quiet dinner. I had more time to think and I was enjoying it. Becky wasn't telling me what I should do, what I should order, and how I should eat. After dinner I sat at the bar and had a couple drinks. I chatted with a few people about politics and sports. Then I went home.
Becky was watching TV when I walked in. I could smell some sort of food, but noticed there was no sign of any. I grabbed a beer and went to my room, watched the news as I finished my beer and went to sleep.
Sunday I jumped up early and put on one of my new gym outfits and went for a jog. At least I tried. I didn't get a full block before I was totally winded. So I walked. When I felt better, I trotted. It took a couple hours but I went two mile out and two miles back. By the time I went inside the house, sweat was pouring down my face and chest. My shirt was glued to my back.
Becky was just up. She watched me stagger through the kitchen and head for my bathroom. I never felt a shower so relaxing and soothing. I put some wax on my hair and combed it the way the girl had done. I was feeling a lot better than I had for a long time.
"We have to talk, if you can keep your temper," Becky told me as I emerged from my new bedroom.
"Sure, Becky, what seems to be the problem?" I asked.
"I think you know very well! I had to call Linda and apologize to her for your behavior," confessed Becky. "She and Jack saw you push me out of the car. I felt like an idiot when she told me that. I will not tolerate any physical abuse from you, Ted."
"Good to hear. Then you won't try yelling at me again and you will not have to worry about it. No verbal abuse and no physical abuse sounds like a deal," I replied.
"Why are you acting like this, Ted?" Becky asked. "I am your wife and I deserve an explanation."
"And I am your husband and I deserve a piece of ass when I want it," I replied. "I am very touched that you regard Linda so highly that you apologized about my behavior. You would never do anything to hurt her in any way, I know."
Becky was stunned. I had never done more than gripe about the lack of sex and the comment about Linda may have stirred some guilt feelings. It was meant to do just that, and if Becky had any humanity in her, it would.
"This is all about sex?" laughed Becky. "You know I have been tired and working hard, lately. Do you only think about yourself?"
"I guess I do now," I replied. "You keep a wonderful house and hold down a full time job. That makes you a pretty good wife. And I appreciate it. I did have unusually high expectations in regards to romance. I know that now. I have come to terms with it. I will enjoy what you are able to do and not complain about what you cannot."
"I am not sure I understand what you are saying, Ted. Could you explain it for me?" she asked.
"It is quite simple, Becky. We can go on as we have been for months. I do the chores around the house. You cook and clean. We both work. I will just sleep in the other room so I don't get frustrated seeing you dress and undress and you won't have to be bothered with me trying to sneak a feel or anything. I will bother you no more. Do you know the last time we had sex?" I suddenly asked.
"Not the date, but it wasn't all that long ago," replied Becky.
"You are absolutely correct," I agreed. I didn't tell her it was at the party, but it confirmed to me that she never knew I was the Goofy bastard that fucked her.
"Doesn't that all seem a little childish, Ted? We have been sleeping together for way over 20 years. I miss you, and I think you miss me," she added.
"I don't think you do, Becky. I do think you have the sweetest ass I have ever seen, but I will no longer be tormented by it, or you. This will ease my stress, and yours. Lots of people sleep in different bedrooms when they get older," I observed. "I know this really doesn't bother you any. My presence was a pain in your ass. Now we can do all the things we were, and be happier."
I could see her wheels turning. It was what she wanted, except the part about not tormenting me. It might make it easier to see Jack as well.
"Well, Ted, you are right. I can live with that arrangement. When you get tired of it and want to be tormented by my sweet ass again, you come begging," Becky quipped.
"OK! We have a deal. I think this will work great!" I responded.
My happiness annoyed her, but deep down she knew I would cave in and crawl back.
Monday was the first day of the rest of my life. I started getting up early and going to the gym. It was open 24 hours, so I could go in by five and get two hours in before I had to get ready for work. Becky would be getting up and dressing for work as I showered and shaved.



She made dinner for us every night and we would watch TV or read in the evening. Friday morning she reminded me it was Friday and she volunteered at the library that night. She gave me a strange look when I laughed at that.
"Sure, I know your love for books. I will be fine. Stay as late as you want," I added.
"At the library? You know they close at 11 on Friday," Becky told me.
"Whatever. You might have to work on the Dewey Decimal System or something," I chuckled.
Becky was trying to figure out what I meant as she left that morning. I remembered how she had told me, thinking I was Jack, that she would see me Friday. I remembered that he volunteered at the library, too. He would fuck Becky silly tonight.
That day a guy in the office asked if I could bowl. I had not done that in years, but I had always enjoyed it. He needed a replacement for a fellow on his league team. The guy had been in a car accident and had smashed his leg. I went and had a great time.
I got home a little after 11 and Becky was waiting for me. She was dressed for bed and looked really sexy.
"Where were you tonight, Ted?" she asked. "I came home a little early and you weren't here."
"I joined a bowling league for Fridays. That way you won't feel bad about leaving me home while you go to the library," I answered.
"I was thinking about stopping the library thing," Becky replied. "I realize I have been spending a lot of time with it."
Now what was going on? Did she and Jack have a spat or something? I could find out pretty easy.
"No, Becky, you enjoy it too much and they depend on you. I am fine with it. I really enjoyed the guys I bowled with tonight and I will be doing that on Fridays from now on," I told her. "Tell you what, we can invite Linda and Jack over tomorrow for dinner and I will apologize for my boorish behavior. How does that sound?" I asked.
Becky seemed to hesitate, but slowly agreed to it. I didn't have my answer after all.
"That would be nice, Ted. I will call them in the morning," agreed Becky.
"Good, we are doing great!" I enthused. "Good night, Becky."
I spoke as I started for my room. Becky seemed to want to say more, but she didn't.
I got up early and ran again. From going to the gym and using the treadmills, I was able to go farther before I had to walk. As I ran, I wondered if Jack had fucked Becky last night. Then I realized it didn't much matter. I was feeling great!
I made a point of being very friendly and personable to Linda and Jack at dinner. I told jokes, laughed, complimented Linda on her appearance and was all around a good host. I took the time to apologize for my abrupt departure from their party.
"I couldn't believe you left so fast and told Becky she could catch a ride," laughed Linda. "Most men would have never dared leave a wife dressed like Becky was dressed at a party. She would not have been safe riding home with any man," she added. "She was beautiful."
Linda had a few wines by this time and was not going to let it end. It bothered me not at all.
"Then when you shoved poor Becky out of the car, I didn't know what to think. I bet it took a while for you to make it up, didn't it?" asked Linda.
"I will never make up for what I did that night," I replied. "I will live the rest of my life as a monk."
Linda howled at that. I think you are a bit young to give up," she chuckled. "Your wife is way too sexy to give up sex! Look at her."
Becky did look fantastic. Her dress was simple and not too low. The skirt was fairly short and it showed her great legs. I still ached a little when I thought about what I had lost.
"I didn't say Becky would have to go without," I corrected Linda. "I just said I wouldn't be drinking from that well."
Linda broke into laughter and I joined her. Becky and Jack didn't seem to see the humor as well as Linda and I did. Becky gave a strained smile while Jack just shook his head.
We had a great evening with Jack and Linda. They finally thanked us and left. I picked up some snacks and took them to the kitchen. Becky was there and she turned as I entered.
"Ted, we have done this for a week. Don't you think it is time for you to come back to bed with me?" she asked. "You don't have to sleep alone in that room."
"Thanks, Becky. You are very generous, but this seems to be working out. Look how much fun we had tonight. Now I can get a good night's sleep without bothering you, or myself. Goodnight, Becky."
I didn't so much as shake her hand. I had avoided any contact with her since Goofy fucked her at the party. It looked like she was disappointed, but such was life.
Over the next eight weeks, my life was going great, with the exception of my marriage. I rationalized that over all it was much better than it was before. My entire life was shit when Becky had influence on me.
Becky had become somewhat sullen. Now and then, she would try to seduce me with skimpy outfits and a few suggestive remarks. I think she missed her ability to make me miserable. She was a beautiful woman, but willful. Most of the time she played the game by my rules and we got along. I always resisted any attempts she made to lure me into her bed.
As summer approached, bowling ended and I was home again on Fridays. I had been going to the gym every day. I had actually gained a few pounds, but had dropped back to a 34 waist from a 36. That seemed odd to me. Why would my belly be smaller and my weight higher?
With no bowling, and Becky 'volunteering' at the library, I took up running on Friday evenings. I got so I knew quite a few people on the route I ran. I was able to run a full 6 miles without stopping, except to chat. I felt like I could run forever!
Because of the summer heat, I ran without my shirt when I ran on Fridays. The mornings were cool enough so a shirt felt good. I got home just before dark one Friday evening. I was covered in sweat from my workout. As I hit our block, I noticed several cars parked in our driveway. I wondered about that as I walked to the front door.
I walked into the house and heard numerous voices from the living room, so I went in to see what was going on. When I walked in and looked around, the room went quiet.
Becky was there, with several ladies I recognized from the library. For some reason they were in my house and not at the library. I looked to see if my fly was down. They actually stared at me.
Finally an attractive blonde woman I knew only as Jenny broke the silence.
"Jesus, Becky! Where have you been keeping your husband?" she demanded. "You should bring him with you to the library with you. He could help me rearrange some shelves or something!"
Becky seemed even more stunned than the other ladies. She just looked at me.
"He has been going to the gym all winter. I guess it has been paying off," she managed.
Another woman about my age added," If my husband had a six pack on the outside like your husband, instead of on the inside, I wouldn't even leave home to go to the library."
I thought I had been through everything, but I blushed like a bride. I had been working out my frustrations in the gym and had gotten carried away, perhaps. I hadn't been watching the changes I had accomplished, but these women made me very aware that the change was for the better.
"I appreciate the kind remarks," I laughed. "It will inspire me to keep working." I went into my bathroom to shower.
I was in the middle of a long, slow shower, when I felt hands on my back. I turned around and Becky was in the shower, naked. I did not know what to say, so I said nothing.
"The ladies went home and I thought you might like your back washed," she smiled.
I nodded and turned my back to her. She picked up a cloth and the soap and slowly washed my back. It felt great. She began to work her hands lower and washed my ass and upper thighs. She pulled on me to turn around and began to do my chest. I hated my cock as it stood up and looked right at Becky's tits. I became filled with dread that I would be lured back into being a spineless joke that she could use as she wanted.
"It looks like this guy wants me to wash him, too," she said.
She took my cock in the cloth and began to wash it. Actually it was more like she was jerking me off. I put my hand on Becky's and stopped her.
"Becky, this won't work for me," I told her simply.
"Do you have a girlfriend, Ted? Is that it? Have you found another woman?" She asked. I could see she was close to tears.
"No, I have never been unfaithful to you, Becky." Then I added, "And I never would be. You are the only woman I have ever loved."
"You have a strange way of showing it!" Becky cried. "Why don't you ever try to make love to me then?"
"I am not willing to be treated like it is some bone I have to beg for, Becky," I told her. "My wife will be my woman, and my woman only. I will have no other and I will not share her. You want to control me and decide when I should have sex. You want to use it to tantalize, tease, torture, and torment me. I will not do that ever again. My woman will be sweet, but yielding to my needs and desires. I cannot ever be dominated again by a woman."
Becky just looked at me. She looked frightened as she asked, "Are you suggesting I have not been faithful to you? Are you saying I should bow and scrape to you? Do you think I should give up my independence and live like women did hundreds of years ago?" she demanded.
"Becky, I am suggesting nothing. You know who and what you are, what you have said and done, and with whom." I continued, "I know that my woman will be my partner and my equal, but will yield to my desires, as I feel a woman should. You can disagree and go on as you are. I have no argument with that. I will not live like I did before I moved into my own room. You can join me in my world, or live separately. I have decided what is best for me, and I am content with it. If you are content with your life, don't change it a tiny bit."
By now Becky was crying as she responded, "I just don't know what you want, and I may not be able to do it if I know. Can't you just come back to me? I will be so much better to you! Please!"
I turned the shower off and toweled her as I spoke. "Becky, you know what I want, and you can do it. Perhaps you don't want to do it. I accept that," I told her. "I have set my course and I feel great. Except for not having you, my life is working out. If you can say the same about your situation, then we are both fortunate to have what we have."
"Becky, you decide what you want. But you will not have me until you tell me the truth, and all of it," I stated.
"You keep talking like there is some secret or something," Becky whined. "What do you think there is? What do you want from me?"
"You know the answers to all your questions, Becky," I answered. "If and when you decide to be totally honest with me, and accept my conditions, let me know."
With that I ushered her beautiful, naked body out the bathroom door. I had to relieve my cock after Becky had aroused it so. I realized that she still had a grip on my heart, but I would never go back to the way it had been.
I decided I was not facing my devils so I made a decision. I went and knocked on Becky's door.
"Becky! As long as you don't have the library thing tonight, will you go to dinner with me?" I asked through the door.
I was wondering if she had heard me when I got my answer.
"Give me 20 minutes to get ready, Ted. I will be happy to go to dinner," she called.
It was 40 minutes later when I pulled up in front of a nice Italian restaurant across town from our home. Becky seemed uneasy as I parked the car.
"I don't know about this place, Ted. I have heard it isn't very good," Becky offered.
"I don't know who would say that. It is pretty well known as the best restaurant in the area," I replied.
We went to through the door and I spoke to the hostess, "We would like a table for two, please."
She seemed to look at Becky for a second longer than necessary and then asked us to follow her. I escorted Becky to our table. She was lovely, as usual.
Then I noticed she was agitated. I felt it was from our conversation earlier, so I tried to relax her.
"Becky, I just want to have a nice dinner and relax. You are too lovely to be sad. Now smile and enjoy yourself," I urged. "Remember that little restaurant in Maui we ate at one time?" I asked.
She smiled as she recalled the time to which I referred. "That was so funny! I will never..."
"Becky! How are you? I haven't seen you in a long time! Where is Jack?" asked the stranger as he approached our table.
I looked to see a gentleman I assumed to be the owner standing at our table. He just had the air of an owner. Becky was white as a ghost and shaking!
I stood up and extended my hand to the man.
"Hello, I am Ted, Becky's husband. You own this establishment?" I asked.
Now he was nervous as he looked from me to Becky. He took my hand and struggled with words.
"I am Anthony," he told me. "I am the owner and I want to thank you for eating at our place. If anything is not to your satisfaction, please let me know.
With that he turned and rushed into the kitchen.
I sat back down, Becky looked like she was going to break down totally. I did not want that to happen. It was not a goal of mine to make her miserable.
"He seemed like a nice chap," I smiled. "The food had better be good or I will let him know about it."
Becky was still white. She stood up and ran from the restaurant! I got up and followed. I caught her in the parking lot. I took her by the arm and escorted her to the car and opened the door for her. By this time she was sobbing uncontrollably.
I got behind the wheel and started home. The first half the trip, she just cried. I never said a word. I had not known that she and Jack had frequented that restaurant. It seemed dumb to me as I thought about it. The city was not that big. It was only a matter of time. Gradually Becky calmed down to where I could just hear an occasional sob.
When we got home I walked her into the house and sat her down on the sofa. Then I fixed drinks for us and handed her one. She took a long sip and then looked at me through red eyes and runny makeup.
"I don't know what to say, Ted. I just don't know what to say," she repeated.
I sat on the ottoman and remained silent. It was up to her now.
"He knew me because... because Jack and I went there on Friday nights for a few weeks. We left the library at 7:00 and went for dinner and then," she hesitated and I waited.
"Then we would have sex, Ted. We would go to a hotel, or just do it in his car, if we didn't have the time to get to a motel," she admitted.
"I know you will leave me now, and I deserve it," she cried.
It took a few minutes for her tears to slow down, so I waited. She was suffering, and she should. I simply sat and waited. I would not make it easier.
"Ted, are you going to divorce me," she finally managed to ask.
"It is not me that should answer questions," I replied. "But I have a few to ask you."
I pulled her hands away from her eyes and made her look at me.
"Are you in love with Jack? Do you want to destroy Linda, your so-called best friend? Do you have any concern about how I feel? How long have you been doing this? How many more affairs have you had?" I asked in rapid succession.
I saw her flinch at my questions.
"No! I don't love him. I don't think I even like him any more," Becky moaned. "I feel awful about Linda. I didn't give her a thought when it happened, and that is to my shame. It started last fall, a week before the Halloween Party. We got too friendly doing that library shit and one thing led to another. Next thing I know Jack is banging me in the back of the car, like a couple of kids."
"I was thrilled at his attention. Then he insisted I not have sex with you. It was a control thing that just tickled him no end. When you got so mad at their party that night, I broke it off with him. You scared me that night. You changed and I was afraid you knew. It wasn't so funny that I had denied you sex then. I have lived in hell the last six months, Ted."
"You are telling me there were no others? That you ended it with Jack months ago?" I asked.
"Remember when you wanted Jack and Linda to come to dinner and you made the joke about going to the well?" asked Becky. "I thought you knew then and I was scared to death. I had made up my mind after the party to never see Jack again, but that really solidified it."
"Then your behavior was so odd. You seemed to treat me like some kind of pariah or something. I was sure you knew, but you never said anything," Becky faltered as she spoke.
"Then today when I saw how amazing you looked I felt so bad I wanted to die. Then I decided I would win you back," Becky admitted. "That was when I came into the shower with you. When you rebuffed me, I wanted to die. So when Anthony asked for Jack and knew my name, I broke down. I don't want to live like this. I can't.
"What do you suggest, Becky?" I asked. "Where do we go from here? How can I trust you? Why would I trust you? You actually thought it was funny to shut me off on the whim of a married man you were having an affair with. How should I feel about that?" I asked.
"I don't know, Ted. You are right not to trust me. I would hope you don't tell Linda. She does not deserve to be treated the way I have treated her friendship," sobbed Becky.
"Becky, do you want a divorce? Tell me if you do," I urged. I will not contest it and we can split everything between us, if that is what you want."
"No! I want you to love me as you used to. Maybe you can't, but that is what I want, and you asked," cried Becky.
"Becky, I have changed. I will not love you as I used to. I have already told you my terms. This is the first step. You are finally telling me the truth. That was difficult for you but the rest may be even tougher," I warned.
"What do you mean, Ted?" Becky asked. "Is there a chance?"
"Becky, I decided long ago how I would deal with this moment. Do you remember the party and Goofy? I was wearing that suit for a while and I thought you recognized me somehow. It took some time for me to realize that you thought I was Jack," I confided.
"You were...I didn't know... it could have been anyone!" Becky gasped. "I am such a terrible slut! No wonder you don't want to sleep with me. I don't deserve to be happy!"
"Becky, this is what I decided those many months ago. I love you like I have never loved anything else. I have never seen a more desirable woman. For us to be together, I would have to trust you," I stated. "If I am expected to trust you after you failed me, I will expect you to trust me after I have failed you."
"I don't understand, Ted. Were you unfaithful? What are you saying?" pleaded Becky.
"I failed to give you the strong hand and attention you needed. I was weak and allowed you anything to keep you. I will not do that again," I assured her. "I will tell you what I want you to wear, when to be home, and when we will have sex. And it will be often. I will worship you, but demand you obey me. You will dress to tantalize and to please me. You are a gorgeous woman and I will show you off, but you will remain mine alone," I finished.
"Those are your conditions, Ted?" asked Becky. "You want to be my protector and my master? You want to be the perfect husband?" she laughed. "I will give myself to you without reservation, but with one humble request."
"I respectfully request that you make love to me with your new, buff body to consummate this arrangement. Then I will be yours and only yours any way you will have me!
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I had decided to make the three-hour drive to see my wife. She had gone to visit her sister on Monday and it was now Thursday. She had called me Wednesday and told me she would not be home on Thursday as planned. Her niece was ill and she was helping her sister care for her. I thought it would be a nice surprise if I just showed up Thursday evening. I made arrangements to have Friday off. I would have a long weekend to spend with Betty.
I had never been big on being around my wife's family, though I got along well enough with them. It just seemed that Betty usually visited without me. My brother-in-law, Bill, and Betty's sister Rachel, had three kids and apparently one of them was ill. I decided to rent a room at a local motel so Betty and I would have some privacy and not crowd her sister's family in their modest home.
I had checked into the room and had put my few clothes away. I was looking around the place, wondering how Betty would like it. I decided it was clean enough and she would be pleasantly surprised with my thoughtfulness. I had been neglecting her a bit of late and when she went to visit Rachel, I began to miss her. I decided to be a more considerate husband and drive up to surprise her.
I was checking the great view of the parking lot when a familiar car pulled in, not three spaces from where I had parked, right in front of my window. I thought it was Betty's until I saw a tall man step out from behind the wheel. Cars all look the same to me any more. The days of muscle cars that were unique are gone. Every car looks like every other car.
Then I saw Betty get out of the passenger side. She was laughing as she came around the car, about eight feet from where I stood by the window, and put her arm around the man. He put his arm around her shoulder and hugged her as they waltzed to the door of the room next to mine! He took out a key and opened it. Then he ushered my wife in.
I was sweating as I finally left the window and sat on the bed. Could I have seen what I thought I had seen? I decided I was mistaken. It had to be someone else.
It came to me that I could easily determine if my eyes had deceived me. I took out my cell and hit Betty's programmed cell number. I had my ear to the wall as I did it. I heard the phone ring in the next room! It was muted, but I heard it. I heard some talking, which sounded more like a low rumble. Words were unintelligible.
"Hello, this is Betty," answered my wife.
I collected myself and asked, "How are you, Betty? This is your husband, Ken."
"I know who my husband is, silly. Anything wrong, Ken?" Betty asked.
"Not really, Darling. I just missed you and was wondering what you are up to tonight," I replied. "How is Sarah feeling?"
"She is still ill. I am helping Rachel so she can get some rest. I imagine she will be better soon," Betty answered.
"That is too bad. Could you put Rachel on and I will just tell her I am thinking about Sarah? I feel bad for her," I suggested.
"Rachel is taking a nap now. She didn't get much sleep last night. I will tell her what you said, though. It was very thoughtful," Betty told me. "I have to go look in on Sarah now. I will call you later, Ken."
"Ok, Betty. I love you and bye!" I croaked.
The phone went dead. I could hear some words spoken and laughter from the next room. I was beyond angry. I saw headlines in the local paper telling how a woman was beaten to death with a Gideon Bible by her enraged husband! That would give me a few minutes of pleasure, but the rest of my life would be miserable. I really hate the idea of being Bubba's bitch!
I ruled out murder, but only after due consideration. It was too fast and painless. I needed to come up with something better. Proof was always good, no matter what course of action I pursued. I would work on that.
I went out to my car to retrieve my digital camera. I was very furtive because I knew they could see me as easily as I had seen them. The direct approach is always the best, so I worked my way to their window. The curtain had been carelessly drawn and I had a couple inches of clear view.
My wife of 22 years was sucking the stranger's cock! He was smiling and looking down at Betty as she worked her oral magic. I realized I could not remember the last time I had been given a blowjob. It may have been the honeymoon. I was not sure.
I have heard that husbands get an incredible erection seeing their wives have sex. That may work for some guys, but my rage prevented any feelings of carnal desire.
I stood by the window for 20 minutes, getting some very good shots. She sure was enthusiastic with this guy! He fucked her almost every way but loose. I tired before they did, and went back into my room. I repacked everything and quietly loaded my car.
When I went and to pay for the room I had an inspiration.
"I thought I saw my old college friend, Tom Jenkins in room 108," I told the girl at the counter. "I wanted to say hello if it is really him, but if it isn't I would look like a fool. Could you tell me if it is my old buddy Tom?" I asked.
The girl put down her romance novel and checked her monitor.
"I am sorry," she began. "That is Jeff Wilson from Alden."
"Boy! I am glad I asked first," I told her as I turned to leave.
I just drove for a while and then decided I would take the bull by the horns. I pulled into Rachel's drive and walked up to the door. I rang the bell and she answered. I watched her reaction, but besides her obvious surprise, she seemed nonplused. I determined she had no idea what her big sister was doing at that moment.
"Ken! What a surprise!" greeted Rachel. "Betty left for home a few hours ago. I thought you knew she was going back home tonight."
"I had some business up this way so I thought I would stop in to visit," I lied. "How is Sarah?"
I could see her playing a computer game with her brother as I asked.
"Sarah?" asked Rachel. "She is fine, although she did have a cold when Betty first got here. She has been over it for a day, at least."
Bill came in from the TV room and shook my hand and offered me a beer. I was going to decline, but somehow I felt closer to Betty's family than I ever had before.
"That would be great, Bill," I accepted. "I can only stay a few minutes, a beer would go down quite easy right now."
We sat around and chatted for a few minutes. Rachel put the kids to bed and I knew I had to start for home soon. Then I noticed their telephone by the sofa. It had a speakerphone. An idea formed in my head.
"Would you mind if I called Betty with your phone?" I asked. "My cell has been giving me trouble."
Rachel had just returned and reached down and handed me the phone. I dialed Betty's cell and then put the receiver down and turned on the speaker.
"Hello, this is Betty," answered my wife.
I hoped she would be too filled with lust to notice I sounded like I was in a tunnel or something.
"Hello, again. I hope you aren't too busy, Betty. I just felt like talking," I responded.
"Well, I am trying to cool Sarah off," she panted. "I have been running around getting soup and drinks for her."
Betty did sound like she was winded, and I knew why! They must have been fucking for over an hour and a half. Rachel frowned and looked at Bill and then me.
"She is still pretty sick then?" I asked. "Is Bill or Rachel there to help?"
"No, Rachel is still sleeping and Bill went to fill a prescription. I am really not able to talk right now," insisted Betty. "I will call later."
With that the phone went dead.
"What the hell was Betty talking about?" demanded Rachel. "That made no sense at all. Do you think she has been drinking?"
Bill was a fairly astute fellow and offered no opinion. He just looked at me to see my reaction. He could tell I was up to something.
"I will have to ask her when I see her," I smiled. "She may have been sleeping and not fully awake."
With that I said my good-byes and climbed into my car for the long drive home.
Betty never called back. I got home around midnight and went to bed. Sleep did not come for a long time. My mind spun as I tried to decide how I should handle the entire situation. This was something I never believed I would have to face. We all make statements about what we would do 'if', but it is different when it actually happens.
The next morning I was up early and decided to download the pictures I had taken. The lighting was not the best, but it was very easy to determine who was in the picture, and what they were doing. The pictures simply strengthen my resolve for some sort of revenge. I just had no idea how to go about it.
I put the name Jeff Wilson in a few search engines. Wilson was not an uncommon name. I found several Jeff Wilsons and two were in Alden. I called the first number and asked the lady that answered if I could speak to Mr. Jeff Wilson. She told me I must want her son since her husband had died several years ago. I thanked her and hung up.
I did a search on Alden and found the name Jeff Wilson several times. He seemed to be a force to be reckoned with in his small town. He had a construction company and was on the hospital board. He was involved in more than a few fund raising groups. This guy was a regular saint, except he was married and he was fucking my wife.
On a hunch, I dug out Betty's old yearbooks and looked through them. Sure enough, there was a Jeff Wilson two years ahead of her. He had written something by his picture, but it had been scribbled over so it could not be read.
I sat back and mulled my situation over. I was feeling much better than last night and I realized the world was not going to end. I had always felt I loved my wife, and she loved me, but it seemed I had been mistaken.
One thing was certain, I decided. I would make one hell of a good detective! I had easily garnered all the information I needed with a few questions and a computer.
The phone rang and when I answered it a voice asked for Betty. I almost gave her motel number to the caller, but then I decided it would give away my hand. It did give me an idea.
I always carry a calling card in case I am away from home and my cell doesn't work. The nice thing about them is that caller ID does not identify the caller's actual number. I used it to call a few random companies in several towns and give them a line about buying whatever product they sold. I then told them I had to go, but to call back that afternoon and ask for Betty. Then I gave her motel number and room extension to them.
Just as I finished making my calls, my cell phone rang. I reluctantly answered it.
"Sweetheart, how are you this morning. I have time to talk today," continued Betty. "Rachel is watching Sarah now and I managed to get a nap."
"You are just a wonderful sister," I replied. I wondered if the sarcasm showed. "How did you sleep?"
"Well, it was a long night and I didn't get much sleep," Betty answered. I was thinking she probably didn't sleep with Jeffy-boy slamming her mouth and cunt all night!
Then she continued on. "I was wondering if you minded if I stayed a few extra days to help Rachel? She is getting worn out."
"I think you may be worn out yourself," I snapped. She wasn't fucked out yet! "You stay as long as you want. Take a year or two if it helps you any, Betty. You just be sure to have a good time. I will understand if you don't come back at all!"
I hung up the phone then. I didn't want to say any more. It would only get worse. I thought I was going to handle it ok, but she was treating me like I was a goddamn dummy. That really hurt. Sure she could fuck some guy, but don't treat me like I was the village idiot!
The phone rang again, but I let it ring. In a few minutes I checked the message.
"You are so selfish, Ken! I am trying to help my sister and all you can think about is yourself. I am going to stay a few days and I expect you to call and apologize. Call my cell. If you use Rachel's phone you will disturb poor little Sarah," she concluded.
I was livid! The miserable cunt was fucking some old boyfriend and trying to make me feel guilty for being upset! I wished I had balls like that. I called a friend and went golfing just to clear my head.
I got back in around 6:00 and checked for any messages. There were none. I sat down at my computer and did my best to create some havoc. I looked up Jeff's construction company and he had a web page. I had already saved the pages with his many civic accomplishments. Jeff had a pretty attractive family. His wife looked slim and blonde and their two kids looked to be middle school age. He should have thought of them a little more.
I opened a hotmail account and sent pictures of Jeff getting a blowjob from Betty. He had an email address on his web page, so I sent the pictures there. I did not show Betty's face in the pictures. I thought it would be wise to not play all my cards, and there may be a time in the future where I would regret having pornographic pictures of my wife, or ex-wife, on the web!
I wondered how Betty liked getting phone calls at her little love nest. She would have to wonder why anyone would call for her there. No one even knew she was at the motel, as far as she knew. It must have been worrisome! I assumed that having an affair is tough on a person's nerves.
I got a brief note in my hotmail account. It was from Jeff's email address. They had written.
"When did you get the pictures? Where? Who are you? What do you want?"
There was no signature so I didn't know if it was Jeff, an employee, or his wife. I wrote back:
"Call Jeff and ask him those questions." I then wrote the motel number and his room extension. It was just 8:00.
I went to bed at 10:00. At a small motel a few hours from me, shit had to be going through the fan at record speed and volume. Sleep seemed so much easier to obtain. I was smiling to myself as I dozed off. My last thoughts were that Betty was almost exactly three hours away. It was possible that at eight o'clock she was struck by some of the flying shit!
I felt something move and I woke slowly up. Betty was getting into bed. I looked at the clock and saw it was 11:20. I smiled to myself and fell back to sleep.
When I woke up, Betty was gone. I could hear her downstairs in the kitchen. I wondered how she slept.
I showered and shaved and got dressed. I was feeling pretty good in a shitty way. I knew I was a prick, but I didn't make the rules. I was just playing the game Betty and Jeff had begun.
I walked into the kitchen and Betty gave me a big smile. She looked terrible. Her eyes had bags that actually looked like tea bags. Her hair was not its usual neat coif and she looked strained.
"I came home last night, Ken. Sarah was feeling better and you sounded upset that I was away so long, so I decided to come back as soon as I could," she lied.
I looked at her for a minute. She didn't know how much I knew and it was churning inside her. I liked that. It couldn't last long enough to suit me. I decided I would put off talking to my lawyer as long as I was able to torment Betty.
"You sure look terrible," I observed. "I don't think you have been getting much sleep at Rachel's. You will be in worse condition than Sarah."
"Would you like some breakfast? I will rest after I make something for you," Betty replied.
I saw her strategy. She was going to try to be nice to me and hope everything blew over. That gambit would not work this time, but she had no idea what she was up against.
I just nodded and sat down. She made an effort to make small talk as I ate, but I wasn't much help. It was all I could do to not grab her by the throat and choke her. I kept telling myself to not be too hostile, or she would know I was in on everything. I had to act a little civil.
I ate and left to mow the yard and do all those little things husbands are supposed to do to keep their faithful wives happy with them in hopes of a piece of ass. Betty was resting when I went back in. I picked up my clubs and went out to golf.
I got home around 7:00. I had golfed and had a few drinks. I was surprisingly happy. I spent part of the afternoon trying to understand my emotions. Why did I feel so good when I knew my wife was fucking another man? Finally it came to me. I was not worried about what time I would get home and if Betty would be upset about any of a million things. I realized I didn't really give a shit! I was free to pursue my life.
"I didn't know where you were, Ken. I finally saw your golf clubs were gone, so I knew you had to be golfing. It would be nice if you left a note telling me where you were," Betty admonished.
I walked to the refrigerator and grabbed a beer.
"Are you going to make dinner tonight or stand around and bitch?" I asked.
Betty gasped and turned white. Then she got red and started yelling at me.
"You expect me to make dinner? After the way you just behaved? Not before you give me a sincere apology," Betty stated with great finality.
I looked at her and drank my beer. She was waiting for me to apologize. In your lifetime you get one or two moments of serenity and clarity. Those moments are, for the most part, unobtainable. I was having such a moment. Inner peace and joy flooded my being. A week ago I would have crawled across the floor and kissed Betty's feet. Then I would have begged for forgiveness.
I finished the beer, tossed the can in the bin, and walked back out the door. I drove to a little diner and had a nice steak with a baked potato and some vegetable. I ate alone, in silence, and enjoyed every minute. This clarity thing was a pleasure I had lacked since puberty. It was cool!
When I got home, Betty was watching TV. She watched me walk through the living room and made no comment. I went and got ready for bed. Then I went to the guest room and went to bed.
For the second time in as many nights, I felt Betty slide into bed with me. I pretended to stay sleeping. She eased over close to me and put her arm around me and lay there. I felt back asleep.
The sun was coming through the window when I woke up. Betty was looking at me as I wiped the sleep from my eyes.
"I was a bit hasty yesterday, Ken. I should have made a dinner for you, I know. It has been a week since I have cooked you a dinner. I was just tired and took it out on you," she finished.
That was as much of an apology as Betty has offered in our entire marriage. I was mildly surprised. I had seen the movie "War of the Roses" with Michael Douglas and Kathleen Turner and expected that sort of scenario.
Betty ran her hands over my chest and started getting a little romantic. She moved down to my cock and it responded immediately. He has his agenda and I have mine. She smiled at me. Women think if your cock gets hard they have worked a miracle and you want them more than life itself. Most cocks get hard while men are listening to the weather report. Women really take too much credit.
"Is this little guy feeling neglected?" Betty asked. "Would he like to slide into me?"
Betty knew I had never declined that offer in all our years of marriage, although the offer itself has been heard less and less.
"The 'little guy' would love a nice slow blowjob," I answered with a smile.
You would think I had told her I wanted to shit in her mouth! She became indignant and started at me again.
"You want what? Here I am being nice to you and you do this! It will be a cold day in hell before I ever suck your cock!" she screamed.
I still had visions of Betty slurping Jeff's cock and swallowing his load. Now she was too good to do the same for her husband. I was pissed.
I rolled onto my side toward her and shoved her hard. She flew off the bed and landed on the floor. She was stunned for a second, then sat up and looked at me in shock.
"You jumped into bed with me. You asked if I was horny and I told you what I wanted," I snarled. "Keep the fuck out of my bed until you are ready to suck my cock. You won't just suck it. You will worship it and swallow. And you will do it whenever I tell you to, and most of all, you will like it!"



Betty pulled herself up and was struggling for something to say, but I cut her off.
"Now get the fuck out of here. You can make me some breakfast or not. If there is nothing cooked within half an hour, I will eat someplace else. You decide," I finished.
Betty turned and walked out the door. I wondered if I had pushed the envelope too far, but the good thing was; I really didn't care. I showered and dressed. When I came down stairs, breakfast was cooking. I grinned to myself.
I sat at the table and Betty put a plate of eggs and bacon in front of me. For a brief moment I wished I had a food taster. Then I dug in with gusto. I had a good appetite and felt great. Betty cowered a little as she poured more coffee. I began to think I might be able to live with her fucking Jeff if I was treated this way when she was with me. I quickly ruled that thought out.
After I ate, I went and picked up the Sunday paper. I came back and read the paper. That afternoon I drank beer and watched two baseball games. Betty was cleaning and stuff. She left me alone all day. At 6:00 dinner was on the table, and it was good.
"Betty, that was delicious. You are probably the best cook I have ever seen," I said. "I am serious when I tell you that."
Betty smiled at me. She seemed genuinely pleased with my compliment.
"Thank you, Ken. I know your mom was a very good cook so that means a lot to me. I have not been taking care of all my duties at home lately. It was just that I was so worried about Sarah and everything," she lied. I was really getting annoyed with her lies.
"Yeah, I am sure you were very busy up in Hanneltown," I replied. "As long as you were able to nurse someone, it was all worth while."
I remembered Jeff sucking on my wife's tits like a newborn babe. That was another image I would not soon forget! Her attempts at martyrdom made me ill.
I left the table and went to my office and caught up on the work I had neglected by taking Friday off. It seemed so long ago already. Bookwork always makes me sleepy, so I picked up and went to bed in the guest room around 10:30.
For the third time in as many nights, I felt Betty slide under the covers with me. I just lay there. I didn't pretend to be asleep. I simply watched her. There was a faint light from the hall and I could see her well.
Betty looked at me and she could see I was watching her. She took my cock into her hand and began kissing my chest. It wasn't long before she was swallowing my sword. I just relaxed and enjoyed the sensations. She was very good and I knew I would not last long.
A lot of women think that a blowjob is disgusting and shows subservience to a man, but they are so wrong. As Betty sucked my cock, I felt the old feelings of love, and lust, returning. It was an act of love and of pleasing her man. She controlled me at that point and I began to weaken in my resolve for revenge. Men have difficulty maintaining an aloof, cold persona when a woman is sucking their cock.
I ran my fingers through Betty's hair and she increased her efforts. I moaned lowly as a warning that I was close to cumming. I wanted her to know it and still stay with me. She kept my cock in her mouth and sucked every drop from me. I was feeling pretty good and felt some of my old affection for her.
"Keep sucking, Baby," I urged. "I want you to get me hard again so I can fuck you!"
Betty never waivered! She kept working my cock like it was something she loved and it began to respond. I felt it harden in her mouth. I pulled her off my cock and moved down behind her.
"Get on your knees. I want to fuck you doggy style," I insisted.
If I had spoken to her like that a week ago she would have ripped my balls off. She quickly turned her ass to me and waited. I moved up behind her and ran my hand over her pussy. It was wet and getting wetter.
"You are wet already!" I growled. "You are a very naughty girl, sucking my cock and swallowing my cum. You need a hard cock don't you, bitch?" I demanded
"Ken, don't call me names!" Betty began.
My hand came down hard on her ass. She howled, more in surprise than pain, although it had to sting. I followed it with a few more as I held her tit in my hand so she could not move. A little pressure on her nipple kept her under control. She was whimpering by the time I stopped.
"Now do you want my cock, bitch?" I asked in my most severe voice. "You have to tell me if you want it!"
"Yes, Ken," Betty surrendered. "I want you to fuck my pussy. Please do it now."
I ran my cock up and down her slit, remembering the last cock to do that was not mine. That memory caused me to feel annoyed with Betty. I lined my cock up and drove it to the hilt as hard as I could. She came like I never saw her come before! I had to hold her ass up or I would have slipped out of her. Her head collapsed on the bed and only my hands kept her ass in the air and joined to me. I held her ass still and began to fuck her hard. She began to moan and it seemed like she was in a constant orgasm. This was hotter than I had ever experienced sex and I gave a final shove and emptied myself inside her. My throbbing cock seemed to set off a bigger orgasm in her. (Now she was having orgasms of different degrees!) I rode it out as I deposited my fluids where Jeff's had been not so long ago. I lowered myself down on her with my shrinking cock still in her and went to sleep as she mewed under me.
I woke up for work and looked around. Betty was nowhere to be seen. I showered and prepared for work. As I came downstairs, I could smell breakfast cooking. Betty smiled as I entered the kitchen and put a nice breakfast plate in front of me. She had not gotten up to feed me in years. I looked at her with a question in my eyes.
"I thought I would get up and make you breakfast, before you made me do it,' she laughed. "You have to be hungry after last night," she added.
"Thanks Betty. I appreciate that you would do that for me. You will make a good wife yet," I smiled.
Betty looked at me for a second and then she rushed out of the room. I guess I had struck a nerve.
I realized that I had changed the nature of our relationship. It had been anger and even revenge driven, but I couldn't help but feel it was a vast improvement over the way Betty and I had been living. She seemed to actually get off on my control of her. I was happier with her, except for her stint with that fucker, Jeff.
Betty gets home from work about half an hour before me. When I walked in the door I could smell dinner cooking and she has humming in the kitchen. That has always been an indicator to me of Betty's mood. She is a happy camper when she is humming.
We had just finished dinner when the phone rang. I was sitting in the living room when Betty answered. It only took a few seconds to determine that Rachel was on the other end. Then Betty moved out of earshot as she spoke with her sister.
It was quite some time before Betty came back into the living room. She looked like her dog had just died. I could see that she had been crying and appeared to be barely holding the tears back.
"That was Rachel," she began. "She told me you stopped in on Thursday." I just sat there and waited. I had no intention of making this easy for Betty.
"She told me how you had called me and asked about Sarah and that my statements to you were very strange," Betty admitted. "She said that you had me on the speaker phone and she and Bill heard the entire conversation."
I don't know what Betty has expecting, or hoping for, but I just sat there and listened. She finally continued.
"You knew I was not at Rachel's when I told you I had to stay longer to help with Sarah," Betty reasoned. "You didn't tell me you knew I was lying, and that I should get home."
I sat there looking at her and waiting. She would have to cut to the chase pretty soon, or so I thought.
"What do you know, Ken?" she asked. She was shaking a little now. "Why didn't you demand I hurry back home? Why didn't you tell me you knew I was lying?"
"You are a smart girl, Betty," I answered. "You tell me what I know and why I didn't bother telling you anything."
"You are the reason I was getting phone calls, aren't you?" she demanded. "You are the reason everything happened!"
"No, Betty," I told her. "I am not the reason. You should never blame someone else when you get trapped by your own lies."
"Tell me what you know," she insisted.
"Why are you still trying to avoid the truth?" I asked. "Are you still hoping everything will go away? Why not just admit why you told me those lies?"
Betty always subscribed to the theory that the best defense is a good offense and she tried that ploy in desperation.
"You have some nerve! You have been treating me strangely and not telling me why. Why can't you be man enough to tell me if something is bothering you, rather than play games?" she yelled.
I stood up and walked toward her and she actually cowered. I walked past her and opened a drawer next to my computer. I reached under some old papers and dug out a dozen or so of the better pictures I had taken. I handed them to her and went back to my chair and sat down.
I saw her turn ashen as she went through the pictures. I don't know if she appreciated the quality of my work, or how fantastic her ass and tits looked in the pictures. Tears were flowing nonstop and she ran into the master bedroom. I went back to watching the game.
I went to bed after the game. By now I was using the guestroom as mine. I knew Betty was suffering, but she should. It pays to think of that shit ahead of time, doesn't it?
I don't know how late it was, but I woke up to a very delightful sensation. Betty was sucking my cock. I watched her work to do everything a woman could do to please man orally and it felt great. I tried to withstand her efforts, but I soon blasted a load deep into her throat. She kept sucking until I was hard again. I realized I could get used to this!
I swung her ass around and she held it in place for me. I slid my cock into her and began a marathon fuck. She was a little dry at first. My guess was she was very nervous and worried. I didn't really care if she had an orgasm or not. I pulled my cock out of her pussy after she had finally gotten good and wet. She looked back at me as I placed the head at her little rosebud. I was watching to see what she would do.
She just gripped the bed sheets tighter and held still as I gradually entered her ass. She had never allowed me entry there before. Once I was inside her and felt her heat, I began to power fuck her again. I reached around and fingered her as I pounded her ass. Betty suddenly shuddered and came and that was all I needed as I did my best to fill her ass.
I flopped down next to her and she nuzzled my chest.
"Betty, I will always expect you to clean my cock with your tongue and lips after I fuck you," I whispered.
She looked at me and began to move toward my cock. I reached over and gently grabbed a hand full of hair and brought her eyes back to me.
"When I ass fuck you, it will be ok to use a cloth to clean me after I am done," I told her.
Betty jumped up, I imagine with relief, and soon came back with a warm cloth and bathed my cock and balls. When she had finished I pulled her face down close to mine.
"This is how it will be from now on," I stated. "If you ever fuck around on me again, your ass will be in the street within a minute of when I find out, and you know I will find out!" I insisted.
"Do you understand completely?" I asked.
She nodded as tears streaked her cheeks.
"Then I want you to suck my cock until I fall asleep," I demanded.
Betty leaned back down and took me into her mouth.
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After 15 years of marriage, Ellen seemed to believe she was the straw that stirred the drink. We both worked, and I made slightly more money than she, but gradually she had begun to feel she owned the controlling interest in our marriage. I suppose we call that controlling interest 'pussy'.
I don't know exactly when it started, but Ellen used sex to achieve her personal agendas when dealing with me, and our marriage. I began to sense she held me in slight contempt in many ways. It was not any single thing, but I knew it was not my imagination. I was getting vibes from her and I realized I should take steps to rectify these inequities or they would continue to worsen.
Like many men, I was secure in my work and my marriage and had never felt the need to assert myself too much. If Ellen was happy thinking she was the driving force in our partnership called marriage, I saw no real advantage in resisting it too strongly. A happy wife is always the key to a man's contentment.
At 36, Ellen is an attractive, athletic woman. Her tanned, long, muscular legs were her most obvious assets. Her breasts were full with small round nipples that would harden like pebbles at the slightest touch. All in all, Ellen was a very lovely, desirable woman.
At 6 foot, I was four inches taller than my wife. My weight remained around two hundred pounds and I was a regular at the gym. I enjoyed the attention of women. They liked my easy way and quick smile. I prided myself on being able to, with a concentrated effort, schmooze any woman. Still, I was a faithful, loyal husband. It is just that there is no reason for false modesty.
I wonder now if Ellen mistook my fidelity for weakness. It was just that we had taken an oath those many years ago and I never felt there was any justification to break it. If I wanted sex outside marriage, I would first terminate the marriage. To me, there was nothing worse than a spouse sneaking around on their mate. If you cannot trust your partner, you have the wrong partner. If they cannot trust you, then you should not have a partner. You need to be alone. Marriage is a partnership, and it can only succeed when partners pull together for common goals. Each person must be willing to place their desires second to their spouses. At least this was the way I had approached, and functioned in, my marriage.
We attended an Independence Day party at our neighbors. There were around 30 people there and the drinks were flowing. It was a hot day and the neighbors had a beautiful pool, so most people were in swimsuits by mid-afternoon. Ellen wore a somewhat modest two-piece suit that looked sexier than some of the string bikinis some of the women wore. It was the bright orange color, her tan, and her wonderful figure that made it look so sexy. I noticed men watching her all afternoon, and felt quite proud of her.
For my part, I was chatting with the many wives, mothers and daughters, that were in attendance. I was careful to not be with any particular lady too long. I made an effort to spend time with as many as I could. I am in sales and networking is done everywhere, all the time. A good word here, or a recommendation there, can make a huge difference and no one knew it better than I. I made the ladies like me, without making their husbands dislike me. It was a fine line, but I had mastered it over the years.
Ellen understood this well and never seemed threatened by my attention to women. One thing was obvious to Ellen. I was nice to all women and never showed a preference for any one woman. I spread myself around. She had zero reason to worry about me and I like to think she felt some pride in my popularity with her gender. No one wants a spouse that others do not find attractive, or desirable.
As the afternoon wore on, I noticed that a fellow from the next block was staying close to Ellen. He was getting drinks for her and monopolizing her attention any way he could. I personally felt this was unwise at a public function. It sends the wrong message to those you are ignoring, as well as to the one to whom you give your time.
I am an old hand at noticing things without being obvious about it. I am sure no one realized I was annoyed with Ellen for allowing the guy to dominate her day. He was about my height and weighed a bit more, but it was in his stomach. Why can't soft men with big guts see it? They always strut around like gorillas with their waistband low (They still have a 32-inch waist, unless they pull their pants up where they belong!) and their arms hang away from their bodies. They seem to believe the large assortment of muscles under their arms forces them outward. Can't they see the fat?
I didn't know the guy's name, but I guessed it to be Frank, Tony, or maybe Dominic. This 'Frank' guy would touch Ellen's arm or back as he spoke to her. There are 'touchy-feely' types, but I personally believe that when a man does it, he is trying to sneak a feel. Maybe I am a natural skeptic, or too cynical. I only know what motivates me to touch and feel.
After watching this crap for an hour or so, and not seeing Ellen make any effort to get away from the guy, I worked my way over to where Ellen sat by the pool. The guy was in a chair next to her and held his hand on her shoulder as he was telling her some story.
Ellen looked up at me and smiled. "Dave! I saw you entertaining some ladies by the deck. Looks like you are having a good time," she concluded. "Have you ever met Tony?" she asked.
I had to smile to myself at the introduction. So it was Tony? These jerks are never named Milton, or Dudley.
I extended my hand and smiled. "Hello, Tony. Glad to meet you!"
Tony stood and took my hand. He squeezed it pretty hard. I made a mental note that he was trying to assert himself as the alpha male. I made another mental note to kick his ass if the need ever arose. He hadn't even spoken a word to me yet and I already knew he was an asshole.
"Hello, Dave," he answered. "I was just chatting with your lovely wife. She really looks hot in that suit! I had to tell her how good she looks. You are a lucky man."
"Well, I sure feel better now, Tony," I sniped. "Without your approval of Ellen's 'hot' body, I don't think I could have finished the day."
What sort of prick tells a man he just meets that his wife is hot? Ellen looked great, but there are gentlemanly ways to express it. Ellen picked up my sarcasm immediately and gave me 'the look'. I reached down and took her hand and helped her to her feet. She didn't really want to get up, but she had no choice. I had made my mind up that she was going to mingle, at my side, for the rest of the party.
"See you around, Tony," I called as I led Ellen away.
"What was that all about, Dave? You were barely civil to Tony," she stated. "We were just chatting."
"Ellen, that prick wants to get in your pants, and he doesn't care who knows it," I replied. "I have seen guys like that my whole life. He is a shit, so stay away from him."
I could have been more subtle and worked at my phrasing, but I was annoyed and didn't have the patience to try.
"You are jealous?" asked Ellen. "Mr. Suck-Up-To-Every-Woman is jealous? You have a lot of nerve, don't you?"
"I do not want to get in their pants. That is the difference," I growled. "Tony is a snake. Stay away from him!"
"You don't tell me who I can speak with and who I can't," Ellen huffed. "I am a big girl and can take care of myself, thank you!"
"I don't want to have to tell you again, Ellen. Just stay away from that fat stud," I responded.
By this time we were near the bar and several other guests. Ellen was not able to graciously tell me to fuck-off. I spent the rest of the party with Ellen at my side. As time went on she lost her anger and actually seemed to enjoy my attention.
"I like you a little jealous, Dave," she told me. "It seems to keep you closer and more attentive to me."
"Ellen, I did not realize I was not as attentive as I should be, but I can change that. I seem to have the finest, sexiest lady here," I finished.
She smiled and squeezed my hand. That was the right thing to say, I realized, and it was the truth. We enjoyed the rest of the party and had some great sex that evening. The flirting, drinking, and I suppose, the 'jealousy', fired us up and it was great. I really felt I was not jealous. I was concerned that Ellen had no idea what she was toying with. I had seen pricks like Tony a hundred times. They don't make very effective enemies, but they can kill you if you think they are your friends!
We always have a party in late July and spend a lot of time and effort preparing for it. Our pool isn't the biggest, but it is neat and the good food and drinks prevent any complaints.
I was circulating with my neighbors and friends, being the perfect host. Ellen was doing the same and things were going great. She was wearing a small bikini and her globes were fantastic. It was a hot day and no one wore very much. We always invite mostly the same people every year. I throw the party for a good time. Things go so much better when you enjoy the folks you are partying with.
About 3 o'clock I saw Tony talking to Ellen and almost shit! How the hell had he found the nerve to crash our party? I just kept playing the good host and waited to catch Ellen alone. About half an hour later she went to the kitchen for more food and I quickly followed.
"How is it that Tony, the Asshole, is here?" I questioned. " I sure as hell didn't invite him. Do you have any ideas?"
"There is no reason to go postal, Dave. I ran into Tony at the store last week and invited him. Do we have to approve each other's invitation list?" Ellen asked. The sarcasm dripped to the floor.
"It would seem that we do, Goddamn it!" I answered. "We will hash this out tonight, but you can be sure you have fucked my day up."
I didn't wait for her response as I turned and headed for the bathroom. Few people would guess I have a bad temper because I have learned to take measures to control it. When I feel really angry, I try to get to a quiet place and talk myself into calming down. It usually works. I spent about 5 minutes working on my control, but I knew it was going to be close. It would require a lot of effort to conceal my annoyance the rest of the day.
Whenever I saw Ellen, she would glare at me but seldom spoke. She did not watch "Kung-Fu" as a child. (As a grasshopper, he had learned control. I struggled to be like him.) When she is unhappy, she lets it out. Tony was never far from her side and that was a huge thorn in my side as I smiled and joked with our guests. I wanted to slap that miserable prick so bad I could almost taste it.
The guests began to leave as dusk fell and those left moved inside to continue the party. Naturally, Tony was one of those that stayed. There were four other couples still at our place and I liked them all. Tony was the sore thumb and he really stuck out!
Tom and Janice were my favorite neighbors. They were just two doors down and we did a lot of things as couples. Tom was an easy-going guy and Janice was sharp as a tack with a great sense of humor and was totally devoted to Tom. Brad was a good friend from work and his wife, Sue, was an attractive woman. She was quiet but came up with some really good observations.
Pete and Dottie were friends since high school and we thought the world of them. Pete was small for a man and Dottie was tall and full figured. She must have outweighed him by 30 pounds, but she loved the little guy. I remember once when a man made some unkind remark about Pete when we were all out one night. We had to physically stop her from ripping into the guy! We all made a mental note to never say anything bad about Pete! It became an ongoing joke.
Al and Doris were both teachers at the local high school and were intelligent and fun. Al was as big as Doris was small, but he never gave her any lip. They both seemed quite content with Doris in the driver's seat.
That was the group that was left. It would have been perfect, except for Tony, the Asshole. He was still hanging around telling loud stories centered on his many experiences. How can one person be so well versed on every subject in the world? No matter what the subject, he was well versed in that area. From history to chickens, he knew it all, and was more than happy to share his vast store of knowledge.
Pete asked if I had any more beer. Panic struck me at that point. I could not have run out of beer! What kind of host am I?
"I will go get some right now. It will only take a few minutes, Pete," I responded. We all knew the nearest place was a 15-minute drive away. Pete tried to protest, but I would have none of it. I knew the duty of the host.
"I will drive you, Dave," volunteered Janice. "I have not had anything to drink for a few hours and you don't want a DUI on your record."
I handed her the keys and we left. As we pulled out of the driveway, Janice turned and began giving me a tongue-lashing!
"Why do you have that prick, Tony, here?" she demanded. "He is following Ellen around like a stallion after a mare! I don't know how you could leave Ellen there with him!"
I was taken by surprise at Janice's passion. She was serious and quite upset.
"I didn't invite the fuck! We have already had words and Ellen is pissed at me for it," I countered. "When this party is over, we will hammer it out."
Janice pulled into her driveway and parked.
"We have a case of cold beer in the spare refrigerator. We will get that and you can replace it tomorrow," she reasoned. "You don't want to leave that bastard with Ellen for any length of time."
I carried the beer to the car. We were headed back in less than 5 minutes from when we left. I carried it in and put the bottles on ice. Then I handed one to Pete.
"That was quick! How fast does Janice drive?" he joked.
The others laughed and I noticed Ellen and Tony were not in sight. I excused myself and began to look for Ellen. She was nowhere downstairs, so I went up to the bedroom area of our home. I heard voices from our bedroom and quietly opened the door a very slight way.
Ellen's top was on the floor and Tony was squeezing her bare tits like his life depended on it. Ellen seemed flustered, and not very pleased.
"Tony, what are you doing? That hurts," she cried. "I promised a peek, not a mauling. Now stop!"
Tony was still in his swim trunks. He laughed as he released one of Ellen's tits and pulled his trunks down to his knees with his free hand.
"Give me a quick blowjob, then. You have been teasing me all day and I am ready to explode," he growled as he put his hand back on Ellen and started pushing her to her knees. "Suck my big cock. You know you want to."
"It really isn't all that big and I will not suck it!" Ellen growled back. "Now get the hell out of here and leave me the fuck alone!"
It happened so fast, that I was caught completely by surprise. Tony backhanded Ellen hard. He struck her in the face and she reeled back, stunned. That was all I needed to see.
I pushed the door open all the way and grabbed a handful of Tony's well coiffed locks and the trunks that were still around his knees. I spun him around and aimed him for the doorway. I would like to be able to say that I threw him down the stairs, but I didn't. He landed at the very top and went ass over heels down to the bottom. It looked like his head hit every step and he landed with his ass in the air and his head face down on the carpet at the bottom.
Eight people stared in disbelief as Tony moaned on the floor. I rushed down the stairs, still in a rage. I already mentioned that Janice was sharp, and she proved it. I was on Tony in a flash and had his hair and trunks in my hands again. As I yanked him off the floor, Janice was opening the outside door and standing clear! This time he never touched the three steps on our front stoop. He landed on his face and big belly about six feet from the door. The incredible thing was he seemed to bounce when he hit. As he bounced, he got his feet under himself and took off down the walk. I have no idea how he was able to even breathe, but he was gone in a matter of seconds. He pulled his trunks up as he ran.
I went back inside and everyone was standing open-mouthed. I stalked back up the stairs. Ellen was recovering from Tony's blow and there was blood on her lip. Her right eye was already starting to discolor. Tony really cracked her good, and he had a big hand.
I grabbed her hand and led her downstairs with her tits jiggling as we descended. I moved fast and she was still groggy, so it wasn't until we reached the bottom that she realized she was wearing only her bikini bottoms.
"Dave! Wait! I don't have my top on! I need to cover up, please!" she cried.
I pulled her face close to mine and snarled, "Is Tony better than our friends? Are you telling me that only Tony gets to see your tits? Are you saying you would rather have Tony see your tits than the people in this room?"
Ellen appeared frightened as she looked into my face. I was ready to toss her after Tony if I didn't like her response.
"No, Dave. I much prefer everyone here to that bastard. What do you want me to do?' she asked. "I will do what you want."
Somehow she knew she had come very close to getting tossed. I felt my anger begin to subside, but I was still hot.
"I want you to tell our friends what just occurred and how you have come to have blood on your lip and the makings of a black eye. I want you to do it here, and now. I want you to do it with your tits showing. Not do it!" I demanded.
"I will get some ice for her eye," Janice volunteered. "I will be listening though, so go ahead." With that she hurried to the kitchen.
I have to give Ellen credit. She had just been through a bad experience and she could see I was livid. She composed herself as well as she could and began her story.
"Everyone knows I was flirting with Tony today, but only to get even with Dave," Ellen began. "He demanded I stay away from Tony. I thought it was because he was jealous, so I invited Tony here today. It was to make Dave jealous and horny."
"Tony was very pushy and he kept after me to give him a little feel. Thanks, Janice," Ellen said as she accepted a cloth with ice in it from Janice. "I finally agreed because I felt guilty about inviting him. I should have known he would think it was because I had the hots for him, the stupid fuck."
"We went up stairs and he pulled my top off rather than just sneak a feel. I was shocked but didn't want to act afraid so I let him feel me for a few seconds. He was very rough and it was the worst experience of my life," Ellen sobbed. "I told him to stop and he laughed and dropped his trunks and insisted I give him a blowjob!"
There were several gasps as Ellen revealed that demand. I had never seen Tom get angry before, but he was now as he muttered, "That son of a bitch! If I had known that, I would have helped Dave fling him out! Not that Dave needed my help."
"I refused and told him to leave, and he... he hit me in the face," cried Ellen. "He almost knocked me out. I was dazed and fell back. I looked up and I saw Dave grab him. I thought Dave was going to kill him. I have never seen Dave so angry! I was afraid I had caused a death!"
"It was pretty damn close to one," chuckled Janice. "If I had not seen it I never would have believed Dave could throw that shit so far, and I knew Dave could throw shit!"
Sue, who had been listening quietly asked, "It may not be my place to ask, but what are you going to do with Ellen, Dave? I have to know she will be ok. You were very angry, and we all agree you had every right to be. I was thrilled to see that jerk bounce down the stairs, but I think the world of Ellen and don't want her punished too much for one mistake."



By this time I had regained my composure and realized how lucky I was that Tony didn't get a broken neck or something. I could be spending the next ten years in jail! That was why I had always tried to control my temper.
Ellen seemed more interested in my response than anyone else. She looked at me and then down at the floor as I framed my answer.
"I apologize to all of you for that display of temper. I try to keep it in check, but it boiled over today. To answer Sue's question, I have never loved anyone but Ellen and I love her more than ever. I would never hurt her in any way. That said, I came very close to tossing her out with Tony. If she had refused me anything or defended that fuck in any way, she would not be here now."
I continued, "Ellen is my wife and I expect certain things from her. I expect loyalty and even obedience at times. That may sound sexist, but it will have to be that way from now on. If she accepts my terms, we will be together till we die."
Ellen sobbed and threw her arms around me. I could feel her wonderful tits through my shirt and I loved it. I kissed her hard and then I held her away from me.
"I want you to get another round of drinks for our friends, then you can cover back up. It looks like the guys are beginning to enjoy this," I laughed.
Ellen turned crimson, remembering she was still exposed to everyone.
"If my husband wants me to serve you like this, I will gladly do it, but you had better enjoy it. Unless he has me do it again, none of you will ever see these babies again!" she chuckled.
"We will certainly be talking about this party for a long time," laughed Janice. "My favorite part was Tony bouncing down the stairs with his pecker flopping around. I knew where he was headed next. If I hadn't opened the door I think Dave would have put him through it! I suspect the favorite part for the men will be the drinks that Ellen is about to serve to them!"
Ellen was in the kitchen for a couple minutes and returned with a tray of drinks and she looked great! I heard Brad gulp as she handed him a beer. Ellen carefully presented each person with a beverage of choice, then reached into the closet and pulled out a sweatshirt and slid into it.
Then Pete, whose wife once threatened a man that had insulted his name, proposed a toast. "May every person here have learned not to betray their spouse's trust, and may everyone here have learned how to handle the situation if it arises!"
I think everyone was surprised when Pete's wife, Dottie, beamed at this proclamation. We all raised our drinks as one.
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My car simply died as I was driving to work. I called a tow truck company that was near my home. The driver dropped me off at my house. I had decided going to work would be a waste of time and I would have to make some calls to get a rental for a few days.
Ann, my wife of 22 years, was not home when I went inside. I remembered her saying something about shopping. That seemed to be her response to the 'empty nest syndrome'. Our two kids were grown and living in other states, so she had time on her hands. I had a good career and she had no reason to seek employment, hence the trips to the boutiques and malls.
I had recently picked up a new camera that did everything but wipe your ass. I was in my home office trying to figure out all the features when I heard my wife come in. I considered sneaking some movies of her undressing. I remained in my home office and did not let her know I was home. I opened the office door slightly and saw her looking at the bags of merchandise she had just brought home. I found her in the viewfinder and began recording, just to see if I could master the zoom and set the time and date.
The doorbell rang and she went to the door and opened it. A heavy, well-dressed man stood there.
"Mrs. Crane?" he asked.
"Yes, I am," replied Ann. "Can I help you?"
"I can help you, Mrs. Crane. I can help you avoid jail and a great deal of embarrassment," he stated. "May I come in?"
I was catching this on film and wondering what the hell was going on. Ann put her hand to her mouth and made a whimpering sound. Then she stepped back from the door and the man entered.
"Thank you, Mrs. Crane. I suspect you know about which I am speaking. I am Thomas Becker and I own the company that handles security at many of the boutiques and shops in the area," he told her as he removed his expensive jacket.
"We install surveillance equipment to prevent and/or apprehend shoplifters and thieves," he continued. "Normally, I have my employees handle the installation, but we have been very busy. Today I installed cameras at 'Chez Beverly' and monitored them for a few hours.
My wife seemed very agitated and sat on the couch. Her color was gone and she was breathing hard.
"As I was checking my equipment, I saw you steal a very expensive bracelet from the counter. I made some discreet inquiries and learned your name and address, and that you were a very good customer of theirs," he stated. "I have the tape with me. Would you like to have that tape, Mrs. Crane?"
My wife was trembling as she listened to his last question. I could barely hear her answer.
"Please!" was all she said.
"I thought you would want it. That is why I am here. Now the question is how badly do you want it? I imagine it would be quite a shock to your husband, family, and friends if you were arrested and jailed for shoplifting, wouldn't it?" he asked.
Ann was beginning to find her nerve. She stood up and faced the man. She was slightly taller than he and it seemed to bother him to have her look down at him.
"So this is about money?" asked Ann. "I should have known you were not just being kind. How much do you want?"
"I really don't want your money," he replied. "I do quite well with my business, thank you."
"Not to be dense, but I thought you were shaking me down. Explain why you here," Ann responded.
I thought to myself that she had to be a dumb bitch to get in this jam, but she seemed to be handling the guy quite well. I wondered if she would escape with a scare. Part of me wanted her to suffer enough to prevent it from happening again. If she got off too easily she may do it again.
"You are an attractive woman, Mrs. Crane," he replied. "I saw that immediately on the monitor. I would like you to show your appreciation for the favor I would be doing for you."
I gasped, but luckily Ann gasped at the same time, and much louder.
"I have to insist you leave right now!" she almost shouted. "I am a happily married woman and do not perform 'favors'!
"Have it your way, then. The police should be contacting you within the hour. I am sure your family will understand," chuckled the prick. "Jail can be a character building experience."
Ann flinched at that. He had struck a nerve or two.
"Exactly what do you want from me," she asked.
Becker smiled as he answered, "I would like very much to see those big breasts of yours, Mrs. Crane. I would like you to remove your blouse and bra."
"If I do that, will you give me whatever tape you have and leave me alone?" Ann asked.
"It will depend on many things," Becker replied. "I suggest you get started or I will leave for the police station with my tape."
Ann stood there looking at the man for a full minute, He just continued waiting. Finally she reached up and began to unbutton her blouse. She was wearing a frilly black bra and I zoomed in to get a close up of her wonderful tits. She placed her blouse on the back of the couch and reached behind her back to unfasten her bra.
Now it was Becker's turn to gasp. My wife has very firm c-cup breasts with large round nipples. As Becker stared and the air met those buds, they began to harden. He slowly reached his hand out and held a nipple between his thumb and forefinger. I kept filming!
Ann allowed him access to her tit for about a minute and then stepped back. To her surprise he held her nipple firmly and she actually caused herself some pain and she quickly stepped back toward him. He reached up with his other hand and squeezed her other nipple. Ann gasped in pain and surprise.
"I knew you would have wonderful tits, Mrs. Crane, But these exceed my dreams!" he drooled. "Now show me your pussy!"
Ann began to protest, but he clamped down harder on her swollen nipples and twisted slightly. Ann clenched her teeth, then reached down and unzipped her skirt. Her panties matched her bra and she looked fantastic! My cock was so hard it hurt. It occurred to me that Becker was not enjoying the situation any more than I. Ann had been shoplifting and I was truly annoyed and worried about that. How long had this been going on? How much had she taken? She really deserved what she was getting and maybe it would cure her problem.
Ann was in some pain. I could see that as the fat man kept the pressure on her tits. He looked at her panties and nodded. Slowly, Ann lowered them.
"I love a well-trimmed bush," he told her. "Now play with yourself! I want to see your finger disappear."
Ann was like a zombie. Her face was red and I knew she was very angry as well in considerable pain. Still, she complied. Becker had her finger herself for a couple of minutes. Then he released one tit and walked behind Ann as he kept control of her by one nipple.
When he got behind her, he unzipped his pants and pulled out his very hard cock. I smiled to myself when I saw it. It wasn't more than five inches and of normal girth. He wouldn't scare Ann with that puppy!
"Now bend over!" he demanded.
As he did so he released her tit. Ann started to move away but he grabbed her hips and jerked her back close to him. Then he gave her about six or seven fast, hard smacks on her bare ass. Her right cheek was red and glowing when he stopped and repeated his demand.
"Bend over the back of that chair, you thieving slut! You know you have been very bad and need to be punished!" he snarled.
I was surprised at how Ann reacted. I thought she would head-butt him or something, but she meekly bent over the chair! As she did she looked back at his cock and moved her ass a bit to the side so it would line up with her cunt better.
Becker began to rub his cock up and down Ann's slit. He released her nipple and placed his hand on her back.
"I have noticed that many of you rich bitch 'kleptos' are sluts and submissive at heart," he laughed. "You want my cock, don't you, Mrs. Crane?"
Ann didn't answer but did wiggle her ass slightly. I could see she was wet and ready and I zoomed in for a close up of her sweet pussy.
"Mrs. Crane, I am not a monster, though you may have thought I was. The tape is in my coat pocket and it is yours," Becker told her. "If you want me to fuck you, then slide my cock into your pussy. You are a born slut and need a man that understands you. Take my cock if you want to be a slut... my slut. It is up to you."
As he spoke he kept running his cock over her slit and against her clit. He wasn't overly endowed and he had a big belly, but he seemed to know what buttons to push.
Ann pushed back and her pussy swallowed Becker's cock in one move. As he reached his limit Ann began to orgasm! I filmed her moaning and shaking as he held her hips to steady her. I caught the smile that creeped across his face as well.
"That is a good slut. Fuck yourself on my cock," he urged. "I want to see you come again. Then I will put my load in your mouth and face. You will have my cum all over you. You like that, don't you, whore?"
Ann was moving on his cock and started quivering again as he spoke. He had called her a whore and she was having an orgasm! I was beginning to realize I knew nothing about my wife of 22 years. She was a kleptomaniac and a submissive! Who would have known? I decided that Becker was a very astute fellow and was teaching me things by the minute. My cock was ready to explode as I filmed the action.
After Ann trembled through her orgasm, Becker issued an order to her.
"You will get on your knees and suck my cock if you want to be my slut. I want you to make me cum all over your face!"
Ann pulled off his cock and swung around. She dropped to her knees and took Becker's tool into her mouth so fast I was hoping I had a pause button to be able to watch that move later! Sucking cock had never been her favorite thing. She would do it if she had a few drinks and it was a special evening or occasion, and I had eaten her pussy to a nub. She would never swallow.
"I am going to cum you slut, so jerk me off on your face," insisted Becker. "I want to see my cum all over you."
Ann pulled his cock from her mouth and began jacking him off. She lowered her face so his jism would be certain to land on it. It wasn't long before he erupted, and it was a very respectable load! Strings of cum coated her face and dribbled down to her big nipples. I caught the whole thing with the camera as I zoomed in and backed off to show the full effect. My cock was throbbing and I was admiring my camera work at the same time. I would be watching this home movie for a long time to come!
"Take my cock in your mouth and clean it," Becker ordered. "Sluts always clean cocks with their mouth and tongue after they receive their reward of a load of cum. It shows appreciation."
This was asking too much. I knew Ann would never accept a dirty cum covered cock into her mouth. The idea would make her ill. She swallowed his prick so fast I almost missed it! She worshipped it, as she made certain there was no sign of his orgasm anyplace, except on her face and chest.
"You are doing very well," praised Becker. "If you keep it up you will be getting another load. If you want that, just keep sucking my cock. If you do, you will be expected to swallow the next load. It is up to you."
The fat prick was playing her like a violin! He was a master. I had to admire his skill at manipulation. I thought I was a good salesman, but this guy could sell ice to the Eskimos!
Ann deep-throated Becker then licked and sucked him like he was a lollypop. She worked for her next reward. After a few minutes Becker groaned and she increased her efforts. I filmed him as he seemed to flinch, then Ann's throat indicated she was swallowing. It was the most erotic sight I had ever witnessed. My wife of 22 years was swallowing a fat stranger's load with her face and tits already covered with a load of his cum! My cock erupted in my pants as I went for a medium close-up of the action.
Ann nursed from Becker's cock until it was very soft and totally clean. Reluctantly, or so it seemed, she released it from her mouth. Becker patted her on the head like a favorite dog and smiled.
"You are an excellent cock sucker, Mrs. Crane. You have beautiful tits and a very nice pussy. Do you want me to stop again in a few days and let you suck my cock and fuck yourself on it?" he asked. "Do you want to remain my slut? Do you want me to use your big tits and cunt for whatever I desire? You have to tell me, or I will not be back."
Ann looked down and her answer was barely audible.
"Yes," she whispered.
"You need to tell me, slut. You have to say what you want or I will not be back," cautioned Becker. "If it makes you feel better, tell my cock what you want. It is close to your face. Just speak so I can hear you."
"I want you to come back," Ann spoke louder. "I want to suck you and feel you inside me. I am your slut and will do what ever you ask."
She held Becker's cock in her hand and spoke directly to it. It was as if the cock had a life and personality of its own and she was speaking to it, not him. I found myself wondering if she expected the cock to return speech.
"Very well, Mrs. Crane, you whore," smile Becker. He really seemed to know how to treat a lady! "I will be back next Tuesday to allow you the opportunity to serve my cock. Shave your pussy and be topless when I arrive, at 11 AM. Now replace my cock and get my coat."
Ann carefully stuffed Becker's somewhat small member back in his pants and jumped up to get his coat. As he took it, he reached into a pocket and pulled out a tape.
"This is for you, slut. I suggest you destroy it. Tuesday," was all he said as he went out the door.
I stopped filming and quietly closed my office door. In a few minutes I heard Ann in the shower, so I left the house and went for a walk. I had learned that I knew very little about my wife. There were several issues I had to resolve. Was Ann over her kleptomania? Was nymphomania going to be another problem? Could I figure out a way to make Ann's submissive nature work for me? Could I put the brakes on Becker's plans to fuck the shit out of my wife? It was erotic once, but I had no intention of allowing it to become a regular occurrence! He would keep pushing the envelope and eventually hurt her reputation or place her in danger. I would not, could not, allow that to happen. She might be a little off-center but I realized I loved her dearly and decided to give her what she needed, but keep her safe.
For some reason, I was under the impression that only men with huge cocks could control, or dominate women. Now it was obvious that was a misconception. Becker was overweight and less than attractive. His cock was considerably smaller than mine, but Ann was on her knees giving lip service to him. It was attitude and knowledge of personalities that gave him the ability to control women. This was something I needed to learn. Not all women would go for it, but he seemed to be able to recognize the signals that indicated a woman was submissive. Nearly 45 years on the planet practically wasted! I had to get started!
I walked into the house after my walk. Ann was wearing a robe and was surprised to see me. I explained that I had had car trouble and it had taken me that long to get home. I could see her mind reeling as she realized I could have come home as she was sucking Becker's cock. She had to feel very fortunate!
I pulled her to me and kissed her hard. I was seeing her as a vulnerable, beautiful woman. I was still very horny and needed to take care of my cock. I began to slide her robe off her shoulders.
"Not now, Tim! I was just going to start dinner. You will have to wait till we go to bed," she affirmed.
Two hours ago I would have given up. That was the old me that took Ann at her word. Now I knew she really needed, and responded, to a firm hand. I scooped her up and carried her to our bedroom. She squirmed and protested all the way. I dropped her on the bed and opened her robe and dove into her sweet pussy.
It was shaved bald! I had forgotten Becker's orders about that. It was obvious she had douched because I could detect a hint of lemon as I began a feeding frenzy. I never slowed down to comment on her new look. I just ate her like I was a starving man. She was a little tense at first, but soon she was pulling my head harder into her cunt and moaning loudly. I was determined to give her a better orgasm than Becker had done and I usually accomplish what I set my mind to.
I felt her start to tremble and I began to concentrate on her clit. As her orgasm hit her, I picked up my pace and she seemed to roll from one to another as my tongue probed her depths and my lips sucked her clit. She finally tried to pull my face away from her pussy. She was on overload and was barely able to endure her sensations. I rose up and plunged my throbbing cock as deeply into her as I could. I touched places Becker could only dream of!
Ann actually screamed and seemed to faint for a few seconds. I was too far along to even slow down for her as I raised her legs up to my shoulders and plunged into her as far and fast as I could. Her eyes opened but she didn't appear to be able to see. She was groaning constantly and shaking like I have never seen before. Soon, I was erupting inside her and I held myself as deep as I could. I was amazed at how hard my cock was pulsing and how the cum was flowing from it. I know Ann had to feel me filling her. She gave another scream and went still as I held myself inside her. Gradually, I lowered her legs and dropped my body down on top of her, feeling her breasts against me. Tears were running down her cheeks as I kissed her.
"Honey, I don't deserve..." she began before my lips silenced her. I kept kissing her as she sobbed.
Finally I lifted my head and smiled at her.
"Pretty good, wasn't it?" I asked. "You deserve much more than I have been giving you, sweetheart. I started thinking how sexy and beautiful you are and got all worked up. You are my girl, aren't you?"
"I am, I really am, Tim! You are the best husband in the world and I love you so much. You are an incredible lover. I thought I was going to die!" she sobbed. "I have never seen you like that before."
"Are you complaining?" I asked.
"Only that you haven't done that 20 years sooner!" laughed Ann. "My heart may not be able to take that much longer!"
"I am so glad you shaved your pussy for me," I replied. "You really have a very nice pussy and I love how it looks.. and tastes!"
I felt life returning to my cock as I replayed the scenes from Ann and Becker in my mind. I began to move in and out of Ann slowly.
"Jesus! Are you hard again?" demanded Ann. "What has gotten into that big cock of yours, Tim? I don't know if I can take much more."
"You will take all I give you, Ann. It is your fault for taking such good care of yourself over the years. You are still the best looking woman I know, and the sexiest!" I told her as I began to pump her with long slow thrusts.
"I will take all you give me, Tim, and be very happy to have it," she laughed.
I felt great! I had managed to convince her that I was very happy with her and make her realize any confession was neither necessary, nor wise. I did not want a marriage that had some 'incident' looming over it all the time. I knew I would find a way to take care of Becker and keep Ann. I had to do it!
I groaned and came for the third time in two hours.
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The next morning I was up early. There was a car rental place about a mile from my house, so I decided an early morning hike would do me good. I had already left a message that I would be a little late for work. It took longer than I had anticipated for me to finish the damn paper work and actually drive the car off the lot. I planned on stopping at home for my briefcase. As I approached my house I saw a strange car in my drive.
Curious, I parked on the street and circled around to the back door and let myself in. Ann was in the living room and she seemed to be arguing with a man. I picked up an old softball bat I had in the bottom of a closet and slowly looked into the room.
Ann was in her robe and it didn’t cover as much as it should have, considering a stranger was in the room. He was a big fellow, balding, with a big stomach and a foul mouth.
“Becker told me you were a slut,” I heard him say. “I am here to fuck the shit out of you. You know you want me to fuck you, don’t you whore?”
I was deciding just what part of his head would receive the first swing when Ann answered.
“Please, I made a mistake yesterday. I am married and cannot do what you want,” she pleaded. “Tell Mr. Becker I am not a slut!”
“I think you are a slut,” the fellow answered. “Becker never misses a trick. He told me I should show you my cock if you acted reluctant.”
With that he pulled his zipper down and snaked out a very decent sized cock. I tried to be impartial, but I had to admit he had an inch or two, maybe three, on me. I waited to see how Ann would react. She remained quiet and seemed to stare at the guy’s flaccid dick.
“Becker told me you are a real good cocksucker, so get started,” he urged.
As he spoke he untied the knot that held Ann’s robe together. Her robe opened and her lovely tits were completely exposed. He pawed them for a minute or so and Ann seemed to tremble, but made no move to stop him. Her arms were still at her side.
“Whore, suck my cock!” he demanded. “You know you want to taste it and swallow my first load, you slut. You love cocks and I have a nice one here for you.”
Ann slowly dropped to her knees and moved her face toward his hanging tool! She took it in her small hand and held it to her mouth and began sucking on it. As she sucked, it began to grow. I had to admit it was becoming a formidable chunk of meat.

When it was fully hard, the stranger stepped back, pulling his cock from Ann’s mouth. He chuckled at her apparent disappointment.
“I may have been too harsh, Mrs. Crane,” he laughed. “If you don’t want to suck my cock, I will leave. I would not want you to do anything against your will.”
Ann groaned and walked on her knees to his big pole and engulfed it as deeply as she could. Both her hands were stroking it as she sucked on the big head.
“You are a real nasty whore, aren’t you? You don’t know me from Adam, but look at how you are feasting on my cock!” he laughed. “Becker was right. He said you were a cock starved slut that needed to be fucked.”
The worse the names he called Ann, the hotter she got! Again I was completely surprised by my wife of many years. Why hadn’t I ever seen the submissive side of her? Becker latched onto it immediately. There she was on her knees, sucking a big strange cock with her tits flopping as she serviced him. It was disturbing, but erotic as hell!
The stranger would pull his cock out of her mouth and slap her lightly in the face and laugh when she moved to gobble it again. The more he toyed with her, the harder Ann worked to get him off.
“Where do you want my first load, you cock loving whore,” he demanded as he pulled his cock from Ann’s mouth. “I have a big load here for you and I am close to exploding.”
In response to his question, Ann quickly placed his cock head back in her mouth and began to stroke him faster with both hands. In a few seconds, it became obvious her efforts were being rewarded. She was swallowing for all she was worth, but cum was dribbling down her chin and clinging to her bare tits. The guy seemed to cum for a full minute and Ann kept swallowing. My cock was aching once again.
“Jesus, you can really suck a cock!” the stranger grunted. “I have never seen a nastier whore. Lick me clean and get me hard again and I will see if that pussy is as tight as it looks. I know Becker wouldn’t have stretched it any. I don’t know how a needle dick like him gets so much pussy. His wife must be hornier than hell,” he laughed.
Ann did as he directed and soon his pussy pleaser began to swell again. I had to admit, it was a formidable weapon.
“Play with your cunt while you suck me slut,” he insisted. “I want you wet and ready for this fat cock of mine.”
Ann started putting fingers in her pussy and moving them around. She was moaning on his cock as she played with herself. Apparently he felt he was hard enough because he pulled his tool from Ann’s mouth and sat down on the couch.
“If you want this cock, you will have to come over and sit on it, bitch,” he instructed. “I don’t want you to claim I forced you to do anything. You sluts can’t be trusted.”
Ann dropped the robe that was barely hanging from her shoulders and moved onto the fellow’s lap. She raised herself above his rod and pointed it at her wet slit and slowly lowered herself. As she did, the guy called her every name he could dream up. She had about half his cock inside her when she had her first orgasm. By now the man was sucking her tits like a starving infant. I could see him stretching Ann’s nipples out with his teeth before releasing them. Ann was cumming steadily now.
Finally she had taken the entire shaft and she had to sit still and adjust to it. She was quivering and put her hands on his chest to steady herself. She looked at the guy and moved her lips to his.
“You fucking slut!” he hollered. “Don’t ever put those cock sucking lips on mine. I have a loving wife waiting at home. I don’t want some whore kissing me!”
I was amazed at Ann’s reaction. Her orgasms seemed to intensify! The more he degraded her, the hotter it made her! I had a lot to learn, and I was getting a very memorable lesson as I watched and listened.
“Get moving, bitch,” he told her. “I don’t have all day. If you want me to fill that nasty cunt with my sperm, you had better start working.”
Ann started moving up and down the length of his long pole. Gradually she picked up speed. It looked like she was cumming with every few strokes. The fellow had just shot a load so Ann really had to work for this one, but she seemed up to the task.
“You nasty whore, I am going to cum. Be sure you get me as deep as you can,” urged the stranger.
Ann began slamming her ass down as far as she could until he began to shudder. Then she held herself still and as deep as she could as he emptied himself into her womb. She waited a minute or so and when he began to soften, she moved off his prick and then went down and sucked him back into her mouth!
“You are some hot bitch!” exclaimed the lucky bastard. “Sluts clean off a man’s cock when he is done with them. You are a real slut. Now I will use the bathroom and go home to my sweet wife. Release my cock, you cunt.”
Ann let his cock fall from her mouth and watched as he got up and headed for the bathroom. Then as he disappeared, she sobbed, and ran upstairs to the master bathroom. I heard the door close and lock. I walked through the living room and out the door. I stood by the fellow’s car and waited for him.
He approached me with some suspicion. He could not see the bat I had behind my body.
“Who the fuck are you? Why are you standing by my car, asshole? He demanded.
“This is my property and that was my wife you just fucked,” I smiled. I just wanted to tell you something before you left.”
“Are you one of those pervs that gets off having his wife fucked?” he asked. “I ain’t into that shit, so fuck off.”
I was in a cold rage before, but it suddenly warmed up! I jammed the end of the bat into his gut. When he doubled over, I tapped him lightly on the head. At least I thought I hit him lightly. He went down like a pole-axed steer, as John Wayne liked to say. I took the opportunity to smack his balls a couple times as he groaned on the pavement.
He just lay there, trying to remember where he was and regain his breath. I unzipped and took out my cock and pissed on his face. That seemed to bring him around. He sat up sputtering as I aimed my stream at his foul mouth. By the time I finished, he was thinking again, but not very well. He cursed and lunged for me, but another tap quieted him down.
I opened his car door and ordered him in. He had no fight left and half crawled and half staggered into the driver’s seat.
“Remember to buckle up,” I smiled. “You could get hurt. By the way, don’t ever come back here again, or I will swing for the fences. I don’t think your head, or balls, could stand it.”
As he began to slowly back out, I smacked his headlight, just for the hell of it. He moved faster after that. I kicked the broken glass out of the driveway and went inside.
I could hear Ann in the shower. I went to my office and picked up the copy of the tape I had made of Ann and Becker the previous day. I had already looked up Becker’s home address. I jumped in the car and drove to the prick’s country estate, about 20 miles from the city.
I was surprised when a woman in her early 30’s answered the door. Becker was pushing fifty. I decided it was his daughter.
“Hello Miss. May I speak with Mrs. Becker?” I asked.
“I am Mrs. Becker. What can I do for you?” she asked in return.
“I was expecting an older lady, Mrs. Becker. I would like to take a few minutes of your time to show you a film with your husband that you will find interesting,” I responded. “May I come in?”
She let me in. I could tell she was perplexed but her curiosity got the best of her. I went right to her VCR and put the tape in and hit play. She watched the entire encounter between her husband and my wife silently. I got hard again as I watched it. When it ended, I turned the TV off and removed the tape.
“Why did you show me that tape?” demanded Mrs. Becker.
“ Originally, I came here thinking I would piss off a middle-aged woman by showing her what a shit her husband is. I have been thinking about that a little,” I continued. “Your husband and the store he was working for appear to be ripe for a very large lawsuit and perhaps criminal action. I wonder if he would have any clients left after all the litigation involved?”
“The asshole deserves what he gets,” she hissed. “Do your best! Is the cunt in the film a sister or wife or something? Was it a setup to fuck my husband over?”
“It is my wife that your husband took advantage off and I don’t want it to ever happen again,” I indignantly replied.
“You filmed your wife getting laid by a stranger and now you act upset? I bet you got your rocks off watching them, didn’t you, you sick fuck,” she laughed.
She was a better judge of character than I anticipated. It seemed the whole family understood human nature better than I!
“I suppose I am a sick fuck, now that you bring it up,” I acknowledged. “Regardless, I am the sick fuck that can bring a world of pain to old Becker-boy!” (That made me feel better!)
She was smiling at me now! I didn’t seem to have this blackmail thing down very well at all. She was supposed to be in tears by now and ready to kill Becker!
“You are a riot,” she laughed. “You want me to believe you will show the world a tape of your wife getting a little afternoon delight? You will allow cops, judges, juries, and probably news media to see her suck my husband’s cock? Did you plan on being married very long, you idiot?”
Wow! That could be a problem. Ann’s tits would probably be on the internet within the week. It could be unpleasant for her, and me. Now I was at a loss!
“You seem like a nice guy, for a slightly sick fuck,” she chuckled. “I would like to make a suggestion, if you don’t mind.”
This woman had me stumped!
“Ok,” I replied. “I don’t have to accept it if I don’t like it.”
“You dumb shit,” she laughed. “Wait until you hear it. I think you will find it very acceptable.”
She was starting to piss me off with her insults. I was the person that had been horribly wronged! I just waited for her to continue.
“Why don’t you fuck me really good and hard?” she asked.
I shook my head and looked at her again.
“Excuse me?” I asked. “What did you say?”
“I am not too happy with that asshole for fucking around on me. Your wife has some issues that need to be addressed, but that is your problem,” she stated. “My dickhead husband has all kinds of cameras and stuff from his work set up in the bedroom. He likes to film some of our ‘adventures’, so to speak.”
“Why don’t we film you fucking me and have me show it to my loving husband?” she suggested. “I will tell him I had to do it to get that tape back and he had better stay away from your family or we will be sued and thrown in jail. He may be as dumb as you,” she added.
“Get your clothes off, you slut,” I answered. “I am going to fuck your ass off for revenge!”
“Please, sir! I will do whatever you ask, just give me that tape so I can save my husband!” she laughed as she pulled her shirt over her head.
Her tits were not big, but they were perfect! She trotted toward her bedroom, removing her clothes as she went. I was close behind her and soon we were in our underwear in her room. She turned on the big screen TV and then flicked another remote and we were on the monitor!
“Ok, it is running you horrible man. Now I will take off your underwear like you told me to do,” she adlibbed. “I will do anything to get that tape of my dear husband back.”
I’m not the sharpest tool in the shed, but I caught on pretty quickly.
“Suck my cock, you whore!” I demanded. “You will pay for your husband’s misdeeds!”
It sounded like an old movie or something, but what the hell? I was going to get some strange pussy!
“Christ! You have a nice cock!” Mrs. Becker exclaimed.
My cock was at attention and was looking her in the eye as she leaned ahead and began to worship it. I wondered if she was too eager, but then Ann sure seemed willing with Becker.
She took my cock into her mouth and tried valiantly to swallow it, but it was larger than she was accustomed to, I told myself. Still she did a great job for the camera. It wasn't long and I was ready to explode.
"Swallow my load, you whore," I rasped as I began to cum.
It was not very easy for me to call a lady names, especially when she was kind enough to suck my cock! I would have to work on that.
She stayed with me till I began to go soft and then she smiled at the camera with my jism on her lips. I thought it was a nice touch.
I figured I would get the best revnge by giving this woman the best sex she ever had. I dropped her onto the bed and dove face first into her sweet pussy. She came a couple times and was pushing me away from her sensitive clit by the time I was finished. I moved up her body and drove my cock home before she could recover. She moaned in a huge orgasm by the time I hit bottom. I took her to another big O as I erupted inside her well used cunt.
I relaxed next to her, but she seemed to want the academy award because she started sucking my cock again. It took some time but she got me hard again and we went at it doggy style. She was very vocal as I pounded her from behind. Expressions like 'fat cock', and 'best fuck ever' were used frequently. If she was acting, she was very good.
I like to think I was doing all the right things. Regardless, it was a home movie old Becker would be wanking to for a long time!
I spent a couple hours fucking that woman everyway possible. She had to stop to change tapes in the camera. I guess my cock felt pretty good to her after Becker’s miniature weapon. I made certain to ask her several times who had the bigger, better cock. She was a trooper and loudly proclaimed mine to be far superior to her hubby’s. We had a lot of sex and a lot of fun.
As I dressed to leave, she was hanging all over me. I was on the edge of the bed tying my shoes. She was behind me, rubbing my chest and trying to feed me her tits. After I finished my second shoe, I swung around and gave her a deep kiss.
“Could I ask your first name, Mrs. Becker?” I asked. “I am Tim and I am very pleased to meat you, if you know what I mean.”
“I am Donna, Tim. It is nice to fuck you!” she laughed. “I hate to let you go, Tim. Is it possible I will have to pay more blackmail in the future?” she wondered.
“I have to get my wife straightened out,” I answered. “I owe your husband thanks for allowing me to learn she is a kleptomaniac and a sub. I have to concentrate on her for now. The fact that she is so submissive causes many scenarios to cross my mind, but I have to be certain she is not hurt in any way,” I added.
“You are a pretty good husband, for a sick fuck. I am learning that most men are sick. I bet my husband plays our little afternoon romp over and over,” she mused. “I will watch it with him, now that I think about it. You may have helped our marriage. Who knows? One thing I will do is tell him to lay off the strange pussy or I will be calling you again!”
I kissed her as she let me out the door. I lingered there a minute with her ass in my hands and her tits against me.
“Thanks, Donna. I owe you big time!” I told her as I turned and walked to my car. My thoughts turned to Ann as I drove down the drive.
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I told my wife, Emily, that my seminar had ended a day early, but I couldn’t switch flights. That meant I would still be returning Tuesday evening. She would have to pick me up at the airport around six. She complained that I had to be away another night, but told me she would just be that much happier to see me.
I thought about that for an hour or so. I realized I had been away a lot and that I should think more of my wife of 17 years. I went to the airport and tried one of those stand-by things. I was ready to give up when I realized that there was a flight into an airport near my home city. The airport I use, and prefer, is about an hour north of where I live. This other airport was almost two hours south and I had never actually used it.
I checked and found there was a flight leaving for that airport in half an hour, so I went to the desk to see if I could get a ticket. I was amazed at how easy it all was. An hour later I was in the air and would be on the ground in three. I could rent a car and be home my midnight! Emily would have to find ways to express her pleasure at my early return. I mentally made a list of suggestions and smiled to myself. I decided not to call her and make my appearance a complete surprise.
It was just shy of midnight when I pulled into my driveway. The house was dark and Emily’s car was not there. I thought that was odd as I carried my bag inside and unpacked. Where would she be that time of night?
I decided to forgo my surprise. I called her on her cell. She picked up on the third ring.
“Hello?” she mumbled. She sounded groggy.
“Hey, Em! It’s me. I thought I’d call and see how things are going,” I lied.
“Everything is fine, but it is well after midnight, Ron, and I was sleeping,” she responded. “I will be at the airport at six tomorrow to pick you up. Don’t worry.”
I have to admit I was confused and more than a little curious about her sleeping, but not at home.
“Where are you? I tried calling our home phone and I only got the answering machine,” I told her.
“Where would you think I am, silly? I am in bed. Our phone has not been working right. I have the service man coming tomorrow to see what the problem is. Several people have told me the same thing,” she yawned. “Just use my cell if you want to reach me.”
My mind was really spinning! Was she in bed upstairs? I had unpacked and didn’t see her. That seemed unlikely. She was flat out lying to me! But why?
“Well, I won’t be on that flight at six, so don’t drive out to pick me up,” I warned. “It seems that we have to stay a few more days. I will call you when I am certain of a time and day I will be returning.”
“Oh, Sweetie! I will miss you! Get home as soon as you can,” she gushed. “I can’t wait to see you!”
“I will be in touch, Darling. Sorry I woke you up. Sleep tight and dream of me,” I finished.
“I will,” she promised. Did I hear her giggle as she hung up the cell?
I dialed my home phone and it rang fine. I considered answering my call and having a brilliant conversation with myself, but didn’t have the heart for it. I went up to our room and searched under the bed and any place a person could hide. Ladies and gentlemen, E had left the building!
I am in sales and not rocket science, but my nose worked. I smelled something rotten. How dumb was I? Pretty dumb was my honest answer. I got up early the next morning and moved the rental car across the street. Around 7 AM I saw Emily’s car pull into the drive. A man was riding with her. I hid in a junk closet we have off the foyer. I kept the door open a crack. Emily unlocked the door and they walked in.
“I just want to change and get ready for work,” she told him. “I will get clothes to wear for tomorrow so we won’t have to come back here tomorrow morning. I will be back in ten minutes.”
“I would help you, but then I would have to fuck you again,” he laughed. “Then I would have to fire you for being late!”
“I don’t think you would fire me,” Emily responded from upstairs. “You like me working under you way too much! Even your wife thinks I am the perfect secretary. What would you tell her?”
So this was Emily’s new boss. He is the guy she found obnoxious and arrogant! I wondered what she would do if she liked the guy? He had only been with the company a couple weeks if my memory was correct. He was a fast worker!
“I told her you were the same age as her mother and weighed 220 pounds,” laughed her boss. “When she sees you, I will have to fire you anyway!” Then he added, “I told her I was house hunting this week. Now it looks like I won’t be getting too far from the hotel for a couple days.”
Emily returned to the room and laughed. She looked great and Mr. Boss, (Was his name Joe?) grabbed her and gave her a slow, wet kiss. I was tempted to grab an umbrella off the shelf and shove it up his ass!
“Why don’t you plan on spending tomorrow night with me, right here. We can go to dinner and be in by 8PM. You may get lucky when we get back and you will be looking at a house, after you have your way with the owner,” offered Emily. “If you are ‘up to it’, you can have me in every room! Would you like that tour?”
“What if hubby comes home early?” asked the boss person.
“Jeff, you are so nervous!” she chuckled. (So his name was Jeff!) “Ron will call so I can pick him up at the airport. He will give me a day’s notice, so if he doesn’t call today, he won’t be coming home tomorrow.”
“Good enough,” Jeff told her. “I don’t want some jealous husband trying to kill me.”
“Ron is a pussycat,” answered Emily. “He would probably offer you a beer and apologize to me for driving me into your arms.”
“That sounds like a wimp to me,” offered Jeff. “My wife would have my balls!”
“And I would have Ron’s if he ever cheated on me. Fear keeps you men in line.” Then Emily added, “most of the time. You don’t seem to be too frightened of your wife.”
“Believe me, I would be in deep shit,” Jeff responded. “I would be lucky to escape with my life, let alone my balls! Luckily she is in Houston, so I feel pretty safe.”
That was all I heard as they went out the door. My face was red and my blood pressure must have been off the charts! Not only was she unfaithful. My wife held me in contempt! I sat down and pondered the situation. Gradually a plan began to take shape.
I remembered that Emily told me her new boss was being transferred from the company headquarters in Houston. I needed to find out what his name was, so I made a few phone calls. A few dumb questions directed at a woman receptionist at Emily’s work quickly garnered me all the information I needed.
His name was Jeffrey Ross and he had a wife and two teenage kids. She was remaining in Texas until school was out and then they would be joining Jeffy-boy here in Springfield. He was looking for a house every night after work.
I looked up the name Ross in Houston on a switchboard thing on the internet and found three Jeff Ross’s in Houston. I struck pay dirt with the first call.
“Mrs. Ross? Mrs. Jeffrey Ross?” I asked.
“Yes, I am Mrs. Jeffrey Ross. Can I help you?” she replied.
“Does your husband work for Halifax Company?” I asked.
“Yes, he does,” she responded.
“This is Mr. Don Watson with the Halifax Company,” I lied. “We are planning a little welcome party for your husband, Jeff, and you. We will supply you with round trip tickets to Springfield and back. It is to be a total surprise for Jeff. Could you make it?”
I couldn’t help thinking what a prick I was, but all is fair in love and war. I was at war.
“I could get my sister to watch the children,” she answered. “It sounds very nice. When is the affair?”
I almost gave a smart-ass answer to her question, but held my tongue.
“It is tomorrow evening. You will need to catch flight 1435 on American. Just charge it to your card and the company will compensate Jeff in his check,” I told her. “We will have someone at the airport to pick you up. The flight will arrive at 5 PM and the party will be at eight, so there should be lots of time. Remember to keep this a secret, ok?”
She promised not to tell and I ended the conversation. I then started calling a few of Emily’s friends and relatives to invite them to a surprise party for Emily. I told them she was getting a raise from her boss and I felt it was cause to celebrate. Everyone seemed satisfied with that explanation and the need to keep it from Emily. I told them to be at our home by seven to be certain to be there when Emily got in.
I didn’t want to be a rude host, so I called a local caterer and ordered food and drinks for the next evening. I explained that everything should be set up on the deck off the living room, by our pool. Emily always wanted to have a nice party on that deck, I mused. This should really please her! I left directions and told them the house may be empty when they came, but they could carry everything around the side of the house.
The next day I was at the airport half an hour early. As passengers came into the luggage area I asked a couple of unattached women if they were Mrs. Ross. As I was asking a lady, I heard a voice call to me.
“Hello! I am Mrs. Ross,” she stated. “Are you here to pick me up?”
I was almost speechless when I saw her. She had the looks of a movie star! I had to try twice before I was able to answer. My wife was an attractive woman, but she had hit the gold standard with this woman!
“I am Ron and I am here to pick you up. My wife works for your husband,” I explained. “Has he ever mentioned Emily?”
“Yes, yes, he has, but I thought her husband would be a bit older,” she responded.
Shit! That asshole did tell his wife that Emily was an older woman. I had to think fast. She seemed a bit suspicious.
“I get that a lot for marrying an older, bigger woman. I tell everyone she just has more experience and there is more of her to love,” I offered.
She seemed to think it over and then she smiled. I had dodged that bullet. We gathered her bags and headed to the parking lot. It was 6:30 when we got to my place. I was explaining to Mrs. Ross that it was an outdoor party for her hubby as well as a birthday party for my wife as guests began to arrive.
The caterer was finishing setting everything up and I was impressed. It looked like a first class party. I didn’t know it could be done so easily. By 7:30 everyone I had invited was there. I had them park behind a church half a block away so our driveway would be empty.
I explained to everyone that I would hide in the living room and when the honorees pulled into the drive, I would turn off the deck lights. That would be their cue to become very quiet. We had sliding glass doors leading to the deck and vertical blinds that could be turned opened by just pulling a cord about four inches. There was also a cord to pull the blinds away from the door. We also had heavier drapes we pulled across the doors in the cold weather. They were big enough for me to conceal myself, reach the cords for the vertical blinds and the switch for the deck lights.
A few minutes before eight, I saw Emily’s car pull into the drive. I turned off the deck lights and hid in the drapes. Everything became very quiet.
The door opened and Emily and Jeff were laughing. It was nice to know they were having a good time.
“I can’t wait to sink my cock into that wet pussy of yours,” Jeff laughed. “I thought we would never get here. Give me that pussy, now!”
He pulled Emily’s dress over her head to reveal a thong, and nothing else. She laughed as wiggled it off her sweet round ass.
“You are so horny all the time,” Emily marveled. “This pussy is ready when you are, Big-boy.”
Jeff pushed her over my easy chair and opened his zipper. He held her down with one hand as he aimed his cock at Emily’s slit. It was the moment I elected to carefully open the blinds to the deck!
The deck was dark and the room was lighted, so no one on the inside could really see anything outside, and Emily and Jeff weren’t looking. Those on the deck were sure getting an eyeful as Jeff rammed Emily hard and fast. He didn’t spend more than a minute or two before he began to cum. By this time I had moved to a chair to the side and was quietly watching.
“I am cumming!” groaned Jeff.
He gave a few more pumps into my wife and then pulled his cock from her pussy. Emily immediately turned and dropped to her knees and sucked his wilting cock into her mouth. As she was cleaning his cock, she noticed me sitting there watching.
She almost choked! Jeff had her hair in his hands and was urging her to swallow his entire shaft as it softened.
“Yes! Suck my cock!” he cried. “I love how it feels in your throat!”
Emily was making noises but Jeff’s cock prevented her from making any sense. Her eyes were as big as saucers as she looked at me with Jeff’s cock buried in her mouth.
She finally managed to push him back and rid her mouth of his member. Cum rested on her chin and cheek as she stared at me.
“What are you doing here?” she demanded.
I was a little disappointed at such an unremarkable question. Maybe the surprise had numbed her brain. Or was it the hard fucking she had just received?
“This is my home, Emily. My name is on the deed,” I answered.
“I didn’t think you would be home for a few days!” she exclaimed.
“That is quite obvious,” I nonchalantly replied.
“I have to get going,” Jeff blurted. “I have things to do.”
“Can I get you a beer or anything?” I asked.
Both Jeff and Emily were taken back by my offer. I could see Jeff thinking that Emily was correct about me offering him a beer. I had to smile to myself as I watched his mind work.
There was no time for Jeff to reply as his wife stormed into the room from the deck. She was carrying a large purse and she swung it as hard as she could. Jeff was so surprised to see her he never moved to protect himself. My guess is he landed about five feet from the spot in which he had been standing.
Emily’s mother and sister came into the room next. Emily was still naked with Jeff’s cum on her face.
“Put some clothes on Emily, you tart!” her mother snapped as she picked Emily’s dress up and handed it to her.
“And wipe that cum off your face, Sis,” added Emily’s sister Joan. “That was quite a performance you gave the crowd. You should consider making porn!”
Emily was too stunned to speak. I flicked on the deck lights and she could see another 20 people looking in. I went out and began filling a plate of potato salad and wings. Then I pulled a can of beer out of the cooler and went back inside. I sat down to eat and watched Jeff try to sit up, and Emily attempt to regain speech.
I had to admit it was a hell of a mess. As I chewed on a wing, it occurred to me that I had not created it. Emily and Jeff had put themselves, as well as those that loved them, in this difficult position. In the long run, everyone was better off knowing the truth. It was good to find out shit like this and then move on with your life.
Eventually things settled down. A cousin of Emily’s took Mrs. Ross to a motel. Another cousin helped Jeff out to his car and gave him a ride to his motel. Emily’s mother asked her if she wanted to leave with her, but Emily declined.
“I know you must be upset,” her mom told me. “And Emily really deserves a beating, but I think she is suffering already.”
Then they were gone. Emily disappeared into the bathroom and I heard the shower running. I never enjoyed beer and wings so much as I sat there by myself replaying the evening’s events. Once or twice in a lifetime, the planets align perfectly and a plan actually works.
After I ate all the salad and wings humanly possible, I began putting things away. It took quite some time cleaning up after the crowd. I had to wrap food and put it in the refrigerator and freezer. It was midnight when I sat down with my last beer of the night and relaxed. Emily came into the room and sat across from me.
“I hope you are happy! You did everything you could to ruin my life tonight,” she complained. “Even my own family thinks I am some worthless slut or a whore. Is that what you wanted?”
“Emily, why would they ever think that? Have I done anything to give that opinion? Have you?’ I asked. “The only reason I can think of that would create that impression is you being fucked by your boss while bent over a piece of furniture, and then cleaning his cock with your mouth. Would any rational person think that was the action of a whore or slut?”
“If you thought we had a problem, you could have come to me, rather than inviting the whole God damn neighborhood!” she hissed.
“We have a problem?” I chuckled. “Are you telling me if we had a problem you would have brought it up with me before fucking some asshole?”
“I never meant to hurt you, Ron. I never thought you would even know about it,” Emily reasoned. “You deliberately hurt me.”
“So inviting folks to my place for a little surprise party for my loving wife is worse than fucking someone else outside of my marriage?” I asked. “I don’t think too many people would agree with that.”
Then she said what I had been waiting to hear.
“If you had been around more this would never have happened,” Emily reasoned. “You were not paying enough attention to me so I fell for Jeff’s line. I was alone and vulnerable.”
I laughed with more mirth than I thought possible. She was such a stupid bitch! She did try to blame me and get me to apologize for driving her into another man’s arms! I felt deep contentment as I closed the bedroom door behind me, and locked it. My shackles were gone. I was emotionally free. And soon, legally free. I looked forward to my new life.
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The next couple weeks were great for me. Nan was always trying to please me any way possible. Not only was the sex great, but also she cooked some great meals, gave me back massages, and was all around very attentive. I guess guilt can do that. She was doing her best to make up for her little indiscretion at the movie theater, although we never spoke of it. For my part, I did my best to reciprocate her affection and devotion.
She had never emailed Hyde again and it seemed she was going to bury the past. I almost stopped checking that hotmail account. One morning, several weeks after Nan’s trip to the movie theater, I found an email to Hyde.
“Did you even go to that horrible theater? I was practically assaulted while I waited for you!”
She had forgotten Hyde’s rule about how she should sign her emails. That could not go unchecked. Let her get away with it and who knows where it would lead. I knew Hyde had to put his foot down.
“Who is this?” was all I wrote back.
The answer came in a matter of minutes. She must have been sitting at the computer, waiting for a response.
“Who the hell do you think it is, you miserable bastard? The woman you took advantage of in her own kitchen and then had assaulted at some lousy porn theater!”
Hyde saw immediately that she did not sign the email properly and decided to forgo a response. I had to admire Hyde’s coolness and patience. He knew how to handle women.
A couple days passed and there were no more messages from Nan. Perhaps Hyde had guessed wrong! Maybe he overestimated the power of his big cock. Then on Monday morning it came.
“I just want an explanation of why you treated me like that and if you were even there to see I was, your slut.”
Hyde had done it again! He had her hooked. I felt giddy with the power as I thought about my sweet wife still hooked on Hyde’s big cock.
“I saw your performance, slut. You were very good. Those men used you like the slut you are. I expect complete obedience from my whore and you did not disappoint me. You appear to be a very good cocksucker now. I was pleased with the way you cleaned the cocks of those strangers and swallowed their entire loads.”
When I got home that evening Nan was all over me. She must have sucked me off twice and had me fuck her in every position possible. Hyde was my friend!
It was two days later that Hyde received his next email from Nan.
“Thanks for the compliment. I have gotten to be pretty good at sucking cocks. Of course I have never had the opportunity to try a real big one. I wonder if any woman has ever been able to take all of you in her throat? With practice it might be possible for, your slut.”
Hyde was hard as he read the message from Nan. She still had a thing for Hyde’s, or should I say Dan’s, big cock. It must be difficult to get something like that out of your mind once it has been in your pussy. She was asking to suck his giant cock!
Dan had been asking me about another trip to the lake to fish and relax. I decided it might be a good time to take him up on that suggestion. I made certain I bumped into him at lunch.
“Dan, I have been thinking about going up to the cabin next weekend,” I began. “Are you interested?”
“You know it, Buddy!” he responded quickly. “I always have a great time there.”
“I was wondering if I could ask you for a little favor, Dan. I don’t think it should upset you too much,” I laughed,
“Sure, Steve,” answered Dan. “What do you need?”
“About another four inches,” I told him.
“Is it your wife?” he asked. “Does she need another lesson or something?”
“You are quite astute, and very persuasive with that monster cock of yours,” I replied. “I happen to know she longs for another encounter with your power tool. She will do anything to please your cock, Dan, and she doesn’t even know who you are or what you look like!”
“Not to brag, Steve, but that seems to fairly common for me. Women want to experience it at least once, and more than a few come back for more.” Dan chuckled. “How do you want me to work it?”
We spend several minutes going over my plan and agreed on a course of action. All Hyde had to do was to get Nan to the cabin for the weekend. Hyde sent Nan a message.
“You are such a slut! You want to suck my monster cock, but you won’t be able to swallow it. I will reward you with a big load for your belly if you do a good job. Go with your hubby next time he goes to his fishing cabin and you will get a chance to ride my cock again, you little whore.”
Hyde may been a bit coarse but Nan seemed to respond to that sort of treatment. It was only a few minutes later that I received her answer.
“I cannot risk my husband finding out! I love him dearly, even as I betray him for you. Don’t put me in a position to loose my husband, please. You know I will please you. Your humbly pleading slut.”
Hyde and I both had mixed emotions about this note. He wanted total obedience and I wanted a wife that truly loved me. I felt good that she stated that, but I worried about her mind set after the weekend. I wrote back.
“You need to have more faith, whore. I will not ruin your marriage. I certainly don’t want some slut trying to blame me for her problems. You want my cock. Go fishing!”
I sent the message off and went back to work. The rest of the day seemed to drag on forever. Nan had a wonderful dinner prepared when I got home. She even made a pie for dessert! I knew she was up to something and it didn’t take long for her to bring it up.
We sat down to watch a movie and Nan was soon giving me an enjoyable, slow blowjob. How things had changed! Dan’s cock and my imagination could do anything but cure cancer.
After Nan had swallowed my entire load, she slipped out of her clothes and snuggled up to me. She took my hand and placed it on her tits so I would play with her while we watched the tube.
“Do you have any plans of going fishing at the cabin anytime soon?” she asked. I felt my cock stir again.
“As a matter of fact, I was thinking about it at work today,” I answered. “I was tossing around the idea of going up this weekend, but I really hate to leave you here alone. I know how you hate fishing and beer drinking and all that ‘guy’ stuff. Maybe I’ll just stay home with my sweet little wife and give her some extra loving.”
“You would stay home for me, Steve?” she asked. “That is so sweet. No wonder I love you so much! I have a better idea, though. Why don’t I go up to the cabin with you? I don’t have to fish, but I can have a few drinks, relax and cook for you.”
“I must be in heaven!” I laughed. “You have a deal!”
I knew she was after the monster cock and it made me incredibly horny. My dick was hard again. It did not go unnoticed. Nan gave it a pull and laughed.
“It appears that someone else likes the idea, too. Is this big guy for me?” she asked.
I took her right there on the couch and then again when we went to bed. This whole thing was making us both very horny.
When I got in from work Friday, Nan had everything ready to go. She had even bought a couple cases of beer and some wine. I began to think she understood what fishing was all about! I threw everything in the car, remembering my fishing license and tackle, and we headed for the lake.
We had a nice dinner on the way and didn’t arrive until quite late. We unpacked and Nan made up our bed. We sat and watched the lights reflect off the lake and drank some beer and wine. By the time we went to bed we were really horny and fucked like minks.
Next morning I was up shortly after daybreak and got my gear in the boat. Ann put a couple six packs and a few sandwiches in a cooler for me. I thought to myself that she didn’t want me to wander back home too soon. I kissed her and pushed off.
I went around a point and headed for shore. There was Dan’s van in a parking area. He was standing next to it as I stepped on shore.
“You are right on time, Steve! Is Nan at the cabin waiting her knight with the large lance?” he laughed.
“You should see all the beer and food she sent with me!” I responded. “She is hoping I won’t get back till dark.”
“Well, let the games begin,” chuckled Dan. “No disrespect to your wife, but I still hope to get some time fishing today.”
I left the boat tied up and rode back to our cabin with Dan. He shook my hand and headed for the front door of the cabin while I remained hidden in the rear of the van. I heard him knock and then say something about using the phone. When I heard the door close, I eased out the back of the van and raced around to the small deck overlooking the lake. I had left all the windows open and uncovered. I crawled into the second bedroom and quietly opened the door a crack. Dan was talking on the phone and Nan was doing a few dishes in the sink.
“I am calling from a cabin on the south end of the lake,” he boomed into the phone. “Well, there is a good looking woman here. She looks like she has some great tits, too. They are the kind you want to suck till you can’t suck any more!”
Nan looked up suddenly at Dan’s remarks and blushed. She started looking around as if she wanted to know where the nearest exit was. Dan smiled at her as he continued.
“I bet her pussy is tighter than hell. She has the look of a fantastic cock sucker, too,” he added. “Of course, she may not be able to handle my tool.”
With that he unzipped his pants and hauled out his behemoth. With a cock like Dan’s, there was no reason to use guile.
Nan gasped when she saw Dan’s meat hanging out of his shorts. It was bigger than mine and it was still limp! I had forgotten what an appendage he carried. He smiled at Nan and motioned her to come to him.
“Yeah, I think she is going to suck my cock right now,” he stated. “I know how these married sluts are. They want lots of cock, and I have it to give. It looks like she is drooling already!”
Nan was licking her lips and breathing fast. Dan motioned again and she began to approach him.
“I have to go now,” Dan announced. “The little whore wants my cock.”
Nan seemed to be in a trance as she made her way slowly to Dan. Her eyes never left his manhood. She stopped in front of Dan. I don’t know if she even looked at his face. His cock was her focal point. It seems that Dan packed an element that was stronger than Kryptonite!
“You claim to be able to suck cock, you slut. Get on your knees and see how you do with this one. It isn’t some miniature, like your husband’s,” he added for my benefit.
Nan slowly went to her knees and reached for the pole hanging before her. Her hand looked tiny compared to Dan’s dick. I was wondering if she was strong enough to lift the damn thing! She brought it up to her face and kissed it several times. Then she began to lavish it with licks and sucked on the huge head for a few minutes.
“Suck my cock you whore,” urged Dan. “I know you want to swallow my first load, don’t you?”
Nan increased her sucking efforts when Dan spoke. He pulled his cock from her mouth and asked, “Did you say you wanted my first load in your throat, Bitch?”
Nan nodded her head and reached to pull Dan’s cock back to her mouth. It was getting harder and growing every second. Nan began sucking and slurping like nothing I had ever seen, or heard. The only sound in the cabin was Nan pleasing the huge cock with her mouth. She was trying to deep throat Dan, but the head was way to large to fit in her throat. Still, she kept trying.
I quietly walked into the room behind Nan and got very close. The roof could have fallen in and she would not have noticed. The giant cock in her mouth was her entire world. Dan began to moan.
“Here it comes, slut! Take my load and swallow it!” he groaned.
He held Nan’s head tighter to his huge member and began to shake. I stepped in close to Nan and put my face near hers as Dan began firing his missiles. Nan finally noticed me as Dan shot a load that puffed her cheeks out. She had a frantic expression as she swallowed to keep from drowning! Dan held her head on his cock and kept pumping.
After what seemed like a pint of cum was forced into Nan’s stomach, Dan pulled her head off his cock and shot a couple ropes across Nan’s face and hair. Nan gasped for air as soon as her mouth was empty. She was staring at me as Dan shoved his cock back into her mouth.
“Clean my cock off, slut. You know how to finish off a good blowjob,” demanded Dan.
Nan was sucking and then licking on Dan’s tool as she looked at me. It was as if she though she thought she was in a dream and would wake up soon.
“Who is your friend, Nan?” I asked as Dan’s cock slipped from her mouth.
She was too stunned to speak. She just looked at me as Dan rubbed his cock over her face. He played this up for all it was worth. I kept looking at Nan, even as my own cock throbbed.
“I don’t… I don’t know who he is,” she finally managed.
“You don’t know who’s cock you just sucked,” I asked. “You don’t know who just filled your belly with sperm?”
“It does sound terrible, I know, Nan admitted. “He just used the phone and then told me to give him a blowjob, and I did.”
“Did he hurt you, or threaten you, to make you do it?” I questioned. “Do you want me to call the police?”
“No!” she almost shouted. “He didn’t force me.”
All this time Dan was rubbing his cock on Nan’s cheeks and nose. I had to give Dan credit. He really knew how to push the envelope!
I stood up and went to the fridge. It was around 9:30 but I grabbed a couple beers and handed one to Dan. I opened the other and sat at the table.
“Do you care to sit down and explain to me what is going on, Nan?” I asked. “I am a bit confused.”
Nan slowly walked to the table and sat. Dan came over and stood behind her. He put a hand on her shoulders and massaged her lightly as he sipped on his beer. Nan looked a little annoyed at Dan but didn’t say anything to him. She was so shook up that the strangeness of Dan’s behavior, and mine, didn’t seem to register.
“I had my hair caught and couldn’t get loose and he got me all hot and I let him, I put him inside my vagina and have been thinking of him since,” she babbled.
As I sat there drinking my beer and listening to Nan, Dan put his beer on the table and slid his hands inside Nan’s shirt. She hadn’t worn a bra and it was obvious he was playing with her tits.
“That story didn’t make much sense, Nan,” I told her.
Dan began undoing her buttons as she tried to answer.
“I got so horny when my hair was caught and I couldn’t see that I let him fuck me with his big cock,” she managed.
Dan had her shirt open and removed it from Nan’s body. He then began concentrating on her jeans as she sat there.
I took another sip of my beer and looked at Nan. “You got horny because your hair was stuck and you were blind and a guy with a big cock comes along and fucks you? Is that what you are telling me?”
Dan picked Nan up to her feet and slid her jeans down. She wore no underwear. He then sat on the chair and pulled her onto his lap. He slid a finger inside her and began manipulating her like a puppet.
“I wasn’t blind. I couldn’t see. I think it was him, but I couldn’t see, so I don’t really know. I put him inside me because he made me want his huge cock.” Nan responded.
Dan was playing with her pussy and making all kinds of squishy noises. There was no doubt she was wet! He had two big fingers inside her and Nan was shaking.
“Nan, that story is not very believable. I know your eyesight is fine, and I also think that that cock is way too big to ever fit in your little pussy,” I stated.
Dan raised Nan up over his impressive hard on and slowly lowered her down on it.
“It does seem impossible,” Nan moaned. “It is sooo big! I don’t think it will fit!” she groaned.
Dan winked at me and kept moving Nan up and down on his shaft. He was allowing her time to adjust to his mammoth pussy pleaser. Nan was beginning to sweat and the cum Dan had shot on her face began to run. Some made its way to her left eye. She closed it as Dan worked more and more of his meat into my wife’s little slit.
“Do you mean you couldn’t see because his cum was in your eyes?” I asked. “It looks like you have that problem right now.”
“Noooo! I, it was the sink, and it was so big! I couldn’t resist!” Nan groaned as she looked at me with her good eye.
“So a big sink was hard to resist, and you were unable to see, and a big cock was all you could think about? Nan, what are you telling me?” I questioned.
Dan was almost buried to his balls and Nan was in sensory overdrive. It was obvious she was cumming steadily on his giant prick. She had one eye opened, but could no longer see.
“It is so big! I can’t help it! Fill my pussy!” she gasped.
I picked up my digital camera and took some pictures of Nan’s face, her cunt being filled, and Dan’s hands pinching her tits. She was moving on her own as Dan directed her by pulling her nipples up and down. Her ass was bottoming out on Dan now and she was in ecstasy!
Dan leaned forward without losing his place in my wife’s cunt and leaned her over the table. He then began to give her the power fucking she had received in our kitchen. Her tits were flat against the table and her good eye was starring at me, like a squid or something. I could not determine if anything registered in her brain. I sat there sipping on my beer with my face only a foot or so from Nan’s. She was groaning and moaning, but seemed unable to put voice to any thoughts.
“It seems that you were telling the truth about that cock fitting in your pussy, but you will have to come up with a better explanation, Nan,” I told her as I stood. “This is some of the best fishing weather I have ever seen and I have to get back on the lake.”
I took one backward glance as I opened the door. Dan waved with one hand as he held Nan’s hair in the other. He was giving her long, deep strokes. I had to admit to myself that he was one tremendous cocksman! Nan seemed unaware that I was leaving, or even that the world existed.
I went to my boat and fished for several hours. I was making a pass by our cabin when Dan came out and flagged me down. I turned to shore and he grabbed a pole and started for the boat.
“She fell asleep, so I thought I would catch up with you and get some fishing in,” Dan offered as he stepped into the boat. “How are they biting?”
“I have hooked a couple decent sized fish,” I responded. “I almost had a ten-pounder in my net, but the line broke before I could get him.”
“Sure,” replied Dan. “Was that before, or after, aliens came down and abducted you?”
That was the way it was between Dan and me. We were comfortable with each other and spent a couple lazy hours fishing and drinking beer. We made our way back to the cabin at dusk.
I went inside while Dan cleaned our catch. Nan was sleeping in the second bedroom. She was naked and cum was still oozing from her cleft and there was more dried on her tits and face. She must have had some workout!
I prepared things for dinner and when Dan brought the fish in, I fried them up. We had another beer with the fish dinner. It just didn’t get much better!
It was after nine and I had been up early. The water, sun, and beer had taken its toll and I was exhausted. Dan began washing the dishes as I headed for bed.
“Thanks, Dan. I am beat!” I explained. “I am hitting the sack!”
Dan looked at me and then glanced at the room in which Nan was sleeping. I shrugged my shoulders and went to bed.
It was in the small hours of the night I was awakened by the sound of the shower running. I dozed back to sleep only to feel Nan crawl into bed next to me. She lay very still and quiet, careful not to touch me. I rolled over and laid my leg on her and placed my arm on her chest and nuzzled my face into her neck and hair. I felt her relax and she reached out to hold me tightly to her. We fell asleep like that.



As light came through the window, I climbed from bed and got dressed. Nan was still sleeping. Dan was up and making pancakes when I went into the kitchen. He put a plate full in front of me as I sat down. We ate a delicious breakfast and began to clean things up.
That was when Nan came into the kitchen. She sat at the table and looked at me. I smiled at her.
“Good morning, sleepy head. You must be hungry! Would you like me to make you some pancakes?” I asked.
Dan strolled over behind Nan and began squeezing her breasts. Nan looked at his hands and then at me.
“Are you going to allow him to do this to me?” she demanded.
“You sure seemed to want it yesterday,” I replied. “You are a grown woman and can make your own decisions. Do you want him to stop?”
“Steve, I want you to make him stop! I want to be your wife, and no one else’s. I want to keep you till I die. Have I ruined that?” she asked with a tear slowly working down her cheek.
Before I could answer, she continued. “I don’t know why I gave in to this guy so easily. I don’t know why you didn’t kill him, or me, or both of us. Are you planning to divorce me?”
Dan slid his hands inside Nan’s blouse and was feeling her tits and pinching her nipples. He always pushed everything!
“Nan, I love you and certainly have no intentions of ever leaving you. Do you think you can be happy with me?” I wanted to know. “My cock is about average.”
“If you could get this fellow to release my tits, I would hug you, Steve! You are more than enough man for me!” cried Nan.
“Dan, get your hands out of her shirt and let her come to me,” I insisted. “You may have to fish without me, at least for a while!”
Dan laughed as he removed his hands, and Nan jumped up and came to me. She sat in my lap and kissed me hard.
“After you make love to me, you have some ‘splainin’ to do, Steve! It is hard to believe, but you had something to do with my seduction! I hope you got whatever you wanted. I got more than I wanted, I think!” she laughed. “I have literally had my fill of Big-boy over there. I am definitely a one-man woman now, and forever. I will be the best wife you could ever imagine.”
“You already are!” I laughed. “Don’t even try to guess what I can imagine!”
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Things had not been going well between my wife of 21 years and myself. We had begun to discuss divorce on a regular basis, and were both quite serious. We were not angry with each other. We had simply ceased to care very much.
We had one child and he was two states away in college. We had purchased a home far more expensive than we could afford years ago. Now our son was attending a very expensive private school. It seemed that debt was the sole reason we were still together.
My wife, Gwen, was still an attractive woman in her early forties. I am three years her senior and only weighed a few pounds more than I did when we were married. It just seemed that our life was consumed with trying to make ends meet and keep the façade of success, at least as many people in our culture perceive it.
Divorce was not something either of us really wanted, but it seemed that our marriage was not something we wanted very badly, either. We were simply tired and depressed with our lives. Thus, we had begun to consider divorce, but felt we were too far in debt to pursue it. We had decided to try to get our son through college and then go our separate ways. Still, we remained faithful to each other and polite. I remember hearing once that the opposite of love is apathy, not hate. I now understood that statement.
I was in sales and not exactly a top producer. I always had worked hard, but had trouble closing the deal. That kept me firmly entrenched in the middle of the company's corps of salesmen. That kept the incentives and promotions just out of reach. I was the original "Nowhere Man!"
One afternoon I was trying to convince a long time customer to increase his order. I had sold to him, and even attended a few parties with him, over the past four years. He always gave me some business, but the lion's share went elsewhere. My product was every bit as good as the competitor's and just a little cheaper. I could never understand why I couldn't get all his business. Out of frustration, I asked why he didn't send more action my way.
"You really have a good product, Hank, but the other guys throw in some incentives for me," he confided. "I send enough your way to look good to the bosses, but some of the other vendors treat me better."
"Are you saying they give kickbacks?" I asked stunned. "That is illegal as hell and could get you spending time in the big house if your company found out!"
"You asked, Hank. Now I am telling you, so listen. I don't get any money. I just get some very nice treatment from representatives of the vendors, if you know what I mean."
"Like tickets to the Giants or something?" I suggested. "Is that the sort of thing we are talking about?"
He chuckled at my question. It irked me that I appeared so dumb, or naïve, or whatever.
"I get laid, Hank. I can't rely on my good looks, so I get my suppliers to provide a little pussy for me. It may sound like a small thing, but it gets my orders," he confided. "Lately the vendors have been under closer scrutiny from their bosses over their expense accounts. That has left me horny and looking for new vendors. I don't ask for much, but I guess the whores were costing more than the guys could justify. Long story short, some fresh pussy will get my business."
"That is hard to sell to the board of directors, Charlie," I conceded. "I wouldn't even know where to find a whore and I wouldn't be able to pay her if I did."
"That is the story I hear from all my suppliers," admitted Charlie. "Then I remembered the Labor Day picnic your company invited me to attend. I recall your wife looked pretty good in a pair of shorts and a low top."
I was blindsided by that comment. The miserable bastard apparently thought I would offer my wife for an order. I was ready to drop the prick with a couple punches, when reality stepped to the front of my thinking.
What did I care if he fucked Gwen? I couldn't even remember the last time I had a piece of ass. It could mean a nice commission, which would certainly be to Gwen's benefit as well as mine.
"Are you suggesting I could secure your business if Gwen had sex with you, Charlie?" I questioned. "You will give all your orders for a piece of her ass?"
"Shit, Hank, one fuck isn't worth all my business! I don't even know if she is worth any orders," he replied.
"Gwen would give you the fuck of your life, Buddy!" I almost shouted back. "You won't get any pussy for an order or two. I can promise that!"
What the hell was I saying? Was I bargaining with my wife's pussy? How far had I sunk? Why would I think she would ever agree to such a degrading proposition? Only a total asshole would use his wife's body to make a few bucks.
"Give me half your orders and I'll let you fuck her. If you like it, you can have her again for the rest," I proposed.
"What the hell, Hank! Is her damn cunt made of gold or something?" laughed Charlie. "You give her to me for tomorrow night, all night, for half my business. We'll dicker on the rest after that. I am not going to buy a pig in the poke, so to speak. No offense," he laughed again.
"Gwen is no pig, but you're the one that wants to poke her, Charlie," I chuckled. Now I was laughing at the thought of this slob fucking my wife! I promised myself I would seek counseling as soon as I felt I could afford it.
"We have a deal, Hank. Bring her to room 432 at the Winston tomorrow evening at 8:00. I am happy to do business with you," Charlie offered his hand as he spoke.
I shook his hand and mentally kicked my own ass as I imagined how Gwen would receive this news. I would probably lose what business I had with Charlie. On the other hand, even half his orders would dramatically increase my income and the incentives would start kicking in. No guts, no glory! The real test of my salesmanship would come later, when I explained to Gwen the deal I had just struck with Charlie.
"Not to appear dense or anything, Henry, but let me see if I understand you correctly," Gwen stated quite calmly. "You made a deal with that big toad, Charlie Garner. In essence, he will give you half his orders if I spend the night with him?"
We were almost finished with dinner when I worked up the nerve to approach Gwen with deal I had struck with Charlie. She had met Charlie just once and hadn't been very impressed with him it seemed.
"That is the crux of the deal, Gwen. After that he will decide if he wants to deal for any more business," I added a bit lamely.
"You mean he will decide if I am worth any more of his business, or if he should look for sex someplace else?" asked Gwen.
It all sounded so unfeeling and cold the way Gwen stated it, but she was quite accurate.
"That is the deal Gwen. His orders would put me in a higher sales group, increase my commission cut, and start incentives kicking in. We would be able to get some of that new furniture you want, or actually take a vacation. It would be a substantial increase in our income," I assured her.
"I am trying very hard to understand this deal and what led up to it, Henry," Gwen replied. "How did you come to offer me as some kind of perc?"
So far Gwen was amazingly restrained and I began to feel a glimmer of hope. This was one sale I had to close!
"Charlie was raving about how great you looked at that party last year. He mentioned your long legs and how great your breasts looked in the low top you wore," I bubbled. "He has talked about you ever since. I knew he had a thing for you, but today he told me he would send me more business for a night with you."
"He was really that taken by me at that party?" asked Gwen. "Has he really been asking about me a lot?"
I could see this all was appealing to her vanity. Women always wonder if a man, other than their spouse, desires them.
"Gwen, you do have great breasts and legs and that outfit really showed your assets perfectly. Several guys mentioned to me how hot you looked," I recalled.
"How come you never told me about it, Henry?" insisted Gwen. "I could use an occasional compliment. You should tell me when men say these things. I wondered if anyone even noticed. Do you really think I have nice legs and breasts?"
"I should have told you, Gwen. You are right about that. You looked great and I saw a few guys checking you out when they thought it was safe," I admitted. "I can honestly say you still look great. If anything, you have improved over the years. Any weight you have gained has increased your sex appeal. Your curves are perfect."
"What a nice thing to say, Henry!" Gwen smiled. "How did Charlie know you wouldn't beat the hell out of him for suggesting I sleep with him? Am I wrong to think that a lot of husbands would be furious about a suggestion like that?"
"He knows I need his business and that I would just laugh it off if it offended me. I was pretty irked when he first suggested it, but then I started thinking," I answered. "This could help us both improve our situation, and you are a very good lover, so why not consider the proposition?"
"Henry, you pick an odd way to start complimenting me. Is it possible this will make you jealous, or be the final straw in our marriage?" Gwen asked. "Are you looking for grounds for divorce or something?"
"Gwen, I swear I would not be so low and devious, and I think you know that," I stated in my best imitation of an indignant husband. "The truth is, and it shames me to admit it, that it all turns me on. I have never thought about you with a different man. But I thought about it all afternoon and I got aroused when I did."
"It has finally come down to this, hasn't it?" asked Gwen. "We are sitting here calmly discussing me sleeping with a man to help further our financial position, and neither of us is even angry. There was a time when the very suggestion would have outraged both of us. It seems we have fallen a long ways, doesn't it?"
Gwen was right. I was more excited than insulted by Charlie's proposition and she was considering it, as she would any common business deal.
"If I go along with this crazy scheme, I will expect you to be willing to make sacrifices for our welfare and comfort. What is sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander," Gwen finished.
I felt quite safe making my next statement.
"Gwen, feel free to offer me as an incentive to promote your career any time. The only condition is I don't mess around with other men."
"I will hold you to that," laughed Gwen. "You may have a few surprises coming, yourself."
I felt a moment of concern when Gwen told me that. What did she have in mind?
"I will do it, Henry, to promote our future, but we both know it speaks volumes about our situation and character, or lack of same," frowned Gwen. "As you know, I will not do oral and that pig has to wear a condom or the deal is off."
"That is only reasonable," I assured Gwen. "I will be sure to tell him that tomorrow when I speak with him."
There goes any chance for the other half of Charlie's accounts, I realized. From what I knew about Charlie, that news would be as welcome as a turd in the punch bowl. Still, half a loaf was better than none!
That night as I lay in bed listening to Gwen sleep, I had a tremendous urge to make love to her. I hadn't felt that way in a few months, but somehow I felt I should mark my territory before Charlie explored it. I also knew that Gwen would brand me a pervert for suddenly wanting sex. The reason would be much too obvious. I spent the night wondering where the whole thing was headed and trying to determine my mental state. I finally slipped off into a dream-filled sleep.
"So, Hank, is your little whore going to keep our agreement tonight," blurted Charlie as he entered my cubicle. "I am horny as hell and plan on filling all her holes, my friend.
He delighted in my discomfort as I blushed and quickly responded, "For Christ's sake, Charlie, keep it down, would you?"
"Don't want the others to learn your trade secrets?" joked Charlie. "Don't worry there, Buddy! Your slut is way better than anything they have. You'll have the business-for-sex thing to yourself, from what I've seen."
It was odd, but I was beginning to like Charlie, in a strange way. Seldom have I met a person so completely honest about himself. Most of us profess to be offended by the suggestion of a strange piece of ass or a blow-job, especially in the White House. I knew that deep down the overwhelming number of men in the world would take a blow-job if the opportunity arose. It is just that for most of us, the opportunity never does. We condemn it publicly and pray for it privately. Charlie simply admitted his desires.
"It would be best if you don't use those names when you see Gwen, Charlie. It will really piss her off," I declared, "and you don't want that. She also said no oral and you have to use a condom."
"Fuck that cunt!" laughed Charlie. "I don't give a rat's ass what she likes, and I don't use condoms. I will ride her bareback and cum where and when I like! She's fucking me for profit, so she is a whore. Technically, she may not be a slut, yet"
"You have a point," I grinned. "I think you two will reach an understanding. I will bring her to your room at 8:00. Do you want me to pick her up in the morning?"
"No, have her bring something to wear to work the next morning," responded Charlie. "It doesn't pay to be too considerate to a slut. I'll send her off to work with a pussy full of sperm and she will be thinking about me all day."
Gwen was already packing when I got home that evening. She already planned on going straight in to work after her night with Charlie.
"You are going to take me out for a nice dinner before you drop me off to service that pig," stated Gwen. "We may as well enjoy some of our new income. Did you tell him no oral and to use a condom, Henry?"
"I sure did, Sweetheart! I told him you are a lady and expected to be treated as such!" I lied. "He will be a perfect gentleman."
"That is something you can't sell me, Henry, but thanks for telling Charlie. I hope he doesn't last too long. As heavy as he is, I suspect he will be done and sleeping in a few minutes," she added. "I will just slip out in the morning before he wakes up."
We actually enjoyed a nice dinner and chatted more than we had in months. Gwen was nervous and we both felt a bit guilty, so we made a concerted effort to keep the mood light and the conversation flowing.
At 7:56, I knocked on Charlie's door, with Gwen on my arm. Charlie answered the door, then swept it open and gestured for Gwen to step in.
As she walked by him, Charlie told her, "You look great, slut. I can't wait to fuck you senseless!"
With that he pushed the door closed, but not before I heard Gwen spit back, "Don't speak to me that way you miserable, fat fuck! I'll turn around and ..."
With that I heard the lock turning in the door. I didn't know if I should stay in case Gwen left the room and needed a ride back home, or just go home. I waited around the hall for another ten minutes, and decided they must have reached some kind of an understanding. I went home to an empty bed.
I felt hung-over as I sat at my desk the next morning. I had slept only fitfully for the second straight night. I couldn't stop thinking about Gwen and wondering what happened between her and Charlie. Did she hate me for making such a deal? Did she have a horrible time? Did they try to kill each other? Would I keep Charlie's accounts? Would I get more? Why was everything connected to the dollar for me?
It was almost eleven when Charlie strutted into my little cube. He plopped down in the only other chair and sighed.
"You are either a very smart bastard or a real dumb fuck, Hank," he began. "I haven't decided which, not yet."
"If you are asking my opinion, I'll go with smart bastard," I offered. "If you take a vote, however, dumb fuck will win in a landslide."
"How did it go?" I tried to ooze indifference as another knot formed in my gut. "Did you and Gwen hit it off ok?"
"That bitch can really suck cock!" blurted Charlie. "After we fucked every way possible, and a few ways considered impossible by many, and outlawed in most civilized countries, I woke up this morning with that whore of yours sucking me off again. She must wear you out, Hank. No wonder you were willing to turn her loose on me. It gave you a night to rest!"
"Yeah," I agreed. "That little slut sure can suck cock. She gets so much protein I think she invented the Atkins Diet."
Where did that come from? Gwen never sucked me off to completion and I knew it. I just gave away my wife for a night and was worried about what the fucker would think of me! I made a note to seek counseling even if I couldn't afford it.
"She started all the goody two-shoes shit when she first got to my room, but it wasn't long and she was begging me to fill her tight cunt with cum," chuckled Charlie. "I can't get over how tight her ass is. It feels like it's going to squeeze your dick right off, doesn't it, Hank?"
"No question there, Charlie," I agreed again. "I don't know how many guys have complimented me on how tight Gwen's asshole is. It's like stuffing a goddamn hot dog through the eye of a fucking needle."
Charlie was looking at me, wondering if he should be laughing or not. Finally he plunged on.
"I told Gwen she could finish the negotiations for the rest of my account after lunch. If that bitch shows up and plays her cards right, you have a good shot at all my accounts. It depends how well she negotiates, if you know what I mean," winked Charlie.
"That little whore knows how to bargain, Charlie," I avowed. "Just try to keep your balls."
I made a mental note to contact the company shrink as soon as Charlie left. What the hell was I saying? My emotions were so mixed, my brain froze but my mouth just kept flowing. I might get all Charlie's accounts, but he had been sucked off by my wife several times. He then fucked my wife every which way but loose. Come to think about it, Gwen was probably fucked loose, along with upside down and sideways! Should I be elated, or should I go postal? What over the counter drugs would help? My mind was reeling!
"Fucking A, Buddy," agreed Charlie. "I have to go get ready for that cock sucker wife of yours. I am going to drive a hard bargain, Hank. She won't get my business that easily. You can be sure of that."
"Way to go, Charlie!" I urged. "Make that slut earn every damn penny with that once tight ass and those cum loving lips!"
Again Charlie gave me a strange look as he left. I guess he wasn't accustomed to anyone being even cruder than he was. I opened my desk drawer and searched in vain for any mind-altering drugs. I made a note to have the water tested to see if there was something in it.
I staggered in the front door after the first 80 hour day I ever had. The clock in my cubicle had stopped moving, at least when I was looking. The day was so long I had to shave several times. I wrote a letter and received an answer!
Gwen had dinner on the table as I dropped my briefcase and jacket on the couch.
"I have steak and baked ..." she began before I interrupted.
"Did you get all Charlie's accounts?" I demanded.
Gwen flushed as she faced me and nodded in the affirmative. Then she looked down and waited to hear my response.
"You slut!" I yelled as I grabbed her arm and dragged her to our bedroom. "I am going to fuck you silly,"
Gwen turned red and opened her mouth to form a response, but I would have none of it as my mouth covered hers. I kissed her hard for minutes and then pushed her onto the bed.
"Get those clothes off and show me the Gwen that Charlie had last night, and this afternoon. You are my wife and my slut and I am going to reap the benefits!"
"Yes, Master!" laughed Gwen. "It seems my skills as a negotiator are beginning to be appreciated. I'll mmmph," she gagged.



It seems she hadn't learned to talk with a cock in her mouth... yet!
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"So tell me, Doc, am I a sick fuck or what?" I asked as I paused in the middle of my story. My tale was my reason for the appointment with the company shrink.
"I am not here to judge your actions," replied the man in the big leather chair.
Why do these guys always sit in the big chairs while you lay on some uncomfortable sofa-type thing?
"Is it possible the company has been putting some kind of shit in my water or coffee or blasting me with subliminal messages somehow?" I asked. "It seems pretty weird that I not only traded my wife's ass for a contract, but it has made me hornier than a 6-peckered Billy goat, doesn't it?"
The guy just looked at me and nodded. They never answer direct questions! They answer questions with questions.
"Have you always used such, ah, interesting phrases," he questioned.
"What the hell kind of a question was that?" I wondered. Then I realized it was something new for me. Perhaps the doctor had hit on something!
"I started doing it after watching Dan Rather cover the election in 2000," I answered. "Before that, never. Do you think he is the one using subliminal stuff on me, Doc? I never even thought of that son of a bitch. Well, butter my ass and call me a biscuit!"
Water sprayed all over the carpet as the shrink lost control of his Fox Ledge water as he was sipping it. He quickly grabbed a cloth and wiped the drool off his face. He spent a few seconds composing himself.
"Go on, Henry. Excuse my little accident," he offered.
"Sure, Doc. It just seems that a normal man, which I once thought myself to be, would never use his wife for financial gain, and if he was a low enough prick to do so, it would never make him hornier than when he was 22. I was wondering if I need some sort of medication to counteract whatever the hell is going on," I suggested.
"Is this where you and your wife are at present? Have you discussed it with her, Henry? How does Gwen feel about the situation? Are you a relatively normal couple, beside this slight digression?" he quizzed.
"About as normal as stink on shit, Doc," I announced. "Except for the whole gigolo thing I have stumbled into."
"Perhaps you should continue your story, Henry," suggested the shrink. "There appears to be more than I have thus far been told."
"You don't know the half of it, Doc. This is how I remember the series of events that brought me to this couch," I responded.
"After I fucked the hell out of Gwen when she got the contract, we began to actually talk to each other. You must know, as a trained professional, that indicates some sort of mental illness in a married man. This is how it all happened."
(With that I did my best to tell a factual account of my twisted life.)
As Gwen filled me in on the results of her "negotiations" with Charlie, I realized that she had really done a great deal to increase my ranking in the sales department. She was going to spend a Friday/Saturday night weekend with Charlie at his hotel every quarter. That was when Charlie's travels brought him to our area.
She admitted to looking forward to her next tryst with the somewhat pudgy womanizer. It was flattering that he wanted her so badly, and although his approach to sex was incredibly coarse and crude, she discovered she enjoyed it immensely. Neither of us had ever suspected it, but Gwen got off on being used and enjoyed as a woman, or more accurately, as an object of lust. Especially when she was given no choice. That seemed to remove the guilt that society has worked so diligently to create. If she had no choice, she could be the wanton woman.
We began having sex, and sometimes even making love, much more often. My libido was cranked back 20 years. I couldn't get enough of Gwen and she enjoyed my attentions immensely. This was the catalyst to a better relationship on every level. Reducing financial stress also helped tremendously. In less than two weeks we were much more attentive and feeling closer to each other.
Then, at dinner one evening, Gwen slipped a bombshell into our mealtime conversation.
"I will pack your suitcase for you, Henry. I promised Regina that you would go with her Friday to the trade convention in Kansas City," she smiled.
I almost choked on my mashed potatoes. Good thing for me she didn't make them baked.
"Excuse me?" I asked. "I don't remember anything about agreeing to go to Kansas City with that goddamn prune you work for. What are you talking about?"
"We agreed back when I slept with that big toad, Charlie, that we would be willing to do whatever it took to help each other's career," smiled Gwen. "I think you have to admit that I have kept my end of that agreement very well. Now I am asking you to do as much for me."
"What are you saying? Am I supposed to fuck the iceberg you work for?" I asked. "I don't think I'll be able to get it up for that witch."
"I expect you to accompany her and do whatever you can to help her land more contracts. She and I never actually spoke about sex. It is more like an escort, but an escort with a brain," stated Gwen.
I had not told her about the stuff in the water or the subliminal brainwashing I had been deluged with. She never even watched Dan Rather. Gwen still thought I was pretty smart. These bastards are pretty clever! Somehow they made it so no one else could tell my brain was mush.
"I don't know anything about women's clothes and fashion," I whined. "You know that better than anyone!"
"Regina knows the business end better than you could ever believe, Henry," Gwen insisted. "Her problem is dealing with the buyers. Her father always did that when he was alive. Since he died two years ago, we have been in a bit of a tailspin as far as getting orders is concerned. Regina was telling me how she dreaded this weekend. I felt she should be looking forward to seeing some customers and getting new orders. We had a long talk and I told her you would be delighted to use your expertise to help her, us, to increase our market share."
"My 'expertise' as you call it, is having my sweet-assed wife sleep with some fat slug," I reminded Gwen. "I am certain it won't work with Regina. I bet she hasn't had sex since Malcolm left. Guys don't exactly line up to get in her pants."
"Henry, you are much better at sales than you give yourself credit for, and if you do get into Regina's panties, she will be turned on to sex forever. You are a very good lover!" Gwen insisted. "Malcolm was just trying to marry his way to the top and Regina fell for it, briefly. I guess it made her very suspicious of men, although it has been around 12 years. She needs to get past that fear and have some fun."
"I am not sure I want to be the one to show her any fun, Gwen," I admitted. "She seems so condescending and proper, like her shit doesn't stink. I am not looking forward to this weekend."
"That sounds like you have accepted the fact you are going!" gushed Gwen. "Come into the living room and let me show my appreciation for your sacrifice, Sweetheart. Perhaps a nice slow blowjob will be a good start."
This was the reason I couldn't dislike Charlie. My sweet wife had discovered she is an excellent, and very willing, cock sucker. I graciously accepted the bribe Gwen offered.
As I sat next to Regina on the plane, I looked her over carefully. She wore a dull gray pantsuit with a jacket that buttoned to her throat. Her hair was pulled back in a bun of some kind and she had no makeup on her face. It was as though she made a strong effort to not be attractive.
"You are looking at me like I am a side of beef or something, Henry. I want you to understand that you are escorting me on business and will have your own room," she stated. "Do not presume you will have any liberties with me. Remember you are a married man, and treat me with the proper respect."
She was frying my ass already and we had barely taken off! How long was this weekend going to seem?
"I was checking to see if your tits were showing at all, Regina. You have so much on, I can't tell if you actually have a nice set or if it is just the jacket bulging out from the way you sit," I replied quite calmly.
Whatever the water, or Dan Rather, had done to me made me quite forward and randy. Maybe it was from watching a slob like Charlie turn Gwen into some kind of sex maniac. Whatever it was, it even made Regina seem like she could be an enjoyable piece of ass, if she were gagged.
"You will not look at, or discuss, my breasts in any way, at any time!" she gasped.
As she spoke she smoothed her jacket to show there was something beside air forcing the lapels outward.
"They actually look fairly large now that you smoothed your jacket," I smiled. "I want you to unbutton your jacket so I can see better."
Regina looked at me with her withering stare and I just looked back, occasionally glancing down at her chest. I amazed myself. I never flinched. I was doing my best James Bond imitation and it actually paid off, as she slowly slid her right hand up and unbuttoned her jacket.
"That is much better, Regina. It appears that your tits are quite adequate," I allowed. "I want you to wear things to accentuate them the rest of this trip. Men love a nice set of tits and you have them, so we need to use them."
Regina turned red, but I could tell she was pleased if somewhat flustered. She turned back to reading her magazine without another word. I was reeling mentally. Perhaps Dan had given me super powers or something!
About half an hour later, Regina asked me to allow her access to the aisle so she could visit the bathroom.
"When you come back, Regina, you can wear your jacket, but I want you to remove your bra," I stated firmly.
Again she gasped slightly and blurted in a subdued tone, "you seem to be laboring under some false hope that I will be your concubine this weekend. I will not remove any garments, nor will I follow any instructions you issue!"
We were in a row with two seats and she was in a crouch under the baggage compartment overhead. I grabbed her wrist and pulled her over my lap and gave her three quick spanks. They were fast and hard. I just as quickly stood her back up and allowed her to leave. Her face was as red as I imagined her ass to be. The couple across the aisle was sleeping and no one seemed to even notice anything. I had been decisive and fast and so far, had gotten away with it.
It was ten minutes or more before Regina returned to our row and indicated she wanted me to move so she could have her seat. Her jacket was buttoned all the way up again.
"Either give me your bra or unbutton the jacket so I can tell it has been removed," I whispered to her.
Regina looked around and then reached into her pocket and handed me her folded bra. Smiling, I accepted it and stood up to allow her access to her seat.
After we were both seated, I looked at her until she returned my attention. I then looked down at her chest and back to her eyes and arched my eyebrows a little. Then I resumed my stare. Slowly she reached up and unbuttoned her jacket.
I was completely unprepared for what I saw. Her blouse was close to transparent and her nipples were hard and trying to tear through the silk. Her tits were bigger than I had imagined and were very firm. This 40'ish woman had no apparent sag! Gone was the crone I had accompanied at the beginning of the trip! I was seated next to a rather voluptuous woman. As I stared, Regina sat very still, but her nipples seemed to get even harder and press against her blouse more.
"They are exquisite," I told her.
Regina suddenly broke into a big smile as she responded, "I was afraid they would be too big, or my nipples too hard, and you would laugh at me. I am so relieved that you like them!"
"You have a great deal to learn about men, my big breasted traveling companion," I told her. "I will consider it an honor to teach you about them this weekend."
Regina just smiled back and slid her hand into mine. I had her leave her jacket unbuttoned as we left the plane and walked through the airport. I pointed out to Regina how some of the men were taking long glances at her chest. She would never have noticed them on her own.
When we got to the hotel we walked up to the counter. Regina produced her credit card and explained how she had reserved two rooms. The young fellow showing us to our rooms seldom took his eyes off Regina's nipples. When we got to Regina's room I tipped the kid and told him I would find my own room later. He left with an erection and a grin.
"I want you to take you clothes off now, Regina. You have been teasing me for a couple hours with those beautiful tits and I want to see them now," I told her.
She just looked at me as she began to undress. I simply watched. She was nervous, but did as I bade. Her hips were a little wide, but went well with her ample cleavage. Her pussy was neatly trimmed and appeared wet. I found it difficult to believe this was the same woman I had known for almost 15 years.
I walked to her and took the pins out that held her hair up. It fell down around her shoulders and seemed to have a natural wave. Her hair was a dirty blonde but had a wonderful luster and suddenly, I was with an extremely desirable woman.
"Now I want you to undress me," I instructed.
Regina moved as if in a trance as she removed my jacket and tie. Then she unbuttoned my shirt and pulled it from my back. She reached down and released my belt, unsnapped my dockers and allowed then to drop to the floor. Regina then went to her knees to untie my shoes and remove them along with my socks and the trousers. Finally I was standing before her in my boxers. My cock was straining to free itself as she slowly put her fingers inside my waistband and slid my shorts down. As she slid them down, it forced my prick to face downward until they cleared it. Then it sprang back to full attention, inches from her face.
I couldn't tell if it was surprise or shock that I saw on her face. She no longer paid me any attention. I was almost jealous of my cock. Regina only had eyes for my stiff seven-inch rod. Her breathing seemed to quicken as she slowly reached out to touch my cock head. Her hands seemed tiny as she wrapped them around my love muscle. She bent the head to her mouth and licked it. She pulled her tongue back to her mouth and seemed to savor the taste.
Slowly Regina raised her eyes to mine and asked, "Is it ok if I suck it? I never knew a cock could be so beautiful," she added.
In many ways, I felt like I was with a young girl, an ingénue really. She seemed so innocent but so anxious to learn as she began to suck my cock with an ardor I had never seen. Watching my wife's boss swallow my sword quickly put me over the top. I simply moaned to warn Regina I was ready to explode.
To my eternal surprise and pleasure, she never slowed down and devoured every little swimmer I could muster. Finally, after my cock had shrunk way down, she allowed it to fall from her mouth.
I helped her to her feet as she looked at me with some fear in her eyes.
"I hope you don't think I am some shameless slut, Henry. I swear I have never done anything like that before, not even when I was married," she added. "I hope you don't think less of me!"
"You are my little slut, and I think more of you than you can imagine," I responded. "You are simply allowing yourself the pleasure of being a woman, of pleasing a man, and pleasing yourself. Now lie down and spread your legs. I want you to feel the same for me."
Regina smiled as she followed my directive. I plunged headfirst into her little honey pot and explored her with my mouth, tongue, and fingers. I lost count of how many times she came. When it seemed she could stand no more, I slid back up her body and positioned my hard cock at her entrance.
"You have to tell me if you want my cock," I told her. "I need to hear you ask me to fuck you or I will climb off."
"Henry, make me your whore!" she cried. "Fuck me hard, like the tramp I have become, please!"
Being a reasonable man, I felt that was close enough and I plunged into her cunt all the way to the hilt. Regina came before I reached bottom and she continued as I fucked her fast and hard. If I hadn't seen it, I would never have believed a woman could have such steady, powerful orgasms. Regina's pussy was tight and it spasmed again and again on my cock. I could feel my balls tighten as I slammed into her and I came within a couple minutes. She clutched me to her as I emptied myself inside her. I don't know if she fell asleep or passed out, but she went limp before my soft cock plopped from her wet slit.
That set the tone for the weekend. We went down to the hotel restaurant for dinner and a couple drinks. Regina was chatting like a schoolgirl and was radiant. I suggested we have another drink at the bar, but she practically begged me to take her back to the room to fuck her. I am nothing if not considerate, so I acquiesced.
Later, as we lay naked in bed, we had a long discussion about her goals at the convention. Regina admitted she didn't wear her own trendy fashions any place, at any time. To me, that is like an American autoworker driving a Toyota to the GM plant. The next morning we were up early and had a quick breakfast and then I dropped her off in a beauty salon. I picked her up in 40 minutes and the change was dramatic!
"Regina! You are an incredibly beautiful woman!" I raved. "You are to die for!"
She beamed as she thanked me and blushed. Next we went to a boutique that carried some of Regina's line and squeezed her into a couple outfits. I left that shop with a woman that created a stir as she walked into the hotel lobby. The convention was ready to begin, so we returned to her room for her notes and presentations.
"Will you help me sell my line to these people, Henry?" she pleaded. "I am so nervous. I don't think my business can last another year if I don't start getting more orders."
"Regina, I will be at your side, but I don't know anything about your product. I do know that there cannot be a better advertisement than you, right now, right here," I assured her. "Have some faith. When you get a man's ear, he will pay very close attention."
Regina was a bit timid as we began to circulate and chat up her line to possible buyers. The warm reception she received combined with her knowledge of her product induced quite a few new buyers to place orders with her. As Regina's confidence grew, I drifted farther into the background. I know from my years on the planet that a lovely woman is far more persuasive if she is unaccompanied and appears somewhat attainable. By mid-afternoon I was simply watching Regina from a distance, trying to be prepared if she needed me, but not obvious.
A couple times I took her aside and suggested she go change into one of the other outfits from her line we had picked up. Every time she did, she took a new wave of orders. I admired how she made sure to touch men on their arms and shoulders as she spoke with them. I had explained how men respond to the touch of a beautiful woman, even in a non-erogenous zone, because all nerves lead to a man's head (small head) when he is near a lovely woman. Men rely on the small head to do most of their thinking.
It was well after midnight when Regina finally said her goodnights to the few remaining buyers at the convention and we headed for her room.
"I suspect you could have had your choice tonight," I told her as we stood in the elevator. "You really are quite lovely, Regina."
"I have never been propositioned so much in my entire life," she admitted. "But then, I have never actually been propositioned at all before! I did have many choices tonight, and I made my selection. I am so glad you are an option, Henry."
We spent most of the night fucking like teens and slept in the next morning. We barely caught our 1 PM flight home. When we got off the plane, Gwen was waiting to pick us up. I wrestled with our bags as Regina walked out to locate Gwen. Regina actually walked up to Gwen and spoke her name before Gwen knew it was Regina.



"Jesus! Regina, you look fantastic! I didn't recognize you, but I was thinking that there was a woman that made our clothes look great. I even thought about asking you to do some ads for us!" gushed Gwen. "I don't know what to say, except, wow!"
Regina turned and asked me to wait where I was while she spoke with Gwen. They walked a short distance away and I saw Regina say something to Gwen and they both looked at me. Then Gwen laughed and hugged Regina. They chatted briefly. That seemed to open the floodgates for Regina and she began laughing and crying at the same time. They hugged again and came back to where I waited.
"Well, stud," laughed Gwen. "It looks like you will have something to occupy your time while I am taking care of Charlie. Regina seems to think you have saved my job and it is likely I will be getting a raise. I did have to promise you for a weekend every quarter. I knew you wouldn't mind!"
That was a trip I won't soon forget!
"So, Doc, what the fuck is wrong with me?" I asked. "Can you cure me?"
His answer was short and much less professional than I ever expected.
"Your problem is you are a dumb fuck!" he almost shouted. "You are fucking two beautiful women and complaining about the goddamn water and Dan Fucking Rather! I think I can declare you insane, if you like, for even thinking you have a fucking problem. As for a cure, spend a night with the damn pig I married! She's so ugly she'd drive a dog off the gut wagon! You'd never fucking complain again. Now get you buttered ass out of my office!"
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"Please, Clint, please?" Barb begged as I prepared for bed. "I promise no one will know I am even there! I can get my mom to take care of Cindy and Kyle."
"Barb, the boss was extremely clear on this. He wants no wives anywhere near this convention. He suggested that he would fire anyone that brought their wife," I responded. "I know you always wanted to see San Francisco, but it will not be the weekend our company is there."
"I'll suck your cock, Darling. You always wanted me to do that," she teased. "If you take me I'll suck you off both nights, and even swallow!"
"Do you like living in a nice house? Do you like having a good car? Do you like being able to stay home and take care of the children?" I asked. "You know we cannot afford to lose this job! I was one of 250 applicants, for Christ's sake, Barb! I've only been there for a couple weeks."
Still the thought of Barb finally sucking me off after 12 years of marriage was a real temptation! She was a loving and sweet wife, but not willing to experiment or go much beyond the missionary position.
"I know I am being selfish, Clint, but one know I have always dreamed of going to Chinatown and Fisherman's Wharf and seeing the Golden Gate Bridge. Now you will be seeing all that while I am watching your children," she added.
Ever notice that they are your kids when the do something wrong or require some sacrifice. The minute the kid finds the cure for cancer, hits 75 home runs, or starts an internet company worth billions, it becomes her child.
"I promise I will take you there in the next couple years, Sweetheart. This is a business trip for me and I will not be sight seeing," I reminded her.
"Well, then I promise to suck you off sometime in the next couple of years, Clint," she laughed. "We both have something to look forward to now."
The next two weeks went quickly as I adjusted to my new job and prepared for my first trip for the company. I did not tell Barb that the reason the boss wanted no wives, under any conditions, was that he wanted all of us, and especially himself, to be free to get laid a few times without fear that someone would tell his wife, or anyone's wife. He well knew that once one woman found out what went on, all of them would know soon enough.
The boss, Ralph Lister, made it a point to stop in and make certain I understood the rule about a week before we were scheduled to leave.
"Yes sir," I answered. "My wife took it really hard because she always wanted to see San Francisco, but I explained it was not possible,"
"You did the right thing, Clint. I would not be happy to learn any of my employees went against my wishes here," agreed the boss. "I assume your wife is young and attractive and will have many years to enjoy trips with you."
"She is a looker, Mr. Lister, I have to admit. I'll have to introduce you sometime. You'll see I am not stretching it at all," I bragged.
Lister nodded and wandered down the hall, deep in thought. I could almost see the wheels turning. That was why he was so successful. He was always planning and preparing. He bragged that he could predict a person's actions after just hearing them described by a few other people. It was the reason he was so adept at negotiating.
We were scheduled to catch our flight early Friday morning and spend Saturday and Sunday in the hotel at the trade convention. We were leaving for home Monday morning.
The cab was waiting for me as I kissed Barb good-bye. She was trying to be a good sport but I could see it was eating her up inside.
"Remember, Barb, I have promised you will see San Francisco, and it will be sooner than you think," I pledged. "I love you and I will think of you all the time."
"You had better be thinking of me and how you will be showing me that town some day, Mister," she sighed. "I love you, too. Be careful and think of me."
I kissed her and hopped into the cab. It was a long flight and I was exhausted when we finally got to our hotel. I ate a quick meal with Mr. Lister and the other fellows and went to my room. I was glad we each had our own room. The other guys sounded like they were going to be carousing most of the night. I tried calling home and there was no answer. I left a message as I wondered where Barb and the kids were.
I had been sleeping for a few hours when I heard a knock at my door. Surprised I went over and opened it. To my eternal damnation and surprise, Barb rushed into my room!
"Barb! What the hell are you doing here?" I demanded. "How did you get here? Did anyone see you?"
"I flew out on the very next flight, Clint. A courier showed up right after you left and handed me a round trip ticket to San Francisco! I had won some kind of drawing, or something. I didn't have time to read it too closely. I called my mom and gave her the kids, packed a little overnight bag and caught the plane," she babbled. "Now I am in San Francisco!"
"Barb, Mr. Lister made me swear I would not bring my wife! If he catches you here, I will be fired. Those guys are going to be hiring hookers and don't want any wives to find out," I explained. If they find my wife here, I will be screwed!"
"They should all be ashamed of themselves," opined Barb. "I have half a notion to tell their wives!"
"Now you see why they do not want any wives!" I almost screamed. "These guys will be with working girls all weekend and do not want their wives to know. Do you understand that? If you tell on them, they will know you were here!"
"They never saw me, Clint. Tell them I am a cousin," suggested Barb.
"Damn it, Barb! That lie wasn't very good in high school. It would not fool any body. There is no way I can explain you being here in my room!" I groaned. "I will be fired. I may as well accept it."
"I have an idea, Clint! You said all the men will have working girls in their room. No one in your group has ever seen me, so they won't know I am not some whore you hired!" beamed Barb.
"So you are going to pretend to be a whore?" I asked. "What happens when they meet my wife in a week or two, or next month? Am I going to tell them I brought a whore back to be my wife and raise my kids? Did I kill their mother, or did she run off with an internet lover?"
"I saw a wig shop in the lobby, Clint! Hurry down and get a red one," she urged. "I will be a red headed whore this weekend. I will be touring the city all day and hide in the room all night, so no one is likely to even see me. Hurry down and get the wig! While you are gone, I will order some room service and take a shower."
It was a really weak plan, but I was not able to think of a better one. I grabbed my wallet and hurried down to the wig shop. I was surprised that it was only 8:30. Then I remembered the time change. It was like 11:30 on the east coast. I bought a cheap, very red wig, and quickly returned to the room.
Barb was just coming out of the shower as I returned. She was wrapped in a towel and I admired how good she looked. After 12 years, she still had a tight ass and perky tits. They weren't huge, but they were very adequate. I showed her the wig and she went to the mirror to try it on. I had to admit that it did make her look different, and very sexy! Just then there was a knock on the door.
"That must be room service," offered Barb. "I'll put on a robe. Be sure you tip him."
How the hell could a married man ever survive without his wife to issue instructions for all social occasions? I checked the peephole and saw a hotel employee looking back. I opened the door to let him in. As he pushed a cart in, he was followed by Mr. Lister! Barb was standing near the bathroom in her wig and a robe and he saw her immediately. I knew the jig was up!
I dejectedly handed the delivery guy a five-dollar bill and he left. I knew the shit was about to hit the fan.
"Would you care to introduce me to the lady, Foster? She appears to be quite comfortable here in your room," he pointed out.
My brain froze as I looked from Barb back to my soon-to-be former boss.
"This is B..B.."
"Betty!" Barb almost shouted. "I am Betty, and how are you, sir?" she asked.
I am Ralph Lister, Miss. Pleased to meet you," he offered as he strode across the room to shake Barb's hand.
Barb thought she was thinking on her feet, but I felt the earth collapsing under mine with her next sentence.
"Hello, Ralph," she smiled. "I was just going to entertain Clint here for the night. He is very generous, if you know what I mean."
"I do indeed, Betty," gushed my boss. "How generous is he, if I may ask?"
I have no idea where Barb was getting her numbers, but she had them.
"Oh, he is about a thousand dollars generous," she smiled. "I don't come cheap."
"I guess you don't, but I can see you are well worth it," responded Mr. Lister. "Clint you don't mind if I toss in another thousand and sample this lady's charms also, do you?"
I was flabbergasted! Now what? Barb had that deer-in-the-headlight look as she struggled for a response.
"I meant a thousand a night and Clint has asked me to stay both nights," Barb still attempted a smile.
"I can certainly understand why he would, Betty," smiled Lister.
He pulled out his wallet and counted out four, five hundred dollar bills and tossed them on the dresser. Barb went pale and I was ready to shit.
Lister walked over to Barb and gently removed her robe. She was too flustered to resist. I could see her trying to think of an out, but Lister was not to be denied! All she wore was a pair of black bikini undies. He reached out and grabbed Barb by her lovely tits and squeezed. He pulled down on Barb's nipples and she winced and dropped to her knees. He unzipped his pants and pulled out a respectable cock, already beginning to harden.
"Suck my cock, whore!" he hissed.
He grabbed Barb by the back of her wig-covered head and pulled her to his stiffening member. She looked at me for some sign, or some way out, but I was stumped. As the cock brushed her lips, Barb opened her mouth and took Lister inside!
"This is quite the little cocksucker you found Foster," he chuckled. "Watch this whore deep throat my cock."
With that he began pushing Barb's head farther and farther onto his slab of meat. She was drooling and making some strange noises as she had his cock forced down her throat. Eventually Lister found a rhythm he liked and a depth that pleased him and he settled into a serious face fucking.
"Come around here, Clint," he directed. "I want you to see this nasty whore swallow my cum."
Then he spoke to Barb, "I want you to hold it in your mouth, slut, until I tell you to swallow, understand?"
He jerked her head back so Barb was looking at his face with about half his cock in her mouth. I had never seen her look so wanton and sexy. My cock was as swollen as it could get! Barb nodded slightly and Lister went back to jerking himself off with her throat. Suddenly he held his cock buried to the hilt in Bar's throat and his cock jerked. I knew he was feeding my wife his spunk. He backed her head off until just his cock head was in her mouth. Barb gasped for breath though her nose as Lister pumped more sperm into her mouth. After what seemed like a full minute, he pulled his cock from her.
"Let me see my cum on your tongue," he ordered.
Barb opened her mouth and Lister and I both could see she had quite a mouth full. He smiled down at Barb and patted her on her head.
"Very good, you slut!" he praised. "Now you get your reward. You may swallow my cum!"
It sounded more like an order than a reward and Barb started swallowing. It appeared to take her a few tries to get it all down, but she did it. I was so turned on I almost came in my shorts.
As soon as she finished, Barb jumped up and ran into the bathroom. We could hear her brushing and then gargling.
Lister looked at me and laughed, "I like a whore with good oral hygiene!"
Barb opened the door and walked hesitantly back into the room. She was still wearing nothing but a pair of bikini panties.
"It is good to see you are so health conscious, Betty," boomed Lister. "Now get over here and suck Clint's cock. I am sure he is hard as hell watching you suck my cock so well."
Barb slowly walked over to me and, when she thought Lister could not see her face, shot a glare at me that would freeze Hell. I was too horny to try to stop now. If she didn't like the game she had plunged herself into, she could quit. She knew she would get me fired if she did, so technically, she was a hooker. It was all about the money!
"Drop to your knees and suck my cock, slut," I ordered. "Show me how you love cum."
If looks could kill, I would have fallen dead right there. But Lister was coming around next to her and placed a hand on Barb's shoulder and pushed. Barb dropped to her knees. I was still in my boxers and Barb slowly lowered them. I think she was surprised to see how engorged my guy was. She looked up at me with her eyes wide and then began to take me into her mouth.
"This slut is some cocksucker, isn't she Clint?" asked Lister.
I thought it was a rhetorical question and just concentrated on the pleasure I was receiving. Then Lister kneeled behind Barb and lowered her panties. I saw her eyes get big as he pulled them off one leg and then the other, but she kept sucking my cock.
He then dropped onto his back and slid between her legs and buried his face in my wife's sweet pussy. Barb gasped and let my cock drop from her mouth as she looked between her legs to see Lister looking back up at her. His hands were holding her ass and he appeared to be getting some serious penetration with his tongue. Barb moaned a little and pulled my dick back inside her mouth. Then she seemed to get more serious about sucking my cock. I noticed that her movements mirrored Lister's exactly. The faster he moved his head and tongue, the faster Barb would bob on my pole.
Then she began to moan as an orgasm swept over her. It was too much for me and I felt my balls tighten and my load headed for the exit! Barb had pulled back from my cock to gasp for air as her orgasm hit, and my cock spit spunk all over her cheek and left eye. That brought her mind back to me and she stuffed my exploding cock back in her mouth and sucked me dry! Lister was still probing Barb with his tongue and then he brought a hand around and slid two fingers inside her. Barb was writhing on his face and sucking my now deflated cock like it was the source of life.
I gently pulled out and quickly sat down before I fell down. My knees were actually shaking! I watched as Lister tormented Barb for at least another three minutes. Her orgasms were continuous and she had a sheen of sweat covering her body. Finally Lister pushed her ahead and off his face. Barb collapsed on her hands and knees, desperately trying to catch her breath.
Lister sat up and swung around on his knees to face her lovely ass. He grabbed her hips and slammed his cock home before Barb even knew what was happening.
"Aghhh!" she moaned as she started in with her orgasms again. Lister was power fucking her doggy-style and she was swinging back to meet him. His hands left her hips and found her nipples. He pulled her back to him as he pinched her buds and she moaned even louder.
"I am going to give you another load slut," groaned Lister as he pumped. "That pussy is trying to milk my cock!"
Barb somehow focused long enough to realize she could get pregnant from this man fucking her. I had a vasectomy after our second child was born and she did not use birth control!
"Don't,, don't come inside me!" she pleaded.
"I won't if you swing around and suck my cock when I pull out, whore," promised Lister. "Are you ready to suck my cock?"
"Yes!" was all Barb said.
The sweat was now dripping off her nipples and pooling on the carpet. Just then Lister pulled his cock from Barb's cunt and she swung around and engulfed it like a child nursing from its mother. Lister remained still as and his hands at his sides as Barb sucked his cock.
He smiled down at her and chuckled, "Here comes another load, you dirty cocksucker! Don't spill any!"
I could see his shaft throb and Barb swallow to keep up. She kept him in her mouth for a full minute and then allowed it to fall from her mouth. She looked around dazed. My sperm still coated her face but was beginning to mix with her sweat and run down her cheek. My cock had turned to stone as I watched Lister fuck her and I knew I had to relieve it!
I stood, caught Barb under her arms and picked her up. I tossed her on her back on the bed and pushed her legs apart. She was making strange noises, but nothing that made any sense as I plunged my cock into her steaming pussy. I was a bit thicker than Lister and it was very tight as I went in. I held her legs up and her heels far apart and slammed her mercilessly. At this point, Barb seemed to be going in and out of consciousness. Her head flopped back and forth and drool and sperm dribbled from her mouth. I had never fucked her so deep, so hard and so fast!
I was ready to shoot when I remembered that she didn't want Lister to cum inside her. I had to pretend the same rules applied to me. I pulled out and slid up her chest. I pinched her tits together and began fucking them. After about four strokes I started to cum and I put my cock head on her face. It pulsed cum on her lips and all over her chin. To my surprise, Barb opened her mouth and sucked my cock in. She held it there until it began to shrink again.
I flopped off Barb and collapsed next to her on the bed. I remember hearing Lister close the door when he left.
I awoke just as I had fallen asleep. I was naked and my cock was a bit crusty. Barb was a mess. There was cum all over her face and chest. Her pussy looked a bit swollen. She was still sleeping so I staggered off to the bathroom. It was almost time to get up anyway. I took a nice long shower and shaved. I felt much better and was considering the chances of waking Barb and going another round. Recalling her performance with Lister the previous evening made me hard. Barb had finally sucked my cock! I wondered if I would ever be able to get her to do it again.
I opened the door and turned the corner in the room to see Barb on her hands and knees on the bed sucking on Lister's cock! He smiled at me and beckoned me over.
This cocksucker you found is fantastic! Look at her work on her breakfast," he chuckled. "There is nothing better than a first class whore. They know how to please a man, don't they, Clint?"
I was naked and my cock was throbbing, so I just nodded to Lister and climbed behind Barb and slid into her very wet slit. She just moaned and pushed back against me. I reached around and pinched her nipples the way I had seen my boss pinch them. Barb started moaning and her cunt contracted on me. It was almost painful as she milked my cock as she sucked on Lister. I squeezed her tits harder and slammed into for all I was worth. Her orgasms were running together as she was ridden from both ends. I could stand only so much and had to cum.
"Switch!" I yelled as I pulled out and swung Barb off Lister's cock and guided her head to mine. She never missed a beat and took as much of my cock as she could into her mouth just as I went over the edge. She was suckling me like a babe as Lister pounded her cunt. Once again I had to gently pull my cock from her mouth and sit down to catch my breath.
Lister began slapping her ass every time she pushed back against him. It just seemed to spur Barb on. She moved faster, seemingly, to receive more slaps. Her ass was red and she was constantly moaning.
"You like my cock, don't you whore?" he demanded. "Tell me you love my cock!"
"I love your cock!" Barb admitted (Too quickly, I thought.) "I am your whore. Please fuck me! I want you to feed me your cum. You taste sooo good!"



This was more than the boss could take as he pulled out of Barb's cunt and once again she swung around and gobbled down his pulsing tube. I could see her swallow as his cock twitched in her mouth. Finally, she allowed his spent casing to fall from her lips.
"Foster, it is almost time for the proceedings to start. Go down and get your material," he ordered. "I will be a bit late. I am going to take a shower with this little slut."
With that he grabbed Barb's wrist and pulled her to her feet. She looked at me as she went past and slightly shrugged her shoulders. I quickly got dressed and went into the bathroom to comb my hair. The shower was running and I could hear Barb moaning again as I tried to see through those damn opaque shower doors. What an erotic sight! She appeared to be bent over and he was fucking her from behind. I took that vision down to the convention.
The entire day, I never saw the boss again. My mind was whirling as I wondered what he and Barb were doing. I thought of the old joke when I realized that if I snuck back to my room to see my wife, I would be caught skipping part of the convention by the boss. I decided to just tough it out till five.
I got back to the room in record time and found packages all over. Barb was sleeping again and again there was sperm on her chin and cheek. I gently shook her awake. It took a few seconds but she finally focused. Then she became very nervous as she wiped her chin off.
"Are you going to divorce me, Clint?" she asked. "I am so sorry about this! I almost cost your job and I have been a whore for your boss. You must hate me! It's just that I got caught up in the role I was playing and you two were so sexy. Please give me another chance, Clint. I am so sorry!"
I pulled my dick out. I had been tempted to jerk-off in the bathroom all day, but I decided to save it for Barb. I held it in front of her face. Without another word she took it into her mouth. She actually made love to my cock and she took her time doing it. She was careful to back off every time I came close. Finally she gave me release and gently swallowed all my seed.
"Does this mean I will continue to treated like a whore, or that you forgive me, Clint?" she asked.
"Both! You will continue to be my little slut, and I will love you forever," I assured her. "After this trip, you will not be selling that ass unless I decide you can, understand?"
"Clint! I cannot believe what a wonderful husband you are! I am so lucky and so proud to be the mother of your children, your wife, your lover, and your very own nasty little slut!" she declared.
"Ralph, I mean Mr. Lister, took me shopping after he fucked my brains out this morning. We toured all over the city and he bought me some wonderful clothes and souvenirs. He is really a very nice man and very considerate, except he can't stop fucking me!" Barb admitted with a wry smile. "I think I should give him his money back and tell him that I promised you sole rights to this little ass tonight."
Just then Lister came into the room. I finally figured out that he had picked up Barb's room key to get in. Barb was in my arms, naked. We both turned to look at him.
"It looks like you two are having a good time," he smiled. "Be ready for dinner in an hour. I am taking you two out to a very nice restaurant."
With that he was gone. Barb and I climbed into the shower and quickly got dressed. She looked fantastic in a clingy dress from some boutique near the hotel. We were just finishing when Mr. Lister came back in the room. He handed Barb the key.
"I am returning this. I am sorry but I will not be able to return this evening after dinner. I have other obligations. I assure you that they will not give me the pleasure that past night and this morning did."
"Here, I can't take your money," Barb started.
"Of course you can! You certainly earned it, my dear. I am sure you will put it to good use," he insisted. "Now, let's go!"
When we arrived at the restaurant, I saw the other men from our company, and seated next to them were women. While all attractive, none looked like a hooker. They smiled and laughed as we approached.
The oldest lady, the one with Jim, and about 48 or so, called out to Mr. Lister, "Ralph, how much did she require? I bet she set a new record, didn't she?"
He smiled as he helped Barb into her seat. Then he sat down and announced, "Two thousand dollars! Easily a new record."
The table broke into applause as Barb and I looked around in embarrassment and confusion.
"Clint, and I believe it is Barb?" began Mr. Lister. "I would like to take this opportunity to introduce you to your colleagues' wives. The is Nancy, Donna, Mary, Ingrid, Denise, and Shelley."
Everyone was laughing at our confusion. Finally, Jim's wife calmed down enough to explain.
"This convention is a yearly trip for Ralph's employees and their wives. He pays for everything. We will actually be here another three days. When there is a new employee, Ralph, with everyone's help, will scare the new guy into not taking his wife under threat of being fired. Then Ralph sends a free ticket to the wife. Then the wife surprises the husband, and scares the shit out of him," she laughed.
"Then the wife and husband will cook up a story about her being a whore and Ralph will spend a night sampling her charms and then take her shopping the next day," she continued. "Mary had set the new record two years ago at $1200. Even with inflation, you have done very well, my dear!"
Barb was red as a beet! Everyone at the table knew what she had done! I didn't know if I should laugh or coldcock Lister.
"Do you mean you all fell for this same trick," asked Barb.
"All of us except me. I was almost 40 and a bit jaded about sex and I had been to San Francisco a few times," answered Nancy, Jim's wife. "When I found out about the great sex the others had, and the shopping, I asked Ralph to let me try again the following year. He was kind enough to allow me that opportunity!"
"Over the next few nights, Ralph will visit those of us that are willing, which I believe is every single one of us, isn't it ladies?" she asked.
There was complete agreement in the group as all the ladies laughed and nodded.
"Don't forget the shopping!" shouted the lady named Donna.
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I was having one of the best days of my life. Then it became the worst! The boss had suggested I join him for lunch at a very nice downtown hotel. This was not an everyday occurrence, so I knew something was up. To my surprise, several men in upper management were at our table when we arrived.
By the time lunch was over, I had learned I was being promoted, with a hefty salary increase. I was given direct responsibility for several important accounts. My 20 years of service to the company was being rewarded and I felt great!
I was even given a staff of three to work on the accounts. My only reservation was that one of the people named to my staff was a self-serving, ass kisser. He would be a problem but I dared not voice any negatives. I was just receiving a promotion and it was no time to complain!
I excused myself to go to the men's room. The few drinks and the excitement made me feel like my bladder would explode. I was thinking how excited Kate would be when I told her the news. We had been married for 23 years and had raised two kids. We had an empty nest and the promotion would allow us the freedom to do many of the things we had always dreamed about. Kate and I were best friends, lovers, and partners in everything.
I was smiling to myself as I opened the door to leave the men's room. Things were going so very well for me. That was when I saw Kate and a fellow from her work step out of the elevator not 20 feet from where I stood. She did not see me. In fact, she had eyes only for her coworker as they strolled toward the hotel bar. Just before they ducked into the bar, he pulled her to him and kissed her lips!
If you had taken a 2x4 and driven it into my gut, it would not have hurt as much. I staggered back into the lavatory and dropped to my knees by a toilet bowl. I offered my sacrifices to the porcelain gods for several minutes. Finally, I was completely purged. I managed to get to my feet and stagger to the sink. It took a minute or two to get myself cleaned up enough to leave the room.
I stepped from the bathroom and looked for Kate. It took a minute to locate her, but I could see her through the glass doors. She was stepping into a cab and lover boy was turning to walk back to the front desk. I pulled myself together and intercepted him before he got there. I stepped in front of him and jammed my face close to his.
"Hey, asshole," I hissed. "If I ever see you near my wife, or even suspect you have been near her, I am going to fuck you over big time!"
His surprise was complete. I could see his mind trying to place me. Then understanding swept across his face.
"Are you threatening me?" he blustered.
If I hadn't been so livid, I would have laughed.
"You have to ask, you goddamn idiot?" I blurted. "This is a serious fucking threat! I will fuck your wife, your kids, and your fucking dog. Shit, I'll fuck your cat if you have one, and then I'll fuck you, cocksucker! You'll have no marriage and a damn painful existence."
He stood there with my face inches from his and I could see the fear. I could almost smell it. Still, it gave me no pleasure. Another thought came to me as I faced the man that had made me a cuckold.
"If Kate ever finds out that I know about you and her, I will come looking for you. Your wife will know what a fucking shit she married and you and I will be going at it knuckle and skull. I don't give a shit if you outweigh me by 20 pounds. It will be mine to do and I will sure as all hell do it!"
I turned on my heel and walked away. One of the desk people was approaching as I left. I guess it was apparent that we were not best friends. I walked past him to rejoin my superiors in the dining room.
"Tom! I thought we were going to have to send a search party," laughed the boss. "You look a little pale, Tom. Are you ok?"
"I am fine, Henry. I'm just excited about the opportunity you have given me," I replied.
I was still seething on the inside and was not yet able to control all my emotions. Without thinking, I told the boss that which I had promised myself I would not.
"I do have to admit that I do not think Howard will work very well on my staff, Henry," I suggested. "If it is possible, I would prefer Steve Whiting, from advertising."
"Howard has a lot of experience in this field. Why would you prefer Steve," asked my boss.
"I have worked with Howard for several years now. I have always found him to be lazy, self-serving, undependable, and an extreme ass-kisser. Other than that, he does a decent job," I finished.
Henry looked from me to the other men sitting at the table. None of them would look him in the eye. He turned back to me and I returned his look as I waited for him to comment.
"Those seem like very good reasons," he laughed. "I like a man that speaks his mind, Tom. I have to admit that you only confirmed my personal observations about Howard."
Then the other senior management suits chirped in telling how they never thought Howard was very good either. They had their heads so far up the boss's ass it was a wonder they could even breathe.
"Tom, it is likely that Howard will learn that you didn't want him on your team and confront you," continued the boss. "We all know there are no secrets when more than one person is involved. What will you do at that point?"
"I won't waste any time farting around with him, Henry. I will just ignore him and go about my business," I replied. This thing with Kate was making me unusually candid and it felt good.
"That sounds good, but he may pursue it, if you understand my drift," Henry continued.
"If I have to, I'll kick his ass. Is that what you are looking for, Henry?" I asked.
Everyone looked down at the table as Henry studied my face.
"I have to say I am surprised by you, and pleasantly so, Tom," he confessed. "For some reason, I worried that you would be too timid and wishy-washy to head a team. Now I wonder why I didn't promote you years ago."
"It was only very recently that I have become more assertive, Henry," I explained. "You were probably right to hold back. The good news is I am now ready and will do a good job for you."
I was thinking of Kate with that fucking weasel as I spoke. My attitude change was very recent. It was less than an hour old! It occurred to me that I could easily handle my new position. A week ago it would have been so important that I would have lost sleep over it. Now, putting it in perspective, I knew I was the best man for the job and would not even fret over the work. I had bigger fish to fry at the moment. Everything is relative, I realized.
The gathering broke up shortly after that and I drove home. I was half an hour earlier than usual, but Kate's car was in the drive when I pulled in. Usually she got home a few minutes later than I.
"You are home early," observed Kate. "Is anything wrong at work, Honey?"
I noticed she was wearing a robe and her hair was wet. She was obvious she had washed away any incriminating evidence of her afternoon tryst.
"I just left a little early," I answered. "Did you get dirty at work and have to come home to clean up or something?"
My question seemed to surprise her for a second. Then she laughed and told me, "The air conditioning quit today and around 3:00 we all went home. I was all sweaty from the humidity, so I showered."
"So you stuck it out at work until 3:00 with no air?" I asked.
"You know our company, Tom. They hate to lose a nickel. I sat there and perspired until they sent us home at 3:00," repeated Kate.
"I'll have to rib Tony about it next time I see him," I laughed. I can only imagine how many pounds he lost today."
Tony was a coworker of Kate's that was actually obese and would break into a sweat if the temperature passed 60 degrees. Kate looked at me, but had no reply. Let her start worrying about covering her lies. It could consume her, I decided, and that would be a good thing. Right then I decided not to confront Kate. I would simply ask innocent questions and make little observations. When a person is drawn into lies, they can suffer in more ways than a truthful person can imagine. That whack-job in Salt Lake City is a good example.
Kate started dinner and was unusually happy and talkative. Her good mood made mine worse. I knew the reason for her cheer and it plunged me into the depths of despair. Still I tried to cover it up. I did not want to tip my hand too soon. As we dined, Kate made all kinds of small talk and tried to draw me into a conversation. Try as I would, I could not muster much enthusiasm for anything. I felt I was doing well to not grab a knife and slice her heart out!
After dinner we sat down and watched a movie. As soon as it was over, I announced I was going to bed. I quickly took care of all my bedtime chores and crawled into bed, depressed and morose. It was only a minute later that Kate slid in next to me, and she was naked!
"I thought you might like a little nookie tonight," she whispered as she leaned her breasts against me.
All I could think about was how she had pushed her breasts against another man a few hours prior and she was offering me his seconds. As I pictured it in my mind, I felt my stomach begin to protest. By this time, Kate was rubbing her hand over my cock, but it was not responding. I tried to think of baseball, or politics, just to ease my nerves. It didn't help.
"You seem a little tense tonight, Lover," whispered Kate. "Maybe some of this will help relax you."
She placed my hand on her pussy and all I could think of was the last cock that had been there. My stomach made its decision. I pushed Kate off and sprinted to the bathroom. I was barely able to keep it down till I reached the toilet. Then dinner made an early exit. I was kneeling there for a few minutes before I began to feel better. Slowly, I rose and washed my face and brushed my teeth again.
"I knew you weren't feeling well, Sweetheart," Kate said as I slowly returned to a normal state. "I heard there was something going around. You had better plan on taking tomorrow off. You look like death warmed over."
It had been a practice of ours over the years for an ill spouse to sleep in the spare bedroom. That way we would not contaminate the other, or ruin their night's sleep.
"Whatever," I mumbled as I headed for the guest room.
I closed the door and slept little that night. I was up early and showered and dressed and left for work before Kate woke up. I knew I would be almost an hour early, but it was better than spending time at home, under the circumstances.
I prepared my new office. Funny, but I had forgotten about my promotion until I was almost at work. By the time the regular work force arrived I was moved in and ready to go. The group seemed genuinely pleased to be working under me. I briefly laid out my expectations and what I would consider and what I would not. Soon my team was doing its job. I never really thought about it much before, but I soon learned that I didn't have to know a great deal about any given part of the project. I had to make certain that the person doing that part of the puzzle did. I had to guide them and settle any questions of priority or domain. Since I had a good group, it became apparent that we would meet our deadlines and goals easily.
That allowed me more time to stew about Kate and where we stood. I wondered if lover-boy would work up the balls to tell Kate I had threatened him. Recalling the fear I had seen in his face, I felt it was unlikely. I also decided he would not be willing to risk getting his ass pounded, and his wife finding out, by seeing Kate again. I wondered how Kate would take his rejection, if he were astute enough to realize I was dead serious when I threatened him.
I was mulling these thoughts over as I was eating a sandwich and drinking a Dew when that asshole, Howard, stormed into the conference room we had been assigned. The rest of the team was working on a project on the drawing board.
"What the hell have you been telling the boss, Tom?" he yelled. "I hear you told him I was pretty much worthless and you didn't want me on your team! Would you care to say it to my face?" he demanded.
I stood up and looked him over. He was a few inches taller than I and about thirty pounds heavier. I suddenly felt very much alive and yet, calm. This was the sort of problem I could handle. It was physical and straightforward.
"Howard, I am sorry you heard about it, but I am not sorry I told Henry I didn't want you on my team," I stated calmly. "You are a back-stabbing, ass-kissing, self-centered prick to work with. You are a lazy fuck and love to blame your mistakes on other people. I wouldn't have you on my team if you were the last man standing in this office."
Howard was stunned! He had expected me to placate him, to lie to get out from under the truth. I didn't and he had to form a response.
"I think you are the back-stabber," he hollered. "This promotion should have been mine but you sucked Henry's cock and got in front of me, you bastard!"
"I would never get between you and a man's cock, Howard," I calmly assured him. "You asked and I told you, now get the fuck out of my room or start the ball!"
Howard was shocked that I had called his bluff. He looked at the others watching him and tried to bluster. His only goal was saving face.
"I'd kick you ass, but you would get me fired," he shouted. "I am not dumb enough to fall for that."
"Howard, I told Henry that I'd kick your ass if you gave me any trouble and I am beginning to think I'll have to," I allowed. "Will you folks close the door after you so that Howard and I can have a more personal discussion, please," I asked my crew.
They practically jumped to get out the door as fast as they could. Howard was beginning to shake as he saw them leave.
"You're crazy if you think I am going to stay in here alone with you. You tell some crazy story to get me fired if I worked you over!"
I jumped the few feet that separated us and chopped Howard a short blow to his throat. He began to cough and choke immediately, but I didn't care or wait. I grabbed his hair with my left hand and the waist of his pants with the other and ran him right at the door. The others had just gotten out and had their backs turned to us.
"Leave the door open," I hollered as I propelled Howard toward it, "and get out of the way!"
With that I gave him a final push and he shot stumbling and gagging through the open door. The others barely managed to step aside as he went crashing to the floor.
There was complete silence for a full minute as everyone waited to see what Howard would do next. He slowly pulled himself to his feet, looked around, and went down the hall.
Steve Whiting quipped, "It looks like we had better not piss off the boss. He'll kick our asses!"
With that everyone filed back into the room and resumed their work, although there were more than a few comments and suggestions made. It seemed my stock rose quite a bit with my group because of my handling of Howard. Later that day, Henry called me to his office.
"Did Howard stop in your work area today," he questioned.
"Yes, he stopped for a minute or so," I answered.
Henry looked at me closely for a minute.
"And was there any problem?" he prompted.
"I would have to say I had no problem, Henry. Have you reason to think I did?" I asked.
"Howard stopped in and gave his two week notice and said he couldn't work in a place where his safety could not be guaranteed," Henry responded. "I guess you don't know what he meant?"
"I would suggest you ask Howard what Howard was saying, Henry. I really can't speak for him," I replied.
Henry just nodded and I went back to work.
That night Kate was unusually quiet and I wondered to myself what she was thinking. Had her male friend told her it was over? Had he told her I knew? Somehow I doubted it because she seemed preoccupied and not concerned with me. My day had been full, and I had not slept the previous evening, so I retired to the guest room and went to sleep early.
I was up early and out before Kate was awake again the next morning. That night I slept in the guest room and Kate seemed perplexed but did not question it. It gradually became a steady habit. It was a week later that Kate finally asked why.
"Why are you still sleeping in the guest room, Tom?" she inquired. "You seem to be feeling well enough."
"I don't know what I have, or had, but I didn't want to give it to you, Kate. I wouldn't want anyone to feel like I did that night," I answered truthfully.
"Well, I think you have totally recovered, so I want you to sleep with me. I miss you and it is your husbandly duty," she added.
I could think of no excuse to sleep in the guest room, so I went to bed in our room that evening. I just hoped Kate did not have any romantic intentions. As it turned out, she sat up watching a movie in bed and I slept well.
The problem came the following evening. I was snuggled into my side of the bed when Kate began to run her hands over me and rub her wonderful tits against my back. The images began to return and I felt queasy.
"How about the little guy comes out to play?" she asked as she stroked my cock. "I have a nice warm place for him."
This was the sort of talk we used to initiate sex over the years of our marriage. My stomach revolted again and I rushed to the bathroom. This was starting to worry me. I couldn't be vomiting every time my wife got close to me, yet that seemed to be the case. I once again deposited a meal in the toilet. Gradually I gathered my strength and cleaned myself up.
"I think you should see a doctor, Tom," suggested Kate. "I have never seen you vomit so often."
I looked at her and could see she was genuinely concerned. Then I thought she could collect my insurance if I croaked and she would be happier. With that thought, I headed to the guest room and went to sleep. Kate watched me with a worried look until I closed the door. I felt guilty about her worrying about me, but I was not willing to tell her why I got ill so often.
This scenario actually occurred twice more in the next two weeks. It became obvious to Kate that she was the reason I was getting sick. One morning after a bad session with the john, Kate brought the subject up as I was trying to leave without waking her. I was headed for the door when she spoke from the gloom of the living room. It surprised me, as I had not seen her sitting there.
"Why does it make you ill to be near me, Tom," she asked me pointedly. "You used to like making love to me. Do you have a girlfriend?"
The irony of the question brought a grim smile to my lips, but it was too dark for her to notice.
"I don't have any lady friends, Kate. I have never been unfaithful to you in any way," I responded. "I must have some kind of stomach disorder."
"Where you throw up when your own wife gets too close?" Kate persisted. "I have never heard of anything like that. You don't have the same 'disorder' the governor of New Jersey has, do you, Tom? If you do, I want to know!"
Now it was becoming ludicrous. She thought I might have become gay after all these years? Maybe I should consider it, I thought to myself for a fleeting second.
"Kate, I am not suddenly gay. I just have a weak stomach at this point. It will improve, just be patient," I pleaded.
"Why have you been sneaking out so early in the morning then, if you aren't seeing anyone," she cried. "I know something is up and you aren't telling me everything!"
"Okay, I replied. Let's tell each other everything that may be of interest to the other. You go first," I urged Kate.
"What the hell does that mean?" she yelled. "I am not the one behaving oddly. I don't have anything to tell!"
"Often odd behavior is not the sign or symptom of a person hiding things. I have discovered that over the years," I replied calmly. "The smart person keeps their behavior very normal, to avoid any suspicion."



"I don't know what you are saying, Tom," she moaned. "Why the riddles?"
"I am saying that if I were going to be unfaithful to you, I would do it in such a manner as to not arouse any suspicion. My actions are far too obvious to be those of a person having an affair," I assured Kate. "I would be very normal and asking you why you were behaving differently, to put you on the defensive and deflect any suspicion that might be directed my way."
It was too dark to be certain, but it seemed that Kate turned pale at my remark. She began to sob in the chair. I closed the door behind me.
Work was going great. I had been so sick about my marriage that I refused to worry about my job. I just made the obvious decisions and didn't worry about how the others liked me. It was strange that the infidelity of Kate's made work simple and less stressful.
That night when I got home, Kendra, Kate's sister, was at the house. I looked around for Kate, but Kendra told me she had gone to visit their ailing mother and had asked Kendra to make dinner for me. I wondered if Kate was seeing that guy again, but realized Kate would not dare get Kendra to cover for her. Kendra was an MD and it seemed odd she would bother to make dinner for me.
"How is the psychiatry going these days, Kendra? I asked. "Are you glad you finally settled on a field?" I asked.
"That is for certain, Tom. Now if I could settle on a man!" she laughed.
Kendra was 37 and divorced for a few years. Her husband had taken up with a nurse while she was working late hours. When she discovered it, She tossed him out.
"Well your cooking should help," I told her as I sat at the table. Everything smells great! The way to a man's heart."
That was when I noticed that Kendra wasn't wearing a bra. Her ample breasts were very apparent through the tight tank top she had on. I had never realized how big Kate's little sister's tits were.
"That shirt could be an even better short cut," I suggested. "I haven't ever seen a doctor that looked that good in a tank top!"
Kendra smiles as she brought the food to the table.
"Thanks, Tom. It is sweet of you to notice and to not be crude as you compliment me. I appreciate that," she added.
I was quick to respond, "And I appreciate the delicious dinner with such a sexy cook. This is great!"
With that we ate and chatted for an hour. I helped Kendra clean up the dishes and offered her some wine.
"I'll have a little," she said. "Remember, I have to drive an hour home."
"I am sure Kate would love to have you stay," I told her. "Did she say what time she would be home?"
"Just that it would be late. She invited me to stay, but I have to work pretty early, so I will go home tonight," replied Kendra.
We chatted for a while. I enjoyed Kendra's company. For a shrink, she was a regular person. I offered her a second glass and she accepted. Suddenly, she reached down and pulled her shirt over her head, exposing a set of perfect tits, with large, hard nipples. I just stared. I felt my cock grow as I gazed at Kendra's body.
She came over and sat in my lap. I had no idea what she was doing or why.
"Do you like my tits, Tom?" she asked. "Would you like to kiss them?
I was in complete shock. I had a beautiful woman; even if was my wife's sister, sitting topless in my lap. I knew she had to feel my cock poking her ass. I simply nodded in answer to her question. Kendra took her tits in her hands and brought them to my mouth. I began to kiss and suck on her nipples with great gusto. It was a dream come true.
"I feel how hard you cock is, Tom. Do you want to make love to me?" she asked.
"There is nothing that would be sweeter, Kendra. You are beautiful and desirable as all hell, but I will not do that. I am married to your sister and I would be the worse prick on the planet to that to either of you," I told her. "You really should put your shirt on while I am still thinking clearly."
Kendra reached down and squeezed my rampant erection. I had not had any sexual relief for a long time and with her topless and squeezing my cock, I came in my pants.
"Wow, you were turned on, weren't you?" Kendra whispered. "I want you to know that I respect you and think more of you than you can imagine. Sis is very lucky to have a man like you."
The mention of her sister must have caused my face to change. Kendra picked up on it immediately as she pulled her shirt back on.
"What is wrong between you two, Tom?" she questioned. "Let me confess that Kate and I planned this little seduction tonight. She told me that either sex made you ill, or she made you ill. I have seen enough to know that sex is no problem for you. I was just going to tease you enough to see if you had to run to the bathroom and vomit."
I sat in total shock at Kendra's revelation. Of course! It all made sense. I should have known something was up, and I was the sucker.
"I guess you will be able to laugh at me for years now," I groaned. "I should have known a woman like you would never fall for a guy like me. I was caught up in a fantasy. Now I have played the fool."
"You are so wrong, Tom. Your conduct was so male, but so honorable! I am the one that behaved badly and I feel guilty. It was a bad idea and I certainly should know have known better," Kendra apologized. "It was just that Kate was so worried about you, and your relationship. I have always admired your marriage and devotion to each other. I have never seen two people so much in love, even after many years together. You have raised two great kids and are so lucky!"
"Kendra, there is a very real problem, but I dare not tell you. I understand your loyalty to your sister and love you for it, but I must steer a very careful course. I have to think about how to proceed," I confided.
"Wow, Kate was right, wasn't she?" Kendra asked. "Intimacy with her makes you ill. Tom, I am an expert remember? I know what would cause that reaction from you. You needn't tell me any more. I just might have to bitch-slap big sister."
"Kendra, I can't even think straight any more, except you do have a wonderful set of tits. I am going to bed now, if you don't mind," I told her. "Please let yourself out. Goodnight."
"Poor Tom! I'll make this work out, I promise. Just keep loving Kate," she pleaded.
I was awakened some time later when Kate came to bed. She remained on her side of the bed and I fell back to sleep.
"You will be at the affair and you will bring your wife," stated Henry. "There are no excuses and no options. I will be formally announcing your promotion and you can be modest if it suits you, but you will be there, understood?"
I nodded my assent and began to stew over this new problem. I had to attend the party and Kate was expected to go with me. If she did not, all kinds of rumors would spread, and I was still unwilling to accept the end of my marriage.
"Kate, we are expected, or required really, to be at the company spring dinner Saturday evening," I began. "Henry told me there was no dodging it."
"Okay, but why would you want to miss it and why would Henry Mackin care if you did?" asked Kate. "Why is it so important all of a sudden?"
"He is going to announce that I have been promoted to an upper management position," I explained. "He expects us to be there for the announcement."
"Tom! Sweetheart! That is wonderful news!" cried Kate. "Why would you even think about not going? I will be proud to be at your side, darling. You deserve the promotion for how hard you have worked for the company."
"I was just worried about all the fuss and how everything will go," I replied. "I guess it is just nerves."
"Maybe the stress from worrying about the promotion has been your problem," Kate suggested.
She was truly happy about this turn of events, but I was in knots. There were too many unknowns to suit me. I didn't know everyone at the company, or what they would tell Kate. I steeled myself for the night.
"I have to say, Kate, that Tom took the bull by the horns the very day I told him he was being promoted and placed in charge of several important accounts," chuckled Henry Mackin.
We were seated next to Henry and his wife at the dinner party the company held every spring. Kate was beautiful in a simple black dress that showed her assets off. I was trying to keep Kate from mingling too much. I made sure we were almost late and arrived just in time to be seated. The cocktail hour was a problem I had avoided. I was beginning to think I might make it through the whole affair with no problems. Then Henry decided to chat with Kate as we dined!
"I'll not soon forget that Wednesday afternoon. It was the first of the month and I invited Tom to dinner with me at the Sheridan. He had no idea who all would be at the hotel that day, did you, Tom?" asked Henry.
I just shook my head in response. Kate seemed suddenly uneasy as Henry went on.
"I told Tom about his promotion and who would be on his team. Stop me if Tom already told you this story, Kate," Henry offered.
Kate just shook her head and sat very still.
"Tom gets up and heads out to the bathroom in the lobby. He is gone for quite a while and comes back all pale and agitated looking. I was wondering if he had gotten some bad seafood or something," droned Henry. "It turns out he must have been stewing over one of the people we put on his team, because when he finally returned, he point blank told me that this guy named Howard was not going to work for him. He gave me some very good reasons and it has all worked out great. He has been doing the job for several weeks now and the results have been very favorable.
"Are you feeling alright, Kate?" asked Henry. "You look a bit pale. Do I have this affect on the whole family?"
Kate was very pale and agitated. I actually felt badly for her, but that is the price you pay for lies and cheating. It would be even more common without the pain and suffering it creates, wouldn't it. Kate excused herself and went to the ladies room. When she returned she seemed to be feeling better and made an effort to smile to everyone that congratulated us.
"You are Tom's wife?" asked Steve Whiting. "Did he tell you how he physically tossed Howard out of our work room? We were lucky to get out of the way before Howard went flying past. Then he picked his ass off the floor and lurched down the hall! Tom became an urban legend that day!"
Kate looked at me as Steve filled her in. It was as if she was seeing me for the first time. I guess the story surprised her.
"It is obvious that Tom isn't a guy to mess around with," added Steve. "He seems so calm and quiet, but when he is pissed, he is a dangerous dude!"
I thanked Steve for sharing that story and moved on. Now I was concerned that Kate would worry that I would kill her in her sleep. I had hoped to keep that story from her. It was after eleven when we left for home.
As I drove, Kate turned to me and asked, "Tom, why have you been keeping so much from me? You have been promoted for several weeks and you had a bit of an altercation with another man at work, yet you never told me. You used to share everything with me. Why has that changed?"
"Kate, I believe it is a two-way street. I have to believe you have not been sharing everything with me. My hesitation is a natural extension of your unwillingness to talk to me," I reasoned.
"You have suggested before that I have things to tell you. Why do you think that? I tell you everything of interest that happens at my work," she insisted.
"Then I have to say that I am just starting to define 'things of interest at work' the same way you do," I answered.
"Kendra told me that you don't get sick around her," Kate changed the subject. "She said you were hot to trot when she came on to you. That indicates that I actually make you sick. Kendra told me there must be something that you associate with me that triggers it. Why don't you tell me what that is?"
I just looked at Kate, my wife, lover, friend, and partner for so many years and felt as bad as I ever have. I wondered to myself if I would ever get over her infidelity. Was our marriage beyond repair? Did she even care? Did I care anymore?
"Do you want a divorce, Kate?" I asked.
She looked shocked and gave a gasp. Apparently it wasn't what she had been hoping to hear me say.
"Why would you ever ask me that, Tom?" she cried. "Are you seeing someone else?"
Women! She fucks some guy in a hotel and then asks me if I am having an affair. We were almost home and I was looking forward to ending the conversation. In the car I felt confined and forced to respond to Kate's questions.
"I have told you before, I am completely faithful, unless you count Kendra showing me her tits and squeezing my cock and making me cum in my pants," I replied. "I asked you if you wanted a divorce. Maybe you want to pursue other relationships. You are not very happy with the one we've had the past year or so."
"Past year?" Kate repeated. "We have only had trouble for the past month or so. Why give up so easy?"
"Kate, you have not been satisfied with me for longer than that," I told her. "You may as well admit it. You are not satisfied with me and you might want greener pastures."
Kate was staring at me as I spoke. Tears were forming in her eyes.
"That is just not true," she asserted. "I have always felt you were a good father, husband, and provider!"
"Just not much in the old sack, though?" I questioned.
"Where is this coming from, Tom?" Kate demanded. "Have I ever complained? No, I haven't"
We were pulling in the drive as she spoke. I parked the car, opened the door, and formed my reply.
"Kate, sleeping with someone else is tantamount to an extreme criticism of a man's sexual abilities," I calmly answered. "Ask any man if being a cuckold increases his confidence in his talents in bed!"
Kate burst into tears as I stepped out of the car and strode into the house. I went straight to the guestroom, locked the door, and went to bed.
I didn't sleep for a long time. I had finally spilled the beans and now Kate would decide what she wanted to do. It was very possible she would want a divorce now, and I decided I didn't care. The thing was; if I didn't care, why was I so sad?
I got up around 7 and decided to have some coffee and wait for Kate to wake up. We had to decide our next step. When I stepped from the bedroom I saw Kate sitting in a chair, facing the bedroom door. She stood as soon as I came out.
"Kendra!" she called. "Wake up!"
I heard a groan from the sofa and saw Kendra sitting up. It was obvious she had been sleeping there. I tried to clear my head and understand what I was seeing.
"Tom, I called Kendra last night after you went to bed and told her the whole story. I hoped she would have a simple cure, a pill or something that would make everything better. She kept falling back on the truth as the only possible remedy. I resisted that treatment for a long time already, but I am going to try it now," Kate rasped. "I ask that you listen to it before you decide what you want to do."
"I am only here to help two people I love very much, Tom," added Kendra. "I want to give my professional service and personal help. Please listen to Kate!"
I sat down on the end of the sofa and waited.
"I know now why I made you sick all the time. You must have seen us at the Sheridan that day. Ever since that day, you vomit if I get too close, and I understand why," added Kate. "Tom, I betrayed you, your love and your trust. I did sleep with Harold Wright that day."
Even though I already knew it, Kate's admission hit me like a hammer. Before she could continue, I jumped to my feet and rushed into the bathroom. It had been hours since I had eaten, but I did my best to remove any traces. It took a few minutes, but I cleaned up and returned to the living room.
Kendra was holding Kate to her as she cried, almost hysterically. Tears were running down her cheeks and I felt a need to comfort her as I had when her father died and she cried so. The problem was, I couldn't hold her without getting sick. I sat back down and waited. Gradually Kate calmed down, blew her nose and resumed her explanation.
"I am so sorry, Tom. The air did quit that day, but before noon. We were told to go home, so a bunch of us went to the Sheridan for their cheap Monday buffet. Since we didn't have to go back to work, we had few drinks. Before long everyone was gone but Harold and me. Somehow he convinced me we should get a room and, well.. try some 'afternoon delight' as he called it."
Kate sobbed as she continued, "The truth was there was no delight. He used me and finished in a few minutes. I was starting to sober up and he wanted to try it again. I refused and got dressed. He acted like he owned me and I was almost as sick as I have made you. He escorted me down the elevator and even kissed me by the bar. I think he did that to let anyone watching know that he had fucked me. We went into the bar, but I was so upset and ashamed I told him I had to go home. He went out and put me in a cab to go back to work to get my car."
"You were there that day, receiving a wonderful promotion and found me slipping out of a hotel room like a whore," she wailed. "It should have been perfect for you, but I ruined that, too. When I got home, I decided to make amends and be the best wife you could ever want. That cheered me up when I decided that, but you were so grim that day. Now I know why. Still I tried to show you I loved you, but you got ill. I wondered if you sensed him on me and I had nightmares about you smelling his scent on me and throwing me out."
Her eyes were dry and she was looking directly into my eyes as she went on, "I have not made any contact with Harold since that day and he has been gentleman enough to leave me alone. It may be difficult to believe, but I love you, Tom, and only you. I will understand if you want to divorce me, but I pray that you can forgive me. Kendra has all but kicked my ass. She told me what I already know. I could never find a better friend or lover and I am the world's worse jackass!"
"Kate, that fucker, Harold, is not a gentleman," I explained. "I told him I would pretty much kill him and his family if he ever came near you again!"
Kendra and Kate both dropped their jaws at my revelation. It was obvious that Harold had taken my threat seriously.
"Do you understand how I feel about you, Kate? I physically threatened a man that outweighed me by 30 pounds, had four inches on me, and was more than a few years younger than I in the lobby of a downtown hotel. I was more than willing to fight him till one of us was out cold or dead!"
I searched for the right words and went on, "I would give you my life if necessary, but I will not give you to another man. You have only to ask and you will be rid of me, but as long as you are my wife, no other man will have you, ever! Can you live with that?"
Kendra began to blubber and Kate stood up and held her hand out to me. I stepped to her and held her close. She sobbed uncontrollably into my chest. My stomach began to churn. If I hadn't just purged it, I knew would be headed for the bathroom.
"I cannot stop my stomach from getting upset, Kate," I admitted. "I would be in the bathroom now if I hadn't just been there. I don't know what to do. I still love you, but I can't be close to you."
Kendra stopped blubbering long enough to offer her services. "I'll come over every evening and work with you guys. As long as you want to get over this, I will help.
It was two evenings later that Kendra stopped in.
"What I propose is not text book, but I spoke to Kate and she is willing to try it. Will you trust me, Tom?" she asked.
"I do trust you completely," I answered. "I just want to get back to normal and not just be able to be close to my wife but to be able to make love to her."



"Okay, Kate, take your clothes off," ordered Kendra.
To my surprise, Kendra also began to strip. Soon both sisters were naked in front of me, and my cock sprang to life. It was a sight like I had never imagined!
"Kate, walk over to Tom," directed Kendra. Keep going until there is an adverse reaction."
Kate was almost with in reach when I felt my stomach start to churn. I contemplated drinking Drano just to get even! I looked to Kendra.
"Stop! Stay where you are, Kate," said Kendra. "Maybe you would like to see these puppies a little closer, Tom."
With that she sauntered across the room to me, offering her breasts as she walked. My stomach stopped complaining immediately as I watched. Kendra came over and sat on my lap. She put her tits in my face and I knew I was expected to taste them, so I did. If this was therapy, I should have done it years ago!
"Kate, come over here and join us," ordered Kendra. "See how hungry your man is. Feed him."
Kate leaned in to my face and offered her nipples to my lips. I was noticing how similar the sister's breasts were, yet trying to memorize the subtle differences. Then my belly felt a little queasy and Kendra quickly pushed her tits into my face again. Soon I was sucking four tits like a starving babe. I felt my cock being handled and I didn't even try to determine who was doing it.
"Stand up Kate. We need to get this stud out of his clothes," insisted Kendra. "Let's see if that is a gun in his pocket or if he is glad to see us. Close your eyes, you lucky bastard."
I stood there with my eyes closed as my clothing was removed from my body. I stood naked with two very lovely women and one very hard cock!
"Now, Tom, open your eyes and walk with us to the bedroom. Put your arms around us, Squeeze our tits if you like."
I did. I noticed that if I alternated my attention between the two, my stomach would stay pretty calm, but when I concentrated on Kate's nipples too long, my stomach would initiate evacuation.
Soon I was lying on my back and Kendra was sucking my cock. I was almost ready to cum when she suddenly stopped and started kissing me. At the same time, I felt a mouth on my cock again. I knew it had to be Kate, but with Kendra kissing me, I avoided any feelings of nausea. Kendra slid up and lowered her delicious looking pussy on my face. I didn't need to be told what to do as I began lapping at her sex. At the same time I felt my cock being covered by a velvet vice. Kate was riding me as I serviced Kendra. In just a couple minutes I was ready to erupt. Then I heard both Kendra and Kate start moaning. I felt them both orgasm as I started draining my nuts into Kate's pussy. My stomach had no say at the moment as I finally found relief with my wife.
Slowly, Kendra removed her pussy from my lips and sighed. Kate then lay across my chest and kissed me. I was past feeling anything and my stomach seemed unsettled but kept its complaints to a minimum.
"You two look so good together, Sis!" exclaimed Kendra. "I think we are on the road to recovery, but I would be remiss if I didn't stop in regularly to follow up," she smiled.
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I had been thinking about it for some time. I was a supervisor on the second shift at a large utility company. The pay was good and I found the shift perfect for my needs. I could get a good night’s sleep and still do a few things before going to work at 3 PM. The only problem was that my wife was a legal secretary and worked the normal 9 to 5 job. It made her lonely in the evenings till I got home. I did my best to overcome this problem. I would often meet her someplace as soon as I got off work. We could spend a couple hours partying before we either had to go home, or the places closed down for the night.
Everyone under me pretty well knew his or her own job. I spent more and more of my time at work daydreaming and playing computer games. I almost looked forward to a problem to break the routine. It occurred to me that I often went a few hours without interacting with anyone at the plant. What would prevent me from sneaking home and surprising my wife, Penny?
The more I considered it, the better it seemed to me. I would go home, perhaps even get lucky, and get back to work before anyone suspected I had even left! I only lived about six miles from work and the roads were good and the traffic was light in the evening.
Finally, one evening when the computer froze up and I was going nuts with boredom, I decided to act on my festering scheme. I strolled around checking on several stations and acting interested in what the guys were doing. I wanted to be seen by a few people. If I weren’t seen again for half an hour, no one would ever guess I had left. Once I hit the deserted hallway that led to my office, I sprinted for the door. I was in my car and approaching my house in five minutes, tops!
That was when I noticed a Corvette parked in my driveway. It was off to the side, under the neighbor’s overhanging tree limbs. It struck me as strange. It was almost as if the driver preferred to go unnoticed. I smiled to myself as I considered that. Drive a damn Toyota or Honda if you don’t want to be remembered!
I recognized it immediately as Dan Marcum’s favorite possession. He was my wife’s boss and a senior partner in the law firm for which she worked. He thought more of that 67 ‘vette than most men did their firstborn. I wondered why he was visiting our place that time of evening. I wasn’t too keen on having my car spotted when I was supposed to be at work so I parked down the block, behind a church.
I quickly walked back to my house, constantly looking to see if anyone would see me. I was surprised at how nervous I was. I had a good job and didn’t want to lose it or be demoted. Then I realized that if I walked into the house and Dan saw me, the cat would be out of the bag. He was a sharp guy and would know I was playing a little hooky from work.
He couldn’t be staying very long I thought to myself. I decided to let myself in the back door and wait for him to leave. Then I would surprise Mary.
The kitchen was empty when I entered. I carefully peered into the living room and it was just as vacant. I began to sneak around the house, pausing to listen every minute or so. Finally, I heard noises upstairs, in the master bedroom. I realized that Dan wasn’t at my house at all. He must have parked his car and caught a ride for some reason.
Smiling, I started up the stairs. Penny would really be surprised to see me! I was dreaming of a quickie when I heard a man’s voice.
“Yeah, suck my cock! You love that cock, don’t you, Baby?”
I recognized Dan Marcum’s voice immediately! I had difficulty breathing and felt dizzy. I leaned against the wall for a full minute, trying to clear my head. All the time, I could hear Dan urging my wife on.
“Get that cock hard and wet! You know where it goes when you get it ready, Penny!” he groaned. “God, I love how you swallow the whole damn thing!”
Part of my mind began to function. Penny never sucked my cock! She always told me only tramps and sluts sucked a man’s cock! Now it sounded like she had lost that particular revulsion. I took another couple steps and I was able to see our wall mirror.
Penny was on her knees sucking Dan’s cock as he sat on my bed! He had his hands in her hair and was moving her up and down his joystick. I was in the darkened hallway and 90 degrees to his left, so he could not see me. Penny was unable to see anything but Dan’s stomach, if her eyes were even open.
Suddenly he pulled her off his cock and flopped her on the bed; face down, with her knees still on the floor. He got down behind her and rubbed his cock along her slit. One hand held Penny’s back while he used the other to control his rampant prick.

“Tell me whose pussy this is!” he demanded.
Penny wiggled her ass and tried to back into his hard on. It was apparent that Dan had her hot and wet!
“No you don’t, you nasty girl!” he laughed as he slapped Penny’s ass. Then he slapped it a few more times for good measure. It glowed a hot red. Penny was whimpering by the time Dan stopped his punishment.
“You have to tell me whose pussy this is!” he insisted. “You won’t get my cock until you answer my question.”
Penny turned her head back to face him and blurted, “It’s your pussy, damn it. It is yours, now fuck it with that hard cock.”
Still Dan wasn’t satisfied. “Do you mean it is your husband’s and mine, Bitch?” he asked.
“It is all yours. No one else’s. Not even my husband’s,” Penny responded.
“It is your pussy to use as you want. Please, fuck it!” she begged.
“I’ll fuck it when you tell me that your husband won’t be getting any of this cunt this week,” he stated. “I am not a man that shares his women with another man. Are you going to keep it for me, and let Ken fuck himself if he gets horny?”
“Yes, I won’t let Ken have any till next week, Dan,” Penny promised. “Please take me now!”
With that Ken drove his cock into my wife’s cunt all the way to the hilt. I could see her spasm as she orgasmed immediately. Dan settled into a hard, deep fuck and Penny loved every stroke.
I looked around for my shotgun, but realized I had no shells for it. Then I thought about a knife. I was in the kitchen going through the drawers when I began to think more clearly. They would ruin my life even worse if I killed them. There had to be ways to bring them pain without going to jail.
If I hadn’t left work, I never would have found out about Penny and Dan. Then I realized I had been gone over half an hour and needed to get back. I was really going to need my job now. I would be supporting the house on my income alone.
Then I had an idea. I stepped out the garage door, quietly, and found my gas can for the lawn mower. I trotted over to Dan’s car and poured gasoline over the ragtop. I was very careful not to splash any on myself. I had started a few fires before and knew how dangerous gasoline can be. Some ran down on to the hood. I ran the gas can back to the garage. Then I raced back to Dan’s mint-condition corvette. I carefully pulled out my lighter and flicked on a flame.
Even though I was prepared, I was still surprised at how fast and how hot the fire got. I pocketed the lighter and sprinted for my car. I knew the front of the house was not visible from our bedroom, so the fire would burn for a few minutes before anyone would notice. The car was far enough from the garage to pose no threat, I hoped.
Winded, I jumped into my car and raced back toward work. I could see a bright glow in my rearview mirror. I carried that vision with me as I parked and let myself back into work. I washed up and combed my hair. I sat down for a few minutes to let my breathing return to normal. Then I strolled around the plant, visiting with several of the guys as I went. It seemed like no one had any inkling that I had been gone.
I wondered if I would be getting a phone call. It took another twenty minutes, but it came.
I smiled to myself when I heard Penny’s voice.
“Ken?” she asked. “We had a little fire in our front yard tonight. Don’t worry though. Everything is okay,” she assured me.
“What are you talking about?” I asked. “Did the lawn catch on fire?” I found myself enjoying this almost as much as torching that bastard’s car.
“No, it wasn’t the yard,” answered Penny. “Dan Marcum stopped in with some work we had to go over. While we were inside going over it, his car burned up!”
“No shit!” I responded. “Did it catch the garage or melt the pavement?”
“No, but it pretty well burned up Johnson’s tree. The car is a total loss. Ralph Johnson called the fire company but it was too late,” she continued. “The cops are here now. I wanted you to know so you wouldn’t get all worried when you got home.”
“I am coming home now!” I answered as I hung up.
Then I called Dan’s home number and his wife answered.
“Mrs. Marcum?” I asked. When she confirmed who she was, I continued. “This is Ken Lane. My wife Penny works for your husband. His car just burned up in my driveway.”
“Why was he there and how did that happen?” she asked.
“I have no idea. My wife just called me at work and I thought you should know that your husband is not hurt. I do think he will need a ride home, however. I am going home now and can give him a lift.”
“No, that is quite alright. I will come over and pick him up, if you give me your address,” she answered.
I quickly informed the men I had to leave and raced home. The cops would be asking questions, but I didn’t watch the O J trial for nothing. When I pulled in, Danny-boy was talking to the cops. He looked flushed. I wondered if it was the fire or the fuck that had him so red.
I pulled to the curb and walked up to Dan. His life as a lawyer must have prepared him for deceit as he launched into his dumb-ass story about working with Penny and his car catching fire. I looked at the car and felt a thrill. It was not recognizable! All I could make out was a black shell.
The cops asked who I was and where I had been, but seemed to have no real interest in me. When I thought about it, I realized it was normal. I had been at work and came home when the wife called. I was no suspect, even if they did decide it was arson.
I offered my sympathy to Dan. Then I strode into the house. I found Penny upstairs, pulling the sheets from the bed. She was hiding the evidence of her romp with her boss. I was irked when I thought about the last thing I had seen in my own bedroom, but I didn’t let on.
“Honey! Are you okay? Doing some housework to forget the little fire in the yard?” I asked.
She paled a little, and then composed herself. She ran into my arms and cried.
“It was awful! The whole house could have caught fire. I am so glad he didn’t park any closer to the house,” she wailed as she put her head against my shoulder. “I am so glad you are home!”
“Really?” I asked.
Penny leaned back and gave me a funny look.
“Of course I am. It is important to have you around when things like this happen. I need a strong man to help me through bad situations,” she assured me.
“Good!” I replied. “Then you’ll love this!”
With that I pulled up Penny’s skirt and saw she wore no underwear. That is something you might omit if you are afraid your house is on fire. She gasped as I felt her slit and how wet it was.
“It looks like fire gets you hot, Sweetheart,” I laughed. “I’ll have to put out that fire.”
I spun her around and pushed her over a small loveseat we keep in the bedroom. I tossed her skirt up on her back and survey her ass. It was still red and handprints were actually visible.
“What are you doing?” Penny yelled. “The cops are outside and so is Dan! Are you crazy?”
The sound of my hand smacking her ass sounded like a gunshot in the room.
“You are Goddamn right I’m crazy!” I answered through gritted teeth. “It looks like your ass was on fire already.”
I gave her about ten more hard cracks on her ass and she began to whimper, but never said another word. I heard the doorbell ring. I stood her back up and dragged her downstairs. Penny was making strange noises, but was not crying. I tossed her into the sofa as I walked by and answered the door.
Dan stepped into the house and looked quickly at Penny on the sofa and then back at me. I think he could feel the tension but knew better than to say anything about it.
“I was wondering if I could get a ride home, or borrow a car till tomorrow,” he began. It is late and I really should be on my way.”
Before I could answer, the doorbell rang again. I opened the door and recognized Mrs. Dan Marcum standing on my porch. I stepped aside and gestured for her to enter. I watched surprise wash across Dan’s face.
“Sweetheart!” he gushed. “How did you know I was here?”
“Instead of the antique car show in Lakeland? Is that what you mean, Dan?” asked an upset Mrs. Marcum.
“I got back early and remembered some work I had to go over with Mrs. Lane, so I dropped in to wrap it up,” Dan lied.
“So, did you get it wrapped up before the fire, Dear?” she asked. “Or do you still have it to finish?”
Dan’s face turned red and he stammered, “Well, I, it, I mean it can wait. This has been a very stressful night and we should go home.”
“Don’t go home on our account!” I offered. “I have a little business to attend to and then I will get you a drink.”
With that I reached down and pulled Penny to her feet. I roughly pushed her over the arm of the couch and yanked her skirt off her completely.
I heard Dan’s wife gasp, but I never turned to look. Penny’s ass was red as the fire engine that had responded to the fire. It seemed to glow. Her pussy was a mess with sperm dribbling down it. I unzipped my pants and pulled out my cock. It had gotten hard when I had spanked Penny and had stayed hard. I slammed it into her as deep and hard as I could. Penny gasped but offered no resistance.
“I find it is best to fuck my wife any time I feel like it. That way she knows who is the boss and whose cunt it is that she carries with her. Tell them who the hell the boss is in this house, Penny,” I urged. “Tell Dan and his wife who you belong to and tell them now!”
“I am Ken’s wife! I am his woman and this is his pussy!” Penny practically shouted. “He is the boss!”
I was amazed at how angry, but horny I was. I was getting close to erupting. Still, the Marcums stood and watched, mesmerized.
I spilled my seed into the mixture already in my wife’s cunt. Slowly I pulled my softening cock from her.
“Now, tell Mr. Marcum you will not be working for him any more, before you suck my cock clean,” I insisted.
“I will not be able to work for you any more, Mr. Marcum,” whispered Penny as she dropped to her knees before me.
I turned and smiled into Dan Marcum’s eyes as Penny took me into her mouth. I could almost see his mind work as he took in the scene in front of him.
“You burned…” he began but quickly stopped. His wife was next to him and he knew from her attitude he was already on thin ice.
“Don’t worry about that shit car you have out there,” I grinned. I’ll get a junk dealer to pick it up.” By now my cock was hard and beginning to consider another explosion. Penny was pretty good at sucking cock!
“It has been a pleasure, Mr. Lane,” spoke Dan’s wife. “I am sure I speak for Dan when I say he will miss Mrs. Lane’s efforts on his behalf, but wish you the best and thank you for “taking care” of his car. We will be leaving now.”
As they stepped through the door, I released another load for my dear wife to enjoy.
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It was the trip my wife and I had been planning for a year. We were soon to celebrate our 25th anniversary and had decided to splurge on our selves. I loved golf and Gloria, my wife, had been an accomplished equestrian back in college. We were both going to enjoy our hobbies during the day and dine and relax in the evenings.
Even after having two children, Gloria still looked great at 46. She was just a couple inches over 5 feet and I doubt if she weighed more than 115. Any weight she had added over the years was in the right places. I am a year shy of 50 and in decent shape, for a guy that enjoys a cold beer. Our kids were both grown, finished with college, and on their own. We were finally able to concentrate on us and we were determined to enjoy our time together.
We checked in the hotel in the early afternoon and spend the rest of the day unpacking and touring the hotel. It was going to be an expensive two-week stay, but we both felt we had earned the right to luxuriate for that period. We had a great dinner in the hotel restaurant and returned to our room.
Gloria began reading through the hotel brochure and found something that gave her an idea.
“Let’s go try the hot tub,” she suggested. “It says there as several and they are very modern and comfortable, and set well back from the indoor pool. Who knows? If it is real quiet, you may get a little lucky!”
That was all I needed to hear. I was in my suit and ready to head down to the tub area in a couple minutes. Gloria came out of the bathroom in a very sexy suit I had never seen before. It was a bikini bottom with a top that was low cut but came down to her bottoms. She had nice C-cup tits and they were showing. Gloria always said a woman in her forties should not dress like a 20 something, but this outfit looked great! It was the sexiest I had seen her dress since college. We donned robes and headed down with a cooler filled with drinks.
There were a couple hot tubs and they were set back away from the pool some distance. We were enjoying a drink and relaxing all by ourselves. Gloria had her hand in my trunks and I was responding. I reached over and tugged one side of her top down and a very lovely tit was showing. She protested slightly, but I noticed she left it out. I was just going to slip it into my mouth when I heard a voice.
“Hello! Mind if we join you?”
I turned to see a couple about our age standing next to the tub. The guy was grinning like the cat that got the cream as Gloria quickly packed her boob back into her top. The woman was tall and big boned. I guessed her weight around 150 and it looked good on her frame. She was wearing a one-piece suit with a French cut that accentuated the length and shape of her legs. A second glance showed the man with her had a bit of a beer belly, a full head of hair, and a pleasant smile.
I concealed my disappointment and annoyance at the interruption and smiled back and responded, “Come right in. The water is fine!”
Gloria was still blushing as they stepped into the tub. It was obvious they had seen her exposed tit as they approached the tub.
“I am Alice, and this grinning monkey is my husband, Jim,” the woman offered. “I wanted to try the other tub and let you folks enjoy some privacy, but a bunch of teenagers passed by us and climbed in. We had to interrupt you, sit and listen to teens babble about all kinds of dumb shit, or go back to our room. Jim made up his mind to stay when he saw your lovely tit.”
Now Gloria was as red as a fire truck! The frank admission from Alice caught her by surprise. Most people would have pretended they had seen nothing.
Whether it was the beer I had been drinking or just the vacation mood I had finally adopted, I can’t say, but I found myself appreciating Alice’s candor and Jim’s approval of my sexy wife.
“I am Lance,” I replied, “and the red-faced lady with the nice tits is my wife, Gloria. You surprised us, but this is a public tub and we should be more considerate of others.”
“If Gloria were any more considerate I would have creamed my pants!” allowed Jim.
It was now obvious that the couple that had just joined us enjoyed sexual banter in the most open terms. I had dealt with it as a foreman in a utility company for years and could give and take as well as anyone. Gloria, on the other hand, was a schoolteacher and never encouraged crudeness. I wondered if she would find Alice and Jim too coarse for her liking.
I had to smile when Gloria finally found her voice and answered, “I would have to ask that you go take a shower before you get in the tub if that were the case. We don’t want any little swimmers in here, do we?”
Alice, Jim, and I all broke into laughter.
“Don’t worry about Jim, Gloria,” offered Alice. “He has been shooting blanks for 18 years now, since my last ‘surprise’ pregnancy. His swimmers drowned!”
“Then I guess we are both safe,” responded Gloria. “Lance hasn’t been a threat since 1982. We had a son and a daughter before we finally realized what was causing it. Lance made the ultimate sacrifice.”
“Right,” agreed Alice. “They both took a day out of their life so they could get laid every day the rest of it. Why do men think it is such a sacrifice? They should try having a baby!”
“Ladies, I propose a toast to birth control,” Jim announced as he handed a wine cooler to Alice and opened a beer for himself. We all laughed and took a pull on our drinks.
The conversation was light and I could see that Gloria was enjoying the company. She had already been more open than I was accustomed to her being.
Another couple approached our tub, but I saw them coming this time.
“Come on in and sit a spell!” I offered. “This is Alice and Jim. I am Lance and the lady next to me is my wife, Gloria.”
The man was tall and thin with an air of authority. The lady with him was average in height and very attractive and tanned. I guessed her to be around 40 and the man close to my age.
“Thank you for the kindness,” she answered. “I am Nancy and this is my husband, Horse.
The rest of us looked at each other to see if we had heard correctly. We all had the same puzzled look on our faces. As they settled into the tub, Nancy cleared the confusion.
“His real name is some Norwegian word no one can pronounce, but sounds like Horse, so everyone has always called him that,” she revealed.
Horse and Nancy had brought their own drinks so we settled into a small festive party in the tub. By now it was full and Horse’s long legs seemed to take up the entire center. The tub had a couple seats that were higher and he had taken one of those. The water was just above his navel.
After another hour, no one was feeling any pain when Alice turned the conversation back to names.
“Do you use Horse on your mail and in signatures?” she asked.
Horse smiled and answered, “No, I use Sven.”
“Doesn’t it seem like it would be easier and require fewer explanations if you would use that name all the time?” she persisted.
Nancy laughed at the question and responded before Horse could say anything.
“I just tell that story to keep questions to a minimum. His real name is Sven and he is Norwegian, but he has been called Horse since he was a teen,” she laughed. “A widow with a bit of a reputation gave the nickname to him when he was 15.”
“This explanation gets stranger and stranger,” Gloria opined.
“He was doing some odd jobs for her after school. He was a big kid,” continued Nancy. “Long story short, the widow seduced Horse and a legend was born. She told everyone ‘that boy is hung like a damn horse’ and it became his nickname.”
“Wow! What a great reason to have a nickname, Horse!” chuckled Jim. “Maybe I should have been prouder when everyone called me the jackass!”
“Are you telling us that your husband has a horse cock?” asked Alice. She impressed me with her bluntness.
“That is exactly what I am saying, Alice. That is what attracted me to him those many years ago,” she admitted. “It was a bit awkward explaining his name to my parents, though! That is why I originally came up with the Norwegian bullshit story. It was just easier.”
I had just met Alice a couple hours before, but I realized that for a big girl, she couldn’t hold her drink very well.
“Just how the hell big is it?” she demanded. “This is a subjective thing. One man’s horse is another’s pony.”
“Oh, I think he is a horse by any standard you would devise,” stated Nancy confidently. “Even doctors and nurses are amazed. Especially nurses!”
“Well, I am from Missouri,” replied Alice quickly.
“Alice, for God’s sake!” interjected Jim. “We can take Nancy’s word on this!”
Nancy had her hands under the water in Horse’s direction. He appeared to lift his ass a little and she soon produced his suit for all to see.
“Here, Alice. Trade places with me and find out for yourself,” she challenged. “I have run into a Doubting Thomas or two before. The proof of the pudding is in the tasting!”
“I didn’t say anything about tasting it,” replied Alice as she stood to take Nancy’s spot. “I do want to find out for myself.”
With that she sat next to Horse, who had a huge grin on his face. We watched Alice lean toward Horse with her hand under the water. It wasn’t long before she had her answer.
“Jesus!” she exclaimed. “It isn’t even hard and it is long as a snake. I wonder how big it gets!”
From her upper body movements, it was obvious she was jacking Horse’s cock. Her eyes seemed to get wider and wider.
“Gloria! Reach down here and feel this thing,” urged Alice. “Unless you are in a stable, you won’t find two like this!”
Gloria was seated between Horse and me. I chuckled at Alice’s suggestion. She didn’t know my wife if she thought Gloria would ever touch that big salami! Gloria hitched over closer to Horse and reached down! I almost shit right in the tub. How many drinks had my bride put down?
“Goddamn!” gasped Gloria. “That is huge! Alice and I both have it in our hands and there is still plenty left over.
“Unless I miss my guess, it will be breaking the surface of the water soon,” predicted Nancy.
“Now I know you women are pulling our legs,” laughed Jim. “It would have to be ten or eleven inches to reach the surface. His periscope can’t be that long!”
About that time, Horse’s cock head emerged from the briny depths! First it was just the pee hole but gradually the entire head was showing. Gloria and Alice both leaned in close to stare. There was a stunned silence.
“To answer your next question,” stated Nancy, “it is 10 and a quarter inches long. Now do you admit I was telling the truth, Alice?”
Alice seemed incapable of speech as she and Gloria both sat transfixed. They each had a hand under the water and it sure appeared that they were still stroking the old love muscle. Nancy smiled and moved in between Horses legs on her knees. She reached in and my guess is she had a hand full of cock, too. Horse was beaming as the three women worked his tube under the surface.
“I want you both to see something,” whispered Nancy as she took control. “Look closely at the opening.”
I think they would have stepped in front of a train if Nancy told them to do so at that moment. Both women leaned ahead to look at the head of Horse’s cock. Suddenly, and with no warning, a long string of cum erupted from the pee hole and smacked Alice in the face. Both she and Gloria gasped and moved back.
As Gloria was gasping, Nancy aimed her husband’s cannon at her and fired another volley. It caught her in the open mouth and chin! Then, to my eternal surprise, Nancy leaned forward and took the cock head into her mouth. We could all see her swallowing rapidly to keep up with the discharge. I found myself wondering how big Horse’s balls must be. If they matched his dick, they would be like baseballs!
I knew Gloria hated the taste of spunk. She had allowed me to cum in her mouth once just after we were married. She had run into the bathroom spitting and then coughing. Shortly after I heard her stop gagging, I could hear her gargling. By the time she returned to the bedroom, I knew would be my last blowjob.
I turned to see Gloria close her mouth and swallow! Then she licked whatever she could reach on her lips and chin. I was reeling with amazement. To top it all off, Gloria took her finger and scooped up a few wads on her chin and put it in her mouth. My cock was ready to explode as I watched my wife.
Alice had leaned back and was doing the same! She reminded me of a cat taking a bath by using her paws. It was incredible. I finally turned to look at Jim. He was fisting himself under the water’s surface and groaning loudly.
“Fuck! That was amazing!” he gasped. “No one would ever believe me if I told them what I just saw. I would have better luck convincing someone I had just seen Elvis!”
Gloria turned to look at me and I saw color begin to creep over her face. It was as if she had just emerged from a trance.
“Lance, I am so sorry!” she whispered. “I don’t know why I did those things.”
It looked like she was close to tears as she spoke. She looked so lovely and vulnerable at the same time. I pulled her to me and kissed her lips hard. The same lips that had just licked Horse’s cum! She responded and soon our tongues were dueling and I was squeezing her tits through her suit. We broke and looked to see everyone watching us.
Nancy was smiling as she cleaned dripping sperm from her chin. Jim had pulled Alice to him and was playing with her ample set.
“We need to get to our room fast,” croaked Alice. “Get our stuff and let’s get going, Mister!”
With that they stood and stepped from the pool. Gloria and I were right behind them. The four of us made the elevator together. On the way up the women were giggling like teenage girls.
“Did you ever see anything so beautiful in your life?” Alice asked Gloria. “I would never have known anything like that existed. I bet Nancy has some fun with that monster. I wonder if she can take the whole thing?”
“How could she?” answered Gloria. “I always thought that Lance was pretty big down there, though he fits quite easily anymore. That thing would be a real challenge, don’t you think, Alice.”
By this time the elevator door had opened and Jim and Alice had to get out.
“We are in 908, you guys. Give us a call tomorrow. We will have to get together,” Alice added as the door closed.
Gloria and I were alone in the elevator and she turned to me and squeezed my still hard member.
“You are hard as I have ever felt you, Lance! Did that show get you all hot and horny?” she teased. “What are you going to do to your naughty little wife for feeling some man’s big, hard cock? I think you will punish me someway for making that monster shoot its cum all over me, won’t you?”
Over the years we had played a game on occasion where we fantasized that Gloria had misbehaved in some sexual situation and I had to punish her. She enjoyed the submissive wife act. I had never really pushed it too much, but after watching events unfold in the hot tub, I had plans to push the envelope.
I reached down and grabbed the part of Gloria’s top where it met her bottoms and quickly peeled it off her. We were now in an elevator with her topless. Her nipples were hard and she was panting. I had never seen her so hot.
The elevator stopped and I looked and realized it wasn’t our floor! We were down one floor from our room. The door opened and a couple a little younger than us started in. Then they saw Gloria standing there with her arms crossed over her chest.
The woman looked at her and then at me. Then she smiled at us.
“I see you have a little slut there,” she chuckled. “I think she should show my husband her tits.”
I reached down and lightly pulled Gloria’s hands to her sides as the husband grinned. He reached out and pinched Gloria’s nipples, quite hard I thought. Gloria moaned and quivered in my arms. The elevator stopped and I ushered her out the door.
“Take care of that little slut,” called the woman. “If you ever want to give her away for a night let us know. We are in the penthouse.” The door closed.
“Get down the hall, slut,” I demanded. “I am not done with you, by a long shot. I saw you let a strange man squeeze your tits and heard you moan. I never saw a slut more in need of punishment.”
It seemed like Gloria was back in that zone she had been in when she had Horse’s cock in her hand. I unlocked the door and dragged her inside. I then pushed on her shoulders and she went to her knees.
“You know what you have to do!” I told her. “Jerking a cock of in front of your husband, swallowing cum, and letting another stranger pinch your nipples cannot go unpunished!”
Gloria pulled my trunks down and swallowed my swollen member. I had been tuned on all night and especially the last half hour. I knew I wouldn’t last long as Gloria hungrily fed on my dick. As she did, I berated her.
“I am just finding out what a cock hungry little slut you are. You love them big, don’t you?” I asked.
“Look at me while you suck my cock. You love big cocks don’t you?” I repeated. I pulled my cock from my wife’s mouth and slapped her with it several times.
“I do love big cocks,” Gloria answered. “The bigger the better. I want big cocks all the time!” With that she managed to corner my cock again with her mouth and went back to suckling me like a baby. With her ardor and all I had seen, I erupted immediately. Gloria never let up and sucked me dry. It was a night of firsts and then another one happened. I never went soft!
I grabbed her hair and pulled her to her feet and tossed her on the bed. I reached down and roughly pulled her briefs off and dove into her pussy face-first. She was soaking wet and orgasmed in the first minute of my efforts, but I didn’t quit there, as I usually do when I eat her out. I kept plunging my tongue deep inside per pussy and then sucking her clit. I got a pretty good system going and Gloria was having a constant orgasm. She trashed and jerked and finally tried to push my face away. I refused to stop and ate her to another orgasm. Then I pulled my face away and looked at her. At first I thought she was asleep, but really she had passed out for a second. I poised above her with my cock against her slit. She came around when she felt the slight pressure.
“Yessssss!” she urged. “Fuck my little pussy with that cock! I deserve it for being so bad. I jerked off a big cock in my little hand while you watched. What are you going to do about it?”
I drove into her as far and as fast as I could. She passed out again as her pussy convulsed around my cock. I pounded her until she came around again and she wrapped her legs around me. I pinched her nipples with my left hand, much harder than I ever had before and she went of like a rocket! That was all I could stand and I drained my balls in her spasming cunt. Exhausted, I lay down on her chest and passed out myself.
I woke to the ringing of the phone, I looked at the clock and it was noon! Gloria was naked and sleeping next to me. My head hurt as I reached over to answer it.
“Hello? Lance?” asked the voice on the other end. It was Jim. “You didn’t call so I found out your room number. Did you have mind-blowing sex last night, too?
I groaned an affirmative into the receiver.
“Let’s meet by the pool in an hour,” he continued. “I can’t wait to talk about last night. Alice is so horny she is sucking my cock right now! I hope I can finish the job by one! See you then, Buddy.”
I conjured up a vision of Alice sucking Jim off and found my cock beginning to stir. I looked over at Gloria and climbed on her. Her eyes opened as I aimed my weapon and she smiled.
“I must have been very naughty!” she cooed. “Are you going to poke me with that big, hard cock again?”
That was all I needed as I began to enter her. How could she be so wet? I had a very horny wife on my hands and I did my husbandly duty to help her.



It was a little after one when Jim and Alice found us on a couple lounge chairs by the pool. We were sipping drinks as they walked up with drinks of their own.
“Hair off the dog that bit you, Lance?” chuckled Jim as he and Alice pulled chairs up next to ours.
In what I had come to learn was typical for Alice, she blurted, “I never have sucked Jim’s cock like I have in the past 12 hours. I cannot get over how excited that little show made me last night. I always loved Jim’s cock, but now I have seen a Horse of a different color, so to speak.”
We all laughed at her little pun.
“So Gloria, did you suck off Lance last night? Did that whole thing get you going, too?” Alice asked.
A week ago a question like that would have embarrassed and angered my wife. But then a week ago she couldn’t have answered in the affirmative.
“I sure did!” answered my wife. Was this the same woman I married almost 25 years ago?
“I was so hot I couldn’t wait to get my lips around Mr. Peeper,” Gloria stated. I found myself wishing she hadn’t used our little nickname. “Lance stripped my top off in the elevator last night after you guys got off and it stopped before it got to our floor.”
“Shit!” exclaimed Jim. I knew we should have seen you two to your door. I would love to see your tits, Gloria!”
Again I looked at Gloria. She smiled as if she had been given a supreme compliment. The woman I had lived with for almost 25 years would have slapped his face and stomped off in a huff.
“Well thanks, Jim,” she answered. “We will be here for two weeks and who knows what Lance has in store for me. Any way, I was topless when a couple in their mid-thirties stepped into the elevator. I was so embarrassed and turned on at the same time. The woman smiled at me and told Lance he had a nice little slut and said her husband wanted to see my tits.”
“Christ!” moaned Jim. “I missed it!”
“Then Lance pulled my arms down that I was covering myself with,” continued Gloria as she favored Jim with another ‘thank you’ smile. “The husband reached out and pinched my nipples real hard. It hurt and felt fantastic at the same time. I think I had a small orgasm right there!”
“Wow, Gloria, that sounds so hot!” gushed Alice. “Jim never exposes me to anyone. I think he is ashamed of my 45 year old body.”
“Where the hell is this coming from?” demanded Jim. “I’d run you around the mall naked if it would get me another night like the last one! I never knew you wanted to be exposed in public.”
“I shouldn’t have to tell you, Jim,” Alice answered. “You should be like Lance and know what I need and want, and I should not be given any choice!”
“Well I’ll be damned all to hell,” muttered Jim. “I never guessed it.”
Gloria broke in again and went on, “Lance made me suck him off for being such a slut. He saw us jerk Horse off and eat his cum, and then a total stranger pinched my nipples. He punished me for quite some time. He must have eaten me to five or six orgasms.”
“Gloria, you are making me jealous!” complained Alice. “Jim ate me to one and then fucked the shit out of me for a couple more. I suppose I can’t complain, though.”
I was listening and trying to digest all this information. It seemed that women, at least these two, secretly wanted to be dominated and made to perform sexual acts. I was learning more about women in one day than I had in my first fifty years!
We ordered a lunch and ate it next to the pool. The conversation drifted to other, less titillating things. We decided to take a trip and see the local sights. As I suspected would happen, we wound up shopping for clothes.
Jim was bitching about it until I took him aside and told him we could make the shopping thing work for us.
“I have been learning about women at an exponential rate on this vacation, Jim,” I told him. “Would you mind if I have a little fun with Alice? It won’t be anything too bad and I think she will be horny as hell if it works.”
“I’ve only known you a day but I like you, Lance,” admitted Jim. “As long as you don’t hurt Alice, go for it.”
Gloria was in a changing room when I walked up to Alice with an outfit. Jim was staying out of sight.
“Put this on and show me how it looks, Alice,” I insisted.
She looked at me and then at the outfit I had selected. I saw her eyes flicker.
“I can’t try that on, Lance. My bra will show. It is too low and sheer,” she reasoned.
I took her by the arm and walked her to a changing room far from where Gloria was changing.
“Alice, don’t wear a bra. Put this on and then come out and show me how it looks,” I replied. I never blinked.
She looked me in the eye, took the outfit and headed for the changing room I had pointed at. Jim quietly hurried up to me.
“What did she say? Will she do it?” he whispered.
“She didn’t say anything and I am betting she will. Now go over and distract Gloria so she doesn’t ruin the mood,” I replied.
I saw Gloria come out in some funny-colored dress and saw Jim shaking his head. She went back into her changing room.
I turned around and Alice was exiting her changing room. My breath caught. Her tits were showing like she was naked. Her skirt was short and tight. She stopped when she saw me and I motioned her over. I could see Jim watching from behind a rack of clothes behind her.
“I think that looks great on you, Alice,” I told her as she approached me. “You have a very nice, big set of tits and this outfit shows them off nicely.
I finally had managed to make Alice blush! Her face reddened, but she smiled.
“I am thinking of buying it for you, but I need another opinion,” I told her.
“I am sure Jim will approve,” she smiled.
I took her arm and walked with her toward a young man looking at jackets. Alice saw where I was headed and began to resist. I held her arm firmly and continued.
“Excuse me, sir. I am thinking of buying this outfit for the lady but wanted an objective opinion as to how it looked on her,” I said to the fellow.
He turned to look and I could see he felt like I was annoying him, at least until he saw Alice. Then I thought his eyes would leave his head.
“G…great!” he gulped. “She looks real good, really!”
“Would you mind being seen with a lady dressed like this?” I pressed. Alice was blushing again. The kid couldn’t get his eyes off her tits. Her nipples were getting harder by the second.
“Are you kidding?” he asked. “I would love it, as long as she wasn’t my mom!”
Alice and I both laughed at that remark. I thanked him and walked with her back toward the changing rooms. Jim came walking toward us and Gloria emerged from her room.
“Christ, Alice, your tits are showing,” Jim choked out. “You look great! Doesn’t she have some nice tits, Lance?”
“She sure does and I am going to buy her this outfit. I don’t think we could find anything that flattered her anymore than this does,” I added.
Gloria had come up to us in time to hear my statement.
“I can see why! Alice, your tits look great. Did I see you over showing that young man this outfit?” she asked.
“Your husband wanted another opinion so he took me over to ask the young man and I have to say he was quite complimentary,” answered Alice.
Gloria gave me a look. I could see her little mind working. She was wondering why Alice would do as I instructed.
It was near dinnertime so I paid for Alice’s new outfit and after she changed back into her clothes, we headed back to the hotel. We had finished dinner and were waiting for dessert when I saw the woman we met in the elevator when Gloria was topless. She came over and leaned over next to me.
“Today is my husband’s 40th birthday and I am having a little party for him,” she began. “I hope I don’t come across as too forward but after last night in the elevator, I think we understand each other a little.”
“I was wondering if I could borrow your slut here for a couple hours?” she asked. Gloria, Alice, and Jim all made shocked expressions as they heard the lady’s request. I made a tremendous attempt to keep a poker face.
“What, exactly, did you have in mind?” I responded. “I am not in the habit of giving my slut wife away to strangers.”
Gloria blushed but somehow I could tell she was excited and pleased.
“Nothing too terrible, I assure you,” answered the woman. “Tom, that’s my husband, has talked about nothing but this tramp’s tits all day and how firm and full they were. It would be a special little surprise if she could be our maid this evening. I would get her a bustier that shows her tits off to great advantage while she serves drinks to my guests.”
I noticed that as she leaned over to talk to me, I was able to see down her neckline. The woman had nice tits of her own.
“I would think you would be well received as maid yourself,’ I grinned. “What do you propose to offer me for her services?”
The woman smiled back at me and leaned ahead more. Her nipples were hard and in full view.
“We are leaving for Europe in two days and we can let you have our penthouse suite after that. It has all kinds of extras, like a hot tub with a view of the city, two bedrooms and two bathrooms. Is that something that would interest you?” she asked.

I didn’t want to appear too eager but the whole conversation had made my cock as hard as steel! I tried to think of something to make it appear I had won the negotiations.
“Here is what I propose,” I finally answered. Gloria seemed to be holding her breath. “You can use both of these tarts for your party tonight. They will do whatever you tell them, excluding any sex acts. You will come down to my room while your party is going and for half an hour you will give Jim and me each a nice massage, and you will be topless while you do it. You will tell your husband what you are doing before you leave and we will take a picture of you with us for you to take back to him, as well as a couple for Jim and me.”
I continued on, “We will take over your place in three days and use it till we leave in two weeks. You will take pictures of these two sluts parading around in front of strangers all exposed and have them return to my room with the photos. If it appears that they enjoyed the evening in any way, they will be punished when they return. You can have them for three hours, eight to eleven. You will be in my room from nine to nine-thirty.”
“I like the way you do business!” she laughed. “You have a deal. This will make my husband so horny he’ll forget he’s forty and act like a teen. I can’t wait to see his face when I tell him what I had to agree to do to get this slut for his party. Have them arrive about ten minutes before eight so they can try on their little outfits.”
With that she stood and headed out of the restaurant.
Everyone at the table was silent as they stared at me. Finally Gloria spoke.
“Lance, I can almost see how you feel you can send me up there, but what makes you think you can bargain with Alice’s tits, too? You have put her in a terrible position now! You have no right to make that deal.”
Alice and Jim were silent as I looked around the table before I answered.
“Gloria, we are on vacation and the thought of you being a topless waitress for strangers makes my cock so hard I can hardly stand it. Right now Jim has a hard-on and Alice is soaking wet. Jim is a great guy, but Alice needs to be used and flaunted a little, just as you do. Jim, for all his bluster, would not have made that deal, but he loves the idea,” I insisted.
Then I turned to Jim and Alice and spoke, “Do either of you deny what I just said? Do both of you want to go through with this mad scheme?”
“Jesus, Lance!” exclaimed Jim. “You have me pegged. The thought of our wives doing this is an incredible turn-on. The thought of that minx that was just here giving me a topless massage is about all I can stand. How do you feel, Alice?”
“Lance, you have figured us out very quickly! We are on this trip to revive our relationship, especially the sex, and this has me as hot as I have ever been! Thanks for including me in the maid thing tonight,” gushed Alice. “I can hardly wait, but I am scared to death at the same time.”
“Alice! I am so relieved to hear you say that. It will be easier with you there. I don’t know how Lance knows so much all of a sudden, but this has me extremely excited,” admitted Gloria. “We will show those people a couple of wives with four kids between them can still be sexy!”
Jim and I were waiting in my room in our boxers. It was kind of weird being alone with another man in his underwear. It was getting close to nine and we were both nervous.
“Did you see how excited our wives were when they left here?” asked Jim. “I never would have suggested Alice do something so wild, but I am glad you took it on yourself. Our sex life has been a little stale lately, but this trip has already done wonders. Alice has been in heat since we met you two in the hot tub.”
“They love the idea of being naughty, but don’t want to risk ruining their marriages. They know where their bread is buttered. This gives them the opportunity with our blessing. Actually it is more like our insistence,” I observed. “Women have these ‘harem girl’ fantasies where they do all sorts of wild things because they are forced to and not because they really want to. It allows them to keep their self-respect and still be stimulated.”
“Christ, Lance, It sounds like you have them all figured out,” replied Jim. “I know that Alice seems to like it when you dominate her a little. That just isn’t my nature, but she responds to it and I hope to profit from it later tonight.”
There was a knock on our door and our lady friend stepped in when I opened the door. The fact that we were in our boxers bothered her not at all.
“Come in, take off your shirt, and then introduce yourself,” I directed. “The clock is running we expect to see your tits for the entire half hour.”
“I really like your attitude,” she laughed as she unbuttoned her blouse. She was wearing a black lacey bra and she looked sexy as hell. I stepped in and unhooked the clasps. She allowed it to slide down her arms and she placed it on a chair. Her tits were not too big, but very firm and her nipples were at attention.
“I am Brandy,” she stated as she extended her hand to me.
“Hello, Brandy,” I answered. “I am Jim and the guy over there is Jim. We both think you have real nice tits.”
She was an attractive woman and her smile made her beautiful. She used it on Jim and me.
“Thanks for the kind words. I needed to hear it after the way your wives are being drooled over upstairs,” Brandy revealed. “They are getting a lot of attention and they are such good sports. You guys must think the world of them.”
“Don’t start telling us how we feel about our wives so we’ll feel guilty about you being here topless. Are they doing okay?” I added.
“They were nervous at first. After half an hour they had the men eating out of their hands. My husband has a hard-on like never before, “Brandy confided. “He said it is his best birthday party ever.”
“Was he cool about you keeping your part of the deal?” asked Jim.
“He was angry for a minute, but he is a reasonable man. When he thought about your wives being with a whole bunch of strangers, he realized you weren’t asking anything too outrageous,” responded Brandy.
“The truth is he got real horny when I told him I had to be topless in front of you fellows,” she continued. “We have always enjoyed some games and fantasies in our marriage. I am beginning to think every married man wants his wife to be ogled by other men. I told him you would get pictures of my tits and he almost came on the spot.”
“I don’t know about Jim, but I am quite content to chat and look at your nipples, Brandy,” I confessed. “I don’t want any massage, except what you do for my eyes.”
“I’ll go along with Lance on that,” agreed Jim. “I do have to insist we get some pictures, though!”
“I brought my digital,” I declared as I waved my camera. “Now you two pose for me.”
I put Jim and Brandy in different poses and she was a great sport. In a couple of them I had Jim holding her breasts or cupping her ass through her skirt. Then I handed Jim the camera and had Brandy rub her tits against me while Jim took the shots. Our half hour seemed to end in two minutes.
As she dressed to leave, Brandy turned to us and grinned. “You guys have been absolute gentlemen. That was really the only concern my husband and I had. I told him I felt you would be good to me, and besides, he has your wives up there!”
“Brandy!” I called as she was leaving. “Take my camera and get some pictures of our ladies being trashy. I want a lot of shots so we won’t forget tonight. I also think it will prove they are having fun and will need to be punished in some form.”
“I bet your ‘punishment’ will be some sort of incredible sex and they will be glad to get it,” Brandy guessed as I showed her the operation of my camera. “Be ready to punish them because they will return horny and naughty!”
With that she left. I looked at Jim and we both put our clothes back on and headed for the bar. We had another hour and a half before our wives were done.
As we sat at the table in the bar, Nancy and Horse came in and joined us. Nancy was curious why we were sans wives. Our explanation made her quite aroused.
“You never thought to include me?” she scolded. “That is so hot! I wish I were with them. Imagine a bunch of strange men looking at my tits, and with Horse’s permission! That would be so cool.”
“We haven’t seen you since that night in the hot tub,” I apologized. “I really don’t think I know you and Horse well enough to offer you for maid service.”
“Well you know now and if you get in any more kinky deals, count me in,” she replied. “Horse knows he is the only man for me.”
“I guess we all know why,” laughed Jim. “My wife has been talking about his incredible shooting cock ever since she saw it. You are quite the marksman with that puppy, aren’t you, Nancy?”
“Not to brag, but I have popped a few flies off the wall with it,” admitted Nancy. “I am accurate with anything within three feet.”
Jim and I looked at each other. Horse simply grinned. Neither Jim or I felt we wanted to challenge Nancy’s statement.
“We will be taking over the penthouse suite in a couple days and you guys are invited to join us in the private hot tub,” I offered. “Who knows? There may be some flies there that need to be exterminated.”
We all laughed at that statement. Then at quarter to eleven, Jim and I made our way back to the room. We were both deep in thought.
“You know what, Jim?” I asked. “I think old Horse is not the sharpest tool in the shed. He just smiles and grins a lot. I think Nancy is the dominant one. She loves that big cock, but there isn’t a lot else there.”
“I was thinking the same thing, Lance,” replied Jim. “Nancy has a guy with a big cock, but he is not much of a conversationalist. I think she keeps him from saying very much and that way no one will notice he isn’t too sharp.”
The girls came back to the room around quarter after eleven. They were wearing bulky t-shirts that came below their asses. Both were laughing as they entered the room.
“So did you two enjoy Brandy’s tits while we were working?” asked Alice. “It is so sad that your wives have to work while you guys get some topless model type to entertain you.”
“I bet you guys want to see our work clothes, don’t you,” asked Gloria.
She whipped the shirt over her head and Jim choked. She stood before us with a bustier around her torso and bikini bottoms. Her tits were raised and looked absolutely huge and delicious! Her nipples were swollen and extremely hard. There were little marks all over her chest. I just stared at her.
Alice then followed suit and her tits were bigger and her nipples were even more swollen and hard. She, too, had marks all over her chest. My cock began to swell immediately. I had tried to imagine how they would look but I had never dreamed they would be so incredibly sexy. Jim and I were unable to form words. We did manage some spittle that worked its way down our chins.



“Alice, you’d think they never saw any tits before, wouldn’t you?” laughed Gloria. “Luckily the gentlemen at the party you forced us to host were more vocal and appreciative.”
I noticed that Gloria was carrying our camera in her left hand. I grabbed it and tossed it to Jim. I then pulled both women to me and ran my arms around them and squeezed a tit in each hand.
“Jim! Get a shitload of pictures of us!” I admonished. “Then I’ll get some of you.”
“Men are so predictable, aren’t they Gloria?” teased Alice. “Every man we have met tonight had to squeeze these tits and get a picture. The only difference is some have more imagination than others when it comes to what they can do with four big tits to use as they want.”
Was that a challenge? I quickly began running my face in her tits and holding Gloria’s and then switched. I sucked them all, pinched them all, and pushed them all together and put four nipples in my mouth at once while Jim photographed us. Then I did the same for him, as he proved quite clever with a tit. By the time my memory card was full we had tried everything we could think of and the women loved it.
“I have to get this slut back to our room before I make a mess here in your room,” groaned Jim as he grabbed Alice’s arm and headed for the elevator.
“Wait until I get my shirt on, Jim” cried Alice.
“No way, you nasty little slut. You already offered those tits to half the men in the state. A few more won’t make any difference,” he proclaimed. Alice looked back at us and smiled as Jim led her down the hall.
I closed the door and turned to Gloria.
“Did you enjoy yourself?” I asked.
“Lance, it was the most erotic, exciting thing I have ever done!” she responded. “Every man there asked me to meet him someplace when their wives weren’t near. Most of them slipped me their cell phone numbers. Toward the end, most of the couples left. I didn’t realize it but a few single, or at least unattached, men stopped in. I think someone that left early told them about the ‘maid service’, so to speak.”
The men were not really rude, but they kept getting more and more daring.” Gloria caught her breath and continued, “Brandy kept taking pictures and laughing as the guys mauled Alice and me and sucked on our tits and pinched our nipples and some even bit them. Brandy had told us at the start that if we became frightened or were being hurt or forced against our will we should tell her and she would stop things immediately.”
“I was determined to not be the one to ‘cry uncle’. It seems that Alice had decided the same thing. The guys had their hands all over us, all at once. I felt someone trying to put their hands in my pants and I had several on my ass. I looked at Alice and she was getting the same. I started to get worried that the men would not stop, and part of me hoped they wouldn’t! I was so turned on,” admitted Gloria.
“Then Brandy announced loudly that it was eleven and the maids were leaving,” said Gloria. “It took a few minutes but the men freed us from their grasp. Tom, Brandy’s husband, was sitting in a big chair so I walked over to him and sat in his lap and wished him a happy birthday. I rubbed my nipples on his lips and he took them into his mouth and sucked on them while everyone, including Brandy watched. Lance, I had an orgasm while he did that! He released me and I staggered with Alice into the extra bedroom and we put on those shirts and left. Brandy promised to keep all the men there until we had time to get safely back here.”
“I know you sent us to the party and you knew we would be topless, but I wanted you to know everything that happened,” Gloria went on. “I was treated like a slut and I acted like one, and I had the best time of my life. Now I am afraid you will be upset with me. I am your wife and that means more than anything else. Are you upset, Lance? Do you think I am contemptible?”
“I knew you would like being admired and fondled, Gloria,” I quickly answered. “You also knew that if you were bad you would be punished by me. I will accept your confession until I download the pictures. I have been waiting here for you to return for your punishment.”
Gloria’s eyes seemed to light up. She smiled at me and dropped to her knees. Soon she had my hard-on buried in her throat I was pumping my seed deep into her belly. We would celebrate 25 years married in three days. I loved her more now than the first day!
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Looking back, I realize it was as if I had lived through a story in Literotica. I had received a promotion at work. It meant more money and that made me happy. It involved a lot of travel and that caused me some anguish.
Rita and I had been married for 12 years and were planning on having children. When I got my promotion, it seemed like the perfect time to start a family. Rita made a little ceremony of tossing her birth control pills into the trash. We fucked every night for a week. It seemed like things were perfect. I made a few short trips but was never gone more than two days.
As I was preparing to leave for a two week trip to the Midwest, Rita began bitching at me. I knew she was having her period and I tried to be patient.
“Why do you have to go for so long,” she whined. “It seems like a few days away from home would be enough. This isn’t fair!”
“Sweetheart, that is why I got the big raise, remember?” I chided. “That is why we can afford for you to stop working when you have a baby. Remember how you tossed your pills away a few weeks ago? You need to look at the silver lining in this cloud.”
“Just what is the silver lining, Kevin?” she asked.
“When I return, you should be ovulating and ready for me to breed, Baby. I will go without for the entire time and my sperm count will be through the roof!” I proclaimed.
“Well, that is true,” acknowledged Rita. “Just don’t beat off while you are in the hotel, okay? I want you to save your load for me!”
“I promise, Rita,” I responded. “I will be saving it all up for you and we will get you with child this month. I will be on a testosterone high! I’ll probably have blue balls, but you know how to take care of that problem.”
“I sure do, Kevin. You bring those balls back to me full and I will take very good care of them!” she promised.
I kept my promise to not choke the chicken while I was on the road. I did have to take a few cold showers to ease the temptation. It was especially bad after I spoke with Rita on the phone each night. Getting home and mounting Rita became my sole reason for life. I was possessed and obsessed. I had trouble focusing on my job.
About the fourth day, I realized I was losing time by being so preoccupied with thoughts of Rita. With great discipline, I began to push myself to concentrate and take care of business. I put in long days and by the end of the week I was ahead of schedule and feeling good about myself.
Still my calls home would inevitably leave me with a raging hard on and no relief but more cold showers. I was getting blue balls from freezing them every night!
I held to my course and by midweek, I had accomplished my goals. I wasn’t scheduled to return home until Friday evening so I had the prospect of sitting around in St. Paul waiting for Friday. My balls told me to find some alternative. With some effort I was able to book a flight home early Thursday. I decided to surprise my needy wife by suddenly appearing when she got home from work on Thursday. Then I would fuck her till she begged for mercy.
On the flight home I struck up a conversation with the fellow in the next seat. We were both baseball fans and soon we were deep in conversation about favorite teams of our youth. It seemed that the fellow, Roy, had a great baseball card collection but lacked a ‘Wally Moon” to complete his old Dodger team.
I remembered my old collection and that I had two Wally Moon cards. I offered to mail one to Roy and he was delighted with the prospect. I took his address before we parted with the promise of putting the card in the mail by Friday.
I took a cab home and tossed my bag in my closet, intending to unpack after I found the card I had promised to Roy. That meant I had to go into the guest room closet and climb a little ladder up and into the attic. My cards were in a shoebox someplace in all the treasures we had stored there.
That was when I heard the front door open and voices. It was only 1:30 in the afternoon, so Rita would still be at work. I grabbed my Duke Snyder bat that I had uncovered in my search and lay very still. If it was a burglar, he would be in for one big surprise!
“It’s okay, Dean. Kevin won’t be home for another day.”
It was Rita’s voice and she was talking to a person named Dean! I knew one of her superiors at work had that name. I had even met the guy once. He and his wife were at a company picnic I had attended with Rita last summer. He was a tall man, about my age and a bit more muscular. That was about all I could remember about him.
“As long as we don’t get caught, Rita. I want to sample that sweet ass of yours, but I don’t want some jealous husband to shoot me,” responded the guy named Dean.
“We don’t even have a gun, Dean. Don’t worry so much. You will be safe in my arms,” my loving wife told him.
I made a note to get a .357 as soon as possible. I was ready to climb down and put an end to what I feared wthey planned, when I heard something that stopped me cold.
“All I could think about last night was your big cock and how it filled me up,” Rita admitted to Dean. “I had your cum leaking from me all night. I made a mess of the bed and had to change the sheets this morning.”
It sounded like the damage had been done. I realized I was gripping the bat so hard my fingers were going to sleep. I decided to wait and kill them both in the act. I scooted over to a light above our bed. I had installed it, and as I usually do, I screwed it up. I had cut the hole too big for the light and had to promise Rita I would repair the hole so it would not show. And, as usual, I never got around to doing it.
I was able to see my bed from above. Rita came into view and sprawled naked on it. I was able to see the top of Dean’s head as he loomed above her.
“I love how tight that pussy is, Rita,” he said. “I want to fill you with more of my fuck juice!”
“Then get down here and start filling me, Big Boy,” she laughed. “You know I am not using any birth control, Dean. We are going to start a family.”
Dean groaned as Rita revealed her plans. He was poised at her opening as he chuckled, “I think I’ll give you a little head start, Sweetheart. I have knocked up my wife three times, so I know I am shooting live rounds.”
With that he pushed into Rita’s pussy, causing her to moan.
“Yes! Make me pregnant. Kevin will never know if you do. I want both of you to fuck me and if I get pregnant, it will be a toss up who did it.”
“You are so nasty, Rita. It makes me really horny,” moaned Dean as he began to pound my wife’s cunt. “There will be no doubt, though. I have a big advantage and I am going to use it. Old Kevin will be raising my kid. That excites me a lot!”
“I am getting close, Dean! Fuck me with that big cock and give me your baby!” Rita cried. “Father my child, you fucking stud. Fill me with cum. I want to feel you blast inside me!”
“You nasty fucking whore,” gasped Dean. “Take my sperm and start a baby for Kevin to raise!” I could see his ass flex as he emptied himself inside my wife.
“Oh, shit! I am cumming now!” screamed Rita. “You whore is cumming and probably pregnant. Fill my cunt, you damn stud!”
I had all I could do to not climb down and beat both of them to death! The woman I loved betrayed me. The guy was some piece of shit for trying to knock up another man’s wife. Old Duke was way too good for them. I just lay there in disbelief and watched and listened.
Dean rolled off Rita and started chuckling. Rita seemed pleased with herself as well. It was touching to see two people enjoy themselves so much.
“If it is a boy, will you name him Dean?” he asked. Maybe I would still climb down and bash his head in!
“I think that would be pushing it a bit,” laughed Rita. “Kevin won’t suspect anything if I don’t do anything stupid. The baby can look just like you and he would never suspect. He is very trusting and loyal.”
“That makes him different from you, doesn’t it, you bitch?” replied Dean. “You cuckold him and will even have another man’s baby. Loyal isn’t in your make up!”
“Dean! You will hurt my feelings,” grinned Rita. “At least it would hurt if it weren’t true. I know my place as your slut. Maybe I’ll have several of your babies. That way they will all look alike and no one will suspect anything. How does that sound?”
“You little whore! I’ll knock you up as often as you want, as long as Kevin raises them. I don’t want my kids lacking for anything,” mused Dean.
“Don’t worry there. Kevin will make a wonderful father and will be devoted to your kids,” Rita said.
“Now that we have the kids’ futures settled, suck my cock hard again,” urged Dean. “I want to add a little insurance that my guys get to your egg first.
I watched as Rita leaned over and took Dean into her mouth. I released the bat and eased my way back to the opening to the attic. I climbed down and walked out the door. I felt ill and confused. If I had been hit by a truck, the pain would have been less.
I was wandering down a side street when I saw the car that had been in my driveway pass down the main street. I knew it had to be Dean and it seemed likely that Rita would be with him. She still had to get her car. I quickly headed for home to get my bag.
As I walked I used my cell to call a cab. By the time I had pulled my bag from the closet where I had dropped it, the cab was blowing its horn. I glanced at the bed and saw stains on the sheets. Feeling a renewed pain, I hurried out and slid into the cab.
I went to a hotel near work and checked in. Then I bought a case of beer and finished it off by seven. The next thing I knew it was morning and I had one hell of a headache. It became apparent that drinking was not going to solve my problems or relieve my suffering. I went out and ate a late breakfast and thought about my situation.
I had a good job and was a few years shy of 40. My health was good. I had always thought of myself as mentally tough. This would be a test, and it was a test I had to pass. I needed some measure of justice. Some might call it revenge. I had no desire for collateral damage, but it realized it was a distinct possibility.
My cell phone rang and it startled me. I looked at the ID and saw it was Rita. I swallowed the piece of toast in my mouth and answered.
“I called last night and you didn’t answer, Kevin,” she complained. “You weren’t out chasing some young girl, were you?”
“That is the least of your worries,” I replied. “You know how loyal I am.”
“That’s funny! I was telling someone that just the other day, Kevin. That is one of you best traits. Are you going to be flying in this evening? I can’t wait to get you in bed, Sweetheart. We have some unfinished business. You are going to make me a mother this weekend!”
I had to work to keep my breakfast down. Between the beer and the memories of Deanie’s weenie, my stomach was rebelling. I took a couple deep breaths.
“There has been a change in plans, Rita,” I lied. “I have to go to Green Bay today. I should be back by Monday evening.”
“Kevin!” yelped Rita. “You promised me you would be home and we would be working on a family. I am at my most fertile right now. Why don’t you just fly right home and go to Wisconsin on Monday?”
“I know what I promised, but I have to break it,” I told her. “I am just beginning in my new position and I have to make a good impression. I want to be able to support our child. You wouldn’t be happy if I lost my job, would you?”
“Of course not,” she answered petulantly. “I just want you to make love to me, and soon! I miss you,”
I was beginning to believe her. If I didn’t arrive on the scene soon, how could she convince me that I had sired her child? The longer I was away, the more of a problem it would be for her. It was so simple, but so sweet. Psychological pain was far worse than physical pain. I had just received a fast lesson in that! It was war and I didn’t intend to lose.
“I will call you on Sunday, Rita. Just be patient. You will be pregnant soon, I am certain,” I offered. (If she wasn’t already, I thought to myself.) I hung up the phone before I said something to give myself away.
I remembered I had a tape recorder that could run for hours at a time. It wasn’t high tech, but I decided to place it in the attic above the hole in the ceiling and record as much as I could. I decided to hurry because I never could tell when Rita and lover-boy would be stopping in.
I found the tape recorder and then had the idea of running a cord to the outlet that was controlled by the wall switch in the bedroom. The outlet was behind a dresser and Rita would never look behind it. I kicked a hole in the drywall and then dropped the extension down from the attic through the wall. I had to drill a hole in the plate at the top of the wall to drop the cord down, but I was still done in half an hour. I left everything else as I had found it.
I spent Saturday looking for an apartment and found one. It was a bit pricey, but that was the reason it was available. It was furnished, so I picked up a few things to make it more comfortable. I decided that I was going to live, and live well.
I called Rita Sunday afternoon. She seemed nervous when we spoke.
“Kevin! When will you be home, Baby?” she asked. She was going to use her charms to melt me.
“I am not certain, Rita. I ran into a few more problems than I expected. I will call you when I find out something more certain,” I promised.
“Oh, Kevin!” she gushed. “ I need your big, hard cock inside me, Baby. I am so horny thinking of you. Please hurry home. I will make it worth your while!”
I sensed she was becoming a little desperate and smiled to myself. She started the game, not me. I just wanted to win it!
“Thanks, Honey,” I cooed. “I imagine you will, and I can’t wait. Give me a day or two and I’ll get home.”
“You’d better, Kevin. I need you so bad. I love you,” declared Rita.
“I love you, too,” I answered. I crossed my fingers as I said it.
I was at work early Monday morning and turned in my reports. The boss was pleased and told me so. I began to feel pretty good about myself. My self-esteem had suffered a blow, but I was getting my head back and enjoying life.
I took a long lunch and went home to retrieve the tape recorder. I spent a few hours in my office listening to it. Sometimes there was nothing on the tape for long periods. Then there were trite phone conversations. I could tell with whom Rita spoke by the way the conversation went. I even heard the phone ring when I called and Rita’s end of the conversation.
The next time the recorder came on, Dean’s voice was on it. It came on in the middle of his sentence.
“…fuck you silly, you little slut,” he finished.
“I am not really in the mood, Dean,” replied Rita. If I am not pregnant, I don’t think I should chance it till Kevin gets home.”
“Well, forget that, bitch!” laughed Dean. “I have you so knocked up so high it won’t matter now. I just want to pound that pussy for a while. I don’t have much time. The wife thinks I went for beer.”
“What will I do if Kevin doesn’t get home soon?” questioned Rita.
“You will suck my cock, for one thing, whore,” retorted Dean. The guy had a way with women.
“If he isn’t home by Wednesday, fly out to visit him for a romantic tryst, slut,” Dean suggested.
“That is a great idea, Dean!” Rita squealed. “You are so smart. I’ll find out where he is and go there to meet him. He will be more than happy to fuck me by then. He hasn’t been laid in weeks.”
“Now shut the fuck up and suck my cock, you dumb cunt,” demanded Dean. “I want you to swallow my first load.”
The rest of the tape was sounds of their romp and Dean insulting Rita. I didn’t understand why she allowed him to speak to her the way he did. She seemed to feed on it and get hornier when he did.
My cell rang just before I left work. It was Rita.
“Have you found out when you will be home, Lover?” she asked.
“Actually I was just told I have to be in Fargo on Thursday and Friday,” I managed without laughing. It was the end of January and Fargo was no place I wanted to visit! “I was just getting ready to reserve my room at the Holiday Inn at the airport.”

I could almost hear the wheels turning in her head as she answered.
“Fargo, as in Dakota?” she asked. “Well, if you have to be there Thursday and Friday, will you be home Saturday?”
This was the part I really loved.
“I am afraid not. It looks like I may wind up going to Canada after that. It way be a week or so before I get home,” I again lied.
“Oh, Kevin! I miss you so much! Can’t you come home first?” she pleaded.
“We have gone over this before,” I replied. “I am doing this for you and the baby, remember! I will call when I can, Sweetheart. I am very busy on this trip.”
I hung up and laughed loudly. She was playing me for the fool. Now she could try a shoe on the other foot! I was beginning to see more clearly and appreciate the freedom I was tasting. The next day at lunch I ran the tape recorder back and set it up. I was driving a rental car down the street when I saw Rita and that damn Dean pull into the driveway. It had been close.
Then on Wednesday I went back and picked it up. I did it earlier in the day to avoid any chance of meeting my wife during her ‘afternoon delight’. Beside another hot session where Rita and her paramour laughed about me raising his kids, and him calling her vile names, I picked up some information. I heard Rita on the phone making round trip reservations to Fargo for Thursday! I had to laugh at her efforts. I had been pretty naïve but I was smarter now. She still believed everything I said, because she never had reason to doubt me. She would have a couple cold days in Fargo!
Rita called me that night and I was very warm to her. I didn’t want her to guess something was awry before she got to North Dakota!
“Hello, Darling,” I cooed. “I have been very busy, but I think about you all the time. I should be home in a week or two. When I do get home, I will have a couple weeks off to love you up.”
“No problem, Sweetheart,” she oozed back at me. “I know I was not very understanding, but I have accepted that you have to travel. I am so lucky that you work so hard for me, and the child we will be starting soon. I love you and will be waiting for you.”
I told her I loved her as I hung up. Again I had my fingers crossed. A short time later, the boss called me to his office.
“I have an assignment in Phoenix, if you want it, Kevin,” he began. “I know you haven’t been back very long, but this is a nice trip. There is going to be a blizzard in the Midwest over the weekend, and Phoenix will be around 85 degrees.”
“That is a no-brainer, boss!” I laughed. “I will be ready to leave Friday.”
I waited until Rita’s plane was certain to be airborne and then called her cell. She didn’t answer and I didn’t expect she would. I just wanted to leave a message.
“Rita, Sweetheart! I was just told that I may leave Fargo before the blizzard hits. I will be home by seven tonight and I will screw your brains out. Expect me then!” I finished.
I went home and got some different clothes and packed for a warm weather trip. Things seemed to be going famously. I pulled a beer from my fridge and sat in my lounge and watched my TV. My cell phone rang a couple times, but I ignored it. I didn’t know if I would be able to conceal my contempt and not gloat. I went to bed in the guest room. Around midnight the house phone rang.
“Hello?” I managed.
“Kevin! What are you doing home?” ranted Rita. “You said you would be in Fargo. I came up here to be with you and then I get a message that you are going home!” Her voice was cracking and tears were close. I could tell she was upset.
“That is so sweet!” I exclaimed. “There is a blizzard up there, so I left. How is the weather, anyway?”



“Great, if you like zero with high winds and heavy snow!” she cried. “We were told we would have to be here for several days, and to hope the power doesn’t go out!”
“Well, try to enjoy the scenery and the local flavor,” I suggested. “It makes the weather here seem pretty mild, doesn’t it?”
“How can you be so unconcerned?” Rita demanded. “I am in a goddamn blizzard, for Christ’s sake!”
“I am sure you will be fine,” I said soothingly. “They get shitty weather there all the time and know how to deal with it. Just sit tight and it will eventually end. By the way, I am being sent to Phoenix tomorrow. I hope to play some golf this weekend.”
“Where?” she screamed.
“You need to relax, Darling. I will call you from poolside on your cell. Try to get a good night’s sleep and stay warm. Love you, Babe.”
I hung up the phone and returned to bed. The next day I was golfing. Afterward, I was relaxing by the pool watching the women stroll by. I dialed Rita’s number.
“Rita, how are you holding up? I asked.
“The fucking power is off and all three of the guests in this shit hole are sitting here by a fucking woodstove!” she railed. “My cell battery is low because the asshole that runs this place had to use it to call his asshole brother for firewood. The fucking idiot knew a blizzard was coming and he didn’t have any firewood.”
“I am glad you are okay,” I responded cheerfully. “I shot a 94, which isn’t bad for not playing for quite a while, don’t you think? You should see the tits on the woman that just walked by the pool! I think I am losing your signal, Darling.”
I hung the phone up and ordered another beer.
I managed to avoid Rita for three months. I stayed at my apartment when I was home and called her to tell her I was in some exotic city. I wasn’t sure if she believed I was in Rio or not. It just seemed like a cool place to claim to be visiting.
Then one day just before Easter, Rita walked into my office at work. I had wondered for two months when she would think to look for me there. I decided I was naïve, but she was a moron!
“Rita!” I exclaimed. “You look great. Are you gaining a little weight? I guess sitting out a blizzard gets the old appetite going, doesn’t it?”
“You miserable Fuck!” she hissed. “Why have you been tormenting me and hiding on me? All this lying and sneaking around is not like you. What the hell happened to you? You used to be a loyal, loving husband. Now you are a rotten prick!”
“I missed you, Darling,” I replied. “I was just getting some work done here so I could rush home and start that baby we wanted. You do want a baby, don’t you?”
Rita turned as pale as the snow that was up to her ass in Fargo. She slowly sat down.
“I..we.. you and I are going to have a baby,” she whispered.
“Wow! Ain’t that something?” I laughed. “Did you call the people at Guiness? This will surely be some kind of record, don’t you think?”
“I thought you would be happy! You wanted to be a father, didn’t you?” a somewhat stunned Rita asked.
“One of the big things for me was to be on site, so to speak, when we started it. I didn’t really want some slicker doing my job for me, if you know what I mean,” I answered. “To me being a father is more than being married to a woman that gives birth. If you had a child when I married you, I would have loved it as my own. I cannot love a child you conceived in deceit and disgrace, and without your husband. I just hope you can.”
“What are you saying, Kevin?” asked Rita. “Don’t you believe the baby is yours?”
“Rita, I am so certain that it isn’t, that I will make a deal with you. If it is mine, I will support you and the child well into adulthood and you can have the house. If it someone else’s, like that fucking slimeball, Dean, you sign over any share of the house and get the hell our of my life. Luckily, they have DNA tests today that are very accurate. What do you say?”
“Dean?” was all she could manage.
“Yes, Dean,” I repeated. You are his slut, his whore, his bitch, aren’t you? If you play your cards right with him, he will support you and the child quite well. Remember he is married and a partner in a big company. He will not want you to create any waves.”
I thought I saw a glimmer of hope in Rita’s eyes. She was going to turn her claws on that poor bastard.
“He’ll be your bitch by the time you are through with him, won’t he?” I chuckled.
I watched as Rita stood and smiled. I opened my desk and removed some papers. I handed them to her.
“I am filing for divorce. Read these over, talk to your lawyer, and sign them,” I urged. “I will help you fuck Dean over big time if you do. I will fuck you over big time if you don’t. Have a great life.”
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Gloria was insatiable when she returned from her little hostess gig in the penthouse. I made a mental note to start getting Viagra in bulk and to shed some weight. If my wife wanted a lot of sex, I should not be an obstacle to her desires. I managed to cum three times that night and Gloria never really seemed to stop with hers. They simply rolled on. I had never seen her so hot, so wet, and so wanting to please. I realized I had stumbled onto something and needed to experiment to see where it would go.
I also wondered if Gloria were different than other women, the same as other women, or was she at least very similar to most other women in her needs and desires? Do many women fantasize about being controlled, used sexually, and exposed? Do most women have a need to be desired and wanted by men, strange men? Do they have a desire to have their tits seen and appreciated? I was determined to be more forceful and demanding of women and then see what the results would be. I was on vacation and no one, except Gloria, would ever see me again.
We never got out of bed in time for breakfast. Noon saw us sitting by the pool, eating a big lunch. As we were eating, Brandy and Tom stopped and sat down with us. Gloria blushed a little when she looked at Tom.
"We just wanted to compliment you on this little slut and her friend," began Brandy. "Tom still has a smile on his face and he practically screwed me to death last night. He turned forty and was hornier than any other time in the 15 years we have been married. I told him about my experiences with you and Jim after the second shagging. He got another boner hearing about it."
"I've always told her she looked great and her tits were plenty big enough," chuckled Tom, "but you two guys did more for her esteem in half an hour than I have in our entire marriage."
Brandy was smiling as Tom spoke. It was obvious she was enjoying the afterglow of a romantic night.
"We want you to come up later and we will show you everything about the penthouse," suggested Brandy. "Can we plan on 3 PM?"
We agreed on the time and I watched Brandy's ass sway when she left.
"You think she is sexier than me?" asked Gloria. "She certainly is younger and prettier.
"We are not going to start that bullshit," I smiled at Gloria. "Did I ask if you like Horse more than you like me? I know the difference between curiosity, desire, excitement, and love and trust. I think you do, too."
"You are right, of course," answered Gloria. "It is just that I constantly need to have it reinforced that I am a desirable woman, even at my age, or especially at my age. I know you love me and we will grow old together."
"That is it, exactly," I agreed. "We both need to feel we still can light a fire, that we are not sorry old shits."
"Well, dearest husband, last night I saw that I could still turn on men, even those much younger than I, and I seem to recall having your undivided attention as well," she laughed. "It really turns you on to see other men lust after me, doesn't it?"

"Yes, I am surprised at how much it does excite me, and excites you. Seeing Jim squeeze your tits and knowing a dozen or more men did the same, or worse, made me want you as badly as I ever have," I admitted. "I know you are my woman and I actually felt no jealousy, just pride and desire. No man wants a wife that other men don't desire."
"You seem so confident lately, Lance. Alice is quite willing to do anything you tell her, and I mean anything!" confided Gloria. "Are you going to fuck her soon?"
I was taken back by the question, but was glad Gloria brought it up.
"I haven't decided yet, Gloria," I responded. "How would you feel about it?"
"I am embarrassed to tell you that it excites me to think about you and Alice," Gloria whispered. "I know that Jim likes me and Alice likes you. I was wondering if you had any plans in that area. Everyone seems to follow your lead."
"So, my little slut wife!" I admonished. "You have been harboring thoughts of infidelity. You would like to have Jim pound that little pussy, wouldn't you?"
"Only if you were okay with it, Lance!" Gloria quickly answered. "We have been so totally faithful and committed to each other for so long. Sometimes I wonder if I am missing anything, and I am sure you think about it, too. Do we want to go to our graves so inexperienced, and wondering what we missed?"
"Gloria, I am quite willing to allow you some new and exciting experiences if you have the faith in me to know that I will be with you to the end and that we are only indulging some dark fantasy in a strange environment."
I continued before she could say anything. "I feel absolute about your feelings about me and know you won't fall for someone else, or do anything behind my back when we get back home. The thing you need to understand is that I feel like I am just learning about women and have a desire to experiment enjoying and controlling them. I worry that you will fear you are losing me, that your faith in my love is not as great."
"Lance, this conversation has given me an insight into my feelings, and yours. I will gladly follow where you lead and not feel any jealousy. I am excited about the prospect of trying some new things here," she revealed.
"Gloria, I will seem controlling, chauvinistic, sexist, and depraved at times. If you give me the green light, I cannot tell where it will go, but it will be far different than the first 25 years we have spent together," I promised.
Gloria reached for my hand and squeezed it. Her smile was my answer. That and the fact her nipples were trying to poke through the swimsuit she was wearing!
Alice and Jim came to our table as Gloria and I finished our discussion. They were smiling form ear to ear.
"Hey, guys!" greeted Alice. "Was last night as hot for you guys as it was for us? We just pulled ourselves out of bed an hour ago!"
"When we left last night Alice wasn't exactly overdressed, if you recall," chuckled Jim. "We met a couple of her admirers from the party in the elevator. They started mauling her right in front of me! I didn't know if I should be mad, or proud. My dick told me to enjoy the scene. When we got to our floor I practically had to pull her tits out of their hands. She was hotter than a two-dollar pistol by the time I got her in our room."
"It was his fault," laughed Alice. "You saw how he wouldn't let me put that shirt back on. When the door opened to the elevator and I saw those two guys there, I stepped right in. I thought Jim was going to miss it the way he remained rooted in place. I hate to think what would have become of me if he hadn't gotten on. They were quite forward during the time it takes to go down three floors, even with Jim standing there."
"We are going up to the scene of the crime, so to speak, in a few minutes and check our new digs. Do you want to come with us?" I asked.
"We sure do!" Alice blurted. "I don't remember much about it, except it had a great view and all kinds of space. And since these tits helped make the deal, we should get to use that hot tub every night."
"Alice, your tits are going to be rewarded over the next couple weeks. I will see to that," I promised.
Alice gave me a funny look and then glanced at Gloria, who was grinning back. A big smile crossed her face and Jim was laughing.
"You are such a gentleman, Lance," laughed Jim. "I noticed you were rewarding them some last night. How did those pictures come out, anyway?"
"It is hard to believe that I have over a hundred pictures of a couple topless women, make that three counting Brandy, and I haven't even looked at them yet," I groaned. "Am I getting old?"
"Maybe you are just getting accustomed to attractive women showing you their breasts," suggested Gloria. "You will probably being seeing more of that sort of thing, I suspect."
"Gloria, why do you think that?" asked Alice. "What does that sick mind of Lance's have planned?"
"Nothing planned, but from the way things have developed in a couple days here, anything could happen… and probably will!" admitted Gloria.
It was shortly before 3 PM when we stepped off the elevator and knocked on Brandy's door. She gave us a big smile and hugged all of us as she let us in. Tom was standing by a wet bar asking if we wanted any drinks. Soon we were all taking the grand tour with a drink in our hands.
The hot tub was in a corner room with windows and sliders on two sides and the views were impressive. Off to one side was another hotel, a few stories higher than the one we were in. I could see several people standing on balconies. A couple of fellows were scanning the distance with binoculars. I knew they probably used them for views of our hotel more than the views of the area. At least I would, and I consider myself a normal male.
The vertical blinds were pulled open and the sliders were open as well, allowing us access to the balcony and allowing others a view of the room.
"Would you mind Tom, if Alice and Gloria were to try the hot tub right now," I politely requested.
He was surprised but played along with me.
"Not at all, Lance. They should feel free to use it any time," he suggested.
"That would be great, Tom," Alice agreed. "Let's climb in Gloria. This was one place we missed last night."
"Just a minute, Alice!" I interjected. "I don't think you want to get your suits wet and drip all over when we leave."
With that, I reached over and pulled the straps of her one-piece down, revealing her wonderful globes. My face brushed over them as I went to my knees and continued down with suit. Alice quietly stepped out of the suit and I stood and handed it to Jim.
Gloria was grinning by the time I got to her. She wiggled to help me as I pulled hers down over her ass. I tossed her suit on a nearby chair.
"Now, ladies, please enjoy the tub," I said as I bowed and waved it.
As the women stepped up to the tub, I pointed to the balcony above us and to our left. Both men with binoculars were focused on the tub. Alice and Gloria turned their heads to see where I was pointing. They both squealed when they realized two strangers were watching them closely.
"Wait, Alice," grinned Gloria. "Let them have a good look before we sit down."
With that, she put her hands on her breasts and held them toward the voyeurs. Alice quickly followed suit as the rest of us laughed. I thought the two guys would be embarrassed enough to look away when it became obvious they were found out, but apparently it was an opportunity neither could resist.
I walked over to Brandy and began to unbutton her blouse. She looked at her husband, but offered no resistance as I removed it. Then I unsnapped her bra and tossed it to Tom. I slowly massaged her tits for a minute or so. I have noticed over the years that Gloria always gives herself a little rub down when she removes her bra. Then I kneeled and pulled Brandy's shorts and panties down together. Her pussy was totally bald and she looked almost child-like.
I then led her over to the tub, stopping where the voyeurs would have the best view. I had her turn slowly and cupped her breasts again before motioning for her to sit with the other two nudes.
"Jesus, Lance!" gulped Jim. "You have to tell me how you get the nerve to do that shit! Tom could have punched you out!"
"Look at Tom," I replied. "He has a boner the size of the Eiffel Tower. He has three naked women in his tub, right before his eyes. I can't imagine him having any hostile feelings at the moment."
Tom laughed and placed a hand over his obvious erection.
"Let me get everyone another drink," was all he said.
While Tom was gone and the women were laughing and talking as only women do, I spoke to Jim on the side.
"Jim, you can see how this is going. It is inevitable that I will be fucking your wife before long. That is if you continue to hang with us," I told him. "You need to know it and stop seeing us if it bothers you. I will understand and respect you for it. On the other hand, if you play along, it is highly likely that you will be tapping Gloria soon. The thing is, I will be making the decision who both women fuck, and when. I will likely involve others. That is just the way it is. Your nature is different than mine and you are a gentleman to the core."
"Alice and I have been talking about that," admitted Jim. "She told me she feels she has to do what you tell her. It excites her and makes her feel alive. Well, it excites me, too. You and I are different and I am having the time of my life. I can play Robin to your Batman as long as everyone is willing. I can't go along with forcing anyone to do anything."
"Jim, we are in perfect agreement. I am just trying to learn what I can get away with and what I can't. This is all pretty new to me," I replied.
Tom came back in and handed us our drinks. Then he took some over for the women in the tub. He seemed to linger there longer than necessary and I smiled as I watched him watch them.
I walked to the other side of the tub, the side toward our fans from across the way.
"Brandy, come over here and show your tits to our friends," I called as I motioned my head toward the other balcony.
She smiled and moved over near where I was and smiled. Slowly, she stood up and turned around, allowing the lookers, and we were all lookers by then, to see all her womanly charms.
"Why don't you kneel by me and give them a sexier show?" I asked her.
Brandy looked at me and then at her husband. She dropped to her knees and reached for my zipper. My heart was pounding as I stood before her. Gloria and Alice sat in stunned silence as she worked my zipper down. Jim was sweating even more than I was, and Tom had a strange, but not angry, look.
Gloria's hand felt like a burning ember as she pulled my hardening cock from my pants. Then she turned and smiled at the men with the binoculars and took me into her mouth. As she worked my cock, I looked into Tom's eyes and saw a combination of lust and pride. Jim was fidgeting as he watched. It appeared he had a big tent going in his pants. Alice's mouth was opened and she was moving her head back and forth, in time with Brandy's mouth on my cock.
Then I looked into Gloria's eyes. I knew her well enough to know she was excited. Her eyes were twinkling and her breathing was rapid. Our eyes were locked as I erupted in Brandy's throat. The only way everyone could know I was cumming was the way Brandy's slurping noises changed to swallowing sounds.
She allowed my soft cock to drop from her mouth and turned to the balcony and smiled. It was them I noticed some cum on the side of her cheek and lips. It appeared to the naked eye that the men on the balconies were fisting themselves, and who could blame them?
Brandy put my cock away and stood up. She walked over to Tom and took his hand in hers and patted his obvious erection.
"I need to have my husband fuck me now," Brandy announced. "Let yourselves out when you are finished. We will be occupied for some time." They disappeared into the master bedroom.
I handed towels to both women and they stood to accept them. I toweled Alice off quickly as Jim watched. I took extra care to get her ass and breasts. Then I moved over to Gloria and dried her. She was smiling. I had forgotten about our fan club, but not Gloria. She was still showing off for them, spinning and spreading her legs as I toweled. I pulled her to me and kissed her hard. She responded and our tongues met.
I grabbed Gloria's suit and Jim had Alice's as we headed for the door.
"Let's get back to the room!" groaned Alice. "I need your cock in me, Jim!"
We herded the naked women onto the elevator and dropped to our floor. I grabbed Alice as the door opened at our floor.
"Jim, I think the ladies should both come with me," I suggested. "What do you think?"
He looked at Alice, and then at Gloria, and finally at me. Then he slowly nodded. I had my arms around both women and had their tits in my hands.
"I will send her down before too long," I told him as we stepped from the elevator and watched the doors close.
Alice and Gloria were both stunned as the doors slid shut. I ran my hands down to their asses and guided them to our room. Luckily, there was no one else in the hall.
Since they were already naked, I just pushed them both down on the bed when we entered the room. I stripped off my clothes and walked over to where Alice lay. I offered her my cock. It was partially hard, but Brandy's blowjob had taken the edge off. She took it into her mouth immediately. As she sucked me, I reached down and pulled on her nipples. Gloria was fingering herself as I twisted and pulled on Alice's nubs. She was moaning and feeding on me like a starving baby. Finally I pulled from her mouth and climbed over her and lay between them.
"Alice, hold my cock up straight. Gloria, slip it inside your cunt and start fucking yourself."
They both moved like they were in some sort of competition! Gloria slid herself onto my erection as Alice pointed it upward.
"Alice, put your hot little pussy on my face so I can eat you," I insisted.
It was only another second or two and Alice was pressing her sex into my face. It was like nothing I could have imagined. Both women worked themselves back and forth on me and I was doing my best to please them with my tongue and cock. My hands were everywhere. I squeezed and pinched Alice's nipples with my left hand while I did the same to Gloria with my right. I found myself applying the same pressure and twist to each. It was easier than trying to concentrate on each tit separately!
Gloria had one hand on my stomach as she rocked back and forth. As I ran my hands over the women I discovered her other hand was on Alice's ass, helping direct her movements on my face. That excited me further. It only took a couple minutes and Alice came. She groaned and trembled and her juices ran across my tongue and face. Hearing her seemed to set Gloria off as she almost screamed as her cunt squeezed my cock. It seemed, from my vantage point, that she was having one of the most intense orgasms of her life. Gradually both women slowed down and then dropped down along side me.
I gave Alice a slow kiss and then slapped her ass.
"You need to make me cum, you little whore," I ordered. "Show some appreciation and suck my cock."
Alice moved down my torso and took my cock into her mouth without hesitation. I turned to Gloria and kissed her.
"You are so hot!" I whispered. "Those guys in the other building were going nuts when you undressed. I think Jim and Tom were quite excited, too. You are a doll!"
Gloria smiled at me. Her hands were running over my chest and circling my nipples.
"Is that slut doing a good job with your cock?" she asked. "I don't want you all frustrated after pleasing me the way you did. She claims to be a good cock sucker, but I doubt she ever had a cock as wonderful as yours before."
I was getting close so I pulled Gloria back to me and gave her a long wet kiss as Alice milked my balls. I groaned into Gloria's mouth as I came and Gloria really began running her tongue around my mouth. I was so turned on I gave Alice an extra big load to swallow. To her credit, she did it. Finally we broke our kiss and Gloria and I watched my flaccid cock drop from Alice's mouth.
"That was pretty good, slut, but I think you will improve with practice," I told Alice as I ran my hand over her tits and ass. "Now give me a kiss goodbye and get down to your room and take care of hubby. I had better hear you satisfied him everyway possible or you will be punished."
She smiled at me as I squeezed her tits. "I promise he won't complain. You made part of his fantasy come true when you took me with you. I just hope next time you will fuck me good and make the rest of it come true," she responded. "Thanks, Gloria, for being so understanding. You are a sweetheart and if I were the type, I would be enjoying some of your sweet little ass right now."



A couple hours later we were sitting in the hotel restaurant having dinner with Jim and Alice.
"Lance," Alice bubbled, "this stud I married was a tiger when I got back to the room. He made me tell him everything we did while he ate me out. I have been eaten more in the past few days than the previous ten years, by the way. He gave me two more orgasms with his tongue and then he fucked me ragged! I was relieved you guys invited us to join you for dinner. I think he was planning on making me dessert.
We all laughed at Alice's comment. Then Gloria asked, "Jim, it didn't make you angry when Lance kept Alice with us and suggested you go to your room alone?"
Jim turned slightly red, but Alice quickly answered, "Jim has been suggesting I take a lover for a long time. It has been a fantasy of his for years, at least that I know about. He gets very aroused thinking of me being fucked by another man, or men, and then telling him about it while he fucks me."
"Really?" questioned Gloria. "That sounds so exciting! Have you been doing that often?"
"No!" blurted Alice. "It was just a fantasy. We live in a small town and we both have good jobs and kids to think of. We have been completely faithful until now. In fact, I think we still are, technically. I am using Bill Clinton's definition, of course."
We all laughed again. Gloria and I were finding Alice to be very bright and humorous. Jim was a loyal husband that admitted some fantasies that many shared, but most denied. All in all, we had done very well to meet them and become friendly.
Nancy and Horse approached our table.
"It was easy to find you guys," revealed Nancy. "You are laughing and having more fun than the rest of the guests in total. Everyone is smiling at your fun while they eat."
We all looked around and realized Nancy was probably right. It made me wonder if others were listening to our conversation.
"Why don't you two join us," offered Jim. "We have just ordered and there is no rush."
He jumped to his feet and pulled a chair around for Nancy. I think Gloria, Nancy, Horse and I were all struck by Jim's gentlemanly display.
"Thank you, Jim," Nancy said as she gave him a big smile. "You are a rare find, indeed. Alice, you had better keep a close eye on this guy or someone will steal him."
"Jim is a prince and I guess he would love to be stolen, for a few hours. I refuse to go home next week without him, though."
"Horse, why don't you get a chair and slide in?" asked Gloria. "That is if you aren't too excited. Then you will never fit."
That was my wife! I marveled at the changes she had gone through in a couple days. As we laughed at her remark, Horse pulled up another chair. Soon after he sat, Jim was secretly lifting the table and moving it. Just as we noticed the movement, Jim issued a warning.
"Look out, everyone! I think Horse likes Gloria's cleavage tonight!" he gasped. "We have no idea how much higher the table will get!"
Everyone broke into loud laughter at Jim's joke on Horse. I looked at Horse and he was laughing the hardest. I looked around the room and saw couples at several tables looking our way and laughing.
"Don't let these jealous fools bother you, Horse," Gloria cooed. "They couldn't move the table without using their hands if the ladies here were all naked. I suspect my cleavage is bothering Jim more than you, but there is no way to tell!"
"Ouch!" grimaced Jim. "Damn it, Alice, have you been telling tales out of school?"
It took a few minutes for the laugher to subside. The innuendos and double entendres flowed almost continuously as we dined.
"Ladies, we have invited Nancy and Horse to join us in the hot tub in our new digs in a couple days. Nancy may even show everyone more of her marksmanship skills," I added.
"That sounds great!" enthused Gloria. "Maybe I'll put an apple on my head. How's that for faith in Nancy?"
"It sounds more like faith in Horse to me," laughed Alice. "You just hope her aim is low!"
"Alice!" Gloria feigned outrage. "You paint me to be some kind of tramp! You'll eat those words, or something."
"Really?" asked Alice. "I hope so! You seem to know me quite well by now, too. We aren't exactly the demure, professional women that landed here a few days ago, are we?"
After dinner we sat at the hotel bar and had a few more drinks. There was a guy playing the piano and a few people danced from time to time. I noticed three guys sitting off to one side kept watching us. They had to be in their late sixties. I knew better than to think they had any interest in me. They must have been admiring the ladies. That was confirmed when I returned from a trip to the men's room to find two of them dancing with Gloria and Alice.
I looked at Jim and he grinned back.
"It seems those two fellows were at the birthday party last night," he revealed. "They walked up to Gloria and told her they almost didn't recognize her with her clothes on. She just smiled back and asked them which way they preferred her!"
Then Nancy chimed in, "that must have been some party! I think I overheard some people talking about it at breakfast. Now Alice and Gloria are in the evil clutches of those two lechers!"
About that time the song ended and the two strangers escorted Alice and Gloria back to Jim and me. Gloria introduced them to the group.
"This is Ed and Ralph. They were at Brandy's party last night. This is Alice's husband, Jim, my husband, Lance, and Nancy and Horse, our friends," she finished.
Gloria and Alice shared a strange look and then sat down at the bar and seemed to wait for something. The two guys tried to make small talk but it was apparent they had something on their minds. Finally, Ed found the nerve to broach the subject.
"I don't want to be rude or impolite in any way, but Gloria and Alice told us we had to talk to you, Lance," he croaked. It was obvious he was uncomfortable.
"Ralph and I were wondering if we could get the ladies to host a little party for us tomorrow. The same way they did for Brandy and Tom, if you know what I mean," he concluded. He was looking at his feet as he spoke. It reminded me of my son when he was in grade school and had a bad report card.
"What kind of party?" I asked. "How many people will be there?" What time and how long?"
The fact that I didn't fly off the handle seemed to give Ed courage. He glanced at Ralph and then continued, "Our friend is retiring at the end of the month from running the local country club for 20 years. We are giving him a little retirement party tomorrow at 2 PM with about a dozen guys from the club. No wives. It will be in a private room off the lobby that we rented for the occasion. We were thinking of getting some strippers, but they seem so young anymore. I feel like I should be thrown in jail just for looking at them."
Then Ralph added, "Alice and Gloria are perfect for what we want. They look great but are mature women and our friends will enjoy their company and feel comfortable with them."
"Brandy gave us the use of the penthouse for their time," I responded. "What do you guys have in mind to repay me?"
"We'd be glad to pay!" offered Ed. "How much do you want for them?"
"Get your guest of honor over here, boys," I instructed. "Our wives are not common sluts that can be bought."
"However," I grinned, "I may be willing to make a trade."
Ed motioned his third friend over and he cautiously approached our group. Alice, Gloria, Jim, and Nancy and Horse were listening intently to the conversation.
"This is Steve. Steve, this is Lance," Ed began. "He is considering our request, but wants to make some kind of trade."
"Steve, I'll cut to the chase," I said. "I propose you give Jim, Horse, and me free 18 holes of golf with carts for 10AM tee times for the next 10 days."
"That would be impossible and extremely expensive," argued Steve. "At our club it would well be over $3600 for three nonmembers with carts to play ten days. The two ladies are very lovely, but I have to decline the offer."
"Steve, I am offering three ladies," I countered. "Nancy will be included, and you can see she is a lovely woman."
Nancy gasped when I used her name, then smiled broadly. All three women were feeling the effects of the drinks and were giggling, as Steve seemed to ponder the deal.
Then I tossed the clincher out. "Why don't you take these ladies up to my room and you three men can help decide what they will wear, see how they look, and determine if you want to accept the offer. If you decide the cost is too great, just escort them back down and there will be no obligation. If you decide to accept my terms, tell them and they will certainly find some way to express my appreciation. I promise you won't be disappointed."
"Allow me to discuss this with Ed and Ralph?" Steve requested.
I nodded and the three gentlemen stepped to the side and held a brief meeting. I knew they would never refuse my offer. I took Nancy by the arm and led her off a couple steps.
"Nancy, if they accept the offer after they play with Gloria's, Alice's, and your tits, I want the three of you to give them blowjobs. No other sex, understand?" I asked.
Nancy never even batted an eye. She looked at me and smiled the smile that makes her beautiful.
"I know how Horse loves his golf. I sure wouldn't want to let him, or you, down. I'll blow all three of them myself, if I have to," she laughed.
By this time Steve was returning to the group.
"We agree to your terms. If we decide there is no deal we bring the ladies back and there is no obligation on our part, correct?" he asked.
"Correct," I responded. "Either way, I expect the woman back here by 11:30. That gives you just over an hour, so I suggest you get started. We need to know if we should get our clubs ready."
Steve offered Nancy his arm and she accepted it. Alice and Gloria appeared to be surprised at the outcome of the negotiations, but left with Ed and Ralph escorting them. Alice looked back over her shoulder and gave Jim a wink.
"Goddamn it, Lance!" croaked Jim. "Where do you get your ideas? I never would have thought of that. Trading their tits for some expensive golf. It is a good deal and they will be horny as hell tonight! I like it."
"There is something you and Horse should know, Jim," I admitted.
"And that is?" asked Jim.
"They will be giving those guys blowjobs before they come back down here tonight. I imagine they will expect blowjobs from our wives again tomorrow at, or after, the party," I guessed. "In fact, those little ladies may wind up blowing a few old bastards before this is over."
"Our wives will be exposing their tits and sucking cock so we can play golf at some fancy country club?" asked Horse.
"Essentially, that is the situation," I told him. I wondered how he would respond. He said so little. I wasn't certain which way he would go.
"I think I like this a lot. Wives should do no less for their husbands," he grinned.
We had managed to put away four more beers each when we heard our wives carrying on like schoolgirls as they entered the bar. Ralph was with Nancy, Ed with Gloria, and Steve held Alice's arm as they walked up to us.
"Lance, you drive a hard bargain and your tactics are loathsome. We accept the deal."
With that he held his hand out to me and we shook on it. All three women were smiling broadly as they watched.
"There will be certificates with your names on them at the pro shop tomorrow. Tee time will be 10, as you requested. I just hope that after this I keep my job till I retire," he added.
The three men then went to each of our wives and gave them lingering kisses on their mouths. It took a few minutes and the women loved it.
The ladies joined us at the table we were using and ordered drinks. All three of us guys were sitting on the edge of our seats. The women started talking about a dress some woman on the other side of the room was wearing!
"Goddamn it, Lance!" blurted Jim. "Make these sluts tell us what happened. Did they suck cock or not?"
All three women broke into laughter at Jim's impatience. They had been toying with us and I knew it.
"Jim has a point," I began. "Which of you cock suckers wants to tell us what happened?"
Alice laughed and started the story.
"Those guys couldn't wait to get us stripped down. We were lucky to keep our panties on, weren't we, girls?" she asked.
"It took some effort," agreed Gloria. "They acted like kids in a candy store. They groped each of us for as long as they could. Did you notice that they seemed to like having a tit from a different woman in each hand?"
"Yes, and they twisted our nipples like they were trying to tune in Tokyo on the radio," agreed Nancy. "They took turns passing us around sucking on our nipples, too. Finally, Steve announced time was almost up and he was going to go along with Lance's deal."
"That was when Nancy told them we had a special surprise for them. Gloria and I had no idea what she was talking about," chuckled Alice.
"Nancy told them we would blow them as an expression of Lance's appreciation," added Gloria. "Then she looked at us and told us you had instructed her to tell us. So, we did!"
"Those guys were pretty clever, I thought," Nancy chimed in. "They had us on our knees and took turns having us suck them off. For older men, their cocks seem to work pretty well."
"You're telling me!" grinned Alice. "Didn't both Ed and Steve cum in my mouth? I thought we would be sharing the load. I don't think it was coincidence, girls. I am simply the best cock sucker at this table."
"I am not ready to admit that!" Gloria protested. "I had Ed all primed when he shoved it in your mouth. I did all the work."
All three of us men were laughing at the way the conversation was going. It was getting late and if they were anywhere near as turned on as I was, we had to get back to the room and fuck them.
"Ladies, we men have a tee time tomorrow and need to get our rest. I thing that by this time tomorrow night, you will all be excellent cocksuckers, if you aren't already. Right now, I suggest we all retire and fuck the bejesus out of our wives."
The next afternoon we were on the tenth tee after having lunch. The course was nicer than anything I had ever played on. I realized Steve was telling the truth when he mentioned how much golf for the three of us was worth.
"I think we should play for the women on the second nine," Jim suggested. "Low man gets the other two guys' wives for the evening."
"For a guy that lost the front nine by four stokes, that sounds very brave," Horse laughed. "I'm in, and I will be later as well!"
"Were you hustling us, Jim?" I asked. "Or do you just want Alice to finally get fucked properly?"
"Is that a ‘yes' then, Lance?" asked Jim.
"You're on, Jim. But the losers get the winners wife as a consolation prize. Gloria will be disappointed if I don't win," I chuckled.
We all shook on it. The second nine was more like the Masters as we all improved our play. It became evident that Jim had been hustling us over the first nine holes. He began to hit farther and straighter immediately. It came down to the last hole and Jim dropped a 20-foot put to beat Horse. I was two strokes behind.
I felt a little better when I saw how happy Jim was. He bought Horse and me a couple beers in the clubhouse before we returned to the hotel.
When we got back we all stopped at Horse's room. It was on the lowest floor and it seemed like Nancy would be back first. It was almost 5 when we heard voices outside the door.
"Why don't you both come in here and clean up before anymore people see you," Nancy was saying. "Maybe we can get showered before the men see us."
Nancy was looking back as she spoke and did not see us in the room.
"Why the fuck shouldn't we see you sluts?" I asked.
Nancy jerked around in shock. I thought she might crap her pants. Then I noticed her hair was messed up and covered with some oily substance.
"Shit!" Nancy uttered with some emotion. "Your husbands are here, so come on in. The bastards are trying to scare me to death."
We watched as the three women entered the room. They all looked tired and had stuff smeared all over their hair and on their faces in a few places.
"Gloria, you little slut, is that cum all over you?" I demanded.
She held her chin up defiantly and nodded.
"What did you think would happen when you traded us for some golf?" she snapped.
"Just what did happen," I answered. "We had a great time. It was the best course I ever played on. I suspect Jim has been on a few as good or better, though. He won your ass."
Gloria was dumb struck. She looked at Jim and then at me, trying to comprehend what I was saying.
Alice wiped her lips and spoke. "Jim had a golf scholarship to college. Did he get you guys to bet with him?"
Horse laughed loudly at Alice's admission.
"Jim, you are a real prick! I like it. I would have done the same thing. My hat is off to you." He bowed to Jim as he spoke.
"Did he win Gloria?" asked Alice. "I know he has wanted to get into her pussy since he saw her tit in the hot tub the first night we were here,"
Jim was sitting in the chair, sipping a beer and grinning. He made no effort to explain or apologize.
"To be precise, he won Gloria and Nancy for the night," I corrected. "As a consolation prize, the losers get to share the winner's wife for the evening."
Alice shrieked and rushed over to Jim. She bent over and gave him a big wet kiss.
"That's my man!" she bragged. "He won these two sluts for himself and I get more cock than I ever dared dream I would have! He is the best husband in the world!"
"Thanks, Sweetheart," grinned Jim. "I think I would feel a little better if it didn't make you quite so happy. You speak the truth, but show some decorum, please."
Nancy was shaking her head as she looked at Jim and Alice. "It remains to be seen who the winners and losers are, if there are any losers. Let's all get a shower and go to dinner."
As Jim and I escorted our wives to the elevator, Alice and Gloria were jabbering like crazy.
"Those old men were so nasty!" Alice told us. "They insisted on spurting on our faces after we blew them. I think we each sucked all 14 guys cocks a few times."
"They loved our tits," added Gloria. "I must have had as many loads on my nipples as in my mouth and face. Some of those guys came a couple times, at least!"
The elevator door opened and the women gasped. Jim and I looked and saw two older men standing there. We dragged the blushing ladies in with us.
"Excuse me?" one fellow addressed Jim. "Are these women your wives?"
"Yes, they," Jim responded somewhat forcefully. "Why do you ask?"
"It is just that you both are very fortunate to have such wonderful, beautiful women to share your lives," the fellow carefully answered. Just as he finished the door opened and they departed.
"I sucked them both off at least once," revealed Alice.
"I did, too," agreed Gloria. "Those old guys seem to have more stamina than I ever would have guessed."
When Gloria and I got to our room, I grabbed her before she could get to the bathroom.
"You little slut! Did you forget something?" I demanded.
"I was going to take a shower. I am a horrible mess," she answered demurely.
"You are about to be a bigger mess, so take care of me before you shower. Pull your top down and suck my cock, my nasty little wife," I insisted.
Gloria dropped to her knees and pulled my hard on from my pants. I was impressed with her oral skills as she bathed my cock with her tongue and then buried her face in my pelvis. She swallowed my entire cock with little effort. I wondered if that should make me happy or not. I held her hair in my hand and worked her mouth back and forth. My first blast went in her mouth. Then I pulled her from me and shot the rest on her face and tits. She smiled at me as my jism landed and then she sucked my cock back into her mouth and cleaned it off as it softened. I thought how sexy she looked with my cum dripping from her nipples and chin. This wife of mine was something!



Dinner that night was very enjoyable. Conversation bounced from stories of our golf match and how Jim hustled us, to the girls' impressions of different cocks and the men attached to them. The food and drink flowed and we all laughed and had a truly great time.
As we sipped our after dinner drinks, Jim fidgeted in his seat and then proposed a toast.
"This is to two good losers, my wife who will try to console them, and to their wives, whom I will make glad their husbands are poor golfers!"
We all laughed and raised our drinks to the toast.
"Nancy, is there anything I need to know to help me with Horse?" Alice asked. "I am excited, but a little nervous. Do you have any suggestions?"
Nancy smiled and answered, "Horse is very considerate. He will be very careful, but you will do fine. You will be surprised at what you can accommodate and enjoy. Is there anything I need to know about Jim?"
"I left a pair of strong glasses on the nightstand for you, Nancy," Alice teased.
"Hey!" shouted Jim. "That was below the belt, literally!"
"Tomorrow night we have to compare notes at dinner and sort out the truth from all the bullshit," my sweet little wife offered. "Nancy and I will be able to tell you all about Jim, who I am certain will account for himself splendidly, and Alice, you can tell us about Lance and Horse. If you survive!"
We all laughed and stood to depart. It seemed a little awkward at first, but Gloria and Nancy each told one of Jim's arms and left with him. Horse and I each offered Alice an arm and she took them as she stepped between us. We garnered a few looks from the other diners as we left the room.
We took Alice to Horse's room and he offered us another drink. We accepted and sat and chatted a little longer. I eventually stood and walked behind Alice. I rubbed her shoulders and got her to relax. Soon Horse was in front of her, removing her shoes and massaging her feet. We seemed to be on the same wavelength as we slowly caressed and stroked Alice. It was almost an hour before we began to peel her clothes of. By that time she was hot and getting eager.
We placed her on the bed and Horse dove into Alice's pussy with his tongue. She was soon moaning. I pinched her nipples and then offered her my cock. She quickly took me inside her mouth as Horse increased his efforts. She moaned around my cock as Horse licked her honey pot. I watched her have at least three orgasms before I exploded into her mouth. Even in her aroused state, Alice kept me in her mouth and swallowed everything I gave her.
Horse rose from her drenched pussy and kissed her with a very wet face. It was evident his tongue was searching inside her mouth. He had to be finding traces of my cum in there. Then the moment of truth arrived. Alice leaned ahead and I placed a second pillow behind her so she could watch more easily as Horse prepared to enter her.
His shaft looked even bigger than I remembered it. Alice gasped when it first came into her line of vision. The head didn't look much bigger than the shaft, but the length was very impressive. He rubbed it up and down her pussy lips for a few minutes. I know he was being considerate, but I could barely contain my desire to see him plunge that puppy home.
Slowly he began to work it in. Since the girth was about average, he met no unusual resistance with the first seven inches or so. By the eighth inch Alice was coming again. It appeared that Horse had hit the wall and he began to saw his love stick in and out of Alice's quivering pussy.
I was truly amazed at his patience as he pulled almost all the way out and slid eight inches back in. I wondered if he would get to use the last two, or if they were wasted, so to speak. Alice was groaning and shaking as Horse slowly picked up speed.
"Yes! Fuck my cunt with that monster cock!" she screamed. "Give it to me, you fucking horse! Fill my cunt with that giant cock!"
I watched Alice swear and sweat as Horse started pounding her quite hard. Then I heard a different sort of gasp from Alice. I turned to look and Horse was buried to the hilt! He lifted her legs up and apart and began to take fast, short strokes. Alice moaned every time Horse plunged ahead. It was like nothing I had ever seen. My cock was throbbing as I watched the monster cock plow into Alice's pussy. She was no longer making any sense as she babbled. Horse was sweating now and he was getting close.

"Do you want me to cum in you, now?" he asked Alice. He had to repeat it before she opened her eyes and looked at him.
"Please! Please cum deep inside me. I want to feel you cum!" she answered.
I saw his ass clinch and I knew he was unloading in Alice.
"Ugghh!" she groaned as Horse held her ass tightly and emptied himself. He seemed to shot for a full minute. I imagined I would see Alice's stomach swell as he discharged what had to be a pint of cum into Alice's center.
They both lay very still for a few minutes, and then Horse withdrew his shaft. It seemed to take a long time for the head to appear from Alice's pussy. That was one long cock! Alice was not moving so I went to the bathroom and brought back a wet cloth.
As I wiped her brow, she came around.
"Thanks, Lance. You are a darling. That was incredible!" she whispered. "Give a minute to regain my senses and you can have some, too."
I smiled down at her. I was wondering how I was going to follow Horse. I had never seen a woman fucked better! She seemed to know what I was thinking.
"You have a very nice cock and we will find ways to please us both with it, okay?" she asked.
Before long Alice rolled over and raised her ass in the air.
"Lance, my ass is virgin, but I would love to have you change that. What do you think?" she questioned.
For an answer, I climbed behind her and slid into her very wet pussy. I was surprised at how tight it was. Then I remembered that Horse was more long than fat. I fucked her cunt and fingered her ass a few more minutes. Then I pulled my cock out and started it into Alice's rosebud. As wet as my cock was, it entered easier than I thought it would. I slowly slid my length into Alice and she moaned. As I got a slow rhythm going, Alice began to move to my pace. I reached around and played with her clit. Soon she was thrashing through another orgasm and it was intense. Her ass was so tight and hot, I was not able to hold back and I blasted my jism into Alice's bowels. As I pulled out, I noticed she was either sleeping or passed our again.
Horse rolled her over, took the cloth and wiped her brow again. Gradually Alice returned.
"Let's have a drink and rest for a while," she suggested. "Then I want to try that again, with both you studs at the same time. I don't want to waste an opportunity like this. Two studs with my husband's permission! I will never forget tonight if I live to be a hundred."
I went and showered. Then Horse showered and finally, Alice went in to the bathroom. We respected her privacy. Horse and I each drained another beer as we waited her return. When she came out she was smiling, almost beaming. She had combed her hair and reapplied her lipstick.
"Now let me suck that monster! I have to find out how much I can swallow!" Alice announced.
I was as eager to watch. Perhaps more so. I wondered if I had voyeur tendencies since I was so aroused watching Alice try to tame Horse's pussy pleaser. I was not prepared for Alice's sword swallowing act. I have wondered about it many times since. Where did she learn that trick!
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It all began at the company Christmas party. It was held on the 18th of December because that was the evening the company could get the room at a nice local hotel. I had been with the company for 17 years. I was one of the first salesmen Jack Carter hired when he started Carter Real Estate. We had worked to make it one of the premier real estate companies in the state.
Old Jack had retired a couple years ago and his son, Jack Jr., was now the guy on the billboards and in the commercials. He didn't know much about the ins and outs of real estate, but he really didn't have to know too much. Two of the older secretaries and I teamed to keep the ship on an even keel. Jr. just collected his salary and stayed out of the way.
I took home a healthy check, so I didn't concern myself with Jackie, as we referred to him around the office. He liked to strut and play the high roller and that was fine with me. At least it was until it got personal.
Between the sales staff, the office staff, and all their spouses, we had around 35 or 40 people at the gala. There was a DJ and dancing after a very nice meal. I had a couple beers and felt quite relaxed and content. We had experienced a good sales year and my year-end tax statement was going to reflect it. I liked being in that small percentage that really benefited from the last tax cut. As I mingled, I was thinking that maybe I'd even vote Republican next time.
Janice, my wife of 15 years and the mother of our two kids, was dressed in a short black dress that showed her assets perfectly. She was not a busty woman, but she worked to stay slim and her full B-cups looked pretty impressive with the bra she had stuffed her tits into. Even after all these years, I found her to be the sexiest woman I had ever seen. Maybe that was partly because I loved her totally, but she was still a knockout!
Maureen, the only person left with Carter RE who had joined the company before I, nudged me from my reverie.
"Harry, keep an eye on Jackie-boy," she whispered. "He appears to be carrying the torch for Janice this evening. He doesn't seem to mind being a pig in front of Laura, or his father."
Laura was Jackie's trophy bride. She was about 35 and very voluptuous. She was his second wife. The first one divorced him when she found out about Laura. I looked on the dance floor and saw Jackie dancing with Janice. He was holding her close and it looked like his hand was dangerously close to her ass.
Laura was seated near the band and seemed oblivious to her husband's social gaffe. At least I felt it was a faux pas. Don't paw and maul a guy's wife at the Christmas party. At least not too obviously. It seemed to be a difficult rule to follow. Janice was laughing at his jokes and hanging on his every word. I realized she knew the score and was just trying to be sociable. I told myself that, at least.
I went over and asked Laura to dance and soon we were next to Jackie and Janice. Janice appeared somewhat flushed and perspiration dotted her forehead.
""How's my best employee doing tonight?" Jackie asked magnanimously. God, how he loved playing the Big Kahuna for the ladies, and himself. I was technically self-employed and worked for a commission, but Jackie probably had no idea. He wanted everyone to believe he was my boss and benefactor. I saw no reason to correct him or diminish his impression of himself.
"I am fine, Jack," I responded. "This is some shindig you threw tonight!"
"Well, I believe in rewarding all the little people that help me keep the company on top," he smugly responded. "I was just telling Janice how I had plans for you with my company, Harry."
I knew he was throwing the bullshit now. I earned my commissions and probably took home more than Jackie. There was no way for me to improve, except to sell more, unless Carter RE increased my percentage. That, I knew, would be old Jack's decision. Besides, I was already getting a better split than anyone else there. I wondered if Janice smelled anything. She was a sharp cookie, though we really didn't discuss my work too much. I am one of those guys that likes to forget work when I am off and just enjoy my life.
"Jack, you are so good to Harry," laughed Laura. I could not tell if she was serious or just laughing at her husband.
"We certainly appreciate Jack's thoughtful treatment of Harry, Laura," Janice graciously stated. "Both Jack and his father have always been very good to us,"
Jack gave a big grin as he swept Janice across the floor.
"I appreciate your patience with that pompous ass!" Laura whispered in my ear. "He always wants to be the big shot, but he doesn't quite know how to carry it off. He is so lucky his father was very successful. If it were left solely to him, he would be picking shit with the chickens."
I burst into laughter at Laura's very accurate observation. I surmised that Jackie didn't fool everyone. We had a nice dance and then I led Laura back to her seat. Soon I noticed old Jack dancing with Janice and Jackie had the young wife of a new salesman in his arms.
A short time later Maureen asked me to retrieve her coat. The coatroom was across the hall from the banquet room we were using. Armed with my memory of her coat's color and style, I bravely entered the room full of furs and overcoats. I had forgotten that the folks using the other banquet hall would also leave their coats in that room. There were actually several rows of coats hanging almost to the floor.
I was as far into the room as I could get, trying to find the coat I thought Maureen had described. I even crawled between two of them trying to find the tell-tale blue scarf in the right sleeve. That was when I heard Jackie.
"Janice, you know how you like your life the way it is. You have a beautiful home and will be able to send the kids to the best colleges. I wouldn't want you to lose all of that. I am just suggesting you meet me a few times, discreetly. I know you are attracted to me," he continued. "Why not let me take you a few places and show you some things Harry never even thought of?"
I was livid as I pictured Jackie putting a little squeeze on Janice. Did that jackass think she believed his bullshit? I peeked between two sleeves and I could just see their torsos and heads.
As Jackie spoke to Janice, he slid his hand into her bodice! She didn't try to remove his hand. I was dizzy and had to hold on to the rack to maintain my balance.
"Jack, I really don't think it would be appropriate," Janice answered lowly. "You have a beautiful wife and I am married."
"That is why I am so attracted to you, Janice. God, you have wonderful tits! I love how hard your nipples get," Jackie groaned. "Wouldn't you love more of this treatment?"
"It is the Christmas party and I am allowed a little freedom, aren't I?" Janice asked. "I really don't think we should meet again, unless with our spouses."
"I don't think you are getting what I am telling you, Janice!" Jackie growled. He appeared to cruelly twist Janice's tits as he spoke. "You like Harry making big bucks and I am the reason he does. If you want him to keep supporting you in the style to which you have grown accustomed, you will accommodate me!"
Janice gasped as he pinched and twisted. He roughly pulled her to him and kissed her hard. To my shame, Janice slid a hand over his neck and kissed him back. After what seemed like minutes, they ended the kiss.
"I thought you would see things my way," Jackie chuckled. "I knew you would be one of those bitches that liked it rough. I will be calling you to set something up."
"I certainly don't want Harry to lose his job," agreed Janice. "He would be devastated and the kids are going to be in college in a few years."
Jackie laughed again as they left the coatroom. I was emotionally drained. I felt weak and trembled as I tried to gather my thoughts. Janice was far more important to me than a commission, a job, even my home. Would she succumb to Jackie's blackmail? What should I do to prevent it? My mind reeled.
I heard Maureen call my name. I answered that I was in the back and could not find her coat. She came back near where I stood and quickly reached up and pulled her coat off a hangar.
"Are you okay, Harry?" she asked. "You look very pale and you are sweating!"
"I think it may have been the shrimp or the dip," I replied. "I am feeling better now. It was just a temporary thing."
"I hope so," Maureen nodded. "I hope Jackie and Janice didn't catch it, too. I saw them leave just as I came into the hallway."
I looked her in the eye and cautioned her, "Don't jump to conclusions, but thanks for noticing. You are a good friend."
"Janice has been a wonderful wife, Harry. You know that. Don't go off half-cocked," warned Maureen.
"Yes, mother," I grinned. "You are right, of course. I am letting you in on a little secret I hope you can keep for a couple weeks."
"I am all ears, Harry," beamed Maureen. She loved gossip and secrets.
"I strongly doubt I will be working at this company after the New Year. I can no longer tolerate that ass, Jackie-boy. I have been ignoring him, but he has made that no longer possible. I feel bad for old Jack, but Junior is not my problem and I will keep it that way. I have had a few verbal offers over the years and I will follow them up tomorrow," I vowed.
"Do me a favor, Harry?" Maureen asked. "See if your new office has any room for an experienced old broad that knows the business inside out."
I gave her a big hug and laughed. She was more loyal to me than she was to Jack. Maybe she was more loyal to me than my own wife was!
When I returned to the party, Janice was waiting for me. She seemed concerned and I wondered if she suspected I knew what she had been doing.
"Where have you been, Harry?" she demanded. " I have been looking for you all over."
"You didn't look in the stall I was in," I lied. "I had a little trouble with the shrimp or dip, or something. I feel much better now, though."
"Oh, Harry! You should have told me," admonished my wife. "You know you feel better when I take care of you."
"You had your hands full taking care of Junior, or should I say he had his hands full?" I retorted.
"Harry, are you jealous?" she asked as she arched her brow. "You know you are the only man for me. You especially don't have to worry about some two-bit ladies' man."
That really made me feel better, but there was still the matter of his hand squeezing Janice's tits. That was a vision I was not going to soon forget. Janice stayed close to me the rest of the evening and I began to enjoy myself. She danced close to me and ran her hands over my chest and neck. I noticed Jackie was watching us often.
I pulled Janice even closer when I felt his eyes on me. I wondered if I was being possessive or if I was trying to make him jealous. Then I realized that was a twisted thought. Janice was my wife and we slept together. Dancing with her should not cause jealousy. Her body was mine to cherish and love, every damn day! Somehow I felt closer than ever to Janice, but was quite angry with her at the same time. It is just that a woman has the power to erase a man's wrath with a flutter of her eyes or the closeness of her breasts.
Janice sat very close to me as we drove home. Before we arrived, she had my cock out and was stoking it. The little guy really didn't care about motivation. He responded to any female stimulation.
By the time we got home Janice had worked herself into a frenzy. We barely made it to the bedroom before she had her dress off and was popping her bra clasp. That was when I saw her nipples were unusually red and swollen.
"Wow, Janice, what happened to the twin peaks?" I pointed to her nipples as I spoke. "It looks like you had them pulled and twisted pretty good. Anything you care to tell me?"
I could tell she had not anticipated her nipples being so red and me being so observant. She looked at herself and then back at me.
"Ohoh! It looks like someone was playing with them, doesn't it?" she teased. "What are you going to do? Leave them alone so somebody else can have all the fun. Or are you going to come over here and reassert your ownership?"
I was still annoyed with her letting Jackass play with her tits, but there was something in what she said. Did she know me better than I knew myself? I had to have those nipples in my mouth. It was almost as if I were going to suck any memory of any other touch out of them. I tossed Janice down and feasted on her tits for several minutes. Finally she begged for mercy.
"Harry, they are yours! I swear they are. Please don't suck them off me! Save some for another day," she pleaded.
Then as I pulled back from her swollen tits, she said something that made me so hot I almost lost my load right there.
"You might want to claim back little pussy the same way. There is no telling who was playing with her tonight!" Janice purred.
How did she know my buttons so well? I pulled her panties off and dove face first between her legs. She was already very wet and my job was simple. She came within a minute of my oral efforts. I didn't stop there, as I usually do when I eat her. I kept licking her pussy and then sucking on her clit. She came a couple more times. Finally I heard what I had been waiting for.
"Harry, please! Stop!" Janice begged. "I don't think I can stand any more. She is all yours. Just fuck her now. Show her who she belongs to, Harry!"
I climbed up Janice's body, licking and nibbling every inch of her. Then I rubbed my swollen cock over her pussy. At first she enjoyed it, but after a minute or so, Janice was begging again.
"Please fuck me, Harry!" she moaned. "Put that big cock of yours in little pussy. She needs it."
"But whose pussy is she? I demanded. "What cock owns this little pussy? This cock won't share her with any other cock! Can she live with that?
"Yes! Yes! She wants to belong to your cock and no other!" Janice moaned.
"I am sorry, but I didn't hear her." I held my cock back as I demanded, "Who owns this pussy? What cock has exclusive rights to this little pussy?"
Janice practically yelled her answer as my cock head massaged her cunt.
"You own her!" she cried. "That pussy belongs to you and your cock. She won't take any other cocks. Only yours. Now, for the love of God, fuck her!"
I slammed my shaft ball deep before Janice finished her plea. I never felt her so wet or hot. By the second stroke, her cunt spasmed on my cock and she was cumming! I kept hammering away as Janice moaned and groaned with every stroke. I don't think she ever actually stopped cumming. In just a few minutes, I deployed my troops. My throbbing set Janice off one final time and she went stiff and raised her hips up to me. I held her there as I drained every soldier into her steaming slit.
"Jesus!" she muttered after a few minutes. "You fucked the shit out of me! Did thinking about someone else being with me get you that hot?"
I thought for a few seconds before I replied, "I guess it did, as long as it is a little game we play. I would not follow anyone, knowingly, into that little pussy. You are a dream come true for me, and sometimes it is a wet dream. Still, I feel that you are mine and I am yours. That pussy is not yours to give away. Neither is my cock completely mine. I will walk into Hell for you as long as I know you love me and are faithful to me."
"Sweetheart," Janice cried. "That is all any woman can ask from her man! I am yours, body and soul. Never doubt it!"
"Then how did your nipples get to be so red and swollen," I asked.
"Darling, it was a Christmas party. Didn't I see your copping some feels from Andy's wife?" asked Janice.
"Damn! You saw that?" I laughed. "I thought I was pretty sneaky."
"Andy saw it, too. He insisted a measure of revenge by feeling my tits and ass during a dance," Janice chuckled. "You missed a few things, Big Boy."
"I didn't miss little Jack feeling your ass while you danced, and you allowing him," I shot back.
"Honey, I don't believe you should refer to him as "little" Jack. While he felt my ass, he demonstrated remarkable size and firmness," Janice goaded.
I almost felt like swatting her, but my cock was hard again. I rolled her over and lifted her ass off the bed. Janice caught my intention and held her ass up for me. Soon she was moaning again as I held her hips and drove my cock into her. I was amazed that I didn't last long again as I emptied my balls into my wife.
"You are some jealous, horny bastard," laughed Janice after she caught her breath. "I'm glad the kids are at my mom's tonight. They would be calling the cops after hearing me moan and scream like that!"
We drifted off to sleep in each other's arms. As I lay there, I thought how remarkable it was that a woman like Janice found anything about me to love. I squeezed her tits as I thought about Jack feeling her a few hours before. It angered me that Janice allowed it, and that he felt he could do it. Yet Janice seemed to be devoted and faithful to me. You are allowed to get a little risqué at a Christmas party. I was no angel in that regard. Still, I had to sort out my thoughts and keep a close eye on things.
By noon the following day I had reached an agreement with another real estate company in the area. It was a Sunday but real estate people work a lot of weekends. The owner of the company was glad to make an appointment when I explained why I had called. The commission split was very generous, but I would have to bring my clients with me. I felt confident that I could sell to, and for, enough of them to keep my income about where it had been.
It was quite flattering to have another professional actively work to hire me. The company knew I had built up a following over the past 17 years and they were willing to compensate me accordingly. I asked if I could start on January 1 and he agreed. I also asked that the entire thing be kept under wraps until I broke it to Jack. In my business, there is no two-week notice. If you are going to work for a different company, they can't get your ass out the door fast enough! Your company computer, files, floppies and discs all stay.
I felt relieved as I looked forward to the New Year. I had grown increasingly irritated by Jack's pompous behavior. His attempt to score with Janice simply freed me from any obligation I may have felt. I also had a nice closing coming up between Christmas and New Year and I wanted to be certain I received my check for it. The best way to insure that was to not let anyone know I was leaving. I made a mental note to be sure Maureen didn't let the cat out of the bag. I knew I could depend on her.
I took the rest of the day off and watched some football. The following day I was in the office bright and early. I didn't want to miss any business or any shenanigans Jack may pull. I spoke to Maureen about keeping my plans on the QT.
Around 11 AM Jack asked me to come into his office. I was surprised he was in that early. Noon was usually a goal he shot for and only seldom made.
"I have signed you and Ray Jensen for a seminar in Dallas next week, Harry. I know it is short notice, but it is supposed to be by the very best there is at closing deals," apologized the miserable bastard. "I will arrange your flight for Wednesday, the 29th and you will be back on Thursday night, in plenty of time for New Years!"
"Gee, Jack. I don't know what to say," I stalled. "I suppose I could ask Janice if she wants to take a little trip."
Did Jack seem flustered, or was it my imagination? He looked down quickly and thought of something.
"Because of the holidays, there was only one room available, so you and Ray will be bunking together. You will have separate beds, though" he laughed.
Jack had never shown any desire to pay for any type of extra education. He even resisted advertising to any extent. I smelled a rat.



"Sure, Jack. I'll go," I told him. "I can always use any trick to help close a deal."
"Great!" Jack said with more than a little relief. "I'll set everything up. All you have to do is show up at the airport. I'll get someone to drive you, if you like!"
I knew the prick was up to something! He was way to accommodating and helpful. I knew he was spending all this money and time just to get into my wife's pants. I also knew one of us would be dead before that happened!
It was Christmas week, which was always slow for our line of work. I pretty much let everyone in the office know I was going to be out of the office, looking for leads and preparing for the holiday. I first took the time to firm up my final closing with Carter RE. It was scheduled for Tuesday, the day before Jack was flying me out of town. The timing couldn't have been better. Pigs would fly before I would. I had no intention of leaving, or of allowing that miserable fuck time to pursue my wife.
I made sure I kept track of Janice. It wasn't that I didn't trust her, but there was no sense being stupid. She was the hunter's quarry and I was determined she not get snagged, or shagged! Janice was a high school teacher and would start her break on Thursday. I felt she was safe while she was at work.
I actually took time to get her more gifts, and better ones, than I ever had before. It irked me that I felt like I was competing with Jack for her affection. It was like dating again. It also made me more considerate of Janice. I tried very hard to get her a few things she would like. Maybe it was good to know a guy wanted to get in your wife's pants. It made me much more sensitive to her needs and desires. It also made me realize I would do some crazy shit if it ever happened!
We had a wonderful Christmas. The kids were happy with their gifts. When Janice opened the little box with the pearl necklace I bought for her, I thought she would cry! She rushed into my arms and hugged and kissed me for the rest of the morning. I felt great and decided I would always be sure to get her something special.
We visited Janice's parents the next day and went with them to a local theater presentation. The following day we visited my parents and watched a couple movies and had a few drinks with my siblings and their families.
Every night the sex was great. I had an actual hunger for my wife I had not experienced since we had first been married. Janice commented a few times about my increased libido, but offered no complaints.
On Monday I told her Jack was sending Ray Jensen and me to Dallas for some seminar. I noticed she did not appear very surprised. That started my head spinning. Had I missed something? We had been together the entire holiday. Then it occurred to me that I take a 40 minute walk every night to keep my weight down. Sales is not an easy field in which to stay slim. She could have talked to Jack then.
"You waited long enough to tell me, didn't you?" Janice bitched. "I have the week off and I thought we could do a few things together."
"I want that, too. It is just that Jack was willing to spend the bucks to send me. I would take you but there was only one room available and Ray Jensen will be sharing it with me," I reasoned. "We will have separate beds, though."
"Wow! What a relief that is. I was afraid you would come back a switch-hitter or a shit-packer!" Janice growled. I could see she was not pleased.
That night I went out for my walk, but circled back around to the back door and let myself in quietly. Janice was making dinner and the kids were watching TV. I sneaked up the stairs and sat down on my bed. Then I waited with the phone in my hand and my finger on the button. That way it would ring, but I could listen in without making any noise, I hoped.
It took about ten minutes, but the phone rang. It was that cock sucking Jack!
"So Janice, are you all set for Wednesday night?" he asked. Did you get rid of the kids?"
I was ready to turn into the Incredible Hulk! My blood vessels were bulging and my heart was racing.
"My mother will take them for the night," Janice replied. "Jack, are you sure about this? Harry has been your top producer for years. Laura is a lovely woman, and she is your wife. You could hurt them both."
"After feeling those tits of yours, I am certain! Harry will never find out if you play your cards right. Laura won't either. Don't get second thoughts or Harry will be out on his ass and your life style will take a real nosedive. Just think of it as the act of a devoted wife, trying to further her husband's career," he laughed.
I wondered if the throbbing in my temples could be heard on the phone? I wanted to kill that miserable shit! Janice didn't make me too happy, either.
"The door will be unlocked and the upstairs will be dark," Janice answered with instructions for the bastard. " Climb the stairs and the bedroom is at the top. I will be waiting for you at eight. Don't be early, or late."
"You little slut!" laughed Jack. "I can't wait to tag Harry's piece of ass. If I like it, I'll send him on trips more often."
"You expect to do this more than once?" gasped Janice. "I thought one time would be enough."
"You'll want more of my cock than you can get in one night, you little wife slut. I'll be fucking you for years. You will be addicted to my cock, bitch!" the gloating prick chuckled. "I'll be there at eight."
Jack hung up the phone and then I heard Janice put hers down. I slammed the receiver I had in my hand. I came close to going downstairs and shoving Janice around. I had never hurt her in my life and I knew I couldn't start now. It was just a rage I felt. I did hurry down the stairs and slip out the door. I never felt more like walking alone in the dark night.
Janice should know my position at Carter RE was not worth her selling herself. Was it something she wanted? Did she like the son-of-a-bitch? Was I not satisfying her in bed, and in life? I decided that even if I had not been the perfect husband, I did not deserve this. She should come to me if there was a problem. She surely should have told me about what Jack was trying to do.
I decided that desperate times required desperate measures. I made my plans and wondered if I would be a free man by Thursday morning. Of one thing I was certain; that prick was not going to have my wife!
Janice was subdued that night and we spoke little. That suited my mood very well. The next day I went to my last closing for Carter RE and picked up my check afterwards. Eight thousand bucks was a decent severance, I decided. I was home early and Janice was much warmer to me. She seemed happy as she hummed and sang while she prepared the family dinner. I didn't like her upbeat mood.
That night in bed I tried to be cool and reserved. My cock had its own agenda, however. Soon Janice was riding me like a cowgirl. She came a couple times before I exploded into her. I hated myself for my weakness. I held her close with her hair under my nose and fell asleep.
The next morning, Janice helped me pack an overnight bag for my trip. I had trouble speaking to her as I prepared to leave. I gave her a kiss and she told me she loved me as the car pulled up to take me to the airport. I realized I loved her so much it hurt.
I gave her another kiss and whispered to her, "Pussy needs to be patient and I will be back taking care of her in no time. She is mine and I love her, and I love you!"
I rode to the airport with Ray. He was excited about the trip and I made an effort to not let him know anything was amiss. When we got out of the car and went to security, I stopped him.
"Ray, have a great time. I can't go. I can't explain now, but please don't tell anyone I am not on the plane. Especially don't tell Jack! He would fire me on the spot," I reasoned. "Just keep it quiet till you get back, okay?"
Ray was a good guy, if somewhat confused. He nodded, we shook hands, and I went out and hailed a taxi. I called Maureen from my cell and asked her if Jack was in, She told me he was. I had her print a note and slide it under Jack's door when he was out of the room. I told her I would explain everything the next day. Maureen knew something was up and promised to follow my instructions precisely.
"I want you to write this," I dictated. "Please come exactly at eight-thirty. Family will be here until then."
She repeated it and I hung up the phone. It was just noon so I had the taxi drop me off at a small restaurant. I had lunch and walked around a nearby mall for a few hours. It seemed like the longest day of my life. Finally at seven, I got another taxi to drop me off a few blocks from home. From across the street and down the road, I saw Janice's parents load my kids up and whisk them off to their place. The street was quiet and around 7:45 my house went dark.
I walked up my own steps as nervous as I had ever been. At exactly eight, I opened the door and made my way to the stairs. A single nightlight showed the way. At the top of the stairs I took a deep breath and stepped in. I could hear her breathing on the bed.
I was as angry as I had ever been and more aroused than I thought I could ever be. I quickly removed my clothes and approached the bed. I heard Janice's breathing stop for a second. Then she began taking short, rapid breaths.
I had decided I was going to show her who owned her pussy, once and for all. I found her feet and slid my face along her legs. When I came to her pussy, I started devouring it. I mean I ate it like I never ate pussy before. I sucked her clit and pushed my tongue deep inside her. I reamed her ass and fingered her at the same time. She was groaning and bucking more than I ever remembered. I thought to myself how she believed it was Jack giving her the lip service and that was why she was so incredibly hot. I don't know how long I fed on her but she was trembling and trying to push my face away before I finally stopped. Then I moved up and rubbed my raging hard on against her pussy. It was dripping wet and I could feel the heat leaking from it!
I drove my cock in and marveled at the tightness. She bucked and moaned some more as I fucked her like a man should fuck a woman to demonstrate to her that she belongs to him. I refused to cum. I just pistoned in and out of her as hard as I could. Then I rolled her over and took her from behind. I lifted her ass up and drove my cock back into her pussy. I held her hips and plunged harder than I ever had. She was making strange noises as I slammed into her. My anger was real and this was as rough as I ever had been, or ever would be to my loving wife.
I lost track of time and space. There was nothing but the pussy I had to fuck into submission. I was sweating like a butcher as I pounded her ass. Just as I felt my balls begin boil, the light came on. I never missed a stroke as I turned my head a few degrees to look into Jack Carter's bugging eyes.
I laughed loudly as I started shooting my pent up sperm into Janice's box. I held her as to me as I strained to empty every drop into her, as deeply as my cock would allow.
"Surprised I got here first, you miserable piece of shit! This is one wife you won't be fucking!" I declared. "I don't think she has another fuck in her. Do you Janice?"
I turned back to Janice. Her hair was blonde and her ass was wider than I had ever noticed. Confused, I rolled her over onto her back. It was Laura Carter!
"Actually, your wife does have another fuck in her," I heard from behind Jack. "I would be goddamn surprised if you did, though!"
Janice was standing in the doorway, behind Jack. My head swung from her to Laura and back to her.
"What the fuck?" was all I could muster.
"You fucked my wife, you bastard!" yelled Jack. "I am firing you and I think I'll kick your ass!"
Jack raised his hands into fists and I jumped up to meet him. I had another total shock! My brother Ben, who was a mason and weighed around 240 lbs and was way over six feet stepped into the room. He grabbed jack by the collar and took off with him. I heard Jack thump all the way down.
Then the door opened and Ben yelled, "Don't ever bring your sorry ass around here or I'll kick it across the street!"
I sat down on the bed next to Laura. I actually looked at her for the first time. She was an attractive woman and her tits were superb. She was a little heavy for my tastes, but few men would toss her out of bed.
She seemed to be regaining her composure.
"Sweet Jesus! I have never been fucked like that!" she groaned. "I knew it couldn't be Jack. You were unbelievable!"
"And you won't be fucked like that again!" Janice cut in. "If I had known Harry planned on breaking up the dance, I would have been in that bed and my pussy would be throbbing now!"
"I don't understand what is going on here," I croaked. "I thought it was you waiting for Jack. I would never have been unfaithful to you, Janice."
"You are so lucky I was the idiot that suggested Laura wait in our bed, Lover Boy. You just got a free fuck with no penalty!" Janice grinned. "I knew you were in the coatroom that night, you big dummy! I maneuvered Jack in there so you would know what he was up to. I wanted to see what you would do. That fucking job doesn't mean shit to me. I know you can get a better one anytime. You are the best!"
Janice continued, "When it actually looked like you were going to allow that bastard to come here and fuck me, I told Laura. She knows Jack plays around and we thought this would be a way to catch him in the act. I guess I underestimated you, though! I didn't suspect you were up here banging Laura until I heard Jack come in. By the time he flicked the switch on, I knew you had a plan of your own. I did begin to wonder when Laura moaned nonstop for the entire half hour. I had Ben here in case Jack got out of hand."
"I know you could have handled the guy, Bro, but I figured you had to be exhausted. You fucked this girl like there was no tomorrow. Look at the sweat still dripping from you!" Ben added from the doorway.
Janice helped Laura dress while I grabbed a robe and joined Ben in the kitchen. I never had a better beer or appreciated my little brother any more! He just grinned as he told me how he and Janice were amazed at the sounds coming from the bedroom. Then as they were ready to sneak up the stairs and surprise Jack, they heard the front door open and they hid again.
"Janice was real suspicious by then," Ben laughed. "She ran for the stairs muttering something about how she thought it sounded like it was you fucking up there! We got there as the lights came on. You were like a man possessed. You never even noticed Janice as you told Jack that she was one wife he wouldn't fuck. That was a great touch!"
Ben got me laughing. The way he told the story, it sounded like a Marx Brother's movie. I still worried about how Janice would take the whole thing and what trouble Laura would be in.
Laura and Janice appeared in the doorway.
"I just wanted to tell you not to worry about me," Laura smiled. "Jack can't afford to get too outraged. He still has to explain why he was here. I have a good excuse. Harry, I will never forget you, I promise. Thanks."
She gave me a quick kiss walked to the door with Janice. Ben laughed, wished me luck, and headed home. Janice walked back in and sat on my lap. I took her into my arms and tried to apologize.
"Hush, Husband," she whispered. "You have nothing to apologize for. You were protecting your home and family. I am quite proud of you. I only worry that Laura will tell other women what a fantastic lover you are and I will have to watch you every minute. Did you really think it was me you were fucking? Her tits are a lot bigger. So is her ass, isn't it?
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I'm a writer and I work from home. I am moderately successful. A few years ago, I added a two-car garage with a large room overhead to our house. This allows me a fortress of solitude from which to work. Working from home, along with a chance meeting with a tech-whiz, brought together the elements of an unusual, but fortunate experience.
I receive all kinds of promotional things in the mail, as well as in my email. But, who doesn't? I had been considering software that allowed me to speak my thoughts while my computer transcribed them. I wanted something that worked very well and left little room for snafus. To this end, I responded to a mailing about a tech show at a local hotel. There was where it all began.
As I wandered from booth to booth and vendor to vendor, I found myself amazed at the technological advances available. I struck up a conversation with a vendor about my age. He sold cameras and security items. He had cameras with him that were the size of a pencil, or smaller.
As we chatted, I explained that I was a writer. To my pleasant surprise, he had read several of my efforts. He was able to name most of the pieces I had managed to get published. Needless to say, I admired the fellow's good sense and great taste. No matter how well I do, I always enjoy, or actually crave, acceptance and praise. This guy supplied it.
"I have a real cool camera I can loan you, Don," he confided. "All you do is place this tiny transmitter/camera someplace secret and attach this unit to your TV. You will see and hear everything with incredible clarity."
"That looks smaller than my dick, and almost as harmless," I chuckled. "What, or who, would I want spy on with that camera?"
"Find out what the wife says about you when you aren't in the room. See what the milkman does with her. See when dinner is ready. Shit, Don, there are a million uses for this thing," he added. "If nothing else, you will amaze people with your intuition. When the wife tells her friend she wants a watch from you for her anniversary and you get her a watch, she will be putty in your hands."
"I can see where it would be fun to play around with," I admitted. "It is so tiny, I can hide it one of her damn little knick-knack things in the kitchen and she would never know! How long can I have it?"
"Promise you won't tell anyone about this, okay?" he insisted. "It is not yet approved for the general public. I think we have a few thousand in the new Russian Embassy in Washington. I have another show at the Hotel Esquire in Denton next weekend. You can return it to me then."
I walked out of that show without the software I wanted, but with a tiny camera in my pocket. It was extremely simple to install. My wife was at work so I placed the camera part on a shelf that Loretta had crammed with figurines and artsy shit that served no real purpose that I could discern. I hid it under something that looked like a frog, or maybe a dog. I couldn't really tell and didn't care. When I stepped back into the kitchen a few feet, it was not even visible.
I had my doubts about getting any sort of picture, but I decided to try it. I inserted the receiver into my cable hook-up in the back of the TV and then reattached the cable to it. I turned on the television and it worked fine, if you like soap operas! Nothing had changed. I began going down the channels. I was about to give up when I hit channel 03 and suddenly my kitchen was on my big screen in living color!
I found that if I turned up the volume, I could hear the clock on the wall in the kitchen tick. I could see most of our eat-in kitchen, including the work area and the table. The picture was even better than cable. Soon I got bored watching the kitchen and turned on ESPN. Loretta wouldn't be home from work for another hour and there wasn't so much as a mouse walking around.
I was working on outlines for my next best seller and had plenty of time. When I am actually in the throes of brilliant writing, I can spend a whole day and night typing and creating. I stop only for a bathroom break or a snack. Luckily, I was not in that mode.
I heard Loretta pull into the garage below me, so I switched the channel to the kitchen. Loretta walked in with some groceries and put them away. It was really quite impressive. I was able to watch every move she made and it was very clear. I had to adjust the volume down because her heels made loud clicks on the floor. Loretta then began to unbutton her blouse. I found that quite erotic. It was like she was in a soap of her own. Then she left the room.
I knew she was going to go change from her work clothes, as she always did. I also knew I could go watch her if I wanted. I might even get lucky, although after 16 years of marriage, our sex life was a bit stagnant. Instead of going to watch her change, I began to wonder if I should have placed the camera in the bedroom. Then I could watch without having to get up. I marveled at my romantic nature.
I went back to work on my great American novel. I almost fell off my chair when I heard Loretta speak. I thought she was in the room with me! I swung around and looked for her. That was when I realized she had returned to the kitchen and was using the phone. I made a note to myself to keep a closer eye on the TV, lower the volume, and to change my underwear at the first opportunity.
I listened to Loretta's end of the conversation. She was talking to her mother and getting all her family news. Uncle Jack had a hernia and cousin Nancy had missed her period and might be pregnant. That would be okay, if the tramp had ever bothered to get married! I stored away the information, thinking I could look smart sometime, which would shock the shit out of my wife's family.
A short time after Loretta finished her conversation with her mother the phone rang again. Loretta seemed surprised and pleased to speak with the caller. It seemed that it was an old college friend coming to town for the week. Her name was Magill and she called herself Lil.
Lil was in town for a job related seminar and wanted to get together with Loretta to catch up on everything. Before I could sprint down to the kitchen and put a stop to it, Loretta invited Lil to spend the week with us.
"We have a spare room and I would love to have you close so we can get reacquainted!" persuaded Loretta. "He won't mind, really. He spends most of his time in his little castle working on his books."
I knew I was the topic of the conversation now.
"Yes, he does quite well. You've read that one?" quizzed Loretta. "I haven't been able to get through it, although it is one of his best sellers."
What the hell was that remark? My own wife can't wade through my books? She sure doesn't mind wading through the surf when the royalties enable us to spend two weeks at the Caymans every year!
"What he doesn't know won't hurt him," laughed Loretta. "I will pick you up at the airport tomorrow evening. It's settled!"
I decided there would be a great deal less that I didn't know from that point forward. My spy network was going to come in handy. I would be able to hear what plans were being hatched and just what I was expected to not know.
It occurred to me that I had seen this situation before. Then it came to me. George Burns had a similar hook-up to watch Gracie! He always knew about her schemes and was able to thwart them. I considered speaking to my imaginary audience like George always did, but that could be a bad habit to begin. My fans would have to figure out everything with no help from me.
Needless to say, I never mentioned to Loretta that I was able to observe everything that transpired in the kitchen. Never give up the advantage.
I wandered into the kitchen just as Loretta was placing dinner on the table. I smiled to myself as I thought how she usually had to climb up the stairs and bang on the door to get me to come to dinner.
"Honey, I got a call from an old friend today," she began. The 'Honey' part was a signal that she wanted something. "She is going to be in town for a week and I invited her to stay with us. You don't mind, do you?"
"I suppose we have the room, but you will be at work and I am working on my next book. I won't be entertaining her all day," I warned.
"She has some sort of seminar thing she has to attend during the day. She will be getting in about the same time as I," stated Loretta. "You will like her. She was a very attractive girl 20 years ago and I bet she still looks good."
"That will certainly make the intrusion more palatable," I admitted. "What is her name?"
"Lil Magill, from Ohio, originally," answered Loretta. "We went to school together. I will pick her up at the airport tomorrow afternoon. Thanks, Sweetheart!"
The next afternoon I turned on the TV when I heard Loretta pull into the garage. A minute or so later I saw her usher her friend into the kitchen. I had to admit that this Lil was not hard on the eyes! She was Loretta's height, and about her weight.
I realized they were about the same size, but Lil wore a short, tight skirt and a blouse with a low neckline that showed more than a hint of cleavage. Her persona just seemed to ooze sexuality while Loretta looked like a plain housewife by comparison.
Loretta brought out a bottle of wine and the two sat at the table and chatted. I thought there would be more reminiscing about the glory days than there was. Lil seemed more interested in discussing sex. She had my attention.
"So how is hubby in the sack, Loretta?" she asked. "Does he get the job done, and done often? My Steve fucks me at least three times a week and a few times on the weekend."
This girl was not shy! I had never heard a woman talk about being fucked, unless it was the auto repair place doing it.
"We don't do it as often as you and your husband. It's more like a weekend thing, if everything falls into place," Loretta replied. "Don isn't overly interested in sex."
Where was Loretta getting that shit? I would fuck every day if she would just give a hint that she was interested. It was her, not me! She was the cold fish that acted like sex was a duty she had to perform on rare occasions.
"I am so sorry to hear that, Loretta!" cooed Lil. "I wonder if it might have a little to do with your attitude and the way you dress? You have a nice figure but you seem to keep it hidden, if the clothes you are wearing today are an indication."
"I am a professional woman and manage a large department store. I can't dress like some cheap floozy!" exclaimed Loretta. "I have an image to maintain."
"Like the Ice Queen?" asked Lil. "You control who fucks you, Loretta, but men will be much more cooperative if they feel the desire to fuck you. It makes them putty in your hands. Shorter skirts and a little tit will go a long ways!"
I liked the way this girl thought! Loretta was pretty conservative in her fashion sense. I knew she couldn't look as good as Lil did, but the right clothes would certainly help.
"Do you give Don many blowjobs?" she asked.
Loretta coughed on her wine! That question caught her totally off-guard.
"That is not something I do," confessed Loretta. I could vouch for her on that one. "Don doesn't really want me to do that."
What the hell was this woman saying? Did she want Lil to think I was a damn fag or something? I longed for a nice slow blowjob... my entire marriage. Loretta refused the few times I had suggested it, so it just died a natural death.
"That has to be a joke!" laughed Lil. "All normal men want blowjobs. If they had their way we would spend about eight hours a day with our lips attached to their dicks. I am surprised Don doesn't insist. You wouldn't refuse your wifely duty if he gave you no choice, would you?"
"You may be right, Lil. If her gave me no option and demanded and expected it, I would do it. I would not have to worry about any guilt feelings from my religious upbringing," conceded Loretta. "It would be something I had to do for my husband. He never seems interested though, so it doesn't really make any difference."
Why that little cocksucker, soon to be! I never guessed that! Why hadn't I pushed it more? I determined right then to test Loretta and find out if she was just bull-shitting to impress her friend.
"My husband always makes me suck his cock, especially right after he eats my pussy," revealed Lil. "There is no discussion or refusing. He just pulls my head down on his cock and I just suck it like a baby. He loves it and it actually puts me in control. A man will do anything for the woman he loves when his cock is in her mouth!"
"Don hasn't eaten my pussy in years, so that is not apt to happen," Loretta sighed.
"Really? Do you have some horrible infection? Do you shower and douche now and then?" quizzed Lil.
"Of course I am clean! It is just that Don is not a sexual man. He is content to write his books and have the usual dull sex a couple times a month," lamented Loretta.
I was getting pissed! I wanted more sex. I loved to eat her but she never gave me any encouragement, so I gave it up years ago. She made sex seem like hard work!
"All men are sexual, Dear," smiled Lil. "It is just that some men are more sexual than others. You need to suck his cock and have him eat your pussy. Believe me, you will love it, and so will he."
"I am afraid we have drifted too far along to change now," Loretta admitted. "We have grown comfortable in our dull rut. More than a few times I have thought of finding a lover. I never have, but I daydream about a man that will use me for his pleasure and bring me pleasure in the process. Don has been a perfect husband and provider. He is just undersexed."
Goddamn! Why didn't she just place an ad in the paper saying I was a shitty lover? Why would she tell her friend all this crap?
"I think we need to go shopping tomorrow after your work and get you a new wardrobe. You are about my size and you will be surprised how sexy it will make you feel," suggested Lil. "I have another idea, but you will think I am crazy."
"I love to shop and I sure could add some spark to my life, so let's shop!" laughed Loretta. "What is the crazy idea you have?"
"It is just an idea, so don't get all mad. I will be staying here for a week. Suppose some night you got up to visit the bathroom and didn't return?"
"Do you think I should leave, or go sleep on the couch?" questioned Loretta.
"Just suppose I took your place in bed for awhile and tried to light a fire under old Donnie-boy? We are nearly the same height and weight," Lil observed. "He would not know it was me in the bed. I bet I could get him to eat my pussy and I would suck him off. It would get him thinking outside the square, so to speak. I would go to the bathroom again and you could get him to fuck the daylights out of you. He would also be more apt to eat you out and feed you his cock after that."
"Lil! You are a married woman!" exclaimed my wife. "How can you do that to your husband?"
"That is the beauty of it! I won't have sex. I'll just give him the blowjob of his life and get my pussy eaten," laughed Lil. "No one, including our husbands, will ever know!"
"I don't know if that is such a good idea. I would know and you may be very disappointed with Don's performance," worried Loretta.
Where the hell was that coming from? I promised myself no woman would leave my bed disappointed again! I wasn't religious, but I began to pray Lil would convince Loretta about the soundness of this idea. George Burns never got into schemes like this!
"Loretta, if the woman knows what she is doing, the man will not be a disappointment. You have to control the situation while making him believe he is in control," stated Lil.
"I think I will try to get Don a little more amorous the next few nights, Lil. If he responds and shows some fire, I will do it. It sounds odd, I know, but it isn't just his reputation at stake," Loretta offered. "If my husband has another woman, even without his knowledge, I want her to be satisfied and think I have the best lover and husband woman can have. Does that seem weird?"
"Not at all, Loretta. I understand perfectly. If I get in the sack with your husband, you want me to come away wishing he was my man!" agreed Lil.
About that time they drifted into the living room and out of range of my spy device. My head was spinning with all I had learned. One thing was certain. I was going to make Loretta proud and get her to offer our bed to Lil. I had my own idea about what would happen after she gave me that blowjob she planned!
I strolled into the kitchen a few minutes later. No one was around so I went into the living room. Lil was there, but Loretta wasn't. When she saw me, Lil rushed over and gave me a very warm hug.
"You must be Don! I am Loretta's old friend Lil," she told me. "I have read just about all your books and enjoy them. You are very good!"
She was still standing close to me and I could feel her tits against my chest. I was a little flustered as I tried to think of a clever response.
"Thanks!" I responded.
I heard Loretta come down the stairs from the bed room area, but Lil didn't let me go. I turned to see Loretta watching Lil rubbing her tits against me.
"I see you have met Nancy," Loretta smiled.
Now I was totally confused. My look must have shown my confusion.
"She calls herself Lil, but we always knew her as Nancy," Loretta quickly added. "Call her Lil."
Loretta was making no sense. Lil, or Nancy, was close to laughing. It seemed odd that Loretta couldn't decide what to call her old friend.
"We just met, Loretta. You didn't tell me that Don was in such good shape! Do you spend a lot of time at the gym?" Lil asked.
"Well, I have a couple exercise machines in my office over the garage and I use them quite a lot while I am trying to dream up a new plot," I replied. "It is nice to meet you, Lil. I will leave you two to reminisce and get back to work. I just thought I would introduce myself and welcome you to our home."
I got no work done because I spent all my time watching the damn tube to see if I could learn anything more about my possible sexcapades. Nothing of interest came across the airwaves. We ate dinner and I excused myself to go to my office to watch the game. I was really more interested in watching my kitchen. Soon the women finished the chores in the kitchen and retired to the living room to chat. I actually turned the TV to the game.
Around 11:30 I walked into the living room and announced I was going to bed. I gave both ladies a peck on the cheek, climbed the bedroom stairs, and crawled into bed. The problem was that listening to Lil and Loretta earlier had made me extremely horny. I got out of bed, took a quick shower, got back in and waited for Loretta. I didn't have to wait long.
Loretta came into the room and closed the door. I pretended to be asleep and waited. I was pleasantly surprised when she peeled off her clothes, turned off the light, and slid next to me under the covers.
She ran her hand over my stomach and down to my already hard cock. The little guy is not very good at subterfuge! Loretta began to stroke my cock and the precum began to ooze. Then she slowly kissed her way down my stomach till she was giving little kisses to my cock. It seemed that she was going to heed some of the advice Lil had bestowed earlier! But then, so was I.
I placed my left hand on Loretta's head and took my cock in my right. Then I pushed her head down as I pointed my cock where I knew her mouth had to be. I felt some resistance at first, but continued to press Loretta's head down. My cock was rubbing her cheek and I moved it all around her face. Gradually I brought it back to her lips and pressed it against them. I felt Loretta's mouth open and take my cock in! I was in heaven as I felt her begin to work her tongue around my cock. I couldn't believe the pleasure I was getting from her efforts.



It felt so good I knew I wouldn't last very long. I debated pulling from Loretta's mouth before I came. Then I decided it was about time I based some decisions on what I wanted and I kept her on my cock as it began to spurt. It seemed as if she offered no resistance and sucked my cock dry. She even swallowed all my seed! This was all new and incredibly sexy to me. I didn't need any urging as I pulled Loretta's face back up to mine and I kissed her, tasting some of my cum on her lips. Then I lay her down and began sucking on her nipples. She was always sensitive around her nipples and I showed no mercy. Finally I began to slide down her stomach to her sweet pussy. I felt her tense up and heard a small gasp as I slid my tongue inside her. I left it there for a minute or so and then began to run it around the lips of her pussy. She was wetter than my saliva could have caused. I slowly licked every part of her love tunnel and even rimmed her asshole a few times.
I felt Loretta tremble through a small orgasm, but I kept going. The old me would have been content to end it after a few licks and certainly after an orgasm. The new love machine I was determined to become did not slow down. I started concentrating on her clit and it wasn't long before I felt Loretta wracked by a major orgasm. I cleaned up all the excess juices and then slid back up to her nipples. I devoured them as I rubbed my cock back and forth over her pussy lips. I felt her arch up, trying to slide my cock inside her. I would not allow it, however. I kept control and teased her steaming cunt for a couple more minutes. Then, with no warning, I plunged into her, all the way to the hilt.
Loretta wailed some sort of primal scream as I hit bottom! It was like nothing I had ever heard from her. I briefly wondered if there was any way Lil didn't hear it, but I was too far gone to be able to concentrate on anything but the wet, hot pussy around my cock. I pounded Loretta for another five minutes and drew at least two more of those eerie moans form her before I emptied my balls inside her. We were both drenched in sweat as I drained myself and slowly slid off her. My cock popped out as I rolled off her and tried to catch my breath. Loretta snuggled as close to me as she could and fell asleep with her head on my shoulder. I felt great!
I spent the next day thinking about Loretta and the great sex we had enjoyed the previous night. It was as good, or possibly better than our honeymoon. We were much more missionary back then. I had a taste of good sex and I was thinking of ways to make it better. Knowing that Loretta wanted me to lead her in sexual situations allowed me some room to be creative.
I was actually on my ab machine when Loretta and Lil came in that night. I remembered they were planning on shopping so I didn't really expect them home before the stores closed. I heard them speaking in the kitchen. I looked at my screen and saw Lil bent over, reaching into the refrigerator. What a sweet ass! It was shaped perfectly. She had another short skirt on and it accented the curve of her legs. All in all, she was as a woman should be.
Then I saw Lil walk into the kitchen from the living room! I had been admiring Loretta's ass and didn't realize it. Loretta stood up and turned around. I couldn't believe how full and firm her tits looked. She was wearing a low cut sweater and it really flattered her figure. The difference the clothes made was startling. Loretta was a very sexy lady!
The two were laughing and talking as they threw a salad together. It was obvious they were friends from way back.
"I heard you last night, Loretta," teased Lil. "I was this close to dialing 911. Do you always scream and moan like that? And you told me that Don wasn't all that interested in sex. I think you are just trying to talk me out of trying him out for myself."
"I was a bit vocal, wasn't I?" laughed Loretta. "I don't know what got into me last night."
I do! It was Don, and I strongly suspect he was balls deep the way you carried on," interjected Lil. "I noticed the smile on your face while we were shopping. I know what causes a smile like that on a woman."
I was beginning to feel pretty good! It seems that I wasn't the pathetic limp-dicked loser I had been portrayed to be by my loving wife the previous evening.
"Did he do you doggy-style and spank your ass while he was filling you with his big cock?" Lil asked.
Loretta turned to look at Lil.
"I never said Don had a big cock and he has never lifted a hand against me!" Loretta proclaimed.
"It just sounds better to be rammed with a big cock, doesn't it?" chided Lil. "I'm not talking about abuse. A little spanking during sex is a turn on. My husband likes to redden my bottom while he is fucking me. It makes me cum like you wouldn't believe."
"It seems that you and your husband have quite a wild sex life, Lil," conceded Loretta. "I'm just surprised he spanks you."
"He makes me leave my panties home when we go out for the evening. If I forget and wear them, he makes me give them to a waiter, or bartender, or a bellhop. He likes me to look as desirable and wanton as possible," admitted Lil. "It excites him to have other men want me and give me that look."
"That look?" asked Loretta.
"Yes, the look. The look men give you when they want to fuck you. The look that salesman gave you when you came out of the changing room wearing that outfit," chuckled Lil. "I saw the way he looked you over. I saw you blush and smile back at him, too, you little tramp!"
"My God! You saw that?" gasped Loretta. "It felt like he was undressing me right there. He was so obvious!"
"Get used to it, Girl. The clothes you bought today will cause that to happen a lot," predicted Lil.
"I hope Don doesn't think I look to trashy in those outfits," confided Loretta. "He is used to me being conservative."
"Oh, yeah, he'll complain constantly, if he can get his hard-on to go down!" laughed Lil. "Husbands want their wives to be desired by other men. It is a macho thing. They are sending little signals to each other that women can't hear."
"Signals? Asked Loretta.
"Yes, signals," answered Lil. "Hey buddy, do you see that really hot little minx? That's my wife and I fuck her brains out every night. Makes you wish you were me, doesn't it?'
Both women broke into laughter as they left the room. That damn Lil seemed uncommonly aware of the male thought process.
That night was a repeat of the previous night's sex, except more kinky. I did everything I did the night before, except I added a little doggy fuck with a light spanking. I reached around and pinched Loretta's nipples as she neared an orgasm and she went off again. I would not have been surprised if the neighbors called the cops. Afterward we curled up together and slept like babies.
I decided to do some sex research the next day. I read several stories and articles about sex and pleasing your partner. I read about sex games couples play, in public and in private. When Lil left, I was going to insist that Loretta indulge in some of them with me.
The ladies spent very little time in the kitchen that night. I was disappointed. I was anxious to learn what they thought of my performance the previous night. That night in bed I had Loretta practically howling at the moon! She must have cum five or six times and sucked my cock dry twice.
It must have been around 3AM when I felt her stir and getup and shuffle off to the bathroom. I heard her tinkling in the guest bath and wondered about that in a fuzzy, sleep-filled way. She always used the master bath. I was almost back in a deep sleep when I felt the bed move as she got back in. As she snuggled up to me, I noticed something different. It was the perfume! The scent was different. It was the scent that Lil wore!
By this time she had my cock in her hand and was working her way down with her mouth. I came awake instantly. It was Lil in bed with me! I squeezed her tits and I could tell they were slightly bigger than Loretta's. I pushed her head down and felt her take my cock in her mouth. I cursed myself for coming at least three times with Loretta earlier that night. Then I decided to make it work for me. I would be able to fuck for hours without losing my erection!
I let her suck me for a few minutes, then I pulled her back and dove into her pussy, face-first. I had been eating Loretta's love nest quite well, but I outdid myself on Lil. I sucked and nibbled her clit and her pussy lips. I licked her easy and hard. I sucked her juices from her and finally I felt her try to push my head away. She was making gagging noises as she tried to keep from moaning too loudly. Then I flipped her over and spanked her hard. I knew she liked it when her husband did it, so I figured what the hell.
Her ass felt hot to my touch and her cunt was dripping fluids. I put my cock at her entrance and pushed in. It was incredibly tight and wet. I knew then that her husband had to have a smaller cock than mine. She was having orgasms until they just rolled into one continuous procession. Then I gave her the little nipple-twist I had so recently perfected and she actually squirted all over my cock. That was more than I could take and I deployed my troops as deeply as I could. It was probably deeper than her husband had ever attained! I don't know if she fell asleep or passed out then, but I collapsed next to her and never heard another thing until the phone rang.
I looked around in a daze. The clock said 10:17 AM! I had slept at least three hours later than usual. I crawled across the bed and picked up the receiver.
"Don?" came the male voice on the other end. "I am sorry to bother you, but my supplier is asking about that camera I loaned you. He wants it back for some reason and I stalled him, but I promised I would give it to him early tomorrow morning."
"Bob?" I finally croaked. "I'm sorry if there has been any trouble. I will get it back immediately. It works great, by the way."
"Glad to her it, Don. I know I promised you could have it till Saturday, but I have to get it back. I will be going your way this evening. Can we meet at Friday's at 6:30 tonight?" he asked. "I'll get it from you then, okay?"
I agreed, somewhat reluctantly and hung up. I spent another hour remembering the incredible night I had just had. I had gone from a guy that was lucky to get laid a couple times a month to a guy that had mind-blowing sex with two beautiful women in the same night. No wonder I had slept so long!
I liked Loretta's new look and was anxious to take her out and see how our friends reacted to my hot wife. Lil had drawn the wildcat in her into the open. I had learned to be more assertive, more thoughtful of her, and more eager to experiment and to please my wife. I promised myself that she would not be wearing panties when we went out from now on!
I had the camera and the receiver disconnected and in a bag to return to Bob when Loretta and Lil came in that evening. They were laughing when I walked into the kitchen. I was sure that I had seen Lil walking a little gingerly when she went into the house, and that made me smile. They had no idea that I knew their little ruse.
"Hello, ladies! You look beautiful this evening," I complimented them as I gave each a little kiss. "Are you wearing any panties?"
"Don!" scolded Loretta. "How can you talk that way in front of a guest?"
"That is something a man should find out for himself, rather than ask," laughed Lil.
It sounded like a challenge, but a challenge I dared not accept, not with Lil. I reached down and felt Loretta's ass.
"I am glad you wear them to work, Loretta. What say we all go out for dinner tomorrow night?" I suggested. "I would take you out tonight, but I have to have a short meeting with my publisher in an hour."
"Lil has to leave tonight, Don. Her seminar is done early and her husband wants her to come home. I will be taking her to the airport in a few minutes," Loretta stated.
I embraced Lil in a tight hug and gave her a kiss.
"You are always welcome here, Lil. Stop in again. It was great having you spend some time with us," I told her. "Loretta, let's meet at the Cove for dinner at 8:30. It is on the way back for you and I won't be too far from there."
"Don!" beamed Loretta. 'You haven't taken me out to dinner in some time. I will be delighted to meet you there!"
I went to the door and turned back to Loretta.
"Wear that same outfit, but don't have any panties on!"
I saw her face turn red as I turned and headed out to return the camera to Bob. I felt great and marveled at how lucky I had been to have Bob offer to loan me that camera when he did. Every now and then things fall into place and the universe is perfect!
I did not have the benefit of a spy device to hear what Lil and Loretta talked about after I left. I was totally oblivious to it, in fact.
Loretta rushed to Lil and gave her a big hug.
"Nancy, you did everything you said you would, and more!" Loretta gushed. "It is the best money I ever spent!"
"We have a very good success rate, as I told you when you hired us," agreed Nancy/Lil. "I was afraid you blew it when you called me Nancy, though. We were lucky Don didn't pick up on it."
"I know it! It was just a slip. That camera trick is great! Last night, Don was positive he has fucking your brains out. I couldn't believe what a tiger he was!"
"Tell me about it!" laughed Lil/Nancy. "I never heard two people make so much noise during sex. You had me wishing it was me! It sounds like Don is taking the other suggestions I made about panties and having you be sexier in public. Your sex live has really improved, just like Bob and I told you it would."
"Thanks so much, Nancy. I will take you out to meet Bob now. He'll be getting that camera from Don shortly," Loretta predicted.
"We have been contacted by a politician's wife in New York. She wants pretty much the same service," confided Lil/Nancy. "Bob will be 'bumping' into her husband tomorrow and loaning the camera to him. I will show up at the door as an old friend and hopefully, we'll get the same results. I have to tell you, Loretta, that you and Don may be the best success story our business has had in the three years we have been spicing up marriages."
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I walked in the door after a week at corporate headquarters in New Jersey. It wasn't my favorite place to visit, but I did enjoy the lifestyle my position provided.
"Hello, Gorgeous!" I smiled as I strolled into the kitchen, surprising my wife preparing dinner. "Did you miss me, or did you find a little something on the side?"
I had been suggesting to my wife of 17 years that she try having sex with another man. The thought always gave me an incredible erection and seemed to fuel my carnal desires. I guess I had been rather persistent about the idea for the past six months.
Denise, my wife, was in great shape for a woman any age and looked younger than her 40 years. Our 15 year-old daughter had begun to complain about her mother's youthful appearance. She said that she never knew if boys stopped to see her, or if they were trying to get a chance to see Denise. This always made me smile. I can remember being 16 and lusting after my friends' mothers, aunts, and older sisters.
Giving birth twice had only served to make Denise a bit rounder in the ass and fuller in the tits. She was one sexy woman.
I don't really know exactly when I started thinking about Denise in bed with another man. It just grew on me over the years. Whenever we attended any social function men would fawn over her. Denise never gave the impression she was available in any way, but did smile and seemed flattered at the attention.
I would be across the room and beam with pride. I knew what the other men wanted. They would give anything for a chance at my wife. If she danced with a man I would get an erection. Knowing that the guy wanted desperately to get into her panties set me off. As time went on, the thought took root and grew. Imagine my beautiful, faithful wife being drilled by some stranger. She would be receiving her second cock of her life and it made me hard just thinking about it!
"Dan! I missed you!" Denise laughed as she kissed me. "You are a little earlier than I expected."
"The flight landed 15 minutes early, my bags weren't lost, and the traffic was very light. Hence, here I am," I grinned as I squeezed her ample chest. "Did my babies miss me?"
"You know they love your mouth and hands on them," Denise admitted as she put the silverware on the table. "You know how to make them feel special."
I slid my hand under her skirt as she leaned ahead to place some silver across the table. I noticed something different immediately! I spun her around and pulled her skirt up above her hips. Denise had no underwear on and her pussy was as bald as a baby's!
"Wow! Since when do you go around without underwear? And when and why did you shave your pussy?" I asked. "Not that I am complaining."
"Do you like it? It didn't take you long to find out about it!" she chuckled. "It is supposed to make me look sexier and a little slutty."
"Have you been reading Cosmo again?" I joked as I ran my fingers over her beautiful pussy and played with her clit. She was getting wet as I stroked her. "You have a beautiful pussy. Suppose we hold off on dinner and go to the bedroom and see just how good it feels. The kids are at your cousin's party today, aren't they?"
"They are. They will be staying two extra days so they won't be home until Sunday," Denise responded. "I can't go to bed with you now, Dan. I have an... appointment for this evening."
Denise was an insurance agent and it wasn't unusual for her to have an evening appointment. I was disappointed that she would schedule one the very evening of my return, but I tried not to show it.
"Going to sell a nice policy tonight? I asked. "That's my wife."
"Not exactly, Dan. It isn't a business appointment," Denise looked nervous as she continued. "You know how you have been after me to have another man? You have talked of little else for the last half year."
I felt my cock harden even more as her words began to register. She was going to have sex with another man! I was excited. I also noticed a strange tension form in my stomach, but I dismissed it as natural.
"You mean you are going to finally let another man fuck you, Darling?" I gushed. "Are you going to some motel or something?"
"I am glad you are taking this so well, Dan. I really was a little concerned that the reality of me being another man's slut would make you angry," Denise confessed.
"I didn't call you a slut, Denise. You are simply a beautiful woman enjoying an encounter with a strange man," I explained. "You are certainly no slut!"
"Sit down and listen to me, Dan. I am a slut and you will agree when I am done with my story. I see you're all hard and excited about this," she smiled as she looked at the lump in my pants.
I sat down at the kitchen table and Denise took a seat across from me. I watched as she composed herself. She fiddled with the silverware for a minute before she began.
"The day after you left on your trip I had an appointment with Nancy's cousin, Steve Morgan. He was interested in term life. I went to his house, which is in a nice section north of here. He is a single guy your age and rather good looking. As we discussed his needs, he made a few comments about what he felt he needed the most. I kept trying to direct his attention back to the policy choices. I had determined he should go for a straight life policy and forget the term. As you know, I make more money on those policies, but I really did feel it was more suited to his situation."
"This guy made a pass at you and you are going to see him tonight to consummate it?" I guessed.
"No, Honey. Please let me tell you everything as it happened," Denise requested. "I was having a difficult time getting him to concentrate on the numbers I was showing him and I finally got a little exasperated."
"What will it take to get you to listen to my explanations?" I asked him as we sat next to each other on his sofa.
"I will buy the damn policy right now if you will have sex with me!" he stated quite calmly. "You are a beautiful woman and I want you more than I have wanted anything for years."
"I was flabbergasted, to say the least, Dan. I had never resorted to sex to sell anything. I never had sex with anyone but you. You know that," Denise continued. "I sat there stunned for a minute or two. Then I started thinking about how you wanted me to have sex with another man. He was handsome and single and he certainly was more than willing."
"I told him if he would sign the papers and give me a check, I would give him another hour of my time to do as he wanted!" blurted Denise.
I thought I would cum in my pants when Denise told me that! She was the perfect housewife. She always dressed conservatively and conducted herself professionally. Now she was telling me she agreed to let some strange guy have her. I felt a little dizzy as I tried to assimilate everything Denise was telling me. My sweet, innocent wife was doing this for me. My cock was throbbing.
"Are you going to give him that hour this evening?" I croaked. I was thinking about the ride I would give her when she returned home.
"Let me continue, Dan, please," Denise pleaded. "This is not very easy for me to tell. As you might guess, he signed the papers in record time and handed me a check. Then he looked at his watch and then spoke to me."
"It is now 11:34. You will be free to leave anytime after 12:34, if you so desire. I think you might stay a little longer."
"Steve took me by the hand and led me to his bedroom. Then he unzipped my dress and slid it off me. I just stood there, not knowing what I should do," Denise almost sobbed. "I was such an inexperienced woman. I was afraid he would laugh at me for being so unworldly. I made my mind up right then to make him think I did that sort of thing all the time. I wanted to be the best fuck he ever had!"
I went from almost shooting a load in my pants to almost shitting a load in my pants. This was my sweet wife, the mother of my two kids, talking like some tramp!
"I helped him slide my panties down and then I undressed him. I tossed his shirt to the side and then dropped to my knees and untied his shoes. He kicked them to the side and then I unbuckled his belt and pulled his zipper down. He had a big bulge in his jockey shorts and a wet spot in front. He stepped from his pants and I knew I had reached the moment of truth. I slowly began working his underwear down. His cock was caught in them and it pointed downward before it finally sprung free," Denise whispered as she remembered the experience.
I was mesmerized as she told her story. My mind was numb and my cock was still throbbing as I saw her every move in my mind.
"It popped up and hit me in the face, Dan. It was really hard and longer than yours by a fair amount. The end was all wet and sticky and it left a streak across my chin and lips," recalled Denise.
"Steve told me to suck his cock and called me a little slut. That hurt my feelings and I looked up at him to complain about his choice of words. He just grabbed my hair and forced his cock against my mouth with his other hand. You know that I very seldom suck on your cock and I never let you come when I do," Denise reminded me.
As if that was necessary! How well I knew it. She always acted like my cock was something that was best kept below her waist. I could count on one hand the number of times she had sucked it and she was pretty drunk every time. Now this guy was making the mistake of trying to get her to do it when she was sober. I realized it would give her an increased appreciation of my consideration and my gentle husbandly behavior.
"I opened my mouth and started sucking him, Dan," revealed my darling wife. "I was determined to leave there with him feeling I was the best ever. He started pushing more and more of his cock into my mouth. I told you it was longer than yours by a couple inches? It seemed like he did that for hours but it was really only a few minutes. I finally figured out how to relax my throat and then it was easy. He slammed the entire thing down my throat and I was able to lick his balls a little every time he bottomed out in my mouth. I don't know when it happened, but I gradually noticed his hands were pinching my nipples and I was deep-throating him on my own!" she smiled; as if she were revealing a wonderful new skill she had learned.
The vision of my wife sucking this guy's cock somehow wasn't as exciting as I had anticipated it would be. My cock was no longer throbbing so much.
"Steve called me a cock sucking slut while I had him buried in my mouth. Then he groaned and erupted when he was way down my throat. I never even tasted the first blast. I came off a little for some air and he filled my mouth next. I never knew a man could ejaculate so much sperm!" chuckled Denise.
"Then he pumped a few more shots all over my face. When he was done he had me stand up and look into his mirror. He told me to take a good look and tell him if I was not a cock-sucking slut that loved cum. You know what, Dan?" she asked.
I was unable to speak so I just shook my head.
"I had to admit that I was all those things. His sperm tasted pretty good and I watched myself scoop it off my face and feed it into my mouth. I was such a slut!" beamed Denise. "You would have been so proud of me. I was even thinking how happy you would be when I told you what happened."
I found my voice and asked, "Did you get dressed and come home then?"
"Steve still had half an hour left and he still had a hard on. You know how you always go soft after you cum? It seems that some men are able to have several orgasms. He told me to get on my hands and knees on his bed, like the bitch that I was. It sounds strange, but the names he called me made me feel hornier and sluttier," Denise grinned.
I was reeling as I sat at my kitchen table listening to my wife describe how she had sucked a cock much longer than mine, swallowed cum, and then got fucked like a bitch in heat. She was getting more and more glib as she continued. You would have thought she was telling me how our daughter had scored the winning goal in a soccer match.
"His cock felt too big at first, but I adjusted to his size," Denise continued. "He held my hair in one hand and spanked my ass with his other. I never came so often or so hard, Dan. He was a machine! When he erupted again, this time deeper in my pussy than anyone had ever been, I almost passed out. It felt wonderful. Then he put his nasty cock in my face and told me it was a slut's job to clean a cock that had just fucked her. By the time I had it cleaned up, he was hard again! Did you know that some men could be so virile? I didn't!"
"It was time for the kids to come home from school when I finally left. He must have fucked me six times, besides the time he came on my face. He laughed as I dressed to leave. He told me he knew I would stay longer than an hour. Then he told me to come back the next day. That seemed presumptuous to me, at the time," laughed Denise.
I was slipping lower and lower in my chair as Denise babbled on about her lover and his virile ways. I determined right then that it was never going to be allowed to happen again.
"I slept like a baby that night. I knew you would be happy, too. Then I started thinking that you would probably want me to go back and get fucked some more. It would prove it wasn't a one-time thing, some sort of fluke that would never happen again. You know what I mean," stated Denise.
"Dan, he was waiting for me when I got to his place. He told me he knew I would be back to get another good fucking. We went at it like minks for a few hours again. Before I left, Steve even fucked my ass. It hurt at first, but now I have learned to relax and enjoy it. I had some great orgasms with his cock in my ass, Dan. I wonder why you never tried it with me?" she mused.
My cock felt like it had disappeared into my shrunken scrotum by this time. I knew if I were given a physical at that moment, there would be some debate as to my gender. How could the bitch do this to me?
"To make this story a little shorter since I don't have much time, I went back every day. You will love the stories I have to tell you about the ways I was fucked and the things he made me do. On the third afternoon, Steve was slamming me doggy style. My head was buried in the pillow so I wouldn't scream so loud with my orgasms. Steve was really "laying the pipe" as he likes to say," laughed Denise.
"I felt something tapping my head and looked up to see a cock even bigger than Steve's pointed at me. It was the most beautiful cock I had ever seen. It was longer and much thicker than Steve's, probably almost twice the size of yours," Denise estimated.
My stomach was knotted like nothing I had ever felt before. I was nauseous and my head was pounding. If I had the strength to get my gun, I would have finished myself off right there.
"I looked back at Steve and he told me to suck that cock. It seems that he had bragged about my cock sucking to a friend and the friend wanted to find out if I was that good. When you think about it, it is really quite flattering. Your wife is becoming famous for giving great head. I do have to admit to you, Dan, that I had a lot of trouble swallowing the new cock. It was huge and I could feel it throb with every beat of the guy's heart. You will be happy to know that even though I didn't get it all down my throat, the guy told me I had done better than any whore had ever done before," Denise swelled with pride as she spoke.
"Then the guy absolutely covered my face and tits with cum. He made Steve look like a little squirter! I was blinded by the cum in my eyes. I started scooping it up and slipping it into my mouth. When I could finally see again, Steve was blasting a load into my cunt and both guys were looking at me in amazement. The new man told Steve I was the nastiest slut he ever saw. I knew you would like that, Dan," Denise allowed.
"Dan, do you feel okay? Did you have some of that food at the airport? You know that always upsets your stomach," Denise admonished. "I am almost done with my story. You'll be able to go to bed and rest then while I am out on my date."
The goddamn whore might just as well taken a sledgehammer and split my head open! I could no longer form any words. Drool was strung all the way from my chin to the table.
"Steve introduced me to the guy with the huge cock. I think you know him, Dan. He is Harrison Brown and can he ever fuck!" exclaimed my wife.
"He said he works for the same company that you work for. I thought Steve had me stretched out, but Harrison had to work about ten minutes to get his monster in my cunt. The sensations were incredible. He actually had the head of his cock through my cervix by the time he came, almost an hour later. I was sweating like crazy and I actually passed out a few times. I thought I had done it all and could die happy right then," Denise recalled fondly. "It wasn't until later, when those two studs double teamed me that I knew what true ecstasy was. Having a big cock in your ass and a really huge cock in your cunt at the same time is the ultimate, I think. Dan!"
My head hit the table as I fell to the floor. Harrison Brown was my main competitor for the promotion I was trying to get. He was a real pussy hound and always bragged about how big his cock was and how the women were never happy with their husbands after he fucked them.
Denise helped me up from the floor and almost carried me into the bedroom. She helped me sit on the bed and then had me lay back.
"I will finish my story before I leave," she told me as she began to undress me. I was too weak to help, or resist. Where did I keep my gun? Did I have any shells? I was almost certain I didn't!
"Harrison and Steve want me to be the hostess for a card game they are having tonight. They told me that I was way too sweet to keep to themselves and they wanted to share me with some friends," Denise positively glowed as she spoke.
"I knew you would be proud of the way I changed and I am so glad I took your suggestion, Dan This is so much more exciting and enjoyable than being a plain housewife. Harrison insisted I shave my pussy for the evening's activities. My goodness, Dan, I don't remember your cock being so tiny," gasped Denise as she removed my underwear.
"Was it always so little or is it that I am used to big cocks now?" she questioned.
I groaned as more spittle leaked out the corner of my mouth and across my cheek. My cock disappeared completely, much like a turtle pulling its head into the shell.
"It is just as well that you are under the weather. Steve and Harrison told me I am their slut now and that you are not allowed any of my pussy without asking their permission. They said you would be turned on by that, especially since you were the type that wanted your wife to be fucked other men. They said you would be content to suck my pussy when I came home with filled with their cum."
That sounded like that asshole, Harrison Brown! He would tell everyone in the company how he fucks my wife and I am only allowed to eat his cum out of her stretched cunt. All my work over the years was for naught. I was truly fucked. Then I remembered that several of my coworkers played cards with Harrison every week. The entire company would be fucking my wife! It couldn't get any worse.
"Harrison had me go off the pill, Dan. He told me it would be the ultimate erotic experience for everyone to know he made me pregnant and for you to raise his child. I am amazed at how well he understands your feelings and is so willing to help," marveled Denise. "He is a very astute man and very compassionate. He told me his boss was going to be there tonight and that if I fuck him when Harrison tells me to, he will probably get a big promotion. It is the least I can do for a man that is so good to us, isn't it?"



I crawled off the bed and began to search in my closet for my hunting knife. I have heard of men finishing themselves off that way. I really didn't want to do it, but I was positive I was out of ammunition for my .38. I saw it in the corner and reached for it. Denise beat me to it!
"What the hell are you thinking of doing, Dan?" she demanded. "Are you going to cut my head off and toss me in the bay for doing exactly what you wanted?"
I wiped my mouth and croaked, "I was going to do the honorable thing and do myself in. I can't go to work now. Shit! I can't stick my head outside the house. It is my fault and I admit it, but I can't live with it.
"You are so pathetic, Dan!" groaned Denise. "I just made all that shit up so you would realize how foolish it is to start something over which you have no control. I shaved my pussy for you, Stupid!"
Suddenly my stomach unknotted and I stopped drooling. As I stood, I grabbed Denise's skirt and ripped it off her. There she stood, completely stunned by my actions, her bare pussy beckoning to me. I roughly pushed her over onto the bed and dove into her snatch. She climaxed within a minute. I pulled my head from between her legs and moved up to her head and offered my cock to her mouth.
"You know I don't do that, Dan. You're lucky I ,,, agh!"
As she talked I pushed my cock into her mouth and began moving her head back and forth on my shaft. I had been so close earlier that I cut loose my load in record time.
"You lying slut! Swallow it all!" I shouted. Denise's eyes got real big but she did as I told her. In fact, she kept sucking long after I released her head. She drained me and got me hard again!
"Now fuck me with that little cock," she demanded.
Later as we lay exhausted in our bed, holding each other, I whispered in Denise's ear," I knew all along you were making up the whole thing."
"Well good, Dan. Then you should have no problem explaining how you got that black eye!" laughed Denise as she leaned over and kissed what I suddenly realized was a very tender area.
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My wife, Theresa, worked for a local dental clinic. She had Wednesdays and Sundays off. Over the years I had moved up the ladder at my company and had recently achieved the position of vice president. I couldn't help but notice that it seemed like the higher I rose and the better my title; the less I actually had to do.
I had returned to the office from lunch and realized I really didn't have much of anything on my desk. I had a good team under me and I trusted them enough to delegate the work I was responsible for having done. It wasn't rocket science. Just hire the right people and pay them enough to keep them loyal.
As I paced across the office for the hundredth time, it occurred to me that it was Wednesday and Thersa should be home. Why be a vice president if I couldn't leave a little early from time to time? I told my secretary I was leaving and to call me on my cell if I was needed. I jumped in my SUV and headed home. As I drove I thought about how surprised Theresa would be to see me. In my 19 years with the company, I hadn't come home early more than three times, and then it was because I was so ill I could barely stand.
As I approached our house I noticed a strange car in the driveway. As I pulled in behind it I gave it another glance. It was one of those ridiculous, in my opinion, Mini Coopers. Theresa had expressed more than a passing interest in them, but I would rather be seen in one of those new VW bugs, and I hate them. I casually wondered who was visiting as I opened the front door and listened to determine which room Theresa and the visitor occupied. I heard nothing.
As I moved through the downstairs, I detected slight sounds from the upstairs bedroom area. I began to get a bad feeling as I ascended the stairs as quietly as I could. I even remembered to step over the fifth tread, which always squeaked. It became obvious the sounds were coming from the master bedroom, and it wasn't me making the sounds! In my house, that is a real problem.
The bedroom door was slightly ajar and I crept closer and peeked into the room. What I saw immediately became etched into my brain forever. I could see a medium sized guy's backside. He was totally naked. He was obviously getting a serious piece of ass. I could make out Theresa's legs wrapped around his waist with her ankles locked together. With the door only opened a crack, I could not see any more, nor did I have to see more! I pulled back and leaned against the wall, fearing I was going to either upchuck my lunch or feint dead away. As I tried to steady myself, the bastard slamming my wife started talking.
"You like my big cock, don't you slut?" he demanded. "Hubby doesn't fuck you this well, does he, slut? After I fill your nasty pussy, you'll clean my cock and suck it hard again, won't you, whore?"
Theresa would never allow that sort of speech, especially directed toward her. That much I knew. Then I heard her moan her agreement! How could the woman I knew so well do this to me? In my house? In my marital bed? With some shit-mouthed ass-wipe loser? My first instinct was to rush in and beat the shit out of the guy and then slap the hell out of Theresa.
My anger scared me. I had always been able to keep my emotions in check enough to avoid legal problems. This was one time when I was willing to face the music. Then I considered my 2 kids and my job. When I tossed her cheating ass out on the street, she would want half of everything. If I wound up in prison, I would surely lose my job and she would have everything! Somehow my brain started to function and I realized I could always find the prick and kill him and Theresa wasn't going anyplace if she thought I didn't know her dirty damn secret.
I felt I had two options. I could accept Theresa's unfaithfulness and hope it would eventually end, or I could exact some sort of vengeance. The proper choice has been debated since Adam and Eve, but I had no moral dilemma making mine. I needed time to plan. I left the house as quietly as I had entered, copied the fucker's plate number, and got back in my car. Then I did what any normal guy would do when concentration and clear thinking were tantamount. I drove to a local watering hole.
Everything is much clearer and answers are so much more obvious in direct proportion to the number of beers I drink. I had four beers in the first hour and oddly, they didn't help, so I had a few more. It was the strangest thing. I didn't even get drunk. I just got mad. Then I got morose. Then I felt totally, completely alone.
As I sat there thinking about Theresa, I realized she had come to infiltrate every part of my being. She had been the thing that had made me complete. I couldn't blow my nose or wipe my ass without thinking how she would want me to do it. I succeeded at work largely because she had always pushed, prodded, and encouraged me to want better and to feel I could do better. She had made me feel confident and equal to any man.
The bitch had been so sneaky about it! I never actually realized she had been making me dependent on her. She was like a drug. I had always told myself I could quit any time, cold turkey. The truth was; I was addicted... to a goddamn cheating whore! Could I get a patch or something to help me kick the habit? Was there a half-way house I could use? There was probably some support group someplace where I could stand up, tell my name, and then admit I was addicted to a slut. That scenario was way too embarrassing and I quickly dismissed the thought.
I sat there and tried to think of a solution. It had to be one where the guy fucking Theresa died after his balls were crushed and then ripped from his body. Theresa had to somehow be made to feel that losing me was a bad thing. I could never physically hurt her in any way. I knew that with a certainty that prevented any contemplation of such an act. Even after what I had seen, I realized I would walk straight into hell to save her from harm.
That was the part that pissed me off so much. She had me! She had insidiously taken control of my soul. Maybe she was some sort of witch or something. I was bound more surely than if there were chains attached to my arms and legs. How the hell had it happened? Why hadn't I seen some warning signs that my will was no longer my own? Shit! I didn't even see her affair coming. I was as happy as a pig in shit, and I thought she was, too.
It became obvious that the revenge angle was not going to be simple. She could not have any real feelings for me to do this. If I killed myself she would laugh all the way to the bank. I had no real hold on her, so I was unable to make her suffer.
That was when the beer finally kicked in and clarity flowed into my brain and dissipated the fog. Revenge didn't have to be immediate to be enjoyed. Quite the opposite! It would be so much sweeter. That was when the single dumbest plan ever devised for vengeance was born. I started grinning as I realized that the brilliance of my plan was the very simplicity of it.
I decided to become the perfect husband, friend, lover, and partner. I was going to get a death grip on her soul, just like the one she had on mine. She would need and depend on me so much; it would actually hurt her when I tossed her cheating ass to the curb. I realized it wasn't the conventional wisdom for revenge on a cheating whore wife, but maybe no one ever thought of it before. I would probably be able to write a self-help book and make a fortune after I was finished.
Feeling rejuvenated, I paid my tab and headed for the door. Beer was my friend and it had come through for me again! Some jackass had placed a table right where I was trying to walk and I went ass over tin cup. After I picked myself up and assured the concerned bartender I was fine, I again headed out.
My mental clarity didn't extend to my extremities, which had lost most of their feeling. The drive home was long and difficult. I got lost once in the two block stretch from the bar to the house, but I eventually sauntered into the house, ready to begin my devious plan.
"Joe, are you okay?" asked Theresa.
"I am quite well, thank-you, Darling. Why do you ask?" I smoothly countered.
"Oh, there a couple things, Sweetheart," smiled Theresa. "Your shirt is ripped and the ass of your pants is filthy, there is a bruise on your cheek, you are three hours late, and you are all shit-faced."
Damn, this was going to be harder than I thought! She was good, very good. My mind raced as I thought of ways to be the perfect husband.
"Would you like me to take out the garbage, Sweetie?" I asked.
Theresa gave me an unfathomable look.
"Would you rather we go to the mall and shop for some new outfits for you?"
She began to stare at me like I had three heads.
"How about we try to get some tickets for the ballet?" I quickly added. I knew she loved that.
"How hard did you bang your head, Joe? Sit down here and let me look at that bruise," Theresa insisted.
Shit! That was how she had taken control of me in the first place, being all concerned and caring. I slumped into the chair.
Theresa went to the sink and wet a cloth and wiped my face as she examined me closely. Her touch still gave me goose bumps. Her face had a few lines, but I realized she was more beautiful than the day I married her, and she was really hot then. She had gained a few pounds, but it only added to her feminine charm.
I felt my cock stir as I watched her move around me, checking my scalp and face. I reached out and ran my hand over her round ass. Had it always been so firm and tight? Why hadn't I noticed sooner just how sweet it was? My cock began to throb.
"I learned years ago that if a man gets banged on the head and develops a hard-on, called a priapism, or something like that, he likely has brain damage," suggested Theresa. "Let me see if you have a woody, Joe."
She slid her hands down into my pants and found a raging erection. Quickly, Theresa pulled her hand back and reached for the phone.
"I am going to call the ambulance, Joe. I think you may have a head injury. You are very hard down there and it worries me," she admitted.
My plan was fucked up already! Going to the hospital because of a hard-on seemed really stupid! I stood and took the phone from her hand. I remembered how she had her legs wrapped around some dude earlier that day and my plan dissolved. The beer was wearing off and the anger was returning.
"I thought a little slut like you would think of something better to do with a hard cock," I snickered.
"What did you say?" asked a stunned Theresa. "What did you call me?"
I am six foot and weigh in at 185 while Theresa is two inches over five feet and never gets up 120 pounds. I just picked her up and headed upstairs to the bedroom.
"Joe, you aren't well! We need to get you to a doctor," she pleaded. "Don't mistake an erection for being horny!"
I had to hand it to her. Over the years, she had given me some strange reasons for not having sex, but this one took the cake! I dropped her on the very bed on which she had played 'hide the wiener" without me a few hours earlier that day. It occurred to me she was probably worried. She knew I would find tell-tale signs of recent sexual activity on her body.
She was wearing a baggy shirt and loose fitting shorts and I just reached down and pulled the shirt over her head before she guessed my intention.
"Joe! You are hurt and need attention," she again pleaded.
"I'll show you what needs attention!" I rasped out.
I climbed on the bed and started sucking and feasting on her tits. As I bathed them with my lips and tongue, I searched for any marks, bites, or bruises. I couldn't find any but I kept looking and sucking. Theresa had stopped complaining and was making strange little noises. I knew that even if her tits were unmarked, her pussy would be puffy and probably have some cum still in it.
I popped the snap off her waistband, yanked her zipper down and pulled her shorts off. It seemed like she lifted her ass to make it easier. She must have realized they were coming off one way or the other and decided not to struggle. Her panties slid off with her shorts. I moved in close to find the proof.
I spread her legs and put my face close to her pussy. I looked and sniffed. It appeared normal. In fact she smelled pretty good. Not satisfied, I tasted her with my tongue. I knew what my sperm smelled like and thought I might discover some with just a little lick. I am not a wimp that eats other guys sperm from his wife's pussy! Again, I found nothing unusual except Theresa seemed pretty wet. I licked again. Then I ran my tongue up and down her slit. If it was there, I would find it. Now I could actually feel heat steaming into my face from her twat, but no unusual tastes. I slid my tongue inside her. Theresa let out a low moan. I spread her open with a thumb and finger and looked as I licked.
This woman was clever! I had to give her that. I found no trace of the guy that was slipping her the salami a few hours ago, but there was no soapy, 'just-washed' taste either. I felt the need to pursue my investigation, I pushed my tongue in as far as I could and really swished it around. I felt her hands clutch my hair and pull me in deeper. Then it came to me, almost literally! If I made her cum, she would push out any sperm deposited deep in her canal and I would have my proof!
To that end, I really began to work on her pussy. I sucked her clit and licked her from top to bottom and back up. I ran my tongue around her ass and then tickled her clit again. I wasn't ready for what happened next. Theresa groaned and tensed. Then her fluids actually squirted into my face and mouth. That had never happened before and as I cleaned her up with my tongue, I wondered if that was a result of her lover taking her to new sexual heights. Had he been getting the job done better than I had? I felt anger rebuilding.
I rose up and tore off my clothes as fast as possible. Theresa was still moaning and fluids were leaking from her cunt, but I saw no signs of sperm. Shit! The guy must have used a condom.
I moved up by Theresa's head and pointed my cock at her mouth. To my surprise she practically gobbled it up! Did her lover make her suck his cock? Was that why she was so hot and willing?
"Suck that cock, you little slut!" I hissed. "Show me what a nasty little bitch you are."
I had never dared talk to Theresa like that before, but it seemed to make her go berserk. She swallowed my entire shaft. Then she licked it and sucked on each of my balls. Her eyes were on me every second as she lavished oral attention to my throbbing cock. It was the damn sexiest thing I had ever seen and I soon exploded. The first round hit her in the forehead and hair as she was licking down my shaft. As soon as she realized what was happening, she slurped my dick head back into her mouth and sucked like a starving baby. I never came so hard or abundantly in my life. Theresa never let up on my cock. I never really got soft!
Within a minute it was at full staff and I knew where I wanted it next. I flipped Theresa over, pulled her ass up and drove my cock as far into her wet, hot hole as I could. This time she let out what I felt was a scream as she convulsed around my cock. I never let up to give her time to come back down. I held her wonderful ass in my hands and I fucked her harder than I ever had before. Her orgasms were nonstop and I refused to show any mercy.
By the time my balls started their warning of an upcoming deposit, Theresa was babbling and making weird sounds. I held her ass up and gave her my absolute best shot, ever. I never felt an orgasm as intense as that one. I held her on my cock till it wilted completely and began to slide out. Only then did I release her.
I was shocked when my wife of 22 years crawled around and sucked my limp cock into her mouth. When she was satisfied it was completely clean, she let it slip from her lips. Then she climbed up my torso and wrapped her arms around me.
"Joe, I don't know what happened today, but you were fantastic! That was the best you have ever fucked me, Baby. Those names you called me and your intensity made me so hot, I had to do everything I could to please you, like the slut you made me," she grinned.
Then she kissed me and I held her in my arms and wondered how I could ever live without her. Then I saw the proof I had been searching for! In the corner were the sheets that had been on the bed when that shithead was fucking her. I set my trap.
"Darling, why are there dirty linens on the floor?" I asked as calmly as I could.
"I know you will be angry when I tell you, Sweetheart," warned Theresa. "Promise me you won't go out and try to beat the shit out of the guy!"
My blood was starting to boil again. Promise not to kill the piece of shit that fucked her brains out? Hardly.
"What 'guy' honey?" I cooed. I was proud of my cool demeanor, even after the effects of the beer had disappeared.
"Promise?" Theresa insisted
I crossed my fingers behind my back as I answered, "Okay, you win. I promise." I was going to kill the fucker!
"Remember I told you last week that I had to go to a seminar today on properly filling out insurance forms at work?" asked Theresa.
She told me that?
"I also made the mistake of telling Louise that I would be gone all day. You know she is having some marital problems? When I came home she was in our bed, drunk as a monkey, fucking some asshole she picked up at a bar," Theresa continued. "She brought him here so Jack wouldn't catch her.
My mind reeled. It wasn't Theresa getting fucked! It was her stupid whore sister. I remembered her telling me she had to go to some seminar. I just never paid much attention. Theresa still loved me and wasn't a slut. Then I remembered calling her one! She must have felt it was just sex talk and nothing personal. I had dodged a bullet!
"I was furious and tossed their asses out. I don't know the guy's name. So don't ask. He isn't worth your time or getting in trouble over," Theresa assured me as she stroked my cheek. "Are you upset?"
I was delirious with joy! A huge burden had been lifted from my shoulders. I grabbed Theresa and kissed her hard. My heart was bursting.
"You can't be responsible for every dumb trick your sister pulls, Sweetheart. I love you so much!" I murmured into Theresa's ear.
Then I heard the words that brought me back to earth and almost ruined my night.
"I love you too, Darling. I am going to go online and order the tickets for the ballet right now!"
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Originally, I had no plans of getting back to Jenkintown before Saturday afternoon. It was a long drive and I had a meeting arranged for Friday at 3 PM. Libby was somewhat upset that I was going to miss the Jacob's Halloween party, but she knew how important the deal was to me. We had great sex the night before I left and now I was eager to pick up where we left off last Sunday.
It was just 8 AM Friday morning when my client called and asked if I could move my presentation up to 1 PM. It seemed there was some company function that evening that he had forgotten. I was only too glad to oblige and finished a topnotch effort by 4 PM. It was a four-hour drive back to Jenkintown. I decided to hit the road and try to get back in time to go to the party. I didn't call Libby with my plans because I knew how annoyed she would be if I was late for some reason.
As I drove, I considered my situation. I was doing well in sales for the door accessory company for which I worked. It had always amazed me how something so simple as handles, locks, hinges, and kick plates were so easy to sell. I stumbled into it looking for anything to survive after being a victim of corporate downsizing ten years prior. Looking back, I realized it was one of the very best things that had ever happened to me career-wise.
It had been a difficult time but Libby was steady as a rock, encouraging me when I was ready to give up. Looking back on our 23 years of marriage, I now realize that I could not have done better than when I somehow convinced her to marry me. She was still attractive, even after giving me two kids. She was a tad more voluptuous than when we married, but I sure wasn't complaining about it. I saw how men looked at her and it made me proud. What man wants a woman that other men wouldn't like to bang if they could? Libby was completely faithful; so let them dream.
I got hung up on the interstate behind two overturned rigs. No one was hurt but the highway was shut down for a couple hours while the mess was removed. Now I was looking at a 10 PM arrival. Then I realized I had no costume since I had no plans to attend. I pulled off at a small town and stopped at a drug store. I looked around and realized everything was geared for kids. I had no intention of being some goddamn 'square bob sponge pants' or whatever the hell it was. Then I saw some Ace bandages and had a brainstorm. I bought several of them. Then I went to a Salvation Army store and bought some old clothes. A guy had been burning some old boxes behind the building, and the fire was almost out. I tossed the clothes on the embers and saw them smolder. Then I stomped on them till the fire was out and tossed them in the trunk.
When I finally reached the party it was pushing eleven. I parked in a nearby church parking lot. Then I got out the old shirt and pants and changed into them. They had a bit of an odor, but fit my needs exactly. Then I wrapped my face with the bandage, leaving a slit by my eyes so I could see. I removed my rings and watch and stashed them in the glove box. There was no way anyone could tell it was me. I looked like a cross between the mummy and a burn victim. I headed for the front door.
I bumped into Ed Gibson dressed like a fat Lone Ranger, as I entered. He just nodded and mumbled, "Great costume, buddy!"
That was all the assurance I needed. Ed and I had bowled on the same team for five years and he had no idea who I was. I walked on looking for Libby. I knew she would be pleased that I managed to get there.
It didn't take me long to find her. She was dancing with George 'Pussy Hound' Martin! Suddenly I decided to not let Libby know I was there. It would be interesting to see how she conducted herself when she went someplace without me.
She told me that she was going as Marie Antoinette. Funny how it never occurred to me that the Queen of France wore push-up bras and low gowns that exposed her tits right to her nipples. I must have been sick the day we covered that in history.
That fucker, George, was practically drooling down her cleavage. The thing was; I couldn't really blame him. I wanted to drag her off the floor and rape her, and she was my wife! I had never seen her look so sexy. Her smile always lit up the room and now her headlights were helping. I grabbed a beer and kept an eye on Libby without being too obvious. I even danced with a few women, including Susan Jacobs who kept trying to guess who I was. The fact that Libby told everyone I wouldn't make the party increased my ability to remain incognito.
Libby shared dances with a number of men, but George, aka Robin Hood, never strayed very far from her side. I noticed that he would hand Libby a fresh drink as soon as her glass was empty.
"Candy is dandy, but liquor is quicker," I thought to myself. Libby had to know what the bastard had in mind. I made up my mind Libby was not going to play Maid Marian for him as long as I was breathing.
The night got late and there were only around ten people left when I saw George make his move and steer Libby out the back door. He slid the door closed behind him. I knew the house well enough to know the door opened to a deck that extended around to the kitchen door on the side of the house. For a fucking burned mummy, I moved with surprising speed. I quietly opened the door and slipped through it, making not a sound. I closed the door and silently worked my way to the corner of the house and chanced a peek around the corner.
A full moon had risen and I was able to see Libby and George quite clearly. She was leaning over the railing, admiring the night's beauty. He was behind her admiring her tits as he looked over her shoulder. Libby looked incredibly beautiful, I realized. Small wonder George was hoping to get lucky.
He slid his arms around Libby's waist and pulled her tight to him. She lurched a little and I realized the drinks were catching up to her. Emboldened, the weasel slid his hands up and cupped Libby's wonderful globes.
"Please don't do that, George. It has been a good time. Don't ruin it now," she warned as she grabbed his hands and tried to pry them loose.
"You little cock-teaser!" George blurted. "You have all but asked me to fuck you all night. By God, that is what I am going to do!"
It happened so fast; I was as shocked as Libby. He simply pulled her top down and her tits sprang free. Even as my anger flared, I marveled at my wife's beautiful boobs. I would never take them for granted again!
"George! What are you doing?" demanded Libby. "Let me go! I am going back inside right now."
As she spoke, Libby tried to stuff her tits back into her dress but George was having none of it. He grabbed both of Libby's nipples and twisted cruelly. I briefly wondered if he was drunk, crazy, or both. I decided it made no difference. His ass was mine! I started toward them. I was so keyed up I felt like I was hardly moving. In fact, everything seemed to happen in slow motion.
Libby cried out and slapped George across the face. He immediately backhanded Libby across her cheek. At this point I closed in, furious beyond anything I had ever felt. I should have gone as the hulk!
I grabbed George by his Forest Green shirt and pulled him away from Libby. I held him with one hand and bitch slapped him repeatedly with the other. He resembled a bobble-head doll as I laid in to him. I made his head jerk back and forth with every swing. I was actually glad when he landed a jab to my mouth.
I tasted blood and suddenly I was cool. I measured him with my left and gave him my right. He staggered but I grabbed him again and gave him another right to the head. He was ready to fall but I held him up, preparing to rip his head off with my next roundhouse.
That was when I felt Libby grab my fist and plead with me not to hit him again. I turned to look at her, wondering if the asshole meant something to her.
"Please, he has had enough! You don't want to go to jail for this," she reasoned. "The fucking piece of shit isn't worth it!"
Those words were like music to my ears. I realized than Libby wasn't trying to protect the prick because she liked him. I let him go and he collapsed hard against the railing. It cracked and almost broke under his weight. That gave me an idea.
The ground dropped away quite sharply behind the house and the deck was about six feet off the ground. Beyond the deck Susan Jacobs had planted and nurtured some very big, thick rose bushes. As George leaned over the cracked railing, I lifted my foot and kicked his ass hard. The rail split and he went headfirst into the roses. Man, I was glad it wasn't me doing the swan dive into those thorns! George began making weird whimpering noises and I almost felt sorry for him.
"Come with me quick," urged Libby. "We don't need to hang around here any more!"
Libby walked a bit unsteadily, but her mind was working faster than mine. George had no idea who kicked his ass and it was best left that way. Why hang around and have to answer embarrassing questions? She led me down the steps and across the yard to the street where she had parked.
"Here are my keys. Would you please take me home," asked Libby. "I drank too much and shouldn't drive. I am afraid that was the reason you had to come to my rescue, kind sir."
It occurred to me that she had no idea who I was. As long as I didn't talk, she would not be able to tell. She couldn't identify me to the cops if it came down to it. I started the car and then held both palms up, as if to ask where I should go.
"1212 Beech Street," directed Libby. Go to Main, take a left and then take the third right onto Fifth Street. Two blocks down go right onto Beech and I am the second house on the left.
I carefully pulled her car into the street and drove away from Robin Hood's thorny ass.
"I can't thank you enough for intervening tonight,' began Libby. "If I hadn't had too much to drink I would have known better than to let him get me to go out on the deck. I knew he was an asshole, but I didn't know he was psychotic."
I glanced at Libby as she talked. Her dress was torn and her tits were milky white in the moonlight that leaked through the car windows. Again I was taken by her absolute beauty and femininity. She caught me looking and held her hands over her chest.
"I guess I look a sight," she smiled. "I hope it isn't too bad."
My cock was throbbing as I drove. I wondered how long I could keep up my charade. My desire to fuck her was overcoming my desire to remain anonymous. Little did I know how soon that problem would be solved.
"I want to thank you for your timely rescue. I saw you at the party, but I never caught your name?" she fished. I kept my silence.
"The quiet type, aren't you?" asked Libby. "I still want to show my gratitude. Please pull into that lot on the left."
I almost choked! She was having me pull into a lot behind an abandoned strip plaza. The only light was the silvery moon.
"Stop over by that tree," she directed. "It is time to repay your kindness."
As I slipped the car into park, Libby reached over and slid my zipper down. As she fished my cock out with one hand, she pulled her dress top lower with the other. Her wonderful breasts looked like the tits in a painting I once saw. Part of me was upset that she would be unfaithful to me, even if it was with me. She didn't know that. The other part of me was hornier than a Billy goat! I decided to try to get some of Libby's sweet ass and figure out the ramifications tomorrow.
She leaned her face over to my cock, and in the darkness of an abandoned strip mall, she gave me the blowjob of my life! Giving head had never been Libby's favorite pastime, but you would never be able to prove it this night. It seemed like she savored my cock. Her lips made love to it. I was a spectator to the love fest between the two of them. I tried to make it last, but Libby was far too good for me. I groaned to let her know I was close. She simply increased her efforts and they were soon rewarded. My cock spurted deep into her throat. Then she backed off and sucked the rest from my swollen member. This was new territory. Cumming in Libby's mouth had never been an option.
Still she persisted. My cock never truly deflated. It wasn't long and I felt it begin to throb again. Libby lifted her face from my groin and smiled.
"I never do that for my husband, but you saved me from a fate worse than death, as they used to say. I want you to understand how much I appreciate your actions," she whispered.
She lifted my hands and placed them on her breasts. Was it my imagination, or were they hot? Libby's nipples were so hard they felt like small pebbles. I rolled them between my thumb and forefingers and she gave a low moan. Then I reached down and slid my hand under her dress. I pushed her panties aside and inserted my finger into her box. It was extremely wet and so very warm. I barely touched her clit and she convulsed into an intense orgasm.
When she came back down, I sprang from the car and ran around to her side. My cock bobbed up and down as I ran. I opened her door and pulled her out and closed the door again. Then I led her around to the front of the car and pushed her face down toward the hood. She understood immediately what I wanted.
"I am yours this one time," groaned Libby. "My husband will be home tomorrow and I will never do this again. Not for you, not for anyone, except my beloved husband. Now fuck me with your big, hard cock! Quick!"
Libby's words both made me angry and as aroused as I had ever been in my life. My mind was in turmoil as my cock ached for her pussy. I pushed any attempt to understand my emotions to the back of my mind as I flipped the back of her dress up and grabbed her panties and gave a hard jerk. I tossed them to the side and aimed my aching member for my loving, unfaithful, slut wife's cunt and buried it as deeply as I have ever driven it.
Libby convulsed again as I held my cock still. Finally her breathing became somewhat normal and I started power fucking her. I wasn't her loving husband. I was some Samaritan taking his reward for saving a damsel. I began slapping her ass as I pounded her pussy harder than I ever had. Libby growled and pushed back against me. I increased my strokes and spanked her ass till it glowed in the moonlight.
"Yes! Spank that ass!" Libby shrieked. "Fuck my pussy, you goddamn hero!"
That was more than I could endure. I grabbed her hips and pushed into as far as I could and held her still on my spurting cock. Libby gave another growl and shuddered hard. I think she even banged her forehead on the hood of the car as she came. I stood with my cock in Libby's snatch till it softened and slid out of her.
I staggered back and surveyed the scene. Libby looked like she was passed out or asleep with her ass bare and shining in the moonlight. I flipped her dress back down and took her by the arm and stood her up. She mumbled incoherently as I led her over to her door and helped her inside. By the time I climbed back into the car and restarted the engine, Libby had her head against my side and was fast asleep.
I drove to our house and into the garage. I carried Libby inside and placed her on the sofa. The kids were in college so no one would see her sleeping there. I wondered if she would know how she got that far. Then I placed her keys on the coffee table and left the house. I glanced at my watch and saw it was almost 3AM. By the time I made it back to my car, I would only have a couple hours before the sun came up.
As I walked I considered my situation. I was relieved I had made it back to the party in time to put the skids to that fucker George's plans. Any man that forced himself on a woman deserved a beating, or worse. I felt no remorse about that.
The more important happening was my beautiful wife giving a stranger a blowjob and then fucking him. Thinking about it, I could have been a neighbor or coworker of hers, or of mine! How would she live that down? How would I? Was that her first foray into infidelity? Had she been fucked behind my back before? Now that my passion had subsided, nagging doubt stepped front and center. My love for her was greater at that moment than I ever remembered, but was she faithful and did she love me?
I made it to my car, drove to a cheap motel on the edge of town, took a shower and crashed. It was almost noon when I pulled into the garage. I was as nervous as a kid on his first date as I walked into the kitchen. Libby turned and smiled that smile. I felt helpless against her. My heart was hers to do with as she saw fit.
"Darling! I missed you so much," she cried as she rushed into my arms. "I am so happy to have you home!"
I took her into my arms and held her to me. Then I ran my hands down and squeezed her ass like I always do. She jumped and groaned. Small wonder after the way I worked her ass over the previous night.
"Are you alright, Sweetheart?" I asked.
"I slipped and fell on my butt. It is just a little tender," dismissed Libby.
Before I could say anymore, the doorbell rang. Libby answered it and Susan Jacobs walked in.
"Hey, Will, I see you made it home," she greeted me. "You missed one hell of a party last night, didn't he, Libby?"
"It was a lot of fun, Susan, but your parties always are. I just wish Will could have made it," stated Libby.
Susan watched Libby closely a she pressed on.
"You danced a few times with George Martin, didn't you, Libby?" asked Susan.
"Yes, I believe I did. Will wasn't there and George is single again so we managed a couple dances," Libby responded with not so much as a flutter of an eyelid. I decided to never pay poker against her.
"I never actually saw you leave and didn't get to thank you for coming," Susan continued. "Do you happen to remember when you last saw George?"
"I hardly keep track of that Jackass," replied Libby. "he must have left before me. At least I didn't see him around when I left. Why are you asking about him, Susan?" questioned Libby.
"Tim and I were finished cleaning up and Tim took the dog out for a quick walk around 1 AM. The dog rushed around to our rose bushes and found George lying there. Tim helped him inside and we tried to clean him up and find out what happened," Susan recounted. "He told us he was getting some air when the railing broke and he fell into the rose bushes."
"Well, that is the answer to your question then, isn't it, Susan," reasoned Libby.
"Except for one thing, Libby. Tim was in the marines and saw a few altercations. Hell, he was in a few," laughed Susan.
"He thinks George had the BeJesus pounded out of him. Tim says he just wishes he could have seen the prick get it. He was mad at me for inviting George in the first place," Susan admitted. "In fact, while we cleaning up, Tim told me George was a pussy hound and if I ever invited him again, he would toss George out and take me over his knee, in front of everyone."
"Wow! That almost makes it worth inviting him back, doesn't it, Susan?" chuckled Libby.
Susan broke into laughter at that remark. I stood silently by and listened to the conversation. After Libby finally walked Susan to the door, she came back and sat at the kitchen table.
I realized I was not cut out for games and subterfuge. My heart was aching as I looked at my beautiful wife and wondered if she had been unfaithful before and would be again.
"What?" asked Libby. "You look like the cat shit in your oatmeal!"
I walked around in front of Libby and looked down at her. She returned my gaze unwaveringly.
"Libby, have you been unfaithful to me? I will only ask once and I want the truth," I warned.
Libby looked into my face for a about ten seconds and then answered, "Will, I have never been unfaithful to you, and I never will be."
I felt my heart die as Libby lied to me. I shook my head slowly and dropped to my knees in front of her.



"Libby, it is over. I know about last night. I know about George and your ride home," I croaked as tears formed in my eyes. "I just don't know how many times something like that has happened before, or if it will happen again."
"I imagine George will disagree with me, but I hope it does happen again, and pretty soon," Libby answered.
"Libby, is our marriage over? I can't live with a woman that isn't faithful, no matter how much I love her," I fought back more tears as I spoke.
"Will! As long as you fuck me like you did last night, I won't ever let you leave me," Libby smiled.
I was stunned as I searched her face. How could she have known it was me last night? The ache in my heart lifted. I just looked at her. Words failed me so I just lay my head in her lap and wrapped my arms around her.
"You big lug," laughed Libby as she stroked my hair. "When you picked your foot up to kick George through the rail and into the rose bushes, I saw those damn ugly-ass shoes you refuse to throw away, no matter how much I beg. I knew then that you were my husband and my protector, though I suspected it before that. No one has ever treated me with the love and respect you have, Darling. You really deserved the reward you received last night. If anything, you should be rewarded like that every night. You are my hero, lover!"
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If I had known how the summer was going to unfold, would I have done things differently? Regret is a wasted emotion. Wondering if you should regret something is even less profitable. We do what we think is best with what we know at the time. It often turns out wrong, even if it is for the right reasons. I cling to that, believing it is far better than turning out right for the wrong reasons.
In April we had moved a block and a half to a bigger, nicer home with an in-ground pool. I worked as a foreman in a big construction company and Veronica, my wife, was a corporate lawyer. You guessed it. She made more money than I did. She was also a lot kinder to the eye. At five and a half feet and 125 pounds, she was in great shape. Add beautiful and smart to that and you have a package that is very hard to beat. In fact, I have never seen that done. The only question I had, and probably everyone else had, was why did she marry a guy like me? She did though, over 20 years ago. To her credit she never complained much. I knew that she would have been better off if she had married another professional. She deserved a man that would make her proud.
We had two wonderful kids. Dan, our son was 15 while Rebecca was 17, and was the only female on the planet as beautiful as Veronica. Dan was a great kid, good at baseball and soccer. Me? I looked like a regular Joe. I guess that's why my parents named me Joe.
Veronica had been a little cool to me for a few weeks. I wasn't sure why, but I decided it was just a phase marriages go through. Now and then she suggested I might stray. I have no idea where that came from. I had been completely faithful our entire marriage. Still, she seemed to wonder about me.
I remember the first event that indicated it was going to be a season of surprise and learning. Rebecca and her best friend, Jen, were swimming and sunning by the pool. I was sitting in a lounge chair, reading the paper. It was a little after five and Veronica had planned on working late for an important client. Dan was going to go home with a buddy after baseball practice. I had opened a cold beer and was feeling pretty content.
I heard the front door bell ring and Rebecca ran to answer it. I heard her talk with someone for a few minutes, and then she came back out by the pool with a boy. Now my daughter was as cute as a button, but she had seldom brought any serious beaus around to meet Veronica or me. I recognized this situation as a possible turning point for her. I stood as they approached me.
"Daddy, this is Mark Gilbert. Mark, this is my father, Joe," introduced Rebecca.
I looked the lad over as I shook his hand. He was a shade taller and about thirty pounds lighter than I was. He met my gaze and I liked that. He wasn't ashamed or guilty acting.
"Hello, sir," he smiled as we shook hands. Wasn't that the same thing I said to Veronica's father those many years ago?
"Hi, Mark. Good to meet you," I responded. "Is Todd Gilbert from Community Bank your dad?"
I was determined to not embarrass Becky if I could help it, but I always felt better when I knew something about my kids' friends.
"Yes, sir," he responded. "That's my dad."
"Daddy, can I go to the mall with Mark for an hour or so?" asked Becky.
"Jen is here, Becky. You can't just take off like that," I admonished.
"It's okay, Mr. H. I can walk home," volunteered Jen. "I have some assignments to catch up on."
It was not like Becky to be rude to a friend and I sensed there was something going on. I turned my attention back to Becky, ready to turn her request down, when I saw Jen standing beyond Becky and Mark. She was nodding her head quite vigorously as she flashed me a big smile.
I glanced at Becky and her eyes were pleading. Mark was nervously cracking his knuckles and his brow had beads of perspiration.
"If you get changed into something more modest and are back by 6:30 and not a minute later," I relented. Both girls had been sunning in rather meager bikinis. I was not letting my daughter get into a car with some hormonal 18 year-old boy dressed that way!
Becky gave me a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek and headed for her room to change. Mark chatted with Jen and me for a total of three minutes before Becky reappeared. I had never known her to get ready that fast.
"Mark could drop you off at home, Jen. Do you want a ride?" asked my daughter.
"Not now, Becky. I thought I'd do a few laps and then walk home, if that is okay with Mr. H?" Jen responded.
"Jen, our place is yours. You know that by now," I offered graciously. "Stay as long as you like."
With that, Becky and Mark were gone. I turned to Jen with several questions on the tip of my tongue.
"Becky thinks Mark is going to ask her to the formal!" laughed Jen. "She sure didn't need me hanging around, getting in the way."
That was all she had to say. I still remember how awkward and important all those high school social events were at the time. I nodded my understanding and settled back into my chair to finish my paper. Jen jumped into the pool and swam some laps.
I was just reading where that old bastard, Greenspan, was going to raise interest rates when something dropped onto my paper and then fell to the ground. I looked down and saw a bikini top! I looked up and almost had my first coronary.
Standing in front of me, dripping water and topless, was my daughter's best friend! I struggled to remain calm and think coherently. I knew she was a pretty girl but I couldn't believe how ripe and firm her rather large breasts appeared. She had been in our house a thousand times since she was seven or eight and I always thought of her as a young girl. She had turned 18 a couple weeks ago and her body was 100% woman.
"Is something wrong, Jen?" I managed to ask. "Are you feeling ill or anything?"
It was obvious that Jen was extremely agitated. Her lip trembled and her knees seemed to shake.
"Mr. H, do you think I am pretty?" Jen asked in a halting voice.
"Good God, Jen! You are an incredibly beautiful woman!" I blurted. My sincerity could not have been doubted.
She gave me a half smile and asked, "Do you really, truly thing so? Am I as beautiful as Veronica?"
That was a trap women of all ages have set for men since the beginning of time. It was one of those 'yes or no questions' that a man should never answer with a 'yes' or 'no'. I had been married for 20 years and easily recognized the dangers of a one-word answer. I also knew that voting in Baghdad was safer than being with a near naked 18 year-old girl. I had to be very careful.
"Jen, I never knew Veronica when she was your age, but I think she must have looked very much like you do right now," I waffled. "You are both exquisite women and a pleasure to gaze upon."
"Do you think my breasts are as nice as Veronica's?" Jen persisted.
I stood and placed my hands on her arms. I knew I had to bring this situation to a rapid conclusion. I formed my response carefully. Jen was having one of those moments that women seem to have on occasion and the wrong response or action could scar her delicate id.
"I have to say that your breasts are as nice as any I have ever seen, Jen. Your figure is to die for. One of the reasons you are showing them to me now is that you like, and I hope, respect me," I suggested. "If I weren't totally devoted to my wife and my family, you would think less of me. You are incredible and as a man I admit I am very attracted to you. As a husband, and father of a girl your age, I cannot take advantage of you. Neither one of us would like me if I did. It is honestly taking every ounce of my strength to ask you to put your top back on."
"Are my nipples too big for my breasts? Do you see how far they stick out? Do I have too much brown around them?" she quizzed.
I followed her gaze down to her pert nipples. They were nothing if not perfect.
"Jen, please! Your nipples could not be any more perfect. I am sincere about that. Now would you please put your top on before I lose control and do something we both regret?" I pleaded.
"Are you saying that I do excite, ... arouse you?" she whispered.
"Jen, you can take that to the bank!" I replied. "Now please put your top on."
"Mr. H, if I have excited you, then you should be hard right now. I need to know if I do excite a real man. If you let me touch you and it is hard, I will be glad to put my bra back on," she bargained.
Jen wanted proof of her womanly powers. I sensed somehow that it was important to her to feel desired by a man. Why such a pretty girl would need any proof was beyond me. One thing I knew for certain; the proof she sought was in my pants.
"Jen, this will remain between us and please be very brief. Go ahead and feel the proof of your allure," I rasped.
I was sweating and as aroused as I had been in years. Jen looked down and placed her hand on my shorts. Then she gently squeezed my hard cock. She held her hand still for about 20 seconds and then pulled it back.
"Wow, Mr. H! You do like how I look, don't you? I didn't know they got so! How does Veronica fit it inside her?"
"Jen, put your top and come back over and sit in the other chair," I insisted. "Then you can ask me anything and I will try to be as honest as I can." I had to get her dressed before I made a very serious mistake.
So there I sat with a beautiful, if somewhat insecure young woman. I tried to explain love, sex, marriage, temptation and loyalty. I frequently admitted I was far from an expert on any of those subjects, but I had acquired some knowledge of them in my 44 years on the planet earth.
It occurred to me I knew little of her family life and what problems and fears could have led her to exposing herself to me. I did not feel it was the time to ask. She asked intimate questions and I tried my best to answer. An hour later Jen got to her feet and told me she had to get home.
"Mr. H, you are a really good husband and a great dad!" Jen confided and then she started crying.
I stood and held her close and waited. She finally regained her composure and looked up at me.
"Will I still be welcome here, or would you rather I stayed away, Mr. H?" asked Jen with tear stained eyes.
"I love you like a daughter, Jen, and there is no better love a man can offer. Believe me on that. You will always be welcome in our home, any time," I promised.
Jen lifted up on her toes and kissed me on the lips. "Thanks for being you, Mr. H," she smiled. "I love you, too." With that she was gone.
I sat down and considered what had just happened and wondered if I had handled it okay. I had done everything for the best of reasons, but I knew what was used to pave the road to hell. I picked up my empty beer bottle and walked into the house, and right into Veronica!
I was flustered and worried what had she seen and heard. Had she seen Jen kiss me? Stand topless before me? How could I ever explain it?
"Hey, Veronica! I never heard you get home," I sheepishly admitted.
"I just now got in. Where is Rebecca?" she asked.
Mentally, I wiped the sweat from my brow. Veronica hadn't seen Jen!
"She went to the mall with Mark Gilbert. She should be home in the next few minutes, and probably in need of a dress for the formal," I added.
Veronica quickly looked at me to glean whatever information I had, but Becky came flying into the room before she could speak. She was babbling about being asked to the social event of the year and how excited she was. I gave Becky a hug and extricated myself from all the important preparations they immediately began planning. I needed time to think about Jen and how to handle that situation if it came up again. Having a daughter puts things in perspective for a man. I would kill any middle age man that took advantage of Becky. Therefore, I should expect the same. The other consideration was that my wife was my friend, partner, lover and confidant. I could never cheat on her.
Things were normal for the next few days. We were having our first pool party on Sunday and I was busy making sure everything was perfect. Women know that other women will be going through the house and around the property looking for dust or a blade of grass not cut to the right length. Men know that other men will be sticking close to the beer and the pool with the chance to catch a little cleavage or some crotch shots. Men render the need for any cleaning efforts away from the beer unnecessary. Not women. For that reason, Veronica, the kids, and I put some time and effort into making everything perfect.
Sunday came and Dan went to visit his friends and play some ball. He hadn't yet hit the age where it was cool or fun to hang around adults. Rebecca had Mark and a few girl friends stop in. Of course that meant that Jen was there and it looked to me like she had found the smallest top made. Veronica commented on how little Jen left to imagination.
Veronica had a two-piece suit that was not tiny, but it was low cut and really showed off her assets. She had invited several of her associates from work and that always made me a little nervous. These were her equals and coworkers. I worried I would say or do something really dumb and upset Veronica. These people were all lawyers and CPAs and I was a construction worker.
We had invited most of the neighborhood and it seemed that most of them attended. I was in charge of the grill and by 3:00 I must have cooked up 30 pounds of steak and even more burgers. Veronica and Rebecca were keeping the side dishes and snacks refilled and everyone was having a good time. Drinks were in a few coolers and everyone helped themselves.
I had been watching a certain William Patterson devote more time to Veronica than I felt was proper, but I knew better than to ever interfere with her. She was quite capable of handling almost any situation. He was a good-looking guy that appeared to be in good shape. Most of these over achievers made sure they spent time in the gym. He had shown up without his wife and offered some lame excuse when Veronica asked about her. Like most men, I could spot a pussy hound a mile away, and Mr. William Patterson was that.
I finally had cooked every bit of meat we had available and shut the grill down. Several people were splashing around in the pool. I peeled my shirt off and jumped in to wash some of the smoke and grease that had attached to me by the grill. Refreshed I climbed out and grabbed a towel to dry off.
Barbara Brady started a conversation with me as I dried my hair. She was an attractive divorcee that lived down the block. Her breasts were large and she was not against displaying them. I remembered hearing a few women debating their authenticity over the years. Real or implanted, there were quite an eye-full! It wasn't long before I was showing her around the house, at her request.
We had a small room upstairs that we use as an office/computer room. Barbara had expressed an interest in looking at our computer, which I thought was a bit odd. She sure didn't look like a nerd! When we went into the room I noticed the computer was on and the floor was wet. Before I could give any thought to that, somehow Barbara slid up against me with her arms around my neck. Her lips were close to mine as she whispered to me.
"Joe, I know you like what you see. Anytime you would like to see more, just ask!" she smiled. Then she kissed my lips. It happened so fast I never responded. I didn't kiss her back, nor did I push her away.
"Joe, when you finish showing Barbara the house and everything, would you please come back here for a minute. I need you for something," Veronica coldly announced from the doorway.
I turned red and wanted to crawl under the desk! What would Veronica think? I could tell she was pissed, and I am not the most sensitive guy on the planet.
"No need, Joe," smiled Barbara. "I think I have seen about everything. I can find my way to the pool. She gave Veronica a really big, fake smile as she left.
Veronica watched her descend the stairs and then closed the door. She turned to me and she was livid!
"What the fuck are you doing, Joe?" she yelled. "You want that used up slut? Fine! Just pack your bags and sign the deed over. Then you can fuck the shit out of her. Maybe you can trade her tits in for bigger ones!"
I knew Veronica had to be enraged to speak that way. Normally, she never used crude language of any sort. She felt that it would be a bad habit to develop since she was a lawyer and spoke with judges and clients all the time.
"Veronica, I know it looked bad, but I didn't do anything. I was showing her around the house because she asked. She suddenly wrapped her arms around me and told me I could see more of her anytime and kissed me. I didn't kiss her back or put any moves on her. I am innocent, I swear," I groveled.
Besides my kids, including Jen, Veronica was the only thing I truly cared about in the world. I needed her to believe me.
"That sounds like a ration of bullshit to me!" she snarled. "We have company so we can't settle this now. Get down there and entertain, but don't show her another goddamn thing!"
There are times to fight and times to run. I decided it would be better if I let Veronica cool off before I tried to explain myself to her. I left the room and returned to the pool area. Barbara was sitting in a chair by the pool, so I went over by the drinks and chatted with some neighbors.
All I could think of Veronica and the anger I had seen in her eyes. It wasn't long and she emerged from the house carrying more snacks and laughing like she had no cares in the world. That was the lawyer in her. I can't disguise my feelings so easily.
As the day went on, that miserable William Patterson began to monopolize Veronica. I wanted to intervene but Veronica was so upset with me, I held back. My emotions would cause me to embarrass her even more than usual.
Other than that, I had a reasonably good time. It seemed that the new house and pool had lifted my stock with some of our friends and neighbors, especially the women. It seemed like they were friendlier and more interested in my jokes than usual.
Maggie, a pretty friend of Veronica's, and a lawyer, too, asked me to show her how to swim. We spent a good ten minutes going over the basic things she had to remember and she seemed to pick it up quickly. Every now and then she would grab on me if she felt she was sinking, but she never was in any trouble. Not the same for me!
I caught Veronica glaring at me again. I ended Maggie's lesson and went back over by the drinks. I felt like I was walking in a minefield. Every step was dangerous. Jen strolled up to me and smiled an evil little smile.
"It looks like you are pretty popular, Mr. H. The ladies like what they see," she laughed. "All the ladies, but one." With that Jen looked toward Veronica.
"I guess I should not get a good looking husband. A fat, lazy, drunken slob that no one likes would not be apt to attract other women and make me jealous. Am I right?" she asked.
"Jen, the lucky guy that catches you will worship the ground you walk on," I assured her. "He will look like a Greek God and be devoted totally to you."
"Like you with Veronica?" Jen asked coyly. "It seems like she isn't all that happy with her hunk husband being in so much demand. Maybe a slicker; like that Mr. Patterson would make her happier?"
"Jen, what are you saying?" I insisted. "What about Patterson and how do you know Veronica is upset with me?"
"I just know I would expect my husband to keep leaches like that off me, no matter how pissed I am at him," Jen suggested as she walked away.
I watched Veronica and that shithead Patterson as I considered what Jen had said. She was only a kid and didn't understand how complicated relationships could be. Before I could stew on it very long, another lady from the neighborhood began to chat with me. I lost track of Veronica after that.



Half an hour later I broke free from everyone and headed for the bathroom. Patterson was by the pool, charming a senior partner's wife, so I knew he was not chasing Veronica at that moment. I heard hushed voices from the kitchen so I quietly worked my way up close so I could hear what was going on. One thing I had learned from being married and raising kids was that if someone didn't want you to hear something, it was a certainty it was something you should hear.
"Jen, I really do appreciate your concern, but Joe and I have been married over 20 years and he is a little bit bored with me. He may even have a girlfriend already," Veronica complained.
"That is what I am trying to tell you, Veronica. He doesn't even look at other women. He is totally devoted to you. He is the best husband and father, ever!" proclaimed Jen.
"Jen, you are unusually passionate today. I know you like Joe and are loyal to your friends. That is very good, but I caught Joe with a woman in my own house and that is a very serious problem!" Veronica stated as if she were trying to persuade a federal judge.
Jen was not giving in, however, as she revealed, "I saw it happen, Veronica. I was using the computer and hid in the closet when I heard someone coming. She threw herself at Joe. I saw his face and how surprised he was. He would never cheat on you!"
"Thanks for that information, Jen. You are a good friend of this family, but you are quite young. Joe is a man and I am afraid he is having one of those midlife crisis things going on. If I hadn't stopped them, he would have been all over that woman. He has no will power at all. Her boobs are fake and she is a slut, but that wouldn't matter to Joe. If he had time to squeeze her tits he would have, believe me. I am afraid we have a problem," concluded Veronica.
"Does Mr. Patterson have a midlife problem going, too, Veronica?" asked Jen. "Do you have some problem, too, that you would let a guy not good enough to lick your husband's shoes chase you all over?"
Veronica gasped. "You are pushing your friendship now young lady!" she retorted. "I will not be accused of improper behavior in my own home, by anyone."
"Then I suggest you don't behave improperly, Veronica. I know you are real smart and a lawyer and all, but you are acting like any school girl," asserted Jen. "Joe is the perfect husband and you don't appreciate him. You have noticed how the other women look at him, especially with his shirt off, haven't you? They seem to feel you are quite lucky to have him."
"Jen, I am beginning to pick up something here. You like Joe a little more than as a friend and the father of a friend, don't you? Veronica suddenly realized.
The room went silent for what seemed like a long time. Then I heard sobs.
"I would run away with him right now, if he would have me," cried Jen. "All he can think about is you, though. He doesn't like that bitch Barbara at all, and he doesn't want me in that way either."
"Jen, he has no idea that a beautiful girl like you feels that way about him. He would probably take off with you in a New York minute, if he knew. That makes me worry about having you around now. You are way younger and prettier than me. Your figure is incredible. I think your boobs are as big as that Barbara's and are real," granted Veronica. "If he thought you were after him, he would dump me pronto."
Jen broke into bigger sobs with Veronica's statement.
"I tried to seduce him, Veronica! I took my top off and offered myself to him and he turned me down!" admitted Jen.
"Jesus!" gasped Veronica. "He saw you topless and turned you down? Where and when was this, Jen? What happened?"
I listened to Jen retell the whole story and in a very factual way. She even told how she felt my cock, that it was very big and hard, so she knew she had aroused me. But I had refused to take the bait. I had asked her to get dressed.
"He told me how much your respect and love meant to him and that he loved me like a daughter and a man could not love a woman any better than that," finished Jen.
I heard Veronica sigh and I chanced a peek to see her hug Jen and pat her back.
"My father doesn't feel that love for me, Veronica!" she quietly sobbed. "He is drunk most of the time and never pays attention to anything I do unless it is to yell at me. I have seen my mother with different men, too. I know how bad it is when married people don't love each other. I am so sorry for trying to take Joe away from you, but I wanted what you had!"
It was high time for me to leave before I was discovered. I went to the bathroom and left out the side door and returned to the party. I saw old William Patterson had a new game of tossing people into the pool. I knew he was getting some quick feels from the women when he could. The guy was a real shit.
As I watched him I wondered if he was drunk or naturally a prick. He had a strange look and his behavior was starting to really concern me. A short time later Jen and Veronica came outside and they looked to be friends. They laughed as they walked together. I saw them go over to talk with Becky and Mark. Soon they were all laughing and I felt great. It looked like Jen may have helped me with Veronica. Then it happened.
Mr. William Patterson, a lawyer and an alleged very intelligent guy, got behind Becky, grabbed her and tossed her into the pool. As she splashed into the water, the asshole held up her top like a trophy and waved it around. Then he reached out with his other hand and yanked Jen's off! I was moving as fast as I ever had, but I was on the other side of the pool. Jen covered herself with her hands and then jumped into the water. Veronica began backpedaling and Patterson was laughing as he waved two tops over his head.
"Come on, Veronica! We want to see your tits, too. You strut around teasing all day. Now it is time to pay the fiddler!" he shouted as he lunged at Veronica.
I had reached her side and pushed her behind me with my arm. Patterson stopped short and looked at me with a really weird face.
"So you want to protect the whore?" he laughed. "Sluts like her don't..."
That was all he managed before my fist ended his sentence. He hit on his ass, but was back up immediately. I was surprised at that. I nailed him pretty good. Then he assumed a boxer's stance and circled me.
"I was on the boxing team in college," he chuckled in a very strange voice. "Now I am going to kick your ass!"
He hit me twice before I knew what happened. I felt blood on my cheek, tasted it in my mouth, and heard someone scream. Now I was really mad. I plodded toward him, looking slow and unsure. I faked with my left and he went for it, trying to come over it with his right. I had set him up to perfection. He assumed I was slow and untrained in the manly arts. I stepped inside and brought my right in. I felt his jaw break as my fist ripped into it. His head snapped back and he went over backward, out like a light.
I wiped the blood from my cheek and swished my tongue around my mouth and gathered more blood.
"I mixed it up with more than a few shits like this in my stint in the marines," I laughed as I spit blood on Patterson's chest. I was still in the grip of an adrenaline rush as I looked around. I saw Becky and Jen's tops on the ground next to Patterson and picked them up. I handed Becky's to Mark.
"Please give this to Becky, son," I asked.
He moved so fast I wondered if he was worried I would smack him next. I grinned as I thought how he would think twice before he brought Becky home late or treated her with less than the proper respect. I walked over to where Jen cowered against the wall of the pool and offered her the other top.
"No one ever treats my girls like that," I told her. "A man's wife and daughters are not to be touched!"
Jen beamed as she accepted the garment. I felt Veronica at my side and I pulled her to me. She kissed me, blood and all, and I felt great.
Veronica's boss came up to us then. "I have suspected Harrison has been using some illegal drugs. His behavior has been odd. I think that he must have taken some today, along with alcohol. Apparently, it was a cocktail he couldn't handle."
Harrison was fired, but he sued me. Hard to believe, but he did. Veronica pulled some strings with some attorneys she worked with from time to time and they defended me for free. The jury will start deliberating tomorrow. I know I would do the same thing again, regardless of what the jury decides. I know that Veronica loves me, and that working construction is fine with her. I realize she is proud of me for what I am, and I ask for no more than that.
Jen and Rebecca are freshmen and roommates at college now. They still talk about the look on my face when I stepped in front of Harrison as he was trying to reach Veronica. Becky described the whole thing to Dan and he whined for a week that he wasn't there to help me.
"I knew Mr. H would kick the shit out of Patterson," Jen later told everyone. "No one better ever touch Veronica, Becky, or me with Mr. H. around!"
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Ralph plunged his cock into Debbie's pussy as she buried her face in a pillow conveniently placed on the large sofa. This muffled her moans of pleasure as Ralph demonstrated remarkable stamina and control. As he fucked her, he ran his hands over her ass and backs, enjoying every inch of Debbie's voluptuous frame.
"Jesus! Your ass is perfect, Debbie," groaned Ralph. "Your skin is a smooth as glass." As he spoke, his hips kept a steady rhythm.
"Hmmmm," was Debbie's only response as she synchronized her ass gyrations to her lover's movements.
"In fact, your ass is so nice, I have to have some of it right now," he laughed. "You'll love this, Baby."
With that, Ralph pulled his sticky cock from Debbie's soaked cunt and placed his cock on Debbie's anus. His left hand had gathered a fistful of her hair and he began to push.
"No!" blurted Debbie. "I don't want you to do that, Ralph. I don't do anal. Please stop."
Ralph's grin got even bigger as he pushed harder, knowing from experience that an ass can only withstand so much pressure before it will yield to a determined effort.
"You do now, Babe," he laughed. "Relax and it won't hurt as much. You'll get so you like it."
"No!" yelled Debbie as she moved her ass to the side. "I told you not to do it. Now let me up, Ralph," she insisted.
Ralph twisted his hand in Debbie's hair and pulled her head back, stretching her neck uncomfortably. He took his cock in his other hand and placed it at her rosebud again.
"Hold still and relax, Babe!" barked Ralph as he pushed his cock head into her ass. "This will make you my woman from now on."
"It hurts, Ralph. Please stop!" pleaded Debbie. Then she broke into tears as he pushed further into her bowels.
The only sounds in the room were the grunts Ralph made with each push and Debbie's quiet sobs. Finally, Ralph pushed in as far as he could and held still as his ass cheeks flexed. It was obvious he was depositing his sperm deep in Debbie's ass. After a minute of remaining very still, he gradually withdrew his cock. As it came free, a slight popping sound was heard.
Debbie turned her head as far as her position would allow and glared.
"You miserable bastard!" she spat. "I told you not to fuck my ass and you did anyway. What is wrong with you?"
"I'm not your goddamn husband!" Ralph snapped back. "I don't have to worry about making you happy, or mad. That is why I like fucking married women. They can't go crying to hubby, so they just take it. Half the time they invite me back in a few days for another round. You bitches are so desperate for a strange cock you'll do anything."
"You miserable piece of shit!" snarled Debbie. "I don't need your cock or your goddamn attitude. Get the fuck out, now!"
"I'll leave when it suits me, cunt," chuckled Ralph. "I might want you to suck my cock again so I can fuck that ass one more time."
Debbie climbed off the sofa and stood up. Contempt filled her eyes as she glared at her lover.
"That will never happen again! Now get the fuck out before Kevin gets home and finds you... Kevin!" gasped Debbie.
I was sitting in my easy chair watching and listening to the little comedy/tragedy unfolding before me. They had been so lost in lust that my arrival in our living room had gone unnoticed. Ralph and Debbie both remained frozen, waiting for some explosion from me. I refused to follow the script that had been written about the time Kane and Abel were making headlines. I simply sat there and watched them.
Eventually they became aware of their nakedness and started grabbing up their clothes. Kevin jumped into his jeans and practically ran to the door and was gone, still carrying his underwear, shirt, shoes, and socks.
Debbie sobbed and walked, head down, to the bathroom. I heard her crying over the sounds of the shower. I picked up the remote and turned on the game. I had planned on working all day Saturday but I had forgotten about my alma mater's game with Notre Dame. I decided that half a day Saturday would have to be enough for my boss and returned home to find my married neighbor from down the street rutting with my wife of 18 years. My initial response was violence, toward Debbie, and Ralph. That little voice in my head warned that the consequences of that would be far-reaching and unpleasant for me. I took a deep breath and then took a seat. I was amazed that they had not noticed me sooner. Perhaps I should have turned the game on right away?
Debbie must have spent an hour in the bathroom before she finally emerged. Was she walking a little funny, or was that just my imagination, or hope? She went into the kitchen and started rattling pots and pans. Then I remembered that she had invited her parents over for dinner. If I were she, I would be quite concerned what her cuckold husband would tell her parents. About the end of the third quarter she finally came into the living room. I pretended to find the commercial for pizza extremely interesting.
She stood there for a minute hoping for some sort of recognition from me. Finally she walked closer to my chair and cleared her throat.
"I had invited my parents for dinner. Do you want me to call and ask them not to come?" Debbie asked in a quivering voice.
"No, not at all. Their fiftieth wedding anniversary is quite a milestone, wouldn't you say? How many couples stay married that long?" I hoped she might sense a little irony in that.
Debbie sobbed and returned to the kitchen. Just as the game ended, her parents rang the bell. I opened the door and welcomed them with big hugs and hearty congratulations. An hour later we were sitting at the table, having dinner. Our two daughters had come home from their weekend jobs at the local mall. We all toasted Deb's folks. I felt I was quite eloquent.
Debbie's mother asked Debbie if she felt okay at least twice because she was so subdued. The rest of us had a good time. I certainly had no intention of upsetting Debbie's parents, or my kids, by bringing up the afternoon delight I had witnessed.
As always happens, the day finally ended and bedtime swept down upon us. I brushed my teeth and slid into bed. Again Debbie spent an unusual amount of time in the bathroom. I pretended to be asleep when she pulled back the covers on her side and climbed in. I was on my side, facing the other way.
"Kevin, we have to talk," she whispered as she gently shook my arm.
I rolled over and looked at her for a minute. I waited for her to say something, but she didn't.
"So talk, Debbie. Otherwise, I will go back to sleep."
"I want you to know I really love you, Kevin," she sobbed. "I made a huge mistake and I beg you to forgive me. Please!"
"What mistake was that, Debbie? I have to know what you are talking about before I can say I forgive you, don't I?" I reasoned.
She gasped at my question. "You know very well what I am referring to, Kevin."
I was not the one that was caught cheating. I was the offended party and I would be damned if I was going to put up with any fucking attitude.
"Go to sleep, Debbie, or else say what the fuck you want to say without a bunch of goddamn pronouns and euphemisms," I replied. "I am not going to try to guess what you are evading and grant you a blanket pardon. As far as I know, you could be talking about denting the car, gambling our savings away, spreading malicious gossip, or wearing white after fucking Labor Day."
She was shocked. As in many marriages, Debbie, as the wife, was usually the one to point out my, the husband's, mistakes. I was the one on the defensive most of the time. Did I fix this or paint that? What the hell was wrong with my relatives? Why couldn't I avoid embarrassing her when we were out? Why didn't I get a raise?
I had probably spent, on the average, an hour a week since we were married, trying to defend and explain my words and actions. It wasn't that Debbie didn't have some valid points. It just seemed impossible to make her happy. That had ceased being my goal. I got to the point where I just wanted her to be quiet and leave me the hell alone.
"That thing with Ralph this afternoon was a horrible mistake. I am so sorry and I am begging you to forgive me," Debbie pleaded.
"I am moving my lips, Debbie, but don't seem to be hearing me," I countered. "The word 'thing' is rather vague. Tell me what 'thing' you are talking about and why you feel it was a mistake."
I had to give her credit for not giving up. She looked at me and started in again.
"I deserve this, I know," admitted Debbie. "I had sex with Ralph this afternoon and you saw us. I am so very sorry about it and I want you to forgive me."
"I will try this one more time," I responded. "You are extremely vague. I am not sure if it is deliberate, or not. Are you sorry because I saw you having sex with a fucking asshole? Or are you sorry you were fucked by the asshole? Or both? Why are you sorry, Debbie?"
"I am sorry I did it, had sex with that miserable bastard. I am sorry you saw me getting fucked, too!" she sobbed.
"Now can you tell me why you are sorry? Would you be sorry if I had not come home until the usual time? Would we be having this conversation if I hadn't witnessed Ralph's prowess as a lover?" I demanded. "Would you keep on fucking him till you were caught or till he tired of you? You wanted to talk, Debbie, so please try telling me something. Tell me exactly what you want and what is bothering you. Tell me who else you have fucked or will fuck. Tell me how many times you and Ralphie-Boy have gotten it on. That would be telling me something I don't know but would appreciate knowing.
"Kevin! That was the only time. You have to believe me. I am sorry because I hurt you and betrayed you. I don't ever want to see him again. I have not, and I will not, fuck anyone else," cried Debbie.
"Okay, Debbie. You're forgiven," I yawned. "Good night." I rolled back on my side and tried to go back to sleep.
"That's it? I'm forgiven? No punishment or penance, Kevin?" scoffed Debbie. "You can just go to sleep?"
Now I was really annoyed. I turned around and sat up. I took a deep breath and framed my answer.
"What the hell do you want me to do, Debbie?" I snarled. "You told me you would be faithful from now on. You said you only fucked him once and you regret it now. Do I have any reason to doubt you, Debbie? Can you think of any reason at all that I wouldn't accept what you are saying as the absolute truth and forgive you?"
"Yes! You caught me fucking a man in the living room, for Christ's sake, Kevin," she wailed. "That is one damn good reason to not believe me any more."
I sat still and looked at her. She had said it, not me. If the situation had been reversed she would be thinking of a thousand different hells to put me through. Then the idea came to me.
"You're a smart girl. If you caught me fucking Sandy Marsh, what would you do about it?" I asked. "I want you to think about that and tomorrow night you tell me what I would have to do to gain your forgiveness for lying, cheating, and disrespecting you and the kids and your parents. If you caught me fucking her nasty ass and cunt, what would you do and say? How would I regain your trust, love, and forgiveness? You are the one that fucked up, Debbie, so you be the one to lose sleep and figure out the solution. For the last time tonight, good night!"
I listened to Debbie cry softly for a couple hours, as I faked sleep. I was in no mood to placate or sooth her. This was one time she would have to dig herself out of a mess and try to make me understand her reasons for fucking up.
As I thought about it, I almost liked it. I had been liberated from ever taking unreasonable shit from her. I had no idea if we would remain married, but I knew that if we did, it would be on much different terms than the past 18 years had been based. I finally fell asleep to the sounds of Debbie's sobs.
I followed my usual Sunday routine. I did yard work and washed the cars with our daughters. They were the reason I would never regret my marriage, regardless of Debbie's actions. We laughed and talked about possible boyfriends, college choices, and their sport teams.
I was still chuckling as I stepped into the kitchen for a beer when I found Debbie crying at the kitchen table. She had a pen and pad and I could see she had been writing something. I felt a twinge of pain for a second or two. It was obvious she was suffering. I popped the top, took a swig, and went back outside.
That night Debbie retired early to our bedroom. The girls and I sat and watched TV on the very sofa where their mother was fucked in the asshole, by an asshole. Debbie had given me two wonderful daughters and I knew I should always be thankful for that. The girls went to bed after the movie and I turned in after the news.
Debbie was sitting bed with her pen and pad, waiting for me. Her eyes were red and puffy. I brushed my teeth and peeled off my clothes. I never wore pajamas. She watched me closely. I know what I would have thought if the shoe had been on the other foot. I would have watched her get ready for bed and wonder if I would ever be allowed next her loving, sweet body.
As I slid under the covers, Debbie began, "This has been very difficult for me, Kevin, but I have written down everything so I would not forget anything. I have to admit that I pray you will not do some of the things I would do. I hope my vindictive nature is not shared by you."
She had my attention. I never realized she understood her actions and motives as anything but reasonable and justified. Did she know she had become a bitch? That I had allowed it?
"For starters, I am afraid I would tell the girls that you cheated on me; to make them like you less and get some revenge that way. Then I would probably throw you out and tell you to go live with your slut, there was no room for a liar and cheater in my bed or house," continued Debbie. I could see she was fighting back tears as she spoke.
"If you want to do that, there is no reason to go over the rest of my list," she sobbed. "Everything else would be if I allowed you to stay."
"Debbie, at this point, I have no intention of asking you to leave my house, or my bed. As far as telling the girls, well that will never happen. Their happiness is based in part on their love and respect for their parents. I would never try to destroy that," I vowed. "You are the role model and example they need."
Debbie looked at me hard through her tears to determine if I was sincere or if I was trying to ridicule her. I returned her look and she turned back to her list.
"If I let you stay I would have had you sleep on the couch, but you said you wouldn't do that to me. I'll go on to the next item. I would treat you like shit every chance I had. I would try to make you suffer for what I perceived you had done to me."
Debbie had to stop and cry quietly. I was impressed with Debbie's brutal, but accurate, assessment of her character flaws. I knew she was telling me exactly what she would do to extract her pound of flesh for any indiscretion I would commit. Eventually, she was able to continue.
"If I were going to allow you to crawl back to me, I would almost have you under house arrest. You would not go anyplace without my consent and knowledge," stated Debbie. "You would have to apologize every day and beg me to forgive you, and I probably never would!" groaned Debbie as she began sobbing again.
This woman had done some soul-searching! It was not to her advantage to tell me how miserable and cruel she would have been to me for being unfaithful. She was giving me ammunition to use against her. I had never realized that Debbie was as hard on herself as she was on everyone around her. I always felt it was only directed at me. She managed to continue.
"I would make you get checked by a doctor for every possible disease. But even if you received a clean bill of health, I don't know if I would ever allow you to have sex with me again. I would be sickened and disgusted by you and your lack of respect for yourself and for me," Debbie admitted with tears flowing down her cheeks. Other than that, I would try to think of things to humiliate and degrade you constantly. In short, I would only keep you around to make your life hell."
Debbie put her face into her pillow and sobbed and cried. I could tell it was not an act, or a ploy for sympathy. Her mind didn't work like that. She was a direct person, overwhelming opposition with sheer will, and bile. I again allowed her to get cried out as I considered my options. I don't know how long I sat there thinking. At some point I realized she had calmed back down and was sitting next to me, waiting.
"Debbie, you have been very candid and have given me much to consider. I would not have thought of much of what you told me. You haven't told me the things I really need to know, though. Why did you do it? Would you do it again, either with that fuck or someone else? If I hadn't caught you, would you have continued? Have you done it before? Do you love that guy? Why do you want to stay with me if you were having sex with someone else? Wouldn't that seem to indicate you have no feelings for me and, in fact, prefer him?" I asked.
As I spoke I watched Debbie's reaction. Her eyes reflected the pain my questions caused. She looked at me and slowly shook her head at my questions.
"That bastard has been playing up to me for over a year. He has been telling me how attractive I am, how smart I am, how sexy I am, even how lucky you were to have me and that you didn't deserve me if you weren't showing me proper appreciation. He told me everything except how fucking stupid I am!" she cried.
"I was feeling like I was getting old and saggy and wrinkled. His attention made me feel better about myself. I know now he was bullshitting me big time to get in my pants, and he did!" she blurted. "I fell for his line of shit. He kept after me and I agreed to have him come over while you were at work."
Debbie took a tissue and blew her nose before she went further.
"It was just that one time, and I never would have done it again. He was rough, cruel, and selfish. I don't know exactly how much you saw. I enjoyed him in my pussy, though it was more like he was a human dildo. I had no real feelings for him. Then he forced me to accept him anally. I am still sore and I even have bled a little. It was a horrible experience. Even if you hadn't caught us, the experience would have been punishment enough," revealed Debbie.
"I want to stay with you for many reasons, all pretty selfish, really. You are a good provider and the best father I have ever seen. You are kind and considerate to me. You are intelligent and faithful, which sounds like a strange qualification for me to want, doesn't it?" laughed Debbie weakly. "I want you to keep me because I now know that I love you more than I realized I could. I want you to keep me so I can show you that I can be as good a wife as you are a husband, and a person."
"The ironic thing is that I admit I would not likely keep you if you had done what I did. I am not the person you are. This has made me understand that about myself. I am more self centered and totally selfish. Everything has always been about what I want and what I feel. When I think about everything honestly, I am afraid that you would probably be better off without my nagging, selfish, cheating ass in your life."
"Debbie, never try to be a lawyer. Your arguments are less than persuasive, to say the least. If you were I, this marriage would be over. If I tossed your ass out, I would be happier. You don't really deserve another chance. Your defense is a bit weak," I chuckled.
"I am not the same person that walked out the door Saturday morning. I will never be badgered or intimidated again. I will not be the strong quiet, long suffering spouse any more. In brief, I will no longer take your shit," I firmly stated.



Debbie's face reflected her worse fears as I spoke. I could see her steeling herself as I went on. It was obvious she was suffering greatly.
"I will not watch you, follow you, check on you, or have you report in to me. I will not have a wife I do not, or cannot trust. That is not a marriage. It isn't even a relationship," I reflected.
Debbie was looking down at her lap, sobbing softly as I spoke. I guess she was waiting for the other shoe to fall.
"My wife has to be a woman I trust completely; a woman that puts my needs and desires before hers. My wife has to realize that my frail ego requires that I appear to have some authority in my family," I grinned.
"Forget all that shit about making your life hell and punishing you for the rest of your life. I have no time, inclination, or desire to go down that road. But, if you are willing to swear your love and absolute allegiance, for lack of a better term, to me and to spend the rest of your life making this up to me through acts of kindness and love, I think we can toss out the three pages of revenge you have on this pad," I told her as I took her notes and flung them toward the waste basket.
Again Debbie looked at me and shook her head, this time in disbelief. More tears streamed down her cheeks as the meaning of my words were digested. At that moment, I knew she really did love me and I had no desire to hurt her.
"Kevin, you cannot imagine my relief and gratitude and my pain. Your actions are far kinder than mine would be, and actually beyond my comprehension. It makes the wrong I did to you hurt even more. I honestly don't think you should keep me now. You can do much better," she sniffled. "However, I will do my best to make this up to you every day and be the person you make me want to be."
She moved toward me slightly and I offered her my arms. She flew into them and cried another half hour. Then she kissed me and we dropped our heads to the pillow.
"Debbie, not to be a jerk, but I think you had a good idea about visiting the doctor to be positive that tomcat didn't give you anything, okay?" I asked.
"I feel the same way, Kevin. If I gave you something I would never forgive myself. I will make the appointment tomorrow morning," promised Debbie. "That doesn't mean I can't give you blowjobs until I am cleared, does it?" she smiled.
"That is a chance I am willing to take, Deb," I grinned as she slid down my torso to my very receptive cock.
Two weeks to the day of my finding Debbie and Ralph on the sofa, I was in the garage showing Debbie the proper way to hit a wedge shot when the phone rang and she went to answer it. I had stopped working Saturdays and Debbie and I had joined a couples' golf league. We were preparing to leave for our first league match.
"That was Alice Dent on the phone," revealed Debbie as she returned to the garage. "You know that former pro football player that lives over on Elm Street? He has a car dealership in town? It seems that yesterday he received a phone call at work, warning him that Ralph was visiting his house. He rushed home and caught Ralph with his wife, in the act, as they say. Ralph is in the hospital, in the ICU, to be more precise. The football player posted bail and was back selling cars this morning."
Debbie watched me closely, trying to gauge my reaction.
"You had better pay attention to this lesson," I warned." If we lose because you mess up a wedge shot, you will be blowing me all night."
"Is that supposed to make me want to play better?" laughed Debbie.
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We sat at the kitchen table, having a quick breakfast before we left for our respective jobs. Patti was checking her make-up and I was trying to finish my coffee, as well as the sports section, before I hit the road.
"How long is your cock, Matt?" she asked. I avoided the spray of coffee all over the table like you see in the slapstick comedies, but some caffeine did dribble out my nose as I tried to stifle my reaction.
I cleaned my upper lip with a napkin and stared at my wife.
"What the hell kind of question is that?" I demanded.
I learned a long time ago that the best defense is a good offense. Twenty years ago I was quite proud of the little guy, but he seemed less impressive all the time.
"You know how we ladies sit around the clubhouse and have a couple drinks after our golf league on Wednesdays? Last night the discussion got around to our husband's cocks and how long they were. Most of us had no idea how long our husband's cocks were. I mean we know how long they are, but not the actual measurement," admitted Patti. "It just made me wonder how long, in inches, your cock is."
I didn't just fall off a load of turnips. I have heard how a group of women can be more coarse and crude than a bunch of guys. I also knew they would be more honest. Men expect other men to lie. We all do it and accept it. It makes us all feel better about ourselves, and our place in the cosmic plan. We lie about the fish we catch, the golf scores we shoot, the sex we have, the money we make and the size of our cocks. When a guy talks about his eight inches, it is understood that he has about six. It is a collective, ego boosting, confidence-building thing we agree on. It isn't written down anyplace, but we all know the rule.
As some point we hit an age where we turn it around and tell the other guys how small it is. If we call it a little four-inch stub, the other guys figure around six inches. It is a language that men understand and it has worked since Adam. The only kicker is the occasional goddamn freak that actually packs eight inches or more. These men are feared and hated by the rest. Somehow, everyone knows when he talks about his eight inches; it really is eight inches. This is a real curve breaker for the rest of us. These men are shunned and avoided, at least by other men. And they enjoy it.
I was on the horns of a dilemma. Should I tell the real truth, or the truth as us guys know it to be? Somehow it seemed better to err on the side of large. That was an instinctual decision that I believe most men would make.
"I never really measured it," I lied. Shit, I had a ruler on that puppy every day from the time I hit fourteen to about eighteen. "If I were to guess, I would say about eight inches. You will respect my privacy in this, won't you?"
It suddenly occurred to me this was not something I wanted repeated in the clubhouse. I could see no up side to a discussion on the length by of my cock by women in a bar.
"What do you think, Matt?" laughed Patti. "Do you think I'm going to be telling the other women how long your cock is? What if their husbands' cocks are only seven inches? They may be chasing you for that big cock and I would be responsible for it."

Fat chance of any women chasing me for my big cock! That was a fantasy that had died when I was eighteen and saw Sam "The Big Salami" Reynolds in the shower after our first baseball practice senior year. I had always chuckled at his nickname. That was a good joke on the guy, or so I thought. When he stepped from the shower and walked to his locker, the other guys sort of moved their towels around to be sure they own weapons were not on display. No one wanted to be the subject of a comparison with Sam.
It became a weird ritual. After practice and games, Sam always strolled the locker room with his cock hanging majestically from between his legs. The rest of us were like smaller bulls and always backed up and deferred to him. He was the cock of the walk when he was naked. Give unto Caesar that which is Caesar's. Instinctively, we yielded to what we perceived as a better man, when he was naked. Dressed, he was no longer anything special. He wasn't even a very good ball player. I think that was why he flaunted his one gift when he could.
It's a good thing Patti only asked about length, I thought to myself as I drove to work a little later. More amazing than the length of Sam's salami was the thickness. The handle of my Louisville Slugger was not as thick, and that was carved from a goddamn ash tree! From that first day on, none of the rest of us on the team ever boasted about our cocks or how they pleased the girls. Sam had taken that fantasy from us, and we secretly hated him for it. Everyone was glad when he moved to New Mexico.
As I sat at my desk, I started putting a few things together. Patti had been pretty aggressive when she came home a little after dark. She insisted we go to bed early. She had even made our two teens go to bed so they wouldn't hear any unusual noises from our bedroom.
She held and fondled my cock much longer than usual. She sucked it and jacked it. I remember thinking it was odd that she left a lamp on low. We always turned the lights out when we had sex. She had been sizing my cock up! The conversation must have been pretty graphic at the clubhouse! Patti rode me to her orgasm and then dismounted and got me off with her hand, watching cum spurt from my cock.
Now I wondered if there was a discussion on volume and distance of their husbands' ejaculations. What about the size of our balls? The curve of our cocks? We were being treated like so much meat, going through inspection. Why couldn't women just accept us as individuals with feelings and needs, and not treat us like cattle?
The week went well enough and the sex was pretty good, but I kept the lights out most of the time. If Patti insisted having a light on, I would spend a lot of time eating her pussy and manually stimulating her. It didn't seem to discourage her at all, though. I could see it would not be easy to beat her at her own game.
There I sat, reading the paper the next Thursday morning, after a grueling night of raw sex. Patti had come home burning with desire. I saw it in her eyes after she put her clubs in the closet and turned to me. The kids saw it, too, and went to bed without being told. Patti rode me, and then had me drill her doggy style and then the good old missionary position. I don't know how many times she came, but I managed three orgasms. I just couldn't fire anything after that, though I did get hard, with some encouragement from Patti's incredible lips, long enough to get her off one final time.
She had been more verbal than usual, too. She kept urging me deeper and deeper. She wanted it faster and she actually suggested I put her legs on my shoulders so I could feed a little more into her steaming snatch.
The ladies golf league was only about half way through the season and I was having serious reservations about surviving to the end. If the sex kept increasing exponentially, I would be gone before August.
"Tonight I want to measure your cock," Patti smiled.
"Jesus H Christ!" I shot back. "Do you think you wore a few inches off it last night? Was that your goal?"
"Matt, it is like a pig's snout. The more you use it, the tougher it gets," chuckled Patti.
Where the hell did she get that saying? Besides, that was supposed to be about pussies, damn it!
"I'll measure it today and let you know, okay?" I countered.
"Last night, after golf, every wife there said her husband claimed he had eight inches. Everyone but Sandy, that is. She claimed her husband was nine inches and she had measured it herself," Patti revealed.
"Sandy defied us to actually measure our husbands' cocks. It was her contention that it was very unlikely anyone would be within two inches of her husband," giggled Patti. "We all agreed to make it an assignment to measure our husbands' cocks. We even agreed on the way we would do it so we had a uniform method."
I couldn't believe what I was hearing! These bitches need a life. My mind raced for a solution. How could I make my dick longer in a day? Try as I would to think of a way, I drew a blank.
"Patti, you can hurt men's egos by pursuing this. Some guys may have exaggerated a little and the truth could scar them emotionally. Why don't you forget it, or just call in sick next week?" I suggested.
"Matt, I am sure your cock will be up there with the best of them!" chided Patti. "It isn't just the men you know. We are in this together. I have pride, too. I want us to be well represented in this. I am sure our cock will be among the leaders, if not the very top cock!"
"I can't believe we are having this conversation!" I whined. "You know that 'our cock' hasn't let us down yet. Why make it some kind of competition?"
"That Sandy Reynolds is so smug. The other women and I want to bring her down a peg. Her husband's dick can't be that much bigger than everyone else's," reasoned Patti.
"Did you say 'Reynolds', Patti," I asked. "I didn't know you had any Reynolds in your league."
"They just moved into a development along the river a couple months ago," responded Patti. "Sandy said that Sam went to high school here before he moved to New Mexico."
Why wasn't I surprised? The son-of-a-bitch was like a nightmare… like that fucking Freddie Kruger; only he was coming after me with a giant cock instead of razors in his fingers! You think you kill him, but the fucker is there for the sequel, spreading fear amongst the normal-cocked population.
I leaned over and held my head in my hands. My cock was going to be exposed for the inadequate little shit that it was. Sam 'The Big Salami' would rule again, as he had those many years ago.
Within an hour of reaching the office, I had the door locked and a stapler tied to a string hanging from my cock. I heard someplace that guys have been known to increase their cock size that way. I carefully sat at my computer, my legs spread and the stapler swinging like a pendulum from my dick, as I searched through my old emails. I had deleted a few hundred ads for products that would enlarge my penis. I had dismissed them at the time, but now I wondered if old Sam 'the Salami' was the driving force behind those ads. How had word gotten out about my dick being six measly inches? Was he the poster boy for those ads? It was hard to remember exactly what his cock looked like, but when I found the emails, the resemblance was very real. The cocky bastard was the 'after' picture in the advertisement. I was certain of it.
I left work a little early. I told the secretary that I was not feeling well, but really my cock was sore. I also was worried that the string would cut off circulation and the fucking head would drop off in Patti's hand at the measuring.
That night, I watched the news and then claimed that I wanted to watch Leno, but Patti would have none of it. She demanded I join her in the bedroom. Reluctantly, I followed her in and peeled my clothes off. Almost in the blink of an eye, I was in a pair of pajamas.
"What are you doing, Matt?" Patti demanded. "I didn't even know you owned any pajamas. I don't think you have worn any since we have been married."
"I thought I should start," I responded. "You never know when the kids could walk in on us or something."
"Matt, they have walked in on us quite a few times. Once they got older and had a few glimpses of your ass, they stopped. It hasn't happened in years."
"I found a ruler in your toolbox," continued Patti. "Pull that bad boy out and lets see how he measures up. He has to be hard. I will measure it at the top, where it attaches to your body. That is what we all agreed on yesterday."
"I don't think it will get hard, Patti. It is a shy little guy and the idea of being measured may inhibit it." I suggested.
Patti had different ideas as she pulled it to her mouth, then stopped and looked at me.
"It looks redder than usual, Matt. The head looks puffy, too. What did you do?" questioned Patti.
"Nothing!" I lied. "You goddamn near wore it out last night. That's all. Maybe we should wait on this. Give it time to recover."
I should have known that vacuum cleaner was too powerful and would turn it colors, damn it! That idea was even worse than the stapler on the string. I had just one chance left.
"Don't be such a baby, Matt," cooed Patti as she wrapped her lips around my cock.
She began to play it like a fine instrument. I willed it to resist, to remain dormant. I thought about the Red Sox winning the series.
Patti and my cock have an agreement. When she calls, he answers. She proved her power over it once again. Silently, I cursed the little fuck for being so stupid. For the head that did all my thinking, he was failing miserably. Now he was going to be exposed for the average cock he was.
Patti puffed it up till it stood up and they exchanged smiles. My wife and my cock have a thing going that often doesn't involve me. Many times he made me jealous of her attentions. She held it in her hand and placed the ruler against my abdomen where my cock attaches.
"You can at least push it in tight," I complained as I pressed the end a quarter inch into my flesh.
"Eight and one-quarter inches," declared Patti.
What a relief! I had survived!
"Okay, you have your measurement. I'll take that ruler so I can be sure it is replaced in my toolbox," I offered as I reached for the device.
"Just a minute!" cried Patti. "The end has been cut off! This thing is no good. How long have you been using it like that?"
"Really? Gee, I never even noticed that," I again lied. "I'll get a new one tomorrow."
"Don't bother, Buster," answered Patti. "I have a yardstick. We'll use that, even if it is overkill."
She left the room and I tried to think of some solution. But I couldn't, and she soon returned with her yardstick. My dick had forgotten what was wanted. He had relaxed, but quickly succumbed to Patti's efforts and stood back up.
"Six and a quarter inches," she announced. It seemed to me there was less enthusiasm than the previous, inaccurate declaration. I looked at Patti and wondered what she was thinking.
Wait! Did she say 'and a quarter inches' just now? Son of a bitch! The best I ever got was six inches even. Maybe he was growing!
"As long as the big boy is up and ready to play…," grinned Patti as she gobbled my cock. Why had I been so worried? When Patti was in a romantic mood, I always felt like the king of the world. She had that much influence over my emotions. If she seemed happy with me, I was totally content.
The week went well for me, in spite of my concerns about 'The Big Salami' and his wife's boasting. Patti had taken to talking about my 'big, fat cock' and how she loved it. Do many women suddenly get hornier as they approach forty, I wondered.
Golf night rolled around and I sat waiting in dread for Patti to get home. She was a little later than usual, and a little more under the influence. Once again, the kids headed for their rooms when they saw her look. I never realized before that a woman could actually look horny with just her face, and especially her eyes.
She was giggling as she led me to the bedroom. I think she was naked before I closed the door. She helped me get my clothes off. Then she and my cock forgot I was there. I noticed earlier in the week that just sucking and fondling my cock could give Patti an orgasm. Where did that come from? It happened again as my darling wife lavished her attentions on my delighted cock. She licked, nibbled, sucked, hummed, pulled, and jerked the guy till he gave her his best shot. As I came in Patti's mouth, she quivered and shook with a fairly strong orgasm. Both her hands were on me at the time, so I knew she didn't finger herself to one.
As she grinned and wiped her chin, Patti started telling me how the comparisons went. It seemed that Bob Mason was the biggest loser at five and a half inches. Three guys just hit six inches even, and then my little fellow was next. Then there was one half an inch over six and one at six and nine-sixteenths. (Now how the hell can you get that precise? Did his wife use calipers?)
"Sandy Reynolds told us that she measured her husband's cock again and it was just over nine inches. We had quite a discussion about that. Most of us couldn't believe it and told her so," Patti stated. "Do you think it is possible for a man to have a cock that much bigger than yours?"
What would be the best answer for that question? My mind raced.
"I am not an expert on the subject, Patti. Is it all that important?" I asked. "We seem to be doing fine with the equipment we have."
"I was just wondering. Sandy was so proud that she won the comparison. It bugged me. She thinks her cock is the best thing ever and that the rest of us should be jealous," fumed Patti. "She even told us we were welcome to try 'The Big Salami' as she called it. She offered to swap with any of us if we wanted to know how it felt to be properly fucked!"
Great! Now some dumb cunt is offering the services of 'The Big Salami' to the ladies in the league. If just one wife tries the forbidden fruit, all will be lost! Those bitches tell each other every thing. I wondered how many people were discussing that prick's prick at that very moment.
"If your cock was nine inches, would you fuck me any differently?" Patti mused. "I mean does it have to be better? If I am filled by you, why would I want it bigger, right?"
"Bingo!" I almost shouted. "My big cock is perfect for your tight little pussy."
"Just pretend you had a big salami, Matt. What would you do with it? Would you treat me any differently?" persisted Patti.
I climbed back up and slapped her in the face with my imaginary monster.
This big cock needs to be worshipped, you little tramp," I growled. "Make it hard so I can fill that little snatch of yours."
"Oh, yes! I do worship that nine inch monster," Patti joined in my game as she once again woke my sleeping beauty.
I moved from Patti's head and put a finger inside her. She was wet and pretty ready. Still a big cock needed a lot of space.
"I had better eat that pussy and get it all wet and hot or I won't ever get this slab of meat inside you," I told her as I began dining at the Y.
"Yes! Get her all wet so your huge cock will fit!" cried Patti.
She was really getting into it! I redoubled my efforts and I felt her tremble as she clutched my head to her ready cunt.
I climbed on her and rubbed my cock all over her pussy lips, never allowing it to slip inside. I knew she was eager for it, but us well-endowed men always make the women beg, don't we?
"You want my big cock? If you want to feel this monster split that little pussy, you have to beg," I warned. "You have to tell me how bad you want my cock."
"Please! Please fill my cunt with that big old salami," begged Patti. "I need that cock. I really need it right now."
I slowly worked the head around her opening, applying pressure as I did. I was getting really aroused by the game and it felt like my cock was especially big and hard.
"Damn, you are tight," I groaned. "Get ready to be filled, Bitch," I chanced. I hoped I didn't make a mistake saying that!
"It feels so big!" moaned Patti. "Make me your bitch now and put it in all the way."
Well that really got me turned on. I slowly pushed until the head popped in. Because I was going so slowly, Patti seemed extremely tight. She groaned as I held still and waited for her to squirm, as I knew she would. Soon she wiggled her hips, trying to slide me in farther. I picked up her legs and put them on my shoulder. She smiled thinking I was giving her what she wanted. I held my cock steady and slapped her left cheek with my right hand. Her surprise was obvious as she glared at me.



"I am in control, you little slut. If you want more of my cock, you will wait for me to feed it into that hot little pussy, understand?" I snarled as well as I could.
"I just want it so bad," whined Patti. "I'll be a good little slut. Just fuck me with that big cock!"
I began to slowly slide more and more into an amazingly tight space. Before I made it balls deep, Patti began another orgasm. She shuddered as I fed her the rest of my behemoth. I felt her cervix with the end of my cock. I pulled back slowly and slammed it home again. I worked myself into a frenzy as I hammered Patti. I had good staying power since I had recently cum. I was determined to be the stud she imagined. I have to admit it. I was. Patti had sweat running down between her lovely tits as I refused to slow down. She had a couple more small orgasms and began to beg me to finish.
"Please cum in my pussy. I want to feel that huge fucking rod shoot deep in my pussy!" she practically yelled.
I knew I had to finish her off fast, or send the kids to the neighbors. We reached the finish line together. For a long time we just lay there, bathed in perspiration. Eventually, my breathing and heartbeat returned to something close to normal. I looked at Patti and she was smiling in her sleep with an arm and a leg swung up on me. I felt a deep and passionate love for her as I stroked her cheek. She was my girl.
The next day at work I received two calls from husbands of women that golf with Patti. Both men said essentially the same thing. We had to have 'The Big Salami' whacked! I tried to explain how he would return in a sequel and be even more vindictive with his fucking joystick. He, and his cock, could not be destroyed in the usual manner. I guess they never saw those 'Elm Street' movies because they didn't understand what I was saying. I finally told them I didn't know any dependable hit men and they were on their own.
Patti couldn't get enough sex all week. She was constantly making up scenarios and expected me to play along. I was the plumber and she had to let me fuck her bent over the kitchen sink before I would repair her drain. I was a traveling salesman giving her a great deal on encyclopedias if she could swallow my entire nine inches. I was a cop she had to convince to not give her a ticket for speeding. Each of these imaginary guys had a huge cock that she was 'forced' to please.
We went out to dinner one night. When we left the restaurant I opened her door and helped her in. She let her skirt slide up and I caught a glimpse of her bare pussy! I walked around and got behind the wheel.
"James! Did I see you looking at my little pussy?" she demanded.
Who the hell was James? I played it smart.
"I couldn't help catching a glimpse when you sat down," I admitted.
"If my husband found out you were looking at his pride and joy, you would be fired immediately!" she huffed. "We can find a chauffer that conducts himself properly."
"But can you find one with a big, fat cock like this?" I asked as I pulled my zipper down and freed Willy.
"My God!" gasped Patti. "Put that incredible cock away! You are fired!"
"Then I don't have to follow your orders, do I?" I asked. "I want you to suck this pussy pleaser. Then you will reconsider firing me.
I pulled her down to my cock as I spoke. She turned her head, but I grabbed a handful of hair and brought her back to face the one-eyed monster. My other hand had reached back and pulled her skirt up so her ass was reflecting light from the restaurant. I slapped her ass quite hard.
"Suck my cock, you rich bitch!" I ordered.
I spanked her other cheek even harder. She took me into her mouth, but I kept spanking her for several minutes. She was moaning and her hand slid back to her pussy. Now her ass was glowing and she was bobbing on my cock like a piston. She started cumming, but kept working my cock and moaning around it. I filled her mouth. Then I just rubbed her ass for a minute as she recovered.
"Am I still fired?" I asked.
"Take me home, please, and I will consider keeping you on. If I do, you will give me that big cock whenever I want," Patti bargained.
As the days went on, I realized that somehow 'The Big Salami' had worked to my benefit. Patti was hornier than when we were first married, and she was damn close to insatiable back then. Our sex life was active to the point of being exhausting.
Then things went decidedly downhill. I got home from work one night and found a message on our machine. Patti had to work late and she asked me to feed the kids. The following night, there was a message about going shopping at the mall. I was bored, so after feeding the kids I decided to drive to the mall and surprise Patti.
I cruised the parking lot, looking for Patti's car. I didn't want to park clear across the mall from her. It would be easier to find her if I knew which door she had entered. I found her car parked near the food court door. I found a parking place about four rows away. As I went to climb out of the car, I saw Patti and some guy walking toward her car. They had their arms full of packages, so I couldn't see enough of the man to be able to identify him. They put the packages into her trunk and when he stood back up, I almost shit my pants!
It had been over 20 years, but I would never forget Sam 'The Big Fucking Salami'. They climbed into Patti's car together and drove off. I could hardly put the keys in the ignition; I was so upset. I pulled into traffic about four cars behind and followed. She obviously didn't know I was following because she pulled into a small, but nice local hotel. It was the very same hotel where we had our wedding reception! That was a long time ago.
Patti and Sam were laughing as they removed the packages from her trunk and carried them into the hotel. I struggled to make sense of what I had witnessed. What reason could she have to go to a hotel with that freak of nature? What reason beside the obvious one? I wanted to go in and snoop, but I had to be careful. I wanted to know what was going on before I made any rash decisions. I sat in the lot and watched for them to come back to the car. An hour and a half later, the two of them finally returned.
I debated whether I should follow them or try to find out what I could in the hotel. I decided that if they were doing anything wrong, it was too late to stop it, so I went into the small lobby. There was a pretty young girl behind the desk.
"Miss, I am sorry to trouble you," I apologized. "My wife told me to meet her here and I am a bit late, I am afraid. Her name is Patti Gerow. Could you tell me if she did get a room?"
The girl typed on her keyboard and watched her monitor.
"We have a Mrs. Gerow reserving room 302 for tomorrow night," volunteered the girl. "That is all I can find."
I thanked her and left. My mind was refusing to accept the information it had received. I knew there had to be an explanation. It was almost ten when I walked back into my house.
"Where have you been, Sweetheart?" asked Patti. "I was beginning to worry."
"I needed some golf shoes so I took a ride to see if I could find any. I didn't see anything I like," I added. "How was your day?"
"Well, I'm sure you'll find something," Patti told me. "I just did some shopping after work. Nothing exciting. By the way, Steve called and he wants you to call him back."
Steve was my golf partner and probably my best friend. I rang his number.
"Matt? What say we go out for a couple beers tomorrow night?" he asked. "Larry Shenk is going to be in town and he suggested we get together for a few.
Larry was a friend who had recently been transferred to another state by his company. I cupped the phone and turned to my wife.
"Patti?" I whispered. "Steve wants me to have a few beers with him and Larry Shenk tomorrow night. Do you have any plans?"
"No, go right ahead. Have a good time," she smiled.
I set it up with Steve for him to pick me up at seven the following evening. I may be standing him up I thought to myself. He'll understand when I tell him why. That night Patti wanted to have sex with me, but I had no stomach for it. I told her my stomach was upset, which wasn't a lie. It had been in a knot since I saw Patti with Sam. I didn't sleep well that night. I kept thinking of that big cock of Sam's pushing into Patti's tight little pussy. Maybe I should have tried sloppy seconds, just to see how stretched she was.
The next day was Saturday and I puttered around the house, keeping an eye on Patti. The kids had gone to visit friends for the day. At one point I surprised her on the phone. She was talking very softly in the kitchen. When I walked into the room, she quickly said her good-byes and hung up.
Then around five, Patti came into the garage where I was trying to fix the lawnmower. She had her car keys in her hand.
"As long as you have plans for the evening, I think I'll go visit Jen. I haven't seen her in a few weeks," stated Patti.
Jen was Patti's younger sister and she lived about an hour away. It sounded reasonable, if it were only true!
"Patti? Is anything wrong? Is there anything you want to tell me?" I asked. I thought she might come clean and we could try to work things out.
"Everything is fine, Matt!" she quickly responded. She never asked why I thought anything was wrong. She gave me a kiss on the cheek and got into her car and left.
I decided that I wasn't going to spend weeks trying to catch Patti in lies and following her around. If she was in that hotel room tonight, it was over. The thought saddened me, but I felt I had no option. I was not going to be a willing cuckold! I waited half an hour. That would give them time to get warmed up. Then they were going to have company!
I got to the hotel and sure as shit, Patti's car was there. I parked right next to her and slammed my door closed as I headed to the lobby.
"I am Matt Gerow and I want a key for room 302," I insisted.
The girl must have seen I was serious. She just reached down and picked up a key and handed it to me. By now my blood was boiling. I was thinking what I was going to tell my slut wife and her goddamn salami.
As I headed for the elevator I almost bumped into a couple. I just marched around them and walked into the elevator as the door was closing. I thought I heard a voice ask if that was Matt. I gave it no more thought as I strode to 302 and slid the key into the slot. I pushed the door open and there was Patti. She was wearing a little black thong and had a frilly black bra in her hands. That was all she wore. I was in a rage. My heart was racing and my knees were shaking. I had never been so upset in my life.
"Matt!" gasped Patti. "What are you doing here?"
I slammed the door and stepped further into the room. I had to think to even frame a response. I was that livid. It must have shown because Patti became worried.
"Matt, is something wrong? You look upset," she understated.
"Where the fuck is he?" I demanded. "In the bathroom?"
"What are you talking about, Matt? Who are you talking about?" Patti asked through trembling lips.
"You couldn't be satisfied with me. You had to try a big cock. I sure hope it is worth it," I snarled. "I would have given my life for you. No one ever loved a wife more than I loved you, but that wasn't enough! Well, have a great life. I won't be in it!"
I didn't want to physically hurt Patti, and Sam obviously wasn't there. I decided to leave before my anger got the better of me, or before I started crying like a baby. I never felt such pain in my life. Life without Patti had never been an option and I seriously wondered if I could survive, or if I would want to survive.
I yanked the door open and practically ran out. I'll never forget the scene as I entered the elevator. Patti stood in the hallway, topless and wearing a thong, begging me to come back. I stormed across the lobby, in as black a mood as I had ever been. I heard my named called again, but I didn't even turn to see who it was. I got into my car and drove away. I had no idea where to go. I never felt so alone in my life.
Half an hour later, I was nursing a beer in a hole-in-the-wall bar. I felt like getting drunk, but knew that was a bad idea. My mind was in turmoil and I would surely do something really stupid if I drank too much. A while later an attractive blonde

a few years younger than I sat next to me. I glanced her way and she smiled. One thing was certain; I sure didn't want to be involved with any more women!
She kept trying to engage me in conversation. I was very close to being rude as I responded with one-word answers and a few nods. Her cell phone rang and she had a short conversation.
I decided to go home and pack my bags. I would then go find a motel someplace. I felt a little better once I had a plan of some kind. As I stood, the woman next to me seemed concerned.
"Please don't leave!" she requested. "It would be in your best interest to stay here for a little while. Would you have a drink with me, if I bought?" she asked.
"Not to be rude, Lady, but I am not looking for any companionship. Quite the opposite," I explained. "You are an attractive woman. There are plenty of guys around. I am sorry but I have to go."
"Please stay, Matt. I promised I would keep you here for a few minutes," she implored.
I turned to look more closely at the woman next to me. Did I know her? Had we met someplace? What was she talking about?
"You have the advantage on me," I replied. "You seem to know me, but I don't know you, and you are not the sort of woman a man forgets easily."
She looked at me and I thought she was going to break into tears as she told me, "You still have some charm, even with a broken heart."
"Is it that obvious?' I asked. "Or did someone put a sign on my back? Maybe to cover up the stab wound I have between my shoulder blades. Thanks for your concern, but I have to leave now."
I sure didn't need to get all sad, and stuff, with some strange woman in a bar. I was already humiliated enough. I turned to leave. Then, walking through the door was Patti and 'The Big Salami'!
They walked right up to me. I was mad as hell again. I thought I had gained some control, but seeing them together brought it all back. Did they look me up so they could humiliate me? They were in for a surprise if that was their goal. I knew Id rather lose a bar fight and get tossed in jail than put up with any shit from them.
Patti was dressed in a black party dress and looked great. My heart actually hurt as I looked at her. I decided to take the high road and started around her to leave.
"Matt, listen to me. I don't know what happened, but you have made a big mistake!" she cried as she grabbed my arm.
I reached down and removed her hand.
"I sure did. I made a mistake when I fell for you all those years ago. I made a mistake when I believed you were shopping at the mall last night, and not spending time in that hotel with this shithead!" I growled. "I made a mistake when I went to the hotel room you reserved, but forgot to mention to me. But the real mistake I made was not waiting for this fucker to show up so I could kick his goddamn ass. Maybe I'll correct that mistake right now!"
"Oh, shit!" gasped Patti. "You knew I was at the hotel with Sam last night and thought I was waiting for him tonight? You thought Sam and I were,… were having an affair?"
Patti was shaking her head in horror and disbelief. I was getting uncomfortable confronting my wife and her lover in public. I had enough and wanted to get away from Patti and Sam. I turned to leave again when the blonde woman that had been talking to me earlier stepped in front of me.
"Matt, I am Sam's wife, Sandy. Listen to Patti. It is a simple misunderstanding. Sam isn't Patti's lover! I can promise you that!" she guaranteed.
Doubt was beginning to creep into my mind. I didn't know if I should feel good because Patti may not have been cheating, or really bad because I may have been a real ass. My weakening resolve must have shown. Patti moved up to me and put her arm in mine.
"Sandy, Sam, please excuse us for a few minutes. I have to explain to this big jerk what is going on," said Patti as she led me to a dark booth.
She pushed me in and slid in after me. I was whipped emotionally and felt numb.
"Matt, I have never been unfaithful to you. I never will be. I love you with no reservations. Sam and Sandy were helping me set up a surprise birthday party for you. We bought some stuff at the mall to decorate the ballroom and they helped me put it up. That was why I lied to you. That was wrong," admitted Patti. "I realize that now, but I didn't lie because I wanted to have an affair or hurt you in any way. I never thought it would be found out until we surprised you tonight and then you would understand."
I just sat there listening and wishing I could crawl under the table and die!
"I rented the hotel room so we could have a nice romantic evening after the party. I was getting changed when you came in. I didn't want to leave the house dressed up and make you suspicious. Steve was going to bring you to the hotel around eight and we were going to surprise you with a party in the same room we had our reception in when we were married."
I felt small and ashamed. I struggled for words to try to explain the pain and fear I had gone through. How could I face everybody? What must they think of me?
"Patti, I thought all that talk about Sam's big cock had gotten to you. I thought you had decided to find something better than what I had," I admitted.
"Oh, Matt! You can be so smart at times and so dumb other times. Let me ask you something, Matt. Do you like my pussy?" she questioned.
"You know the answer to that. I have never given you any reason to doubt it. I love you, and your pussy," I confessed.
"Let me tell you something, Buster. My pussy is pretty much the same as every pussy up and down the street. You love it, and I know you do. But that is because it is part of me. Your love for me allows you to love something that isn't really all that lovable in most situations," laughed Patti.
She continued, "Women don't marry a man for his cock, or leave a man because of his cock. Your cock is perfect. You are my husband. I don't give a damn about the size of your cock, Matt. I am glad it is as big as it is and I love the way it feels, but that is because of you. A woman wants a man that is intelligent, kind, loving, supportive and hard working. If she finds that, she will be very happy with his cock, believe me."
"Patti, I made a real big mistake. I didn't have enough faith in you. I let you down and made an ass of myself. I don't know what to do or say. I feel like crawling into a hole," I confessed.
"Are you kidding? Matt, you made me proud! You caught me in a lie and you did something about it. You let me, and the whole world, know that I am yours and you are not willing to share, ever!" protested Patti. "I thought you were going to punch Sam for a second. I know better than to lie to you again, Matt!"
"When you left in such a rage, I knew you would probably try to have a drink and cool off so I asked Sam, Sandy and a few others to drive around looking for your car. We were all checking parking lots all over town," Patti explained. "Sandy found your car and called me. Then she called everyone else to tell them that you had been located. Sam was in the area and pulled in the same time I did. If I had realized that you thought he was my lover, I would never have let him come into the place. I have never seen you so upset. You must love me quite a lot, don't you?"
I didn't want anyone to see my tears so I hugged Patti to me and buried my head in her hair. I had played the fool big time! I had also learned how much her love and faithfulness meant to me.



Later, at the party I had to take a lot of kidding. More than a few wise cracks were directed my way. I just kept smiling and hugging my wife. I was a little embarrassed around Patti's parents. I wondered if they felt their daughter had married an asshole. Patti's father got me to the side half way through the night.
"Son, she is my daughter, but she is your wife. You did the right thing today. She already knew you would do anything for her. Shit! She has known that for years. Now she knows you won't tolerate any fucking around, and that is a good thing for a wife to know, too. You made a very clear statement," he chuckled "It won't soon be forgotten."
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I do okay. I'm good at my job, have two great kids in college and a wife that is incredible. I don't mean she is a super model, but she is a great role model. If my girls turn out exactly like her, I will consider myself fortunate. She is my partner, my best friend, my financial advisor, my playmate, and the best lover a man could ever hope for. In short, Susan was too good for me, but I had decided long ago that I would just have to live with that fact.
Some buddies and I have developed a little habit over the years of stopping at a local pub on Wednesdays, after work. We don't all work at the same place so we meet to do some male bonding. That means we drink a few beers, shoot some pool, and solve all the world's problems, and bullshit more than a little. It may not sound like fun to a woman, but we look forward to it! Guys would understand.
The great thing about it is that Susan is fine with it. She doesn't really know why it has become something I look forward to so much, but she allows me the freedom to do it. Like I said, she is a great wife.
Because I get out half an hour earlier than the other guys, I usually get to the pub ahead of them. I am supposed to get the table near the pool table and get some wings ordered. It works pretty well for us.
I had just nicely picked up my draft beer when I noticed a blonde looking my way. I nodded to her and went over to the table I intended to claim. As I walked I tried to remember if I had seen her in the place before. I came to the conclusion that she had to be new because she was the type you would not forget. She was in her early thirties, slim, well dressed, and very attractive.
The place was pretty empty. The after work crowd was half an hour away. I decided to play a practice game so I would be warmed up and ready to win a few of my quarters back from the guys when we played later. I was just ready to break, when the blonde sauntered up to me, her hips swaying with every step, and started a conversion.
"Would you be interested in playing with me?" she asked.
"That sure sounds like fun!" I grinned. "Let me put this pool stick down."
I have always been quick-witted like that. I wondered if she would laugh or be indignant and leave. It really didn't matter much to me.
"That sounds like a great idea!" she whispered in a husky voice as she leaned over the table. "You look like a man that knows how to play real well."
What the hell was this? I know what I am, and what I look like. I am okay, but not the sort of guy a lovely woman 10 or 15 years my junior would chase. I was dressed in my work clothes, so she couldn't think I had money.
"I was just kidding," I stammered. "I am a married man and really am not allowed to play, unless it is with the wife."
"Well, she isn't here, is she?" asked the blonde. "What she doesn't know won't hurt her, will it?"
I had alarms and whistles going off in my head. There was something in the old woodpile, but I wasn't going to play the fool. My wife is a wonderful woman. That said, she would cut off my balls and stuff them down my throat if I ever messed around. You could say I was motivated by fear, but I like to think of it as good sense. I would never be drunk enough, or dumb enough, to fuck up a really great thing!
The smell of rat was everywhere. It caused me to think about the unusual situation I suddenly found myself in. What was she really after? Why me? How could I find out without her knowing I wasn't as stupid as she seemed to think I was? Then I was saved. My cell phone rang.
"Hey, Mitch? This is Don," said the voice on the other end. "I am running about ten minutes late. Practice up so you won't lose all your money, Dude!" he laughed.
"I see. Okay," I answered.
I turned back to the pretty blonde and decided to follow through with my newly hatched plan.
"That was my friend. His wife is in labor and he wants me to drive him to the hospital. Could I have your number, or give you my cell number?" I asked. "I think it would be quite nice to play a game or two with you."
She seemed to hesitate for just a second, than made her mind up.
"Give me your number," she insisted. "I will be calling. Be sure of that. My name is Sandy."
As I wrote my number on a napkin, I gave her my best smile. I handed the napkin to her and she folded it and placed it in her bag.
"I'm Mitch," I told her as I grabbed my jacket and hurried for the door.
I got in my car and drove across the street to a convenience store. I parked so I could watch the bar I had just left. I knew I could well be wasting my time, but I had it to waste. It wasn't three minutes later I saw the blonde come out of the bar.
I knew she was out of place there and really doubted she would hang around. What I didn't know was that she had a tall man with a gray beard with her. They climbed into a SUV and pulled out of the lot. I followed, a couple cars back, just long enough to copy the car's plate number when they stopped for a light. Then I turned around. I was back at the bar before the guys arrived.
As we played pool, I told the guys my story. It was pretty good to have a little mystery to work on for a change. The fellows had a few good ideas. Don was a dispatcher for the state police.
"Give me the plate number and I will see who the car belongs to, Mitch," he offered. "Any guy pussy-whipped enough to turn down a young, hot blonde needs all the help he can get."
That set the tone for the rest of the evening. I was the butt of all sorts of jokes about my fear of Susan and what she would do to me if she ever caught me messing around. I actually enjoyed the kidding because I knew every man there respected Susan and envied our relationship. Men talk a lot, but we are softies deep down and want a woman that keeps us in line. It allows us an excuse to not get involved in something stupid. It is like being a kid and having your folks watching you. It removes certain options that you really don't need.
The next day at work, I received a phone call from Don.
"Mitch, that car is registered to a Derek Baxter. He runs some kind of detective service. He is 56 and married. He lives in Westport, so he must be doing pretty well."
"Thanks, Don," I responded. "I have to wonder why he has an interest in me, though."
Don seemed to hesitate a little before he continued, "His specialty seems to be a thing he calls marriage fidelity checks. I asked a few of the troopers about him. They said he pretty much uses some hot looking women to snare married men into becoming adulterers. When his girls get done with a man, he has become an adulterer, even if he wasn't one before hand. They never actually have sex with the men, but they go far enough to prove, usually to the poor fucker's wife, that the guy will be unfaithful if he is given the opportunity. He always has still pictures and a video as proof for his client."
I was stunned. Did Susan hire someone to set me up? Why? It made no sense. If she wanted to toss my ass out; that's what she would do. Shit! She would probably do it if she even suspected I was unfaithful, and then toss my balls out the back door. It just didn't sound like Susan to waste time and money on some shit detective.
My silence didn't go unnoticed to Don. "The troopers tell me they have been called to domestic disputes a few times because of this asshole. I'd rather have my sister marry a goddamn pimp than this guy. Is there anything else I can find out for you, Buddy?"
"That blonde said her name was Sandy. Could you ask your contacts if they know anything about her, Don?" I asked.
"Sure thing, Mitch," agreed Don. "I should have the dirt on her in the next day or so.
I hung up and gave the situation some thought. Susan simply didn't play games or beat around the bush. She knew me well enough to know all she had to do was ask. I had no secrets from her. I decided the simplest thing was to talk to her.
"I had a blonde hit on me yesterday," I started as we sat down for dinner.
"Really?" laughed Susan. "It must be your charm and good looks!"
"She made it pretty clear that she wanted me to have sex with her," I pressed on. "She was around 30 and very attractive."
"Where the hell was this?" demanded Susan. She was no longer laughing.
"I was waiting for the guys to show up for our pool game. She hit on me within a few minutes of when I walked through the door," I added as I watched Susan for her reaction.
"Exactly what did she say and do? More importantly, what the hell did you do, Mitch?" Susan questioned.
I had my answer. Susan did not know anything about the girl. Her anger was not an act! I explained everything as it happened. Then I told Susan what Don had learned.
"That is low!" she exclaimed. "They actually try to get a guy to cheat by putting a bimbo in front of him and telling him he can have her? That is like leaving a cookie in front of a kid, then slapping him for eating it."
I was glad she saw things that way. Even faithful men can be tempted. No wife in her right mind should put that sort of temptation in front of a man she loved. As Susan and I discussed it, we decided it had to be more of a divorce ploy. It was a damn lousy one, at that.
"I have been trying to figure out who could want to ruin our marriage, Susan. I thought this didn't sound like your style," I conceded. "But these people don't do this shit just for giggles. Someone wants to break us up; or blackmail me. That would be disappointing for them since I have two kids in college."
"That bastard!" cursed Susan. "I bet it was Sam Longo! He has been pretty insistent about getting into my pants lately. He thinks he is god's gift. I wouldn't give the asshole the time of day. He has been telling me everyone cheats, that my husband probably gets some pussy on the side."
"I think I will have a little chat with that fucker," I growled. "He has crossed the line. You should have told me about this!"
"Yeah, and have you get all mad like this and kick the shit out of him and get tossed in jail," agreed Susan. "I knew how you would handle it, Mitch. While that is one of the things I love so dearly about you, I also know it would cause us great harm. We don't need to embarrass the girls or get everyone talking about us. It has to be handled smarter than fists, although that option has its appeal."
"If you have a better idea, tell me about it," I answered. "I am not going to let it pass. You can take that to the bank!"
"I am just about as pissed at that shit-hole detective agency that specializes in ruining marriages. That is not an area where society needs assistance," Susan stated.
That was the beginning of our cloak and dagger adventure. We talked well into the night, planning and scheming. By the time we were finished, we had an exciting, if somewhat unpredictable plan.
The next day I got a call from Sandy. I wasn't surprised and I actually looked forward to implementing our plot.
"Hello, Mitch?" she asked. "This is Sandy. Remember me?"
"Of course I do!" I gushed. "You are the hot blonde with the nice tits from the bar."
If that girl had been any kind of lady, she would have hung up on me then! I never talk to women like that, but I was setting the trap. She could show some class and back out, or she could walk in.
"I guess you do remember me," she laughed. "It sounds like you have given some thought to getting together with me."
"I sure have, Sweet-cheeks," I responded. "Just tell me where and when?"
She gave me a room number of a downtown hotel and I promised to meet her there at 8:00 the next night. Then I called Don to see what information he might have for me. It seemed that Baxter liked to relax with a few drinks in the same hotel where I had the date to meet Sandy. In fact, he used the hotel bar as much, or more, than his office. It was half a block from his business. It occurred to me that they probably had a room rented full time and had cameras set up to record the proof of infidelity. Sandy was actually a lawyer. Word was she made some real big bucks with the 'fidelity service'. She had married for the second time about two years ago.
That night Susan and I refined our plans. Then we went to the same hotel that Baxter used as a base of operations. We rented a room on a different floor from where my date would be and made our plans.
"Say there, Big Boy," smiled Susan after we had finished our survey, "How about I practice my seduction techniques. I'm afraid I'm a little rusty."
We wound up spending the night and having some of the hottest sex I could remember. The excitement and daring of our plan made us both extra horny and it showed. Susan could be tough on me when she felt it was needed, but she always gave me everything in bed, with no reservations. I never, in our entire marriage, felt she didn't love me, or respect me.
We were up early the next morning. We both had called in sick at work. Susan had made appointments at a salon to have her hair, face, and nails done. I picked up a good digital camera and practiced using it. I had always wanted one, but never thought I would get one for the clandestine reason I had.
When I picked up Susan at noon, I was almost speechless. She had her hair cut and styled. Her makeup was perfect.
"Susan, you are an extremely beautiful woman," I managed as the other ladies in the salon giggled. "You look fantastic!"
Susan was beaming as I helped her into the car. Soon my hands were all over her and she complained that someone would see, but she didn't really try to stop me. We went to an expensive boutique and Susan tried on different dresses. When she came out of the dressing room wearing a low cut, short red dress, I knew we had the one we wanted. Her breasts were on display and they looked delicious. No man could ignore her!
We bought the dress and went for a late lunch. As we ate, we discussed our plans.
"Mitch, if this Baxter guy should take the bait, I am going to be pretty daring. Are you sure you can handle it?" she asked. "We have never done anything like this and our marriage means more to me than this half-baked plot for revenge."
"Susan, I will be right there. If I can't take it any more, I will simply put a stop to it, but don't do anything expecting me to cry uncle. I will endure as much as I can. I want to get this prick," I answered.
"Okay, Darling. We are on the same page on this. We won't be mad at each other when it is over. It is something we have to do and we'll do it, right?" asked Susan.
I lifted my drink and smiled as I proposed, "To a lovely, sexy, vindictive, little minx!"
Susan smiled and clicked her glass to mine and we both drank.
We went to the hotel and walked up the stairway, which was off to the side. We felt no one would see us that way. Our room was on the third floor. Susan and I went over our scheme, and then she went into the bathroom and freshened up. When she came out I took her in my arms and tried to kiss her.
"Stop that!" she shrieked. "I just finished getting everything repaired. You will just have to wait."
With that we stood looking into each other's eyes.
I felt a lump in my throat as I gazed at my wife of 22 years. She was still a real head-turner. She smiled, picked up her bag, and went to the door.
"We'll see if anyone else shares your opinion of me," she taunted as she closed the door.
It was around 4:30 and Baxter generally found his way to the hotel bar around then. Susan knew what he looked like and was going to do her best to lure the miserable prick to our room. All I had to do was wait for them and get some incriminating pictures. My job was easy, or so I thought.
As I waited, I imagined Susan flirting with Baxter. I imagined other men looking at her and buying her drinks. I began to doubt the wisdom of sending such a beautiful woman, my wife, into a situation over which I had no control. I must have decided to cancel the entire thing at least a dozen times as I waited in that lonely room. Each time I talked myself into waiting another few minutes.
I was ready to give up and rush down to the bar to rescue Susan when I heard the door rattle! I quickly stepped into the closet and waited.
"Oh Derek," laughed Susan. "I think you deliberately got me to drink too much. Did someone tell you how naughty I get when I drink?"
"Not at all, Susan," replied the bearded snake. "You are just mellow. I like that is a beautiful woman."
"Derek, do you think I am beautiful, or just beautiful for a woman my age?" prodded Susan.
"My dear, you are stunning regardless of your age, which I doubt is all that much," oozed old silky.
He took Susan in his arms and kissed her long and hard. I have to give it to her. She sure gave the impression she was a willing participant. Then he turned her around and slowly unzipped her dress. I almost forgot why I was there as I watched another man undress my wife.
Susan smiled when the zipper was opened all the way, stepped to her left a couple steps, and turned to face Baxter. That was the spot we decided would give the best angle to photograph the seduction. She was thinking! That reminded me to bring the camera into play.
I had done my homework when I purchased the camera. I had made certain it was quiet and could take pictures without using a flash indoors. I also made certain it didn't have some blinking light in front that might catch a person's eye. I had a memory card that would hold well over a hundred pictures, so I started getting some.
Baxter stepped over to Susan and slowly slid her dress from her shoulders. It pooled at her feet. He then reached out and squeezed her incredible tits. I knew how good they felt, but it seemed like they must feel better than ever before, as I watched another man fondled what had been only mine for so long. I realized I was having some difficulty breathing and my cock was rampant.
Then Baxter freed Susan's orbs from their confinement. He pinched and pulled her nipples and she moaned. They looked like they were so hard they would break. Baxter fondled my wife for a few moments before he noticed the bra unhooked from the front. He expertly undid the clasp and allowed the garment to join the dress at Susan's feet.
Susan seemed to slightly regain her composure and began unbuttoning Baxter's shirt. Then she dropped to her knees in front of the lucky bastard and unbuckled his belt. That done, she slowly pulled his zipper down and let his pants fall to the floor. The she smiled as she slid her thumbs in the man's boxers and lowered them.
Being human, Baxter's cock was hard. I had to admit it was a pretty respectable specimen. Why did I feel the need to compare his cock with my own? When Susan got his boxers down, she reached out and touched his erection. It seemed to jerk as she ran her fingers along its length.
"Yes!" hissed Baxter. "Suck my cock, Susan. You know you want to. Suck it!"
As he spoke he pulled Susan's head to his cock. My loving wife opened her mouth and took another man's cock into her mouth! I was taking pictures and trying to straighten my own cock in my pants. It was doubled up and wanted desperately to stand at full attention, hoping it would be called upon, and soon. Part of my mind was urging me to pound the shit out of the guy, but Susan knew what she was doing. I was beginning to think that this was weird revenge!
Susan bobbed her head on Baxter's cock a few times and stood up. Relief rushed through my system. Baxter kicked off his shoes and stepped from his pants. Susan made a point of picking up his pants and shirt and tossing them in the general direction of the closet. My direction. Then she moved over to the bed on her hands and knees. Her thong failed to cover her ass. It looked as near perfect as humanly possible. I was getting some great pictures of my wife!




Then I remembered the plan. I carefully pulled Baxter's pants into the closet and searched his pockets quickly. I found a room key and his cell phone. I quickly made certain the phone was turned off, pocketed it and the key, and ever so carefully replaced the clothing. I returned my attention to Susan and Baxter and realized that being careful was hardly needed. He was pulling Susan's thong down as he ran his other hand over my wife's beautiful derriere. He wouldn't have noticed a train going through the room with that vision before him!
He leaned forward and gently licked Susan's pussy lips! How far was she going to let him go? I kept getting great shots as my anger and arousal both reached new heights. Again I heard Susan moan as he worked his magic with his tongue. Then she swung around and began fondling Baxter's cock again. He had been silent, but he seemed to feel the need to talk when his cock came into play.
"That's it, Susan! Feel the cock that will be filling you soon. Worship my cock. Show me how naughty you can be," he moaned.
Susan smiled at him and pulled on Baxter's erection some more. She was looking at Baxter as she jerked his cock.
"Do you want to slide this big cock into my little pussy, Derek?" she asked. "Do you want to climb on me and drive this cock all the way in?"
As she talked she slid even closer to him. He was standing by the bed and she was sitting with her feet on the floor and Baxter's cock in her hands, pointed directly at her.
Suddenly, with no warning that I could see, cum flew from the end of Baxter's cock and hit Susan in the chin and across her chest. I actually caught her surprised look in a photo! Before she could recover he sent another rope across her chest. By now he had grabbed his cock and stepped closer, emptying himself all over my wife's chest.
"What the hell was that?" bitched Susan. "You could have warned me, you bastard. You're lucky you didn't get any in my hair!"
"I'm sorry!" groaned Baxter as his cock began to shrivel. "It has been quite some time for me. I'll do better next time."
"The hell you will!" snapped Susan. "Get your clothes on and get the fuck out!"
I never saw a man get dressed so fast. He never had time to miss his phone or key as he sprinted for the door. Then he was gone.
I stepped from the closet. I pulled up and snapped a couple more pictures of my wife sitting on the bed with another man's jism dripping off her tits.
"Mitch, I was just getting ready to throw him out when he came. I wanted to leave him high and dry! I really did," explained a worried Susan. "I didn't know a man could cum without any warning! You always groan and shake and I can feel it building up in your cock. Are you angry at me?"
"You get those big tits in the bathroom and wash them off," I ordered. "Then get that damn wet pussy back in here and you'll see how mad I really am!"
As I spoke, I pulled my shirt off and unbuckled my pants. Susan just sat on the bed while I undressed.
"You heard me! Get cleaned up," I repeated. "Why are you still here?"
"I want you to take your pants off so I can see if you are angry," grinned Susan. "There is one sure indicator hidden in there."
As soon as Susan returned to the bed, we had the most incredible sex ever. Susan was as hot as I had ever seen her. My temperature wasn't much lower. We made love like there was no tomorrow. Neither of us lasted very long. The intensity was such that it couldn't last long.
I looked at the clock and calculated we had spent half an hour in bed, though it seemed like seconds, and like years. It was almost 7:00 and I had a date at 8:00! I quickly dressed. I had my laptop set up in the bathroom and plugged my camera into it while Susan tried to put herself back together. I had a small printer set up, so I printed a couple photographs of Susan with Baxter's cock in her mouth. It was a three-quarter angle shot so her face was not seen. I also printed one of Baxter licking Susan's pussy. Again, her face was not even showing, though I was sure I would know her ass anyplace! I slipped them into an envelope and Susan wrote a note telling Baxter to meet her a hotel bar at 8:15. This hotel was across town! She slid the note in with the pictures.
She took it to the desk and asked the girl to be certain that Mr. Baxter received it at the very earliest opportunity. She handed the girl a fifty to cement the deal. While she checked out of our room I carried my laptop and printer to our car. We had paid for the room in cash ahead of time. We had to tip the guy at the desk that night to forgo any need for identification. It was pretty plain to him that 'Mr. & Mrs. Smith' was simply a couple having an illicit affair.
Then we went up to Baxter's room and looked around. It wasn't difficult to find the two cameras hidden in the room. It was actually a suite and the adjoining room was the control center with monitors and controls. I disconnected every device I could find. Then Susan stepped into the closet with my camera and a big smile.
I went down to the lobby and waited, out of sight, behind a big-assed plant. Baxter came in alone and the girl at the desk called him over. He took the envelope and opened it after he had walked over to stand with the wall at his back. Apparently he didn't like what he saw. He shoved the pictures back into the envelope and went over to the desk again. I saw the girl answer a question, and then shake her head to the next question. Baxter stormed off toward the street.
It was only 15 minutes to eight when Sandy entered the hotel. I saw her looking around, probably for Baxter. She pulled her cell phone from her pocket and dialed. Baxter's phone was turned off and in my pocket, so I knew she wouldn't be able to contact him. I walked up to her as she put her cell away and searched the bar.
"Hello, Baby!" I greeted.
Sandy jumped in surprise.
"Let's get up to the room. I can hardly wait!" I told her impatiently.
I could tell she was a bit concerned, but she was a professional. She smiled and offered me her arm.
As I expected, when we entered the room Sandy quickly scanned the room looking for some sign that Baxter was there. I thought I saw a smirk when she noticed the door to the next suite was ajar. She turned to me and gave me her most dazzling smile.
"So, Mitch," she began. "You want to have sex with me in this room, right now?"
I was surprised at how direct she was. Then I realized that by the time a man had made it to the room, the thing was pretty much a done deal. I was nervous, so I had no trouble giving her the impression I was a bit uncomfortable.
Susan and I had decided earlier that if Sandy was willing to go to extremes, she was not trying to determine if I was faithful. It would be more likely her assignment was to prove, beyond a doubt, that I was unfaithful, or at least very eager to become so. My job was to find out which was her goal; to determine my fidelity, or to prove my infidelity. There was more than a subtle difference!
"I'm not so sure, now that you ask, Sandy. I am a married man, you know. I hate to do something to jeopardize that. On the other hand you are a beautiful woman. Maybe you can show me your tits and help me decide," I suggested.
She tried not to show her surprise, but I knew she was. 99 out of a hundred men would have declared their intentions to fuck the shit out of her and she would have had her proof. She was a trooper, though, and wanted her paycheck. I wondered how much she and Baxter were paid for these scams and decided it was a lot.
"Mitch! You can't be serious about not being sure! You came up here to have sex with me, didn't you?" she repeated.
"I just hate to cheat on my wife. She has some pretty good tits and I think if yours are nicer I might consider it. I'm just not certain," I hedged. "Maybe I should just go. Coming here was probably a bad idea."
I knew Sandy felt she didn't have enough on me to prove I was a cheat. I also knew that she had come this far. She realized that if she quit without hitting pay dirt now, she would never have another chance.
"Okay, Mitch, I'll give you a little look, if that is what you need to decide," Sandy relented.
She opened her blouse and I saw a very nice set of tits encased in a frilly bra. It was becoming slightly more difficult to remain cool and concentrate on the task at hand.
"I see you wear nice bras, Sandy, but that is something my wife does, too. I'm not sure I am willing to cheat on my beautiful, faithful, loving wife," I told her. "You seem to have reservations, too. Maybe I should go home to my wife."
I acted like I was going to head for the door. My side was toward the closet Susan has hidden in. I knew if I had any luck with Sandy disrobing, I would have to get her turned more toward the closet.
"No!" Sandy almost yelled. "I'll take off my bra if it means so much to you!"
With that she reached behind her back and released he bra. She held the cups in her hands for a second and then allowed her hands to drop and her breasts were right in front of me. For a slender woman, she had an amazing pair of tits! I just stared.
"So, Mitch, what do you think? Will I do?" she asked. "Do you want to have sex with me?"
"Spin around slowly for me, Sandy. I want to see them from every angle," I ordered.
Sandy gave me weak smile and did a slow turn. Then she stopped, facing me.
"So far, you look about the same as my wife, Sandy. If I am going to do something so heinous as cheating on my wife, I'd better be certain," I stated. "Take off the rest of your clothes."
She looked at me and then she shot a furtive glance toward the camera, that wasn't recording. I nodded my head when her gaze returned to me and she began to undo her skirt. Soon she stood in front of me in a tiny thong. I had to admit she looked great!
"For God's sake, Mitch," she pleaded. "Do you want to fuck me, or not!"
"I am strongly considering it, Sandy. Sit on the edge of the bed and suck my cock. A good slow blowjob always makes me want to fuck," I admitted.
I could tell Sandy didn't know whether to shit or go blind! She had already gone this far and still saw me as a sheep to be sheared. I saw her mull the options over in her mind. She turned her focus back to me and sat on the bed. I walked over and stood in front of her.
"Sandy, if you want to suck my cock, pull it out and suck it. If you don't want to, I'll just go home to my wife," I threatened. "It is entirely up to you."
She reached out and pulled my zipper down! I couldn't believe she was going to blow me, and my wife was going to take pictures! I loved the way the plan was coming together. Then I remembered my cameraperson and turned my body a little so I wouldn't be shielding Sandy with my body. Soon the only sound was the little slurping noises her mouth was making on my cock.
I looked over and saw Susan in the closet giving me the finger with one hand as she photographed me with the other! It was the most erotic thing I had ever done. My cock twitched and my first stream hit the back of Sandy's throat. She pulled her head back from my cock, so I took matters into my own hands. I did my best to spray her better than Susan had gotten it from Baxter. I felt I succeeded nicely. Sandy just pulled back from me, horror in her eyes.
"You know, Sandy, I just don't think it would be worth the risk to have sex with you," I chuckled as I squeezed the last remnants from my dick. "I'm going to have to bail on the offer, but thanks anyway."
I almost felt sorry for her as she jumped up and ran into the bathroom. I zipped my pants up as Susan reached my side. She gave me a very hard fist to my ribs.
"You bastard!" she quietly hissed. "Let's get the hell out of Dodge!"
We laughed all the way down the elevator and across the lobby. As we headed for the parking lot, we saw Baxter exiting a taxi. We had just finished in time!
"Jesus, Mitch, did you have to let that dumb bimbo suck you off?" she chuckled. "I think that was icing on the cake, if you pardon the pun. I am hornier than I ever remember. That was so hot!"
"The pot calls the kettle black! You sure seemed to think it was a good idea when you had old Baxter in your hands, and mouth," I countered.
"I knew you were out for revenge, on me! You are so shallow, Mitch," chided Susan. "I was just pretending in order to trap that dumb prick. I didn't come, but you sure did. I know you didn't fake that orgasm. I would say you owe me one."
Being an honorable man, I paid my debt as soon as we got inside our house. If the truth were known, Susan was well ahead of me by the end of the night.
We had the goods on Baxter and his evil apprentice. Their lives would be hell when their spouses received the information contained in our anonymous 'report'.
"They should be used to that by now," reasoned Susan as we rested together in bed. "They have been on the other end of those situations many times. It will be good for them to walk a mile in someone else's moccasins!"
Then she chuckled as she turned to me and grinned that grin, "I have already come up with a plan to teach that Sam Longo not to fuck with our marriage!"
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I had been scheduled to return home Friday evening, around eight. Dan Wilkins and I had traveled to Boston to pitch our company's products to several major buyers. We were doing quite well, or so it seemed. It would be a few weeks before we received a definitive answer from our clients. Friday morning we were notified at 8 AM that our meeting for the day had been canceled and would not be rescheduled for at least a week. Since we had nothing to keep us in Bean Town, we headed back to Pa.
I had some things that Karen had been harping on me to finish around the house, so I was glad to get home early to work on them. I had ridden with Dan and he dropped me off at my house around 2 PM. I went and changed into some work clothes and gathered up a few tools.
Years ago, we had added a bedroom and master bathroom to our house. That gave each of our two kids their own room. They were out of the house now, but things were tight when they were younger. We tried to save a little money by putting the addition on a three-foot crawl space, rather than a full basement. I had fashioned a trap door in my closet that allowed me to drop into the crawlspace from inside the room. I also had a panel on the wall in the backyard if I needed to enter or exit the crawlspace from the outside. To open the trap door, I had to close the closet door most of the way so the bi-fold doors didn't restrict the opening of the trapdoor.
I gathered everything and dropped down below the bedroom. Three feet is better than a lot of spaces under rooms, but it was still difficult to move very well. I crawled over to the pipes that led to the master bathroom with my wrenches. I noticed that the rat poison I left under the bathroom floor was mostly untouched. I had a red squirrel problem a year ago. I never told Karen, but I bought a pellet gun and spent most of a weekend down there, hoping to drop the little bastards, like a regular Wyatt Earp! It was a machismo thing, and I actually had a lot of fun.
Karen was away at her sister's place that weekend and I must have missed a couple squirrels a few dozen times. I had those pellets bouncing all over. Then I had the idea of putting an empty soda can in a corner and shooting at it. After a few hours and a few hundred shots, I was able to hit the D in the 'Mountain Dew' can at about ten feet. I had become a sharpshooter! I never saw the squirrels after that. I guess a firing range is not the type of place an animal wants to frequent. By the end of the weekend, I had grown bored with the game and had stuffed some cement in their access hole and left poison out for the varmints.
I was under the bathtub, trying to loosen the rusted fittings that held the drain. It had become clogged to the point where water slowly filled the tub when we showered, and no amount of Drano would remedy the situation. I was going to take the bull by the horns and take the drainpipe off and either clear out the obstruction, or replace the pipe.
I have found that it is necessary to first rip the skin off a few knuckles before any serious plumbing can be performed. I had just managed that task when my cursing was interrupted by footsteps. It was way early for Karen to be home, but there was no reason for anyone else to be in my bedroom. I had visions of her running the shower about the time I removed the drainpipe and a small flood washing over me. I crawled back to the trap door to warn her to not use the water in the tub.
As I reached the trapdoor, I heard a man's voice. That seemed really odd and I started getting a bad feeling. I slowly stood up through the door. I had the top half of my body showing in the closet. I had closed the closet door almost completely, so I was not seen.
Karen was undressing quite casually. At least, I thought it was rather casual considering Carson Herzog was standing by the bed! I realized I had to move pretty quickly or my faithful wife would no longer have that title.
"I love getting together with you, Karen," grinned Carson as he peeled his shirt off and unbuckled his pants. "You pussy is so tight and hot. I love fucking it!"
I then realized I was too late to prevent the dastardly deed! It sounded like it was a regular happening. Karen was naked and laughing as she climbed on the bed.
"You better hurry up and put it in this little pussy. We have about an hour. Then I have to clean up and have everything ready when Tim gets home this evening," she cautioned.
"An hour is enough time for me to get you off a few times. I think I'll cum in your married pussy first. Then, if I am feeling up to it, so to speak, I'll give you a load on your pretty face and lips," promised Carson.
I like to think of myself as a reasonable man, but my anger was building fast. I felt flushed and my knees started shaking. That always happens when I become really agitated.
"It sounds like you have it all figured out, Carson," chuckled Karen. "As long as I have time to clean up, use me any way you want. You know I enjoy everything you do to me!"
Old Carson was sitting naked next to Karen, pinching her nipples and kneading her tits as he replied, "I want you to leave my load in your pussy today. Let Timmy clean it up when he gets home, or doesn't he dine at the Y?"
"Tim is a very accomplished pussy eater, actually," chuckled Karen. "I just don't want him to get suspicious. If he knew about us he would go ballistic. Besides, I don't want to hurt him."
"You little slut!" laughed Carson. "Are you that dumb, or do you think I am? If you didn't want to ever hurt him, you wouldn't be naked on this bed with me right now. You don't give a shit about Tim, and neither do I."
"That isn't true, Carson!" Karen protested. "He is a very good husband, father, and provider. I just need a little excitement in my life. I don't want to lose him. I love him."
By this time, Carson was poised over Karen's open cunt with his hard cock.
"Well, I'm not complaining," admitted Carson, "but I think you have a strange way of loving a man. Look at my cock sliding into you and tell me you love Tim."
"Oh! That feels so good, Carson!" cooed Karen. "I do love Tim, agh, but I love your cock, too. I want both."
Carson suddenly stopped and pulled his cock from Karen's hungry cunt. I was beginning to clear my head and my knees had stopped shaking. I had attained a new level of anger, where I was very calm. I wondered if mass murderers felt the same way before they went on a killing spree.
"Promise you'll leave my juices inside you for Tim to clean up, or I won't give you this cock," teased Carson.
"Okay! I'll do it. Tim is so trusting; he'll never know the difference. He'll think he just got me extra wet. Now, fuck me for Christ's sake!" implored Karen.
As Carson plunged into my wife's willing cunt, I dropped down to the crawlspace and made my way to the outside exit. I walked around to the front of the house and saw Carson's SUV parked in the driveway. Karen must have ridden with him since her car was not in the garage or the drive.
I grabbed a hammer and my cordless drill and kneeled down by the back tire. I had a small bit already in the drill, so I drilled a hole into the tire. It hissed for a second, and then popped. It took a matter of a few seconds to flatten all four tires. Just for the hell of it, I drilled the spare tire mounted on the back door. Then I circled the car and smashed every light and window in the goddamn thing. I was beginning to feel a little better.
My neighbor hides a key on his porch and I have permission to enter his house, as I deem necessary. I went in and dialed Carson's number. I knew it because he and his wife were good friends of ours. Karen worked with Carson and we had all become close. I never realized how close, apparently.
I grabbed a towel from a rack by the sink and covered the phone with it. When Dottie answered, I told her I was a neighbor that had seen a guy vandalizing her husband's car, at Tim Stewart's place. Then I hung up and went to the back of my house again and reentered the crawlspace with the hammer and drill.
I didn't want to leave the weapons of mass destruction where they could be found and possibly point a finger at me. I see now, that logic didn't track. Who would be the first suspect? The enrarged, wronged husband! The car was thrashed in my driveway! I crawled over to the ledge where I had kept my pellet gun stashed and removed it from the sealed plastic bag I used to keep it clean and dry.
I heard our phone ring several times, but I knew that Karen was far too preoccupied to answer it. The machine picked up, but I couldn't make out the message being left. It had to be Dottie, though. Her next step would be to drive the few blocks to our house.
As I approached the trapdoor, I could hear all kinds of moans and grunts. I stood up in the closet and surveyed the scene through the opening in the closet door. Carson was slamming Karen doggie-style and they were both getting very close. Then I saw him push as far as he could into Karen and hold her ass still as he emptied his nuts.
I was about ten feet, or so, behind him and I could actually see his balls contract as he filled my wife. Somehow, I knew my aim would be accurate as I raised the gun. Carson was groaning as he pumped his sperm into Karen.
The pellet hit his contracted nut sack with an audible 'whack'! He screamed and lunged forward, reflexively, I guess. Karen's head was banged against the headboard with considerable force. Man! That had to hurt! Still, it would pale in comparison to the pain Carson was feeling. As I pulled the door down over the opening, I saw him jumping around screaming and holding his balls.
I put the gun back quickly, crawled outside, replaced the panel, and strolled across the back yard. I continued until I hit the next street and walked a few blocks to a local pub. I felt I had earned a few beers. How many guys can shoot like that?
As I sipped a cold Yengling, I considered the havoc that was taking place a few short blocks away. It was a little after five when my cell phone rang. It was Dottie.
"This is Dottie. Where are you, Tim?" she asked.
"We are driving through Connecticut, on 84," I lied. "Why do you ask?"
"I am at Wilson Hospital. Carson is undergoing emergency surgery and Karen is in the emergency room," answered Dottie.
"The hell you say!" I blurted. I was actually surprised. "Were they in a car accident?"
"No, it is more complicated than that. I really can't tell you much over the phone. They just want to observe Karen for a few hours to be sure she doesn't go into a coma or something. She has a concussion. I just wanted you to know where she was so you don't panic when you get home."
"Thanks, Dottie. I wouldn't normally panic because Karen wasn't home, though. I appreciate you calling me. I'll stop at the house to get my car and I'll be over to the hospital."
"You will see Carson's car in your driveway. It is all smashed up and the tires are flattened, but I think you can get around it," Dottie revealed.
"Okay. That sounds bad," I told her. "If I have to, I'll just drive Karen's car."
"Her car isn't there, Tim. It is a long story and I don't want to tell it over the phone. This is just a heads-up and I will talk to you when you get here."
I hung up and considered the situation. I had been really upset, but I didn't expect to put them in the hospital! I wondered if the chickens would come home to roost with me on this one. As darkness descended, I walked back home.
There were cars slowing down at my place, and more than a few people walking past the house. They were all rubbernecking at the mess in my driveway. I left the sidewalk and cut through some back yards and entered the house through the back door.
I went into the bedroom to change. It appeared that a riot had taken place. The lamp and table were knocked over. Clothes were flung around there was some blood on the carpet. I realized I must have clipped a bleeder, a vein, in Carson's old ball sack. I grinned as I remembered him dancing around the room, clutching his gonads and screaming. He was fucking my wife, and as far as I was concerned, he was fucking me as well. He was lucky I didn't have a .38 down there. When a man decides to cuckold another man, he had better be prepared to pay the piper.
I arrived at the hospital around 8:30 and went to the emergency room. My arrival was met with great pleasure, and relief, by the goddamn vultures that make out the bills! I spent another 15 minutes filling out forms and showing proof of insurance. Why the fuck is everything written in Spanish? This is the US and we speak English. It passes for English, at least.
I was finally taken in to see Karen. I was surprised at how pale she looked. She gave me a weak smile, then looked down at her hands as she fidgeted with her fingers.
"Are you okay, Karen?" I asked. "Are you in much pain?"
"I have a head-ache, Tim, but they are careful what they give me. They want to be sure my brain doesn't bleed or something. I am feeling better all the time," replied Karen.
"Did you happen to bring any clothes for me?" she asked. "I will be able to go home before too long."
"No, I didn't Karen. Can't you just wear whatever you had on when you came here?" I rather cruelly asked. "Where are those clothes?"
"I...I, I wasn't wearing any clothes. I must have fallen and banged my head in the shower. The last thing I remember was getting ready to step into the tub. Then they were loading me in the ambulance and I didn't have any clothes on," she cried. "It has been very embarrassing."
"I bet it has been," I agreed. "What the hell happened to Carson's car? Why is it in our driveway? Where is yours? How did our bedroom get so messed up? What happened to Carson?"
"I am having difficulty recalling anything, Tim. Please don't ask me any more questions," pleaded Karen. "It hurts my head and makes me nauseous."
"Me, too. Me, too" I agreed as my irritation at her came near the surface. "Why don't you just rest for a while? I'll be waiting to take you home when the doctors say you can leave."
With that, I turned and went looking for Dottie. I found her in the ICU. She gave me a grim smile when I approached her.
"He is doing much better, Tim. They had to remove his left testicle, but he is resting comfortably now. They said if he got through the night with no further complications, he would be moved to a regular room in the morning," whispered Dottie.
"Jesus! He lost a nut!" I blurted. "How did it happen?"
"We have not been able to get any reasonable explanations from Carson, or Karen," responded Dottie. "I received a phone call from a man that said he was a neighbor of yours and that someone was vandalizing Carson's car in your driveway. I tried calling Karen and there was no answer, so I left a quick message and drove over."
"When I got to your place, Carson was in his car. A motorist passing by had stopped and tried to help. The passer-by told me he saw Carson running around the car, naked and screaming. Then Carson jumped into the car and said he was going to drive to the hospital. The guy reached in and took the keys. He was apologetic, but he was afraid Carson was on drugs, or drunk. He knew Carson could not drive the car with all the tires flat," continued Dottie.
"I think he may have cut his scrotum on some of the glass on the seat. He was bleeding from several places on his back and butt," Dottie related. "We called the ambulance with my cell phone. Then I heard the guy that stopped to help Carson curse. I looked up and Karen was staggering around the driveway naked!"
"What the hell was going on?" I asked. "Did Karen say anything?"
"Nothing that made any sense, Tim," replied Karen. "She was holding her head and moaning. I got her to sit down. I felt a big bump on her head. I have been with Carson most of the time since we arrived. Have you talked to Karen?"
I told her how Karen wasn't able to remember much of anything. We went for a coffee and talked some more as waited.
"Carson had some story about how he and Karen went to a sushi bar for lunch and that he thinks they must have been given some bad seafood, or someone put some sort of drug in it," revealed Dottie.
"I've eaten a few things that disagreed with me, but I never lost a nut over it, Dottie," I stated. "Did he say how his car got smashed and how Karen banged her head, all because of sushi?"
"I think it sounds fishy, too. No pun intended," smiled Dottie weakly. "The only reason it is almost believable is I cannot come up with a better explanation. Their behavior was pretty strange. Maybe Carson smashed his car while in some kind of trance or something."
"You might have something there!" I agreed.
I was beginning to worry about my complicity in some serious shit. If Carson took the blame, it would help me dodge any legal ramifications! I had reacted in anger. I didn't regret it, especially if I could get away with it!
"Be sure to mention it to the police, if they ask," I advised. "I don't think there is a law against trashing your own vehicle."
We talked about an hour. Then, around ten, I was notified that they wanted to keep Karen all night for observation. I said good night to Dottie and left. I felt bad for her. She didn't deserve to be in the situation she was in, but neither did I. Well, perhaps a little bit. I did shoot Carson in the left nut.
I couldn't sleep, so I finished fixing the drain and put the tools away. I took my drill, the gun, and the hammer and dropped them into the Delaware River, like the villan in a dime store novel. I hadn't heard anything from the cops, but it seemed like I would. Then I cleaned up our bedroom and changed the linens on the bed. Finally, I readied the bed in the spare room and went to sleep.
I was still sleeping when the phone rang at 9AM. It was Karen.
"Tim? I can come home now," she told me. "Will you pick me up now? Bring some clothes for me, please."
I brought her home and helped her into the bedroom. She was still not walking too well. I got her into her pajamas and into bed. She slept most of the day.
Dottie called around noon and told me Carson was going to be okay. He would be getting discharged in a couple days. I gave it some thought and realized I didn't really give a rat's ass if he recovered, or bought the ranch. He was the worst kind of prick. After I hung up the phone, Karen called me.
"How is Carson? What happened to him?" she asked.
"No one seems to know what the hell happened, Karen," I answered. "Carson is going to recover, but he will be one nut short of a full set from now on."
I watched her to see how this news would go over. She simply closed her eyes and sobbed a little. Then she was asleep. Later that evening, I made some soup and fed it to Karen. Her color was much better and she talked a little more. The thing was; she didn't say anything. Nothing was said about how she and Carson got so fucked up.
"Are you going to come to bed soon, Tim?" she smiled. "I miss having you near me."
I could still see Carson pounding her ass and hear her telling him he could do anything he wanted with her. I knew it was not likely I would sleep in that room, or with Karen, ever again.
"No, I'm going to watch some TV," I told her. "Get some sleep. You will feel better tomorrow.
I turned out the light and went to the spare bedroom and fell asleep. The sun was up and Karen was standing next to my bed when I woke up. She appeared to be pretty well recovered.
"Why did you sleep in here, Tim?" she asked. "I wanted you to sleep with me."
"I think I'll sleep here for a few nights, Karen. You need to get your strength and memory back," I replied. "I don't want to crowd you."
Karen gave me a sad look and walked out of the room. I didn't even have the stomach to look at her, or talk with her. I think she somehow sensed it.



As it turned out, the cops arrived at the conclusion that Carson had lost his mind and trashed his own car. He did nothing to make them believe otherwise. I decided he knew that he would incriminate himself with Karen, and the affair would become obvious if he tried. He felt it was less painful to let people think he had a breakdown, or some shitty sushi!
Karen had no desire to visit the ailing Carson and try to cheer him up, I stopped in a day or so after he came home from the hospital. He was in bed and Dottie walked me in to see him.
"Hello, Carson," I grinned. "You have to hurry up and recover so I can kick your ass at golf."
He looked at me for quite some time. I knew he was trying to read my face to see if I had any part in the hell he had been through. I just looked back at him without so much as a blink of an eye.
"Sure, Tim," he finally spoke. "Whatever you want."
It was obvious that he had lost his swagger and confidence. Losing a nut makes a man nervous, I realized. He becomes more cautious, and with reason.
Karen didn't go to work till Tuesday. I took her in because her car was still there. She never tried to explain to me how it came to be there when she was home. She must have noticed that I didn't bother to ask after that first night in the hospital.
I had been trying to decide if I had overreacted and should try to patch things up with Karen. I had a lot of time and effort invested in her. We had a good marriage, I thought, right up to the day Carson fucked her in our bed. Mistakes happen and many marriages have survived hard times.
We were sitting at the kitchen table after work the next day. I was going through the mail when I saw a letter from the hospital. In a nutshell, it stated that Karen had Gonorrhea, and I should see my doctor and be tested. She should begin treatments immediately. I read it twice and handed the letter to Karen.
I realized I shouldn't be surprised. Carson had made a few statements over the years about his varied tastes in women and his appetite for them. I had thought it was talk back then. Now I realized he was telling the truth. He was a real shit. Then I smiled to myself as I remembered he was a one-nutted shit.
Meanwhile, Karen was digesting the information in the letter. I could almost read her mind. There was a chance that I had picked up the disease and given it to her. Or that I had at least been unfaithful and didn't know if I gave it to her. If I were infected, she would be able to accuse me of giving it to her. The joker in that deck was I had never been even close to being unfaithful. If I were infected, it was from my loving wife.
"Well, it looks like you brought more home from one of your trips than you planned on," she sneered. "No wonder you have been sleeping in the spare bedroom!"
With that outburst, my decision was made. She wanted me to be infected so she could play the blame game. It didn't seem to cross her mind that I may have have been faithful. We all tend to attribute our own character traits and logic to others. If we steal, we believe others will steal. The same goes for cheating.
Saturday morning I tossed my negative test results down on the kitchen table in front of Karen. Her hand was trembling as she read the report. Then I tossed another paper in front of her. It explained that I was seeking a divorce.
For the first time in a long time, Karen demonstrated some normal emotion as she pleaded for me to reconsider. She told me she was a victim of Carson's seductive charm, but she loved me, only me.
My cell phone rang and I answered it. Karen stopped bawling while I spoke. It was Dottie.
"Tim, the other day I got a report from the hospital, about why Tim lost a testicle, and other things. I have been tested positive for Gonorrhea. Do you have it, too?" she asked. "Does Karen?"
I considered for a moment and decided Dottie had a right to know.
"No, Dottie, I don't. Karen does, though. Hell of a thing, isn't it?" I asked as I answered her question.
"Yeah, a real fucking coincidence, Tim!" said Dottie. "I am getting treated for it, and I am removing myself from the cause. I'm divorcing that single-nutted bastard. By the way, Tim, do you happen to own a pellet gun?"
"I have to go pack, Dottie. Good luck," I said as I hung up the phone.
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I had been on a rare business trip and I was eager to get back home and relax. The older I get, the more I appreciate my home, cuddling with the wife, and a couple cold beers. You really can't ask for too much more, can you?
I walked through the doorway and heard nothing. Usually, Jen would have the radio on, or a CD of Enya playing when she was home alone. I went through the living room and into the kitchen. Jen was sitting at the table, crying like a baby.
After 23 years of marriage, I am able to detect certain hints that indicate unhappiness. This was definitely one of them! I quickly realized that whatever the problem was, it wasn't an emergency. Jen handles them very well and only allows tears when there is time to spend on personal emotions.
I grabbed a cold MGD from the refrigerator, pulled out a chair from under the table, and sat down across from Jen. I knew she would tell me the cause of her tears when she was ready. I didn't know it would take so long. Jen just blubbered for another 15 minutes as I sipped my beer and waited.
"Mike, I have done something terrible and I feel like dying!" she finally wailed.
Then the tears started in again. I sat there, not really daring to attempt a guess as to what exactly Jen had done. With my wife, a terrible thing could range from cold-blooded murder to accidentally admitting her true weight. It took another two minutes, but she blew her nose and composed herself.
"I went to Tom and Linda's party last night. Remember we accepted an invitation before you found out you had to leave town on business?" asked Jen. "You said I should make an appearance anyway?"
I nodded my head and waited.
"I guess I had more to drink than I realized. A man there offered to give me a lift home so I wouldn't have an accident or get picked up by the police for driving under the influence," continued Jen. "He walked me to the door and I tried to thank him by shaking his hand. He just took me in his arms and kissed me hard!"
"Jen, I don't think you have to be so upset," I finally spoke. "If you like, I will look him up and straighten him out on that."
"Mike! That isn't the problem. At least it is only the beginning of the mess I am in. He persuaded me to invite him in and the next thing I knew, we were having sex in our bed!" she almost screamed in her agony.
I would have felt better if she had taken the butcher knife and plunged it into my heart! I felt dizzy and weak. I began to perspire and I felt cold. It was if I was suddenly afflicted with some terrible disease or infection, or something. Breathing became difficult. I lowered my head to my hands and tried to regain control. If I had been able to think of a response, I wouldn't have been able to voice it. I don't believe I passed out, but I lost all track of time. Jen's loud crying was the only noise in the room.
I don't know how long I sat there, but eventually I began to regain some semblance of rational thought. I knew I could not control myself to remain civil to Jen, and I had no desire to physically harm her. I stood, grabbed another beer and walked back out the front door. We have a front porch with some wicker furniture on it. I sat down in a chair in the evening shadows and tried to think through my anger. I could faintly hear Jen's sobs from the kitchen.
We had been married 23 years, had two kids in college, and were just beginning to feel comfortable with our lives. In fact, I thought we were happier than we ever had been. Our income was more than adequate. We hadn't had any of those money spats lately, which married people, especially with kids, so often have. I had adjusted to the empty nest easier than Jen, but I thought we were doing great.
To go from being a contented guy to contemplating divorce in a matter of minutes was quite a leap. I knew myself well enough to know I would never have an open marriage, or enjoy any kind of swinging lifestyle. I needed the complete devotion of one woman and I always felt I had it. I had never strayed, or even came close.
We were partners. We owned everything jointly. We were best friends, or at least we had been. I would have laid down my life for Jen and been proud and happy to do it. She was such a large part of what I was, that I couldn't see how I could function without her. I had become dependent on her presence, her wisdom, and her love. Now I was sitting in the twilight weighing if, and how, I should rid myself of her. It was the lowest point of my life.
Finally, I drew a deep breath and went back into the house. Jen had stopped crying. She was probably dehydrated and simply unable to shed any more tears. I sat back down at the table.
Jen slowly raised her eyes to look into mine. It appeared that she was deeply shocked at what she saw. She gave an audible gasp and her hands trembled nervously.
"When you are ready to discuss this, this situation without tears and crying, let me know. We have a great deal we need to determine. I will try to be fair," I stated so coldly and unemotionally I surprised myself.
My lack of emotion wasn't lost on Jen, either. She slowly shook her head as she listened to me.
"Mike!" she sobbed again. "Don't leave me, please. It was a mistake. It won't ever happen again. I promise!"
"I have no reason to trust you or believe anything you tell me, Jen. I thought I could bet my life on you. Shit! I pretty much have bet my life on you. 23 years is a long goddamn time to invest in anything to have it go bust!" I replied.
"We have to decide our course of action from here on, but you have to be rational. I think it would be best if we just avoid each other for awhile," I reasoned. "When you feel you are able to answer my questions and make some decisions, let me know. However, do not think this can drag out indefinitely. It can't. I can't, and won't, live like this very long."
I got up and went to the linen closet and dug out linens for our son's bed. Jen watched in abject misery as I made up the bed.
"Mike, can't you still sleep with me, in our room?' she pleaded. "I need you more than I ever have."
"That's a goddamn shame!" I snapped. "What the hell do you think I am? A fucking wimp? A spineless shit that will sleep in the same bed his wife betrayed him in? Sleep with the unfaithful tramp that betrayed him? I have never been unfaithful, and I'll be goddamned if I'll sleep in a bed, or room, were my wife has made me a fucking cuckold!"
I firmly guided her from the room and locked the door. It was early but I was totally drained. I slept in short spans that night and got up in the morning feeling more exhausted than when I went to bed.
To my surprise, Jen was sitting at the table with a cup of coffee in front of her. I checked the clock and it was 5 AM. I couldn't remember that last time we were both up that early on a Sunday morning. I poured myself a cup and took a seat at the table.
"I want to get this over with, Mike," she announced. "I will tell you everything and you can tell me what comes next."
"Then start talking and don't make me ask a bunch of questions. You know what I need to hear and I expect you to tell me," I answered. "Go ahead and start."
"I started out having fun at the party, but I must have had a few too many drinks and you weren't there to take care of me. This guy flirted with me from the time he found out you weren't coming," admitted Jen. "I enjoyed the attention. As you know, I am 44 years old. It felt good to have a man seem interested in me."
I stood up suddenly and refilled my cup. Jen stopped talking when I moved so abruptly.
"I can see this isn't going to work, Jen. You want to play games and I am in no mood. It is taking every thing I have to control my anger," I warned. "You are not helping at all."
"I thought you wanted to know what happened, Mike," she responded. "I was just…."
"Shut the fuck up!" I snarled. "You are trying to use spin control here. You know what I have to hear, but instead you're just bullshitting me. I am not in the mood. I'll ask the questions and you answer them!"
Jen was shocked. I had never spoken to her like that before. I had always treated her with respect and love. But then, she had always deserved it before. She slowly nodded her head and I started in.
"Who the hell was this cocksucker? You have been remiss in revealing that rather important fact," I told her.
"I really think it would be better if you didn't know, Mike. I know you and you'll do something bad and get into trouble. I think…"
"Then pack your fucking bags and hit the fucking road!" I yelled. "If you were thinking of me you wouldn't have fucked him, would you? If you want to keep things from me, fine. My lawyer will talk to your lawyer and you can carry your lover's name to your grave. Shit, you'll probably move in with the bastard. If that's what you want, then we'll skip this agony. Just pack and go!"
"No, Mike!" cried Jen. "He isn't my lover! I don't want to ever see him again. I'm just afraid you'll kill him or something. I couldn't live with that."
"If you want to decide what you can live with, and what you can keep from me, we are done right now." I declared. "Either you answer every question or get the fuck out. Those are your options."
"It was Wes Stevens!" blurted Jen. "His wife was at a family funeral. He, he slept with me."
I showed no more emotion to Jen. In my mind, I was wondering if I could kick his ass. One thing was certain. I was going to give it my best shot! He was a little taller than me and maybe 10 pounds heavier. I also had about five years on him, but fuck it! It was mine to do, and I had no intentions of shirking that duty. There are a few things in life that are so obvious, so clear to a man, that they need no thought. I had to keep an appointment with Wes Stevens.
"Did you suck his cock, Jen?" I demanded. "How big is his cock, anyway?"
"Mike! Don't talk to me like that!"
"Well, fuck you!" I shot back. "You don't deserve any consideration. Any time you feel you are betraying your lover, you can walk and I will never ask again, but you won't be allowed back through that door without a court order!"
Jen was just beginning to realize the depth of my anger. She had always been able to charm, cajole, or coerce her way with me. As upset as she had been, I don't think she really knew how thin the ice was. She was starting to understand. She slumped a little in resignation and fear.
"He wanted me to suck his cock, but I wouldn't. I wasn't that certain I even wanted to be with him, but he was persistent and I was weak. It is not an excuse, I know. His cock was very similar to yours. I even remember thinking to myself that most men must have about the same equipment," answered Jen.
"Did you use a condom?"
Jen blushed and looked to the floor as she answered, "No."
"Did he come inside you?" I grilled.
"Y…yes, he did," confessed Jen.
"Do you plan on keeping the baby?" I quietly asked.
"Ohh! Mike! I shouldn't get pregnant. I had my period a few days ago," Jen assured me. "I was safe."
"It sounds like you considered it at the time and decided to risk it. Is that accurate?"
"No, it isn't. I thought about it all day yesterday," Jen told me. "That was pure luck."
"Yeah, that was lucky," I repeated sarcastically. "Time will tell how lucky it was."
Jen had been holding up pretty well but was beginning to weaken as my questions cut her to the core. It was extremely difficult for a woman that had always been as moral as Jen to discuss such a sordid subject, especially when she was involved. Tears began tracing paths down her cheeks.
"Did you have an orgasm, Jen? How many times did you do it? Did he come more than once? What positions did you do? Did you make any plans to meet again? Did you think of me at all? Do you want more strange cock now? Should we run an ad in the paper or on the Internet? How much fucking do you want, and need?" I went on without mercy. "Tell me!"
"I didn't have an orgasm. I didn't really enjoy it. He just stuck it in and came, just once. He was terrible. I don't want to ever see him again and I don't want any one but you, ever again! I wish it had never happened." sobbed Jen.
"Why did you confess to me?" I asked more gently. "Why didn't you keep it a secret?"
"I knew I would go crazy with guilt, Mike. The only way I can survive this horrible mistake is to get you to forgive me and love me again. I pray you can!" Jen replied passionately.
"That is the single reason I haven't tossed you out, possibly after using my belt on your ass for ten minutes or so," I told her. "If I had found this out some other way, it would have been far worse. Believe me."
"And I do deserve a beating, Mike. If that would help, I would gladly let you whip me till the skin was gone. I would feel punished and be able to pick up the pieces of our life," confided Jen. "If only it were that simple!"
"You will give two weeks notice tomorrow that you are quitting your job," I stated. "You will make an appointment with your doctor and get checked for disease and pregnancy."
"Mike! I am due for a promotion and a raise this year! I will stay away from Wes. I don't work on the same floor that he works on," Jen reasoned. "I can avoid him."
I sat there looking into Jen's red, swollen eyes as she pleaded her case. I didn't even blink. I had made my decision. She would now have to make hers. As she returned my stare, she reached her decision.
"Okay, I'll submit my resignation and make an appointment with the clinic. I really fucked things up, didn't I, Mike?" asked Jen.
"Give away the bed and we'll remodel the bedroom so I can stand being in the room. I will sleep alone in Tom's room indefinitely. This is not going to be easy for me to forget, or at least forgive, Jen. I feel I have to try. I have too much invested in you to give up. That doesn't mean it will work. I really have been hurt by your actions," I admitted.
"Mike, I'll do anything you want of me to make it up. You are being hard, but I can see it is the only way. Don't give up on me, please. You will be glad you gave me this chance, I promise." Jen managed between sobs.
Jen gave notice at her job the next day. She made an appointment with her doctor for Friday. At night she worked on a resume for finding a new position. She made dinner and pretty much left me to my thoughts. I was having a tough time.
I never had doubts about Jen before. I had always trusted her implicitly and shared all my thoughts with her. Now I felt both alone, and lonely. I missed the little things, the smiles, the quick kisses, the quick feels, and the sharing. I couldn't believe how much Jen's indiscretion had changed my very personality.
I no longer trusted her, which was destroying my feelings for her. It had to be hard for Jen, but I really didn't care about her. I was far too concerned with my own well-being.
My hairline was receding a little, my chest seemed to be headed south and my eyebrows jutted in every direction. Hair had begun to sprout in my ears. I found myself wondering if I could somehow comb it back to meet my hairline. My confidence had taken a severe blow. Did Jen want a younger, more virile man? I had never been an Adonis and Jen was a very attractive woman. Suddenly I was a jealous husband. I was insecure. Jen had taken that trust and contentment I had enjoyed and destroyed it. Now every man was a potential competitor and I didn't feel that I offered very much competition. I was miserable.
It was three weeks later that I bumped into Wes Stevens. I was with a coworker and we had just visited a jobsite, checking on the progress of the crew and to see if anything was needed. We were headed for the car when I saw Wes picking his way through the construction debris. His company sold and installed security systems and he was probably trying to make a commission selling to our project. I never actually found out for sure.
"Hey guys," he yelled to us. "Wait up. I want to talk to you."
We had only met a couple times at a some of Jen's company functions. Men don't remember the husbands of women they want to fuck, but men do remember the men that try to fuck their wives. He didn't place me as Jen's husband. We were just two guys he was trying to network. As he walked around a delivery truck to reach us, I took the opportunity to give my coworker a heads-up.
"Dave, this shithead and I are going to have a go-round. I expect you to stand back and stay the hell out of it, okay?" I demanded more then asked.
Dave gave me a quick look and nodded. I think he could see how deadly serious I was.
"Would you two be the ones I should talk to about security needs here?" asked Wes.
"I'm the one you should talk to about taking advantage of Jen, asshole," I answered. He looked bigger than I remembered.
"Jen?" repeated this Wes. "I'm here on business, Buddy. We can discuss trim latter."
I have always heard that the first punch is a huge advantage. I hate to think how things would have turned out if I hadn't landed the first shot to his jaw. He staggered back and shook his head. Then he came back at me cursing and swinging. I'd like to say I gave him a proper beating, but I didn't.
Five minutes later we were both bleeding and gasping for a breath. Word had spread and we had a dozen guys from the construction crew standing in a circle with Wes and me in the middle. He was ahead on points, I knew. I was taking a lot of shots to the head and chest. The difference was my three weeks of pent up rage. I wouldn't go down and I wouldn't quit. I don't know if I finally put him down or if he fell from exhaustion, but he was down and I was standing, barely.
Dave helped me into the car and drove me to the emergency room. My nose had been broken and I needed to have a few stitches in my cheek and over my left eye. They gave me a prescription for the pain. Then Dave dropped me off at my house.
"Go to bed and get some sleep, Mike," he suggested. "I'll tell them at work you weren't feeling good. That was one hell of a fight!. I won't ask what it was about."
"Thanks, Dave. Thanks for everything. I'll be better by Monday," I assured him.
"Your head will be swelled up like a fucking basketball on Monday," laughed Dave. "I got into a fracas like that in college. It took well over a week for the swelling to go down. I was the winner, too."
I didn't want Jen to see me so I tried to sneak into the house and slip into my room undetected. Like everything else that I tried lately, it didn't work. I was a little unsteady and banged into the coffee table as I tried to tiptoe through the living room. Jen heard me and came in from the laundry room. She gasped when she saw me.
"Oh, Mike!" she cried. "What happened? Oh my God, you were in a fight, weren't you? I can guess who you were fighting with! Lie down and let me get some ice."
I didn't have the strength to argue and I knew some ice would be a good idea. I could feel my eye swelling shut. I sat down and closed my eyes. I was beginning to hurt in places I didn't know I had been hit.
Jen put some wet cloths and some ice bags on my lumps, of which there were plenty. Then I felt water dripping on my forehead, so I opened my good eye to see what she was doing. There were tears streaming from Jen's eyes and landing on me.
"Oh, Mike! What have I done to you?" sniffled Jen as she gently wiped my face and applied the ice. "You never had any problems like this before. It's my fault that you are all cut and swollen. It looks like your nose is broken! I am so sorry, Mike!"

It sounds strange, but I felt better on the inside than I had since Jen told me about her and Wes. It was the closure, however brutal and barbaric, that I had needed. I felt more like a man and less like a cuckold wimp. I reached out and squeezed Jen's hand in mine.



"I had it to do, Jen. You knew that. It was why you didn't want to tell me his name. I wish you had lied to me and said it was George Couse, though," I grinned, or at least I tried.
"Mike, he's seventy years old if he's a day. I would have been guilty of murder if you killed him," Jen chuckled through her tears. "He probably would have died in our bed."
"Well, he would have checked out happy," I replied. "Could I sleep in our room tonight?" I asked. "I don't think I want to be alone any longer."
"Mike!" Jen wailed and the tears started again. 'I don't either!"
That was the start of the healing, odd as it sounds. I heard later that Wes claimed to his bosses that he fell down a hole at the construction site and smacked his face into a backhoe on the way down. Apparently, he didn't want to try to explain to his wife why I had been so enraged at him; so he kept to his story. His face was swollen for a few weeks, too. I actually resembled a raccoon. I went from purple, to a blue, to a yellow and finally three weeks later, I looked normal.
Jen was great and nursed me for the first few days. I went back to work on Wednesday and took a lot of ribbing. I didn't mind. Jen started a new job the following week and she actually liked it better than the one she quit. It was less pay, but the chance for advancement was better. If I knew Jen, she would climb up that ladder.
We were sleeping together, but we weren't having sex. I just couldn't get over my insecurities about Jen's feelings toward me. I had lingering doubts about her love for me and about my ability to be the man she needed and wanted. Jen didn't press me and seemed willing to wait. She was finally beginning to realize how deeply I had been hurt, and the trouble I was having coming to grips with her feelings toward me, and my faith in myself.
It was almost two months later that we were invited to another party. It was a Saturday pool party at a neighbor's. I had to go in to work for a few hours, so I told Jen I would meet her there.
"No way, Jose!" declared Jen. "I will never go to a party without you, Mike. I learned my lesson, believe me."
"I do believe you, Jen. We both need to get past that incident and live like we are two people that know and trust each other," I replied. "If you haven't learned from your mistake, then I should get rid of you. If I can't learn to trust you, then we really have no marriage to lose. I'll only be a couple hours late. You will represent us until I get there and that is final."
I knew she was a bit nervous about going, but you have to climb back on that horse that threw you, or so I had been told all my life. I think Jen was glad that I was trying to move forward with our relationship and complete the healing.
The party had been going a couple hours when I arrived. I didn't see Jen any place by the pool. I went into the house to look. I smiled and chatted with neighbors and friends as I casually searched the house. Finally, I decided to look downstairs in the bathroom and game room in the basement. As I was coming around the corner at the bottom of the stairway, I heard voices and stopped.
"What do you say to a little kiss, Jen?" asked a man. I recognized the voice of Bill Harding. He was another of the neighborhood womanizers. I never realized there were so many guys like that.
"Not a chance, Bill," responded Jen. "I'll save my kisses for Mike."
"Mike isn't here, Jen. Last time you made a party without him, you were pretty friendly to Wes, remember?" prodded the prick. "I was hoping you and I could be as friendly."
"You pompous, presumptuous shit!" growled Jen. "Your sorry ass couldn't stand the beating Mike would lay on you if he heard you talk to me like this. Get the fuck out of my way!"
Bill stepped in front of Jen and blocked her path. As he grabbed her arms, I hurried around the corner. Jen was being held by Bill, but looking at me. She had no way of knowing, what, if anything, I had heard.
As Jen recognized me and realized how the situation might appear, she gasped and almost feinted. Bill turned to see what had caused the reaction in Jen. Before I could reach him, he sprinted into the bathroom and locked the door.
"Mike, I didn't.., I wasn't, I just came down to use the bathroom," whimpered Jen. Her fear was tangible.
It began to dawn on me that Jen had been suffering as much, or possibly more, than I had been. I had the release of mixing it up with Wes. I had the luxury of being the wronged party. Jen was the transgressor and had no escape from it, unless I allowed it. She needed me to love her, not to blame her. She had made a horrible mistake, but where do we go from this point? Either I loved her, or I did not. If I did not, I owed it to her and myself to remove her from my life. I knew that was not what I wanted. I had been hurt, but the hurt paled in comparison to my need and love for the woman that had given birth to my children and made my life complete.
I grabbed Jen much like Bill had just done. She looked at me with moist eyes, afraid of my reaction. I pressed my lips to hers and kissed her hard. Her arms went around my neck and she clung to me as we kissed. I could feel her tears on my cheeks and it occurred to me that she had done enough crying over the past few months.
I broke our kiss and whispered into Jen's ear, "Let's go home for an hour or so. I need to make love to you."
"That's what I've been hoping for, Mike!" smiled Jen through her tears. "I am your girl, any way, any time you want me. I just hope it's often and forever!"
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I had just arrived home after five days on a business trip to Vegas. I walked through the front door around 9 AM. I knew that Debbie, my wife, would have left for work an hour prior to my arrival. I went to the kitchen and rummaged around in the refrigerator, found a cold slice of pizza and washed it down with a Pepsi. It always amazed Debbie that I could eat, and enjoy, cold pizza, even in the morning.
As I walked through the living room, I saw a sheet of red construction paper taped to the television. We always used the bright paper for notes, to be certain any messages we left would be found. I pulled the paper off the TV and read it. It was from Debbie and simply told me to watch the video already in the VCR.
I sat down on the couch and clicked on the TV and then hit 'play' on the VCR. Debbie had never done this before and I was curious. I had a faint hope she was going to model some skimpy lingerie or something. Whenever I had suggested taping anything even remotely risqué before, she would turn me down flat.
The picture finally materialized and there was Debbie, fully clothed. She was sitting on the very sofa my ass was occupying at the moment. She had several letters and papers in front of her on the coffee table.
"I happened to open the MasterCard bill and I found some interesting expenses," she began. "There are several charges from an expensive hotel, and the dates fall into the same time frame as when I went up to Mom's to help take care of Dad for ten days. There are also several rather expensive meals charged to your account, at restaurants you have never taken me, Dan."
Where the hell was she going with this? Debbie never looked at our accounts. She wasn't good with numbers. The checkbook and credit card accounts were my domain. Now she was trying to decipher them?
"I took the liberty of calling your office, Dan," continued Debbie. "I asked for that little slut, Barb. Surprise! Surprise! She has been out for a few days and the girl on the phone had no idea why! I know it is just a coincidence, my loving husband. That little whore has been after you for years, you had to go to Las Vegas on business, and she has not been to work all week."
I was starting to see where Debbie was headed with her somewhat flawed logic. We had been married 19 years and had two daughters in high school. Debbie had mentioned in the past that she didn't like Barb, but this was the first time she resorted to such unpleasant expressions. It seemed that Debbie was a tad upset.
"When you get home, you'll have some 'splainin' to do, as Ricky always told Lucy. I suggest you assemble reasons for your actions, and have proof of those reasons; as well as proof that damn tramp wasn't in Vegas this week. Have them ready when I get home this evening, or your ass is grass!" warned Debbie. "Have a nice day, Darling!"
The picture went fuzzy so I began considering my options. Debbie seemed pretty serious. I was mentally forming my response when the screen lit back up and Debbie was speaking again. She was now taping from our downstairs bathroom.
"I almost forgot to warn you, Dan. Do not eat the slice of pizza in the refrigerator," Debbie smirked and smiled a really evil smile. "It seems I dropped it into the toilet by accident, Darling."
She was wearing rubber gloves and dunking the slice of pizza in the toilet bowl like a goddamn doughnut in a cup of coffee! I began to get a little queasy. Then she wrapped the shit pizza in plastic wrap.
"I hate to waste this food, so I will just save it and give it to the squirrels in the park in a few days," chuckled Debbie. "I'll just put it in the refrigerator until then."
I sprinted to the bathroom and leaned over the bowl. Nothing happened! My mind was grossed out, but my stomach was well along in digesting the pizza and sending it on. When I realized I wasn't going to be bringing the pizza back up for another vote, I spun around, dropped my pants, and tried to take a dump. I thought I might as well hasten its journey back to the very bowl from whence it came!
An hour and a half later, I had assembled all my proof and had decided to tape it, just as my accuser had done. I placed the camera on the tripod and began recording.
"If you had opened the rest of my mail, you would have seen a letter from the company bookkeeper stating that I was being reimbursed to the tune of $968.72 for charges I placed on my credit card in the line of duty, so to speak. The company brought in some possible buyers for our new line and I wined and dined them. I also reserved rooms for them while they were in town. I don't have a company credit card, so the boss assured me he would see that I was reimbursed, which he did do. I did not sleep, or even have sex, with any of the three guys that I was schmoozing. I mentioned them to you briefly on the phone at the time. You were understandably too concerned about your dad to pay much attention to what I was telling you. I do have a picture of them at the office, if it is required," I told the camera. "Barb wasn't in this week because she had a miscarriage Sunday. The secretary was asked to not give out personal information.
This was a great way to communicate! There were no interruptions or arguments. I decided Debbie might have stumbled on something with the camera thing! Then I pulled out my ace-in-the-hole! I removed two airline tickets from my shirt pocket and held them up to the camera. I hoped they would be clear enough to read.
"These are tickets for two to Hawaii for next month. By some strange coincidence, our 20th anniversary falls just two days after we were scheduled to depart. However, you seem to have no faith in me. I have the definite impression you wouldn't ride with me to the goddamn morgue, let alone spend ten days on Maui with me. I guess we won't need them," I reasoned.
I swung around to the coffee table to pick up a pair of scissors I had placed there. As I did that, I switched the valid tickets with some old ones I had hidden in my pocket. I turned to the camera and made a big production of cutting the tickets into little pieces, as I smiled at the lens.
"I'm going out to the driving range to hit a few balls. Then I am going to stop in at O'Malley's and have a few beers and some SANITARY food," I emphasized. "I may be home late. You'll have time to tape an apology for me."
I had just been shown a table when Debbie strode across the floor. She was wearing a short black dress and looked fantastic. I stood as she approached the table.
"Do you have room for me, or are you angry?" she asked.
"I am a trifle pissed, but I can see from the way you are dressed, I won't be able to keep my mad very long," I smiled. "Would you care to join me for dinner?"
Debbie leaned to me and I gave her a quick kiss. To my surprise, she stayed glued to me and gave me a rather long, passionate kiss. She was not one to normally show too much affection in public.
"That will serve as my apology, at least until I get you home," she laughed. "I am so excited about Hawaii, Dan! You are the best husband ever!"
"Perhaps you weren't paying attention, Debbie. I cut those tickets to pieces," I corrected her. "You had me so livid, I had to do something for revenge."
"Yes, and tossed the pieces in the garbage," Debbie grinned. "You had better be careful about identity theft, Dan. I dug those pieces from the trash and saw they were some old tickets you had. You know I can always tell when you are trying to play a trick on me."
"Well, I may still have the valid ones," I admitted. "Why would I take a woman that doesn't trust me and is trying to give me some horrible disease, like dysentery, or even diarrhea? "
Debbie broke into laughter as she responded, "Dysentery or diarrhea? I don't think you can get the former without the latter, Dan."
"Whatever! Your revenge was pretty cruel," I shot back. "I could catch something and you know it!"
"Dan, you are so naïve. I didn't keep that slice of pizza. If you had looked in the trash you would have found it. If I really thought you were having an affair, I would have done something far worse than that! I just had a few questions I felt should be cleared up before I reached the point of no return."
"What the hell could be worse than poisoning me, Debbie," I asked.
"I have heard where some women make videos of some man making love to them just to get revenge on a cheating husband. Then they send it to the husband to watch. Some men would think that was a lot worse," suggested Debbie.
I didn't say a word for a minute. I had read stories about things like that. They always went the same way.
"Would the guy's cock be bigger than mine?" I questioned.
"Absolutely!" Debbie responded.
. "Would he be black?"
"Of course," Debbie assured me.
"Any chance he'd knock you up?"
"I'd say just about 100%," agreed Debbie
"Would I be expected to support him, give him my room, bed, and wife? Would you humiliate me in front of our family, friends and neighbors?" I asked.
"That goes without saying, Dan," answered my wife.
I nodded my head a few times and appeared to be thinking.
"Well that gives me some ideas of what I will have to do if I catch you being less than faithful," I suggested. "You would not be allowed to wear underwear ever again."
"Would you make me service your cock all the time? Suck you off on command?"
"Definitely," I admitted.
"Would you make me dress provocatively and be a hostess for any card games you had with your friends?"
"You can rest assured I would."
"Would I wind up naked and on display by the end of the evening?" Debbie wondered.
"Every time," I acknowledged.
"Would you run out of money and bet my ass against the $20 your best friend had in the pot?"
"You know I would!" I replied.
"Might you draw three cards and throw away three aces?" grinned Debbie.
"You seem to have the idea!" I laughed.
"I think we need to hurry and eat so I can get you into bed, Dan," confessed Debbie. "You have made me all wet and horny!"
"You are such a nasty wife! I may have to spank you when we get home," I allowed.
"Now I want to skip dinner and rush home!" blurted Debbie.
"All I've had to eat today was one slice of pizza, which I spent five minutes trying to upchuck. I'm eating now so I'll have the strength to top you off properly," I declared.
We placed our orders and Debbie excused herself to use the ladies room. I sipped my beer and mused over how I had lucked out when Debbie agreed to marry me. She was still an extremely attractive woman with a great face and figure. But it was her personality and sense of humor that I had come to regard as her best feature. She not only loved to play jokes on me; she was a great sport on the rare occasions I put one over on her. She was almost always pleasant and positive. Our daughters had either inherited or acquired that from her. They were both popular, responsible, young beauties that made me proud as hell.
Debbie interrupted my thoughts when she returned to the table. I assisted her into her seat. As she sat down, she slipped something into my hand. I looked at it for a minute before I realized it was a black thong! I slid it into my pocket and took my seat.
"Is that your underwear, or did you get lucky in the ladies room?" I asked.
"Why, is there still some goo on my face?" grinned Debbie.
"Not yet, but there will be," I promised. "I spent the entire day thinking you had fed me a mushroom and shit pizza. You'll pay dearly for that nasty trick. Just wait."
We had a nice meal and a great time as we made jokes ripe with sexual innuendos. The verbal sparring was making us both quite randy and I couldn't wait to get Debbie home. We were finishing our cherry cobbler when a man approached our table.
I recognized him as a coworker of Debbie's. He was a tall, tanned, athletic looking man, about my age. Boy, I hate guys that look that good! I never said too much to Debbie about it, but it was my opinion he was a bit of a skirt chaser. It was just a feeling I had. He was always very neat, with every hair in place, manicured, and well dressed. Unless he was gay, which I really doubted; he was way too concerned about his appearance. Most guys just don't give it that much effort.
"Debbie!" he oozed. "What a coincidence! I have Henderson and Bennett here. I am trying to explain the benefits of buying our software. They are asking some pretty good questions and I was wondering if you could come over and just help explain a few things to them? It would only be a few minutes."
"Well, I hadn't planned on it, Barry," Debbie hesitated. "I'm sure you can explain everything as well as I could. Probably better than I could."
"Not so, Debbie, and you know it," the prick replied. "Your feminine charms would help convince them to use our products. They were the ones to first notice you and remarked to me what an attractive woman you were. I had to agree and told them you were one of our top employees. Now they really want to meet you. Your husband can let you go for a few minutes, can't he?"
Now the bastard was looking at me as he spoke. I had the feeling he was trying to make me the bad guy. That was fine with me. I had a nice evening planned with a beautiful woman that happened to be my wife. I had no qualms about pissing off some dickhead. Then Debbie looked at me.
"I probably should be polite and say hello to them, Dan," Debbie relented. "Why don't you have a drink at the bar and I'll join you in a few minutes?"
"If that is what you want, Debbie," I agreed. "I'll give you a few minutes."
"Thanks, Dan. I'll only take a couple and then we'll go home," she smiled.
Isn't it amazing how fast things can change? One minute I am on top of the world, looking forward to some hot sex with my lovely wife. The next minute I am sitting two stools down from a guy sleeping with his head on the bar and next to a chain smoking schizophrenic. He was having one hell of a conversation, and even arguing at times, all with himself. I nursed a beer to completion and ordered another. Debbie and her three male companions were laughing it up and having a great time. I began feeling neglected and started to sulk, as only adult men can do.
Fully half an hour, and two beers after Debbie had promised me she would only be a few minutes, I was totally pissed. I wanted to go over to her table and drag her away from those goddamn vultures. Common sense prevented that, however. I would never get laid again if I embarrassed her in front of her clients and a colleague.
I got up and went to the men's room. I thought if Debbie saw me, she might remember that I was waiting for her. I crossed in front of the table where she was sitting with the three men. On the way back to the bar, I had to walk around an empty table. That meant I was facing Debbie for a few steps. I almost choked when I saw that her legs were spread slightly and her bare pussy was looking at me from under the table. She was so busy chatting it up with her admirers she never even noticed me. I wondered how many guys coming back from the bathroom were given that shot?
It did occur to me that Debbie didn't seem overly concerned about embarrassing me. She had left me alone so she could be the entertainment for a few damn lechers. Then I remembered that Debbie had driven her own car to the restaurant to meet me. I didn't have to sit there and get drunk, inhale smoke, and listen to a one-man debate. I left a tip for the bartender and walked out the side door. I doubted Debbie would even know I was gone.
I drove home and undressed for bed. I found Debbie's thong in my pocket and that caused me some concern. It wasn't much of a line of defense, but it was something, and she didn't have it on. She was with three men and had a bare pussy.
I decided to put on some sweats and watch TV. My daughters came in from their girlfriend's place next door at 11 PM. They asked about their mother. I explained she was with some clients. By this time, I was wondering why she was staying out so long. I was both pissed and worried.
I heard a car pull up around midnight and looked out the window. I saw Debbie climbing out of a strange car laughing as if she hadn't a care in the world. She waved as the car sped off.
I was sitting in front of the TV when Debbie came into the room. She stood in the doorway with that 'I'll stare until you admit my presence pose' that women have. I ignored her. I didn't know what to say, but I knew it would be the wrong thing, no matter what it was.
"You couldn't wait a couple minutes for me to try to help make a sale for my company?" Debbie asked in her most sarcastic tone.
"I waited over half an hour, Debbie. You said a few minutes, but it was obviously much longer," I responded. "It's almost midnight."
"Well, you abandoned me, Dan. After the clients left, Barry offered to give me a lift since my loving husband had actually gone home without me. He suggested we stop at The Rusty Nail for a drink and I accepted the offer. He is quite handsome and attentive, don't you think, Dan?" goaded Debbie. "He knows how to treat a woman, especially one with no panties!"
I had heard enough. It was one thing to be ignored and quite another to be insulted and humiliated. I jumped up and strode over to Debbie and put my face in hers. She realized I was angry and pulled back from me.
"Did you tell your asshole boyfriend to pick you up in the morning, Debbie?" I demanded. "I sure as hell don't know how to treat a woman, especially one that is so enamored with some pretty boy prick, that she forgets her own goddamn car!"
Realization flooded across Debbie's face but I knew she would never admit how stupid it was. She would make up a bullshit story rather than just acknowledge she did a dumb thing. I had no patience for it.
"I am so glad you finally found a man that knows how to treat you the way you should be treated," I repeated sarcastically. "It is so good to hear he appreciated your pussy, too. That was one more broken promise for me, and good luck for him. I hope you two had a great time."
I pulled the tickets and hotel reservations for Hawaii from my pocket and threw them at her.
"Take Lover-boy to Hawaii, compliments of a rude, ignorant, selfish, goddamn fool," I almost broke down as I spoke. "Just don't make any tapes for me! I don't even want a fucking postcard!"
I grabbed my jacket and keys and stomped out the door before Debbie could respond. I had no stomach for anything she had to say. I just started walking. I was about a mile out when I decided to just walk to the restaurant and get Debbie's car. I always kept a spare key for her car on my ring, so I just kept walking. There was very little traffic and the walking helped me think. I didn't really cool off till I had covered a couple miles. I began to realize the restaurant was farther than I had allowed. It took me almost two hours to reach the parking lot. It was almost 2:30 by the time I got home.
I parked the car and went into the dark house. I didn't have the energy or desire to spar with Debbie, so I just laid down on the sofa. I didn't sleep too well. I kept thinking about Debbie with that fucker Barry. I hated to admit it, even to myself, but I was worried about what she did with him all the time she was gone. I've always found the things I don't know worry me much more than the things I do know.
I was up at the crack of dawn and showered in the girl's bathroom before they were even awake. I was long gone before Debbie or my daughters were out of bed. I just didn't want to listen to any more of Debbie's taunts. Barry was a good-looking guy and he was suave. No one ever accused me of being either of those things. Maybe Debbie wanted someone a little better than me. I always wondered what she saw in me and I was becoming somewhat insecure after her comments about Barry.



It was almost 10 AM when Debbie marched through my open office door as I was sitting at my desk. She closed and locked it behind her. I was struck by how beautiful my wife was. Even when I was annoyed at her, she took my breath away.
"Dan, I am here to apologize to you for last night," she began. "I was totally wrong to abandon you after such a wonderful meal and conversation."
"Okay, Debbie," I answered. "I don't think we should discuss it right now, though."
"Yes! We should," she replied. "I feel terrible and want to make it up to you. When I saw you had left last night, I decided to stay and chat up those clients as long as possible. I thought you would come to your senses and come back and get me. I honestly forgot I drove my car to the restaurant. Barry just gave me a ride home, Dan. He didn't see my pussy or anything. That belongs to you!"
"Okay, Debbie," I said soothingly. "Let's not say any more about it now."
"Dan, I came here to make it up to you. I have been kind of bitchy lately, and you haven't done anything to deserve it," she insisted. "Remember our conversation last night at dinner? You can punish me any way you want, right now!"
With that, she unbuttoned her long coat, slid it off her shoulders and tossed it on the desk. She was naked except for a pair of high heels and a pearl necklace!
I was totally stunned! I simply stared at Debbie's beautiful body for a full 30 seconds. Then I began to see possibilities in the situation. She always got the better of me with her practical jokes. Perhaps this was my turn! I picked up her coat and rolled it up and dropped it into the bottom desk drawer.
"I know you caught a peek of my little pussy last night when you came out of the bathroom, Dan. That was no accident. I did that on purpose. I was trying to play with you, but I guess I was too good an actor," she smiled. "I was ready to ravage you last night when I got home. I was just trying to tease you about Barry a little. I thought it would get you all hot, like our conversation at dinner."
"When you threw the tickets at me and left, I knew I had gone too far and hurt your feelings. That wasn't my intention, Dan," insisted Debbie. "I am here to make it up."
"You know how I will treat you for being so bad, don't you?" I asked.
"I do. You told me last night," Debbie grinned as she answered. " I am just your little slut, Dan. You can do with me as you please."
"I could have you entertain some of my clients, couldn't I?" I asked. "You know it would be different than the way you entertained your clients last night."
"Yes, Dan. You would probably have me strip and show them my tits and pussy, wouldn't you?" she tried to look innocent as she spoke.
"What else would I have you do?" I urged.
"You would probably have me suck their cocks and swallow their cum. You would tell them that they could take turns with me after they signed their contracts. They would use all my holes for their pleasure while you looked over the signed contracts," Debbie continued.
"Anything else?" I asked.
"You would promise them that they could have me when ever they desired, and you would even send me to spend weekends with them, if they wanted. Then you would bend me over your desk and plunge your big cock into my pussy while you spanked my ass hard, for being such a bad wife," finished Debbie.
My cock was throbbing as I imagined the things Debbie described. I had a tremendous desire to stand up, bend her over my desk and fuck her like she had just suggested. I knew I wouldn't do that, not in the office, not then.
"You have quite an imagination, Debbie," I chuckled. "I'd have to be a real sick bastard to make my wife do something like that, though. I was thinking more along the lines of you sitting in on a meeting and taking notes for me while you were totally naked. Would that be asking too much, Debbie?"
Debbie was leaning over my desk, shaking her tits at me while I was talking. She had always loved teasing me.
"Absolutely not, Dan! I am yours to use and enjoy," she laughed. "I just think you could come up with something more daring and erotic!"
"I really think that will be daring enough, Debbie," I deadpanned. "Turn around so I can see your sweet little ass now."
Debbie gave her tits another shake and then began to pirouette for me. That was when she saw my three clients standing by my copier, watching her! I jumped out of my chair and came around the desk as Debbie gasped. Her hands flew to her chest and pussy in an attempt to cover herself. Her entire body glowed a bright red!
I placed my hand on her back and began the introductions.
"Debbie, this is Jim, Steve, and Jared. Gentlemen, may I introduce my wife, Debbie," I stated quite formally.
Jim was probably in his mid sixties and his eyes glowed as he looked at Debbie. He extended his hand. Debbie looked at me nervously and I nodded back at her. She slowly put her hand in his. Rather than shake her hand, he raised it to his lips and kissed it gently.
Steve was not yet thirty and quite an attractive young man. He smiled and imitated Jim's kissing of Debbie's hand. Debbie still kept her remaining hand covering her pussy as Jared stepped forward to encase Debbie's hand in his. He was a tall, middle-aged black man. He too, raised Debbie's hand to his lips.
"As you heard, gentlemen, my wife Debbie has agreed to take notes for me. May I suggest we get the negotiations under way?" I said. I gave the three men a wink Debbie couldn't detect.
I could see Debbie looking around for her coat and I laughed inside. I picked up a pad and pen and handed them to Debbie as I spoke.
"Debbie, sit here by my desk and pay close attention. Jot down anything that sounds like it may be important. She moved as if she were in a daze as she sat down and took up the pen.
I brought out the contracts and read them over with the three men. They really seemed to try to pretend that Debbie wasn't sitting in front of them naked. They were smiling like the cat that got the cream! In truth, they had just finished signing everything before Debbie had barged into my office.
They were all pretty clever men and I had spent a few evenings dining with them. They had heard a few of my stories about the jokes Debbie had played on me in the past. They had even asked me to bring her to dinner so they could meet her, but that was when Debbie was helping with her dad and not available. I knew they had heard enough from Debbie this morning to know she and I had some sort of game going. I was hoping they would play along.
We bullshitted about the agreement for half an hour or so. Debbie was trying to be serious and actually take notes. She had crossed her legs so her bush was almost gone from sight. Her tits would jiggle a little when she wrote on the pad. I am sure my three clients were as hard as I was.
As the men became more comfortable with the situation, they began to ask Debbie questions and offer her suggestions. Debbie was flustered when they looked at her as they spoke. Her face and chest were quite pink. Gradually, she got over the embarrassment. Within half an hour, my wife was sitting naked with three strange men, casually laughing at various comments.
I finally pulled Debbie's coat out from the desk drawer and held it up for her to slide into.
"Thanks, Debbie," I graciously told her. "That should conclude the meeting."
The guys all got a rather nice view of her tits as she put her arms back into the sleeves. Debbie buttoned up her coat and the guys just started laughing. Jim explained to Debbie that the contracts were already signed and they were just going along with the joke. Debbie blushed and laughed as hard as any of them. I had tears running down my cheeks.
"I thought you were exaggerating when you told us what a wonderful, good-natured beauty your wife was, Dan," chuckled Jim. "I think you understated her qualities. Debbie, it has been a great pleasure. Perhaps next time we are down this way, Dan will bring you with him when we go to dinner. This has been an experience I'll never forget."
The three took turns kissing Debbie's hand again as they left. Debbie turned to me after they were gone.
"I know I screwed up by taking my coat off before I made sure you were alone, Dan, but Jesus! Did you have to keep me naked for so long? What the hell kind of sick bastard likes to have his wife naked in front of three other men?" she demanded.
"The kind of sick bastard that would ask her to marry him, have his kids, and go to Hawaii with him for a twentieth anniversary. The kind of sick bastard that is giving her a choice to either leave right now, or go lock that door again!" I answered.

Debbie walked to the door. She looked at me for a few seconds. Then she broke into a huge smile as she closed the door and locked it.



        The End
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To say we had drifted apart would be an understatement. Our two kids had finished college and found employment half way across the continent. Beth was a teacher in Oklahoma and Jeff worked for a software company in Denver. Our nest was empty.
My wife, Bonnie, had compensated for this by concentrating more on her job. She worked for an advertising firm and had climbed her way up to a good position, and the responsibility that came with it.
I sold cement. There were times when it wasn't that great a job, but construction was booming and there was a shortage of the stuff. My company could guarantee delivery, but it was expensive. Suddenly I was shitting in high clover! I was able to sell almost all I was allotted for the entire year, by the end of spring. I was making more money than I ever had, and working fewer hours. I could spend the rest of the year troubleshooting. I just had to be certain the product was delivered according to the terms of the contract and we were paid.
Since Bonnie had taken to working late several nights a week, I agreed to meet a good client for a meal and a drink. I was to meet him at a nice hotel about an hour from home. It enjoyed an excellent reputation for fine dining. I arrived half an hour early, and as I pulled into the parking lot I saw an Explorer just like Bonnie's. I knew there were about 10 million of them sold every year. It wasn't unusual to see the same exact model around town. Then I saw the yellow arrow on the left rear tire. I had drawn it myself. I had been looking for a leak in the tire and thought I had found it. I made the mark so I could show it to the guy at the tire shop. It turned out to be a bad valve, but the mark remained.
I realized Bonnie could be wining and dining clients, too. I contemplated my options. If she were working with clients, it would probably be best if I stayed away. I knew from my sales experience that the fewer distractions, or additions, to a sales pitch, the better it was.
I went to the dining area and peered in from the side so I was sure to see everyone before I was seen. Bonnie was not in the room. The hostess came up and as I gave her my name, I saw Bonnie and a male coworker step out of the elevator, arm in arm. I had met the guy a few times. I knew he was about my age, married with a couple kids, and balding.
I must have been staring as the loving couple sat at a small booth by the bar. The hostess was tapping my shoulder and asking if I would follow her to my table. When the stars and planets align right, coincidences are endless. I was shown a table very close to where Bonnie and Clyde sat.
There was some fancy trellis crap to separate the dining room from the bar, but it did not prevent conversation from floating through.
"Let's hurry and get something to eat," said the Romeo. "I want to give you another ride before we have to leave."
I remembered his name. He was Robert James, the guy with two first names! He lived in the next town from us. His wife was a mousy woman, about ten years younger than he was. Their kids were quite young. I had met her once at a company Christmas party. Thinking back, I didn't see her at the party last Christmas. He had been sort of hanging around Bonnie a little, I now realized. At the time, I was enjoying myself and not playing Sherlock Holmes, although I should have been!
"Bob, you are so horny!" laughed Bonnie. "Where do you get all your energy?"
"I save it all for you. Kathy is always tired. She is quite content to skip sex. In fact, she seems grateful when I get home late and just go to sleep. Does your hubby try to keep you pleased?" he asked.
"Brian hasn't made love to me in weeks. In fact, not since you and I started coming here. Not that he isn't interested, but I have been getting all I need from you. I don't want him to detect any traces of you on me, or in me," she laughed. "I have been too busy and too tired. He is very understanding that way."
"Well, his loss is my gain," chuckled the prick. "I like that you are saving that pussy for me, anyway. See how long you can do that, okay?"
"I will not deny Brian if he insists," answered Bonnie. "He is my husband, after all. I'll just discourage him. He is very considerate and won't force me. I should be able to hold him off for some time."
"That turns me on so much, Bonnie! You save that pussy for me as long as you can. When he does finally get lucky, you tell me all about it, okay?" insisted the miserable bastard.
"You have a deal, Bob. I will practically take notes so I can tell you every single detail," Bonnie agreed.
I had heard about all I wanted to hear, and more. I knew that Bonnie had been preoccupied lately, but I had never suspected she would be unfaithful. I sat there and considered all the ways our lives were entwined. We were financial partners. We had two kids together. She was my confidant and advisor. It never occurred to me that her suggestions and advice were less than sincere, and not with my best interests in mind. We were lovers, or at least we had been. I was going to have to rethink a lot of things.
Luckily, they finished a quick sandwich and headed back to their room before my client arrived. He was a loud fellow and would have given my presence away if Bonnie had still been seated across the trellis.
Even with a dinner and conversation, I was home before Bonnie. I decided not to let her know that I was on to her game. I had to think things through and decide what would be best for me. I realized it was the first time in years I had to make some rather dramatic decisions without Bonnie's advice. It was clear that I had to consider making a life for myself that might not include her. I needed to learn more about myself, and what I needed in order to be happy.
It was almost 10 when Bonnie got home. I was watching TV and feeling lots of self-pity by then. Why should I be sitting around the house while she is getting her brains fucked out, and having an all-around good time? I needed to work on my life.
"Hello, Dear," she greeted me as she gave me a peck on the cheek.
I realized a kiss was as much, more actually, than I wanted from her. I am not the kind of guy to share my woman, at least not willingly. Since she was fucking a different guy, I no longer felt she was mine. I also felt no allegiance or loyalty to her. That bond had been broken. That saddened me, but I could not deny it.
She told me what a tough day she had and went to bed. I sat in front of the television, trying to decide if I should try for revenge, and if so, how?
I mulled it over way into the night. I finally admitted to myself that she had been my wife, partner, and lover too long to try to hurt her. We had two children together. She was their mother. She was taking care of her needs. I needed to concentrate on mine. After years of marriage and raising children, I had become accustomed to placing my needs last. It was now more important that I take care of myself and take steps to make my life what it should be. It was a waste of my effort and time to concentrate on revenge. Living well would be the best payback.
I slept very little that night. I was up early the next day. I left the house before Bonnie was out of bed. I really didn't have the stomach to see or listen to her. The problem was, where should I go? I didn't even know of many places that were open at six in the morning.
As I traveled some different streets, I saw several cars in a parking lot, and it wasn't a doughnut shop! I looked at the sign over the door and saw it was a gym. On a whim, I stopped in looked the place over. The girl told me it was open from five in the morning until eleven at night. I considered how that would give me someplace to go and avoid Bonnie much of the time. I signed up.
I went into work feeling a little better than I had since the moment I had seen Bonnie with dumb-fuck. I had begun my personal journey to the next phase of my life. I heard a few guys talking about their golf game at lunch. I had golfed when I was first married, but raising kids had taken all my spare time and energy. I hadn't golfed in over twenty years, but I joined the conversation and was invited to play a round with them on Saturday.
I left the office early and bought myself some golf clubs. I heard TaylorMades were good, so I forked out almost a thousand bucks for a good set, bag, shoes, umbrella, balls, tees, towels, and anything else that looked like it might be useful. It had been the first time I had shopped for anything extra for myself in years. It felt great.
Then I bought some gym stuff. I decided I would shed a few pounds and maybe add some good years to my life. If I should find myself dating again, I needed to look my best. It was after eight by the time I carried my purchases into the house.
"Golf clubs?" asked Bonnie. "Is that where you were? I was worried when you weren't home when I came in from work."
"Yeah, I am taking up golf again," I admitted. "You usually don't get home till late, so I thought I was allowed to be a little late one time.
"I'm not complaining, Brian. It is good that you have some outlets. You certainly work enough to deserve it," stated Bonnie. "You left early this morning, too. I was simply wondering if something was wrong."
"What could be wrong, Sweetheart? A nice home, two great kids, a loving, faithful wife; these are things every man hopes for and few have," I boasted.
Bonnie gave me a quick look. Apparently she didn't see any indication that I had suspicions about her and she smiled. By the time I had put my purchases away, I realized I was very tired. I had not slept well and gotten up early.
"I'm beat," I told Bonnie. "I'm going to bed. See you tomorrow."
She was surprised. It was just after nine and I never went to bed before the news. She should be happy, I thought. I was making it easier for her to save herself for Bunghole. I fell asleep immediately and never heard her come to bed. I was up at 4:30 the next morning. I showered and shaved and pulled into the gym a few minutes after five.
I tried all the machines and decided on several that worked the areas I felt I needed the most help. I used a treadmill for a while and was shocked at how soon I tired. I hadn't joined a day too soon!
I was surprised at how many people stopped in to use the facilities so early in the day. I found them to be friendly and helpful. It was like a subculture that shared similar objectives and supported each other's attempt's to reach their goals. I worked up a good sweat, showered again and went into the office.
After work, I stopped at a driving range. I pulled a few of my clubs from my trunk and spent an hour smacking golf balls. I was frustrated at first, but I soon developed a rhythm and hit the ball pretty good. I could see where the improvements in equipment over the last twenty years would help my game. I stopped at a small diner and had a leisurely meal, then headed home. It was not even nine and I went to bed. Bonnie wasn't home, but I realized that she was probably in bed, with Shitwad. That was the last thought I remembered before it was time to get up and go to the gym. Bonnie was sleeping next to me, so she must have made it home at some point.
That afternoon after work, I purchased a membership to a country club. Then I went out and played a round with another guy looking for some company. It was after eight when I got home and Bonnie was irritated.
"Why don't you tell me when you aren't coming home right after work, Brian?" she demanded. "Where do you go so early in the morning?"
"Did you check the answering machine, Bonnie? I left a message, the same as you do for me," I replied. "I go to the gym on Fifth Street in the morning. I was getting too soft."
I could see she felt foolish that she hadn't thought to look for a message. The shoe was on the other foot!
"I should have checked the machine, but you never leave messages like I do," offered Bonnie weakly. "You never said anything about going to a gym. You should have said something to me. I might want to go, too."
"Well, Darling, you are welcome, but it seems like you are already putting in a full day and always tired at night," I responded. "Do you want to get up at 4:30 and go to the gym?"
"Is this a passive aggressive way to get me to have more sex?" Bonnie asked. "That is what you really mean about my being tired at night, isn't it?"
"Actually, it isn't," I answered with a crooked grin. "I am trying to improve my health, plain and simple. You are welcome to join me."
"You aren't trying to make me feel guilty about sex then?" Bonnie repeated.
"Not in the least, Bonnie. I am considerate, as you well know. You are working hard and under stress. You are exhausted when you get home," I reasoned. "I understand perfectly."
"Well, okay, Brian. I had a pretty good day today and I'm not all that tired tonight, if you know what I mean," she coyly smiled.
The thought of making love to her made me ill. I would much rather go without sex than get her leftovers.
"Well, that is great for you! I got up early, exercised, and golfed a round. I am really beat tonight. I'm going to hit the sack," I told her.
Bonnie was stunned. In all our years together, she had always determined when we had sex. I had never refused it when offered to me. She had assumed I would be excited about the bone she was going to toss me. I left her standing there, speechless. I felt like I was finally gaining control of my life and it was great.
I started golfing after work whenever the weather would allow. I thought that would please Bonnie. It gave her the chance to stay away from home most nights. I casually wondered if Bob would wear his dick out.
As time went on, my golf improved and I was playing better than a few of the guys that had played steadily for the past twenty years. I attributed some of it to the gym. I was able to walk faster and farther. My stomach, chest, and shoulders strengthened and that helped me smack the shit out of a golf ball.
A woman a couple years younger than I joined the gym shortly after I did. We hit it off immediately and worked out together. We encouraged and joked with each other. The workouts got better and went faster.
Her name was Tiffany and she was a lawyer. She worked for a small firm a few towns away. She eventually told me how she had gone home early from work one day and found her hubby doing the dirty with a married neighbor. She divorced him and moved to her present home a few blocks from the gym. Her two kids were in college and she had decided it was time to improve her life and health.
It was a few days before I cranked up the courage to tell her my situation. She listened and never offered any opinions. She just nodded her head, as if it was an old story.
Bonnie was beginning to complain about my golfing late and going to the gym early. I don't think it really bothered her, except that she worried that I was happy and enjoying my life. She wanted a monopoly on happiness and I think she sensed she was losing control of me.
"We haven't eaten dinner together more then a few times in the last month," she griped one night after I waltzed in after dark. "You spend every night golfing, unless it rains like hell."
"Do you want to eat together every night next week?" I suggested.
"It doesn't have to be every night, Brian," she hedged. "We could just plan on one night. I still have to work nights."
"I see. You want me to take off from golf a night of your choice. Let's plan on Tuesday evening then. Would that work?"
"I never know ahead of time. It varies. I have some important clients I am working with," she pouted.
"Bonnie, you will not commit to any particular night, but you want me to sit around and wait for your schedule to allow a dinner together. My time and hobbies are important to me. I'm not going back to sitting on my hands, waiting for you to find time for me."
"You are playing and I am working," insisted Bonnie. "There is a subtle difference, don't you think?"
She might as well have taken a baseball bat and cracked me over the head! She really believed I was so goddamn dumb that I would feel guilty about her working so hard. She was working at getting herself off with Bob, and I should feel guilty? It was becoming very apparent that I was on the right track when I decided to build a life for myself. I also began to rethink my attitude on revenge.
"Tell you what, Bonnie. Next time it rains like hell and you don't have to work, we'll have dinner," I compromised.
"Well thanks so much! I hate to ruin a good golf night!" she fumed.
"Good girl! We'll do it that way, then," I agreed.
"Are you seeing someone, Brian? You have been behaving strangely, lately," Bonnie pointed out. "Suddenly going to the gym and taking up golf after all these years seems suspicious."
"Bonnie, don't be silly. It is no more suspicious than you suddenly having to work so many evenings after all these years, is it?" I asked. "I haven't complained to you, or accused you of seeing some man, have I?"
Bonnie turned red and stormed from the room.
The next morning I was walking on the treadmill next to Tiffany. We were doing a brisk walk and I never knew anyone else was in the room until I heard my name.
"Brian! Who is your friend?" demanded a voice over the noise of the machines. I stopped my treadmill.
"Hey, Bonnie! Decide to join me?" I greeted her with a big smile.
"No! Goddamn it! I want to know who this woman is!" snarled Bonnie.
Tiffany easily heard Bonnie and stopped her treadmill. She came over to where Bonnie and I stood.
"Hello. I am Tiffany Blount," replied Tiffany as she extended her hand to Bonnie.
Bonnie was suspicious, but uncertain. She was surprised at Tiffany's forthright manner. A woman having an affair would not be that friendly. Of course, Bonnie should know all about that! She slowly took Tiffany's hand and shook it.
"Hello, Tiffany," answered my wife. "I am Bonnie, Brian's wife. We've been married 25 years. Do you work with Brian?"
"No, we work out in the same gym, and that's all. I am a lawyer. I'm not even sure what it is that Brian does. Are you going to join the gym, Bonnie?" asked Tiffany. "It really is very good for you."
"I've been thinking about it, to be honest. I just don't like getting up this early," replied Bonnie reluctantly.
That was just great! Now Bonnie was thinking of intruding into my new life. I saw no way it could be a good thing for me. I was about to protest, but realized that would be a tactical error. Bonnie would never get up so early to keep an eye on me. Her approach would be to get me to quit. I would be so much easier to keep track of, sleeping in bed.
"So, why are you up this early?" I asked. "Is anything wrong?"
"No, I just had to go in early today, so I thought I would stop in and see what the place was like," offered Bonnie.
I knew that was a lie. She never had to go in two hours early. She had gotten up early to come down to the gym just to check up on me. Well, let her stew about Tiffany! She found me with an attractive woman. Bonnie would read what she wanted into it. If she looked around, she would notice several trim, good-looking women at the gym.
It amused me that Bonnie was so dead set against me having any sort of pleasure. Why did she begrudge me that? She was getting her brains fucked out several times a week. She had been withholding sex from me to at the request of her lover, and to avoid any chance of me finding her pussy had been used recently. What did she really want? I wondered if she even knew. I sure as hell didn't, and I really didn't care any more. I was beginning to get my life on track and I liked it.
Bonnie talked about nothing important with me for a few minutes and then left. I went back to my treadmill and Tiffany was waiting for me.



"She thinks you are up to something, Brian. It was obvious that she was checking out the gym, you, me, and every other woman here," Tiffany stated. "People always project their behavior to others. If they cheat, they assume others cheat, too. Your wife does not trust you, even a little bit. It is ironic, but typical. My husband was always jealous of me, for no reason. He was unfaithful, so he thought I had to be unfaithful as well."
I thought about what Tiffany had said as I went through the rest of the day. I left work early so I could get 18 holes of golf in. I didn't play particularly well because I was considering what to do with Bonnie. Sooner or later, I had to let her know that I knew. What then? Divorce seemed the only solution, though the thought saddened me. I had been with Bonnie 25 years and we had raised two great kids. It was just too bad that she felt a need she couldn't bring to me to help her with. Her affair was unacceptable, no matter what her reasons. Even if she didn't care about me, she was seeing a married man with small kids. That was unforgivable.
When I got home that night, Bonnie was all smiles. I had to wonder what she was planning since she seldom behaved so warmly, at least to me. Before long, she was sitting next to me on the sofa, sipping a wine, while I was enjoying a cold beer.
"Brian, it has been months now since we have made love. Don't you miss it? Don't you want to have sex any more?" she asked.
I had been expecting that sort of question for a few weeks. It took her quite a while to express her wonder at my celibacy!
"Bonnie, I am a realist. I have channeled my energies into other things. Things that do not require anyone else's permission, participation, or pleasure. It is quite liberating, really. You have given me all sorts of signals that you didn't need or want sex from me, so I have adjusted. I do not believe it is something I should have to beg, fight, or pay for. To be honest, it just isn't worth it. Sex should be the result of mutual desire and pleasure between two people, preferably two married people."
"So you feel it is my fault, Brian?" Bonnie snapped. "I have been working a lot, and you haven't been very romantic lately. You are always golfing, or going to that goddamn gym. You haven't even tried in a couple months!"
"I suspect that is what bothers you, Bonnie. I haven't been asking, so you can't refuse me. It takes away some of the pleasure of denying me sex when I don't appear to mind, doesn't it?"
"That isn't true, Brian!" exclaimed Bonnie. "I just think that the male should be the one to initiate sex. The woman responds to that male stimulation. If you don't get the woman in the mood, she will not want to make love."
"Well, there should be no problem here if that is the case. You won't feel like sex until I run a marathon, wash the car, mow the yard, find a cure for cancer, and lick your clit, all while standing on my head. It just isn't going to happen! Since you don't feel like sex, and I don't feel like sex, we are two happy campers, aren't we?"
Now Bonnie was really stumped. She had tried to get me to want to have sex with her. She didn't tell me she was horny and wanted me to screw her brains out. She wanted me to romance her so I could possibly, or possibly not, get some well-used pussy. The thought had no appeal to me. That game would no longer work with me.
"If you don't want to have sex with me, Brian, I have to think you might be having an affair," she suggested. "I would rake you over the coals, if you were having an affair! Keep that in mind!"
I was getting really annoyed. I couldn't believe what a hypocrite she was! She was getting tapped two or three times a week and angry that I might consider the same. What kind of logic was that? I made up my mind about revenge at that moment.
"Tell you what, Bonnie. Just to prove it to you, let's go to our lawyer and draw up an agreement that states if I am unfaithful to you at any time, you get the house and our savings. If I am that horrible a spouse, I should be made to suffer for my indiscretions," I proposed. "Does that sound like a man that is having an affair?"
"I think you might offer to do that, just to throw me off the trail, Brian. I know how devious you can be. I think I'll take you up on that offer," she agreed.
"Fine," I replied. "I'll call the lawyer tomorrow and set up an appointment. I'll tell him what we want so he can have the papers drawn up when we get there."
I had been in denial about my marriage and the future. I knew I couldn't ignore Bonnie's infidelity, but I had been reluctant to take the steps needed to end it. It had required some time, but I was now ready to take the next step toward regaining my life.
It was three days later when we arrived at the lawyer's office. I drove to his office from work, as did Bonnie. She was in the waiting area when I came in. I sat next to her and smiled. A few minutes later the secretary showed us into the lawyer's office.
We exchanged the usual pleasantries and then got down to business. I was curious to see Bonnie's reaction to the proposal.
"This is a bit unusual, but certainly easily done," began the lawyer. "I have a document here that states each of you will forfeit any claim to your home or savings, or the other's pension, if you should be found unfaithful to your marriage vows. Essentially, you are saying that if either of you has an extramarital affair, the wronged spouse pretty much gets all the community property."
I watched as the lawyer's words sunk in with Bonnie. Her smile faded and she became agitated.
"Either of us?" she questioned. "I thought it was going to be if Brian was unfaithful! Why did you include me?"
"My instructions were to draw up a document this way, Mrs. Meyers. Did you want it to only hold Mr. Meyers accountable, and not you?" he asked.
"Yes, that was what I had expected," Bonnie replied. "What are you doing, Brian?"
"I really don't see the problem, Darling," I answered. "You wanted something that provided you with protection if I strayed. It sounded like such a good idea; I thought it would be good for both of us. Is there any reason why you can't sign it, too? Is something wrong?"
I had given my best performance, ever! I even sounded sincere and unsuspecting to myself. Would she step into the snare?
"I just didn't know I would be giving up my rights, too" she replied.
"You mean you want me to give up my rights, as you call it, but you are not willing to abide by the same penalty?" I asked. "Why would you be so reluctant to sign, yet so willing to let me sign the document? Is there something I need to know?"
She was flustered now! I could see her mind working. Like most cheating spouses, she really believed she would never get caught and didn't want to arouse suspicion by refusing to sign something which she had wanted me to sign.
"Of course not, Brian," Bonnie assured me. "I'll be glad to sign it."
With a stroke of the pen, her fate was sealed! I quickly signed the contract and our lawyer signed as a witness and notarized the document. He promised to send us a few copies, along with his bill, of course.
"Let's stop for a quick dinner, Bonnie, as long as we have already left work," I suggested. "We haven't gone out to dinner in a long time."
"I can't tonight, Brian. I have some contracts to finish," declined Bonnie.
I knew she was going to be seeing her cunt-lapper and it really irked me. I lost any qualms, or feelings of remorse, that I had regarding the contract we had just signed.
I was watching TV when Bonnie finally came in. I placed the bait in the trap and wondered if she would take it.
"I have to go to Baltimore this weekend, Bonnie. A client has been complaining about the quality of our product and I have to go down and see what the problem is and make it right," I told her. "I will be leaving Friday morning and will be back Sunday afternoon. Is that okay with you?"
"That is rather short notice, Brian," bitched Bonnie. "But if you have to go, you have to go. I'll just have a quiet weekend around the house."
I knew she was delighted but she knew better than show it. Why not get a little dig in when she could, and that way keep everything normal at the same time?
Friday evening, I quietly opened the bedroom door and stepped into the room. I reached over and flicked on the light switch. Bonnie blinked her eyes in the sudden light and looked toward me. Bob had his hands on her tits as she rode his cock. They were so surprised by the sudden intrusion that they never even disengaged.
"Hello, Bonnie. How are doing, Bob?" I asked rhetorically as I stepped into the room. "Nice tits you're squeezing, aren't they? Bonnie, I have something for you. Actually, this gentleman has something for you."
The constable I had hired to serve the divorce papers stepped up to Bonnie and handed them to her. I thought he spent a little extra time looking at Bob's hands clutching Bonnie's tits, but it could be to my favor if he had to testify in court. He nodded to Bonnie and walked out of the room.
Bonnie finally realized she was in a somewhat compromising position and slipped of Bob's cock and slid under the covers with him. She was trying to speak, but no words were forthcoming.
"I don't want you to feel left out, Bob," I continued. "Your wife is here and has a few words for you."
"Mrs. James, you have the floor," I smiled as I took a couple steps to the side to reveal the prick's wife standing behind me.
"You miserable bastard! Don't bother coming home, ever! My parents were right about you, asshole. I'd like to rip your dick off and feed it to you. You'd rather fuck this old whore than your own wife!" she yelled.
Bonnie flinched at her words, but didn't offer any protest. She and Bob were just cowering under the sheets as his wife reamed them new assholes.
"You may as well keep that sloppy old cunt, because I am divorcing you, and I'm pretty sure I'll get a good settlement. Mr. Meyers has been kind enough to offer his testimony, if I need it. I am sure the constable will make a good witness, as well. Now, I promised Mr. Meyers I would stay out of harm's way," she practically cackled as she moved against the wall.
"That's my cue, asshole!" I chimed in as I reached down and grabbed a hand full of Bob's thinning hair.
"We have a little problem here," I stated calmly. "There is a man in my house, in my bed, and in my wife, and it isn't me!"
I fetched him up and dragged him out to the hallway. He was squirming, but I kept his head low and kept walking, so he wasn't able to mount any real resistance. I dragged him down the stairs, literally, after he fell half way down. I just kept walking and he managed to get to his feet as we reached the door. I opened it and pulled him out into the walk and shoved him onto the driveway. Then I went back inside.
I looked up the stairs to see his wife standing there, grinning through her tears. In the bedroom, I heard Bonnie finally start sobbing. I escorted Mrs. James out to my car and drove her home. I realized Bob must have had some keys stashed in his car, or up his ass, because his car was gone from my driveway.
I know some people would think I should have fucked his wife for revenge, but that didn't even enter my mind. She was a woman in pain. I would be the worst kind of scum to hurt her any more. If you stoop as low as those you despise, you really have no reason to despise them, do you?
When I got home, Bonnie had already packed some clothes and was carrying her suitcase down the stairs. I was just glad she didn't start telling me that it was only sex and that she really loved me, and only me. I had reached the conclusion that she didn't love me, and I wondered if she even loved herself! Her actions toward me had been cruel to the point of being sadistic. Humiliation didn't turn me on.
I grabbed a beer from the refrigerator and walked back into the living room. She looked at me with a combination of anger and sadness.
"You knew all along and set me up, didn't you?" she asked.
I have always felt that those seeking revenge, much like terrorists, could not be truly effective unless the victim knew who did it to them, and why.
"You always were a sharp cookie, Bonnie. Don't let the door hit you on the ass!" I nodded and opened the cold beer.
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Ellie and I were married 16 years ago. I had spent much of that time waiting for the other shoe to fall, as they say. Ellie had been the prettiest girl I had ever seen. Now she was the most beautiful woman I had ever known. She had been three years behind me in school. She was the homecoming queen, the captain of the basketball team and still held school track records in the 400 and 800 meters.
To say she was popular is like saying that an eagle can fly. It just didn't begin to cover the actual fact. Ellie was a walking wet dream for every male that could draw a breath. The only reason she even knew I existed was that I lived across the street from her, and our parents were friends. That gave me the opportunity to spend time with her from the time she was in grade school.
After high school, I attended a trade school to learn carpentry. I had always been pretty handy, but I wanted to be more than a guy with a hammer. I wanted to know the best way to construct whatever I was going to build. When folks looked at a home I built, I wanted them to be know that it had to be the best.
I started working for myself after I graduated. It was a tough haul for the first few years, but the quality of my work gradually became known. Eventually, I hired a helper and then two. I had work scheduled a year in advance by the time I was 25.
Ellie went to college and earned a degree in accounting. Did I mention that she was almost as smart as she was beautiful? She went to work for a firm that took care of all my taxes and helped manage my business accounts. That was when I finally found the nerve to ask her out.
I'm around six foot tall and still weigh around 185. I never was accused of being a matinee idol. I'm pretty much a regular guy. When Ellie agreed to a date with me, I was quite surprised. I knew she had more suitors than Carter has liver pills. I warned myself that she would go out with me once or twice and then move on. I never did figure out why she kept going out with me and eventually agreed to marry me. I did know I was the luckiest guy on the planet, except for one thing.
I was always waiting for that other shoe to fall. She was beautiful, intelligent, athletic, and very personable. How long would it take for her to realize that she could do better than being with me? Even after she gave me the two most wonderful girls ever born, I still feared that it couldn't last. Jen and Audrey were the perfect daughters, at least in my book.
I did the only thing I could think to do, and that was be the best husband and father I could possibly be. I wasn't a pretty boy and I wasn't a rich guy, but I was dedicated to my family and I hoped my efforts would ward off the forces of evil; the inevitable day when Ellie realized she could do better, and resent me for keeping her from her destiny.
I was in the basement on a Sunday morning, working on finishing an entertainment room that the girls could use when their friends came over. We had a laundry chute that went from a large closet off the kitchen down to the basement. It carried any sounds that emanated from the kitchen area quite clearly to the basement.
I heard the doorbell ring and Ellie answer it. The voices were muffled at first, but as they approached the kitchen, I was able to make them out clearly. Our visitor was Helen Drake, Ellie's best friend.
"I can't stay too long, Ellie. I just had to stop in and ask you if you had heard the news. Do you know who moved back to town?" asked Helen.
"O. J. Simpson?" guessed Ellie. "Elvis? Jimmy Hoffa? Bigfoot? Osama Bin Laden? You will let me know if I am getting close, won't you?"
"Now I don't feel like telling you!" laughed Helen. "Your guesses were all pretty good, but wrong. Do you remember Dan Wilkins?"
"I have heard the name, but I can't remember where," answered Ellie. "I am sure you will help my memory."
"Right! You don't remember where you heard that name?" Helen repeated. "Weren't you yelling it the night you lost your cherry? Didn't you date him for the last two years of high school?"
"Now that you mention it, you could be right," chuckled Ellie. "Was he just over six feet tall with blue eyes and the sexiest smile ever seen on a man? Was he the quarterback on the football team? Did he pitch the baseball team to the state title?"
"I think you have the guy," agreed Helen. "I thought I would be able to jog your memory. He is divorced from that rich bitch he married and has moved back to Westbury to open a law practice. I heard that his hairline has receded a tad, but he still looks pretty good!"
"I'm not surprised he got divorced," replied Ellie. "He always had an eye for the ladies. He was the sports star with the great looks. Women were always flocking to him."
"As I recall, you were flocked a few times yourself, Ellie," laughed Helen. "Does Ted know about you and Dan? How will he take having Dan back in town?"
"He knows that Dan and I dated for a couple years. He knows I wasn't a virgin when he and I started dating after college. We never really asked each other about old flames," admitted Ellie. "It's better to let some things go unmentioned. We don't lie to each other, but we never have asked each other very many questions about the past."
"I wish Stan was like that. He hasn't stopped asking me about old boyfriends since we've been married," complained Helen. "Sometimes he seems jealous and other times he seems to get turned on when I tell him stuff. Now and then I wonder if he is one of those weird guys that wants to watch or something."
"I don't think he'd watch very long before he dug out one of his guns, Helen," Ellie cautioned. "Don't mistake a little curiosity and titillation for wanting you to have a boyfriend. I know Stan and he is from the old school. Shit would hit the fan, big time, if you ever tried it."
"How about you, Ellie?" Helen redirected the conversation. "What happens when you come face to face with Dan? How will you act? Will you hug him, shake his hand, pretend you don't know him, or go to bed with him?"
"I think I would either shake his hand or give him a hug. I haven't seen the guy in almost twenty years. He may not be too impressed with how I've changed over the years," suggested Ellie.
"Yes, you could be right about that," Helen replied sarcastically. "You've gone up a bra size, kept the same size waist, haven't developed a single wrinkle, and your tits still defy gravity! Dan will be so glad he didn't marry you."
That was the last I heard of the conversation as the two women were apparently walking to the front door. I sat down and contemplated what I had heard. I knew Ellie wasn't a virgin when we began dating, and I even suspected that Dan Wilkins was the lucky fellow that had claimed that prize. Now I knew it to be fact and that troubled me for some reason. I was happier not knowing for certain about the men she had slept with.
I also realized that my fear now had a face and a name. Rumor had it that Dan Wilkins was a high-powered corporate lawyer. He had married into a prominent family in Rhode Island and was the poster boy for the "local boy moves on to much bigger and better things" small town propaganda machine. He had become a bit of a local celebrity by doing well and staying away from his roots.
Now he was returning to Westbury to open a law practice. Combine that with being single again and I knew my Waterloo was approaching. I had never been an athlete or a scholar. They never gave out many awards for hard work. It isn't eye catching or even popular. Even though I had always expected something like this to happen, I had no plan to prevent it. Dan was everything I wasn't. You can't change human nature. In the end, I decided to do the only thing I knew, and that was to redouble my effort to be the best husband and father I could. It wasn't much of a plan, but it was all I could come up with.
A short while later, I went upstairs for a soda. Ellie was working in the kitchen.
"Did I hear someone talking with you earlier?" I asked.
"Helen stopped in to chat for a few minutes," admitted Ellie. "She didn't stay long."
There was no mention of the arrival of the studly Dan Wilkins to our town. I considered that omission as I went back to work in the basement. It was big news to Helen and Ellie, yet she never bothered telling me. She wasn't comfortable discussing her first lover, or his return. I had a bad feeling about the guy.
The next couple of weeks were uneventful. I spent every chance I had being a caring dad to my girls and husband to Ellie. I think she wondered about my attentive behavior, but never voiced any suspicions. I worked really hard at being a great lover for her. I made sure she would have a couple orgasms before I even considered finishing. I took her to dinner and took her shopping. If things went south, I wanted to be able to tell myself I had done my best.
Then things began to unravel. Ellie was the chairperson for the local hospital auxiliary. They held events to raise funds for equipment needed to keep our hospital state-of-the-art. She held the position for a few years and did a great job with it. The auxiliary had several fundraisers throughout the year. It was the standard practice to get a local businessman to co-chair an event.
Somehow, I wasn't surprised when Ellie told me that the auxiliary had asked Dan Wilkins to co-chair Casino Night, which was held every spring. I was even less surprised to find out that he had agreed. He would be working closely with Ellie for a few weeks as they put the event together.
I struggled to hide my fear and depression. I debated whether I should make a stand, or try to pretend it was no big deal. I was wracked with indecision, so I said nothing to Ellie. Then one night, before dinner, it came to a head.
"Ted, you have been very quiet lately," observed Ellie. "Are you feeling okay? Is there anything wrong at work? Is there something you want to tell me?"
She was like that. I never could hide much of anything from Ellie. She seemed to know me better than I knew myself.
"I am just a little depressed about the upcoming fundraiser you will be working on," I answered. "You get so busy that I hardly see you for weeks. It would be nice if someone else did it this time. You have done way more than your share for the auxiliary."
"I always thought you were proud of my work for the hospital," replied Ellie. "Do you want me to resign, Ted? If you say the word, I will quit tomorrow."
"It's not that I want you to quit," I faltered. "It's just that you do so much and the girls and I don't see much of you for a month or more. Couldn't you let someone else chair this event?"
"Is it this event that worries you, Ted?" asked Ellie. "Or does it have something to do with Dan Wilkins working with me on this event?"
"I'm just trying to tell you that I like to have you home with me. I know he's an important lawyer and a big success. He was the star jock and the big Romeo, and probably still is," I continued. "He's single and good with the ladies from what I hear. I would like it better if you weren't around him."
I said the very thing I had promised myself I wouldn't say! I admitted I was worried about that damn guy.
"Ted! You are afraid I will take up with Dan, aren't you?" gasped Ellie. "That was a long time ago, Ted! I am your wife now. We have two daughters together. I am not going to switch horses in midstream."
Somehow, that didn't allay my fears! Ellie seemed to be saying she was stuck with me and would make the best of the hand she was dealt. I felt like I was the goddamn joker in the deck and she had drawn me. The next step was the discard pile.
I felt anger and fear as my face flushed and my hands clenched. I turned around and left the room before I said something even dumber, or started bawling like a baby. I was just beginning to realize how much the situation worried me. I decided to hop in my pickup and go for a ride. That always helped me relax and think things through. As I was climbing into the truck I heard Ellie calling to me, but I pretended I didn't. I drove down the road.
I was back in half an hour. I knew that if I didn't show for dinner, the girls would be worried. There was no reason for my insecurities to affect them.
Dinner was a little strained, but the girls were chatting so much that they didn't seem to notice how quiet Ellie and I were. We cleaned up and watched TV for an hour. Then the girls went to their rooms to do their homework.
"Ted, would you tell me what you want me to do about this fundraiser?" Ellie quietly asked as she slid closer to me. "I don't have any problem working with Dan, but if it bothers you, I will drop out, or get him to resign or something."
"Sweetheart, I hate being such a jerk, but he worries me. He worries me a lot. I know you dated him for a couple years and you two were close. I know you are a wonderful wife and mother," I added. "The problem is that he is better looking, better off financially, cooler with the ladies, in fact, he has me beat hands down in everything. You are so beautiful, Ellie, that you can have any man you want. You'll want something better than a guy like me, and who can blame you?"
She just stared at me like I had grown a frog on my nose. I was uncomfortable telling her my fears and I was worried how she would react.
"Ted Rigby!" she admonished. "How can you even say something like that? I can't believe you could think that was true."
I didn't know how to respond, so I just kept quiet. My thoughts were all jumbled up and I didn't know what to think.
"You must be the dumbest, blindest man on the whole planet!" she continued. "There isn't a woman that knows you that wouldn't trade places with me in a heartbeat. You are handsome, strong, kind, hard working, and a devoted husband and father. The girls adore you, and quite honestly, so do I. I bet our finances surpass Dan's by double, and that is mostly because you are such a good carpenter and I am your business manager. You are too soft to be real good in the business end, but that is a good thing, Ted. You are kind and sensitive to people and their problems."
"I never dreamed you thought I could ever leave you for another man!" Ellie admitted. "To be honest, I am the one that should be worried. I hit the mother-lode when I got you."
I just pulled Ellie to me and hugged her till my eyes dried. She said all the things I needed to hear. I felt like the weight of the world had been lifted from my shoulders.
"I am so sorry for being such a jerk," I finally managed. "You do what you have to for the fundraiser. I will be fine with it."
We went to bed early and stayed up late that night! I felt like a teen again and I couldn't get enough of Ellie. I did everything a man could do to please a woman and a few things never before considered by civilized man. She slept in my arms and I felt great.
Have you ever noticed that the words you share at night and believe with your entire heart and soul begin to sound a little empty in the light of day? I had opened the door and could have gotten Ellie to remove herself from the damn fundraiser, but she got all romantic and dished out compliments until my head was turned. The nagging doubts were back the next day. You can't live with a feeling for 16 years and have it explained away in five minutes.
Over the next couple weeks, Ellie was gone to meetings quite often. The girls and I had gone through it before, but it had never been so painful to me. The idea of her with that slick Wilkins irritated me no end. I really tried to act normal, but I knew Ellie was picking up on my insecurities. Our conversations became slightly strained. She was working hard and was not getting enough rest. I hadn't had a good night's sleep in weeks. We were stressed to the max.
I wasn't sure if it was my imagination, but it seemed as though she spent more time on this fundraiser than any of the preceding ones. I caught her talking quietly on the phone a few times. To a man already paranoid, these were all bad signals. Our sex life disappeared. I just tried to hang on till Casino Night was in the rear view mirror.
The afternoon before the big fundraiser I had promised to pick up Ellie at the community center where she and her committee were decorating and doing last minute preparations. First, I was supposed to pick the girls up after track practice and swing by to get Ellie. She had gone with Helen that morning. They had to shop for a few last minute items for door prizes.
The girls called me to tell me that practice had been called off. It had been raining hard since the previous night. Because of the rain and the melting snow pack, flood warnings had been posted. With track practice canceled, I was over an hour early at the community center to pick up Ellie.
I told the girls to wait in the car while I went in to see if their mother was ready to leave, or if I should return later to pick her up. I entered the main reception room and ran into Helen.
"Can you tell me where Ellie is?" I asked. "I'm a little early and I want to tell her I can come back later if she wants."
"I haven't seen her lately, but she is probably in the office getting all the games and tickets ready, Ted," responded Helen. "Want me to look for her?"
I told Helen I would just go find her myself and she should continue with her decorating. I went to the office and tried the door gently. It was locked! That was enough to take my insecurities to the next level. Why would they lock anyone out?
I quickly surveyed the door. It was one of those cheap pre-hung doors. I refused to use them in the homes I built. I knew they were not made to withstand any sort of heavy impact. I backed up a few steps and smashed the door with my shoulder. The jamb gave easily and the door flew open.
I saw Dan Wilkins for the first time since he had returned to Westbury. He had Ellie bent over a desk and had his cock buried to the hilt in her pussy.
"Ted!" gasped Ellie.
I didn't wait for another word. I turned around stalked across the main room. I could barely see where I was going. My hands were shaking and my stomach hurt. All I could think of was getting as far away as fast as I could. I sensed that distance would somehow lessen the pain. Helen started to say something as I went by her, but the look on my face silenced her. She turned to look toward the office as I passed her.
When the girls asked if their mother was coming with us, I was barely able to croak a negative reply as I started the car and drove away in the rain. The weather was perfect for my mood. As we approached our street, I noticed the stream was boiling over the top of the small bridge that spanned it. Always a cautious man, even in the throes of depression unlike any I had ever known; I stopped the car to check the situation first hand. To my surprise, and horror, I realized the bridge was actually gone! I almost drove into the raging stream with my two girls. My knees started shaking as I realized how close I had come to extreme danger and possibly death.
I trudged back through the rain to the car and turned it around. I was torn between blocking the road so no one drove into the stream, and getting home with the girls. I had seen a police car by a flooded intersection a half-mile back and decided to report the situation to him. Then I would circle around to another road that didn't have to cross the stream. The cop could get someone to put up a barricade.
As I drove, I realized I was extremely hurt and disappointed, but not surprised by Ellie's betrayal. By expecting it for so many years, I may have created the very problem I feared. It always worked that way in the old "Outer Limits" and "Twilight Zone" shows. Now I was the guy wondering if it was all a dream, or perhaps a nightmare.



When I stopped on a side street to explain the situation to the policeman, I saw a red BMW shoot past and turn down my street! I knew I should have blocked the road! I gave the cop the short version of the situation and jumped back in the car.
"That looked like Mr. Wilkins' car," volunteered my older daughter, Jen. "I hope he doesn't try to cross that bridge!"
I had a smile cross my face for an instant. Let him ruin his goddamn fancy car, and get good and wet. Then I realized he would have Ellie with him. As much as her cheating had hurt me, I had no desire to see her in danger. I gunned the accelerator in an attempt to catch Wilkins. I was almost half a mile behind them when I saw the car plunge into the stream where the bridge had been a short time before. Jen shrieked as we saw the front of the car disappear and the tail end bob up and down.
As we approached the scene, I saw Wilkins climb on the roof of the car. The waters were swirling around it and getting higher every second. Water was pouring in the window as Eleanor began to claw her way out the very window Wilkins had just used. The girls and I were out of reach and watched helplessly as Wilkins looked at Eleanor climbing out the window, then he turned and jumped for the buttress that remained from the washed bridge. He caught the edge and pulled himself out of the water. Ellie was now on the roof of the car but it started floating downstream!
The girls and I watched in horror as she tumbled into the floodwaters and disappeared. I threw my coat off and jumped in after her. It was unbelievably cold. I felt numb by the time I resurfaced. Downstream was the only direction Ellie could have gone, so I started swimming as well as I could. It seemed forever, but it was probably only a minute or so when I spotted her bobbing on the current.
It took all my strength but I managed to catch up to her. She was having a bad time of it. I wasn't sure if she was conscious until I felt her grab my arm. We were swept downstream like a couple of twigs. Then I saw some men standing on the next bridge! They were gesturing to me and one was lying under the rail, over the side of the bridge. He was reaching down, holding his hands as close to the water as he could.
I was able to touch ground every few seconds and I pushed Ellie in the guy's direction. It wasn't easy but I lined our path up with the Samaritan on the bridge. The thing was, he would never be able to reach us. I timed our speed and hoisted Ellie up as we approached the bridge. I was weakening fast as the incredibly cold water sapped my strength. I feared I would not get Ellie high enough for him to catch her.
As we passed under him, I felt Ellie suddenly lifted from my aching arms! He had her! Then I went under the water. I fought back to the surface, but it became increasingly difficult to keep my head above the water. My strength was quickly failing me. I felt a tree limb slap my face and I grabbed it. I clung to it for a few seconds and then felt something smash into my left arm and side, then carry me away.
It was some kind of pole, or tree. I couldn't tell. Then it caught on something with the end that was away from me and started to pivot. It forced me into shallower water as it swung around. The water was waist high but the log was still pushing me. I dropped down as far as I could and felt something wooden and solid. It must have been the remains of a footbridge or something. I grabbed it and held on. The floating object slid across my back, scouring it as it passed.
I realized I was only able to cling with my right hand. My left would not respond. I tried to pull myself from the water, but my legs were leaden. I was about to give up when I heard Jen! She was above me, wading as far into the water as she dared.

I felt her grab my shirt collar and start pulling. Even in my diminished mental state, I worried that if I went back into the current Jen would not let go and be dragged with me. That fear made me crawl and squirm with every bit of strength and determination I could muster. Together, we managed to get out of the water.
I heard Jen talking on her cell phone as I tried to sit up. That was when I saw my left arm bent at a bizarre angle under me. I wondered how I would be able to work with it like that. That was the last thought I remember before hearing voices from far away. That happened a few times before I actually opened my eyes and looked around.
It was obvious that I was in a hospital and my arm was heavily wrapped. I saw Jen, Audrey, and Ellie all sitting around my bed. Jen noticed that my eyes were open and whooped loudly.
"Dad! How are you feeling? That was the bravest, coolest thing I ever saw!" she exclaimed. "You saved Mom's life. That coward, Wilkins, left her and jumped to shore to save himself. You jumped right into the flood and then lifted Mom up to the guy on the bridge."
As Jen spoke, the memories came rushing back. I looked at my left arm. I still couldn't feel it, but I could see my hand. I wiggled my fingers and felt relief wash over me.
"Your arm was broken pretty bad, but it is going to heal okay, Dad. It looked awful when I helped you out of the water. I bet you're glad I ran cross country and track, aren't you?" quizzed Jen. "I chased you over a mile, trying to catch you. I wasn't going to give up even if I had to run all the way to the river!"
My throat was sore and I couldn't speak. I found out later that I had been under the knife for two hours and was feeling the effects of the drugs I was given.
Ellie just listened as Jen recounted the events. She never said a word. It wasn't long and I was asleep again. It took four days before I was allowed to leave. I had plenty of time to think as I lay in the hospital.
The girls made a big fuss over me when I finally got home. My parents and Ellie's folks were there to greet me. It was all very touching.
"Son, you saved our daughter's life, at the risk of your own. I honestly expect no less from my daughter's husband, but it sure is good to see that you are the man I hoped you would be," Ellie's father announced in front of everyone. "If she had to depend on that damn Wilkins, she'd just be a fond memory right now."
I blushed at the rare praise from my father-in-law. His sincerity could not be doubted. We had a dinner to celebrate my homecoming. Finally everyone left. The girls hugged me and went off to bed.
I made my way to the bedroom and climbed between the sheets. Ellie was watching my every move, saying nothing. I was exhausted and fell to sleep immediately. I woke during the night to the sounds of Ellie's sobs. Then I drifted back to sleep.
I was sitting at the table when the girls left for school. I was making mental notes of things I had to do. First, I had to meet with my crew to find out how far behind schedule we were. I would probably have to hire another man to take my place for a couple months, or so. Ellie's voice broke my concentration.
"Ted, I am so sorry about everything! You saved my life, even after everything I did to you. When I was being tossed around in the floodwaters, I actually wanted to die, but I knew you would come after me. It wasn't a hope that I had. It was a certainty. Dan was just a stupid mistake. He isn't good enough to carry your shoes."
"I have made a serious mistake, but I am determined to make it up to you, Ted, if it takes the rest of my life. I will do anything you ask, Ted," promised Ellie. "Just tell me what you want."
"Ellie, I had a lot of time to think. You were swept into the flooded stream by accident. I could not stand by and see you hurt, or killed, because of a freak accident."
"If you had been standing next to me and told me that you wanted to jump into the raging waters, I would have done all I could to prevent you from doing that. If, after all my efforts, you still jumped, I would feel badly as I watched you being swept away," I admitted. "I would not, however, jump in after you."
Ellie was holding her breath as she listened. I plunged on.
"Ultimately, we are each responsible for our actions. You knowingly, willingly, even eagerly, jumped into Dan Wilkins' arms and bed. It was no accident. I tried to convince you not to take up with him, but you did anyway."
"Ted! I was wrong! I know that now. He means nothing to me. Please believe me when I tell you that I love only you!" pleaded Ellie. "I haven't seen him since that day. I will do anything to make this up to you!"
"That is good to hear, Ellie," I replied as I reached into my briefcase. "I have come to realize that you are not too good for me. In fact, it is quite the opposite. Just sign these divorce papers for me and I won't ask you for another thing."
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The first day of deer hunting season in Pennsylvania is almost a state holiday. Most schools in rural areas are closed that first day of the two-week rifle season. That is because most male students, a fair number of female students, and many of the teachers and administrators are going to be in the woods hunting. Over the years, it became more practical to close school the Monday after Thanksgiving, than having school in session with so many students and faculty mysteriously 'ill'.
I was a member of a hunting club that had about 400 acres on which to hunt. We owed our membership to our forefathers who purchased the property and chartered the club in 1952. Four men had joined together to purchase the property. The intent was to own a place where they would always be able to hunt. Now we had 14 members, mostly descendants of the original four. There was a small cabin in the center of the property. We kept it supplied with a lot of beer, chips, and bullshit; a lot of bullshit.
I was in the woods about noon, enjoying the solitude, when I heard the shot. It came from the stand my brother had made for Tom, his 14 year-old son. I made my way over and found him staring at a dead deer. He had made what would have been an excellent shot, had it been a legal deer. The problem was it was anterless, and he only had a permit for antlered deer. I silently cursed my brother for leaving a novice alone in the woods.
"What should I do, Uncle Paul?" asked Tom nervously. "I thought I saw horns on it!"
It was not my job, or place, to decide what punishment the boy should suffer. It was my job as the adult on the scene, to see that the situation caused as little trouble as possible. I bent over and began field dressing the deer. As I worked, I explained a few simple facts.
"This mistake is simply not acceptable, Tom. You must identify your target before you shoot. This is death and it is not to be taken lightly. I think a few of the guys have doe permits. We'll take it back and you'll have see if someone will tag it."
We dragged it back to the cabin and stashed it under an old blown down tree. I should have explained to Tom just why I had concealed the deer. We went inside and found Chuck Tracy having some coffee.
"Chuck, Tom shot a doe he has no tag for," I began. "Would you want to tag it and help the kid out?"
"The little shit should be more careful," laughed Chuck. "I have plenty of time to get a doe and I'll fill my own tag. Where is it?"
Before I could stop Tom, he told Chuck where we had hidden it. That was the kid's second mistake. A couple of the other guys came in. I was about to ask them if they wanted to tag the doe when an ominous knock sounded. I opened the door and saw Sam Watson, the area game warden, standing there.
"Hey, Sam!" I greeted him. "Come in and have some coffee."
I learned about game wardens at my father's knee. He had taught me to be careful around them, but not fearful, and never tell them anything. They would never be able to make any charge stick if they didn't get someone to cave in and talk. I gave Tom a quick look and shook my head.
Sam walked in and looked around. He knew me well enough to know he wouldn't pin any wrong doing on me. He also knew, however, there were several people in the room he could make sweat. Then he saw some blood on my boots.
"I see blood on your boots, Paul. Did you get lucky today?" queried Sam.
My tag was still on my back so the only possible answer was to deny shooting anything.
"I had a little nosebleed earlier," I grinned.
"If we take those boots to a lab and they show deer blood, you'll wish you had come clean," warned Sam as he watched for my reaction.
"Right, Sam!" I laughed. "You have a crime lab in your truck. The FBI comes to you for help. I heard they are going to have a "CSI, Deer Hunting" on TV next year and you'll play the lead. Even if you had a lab, and you don't, and it turned out to be deer blood, and it isn't, you would prove one thing. I had deer blood on my boots. I never read any laws against that, but if you can just tell me the page it's on, I'll read it tonight!"
Sam shook his head and decided against any more comments regarding my bloody boots. We both knew the game commission didn't do ballistic tests, blood tests, or DNA tests.
He began his usual line about the weather and other meaningless banter to relax everyone. Then he attempted to coax information out of us. Soon, he was asking if anyone had shot anything.
"How about you, young fellow?" he asked of Tom. "Get any shots?"
"The kid got nothing but cold," I answered for Tom.
I wanted Tom to see how to respond to questions from a warden. Sam looked at me and nodded. Then he looked at Chuck and smiled.
"Staying out of trouble, Chuck?" he asked. "I sure don't want to have to fine you again. Hope you and your buddies are obeying all the game laws. You know how I have to give everyone a summons if I find anything amiss and no one admits to it," he chuckled. "I know how that last fine stretched your finances. You don't have anything hidden in the wood pile, do you?"
I couldn't believe my eyes as Chuck actually began sweating and his cheek started twitching. I had no doubt where this was going to end up. He had been caught with a loaded weapon in his vehicle a few years back, and it had cost him a couple hundred dollars. Still, I had to try to stop Chuck from rolling over on the kid.
"Not me, Sam," answered Chuck nervously. "If you find anything, it wasn't me!"
Sam had played this game a long time and like a wolf that smelled blood, he realized Chuck was wounded and limping badly.
"I think maybe you did do a little more bending of the state's game laws," stated Sam. "A search of the place may prove it!"
"Go ahead and search, Sam," I interrupted. "I won't even make you get a warrant for it. Go ahead. We have to get out and get that big buck, so make it quick!"
Sam looked at me and again nodded his head. He knew where the weakest link was and he went for the kill.
"Okay, Chuck. I'll look around, but if I find anything, it's your ass I'm going to nail to the goddamn wall. You have proven yourself to a man that breaks the laws of the Commonwealth, and you'll be found guilty so fast your head will spin!"
"It was the kid!" squealed Chuck. "He shot a doe and didn't have a tag. He hid it under that tree behind the cabin!"
"Sonofabitch!" blurted Jack Hook, a member of our club who had no idea there was any deer stashed, but knew a chicken-shit prick when he saw one.
He had been standing quietly waiting for the warden to look around and leave. Chuck's stool pigeon act repulsed Jack. He and I exchanged glances with neither of us bothering to conceal the contempt we felt for Chuck.
Sam seemed surprised and disgusted as well. He was doing his job, but hadn't intended, or wanted, to catch a kid screwing up in his first hunt. He looked around a little sheepishly and shrugged his shoulders.
"Let's go look at that doe. I'll have to see your license, son," Sam stated almost apologetically. "This is going to be an expensive lesson for you."
I stepped in front of my nephew. His father was still in the woods hunting and the job had fallen to me. I wasn't about to shirk what I knew I had to do.
"Sam, I shot that goddamn doe and you'll have to deal with me. That asshole, Chuck, doesn't know what the fuck he's talking about," I avowed.
Sam looked at me for several seconds. It wasn't his first rodeo.
"Okay, Paul, if you want to confess. You know what happens next. I'll write you up and be done with it," he agreed.
He knew I was lying. Everyone in the room knew that Sam wasn't fooled. It was how the game was played. He had an illegal deer and a confession. He had no desire to pin it on Tom, and I silently thanked him for being a stand-up guy. He was doing his job. He had to try to catch hunters bending the laws, but Chuck didn't have to tell him a damn thing.
Sam went down the road with the doe and my check made out to the Game Commission for $220. I was so livid I went back into the woods, without my rifle. I was afraid I would beat the shit out of Chuck if I went back into the cabin. I didn't return to camp until dark. Luckily, I had cooled off by then.
Jack was heating some chili on the stove and the other guys were sitting around having a few beers waiting for dinner. Tom and his dad were not anywhere to be seen. Jack saw the question in my eyes.
"Lou took Tom home so he could go to school tomorrow. Lou was as hot as I've ever seen him when he heard Tom shot a doe, and then how Chuck rolled over on him to the warden," Jack said. "Lou wants a meeting when he gets back. He made it plain that he wants Chuck blackballed from the club. Chuck has been reading the camp's by-laws and minutes for an hour, looking for a loophole, so he can keep his membership."
A short time after dinner was finished and the dishes washed, Lou walked through the door. He immediately announced that, as president, he was calling an emergency meeting. He dispensed with any reports and cut to the chase.
"The single most important rule we have in this club is no member rats on another member, or guest, to a warden. This dickhead did exactly that. I move we toss his ass out!" concluded Lou.
It was seconded immediately and passed unanimously, with Chuck showing the good sense to abstain from voting. Then he dropped his bombshell.
"The by-laws say I have an option, if I want to take it," he announced. "I have decided to invoke that right."
"Jesus, boy!" blurted old Bill Taylor. "That was a joke we made as a rule one night years ago, when we was all drunk!"
The rest of us had no idea what was going on so Bill put his beer down and walked to the center of the room.
"I was a young buck then. Stan Gillow had been bitching for two weeks about his divorce and how much it cost him. You know how we always have a meeting the last night of the season? As a joke, Stan made a motion at the meeting that a man should be able to avoid being blackballed for squealing on a member by offering his wife's services for a year to the offended party. We was all laughing and drinking. Next thing you know, it was seconded and passed," recalled Bill. "This damn little weasel found that stupid-ass rule and wants to use it!"
Everyone was stunned. What sort of man would use his wife to avoid taking his punishment? The contempt in the room was almost tangible. I glanced at Lou and saw his face turning red. I knew that was the warning sign that he was going to explode. I had no use for Chuck, but I didn't want my brother, Lou, spending Christmas in jail.
"Fair enough!" I declared. "It's settled. Since I've been divorced for a few years, I don't have to explain anything to an angry wife. I'll take Chuck's wife for the year."
I turned and faced the miserable prick. He hardly looked ashamed! I was beginning to realize he had some serious mental problems.
"I will only want her a two nights a week. I will let you know ahead of time what nights they will be. She will cooperate completely, or you will be out of the club. It starts the week after deer season ends, and will last till the season starts next year," I insisted. "Do you accept those terms, Chuck?"
"Sounds fair enough," he reasoned. "I get to stay in the club and hunt here with full privileges if I make her hold up her end of the deal, right?"
"Your end of the deal, asshole!" spit Lou. "You are one sick bastard!"
Chuck was nonplused as he opened a beer and took a sip. Lou walked away, shaking his head. This was the stuff of legends in a hunting camp. Chuck had given up his wife for a year so he could remain a member. I was going to get a lot of ass for $220! That was when I realized I had never seen Chuck's wife! I felt a sinking feeling as visions of a 300-pound bearded, foul smelling, ugly bitch danced through my mind.
The next day I asked around in an attempt to find out if anyone knew what Chuck's wife looked like. It was old Bill that filled me in.
"She ain't too bad, really. She's thin and pale, and kind of quiet. Maybe that's why they never had any kids. She might be too skinny or sick, or something. She's younger than Fuck-head by about ten years or so," he grinned. "You should be able to get $220 worth out of her pretty easy."
I dialed Chuck's phone number the first Wednesday after deer season ended, at a time I knew Chuck would be at work. I was determined to carry out the agreement. I had concluded that Chuck must have believed I was too decent a guy to actually go through with such a despicable deal. He expected to get off the hook with no penalty. That was the only reason I could come up with for a man to stoop so low.
"Hello?" answered the feminine voice.
"This is Paul Jensen calling," I informed the voice. "Did Chuck tell you to expect my call?"
"Y…yes, he did," she answered slowly.
"You know why I am calling and what to expect," I persisted. "You are agreeable to paying Chuck's tab?"
"I don't find it agreeable, Mr. Jenson, but I am resigned to it. Is that good enough?" she asked.
"That's fine," I replied. "I'll pick you up at seven. I want you to wear a short skirt and a low cut blouse. I want Chuck to be there when we leave. I'll have you back before it gets too late."
I hung up the phone and wondered. Who was worse, Chuck or me?
We were the same age and had been in the same class in high school, 30 years ago. His wife should be within a few years of forty, if Bill's estimate was anywhere near accurate.
I rang the doorbell at seven sharp. Chuck opened the door. I had no idea what to expect, but I sure didn't plan on Chuck having a big smile as he asked me in. I had hoped, and really wanted, for him to be ashamed, hurt, and angry. Either he was a great actor, or he really was quite happy. It made no sense.
"Millie?" he called. "Your date is here!"
"Would you like a beer while you wait, Paul?" he asked.
I shook my head as I tried to understand what was happening. Why wasn't he ashamed, or pissed? I began to dread meeting his wife. What horrible mistake had I made? How bad would she be?
Then she came into the room. I felt immediately relief when I saw her. She was short, slim, and pale, just as Bill had described. She was also wearing a long dress with a high neck. Her dark hair was pulled back into a bun of some sort. It was impossible to determine anything about her breasts with her loose fitting clothes. She was no Miss America, but at least she wasn't some horrible pig!
"Hello, Mr. Jensen. I am Millie," she introduced herself.
I could see that her eyes were red and that she had been crying. The notion of punishing Chuck turned very sour in my stomach. He didn't seem to know enough to be embarrassed, but his wife did. I was humiliating a woman that had no part in the little drama at the hunting camp. My contempt for Chuck was suddenly surpassed by my own self-contempt.
"You two stay out as late as you like," Chuck grinned. "I'll leave the light on."
Mille cringed at Chuck's cavalier attitude. I was afraid she was going to start crying again. I quickly took her hand and led her to my car. I wanted to get her away from Chuck. He was creeping me out!
Millie gave me an odd look as I held the door open for her. I went around and got behind the wheel. I had originally planned on taking her to my house and fucking her like a slut, just so she would go back and tell Chuck. My thought had been that a normal husband would be very humiliated. The thing was, Chuck didn't seem to be normal, or even close.
Now I had a lady in my car and I had to take her someplace. I drove in complete silence to a nice restaurant. Nether of us knew what to say or how to start. When I pulled into the parking lot, I saw Millie look at me again. I had no idea what she was thinking.
I didn't have a reservation but a few dead presidents slipped into the right hands got us a table quite quickly. I helped Millie to her seat and then sat across from her. We looked at each other and we both knew we had to find something we could discuss.
"I didn't dress the way you told me. I wanted you to realize I may be nothing more than a whore to you, but I will not be ordered around like a dog," she began. "I will keep Chuck's end of the agreement, but don't think I am some kind of slut, although I guess that is exactly what I am!"
I saw a tear start down her cheek and I felt like shit.
"Millie, don't cry! Please!" I pleaded. "I will not degrade or humiliate you, I promise. I can see that you are a lady and will treat you as such. Let's have a nice dinner and I will take you home, okay? "
"I guess you can pretty much have a different woman every night. I must look quite plain to you, Mr. Jensen. I hope you are not overly embarrassed to be seen with me," Millie managed between tears.
"Where the hell did that come from?" I demanded. "If I were ashamed to be seen with you, I wouldn't bring you here, would I? I am just trying to put you at ease. I was not insulting you in any way."
"How am I supposed to feel in this situation, Mr. Jensen?" asked Millie. "If you insist on sex with me, I will be an unfaithful wife, a slut really. If you don't assert your right, I will be an undesirable hag, not good enough for a free fuck!"
I hadn't thought about it that way. She was on the horns of a dilemma. A woman needs to feel that most men would give her a roll in the hay, given the opportunity. It could be hard on her ego if I didn't fuck the living hell out of her! I have always claimed to be a gentleman, which would seem to predicate slipping her the old salami.
On the other hand, I was the one that was the victim. That miserable shit, Chuck, had cost me $220! He had ratted on my nephew, and he had to suffer! My family name demanded it. My mind reeled as I considered the ultimate insult to Chuck. If I didn't fuck his wife, he would be really humiliated! Unless that was his plan in the first place, and then I would be the schmuck.
The waiter came and we ordered our drinks. I came to the conclusion I had a year to determine whether I should fuck Millie or not. There was no need to be rash.
As dinner proceeded, we found several subjects that interested us both and we had a pleasant conversation. Millie began to relax and even smiled a few times.
"This is the first time I have ever had dinner here, Mr. Jensen," she admitted. "Chuck prefers me cooking dinner at home for him. The food is excellent and it's a lovely place."
"Let's get one thing straight, Millie," I responded. "My name is Paul and that is how you should address me. My father was Mr. Jensen. I feel old enough already, without being referred to as Mister."
"Okay, Paul," smiled Millie. "You don't look so old. Chuck said you two went to school together, but you look several years younger than he does. I understand you are divorced, Paul."
"Guilty as charged!" I quipped. "It is unlikely I would be in this arrangement if I were married. Not many wives would go along with it."
I guess that was the wrong thing to say. Millie got all red in the face and looked down at her plate. I mentally cursed Chuck for allowing her to be placed in such an uncomfortable position. Then I considered how no one had held a gun to my head and forced me to take Millie out. I was a willing participant in a tragedy. I tried to think of which of Shakespeare's works would cover my present situation. I had been doing that that since discovering the Bard in high school.
That was when I made up my mind to be the hero of the small epic I call my life and simply take Millie home, and never go back. I had always been able to find single women for companionship and sex. Why would I continue in such a bizarre situation? If old Chuck was half a man, he would be pacing the floor, worried sick over what he had done. He had probably suffered tremendously already.



After I paid the bill, we walked to my car. I opened the door for Millie and then went around and climbed behind the wheel to take her home.
"Paul, I have to compliment you on your manners. You have opened doors and helped me be seated all evening. It appears to be a habit for you, but I am not accustomed to being treated so well," she confided. "Thanks for treating me like a lady."
"Mom made us boys conduct ourselves as gentlemen when we were around ladies and it did become a habit. Just to demonstrate how much influence she had, I am going to take you home and not bother you again. It was a ridiculous thing for Chuck to suggest, and I was no better for agreeing," I admitted. "I just hope Chuck had a couple bad hours tonight, thinking about what we might be doing."
"Paul, you don't have to be so nice to him!" Millie blurted. "I mean that, well, he got himself into this situation. You have every right to insist on the debt being paid."
"Thanks, Millie, but the whole thing is just a little too weird for me to be comfortable. I don't dislike you. In fact, you have been very pleasant company tonight. Revenge is never a very admirable motive, and hurting you to get even with Chuck would be pretty low."
"So you are going to take me home and not come back, ever?" she asked. "You don't do much for my ego, Paul."
I laughed at Millie's comment. She was showing a well-developed sense of humor.
"You think I am joking, don't you?" she sniffled. "If I go home and tell Chuck we went to dinner and nothing happened, he will be very disappointed. He thinks you planned on banging the hell out of me. He told me I'd be lucky if I could walk by the time you brought me home."
I looked at Millie. Was she serious or making another joke? Why would Chuck talk to her like that? Her demeanor suggested she was serious. What was Chuck's game?
"Millie, I really doubt he will be disappointed that his wife had a nice dinner with no sex," I chuckled. "He'll be relieved, believe me."
We were a few miles from her home at this point. To my eternal shock, Millie reached over and pulled my zipper down! Her hand darted into my pants and gently tugged my soft cock out. Then she leaned over and slid it into her mouth. My cock quickly responded to her ministrations.
"Millie!" I gasped. "I am taking you home! The deal is off and you don't have to do this."
She raised her head from my throbbing cock long enough to reply, "You just don't understand, Paul. I do have to do this. Just go with it and enjoy."
She sucked my cock back into her mouth and began to give me a world-class blowjob. I pulled off the road before I had an accident. It had been a while since I had sex and I quickly built to a crescendo. Millie never missed a stroke as she swallowed every little guy I could muster. When she finally satisfied that I was totally drained, she gently tucked my soft member back and zipped up my Dockers.
"That was my desert!" grinned Millie as she dabbed at her chin with her handkerchief. "Now you can take me home."
"What the hell was that all about, Millie?" I demanded. "I'm not complaining, but I explained to you that I wasn't going to hold you to the stupid agreement. You certainly didn't have to do that."
"There are things about Chuck you don't know. He wants me to have an affair, Paul. He has trouble, ah, he has a problem getting aroused," revealed Millie. "If I tell him how I sucked your cock tonight, he'll be excited and be able to perform. I didn't want to have any part of it when he first told me about this arrangement. I was afraid that either I would dislike you, or you would not find me attractive."
I pulled back onto the highway as I listened to Millie. I had heard stories like that. I had never really believed a man would need anything so kinky to get his libido going. A new thought crossed my mind. Was I helping that prick get laid? Was I a pawn in some weird game? Should I put a stop to this perversion?
"You're telling me that Chuck wants you to have sex with another man? That it makes him horny and able to get hard? That he can't get the job done without some kind of kinky story?" I asked in amazement. "Chuck actually wants us to have sex?"
"I guess it sounds pretty bad, but that's the situation. He has had problems for years. He used to be able to watch a porno and get excited. As time went on, he needed more and more stimulation. We even went to a psychiatrist," Millie revealed. "The shrink said it was more a mental problem than a physical one, but so far he hasn't been able to help Chuck. He has even taken all kinds of pills and drugs to help, but so far, nothing has. When he came back from hunting and told me that I was going to have to be your slut for a year, he was able to have sex. I thought it was another fantasy at first, and played along. The sex was incredible that night!"
"Then he really was happy when I stopped to pick you up! Now you're going to tell him you gave me a blowjob and that will help him get the job done?" I asked incredulously. "Won't he be jealous? I know that I couldn't share my woman."
"That is the part difficult to understand. The humiliation helps him get aroused. He does know it is degrading, but it is also a rush for him," responded Millie. "It is a 'Catch 22' sort of thing."
"Millie, I don't know what to say, or think. You have been excellent company, and you really know to suck cock!"
"Thank you," beamed Millie. "I thought you would like that. Will you be calling me in a couple days? I really enjoyed the evening and now I'm prepared to see that Chuck's debt is paid properly."
I should have been stronger. I should have dropped her off and never returned. The memory of her lips working their magic on my cock was too recent, too vivid. The little head made another decision for me.
"Sure, Millie. How about Friday evening around seven?" I asked. "Would you be able to make it then?"
"You've got a date! I know Chuck will be pleased, and to be honest, I am already looking forward to Friday, too," allowed Millie. "I think we have a situation where there are no losers."
I pulled into her drive and went around to open her door.
"Are you going to come in and visit with Chuck?" asked Millie. "That would really get him cranked up!"
"I don't think that would be a good idea, Millie. This is just a bit too embarrassing for me to push too hard. I'll just say goodnight right here."
"You are such a gentleman, Paul. You haven't even tried to kiss me or sneak a feel,' marveled Chuck's wife. "That will make it that much more exciting when you do."
Millie leaned into me and raised her lips up to mine. I felt like I did on my first date way back when, except that girl didn't have cum on her breath!
Friday saw me at Chuck's door, eager to take his wife out for the evening. He welcomed me in like a long lost friend.
"Have a beer, Paul," urged Paul. "Millie is going to be a few minutes more. She is getting all dolled up. You made a really good impression on her the other night."
I didn't know how to respond to Chuck's statement, so a just nodded and accepted the proffered beer. We discussed sports for ten minutes or so. Millie finally entered the room. I stood up and stared. She had on a short dress with a daring neckline. I don't know if it was the bra or if her tits were bigger than I had thought.
"Wow, she really looks hot, doesn't she Paul? You'll be hard pressed to keep your hands off those nice tits, don't you think?" Chuck blurted out.
Millie blushed at Chuck's assertion. I just picked up her jacket and helped her into it. She did look great! In another minute we were driving down the highway.
"Do you think Chuck was right, Paul? Will you have trouble keeping your hands off my tits?" laughed Millie.
I reached my right hand over and slid it down her front and held her right breast in my hand. I pinched her nipple until she squealed.
"It seems like you have decided to partake of my charms," Millie suggested as she placed her hand over mine. "I will take that as a sign you are going to have trouble leaving my tits alone. I love how it feels when you touch me, Paul."
We went to a small dinner theater, had a great meal, and watched a romantic comedy. Millie had a great time and I was enjoying her company.
"You really are different, Paul," Millie stated as we drove away from the theater. "You are taking me to dinner and theater when you don't have to be so nice. Chuck has given me to you, but you act like you are trying to win me. That is really sweet."
"I didn't see the handbook that told how a man should treat a woman he won at a hunting camp," I chuckled. "I had a good time tonight, Millie. You are a lot of fun."
"You haven't even begun to find out how much fun I can be," teased Millie. "Are you interested in finding out, or do you just want me to suck you off again?"
"From my perspective, that is quite a lot of fun!" I grinned. "Did you tell Chuck about the blowjob? What did he say?"
"He got hard as a rock when I described how much bigger your cock is than his. I told him how you called me names like whore and slut while you held my head on your pulsing cock," answered Millie.
"You embellished it a little? You should take up hunting and fishing, Millie," I suggested. "You already have the most important part mastered. A really good hunter can take a dull day and make an exciting, almost unbelievable experience out of it."

"Tonight you pulled off the road, right over in that dark parking lot, please, and demanded I give you another slow, wet blowjob. I had no choice. I had to suck on your monster and swallow every drop before you would let me up. The big difference from last time is that you pulled my tits out and played with them and pinched my nipples while I blew you," Millie laughed as she pulled her top down and freed her beautiful breasts.
I put the shift lever in Park and gazed at Millie's chest. Those tits were real and they were nice! I began to tweak her nipples and they grew hard and elongated. She was soon moaning as I fondled, squeezed, and pinched her breasts. Her hand slid over my leg and tugged at my zipper. The bad boy was already hard and she had to use both hands to free him from the confines of my pants.
There I sat in my car, parked in a dark lot, getting world-class blowjob from a married woman while I played with her tits. To top it all off, she was going to tell her husband everything, and even dream up things that didn't happen. How does a man find himself in such an unusual situation?
The next week was Christmas week and I didn't see Millie. I had family and friends to spend the holiday season with. I was sure Millie would be busy as well.
New Year's Day, Millie was at my place. We had a few drinks and eventually gravitated to the bedroom. I had learned a few things about patience in sex over the years and I made certain to give Millie a memorable performance. By the time I took her home, she had thanked me a dozen times and made me promise we would do it again. I felt great, until I dropped her off at home.
As I drove back to my place, I imagined Chuck listening to Millie telling him all about the sex we had just shared. I realized I was uncomfortable with Millie sharing something so personal with someone else, even her husband. Some things should be private.
I was upset by the time I reached home. I was sharing a woman with another man, even if she was supposed to be his. How was I different than the cuckold husband, really? He got sloppy seconds and I went first? That thought did little to ease my mind. I decided to not see Millie again.
It was just two weeks later and I was plunging inside Millie. She was panting and squealing with delight. We came one last time together and I collapsed next to her. She looked at me and smiled.
"This really gets Chuck fired up!" she admitted. "He will fuck me like a wild stallion tonight!"
I couldn't decide how to respond, so I remained quiet. Should that make me feel good? Apparently Millie thought it would. Chuck, Millie, and I were all getting some really good sex. Why did it not feel so good in retrospect?
"I should have met you years ago!" laughed Millie. "The more sex I have with you, the more Chuck makes love to me. This is absolutely great."
I noticed that Millie said that Chuck made love to her, while she and I had sex. Was I too sensitive? Was I looking for problems? Was I totally nuts?
Over the next few weeks, Millie and I had sex just about everyway two people could possibly find. The sex was fantastic and the remorse afterward was becoming almost as intense. It took some time, but I finally found the word to describe my emotions. I was jealous of Chuck! How was that possible? He was the cuck and I was the bull. I should have been strutting around like the cock of the walk!
After our next fuck session, I decided to brace Millie and find out where I stood. She was becoming very important to me and I wanted to be sure I meant a lot to her.
"Millie, tell me how you feel about me?" I asked. "We have been meeting for a few months now. What do you think?"
"Oh, Paul! You are an excellent lover. Sometimes I think you are going to actually fuck my brains out!" she gushed. "Your cock feels so big and hard inside me."
"That isn't what I meant, Millie. How do feel about me, the person, not the thing attached to a cock," I explained. "How do you think of me?"
"You are a fun guy, Paul. I really like being with you. I have never had my pussy eaten the way you do it," continued Millie. "I have been trying to get Chuck to eat me out like you do. He is getting better, but he still has a ways to go."
Her words stung worse than if she had slapped my face. I thought of the silly movie where the guy was the "man-whore" and the women used his "he-gina" for their pleasure. The movie was hilarious, or at least it used to be. I wasn't controlling the relationship. I was a male slut, being used like a chunk of meat. Millie and Chuck had somehow twisted the situation around so they were the winners and I seemed to be the loser.
What kind of a man complains about being used by a lovely woman for sex? Perhaps a man with a small shred of self-respect still in tact would feel that way.
"Have you ever thought of leaving Chuck?" I asked.
"Leave Chuck? He's my husband! I love him with my whole heart," declared Millie. "Why would you even ask that?"
I realized then that Millie really had no clue. To her, I was a human dildo and nothing more. Was this how a mistress felt? Unloved and used? It was not a good feeling.
"Millie, being with you has been an experience," I began. "But I can't continue on like this anymore. I don't think I can explain it, but let it suffice to say that we won't be seeing each other any more. I'll take you home and that will be the end of us being together, okay?"
I was prepared for tears, arguments, accusations, questions, anything really, except what I heard.
"Okay, Paul. You've been really sweet and lasted longer than most guys, but I could see it coming," she revealed. "I'll tell Chuck. He'll have to think up something new. He still gets to hunt though, doesn't he?"
As I began to dress to take Millie home, I realized that she and Chuck had played this game before! I had to appreciate the irony of the situation as I asked myself the question, "How would society treat a reformed "man-whore"?"
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"Bless me Father, for I have sinned, and I wish I could die!" I wailed into the darkness.
Before I could stop crying, the door to my confessional was opened and Father McKenzie stood over me. He offered his hand to me as he spoke.
"Come with me, Eleanor, please. We need more time and privacy than this confessional can offer. Come with me to my office."
I allowed him to lead me to the front of the dark, lonely church. Then he opened a door to a small room with files and a desk. I sat in the chair he offered and slowly began to compose myself. Finally, the tears stopped and I was able to speak.
"Father McKenzie, I cheated on Ted. He caught me with another man!" I blurted. "Now Ted hates me and asked for a divorce. I want to die!"
"Ted caught you in the act, so to speak, Eleanor?" asked the ancient priest. At my nod he continued.
"Did Ted physically abuse you? Or verbally? Or sexually, when he caught you?" he queried. I shook my head.
"What exactly did Ted do?" questioned Father McKenzie.
"He looked like someone had just plunged a dagger into his heart. Then he quickly walked away. He never said anything, Father. I would have felt better if he had beaten me," I confessed. "I certainly deserved it."
"Was it the next time that you saw Ted that he told you he hated you and asked for a divorce?" prodded the priest.
"Well, no. The next time I saw him was when the car I was in drove into the flooded stream and I was swept away by the floodwaters. I was ready to give up when Ted caught me," I answered, remembering every detail of that dramatic day. "Ted hoisted me up to some men on a bridge as we passed under it. He saved my life, after he had just caught me cheating a few minutes before!"
"I believe I heard about that flooded stream and Ted's heroism," Father McKenzie replied. "I understand his arm was badly broken and your older daughter practically dragged him out of the stream by herself. That was about a week ago, wasn't it?"
"It was six days ago; the longest six days of my life. Ted met with a lawyer while he was in the hospital and had him draw up divorce papers. He gave them to me the morning after he came home," I sobbed. "He told me he used to think I was too good for him, but now he realizes it is he that is too good for me. He wants a divorce. He hates me."
"I see," Father McKenzie nodded as he spoke. "Ted hates you. He jumped into a flooded stream and risked his life to save his horrible, cheating, unfaithful wife. While in the hospital, doped up on all kinds of drugs and in great pain, he made the decision to ask you for a divorce. Did he tell you he hated you?"
"Ted never used those words, but I know he does! How could he not? He would never ask for a divorce if he didn't," I reasoned.
"You thought Ted should accept being a cuckold? You thought that would be demonstrating his love for you?" continued the old cleric. "You thought if he loved you he would accept you sleeping with other men? Is that what you thought when you were being unfaithful to Ted? He should accept everything you do and not complain, and certainly not ask for a divorce?"
"No!" I practically shouted. "I knew Ted would never accept me having an affair! I just never thought about him finding out. I would never hurt him deliberately."
"Excuse me for appearing dense, Eleanor, but how in the world could you think that betraying your husband, your daughters and your entire family, would not hurt Ted? Did you take precautions against disease and pregnancy?" demanded the priest.
I had not expected such a difficult time with Father McKenzie. He had been a family friend, as well as the local priest, for as long as I could remember. He performed the ceremony when Ted and I were married. He had always been kind, gentle, and non-judgmental. Now he seemed to be almost as horrified as Ted had been. Had I made another mistake by confiding in him?
I was not on the pill, so Dan had used a condom. I felt relieved and ashamed at the same time. Somehow it made me feel more guilt, knowing we planned ahead enough to have protection. I pushed that from my mind and spoke to the old man before me.
"Looking back, of course it had to hurt him. There could be no other result," I admitted. "I just blocked those thoughts from my mind when I was with the other man. I just wanted to have a little fling, to prove I was still a desirable woman, and not some old hag."
"Had Ted been less than attentive sexually? Perhaps you felt short-changed by Ted," suggested the priest. "Is he lacking as a lover? Is he possibly not equipped to give you the pleasure you seek in bed? Is he selfish or rough?"
"No! Ted is a wonderful lover. He is very virile, but considerate. His 'equipment' works just fine, Father."
"Perhaps he leaves much to be desired as a provider and as a father to your daughters," countered the old priest in a very irritating manner. "Are you looking for someone that will take better care of you and the girls?"
"Ted is the best husband and father you will ever find!" again I practically yelled. "He supports us extremely well. The girls adore him. I could never find his equal, let alone someone better!"
"No reason to be upset with me, Eleanor," replied Father McKenzie. "I am just trying to determine why you have given up on Ted. Where has he failed that you are willing to end your marriage?"
"I am not willing to end our marriage. He is the one asking for the divorce, not me!" I shot back in desperation.
"You want to stay married and just have lovers from time to time, or do you want to have one long term lover?" questioned the once kindly priest.
"Damn it! I don't want any lovers, ever. I just want Ted to love me! He is all the lover, husband, father and friend I could ever want! Why is that so hard for you to understand?" I exploded.
"The question, I think, should be why has it been so difficult for you to understand, Eleanor?" responded Father McKenzie softly.
I just sat there, too numb to respond. That was the question! Why didn't I realize I had it all, the whole enchilada? Why had I betrayed everyone that I loved, and that loved me, for a fling with a conceited, self-centered jackass?
"Father, do you think I am mentally ill? Could that be why I did such an awful thing? Maybe I should just join an order of nuns and go to some far away place to work with AIDS victims. That would cleanse my soul of sin, wouldn't it?" I asked.
"If you left your family to do that, I would think you are mentally ill. God isn't looking for people that want to torture themselves. People do those things to help others, not as some sick kind of self-determined retribution, or punishment!" preached Father McKenzie. "Come with me for a minute, Eleanor."
I followed him to the door as he stood just beyond it. He pointed to the two-dozen or so people sitting in the church, praying.
"Look at all the lonely people, Eleanor. See Mr. Peak over there? His wife was extremely over-weight. She had diabetes, high blood pressure, and very bad circulation, but that did not stop her from eating everything in sight! She had a massive stroke and died at age 43. He is alone and heart-broken."
"Look at Tom Fiona in front. Every day he comes here and begs God to forgive him for hitting a minivan and hurting two small children, while he was driving drunk. Every night he goes out drinking and drives home! His wife left him years ago and his kids won't speak to him," observed the clergyman.
"To the left is Mrs. Martin. She is a widow at 49. Her husband smoked two packs a day. He died from cancer last year," revealed the old priest.
"The fellow in the last pew is always trying to score oxycontin, except when he is here, in the church. Just two rows in front of him is a woman that has shared needles with every addict within 100 miles. Take a good look. I want you to know where all the lonely people come from! They, or their loved ones, made bad decisions, very bad decisions," he concluded.
"That is the human condition, Eleanor. People mess up all the time, but some learn from their mistakes and some don't. It isn't mental illness so much as it's human frailty. Compared to a fatal stroke from selfishly being a glutton for forty years, driving drunk and hurting others, smoking two packs a day and getting cancer, or risking aids, hepatitis, and/or jail, your offense is minor. There is a chance it can be rectified. That will depend on you, what you have learned, and what you are made of," stated Father McKenzie.
He led me back inside the office and again sat me down. I was trying to absorb everything this wise old man was telling me.
"Frankly, Eleanor, I honestly wonder if you have what it takes. You have always been on top. You've always been a winner. You haven't had to work and struggle when all appeared to be lost. You are being tested, and thus far, you have failed. You yielded to temptation."
He was right! I had always had things my way. I used my looks, abilities, brains, and charm to get everything I had ever wanted. I had never known bad times. Breaking a nail really wouldn't count as hard times.
"The brunt of the test, the most difficult part, is still to come," promised Father McKenzie. "What are you going to do now? Ted asked for a divorce. Do you really believe it was because he hates you? Could it be that you have hurt him tremendously with your betrayal and he doesn't know any other way to respond? You have compromised his masculinity by giving your body to another man. As your husband, he rightly demands that he be the only one to enjoy carnal pleasures with you."
"I have betrayed him, as you keep pointing out. What can I do to change that?" I cried.
"Absolutely nothing, Eleanor. No one can relive the past. Remember the people I pointed out to you in the church? They made bad decisions and had neither the strength nor discipline to change. God will forgive them, and you, for that matter. Your problem is here on earth," he reminded me. " You must decide if you want to stay with Ted. If you do, then you cannot agree to a divorce. You must change your self-centered approach to your life."
"Isn't the decision his, Father?" I asked. "Doesn't he have to want to stay married to me?"
"Correct again, Eleanor," smiled the elderly padre. "Will he find a woman that loves him more than you do? Will he find someone that would give her life for him as quickly and gladly as you?"
"No! Not now, Father. A week ago, I may not have been able to answer that question as honestly," I admitted. "Ted could never find a woman as totally in love and devoted to him as I am now. I know that no such woman could exist. I have been almost wishing that he would find out he needs a kidney, or something, that I could give to him, just to prove my love and devotion. I would gladly give my life for his. He has already risked his life for me."
"That was a wonderful, brave act, by a man in love, Eleanor. You can be certain that you still own his heart, but his mind has doubts. You put them there, and you must be the one to remove them," offered the priest. "You simply have to find out how."
I returned home that afternoon feeling better than I had in a week. Father McKenzie had given me food for thought. I had never doubted Ted's love for me, until he caught me with Dan Wilkens. Had I ended Ted's ability to love me? Could a man love a woman so completely as Ted had loved me, and then turn it off, or convert it to hate, in a split-second? I had to believe he could not; that his love was greater than my selfishness. My life was about to change!
I made a nice dinner and watched television with the girls and Ted. Ted always watched the late news so I waited for the girls to go to bed. Then I decided to let Ted know my decision.
"Ted, I have considered your request for a divorce," I started. "Your offer is very fair and probably much better than I could hope for if you sued for divorce over my adultery. That is what the law calls women like me, Ted. I am an adulterer."
"Ellie, there is no need to even bring that word up. I have told no one and have no intentions of doing so," responded Ted. "The divorce can be uncontested and neither spouse's fault."
"Wrong, Ted. It would always be my fault. We both know that," I quickly explained. "The thing is, I am not giving you a divorce. You will have to push for one and I will fight it every step!"
"Ellie, why make this hard? Do you want a better split? Do you think I have been unfair?" asked Ted.
"Ted, if I wanted a divorce, I would trust you more than any judge to treat me fairly. I know you far too well. Remember I have been your business manager for some time. You are a man of conscience and honor. That isn't always best for business. If it weren't for me, you would be responding to every sob story and emergency tossed your way and never be able to hold a schedule and complete your contracts on time," I laughed.
I couldn't believe it! I had laughed for the first time in a week. I had chartered my course, for better or worse, and I felt relieved. Sticking to it was going to be the tough part.
"So you think I am some schmuck that will let you take me to the cleaners, or worse yet, take myself to the cleaners, Ellie?" questioned Ted.
"Not even close, Ted. I think you love me like no man has ever loved a woman before, and I'm going to return that devotion tenfold. I made a horrible mistake, but that is human. Us humans do that, but hopefully we learn from our mistakes. I am telling you right here and now, that you are the only man I have ever loved and the only man I will ever be with from this point forward," I declared.
"I seem to recall words like that at our wedding, Ellie. Then you took up with lover-boy as soon as he came back to town. Promises are easy. Keeping them is difficult, as you have discovered," goaded Ted.
"Yes, I have, Ted. I expect you to feel that way. It's logical and you are a very logical man. Words I throw out tonight will not prove anything, or change your perceptions of me. Still, I am not leaving and I will not cooperate in a divorce in any manner. I am going to love and cherish you any way I can and convince you that I am the woman for you, the only woman for you. Easy to say, I know. This is one time I am going to fight for what I want, and for what I believe is best for you, and not just me. No woman will ever love you as I do now, and forever more," I added.
Ted was totally stumped. I could see it in his eyes. He had expected me to either agree to his terms for a divorce, or to counter them with terms of my own. He never considered that I would refuse the divorce outright. That placed him in the position of having to file for a divorce and give reasons. I was betting, and praying, that his feelings for his daughters and their grandparents, if not for me, would make him dwell on the decision for quite some time. It was my only chance.
"Now come to bed and I will help you out of those clothes. The doctor was pretty serious when he said you had to be very careful about moving your arm around for a few weeks," I insisted to Ted.
He stared at me for a full minute, then got up and walked into the bedroom. I smiled to myself as I watched the utter confusion he was experiencing.
I would like to say the next few weeks were easy, but they weren't. Ted remained aloof and I had days of fear, and even despair. The one thing I did not do was give up. Days passed and Ted never mentioned what he had decided, if anything, about the divorce. I put on a brave front, but I was scared to death that Ted would finally reach his decision. It was as if I was waiting for the other shoe to fall.
Father McKenzie began stopping at our house on Wednesday evenings. On the first Wednesday he visited, he chatted with the girls for a few minutes and then he and I moved into the kitchen for a quick conference. He went to great lengths to keep my spirits up. It really helped, too.
The second time Father McKenzie visited, we talked for a few minutes and then he went downstairs to the basement to talk with Ted, and to see the entertainment room Ted was still trying to finish. Working with one arm limited his speed and mobility. They were downstairs for a few minutes when Jen joined me in the kitchen.
"Why does Father McKenzie visit us so much, Mom?" she asked. "Is he trying to save our souls or something?"
"I think that might be more accurate than you can imagine, Jen," I told her. "I hope he does."
Jen looked at me oddly. She seemed to consider her next words. Then she simply changed the subject to boys in her class. We were still talking when Father McKenzie stuck his head back into the kitchen. He was wearing a big smile as he bade us good-bye.
Time went by, and Ted's arm was healing nicely. He never mentioned the word divorce again. It was really all I could hope for, but I was faltering. I had lost almost ten pounds from the stress of worrying about my marriage. The first five didn't hurt, but I knew I was beginning to look too thin. Still, I wasn't able to increase my appetite, or weight, and the trend continued.
Helen Drake stopped by often. She never mentioned that day when Ted caught me with Dan, but I knew that she knew. She was a wonderful friend and kept it to herself. She began commenting on my weight loss and seemed genuinely concerned. One evening, as she and I sat and chatted in the kitchen, she brought the subject up again.
"Ellie, you are a beautiful woman, but you are getting too thin! Are you doing this on purpose, or are you ill?" she asked. "I am getting worried about you."
"Thanks, Helen. I have been losing a little weight. It's just that it has been warm lately and I have very little appetite. I'll try to eat more so you won't have to worry," I tried to laugh her comment off and quickly changed the subject.
Shortly after Helen left, Ted wandered into the kitchen. He seemed to be deep in thought. I always tried to be cheerful and upbeat when I was around Ted. He seldom returned any emotion at all, but he wasn't the one trying to gain forgiveness.
"How about some ice cream, Ellie?" suggested Ted. "I'm dishing some up and I'll get some for you."
"Thanks, Ted, but I really don't feel like ice cream right now, but I'll sit with you while you have some," I told him.
Ted came back to the table with two dishes heaped with ice cream. He placed one in front of me and handed me a spoon. He saw the question in my eyes as I accepted the spoon.
"It just seems like I shouldn't be the only one having ice cream," he grinned. "I know how you love Rocky Road."
It was the first time since that terrible day that Ted initiated any sort of interaction with me. I didn't want to ruin the mood so I smiled and began eating the ice cream. As we ate, Ted talked about the girls and how school would be out soon. He thought it would be good if they got summer jobs, just to learn responsibility and money management.
We had a discussion like we used to have and I felt my spirits lift. We sat and shared ideas long after we had finished the ice cream. It somehow became a regular evening ritual. Ted was really putting a lot of ice cream in the dishes, but I was so pleased that he wanted to talk with me that I never complained. He was doing quite well for a guy using his right hand only.
When we went to bed he would slide into bed in his boxers, as he had always done, but he would offer no indication he had any interest in me physically. That hurt a lot because I really needed him to take me in his arms and hold me. I promised myself that if I were ever in his arms again, I would never let him go.
I tried to not be too obvious, but I would be sure to undress where he could easily see me, at least in a mirror. I did catch him looking at my ass and breasts a few times when he thought I couldn't tell. Was he beginning to weaken, at least a little? Could I hang on long enough to win him back? Would it even happen? There were more than a few nights I would lie in bed and cry quietly, long after Ted had fallen asleep. I never let him hear me cry. I always wanted to have a strong and positive attitude in front of him.



It was a Wednesday evening in late May and Father McKenzie was sitting across from me in the kitchen. The girls were doing their homework and Ted was finishing the room in the basement. It had turned out really nice and the girls couldn't wait to invite friends over to use it. Ted was touching up a few places with paint.
"Father, I have a new problem, or at least the old one has come back to haunt me," I revealed. "The man that I, that I, made the 'mistake' with has called me a couple times. He insists I take up with him again. If I don't, he said he would be sure the girls hear about our affair."
"Have you told Ted?" asked the priest.
"I can't tell him! It will bring back memories and discussions of all my horrible behavior and he will just divorce me, for sure," I sobbed. "I told the jerk he could go to Hell. I never want to see him again and certainly not under the threat of blackmail. He is such a miserable shit, pardon my French, Father. If I were a man, I would kick his ass across town!"
"Perhaps he will be gentleman enough to keep this thing to himself, Eleanor," suggested Father McKenzie. "He might be testing you, to see if you want to resume your liaison."
"I wish I could believe that. He told me to be at The Rusty Nail for lunch on Friday, or he was going to send a few letters to my relatives. He said that if Ted weren't a wimp, and if we were going to stay married, he would have looked Dan up by now. He said Ted was either afraid of him, or Ted got off thinking about me with other men!" I recounted.
"I have no option. He can take his letters and burn in Hell! I will never again so much as be in the same room as him!" I promised. "He can eat shit, and die!"
"Under the circumstances, I can forgive your expression of strong dislike for the man," chuckled the old priest. "You have made the right decision and I think it will work out okay. Have faith Eleanor, that your love and devotion are going to be rewarded. God works in strange ways."
Not long after Father McKenzie left, Ted came up and got our ice cream out. He seemed preoccupied, so I didn't press him for conversation. How would he take it when that prick, Wilkens, sent those letters to members of the family? I knew the answer and it wasn't reassuring.
It was Saturday afternoon when Helen Drake dropped in. I had already checked the mail and there were no unusual letters for the girls.
"How is Ted feeling?" asked Helen.
"He seems to be fine, Helen," I forced a smile as I answered. "Why would you ask?"
"Well, I thought he might be feeling a little sore after yesterday. Does he have a shiner or anything?" countered Helen.
"What are you talking about? I am not in the mood for games, Helen!"
"I guess Ted didn't tell you he was at The Rusty Nail yesterday at noon?" grinned Helen.
I felt a knot form in my stomach. Dan wanted me to show up at lunchtime! Did Ted run into Dan? I was afraid to even ask. Of course, I didn't have to ask. Helen could barely contain herself.
"Stan's younger brother, Steve tends bar there. He goes to night school, so he tends bar to help with the bills. He told Stan and me that he recognized Ted when he walked in. They had met a few times at some of our parties, remember?" asked Helen.
I could only nod. My throat was suddenly as dry as cotton.
"Steve said that Ted sat down next some guy in a three piece suit and started chatting him up after Steve brought Ted a beer. Steve was serving another customer when the well-dressed guy cursed and hit Ted in the face! He knocked Ted off the stool and Ted was just barely able to get his feet under himself to keep from falling to the floor. Steve said he tried to get around the bar to help Ted. Everyone there could see Ted had one arm in a sling and felt the other guy was just trying to bully an injured man," chuckled Helen.
How the Goddamn Hell could Helen be laughing? It was probably that miserable fuck, Dan, beating up on Ted!
"This is where it really gets good, Ellie. Ted started toward the guy and the guy kept punching at Ted's face. Ted slapped the guy across the head once. SLAPPED, not punched. Steve said it sounded like a firecracker, only louder. The guy staggered a little and then Ted just bitch-slapped the shit out of the guy, with one hand!"
The guy's face was bloody and he was on his knees, crying like a baby," laughed Helen. "He actually begged Ted to stop. Steve said Ted pulled the guy to his feet and said something in the guy's ear, real low so no one else would hear. Then he shoved the guy toward the door. The man fell, jumped back up, and literally ran out the door. Steve said he would not have believed it if he hadn't seen it himself. Ted just paid his tab and left. He never said a word to anyone else."
Ted in a bar fight? With his broken arm? My head reeled as I considered Helen's story. It could be no coincidence. Ted had to have gone there looking for Dan. Father McKenzie must have told him about Dan's promise to tell the girls and that he thought Ted was a wimp! I thought priests had oaths of silence, or some such horseshit! Thank God Ted wasn't badly hurt!
"Ted came in a little late and went right to bed, Helen. I never actually saw him. He said he had a headache and would be okay in the morning. I had no idea he had been in a fight!" I concluded.
"According to Steve, it couldn't be considered a fight," grinned Helen. "It was an old-fashioned ass kicking!"
Suddenly Helen's demeanor changed and she took my hands in hers as we sat at the table.
"Ellie, I know you are having a bad time of it and I wish I could help, but I know I would be butting in," she admitted. "Stay strong and have faith in Ted. I have never known a man to love a woman the way he loves you. He'll come around."
I could no longer hold back my tears and Helen came around and held me for a long time as I cried like I had promised myself I never would. I couldn't stop thinking of all the pain I had created for Ted. I broke his heart, and his trust in me, then his arm, and now his face took punishment from a miserable shit not worthy to carry his shoes. Was I deluding myself into thinking I was, or could again be, good for Ted? Would he be better off without me? Better off with someone else? Was I just being selfish trying to keep the best man ever seen in my part of the world? Even if he could forgive me, did I deserve his forgiveness and love? My heart ached and my tears flowed.
Ted walked in on us as Helen held me. I saw his left eye was darkened somewhat, but nothing like I had feared. I tried to quickly gather my emotions and stop the flow of tears. Before I was composed, Ted turned and left the kitchen.
"He doesn't talk much these days, does he?" smiled Helen. "He didn't look too bad, though. I guess old Dan doesn't pack much of a wallop, does he? It makes me wonder what that asshole looks like today?"
Things settled into status quo after that. I never heard from Dan again and the girls never received any letters from him. Father McKenzie steadfastly refused to admit he told Ted about Dan wanting me to meet him at the bar. Ted was polite to me, but was still aloof. Sex was not even a consideration. He would have to touch me first, and Ted gave no indication he even wanted to go that far.
My brave words were increasingly difficult to back. The girls sensed something was wrong, but didn't know what it was. I had stopped losing weight, mostly because of all the ice cream Ted and I consumed every night. It crossed my mind that he was trying to fatten me up, but I dismissed that notion as ridiculous.
"Father, I don't know if I can keep this up," I confessed to the ancient priest one evening during his weekly visit. "Ted is civil to me, but nothing more. He doesn't hold me, or even touch me. I am afraid I have lost him."
"Eleanor, I warned you it would be difficult, but you have done better than I thought you would. I can't tell you if you are close to winning Ted back, or even if you ever will. I can tell you that you are doing all you can, and that is admirable. I can see you have grown in character and purpose. Even if all else goes awry, you are an improved person."
"Thanks, I guess, Father. I'm not sure if that should make me feel better, or not," I responded. "Being a better person doesn't really mean very much if Ted doesn't learn to love me again."
The old cleric just nodded.
"I have refused to accept another term as president of the hospital auxiliary. I am supposed to introduce my successor Friday night at the Chamber of Commerce's annual 'Recognition Night'. That is when they laud all the good work done by all the civic-minded organizations in the area. It is my duty as outgoing president to present Helen as the next president."
"You have served long enough, Eleanor. That shouldn't bother you, unless you want to keep the position," stated Father McKenzie. "Is that the problem?"
"No, I really don't care about that position at this point in my life. The problem is that if Ted doesn't go with me, it will be obvious that we are having serious problems. I have been able to make excuses about why I was alone at some functions, with his bad arm and workload, but not this time, Father," I explained. "I am afraid it will become public knowledge Friday night."
"Ted has refused to go with you, Eleanor?" asked the concerned priest.
"I don't even dare ask him!" I moaned. "How can I ask him to not let me look foolish and embarrassed after what I did to him? Why would he even care how much it hurts me to go out in public without him?"
The old priest sat and seemed lost in thought for a few minutes. Then he looked at me and smiled.
"Eleanor, this is part of your test, I think. Do not fail it. It is time to tell Ted how you feel and what you want for him, and your family. Just be candid and see what he says," Father McKenzie concluded.
After Father McKenzie left and Ted came into the kitchen for our ice cream, I broached the subject.
"Ted, I have to go to the Chamber of Commerce meeting on Friday, to present Helen as the next president of the hospital auxiliary. You are out of your cast now and doing very well. I would greatly appreciate it if you would come with me," I began.
I had made mental notes of all the reasons I could give to convince Ted he should go with me. I was prepared for any argument he could produce.
"Okay, Ellie," answered Ted. "What time will we have to leave? Let's take the girls, too."
I almost fell over! Ted not only agreed to go, he wanted to take the girls, too. We would appear as one big, happy family! I couldn't help myself and before I knew it I had my arms around Ted and gave him a kiss on the lips. I felt his hands on my hips, but he neither encouraged nor discouraged me. I slowly pulled away and ran to the bedroom. Ted's lack of response had hurt more than I ever thought it could. I pretended to be asleep when he came to bed.
Friday night, we sat at the table and listened to several speakers as I waited my turn at the podium. I was impressed with the number of people at the event. I had not attended one of these meetings in several years and didn't remember ever seeing so many in attendance. Then my ears suddenly started to burn!
I heard my name mentioned by the speaker. He was supposed to be introducing the 'Volunteer of the Year'! He was telling the crowd what a wonderful job I had done with the auxiliary and how I was a great mother and a wonderful wife! He embellished everything I had ever done and it became very embarrassing. I knew the truth, and he was so far from it! Finally, he finished his rant and asked me to go up and receive my award and "say a few words".
I was numb as I approached the dais. People were calling my name and applauding loudly. I was handed some glass object and directed toward the microphone. I began to crumble inside. It was so wrong! The crowd should be stoning me, not cheering me.
For whatever reason, I suddenly decided to confess my sins. I think it may have been the stress, along with the knowledge that I was so very far from being a good wife and mother. I spoke into the microphone.
"I...I do not deserve this award," I faltered. "I am not what you think I am."
The crowd had gotten very quiet and strained to hear my words. I felt weak and could barely speak, but I continued.
"This award.. it's for good deeds, but I'm not good. I should have drowned, but Ted,...he wouldn't let me."
I realize now I was not making a lot of sense then, but at the time it all just wanted to come out. I saw Ted stand up and I stopped talking. He strode up to the podium. I remember admiring how good he looked in his tuxedo, yet fearing what he would say or do. My legs were trembling and I was getting dizzy as Ted came up to me, right in front of a room full of people. He placed his hands on my shoulders and held me at arms' length as he spoke quietly.
"Ellie, you do deserve the award. You are a wonderful wife and I really do love you. I was stubborn and stupid."
Then he opened his arms to me and I don't remember if I fell, or jumped into them! I buried my face in his chest and clung with all my strength. I remember the crowd cheering and applauding. I felt Ted walk to the microphone with me attached to him like a burr.
"My wife thanks you for this honor. No one deserves it more! However, she will be doing all her volunteering for me for a while. We are going on a two-week vacation with the kids," Ted told the crowd. "Then we will be concentrating on our business and family for a few years."
Then Ted scooped me up with his right arm and carried me back to our table as I clung to his neck. Everyone was laughing and cheering as he made the long walk back. I kept my promise to myself and refused to let him out of my arms. I remember the girls laughing, and then my parents were at our side, trying to talk to me. Ted's parents were there, making a fuss over us, too. Apparently everyone knew I was going to get the award, except me.
When I wouldn't let go of Ted so he could drive us home, my father drove us while my mother followed in their car. The girls discussed my strange behavior as we rode home.
"Do you think Mom is okay?" wondered Audrey. "Will she ever let Dad go?"
"I don't think she ever will, come Hell or high water!" laughed Jen.
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I was sitting at the dinner table when it first hit me. My two daughters were telling me that they had both been selected to attend a weekend band camp in the Poconos. They would leave next Friday afternoon and return Sunday evening.
Suddenly, my pork chop lost its flavor. It was Monday and I had a really bad feeling I would be going to Cleveland next weekend. It was a tremendous shock, yet I felt calm and rational. Had I been blind? Had I missed the signs? Had there even been any signs? Was I jumping to conclusions?
I realized the answer to my last question would come tomorrow at work. There was still one piece to the puzzle. I felt dead certain that piece would fall into place tomorrow. The girls helped their mother clean the kitchen while I sat there, replaying the past few months in my mind. Try as I would, I could remember no unusual behavior or actions. If there had been any signs, they were small and imperceptible.
A short while later the girls called me in to watch the movie they had rented. As I sat next to my wife, Michelle, I wracked my brain. She and our daughters laughed through the movie. I have no idea what the film was about.
I managed almost no sleep that night and I dreaded going in to work, as I never had before. Around midmorning, my worst fears were realized when I was called into my boss's office.
"I know it is short notice, Eric, but I need you to fly to Cleveland this weekend to handle the Jenkins account. I planned on sending Jeffers, but I think you understand this account better. Can you go, Eric?" asked George Stowe, the account manager.
There it was. Part of me reveled in solving a riddle with almost no clues, while another part of me was ill. I thought back to the conversation I had overheard a week ago.
I had taken the elevator down to the lobby after work. Then I remembered I had left my car keys in my desk. I cursed to myself as I pressed the button to take me back up to the fifth floor and my office. As I picked my keys up, I and saw a letter I had planned to mail, so I headed for the room where we place our outgoing mail. To reach that room, I had to pass George Stowe's office.
George was a few years older than I. He was a rugged man with an easy manner and a roving eye. I often wondered why his wife never caught him fooling around. He made tomcats look scrupulous.
"If your kids do make that trip next weekend, I'll be sure to assign him to handle an account in Cleveland," boomed George with a chuckle. "Your pussy will get a real pounding from my big cock for two days straight. I'll tell Marge that I have to go to Cleveland. She never cares where I am as long as I leave her ice box alone."
"Some poor schmuck is going to have his wife fucked senseless by that asshole next weekend while he is doing some shit job in Cleveland," I smiled to myself. "Someday George will fuck the wrong wife and find himself in some deep shit."
With that thought, I put the letter in the tray and, like Elvis, left the building. I forgot about the entire thing. At least I forgot about it until dinner last night when my daughters told me they were going away for the weekend!
I had no reasons to be suspicious. I had no clue that Michelle knew George more than slightly. We never traveled in the same social circles. Yet, somehow, I would have bet a year's pay that I was going to be sent to Cleveland for the weekend. It came as no surprise when George explained how badly the company needed me to wrap up the Cleveland account. It would have been more of a bombshell if it hadn't happened.
I have always enjoyed chess and over the years I have become quite good at it. Michelle quit playing it with me years ago. She complained bitterly about my methods.
"You are supposed to capture the other player's king, Eric, not see how many of his players you can knock off!" she would rant. "Why the hell do you have to be so devious?"
I never bothered to respond to her complaints. Chess isn't a bang-head type of game. It requires finesse, and the ability to turn shit into shinola. I felt that if your bishop is going to be lost, make it work for you, or at least make it hurt your opponent. I developed a knack for turning impending doom into a positive situation. It sometimes took several moves, often away from the apparent conflict, but it was almost always successful.
I came to realize that life isn't too much more than a complicated chess game. I found that if I concentrated on a problem, and ignored the pain of a short-term loss, I could make a bad situation work for me. George fucking my wife would be difficult to put a good spin on, but who said the game would be easy?
"I'll tell Michelle tonight and plan on leaving Friday, George," I responded. "I want to thank you for giving me this opportunity. You won't regret it."
"I'm sure I won't, Eric," chuckled George. "I'll be fucking your wife before your plane lands!"
He didn't actually say the part about how he'd be fucking Michelle, but I read his mind as I left his office. I knew why he was so jovial. He was having a little laugh at the expense of an idiot cuckold husband. I wondered if he would be sharing that little anecdote with Michelle after he plowed her garden.
Over the years, I had learned to think things through, rather than panic and do something stupid. George had my queen. Now I had to knock off some of his rooks, bishops, and knights to get to his king. The question was; how and where should I strike? Would I have the necessary pieces? Perhaps I would, if he didn't realize that I knew he had captured my queen.
The most difficult part of the game for me would be acting like everything was fine at home. Odd behavior on my part would be noticed by Michelle immediately. It was a real shame, but I now viewed her as an opponent rather than my partner. That was not a good feeling, but a very reasonable one, given the circumstances. Mata Hari had nothing on Michelle!
I began to wonder why I was so certain she was fucking George. Couldn't it all be coincidence? Was I paranoid? Letting fear destroy what had been a good marriage, at least I had always felt it was, would be really stupid. I decided to test my 'unfaithful wife' theory before I took any drastic action. It would also give me time to plan my next few moves and anticipate George's, as well as Michelle's.
If George was fucking Michelle, they had to communicate from time to time, though I had never seen any indication of it. How hard would it be for him to call her at work, or vice-versa? I wasn't a sleuth, or even suspicious, so all they had to do was be cautious. That afternoon, I came up with an idea or two to see if I was the odd-man-out in a love triangle.
"How was work, Sweetheart?" asked Michelle as I came through the door. She always got home half an hour before I did.
"Same shit, different day, Darling," I grinned. "I was thinking that since the girls were going away to band camp this weekend, we should do something together."
Was there a flicker of annoyance on Michelle's face? Was I imagining it?
"Ah, yeah, well, we probably could do something," responded Michelle. "I did promise my mother I would stop by her place on Saturday, but we could work around that. Is your weekend schedule clear?"
Why would she ask that? I hadn't traveled for work on a weekend in almost a year. Was she fishing, or possibly trying to remind me I was going to Cleveland so George could fuck the shit out of her? This was going to be an interesting game! That is, if it was a game and not my imagination.
"I have no plans," I lied. "Why don't we go to a show and dinner in the city Friday evening?"
There were two things about Michelle of which I was certain. She loved to go to shows and she hated to waste money. If she believed I was not going to be around, she would be reluctant to buy the tickets. George was not a theater kind of guy and the chance of being recognized at a restaurant we frequent was too great.
"It's kind of sudden, Eric," wavered Michelle. "We may not be able to get tickets."
"Michelle, we have gotten them on shorter notice than this. Do you want me to go on line and see what I can find?" I asked.
"No, I'll check into if you are so set on a show. Who knows what you would pick?" bitched Michelle. "I'll take care of it, as long as you are sure you will be able to go."
"Why wouldn't I be able to go? Did you hire a hit man to whack me? Did you read my horoscope and see impending doom for me?" I laughed. "Have you been chatting with Dionne Warwick again? Or was it the tea leaves?"
"Okay, Smart-ass. I'll see about getting the tickets tomorrow, okay?" grinned my once loving wife. "I can do it at work and be paid while I am looking."
The next day was Wednesday and George called me into his office just before lunch.
"You are getting packed and ready to go to Cleveland this weekend, aren't you, Eric?" he asked. "Did your wife understand how important this is to the company, and to your career?"
Why was he asking about me getting packed? I'm 53 fucking years old and don't need a nurse maid! Could it be Michelle had told him I was making alternate plans for Friday night? The way he mentioned how important it was to my career was a good touch. It was an implied, or inferred, threat. I wasn't sure which word was accurate.
"Not to worry, George!" I chuckled. "Michelle doesn't give me any shit. I have her ironing my underwear and folding my socks. I even told her I was going to the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and to have my Sergeant Pepper jacket packed."
George looked at me funny, but didn't seem able to form a response, so I smiled again and left his office.
That evening after dinner I asked Michelle if she managed to order our tickets.
"I found some, Eric, but they are quite expensive. Are you positive you will be able to go if I order them?" questioned Michelle. "Don't think it will be okay to spend that kind of money and then come up with some lame excuse to get out of going."
"Where the hell is this coming from," I demanded. "Have I ever begged off a night of dining and theater? Why are you so convinced I won't make it?"
"I didn't say you wouldn't make, Eric. I just want to be certain that if we spend that much money, nothing will come up to ruin it," she replied quickly.
Was she worried that I was getting suspicious of her reluctance to order the goddamn tickets? Was she dying to ask about Cleveland? Did she know George had ordered me out of town for the weekend? Were my actions confusing her? I grinned to myself as I joined the girls in front of the TV.
I was at my desk Thursday morning around eleven when Michelle called. This was not a common practice, although she did call me from time to time. We chatted for a few minutes, but I couldn't help but feel she was waiting for something and that she really didn't have any reason to call.
Suddenly George appeared by my desk and asked loudly, "So Eric are you looking forward to Cleveland and the Hall of Fame?"
I had returned the phone to the cradle before he had managed two words. His surprise was apparent.
"You bet I am, George. I had Michelle get a Jimi Hendrix wig for me to take," I stated with a straight face. "Maybe I'll have her pick up an Elvis jump suit, too."
My phone began ringing.
"Aren't you going to answer that, Eric?" asked George.
"What could be as important as a little chat with the boss?" I replied. "I'll let it go to voicemail."
George looked at me with his eyes slightly squinted, as if he was trying to decide something about me. Then he nodded, turned and walked from the room.
The phone rang again. Michelle was on the other end.
"Why did you hang up on me, Eric?" she demanded. "Did I hear someone asking you something?"
"I am quite sure you didn't hear anything, Michelle. I hung up too fast," I responded. "I have to get back to work now. I'll see you tonight."
I hung up the phone before she could say any more and considered my next move. It occurred to me that I should gather some hard proof about Michelle's affair. It could be a real help in any divorce action. To that end, I purchased a tape recorder that could be sound activated, while I was on my lunch break.
When I got back to my office, I decided to stash it rather than answer questions about it when anyone came into my office. I went to put it in a supply closet not far from my desk, but when I moved some boxes of paper to hide the recorder, I saw one just like it!
Life is full of surprises! Once I realized what I was looking at, I wondered where the little microphone device was hidden. I followed the wire down the inside of the closet wall and it disappeared under the carpeting. On a hunch, I crawled around my desk looking at all the parts that touched the floor. There the wire was, running up the inside of my desk. I followed it and found the little microphone in a small nook, pretty well protected from my knees, and eyes!
It seemed that someone, probably George, was listening to me. How could I make that work for me? Obviously, I could stir up some trouble for him just by pointing it out to management. That would be if they posted someone to wait for him to check the tape and catch him red-handed. There had to be better ways to turn it to a positive thing. I decided to be very careful what I said in my office. He would know every word I ever uttered! I had to give it some thought.
Later that day, I tapped on George's office door.
"George, I'm sorry to bother you but I just remembered I had promised to take Michelle to a show Friday night. I don't think I will be able to make the trip to Cleveland," I blustered. "Michelle will have my balls if I bail on this. She warned me that if she ordered the tickets, I had better be ready to go, regardless of what came up."
I watched George mull this over. He knew I was lying. He also knew that he should have no way of knowing that I was lying. He had to be careful not to give himself away. It was my bet that he would think I had asked Michelle to order the tickets so I would have an excuse to not go to Cleveland.
"I see what you mean, Eric. Tell you what. I'll buy the tickets from you and take my wife to the show Friday! Then you will be able to go next weekend, or whenever. Will that work?" he practically grinned as he complimented himself on circumventing my pathetic effort to avoid Cleveland.
"Gee, George, I guess it will," I reluctantly admitted. "Thanks for freeing up my weekend."
"It's my pleasure, Eric," George beamed as I turned and left his office.
"I'll give your wife an extra load of cum to make up for the expense!"
I know he didn't really say that last sentence, but again, I knew he was thinking it!
"Did you get tickets to a show for tomorrow night?" I questioned Michelle when I got home.
"Yes, I did," replied Michelle. "Do you still plan on going?"
"Where the hell is that coming from?" I demanded. "You keep expecting me to change my mind. I would like to know why."
"I was just, well, it just seems like you.... I mean what if," stuttered Michelle. "I'm sorry I seem so dubious. I won't ask again."
I acted annoyed and stalked into the living room with a beer. Michelle must be wondering what the hell I was up to and why I didn't tell her about Cleveland. She couldn't ask because she should have no way of knowing I was being sent there. She knew I was not telling her the truth, but she also knew she couldn't let on that she knew. This was getting interesting. It was forcing Linda to go against all womanly instincts. She had me in a lie and couldn't even acknowledge it, let alone chew me a new asshole!
That simple little thought led to my next gambit in the game of silent, creative revenge. I could hardly wait to go into work Friday.
At ten-thirty I picked up my phone and dialed a number I knew was no longer in service. As I talked I watched the little tape recorder in my closet. A small indicator light came on and I knew it was show time.
I pretended to be talking to my brother, Chuck. I did the usual small talk thing for a minute or so. Then I set my trap.
"Chuck, you don't need a book on sex! You should do what I do. It works great!" I asserted.
I waited a few seconds, as if Chuck were speaking on his end.
"Now listen to your older brother, and don't interrupt," I admonished. "Michelle always refused to let me fuck her ass. Then one night after a few drinks I was doing her doggy-style and admired her little brown eye. I just pulled my cock out of her pussy and pushed it into her ass before she could say or do anything. She cursed me and screamed for me to stop. The kids weren't home, so I just kept pounding into her. After a couple minutes, she stopped complaining and started moving with me. Pretty soon she had the mother of all orgasms! When I was ready to cum, I pulled out and pushed my cock into her face. She sucked me dry, Bro!"
I fell silent for a few seconds and then started in again.
"To this day she denies that she loves anal sex. She uses all kinds of reasons and excuses not to have it. Every now and then I just push my cock into her ass when she isn't expecting it. She still screams and curses for a minute or two, but she always has intense orgasms and sucks my cock dry when I put it in her face. It is always an incredible sexual experience."
I felt like I was on a roll so pretended to hang up. Then I dialed a local floral shop.
"Hello. This is Eric Swenson and I'd like to order a corsage and have it delivered to Mrs. Martha Stowe. She is going to the theater tonight, so make it something nice. Please include a card. I want it to say this: "Have a great time with George at the theater. I will be thinking of you from Cleveland. Signed, Eric Swenson." Then I gave them George Stowe's address.
I went home at lunchtime to pack for my trip. I had considered not going, but what would be the sense. It was obvious that Michelle and George had found ways to get together before I suspected anything. I decided to improve my status with the company, just in case George ever left, died, or was terminated. I wanted to be the one that was offered his position. As I was leaving, I asked a secretary to deliver the theater tickets to George. He didn't know it yet, but he was going to need them.
I left a short note to Michelle apologizing for missing the theater engagement, but I explained how George had magnanimously offered to buy the tickets and take his wife to the show. I installed my recorder under the bed and called a cab to take me to the airport. If Michelle were innocent, she would be pissed over my deception, but would get over it. If she were guilty... well, it would be a memorable weekend!
I had a great trip to Cleveland. I schmoozed and ass-kissed to the utmost and I felt it had paid off. I secured the account and made a strongly favorable impression on some of the company's best clients. I strolled into our house around five Sunday afternoon. I saw the bags on the floor and knew my daughters had just arrived home as well.
"Hey, Dad, where did you get that jacket and the wig, and why are you wearing them?" asked Rita.
"Yeah, Dad," chimed in her sister. "You look like Jimi Hendrix' and Paul McCartney's lovechild!"
"How would a 16 year-old kid know who I am?" I asked incredulously. "Most people in their 50's on the flight never even guessed that I'm Jimi Hendrix dressed as Sgt. Pepper!"
"Could it be all the albums and tapes and CD's you have forced upon us since birth?" laughed Rita. "You would have loved the camp we were at, Dad. We practiced some songs from that album. You probably would have cried or something."
I felt a surge of pride as I considered my daughters. They were beautiful, smart, talented and possessed great humor. Even if Michelle had lost her way, she had given me treasures beyond compare. Where was Michelle?



"Do you girls know where your mother is?" I asked.
"We just got home, but it is funny she isn't here. Do you think she ran off with the mailman, Dad?" grinned Becky. "Wait, it's Sunday and there wasn't any mail. Not to worry!"
As Becky finished speaking, the phone rang. She answered it, and immediately became quite serious. She answered "yes" three times, listened another minute and then hung up.
"Mom is at Wilson General," gasped Becky. "She just came out of surgery!"
We all rushed out the door and piled into the car. The ten-minute drive was consumed with fear and speculation about Michelle's health. Becky had been told what room Michelle was in and we rushed to it as soon as we reached the hospital.
The girls went into the room, but an older, very stern nurse stopped me with a question.
"Are you Mr. Swenson? Or possibly Ringo Starr?"
"I'm Eric Swenson, but thanks for the guess. What happened to my wife?" I demanded.
"I am sure you are aware your wife has been troubled with hemorrhoids for some time, Mr. Swenson. It isn't too uncommon for women to develop after having children. She came in a few hours ago with some serious bleeding, and related problems. She was taken to the O.R. immediately. She is doing much better now and should be able to go home in a day or two," concluded the nurse.
I nodded gravely in understanding. The nurse started down the hall and I stepped into a nearby Men's Room. Later, I would wonder if my laughter had echoed down the corridor.



        Michelle, Ma Melle

        Or is it Ma Bell?

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/michelle-ma-melle

Title: Michelle, Ma Melle

Author: Harddaysknight

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Or is it Ma Bell?

Tags: blackmail, sgt pepper

Series: Michelle


I took a few minutes to compose myself. Then I joined my daughters in the hospital room occupied by their mother, my wife. I was stunned when I saw how weak and pale Michelle appeared to be. Suddenly my mirth was completely erased and I felt real concern.
"Hi there," Michelle whispered. "You must be Billy Shears."
I had to smile at her acknowledgement of my unusual costume. Not every woman would know I was wearing a Sgt. Pepper jacket!
"I'm Getting Better," smiled Michelle, "With a Little Help Of My Friends."
The girls and I exchanged grins at Michelle's references to my favorite album. Then she had us laughing heartily when she stated, "They've been 'Fixing a Hole' and it hasn't been any fun!"
"Please, Mom, lay off the Pepper jokes, okay?" Becky whined.
I marveled at Michelle's sense of humor under such painful circumstances. It occurred to me that her humor was one of the things that drew me to her those many years ago.
"We all feel terrible that you had to go through this alone, Darling," I told her. "Why couldn't it at least happen when we were home to help you."
"No, it wouldn't happen then," grimaced Michelle. "It certainly isn't your fault. None of you could know this would happen."
Now I was feeling guilty! It was my fault! I knew there was a very good chance of it happening, if in fact, Michelle was having an affair with that damn asshole boss of mine.
The girls and I visited until Michelle fell asleep. Then the nurse insisted we leave for the evening, so we trudged back to the car and drove home.
Before going to bed, I had to find clean sheets and make the bed. There was no sign of the linens that had adorned my marital bed the previous evening. I retrieved the recorder from under the bed, but I didn't dare play it with my daughters at home. I wasn't sure what it would contain, but I was certain I didn't want the girls to hear it! I decided to wait until I could listen in complete privacy.
I was at work at my desk Monday morning when George Stowe strolled into my office. Was it my imagination or was he watching me closely for a reaction?
"How was the weekend, Eric?" he finally asked. "How did everything go in Cleveland?"
"If it went any better, George, I'd shit gold bricks!" I avowed. "The entire weekend went exactly as planned. How did you and the missus enjoy the show Friday?"
"Oh! It was quite, ah, interesting. The wife told me to thank you for corsage. It was very thoughtful," admitted George. "Your wife and kids got along okay with you gone all weekend?"
He was obviously fishing again. I wasn't going to take the bait, however.
"They're all pretty independent," I allowed. "All three are modern women and don't need some dumb man to help them get through a weekend."
After George left, I remembered the recording device under my desk and gave it some thought. I decided I wasn't done with George and would try to think of a way to use it again, if George was dumb enough to fall for the same trick twice. It would seem that an intelligent man would wonder about my anal advice to my brother, considering how he had hospitalized Michelle. Still, I frequently used the same gambit several times in a game of chess, against the same opponent, and often with positive results.
I wrote a meaningless note in large letters and taped it on the left side of my desk by the phone. It would serve to remind me that I was being recorded and to be cautious at all times.
I left work at lunchtime and went home to listen to the recording from that fateful night. I had mixed emotions about hearing it, but I felt it was something I had to do.
It didn't take too long for me to realize I had concealed the microphone too well. It clicked on and off a few times as I listened, but I was unable to make anything out until I heard the bed squeak.
"You'll be inviting me back after you get a ride on my big cock," laughed George. His voice was very clear.
"You Bastard!" spit Michelle. "It'll be a cold day in Hell before I ever even speak to you again. Now do it and get it over with."
"Is that any way for a woman to talk to her lover?" chuckled George. "Here. I want you to suck on this bad boy for a few minutes. I really like that."
"Well I really like considerate, intelligent men. It looks like we're both out of luck, Dickhead," snarled Michelle.
I was starting to get an uneasy feeling that things weren't exactly as I had perceived them to be. Somehow, George had fooled me with some daring move I had not anticipated!
"I expect a little more cooperation from you if you want to get those pictures back, Bitch!" growled George. "Now suck my cock or the deal is off. I've already missed my Friday night fuck session with you because your dipshit husband told my wife about the goddamn tickets!"
After that, Michelle was quiet and George only made an occasional grunt or moan. I was getting a real bad feeling about my clever act of revenge.
Eventually the bed springs began making a regular rhythm and George's groans increased. Then the sound stopped for a few seconds. Then there was a horrible scream! It was followed by language that would make a longshoreman blush.
"Goddamn dumb fuck!" Michelle screeched. "Take that out now, you miserable, rotten fuck-faced shit!"
"Relax, whore!" George replied. "You'll be begging me for more in a couple minutes. You know you love it, so shut the fuck up."
Eventually Michelle's curses turned to sobs and then to a quiet crying. Even an insensitive shit like George should have been able to discern the pain in her sobs. He never slowed down and the bed was making that regular thumping sound again.
My hands were clenched and sweat was streaming off my brow. I listened in horror as George kept up a steady rhythm for another five minutes as Michelle cried and begged him to stop. It was the single most upsetting thing I had ever heard.
I had given up on my queen too soon! I could have, and should have, saved her. Instead, I had sacrificed her, and for what? A pawn maybe! The big laugh I had enjoyed at the hospital came back to haunt me. I had blundered badly, and Michelle had suffered greatly for it.
Why had she agreed to a tryst with George if she found him so repugnant? To what pictures had George been referring?
I returned to work bitter and confused. What was really going on? There was no way of knowing unless George or Michelle spilled the beans. One thing became abundantly clear. George was going down, regardless of the consequences. Of that, I was certain. The question was; how and when?
Michelle came home from the hospital Wednesday afternoon, but was still quite pale and in a fair amount of pain. I did everything I could possibly think of to make her comfortable. She wasn't totally without blame for her situation, but my guilt was almost tangible. I realized that I never wanted her to suffer again and it was my duty as her husband to protect her, not cause her harm. I had not done a very good job with that!
Days passed and Michelle gradually regained her strength. It was obvious to me that she was a troubled woman. Shit, I should know the signs and symptoms! I was struggling with guilt of my own. Together we were a pretty pathetic couple. Thank god the girls were around to bring some cheer and levity into the house.
Two weeks passed before an opportunity to strike a blow to George's position presented itself. I was called into a meeting of the top brass of the company to give a personal report on my Cleveland trip. It seems that I had done such a bang-up, kiss-ass job, that the business my company did with the Cleveland concern had the potential to double!
"The one thing to remember," I concluded at my presentation, "is that the CEO, and founder of the company, Mr. Thomas Bender, is a devout Christian. He will not tolerate any jokes that are even slightly off-color. He believes women should be demure and chaste. No low-neck lines, or high hemlines. It may sound old fashioned, but take it from me. It is his way or the highway. I cannot stress that enough."
I was thanked for my contribution, and then dismissed. The bosses, including the king of assholes, George, remained to discuss strategy. As I made my way back to my office, I formulated a plan for my next attempt to checkmate my nemesis. It wouldn't be simple, but I had to try.
Evenings at home still found Michelle quiet and reserved. I did everything I could to help her recuperate, but I couldn't help her heal emotionally. Looking back, I think I may have been carrying far too much baggage of my own to help anyone. I had no idea what George had over Michelle, but it appeared from what little information I had, he had somehow blackmailed her. I could have stopped it, but instead, I had allowed it. I was even responsible for George's heinous act.
Friday at work, I learned that Mr. Thomas Bender was going to visit our company, potentially to double the contract we had with his firm. Everyone was quite excited about the prospect and the general mood was very upbeat. George Stowe and another vice-president were assigned to handle the negotiations. This could be a real feather in George's cap and he showed some strain from the pressure.
"Eric, what can I say or do to impress this guy," he asked me Monday morning. "The old fart will be here Thursday and Friday and fly home Saturday. What does he like?"
There were several of us sitting around my desk discussing less important matters when George interrupted us. I looked him squarely in the eye and formed my response.
"Watch you language very carefully, George. Don't try to make any jokes, especially about women," I warned. "Praise the lord at every opportunity and stay away from sports. He thinks pro sports are the work of the devil."
George nodded and walked away. The others asked a few more questions after George had left. I maintained the need for ethical, highly professional behavior. It was all part of my plan to trap the king. I had made my position on handling Mr. Bender very clear to all levels of the company.
That night I spend a couple hours writing, and editing my next phone call to my brother, Chuck. It took quite some time to get it exactly the way I wanted it. I just hoped the results would be worth the effort. Even with an out of order number, the telephone can be a very useful tool.
Tuesday morning, I was prepared to give an Oscar-worthy performance. At least, that was my goal. I picked up the receiver and dialed that dead number again. As I spoke, I watched to see if the recorder was picking everything up. The red light came on and away I went!
"Hey, Chuck! How's it hanging, Bro? I asked. "No shit? You actually tried ass-fucking Nancy?"
I laughed about ten seconds and then spoke again.
"You dumb shit! How could you ever believe that story?" I demanded. "I was just pulling your leg. Is she still mad at you?"
I silently counted to ten and continued.
"Wow! Who would have thought she would be that upset? She'll come back, just give her time."
This time I counted to fifteen before I spoke again.
"I've got a little something going here at work. Don't ever let on that I told you this, okay?" I asked.
I allowed a brief pause and then I began.
"Our company has this big kahuna coming in from Cleveland. He owns a firm we hope to secure a big contract with and everyone here is shitting razorblades. The deal means a lot to our company," I understated.
"Now, get ready for the interesting part. The guy likes to convey the image of a holier-than-thou, sanctimonious fuck. The truth is he is a whore-mongering pervert! I found it out when I went to Cleveland a couple weeks back," I revealed. "We went out for a quiet dinner and wound up fucking the shit out of a couple whores we picked up!"
"He did things to those sluts I never even knew could be done, twice! I couldn't begin to keep up with the guy, and he is no spring chicken," I confessed. "He is coming in Thursday and I have already made arrangements to escort a couple working girls to his hotel room at midnight on Friday. He told me to be sure they have big tits and tight asses!" I laughed.
"He's promised me that he will insist that I be placed in charge of his account with my company. When that happens, I will move past my dumb-fuck boss so fast his head will spin. By this time next week, I'll have his job, and he doesn't even have a clue."
I spent the next minute or so talking about some cousins, just to make it look like a real brotherly conversation. After hanging up, I began thinking about George's next move. Would he take the bait, or smell a rat? What about the pictures? What were they about and where were they? Did he give them to Michelle in return for the sex?
It was mind boggling to think Michelle would be dumb enough to think she could buy off a blackmailer, even with a piece of her ass. It seemed unlikely to me that George would give up his control over Michelle that easily. He would keep copies to use against her, or to force sex on her again. Of that, I was certain.
I remembered seeing George's desk with a digital camera plugged into the USB port on his PC. Could he have the pictures on his company machine? That would be pretty dumb, but it would probably be worse to have them at home where his wife could see them.
Wednesday morning George knocked on my door and then entered. He seemed unusually happy, much like the cat that got the canary.
"Hey, Eric, we need your services as a road warrior this weekend," grinned the prick. "You have to drive to Allentown with an idea that our promotion department is working on. It won't be done until around five on Friday. You have to get it there as soon as you can and then bring it back after they have made their suggestions and changes. There is just way too much shit to fax, or email. You'll have a trunk-full, believe me. Plan on spending the night and returning Saturday afternoon, okay?"
This was an obvious bullshit assignment he had dreamed up to get me out of town. I was surprised at his nerve.
"Is that a question, George, or a directive?" I asked.
"I am asking first, but you will be doing it, Eric. Let's leave it as a request that you have accepted," stated George.
"Then I accept!" I responded. "It will be my pleasure."
Then I hesitated for a few seconds.
"Would it be alright if I found someone to go in my stead, George?" I asked. "I kinda had plans for the weekend."
"Goddamnit! This has been assigned to you, not some fucking unknown entity!" growled George. "You will fucking well do it if you value your career with this company!"
"You have a way with words, George," I acknowledged. "My ass is practically on the turnpike as we speak."
George glared at me but seemed satisfied that I was cowed into taking a road trip Friday night. That was the very night I had promised Thomas Bender I'd get his brains fucked out. At least I believed that George believed that. I realized it would take more than a little luck for everything to work as I had hoped.
Thursday afternoon brought a real surprise. It was as if I had unknowingly left a rook unprotected! I saw George escorting a strange man through the company offices and asked who it was.
Dave, whose office was down the hall from mine, laughed derisively at me as he responded, "I thought you and Thomas Bender were on a first name basis, Eric. Now I find out you don't even know what he looks like!"
I managed a weak grin and hurried back to my office. Was I in the Twilight Zone or something? I had spent a few hours with Thomas Bender, and he wasn't the fucking impersonator wandering through the halls of our company. Things were getting very complicated!
I searched through my wallet, looking for Bender's card. I found it and I even had his cell number penciled in. On an impulse, I dialed the number.
"Thomas Bender," responded the voice!
It took me a few seconds to decide how to begin the conversation. Finally, I just jumped in.
"Mr. Bender, this is Eric Swenson. I don't know if you remember me but....."
"Of course, I remember you, Eric!" he boomed. "What can I do for you today?"
"I'm not sure how to say this, but there is a man here at my company claiming to be Thomas Bender. He is getting the VIP treatment from our top brass," I added. "Should I call security and have him arrested or something?"
"That would be my erstwhile nephew, Thomas Bender. Please don't do anything rash. He is who he claims to be and appears to be in charge of my company at the moment," Bender sighed.
"Remember when I explained to you how I had given shares of the company to my siblings, as well as the wife's?" he asked. "I had started the company from nothing and had built it into a very prosperous organization. My only problem seems that I was far too trusting."
"I'm not following you, Sir," I confessed.
"Listen and you will, Eric. A few days after your visit we had a shareholders' meeting and that little toad had gathered enough votes to take control of the company! I am working to correct that little oversight even as we speak, but it is more difficult than I had imagined. Enough shares have changed hands through death and sales to greatly complicate my efforts. I have about 44% of the shares in my corner. There's about 10%, enough to swing things either way, that remains on the fence, so to speak. They are waiting to see if the damn little rooster can conduct business better than I!"
"Wow! I am sure sorry to hear about it, Mr. Bender," I offered. "If there is anything I can do, just let me know."
"Actually, there is, Eric. You may have noticed that I adhere to a rather strict moral code. The same can be said for most of my family and my wife's relatives," continued Mr. Bender. "If my nephew strays from the straight and narrow, he will be bounced out so fast his head will spin. Keep an eye on the lad for me."
"Mr. Bender, did your company rent your nephew's hotel room, or did he use his own money?" I asked. "If the company paid for it, the company can place surveillance equipment inside the room, can't it?"
"I see what you are getting at, Eric! I suspect that technically, it is still an invasion of privacy. Practically, however, he will be finished before he can mount a defense if he behaves too boorishly. I still carry enough weight around here to manage some covert activity. It is in the best interest of the company, after all, isn't it?" he laughed. "If that little weasel behaves as a gentleman, there will be no harm done. If he doesn't, well then, he isn't worthy to represent our concerns!"
"Thanks for the call, Eric, but I have to attend to some pressing business," chuckled Thomas Bender. With that, the line went dead.
That evening, I was sitting in the living room, wondering how everything would turn out Friday night, when Michelle walked carefully into the room. Our daughters were at band practice and we had the house to ourselves.
"Eric, I have something to tell you. It will be difficult for both of us, but please let me tell the entire story before you say anything or ask any questions," pleaded Michelle.
I saw how serious she was and realized that it was the time of reckoning. I nodded and let her start.
"A few months ago I accepted an invitation from Florence White to stop by and swim in her pool. It was a very hot day and the water felt great. We had a few glasses of wine and, combined with the heat, it had an unusually strong affect on me. After a couple more drinks, Florence and I were swimming nude and laughing like school girls."
Was this all over some nude pictures? Michelle looked pretty good in the buff and there would be little more than some embarrassment. Why be blackmailed over nude pictures? I kept my silence and allowed Michelle to continue.
"We soon tired and laid down on the lounge chairs. I fell asleep and when I awoke, Florence was eating my pussy! Before I could tell her to stop, I heard George Stowe's voice. I was mortified," sobbed Michelle.



"He was taking pictures of Florence and me. I have no idea how many. I jumped up and quickly pulled my suit back on. I gathered from the conversation between George and Florence that they were lovers and he stopped by her place a few times a week. About ten days later I found an envelope taped to the front door when I got home. When I opened it, there were several pictures of me naked, with Florence's face in my pussy."
Michelle had tears streaming down her cheeks and her voice was cracking. I could see why she had to let it out. It was eating her up, like some kind of poison. I had never dreamed anything like this was going on. I had made an assumption and acted on it, almost ruining Michelle's life. If I had simply demanded she tell me what was going on, I could have prevented much of her pain and suffering. I felt ill.
"A few days later, George called and told me that he would give me the pictures back if I agreed to have sex with him one weekend. Eric, I was ashamed and scared that I would lose you and the girls if those pictures got out, so I agreed."
Michelle broke down and cried. I moved next to her and held her in my arms until she was able to continue. I couldn't look in her eyes as I listened to the rest of the story.
"I agreed to let him come over and have sex with me on the Friday and Saturday you were scheduled to go to Cleveland. You kept telling me to get theater tickets and he kept calling and telling me you were going away for the weekend. I prayed that you would stay home and take me to the theater, though I knew he was your boss and you wouldn't risk losing your job," Michelle sniffled.
"He was upset because you told his wife about the tickets so he had to go to the theater that night. I was so relieved! I wasn't as lucky the next night. He was horrible. He made me do things, things I don't even do for you and I love you so much," wailed Michelle. "Then he sodomized me and wouldn't stop, no matter how much I begged, cried, and threatened. Looking back, I think he expected me to enjoy it, if you can believe that."
"I spent most of the night trying to stop the bleeding, but I couldn't, Eric. It just kept flowing out of me. By morning I knew I had to the hospital or I might bleed to death. I put the sheets into a garbage bag and tossed them in a dumpster just down the road by the church. Then I called Helen Barnes and asked her to take me to the hospital. I was pretty weak by then and don't remember much more until you and the girls came into the room."
There it was. Michelle had been wronged by three people; Florence, George, and worst of all, by me. I lacked faith in her and allowed, encouraged really, her sodomizing. My mind reeled. I ran for the bathroom and vomited.
When I cleaned up and reentered the room, Michelle was looking at me in fear. She probably thought her revelations had made me ill!
"Do you hate me now, Eric? Are we finished? You must despise me. I despise myself!" she sobbed.
I reached down, gripped her arms and picked her up from the sofa and crushed her to my chest. When she finally stopped sobbing I spoke.
"Michelle, you should have told me what was happening. It seems that I'm not everything a husband should be if you were afraid to reveal this terrible situation to me. I could have kept you from being hurt. That is a husband's job, and I have let you down, big time. I am glad you finally told me what is troubling you," I admitted. "Now we can start to make it better."
"You mean you will keep me, Eric? You won't divorce me?" Michelle sobbed.
"Quite the opposite, Darling. I am going to hold you closer and spend more time with you. Your mistake was to yield to blackmail. It was a bad decision, but I think I can understand your thinking at the time. That never, never works, but so many people still do it," I allowed.
"Truth is the simple cure for blackmail. It may be difficult to do, but it is so simple. We both need to work on being more honest with each other," I admitted. "If we can't depend on each other, we have no one."
"Eric, I was so stupid. It is obvious now, but I couldn't see it then. My problem isn't over, either. That prick told me he had printed some pictures for me, but he still had the memory card and had downloaded everything to his computer. He can still make my life hell. How will you ever be able to work for him again, Eric?" asked Michelle.
"Again, the answer is simple," I told Michelle. "I can't. The question is how can I keep from ripping his fucking heart out? Why haven't I done that already? I seem to be too clever, too devious for my own good. There is much to be said for the direct approach. I will never work with that man after tomorrow. I promise you that. There are other jobs and we have some savings. I feel liberated, actually. Let's have a cup of coffee and decide what we are going to do."
Michelle took my hand and walked into the kitchen with me. I considered telling her my part in the tragedy, but decided against it. She needed to believe I was her pillar, her rock. I had to give her that appearance of strength. The truth would have torn us apart. Of that I was certain.
The next day I hung around the promotion department, acting impatient. The truth was I had no intention of making the senseless trip to Allentown, so it mattered little how long the creative minds in that department took. It also kept me away from that bastard, George.
It was just after five when I loaded a bunch of shit in the trunk of my car and headed for the turnpike, for a mile. Then I went home and had a nice dinner with Michelle and the girls, before they left for a football game. I explained that I had errands to run and would join them latter.
I went back to the office building and let myself in. I really didn't care if I ran into any custodians. I went to George's office and let myself in with the key I had 'borrowed' a couple weeks earlier. It only took a couple minutes to remove the hard drive from his computer. A small pry-bar gave me access to his desk drawers. I found a cache of memory cards and took all of them. I even removed the one from his camera. Then I found the little tapes that go into George's hidden recorder. I took all of them. I looked everything over calmly and decided I had missed nothing. I locked his door when I left and drove to the high school in time to join Michelle and watch the girls perform with the band at halftime. On the way home, I stopped and tossed everything from George's office into the Susquehanna River. Michelle helped me. The girls went to school dance after the game and weren't with us.
I spent the weekend doing things with Michelle and the girls. My career was in tatters, but my home life was finally starting to look up. My determination to be a better husband and father made me happier and consequently, made my family happier. It occurred to me that Michelle had the same goal and we enjoyed each other more than we had in years.
Monday morning I went into the office. I still had a trunk full of crap from promotion that I never delivered. I planned on returning it, and to also hand in my resignation. First though, I went into my closet and took out the recorder there. I removed the tape and stomped on the machine several times. I dropped the pieces into the trash can. I just sat down to compose my resignation letter when Herb Stewart, president of the company, came into the office.
"It seems that George Stowe almost lost our account with Bender this weekend, Eric. He engaged in some rather inappropriate activities with the Thomas Bender that was here last week. As I suspect you already know, having met the gentleman, that the Thomas Bender we so graciously entertained and ass-kissed last week was not the man that founded the company. There was some sort of proxy struggle and it seems that this Bender the nephew wrestled control away from Bender the uncle, for about a week," chuckled Herb.
"After George's and Bender the nephew's performance on wide screen surveillance monitors Friday night, their next employment may be in the porn industry. George insists you set him up, that you said Bender was a sexual pervert and he was just trying to get the contract for the company," continued Herb. "Do you know anything about that?"
"Hell, Herb. I told the idiot to NOT do anything unprofessional," I replied.
"That was certainly my impression at the meeting you addressed, Eric, and a few of your coworkers tell me you told George that very thing here in your office last week," added Herb.
"The good news is the original Thomas Bender has regained control of his company. He wants to increase our share of his business, and he wants you to be in charge of the account. That makes you a vice president with a healthy pay raise and George's old office. You'll have to bring along your office computer though. George must have known he was going to lose his job and removed the hard drive from his computer and broke the locks on the desk drawers. We'll get you a new desk. Congratulations!"
Herb gave me the first of what must have been a hundred hand shakes that day. Everyone loves a winner. I had George in checkmate and that made me a winner, or so it seemed. As far as I am concerned, the jury is still out.
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"Remember to be at the banquet tonight, Stan!" yelled my wife as she ran out the door. "It really means a lot to my career."
"Don't worry, I'll be there," I promised.
I finished my cereal, put my dishes away and placed my cell phone on the table. Then I went back upstairs and changed into some comfortable clothes for golfing.
I tossed my clubs and shoes in the car and away I went. I planned on meeting a couple friends at a course by Kutztown, about 100 miles down the road. We teed off at 11:30 on a beautiful fall day. There are some things in life you just can't buy.
We finished the course at 3:30 and dropped into the clubhouse for a meal. I hadn't seen Jack and Steve, my two college buddies, for a few years and we had a great time catching up. We finished eating and decided to play a few more holes since we were having such a great time. We stopped at dusk.
"That was a blast," grinned Jack as we finished our game. "Do you have to leave right away, or can you have a couple drinks with us, Stan?"
"Have I ever refused a drink, especially from such a gracious loser?" I laughed. "Let's get to the watering hole!"
We had a couple beers and retold old war stories from our glory days. I found myself thinking what a good time I was having and I would have to get together with the Jack and Steve more often. I started the two-hour trip home around 9 PM.
As I got closer to home, I felt my mood slowly sour. Brandy would be in a rage when I walked through the door. I would have to deal with her anger and mulled over the best method to lessen, or deflect, her ire. I laughed to myself when I realized I was considering the impossible. She would be livid.
"Where in Goddamn Hell have you been?" were her words of greeting as I ambled into the living room. "I told you that fucking banquet was important to me and for you to be there by six!"
"Sorry about that, Darling. The boss sent me to Doylestown. The traffic was really bad and I just got back."
"I spoke with Tom at his house at 6:30. He said you took a personal day today and didn't go to work! You also left your cell phone on the kitchen table so I couldn't reach you!" screamed Brandy. "You are a bad liar and a miserable fuck!"
"Now that we have that settled, I'm turning in, Sweetheart," I smiled. "I'm bushed."
"Settled? What's settled? So far we've determined you are telling me a lie. How about the truth?" demanded Brandy.
"I was car-jacked by pirates. They took me to an old warehouse to hold me for ransom, but some aliens beamed up to their ship and sunk probes into my teeth, eyes, and genitals," I replied. "They left the room and I was lucky to untie the knots on the rope they tied me with. Then I had to figure out how to work their controls. I accidentally beamed myself down to Scranton. I had to hitch a ride with a trucker back to my car. Don't worry, though. I feel pretty good, just a little tired."
Brandy looked at me like I was crazy. She was so livid she couldn't even form words for a few seconds.
"Stan, what are you blabbering about? Cut the bullshit and tell me why you missed the banquet. You know it was important to me. I got a nice promotion and you were supposed to be there with me. It was really embarrassing for me," rasped Brandy through clenched teeth.
"I went golfing with Jack and Steve, a couple old college buddies," I admitted. "At first they were beating me pretty good, but I sank a 30 foot putt on seven. From then on I kicked their asses. That new driver is a work of art! I bet I hit a few tee shots close to 300 yards!"
"Golfing?" Brandy repeated incredulously. "You knew this dinner was very important to me and you went golfing? You planned it for days, didn't you? Why did you tell me you would be at my affair if you had no intentions of being there?"
"I didn't want to hurt you, so I lied a little. I hoped you wouldn't find out," I suggested.
"Not find out? Not hurt me? Are you crazy, Stan?" asked Brandy. "How could I not notice you weren't in the goddamn empty chair, you idiot? How could it not hurt me that you failed to attend a very important function?"
"Looking back, I realize now that you had to find out," I admitted. "At the time it was exciting and different. It just happened. I never wanted to hurt you. It was just golf, nothing personal."
"Are you drunk? Did you and your old buddies light up a little weed, Stan?" Brandy asked. "You sound like you have lost your mind. I am too tired to discuss your selfish, hateful actions tonight. You can sleep in one of the kids' rooms. I don't want you to touch me, or even talk to me for awhile."
"No problem, Darling. I'll be as quiet as a mouse," I promised.
Brandy stared at me like I was some kind of bug she had never seen before as I smiled and headed for Brian's room.
Brandy and I had been married 24 years. Both our kids were in college and we were adjusting to an empty nest. I crawled into Brian's bed and quickly fell asleep, replaying my better golf shots in my dreams.
The next morning I had dressed for work and was reading the paper and eating cereal when Brandy walked into the kitchen.
"Don't think I am done with you, Stan!" she warned. "I don't know how, or if, you will ever be able to make yesterday up to me. I think you need to give it some thought. I'll be working a little late tonight, so you can start your penance by fixing your own dinner."
"No problem, Sweetheart. I can take care of myself," I answered. "Have a good time."
"I am going to work. What do you mean have a good time?" demanded Brandy.
"Have a great day, be happy, don't worry about me, don't take any wooden nickels…. whatever. It was just an expression."
She gave me that look like I had two heads, then she turned and left for work. I picked up the phone and dialed my work. I told them I didn't feel well and wouldn't be in.
I spent the morning shopping. I finally saw what I wanted at Best Buy and ordered the biggest fucking flat panel TV on the planet. I had it delivered that afternoon and it was all set up and working perfectly by the evening news. It worked so well; I kept trying to look down the lady anchor's blouse! I felt like she was in the room with me. It did take up the entire wall in the living room. It even made the closet door inaccessible, but it was well worth it.
I called a few guys from work and invited them over to watch the first game of the World Series. Then I ordered a few pizzas and some ribs from a place down the road.
It was the top of the third inning when Brandy walked into the room. To say she looked surprised would be a tremendous understatement. She was actually speechless!
Harry, a guy in our accounting office saw her and jumped up and grabbed her hand and started pumping it.
"Congratulations on your promotion! This TV is really cool! Old Stan is a lucky guy to have a wife like you!" he raved.
"Thanks, thanks a lot," wavered Brandy. "I'm pretty tired so I'll leave you boys to your game and go to bed."
That was it? She really took it quite well! I wondered how angry she would be in the morning.
I was dressed for work and reading the morning paper when Brandy entered the kitchen.
"You will have that goddamn monstrosity out of here and returned to the store before I get home from work tonight! Do you understand me, Stan?" Brandy yelled.
"I think so, Honey. No need to raise your voice," I chuckled. "I'm not deaf."
The door slammed so hard I thought the glass in the windows would break. She was hard to understand at times.
I was watching "Cheers" when Brandy walked into the living room that evening.
"I thought I told you to return that thing today," she began. "You said you understood and that I didn't have to raise my voice. Now I get home and the fucking thing is still here!" she screamed. "What part didn't you understand, idiot?"
"I never understood why they had Norm on this show," I responded. "He isn't very funny."
Foam and spit flew from Brandy's mouth as she tried to frame an intelligible sentence. Her face was crimson.
"Stan, listen to me. I wanted you to take back the TV and you didn't do it. Explain that to me, please," she managed after a minute or so of deep breathing.
"I didn't buy the thing just to take it back, Darling," I smiled. "I like it and I will keep it. I understood the words that came out of your mouth this morning. The problem you are having right now is that I didn't follow your decree, not that I didn't understand your meaning."
It had never occurred to Brandy that I would refuse a direct order. This was new territory and she was taken off guard, totally.
"What is wrong with you lately, Stan? You skip an important occasion, give me a bullshit excuse, and then order a huge, and I am sure, very expensive TV, without discussing it with me. Are you feeling okay?" she asked somewhat calmly.
"I feel great, Sweetheart. Thanks for asking. I knew if I asked about the TV, you would say it was a bad idea. To save the heartache and argument, I just ordered it. It is so much simpler and no one is hurt," I added.
"Am I no one, Stan? I sure as hell feel hurt!" snarled Brandy. "This is very upsetting. That thing is way too big for the room. I can't even get the vacuum cleaner! You spent a lot of money on something that doesn't really fit in our house, and never consulted me. How could you think it would hurt no one?"
"When you put it that way, I see what you mean. I can't do things just because they make me happy and not consider how they will affect you, can I?"
"Exactly, Stan. You never did this sort of thing before. Why is it necessary for you to learn it all over again?" asked Brandy. "You are behaving like a selfish child."
"I guess you are right about that. I'll take the TV back on Monday, okay?" I replied.
"I would prefer you do it tomorrow, Stan. I have to go into work tomorrow afternoon for a few hours. Working Saturdays is a drag, but that is why I got my promotion," Brandy reasoned. "Please have it gone by the time I get back tomorrow evening."
I nodded my assent and went back to watching Shelly Long. I always had these fantasies about her.
Saturday afternoon I called Brandy's parents and promised them a lunch on me. When we arrived, I introduced everyone to Cindy Walsh, who had been waiting for me. Cindy looked tired and drawn and I wondered if she would hold up okay. Brandy's parents were oblivious to anything but the free lunch I was supplying. At three o'clock we followed Cindy to her house. We parked behind her in the driveway.
Cindy offered us seats in her very tastefully decorated living room. Brandy's folks and I sat down. Then Cindy went to the security system and hit a few buttons. The noise was almost deafening as sirens wailed and a loud voice warned all intruders to leave immediately. It was quite intimidating!
Suddenly a door burst open and Cindy's husband, Charles ran into the room carrying a bat. He was totally naked and in a state of semi-arousal. Not knowing Brandy's parents, or me, he waved the bat menacingly at us. Cindy remained out of his sight.
"Get the hell out before I beat your brains in!" he yelled. "Get the hell out!"
He pulled the bat back. For a second, I thought I had bought the ranch. Then he was stopped by a scream.
"Mom! Dad! Stan! What are you doing here?"
Brandy's parents turned their attention away from Babe Ruth and saw Brandy standing in the doorway, clutching a sheet to her obviously naked body.
"I invited them here for some entertainment, Mrs. Burns," responded Cindy as she stepped into the room. "Charles has never been very good at concealing his affairs. I knew he would have his slut over when I told him I had to go to Philadelphia for the weekend. I even guessed it would be you, Mrs. Burns, after seeing how attentive he was to you at the banquet the other evening."
I stood up and nodded to Brandy's parents. I stepped to Cindy and shook her hand. Then I looked from Brandy's new boss, Charles, to Brandy.
"Notre Dame is playing today and I don't want to miss it on my big screen. You'll give your folks a ride home when you are finished, won't you Brandy?" I asked. "I'm sure they won't mind waiting through a quickie, at least. During the commercials I will be moving some shit out of the house, but it won't be the TV.
The game was over and I had all Brandy's clothes piled up in the foyer and living room when she meekly came through the door. She looked at all her personal belongings and gasped.
"Stan, please don't do this! It was just a fling, nothing more. I never intended for you to be hurt. You weren't supposed to find out. You have to believe me. We have too many years together to throw it all way like this!" she pleaded.
"Not find out? How could I not notice the goddamn empty chair, you idiot?" I asked as I pointed to the recliner. "This marriage was very important to me and you just went and got fucked!"
"I love you, not him, Stan!"
"That may, or may not, be true. It really doesn't matter. You were livid when I went golfing during "an affair" that was very important to you. Your words, not mine! Fucking your boss is a tad bit worse than me spending a day on the links, wouldn't you say, Brandy?"
"I have suffered, believe me, Stan. My father called me all kinds of names. They think I am a cheap slut. I won't be able to work with Charles again. Can't we somehow get past my affair?" pleaded Brandy.
"The sex with another man is something I can get past, Brandy," I answered calmly.
I saw her eyes brighten at my words, but then the tears began as I finished my thought.
"I cannot get past the lies, the disrespect, and the inability to trust you. You had a small taste of how that felt the last few days. It's impossible to live with someone like that, isn't it? You made your bed, Brandy. My lawyer will contact you Monday. The TV is staying, but you aren't!"
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After twenty years of marriage, you can read the signs. Cynthia was preoccupied much of the time. She had to work late a several times a month. Her interest in her family seemed perfunctory, at best. I had hoped it was a phase, a chemical, or hormonal thing women go through. After a few months of hoping, I decided it was time to learn the truth, regardless of the pain that went with it.
The agency came very highly recommended. They were thorough, discreet, and very professional. I met with a manager for an hour and told him my fears and suspicions. Then I gave him a pretty good chunk of cash I had stashed away over the years.
Originally, I was saving the money on the side to take Cynthia on a nice vacation for our twentieth anniversary. That was before the nagging doubts surfaced. Now I was spending the money on detectives to follow Cynthia and report any "inappropriate activity" back to me.
'Inappropriate' encompasses such a wide range of activities. The truth was I wanted to know if she was having an affair, and the agency understood that was what I wanted to know. We used euphemisms because it was less embarrassing, but we all knew the deal.
"I have to work late tonight, Gil. Feed the girls and don't wait up for me, okay?" blurted Cynthia as she headed for the door. I dropped my spoon into the cereal and then dropped a bomb in her lap.
"You can make me believe it is work when you do it with me, Cynthia, but I think it is anything but work when you stay out late and do it. Or do you get paid for it?" I asked calmly.
Cynthia stopped dead in her tracks. She stood with her back to me for the count of ten and then she slowly turned around. Her face was unreadable. That would have been more proof, if I had needed it. An innocent woman would have spun around madder than hell.
'Just what are you saying, Gil? Are you suggesting something?" she asked.
"Well, yeah! If it is work you are doing, you should get paid for it. We could buy a new car if you had been charging," I replied.
"For what, exactly, should I be charging?" she countered.
It was the old 'admit nothing till the other guy shows all of his cards gambit' she had mastered over the years. I had played a few of those games and my cards were going to be slow in turning.
"I would fully expect you would know better than I, Darling. Do you want me to draw up a price list so you know what to charge?" I shot back. "I guess a hand-job could be $25, a blow-job about $50, standard sex $100 and anal could be $150. I never actually paid for it, but we have to start somewhere. Want to make any revisions?"
"Have you lost your mind, Gil?" snarled Cynthia. "Do you think I am walking the downtown streets when I work late? You need to get some help. That was a really cruel thing to say."
"Are you telling me you are not going to have sex tonight?" I asked bluntly.
"That's for goddamn certain, not after the way you just spoke to me, asshole!" retorted Cynthia. "Not tonight and not the foreseeable future."
"That's good to hear, Cynthia. There is no reason for you to come home late then, is there?" I reasoned. "As long as you are taking the night off, you can be home at a decent hour. I'll make dinner and you can help clean up afterward."
Cynthia just stood there, mouth open but no words forming. Then she turned and left.
I was taking the roast chicken out of the oven when Cynthia entered the kitchen. One glance at her told me she had a change of heart.
"I guess I have been working late quite a bit lately. You and the girls deserve more attention, Gil," Cynthia admitted. "I am taking you up on your offer. It sure smells good."
Cynthia was a very attractive 42-year old woman. Time had only improved her curves. She looked great and when she was in the right mood, a lot of fun. That was the first 21 years of our marriage. It was only the past six months that she had become distant and aloof. Before that she had been a wonderful friend, lover, and companion. That was what really made the present situation so difficult.
We had a pleasant dinner, as a family. As I listened to our two daughters talk with their mother, I realized how much she meant to them. They loved their dad, but they shared things with their mother a man can't really understand. Shopping is much like water torture. Talking about shopping is more agony than a man should be expected to endure. The three of them managed it throughout the entire meal!
When we went to bed that night, Cynthia slid in with only her panties on. That had always been a signal that she was looking for a little love. The thing was, I wasn't even close to being in the mood.
"I thought you said you weren't going to have sex tonight," I reminded her. "You told me not in the foreseeable future, either, as I recall."
"You were behaving so oddly this morning. Your comments were less than kind and I got angry," Cynthia confessed. "I thought about it and realized it was probably frustration on your part. We haven't had the time to be intimate in a while. That is at least partly my fault, Gil. I don't want you to think I don't love you."
"Then you do love me, Cynthia?" I asked. "It has been three weeks, two days since we made love. It didn't seem to bother you."
"Wow! You have been keeping track? I didn't realize it has been so long, but I will make it up to you tonight, okay?" she smiled.
"Are you saying you do love me, Cynthia?" I repeated.
"Of course I do! You are the only man I have ever loved, or ever will," avowed Cynthia. "You know that."
"Would it be reasonable to think that if you loved me you would be faithful to me, totally?" I continued.
"Absolutely, Sweetheart," she answered. "Why are you asking these questions? You seemed to suggest this morning that I was having sex with someone, and it sounds like you are again tonight."
"You are totally faithful to me, Cynthia. You like being married to me and don't want to play the field?" I pressed.
"Yes! I am, but I am really beginning to resent your line of questioning," snapped Cynthia. "You've spoiled my mood."
"That's a real fucking shame," I growled back. "These may put you back in the mood. They're quite stimulating!"
I had reached under my pillow and pulled out a manila envelope and tossed it in front of Cynthia. I saw her hand tremble as she picked it up and slid its contents out.
Cynthia gasped as she looked at the pictures. She was the star, along with one Kurt Dugan, a fellow teacher at the local elementary school. They were in color and the quality was excellent. Her lips appeared to be cherry red as she wrapped them around his hard cock. You could see the moisture around her pussy as he readied his cock for entry. She had to admit they were good!
Cynthia quickly looked at the picture and flung them toward the wastebasket. The she started crying. I wasn't feeling all that well either, but my tears had already been shed. I sat in bed and waited. It took almost ten minutes, but Cynthia finally stopped her sobbing and was able to speak.
"Gil, it was just a fling. I don't love him. I love you! Please forgive me. I am so sorry!" she blubbered.
"You just agreed that if you loved me, you would be faithful to me. Now you're telling me you can fuck around and still love me. I am having a little trouble following your logic, Cynthia," I admitted. "Which is it?"
"I was lying to keep you from being hurt! The sex was just that. No love, no real connection. It was a biological function. That's all," she reasoned.
"You mean like shitting all over me is a biological function? I shouldn't take it personally?"
"Gil, please think this over before you do anything rash," pleaded Cynthia. "I could lose my job. Kurt could lose his job, and his marriage. His parents are our neighbors. All kinds of terrible things could happen!"
"Is this something you just realized, Cynthia, or did you expect to have all those things happen when you were caught?" I demanded. "Whose fault would it be, if you and Kurt were both fired, both divorced, and both embarrassed in front of your families? Whose fault, Cynthia?"
"Ours. Kurt's and mine, really," sobbed Cynthia. "No one would blame you."
"Was the sex that good, that much better than with me? If it wasn't love, was it about great sex?" I suggested.
"It wasn't better, Gil. It was like when we first dated. It was exciting. He isn't better than you, just different. I'll tell him I can never see him again, okay?" Cynthia begged.
"What the hell kind of prick do you think I am? It would pretty damn selfish to stand between you and some great sex, wouldn't it? I've had a couple weeks to think about this situation and I've come up with a solution," I replied.
"My God! You've known for a couple weeks? You never let on. I had no idea!" moaned Cynthia.
"Actually, I've been suspicious longer than that. I have shut you off for three weeks and two days. Sadly, you haven't noticed. That speaks a lot about our situation, doesn't it? If I hadn't been so bitchy this morning, it may have gone on for years with Kurt getting all your best, and me getting shit upon."
"I wasn't thinking straight, Gil. I didn't mean to neglect you. It would never have gone on for years, I swear. It was just a fling," assured Cynthia.
"Interesting comment, Cynthia. How long is the shelf life of one of your affairs? What is your average? A few months? A year? Several years?" I asked cruelly.
"Gil! I have never been unfaithful before Kurt! I am not a common slut that jumps from bed to bed. That may sound strange at the moment, but it's true!" Cynthia retorted. "This was my first, and last, affair. We didn't have any time frame, but we both knew it was a temporary thing, nothing long lasting. He'll understand when I tell him I can never see him again,"
"There you go again, Cynthia. You are painting me to be pretty bad here. Did I say anything about ending the affair?"
"Wha... what do you mean, Gil? You have the pictures. The jig is up. It is over between us, I promise. Give me the chance to show you how much I love you, please!" cried Cynthia.
"I've given you over twenty years and I'm far from convinced, Cynthia," I replied. "How long do you think it should take? I'm lucky if I have another thirty years left."
"Gil! I don't know how long! I hope a few months or a year. I'll do anything you ask. It could be a new start for us."
"That would be something new, for me. From the pictures, there really isn't much that could be new to you. It might be new if you did it with me, but you are a very experienced woman now. It would be difficult to find something new for you, wouldn't it? I bet you could teach me a few things you have learned, couldn't you?" I suggested.
Cynthia looked at me. I could see she was attempting to decide if I was serious or not. Was she considering taking me up on my suggestion! When she looked away, I could see she had realized it wouldn't be smart to propose anything at the moment.
"I have the impression that you felt you would be able to talk, and fuck, your way back into my heart and life when, not if, you were caught, Cynthia. You said it might take you up to a year to make it up to me. Am I that shallow? You think I am that pussy-whipped? I can see you have no idea what you have done to me. The problem is I can also see that revenge, or whatever it may be called, would hurt a lot of people and not really be worth my effort. I am not going to take that road."
"What are you going to do, Gil? I am a few years from my pension and Kurt has over ten years to go. We need our jobs! I need you and the girls, and he loves his family, too."
"Please save that shit for someone that doesn't know the truth, Cynthia. You told me this evening that a person would remain faithful to someone they loved. I can only surmise that you and Kurt do not love your respective spouses, or families, by your own admission," I concluded.
"Gil! You have to believe I love you with all my heart! It was one mistake in over twenty years. I'm only human," cried Cynthia.
"You seem to feel that you should spend a few minutes in the penalty box and then get back in the game," I observed. "Are couples that remain faithful their entire lives inhuman, sub-human, or superhuman?"
"What are we going to do, Gil? What are you going to do?" asked Cynthia.
"Here is how it's going to be. If you can't accept my terms, we divorce immediately, the school board learns of the affair of two of its married teachers, as do the families of both offenders," I began.
Cynthia remained quiet as I laid my cards on the table.
"You are having great sex, so keep having your affair with lover-boy. I don't want to be the cause of an unsatisfied libido, at least not again. I have been to blame for that for over twenty years and the guilt is tremendous."
"You are to meet with him twice a week, as you have been. I just don't want you to fuck him in my bed, or my house again. You cannot tell him that I know what a prick he is and that he has been fucking you. This doesn't sound too bad, does it?" I asked. "Essentially, you will do as you have been, except you won't be sneaking around and cheating."
"You will be his lover, whore, slut, dream-girl, or whatever you consider yourself to be. You will always keep me informed as to where and when you are fucking and sucking him. In return, I will help you keep your secret and not reveal your adultery to the world. Is that fair enough?" I asked.
"You want me to keep seeing him? What kind of husband would do that? Do you have weird sexual fantasies or something?" Cynthia wondered out loud.
"I am sure I do, but they don't involve you anymore, so rest easy," I smiled. "I think you planned on fucking this guy until I found out. Then you expected me to have a shit-fit and then forgive you. I don't want this to go as you expected. Even if it has gone better than you expected, it isn't what you thought would happen. That is my goal at this time. We have an agreement then? You don't tell Kurt I know, and you keep putting out for him. And you never lie to me again?"
"This is really weird, but count me in, Gil. I don't see what choice I have, to be honest. How long will this go on?" Cynthia asked.
"I would say one year from today, or until I decide you have to end it, whichever comes first," I replied.
"Okay, I'll do it, but no one would ever believe this," marveled Cynthia.
So began the great experiment. I had given the entire thing a lot of thought. I had loved Cynthia without reservation, and she had betrayed me badly. I needed to make her see what she had done, and tossing her sorry ass out would have had all kinds of ripple effects on the kids, and even Kurt's family. I knew his parents, his wife, his kids, and destroying their lives was not a worthy goal. Besides, it was always an option I retained, if it came down to it.
Cynthia was very nervous around me for a few days. That was to be expected, though. I am a patient man. One evening she told me that Kurt wanted to get together with her on Saturday. His wife was taking their three kids to visit her grandmother for the weekend. She was returning Monday, so Kurt was not making the trip with her.
"I think we can work something out, Cynthia. Suppose I take the girls someplace for the weekend? You can spend the night with him and fuck him silly," I suggested. "We'll tell the girls you have to work and can't come with us. See how much better this is than sneaking around?"
"Sure, Gil. It'll work. Where will you take the girls?" asked Cynthia.
"I was thinking of going to Philadelphia. We'll go to the museum, see Independence Hall, have a dinner in one of those great restaurants and maybe see a show," I mused. "We'll see a few more sights Sunday and come home. You should have Kurt fucked out by then, don't you think?"
"I wish you would find a new way to phrase my meetings with Kurt, Gil. And why can't you do that stuff when I can make it, too?" whined Cynthia. "They're all things I like to do."
"We're both adults, Cynthia. You fuck the guy. He fucks you. You suck his cock. You get the idea. Don't get indignant at this point," I snapped. "I am taking the girls to get them out of your hair, even if it's your pubic hair."
The weekend was more fun than I had ever imagined it could be. The girls were delighted when I suggested the trip to them. By Sunday afternoon, I had a new appreciation of my daughters. They had been growing up and I was missing it. They had wit, humor, charm, and beauty. I decided to be a bigger part of their life. I wanted them to always carry a warm place for me in their hearts.
Cynthia was home when we returned. The girls spent the first two hours telling her about what they had seen and done. I had allowed each a hundred dollars to buy clothes. By the time they were done, it had increased to two hundred dollars. That was when I began to realize how much charm they had! I was a pushover.
They showed Cynthia their clothes selections and she was properly impressed. I felt great as I settled into my chair, listening to the girls go on about the fun they had.
We settled into a routine. The nights Cynthia had to "work late" I would watch a movie with the girls, or go to a school function with them. I became a concerned parent, participating in my kids' lives. I realized I had been missing some really great times and would have continued to do so, if it hadn't been for Cynthia having her affair. The silver lining was beginning to show!
The other strange thing was Cynthia and I began to get along better. She always told me what she was doing, and not just her trysts with Kurt. We discussed her work and mine, the kids, our parents, and even politics. I treated her as a man should treat his wife at all times, except in the bedroom, and who could know about that? Our relationship had actually gained more solid footing, though our marriage was total shit.
One night I was sitting in bed reading, when Cynthia slid in between the sheets. She ran her hand over my cock and it began to respond. I reached down and took her hand off the little guy.
"Wouldn't you like to make love, Gil? It has been a very long time. You must want it by now," suggested Cynthia.
"Cynthia, I cannot, and will not, compete with another man in my own bed. He may not be here, but his presence is. I feel it, and I am sure you do as well. I would have to try to outdo the guy, and frankly, you have pretty well pointed out that I can't. You have a viral lover, so you are satisfied. Please don't worry about me."
"No, Gil! I never said he was better! I just said he was exciting and different. No one is as good as you," she offered.
"That sure sounds like bullshit, Cynthia. If I had been better, you would never have tried Kurt the second time, or even the first, for that matter. You would have missed sex with me before I told you it had been three weeks."
I went on, "I honestly don't think I could even do it with you now. I keep seeing you sucking his cock and offering him your body in ways you never did for me. I saw the pictures. Remember? We have an arrangement that works for everyone, so let's not ruin it," I reasoned.
I think Cynthia was actually surprised that I refused her, but I really didn't have any desire to be intimate with her. The very thought made me queasy.
Cynthia seemed quiet and reserved for the next few days, but she gradually got over the rebuff. A couple weeks later I was sitting in bed, doing a crossword puzzle. Cynthia broached the subject of her ongoing affair once again.
"Gil, I think he is getting tired of me. He has started coming up with reasons why we may not be able to get together as much. The truth is, it makes me feel glad. I miss being with you and the girls," complained Cynthia. "I would much rather have you make love to me, Gil. I always felt loved in your arms. I feel like a chunk of meat with Kurt, like I am a pussy with other parts attached. All he wants is the pussy, and not the rest of me."



"That wasn't the way you felt a few months back when you tired of me and took up with Kurt," I reminded Cynthia. "Would you like me to help you find a new lover, one that would renew that feeling of excitement? I have a few ideas."
"No! I don't ever want to have sex with another man, only you, Gil. The idea or being with anyone else is repulsive to me now," responded Cynthia. "Could I please stop seeing Kurt? He won't mind and I could spend more time with you and the girls!"
"I don't know about this, Cynthia. The girls and I have been having a pretty good time. It would be a shame if you suddenly got involved and messed it all up," I hesitated.
"I won't mess it up, Gil. I'm their mother! I can be a part of everything, too. It isn't unusual for both parents to participate in their kids' lives. I'll be very good to you in front of them, and in front of everyone else, for that matter. I promise. Please?" begged Cynthia.
"It isn't that easy, Cynthia. If I allow you to stop fucking Kurt, it will have to end your sex life totally. You would have to be tested for all possible diseases. My tests already came back negative," I revealed.
"You were tested? Why? Do you think Kurt, or his wife, have been infected by someone?" worried Cynthia.
"Cynthia, how would I know anything about their sex lives? I do know that having sex with you meant that I was, in essence, exposing myself to everyone, you, Kurt, or his wife ever had sex with. That leaves a lot of room for problems, at least in my book. Does she have a lover, or lovers? Does he have more lovers than you? Do you have other lovers? You lied to me and cheated. Could they do the same to each other? Obviously Kurt can."
"I think it is unlikely, Gil. They are clean, intelligent people," reasoned Cynthia.
"Yeah, and the odds in Russian roulette are one in six, but I still don't want to play. Actually, things have been going pretty well for me lately. The girls and I have bonded and my life, except for one rather obvious area, is just great.
"You'll just have to suck his cock harder, so lose some weight, or get a new hair-do... you know, all the things a woman does to entice a lover. You can do it!" I patted Cynthia on the back as I spoke.
"Gil, the truth is, I am tired of him. He just uses me like some slut and leaves. He has no respect for me. He doesn't care if I'm in the mood or not. He even hurts me at times because he doesn't even try to get me ready for him," Cynthia revealed.
"Let's remember to get you some K-Y Jelly, Cynthia. I am not an unfeeling monster. I want you to be comfortable when he ass fucks you."
"Gil, I am trying to make him stop that. It is another reason I want to end this stupid charade," complained Cynthia. "I really don't enjoy that, even if it looked like I did in that picture."
"Cynthia, this is all a little late. You should have considered everything when you decided to cheat and lie to me. It is obvious you didn't give a great deal of thought about the effects of your actions. Now you can consider them. You reap what you sow," I reminded her.
"You realize this is extortion, or blackmail, don't you, Gil" Cynthia argued. "It is a low thing to do. I am your wife! You should be fighting to keep me away from another man, not insisting I fuck and suck him, as you so politely phrase it."
"It is a form of blackmail, Cynthia," I admitted. "However, I'm not going to let you lecture me on how a husband should behave, so don't go there again, or your ass will be gone before you finish the sentence! I've tried for twenty years to do everything a husband and father should do, and you shit all over me. You are the one that fucked up our marriage and are certainly not qualified to tell me how things should work in a marriage! Do you understand me?"
I think Cynthia was surprised at my passion. She was silent for a while as she considered my words.
"You are right, Gil. I apologize for the things I said. I apologize more for the horrible situation I have created. It is my fault, not yours. I know that," she sobbed.
Things went along about a week. Then one evening as we finished dinner, Cynthia asked the girls to remain at the table after we had finished eating.
"Girls, I have been having an affair. When I told you I had to work late, it was really to meet with someone. I have seriously jeopardized my marriage to your father. I want to apologize to him, and to both of you. All of you deserve better than I have given lately. If I could change it, I would, but I can't. It is over now, and I ask you to consider forgiving me," finished Cynthia.
I never saw that coming! I was taken totally by surprise. I guess the girls were, too. They sat there trying to digest what their mother had just told them. Then they both started crying, quickly left their seats and fled to their rooms. I just sat there, stunned.
"That is the only way to handle blackmail, Gil. I realize that now. I am done playing the fool. Everything you have been telling me the last couple months has been slowly sinking in. I told Kurt I was done with him forever. Funny, but it hardly bothered him. I meant nothing, nothing at all! But, you know what? That's okay, because he was just a piece of meat to me, really. We were like a couple of goddamn animals with no intelligent human thought."
Cynthia dabbed at her eyes and continued, "I know you can still report our actions to the school board, and tell Kurt's family. That is entirely up to you, but I am done behaving as a sub-human, I think was a word I heard you use. With you, or without you, I am going to get my self-respect back, even if I lose everything else. I have been so worried about disease lately, that I haven't been able to sleep. I made an appointment with the doctor for Friday."
"I did a very stupid thing, something I will regret, and pay for to my dying day. You have every right to hate me, to ruin me, to divorce me and find a woman that you can respect. That is up to you, as well," sobbed Cynthia. "I pray, and beg even, that you can find it in your heart to give me a chance to be a part of your life, but I'll understand if you don't. I realize now how much I love you and how very good I had it, and what a horrible thing I did."
"I haven't a plan for this situation," I replied. "The girls are in pain now and we have to help them. My pain has dulled a little, and I fear that means my love for you has dulled as well, Cynthia. I'm glad you are concerned about your health and will do what it takes to be certain you are well. I can't tell you everything will be okay. I really doubt it will be."
"I know that and it rips me apart to know it is all my doing, Gil," Cynthia responded tearfully.
"We will just try to take it slow and not do anything in anger or pain. We may not get over your betrayal, but your admission is a beginning."
"Did you know it would work this way? That I would risk everything to stop acting like a common slut?" asked Cynthia.
"I had hopes that you would regain your pride, but I didn't know if you would. It will take a long time for me to believe you have, Cynthia, or to believe anything you tell me, unless I have another means to verify it. I just don't trust you. Maybe I never will."
I stepped to the refrigerator and took out a beer as Cynthia quietly sat at the table and sobbed. Life had become complicated.
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"Hello, I'm ...."
"Helen Hamilton!" I exclaimed.
When my doorbell rang, I had idly wondered who it could be. I never guessed it would be one of the few women I fantasize about on a regular basis. I was stunned to see Helen Hamilton standing on my doorstep.
"So you know who I am," she smiled. "I'm moving in next door and wanted to introduce myself."
"Really?" I asked in disbelief. "And I bet you're the new surprise anchor channel 16 has been so secretive about."
It wasn't rocket science, or brilliant detective work, to figure that one out. Our local ABC affiliate had been blitzing the airwaves with teasers about the new look for the six and eleven o'clock news. Ratings had been dropping and the station wanted to get back their share of the viewers, and the advertising revenue.
She seemed surprised that I guessed her 'secret' so quickly. It was Sunday afternoon and Monday was supposed to be the debut of the new look on 16. Then I remembered some of my manners.
"Please come in, Helen. May I call you Helen?" I quickly asked as I stepped aside to allow her access.
"I have to say that it is gratifying that you recognized me, and that you have been paying such close attention to channel 16's promos," she laughed as she strode onto our living room. "Of course you can call me Helen. We are going to be neighbors for a while."
"This is like a dream for me Helen," I gushed. "I have followed your career for years. You were very good on CNN and you did a great job covering that tsunami last year for Fox! I am having some difficulty with the fact that as great as you look on TV, you are way more beautiful in person! I never would have believed it possible."
"You are very flattering, Mr. ..?"
"Stanton, Mike Stanton," I answered. "I am babbling like an idiot and never told you my name! I apologize, Helen. I'm just really; really surprised that Helen Hamilton rang my doorbell. No one will ever believe this. Heck, I hardly believe it!"
Then I remembered my digital camera, in the closet, just a few feet from where I stood. I quickly retrieved it held it up as a sheepish grin washed over my face.
"Before I wake up or you disappear in a puff of smoke or something, I'd very much appreciate you permitting me to get a picture of you, with me. Would you allow me that honor?" I pleaded.
"Wow, you must be my best fan!" laughed the woman of my dreams. "I'd be delighted to accommodate you, Mike."
I stepped close to her and held the camera at arm's length. She was only a couple inches shorter than my five foot eleven and as I leaned toward her I slid my other arm around her shoulder.
"I'm going to press the button, so smile!" I managed though my shit-eating grin.
As I pressed the shutter, she mover her cheek in against mine and smiled! I thought I was in heaven and began to thank her again.
"Mike, it's no big deal. We are going to be neighbors, so we'll see each other from time to time. You can get more pictures if you like. I only ask you never post them on the web, sell, or give any away to any media without me seeing the picture and approving it first. I always have to watch my image," she admitted.
"I know I am pushing my luck, Helen, but would you be willing to sign one of your pictures in Playboy for me? I can have it here in a minute!"
"I might have known you would have that issue, Mike! That was ten years ago and I was younger, firmer, and dumber than I am now. At least I hope I'm smarter now. I was definitely younger and firmer!" she chuckled.
"Is that an affirmative?" I cautiously asked.
"I have mixed feelings about that whole thing, Mike. I don't know if it hurt, or helped, my career. Sometimes I feel that I'm not taken seriously because I posed nude. Other times I think I would still be a weather girl in Binghamton if I hadn't," Helen revealed. "Let me think about it. You should know this. I have flatly refused anyone else that has asked me to sign those pictures for the last eight years. At least you still have a chance."
"I understand totally and hope I didn't make you uncomfortable. I really have followed your career. You are the reason I watched CNN and then switched to Fox. This is so cool having you for a neighbor!" I blurted.
"I have to go back and show the movers where to put everything, Mike, but it was really a treat meeting you. We will try to be good neighbors and respect your privacy at the same time," promised Helen.
"Don't ever worry about that!" I replied. "Invade our privacy anytime. It has been pretty boring around here lately. My wife, Sherry, will be sorry she missed meeting you. Heck, she won't even believe that I met you!"
I loaded the picture of Helen and me on my computer and printed a couple copies. Then I stuck one picture on the refrigerator, like a kid would do, and put the other one on the coffee table in the living room. Sherry, my wife of 22 years, would be home from her mother's soon and I couldn't wait to see her reaction to the picture. I could barely contain myself as I waited.
I heard her pull into the garage and pretended to be busy on my computer. I wanted her to see one of the pictures and then ask me about it. I waited about ten minutes and never heard a peep, so I went looking for her.
I found Sherry in the kitchen having a soda and reading the Sunday paper. She had to get the soda from the frig, so she must have seen the picture! I mulled that over, trying to determine the reason for her lack of interest.
"Hey, Sweetie, I was wondering where you were," stated Helen as she flipped through the ads. "How was your day?"
"Do you mean beside having Helen Hamilton stop in for a few minutes?" I asked sarcastically.
"I saw that picture, Honey," Sherry chuckled. "You are getting pretty good with PhotoShop. It looks real. I know how you have a thing for her. Remember how you'd show me her old Playboy spread the first five or six times you saw her on CNN? She's your walking wet dream."
"I didn't doctor that picture, Sherry! She stopped in today!" I replied.
"I'm sure she did," replied Sherry in a condescending voice. "Tell you what, Mike. Let's make a deal. If you ever get the chance to get into Helen Hamilton's panties, I won't complain. In fact, I will be quite proud of you. I certainly couldn't blame you. She is a beautiful woman."
""Well, gee! I really do appreciate that attitude, Sherry," I retorted. "I'll start working on that right away!"
"By the same token," continued Sherry, "I expect you to not stand in my way with her hunk of a husband, Lance Edwards, if I ever get the chance to get him into bed. He still looks as hard and hot as he did when he played for the Phillies. I know you would be proud of me if he thought I was worth his effort."
"I'm not sure about that deal, Sherry. I can see where you could get that jock to bang you a lot easier than I would be able to seduce Helen Hamilton," I worried.
"Okay, Mr. Fantasy Lover, how about we limit it to blowjobs?" laughed Sherry. "If you can get Helen Hamilton to blow you, anyplace you choose, I won't stand in your way. If I get the chance to blow Old Lance, you don't stop me and you never complain about it, or hold it over me, or try to divorce me."
"What the hell are you talking about, Sherry?" I demanded. "I've never been able get you to suck my cock. Why the fuck would I go along with you blowing that has-been?"
"You're getting awfully fired up over this fantasy, aren't you?" Sherry chuckled. "It seems like a fair deal to me. One, or possibly both of us, experience our first blowjobs with two of the most beautiful people in the world. The only difference is that I will be giving and you will be receiving, or would you like to have a crack at Lance, too?"
"You know better than that! I didn't even like him when he played for the Phillies!" I growled. "It's still a lot easier for you to get him to let you blow him than it could ever be for me to somehow get Helen to suck my cock. In 22 years I haven't been able to get my own wife to do it, for Christ's sake!"
Sherry was laughing heartily at my indignation. Tears were starting to run down her cheeks.
"That's the best offer I'm going to make, Mike," she croaked between bouts of laughter. "Take it or leave it."
"Goddamn it! I'll take it, but don't bitch when you see Helen Hamilton sucking me off! One other thing, don't suck that asshole's cock when I'm around to see it!" I snarled.
"That sounds fair enough! I guess we have a deal then," Sherry struggled to tell me as the tears of laughter ran down her face. "Now let's discuss Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie!"
"No more damn deals!" I insisted. "You'll be blowing every goddamn guy in the country before long and I'll be left with Rosie Palm. Something about this really pisses me off! It's only the thought of a blowjob from Helen Hamilton that got me to go against my better judgment and agree to this."
I turned and stalked out of the room as Sherry roared in mirth. This was a joke to her, but he who laughs last....
I never said another word about our famous neighbors. Until Sherry had mentioned it, I had forgotten that Helen had married Lance Edwards a few years back. He had been a mediocre third baseman for several years with the Philadelphia Phillies. His lifetime average was .241 and he had fewer than a hundred homers in his career. It was safe to say he would not make the Hall of Fame, nor would he cause Phillie fans forget Mike Schmitt.
Monday evening, I turned on channel 16 a few minutes before the six o'clock news. I had to see Helen's first night as the anchor, even if it was unlikely that I would ever get a blowjob from her.
Sherry came in from the kitchen and sat next to me.
"I'll finish making dinner when I see who makes up the new cast of characters on 16," she told me as she put her feet up. "I've never seen a station keep the identity of their new anchor such a secret, but it seems to have worked. Everyone at work today was saying how they were going to watch tonight, just out of curiosity."
Just then Helen appeared on the screen, and she looked great! Sherry gasped and then gave another little sound when that fucker, Lance Edwards, was introduced as the new sports director.
"Holy shit, Mike! They will have to live someplace within driving distance of the station. We could actually meet him!" grinned Sherry.
"Him?" I repeated and then said it again. "Him? As you know, they are married and we will see both of them. You'll probably have calluses on your knees within a few weeks."
"Mike, are you worried about that dumb agreement we made last night?" grinned Sherry. "Like you said yesterday, I don't suck cock, so let's just cancel it. Besides, it is a big area and it isn't very likely we'll ever meet them."
"Bullshit! We made a deal. You thought it was funny at the time, but I want that blowjob!" I replied steadfastly. "Unless of course you want to blow me. Then I'd be willing to call it even."
Sherry dropped to her knees and clasped her hands together as she begged, "Please feed me your big cock and make me the cocksucker you always wanted me to be. I'm tired of being a reasonable, normal, respectable wife and mother. Suddenly, I have the urge to be a cock-sucking slut. I can't live another minute without tasting your cum as it slides down my throat!"
Sherry was good! For a minute I thought she was serious. Then she jumped up laughing and headed for the kitchen. I was already hard from watching Helen on the screen and could have given Sherry her wish in a matter of seconds, if it had only been her real wish! I cursed under my breath and shifted all my concentration to the incredible beauty on TV. I had never seen a more desirable woman.
Because they worked evenings, it wasn't until the next weekend that Sherry discovered that Helen Hamilton and Lance Edwards lived next door to us. We had purchased our house and thirty acres 12 years ago. The only neighbor we had within half a mile was the house Helen and Lance were living in.
We had always wanted to buy that property, too. For all the property we had, the two houses were only about fifty feet apart. Our ranch house had been built by the daughter and son-in-law of the couple used to own the big farmhouse, which was now inhabited by Helen and Lance. Over the years, and after the death of the parents, the two properties had been split. Each had about thirty acres, but the two houses were close together. The last people that owned the farmhouse had restored it to the original splendor of the era. Then they added a paved driveway, and an in-ground pool.
It made our property more valuable, but priced the other home way out of our price range. We were resigned to having no control over who lived next to us. If we could have bought it, we might have rented it until one of our two grown kids showed some interest in being close to their parents. It was not to be, however. Both kids were in other states working, and neither was married. They had no interest in living back in the "boonies".
Just as I came in the door Saturday, after a trip to The Home Depot, Sherry started in on me.
"Mike! Guess who's living in the Turner house!" she asked excitedly.
"Helen Hamilton and Lanced Boil," I replied calmly.
"You already knew it, you bastard!" yelled Sherry. "Why the hell didn't you tell me?"
"Maybe I was hoping to get my blowjob before you knew what the hell was going on," I deadpanned. "Or maybe I was trying to tell you last Sunday when I showed you the picture of Helen and me. You didn't seem to believe it then, so I decided to wait and let you find out on your own."
"You can be a real asshole sometimes, Mike. How was I to know that picture was real? Shit! Was she in our house? It wasn't even clean! She must think I am the world's biggest slob!" moaned Sherry.
"Yeah, she got her knees pretty dirty when she blew me, but other than that, it wasn't too bad."
"Mike! You have to get out of your fantasy world! We have famous neighbors and you can't embarrass me by asking her for a blowjob, or even letting her know you have these weird fantasies. Promise me you will not let her know what a pervert you are, please?" begged Sherry.
"Helen would be surprised if there was a man that didn't have wet dreams thinking about her, Sherry. Every man she meets wants her. That's how it is. I will try to be suave and sophisticated while doing my best to get a little oral from her," I promised.
"I guess that's as much as I can hope for from you, Mike. You'd better be civil to Lance, too. We don't want them to think poorly of us," added Sherry.
"When that bastard looks down and sees you attached to his cock, he'll think the world of you, don't worry! I'm the one whose feelings you have to be concerned about."
Sherry shook her head as she turned toward the kitchen.
"I have never known such a one track mind in my life! It's a wonder you aren't in jail or something," she muttered.
Sunday was a beautiful warm September day. Sherry and I were discussing visiting her parents when the doorbell rang. Sherry looked surprised as she stood to answer the door. Very seldom did we get company before noon on Sunday.
"Lance Edwards!" gasped Sherry. "Helen Hamilton, too! Please come in! I'm Sherry Stanton. I guess you already met my husband, Mike?"
I had quickly stood and gone into the living room when I heard Sherry announce Lance's name. No sense making it too easy for that bastard to get Sherry on her knees!
"Hello, Sherry. I met Mike a week ago, but Lance didn't have the pleasure," replied Helen. "Mike, this is my husband, Lance."
I shook hands and smiled at the man I disliked on so many levels. If he had fielded that groundball cleanly in September of 1992 and turned a double play, the Phillies could have won the division. Then there was the fact that he was married to, and sleeping with, my fantasy woman. Finally, the fact that my sweet, innocent wife expressed the desire to make him the recipient of her first, and probably only, blowjob was enough to make me go postal! It wasn't enough he could have Helen Hamilton any time he wanted! He could have my wife, too, probably as easily as he had Helen. Man! I disliked the prick!
"How're you doing, Mike?" grinned Lance as he turned to Sherry. He hugged her and actually lifted her off her feet. By the time he put her back down, Sherry was flushed a bright red.
"We don't want to intrude," began Helen, "but it is a gorgeous day and Lance and I would be delighted if you would join us for a little barbecue this afternoon and then a swim in the pool. I'm sure you know it is heated and we would love to get to know you both better."
"Well, ah... thanks, Helen, but we..." stumbled Sherry as she tried to duck the invitation.
"Would be delighted to come over!" I finished Sherry's sentence. "We'll be there around two?"
"Excellent!" beamed Helen as she and Lance turned to leave. "We'll expect you then. You don't have to bring anything, unless of course you choose to wear swimsuits."
"We always do for the first swim with new neighbors," I laughed. "It takes us a little while to really loosen up."
After she had closed the door and made certain Helen and Lance were out of hearing, Sherry gave me both barrels.
"What the hell are you doing?" she raged. "You know I wanted to drop a little weight before I went out in a swimsuit! How am I going to get out of this, Mr. Big Mouth?"
"That was 2 years ago, Sherry. We finished the basement and have every conceivable piece of exercise equipment down there. How many times have you used any of it?" I asked.
"That isn't the point, Mike. You could see I was trying to decline that invitation and you jumped in and accepted it," fumed Sherry.
"In case you haven't thought of it, I'm going to be in a swimsuit next to that goddamn human hunk. How do you think I'll look next to him, Sweetheart?" I snapped back. "Do you think you'll be able to tell us apart?"
"Well, smart-ass, let me put it this way," Sherry suddenly grinned. "You can bet I won't be blowing you by mistake!"
I was pissed for a second. Then I noticed her smile and realized Sherry was jerking my chain. I had to laugh, too.
"You little cocksucker!" I exclaimed. "I'm going to top you off before we go visit Lance, just to cool off your over active libido."
Sherry laughed and ran for the bedroom. As she peeled off her clothes and slid under the covers, she gave me an evil grin.
"Darling, as you know, I'm not a cocksucker, so don't call me one; not yet."
Now I was really fired up! I yanked the covers off Sherry, ate her to one orgasm and then fucked her to another. Finally, we rested together, feeling very relaxed.
"Sometimes, I do like your sick, overly active imagination, Mike," smiled Sherry. "It sure makes for some great sex. You were terrific just now. Did you imagine it was Helen Hamilton you were with instead of me?"
"Not at all, Sweetheart. Those fantasies are for the times I'm alone and watching her on TV or looking at her old Playboy spread. When I am with you, I can't imagine anything better," I replied honestly.
"Wow, that was the right answer, Mike!" Sherry gushed as she kissed me hard on the lips. Then she swung away from me and got on her hands and knees.
"If you are up to it, Lover, and if you see anything you like, you are welcome to it," she whispered.
I never attended Yale Business School, but I knew a little about probabilities. The odds of getting such an offer from Sherry while sober, and before noon, were about equal to my chances of winning the Power Ball. I grabbed her hips and did my damnedest!
Sherry managed to look pretty good in a modest one-piece suit that afternoon. Over the years and after giving birth to our two kids, she had gained a few pounds, but for the most part, all in the right places. I tried to keep my stomach sucked in when ever I thought about it. Being around Lance made me think of it a lot. His abs looked liked steel ropes and he wasn't averse to showing them off. I had to admit, for a guy in his early forties, he was a remarkable physical specimen.



Helen opted for a one-piece suit as well, but it was made for her voluptuous figure. It was low in front and I had difficulty keeping my eyes off her chest. I really thought I was being quite furtive in my peeks at those wonderful mounds. At home that evening, I discovered I was mistaken.
"Could you have stared at Helen's tits any more, Mike?" demanded Sherry as soon as we got home. "I was afraid you were going to burn a hole through her suit and her nipples would pop out."
"I think they were popping out, almost as far as my eyeballs," I answered. "I guess old Lance wasn't in danger of you burning a hole through to his cock, was he?"
"Well, if looking would do it, he'd have been scorched by now," grinned Sherry. "Did you see the size of the lump in his suit? Do you think he had a few baseballs in there?"
"It looked more like a bat to me, maybe a 33 with a thick handle," I suggested. He could beat a medium size animal to death with it."
"Yeah, or choke someone to death. I wonder how Helen handles him? She isn't that big, except for her tits, of course," Sherry chuckled.
That was the beginning of our friendship with Lance and Helen. We would get together every couple weeks for an evening. Helen and Lance had weekends off, so we occasionally went out to dinner together. It became apparent to me that Lance wasn't the sharpest tool in the shed, but ladies never seemed to be interested in a debate with him. Women of all ages fawned over him. He wasn't as vain as I would have been; if I had been a pro ball player, a TV personality, and built like a Greek God.
The other thing that began the day Sherry and I were invited to the barbecue was our simultaneous decision to put our home gym to use. Sherry and I never actually discussed it, but out thoughts must have been the same. We were only a couple years older than Lance and Helen. If we were going to hang with them, we both wanted to look a lot better. Slowly, we began to slim down, as well as turn fat into muscle.
Sherry began to dress more provocatively. We both had our hair styled after having essentially the same look since we were first married. In short, our lives seemed to have improved.
Sherry became more aggressive in the bedroom, too. She began keeping candles in the room and lighting them before she initiated sex. She had always insisted the room be dark. I welcomed the change in the lighting, and in her attitude. Then one night, I noticed the curtains were gone; completely removed from the bedroom window. Sherry said they were dirty and she had sent them to the cleaners.
Sherry had always kept the curtains pulled tightly and I had spent a lot of energy in talking her out of additional blinds. The bedroom window was more like a picture window and she had always been paranoid about someone watching us. Years ago, I had built a privacy fence between our home and the old Turner house. From our bedroom, we could see the roof and one attic window of that house. The fence prevented any further view of them, or more importantly, of us.
I decided that since Sherry was feeling more confident with her improved body, she wanted me to see her when we made love. The curtain disappearing was harder to figure out, but the sex was good and pretty frequent, so I never asked any probing questions. I still wasn't getting blown, but I was getting laid just about every way Sherry could imagine. She never used to want to be on top, but lately she was riding me like a cowgirl! Sometimes she'd face me and pull my hands to her tits to play with them while she bounced on my cock, and other times she would face the mirror that was on the wall at the foot of our bed, giving me a great view of her sweet ass as she rode my erection. I hadn't been able to decide which method I preferred.
Then in February, channel 16 sent Lance to cover the Super Bowl in Jacksonville. He was sending inane reports back every night. Helen called on the Saturday before the big game and asked me if I could bring my tools and go over to her house. Her shower was not working properly.
Helen met me at the door and thanked me coming so quickly and then took me upstairs to the master bedroom and into the bathroom. The phone rang and she went back downstairs to answer it. It took all of ten seconds to determine the drain was plugged. I unscrewed the cover and saw a wad of hair and who knows what else way down in the drain. I could still hear Helen on the phone so I looked around for a wire hangar.
Sounds simple, but it seemed she had only plastic hangars in her closet. Lance's was the same, so I stepped into the hall and looked around. That was when I saw the attic stairs. It seemed likely there would be some wire hangars up there, so I ascended the steps. I was stunned when I opened the door to discover a well-furnished little office. It was complete with a phone, a computer, a small refrigerator, and a pair of binoculars!
My heart was in my mouth as I stepped up to the small window and looked out. My eyes were drawn to my bedroom window immediately. I watched as Sherry strolled out of our master bathroom and into the bedroom, completely naked! The view was unimpeded. Then I raised the binoculars and I was able to see the birthmark on her left ass cheek! The mirror on the wall enabled me to see whatever was hidden from view directly through the window.
I was in a quandary. Should I demand an explanation from Helen? But she wasn't the one that suddenly removed the curtain. That was Sherry's doing. There was more to this situation than met the eye, so I decided to keep my mouth shut, do some investigating, and get back downstairs to the bathroom before Helen caught me in the voyeur room.
I was trying to pull the crap out of the drain with my needle nose pliers when Helen came into the room.
"Wow, Mike! I didn't realize that stuff was in the drain," she apologized. "Would you like a wire hanger or something?"
I don't know why women can always find anything they want, but she produced a hangar in ten seconds and the job was done within a minute.
"Thanks, Mike. I appreciate that you took care of that rather dirty little job for me. If Lance didn't spend so much time in his little office upstairs, he might have noticed the drain was getting slower. For a jock, he sure loves his computer," stated Helen.
I spent the rest of the day in deep thought. What was really going on? I knew that there was a direct view from Lance's office to our bedroom. Sherry had taken to burning candles when we made love. She had also placed a fairly bright night light in the room. Then she removed the curtains under the pretense of having them cleaned. That was a couple weeks ago and she seemed to be in no rush to get them back up.
We had made it a habit to watch Helen and Lance do the eleven o'clock news on our TV in the bedroom. Then we would watch Leno. Before Leno was over, we would hear Lance's SUV come up the road and pull into their garage. Shortly after that, Sherry would impale herself on my cock.
The only conclusion I could reach was that somehow, Sherry knew Lance was watching us have sex, and that she liked it. That explained her newfound ardor in the boudoir.
What should I do? The sex was great. If I upset the situation, would I be back to an occasional mercy fuck? Was there more between Lance and Sherry than I realized? Was I the only guy getting her best? What would happen if Helen found out? What the hell could I do, should I do? I decided that I needed to be more observant and see what I could learn. I would play my cards close to the vest.
That night in bed, it occurred to me that Sherry had not acted horny all week. She had not initiated any sex at all. She came to bed in her flannel pajamas and went right to sleep. She knew Lance was in Jacksonville! Without Lance watching, she had resumed her old habits.
So Lance was responsible for my active and very enjoyable sex life? Was this simply a case of an exhibitionist and a voyeur on the same wavelength, or was there more? How did Sherry know Lance was watching? Did he tell her, or did she see him, or was I missing something else?
Super Sunday came and Sherry went to visit her mom. I hated to watch the ten hours of pre-game bullshit, so I decided to check out Helen's old Playboy spread. I never tired of looking at her. It wasn't long and I was resting on the bed with my cock out, much like I did the first time I saw the pictures. It was standing at attention and looked to me for some relief. I considered it, but wanted to savor the moment. There I was, looking at naked pictures of a beautiful woman that was less than 100 feet from me at that very moment. What would she think if she knew what I did with her photos?
That was when I had an inspiration. I probably wouldn't have acted on it if I hadn't had a couple beers, and hadn't been laid since Lance left for Jacksonville.
I picked up the phone and called Helen on her cell. She answered and we made the usual small talk for a minute or two. My cock actually got harder as I looked at her large bare breasts and spoke with her on the phone. How cool was this? Then I totally lost my mind.
"Helen, I called because Lance mentioned that he had some interesting information about the Super Bowl he was going to loan me. Did he leave anything for you to give to me?" I asked as I slowly stroked my erection.
"I'm sorry, Mike. He never mentioned anything to me," Helen replied.
"When I spoke to him, he said he had it on his office someplace. Could you take a quick look for me, Helen?"
"Sure, Mike. Just hang on while I go upstairs and look around," she answered.
"I'm in his office now and I just don't see anything that looks like what you described," revealed Helen.
I had the magazine open on the bed next to me and I was working my shaft like a master. Then I heard a gasp from Helen!
"Anything wrong, Helen?" I asked as I pumped. "You sounded distressed or something."
"No, Mike, nothing wrong. I'm just sorry I can't help you," Helen was barely above a whisper as she spoke.
Sorry she can't help me? My cock got even harder!
"Helen, just talking to you has made my day. Believe me on that," I strained to sound normal as I replied.
"Oh, somehow, I believe you. It makes my day to know that I am able to cheer you up so easily. I appreciated how you came for me yesterday when I called, and I know you would come for me right now if I asked you," she cooed.
That was all it took. I couldn't respond as my little guys answered another false alarm and splattered all over my stomach. I just held the phone away and groaned.
"Mike, are you okay?' asked Helen. "Can I give you a hand with anything?"
"Thanks, Helen," I managed slowly. "I'm feeling great and you have been a lot of help already. Thanks a lot."
"It's my pleasure, Mike," she purred into the phone. "Call me anytime."
We both hung up and I contemplated what I had just done. Helen must have seen me choking the chicken and if she used the binoculars, she would have seen her pictures on the bed. Unless I was totally nuts, she enjoyed the entire exchange. How would this change the dynamics of the game? Would she put the brakes on Lance's activities now that she knew he was watching my bedroom?
I had a lot to think about and it was a good thing, because the Eagles forgot to show up for the football game. Sherry was home before the game ended and once again, we went to sleep with no interaction.
Lance was back for the Monday broadcast. By the end of The Leno Show, Sherry was riding me like there was no tomorrow! I wanted to be angry with her, but some how the knowledge that Lance was watching us made me harder than ever! I let Sherry do all her usual acrobatics. We even came together before she slid off me and dropped exhausted to the bed.
She didn't notice that I was still hard and I was surprised myself! I immediately climbed back in the saddle. Sherry was shocked but I had to give her credit. She was a gamer! I plowed a few more acres of my own before I deposited another depth charge. I think Sherry even managed another small climax.
From that point, it became a bit of a competition between Sherry and me. She would fuck me and then I would fuck her. Sometimes she would play with me till I was hard and she would ride me again. If she got tired before I came, I'd flip her over and plunge into her until my work was finished. It was a friendly competition and we each looked forward to it. I never loved her more than I did those winter nights.
By watching Sherry closely, I noticed that she went immediately to the computer when she got home from work. I had never given any thought to her emails before, but now I did. I knew her username, but not her password. I came home early one day and left a note that I was helping a friend with his car. Then I made a hiding place in a louvered closet that was only a few feet from the computer.
It wasn't high tech, but it was the best I could come up with. When I heard Sherry pull into the garage, I hid in the closet. I heard her in the kitchen and knew she saw my note. Then she came in and sat at the computer and turned it on. She went right to hotmail and typed in her password.
I almost groaned when I realized how dumb I was. Her password was "lance"! I could have tried that without all the subterfuge! Did her breathing seem to quicken as she read her mail? It sure seemed like it. After she left the room, I eased out of the closet and sneaked out to the garage and then walked in noisily, as was my usual way.
It took a good portion of the next morning to read through all of Sherry's old emails from Lance. The early ones suggested she leave more lights on in the bedroom when she had sex with me. Then he pestered her into removing the curtain. After that, his messages pretty much described how beautiful Sherry's tits and ass looked. Then he began telling her how he wanted her to make love to me!
My head reeled as I considered the situation. The neighbor was directing my sex life from his house! And he was doing a damn good job! It was disturbing on many levels, but my main worry was that Sherry seemed to do Lance's biding. I read all the emails, and in the last few, he even commented on my sexual appetite and how it was a pleasure to watch a man that knew how to please his woman. I never saw any indication that he was fucking Sherry. Did that mean he hadn't gotten into her pants, or just that he knew better than to put it in writing?
As I considered what little I knew about Lance, I decided he wasn't bright enough to keep a secret. It seemed very unlikely that he fucking Sherry. Besides, his equipment would have stretched Sherry out like a garage door, wouldn't it? What about Helen? She must have seen me that day, so she had to know Lance was a voyeur. Yet, it appeared to be still happening. I had the feeling I was the odd-man-out. I would monitor Sherry's emails and try to learn more before I dug out my shotgun. That option was always open.
Over the next month or so, I tried to invent new ways to pleasure Sherry and do things I had never tried before. Then I would check Sherry's email a couple days later, after she had already opened them. Lance made more than a few comments about my new techniques, and was actually complimentary! Perhaps I was misjudging the guy. If I were in his position over what seemed to be a submissive woman, I'd bang her brains out, I told myself. Why hadn't I ever noticed that Sherry was submissive? Did it take a famous jock with a huge cock to gain control of her? It seemed my life had a lot more questions than answers since Helen and Lance had moved next door.
Channel 16's ratings had gone through the roof with Helen and Lance in the air chairs. The viewer ship had almost doubled since they joined the team last September. Unfortunately for me, they improved too much. One evening during the eleven o'clock news, Helen announced that she and Lance were leaving 16 to accept similar positions in Chicago!
I hadn't even come close to getting a blowjob from Helen. She had always been friendly, but never less than proper with me. I had grown to like her as a person and not just a great set of tits with a beautiful face. I actually came to enjoy Lance's company when we were out, once I had a beer or two and got past him controlling my sex life. The thing I had to admit to myself was that he was a benevolent master. He seemed quite happy getting me fucked almost every night. How could I dislike him for that?
Those last two weeks before Helen and Lance left saw Sherry and me fuck like crazy people! We tried to outdo each other in bed. It was each of our goals to fuck until the other person asked to stop. It was great!
The day after their last newscast on 16, Helen called and requested my assistance with some boxes of files she was trying to move. I left Sherry home and went over. The door was opened and Helen called for me to come upstairs. I found her in the attic/office.
"I want you to read this email. If you want it sent, just hit the 'enter' key," smiled Helen as she pointed to the monitor.
I read the message, then read it again, not attempting to conceal my shock. It essentially was a message to Sherry telling her that Lance would be stopping at her house soon, and she was to remove her blouse and bra for him. Then she was to drop to her knees in front of him and proceed to give him the best blowjob she could manage. It was signed by Lance.
"You really don't get it, do you, Mike?" chuckled Helen. "Lance doesn't use this office. The guy spends every waking hour watching sports or working out in the gym. He never sent those emails to Sherry. He never watched the two of you make love."
It was if the darkness was slowly dissipating. I began to put things together. I realized I wasn't the sharpest tool in the shed either. It had been Helen!
"Why would I be crazy enough to send this message?" I croaked.
"Look in your office window, Mike. Sherry is on the computer right now, waiting for a message that Lance promised. You will have the chance to see your sweet wife give her first blowjob, and Lance would be the lucky recipient," Helen grinned. "I can call him on the cell right now and ask him to stop at your house for some duct tape or something. Isn't that what you really want?"
I looked out the small attic window and clearly saw Sherry sitting at the computer. This was like a Hitchcock movie... with the emphasis on the 'cock'!
"Why would I want my wife to suck your husband off, Helen?" I asked. "I may act odd, but you must know that occurrence isn't on my top ten list."
"You haven't heard the entire offer, Mike," laughed Helen. "As soon as you send that email, I will drop my own top and give you a wonderful blowjob of your own! It won't be my first by a long shot, but it will be all the better because of my experience. You do want to see my tits and have me suck your cock, don't you?"
My dick was already expanding by the time Helen finished her statement! Here was the very thing I had dreamed of for so long. All I had to do was hit one key on the computer and Helen would give me a world-class blowjob, while topless!
I tried to quickly consider the possibilities. Even if I sent the email, would Sherry give Lance a blowjob? If she did, would I enjoy watching? If she did and I did, would I ever be able to look at her the same again? Would I be able to talk her into blowing me in the future? Would she know that I knew? Would she know that Helen sucked me off? How would it all change my life?
Why was I even hesitating? Wasn't seeing Helen's tits more than I had ever dreamed possible? Wouldn't a blowjob from Helen Hamilton be worth any risk? Would any man have to be asked twice to accept this deal?
If I had a crystal ball and had been able to see the future, my decision might have been different. As it was, I was weak. Now and then life presents something too good to pass up. I realized I was experiencing one of those moments, like no other in my life.



"That is too good an offer to pass up, Helen. A man would have to be nuts to miss the chance of a lifetime, wouldn't he?" I asked as I reached for the computer.
Helen smiled at me as she pulled her top over her head, revealing the nicest set of tits I had ever seen.
"I knew you would never take that offer, Mike. You almost made me choke when you reached to the computer, but then just turned it off. You are one of those rare men that, for all your talk and bluster, believes his wife and his marriage are more important than a fantasy. I decided that if you refused my offer, I would at least let you see the objects of your desire in real life. I wish Lance was more like you," she smiled a sad smile. "Now go home to your beautiful wife, Mike. This is good-bye."
With some difficulty I tore my eyes from Helen's perfect tits, turned and ran down the two flights of stairs and back to my house. I marveled at how easily Helen had fooled Sherry and me. I knew I would never have the nerve to tell Sherry that it was Helen and not Lance sending her emails. She didn't even know that I knew anything about anything! We were both a little dumber than I ever suspected.
That was when I got an even bigger surprise as I entered the house. Sherry was waiting for me, wearing nothing but a big smile.
"Mike! You are such a wonderful husband! Come over here and I will see that you are very well rewarded!"
"Don't think I am complaining Sherry, but what are you saying? What do you know about this ..ah, situation?" I wondered out loud.
"Mike, I know everything! Helen didn't send those emails. I sent them to myself to get you all hot and excited. I even wrote the email that you just now refused to send to me. I know that your refusal to send it means you declined Helen's offer of a blowjob and that you didn't want your wife to give another man a blowjob. I know that you are a wonderful, devoted husband, able to resist the most tempting of offers and remain faithful," concluded Sherry.
"Did Helen tell you they could watch us from the attic?" I asked.
"I told her about the attic, silly! Lance never knew he could watch us. He never even went to that room. Helen promised me she wasn't a voyeur and wouldn't be watching," laughed Sherry.
"Did she say anything about Super Bowl Sunday and my call while you were at your mom's?" I asked nervously.
"Helen was with me, visiting Mom," chuckled Sherry. "You called her cell and I listened in on the conversation. I know you better than you think, Mike. I whispered to Helen that you were probably spanking the monkey and looking at her Playboy spread while you were talking to her. That was the gasp you probably heard from her. She played along brilliantly, didn't she?"
"How did you guess that?" I asked Sherry as my face grew redder than a fire truck.
"Mike, I have noticed more than you realize. I've seen how you 'fantasize' while looking at her pictures, when you think I'm not around. That is why I appreciate so much that you declined Helen's offer. She really is your dream girl!"
"But what would you have done if I sent that email? What would Helen have done?" I asked.
"You'll never know because you didn't send it, Mike. Let's just say that Helen and I had the possibility covered," laughed Sherry. "Now are you going to let me reward you properly, Big Boy?"
Sherry dropped to her knees in front of me and unzipped my pants. I quickly looked to see if the curtains in the living room were opened. They weren't! It wasn't long before Sherry convinced me that I had made the right decision!
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I had been thinking about it for some time. I was in upper management at my company. My salary was six figures and I was enjoying the fruits of many years of hard work and dedication to my job. My only problem was my wife, Judy.
We would be celebrating 25 years of marriage soon. She was a beautiful girl when we met. Her figure was absolutely incredible! She was smart, energetic, supportive, loving and faithful. In short, Judy was the perfect wife. That was then and this is now.
After two wonderful children and 25 years of marriage, she had gained some weight. She also had become quite boring. Who wants to hear about soap operas and those damn reality TV shows? I had outgrown Judy in every way possible. I was reluctant to take her to company events and dinners. I needed a wife that brought looks of appreciation, and even envy, from the other executives, not pity.
I was only a few years from my fiftieth birthday and I wanted, no, I needed to position myself for my peak earning years and then retirement. I needed a woman that I could be proud to escort to dinners and other social activities. I needed a woman that understood how difficult business is, and could help me achieve my lofty goals. In short, Judy was holding me back. Most of the other men in upper management in my company had shed their first wife and had married younger, sexier women that were more appropriate for men of position and power. It was time for me to make some difficult decisions.
I don't know when the idea actually crystallized. I had been considering my options for almost a year. I didn't want to appear to be the insensitive, self-centered bastard that tossed out his wife, the mother of his children, to find a hot, young nymph. I had to find a way to justify my actions. I needed to look like the victim and not some kind of monster.
There were many reasons for me to be cautious. Judy had been a wonderful mother to our kids and I didn't want to alienate them. Then there was the fact that my aging parents seemed to love Judy more than they did me. The few times Judy and I had real marital discord, my mother would chew me a new asshole and stick up for Judy! How can mothers forget who their children are?
Both my sisters were Judy's best friends and Judy's brother was my golf partner. He was a great guy, but he was big and he thought the world of his baby sister. These were some of the things I was up against.
I realized that the only way to escape my marriage with any semblance of harmony with my family was to prove that Judy was unfaithful to me. That would make my position stronger, although I suspected my mother would probably still tell me I must have a needle dick and Judy was right to look for a real man.
Once I decided that I had to prove Judy was having an affair, it followed that it was necessary for it to happen. That was not an easy task! I was certain she had always been totally faithful to me. I would sooner bet on peace in Iraq than Judy breaking her marriage vows. Judy was, by nature, a very loyal loving woman.
Early in our marriage, I noticed how men looked at Judy. She was extremely desirable to any man with eyes. I needed to protect my interests concerning my wife. I talked Judy into starting a family right away while I worked to support us. Judy made a great mother and talking her into that was not overly difficult. As the kids grew, I convinced her that she was needed by them as a full time mother.
Even then, she was still a beautiful and very desirable woman. Having two children had only served to make her more voluptuous. If I allowed Judy to enter the work force, men would be constantly making attempts at seducing her. Of that, I had no doubt.
The kids were grown now. Our daughter graduated college with an accounting degree and our son was in his last year. He was already putting out applications for employment in his field of engineering. I was extremely proud of how my children had turned out and attributed much of their success to Judy's constant attention and love.
Our nest was empty and Judy had begun to add the weight when the kids graduated high school and left for college. She was bored and turned to eating to fill her time. She began to spend more and more time watching television and eating snacks. She never told me, but my guess is that she added forty or more pounds in a two-year stretch. Her tits were bigger than ever, but so were her ass and thighs. She was self-conscious about her weight and never used our pool any more.
How could I get her interested in having an affair if she was so ashamed of her figure? Where could she even meet men that might be interested? Not in front of the television! My plan gradually took form. The very reasons that I kept Judy close to home for so many years were the very reasons I was going to push her out into society!
"Dear, I've noticed that you seem bored around the house lately," I began. "I think you would be happier if you found some sort of employment. Even a part time job would generate some interesting moments and relieve some of your boredom."
"Jason! You could be a mind reader," grinned Judy. "I've been thinking about getting a job for some time, but I didn't know how to bring it up to you. You never wanted me to work outside our home. I was afraid I would upset you if I suggested I get a job of some kind."
"I just wanted you to be there when the kids needed you, Judy. They are grown and gone and we need to think about your needs," I replied smoothly. "Why don't you start checking web sites and classifieds to see what is out there?"
"To be honest, Jason, I have already been doing exactly that. I have a few ideas in mind. I don't want to get my hopes too high, but I'm sure I can find something that will fit into our schedule. I don't want to steal time I spend with you, Sweetheart," Judy added.
I silently congratulated myself on how cleverly I had planted the seed. The hardest thing was having the patience to make my plan work. I knew it could be a year or more before the whole thing came to fruition. I knew it would be a long year, but I had to find the discipline to stay the course.
It was just three days later that Judy broke the news to me at dinner.
"Jason, I've found a position I like!" blurted Judy as she worked on her second pork chop.
"Doggie-style, as I well know, Judy. That really isn't news, however, unless it's with the mailman," I joked.
I thought Judy was going to choke on her mashed potatoes as she struggled to breathe.
"Don't make jokes while I'm eating!" laughed Judy. "Actually it was the UPS guy and if he hadn't shown me how it's done, I wouldn't have believed it was even possible. The difficult part is keeping the goat from eating the whipped cream and the cucumbers, at least before he's supposed to eat them!"
I mulled that retort over for a moment, pretending to consider the possibilities as Judy watched my face.
"You know I'm not that fond of whipped cream. What you don't know about is my rather strong attraction to goats," I grinned. "I'm afraid the UPS man, well intentioned as he may have been, has presented a situation I must decline."
"I told him that you liked most farm animals far too well to feel comfortable with the position he so kindly showed me," nodded Judy. "He promised the next swing through the neighborhood he'd have some honey, carrots, and a Doberman. Dogs don't like sweets or vegetables, so I don't see how it would work. In the spirit of expanding my abilities to please my husband, I agreed to try his alternatives with him."
"Good girl!" I praised. "This sounds like something I'd be interested in. "Would I be correct in thinking that in this new scenario, I would be taking the place of the goat, and the Doberman would be assuming my place?"
"You've done this before?" chuckled Judy. "Damn, I thought I had found something new!"
"I would expect there isn't a husband on the block that hasn't done the old 'Ho-Dobie-Carrot' trick a few times," I answered.
"Jason, it is so hard to be serious with you! I've found a job!" laughed Judy. "I'm starting real estate classes next week. Sam Gault, of Sam Gault Real Estate, is sponsoring me. In a few weeks I'll be a licensed real estate professional!"
I should have felt pleased with the news. Sam Gault was not only the most successful real estate broker in the area, he was also known far and wide as a real pussy hound. He'd probably bang Judy like a screen door! Somehow that thought made my stomach turn.
"I know all about his success with the ladies, Jason. I saw you scowl when I mentioned his name. You never have to worry about me. I can take care of myself. Besides, he'd never want an old cow like me."
"He'd fuck a snake if he could get his head under the rock!" I retorted. "He'd have no qualms about fucking you or any other cow that gets in his pasture!"
Judy jumped up and ran to the bedroom and slammed the door. It occurred to me that I had made a couple blunders. I had more or less agreed with her assessment that she was a cow and I had protested her involvement with Sam Gault. He fit into my scheme better than any other man in the entire Poconos! I would have to work on my natural tendency to be possessive and jealous. Would that bastard fuck my wife? Was she too chubby for him? Who did he think he was, refusing to fuck Judy? I realized I was jumping the gun and decided it was time to step up the game.
I went into the bedroom and found Judy crying with her head buried in the pillow. I sat down on the bed and began to rub her shoulders.
"Judy, I'm a jackass! We were having a great time and I stupidly ruined it. I promise I'll never suggest that your relationship with Sam Gault is anything less than professional," I avowed. "I trust you completely and will never let you see any form of jealousy from me, ever again."
"That didn't hurt nearly as much as when you agreed I was a cow!" wailed Judy. "I'm just a fat, middle-aged housewife. Why am I trying to kid myself by getting a job in sales? People don't buy from pigs. I should settle for something more appropriate for an old cow!"
"If that is the problem, let's solve it, not bitch and moan about it," I proposed as I rubbed Judy's ample ass. "Tomorrow I'll sign us both up at Silver's Gym. We'll get into shape together. Hell, if you lose a few pounds but keep those tits, you'll have male clients eating out of your bra.... I mean hands."
"You'd be willing to join and go with me?" sobbed Judy into her pillow.
I had been thinking I needed to shape up so I could find a really hot fox when I was single again. Judy needed to lose enough to make some guy want to fuck her brains out, so it was a win-win situation. I marveled at how clever I had become. It even made me look like a loving, considerate husband.
"Darling, I'd be delighted to join the gym with you. We'll be in the best shape of our lives a year from now. You'll see!" I promised.
The next day I stopped at the gym and filled out the forms, paid the fees, and started the ball rolling. Being a woman, Judy insisted we shop for workout clothes. We had to look good while we sweated and suffered! I was going to object until it occurred to me that a lot of affairs got started in gyms! There would be other chubs trying to thin down. Judy would look pretty good to them. Hell, she was still a very attractive woman, even with the extra pounds. This could work well for me.
While we were shopping, Judy decided she needed a professional wardrobe for her new career. I considered suggesting it was bit early to buy clothes for a job that required passing a state test. That might not be a very easy task. I held my tongue because I had to be the loving, supportive husband. We could afford it, and besides, if I could prove adultery, I would save tons more in the settlement than the clothes cost.
It took a couple days to buy all the accessories Judy felt we needed to be stylish as we suffered. She also changed her food shopping habits. I couldn't find a potato chip in the goddamn house! We had cauliflower, granola bars, and other weird shit for snacks. Meals were smaller and always included salads. Judy didn't starve herself, or me, but she certainly cut our caloric intake.
We would meet at the gym after Judy finished her classes for the day. She told me all about her day as we used the treadmill. I had to wonder how she could walk that far, that fast and still be able to speak. I was sweating like a butcher and barely able to nod in agreement from time to time. I'd get up every morning sore and tired and wonder if the whole plan was worth the effort.
It was a little easier the second week, so Judy increased the speed we walked, and then the slope! As we grew accustomed to the weight machines, she added more weight. She watched me like a hawk, always pushing me to the limit. I resented it at first. Then I realized she was pushing herself even harder. We spent around 90 minutes in the gym and Judy was working hard every minute. Then, just for the hell of it, Judy began to teach herself French. I mean she decided to learn to read and write French, to help her relax from studying real estate so much. It just seemed to me that beer was a much better alternative for relaxing.
The day came for her real estate test. She was extremely nervous and I did all I could to assure her. I had helped her study and had learned a fair amount about selling property as a result.
I waited in the lounge while Judy took the test. I actually fell asleep. All the exercise we had been getting was increasing my stamina, but I found that when I relaxed, I really relaxed.
Judy woke me up by shaking my shoulder.
"Hey, Rip!" she laughed. "I passed the test!"
"How do you know already? Don't you have to wait for the results in the mail?" I asked.
"Get out of the stone age, Alley Op," grinned Judy. "Computers are all the rage. I only missed one question. Sam will be glad to hear about my score!"
There was that name again. This time I kept my smile. I knew Judy was watching me closely. I had to wonder to myself why the UPS man couldn't fuck her instead. Those guys were supposed to be good at seducing housewives. It just seemed better to me to be cuckolded by a stranger than that damn Sam Gault! Then I wondered why it made a difference to me. I had no answer for that question. Finally I told myself that Judy should have an enjoyable experience when she first strayed. Then I would put her through hell when I told all our relatives and tossed her ass out! I had to admit my plan wasn't perfect.
As the weeks went on, Judy had more than a few failures in selling real estate. In fact, she hadn't made a sale, or even come close. I was worried that she would give up and go back to sitting home and eating bon-bons. If that happened, the UPS guy would be my only hope!
We kept going to the gym and we kept eating salads. I began to notice a difference in my appearance. I dropped back to a 34 waist and my shirts fit like they were supposed to fit. My stamina was much better and several women in my office commented on how improved my appearance was. I realized that when the time came, I would be able to pick and choose Judy's replacement. I secretly admired myself in our mirror more than a few times. I was the man!
"Sam Gault had a buyer sign a contract on one of my listings today!" Judy beamed. "When, and if, it closes, I will be getting $5,220. It isn't a fortune, but it's a start. I think I've been concentrating on selling too much, Jason. Listing agents make the easy money. From now on, I'm focusing on listing properties for sale," she added.
"It's a great start, Judy!" I exclaimed. "Do you want to celebrate?"
"One thing Sam taught me is not to spend the money, or even celebrate the sale, until the check is in my hand. Too many things can happen before the closing. Sam has been extremely considerate and helpful," admitted Judy.
I knew why. He wanted to fuck the shit out of my wife! He was in his "be professional and courteous" stage of the seduction. It would be a couple months before he was in the "show me your appreciation by sucking my cock" stage. The guy was a snake! It was a good thing he was an integral part of my master plan or I'd rip his balls off and shove them down his throat.
True to her word, Judy began beating the pavement, the bushes, the developments, and the even farmlands for listings. By the time her first closing approached, she had five other listings under contract and $42,000 due when they closed. The week before the closing, she wrote a contract on a farm she had listed herself. The agreed upon price was $845,000 and her commission as listing and selling agent was over $35,000! If she kept her pace, her income would easily outpace mine in her first full year!
"Sam has invited us out to celebrate after the closing Thursday afternoon, Jason. It will be my first check, although it looks like there will be a lot more. He is taking us to The Sugarnotch Restaurant. He has invited the whole sales team, secretaries included, as well as all spouses. It'll cost him more than I'll be making on the sale, but he feels I've demonstrated I'm worth every penny," concluded Penny.
That bastard could afford to spend money on pieces of ass! I did some quick calculations and concluded that Judy was making the fucker a fortune! I was hoping one of the other salesmen would step to the plate and bang Judy before that shithead, Sam, ploughed her.
"That sounds great, Darling. My only problem is I have to go to Maryland Thursday night for an early meeting Friday morning. I'll have to leave by nine or so to get some sleep and be alert for my early meeting," I stated.
"Jason, you've been so good to me! I appreciate everything you've done and how supportive and patient you have been the past few months. I'd be the most selfish bitch on the planet if I complained about you having to leave. I'm just glad you can make it at all!" she concluded.
It seemed like the stars had aligned and my plan had a celestial blessing, or some such bullshit. If I left Judy at the dinner party in the warm glow of her success and a few drinks, she would be a pretty easy target for Sam "The Snake Fucker" Gault. Judy would be unfaithful and I would be the wronged party! I wondered why the apparent success of my plan didn't make me happier.
Thursday morning I packed an overnight bag before I went to work. Judy and I had agreed to meet at the restaurant since it was on the way to Maryland. I would be able to stay longer if I didn't have to take her home and then drive all the way back on my way to Maryland. I was saving over an hour on my journey.
I got to the restaurant before Judy, so I cozied up to the bar and had a drink. I chatted with a few of the salespeople Judy worked with as I waited for her arrival. Everyone congratulated me on having a beautiful, resourceful wife. Sam Gault even shook my hand and spent ten minutes telling me what a good thing I had in Judy. He did everything but tell me he'd have her pussy wrapped around his cock before very long. He never actually said anything inappropriate, but I know how a man thinks, believe me!
Finally Judy walked into the room. I wasn't looking in her direction when she arrived, but I noticed the silence that fell over the room, so I turned to look to see what had caused it. I almost shit my pants! Judy was in a clingy black dress. It was cut low and it was short. Her cleavage was a vision and her legs were fantastic! I had been admiring myself in the mirror a lot and not noticing Judy's metamorphosis! Her waist looked tiny, like she was an actual hourglass. I had trouble breathing as she glided across the room and kissed me.
Soon she was the center of attention, and rightly so! She laughed, smiled, joked, and schmoozed with every man, and woman, in the place. She practically held court. There were several younger women there that had been enjoying a lot of attention before Judy arrived. Now they were all but ignored.



I was careful to not drink much so Judy wouldn't worry about me traveling. I stayed sober and watched the horny bastards gather around Judy like flies on sugar. It was obvious quite a few of the men wanted to get into Judy's panties, but the big bull, Sam Gault made it clear he was first. It's amazing how easy these things are to see when you know what to look for. I was sure Sam not only knew I had to leave but was hoping I'd get my ass out the door soon.
"Well, Sweetheart, I have to hit the road. You look incredible tonight and I'm proud of you, Darling," I told Judy as I gave her a kiss. "Don't stay out too late and don't do anything I wouldn't do."
"Thanks so much, Jason. I'll be careful, don't worry. That reminds me, Jason. The brakes on my car suddenly started making a grinding noise so I took it to Ollie's Garage this morning. I think..."
"Don't worry about it, Dear," I interrupted. "You'll be able to get a new one, any color and make you want. I'll see you tomorrow night!"
As I turned to leave, I saw Sam Gault step in next to Judy and engage her in conversation. He was wasting no time getting her into bed! All I had to do was wait a couple hours and go home and catch him in our bed. I had purchased a new digital camera with a good flash so I would be able to record the event for posterity, and my family, Judy's family, and the courts. I drove to a little bar about five miles from home and settled down to wait. I had to be patient and be sure Sam had enough time to talk his way into Judy's bed... my bed as well.
As I nursed a beer, I considered how well things had worked out. It was uncanny, really. Judy was putty in my hands as I led her through my convoluted plot. She got a job right away, just as I suggested. Who would have thought she would have found one so lucrative? She went to the gym with me, with very little urging. Who would have thought that the chubby woman from that day would show up at a party a few months later looking like a super model?
Hell, she'd be better off without me, anyway. I considered my next step. After a few months as a divorced, successful, and fairly handsome guy, I'd get back into the dating scene. How hard could that be? I'd just have to careful I didn't get a gold digger that would take me for everything I had. I found an honest, intelligent, sincere woman once, so I could do it again.
Judy would have no trouble. She was making good money and could take care of herself. She had already lost most of the extra weight she had added over the years and looked great. I noticed her tits were a little smaller, but not much for the amount of weight she had dropped.
She certainly seemed comfortable at her party, chatting with everyone and laughing at their jokes and comments. Judy had a way of making a guy feel special. That was why I had to watch her so closely over the years. If I hadn't, she probably would have been stolen from me years ago. I was so right to keep her a stay at home mom. It was obvious that now that she was slimmer and in the work force, she was in constant contact with men that wanted to seduce her.
Then the thought occurred to me. How could I keep a new, younger wife away from the wolves? I sure didn't want to start another family to make her stay home! She would be at the gym or at work or at various social functions and I'd have to watch her every minute. What if she had a high libido and I couldn't keep up with her?
Judy had always enjoyed sex with me, or so it seemed, but she was not one of those women that lived for sex. She lived for her family... and for me. Hell, she wouldn't do anything to hurt me, or anyone she loved. That was why the sex with Judy was so gentle and controlled. She wanted to love and be loved, not fucked. That dumb bastard, Sam, would never understand that. Judy was a lady and should be treated like one!
I was beginning to feel uneasy as I thought about Judy with Sam, or with anyone, actually. Other men wouldn't understand or appreciate her moods, her humor, her love of family, and her character. She was the whole package and deserved the best.
If that was the case, why was I trying to set her up to have an affair? It dawned on me that I was the problem. It wasn't Judy. I was getting older and felt like I was missing something, but I had no idea what it was. Somehow I had decided that Judy was holding me back, but from what?
How could being a wonderful mother and wife hold me back? It was my youth that I felt slipping away! A younger woman would simply make me feel older, not younger. Would anyone care for me, my parents, my kids, my health like Judy did? Hell! I knew the answer to that question. What had I done?
I stood up and headed for the door, hoping I wouldn't be too late. As I drove toward home, all kinds of thoughts banged around in my under-developed brain. The trip seemed to take forever!
What would I do if I did find Sam in our bed when I got home? Kill him and toss Judy out? I knew I would never do either. I was more apt to kill Sam than risk losing Judy, regardless of her actions. Suddenly, I needed her more than I ever had, and more then I had ever needed anything. I would tell Sam to leave and ask Judy to forgive me for being such a fool.
A grim smile crossed my lips as I considered the irony. I was prepared to find my wife sleeping with another man and ask her to forgive me! I just hoped she didn't have any feelings for that asshole and that it was "just sex", as cheating spouses claim so often. I was prepared to accept that and be damned glad to hear it! The problem was this. Judy wasn't the type to have sex without an emotional attachment. I was sure of that.
I saw the strange car parked in my driveway, in front of my garage door, as I drove down the street. I felt a lump form in my throat as I parked next to it. The front door was locked, so I carefully unlocked the door and proceeded toward the bedroom.
Then I heard it! Voices were coming from the master bedroom! I had screwed things up royally! I briefly considered leaving, but I knew it was something that I had to face and try to correct. Running from it would not solve it.
As I approached the door, I could see a ray of light sifting under it. I slowly turned the knob, fearing what I would find. Taking a deep breath, I pushed the door open and stepped inside.
Judy screamed in surprise as I suddenly appeared. I looked around and couldn't see anyone else. What were the voices? Then I saw she was wearing the earpiece she uses when she listens to her French tapes! She was alone, studying French!
"What the hell are you doing, Jason?" demanded Judy. "You scared me to death! I'm still trembling. Look at my hands shake. You burst through the door like some sort of murderer, or a jealous husband or... Jason, were you expecting to find someone with me?"
The moment of truth had arrived. What should I tell her? Sometimes little lies are better than the truth. That was one thing marriage had taught me, except it was usually about things like taking out the garbage or cleaning the basement. Was there any way I could squirm out of the mess I had made, or tried to make?
Then I saw a large carrot next to Judy and I knew I would be home free. It was apparent she wasn't expecting any company this night.
"I'm looking for that goddamn Doberman! I see the carrot there. Is UPS delivering this time of night, or were you expecting someone else? Whose car is in the driveway?"
Judy turned as red as I had ever seen her get.
"I was just, I was going to, I never used it!" blushed Judy. "I was missing you and, well, I was lonely. The car is a loaner from Ollie's because my car's brakes were really bad."
"Judy, you were incredibly beautiful tonight and I couldn't go to Maryland. I got Jack to cover me at the meeting and I rushed home to you. You are the best wife a man could ever have," I choked out as small tears formed in my eyes.
"Jason! You have been so supportive to me. You encouraged me to find a job, helped me study for my test, bought me all kinds of clothes, and helped me lose weight," smiled Judy. "I am in your debt and very much in love with you. In fact, I think I love you more than I ever have, and that is a lot!"
"Then you won't mind if I eat that damn carrot from the place I suspect it was intended, and then replace it with something a little warmer?" I asked.
"That would be super, Darling, but don't forget the honey, and hurry! FedEx may be here any minute!" laughed the love of my life.
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It was New Year's Eve and I was really enjoying myself. In my entire life, I had made two solid friends and they were standing in the room with me. We were in Tom's basement shooting pool and drinking beer while our wives chatted upstairs.
I had moved back to Allentown a year ago, after living and working in Philly for fifteen years. Ray had gone to Stanford and settled in California after he got his degree. He had just moved back East earlier in the fall. Tom, on the other hand, had taken over the family business and had never lived more than five miles from his childhood home.
We had known each other since junior high school. We played sports, fished, golfed, chased the same girls and just generally enjoyed the same thinks ever since. Over the years we had bailed each other out of a more than a few jams. Now we were back together and it was great.
Next year would mark our 25th high school reunion but it seemed like we had graduated yesterday. As usual, the conversation had gotten around to our 'glory days'.
"I remember how Greg spent six weeks chasing that redheaded Sue Jenson around so he'd have a date for the prom," chuckled Ray. "Then Tom up and asked her to the prom and she accepted! Man, were you pissed, Greg!"
"Yeah, but I wound up getting Donna Palmate to go to the prom with me. She made Sue Jenkins look like a grade-schooler," I countered. "I remember getting my hands on those incredible tits of hers that night and thinking how I should thank Tom for taking that red head off my hands."
"Bullshit! I was thinking about you when she was giving me my first blowjob. Well, that isn't exactly true," laughed Tom. "I did think about you, Greg, after I dropped her off at her house. I'll trade those big tits for a blowjob any time!"
"You two were getting all sexed up and never thought about me," added Ray. "Remember I took Mrs. Wilson's mousy niece because I was afraid I'd fail Biology if I didn't. She was visiting from Ohio and Old Wilson made it pretty plain it was in my best interest to show her niece a good time. I couldn't believe she tried to practically rape me at Memory Lane. She was flat-chested and kinda homely, but she wanted it in the worst way. If one of you pricks would have loaned me a rubber I would have gotten my first piece of ass that night!"
"Shit, Ray. You should be thanking us for saving you for a much better first experience. That girl was ugly to the bone!" I chuckled.
We had enjoyed many experiences together back then. We would go out every night cruising for girls. At least that was what we said we were doing. Looking back, I realize now we really weren't trying to get laid. If a girl seemed willing to succumb to the charms of one of us, we would have some reason why she didn't qualify as a target of our lust. We were in love with the talk, the chase, the excitement of looking for our first real sexual experience, but we were too nervous and timid to actually act on it. It was a great time in our lives, so our memories were fond ones.
"I'll say this," laughed Tom. "I may have been a little slow with the women in high school, but I turned into quite a stud a few years later. I used to be nervous, but once you know how to please a woman, it's all so simple."
"Well, that demonstrates you haven't learned anything, Asshole! There is no pleasing a woman," countered Ray. "You just wore Nancy down to where she finally gave in and married you. I wouldn't say you have her pleased, as you put it. You have her married."
"The reason she married me is because of my suave, dashing persona," argued Tom. "She was no easy catch. Many tried and all failed before I came along, my friend. It was just that I finally matured and learned what it takes to seduce a woman."
"Well, I hate to break your bubble, Old Pal, but Pamela was the cream of the crop in her class at Stanford. No one even got a sniff until I came along. If it weren't for my charm and seductive powers, she'd still be a virgin, rather than the mother of two," beamed Ray.
"You idiots have no idea how hard it is to get into a real woman's pants. I had to hone my skills for two years before Angela gave in. There isn't another man on the planet that could have had success with her, even after two years!" I avowed. "Angela made it necessary for me to become the absolute best Don Juan the world has ever known. The only problem is that by the time I had all my moves developed and sharpened, I was engaged. That is a lucky thing for all the men with wives, mothers, sisters, and daughters that they love. I could have them all."
"You pompous ass!" grinned Tom. "Your skills with the fairer sex are far below mine. I should be forbidden by husbands to even be in the same room as their wives. They are putty in my hands, or at least they would be if Nancy weren't so specific about how I'd be separated from my balls if I ever strayed."
"Yeah," agreed Ray. "We'd be sowing oats all over the place if it weren't for our wives. We just don't have the balls, or stupidity, to do anything that would upset them, let alone fuck some other woman."
"It makes you wonder how we would have done with each others' wives, doesn't it?" asked Tom. "Would either of us gotten into Pamela's thong if we had known her back when you met her? Would Nancy have fallen for one of you bums? Not likely, I must admit. Angela, on the other hand, already finds me quite attractive and I have to careful to avoid her. She'd never be happy with you again if I gave her a tumble."
"You jackass!" I practically shouted. "Angela's ass is so far out of your league, and reach, it isn't even funny! I have noticed the way Nancy looks at my crotch when you aren't around, however."
That was the way we always bantered when we were together, but we all knew it was talk and remained best friends. Maybe it was the beer, or just boredom, but things got out of control that evening.
"I could get either of your wives into bed, if I put my mind to it," smirked Tom. "If we weren't friends, and if I thought Nancy wouldn't find out somehow, I'd do them both, just to show you guys exactly who's the top dog in this pack."
"Do you want to put some money on that?" demanded Ray. "I'd be willing to bet I could bang Nancy before you even got close to Pamela. Shit, I'd do Angela just for good measure."
"Wait a minute. Let the voice of reason prevail here," I interrupted. "No one tries to get into Angela's pants. Not unless I'm in on the bet, too."
That wasn't really the smartest thing to say, but we were trying to out-bluster each other and I wanted to show I could play the game as well as anyone.
"Why don't we make it a three-way bet," suggested Tom. "We each toss a few hundred into a pot. Then we draw straws or something to decide whose wife we seduce. It'll be like a round robin tournament or something like that."
"Okay. I'll write the three ladies' names on a piece of paper. We'll keep drawing names until none of us has our own wife's name," Ray suggested. "The first guy to fuck the designated wife gets the pot. Is that a deal?"
"How dumb do I look?" I quickly responded. "Am I going to take your word that you seduced my wife, or do I wait for her to tell me, not that it would ever happen. My point is that since this is such delicate territory, it will be difficult to proclaim a winner without some serious shit hitting the fan."
"You're right about that, Greg. This could easily ruin our friendship and get us all divorced. I guess we should forget the whole thing," Tom sighed. "There're no free passes when you're married."
Ray, always a quick thinker, offered a variation on the bet.
"We're all honest men here. We have the contest without really claiming the prize, quite. Does either of your wives shave down there?"
"Not since our daughter was born," I admitted.
"Nancy always said it itched too much when it grows back, so the answer is that she doesn't shave," revealed Tom. "Why do you ask?"
"Let's do the bet the same, except the winner will be the guy that gets another guy's wife to shave her pussy. Actual penetration, with anything, be it a human body part, or an inanimate object, will not be allowed. The trick will be to come so close to seducing the other guy's wife that she will shave her little kitty for you. When one of our wives turns up bald, the game will be over. We'll meet and disburse the pot. The way this will be enforced is that once the wife shaves, the husband has 24 hours to inform the other two, or the lucky man will proceed to fuck the woman. That will be an incentive to admit when you have lost," brainstormed Ray.
"That could work, unless one of us talks a wife into shaving while her husband is out of town or something. Then the deadline could pass and the wife gets banged without the husband having a chance to yield," I worried.
"It will be a rule that the husband must be at home before the 24 hour surrender period begins. How's that sound?" asked Ray.
We looked at each other, dug our wallets out and tossed three hundred dollars each on the pool table. Tom gathered it up and put it in an old tomato can on a shelf. There were so many different things stacked there; it was very unlikely anyone would find it.
Then he turned dug out some paper, cut it into three pieces the same size, and wrote the three wives' names down. Tom then placed them in a little plastic pail the kids had outgrown and offered me first draw. I drew my wife, Angela's name, and tossed it back in. Then Ray went next. It took eight tries, but we finally had a drawing that worked.
I drew Ray's wife, Pamela, Ray got Nancy, and Tom was going to try his luck with my Angela.
"Can you morons remember who you drew?" asked Tom as he ripped the papers to tiny pieces and tossed them in the garbage.
"I guess when you go to bed at night and find a wet spot you'll know I remembered the name," chuckled Ray. "I can't wait to get into your wife's panties!"
"That won't happen, my friend. Of that, I am certain," vowed Tom. "I'll have Angela's pubes between my teeth before you even find out what color thong Nancy is wearing. There is no rule that says we can't remove the hair ourselves, is there?
"Not as long as you don't drug them or force them. All is fair, in love and beaver pelting," I laughed as Tom and Ray groaned.
"Gentleman, I suggest we have a time limit on this endeavor, or we could become old and forget why the hell we were even trying to get into these ladies' little panties," stated Ray. "Let's make it the July 4th party Greg is going to have at his house. We either have a winner, or we get our money back at that time. Tom, bring the money to the party."
"I'm having a party on July 4th?" I asked.
"Yeah, you have a pool and we need to meet and declare a winner or a truce. This way you have lots of time to plan the party," added Ray.
"Wait a minute!" I protested. "I'll be doing all kinds of shit to get ready and Tom will be diddling my wife while I'm wasting time!"
"Okay, we'll vote, you whiner," grinned Ray.
It was close but I lost by one vote and agreed to host a July 4th party to terminate the wager.
We went back upstairs to join the ladies. It was really weird watching Angela as I tried to charm Pamela, without being too obvious. I knew Pamela wouldn't be easy, although we always got along well. She was blonde, had a nice slim figure, and was quite attractive and the thought of nibbling her blonde hairs off one at a time appealed to me. I knew it wouldn't happen over night. I knew I had to remain focused and determined, and damn careful not to upset Angela!
Over the next few days, I made a mental list of all the things I needed to do to be successful. I had played more than a few sports and knew how important discipline and good strategy were. First, and foremost, was to develop a good defense. I had been a little lax in my attention to Angela and I knew that had to change if I, or actually she, were going to have the power to ward off the evil invader, Tom.
To that end, I began lavishing Angela with gifts and attention. I tried to make love to her as often as I humanly could. If I felt a little tired, I would go down on her, just to keep her satisfied. It would help me form a habit of keeping a close eye on her little muff. I sure didn't want to miss my 24 hour deadline!
Then I had to find ways to keep Angela away from Tom while thinking of reasons to see Pamela. It was quite a complicated load I was trying to carry. At the same time, it became clear that Ray and Tom had pretty much the same plan. Ray wanted to avoid us, but spend time with Tom and Nancy. Tom was trying to practically move in with us, while keeping Ray at bay. It was an interesting situation.
"Oh, God, Honey! That feels so good," Angela groaned as my oral skills managed another score. "I don't know what has gotten into you, but you have become one fine pussy-eater."
"Thanks, Sweetheart. I just love you so much and you taste so good, I can't help myself," I cooed. "You taste better than strawberries, cherries, and an angel's kiss in spring."
"You are so romantic these days," smiled Angela. "Lie down here and let me repay the favor."
That was another unplanned result of the wager. I was trying to keep Angela satisfied so that she wouldn't even consider Tom's pathetic advances. I was getting blowjobs and hot sex almost every day, simply because Angela was trying to be an equal partner. I began to wonder if I would have the testosterone needed to seduce Pamela. Angela was keeping me pretty well drained!
I was paranoid if I saw Ray and Tom weren't close by. We'd stop in for an occasional beer at the local pub. We all noticed how nervous one of us was if all three of us weren't there. It became an unspoken agreement that all three of us would stop on Wednesdays. That way we each felt our wife was safe and there was no need for panic.
We would compare notes and laugh at how we thwarted each other's brilliant schemes. Tm and Ray admitted that their sex lives were active to the point of being unhealthy.
"We're in our 40's for Christ sake," moaned Ray. "We can't keep this up till July. My dick will be worn to a nub. Pamela hasn't stopped fucking me since the night of the wager."
"You, too?" asked Tom. "Nancy never liked oral sex, but she'll drain me every night if I don't make love to her first. Back all those years ago, when we were trying to get laid, we never dreamed it would come to this, did we? I can't refuse her anything for fear you will slide in during a lull in the action."
"Hey, that isn't fair. I don't even know if I'd have anything left for Nancy, if I had the chance," complained Ray. "I have to worry about this bastard, Greg, sniffing around my wife all the time! I hardly have the energy or the time to nail Nancy, although I am making headway."
"Yeah, right!" Tom laughed. "She's been fucked and eaten to a frazzle. I mentioned your name the other day and she had no idea to whom I was referring. I'm just trying to save a little mojo for Angela."
"Good," chuckled Ray. "I told her to keep it to herself. When you see that bald little kitten, you'll shit your pants!"
It suddenly occurred to me that we had returned to our glory days. We were once again telling all kinds of things, and giving excuses and reasons why we weren't doing each other's wives! The truth was, all three of us were quite happy keeping things as they were. The sex was great and the game forced us to keep our wives sated. At our age, it was a bit tiring, but a hell of a lot of fun. We were happy campers.
Even knowing all this, I never let my guard down. I was not going to be the victim of a sneak attack! I kept my eyes wide open and on Angela's lovely little pussy when I wasn't in it or eating it!
The months ticked away and July finally came. I had lost five pounds, Ray dropped ten, and Tom was seven pounds lighter than New Year's Eve. If nothing else, we were in better shape than when the year began.
Angela had been great about having a party, although she insisted I get the yard and pool cleaned, manicured until all was spotless. I spent a few afternoons after work, making certain Angela would not have any reason to complain. July 4th finally arrived and all was ready. Angela had purchased a sharp new swim suit for me. It had a matching shirt and I thought I looked pretty good with the five pounds gone from my stomach.
I was in the bedroom admiring myself in the mirror when Angela held up a bright orange one piece suit to show me.
"Check this suit out, Big Boy," she laughed. "I just hope my tits stay in my top today. Do you like the color?" she asked as she began to undress.
"It is really hot!" I responded. "Ray and Tom won't be able to keep their...what the fuck!!" I practically screamed.
My beloved wife was standing before me with a totally bald, and very beautiful, pussy! I began to sweat. My knees turned to jelly. I struggled for a breath.
"Do you like it, Darling?" asked Angela. "I did it this morning for you. It'll also be better with this suit I bought with the French cut. Why are you so pale?"
I couldn't speak. I had let my guard down and I lost. It was simple. Tom had gotten me good. I lost the bet on the last day. Now I had to worry about Angela. How attracted was she to Tom? Would Tom end his pursuit when he got the money from the pot? Why had I agreed to such a stupid bet? I gathered my thoughts and managed a weak smile.
"I'm fine, Sweetheart. Quite honestly, you look fantastic, and your little kitty never looked better," I admitted. "You've never looked better, or sexier."
"Thank you, Sir. I'll see that you are well rewarded for that kind remark!" she promised. "I thought that when you wanted to eat at the Y you'd like the dish clean and easy to find."
"I appreciate that," I replied as I turned and headed out to the pool. I had everything ready, but I needed to be alone with my thoughts. I had pretty well screwed my head back on straight when the company arrived, right on time.
I opened the door and gave Pamela a hug and shook Ray's hand. She looked fantastic in a modest two piece that showed her slim figure well. Ray looked like he had just found a cat turd in his cereal. He brushed past me without any comment.
Coming up the walk were Nancy and Tom. I wanted to deck the bastard, but my sense of fair play prevented it. Nancy was wearing a yellow one piece suit that showed off her rather ample charms to great advantage. She hugged me and moved on. Tom looked at me and I looked at him. I was wondering if he was going to gloat and if I was going to paste him if he did. He just nodded and walked into the house.
Tom's kids, my kids, and Ray's were already splashing in the pool. I had asked a neighborhood girl to supervise the pool all day so the adults would be able to relax.
I turned to follow Tom as he joined the other adults in the kitchen.
"Jesus!" exclaimed Pamela. "This looks more like a funeral than a party. What miserable sourpusses these so-called men are!"
"They don't seem too jovial for a bunch of best friends, do they?" asked Nancy. "What could make a great friendship turn so sour, so fast, I wonder?"
"I was going to suggest we wait, but it won't be much of a party if we don't relieve these morons' anxieties. What do you girls think?" questioned Angela.
"I'd say we definitely have to change this mood or forget the party," Pamela agreed.
"I second that," grinned Nancy.
As Angela walked over to the kitchen counter she spoke to the group.
"I want you boys to watch what I am about to do, and learn from it," she grinned.
Then she took some device off the counter and turned a switch. We immediately heard the kids talking and playing in the pool.
"That's one of those alerts they make so you can listen to your kids when they are little," observed Tom. "We have one someplace, but haven't used it in years."



"Wrong, Paleface!" laughed Nancy. "We ladies have used it before. At a party, actually. We always wondered what macho bullshit you boys talked and laughed about all the time while we women discussed important issues. Well, we found out at the New Year's Party, didn't we girls?"
"That's for sure! For the most part, it was quite flattering the way you men spoke of your wives, but that bet was more than a little dangerous, don't you think?" Angela asked.
"You knew about that damn bet, and you still shaved for this jerk?" I demanded angrily.
"For me?" snarled Tom. "Ray managed to get to Nancy when my back was turned, the prick!"
"I never even got close to Nancy, but this bastard got to Pamela. I've a mind to pop you one, Greg, you bastard," snapped Ray.
"You guys are so dumb it's pathetic!" laughed Nancy. "Haven't you figured out that we all shaved this morning, just to teach you a little lesson about betting on our love and fidelity? No one won the bet! However, I think an argument could be made that we all won some incredible sex for the last six months!"
Ray, Tom and I just stood there with our mouths open, trying to digest everything we had just heard. Suddenly we were hugging each other and slapping each other on the back and shaking hands like we had just won the state title!
Later, as Tom, Ray and I sat by the pool, sipping a few brews, Tom leaned in and quietly asked, "You guys want to bet who can talk whose wife into getting a nipple ring?"
The girls looked up and laughed when Ray and I grabbed Tom and tossed him into the water.
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What kind of a man would fuck his best friend's wife? I had asked myself that very question a hundred times in the past week. It was still going through my mind as I pulled into Zack's driveway.
I parked and grabbed a duffel bag off the seat. Julia was waiting for me and opened the door before I could ring the bell.
"You're very punctual, Mike," smiled Julia as she ushered me into the house.
"Well, the promise of a piece of your sweet ass is reason enough to be on time," I responded. "I would have been here six days ago if I could have fucked you then!"
Julia had always given the impression that she was a lady, and well above crude speech and behavior. I wondered if I had pushed too hard. I saw a slight frown cross her face. Then it disappeared as quickly as it had appeared.
"I'm sure Zack would have been upset if you had tried it a week ago, Mike. You know we had to wait until he left for his weekend business trip. And until I dropped the kids off at my mothers," she added.
I stepped up to Julia and slid my hand down her blouse and cupped her full breast. It was heavy and firm and the nipple quickly hardened as I tugged on it with my fingers.
"Mike! Would you like a drink or a snack first?" asked Julia as she tried to step back from me.
I kept control of her nipple and she soon changed her mind about backing away. It's funny how much power you have over a woman when you have a firm grasp on a nipple or two.
"Yeah, I'll have a beer, Julia, as soon as I get a few good feels of your big tits. I've waited a long time to feel these babies and I'll enjoy the moment," I laughed.
I thought I saw another frown sweep across her face but she smiled as I groped her tit. "You'd better get used to doing things my way," I thought to myself.
"Well, Mike, you'll have to release my breast before I can get a beer for you. In a little while you can have them both out and available for your pleasure," she promised.
I reluctantly released by grip. I swung her around and gave her ass a quick spank.
"Then hurry up, Girl. There's nothing like a cold beer and a hot pussy to make a man feel alive. Bring a frosty mug with the beer," I ordered.
Did she waver for a second? It was hard to tell, but I thought I saw a brief hesitation. I knew from experience that Julia hated being ordered around.
Julia came back into the room carrying two long stemmed glasses of some kind. She smiled as she handed one to me.
"What the fuck is this? I demanded. "It sure as hell isn't beer, or a frosty mug for that matter."
"No, it's champagne," corrected Julia. "I thought it would be nice to begin our liaison with a toast. You've always wanted me and tonight your dream is happening!"
"Well, I made the toast at your wedding so I guess I'll be the one to make the toast tonight," I asserted.
I raised my glass and held it toward Julia as I considered the situation.
"Here's to cheating slut wives and the men that fuck them," I proclaimed. "To women that don't get enough cock at home and have to look for hard cocks where they can find them. And to guys like me that reap the rewards. And, to all the limp-dicked wimps that marry hot bitches they can't satisfy!"
I thought it was quite appropriate given the circumstances, but as I chugged my drink, Julia winced visibly.
"Mike, you know Zack isn't a wimp! He has always beaten you in every sport you ever played against him. He's a strong, passionate man, not a wimp," she repeated. "I don't like being referred to as a 'hot bitch' either for that matter. Please show some respect."
"Julia, you're the one that will be showing respect when I hammer you with Little Mike," I grinned. "If Zack were able to get the job done, you wouldn't have invited me over tonight. You've heard through the grapevine what a cocksman I am and you have me here to demonstrate. Don't act coy."
"Your rather high opinion of yourself, along with your rather low opinion of Zack, surprises me, quite honestly. You and he are best friends, yet you deride him as a wimp. What sort of friend are you?" questioned Julia.
"The kind that's going to fuck the living shit out of his wife!" I answered. "It may come as a surprise to you, but I won't be his best friend after I cum in all your holes tonight."
"Mike, you have several misconceptions," responded Julia. "Zack is very masculine. He is not a wimp. The two of you will go on being friends since he will not know about our clandestine meetings, and I do not allow Zack to cum in my mouth. I certainly never allow him to enter my rectum!"
"Well that's good to hear!" I laughed. "I can't wait to go where no man has gone before. Imagine getting Zack's wife's ass before he does! That really appeals to me."
"It isn't a question of getting there first," Julia insisted. "No man goes there. You will treat me with respect."
I reached out and pulled her to me. I took her top and pulled it over her head. Julia offered little resistance. I swung her around and unhooked her bra and then turned her back around to face me.
Her tits were incredible! I had to stare as I wondered why gravity had no effect on them. I realized I was looking at perfection! I wanted to just lose my face in the valley formed by her tits as she breathed.
"Those tits certainly command respect, Julia!" I rasped. "When did they begin to sag? Not that they're too bad. I'm just curious."
"You think they're sagging? Zack keeps telling me they're perfect, but you're right. I have noticed that they have dropped a little after Jen was born," confessed Julia. "I knew Zack was just trying to make me feel good!"
As she spoke, Julia moved her arms up to cover as much of her incredible rack as she could. I simply dropped to my knees and tugged her skirt down. I had it around her ankles before she realized my intentions. Julia stood before me a in a tiny red thong. I had never seen a more desirable woman in my life! Slowly, I slid her thong over her ass and down her thighs.
Julia stepped out of the clothes at her feet and looked down at me as I kneeled in front of her.
"What?" she asked. "Do I look okay? Is something wrong?"
"You're good enough to fuck, so don't worry," I told her. "What are these marks across your lower belly? Are they scars?"
"Mike, I've had three kids!" groaned Julia. "A lot of women get bigger stretch marks than those when they are pregnant. They don't show that much, do they?
Julia was agitated as she moved one hand down to cover her lower stomach and held her other arm over her ample bosom.
"Zack said no one would notice them and if they did, they would think they are sexy. I knew he was trying to make me feel better about them!"
"They don't look too bad, Julia. I'm just surprised. I thought you had a perfect body," I confessed. "I remember how you always looked in that orange bikini when you and Zack were dating and how much I wanted to get my hands on you. If you had gotten those marks from having my babies, I'd think they were pretty damn sexy, too."
"That was 15 years ago, Mike!" Julia practically whispered. "I'm almost 40 now. People change."
"So I see, Julia. I still want to fuck you, though, so don't worry. Let me dig a few things out of my bag," I told her as I placed my duffel on the chair and opened it.
"Look at these!" I grinned as I pulled out a set of nipple clamps and held them up. "They'll make you scream for mercy when I snap them on those big nipples of yours. I saw a woman pass out once when they were applied, but I'll be gentle."
Julia just shook her head as I turned to pull my next surprise from the bag.
"Look at the size of this dildo, Julia. It'll stretch your ass out while I'm fucking the hell out of your pussy. I guess your cunt won't need to be stretched since you've had three kids," I allowed. "This will help you get prepared for when I take your anal cherry. I have to tell you that I'm pretty excited about that!"
Julia appeared incapable of speech as I removed the items from my bag of tricks. Her mouth was open, but words failed to form.
"It looks like you're ready to suck me off, Julia," I observed. "Why don't you drop down on your knees and pull my cock out. Worship that bad boy for a few minutes and he'll reward you with a mouth full of cum. I haven't jerked off in a few days so I have a good load for you. You'll be doing well to swallow it all without dripping some down your chin. Don't worry if you spill a little," I added. "Some guys get all bent out of shape if their slut spills any of their soldiers, but I won't complain as long as you do your best to swallow all of them."
"I told you I don't swallow for Zack!" exclaimed Julia as she finally found her voice. "I don't even let him cum in my mouth!"
"And I really like that, Julia, believe me," I chuckled. "That will make this blowjob even better, knowing old Zack doesn't get this kind of service. I can't wait to shoot my first load down your throat! Every time I see him, I'll be thinking how you don't let him cum in your mouth but you swallow my load like a two-bit whore!"
"Mike, you can't be that thick!" snapped Julia. "If I don't let Zack cum in my mouth, why would I allow you to do it?"
"I am thick, Julia, as you'll find out when you try to wrap your lips around it. You'll suck me off because I'm not your husband. I don't have to live with you, respect you, or have you respect me. You are my slut, and sluts suck cock... and they swallow! That's why you wanted me here tonight. Admit it. If you wanted to be treated like a wife, you'd have fucked Zack before he left for his business trip. You want to be down and dirty. You want to be my fuck toy, my whore."
"How can you say that, Mike? I want you to treat me like a lady, to make love to me gently, to act like a gentleman," insisted Julia.
"Julia, you can get that shit from Zack. I'm going to shoot a load in your mouth, in your cunt, and in your ass. I call it the hat trick, and I love doing it. I especially love doing it to tight assed prudes that pretend they are too proper to enjoy hot sex. Relax and let me show you how your inner slut wants you to behave."
"Mike, I'm not a slut! I just wanted to experience a few things before my breasts sagged too much, my stretch marks became too noticeable, or I just got too old to attract another man. I'm afraid it's too late already," whined Julia. "You should probably go before Zack finds out about this. He'd kill you if he found out."
"Don't you worry about me, Julia! This isn't my first slut wife experience," I laughed. "Look what I have just in case we have the old 'husband returns home unexpectedly and finds his best friend fucking the shit out of his wife' scenario!"
I reached into my bag and pulled out my handgun. Julia gasped when she realized what I held in my hand.
"This is a .44 Magnum and Dirty Harry claimed it was the most powerful handgun in the world. I don't know if that's still true, or even if it ever was true. But rest assured that this puppy will blast a hole through Zack big enough to toss a cat through!"
"Are you crazy? I don't want Zack shot! I love him! He's your best friend, for Christ's sake! What is wrong with you?" Julia screamed as froth bubbled from her lips.
"Julia, if you loved the dumb fucker, you wouldn't have asked me here tonight!" I smirked. "Once I fuck you, I won't be his best friend, by any definition. Let's call a spade a spade. You're a fucking slut and I'm a goddamn snake that has his former best friend's wife naked and begging to be fucked in the ass! We're made for each other!"
"You insane son of a bitch! I'm not begging to be 'fucked in the ass' as you so eloquently put it!" hissed Julia. "Put that gun away before I call the police. In fact, get your sick ass out of here or I will call the cops!"
"Does that mean I won't score the hat trick with you tonight?" I asked innocently. "Maybe tomorrow?"
Julia was pulling her clothes on as she yelled, "Get the fuck out of here! I'll tell Zack what you said about him, and about me. He'll kick the shit out of you!"
Just then we both heard the garage door opener begin to rumble as it performed its function.
"I don't think you want to tell Zack why I'm here, but it looks like you'll have your chance," I told Julia as I quickly returned the gun and sex toys to my bag and zipped it closed. "Why don't you go get my beer and then act like a loving wife?"
When Zack came through the side door, I was sipping my beer as Julia ran and jumped into his arms.
"Zack! I'm so glad to see you!" she squealed. "Mike stopped in to visit. He didn't know you were going away this weekend. How come you're home?"
"There was some kind of computer glitch at the airport and nothing will be flying before midnight, so I came home to my beautiful wife," grinned Zack. "I knew the kids were spending the night at your mom's, so I thought we might g out for a little dancing or something, but we don't have to if Mike wants to stay and visit."
"No!" Julia almost yelled. "I mean, no, he was going to leave after he finished his beer. I'll get ready and we'll go out. You don't mind, do you, Mike?"
"Do you want me to go along and show Zack how a real man dances a woman off her feet?" I teased.
"No, Mike, I don't," Julia flatly stated. "I want to spend a romantic night with my husband, okay?"
"I can take a hint, Julia. I'll chat with Zack while you get ready and leave when you come back down stairs," I offered.
That seemed to satisfy Julia as she turned and headed up the stairs. Zack just sat there watching and waiting until Julia closed the bedroom door.
"What's with bringing the fucking gun?" he demanded in a low voice. "You scared the shit out of her!"
"I thought it would be a nice touch, Zack. Right now she's thinking how close she came to getting you, and her, killed. She's thinking she's very lucky! She won't ever consider straying again!" I assured him.
"Did you have to get her out of all her clothes, you miserable prick?" chuckled Zack. "I had a hard time keeping hidden and quiet for that whole charade. That 'limp-dicked wimp' reference wasn't needed, either."
"Again, it was all part of a necessary lesson. When she came on to me a couple weeks ago, I could tell she had a midlife crisis thing going on. You're lucky she was dumb enough to try me instead of some guy that would have banged her like a screen door. Why do women think that their pussy is stronger than friendship?" I wondered.
"I guess because it usually is, Bro. I'm just lucky to have a pal like you," Zack smiled. "Thanks!"
"No thanks needed, Zack. Julia thanked me for you when she showed me her incredible tits. I had a hard time telling her they sagged, you miserable fuck! Now she hates me, just because I followed your suggestions about how self conscious she was about them, and about those invisible stretch marks. I never did see the scars, but her tits are absolutely magnificent. I took a bullet for you, Zack. Just remember that. I'll probably be kicking my ass for it for the rest of my life. Her tits are abso-fuckin'-lutely magnificent!"
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Realizing that she had been staring, Carmella Casey averted her gaze. He had been on the stage only a short time before she had recognized the young man sitting across from her. He had boarded at the last station, tipped his hat, and seated himself. He seemed intent on the scenery, and paid little attention to her. She chanced another glance and felt relief that he had apparently not noticed her rather rude behavior.
How long had he been gone? It must be seven or eight years. Carmella had to admit that he had certainly matured and was now the sort of man that would not, could not, go unnoticed. What would Carmella's daughter, Maria, say when she realized Emerson Trask had returned? What about his family? Could they know?
Considering this, Carmella felt it was unlikely. Of one thing she was certain. Emerson's return would create a stir in Morgantown.
He was almost six feet tall with broad shoulders. His shirt pulled tight across his chest. He wore his dark hair short and his eyes were a gray-blue. He was without swagger, but his demeanor was one of complete confidence.
Carmella had lived in New Mexico her entire life and could not recall another man that had made such an immediate impression on her. There was something about Emerson Trask that set him apart.
Emerson had recognized Carmella Casey the instant he entered the coach, but he had been unable to greet her with more than a nod. As he sat in the stage coach, acting interested in the empty landscape, Emerson realized he should have expected to come across people he knew as he traveled to Morgantown. From the way she had been looking him over, he was positive she had identified him.
Did she share her daughter's hatred of him? Had all his childish attempts to upset Maria caused the mother to dislike him as well? As he remembered back to the fool he had been eight years ago, Emerson knew Mrs. Casey, and everyone else in Morgantown, would hold him in contempt. He had seen to that!
For the next several hours, both passengers rode in silence, each with their own thoughts. Emerson gave the impression he had fallen asleep, thus avoiding any need for conversation. For her part, Carmella was recalling the Emerson Trask that had grown up on her home range. Walt Trask, Emerson's father, had been a rugged man, but not overly ambitious. Those who had worked hard to make something for themselves and their families, were considered by Walt to be lucky, while he was not. It had come as little surprise to the citizens of Morgantown when word reached them that Walt had died in a Mexican Cantina, fighting over a losing hand of poker.
Left behind were a young widow and a twelve-year old son, and very little else. Carmella knew that Emerson had learned from his father to resent the success and even the happiness of others. He also came to share his father's dislike of all non-Anglos. That took in a large part of the population of New Mexico. Carmella, was a granddaughter of a Spanish Don, who had owned a large land grant a few hundred miles South of Morgantown.
Walt Trask's prejudices were not uncommon in New Mexico. Many Anglos resented the heavy influence those of Spanish descent carried in the territory. Many others, however, lived and worked with people of many varied backgrounds without discrimination.
Emerson had been a bitter, unhappy child. His only pleasure seemed to come in tormenting the other youth of the area. Carmella's own daughter, Maria, often was the focus of Emerson's anger. Maria always fought back, but more than once Carmella had discovered her crying in her room after an encounter with Emerson.
Carmella thought back to the day Emerson had left the basin. Maria had been miserable. It took a couple of weeks before she returned to normal, but Carmella suspected Maria still thought about Emerson. When his name came up in a conversation, Maria seemed to perk up. She would do her best to appear unconcerned, but Carmella had picked up on the trend. If there was news of Emerson, Maria would have as many questions as it took to learn everything the speaker knew.
Faking sleep, Emerson was also thinking back to his life on this range. He had given his mother nothing but trouble. Then it had gotten much worse when Miguel Hernandez started courting his mother the summer Emerson turned sixteen. Pat Casey had offered Emerson a riding job. Looking back, Emerson realized Pat had done so in an effort to help both his mother, and him. He had been filled with pride and swagger riding for the KC.
He also came to know and respect Carmella Casey. Her kindness to him, and her almost regal manner had begun to make him question some of his beliefs. She was still a very attractive woman. Her Spanish blood was apparent. She was dark and, Emerson always felt, mysterious looking. He remembered the kindness and tolerance she had demonstrated toward him and others. Whenever Emerson heard the word "lady" used, he automatically thought of Carmella Casey.
Then there was Maria. At the time, he would not admit to himself that he wanted to work for the Caseys because of Maria. Seeing her every day was almost more than he could stand. Two years younger than Emerson, she was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. She had her mother's dark hair, with a slightly fairer complexion. Emerson recalled how she had been a bit of a tomboy, but her beauty would never allow anyone to mistake her for a male.
An indication of his foolishness was his treatment of the girl he had come to worship. The only way he was comfortable with her was insulting and hurting her. Emerson had been unable to accept or understand his emotions. He even felt guilt for being so drawn to a girl of Spanish blood. Recalling his actions, Emerson had often wished for the chance to change the past.
How would Maria react when she saw him? It probably wouldn't be pleasant. He had been foolish and cruel to a girl that was as sweet as an angel. Was she married now? It certainly was possible, even likely. She would be twenty-two now, and beautiful. She was eight years ago.
Emerson thought back with some pride to the day he had come to Maria's aid. It was that same summer. He had stopped in town for some supplies.
Entering the general store, Emerson had come upon Maria and Len Hogan. The clerk was no where to be seen. Maria had tears running down her cheeks as she faced Hogan from a corner. Hogan was speaking as Emerson walked through the doorway. Apparently, Hogan had not heard Emerson, as his attention remained solely on Maria.
Emerson and Len Hogan had been frequent adversaries as teenagers. Len was two years older than Emerson and much stronger. He possessed an animal cruelty equal to his prodigious strength. He delighted in beating smaller and younger boys. Emerson had felt the pain behind Hogan's punches on several occasions. Still, he had been one youth in the entire area that would not allow Hogan to bully him. Hogan had learned to expect a fight when their paths crossed. As a result, Len Hogan often left Emerson alone.
"You're a nervy little Mex," Emerson heard Hogan say. "Do you think you're too good for me because your daddy has a big ranch? I know how you Mexican girls are. I want-"
"A lesson in manners," Emerson finished Len's sentence. "You must be feeling pretty tough today, Len, to abuse a girl."
Maria gave Emerson a look he had never forgotten. He realized just how frightened Maria was and how very glad she was to see him.
Hogan turned to face Emerson, still keeping Maria cornered. "Why don't you mind your own business, Trask? You have no use for Mexicans either."
Emerson could see the fear in Maria's face. It was obvious that Len had done more than hurt her feelings. He had terrified Maria, and Emerson could only guess what Len intended,. if given the opportunity.
An uncontrollable anger swept over Emerson. Maria's terror caused him to forget the beatings he had received from Hogan in the past. Without another word, Emerson swung.
Emerson was a big, strong boy of sixteen and the punch had power behind it. Hogan staggered back as Emerson's fist connected with his chin.
Len Hogan had fifty pounds on Emerson and he used it. After shaking his head clear, he charged Emerson. The collision sent Emerson falling backward into the street. Hogan was sprawled in the dust near him. There the two stood up and went toe to toe.
Emerson was faster and hurt Len several times. That only seemed to increase Hogan's fury and strength. Eventually, Hogan's strength and weight proved too much for Emerson.
Hogan beat Emerson to the ground, but Emerson would struggle to his feet and go back after Hogan. Emerson remembered how Hogan seemed horrified as he would knock Emerson down, only to have him come back for more.
"Stay the Hell down," he screamed as he hit Emerson again and again. Finally, the time came when Emerson could not get up. Hogan stood over him, his breath coming in great gasps. He was bloodied and shaken. Seeing that Emerson would not rise again, Hogan had turned and lurched to his horse, slowly mounting and leaving town.
Emerson was conscious, but badly beaten. Maria came to his side with a wet cloth and began to wipe the blood from his face. Emerson remembered the shame he felt. He had taken a terrible beating in front of Maria. That knowledge hurt more than the many places Hogan's fists had landed.
He tried again to get up, but couldn't. He lay back down, his head somehow ended up in Maria's lap. It was then Carmella Casey came upon them.
Carmella had been in the hotel. She heard the commotion outside and went out to see what had caused it. As she stepped into the sunlight, she saw Len Hogan riding by the hotel, his face covered in blood. Turning down the street, she saw Emerson struggle to sit up, only to fall back down. Her daughter caught Emerson's head in her lap and was wiping blood from his face.
Cameral hurried to help Maria and Emerson. Maria was crying as she worked on Emerson's swollen, bloody face.
"Did he fight with Len Hogan again?" asked Carmella. "Why would he do that when he gets hurt so badly?"
Maria sobbed, "It was because Hogan-"
"Pushed me too far, Maria," Emerson croaked. "I thought I'd be able to take him this time. Thanks for helping me. I guess I took a real beating this time."
Maria sensed that Emerson didn't want Carmella to know why they fought. She was silent as her mother helped her get Emerson up and out of the street.
"Emerson, you have to stop fighting with that animal," Carmella had told him. "You are much too nice a boy to have this happen. Look how upset Maria is."
Maria was crying again as she watched Emerson try to walk. She had seen him take a terrible beating to protect her, and she felt responsible. The two women helped Emerson on his horse and rode back to the ranch with him.
Emerson remembered how long that ride seemed. Two women had to help him on his horse and take him to the ranch. Once there, he practically fell off his horse and staggered into the bunk house. Although it was early afternoon, Emerson crawled into his bunk and slept. It was the next morning before he woke.
His face was purple and swollen. He could not touch it without pain. When he sat up his head started spinning and he became nauseous. Pat Casey came in to see him as he lay on the bunk.
"You'll have to lay in bed another day or two. That must have been some fight! What set it off this time, Emerson?"
"Boss, he was saying things I couldn't take, and he thought I would be afraid to stand up to him. Maybe, I should be. He sure gave me a beating."
"Emerson, I have a hunch Hogan isn't feeling too good this morning, either. I hope this ends it between you two. Your handsome mug can't take much more of this."
Emerson fell back asleep. The next time he opened his eyes, Maria was placing damp cloths on his face.
"Maria, I rather you didn't see me like this. I'll be as good as ever in a couple of days," Emerson told the girl as he squinted through one eye.
"I brought some soup for you. I didn't think you would be able to chew very well. I also wanted to thank you for keeping that brute Hogan away from me. I will never let myself be alone with him again. He was like an animal! I don't know what would have happened if you hadn't come in. Then I was so afraid you would leave when he told you to."
"I wasn't much help," Emerson replied. "He beat the stuffing out of me." Then Emerson added, "I think it would be better if you don't tell your Dad about Hogan. He might shoot him or something and get in big trouble."
"Emerson, you were great. You gave him something to remember you by. I don't think he will be eager to try you again," Maria answered.
Looking back, Emerson knew that was the friendliest he and Maria had ever gotten. It was only a couple of weeks later, Emerson earned Maria's hatred.
How clearly he remembered that fateful day in September. It was a Saturday and most ranchers were in Morgantown enjoying dinner at the hotel, as was the custom. It was the only social activity most of them had. Riding into town, Emerson saw Maria. She obviously had something she could not wait to tell him.
"Have you heard the news? Your mother and Miguel are going to get married!" she gleefully told Emerson as he dismounted. This was something that Emerson had seen coming, but had never accepted. He felt the need to hurt Maria, simply because she had been the one to voice it, and because she enjoyed telling him something she should know would devastate him.
Emerson remembered how Maria's laughter disappeared when he turned on her and snarled, "You people think you can become Americans by marrying one, but nothing you can ever do will make you one of us!"
These memories were really painful for Emerson. What was he thinking when he decided to return to Morgantown? Although he had tried, he could not forget how he had charged into the hotel dining room and attacked Miguel as he sat with Emerson's mother, eating dinner. Miguel never attempted to defend himself and Emerson had sent him crashing over backwards in his chair. Sam Cook, the town Marshall, and an occupant of a nearby table, had grabbed Emerson and dragged him from the room. Emerson spent that night in jail and the next morning was placed on a stage headed East.
Feeling the stage halt, Emerson opened his eyes, and met those of Carmella Casey looking at him. He knew that he would have to face the people of Morgantown at some point. Emerson decided Carmella Casey would be a good place to start.
"Mrs. Casey, I fear I have been rude. It has been my pleasure to share this coach with you, although I have been poor company. Can I help you down?" With that Emerson opened the door, stepped out and offered his hand to the smiling Mrs. Casey.
"Thank-you, Emerson, and since we still have a ways to travel, you shall have the opportunity to make it up to me." With that she walked to the way station in the warm spring sun. Emerson crossed to the horses and helped the driver switch to a fresh team. Emerson could read approval in the old man's eyes as they quickly completed their task.
Thirsty, he then walked to the station for a drink. As he entered, Emerson saw three men standing at a plank bar with an empty bottle close at hand. They were directing their attention to Mrs. Casey, who was seated at the only table.
The tension on Carmella Casey's face told Emerson these men were not friends. They were obviously under the influence of the whiskey they had been drinking. They gave Emerson a quick glance and again turned their attention to Carmella.
"Why don't you come over and have a drink with us?" A big, dirty red-headed man, and the apparent leader of this ragtag group, was lurching toward Carmella as he spoke.
"Can't stand an uppity Mex. Maybe you'll enjoy the company of some real men, once you get off your high horse!" With that he crossed in front of Emerson to reach Mrs. Casey.
Emerson had seen men like this often. He realized that a man that would accost a lady could not be dealt with in a civil manner. Through out Red's tirade, Carmella had remained seated . The only indication that she had heard Red was a coloring of her neck and cheeks.
Emerson placed his hand on the man's chest. "Mister, why don't you go back and sit down? We'll be leaving shortly, and you can run your mouth all you want then."
Red looked at Emerson, understanding slowly sinking in. "Run my mouth? Run my mouth? I'll show you who's running their mouth!" Red then sent a big right fist at Emerson's chin.
Blocking it with his left arm, Emerson brought his own right around. It started by his shoulder and traveled about a foot, but everyone heard it connect with Red's face. Red dropped to the floor and did not stir again.
Emerson turned to face the other two. They were looking in disbelief at Red's unmoving form. A graying man in his fifties, the next closest man licked his lips and stared at Emerson. He would present no problem. Emerson quickly dismissed him and faced Red's other companion. A slight smile spread across the face of the third drinker as his hand started for the Colt tied at his right side.
Unarmed, Emerson saw the man's intentions and remained still. The smile suddenly evaporated from the gunman's face. Emerson heard the old driver in the doorway as the gunman's gaze was directed that way.
"I don't mean to interrupt anything, but the stage has a schedule and it's pulling out right away." He cradled a scatter gun in his arms as he spoke. Emerson realized this old timer had probably saved his life.
The would-be gunman found his voice. "Fella, you just made a big mistake. Red Gately sure isn't the forgiving type, and you won't be able to sucker punch him next time. When he's finished, I'll have to shoot you just to end your misery. Nobody bucks the lazy T."
"Red needs manners. You boys are lacking in that area as well. I'll be around Morgantown for awhile and be giving lessons out to gents like you. There won't be any fee, except for how Red may be feeling when he wakes up from his nap."
With that Emerson offered Carmella his arm. She gracefully stood, stepped over the prone shape on the floor, and walked to the stage tightly gripping Emerson's arm. The old driver followed and as he climbed up to his seat Emerson gave the man a nod. They both understood how close things had been.
"Young fella, you'd better be able to back your talk with more than fists. That was Stan Mosher and he's kilt more than one man with that .44"
Emerson climbed into the stage, as the driver snapped his whip. The team headed on the last leg of his journey home. Mrs. Casey was gazing intently at him as he took his seat.
"I must thank you for your assistance, but I fear you may be in some danger now. Red Gately is considered a tough man, but the real danger will come from that little weasel, Stan Mosher. He is a gunman in the employ of Mr. Tom Taylor, who controls a good portion of this range."
"You probably remember Len Hogan. He also works for Taylor, and he is bigger and more of an animal than he was when you were last here. I never thanked you for helping Maria out that time he bothered her in town. That was a brave thing to do."
"I didn't think anyone knew what started that. Did Maria tell you?" Emerson asked.
"It wasn't too difficult to figure out, Emerson. I heard enough of conversations between the two of you to guess the rest. It was probably a good thing not to mention it to Pat. He would have done something and possibly gotten in trouble, or hurt, for it. That Hogan is becoming more brazen all the time. I think he makes many women nervous. He isn't exactly right, and he is big enough to be very dangerous. He has beaten several men badly over the past few years,." Carmella added.



"Let's talk about other things." Carmella Casey was far more interested in Emerson, where he had been, and his return to Morgantown. "Tell me all about yourself. Does your mother know you're returning? I think not, or she would have told someone and news like that would travel quickly. Will you stay long? The past seven or eight years have really changed you, and the change appears to be all for the better, if I may say. I'm rambling now. Emerson, I know it isn't considered polite to ask Western men about their past, but fill me in on whatever you are comfortable with."
Emerson had to laugh at Carmella's curiosity. She had always been kind to him, even when he had gone to great lengths to cause bad feelings in others. "Mrs. Casey, there isn't much to tell. Just under eight years ago I was sent to live with my uncle, Sam Bennington. I think you know he is my mother's brother and you also know why I was sent."
"Sam didn't lead what most people would call a normal life. He is the captain of a trading vessel and I have spent most of the last eight years at sea. I caught up with him in Galveston, a month after leaving Morgantown. I was bitter, as I'm sure you recall, and was determined to give him a difficult time. Well, I spent the first five days in irons. Sam referred to that as my "attitude adjustment" period."
"I learned he was the captain and I was the cabin boy. Complaints were not tolerated, and orders were followed. Men were judged by deeds and not by appearances. The first month I was sea sick most of the time and I hated my uncle. And my mother for sending me to him. As time went on, I came to realize the crew would treat me as I deserved, and doing my share and not complaining gained respect."
"In short, it was a great experience. I saw places many people never even heard of, and I met all kinds of people. I learned and saw things that taught me how foolish and self-centered I was. Gradually, over a period of time, my outlook changed a great deal."
"I envy you, Emerson," Carmella replied as she leaned back in her seat. "I have always wanted to see more of the world but had to settle for part of New Mexico, although I do love it here. Did you come back to visit your family, or do you plan on staying?"
"I really haven't made any plans. We were docked in Galveston about a month ago, when Sam called me into his cabin." Thinking back, Emerson continued, "He told me it had been eight years since my mother had sent me to him with the almost impossible task of making an ignorant, pig-headed boy into a man. He felt he had done his job and wanted me to go home."
"I was hurt since I thought he was saying he didn't care to have me sailing with him. I said as much, and that was when he told me the last letter he had received from my mother hinted of trouble. He was concerned for her and felt I should return home. I agreed and here I am."
"Your uncle was correct about this being a troubled range and it will be wonderful for your mother to see you again, but I hope you don't expect to be able to solve the problems faced by the ranchers in this basin." Mrs. Casey continued on, "It is likely that most, if not all the ranchers, will have to sell to Senor Taylor within the next year or two."
Emerson could see the prospect worried Carmella Casey and changed the subject. " How are Pat and Maria doing? I'll bet Maria is married and Pat hasn't changed a bit. He was sure good to me that summer I rode for the KC."
A smile came across Carmella's face and she laughed, "Pat always thought you had "potential" as he called it. He is pretty much the same as he was, except the trouble of the past year has had an effect on him. Maria is not married, or even close, although there are a large number of admirers who would like to change that. I may sound like a mother, but she has grown into the most beautiful young woman! Wait till you see her."
It was Emerson's turn to laugh. "I'm certain she is everything you say. She was all of that eight years ago, but I don't expect a very warm greeting from her. I was pretty miserable to her. I'll be content if she doesn't shoot me."
"I would guess that your return will not go unnoticed by Maria, but I doubt it will include gunplay. I think she missed you when you left."
Emerson couldn't hide his surprise. "Probably everything was too calm and serene without me. I kept it from becoming too dull."
This was a totally different Emerson Trask than Carmella had seen as a youth. He was a fine, rugged looking man, but the change was his character. Maria would never believe he ever held her so highly. His confidence and poise were almost tangible. His return to Morgantown would be a topic of interest for some time.
The rest of the journey seemed to fly by as Emerson answered questions about distant lands and the cultures he had seen. Carmella found him to be one of the most interesting people she had ever spoken with. He obviously received some education while with his uncle. His speech was clear and his words well chosen. Emerson Trask had become a very unusual young man, one that she enjoyed.
The stage pulled into Morgantown around dinner time, and Emerson could see it had grown some, but still was very much as he remembered. It was Saturday and the streets were busy and the walks crowded. He knew his arrival would be seen by most of the town.

When the stage came to a stop in front of the hotel, Emerson stepped down and turned to help Carmella. As she lightly landed in the street Emerson heard a voice behind him.
"How was your trip, Mother? Was Santa Fe as busy as-" and the voice simply stopped. Emerson had turned to face the speaker. It was Maria Casey standing before him, close enough that he could feel her breath. She was, Emerson realized, even more beautiful than Carmella had promised and he had remembered. She had black hair that sparkled in the afternoon light, dark eyes, and smooth skin, seemingly unaffected by the New Mexico sun.
She was tall, perhaps five inches less than Emerson's six feet, with a slender but very feminine figure. That she recognized him was obvious. Emerson looked down into her eyes and could think of nothing to say.
This was the girl he had treated so badly. He had no doubt that she hated him, but that only seemed to make her more desirable. He had been all over the world, but had never known anyone else like Maria. Emerson looked into her eyes and felt wonder, and some fear.
Maria recognized Emerson instantly. She had no idea he was returning to Morgantown, and her surprise was complete. She was unable to move as she stared at him. Part of her mind noticed how tanned and rugged he was as he stood near her. His hair was still dark and he was even better looking than she recalled. Emotions Maria thought had been laid to rest came flooding back.
This was Emerson Trask! How he had frequented her thoughts the past eight years. No one had ever been able to hurt her the way he had. No one else had ever been able to cause so many feelings in Maria. Even now, as she looked into his gray eyes, Maria felt drawn to Emerson' s physical presence.
He was a powerful, virile man, capable and confident. Maria was surprised to realize how strongly she reacted to him. For a second, Maria thought of throwing her arms around his neck and hugging him. He obviouly was well and had survived his stint at sea. She had wondered and worried about him for eight years.
She was still standing very close to him. With someone else, she would have backed off a step or two. With Emerson, she had never given any ground and she wouldn't start now. He couldn't dominate, or control, Maria Casey! So she stood with her face near his, returning his gaze. Time stood still.
Emerson saw the fire in her eyes. He could see emotions were at play. Her nostrils flared and her chin lifted. Emerson resisted the urge to wrap his arms around her and pull her to him. She was incredible.
Carmella was a spectator to the meeting. She marveled at the energy the two generated simply by standing near each other. She had never seen Maria so intense, and for the longest time neither spoke. Carmella began to realize there was more between her daughter and Emerson than she had ever guessed. This reunion was not average!
As Maria's eyes burned into his, Emerson finally managed, "Hello, Maria."
That seemed to release Maria's pent-up feelings. Her right hand shot up and stung his left cheek with a resounding slap. "I hate you!" Maria gave it emphasis by keeping her voice low.
As Emerson stood in the street thinking he had gotten exactly what he deserved, Carmella came to his side. Maria stalked off to the hotel.
"Wow! I guess Maria does remembers you, Emerson. That is a start. Now I want you to meet Maria's friend, Cathy Jordan. Cathy, this is Emerson Trask."
Emerson turned his attention to a pretty blonde girl standing next to Mrs. Casey. As he tipped his hat, she gave a big smile and laughed, "I sure guess she does remember you! I thought you two were going to stare until the sun went down. What did you two have going? She's the only girl in the country that would watch the best looking male this town has ever seen get off the stage and then slap his face. I'll settle for a hand shake." With that she extended her hand.
"Cathy Jordan, it is a pleasure, and a comfort to know that not every pretty girl in this town hates me. At least not until you know me better." Emerson found himself liking this straightforward girl with the firm handshake.
"Well, let's hope I do get to know you better before Maria gets over her mad. She picks the men she wants and I get the leftovers, and the pickings have slim around here, until now." Cathy Jordan seemed to have a way of stating her thoughts without feminine guile. "I have heard your name mentioned more than a few times. You're Molly's son. No one mentioned what a handsome rogue you are. I guess Maria forgot that point. She also forgot to tell me exactly how much you meant to her. That was quite a scene."
"Pat and Dad are having a beer." Cathy continued, "Maria and I promised to watch for the stage and go to the hotel with you, when you pulled in, Carmella. I'm thinking Maria forgot about all that for a minute, but she's probably waiting for us in the dinning room. As for you, cowboy, I'll see you around." With that she and Carmella headed for the hotel.
Emerson waited for the old driver to toss his war bag down. As he caught it a KC rider gathered Mrs. Casey's luggage and headed for the hotel. It was Ernie Hooker, still running Pat Casey's ranch. Emerson recalled how totally dedicated to the KC, and its owners, this man was. He had to be well into his sixties now, but still carried himself like a much younger man.
As he started for the hotel, Emerson considered how Maria had actually made him feel at home. Any reception less hostile would not have seemed right. Considering his treatment of Maria years ago, he had gotten off lightly.
She had grown even more lovely than he remembered. Emerson had wondered if seeing Maria again would end his obsession with her. Perhaps he would find her less in real life than she was in his memory. Shaking his head, Emerson knew that possibility had disappeared. She seemed to be even more than he remembered.
The next order of business would be the most difficult, Emerson realized. Being Saturday, many of the area ranchers would be having dinner in the hotel. That meant there was an excellent chance his mother and Miguel Hernandez would be doing the same. There would likely be a crowd, but Emerson had never let that stop him from embarrassing himself before.
As he entered the dining area of the hotel, Emerson saw he had guessed correctly. Seeing his mother and Miguel seated at a table in the center of the large room, Emerson paid no attention to the others. He strode to their seats and began a speech he had been thinking about for a very long time.
"Miguel, when I was dragged from here eight years ago, I promised I would be back." The room turned very quiet. Miguel slowly stood as Emerson's mother held her hand to her chest, unable to speak. "I also said one of us would be sorry. Well, I'm back and I apologize to you, sir. I am sorry."
For a moment, Miguel looked hard at Emerson, as if making up his mind. Then he smiled and extended his hand, which Emerson gratefully accepted. Emerson knew his mother had married a fine man!
"With your permission, I would like very much to visit you and my mother at your hacienda."
Again Miguel smiled, "Emerson, that which is mine, is also yours. Welcome home!" Emerson marveled at how he could have been so foolish as to dislike this man.
By this time Emerson's mother had found her voice as she stood and ran to him. "Emerson," she cried as she hugged him. "You've grown so big! You're so handsome! I didn't know you were coming home. You'd better put me down!"
Emerson laughed as he lowered her back to where her feet touched the floor. She looked well and Emerson knew that Miguel had been good for her. She would be in her mid-forties now and deserved happiness.
Emerson was completely shocked at what happened next. "Em, his mother barely whispered, "I want you to meet someone. Nancy, come and say hello to your brother." Stunned, Emerson dropped to one knee as the girl approached. He held her at arm's length for a moment, looking into her eyes.
"Mother, she is an angel," he exclaimed as he hugged the dark-haired beauty. To his joy, Nancy was hugging him back, and Emerson knew that coming home had been the best thing he could ever have done. Opening his eyes, he saw the Casey family watching the entire scene. Carmella's eyes were moist while Maria showed no emotion. She just kept watching and Emerson laughed. Nothing could spoil this moment!
Maria had promised herself, that if she ever met Emerson Trask again, she would slap his face. She had recognized him instantly as he helped Carmella off the stage coach. When he turned to face her, Maria was struck by his familiar smile and wavy brown hair. He was older, taller, stronger and more mature. She felt her heart breaking all over again as she looked at him. She had never had anyone cause so many strong emotions in her as Emerson did. It was only after a few seconds of eye contact that Maria remembered her promise and slapped him.
Maria sat next to her mother, watching the reunion, as did everyone in the room. She had expected anything but what she had seen. A fist fight or even gunplay would not have surprised her. Apologizing in public to a man of Spanish decent was not something the Emerson Trask she knew would do! He seemed so sincere that she could not doubt him. Could he have changed so in eight years?
Cathy Jordan was seated across from her and was teary eyed. "Maria, isn't that the most wonderful thing? Isn't he handsome? I hope he hangs around town awhile, cause I could really go for him. Promise you won't get between us."
Carmella Casey looked at Cathy and smiled, "Cathy, I couldn't help noticing that he seemed taken by you earlier. Besides, Maria hates him. Although, it looked like it took a long time for her to remember that fact. For a moment, I thought she was going to embrace him."
At this Maria turned to her mother. "I know you are trying to tease me, but I have good reasons to hate him, and so do you! Cathy, I like you too much to ever wish him on you. Leave him alone."
Cathy looked closely at her friend. "If I didn't know you better I'd think you were trying to discourage me so you could have him for yourself. I'm quite glad you don't like him, but I'll decide for myself just what sort of hombre he really is."
Maria finished her meal in silence. Her mind went back eight years. She had known she would hurt Emerson with the news about his mother's marriage. She thought she would enjoy it. She didn't. She had never forgotten his look, nor the cruel words he hurled at her. That had been the last time she had seen him. The next morning he was on a stage headed east, and her heart was broken.
Over the years, Maria had heard pieces of news concerning Emerson. His uncle would write to Molly, and she would mention things to Carmella and Maria. He never wrote to his mother. Molly thought he was ashamed of his actions, and hoped time would heal the rift.
For a long time Maria wrote letters to herself and signed Emerson's name to them. Then she would burn them before anyone else would see them. No one guessed how much Emerson's departure bothered her. As the years passed, she got over it, she thought. Still, she never could get interested in the many men that called on her. She was the flower of the basin, but seemed cold. Most men had given up trying to break through her reserve.
Emerson awoke the next morning to the snores of three men, each seeming intent on outdoing the others. Pulling on his boots, he strode outside to watch the sun begin its daily trip across the sky. Things really had gone better than he could have hoped. Miguel had welcomed him, his mother was well, and Nancy was a treasure. Sam had told him to expect a surprise, but a sister was more than he had ever dreamed Sam could be suggesting.
The other diners seemed to accept him well enough. Pat Casey shook his hand, causing Emerson to remark that Pat was friendlier than his daughter had been. Cathy Jordan seemed to be a fine girl and he looked forward to meeting her family. They had moved in from Texas four years after he left Morgantown, buying out the widow Doney.
Still, he knew there must be trouble on the range. It was unheard of for a lady like Carmella Casey to be bothered in any way. That the three toughs even considered it, indicated that Taylor's riders were on the prod.
Pat Casey failed to mention the station incident to Emerson, which meant that Carmella hadn't told him. That pointed to Carmella shielding Pat from a possible confrontation with Taylor and his men. Taylor must be a man of some power for Carmella to worry for Pat!
He had grown very comfortable sailing the sea, but standing in New Mexico watching the sun rise, seemed right. This was his home and he would make the most of it.
At the breakfast table, Emerson began questioning Miguel, who sat at the head of the table. "Senor, a ranch this size usually has more than three hands, although I'll admit these eat enough for six. Do they also do the work of six?"
With that, all three turned their attention to Emerson. Old Pedro, who he vaguely remembered from the past, had grown heavy and slow. His dark eyes showed no emotion and he returned to his meal.
The man called Shorty, and it seemed every ranch had one, gave a quick grin, but never missed a mouthful. He seemed to have some humor and gave the impression of competence.
The third hand, introduced as Ray Brown, merely glanced at Emerson and went back to eating. He appeared to be a typical drifter, not working too hard and ready to move on.
"This ranch has had as many as a dozen vaqueros. I should have more than three," Miguel responded. "Just over two years ago, a wealthy man named Tom Taylor bought the Morgan ranch. Joe Morgan was a fine man. As you know, the town was named after him. After Mrs. Morgan died and Joe's health began to fail, he decided to sell out and move to Santa Fe, near his daughter."
"This Taylor immediately stopped anyone from driving their herd through Blanco Pass, which is the only access to Santa Fe, and controlled by the Morgan ranch, now the Lazy T. Joe Morgan had filed on the land at the base of the pass, and now Taylor owns it. He backs his legal right with enough toughs to make it stick. A couple of small ranches near Taylor have already sold out to him. He has made it very clear he would be interested in buying any and all ranches in the basin, at a low price, of course. We are denied access to our market. Most ranches have reduced the number of riders. With no income, it is difficult to keep any help."



As he listened to Miguel, Emerson saw what a simple, but effective plan Taylor had devised. The only flaw would be an alternate route to Santa Fe. "Isn't there some other trail? Didn't the old timers have another drive they could make, or is my memory off?"
"Pat Casey put a trail herd on the Benson Trail, as it was known, last year when Taylor closed Blanco. Three men were killed and almost four hundred head run off before they were half way to Santa Fe. Lack of water was a serious problem, but Pat felt they were overcoming that."
" Then one morning Bob Gustin and his gang of cutthroats rode into camp and told Casey they wanted to cut his herd for strays . Of course Pat would have none of that since Gustin owned no cattle to begin with. It was simple robbery. Gustin and his men rode out, but that night they hit the herd. Between the stampede and the gunplay, Casey was lucky to bring as many men back as he did. No one has had the nerve to try it again."
Emerson knew that Pat Casey would not have given up easily. It must have been some fight! Could Taylor pull this off so simply? This was why Emerson had been sent back home by his uncle. He was expected to help, but how?
Emerson spent the next two days riding the range. There were about ten ranches in a large oval basin. Blanco Pass could be seen from most locations in the basin, sitting between two mountains on the west. Travel to the south was rare with rough country and dessert extending for hundreds of miles. To the east was a mountain range, eliminating any chance of cattle traveling that way. The old Benson Trail wound its way through the broken country to the North. Lack of water and the presence of riffraff made this an unattractive route.
There was water and good graze in the basin, as long as it was controlled properly. Everywhere Emerson rode, however, he saw the signs of overgrazing. It could be a very difficult winter if the ranchers didn't trim their herds.
Emerson considered the situation. The ranches in the basin were mostly family operations. People with children and other responsibilities were usually reluctant to gamble, especially when it could endanger their families. These people had built to last and deserved the opportunity to peacefully pursue their interests. He had learned that men still had to be prepared to fight to keep what was theirs. How much would the ranchers be willing to risk?
He had seen Lazy T riders patrolling the boundaries with the other ranches. Occasionally, he came across a drift fence Taylor's men had put up. Obviously, Taylor did not want his lands overgrazed. The Lazy T was a well run operation, with hopes of expanding at the expense of its neighbors.
In the afternoon of the second day, Emerson found a small water hole, shared by Miguel and the KC. It had been walked in by numerous cattle that watered there, and was badly in need of a cleaning. This was the sort of chore hands rode miles to avoid. Emerson found a pick and shovel in the rocks nearby, left there for that very purpose.
Hard work had never frightened him, so he grabbed the tools and began cleaning the spring. As he worked he felt pleasure in the sun on his back, and the sweat the effort created. Emerson peeled off his shirt. His back and chest, already tanned from years at sea, glistened. Completely absorbed in his task, he never heard the two riders approach. As he turned to place a large rock to the side he realized he had spectators.
"Well, don't let us stop you. It sure is a pleasure to watch a man work!" It was Cathy Jordan speaking and she was enjoying Emerson's embarrassment as she looked at him with obvious approval.
The other rider was Maria. She sat her mare, looking from the cleaned water hole to the pile of debris he had just removed. Emerson was unable to read her expression, but Cathy Jordan seemed to understand his.
"It isn't very flattering, the way you glanced at me and stared at Maria, although I should be used to it. Don't forget she hates you, if that were possible. I never realized the sea put so much muscle on a man, not to mention a tan." Cathy was laughing now, as Maria colored at her words.
Emerson found himself laughing as well. This girl from Texas was direct! "And I never dreamed that life on a cattle ranch made girls so pretty. I've sailed to many ports and never saw anything to match this! You girls are the best."
Surprised, Maria looked down at Emerson. "Do you mean for a half-breed, as you used to call me?" She saw him wince and enjoyed it. At the same time, she thought how she never had been able to hurt him in their youth. What was the difference now?
"Maria, I said a lot of things I never meant, to a lot of people. For that I am sorry. What is past is gone. I can't change it, as much as I would like to. It will never happen again."
Maria sat her horse looking at Emerson. He had returned to Morgantown so different. Cleaning this water hole was something most riders would avoid. Emerson stood with perspiration trickling down his chest, and Maria realized she had never seen a better looking man. That fact caused her anger to return. It wasn't right that someone so miserable should seem so good. He spent much of his time making apologies for past behavior. Could he be so different now?
Turning her horse, Maria called back, "It seems that apologizing is very easy for you. Time will tell how sincere you are."
Cathy Jordan sat her horse, looking down at Emerson. "You two must have had some time of it when you were kids. She is always so nice to everyone else." With that she hurried off to catch up with Maria.
Cathy trotted along side Maria in silence for a half mile. Never at a loss for words, Cathy spoke as they slowed their mounts to a walk. "Your Emerson Trask sure seems to be the genuine article to me. Did you see how tanned and strong he is? He sure seems sweet on you!"
Maria swung around to face Cathy, an angry answer on her lips. As usual, Cathy's infectious smile caused Maria to soften.
"He is not my Emerson and having a tan and being strong doesn't mean he is a good person. We have never liked each other and we never will. Please don't bring him up again."
"Maria, I'm sorry, but I don't believe you. I have never seen you behave like this before. I've seen you cool to men, but not hostile. I think you are afraid of Emerson, and your feelings for him. I wonder what happened between the two of you?"
"He was very cruel and ridiculed me because of my Spanish ancestry. I certainly don't find that attractive!"
"Maria, I know you just looked at the same man I did. He is amazing! You never mentioned how great he looked. I can see how he could break hearts. How old were you when he left? Fourteen? It must have been terrible. If he were paying attention to me and suddenly left the country, I would be heart broken. I wouldn't make it a secret through. Everyone would know. Boys always tease the girls they like. They are too shy to admit how they feel. If he called you names, it was probably because he was in love with you."
Maria felt her eyes water as Cathy spoke. Looking straight ahead she simply replied, "He went too far if that were the case, which I doubt."
The two girls rode in silence for a time. Maria was thinking about what she had just seen. Emerson was doing a difficult job that would benefit her family as well as his. Cathy was right about how strong and tanned he was. Could the new Emerson be for real? Could he be trusted? Maria wondered what differences Emerson's return would cause in her life.
Maria admitted to herself that she had to make a real effort to not like Emerson. Her old emotions kept coming near the surface. If anything, it was worse because of Emerson's matured character. He had always been good looking. Now he was a powerful man with a quick smile and pleasant personality. Still, Maria had doubts. Could a man change that much?
Maria knew she would have to always remind herself of the terrible things he had said. She never again wanted to go through the misery and heartache she had suffered when Emerson left Morgantown.
She was very popular and had many suitors. Why did she feel such an attraction to a man that had broken her heart once. Thinking back, Maria remembered how young she had been, but age hadn't changed it. Just seeing Emerson caused her pain. At the same time, it thrilled her. She would have to be very careful to control her emotions around him.
That evening Emerson spoke to Miguel as they were having dinner. "I have been riding over the range and it is clear that this basin is overstocked. Since the pass is legally closed to us, I suggest we take the Benson Trail as soon as possible. I see no choice. The winter could be a real disaster. I propose we get as many other ranchers as possible to throw in with us and take one large herd. Also, I want to ramrod this venture."
Shorty looked at Emerson as he spoke, and turned to watch Miguel respond. Pedro still showed no emotion, while Ray Brown turned red and almost choked.
Miguel looked over at his wife. She sat very still. Turning to Emerson he replied, "What you are suggesting would be very dangerous. I don't know if anyone would join us, but I think some men would die."
"Miguel, I believe many would throw in with us, simply because they have no options left. That would give us a sizable force and a reasonable chance to succeed. Say the word and I'll start working on it tomorrow. You'll be able to take care of the ranch while we're gone."
"I know you mean no disrespect, but I could not remain here while others attempted this trip. We make this journey together!"
As Miguel spoke he reached over and squeezed his wife's hand. For her part, Molly Hernandez knew it had been decided and began to make her plans. She felt fear for her men, but would not add to their burden by questioning their decision.
"I'll start getting things together for the chuck wagon in the morning," was her only comment.
Ray Brown had heard enough. "Is everybody here crazy? We'd all get killed! You can just count us out."
Shorty had been quiet, but now he spoke. "Ray, I don't remember asking you to talk for me. You were happy enough when the work was easy and the food good. If you lack the sand, quit, but don't try to run my life. I wouldn't miss this trip for anything."
Brown stood up, his face swollen with rage. "You talk tough now but you'll change your tune when you're looking up Gustin's gun barrel! I'll have no part in this!" With that he stomped outside.
"Boss." It was Shorty again. "I'll miss that hombre about as much as I miss that boil I had last year. We're better off without him. He wasn't much of a worker."
Miguel had already dismissed Ray Brown's departure. "Shorty, tomorrow, we get ready for a quick round-up. We'll gather as many steers and older stuff as we can find in a hurry. Emerson, it's your show. Get as many ranches as you can to join us. Be sure to see Jordans, Caseys, Robinsons, and anyone else that's interested. Let's plan on leaving one week from tomorrow."
Daybreak saw a bustle of activity on the ranch. Shorty and Pedro began the many chores which needed to be done before the round-up could begin. Emerson's mother and Miguel prepared a list of provisions that would be needed and readied the old wagon that would serve as the chuck wagon on the drive.
Emerson saddled up after breakfast and headed for the KC, satisfied everyone on Miguel's MM would soon be prepared for the round-up. It was still early when he arrived at Casey's spread. Like Miguel's, it wasn't large but everything was kept in good shape. Flowers along the house were testimony to the female presence.
As Emerson approached Pat Casey stepped onto the porch and greeted him. "Hello, Emerson. Climb down and have a seat." With that Pat dropped into a chair on the porch and indicated another for his visitor.
Emerson brushed the dust from his clothes, climbed the steps, and took his place along side Pat Casey. Emerson realized Pat was waiting for him to speak, so he began. "Mr. Casey, you have some fine looking stock. In fact, I'd say you have too many. Your range is as sparse as Miguel's, and it could lead to a difficult winter."
"I'm afraid you got up awful early to ride all the way over here to tell me something I already know." Pat Casey wasn't one to beat around the bush. "I imagine there is more."
"Mr. Casey, the MM is going to spend a week gathering a trail herd to push over the Benson Trail to Santa Fe. We are asking you and the other ranchers shut off from the Blanco Pass to join us." As Emerson finished, he heard a gasp from the doorway and realized Maria had been listening. She stepped onto the porch and watched her father.
Maria had seen Emerson riding up and wondered what had prompted this early morning visit. Was he on business or was it social? If it was a social call, was he there to see her? She quickly checked her hair and smoothed her blouse with her hands.
Carmella had also seen Emerson's approach and watched her daughter quickly freshen up in the mirror. Maria saw her mother watching her. With no further word, Maria went to stand by the door to listen to the two men who were now seated on the porch.
Deep in thought, Pat Casey looked out over his range. Finally, he turned to Emerson. "You're biting off a lot. I tried it once, and failed. It's bothered me ever since, but I haven't done anything about it I don't know much about you, but you've got the right idea. With the right men it could be done, and there is really no choice. You and Miguel can count on the KC being ready to hit the trail, and this time we'll be ready for Gustin!"
Emerson realized he had been holding his breath, waiting for Pat Casey's reply. He was needed if this drive were to have any chance. "I'm glad you feel that way, sir. We'll try to hit the trail one week from tomorrow. I have to see the others today. With you in, I think they'll join."
"Just a minute!" It was Maria and both men could see the fire in her eyes. "Let me ask a few questions. Who will be in charge? What about Gustin's gang? They will know you're coming and be ready. How will you get by them? How many men will die?"
Watching her, Emerson marveled at her beauty and her logic. "Good questions, Maria. I'm ramrodding this trip. I'll handle Gustin when the time comes, and I realize he may be expecting us."
Maria strode over to where her father and Emerson were seated. It was obvious that she was not finished. She pointed at Emerson as she spoke to Pat Casey.
"Father, I think it would be a mistake to risk cattle and lives on this man. We don't know anything about him. He could be a friend of Taylor's, or in Gustin's gang. He doesn't even wear a gun! How can you trust him? Doesn't that sound easy, saying he will handle Gustin! Will he be there when the fighting starts, and will he be any help?"
"Maria, you are unfair!" It was Carmella Casey appearing on the porch. "We have known Emerson all his life. I trust him with everything we have. Your father has made his decision, and it was the only one he could make. Emerson, thank-you for coming here first. The KC will have a herd ready to leave in a week."
Maria was shocked. How could her mother back this man so completely? With a final glare at Emerson, she retreated into the house.
Pat Casey gave Emerson a big grin, "It sure isn't easy living with two women! Thinking isn't necessary for me anymore. They take care of that. Maybe you'd consider taking one off my hands."
"Sir, I'll take Mrs. Casey with me when I leave, as long as you're making the offer." With that both men broke into laughter, and Carmella Casey had to join them.
"I'm certain that wasn't what Pat meant," laughed Carmella. "He couldn't get by without me and he knows it.
Emerson thanked Pat Casey, mounted his horse and headed toward Jordan's ranch. As he rode, he wondered how sincere Maria's doubts of him were. He found himself smiling when he recalled Carmella Casey's strong defense of him. Pat Casey sure had his hands full.
At the same time, Maria and Carmella were discussing Emerson. "Mother, how can you speak so well of him?" demanded Maria. "You remember his father. You remember him. He hates Spanish people. You should hate him more than I do! What kind of stories did he feed you on the stage coach? What did he tell you?"
"Maria, your thinking is not worthy of you. He spoke of his years at sea and the places he has been. You would find him very interesting if you would only listen. He has become quite a young man."
"Your father has been thinking of another drive for some time, and I have been very worried. The failure of his first drive has been deviling him. He has no choice, but he has a far better chance with Emerson, and I want him to have that chance. Pat is a wonderful, strong man, but this trip will require more than that. Emerson can make the difference."
"What did Dad mean about Emerson taking one of us off his hands? He makes it sound like I'm some old maid he can't get rid of! Then Emerson said he would take you, and everyone laughed. My feelings don't seem to matter around here," Maria pouted.
"Maria, you are unusually sensitive when Emerson is around. If you are concerned about a good impression, I would suggest you don't slap his face too often. However, if he had thought your father was serious with that offer, he would have taken you with him when he left. I'm sure of that."
"I have reason to be sensitive! I remember all the terrible things he said to me. I'm certainly not worried about making a good impression on him." Maria then asked, "Why do you think he would want me after all the hard feelings between us?" She tried to sound casual, but Carmella sensed a strong interest.
"I saw you two at the stage. Sparks were flying. That doesn't happen between most people. I saw how he looked at you. Maria, that big fellow is helpless around you. I never realized it when he worked here all those years ago. His leaving must have been difficult for you."
"Right Mother. I didn't have anyone to insult and degrade me. I almost forgot how much I enjoyed that!"
"Then you also remember the wicked beating he took from Hogan to protect you. It seems to me that you would have difficulty questioning Emerson's courage, knowing what you do."
"You knew about that? Did Emerson tell you, trying to make himself look good?" Maria demanded.
"Of course not! He isn't the sort to talk himself up. It wasn't so hard to figure out. I never told your father about my suspicions," Carmella added. "I knew he would do something and probably get into trouble for it."
"We thought the same thing, or at least Emerson did. Dad would kill any man that bothered me. It was Dad's safety that kept us quiet."
"Then there should be no problem. I want your father to be as safe as possible on this drive. We could have lost him last time he tried. I happen to think Emerson is an extremely capable man and he will carry the burden. I want your father to save his pride, and this ranch, but mostly I want him alive."
Maria understood what her mother was saying and felt contrite. "You are right, of course. Dad would have tried it on his own, and he wouldn't have had much of a chance, not without a crew. Still, I can't get over how much stock you put in this man. You sound like Cathy Jordan. She just raves about him."
"Cathy doesn't have past experiences to influence her thinking. She sees a rugged, handsome young man. One that is well traveled and educated. I'm not surprised she raves about him," stated Carmella.
"I'll try to keep my opinions to myself and help father, but I am going to watch Mr. Trask like a hawk." Maria said determinedly.
Carmella Casey looked at her daughter and smiled. "Please do watch him, but with open eyes. That should be a pleasure."



As Emerson rode up to the Jordans', he saw Cathy by the corrals and swung his gelding that way. "Well, cowboy, you couldn't stay away. I am flattered. I just hope you aren't going to tell me there is some other reason for your visit!" Cathy Jordan had a way of making Emerson feel at ease. He knew she would make a good friend.
"Miss Jordan, a man would ride across this great country just for one of your smiles. I certainly need no other reason to visit, but as long as I'm here, I'd like to speak with your father." Emerson lifted his hat as he spoke.
"Emerson Trask, you have some line! You let a girl down so easy she doesn't even realize what is happening. If you want to meet Dad, just turn around and I'll introduce you."
Turning, Emerson would have known the approaching man was Cathy's father even if she hadn't told him. He had gray hair and a ready smile, but his strength of character was evident. Not a large man, he was close to sixty and seemed in good health.
"Dad, this sweet talker is Emerson Trask. His mother is Molly Hernandez. He rode over just to see me but seems anxious to talk to you. I hope he isn't being fast and loose with me. Emerson, this is my dad, Vernon Jordan."
Emerson dismounted and shook the man's hand. "Mr. Jordan, that was some introduction! Is she always so brief?"
Vernon Jordan showed a smile. "That was really pretty good for Cathy. I just hope some day she'll overcome her shyness. Otherwise, I may wind up with an old maid on my hands. How are you, Emerson?"
The father was a great deal like the daughter, and that wasn't a bad thing, Emerson thought. "Sir, I would like to discuss some business with you. The KC is going to throw a herd on the trail with one from the MM. I just left Pat Casey and he assured me he would be ready with a herd in a week. We'll take the Benson Trail and I will be in charge. I'll be responsible for Gustin's gang and any other problems that come up. I'm here to ask you to throw in with us."
Vernon Jordan was clearly surprised. "I can hardly believe what you are telling me! After all the trouble he had, Pat Casey is going to try the Benson Trail again, with you running the show?"
"Dad, you know I've been trying to talk you into the same thing. Let's throw in with them. There is greater strength in numbers. We are way over stocked and we sure can use the money."
Emerson turned and saw a male version of Cathy standing next to her, and he had been the one urging Vern Jordan to make the drive. Jordan made the introduction. "Emerson, my son Bob. He is a lot younger and less wise than his father. You must realize that death will ride this trail. I'll have to give this some thought. There is nothing fun or exciting about men dying."
Emerson could see this was not a man to push. Stepping into the saddle, Emerson tipped his hat. "Mr. Jordan, I understand your reluctance. It is your decision. We plan on hitting the trail one week from tomorrow and would like to have you with us. However, your decision will be respected, regardless. It has been a pleasure." With that Emerson started his horse toward the next ranch.
As he rode, he could hear the Jordans discussing the drive. Emerson found himself hoping no harm would come to this fine family, but they would have to market some animals if they were going to keep the ranch going. Of that, he was certain.
Vernon Jordan found himself hounded by his offspring. Both wanted him to join with Trask and Casey. He listened to them as long as he could and then fell back on an old ruse. He sent them to town with the wagon for supplies. It wasn't Saturday but they always were happy to go, and that would give him time to think.
As she climbed up along side Bob, Cathy spoke again to her father. "It's sure funny how you always think of things you need from town when we're having a powwow. We'll finish it when we get back."
Maria Casey had been upset that her father had sided with Emerson so quickly, but decided to help anyway she could. She loved her father and her mother's talk about Pat trying that trail again made sense. He needed all the help he could get.
With that in mind, Maria headed for Morgantown to order a list of things they would need for the next several weeks. Ernie Hooker would pick it up in the wagon that evening.
At the same time Tom Taylor was getting a report from Red Gately. The day had begun nicely, but the clod Gately was ruining it.
"Are you sure Ray Brown had the story right? He wasn't drunk or something?" Taylor was giving the messenger a hard time.
"Boss," Red licked his lips and held his hat in his large hands, "I'm real sure. Hell, it was ten in the morning. Miguel Hernandez and that Trask have decided to take a herd over the Benson Trail. They are going to try to get the other ranchers to join them. They hope to leave in a week. That's all he knew."
"They probably won't make it, but what would happen to my plans if they do?" Tom Taylor was annoyed. Things had been going according to his plans and he had been content to play the waiting game. He had to be sure they continued to go his way.
"Cole, perhaps you could discourage others from joining this dangerous venture. A few threats and some muscle in the right places could make quite a difference, don't you think?" Taylor was smiling as he spoke to his ramrod.
When his name was mentioned, Cole Lang left the wall he had been leaning against and moved catlike across the room. He was a thin quiet man, with all the charm of a snake. He had no friends and wanted none. Long ago he realized that fear of his gun was all he could rely on in other men. That fear was his livelihood and his pleasure.
"Sure thing, Mr. Taylor. I'll ride into town with Hogan and a couple of the other boys and spread some discouragement around. Is there anyone in particular you want us to persuade?" Lang showed a rare smile. This was the sort of work he loved.
Tom Taylor saw the pleasure in Lang's face and knew a slight doubt. "I don't much care who you see as long as it involves a rancher. Just don't kill anybody! I only want to give them something to think about. This trail drive could be dangerous, especially if they can't protect themselves in town. How could they ever face Bob Gustin's bunch?" Taylor then added, "Take Red. Maybe he can give someone else an eye as colorful as his own."
It was afternoon when Emerson rode into town. As he approached the general store, he saw a crowd had gathered. He climbed off his horse and worked his way through the small crowd. As he got to the front, he saw Bob Jordan lying on the ground. He appeared to be badly beaten. Cathy Jordan was sitting in the street near Bob, holding her cheek.
Emerson looked around and found Len Hogan, near the store front and he had Maria Casey's shirt in his left hand. He was pulling her to him, trying to bring her face up to his. At that moment Maria scratched Hogan's face with both her hands.
Before Emerson could reach them, Hogan gave Maria a terrible backhand blow to the face, while still clutching her shirt. Maria was knocked back, her shirt tearing in Hogan's hand. As she staggered back, her hands came up to cover the part exposed by the tear.
It was then Maria saw Emerson. His expression was one she would never be able to forget. His face was dark and his lips curled back in a snarl. Anger consumed him. Maria saw the same look she had seen eight years ago inside the same store. Emerson would fight Hogan again!
Maria had met the Jordans as they were riding to Morgantown, and the three had ridden in together. Maria and Cathy decided to visit a friend at the edge of town while Bob took the wagon to the store.
Bob saw Hogan, Lang, and Red loafing nearby, but gave it no further thought. By the time he had gotten down from the wagon and tied the team, Hogan had placed himself in the doorway of the store.
"Would you mind letting me in, Hogan," asked Bob.
"You seem to be kinda pushy, don't you? Are you in a hurry? Maybe you're thinking about a trail drive," taunted the bigger man. "That could be a dangerous trip."
"I just want to go into the store," Bob replied.
"You look sorta yellow to me. Where's that good looking sister of yours?" Hogan asked.
Bob wasn't sure why he was being pushed, but he had determined that Hogan was looking to start something. Bob was eighteen and weighed at least seventy pounds less than Hogan, but was determined to not be bullied. He held little hope of faring well against Hogan, but he knew he was being tested and had to stand up to it.
Hogan never finished his next sentence. "I'd sure like to get my hands on your sister. I bet she'd really-" and Bob hit Hogan on the point of his chin.
Hogan laughed and smashed Bob in the mouth, knocking him back into the street. He then walked after Bob hitting him time and again. Finally, Hogan was holding Bob with one hand, smashing him with the other. That was when Cathy and Maria arrived.
Cathy charged Hogan, pounding him with her fists. Hogan dropped Bob like a doll and gave Cathy a resounding slap that knocked her down into the street, not far from where Bob lay.
By now Hogan had lost all reason. He was like a wolf that smelled blood, unable to control himself. When he saw Maria, a beautiful young woman that had always treated him like he was less than human, he swung toward her.
Maria was horrified as Hogan turned his attention on her. She backed up and found herself against the wall of the store. Hogan reached out and grabbed the front of her shirt, pulling her to him. Seeing his intention, Maria raked Hogan's face with her fingernails. Hogan gave a roar and slapped her face, knocking her back.
Maria felt her shirt give way and saw Hogan's eyes on her. Desperate, she searched the gathering crowd for help as she covered herself. That was when she saw Emerson work his way to the front.
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Maria had no doubt what would happen next. She saw the rage in Emerson's eyes and knew he would fight Hogan. What she didn't know was how the fight would go.
Emerson had learned long ago to keep his temper in check. He had lost it on occasion and the results worried him. He had made it a practice to remain in control of his emotions.
This time, it was impossible for Emerson to control his feelings as he saw what Hogan had just done. Stepping between Hogan and Maria, Emerson looked Hogan in the eye. Even in his anger, he was surprised that Hogan seemed shorter and smaller than he remembered.
"Hogan, I'm going to give you the beating of your life," Emerson told him. "Women and boys seem to be your specialty. Try your luck with a grown man!"
"I heard you were back, Trask. You don't seem to be any smarter than you were eight years ago. I beat you then and I'll do it again."
With that Hogan threw his best punch, an overhand right. He planned on ending this fight before it got started.
Emerson easily stepped inside the swing and blocked it with his left arm. Emerson's right traveled to the point of Hogan's chin. Hogan's head snapped back. He never saw where the punch had come from, but it had hurt. Hogan took a step back, shook his head clear, and studied his adversary. Hogan had been in many fights, but seldom had be been pushed. Usually, he battered away at a man until he wore him down and eventually beat him.
The two circled in the street. Suddenly, Hogan put his head down and charged Emerson, confident his superior weight would take Emerson to the ground. Emerson quickly sidestepped his rush and brought both hands down on the back of Hogan's neck as he went by.
Hogan's chin plowed a groove in the street. He got up and slowly. Changing tactics, he worked his way in close. As he did so, Emerson raked Hogan's face and torso with short, wicked punches. Hogan's big roundhouses seldom connected. When they did Emerson would simply shake them off and continue hammering at Hogan's body.
Hogan managed to trip Emerson to the ground. Emerson rolled as Hogan sent a boot aimed for his head. It missed but glanced off Emerson's shoulder. Hogan's spur sliced Emerson's shirt and started blood flowing. Emerson quickly got to his feet and walked in on Hogan, battering the man relentlessly.
Hogan became desperate. Never had he had a fight go this long. He had never been hurt like this. Fear gave him renewed strength and he moved close and grabbed Emerson in a bear hug. He raised Emerson off the ground as he squeezed with all his strength.
Emerson was amazed at the man's power and knew he had to break the hold. He slammed both hands over Hogan's ears. He felt Hogan relax his grip slightly, so Emerson hammered his ears again. This time Hogan dropped Emerson and brought his hands to the sides of his head. Emerson felt Hogan's nose break from a left. His right hand started Hogan's left eyebrow bleeding. Hogan was weaving and having trouble protecting himself. When he covered his face, Emerson worked on his body. Gradually, Hogan's hands dropped lower and lower, and Emerson pounded away relentlessly.
Hogan went down and Emerson pulled him back up, smashing away at Hogan's face. Emerson was holding the unconscious Hogan up, striking him repeatedly, when he felt a tugging on his shoulder.
"Emerson, that's enough! You don't want to kill him."
Emerson turned to find Maria talking to him, holding her hands over her torn shirt. Maria instinctively knew that she would be able to calm Emerson. She watched him emerge from his rage and drop Hogan to the street. He gently took her arm and led her toward her two friends.
Cathy was on her knees by Bob, who had managed to sit up. A young blonde man in the crowd took his shirt off and offered it to Maria. She took it and put it on over the torn one she was wearing.
Maria had watched the fight in horror. At first, she feared Emerson would suffer another beating at the hands of Hogan. Soon she realized Hogan had no chance with Emerson, who was in a fury. By the finish, Maria felt pity for the brute, Hogan, and pleaded with Emerson to stop. The man didn't deserve to be beaten to death! Emerson had bruises on his face and his shoulder was bleeding from the spur, but he looked much better than the last time he had tangled with Hogan.
As Emerson and Maria walked over to help Bob and Cathy, a slim gunman stepped in front of Emerson.
"You'd better start carrying a gun, mister. I'm going to be looking for you," he threatened.
"You tinhorn, I'm here right now," Emerson laughed back. "Make your play!"
Maria was terrified. Emerson was unarmed and Lang was not a man to take an insult. Before she could warn Emerson, her fears became reality. Lang went for his gun!
As he spoke, Emerson had stepped close to the gunman. Nervously, the man had gone for his gun, only to have Emerson grab his wrist in a vise-like grip. Emerson then slapped the man repeatedly across the face until he went down. Emerson stood over him holding his gun.
"Tell Hogan I'll tear his heart out if he ever bothers these girls again. In fact, I'll tear it out if I ever even see him again. Actions like that will not be tolerated in Morgantown. If he wants to live, he'd better find someplace far from here. As for you, tinhorn, I'll be available anytime you feel lucky, but my advice to you is to get out of town while you're still alive."
Emerson turned to Red, who was standing off to the side, watching. "Red, do you want to buy into this? Fists or guns?"
Red looked away. "I guess not."
Emerson turned his back on Red and tossed Lang's colt into a nearby horse trough. Bending over, he practically lifted Bob to his feet.
"If you can ride, I suggest we get you home," Emerson told the younger man.
"I can make it. That's our wagon. I'll ride in back," Bob replied with effort.
Emerson and the girls helped Bob into the back and used blankets to make him as comfortable as possible. Emerson offered to drive the wagon, but Cathy refused.
"Thanks, but I've been handling these things since I was big enough to walk. I can drive it."
It was at this time, the man that had given Maria his shirt stepped up to the wagon and spoke to Cathy.
"Can I help? I'll drive you home."
"Tom, where were you when Bob needed help earlier?" Cathy asked. "I know you watched that whole thing and never lifted a hand to help us. I hope you watched Emerson and learned something about what men do! I'll manage, thank-you."
As the group mounted and slowly rode out of town, Tom Gordon remained where Cathy had spurned his help. His thoughts bleak and his pride shattered, Tom considered the situation.
He had been afraid to do anything. He knew Cathy and Maria would consider him a coward, and they would be right. A man with intelligence, Tom realized he could not change the past, but the future could improve. He promised himself he would never suffer the shame of cowardice again. Bob had been beaten, but showed he wasn't afraid and would recover from his pain faster than he, Tom Gordon, would get over the embarrassment he had suffered.
The group stopped at the Jordan spread first. Carefully, Emerson helped Bob to his room. No one was in, so they didn't have to explain Bob's condition. When Maria and Emerson left, Cathy was cleaning up Bob's cuts.
"Don't worry about us. I can take care of Bob. You should get home before everyone worries about you," Cathy told them. "Emerson, thanks for everything!" She reached up and gave Emerson a kiss. "You were great!"
Maria and Emerson continued on to the Casey ranch. Both were subdued as they rode. The day's events had tired them out emotionally.
Maria was remembering Emerson's expression when Hogan had struck her. She knew that as long as he were near, Emerson would never allow anyone to mistreat her. That realization gave Maria a thrill.
As they rode, Maria turned to Emerson and asked, "Why did you come back to Morgantown, Emerson?"
Emerson was thoughtful as he answered. "Maria, this is my home. My family is here. I felt it was time to correct some mistakes I had made a long time ago."
"Emerson, I know I shouldn't have slapped you that day in town. It's just that I had promised myself I would do that if I ever saw you again. Somehow it didn't give me the satisfaction I expected."
"Maria, I sure had it coming," Emerson replied with a grin. "It really got my attention, and at least it meant that you remembered me."
"I'm sure you knew I would remember you. You were the one traveling all over the world, meeting all kinds of people. I'm a little surprised you remembered who I was," Maria answered.
"Maria, you can believe me when I say I would not forget you, no matter where I was or who I was with." Emerson's voice sounded so sincere Maria was touched.
"Well, Emerson, it is nice to think I'm not that easily forgotten." Then changing the subject, Maria asked, "Were you serious about Hogan not being able to stay on this range?"
Emerson became very intent as he answered, "Maria, a man that treats decent women like Hogan did you and Cathy, has no place in a civilized society. I've heard of men being hanged for that sort of behavior. I was very serious. If he doesn't leave under his own power, I'll help him. I would never forgive myself if he harmed someone now. It isn't a threat, it is an obligation I feel toward you, Cathy, and all the other decent women of the area. That behavior can't be ignored. It would not be safe."
Maria saw the logic in Emerson's words, but felt surprise at the depth of his emotion. She also realized that she already felt safer thinking about Hogan leaving the area. That Emerson would enforce his ultimatum, she had no doubt.
They rode in silence the rest of the way. It was early evening when the Casey spread came into sight.
"Emerson, will you come in with me?" Maria asked. "My folks are going to have all kinds of questions and my father will want to kill Hogan. They seem to listen to you."
"Maria, I'd be glad to. I'll put your horse away and be right in," replied Emerson.
Carmella Casey was at the stove when Maria went into the house. As usual, Pat was in the next room reading an old magazine.
"Maria, did I see you ride in with Emerson? Did you invite him in?" Carmella was smiling. "I guess you were serious when you said you would keep an eye on him." At that point, Carmella looked at Maria.
"My God, Maria, what happened?" Carmella demanded. At the change in his wife's tone, Pat Casey rose and entered the kitchen.
Carmella was not done with her questions. "Why are you wearing that shirt and whose is it? What happened to your cheek?" Carmella had walked closer to Maria as she spoke. "Are you all right, dear?"
Maria began to sob. The events of the day had been overwhelming and now that she was home, Maria could no longer hold the tears back. Her mother took her onto her arms. "Take your time and tell us what happened," Carmella soothed Maria as she spoke.
Carmella had been looking at the strange shirt Maria wore. Gently, she unfastened two buttons and confirmed her suspicions.
"Maria, did someone rip your shirt?"
Maria's response was to sob even more. At that time, Emerson stepped in the doorway. Pat Casey started across the room toward Emerson.
"What do you mean, bringing our daughter home like this?" Pat demanded of Emerson. "There had better be a damn good explanation, and it had better be quick! Otherwise we'll step outside and settle this now!"
Maria left her mother and stepped in front of Emerson. "Dad, it wasn't Emerson! You should know that! He would never do this to me!"
"I don't know anything, but I want to. One of you tell me what happened, and now!"
Maria was regaining her composure. "On my way to town, I met Cathy and Bob Jordan. Cathy and I stopped to visit Cindy Shuman. She wasn't home so we went on to the store. We found Hogan beating Bob. When Cathy started hitting Hogan, he backhanded her and she fell in the street near Bob. Then Hogan came after me. He was like a crazy animal! I clawed him and he hit me and tore my shirt open."
Pat Casey reached up and took his gun belt off a peg and started putting it on. Carmella was beside him, imploring, "Don't do anything foolish. Taylor's men will shoot you if you go over there! At least hear Maria's story. Then, if you must, go over there in the morning, in the light. Emerson, will you go with Pat?"
"There is no need, Dad," Maria cried. "Emerson took care of Hogan!"
Carmella and Pat turned their attention to Emerson, who remained standing in the doorway. Carmella looked at Emerson. "You fought him again." It was a statement and not a question. Of course Emerson would fight Hogan after what he did to Maria.
"Mother, Emerson beat the daylights out of Hogan!" Maria told her parents. "He won't bother anyone for a long time. I stopped Emerson. I was afraid he would kill Hogan."
"I should have realized sooner what was going on," apologized Emerson. "I never would have let Hogan touch Maria, or Cathy. He could be hanged for actions like that. This Taylor must feel he's the big frog in this pond."
"Thanks for stepping in, Emerson. I didn't mean to accuse you of anything. I was just upset about this whole thing," Pat Casey said. "So you took care of Hogan? I sure would have enjoyed seeing that! I'm surprised Lang wasn't there backing him, like he usually does. You'll have to watch out for him now."
Maria was now smiling as she recounted the day's events. "Dad, Lang did try to back Hogan's play. After I persuaded Emerson to leave Hogan alone, Lang tried to threaten Emerson right there in the street."
Pat Casey looked at his daughter. "Tried? You'd better finish this story."
"Emerson called Lang a tinhorn and Lang went for his gun. Emerson was unarmed. Emerson stepped close to Lang and grabbed his wrist before Lang could get his colt out. Then he backhanded Lang until he felt into the street, near Hogan. Emerson had Lang's gun in his hand. He asked Red Gately if he wanted to try it with fists or guns, but Red wanted no part of Emerson!"
Carmella was amazed at Maria. She seemed to have changed her opinion of Emerson quite abruptly. Now, he was her personal champion.
"Emerson took Lang's gun away from him? That hurt him more than shooting him. He'll be gunning for you now," Pat declared.
"I'll be ready if he does," Emerson answered, "but I hope it's all over. I don't look for this kind of excitement."
Carmella joined in, "You look a lot better than the last time you two fought, Emerson. Still, it looks like a nasty slice in your shoulder. It would be a good idea to let us clean it up. Sit down here and we'll take a look at it." With that Carmella pulled a kitchen chair around for Emerson.
"Thanks, but I'll be fine. It's only a scratch," protested Emerson.
Maria felt guilt when her mother mentioned the cut. "You should have mentioned that. I was so wrapped up in my own embarrassment, I never thought to see if you were okay. Now sit down and let us see that cut!"
Emerson looked at Pat Casey, who simply shook his head. "Emerson, I never have any luck when the two of them agree on something. You may as well take a seat and get it over with."
Emerson sat down and the two women went to work on his shoulder. Carmella took hot water from the stove and swabbed the injury. Part of Emerson's shirt was stuck to the wound.
"Pat, please get one of your shirts for Emerson," directed Carmella. "This one is in pretty sad shape. Emerson, take what is left of your shirt off. This cut looks worse than we suspected."
Emerson began to protest. "I really don't think that is necessary. This shirt isn't that bad."
Maria, who had been helping her mother, took the torn section of his shirt in her hand and gave a quick pull. The fabric parted across Emerson's shoulders.
Carmella and Pat looked at Maria in complete shock. "Isn't that easier than arguing with this stubborn clod? Now take off the rest of those rags while Dad gets a shirt for you."
Realizing he had little choice, Emerson removed what was left of his shirt while Pat went in search of another.
Carmella gave an audible gasp as Emerson dropped the rag that had been his shirt to the floor. She turned red as Maria and Emerson directed their attention her way.
"I'm sorry about that," she apologized. "I just wasn't prepared for this! Emerson, I have to say you seem to be a very healthy young man."
Maria laughed at her mother's discomfort. "Life at sea seems to add muscle and tan doesn't it, Mother? Your reaction is like Cathy's when we saw Emerson cleaning Three Rock Springs with his shirt off."
"You didn't tell me about that. If you had, I might not have been so surprised just now."
Emerson was embarrassed at being the focus of the two women's discussion. "If you would, please remember why I'm sitting here like this. Once my shoulder is cleaned up a little, I'll be on my way."
Maria laughed again. "Emerson, men talk about women this way all the time, and we're supposed to feel complimented. It can be a bit demeaning at times, can't it?"
Carmella was examining the cut in Emerson's shoulder as she finished cleaning it. "I think a few stitches are in order here, Emerson. This is a nasty slice. Maria has helped the doctor sew her father's arm. Do you think you could stitch Emerson's shoulder, Maria? I know I can't do that sort of thing."
"Mother, get everything ready. This looks pretty simple. I'll have it done in no time," Maria answered as she looked at the cut.
Emerson protested, "I really don't think stitches are necessary. Just give me a shirt and I'll be going." With that he began to stand.
Maria put her hand on his good shoulder and pushed him back to the seat. "Do I detect fear in your voice? Don't you trust me?"
"It isn't that. I just think we are making this worse than it is. I'll heal up fine."
"Good. As long as you trust me, we'll get it done right now. Mother hand me the needle and thread." Maria gave Emerson a strange smile as she spoke.
"Mrs. Casey, she seems to enjoy this! Can I appeal to you? I'll be fine."
"Emerson, this won't be bad. Sit still and Maria will be done in no time," Carmella was fascinated as she watched Maria take the needle and thread it. Then she held it in the flame of the stove for a few seconds.
Maria was enjoying the moment. She felt in control. Emerson was at her mercy and it felt great. Emerson sat very still and quiet as Maria began to sew the flesh. As she worked, her breast brushed Emerson's arm.
Emerson found the pain of the stitches had far less affect on him than the closeness of Maria. As she worked on his cut, his face became flushed. He worked hard to remain still and calm.
It was not by accident Maria was brushing against Emerson. She watched his reaction closely and enjoyed his obvious excitement. Maybe he wasn't as tough as he seemed. Maria found it somewhat difficult to concentrate as well.
As she finished, Maria slowly lowered her hand to a small round, red scar on Emerson's chest. Touching it, Maria asked, "Emerson, is this from a bullet? Where did you get it, and when?"
"Yes, it is from a bullet, over a year ago, on Christmas Eve. That was in South America." Emerson tried to change the subject. "Thanks for the sewing job, Maria. I hardly felt it. You were really quite good."
Maria hardly heard Emerson's last statement. "You were shot in the chest? On Christmas Eve? In South America! It's a wonder you are alive. Was it over a card game, like your father, or some bar maid? I really do hate you!" Maria burst into tears and ran from the room.
Pat Casey had finally reappeared with a shirt in his hand, and witnessed Maria's outburst. He was totally bewildered, as was Emerson.
"I had a little trouble finding the right shirt. Here Emerson, take this." With that Pat handed it to the now standing Emerson. "What was that all about?"



Carmella had watched the entire scene and knew the problem. She understood Maria's emotions. Emerson's story had upset Carmella as well. Still, it was regrettable that Maria had mentioned Emerson's father as she had.
"Emerson, I'm sure Maria didn't mean that comment she made. I think the idea of shootings, especially at Christmas, was upsetting. Don't hold it against her."
As Emerson put on the shirt Pat Casey had just given him, he spoke to Carmella. "I don't blame Maria. I have never given her any reason to think well of me. Her conclusions are not unreasonable, given what she knows about me, and my father. Thanks for everything. I'll be on my way now."
Pat Casey walked with Emerson to his horse. He spoke as Emerson mounted. "I guess this started the whole thing in motion. Now you see what we are up against. Taylor is desperate to control the entire basin. I'm even more determined to stop him, especially after this. Emerson, Carmella and I won't forget what you did for Maria today."
"I think getting a herd through to Santa Fe will go a long ways in ruining his plans, Pat. We have to work on getting that done. As for helping Maria, I'll do that any chance I get." Emerson mounted his horse as he spoke and turned down the trail toward home.
Carmella went to Maria's room and found her face buried in a pillow, with muffled sobs the only indication Maria was awake.
"Maria, you've had a very difficult day. I want you to have some dinner and get some sleep. You will feel better in the morning."
"Mother, I don't know what made me say those terrible things." Maria turned her face to look at her mother. Tears were flowing down her cheeks. "I just became so angry when I saw that scar."
"I think I know how you feel." Carmella sat down on the bed and wiped the tears from Maria's cheeks. "The idea that he could have killed in some far away place, and on a special day seems terrible. Men don't seem to think of others when they do some of the things they do."
"However, Maria, that comment about his father was unkind," continued Carmella. "You must try not to bring up things like that, unless of course, you really do hate Emerson. To be honest, I didn't get the impression you hated him when you worked on his shoulder. It seemed quite the opposite."
Maria looked down as she replied, "Mother, I guess I don't really hate him, but don't go making us into something we aren't. We will probably never even be good friends. Too much has happened. I have trouble forgetting things he said and did, and he must hate me after what I said tonight."
Carmella smiled as she caressed her daughter's cheek. "I have the impression Emerson could never hate you. In fact, he seems to be quite smitten by you."
"I think your imagination is taking over for you now, Mother. Look how I've treated him since he's been back. I'm certain he cannot even tolerate me now."
Carmella decided to let the conversation end. Maria seemed calmer and was considering what Carmella had said.
"Maria, you have to be more careful. Your father, or Emerson, may not always be around to help. Try not to get into situations that are dangerous."
"Mother, we were in the middle of town in broad daylight! How much more careful should I have to be?"
"It seems that Taylor is having his men terrorize women. That won't be allowed in this country. He will have problems answering for his men, but you be careful. You are too lovely to fall into the clutches of men like Hogan." Carmella stated.
"Mother, Red Gately had a black eye and he was very careful to avoid Emerson. I heard him tell Lang that Emerson was the one that helped 'the Casey woman' out the other day. What was that about?"
Pat Casey had stepped in the doorway as Maria spoke. He swung to his wife. "Carmella, what is she talking about? Did you have a problem with that damn Red Gately?"
Father and daughter turned their attention to Carmella. "It wasn't so much. Red made some insulting remarks at Simon's station while we were switching teams. He made the mistake of doing so with Emerson present. I was able to step over Red's unconscious body and resume my trip home. I saw no reason to upset everyone and cause even more friction with Taylor's hardcase bunch. I don't want anyone hurt."
Pat Casey hugged his wife. "I understand how you feel, but don't ever keep something like this from me again! I should thank Emerson for helping you. Gately, Hogan, and Lang. Maybe he can make this trail drive work, although I'm sure it will take more than fists before it's all done."
That evening Maria went to bed early. She needed to be alone to sort out her thoughts. Her father and Ernie were actually excited about the impending trail drive. Emerson had given them hope when everything seemed darkest. Her mother obviously held Emerson in high regard. Maria could only imagine how the Jordans, especially Cathy, would feel toward Emerson. Cathy had made no secret of her interest in the rugged, good looks of Emerson.
Maria wondered how Emerson felt about Cathy and knew an unusual emotion. Why should she care? Hadn't she, Maria, gotten over him years ago. She was no longer a school girl with infatuations. She thought back to the times she had cried herself to sleep in this very room because of Emerson Trask. He would never break her heart again! The problem was, he was becoming difficult to hate, and that concerned her. With these thoughts going through her mind she fell asleep.
As Emerson rode home, he found his thoughts returning to Hogan striking Maria and the reaction it had caused in him. He knew that he would never be able to see Maria suffer without feeling pain himself. His anger had been uncontrollable. Emerson was glad that Maria had stopped him from hurting Hogan any further.
Emerson knew Taylor's men would not have started the trouble if they hadn't been encouraged, or even ordered, to do so by Taylor. This was a man Emerson had come to dislike, and he had yet to meet him.
Emerson again turned his thoughts to Maria. She had become very upset when she heard his response to her questions about the scar. She had accused him of being like his father, which was not intended as a compliment. Reasonably, what else could she think? A person doesn't get scarred like that in church. It had to be from some sort of fight. She was right about that.
Still, she had been so tender when she had stitched his cut.
He knew he should never get his hopes up where Maria was concerned. Girls like her deserved the very best. Emerson decided he would have to be content doing whatever he could to help Maria and her family. He had no right to expect anything more.
Tom Gordon rode into the Casey yard early the next morning. He wasted no time in telling Pat why he was there.
"Pat, I showed yellow yesterday in town and I'm ashamed of it. I want to help you get your cattle ready for the trail drive and then go with you on that drive. I have to prove to myself, and everyone else, that I have some nerve! Will you let me help?"
Pat Casey listened to the young man's anguish. Then he spoke, "I would be proud to have you along! Admitting you had fear goes a long way to getting over it. You seem to have learned that there are worse things than being beaten in a fight. Your pride was hurt. I think the next few weeks will give you the chance to regain it."
That morning the Casey spread was a beehive of activity. Pat, Ernie, Tom, and Joe Mauro, the only rider Pat had been able to retain since the previous year, were readying equipment and horses. Everyone was busy and felt as if they were once again working a cattle ranch. Maria was helping where she could when she heard a horse trot into the yard.
Cathy Jordan sat on her mare, looking in the direction of Tom Gordon.
"Maria, what is he doing here? Isn't he afraid he'll get hurt?"
It was obvious that Cathy had not forgotten the part Tom played, or did not play, in the previous day's events.
"I know how you feel, Cathy. Tom showed up early this morning. He asked Dad if he could join up. He said he showed yellow and wanted to prove to himself and everyone else that he had some backbone. I think he showed courage admitting he was afraid of Hogan and Lang," Maria responded.
"He admitted he was afraid?" asked Cathy. "That's a step in the right direction. He'll have opportunities to show some nerve on the drive. It won't be a picnic."
Maria knew Cathy would take awhile to calm down and in a few days would regret some of the things she said today. "You're riding early today so I guess you must feel okay. How is Bob doing?"
"Bob can't get out of bed this morning and his face is swollen and purple. He feels proud that he didn't take any lip from that awful Hogan, but he's down about getting whipped like he did. He is real upset about Hogan hitting me. In fact, I think that bothers him the most."
"Well, you tell him that I'm real proud of him. He had to have a great deal of courage to take on Hogan." Maria was sincere. "There aren't many men that could handle him like Emerson did."
"I'll tell him. I can't stop thinking about that brute Hogan and how he struck us. Maria, for some reason I expected more from Tom. I know he's a banker that grew up in the city, but I really thought he would come through when the chips were down."
"I'm riding over to Miguel's and I was hoping you would ride with me. Dad wouldn't commit to trailing a herd yesterday when Emerson stopped by, but nothing can stop us now!" Cathy's spirits lifted as she spoke. "Was Dad mad when he saw Bob! At first he didn't notice my cheek. When he saw this mark he almost went berserk! We practically had to tie him down to keep him from going after Hogan. When Bob and I described the beating Emerson gave Hogan and the sorry shape we left him in, Dad seemed a lot happier"
"I'd like to go with you but I have a list of things we need from town and didn't remember yesterday, so-"
Maria was cut off by her mother. "Maria, ride with Cathy. You can run those errands later. I think it would be good for you both."
Cathy saw the opening, "Thanks, Carmella. Maria I'll get your horse while you hurry and get ready to go. I'll be waiting."
Maria noticed her mother's glance as she was preparing to leave. "I never go anywhere not looking my best, so don't read anything into this." Maria had changed her shirt and combed her hair differently.
Carmella smiled, "Maria, I don't know what you mean. Remember you are going to watch Emerson like a hawk. I suspect you may be watched some yourself."
As the two women rode Cathy confided, "Maria, Dad had decided not to send a herd. Mother hasn't been well and he didn't want anything to happen to upset her. He was furious at Hogan when Emerson got us home, but my mother was the one! She seems so frail, but she poured it on my father. They were born Texans and it means a lot to them. She wouldn't hear of us not joining when she found out why Hogan had been threatening Bob. She said, "The Vern Jordan I married would have sent a herd and never wavered. Bob showed he wasn't afraid, so deal the Jordans in!"
"This drive frightens me, but my folks feel it is necessary." Maria was talking. "I know there will be shooting and I don't want anyone to get hurt. Everyone seems to think Emerson is the answer to their prayers, but he can't rely on his fists all the time. We're in it, so I am going to help any way possible. I do want it to succeed. I know everyone in the basin needs the money, and besides I hate to see a man like Taylor succeed."
"Maria, you saw Emerson handle those men! I was groggy but I saw it all, and I enjoyed it. He's different from anyone I've ever seen. We saw he was strong that day at the spring. The difference is he has ability and training to go along with it. He is a real fighting man and I don't think he would lose with guns. Bob thinks Emerson is tremendous. He has a way of gaining people's trust."
"I hope he is as capable as you say. We'll find out over the next few weeks if that trust is well placed. I also want you to be kind to Tom. He volunteered to help round the cattle up and drive them to Santa Fe. He feels as low as a man can. He'll show better next time he's tested, I'm sure." Maria continued, "You said Emerson was different. What would have happened to Tom if he had stepped in? Do you think the results would have been good?"
Cathy gave it some thought. "You're right. Tom probably would have been beaten like Bob, or if he won, Lang would have threatened Tom or even shot him. I sure wouldn't want that!"
Maria saw Cathy was softening. "I'm glad you see it that way. It would seem that Emerson did more than just sail the seas the past eight years. I wonder where he learned to fight? I hope he is on the up and up."
Cathy glanced at her friend. "I don't know how someone you don't like could have ever hurt you so badly. Usually, people are hurt by those they like and trust. Could Emerson have been bad enough to deserve this? Did he break your heart?"
Maria maintained her best poker face. "Of course not. He simply insulted and annoyed me beyond human endurance. I am not going to be easily fooled by him. I hope for our sakes he is the real thing."
Before reaching the Hernandez' ranch, the two women came upon Pedro, Shorty, and Miguel working cattle, preparing a herd for the trail. Shorty saw them first and rode over to greet them.
"You ladies have to stop chasing me around like this. I have to think about my reputation."
The two friends laughed and Cathy retorted, "Shorty, you should have thought about that lost commodity a long time ago. We rode over to talk to Emerson. Is he around?"
"He took his sister back to the ranch. Nancy insisted on joining us but she was up before the sun and was worn out by mid morning. How does he rate to have the prettiest girls in the country riding to see him? Cathy, could I ask about that bruise on your cheek? In fact, it seems to be contagious. Maria, what happened?"
Maria answered for them both. "We can't be seen talking to a man of your reputation. Emerson can answer all your questions. We are here on business, so don't consider him too lucky."
Shorty chuckled, "I heard you two have been fighting since you were big enough to walk. I wouldn't want to fight him now, although I would guess you're better equipped for it than I am."
Now Maria laughed. "I choose to take that remark as a compliment, but I should be insulted. We have to leave before you sweet talk us any more. So long."
Fifteen minutes saw the two travelers ride into the Hernandez yard. Emerson was conversing with his mother as they approached. Molly Hernandez' happiness was apparent.
"Come in girls! I can't remember the last time you two visited. You both know Emerson. Of course Maria does. You two go back quite a ways. Cathy Jordan, my son, Emerson. Cathy's family moved into the basin several years ago, from Texas."
"Molly, I've seen this cowboy a few times, though not always with so much clothes on," Cathy laughed. "I also saw him in town for a short time yesterday, or didn't he mention it?"
"Dear, I'm not certain I follow all of what you just said, but Emerson didn't mention seeing you in town, or even that he was in town. I'll get you both a drink." Molly disappeared into the house, leaving Emerson with the two girls.
"Emerson, you didn't tell anyone about that fight! I know you didn't forget about it, so you must have your reasons, other than modesty." Cathy had dismounted and walked up to Emerson as Maria watched. "You're red. Did I embarrass you?"
Emerson looked at Cathy's bruise as he spoke, "You say the darndest things. That remark about me wearing clothes wasn't needed. What will my mother think? How is your cheek?" Emerson turned Cathy's face to one side and lightly touched her face.
"Maybe everyone will think I've swept you off your feet. It really doesn't hurt much," Cathy responded as Emerson studied her face. "Bob is real sore. You were right about him not getting out of bed today. Emerson, I can't thank you enough for yesterday, although I have some news that may help. You can deal the Jordans in on this drive to Santa Fe!"
Once again Maria felt conflicting emotions as she watched Cathy and Emerson. They looked like such a fine couple and he really showed concern for her. Why did that bother Maria? If Cathy were foolish enough to fall for this man it shouldn't bother Maria. Yet she felt annoyed.
"I think it's the only choice your family had, other than let Taylor have your place for a song. From what I saw of the Jordans, they don't give up."
Maria could no longer remain silent. "A lot of people are depending on you. This is going to be very dangerous and the enemy won't always settle it with fists. Lives may be lost. I sure hope you are up to it!"
Emerson returned Maria's attention. "Maria, I didn't cause this situation. I am working to help solve it. Men could die and they know that. The freedom to exercise your rights and care for your family is something men have fought and died for over centuries. If life at any cost is more important to someone, they should probably leave this basin, because it will be hot here. Men make choices every day. Some they live with and some they die for."
Emerson saw Maria hesitate at his reply. Why was he always at odds with her? Even so, he admired her fire and nerve. She wasn't one to keep her thoughts and ideas to her self.
"I understand everything you said, and I agree. It's just that these people seem to feel you can make the difference between success and failure, life and death. I hope you don't let everyone down!" Maria shot back.
Cathy spoke up, "Okay, you two! We are on the same side and we'll do all we can to make this work. Let it go at that."
"Maria told me that Tom Gordon, the son of our local banker, is going on the drive. He was a spectator at yesterday's show and feels guilty about his lack of nerve. He did loan his shirt to Maria. I think he may be a lot of help, although I'll never tell him so. He's sweet on Maria so he'll stick it out." Cathy smiled at Maria as she finished.
"I don't think we should judge him too harshly," Emerson replied. "I understand Tom and his father are quite understanding to the local ranchers, even when the bank must be getting pressure from Taylor. They seem to show some integrity. Maria certainly could do worse."
"I don't need you two to run my personal life!" Maria answered heatedly. "Just worry about getting the cattle to Santa Fe. Tom and I are friends. He is a gentleman, one without any bullet holes in him." Maria regretted her retort as soon as she said it.
Cathy was surprised at Maria's emotion. "What is she talking about now? I've known her for several years and I've never seen her behave this way. You do something to her, Emerson."
Maria realized she was heading back into the same territory she had covered with Emerson the previous evening. Remembering how she had felt after insulting him then, Maria was trying to think of something that would help her seem less miserable. "Emerson, while I am here, I want to check those stitches." Maria dismounted and walked up to join Cathy. "I will not accept any excuses. Sit down on the porch and let me have a look."
"What stitches? What bullet hole? Maria, what is going on?" Cathy was confused by her friend's statement.
Emerson was looking at Maria, trying to read her intentions. "I'll let you check my stitches, although I am certain they are doing fine. First, let me look at that bruise Hogan left." Slowly, Emerson took Maria's face in his left hand and turned it, touching her bruise with his right.
Emerson glanced at the discoloring and studied Maria's face. Her eyes were closed, so he felt he could stare without attracting undo attention. She was more beautiful than he remembered. Her nose was small and straight and her skin flawless. He could smell her fragrance. . Reluctantly, Emerson removed his hand from Maria's cheek.



Maria had forgotten the mark on her cheek. As Emerson stepped close and held her face in his hands, she felt herself tremble. She closed her eyes and stood very still, afraid to talk or move. She knew she would give herself away. Emerson released her chin and stepped back. Then he unbuttoned his shirt. Maria felt her face flush and glanced to see if Cathy had noticed. Cathy was giving her an unreadable look, and then turned to watch Emerson.
"If you don't mind, I'll use the buttons on this one. I'm getting low on shirts."
Maria smiled. "You see. It worked, didn't it? I won't have to rip any more shirts off you, will I?" Then Maria saw Molly standing in the doorway, a look of confusion on her face.
"Molly, it isn't what it might sound like! Emerson suffered a cut on his shoulder yesterday. He wouldn't take his shirt off so I could look at it, so I tore it off. My mother and father were there."
"That does clear things up, dear. If you have to tear his shirt off, then go ahead, for whatever reason. We can get more." With that Molly and Cathy both laughed, while Maria felt her face redden again.
Molly had been watching her son and the two girls while she was preparing the drinks. They had almost never visited her before. They had no reason. Molly understood the allure a young man like Emerson could have and was proud of him.She allowed herself the luxury of daydreaming. It would be wonderful if one of these two girls were her daughter-in -law. They both were beautiful and came from such good families. That they were attracted to Emerson, she had no doubt. How could they not be? He had grown into a handsome, intelligent, rugged young man.
Emerson had taken his injured shoulder from the shirt and sat on the top step. All three women gathered around him, inspecting the gash and Maria's handywork. It was red, but appeared to be healing already.
"Now, look at this." Maria had placed her finger next to the small scar on Emerson's chest. "That was a Christmas present a year ago!" Maria was curious to see how the others would react.
Molly gasped. "Emerson, I never heard about that. How bad was it? How did it happen? I can't imagine it not being very serious. You were shot in the chest!"
"Mother, I am fine now. That is the important thing." Emerson stood as he spoke. He was directly in front of Maria, and as their eyes met, he scolded her. "Maria, I know you don't want my mother to be upset. This scar seems to do that, so let's not make an issue of it. You don't want me to beat you worse than Hogan did."
"Emerson, if you think you scare me, forget it. I know you won't lay a finger on me, at least not without my permission. Save your threats for Hogan. I'm here right now, so beat me," Maria laughed. "I know you too well. However, I won't bring the scar up again, just to be nice."
Cathy and Molly were laughing as well. "It looks like she has your number, Cowboy. You look tough to some people, but Maria isn't frightened. Scaring women isn't your strong point."
The girls finished the drinks Molly had produced and mounted their horses. Molly was reluctant to see them leave.
"You girls have to stop in more often. It is so nice to have someone to talk and laugh with. Promise you'll be back."
"Molly, as long as that good looking son of yours is around, you'll have all kinds of company. I know I'll be back!" Cathy admitted.
"Molly, we enjoyed your company and really don't need some banged-up cowboy to lure us over here. We'll visit again," Maria assured Molly.
As the girls rode, Cathy asked Maria, "Did you almost feint when Emerson was looking at your bruised cheek? I thought you were going to pass out!"
"Cathy! You are so observant. I did get a little weak, and I dislike myself for it. I know how a moth feels about the flame now. He does something to me. You saw that."
"I sure did. Maybe you could fill me in on 'the old days'. You seem to be a lot more open about Emerson now."
"He was always very good looking, although he has gotten even better. We were thrown together a lot as kids. It is a small town. He always teased and picked on me for being part Spanish. I wanted to believe it was to get my attention, but his father was a very prejudiced man, of little accomplishment. Gradually, I began to feel he was quite serious about my heritage and that I wasn't as good as he was."
"When his mother and Miguel became engaged, years after his father had been killed in a fight in a cantina, I rubbed it in. I probably went too far. He accused 'my people' of doing anything to become American, as if we weren't already. It really stung me. Then he attacked Miguel in the dinning room of the hotel and was arrested. The marshal agreed to release him if he would go live with his uncle. I never got to talk to him before he left. I had hoped he would apologize for his comments, and I would have gladly done the same. He never wrote to me or anything."
"Now he is back. I'm afraid it looks like I pined for eight years, just waiting for the world traveler to return. He saw all kinds of places and people, including women, while I sat in Morgantown. Everyone will think I was a desperate woman, including Emerson. I'm afraid I could lose all pride when I am around him. Then I say and do mean spirited things to him to save my ego."
"Cathy, I don't know what to think or feel. I have a deep fear that this is going to cause pain and embarrassment for me. I don't want to go through that again."
Cathy had listened as Maria told her story. She had not realized how much Maria had been affected by Emerson and his departure. When Maria finished her confession, Cathy tried to comfort her.
"Maria, I didn't guess how deep this was. I can see exactly why you are afraid of your feelings. You must have been pretty miserable for a long time when he left. I always wondered why you were so cool to all the fellows that tried to get close to you over the years. I thought you were waiting for someone special. I never realized you already had met him and he was gone."
"You be careful, but give Emerson a chance. He seems to regret the things he said and did to you. He was incredible when Hogan tore your shirt! If you hadn't stopped him, he might have killed Hogan. My guess is the guy is head-over-heels in love with you, and always has been. Just take it slow and see if he proves himself to you. I'll help any way I can."
Maria had tears in her eyes when she faced Cathy. "You are the best friend I could ever have! I think I may need your help getting this straightened out. I am so confused. Thanks, Cathy."
Molly was giving Emerson motherly advice. "Emerson, you should marry one of those girls. They like you, and why isn't that a surprise? They are lovely and from good families."
"Mother, I know they are. The thing is, they may not feel I am. You are wonderful, of course. It's just that Dad wasn't everything he might have been. Will people hold that against me?"
"Emerson, your father was from a good family. He was spoiled as a child and lacked direction. He took the easy way out of everything. You aren't like that. I have seen the difference already. So have those girls. You should be proud. Look how you have turned out."
Emerson knew his mother was partial, but a compliment was always nice. "Thanks, Mother. I hope I can live up to expectations."
He then explained that he had to get back and help the others. Molly returned to her chores in the house. Going to his bunk, Emerson pulled out his war bag and removed a pair of holstered colts and put them on. Maria was correct in thinking things would get worse and he needed to be prepared. Emerson also realized that carrying a gun could require shooting someone, but others depended on him and he never was one to avoid responsibility.
The next few days were some of the longest and most satisfying Emerson had ever put in. They were in the saddle before sunup and didn't stop until full dark. Emerson had discussed the need for more riders to trail the herd and several of the ranchers had agreed to hire a few that always hung around town looking for work. On the morning of the fourth day, Emerson saw riders approaching as he worked with his crew.
Vern Jordan and Pat Casey rode close to Emerson and stopped their mounts. Pat Casey spoke, "Emerson, we can't get anybody to ride for us. It seems that Tom Taylor needed more hands and hired every available man in the area. I'm worried that we won't have enough to handle the size trail herd we'll be taking."
Jordan added, "Not only that but Joe Mauro, the only hand Pat had kept on, quit and went to work for Taylor. Bob is better and helping, and Cathy is doing a man's job so we'll be ready, but Pat is right about the drive. We're going to be a few men short, at least."
Emerson listened to the ranchers then formed his reply. "I didn't realize to what extent Taylor would go to ruin the ranchers in this basin. What he did is low, but certainly legal. We will simply make the drive with the riders we have. It'll mean more work, and possibly poorer time, but it can be done. Again, I see no choice."
The three conferred, and then Casey and Jordan rode back to resume the preparations for the drive. Emerson saw the men look at the guns he now wore, but neither mentioned it. He was gloomier than he let on to his neighbors. This would be a difficult trip at best. Undermanned, it could be next to impossible.
Emerson decided to ride into town and see for himself what the atmosphere was. Riding over to Shorty, he explained his intentions.
"I noticed you started packing iron the other day, but only found out about that battle with Hogan yesterday, when I ran into Tom Gordon. You are kinda reluctant to talk about yourself and I appreciate that. It seems to me that we are all in this and should know what the situation is all the time. If Taylor has toughs throwing weight around, I should be prepared. That is my lecture for the day," and Shorty became silent.
"You have a good point. I didn't want everyone to worry, but you can't go around blind either. My mistake, Shorty," grinned Emerson. "It won't happen again."
"I'm glad that's settled." Shorty smiled back. This man was hard to dislike! "I'll ride in with you. We're about done and you seem to attract lightening and might need a man to side you."
Marshal Sam Cook had held his job for ten years. He knew he had lasted for two reasons. He didn't have much trouble to handle, and he was fair to everyone. He was on the far side of fifty and had hoped to finish his career in this town he had come to call his own.
He saw Emerson and Shorty ride in. He missed the fight with Hogan and Lang earlier in the week, but had heard plenty about it. Few western men would stand for a woman to be mistreated and Sam was no exception. He wondered if he could have handled the situation if he hadn't been out at Slick's listening to a story about some missing chickens. A few townspeople implied he had been lucky to be somewhere else, and to himself, he agreed.
He had held Emerson in his jail overnight, eight years ago. Some men held grudges over things like that. Would Emerson? Sam decided to take the direct route and met Emerson as he dismounted at the hotel.
"Emerson Trask, I'm Marshal Cook. You probably remember me. Last time you spent a night in this town you were my guest." Sam Cook stood on the walk and waited for Emerson's reaction.
"Marshal, it's good to see you! Sure I remember that night. You did me a good turn and I thank you for it. It could have been a lot worse. When I had time to think back on it, I realized you were really quite easy on me." Emerson smiled and extended his hand.
Sam Cook felt relief and wonder at the same time. "You're about the first person I ever had thank me for putting them in jail. I don't think I would relish trying to do it now." He took Emerson's hand and shook it.
"I heard about the job you did on Hogan and Lang. They got what they had coming, although there aren't many that could administer that lesson." The lawman continued, "Things are coming to a head around here and I'm asking you to avoid trouble if you can."
Emerson faced the marshal, "I never look for trouble, but I have found it pays to be ready for it. I heard Taylor has hired all available hands in the area. Is that true?"
"Yeah, that seems to be the case. He covers every angle and legally, so far. He's a pillar of the community," replied Cook with sarcasm.
"Shorty and I won't be very long. We have a lot to do. I thought we would look around and see if there are any riders we could hire. That shouldn't cause any trouble, so rest easy, marshal." Emerson then went to the hotel bar, with Shorty close behind.
Tom Taylor had been livid when he learned Hogan and Lang had been bested by Emerson Trask. Hogan had gone straight to the bunkhouse but Logan and Gately reported to the ranch house.
"How could you be so stupid? When Trask got the upper hand his position was strengthened. In effect, you helped him. That was the opposite of what you were supposed to accomplish. Can't you do anything right?" ranted Taylor at his gunmen.
"Don't push too hard, boss." Lang spoke softly, but something in his manner worried both Red and Taylor. "I took a man too lightly and I paid for it, but not like he'll pay. I take your money but never think you have the right to talk down to me!'
Taylor backed off, "I didn't mean anything by it, Lang. I'm just concerned about this situation and my plans. How and when do you expect to make him pay, as you put it?"
"I never saw anyone that could handle a gun like me, so I'll stay out of his reach and shoot the bastard!" Lang vowed. "This will be one job I'll enjoy."
Taylor smiled. "It seems to be a pretty basic plan. It won't come back to me. Everyone knows there is bad blood between you two. It will be two men settling a grudge. We can make it work. A few may suspect you were sent after Trask, but nothing can be proven. Have Red and Stan side you. They can be witnesses and take care of any outside interference while you take care of Trask. Just do it before the trail drive starts."
Lang had watched the road into town for several days. He was certain the Trask would show up eventually. His patience was finally rewarded. Along with Mosher and Red, he headed for the showdown he had promised himself.
Emerson drank a beer and asked the barkeep about riders. His response confirmed Sam Cook's remarks. Next, he and Shorty stopped at the mercantile, with the same results. There would be no hands available for the drive.
"We may as well head back to the ranch, Shorty. We're wasting time here." Emerson led the way out and turned toward the horses in front of the hotel. There he stopped.
Standing in the street in front of Emerson was Lang, a smile on his face. Red was along the hotel on the left and, off to the right was Stan Mosher. Emerson and Shorty were boxed in.
"If you're looking for jobs, keep looking." Emerson felt his nerves tighten as he spoke. "If you're looking for boot hill, start the ball!"
Lang was surprised. He expected fear. He always saw fear when he faced a man over guns. This man looked eager, ready to fight. He wore two guns tied down low and he stood still, watching Lang.
"This is between you and me, Trask. No man uses his fists on me and gets away with it. I'm here to kill you." Lang was bent at the waist staring at Emerson's hands.
"That's fine with me, Lang, but if Red and the weasel don't leave right now I'll have to consider them backing you." Emerson smiled back at Lang. "That means I'll shoot them as soon as I take care of you.".
It was a tight corner and Emerson wanted to create doubt. A man in a gunfight had to believe he would win. With any doubt, a man was more apt to hurry or miss. In this situation, Emerson knew he needed any advantage he could get.
"Boss," it was Shorty. "I never cottoned much for Red. I'll take care of him. I'm giving you the other two." He said it loud enough for Red to hear.
Emerson stood in the street facing Lang. "Give it up, Lang. It doesn't have to end like this." Even as he said it, Emerson knew it could end no other way. Lang pulled his gun.
Lang had confidence. When he started his draw he was looking at the button he would shoot on Trask's shirt. No one could give him a public beating and live! Then as his gun was leveling he saw the flash from Emerson's left gun and he was knocked backward, his own gun kicking up dirt in the street. As he tried to bring his gun back in line, Lang saw Emerson's right gun blossom flame. He sensed Mosher had been hit. To his right, Red was firing. Lang felt another blow and began to fall, again shooting into the ground. This wasn't possible. Could he have been beaten? That was his last thought.
Emerson knew he would have to depend on Shorty to take Red out of the action and concentrated on the remaining gunmen. He pulled both his guns, first shooting Lang and then firing his right gun into Mosher. Switching back to Lang he shot again, seeing blood stain the front of his shirt as Lang went down. Turning back to Mosher, he saw him laying on his back, the top of his head bloodied.
Emerson realized Shorty and Red were no longer shooting and turned his attention to Red. He was on his knees, bent over holding his stomach. As Emerson watched, Red collapsed on his face.
Turning to Shorty, Emerson saw him sitting on the ground, his left leg bloodied. "I guess it was a good thing I sided you today, Emerson. Three men might have been too much, even for you." Shorty was going into shock and bleeding badly. Men began to emerge from buildings along the street. Sam Cook was hurrying toward them as Emerson worked at stopping the bleeding in Shorty's leg. Someone volunteered to get the doctor.
"What in Hell happened here?" roared Cook with his gun drawn. "Who shot who? Trask, do you call this having no trouble?"
The clerk from the mercantile spoke. "Sam, these two men were braced by Lang, Mosher, and Gately. They were boxed in but did some damned fast and straight shooting to get out of it. Lang opened it, but Trask pulled both his irons and drilled Lang and Mosher. Shorty here took one in the leg while he was accounting for Red. I'd say those three made a serious mistake in judgment," as he pointed to the three dead men.
The doctor made an appearance and went to work on Shorty. Soon the bleeding was stopped and he was taken to the hotel. Emerson stayed with Shorty until he was asleep, then questioned the old medic.
"It isn't as bad as it might have been," replied the doctor to Emerson's question. "He lost a lot of blood, but no bones were hit. He should be back on a horse in a week or two."
Emerson headed back to the ranch as soon as he determined Shorty would be well cared for. Rather than finding riders, he had lost another. As he rode, Emerson estimated the size herd the ranchers of the basin would throw together and the number of men available to trail them. He needed a few more riders to even get started. The question was, where could he find them on short notice.
Still a few miles from home, Emerson met Bob Jordan traveling toward town. "Bob, you look some better, but still not too good. How's it going?" Emerson enjoyed the younger Jordan's attitude.
"We are just about ready to start some prime stuff on the trail. Don't worry about us. Is the MM ready for the trip?" Bob's still swollen face showed a smile.
"Bob, there was some gunplay in town today and Shorty took one in the leg. He'll be all right but he won't be riding for awhile. I'm afraid we are a few men short to start the drive, but there isn't much we can do about it. I would appreciate it if you could get word to all the ranchers to have a rep at the hotel tomorrow around dusk. We need to finalize our plans."



"Who was in the gunfight?" asked Bob excitedly. "Did anyone else get hit? I notice you're wearing your Colts, Emerson. What happened?"
Emerson found himself giving Bob a brief recount of the day's events. "Make sure you get word to the other ranchers. Your place is in the center of things, so that's why I'm asking you." Emerson reminded Bob.
"Sure, Emerson. I'm on my way to see a girl in town and I'll stop at the other places on the way home." Bob was eager to spread word of this recent course of events to the others.
It was dusk when Bob trotted into the Casey yard. He found everyone, including Tom Gordon, eating dinner. Bob remembered the part Tom had played in his beating at the hands of Hogan and had little to do with him since.
"Come in, Bob!" It was Carmella greeting him. "Sit down and join us. You are looking colorful, but much better, from what I hear. It is nice to see you getting around."
"Thanks Mrs. Casey. I do have a bright mug, don't I?" Bob laughed. "I'm here to deliver a message and some news. Lang, Mosher, and Gately braced Emerson and Shorty in the street in front of the hotel today. Some men were killed."
A plate smashed on the floor, startling everyone. Maria had dropped it when Bob mentioned Emerson. She placed a hand on a chair to steady herself. Her face had turned very white. Once again Maria felt a tightness in her chest. Lang and Mosher were known gunmen and killers. She had tried to warn Emerson about the type of men he was dealing with. He had started wearing guns, Maria had heard, so he was fair game for these killers!
Now Pat and Carmella looked at her. Maria ignored their attention and asked, "Bob, did they shoot him?"
"Jack Seitz, the clerk at the mercantile saw the whole thing," continued Bob. He had told the story several times and felt he had found the most dramatic way. He went on, as if he never heard Maria's question. "Those three spread out and had Emerson and Shorty boxed in. Well, Emerson told them if they wanted jobs to forget it. If they were looking for boot hill, then start the ball!"
The group at the table was silent, fascinated, yet afraid of the finish to Bob's story. Lang, Mosher, and Gately were considered tough men! Maria held her breath and waited.
"Lang pulled his gun first and Emerson drilled him with his left hand gun! Mosher bought in and Emerson salted him down with his other gun! Then Lang tried to bring his weapon into play again and Emerson gave him another round. Meanwhile, Shorty and Red were shooting it out. Shorty finished him off, but took one in the leg and won't be able to ride for a week or two. Those three badmen of Taylor's died right there!"
The silence was a tangible thing as everyone envisioned the gun battle Bob had described. It was incredible! Maria was the first to speak. "Emerson wasn't hurt at all?"
"That is the message part of my visit. I met up with him after the fight in town. He is concerned about having enough men for the drive and wants all the ranchers to have a rep at the hotel tomorrow at dusk. This is my last stop, and I'd say Emerson sure looked okay to me, but I'll tell him you were worried." Bob's discolored face broke into a big grin.
Carmella laughed as Maria turned red, but everyone began talking at once, so any response Maria could make was lost.
Tom Gordon remained silent, embarrassed at Bob's presence and obvious distaste for him. Tom realized that he took strange pleasure in the pain he felt. Maybe that would cause him to act with more courage in the future. It was ironic that the fear of embarrassment would make him braver.
Emerson Trask seemed to be up to every challenge. Tom felt jealousy as he considered how he must compare to Trask in Cathy's eyes. Cathy seemed to be taken by Emerson, and being a fair man, Tom decided she had reason to be.
Tom remembered how Cathy Jordan had looked at him that day in town and knew regret. He had come to recognize the fact that her opinion meant a great deal to him. He would do his best to see her before he left on the drive. She could be at the meeting in town and Tom decided to attend, as well.
Maria left the room, not wanting the others to see how unsettled she had become. Emerson had been in a gunfight and could have been killed. There was more than one way for him to break her heart. Dying was the surest. That thought was one Maria could not shake. His life was in danger, trying to help a community that had turned him away.
She had been worried about others being led blindly into trouble. Now it appeared that Emerson was going to be the focus of it, and that worried her even more.
The next day was to be the last one to gather the herds for the drive to Santa Fe. Maria was out early helping search for any steers that escaped the previous sweeps. She had found a couple and chased them to where the main herd was held.
After lunch, Maria had ridden out again for a last look. She found a huge steer grazing by a spring and started to haze him toward the herd, when he suddenly cut back to the spring and the cows still grazing there. As Maria's mare turned, it slipped and went down. Maria was thrown and landed hard. Dazed, she remained on the ground, waiting for the effects of the fall to ease.
Feeling better, she got to her feet and turned to look for her horse. It was then she saw a man riding a buckskin watching her. She was certain she had never seen the rider before.
He was a heavy man, and even mounted, Maria could tell he was not tall. His face had a reddish complexion and his hair was gray, although he appeared to be still in his thirties.
"Ma'am, I didn't want to frighten you, so I just sat here waiting for you to notice me. You must be Maria Casey. I am Bill Hatko, but most folks call me Billy." The mounted stranger tipped his hat displaying a shiny, bald head. Hair only covered the sides not protected by his hat.
"You are correct, I am Maria Casey, but I'm certain I never saw you before, Mr. Hatko. How do you know me?" Maria had sensed this odd looking man met her no harm.
"We have never met but I do feel like I know you. I recognized you from a description, one I thought was more imagination than truth. Now, I see it was extremely accurate." Billy Hatko had replaced his hat and offered Maria a wide grin.
"Sir, you seem to know more of me than I do of you. May I ask where I was so described to you?" Maria found her self warming to this friendly stranger.
"I think the first time was in the China Sea, although it might have been off the coast of Africa. Your name came up more than a few times over the past several years," Billy continued on, "and now I can see why."
"Excuse me. I was the topic of conversation in China? I don't know anyone there. I've hardly ever even heard of it. You must be confused," and Maria smiled to prevent it sounding like an insult.
"You may not know anyone there right now, Miss, but I can assure you I heard of you while I was sailing off the coast of China." As he spoke Billy saw understanding cross Maria's face.
"Is it possible, Billy, that you are an acquaintance of Emerson Trask's, a man who spent the past eight years at sea?" asked Maria.
"Emerson and I are more than acquaintances, as you call it. We sailed together and fought together. We owe each other our lives. I was the one who took the time to teach him how to fight with knives." Billy was beaming broadly as he finished.
"Did you also teach him to talk about ladies when they are not around to defend their honor?" Maria asked somewhat heatedly. "I can only imagine what horrible things that man spread about me to the four corners of the world!"
"I guess you don't know Emerson so well if you think he would say or do anything to stain a lady's reputation." Billy was very serious as he spoke. "The Emerson that left this basin may have had some character faults, but you should have noticed the one that returned is a gentleman. As for spreading things about you. He did. If having people in far away places think that the loveliest single example of womanhood lives in this part of New Mexico, upsets you, then you should be upset. It certainly has been spread around a great deal."
Maria couldn't doubt this man' sincerity. Still, it was difficult to believe. To conceal her surprise she changed the subject. " Could you help locate my mare? She seems to have wandered off."
It proved a simple matter for Billy to find the mare, which hadn't gone far. Once Maria was mounted she began asking Billy some of the questions in her mind.
"Emerson and I really don't get along very well. We had some very serious disagreements before he went to sea, and I am not prepared to forget them. What brings you to Morgantown? Are you looking for a riding job? Let's talk while we chase that stubborn steer back to the main herd, if you don't mind?"
"I left the ship in Galveston when Emerson left. I suppose I followed his lead and went back to the town in Texas where I spent some of my youth. I got there and discovered I knew almost no one. I had no family left and I got bored. I started thinking about Emerson and all the stories he told about Morgantown. You know what? This place seems more like a home to me than anywhere else does."
" When I rode into town this morning, it was like a homecoming. It sounds strange, but listening to Emerson describe the places and people made them all seem real. I knew Emerson thought he may have some problems here, so I drifted this way."
"I wasn't in Morgantown very long before I heard he was making quite an impact. He's the sort of man that is noticed where ever he goes. Remember, I've seen it in ports all over the world. Men want to be his friend and women adore him. I used to envy that, but I came to realize he is different and better than most. I'm content to be his friend and be part of his experience."
Maria surprised herself at how comfortable she quickly became with this man from the sea. His manner was polite and his stories interesting. He talked a great deal about Emerson and she listened, fascinated by the places and events the two men had shared. Maria discovered that this man was totally loyal to Emerson and valued that friendship above all else.
They chased the steer into the herd which had been combined with Jordans' the day before. As they parted ways with the brute, Tom Gordon rode up. Before he could speak Cathy Jordan galloped her pony to the gathered riders. Maria made the introductions.
"Cathy Jordan, meet Billy Hatko. Tom Gordon, Bill Hatko. He rode into my life a short while ago, but I feel like we're old friends. He sailed with Emerson for some time." Maria had determined to make this man, so close to Emerson, her friend. She genuinely enjoyed the man and a part of her thoughts told her he would make a valuable ally.
Cathy and Tom both showed their surprise. Cathy spoke, "You must know all about Emerson! Where did he learn to fight with fists and guns? Does he have many girlfriends? Are all you sailors so strong?"
Billy Hatko gave a hearty laugh. "Aren't you shy? I guess Emerson hasn't made much of an impression around here! Maria, remember what I was saying earlier about Emerson attracting attention?"
"I'll try to give you a little information on Emerson. While at sea, he would try to learn everything anyone could show him or tell him, and he was very quick to pick things up. We had a man we called the professor on the ship for a couple of years. He had a trunk full of books and Emerson read all of them, probably twice. They spent a great many evenings talking about people I never heard of, ones with Greek and English names. We sailed with several different men that were considered dangerous with various weapons. By the time the ship docked Emerson would be their master." Billy was enjoying his audience.
"A former professional boxer spent a couple of years working with Emerson. Emerson refined that skill with occasional practical application in various ports. Emerson also spent time with men of different nationalities, learning anything they could teach him. He was always well liked and men were flattered that he would be their student."
"He shot boxes of shells while we were on the open sea. The others couldn't understand his dedication to the use of the hand gun, at least not until they saw him in action."
"As for women, he was always noticed by the fairer sex, but avoided them for the most part. This always made him even more sought after. It's funny how that worked. The more shy he acted, the more interested the ladies would be. He never really involved himself much with women. Some of the crew said he suffered from a broken heart and didn't trust them. I don't know about that." Billy looked directly at Maria as he finished his sentence.
"We sailors work hard enough and usually become rugged, but Emerson is athletic. He is strong and fluid, like a jungle cat. I guess you've noticed." Billy nodded to Cathy. "How is it he never mentioned a girl as pretty as you? Are you new to Morgantown?"
"I think I'm going to like having you around! My family bought a ranch in the basin a few years back." Cathy added with pride, "We are from Texas originally."
Tom Gordon extended his hand. "My family is relatively new to the area. We run the bank in Morgantown. I hope you are going to sign up for this impending cattle drive. It will be quite an adventure."
"I'm sticking with Emerson from now on. He's a regular lightning rod for adventure and I might be able to help him out of some tight spots. I've done it before. I got the basic story on this drive while I was in town and rode out to join Emerson, so count me in." Billy shook Tom's hand as he spoke.
"Tom, I think it is grand that you would help on this drive. We are short handed and you will make a big difference." It was Cathy talking and Tom had trouble concealing his surprise and pleasure.
"I'll be sure to hold up my end from now on, Cathy. Thanks." With that Tom turned and rode back to the herd, fearing too much emotion was showing on his face.
Maria spoke to Billy, "It is great to hear you will go on this drive. You will be paid of course. If you want to see Emerson, why don't you help us for an hour or two, than you can escort Cathy and me to Morgantown. Emerson has called a pre-drive meeting for this evening. He will be so surprised to see you with us. That way we can listen to more of your fascinating stories."
"If I turned down that offer, I would be even dumber than I look!" Billy chuckled. "You have yourself a deal. I haven't run into many that want to hear my recollections."
Emerson made his way to town a bit early. He went to the hotel bar and bought a glass of beer and then went to the dinning room. Men were beginning to drift in. He sat where he could see them come through the dinning room door.
Maria walked in with Cathy and the room seemed to light up. Men of all ages, Emerson considered, always felt a little younger with attractive women in their presence. Emerson was stunned when he saw Billy Hatko stroll into the room and stand talking to Cathy and Maria. They acted like they were old friends!
Jumping to his feet, Emerson approached the trio. He tipped his hat to the two women and stared at Billy. "Ladies, it is always a pleasure to see you, but what sort of creature did you drag in? I haven't seen anything so repulsive since I left my uncle's ship!"
Billy grinned at Emerson and replied, "I've seen the time when you were glad to see this mug. These ladies seem to find my company pleasant enough. We spent the afternoon together and had a very nice time."
"I hope you weren't telling your stories. Ladies, this man is an exceptional liar and cannot be believed or trusted. I would strongly suggest you avoid him at all cost." With that Emerson grabbed Billy's hand and shook it.
"Is it possible that you don't want us to learn about your life the last eight years?" Cathy Jordan teased. "Billy told us about all your girlfriends and how you've broken hearts on several continents."
Emerson swung his attention back to Billy who was quick to respond, "Emerson, she's just riding you a little. I never talked about any girls!"
Maria found herself laughing with Cathy at Emerson's discomfort. "Billy, you assured Cathy there were no girls. Now it sounds like you simply forgot to mention them. Which is it?"
Emerson broke in, "It seems that we can get started with the business at hand. Billy, never discuss one woman with another. Let's get this thing going."
Emerson saw that all the participating ranches were represented and began to speak to them.
"I thank all of you for coming tonight. I'll try to keep this brief. Tomorrow, begin moving your herds toward the MM. We have a chute near where the road crosses Fisher's creek. We will work the cattle through it, branding each one with a T on the left side. Road brands make it more difficult for anyone to claim any of our head, or accuse us of taking theirs, as everyone here knows."
"I want an accurate tally made at the same time. We have to know how much stock each ranch is sending. Pat Casey, I'm asking you to take care of the tally."
"Next, I will be in charge. There will be no democracy. My orders will be followed, and I will enforce them. This is for the overall success of the drive. If I am not available, for whatever reason, Pat Casey will be in charge. Miguel will take over if both Pat and I cannot be reached."
"This will begin tomorrow. I would now like to know how many are going and hear any comments or questions you have." Emerson waited knowing there would be many comments.
"I am concerned about leaving our ranches and families unprotected." It was Vern Jordan. "A few things have taken place around here to cause me to believe property and women aren't as safe as they should be. I know you're short a few men but I'd like a couple to stay behind so the rest of us can concentrate on our work without fear of what may be happening at home. I worry about my wife." All those present knew that Martha Jordan had not enjoyed the best of health the past year or so.
Emerson considered Jordan's point. He thought about his mother and sister and felt some of the concern Jordan had, but there were only so many men. "I see your point. Taylor has been pretty quiet lately, but that could change after we hit the trail. I count eleven men and that really isn't enough. If two stay back we will have a hard time driving the herd."
Cathy Jordan spoke, "Everyone talks about "men". Well, I can ride as good as most men and can do the work of one, so count me in."
No one had even considered taking a women and the surprise was apparent. Every man considered the advantages of another good rider and the dangers she would face.
"Before you say anything, I'll be going too. We don't fight as well, or as quickly as men, but I'd say we do everything else better." Maria Casey had stepped forward. "Cathy and I have an interest in the success of this trip."
Pat Casey voiced what others were thinking. "Emerson, they are top hands and that would free a couple of men to keep an eye on things around here. The problem is the danger they could face. I think we should let you make the call. The fact that we even consider it points to desperate situation we are all in."
The other men nodded in agreement, but Maria was not satisfied. "Why does Emerson make the decision? We can decide this together."
Emerson cut her off, "Maria, I make the decisions on this drive." He continued, "The two girls are a treasure this basin takes a lot of pride in. Women on the trail face dangers men don't. Beautiful women can be exposed to even more. Still, we are between a rock and a hard place. They are excellent hands. There can be no denying that, and they do have a direct interest in this. Women have worked and fought along side men since the beginning of time."



"It worries me, but they should be part of this. The only condition is that you both agree to take and follow my orders. Will you agree to that?" Emerson spoke directly to Cathy and Maria.
"Yes, sir," was Cathy's immediate response.
"Yes, in matters concerning the drive," was Maria's qualified response.
Emerson then added, "Pat or Vern can overrule anything I may tell you two. A parent's concern comes before anything else."
"So, who stays behind? With all due respect, I suggest Vern. He can ride around enough to keep an eye on things in the basin. I want Vern to stay for a couple of reasons. He already has two family members going and his wife can't be left alone, and he is the sort that will make the rest of us feel we are leaving our places in capable hands."
"As you know Sam Shaw's wife is expecting to deliver any day. I told him we would trail a couple hundred of his head for him, and I asked him to supply some horses. He agreed to that since he obviously can't go along. The other ranchers that agreed to join us are the Robinson brothers. Emerson gestured toward two men seated near the door. Now everyone can get some dinner and get home."
Maria and Cathy were excited. Cathy asked Maria, "What were you doing? Trying to talk us out of going? You shouldn't have complained about Emerson until you heard what he was going to say."
"I never thought he would allow it, Cathy. Maybe he just likes having you around. Now I have to figure out what clothes to take. This will be some trip!" Maria could not conceal her thrill at the prospect of the journey.
Tom Gordon walked over to where the girls stood. "I have to say you two are something! This isn't going to be a picnic. I've spent more time in a saddle the last several days than the entire rest of my life. If I can help you with anything, just ask."
Cathy gave Tom a smile, "Thanks, Tom, but we don't expect to be treated special. We are going to hold up our end."
Daylight saw cattle working toward the crossing at Fisher's Creek. Miguel and Emerson had a fire going and were ready to road brand the cattle as they went through the chute. Pat Casey was there to make the count. The MM cattle had been done as they were gathered, thereby simplifying the task at hand.
The Jordan and Casey combined herd was first. The animals were fat and easily handled, but it became a hot, grueling job. The entire project lasted all day and required a portion of the second. Around noon the trail herd was pointed north and the trek began.
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Vern Jordan was there with Bob and Cathy. He spoke to Emerson. "These two are everything to me and the missus. They are old enough to be on their own, but as parents we worry. I know the sort of things that are in front of you. We made a few drives in Texas over the years. I want you to know you have my permission to spank either one of them as the need arises." Vern showed a smile, "I couldn't ask for a better crew for them to trail with, or a better boss. I know you will do your best."
Cathy hugged her father, then Bob shook his hand. Finally, Emerson shook his hand and looked into Jordan's eyes. He said nothing, but Vern Jordan knew he had received Emerson's commitment to all he could to keep Cathy and Bob safe.
Pedro was in charge of the chuck wagon and Pat Casey rode out front with him. Ernie Hooker and Miguel took point with Bob and Cathy behind in the swing. Tom rode flank behind Cathy while Tim Robinson did the same on the other side of the herd, behind Bob. Jack Robinson had charge of the remuda and Emerson, Maria, and Billy rode drag.
As dusk approached the herd had gone almost twelve miles and Emerson was satisfied. Everyone seemed to know their jobs and performed them well. Maria had held up well, although drag was the dustiest place she could have been. From time to time Emerson had seen her cut off steers trying to quit the herd. He found himself admiring her determination. She never questioned his orders when he began the drive.
Maria had been furious when Emerson told her to ride drag. It wasn't that she felt she shouldn't be expected to handle any riding chore. She just felt Emerson was trying to be rough on her personally. She was determined to do the best job possible and show him he couldn't break her.
It was a two hours into the drive when Billy drifted through the dust and close enough to talk to Maria. "I guess Emerson likes you," he smiled. "You started in the best place."
"I think the dust has gotten to you, Billy. This is the worst job on the drive! He's just trying to teach me humility." Maria was still angry.
"Well, I could be wrong, but usually we switch positions every day. That would mean we will only have half a day of this dust. Tomorrow, those riding drag will to it all day." Billy turned to chase a steer back into the group.
Pedro had dinner ready when Emerson, Maria, and Billy rode up to the camp fire. Pat, Miguel, and Ernie had already finished and were back out circling the herd. The rest were working on their meals.
"I never knew beans and biscuits could taste so good," Cathy spoke as she dished more onto her plate. "I hope I don't gain weight on this trip. If I do, Pedro, it will be your fault."
Pedro, who had not been thrilled being named cook, flashed a big grin. Emerson knew the man would respond to the praise of a pretty girl and enjoy his job a little more. Women did bring certain advantages with them, even on a trail drive.
Tom Gordon stood as he ate. "I hope that saddle gets softer tomorrow! I feel like I won't ever be able to sit again."
Everyone laughed at Tom's discomfort. Billy spoke up, "Tom, it'll get worse before it gets better, but in a couple of days you'll feel like you were born in the saddle."
Maria joined the conversation. "I realize a bath is out of the question, but is there someplace we can clean up a bit? I feel like I have half of New Mexico in my clothes."
"Pedro, every evening when you set up camp, would you stretch a tarp from the wagon out somehow so the ladies can have some privacy." Emerson smiled, "I suspect they are more concerned about those things than these cowboys. Water is our enemy, right men?"
"Actually, Emerson, I thought I'd jump in every stream and water hole we came across." Tom laughed, "I hope that doesn't mean I'm off the drive."
Emerson knew he had a good crew, if a little unusual, and enjoyed the minutes spent at the camp fire listening to the good humored banter. It was important to keep the morale up on a difficult undertaking and this group had the right balance of youth and experience. If he could stay on top of problems as they appeared, it could be a very successful drive.
Emerson gave out orders for night duty and the next morning. "There will be four shifts of three riders watching the herd every night. Every two hours we'll switch. That should give everyone time to sleep. Decide what shift you want and we will work it that way every night, unless something unforeseen happens."
"The riders will rotate positions on the drive every morning, except Pat will lead and I'll stay at drag for awhile. Breakfast should be done by daylight. Now decide your shifts." Emerson stood by the fire and listened to the various theories as to what shift was the best.
When it was over, Bob, Cathy, and Tom had the shift after Pat, Ernie, and Miguel. Pedro and the Robinsons were next with Maria, Billy and Emerson taking the last.
Maria then surprised Emerson and the others by declaring, " I'll ride drag for a few days. I don't want any favors by starting with a half day." She looked at Emerson. "I can hold up my end."
Billy Hatko laughed at Emerson's confused expression. "I suppose I can survive back there for a while, too. You have to wonder where she gets these ideas, don't you, Emerson?"
Emerson realized he didn't know everything that was going on, but was too tired to attempt to get to the bottom of it. He simply turned and prepared his bedroll.
It seemed like he had just closed his eyes when Pedro was shaking him awake. Emerson sat up and pulled his boots on. Billy was waking up nearby and Maria was standing by the fire, drinking coffee.
Emerson was amazed at how good Maria looked. She showed no effects of the previous day and the short night. "Maria, how can you look so good this time of morning?" Emerson asked before he was fully awake.
Showing surprise, Maria responded, "Well thank-you, Boss. I bet you say that to all the hands."
Emerson laughed and then looked over at Billy. "I definitely do not! Look at that creature over there. No matter how long we were at sea, he never looked very good."
The three soon were mounted and riding out to the herd. The Robinsons went in to catch a little more sleep while Maria, Billy and Emerson circled the cattle. Emerson found himself considering Maria as he rode. She always seemed to be at odds with him. How did she figure out he was cutting her a break with the drag yesterday? He had seen the quick resentment in her eyes when he first assigned her to it. He thought she may openly question him. Instead, she was determined to show she was as good or better than the next rider. He had to admire her spirit!
The day went much like the previous one, except it seemed much longer. Emerson occasionally rode beside Billy or Maria. Both of them were in good spirits and would talk and smile into the dust. Maria seemed to be friendly and Emerson found himself enjoying an unpleasant job.
Over the next few days, a gradual pattern developed. Emerson noticed that Tom would be near Cathy as they ate at the camp fire. Bob was always eager to please Emerson and constantly asked questions about various methods of fighting. Emerson tried to give some encouragement, but a trail drive allowed little opportunity to give Bob any detailed lessons.
Tom wore a colt, as did all the men, and occasionally asked Emerson about learning to draw it fast. "Tom, I hope you never have to use that gun on a man, but if you do, remember accuracy is more important than speed. Make your first shot count. I've heard a few stories of how a fast man was killed by a slower one that shot straight. The thing is keep your nerve. Concentrate on the job and don't think about anything else. That's about the best advice I can give you," Emerson finished.
The Robinsons did their work and were quiet men, keeping to themselves and the older men seemed to be comfortable with each other. Billy was fun for everyone and had no pattern at meal times. He spent a lot of time with Bob, especially after he explained how he had shown Emerson most of what Emerson knew. More than a few times Emerson watched Billy holding his fists up and gesturing to Bob to try to match Billy's movements. Emerson smiled as he thought how delighted Billy was to have someone that wanted to listen to him.
Maria was friendly enough and she and Emerson often would sit near each other while they ate. Emerson noticed that they developed a habit of glancing at each other when someone would make a wild statement or discuss a difficult situation. He realized he would look to see Maria's thoughts and she would do the same with him.
On the fourth night as Emerson rode to the camp fire Pat Casey was there to meet him. "Emerson, there is a water hole ahead about ten miles and I rode up and checked on it. We've been lucky so far and this is a big place with plenty of water. The problem is some poor Mexican has decided to live there and has a garden near the water. We'll never be able to keep the cattle from destroying it. They will be thirsty and we won't have much control of them when they smell the water. What do you want to do?" Pat was glad to let Emerson make the decision.
"Pat, I'll head out early and talk to him. No one plants a garden along the only water within a day's ride. I guess he thought no one would try this trail again. You bring the cattle as usual." Emerson was concerned but showed no sign of it.
"If you don't mind, Boss, I'll go with you." It was Maria. I deserve some time away from the wrong end of these cattle and this man may not speak English. As you are aware, I am part Spanish and can speak it fluently. I want to see how you handle this situation."
Emerson smiled and gave Billy, who was about to speak, a warning look. "I hadn't thought of that. Of course you should go with me. Billy, take care of things back there."
The next day saw Emerson and Maria in the saddle before full light. Emerson was very aware of the girl riding with him, but tried to think about the man at the water hole. Maria had different ideas.
"Emerson, you really haven't said much about the places you've been and the things you've seen. Billy talks about a lot of things, but I would like to hear what you have to say. Mother said you told her some very interesting stories about your travels."
Emerson looked at Maria and saw she was truly interested. "Maria, I didn't realize you were interested. Ask me questions and I will try to answer them."
The next hour passed quickly as the two talked about the world in which they lived. Maria was fascinated with Emerson's experiences in lands she had not even known existed. He had the ability to describe places so she could see them in her mind. Maria realized as they rode that she had never enjoyed spending time with anyone as much as she had the past hour.
"Emerson, since you have traveled so much, where do you think the most beautiful women in the world are?" Maria was curious about Emerson's experience with the fairer sex. A man as attractive as he was had to have had women interested in him. "I've heard of the elegance of England and France and the skin and figures of girls on different islands in the Pacific. What is your honest opinion?" .
Emerson didn't answer for a minute and Maria began to wonder if he would. Finally, he turned and looked at her. "Maria, I have answered all your questions as honestly as I could, but I think this will have to end this session. I have seen lovely girls in all parts of the world. They aren't limited to any geographical area. To answer your last question, and I didn't bring the subject up, the most beautiful woman I have ever seen in my travels was covered with dust on an obscure trail in the heart of New Mexico Territory." Emerson then faced ahead and seemed to study the trail.
Maria flushed. She had not expected that response! She could think of nothing to say so she remained quiet. She knew Emerson had revealed a part of himself that he normally kept concealed, and the woman in her responded to it. What a way to dig out the best compliment she had ever received, and from Emerson Trask of all people!
Riding in silence, they topped a rise and saw the water a half mile ahead. It was a good sized body of water for this country, probably covering several acres. They could see a small shack to the east of the water with a garden between it and the water.
As they rode up, a Mexican in his late twenties emerged from the shack, an old rifle under his arm. Emerson looked around as Maria spoke to the man in Spanish. He noticed small toys near the shack and a few flowers growing along side it. This man would have a woman and at least one child here.
The garden showed signs of much effort but was not doing very well. Emerson could see that the soil here would not support much other that grass and weeds. The man was fighting a losing battle.
"Emerson, he says this is his place and his water. We are welcomed to water our animals but not to trample his garden. Cattle must stay at the far side of the pool. I told him our herd was too large and we would not be able to promise the safety of the garden. He says he will shoot any thing that approaches it. He needs it all for the winter." Maria finished the translation and added, "I would hate to try to make it through the winter on what this man is cultivating."
"Ask him if he will accept fifty dollars American and three steers for everything in his garden. Tell him that is my best offer, but if he finds his way to Miguel Hernandez' ranch near Morgantown, he will be offered a job and a home for him and his family." Emerson added, "Also tell him he must decide soon."
Maria looked at Emerson. "You sure drive a hard bargain. Everything here wouldn't be worth twenty dollars, and he never said he had a family, but I'll tell him."
As Maria spoke to the man he became excited and nodded his head vigorously. It was a deal. As Emerson took out some gold pieces to give the man, a young woman, obviously pregnant, and a little boy emerged from inside the shack. They were all smiling.
Maria turned to Emerson, "You were right about his family! How did you know-." She fell silent as she watched Emerson dig something from his saddlebag and toss it to the boy. The child deftly caught it, looked at it briefly, and put it in his mouth. "Emerson, what was that?"
Smiling, Emerson looked at Maria. "I always carry some hard candy with me for situations like this. Kids love it. I always did."
It was then they heard the bawling of the cattle and turned to see them topping the rise half a mile distant. Soon the entire ridge was filled with running animals as they sensed the water. There was no controlling them, nor was there any need to do so.
Maria looked at Emerson and laughed. "That sure is a nice sight, especially since we aren't eating all that dust this time. You solved that problem, although it was a bit expensive. Why did you offer so much?"
Emerson watched the herd wade into the water as he spoke, "This man has a family. The garden was mighty humble but it represented a man's effort to provide for them. Now he has something to show his woman for his effort. That leaves him with his pride. Take that from a man and he has nothing. If it came to fighting, how good would we feel to leave a child and a pregnant woman here to face the elements? I'd rather give him the entire herd than wrong, or possibly kill, a man trying to take care of his family."
The rest of the crew rode up. Pat Casey looked at the smiles on the faces of the family, even as the cattle began to destroy the garden.
"I would have to guess that you took care of this situation. He looks like the cat that swallowed the canary." With that Pat gestured to the Mexican. "I didn't realize he had a family. How did you do it?
Maria answered before Emerson could speak. "He drove a hard bargain, and got this man to accept fifty dollars in gold coins and three steers from the herd as well as a promise of a home and employment at Hernandez' place."
Pat Casey looked at Emerson for a time then nodded. "That is little enough to give a man when you are going to do something that could ruin, or take, his life. Keep track of these expenses and we'll settle at the end of the drive. Good job."
Emerson decided to let the herd stay near the water the rest of the day. Pat told him it would be getting drier for the sixty miles or so and thirsty animals lost weight.
The chuck wagon set up near the water and everyone ate together as the cattle all grazed nearby. Cathy and Tom had been riding drag and were talking about that particular piece of hell. Emerson once again found Maria's eyes and a smile as the crew listened to their complaints.
"As soon as I finish this meal I am going to go jump in that water hole!" Tom stated. "I must have twenty pounds of dust stuck to me. How could you stand it, Emerson?"
Cathy was equally vocal. "Maria, you take a bath when your hands get dirty. I can't see how you could have ridden drag all these days. It must have been awful!"
Soon after finishing his meal, Tom walked to water's edge, peeled off his shirt and boots and waded into the murky water and sat down. Soon he produced a bar of soap and began to wash the grime from his torso. Bob watched for a few minutes and then joined him. Within a few minutes Billy and Emerson were splashing and scrubbing themselves.
Cathy watched as long as she could and then removed her boots and joined the men, fully clothed. "I guess it is a good thing Dad didn't come," she laughed as she washed her hair. "I don't know what he would think of this, but it sure feels better! Come on Maria, the water isn't that great but it beats the dust we've been eating."
Maria declined, "My father did come, remember? I'll bring some water to the wagon and clean up, thanks.
Emerson left the water and went back to the camp, dug some dry pants out of his warbag. He disappeared from sight for a minute and returned to place his wet pants on a rock in the sun to dry. Maria was conversing with the Mexican man from the nearby shack.
Emerson had prevented Billy from telling Maria that he, Emerson, was fluent in Spanish. He was easily able to understand what the man was telling Maria.
He told her about Gustin's gang. They centered their activities in a wide spot in the road called Palma. They were very dangerous, especially to women, the Mexican told Maria. Cathy and Maria could expect no mercy from that gang. Joe Miller and Mike Tuleya were riding with Gustin, along with eight or nine others, including a renegade Apache. The Mexican advised that the women turn back.
Maria finished listening to the man and turned to Emerson. "He is telling me that Gustin has Joe Miller and Mike Tuleya riding with him, as well as an Apache and eight or nine others. They have been spreading fear over a big piece of New Mexico."
Emerson knew Maria deliberately neglected to repeat the part about the particular danger women were in. Thinking about Maria and Cathy falling into the hands of men like that caused Emerson to shudder. He would do everything in his power to prevent that!
The next two days passed uneventfully. Emerson managed to tell the men about the Gustin gang and to be particularly alert. He also passed along the possibility of the women being in danger, but asked them to keep that part from the girls.
Pat and Tom both voiced their concerns to Emerson. "I know exactly how you both feel," Emerson responded. "Make it a point to always have them in sight. They are far more important than the cattle. I can assure you that I am prepared to fight to the death for those girls. I think you feel the same. In fact, every man in this crew has come to feel that way. Keep your rifles handy and your eyes open."
The next day began sunny, but by mid afternoon it became evident that a major storm was brewing. As they rode, the clouds built up, growing darker by the minute.



Emerson rode to the front and told Pat and Pedro to find a suitable place for a camp, that they would stop early and be ready for the storm. The cattle were becoming increasingly nervous.
Riding back, he told Bob to be ready to get out of the way if the animals began to stampede. Emerson told him to pass word back to the other riders on that side of the herd. By this time it was prematurely dusk and Emerson started his gelding through the herd to speak to Maria and the other riders on the far side. He was half way across the sea of cattle when a bolt of lightning struck the hill half a mile behind him. Dirt and rock flew through the air and the clap of thunder was deafening.
The entire herd, of a single mind, swung away from the blast and began to run. Emerson was caught in it and his horse began to stretch out. Ahead, Emerson saw Maria swing her horse and race for safety. While his position was dangerous, Emerson felt relief seeing Maria removing herself from harm's way.
Lightning was frequent and was the only way anything was visible, it had grown so dark. The herd was running full speed and Emerson knew the cattle would simply run until they became too tired to go on. In the next flash he saw Maria's horse go down hard! In the dark it must have tripped or stepped into a hole. As the sky lit up again Emerson saw the horse without the rider running for safety. Feeling his gut tighten, he turned his horse toward the place Maria had fallen. Cattle were everywhere and he had to force his horse to fight through the stampede. Emerson could hear the horns of the cattle cracking against each other as the herd surged.
Emerson felt a jolt in his right leg. A big steer had stumbled. As it regained its footing the tip of its horn had torn his pants and gouged his thigh. Emerson found himself hoping his mount wouldn't suffer a similar fate. He had heard of horses being disemboweled by longhorns in a stampede.
Emerson well knew the fate that waited anyone on foot in front of these terrified beasts. Maria had only one small chance, and that was for him to reach her before the herd did.
On the knoll they had reached, Pat Casey and Pedro watched the scene unfold in horror. On the trail a quarter mile back, Bob, Tom, and Cathy sat their horses, mesmerized by the drama in front of them. They were safe with the herd going away from them, but in the flashes of lightning they saw Emerson riding in the stampede and Maria fleeing from it.
Cathy was fighting to remain calm. "Emerson, ride that horse! Maria, get out of there fast! Did Maria's horse go down? That herd is headed right at her! God help her!" she cried. The men with her were silent, caught in the drama of nature and man.
As they watched Emerson worked his way through the herd. With every flash they could see his horse inching up on the leaders of the stampede. Maria was on her feet facing the herd. There was no where for her to go. No one could have possibly outrun the herd and it was too wide to get around.
It was Tom that spoke, "Emerson sees her! Even fighting that stampede, he is trying to get to Maria! I don't know if he can get there in time, but he sure as Hell is going for it!"
In the next flash the group gave a collective gasp as Emerson's horse tripped and went to its front knees. The ensuing flash seemed to take forever. When it came Emerson was still mounted and his gelding was at the front of the thundering herd.
Cathy Jordan's voice was filled with the emotion they all felt. "That man can ride! He could swing to the side and be safe, but I know where he's headed. He is Maria's only chance and he knows it! He'll die before he lets her get hurt!"
Maria had seen the herd swing in her direction and knew what it meant. She turned her horse and gave it its head. She was beginning to feel safer when her mount stepped in a hole and went over. Maria hit the ground very hard and was stunned. Still, the danger she faced seemed to keep her conscious. She got back to her feet and looked around. To her left was a rock about two feet high and three across. She climbed on it and turned to face the herd. The sight was awe inspiring as the cattle raced toward her. She knew she could not outrun the danger so she stood and faced it.
It was in a lightning flash that she saw Emerson, bucking the herd and trying to beat the stampede to her. Even as the flood of hooves and horns swept toward her, Maria realized that she was not surprised. When she had climbed that rock she was instinctively looking for Emerson, and he was doing his best.
Her heart sank when she saw his horse trip. For the first time she understood that not only was her life in grave danger, but Emerson's was as well. Maria knew fear, and it wasn't for herself.
In the next flash, Emerson was still mounted and pulling ahead of the herd. Maria waved her arms and readied herself to jump onto Emerson's horse.
When Emerson's horse tripped, he pulled the reins up hard, trying to bring his gelding back to his feet. The horse responded and Emerson broke out of the stampede and raced for Maria. He wasn't far in front and dared not stop his horse. Lightning flashed again just as he reached Maria. She stood with her arm out, ready for Emerson to grab her. It turned dark as he reached for her, but he relied on his senses to remember the location of her arm.
Emerson felt his hand close on Maria's wrist and she held on to his. Then using all his strength, as the gelding kept running, he swung her onto the horse. Maria's arms circled his waist and they raced for safety.
The lightning had stopped. The last flash had occurred as Emerson approached Maria. Cathy, Bob, and Tom still sat their horses totally exhausted, from watching the events unfold. Billy rode up to them. Obviously, he had been a spectator as well.
"Have you ever seen riding like that? That man can do things others would never even dream of! It tired me out just watching it." Billy seemed to be catching his breath.
"Billy, we couldn't tell if Emerson got Maria away from there in time." It was Cathy and her concern was apparent. "Did you see if they made it? Are they okay?"
"I saw as much as you did. I watched a man ride into Hell to save the life of a beautiful girl. After getting through that herd, could you doubt Emerson would get her out of there? I know him. They made it."
As they talked, the rains came. By the time they dug out their slickers, they were soaked. Seeing the light of the camp fire, the group headed that way.
Upon their arrival, they found all present except Maria, Emerson and the Robinson brothers. Miguel was talking to Pat Casey. "I saw it all! They will be all right. We should keep a good fire going and wait for them to find us. It is so dark now you can't see your hand in front of your face. Be patient. The fire will bring them to us."
Ernie Hooker was there and added, "He's right, Pat. I saw it too, and I'll be damned if I ever saw it's like! That man will do! I saw Tim Robinson get away all right. He's probably helping his brother with the remuda. They will see the fire, too. We should get something to eat and wait."
Emerson didn't have to ride too far after picking up Maria. With the lightning over, the tired cattle soon began to slow down. Maria's grip on his waist was lessening, so he stopped and spoke for the first time.
"Maria, are you all right? That was some time you just had! Can you ride?" Her silence worried Emerson.
Finally Maria weakly answered, "I feel kind of dizzy and I can't hang on very well. I'm afraid I'm not much help to you."
Emerson turned in the saddle and lifted Maria around in front of himself. She felt cold and was shivering. He next dug his slicker out and wrapped her in it. Then holding her in his arms he tried to get his bearings in the blackness.
"I'm not really sure where the camp is, but I'll try to find a high spot and look for the fire." Emerson reassured Maria. "We'll be back at camp in no time. I'll bet your dad is worried." As he finished speaking, it began to rain.
It only took a few minutes of riding and Emerson found the light from the camp fire. He was surprised at how far away the camp was, but began to work back to it. The rain had lessened to become a steady drizzle. Soaked to the bone, Emerson held Maria and rode on.
"I knew you would come for me." It surprised Emerson when she spoke. He thought she had fallen asleep. "I was only afraid when I saw your horse stumble. I thought you would be killed."
Emerson tried to soothe her. "Maria, it is all over. You will be fine in the morning, so just relax."
Maria was in an odd mood and kept talking. "When you left Morgantown, I used to write letters to myself pretending they were from you. I wondered where you were and what you were doing. You really hurt me the day before you left, you know? Then it hurt even worse after you left. I cried for days."
Emerson disliked himself then. Why had he been so miserable? "Maria, I was a confused young man, a boy. I wanted you to notice me, so I was cruel to you. I was too shy and misguided to ever allow my true feelings to show. I don't blame you for hating me."
"That sounds good, but how can I hate you? You won't give me any reasons. You just saved my life. Even when you gave me reasons, I never really hated you, although I wanted to!"
Maria continued, "I have embarrassed myself. I bet you had such a time sailing that you forgot all about me. Billy says you were popular with the girls."
"Billy always talked too much. I had you in my thoughts for eight years. Two years ago, I bought an expensive ring and whenever someone asked me about girlfriends, I would show it to them and talk about the sweetheart I had at home and how the ring was for her. Now that I'm back I have a small pocket sewn into my left boot. I carry it there for luck, which has been with me so far."
Maria was silent and Emerson felt awkward. "I guess I embarrassed myself. We are getting close to the camp. It won't be long now."
Maria pulled the slicker off her head and looked up at Emerson. "I really do thank you for everything. You were great!" With that she reached up and kissed Emerson on the lips. "That will have to do until you can be better paid, Mr. Trask."
Emerson rode on, holding Maria a bit tighter. His thigh was beginning to ache, and he knew blood was trickling down his leg. He was cold and wet, but wished the ride would last forever. This beautiful girl in his arms made all the discomfort disappear.
Everyone was sitting around the camp fire, their meals long finished. The worry on Pat Casey's face seemed to set the mood. Finally, Pat stood up and declared, "The rain is about done and it will be getting lighter. I'm going to look for those two." Suddenly, his manner changed. "I hear a horse coming!"
Everyone was standing when Emerson rode into the light. He still had Maria wrapped in the slicker. Pat Casey walked up to Emerson's horse, fearing the worse.
"Emerson, how bad is she?' His voice was heavy with emotion.
Hearing her father, Maria pulled the slicker from her head. "Dad, you don't think Emerson would let anything happen to me? I'm banged up a little and I had to listen to this cowboy try to sweet talk me, but I'm feeling pretty good."
Pat Casey gave out a cry and took her in his arms. "I saw the whole thing. I guess all of us did. Everybody said Emerson had done the job, but I was so worried! Thank God you are okay!"
In the light of the fire a big knot showed on Maria's head. Billy Hatko looked at it. "I've seen people receive blows like that. It can leave a person confused. Sometimes they seem drunk. She'll be all right, but she will have a sore head in the morning."
Bob and Tom stood by Emerson as he warmed by the fire. Bob spoke for everyone. "Emerson, we watched that piece of work this evening. The lightning stopped before we could tell if you got to Maria in time, but we were all sure you did. I just want to say I'll ride with you anywhere, anytime!"
Cathy helped Maria to the small tent Pedro had fashioned. "I am going to get this girl warm, fed and to sleep. She's had one heck of a night!"
Pat Casey walked over to where Emerson stood. He held out his hand and told Emerson as they shook, "That girl is everything to her mother and me. I can't say enough. Thanks!"
Everyone there knew that Pat Casey had said it all. The feelings Pat had would be expressed in deeds over the years. Emerson had made a friend that would last.
Maria was lying on the bedroll listening to the conversation as Cathy prepared some food for her. She was still trembling from the cold, excitement, and the blow to her head.
She heard Bob exclaim, "Emerson! Look at your leg! You're bleeding like a stuck pig!"
Emerson's response was barely audible. "Not so loud, Bob. It isn't a big deal. Don't distress Maria any more than she already is."
Maria sat up and looked from her shelter. Emerson was standing by the fire, not ten feet from her. She could see the tear in his pant leg and the blood-soaked material.
Maria spoke his name, and he immediately came to her. "Are you going to be okay? You didn't tell me you were hurt, and I never thought to ask. I'm sorry. Should I take some stitches?"
"Maria, I am fine. I'll clean it up and Billy will look at it. It isn't deep, but if it requires sewing, Billy is adept at it. You have to eat and get some sleep. You were injured worse than I was."
With that Maria took the food Cathy was now handing to her and ate. Soon she was asleep.
The next morning saw the crew gathering the scattered herd. By midmorning they were on the trail. Cathy had stayed with Maria, who was still feeling groggy from the blow on her head. The two girls were on their mounts, ready to travel by the time the herd was gathered.
Around mid afternoon, Maria approached Emerson as he rode drag. She looked pail and the bump on her head had developed a purplish hue.
"Maria, are you all right?" Emerson's concern was obvious. "You should ride with Pedro for a day or two. We can handle this."
"I wanted to see how your leg was. You don't think my efforts are important? I'm not needed?" Maria asked.
Emerson looked at Maria and tried to form an answer. Before he could Maria was laughing at him.
"Emerson, I was having a little fun. I wanted to thank you for yesterday. I know how close that was, for both of us." Maria was serious. "I babbled a lot and I wanted to be sure you knew that I said some things I didn't mean-"
"You don't have to explain. I understand." Emerson cut in.
"Emerson, let me finish. I said things I didn't mean to say, although I may have meant them. I usually keep things like that to myself. I didn't say anything untrue. Do you see the difference?" asked Maria.
Emerson nodded and looked into Maria's eyes. "I do, and thanks for clearing that up. It makes me feel better, and my leg is fine."
Maria rode close to Emerson. "I did mean this," she smiled as she leaned over and kissed Emerson on the lips. "Emerson, thanks!"
"I feel like I should be thanking you!" Emerson laughed. "Maria, you know I will always help you any way I can."
"That is beginning to become clear, and it means a great deal to me. Do you want to check my lump?" Maria asked as she again rode close. The horses stood so the riders legs were touching.
Emerson smiled as he took her face in his hand and closely scanned Maria's forehead. Her eyes were closed and he took longer than neccessary. Maria opened her eyes to see the emotion on Emerson's face. She thrilled at what she saw.
"Do I look terrible?"
"No, you are lovely," Emerson responded.
"Is that a medical opinion?" Maria asked. "Did you even look at my bruise?"
Emerson laughed, "What bruise is that? I couldn't get past your beauty."
"I have to get back or Cathy will worry. She has reason to do so, with a sweet talking cowboy hanging around me. I'll see you at dinner."
That evening Pat Casey spoke to Emerson when he felt no one could hear. "Emerson, the next few days will tell the story. We are heading into the area Gustin's gang controls. I saw a rider yesterday morning. He said he heard Joe Miller and Mike Tuleya are in with Gustin. Those three are trouble enough without the rest of those hardcases, including some damned Apache. This could get pretty hot!"
"I've heard the same stories. We will try to cover as much ground as possible and hope Gustin is on one of his raids in Texas or down toward Mexico. He may be hundreds of miles away. Just the same, keep a close eye on the girls and keep your guns ready."
Emerson returned to the fire and spoke to the entire crew. "We are going to be in Gustin's general territory in a couple of days. I want everyone armed all the time and with lots of ammunition. That includes Cathy and Maria. I don't want anyone riding off alone. Gustin could be on a raid, hundreds of miles away, but we must be prepared."
"Tomorrow, we will stop early, near where we exit these hills. We can rest up some. I want to cover a lot of ground the following three days. We will be vulnerable to attack on the flats where it will be easier to stampede the herd in all directions. We should be past Palma before Gustin even realizes we were in the area."
Emerson made a point of talking to each man individually that evening, telling each the same. When he spoke to Bob and Tom, he could see the excitement in their faces. "I want you to be sure you know where the girls are all the time. These men are dangerous for all of us, but especially for the women. We will protect them at all costs. Don't ever think you have to choose between the herd and them. They are our first priority."
"Emerson, you are worried. You don't think Gustin is away somewhere on a raid, do you?" It was Bob speaking. "You are expecting a fight!"
"Bob, I don't have much faith in luck. We have a large herd leaving lots of sign and making a lot of dust. It would be a great haul for Gustin. We would be foolish not to expect trouble."
Tom had been quiet. "Emerson, you will be able to count on me. I'm much more comfortable with a gun and a horse than I was a week ago. I'll be there when the chips are down. We already know Bob is a fighter, so let Gustin come!"
"That sounds good, Tom, but we would rather avoid trouble. It isn't very pleasant shooting a man, and it is even worse to be shot. Remember to make your shots count. That is more important than shooting fast."
Emerson then spoke to Cathy and Maria. "Girls, I was serious about you being armed. Do you have any weapons?"
"Dad gave me his rifle when we left," Cathy responded. "I'll dig it out of the chuck wagon tonight. If I have to, I can shoot. Ask Bob."
"I believe you! I haven't seen any man, woman, or child from Texas that can't," Emerson laughed. "Maria do you have a rifle?"
Maria answered, "Dad just gave me one. I don't really want to use it, but I'll be ready if it's needed. Do you think we will have trouble?"
"Maria, I hope not, but we must be ready for it. I want you girls to always ride close to another member of the crew. It also wouldn't hurt if you two laid a bit low. By that, I mean I'd rather it wasn't obvious we have two lovely girls with us."
"Listen to this guy!" It was Cathy. "I didn't think our feminine charms were too apparent these days, but I'll start keeping my hair under my hat. Do we have to stay real close to you, Mr. Trask? I may enjoy this!"
"You are something," Emerson laughed. "Of course, that would be my first choice, but I may not be available all the time. Stay near someone, and that's a good idea about your hair."
Billy listened to Emerson as he explained his concerns. "I was thinking along the same lines, Emerson. They are two of the prettiest and nicest girls I've ever come across. I know how you feel and I'll be ready. Didn't I see Maria giving you a big kiss today? I guess she doesn't hate you so bad after all."



Emerson colored. "Billy, if you paid as much attention to your own business as you do to everyone else's, you'd be a millionaire by now. That was just an expression of gratitude."
"In that case," Billy smiled, "I'm sure going to try to get that girl in my debt. That's better payment than gold."
The following morning Emerson was pleased to see the girls rode with their hair tucked under their hats, although he knew a person would have to be a fair distance away to mistake them for men. Those two were very much female.
The herd had settled into a routine and the drive was going well. Emerson was confident that if he could get past Gustin the drive would succeed.
It was about an hour before Emerson expected to reach the night's campground when Tom Gordon rode up to him. "Emerson, it's probably okay, but I wanted to be sure you knew. The girls headed off to catch Pedro. They said the herd was going good and they were going to surprise everyone with something to eat besides beans. Do you think they will be all right?"
Emerson was immediately annoyed. They probably would have no problems, but they had gone alone! How could he be certain?
"Tom, I think we'll ride on ahead and catch them. This is exactly what I did not want them to do, regardless of the reason."
Emerson took off at a fast trot with Tom close behind. In twenty minutes of hard riding they found where Pedro had set up camp and the girls' horses were there. Still a half mile distant, Emerson felt relief. He would give them the lecture of their lives!
Tom called to him and Emerson looked his way. Tom was pointing to a break in the rocks near the base of a mountain. Emerging from the opening were four armed men. They were headed for the camp and were about the same distance away from it as Emerson and Tom.
Emerson opened his gelding up and Tom followed suit. The two pulled into camp just ahead of the small group of armed men. Emerson dismounted and walked to the fire and stood facing the approaching riders. Tom came up on Emerson's left.
As the four got close they stopped their mounts and sat looking the situation over. Emerson knew the leader had to be Gustin. He was a big man, in his forties with a surprisingly friendly smile. To his right was a Mexican, dressed in black and silver. Long hair flowed from under his hat. He didn't bother to try a smile and showed contempt as he faced Tom and Emerson.
The other two had to be Miller and Tuleya. Emerson had heard descriptions of the two. Miller was a slight man, blonde to point of almost being an albino. He wore a mustache as light as the rest of his hair. He was around thirty and was one of those people that always seemed nervous and on edge. Tuleya was dark in complexion and hair. He was much larger than Miller and looked almost jovial. Emerson knew that he was anything but that, and regarded the group closely.
The four men dismounted and walked to the fire, stopping across from Emerson and Tom. It was at this time the two girls emerged from the small tent Pedro had placed for them by the chuck wagon.
They had seen Tom and Emerson ride up and knew they were in for a dressing down, but both felt justified in their actions. It began when Maria thought it would be nice to cook a 'real meal', as she called it She then persuaded Cathy. "This is our last chance to have a decent meal," Maria had told Cathy. "We are safe enough today. The real danger starts tomorrow. Think how much everyone will appreciate a good meal."
Cathy had been dubious. "You know what Emerson said. He might get pretty upset."
Maria responded, "What can he do? Spank us? Come on Cathy, let's do it."
Cathy had relented, but insisted Tom be told of their plans. Maria chided her as they rode. "You seem to spend a lot of time with Tom. Is there something there?"
"I am surprised you noticed, the way you watch Emerson all the time. I happen to think Tom is nice. The more I see of him, the more I realize he is better than I had thought."
As soon as they reached the chuck wagon the two appraised Pedro of their plans. Since he would have a good meal and only have to gather wood for a fire, he gladly agreed.
The girls ducked into their shelter and quickly cleaned up. Both washed their faces and hands, removed their hats and combed their hair. At this point, they heard horses and glanced out to see Emerson and Tom riding fast to the camp.
"We are in for it now," Cathy told Maria. "Did you see how fast they rode up? Emerson must be mad!"
"Well, I am not afraid of any man," Maria answered. "We will stick to our plans and make a nice meal, for a change. That will take care of any ill feelings fast."
The two women failed to hear the other riders approach from their blind side. When they stepped out of the shelter, it was to find Emerson and Tom facing four men across the fire.
They saw the strangers react to their presence. Their mouths all dropped and they became openly agitated. Maria realized these men were like animals and there would be trouble. Both girls stopped and stood very still.
"Good God!" Bob Gustin exclaimed. "Will you look at that! Boys, this is our lucky day!"
"If you don't mind, Gustin, I'd like that dark-haired one first." It was Miller and his eyes practically glowed as he watched Maria.
"Boys, you know I'll be fair. First, I think we should talk to these gents. They may have something to say." Gustin gave a quick laugh as he finished.
Emerson stood still, watching the four. It was his to do. These men would try to kill Tom and him, and take the girls and the cattle. There were only four of them here, but there had to be more close by. Swiftly calculating their chances, Emerson knew how bleak it was. Still, it was fortunate that Gustin did not have his entire gang with him. Emerson determined he would never let them join forces. His best chance was to take as many of these men as he could right now.
Tom followed Emerson's lead. Maria and Cathy remained silent. They had heard the comments and knew what these men planned.
"This is a quiet bunch," Gustin finally spoke. "We are here to tell you we are going to cut your herd for any of my cattle. While we are at it, I think these ladies will want to go with us. Isn't that so, girls, or would you rather we kill these cowboys right here and now?"
There it was. Maria knew they would shoot Emerson and Tom if they didn't agree to go with them. She also knew Emerson would die before he would let those brutes have her and Cathy. She had placed them all in a horrible position!
It was Emerson that spoke. "You are Gustin? You don't have any cattle and you certainly aren't going to cut this herd. And," Emerson emphasized his next sentence," You'll rot in Hell before you ever touch one of these girls!"
Gustin gave that friendly smile. "Mister, I am Bob Gustin and I have eight men on a flat on that mountain watching us right now. All I have to do is signal them and they'll be here in a couple of minutes. Now do you have a crew that can handle a dozen fighting men?"
"The crew will only have to handle eight and yes, they are up to it." Emerson answered. Emerson took a half step closer and asked, "Gustin, do you think you are up to it?"
Gustin was confused. "Why do you think they'll only have eight to worry about? You can bet we'll be with them."
"I'm betting you won't be, Gustin. So far you've talked a lot but haven't done much to back it up. Talk is cheap," Emerson smiled at Gustin across the fire.
It was Tuleya that spoke, "For Christ's sake, Gustin! He means to take us out of the play, here and now!"
"Who are you?" Gustin had lost his smile. "You don't look like anybody I ever heard of. I think you're just desperate. I'm going to signal my men to come down."
"The next move you make better be for your gun, Gustin. I can't let you get together with the rest of your scum. You've made your talk, now it's time to back it up!" Emerson goaded the outlaw leader.
Maria stood still, sensing that death was at hand. She marveled at Emerson's nerve and confidence. Even as she felt fear unlike any she had ever experienced before, she admired Emerson. He was a man, as her father would say. He faced Gustin and his outlaws and showed no fear. He had even challenged them!
Tom Gordon knew he was facing some very salty men and he had thoughts of dying. He was amazed that he had no fear. These men were out to rape and plunder and he and Emerson were the only ones that were near enough to stop them. If he died in these hills, it would be with honor. He considered that and knew it was better than living in shame. He felt pride. Emerson needed help and he was the man standing beside him with his life in the balance. At this point, he had no doubt that Emerson's intention was to shoot it out with these outlaws!
Maria, too, understood what was about to happen. Emerson was going to improve the odds for the others and possibly give the women an opportunity to survive, even at the cost of his life. She watched the scene unfold in horror.
Cathy Jordan recognized the situation as being bleak, and decided Tom and Emerson would not be able to handle all four men. She glanced around and located her rifle, leaning against the wagon, not five feet away. Quickly, she made her plans.
Cathy felt pride in the courage of the two men from Morgantown. Tom was showing more nerve than most. Few would back Emerson in this hand. Gustin seemed to hold all the cards. Yet Tom did not waver, and Cathy knew he was willing to die for her and Maria. She promised herself that she would never question Tom's courage again, if they both survived this situation. Thinking about her rifle, Cathy knew that she was going to have a say in who was left standing.
Gustin gave the group by the fire his best smile, "There's no need to get all worked up. We were just-" and he went for his gun.
Emerson had sized up the group and decided Miller and Tuleya were the most serious threat. He would concentrate on them. He was glad to have Tom side him, but knew Tom would never be able to take the other two. It was a tough situation. His intention was to get as many as possible and hope the rest of the crew would show up in time to help the girls.
His hands shot down and came up blazing. He was putting lead into Miller and Tuleya as fast as he could thumb back the hammer. The button Emerson had focused on disappeared on Miller's shirt. Tuleya's shirt pocket turned crimson and both men staggered backward.
As he was firing, Emerson saw the Mexican go down and realized Tom had done his job. A blow smashed Emerson's right shoulder and he was turned part way around. He brought up his left hand gun and pointed it at Gustin only to see Gustin's chest turn red and his arms flail wildly. Then Emerson saw Gustin take another slug in the chest and drop over backward. Turning he saw Cathy Jordan levering another shell into her rifle.
Tom concentrated on Emerson's advice. He had to make his first shot count! When Gustin started the dance, Tom had already decided to try for the long-haired Mexican. Tom was bringing his colt up when he saw flame and felt the bullet go by his head. Tom leveled his gun and shot, just before his man fired for the second time. Tom's aim was true and the Mexican took one in the heart, but not before his second shot took the hat off Tom Gordon's head. Tom went down in a heap.
Cathy grabbed for her rifle when the shooting started. Turning back she saw Tom and the Mexican both drop and Emerson hit by a bullet of Gustin's. Feeling a hatred she had never before experienced, she shot Gustin in the chest. Working the lever, she fired again and then ejected the spent shell and replaced it with a fresh one, waiting.
Emerson began dumping spent cartridges from his left hand gun as he surveyed the scene. Unable able to use his right arm, it took longer than usual. He holstered that colt and reached over and removed the gun from his right hand and reloaded that.
By this time Cathy was at Tom's side, looking at his head wound. With a sigh of relief, she told Emerson, "He's still alive, but it looks like a slug dug a furrow in his head. I think he should be all right if I can stop the bleeding."
Maria was close to Emerson. "You've been shot! Look at your shoulder, and your leg!"
Emerson had not known he was hit in the leg, but when Maria mentioned it he noticed his right leg was weak. He had been hit in the thigh, near the spot the steer had gouged. The bullet had passed through, but he was bleeding from both wounds.
He staggered as he took a step and Maria came closer and placed his good arm around her shoulders.
"I want you girls to get out of here, fast! The rest of Gustin's crew watched that whole thing and will be high tailing it down that mountain right now."
"Emerson, Tom needs care. I guess I'll stay here with him." It was Cathy. Emerson suddenly realized he would never get Cathy to leave Tom.
He nodded to Cathy. "Then get him under the wagon and have your rifle loaded and ready." Pedro came puffing into camp, his arms full of wood and his eyes popping. "Pedro, stay with Cathy and Tom." Emerson was trying to think through the pain that was beginning to flood his body.
"Maria, ride for the crew and get them back here pronto! I'm going to try to beat the rest of Gustin's bunch to that wash I saw these four come from. If I can beat them there, I can hold them off for awhile. Help me back to my horse and then get on Tom's and ride!"
Mounting his gelding was difficult, but with Maria's help he made it. Maria then jumped on Tom's mount.
"There is no sense telling you to be careful. Just stay alive, for me, please." Maria told Emerson and then wheeled her horse and headed out on a dead run.
It seemed like it took forever, but just over a mile out, Maria saw the crew riding in a group, headed in her direction. She pulled up as they approached.
Pat Casey was white as he questioned Maria. "We heard shooting. Where have you been hit?"
Maria glanced at her shirt and saw it was covered with blood. Her father thought she had been shot! "I wasn't hit. Tom and Emerson shot it out with Gustin and three of his men. Gustin's bunch is dead, but Tom and Emerson were hit. This is Emerson's blood. Gustin said the rest of his gang would come off that mountain, so Emerson rode to a wash to try to hold them off. He is seriously wounded and needs help!"
Then, as if to emphasize her words, gunfire reached their ears. Without another word, Miguel spurred his horse in that direction, and the rest followed suit. Maria turned Tom's tired mount and headed after them as fast as she could.
Emerson knew he had lost much blood and was weakening as he rode. Still, he had no choice. If he could get to that bottleneck before Gustin's bunch, he could hold them off for a while. Emerson knew his crew had to have heard the shooting and would be coming.
He left his horse and headed for some high rocks on the east side of the ravine. He fell when he dismounted, his right leg no longer responding to his commands. He lurched to his feet and locked his knee. Using his rifle as a crutch he managed to get into the rocks. It wasn't the place he would have chosen, but it was the one he could reach.
Riders were coming hard down a dim trail and Emerson knew he had barely reached the rocks in time. It was Gustin's men, of that he was certain. The third man was obviously an Indian, riding with no saddle and no shirt.
Cradling the rifle against his left shoulder, Emerson put the lead rider in his sights. When he got within forty yards, Emerson squeezed the trigger. The man rolled off the back of the horse and remained where he struck the ground. The rest of the outlaws threw themselves from their saddles and took cover in the rocks.
They soon determined Emerson's position and began shooting in his direction. Placing the stock between his knees, Emerson worked the lever on the rifle. Slugs whined off the rocks around him as he kept low. Emerson felt himself becoming dizzy and knew the crew would have to show up soon, or it would be all over.
He pointed the rifle around a bolder and fired a shot with his left hand, just to give them the idea he was still alive and shooting back. Then he slowly worked another shell into the chamber.
Miguel Hernandez rode like a man possessed. His wife's son was in grave danger. He has grown fond of Emerson and recognized him as a man of character and courage. The rest of the crew worked to keep up. Following the sounds of the shooting, Miguel saw the opening in the rocks and headed for it with his colt drawn. Those behind him followed suit and raced into the wash with their guns ready.
Gustin's men had taken cover from the shots Emerson fired. When Miguel and the others hit the opening, their sides were exposed. The fighting was brutal, but lasted only about a minute. Miguel, Pat Casey, Billy Hatko and the rest of the riders were no pilgrims. When they entered the wash they laid down a merciless barrage that the remnants of Gustin's gang could not endure.
Emerson had gotten to his feet when he heard the riders open up on the outlaws and saw most of the swift finish. Feeling weak, but relieved, he was about to call down, when he sensed movement behind him. Trying to move fast, Emerson simply fell, but it saved his life. He felt a burning sensation in his lower back and he landed on his bad shoulder. Rolling over, and in great pain, he saw the Apache standing over him with a bloody knife.
Even as he tried to get a pistol into play, Emerson knew he would be no match for the speed of the Indian. The knife would do its work and Emerson was far too weak to prevent it.
Suddenly, from close by, a shot boomed and Emerson saw the Indian's blood spray the boulders. The cruel face showed surprise for a second and then went blank, as the man collapsed on Emerson, dead.
With his last bit of strength, Emerson pushed the body from him. Standing on a rock, holding a rifle, was Maria. She dropped the weapon, rushed over and and knelt beside Emerson. "Can you get up? We have to get you out of here."
"I think I can make my feet, if you help me. I'm getting a little light-headed. Maria, you were just in time!" Emerson's voice was weak and he could barely hear himself.
With Maria to lean on, Emerson was able to get back down to where he had left his horse. He knew that, even with her help he would not be able to reach the saddle. At that point, his crew rode out of the wash and over to where he and Maria stood.
Billy Hatko jumped off his horse and gently put his arms around Emerson. It was barely in time, as Emerson felt himself sinking. Billy lowered him to the ground and began to work on him immediately. He cut what was left of Emerson's shirt and made bandages and placed them over the wounds.
"We have to stop the bleeding now, then we'll get you back to camp to do a thorough job. It looks like I'll have to stitch your back. This reminds me of that time we were in San Francisco." As he spoke, Billy quickly worked to stop the flow of blood.
"Now let's get you back to camp." Billy declared and Maria and the others watched as Billy lifted Emerson into the saddle. Maria had been very quiet, but as she mounted, she looked at the other riders.
"Bob, are you all right?" she asked Bob Jordan. He was wearing a bandage around his left forearm.
"Maria, it is a scratch compared to what Emerson took. We wiped out the rest of Gustin's gang! These guys might look like a bunch of ranchers, but can they shoot! Your dad and Miguel rode into that wash, shooting the Hell out of them. I was lucky to get there in time to be a part of it. Is Cathy okay?" Bob was still very excited from his first taste of battle.
"She is fine. When Tom and Emerson shot it out with those four, your sister grabbed her rifle and killed Gustin herself. He was putting bullets into Emerson, who had been fighting with that Miller and Tuleya. Tom shot some other man and was wounded in the head. She would not leave for safety when Emerson told her to. She insisted on staying with Tom. Pedro had been out looking for firewood and missed the whole thing." Maria decided to admit to the group why they came to be at the camp.



"It was my fault this all happened. I talked Cathy into leaving early to go to the camp to make a nice meal for everyone. I never thought there would be any trouble today. I almost got everyone killed. Those men were discussing what they were going to do with Cathy and me, like we were a couple of cattle. If Tom and Emerson hadn't followed us in, I hate to think where we would be now." Maria was very contrite as she told her story.
Pat Casey spoke, "Maria, we aren't going to worry about that right now. We have too many things to do. As soon as we determine how things are at the camp we have to get back to the herd or those animals will wander all over the place. Just learn from these things."
Emerson was lost in a world between reality and dream, except the pain was becoming very real. He could hear people, but didn't know, or care, what was said. Billy rode close to him, keeping him in the saddle. He was hunched forward, his chin on his chest.
As they approached the camp, Pedro and Cathy stepped from cover, both carrying rifles. Cathy looked the group over. "I'd guess you all met up with the rest of that outlaw bunch and they didn't fare so well. Bob, are you hurt?"
"It's little more than a scratch. We shot the Hell out of that gang of tough men. Emerson is hurt bad though. How is Tom?" Bob showed relief as he saw his sister was unhurt.
"He is breathing regular and the bleeding has stopped, but he hasn't come to, yet. I think he will be all right in a couple of days. I sure hope so!" It was like Cathy to say what she felt.
As the riders entered the camp, Gustin and his men were still stretched out in death. Each man was able to see the fight in his mind as he looked at the scene.
"Every damn one of them brought their gun into play." It was Pat Casey. "I'd say they had their chance and came up short. Any man that would bother women deserves this. Boys, drag these bustards out of here and cover them with rocks."
Billy and Maria had helped Emerson down and laid him on a blanket by the fire. Billy seemed to have experience in wounds and took control.
"Pedro, get a bottle of whiskey out of the wagon. We have to pour some on this man's wounds, and then pour some in him. Maria, heat some water up. We have to clean these wounds."
Billy was amazingly gentle as he probed and cleaned Emerson's wounds. Emerson had lapsed into unconsciousness, but moaned when Billy poured the alcohol on them. Maria was at Billy's side, helping any way she could.
"I have to stitch up this cut. It looks like a knife wound." Billy said to Maria. "Do you know how he got it?"
"When all the riders were shooting it out with Gustin's crowd in those rocks, I found Emerson's horse and looked around for him. When I did find him he was struggling with an Indian. Emerson was already weak and the Indian was going to stab him, so I shot the Indian. He was so close he fell on Emerson when he died." Maria was thinking about the fear she felt and she had gladly killed a man to save another.
Billy looked at Maria. "You'll do Maria! Emerson owes you his life. That was good work."
"Billy, I disobeyed him and now he's lost blood and who knows what, because of me. Tom is badly hurt. I don't feel like I helped him any." Maria was near tears.
"I don't think you understand men very well, Maria. Tom and Emerson did what they had to do. They won't complain. Emerson would give his life to save yours and never think twice. They are going to be happy they saved two of the finest girls in New Mexico. What you and Cathy can do to repay them, is always be what you are now," Billy counseled.
Maria felt tears on her cheeks as she spoke, "Billy, thanks, but what if I'm not worth it? Emerson's life is more important than mine!"
Billy smiled as he responded, "Maria, don't you see? You are worth it! That answer proved it! Let's get this done and let him rest."
Maria spent that evening, and the entire night, sitting by Emerson, placing wet cloths on his forehead to relieve the fever that gripped him. Cathy was near by, maintaining a vigil over Tom. Occasionally, the two would exchange encouragements or smiles. Each knew how worried the other was.
In the small hours of the morning Emerson seemed on fire. Maria kept placing cool cloths on him and wiping his brow. It was then that he began to talk, and to Maria's surprise, in fluent Spanish. She found that answering in Spanish seemed to relax him, so she spent the rest of the night responding to Emerson's talk. Cathy heard them and was surprised as well. She could only imagine what Maria thought when she learned Emerson had mastered that language.
Maria knew Cathy could hear, but not understand, what she and Emerson were saying. She was grateful for that. Emerson was squeezing her hand and talking love. At first it embarrassed Maria, but she soon found herself responding to him. He would smile and sleep for short periods, them she would feel the pressure on her hand and he would start in again. Maria found herself looking forward to those moments.
She felt closer to Emerson than she ever had to any man, and could say things she normally would not. He was delirious and would never remember the things they said. Besides, it seemed to help relax him and she knew he would need rest if he were going to make it. So Maria talked of love to a man near death and learned from it. As she spoke, she began to understand her feelings toward this handsome man, who had both made her life Hell and saved it twice.
The sun was just beginning to show in the eastern sky when Cathy gasped loudly. "Tom is coming around! His eyes are open!"
Maria joined Cathy as Tom moaned and looked around. "I guess I must be dead and with the angels." A weak smile followed.
Cathy laughed, "You are with angels, but you're still alive, thank God!" and she bent down and kissed him. As she withdrew, Cathy told Tom, "You had a bullet bounce off that thick skull of yours. You've been out ever since. How do you feel?"
"Like I was kicked in the head by a mule! I did feel some relief when you kissed me. I wonder if you could sort of help me out a little more?" Tom asked with a straight face.
"Okay this time, but don't think I'm going to try to give you a full recovery right now!" Cathy laughed as she gave Tom another kiss. "I'm just so glad that you woke up!"
"What did happen? I don't remember very much. I guess Emerson thinks I'm pretty slow. What did he say?" Tom watched as the girls' expressions turned serious. "Is he all right? For God's sake, did he get killed?"
Maria answered, " Emerson is very much alive. He was hit in the shoulder and leg in that fight and then rode to meet the rest of Gustin's gang in the wash to the east, so they couldn't over run the camp and get you and Cathy. She refused to leave you. In that fight an Indian cut him with a knife and he lost more blood. Right now, he is sleeping by the fire, but he has a bad fever and is not very well."
"Tom, it was my fault for talking Cathy into leaving the herd. You and Emerson were wonderful. You saved Cathy and me. I only hope you both can forgive me."
"It sounds like Emerson was busy." Tom looked at Maria. "There is nothing to forgive. I'm just glad I was finally able to answer the call. I was calm and wasn't afraid, although I may have been too slow. I can't speak for Emerson, but I know he would ride into Hell for you. We saw him do it, in fact. He will never be angry with you."
Maria returned to Emerson's side as Cathy and Tom discussed the previous day's excitement. It seemed to Maria that those two were becoming more than friends on this trip. She was glad for them, but it brought her back to the man beside her. She realized how much she wanted him to recover. Maria wiped his brow and waited.
As the day wore on members of the crew stopped by to see how Emerson was doing. Pat Casey spoke to Maria, "I know you are worried about Emerson, but lie down and get some rest. We don't want you to be ill, too. We have to keep drifting the herd so the cattle can graze. I'll be sure somebody is around to keep an eye on you. I think we eliminated most of the danger yesterday. I'll be back this evening to see how everything is going. Get some rest."
Billy came by twice to clean the wounds and change bandages. "I know he looks bad, but he'll make it. No bones were hit. His shoulder will take a long time to heal. He suffered muscle damage, but I think he is better now than he was last night. He sure has a good nurse, who had better get some rest."
Emerson woke with the feeling someone had put equal amounts of sand and cotton in his mouth. He felt pain in his shoulder, but not as bad as he might expect. His leg throbbed, but compared to his shoulder, would be no problem. The cut he received from the damned Indian burned his back.
Emerson decided to open his eyes and get some water. He found a damp cloth covered his forehead and eyes and a weight was on his chest. Looking under the edge of the cloth he could see Maria lying with her head on his chest. She seemed asleep. He realized his left hand was resting on her cheek.
Gently, he began to caress her cheek and neck. He kept it up for several minutes. Then he felt Maria stiffen. She was very still for a minute as Emerson kept caressing her. Then she sat up and removed the cloth and looked into his eyes.
"Do you know who I am?" Maria asked, in Spanish, as she moved close to Emerson's face.
"I sure didn't lose that much blood! You are the prettiest thing in New Mexico." Emerson replied weakly.
"You are speaking in Spanish. Did you learn it last night while you were in fever," Maria laughed. "Emerson, I may kill you as soon as you are well enough. I was so worried! Can I get you anything?" With that she leaned down and kissed him. "That is what we nurses do when our patients wake up."
"It does seem to help. I can only guess what it would take to relieve all the pain." Emerson smiled as he responded.
"It sounds like you are doing well enough, already. Would you like a drink?" Maria pulled back a little as she spoke.
"I sure would! Did somebody dump sand down my throat after Billy finished with that whiskey? I'd probably be fine now if he hadn't made me drink that."
Maria brought Emerson some cool water and helped him drink. As he finished she spoke. "I was wrong to bring Cathy back to the camp. I should have listened to you. Now you and Tom have been shot and I am responsible. I am sorry, Emerson."
Emerson was quiet for a while, then answered Maria. "You should have listened, but I'm not angry. It really couldn't have worked out much better. We met Gustin's forces when they were divided. Maria, I haven't forgotten that you saved my life. I am in your debt."
Maria marveled at Emerson's lack of anger. No one blamed her for the confrontation. Maria felt relieved, but still blamed herself. Emerson was still in a lot of pain and a long way from any comfortable shelter. He would have some tough days ahead.
Emerson fell back asleep after a long drink. When he woke he saw the sun rising in the eastern sky. He felt much stronger, although his shoulder still ached. He pushed himself into a sitting position with his good arm.
"Well look who has decided to join us." It was Cathy and she had a big smile for Emerson. "Maria said you came out of it for awhile yesterday, but I was beginning to wonder. How are you feeling?"
"I feel a lot better, but I'd be lying if I said I felt very well. Cathy, fill me in on everything, would you?" asked Emerson.
"I guess you sure asked the right person, Emerson. You were shot in a couple of places and stabbed in another, the day before yesterday. Maria sat with you the whole first night and most of the day. You two carried on quite a conversation, in Spanish. I think we were both surprised at your command of the language. Maria assumes she is practically the only person in this territory that can speak it. I can understand it some and never try to use it, but I did catch some of what you two were saying." Cathy watched Emerson's face.
"I was wondering if you would remember what you said, or what Maria was saying to you. You don't, do you? Let me give you a hint, Emerson. If Pat Casey had heard you two, he probably would have shot you again!"
Cathy laughed at Emerson's surprised reaction. "You don't have to worry about me. I can keep a secret!"
"The crew has been letting the cattle drift and graze, merely keeping them pointed in the right direction. You had your battle the day before yesterday. Billy, Bob, Maria, and I have been here with you and Tom. Tom is up and around. He had that slug bounce off his hard head and was out till yesterday morning. He still gets a little dizzy but is getting better."
Cathy looked around and saw that no one was near. "Between you and me, I'd have to say that Tom showed pretty well in that fight. That man was shooting at him and he kept his cool and hit him dead center first shot."
"Maria finally agreed to get some sleep early this morning and the rest of us took turns keeping an eye on you." Bob was approaching and Cathy had switched subjects. "Pat said he is going to try to start the herd today. We can't stay sitting here any longer. Your recovery would decide how we go about it. Bob is supposed to report to him this morning. The herd is about seven or eight miles away."
Bob reached down and squeezed Emerson's good hand. "It sure is good to see you sit up. That was some fight! You and Tom really did a job on Gustin and those others. Pat and Miguel and Billy and the rest were hell on wheels when the rode into Gustin's bunch. These guys can fight! That took care of that problem. How many days before you can ride, Emerson?"
Emerson had to smile at the young man's pride in being part of the battle. "If you'll take that hand you are squeezing so hard and help me, I'll get up and see how I am."
Bob lifted and Emerson got to his feet. He was amazed at how many places hurt. The movement caused his shoulder discomfort and Emerson winced. His back still burned and his leg was stiff and weak. "Bob, you can tell Pat I'll be riding today and not to wait for me. I may have to rest now and then, but I can make it. Everyone else can help with the herd."
"How can you even think of traveling today?" Maria was awake and heard the end of the conversation. " You should rest for at least several more days. You'll open your wounds again."
Maria turned to Billy, who had just ridden up. "Billy, would you please tell this stubborn fool that he needs to rest a few more days. He almost bled to death!"
Billy studied the situation before he answered, "Maria, you are right. Emerson should rest more, but Emerson is right, too. I'm not an expert on cattle, but I don't think we can let this drive bog down much more. Those animals aren't gaining any weight on the poor graze in this dry country. We need as many riders as we can manage and we have to start soon. Emerson will be hurting for awhile, but laying out here isn't the solution."
Maria was stunned. "I thought he was your best friend! With friends like you, he'll never need enemies. Let's go then, and when his wounds open up and he's at death's door, don't expect me to worry. I'm done with that!"
As Maria marched off to get her horse, Cathy broke the silence Maria had created. "She sure is mad for someone that doesn't care. We better get Emerson ready to travel."
Emerson's right arm was placed in a sling and then Billy ran a bandage around Emerson's back and over his sling to immobilize the arm. Bob saddled the quietest horse available and Emerson was helped into the saddle.
Soon the small group was riding for the herd. Maria rode behind the rest, still angry and not hiding the fact from anyone. Emerson knew he was in trouble as soon as the horse started, but had no choice but to stick it out. He felt incredibly weak and pain seemed to be everywhere. Emerson had to use all his remaining strength to stay in the saddle. He made a great effort to conceal his weakness from the others.
The rest of the crew saw them riding in and the relief was obvious. Pat and Miguel rode up to them. "Emerson, I am glad to see you!" It was Pat talking. "We really have to get this herd going. Can you make it?"
Emerson tried to smile. "Pat, I won't be any help at all, but I should be able to keep up. Get everything going and I'll follow a ways back. That way I can stop and rest now and then and not be in the way."
Pat was about to speak to Maria, but saw her face and decided against it. He had seen that look often enough to know he didn't want to cross her path.
Soon the drive was back in motion. Emerson sat his horse, grateful to be alone. He knew he could never mask the pain all day. Everyone would see he was in no shape to travel and the drive would stop moving.
As the day wore on, Emerson's discomfort increased. His fever returned and he felt like he was burning up. The horse had figured out he was going to follow the drive, so Emerson simply concentrated on staying in the saddle. He rode with his head hanging down on his chest, barely conscious.
At some point he fell from the horse. He woke to find himself on his back, the sun an hour from setting. He knew he should get up and find his horse, but he fell back asleep.
Water touched his lips and his brow. Emerson opened his eyes and saw Maria leaning over him. She gave him a drink from a canteen and again mopped his brow with water.
She then took his good arm and helped him to sit up. She did not speak. Pulling, she got him to his feet. Emerson was so dizzy he had to cling to Maria to stand. She got him to his horse and after several attempts, got him into the saddle.
Emerson almost fell off the other side. His strength was gone and his leg had begun hurting more. He simply could not hold on. Maria saw his situation and led her horse close to his. She removed his foot from the stirrup and stepped into it, and climbed on Emerson's horse, behind him. She then reached around Emerson and took the reins. Leading her mount, she started after the herd.
Maria met Billy and Bob a short time later. They showed relief when they saw Emerson, but as they got close concern clouded their eyes.
Billy spoke, "He's in bad shape, isn't he. Do you want me to take him, Maria."
"Billy, he's bleeding again and has another fever. He's so weak he can't ride a horse. I can only guess what pain he has been in. I'd say, yes, he is in bad shape. I think it is best we ride this way. If someone rides double with him, it should be someone light. Let's get him to the camp."
As Maria rode in, the others stood and watched. Miguel gently lowered Emerson off the horse. Billy and Cathy began working on Emerson's wounds. The two entry wounds from the bullets were oozing blood. They soon had fresh bandages on Emerson and he was sleeping by the fire.
"I would have to say that Maria was right," Billy began. "He should have rested at least another day. I am volunteering to stay with him tomorrow and catch up to the herd the next day. It is your decision, Pat. The herd has to keep moving. It is way too dry to slow down here."
Pat Casey replied, "You're right on both counts. I accept your offer. Catch up when you can, Billy."
Maria waited until her father went to get his horse for night duty and followed him.
"Dad, could I talk to you?" Maria gave her father a quick hug. "I want to ask you something."
"Maria, you know when it starts with a hug I have trouble refusing you. What is it?" Pat beamed as he looked at his daughter.
"Would you think it awful if I stayed with Emerson, rather than Billy? I think I can take better care of him and Billy is better with the herd."
Pat Casey looked at Maria for a full minute before speaking. "Billy is better with the herd? You are one of the best riders we have. Maria, I'm not blind, or stupid. I worry about your safety, but I know you well enough that I'd better go along with you. You are so much like your mother! He is a fine man. Yes, you take care of him and catch up, but I'll send someone back tomorrow evening, just to be safe."



Maria felt her face blush as the meaning of her father's words struck her. "Thanks, Dad. I never did have much luck fooling you." Maria gave her father another hug and went back to the fire.
Billy, Cathy, and Tom were sitting down, eating one of Pedro's meals as Maria approached. "Billy, Dad suggested I stay with Emerson tomorrow. You are better with the herd and I can take care of Emerson."
Cathy gave Billy a smile. "I told you, Billy. Maria would never pass up a chance like this! I know I wouldn't. Maria, I told Billy that you were up to something when you followed your father. Good for you! Maybe you can work on your Spanish some more."
Maria blushed. "Cathy, if you weren't so likable, I think I would learn to hate you. You notice too much, and make too much of things."
When Emerson opened his eyes, the sun was up. Sitting on a rock nearby was Maria. He could see no one else.
"Where is everyone?" asked Emerson. "Did they leave us? You should have waked me up."
"You are not the tough trail boss today. Yesterday you almost killed yourself and it still makes me angry to think about it." Maria went on, "Dad is taking care of the herd. You have been replaced until you are feeling capable of handling everything. I have been given the task of getting you well, so you had better listen to me."
"Maria, I was a bit stubborn yesterday, and I paid for it. I don't like to say it, but you were right. I wasn't ready to travel." Emerson sat up and waited for the pains to stab him again. He was pleasantly surprised to find he felt less pain than he had, but was very weak.
"I think if you are up to it you should get cleaned up and shave. When you look good you feel better. There is a small spring over by those rocks." Maria pointed as she spoke.
Emerson still needed help making his feet, but was able to slowly make his way to the spring. While he was attempting to rejoin the human race, Emerson could smell food Maria was cooking.
Emerson heard voices and realized Maria was not alone. Thinking some of the crew had ridden back to check on them, Emerson started back to the fire.
To his surprise, he found Maria talking to two strangers. The men were bearded and dusty. Both watched the way Emerson staggered as he walked and saw the bandages he wore.
The older of the two men spoke. "Is this your husband? He looks kinda weak."
Maria was holding her rifle as she faced the two men. She gave Emerson a quick glance and answered, "Yes, he is. He's been wounded, but is coming along fine. The rest of our crew is just ahead and should be coming back to meet us soon."
"Ma'am, we sure could use some of that food we smell. Could we join you for a meal? I'm Jake Dobson and this is my brother Eli."
Emerson could tell that Maria was nervous, but had no reason to decline. Refusing a man a meal just wasn't done.
"You are welcome to share what we have," Maria answered. "I've made plenty."
Emerson still wore his guns, but was weak and had little faith in his ability to use them. He made his way back to the fire and sat on a rock. Knowing how weak he would sound, Emerson decided to remain quiet.
Maria quickly prepared the food and they ate. Emerson felt himself growing stronger as the food did its work. The two strangers ate like it was their first meal in a week.
As they finished their meal they became talkative. The older one looked at Maria and asked, "So how long have you two been married?"
"For three years now," Maria lied. "Did you have enough to eat?"
"That was real good, Ma'am, and yeah, we had plenty. I hope your husband knows how lucky he is. A woman with your looks and able to cook is hard to find. I guess that's why I'm not married."
The second man broke his silence. He had eaten like a wolf and was feeling better. "Are you kidding? You never could find any woman that would give you a second look."
"I guess that is another reason I'm single," the first man laughed. "If you ever get tired of your husband, look me up. I usually get to Santa Fe a couple times a year."
Maria looked at Emerson and then smiled as she said, "Thanks for the offer, but I think I'll keep the man I have. I'm just getting used to him."
Emerson gave Maria a grin when she looked his way. He was amused at Maria's role playing.
"If you men will forgive us, we have to be riding. It was very nice talking with both of you," Maria told the men. She began picking things up and preparing the horses.
"Let us help you, Ma'am. It's little enough for the kindness you showed us," Jake said as he helped saddle the horses.
Soon everything was ready and Maria came to Emerson. "Can you make it on your horse? Lean on me."
Emerson slowly got on his feet and weakly walked, with Maria's help to the horse.
"Can I help him on?" Eli asked.
"I like to do that myself," Maria replied. She still didn't trust these men enough to let them get close to Emerson.
Mounted, Maria and Emerson faced the two strangers. Maria was reluctant to put their backs to the men and ride away.
Sensing her discomfort, Jake tipped his hat. "Thanks again and good luck on the trail." Turning his horse, he rode back the way he had come. His brother nodded to Maria and followed.
Emerson spoke to Maria as the men rode away, "You handled that just right. You couldn't run them off, and you couldn't trust them either. Do you think we act like we've been married three years?"
"I think it was believable. We weren't acting like it was our honeymoon, were we?" Maria laughed. "I was afraid to tell them I was unattached. They made me nervous."
"That one gent seemed to think you were the perfect wife. Maybe he has some money," Emerson watched Maria as he replied.
"He couldn't have enough, believe me. Besides, I'm already married, remember?" Maria laughed. "I was pretty worried when they showed up. I noticed you were quiet and stayed where you could watch them. Were you concerned?"
"I was, yes. I'm pretty weak and I don't know how much help I would be. I was glad to let you handle the situation. As I already said, you did a good job."
"Thanks, Emerson. Coming from you, that means a great deal."
"You are a good cook. He was right about that. When word of that gets around, you'll have even more suitors."
"That really isn't a goal of mine, but I guess I could live with it," Maria laughed. "Mother said she could not cook anything when she married Dad, but he never complained and eventually she learned."
"Maria, I can't see any man complaining about a wife like your mother. She is still a very attractive woman and very intelligent," Emerson replied.
"I'd better remember to tell her you said that, although she seems to be sold on you already. You must have really turned on the charm that day you two shared the stage coach." Maria answered.
The two rode in silence, then Maria told Emerson, "We left before I really wanted to. Let me know when you are tired and we'll stop. I want you to get enough rest."
Two hours later Maria stopped and ordered Emerson to rest for a couple of hours. She waited for an argument.
"Whatever you say, Captain. I'm used to following orders," Emerson grinned as he stretched out on his bedroll. When Emerson next opened his eyes, he realized it was an hour before dark and that he had slept for several hours. When he sat up he felt much stronger.
Maria was watching him. "I was beginning to think you'd sleep away the day. You look better. How are you feeling?"
Emerson got to his feet as he answered, "Maria, you know what you're doing! I feel a lot better. My shoulder doesn't bother me if I keep it still. Have you been sitting there all this time, waiting for me to wake up?"
"I told everyone I'd take care of you. Does it bother you to have to depend on me?" Maria asked.
"To be honest, Maria, it feels pretty good to have someone concerned about my welfare. I wonder how long it will last."
Maria gave Emerson a smile, "I guess that depends on how long it is necessary, or maybe how long you encourage it."
Emerson looked at Maria, trying to determine her exact meaning. He knew what he hoped she was saying, but decided it would be wrong to read too much into her statement.
"Let's eat a quick dinner and head out. The others, like my father, will begin to worry." Maria smiled as she told Emerson, "I'm glad to hear you admit I may know a few things. Not bad for a girl that is only half Anglo."
As soon as she said it, Maria regretted it. Why did she have to drag up painful memories? Emerson flushed as he took his food. Maria could tell she had stung him with her remark. Still, she would not apologize for it.
As soon as they could get ready, Maria and Emerson mounted and rode after the herd. Maria set the pace, which was a walk, and Emerson followed her lead.
An hour passed with neither rider speaking. Finally Maria broke the silence, "Emerson, are you holding up all right? We can stop and rest."
"I feel fine. I'd like to continue on, if it is okay with you." Emerson was subdued and Maria knew he still smarted from her earlier remarks.
"Emerson, I was out of line with that remark I made earlier. Don't be angry at me." That was as close as Maria could come to an apology.
"I'm not angry at you. It's me. I certainly have earned that remark and worse. I had started to forget those things and hoped that you had, too. It simply brought me back to reality. You are right to say what you think." Emerson's reply was delivered without emotion and he said no more.
"I think it is time we both forgot about the unpleasant things we said to each other so long ago. I won't bring it up again. I really believe you don't feel that way now. Maybe you never did."
Emerson looked at Maria. She seemed to understand him better than he could have hoped.
"Maria, I will take you up on that. You are very gracious to be willing to let it go."
Maria was silent for awhile. She decided to talk about other things and bring Emerson from his dark mood. "When did you learn Spanish? You speak it very well."
Emerson faced Maria. "There was a Spaniard on the ship for several years. I persisted until he taught me to read and speak in Spanish. He was well educated and an excellent teacher."
"I guess I was speaking Spanish the night I was with fever. I am not certain why, except that I was trying to talk to you, only. I don't remember it. I did have some wild dreams." Emerson then switched to Spanish. "Maria, I got the impression from Cathy that I said some personal things. She said she can understand the language some. If I said anything to offend you, it was not intentional."
Maria was shocked. "Are you telling me that Cathy understands Spanish? She was listening?" As she remembered back to that long night, Maria turned red.
Maria fell silent and the two rode after the herd. Just before full dark, Bob Jordan and Billy Hatko rode up to them. Billy grinned at Emerson, "I hate to intrude like this, but I didn't expect you to be this far along. You seem to be doing better. The camp is a couple of miles ahead. Can you make it?"
"Thanks for thinking of us, Bill and Bob. I feel tired, but Ill make it . Maria made sure of that. Thanks, in large part to her, I am doing a lot better."
"It wasn't too difficult," Maria said. "I just made him eat and rest, and get cleaned up. Nature took care of the rest."
By the time the group reached the camp, Emerson was exhausted and his leg and shoulder hurt. He knew, however, that he had passed the worst of it and the healing would take place rapidly.
Pat Casey welcomed him, "I'm glad to see you, Emerson. We only made ten miles today, but we were short handed and didn't push too hard. Tomorrow, we should pass within a few miles of Palma. I was thinking of having Pedro replenish some of our dwindling supplies there. What do you think?"
"Pat, you know what you're doing so keep giving orders. In a few days I'll be able to take over. Tomorrow, I should be able to help some." Emerson was feeling very tired and was glad there were men there that could carry on without him.
Billy checked Emerson's wounds and pronounced him on the mend. "I did a good job on you back, Emerson. There will be a scar, but it isn't like that is your first. Look at these. In fact, I noticed someone did a pretty good job on your shoulder and not that long ago."
"Billy, I appreciate the help, but I'm not a blackboard. Just hand me my shirt and save those stories." Emerson found that sort of attention disconcerting. "Maria was the seamstress on my shoulder, and I'd have to say I'd rather have her working over me than you."
Billy simply laughed. "If you didn't feel that way, I'd really be worried!"
Maria, who had been silent since they had reached camp, finally spoke. "Emerson, I want you to ride slowly and away from the cattle for another day. I heard you tell Dad you could help tomorrow. Give it one more day and then you can do what you want."
Everyone was quiet, watching Emerson. He knew they were waiting to see what his answer would be to Maria's directive.
Emerson looked at Maria, and then the rest of the crew. Maria was waiting for his response. Turning his gaze back to Maria, he knew he could not go against her. She had done too much for him to be defied in front of everyone.
"Pat, you heard what she said. Unless you want to argue with her, I am following orders for one more day."
Pat laughed, as did the others. "If you don't dare, I'm certainly not going to risk it. Take it easy tomorrow, and we'll go from there."
Maria gave Emerson a long look and then a smile. "I'm glad you are listening to me. It really is best for you."
"I've found out the hard way that you know what you're doing, Maria. I won't disobey your orders."
Emerson fell asleep as soon as he laid down. The next thing he saw was the sun rising and the activity in the camp as another day began. He also noticed Maria and Cathy whispering to each other. Emerson could not even guess what that was about.
Emerson felt improved, but admitted to himself that by day's end he would probably be stiff and sore again. He decided to spend the day following well behind, simply trying to gain strength.
That evening, just as dark began to fall, Emerson rode up to the fire. He ached, but not as badly as the previous evening. He would be able to help from here on.
The meal was unusually good and Emerson soon found out the reason. The crew was enjoying both the food, and a story from Cathy.
"Pat finally agreed to let Maria and me go to Palma with Pedro. Maria can be very persuasive. It was only a few buildings and a dozen or so people, but there was a place to get some supplies."
"We stopped the wagon at the mercantile and went in. Maria and I carried rifles, but it didn't seem to scare this would-be tough. He followed us in and it was pretty plain he had some intention of harassing us. I spotted that drummer we see at the hotel in Morgantown about once a month."
Cathy was living up to her reputation of not leaving anything out of a story she told. "Before this tough can bother us, I walked up to that drummer and asked him if he remembered us. Well, I don't have to tell you I would have been some surprised if he hadn't. Maria and I aren't that easy to forget!"
"I asked him if he would be in Santa Fe before long and he allowed that he was going there next. The tough was edging closer and listening in."
"When you get there, I told him loud enough so Mr. Tough could hear easy, would you look up some of the folks from Morgantown that you know? They should be at The Casa Diaz waiting for those of us that are making a cattle drive to Santa Fe. Tell them we are close to schedule and are doing well"
Cathy laughed as she went on. "Tell them we ran into Gustin's bunch and shot them to bloody Hell. There are some grateful buzzards feasting back a few days ride, if they don't get sick. I told that drummer that Miller, Tuleya, Gustin and a Mexican gunman tried playing a hand with Emerson Trask and Tom Gordon, but they just didn't have the cards. The rest of our crew disposed of the remainder of this so-called gang of tough men."
"I told him we were having trouble keeping the whole crew from riding into town, looking for trouble. We had to get our supplies and get back, before the boys came after us."
"You can ask Maria and Pedro if this really happened," Cathy continued. "I turned to that guy who followed us in and asked him if he was looking for anything in particular. By this time he was white as a ghost. He shook his head and left. We picked up our supplies and came back. That store keeper showed a lot of respect after my story, too."
Pat Casey was still chuckling when he spoke, "Cathy, I told you to be careful and to not attract a lot of attention. I seem to have wasted my breath."
Tom Gordon, no longer wearing a bandage on his scalp, laughed, "Pat, how can you send two women as attractive as these into a town and ask them not to attract attention? There isn't a city in the world they would go unnoticed. I'm just glad they didn't run into trouble or we would take that place apart."
Tom Gordon was a much more confident, self assured man since he survived his brush with death. It was a change everyone had noticed. He wasn't cocky. He was simply no longer afraid and it made a difference in his demeanor.
"I should have known better, but it is so hard for me to be firm with women," Pat acknowledged. "We are in the final several days of this drive, if everything goes all right. I think we could have reason to celebrate a little when we get to Santa Fe. Let's just keep doing our jobs and this will be over in no time."
Emerson was seated by the fire and Tom wandered over and sat down. Soon Cathy and Maria were relaxing close by. Tom surprised Emerson with a statement.
"You know something? I'm not that anxious for this to end. It has been a great experience and I've learned a lot about myself and people in general."
"I was thinking the same," Cathy said. "This has been so different and exciting, I may be bored with my old life. What do you think Emerson? Maria?"
"I won't miss the dirt or seeing people die," replied Maria. "I'll never forget when Tom and Emerson fought with those men and how I felt when both of them were wounded. I think I can resume my old life without any trouble."
"It seems that Emerson is used to living an exciting life," Maria added. "I wonder if regular ranch life will bore him."
"Trips like this change a person," Emerson stated. "I have a new respect for a lot of people, including you three. Still, I would not mind a period of peace and harmony in my life. This has been an experience, but there are always more ahead."
The next two days were busy and the herd made good time. Emerson improved rapidly. His youth and strength were regaining control and his pain had lessened greatly. He wore his right arm in a sling, but could walk with little difficulty. He resumed control of the herd and was able to handle his share.
Emerson calculated that Santa Fe was a couple days off as they started the herd. He had turned his thoughts to selling it and trying to get the best possible price. He was mulling this over when he saw a small detail of cavalry riding toward him.
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As they pulled up, Emerson noticed several of his riders headed that way out of curiosity. They hadn't seen anyone to talk to in quite a while.
A young lieutenant nodded at the herd as he spoke to Emerson. "I am Lieutenant Andrews. Are you in charge of this herd? It is possible the army could do business with you."
Emerson shook the man's hand. "Emerson Trask. Yes, I am and we will listen to any proposition you may make. I didn't know the military was in the area."
"We are supposed to be everywhere, if you listened to Washington. The Indian problems have relaxed some. The government wants to put them on reservations. The problem with that is food. These people always hunted and have difficulty living in one area. Hungry men are not easy to control, so the army needs beef. I assume these cattle are for sale?"
"You are exactly right. Do you have the authority to buy them?" Emerson asked.
By this time several of the trail crew, including Maria and Cathy, rode up to listen. The soldiers were clearly surprised to see the women.
Andrews demonstrated that his officer training included conduct around lovely young ladies. "I am stunned to see two such beautiful creatures in these parts!" As he spoke he tipped his hat. It was obvious to all that he totally liked what he saw. "I assume you ladies are part of this extremely fortunate crew. I am Lieutenant Andrews, at your service."
Emerson laughed as the girls gave the soldier smiles that were meant to dazzle. "I would like the pleasure of introducing you to Cathy Jordan, the lovely blonde, and the dark-haired beauty is Maria Casey." Emerson then pointed to the men of the crew. "If you are interested in their names, let me know."
Maria and Cathy both looked at Emerson. Their pleasure was apparent. "That is what I'd call a proper introduction!" Maria laughed.
Andrews was captivated by the two women. He never let his gaze leave them. Emerson judged him to be a bit of a ladies' man. Andrews shook hands with the girls and began asking questions. It wasn't long before he knew they were both single and from Morgantown.
Emerson waited while the lieutenant made small talk with the women. Finally, he interrupted, "I am sure you are a busy man, Lieutenant. Could we get back to the business at hand?"
"Yes, of course." Andrews realized he had been too attentive to the women, although he felt he had good reason. "I cannot buy these cattle, but my commanding officer can. He is Major Reynolds and our headquarters is presently located east of here about two hours ride. I would be glad to escort you to him. He is looking to buy beef. In fact, he is meeting with someone today in that regard. It would be to your advantage to speak to Major Reynolds as soon as possible."
"I don't think it would hurt to hear what the Major has to say. We can let the cattle rest here today," Emerson decided. "I'll ride back with you."
"Would you mind very much, Boss, if Cathy and I rode with you?" Maria asked Emerson. "We could use the break."
Tom quickly added, "Count me in, too. How about you, Bob?"
"We have to leave a crew to watch the herd," protested Emerson.
"Go ahead," it was Pat Casey. "You youngsters will enjoy it. The rest of us can manage here."
Emerson knew he had no good reason to refuse Maria's request, but felt reluctant to take the girls. "Do you realize the effect you will have on soldiers stationed out here? Andrews was just a sample of how these men will react. It might be best if I ride over alone and talk to the major."
"I don't feel I over reacted, Mr. Trask. I can assure you the ladies will be quite safe with the U.S. Army. I would ask how concerned you are with their safety to allow them to participate in this venture. There are bands of thieves, and even worse out here." Andrews was clearly miffed at Emerson's suggestion that he behaved improperly with the two women.
Emerson turned to face Andrews, his own temper flaring. Maria, seeing Emerson's anger, quickly rode between them. "I appreciate your feelings that this is not safe country, but each of these three was wounded in a gunfight with the Gustin gang, fighting in large part, to protect Cathy and me. I would caution you against suggesting to any of these men that they aren't concerned for our safety. I really don't care to see any more fighting." Maria smiled as she finished, but her message was clear to Andrews.
Andrews quickly softened with Maria's approach. "I really didn't mean to suggest the ladies would not be safe with you. It is obvious that they are in good health. The Gustin gang is another one of our assignments. You were fortunate to survive that encounter," added Andrews. "Perhaps you could help us locate them. Do you have any idea where they would be now?
Cathy could not contain herself. "Lieutenant, we know exactly where they are. That is, the parts the buzzards haven't finished. This crew is serious about its cattle and women, and fight for both. You can cross Gustin off your list of things to do!"
Andrews seemed to see the group in a new and more serious light. "That is good news. They were reported to be a seasoned and dangerous bunch. That must have been a battle."
Cathy was all sugar again as she smiled at Andrews. "We have a couple of hours. I'll tell you all about it as we ride."
Maria chuckled as she said, "I bet she'll use the whole two hours telling it." With that, the entire group laughed. Then Maria nudged her horse closer to Emerson's. As the group watched, Maria gave Emerson a smile and asked, "Emerson, Dad said they could watch the herd. As a favor to me, can we ride along, too?"
Emerson groaned as the crew laughed. "I don't think Emerson is going to able to refuse that request!" laughed Tom. "If he does, he must have been wounded worse than any of us realized."
Emerson looked at the smiling faces. Even Pat Casey was enjoying this. He returned Maria's smile. "I can't refuse that request. but keep in mind you are indebted to me now."
With the long and dangerous drive nearly complete, Maria was feeling reckless. "Of course, Emerson. You can collect anytime. I just don't know how a girl like me would ever be able to pay you back." She was still close to Emerson, but everyone heard her answer.
"Maria! You are so forward! I love it. I think this trip has changed both of us," Cathy added. "Let's ride everyone. Maria has sacrificed something, as yet unnamed, for the benefit of us all. We can thank her later."
As Cathy, Maria, Tom, and Bob fell in with the lieutenant, Emerson faced Pat Casey. "Sir, I didn't mean-"
Pat was trying to keep a straight face. "Don't try to hand me a line. I can see what's going on! "
Emerson sat his horse, trying to come up with a response.
Pat Casey and Miguel, who had been listening to the conversation, both broke into laughter. "Emerson, you'd better get going or you'll be left behind and that smooth lieutenant will be sweet talking those girls all the way." Pat was enjoying the situation.
Emerson turned his horse and chased after the rest, with the realization that Pat didn't seem to be upset about Maria flirting with him. Maria had known he would not refuse her almost any request, and that he lacked the nerve to try to collect on that debt.
As he rode behind the others, Emerson was deep in thought. He accepted Maria's power over him. He would probably play the fool at some point, but thoughts of her consumed him. A smile from her meant more than money. She was in control, not him. That could leave him vulnerable, but Emerson admitted to himself he could do nothing about it.
Maria dropped back a short while later, bringing her pony alongside Emerson's. "You have been so quiet and thoughtful, Emerson. Are you angry with me?"
Surprise showed on Emerson's face. "Angry? Maria, why or how could I be upset with you? I've trying to decide how to collect on that debt."
Maria's leg was touching his as they rode. "So that's your big problem! I think I can help you there." The rest of the riders were strung out a short distance ahead as the passed through a rocky canyon. Soon they passed around a boulder and were gone from view.
"Stop your horse!" Maria whispered.
Surprised, Emerson pulled back on the reins. He brought his attention back to Maria. She was leaning out of her saddle and brought her lips close to Emerson's.
"You'll have to help a little," she smiled.
Emerson felt as if he were dreaming. He leaned down and pressed his lips to Maria's and was lost in the passion she seemed to draw from him. Finally, Emerson pulled back, staring into Maria's eyes.
Her voice was heavy with emotion as she spoke. "I consider that payment in full. Am I terrible?"
Emerson could not find his voice. He simply searched her eyes, not wanting to forget what he was seeing.
"Unless I am fooling myself, I'd have to think you're satisfied. We'd better catch up to the rest." With that, Maria kicked her pony and took off after the rest.
Lieutenant Andrews was still listening to Cathy as Maria rejoined them. Cathy looked at Maria, then glanced back at Emerson and nodded her head knowingly.
The small cavalcade rode into the army post in mid afternoon. It had been a pleasant ride with Andrews concentrating his attention on the two women. Bob, Tom and Emerson exchanged smiles several times over the last few miles as they watched the lieutenant's efforts to impress the girls.
Before they dismounted, Andrews thought of another opportunity to see Maria and Cathy. "Next week, one week from today, is the Governor's Ball in Santa Fe. Major Reynolds has plans on attending, along with some of his officers. It would be nice to see you ladies there," Andrews added.
Maria looked at Emerson before she responded. "I think that would be very nice. In fact, I would expect most, if not all, of our crew would want to attend. We can do that, can't we Emerson?"
Emerson was surprised that Maria would ask him, as were the others. Cathy spoke, "Maria, Emerson won't be giving us orders forever. At least not the rest of us," she amended. "Of course we'll go. Emerson, you know I am not trying to offend you."
Emerson grinned, "Cathy, you are correct. By that time we should be done with this job and everyone will be on their own. The ball sounds like a good idea."
Andrews dismounted and the rest followed suit. "My men will take care of your horses. I'll present you to the Major." With that he led the way through the camp.
As they walked, Emerson noted the stir the girls created. The soldiers were polite enough, but everyone of them flashed their best smiles and tipped their hats, and just plain stared. The girls giggled and smiled back enjoying the attention.
Some small chairs were placed in front of one of the larger tents. Seated there was a gray haired man in uniform and another man, a civilian. Cathy, who was walking ahead with Andrews, stopped in her tracks. Turning to the others, she whispered loudly, "Tom Taylor is already here! What do we do?"
By this time they were noticed by the major. Standing, he returned the lieutenant's salute. "What have you brought back with you, Mr. Andrews? You should get a promotion for this!" Reynolds laughed as the lieutenant began the introductions.
"This is Cathy Jordan and this is Maria Casey, Major Reynolds. Emerson Trask to the left, and I'm afraid I didn't catch the names of the other gentlemen." Andrews appeared to feel foolish at the oversight.
Cathy finished the introductions, "Tom Gordon and my brother Bob are the other two. It's a pleasure to meet you, sir." She shook hands with the commanding officer, as did the others.
Reynolds held Emerson's hand longer than necessary and clapped him on his good shoulder. "I knew you must have made it, son. That was some piece of work! I trust things are working out for you here?"
"Sir, we are here on cattle business," offered Emerson. It was obvious he was uncomfortable with Reynold's question. "Not to be rude, but my personal situation can be discussed sometime in private. We are intruding. We would be glad to leave you alone with this gentleman. We can come back a bit later."
Tom Taylor was in a rage. How was this possible? He never anticipated any competition for this government contract. Instinctively, he checked to be certain his two gunmen were near.
"Thank-you, for the gesture, Mr. Trask, but our business is about finished. Mr. Taylor has just given me his final and lowest price. I would now be interested in what you have to say," replied Major Reynolds.
Taylor jumped to his feet. "You can't consider dealing with this man! He's a gunman, a killer. He has already shot two men dead in the streets of Morgantown! He is the kind of man the Army hunts down, not does business with," Taylor shouted.
Maria saw the Major look at Emerson with a slight smile on his face. "It would seem that Mr. Taylor questions your character, Mr. Trask. Do you offer any response to his charges?"
"I really don't care to discuss my character faults at this time. I am here to sell the Army some cattle," Emerson responded calmly.
Maria was shocked at Emerson's lack of defense for his actions. "Major," she cried, "Emerson only shot those men in self defense after Taylor sent them after him. His men also beat Bob, and slapped Cathy and me on the main street of Morgantown! What kind of man is he?"
"Your men struck these ladies?" Reynolds asked Taylor. "Is that true?" It was clear that Major Reynolds found that information revolting.
That was when Tom Taylor made a serious miscalculation about the men he was facing, and women he was talking about.
He responded, without thinking, "How can you call these women ladies? They have been traveling on a trail drive with a bunch of dirty cowboys. They are nothing more than-"
Tom Gordon had reacted immediately at Taylor's insults of Cathy and Maria. Before Taylor could say any more, Tom covered the short distance between them and grabbed Taylor by the shirt front. He then slapped Taylor's head from side to side several times. In his anger, Tom had neglected Taylor's henchmen. Seeing their employer roughed up, the men reached for their colts.
A shot rang out and suddenly everything was quiet. One of Taylor's men dropped a gun to the ground and groaned as he held his arm. The other man took his hand off the butt of his gun and raised it slowly.
Maria turned and saw Emerson holding his left hand gun. Smoke was curling up from the barrel. It was pointed toward the man who had just removed his hand from his colt. Tom Gordon let go of Taylor and backed off.
Taylor was livid with rage. "Gordon, I'll ruin your bank. You'll regret this to your dying day! That bank will never see another dime of my money."
"Our bank would rather close than allow tinhorns like you to abuse decent women. If I ever hear you say anything like that again, I'll gut shoot you myself." Tom Gordon's voice was heavy with emotion.
"Major Reynolds, I demand you arrest these men! The Army can't allow the beating and shooting of innocent men," Taylor directed at Reynolds. "Do your job!"
By this time a good portion of the soldiers at the outpost had gathered around the scene. The Major seemed unruffled by the events he had just witnessed. Calmly he gave an order, "Sergeant Day, get this wounded man to the doctor's tent and see that he is taken care of. Sergeant Williams, escort Mr. Taylor and his employee to their horses. I want them to leave as soon as the other man is patched up."
"Mr. Taylor, the Army is not interested in personal disputes between civilians." Reynolds continued, "I would say, however, these men were well within their rights to react as they did. I suspect you are lucky to have gotten off so easy. If Mr. Trask had use of both his hands, and could have gotten to you before Gordon did, the damage to your sorry face would have been much greater. I have no use for a man that would talk that way to a lady, and these are ladies. Now, get out of my sight!"
Reynolds turned to the rest of the soldiers. "I want everyone to return to where they were before that shot was fired." As the troops began to leave, Reynolds turned to Maria and Cathy.
"Could I offer you ladies a seat. It is rare indeed to have such attractive women out here." The officer pointed to two chairs near his. "I apologize for the rude behavior of Taylor. I assure you he did not in any way reflect my opinion, or those of the men under me."
"Major, I thank you for saying that. Maria and I have been through a lot the past couple of weeks, but we certainly are ladies," Cathy replied as she and Maria took the offered seats. "I'm also finding out that it is pretty unhealthy to suggest otherwise with Tom and Emerson around."
"I have to agree with you there," laughed Reynolds. "Taylor seemed to have no idea what he was getting into, although I could see it coming. He can't read men very well if he thought Emerson would let him get away with that."
"I finally get to meet Maria Casey. I was certain the accounts of your beauty were an exaggeration, but now I see they didn't do you justice." Reynolds held Maria's hand as he spoke.
Maria was flabbergasted. "I don't understand exactly what you are saying, but thank you. Could I ask where you may have had me described to you?"
"It was in South America, wasn't it Emerson?" and Reynolds turned to laugh at the cornered look on Emerson's face. "It seems Mr. Trask hasn't mentioned that he and I go back a few years."
Emerson found his voice. "Walt, let's get on with the business at hand! We don't have all day to reminisce. We are here to see about selling some cattle."
"Emerson, don't be so rude," Cathy reprimanded. "We do have all day and the rest of us are interested in what General Reynolds has to say. Please go on, sir.
The Major laughed as he continued, "We had a sensitive situation in which the U.S. government couldn't be directly involved. Emerson's name was given to me as a man that could help. I was told he was capable and tough. His ship was in port at the time and he was kind enough to volunteer his services, greatly helping some Americans the government could not. This sounds vague to you, but to this day, the government denies involvement in the affair."
"I had the opportunity to have dinner with Emerson the evening before he performed his clairvoyant activities. At that time, he spoke of his misspent youth, and the stigma under which he left Morgantown. He also spent a good part of the meal describing the unlimited charms of one Maria Casey, a girl that absolutely hated him. That is why I am so glad to finally meet you, and see that you must have learned to tolerate Emerson, at least. Otherwise, it would have been a very difficult trip," Major Reynolds concluded.
"Thank-you General," Cathy said. "We seem to run into people from all over the world that know about Maria. For a girl that has never left New Mexico, she is very well known."
Maria was amazed. Did Emerson know everyone in the world? Was there anyone to whom he failed to mention her name? Still, it always seemed to be nice things that people heard about her and the fact that Emerson had not forgotten her made her feel good.
Maria began to allow her feelings to surface. Emerson had been thinking about her, and telling everyone about her beauty. Maria wasn't particularly vain. She knew that she could be very attractive to Emerson, while still not impressing someone else. She admitted to herself that Emerson was the one she wanted to impress and it was beginning to appear that she had, even more than she dreamed.
Emerson, on the other hand, cursed himself for talking so freely about his past and Maria. Over the years he told more people than he could remember. He never thought Maria would meet any of them, but he should have known better. The world wasn't that big, and people seemed to remember his stories. He hoped that Maria would not take offense at his mentioning of her name.



Maria had been silent and Emerson had squirmed during Reynolds' story. Emerson asked again, "Can we get on with the business now, Walt? What will you pay for beef?"
"Emerson, you know I am in no position to haggle with you," Reynolds replied. "You name a fair price and give me your count. I'll agree to it."
There it was! Emerson knew the rest of them were watching him. This was an opportunity they never expected.
"Walt, you put me in a tough spot. I have to ask as much as I can and I have to treat you right." Emerson went on, "Suppose you give me Taylor's lowest price and your men take the count. Would that be fair?"
"It sure would. I knew you wouldn't take advantage of my debt to you, although Taylor's lowest price was higher than most buyers are paying. We will make the count tomorrow and take control of the herd. It will take a few days to get the draft." Reynolds went on, "Could I give it to you in Santa Fe in a week. I will be in for the Governor's Ball. Why don't you folks go to that, too?"
"Lieutenant Andrews made it a point to invite us to that already," Cathy told the Major. "We are already making plans, and we will see you there. It sure has been a pleasure doing business with you. Should I save a dance for you, General?"
Reynolds laughed as he answered, "That is a condition of this sale! Each of you ladies must reserve a dance for the "General" and I will hold you to it."
"Emerson, I should tell you that Ellen Lander is in Santa Fe and will probably be at the ball. It wouldn't be like her to miss it," Reynolds concluded. "She has been asking about you, trying to find out anything she can. Of course, I told her nothing, as I promised, but she has the resources and intelligence to put the pieces together, even if she doesn't actually know you are in Santa Fe. I can pretty well guarantee that if you go there, she will find you."
Emerson nodded. "I guess it doesn't matter now. Thanks, Walt."
Cathy and Maria exchanged glances at this message. This was another mystery Cathy was determined to solve. Maria also found herself wondering who Ellen was and what she meant to Emerson.
The ride back to the herd passed quickly. Cathy, Tom, and Bob were excited about the day's events and discussed it during the ride. Emerson was pensive and didn't join in, but Maria found herself catching the others' excitement. Soon she was talking and laughing with the others.
Cathy was laughing as she talked about her plans. "We should be in Santa Fe in two days. That gives me time to find something to wear, or have something made. Maria, you have relatives there. Will they help us find everything we need?"
"My cousins will be delighted to help. I haven't seen them for a couple of years, but I know they will. They are probably planning on going themselves." Maria then asked Cathy, "Are you saving any dances for anyone besides the 'General' as you called him. I think he liked that."
"Well, Maria, it sure didn't upset the man, did it? As far as saving any other dances, I guess it will depend on if I'm asked, and by who. Tom and Emerson have already earned them, so I'm offering one to you lucky boys, if you are interested," Cathy declared.
Tom Gordon answered immediately, "Interested? I'd fight for that chance! I hope to sneak more than one from you. How about you, Emerson?"
"I would be a bigger fool than I already am to pass that offer up," responded Emerson. "I look forward to it!"
Cathy continued, "How about you, Maria? Are you going to save a dance for anyone else, or do you want to save all of them for someone?"
Maria smiled as she answered, "I would certainly make the same offer as you, except I will include Bob and the rest of the crew, if they are interested. I will never be able to thank these men enough. This was difficult, but it worked out well. So, do you cowboys want me to save a dance for you?"
Bob Jordan was the first to respond. "I was hoping you'd ask! Count me in, early in the night. When the other girls see you dance with me, my stock will go up. They'll all want a dance!"
"In that case, I would like the last dance," Tom chuckled. "That will let me remember it longer. How about you, Emerson?"
Emerson looked at his companions. He scratched his chin and appeared to be thinking the offer over. Maria had almost decided to recant her offer when Emerson finally answered.
"I would ask for the one just before intermission, so you might spend that with me as well."
Maria was touched. "You fellows know how to make a girl feel good! I won't forget your dances, I promise."
That evening Emerson asked everyone to report to the camp to learn the deal that had been reached. He passed over the preliminary trouble and simply stated the terms of the contract.
"I made the deal and I am glad to stand by it," Emerson told the group. "We should get the government draft in a week, but they are taking the herd tomorrow. Does anyone have any problems with this arrangement?"
Ernie Hooker, who had proven himself a top hand for a man of any age, asked, "It may not be my place to ask, but I'm curious. How did you get such a good deal from the Army? I always heard they liked to buy low."
Maria answered that question, "You are right, Ernie. It seems that the Major Reynolds owed Emerson a large debt of gratitude for something he did in South America a few years back. Emerson forgot to mention that."
Billy Hatko asked, "Reynolds? South America? I guess Emerson earned a favor!"
Cathy made a mental note to talk to Billy as soon as she had the chance. Billy knew the story and Cathy hated being on the outside of a mystery. He could even know about the girl called Ellen.
There were no complaints. Everyone was more than satisfied. That evening Pat Casey sat by Emerson as they ate. Maria sat near her father and listened as Pat told Emerson, "I can't thank you enough, Emerson. You did what you set out to do. You got the herd through and sold for a good price. Everyone survived. In fact, you were hurt worse than anyone else.
"You came through for Maria in that stampede. I thought I was going to lose her that time. I don't know how I could have faced her mother if something had happened. You risked everything for the girls when Gustin showed up. Your arm is still in a sling from that. I'm just trying to tell you that Carmella, Maria, and I know what you have done for the Casey family. We won't forget it."
Emerson shook Pat's hand. "Pat, I should be thanking you. Your family was good to me back when you had every reason not to be. You threw in on this drive without argument or complaint. You ran things when I was unable to do so. Maria saved me from that Indian and got me through my injuries. You owe me nothing. I feel very much indebted to your entire family."
Maria listened to the two men talk. She realized this was something they felt they had to say. It seemed strange to her that men could be more honest with other men than they were with women, even the ones they loved. Listening, she knew that her father and Emerson would always be friends. It seemed so simple and basic for them.
Cathy and Maria were excited about the drive finishing so well and the impending visit to Santa Fe, including the Governor's Ball. They sat and talked long after the others were sleeping.
"Maria, I saw you drop back with Emerson today while we were riding with Lieutenant Andrews. When you rejoined us you looked a bit flushed. Did that man insist you pay your debt?"
Maria smiled as she thought back to the ride with Emerson. "Are you kidding? He is so proper! I practically had to climb into his saddle to settle my account, but you will be glad to know I have taken care of it."
"Maria, you have changed your opinion from a few weeks ago! I guess you aren't going to claim you hate him any more. Maybe it is the opposite emotion?"
"I never hated him, as you guessed. He just hurt me badly and I felt the need for some kind of revenge. Also, I didn't know how he felt about me and I didn't want to make a fool of myself. I guess I was afraid to show my real feelings."
"You seem to be showing them a little now. How will your mother feel about Emerson? Your Dad seems to think he is the best. Will she approve?" asked Cathy.
"Cathy, haven't you heard my mother talk about him? She was sold on him before I was. She will be delighted, but don't rush this thing. We have no understanding or anything."
"Maria, you can wrap that man around your finger! You can take this anywhere you want to go and you know it."
"How is your romance working out? Tom seems to stick close to you as much as possible. Is this something serious, Cathy?" asked Maria.
"We haven't really talked about it, but I think it might be. It is one reason I am looking forward to the Ball. I can dress up and let Tom see I am not just a cowgirl, although I'm proud to be one. This cattle drive has been a great experience."
The troops from Major Reynolds' outpost arrived early the next morning. Lieutenant Andrews was in charge and he dallied after his men started the herd. Emerson saw him talk to Maria off to the side and was mildly curious about the nature of the conversation, although he felt he had a good idea what it was about.
The extra horses were sent as well. Andrews assured them that the Army needed them and they would be paid a fair price. With nothing to hold them, the happy group headed for Santa Fe. When darkness began to fall, the lights from the city beckoned to them. It was agreed that since they were that close, they would ride on.
Billy rode beside Emerson. "You should have a big smile on your face, Emerson. Instead, you look like your dog just died. Is anything wrong?"
Emerson smiled. Billy had a way of cheering him up. "I think I'm experiencing a let down. This thing was so important to me, I could think of nothing else. Now, I feel like a ship with no direction, just floating where the winds take me. I'll get over it soon enough."
"Reynolds said Ellen Lander was in Santa Fe. I really never thought I would ever see her again. I'm afraid she feels indebted to me. I hope she doesn't try to make too much of that incident in San Cristol. I would really like to keep her from our crew, but that isn't likely. That Cathy is a curious sort and seems to figure things out pretty quick."
"I don't think that story will cost you any friends! The fact that the Lander family owns a good chunk of this earth doesn't hurt either. I never saw her, but I heard Ellen Lander is something to look at. What about that, Emerson?"
"You seem to be well informed, as usual, Billy. She is very attractive." Emerson added, "I just don't want to complicate things right now. Ellen will get along fine if she never sees me again. I think I'll stay low while we are in Santa Fe."
"I don't know about you," Billy stated, "but I'll feel better after a bath, a good meal, and a drink. Then things will be right again."
The group stopped at a livery stable not far from The Casa Diaz. Before the drive started, family members had told the crew that they would be at the hotel, waiting to welcome them.
The girls, Tom, and Bob were very excited and hurried off to the hotel as soon as the hostler took the horses. Soon the others followed suit. Emerson and Billy took care of their own mounts before entering the hotel. They were the last two to go in.
Emerson was surprised at the number of citizens from Morgantown that were present when he entered the hotel. His mother and sister were there and met him with hugs.
"Maria told me you were shot in the shoulder, but you would be okay," Nancy told Emerson. "She said you were the bravest cowboy she ever saw! I'm glad we're all together again."
Emerson's mother held Emerson's left hand as she spoke. "Miguel told me a little about the trip. He said you were the difference, Emerson. All of them talked about the job you did. I'm very proud of you."
Emerson leaned over and kissed his mother on the cheek. "I'm glad I've finally done something you can be proud of, Mother. I never did that when I was a kid. Miguel was great. Be proud of him, too.
Tom Gordon's father was the next to thank Emerson. "You did what most said you couldn't do, son. The trip has changed Tom. I can see that. I would have liked to have been there when he slapped Taylor! We can get by without his business, and sleep better at night for it. That must have been some gunfight you lads were in. I thank you for shooting fast and straight and for everything else." The older Gordon grasped Emerson' good hand as he spoke.
Emerson couldn't believe it when he saw Vern Jordan and a lady that could only be his wife. "I never expected to see you two here! You have to be Cathy's mom. I see where she got her good looks."
"Cathy told me you were handsome, but she didn't mention how smooth you are," Mrs. Jordan's eyes twinkled as she wrung Emerson's hand. "We couldn't sit around and wonder about the kids, so we came up here with everyone else. I'm not that fragile and the trip did me good."
Vern Jordan spoke, "Emerson, I was some relieved to see those kids, and everyone else, come through that door. From what I hear, you were largely responsible for that. Thanks a lot, son!"
Emerson began to feel like he was in a receiving line at a wedding. He was dusty and self-conscious of his appearance. Everyone but he and Billy had gone to get cleaned up. He went to the desk to register and remembered he had never mastered writing left-handed. Carmella Casey stepped in close to Emerson and wrote his name for him.
"I was told some of the things you did on that drive, like save my daughter's life twice, at least. Pat choked up telling me about it. Maria was unusually quiet. Emerson, Maria is a wonderful girl. She means more to us than anything else in the world. Pat told you we are your friends for life. I can only repeat it. Thanks for taking care of my daughter." Carmella made little attempt to hide her emotions as she spoke. She gave Emerson a hug and he could feel her sob against his chest. He felt emotions welling up in response.
"Mrs. Casey, Maria really is a wonderful girl and you have every right to be proud of her. When the chips were down, she came through for me. Don't make me more than I am, please. If I should ever be lucky enough to help her, it is for me. It makes me feel better, so that makes it a selfish act." Emerson hugged her back. "You are a lucky woman to have a husband and daughter like you do, and they are even more fortunate to have you."
Emerson went up the stairs to his room. With one hand he cleaned himself up as well as he could. He promised himself a bath in the morning. Struggling out of his clothes, he crawled into his bed.
Someone banging on his door woke Emerson. He got out of bed and opened the door a crack. Billy stood in the hall grinning. "You didn't show up at breakfast and we all thought you were sleeping late. When you didn't show for lunch some of us got a little nervous, so I came up to see if you are all right."
Emerson looked out his window and saw it was afternoon. He must have slept fourteen hours! "Billy, thanks for the concern. I slept more than I ever have. I'm going to find a place for a bath and a shave and then I'll feel human."
It turned out there was a barber shop across from the hotel. When he emerged over an hour later, Emerson had a fresh shave, a haircut, a bath, and a new outfit. He had picked up a suit that was in style and felt much better.
Emerson spent the rest of the day wandering through Santa Fe. It was already an old city and Emerson found it interesting. His command of Spanish was a definite aid in a city were so many spoke it, and not English. It reminded Emerson of the times his ship would dock in a new port and he would explore the culture of that part of the world.
Emerson carried one colt, tucked in his waist and covered by his jacket. Occasionally, he saw men wearing holsters but for the most part no guns were visible. He had decided to not wear his sling. He found he could hook his thumb on his belt and keep his shoulder still. He felt less awkward that way.
He ran into other crew members and some of the relatives from Morgantown several times during the day. They were all very warm to Emerson, and sometimes that made him uncomfortable. Still, he was always gracious.
Near evening, as he entered a mercantile, he almost bumped into Maria. She was with Cathy and two pretty girls of obvious Spanish decent. Emerson tipped his hat.
Cathy saw Emerson and called to him, "Emerson, you really look a lot better. How do we look?" and with that, Cathy stood by Maria and turned slowly as Emerson watched.
Emerson's eyes told the story. These two girls from little Morgantown would not soon be forgotten in Santa Fe. They were dressed in dresses of Spanish style and were beautiful. Maria with dark hair, and Cathy with blonde, the two made a contrast that enhanced each.
Emerson gave a gulp and replied, "I am almost speechless. I would have to say that I have never seen a lovelier vision. You girls could cause a riot dressed like that. Be careful."
Cathy started to laugh, but Maria seemed nervous. She had Cathy's arm and started to pull her back to their shopping. One of the two Spanish girls that were with them looked at Emerson and gave a big smile.
"Emerson?" she said in a Spanish accent. Then, in Spanish, she continued, "I am Maria's cousin. She has told us so much about you over the years! I thought she had made you up, but I see you are very real and Maria was telling the truth. I'm sorry, do you speak Spanish?"
Emerson smiled at the girl, "Yes, and Maria said she had some attractive relatives, but she didn't do you justice."
The girl was about Maria's age and was pleased with Emerson's comment. The other girl had joined them and she told Emerson, "I think Maria is afraid we will steal you away. That is why she has not introduced us. I am Consuela and my sister is Margarita. We have listened to Maria tell Emerson stories every time she would visit for years. Finally, we meet you. I see why she is so proud of you!"
Maria was flustered and made an attempt to end the embarrassment. "You have met Emerson, now let's get on with our shopping. I'm sure Emerson has things to do."
"Maria, you don't want us to talk to him! Are you afraid we will say something to embarrass you? After all your talk, it would seem like you would be glad to show him off." Consuela ended her words with a small pout.
Cathy had been able to understand enough to catch what was going on. She laughed, "Maria, you are so selfish! Your cousins have heard about Emerson for years and you are trying to get rid of him now. That's what you get for bragging."
Emerson saw Maria's discomfort increase and decided it would be best if he left. "It has been a pleasure meeting you, but I do have to attend to some business," Emerson lied. In English he added, "Remember to be careful, you girls are too pretty!"
Cathy was enjoying the situation. "Thanks, Emerson. Are you going to give your girl, Maria, a kiss good-bye?"
"Cathy, you do love trouble, don't you?" Emerson laughed. "I think it best if I left as fast as possible." As he spoke, Emerson turned and left the building.
Maria's cousins were clearly impressed with Emerson and told Maria so. "Maria, he is so strong and handsome! We thought he was someone you had made up, the way you described him. Now I see you were truthful. You are very fortunate!" Consuela exclaimed.
It was a few minutes before they got back to the task of finding the things Maria and Cathy wanted for the ball. Eventually Maria was alone with Cathy. Maria didn't know if she should laugh or cry.
"Cathy, I might as well tell you what that was about, if you haven't already guessed. When I visited my cousins, they always talked about all the boys, and then men, in their lives. I had to have something, and Emerson was far away, so it seemed safe for me to tell them about him and that he was my suitor. I never thought he would ever meet them! That was so embarrassing! What must Emerson think?"



"Maybe he'll think you like him, and are proud of him. Is that so bad?" Cathy asked.
Maria was thoughtful for a moment and then told Cathy, "I am going to tell my cousins the truth. It will be embarrassing for a while, but they won't bother Emerson any more."
Cathy held Maria by the shoulders and spoke directly to her. "Are you crazy? Did Emerson look flustered? We both know he likes you, so you weren't telling a lie. In fact, it was probably the only time in the past eight years you were truthful about how you felt about Emerson. You can always tell them it didn't work out, if it doesn't. For now, let it go. No one was hurt. Certainly not you or Emerson."
Maria looked down. "Cathy, you always seem to understand what I should do. You are a real friend. I guess I'll let it go. The embarrassing part is over now anyway."
Cathy and Maria had made it a point to ask Billy about Emerson's business with Major Reynolds in South America and about Ellen Lander. Billy had not been helpful. He refused to elaborate on the former and claimed to have never met any Ellen Lander, or even heard of her. Still, the two girls had come away with the feeling Billy was not telling them what he did know.
"Maria, Billy is keeping information from us, I'm sure. Men really stick together. It occurs to me that if this Ellen Lander is in town, we should be able to find something out about her, with some discreet questioning."
"We have to be careful not to be too obvious or we could look rather foolish, Cathy. But it is worth a try. I must admit I am rather curious about this woman. I wonder if she is attractive. Somehow, I know she must be."
On the second evening after their arrival, Cathy and Maria were out shopping for the ball. Cathy came up to Maria with a mysterious look on her face.
"Well, it sure wasn't hard to find out who Ellen Lander is. This clerk couldn't say enough about her!"
Maria waited for the rest. "Cathy, don't play games with me. What did you learn?"
"Just that Ellen Lander is the richest, most beautiful woman in the country. Other than that, she isn't all that special, I'm sure."
"Cathy, are you serious? I can never tell when you are telling the truth."
"Maria, her father owns mines all over the world. They are wealthy, incredibly so. She is young and beautiful and in Santa Fe, staying at the best hotel, of course. It seems that every single man in the territory is presenting himself to her constantly. Everyone knows Ellen Lander, the clerk says."
"Did you happen to hear any connection with Emerson? I guess I don't have to ask. She's probably met him in some exotic part of the world. If she has, she will remember him, I'm certain." Maria was not enjoying Cathy's information.
The following afternoon, Carmella, Molly, Nancy, Cathy, and Maria were all together, strolling through stores and outdoor markets in the old part of the city. A shop specializing in silver caught their attention and they entered it. The jewelry was magnificent and all the women turned quiet as they looked at the different pieces.
Cathy saw Molly looking at a beautiful silver necklace. "Look, that piece has Molly Hernandez written all over it! It would look great on you, Molly!"
Ellen Lander had decided to pick up some gifts for her friends in Denver. It was that decision that brought her to the same shop Maria and her companions were visiting. As she entered, Ellen heard the name Molly Hernandez.
"Excuse me! Did you say Molly Hernandez?" she asked the group. "Is someone here named Molly Hernandez?"
Maria turned to the questioner. She was not prepared for what she saw. A fashionably dressed young woman stood by the door. Her hair was copper colored and well coifed. Her figure was perfect and her looks stunning.
It was Nancy that broke the surprised silence. "My mother is Molly Hernandez. Why do you want her?"
Ellen looked from Nancy to Molly. It was apparent that she was in an excited state. That was when she turned and saw Maria. Staring, she approached Maria, a question forming on her lips.
"Are you Maria? There can't be two as lovely as you. You do have the look of an angel!"
Maria was shocked that this woman knew who she was. "Yes, I am Maria Casey. And you can only be Ellen Lander."
"So you know me? Have you seen, I mean, do you know a man, tall and handsome, that went to sea many years ago? I probably sound crazy, but I must know."
Cathy stepped forward. "Miss Lander, Maria isn't giving out information today. You'll have to excuse us."
Maria knew Cathy was trying to keep the Lander woman from Emerson and loved Cathy for it. She also knew that would solve nothing, only delay it.
"You are asking about Emerson?" Maria asked Ellen.
"Emerson? That would be his name. He seemed like an Emerson. Have you seen him in the past year and a half?" Ellen asked.
"Certainly. We are staying at the same hotel, the Casa Diaz. He is probably there now." Maria answered.
"He is? Is he all right. I mean is his health good?" Ellen was holding Maria's arms as she spoke.
"He is quite well, except for the bullet wound in his shoulder, but that is improving rapidly. It only happened a couple of weeks ago, but he is a fast healer." Maria answered.
"He has been shot again?" Ellen cried.
Carmella had been listening to the conversation and making little sense of it. "Could I ask what is going on? You have completely lost me."
"Mother, this is Ellen Lander. She is as wealthy as she is lovely. She and Emerson seem to go back a ways, and she is obviously anxious to see him again."
Carmella had noticed Maria's softening toward Emerson since their arrival in Santa Fe. It was quite apparent Ellen Lander was not a person with whom Maria felt she wanted to compete. Emerson seemed to have a way of attracting desirable women. She felt some of the emotions her daughter was experiencing and was proud of Maria's control.
Ellen could not contain her pleasure. "I can't believe my good luck. I was hoping I would find him, but I had almost given up. Hearing the name Molly Hernandez brought it all together. That and seeing this beautiful woman." She indicated Maria as she spoke. "Emerson really does have good taste."
"Thank-you so much! I haven't much time so I must go find him. Will I see you at the Ball? We can visit then. There is so much we can share!"
Again it was Cathy that answered. "We'll be there. Maria has promised Emerson a dance. He's really sweet on her you know."
"I sure do! I'll see you there," Ellen answered as she headed back out the door.
"Mother, isn't she beautiful!" Maria whispered to Carmella. "She is a real lady, in every sense."
"She is lovely, but certainly no more so than you. I've seen the way people, especially men, look at you. You are second to no one, and I'm sure Emerson will agree," Carmella responded.
Cathy moved close to Maria. "She does seems to be up on fashion, but you didn't have to make it easy for her to find Emerson. Why did you tell her where to find him?"
"Cathy, you are a wonderful friend, and I appreciate it, believe me. She would have found him sooner or later, and I have no right or reason to keep them apart."
"Well, I sure don't see it that way, but you are probably right. Did you see the heads turn when she went down the street? I think we'll have to work really hard to get ready for the Ball. She said she would be there."
By this time, Carmella and Molly were unable to contain their curiosity. Questions came faster than answers. There was much Cathy and Maria did not know, but were determined to find out.
Ellen Lander went directly to Emerson's hotel after leaving Maria, only to find Emerson was not in. She decided to finish her errands and check back at the hotel afterward.
Later that day, Cathy and Maria volunteered to carry the group's purchases back to their rooms, while the rest continued browsing through the city.
"This trip has been so good for my mother and Molly! They really do need to get away from the ranch now and then. Nancy is really enjoying herself, too. That cattle drive really did turn out well, didn't it?" Maria asked as the two women strolled toward the hotel.
"I should smile! We haven't been able to dress up, or see anything but home for quite some time. We also have a couple of pretty good men interested in us. Who knows how well this will turn out!"
"You are always so optimistic, Cathy. We shouldn't expect too much, or we could be disappointed," Maria cautioned.
"You are always so careful, Maria. I thought you were getting over that. I do expect a lot and I'll do what I can to help make it happen. I'm willing to take the chance. For you, it is practically a done deal. That man worships you."
Maria was smiling at her friend's words as they turned into their hotel. As they entered the lobby, Maria suddenly stopped. Cathy looked to see the cause of Maria's action. In the center of the room, Ellen Lander had her arms around Emerson, kissing him on the lips.
Maria sobbed quietly, turned and left the building. Cathy followed, not knowing what to say. Maria simply kept walking and Cathy worked to stay with her.
Finally, Maria slowed her pace. Cathy saw the tears winding down her cheeks and tried to cheer Maria up. "It doesn't have to be that bad, Maria. They could be friends that haven't seen each other in a long time. Emerson might have been trying to be polite."
"Cathy, don't treat me like a fool, although I am one! We both saw it. He wasn't being polite! What man would be able to resist a woman like that? I was fine on a cattle drive, but in civilization, she wins hands down. I can't compete with a beautiful, rich Anglo!"
Cathy was surprised at the emotion Maria displayed. She began to realize Emerson meant more to Maria than she let on. For one of the few times she could remember, Cathy could think of nothing to say.
Ellen Lander had returned to the hotel to find Emerson in the lobby. With no concern for anyone else in the room, she rushed to him.
"Emerson! That is your name. I am so glad to see you! I was so afraid you didn't make it that day!" With that, careful to avoid his tender shoulder, she wrapped her arms around his waist and kissed him.
Emerson was embarrassed but amused at Ellen. "You didn't think I'd stay in that town long after that business, did you? I got back to the ship and we sailed immediately. I know where I'm not welcomed. How is your brother? And your father?"
"Dad is the same as always. I'm leaving today to meet him at one of our mines, but we'll be back for the Ball. I met Maria. She is beautiful!"
"You did? Did she know you? What did she say?" Emerson didn't try to hide his surprise.
"She told me your name and where to find you. I heard the name Molly Hernandez. I knew the ship in port that day was called The Molly Hernandez and that if you lived, you must have left on it. Then I saw a woman I had heard described once by you, and asked if she was Maria. Did I tell you she is beautiful?" Ellen asked.
"Yes, and you are right. It sounds like she knew more than I realized. How is Dan?"
He is doing well. He'll always have a game leg, but after what he went through, we'll live with it. He is running the office in Chicago. He's in love again and engaged to a really nice girl. We owe all that to you." Ellen again gave Emerson a hug as she spoke. "I'm running late. My wagon was supposed to leave an hour ago, but I put it off, looking for you. When I get back we'll have to talk. Dad will want to see you, I'm sure. Are you going to the Ball?"
"That is the plan. Have a good trip and I'll see you when you get back." Emerson realized Ellen still had her arms wrapped around him. People had to notice. Ellen was considered to be a bit of a princess in Santa Fe.
Ellen had no interest in who was watching. Reaching up, she kissed Emerson again. "I'm so glad I found you and you are healthy, and that things are going well with Maria. You deserve it! So long for now, Emerson. Dad will be wondering where I am. I have to leave town, but I'll be back for the Ball. If Maria doesn't mind I would like to have a dance or two with you, Emerson." She turned and left.
Emerson turned to see Bob, Tom, and Billy looking his way, their mouths still open. It was apparent they were impressed with Ellen Lander.
"I assume that was Ellen Lander?" Billy asked. "I guess everything I heard about her was true, and then some. Was that another display of gratitude we just witnessed?"
Emerson had a sheepish smile. "You're exactly right, Billy. Heck, she didn't even know my name before today. She said Maria told her where I could be found."
"How do you become so friendly with someone that doesn't know your name?" questioned Tom. "If we could find a way to market your attraction to the opposite sex, we could be rich."
Emerson laughed. "It is part of the favor I did in South America for Major Reynolds. It's a long story."
"You wouldn't want to go through the things Emerson did to win a woman's affections, believe me," added Billy. "If you gentlemen have the time and care to buy a beer or two, I'll tell you the story."
"Billy, I think that story can wait, if you don't mind. I promised the major I would never connect him with that situation, remember? Just stow it, please."
"Since you put it that way, all right. I still have some good stories, if you gentlemen care to join me for a drink," grinned Billy.
Cathy and Maria wandered the sidewalks for half an hour. Finally, Cathy prevailed upon Maria to return to the hotel.
"I suppose we can go back now. She must have relaxed her grip by this time," Maria pouted.
They saw no one as they returned to their rooms. Maria was depressed and Cathy could not bring her out of it. "I'm going back out to see if I can catch up with the others. Will you go with me, Maria?"
"I wouldn't be good company, as you must realize by now. I'll stay here for awhile, Cathy, thanks. I would appreciate it if you didn't say anything to the others about Emerson and Ellen Lander. I don't want everyone to know how much it hurt. I especially don't want to give that satisfaction to Emerson!"
Later that evening, Maria joined the other women for dinner in the dining room. She was still subdued, but feared she would arouse suspicions if she remained in her room. She was intent on not letting the others know how much Emerson's interest in Ellen Lander distressed her. It became difficult as the evening progressed.
"I bumped into your cousins today, Maria. They seem to think you and Emerson are romantically involved. Are you aware of that and where do you suppose they came up with that idea?" questioned Carmella.
Cathy could hardly contain her laughter as Maria gave her best straight-faced answer.
"Mother, you know how those girls have always been looking for men. They think I am the same. They met Emerson when they were shopping with Cathy and me. They assumed more than there was."
Carmella was looking past Maria as she finished talking. Maria turned her head to see what so interested her mother. Cathy was also looking behind Maria. Cathy's mother and Molly also turned to look.
Maria could not believe her eyes when she saw Jake and his brother Eli, approaching her table.
"Hello, Mam. We stopped to get some dinner. When Eli saw you he thought it would be impolite not to say hello. It's good to see you made it to Santa Fe. How is your husband feeling? Is his shoulder healing okay?"
Cathy raised a napkin to her face to hide her laughter as Maria answered Jake's question.
"He is much better, thank-you. He was here somewhere. You can check around if you really want to see him. Or simply wait. He should be eating dinner before too long." Maria was aware the others were totally confused, but Jake and Eli still frightened her and she knew they would never bother her if they felt Emerson was around.
"I didn't think he would be very far from you. I could tell the other day the way he watched you all the time that he was the jealous type. He probably worried about Eli and me, being so good lookin' and all." Jake's eyes were all over Maria as he spoke.
"Yes, he is very jealous. His shoulder was hurt fighting with men that had insulted me. They will not bother any more ladies, if you know what I mean," Maria replied. "It may be best if he doesn't see you talking with me. His temper can be so difficult to control!"
"I guess I understand, Mam. We sure don't want to shoot it out with him! I heard it was the Gustin bunch that winged him," Jake added. "He took care of Tuleya and Miller! We'll steer clear."
The brothers tipped their hats and retreated across the room to a corner table. They took seats that allowed them both the opportunity to watch Maria's table.
Cathy had tears streaming down her cheeks and Carmella was laughing as well. The others were smiling. "I think those two like you, Maria. Did you see the way they looked at you? It sure is a great time for you husband to be off somewhere with those cowboys. Your heart could be stolen by Eli!" Cathy teased.
"Cathy, it wasn't funny. We met them on the trail. I told them we were married. Emerson was weak and I didn't like the way they looked at me. I thought they would be less likely to bother me if they thought I was married. You saw how they were!"
Molly smiled at Maria. "I like that idea. You would make a wonderful daughter-in-law!"
"Thanks, Molly. That is a compliment, but I wouldn't count on anything. I have several suitors and I am certain Emerson enjoys the company of more than a few women."
It was at that moment that Emerson entered the dining room with Tom, Bob, and Billy. He noticed Jake and Eli immediately and stopped at Maria's table.
"I see the dirt brothers are here. Have they bothered you, Maria?"
Maria's coldness surprised him. "It isn't necessary for you to concern yourself about me. I can handle my own problems."
Carmella looked at Maria, then turned a questioning glance to Cathy. Cathy managed a slight shrug of her shoulders and Carmella nodded.
"It's a good thing you got here, Emerson. Your 'wife' was being sweet talked by that Jake fellow. He seems to think you are all that stands in his way of winning Maria." Carmella was determined not to let Maria drive Emerson away. She didn't know why Maria was so curt with him, but had been around Maria enough to know it wouldn't last.
Carmella smiled at Emerson as she spoke and nodded at the brothers seated in the far corner. She watched understanding wash across his face. He reddened and laughed. "I guess they did talk to you! It is so hard to keep a secret in this country. Deceit always comes back to haunt you, doesn't it?"
Again Emerson was surprised by Maria. "That is a good thing for you to keep in mind, although you should be accustomed to it by now."
"Maria, have they been bothering you? I can go over and talk to them."
"Emerson, I'm afraid Cathy and my mother have a strange sense of humor. Jake merely asked how my husband was feeling and these two made a big deal of it. I explained how the story seemed a good idea at the time. I know now it was a mistake."
Emerson was unsure why Maria was so cold toward him, but he knew it would be wise to remove himself from her company. "Ladies, enjoy your dinner. I'll join the sorry looking collection of misfits at that table and attempt to elevate their existence. Excuse me."
It was on the fourth night of their stay, and two nights before the ball, that Maria brought a gentleman to dinner. He was a tall, handsome man around thirty. He dressed the part of a fine gentleman, with a dark suit and a fancy, ruffled shirt.
She had been sitting in the hotel lobby when a handsome stranger approached her. He displayed a wide smile with fine white teeth. "Would you be offended if I took this seat near you?" he had asked. "I'm certain a woman as beautiful as you is constantly beset by admirers."



Maria was still brooding about Emerson and Ellen Lander. The attention of the good-looking stranger lifted her spirits. "Thank-you, sir. You are very kind. You are welcomed to sit near me."
The rest of the day passed swiftly as the stranger engaged her in a long and varied conversation. He introduced himself as Michael Estrada. His stories were interesting and his attention flattering. Maria found herself laughing and enjoying herself for the first time since she had seen Ellen Lander with Emerson.
It seemed natural to invite him to dine with her, and he was quick to accept. To herself, Maria was thinking what a good lesson it would be for Emerson. He wasn't the only one found attractive by the opposite sex. The idea of him being jealous appealed to Maria.
Maria introduced him to the gathering. "This is Michael Estrada, from southern New Mexico, not far from the border. He is in Santa Fe on business and is going to stay for the ball."
Emerson worked at keeping a poker face. The others all seemed to glance his way, judging his reaction. Emerson offered Estrada his hand. "It's a pleasure, sir." Emerson winced as the man shook his hand vigorously.
Maria felt a moment of remorse as she realized Emerson's shoulder was still tender. "Michael, this is Emerson. He was shot in the shoulder a couple of weeks ago and is still sore, so please be careful." She then introduced him to the rest of her friends in the room.
The rest of the dinner was spent listening to Estrada's accounts of his amazing life and experiences. Emerson found his mind wandering as the dandy went on about the things he had seen and done. Emerson had seen men like that before, full of themselves and not interested in others. Before too long, Pat, Billy, Miguel and Emerson were carrying on their own conversation, allowing Michael the opportunity to dazzle the ladies.
Normally, the men would linger over coffee and dessert, but this dinner ended abruptly, with the men retiring to the hotel bar. Pat Casey chuckled as he sipped a beer. "That dude is still talking in there! I haven't met a man as impressed with himself in some time. I sure hope I don't see much of him."
The rest laughed. They all held both Maria and Emerson in high regard and were careful to avoid any insulting comments. Emerson had judged the man to be mostly talk and little else. He found himself hoping Maria didn't find him too interesting, though he felt it was unlikely. She was a sharp girl, not easily fooled.
After that evening, Estrada was constantly at Maria's side. He had become an intense suitor and Maria appeared pleased with his attention. Others were less impressed.
The next day saw a conspiracy, of sorts, as Emerson and Billy decided to eat an hour early and avoid Maria's new friend. Billy mentioned it to Bob in the early afternoon, and soon after Emerson sat down with Billy to eat, Bob came in to join them. It wasn't long before Cathy and Tom pulled up chairs at the table. Emerson had to smile when he saw his family enter with Cathy's parents. Ernie Hooker even made an early appearance. He was a quiet man and said nothing as he sat down, but Emerson thought he looked a little bit sheepish. Soon the conversation was flowing and everyone was enjoying the meal.
"I'm sure my father would be with us if he had stayed," Tom offered. "Before he left, he told me that talkers like Estrada are what made him decide to leave Denver for Morgantown. Dad had as much vacation as he has had in years. He was anxious to get back and make sure the bank was still there."
Cathy was smiling as she sat next to Tom. Their friendship seemed to be developing into something more, Emerson observed to himself. He felt good about that. He really enjoyed them both.
"Pat Casey was fit to be tied when he heard we were going to eat an hour early," Cathy laughed. "I felt like I should explain to him why we were, so he wouldn't be angry that we left Carmella and him out. He told me I didn't have to tell him why, he had thought of doing the same, but was afraid of Maria."
"In our travels, Emerson and I have seen that kind a lot," Billy offered. "He talks a storm, but when the chips are down men like that aren't anywhere to be found. Maria must be going deaf by now. How can she put up with that four-flusher?"
Again, the group laughed. It was an enjoyable meal. Everyone was careful to finish before the Casey family arrived.
"I hope Maria gets the message," Cathy stated as everyone was leaving. "I can't understand what she sees in that dude." Then she added, "Unless, it's that he pays attention to her, unlike some others I know." She looked at Emerson as she spoke.
A short while later Maria and Michael were seated with Carmella and Pat at the table. That no one else had arrived yet seemed strange. After a few more minutes Maria commented on it.
"I wonder where everyone is? It isn't like them all to be late for dinner. I hope there isn't a problem. I saw Cathy and Tom this afternoon and everything seemed fine."
"Actually, they already ate," Carmella told Maria. "There was something they wanted to do and had to be there at this time. Cathy spoke to your father and me about it. We can have a nice family dinner this evening."
By this time, Michael had launched into an incredible account of a battle he had been in with several desperadoes. He seemed oblivious to the fact that his dinner audience had diminished greatly.
Maria looked at her mother and realization gradually crept over her. She became angry. Anyone that was her friend should accept Michael, she thought. They must not be her friends. As the dinner wore on she noticed her father squirm, like a small boy. He was not enjoying himself, either.
Maria knew her father would not criticize anyone she was interested in. He would do anything to make her happy. Listening to Michael carry on could be tiring, she admitted to herself. He was consumed with himself. Most of his stories seemed incredible.
Maria found herself comparing Michael to Emerson. She had found herself doing that often and it irritated her. Why did everyone have to measure up to Emerson? Emerson had been all over the world, but only talked about it when asked. He was a terror in any kind of a fight. She had seen that. Still he never bragged about it. Women were attracted to him, but he wasn't vain. As Michael droned on, Maria knew that she would not see him again. She wasn't enjoying him either. He had simply been a diversion. He was handsome and she had enjoyed the attention, but she admitted, she really didn't like being with him. The others were right.
When dinner was finished, Michael suggested they take a stroll around the city as they had done the previous evening. Complaining of a headache, Maria asked Michael to walk her to her room.
A short time later her mother knocked on the door. "Maria, can I get you anything?" she asked.
Maria went to the door and opened it. "Come in, Mother. I feel fine. It's just that Michael was driving me crazy. Why didn't you tell me everyone thought he was a bore? It's quite embarrassing."
"Maria, no one can tell you who to like or not to like. That is why you spend time with many people. Eventually, you find some one with the traits you like. Finding a man is difficult because they are reluctant to let you see them as they are, at least before it is too late."
"Mother, what happens if you find someone and they don't like you? That can happen."
"Maria, if they don't like you as you are, you are better off without them, no matter how wealthy or handsome they are." Carmella answered. "I doubt a girl like you would have that problem."
Maria began to sob and her mother took her in her arms. "Mother, I seem to have it. I say and do the wrong things all the time. I can't be polite and charming when I am with him. What is wrong with me?"
Carmella was surprised and touched by her daughter's confession. She had grown into such an independent and popular young women, that Carmella never suspected Maria wasn't in complete control of her emotions and her life.
"Dear, if you say and do what you feel is right, there will be no problem. You are a beautiful and popular young woman. I know of no young man that is immune to your charms. You have to be patient. You also have to risk being hurt. When you give your heart, there is a chance the person you love can cause you pain. You have to decide if it is worth it." Carmella continued, "I have hurt your father and he has broken my heart a few times, but the love we share has made it worthwhile."
"I just feel so awkward, like a little girl with her first crush," Maria said. "I am so afraid to admit I like him, even to myself. I have done everything imaginable to make him dislike me. I feel foolish."
Carmella smiled at Maria, "That sounds like love, and I can assure you he does not dislike you. I don't think he could."
"You didn't see him with Ellen Lander! She was shameless, kissing him in the hotel lobby. He wasn't complaining any either. I can't compete with a beautiful, wealthy Anglo."
"Maria, listen to yourself! I never felt I was less than anyone else because I was Spanish! Quite the opposite. I'm proud of it. If someone is foolish enough to feel that way, it is their problem. I can assure you Emerson thinks the world of you, and you know it. I'm growing tired of your excuses and fears. You have been breaking that man's heart the past few days. Now I know why. Jealousy! Maria, I doubt there is a woman in the world that could take Emerson from you, unless you drive him away."
Emerson was awakened by a knocking on his door. He pulled on his pants and opened the door slightly. Bob, Tom. and Billy were standing in the hall.
"If you are having trouble sleeping you could play cards or something. Why did you wake me up?" asked Emerson.
Billy spoke for the group. "Emerson, get dressed. There is something we think you should know."
Billy would not tell Emerson any more until he was dressed and going out the hotel door with the others.
"Bob and I were out checking some of the night spots and we came across that damn Michael drinking with some of his cronies at a cantina a few blocks down. I want you to hear what he is saying. We got Tom up just in case."
Emerson looked at Billy. "What are you telling me? Is there going to be trouble?"
Billy answered, "Emerson, knowing you and how you feel, I would say there will be! When we get there don't let on you know Spanish."
They reached the cantina and took a table. Nearby was Michael, drinking with some men. He was as talkative as usual. The men he sat with were not what Emerson would call model citizens.
In English, they asked the bartender to bring four beers. Michael looked at Emerson's group and addressed Emerson in Spanish. Emerson smiled and waved. Michael laughed and spoke to his friends. He was calling Emerson every bad name he could think of. All the time he was laughing. If Emerson hadn't known Spanish, he never would have guessed Michael's meaning.
The group sitting at Michael's table glanced at Emerson's table and laughed. They were having a good time at Emerson's expense.
"This is no reason to get me out of bed." Emerson told his friends in a quiet voice. "He doesn't like me. I could have lived with that, and even slept through it. Let's finish our beers and get out of here."
"Just sit still and listen," Billy replied softly. "We didn't drag you down here for nothing!"
There was a good sized crowd, Emerson noted. It appeared to be cantina frequented by many of the locals. Emerson recognized several men he had seen working in several of the businesses he had visited in the past several days.
"Men," Emerson told the group. "I am going when I finish this beer. That dude can call me anything he likes. I am not going to fight with a friend of Maria's."
Bob adamantly told Emerson, "He sure isn't her friend!"
At that moment, Emerson heard Michael use Maria's name, and quite loudly. He turned his attention to Michael. Emerson felt his face glow as he listened to Maria's handsome suitor carry on. Suddenly, Emerson stood, sending his chair backward. The noise attracted the attention of the group at Estrada's table.
Emerson, in Spanish, spoke to Estrada. "You are a liar! You are lower than any dog! Tell everyone that you lie."
Michael had heard Emerson was tough, but his friends were with him and Emerson, he knew, had a bad right shoulder. Slowly Michael stood, and as he did so, he produced a knife.
Billy, Tom, and Bob were on their feet behind Emerson. Soon Michael's allies were standing as well.
Billy spoke to his friends. "This is Emerson's play, unless the others want to join in. Stand ready!"
Emerson stood still as Michael shifted the knife from one hand to the other. His sneer indicated he felt little concern for Emerson's ability to defend himself.
Tom spoke, "Billy, Emerson doesn't have a gun and only one good arm! We'd better help him!"
"Hold your ground." Billy replied. "Emerson can handle this tinhorn. If he needs or wants help he'll let us know."
At that moment, Estrada made a lunge for Emerson. Emerson stepped to his left, and tried to deflect the knife hand. Emerson's sore shoulder betrayed him. He was too slow. Estrada's knife sank into Emerson's shoulder not far from his recent bullet wound. Emerson gasped in pain, and then reached across his body and grabbed Michael's knife hand with his left. He then pulled it down and brought it behind Estrada in one quick move. Everyone in the room heard the bone in Estrada's arm break and the knife rattle on the floor..
Estrada began whimpering, like a hurt child. His friends stood where they were, surprised at the swift and brutal outcome. Estrada had sat down again, clutching his arm.
"Now, I want you to speak the truth. How well to you know Maria?" Emerson demanded.
"We are only friends. I have done nothing more than kiss her hand. She will be furious when she hears that you broke my arm," Michael whined.
Still in Spanish, Emerson grimly stated, "She may be, but if I ever hear you defame Maria in any way, I'll take that knife you like so well and cut out your heart."
With that Emerson turned and walked out the door. His friends, alert for any trouble, followed.
On the way back to the hotel, Emerson spoke to his comrades. "I appreciate what you fellows did. Now, I ask that you don't speak of this to anyone. Maria doesn't need to hear what that scum was saying."
"We won't have to talk if we don't get that bleeding stopped," Billy answered. "Maria will be able to read it in your obituary."
Returning to his room, Emerson stripped off his bloody shirt. Billy arrived with some cloths and began working on the cut. After cleaning it, Billy produced some flour and applied it to the oozing wound. As the group watched, the bleeding diminished and finally stopped. Next, Billy applied bandages to the wound.
"I think we have it, but I was worried. Emerson, how did he ever stick you?"
"I forgot my shoulder was stiff. I was too slow, and he was quick. Aren't you going to stitch me up, Billy?"
"Not with this one. It is pretty deep. You'll have to heal from the inside out. It will drain for a few days. This is going to leave a bad scar, not that it will be the first."
Bob had been watching and listening to the two friends. "You two act like you've been through this kind of thing a lot."
"I've been patching this hombre for years now. I guess it is getting to be a habit. Emerson, what are you going to tell Maria about this?" Billy asked.
"I'll keep this cut to myself. If it bothers me everyone will think it is the old bullet wound. The rest is up to Estrada. I'll see what he comes up with. I doubt it will be the truth."
Tom asked, "Emerson, I'll go along with what you say. I just wonder why you don't want to tell Maria what really happened?"
"Tell her what her beau was saying about her in a cantina full of people? I'd rather she never learns that story. I came close to using his knife on him. I knew she'd never forgive me if I did.."
"I think we have had enough excitement for the night. It's late and tomorrow is the Ball. Let's get out of here and let Emerson sleep. I can use some myself," concluded Billy.
Maria was preparing for breakfast, when she heard a knock on her door. She opened it to find Michael, his arm in a sling, standing in the hall.
"What happened to you?" asked Maria.
Michael spent the next ten minutes explaining to Maria how his arm had been broken. He had been attacked by Emerson while playing cards with a few friends in a local cantina. Emerson seemed to be in a jealous rage and may have been drinking as well. Michael knew Maria thought highly of Emerson and refused to fight. Emerson grabbed his arm and jerked it around behind him and broke it before his friends could intervene.
Emerson slept little that night. His pain had been constant and at times he ran a fever. He had never been so glad to see the sun come up. Slowly he dressed and went down for breakfast. His shoulder was extremely sore and he was unable to move it even slightly with out shuddering in pain. Still he had to eat . Over the years, Emerson had learned that food and water were essentials to a man that had lost blood.
Entering the dining room, Emerson saw that most of the people from Morgantown were already there. Billy, Bob, and Tom all watched him closely as he walked to the nearest table. With great effort, Emerson greeted everyone. No one seemed to notice anything different so he felt he was masking his pain quite well. Before he was able to sit, Ellen Lander and her father came through the doorway.
Beaming, Ellen led her father to Emerson's table. "Father couldn't believe I had found you here in Santa Fe. We got in late last night and he insisted on paying you a visit as soon as possible." Having said that, Ellen reached up and gave Emerson a quick kiss.
Before Emerson could even blush, Charlie Lander's big hand was extended to him. Emerson smiled, "Sir, it is a pleasure to see you, but I have to use my left hand . My right shoulder is pretty stiff."
"Ellen mentioned you had been shot again, son. That seems to be a common occurrence for you. I've waited a year and a half to thank you for getting Dan out of that hellhole. Reynolds said you were the man for the job, but I had some doubts. By the time it was over, I realized I had underestimated you, but not as bad as those thugs in San Cristol did!"
Emerson saw the rest of the room was watching this meeting and felt self-conscious. Maria's mother looked puzzled, as did his own mother. This was going to take some explaining, he realized.
Suddenly Maria entered the room and recognized Ellen standing alongside Emerson. She thought she could never be any more upset than she was after Michael's visit. She had been wrong! Maria's fury was complete as she marched up to Emerson.
Carmella had witnessed Ellen's kiss and familiarity with Emerson from her table. She understood that it was friendship and not romance, and felt relief for Maria. Then as her daughter entered the room, Carmella knew Maria did not see it that way. Maria strode up to Emerson before Carmella could catch her eye or in any way signal her.
Maria approached Emerson and he stood his ground, knowing Maria was angry and guessing it involved Estrada..
"I would like to ask you a couple of questions, if I may?" Maria asked in a formal tone.
"Of course, Maria," Emerson responded. "Could we talk some place more private?"
"I want my parents, and yours, to hear what you say!" Maria answered hotly. "I'd like your rich girlfriend to hear it as well! Did you fight with Michael last night? Was it in some cantina, late at night? Was my name used? Did you threaten to cut his heart out?"
Carefully, Emerson framed his response. Clearly, Maria was very angry. "The answer to those questions is yes, but I would like to speak in private with you. It isn't as damning as it looks."



"I have heard enough! What gives you the right to beat a man because he is a suitor of mine? Who do you think you are? I am not a gun or saddle that you can buy, own, or claim! How could you do this? Especially when you already have a lover?" Maria demanded.
"I can't say anymore, not here. I ask that you trust my judgment in this, Maria. You are mistaken about several things. Please wait until you learn everything before you do anything rash," Emerson, aware of the others, almost pleaded.
"Why should I?" Maria replied, her emotions barely in control.
Emerson looked into Maria's eyes for a few seconds, then gave his answer. "I would say that if you have to ask, there is no reason." He turned to the others. "I apologize for this. It is my fault and I hope it doesn't ruin your breakfast."
Maria was furious. Her temper took on a life of its own. "You apologize for me? You have some nerve!" At a loss for more words, Maria's hands closed into fists and she moved close and began to hammer Emerson's chest. Emerson realized Maria was venting her frustration and her blows lacked power. Calmly he weathered Maria's blows.
Having her that close to him always had its effect. He watched her face as various emotions swept through her. Her nostrils flared, like a thoroughbred, and her breathing was rapid. Even in her anger, she was the most beautiful creature Emerson had ever seen.
Maria knew she had allowed her emotions to lie exposed for the entire room to see, and felt ashamed. This man that meant so much to her belonged to another woman, and she had played the fool in front of family and friends. When she looked into Emerson's face, Maria felt that old pull. Why was he looking at her that way with Ellen standing beside him? Anger again controlled her. Suddenly Maria remembered Emerson's bullet wound. It was pretty much healed, but had to still be sensitive. Suddenly, her left fist smashed into Emerson's shoulder at the location of the wound she had tended to for so many hours on the trail.
He would have trouble ignoring that blow! He deserved some pain after all he had caused her. She would enjoy seeing him suffer. He had brought enough to her.
The entire room was captivated by the scene playing out before them. When Maria struck Emerson on his bad shoulder, the spectators were amazed at the results. Emerson groaned and went down as if he had been shot. He was stretched out on the floor with Maria standing over him, fists still clenched.
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Maria was stunned. It was obviously not a joke on Emerson's part. He was unconscious! How was that possible? She had seen him fight Hogan and shake off tremendous blows. His shoulder was well on its way to being healed. How could she have done this?
Billy was out of his chair instantly and kneeling over Emerson. Slowly, he pulled Emerson's vest from his shoulder. Blood seeped through his shirt. Billy ripped the material away with little effort and exposed blood-soaked bandages. Carefully he removed them to inspect the knife wound. It was red and swollen, with a constant flow of crimson.
Maria was horrified. She dropped to her knees beside Emerson and began to make his shirt into strips of cloth for bandages. How could that old wound be bleeding like this?
"Billy, I don't know what happened! I couldn't have done this. That wound was smaller and almost healed. Now it looks like he may bleed to death. What have I done?" Maria eyes filled with tears as she spoke.
"Maria, you didn't do this," Billy stated. "This was picked up last night. Emerson didn't want anyone to know about it. It isn't as bad as it seems. He'll be fine."
"How did he get this wound? Why shouldn't anyone know about it? Is it something awful?" Maria was getting over her guilt and becoming suspicious.
Emerson groaned and opened his eyes. Looking around he saw the crowd gathered around him. He searched until his eyes met Maria's.
"Maria, you pack more of a punch than I guessed. I sure had that coming."
"Emerson, I should have never done that! You don't deserve to be treated like this. Can we still be friends?"
Emerson smiled weakly as he answered, "If you can get these vultures to help me off the floor and back to my room, I'll be your friend for life."
With that Billy helped Emerson to his feet. "I'll help you back to your room, but I think Maria and your mother had better take over your doctoring. I think you'll heal faster."
"Of course we'll take care of him, won't we Maria?" Molly was relieved to see Emerson was conscious and alert.
"I think he may prefer that Ellen help you, Molly," Maria hesitated. Ellen had been watching the entire scene from the edge of the crowd. "Ellen, I was rude to you and I apologize."
Ellen watched Maria and smiled. "Maria, I think I can see what was bothering you and I don't blame you a bit. Go and help Emerson. My fiancé is arriving in Santa Fe before noon and I have to get ready to meet him. No one could take Emerson from you! I only ask that we have a late lunch at my hotel, my treat, with your group of ladies. I think you will find it interesting."
Cathy spoke for Maria. "You can bet we'll be there! Let's say 2:00 at your hotel. Maria, Ellen has to meet her fiancé. You see to Emerson."
Maria was totally confused. How could Ellen have a fiancé and be so friendly with Emerson? What was the connection? She had no time to ask more questions as she followed Molly to Emerson's room.
Ellen was waiting in the dinning room when Molly, Carmella, Cathy, and Maria arrived to join her for a lunch. The ladies of Morgantown felt honored to dine with one of the loveliest and most wealthy women of the West. Ellen's gracious reception helped them relax.
As they were seated, Ellen asked about Emerson. "He's doing well, thanks. We stopped the bleeding quite quickly, got him to eat some stew, and he fell asleep," Molly answered. "Maria seems to be an old hand at it. I don't know if Emerson would have survived the trail drive if she hadn't been there to care for him."
"Molly, he probably would never have been hurt if it weren't for me. I almost cost him his life. Don't make me sound like a saint. Look what I did to him this morning!"
Cathy joined in. "Maria, you had reason to be upset. I was with you when we saw Ellen kissing Emerson in our hotel lobby. He did admit breaking Michael's arm, and we find out he has a new and serious wound. You were justified in being upset."
"I saw that Emerson and Ellen were not having a romance this morning before Maria made her entrance. I couldn't get her attention to tell her. She was not in a rational mood," Carmella stated. "I was stunned when Emerson went down. Maria's mood certainly changed in a hurry after that."
"None of the boys will tell me what all happened last night, and I'm sorry, but I don't trust Michael's story." Cathy was speaking again. "I don't think Emerson would do anything that would hurt Maria, even indirectly."
"Ladies, I can clear that situation up right now," Ellen announced. "Maria, this may hurt a little, but it should also make you very happy." Ellen gave Maria's hand a squeeze as she spoke.
"I heard the story from a very trusted friend who was in the cantina last night and witnessed the entire thing. Billy and Bob stopped in earlier in the evening, drank a beer and left in a rush after listening to Michael talk to his companions in Spanish."
"Half an hour later they returned with Tom and Emerson. They took a table near Michael's. The place was quite crowded and Michael was drinking heavily. He called Emerson all sorts of names in Spanish, which Emerson ignored. As you may, or may not know, Emerson is fluent in Spanish."
"I guess Maria can vouch for that! It came as some surprise to her, I'd say." Cathy was laughing as she recalled the evening Maria learned that Emerson spoke the language of her mother's people.
"It seems that Emerson was extremely forgiving until Michael mentioned your name, Maria. He told everyone that was able to hear that he was your lover."
Maria felt her face turn red. "He said that! How could he! We hardly even held hands. I wonder if everyone believed him. My reputation has been ruined by that liar!"
Carmella was less concerned. "Maria, the truth will always be stronger than the lies of a scoundrel. Ellen has not finished her story."
"Maria, make no mistake. No one will ever defame you with Emerson around. He called Estrada a liar, in Spanish. Estrada pulled a knife on Emerson, who was unarmed, and managed to stab him in the shoulder. Emerson grabbed Estrada's knife hand and pulled it around hard and broke his arm. Then Emerson made him admit he lied about you. He told Michael he would cut his heart out if he ever maligned you again, and left with his friends. The front of Emerson's shirt was soaked with blood by the time he made the door."
Maria was looking down at the table in front of her. Tears were trickling down her cheeks. "The things I said to him! I actually hit him in a knife wound he received defending my honor. Why does he even bother with me?"
Molly and Carmella looked at each other and smiled. Cathy couldn't let an opening like that go. "Could it be that he's head-over-heels in love with you, Maria? Would that have anything to do with it?"
Maria blushed again and faced the others at the table. "Molly, Mother, I am afraid Cathy is a romantic and tries to inflict it on everyone else. I'm certain she overstates Emerson's feelings."
Molly surprised the rest when she took Maria's hand and told her, "I don't think she does, dear. He adores you. I think it is safe to say he worships you. Nancy and I would certainly like to have you in our family, if that should ever come to pass."
"Molly, you know I think the world of you, and Nancy is like a little sister, but it doesn't seem likely that Emerson and I will ever- be together like that. I have destroyed any chance of it."
"I hate to interrupt, but I will tell you a few things to help show that Emerson is yours, any time or way you want him, Maria. That man is hooked! He has been for years. Now listen to my story," Ellen insisted.
"Just to keep a promise to Major Reynolds, I won't name any countries. My family has mineral holdings around the world, including South America. My father, my brother, Dan, and I have been traveling to them for years. Since my mother died, actually."
"We were in a border town that had a United States military presence, with Major Reynolds in command. The neighboring country was in a state of upheaval, with each area under the control of a different outlaw gang. Dan always had an eye for the girls. He fell for one that eventually lured him across the border and he was taken captive by an outlaw gang. They thought my father would pay a huge ransom for his only son."
"Reynolds was on very strict orders to stay out of local politics and to never cross into the neighboring state. He was very concerned, but his hands were tied. We could expect no help from our government."
"If those thugs had known my father better, they would never have tried their scheme." Ellen paused to see if she had everyone's attention. Satisfied, she continued. "He stalled them as long as possible, trying to find some way of freeing Dan. Finally, we received word he would be executed if the monies weren't forthcoming. Dad would never pay ransom. He feels that encourages more kidnapping and terrorism."
"Early on the morning of Christmas Eve, Major Reynolds sent word he wanted us to meet someone immediately." Carmella and Maria exchanged glances.
"This was Christmas Eve?" Carmella asked. She and Maria were thinking back to a story they heard about Christmas Eve-- and a scar.
"Correct. Those blackhearts were going to kill Dan on Christmas Day!" Ellen's voice was strong with emotion. "Reynolds brought a tall, rugged young man to our home. He asked us to listen to the handsome stranger and excused himself."
"Without any preamble, the young man asked my father for permission to attempt freeing Dan! He told us the odds weren't that good and my brother may be killed in the attempt. He wanted Dad and me to understand the situation."
"Dad asked his name and how much he wanted if he should succeed. This part I'll never forget!" Ellen's eyes were misty as she told her story.
"He said his name was unimportant, and he wanted nothing in return. Of course, we never expected that! I told him I had to know why he would attempt something so dangerous, if he wasn't going to profit from it."
"He told us about a young man, a teen really, that had humiliated his mother and betrayed a girl he loved. He had been sent away in shame years before and felt unworthy to return. As he sat at our table, I fell in love with him, his story, his courage. It may not make any sense, he said, but this would be an act of penance. He had heard the story of my brother and felt that if he could help make that right, he would have the nerve to attempt to straighten out his own life."
"It all made perfect sense to me! It seemed so romantic and tragic! I asked what he could have done to betray the girl and if she were worthy of this risk. I listened as he described her beauty, both inner and outer, and the ache in his heart. I wished for someone to feel like that about me! Finishing, he laughed and said it was probably too late. Maria would likely be married by now."
The others looked at Maria when her name was mentioned. Cathy couldn't stay quiet. "Maria? Her name was Maria! I guess we know who this stranger was!"
Maria could not speak. She simply looked down, unable to face the others.
Mercifully, Ellen returned to her tale. Her audience was hanging on every word. "The man told us that Christmas Eve would be a big fiesta day for the outlaws and it would be his best chance to save Dan. He asked us to wait on the hill overlooking the town of San Cristol, where Dan was being held. He suggested Reynolds and some of his men be there, in the event the outlaws followed them over the border."
"Dad shook his hand and wished him luck. He told the man we would always have a place for him even it wasn't able to bring Dan back. Dad had been touched! I gave him a hug and asked him to be careful. He looked at me and promised he would return with Dan, or not at all. Can you imagine how this tore at me? I felt like he loved my brother more than I did."
"Of course, we had no trouble getting Reynolds and a dozen of his best men to give up their holiday and wait with us on that hill. Dan was very personable and the soldiers were fond of him. Naturally, they were susceptible to my charms as well. We waited forever, it seemed."
"Shortly before dusk, we heard shots from the far end of town. Soon, we could make out two horsemen riding hard through the town. A couple hundred yards behind them were five riders giving chase, and shooting rifles at the first two."
"I knew it had to be them! My heart soared as I prayed those bullets would miss their targets. Then at the base of the hill, a horse went down. By now we could recognize my brother on that horse. My world ended for a second as the stranger raced by Dan. Then he swung back as Dan kicked free of the stirrups and stood up. Then Dan fell as a bullet hit his left leg."
Ellen once again checked her audience. All were on the edge of their seats. She had rehearsed, and practiced the telling of that day's events, for a long time. Ellen wanted everyone to feel as she did that Christmas Eve.
"The stranger lifted Dan and put him on his own mount. I thought they would ride double, but the sergeant near me quickly burst that bubble. He said they would be ridden down trying to climb that hill. Apparently our hero was of the same mind. He slapped the horse on the flank and watched Dan start up the hill. Then he drew his pistols, and turned to face outlaws!"
Molly was growing pale as she listened to Ellen. Carmella was breathing fast, while Cathy let out a gasp. Maria sat very still with her eyes closed.
"The sergeant next to me made the same sound Cathy just did. He looked at me and said the stranger was going to make sure Dan got away, even if it cost him his life. I was horrified and grateful at the same time! Dan was working his way up the hill as the outlaws rode down on that lone gunman."
"I couldn't look away, even while I couldn't watch. Those bandits had no idea what they were riding into! Even the veteran soldiers on the hill with me were stunned at the savagery of the battle. Saddles emptied and horses screamed. The shooting was unbelievable! Then I saw the stranger clutch his chest and go down. Everything went quiet, except for the moans that reached all the way up to us."
Maria was remembering a bullet scar she had seen more than a few times the past several weeks. Now she knew it wasn't from a cantina fight or anything so trivial. How could she have suggested that?
"Then Dan rode into our group. We had practically forgotten about him as we watched the drama unfold down below. We helped Dan down. He was very thin and feverish, with blood spurting from his leg. The army doctor was right there and went to work on Dan. Several of the men checked the scene below. It was almost full dark and no one could identify the figures strewn around on the ground. Then more riders came racing in and we couldn't see any more in the dark, so we took Dan home."
"Imagine our emotions. Dan was back, but gravely ill. The tall stranger was apparently down in the road, shot to death. He gave his life to save Dan, whom he had never met! I was miserable. Then, later that evening, that same sergeant came to us and reported there seemed to be a search in progress at the recent battle scene. That gave us hope. On Christmas Day, word reached us that The Molly Hernandez mysteriously sailed out of the harbor in the small hours of the morning. The sailors had originally told the locals they were spending the holiday week in port. I knew that Dan's savior had to be on that ship, if he were still living."
"The ship was named after you Molly?" asked Carmella. "You never mentioned that. It is really quite an honor!"
"I didn't even know it until the last letter came, which was after Emerson was home. My brother said Emerson suggested it, and he thought it was a great idea."
Ellen smiled at the information and then continued. "That was the only time I had ever seen that handsome stranger, until the other day. I heard the name Molly Hernandez, then saw this most beautiful young woman! When you said your name was Maria I knew I had to be close to finding Emerson, as I now know him. That is if he was still alive."
Cathy let out a breath. "That sure was a great story! It sure seems like Emerson isn't one to brag. I wonder what other adventures he has experienced over the years?"
"You can see why I was so delighted to see Emerson and the warm reception I gave him. It wasn't intended to cause any friction between the two of you, Maria. Can you forgive me and be friends?" Ellen held her hand out as she spoke.
Maria took the proffered hand in hers. "Ellen, I have been such a fool. You just told me something I already knew. Emerson is quite wonderful, and I have lacked faith. I may have gone too far. I have constantly doubted him. I'm afraid I don't deserve to be happy."
Carmella faced her daughter. "What is it you are saying? Are you finally prepared to admit that you care as much for Emerson as he obviously feels toward you?"
"Mother, this is not the place!"
"I think it is, Maria. Tonight is the Ball and Emerson should be able to go, at least for awhile. I have been watching you two skirt your feelings long enough. Everyone else can see you are in love. Why is it so hard for you to admit it?"
Maria blushed a bright crimson and looked away from the group.
"Your mom is right, Maria. You were getting so daring when we were on the trail. Why are you so afraid now? Everyone we have run into thinks you two are involved, from your cousins, to the major, even to a couple of saddle bums. If you two don't get together, people will think you've broken up. You know I'm your friend, Maria. I wouldn't say anything to hurt you, but that guy is crazy about you, and you know it," concluded Cathy.
Maria had no response to Cathy's statement. She simply remained silent, looking down at the table.
"I think we've given enough advice for one lunch," Molly suggested. "What we need now is less talk and more food!" With that the group concentrated on the meal.
Maria was sitting on her bed, when Cathy came into her room. "Maria, I want to talk to you. You are making yourself miserable. Don't do this. We all love you." Cathy sat down next to Maria and hugged her.
Maria sobbed as Cathy went on, "You are afraid of how you feel for Emerson. You search for reasons to be angry. You look for proof that he will fail you. He hurt you years ago and the scars are still there. Maria, everyone knows Emerson worships you. He wouldn't discuss Michael in front of everyone because it would have been insulting to you. They'd rather die than lie to you. If you ask the right question, you get the truth or no answer at all. Emerson couldn't lie to you and he didn't want to tell the truth, not in front of everyone. He just took his lumps. Everyone respected him for it." Cathy smiled.
"Maria, the ball is tonight and we are going to put Santa Fe on its heels! You should be happy. You've got the best man in the country in love with you. What more could you ask? Make up with him tonight. That could be a great time! That is the end of my lecture." Cathy was smiling as she finished.
"I have been looking for a reason to dislike Emerson, Cathy. You are right. It scares me to care so much for someone. I feel like I am giving up control." Maria whispered.
"Well, I've got the same problem with Tom, except he has never hurt me and I know he never would deliberately. He's got my heart and I have to trust him to be careful with it. Besides, I know I have his, so he has to be!" Cathy said.
Maria laughed. "You are always so honest about everything. I am glad that you and Tom have gotten together. He adores you."
The two spent the rest of the afternoon together as they planned for the big night. Carmella checked on them later and was delighted to find Maria laughing and joking with Cathy.



"You two seem to be having a good time. I suppose everything is going well now?" Carmella asked.
"Mother, I told you I always do the wrong things," Maria said. "You saw an example of that today. Well, I learned my lesson!. Tonight will be the best of my life." Maria stated to her mother. "I am done playing the fool!"
Carmella left the two friends, unsure what Maria was saying, but relieved that she was again happy. Carmella felt her own spirits lifted and was smiling when she saw Pat.
" Could I guess from that big smile that Maria is okay?" Pat asked his wife. He felt relief when Carmella nodded. "I wonder how Emerson is doing."
"She seems to be very happy. I'm not certain, but I think when she feels this good, Emerson will benefit from it," Carmella responded to Pat.
Shortly before the girls began to dress for the ball, Maria met Billy in the hallway. She was in a good mood and decided to tease Billy.
"I am saving a dance for you, Billy, so make sure you are on time. I don't want to have to look all over to find you." Maria's smile faded as she saw the serious look on Billy's face.
"Billy, you aren't upset with me about this morning, are you? I may have been a little hasty in my conclusions, but it did look bad." Maria questioned her rotund friend. "Why the long face?"
Billy looked up and down the hall before he whispered, "Emerson is talking about going back to sea. He feels things aren't working out and that he would be happier away from here- away from you. When you're upset with him, he really gets down."
"I've come to think of everyone as a friend and was ready to settle in Morgantown. If Emerson goes back to sea I probably will, too. We've been through a lot together," Billy added.
"Billy, I think he will change his mind tonight. At least I hope he does. Do you think I can get him to stay?" Maria asked.
"Are you kidding? You could make him stay, jump off a cliff, or anything else. I guess you haven't noticed how he feels," Billy answered.
Maria thrilled at Billy's response. "Then don't be expecting to sail anywhere for some time. At least not with Emerson. Don't tell him, but I won't let him go."
Billy gave Maria a hug. "Am I glad to hear that! I'll see that we get to the ball in plenty of time."
While Maria was dressing her Mother surprised her with another visit. "Maria, you look beautiful! How do you like my dress?" Carmella spun around as she asked her daughter the question.
"Mother, you are so lovely! How will I ever get anyone to notice me?" Maria complained.
"I don't think it will be a problem, especially with that neckline. You had better not let your father see you before you get to the ball or he may insist you change," Carmella told her daughter.
"Do you think Dad would do that?" Maria was concerned until she saw her mother's grin. "Mother, you are teasing me. Cathy and I are going to show these folks that we aren't a couple of tomboy cowgirls."
"Everyone should know better after they see that dress," Carmella laughed. "I have never seen you so lovely!"
Maria smiled and told her mother, "I hope so. I need all my feminine charms tonight."
"Maria, you worry me." Carmella told her daughter. "I get the feeling you have something in mind."
"Mother, save your worries for tomorrow. If things don't go right tonight, I'll be more miserable than ever. For tonight, just tell Dad not to answer when I talk to him about Emerson. He can listen, but let Emerson speak for himself."
Carmella Casey looked at her daughter. "Maria, you do have something in mind for tonight! What is it?"
"It is an idea Cathy gave me when she was talking about how these men make such a big deal of never lying, or dishonoring women. It means a lot to them, but I think I can use it to my advantage." Maria told her mother.
"Maria, I don't think I should have to tell you not to try to embarrass or hurt Emerson. I hope that isn't your plan," Carmella stated.
"Mother, he may be embarrassed, and so may I, but I'll take that chance. Just keep Dad from answering me when I tell him how bad Emerson is. Please do that," pleaded Maria.
At that moment, Emerson and the ranchers that had cattle in the drive met with Major Reynolds at a local bank.
"Gentleman, I have a check from the government, as promised. It is made out to Emerson Trask. I will give it to him and he can see that each of you receives your share. It has been a pleasure doing business with you. I also have some news that may interest you."
Reynolds went on, "I have it on good authority that there will be a railroad built to Santa Fe from points east. It is likely that it will pass not far from Morgantown, crossing what is called the Benson trail a few days ride from your basin. It will be likely that a cattle stockyard will be established, and your market will be that much closer."
"That is good news!" Pat Casey admitted. "That means Taylor is going to lose his stranglehold on the basin. He probably knows it by now. If he doesn't, it will be my pleasure to inform him!"
"Mr. Taylor is aware of the situation, but I suggest you avoid the man. He seems to be quite unstable. I spoke with him earlier. He was livid and very unflattering about your group, Mr. Casey. Watch him closely."
Emerson returned to his room after taking care of the financial part of the successful drive. Billy soon appeared in the doorway. "You had better start getting ready. We don't want to be late, and in your shape, it may take awhile."
Emerson wasn't in much of a mood to go to the ball. His shoulder was very stiff and his heart was heavy. He believed Maria's anger that morning indicated she really cared for Estrada. That would make the evening difficult to endure.
Billy would not hear of Emerson not attending the festivities. "It would be an insult to all your family and friends. If you aren't enjoying yourself, you can flinch a few times and excuse yourself. That wound can be a benefit."
"I think you may have the solution, Billy. I can't get over how excited you are about this whole affair. I never thought of you as much of a dancer and I don't think I ever saw you duded up like this. I wouldn't want to hurt your feelings, but you're still about the sorriest thing I've encountered in all my considerable travels."
"You aren't my type, anyway," Billy laughed. "With all those pretty girls around, I wouldn't want to be less than my best."
Emerson laughed with his friend. "That's what I'm trying to tell you! Your best could stop a clock. It would be better if it were a masquerade party. You could go as a cannon ball!"
Billy was nonplused. "I'm not going to let your jealousy put a damper on my evening. We'll let the ladies judge for themselves."
In a more serious tone Billy asked Emerson, "Have you considered going back to sea, since things aren't working out that well with Maria?"
"Why would you ask that? I still have my family and I like ranching. Maria has a lot of reasons for not liking me. I saw to that. I can still help her out now and then. That will have to be enough. We don't always get everything we want. It isn't a fairy tale, Billy," Emerson sighed as he finished. "Sometimes, I wish it were."
Tom and Bob walked into the room. Both were dressed to the hilt. The dark suits they wore were freshly pressed and their shirts had frills in front.
"Hurry up, Emerson," coaxed Tom. "We want to be there before the fun starts. How do we look?"
"You two look so good Billy will be asking you for a dance. Where did you get those shirts?" Emerson asked his friends.
"Maria's cousins helped us find them. They sure are good looking girls, and I think they like me," Bob answered. "They are going to be there tonight."
"That could be it!" exclaimed Emerson. "They want you for themselves so they had you two wear those shirts, knowing no other women will come near you."
They all laughed. The banter continued as Emerson dressed for the ball. He felt himself enjoying his friends and looking forward to the evening. Bob mentioned several times he was promised the first dance from Maria and he wasn't going to be late.
The four made their way to the Governor's mansion well before the music was to begin. People were streaming in from all directions. Emerson realized that some must have traveled long distances to attend. Lieutenant Andrews and several other officers were already there, along with Major Reynolds.
Bob stood with the others, awed by what he saw. "Have you ever seen so many pretty girls?" he asked. "This is going to be great!"
Then Emerson heard a murmur go through the crowd and he turned to the door. Maria and Cathy were coming in. They had caused the excitement in the crowd.
Cathy had her hair done up on her head. She wore a dark low-cut gown, Spanish in style. Emerson was struck by her beauty and her lovely figure. It was impossible not to stare.
Maria's dark hair was combed away from her face and down her back. Her gown was Spanish as well, bare at the shoulders, and cut as low as Cathy's. It was light, almost white, and contrasted with her hair perfectly. It was, Emerson thought, the only reason any man would ever take his eyes off Cathy.
The two girls came across the room to stand with Tom, Bob, Billy and Emerson. The four watched them approach. Maria and Cathy laughed as they saw the appreciation in the eyes of their friends.
Cathy spoke to the men, "If you could show us what table you gentlemen are sitting at, we would be glad to join you. That is if you can stop staring and close your mouths."
"Ladies, you are beautiful!" It was Tom that found his voice. "We would be extremely proud to have you join us." He began to search the room for a table.
"We're in luck. It looks like our crowd from Morgantown is sitting by that wall, and they have seats for us. You ladies' parents are already seated. Shall we join them?"
Tom offered his arm to Cathy, who gave a big smile as she took it. Emerson was surprised, and pleased when Maria took his left arm. They took seats at tables with the others from Morgantown.
Vern Jordan looked at his daughter and remarked, "Now I know why I couldn't see that gown before now! Cathy, you remind me of your mother!"
Cathy's mom was beaming as she watched her daughter. "I never looked that good, nor had the nerve to dress like that. You girls are going to be the hit of this ball."
When the music started, Maria reminded Bob he had been promised that dance. Billy told everyone, "He hasn't talked about anything else all day! Don't worry about Bob forgetting his dance with Maria."
Tom and Cathy paired off for the first dance, while Emerson was approached by Consuela. He joined her on the floor. She was a very pretty girl and he enjoyed the dance.
As the evening progressed, Emerson saw that Cathy and Maria were attracting a lot of admirers. For each dance they had to choose from several possible partners. The girls were having a great time. Emerson also saw Billy dance with both girls. He was surprisingly graceful and his dances with Maria and Cathy seemed to make him a sought after man. Billy gave Emerson a big smile whenever their paths would cross.
Ellen Lander worked her way through the crowd to Emerson. She was dressed fashionably and wore a gown that flattered her lovely figure. She took Emerson by his left arm and led him onto the floor.
"Ellen, you are very beautiful. I noticed there has been quite a line of men waiting to dance with you," observed Emerson.
"Do you think so? Your friends Cathy and Maria are incredible. I didn't realize that cattle ranching can be so good for a girl's figure. I can see why Maria is so important to you. She is a wonderful girl."
"My fiance is here this evening. I want to introduce him to you. I know you'll like him. He reminds me of you. That's what first attracted me to him."
Ellen reached up and kissed Emerson. "If I can help you with Maria, let me know. I hope to be friends of you both."
Emerson smiled at Ellen. "Thanks, but I don't know where I stand with her. I seem to always say and do things to upset her."
Ellen laughed, "I bet you do! I just saw her watching us and I bet she saw me kiss you. She won't like that!"
Emerson found himself a regular on the dance floor. The women were not shy about getting the gentlemen to escort them for a dance. At one point, Emerson found himself dancing very close to a very pretty young woman. She simply wouldn't stay back. She laughed and talked all the time, as if they were old friends. By the end of the dance, Emerson knew she would like to be more than friends.
Emerson excused himself and made his way back to his table. Pat Casey was laughing as Emerson used a cloth to wipe the perspiration from his brow. "Things got a little warm there, Emerson? It looks like you had your arm full. Too bad your right arm doesn't work better. You might have been able to keep her back a little."
Emerson saw Carmella Casey smiling as her husband joked. "Mrs. Casey, may I have the honor of this dance. You shouldn't have to listen to the ramblings of this man all night."
Carmella was pleased and went with Emerson. "It is always good to get in with a girl's mother," Carmella told Emerson.
"Mrs. Casey, I am simply dancing with one of the most attractive women in the room. I really don't need any other reason," Emerson responded.
"You are very kind, Emerson. I want to tell you that Maria is over her anger. She knows the entire story about your encounter with Michael. It was strange, but she wasn't as upset as I thought she would be. She had already forgiven you and forgotten him. In fact, she has something in mind for you, I think. I can't say anymore. Be good to her, Emerson."
"Mrs. Casey, I try. It seems to go wrong all the time. I say or do the wrong thing when I am with her," Emerson confided.
"I can't tell you how familiar that sounds," laughed Carmella. "I have heard that before. It looks like our dance is done. Thank-you."
Ellen was standing with Maria when Emerson and Carmella returned. "Maria, Emerson, and everyone else, this is Ben Gibbons, my fiance." Ben was tall, and rugged-looking. Maria was struck by the similarities with Emerson. As the two shook hands, she decided they could pass for brothers.
As the men exchanged greetings, Maria gave Ellen a hug. "You are a good friend, Ellen. I have a plan for tonight, but I am afraid I may get cold feet. I tell myself I am going to go through with it. I hope it works. If I tell it to you, will you help me?"
The two women spent the next few minutes off to one side, deep in conversation. Both wore big smiles as they returned to the group.
Emerson had little time to relax. He was a handsome young man and in great demand. Soon, he was back out on the floor. Emerson saw that Lieutenant Andrews managed to get a couple of dances with both Cathy and Maria. Cathy would speak to Emerson occasionally as they met on the floor.
As the musicians began another melody, Cathy worked away from her many admirers and took Emerson's good arm. "Cowboy, I have been waiting for this chance!" she told him.
Cathy, not surprisingly, talked as they danced. "Emerson, we are having such a good time! You look very handsome. I see all the girls hanging all over you, especially that one. Couldn't she get any closer? I sure don't blame her though. In fact," Cathy drew herself close to Emerson, "you seem to do that to a girl."
"Cathy, I have to say you are a beautiful girl. All eyes are on you tonight. You don't look like that cowgirl that ate dust, and Pedro's cooking for over two weeks. You look like a princess," Emerson told the blonde girl.
"Emerson, I feel like one. I couldn't ask for any more. Mother looks better than she has in a long time. I think getting out and around was better for her than resting all the time."
"You have proven to be a great friend," Cathy continued. "I feel even closer to Maria since that trail drive and I have come to see what a fine man Tom is. He looks like the one for me, but don't tell him I said that. I have to be a little hard to get."
Emerson looked into the eyes of Cathy. "I have come to think of you as a special friend. You are always a breath of fresh air. Your honesty and understanding of your own feelings is a gift. Most of us have trouble with the truth, especially when it is personal."
"As a friend, Emerson, I have to warn you. I think Maria is cooking something up. She has been unusually talkative and happy all afternoon. She may have something planned for you," Cathy said.
Emerson laughed as he answered, "You are the second one to tell me that. I doubt she will be too dangerous. She doesn't look threatening tonight, and she even smiled at me."
The dance ended with Cathy replying, "Emerson, Maria has never been more dangerous than tonight. You'd have a better chance if she came after you with a gun!"
Emerson started back to the table, but was intercepted by the pretty girl that liked to get close. This time she clung to Emerson. At first, Emerson felt a little embarrassed, but gradually relaxed and enjoyed the dance. The girl was pretty, and very shapely, and used it all to her advantage. Emerson was surprised at how quickly the song ended.
Once again he started back to his friends, only to be intercepted again. Maria was facing him, oblivious to the admirers asking her for the dance.
"Emerson," Maria spoke softly to him, "This is our dance, remember?"
Emerson could only nod as he looked into Maria's face. Together, they moved back out on the floor. Emerson was very careful not to hold Maria too close and ruin her mood.
She looked at him and smiled, "Emerson, I won't break. You danced a lot closer with that other girl, twice, and with Cathy, too. Ellen seemed to be able to get close. Can't I?" As she finished speaking she moved close to Emerson's chest. He could feel her body touching his.
"Aren't you afraid your parents will get the wrong idea?" Emerson asked Maria.
"Emerson, my parents could never be angry with you, especially where I am concerned. You saved my life twice, at least. But, I am not going to spend this dance talking about my parents." With that she drew even closer to Emerson and laid her head on his good shoulder.
Carmella Casey was sitting with Pat and Miguel and Molly as Emerson and Maria danced. "I have never seen Maria so forward, or so happy," Carmella told the others. "Emerson may be in trouble tonight. They do look perfect together."
Molly replied to Carmella's statement. "They are a beautiful couple. I think Maria is the loveliest thing I have ever seen. It is nice to see them finally getting along."
Emerson was very aware of the closeness of Maria. She had apparently forgiven him for his trouble with Michael. Emerson wished the dance would last all night, as he held Maria in his arms.
"This reminds me of that night you pulled me from that stampede and held me while we rode back to camp," Maria whispered. "That was the best ride I've ever taken. I was helpless in your arms, and you were so worried about me. Do you remember?"
"Maria, I'm not sure what to say. I have this fear I'll say the wrong thing and upset you," Emerson replied. "I certainly don't want to change the mood. I remember that ride very well. I was wishing it would never end. I feel the same way now."
"Emerson, all I want you to say is the truth. Will you promise to always tell me that, regardless of who it may hurt?" Maria had raised her head and was watching Emerson.
"Maria, you have my word on that." She was so close Emerson could feel her breath. "I'll start by telling you that you are incredibly beautiful."
Maria thrilled at Emerson's words. Cathy and Ellen were right. Emerson cared for her. She knew that being with him would be worth any pain she might suffer.
Maria smiled as the music stopped, but the noise from the crowd caused both her, and Emerson, to look around. Standing in the center of the floor with a revolver was Tom Taylor. His face was a purplish color and his eyes were very dark. It was clear he was a man that had lost all control.



"You haven't beaten me yet!" he shouted as people began backing away. "Everything was going so well, until the Major laid his eyes on you! You Jezebel!"
Emerson realized that Taylor was directing his wrath at Maria. As he spoke he was raising his gun! Emerson was unarmed and totally helpless. He knew he would never be able to stop Taylor before he fired.
Maria was stunned to see an armed Tom Taylor spewing venom and pointing his gun at her. Looking at the deranged man, she knew he was going to kill her. She could neither move nor think. She simply stared, facing her fate.
Carmella knew a fear she had never before experienced. She gasped and looked on in horror. Pat Casey let out a roar, but was too far away to reach Taylor before he could shoot. Cursing, he started for Taylor. No one else made any noise, silently watching the horrible turn of events.
Emerson could see Taylor's intention. His mind raced as he considered options. Only one came to him. He would do anything to save Maria! With no regrets, Emerson turned his back on Taylor and pulled Maria to him, thus affording Taylor no target. Emerson knew this would not prevent Taylor from shooting. It would prevent the bullet from striking Maria. In the fraction of a second it took for Emerson to act, he knew he could not fail Maria. He actually felt a strange relief, thinking he had been at the right place at the right time. He had known for a long time that he would give his life for Maria.
Maria trembled as she stood in Emerson's arms. Time seemed to stand still. She waited for the gun to roar and Emerson to be hit. Then a dull thud came to her and people all around began to exhale and talk. She and Emerson slowly looked toward Taylor. He was on the floor, unconscious, with Lieutenant Andrews standing over him with a drawn pistol.
Carmella, Pat, Cathy and the others rushed to Maria, concerned about her health. She simply buried her face in Emerson's shoulder and sobbed.
"Son, I'll never forget what I just saw," Pat Casey told Emerson. "I couldn't get to Maria, or that damn Taylor. Thanks for taking care of Maria again!" Pat's voice was heavy with emotion.
Carmella was patting Maria's back. "You are fine, Maria. Emerson would never let anything happen to you. That much is obvious. Emerson, that was a wonderful thing you did! Thank-you."
Cathy pressed her face close to Maria's. "Maria, that was the most romantic thing I have ever seen! You are so lucky! Here you are, your arms wrapped around this big cowboy, who just tried to give his life to save yours. The thing is, you both are alive. It couldn't have worked out better. We have to thank Andrews. He was great!"
Emerson stood very still. Maria was safe and she was in his arms. He really didn't care much about anything else. He was content to hold her as long as she wanted.
Finally, Maria pulled her face away from Emerson's chest and turned her eyes to his. "Emerson, I don't deserve this. I have treated you so poorly, and you keep taking care of me. Thanks." As she finished speaking, Maria kissed Emerson.
Carmella and Pat exchanged glances and smiled. Molly was beaming as her son looked around at his friends. He was flustered, but looked very happy.
Without taking her arms from Emerson's waist, Maria addressed her father. "There is still one matter to clear up, Father, I fear that someone may hurt my reputation this evening and you may have to intervene," Maria told a surprised Pat Casey.
"If you're talking about that damned Michael, I'd say Emerson already took care of that," Pat Casey told his daughter.
"I am talking about Emerson Trask," Maria answered.
The entire group went silent at Maria's statement. Ellen and Cathy nodded to each other and smiled. Maria was still going to try it!
"Maria, what are you talking about?" Pat demanded.
"I would like to know, too." Emerson was stunned. "I would never damage your reputation. Pat knows that."
"I will prove it to everyone here. They can judge," Maria was now looking at Emerson, but speaking to the group.
Pat Casey attempted to speak, but Carmella pulled him aside and quietly said, "Pat, stay out of this! Maria has something in mind and you are supposed to stay silent."
Pat told his wife, "That suits me fine. I can't understand that girl!"
"That should be interesting," Emerson responded. "Do your best." He knew he had never maligned Maria. It would be one of Michael's lies and easily corrected.
"Father, this man was talking love to me all the time we were on that cattle drive. Cathy," Maria spoke to her friend while still facing Emerson, "didn't you hear him?"
"I did, Maria. He didn't know I could understand Spanish. I told Emerson later that Pat would have shot him if he had known the things Emerson was telling Maria," Cathy answered. "It was very romantic!"
"Thanks, Cathy." Maria then spoke to Billy, "Didn't Emerson talk about me all over the world? Wasn't I a topic of his conversation on several continents and oceans?"
Billy was obviously nervous. "Well, yes, but never with disrespect."
Maria questioned Ellen next. "Ellen, didn't Emerson tell you about me?"
"Maria, that man wouldn't give me a second look, because of you. I could tell you were the one he wanted. He was in love with you. That was clear."
"Mother, weren't we approached by two men in the hotel that thought Emerson and I were married?"
Carmella was not anxious to get involved in Maria's scheme. She gave a short response. "Yes, we were."
"Cathy, didn't Major Reynolds seem to think there was something between Emerson and me?"
Cathy was smiling as she answered, "I should say so! It was pretty clear that Emerson had talked a lot about you to them, and to who knows who else!"
Emerson broke in. "None of that hurt Maria's reputation, Pat. I don't know what is wrong here." Emerson addressed Pat but never took his gaze from Maria. He was getting an uncomfortable feeling that he had no chance to win this discussion.
"I am not finished. I have a few questions for you and I would like simple yes or no answers. Will you humor me?" Maria was still close to Emerson as she spoke. Her lips were close to his and her eyes shone. It was as if the others weren't there. She had eyes only for Emerson.
Emerson felt like he was a man under a spell. He could not, or would not move back from Maria. He held his ground as she kept moving closer to him. He felt totally under Maria' power.
When Emerson nodded assent, Maria went on. "Father, listen to this man and decide if he has been playing fast and loose with me."
Everyone had drawn closer, trying to catch this strange drama as it unfolded. Pat never answered Maria, nor did she seem to expect it. Molly and Carmella held each other's hands as they watched, not knowing what to expect, but knowing something was happening.
Cathy and Ellen stood together, with Tom at Cathy's side. Both girls were in complete awe of Maria and her sudden courage, especially with such a large audience.
Cathy whispered to Ellen, "I can't believe this! Maria is so bold! She has nerve. I hope this works!"
"Emerson, did you tell me I was the most beautiful girl you had ever seen?"
"Yes," was Emerson's response. He was lost in Maria's eyes. All control was gone.
"Did you mean that," Maria asked.
Again Emerson responded, "Yes."
"Did you tell Major Reynolds, Ellen Lander, her father, and God knows who else, all about me while you were in South America, and didn't they seem to think there was something between us?" Maria questioned Emerson.
Emerson was looking hard at Maria, trying to guess where she was headed with her questions. "Yes, I led some people, including Major Reynolds to believe that I cared for you, but had lost your trust."
"Isn't it true that even my cousins think there is something between us?"
Emerson knew that was true, but not his doing. Still he answered, "Yes. Although you know I was not to blame for that."
"Didn't you fight with Michael last night because he said he was my lover, and you would not allow him to damage my reputation?"
Emerson was becoming uncomfortable with Maria's line of questioning, and did not want to discuss what Michael had been saying.
"Maria, that's enough! Yes, I fought with him over what he said about you."
"Emerson, you still don't want anyone to hear the vile things Michael said, not even me." Maria smiled as she spoke to Emerson. "I have more questions. Didn't you tell me that you bought a ring for me while you were traveling, although you never showed it to me? Is there a ring?"
Emerson was beginning to feel trapped. Breathing seemed to becoming more difficult. He looked away and answered, "Yes."
"Emerson, have you talked to Billy about the possibility of going back to sea?" Maria was still watching Emerson.
Emerson turned his stare on Billy, who was intent on looking at his hands. "We discussed it, yes."
"Didn't you step between Tom Taylor and me when he threatened to shoot me? Weren't you willing to be shot in the back rather than see harm come to me?"
"My life for yours, Maria. I would make that trade when necessary."
"I have one last question and then I'll make my point, if it isn't clear to everyone by now."
Maria knew she could not turn back, although she was very nervous. The answer to her next question would forever affect her life. Maria moved even closer to Emerson. Her lips were almost touching Emerson's.
Carmella marveled at Maria's boldness. She had never seen her anything like this before. Both Carmella and Molly were breathing heavy with the emotion they felt.
Ellen and Cathy pushed closer to hear and see everything that was going on. The men stood silent, Maria's intent lost to them.
"Emerson Trask, are you in love with me?"
Pat Casey groaned and several of the women gasped as Maria asked her last question. Everyone watched Emerson as he struggled to answer.
Emerson no longer cared what anyone else thought. He had blocked out everyone. There was only Maria, the loveliest thing he had ever known.
"Maria, you have asked the question, although I would hope you already know the answer. Yes, I love you and have for years."
Cathy was near tears as she spoke, "Maria, for God's sake, you have his answer! Can't this game end?"
"Not yet, Cathy." Maria was becoming emotional herself, but she was determined to see it through. "I want to explain to everyone what the problem is."
"All kinds of people think Emerson and I are sweethearts, or even lovers. Yet tonight, he dances very close with other women and is even talking of going back to sea. What will people think? I'll tell you how it will look. It will appear that I have been jilted! Even my own cousins will believe it."
"Emerson can go on to more conquests and my reputation will be in shambles, because he left me. It just seems that a man who is supposed to be so honorable, is treating me badly. The only way I can think to make it right, is for me to have the option of ending it. Then Dad would not be forced to flog this man!"
Pat Casey tried to speak, but Carmella pinched his arm hard. Her look told him to remain still.
"Pat, I don't understand what Maria wants me to do. I certainly wouldn't want to be flogged, especially by a friend." Emerson faced Maria as he spoke to Pat.
"Emerson, I want you to give me the chance to decide if this romance we supposedly had, is going to end." Maria went on, "You will be gone anyway, and it isn't any disgrace for a man to be spurned by a woman. I will be left to live with it over my head, if you are the one to end it."
Maria looked into Emerson's eyes, "I want you to do the honorable thing. You have a ring. Why don't you just ask me one question and that will make everything right again?"
Emerson could not believe what he was hearing. She expected him to propose! If he did, she could reject him and save her reputation. His feelings would be crushed, but she was right. It was better that way than to hurt her.
Since Emerson was wearing new boots for the dance, he had removed the ring from its hiding place and carried it in a pocket.
"All right Maria, I will do it." Emerson no longer hid his feelings. Maria had exposed him totally, and he felt only relief. Slowly, he reached into his pocket and produced the ring. "Maria Casey, I am in love with you and I am asking you to marry me."
"Emerson Trask, I am flattered that you would ask." Maria was very close to Emerson. "You have gambled your life for me a few times. How about taking a chance one more time? If that ring fits, I will become your wife, with all that it means, to be with you the rest of my life. If that ring doesn't fit, you will go back to the sea and never return to Morgantown. Will you risk it?"
This time Carmella groaned as Maria stated her terms. The entire group seemed to have stopped breathing as they watched Emerson and Maria.
"Maria, that is more of a chance than I had ever hoped for. Hold up your finger and let's see if it fits." Emerson was no longer nervous. It would soon be over and he would know.
Maria's hand was shaking as she held it up for Emerson. Slowly, gently, Emerson started the ring down Maria's finger. It held up slightly as it came to her knuckle. Carmella squirmed as the ring stopped. She could barely endure the drama to which she was witness. Had Maria gone too far?
Then, the ring slid into place.
Everyone let out their breath at the same time. Laughter and tears were mixing as hugs were exchanged and men slapped each other on the back. Still standing in the center were Emerson and Maria.
"Maria, I won't hold you to this, I don't want to have you because you lost a bet. You can still back out." Emerson spoke softly as the others celebrated.
Maria held her face very close to Emerson, "Emerson, I didn't lose! I won! You never had a chance. I planned this whole thing."
"What would you have done if the ring didn't fit? Wasn't that a gamble?"
"Emerson, I tried it on when you were in that fever. I knew it would fit. I was just testing you a little to see how you'd react. You passed," Maria's voice trailed off as Emerson's lips met hers.
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Our two kids were in college and we were finally getting the opportunity to enjoy each other, one on one. Pam and I married young and our first daughter was born within a year. The second girl came along before our third anniversary. We loved our girls and devoted our lives to them, as do most parents. It wasn't until they were in colleges far away that Pam and I realized we had never been able to think only of each other, and of our selves.
Pam just celebrated her 42nd birthday and I turned 43 six months before that. Certainly we weren't too old to partake in some of the pleasures life had to offer.
Our best friends, Dave and Rita, had a remarkably similar story, except they had three kids. They had married right out of high school and started a family immediately. Their oldest two were twin girls, with a brother following within two years. Rita was now 41 and Dave was a ripe old 42.
Rita and Pam were often asked if they were sisters, and occasionally asked if they were twins because they were so similar. This was a source of many comments and more than a few jokes. Over the years they began to wear their hair in similar cuts, wear the same style and size clothes, and in general, cultivate the impression they were sisters.
This unusual desire of theirs to look like each other actually was beneficial to Pam and me. When we first met Dave and Rita fifteen years ago, Pam had been gaining weight and doing little to prevent it from getting out of hand. As we began to do more things with them, we began to get the comments from people about Rita and Pam being sisters. The problem was that everyone assumed that Pam was the older sister! Rita worked very hard at staying slim after having three kids, and it was evident.
One evening, while we were dining at a nice restaurant with Dave and Rita, Pam broke down and cried after a casual friend stopped and asked if Rita were her younger sister. It was a very emotional situation. Rita took her by the hand and led her off to the ladies room for some girl talk. When they returned to the table about ten minutes later, Pam apologized for her emotional weakness and promised it wouldn't happen again. Her attitude indicated she was serious, but I had my doubts. I knew how much it galled her to look older than Rita.
"Can you feed the kids tonight, Tom?" asked Pam.
This was three days after her mini-breakdown at the restaurant. We were getting ready for work and discussing the day's schedule.
"Sure, Pam," I answered. "No problem. Do you have to work late?"
"No, I'm going to stop at the gym Rita uses. She works out three times a week there and she's suggested I join her," revealed Pam. "You know something, Tom? If it's okay with you, I'm going to join and get into shape. I'm only 27 and shouldn't look like a freaking cow!"
"Let me phrase my thoughts very carefully," I laughed. "You are a very sexy woman, just as you are. However, if it would raise your self-esteem and make you happier if you slim down, I will be very willing to take on a little more around the house. If that includes feeding those two little monsters a few nights a week, so be it."
"Tom, you are the best husband! I really appreciate your support. I'm serious about this. You'll be reaping the benefits, too, when I look like Rita. You won't be able to keep your hands off me!"
"It isn't exactly easy right now!" I chuckled as I slid my hand inside Pam's bra and fondled her breast. "In fact, I can't imagine it being any more difficult!"
"I'll give you just ten minutes to get your hand out of there!" laughed Pam. "These babies will probably be the first things to go, you know. I'll be back to a B cup if I do lose weight. Can you live with that, Mr. Titman?"
"That is the beauty of Mr. Titman!" I replied in my best attempt at a baritone. "Mr. Titman loves all tits, regardless of size, color, nipple type, or religious affiliation. He has never met a tit he didn't like!"
"I have to believe that!" grinned Pam. "I've seen how you always try to look down women's tops every chance you get. You're such a lecher."
"Is that wrong? Should Mr. Titman not be doing that? When he stops, he'll be known as Mr. Deadman," I whined.
"Just try to not be too obvious, fella, and don't forget what tits own Titman's ass, and are the only tits Mr. Titman can fondle and feed from!" answered Pam with a smile.
"Never fear, sweet lady. It is a little known secret that Mr. Titman derives his nourishment, incredible horniness, and tit watching ability from a very lovely and unique set of boobs, which just happen to be attached to your frame," I stated as I pinched Pam's nipple and drew a moan from her.
Mr. Titman was late to work that day, but very well laid!
Pam was true to her word. Within six months she had dropped weight and firmed up nicely. She and Rita became great friends in the process. It simply cemented the friendship that we had with Dave and Rita. We pretty much spent the next 15 years raising our kids and getting together with Dave and Rita whenever we could.
It was over the term of our friendship that Pam and Rita tastes evolved into similar clothes, hair, perfumes, etc. They delighted in looking alike, which was considerably younger than their years. Also as promised, I was a true beneficiary of Pam's new look. She was happy and confident. If I didn't initiate sex every couple of nights, she'd be all over me, insisting that Mr. Titman keep his strength and virility well nourished. I really think that our two daughters turned out so well because Pam and I demonstrated our love for each other in so many ways. Raising our kids was a wonderful experience, but now we were enjoying each other.
We used to get together with Dave and Rita and their kids at a lake cabin every summer. It was more than either of us could afford, so both families went in on it together and bought it. We'd fish, swim, boat, barbeque, and just have a great time. When the girls got into their teens, we had to beat the boys back with sticks. Put four pretty girls in skimpy swimsuits on a lake and the damn boys will come out like woodchucks! I don't know where they came from. The times Dave and I went up to the lake alone to fish, we never saw a single kid. Bring a girl or two, or four, and we were swarmed. It was a source of a lot of teasing and laughter for both families.
I also noticed that the male population didn't exactly ignore Pam and Rita. A couple of times Pam and Rita went up to the lake ahead of Dave and me. When we pulled in, there were a couple of the men from other cabins on the lake helping our wives with opening the shutters, turning on the plumbing, or digging the boats out of storage. Pam and Rita would just look at Dave and me and shrug their shoulders. That, too, became fodder for quite a few comments.
"Pam and I will go up to the lake early Friday and get everything opened and ready," stated Rita one Wednesday evening as we all sat around having a drink.
"Why would you want to do that?" asked Dave. "Tom and I will be off work early enough to drive up. We'll get there in plenty of time. There's no advantage in you girls leaving early."
"It's just that you two guys aren't getting any younger and I thought we'd save you all the trouble of opening everything up and getting the boats out," Rita replied.
"That hurt!" groaned Dave. "It isn't any easy job for a couple of little girls, either. I wouldn't feel right having you two do all that work."
"Actually, Pam and I picked up a couple new swim suits today. I don't think we'll actually have to do much heavy lifting or anything, unless you count our asses," added Rita.
"I really don't think very many men would feel that your asses constitute heavy lifting," I joined in. "Has anyone suggested otherwise?"
"Not yet!" laughed Rita. "Just think about what I'm saying. Pam and I picked up a couple of rather immodest suits to wear. The kids are gone and we thought we'd be a little more daring while we still have the figures for it. I'm quite sure we can get the cabin open quite easily with our new suits on."
"You little tramps!" yelped Dave. "You're thinking of parading around nearly nude to entice all the horny men at the lake to do all the heavy lifting. You're willing to sacrifice your modesty to save your husbands all that toil. I like it!"
"Are you part of this conspiracy, too, Pam, or is this some sick fantasy of Rita's?" I asked.
"It isn't sick! We just thought it would be fun to see what reaction we'd get if we floundered around helplessly, trying to get all the chores done in the tiny little pieces of cloth we bought today," Pam responded. "Think of all the work it would save you. Those men would be well rewarded just by spending some time with a couple of 'hot wives', but that's all it would be. You always tell me that most men are quite happy to help a woman for a smile, or a nice word. Doesn't it follow that the smile or kind word from the lips of two women in skimpy swimsuits would be make them very happy?"
"I think Dave and I should have the suits modeled for us first to determine if this abuse of tit power will be allowed!" I declared.
"Do I get the feeling that Mr. Titman is getting a little jealous after spending the past 40 years trying to see every set of tits he came into contact with?" chided Pam. "You can see our suits when you get there, but be warned that it would not be wise for you to be too late. We're just a couple of little girls and those neighborhood men are so big and strong!"
"Mr. Titman?" laughed Rita. "Are you suggesting this pervert has been looking at my fantastic mounds all these years? I never would have guessed it except that Dave gets an erection every time he's near any woman, and especially a certain friend of mine!"
"You mean they are two Mr. Titmen?" asked Pam incredulously.
"Okay!" I relented to avoid any further revelations about my somewhat shallow nature. "You girls go up early, but Dave and I won't spare the horses to get there as soon as possible. If we get there ten minutes after you do, don't get all huffy!"
We agreed to the girls' plan. The next day, Dave and I made our own plans to leave work a couple hours early. With any luck, we would be there before Pam and Rita arrived. They both worked half days on Fridays. They also had to stop to get all the groceries and drinks for the weekend. The way they wasted time shopping, it was unlikely they would even arrive before Dave and I had everything opened and a couple cold beers under our belts.
Friday afternoon found Dave and me speeding toward our little mountain getaway. We were laughing and joking about how surprised and disappointed Pam and Rita would be when they pulled in and we were already there. We turned down our drive at five o'clock, a good two hours earlier than the girls would ever expect us.
The first thing we noticed was both rowboats and the paddleboat sitting at the water's edge! As one, we turned our heads to look at the cabin. The shutters were off and the small lawn along the side of the building was freshly mowed!
When we pulled around to the front of the cabin, Rita's car was sitting in the first parking spot. I pulled in behind her car and parked. There was a small deck on the far side of the cabin, facing the setting sun. We heard laughter and voices emanating from that direction.
Dave and I looked at each other, and then we strode around the building. We both stopped abruptly when the deck came into view. Pam and Rita were bent over, digging in a tub of ice, apparently looking for beer for the four neighborhood men sitting on the various pieces of furniture. The men's backs were to us and it wasn't likely they would be turning around in the near future!
Rita and Pam were both wearing two-piece suits with the tops cut very low. The bottoms looked more like short shorts than swimsuit bottoms, but damn, did they look good on the girls! Rita's was orange and Pam's was green. From our vantage point, all Dave and I could see were the tops of two heads and four tits! Even from fifteen feet, we could see both women's nipples were hard as small pebbles, probably from the cold air around the tub of beer. I noticed that one guy was seated off to the side a little and he didn't have a direct shot at the cleavage being displayed, but he was making up for it with a steady stare at a couple of beautiful asses.
Again, Dave and I exchanged looks. I was looking to him for a reaction, thinking it would set the tone for mine. I didn't want to make an ass out of myself and embarrass the wives, but I was more than willing to go along with Dave if he asked the men to leave, or pulled out a handgun and smoked the bastards!
Dave looked at me and smiled and shrugged his shoulders! This reaction was a bit milder than I anticipated, but I knew I'd be damned to hell if I played the jealous husband to Dave's nice guy. I just sucked it in and moved toward the deck.
"Hello, Girls, Gentlemen," I spoke as I stepped onto the deck. It was comical to see four pairs of eyes suddenly look at Dave and me and then down to the deck. The men all knew they had been seen gawking at our wives.
"Hi, Dear. Hi, Dave," Pam managed weakly as she looked at me closely, trying to gauge my temper. "These gentlemen were kind enough to help Rita and me open the cabin up, so se suggested they sit down and have a beer or two for all their hard work."
"That's right, Dave," agreed Rita. "These guys were great. Look at all the work they saved you. Now you can relax and have a drink with us."
I had met all four of the guys a few times over the years. They were all fifty or older. They were also nervous as hell at being busted by Dave and me.
"Thanks, guys! We certainly appreciate your efforts on our behalf and hope we can repay the favor someday. Pam, please get the guys a beer while I go change into a pair of shorts. It's sure hot here today," I added with a big smile.
Pam gave me a big grin and bent back over the tub, probing for the brews. Dave joined me in the cabin after stating he, too, had to find cooler clothes.
"Jesus, Tom!" he whispered as we opened the duffel bags we carried. "I never knew either of those women had such nice big tits, and I'm married to one of them! Those lucky bastards are really getting an eye full!"
"I think the girls played a fast one on us, Dave. I'll bet dollars to doughnuts they skipped work today to be sure they could get up here early and create some serious boners," I suggested. "They did save us some work and they look great. I was pissed for a minute, but I guess we should be happy our wives are so damn sexy! A lot of women their age have to wear tents. I have to say ours look great in little, or nothing!"
When Dave and I stepped back outside, we acted as friendly, and blind, as we possibly could. I resisted the impulse to jump up and get a beer for one of the guys when he placed his empty bottle down.
"Rita? Stan's seems to need a beer. Think you could fish one out for him?" I asked.
Rita gave me a strange look. Then she broke into a huge smile as she went to the tub of beer and dug around feeling for a beer. The girls had placed ice in a large new plastic garbage can and then added the beer and some cold water to be sure all the beer was covered. As the beer disappeared, the girls had to lean farther into the vat to reach a brew. Rita was in danger of busting out of her top as she leaned in and dug around. Conversation stopped as every man there watched open mouthed.
"Pam, could you help Rita out?" I asked. "She seems to be having a hard time."
Surprised, but not displeased, Pam leaned over the top next to Rita and groped for a beer. Both women stood at the same time, clutching one bottle between them as they smiled at the group.
"This is the last beer, boys," announced Rita. "Pam and I have to make dinner for our husbands, but we do thank you for your help. Take your time and chat with Tom and Dave. Thanks again," repeated Rita as she and Pam disappeared into the cabin.
Oddly enough, the guys realized that they had been too long away from their own places. Soon Dave and I were sipping our beers alone. I went to my car and brought another case back to the deck and placed the bottles in the icy water.
"I could have gotten this beer sooner, but it was about time for those guys to get their eyes back into their sockets and go home, wouldn't you say, Dave?"
"I'm just glad none of them had a heart attack!" laughed Dave. "My chest felt kinda tight when Rita and Pam were hanging their tits over that can looking for that last beer!"
"That wasn't your chest that was tight, you liar! I'm surprised you didn't rip your shorts with your pecker the way you were drooling at the girls," I chuckled.
"You guys were great!" blurted Rita as she carried a tray of food from the cabin and placed it on the picnic table. "When I first saw your face, Tom, I was worried that you were angry."
"Well, Rita, when I first saw your tits hanging out, I lost all ability to think, or even feel any emotion but lust, so my anger left pretty quickly" I answered.
"Well, thanks for the compliment, I think," Rita replied. "Those guys started showing up before noon. In fact, we weren't in these suits for more than a few minutes before we had all kinds of help. Aren't our neighbors nice people?"
"I don't know if the local wife population will seem all that nice after your display today," suggested Dave. "There isn't another woman, of any age, on this lake that looks anywhere near as good as you two!"
"What a nice thing to say, Dave! You two may have guessed that we took the day off work," added Pam as she carried more food out to place on the table. "We knew you two schemers would try to get here in time to spoil our fun. Now let's eat!"
Dave started for the beer, but I held him back.
"Ladies, I put some more beer in the ice. Would you be so kind to dig one out for me?" I asked.
Rita was closer to the beer, so she laughed and leaned over to retrieve a drink for me. She looked great as she seemed to fumble around for a minute or two. Finally, she stood up and handed me a cold one with a smile.
"Thanks, Rita!" I gushed. "I'm sorry, but I forgot to mention that Dave needs another beer, too."
Rita laughed harder and started back to the icy water.
"Just a minute, Rita," called Pam. "Can't you see what Mr. Titman is doing here. Let me get the next one!"
We all laughed as Pam spent a good two minutes leaning over the cold water, pretending to search for a brew for Dave.
We sat on the deck, enjoying a great dinner and the ample charms of the two lovely ladies. Eventually, the sun dropped into the lake and a chill spread across the water. We carried everything in and cleaned the dishes. The girls reluctantly pulled sweatshirts over their tops to ward off the cold.
"Time to catch some bullheads, wouldn't you say, Tom?" asked Dave.
We often went out after dark to fish for the bottom dwellers, so I had anticipated his request and quickly reached for my pole.
When Rita and Dave stepped outside, Pam whispered, "You wake me up if I'm asleep when you come to bed, Mr. Titman, no matter how late it is. I'm feeling a throb that needs your attention!"
It wasn't difficult to determine what Pam had in mind and I decided I wouldn't be out too late that night. As fate would have it, the fish started biting just as Dave and I were preparing to return to the cabin. We stayed out an extra hour, taking advantage of our luck.
It was after midnight when we returned to shore, Dave had consumed the better part of two six packs in that time. I had just three. I don't swim very well, so I'm always careful when I'm in a boat, even with a lifejacket on.
I knew Dave was pretty wasted when he announced we'd clean the fish tomorrow and tossed them in with whatever beer was left in the no longer icy water. I dug the remaining two beers out before they could be contaminated. Just to be certain they were still good, I opened one and sat down to drink it. Dave popped the top of the other and raised it in a silent salute before taking a pull.



It was really getting late and I was remembering the promise Pam had made. I decided to take a quick shower and head for bed. When I went inside, I saw three empty wine bottles. I knew one had been started at dinner, but the presence of the other two indicated the ladies had consumed quite a lot of wine. As I showered, I wondered if I'd even be able to wake Pam. I knew I was sure going to do my best!
Dave was sound asleep on the sofa when I returned to the living room. I tossed a blanket over him and headed for my room. I dropped my towel and slid into bed. I knew Pam was asleep as I listened to her steady breathing. Still, a promise is a promise.
I felt around till I found her lips and kissed her gently. She let out a small moan so I continued down her body, kissing as I went. I was encouraged with more moans and mews so I slipped a nipple into my mouth. I took turns working on her nipples for a few minutes, enjoying her reaction. By now her hands were in my hair and on my back.
I kissed down lower, and then I slid my tongue inside her pussy. I felt her jerk a little in surprise, and then push my head down harder. That was all the encouragement I needed! I was thinking about her strutting around in front of our neighbors in her revealing suit and I just kept getting hotter. I decided to get serious about my pussy eating. I really dove in with relish. Pam was twitching and jerking, but I hung on and did the job as well as I ever had. She finally shuddered and came like a volcano! Then I quickly moved back up her torso and slipped my cock into her very wet snatch. She came again! Well, that pretty well took care of any obligations I had, so I proceeded to pound into her for my release. She was groaning steadily as I pistoned into her. In less than a couple minutes I felt my troops headed for the trenches and I let then go! Just as I came, a car passed by on the highway a quarter mile away and the faint illumination from the headlights allowed me to gaze down on... Rita!
I was stunned. Her eyes were closed and she didn't see me. Of that I was sure. In fact, I suspected she had fallen back asleep after her last orgasm. Not very complimentary for me, but extremely fortunate! I fought to get my bearings and determine how I could have made such a serious blunder. I covered her back up with the blanket, found my towel on the floor and quietly made my way back to the door.
Dave was still asleep on the couch. I could see him with the help of the small nightlight in the wall. I had gone into the right bedroom. After so many years, I would have to be pretty drunk to make that mistake! Then it occurred to me. Pam and Rita had finished off three bottles of wine since dinner! They were wasted and took the wrong bedrooms. That had to be it. Left and right can become complicated concepts when you drink that much wine.
I tried to consider the possibilities. Rita had been well fucked, in my humble opinion. Would she be able to remember it in the morning? She'd probably find the evidence I had deposited, if nothing else. I threw on a pair of shorts and went over to where Dave was sleeping. I managed to get his arms up around me and used the old fireman's method to drag him into his room. I had to chance that Rita was way beyond waking up over a little noise. I carefully placed Dave on the bed and lowered him down. It was so dark I couldn't see a thing. I had to feel around to determine Rita was far enough over to allow room for Dave.
He was still clothed, but I wasn't going to chance undressing him. How in hell would I explain that if either he or Rita woke up? I pulled his shoes off and slipped back out.
Next I had to take another shower. I couldn't go to bed smelling like sex, just in case Pam woke up. I showered, dug out a fresh towel and dried myself. Then I slipped into bed with Pam. At least all deductive reasoning pointed to Pam being the woman in that bed.
I had promised to wake her up for some sex, so I kissed her several times and squeezed her breasts. That way I could tell her what I did, and that she never woke up. To my surprise, she responded immediately!
"Tom! I am so horny, and a little drunk. Make love to me, please," Darling!" she insisted.
She was horny and I was on the horns of a dilemma. What if I couldn't get the job for the second time in the span of a few minutes? I decided the best action would be to concentrate on Pam's pleasure. I still had my tongue and hands. I sucked on her nipples and played with her pussy at the same time. She ran her hands over me, encouraging me. I kissed down her body and for the second time in a few minutes, dove into a delightful snatch, head first.
As I worked my magic, I decided I owed it to Pam to give her better than I gave Rita, so I turned my efforts up a notch. I ate pussy like I was a starving man and it was a smorgasbord! Pam mewed and groaned constantly. She jerked and thrashed. All the time she held my head tight to her sex, not allowing me any choice but to feed. As I pleasured my wife, I thought about how wonderful she had looked earlier.
Then I thought about how I had just fucked Rita, which was a fantasy I had never allowed to consider possible. About that time, my cock decided to join the living. By the time Pam released my head and I caught my breath, my cock took over the thinking for me. It demanded I get between Pam's thighs and fuck her silly. That was exactly what I did! I don't know how many orgasms she had. Since he had recently emptied my balls, it took some time for my cock to gather my forces for another round, but my cock wasn't going to allow me to quit until he had his pleasure.
Finally, I got that familiar tingle and I held still as I filled my wife's hungry pussy. As I pulled out and dropped down beside her, I realized that for the second time that night, I had fucked a woman to sleep! Did that mean I was doing pretty good, or that I couldn't keep their attention? I mulled that over as I fell asleep.
I woke up early in the morning worried. Would I get caught? Would anyone believe it was just a horrible mistake, a mistake that allowed me to fuck a living wet dream? Shit, I wouldn't believe me! I had a few beers, but obviously not enough to diminish my sexual appetite. I managed to get the job done, and done properly, twice!
Pam was still sleeping, so I got up and slipped on my trunks and went out to the lake for a swim. Feeling refreshed, but quite apprehensive, I returned to the cabin fifteen minutes later. As I approached the screen door, I heard Pam and Rita discussing the previous night's activities.
"I was worried that Tom would be upset with our little stunt," admitted Pam. "But when he came to bed last night, he showed me just how turned on he was, if you know what I mean. That man really knows how to eat pussy! I should parade around half naked in front of strange men more often. He was a tiger last night in bed!"
"I can't remember too much after dinner last night, except I had more wine than you, which was way too much," replied Rita. "I remember Dave being exceptionally romantic as well, or at least I think I remember it. The thing is, he was sleeping with all his clothes on when I woke up this morning. It seems odd he would have gotten dressed after his romantic efforts were finished, doesn't it?"
"I have no idea what goes through any man's head, except sex anyplace, any time, any where," laughed Pam. "That is the only certainty with men. I wouldn't worry about it, though, as long as he did his marital duty last night."
"Yes, you're probably right, Pam. He certainly did do that... quite well in fact. When did you tell them we had decided to switch bedrooms, anyway?" asked Rita. "I forgot all about telling the guys, but it was nice seeing the sun shine through the window this morning."
"And I liked waking up and being able to see the lake," stated Pam. "I forgot to tell Tom about it, but he sure figured it out last night and am I glad he did!"
"Yeah, me, too," agreed Rita with less enthusiasm.
The conversation switched to the previous day's activities when I entered the cabin. Dave appeared from his room rubbing his head. He was wearing the same clothes he wore the previous day.
"I need coffee and I need it bad!" he groaned. "Why the hell was I sleeping in the wrong room and who put me there, anyway?"
"I helped you in last night, remember, Dave?" I asked. "We had a few beers last night. When we got back you saw that the girls had switched bedrooms and you pointed it out to me, remember?"
"I can't remember anything that happened after I tossed the fish in that 'tit tub' on the deck," he replied. "But if you say it I noticed it first, I'm not one to argue."
Was Rita looking at me funny? Was Pam? Was I suffering from a guilty conscious? No more was said about it. We had a lazy morning as everyone tried to get his or her head straightened out from the previous night's drinking.
Around noon, Rita suggested that Pam and Tom go out in the boat fishing, while I helped her get online with her laptop. I tried to not show my fear when Rita made the suggestion. Then I suggested that I go out fishing with Dave and Pam rather than stay behind.
Pam got me to the side. "Why are you being rude, Tom? You're like a little boy. You want to go fishing, so never mind your friends! You help Rita with her computer. Then you two can bring out the other boat and join us, okay? I'll make it worth your while, lover. I owe you a little oral after the incredible performance you managed last night, wouldn't you say?"
That ended that discussion, as well as any thoughts that Pam suspected anything. The big test was yet to come. I had to face Rita alone.
Rita had been sitting at the table working on her laptop when Pam and Dave rowed away. As they disappeared from sight, she swung her chair around and faced me. I felt cornered.
"Tom, I want the truth about last night, and I want it the first time! I'm wondering if we will have to break up our friendship and part ways, even sell this wonderful cabin. Were you in bed with me last night?" she demanded.
I broke into a sweat. I felt like crying as I thought how my story would sound. I had destroyed a wonderful friendship. The worse part was that I really didn't know I was with Rita till I was finished, so that knowledge couldn't add to my pleasure.
"Rita, please listen to me before you make any decisions," I begged. I dropped to my knees in front of her and continued, "I made a terrible mistake. I honestly didn't know it was you until the headlights from a car lit up the room a little. By that time it was too late. I hurried out and got Dave off the couch and dragged him into the room and placed him in bed with you."
"You expect me to believe that you had sex with me without knowing it was me? Then you apparently made incredible love to Pam soon after? You didn't know it was me until after you came in me? Is that your story, Tom?" Rita asked, her voice so low I had to strain to hear her.
"I had promised Pam that I would wake her up no matter what. She wanted to make love last night, and so did I. Especially after watching you two in those skimpy suits you wore. I was horny. I had a few beers, and I wasn't expecting you in my bed, so why would I think it was you. You and Pam are so much alike, it's like you're twins. You know that. I would never do anything to risk losing Pam, or your friendship. Dave is my best friend! You didn't complain at the time, so you didn't know it was me. I don't know how you figured it out, but I'm so sorry, Rita!"
By this time my head was in her lap and the old tears were running down my cheeks. My life was in Rita's hands. She could now ruin me and everything I held dear. After a long time, I felt her hands in my hair.
"Tom, you idiot, I'm going to accept your unbelievable story, for several reasons. The first reason is I don't want to hurt Pam, or Dave. This would destroy their happiness. Pam and I do go overboard dressing and acting alike. You were drinking, as were we, and no one told you we had switched rooms. Dave and Pam may not accept that I didn't realize it was you either."
"I actually love you, Tom. I love both you and Pam. I don't want to think about losing you two, not if it can be helped. Therefore, I have no options. I have to accept you at your word."
I pulled my face from her lap and looked at her through my tears. "Rita, I can't thank you enough! I'll make it up to you, if it takes the rest of my life," I pledged.
"Here are the terms, Tom. You will never speak of last night, ever, to anyone. You will be responsive to any suggestions I make. You will encourage Dave to go along with me regarding things like shopping, vacations, almost anything really. Understand?" demanded Rita.
I nodded, realizing she more or less had my balls in a vice. I could only hope that she would be gentle!
"Lastly, and this is very important; when you spend your bonding time with Dave, whether you're fishing, golfing, or whatever, you'll explain to Dave just how much you like to eat pussy. You'll tell him how much Pam loves it when you eat her. You'll tell him how you do it, why you do it, where you do it, and when you do it. You will talk him into doing it, doing it often, and doing it very well!"
I nodded again and once more buried my head in her lap.
"Don't even think about it!" laughed Rita.
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I had worked for the company for 25 years. I had worked my way up the ladder and had an easy desk job. The problem was, I felt I was too young to sit around all day bullshitting with other vice presidents while accomplishing little or nothing. I had decided to take my retirement and start a landscaping business. Middle age crazy? Perhaps.
Julia, my wife for the past 23 years had been supportive. She kept telling me that she wanted me to do whatever it would take to be happy. I stunned everyone when I submitted my retirement papers. I was just two weeks from my 45th birthday and retiring!
The usual rumors about winning the lottery or having a rich relative die circulated. Why would a guy walk away from a sweetheart job like I had? Gradually, everyone accepted my reason. I wanted to do something different before I was too old to do it. It was that simple.
Julia and I had both worked hard to have a nice home, raise our two kids, and prepare for their college expenses. We had made a few good real estate investments. We weren't wealthy, but we had enough that I felt I could start my own business and pay the bills until I was old enough to start collecting my pension from work. After that, we should be shitting in high clover!
Julia was 42 and still turned heads. She had gained only a few pounds over the years, and those pounds only added to her allure. She was smart and capable as well as a great mother and wife. I had lucked out when I found her!
Some of my friends at work had decided to throw a little going-away party for me at a local hotel. My daughter, Cindy, just out of college and working her first teaching job brought her new beau, Jack. Our son, Steve, was less than a year from graduating with a degree in chemistry. He attended with one of the several young ladies he dated.
Julia looked great in a simple little red dress that showed a fair amount of cleavage. I asked myself several times that evening why I had never realized just how nice her tits really were!
It was a great time. I received a bunch of gag gifts, like a shovel and a bag of manure from my friends. When I unwrapped them roars of laughter erupted from the group. The drinks were flowing and the fun was contagious. It was a great party.
I had a slight lull in hand shaking and back patting, so I decided to step outside to catch some fresh air. It seemed like everyone there wanted to have a drink with me and I didn't want to pass out at my own party. Fresh air and a little time away from everyone would do me good, or so I thought.
It was a warm, moonlit evening. I strolled around the grounds, just trying to relax and shake the effects of the numerous beers I had consumed. I had given the car keys to my son, Steve, earlier in the evening, just to avoid any temptation of driving. As I approached the part of the hotel apparently used for storage, I heard voices drifting softly through a window screen.
"God, you have nice tits! I've wanted to squeeze them for years. What a handful they are!"
I recognized the voice of Ted Darcy, a coworker with whom I had worked alongside for at least fifteen years. He was married, and his wife was at the party, but it certainly didn't sound like he was talking to his wife!
"Your pussy is as hot and tight as I thought it would be!" he whispered over the moaning of his partner. "I can't last much longer!"
"Don't cum in me!" was his partner's urgent response.
Fear gripped my gut as I stepped to the window and looked in. Ted was fucking Julia! He had her top down and her dress up over her ass. She was bent over a stack of folding chairs and he was slamming her for all he was worth.
"Are you kidding?" laughed Ted. "I haven't waited this long to waste this load! Ahhgg!"
I knew he was unloading in the body of my wife of 23 years. I felt sick. I stumbled away about twenty feet and lost everything I had eaten and whatever drink wasn't already in my bloodstream. I must have wretched for five minutes.
That was how Cindy and Jack found me.
"Dad! Are you okay?" she asked with genuine concern. "You'd better not have any more beer, Dad. You look like a ghost! We've been looking for you. I just saw Mom in the bathroom and she said she hadn't seen you for some time. How long have you been sick?"
"Just a few minutes," I managed to croak. Julia hadn't seen me, but I sure as hell saw her.
I felt the need to do or say something, but nothing came to mind. My brain was numb, and it wasn't the beer that caused it. I was in shock, pure and simple. There was no sense returning to the party. If I did, I'd just kill a person or two, and that sort of behavior tends to really put a damper on any festivities.
"Cindy, I want you and Jack to take me home, right now!" I insisted.
"Sure, Dad. I'll go get Mom and we'll take you home right away," replied Cindy.
"Cindy! I want you and Jack to walk me to your car right now and take me home. Will you do that for me, or not?" I demanded.
Cindy looked at me for several seconds and nodded.
"Okay, Dad! I don't know what's wrong, but I think home is the best place for you now. Jack, let's get my Dad home."
They escorted me to their car and we were on the road in a matter of minutes. I slumped in the back seat, trying to make sense of my life, but failing miserably. Then I saw Cindy pull her cell phone out.
"Cindy, give me your cell, please!" I insisted more than asked.
Twenty plus years of obeying my orders resulted in Cindy handing me her cell. I slid it into my pocket.
"Dad, what are you doing?" she wondered. "I was going to call Mom and let her know that we were taking you home, that you were ill!"
"That's about what I thought, Cindy. I'll give you the phone back some other time."
"Did you have a fight with Mom? Now you're running out and leaving her at your party, alone? I can promise you that she'll be even more angry when she finds out you left her high and dry," Cindy reasoned. "Give me the phone, Dad, and let me call her. She'll understand that you had too much to drink. You even got sick. She won't be mad, but she'll be furious if we don't tell her!"
"Oh well," was my response. I had to bite my tongue before I blurted out that Julia wasn't dry, not with Ted's deposit simmering in her snatch. One thing I did not want to do was lose the love of my kids. Snide, cruel remarks about their mother would only drive them from me.
It took twenty minutes to get home. I quickly did the math as I climbed out of the car. I stepped to the front window and spoke to Cindy and Jack.
"Thanks for the ride, kids. Now, I want you to go back to the party. You can say anything you want, or as little as you want, about my absence. You can tell your mother, or not. I don't care right now."
"Dad! What is wrong? You're scaring me, now! We should come in with you and make sure you're all right. Jack can go back and tell Mom where you are and I'll stay here with you. How about that?" asked Cindy.
"Sorry, Cindy. I'll be fine. I feel better already. I really appreciate your concern, but I want you to go back and leave me here. I'm a big boy and can take care of myself," I managed to laugh. "Now get going!"
Cindy still looked worried as Jack pulled onto the highway and drove away. I turned and headed for the house. I calculated I had about half an hour, to be on the safe side. As soon as I got inside, I called for a taxi to come in 25 minutes. Then I went up to our bedroom and grabbed a suitcase. It was hard to think about what clothes I needed, but as I looked around, my mind settled down.
I wouldn't need any suits or ties! I grabbed jeans, tee shirts, underwear, work shirts and socks. I took my ring off and put it on the pillow on Julia's side of the bed. I looked around the bedroom for what may have been the last time, and went downstairs. The cab was just pulling in. I tossed my bag in the seat and climbed in. I had the cab driver take me to a small motel near a car dealership. I was checked into my new 'home' within an hour and a half of when I saw Julia betraying me.
I wanted to get really drunk but decided I had all the stomach problems I could handle for one night. I turned on the TV and lay in bed. Then the tears finally came. I cried for half an hour and when I finally stopped, I felt better. My cell phone had been ringing every couple minutes, but I ignored it. Then Cindy's started ringing. Then both phones were ringing. Somehow, that gave me some small feeling of satisfaction. At least Julia knew I was upset!
The next morning, I was at the car dealership when it opened. I looked over a few pick-ups and bought one. I drove out half an hour later with nothing but a suitcase full of blues. I went to the bank and removed half of our savings. I canceled any credit cards that had my name. I was thinking how lucky I was that banks and other businesses were open on Saturday mornings. I realized I couldn't contact my former employer and see how I could change my retirement package, but I would work on that first thing Monday morning.
I knew there were probably a hundred other things I should do, but I was too drained to spend time trying to think. My car was in my name and I'd sell that when I had the chance. I'd watch the house and when Julia left for work, I would get my car from the garage and sell it. Then I would go back and pack as much of my shit and tools into my truck as I could and ... then what?
I decided that I still had to try to follow my plan, my dream really, even if it was alone. I had noticed a sale sign on a lot a little out of town. It was a couple acres and on a fairly well traveled highway. The sign had been there for over a year.
I stopped at the listing realtor's office and inquired about the lot. He told me the price and why it was worth every penny. I listened for a few minutes and dug out my new checks. I offered half the asking price and he almost shit his pants. He started telling me why it wouldn't work.
"I want you to write this fucking offer up right now!" I insisted. "Here's a check for ten percent. This offer is cash and I can close inside thirty days. I'll be in Monday afternoon for the owner's response."
I had everything signed and was out of there in twenty minutes, once we cut the bullshit and got down to brass tacks.
I decided to wait to see if I would own the property before I found someplace more permanent to live. I wanted to be within an easy drive of my new career. I stopped at a little luncheonette I had never eaten at before and had my first meal since barfing at the hotel. I was surprised that I was able to eat. I guess time was beginning to heal my wounds.
I almost shit my pants when I looked up from my fries and saw Cindy sitting down across from me! How could she have found me?
"I see you're feeling a little better, Dad. The rest of us have been through hell, but you're doing great!" she sniped. I realized that she had learned that from a master.
"Care for a fry?" I asked. I was too surprised to think of anything meaningful.
"I don't know what you think you're doing, or what you think Mom or us kids did to deserve this, but you're a real shit!" she declared.
I made no response. It seemed like a reasonable conclusion for her to reach. I had no intention of defending my position. Right, or wrong, I was starting a new life and apologizing wasn't part of the plan.
"Mom cried all night! I bet she's still crying. We tried to get her to tell us what happened, but she says she doesn't know. She said the last time she saw you everything was fine. What happened, Dad? Who are you mad at, as if I have to ask? You wouldn't leave the house if it was Steve or me."
"Well, it'll just have to be a mystery then, Cindy. How did you find me here?" I asked.
"Do you think you're some kind of secret agent, Dad? I called the cab company. They told me where they took you last night. I drove over there and saw the dealership, so I asked if my father had been in. When I found out what you were driving, I rode around looking for your truck. Nice wheels, Dad!"
"Thanks, Cindy. I needed something for my new career. I can't haul dirt and fertilizer in a car, can I? I'm trying to buy a lot to use as a base of operation for a landscaping business," I admitted.
"You're amazing, you know that! I called you a shit and you never flinched. You don't care how much we suffer, do you?" demanded Cindy.
"I care very much for you and you have no doubts about that, Cindy. You can act all haughty, but you know I would lay down my life for you. You've known it since you were little and first wound me around your finger," I retorted. "The 'you don't love me' trick won't work, Sweetheart."
"What do I tell Mom? At least tell me something I can take back to her, Dad. She has the right to know what is happening!" pleaded Cindy.
"You are right to feel that way, and to care about your mother. I'm proud of you, Cindy. You are showing real character," I replied carefully.
"I got it from you, Dad! That's why I am so confused here. It's so unlike you to run and hide from a problem, whatever it is," she almost cried.
"Cindy, you have to believe what you just told me. I haven't suddenly changed, or lost my character. I'm simply living my life. You can call me and chat anytime you want. Here's your cell phone," I told my daughter as I reached into my pocket and produced her phone.
"Thanks!" Cindy replied with no small amount of sarcasm. "There must be twenty messages on it, most of them from me! If I call you, will you answer from now on?"
"Yes, I'll take a call from you any time, any place, Cindy," I smiled.
"Mom said you took a suitcase and some clothes. Do you need anymore? I can bring some to wherever you're staying."
"No, I can pick some up some time, so don't worry about me, but thanks, Cindy. You know I love you as much as a father ever has loved a daughter," I replied as I broke into a big grin as I looked at my little girl.
"I know you do, Dad. I guess you aren't feeling so much love for Mom, though. I'll get it out of her. Now that I know where the problem is, I'm going to get to the bottom of this thing. Just don't do anything dumb," cautioned Cindy. "I'll be calling you."
With that, Cindy got to her feet, gave me a big kiss on the cheek and walked out the door. I marveled at how beautiful, mature, and smart my little girl had become.
I laid low at a different motel on Sunday. I watched the Masters on TV and wondered why I couldn't hit a ball straight, even for a hundred yards. Monday saw me back at the realtors.
To the consternation of the agent, my offer was accepted and I was going to be the owner of a prime chunk of real estate! I knew that when a seller asks too much money and the property sits very long; they often sell for less than market value in desperation. This was actual proof of that theory.
I drove by my former residence and saw no activity. I parked down the street and walked back. I looked into the garage and saw Julia's car was gone. I went back to my truck and backed it up to the garage. I went inside and opened the door and started gathering my tools. I decided to take the stuff that I had no title, or bill of sale, since Julia could give it away to her lover, or some other fucker. The car was in my name and she couldn't sell that.
I heard something and I looked up. Cindy was removing my keys from the truck. She wiggled them at me and then stuck them in her pocket.
"I won't return these to you until you go inside and talk to Mom! You don't have to stay, but at least go talk to her, Dad. Even if you don't think she deserves that consideration, do it for me. I'll never ask another thing again, but if you don't do this one thing, then I'll never talk to you again. You won't be invited to my wedding, if I ever have one, and you won't get to see any kids my possible betrothal could create," she avowed.
I considered Cindy's threat for a few moments. Would she stick to that promise? It seemed unlikely, but she knew I couldn't do anything to risk losing her. I sighed and turned toward the house.
Julia was sitting at the kitchen table. I went to the refrigerator and pulled out a brew and sat across form her. I had trouble keeping the tears back as I looked at Julia. All I could see was Ted fucking her. The more I tried to push the vision from my mind, the more real it became.
"Gary, I want to know what is going on? You have treated me like shit and I deserve an explanation if you expect this marriage to continue!" Julia stated with surprising control.
I thought I was over the crying, but I wasn't. I just started sobbing like a small child. I couldn't stop, although I tried. The last thing I wanted Julia to see was how hurt I was. I wanted to present a strong, indifferent attitude. I wanted her to miss me, to feel as much pain as I felt. I wanted her to see that I could carry on quite nicely without her, that I didn't need some slut in my life. I wanted all that, but instead I just cried.
"Mom! What did you say to Dad?" demanded Cindy. "I've never seen him like this! Maybe it was a bad idea to have you wait for him to come for his stuff. What have you done to him, Mom?"
Cindy was hugging me and crying, too. She just held me and cried with me. It was at least five minutes before I was able to speak. I dried my eyes and looked around. Cindy was looking at me with moist eyes, but her tears had stopped as well. We both lifted our eyes to Julia.
It was difficult to read her face. It was a combination of horror and sadness. She swallowed a couple times and then she began to talk.
"Gary, I'm so sorry! It was a stupid mistake. I had too much to drink and he was very persuasive. I was weak. I was flattered. I was surprised. He doesn't mean a thing to me. I love you, Gary, only you!"
"What the fuck!" exclaimed Cindy.
I had never used that word around her and I certainly never heard her use it before!
"You're fucking some guy behind Dad's back? Like some slut? Like a fucking whore? That's what this is about, isn't it, Mom?" screamed Cindy. "My mother is just a piece of goddamn trash! Well, Dad, I'll help you pack, but if I were you, I'd throw her whoring ass out and keep the house!"
As Cindy condemned her mother, Julia's face reflected all the pain I could ever imagine. Betraying your spouse is also betraying your children. Julia was becoming painfully aware of that fact.
"It was only once!" Julia wailed. "I regretted it as soon as it happened. I wanted to die. I was sick, physically sick after it happened. I had just thrown up in the bathroom when you asked me where your dad was! Somehow I knew he'd find out. I was certain. When he left his own party without me, my fears were confirmed. He already knew! When you came back to the party and told me how oddly he behaved, I knew he found out."
"I tried to get home as fast as I could to explain. Not explain... but to beg forgiveness! I found the house empty, some clothes and a suitcase gone, and his wedding ring on my pillow! I spent the night thinking about killing myself, Cindy!" cried Julia. "How do you fix something so terrible, so very wrong? How do I get everyone, anyone, that I love to love me again? I can't!"
Cindy and I just stared at Julia as she poured out her guts. I didn't know what I felt or what to even say.
"I thought I might be able to bluster my way through the whole thing when Gary came into the kitchen. I tried an O. J. defense. I was going to admit nothing and make Gary show any proof he had. I believed he couldn't have any, so that would have to mean I was innocent! Then when he broke down and cried so hard and so long, my heart was crushed. I could see he had all the proof he needed. He knew. Somehow he knew and I'm so sorry!"
"Why are you sorry? Because we know what a slut you really are? You get fucked at a party in Dad's honor! Is that the only time, or is it the only time you're willing to admit? Is Dad even my father? Is Steve his son? How can we be sure of anything now, goddamn it!" yelled Cindy. "How long have you been spreading your legs for every worthless fucker that comes along? How many years?"



Cindy's anger and passion were destroying her mother, but somehow helped me return from the land of the Zombies. It was apparent that I hadn't over reacted and sulked off like some kid. If Cindy were any barometer, I was wronged big time. Julia was crying, but no tears were showing. I wondered if she had already shed all the tears her body could create.
The one thing that I had always held onto in my life, even when all else was in chaos, was my family. I had believed myself a good husband and father, Julia the best wife a man could have, a great mother, and my kids the best ever. Now my one irrefutable belief was crumbling around my ears.
I could see no advantage to Cindy hating her mother. I could never prosper from any pain my family experienced. Quite the opposite, any pain and turmoil in their lives was magnified in mine. That's what a father does. He absorbs and deflects, or at least diminishes, the pain of his wife and children. I realized I was right to feel betrayed. The question was; how would my reaction affect Julia and the kids?
The kids were adults and were embarking on lives of their own, but their lives would forever be entwined with mine, and with Julia's. Blood will tell.
"Cindy, you're understandably upset with your mother, but you will not speak to her like that! No one, not even you, Cindy, will call Julia such terrible names in front of me!" I stated firmly. "It would be kinder to force your hand through her chest and just rip her heart out!"
"Are any of us perfect? Not by a damn shot, but we're a family, one with a few problems. Insults aren't likely to solve those problems," I reasoned. "Julia! You will answer my questions and I want the truth! Is that perfectly clear?"
Julia raised her face and looked at me with a sadness I had never seen before. She just nodded.
"How many times in our marriage have you been unfaithful?" I asked.
"Once, Gary. It was once and that was too many!" she sobbed.
"Do you like, or perhaps love, Ted? Is there any affection there? Would you rather be with him?" I pressed.
Julia looked horrified at the question. She shook her head vigorously and sobbed.
"Do you want a divorce?" I asked.
"No, Gary, I don't. I want you. I want you to love me again. I want Cindy to love me again. I don't know if I can live without it," Julia cried.
"Are you beginning to feel the horror, the sickening disgust that I felt when I saw you with that miserable fuck?" I demanded. Cindy had set the stage for graphic language.
"You saw us?" Julia wailed. "Sweet Jesus, I am so damned! I won't fight any settlement you want, Gary. I don't even care if you wring my neck. Honestly, I wish you would. That would almost even the score!"
"You should beat her, Dad, if you don't want to just kill her!" interjected Cindy. "She needs it bad!"
I was stunned and turned to look at Cindy. How could she say anything so horrible? She threw her arms around me and hugged me.
"I can see your mind working, Dad! I know you could never lift a hand against Mom. You are too much of a man to strike a woman, or be unfaithful to your wife. I can also see that you realize Mom isn't quite as strong as you. I see you softening. What are you going to do with this unfaithful wife?" asked Cindy.
I hugged Cindy to me and considered her question. Can love be turned on and off in an instant? Trust could, that much was obvious. What about love? Did Julia love me? Was she able to love anyone if she couldn't remain faithful? Could I rediscover my love for her? Could those 23 years be dismissed so quickly? Should they be? Was there a correct answer to any of my questions?
I released Cindy and walked around to Julia. Her face was a mixture of hope and fear. I had never seen a more miserable human being than sat before me at that moment. That was the price of infidelity.
"Julia, stand up," I directed as I stood over her.
As she stood, Julia bowed her head and faced the floor.
"Look at me!" I growled.
Her eyes quickly rose and met mine.
"Do you honestly think that you love me, that you want to stay married to me and that you can be the totally faithful wife I demand? If you can't answer yes to those questions, and only you know what you truly feel, pack your shit and get out! Cindy is right about me leaving my home. I'm staying! My question is what are you going to do now?"
"I, I... want to stay, Gary. I'll do anything! I'll never let another man touch me. I wish with everything I ever held dear that I had never strayed. Not because I was caught, but because of what it cost in the respect of you and Cindy, and Steve, and what it cost in my self respect," whispered Julia.
"Cindy, you seem to have all the answers," I spoke to my daughter as I watched Julia. "What do we do now?"
"Dad! That isn't fair! I love you both and want you to be together, but not if Mom disrespects you. I haven't heard what you want and what you feel about Mom. Do you still love her, or has she killed that?" asked Cindy bluntly.
"There's the rub, Cindy. This woman has been everything to me for a long time. Can I get by without her? I think I can. Do I want to live without her, that's the question!" I mused. "If I stop loving her, will I ever care for anyone or anything again, or will I always be afraid of betrayal? I need your help, Cindy."
"Well, Dad, I have a suggestion. Try living with her and see how it goes. See if your love is still alive. Take her to counseling. You need to take her to a doctor and have her checked for disease, too," added Cindy.
Julia gasped at Cindy's last suggestion. It was something she apparently hadn't considered.
"Then, you have it to decide, Dad. I'll try to help but it's between you two. Mom has to prove herself every day, maybe forever. Can you do that, Mom? Will you do it?" asked Cindy.
"I will! I'll do anything your father wants, Cindy. I promise."
"Dad, take her and hug her," urged Cindy.
I took Julia into my arms and held her tight, but I felt a fear in my stomach. Would I be able to get past everything? I wanted to, but I was just so uncertain.
"By the power vested in me as your daughter, I pronounce you a fucked up married couple, just working to get back to where you were a few days ago," cried Cindy. "Good luck!"
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I know my ability to concentrate was greatly diminished, but I really don't think it would have made much difference. I sat behind a blue Chevy at the intersection. My mind was in turmoil and I was driving more by habit than anything else. The light turned green, so I followed the Chevy through the intersection.
At least I started to follow it. I remember seeing something from the left corner of my eye. Then the dreams, the nightmares, the hallucinations, the pain, and the misery became my constant companions. I remember seeing my family, I think. I remember people talking to me. It's funny that I could understand each word, but the words didn't make any sense collectively. They were just words, nothing more.
Everything ran together, like I was jumping from one dream, or nightmare, to the next. I never felt like I was awake, or lucid. Eventually, a part of me realized it wasn't real, that my world at present was simply a place in my mind. It didn't stop the pain, or the nightmares, but it did lessen the misery.
I opened my eyes. This was different. I could see walls and a ceiling. I could hear a voice that made sense as I listened! I began a mental rundown of my body. I could wiggle my toes. That was good. Then I tried my fingers and to my relief, they worked! The pain was a dull, constant thing, but after what I had been feeling, I was able to put it from my mind. I tried to turn my head and it almost exploded. I must have groaned.
"Mr. Hadley! You're awake!" a pretty young woman almost yelled as she moved her face close to mine and smiled. "I'll get the doctor. You just rest and I'll be right back."
I think I fell back asleep. The next thing I knew, a man younger than I was looking into my eyes and feeling my head.
"Welcome back, Mr. Hadley. You've had quite a time of it, but you are doing fine now. You were in a car accident and it was touch and go for a while, but you seem to be out of the woods. I know you have a lot of questions, but you need to sleep and heal. We've given you something to help with the pain and to help you sleep, but don't worry. You'll be seeing your family very soon."
I closed my eyes for a second and when I opened them again, I knew I must have slept for hours. Jim and Tiffany were standing next to the bed on my left side, smiling at me as I looked around.
"Oh, Dad!" cried Tiff. "We've been so worried about you! I knew you were tough and you'd pull through. I love you so much, Dad!"
"Yeah, Dad, you're too mean to die!" laughed Jim. "You've got years in front of you. I guess you have Mom to thank for that!"
I tried to answer, but my mouth felt like someone had dumped sand in it. I couldn't really get my lips apart. There was no way I could form words, so I just attempted a smile and that even hurt a little.
"That's right, Dad. Mom gave you a gift that keeps on giving. She gave you a kidney, Dad! I guess you two are joined, almost at the hip, from now on," laughed Tiffany. "Go ahead and look the other way. Mom is over there."
I somehow turned my head and saw a bed next to mine. It took a minute or two for my eyes to focus. Finally I was able to make out Gwen in a sitting position in the bed, smiling at me as tears streaked her cheeks.
Was this real, or another nightmare? What were they saying about a kidney? Why would I need one? Why would Gwen give me one? It was too much to understand. I closed my eyes again.
I slept the better part of the next few days. When I had a lucid period, nurses, doctors and my kids would explain how I had come to be in the situation I found myself. Gradually, I was able to distinguish between reality and dreams. I don't know what they had been giving me, but it was some serious shit!
I had been T-boned in the driver's side by a kid trying to elude the cops. To avoid a ticket for doing 35 in a 25 MPH zone, the kid had come within an inch of taking my life. The police estimated he was doing around fifty when he hit me. I couldn't help thinking that the speed at impact didn't really matter to me. The results were the problem. The kid wasn't hurt and his old man had him released in his custody. The little fucker was probably getting laid at his prom this weekend!
I had played football in high school and I had the idea I was a pretty good wide receiver. I was fast and I could catch anything I could touch. I went to Penn State so I tried out for the team. I didn't have a scholarship. That should have been a clue how my talent was assessed by the coaches.
All the guys were trying really hard to show their abilities and desire to the coaching staff. The first time we had full contact drills, I made my cut and saw the ball coming my way. It was going to go about three feet over my head so I leapt up and grabbed it with my right hand. Even as I caught it, I knew the coaches had to be impressed.
The thing I had not anticipated was the speed and power of the guys trying to make the defensive team. Before I could bring the ball back down and tuck it in, a 245-pound linebacker hit me. He was going full bore when he lowered his shoulder and laid into my right side. I folded around him like a pretzel as he drove me to the synthetic turf of the practice field.
I woke up in the hospital. I pissed blood for a week and the doctors seemed pretty worried for the first few days. By the end of the week, I was allowed to leave. The only problem was my right kidney had been pretty well ruined. I was cautioned to always be careful and to take real good care of my left one. It would have no trouble handling all renal functions, as long as I never did anything stupid, like play football, or get T-boned in the driver's side.
This is where it became interesting. I wasn't really banged up as badly in the accident as you would expect, except my left kidney was pretty much toast. Naturally! It was determined that if a donor could be quickly found, a transplant was the best option.
Gwen was tested, although the odds were really against her matching up. You guessed it! While I was floating in and out of my dreams and nightmares, it was decided that I would receive a kidney from Gwen. They told me I was made aware of the decision and even agreed to it! I didn't see any sense in arguing that assertion, but I didn't remember anything that happened, or agreeing to anything.
Gwen was feeling better a lot sooner than I was, but that was normal. She didn't have a foreign organ implanted in her body. I was the one they had to watch for rejection of that organ. As she recovered, Gwen was by my side constantly. She read me the paper, wiped my brow, and even helped to the bathroom. It was a difficult time for me, but I finally was allowed to go home.
I laid around for another six weeks or so, before I could return to work. During that time, Gwen was attentive and understanding. She tried hard to be cheerful and upbeat. The kids were back in college, but came home most weekends to see me and help their mother care for me.
Gwen recovered fully in a very short period of time. At least it seemed like it to me. She was back at work in a couple weeks and I lay around the house alone for a month. I gradually recovered and by the second week that Gwen went to work, I was able to walk around the block. That seemed to be the break-through event in my recovery. By the time I went back to work, I was getting around quite well. The doctors told me it would be months before I was one hundred per cent, but that day would come.
When I went back to work, I was given light duty for a couple weeks. I finally complained to the supervisor that I needed to resume my regular duties. I worked for the phone company. I'm one of those guys with the bucket trucks that check lines and poles. I'm good at it and I enjoy it. The next week I was back doing what I enjoyed, and felt better about myself. I was a little nervous driving for a few months and I still look both ways at every intersection. I knew how lucky I was that I had been in a company truck when the kid hit me with his dad's SUV. If I had been in a car, it would've been all over.
Six months after the accident, almost everything was back to the way it used to be, with one big exception. Gwen and I hadn't made love. It wasn't that she wasn't willing. She was. In fact, she was a little insistent at times, but I just couldn't get interested. I had some major issues.
The day of my accident, I had been working out by the interstate. I was concentrating on a mess caused when an excavator had ripped down a line. I had been given the job because I had done it before and they knew I could do it again.
I happened to glance across the top of a dump truck parked near by. Just beyond it was a motel, catering to motorists on Route 80. I noticed a car a lot like Gwen's pull in and park not fifty feet from where I was perched in the boom. It's funny but we seem to be invisible while we're working in those buckets.
Another car pulled in and the driver got out. It was Ben Pool, a coworker of Gwen's. As he walked around the front of his Explorer, a lady stepped from the other car and met him with a slow, hot kiss. That was no lady; it was my wife!
I watched in stunned silence as they walked hand-in-hand to room 108. Ben swiped the key in the slot and they went inside. Before Gwen was able to pull the curtain, I could see Ben feeling her tits through her clothes.
I felt ill as I considered my situation. Gwen had never been an especially sexual woman. She was attractive and always dressed well, but if I didn't initiate sex, it just didn't happen. It wasn't all that unusual for it not to happen even when I tried to get it started. I had accepted the fact that her sex drive wasn't all that great. She was a wonderful mother and wife in every other way.
At least, I had believed she was. Knowing that Ben was fucking her brains out gave me cause to rethink her rating as a wife. It just wasn't something I was going to accept. I didn't feel that rushing to the motel and demanding some sort of reckoning would solve the problem. It was a bit late to avoid being a cuckold. I knew better than to think this was their first meeting. They were far too comfortable with each other for that.
Sadly, as I thought about the situation, it gradually became apparent to me that there was only one solution, short of having them both wacked. I had no desire for revenge at the time. I was just a man in pain. I wanted to crawl off and lick my wounds in some cave. Hurting Gwen didn't even occur to me.
At the same time, I knew our marriage was over. I wasn't the best looking guy in the world and a lot of men made more money and had bigger cocks. If any of those items, or all of them, made a difference to Gwen, she should have found a different husband those 23 years ago. I wasn't a superstar, but I did have some pride and self-respect. If I didn't get rid of Gwen, I would have nothing. I had to appreciate the irony of that. If I lost Gwen, I would have almost nothing of importance left. If I continued as a cuckold, I'd have even less than nothing. It really was a no-brainer.
Then that miserable pimply-face little prick decided to outrun the police. I was only able to walk around the planet because Gwen gave her kidney to me. That really fucked up my resolve. I thought of little else since the accident. I was as far from reaching a decision, as I had been when I first learned that Gwen had donated her kidney to me. I never agreed to that! It wasn't fair. It would have been far easier if they had just let me die. Now, I had to decide how to live the life that had been returned to me, in large part by an unfaithful, cheating slut wife.
"I think you should see a doctor, Paul," Gwen told me one night as we lay in bed. She had made sexual advances that I had once again resisted. I just couldn't get interested in her sexually.
"I've spent the last six months seeing doctors, Gwen," I replied. "I really don't care to see any more. I'm pretty well healed anyway."
"I was thinking more about a psychiatrist," she responded. "You have to admit you haven't been the same since the accident and I'm worried about you. It might be something mental and a doctor can help with it."
Actually, I had been thinking along the same lines. Maybe a shrink could tell me what the hell I could do to get my shit together. I needed someone to set me straight, to tell me what to do with Gwen's cheating ass.
"Okay, Gwen. If you set it up. I'll go," I calmly answered. "That might be a good idea."
"Really? I didn't think you'd go along with it, Paul. I had a whole argument memorized to persuade you into it," revealed Gwen. "Can you tell me why you accepted my suggestion so quickly, if I may ask?"
"Sure, you can ask," I responded as I rolled over with my back to her. "It's because I'm all fucked up. Good night."
Tuesday after work saw me in Dr. Wright's office. She was a reasonably attractive woman around my age. She was dressed neatly, but conservatively. She looked the part she had chosen as her career.
"I guess if you have any children, they aren't named wrong," I surmised as we shook hands.
"What makes you say that, Mr. Hadley?" she asked.
"I've always been told that two Wrights don't make a wrong, Doctor," I replied straight-faced.
Her eyes sparkled as she attempted to maintain her poker face. I just looked at her until she broke into a big smile.
"I'm supposed to make you relax and feel comfortable, Mr. Hadley," she laughed. "Not the other way around."
Then we went through the predictable bullshit for ten minutes. The outcome was I would call her doctor and she'd call me Paul.
"Paul, I see on my notes that your wife made your appointment. She explained to my receptionist that you had a serious accident about six months ago. She, in fact, donated a kidney to you. She also said that your recovery seemed to be going well with one exception. You have lost all interest in sex. Is that accurate, Paul?" asked the lady shrink.
"Tell you what, Doc. Peel your clothes off and lie down on this couch and we'll both see how interested I am," I responded a little testily.
I was irked that Gwen had told the receptionist so much and that all the blame was placed at my feet. Gwen could have put an ad in the paper and still been more discreet!
Doctor Wright looked intently at me, gauging my temperament.
"Are you saying that you are interested in sex, Paul?" she asked. "I will decline your invitation for obvious reasons, which I'm sure you already know. Why does your wife feel you have lost interest when you feel you have not?"
"It could have something to do with the fact that she's a cheating whore," I deadpanned. "I just don't feel much attraction to a slut putting out for half the town. Does that make me sick, or crazy?"
"We don't use that expression, Paul. Why do you feel that your wife is a whore, as you call it; that she has cheated on you? She must be concerned about you to make an appointment with me, don't you think?"
"Now we're getting down to brass tacks! That's the problem. She's been very good to me. She gave me a fucking kidney! Excuse my language, Doc. You can see my dilemma, can't you?" I asked.
"You feel that your wife is unfaithful to you, yet willing to make incredible sacrifices for you? Is that what you are telling me, Paul?" questioned the doctor.
"Pretty much in a nutshell, Doc," I answered. "She's fucking a coworker of hers. I saw her with him the day of my accident. I was prepared to toss her ass out to the curb, but then I was sidetracked, as well as sideswiped, by some hormonal little prick in his father's SUV."
"So you are certain your wife is having an affair and that was caused you to lose interest in making love to her? Couldn't your concerns be a result of your accident? Is it possible that you may have not seen what you thought you were seeing, Paul? Couldn't you have made a rather hasty assumption," she asked.
"Suppose you saw your spouse meet someone at a cheap motel, kiss them long and hard, walk hand-in-hand into room 108, watch the other person run their hands all over your spouse as the drapes were being closed. Then you watch for over an hour while they remain in the room. Finally, they walk to their vehicles, kiss again, and drive off. Would you naturally assume they had a hell of a game of scrabble, or would you think they were fucking like minks?" I demanded.
Doctor Wright seemed agitated as she considered what I had just told her. She quickly composed herself and forged on.
"Have you discussed this with your wife? Does she know what you saw and has she had a chance to explain her actions? You must discuss it if you are ever going to get past it, Paul," she stated emphatically.
"Now that's the problem, Doc. It isn't easy for me to bring up," I admitted. "The other thing is, she has to confess to me and beg for forgiveness before there is any chance for our marriage to survive. She has to give me reasons, the number of times they met, how long it went on, how many men she's nailed while we've been married, and convince me she has stopped and will never try it again. If I have to force a confession, it isn't worth a pinch of pig shit!"
"I said convince me, Doc," I quickly added. "That's a lot more difficult than telling me. I have to be convinced, and quite honestly, I doubt that she can do it, even if she were willing to try," I concluded.
"It sounds like you've given this some thought, Paul," Doctor Wright responded. "What do you hope to gain by coming to me?"
"I want you to tell me if I'm wrong to feel betrayed. Am I wrong to not want to make love to a woman being fucked by some miserable prick behind my back? Am I wrong to give her a chance to explain? How long should I wait before I toss her ass out? Will I be depressed and guilty if I divorce her after she donated a kidney to save me? Should I just accept being a cuckold and let her have lovers? If I can't even look in the mirror, how can I keep going on?" I demanded. "How can I make any sense of my life?"
"The answers to these questions are all inside you, Paul. I can't tell you. I think you know that. I will say that you have to resolve this conflict in your life, or it will destroy you, as well as your marriage. We need to get together every week and work for a solution," she told me.
"Sure, Doc. My insurance covers this. You will maintain your professional confidentiality, won't you?" I asked. "My wife will be asking you what the hell is wrong with me."
"Of course I will, Paul," she replied. "I think it would be helpful if your wife saw me separately. As is so often the case, this is not a problem created, or resolved by one partner."
"Well, Doc, that's up to her. Maybe she can take a day off from fucking the bastard to stop in; especially if it means keeping her wimp husband around to pay the bills and a mercy fuck now and then. I will tell you this, Doc," I added. "If you even hint to Gwen that I know she's fucking at least one guy behind my back, the marriage is over and I'll insist you don't get paid, and whatever goddamn board issues your license revokes it and you'll be waiting tables the next time I see you."
"Paul, do you think you frighten me?" asked the shrink confidently.
"Not really, Doc, but I had to let you know how I feel about this. If you can't tell me the answers, you sure as hell can't tell her!"
I only saw Doc Wright a couple more times. It seemed like we always got to the same place and then things ground to a halt. She wouldn't tell me what I should do and I wouldn't tell Gwen that I didn't appreciate her fucking other men. If you have to tell that to your wife, there's no reason keeping her around.
One evening, a week or so after I stopped seeing Doc Wright, I was in the shower, enjoying the warm water as it ran over my scars. I started daydreaming about the good doctor and how I'd love to get her on her couch. The next thing I knew, I had a rather respectable woody. Being a man, I gave the little guy some appreciative strokes and he stood even straighter.



"Let me take care of that for you, Paul," whispered Gwen from behind me. I almost fell down! I was surprised and I spun around to see Gwen naked in the shower. I never heard her and she hadn't stepped into the shower with me in years.
"It's okay, Gwen. I was just daydreaming and he wanted to come out to play," I quickly responded as I pulled my hand off my cock.
"Well, let me play with him then, Paul. He wants it and so do I. Majority rules!" she laughed.
During the few seconds it took for Gwen to speak, my cock began to shrink. I stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around my waist.
"Why are you so cold to me, Paul?" demanded Gwen. "I thought you get over this problem when you went to see that psychiatrist. If any thing, you've gotten worse."
"What are you talking about Gwen? You're the one that's acting different, not me. When was the last time you stepped into the shower with me? When, before the accident, did you try to get me to have sex with you? You never did. You always acted like you were happier to be left alone," I concluded.
"How can you say that, Paul?" questioned Gwen. "I've never refused you sex!"
"That's pure bullshit and you know it! There were many nights when you were too tired, had an upset stomach, or the always popular headache," I retorted. "Just give me the reason, or reasons, why you have decided that you want sex and why I'm suddenly the bad guy for not feeling the same way? Did I ever try to lay guilt trips on you the many times you turned me down cold?"
"I wouldn't say I turned you down cold, Paul. I was just tired or stressed. I didn't know it meant so much to you at the time. You should have told me," Gwen reasoned. "If I had known it meant so much to you, I would have been more than happy to let you make love to me."
"Bingo!" I almost yelled. "You would have 'let me make love to you' like it was a chore for you and an honor for me. Why doesn't that make me feel like jumping on your bones right now, Gwen? I wasn't going to beg for a mercy fuck then and I'm not in the mood to grant one now! Sex used to be a mutual desire, but you've pretty much killed that notion the past few years. Why do you want sex lately, Gwen? Why?"
"I just want to feel loved, Paul. You were hurt so badly I was worried that I'd never feel you in my arms again," cried Gwen. "I thought about what a good husband and father you had been for so many years. The thought of losing you scared me to death. I want to love you and be loved by you. I want you to feel my love and know how much you mean to me."
"So, my near-death experience let you see the light and now you want to have hot monkey sex every day, just to make up for ignoring me the last five years or so? Is that it?" I demanded.
"I didn't ignore you, Paul. I just wasn't as loving and warm as I now know I should have been. I promised myself that if you lived, I would make it up to you," cried Gwen. "I never knew you'd resist so much. You always wanted sex before. What has happened to make you so cold to me, Paul? Why are you like this?"
"Does having sex with someone prove you love them, Gwen?" I asked quietly. "Is that what you said? If we have sex, you'll show me that you love me and you'll know that I love you? Is sex the same as love, Gwen? Do you believe that when you have sex with someone, it means you love them and they love you? If I fucked you, would that mean you loved me and I loved you?"
"No, Paul. Fucking me would prove nothing. I want you to love me and make love to me. We're husband and wife and have been for almost 24 years. A husband makes love to his wife. He doesn't just fuck her, Paul," replied Gwen. "You know that!"
"I'm just a tad bit fuzzy here, Gwen. If a husband makes love to a wife, who gets to fuck her? What does a wife do if she just wants a good old-fashioned fucking? Who does she turn to then?" I demanded.
Gwen sobbed and ran into our bedroom. For some reason, I felt better than I had in a long time. I guess it was asking Gwen some pointed questions and letting her draw her own conclusions. One thing was certain. I wasn't going to settle for Ben Pool's seconds and leftovers! Why would any woman think a husband could accept second fiddle? Sure, a guy doesn't mind playing back up with a woman married to another man. It's free ass. No promises, responsibilities, no bullshit. It's just sex that some other schmuck is paying for emotionally, and financially. I just wasn't willing to pay that tab any longer!
I went straight to the spare bedroom, dropped the towel I had wrapped around my waist and crawled between the sheets. I was asleep in minutes. I woke up in the small hours of the morning to feel Gwen's naked body next to mine. Her hand was holding my cock. I briefly wondered about her renewed interest in the little fellow before sleep swept over me again.
I woke up and saw that the sun was up. It would soon be time to start the day. I glanced at Gwen and saw her watching me.
"Paul, I'm really sorry for not being as understanding and loving a wife as you need and deserve," she began. "I realize now that I was selfish and cold. I just want to make it up and to be a better wife and lover from now on. Will you let me do that?"
"Gwen, things aren't always that simple. I have one of your kidneys in me and I really am very grateful for what you have sacrificed for me," I responded. "Why did you donate your kidney, Gwen? I'm still trying to figure that out."
"Paul! I did it because you're my husband! I love you and I wanted to help you. I did it because you would do anything for me. I know you would. That's the kind of man and husband you are." Gwen looked shocked at my question. "How can you even ask?"

"Now I'm in your debt, Gwen. It's hanging over my head. Was it love, or was it something else that made you do it?" I asked gently.
"It was love, and guilt, Paul!" sobbed Gwen as she began to cry. "I feel so awful. You've no idea how painful things have been for me since that day. Paul, I had an affair! I'm so ashamed of it. I met with a guy and had sex with him four times. The last time was the same day you had the accident!"
Gwen broke down and cried for a few minutes. My heart ached for her, but I couldn't make myself offer her any comfort. Finally, she gained some control and continued her confession.
"I'm wracked with guilt, Paul. You've been a wonderful, understanding husband and a gentle lover. I never realized there was any other type before I got tangled up with that other guy. He was rough and demanding. I thought I could get him to be a gentle lover, but I soon realized he just wanted to fuck me any way he could. He didn't care how I felt or what I wanted. We argued all four times we were together. He called me names and told me I was a frigid bitch because I wouldn't do things he wanted me to do. Paul, I realized that I should do those things with you, and for you, not some miserable asshole that looked at me like a goddamn piece of meat," Gwen sobbed gently.
I was stoic as I listened to my wife of 23 years admit her infidelity. Just hearing her admit how shitty she had treated me made me feel better. I waited for her to continue.
"The last time I was with him was the worst. We argued. I wouldn't do what he wanted and he called me names, but only after he fucked me hard. Then he insisted I do things to get him hard again. You know how I don't do much to get you hard. I always just let you get hard and then please me, if I'm in the mood. I know I was wrong to be that way, Paul. I realized it when that prick kept demeaning me as a lousy lay and a prissy prude. I pretended that I would see him again and promised I'd do everything he wanted the next time so he'd let me go," confessed Gwen.
"I even kissed him good bye in the parking lot. He actually scared me. I was afraid and just wanted to be rid of him. He was the only man I've ever had beside you and believe me, Paul, I've learned my lesson."
"Then a little while later I got the call that you were in the hospital and might die! Imagine my guilt and fear, Paul! I was wrong and I knew it. I insisted they test me to see if I could donate a kidney. It was a chance to make amends to you, to cleanse my soul. It was selfish, too. I know that. I had to do it to feel like I deserved a second chance with the best man I've ever known," sniffled Gwen. "It was more for me than it was for you."
"Why are you telling me this now, Gwen?" I asked. "You kept it inside this long. Why tell me now?"
"Last night, I realized I was losing you, Paul. I was losing you and somehow I knew it had to be because of my infidelity. If I had any chance to keep you, I had to tell you everything and let you decide. If you want to divorce me, I'll understand. My giving you the kidney was never meant to force you to keep me if you didn't want me. I love you far too much to do that. I gave that to you willingly and with love, as partial payment for the wonderful life you have given me to this point. There are no strings attached. I made a horrible mistake. It's up to you to decide what you want to do," concluded Gwen.
"Have you stopped seeing the other man?" I asked.
"I swear I haven't been alone with him since that day and even if you divorce me, I'll never be with him again. He has been suggesting that I sleep with him again, but I've made it very clear that it will never happen."
This was news to me. The prick still wanted to pork my wife after she broke it off? That wasn't very gentlemanly, but it was fairly easy to remedy. I reached over and picked up the phone by the bed.
I punched in the seven digits I had learned by heart, and waited. I watched Gwen try to guess my intentions, but it was obvious she had no inkling.
"Hello, Mrs. Pool? This is Paul Hadley. Fine, thank you. I'm calling to ask you to please persuade your husband to stop harassing my wife. She has no plans of sleeping with him again and if he persists, I'll have to resort to violence. I'm still a little weak, but tell him my trigger finger works fine. Pass that along to him, okay? Bye."
Gwen was stunned. Her face was red and her lips and hands trembled. It took a few seconds for her to find her voice.
"You knew about him? No wonder you aren't interested in me! How did you find out, and when?"
"I saw you at the motel, room 108, the day of the accident. I was going home to throw you out when I was hit by that damn kid. If he had obeyed the speed limit, we'd probably be divorced right now," I admitted.
"I am so sorry, Paul! I deserve whatever you decide. I can't imagine how difficult this has all been for you. When you needed me the most, I added to your troubles! I'm such a miserable bitch! I'll pack and be gone by noon, Paul. I never meant to hurt you, but I certainly did just that. You deserve so much better than I have given you. I'm ashamed, truly ashamed. I'll start getting ready now," Gwen stated dejectedly.
"Gwen, if I did keep you around, do you think you'd be willing to be more adventurous with me, sexually?" I asked.
"Paul. If you'd stay married to me, I'd blow you at the mall if you wanted me to! I swear I'd be the best lover you ever imagined, but only for you! I'd do anything, anything at all," promised Gwen through her tears.
"Give your two week notice at work today, Gwen. I don't want you in the same building with that miserable shit or I'll wind up in jail. Start looking for a new job right away. Part time would be fine. You might need to utilize your free time to think of ways to make this all up to me. I'm not happy about all this, but I'm carrying your kidney and you still seem to have my heart, goddamn it!" I complained. "We'll work on the rest, but the offer for the mall sounds pretty inviting."
I was a late for work that day. Gwen cried and blubbered as she clung to me for a very long time. I still don't know if I did the right thing, but most the time I feel pretty good about it. You have no idea the debt you feel that you owe to someone that saved your life. It took me a long time to completely forgive Gwen, though. She really does keep me satisfied sexually now, and she's always been a wonderful wife otherwise. I just wonder why we have to wade through so much shit in life to finally reach the place where we can be happy.
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I stood in the hall, trying to time my entry for maximum effect. As the guy rolled off my wife of 22 years, I carried the tray of bacon, eggs, toast, and coffee into the bedroom. It took a moment for Gwen's eyes to focus on me, and another second for her mind to realize the ramifications. I saw fear in her beautiful blue eyes.
"Wow! I bet you guys are hungry after that hard fuck!" I gushed. "I have just the thing to help you get your strength back, Jack. I hope you like your coffee strong."
As I spoke, I placed the tray on the bed with the stands on either side of his naked body. To his credit, he remained calm as he watched me closely.
"Gwen's been needing a good hard fuck for sometime, now. I'm so relieved she found a real man with a big cock. I see you gave her a real big load, Jack," I told him as I motioned toward to Gwen's sloppy pussy. "Thanks for riding her bareback, man! If we have a boy, we'll name him after you. You don't mind, do you?"
"Jim! I didn't know you were home... I thought you were coming back this evening," Gwen finally managed to croak. "When did you get back?"
She tried to pull the sheet up to cover her tits as she spoke, but I had been careful to sit on her side of the bed with the sheet was still in a wadded-up ball, directly under my ass. She was unable to gain the modesty she sought.
"Sometime between the first fuck and the world class blowjob you gave Jack, Darling," I smiled. "Man, did you gobble his knob! I just had to beam with pride when I saw how well you could handle Jack's rather impressive tool. You are a cocksucker extraordinaire! She's quite the cocksucker, don't you think, Jack?"
Jack was beginning to relax and actually was sipping his coffee when I posed the question. Grinning, he looked over at Gwen and nodded.
"She sure is that," agreed Jack. "She's a natural and she never spilled a drop. If I knock her up, you can name the little bastard Jack, but use your own last name."
Gwen was recovering her senses and becoming quite agitated. Her eyes searched my face for some indication of where I was headed with the conversation. She held her left hand over her swollen pussy and her right over her chest.
"How did you like her tits, Jack? I know they aren't real big, but they still feel pretty firm, don't you think? Do I see a few little bite marks on them, you devil?"
To my surprise, Jack reached over and grabbed Gwen's left tit and pinched it as he answered, "Yeah, I've seen better, but they aren't bad, especially for her age and having a couple kids. I just couldn't resist chewing on her nipples," admitted Jack.
"What the hell is wrong with you two?" erupted Gwen as she pushed Jack's hand from her breast. "You shouldn't be having this conversation! I'm your wife, Jim. How can you talk about me like some common..." and her voice trailed off as the sentence went unfinished.
"Gwen, I know when I'm beat. Jack's made me a cuckold. I may as well get used to it. Congratulations, Jack. You really pinned the horns on me. I'll probably be eating your sperm out of Gwen's pussy after you leave. I'll bet it won't be the last time you leave a cream pie for me," I chuckled.
Jack was actually eating with gusto now. He grinned and nodded again as he finished his poached egg.
"I'll do my best to keep that cunt stuffed with cream. It looks like a win-win situation. Gwen will be getting a good fuck, I'll be getting some extra ass and you'll have dessert. Thanks for the breakfast, Dude. I have to get to work, but I'll be glad to stop in and fuck her for you a few times a week," Jack stated as he slid his legs to the floor and stood.
"I've heard of guys that like to have their wife fucked by men with big cocks like me. I'm glad you're one on those guys. It makes this whole situation a lot better. Thanks for the breakfast, and the fuck. The breakfast was especially good," he laughed as he walked from the bedroom.
"Let me show you the door, Jack," I offered as I jumped to my feet and followed him down the stairs.
I managed to get to the door to the garage ahead of Jack and I opened it and motioned for him to exit in front of me. As he walked past me, I estimated him to be about six foot-two and around 230 pounds. He wouldn't be easy, but I had it to do.
I stepped into the garage behind Jack. As he pulled his keys from his pocket and pressed the button to unlock his door, I clenched both my hands together and hammered him behind the head with all my strength. He dropped to his knees, like the poll-axed steer John Wayne always referred to in his westerns.
Then, as Jack kneeled before me stunned, I pulled my dick out and grabbed my digital camera of a nearby shelf.
"You look a little shaky, Jack. Let me help you revive."
Earlier I had finished off three cups of coffee and now was the time to rid myself of them. I began to piss on Jack's head and shoulders. I directed the stream with one hand and snapped a few pictures with the other. He came out of his funk and turned his head to yell something at me, so I just aimed for his mouth. That was my favorite photograph, by far. Jack's mouth was stretched wide open with piss flying in it. Jack started to get to his feet so I stepped back and put the camera back on the shelf as I squeezed off my stream and replaced my cock in my pants. A man cannot respond to danger very well while as his cock is exposed.
"You miserable little bastard!" yelled Jack as he started for me with clenched fists. "You cold-cocked me. Let's see how you do in a fair fight!"
I pulled my Smith & Wesson from my waistband and cocked it in his face. Suddenly, Jack wasn't as belligerent.
"A fair fight? You weigh 50 pounds more than I do and have three inches on me. That may be your idea of a fair fight, but not mine. You shit all over me when you fucked my wife. Surely you had to expect I'd be just a little resentful, you dumb fuck. In return, I pissed all over you and have a few pictures to prove it, asshole," I raged.
"A fair fight is when the rivals are equally matched. If you have the balls, show up at the county fair grounds at six this evening. Bring your biggest gun and we'll have a fucking fair fight! Now get the hell out of my house. If I ever see you near here again, you'll get a "blowjob" you won't like. I'll blow a fucking hole in your balls!"
I pushed the button for the garage door to open. Jack backed away and climbed into his car. As soon as it started, he sped out into the street. I closed the door and headed back upstairs.
Gwen was in the shower when I reached the bedroom. I stripped and went down the hall to the guest bathroom for my shower. I was back and getting dressed when Gwen finally turned the water off. I was completely dressed by the time she entered the bedroom.
It was obvious she had been crying. Her hands shook as she clung to the towel wrapped around her.
"Jim, I'm so sorry!" she wailed. "It was a mistake. I am so ashamed. Are you going to leave me, or throw me out?"
"Why would I do that, Sweetheart? I asked. "You've made me a cuckold. I'm new to the whole thing, but I've been reading up on it all night. I'm not an unreasonable man. I'll have to give it a chance and see if I like it before I do anything rash, like tossing your cheating ass out. Why did you shower so soon? It was my job to clean our your pussy with my tongue."
"Oh, Jim! I know you wouldn't do that! The very idea is sickening. Please don't suggest it again," cried Gwen.
"That Jack seemed like a nice guy, didn't he?" I lied. "Now that we have a bull, I'll be expected to do things to please him and show him my gratitude for fucking my wife. Maybe he'll give us a son! Wouldn't that be an honor?"
"Jim, don't talk like that. I don't want his baby. I feel nauseous considering such a horrible thing. Our two daughters are the perfect family."
"Gwen, you had him cum in your pussy, God only knows how many times. I'm sure you understand that's how women get pregnant. You wanted him to cum in you, so I can only conclude you want to have his baby. If it's a girl, let's name it Mary, after your mom."
"I don't want his baby!" bawled Gwen. "It's the wrong time of the month for me to get pregnant."
"Well, that's only reliable to a point. I remember how surprised you were when you got pregnant with Jen. No matter, the next time Jack sleeps over, he'll take another shot at it," I reasoned.
"Jim! What's wrong with you? He'll never get another chance. It's over! I'll never be unfaithful again. I swear!" sobbed Gwen.
"I have to get to work, Gwen, but we'll discuss this later. If Jack isn't a suitable bull, it's my job as the cuckster to find someone that is. I'll think about it while I'm working," I told Gwen.
She burst into louder sobs and threw herself on the bed as I headed out the door. I was hoping she was beginning to feel some of the torment I had experienced when I returned home a day earlier than scheduled.
It was around ten in the previous evening when I pulled into our drive. I decide to leave the car outside because the garage door opener was noisy. Gwen wasn't expecting me and hearing it open could upset or frighten her. It wasn't till later that I saw Jack's car in my spot in the garage.
I found a pair of man's pants at the bottom of the stairs, along with one of Gwen's dresses. It didn't take Sherlock Holmes to figure out what was transpiring. I went upstairs and heard moans and other noises that should not come from my bed. At least not when I was standing in tthe hall.
Gwen and the asshole were doing the dirty. They had a light on and the door open. I could see them quite clearly in the full-length mirror on the closet door. Stunned, I went back downstairs and poured myself a stiff drink. It helped, so I had another.
I considered the situation. Gwen and I had been married 22 years. We had two daughters in college. We had worked and sweated for everything we owned. We had always been a team and it was difficult to consider life without her. Still, I had to accept that she fucking another man in my bed at that moment. What should I do?
Divorce was the obvious answer, and the most likely. I knew that. Then I thought about how I could divorce Gwen anytime. That was the simple part. What could I do to make Gwen see what she had done to me, and my trust? How could I make her feel what I felt? With the help of another scotch, I decided on a course of action.
She wanted to act like a slut and make me a cuckold. I decided that I would become the cuckold she seemed to want me to be, and then some. Why do anything half way? I knew I couldn't eat her out after sex with another man, or even allow her to have another man as long as we were still married. I also knew she would be scared to death when she realized I had discovered her having sex with that asshole. I would talk the talk of the cuckold, but I wasn't going to walk the walk.
I dug out my camera and managed more than a few clear pictures of my bride and her houseguest. I downloaded them and printed some. I checked the wallet in the pocket of the guy's pants and found out who he was and where he lived.
I Googled the word "cuckold" and found all kinds of stories, articles, and web sites dedicated to that fetish. I printed out a lot of them. I knew I wouldn't be able to sleep, so I spent most of the night on the computer. Then I placed different stories and articles, as well as pictures of Gwen and her lover, in various rooms of the house.
Finally, it was time to make some breakfast and begin my life knowing I was a cuckold. I had no idea how long I had actually been one. I realized I'd never know that unless Gwen told me the truth, and how would I know it was the truth? That seemed unlikely.
Later, as I sat at my desk at work, it occurred to me that I had pretty much challenged that asshole, Jack, to a gunfight. Now that I had cooled off, I could see no upside to a duel to the death with some dumb fuck. I had to get out of it. That is if the asshole was going to have the balls to show up with a gun.
I left work early and went to the street where Jack lived. His car was in the driveway. It appeared that he took the day off. Around five, I saw him walk out of his house. He had a large golf bag in his hand, and it contained no clubs! I watched as he opened the car door and carefully placed it in the back seat. It looked like he was keeping our appointment and he wasn't planning on using a putter, or being on the short end of a gun battle!
Luckily, I had kept his cell phone when I returned his wallet to his pocket. I dialed 911 and anonymously reported a deranged man making threats with a gun of some kind in the area of the county fairgrounds. He was driving a blue Ford sedan with "motherfucker" spray painted on the passenger side. It seems Jack had not yet noticed my detailing efforts on his chariot. Even the town cops should be able to identify that car! I wiped the cell phone clean and tossed it in the Lehigh River and went home.
Gwen had dinner ready when I came through the door. It smelled good and I was hungry, so I sat down and ate. Gwen picked at her food and kept watching me as if I was a cat and she was a mouse. She jerked when the phone rang. I answered it before she could get to it.
It seemed that a detective Anderson wanted to know if I knew a guy named Jack Sherwood and if I had challenged him to a gunfight for having his way with my wife. He had been picked up after a tip, and he had a sawed-off shotgun and a colt revolver in his possession!
"I don't know the guy. Maybe he's thinking of running for vice president or something," I opined to the detective.
The cop admitted Sherwood's story sounded strange. Then he let the other shoe fall. He told me that Jack Sherwood was on parole for assault and was not allowed to have any weapons in his possession, let alone an illegal shotgun. It looked like he was going back to the big house!
I was glad to hear he was going back up the river, but felt a nagging concern about my safety when he was released. Would he harbor any grudges? I made a mental note to use the internet to track his progress as a guest of the commonwealth. I made another mental note to pick up a few more weapons and ammunition.
Gwen had listened to my end of the conversation, but I knew there was no way she could have determined what I was talking about or with whom I was speaking. She didn't yet have the nerve to speak to me.
I moved my personal hygiene products into the guest bath and went to bed early. It had been a long night and I was exhausted. Gwen watched silently as I closed the door of the guest room.
Things went on that way for almost a week. Gwen finally screwed up the nerve to speak to me.
"Jim, I've apologized to you. I can't go on like this. Tell me if you're divorcing me or not, please. Tell me if you hate me. Tell me what you're thinking," she pleaded.
"I'm not sure what to think, Gwen. I haven't any plans for divorce. I'm still trying to get a handle on being a cuckold. There's a lot to it! I'm kind of waiting for your lover Jack to come over and fuck you properly so I can eat you out. I know that's one of my jobs. If you still feel that he isn't the bull you had hoped he'd be, I should try to find a suitable one for you. It's my duty to see that you are well fucked by a real man. I'm just not certain how to go about it, but I've been reading up on it," I answered.
"Jim! It was a mistake! That idiot will not be back. I won't have any more lovers and I don't want you to be a damn cuckold, okay?" she cried.
"It's a bit late to not want me to be a cuckold, Gwen. I am one. You saw to that. This is all very confusing. You decided to make me a cuckold and now you tell me you don't want me to be one. I don't know how to respond to that, Gwen."
"I made a horrible mistake. I love you the way you were. I don't want a husband that eats me after some other man climaxes inside me. I don't want you to find men to fuck me. I want only you to fuck me.. to make love to me," wailed Gwen. "I swear it only happened that once and it will never happen again. That's the truth."
"So, it was just coincidence that the one time I came home a day early, I found you sleeping with some guy? If I had come early any other time I would have found you alone, not giving some guy a blowjob?" I queried.
"Jim, I know you're upset and I deserve that, but it's true. You caught me the only time I ever strayed and even before you came in on us, I regretted it. He was rough and self-centered. It wasn't a very good experience," avowed Gwen.
"If he had been another Warren Beatty in the sack, you'd still be sleeping with him? Is that what you're saying? You're quitting because he's not a great lover? Was his cock too small?" I persisted.
"No, I'm stopping because it was wrong, it felt terrible, emotionally. I realize I could lose the one man I truly love. I was stupid, but I'm a lot smarter now, Jim. Please believe me and forgive me," begged Gwen.
"I'm having a great deal of trouble getting past the fact that I can't trust you, Gwen. You admit to the one affair of which I have photographic evidence, and deny any other lapses, so to speak. How do you make this right? How do we resume a normal life? How can our marriage ever be balanced again?" I asked.
"What do you mean by 'balanced'?" Gwen repeated the word. "Do you want to have an affair to get even? Would that let us get past this? If that's what it takes, I'll go along with it. You can have one night with some tramp and then we'll be even, okay?"
"No, that isn't okay, Gwen. That would be accepting your story as the truth and I can't do that. It could be the truth, but it's also possible every male in the state has banged you. I have no way of knowing how many men you've had, so excuse me if I don't take your word for it. I'm a born skeptic," I admitted.
I was forming a plan as I spoke. I didn't know if I wanted to stay married to Gwen, but I did know I wanted her to suffer more, a lot more. If we divorced, my opportunities to influence her misery would be minimal, at best.
"Just to keep things fair, I reserve the right to have as many affairs as possible until you actually catch me, and have evidence of my infidelity, like the pictures I have of you and Romeo. You didn't have my consent to fuck Jack and you would never have told me you had, if I hadn't caught you. I have no idea how many men used your pussy before Jack, so I'm not going to limit myself to a one-night stand. Your limit was fucking until you were caught, so I'm insisting on the same opportunity," I asserted.
Gwen was desperate. I could see that. I watched her mull over my offer and slowly reach a decision.
"If that's the way it has to be, Jim, okay. I don't like it and I never had any other men but you and that fucking bastard, Jack. I just allowed him to flatter me and charm me until I weakened and slept with him. I'll never make that mistake again, no matter what happens between us, Jim," Gwen vowed.
"Can I conclude from your statement that Jack isn't going to be spending any more nights in my bed?" I asked cruelly.
"Yes! How can I make it any clearer? Jack hasn't even been at work since that day. I heard today that he was arrested for gun smuggling or something and he's in jail. I was horrified. I can't help but think he could have killed me, or you, or both of us. I was extremely foolish, Jim, but I've learned from my mistake. Believe me."
"Well, Gwen, I really can't believe you, regardless of the subject. That is the crux of the problem," I replied. "Will I ever believe you again? I have no idea."
"I know that, Jim, and that is the part that really hurts. We were always so honest with each other before my fall from grace," sobbed Gwen. "I've destroyed it and I'll do everything in my power to restore it, at least as far as it's possible."



"I guess we have an agreement, Gwen. You should make no mistake, however. If I even suspect you're fucking around on me, I'll use the pictures I have to win a very favorable settlement in a divorce. I sure as hell won't give you three strikes!" I pronounced.
"That part is easy, Jim. You'll not have any new reasons to toss me to the curb. I'm sure of that," Gwen responded. "Can I get rid of those terrible pictures you have all over the house? The one on the refrigerator makes me want to vomit every time I see it. I'm so afraid the kids, or my family, will stop in and see them. I'd appreciate removing all the material about cuckolds and slut wives, too."
"I'll gather it all up this evening and put it all away, for now. It seems ironic that you were so willing to make me a cuckold and be a slut wife, but you want to keep it from everyone. Isn't that a clue as to how you should have thought before you fucked the guy?" I reasoned. "If you're ashamed of it, why do it, Gwen?"
Gwen gave no response as she sobbed quietly. I went and picked up all my literature and photos and placed them in my desk in the den and locked the drawer.
I had no intention of sleeping with other women. It just didn't seem like a reasonable response to Gwen's actions. I did plan on making Gwen wonder and worry and try to keep tabs on me. I knew from Gwen's infidelity, not trusting your spouse eats you up. I had decided that I wasn't going to play the game. If she wanted to cheat again, I'd find out sooner or later. To spend one's resources, sanity, and time trying to keep a spouse faithful is a real waste of energy. If it comes to that, you are better off divorcing them. Would Gwen reach that decision, too?
Things settled down into a routine for the next few weeks. Gwen was really trying to be a positive, caring wife. The house was kept perfect and the meals were delicious. We even began discussing our kids and work again. After dinner one evening, she broached a subject she must have been thinking about for sometime.
"Jim, when are you going to come back to our bedroom to sleep? It's been over a month since that incident. I'd really feel better if we slept together as husband and wife," admitted Gwen.
"Gwen, you can join me if you like, but I'll never again sleep in that bed, or that room. My reasons should be obvious to you," I added.
"I understand, Jim. I thought you'd feel that way. I'll move into the guest room with you. I really want you to make love to me again, Sweetheart," smiled Gwen.
"I don't have any condoms, Gwen, so don't get your hopes up," I replied.
"We're married, Jim! You don't need to use a condom. You know that," replied Gwen with surprise.
"Sorry, Gwen, but I do. I've been to the doctor and my health seems to be good, and I have no STD's and I want to keep it that way. Here's the results," I told her as I tossed the papers on the table. "Do you have any you can show me?"
Gwen gasped at my question. It seemed the possibility she could have been infected by Jack never crossed her
"No...no, Jim, I don't. I'll make an appointment tomorrow and have it done. I did have my period so I'm not pregnant. I'm so sorry this all happened! I've been so stupid, but we both know that. I'm still going to sleep with you from now on, if you really meant it when you said I could," pleaded Gwen.
So Gwen and I began sleeping together again. Sex wasn't an option, but I did sleep better with Gwen at my side. It's one of those things that become part of you that you don't really notice. Sleeping with a woman is better than sleeping alone; that is if she isn't sleeping with anyone else!
A couple weeks later, Gwen was in tears as she told me she had contracted gonorrhea. I wasn't overly surprised, but for some reason, she was stunned. She began treatment immediately.
Time tends to dull our emotions. Eight months after I caught Jack Sherwood with Gwen, she and I had gradually inched back into most of our old habits and activities. In some ways we were doing better because Gwen was trying so hard to be the wife I wanted her to be. We joked, worked in the house and yard together, dined out and traveled. We had not resumed making love.
Gwen had been cleared medically for sometime, but I still saw Jack between her legs, or feeding her his cock and it made me ill. I just couldn't muster any sexual desire for Gwen. It was obvious to her that I felt that way, but she never said anything about it. I often woke up with her clinging to me as she slept and I wondered if I'd ever be able to forget the doubts and fears Gwen's fling with Jack had created in my mind.
I had pretty much forgotten my agreement with Gwen that I was going to have affairs until I was caught. It was a moot point, really. I wasn't looking for any complications and never even came close to an affair.
One evening, Gwen told me she had to travel overnight the following week. There was a seminar she had to attend to keep her job. I could tell she was very nervous about it.
"I'll call when I get there and every couple hours after that," she promised. "I'll be with other married women from the office and I won't drink anything, Jim. You have no reason to worry, I swear."
"It hadn't occurred to me to worry, Gwen," I answered. "I don't have the time or energy to chase you around and watch you. I'll know if you give me reason to doubt you again. You realize that, don't you?"
"I do, Jim, and you'll never get any reasons from me. I love you and want so much for you to love me again. I'd give anything for that to happen," replied Gwen sadly.
It was around seven in the evening. Gwen had just called from her hotel and I convinced her she didn't have to keep calling home. Her guilt and fear were getting on my nerves, but I knew it had to be bothering her even more. I was just finishing my third beer when the doorbell rang.
I opened the door to see Sandy Moore standing on my step. She had on a pair of shorts and a tank top that clung to her body.
"Jim, Ed is out of town on a business trip and our air conditioner has stopped working. If Gwen can spare you for a little while, I was wondering if you could come over and see if you can get it working," she pleaded.
Sandy Moore was about 42 and two of her kids had been in the same class as my daughters. To say she was well preserved for a woman her age, or any age really, was an understatement. She lived on the next block and I had helped her husband, Ed, fix his dishwasher a few years ago. Maybe she thought I was some sort of mechanical genius, or something.
I considered her request. I knew nothing about air conditioners, or anything electrical. On the other hand, I would have the opportunity to look at her ass and tits on display in her outfit. I made my decision based on my little head's desires.
Sandy handed me a cold beer, which I really didn't need, but greatly appreciated, as I looked dumbly at her AC unit. I couldn't even see a reset button. One thing I had learned years ago, after having a TV repairman charge me $92 to plug my TV back in, was to always check the power supply.
To that end, I went down to the basement and looked at the electric service. Bingo! I found a breaker that had kicked. I pushed it back to the 'on' position and returned upstairs. Before I got to the unit, I could hear a soft hum. It was working.
"Jim! Thanks so much!" exclaimed Sandy as she listened to the soft purr of the machine. "There must be some way I can repay you for helping me out like this!"
I woke up and tried to remember where I was and what I had been doing. Then it all came back to me. Sandy had offered me a few more beers, and by nine o'clock we were in her bed, fucking like monkeys! I smiled to myself as I recalled a few of the positions we had enjoyed. I looked to my side and saw Sandy sleeping next to me nude. Her tits were fantastic, so I began to massage them. Soon I was trying to feed from her. Within a few minutes, I was on her, pumping for all I was worth. We climaxed together and I rolled off, feeling better than I had in years.
"Boy, you two must be famished after fucking so hard," sounded a voice from the door. I turned to see Ed, Sandy's husband, carrying a food tray as he entered the bedroom.
"Ed!" gasped Sandy. "I thought you were going to be gone two more days!"
"I can see that, Sandy," laughed Ed. "Jim, you've pinned the horns on me good! I have to give you credit, Man. I guess I'm a cuckold and I'll be eating your cum from Sandy's pussy from now on. She has needed a good fuck for some time. It looks like your big cock really did the job. Look at that messy pussy!"
As he spoke, Ed moved to place the tray in front of me. I realized how the game would end. I decided right then to change the script. I leapt from the bed and actually dove through the bedroom window. The fact that the window was closed and I was on the second floor, mattered not. My life was in danger!
I felt glass gouge my back as I smashed through the window. Luckily, that was soon forgotten as I landed on my shoulder and heard a loud crunching sound. I was stunned but I was still gripped by fear, so I struggled to my feet and ran for safety. At least I tried to run. My right arm hung at my side, swinging in every direction as I staggered for home. Through my shock and pain, I told myself things couldn't get any worse. I would be safe once I got inside my house. I could call an ambulance. As I approached my front door, I heard someone call my name. With some difficulty, I turned.
"Hey, Buddy. You look a little under the weather," chuckled Jack Sherwood as he sauntered toward me.
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I waited as the secretary announced my name into her intercom. I was mildly surprised when she looked up at me, smiled and said, "Mr. Foster will see you now, Mr. Kite. Please take the elevator to the fourth floor and then go through the door on the left."
I knew that George Foster was the manager of this Eastern Security franchise, a firm specializing in gathering information, for a fee. I knew from my internet research that the company had over fifty offices throughout eastern United States.
The elevator door opened immediately. Soon I was knocking lightly on a heavy wooden door. Then I turned the knob and entered.
"Mr. Kite!" exclaimed the well-dressed man behind the desk. He quickly rose and came around to greet me. He offered his hand and I felt the strength of his grip as we shook.
"Please have a seat and tell me what Eastern can do for you today," he continued.
I sat in the plush leather chair and formed my words carefully.
"I'm interested in hiring your company to, ah, verify a few things for me, Mr. Foster. To be honest, I thought I'd be doing business with someone a little lower in the corporate food chain. I see from the name on the door that you're a company vice president and manager of this branch.
"I still like to personally handle as many clients as I can, Mr. Kite. It keeps me aware of our services as well as how I might improve our procedures," he replied easily. "Our company prides itself on discreet, professional service. I intend to see this branch maintains the highest standards."
"That's very reassuring," I admitted. "My situation may seem a bit trite to a man in your position, I'm afraid. I want to hire your company to determine if my wife, Monica, is having an affair."
"That's one of the services we provide, Mr. Kite. It certainly doesn't seem trivial to us," stated Foster. "May I ask if you have already determined your wife is unfaithful, if it's a suspicion of yours, or if you are simply worried about her with no solid cause?"
"I guess you do get these problems a lot. I can't prove anything and I may be totally wrong, but Monica seems to be acting differently of late. She's busier and staying later at work and she has to travel more. Even when she's home, she has to go in to work on weekends. She even went to her office for an hour on July Fourth!" I blurted. "I just want to find out what, if anything, is going on. It could be nothing more than an effort to get ahead at work. I need to know for certain."
"I understand your concern," Foster assured me. "We do these things all the time. Sometimes the wife is cheating, but usually the husband has made some erroneous conclusions. Let's hope that's how this situation plays out. I'll need to meet you at your home when your wife isn't there and place some concealed devices to monitor her actions. What would be a good time for you, Mr. Kite?"
"Wow! You're going to come to my place and do your spy thing yourself, Mr. Foster?" I asked in amazement. "Don't you have techs or something you send for that stuff? I wouldn't expect a man in your position to do the hands-on work."
"That's exactly why we are so successful," smiled the man behind the desk. "As I stated, I like to personally handle a few cases. If one of our employees tries to tell me something can't be done, or won't work, I'll know if they're right, or if they're giving me a snow job."
"That makes a lot of sense," I agreed. "I read on your web page that I would get a written report and for a fee, I could get a report on DVD as well. I want to select that option. If there's any cheating, I want to be able to throw it in her face. It would also be more damning in a divorce action, wouldn't it?"
"Yes, provided there's any wrong doing on the part of your wife, Mr. Kite. I caution you against you jumping to conclusions. Let us do what you are paying us to do, please. That's why you came to us, isn't it?" asked Foster.
"Yes, of course. I didn't mean to get ahead of your investigation," I apologized. "It's just that the very thought of Monica having a lover makes me angry and tense. I have to find out the truth before I do, or say, something I'll later regret."
"We'll get right on this case and you'll know the truth shortly, don't worry," promised Foster. "I'll need you to answer a few questions and to sign a few forms giving us permission to place your home under surveillance and to have access to your personal records, such as phone and credit cards."
I spent the next half hour responding to an entire list of questions posed by Foster. I studied him as he wrote my responses down. He was a big man, tanned, and athletic looking. He seemed self-assured and very competent. He seemed to really know his business.
"I'd like to place this on my Visa," I told him when asked about payment.
"We take credit cards, of course, Mr. Kite. The thing you need to consider is whether your wife will see the charge and know you have hired a service to investigate her. Does she have access to the statement for this card?" he queried.
"Technically, she does, but Monica never pays the bills and seldom looks at the statements. This won't be a problem," I replied. "She'll never know about your service until I lower the boom on her! That is, if she's fooling around on me, of course."

After doing all the paper work, we agreed to meet at my house at noon on Friday. Monica had already informed me that she'd be working late that day. At least she called it working. I left Eastern Security feeling like I had accomplished my objective. Foster promised to have a full report, including a DVD, within three weeks. That would fit in perfectly with my plans for Monica.
I had been having some difficulty keeping my suspicions from Monica. That only thing that had made it even remotely possible was that she had been paying very little attention to me for the past few months. I could have grown a frog on my ass and cut my cock off and she would have never noticed. Now I had a timeframe to work with and I felt I would be able to hang on that long, although with some effort.
That evening Monica was home in time to make dinner, which was unusual. She seemed annoyed when I asked her about it.
"Don't make such a big deal out of it," she warned. "You do everything you can to get advanced at work. There's no reason for you to resent my success, Bill. My work is as important to me as yours is to you."
"I haven't any problem with that, Monica. It's just that you haven't been around much lately," I replied. "I seldom work weekends and never holidays. Time is more important than money, especially when you have enough money. We'll never have enough time."
"Well thanks for spouting your asinine platitudes," snapped Monica. "I bet that's one that fucking Confucius never even considered!"
I realized that my words of infinite wisdom were falling on deaf ears, so I grabbed a beer from the refrigerator and went into the living room to watch the news.
It was the very next day at work that I was called into the company president's office. I was in the middle of the corporate ladder in an advertising agency. I was pretty good at what I did, which pretty much was to dream up bullshit that made products look and sound better than they were.
"We've been watching your work, Kite," boomed the company president and CEO, even as I wondered to myself why the fuck he couldn't address me by my first name. "You've shown yourself to be innovative and independent, yet a team player."
I realized this guy had been in advertising longer than I had. Talk about dishing the shit without saying anything! He was really good at it! That was what I had to look forward to attaining?
"You're being promoted to a vice president position, Kite. Congratulations! You'll be in charge of several of our most lucrative accounts," he continued. "You'll have your own office with a dozen people working under you. I'm making the announcement this afternoon."
I politely thanked the tub of lard for bestowing such an honor on my most unworthy self and left the office with a smile. Things were finally falling into place for me. Too bad Monica had to stray. After twenty-four years of marriage and two kids, she deserved to share in my achievement and the financial rewards that came with it.
True to his promise, the boss announced my promotion and people started kissing my ass by the time I got back from lunch. I shook hands and smiled as men deferred to me. The ladies suddenly found me attractive. How many times had I sucked up to some guy I thought was an asshole after hearing he'd been promoted? Now I was the asshole! It felt great!
Friday found me showing Foster around my home. He placed tiny devices in various areas of the house. He was efficient, yet careful. By 3:00 he was packing his tools away.
"I've just received a nice promotion and I have to be at corporate headquarters in New Jersey next Monday and Tuesday," I explained. "It seems like that would be a likely time for Monica to scratch her itch, if you get my drift."
"Well, if she does any scratching, we'll have it all recorded," grinned Foster.
"Your company has a very good reputation, Mr. Foster," I continued. "You can guarantee as a professional employee of Eastern Security that you'll catch any infidelity by my wife in this house, can't you?"
"I absolutely guarantee that, Mr. Kite. I'm very good at what I do. If your wife strays in your home, we'll have the proof for you. Rest assured of that!" he promised.
"That's exactly what I wanted to hear," I admitted. "Now we'll see if the mouse takes the bait."
"I was named a vice president today at work," I revealed to Monica that evening. "It means a big pay raise. We'll be able to take some nice vacations and buy some things for the house."
"I knew they'd see your talents, Bill," cooed Monica. "I think we should have a party on Saturday, the fifteenth. We'll celebrate our twenty-fifth anniversary and your promotion at the same time! How's that sound?"
"Monica! I'm touched. What a great idea. We'll have your family and a bunch of my relatives over. The kids can come home from school. It'll be an event people will remember for a long time to come!" I proclaimed.
"Don't get too carried away, Bill. It isn't exactly the second coming," grinned Monica, "but it'll be a good time."
Every now and then Monica reverted to the woman I married those many years ago. Those times were fewer and farther between, however. I was mulling my situation over as I drove east on I 80, toward headquarters that Monday. Would Monica betray me while I was away? In my home? My bed? Was she that self-centered and foolish? Did she think I was that dumb? I had the questions and realized I would have the answers in a couple days.
It was three days before our party and Foster was back in my house, removing all his electronic devices. I accompanied him as he went from room to room.
"Are you sure Monica never had any male visitors, made any unusual phone calls, or did anything that could be even slightly construed as cheating?" I asked for the third time.
"Believe me, Mr. Kite," laughed Foster. "Your wife makes Mother Theresa look like an unsavory character. She isn't having an affair!"
"When will I get the report and the DVD?" I asked.
"You still want a DVD, even if there's nothing even remotely inappropriate to show?" questioned Foster.
"I paid for the damn thing and I want it. I'll find some use for the damn thing. Years from now I'll watch it and laugh my ass off," I responded.
"Okay, it's your money. Everything will be ready for you to pick up tomorrow afternoon," shrugged Foster.
Long after Foster left the house, I sat in my home office and considered my situation. He had stated that Monica wasn't unfaithful and didn't have any lovers, or even friends, at the house why I was away. What would Monica do if she found out about the surveillance? It seemed likely she would be furious and use it as an opportunity to punish and humiliate me. I had to be prepared to foil her efforts. I couldn't help thinking that I was engaged in what seemed more like a struggle to the death than a marriage.
People started showing up for our party by eleven AM. By one o'clock, we had just about every relative and friend within fifty miles enjoying clams, barbecued chicken, lobster, and steak. We had gone all out for the occasion. Everyone was having a wonderful time. That was when Monica decided to be melodramatic.
"Could I have everyone's attention?" she shouted above the din. Every eye turned to her. "It has come to my attention that my loving husband recently hired an agency to monitor my actions in order to determine if I was having an affair!"
Aside from several gasps, there wasn't a word spoken by the assembled crowd.
"I happened to open the mail yesterday and found a large charge to our Visa card from a surveillance company. I made a few phone calls and found out that Bill had hired them to determine if I was unfaithful to him," hissed Monica. I could feel her venom.
"I was told that Bill was even supplied with a DVD documenting my actions. You can imagine how shocked and disappointed I was, and still am, when I learned of Bill's lack of trust, and of this invasion of my privacy," lamented Monica.
I knew she'd want to humiliate me, but she was better than I could have imagined. I just silently stood my ground and bore the brunt of her verbal attack.
"So, Bill, my devoted, loving husband, where's the disc? I think everyone here should see the results of your spying and judge for themselves just who wronged whom. We'll play it on this goddamn big screen TV you insisted on buying. Everyone is right here and ready to watch it!" she snarled.
"Dear, I don't think it would be a good idea to air our dirty laundry in public," I stated soothingly. "Why don't we watch it in a more private setting? This is a party."
"You're trying to blow smoke up my ass and get away with practically accusing me of being a slut! I demand that you show everyone here what you have learned about my fidelity, you damn weasel! I haven't seen this production yet and I can't wait!" shrieked Monica.
I shrugged and reached into my breast pocket and removed a DVD and held it up for everyone to see. Then I walked to the player and slid it in. I walked to the back of the room with the remote and pointed it at the machine.
It took a few seconds for the picture to appear. Monica and Foster were sitting in our living room.
"You mean he hired you to find out if I was having an affair?" laughed Monica. "What are the odds of that happening?"
"What are the odds that the jack-ass would put the charge on your Visa? You have wonderful opportunity to "accidentally" discover he's spying on you. You'll have his balls in a vise!" Foster replied.
"In that case, I'll crush them like a couple of walnuts," chuckled Monica.
"I'm a trained professional!" Foster pretended to pout. "The dumb bastard wanted the best, so he came to me. That's why his company uses us to some discreet background checks on employees being promoted to sensitive positions. We really delve into personal accounts and backgrounds deeper than your more law-fearing firms. That's how I met you that fateful day, remember?"
"I'll never forget it, and how determined you were to seduce me," grinned Monica. "Was I worth the effort?"
I noticed Monica begin to shrink back as the events unfolded on the big screen, in living color, and with surround sound.
"You sure were, now get over here, Slut!" insisted Foster.
The screen was suddenly filled with Monica's face. She was smiling... around a nice sized cock! Her lips and tongue worked feverishly and were soon rewarded with a few twitches from the cock. White goo leaked down her chin. The audience was so quiet, you could hear a pin drop.
The picture changed to show Monica on her hands and knees and Foster pounding her pussy from behind. Both their faces were readily recognizable. Monica had a blissful smile on her face as Foster reached in and pinched one of her nipples.
Suddenly, Monica found her voice and jerked everyone back to the present.
"You miserable bastard!" she screamed at me. "You set me up! Turn that goddamn thing off now. Everyone get the hell out. Now!"
Spittle was flying from Monica's mouth as she yelled. Her face was purple and the veins in her face looked like they would pop. Her mother and father rushed to her as she began to collapse. They half carried her and half led her from the room. Within a couple minutes, my two kids and my parents were the only people left in the room with me.
"What are you going to do, Dad?" asked my daughter. "It's a hell of a mess."
"You just saw what your mother has been doing, Rachel," I replied sadly. "Her words today seem even more despicable than her actions of late. She wanted to torment me, to make me suffer for suspecting the truth. She's had no love for me for a rather long time. I think you know that. I'm finished with her and moving on with my life, Sweetheart. You may be able to talk her into getting some help. I don't think her words and actions are consistent with the Monica I married, but it's no longer my problem. I'm sorry."
"I've discussed this situation with a very good team of lawyers. A while back, I had hired a detective firm recommended to me by a college buddy. I had them to watch your mother when I first started getting suspicious. I was stunned to find that she was having an affair with an agent of the firm hired by my company to check on me. I was being considered for an important position and they wanted all the dirt on me, so they hired Foster, with Eastern Security."
"I decided that I wanted to ruin his career at that point. I hired him to determine if your mother was cheating, all the time knowing she was, and it was with him. Now I have him on disc, as a representative of his company, giving me a false report, as well as admitting he probably broke the law when he conducted his rather extreme background checks for my employer," I summarized.
"My legal team tells me that my company should have notified me and even had me sign a release allowing the background check. They also tell me that Eastern Security has deep pockets and is in a world of shit for the conduct of their agent. He seduced your mother while doing a clairvoyant check on me, than accepted payment to report on her activities when he was personally involved with her, and then he knowingly lied in his report to me. I have been assured that these companies will want to settle rather than have the truth hit the newspapers. This really shouldn't have been billed as our anniversary party," I grinned. "It's really more like my retirement party!"
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I was lying on my back thinking about how quickly things can change, when they changed again. I had been told on Monday that my company wanted me in Buffalo on Thursday. That meant I'd have to leave Wednesday to attend the morning meetings on Thursday. I didn't travel a lot in my job, but I had come to resent the time away from home and the lonely nights in some shit-hole hotel or motel.
Here it was Wednesday night and I wasn't feeling morose about my lodging. It was quite the opposite. I was in the middle of a king size bed with a rather voluptuous blonde riding me like a cowgirl. I reached up and squeezed her nipples just hard enough to make her moan. I had lucked out this time and I was enjoying every minute and every sensation. This sure beat sitting around a motel room watching reruns and wondering if Kramer really was a racist.
It has been my experience over the years that when my cock is happy, the rest of me feels pretty damn good, too. My cock was in way over its head, but I knew it was happy. Therefore, I was in a near state of euphoria. Then everything changed, and drastically.
I heard a loud male voice and opened my eyes. It took a second for me to comprehend what I was witnessing. A tall, rugged looking guy had my cowgirl by the hair and was yelling.
"You miserable, cheating slut!" he screamed as he pulled her hair down, forcing her face to turn upward to him. "I come back from my trip a day early so we can fuck and I find you've already found someone to take my place!"
I felt it was imperative that I articulate a proper response, but words failed me. My little head had already decided to withdraw and was beginning to shrivel up in preparation. I had been taken completely by surprise and, much to my chagrin, simply watched the scene unfold.
"Once a cheat, always a cheat, you stupid cunt!" growled the stranger as he pulled even harder on her hair. "This is for your own good, Lisa."
With those words, the bastard smashed her across the face with a vicious backhand! She never made a sound as she tumbled backwards off me, and the bed. I heard a thud just after she disappeared from sight.
I had always believed that discretion is the better part of valor. It seemed like my presence in some other location would be better for my health. To that end, I started to sit up when I felt a jarring blow to my right eye. The force of the blow knocked me down as well as to the side. I rolled with the blow and dropped to the floor across the bed from the psycho.
It was apparent to me that he wasn't finished rearranging my features when he started around the bed. I turned and dove naked through the screen in the open window. Sure my back, belly, and balls got scratched some, but my good eye was extremely grateful it had avoided the fate of its mate. Luckily, it was a ranch home. I had to kick and crawl to complete by exit from the window. My hands hit the ground just as my feet cleared the mesh. I tumbled over onto my back and quickly sprung to my feet.
Everything I had done had been on instinct for survival. Now that I was on my feet and able to think, I took a few precious seconds to take in my surroundings. I decided to move away from the front door, where the yard was illuminated with streetlights, as well as a porch light. As angry as the guy was, it was a good bet he'd be out looking for me.
I turned toward the back of the house, where it was dark. In my haste, I failed to see a goddamn wheelbarrow and crashed into and over it. I cursed as pain shot through my left shin. Suddenly the area was brightly lit! I turned to see an elderly lady looking out her back door at me. I gave her a little smile and a wave. She screamed.
I guess she wasn't happy about having a naked man stumbling around her house, crashing into things and just being a nuisance in general. I turned and headed for the last remaining dark area near the house. My fear was tangible as I heard the incensed dude yell as he came around the corner I had just vacated. I just managed to escape the light as he came into view.
I realize, now, that I should have been looking ahead rather than looking back like one of those poor schmucks in the horror movies. I hit the rose bushes at full speed. Even as I felt the flesh leaving my legs, stomach and genital area, I thought of that story about the bear and the rabbit. It was an old Disney animation and my kids always loved to watch it. The gist was the rabbit could escape his enemies because nothing would follow him into the damn briars.
I crawled as far into the bushes as I could and cowered in the dark. I could see the maniac outlined from the old lady's back door light. It looked like he was waving a stick or something. He'd poke into the bushes a little, then he'd take a mighty swing, sending roses and thorns in every direction. It occurred to me he was using a golf club. From its length and the distance the flora was flying, I judged it to be a three iron. His long game appeared to be quite strong. I turned and crawled toward the front yard. I timed my retreat to coincide with his swing. I had noticed a flaw in his follow through that gave me hope. His head was coming up with the club. He wasn't keeping his eye on the ball, or the rose, as the case may be. I dashed around to the front of the house and stopped.
Being naked, I was not carrying my car keys. My chariot was locked and parked in the driveway, next to what I assumed was my assailant's. Then I heard him stomping toward the front of the house! I ducked behind his car, which I noticed was a late model Toyota. No wonder Ford and GM are having so many problems.
I was bleeding from numerous scratches and abrasions. I was out of breath and naked. How much longer could I avoid the wrath of the crazy fucker? I realized that I was destined to get a real ass kicking if I didn't do something, and soon.
The guy bent over to look under his car. I made my decision and rushed him before he stood back up completely. He had partially turned to face my charge. He raised the club to clobber me, but his hands were still over his head when I crashed into him.
We rolled around on the yard for a while. I managed to make him drop the club but he kept trying to knee me in the balls. There's something about fighting naked that makes a man try harder. I think its fear. I managed to get on top of him and land a solid punch to his head. That hurt my hand some, but otherwise, felt really good. I enjoyed the feeling so much, that I gave him another roundhouse. His lips turned to pulp and I felt even better.
I was pulling back for the coup de grace when I felt someone grab my clenched fist and yank me to my feet. Before I knew what was happening, my other hand was pulled around behind me and I felt the cuffs lock around my wrists.
"You're under arrest, you sick bastard!" barked a cop. He was around thirty and looked rather mousy for a law enforcement officer. He pulled me back against the trunk of his cruiser.
By this time, my attacker had managed to get to his feet and lumbered toward the cop and me.
"Stay right where you are, Sir, " demanded the policeman. "I have everything under control."
"Yeah, well so do I, now," the guy grinned through bloody lips.
I saw it coming and managed to turn my head a little. He still caught my good eye, and it hurt like hell. I let the momentum of the blow take me backwards. I felt the police cruiser under my hands and I threw myself back harder. I balanced on my hands as I brought my feet up in one quick motion. I drew my legs back and shot them ahead as hard as I could.
I caught the fucker in the chest and he flew backward as if he'd been struck by a cannon ball. He landed on his ass on the pavement and over he went. His head made an audible thud when it struck the driveway.
"Jesus! You might have killed him!" screamed the cop as he pulled his gun and pointed it at me with shaking hands.
Other cop cars began pulling in as I was pushed into the back seat of the squad car. I just sat there with both eyes now throbbing. My legs and balls were itchy and bloody and my hands were behind my back. The cop conferred with the other cops for a minute or so. I couldn't make out what anyone was saying. Maybe it was the roar in my head that made it so difficult.
Then the cop climbed into the driver's seat and started the car. The last thing I saw as we pulled out was my attacker trying to sit up. Apparently I wasn't going to face murder charges.
The next hour was almost as bad as the previous one. I was dragged naked into the police station. I was allowed to don an orange jumpsuit before I was charged. I had no ID. I gave them my name and asked to call a lawyer.
I was sitting in a cell when my lawyer arrived. It was about four AM and my eyes had turned every color of the rainbow. I looked like a raccoon.
"Dan Black?" questioned the lawyer as he looked into my cell. "I am Attorney Stephen Cross. Do you wish to retain me to handle this.. situation?
"You're quite astute, Mr. Cross. Why the fuck else would we be having this conversation, especially here, and at this time?" I snarled back.
Then I realized I was shooting myself in the foot by antagonizing my own lawyer. It wasn't his fault that I had experienced such a rotten evening.
"I apologize, Mr. Cross. I'm just having a bad day and got a little defensive. I need you to handle this 'situation', as you referred to this fucked-up mess. Then I'll probably need you to handle my divorce. I can't see how I can remain married after everything that happened."
Was it my imagination, or did my lawyer's eyes light up at that prospect? It took a few minutes for me to explain and get him understand how everything happened. It took even longer for him to get it across to the police. I still had to post bail. My lawyer actually had to post it since I had been naked on arrival and with no credit cards up my ass.
The sun was just coming up as I walked up the drive. I noticed something shiny in the grass and looked more closely. Son-of-a-bitch! It was a four iron. I gingerly bent over and picked it up. Then I rang the doorbell. It took a few minutes, but the door finally opened.
"Hello, Lisa," I greeted her. "How are you feeling?"
I looked her over as I asked the question. Her right eye was as dark as both of mine and there was a bruise on her cheek.
"Come inside, Dan, and we'll discuss it privately," she responded as she ushered me in. "It looks like I feel better than you do. Where were you? What happened? I woke up alone an hour or so ago. I was on the floor of the bedroom with a hell of a headache. "
"I would think that you would remember what happened, at least up to the time you hit the floor," I replied calmly.
"I'm trying to, Dan. I remember we were having sex. We were having great sex, in fact. Then I woke up on the floor with a shiner and that's about it."
"Okay, Lisa. I'll refresh your memory. Let me know when anything comes back to you, okay?" I asked coldly.
I continued without waiting for a reply.
"You were riding my cock when some goon grabbed you, called you a cheating whore, and backhanded you. You tumbled backwards and hit the floor quite hard. He called you by name and seemed upset that he had returned from some trip a day early and found you in bed with me."
I saw fear suddenly appear in Lisa's eyes as I plunged on.
He and I had a bit of a tussle. Hence the discoloration around my eyes and the numerous marks on my ass and balls. It's my guess that he'll be laid up for a while, but I'm no doctor.
Lisa groaned and held her head in her hands.
"Would you believe I have no idea who that guy was and why he showed up last night?" she asked.
"Not a chance in Hell, Lisa," I responded. "You know him, and I suspect you know him very well."
"Dan, it was just a terrible mistake. Nothing like this was ever supposed to happen. You were going to be in Buffalo. Then Jeff had to travel to Baltimore the same day. He must have come back a day early. He knew that my husband was supposed to be in Buffalo, so he assumed you were a new lover. He had no idea who you were. It was just a little fling, Dan. We can patch this up. I'll take care of Jeff," promised Lisa.
"Well, therein lies the problem, Lisa. It seems you've already been taking care of Jeff. I took care of him last night, although he did get in some good licks. In my defense, he caught me totally by surprise. You're not only unfaithful, but you're also guilty of some very bad judgment. You've betrayed me and taken up with a sociopath at the same time."
"I'm getting a court order to keep him away from me and from my home. Get your shit together and get the fuck out within the hour. How you deal with lover/psycho-boy is your problem. If he bothers me again, Judge Colt will carry out his sentence," I promised.
"Dan! We've been together 24 years. Don't throw it all way!" pleaded Lisa.
"I'm not, Lisa. You did that. I wanted to destroy him when he struck you. As we fought, it gradually occurred to me what was going on. Now I don't care what he does to your ass. I almost got killed because of your selfishness and stupidity. That's reason enough to jettison you and this marriage. From now on, my health and safety are my foremost considerations. He's just lucky he didn't bend my four iron. Then I would have felt compelled to shoot him. There are some things a man can't tolerate."
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My brothers-in-law and I occasionally get together for an evening of poker. It isn't a scheduled thing. We only manage it a few times a year. It just happened that our wives had gone on a shopping trip together. That made the perfect opportunity for us to get together for a few hands.
My wife, Kate, has a sister and a brother. On this particular evening, her brother, Timothy O'Malley, had invited Sean Clark to sit in on our game, which was at Tim's house. Tim sat to my left and Sean was across the table from me. Sean and Tim both were lawyers that worked at O'Malley, Preston, and Peterson. That's the area's most successful law firm. Kate's father, Joe, was one of the original partners. Joe bought out the other two years ago and now the firm was controlled totally by the O'Malley family.
Kate and her sister, Patricia, were both lawyers. Patricia, or Pat as she was known in the family, had married Donald Casey, a civil engineer. He sat to my right. He was a pretty upright guy, for an engineer. I got along with him pretty well.
Kate was stuck with me, Jason Henderson. I wasn't Irish, and I wasn't a lawyer. Those two facts had been a source of some family consternation. If Kate's mother, Rose, hadn't taken a liking to me for some reason, I never would have been able to take the shit that old Joe and his son, Tim, piled on me.
I was a mason, a man that worked with brick, mortar, blocks, and concrete. My dad had been one before me and I never really wanted to do anything else. Dad insisted I go to school to learn the trade. I had resisted because my father could lay block all the way across the state and back and be within a quarter inch of square and level. All I had to do was learn what he knew. What more was there?
Well, there was a hell of a lot more that I needed to learn, and learn I did. After two years of school, I joined Dad is his business. I was soon using my schooling to improve the materials and mixtures we worked with. I modernized and mechanized every chance I had. I showed Dad some new, faster methods to build in brick and block. He showed me the difference between slapping up masonry and true craftsmanship. Together we learned to maintain the quality of our work while doing much of it faster and easier.
The business grew and we took on three men to help keep up with the work. I was 27 years old and a partner in a productive, successful business when I met Kate. We had trouble with a supplier that took our deposit money but failed to deliver the materials. I went to the O'Malley law firm to see what options we had in the matter.
Somehow, Kate was assigned our case. She was 26 and the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. She handled our suit and we got our money back, without going to court. By that time, I was completely infatuated with her. Every time a payment was a day late or a delivery we ordered was delayed, I would try to convince my father that we needed the services of a lawyer again.
"Damn it, Jason!" he finally erupted one afternoon as we were laying blocks for a huge house in the Poconos. "Why don't you just ask her out on a date? It would save me a shit-load of money, and allow me to keep on good terms with my customers and suppliers. I can't sue every Tom, Dick, and Harry we do business with so you have an excuse to see that red-headed girl!"
I was stunned. Why did he think I just wanted to see Kate again? How could he know what I was thinking? Was it that obvious?
"You must think I'm blind or something," laughed my father. "It's pretty clear that girl has you all wrapped up. I was the same with your mother, but I didn't need some flimsy excuse to plead my case. I kept after her until she finally gave up and married me."
"She's a lawyer, Dad," I whined. "I'm a mason. She won't have any use for a guy like me."
"She'll have no use for a damn chicken-shit whiner, that's for sure!" replied my father. "You don't seem to have any idea what women really do want. I admit I'm not an expert on the subject, but I know one thing. You are a damned good mason, maybe the best I've ever seen. You'll never have to apologize to any man, or woman, for making an honest living building things with your hands. She spends most of her time with those soft, backstabbing weasels and she's probably sick of 'em. Be a man. Ask her out, and don't act like a second-class citizen when you do it. If she turns you down, ask her again in a week. It took me two months to get your mom to agree to step out with me."
I spent the rest of the week thinking about what my father had told me. It's funny how it works. When I was 17, he didn't know anything about anything. I felt like just being around him was making me dumber. How did he get so smart in the ten years since?
That Friday, I was waiting in the parking lot when Kate left her office. I hadn't had time to change after work. I was sweaty and streaked with dust from head to toe. I had made up my mind that day to ask her out and I decided if I went home to clean up first, I'd lose my nerve.
"Hello, Kate," I began. "I don't know if you remember me, but I'm.."
"Jason Henderson!" laughed Kate. "I remember you very well, Jason. Are you having another problem with your suppliers?"
"I'm having a problem... thinking about anything but you all the time, Kate," I answered honestly. "I was wondering if you'd go out to dinner or a movie with me?"
"I hope you'll at least take a shower first!"
I hadn't seen Kate's brother, Tim, come up behind me. He had listened to the conversation that I thought was private.
"So, Sis, are you going to go out with this hard working man? Maybe he'll take you to McDonalds and then a documentary on how the Hoover Dam was built. If he lays a hand on you, we'll all know. There'll be dusty fingerprints all over you!" he remarked snidely.
I had determined he was Kate's brother from his looks and his comments, so I knew that knocking him on his ass would be a mistake. Still, it hurt too much to laugh, so I decided to try to salvage some pride by just leaving. Then I thought about what my father had told me.
"Kate, will you go out with me?" I repeated.
Kate looked at me, and then at her smirking brother. She took my hand and tugged it.
"Walk a ways with me, Jason. We'd don't need this jackal listening in on our conversation, do we?" she asked rhetorically.
I walked across the lot with her to a small park. She sat on a bench and motioned for me to join her.
"Jason, you've just met my brother, Tim. I love him, but he's snobbish and self-centered. My dad is pretty much the same. Whenever boys, or men now, come to my house to take me out, the two of them really are like jackals. If I agree to go out with you, you'll be ridiculed and insulted by them. No matter who shows up to take out me, or my sister, Pat, they aren't good enough," sighed Kate.
"Ask yourself if you think being with me is worth the misery and torment you'll be experiencing. I'm telling you this because I'd love to go out with you, but I don't want you to take a beating from my family. If you've changed your mind after meeting Tim, and what I just told you about my family, I'll understand," she concluded.
"Would seven o'clock be okay?" I asked.
That was the beginning of a difficult courtship. Her brother and father were as miserable a pair of bastards I had ever encountered. They did everything they could think of to discourage me, but I kept coming back. I was in love with Kate and nothing could dissuade me. We were married just over a year and a half later.
It took a while, but old Joe and even Tim eventually came to accept me. I know that having the two children, Mary and Joey, sure didn't hurt my family standing any. It's funny how the worst son-in-laws can create the best grandkids. Kate's mom, Rose, had been my strongest supporter, right from the start. I never knew why, but I was grateful for her kindness. After 17 years of marriage to her daughter, Rose treated be like a son.
Kate's cousin usually made the fourth in our card games. He couldn't make it this time, so Tim had invited Sean. He was a problem. He had diarrhea of the mouth and an extremely high opinion of his persuasive skills with the ladies. He was Tim's best friend and had even dated Kate a few times before she went to law school. He was a pain in my ass!
"In the six months I've been back in Montrose, I've fucked at least ten different women," bragged Sean. "And seven of those women are married. There's something about banging another guy's wife that really gets the blood pumping."
"It sounds more than a little dangerous, Sean. If you don't get shot first, you could be involved in lawsuits and other legal problems," suggested Don. "As a professional, your reputation could be destroyed."
"No guts, no glory!" laughed Sean. "The 'bad boy' image is good for business. Men fear me. Women know I'm a fucking machine and seek my counsel."
"You could hit on the wrong wife, Sean. She could complain to the old man," insisted Don. "He'd toss your ass out in a second for bothering a married woman."
"Old Joe won't be running the firm much longer," Sean responded easily. "Timmy will be sitting in the big chair pretty soon and he'd never listen to baseless allegations made by some jealous husband, would you, Tim?"
"I'd do my best for you, Sean, but you'd be well advised to not find yourself in that position. My sisters will have a lot of input with decisions regarding the firm," reasoned Tim.
"Well, then I'd just have to fuck them into agreeing, wouldn't I?" chuckled Sean.
I tossed my cards down on the table and stood up.
"I'm through with this game, and this arrogant asshole!" I declared.
"Hey, it's not my fault that you can't satisfy your wife!" Sean shot back. "I just supply a service for wives that need to be fucked properly, and I bet Kate fits in that category."
"You miserable, worthless prick!" I hissed. "If you ever even look at Kate cross-eyed, I'll rip your fucking heart out and shove it up your ass!"
Tim and Don both stood and started talking to me.
"That's just Sean's humor," soothed Tim. "Don't take it personally, Jason. He didn't mean anything by it!"
"The hell I didn't," snarled Sean. "You can't expect a fucking bricklayer to understand women or be able to please them. Women like men of power and influence, men with savoir faire, if he even knows what that means."
"You pompous weasel!" I spat. "I've had my say and you've been warned. Stay away from Kate!"
"Well, I'm not shaking, cement-boy! I've decided to accept your challenge. I'll be fucking your wife within a few weeks," predicted Sean. "She'll forget all about you and your little dick by the time I finish with her."
I started around the table but Tim and Don both jumped in front of me.
"He's just trying to save face," reasoned Don. "Kate wouldn't give him the time of day and you know it. Don't let his mouth and your temper get you into a world of trouble."
"Well, fuck you, too, Don!" yelled Sean. "Just for that, I'm going to fuck Pat, too. I'll show those two cunts how a real man fucks a woman."
Sean was spraying spit as he spoke and his eyes were darting around like some kind of rodent. I now found myself placing a hand on Don's shoulder to restrain him. I wasn't sure Don could handle Sean. Besides, if it was going to head down that road, I wanted the honor of tearing the fucker apart.
"The game is over," declared Tim. "I'm asking both of you, Don and Jason, to please leave. We all need to cool down."
I realized Tim was right. We did need to back off a little. Besides, it was Tim's place. When a man asks me to leave his house, I leave. When I tell a man to leave mine, he damned well better be moving before I finish my sentence. That was a basic belief of mine. A man's house, his castle and all that.
Don and I turned and headed for the door. Don was still muttering and I wasn't feeling much better. That Sean was a miserable prick.
I decided not to mention the whole affair to Kate, at least until things settled down and I could decide on my course of action. Of one thing I was certain. Sean would regret any harm or pain he brought to my family.
Monday evening rolled around and Kate met me at the door with a cold beer and a bunch of questions.
"I hear you left the card game early Saturday night, Jason. Why was that?" fished Kate.
I'm not good at telling lies. I had thought the whole thing over and decided to just tell Kate the truth. She was a smart, capable woman and would keep Sean at bay.
"I left early because Tim asked both Don and me to leave," I replied honestly.
"There's a hell of a lot more to it than that, isn't there, Jason?" Kate insisted. "You threatened Sean. You told him to stay away from me, didn't you?"
"I think of it as a warning, not a threat, Kate. No man tells me he's going to fuck my wife; not while I'm still drawing a breath," I replied calmly.
"I'm sure Sean didn't use those exact words. He told me all about how hostile you were to him. He thinks that you're still jealous because I dated him long before I met you. Tim pretty much agrees with Sean's version," revealed Kate. "You lost your temper and made too much out of an innocent comment, didn't you?"
"For some reason, Tim has his head so far up Sean's ass he can't get enough oxygen to feed his brain. They both seem to think your father's about done with the firm and Tim will be the next O'Malley to rule the business. Sean's going to sit at his right hand; fuck Tim's sisters and anyone else he can get his dick into. That's pretty much the gist of the conversation," I responded.
"Jason, I know that can't be accurate. Pat and I will have a say in any decisions regarding the company and Tim knows it. Sean has to know that as well," reasoned Kate.
"That's why he has to fuck you and Pat into seeing things his way. He seems to believe that once he dips his wick in the O'Malley girls, they'll do his biding just for another chance at his wonderful cock. It looks like your fate is sealed. At least it looks that way to Sean."
"Jason, Tim is my brother and would never condone those words or actions from Sean!" Kate replied indignantly. "You've blown everything all out of proportion. I never knew you to be jealous before."
I reached down and put my hands under Kate's arms and lifted her up to me so her face was very close to mine.
"Kate, I love you more than you'll ever realize. That said, I'll never tolerate any infidelity. Nor will I stand by and allow that asshole to attempt to ruin my family. Make no mistake about that. I can see where you might think Tim and Sean would have more couth than to have said what I told you. I'll give you some slack because Tim's your brother and you love him. Just don't fall for Sean's bullshit," I warned.
"You're such a big strong man, holding a little girl like me up like this. Do you think I'm afraid of you, Jason Henderson?" laughed Kate suddenly. "I know you love me completely and will never hurt me. The kids are at Mom's tonight so I suggest you either put me down or show me why I don't need another man, if you're up to it, that is!"
That's the way it was with Kate. She would drive me crazy and annoy me with all kinds of asinine stuff and then suddenly demand I make love to her. I think it was her way of being certain I would listen to her as well as to keep me mollified. It always worked. I carried her into the bedroom and made her realize I was all the man she could ever need. At least, I thought I did. She reinforced my belief that I couldn't love her any more than I already did. I know that.
As time went on, I noticed that Kate seldom mentioned Sean. That troubled me. She worked with the guy every day. Why didn't she ever talk about him?
I became closer to my brother-in-law, Don, after the blow-up at the card game. He was furious that Sean would imply that Pat would even consider being unfaithful. Sean has really gotten Don's Irish up. Whenever Don and I got together, we'd discuss Sean and what we thought he was doing, and with whom he was doing it. Don told me that he had asked Nancy Wahl, old Joe's secretary, to keep an eye on things and let him know if anything seemed amiss. He even went so far as to tell Nancy why he was so interested in the politics of his wife's work. Don had quickly ascertained that Nancy had no use for Sean Clark and was happy to help.
Thus far, Nancy had seen nothing unusual. The lack of information about Sean Clark's activities simply caused me to worry more, rather than less. Had he suddenly become a choirboy? My gut told me the he couldn't change his stripes that fast or easily. I watched Kate closely and was extremely attentive to her. She seemed to enjoy my attention and I was rewarded for it more than a few times after the lights went out.
The family had planned a big party for Rose and Joe's fiftieth anniversary. All the kids, grandkids, cousins, nieces and nephews and hangers-on were to attend. In Irish families, you never missed a family party without a written excuse from a doctor.
Kate and Pat had been taking care of most of the arrangements, with some help from Tim and his wife Ann. Tim had met Ann when she worked for the firm as a temp one summer. No one ever suggested to Tim that her pedigree wasn't acceptable to the family, as he had done to Don and me when we first started courting his sisters. The fact that Ann's last name was Ryan seemed to go farther in the O'Malley family than Don's last name of Casey. I never could understand why that was.
The party was to be on Friday, July 15th, the very day Joe and Rose had been married, exactly fifty years prior. I noticed that Kate was tense on the Wednesday before the party and it only seemed to get worse as the date of the party grew closer. She spent a lot of time at her parent's house and on the phone, making certain every possible problem was covered. I guess that's why she was such a good lawyer. She worked hard to avoid any surprises in court and it carried over into her everyday life.
It was noon on the Friday of the party when I got a call from Don.
"Jason, Nancy just called. She told me she overheard part of a phone conversation of Sean's. He was telling someone to meet him at The Tuck'Em Inn at 3 PM today," revealed Don. "I don't know where Pat is and if I call her cell she can tell me she's anyplace she wants. Do you know where Kate is?"
"I know she had to run some last minute errands, like pick up the flowers and stuff like that. I'll tell the guys I'm quitting early and swing by the motel before three. I'll let you know what takes place," I promised Don.
"Bullshit!" Don shot back. "I'll be at the corner coffee shop by my office. Pick me up on your way."
The problem was, it wasn't on my way. It was already after two and picking up Don would cost me valuable time. Still, he had kept me in the loop.
"Okay, Don. Just be sure you're there and ready to jump in when I pull up. We don't have any time to waste!" I replied as I hung up and started for my truck.
It was ten to three when I picked Don up in front of the coffee shop. I nodded to him and quickly pulled my truck back into traffic. It was going to be close.
I pulled into a convenience store parking lot adjacent to the motel at one minute before three. I pulled into a space that afforded us a good view of the motel and it's rooms. It was an older business with about twenty units, all facing the parking lot in front of us. I turned the engine off.
"There he is!" exclaimed Don. "The bastard looks pretty happy, doesn't he?"
Sean seemed to be whistling as he strolled up to a room. He swiped the key, entered, and closed the door. Don looked at me as if to ask what we should do. I was considering the situation. Should we barge in on the bastard? What if he was there with a woman other than one of our wives? What if the woman hadn't arrived yet? Don and I hadn't really thought the whole thing out very well.



"I don't want to do anything stupid and wind up in jail, Don," I reasoned. "Let's wait and see who else comes or goes. Chances are the damage, if there is any, has been done by now."
"That's just what I was thinking," agreed Don. "This probably isn't the first time Sean has had a rendezvous with whomever. Man! I sure hope it isn't one of our wives!"
We probably sat there for fifteen minutes with nothing happening. Then Sean stepped out, closed the door and walked back to his car. He sped off while Don and I continued to wait. About five minutes later, the door opened again and a woman stepped out.
"Son of a Bitch!" exclaimed Don as we both watched Kate walk rapidly around the side of the building. My heart was beating so hard it almost deafened me. My life was ruined and we both knew it.
"Jason, let me have Pat talk to Kate, okay?" pleaded Don. "You know she can't really like that asshole! It was just a terrible mistake. I bet she regrets it already!"
"She sure as hell will pretty soon," I growled as I started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot. Don was still trying to calm and placate me when I pulled up in front of his office.
"If the shoe was on the other foot, Don, what the fuck would you do?" I finally demanded as he was exiting the truck.
"It'd be rash and I'd regret it later. I know that," argued Don. "You're smarter than that, Jason. Think of the kids if not yourself."
"Why the hell didn't Kate think of the kids?" I demanded. "I'll take care of this my way!"
I may not have been Irish, but a cold beer always helped me relax, and to think. I pulled into a local watering hole and downed a couple. I couldn't come up with any sort of clever solution to my situation. I realized I wasn't the clever type. I just put my head down and waded in. Sometimes it worked and sometimes it didn't, but it was my way.
The importance of Kate in my life was beginning to register. She was more than just a good lay, and she really was good. She was my friend, my purpose in life. I suddenly felt totally alone and adrift. My heart ached like it never had before.
My cell phone rang. It was Kate.
"Jason, where are you? You're supposed to be here at Mom's before this. It's after five and everyone's wondering where you are," she admonished.
I considered telling her to go to hell, but then thought better of it. What better time to let her know that I knew what a whore she was and for her whole damn family to find out, too. That'd give the old bastard, Joe, something to celebrate!
It was too late to change out of my work clothes. Then I decided what the fuck did I care. If working for a living bothered the O'Malleys so much, I might as well piss off the whole fam damnly.
In ten minutes I was walking into the back yard of Kate's parents' property. My jaw was set and my temper was at the boiling point. I had seen Sean's Mercedes parked out front. This was going to be a great party!
"Jason! Let's have a drink! I'm buying," called Don before I could locate Kate or Sean.
It was obvious he was trying to head me off. He was going to try to calm me done and I was having none of it. I ignored him and kept walking around the corner of the house. That was when I ran into Rose.
"Jason! I'm so glad you made it to the party," she beamed. "It wouldn't have been any fun without you."
As she spoke, Rose wrapped her arms around me and I leaned over to give her a kiss. It occurred to me that Rose was one person I didn't ever want to hurt, but the shit was going to hit the fan. When it did, there was no controlling who got splattered.
I looked over Rose's head and spotted Sean by the bar. He was waving his drink around as he told everyone within earshot some bullshit story. I stepped around Rose and headed for Sean.
He saw me coming and my glare must have given him an inkling of what his future held. He placed his drink down on the counter and straightened up as I got close.
"I warned you, you miserable prick," I hissed. "Now it's time to pay the piper."
From nowhere, his right fist shot out and struck my chin. My head snapped back and I heard crunching noises coming from my neck. I shook my head to clear it. Then I just smiled at Sean.
"I guess Kate told you everything!" snarled Sean. "I knew the bitch wouldn't be able to keep her mouth shut."
As he spoke he bounced another right off the left side of my face. Everything had gone silent, except for the sound of his fist meeting my flesh. I wasn't exactly the most popular person in the O'Malley clan, but Kate was pretty near the top. Sean had just called Kate a bitch at her family affair. Even as I reached up to rub my cheek, it occurred to me that Sean didn't spend a lot of time around very many real Irish families or he would never have maligned Kate.
Then I grabbed him by the lapels of his suit jacket and swung him around and against the wall of the nearby tool shed. He hit the building so hard I briefly wondered if it was going to collapse. I propped him up with my left hand and pulled back my right. This fight was about to end!
"Jason!"
It was Kate. She hadn't really yelled so much as she used that tone that she reserves for very serious offenses. Instinctively, I held still with my right fist poised to erase Sean Clark's good looks.
"Kate, I'll deal with you later," I rasped. "Right now I'm kinda busy."
Suddenly Kate stepped in front of me with her head against the arm that still propped up Sean.
"Deal with me later?" she repeated. "I don't know what you think you're saying, Jason, but you'll deal with me right now!"
"This prick just admitted everything, Kate. Not that it mattered," I added. "I saw you leave that goddamn motel today."
Kate flinched like she'd been struck. She raised her chin and looked me in the eye as she spoke.
"If you believe I would ever betray you, for this piece of shit, or for anyone, then you should beat me, too. Go ahead, Tough-guy, I deserve it if I did what you claim! Slap me around!"
I had never seen Kate show so much emotion. Her lip quivered and her voice wavered as she spoke to me. She knew she could cut my heart out with a garden tool and I wouldn't lift a hand against her. Still, I began to feel a nagging doubt.
"If you trust me, love me like I think you do, you'll let him go and allow me to explain. If I mean so little to you that you'd toss me to the curb for something you think might have happened, then go ahead and clobber the jackass. Smack me around while you're at it because any woman that would cheat on a husband as loyal and devoted as you are, Jason, deserves no better," she concluded.
Now I was really between a rock and a hard place. Sean was getting his wind back and beginning to squirm. If I was going to deck him, I needed to get it done. Still, what if Kate hadn't cheated? What if there was some other explanation for her being in that motel?
I looked at Kate and I knew I had no choice. I couldn't give up on her. I couldn't refuse her anything. She still did things to me when she stood so close, even after all these years. I released Sean.
My head snapped back again as he swung a haymaker over Kate's shoulder that connected with my left eye. I'm a pretty rugged guy but that shot made my knees turn rubbery. I heard Kate curse, followed by some meaty thuds. I'd been around enough fights over the years to know what that sound was. I felt Kate's arms wrap around me, helping me keep my feet, as I staggered back. Once again I shook my head to clear it. I couldn't see much out of my left eye, but I didn't need 20/20 vision to see that Tim O'Malley was whipping the living shit out of his former best friend. Don and a couple cousins grabbed Tim and pulled him back from Sean.
Tim was breathing hard and was as red as a man could get. He slid his hands over his face and took a deep breath.
"Guys, show this cowardly bastard the highway and be quick about it! I won't be responsible for my actions if he's still in my sight in ten seconds!" he declared.
Several hands grabbed Sean and half dragged him and half carried him around to the front. Tim put an arm over my shoulder and around Kate's waist and guided us toward the kitchen. There were several people standing inside and looking out the open door.
"Give Kate, Jason, and me a few minutes, would you?" insisted Tim. Everyone quickly filed outside. After they left, Tim closed the door.
"Kate, Ann just told me how you intervened today, before she made a really serious mistake. I'm really pissed at her, but appreciate that she had the nerve to confess. To think I thought that bastard was my friend while he was working to seduce my wife. Thanks, Kate!" croaked Tim as he hugged his sister hard.
I was still groggy from the blows Sean had dealt to my face. I struggled to figure out what was going on. Did Sean fuck Ann, too? What did Kate do?
Tim released Kate and turned to me and offered his hand. Not knowing exactly why, I accepted it and we shook.
"I apologize, Jason, for not considering your opinion and terminating Sean the night of the card game. Don told me that you saw Kate leave the motel today. You couldn't have known that Kate had gone there to read the riot act to Ann, not to sleep with that slime ball," Tim revealed. "Obviously, Ann listened to her and left. I'm guessing Kate stayed to have it out with Sean."
"Pat and I both got the seduction dance from Sean, but we had already discussed his tirade the night Jason and Don left your house, Tim. We had to struggle just to hide our contempt. Then we noticed that he turned his charm toward Ann. When she left early today, I had a bad feeling about it, so I followed her," Kate revealed.
"Ann was long gone when Sean arrived. He and I negotiated his departure from the company. He agreed to announce tomorrow that he'd found a better position in California and to give his two weeks notice. In turn, the firm wasn't going after him for any of a number of ethics violations," admitted Kate. "I didn't know that Jason saw me leave the motel. No wonder he was so enraged at Sean!"
"Aw, shit!" I exclaimed. "I screwed up again, Kate! When will I learn to trust you? I embarrassed you in front of your family," I worried.
"I wouldn't say that!" laughed Kate's mother, Rose, as she stepped into the room, followed by Don, Pat, and my two kids. "Everyone was afraid you were going to kill that miserable shit. If Kate hadn't stopped you, Clark would be looking for his head about now and the cops would be looking for you. Not that you weren't provoked, Jason. I wouldn't want to be in any man's shoes that insulted my Kate in front of you."
"I'm proud of Kate for marrying you. I'm proud of her for stopping you from killing that idiot. I knew you'd lose your mad when Kate stepped into the fray," chuckled Rose. "I always could do that to her father, too. You went all doe-eyed and weak when she got close."
"You weren't worried about me killing Sean, Mom?" quizzed Tim.
"Son, you did what you had to do, but let's face it. You're a lawyer. Your hands aren't really very dangerous. Now look at Jason's hands, chest, and shoulders. Clark was in very real danger for a minute there. You handed him a few bumps but he'll be fine in a couple days."
"What about Jason, Mom?" asked Pat. "His eye is swollen closed and there's a bruise on his cheek. Any suggestions to soothe his swelling?"
Upon hearing Pat's words, I realized my left eye was completely closed and my head was hurting more than a little.
"Kate, take your husband upstairs, get his clothes off and get him in the Jacuzzi. I'll send an ice pack up with one of the kids. Then get your clothes off and show him how much you love him. We'll still be partying when you get back," grinned Rose.

"Mom!" shrieked Pat. "Is that any way to talk to your daughter, in front of her children, no less?"
"Pat, don't act all proper with me," laughed Rose. "These kids, as well as my grown children, may as well know a few of the secrets to being married for fifty years. It sure isn't by withholding love and affection from your husband, especially when he gets bruised defending his family. Get upstairs, Kate, and take care of your man!"
It was just less than an hour later when Kate and I rejoined the party and mingled with the guests. I guess everyone there had heard about Rose's advice for long marriages and kidded Kate and me about making certain that ours would last. Personally, I think Rose hit on a successful formula.
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"I'll take care of your coat for you, Prudence," I offered as I helped her remove her fur jacket.
"Thanks, Mike," she smiled. "I'll see you at the bar after you've finished that little chore."
That was when I noticed Steve Watkins and Barry Reynolds standing between me and the coat room. I could barely conceal my distaste as I attempted to walk around them to hang Prudence's fur. "Did I hear you call your wife 'Prudence', Mikey?" laughed Steve. "That's a name you don't hear very often. In fact, she has to be the first Prudence I've ever seen."
"I really don't know what you heard, Steve," I responded. "I don't think you heard me call my wife by name, however."
"You're always playing word games and being so damn precise, Mike! I'll make it a lot simpler," growled Steve. "Is your wife's name Prudence, or not?"
"Well, yes, that's her name but you can't expect me to tell you what you may have heard," I maintained.
I had worked for The Dittmar Corporation for twelve years, but had only been assigned to the company's Utica branch a few weeks prior. In that rather short interval, I had learned to strongly dislike Steve. He was lazy, obnoxious, conceited, and amoral. Barry Reynolds was his sidekick, or so it seemed. He played Robin to Steve's Batman.
Steve and I both believed we were in line to become the branch manager and thus a natural rivalry had spawned. He went out of his way to ridicule me and my work. Because his efforts were so blatant, I never felt the need to respond to his actions directly. I simply kept doing my job as well as I could. I just happened to be far better at it than Steve was, at least in my humble opinion. That little fact only spurred him into more flagrant offenses against my reputation.
"Your wife has a great set of tits, Mike. They look like a c-cup, at the very least," observed Steve. "That dress sure shows a lot of them, too. Is she some sort of slut?"
Steve's efforts to bait me were pathetic. It was obvious he was trying to get my goat. I had played the game long enough to know how to win. Patience and brains always beat a big mouth and rash actions.
"I really don't think I'll discuss my wife's breasts with you, Steve," I answered. "She certainly isn't a slut. She's a lady and will be treated as such at all times."
Steve wouldn't let it go. I realized he must have had a few drinks already. He was like an animal on the prowl. He wanted a piece of me any way he could get it.
"If you're so confident that your wife is a lady, you should be willing to make a little wager," reasoned Steve as he winked at his sidekick, Barry.
"I don't make bets, Steve. You'll have to excuse me now," I insisted. "I should circulate around the room."
"It's a little early to kiss ass, Mike," chuckled Steve. "Old man Mumford won't be here for a couple hours, at least. He called Tom and told him that he'd be late for the party and that he hoped everyone would still be here when he arrived."
That piece of news annoyed me. I had felt compelled to arrive at the Christmas party early to make a good impression on Dirk Mumford, who had recently been named CEO of Dittmar Corporation. I had met him several times over the years and I knew he insisted that employees live up to his expectations. It was either his way or the highway. Now I would have to hang around a few extra hours to be certain that he was aware of my attendance at the company affair. That meant Steve would have more opportunity to irritate the shit out of me. It was going to be a long evening!
Steve saw how this news had annoyed me even more than his tasteless babble. That seemed to cheer him up and led him to make his wager.
"You act so damn superior, Mike. You think you're a lock for the manager's position. You think your trophy wife is so loyal and devoted. It makes me sick!" he practically spat at me. "I'll bet I can get my hands on your wife's tits before midnight. I wouldn't be surprised if I got even farther, but I'm willing to bet fifty bucks I can get that far!"
"Do you actually think I'd ever be involved in such an asinine wager, Steve?" I asked in disbelief. "You know nothing about my wife. We'll leave her out of this senseless discussion. In fact, this talk is over!"
"You chicken-shit wimp!" snarled Steve. "You keep pretending you're better than me. The truth is that you don't trust that slut out of your sight. You're afraid I'll win the bet, so you pretend to be indignant. You're a real sorry fucking piece of work!" Now I was livid! How could a man allow another man to speak that way about his wife and still keep his pride? I quickly formulated a plan. It was time Steve was eliminated from the field of work force competition.
"Fifty bucks isn't worth my time!" I sneered back. "Let's make it five hundred and have Barry hold the money."
As I spoke I opened my wallet and pulled five bills out and handed them to Barry. To Steve's credit, he hardly blinked as he followed my lead.
"This is going to be a real pleasure!" he gloated. "We need a couple simple rules. You can't warn that bitch about our bet. In fact, you don't even talk to her unless Barry or I are present."
"Fair enough," I agreed. "Barry will hold the thousand. If you don't manage to get your hands on my wife's tits before midnight, he gives me the money. If you do manage it, he gives you the money. That's the entire bet."
"That's fine with me. If I get my hands on your wife's tits before midnight, Barry gives me the money. Otherwise, you get it," agreed Steve. "Barry has to hang pretty close so he can witness the demise of your goddamn uppity attitude."
"I'll agree to have him be the judge as to whether or not you succeeded with my wife enough to collect the wager," I conceded.
"You have a bet, Asshole!" chuckled Steve. "Just don't blame me if your wife loses interest in you after I play with her tits tonight. She'll probably want me to fuck her, too!"
"Steve, if you manage to manhandle my wife's breasts before midnight, you can fuck the shit out of her as far as I'm concerned," I admitted. "If you're that good, I wouldn't be able to stop you anyway."
"Now you're talking, Mike! I like that attitude. I'll give her the best sex of her life just to ruin her for you. She'll never be happy with you again after tonight," crowed Steve.
With that, Steve and Barry turned and walked toward the bar and Prudence. I still had to go find a hanger, so it was a few minutes before I emerged from the coat room.
I saw Steve dancing with Prudence when I rejoined the party. I went to the bar and ordered a beer. Then I began to casually make the rounds. I had time to kill so I visited with folks seated at tables, or standing around conversing. I was determined to stay away from Prudence the rest of the evening. I really didn't think she would even notice that I was avoiding her.
I didn't want to do anything that would ruin my chances to pick up an easy five hundred dollars as well as get Steve out of my hair for good. It occurred to me that I could be making a MasterCard commercial. It was Christmas time and the extra money would be useful. The open shot at the manager's position was priceless.
I spent some time schmoozing with Tom Barriger, the current branch manager. He had already made it known that he planned on retiring by next fall. He had dreams of spending his winters golfing, rather than shoveling snow.
"I guess you've heard that Dirk Mumford called to say he'd be late?" asked Tom. "His flight was delayed and he was pissed. I'd suggest everyone give him a wide berth when he does arrive."
"You've got that right, Tom," I agreed. "He spent 10 years in the Marines and won't take any shit from anyone, even on a good day."
"Have you met him, Mike? You seem to know something about him," observed Tom.
"He was my boss in Harrisburg for three years. We aren't pals or anything, but we get along," I conceded.
"I wonder if Steve knows about that!" chuckled Tom. "He's determined to beat you out for my job when I retire. As you know, I don't get to pick my replacement, nor would I want to. Steve would have his head so far up my ass; I'd have to see my proctologist just to take a shit! Let him suck up to Mumford when he arrives."
"Mumford will fire Steve's ass on sight, Tom," I stated.
"I think you're letting your hopes and dreams replace your logic," allowed Tom. "Steve can be annoying, but his record is clean and he's paid his dues. He's managed to make a few influential friends in high places. As much as I hate to admit it, he has as good a chance to get my job as you do. Maybe better."
"You like a good wager, Tom. I'll bet you five hundred dollars Mumford fires him tonight. That would help buy you a new set of clubs like Tiger uses," I goaded.
"Have you been talking to Mumford?" demanded Tom. "Do you have inside information?"
"Only that Mumford is ramrod straight. He'll fire Steve's ass before the end of the evening, unless he doesn't get here at all," I stated confidently.
"I think I'll take that bet, Mike," replied Tom as he offered his hand to shake. "Steve is nothing if not an ass-kissing, brown nosing suck-up. He'll give you a run for my position."
I couldn't suppress my grin as I shook Tom's hand. How many MasterCard moments could one guy have?
I searched the crowd for some sign of Steve. I saw him walking from the bar with a couple drinks in his hands. He was all smiles as he handed one to Prudence. Somehow he must have known that I was watching him. He turned his head in my direction and gave an exaggerated wink.
I knew the stakes, so I rubbed my eye with my middle finger. He caught my meaning and his shoulders shook in silent mirth. He was really enjoying himself. The thought that he would screw up my marriage seemed to make his night.
He monopolized Prudence the entire evening. They danced. They sipped drinks. They laughed. Steve was working her for all he was worth. I had to grudgingly give him credit. He knew what he was doing and worked hard at it. If he had worked that hard at his job, I'd have no chance at the manager's position.
Steve was careful to not let Prudence chat much with the other guests. It was my guess that he didn't want anyone reminding Prudence that she was a married woman. He also didn't want to risk losing her undivided attention. It was like watching a master at work. He was playing her like a violin.
By ten o'clock, I began to have doubts. Prudence and Steve were dancing every slow dance. She was showing signs of being under the influence of the alcohol she had consumed, as well as Steve's line of bullshit. Mumford was no where to be seen and more than a few of the party-goers were beginning to mutter. It's so hard to kiss an ass that can't be found.
I lost sight of Prudence around 10:30 and really started to worry. It could turn out to be a very expensive night for me. I'd have to give Tom a check to cover the bet with him.
I envisioned myself explaining to Prudence how I had come to lose a five hundred dollar bet at a company Christmas party. She would never know about the five hundred in cash if I lost that. There are some things that wives don't understand and losing bets is one of them. You can win a dozen in a row, but lose one and you're the dumbest fuck that ever drew a breath!
As I was contemplating the fickleness of women, I heard a change in the crowd sounds. Looking around, I saw Dirk Mumford strolling across the room. He was smiling and shaking hands as he walked. It was just at that time that Barry came over to me and started pulling on my sleeve.
Barry had a huge shit-eaten grin. He was oblivious to Mumford's arrival. He looked like the cat that got the canary.
"Mike, hurry over to the small conference room across from the men's room! Steve has something he wants to show you. Hurry!" insisted Barry before he turned and practically ran toward the room he had just mentioned. He carefully opened the door and slid inside, closing it carefully behind him.
"Hello, Mike!" boomed Mumford as he approached me and extended his hand.
"Hello, Dirk," I responded with much less volume while shaking his hand. "It's good to see you made it to the party."
"It wasn't very easy, Mike. I tipped the cabbie fifty bucks to run a few lights so I'd get here quicker," he laughed. "Where's Prudence? She's here, isn't she?"
"Yes, she is Dirk. The last I saw of her, she went into that room across from the men's room," I answered while pointing to the door Barry had just used.
Mumford's forehead creased in a frown as he strode across the floor and entered the room I had indicated.
It was just past midnight when I dialed my wife's number on my cell phone. She answered on the third ring.
"You've got a lot of nerve, Mike!" she bitched.
"Prudence, listen to me!" I begged. "I have some news that will make you forgive me! Just listen, please?"
"Okay, Mike," responded Prudence. "This had better be good or you'll be in the dog house for Christmas. You must know that."
"It is and I do," I answered. "That ass, Steve Watkins bet me he could get his hands on your tits tonight. It was a five hundred dollar wager. One condition of the bet was that I not speak to you before midnight. That's why I'm calling you now," I revealed.
"Really? Why would be so sure he could manage that, Mike? What did you tell him to persuade him to make the bet?" demanded Prudence.
"It's a long story. Somehow he deducted that my wife's name was Prudence and that you had great tits and were a bit of a slut. He added it all up and decided to make a fifty dollar bet that he could free your tits from their less than adequate confinement. I upped the ante to five hundred and took the bet. The three conditions were that I not talk to you before midnight, his buddy hold the money, and also be the judge as to which of us was the winner," I added.
"Great tits? I like that part! I just might forgive you for not calling at ten, like you promised. I'm afraid I see where you're going with this, Mike. Did this asshole ask to see any ID, by any chance?" she questioned.
"Well, no. He never actually asked for a picture or anything, if that's what you mean," I responded.
"You know exactly what I mean, Mike! I'm almost afraid to ask, but was Dirk there tonight?"
"Yes, he was, although his flight was delayed and he didn't show until close to eleven."
"Mike, was she wearing one of those little dresses that shows most of her enhanced boobs? Did she drink too much?" questioned Prudence. "Did you win that sick goddamn bet?"
"Yes to all of those questions. That's one of the reasons I called you, besides missing you so much. I'm going to hand the phone to Barry Reynolds. He's the former Dittmar employee that's holding the money we bet. Tell him your name and how long we've been married so I can collect. I'm not sure whether Steve is in jail or the hospital. Either way, he lost the bet.
I'll be catching a flight back to Pittsburgh Friday night. Pick me up at the airport and we'll be spending the holidays celebrating, Darling. Prudence may seem like an unusual name to some, but I know of at least two. There's you, of course, and then there is Prudence Mumford. Steve and Barry met Prudence Mumford tonight. Somehow, I don't think they'll have the opportunity to meet you," I admitted.
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My heart filled with pride as I watched my daughter round second base. Then the outfielder made the mental error of lobbing the ball back to the infield. Brook never even slowed down as she watched the left fielder's throw! I held my breath as Brook just barely beat the relay to third base.
How many times had I told her to never make the first or last out of an inning at third base? The fans on our side of the field let out a collective gasp. It was the bottom of the ninth inning of the district championship game. Nine innings! The game had been tied at two after regulation, and now in the second overtime frame, Brook had tripled to lead off!
I had been a baseball fan my entire life but I had never been as excited or as nervous as I was at this moment. My daughter seemed determined to win the game, even if she had to do it single handedly! The next batter struck out on three pitches. Now we had one out and a runner on third. The next batter smashed a one-hopper to third base. Their girl playing third was good. She looked Brook back to the bag and then threw the ball to first, and she put a little extra on it. Brook took off for home!
I couldn't even make a sound. A lump formed in my throat the size of an apple. Everything seemed to be in slow motion. The first baseman caught the ball and fired a bb to the catcher. Brook slid to the back edge of the plate as the catcher brought the ball around for the tag. It was so incredibly close! Time stood still as everyone waited for the umpire to make the call. After what seemed like eons, he spread his hands down and out, palms even with the ground!
Pandemonium erupted! Tears streaked my cheeks. I watched as Brook's teammates pounded her back and embraced her in group hugs. I knew a moment of regret that the other team wasn't able to win, too. They had made an incredible effort, but only one team can come out on top and that's part of the game.
I was sitting in the car as Brook strode across the parking lot. She was laughing and joking with her teammates. Was there ever a prettier, smarter, more athletic girl on the planet? I was overwhelmed with my love for this young beauty.
"Hey, Dad!" greeted Brook as she slid into the passenger's seat. "How'd you like that game? Don't start in about making the first out at third, either, Dad."
"Brook, there are certain basic truths in baseball that have been proven over and over. That happens to be one," I replied. "I wasn't the guy that came up with it, but it's a fact."
"How about the fact that my arm was starting to ache and I didn't think I'd be able to pitch to another batter, never mind another inning?" she asked. "I knew we had to make it happen that inning or we'd be in deep you-know-what."
"We'd better ice that up tonight, Brook! I didn't know your arm was hurting. Did you tell your coach?" I prodded.
"No, Dad. That would have put her in a real quandary. She would have had to pull me and she didn't have anyone else to put in. Nancy has a sprained ankle and Stephanie has some kind of flu. Now we go to states next week," grinned Brook. "That sure beats ending the season, doesn't it?"
I marveled at the kid sitting next to me as I drove. I had changed her dirty diapers and taught her how to ride a bike. I showed her how to throw, catch, and bat. Now she was the reason her school had won districts and was going to states. I smugly allowed myself some of the credit for her many scholastic and athletic accomplishments.
"Where are we going, Dad?" wondered Brook. "You missed the turn for Route 6."
"We're going to celebrate winning districts, Sweetheart. I've heard that the new Hilton here in Wilkes-Barre is rumored to have one of the best restaurants around. I think we both deserve a big steak and a baked potato!" I announced.
"Dad, you're the one that likes steak and potatoes! I'm going to order lobster! May I suggest that you wash your steak down with a frosty mug of MGD," laughed Brook.
"Hey, I never thought of that, but now that you suggest it, I might just do that, Brook! You're a genius!"
"Yeah, I know. The fact that we've been recycling those beer cans all my life has imprinted on my brain, Dad. It's more like I'd have to be a moron to not know what you like. You don't vary much, you know?" chided Brook.
When we entered the restaurant, there was a ten-minute wait for a table. I was handed one of those things that lights up and vibrates when my number is called. I sat at a bench while Brook went to use the ladies room. She was back in about five minutes.
I wasn't paying much attention and it took a few minutes for me to notice there were tears trickling down Brook's cheeks!
"Brook! What's wrong, Baby? Is your arm hurting you? What is it, Sweetheart?" I asked.
"You know how Mom couldn't make my game because she had to go to Philadelphia for her job?" sobbed Brook.
"So that's it! Brook, you know your mom has a high-powered job in that insurance company and she has to travel a lot. She really wanted to go to your game but her schedule wouldn't allow it," I reasoned. "Don't get upset over it, Darling. She'll probably make it to the states!"
"Well, I don't give a shit if she ever goes to any of my games! She can go straight to hell!" cried Brook.
I was stunned. Brook never spoke ill of her mother and she never used vulgar language, although she had heard it from me on occasion. Her emotional outburst was a complete shock to me!
"Oh, Dad! You're as blind as I am! Mom didn't go to Philadelphia. She's sitting inside with some slick bastard, holding hands and laughing. She doesn't give a fuck about either of us!"
Brook couldn't have surprised me any more if she had told me that she had just signed with the Yankees! My wife, Brook's mother, involved with another man? I felt dizzy. Brook wrapped her arms around me and really began to bawl her eyes out. Tears began streaking down my cheeks, as well. How could one of the best days of our lives go down the tubes so fast?
I broke loose from Brook long enough to return the vibrator/light thing to the hostess and then wrapped my arm around Brook and led her back to the car. I helped her in and then crawled into the driver's seat. I didn't start the car because I could barely see. The two of us just sat in that lot for another ten minutes. Gradually, the nausea, shame, and horror lessened and I was able to dry my eyes and concentrate.
"Brook, are you sure it was your mother?" I asked gently. "It's possible you were mistaken. We may be upset over nothing. It could have been someone that looks like Natalie. That was probably what you saw."
"Right, Dad! I don't know what my own mother looks like. There must be a few thousand purple Lexus SUV's around with personalized plates that say "NAT" like that one over there. I must be seeing things," wailed Brook.
I looked in the direction she indicated and saw Natalie's car a few rows ahead of where we sat. There was no mistaking that!
"I'm sorry, Brook. I guess I was just trying to deny this could actually be happening to me, to us," I apologized. "It's pretty obvious that it's your mother in that hotel. She's lying to both of us, and cheating on me. We have to accept that fact and determine what to do now."
Then my cell phone rang! I knew who it was before I even looked at my phone. It was Natalie. I didn't want her to know that Brook and I knew where she was and what she was doing. At least not before I could decide on a course of action.
"Hello, Natalie," I answered as calmly as I could.
"Hey, Sweetheart!" bubbled Natalie. "How did the game go? I'm dying to find out who won."
"The game? We won it and we're off to states next week. Brook played well," I understated.
"Put her on the phone, Darling. I want to congratulate her and tell her how proud I am. I wish I could have been there!" lied Natalie.
"Well, she's off with some of her teammates right now, Natalie. I'll relay the message," I promised. "Are you in Philadelphia right now?"
"Driving down Broad Street as I speak," laughed Natalie. "This traffic is moving slow, so I thought I'd call to see how everything went."
"Be careful in that new car, Natalie. You're driving your Lexus, aren't you?" I probed.
"Of course I am, Tim. I love this car. It's very safe and not as thirsty as your Ford. I have to go now, Tim. I'm almost at the Hotel. I love you and I'll call again tomorrow," she promised.
I just hung up and looked at Brook. It appeared that she was going to break down again. Then she sniffed and smiled at me.
"Screw that bitch! Right, Dad?" asked Brook rhetorically. "We can live okay without her. Probably even better!"
"We can if you stop using profanities, young lady! Things may have turned to shit, but that's no reason for you to behave like you have no class. We, I raised you better than that," I chastised.
"I'm sorry. I was just so mad and it seemed like only swear words properly fit the situation," Brook explained. "I'm better already, but I worry about you, Dad. At first, I was only thinking about how little my game meant to her. She'd rather sneak off to get porked by some stud-muffin than watch me play in the district championships. I didn't even think about how awful you must feel."
"Well, it certainly hurts. I admit that. I don't know what to do next. This is such a shock. I can't even think straight."
"Really, Dad? I would think you'd toss her sorry butt out so fast her head would swim. She has totally disrespected you, and me. The lies, even without the boyfriend, would be enough to divorce her, don't you think?" asked Brook.
"It seems like it would, but I've found over the years that it's best to think things through rather than to act in haste. I can always file for a divorce. I just have to be sure that's the best course of action before I do," I answered.
"Dad, do you have a spare set of keys for mom's car? If you do, give them to me, please."
"I have them Brook, but why do you want them?" I questioned.
"It seems to me that it will be the final proof. If the keys work in the car sitting over there, we'll know beyond any doubt that Mom isn't checking into some hotel in Philly," reasoned Brook.
I gave Brook the keys and she trotted over to the car. As she approached it, she clicked the keyless entry and I saw the lights blink. To my surprise, Brook climbed in and started Natalie's car. She waved as she drove past me. I quickly started my car and swung around to follow her.
I didn't have to follow her very far. She went down the block and pulled into a Best Western parking lot and drove to the back corner and jumped out. As she neared my car, she pushed the button to lock Natalie's. Then she climbed in with me.
"That's just a little taste of how Mom's life is going to go," laughed Natalie. "Imagine when she can't find her car. She can't report it stolen in Philly very well. Her story would fall apart under police questioning. If she reports it stolen here, she'll have to explain why it was here when she said she was driving it in Philadelphia. Lies really complicate everything!"
I didn't know whether to be proud of Natalie, or make an appointment with a psychiatrist! I never would have thought of such a fiendish idea. The more I thought about it, the more I liked it. Let Natalie find out how the hard way how lies have a way of biting you in the ass.
We stopped at the Burger King down the road a few miles and ate some fries and a burger. Then we headed for home. Brook began to ask some thought provoking questions.
"How long do you think Mom's been running around on you, Dad? Do you think she's done it many times? Why do you think she does it? Is she like, a sex fiend or something? How has your love life been with her?"
"Brook, I've been wondering about that. She's been very good to me lately in the bedroom. I really can't complain about that. As far as how many and how long, I have no idea. I never thought she was especially wanton," I admitted. "Obviously, I had no idea anything was amiss."
"I bet she started when she began being especially sexy to you! Women do that to lessen their guilt. How long ago did she start that?" quizzed Brook.
"I don't know. It was probably around the Christmas Holidays. I thought life had been going great the last five months. I know Natalie's been away more than usual, but she always seemed eager to make it up to me," I allowed.
Somehow it seemed perfectly normal to be discussing intimate details of my sex life with my daughter. We had always been close and now we were thrown together even closer. For a seventeen year-old, Brook was amazingly mature in many ways. Sex had never been a forbidden subject in our house. Natalie and I both felt we had to always be honest and open when discussing it with Brook. We wanted her to understand the dangers and pitfalls of becoming sexually active at too early an age.
"You know you have to go to the doctor for a check-up, right? You don't know who studly has been with, do you, Dad? Anyone he slept with, you slept with, as far as disease is concerned," Brook cautioned. "You should get some condoms, too, if you're going to keep sleeping with Mom."
"Brook, I am not going to buy any condoms! Wouldn't that be a strong indication that I suspect something? Your mother isn't stupid, although she acts it," I added. "I can't have sex with her anymore, however. I've lost any and all desire to be intimate with her. I'll go for a check-up and just find ways to put your mother off until I can decide where to go from here."
"Just be sure you take care of yourself, Dad. I'll be depending on you more than ever. When you decide to divorce her, I'm going to live with you. That's for sure!" stated Brook emphatically.
"Why are you so certain that this will end in a divorce, Brook. Isn't it possible that Natalie and I can work it out?"
"Dad! You are always gentle and kind to Mom and me, but I know how you think and feel. You'll never be able to accept that Mom lies to you, even if you could get past the sex part. She's history and it's just a question of when you accept that fact," predicted Brook.
I wondered how many men if my position, and there probably have been millions over the years, have a smart daughter they can discuss things with. Brook was keeping me from falling apart. She made me look at the situation logically, rather than emotionally. She had only my best interests at heart and no hidden agendas. How could a man have a better confidant?
The next day I made an appointment to see a doctor. After work I stopped at school to pick up Brook after practice. I arrived a little early and watched the girls take batting practice. Other parents were going out of their way to praise Brook's play in the districts. I felt pretty good about that and lousy about my marriage.
Natalie came through the door around seven. I tried to greet her the same as usual, but it sounded weak to me. I wondered if Natalie would notice. I needn't have worried.
"I missed you so much Tim!" gushed Natalie. "I'll show you how much later on. By the way, I was wondering if you still have that extra set of keys for my car?"
"Sure, right in my pocket," I answered as I reached in and pulled her spare keys out. "Did you lose your set?"
"No, or I wouldn't have been able to drive home, would I?" Natalie answered a little too quickly. "I was just thinking I should have that spare set in case I did lose mine."
"Okay," I agreed and I handed the keys to her.
She must have found her car, but she was suspicious about how it got moved. Now she'd be more careful.
As if on cue, Brook walked into the room.
"Hey, Mom! How was Philly? Have a good time?" she asked.
"I didn't go there expecting to have a good time, Brook. Those meetings are long and difficult," insisted Natalie. "They are not fun!"
"Okay, Mom. Long and hard, but not fun. I'll remember that. Why do you keep that job if you suffer so much?" wondered Brook. "Dad makes good money and you're smart. You could find something that gives you more free time to spend with us."
"I love my work most of the time. Besides, I won't always be spending so much time traveling. I think it'll wind down by the end of the year and then I'll have all kinds of time to spend with you two. You'll see."
Natalie then rolled her small suitcase into the bedroom and closed the door. Brook motioned for me to follow her into the kitchen.
"Hear that, Dad? It sounds like Lover-boy is going to be moving by the end of the year and you can have Mom back then. How does that deal sound? Lies and possible STD's for another six months or so, and then it's over, unless she finds a new stud, of course. Is that a solution you can live with?" asked Brook.
"You certainly deducted a lot from one sentence, Brook," I observed. "That may not be what she was saying and it probably wasn't."
"Remember, I grew up around both of you and I know how you both think. Mom believes she can have this fling and then go back to normal next year and no one will be any wiser, or hurt over it," maintained Brook.
"Well, it's a moot point, Brook. I can't live with this arrangement that long. I can hardly live with it for a day. This is a real stressful situation for me," I confessed.
"Well, it'll stay that way until you take steps to resolve it, Dad. These things don't just go away by themselves. You know that."
That night I told Natalie I had a sore back and a headache. Even then, she suggested I lie still and she would do all the work. It took some effort to talk her out of sex. That was what my life had come down to. I had to talk my own wife out of having sex with me. I really resented that.
The next evening when I watched Brook's team finish practice, it seemed like a couple of the girls' mothers were friendlier than usual. Brook noticed it, too. She mentioned it on the way home.
"Dad, did I see Emily's mom holding your arm while she was talking to you? It looked like she had her c-cups pushed against your arm, too. That's no accident when a woman does that," Brook assured me. "Then I saw Mrs. Thomas offer you a drink of her soda. You seem to be the stud of the softball parents all of a sudden!"
"I thought it was strange, too," I admitted. "I had the distinct feeling those women were unusually friendly for some reason."
"Could it be that since you'll soon be a free agent, they're getting in line to sign you up?" quizzed Brook.
"What exactly are you talking about, Brook? They don't know I may become a free agent. Besides my market value isn't that high," I concluded.
"I may have mentioned that my mother was cheating on you to the girls in the locker room last night," revealed Brook. "Emily and Steph were especially interested to hear about it. Both of their father's took off on their moms within the last few years. They seemed to think you'd make pretty good step-dad material. Apparently their mothers agree."
I was once again flabbergasted by something my daughter told me! She told her teammates that Natalie was cheating on me! Why not just put it in the paper and on the web?
"What were you thinking? This isn't something everyone needs to know, Brook. This is extremely embarrassing for me!"
"Did you ever think that maybe other people already know, Dad? Isn't it even more embarrassing to be oblivious to a situation everyone else knows about? The girls already knew it! Trudy's mom saw your loving wife and a man go into a room at that hotel a few weeks ago when she was there for a conference. The only difference is that now the girls' mothers know you know about mom's cheating, so it won't seem like they're home wreckers. Let's face it, our home is pretty well wrecked already!" Brook concluded.
How many times can a person be shocked before it becomes normal, and no longer shocking? Other people knew I was a cuckold! Somehow, that made the whole thing seem even worse. The last shred of my pride was torn from me. Nothing would ever surprise me after this week.



"There's more, Dad. Sarah has been complaining since last winter that her father has been away a lot. Last week she told us they were moving after Thanksgiving because the insurance company where her father works was transferring him. Last night, Trudy's mom saw Sarah's dad pick her up after practice and guess what? She recognized him as the stud-muffin porking mom. Tonight, I walked with Sarah to her car and verified it," Brook revealed. "He's the guy that was with her that night I saw them."
My head swam with all the information! How could kids figure so much out? Could this all be coincidence? Was there even such a thing as coincidence? Can our kids know us that well? Why did I even pretend to think? All I had to do was ask Brook.
"What do I do now, Brook?" I groaned. "I can't think straight anymore."
"Well, I'm glad you asked, Dad! I knew you'd look like a pretty good catch to most soccer, or softball moms. Those ladies pretty much confirmed that today. You don't have to put up with a woman that lies and cheats. You deserve better and I'm going to help you get it," Brook asserted. "First, though, you have to get rid of the deadwood."
It was the night before Brook's first game in the state play-offs and Natalie had to make another trip for work. She promised Brook she would drive all day if necessary to be back in time for the game. That final lie helped ease our consciences.
Room service knocked on the door. He was carrying a bottle of champagne. I had convinced the management that the couple in 402 was very close to us and we wanted to surprise them. It had all sounded very friendly and loving.
As the door opened, I stuffed a twenty into the guy's shirt and grabbed the champagne and pushed in. Brook, Sarah, and Sarah's mother followed me in. Natalie was in bed, clutching the sheet to her neck. Shitwad had a robe on and seemed totally bewildered.
"We hate to bother you two at work," I began. "It's just that Sarah and Brook wanted to celebrate winning districts with all their parents. The fact that Sarah smashed a two-run homer in the bottom of the seventh to tie the game and then made a game-saving catch in the top of the eighth, while Brook pitched a one-hitter and tripled in the ninth and scored the winning run seemed to have escaped you two."
"Try to imagine how proud Susan and I are of the girls and then imagine what you missed. Truthfully, you can't. You had to be there, and you weren't."
Susan held the four glasses up and I poured champagne into each. I had actually opened the bottle before room service had knocked on the door. I handed a glass each to Natalie and Dickhead.
"Here's to the truth and to our daughters accomplishments," I toasted. "Here's to the new direction our lives will take and Sarah and her mom not having to move this fall. Most of all, here's to smart kids and good lawyers!"
Sarah's mom, Susan, and I gulped the bubbly while the girls sipped their sodas.
"Don't bother coming home, Steve. Sarah and I will do fine without you. My lawyer assures me that the settlement will allow me to keep the house and live comfortably. Sarah won't have to change schools again. You get to keep this whore, so it all seems pretty fair to me," chuckled Susan, but without any mirth.
"Tim! Brook!" cried Natalie. "I love you both! Don't do anything rash. This isn't what it looks like!"
"Well, I for one am glad to hear that, Natalie," I responded with relief. "It looks like you're bare assed naked in bed with this shithead. Which part did I get wrong?"
"Look at the bright side, Mom," added Brook. "You won't have to lie to not attend any of my activities. You'll be able to screw anyone, anytime, without guilt. You won't have to worry about giving Dad aids, or STD's. You won't ever see how sad he was when he found out he was a cuckold. I know you want the same as me for Dad, and that's for him to be happy. Somehow, I think he will be now. Thanks for everything, Mom. Just don't embarrass me by showing up at anything I'm involved with, okay?"
All four of us filed out the door as Natalie sobbed softly.
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"Hey, Mister!" called the voice. "Are you okay?"
I struggled to focus on the source of the noise. I finally managed to force my eyes open. A man was standing over me, peering down. I didn't recognize him. Why was he bothering me?
"You must have banged your head, Mister," he suggested. "It's kinda bloody in the back. How did you get here, anyway?"
Sitting up was a painful effort, but I managed it. I looked around at my surroundings. How did I get here? I tried to remember how I came to be in some sort of rock pile. When that didn't work, I tried to remember if I had a car. Still, nothing. I kept reaching back farther into time, but I couldn't formulate a memory of any kind.
"Where am I?" I asked.
"Right now, you're sitting in Dan Flood's stone yard, if that's what you're asking," responded the man.
"What state, what country are we in?"
"Well, that's a pretty strange question. This is Pennsylvania. Don't you know what country it's in?" asked the man as if he was talking to a true moron.
"Yes! I do!" I exclaimed. "It's in the United States!"
I felt tremendous relief. I was able to remember something! I began thinking about things I knew, and about what seemed to be blank. I knew the states, colors, words, and clothes. I knew the man next to me was unkempt and thin. I knew I could hear birds in the trees.
I didn't know how I got to this place. I didn't know my age. I didn't even know my name! Then I realized that I knew identification would be in my wallet. I reached to my back pocket and it was empty. No wallet. I thrust my hands into my Dockers and found nothing. I looked at my fingers. No ring, but it looked like a worn circle on my ring finger. Was I divorced?
"Do you know me?" I asked the man watching me.
"Not really," he replied. "Are you on TV or something that I should?"
"I don't know. I just don't know. I can't remember anything at all about who I am," I admitted worriedly.
"Wow! That's like a movie or something," responded the fellow. "Can you remember where you live?"
"If I could do that, I'd remember something about myself, wouldn't I? I don't have any money or identification on me. What am I going to do?" I wondered.
"Dan is always looking for workers," offered the only man on the planet that I knew even existed. "Why not get a job with him and see if your memory comes back?"
I could see this fellow wasn't the sharpest tool in the shed, but his suggestion made sense. I would need money and a place to live. I didn't even know what education or skills I might be able to call upon.
"My name's Stan," offered the fellow as he put his hand out.
"John Deere," I answered as I shook his hand.
The man looked at me with a puzzled expression, then he turned his head to look at the bucket loader parked nearby. A big grin swept across his face.
"I get it! That name's been used before, but hell, my dad was named Stan, same as me. Pleased to meet you, John," chuckled Stan. "It's a damn good thing for you that the Kubota was parked at the other end of the yard!"
"Do you think you could talk to your boss about giving me a job?" I asked. "I don't have a social security number or anything. He won't be able to run a check on me."
"Well, don't let that worry you, John. The boss isn't all that excited about paying taxes anyway. He pays cash at the end of every week. He'll give you ten bucks for every pallet of stone you stack and wire," replied Stan. "Do you have any other clothes? Those pants won't last more than a couple days."
"Stan, all I have is what you see, as far as I know. I'll have to buy some once I make some money," I reasoned. "Take me to your leader."
"You woke up in my yard and want a job?" asked the man smoking the cigar. "How the hell did you get here? Where are you from?"
"Well, Dan," laughed Stan. "What part of can't remember anything don't you get? John can't remember anything about himself. Nothing. He needs a job until he figures out who the hell he is. He might pile rock for years without figuring it out."
That thought seemed to cheer up the man called Dan. He would have an indentured servant for an indefinite period. How come I could remember what an indentured servant was and not my name?"
"Okay, John Deere. I'll give you eight bucks a pallet for every pallet of rock you stack and wire."
"Bullshit! I'll start at ten and once I learn the ropes, I'll expect more," I responded quickly.
"How the hell do you know I pay..? Stan, you got a big mouth!" bitched Dan as he figured out my information source. "Help Stan do a couple pallets for training and then you can start your own pallet. Stan, get his head cleaned up and show him the ropes."
I soon realized the job wasn't rocket science. Stan showed me how he piled rocks on a pallet. He kept the outside edges fairly straight, and even with the side of the pallet. When he had it about waist high, he took what looked like chicken wire and nailed the bottom to the pallet. Then he circled the pallet with it, trying his best to keep the wire tight. Then he cut off the wire, leaving enough to overlap where he started. Then he stapled the wire to the pallet all the way around and took pieces of wire and drew the overlapped wire tight together. It effectively kept the pile of rocks on the pallet while the guy on the forklift carried it away.
Men were constantly hauling all kinds of rocks into the stone yard. I never knew there were so many kinds of rock and stone in Pennsylvania. I was hired to stack fieldstone, which seemed to come mostly from old stonewalls between properties, or used to separate woods from meadows and pastures.
There was Pennsylvania blue stone, which I learned was found only in this area of Pennsylvania and parts of near-by New York. It was layered and came in thicknesses of half an inch and up. It had been created by ocean waters eons ago.
Now and then a load of stone that had washed from a creek was brought in. These rocks were mostly round and polished smooth from streams running over them for centuries.
It took two of us over half an hour to complete a pallet. In an eight-hour day, that would make one hundred and sixty dollars, if I could work at the same rate as the two of us. I didn't know what I used to earn, but that seemed like enough to live on. I began my first solo pallet. Then reality came to bite me in the ass.
It quickly realized that while I had no idea what my occupation had been, it obviously hadn't involved much physical labor. My back began to ache in the first hour. My stomach was constantly in my way. My fingers began to bleed. Stan saw how I was suffering and took me to the office again.
I came out wearing a special pair of gloves that were made just for rock piling. They were going to cost me twenty dollars out of my first week's pay. Then I wondered what day of the week it was?
I finished two pallets that day. I was sore, my pants were torn and my feet hurt. I had made enough to pay for the gloves I was using!
There were a dozen men piling rock and they all had their laugh at my expense. They even had a pool going about how long I would last. They didn't even conceal it from me. They didn't really care that I knew they doubted my determination. The thing they didn't consider was that I had no place to go.
At the end of the day, Stan offered to let me stay at his place. He lived in a trailer a few miles from the stone yard. I found out that Dan Flood owned the trailer and rented it to Stan. It reminded me of the old coalmines and the company towns.
Stan's place was surprisingly clean. I had adjusted my opinion of Stan several times during the day. His clothes were badly worn and he wasn't an Ivy Leaguer, but he treated me kindly and he worked hard. That was certainly more than a lot of people.

Stan made us a couple hamburgers. That was when I realized I hadn't eaten since, who knew when? I was famished. They were, truthfully, the best burgers I could ever remember eating! Stan had the only bedroom so he gave me a light blanket and pointed to the couch. He sat in a chair to watch TV. I was asleep before the first commercial was over.
Stan woke me up in a very short while. I wondered what was wrong.
"John, it's after five! You can't sleep all day. Get up and ready for work. I'll make a breakfast."
This time, I ate the best breakfast in memory. I picked up the dirty dishes and quickly washed them. I could tell that Stan approved of that. I couldn't afford to wear out the only welcome I had!
The second day was the worse. I managed three pallets and started another, but my back was killing me. My stomach muscles hurt and my head would buzz from time to time. By the time Stan drove me to his place that night, I could barely get out of his pickup. We ate a dinner of macaroni and cheese and washed it down with a beer. Then I gingerly stretched out on the sofa. My back was hurting so badly, I knew I would never sleep.
"John! Get up! It's after five," called Stan as he cooked breakfast.
I was stiff, but at least I could move! I ate my breakfast like a wolf and washed the dishes. My pants were in tatters. By noon, I had finished my started pallet from the previous day and completed two others. My back was sore, but I found that if I kept moving, it loosened up. My legs were a mess, however.
Stan once again led me to the office. I came out wearing a pair of chap-like things that buckled on over what had once been my Dockers.
"How come no one else wears these, Stan?" I asked.
"After you do this for awhile, you don't wear your jeans out so fast," responded Stan. They also can get hotter than hell on a warm day. The biggest reason is that they set you back six pallets, John. I hated to see you spend your money so fast, but it didn't look like you'd make it through the day. These will let you keep working."
"Stan, I can't thank you enough for all your help. You've been a life saver!" I gushed.
"Don't get all mushy, John," laughed Stan. "I have two weeks in the pool."
The chaps helped a lot. They were a bit stiff and they got pretty warm, but my legs were protected. I finished four pallets and the started another that day. It wasn't enough to cover the cost of chaps, but I felt I was making headway. That night I actually watched a little TV before I fell asleep. The next day was payday. I completed five pallets before we stopped for the day.
I had sixty dollars after Flood took out for the gloves and chaps! I felt great. My back had stopped bothering me as much, and my hands and legs were healing. Even the knot on my head had gone down.
"So, tomorrow is Saturday, Stan. What do you usually do on Saturday?" I asked on the ride back to the trailer.
"Well, I've been mulling over all the options, John. The ballet is too crowded and my yacht is in the shop," grinned Stan. "I think I'll pile rocks."
I guess I was used to having Saturdays off in my other life. I was surprised that Stan was going to work and asked him why.
"John, we get paid for what we get done. There are days around here when it's too cold or snowy to get much done. Those of us that want to make it through the winter, tend to bust our asses in the good weather. If we miss a few days, we still have enough money to live on," he concluded.
The logic behind that was irrefutable. I did talk Stan into taking me to a local Wal-Mart to buy a pair of work shoes, with steel toes! They set me back forty-five dollars. I handed what money I had left to Stan.
"What's this, John?" he asked.
"It's rent and gas money, Stan. I should give you more, but that's all I have. Next week I'll get a couple pair of jeans. Then I won't be walking around in a pair of cut off Dockers, getting all kinds of stares. I'll be able to pay you more for rent and gas, too," I promised.
Stan had found me lying in the stone yard on the morning of May tenth. By August tenth, I had far exceeded everyone's guess in the pool and they all had their money returned. I was at least twenty pounds lighter and tanned a dark brown. My hair had gotten quite long and I had a beard. I felt great physically, but time didn't dull my concern about my past.
I needed to find out who I was and where I came from. Did I have any family? How about kids, or a girl friend, or even a fiancé? I had worn a ring at one time. Had I been divorced? Married and the ring stolen? The problem was that I had no idea how to begin to find out.
I was doing ten pallets a day without busting my ass. I was able to cover what small expenses I had, pay Stan some rent, and hide most of it in a coffee can in the woods. I had no identity and didn't want to try to explain that to a bank. Over time, I made friends with a couple of the truckers that hauled the rock to New York and Long Island. They were independents that were hired by a company from the city.
In conversation, I found out how much they made a trip and where they delivered the stone. It all started my mind working. Next chance I had, I picked up a cheap cell phone. I had asked one of the truckers to bring a few phone books from his delivery area. Then, between pallets, I made a few phone calls to contractors and builders in the metropolitan area around the Big Apple.
One afternoon, one of the friendlier truckers pulled into the yard. I met him and together we went to see Dan Flood.
"Dan, I want to buy a truck load of palleted stone, and I'll pay cash," I told the surprised owner.
He tried to stick me, but I knew what he was getting from the New York buyers, and it was a cash deal. We finally agree on a price and the truck was loaded. I had made an agreement with the driver. He would deliver the load to the address I gave him. The check would be made out to him. He would take his share and bring me the rest the next time he came for a delivery. I would make forty-five dollars profit a pallet and the trucker was making ten per cent more than he normally did.
I realized he could keep the money and deny any agreement we had. I also knew that if he were that type, I was really bad at judging character. Four days later, he rolled into the stone yard and handed me a wad of cash. That was the first of numerous loads of stone I marketed that summer and fall.
It was late September when everything changed. I was helping the trucker secure the load. Usually he tossed the ends of the straps over the pallets of stone to me and I'd ratchet them tight. I stepped back after securing a strap and right against the forklift as it went past with a load of stone. Luckily, it didn't run over my feet. It did, however, bounce me back into the trailer load of rock. My head cracked against the steel body of the trailer.
I must have been knocked out for a few minutes. When I came out of it, several of the guys were gathered around me. Stan was on his knees next to me, splashing some water on my face. It took a few minutes, but I was able to stand and see the trucker on his way. That night I had one hellacious headache!
I popped more than the prescribed number of extra strength pain relievers to little avail. I finally drifted into a troubled dream-filled sleep. The next day seemed to last forever. My head finally quit throbbing around mid afternoon. It settled into a dull ache.
That was when a different trucker pulled into the yard. He was helping out a friend of his by hauling a load for him. I chatted with him while I was taking a break. After a few minutes he seemed to stare at me.
"Do you have a brother or some close relative in Binghamton?" he asked me. "I hauled machinery for a company there a couple years ago and the foreman there looked like a heavier, older version of you."
I was immediately interested in everything the man could tell me. He didn't remember the man's name, but the company was Four Star Equipment. That name sounded familiar! I got directions to the place from him.
It was Friday, and payday. On the way home that evening, I told Stan that I was going to Binghamton the next day.
"I might have family there. The trucker said the guy could be my brother, Stan. I have to try to find out," I explained.
"Well, it's about two hours from here, so we should be there well before noon. We'll have breakfast on the road. I sure get tired of cooking," grinned Stan.
The next morning saw us on the road. As we got closer, I realized I recognized some landmarks. I was able to predict what we would find when we came over a rise or around a corner! My head still hurt but not real bad. It did make concentration difficult.
It was around eleven when we pulled up in front of Four Star Equipment. Tears trickled down my cheeks. It was all quite familiar to me. Had I worked there with my brother or some other relative? I felt like I was home, possibly.
"Well, let's go in and see if you can collect some workman's comp," Stan joked.
I didn't have to look around for the office. I knew where it was. Stan followed me as we walked into the building and up to the counter. A young man around thirty was speaking on the phone. He motioned that he would be with me as soon as he finished. His face didn't jar any memories. Then Stan poked me in the ribs. When I looked to see what was bothering him, he pointed to a picture on the wall.
I looked at it for a few minutes, but it didn't mean anything to me. It had a nice little plate under it. I moved closer and read it.
Steve Landers, President Four Star Equipment, 1962-2006
"I don't recognize the guy, Stan," I admitted. "What's the big deal?"
"That guy could be your brother!" hissed Stan. "He has the same nose and eyes as you. He's probably the guy that trucker thought could be your older brother."
I looked closer. He looked like a typical suit to me, soft and pompous. Add the fact that he was dead, and I had little interest in the picture. I had hoped to find a living person that would know me.
Then I saw her. Ten feet behind the counter were several offices with glass fronts. There was an attractive woman dressed in black sitting at the desk and I just knew that I knew her! She looked familiar. Then she glanced up from her paperwork and glanced at me!
Then she went back to her work. There had been no sign of recognition from her. I watched her for a few minutes. Actually, I stared at her. Her face, her smile, even the way she rubbed her ear all seemed so familiar. Then my headache started coming back. The more I tried to concentrate, the worse it got.
"Stan, let's get a room at a local hotel now. I'm getting one hell of a headache. She didn't know me and neither does this miserable shit that's ignoring us," I stated as I nodded my head toward the little prick that was still on the phone when he should be tending to his customers.
By the time we found a motel, my head was trying to explode. I was popping Tylenol like candy until Stan took the pill bottle away from me.
"Get some sleep, John. "You'll feel better when you wake up."
I lay down and tried to sleep. I never thought I would, but I must have dozed off. Soon I began to have dreams, and they were vivid.
The first dream was of a man waving a gun at me. I was petrified. This loser had the power to end my life on a whim. I woke up sweating, but soon I was dreaming again.
I saw the woman at the equipment company with a man. He pulled her into his arms as she laughed, and then kissed her. Then she turned and saw me watching. She was suddenly worried, but the man that had kissed her just laughed as he pointed his finger at me. I turned and ran.
I woke with a start. I was bathed in sweat. My head still hurt, but not as badly. The man with the gun was seared into my mind. I couldn't shake his image unless I turned my thoughts to the woman. Her look of sadness, or perhaps pity, chased away the vision of the armed man. Glimpses of things kept sweeping through my mind.



It dawned on me that those glimpses were actually memories! Short spurts of my past raced through my head. I sat up and held my head in my hands and just let the memories find their way to me.
"Well, you don't look like you overdosed, at least," observed Stan as he came into the room with a pizza and a six-pack. "You feeling any better?"
"My headache is about gone, if that's what you mean. I feel a little sick, but that's because my memory is beginning to return."
"Well, while you took your nap, I went back to that Four Star place and asked a few questions," Stan revealed. "You know that woman you stared at so hard?
"Yes, I do. She's Beth Landers," I replied.
"Well, shit! Why do I waste my time trying to help you?" complained Stan. "Then you know she's the widow of that Steve Landers that started the company?"
"No, Stan, I didn't know she was a widow. How did her husband die?" I asked.
"He was being chased by police for speeding on I-81 down by Harrisburg. He cut off a propane truck and they got tangled up and both hit an underpass at around eighty miles an hour. The truck exploded and the fire was so hot it melted the road overhead. Both the truck driver and the lady's husband were toasted, literally. It was more like they were incinerated. They identified the body by finding a chunk of the ass end of the car that they think was blown from the car by the explosion."
"You know how they check dental plates to determine a person's identity?" asked Stan. "This time they checked license plates instead. I guess they buried the poor bastard in a matchbox. That all happened on May tenth."
Why wasn't I surprised? That was the day Stan found me lying in the stone yard. The final pieces were filling in. Then I realized my headache was gone!
I had to decide how to proceed. I knew there had to be dozens of legal issues that needed to be addressed, so I had to see a lawyer. It was just after four in the afternoon when I rang the doorbell.
"Can I help you," asked the man standing in the door.
"I hope so," I responded. "I'm looking for the worst shyster in the state and your name was given to me by several people."
"Why is it that I'm not laughing, Asshole!" snarled the man. "Get the hell off my property!"
"Don't make me kick your ass, Jeff," I laughed. "I think I could do it today, even if I never could in school."
"Who? I know you, don't I? It's hard to see much of your face with all that hair and beard, but you look a little like, Steve Landers!" he gasped.
"So do you have a few minutes for a long lost, deceased friend, Jeff?" I asked.
It took a while for him to stop staring. His jaw quivered and his hands looked shaky. If his heart hadn't been in good condition, I think he would have died right there.
"Good God! Get your ass in here and tell me what the hell happened and why you aren't really dead!" Jeff insisted.
I motioned for Stan to join us and then went inside. We were there for three hours. Jeff and his wife Ann were sworn to secrecy before I left. Ann had tried to convince me to call Beth, but I was steadfast.
It was exactly five minutes after ten on Monday morning when Jeff and I strode into Four Star equipment. I had shaved and had my hair cut at a salon over the weekend. I was wearing a suit and tie. I entered the building through the service area. Men were working on all kinds of heavy equipment. I heard a wrench hit the floor and a loud curse from one of the men. I just kept going.
I took a breath, opened the door to the conference room and we stepped inside. To say my appearance was met with surprise was an understatement. There were noises ranging from gasps to shrieks.
Beth was sitting at the head of the table. Her face didn't turn ashen. It went way beyond that. Her eyes bulged, her mouth dropped and she went whiter than I ever thought possible. Then she fainted in her chair.
My eighteen year-old son's head snapped around so fast I was surprised his neck didn't break. My secretary actually uttered my name as she wrestled with my presence. Then there was Jack Thompson.
He was definitely surprised, but he managed to keep a lid on any overt signs of shock or concern. As usual, his lips seemed to be in the perpetual sneer he wore. There were a couple suits sitting at the table, but I paid them no attention.
I waited a minute or so, just looking around the room. Beth came around. She was still pale, but color was gradually returning to her face.
"I'm sorry I'm late, but I ran into some unexpected problems," I understated. "Luckily, I'm here now. I'll make this quick. The business is not for sale at this time. It never will be sold to Jack Thompson, even if I should decide to sell. Any questions?"
"This is bullshit!" erupted my beloved son. "You fucking disappear for months and try to come in here and tell us what to do! Mom and I are selling this goddamn shit hole!"
"That's my son!" I stated as I shook my head. "You are laboring under numerous false impressions, Chad. I'll take the time to enlighten you. You have no say in this. You've been an embarrassment to your mother and me for several years. Look at the shit in your ears and lip! Look at your baggy-ass pants and your goddamn ridiculous hair. You are a worthless shit. Get the fuck out!"
"Like hell!" growled Chad. "I have an interest in this place. It's a family business and I'm the only son, the only child!"
"I don't know if I should be glad we only had one kid, or wish we had more because they would have had to turn out better!" I shot back. "Get the hell out of here."
"I don't think so, Old Man!" challenged my only son.
He was about six feet and almost two hundred pounds and he was my only kid. I stepped over to him and grabbed a handful of purple hair and yanked him from the chair. I started at a brisk walk toward the door, which Jeff kindly opened for me. As I dragged him he cursed a steady stream of profanities. Before I had him across the service area, he got his feet under himself enough to stand and smack me in the side of the face.
He seemed surprised when I turned and smiled at him. Then I dropped him like a bad habit with a shot to the chin. I again grabbed his hair and started dragging. He managed to get his feet under himself enough to keep me from tearing his hair out. The guys had all stopped working and had gathered by the door to watch. I let Chad go outside the door.
"If, and when you learn to dress, get that shit out of your face, get a haircut, and apologize to your mother and me, I'll consider hiring you as a mechanic at starting rate. Until then, keep the hell off the property and out of my house!" I yelled.

I turned to see my men watching me, as was the entire group that had been gathered in the conference room. My service techs were grinning from ear to ear. I walked past them as I headed back to the conference room.
"Welcome back, boss!" shouted one of the guys just as I re-entered the room.
Everyone had preceded me into the room and reclaimed their seats.
"I think I answered Chad's concerns," I quietly stated as I surveyed the room. "Are there any more questions?"
"My client has a signed sales agreement," responded one of the slick looking guys in a suit. "He insists it be honored or he'll take you to court to gain possession!"
"You goddamn dumb shyster!" I shouted. "Do you honestly think you'll be able to convince a judge that I'm dead? That this contract will stand up in any form? Go ahead and spend this dumb fuck's money trying. Bring it on!"
Then I turned to my "buyer", Jack Thompson.
"Jack, it's with a great deal of effort that I'm not kicking your miserable ass," I spat. "Get the hell out and take these jackals with you, or let's mix it up. Your choice. I'm feeling pretty damn pissed."
Jack and his entourage quickly stood and fled the room. That left my secretary, Jackie, Beth and Jeff.
"Well, Steve, it's sure good you brought me along to handle everything diplomatically, and legally," deadpanned Jeff. "Let me know if you need me. I'll be at my office downtown."
"Boss, Steve, I'll be back in my office if you need me for anything," Jackie practically whispered through her sobs.
Then I was alone with Beth. We just looked at each other for a minute or more. She was beautiful. She was dressed in a conservative black suit with her hair pulled back. I had forgotten what she could do to me whenever I was near her. Now that memory returned.
"Beth, I left to get drunk that evening I saw you with Jack. When I got to the liquor store, some thug car-jacked me with a gun," I revealed. "He made me drive for a couple hours and then had me pull into a stone yard somewhere in Pennsylvania. He tried to make me get into the trunk, but I refused. I've never heard of anyone getting out of a trunk once some killer gets them in it."
"I decided to make a break for it and tried to run," I continued. "He shot me. He shot me in the head and I dropped like a rock. He must have thought I was dead. When I woke up the next morning, he had taken my wallet, my money, and my wedding ring. He also took my memory, Beth. I had a groove on the top of my head and a splitting headache. I had no idea who I was."
Beth was breathing hard and her hands were gripping her dress. I saw tears trickle down her cheeks. I realized all this was incredibly difficult for her.
"Things started falling into place the other day and I found my way back here," I went on. "I saw Jeff Friday evening and he filled me in on everything that had been going on while I was in the twilight zone. He told me how Chad had become unmanageable. He had been a problem for a few years, but I hadn't been willing to deal with him. Jeff told me how he refused to go back to college after he thought I had died. He began to bully you and insist you sell the business so he could have the money."
"I'm sorry if my actions today seemed violent or cruel, Beth. We've coddled him too long. It's made him a lazy, petulant, worthless person. I love him as a son, but I'll be damned if I'll have him around when he disgusts me to look at him. I don't like him as a person. He can build his own business from the ground up and do whatever he likes with it. I won't allow him to hold me, or you, an emotional hostage any longer," I concluded.
"Steve, I don't know where to begin. I thought you had died after I had driven you away. Then Chad got worse and worse, but I was afraid that I'd drive him away, too. He was all I had left, so I went along with him. It was wrong, but I wasn't thinking very well. The business started going downhill without you to run it, so I gave in to Chad and decided to sell it to Jack," explained Beth.
"I know you must hate me, but I have to tell you that I never did anything more than kiss Jack that night, or any other time. He was charming me and I allowed him that kiss. He was funny and he made me laugh, but I felt guilty as soon as it happened. Then I saw you. I thought it was for the last time, Steve," cried Beth.
"Jeff and Ann told me how you told them all about it and how horrible and guilty you felt when you thought I had died. They told me you've worn black every day since my demise, Beth."
"It was a form of penance or something. I never dated or had anything to do with any men outside of here. Ask the guys. They all know it's true, Steve," she sobbed.
"Beth, I lived with the feeling that I was totally alone for several months and it was hell. I learned a lot about myself. When my memory started coming back, I learned even more. Beth, you're an incredibly beautiful woman and the one love of my life. I don't want to live without you. But if you can't get past the way I treated Chad, and how I left you by yourself for months, tell me. I'll leave you alone," I promised.
"Steve!" she bawled even harder as she came to me and wrapped her arms around me.
After several minutes of sobbing into my chest, she dried out enough to speak.
"I was so proud of how you handled Chad. I realized that I didn't like him much, either. Now he'll have to grow up, or continue to fail. It's on him now. How much weight have you lost, Steve," asked Beth suddenly as she tried to squeeze my love handles. "My God! You've become a hunk. Does that mean your stamina is better, too?"
The business world might frown on many of the things I did at the office the next hour, but it's my business, my wife, and my conference table!
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Sue had dinner cooking when I came in the front door. It smelled like chicken, I decided as I went upstairs to change my clothes. Dressed in jeans and a tee shirt, I went down to the kitchen.
Sue was sitting at the table and tears were streaming down her cheeks. Being a rather astute observer of human nature, it occurred to me that something was bothering her. I grabbed a beer and sat down across from Sue, knowing that she would soon tell me what her problem was. If she didn't want me to know, she would have never allowed me to see her cry.
"Bill, I've done a horrible thing. I don't even know how to tell you, so I'm just going to tell you everything. This is very difficult for me, so please don't interrupt me with questions, okay, Sweetheart?" she insisted more than requested.
I popped the can open and nodded to her. Hell, I've never been the one to have trouble keeping my mouth shut. Again, I kept my mouth shut rather than point that fact out to Sue.
"I have been unfaithful, Bill. I never meant to hurt you and I don't even know how or why it started," she sobbed. "I've been with another man several times in the past few weeks. The first time was after our company party at Jack's house last month. You didn't want to go and I had too much to drink. I was pissed at you for not going with me and all those things added up to a huge mistake on my part."
I took a pull on my beer and checked my watch. I had agreed to meet a friend at the driving range after dinner and I worried that this confession was going to be very time consuming. I nodded my understanding, hoping that Sue would get to her point.

"I know how shocked you must be and how upset you will be with me," continued Sue. "I just want you to know it meant nothing to me, Bill! I love you and the kids and I regret this terrible lapse in my marital vows." I had been told to not interrupt so I sat and waited. How would I know if, and when, she was done talking, if I couldn't ask? Of course, I wondered that to myself. How long was I required to remain silent?
"Aren't you going to say something, Bill?" demanded Sue. "I just gave you some terrible information and you don't say a word! No wonder we have problems!"
Not surprisingly, this was going to be my fault, I realized. I'm such a miserable schmuck I could drive Mother Theresa to sin. What options did she have but to seek solace in another man's arms? I tried to frame a response that would demonstrate the proper amount of concern and hurt without being too accusatory.
"Why...."
"I knew you'd ask that, Bill!" groaned Sue. "Don't you think I've asked myself that same question a thousand times? Sure, the sex was hot and the orgasms were incredible, but why would I risk everything for a really, big, hard cock? That's the question, isn't it?"
"I never..," was all I managed before Sue took off again.
"I know you've been faithful, Bill. You aren't the type to go out and get laid. You like to write software for computers and play a little golf. Your sex drive is really low and you're content to just have me around to hold and love," blubbered Sue.
This was interesting. I hadn't realized the contempt in which she held me. But then, she did know me pretty well. I tried to think of something that would change the subject, but I realized that would be unlikely. Once Sue started on something, she couldn't be swayed until she had talked it to death. Then I noticed a hole in the wall over the counter. I wondered about that.
"Sue, who....," was all I could ask about the hole before she cut me off again.
"Does it really matter, Bill? He's too big for you to beat up, so forget that!" Sue warned. "His arms are almost twice as big as yours and he doesn't have a beer belly to get in the way. He'd kick your ass, Bill, so don't even think about going there!" The hole looked like it could have been caused by a thrown object, or possibly the handle of some utensil. Luckily, it was in the drywall, above the ceramic tile that had taken me so long to put down. I had some spare pieces of drywall someplace. The question was where?
"Where...," I began.
"In his car, in the park, once in the little league field after a game!" wailed Sue. "Why the hell does it matter where we did it? Are you afraid that he fucked the hell out of me in our marital bed? Is that what's bothering your male ego? As if it matters where he fucked me with that incredible cock! Okay, we did it once or twice in our bed, goddamn your perverted sense of pride!"
Now that was interesting. It looked like a small piece of ceramic or something was wedged into the wall just below the hole. I began to suspect that someone had thrown a mug or coffee cup at the wall.
"Has anyone been here today?" I asked.
"That is so like you, Bill," snarled Sue. "I mess up once and you think I'm fucking every man in the town. Why is it that the wife is always considered a slut if she finds a man that understands her needs and desires? A man would screw snake if he could get his head under the rock, but if a wife has one lover, she's a whore and a worthless slut!"
It could have been one of the kids, but they don't use mugs or cups. They aren't allowed to drink coffee. Then I wondered if I checked the garbage, would I find the broken remains of whatever made the hole? It had to be something pretty heavy. Where were the kids?
"The kids?"
"You're going to hold the children over my head? You can't wait to tell them that their mother is a cock loving tramp, can you?" Sue demanded. "You think you can get them away from me? This state always allows the mother custody, if that's what's going through your vindictive pea-brain! I sent them to mother's to spend the night. I knew you'd be unreasonable and go into a jealous rage."
That was when someone knocked on the kitchen door. I looked up and saw our next-door neighbor, June. She was a sweet looking blonde, about five years younger than Sue and more than a few pounds lighter. Even so, her tits were a bit bigger than Sue's and Sue often complained about that fact. She frequently made the observation that they had been purchased someplace.
I stood up and opened the door for June. She was always a pleasure to see and today was no exception. She wore a tank top and a pair of cut-off shorts. Her blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail and it made her look like she was a teen.
"Bill, did this whore wife of yours tell you that I caught her with Ben today?" she demanded. "I came home early and heard some funny noises coming from my bedroom. I crept up the stairs and caught your loving slut sucking Ben's cock. Then she had him lie down and she impaled her sloppy pussy on my husband's damn needle-dick." June often carried a mug of coffee with her when she came across the back yard to visit in our kitchen! I felt that I was getting closer to determining what made that damn hole.
"Ben needs understanding, not some miserable bitch that complains all the time," responded Sue. "He said you're a lousy lay and you give lousy head."
I had moved in close to study the shape of the hole and to see if I could determine from what direction the missile was hurled. That was when June caught my attention.
"Bullshit! Bill, I think Sue is just jealous. Take a look at these tits and tell me if they aren't bigger and better than Sue's." challenged June as she pulled her tank top over her head.
I grabbed June and pulled her to me as I dropped my face to her magnificent tits. I nibbled, sucked, chewed, and licked one nipple and then the other. My hands were squeezing and pulling on her globes like it was therapy ordered by the doctor.
"I guess that's a good answer," laughed June. "Look at how Bill worships my tits, Sue. He's like a starving babe at his mother's breast."
"He's a man and you just offered him your tits," Sue pointed out. "That doesn't prove anything. I would have been surprised if he didn't attack you. Shit, he'd be all over your grandmother if she offered him a tit to suck."
"Well, you might be right about that. Ben always goes crazy when I let him near them, too. Ouch, Bill's getting carried away with my girls, I'll be lucky if he doesn't suck them right off me," worried June.
"He does love tits, June. I told you that," Sue reminded our guest. "Don't think yours are so special."
"Bill, if you let go of my tits, I'll show you wife how good I suck cock. She thinks she's hot shit. I know that Ben lied to her just to get into her pants. He always said I'm the best," declared June.
I cursed my zipper for working so slowly as I pulled my cock out and offered it to June. She fell to her knees in front of me.
"Now that's what I call a real cock, Bill!" cooed June. "It's way bigger than Mister Weenie that I'm supposed to work with at home."
I had enough talk from the gabby bitch. I pushed my cock down her throat before she could babble any more. I grabbed her hair and began working her back and forth on my monster. I wanted to help her demonstrate her knob polishing abilities, so I went in to the hilt and held it there for a few seconds. When June's hue changed, I'd back off and allow her some oxygen.
"Bill, how can you let that whore touch your cock?" asked Sue. "This is placing a real strain on our marriage. I think she's choking!"
I had gotten a little carried away because I was getting close. I was holding my cock buried in June's sweet, warm throat. I let her back off and then I fired a warning shot across her cheek. Then I stuffed it back in her mouth and held her head still. Gradually, my cock softened and I pulled it from her mouth and allowed her to get to her feet.
I tucked my fallen soldier back in my pants, took a deep breath, and then went back to inspecting the damaged wall. I pulled the shard of ceramic from the drywall and turned it over. It was bigger than I had realized. Like an iceberg, most of it had been under the surface. I noticed some color on the back side.
"Wow! I guess I showed you who can please a man!" coughed June as she worked to control her breathing. "Did you see how happy I made him, Sue? Maybe you'll stay away from Ben, now, you slut."
"Oh, I'll stay away from him, June. The question really is; will he stay away from me?" goaded Sue. "Once a man has piece of this ass, he won't want a skinny little piece like you. He'll be coming around first chance he gets!" "You're so full of shit!" snapped June. "This is prime, grade-A pussy, and not some sloppy, skanky cunt. Men will walk over yours to get to mine!"
"That sure wasn't the impression Ben gave me when he was pounding my little kitty this afternoon. He told me it was the sweetest, tightest place he's been in since he nailed your ass in high school," Sue shot back.
"Like Hell!" erupted June. "Bill, do you think you can get that love muscle up for a shot at this?" asked June as she dropped her shorts and panties all in one motion.
I was hard by the time I had my jeans off. I bent June over the kitchen table and entered her before she could rethink her offer. I went to the hilt the first time, and every time after that.
"Bill!" Sue bitched. "You can't be enjoying that little whore? It's a mercy fuck, isn't it?
June was making strange sounds every time I hit bottom. Her ass was jiggling like a mold of jello. Her tits were sliding back and forth over the silverware Sue had used to set the table.
"I didn't know you had a tattoo!" exclaimed Sue as she noticed the small marking on June's left ass cheek. "It's a butterfly! Every time Bill slams into you, your ass wiggles so much it looks like it's flying!"
"R...really?" managed June. "B...Ben never told me that! Does it look s...silly? Should I get it removed?"
"Absolutely not!" Sue responded sincerely. "That is so cool! Where did you get it, June?"
I was reaching my zenith again and I began to pound June like a jackhammer. She attempted to answer Sue a couple times, but soon gave up. I slammed into her one last time and held still as I released my minions. June quivered and shook as I finished my masterpiece. Then my little man flopped out.
"Shit! Bill can fuck!" June allowed as she slowly turned around to face Sue and me. "Why you waste your time with Ben is beyond me. If you go near him again, I'll be back to sample more of this big cock of Bill's. So you like my tattoo? I had it done last year at "Screwed, Lewd, and Tattooed" down at the mall."
"Okay, it's a deal," conceded Sue. "I'll leave Ben alone. Would you go with me to get a tattoo like yours, June? I want Bill to make my butterfly take flight."
"Sure, let's do it Saturday," agreed June as she dressed. "Your ass is big enough for a hummingbird, or maybe even an eagle. I bet that would look great!"
The two women walked outside as they chatted. The oven timer sounded for our dinner and I turned the oven off. Then I went to the cupboard and looked for my favorite mug. It was gone. Then it came to me.
When I came home from bowling the previous night, I decided to make a cup of coffee. I had drunk a few more beers than I needed, so I wanted to sober up a little before going to bed. While I was waiting for the coffee to percolate, I saw the biggest damn fly on the wall. For some reason, I tried to swat it with my mug and hit the wall. I never did see if I got the fly. I had picked up the pieces and tossed them in the trash. Now I had to fix the wall.
Sue came back into the kitchen, alone. She checked the dinner and then turned to me.
"How could you do that to me, Bill? You helped that bitch prove every point she made with that damn cock of yours," she pouted. "I never realized how good you are with that, especially on the kitchen table. Why haven't you ever shown me that technique?"
I spun Sue around and flipped her dress over her ass and pulled her panties down. I had her stretched across the table and coming in a flash. Watching me with June had apparently made her quite randy. I spanked her ass a few times to touch her off again and then I managed one more curtain call for the troupe.
After I had Little Bill tucked away, I went to the garage looking for the drywall.
"Dinner is almost ready, Bill," called Sue as I reached the back of the garage.
She always waited until I was as far away as possible to speak to me! Then she'd tell me I was going deaf. I always heard what she said if it was important. Suddenly, I realized I'd be late for my appointment with my buddy at the driving range.
I tried to recall why Sue had been so upset when I got home. Women always make big deals out of everything. I carried the piece of drywall back into the house with me, and ate my dinner.
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Even if I live forever, I will never cease to be amazed at how quickly a person's fortunes can change. A week ago, I was happy as a clam. My two kids are both in college and doing well. My wife, Donna, teaches third grade at a local school. She's had the same job since she graduated from college 22 years ago. She's blonde, smart, sexy, funny, beautiful, well.... you get the idea.
We were married the summer Donna finished college. I have never regretted my marriage, not even for a minute. I don't really know why she picked me when she could have any man she wanted, but I'm not complaining. Donna is a wonderful mother and is pretty much responsible for how well our kids turned out.
I work for Art & Paul's Old Fashioned Soda Company. Don't feel bad if you've never heard of it. It's a family company started by two brothers in a garage in Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania, in1963. No one seems to know exactly where, or how, they developed their formula, but there is no better carbonated soft drink on the planet
The company stayed pretty much a part-time garage business until the early seventies. The demand for their product kept increasing and eventually they moved the business to a bigger building. Today, they have 450 employees and have resisted any further expansion. The family feels it would lose control of the quality of their product if they went "big time".
A few weeks ago, Time Magazine ran an article about the family and the soda they make. I now suspect that story was the catalyst for all my recent problems.
The magazine made a big deal out of how closely the original family formula was guarded. Near the end of the story, my name was mentioned as the guy in charge of security for the company. I had worked for Art and Paul since I got out of the army in 1985. I worked my way up the ladder and three years ago I was named head of security.
The title sounds good, but the truth is security was never much of an issue, at least not until that damn magazine story. It made our soda sound like the best thing since toilet paper, and that the secret formula is worth millions. Looking at it now, I guess it probably is.
When the story hit the newsstands, interest in our product and how it was made picked up noticeably. Suddenly, my job wasn't so cushy. It became evident that we needed to increase the measures in place to protect the formula.
To that end, I found myself in Las Vegas last week for a trade show on anything, and everything, a company could ever need to ward off corporate spying and espionage. I felt a little like James Bond with Q. That was the guy with inventions, wasn't it? I did pick up some very helpful ideas and even ordered some equipment and software for the company.
The last day of the show was Saturday. By Saturday evening, I was mentally exhausted from trying to absorb so much information. I was sitting at the hotel bar, nursing a beer and unwinding. I expected nothing and was just relaxing.
Then I heard someone sit on the seat next to me and I turned my head casually to look that way. I almost fell off my stool! Next to me was a beautiful redhead in a short dress with a low top. Her breasts formed an incredible valley a man could gaze at all night. I guess I was doing exactly that.
"Are you going to spent all night starring at the twins, or are you going to buy a girl a drink?" she asked me while flashing a beautiful smile.
I managed to pull my tongue in and called the bartender over. I bought her a drink and ordered another beer for myself. That was Saturday. Just three days later, I found myself fighting for my career.
I had arrived home Sunday afternoon and was back at work Monday morning. Tuesday morning found me in my office, trying to prepare a report to the board of directors for the afternoon meeting. I noticed an email from a hotmail account come across my monitor. The sender had the username "Bestfriend" and there were attachments. It piqued my curiosity, so I opened he email.
There was a very brief message consisting of two sentences. I sat there and read it at least a dozen times. It didn't make much sense, but I knew it would be very important to me.
The message read, "Drive to Casey Park at noon and park next to the black Lincoln near the playground. If you don't, these pictures will be emailed to your boss, wife, kids, parents, and numerous community leaders."
It was with more than a little trepidation that I began to open the attached pictures. My stomach immediately knotted up and I felt nauseous. Somehow, someone had managed to take pictures of me with the redhead. The first picture showed us at the bar. Anyone can take a picture in a public place. It was the photos that followed that made my head spin.
They were taken in my hotel room and were quite explicit. First, I got mad. How the hell could those pictures be taken in a private room? It was a violation of my rights. Whoever took them broke numerous laws! Then my thoughts changed direction and all I could think about was what Donna would say if she found out about the pictures! Even worse, what if her parents and our kids saw them?
My mind began to understand the situation into which I had been plunged. I was obviously being threatened. If pictures of a naked redhead sucking my cock got out, my life could be turned to shit! To make things worse, if that was possible, there were several even more incriminating pictures. The one of me eating her bald pussy came out especially well. I could even make out several big freckles on her tits in the picture where she was riding me like a cowgirl! I really didn't want the boss, the kids, and especially Donna, to ever know those pictures even existed!
Art and Paul Simon were rather religious men. Everyone that worked for them had a morality clause in their contract. More than a few people had been terminated over the years for conduct detrimental to the company. Some had been caught in workplace affairs, some had stolen from the company, and one guy was fired for repeatedly lying about being ill when he was actually fishing.
The rumor was that before he canned him, Art told the man he could understand him going fishing rather than going to work. Art had been known to take a few afternoons off in trout season himself. He just couldn't tolerate the man lying about it.
As I mulled my situation over, I decided I needed to come up with a plan for damage control. Why were the pictures taken? Why were they emailed to me? Why was I told to drive to the park? How could I put a good spin on the situation? How do you shine shit?
There could only be one reason for my current situation, at least that I could think of. That reason was the fucking formula I was employed to protect. It had to be at the core of this shitstorm I was suddenly facing. I would probably be blackmailed into revealing it. The one big problem with that was that I had no idea what the concoction was. Hell, I drank beer.
I did have access, as security chief, to every part of the facility! A guy smarter than I, but with my ability to get into the more closely guarded areas, could probably hack into the computers, or the fucking shoebox, in which the secret was stored. That had to be the reason my life was circling the drain!
I checked my watch and realized I had to leave within the hour to reach the park by noon. I hated to do it, but I picked up my phone and called Art Simon and quickly arranged a meeting with him and Paul.
It was exactly noon when I pulled into the park and stopped next to a black Lincoln. Two men were sitting in the car, apparently waiting for me. The guy is the passenger seat got out and held the door, indicating with a nod that he wanted me to get into the car. As I climbed it, I looked both men over. I had never seen either man before.
"It was smart of you to show up," asserted the man behind the wheel. "I have my laptop ready to send off pictures to every family member, friend, superior, and associate you ever had. I picked this spot because I can pick up wi-fi from that hotel across the street. All I have to do is hit the "enter" key and the shit hits the fan for you."
"Let's cut to the chase," I snapped. "What will it take to keep those pictures private?"
"I like your attitude, Benson," chuckled the prick. "This has been so easy. You're a security expert like a woodpecker is a carpenter! I had a hooker hired to fuck your brains out Saturday night and you went and picked that redhead up and fucked her before my girl got there. That saved me a couple hundred bucks, and the bitch you nailed was a lot better than the one I had for you. The pictures turned out quite well, don't you think?"
"Let's just get this over with," I insisted. "Do you want money for that computer? I'll need to know there aren't any more hard drives with those files on them."
"I want money, alright," laughed the man. "The problem is you don't have any where near enough. I want you to give my friend in the back your ID card and the code you use to get into the more sensitive areas of your company."
"What? You think I'll give you that? If they find out I gave it to you, I'll be fired and probably sued and who knows what else? I can't do that," I stated firmly.
"No problem, Benson," grinned the miserable fuck. "I'll just hit this key and you'll be in a world of shit so fast your head will spin!"
"Just a minute!" I shrieked. "When do you want the code and my ID?"
"Right now, dip-shit!" he snarled. "We're not going to give you a chance to fuck this up. Give it to him now and we'll wait here till he gets back. If everything goes okay, I'll give you this laptop and you'll never see us again. Your family will never find out what a fucking sex fiend you are and we'll all be happy."
"He can't just walk into the place even if you have the code," I warned. "He'll be seen and there are security cameras everywhere. It won't work."
"That would usually be the case," agreed my blackmailer, "but on the first Tuesday of the month, the people in the office are required to meet with the bosses in the conference room and discuss strategy and marketing for the next month. Between the hours of one and two, the place will be empty except for the guy watching the monitors. He's dumber than a fucking stick. My friend will be in and out before he figures out what the hell is happening."
I turned to look at the guy's partner in the back seat. He was grinning from ear to ear as he held up an old Richard Nixon mask. I realized the cameras would record Tricky Dicky and be of little help. I pulled out my ID card and handed it to the guy as I told him the code number.
The guy got out of the car, walked across the street, climbed into a Nissan Sentra and drove off. I sat with my blackmailer and waited. He held his finger lightly on the enter key all the time. It was almost as nerve-wracking as sitting with a goddamn suicide bomber.
It was almost an hour later when the car returned. The guy was grinning from ear to ear as he strode back to the Lincoln.
"I've got it!" he exclaimed. "These hicks are fucking idiots. Let's get this back to the boss."
"You have what you want, so hand over the computer," I demanded as I reached for the laptop.
"Oops!" laughed the bastard as he hit the key deliberately. "That's a shame. I guess you won't need my laptop now. The damage is already done, Asshole!"
I debated smacking the shit out of the guy when his pal opened my door and flashed a knife. He gestured for me to get out. I carefully stepped out of the car, closely watching the guy wielding the knife.
He slammed the door closed and hurried back to the Nissan and climbed in. The two cars quickly drove off. I debated jumping in front of them, not to stop them, but to end the nightmare I was in. I had foolishly hoped the prick would keep his end of the agreement and not send the pictures. Now I had to face the music!
By the time I got back to my office, I could see the big turbine of life was really spinning fast and waste material was flying everywhere, especially in my face. The internet is much faster than my old Jeep.
Gloria, Art's secretary, called soon after I entered my office. I got along with her pretty good. She had always enjoyed chatting with Donna at company functions, as well. I could tell from her voice that she was concerned for me.
"Dan, your attendance in the board room is requested. I'm afraid it may involve the pictures that were emailed to every member of the board a little while ago," she added. "I don't like to judge, but I can't believe you would do this to your marriage. Donna loves you so much!"
"I guess that's my problem, Gloria. I think she loves me too much. Certainly, it's way more than I deserve. I'll be right up," I told her.
I had to pass by Gloria's desk to go into the board room. She was waiting for me when I entered the office. She flagged me down and motioned me toward a chair.
"They told me to ask you to wait here, Dan. They'll send for you soon," she promised. "Do I know your lady friend?"
I looked up at Gloria and could see the picture of me being ridden by the cowgirl on her monitor. She had enlarged the pictures so the redhead's face and upper body filled the screen. The woman riding me in the photo had red hair strewn across her face, so only her smile showed. I had to admit that she did have a big smile! Good cowgirls moved around a lot and couldn't be worried about their coiffure.
"Do you spend much time in Vegas, Gloria?" I asked. "If not, it's unlikely that you would know her."
I had to sit and cool my heels for almost half an hour. Gloria seemed to enjoy the photos. She looked at each one of them several times. Then she picked up the phone and called someone. I realized this was just too good for her to resist. She was probably calling her friends and neighbors to tell them about the great porn she had received and would be sending to the few people in the world that hadn't yet seen the pictures. As I waited, my mood got darker and darker.
Finally, Gloria was buzzed and she turned to me.
"You can go in now, Dan. Good luck, and don't take any shit from them!" she added as I opened the door.
I was wondering about her statement a little as I walked into the room. I soon pushed it from my thoughts when I saw the mood of the group. There were seven people on the board. Art and Paul were there, of course. The rest, except one, were family members. Paul's wife had passed away a few years prior, and was replaced on the board by her daughter, Gwen. Art's wife, Mildred, sat to his left. The others were Art's son, Paul's son, and the company CFO, Bob Robinson.
"Dan, we've asked you here today to hear your explanation for these pictures and for the blackmail mess that ensued," stated Art. "We want to hear your side of the story before we make any decisions."
I looked each person in the eye before I framed my answer. I always heard it's best to make these things personal, just like a defendant looking at the jurors.
"I came to you as soon as I realized there would be a blackmail attempt, as you know, Art. I helped devise a plan very quickly that should enable the company to not only retain it's secret to success, but to find out who was behind the attempted theft," I responded.
"That part went very well, Dan," agreed Art. "We've already received a couple reports from the firm you that recommended. They are following these thugs as we speak. The moron stole my wife's recipe for a rather bitter drink she likes to serve during the Christmas holidays. The problem at the moment is what you did to set yourself up to be blackmailed. These pictures are very disturbing. You are a married man and you were in Vegas representing this company."
"I submit to you that the pictures were taken illegally. They invaded my privacy and should not be considered. What I, or any of you, do behind closed doors is our business and not subject to review by our employers, friends, or acquaintances," I concluded.
"The problem is, we do know what you did behind closed doors, Dan. This is a family company and we have rather high standards, though they really are not unreasonable," responded Paul. "We hold marriage vows sacred. We cannot condone, or ignore, this sort of activity with a lady of the night, or whatever she was."
I could see I wasn't going to be able to convince them that my privacy had been violated and they should disregard the photos. I knew if I threatened a law suit, they would show me the street all the quicker. Their beliefs were not formed by courts of law. I read the writing on the wall and decided to leave. I would have to discuss my options with a lawyer. I knew it would be an expensive and ugly court battle and I had hoped for a better resolution.
"I have nothing more to add," I concluded. "Now, I must be.."
Suddenly the door swung open and Gloria stepped into the room. This was extremely unusual for her and it was obvious that she was very nervous.
"I am so sorry! I hate to intrude on the board, but I would never forgive myself if I didn't at least try. I have Mrs. Benson here to speak to you!"
You could have knocked me over with a feather! Donna walked into the room and right up to the group. She held her head high and looked great, even though she was wearing a long plain coat and carrying a big handbag.
"I apologize for the interruption, ladies and gentleman, but I believe I have some information that may shed light on this situation and prevent you from making a terrible mistake," she announced.
"Mrs. Benson, Donna," responded Art kindly. "It is understandable that you would be upset, but this boardroom is not the forum for a domestic battle. We regret this has happened, but we must take action. Your anger at Dan is not something we care to witness here."
"Anger for Dan?" laughed Donna. "I love this guy more than ever! You all know what a fine employee, father and husband he's been. Now that you've seen the pictures, you also know what a wonderful lover he is!"
I hurried over to Donna and took her by the arm to pull her from the room. She would have none of it and jerked her arm from me.
"Dan! You are such a wonderful husband! This is something I have to do. I want them to know the truth and I know you won't tell it," insisted Donna. "I will!"
"What exactly is the truth Dan is withholding from us, Donna," asked a very confused Art Simon.
"The truth is this. The woman in the pictures is me. I had a seminar in Los Angeles the same week Dan was in Vegas. I surprised him by arranging my flight home so that I'd have a one night lay-over in Vegas. It turned out to be one of the best "lay-overs" I've ever had, if you catch my meaning," laughed Donna as she pointed to the pictures lying in front of the group. "In fact, I see some of the proof sitting on your conference table."
"Wow! Did you buy some ocean front property while you were in Las Vegas, Mrs. Benson," questioned Bob Robinson. "If we believe your story, we'd be likely to believe anything, wouldn't we? If you are, in fact, the woman in these pictures, why didn't Dan just tell us up front and bypass all this hassle?"
"That's easy, Mr. Robinson," replied Donna. "Dan is a true gentleman. He would rather be terminated than embarrass or humiliate me. There is nothing he would not do to spare his family pain. Gloria called me and told me about the pictures and her suspicions that I was the woman in the photos. I immediately opened my email and realized they were taken in our hotel room, without our knowledge or permission, I might add. Dan was willing to come in here and take whatever you handed him to protect me. I think that's the type of man this company wants."
"If that's true, and I personally don't believe it is, why are you claiming to be the lady in red?" demanded Robinson. "Aren't you making this up so he can keep his position with the company? Why else would you be willing to embarrass yourself by making such a wild assertion?"



"That's easy again, Mr. Robinson," Donna replied hotly. "I am embarrassed that anyone would be so vile as to photograph my husband and me while making love. The truth is, however, that my love for my husband far exceeds any personal embarrassment I may suffer. I will not stand by and have him maligned or insulted. He is a fine man with an impeccable reputation and should never have to take any shit like this!"
"How old are you, my dear?' asked Mrs. Mildred Simon.
Donna turned her attention to Art Simon's wife. She looked at the older woman for half a minute before responding.
"As long as I'm baring everything here, I may as well tell you, Mrs. Simon. I'm 44 years old. I weigh 122 pounds and I'm an inch shy of five and a half feet tall."
"With all due respect to the ladies present, the woman in these pictures is much younger than 44!" snorted Robinson. "I'd be willing to bet the slut in these pictures isn't even 35!"
I had Robinson by his lapels and across the conference table before he finished his sentence. I was pulling back to paste him a good shot when Donna grabbed my arm.
"Dan! Don't even think about it! He's just stating what he thinks is fact. Let him go, now!" barked Donna.
I relaxed my grip on Robinson and let him flop back into his seat. It seemed quite apparent that my job was history now.
"Mr. Robinson, I don't know how you feel about your wife being insulted in front of you, but believe me when I tell you that Dan will not tolerate it from you, or anyone. He absolutely worships me!" beamed Donna as she looked at me.
"My Dear," interjected Mildred Simon. "Personally, I admire the way both of you protect and defend each other, but I am afraid that Mr. Robinson has made a valid point, although his crudeness is very upsetting. You are 44 years old and the woman in the photos appears much younger. Her face is not clear in any of them, what with her hair always in her face."
Donna reached into her bag and pulled out a red wig and placed it on her head over her blond hair. The group at the table looked unconvinced.
"It seems you do have a red wig, Mrs. Benson, but the age difference is still a considerable hurdle for us to get over," stated Mildred Simon. "I, for one, have difficulty accepting that you are the woman in the photos. It seems very possible that you are going to great lengths to save your husband's position with our company."
"You have no idea how far I'd go for Dan, Mrs. Simon," answered Donna. "Will you admit that if the woman in the pictures is me, then Dan has done nothing wrong? That he and has, in fact, helped your company prevent the theft of your formula at tremendous personal embarrassment and ridicule? Will you admit that a married couple can enjoy love making in private as depicted in these photos, without shame or humiliation? Is it possible that if we had pictures of you and Mr. Simon in a moment of ardor, there is little here that you wouldn't be doing?"
"This is not about Mr. Simon and me, Mrs. Benson," smiled Mildred Simon. "I will say that I would be most uncomfortable to have photos of my personal life circulated on the internet, although less so if I could look as good as the young lady in these photos. We seem to have reached an impasse here, I'm afraid."
"I will not accept that. Dan is being accused of impropriety. He's actually being condemned for loving his wife! The so-called evidence that he was with a cheap whore is a bunch of lousy pictures! You can't even see my face in them because of this cheap wig I bought in the airport in Los Angeles. You can't even see my face in the photo taken at the bar while I still had my clothes on," Donna stated calmly.
"Somehow I knew it would come to this. I want you to look at these pictures that Gloria enlarged," insisted Donna as she pulled two glossies from her handbag and tossed them on the table in front of the group. "Look at the freckles on the left breast. Then look at the little tattoo just above the pussy my husband is so enthusiastically paying lip service. Then compare them with this!"
I had thought I'd seen everything. Now everyone saw everything. Donna had quickly unbuttoned her coat as she spoke and shrugged it off her shoulders. She was completely naked!
I didn't know if I should crawl under the table, grab her coat and put it back over her, or just stand there and beam. There's something about seeing your wife naked in front of other people that is extremely erotic. I had seen her naked for 22 years, but she never looked sexier.
"Mr. Simon, please look at the pictures and then my left breast, and then down below. What conclusion do you reach, Sir?" Donna asked Paul Simon as she stepped up to the table, standing close in front of him.
"My conclusion, Mrs. Benson," responded Paul Simon after what seemed like an unnecessarily long inspection, "is that you are indeed the woman in the photograph and a vision of beauty. It is also my opinion that we owe you, and the extremely fortunate Mr. Benson standing next to you, a huge apology. These proceedings, in retrospect, subjected both of you unfair accusations bordering on slander.
"I am now offering a motion that this board formally apologize to Dan Benson, acknowledge that his quick thinking has saved our company the loss of our formula, present him with a five thousand dollar bonus in appreciation as well as a five percent raise in salary," he continued. "Do I hear a second?"
The six other members seemed to all respond at the same time, seconding the motion of Paul's. It passed unanimously. Donna was still hugging me when Art Simon gently placed her coat on her shoulders. His wife, Mildred, waited for us to separate.
"My Dear, it goes against the laws of nature for a woman to look as good as you do at 44, or at almost any age! I apologize for my reluctance to believe you, but I can assure you that if I hadn't seen it with my own eyes; I would never have believed our area's third grade teacher could achieve such a metamorphosis by donning a wig and shedding her clothing! Your devotion to your husband, and his respect and love for you, are most touching. It's regrettable that those pictures of you are circulating. Especially when you look so good, but your face can't be recognized in them!"
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It was a beautiful spring afternoon and the sun warmed my face as I drove home from work. When I reached my place, I noticed that my daughter, Stephanie's, car was parked in the driveway. That meant that she must have come home from college for the weekend. I always enjoyed listening to her stories about her friends, classes, and sports activities.
She had me blocked out of my side of the garage, so I parked behind her car and walked up the driveway. I saw a hair comb on the pavement. I knew it had to belong to either Steph or my wife, Karen, so I bent to pick it up.
I awoke with a splitting headache. I tried to open my eyes, but I couldn't. I tried to speak, but I couldn't. I thought I could hear murmuring but it sounded miles away. I awoke again. Everything was quiet. I tried to focus, to concentrate on my surroundings.
I awoke again. I heard voices, subdued voices, but I was able to make out the words. They only created more confusion in my mind. What was stable? Who lost blood? Why couldn't I speak?
I woke up and heard my wife, Karen, talking. She sounded close. After several attempts, I managed to open my eyes. The bright lights forced me to close them immediately. I waited a few seconds and tried again. This time I was able to adjust and keep my eyes open, although I did have to blink several times to clear the images.
"Kurt!" exclaimed Karen. "Nurse! He's awake!"
Karen made that sound like a good thing. I realized that I must have been asleep. Why was she telling a nurse? Was she hurt? What was going on?
"Kurt, Darling!" Karen whispered into my ear as she clutched my hand. "You'll be okay! All your vital signs are good. Don't worry!"
Now I was worried. Why would she say that to me? Why would my vital signs be anything but good? I was in good shape. I exercised. I spent most of my spare time outdoors. I'd put my vital signs up against those of any man my age, and most men ten years younger.
Next thing I knew, a nurse was leaning over me, looking in my eyes and adjusting some tubes. I knew that couldn't be good. I fell back asleep.
I opened my eyes and looked around. I could see Karen asleep in a chair in the corner. I tried to turn my head and I must have groaned.
"Dad! It's Steph, Dad," a voice practically yelled into my ear. "Mom, Dad's awake! He looks way better."
"Better than what?" I asked in a voice so low I was barely able to hear it. "What's going on, Steph? What the hell happened?"
"You were shot, Dad. Somebody shot you when you were walking up the driveway. The bullet entered your back and came out the top of your chest, but you're going to be okay," she assured me.
"Sweetheart, I'm right here. We won't leave you alone, so rest easy, Darling," cried Karen. "You'll make a full recovery and be home in no time."
Then she bawled as she held her face against my forehead. I felt the tears dropping onto my cheek. I had no idea exactly what all had happened, but it was obvious that Karen had been under tremendous stress. Had I almost died? I hadn't seen Karen cry like that since her father had passed away suddenly from a massive heart attack. I fell back asleep with Karen crying all over me.
It took a while, but I gradually slept less and stayed alert longer. The story was remarkably simple. It appeared someone had shot me from a parked car across the street from our house, and then sped away. The car had been reported stolen and was found a few miles away in a field. That seemed to be the extent of the known facts.
I had dropped like a bag of rocks when I was hit. Stephanie had been watching through a window as I walked toward the house. She had gone to the door to greet me, and just as she opened it, a gunshot boomed across the neighborhood and I went down. She screamed and ran to my side.
Karen had been making dinner when she heard the window break, followed immediately by the percussion of the shot. She reached me seconds after Stephanie. It was Karen that pulled Steph's cell phone off her belt and dialed 911. Then she rushed back inside for blankets and a pillow while Steph held me and cried. My blood soaked her shirt and jeans, and ran down the driveway.
It was touch and go that night. The bullet had just nicked a lung and pretty well mangled a rib, and had punched a huge hole in my upper chest as it exited. The blood loss was the primary concern.
The cops showed up as soon as I was able to talk and asked me all kinds of questions. I know they had a job to do, but a lot of their questions seemed asinine to me. Did I know anyone that wanted me dead? I couldn't help but think that if I did, I would have shot him first! I couldn't tell that to the police, but I swore to myself I'd gut shoot the bastard if I ever found who it was.
Once I was out of danger, Steph went back to college. Karen stayed with me until my sister finally made her go home and get some sleep and clean up. I guess Karen was neglecting her health and personal hygiene during her vigil. She was only gone about seven hours, but she looked more like the old Karen when she came back, except her eyes had bags under them and she looked thin. I realized that acts of violence have more victims than just those actually struck by the bullets.
The cops came by several times, asking questions. I found out later that they had grilled the neighbors, my coworkers, and my family. No one seemed to be able to shed any light on the incident.
I lost track of time while I was in the hospital. It had no meaning for me until the day I was released and came home. Karen drove into the garage and closed the garage door behind us. I didn't say anything, but I was relieved that she did it that way. What if the shooter came back? I was scared about that.
I didn't say anything to Karen, but I knew she was worried, too. Hell, she and Steph were in danger as much as I was. Who knew what the shooter had in mind or who he wanted dead? The police had assured us that they would patrol the area, but I had no doubt that a determined person would have no trouble getting to us.
I walked hunched over and very slowly, but I was walking. Steph jumped out of the back seat and opened the door to the kitchen from the garage. As soon as I stepped into the kitchen, I saw a hole in the wall not far from the clock.
Karen noticed my raised eyebrows and quickly answered my unasked question. I inspected the hole as she explained it.
"The police dug the bullet out of the wall there, Kurt. It went through you, broke the front window and wound up in the wall. I had a man replace the glass in the window and I hired a man to repair the wall but he hasn't come yet," she revealed. "I wanted that hole fixed and I'm sorry it's still there."
"Shit! What the hell kind of gun did the guy use?" I wondered aloud. "It must have been a high powered rifle, at the very least. You or Stephanie could have been killed!"
"Dad, I think you're the one we need to worry about for the foreseeable future," responded Stephanie. "Mom and I are fine."
I had been pissed before, but now I was in a seething rage. The bastard didn't just take a pop at me. He came very close to killing my wife, or daughter, or both. I felt my hands shake as I contemplated life without either of them. I knew I'd never feel safe until the shooter was caught.
I went into the den and unlocked my gun cabinet. I loaded a shotgun and looked around. I carefully dropped to my knees and slid it under the sofa. Then I loaded my .38 and tucked it under my belt.
"Kurt, hasn't there been enough shooting?" asked Karen. "It isn't safe to keep a loaded gun hidden under the couch. Do you think you're going to carry that handgun every place you go?"
"I'll say this once and I want both you and Steph, to listen real close," I replied calmly. "That shotgun will not be moved unless one of you feels you need it for protection. I want it loaded and ready. This gun will go with me as much as possible. There will be no discussion or complaints about this."
Karen and Stephanie looked at each other and then back to me. Neither of them questioned my decree, however. They could tell that it was not negotiable.
"Until this nut is locked away, we'll be prepared for anything," I stated. "Tomorrow, I'll show you both how to use every gun in the house. If I feel the need, I'll get more guns. I know you've both been shown how to safely handle a gun, but I want you to both know how to shoot them. The shotgun does not need to be aimed. Just point it and pull the trigger. There is nothing more effective at close range."
I knew I was scaring them, but I'd rather have them too cautious than careless and in danger. I suddenly felt exhausted. I gingerly sat down on the couch. I felt a burning jolt in my back and grimaced when I came in contact with the back of the sofa.
"Kurt, you're in pain," worried Karen. "I'll get you a pill for that."
I hated to take those pills because I felt I needed my wits about me. I could ill afford to be high on some shit if somebody made a try for me. On the other hand, I wouldn't be worth a fuck if I was in so much pain, I couldn't move. I took the pill.
Things settled into a bit of a routine. Stephanie went back to school. I was worried about her, but logic dictated that if she had been the target, the shooter would have had numerous chances to get her. Somehow, I knew the guy, if it was a guy, was after me. Other people were only in danger when they were near me. That was why I insisted Karen go back to work as soon as I was able to get around enough to take care of myself.
Fear does strange things to a man. I carried my .38 everywhere in the house with me. I didn't turn on the TV because I was worried I wouldn't hear anyone trying to get in. I watched out the windows all the time, but never stood close to them. I never turned a light on in the room unless the curtains were drawn tightly. I don't know how many times I checked the shotgun to be sure it was loaded. I jumped a foot very time the phone rang. When the guy next door turned off his lawn mower and it backfired, I almost shit a brick!
I gradually regained my strength, and some of my nerve. I knew my behavior was a strain on Karen, but I noticed that she stayed away from windows, too. I may have seemed paranoid for a while, but she seemed to share my fear. After all, she had seen me lying in Stephanie's arms with my blood gushing onto the pavement.
I never got to the point where I wasn't at least a little nervous, but I eventually returned the .38 to the gun cabinet. Every now and then I'd get it out and clean it. I always kept the shells where I could get to them fast.
I finally went back to work half way through the summer. Everyone was great to me and I was pretty much given easy jobs for the first few weeks. I'm an electrician and the work isn't easy if your back hurts. I didn't do much but change a lot of bulbs and wire some outlets the first month back.
I began to feel that I going to be able to put it all behind me, but I was worried about Karen. She had lost weight and never gained it back. She seldom laughed. She waited on me hand and foot when we were together. It became embarrassing and annoying.
"Karen, you have to let me do things for myself," I finally told her one day when she saw me putting my sneakers on and quickly kneeled down to tie them for me. "It's embarrassing to have a wife fawn over me like this. I'm a man and I need my pride, okay? I should be doing things for you. That's the way it's supposed to be."
She just burst into tears and gently wrapped her arms around me and cried on my healing chest. The first few times we made love were bad. I couldn't really thrust very well, so Karen climbed on me and slid my cock inside her. I thought things were going fairly well until I noticed her fingers touching the scar in my chest. Pretty soon I felt the tears dropping on me. This happened a few times until I began to wear shirts to bed, just to keep her from seeing my old bullet wound and becoming upset.
Karen began doing things for me that she seldom had done in our previous 22 years of marriage. She'd get me hard with her mouth all the time. She's offer herself to me any position, any time I indicated that I would like to make love. She wanted to please me too much, odd as that sounds.
I never thought I'd see the day where I would complain that my wife was too anxious to please me sexually. I didn't want her to treat me like I was going to die any second. I wanted her to be passionate and loving, but not fawning and stilted. I kept telling her I was doing fine and she didn't have to feel like she had to try to please me every second. I tried to explain that I'd be happier if we could just be lovers, equal in giving and receiving pleasure and love. I didn't seem to be able to get it across to her.
We didn't argue about anything, and any married man can tell you that's a strong indication of problems. Karen's will seemed to have slipped away. More than a few nights, I woke with her curled against me, crying like a baby. I was at a loss as to what to do.
Then, after not hearing anything from the police for months, they started coming around again. Detective Sarah Henderson had just been promoted, and my shooting was one of the cases she had been assigned. Her obvious desire to solve the case and enhance her career encouraged me. Her actual questions didn't seem any smarter or more insightful than the other cops', but her attitude was a lot better.
"Did you know a Ralph Williams, Mr. Lent?" she asked one day.
"Ralph Williams?" I repeated. "No, not that I can recall. I'd remember a guy with two first names. Why do you ask?"
Detective Henderson ignored my question as she turned to Karen. I swung around to listen to Karen's response. I instantly knew that she was familiar with the name. She fidgeted with her hands and looked down. She was nervous!
"He worked in the same building as me for a year or so. I haven't seen him in a long time," she replied meekly.
"Do you know if he ever met your husband, Mrs. Lent?" asked the detective. "Were they ever in the same social setting, ballgame, party, anything at all?"
"Yes, he was at a company picnic that Kurt and I attended last spring, but Kurt never actually met him," answered Karen. "He was an odd sort of man and didn't have many friends. I didn't speak to him and neither did Kurt."
Now how the hell could Karen remember that picnic so well? She even remembered who was there and who we spoke to, and who we didn't. I thought that Detective Henderson had to wonder about it, too. Surprisingly, she changed direction and asked questions about my work. Karen was flushed and beads of sweat dotted her brow. It didn't require a trained interrogator to see she was agitated at the mention of this Williams guy. I filed that information away for later.
Detective Henderson asked a few more questions, but I was hardly paying attention. Karen's behavior had set alarms off in my head. I decided to keep my eyes open and ask a few questions of my own. If this guy had anything to do with me taking lead, I wanted to know about it.
Two days later I stopped for a coffee and doughnut at a local café. I saw Jack Burns sitting on a stool and sat next to him. He wasn't in the same department as Karen, but he worked in the same building. I made small talk for a few minutes. Then I broached the subject of Ralph Williams.
"Jack, do you remember a guy named Ralph Williams?" I asked. "He used to work for your company a year or so ago?"
"Yeah, I remember him. I was glad to see him leave, too," Jack replied. "He was always real friendly to your face, but he was a back stabbing prick when you weren't looking. Tim Shaw, one of the quietest, nicest guys you'll ever meet, knocked him on his ass one day at work. Tim wouldn't tell anyone why, but rumor was that he caught Ralphie-boy sniffing around his wife. She worked in the claims department."
"Was he a lady's man, then? Did he like to chase the skirts?" I quizzed.
"Well, he always seemed to be trying. The thing was he had this weird look about him, like Charles Manson or something. I don't think any women ever returned his interest, but it didn't stop him from trying. When Tim got out of the hospital, he was looking for Ralph pretty hard, as I recall," volunteered Jack.
"Why was Tim Shaw in the hospital? I don't remember anything about that. When and why was he in the hospital?" I quizzed.
"He was in a car crash a few days after he decked Williams. Tim insisted he was deliberately forced off the road and into Stevens Creek one night while he was driving home. He had a badly broken arm and a bunch of cuts and contusions from the accident," revealed Jack. "That was sometime in early May. Tim claimed it had to be Williams that did it, though he never saw the other driver and couldn't describe the car."
That was something to think about. This guy was trouble, or so it appeared. Maybe I would talk to Tim Shaw before too long.
"Tim swore he'd kill the bastard if he ever caught him. Williams quit his job and left town before Tim got out of the hospital. He told me that he'd only need one good arm for Williams, and I don't think anyone doubted it," chuckled Jack. "Probably Karen can tell you more about him than I can. She and Tim's wife always used to eat lunch together.
"Used to?" I asked. "They don't eat together any more? Why is that?"
"Well, right after Tim got out of the hospital, he accepted a job offer in Texas or someplace and they moved within a few weeks. Karen was probably busy taking care of you at that time. It was around the same time you were plugged in the back."
I thanked Jack, threw some money on the counter, and walked into the morning sun. My gut was in a knot. I needed to ask more questions and wondered how I'd like the answers.
All That day, I kicked the information around that Jack gave me. It could be just coincidence that the cops were asking questions about some crazy bastard, that the questions made Karen nervous, and she was in a position to know more about the guy than she admitted. I had never put any faith in coincidences.
I dialed Detective Henderson's number with my cell phone. I felt like she owed me an explanation about why she was asking about Williams. She answered on the third ring.
"Hello, Detective Henderson? Kurt Lent here. I was wondering if you've made any headway in finding out who shot me." I stated bluntly.
"Mr. Lent, I was going to call you. We think we're getting close. We have a suspect, or as we like to call them, "a person of interest." His last known address was Middletown, New York. The Police down there are trying to locate him as we speak," she confided. "We're still working on motive and the timing."
Shit, Middletown was less than a couple hours away. I felt my paranoia creeping back into my thought processes. The guy could drive up, pop me off, and drive back without ever being missed. It wasn't quitting time yet, but I tossed my stuff in the truck and headed home. Karen would be home by the time I got there and we had to talk. It was obvious she was keeping things from me and I was starting to get pissed about it.
As I drove, I kept thinking about the day I was shot in my own driveway. The guy that did it had wanted me dead. That was a certainty. Why would a guy I didn't know, but Karen did, want me dead? Somehow, I didn't think I'd like the answer to that riddle.
By the time I got home, I was almost frantic. I kept watching my mirror and studied every car that passed me. I expected something to happen any second. My hands were sweating where I gripped the steering wheel, and my right eyelid twitched. It's easy to tell yourself to relax and calm down, but once you get shot in the back, it's not easy to put the thought into action.
By the time I got home, I didn't even dare drive up my driveway. Instead, I turned a block early and parked cross lots from my house. Then I tried to sneak along a fence without acting too furtive. I didn't want any neighbors to know what a basket case I really was.



I came up on my back door and looked around to see if anyone was watching me. I was sweating profusely now and I half expected a bullet to crash into me any moment. I saw no one, but that proved nothing. I never saw the guy last time he shot me.
I quietly opened the door and stepped inside. I needed to have Karen tell me what she was hiding. That had to be the reason she was so nervous and sad all the time. I realized the term that I would use to describe her was "acting guilty" and I had to know why, or we'd never get past it.
I walked through the kitchen and then heard voices in the den! I carefully worked my way closer so I could make out what was being said.
"You'll be coming with me, as soon as I take care of that prick you married!" snarled a masculine voice. "We'll never be apart again. You'll be my woman."
"Ralph, I will not be your woman! I have a husband and I love him. Please leave here now!" begged Karen.
"You didn't act like you loved him that afternoon you fucked me, Karen. You know it was the best sex you ever had. You're just feeling a little guilty about it," insisted the male voice. "We're in love and were meant to be together. You know that."
"Ralph, I'll go with you if we leave right now, okay? There's no reason to wait for Kurt. We can be long gone before he even misses me," reasoned Karen.
"I don't think so, Karen. You'll try to come crawling back to him first chance you get. If he's dead, you'll need me. You won't have any place else to go," replied the man I know knew had to be Ralph Williams.
"Ralph, it was a horrible mistake. I had too much to drink and it must have not mixed with the cold medicine I was taking. You were very persuasive. I don't love you. I don't even like you, Ralph. I love my husband! This is just a terrible misunderstanding. Please leave now and I won't tell anyone you were here," pleaded Karen.
"I don't think so, Karen. Sure you were a little drunk, but you loved the sex! You know you did. Now, how soon before your fucking husband gets home?" demanded Williams. "The cops have started asking questions about me and I can't stick around too long."
I heard what sounded like a quick scuffle and suddenly I knew real fear for Karen. I heard what sounded like a hard slap and then Williams laughed.
"You stupid cunt! Did you really think you'd shoot me with this? Shit, it would knock you ass over tin cup if you fired it! Shotguns are made for men, Karen. Now get away from the window before I blow your cheating ass right off," threatened Williams.
I stepped around the corner. I couldn't remain hidden any longer with the bastard threatening Karen and all my goddamn guns stored in the den! I knew I'd have to act fast or it would be all over, probably for both Karen and me. Karen saw me first and Williams noticed her reaction. He quickly swung the double barrel to point at my chest.
"Here's our hero!" yelled Williams as he brought the shotgun to his shoulder. "Let's see if I can make a bigger hole this time, while you're looking at me!"
It seemed that he was done talking. He intended to blow me in half with my own 12 gauge! I'll never forget what happened next, if I last another hundred years! In what seemed like slow motion, Karen launched herself in front of me just as Williams pulled the trigger! It was like the scene from "The Bodyguard". That was not part of my half-baked plan!
I reached down and grabbed my 36 inch aluminum softball bat from its hiding place behind the drapes. I pretty much swung for the fences as Williams dropped the shotgun and clawed for the pistol tucked in his waistband. Karen was on the floor to my right by this time, so I didn't hold back.
By crouching as he tried to pull his gun out, Williams saved his life. The bat made pretty good contact, but landed much higher on his head than I had intended. It was more solid than a glancing blow, but not a skull crusher. He went over backwards and never moved.
I picked up the shotgun and pulled the handgun from his waistband. Then I picked a couple shells from the top of the trim over the window and broke open the shotgun and dropped them in and snapped it closed. Karen was curled up on the floor, sobbing loudly.
I gently took her arm and helped her stand. Her body shook as she clung to me. I was really getting worried about her by this time. The mental trauma she had gone through had been incredible. It had shaken her to her very core.
Williams was still out when the police arrived, followed immediately by the ambulance. The EMT's placed the bastard carefully on a backboard and carried him out of the house. Detective Henderson was one of the first to arrive. I explained everything to her as Karen clung to me on the couch.
"So this man had pushed himself on Karen's friend, Mary Shaw? He tried to kill Mr. Shaw by running him off the road last spring and he also shot you in the back? Why did he shoot you, Mr. Lent? What reason would he have and why didn't your wife tell us about him sooner?" quizzed the detective.
"Karen missed over a month of work and never even knew about the accident Mary Shaw's husband experienced. His accident was the day after I was shot. They had moved out of the area before Karen returned to work. They were casual workplace acquaintances and not close at all. Karen had only seen this Williams around a few times and had very little to do with him," I calmly answered. "She never even gave the guy a thought. In fact, she had forgotten all about him until you mentioned his name the other day."
"I still don't see why he shot you, Mr. Lent. What reason would he have?" prodded the detective.
"That's exactly why Karen never mentioned him! He didn't have a reason to shoot me, but he thought he had a reason to shoot Karen! He thought she had convinced Mary Shaw not to have anything to do with him. He was actually trying to shoot Karen through the kitchen window and I stepped into the line of fire. I saw a comb on the pavement and leaned ahead to pick it up. The bullet went through me but was deflected enough by my rib to miss Karen, and it lodged harmlessly in the wall. Neither of us even dreamed the shooter was after her. I don't think the police considered that possibility either, did they, Detective Henderson?" I asked with as much indignation as I could muster.
"You were the one that was shot, so the investigation focused on your activities, quite naturally, Mr. Lent," replied Detective Henderson defensively. "As you know, I was zeroing in on this man. I had pulled all the police reports for the week you were shot, and I read them over several times. I noticed that there were two seemingly random acts of violence about the same time.
"The only thing I could find that linked you and Tim Shaw was the fact that your wives worked in the same place. Tim Shaw openly accused Williams, so he was questioned once regarding the incident. Since there was absolutely no proof of any involvement by him in the accident, nothing came of it. Both women would have known Williams, and Mr. Shaw had fought with him because of his unwanted attentions to Mrs. Shaw. We just couldn't figure out a motive for him to shoot you."
"Until he explained this whole thing to us in the den, we had no idea either," I assured the detective. "He's crazy, pure and simple. Don't look for real strong logic from a nut like him."
Then I continued, "I was just glad that I had unloaded that shotgun a few weeks ago. Karen's friend had dropped in a few times with her little boy and it scared me. I couldn't have lived with myself if there were some accident involving the shotgun. I forgot to tell Karen that I had unloaded it and placed the shells on top of the window trim, behind the drapes. My paranoia made me stick that bat back there, just in case. Getting shot in the back makes a man wary."
"Well, Mr. Lent, your precautions certainly seemed to have been warranted," agreed Henderson. "I can see that Mrs. Lent is feeling the worse for wear this evening, and understandably so. I would ask that you both come in tomorrow afternoon to make your statements?"
"We'll be there, Detective Henderson," I promised. "We're just glad to have this all over with,"
It took awhile, but Karen and I were finally alone. She had stopped sobbing, but she was still clinging to me. As I sat there holding her, I realized some of what she had gone through since that day I was shot. She had been consumed with guilt and fear. I had been almost killed. She had cheated on me. What would happen if I learned the truth? She knew how the way I felt about infidelity. She would be cast out. She must have believed that.
"Kurt? I don't know where you came up with the story you told the detective. You must know it wasn't exactly the way it happened. I..I slept with that man one time. It was wrong, I was drunk, but no words will make it right. I really didn't know about Mary's husband being forced off the road. I didn't know much of anything for a long time while you were recovering, except what pertained to your well-being.
"He never really bothered me after I told him I was very happily married and would never be with him again. I explained I had made a horrible mistake He seemed to take it pretty well. Then he started after Mary and it became obvious that he was a weird guy, but I never thought he might be the man that shot you until the detective asked about him the other day. It started me thinking about how odd he was," admitted Karen.
"I had been so worried about you, that I thought I'd go crazy. My sleeping with that man filled me with guilt and shame. I promised God that if he would let you live, I'd spend the rest of my life making it up to you," Karen confessed. "The problem was that no matter what I did for you, I never felt better. I never felt forgiven, Kurt. I just felt dirty and guilty."
"Karen, we'll spend the morning getting our stories straight, and then we'll stick to them. Williams has had a nasty blow to the head so no one will believe him if he gives a different version, understand?" I asked Karen.
"What are you going to do with me, Kurt? I'll tell them anything you want, but what about us? Will you divorce me after this all dies out? I won't blame you. I deserve it," sobbed Karen.
"Darling, I think you've been punished enough, don't you? I keep seeing you jumping in front of me when you thought that bastard was going to shoot me. Don't you think that told me something about how you feel about me?" I asked gently as I stroked Karen's back while I held her to my chest.
"Looking back, that must have seemed a bit melodramatic, but I really did try to save you, Kurt. I knew if you died, I'd want to die, too. Thank God you unloaded that gun!" sighed Karen.
It turned out that Williams suffered brain damage and never regained speech or cognitive thought. He's housed in a state facility for people with his criminal history, and his present medical condition. I think about him from time to time. I'm glad I didn't kill him, but on the other hand, I know it wouldn't have bothered me very much. Whether he was insane, or just mean as hell doesn't matter to me. He attacked me and my wife, and I did what I had to do.
It took a while but the old Karen is back. She doesn't tie my shoes for me, or fawn all over me any more. She gets upset and chews me out now and then. She even disagrees with me on a fairly regular basis, but she always comes to me at night and gives me all her love. That's all I ask.
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It was Sunday afternoon and I was doing yard work while I waited for my wife, Margie, to return from her work seminar in Denver. She had ridden to the airport with a coworker and was due back any time. Margie was a chemist. She worked for a large pharmaceutical company. She very seldom traveled for her work, but this was one trip she couldn't avoid.
The company has been working on a weight loss pill for years and Margie was deeply involved in the project. The company was flying everyone even remotely connected with the project into Denver to brainstorm for a few days. It seemed a competitor was rumored to be already testing a similar project. Competition is intense in the drug industry. One patent can be worth billions, so the powers that be were cracking the whip.
I saw the car pull into the drive and watched Margie get out and head for the house. I pulled the lawn mower into the garage and parked it. I had missed Margie and was eager to see her, and maybe even a little more than just see her. I went into the kitchen.
"Hey, traveling girl! How about a hug?" I asked as I walked toward Margie with my arms spread. "I missed that hot body of yours!"
"Sit down, Jim. We have to talk," Margie stated calmly. "There are a few things we need to discuss."
This wasn't what I had expected. Margie was usually all hugs and kisses after we'd been apart for a few days. She was a scientist, but once her motor got running, she was a dynamo. She now acted more like she was transferring data or something.
"What's up, Darling?" I asked nervously. "Did I leave the kitchen a mess? I was going to take the garbage out, really. I just forgot it, but I'll take care of it right now."
"Jim, this has nothing to do with the house or anything you did," responded Margie. "There's no easy way to tell you this, so I'm just going to give it to you straight. We need to get a divorce."
My mouth went dry and my heart started beating like crazy. I looked at Margie to see if it was a joke, but she never joked about anything like that. She was deadly serious. Still, I had to hope.
"You're kidding me, right? I'm not sure what you're angry about, but I can fix it if you tell me what I did, Margie. I sure don't want a divorce. I'm stunned that you would suggest it. What's wrong?" I demanded.
"You are a strong, proud man, Jim. You deserve to be with someone that is devoted and loyal to you. Anything less would be unfair to you and would never work. You'll be better off without me. It's because I love you so much that we must divorce," she concluded.
"Do you realize that you are making no sense, Margie? For a scientist, your logic is pretty weird. If you love me so much, why don't we stay married for another 30 years, or at least until I kick the bucket," I reasoned. "It's a good thing when a wife loves her husband, Darling!"
"It is if she remembers how much she loves him and remains faithful to him," agreed Margie as I suddenly felt my stomach turn. "Jim, I slept with Boyd Wilkins last night."
Now I really felt ill. I knew Boyd. He worked with Margie and always seemed like a nice guy. At least before he tapped my wife! I was pretty sure he was married and had some children, and they were younger than our two kids in college. Were they both going to get divorced so they could be together? How come I never saw it coming? Had I buried my head in the sand? Was I the king of denial?
"Do you love him, Margie? Is that what this is all about? You and Boyd? You're tossing me to curb because of him? Was the sex that incredible?" I demanded as I conjured visions of the balding, and somewhat pudgy, Boyd Wilkins possessing some kind of super stud abilities.
"I really don't even remember it, Jim. I certainly don't love Boyd. Right now just the thought of him makes me physically ill," Margie admitted. "It's done, however, and it can't be undone. I woke up this morning naked with Boyd sleeping next to me and I could tell that I had sex at some point. I wouldn't accept that behavior from you and I sure as hell won't accept it from myself. You deserve better, much better!"
"I'm having just a little trouble following you, Margie. If you don't love the guy, if he doesn't even turn you on, why did you sleep with him? Why do you want to leave me?" I asked in an effort to clear my confusion.
"I don't exactly want to leave you, Jim. I want you to have the best possible chance at happiness and that dictates that we separate. You've heard that old saw, once a cheater, always a cheater. You can't trust me. I can't even trust me, so we need to divorce," stated Margie.
"Isn't this a bit drastic, at least spur of the moment?" I suggested. "Could you explain every thing to me so I can understand your decision, at least?"
"A whole bunch of us got together yesterday afternoon for a little relaxation. It was like a party to celebrate the end of three pretty grueling days of brainstorming. It should be called blame storming! We made very little progress, except we agreed everything was someone else's fault. You know that I never drink unless you're with me, Jim. I'm just not capable of intelligent, rational thought after several drinks. I proved that again, yesterday," Margie sobbed as she finally began to lose her scientific demeanor and allow her emotions to surface.
"We carried on for several hours. I really don't remember when it was over, or how I got to my room. When I woke up this morning, my pussy had been used and Boyd was snoring next to me. I screamed and he woke up," continued Margie. "He was even more horrified than I was. He has three children in high school and a wife he adores."
I listened, but I had to wonder about Boyd. How bad does a guy feel when he wakes up next to an attractive woman? Most guys are able to deal with that difficult situation.
"He looked at me, and then at his own nakedness. Then he ran into the bathroom and vomited. It wasn't very flattering. I have to admit that. I heard him crying and calling his wife's name over and over. He's an emotional wreck today."
Maybe these real smart types are different. Seeing Margie nude sure isn't something to make a man pray to the porcelain gods! What a hell of a mess she had gotten us into. I began to transfer my fear of losing Margie into anger at her betrayal.
"Well, that's just great, Margie. You go away without me for the first time in two years and you get your brains fucked out by some super nerd. You tell me you don't remember it at all, and the next morning the very thought of slipping you the salami made him physically ill. Is that about it?" I asked viciously.
"You've pretty well summed up the fucked-up mess I made out of our marriage, Jim. I take full responsibility for it. I'll stay with my sister until I can find a place of my own. If you want to smack me around before I leave, I'm quite willing to go along with it," cried Margie. "I'll pack a few things and leave right away."
Goddamn! What does a guy do when his wife admits cheating and wants to punish herself, as much or more, than the husband wants to punish her? It was like the dentist in "The Little Shop of Horrors". How much pleasure can a sadist get hurting a masochist? I wanted to be the one deciding she had to leave. I wanted to be the indignant spouse, throwing insults and curses at her for cheating. She denied me that therapy by being so brutally honest about her stupidity. I just sat at the table trying to make sense of everything.
It was less than ten minutes later when Margie returned with two suitcases. I could tell she had been crying, but she still wasn't going to cut herself any slack.
"Since I'm the one that ruined the marriage, I'll move out, Jim. I won't ask for much in the divorce. I'd like to have half the savings and whatever keepsakes my family has given us over the years. You can accuse me of infidelity and I won't fight it. I would ask that you think about it first because you'll destroy Boyd's life if you do. He probably deserves it as much as I do, but his wife and kids don't," reasoned Margie. "He said he was going to try to keep it from his wife and hope she never finds out. That's a brilliant scientific mind at work."
I stood up and looked into Margie's eyes. She had been crying and she looked terrible. This was taking its toll on her as well. Why did she have to do it?
"This is your last chance to kick the crap out of me, Jim. I have it coming, but I won't allow it after today. I have to start my new life tomorrow. You'll feel better if you give me a black eye or something. I think I'd feel better, too. No woman should ever do such a horrible thing to a loyal, loving husband, as I did to you."
"Goddamn it, Margie," I growled. "I'm mad as hell, so you'd better not even suggest it. I feel like beating the shit out of you right now!"
"See, Jim. You prove my point. You're a man, not some spineless pussy that hits women, regardless of the provocation. You're able to do the right thing, even under a great deal of stress. I fucked up the first chance I got. You deserve better, Jim. You deserve a lot better," concluded Margie.
I took the heavier bag from her hand and carried it out to her car and placed it in the trunk. She put her second bag in and I slammed the lid down. Margie touched my face with her fingertips for a second. Then she got into the car and drove away, leaving me standing in the garage, blubbering like a baby.
I couldn't sleep more than a few minutes at a time. I was up before the sun and was at work nearly an hour early. I went to work because I had to do something. The problem was, I couldn't concentrate and hardly accomplished anything.
I went home to an empty house and my heart ached. I had been alone while Margie was in Denver, but it was different. I knew she was coming back so I was relaxed and content. Now that I knew Margie wasn't coming home, I was depressed and pensive. What had happened to my life? What the hell could I do to get it back on track? I chewed on these questions but couldn't begin to answer them.
Around seven, the doorbell rang. I didn't want company and I considered staying in the kitchen until whoever it was gave up and left. Then I realized how pathetic I was acting, so I opened the door. Standing on the stoop was Margie's sister, Judy.
"Could I come in and get some of Margie's things?" she asked softly. "Margie didn't plan very well and forgot some clothes and toiletries that she needs. Are you okay, Jim?"
Judy was Margie's younger sister and I had always liked her. We had an easy friendship. I had always teased Margie that if anything ever happened to her, I'd be all over Judy in a New York minute. She had never been married although she had several long-term relationships over the past twenty years. She must have seen that I was coming unraveled.
"No, Judy, I'm not okay," I answered. "My wife of 24 years goes away for three days and winds up in bed with some goddamn home-wrecking pinhead. Then she comes home and tells me she's divorcing me because it's the best thing for me. How the hell can I be okay?"
By the time I finished my rant, I had tears trickling down my cheeks. I felt really embarrassed and turned and walked back into the kitchen and sat down with my head in my hands, trying to regain my composure.
Judy came up behind me and gently rubbed my shoulders. Neither of us spoke for a few minutes. The clock sounded really loud as the silence dragged on. Finally, Judy moved around the table and sat across from me.
"Jim, I don't know what to say to you," she began. "Margie showed up yesterday in tears and told me she had been unfaithful to you. I thought you had thrown her out. Then, after what seemed to take forever, I got the story from her. If I didn't know my sister, I wouldn't believe anyone could do what she did."
"Yeah, she's a pip, alright," I managed. "Is she going to be with that Boyd now? Is that what this is all about? Are they going to move in together?"
"Good God, no!" exclaimed Judy. "She went and quit her job today, Jim. She didn't want to ever have another thing to do with that geek. She doesn't have a lover, or even a close male friend, except for you. She just feels that what she has done is so horrible, so unforgivable; that she cannot stay married to you. It's hard to believe, but it seems to be true."
"That damn Boyd is still married! He didn't confess to his wife. She's happier than a pig in shit right now. They probably had "welcome home sex" like I was hoping for," I whined. "Why did she have to rub my nose in her fucking affair? Why didn't she try to cover it up out of consideration for me?"
"This is becoming surreal, Jim," observed Judy. "My sister cheats on you, just one time, because she had way too much to drink. You had no way of knowing it, but her sense of outrage at her own actions were so great that she tells you about it immediately. Now you bitch that she didn't keep it a secret and let you go on thinking she was a faithful wife. Do you see how weird this all is?"
"What's weird about me not wanting my nose rubbed in my wife's affairs?" I demanded. "Your goddamn sister is weird, not me!"
"Well, from where I'm sitting, you both seem pretty damn weird to me. She should have never told you about it. I told her that. She should have come home and been the best wife you could imagine, and hoped you'd never find out," Judy replied. "On the other hand, you should have been glad learn she's a cheating bitch. If you had found out six months down the road, you would've tossed her ass out so fast her head would spin. She saved you the pain and embarrassment of going through that scene."
"Sure, she was thinking of me. That's why she fucked that egghead, wasn't it?" I shot back.
"No, Jim, she wasn't thinking at all when she did that terrible thing. Once she was able to think, she thought about you and what she should do for you. She's convinced that the best thing is to remove her self from your life," stated Judy. "She had too much respect for you to make you an unknowing cuckold, a man whose wife sleeps with other men and has no respect for her husband. It's like she wants you to have the best of everything and she doesn't feel that she qualifies."
"Well, she seems to be right about that," I agreed. "I don't deserve a cheating slut wife. I've always been faithful to her, even when I had to travel alone. I should have a wife that practically worships me. I work hard and stay sober. I worked my ass off to make this house what she wanted, and to make her and the kids comfortable! How does she repay me for all my sweat and toil?"
"Jim, that's almost exactly what she told me! There is no argument here. You both agree that she shouldn't have done what she did and that you deserve better. That's why she feels she has to divorce you. Margie thinks she ruined your life and caused you to waste too many years already on her cheating ass."
"Goddamn it, Judy!" I flared. "She's your sister. Why don't you try referring to her a bit more kindly? You're making her out to be a whore or something. We both know that isn't true."
"You two are the strangest pair of divorcing spouses I've ever seen, you know that!" Judy threw back at me. "She won't let me speak poorly of you and now you're sticking up for her. What the hell is wrong with you both?"
"Just because we're civilized doesn't make us an oddity," I pointed out. "There's no reason to call the mother of my kids nasty names. I don't like it, okay? What did you say about me that annoyed her, anyway?"
"Oh, the usual consolation stuff. I told her she'd probably find a man that understood her one mistake and could get past it. I told her she could find a man that would treat her better, have a better income, be a better lover, and a better golf partner for her couples league," replied Judy.
"Son of a bitch! You told her that?" I asked angrily. "We won our league two out of the last four years! I had one of the lowest handicaps they've ever seen. Why the hell are you poisoning her with shit like that?"
"There you go again," complained Judy. "That's exactly what Margie said. She even added some bullshit about you how you were a great lover and she could never find anyone better. She said that you were very good at your job and provided for the family better than she could have ever hoped for. She even tried to tell me that you were the kindest, most loving man she had ever known, and any man she had ever met paled in comparison to you."
"She said all that about me? I guess she does appreciate some of the stuff I've done around here. She did her share, though," I added grudgingly. "She picked all the colors, the furniture, the floors and the wall coverings... shit! She decorated the whole house. If it had been up to me, we'd be living in that little ranch house down on Elm Street. She's the one that knew better than to settle for less. Now this place is worth a good buck."
"It's a beautiful house, Jim," admitted Judy. "I was thinking that as long as Margie needs a place to stay, we might be able to make a little trade, so to speak."
"What the hell are you talking about, Judy?" I asked. "This house is worth double what yours is. We sure don't want to trade with you!"
"You didn't let me finish, Jim" Judy responded nonplussed. "Suppose Margie and I trade places? You've always had a thing for me. I could move in with you. Margie could stay at my place. I'd be very good to you and faithful as an old dog. My tits are bigger than Margie's and I've learned a few tricks over the years on how to please a man. You wouldn't be alone and Margie wouldn't have to look for an apartment or a house. Everybody wins."
I just sat there and starred at Judy. Could all this weird shit be happening? How come I never noticed what a sick bunch of puppies made up Margie's family?
"Are you kidding me? What the hell is wrong with you? Did I say I wanted bigger tits? Then everything would be fine? Margie's tits are so much better than yours that's its not even funny!" I laughed cruelly. "I'm sure as hell not going to trade down! What is wrong with you?"
"It seems like a good idea to me, Jim. Margie went on for hours over what a great husband and friend and lover you are. As long as you're dumping her whoring ass, why not have me take her place? You have no idea how good the sex with me can be!" bragged Judy.
"Do you think that sex is all there is to a relationship? Could you ever raise two great kids while working full time? Do you think you could ever keep this house as good as Margie while earning the kind of money she used to make?" I scoffed. "Shit, Margie can satisfy me every which way while making a shopping list in her head. You have no idea what she does for me in bed, so don't assume you're better. Nobody is better than Margie!"
"I don't understand you, Jim. The whore cheated on you. You can't trust her and you know it! She's a slut that can't keep her legs closed!" Judy practically yelled. "You need a woman that will love you and that you can depend on and trust, not some whoring piece of trash."
"Goddamn it!" I roared. "Get your ass out the door before I throw you out! What the hell kind of sister are you? Margie would never say a bad word about you, and you've pulled some real boners over the years! If I ever hear you call her any of those derogatory names again, I'll slap your face, and I'd never strike a lady. Margie made one mistake. She's been the perfect wife for 22 years and one fuck-up doesn't mean she's a slut or a whore. She's got more class in one finger than you have in your whole pathetic body. Now get the hell out!"
I was furious! Somehow, even in my anger, I noticed that Judy didn't seem very frightened of me. I had just threatened her with bodily harm and I was livid. Judy just looked at me and nodded her head like she knew some secret about me. Maybe I had confirmed her suspicions that I was a miserable prick and a woman beater. I didn't care what she thought as long as she left.



She got to her feet and went out the door. I started pacing back and forth in the kitchen. I was so agitated I couldn't sit. I wondered what Margie would say if she ever knew what a backstabbing bitch her sister was. I never would have guessed it if I hadn't just witnessed the entire fiasco. I was pissed!
I had calmed down a lot, but I was still pacing half an hour later when the bell rang again. I felt my anger start to build again as I headed for the door. Judy had forgotten to get Margie's stuff and she was probably back to get them. I jerked the door open and saw Margie!
"Judy just told me that you threw her out of the house! I sent her over to get some of my things and you tossed her out? Is that what happened?" asked Margie but with less anger than I would have expected.
"No, I didn't. Well, I did throw her out," I admitted, "but she had it coming. It wasn't like that exactly."
Instinct was kicking back in. I had learned the hard way that I could never bad-mouth any of my in-laws to Margie. She was fiercely loyal to her family. She could bitch and complain about her relatives, but my ass was grass if I even so much as agreed with her observations. I worked to think of a reason for asking Judy to leave without revealing the vile names she had called Margie. I was having a hard time with it.
"Margie, she said some things that I didn't like and I was losing control. This whole thing has been hard on me and I'm under a lot of stress. I thought it best if she left before I said or did something I regretted," I answered weakly.
Margie looked so beautiful to me. Her clothes weren't new and her eyes looked dark, but she was a stunning woman. I tried to swallow the lump that kept plugging my throat as I waited for her to lower the boom on me. Seeing her again was painful for me.
"Did she call me a slut, Jim? Did she call me a whore?" demanded Margie. "Did she tell you that she'd sleep with you and give you great sex? Did she tell you she had better tits than I do?"
"Margie, I don't remember what all was said," I lied. "It might have been a little like that. I'm pretty hazy on the conversation because I was so upset."
"That's funny. Judy was able to tell me word for word what you said about me," revealed Margie. "She said you told her that I had class and that I had been the perfect wife for 22 years. You told her I was a wonderful wife and lover. You told her I did a great job with my career, the kids, and the house. You said all that about me, didn't you?"
"Well, is that so wrong? I meant it all, too. I don't care how you try to convince me otherwise, Margie. You've been a wonderful wife, way better than I could have dared hope those many years ago when I asked you to marry me. You've only messed up the one time. It was only once wasn't it?" I asked, practically begging Angie to tell me it only happened once.
"Yes, it happened once, and that is too often. I've been thinking and talking a lot with Judy since I left yesterday. I did you dirt, Jim. That is something I will never accept or excuse. Almost as bad, I denied you the right to decide what you wanted to do with my cheating ass. I was the one that screwed up and I tried to be the one to determine what the punishment should be.
"That was unfair, Jim. I realize that know. I don't expect you to forgive me. I can't forgive me. I do want you to tell me what you want to do about my stupid, unacceptable actions. It's your call, Jim. What do you want me to do? What do you want to do with me?" asked Margie with tears rolling down her cheeks.
"Now that's more like it! I'm the husband in this house and I'll decide what punishment is handed out. I want you to take off your skirt and panties and lay across my lap!" I declared. "I have decided what to do with your "cheating ass" as you called it.
"What did you say? You want me to remove my skirt and panties and lay across your lap?" she repeated.
When I was a kid, I always preferred a plain old ass whipping to a series of embarrassing talks about how my actions disappointed my parents and how sad I made them. As I got older, I received more lectures and fewer physical punishments. I came to realize that when the spankings were over, the debt was paid. That was so much easier to deal with than the guilt and embarrassment of psychological punishment, which had no actual official end. It just went on until the misdeed was forgotten. Margie wasn't going to forget her misdeed, so I decided to get it over with and move on.
Margie didn't need me to tell her what she did wrong. She didn't need to have the burden of her actions hanging over her head for the rest of our days together. She needed closure and so did I. It may sound cruel, but I believed it would actually be the kindest way to rectify the mess she had created. She needed me to forgive her and to somehow demonstrate that I did.
In our entire marriage, I had never even come close to striking Margie, regardless of how angry she made me. Another of the lessons I had learned growing up is that men never hit women. The difference here, I reasoned to myself, was that I wasn't angry. It was, therapeutically speaking, better than the alternatives.
"You just said that it was my call, Margie," I answered as I removed my belt from my pants and held it up for her to see. "You will be punished for your actions, as you should be. This is not an angry reaction. This is a corrective measure and you do have an option. You can accept your whipping as an errant wife should, or you can leave and we can get the divorce you seem to feel is necessary."
"Are you saying that you want to tan my hide as punishment for my indiscretion? Once you do that, you'll love me again? You'll keep me?" asked Margie in disbelief.
"That's exactly what I'm saying, except that I never stopped loving you, Margie. If you'll come over here and accept your medicine, I'll show you just how much I do love you," I promised.
Margie was a real firecracker in bed that night. She hugged me, she cried on me, she promised me undying love and devotion; she rubbed her sweet breasts in my face and against my chest. At least, she did that when she wasn't sucking my cock, or riding it! She had to be on top, of course, but in a few days, she'd be able to bear my weight again. We both looked forward to that.
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"What are we going to do now, Chuck?" asked a teary-eyed Janice. "I really should divorce him, if I had any pride left. It's just that I think I still have feelings for him. I'm just not sure if it's enough."
"I know exactly what you mean, Janice. Logically speaking, we should shoot them both and make it look like a murder-suicide," I suggested. "We both know neither of us would ever do that, even with all the provocation they've given us."
"They probably know we don't have the nerve to do something like that. Shit, we're the doormats, the wind beneath their wings, so to speak," sobbed Janice. "They really weren't taking much of a chance, you know? They have no doubt we'll accept their cheating and not do anything about it. They're the predators and we're the prey."
Janice and I were having a discussion about our spouses and the fact that they were fucking like bunnies in Janice's bedroom at that very moment. Bridget, my wife, had a very good job with an advertising agency. She was a strong minded career woman that had always dominated our marriage.
Janice's husband, Roger, owned a successful construction company. He was accustomed to people jumping when he said "frog". Janice had lived in his shadow the entire 22 years they had been married. Their two kids were in college in California so their nest was empty. Our only daughter was working in her first year as a history teacher in Minnesota.
Janice, Roger, Bridget, and I had been an unlikely foursome, but we had socialized a lot over the past ten years. Roger was a big blustering fellow a couple years shy of fifty, and Bridget was a beautiful woman in her mid forties, although she looked years younger. They looked good together, but they weren't married, at least not to each other. That's where Janice and I came into the picture.
I was thin and wiry, weighing in at 170 and not quite six foot tall. Compared to Roger, I looked like an anemic weakling. Janice was a couple inches over five feet tall and probably weighed fifteen pounds more than her ideal weight. She wore her brown hair short and used little makeup. Her ass was nicely rounded in my opinion, but way too big if you used those supermodels, or even Bridget, as the standard that women should emulate.
Janice had revealed her suspicions to me a couple of weeks ago. We had little trouble hatching a scheme to prove her theory. She told Roger she was going to visit her cousin in south Jersey for the weekend. I told Bridget that I had to go to Harrisburg to meet with a client and wouldn't be back until Sunday afternoon.
Janice and I had actually agreed to meet at the local mall Friday evening. We watched a movie, had a nice dinner at a local Red Lobster and then drove back to our street after dark. Our houses were on the same block, with just one home between them.
Janice quietly let us in her front door. Before we even started up the stairs, we could hear Bridget's moans emanating from the master bedroom. Roger was also quite vocal as he urged her to suck his "big cock" before he stuffed it in her "tight cunt". Bridget never allowed me to talk to her like that.
We listened to them for a few minutes and went back downstairs and left. Now we were sitting in my living room, trying to determine what course of action we should take. I couldn't help but wonder why we hadn't addressed that eventuality at dinner. We knew we would catch them in bed together, but we never attempted to formulate a plan as to what we would do afterwards.
"If Bridget wants Roger, it'll be a moot point, anyway," whined Janice. "I outweigh her, but she's taller, slimmer and has bigger tits, and an important job. He'll just toss my ass to the curb and keep her. She's the goddamn sex goddess and I'm just a freakin' butterball."
"Well, I don't know about that, Janice. Bridget looks great all the time, but she isn't exactly a human dynamo in the sack. If Roger hasn't figured that out, he will once his testosterone levels get back to normal levels," I predicted.
"She's a walking wet dream! She can't be a bad fuck, even if she just lays there, for God's sake!" blurted Janice.
"Well that explains why she just lays there, doesn't it? She knows she's drop dead gorgeous and feels she doesn't have to make any effort," I revealed. "Think how I feel. If Bridget ever comes back to me, I'll have to follow Roger's "big cock". She won't even be able to tell if I have it inside her after being with him. He's hitting places I'll need a baseball bat to touch."
"A big cock sure does not a great lover make, for your information, Chuck. He thinks all he has to do is let a woman see and touch it and she'll have an orgasm. Then, if he squeezes the damn thing into a woman, she should make a sizeable charitable donation in his name. You should be happy Roger is allowing Bridget time with his horse cock. You can only look good in any unbiased comparison," stated Janice between sniffles.
"Thanks, Janice. I appreciate any boost to my ego I can get. I know I can't compete with Roger's cock. Shit, he's referred to it often enough. It's like it was his best friend and the fifth person when we went out with you guys. It's very daunting to a man with an average dick," I lamented.
"That should be on that show "Myth Busters". Get a few guys like Roger to fuck a couple women and then some nice guys like you to make love to them and at the end of the show the ladies can tell the audience which they preferred. The guys like you would win hands down, Chuck," Janice stated firmly.
"That sounds like a great idea! Then they could have some studs climb on Bridget and a couple more women like her. After they get recharged, let a couple women like you fuck their brains out and see who they think is the better lay!" I chuckled, even though I was being cuckolded as I spoke.
"Do you really think I could compare with Bridget in bed?" asked Janice.
"No, not really," I answered straight faced.
Janice's chin dropped and tears began to trickle down her cheeks again.
"There would be no comparison, Janice. You'd beat her hands down, tits up, ass over, whatever," I laughed, feeling better about my situation for some reason. "I told you, she's an uninspired lover, at best."
"Why do you think I'd be any better than Bridget?" quizzed Janice. "You and I've certainly never slept together and Roger wouldn't ever have bragged me up. He's never even complimented me in that area. It's always all about the two of them, Roger and his cock."
"There are several reasons why I think you'd be better than her, Janice. You're intelligent and fun loving. You like to laugh and to make others laugh. You're the type that gives, while Bridget takes. You have the kind of figure that appeals to most men, and you're unselfish. I'm confident you'd win any comparison," I finished.
"Wow, Chuck! You make me feel pretty good," smiled Janice. "You think a man would want to sleep with me and not be repulsed because I'm overweight and dull?"
"Are you kidding? You're a lot of fun and you have nice curves. We're in our forties, Janice. We don't have to look like we did when we were twenty, but you still look great. Guys my age, for the most part, aren't looking for some skinny-assed bimbo. We want a woman that enjoys sex, and then can have a discussion, or go golfing, or go out to dinner with a man and have a good time."
"You're really a nice guy, Chuck," observed Janice. "I wish I had found someone like you instead of Roger. More precisely, I wish I had found you, if I may be so bold."
"That's great for my ego, Janice, but I wouldn't dare try to follow Roger with a woman. I'd be a major disappointment. You'd never even know if I was in the right general area," I replied dejectedly.
"I guess you must think my pussy is like the fucking Holland Tunnel!" exclaimed Janice. "It's so disfigured it wouldn't even feel a normal cock! Thanks for those kind words!"
"No, Janice! I didn't mean it like that. It's just that you're used to more than I have. You would be disappointed. That's all I'm saying," I quickly responded.
"Why don't you let me be the judge of what I feel, and what I don't feel, Chuck?" demanded Janice. "Why don't you try to seduce me if you think I'd be such a great sex partner, or was that all bullshit? Maybe after sleeping with Bridget all these years, you think I'd be a sloppy piece of ass not worth your effort?"
I stepped up to Janice and kissed her hard. I ran my hands over her round bottom as I pulled her to me. She moaned into my mouth. When we came up for air, she grabbed my hand and pulled me into her bedroom.
She unbuttoned my shirt and pulled it off me. The she kissed me again as she unbuckled my belt and pulled my zipper down. My pants fell to the floor and pooled around my ankles. She dropped to her knees in front of me and untied my shoes and pulled them off my feet. My socks quickly followed.
I reached down and helped her to her feet and unbuttoned her blouse. Her skin was smooth and milky white. I slowly removed her blouse and unsnapped her brassier. Her tits sprang free and I couldn't conceal my surprise. Janice noticed it.
"What's wrong, Chuck? Are they too small? I know one nipple is a little bigger than the other, but that's not so unusual, is it" questioned a worried Janice.
"What's wrong? I think your breasts are a little bigger than Bridget's," I revealed. "All this time, Bridget gave the impression hers were bigger, but they aren't. Your tits are beautiful!"
To add emphasize my appreciation, I took a nipple into my mouth and rolled it around with my tongue. After a minute or so, I repeated the procedure with her other nipple. Janice was making little noises in her throat and running her hands through my hair, pulling me tighter to her chest.
After giving her breasts what I felt was a proper introduction to my lips and tongue, I released them and knelt down. I helped her slide her tight jeans down around her hips and ass, all the while marveling at how her hips flared while her waist seemed small. I had never actually seen a true hourglass figure before I saw this woman with her clothes off. My arousal became even greater as I slid her underwear over her ass and down her legs until she stepped out of them.
I took my time and kissed her thighs and the top of her bush before I stood back up. Before I could kiss her lips, Janice dropped to her knees and eagerly grabbed my boxers and tugged them down. My erect cock bounced up and down. Janice looked at it and tried to stifle a laugh. It was more than I could endure.
"I told you that you'd be disappointed. This was a bad idea," I complained.
"You are such an idiot, Chuck!" grinned Janice. "I may have chortled a little but it's because your cock is about the same size as Roger's! He had me, and everyone else, believing he was packing something special. This will do nicely!"
With that, Janice slipped my cock into her mouth and proceeded to give me an incredible blow job. I couldn't help but compare her with Bridget. The last time she had my cock in her mouth was around 1992, and she was drunk at the time. I realized that I had to pull my cock from the furnace that was Janice's mouth or my night would be over long before I was willing to have it end.
I once again helped Janice to her feet and gently pushed her back onto the bed. Her legs hit the side of the bed and she went over backwards with her feet still on the floor. I saw my chance and dove headfirst into her lovely little mound.
One thing that I had learned early in my marriage was eating pussy. I enjoyed doing it and Bridget insisted on it. She seemed to feel her pussy was so special, so nice, that it should be worshipped. So I did. I applied every technique and trick I had ever learned in my twenty four years of marriage to make Janice appreciate my oral skills. I succeeded nicely, I think.
Janice shuddered and trembled several times and finally pushed me away from between her legs.
"Sweet Jesus! You've pretty well devoured my little kitty!" she groaned. "Let's find out what kind of cocksman you are," she urged. "Put that monster inside me now!"
I wasn't in a position to refuse a request like that, so I slid my cock into what turned out to be a very tight, hot pussy. It wasn't loose and stretched at all. It felt great! I started slowly, determined to make it last. Janice gasped and came within the first few strokes and that made me feel really good.
I made up my mind to get her off at least once more before I yielded to my own urges. I pumped as deeply and slowly as I could for a while, then I'd pick up the pace. Every now and then, I'd slow down again to prolong the pleasure. Janice came again and after another five minutes of steady stroking, she began to beg.
"Please, Chuck! Cum inside me, now," she pleaded. "I can't take much more. Fill me up now, please!"
Roger and Bridget were sleeping Saturday morning when Janice and I stepped into the bedroom. They were naked. Bridget had her hand on Roger's cock and her left tit was in his big paw. I realized that Roger's cock wasn't all that impressive, unless it really expanded when it got hard. It certainly wasn't a thing to fear, or even envy.
"We had to barge in on you two like this," I began rather loudly. "Janice and I have a proposition we'd like to run by you two if we could."
Bridget and Roger both opened their eyes and looked at Janice and me standing next to their bed. Bridget gasped and quickly pulled a sheet up to cover their nakedness.
"Chuck! This isn't what it looks like!" she began. "I was just..."
"Sleeping with Roger and fucking the hell out of him?" I finished for her. "Don't bother with all the stupid bullshit you're supposed to say when you're caught fucking the neighbor. Janice and I are fine with it."
"Really?" grinned Roger. "That's pretty understanding of you. You'll get Bridget back a little tired and stretched out, but happier than ever. I'll even have her fuck you a few times extra to make up for this little faux pas."
"Roger, you are a true gentleman!" I proclaimed sarcastically. "Your generosity is just one of your many endearing qualities. We, Janice and I, thought we should try to accommodate the need you both must feel for the superior sex you provide each other. "
"Well, Bridget sure does love my big cock, if that's what you mean," nodded the unbelievably dense bastard. "I give her what she needs and I get to play with these big melons."
Roger reached over and gave Bridget's tits a couple squeezes. All this time, Bridget had remained quiet, closely watching Janice and me. She quickly pushed Roger's hand off her chest.
"Chuck and I have a proposal for you two lovers," chimed in Janice. "We think it would be fair if we kept the very arrangement that now exists for two weeks. On the Friday after next, Bridget and I would switch back to our own homes and spouses. We'd do that for two weeks and then switch back again. That would allow you two the opportunity to enjoy each other without having to sneak around, or lie to us."
"Switch?" asked Roger. "Do you mean like swap? I don't want anybody fucking my wife, even with a needle-dick!"
"It didn't seem to bother you to tap my wife, "Horse", so it seems to us that what's fair is fair. The ladies will be able to stop in to their respective houses and get any clothes they need at any time. They should try to do it when the couple occupying the house isn't doing the dirty," I suggested.
Bridget remained quiet. She appeared to be considering the offer. Roger was scratching his balls and trying to form some sort of thought.
"Are you sure you'd be okay with that arrangement, Chuck?" asked Bridget. "I wouldn't want you to get too upset. I certainly don't want to risk our marriage."
"What the fuck are you saying, Bridget?" I blurted. "You're sleeping with Mr. Cock and Roger. I would humbly offer that if you were truly worried about our marriage, you wouldn't be in bed with him right now."
"It's just a sex, Chuck," replied Bridget. "I don't love Roger like I do you. I didn't expect you to find out, and put our marriage at risk. I was even going to give you some extra loving to make up for it."
"Well, okay, Bridget. As long as it's just sex and you don't love him, I'm cool with it. That's a big relief! This should work out great. You love me, but fuck Roger. That's fair enough. I see the difference and like the idea. I'll just fuck Janice, but love you. I think we have an agreement!"
"I don't know about letting you fuck Janice!" Roger complained. "I'm not the kind of man that shares a woman!"
"You jackass," spit Janice. "You've been sharing Bridget for weeks. The playing field has been leveled a little. If you just want a divorce, with me getting at least half the business and this house, we could do that. Is that the way you want to go, Roger?"
"Shit, no!" exclaimed Roger. "I've worked too damn hard to build up my business to lose it over a cunt! Go ahead and sleep with Teeny, I don't give a fuck. You'll be counting the hours till you get that snatch filled again by my cock. Two weeks will be an eternity for you. Let's fucking do it!"
"Since you insist, Roger," I deadpanned. "We have an agreement. Have a great two weeks! We'll see you then."
I took Janice by the arm and turned to leave.
"Are you going back to our house to screw this tramp in our bed?" asked Bridget.
"Bridget, we won't resort to name calling!" I replied. "Janice and I are going out to breakfast and then we're going to go watch the Yankees' triple A minor league team play, not that it's your concern. Bye."
I had discovered that Janice was a big baseball fan. I had followed the Yankees since I was in grade school so we decided to take in a game. Bridget hated baseball, as well as every other sport, with the apparent exception of adultery.
We were back from the game before dark. Janice and I were sitting at the kitchen table working on a crossword puzzle when Bridget and Roger suddenly appeared in the doorway.
"I just need to get some clothes so we can go to a club," Bridget explained. "It'll only take a minute."
Janice and I both nodded and returned to working on the puzzle, ignoring Roger. I knew from experience that Bridget would be upstairs the better part of an hour. It takes a lot of time and effort to be incredibly beautiful.
"Roger, why don't you help your self to a beer?" I suggested as I pointed to the refrigerator. "You'll have time for one, at least.
By the time Bridget came down, Roger had finished the beer. Janice and I had completed the puzzle. I was showing Janice how to do the Sudoku, and was well along in solving that when they left the house.
Janice made some brownies that were just delicious and I told her so. I had been pleasantly surprised at how easy she was to talk with and how many things we both enjoyed. We retired before too long and she showed me an even better way to enjoy a brownie with whipped cream.
Over the next week, we had a lot of fun. The sex was great, but we were in our forties and we both knew that we weren't going to live on sex. We went to a couple movies, played some board games, and even sat around the house one evening after work reading books.
Janice was a generous, gracious woman. Making me happy seemed to please her. More than once she commented that Roger never even noticed the little things she did for him. I, on the other hand, was constantly surprised and pleased with the thoughtful things she did when we were together.
The first time we went to dinner and I held her chair for her she looked like she was going to cry.
"Chuck, that was so nice. You are always treating me like a lady and I love it! Thank you for being so kind."
"My mother would box my ears if I didn't open a door or hold a chair for her, Janice. It just comes naturally now, although I am almost deaf from all the reinforcement of the rules," I chuckled.



"Well, I have to compliment your mom when I see her, Chuck. She did a splendid job with you," replied Janice with a big smile.
"Mom would like you, Janice. She never really hit it off with Bridget," I admitted. "She thinks Bridget is snobby bitch."
"What ever gave her that idea?" chuckled Janice.
As Friday evening approached and Janice prepared to return home, I felt uneasy. I realized I was going to miss her companionship, as well as the really good sex.
"I hate to let you go, Janice," I told her honestly. "The past two weeks have been a genuine pleasure for me. It made the difference in my accepting that Bridget was sleeping with Roger. Now it doesn't seem so bad. In fact, I'd trade him any time!"
"Chuck! What a nice thing to say! My self esteem has had a real boost with you. I feel so much more comfortable with who I am, and what I look like. You've been great for my ego and confidence," said Janice. "I may not have any right to ask you this, but I will anyway. Will you remain faithful to me, except for Bridget of course?"
"That won't be difficult," I laughed. "I don't have any girl friends or lovers, except you, Janice. I can safely promise you that I'll be completely faithful to you, with the possible exception of Bridget. It's difficult to tell how well she and I will get along after two weeks with The Cock and Roger."
"Good, Chuck! My pussy is yours and I don't want to share you with other women. I know that Bridget has first dibs, but I get everything else, okay? I can hardly wait for the two weeks with Roger to pass so we can trade back," Janice revealed. "I just wish I had caught him cheating years ago if this was going to be the result."
With that last comment by Janice, the door swung open and Bridget and Roger walked in. I was again surprised at how little rancor I held. Being with Janice had really taken the edge off my anger at them.
"Here's your wife, Tiny," growled Roger. "I'm bringing her back well laid and with a pussy full of my cum. She'll probably tighten back up enough for her to feel your little pecker in a few days. It'll take that long for the smile to leave her face."
I looked at Bridget and couldn't detect any smile. In fact, she seemed irritated by his crass conduct. She grimaced, turned and headed for our bedroom.
"Come on, Janice. You must be desperate for my pussy pleaser by now," Roger continued. "Let's get home and take care of your needs."
Janice gave me a grim smile as she picked up her bag and headed for the door. I quickly stepped up and took the bag from her hand. I had expected Roger to carry it for her, but it became apparent that thought never crossed his mind.
"What the hell are you doing?" demanded Roger. "She's going with me."
"I know that, Roger, but she has a heavy bag and I'll carry it for her. That's only polite," I added.
"Give me the goddamn thing," snarled Roger. "It's her fucking bag but I'll carry it. I don't want you following her around."
I handed the bag to Roger and watched the two of them walk up the street to their place. I never really noticed what a bastard Roger was before. He took every opportunity to not only brag about his dick, but to insult and belittle me. It occurred to me that he was insecure and his bravado was all a façade. That his barbs had no obvious effect on me appeared to irritate him.
As I watched Janice walk away with Roger, I experienced pangs of jealousy. I realized that I didn't want him to be with her, even for two weeks. It bothered me far less to have Bridget sleeping with the pompous bastard. What did that mean? Where was all this headed?
Bridget was reading a book when I entered the bedroom a couple hours later. She looked up and gave me a weak smile.
"I'm pretty tired tonight, Chuck. Let's just go to sleep and we can talk tomorrow. I might feel like having sex by then as well," she allowed.
I couldn't help but compare her to Janice. She was controlling, and plain miserable to me. Was it just me, or was she simply a miserable bitch? Maybe she was nice to everyone else. Roger seemed to think she was just peachy.
I didn't even bother with a response. I went into the bathroom to do all the things I always do before going to bed. I returned to the bedroom, slipped into bed with my back to Bridget and fell asleep in a matter of minutes.
It was two nights later that Janice knocked on my kitchen door shortly after I got home from work. She appeared upset and I was concerned for her as I helped her into a chair. She put her hands on the table and traced her fingers along the grains in the oak table. I waited for her to speak.
"Roger told me that he wanted a divorce when he got home this evening, Chuck," sobbed Janice. "I don't really feel bad about getting away from him. It's just that I'm worried about what I'll do. I've never really been on my own,"
"I'm sorry to see you so upset, Janice. I can't say that I feel badly about you getting away from that asshole," I admitted. "You can do a lot better. Was he angry with you for spending the two weeks with me?"
"That's the strange thing, Chuck. He didn't treat me as poorly as I feared he might. He told me that he since he had found someone else to love, that he was going to divorce me, even if it cost him half of everything he owned," recalled Janice. "He had it all figured out and on spreadsheets. I'll get the house and he'll pay me for my share of the business and we divvy up any other assets."
"That's very fair, wouldn't you say, Chuck?" interrupted Bridget from the dining room doorway. "Old Roger's in love? That's so sweet. Chuck, I think we should do the same thing. I'll give Sam Jenkins all our information and have him draw up an equal settlement for us. We won't argue or contest anything. We'll be divorced before you know it. Then you can console poor little Janice while Roger and I are having the times of our lives!"
I had been thinking along the same lines, at least about getting a divorce. It had become apparent that Bridget held me in contempt and I didn't feel much better about her. I didn't know if Janice would want me to console her. That was something I'd worry about after the divorce.
"Okay, Bridget. We'll visit the lawyer and tell him we agree on splitting our assets and getting an amicable divorce as quickly as possible," I agreed. "I don't think either of us should see anyone else on the side until we get this all behind us, however. We all have kids that are grown, but we don't want them to think we're weird swingers or something. We certainly don't want to confuse the issue or have jealousy ruin a perfectly good divorce."
"Agreed!" answered Bridget immediately. "Janice, please tell that fucking machine you married, and from whom you'll be soon divorced, that we have decided to cool down the sex until after we're all divorced. It'll speed things up in the long run and make us all happier," smiled Bridget.
"I don't think you understand Roger very well, Bridget," began Janice before she was interrupted by Bridget.
"Oh, I think I do! Roger wants a trophy wife that fits his position in the business world. He wants a hot wife that looks great and fucks like a mink," laughed Bridget.
"Well, maybe you do understand Roger. That's pretty much what he told me tonight," confessed Janice with an odd smile. "I just don't want you guys to allow our divorce to influence you. I can't make any promises about any future relationships after our divorce."
"Don't worry about it, Janice. Chuck will be available if you want him. He hasn't been looking for women, and he isn't likely to begin now. If you don't want him, he'll survive. If you do, just snap your fingers, and he'll be there as soon as I turn him loose," replied Bridget confidently.
"Okay," beamed Janice. "As long as you understand that I didn't suggest or promise anything about any relationship after our divorces. I feel way better now that you guys are getting divorced. I know that sounds awful."
"I can relate. Believe me," nodded Bridget. "We'll start the ball rolling tomorrow. Just tell Roger to be patient."
"I promise, Bridget. You two won't be seeing much of us before the divorces are final," Janice stated as she headed out the door.
The next few months were some of the best in my marriage. I was amazed at how well Bridget and I got along when it came to getting the hell away from each other. We lived in the same house and continued to even sleep in the same bed.
We weren't suddenly shy about getting dressed or undressed. It was like we were brothers, or sisters. Bridget could get undressed, or dressed, in front of me and I'd hardly pay attention. She still had a great body and was very attractive, but I no longer lusted after her and I certainly didn't love her. It just eased any conflict.
We had seen very little of Janice and Roger during that time. I did see a moving van at their place a couple weeks before out divorce was to be final. It reminded me that I had to quickly find a place to live. Bridget was going to keep the house and the furniture. I was only taking a few keepsakes with me.
The next morning, I received a phone call from Janice while I was at work. She sounded happier than I would have guessed she would be under the circumstances. She wanted to meet for lunch and I agreed.
"Chuck, is Bridget getting the house in your divorce?" asked Janice with her usual candor.
"Yes, she is. I have to find someplace soon," I worried. "The divorce will be final in two weeks. It's all gone very well and Bridget has been very fair and cooperative. She's excited about dumping my boring ass and being Roger's trophy wife."
"Roger has moved his personal belongings out of the house and is living in an apartment closer to his headquarters," Janice revealed. "Our divorce will be final next week. Would I be too forward if I told you that you could move your personal belongings, and your boring ass, in with me?"
"You really want me, Janice? I was hoping we could see more of each other but I didn't dare ask you about moving in with you!" I gushed. "I'd love that!"
We spent the rest of the lunch making plans about how and when I'd move into Janice's house. We were laughing and enjoying each other's company. I looked forward to my new life.
Bridget and I had to go to the courthouse to sign some papers to finalize the divorce. I felt great and Bridget was almost giddy. I had taken the few things I wanted to keep and dropped them off at Janice's the prior weekend. When I left the courthouse I was going to meet Janice for a long lunch and a few drinks to celebrate.
As we were walking through the hall toward the exit, we saw Roger. He appeared to be waiting as he kept looking at his watch and then at a nearby door. He was wearing a dark suit and looked pretty good, as much as I hated to admit it.
"Roger!" exclaimed Bridget. "I'm so glad you got my message. I haven't been able to reach you on your cell. I thought I'd have to hunt you down at your office. You look so handsome. Let's go out and celebrate tonight. You can move into my house over the weekend."
"What the fuck are you talking about?" asked Roger blankly. "I can't celebrate with you!"
"Of course you can, Roger. We can be married in a few weeks and go on a nice long honeymoon. We're free to do whatever we want."
"Shit, Bridget. I wouldn't marry a slut like you. Hell, you cheated on Chuck, and he's one of the best men I've ever known. If you cheated on him, it would only be a matter of time before you wiggled your ass for some other guy. I'd have to be a fucking idiot to marry a woman that cheats on her husband."
I was surprised that Roger actually said something nice about me. Bridget was stunned to hear Roger talk to her as he did. It wasn't anything at all like she had planned. Just then a nearby door opened. I saw a young, well dressed woman come out of the ladies room.
"Okay, Roger. I'm ready to get married so you can make an honest woman out of me, and give our baby a last name," she chuckled as she patted her rather pregnant stomach. "I'll be the one to hire your next secretary. You can bet that she'll be way past child-bearing age!"
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"Did you hear that Jason Benson is going to be in town for the Fourth?" asked my friend, Jeff. "It was short notice, but the town fathers decided to make him the grand marshal of the parade. They figured Mayor Kane did it last year and he'll probably do it again next year. What's more American than a war hero in your town's Independence Day parade?"
"No, Jeff, I hadn't heard that," I replied quietly. "He must be pretty high up the military ladder by now. He was a captain years ago."
"He's a colonel and in line to climb even higher pretty soon," agreed Jeff. "He was wounded in Baghdad a year ago and has all kinds of medals and citations. He'll be running the Pentagon before he's done!"
I mulled Jeff's news over for a minute. Jason Benson had been our town's version of Jack Armstrong, All American Boy. He played quarterback on the high school football team and shortstop in baseball. He made all-state in both. He graduated first in his class and had division I universities competing for his attendance at their institutions. He received an appointment to West Point and graduated near the top of that class there, as well as played football and baseball.
This was all very good, for him. He was an accomplished, extremely capable athlete, soldier, and citizen. I had to concede that. He was many things that I wasn't. Normally, it wouldn't have mattered very much to me. If it had been anyone else, I would have been truly happy for his success.
You've probably guessed my problem. He dated Sarah, who was now my wife, while they were in high school. Back then, everyone seemed to feel that Sarah was his perfect match. She had also been an amazing athlete, salutatorian in her class, coming in just behind Jason, and the most beautiful girl Williamsport had ever seen. Somehow, they separated after Jason left for West Point and Sarah for Temple. They never got back together.
I was two years ahead of them in school. I wasn't the class genius, but I did okay. I majored in engineering at a state school. As computers became more a part of every day life, I gravitated to software programming. I worked for a few companies before I got up the nerve to start my own.
I still haven't figured out exactly how I conned Sarah into marrying me, but I did. That was the single greatest accomplishment of my life, or at least the best I ever managed on my own. Our two daughters were a joint effort and the source of tremendous pride for us both.
Sarah never spoke much about Jason. She knew I wasn't comfortable with that part of her life. Invariably, well meaning people in the community would bring his name up from time to time. I always marveled that these people seemed to think I should admire and idolize Jason and admit how great he and Sarah would have been together. It was like I had no feelings, or worth, when Jason was discussed. No one seemed to have any doubts that Sarah would have been far better off if she had only managed to hang on to Jason.
To their credit, Sarah's parents never suggested anything remotely close to that scenario. I had even seen Sarah's mother become quite annoyed at a family picnic years ago when a cousin implied that Sarah should have married Jason.
"Only a fool would say something so hurtful and ignorant!" she admonished the stunned cousin in front of a suddenly silent gathering. "If you had any idea what a wonderful husband and father Greg is, you'd never make such a stupid statement!"
Sarah had smiled at her mom's sudden outburst and squeezed my hand under the picnic table. Sarah always treated me with love and respect and never acknowledged any suggestion that I wasn't the best possible husband she could have found. So, what was my problem? It was the long shadow of Jason Benson, hero and all around great guy. It seemed like I was always compared to him and found wanting, both in my mind, and the minds of the madding crowd.
My conversation with Jeff ended when my daughter, April, stole the basketball from the other team's guard and outran everyone for an easy lay-up. My daughters both played basketball in a summer league. April was sneaky fast and aggressive as hell. The girls handling the ball on the other team really hated to play against her. I had only seen one girl that could dribble a basketball past her without having it stolen, and that was my older daughter, June.
June was long legged and moved with an easy grace that made her appear to be letting up when she played. She was going to Temple in the fall with a scholarship in volleyball. It could have been basketball, but she just preferred volleyball. April was going into her junior year and was the main cog in the basketball team that hoped to win districts and try for states.
I never tired of watching my daughters play sports. They were good at whatever sport they played. They always gave it all they had. That is how competitive sports are intended to be played. Combined with the speed and athleticism they had inherited from Sarah, they were simply the best. June had recently graduated top in her class. That had really helped the Temple coaches decide to award her a scholarship. April was in a three-way battle for top honors in her class.
I climbed out of the bleachers as they game ended. The girls were shaking hands with, and hugging, their opponents. I waited for them before I made my way to the parking lot.
"Pretty good game, wasn't it, Dad?" grinned June. "April wouldn't even let them get the ball past half court. The coach finally asked her to give their guards a break and back off a little."
"Yeah, she sounded like you, Dad. She said that we were playing for fun, as well as to win. She didn't want us to ruin the other team's morale by crushing them too badly," chuckled April. "June pretty much stopped shooting after the first half to give them a chance to get in the game, and she was still the high scorer."
"Well girls, the summer league is supposed to be a good time for all the kids. When we started it, we discussed what the goals were going to be and we decided to promote sportsmanship and team play," I recalled. "Coach Simons did an excellent job tonight."
"You're always trying to make everyone happy, Dad, except when you're playing against us in the driveway. You've never let up on April or me when we play at home," observed June.
"That's because you two are mentally and physically tough. I wanted you to learn to never give up and play as hard as you can. In league games at school, no one takes it easy on you, do they?" I asked. "You have to know what type of competition you're in and play accordingly. Do you think I'd do as well in business if I didn't let my clients win at golf most of the time?"
"That's a tough one, Dad! It probably does help that you lose to your clients, but June can whip your butt in golf. I don't think you're letting them win," laughed April. "You're not the world's best golfer."
"Regardless, young lady," I admonished April; "I know enough to look like I'm trying as hard as I can and I'm gracious when I lose. That's the secret to winning at business while on the golf course."
"It's a good thing you explained that to June, Dad, because she'd be kicking butt and losing business all over the place. She does the opposite from you. She looks like she isn't even trying and plays great," boasted April about her sister. "She needs to watch you closer so she can learn some of your techniques, liking slicing all the time."
We were pulling in the driveway so I didn't bother trying to frame a suitable response. I had always been able to coach and teach the kids in sports better than I ever actually played them. Sarah was the natural athlete and the girls inherited it from her. I was the one that had to learn every trick of any game to even try to compete.
Sarah drove in right behind us. The girls started in telling her all about their day and how their game went. As I followed them into the house, I shook my head in amazement. How did I manage to have three such incredible women in my life?
Sarah was the top honcho at the local hotel and convention center, which was part of a major chain. She had started there after she graduated with a degree in hotel management. Her parents wanted her to be a lawyer, but Sarah knew what she wanted and she went for it. Like everything else she tried, she was very good at it. Two years ago she had reached the top and had even turned down a promotion recently that would have required moving to Kansas.
"Was anything special going on today, Sarah?" I asked. "You looked a little more dressed up than usual, and you had to stay late. Are the corporate big boys in town for the holiday?"
"No, but you certainly are observant, Greg," admitted Sarah. "The day after tomorrow is the Fourth and we always sponsor the grand marshal's float, as you know. This year the paper wanted to get some pictures to print before the parade."
Why did I suddenly get a queasy stomach? I realized that it was what Sarah didn't say that gave me cause to worry.
"Was our golden boy and war hero there for the pictures, Sarah? You seemed to have forgotten to mention that he was going to be in town, as well as be the grand marshal at the parade. Any chance he'll be in the pictures with you?" I probed.
Sarah played with her hands and looked to see if the girls were in the room. She seldom showed any nerves so this caught my attention.
"Jason was there, Greg. Our hotel has donated a suite for the use of our local military hero. It's just good public relations. His parents moved away from Williamsport a few years ago. He had no place to stay. We decided to donate a suite to a local man that had been wounded in service to our country and is serving as grand marshal at the Fourth of July parade," reasoned Sarah as her voice rose slightly. "It's just good business and there's no reason to get all worked up about it."
"Then why are you getting worked up?" I responded immediately.
"I'm not! Well, maybe I am a little," conceded Sarah. "It's just that we have always tried to avoid the subject of Jason. I know how you feel about our dating back in school, and how annoying it is when people, even after all these years, keep throwing his name at you, and me. This is strictly business, Greg. You are my husband and the only man I love, or have ever loved. You need to believe that."
"It's sure good to hear you say it, Sarah, and I want to believe you. The question that comes to mind is this. Why did you feel it necessary to keep the information about Jason's return from me?"
"I just told you that I know it's a sore subject and I didn't want you to worry, or get upset," reasoned Sarah. "He simply doesn't mean anything to me."
"In that case, there should be no reason for me to be upset and certainly no reason for you to keep any information from me, is there?" I asked.
"Well, no, there really isn't, Greg. I'm so glad we have this out in the open and are discussing it. It seems like the specter of Jason has hung over us ever since we were married."
"Or longer," I added. "So, do you have any more activities scheduled that include the General?"
"Colonel Benson will be the grand marshal at the parade and then feted at an informal affair at the hotel on the following day," confessed Sarah. "There will be some snacks and beverages provided by the hotel and folks will have the opportunity to fawn over him."
"Can I assume that you will be the hostess of this fawning?" I asked.
"Yes, Greg, I am the fawn overseer. That is part of my job. If someone is going to reap goodwill and press from this, it had damn well better be me," asserted Sarah. "Do you have a problem with it?"
"I don't see that it would matter, Sarah. The die is cast and the plans are made. I wasn't privy to them, but I'll survive, as long as what you tell me is true. He means nothing to you, right? You won't get all doe-eyed at the fawning?"
Sarah was showing the telltale signs of being annoyed at my statement until she caught my little pun. Then she broke into a grin and hugged me.
"Greg, I love you so much! You're the only buck that ever attracts this doe's eyes, or any other body parts," she laughed.
"I hope that applies for everything of yours that comes in pairs and not just your eyes, Sarah, and as well as anything that may be one of a kind," I smiled.
"You know that's all I have, Baby," cooed Sarah. "It's all one of a kind and it's all yours!"
As we passed through the living room, we explained to the girls that we were both too tired to eat and were going to bed. They would have to get by on eating what was leftover from yesterday's roast beef.
"Too tired?" laughed June. "Then we'd better not hear any noises coming from your room! Last time you guys were this tired, you kept us up half the night!"
"Oh dear!" blushed Sarah as I closed our bedroom door. "Maybe we'd better wait until the girls are asleep. We don't want them to think we're doing it."
"They already know we're "doing it" as you put it, Sarah," I pointed out as I freed her breasts from her low top and began to nibble on them. They think we're in love."
"Well, as long as we don't mislead them," sighed Sarah as she worked on my shirt buttons. "Just don't make me moan so loud this time!"
The next evening I casually asked Sarah how her day went as she was making dinner. She knew that I was really asking about Jason and if anything happened between them.
"It went well, Greg. Jason is even more dynamic and forceful than he was in high school. I guess being an officer and going to war has sharpened his natural leadership skills," replied Sarah.
"Sarah, let's get something straight right now," I quickly responded. "When I told you that I expected you to be open and honest about Jason, I sure as hell didn't mean for you to tell me what an incredible guy he is! I want honest opinions about what a pompous ass he is and how glad you are that you married me. That's the kind of honesty I'm looking for here."
"Greg, the guy may be an army ranger and a war hero, all tanned and lean and tougher than an old hunk of rawhide, but he can't compare to you!"
"That's more like it. Tell me more," I prompted.
"Sure, Jason had to take a call from the President of the United States this afternoon, congratulating him and thanking him for his meritorious service, but you served as vice president of the Elks Club two years ago. Jason isn't even a member!" stated Sarah with a straight face.
"It figures," I nodded. "The damn guy probably thinks he's too good for the Elks. He'll certainly never attain the status of treasurer of the soccer club, either. What a freakin' loser!"
"Exactly what I was thinking, Dear," agreed Sarah. "He'll probably botch up his interview on Fox News after the parade tomorrow, too. The book he's working on will be dull as hell. There's a real good chance he won't make general before he's fifty."
"That's what I'm talking about!" I almost shouted. "The damn pussy probably hasn't ever changed a diaper in his entire life, either. That's the real acid test. Medals should be awarded for that! Anybody can take a bullet in the ass."
"I have to admit it, Greg. It does help when we speak the truth and discuss everything like adults," laughed Sarah. "No guy can compare to the guy I have!"
"Don't you forget it either," I warned. "If you want to be there when my troops surge, you'd better play your cards right. My plans for their deployment can be changed right up to the last second."
"Those troops had better not surge prematurely or they'll be bivouacked out in the cold, Buster, and so will their reinforcements," retorted Sarah. "You'll know when it's safe to deploy the whole brigade. I'll decide where and when that surge will occur."
"You always get to decide," I whined. "Why can't I be the one to determine where my troops get stationed?"
"Oh, you can, Dear," countered Sarah. "You decide if you want them in a tissue, or someplace of my choosing, but more to the little guys' liking. You've demonstrated over the years that I can't trust you to make that decision. If I turn my back on you for a second you're trying to deploy them where no man has gone before."
"It's just that the troops want to explore that final frontier, Sarah. They're courageous little soldiers and they're willing to travel anywhere in the universe, including black holes," I suggested with a smile.
"Believe me when I tell you that anything that enters that black hole will never survive, Greg. It will simply cease to exist. It would be the end of your army, as well as the rocket in which they travel," cautioned Sarah.
"Okay, Sarah. I understand," I conceded. "It's just human nature that when they can travel anywhere in the solar system except Uranus, that's where they want to go."
"Sweetheart, be damn glad that Venus is available for them. That's a planet any normal man would love to visit and it's really under explored and under-utilized. I don't think your guys would be too happy to be banned from there, or to arrive and find other troops already in control," warned Sarah with a wicked grin.
I grabbed Sarah and brought her against my chest and held her tight. When she raised her head up to look at me, I placed my lips over hers and pressed them down firmly. Sarah was responding and her mouth began to open slightly to allow me access.
"Why don't you two get a room!" groaned April as she wandered into the room. "This is the kitchen, where my food is prepared."
Sarah blushed and tried to get away from me, but I wouldn't let her go. She quickly looked up at me again. I gave her another kiss and then released her.
"Boy, Dad, you really like Mom, don't you?" grinned April. "Think I'll ever find a guy like you to love me?"
"Not before you finish college, you won't!" I exclaimed. "I think the problem for you will be beating them off."
Sarah gasped and April turned bright red. Then I realized what I had said.
"Taking a stick and hitting them to keep them away!" I rephrased my statement. "You'll have to fight them off. Do you understand what I mean?"
April kept glowing a bright red. I felt my face flush as I turned and headed for the garage. I had suddenly remembered the back yard needed to be mowed. Raising daughters isn't always easy.
The parade was a great success and the cable news stations had crews covering it. Colonel Benson was a man on the upswing. He epitomized everything the media looked for on Independence Day. I watched his interview later that evening and had to admit he spoke well, looked great, and made a person proud to be an American.
The day after the parade was hectic. Sarah left early to be sure everything would be perfect for the open house they were having for Benson. The fact that one cable news crew stayed overnight at her hotel did little to alleviate her nerves. If her hotel was going to be on the news, it had better look perfect!
I decided to show Sarah that I really did appreciate her and all she did for me and the girls. I stopped in to see Jeff at his family's jewelry store. I listened to a few suggestions he made and decided on a pair of diamond earrings. Jeff tried to talk me into the matching necklace, but I was already over budget. I decided that it would be something I could buy Sarah another time to match her earrings.
I wandered around the main conference room, watching Colonel Benson pressing the flesh with all his adoring fans. He was gracious and humble. I had to give it to him. He was really making a good impression with the denizens of his old home town. The fact the every one in town already held the belief that his shit didn't stink didn't hurt his ability to delight.
Sarah was overseeing everything and doing a great job. It was a well run affair and the hotel was creating a lot of goodwill locally. It was supposed to finish by six and at six thirty there were still a few hangers on and camp followers unwilling to leave until the free food and drink was gone.



I knew things would be finished soon, so I slipped into Sarah's office. I had decided to surprise her with the earrings and then take her to a neighbor's party after dinner, where she could show them off to her friends.
I had been waiting for Sarah for fifteen minutes when I decided to use her bathroom while I waited. I had just finished washing my hands when I heard her office door close. I felt my big smile evaporate when I realized a masculine voice was speaking. I hadn't closed the bathroom door completely and the conversation was easily followed.
"Sarah, I know I keep saying it, but you look fantastic! Just being near you drives me crazy. You're still the most beautiful woman I've ever made love to."
My gut twisted around and I felt the sweat bead on my forehead. I felt weak and had to lean on the sink to stabilize myself.
"That's very flattering, Colonel, but I have to ask you to please not speak to me like that. I'm quite happily married now and don't want to give you the wrong impression," replied Sarah. "That was over twenty years ago and is best forgotten."
"Sarah, I know that you still feel something for me. I've seen it the past several days while we've been working together, and please call me Jason," replied the smooth hero bastard. "The only reason I agreed to spend the holiday here was to see you again. I have to say it was worth it, too!"
"I'm sure that you wanted to let the people in your old home town have the pleasure of having you here for the parade, Jason. You are a hometown boy that made good. Everyone takes a lot of pride in your adventures and success. You are, after all, a real war hero," concluded Sarah.
"Sarah, come up to my room right now!" pleaded Benson. "I have to leave early tomorrow morning. Come and let me make love to you again. That will be your special way of thanking me for everything I've done for the country, and for you, really."
I was close to throwing up! If I started barfing, Sarah would know I was eavesdropping on her conversation. I reminded myself to take slow, deep breaths and managed to regain control of my stomach.
"I'm married, Jason. My husband would suspect something immediately," reasoned Sarah. "He would be extremely upset, to say the least."
"I saw him hanging around, Sarah. He's not the type to give any trouble. I've had hundreds of men like him under my command. They never challenge me. He wouldn't dare say anything to you," reasoned Benson. "Coaching girls' soccer and changing diapers doesn't prepare a man for battle."
I could hear the contempt in Benson's voice as he chuckled at his own comment. He didn't seem to hold me in vary high regard.
"Jason, why don't you stay a few extra days if you want to see more of me?" asked my devoted wife. "I can keep your room for you with no trouble, and no charge."
"I can't, Sarah. My orders are to report to Washington tomorrow. It's all part of climbing the ladder, going up the chain of command. I've invested over twenty years and a lot of blood in this, and I'm getting close. I sure don't want to screw it up at this point."
"Is it true that you Rangers have some kind of thing about not leaving a fellow Ranger behind, Jason?" asked Sarah with way too much enthusiasm to suit me.
"That's right, Sarah. We take an oath and we live by it. Without that trust and knowledge that our brothers are watching our backs, we'd never be able to survive," responded Jason with obvious pride. "Come on up to my room, Sarah. You have the chance to have a real hero make love to you tonight."
"That's very tempting, Jason," answered Sarah. "It's just that there are a few things I don't quite understand. Maybe you can explain them to me first?"
'Sure, Sarah," Jason replied quickly. "I'll be glad to explain anything so we can hurry up and relive the glory days!"
"Well, Jason, let's start with this. Why do you feel that you are so much better than my husband? I know you have trained and gone to war and been decorated numerous times. Do heroes have to have medals and badges to be a hero?"
"I don't think I get your question," Benson answered slowly. "Your husband never risked his life. He never went to war. He hid behind your skirts and coached girls' soccer and went to PTA meetings. He really didn't do anything very courageous."
"Greg took over the soccer team our daughters played on when the coach broke her femur in a car accident and no one else was willing. He didn't even know the rules. He always watched football, not soccer," continued Sarah. "He studied books and read things on the internet so he could do it. He had a tough time and made some mistakes, but he kept the team going. He did that for our daughters, and the other girls on the team."
"Greg helped take care of my father after his stroke so my mother could have some rest. He was never especially close to Dad, but he willingly bathed and fed him. The reason? Because he loves me. He's my hero, Jason," stated Sarah.
"I'm sure he's a good guy, Sarah. I didn't intend to demean him. It's just that after doing what I've done over the years, it's hard to feel too much respect for men that don't do what I do," answered Benson.
"That's not a satisfactory response, Jason. Greg worked nights one year so he could attend the girls' activities. He worked two jobs for another year so we could save enough money for a down payment on our house. He caught our daughter June smoking in our garage with a couple of her friends when she was sixteen. He took her over his knee in front of them and spanked her good. She cried and told him she hated him and ran to her room. He never slept that entire night, he was so worried about her. The next day she apologized and promised to never smoke again. Then she hugged him," reminisced Sarah. "That's how a man raises his family, Jason."
"My next question is this. How could you ask me to forsake my oath? You have so much pride in yours and will risk your life to live by it, yet you had no trouble suggesting that I break mine," said Sarah more then a bit heatedly. "You have contempt for those that break their oath and then you ask me to break mine."
"Then you tell me that you have so much time invested in your career and don't feel I'm worth risking it's loss," continued Sarah. "How about my career and my investment? You think nothing of asking me to take the chance of losing my job, and ruining my marriage while you brag to me about yours. Do you really feel so much contempt for me and my life? Is it so beneath yours? Haven't I spent twenty years building my life, my marriage, my career?" she demanded.
"When you put it that way, Sarah, I can see where I might have been a little out of line. It's just that you're so beautiful and we have such wonderful memories together," replied Benson nervously.
"Those wonderful memories are yours, not mine, Jason," answered Sarah. "I remember regret that I wasn't able to give Greg the honor of being my first. I remember how self centered you were. I remember being relieved when you left for West Point and seldom came back to Williamsport. Those are my memories!"
"Wow! I had no idea you felt that way, Sarah," Benson responded stiffly. "If you'll excuse me, I'll be on my way."
With that, I heard the door open and close rather sharply. I remained in the bathroom, worried that Sarah would enter and realize I heard the entire conversation. Luckily, I heard her office door open and close again. She had left.
I waited until I was pretty certain that the coast was clear and headed for my car. I called Jeff as I walked across the parking lot.
I was in the kitchen, helping the girls make dinner when Sarah entered from the garage. I had been on pins and needles waiting and I had no patience left.
"Sarah, I'm so glad to have you home!" I exclaimed as I hugged her to me.
"Greg, I was just finishing up some paperwork," explained Sarah. "I wasn't, you know, doing anything..."
I pressed my lips against hers and held her tightly to my chest. My heart felt like it was going to burst. After a very long time, I pulled my lips from Sarah's.
"Wow! Dad is really glad to see you, isn't he, Mom?" laughed June. "I hope my husband greets me like that after twenty years of marriage."
Sarah was looking at me closely. I could tell she was trying to determine exactly why I seemed so glad to see her and why I apparently didn't need any explanations about her being late.
"I hope you do find a husband like mine, June," agreed Sarah. "He's full of surprises, and he sure loves his family!"
I pulled a small, beautifully wrapped package out of a drawer and handed it to Sarah. She took it from my hands carefully and stared at it.
"Mom! Open it!" cried April. "I can't wait to see what it is!"
Sarah's hands seemed to tremble as she tugged at the wrapping. She discarded the paper and held the box in her hand. Then she slowly opened it.
Three sets of eyes began to tear up simultaneously. Oohs and aahs filled the room. The girls scooped up the necklace and placed it around Sarah's neck and hooked it. They each took charge of an ear and soon had the earrings in place. Then all three women turned to me.
"Dad! Are they tears?" asked June.
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Life can be quite predictable, for short periods of time. Every so often, something happens that you never expected, or anticipated. I never dared dream I'd be eating Annie's pussy, and certainly not with my wife's blessing.
A little over a week ago, I noticed that Brenda came home from work somewhat distraught. I asked her if anything was bothering her. She assured me that everything was fine. I knew it wasn't, but Brenda would eventually tell me what was wrong.
When I first brought Brenda home to meet the family those many years ago, my folks thought I was letting my little head do my thinking. She was, and still is, a beautiful woman. To say she was unsophisticated would be putting it mildly. Her father was a mechanic, and a real good one. Her mother was a cashier at a local retail store.
I had been drawn to Brenda because of her beauty and her figure. I was twenty one and she was nineteen. It didn't take me long to determine that Brenda was quite uncomplicated. She had struggled to get through high school, mostly because she had difficulty reading. Her vocabulary was somewhat limited and her math skills almost nonexistent.
How hard would it be for a suave college stud like me to get into her pants? I allowed myself three dates to seduce Brenda. I knew that she would be no match for my charm, wit, and experience. A year later, I was still working on that same goal!
I don't know when I finally realized what I was up against. It had just crept up on me. I had fallen in love with Brenda. Her family was a close-knit, loving group. They weren't rocket scientists but they all worked hard, were extremely honest, and fiercely loyal to each other.
Brenda had been taught by her folks to avoid casual sex and she did. It was simple for her. She didn't spend time worrying about what others would say or think. She always did what she felt was right; what she had been taught.
I gradually realized that Brenda's family was an exceptional group and not the bunch of halfwits I had initially assumed. I fell in love, pretty much with the whole damn family! I didn't need to brag, bluster, lie, or make excuses with them. They accepted me, and they seemed to genuinely like me.
My parents weren't as easily convinced that Brenda would make a good life partner. Somehow, they had envisioned me with a woman of so-called class and breeding. I was their fair-haired boy and could have my choice of successful women. A lawyer or doctor with wealthy parents would have been appropriate for me, at least in their minds.
Their thinly veiled insults never fazed Brenda. At the time, I wasn't sure if Brenda failed to catch their meaning, or if she simply refused to take the bait. I had more than a few arguments with my parents and my older sister over their treatment of Brenda.
By the time Brenda and I were married, my family seemed less opposed to our union. By our fifth wedding anniversary, we had had two children. My parents appeared to love Brenda far more then they did me, or so it seemed to me. I couldn't blame them, either. When Brenda became part of my family, she embraced my relatives with the same loyalty and honesty as she did her own. She showed all of us the real meaning of class.
After twenty-two years of marriage, I still marvel at my good fortune. Brenda could not have been a better mother or wife. Her dedication to our kids, and to me, was inspirational. It made me constantly strive to be improve as a father and husband. Over the years, Brenda helped my mother through a couple of difficult medical problems. My dad always lit up when Brenda was near. I had hit the mother lode!
Brenda never told me what was bothering her that night. I did notice that she was extremely amorous when we went to bed. She wasn't aggressive so much as she was insistent. She wanted to give me as much pleasure as she possibly could, and that girl could deliver the goods!
I probably wouldn't have thought about it so much, except it continued every night. Brenda had always been passionate and loving. Now she was smokin'!
I began to worry after three nights of rigorous sex that she was having an affair, as difficult as that was to believe. Many times I had heard that a cheating wife will try to soothe her conscience by screwing her husband to death. Married men should always be wary if the wife suddenly wants a lot of sex, and especially if they want it in new and different ways.
I pressed Brenda a little about her feelings about me. She had never lied to me in our entire marriage, to the best of my knowledge. In fact, I had never heard her lie to anyone, not even telemarketers and salesmen. She kept telling me she was fine, and she just wanted me to know how much she loved me.
"If you could do anything you wanted, what would it be, Jeff?" she asked me one evening after an arduous bout of love making. "If we won the lottery or something, what would you do?"
"Brenda, I did win the lottery when you agreed to marry me," I laughed. "I am a very contented man. Our kids are doing well in their careers. We have each other and now you're screwing me to death. What more could I want?"
"Am I too demanding on you, sexually, Jeff?" worried Brenda with surprising emotion. "Are you feeling weak, or tired?"
"Well, yeah! It's a damn good feeling, though," I admitted as I kissed Brenda's beautiful breasts. "It's great exercise and I'm getting more stamina every day, sweetheart. Don't let up. I'm not crying "Uncle" yet!"
"Okay, but don't say I didn't give you a chance to rest," chided Brenda. "You don't have any secret wishes or dreams that you can think of, Jeff? Wouldn't you like to play golf in the Masters or something?"
"Brenda, I'd love to win all four majors five years in a row, but I may as well wish for wings and a twelve inch dick," I chuckled. "You have to work years to get good enough to even qualify. For that you have to start when you're very young. Then you need more talent that almost anyone else on the planet. That simply isn't a possibility, but thanks for suggesting it."
"Would you like to travel someplace exotic, Jeff?" asked Brenda. "Maybe you'd like to see Europe or Australia! I could check into getting tickets and we could leave right away."
"Where is this coming from, Brenda?" I questioned gently. "You've never told me you wanted to do that. Is that what this is? Do you want to travel someplace, so you're asking me if I want to do it? If you'd like to do that, we'll save up and make plans, Sweetheart. That isn't something you do on the spur of the moment. Maybe we could plan on doing that for our twenty-fifth anniversary."
For some reason, Brenda jumped out of bed and ran into the bathroom. I could hear her sobbing. She was in there for ten minutes before she finally blew her nose and came back to bed.
"What did I say, Darling?" I asked Brenda softly. "If it means a lot to you, we'll go right away. You've been a wonderful mother and wife and I would do anything for you. I don't think you've ever even asked for anything for yourself before. Now I feel like a heel."
"I don't care about any trip, Jeff! I was just thinking how hard you've worked to take care of your family all these years and how it would be nice to reward you for everything," confessed Brenda.
"You have rewarded me every day of our marriage," I whispered as I held her to my chest. "You have been such a good wife and mom that I always wanted the best for you, and the kids. I was happy to be able to provide for you. That was my duty as your husband and as the kids' father."
"So you're happy, Jeff? Have I been a good lover for you? Are you happy with our sex life?" she questioned me.
"My Gawd!" I groaned. "I don't think I could stand it if you were any more amorous! You are incredible, Darling."
The next night, Brenda's younger sister, Annie, stopped in to visit. She had married a man twelve years her senior and he had died from a massive heart attack a couple years back. She was a younger version of Brenda. She had a wonderful figure and total devotion to her family.
As usual, I flirted shamelessly with her. We had been doing that since Brenda had first taken me home to meet her family. Nothing had ever come of it and I never tried to take it any farther. Brenda and Annie were very close and they would sooner walk on hot coals than betray each other. That was one reason I was so comfortable flirting with Annie. I knew she wouldn't some day show up on my doorstep insisting I run off with her.
"You want to have sex with Annie, don't you, Jeff?" blurted Brenda suddenly as Annie and I were engaged in a little sexual banter after finishing several drinks. "You act like you're joking, but she really turns you on, doesn't she?"
How should a man answer that question? I didn't want to lie, or hurt Annie's feelings. I sure didn't want to tell my wife that her sister really turned me on. I decided that the best course of action was to change the subject.
"If it doesn't rain pretty soon, I'll have to start watering the lawn," I announced. "I'd better go make sure there's enough hose in the garage to cover the whole yard."
I was half way to the garage door when Brenda stopped me in my tracks.
"Jeff! Get back here!" she insisted. "I asked you a question. I'm not upset, Darling. It's just that it finally sunk in my head how much you lust for Annie. I don't blame you. What man wouldn't want a woman as sexy as Annie?"
"Brenda, I have never even come close to cheating on you with Annie, or anyone else. Ask Annie! Sure, I think she's a beauty, but you're my girl and all I need," I replied smoothly, or so I thought. "Don't make more out of a little flirting than it is. If it'll make you feel better, I won't do it anymore."
My stomach began to churn. I seldom had stomach problems, but the drinks and Brenda's accusation made me queasy. That's when I thought of the Dramamine. I had started taking it to settle my stomach when I went on a deep sea fishing trip a few years ago with some buddies. It worked great, so I kept it around for those times when my stomach tried to revolt. The only side effect was that I couldn't drive after taking it because it always made me groggy.
Brenda seemed flustered and nervous, as well. Her behavior had been odd for several days and this was the strangest I'd ever seen her act.
"Annie, would you step into the kitchen with me?" asked Brenda to her sister. "Jeff, we'll be back in a few minutes."
The two of them left the room. My stomach was still reacting to my nerves so I hustled into the bathroom and downed a couple Dramamine. I was sitting on the sofa when Brenda and Annie returned to the living room.
"Jeff, Annie has been telling me lately how lonely she's been since Steve died. I think it would be very nice of you to take her to bed and make love to her," concluded Brenda.
I almost soiled my pants right there on the couch! Annie was blushing and fidgeting with her feet as she looked at the floor. The whole thing was surreal.
"Brenda! What's wrong?" I demanded. "Are you okay? You've been behaving oddly for several days and now it's getting downright weird! Annie is an extremely attractive woman and is very capable of finding male companionship. You don't need to force me on her."
"Forcing?" demanded Brenda. "She's had the hots for you for years. I'd rather see her problem solved by a man that respects and loves her than some stranger. I know you love her, like a sister, at least. I don't think this is asking too much of you. Tell him what you told me, Annie."
"I, well, I have been alone for a couple years Jeff and if Brenda doesn't mind, I would appreciate it if you would take me to bed," responded Annie while her gaze never left the floor. "It would be a one time thing. Would you do it for me tonight, please?"
It was obvious to me that something was going on. This was so out of character for Brenda and Annie that I briefly considered that they had been doing coke or smoking crack. I had just enough of a buzz on to have trouble reaching a logical reason for their actions. Annie was a very desirable woman, but I had never cheated on Brenda and didn't think it would be a good time to start.
"Annie, if I was going to sleep with a woman other than Brenda, you'd be my first choice," I admitted. "That said, I don't believe that you two women really want this. There's something else going on. What is it?"
"Damn it, Jeff! Don't make my poor sister beg for it!" exclaimed Brenda. "You know you'd love to take her to bed and Annie needs it bad. Just make love to her and make me proud. If you don't, you'll be sleeping alone for a very long time!"
Annie and I were both surprised at Brenda's impassioned speech. I had never known Brenda to lie and she seemed serious as a heart attack. Annie took my hand and tugged me to me feet. Brenda actually smiled at us as we headed for the bedroom. My head was beginning to spin slowly as I followed Annie. It was like a strange dream, or more accurately, like the time I had so-called local anesthesia for minor surgery. I was awake, but not able to think.
So that's how I found myself naked on my bed with my wife's sister riding my face. I had insisted we start that way to be certain that Annie got as much pleasure as possible. I had the very real fear that I'd be so excited that I'd shoot my load before I had gotten the job done. It was my way of holding off for a few minutes, at least.
I really had Annie going, too. I had my tongue working her to perfection. Maybe I wasn't getting enough air. Maybe it was the drinks and the Dramamine. I don't know; maybe it was a combination of the three. Annie tensed and moaned loudly and sort of collapsed down on my face and sat there, coming down from her sexual high. While she lingered with her wet sex on my face, I fell asleep.
It wasn't one of those fleeting moments like you have when you're driving a car and fall sleep for a second and wake up scared. I was dead to the world. I had to be, because Annie's scream didn't really rouse me. It was like a train in the distance. I heard it but it didn't mean anything to me.
I felt hands on my face and I began the climb back to consciousness. Then I was wide awake! I did keep my eyes closed as I listened to my wife and her sister.
"You said he wouldn't die for a few months!" bawled Annie. "Look what I've done to Jeff!"
"That's what I heard!" sobbed Brenda. "Help me do CPR on him!
I mulled that interesting bit of information over. These women expected me to die! Then I felt lips on mine and felt a breath being forced into my lungs. I opened my eyes slightly and saw Brenda taking another deep breath to deliver to me. I felt her tears dropping on my face. If she was trying to kill me, why was she trying to save me? Had she had a change of heart? Had I been poisoned? Why would Brenda and Annie want me dead? Why screw me first?
Brenda exhaled into my mouth again. Then Annie started pushing on my chest, and hard! I soon realized I wasn't going to be able to fake death if I had to endure any more compressions! My ribs couldn't take it.
I reached up and grabbed Annie's tits and held her off me. She struggled to administer the next compression for a second or two before she realized I had to be alive to be squeezing her tits.
"Jeff!" cried Brenda. "You're alive! I was so afraid you had died! I know you're really ill and I thought Annie had been too rough!"
Brenda started kissing me all over my face and lips, which were all coated with Annie's juices! I figured if she didn't mind, neither did I. I slid my tongue into her mouth and we had a short duel. Then Brenda pulled away from me.
"The cat's out of the bag, Jeff. We know you've got cancer of the pancreas and you only have a few months to live. I don't know why you felt you couldn't tell me. I've been worried sick. I had hoped you tell me so I wouldn't betray Stella's confidence. Why didn't you tell me, Jeff?" sobbed Brenda.
Wow! I had pancreatic cancer? A couple months to live? Wouldn't I have to go to a doctor to get that type of prognosis? I'd need tests and get second opinions! Where was this coming from? I began to suspect that there was some sort of misunderstanding about my health. I wondered it that meant my quest to pleasure Annie would be denied.
"Does that mean you're rescinding your demand that I take Annie to previously unattained heights, Brenda?" I asked while I held her sister suspended pretty much by her breasts. "Make up your mind, and soon."
"Well, I do want you to die happy, Jeff, but not tonight," worried Brenda. "What happened to you just now?"
"It was a combination of the drinks, a couple Dramamine, and Annie's thighs severely limiting my air supply," I replied as Annie began to make strange noises. "Do you want me to continue pleasing this woman or not, Brenda?"
Just then the telephone in the living room rang. I never allowed a phone in the bedroom so I wouldn't be awakened by ringing on mornings when I was sleeping in.
"Well, as long as you feel okay, go ahead, Jeff," replied Brenda as she left the room to answer the phone.
I smiled as I lowered Annie back down. It just happened that her mouth was in near proximity with my cock when I released her. I didn't have to explain what I wanted from Annie as she quickly gobbled up my cock. I soon felt life returning to the bad boy. I took her hair in my hands and regulated her tempo. I was trying to decide if I should risk sending a load down Annie's throat and hope I could get hard again, or just spin her around and start pounding her. Then Brenda came back into the room.
"That was an interesting call, Jeff and Annie," she began. "Jeff's mother just told me that his Uncle Buck has cancer of the pancreas. I didn't know it but Buck's real name is also Jeffrey. That must be the Jeffrey Wright that my cousin Stella read the report on and thought it was Jeff here."
That news made my mind up for me! I began working Annie's face up and down my cock at a rapid rate. To her credit, she was doing her best to finish the job.
"Annie! Did you hear me? Jeff isn't dying from cancer. It's his uncle," explained Brenda. "That means you don't have to do this. Jeff didn't have to pass out eating you out, either. This was all a misunderstanding!"
I never thought it would be so difficult to get off in Annie's mouth! I was really trying. The problem was having my wife stand next to me, trying to explain why she thought I was dying. It ruined my concentration. I realized that I was crossing over the line from a mercy fuck to making a big fucking mistake. I released Annie's head and put my hands at my sides. I was like a kid showing my mom that it wasn't my fault.
Brenda's eyes narrowed as Annie kept pumping her mouth on my cock. Once again, I started to get close. This was kinky stuff and I was really getting turned on.
Brenda reached over and wrapped a wad of Annie's hair in her hand and lifted her off my cock. Annie was reluctant to let go and there was a very audible "pop" when my cock finally slipped from her oral cavity.
"Thanks, Annie," smiled Brenda. "This isn't necessary any more. Jeff isn't going to die any time soon, even if he thinks he's in heaven at the moment. Your work is done here. Thanks for the help and I appreciate your willingness to help your sister, but it's over, okay?"
Annie's head was bent back at a sharp angle that looked uncomfortable as hell. All she had to do was push her self up and the pressure on her head would have ended. Instead, it looked like she was trying to pull her mouth back to my cock, but Brenda's grip in her hair was too strong.
"Sis, Jeff's really close!" gasped Annie. "It would be cruel to leave him like this, especially after what he did for me a little while ago. He needs release!"
"You could be right about that, Annie, but Jeff doesn't have cancer, he isn't dying any time soon, and he's my husband," pointed out Brenda somewhat emphatically. "I really want to thank you for helping with my half-baked scheme, but your work here is done!"



With that, Brenda lowered her mouth over my cock! Once she had it captured, she released Annie's hair and concentrated on my pleasure. I watched in silence as Brenda expertly worked my cock with her sister's face only inches away. That scene was more than I could take! Annie smiled broadly when she saw Brenda's throat working to swallow while I growled my approval.
"Way to go, Sis!' beamed Annie. "That's the way to take care of your man! I think it's time I started dating again! Now I remember what I've been missing the last couple years. Be sure to let me know if Jeff ever has any health problems, Brenda. "I'm always glad to help!"
Brenda slowly raised her head and smiled at her sister and me. She literally, looked like the cat that got the cream.
"Annie, I'll set you up with some single guys, but this won't happen again!" promised Brenda. "I jumped to a stupid conclusion. I was lucky Jeff's mother called when she did. I would have been really upset when I did find out that it was Uncle Buck that was dying, and not Jeff. Especially if it was after poor Jeff was ravished by my own sister, who I invited into our bed."
"That was a good lesson for me, though," admitted Brenda. "I was trying to find a way to make Jeff's life happier, and his death less devastating. I just didn't realize that I can do that all by myself, and I can work on it every day. I'm quite capable of taking care of you all be myself, wouldn't you say, Jeff?"
That was the last thing I heard, as once again, sleep reached out to claim me.
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Becky looked great in her black dress. Maybe she looked too good. I'm a pretty laid back type of guy, but I pay attention to things that are important to me. My wife is one of those things.
Over the past twelve months, I'd noticed that Tom Burton had a thing for Becky, my wife of 24 years. He was fairly careful about it, but it was obvious to me. I could read his mind like a book. Whenever we were at the same social gathering, he would somehow gravitate to Becky, especially if I was occupied elsewhere.
I know couples can't be at each other's side all the time. It isn't healthy to even attempt to be. One of the purposes of socializing is to meet and interact with people other than your spouse or close relatives. I also understood that Burton was just a tad too attentive to Becky. He was too gracious... too smooth. At 44, Becky was still a very attractive, vibrant woman and Tom Burton thought he'd like to try her on for size. I had different plans.
Becky worked as a nurse at the local hospital. Loraine Burton, Tom's wife, worked in the administrative offices of the same hospital. That fact brought the Burtons and us together at many of the same parties and fund raisers. That allowed Tom Burton the opportunity to chat up Becky on a fairly regular basis.
I didn't distrust Becky. I simply knew that ignoring Tom's agenda would be a very foolish mistake on my part. I would thwart him, at the very least. At worst, I'd kick his ass. I had no illusions about my ability to whip the bastard, but if he got too close to Becky and seriously threatened my marriage, it would be mine to do. I accepted that as a basic part of life, like breathing. If a man won't fight for his family, he just isn't much of a man. Getting your head handed to you will do more for your pride and self-respect than burying your head in the sand, especially when you are fighting for family and honor.
I was talking to Mrs. Zimmer and Becky was across the room. We were a retirement party for Doctor Wilkes, who had been a fixture at the hospital for over forty years. Mrs. Zimmer was a delightful woman and I usually enjoyed time spent speaking with her. I had dated her niece years ago. She never failed to bring that up at these parties. She must have noticed I wasn't giving her my full attention.
"Dave, you're not very good for my ego. You're barely paying any attention to my clever observations, let alone my numerous anecdotes. Becky is quite capable of taking care of herself," she allowed. "Loraine's husband might as well try pissing up a rope."

"Mrs. Zimmer!" I laughed. "I haven't heard that expression since my father passed away! I'm glad you think that way, but if you have noticed his advances, why hasn't Becky?"
"Do you think she doesn't realize he is drawn to her like a moth to the flame, Steve?" asked Mrs. Zimmer. "He's always chatting her up at these affairs. In my long life, I have come to disregard the concept of coincidences. There are none,"
"Well, don't look for an argument from me, Mrs. Zimmer," I agreed. "I've tried to diplomatically suggest to Becky that our friend, Tom, wants to get into her thong."
I grinned as the older woman raised here eyebrows at my terminology. Then she smiled.
"I guess Becky could wear a thong. That fashion idea came after any possible thong days for me were well past," she chuckled. "I'm afraid my goal now is to conceal and support, rather than expose and entice. It would have been a different story thirty years ago."
For some reason, my mind rebelled at the mental image her words were conjuring. I thought that I did a good job of preventing my thoughts from being expressed on my face. I gradually worked my way back to Becky's side. Tom Burton had mysteriously disappeared by the time I reached Becky. I realized that he must watch me as closely as I watched him. That only served to strengthen my opinion that he wanted to get Becky in bed.
"There you are, Sweetheart!" greeted Becky. "I hope you're having a good time since you have left me alone for so long."
"I know you weren't alone, Becky. Have you noticed that Romeo always disappears when I approach?" I asked.
"You're not going to start that again, are you, Steve?" demanded Becky. "Tom was just being polite. He excused himself to attend to Loraine before you were even in sight. Your paranoia is taking over again."
"Becky, the guy is working you. It's very obvious to another man. He's quite patient, but he's determined. I can see that quite clearly," I insisted.
"What you see is another man being polite to me and it provokes your jealousy," retorted Becky. "You're always talking to different women, but I don't accuse you of trying to seduce them!"
"That's exactly right, Becky. I talk to different women. I don't spend most of my time with any particular woman. Therein lies the difference," I countered.
"Tom and Loraine are happily married, Dave. You have to relax a little and trust me a lot more. I've made it through 24 years without falling off the fidelity wagon," argued Becky. "I'm not even a big flirt, like a lot of wives my age."
"I know that, Becky. I'm not accusing you of anything," I responded. "I just want you to understand that Tom is doing his best to seduce you. I want you aware of it and not allow him the opportunity to compromise your honor, because he will if he can."
A couple of Becky's fellow nurses stopped by to joke with us and the conversation about Tom Burton ended. I stuck a little closer to Becky the rest of the evening and Burton avoided us. As a man, he instinctively knew that I could tell he was sniffing around Becky. In my mind, his patience made him very dangerous.
Everything smoothed over for a couple months. I realized that was because we hadn't been anywhere to bump into Lorain and Tom. I knew that avoiding them wouldn't solve the problem. Either Becky had to understand that Tom was a threat to our marriage, or I'd have to persuade him that he was looking at a world of hurt if he pursued his plan for seduction of my wife.
I work for an insurance company and the owners always try to get the company's name in the local papers. I was scheduled to attend a training session to learn all about annuities. I was slated to be the company expert in that department. The seminar was in Jacksonville and would last a week. I'd have to leave on a Sunday and return on a Saturday. It was splashed around the papers, along with my picture. It was good press and the company made certain that people knew they would be able to take advantage of my expertise.
The story was on the third page of our little town paper. It came out the week before I was scheduled to leave and pretty much detailed my entire itinerary. I soon discovered that people do read those blurbs.
It was the Saturday afternoon before I was scheduled to fly to Jacksonville. I had been over helping my neighbor across the street work on his lawnmower. He didn't have a wrench we needed, so I walked across the street and into my garage to get mine. I noticed the light was blinking, indicating the phone was in use. For no real good reason, I decided to listen in on the conversation.
"It's just a dinner, Becky, honest. I'll be a complete gentleman. I would like to spend a nice evening having dinner with a friend without her jealous husband staring holes in me," said a male voice. "You know Dave won't let us hold a conversation without getting bent out of shape. Have you done something that has made him not trust you?"
"I certainly have not, Tom!" replied Becky somewhat heatedly. "His jealousy has no basis in fact. It's embarrassing how he always watches you, and tries to intimidate you."
It was that goddamn Tom Burton trying to charm Becky! I held my hand over the mouthpiece so my heavy breathing wouldn't be heard.
"Believe me, Becky, he doesn't intimidate me in the least," boasted Burton. "I'm too much of a gentleman to make a public scene and embarrass you. It would only aggravate things if I administered a lesson in manners to Dave. I think it's wiser to simply avoid him."
"Don't make the mistake of thinking Dave would be a quick learner if you're the instructor, Tom," cautioned Becky. "Don't take Dave lightly. He wouldn't give a second thought to mixing it up with you if he thought you were behaving inappropriately toward me."
"I know he has a temper. He doesn't know I hold a brown belt and would have little problem rendering him helpless. I just find that sort of bravado unseemly unless I'm provoked. I have no intention of harming Dave, so don't worry about that," answered Burton.
"Well, that's a good thing, Tom, because it wouldn't be easy and I wouldn't stand for it, even if it were," replied Becky.
Was Becky beginning to smarten up? Even she had to see where Burton was trying to take this. I made a mental note to have a heart to heart with the prick, and quite soon.
"This is all taking us away from the reason I called," continued Burton. "As I was saying, Lorain has to go to her mother's next weekend. Since you and I are both going to be alone, it makes sense that we get together for a nice dinner, no strings attached."
"I don't know, Tom. Dave would be extremely upset. I know that for certain," Becky correctly reasoned. "It could get ugly fast if he found out."
"There's no reason for him to find out, Becky. I'd like to meet you at the Hyatt across the river Friday night at seven, but I hate to see you so afraid of your husband. If you think he'll do you bodily harm, then we certainly shouldn't meet. I'll protect you when you're with me, but I can't watch over you all the time. However, no one will know us at the restaurant and I'll even pick you up at your place if you prefer," offered the prick.
"No! I wouldn't want you to pick me up, Tom. Someone might see you and get the wrong idea, not that I'm afraid of Dave," Becky responded. "I'll meet you there, but you have to understand that we are only having dinner and nothing else, okay?"
"Of course, Becky," oozed Burton. "We'll just enjoy a nice quiet dinner. There's no reason we shouldn't be able to do that as friends."
Once they hung up, I slammed my phone down and marched across the street, completely forgetting the wrench I had gone to get. I was as angry as I could ever remember being.
Becky dropped me off at the airport Sunday afternoon. She had been unusually warm and romantic the previous evening. I had formulated a plan by then, which allowed me to gain control of my anger. I still wanted to give Becky the cold shoulder. I wanted her to realize I wasn't some spineless wimp that she could toy with.
If succumbing to the only woman you ever wanted, or loved, is being a wimp, put me first on the list. When Becky came to bed nude and started working her magic on the little guy, he and I both responded. To love a woman so much is to have weakness. Becky was my Achilles heel. I could never refuse her anything in bed and I didn't that night. The next morning I was upset with myself, but my soldier was quite content.
We kissed and told each other how much we loved the other. We made plans for Becky to pick me up the following Saturday and I promised to call home every night. I didn't mention the slight revision I had made in my itinerary.
It took me a couple dozen phone calls from Jacksonville and a lot of begging, whining, insisting, and threatening, but I had everything set up for Friday night. I was back in town by noon and put the finishing touches on my plan. I bought a pair of dark rimmed glasses and a bad wig and then headed for the Hyatt around six.
I had decided that if plan A failed, I was going to be close enough to Burton to implement plan B, which was pretty much cold-cocking Burton at the restaurant and probably going to jail. I was not going to allow Becky to leave with that slime ball, regardless of what else took place.
It cost me five hundred dollars to convince the hotel management to save the five tables I wanted, but it was essential to my plan.
I was sipping a beer and looking at the menu when Tom and Becky were shown their table. Somehow, it happened to be next to mine. Becky was dressed to the nines and looked beautiful. I had checked myself out in a mirror and I knew that even if Becky had been looking for me, she'd never recognize me with the unkempt hair, the glasses and a new suit.
I was able to catch most of their conversation as I studied the menu. Becky seemed a little nervous, but Burton was firing on all cylinders as he worked to allay her doubts. He wasn't pushy and I didn't expect he would be, yet. He was laying the groundwork for a seduction. The prey had to be lulled into a sense of safety and well-being before it would take the bait. That was where I came in. Becky was not going to be Burton's next meal as long as she was married to me and I wasn't in jail or the hospital.
Suddenly Becky's head jerked up and her mouth fell open. Then she raised her menu up to cover her face, except for one eye. I turned to look in the direction she faced.
I couldn't keep a smile from creeping across my face as I watched as Nancy Wahl was escorted to her table by a very distinguished gentleman. Even in her late sixties, Nancy cleaned up very well. Her escort was very attentive and held her arm and whispered in her ear as they passed Becky's table to be seated near the back of the restaurant.
Becky's surprise at seeing her mother at the restaurant was obvious. Her dismay at seeing that it wasn't her father escorting her mother was priceless. Becky kept looking in her mother's direction while holding the menu in front of her face.
Nancy appeared to be far too interested in her escort to even glance Becky's way. I was beginning to enjoy the unfolding drama. Becky, on the other hand, seemed tense and quite nervous. I knew she was debating whether or not to tell Burton that her mother had just entered the restaurant with a strange man. In the end, she had to realize how humiliating it would be to explain that her saintly mother might just be a common slut.
My prime rib arrived and it was delicious. The beer was cold and the drama was high. I waited for the next act. Becky had just placed her order when she gasped and pulled her napkin to her face. Again, I swung my head to see the cause of her consternation.
Gloria Reynolds looked incredible in a short red dress with narrow straps and a very low neckline. As her gentleman friend held the chair for her and she bent to hold her dress under her as she took her seat, I was privileged to see a generous amount of breast. They sat at a table about twenty feet from Becky.
The fact that Becky's little sister was dining out with her old high school boyfriend was not lost on Becky. Anger flashed across her face as she watched Jason Whitman caress Gloria's face and then take her hands in his. There was no reason Gloria couldn't enjoy a quiet dinner with a friend. I assumed that her husband, Bob, was taking good care of their three children. Gloria appeared to be having a really good time. I ordered the chocolate mousse and waited.
Becky had little interest in her dinner. She kept hiding her face while attempting to watch her mother and sister in what appeared to be flagrant disregard for their marriage vows. Her agitation was palpable.
I was finishing my mousse when Becky actually began to sob. Her chest was rising and falling rapidly and tears streaked her cheeks. What could have brought on such an emotional response?
I turned to see Jennifer Reid enter with Bruce Davis. I thought Gloria looked incredible, but Jennifer was absolutely stunning! Every head turned to watch her walk to her table, which was just two tables in front of her mother's. The only time I had ever seen Jen look lovelier was at her wedding last year. That was a wonderful affair and she was radiant when I escorted her down the aisle and gave her hand in marriage, to Joe Stanton. As I recalled, Bruce Davis had been Jen's date for her Junior Prom.
Becky was livid. She and I had discussed Jen's choice for a husband many times. We had pretty much agreed that Joe was a wonderful young man. He was industrious, educated, good looking, and absolutely devoted to our daughter. The present situation appeared to be aggravated by Bruce Davis' rather familiar touching of Jen's arms and hands. He finally took her hands in his as she laughed at some private joke.
Becky was out of her chair and in Jen's face in less than five seconds. She was angry and didn't attempt to keep her voice down as she berated our daughter.
"Just what do you think you're doing here without your husband?" demanded Becky. "Joe would never allow this! I won't have you behaving like some common whore and ruining your marriage to a wonderful man. I want you to come with me right now. I'm taking you home!"
By the time Becky had finished her rant and stood glaring at Jen, Nancy and Gloria had come up behind her.
"Don't be such a prude, Sis!" chided Gloria. "Jen just wants to have a nice quiet dinner with a friend. What bug do you have up your ass?"
Gloria never was one for finesse. Becky whirled around and faced her mother and sister. Her anger appeared to have increased exponentially at the sight of them.
'What is wrong with you two?" cried Becky. "You have wonderful husbands and you're out behaving like old sluts! I never thought I'd see you disrespect Dad like this, Mother! How could you do it? Gloria! You have three beautiful children and a loving husband. What are you thinking?"
By this time, the place was in near pandemonium. All conversation had stopped and all the patrons were transfixed. It was like a train wreck in slow motion. No one could pull their eyes from the scene being played out.
Actually, that wasn't accurate. Tom Burton decided that it would be an excellent time to call it an evening. He dropped a hundred dollar bill on the table and circled around the far side of the room, obviously headed for the door. I was right behind him.
Once outside, I yanked the wig off and tossed the glasses to the pavement as I called his name. His shoulders hunched as if he'd been shot in the back. He slowly turned.
"I'm told you're some sort of Karate expert or something, Tom," I barked. "Why don't you show me what you've got!"
"I don't want trouble, Dave. Becky came on to me.! It was her idea and I just went along with it," he lied. "She's been after me for months."
"You miserable cock sucker!" I snarled. "Chasing my wife means you do want trouble, and you've fucking found it. Let's dance, Asshole!"
Tom tuned a shade of white you seldom see in nature. Without another word, he spun and practically ran down the street. At the speed he was going, he'd cover a couple blocks before he realized he had to get his car from the valet. Maybe he'd catch a cab instead.
I turned toward the restaurant door and came face to face with Becky. Jen, Gloria, and Nancy were behind her.
"Dave! I never, he was the one, I'm so ashamed!" cried Becky as she faced the ground and sobbed pitifully.
I looked at the Becky's family, my mother-in-law, sister-in-law, and daughter all watching me and waiting. I knew what I had to do. The only way I was able to convince them to participate in the evening's charade was by promising that I would make every effort to work things out with Becky. They were willing to help make a point, but only after I told them I didn't want a divorce or a separation. Now they waited.
I stepped up to Becky and put my fingers under her chin and raised her head so she had to look at me. I saw shame and fear. It both pleased me and saddened me. I was happy that she had enough pride to be ashamed and to fear that she had lost me. I was saddened that it had come to this.
"Becky, what I want from you is an admission that I was right about that guy. I want you to admit you had no business going to dinner with another man without my knowledge and consent. I want you to admit to your mother, sister, and daughter that you deserve whatever punishment I devise and that you will accept it," I demanded. "I want that right now or I want your ass out of my house."



"Dave is right. I really screwed up. I tried to pretend that it was alright for me to go out to dinner with Tom, but I knew what he wanted. I had no intention of giving it to him, but that's splitting hairs. I betrayed Dave when I accepted the offer and deep down I knew it. I had no trouble seeing it for what it was when you all showed up without your husbands," admitted Becky.
"I was horrified at your behavior, all of you. I loved and respected you, and your husbands. I hated seeing you cheat on them. It sickened me. It took a while for me to realize what you all were really doing. I've shamed myself before the people that mean the most to me. My own mother, sister, and daughter think I'm a cheap slut. Wait, I'm wrong. You don't think it, you know it!" she lamented.
"The worst thing is what I've done to Dave. He warned me. He tried to tell me about Tom, but the problem wasn't Tom. It was me. I was vain, stubborn, and foolish. There are always men like Tom. They would never be able to succeed if the wives remembered what's important. I thank God I have a man like Dave, if I still have him," sobbed Becky.
It was obvious that Becky was suffering, but I think all of us felt she deserved it. Consequences are a bitch. Becky was learning that now.
"Dave, it's up to you to decide what happens now," finished Becky.
"Well, Dad. I know what your decision had better be if you don't want to be changing your grandchild's diapers by yourself," interjected Jen, "and that's only about seven months away! Can you tell Mom you love her and let the rest work it self out? You wouldn't break a promise to your daughter, would you?"
"Becky, you make me so goddamn mad!" I whispered.
"That's it, Dad! Sweet talk her!" chuckled Jen as her grandmother and aunt laughed with her. "Mom, he's softening up! We all saw how Dad gets when he's actually mad. That Tom guy came as close to taking a beating as man can come. He's merely upset with you, Mom."
I pulled Becky to me and hugged her hard. I wasn't sure if I had forgiven her, but I had no doubts that I loved her. I guess that's why marriage is so difficult. When your daughter tells you that she's going to give you a grandchild, it puts a lot of the shit you've had to put up with along the way in perspective. For me, love and family are all I really need, or want.
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As I sat at my desk and reflected on the past year, tears rolled down my cheeks. I clearly remembered the night Liz told me she was pregnant with our third child. We were in bed, snuggling after a very satisfying round of love making.
"Tim, I have something important to tell you. Promise you won't get upset and raise your voice so the kids hear you," cautioned Liz.
I knew that there had to be something very serious on Liz's mind. I seldom raised my voice, especially in bed. I did raise myself up on my elbow and nodded to Liz as I waited for her to continue.
"I seem to be pregnant, Tim," began Liz nervously. "I can't believe it, but it's true. Please don't be upset with me, Darling."
I looked at Liz like she was from outer space. My jaw worked up and down, but nothing came out. I felt giddy and very excited. I finally found my voice.
"Upset? Sweetheart, how could I be upset? We've been given a precious gift!" I exclaimed.
"You really feel that way, Tim?" sobbed Liz. "I was afraid you'd be angry at me for not being more careful. It really was an accident. I didn't plan on it. That's for sure."
"What will the kids say when we tell them?" I wondered. "Steve might not act too excited, but I bet Angie will love the idea!"
"They'll be embarrassed, Tim," replied Liz. "They're in high school. Kids their age don't have little newborn siblings. People our age don't have babies."
"Well, it seems that these people our age will have a baby, doesn't it?" I laughed. "This is just incredible, Liz. I can't wait to tell everyone!"
"Tim, I do love you so much! I was afraid you'd be angry about having another baby after all these years. It'll change our lives in all kinds of ways," warned Liz. "You may have to give up some golf dates to do parenting. You might not be able to retire in ten years. "You'll be up all night with the baby more than a few times. Is this all okay with you?"
"Sweetheart, it's more than okay! I'll quit golf if I have to. I'll take off from work when necessary to take of this little bundle of joy. I was pretty young and inexperienced with our first two kids," I admitted. "I'm going to be sure to spend time with this baby as she grows up. I'll be the best dad ever!"
I had quickly grasped that Liz was concerned about my reaction to her pregnancy. I had to put her fears to rest. She needed me to be happy and supportive. The subject of an abortion would never even be discussed. I knew that. Liz and I would treasure this child.
It was six months later that Liz gave birth to Marisa. As I had predicted that night, we had a girl. Liz had waited until she was three months pregnant, and certain of her condition, before telling me about it. Her birth was one of the happiest events of our lives.
It had been difficult to relearn how to hold, feed, change, burp, and care for an infant. I had been determined to be a hands on father and I changed at least as many diapers as Liz. Angie had quickly overcome her initial embarrassment about having a sister seventeen years younger than she was and helped tremendously. We all viewed Marisa as a special gift and showered her with love.
I took a lot of ribbing from the guys at work and my golf buddies, but I didn't mind. My happiness was apparent to everyone. I was a very proud father. Liz had to conceal her anger a few times while she was pregnant because of an occasional cruel or insensitive remark about a woman in her forties having a baby. Once Marisa was born, the only emotions either of us ever felt were positive.
When Marisa was six months old, Liz returned to work. She had only been back to work a week when my life fell apart. I was doing some paperwork in my office when the phone rang. I answered on the first ring. I knew it would be Liz calling. She would have picked up Marisa from the daycare and arrived home to tell me about her day and how the baby was doing.
I listened in stunned silence as Angie explained how she had just received a call from the local hospital. Liz had been in a serious automobile accident! Angie showed a lot of pluck as she fought back her tears to explain what she had been told.
"Mom was hit by another car at that intersection by the Home Depot. That means she wouldn't have had Marisa with her yet, Dad!" she reasoned. "We have to pick up Marisa and get to the hospital. The person that called said you needed to get there right away. Dad, this isn't good!"
I forced my brain to slow down and plan my next few moves. It was no time to do something stupid or neglect something important.
"Angie, call my mother and father. Ask them to pick you up and then get Marisa from daycare. Take Marisa home and leave her there with Mom. Then get Dad to drive you and Steve to the hospital. While you're waiting for them to get there, call your other grandparents and tell them what's happened," I instructed. "Ask them to make whatever calls they feel are needed. Can you do all that, Sweetheart?"
"Yes, I'll do it, Dad. You have to hurry up and get to the hospital. Mom's going to need you!" she cried.
The next few days, and even weeks, were a nightmare. I rushed to the hospital only to sit and wait for Liz to come out of surgery. No one could even tell me exactly what injuries she had. I tried to reassure the kids when they came into the waiting room, but I failed miserably. We spent a two long, excruciating hours waiting to find out how Liz was doing.
Finally a thin woman came into the room and approached us. She wore one of those scrubs you always see in the shows on TV.
"Mr. Jackson?" asked the woman as she stopped in front of me. "I'm Dr. Jeffers. Your wife is out of surgery."
The relief that flooded over me quickly dissipated as Dr. Jeffers explained how seriously Liz had been injured. Strangely, she had no broken bones but had suffered severe head trauma. The operation had been to reduce swelling and stop any bleeding.
Liz was in a coma. It had been induced to limit the swelling and the damage to her brain. It would be several days, at least before they would attempt to bring her to a conscious state. The word "attempt" did not escape me. The doctor promised us nothing except that she, and the rest of her team, had done everything possible for Liz and they would continue to do their best.
The kids were crying and I was unable to staunch the flow of tears running down my cheeks. My dad, who always had a comment for every occasion, silently hugged each of us. Liz's parents made their way into the room just as our crying began to let up. Seeing our despair, they immediately broke into tears as well.
My dad was the one that finally explained the situation to my in-laws. I was too emotional to speak. When I tried, I simply made croaking sounds. A little later, the kids and I were allowed to look in on Liz for just a minute. It did nothing to offer encouragement. Tubes and bandages and machines were all we could see.
Dad drove us home a couple hours later. The hospital staff made it abundantly clear that we would be waiting days for any improvement. Liz was stable, but in critical condition. Since we weren't able to be with her, Dad had eventually prevailed upon us to go home. Mom was waiting at the door when we entered the house. Dad had called her from the hospital so she knew the situation, but seeing our faces caused her to begin sobbing and soon the kids were right there, crying with her. I managed to hold it together this time.
I was back at the hospital early the next morning with Angie, after getting no sleep. I had risen early and tried to quietly leave. To my surprise, Angie was dressed and waiting for me when I descended the stairs. She was in the living room, sitting in the early morning gloom.
"I knew you'd be going back early, Dad. I'm going with you," she told me simply.
We waited around all day, but there was no change in Liz's condition and none was expected. It was the same the following day. Then, the following day, they began the effort to bring Angie out of the coma. We were told not to expect any rapid changes, and there were none. After another day with no real improvement, we were urged to go home and get some rest. We would be called as soon as there was any change in Liz's condition.
I decided to visit my landscaping business and see what had transpired during the days I had been at the hospital. It was almost five PM when I walked into my building. All ten employees were there as they returned equipment to the shop and took care of any maintenance. I always had the guys keep everything in working condition and ready for use.
It only took a few minutes to gather that the men had carried on in my absence, perhaps better than if I had been there. My foreman was experienced and respected. He knew what was needed and had stepped up to see if had gotten done. I thanked the guys for their concern and effort while I had been away from the shop. I told them Liz had not come out of her coma yet, but we had every reason to believe she would make a full recovery. Then I stepped into my small office, closed the door, and thought about Liz.
I contemplated how my life would be if she died. It was selfish, but I finally allowed myself to consider that possibility and how it would affect me. It gradually dawned on me that every facet of my life involved Liz. She was the center, the nucleus, of our family. Marisa would need her. Angie and Steve were in high school but still relied heavily on their mother. I felt my gut knot up as I considered the consequences of life with no Liz in it.
A week ago, I had it all. My life was as good as I ever dared hope it could be. Now I was sitting alone in my office, cursing the fates and begging the gods to give me Liz back. I knew enough to realize I was sliding into depression, but I couldn't summon the will to even care. Then my cell phone rang.
Hoping it was good news from the hospital, I quickly answered it. I couldn't conceal my disappointment when I realized it was Liz' father, Frank Miller, and not the hospital. Frank and I had never been close. He felt his only daughter should have married better. I had spent twenty years building my landscaping business into a very profitable operation, but I wasn't a professional. Frank was an accountant and he had made a killing in the stock market over the years. By most standards, he was a wealthy man.
He had accepted me slightly better when the kids were born, and as my net worth increased. That always rankled me. A man isn't judged by his income or his portfolio. I was honest, worked hard, supported my family, and adored his daughter. I knew a lot of men that would love to have a son-in-law that fit that description. Was I a better husband now that my business was doing well? We just saw things very differently.
"Tim, I just received a call from an attorney with some disturbing information," he began. "This concerns the entire family, but especially you. This lawyer represents a man that claims to be Marisa's biological father. If Liz doesn't come out of the coma, he wants custody of Marisa."
I had thought my life was circling the drain before Frank called. Now it was completely in the sewer! I reeled back and had difficulty drawing a breath. My hand that held the phone shook uncontrollably. Sweat suddenly dripped from my brow. It took me a full minute to respond to Frank.
"What the fuck! You're full of shit! I don't know what you're trying to do, Frank, but I'll see you in hell before you get Marisa away from me!" I threatened. "Is that what you're trying to pull here?"
"Tim! It isn't my doing! We've had our differences, but I'd never try anything like that! You've been a great father to the kids and a loving husband to my daughter. I know that. I'm telling you some son of a bitch claims he's Marisa's father and if Liz dies, or remains in a coma for an extended period, he's going to go for custody of the baby."
"Who, Frank? Who are you talking about? Give me the fucker's name and I settle this right now!" I vowed.
"The damn lawyer wouldn't give me a name," responded Frank. "He said he just wanted to know who my lawyer was so he could inform him of the possible litigation."
"Why didn't he call me, Frank? I'm the goddamn husband and the father of that baby! Why would he contact you?" I demanded.
"I asked that very question, Tim. The shyster told me that I'd probably be the one to hire a lawyer, if we decided to fight this. He told me he felt he should go right to the top on this," revealed Frank.
"Well, fuck him!" I roared. "If this cocksucker contacts your lawyer, have him refer everything to me. I'll handle the bastard!"
"That was the other reason he went through me, Tim. He implied that you were known to be a bit hot headed and would be difficult to reason with. He thought I'd be calmer," suggested Frank.
"Fuck calm, Frank! You just tell your lawyer to give me whatever information he gets and as soon as he gets it. I'll take care of my family!" I snarled as I hung up in anger.
Now I had a whole new pile of shit to wade through! How could this happen? How much more could I take? I needed a plan. There was one absolute, and that was Marisa was staying with me and the kids, regardless of Liz's condition!
As I drove home, I began to see a silver lining in the mess I was facing. I could do nothing for Liz and that was bothering me a lot. I felt useless and afraid. She needed something I couldn't give her. I was helpless. I had always been able to protect my family and shield them from serious harm. Now my wife was in a coma and there was nothing in the world I could do for her. That had thrown me into the throes of depression.
Now some bastard had declared war on me! That was something I understood. My family was under attack and I would respond as men have responded since the beginning of time. I would fight back and I would not lose, regardless of what the consequences were. Of that, I was certain. Now my life had meaning and purpose. Some jackass had picked the wrong dog to kick!
The kids and I kept going to the hospital every morning to see Liz. It was taking its toll on us, but no one suggested we give up. After several hours, we'd leave and attempt to live our lives. The high school was extremely understanding. They allowed the kids to miss morning classes, as long as they worked to keep up with the subject reading and the homework assignments.
I had debated whether I should tell the kids about the threat that Frank had relayed to me. Ultimately, I decided to tell them. It wasn't because I wanted them to feel less for Liz, but because they would find out soon enough if the prick did push his paternity issue. I wanted them prepared for the battle and ready to help me fight it. Without Liz, I had come to depend on them more and more. Angie especially, had stepped in to fill the void.
My mother had moved in with us and was caring for Marisa, but Angie seemed to be in charge. She explained to Mom how Liz wanted the baby fed and cared for. She spent hours with Marisa and I could see the sisters bonding more every day.
The next evening, I got another call from Frank.
"Tim, the bastard contacted my lawyer today. I had already told my lawyer to take all the information he could get and then give it to you," stated Frank. "Stop in at his office tomorrow afternoon, and he'll give you what he has. Tim, I don't think it would help matters if you go off half-cocked. It's possible we may be able to negotiate with this guy."
"Just what the hell is there to negotiate, Frank?" I demanded. "Joint custody? You don't know me very well if you think I'd ever allow that. There is nothing negotiable here!"
"I was thinking more along the lines of a cash settlement, Tim. Maybe I could pay this guy to just go away," suggested Frank. "This will become a three ring circus, with Liz being dragged through the mud. I don't want that, and I don't think you do either. This will destroy her good name, and it certainly won't benefit you or the kids. At least consider it before you do anything rash, okay? I know it's been tough on you, but Liz is our daughter and we're in pain, too."
I stifled an angry reply and took a breath. Frank was Liz's father and he had to be suffering. I needed to do the best thing for my family, even if it didn't seem right. I had to think.
"Frank, I'll listen to what your lawyer tells me and I'll think about everything before I act," I promised. "I've been talking to my lawyer, too. I'll keep you in the loop, okay?"
It was now ten days since Liz had been involved in the accident. She was breathing on her own, but had not regained consciousness. The doctors told me she could still wake up alert and healthy, or she could awaken with brain damage, or she could just remain in the coma. I had lost weight and had to keep taking my belt in. Luckily, I had begun the ordeal with a few extra pounds. The kids looked drawn and tired all the time. Angie was trying to care for her sister just as Liz would, do her school work, and visit her mother every day.
I had realized that I had slacked in my parenting and decided to spend more time with Marisa. The time with her strengthened my resolve to protect her from the asshole that claimed to be her father.
As I held her, I considered the situation. Suppose the worst had happened and Liz had an affair and became pregnant. Where would that put me? As I mulled it over, my feelings and thoughts gradually took shape. I had to come to terms with any and all possibilities. Could Marisa not be my daughter?
I weighed all the emotions and instinct I could summon as I looked at the facts. Liz and I were man and wife, legally married before man and God. Liz had given birth to a beautiful baby girl. I was Liz' husband and I was not challenging or questioning the child's paternity. I accepted that she was mine. Could someone else step in and insist that my wife gave birth to their child? If one man could do it, could every man do it?
If every man had the right to challenge a family unit, couldn't they do the same to every family? Does any father know for a certainty that his wife gave birth to his biological child? Since the beginning of time, men have, on occasion, raised other men's progeny without realizing it. If a wife gave birth, the husband was the father, unless he rejected the offspring. He had to believe he was the father for the family unit to survive. It was never up to some guy in the next cave to stroll over and announce he'd take the baby since it was his! Wasn't it better for the family to always consider the husband the father, rather than doing DNA tests on every baby when it's born to determine paternity?
Marisa was my child, born to my wife and me. If my parental rights could be challenged, couldn't everyman's? If a judge even considered this pretender's claim, what would stop me from claiming to have fathered the judge's kids? Would the judge then issue an order having his offspring tested? Would he subject his family to that pain and embarrassment? Would he have any more choice than I did?
It became clear to me. The very assertion that Marisa wasn't mine was a cruel act. If any court even allowed it to be considered, chaos could ensue. A wealthy man could file suits claiming paternity in every town and city in the country, just for the hell of it. Would he have to prove opportunity first? In this day and age, who knows where anyone is? If I had visited Kansas City for a month, could I claim fatherhood of every child born there nine months later?
The other consideration was that Liz would never be unfaithful. I knew her values. I knew what her family meant to her. The kids and I were her life. No, Liz wouldn't be having another man's baby. Of that I was certain.
It occurred to me that Liz's faithfulness was really secondary in this matter. When a man's wife has a baby, it is his child and no man can interfere with that family unit, regardless of any biological link. A family unit was stronger and more important than some chance conception by a man outside the family. Fatherhood was far more than impregnating a woman!



I explained to the kids what their grandfather had told me and what I was thinking. Angie insisted that she go with me when I stopped to see Frank's lawyer the next day. This mess was causing her to grow up fast. I agreed to take her with me.
"Mr. Jackson, I have a proposal that your father-in-law has authorized me to make," began the barrister as soon as Angie and I sat down. "He's willing to offer Mr. Richards one hundred thousand dollars to sign a document stating he will abandon the paternity claim of the child, and will never make his assertion that the child is his public. He would also agree to forever surrender any parental rights he may have. This would end this situation and protect your position as Marisa's father. It would also avoid any embarrassment to you, your wife, and the members of your family."
"Dad! Grandpa is willing to give this man all that money to keep quiet?" asked an amazed Angie.
"So it seems, Sweetheart. That way your mom would never have the humiliation of a lawsuit and exposure of a possible affair. We'd keep Marisa without a fight or any embarrassment," I explained without emotion as I tried to gauge Angie's reaction.
"I'm embarrassed that anyone would even consider that Mom was unfaithful to you, Dad! I'm embarrassed that Grandpa would consider paying some loser blackmail," continued Angie. "I'd be especially embarrassed if you believed that Marisa isn't your baby!"
For the first time since the accident, I smiled. This daughter of mine was truly her mother's daughter! She wasn't going to buy into the shit that was being floated by her grandfather's lawyer. Paying the bastard would cost us far more in self respect than we could ever gain from any agreement. Angie and I were seeing this the same way. I hadn't wanted to influence her thinking when the lawyer explained the possible deal. I wanted her to form her own thoughts and express them to me. She did exactly that.
"Did you say "Richards", Attorney Baskins?" I asked. "Would that be the Richards that works at the same bank as Liz? Would he be the man that claims to have had an affair with Liz and fathered Marisa?"
"Yes, he claims that they became close at work and had a brief affair that resulted in the child's conception. I strongly recommend that you consider letting Frank make this offer. I also suggest you do not speak with this man without consul," offered Baskins.
"Dad, I'm going with you, so don't even think about getting rid of me!" warned Angie.
"Go where, Sweetheart?" I asked my daughter.
"Go with you when you kick this guy's ass!" answered Angie passionately.
"Have you inherited your mother's ability to read my mind? What makes you think I'd try something like that?" I questioned.
"I guess because I know you. I know how you feel about Mom, and Marisa. Because that's what men do in a situation like this, isn't it, Dad?"
Twenty minutes later, Angie and I walked into the main branch of the Second Citizens' Bank and Trust. Everyone recognized us immediately. Liz was very popular at work and her plight was well known.
I nodded to people as they offered us greetings, but I was looking for Richards. Part of me heard friends of Liz express their love and concern for her, but most of my mind was focused on the task at hand. Then I saw Richards back as he headed for a side door.
"Richards!" I shouted. "Don't try to leave yet. I want to talk to you! Here and now!"
He froze in his tracks. It was pretty obvious that he wasn't eager to speak with me. He slowly turned around to face us. His face was red and sweat beaded on his brow.
"I have to get some documents to a branch, J, J, Jackson," he stuttered. "Maybe another time?"
"No, I'll have my say now. Then you'll have your say. Then we'll have a debate, Richards," I laughed, but without mirth.
By now, a crowd was gathering. Angie stood by my shoulder and bank clients and employees began to move closer, sensing that something was about to happen.
"You've made the claim that you had an affair with Liz, my wife. You've even gone so far as to claim that our newborn baby, Marisa, is in fact, your child. Is that an accurate summation of your position, Richards?"
I heard more than a few gasps when I mentioned Liz's name and Marisa's. I waited for Richards to respond. He had the deer in the headlights look as he struggled to form an answer. He glanced around the lobby, seeing well over a dozen pairs of eyes watching him, waiting for his answer.
"I don't think we should discuss a delicate subject like this in public," he finally managed to utter in little more than a whisper. "My lawyer will represent me in this matter."
"Does anyone here believe this little weasel had an affair with Liz?" I asked the assembled crowd. "Can anyone vouch for this bastard's story?"
"Liz wouldn't have given this miserable shit the time of day!" asserted Bonnie Dern, one of the senior tellers. "She didn't even like the little prick!"
"That's right!" agreed Jack Bailey. "Liz had him written up for inappropriate behavior the day of the accident. She told me he had suggested she might want to have another baby....his. I heard that he was being transferred to a branch in Bradford County."
"So, Richards, it doesn't sound like you're going to get anyone here to support your claim. I have an idea. Let's have a paternity test. If you are Marisa's father, I won't kill you. If it turns out that you aren't the father, I'll simply have to kill you as a matter of honor. Better yet, let's have a duel!" I offered. "Either you tell me the truth right now, or we get some pistols and have a duel. That seems fair. I like that idea, don't you?"
I marveled at how calm I felt. I was serious as a heart attack. I wanted to kill the bastard and it seemed like a semi legal way to accomplish it. I actually wanted him to take me up on it!
Richards didn't appear to share my resolve. He couldn't doubt my anger and that I fully intended to take his life. I don't think anyone in the room believed I was bluffing.
"No! I knew Liz's father was rich. I thought he'd pay me off to keep her name out of the gutter. We never had an affair. She treated me alright until that day I made that stupid comment," admitted Richards. "When I heard she was in a coma, I thought I could get some cash and go back to Texas before she either woke up or died. I didn't want to hurt anybody. Her old man has all kinds of money. I've seen his accounts and I thought he'd part with some of his cash to protect his daughter's reputation."
When Richards suggested that Liz would die, I lost my cool entirely. I decided I'd go to jail if I had to, just get my hands on him. I was so enraged; I wanted to bash his skull in with my bare hands. I balled my fists up and lunged for him. Richards realized my intent and wailed like a baby as I cocked my arm.
Suddenly, I was grabbed and lifted off my feet and carried back. Stan Putsky, the security guard at the bank had intervened. He was at least six and a half feet tall and around 250 pounds. I had never heard of him having to do more than stand near an irate customer to calm them down.
"Sorry, Tim," he apologized. "Personally, I'd love to see you pound the guy, but it's my job to see that you don't. You've got your plate full already, so just forget that piece of dog shit."
"Stan! Please escort Mr. Richards out of this bank immediately," boomed Henry Nillson, the bank president. Then he added, "You are terminated, Richards. I will have any personal belongings sent to you. Leave with Stan right now!"
As Stan turned his attention to Richards, Nillson walked up to Angie and me and shook our hands and ushered us into his office. He spent the next half hour apologizing. I knew he was worried about any adverse publicity or legal fallout, as well as genuinely feeling concern for Liz. I assured him that we harbored no ill will toward the bank. As we were leaving his office, my cell phone rang.
It was the hospital. Liz had blinked her eyes and moved an arm! Angie and I ran out the door and to the car. The drive to the hospital seemed to take forever. When we got there, Liz was sleeping, or unconscious. Angie and I settled in to wait. We were joined by Steve and my father a few minutes later.
Liz didn't come around that day, or even that night. But she did the next day! I had hoped that she would sit up and talk. She didn't. She did squeeze my hand. She did open her eyes. The doctors warned us that it would take time for Liz to recover and we had to be patient. We brought Marisa in the next day for a few minutes and that seemed to jump start Liz' recovery.
It was two weeks later and I was sitting with Liz in her hospital room. She was scheduled to be released in a couple days. She would need months of therapy, but the doctors could find no evidence of any lasting loss of brain functions. It was their prognosis that Liz would make a full recovery.
"Mary Harper stopped in to visit with me earlier today, Tim. You remember her, don't you? She started as a teller the same time I did. She's in the commercial loan department now?" prodded Liz.
"Yeah, Sweetheart, I remember her," I admitted. "I didn't know you were allowed visitors before two, and I was here by then.
"If your son is the chief cardiologist in the hospital, you get special privileges," laughed Liz. "Does it worry you that Mary visited me? Are you afraid she told me all about how you and Angie marched into the bank? How you challenged Richards? Are you afraid I'd hear those vile lies he told? Are you afraid that I'd know that I have the best husband in the world?"
"Well, I wanted to tell you when you were feeling better, Liz. I didn't want to upset you. I don't think it was Mary's place to break that bit of sordid news to you," I confessed.
"Then rest easy, Tim. Mary didn't break it to me. Dad told me everything yesterday. He apologized for lacking the faith in me, and the courage, that you and Angie had. He couldn't say enough good things about you, Tim," revealed Liz. "Dad's always been a stuffed shirt and has trouble trusting anyone, even his daughter. That's just his nature and I can accept that, especially when I have the husband and daughter that I do."
"I want you to accept Dad's apology when he offers it, and he'll offer it soon," promised Liz. "I'm sure of that. He's beginning to understand that we love each other, Tim, and that you'll do whatever you feel you must for your family, as a man should."
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Nicole had been friends with Marge Petersen since college. They had even been each other's maids of honor at their weddings. They were godmothers of the other's first born child. I knew when I asked Nicole to marry me, that Marge would be an integral part of our relationship.
Steve Petersen figured the deal out pretty quickly when he started dating Marge. We spent our free time together and often went on vacations together. Our kids had been best friends while growing up. They had to be, since they spent so much time with each other. Our two girls were now 23 and 21, and were both married. Marge's two daughters were 22 and 20, and both in college.
Steve Petersen was a stock broker. He was smart and had a great sense of humor. I always enjoyed his company, but there was one thing that he was not. He just wasn't handy. I owned my own insurance company, but I had grown up on the farm. There I had learned how to fix just about everything that could break.
The most important thing I had learned was that if I could manage to get something apart, I could usually figure how it was meant to work, why it didn't work, and how to repair it. My dad and I had torn more than a few things as far down as was humanly possible, discussed the theory behind the mechanics, and then fixed the thing and reassembled it. There were a few times when we had to tear something back down a second or third time to get it right, but those difficult repairs were out greatest victories.
One time, we had a twelve acre field of hay ready to be baled when the baler quit tying knots in the twine that wrapped around the bales. We tore those knotters apart and studied them for half an hour and then put them back in the baler, using some parts off another baler we had sitting around. It still didn't work, so we did it again. It took four tries, but we finally got it right. Dad went out and baled 1500 bales without a single one breaking! He and I replayed that day for years afterward. How Cyrus McCormick managed to incorporate knotters into his reaper over a hundred years ago was another topic of discussion. You'd have to see them work to appreciate how complicated, and yet how very simple, they really are.
That's how I gained the reputation with family and friends that I could fix just about anything. It made me proud to have people think about me like that. It also placed me in some hot, dirty, uncomfortable situations, as I struggled to help one of Nicole's relatives or friends out of a jam. I was occasionally loaned out by Nicole like a wrench, or a beast of burden.
One time I volunteered to bring a homemade apple pie to a card game I had been invited to join at Nicole's cousin's house. When I explained to Nicole what I had done, she hit the roof. How could I volunteer her time and effort without asking her first? How inconsiderate could I possibly be?
Luckily, I remembered that the local Ladies Auxiliary was having a bake sale that Saturday at the fire hall and I picked up a pie there. It was delicious and everyone assumed that Nicole had made it. After that, she was asked to supply apple pies to every family event we attended. That was when I realized that sometimes things have a way of balancing out.
That was how I came to be in Marge's kitchen with my head buried in her dishwasher. It had simply stopped cleaning the dishes although it kept taking in water and pumping it out. When Marge heard how much the loneliest repair man in town was going to charge her to drive out to look at her two year-old machine, and then how long it would be before he could schedule her repairs, she called Nicole.
That's right. She didn't call me. She went right to the top on this one. Her dishes were piling up and she was going to be compelled to wash them by hand if help didn't arrive soon. Nicole was horrified at the thought of her best friend being forced into demeaning, manual labor. I was dispatched bright and early on a Saturday morning to remedy Marge's unbearable burden.
It didn't take me too long to determine that the nylon impeller was stripped and wasn't throwing water against the dishes as it should. Nicole had stopped in while I was buried in the dishwasher and she and Marge were sitting by the pool, catching some rays and relaxing from the ever present pressures to which they were subjected. Steve was out playing golf with some clients. As I smashed my knuckles when a screw driver slipped, I wondered just how, and when, this situation would even out. It seemed like it would have to be something pretty dramatic to make me feel like the scales had been balanced.
I told the ladies that I had to make a run to the Home Depot for the needed replacement parts and I'd be back in an hour or so. Then I hopped into my car and headed down the road. I hadn't made it a block when I realized I didn't have the faulty part with me. I never go for parts without taking the one I was replacing. Whenever I did neglect to take it, the jackass working for whatever place I found myself, would invariably sell me the wrong part.
It was one of those axioms, or conundrums, or guarantees that you learn in life. Maybe it was just Murphy's Law. I don't really know why it is. I just know that it works like this; if you trust a parts guy to give you the right part, you'll be fucked. Take the old part whenever possible and compare it with the one the guy's trying to push on you. With careful study, you'll see that he's giving you the wrong part. When you tell him it's not right, he'll say something like, "Oh! You said XKY not PT14ST 78 deluxe? Just a minute and I'll get it."
His day has been ruined. You won't be forced to waste two hours, and 20 dollars in gas to discover the prick has fucked you over, again. His peers behind the counter will call him a wuss and a wimp. His pay will be docked and his chances for advancement to management will be greatly diminished. He'll work twice as hard to fuck over the next unsuspecting customer, especially if some dumb schmuck sends his wife for the part. She'll return home with a goddamn new appliance, along with a ten year warranty for just an extra two hundred bucks. The parts guy will receive a raise that will be immediate and substantial.
I turned my car around and went back in the house to the kitchen table to get the faulty component. That was when I picked up on the conversation between Marge and Nicole. The window was open and I easily heard every word they were saying.
"If I could catch Dan with another woman, I could threaten to make his life hell until he had to take me to Hawaii. He'd do anything to appease me and save our marriage," predicted Nicole with confidence.
"There are a couple problems with that train of thought," replied Marge. "Dan doesn't chase skirts, for starters. Secondly, you'd be devastated if you did catch him with another woman. We both know how much you love him."
"I was thinking more along the lines of tricking him into thinking he had slept with someone and pretending to be angry with him," revealed my loving wife.
"I guess Dan is so damn dumb he thinks he's fucking a woman when he's watching football or something? You'll just pretend to catch him and he'll accept that?" asked Marge incredulously.
"Marge, think outside the box, literally," laughed Nicole. "If Dan drank way too much and woke up next to a naked woman, he'd have to believe he had sex with her, wouldn't he? He'd especially have to believe it if I caught him in the bed with her and read the riot act to him while they were both naked on the bed!"
Dan doesn't usually drink that much, Nicole," reminded Marge. "Are you going to slip some sleeping pills into his beer or something?"
"Marge, going to Hawaii is not worth killing Dan or making him ill!" exclaimed Nicole. "I would never try to give Dan drugs that he didn't have prescribed. We'll just have to make sure that he drinks a lot of beer, or we'll call the whole thing off."
"As your best friend, Nicole, I think it wise that I be the woman subjected to the ordeal of lying naked with Dan," volunteered Marge. "You find us in the morning with my pussy a mess and big grin on my face and you call me every name in the book. I'll finally slide off Dan's cock and apologize to you. How's that scenario?"
"I don't like it very well, Marge. I know better than to put you naked in bed with Dan. I won't have to pretend to be angry. I can see how you look at him when you think I'm not watching," admitted Nicole. "I've already ruled you out. Besides, I need someone I can't ever forgive. Otherwise, Dan will be suspicious. If I'm your best friend again when we return from Hawaii, Dan will know something's wrong. The woman that seduces Dan has to remain my enemy forever."
"I can live with that, Nicole. I'm the kind of friend that will sacrifice her virtue and friendship for her sister in need," boasted Marge.
"You're forgetting about Steve, aren't you, Marge?" asked Nicole. "He'd take that sort of thing pretty hard, don't you think?"
"The jealous bastard! You're right. If I cuckold Steve, my ass will be bouncing down the street in a heartbeat," agreed Marge. "Even if Steve were out of town, Dan would get all guilty and tell Steve everything first chance he had. Those two guys know what best friends are, so I guess I'd better not be the one to make the supreme sacrifice."
"Damn it, Marge! There isn't going to be a supreme sacrifice. I only want to create the illusion of wrong doing. I don't want Dan to actually get laid. He's my husband and no one gets his best but me," stated Nicole.
"Well, what you're suggesting is a dangerous game for a woman that wants to both keep her husband, and go to Hawaii," observed Marge. "Why don't you just tell Dan that you'd like to take a vacation to Maui?"
"I've been dropping hints for a year, Marge. I hate nagging Dan. I want him to want to take me there. I just have to create a situation that will make him realize that taking me to Hawaii will be far less trouble and expense than losing me," allowed Nicole.
"It doesn't sound like less trouble, especially if Dan finds out about your scheme, "Lucy". He'll be fit to be tied, if I know Dan," Marge predicted.
I was both disgusted and excited at the little plot that Nicole was considering. If I was aware of everything she was going to attempt, I should be able to turn the tables on her. I wasn't sure exactly how, or to what end, but I would give it some thought.
"Didn't you say that Debbie Trainer was going to move back to the west coast now that she's divorced?" asked Nicole. "I could be mad at her forever since she's leaving town anyway! She'd be perfect, if she would only do it."
"Earth to Nicole! Getting a woman to jump into bed with Dan is not going to be the issue!" asserted Marge. "It's keeping her from taking advantage of him that will difficult. To the normal female between 17 and 70, he's a pretty acceptable morsel, if you catch my drift."
"I'll make sure she won't have the time for any funny stuff. I'll catch them within minutes of getting into bed. I'll cry and then I'll threaten her and Dan. I'll call her names and tell her how I'll never talk to her again," laughed Nicole. "I'll even give her a few hundred dollars for her time. Since she's leaving anyway, it shouldn't bother her to go along with this. Then Dan will be glad to take me to Hawaii. I'll even forgive him once we get there and screw his brains out every day! He'll be happier than ever."
"It sounds like positive reinforcement of a bad habit to me, Nicole. You catch him cheating, go to Hawaii with him, and sentence him to death by fucking? What's to stop him from trying the forbidden fruit again if it turns out so well the first time?" reasoned Marge.
"I'll make sure he knows better than to do it again. I'll threaten to take a lover if he does it again! That'll stop him for sure!" exclaimed Nicole.
"You'd sleep with another man to get even for something you started?" asked Marge in surprise.
"Marge, I'd never cheat on Dan, no matter what, but he won't know that. He sure wouldn't like the thought of me being with someone else and he'll do anything to prevent that from happening," answered Nicole confidently.
I listened a couple more minutes as the two women began to plan a party, as well as set their trap. It was an eye opener. Nicole would stoop to trickery and deceit to get me to take her to Hawaii on a vacation. On the other hand, it was reassuring to hear her say that she would never take a lover, and that she felt I would have to be tricked to even appear to be unfaithful to her. Nicole could annoy me at times, but she loved me and she knew I loved her. She was a bit spoiled but she had done a great job raising our kids and she never held back in bed.
Once I felt that I had heard enough, I left to get the replacement part so I could return and repair the dishwasher. When I came back to Marge's, the girls were making a lunch in the kitchen. Nicole seemed to be in an exceptionally good mood. It appeared that the scheme had been set in motion.
"Dan, you've been gone a long time," observed Nicole. "Did you have any trouble, or did you get sidetracked?"
"Well, I didn't laze by the pool or play eighteen holes, if that's what you mean, Sweetheart," I responded with a smile. "The moron behind the counter gave me three different wrong parts before he finally gave up and sold me the one I needed. He was receiving grief counseling when I left."
Marge and Nicole looked at me for a few seconds, then looked at each other and shrugged. Women trust the spawn of Satan that stand behind those counters and sell parts that either won't fit, or won't work. Therefore, they had no idea what I was saying.
"It's a good thing you're getting this dishwasher repaired, Darling," continued Nicole. "Marge is having a party next Saturday night and she'll need clean dishes, and lots of them."
So Marge's role was to be the hostess for the snare they were preparing? Now I knew where, when, and how the scheme would go down. All I had to do was attend.
"Great! I'll have this thing cleaning dishes so well, you'll think you're mom washed them by hand," I predicted.
"I don't think that you've seen my mom wash dishes, Dan, but you're right," admitted Marge. "She really gets them clean."
"I just know the women of that generation, Marge," I chuckled. "Everything was always clean and neat. Anything less would have been embarrassing and reason to be shunned by other like minded ladies of the community."
I dropped the new impeller in and reassembled the machine. Then I returned the racks already laden with dishes, added detergent, closed the door and pressed the "start" button. By the time I finished my sandwich and beer, Marge was singing my praises.
"Dan, you're a genius! I wish Steve was as smart as you are!" she exclaimed. "These dishes are positively sparkling!"
"Let me see, Marge. Steve is sitting at the nineteenth hole about now, looking down the cleavage of the red headed bar tender after winning a couple hundred bucks golfing. You're right! I'm so much smarter, twisting my back like a pretzel, smashing my knuckles, and spending over three hours fixing your dishwasher. I'd sure hate to be dumb like Steve," I added.
"Well, I do appreciate your efforts, Dan. If playing dumb is smart, then Steve is a genius. You helped me when I needed it and I owe you," conceded Marge as she leaned into me to give me a peck on the cheek.
I couldn't help but think how she seemed sincere, yet she was a major cog in Nicole's effort to entrap me in some inappropriate behavior. I was appreciated, but Nicole was a sister, and a co-conspirator. I couldn't help but think that Black Widow spiders have more sympathy for males than most wives.
During the following week, I considered the situation I was facing. I realized there wasn't too much that I could do ahead of time to thwart Nicole's plot. I was certain of one thing. I was not going to over indulge at the party. I needed to be able to think fast and react to whatever situation was thrust upon me.
On Friday morning, George Harmon handed me a plastic pill cylinder with a couple of very blue pills in it.
"These puppies will give her a workout, Dan," he chuckled. "It's a shame I waited until I needed them before I got my doctor to write me a prescription. If I had them when I was your age, I would've fucked all night!"
I thanked George and put the pills in my pocket. I had plans of my own and those pills were my insurance policy.
The party was well attended and everyone seemed to be having a good time. Nicole looked great in a short black dress. She still had the power to excite me when she dressed up for an occasion.
I wasn't surprised to see that Debbie Trainer was at the party, too. She looked great in a low cut dress and her hair piled up on her head. Oddly, she seemed to hang pretty close to me much of the evening. When Nicole wasn't handing me a fresh beer, Marge or Debbie was. As far as they knew, I drank every one of them. In reality, I didn't have more than beer or two, in total. I managed to wander into kitchen or the bathroom every now and then and dump most of the beer down the drain.
As the night wore on, I became quieter and seemed to have difficulty initiating speech. I lurched and staggered when I walked. I felt a little guilty that a couple of the other guys seemed intent on matching me beer for beer. Their decreasing motor skills served as a model for my act. I did manage to sneak a blue pill as the evening was winding down.
By the time Debbie suggested that I go lie down for a few minutes, and even offered to help me, I felt like I had dropped a piece of granite in my pants. Looking at her cleavage only served to exacerbate my condition.
"Let me help you up the stairs, Dan," offered Debbie. "I wouldn't want you to have a problem and get hurt."
I mumbled my acceptance and glanced around the room out of the corner of my eye. Nicole was standing by the far wall, watching intently. Debbie took my arm and draped it over her shoulder and began to lead me toward the stairs. Since she wasn't very tall, it was a simple matter for me to slide my hand over a little and cup her breast. Nicole was standing where she had a perfect view of what I was doing.
Debbie made a hissing sound as she sucked air over her teeth, but she kept trying to lead me. I didn't make two more steps before Nicole slid under my other arm and snarled into my ear.
"Let go of Debbie's tit, you jackass!" she said just loud enough for me to hear.
Before she finished her sentence, I filled my left hand with my wife's left breast and squeezed it. Now I had two women's tits in my hands as I lurched toward the stairs. Then Marge tried to rescue Debbie.
"Debbie, let me take this side. Dan is pretty wasted and doesn't realize what he's doing. Why don't you go first and open the bedroom door for us?" requested Marge as she replaced Debbie on my right side.
By this time we were ready to begin the ascent up the stairway, which was wider than most. Steve had insisted it be extra wide so he could replace his Jacuzzi without ripping a hole in the wall to do it. As we took our first step, I took a handful of Marge's breast in my right hand.
Nicole was hissing in my ear, threatening me with fates worse than death as I kept my death grip on a couple of very nice orbs.
"Nicole! Dan doesn't know what he's doing. You're wasting your breath," reasoned Marge. "Let's just get him into bed!"
As she spoke her voice suddenly raised an octave. I had taken the opportunity to slide my hand inside her top and pinch her nipple. It isn't every day you can get away with feeling a woman up in front of you wife, or have the nerve to even attempt it!
"Goddamn it, Dan! I don't care how drunk you are, let go of Marge's nipple!" hissed Nicole just as I slid my left hand under her top and applied the same pressure to her as Marge was feeling.



That was how we walked the rest of the way up the stairs and down the hall to a guest bedroom. Debbie had the door open and her eyes were big as saucers as she watched my hands moving under the women's clothing.
"Just put him on the bed and I'll take care of everything else," offered Debbie. "He'll probably be asleep as soon as his head hits the pillow."
It took a few tries, but Marge and Nicole finally managed to free their very hard nipples from my hands and sit me down on the side of the bed. I sat there bent over facing the floor, seemingly in a drunken stupor.
"We have to get him at least partially undressed for this to look real," stated Marge as she leaned over and began unbuttoning my shirt.
I reached out and ran my hand over Marge's ass while she worked on my shirt.
"Let me do that, for God's sake! You've got Dan feeling your ass like crazy. I know you have to be able to feel him do that. Why don't you stop him, Marge?" demanded Nicole as she took over on my buttons.
"I'm just trying to help, Nicole. The poor guy is out of it. He doesn't know whose ass it was, or even that he had his hands on an ass," responded Marge as I reached out and cupped both of Nicole's breasts in my hands. "Look, he's so drunk he's even copping feels from his own wife!"
It wasn't easy but Nicole managed to get my shirt off and then pulled my undershirt over my head. When she did that, I just flopped back on the bed with my feet still on the floor. I kept my eyes open in slits so I could watch everyone. Nicole seemed to hesitate, then unbuckled my belt and pulled my zipper down.
I watched Marge and Debbie and I could tell that their eyes were fixed on my boxers. If my cock looked anything like it felt, it was expanding the material considerably. Nicole gave my pants a pull and I tried to lift my ass up without seeming too cooperative, or eager. When Nicole finally removed my pants and my shoes and socks, she stood up and joined her two accomplices, as they stared at my lower abdomen.
This was the moment I had been waiting for and the reason I had popped the blue pill. I drunkenly reached down and slid my boxers off. The effect was dramatic and, I thought, rather complimentary.
"Sweet Jesus!" gasped Debbie as she pulled her hand to her mouth while leaning ahead. Marge was breathing fast and her hand began pulling on the breast that I had been manhandling. Nicole turned beet red and swung to see the reactions of the other two women.
It was Marge that finally found her voice as she asked, "So, Nicole, should we let Debbie slide in bed next to this stallion while we go downstairs for awhile?"
I was pretending to be falling asleep as I slowly pumped my hand up and down my shaft. I had to admit the little guy felt as big and hot as it had ever been in my life. Finally I stopped moving my hand and started snoring lightly. My cock remained exposed and hard as diamond.
"Well, I think he might be asleep, but it doesn't seem likely that he'd wake up and understand what I was saying if I yelled at him now," conceded Nicole. "I've never seen him really drunk before. I can't believe how aroused he is. I'll have to bring more beer home for him from now on!"
"If you want, I can just sort of lie down here next to Dan," volunteered Debbie as she sat down on the side of the bed and swung her feet up. "He'll just sleep for awhile and then you can chew him out, Nicole."
Debbie hardly got the words out before I flipped over on top of her and then slid down her body, stopping when my face was even with her pussy. I flipped her dress up, grabbed her thong and broke the string on one side. Then I flipped the tiny piece of material to the side and buried my face in her tight little muff!
Debbie gasped. I can only assume that Marge and Nicole were so surprised, they were frozen in place. I really couldn't see much of anything except pussy from my vantage point. I had Debbie's clit in my mouth and was tickling it with my tongue as I moaned, causing the vibrations to increase the sensations on her clit. Her hands dropped to my head and she pushed my face against her sex.
I felt another hand grab my hair and pull back. I resisted as long as I could but the pressure increased until I was in real pain. As my head started up, I could feel Debbie try to pull me back down.
"Get the hell off that bed, Debbie!" yelled Nicole as she lifted my juicy face off her former friend. "What kind of a tramp are you?"
"That's easy for you to say, Nicole!" whined Debbie as she crawled out from under me. "You get this service all the time! Try going without for six months and see how easy it is to refuse to have your kitty eaten by a fucking starving man! At least I'm not screwing up my own marriage, trying to set up a great guy like Dan!"
I managed to get a grip on the hand pulling my hair so violently. I squeezed the wrist until it released my hair and I slowly pulled it down in front of me. Not surprisingly, Nicole was attached to the wrist, and she had no chance. I pulled until she tripped over the bed and fell on her back in front of me.
Once again, I executed my crouching tiger move. I had Nicole's dress over her waist and her thong ripped off in seconds. Then I had my face buried in my second pussy in less than minute. I chewed on Nicole's lips lightly and ran my tongue all around her surprisingly wet slit. It occurred to me that watching me and Debbie had started her juices flowing. Once again, I felt hands pushing my face into a steaming little snatch.
In what couldn't have been more than a minute, Nicole started bucking and thrashing around in an intense orgasm.
I took that as my cue and I rose up and impaled her on my aching cock. Nicole's scream was not only heard by the partiers downstairs, but by the neighbors two blocks over! I just kept pounding my throbbing cock into my wife's foaming crevice.
"What the hell happened?" demanded Steve as he lunged through the doorway.
I turned briefly and saw several faces looking over his shoulder. I never missed a stroke as I returned my attention to my wife, who was making inarticulate noises and loud moans.
"Shit! Everybody, get out of the room," instructed Steve. "Marge, that goes for you and Debbie, too. I don't know what the hell you two were doing watching Dan laying pipe like a man possessed, but give them some privacy! The guy is a fucking machine!"
I heard the door slam shut just as I felt my cock begin to discharge more cum than I ever thought I could produce in a week. Nicole was gurgling and gasping under me as I reached my grand finale. I took a minute to catch my breath and then climbed off her and picked up my clothes. After I was dressed, I reached in my pants pocket and pulled out a paper and tossed it on a panting Nicole. Then I left the room.
Steve was laughing hysterically as I grabbed a beer and sat down near him. Debbie and Marge were eyeing me with a new found respect. Most of the others were either laughing out loud or at least chuckling pretty hard.
"What the hell got into you, Dan?" asked Steve. "I never knew you to be so public in your attentions to Nicole. What was in that beer you drank, and how can I get some?"
Just then, there was yet another scream from upstairs.
"What the fuck?" yelled Steve in obvious surprise. "Who's with Nicole now?"
Nicole came running down the stairs and threw herself on me. She wrapped her arms around my neck and started kissing me on my lips, my cheeks, my neck... anything and everything she could reach with her lips.
"Dan! I love you so much!" avowed Nicole between kisses.
Then she turned to a confused Marge and waved the paper in the air.
"Look at this itinerary, Marge! Dan is taking me to Hawaii!" sobbed Nicole. "I had hoped that if he heard our conversation by the pool, he'd know how badly I wanted to go! Debbie, you were a great sport, too. Just don't think that will ever happen again. Right, Dan?"
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Working for Sam Gault was becoming a real downer. He was demanding, critical and cheaper than hell. I was a good mechanic and he knew it, but that didn't stop him from giving me a hard time every chance he had. It wasn't personal. He shit all over everyone that worked for him.
I had started working for Sam right out of high school. I had taken auto mechanic classes in vo-tech school. I was good at working on cars and I enjoyed it. Sam took me on with the understanding that my pay would increase as my experience and abilities grew.
That was our agreement, not the reality. I had worked for him for four years and had managed just two small raises. It was easier to get blood out of a rock than to pry money from Sam Gault.
We all knew he could afford to pay us better. He had a huge house he had purchased for a song at a tax sale. His business sold more cars than anyone else in the area. I had heard through the grape vine that Sam had a big boat he liked to take up to the Finger Lakes from time to time. It just seemed that if a man could afford all that, he could pay his workers a living wage.
Then there was Rachel Gault. When I started at my job, Rachel Brown was a secretary in the parts department. She was five or six years older than I and built like a brick shit house. Every brick was in place!
She was single but would never date any of the guys at work. She made it clear that she was holding out for a man of substance, as she called it. She wanted a rich husband. Gradually, she caught Sam Gault's attention. It wasn't long before Sam's first wife was sent packing and Rachel was firmly entrenched in the big house on the hill.
Rumor had it that Sam had forced his first wife to sign a prenuptial agreement before they were married, as most prenups are. She pretty much went down the road with the clothes on her back and a kick in the ass from Sam.
That left Rachel in an interesting situation. She had proven that Sam was an unfaithful, ruthless, heartless prick. On the way up, it worked to her advantage. Once she was Sam's main squeeze, she constantly had to watch her back for fear that she would be making that long trip down the driveway with a small suitcase and little else.
Maybe that precarious existence made her hard. Maybe she was just naturally a miserable bitch. I don't know. I just know that she took a more active interest in the business and she made Sam appear generous. Work became a living hell.
We were all surprised when Rachel entered the shop after the long Memorial Day weekend with a wedding ring on her finger. She had somehow coerced Sam into marrying her. Of course, marrying Sam was no guarantee she would stay married to him, or even gain access to his considerable wealth.
The rumor around the shop was that Rachel had agreed to a prenuptial agreement much the same as Sam's first wife. It gradually appeared that Rachel had a plan to avoid her predecessor's fate. She made it a point to handle any cash that went through the building. She took control of the vending machines. She diverted the cash clients used for transactions like title transfers and registrations to her pocket. Then she used company checks to make the payment.
It didn't seem like that much money but it added up over the course of a year. Most of us knew what she was doing, but it didn't matter to us. The bitch was stealing money from her prick husband. They deserved each other as far as we were concerned.
Then my uncle died and left me eight acres of vacant land. It wasn't much when he bought it, but urban sprawl had encompassed the property. There were strip malls and home improvement centers on all sides. As soon as it was discovered that I was the new owner, the sharks started circling. I never realized how much pressure big businesses could put on a guy. I had representatives from The Olive Garden and Taco Bell stop in to make offers on the property while I was working.
The numbers increased with each offer. It was pretty apparent that I would be quite well off if I decided to sell the land. That was when Sam Gault decided to jump into the fray. Why should a moron have something so valuable when a successful man like Sam could pad his coffers with it? That was how it all started.
I wasn't another Warren Buffet, but I knew that I was sitting on a gold mine. I also knew that any deal that involved Sam would involve me getting fucked. Maybe it was that realization that started my mind formulating a little plot to get back at Sam for some of the shit he had heaped on me over the years. If I managed knock Rachel down a peg or two in the process, so much the better.
"Sam, I received an email from some finance minister's son in Nigeria," I began one afternoon while I was working on a transmission with Sam standing over me. "If I can get ten thousand dollars in a bank account as a sign of good faith, these guys will deposit twenty-four million in my account within a week. They're being hounded by rebels that want the minister's fortune. If I let the minister's son use my account, they'll let me keep ten million for my efforts!"
"That sounds like an interesting proposition," admitted Sam. "Do you have the ten thousand dollars in an account?"
"Shit, Sam! You know what I make here. There's no way in hell I could have that much money saved up," I admitted. "I was just lucky that this finance minister's son somehow found out that I was a dependable, trustworthy guy. I don't even know who told them about me, but they said I was exactly what they were looking for."
"I think you are, Dave," agreed Sam. "They were lucky to find you. I can see that."
"Thanks, Sam! Coming from a successful man like you, that makes me feel pretty good! That brings me to my problem," I explained. "If I could just borrow the money for a couple weeks, I could pay it back with interest once I receive the ten million dollars."
"I see, Dave. I'd love to help you out, but I have to protect myself. You can understand that, can't you?" asked Sam. "Just to be on the safe side, if you put that property of yours on Commercial Avenue up as collateral, I'd be happy to loan you the cash."
"Gee, Sam. That 8-acre parcel is supposed to be worth a lot more than that," I stalled.
"I'm not saying it isn't, Dave. It's just insurance for me that you'll pay me back. Once you get your ten million, you'll be able to repay me and own the lot unencumbered again."
It took some give and take, but we finally agreed on a deal. Sam was going to loan me ten thousand dollars, interest free for a week. After that, I would be paying him 15% interest, compounded daily until I repaid him. If he wasn't paid in full within three months, the property would become his. As Sam explained to me, once I had my ten million dollars, I'd be able to pay him back easily and we'd both come out ahead. It was a win/win situation!
The next day, Thursday, Sam ushered me into his office and showed me some legal documents. I looked them over quickly and determined they reflected the agreement we had reached the previous day. I signed the papers, Sam's secretary notarized them, and Sam handed me a cashier's check for ten thousand dollars! I had never realized how easy it was to make money, if you had money.
I told Sam that I'd be taking the next day off to take care of my banking. I wanted to get everything in place for the windfall profit I was about to make. It didn't escape my notice that Sam had done all this while Rachel was out of the office. She hadn't been out of the building more than a couple minutes when Sam had sent for me to come sign the papers. The next day was Friday and Rachel always took Friday mornings off. The business stayed open till eight on Friday's so she never came in before noon. She wanted to be there when buyers, and their cash, were more plentiful.
Friday morning I watched Sam's SUV pull out of his long drive and head toward the office. Once he was out of sight, I drove up his driveway. There was a big circular drive going around some sort of statuary in front of the house. I parked the car and rang the doorbell.
Rachel eventually opened it and looked at me. At first I thought I must have stepped in some dog shit as her nose wrinkled up. Then I realized it was her way of greeting a lesser being.
"What are you doing here, Dave? Sam already left and you're going to be late for work. You'd better get your ass moving. You're already going to be docked for being late," she kindly pointed out.
I knew I didn't have much time or Rachel would be slamming the door in my face. I pulled the envelope holding the ten thousand dollars out of my jacket pocket and thumbed the money in front of her.
"I have ten thousand dollars here, Rachel, and I wanted to discuss with you how I want to spend it," I answered timidly.
Rachel's nose straightened out and a smile stretched across her perfect teeth. Suddenly the stench of dog shit had evaporated!
"Come in, David!" purred Rachel. "I'll be happy to help you any way I can. You know I always have time for the little people that make our business a success!"
I followed her into a huge room. I guessed it was a den or a library. I had never been in a house with more than a kitchen, living room, and dining room downstairs, so I wasn't sure what to call it.
"How did you come by that money? Did you have any ideas what you wanted to buy with it?" asked Rachel sweetly.
"It doesn't matter how I came by the money, Rachel. What I want to buy is your ass for an hour or two," I stated calmly.
"Excuse me? Did I hear you correctly?" she demanded. "Where do you get off speaking to me like that? I could have you arrested!"
"Maybe I misjudged you, Rachel. If I did, I apologize. It's just that I've had this crush on you since I first saw you. I'm willing to give you ten thousand dollars to have unrestricted sex with me for a couple hours," I continued. "Again, I apologize."
I turned and started for the front door.
"Dave! Wait!" called Rachel. "It's just so sudden. I didn't realize you felt that way about me. Do you have the entire ten thousand dollars with you?"
"Right here in my pocket, Rachel," I replied. "Are you considering my offer?"
"I always thought you were a good looking guy and I would like to help you realize your dreams, David," cooed Rachel. "I think we could work something out. I'll be willing to have regular missionary position sex with you, if you wear a condom. There will be no oral or anal sex and no changing positions. That's how it will have to be."
I once again turned and started for the door. Once again, Rachel called me back. I smiled to myself as I turned to face her.
"Rachel, my fantasy is to use you every way, and anyway, I can imagine. I hadn't thought of anal, but now that you mention it, anal sex will definitely be included," I promised. "I won't be using any condoms either."
As I spoke I took the cash in my hand and thumbed through the wad of hundred dollar bills. Rachel nearly had an orgasm as she watched.
"Okay, David. Anything you want. You just have to leave by eleven. Sam comes home at noon on Fridays for a quick lunch and to drive me in to the business," stated Rachel.
"Rachel, you'll be mine until Sam turns that door knob. You can hurry and clean up while I chat with Sam about some shop business we have. I'll also want a receipt to prove that I paid you in full. I might be able to deduct it on my taxes," I suggested.
"Bullshit! There will be nothing in writing! I'm not dumb enough to give you a chance to blackmail me," answered Rachel very firmly. "Pay me up front and you can stay until Sam gets here."
"You're a good negotiator, Rachel," I admitted. "I know better than to let you have the cash before I get my money's worth! We'll put the money in this desk drawer while we are engaged in my fantasies. Once Sam arrives and you have fulfilled your obligations, the money is yours."
"You've got a deal!" replied Rachel after a brief hesitation.
I opened the drawer, dropped the envelope in and pushed it closed.
Rachel was a little stiff and unresponsive at first. By the time I finished eating her to a few orgasms, she became an enthusiastic participant. I wanted to be sure I lasted until Sam got home, so I took my time and made sure she wouldn't soon forget me. Rachel was panting and calling my name as I slid up her body and slowly entered her very tight pussy.
"Doesn't Sam ever use this pussy, Rachel?" I asked as I finally worked my cock into her love box. "It's so tight, it's cutting off my circulation!"
"It's his damn little dick!" moaned Rachel as she felt another orgasm building. "He's lucky he can hit both sides at the same time!"
I just kept hammering away at the very pussy I had fantasized about for years. Sometimes the fantasy is way better than the actual deed. Not this time! Rachel was really getting into it and she was better than I had dared dream. She came with my cock in her a few times before I left my little swimmers deep in her pussy.
I climbed back up Rachel's body, sat on her ample tits and offered my cock to her mouth. She accepted it without hesitation! It took awhile, but my cock eventually came back to life. I got her on her hands and knees and started ramming into her doggie style.
Rachel was really getting into it and came again. It took a little more persuasion to convince her that she was obligated to allow me her back door. I wasn't all that keen on that part, but it was part of the plan. I wanted to remember her with my cock in her ass. Maybe I was a bit vindictive, but I wanted to have that memory the rest of my life. Every time some one gives me a hard time in the future, I'll think about what I did with the miserable wife of the cheap, bastardly boss I once had. Then I'll think how I don't take shit from anyone, although one could successfully argue that I was taking some from Rachel at the moment.
I kept an eye on my watch as I drilled Rachel. As noon approached, I pulled out and moved back up to Rachel's face and pumped my cum all over her chest and face while she was gasping to regain her breath. We were just catching our breath when we heard Sam's SUV stop in front of the door.
"Get off me!" urged Rachel. "Sam will be coming through that door any second! He can't see me like this!"
I slowly began to climb off Rachel. By the time she was able to get up, we heard the door opening. She quickly rushed from the room as I pulled on my jeans and shirt.
I was sitting on the leather couch I had just pounded Rachel on when Sam came into the room.
"What the hell are you doing here, Dave?" asked Sam. "I thought you were going to be at the bank today."
"I discovered that the minister's son can't wire the money until next week, Sam. I thought that I'd pay you back today and, if you were still willing, borrow it again next week. That way I won't be burning up my grace period with the zero interest," I reasoned.
Sam thought about it for a minute and then forced a smile. He still saw the chance to sheer a lamb. He nodded his agreement.
"Rachel put the money in that drawer, Sam. Go ahead and count it," I offered. "Then I want you to sign this release stating I repaid you in full."
"Rachel saw the money?" asked Sam. "In the future, I want you to always deal directly with me, Dave. Do you understand me?"
"Sure, Sam. No problem," I agreed. "I have to be going soon, so would you count the money and sign this paper, Sam?"
Five minutes later I was going out the door just as I heard Rachel calling my name from the stairs. I drove straight to a developer my lawyer had recommended. He had worked out an agreement with three different companies where the property would be subdivided into three parcels. I was to get a hefty sum up front, plus a large monthly payment over the term of the 25-year lease from each company. One was a Toyota Dealership! I quit my job the same afternoon.
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"Hello," greeted Sue into the telephone.
"Hey, Sue! Is the cuck there?" I asked.
"Who do you want, Bill? You know there's no one in this family by that name," she responded. "Did you call to speak with Jerry?"
"Well, yeah! Jerry, the cuck, is he there?" I asked. "I wanted to tell him something."
"You call Jerry, "the cuck" now? How did he get that nickname, Bill?" asked Sue. "Does it have something to do with his bowling?"
"No, his bowling sucks, but it always has. That's nothing new. He was telling us last night that he's becoming a cuckold pretty soon, so it seems appropriate that we call him the cuck, or cuck for short, don't you think?" I prodded.
"Tell me, Bill, exactly what does cuckold mean?" demanded Sue.
"Seriously, Sue? You don't know what it means? It's an expression that a wife, and only a wife, can bestow on a man. It's a man whose wife is fucking someone other than her husband, who by tradition, is the only man that should be fucking her," I explained.
"You asshole! That's a cruel thing to call a man, especially a man as proud as Jerry. He'll kick your ass if you call him that to his face, Bill!" Sue threatened.
"That would have concerned me a week ago, but not any more, Sue. He's a fucking wimp. His ass kicking days are over. He might scare a few girly-men, but no real men," I laughed.
"Do you think Jerry has suddenly lost a hundred pounds and most of his muscle? He's just as tough as he was a week or a year ago!" insisted Sue.
"I don't think so, and neither will anyone else, Sue. He hasn't lost any weight or muscle. It's a lot worse. He's lost respect and he's lost his balls," I responded evenly. "He's a fucking cuckold and a goddamn wimp now. That's why I called."
"You're supposed to be his friend, Bill! With friends like you, he sure doesn't need any enemies!" sneered Sue. "He's the same man he's always been. You'd be wise to remember that. Did you call just to torment Jerry over the phone?"
"You're in no position to lecture me on how to be a friend, Sue! I called to tell him to not bother coming to the bowling alley tonight, or any other night the team is bowling. He's been voted off the team!" I revealed.
"Off the team? He's the captain. He bowls anchor on the team. He started the team. He's the one that asked you to join! What kind of a miserable prick are you, Bill?" demanded Sue.
"Sue! That's no way to talk! You're the one that decided this, not me. You started things in motion and they have to go to their natural conclusion," I responded gently. "You're the one that told Jerry that you wanted to have a lover and he had to accept it, or get out. He's as big as a house, but he'd walk into hell for you. That's why he didn't toss your ass out immediately. That sealed his fate. You know how devoted he is to you, how much he worships you, and you've decided to take advantage of his big heart and take a lover."
"That really isn't any of your fucking business!" yelled Sue. "You can bet your ass that you won't be the man I choose, so just butt out!"
"Well, Sue, it is my business. It's like a cancer and it has to be removed quickly and surgically. That's the only way the rest of us can survive and our survival is foremost in our thoughts, believe me," I answered.
"That's bullshit, Bill!" snapped Sue. "How can our personal life affect you?"
"Are you kidding? If we treat Jerry like a regular man, he'll think he is one, and he isn't. No man would allow his wife to have a lover. Nor would a man allow another man to even touch his wife in a sexual way. Ergo, he's no man and we cannot treat him like one. It would be a disservice to him and to our selves if we don't ridicule and shun him for the pariah he is," I concluded.
"You think that will be a service to Jerry, you dumb bastard?" argued Sue. "You'll just be hurting his feelings. No friend would deliberately hurt a friend's feelings."
"I'm getting tired of your name calling, Sue. Jerry needs to see that he's a pathetic excuse for a man. He needs to know that he's a wimp. He has to hit bottom so he can rebuild his respect and his life. He needs to understand that a loveless marriage is not something he should cling to and live with," I reasoned. "Once he sees the light and gets a divorce, he'll be on the road to recovery and we'll be supporting him all the way. He'll be our captain again. We just can't be the only men's team in the league with a captain with no balls. We all feel strongly about that!"
"A loveless marriage? A divorce? Did Jerry use those words?" asked a stunned Sue.
"Not yet, Sue. That's where we're trying to help him. That's why we're tossing him off the team. That's why neither of you will be invited to any functions any of us have. That and the cancer aspect, of course," I added.
"His friends want Jerry to divorce me? You're all going to shun him? All over a personal decision of ours that doesn't involve you?" questioned Sue.
"Doesn't concern us? You're ripping the guy's balls right off and feeding them to him! What kind of friends would we be if we ignored that? The other problem that concerns us is our wives. If we show any weakness here, they might think they can pull the same shit that you're pulling. We guys are determined to draw a line in the sand. This shit will not be tolerated by any of the rest of us. We'll toss the bitch out immediately if any of them even thinks about making any of us a cuckold!" I declared heatedly.
"So, it's fear? That's what this is about, isn't it, Bill?" responded Sue with contempt. "You he-men are afraid to let your wives try some strange cock!"
"Bingo! That's part of it! I don't know any man that feels secure enough to want his wife to get fucked by another man. We're worried about the guy being a better lay, a better après-fuck talker... shit we're afraid of all kinds of things!" I admitted. "That's one reason we can't live with a cheating wife. We could find ourselves trying to outdo some bastard that sits around all day collecting welfare, just waiting to fuck a woman while we're trying to earn a living, take care of the house and cars, discipline the kids, mow the yard and take out the fucking garbage! That flat out scares most men, and makes us mad as hell!"
"You're such an insecure, pathetic little man, Bill," laughed Sue wickedly.
"No argument, Sue. You just described most men, at least when it comes to wife sharing," I confessed. "Suppose we aren't James Bond types. Suppose we just go to work every day and do our best to keep a roof over our family's head. Suppose the other guy fucking the wife takes her dancing and buys her flowers for no reason and fucks her to a dozen orgasms every time. Sure, the novelty will wear off and he'll move on. Still, it leaves us regular Joes looking and feeling like shit. That in itself is a good enough reason to get divorced."
"Wouldn't it be better if you did all those things for your wife, Bill. Why does it have to be a different man that knows how to treat your woman?" quizzed Sue.
"Because he's trying to get into her pants! He isn't worried about all the shit that a husband has to worry about. Why do men have to find a slut to suck their cocks as soon as they come through the door? Why don't wives offer their asses to their husbands every night? Why don't wives spread their legs and shut the fuck up whenever a man wants some tail?" I demanded.
"Maybe we're trying to raise the kids, make meals, clean the house and the fucking messes that men make! Maybe we're trying to work a career, raise a family, take care of our aging parents, and just keep from collapsing in exhaustion! That's why we aren't on our knees sucking our husband's cock anytime he gets the urge!" shouted Sue into the phone.
"Exactly, Sue," I replied calmly. "That's why we don't have an affair or get a divorce the first time the wife is too busy, or too tired for sex. We don't get a mistress so we can get an occasional blowjob. We accept that our wives are doing their best and want them to accept that in us. Maybe we're not good at ballroom dancing. Maybe we forget birthdays and anniversaries. It isn't because we don't care. It's just that we are more focused on building, fixing, repairing, maintaining, and providing. Maybe wives don't waltz around in lingerie or a leather bustier all the time. Maybe they wear sweats and old shirts because they're taking care of kids and making meals and want to be practical."
"So you think I'm being unreasonable by wanting Jerry to accept me finding a considerate lover that will romance me and treat me like a lady?" asked Sue.
"To be frank, it's the dumbest damn thing I ever heard, Sue," I answered honestly. "You'll cause Jerry to doubt his manhood. He'll doubt your love for him, and with damn good reason, I might add. You'll subject him to embarrassment and humiliation. You'll drive him from your marriage. He'll find a woman that accepts her role as a loving wife and appreciates that he's an honest, sober, kind, hard working, family-oriented man. You have no idea how many women want exactly that in a husband and would kill to get it. Jerry will be remarried within a year of the divorce."
"You keep saying divorce, but Jerry loves me, Bill," pointed out Sue. "He worships the ground I walk on. He won't want a divorce."
"That's naive at best, and more likely it's just plain stupid. Jerry won't be able to live with the doubts and the humiliation, Sue. He'll be in big demand when he's single again. I've seen it happen too many times. You, on the other hand, will be damaged goods. I don't know of a lot of men that want to marry a cheating slut. A lot of guys will be willing to screw you from time to time, but you won't be the kind of woman a guy takes home to mom. That's for sure. Shit! The dream lover you find won't treat you like a lady for long. He'll treat you like what you are; a married, desperate housewife. You'll be his slut and he'll have no respect for you. "
"Well thanks for that observation, Bill!" growled Sue. "You're assuming I'm going to be single again. That everyone will think I ruined a good marriage and that I'm a cheating bitch."
"Yes, Sue, I am," I responded simply. "I'd bet on it."
"Well, fuck you and the horse you rode in on!" screamed Sue as she slammed the receiver down.
I returned the phone to the cradle and decided to go get a beer. That's when I saw my wife, Mary standing in the doorway. I wondered how much of my phone conversation she heard. That question was soon answered.
"Has Sue really told Jerry she wants to take a lover, Bill?" asked Mary. "Can she be that stupid? He's a wonderful husband and father! He's as gentle as he is big and he treats her like a goddess."
"I was sworn to secrecy, Mary. Jerry is ashamed and frightened about his marriage. He's convinced he can't live without Sue and would try to accept her proposal if he has to do so," I revealed. "It's ripping him apart already."
"I'm supposed to go shopping with Sue and Karen tomorrow. I think I'll cancel those plans right now," stated Mary. "I won't be able to keep from giving her a piece of my mind."
"Then go, Mary! The dumb bitch needs an ass chewing, big time. Embarrass her, humiliate her, whatever it takes," I suggested. "Make her see what a huge mistake it would be."
"What would you say if I told you I wanted a boy toy, Bill? Would you get all huffy and threaten me?" wondered Mary.
"You know the answer to that question already," I chuckled. "Just like I know how you'd go for me having a mistress. I've grown attached to my balls and I'll do whatever it takes to keep them!"
Mary has big grin on her face when she came through the door the next afternoon. She could barely contain herself and was eager to tell me about her day.
"What a day, Bill!" laughed Mary. "As soon as Sue, Karen, and I were in the car, I started telling Karen about Sue taking a lover. I hadn't even considered that Karen has been a widow for over two years. She immediately became very interested and started asking Sue all kinds of questions. Long story short, by day's end, Karen told Sue she was going to fuck Jerry's brains out once Sue found a lover!"
"No shit? That's one hell of a consolation prize!" I admitted, as I thought of Karen at our last pool party in her orange swimsuit. "Maybe this will work out okay for Jerry, after all."
"Karen started asking how much money Jerry made and what kind of meals he liked. She asked Sue if Jerry hadn't built the deck in the back of their house and if he knew how to install a bathroom," chuckled Mary. "Karen made it pretty obvious that she considered Jerry a prime target for a woman looking for a good husband."
"How did Sue take her questions?" I asked.
"At first she was bragging up Jerry and telling how he had installed their master bath and remodeled their kitchen himself," replied Mary. "Then as Karen started asking about his sexual preferences and mentioned how every couple that tries strange outside the marriage gets divorced, Sue realized that Karen was pretty much declaring her intention to seduce Jerry and eventually make him her husband!"
"Wow! If Jerry knew that a fox like Karen was interested in him, he'd probably toss Sue's ass out the door, especially after her stated intentions," I surmised.
"I think Sue came to the same conclusion, Bill. She tried to talk Karen out of it and told her how Jerry was demanding and inconsiderate. She told Karen that he wanted Sue to give him a blowjob every few days and he had some sort of fetish about eating pussy all the time," revealed Mary.
"I didn't know that about Jerry. He likes dining at the Y?" I repeated. "There could be worse things, don't you think?"
"Karen almost orgasmed as Sue told us about it," answered Mary. "She told Sue that if a good looking, hard working man like Jerry would install a new kitchen and bathroom in her house, she's be delighted to blow him several times a day and she would certainly allow him free access to her pussy anytime he was hungry. She told Sue that her reasons for claiming Jerry wasn't a good a husband were the dumbest things she ever heard!"
"Karen said that?" I asked in amazement. "Did she say anything about me, Mary? I can do plumbing and repairs. I'm a pretty good mechanic, too. Did she ask you if you were thinking of stepping out?"
"Not even close, Buster!" laughed Mary again. "I swore that my fidelity and love for you were absolute, without end, and completely reciprocated. I told Karen and Sue that I'd claw out the eyes of any bitch that even looked at you cross-eyed and under no circumstances would I ever cheat on you. I know how attractive you think Karen is. The idea of eating her out and getting blowjobs from her is far too tempting for me to allow that idea to take root!"
"Haven't you even fantasized about other men, Mary?" I whined. "If you wanted to look for greener pastures, maybe Karen would console me."
"I have a few fantasies, Bill, but you're my real life man and it's going to stay that way. On the drive home, I was even thinking that maybe I should give you more blowjobs, just so you know how serious I am about that, and so you don't start dreaming about Karen," mused Mary.
"I see. You logic seems to be impeccable, Mary. I like the way you face any possible problems and head them off before they get out of hand," I agreed.
"I'll "head" those problems off all right, and take "it" out of your hand, Big-boy, as long as you repay Miss Kitty for all that attention," laughed Mary.
Just then the phone rang and I picked it up.
"Bill? This is Sue," spoke the voice on the other end.
"Sue? I guess I have to thank you for spicing up my love life!" I responded honestly. "Mary is determined to not give me the reason you're giving to Jerry to wind up in bed with, and enjoy immensely, the considerable oral skills of Karen Jenkins."
"That's why I called, Bill. I want you to make Jerry captain of the bowling team again. He isn't a cuckold, nor will he ever be. I had a slight brain fart, but I've cleared up my thinking now," confessed Sue. "I didn't give any thought to Jerry having a lover. I couldn't live with that! What if he found someone that loved him better, or had nicer tits, or gave him blowjobs three times a day? I can't compete with some dream woman trying to steal my husband away!"
"Sounds as insecure as you thought I seemed yesterday," I suggested. "It's scary, isn't it, Sue? When you've been married for 20 years, you get complacent and take the spouse for granted and start thinking that there are greener pastures. A new lover will be exciting and out to prove their skills. They may be thinner, funnier, richer, more attractive or just more appreciative."
"Yeah, I know that. Mary and that slut, Karen, helped drive that point home today. I apologized to Jerry when I got home and then I gave him the first of what I promised to be many blowjobs," Sue proudly stated. "He's sleeping now, but I think he's going to forgive me for being so selfish and stupid. Thank Mary, too, for helping open my eyes."
"Okay, Sue. Have a good night," I answered.
"You too, Bill. You've always been the one I leaned on, even when we were kids. Thanks for being such a good brother. Dad would have been proud."
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I whistled as I strolled down the block. I even smiled at everyone I met. I had gone into work for a few hours on an emergency call, but now I was headed to Ralph and Betty Lang's place for a spring cookout. It was only a few blocks from our home, thus the decision to walk. It was early April but felt more like June. The sun warmed my face, even as it coaxed the flowers from their winter's rest. Life was good.
Kids had worn a path through a vacant lot behind Lang's house. It had become a much-used shortcut to the park a few blocks away. I decided to follow that path rather than walk all the way around the block to the front door. The trail led along the fence that Ralph had erected a few years ago to prevent his front yard from becoming the path most taken. As I idled along the trail, my mind was imaging that first cold beer, along with a juicy burger, a big sliced onion and ketchup. I was already licking my chops.
Then I heard something that made me freeze in my tracks. I looked at Lang's house and realized I was just a few feet from their guest bedroom. The window was too high to see much other than the ceiling of the room through a small opening in the drapes. The window was open, however, and the curtains did nothing to impede sound.
"Show me those tits, Grace!" urged a male voice. "You act so prissy all the time, but I know what a hot bitch you really are. I'm going to suck on those tits. Then I'll keep your bra for a souvenir, you hot little slut! Then we'll go back to the party for a while. You don't want everyone to know what a tramp you really are, do you? Later on, I'm going to have you blow me. You like the idea of going braless in front of everyone, and then sneaking back here to suck my cock, don't you?"
I was listening intently for any response to what sounded to me like a rhetorical question. My wife was the only woman I knew named Grace, and I sure didn't like the conversation to this point!
"Mmmmmmm," was the next sound I heard. I wasn't an eavesdropping expert with the FBI or anything, but it sure sounded like a female moan, and not a moan of pain. Then the male voice spoke again.
"You love it when I suck on those nipples don't you, slut?" he chuckled. "We'd better get back to the party and mingle. You'll have to blow me later."
I was still frozen in place when I heard the door in the bedroom open and close. I suddenly realized I was sweating profusely, and barely breathing. I leaned on the fence and began taking deep breaths, trying to calm my heart and my stomach. I must have remained there for another five minutes. Then I dejectedly turned and started back home.
I had to think. I knew the male voice belonged to Jack Robbins. He and his wife, Marcie, had moved into the area the previous fall. He was a big guy; probably a couple inches over six feet and he tipped the scales well over the Mendoza line. Marcie was a mousy little blonde woman, thin and quiet. Jack liked the sound of his voice and did most of the talking for both of them.
As I walked, my anger began to mount. I had never cheated on Grace. I had always given her everything she wanted. If anything, I was too damn good to her! I always yielded to her wishes and desires. We'd visit her relatives on holidays and go to all the weddings in her family. If I suggested we do something with my family, she'd have a dozen reasons why we shouldn't. I gradually stopped trying. The few times we attended a function that involved my family; I'd hear for weeks what assholes my relatives were. It wasn't worth the misery.
Grace was a manager at a local department store. I never suggested it wasn't a good job, but she was quite defensive about it, at least to me. I knew she thought that I thought it was a cushy job with no real future. Actually, I did think that, but how did she know? I never voiced my feelings about her work, to her, or to anyone else.
I owned and operated a flooring business. We specialized in tile floors, but installed laminates, hard and soft wood flooring, as well as linoleum for those that insisted. I had six men working for me and I was considering hiring another, if the right guy came along. My business was successful by any standard and I was proud of it. Grace seemed less impressed, although she enjoyed the things my hard work and success could provide for her.
We had been married 23 years and she was still an attractive woman. In many ways, she was more appealing now than when I married her at 19. She was no longer thin and willowy, but she wasn't fat by a long shot. Voluptuous would be the easiest way to describe Grace now. Her tits had increased in size over the years, and after having two kids, but her ass had rounded out as well and all in all, the total package worked very nicely. I had to admit that.
Now she was showing some jackass her tits and was going to blow him later? Shit! I was getting pissed. Maybe it wouldn't have bothered me so much if I had been getting all I wanted. That was so far from the truth it hurt. When we were first married, she couldn't get enough of my cock. It wasn't all that unusual for me to wake up in the night to find her riding the little guy. I even got an occasional blowjob back then, though they were never that frequent.
Now whenever I try to get close to her, she'd act like little Bill was a venomous snake or something. It certainly wasn't encouraged to find it's way above her waist, and far too seldom was it accepted below the Mason/Dixon Line.
Why the hell was I crawling back home with my tail between my legs? I was the one that was wronged! It occurred to me that Grace knew I would never challenge her actions or make a scene. She probably thought I'd be too dumb to notice anything, or too cowardly to do anything about it. Then there was that bastard, Jack. He seemed to have no respect for me at all. Grace probably told him I was a goddamn wimp! I turned around again and headed briskly back the way I had come.
I walked through the house and opened the slider to the back yard. The Langs owned an insurance company and did very well. They had a large yard and an in-ground pool. It was still too cool for swimming, but Ralph had the pool uncovered and it looked inviting on such a warm spring afternoon. I knew the water couldn't be much more than 50 degrees, if that.
There were probably a dozen people sitting around enjoying cold drinks and barbequed delights. I scanned the crowd for Grace. It took a minute but I found her. She was sitting on the arm of a chair, with that prick, Jack, sitting in the chair. His hand rested on her back, just above her ass.
Grace was laughing and waving her left arm to punctuate her words as she spoke to some friends seated near by. I could see her tits move unfettered under the shirt she was wearing. Grace was braless! That knowledge renewed and invigorated by wrath!
A couple of partiers spoke to me as I stalked past them, but I paid them no attention. I was focused on Grace's tits bouncing under her shirt. As I neared her, Grace finally noticed my approach and turned her face to look at me. What she saw caused her smile to immediately evaporate. Jack looked up and quickly removed his hand from Grace's backside.
I grabbed the arm of the chair and heaved it up and over. It really wasn't too difficult with Grace sitting on the other arm. As mad as I was at that moment, I could have flipped a refrigerator! Everything seemed to happen in slow motion after that.
Grace and Jack both let out yelps as they became air born. Grace's drink dropped from her hand as she went flying backward. Jack took a higher trajectory and actually seemed to soar over Grace's head as she whirled her arms in small circles trying to regain her balance. I had proved, or possibly disproved, at least one law of physics because they both hit the surface of Lang's pool at the same moment. Jack had covered a greater distance in the same period of time. As the two bodies broke the calm of the water, everything went back to real time.
Since Marcie hadn't soared as high, or as fast, she bobbed back to the surface almost ten seconds before Jack's head reappeared. She quickly reached the side of the pool and hung on desperately. Her teeth were already chattering and she had a bluish hue. Jack's head emerged and he began swimming for the nearby ladder.
Ralph Lang bent over and grabbed Marcie's hands and lifted her out of the water. I noticed that her shirt clung to her braless tits and her nipples looked like small stones. Meanwhile Jack scampered up the ladder and rushed toward me cursing.
"Are you nuts, you crazy bastard? I ought to kick your ass and toss you into that ice water and see how you like it!" he threatened as he pushed his face into mine.
"Well, start kicking, Shit-face," I yelled back. "You'd better make your first shot count or you'll be right back cooling your balls in that pool!"
I was as angry as I had ever been. Still, part of my mind realized that Jack was a pretty big guy and I was going to be hurting before we finished, regardless of who was declared the victor. That thought did not cause me to back off in any way. I actually wanted to feel his fist against my face. That would justify whatever came next, and no matter what the outcome, the bastard would remember me.
I was taken completely by surprise when Jack pulled back and seemed to lose his mad immediately. He turned away from me and looked at the spectators watching the scene. Then he faced me again.
"Hell, Bill. I'm sorry! I overreacted there for a second. I can take a little joke as well as the next guy. I'll just go find some dry stuff to put on and have a drink with you when I come back."
The group parted to let Jack through. The silence was deafening. Then Betty Lang broke the quiet.
"Holy shit!" was all she said as she watched Jack disappear into the house.
Suddenly Grace was occupying the spot Jack had just vacated. Her color was still a little off, but she appeared to be getting warm, and fast.
"What the hell was that stunt?" she demanded. "You could have hurt me. You did get me wet and cold, and embarrassed the shit of me!"
"You can get your ass home within the next five minutes, or I'll be tossing your shit out in the street!" I snarled back. "It's your choice."
With that ultimatum, I turned and headed for the side gate. It was a longer way home because it let me out on the far side of the property, but it was the nearest exit and I wanted to get the fuck out as quickly as possible. My temper was still boiling and I didn't want to say, or do, anything in front of a lot of people that I could regret in the future.
As I marched home, I contemplated what had just occurred. I had heard Jack tell Grace that he was going to keep her bra and have her blow him later. Then I found Grace at the party, braless, which was way out of character for her. I found her sitting with the asshole and his hand was all over her ass and she didn't seem to object at all. I had accepted Jack's challenge eagerly and he had quickly backed down. I had just thrown down the gauntlet to Grace. I hadn't given myself, or her, much wiggle room!
Would she come home in five minutes? As I considered the situation, it seemed unlikely. Grace was the one that issued edicts and carried them out. I was the always the edict-ee, so to speak, not the edict-er. She'd probably stay away a few days just to demonstrate a point. Well, her shit would be all over the neighborhood by then because I had every intention of making good on my threat. You can only push a man so far. I sure as hell didn't have to put up with that sort of treatment!
Resigned to my fate, I retrieved a few garbage bags from the kitchen drawer as soon as I got home. There was no sense postponing the inevitable. I went into the living room and opened the foyer closet. I had decided to begin with the coats and hats Grace kept stored there. I had only managed to stuff a couple coats into a bag when a voice jarred me from my task.
"It seems to me like you'd give Grace a few minute's leeway, Bill."
I spun around to find Betty Lang standing in the open doorway with a soggy Grace looking over her shoulder. To say I was surprised would be a tremendous understatement.
"It was all I could do to make her wait long enough for Ralph to fetch a towel so she could dry off a little. If she's over her time limit, it's my fault, Bill, for insisting she wait. I drove her home to save a whole minute. We hit the red light on Elm and Grace tried to make me run it, just so she would be home in time," finished Betty.
"Grace, go upstairs and take a hot shower," I stated with no emotion.
Without a word, Grace started for the stairs.
"Betty, I owe you and Ralph an apology for the way I behaved at your party. I don't expect you to forgive, or forget it. I'll understand if we don't receive any more invitations from you," I added. "I wouldn't invite us after that spectacle this afternoon."
"That's where you and I differ, Bill," chuckled Betty. "I don't know exactly what precipitated your behavior, but I know you well enough to believe you felt you had a reason for your actions. Everyone will be hoping to be invited to our next wing ding once word of today gets out... and it will get out."
I didn't know how to respond to Betty so I remained silent trying to determine if she was serious, or making light of the situation.
"There's one thing I have to know, Bill, and I'm as serious as a heart attack about it. I need you to tell me that you will not harm Grace. I cannot leave without your assurance that no physical harm will come to her," pressed Betty. "I have never seen her so meek, nor you so angry. I can draw my own conclusions about that, but I'll not leave her here if there is any chance that you will do her bodily harm."
I felt tremendous admiration for Betty Lang at that moment. She couldn't weigh more than a hundred and twenty pounds, but she was standing up for her friend. She showed no fear or concern for her own safety. If I were a demented prick that beat women, she should be worried.
"Betty, your concern for Grace is admirable, but unnecessary," I hastened to assure her. "I did have a bad few minutes there, but I would never intentionally strike or harm Grace in any way. Jack, however, is a different story."
"Don't think he didn't pick up on that pretty quickly by the pool when you faced him down!" grinned Betty. "You wiped the swagger off his face pretty damn fast. It's the difference between a pretender and the real deal. He wanted none of what you were offering, Bill. I do hope you and Jack settle your differences in a civilized manner, but that's not my business, as long as it isn't at our place. I trust you to treat Grace properly, so I'll leave. She loves you, Bill"
With that, Betty pulled the door shut behind her and was gone. I looked at the garbage bag in my hand and felt pretty sheepish as I dug Grace's coats out and hung them back up in the closet. Then I headed up the stairs to Grace.
I opened the door to the bathroom and walked in. Grace gasped and held her towel in front of her, as if to fend me off.
"Drop the towel, Grace. I want to see your nipples," was all I said.
Nervously, Grace lowered her towel. She had never seen me behave like this in the 23 years we had been married. I was still angry enough that I didn't care if she was afraid of me at the moment. I stepped closer and looked closely at her nipples. I had the notion that I'd find bite marks or a hickey of some kind on her breasts. There were no marks, but her breasts were exquisite.
"Where was your bra, today, Grace? It was pretty obvious that you weren't wearing one when I arrived at the party. You were waving your arms and bouncing your tits in front of everyone, especially Jack. How did you come to lose your bra, Grace?" I demanded
"I didn't lose it, Bill. I didn't wear one today. I thought my shirt covered everything pretty well, and I wanted to tease and excite you when you came. I was just trying to be a little risqué. You haven't been too interested in me lately and I thought it might turn you on a little," responded Grace. "How do you think I could I lose a bra I'm wearing, anyway?"
"That's the question, Grace, isn't it?" I retorted as I walked back into our bedroom and looked into her underwear drawer.
I suddenly had an idea how I could trick her into revealing that she had been wearing a bra. "Which bra didn't you wear today? Is it one of these? Is it even here?"
Grace didn't answer so I looked up to fix her with a stare. She was looking at me like I was from outer space. I returned her look and waited for a response to my question.
"Do you realize what you just asked, Bill?" questioned Grace. "You asked me to tell you which bra I didn't wear. That would be every bra I own. Hell, it would be every bra on the planet! If I didn't wear a bra, I can show you any, and all, of my bras and tell you quite truthfully that I didn't wear it."
It took me a minute, but gradually it dawned on me just how stupid my question had been. I chalked it up to having a very bad day. It isn't every day you hear some jerk tell your wife to show him her tits and she does, seemingly with the understanding that she will blow him later.
"I know you were angry to see me sitting by Jack with his hand on my back and me with no bra on, but nothing happened, Bill. I know what sort Jack is. I'm sorry if it looked terrible, but I didn't do anything very bad. It just looked that way to you, Bill," apologized Grace. "I've never seen you so upset. I was glad that Jack knew enough to back off. I was afraid you were going to seriously hurt him. It would have been my fault."
This was all a surprise to me. Grace thought I would whip Jack in a fight! She thought I was mad because she wasn't wearing a bra when I arrived at the party. She wasn't acting like a woman that was prepared to blow a guy behind her husband's back. She seemed eager to make it all up, but she didn't know how much I knew.
"Were there any other women there named "Grace"?" I asked. "Are you sure you left home braless?"
"Bill, you knew everyone there. I'm the only Grace in the group. I certainly didn't misplace my bra at the party, either," answered Grace. "What are you thinking?"
I was thinking that Grace was playing with me, that she was treating me with disdain, or contempt. I was thinking that I wouldn't tell everything I had heard. That would only make her more cautious and more difficult to catch cheating.
"I'm thinking that I will not ask any more questions about today. I will expect you to be completely honest and totally faithful to me from this point forward." I stated. "If you're willing to accept those terms, we'll try to get past this."
"That's it?" asked an obviously surprised Grace. "I don't know how to tell you this, Bill, but that's exactly what I've been doing since before we were married. This will be a no-brainer."
I studied Grace as she spoke. After 23 years of marriage, I felt like I could read her pretty well. She appeared to be earnest, yet I had heard her and Jack through Langs' window. I could feel my anger start to build again. I certainly wasn't going to have Jack getting more from my wife than I was!
"I have another no-brainer for you, Grace. I want you to give me a blow job," I insisted. "I want it now and I want you to show some enthusiasm."
Grace stood very still and just looked at me for a full minute. She seemed to be waging a debate in her mind. She walked toward me as she spoke.
"You seem to be pushing this macho thing pretty hard, Bill. You threw me in ice-cold water. When I got out, you announced to the whole neighborhood that I had five minutes to get home or you'd toss my ass to the curb," recalled Grace. "Now you seem to think you might want some of the very same ass you were so recently contemplating tossing. Is that how you earn the right to enjoy this sweet ass? I don't think it is."



The old Grace was beginning to emerge and I really didn't have the patience to put up with it anymore. I made the decision then. The 'old Bill" was gone forever.
"I earn the right to that ass every damn day, Grace. I stay sober, and faithful. I work to keep you in the creature comforts. Shit, I even know about the money you've been giving your parents to help them pay their real estate taxes," I revealed. "If you think I'm expecting too much when I expect a blowjob or a piece of that lovely ass, just say so. We can work out a mutual agreement."
Grace was surprised at my response. That much was obvious. I had never been so assertive with her and she was worried.
"Bill, I didn't say you weren't a good husband, or that you don't deserve sex from me now and then. I just don't think you're asking me right. I want to be wined and dined. I want to be appreciated. Not treated like some cheap whore," finished Grace.
"Grace, I give you everything I have, every day. I never withhold anything you need or want. I'm not treating you like a cheap whore. You sure as hell aren't cheap! I'm going to treat you like the wife I expect you to be. You'll show me respect and you will suck my cock and spread your legs for me, and only me, on a regular basis," I stated emphatically. "If providing me those pleasures is so abhorrent to you, then let's hammer out an agreement we can give to our lawyers. One that we can both live with, separately."
Now Grace was really getting worried. She wasn't stupid. She knew that I was an excellent provider and she didn't want to lose me in my peak earning years. I just wasn't sure if she cared enough about me to change decades old habits. Hearing Jack insist on a blowjob had really traumatized me. What if Grace was giving head to someone and I wasn't getting any? That somehow seemed worse than if she serviced me all the time, and gave it away to someone else now and then. I should at least be first in all that stuff!
I knew that most of the guys working for me got blowjobs from their wives, or girlfriends. They talked about it like it was as common as a handshake, for Christ's sake. I had begun to feel like I was deprived! I even had an employee well over sixty years old laughing about how happy his wife was that their doctor prescribed the blue pill for him. I suspected that Grace had spent most of our marriage sneaking saltpeter into everything she fed me.
"Bill, you know how I feel about doing that. It's degrading to a woman. How about if I let you have sex with me more often?" bargained Grace.
"There's the problem, Grace. You used the term "let me have sex" with you. That sounds pretty one-sided to me. There's a new sheriff in town, Grace. It's going to be one-sided all right, but from now on, I'll be the one. I was going to let you spit it out, but now you'll have to swallow," I stated quietly. "You said that you didn't wear a bra today because you wanted to spice things up. Well, it's working. The next time you open your mouth, it had better be to take my cock in. This discussion is closed!"
Grace was stunned. This was un-chartered territory. I never spoke to her like that and I certainly never asked her to do something so personally repugnant. The ball was in her court.
I steeled myself against the tear that I saw form in the corner of her eye as she dropped to her knees in front of me. Being a considerate kind of guy, I released my belt and dropped my pants and underwear to facilitate her efforts.
I woke up early the next morning feeling a weight on my chest. I managed to open my eyes slightly and in the gray light of dawn, I saw Grace sleeping with her head on my chest. She hadn't done that in years. It couldn't have been all that comfortable. I ran my left hand though her hair and stroked her cheek. I wasn't an expert on women, but it seemed highly unlikely that Grace was angry with me.
As I considered that possibility, I decided that my eating her to three orgasms and screwing her to another just might have eased her feelings of degradation and humiliation.
Over the next few weeks, our sex life improved dramatically, once Grace accepted that I would have sex pretty much on demand. The surprising part was that two of the nights I had decided to give her a break; she was the aggressor. What's fair is fair. If I got it when I wanted it, I really couldn't deny her the same privilege, could I?
I hadn't forgotten the episode with Jack at Langs' party. I'd never forget what I heard that day. I had kept a pretty close eye on Grace and was satisfied that she had not strayed since. Then we received an invitation to a barbeque at the Henderson's home, and I accepted.
I watched Grace as she dressed for the party. She had been apprehensive about going, but I had decided that we weren't going to become hermits over one little social gaffe. After all, I didn't actually hit Jack.
Grace put on a pair of her granny undies and plain white bra. Then she pulled on a pair of baggy pants and a long sleeved shirt of some kind. I decided to push the envelope a little. Grace had become very accepting of my controlling our sex life. Was she being really clever? Was she just doing her best to dispel my fears? Did she even know what my fears were? Was she biding her time, waiting for me to become lax so she could take up with Jack again? I decided to push things and see what happened. I couldn't live with the doubts I had about Grace forever. It was eating at me.
"Grace, you look great, for a seventy year old woman," I told her.
The start of her smile quickly became a frown. I seldom commented on the way Grace dressed and this came as a surprise.
"Where are those yellow shorts, the ones with the beads on the pockets?" I asked. "I think you should wear them."
"They're a little tight, Bill. They would show the lines from my underwear. I'll feel more comfortable in these pants."
"Then the solution is to wear smaller underwear, Grace," I responded. "You have some thongs that would work."
As I spoke I held a yellow thong out to Grace. She looked at it for a little while. Then she seemed to make a decision and took it from my hand.
"Here's the top I want you to wear with the shorts. You'll look great!" I assured Grace as I held up a pretty blouse that was much like the ones you always see the pretty Mexican senoritas wear in the movies.
"Bill, that's off both shoulders. If I wore that, by bra straps would show, big time. I don't have a strapless bra to wear with it. I'll go shopping for one during the week. Did you buy that for me? It's really pretty."
"The sales girl told me it has a built in bra, so you don't have to wear anything else under it. Just put it on, Grace," I insisted.
"That's if you're seventeen years old, Bill. My breasts aren't as firm as they used to be. You don't want to see me jiggling all the time, do you?" laughed Grace.
I didn't answer and Grace's laugh died in her throat. Her face turned red as she began to unbutton the blouse she had been planning to wear.
The Hendersons had gone out of their way to caution me that Jack and Marcie would be attending the barbeque. They were pretty much warning me that I should stay home if I couldn't behave. Our acceptance of the invitation was an unspoken promise that I would control my primal urges.
I felt that if Jack kept his urges in check, I would have no problem containing mine. I would follow his lead.
It took half an hour for Grace to stop blushing every time a man looked at her, and they did look! I had to admit that I had pretty good taste in women's clothes. Grace looked as hot as I had ever seen her.
Grace stayed close to my side. I had the feeling that she feared that the first man that got to her, if she were separated from me, would ravage her. We were on our second drinks when I noticed how quiet everyone had become. I turned to see Jack and Marcie standing near my side. Everyone was watching to see how I would react, and what Jack would say or do.
"Bill, I wanted to be sure you knew I had no hard feelings about that quick dip I took in Langs' pool," Bill announced as he offered his hand. "I hope we're still friends."
There it was. The bastard was acting like a nice guy! If I refused to shake his hand, I would be the petty, boorish prick. I never shook hands with a man that told my wife to blow him before, at least to my knowledge. A fleeting vision of Grace giving every guy at the party a blowjob while I was at work shot through my mind. That was ridiculous! Wasn't it? I drew a breath and took his offered hand and shook. Everyone started laughing and talking again. It reminded me of when the gunfighter walks into the saloon. Once he demonstrates he isn't going to kill anyone, the piano guy resumes his play.
I noticed that Bill's eyes lingered on Grace's tits a little longer than was polite, but how could I blame him for that? He was a man and alive. Then I actually looked at Marcie. Damned if she wasn't braless! Her top was fairly thin and clingy and the shape of her breasts was quite apparent. I had to admit her tits were bigger than I would have guessed. Hell, I never even noticed her tits before. She was so demure and soft spoken that in a room with five people or more, she would go unnoticed.
An hour later, it was decided that I had to defend my unofficial horseshoe title. Tim Barnes was hot and thought it was a good time to relieve me of my crown. He had won several matches in a row and was tossing quite a few ringers. I drained my beer, asked Grace to excuse me, and sauntered over to the pit. As I left Grace, I noticed a look of concern cross her face.
It wasn't easy whipping a guy that hot while trying to watch my hot wife at the same time. I was soon forced to summon my full concentration to vanquish the pretender to my throne. He was so reluctant to accept his first defeat; I had to do it again, just to demonstrate to my fans that it was no fluke and that Tim was not even in my league.
After back to back victories, I graciously turned the shoes over to lesser players and looked around for Grace. She was nowhere in sight! I scanned the area and couldn't find Jack either! I started to worry. Why the hell didn't I pay attention? What's more important, beating Barnes' ass in horseshoes or keeping my wife from blowing that damn Jack? I was confident that most husbands would choose the latter.
I decided to circle the house in a flanking maneuver. Where the hell did that thought come from? I then decided to quit watching so many John Wayne movies. I was creeping along the side of the house where the bedrooms were, not unlike a common thief. Luckily, that side of the house had a row of thick bushes planted for privacy. It was extremely unlikely anyone would detect my furtive movements. Then I heard the bastard going at it again!
"Suck my big cock, Grace. You are such a cock-sucking slut! You're not leaving until I cum down your throat!
It was that fucker Jack again! I could hear the sounds of slurping and groaning as he spewed his venom. What the hell kind of cheating slut had I married? I saw some sawhorses and a couple planks against a shed and I quickly arranged them into a platform under the window. I almost tipped them over the first time I attempted to climb up. I rearranged the unsteady horse and then hoisted myself up.
I had to bend over slightly to look inside. Jack was in the middle of receiving what appeared to be a world-class hummer! I felt my cock swell in my pants as Jack urged her on.
"Show me those big tits while you suck my cock, Grace! If you're good, I'll save some cum for them. Later on I'm going to fuck you senseless, you hot bitch!"
I had just unzipped my fly and grabbed my throbbing cock when a voice directly behind me spoke!
"Bill, are you watching someone?"
I jerked around so fast my left foot slipped between the two planks. I slowly slid down, peeling the skin off my shin and thigh until my descent was halted when my balls came in contact with a plank.
With tears in my eyes, I turned to see Grace staring at me. I motioned for her to be silent; in hopes the roaring in Jack's ears was so loud he hadn't already heard my personal fall from Grace. I gingerly extricated myself from my self-made deadfall, gave my balls a few quick caresses, and slid the planks back together. Still motioning for Grace to remain quiet, I got behind her and hoisted her up on the planks and, less nimbly than before, climbed up behind her.
"Fuck! That's hot!" groaned Jack. "You may be a cock tease to everyone else, Grace, but you're my cock sucking slut, aren't you, bitch?"
I heard Grace gasp as she heard her name. She quickly peered into the room. I was right behind her.
We saw Marcie on her knees naked, working Jack's cock for all she was worth! I once again adjusted, upward, my appreciation of her tits. That woman should go naked all the time. She'd be noticed in any crowd! Then she pulled off Jack's cock.
"I love your big cock, Jack! I want you to cum all over my big tits while my husband is playing horseshoes with the boys. I wore that sexy blouse and no bra so you'd see my big tits again. Give me your cum, Jack! Bill can't do me like you do! Your cock is so much bigger and better!"
As soon as she finished her libelous, defamatory statement, Marcie sucked Jack's cock back into her mouth. It was apparent that chrome would be no match for this woman! She was good, very good! Evidently, Jack agreed. He groaned one last time and pushed farther into Marcie's mouth.
"Suck it Grace! Swallow my load, slut!" he cried.
Then he pulled his cock out of Marcie's mouth and coated her splendid bosom, seemingly as an after thought. Where was he getting it all, anyway? That was when I noticed that Grace's hand was inside my previously unzipped fly, squeezing my cock.
"Fuck! That was hot!" she whispered to me. "Marcie is pretending to be me, and doing a really good job of it, too!"
Fearing we'd be branded voyeurs, which would have been extremely accurate, of course, I jumped down. I reached up and lifted Grace down and led her into a small opening in the thick bushes behind Henderson's house.
"I heard Jack talking like that the day I got so agitated at Langs' party," I revealed to Grace. "He was saying what nice big tits you had and how he was going to have you blow him later."
"What a sweet thing!" exclaimed Grace. "They role play pretending Marcie is me. I think that's a huge compliment. They must think my tits are pretty special!"
Then the wheels started turning as she consider what I had just told her.
"You thought I was going to give Jack a blowjob? You thought I was cheating on you? That's why you've been so different, so assertive since that day? You wanted what you thought I was giving Jack, didn't you? You are so shallow, so..so male!"
"Right now I'm a male with a sore leg that pales in comparison to the ache in my balls," I replied. "Get on your knees and suck my cock right now!"
Grace just looked at me for a few seconds. As she slowly dropped to her knees, slid her blouse down to her waist, and reached for my hard-on, she smiled and broke her silence.
"Only because your big cock is so much bigger and better than my husband's and because you promised to cum on my tits, Jack!"
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The constant ringing of the doorbell slowly pulled me from my deep sleep. I crawled out of bed before I even managed to unglue my eyelids. I accomplished that feat just as I opened the front door, somehow knowing that opening it would finally end the pealing of those damn bells. I was beginning to understand what the hell Edgar Allen Poe was trying to say. All I needed now was a goddamn crow on the windowsill!
"If you'd leave your cell phone on, I wouldn't have to torture you with that doorbell, Jeff. I see you still get your morning wood," chuckled my ex-wife, Janice, as she focused on the little guy standing at attention for morning inspection. "It's considered polite to wear clothes when you answer your front door, although I personally have no objections to your new, casual style."
I looked down and realized I wasn't wearing my boxers. That seemed odd to me. Why would I forget to wear my boxers to bed? Why was Janice ringing my bell so damn early in the morning?
"I hate to get you out of bed so early, Jeff, but I thought you would be getting up to eat.... lunch," she chuckled. "I promised Kendra that I'd pick up her cell phone and drop it off at her dorm as long as I was going in that direction anyway. She said she left it in your bathroom."
With that, Janice started toward the bathroom, which was across the room from where we stood. She took a quick glance through the open doorway to my bedroom and then did a quick double take.
"You Bastard!" she yelled over her shoulder as she turned toward my bedroom. "You're fucking Amber? She was one of my bridesmaids!"
Suddenly I remembered why I wasn't wearing boxers! I had run into Amber at a local watering hole the previous evening. Somehow we wound up back at my condo after the bar had closed for the night. Unless my memory was way off, I had spent the better part of the night fucking her brains out.
"She looks like you fucked her brains out!" exclaimed Janice. "Her pussy looks like ground beef. Those tits can't be real, are they?"
I looked over Janice's shoulder to see Amber spread eagle on my bed, wearing nothing but a smile. Her little kitty did show a bit of wear, I noticed proudly. Janice's loud speech must have roused Amber from her dreams.
"Shit! I feel like I've had my brains fucked out!" she moaned as she stretched cat-like across my bed and rubbed her eyes slowly. "What the hell are you doing here, Janice?"
"I stopped in to pick up my daughter's cell phone, if it's any of your business, Slut!" snapped Janice. "How can you sleep with my husband and still claim to be my friend?"
"For one thing, he's no longer your husband, Janice. For another thing, if it bothers you so much, we'll have to stop being friends. I sure don't want to stop sleeping with Jeff. How could you cheat on a guy like him? He's got great stamina and a very disturbing imagination," grinned Amber. "In short, he's my dream lover. My pussy feels like he used a jackhammer on it."
"It just seems like you would be more supportive of me in a difficult time like this," whined Janice. "Think about someone besides yourself for a change."
"That's great advice from a slut wife that carried on with her husband's best friend ....for about a year, wasn't it? Who the hell were you thinking about, Janice, when you slept with Mike? It sure wasn't Mike's wife, or his kids, was it?" questioned Amber as she pulled a shirt over her chest. "I don't think you're in any position to lecture me about friendship, or selfishness. And, "she added, "these tits are real and Jeff told me they're spectacular!" "That's so like you, Amber. Your "holier than thou" act won't work with me. I remember the night you went home with that college kid while you were still married to Ralph," retorted Janice. "You cheated on your husband!"
"Yeah, and I'm divorced because of it, just like you are," admitted Amber. "The difference is that I don't piss and moan every time Ralph manages to get a little pussy. I screwed up, but then Ralph lacked Jeff's sexual appetite, to put it mildly. If he had been even close to the lover Jeff was last night, I never would have been unfaithful. I've moved on, and you should, too." "Unlike you, I realize my mistake and want to make it up to my husband," sniffled Janice. "We might get back together and you sure as hell aren't helping matters. I think you need to get dressed and go home!"
We might get back together? Where did that come? This was only the second time I had seen Janice since our divorce had been finalized six months prior. Apparently she was feeling some regret for her actions.
"Janice, you have no right to speak to a guest of mine like that. Why don't you just find Kendra's phone and leave?" I suggested less than gently.
"Thanks, Jeff," smiled Amber as she gazed at my still hard cock. "It looks like we'll have to take care of that "problem" as soon as Janice gets out the door."
I almost felt sorry for Janice as she stomped into the bathroom and quickly returned carrying our daughter's cell. I could see the tears running down her cheeks as she passed me. The door slammed and she was gone. Amber grabbed my hand and pulled me back to the bedroom. She was true to her word.
It had been a spur of the moment thing. A friend from work had called on a Saturday morning and asked me to be the fourth in a golf tournament at a nice resort on the Delaware, about three hours from home. Janice was at a seminar in Pittsburgh, so I readily agreed.
I had played pretty well, for me, and had a great time. Before we went inside for the dinner and awards, I stopped off to use the men's room. As I worked my way from the rest room toward the banquet hall, I suddenly saw Janice and Mike Reed, my former best friend, sitting close together in a smaller dining room off to the side. They were making a toast and laughing when Janice's eyes looked up and met mine!
The look of surprise and shame on her face told me everything I needed to know. I quickly turned around and raced back to the bathroom. What was left of the hotdog I ate at the turn, as well as several beers, made a forceful exit from my knotted stomach. I was rinsing my face when Mike came into the bathroom. I have no idea what he had planned to say. I left him lying in some piss under the urinals.
Janice was waiting for me when I exited the bathroom. She appeared quite distraught.
"Jeff! Please talk with me! We need to work this out. Mike means nothing to me. I love you!" she pleaded.
"Well, that's a shame, Janice," I replied viciously. "That dumb fuck just got his jaw broken for nothing! We'll be getting divorced over nothing!"
I left her standing there. I had a tremendous urge to hurt her and I knew I would regret it if I did. I had never raised my hand to a woman, but then no woman had ever shit on me the way Janice had just done. I quickly found my car and hurried home.
It must have taken some time for Mike to recover well enough to travel. I was pulling out of the driveway with my last load of clothes and personal shit when I passed him and Janice coming down our street. I flipped them the finger as we passed each other. Janice was driving Mike's car and she visibly blanched when she saw me make that gesture. Her cheeks were tear stained and her eyes were swollen and red. I wondered how she had managed to drive back in that condition.
The divorce decree came four months later. I had been a single man for six months to the day when Janice rang my doorbell that morning. It had been as amicable as possible, given the circumstances. I never told anyone that Janice and Mike were lovers, but the word spread like wildfire through our small town. The last I heard. Mike and his wife were separated. I made it a point to not travel in the same circles as Mike, or Janice, so everything I heard was little more than rumor.
I went through all the usual-self evaluations and condemnations for a few months. I felt betrayed. I felt humiliated. Often, I just felt sick. Was I that inadequate as a husband? Hadn't I been getting the job done? Did Janice turn to Mike in desperation? I was feeling pretty low about the time the divorce was granted. Then things began to change.
More than a few women seemed to find me acceptable, adequate even. Pretty soon I began to realize I was more than adequate. At least my lady friends told me so. The anger was still there, but it was beginning to dissipate. The feelings of failure and inadequacy were slowly replaced with confidence. I was dating a number of women and having more sex than I had in the last year of my marriage. The silver lining had begun to show.
I still had a problem, however. I couldn't just forget Janice. I was reminded of her everyday, in hundreds of little ways. She had been my partner, my friend, my lover, and my confidant. Now I had to regard her as my enemy and it made me uncomfortable. It's hard to just switch off your love and devotion after twenty years.
Kendra had been furious at her mother, but never really turned her away. Her love for her mother was possibly more pure than my husbandly love, but then Kendra's love didn't require fidelity. That alone was a huge difference!
About a week after the little scene with Amber, Janice called me shortly after I returned home from work. She made some small talk about our daughter for a few minutes. I realized I was enjoying the conversation. My anger seemed to have been greatly reduced. I guess a fire can only burn so long and then dies at it runs out of fuel.
"Jeff, could you meet me for dinner tomorrow evening? I would like to discuss a few things with you in person. I know it's short notice and you might have a date, but I thought..."
"Shall we make it for seven at The Rusty Nail?" I interrupted. "I'll wait at the bar if you should be late."
"That would be perfect, Jeff! I really appreciate this opportunity to talk to you," replied Janice enthusiastically. "I won't be late."
I was a few minutes early so I sat at the bar and ordered a beer. I picked up my mug and swung to peruse the patrons. That was when I saw Janice gliding toward me. I almost spilled my beer when I saw how great she looked.
She was wearing a short black dress that showed more than a little leg and cleavage. Janice had always been a beautiful woman, but I had forgotten what a great figure she had as well. She gave me a kiss on the cheek and a beautiful smile.
"Jeff, I won't beat around the bush with why I wanted to see you tonight," Janice revealed as soon as we had ordered our meal. "I managed to be the top sales person, dollar-wise, for the past six months in our office. My reward is a week stay at a nice hotel in the Keys. It's for two, Jeff."
"Congratulations, Janice! I bet Mike is thrilled. He'd probably be able to tell you so by now. I heard his jaw is pretty well healed," I goaded.
Janice flinched, then forced a sad smile. She seemed determined to not let my caustic remarks bother her too much.
"I guess I had that coming, Jeff. Maybe you haven't heard, but I haven't seen Mike since that day. I haven't been seeing anyone. That's probably why I was the top salesperson. I have done little but work and sleep the past six months," revealed Janice. "There is only one person that I would like to have go with me, and that's you."
"We'd give divorce a bad name, Janice. Why ask me? What would you expect to gain from it? You know how it hurt me when I found out you were cheating. Why would I agree to something like that, and why would you even ask?" I quietly demanded.
"You would get a free vacation. You could have as much of my pussy as you wanted. You would see how I've changed and how much I want to make everything up to you, Jeff! There would be no strings," promised Janice. "Just take me for a test drive and see what you think."
"You've become very good in sales, Janice," I admitted. "I'm afraid I would be giving you the wrong signal if I went away with you. We're divorced and we're staying that way."
"I understand that, Jeff. I really do. I ask for nothing from you. You can use me any way you want, anytime you want. You'll forget all about that Amber in the first hour with me," predicted Janice.
"Is this about Amber?" I asked. "We aren't serious. In fact, that was the first and last time I've seen her since our divorce. She isn't an issue."
"No, Jeff, it isn't about her. It's about you and me, about us. I just want you to see how good I can be to you. At least we can be friends... with benefits as they say these days. There won't be any pressure from me for anything, except that stiff cock of yours every night. You've nothing to lose and some great guilt driven sex to gain."
How did Janice do this to me? Sitting across from the table with her stirred up all kinds of feelings I thought I had buried forever. She was a very desirable woman and she knew it. The thought of making love to her again made my cock twitch. That settled it for me.
"Janice, I might not even be able to get it up for you. I was pretty devastated when I found out about your affair. My confidence took a big hit. I found out that I'm really not into humiliation," I warned.
"Jeff, I'm certain we'll get that bad boy up! I know I hurt you terribly. This will be a chance for me to make it up to you, at least a little. I have no false expectations. Use me and toss me aside when you're through with me," urged Janice.
"I do have some vacation time built up, Janice. I'll call you tomorrow and let you know when I can get away. Just remember what you told me and don't expect anything to change after the trip," I cautioned.
"Jeff! I'm so glad you agreed! You won't be sorry. I promise that."
Three weeks later we checked into a very nice hotel on the beach. Janice was radiant. I was a bit uncomfortable when I learned we were registered as Mr. And Mrs. Davenport, but it would have been more trouble than it was worth to get the thing straightened out.
Our room faced the gulf and the view of the late day sun was breathtaking. I stood on our balcony soaking in the sights and sounds when I felt Janice move up against me. I glanced over my shoulder at her. She was naked and smiling at me.
It took about ten seconds to dispel the notion that my equipment wouldn't work with Janice. It was two hours later when we left the room. I discover that my experiences with other women had increased my confidence and my ability to please. I surprised Janet with a few new techniques I had picked up.
The sex that week was incredible. Janice was willing to try anything and everything I suggested. She was willing and eager to please me. I began to remember the many reasons I had asked to marry me those many years ago. We swam, snorkeled, shopped, and lay in the sun everyday. At night, we'd partake in hot monkey sex. It was a splendid vacation. Janice didn't golf, but she insisted I sneak in a round late in the week.
"I'll just catch some rays by the pool and read a book," she told me as she pushed me out the door to make my tee time. I shot one of the best rounds of my life that afternoon.
The next day Janice had an appointment for a full treatment at the hotel salon. She promised she would be finished and join me at the hotel bar by five. It was after six when she slid onto the stool next to me.
"Sorry, I'm late, Jeff," she apologized. "It takes longer to make this old lady beautiful than it used to take. I hope you think it was worth it."
Janice looked absolutely stunning. We had dinner and danced for several hours that evening. I couldn't help but notice how men of all ages followed her with their eyes when she walked across the room.
All good things come to an end, however. Sunday afternoon found us on the jet headed for home. I was as relaxed as I had been in months, probably years.
"Did you have a good time, Jeff?" whispered Janice. "Want to join the mile high club?"
"I've heard they're cracking down on that, no pun intended," I chuckled. "I thing I'll pass on that, unless that "Shakespeare In Love" guy shows up, of course."
"So, Jeff, would you be interested in putting your boots under my bed, full time?" asked Janice. "I think I showed you how much I love you and how I'll do anything for you, Sweetheart. I wouldn't expect you to marry me again, unless you really wanted that. We could just live together for awhile and see where it goes."
"Janice, this past week was one of the best of my life. You're a beautiful, sexy woman. Any man would be proud to have you on his arm. You were incredible in bed and a lot of fun during the day. This trip was a good idea. I learned something about myself, and its importance cannot be overstated," I replied.
Janice gave me a beautiful smile as she snuggled closer to me, taking my arm in both of hers and pressing her breasts against it.
"Don't keep me in suspense," she pleaded. "What did you find out about yourself that's so important?"
"You were the perfect companion, Janice. A man couldn't ask for a better vacation or a more enjoyable woman to spend it with. Remember the day I went golfing and you decided to relax by the pool? Then the next day you went to the salon and joined me almost an hour late? You'll never guess what going through my mind while I was away from you, Janice."
"Was it that you couldn't wait to get back to me so we could make love?" she coyly asked.
"Actually, I realized that I would never be able to trust you again. That piece of our relationship is gone. I was wondering if you were flirting by the pool, or possibly having sex with someone while I was golfing. I wondered if you were still at the salon or if you had sneaked off with someone to have sex with him. I realized it could well be a mental problem I had developed and that you were probably doing exactly what you told me you were doing. If you want to get together now and then for sex, I'm more than willing, Janice. Any sort of commitment beyond that isn't going to happen. We can't have a relationship if I don't trust you, and I don't. I'm glad I realized it before I made a huge mistake. We'll just have to get together now and then. Maybe we can go dancing again. We'll be the friends with benefits you mentioned when you asked me to go on this vacation with you.
Janice never responded. She just buried her face in my arm and quietly sobbed. I took no pleasure in her misery, but the seeds she planted those many months ago had taken root.
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Helen surprised me when she suggested we stop at a strip club. But she was the boss, so I quickly agreed. It was a pretty classy place for a strip joint, or at least it seemed that way to me. My somewhat sheltered life afforded me little knowledge of places deemed offensive by the general public. I noticed that Helen seemed completely at ease. For some reason, that surprised me.
"Jim, don't look so shocked," she laughed. "I do run an escort service, after all. This is a great place to meet potential clients, as well as potential employees. I hope this doesn't embarrass you too much. It never occurred to me that you might be uncomfortable here."
"Is my face that red?" I asked as I looked around at the partially clad women. "I don't come to places like this very much. The truth is, Helen, this is my first time inside a strip club. Now I wish I had stopped at these places more often!"
As I spoke, a very attractive redhead approached us. She was obviously the hostess, and she showed us to a surprisingly nice table. I had some difficulty looking her in the eyes as she only wore what appeared to be some sort of thong. Her breasts jiggled wonderfully as she walked, although I was careful to avoid looking directly at them. I didn't want to embarrass her or Helen. The redhead told us our server would be there soon and left.
"I'm thankful you don't have x-ray vision, Jim," remarked Helen. "That poor girl's nipples would have been in flames."
Once again I felt my face heat up. Apparently my cool demeanor wasn't quite as cool as I had hoped! I decided to ignore Helen's comment and change the subject.
"What would you like to drink, Helen? I suavely asked. "The girl will be here to take our orders soon."
"I'll have a Manhattan, Jim," responded Helen. "I asked you to escort me here tonight so I could spend a little time with my new best male escort. Without exception, each of the five ladies you were assigned to escort, has given me rave reviews about you. I wanted to see it for myself, and I am."
"You have a wonderful combination of worldliness, mixed with boyish charm," she continued. "You are polite, but sincere. You have a wonderful sense of humor and are extremely attractive. Add the fact that you make it known before the assignment that you absolutely will not have sex with the ladies you escort, and you become the perfect male companion. Well, that isn't completely accurate. Two of the ladies did complain a little that you wouldn't accept their offer to spend the night, even though they had been told from the beginning that you would not."
"Helen, I wasn't rude to those women. I was just firm."
"Yes, but it wasn't the sort of "firm" the ladies desired," chuckled Helen. "You were so charming that they changed their minds about having an escort that would not bed them. I don't think they ever expected you to be able to resist them if when they decided to allow you the opportunity to screw their brains out. I guess my curiosity has gotten the best of me, Jim. Why are you so insistent to not sleep with any clients? You could make a lot more in tips."
"Helen, when I took this job, I told you that it was temporary, would have to fit my schedule, and that I would not have sex with any clients," I reminded her. "The reasons didn't seem to matter too much to you at the time. Are you unhappy with our agreement?" I asked.
"Calm down, Jim. I wasn't complaining and you really don't have to answer my question. I was just curious. You're very good at showing ladies a great time, socially. Most men try to take it farther, given the slightest opportunity. You aren't gay, are you?" Helen blurted, and then quickly added, "Not that there's anything wrong with that!"
"Helen!" I laughed. "No, I'm very much hetero. I'll tell you the truth, but I want you to promise to keep it to yourself."
"Great! I can hardly wait, but I'll have to do just that. Our girl is finally coming to get our drink order. I hate to think how you'll react to this one after seeing what the redhead did to you. This girl is even prettier. And her tits are incredible!" added Helen.
I forced myself to not turn to look over my shoulder as the girl approached. I had acted like a schoolboy with the redhead and I was determined to play this encounter a bit less embarrassingly. The first thing, or things, that came into my peripheral view were two firm tits. They weren't overly large, but they were everything a man could want. Then the woman attached to the breasts asked what we wanted to drink.
I jumped to my feet and swung around to face the woman. I felt my face become extremely hot and I had difficulty breathing.
"Della?" was all I could manage as I gulped to send oxygen to my burning lungs.
"Jim!" she gasped as she brought her hands up to shield her breasts.
After what seemed like hours, but could only have been seconds, I found my voice again.
"It seems odd that you're comfortable showing everyone else your tits, but you try to cover them up from me! This is how you've been spending those nights you told me you were working late? You lied to me? You're some kind of slut now? Life with me was getting too dull?" I demanded.
"Jim! It isn't what it looks like. I swear it!" cried Della.
"Well, it looks like you're standing in a room with about fifty to a hundred people with your tits exposed, and that you're getting money to do it?" I shot back. "Which part of that assessment is wrong? Are you doing it for free, maybe for the pleasure of letting men see your tits, and who knows what else?"
"No, Jim, it's totally for the money. You're the only man I ever cared about," responded Della as she turned her face toward Helen. "Maybe you have a good reason for being in a strip club with a beautiful blonde woman when you should be home with the kids? Is this part of the job description for your night work at the community college?"
"Damn it, Della. I can explain everything I've been doing. Don't try to switch the blame here, and put me on the defensive. I still have my clothes on!" I snarled as I grabbed Della's arm and pulled her with me as I took a step toward the door.
"Buddy, you've just bought a ticket out the door, the hard way!" grinned a huge brute of a man that suddenly appeared in my face.
I was so angry I just pushed him out of my path. At least, that's what I attempted. It was like pushing a tree. Nothing happened, at first. Then lights exploded in my head. Sounds suddenly seemed very far away.
I opened my eyes, or more precisely, one eye, to find I was looking farther up at the guy than I had been just a few seconds previously. He wasn't easy to see with just one of my eyes working, and part of the table obstructing my limited view.
"Ben! Get the hell out of my sight!" yelled Helen at the bruiser as she knelt beside me. "That was uncalled for!"
"I was just doing my job, Mrs. Magi, but I'll leave if you insist. Come on, Della. This jerk has you all upset," replied the thug with surprising gentleness as he led my nearly naked wife away.
"Jim, please believe me when I say I had no idea that your wife worked here. I would never deliberately create a situation like this," sobbed Helen lightly as she tried to help me to my feet.
Then a gray haired man took my other arm and helped Helen raise my ass off the floor. He was dressed well and had the attitude of a man used to being in charge.
"What the hell happened? Was this jerk bothering one of the girls? Why are you helping the prick, Helen?" demanded the fellow as he sat me back down in my recently vacated chair.
"He isn't a prick, as you so elegantly put it, Frank! He's the new guy I've been telling you about. Apparently he's married to the girl called Della. He didn't know she was working here and he reacted like most husbands would when they find something like this out," filled in Helen quickly. "Unfortunately, Ben was reacting like most bouncers would and decked Jim when he tried to push him out of the way so he could take Della out of here."
"Wow!" sighed the guy called Frank. "Della's married? Some of the regulars won't like that."
"Damn it, Frank! It doesn't matter what those perverts like! Jim's hurt and he's sure going to have a big shiner tomorrow. We need to help him."
"Those "perverts", as you call them, are my business, Helen. You don't complain about them when you look at our bank accounts," groused the gray-haired man. "This guy'll live."
"Jim, this is Frank Magi," said Helen as she threw a withering glance at him. "He's the owner of this establishment, and my husband."
My head was throbbing and my stomach was rebelling. I felt sick. I felt like dying. Della had played me for the fool. At that very moment, she was running around naked someplace with a gorilla the size of an oak tree. I lurched to my feet and headed for the door, even as Helen pleaded with me to sit and rest.
I don't know how I got back home to Vero Beach from the club in West Palm. Driving on Interstate 95 the weekend before Christmas is dangerous enough without adding partial blindness and a broken heart to the mix. Della's car was already in the garage when I pulled in. I walked slowly into the kitchen to find her sobbing at the kitchen table.
I ignored her as I dug some ice from the freezer, placed it in a towel and held the towel against my face. Then I went to our screened-in room by the pool and flopped down in a chair.
If the ice helped, I hate to think how I would have looked if I hadn't used it. After a sleepless night, I left early the next morning and drove to my sister's house in Sebastian. She was sitting in the kitchen, when I lightly knocked on her back door.
"It's good to see you're enjoying the holidays, Jim," she sarcastically offered as I sat in a chair across from her steaming coffee mug. "Was it a bus or a cement truck? Since you're here and not home, I suspect there's a real interesting story to go with the black eye."
"I caught my loving wife working topless in a strip joint last night," I groaned.
"She sure has the figure for it, Jim. Every time I see her in a swimsuit, I feel like committing suicide, and she's five years older than I am. I feel like an old cow next to her," admitted my sister, Sue. "Did you get smacked in the eye with an unfettered tit?"
"I got mad and yelled at her and tried to take her home when some huge bouncer hit me. It was a sucker punch!" I added.
"Were you following Della, or have you started frequenting the seedier pleasures of South Florida?" asked Sue. "Did you just bump into her as you were admiring the seasonal decorations?"
"Now you sound like Della!" I answered angrily. "She tried to turn everything around and ask about the blonde with me while she was standing topless in a public place!"
"No shit! That bitch has some nerve, Jim. It seems like after almost twenty years of marriage, she'd allow you a little strange now and then. I still can't get over her working topless after having two kids and pushing forty! How does she do it?" marveled my sister"
"Are you being deliberately obtuse?" I demanded angrily. "This isn't about how Della looks good enough to be topless in public! It's about lies, deceptions, and betrayal. We have a seventeen-year old daughter and a fourteen year-old son! What kind of role model is she?"
"So you're worried that she'll have Sarah working topless when she turns eighteen? She sure has her mother's figure and would do great!" exclaimed my sister stupidly.
"Damn it! Why are you acting so freaking dumb?" I nearly yelled.
"Maybe because you're treating me like a fucking idiot, Jim!" Sue snarled back. "I know damn well that you're not telling me half the story! Why in hell were you in a strip club, and with a blonde? Let's solve that riddle first."
I realized it might look bad to Sue without all the information. I had done nothing wrong and needed to explain my situation better.
"I have been working a few evenings as a male escort the past few weeks. I never had sex with the women. I was foolishly thinking I would earn enough money to get Della the rest of her grandmother's antique furniture. All we could afford at the estate sale was one end table and it broke my heart to watch Della as some bastard bought the rest of the pieces. I wanted to get enough money together to buy them all for Della for Christmas. I heard some guys at work talking about a woman that paid big bucks to men in her escort service, so I tried it. I was doing okay, too," I bragged.
"This is incredible, Jim! Della told me that her grandmother's collection sold for thousands. Do you expect me to believe that my big brother, hunk though he may be, has earned the kind of money needed to buy that stuff by being a male escort?" asked my skeptical sister. "I'm sorry, but that dog won't hunt."
"No, Sue, I didn't. I raised most of the money by selling that old car I kept in the barn at Mom's place. I did get enough with everything added together. I have an offer in, and accepted, at the antique shop that bought the stuff at the auction. All I have to do is get a few guys to help deliver it, but I'll probably put it all on Ebay or something, now," I added.
"That old car, as you called it, is your pride and joy, Jim! Dad gave you that Road Runner before he died. You promised him you were going to fix up the body and get a Hemi for it! You sold it to buy Della her grandmother's furniture?" asked a stunned Sue.
"Sue, let's face it. It took me seven years to get the body fixed up. Every time I'd check prices on an engine, they were higher. I was losing ground. The price was going up faster than I could save the money to buy it. It was never going to happen. I decided to run a few ads. A guy paid me my price, in cash! He's going to pick it up next week."
"Give him his money back, then! You know you don't want to sell that car, Jim. It was your and Dad's dream to get it running and take it to shows. You spent so much time on the bodywork that it looks cherry, for God's sake!" exclaimed Sue.
" Looks won't run a car, Sue. I'd just have to sell it in the divorce anyway. Maybe I'll be able to hide the cash and Della won't get it away from me," I allowed.
"You jackass! You won't hide anything from Della. You love her, Jim. Even if you did get divorced, you'd let her take everything, just so she and the kids wouldn't suffer," asserted Sue.
The conversation died out after that comment. Here I sat at my sister's kitchen table a few days before Christmas, feeling like the weight of the world was on my shoulders. Sue did finally agree to let me use her guest room until I could find a more permanent place to stay. It irked the hell out of me that Sue didn't seem to understand how much I had been wronged. I was the fucking victim in this mess! Della knew me well enough to know that I would be at Sue's house if I weren't at home, but the phone never rang.
It was the next day that Helen called me. She apologized again for the situation at her husband's club. Then she asked me the question; why would a man with a wife like Della even think about working as a male escort? Once again, I felt compelled to explain myself, thus showing why I wasn't the bad guy in our marriage. Helen listened politely, suggested I was a dumb-ass, and then hung up.
It was only a couple hours later that Helen called me again.
"Why are you bothering this dumb-ass?" I demanded.
"Because you haven't picked up your last pay check, dumb-ass," she replied. "You're going to need the money for rent and child support... things like that. Meet me at the Tiki Hut in Ft. Pierce. We'll have an early dinner and I'll catch up on the money I owe you."
I didn't want to have anything more to do with the wife of the prick that somehow convinced Della to work in a topless joint, but I realized I really would need the money, so I agreed, reluctantly.
Helen met me in the parking lot and we went into the restaurant together. She moved past the hostess and led me to a table by the water. That was when I saw Della and Frank already seated! I stopped but Helen had anticipated my mood and held my hand tightly. She literally dragged me the rest of the way to the table.
"Jim, sit down! We are going to have an adult discussion right now!" insisted Helen.
"I guess a woman running an escort service and a man running a strip club would know all about adult entertainment, including discussions!" I retorted snidely. "Hello, Della. I almost didn't recognize you here in a public place with your tits covered up!"

I was on a roll and wanted to keep it going. I was preparing a barb for Frank when I noticed Della was staring at me and tears were running down her cheeks. It took all the wind from my sails.
"Have you seen a doctor, Jim?" asked Della. "You could have more damage to your eye than you realize."
I had almost forgotten about my left eye. It was now a bright yellow with some purple concentric lines around the outside. It was still swollen shut.
"Your boyfriend did a good job, didn't he? I don't care if I ever see again. I've nothing to look forward to, anyway," I responded, hoping my self-pity would be impressive.
"You'll be fine in a week or two, Jim," laughed Frank, thereby ruining my effort at pity. "You're a real dumb-ass, but we're here to work this thing out anyway."
"Thanks, but I didn't come here to be insulted!" I heatedly responded as I slid my chair back so I could stand.
"Oh? Where do you usually go to get insulted?" asked Frank with a real guffaw. "I always wanted to use that line. Now I suggest you sit back down, or Ben might have to persuade you to do so. You know how persuasive he can be."
I looked to my left and saw that damn gorilla sitting at the next table, grinning from ear to ear. I pulled my chair back in and sat at the table.
"Helen, explain to Della who you are and what you do, please," requested Frank suddenly.
"Della, I'm Frank's wife. I have been for the past twenty-five years. I run an escort service. I supply men and women to people that are willing to pay for an escort for an evening, or longer. I do not promote prostitution. If my people choose to devote their personal time to recreating with clients, that is totally their decision and I do not require, or even suggest it. I actually run the business as it is supposed to be run.. Legally," Helen assured Della.
"A few weeks ago, Jim applied for a part time job and I hired him. He was very well received by my lady clients in that were in their forties and fifties. He made only one demand when he was hired. That was that my clients be informed ahead of time that he would not be having sex with them. That stipulation was exactly what my lady clients were looking for, with the exception of a couple that wanted to go further with the relationship after they spend some time with Jim. He refused both times. I think he should explain why he wanted the job, himself."
I could see how this party was going to go, so I decided to cut to the chase and get it all over with.
"I was trying to make some extra money so I could but the rest of your grandmother's furniture for you for Christmas, Della. I knew you really wanted it and I thought it would make you love me more," I blurted.
"Oh, no!" was all Della said as tears slid down her cheeks.
"My turn," interjected Frank. "A few weeks ago Della came to me asking for a job. She said she would not dance and would not participate in any activities other than what the job description of a waitress. She told me she knew she was older than most of my girls but had seen my ad numerous times and thought I might be desperate. I had to laugh. My clientele is made up mostly of mature men. These guys love the way the hot young twenty-somethings look, but they often feel guilty about it. It sounds strange, but a lot of my customers actually prefer women a bit older, especially women as beautiful as Della. My belief is that it's that the men don't think of the somewhat older women as possible friends of their daughters. Looking at a girl his daughter's age can consume a man with guilt."



"Della was a soon favorite and made a lot of tips along with putting smiles on the men's faces. She did all this, not by dancing, or meeting the men after work, but by smiling, doing her job, and of course looking like every man's wet dream. I never had a part time employee, or even a full timer, make the tips Della did, and all the time maintaining her dignity. They may seem impossible to many people not in the business, but take it from me. It can be done, and Della did it."
"Della," interrupted Helen, "why did you get the job at a strip club?"
"I wanted to get Jim something really special for Christmas," sobbed Della. "He never gets anything for himself. It's always for the kids or me. He has been a wonderful father and husband, at least until he started working as a male escort. I wanted to give him that Hemi engine he needs for that wonderful old car his father gave to him. He has the body repaired and painted so it looks like new. I found an ad for the engine he wanted and it even had four or five barrels, which is supposed to be really good."
"So, Della, you made enough money working for Frank to buy that engine for Jim?" asked Helen gently.
"Not exactly," responded Della slowly as she nervously played with her glass. "The money was way better than I would ever get at a "normal' part time job, though."
"Della, why as a topless waitress? We have kids and you're a mother! What kind of message does that send? What about me? Prancing around almost naked in public is not something I would ever allow my wife to do. That's why you never consulted me about that job. You knew I would be furious, so you lied to me!" I growled.
"You worked as a male escort and you complain about me?" questioned Della. "That's way worse than me letting a few men see my tits! They're just body parts. You were giving strange women something you almost never give to me. You gave them attention and consideration. You took them places and danced and dined with them. I just let men look at me. I didn't make any emotional connections!"
"That's not the way Frank talks!" I shot back. "He seems to think a lot of patrons thought you were pretty special. I'm the only one that's supposed to see your breasts, damn it!"
"You have never been denied the opportunity to see them, or even more, Jim. I, on the other hand, have been denied the pleasure of gambling cruises, dinner shows, and concerts with you! You gave that to other women and cheated me!" she spat.
How did she know so much about my "dates" with my lady clients? It seemed that Helen had told a few stories out of school. They were all against me.
"Jim, your wife has some great tits and you should be proud of her," interjected Frank. "The guys love how hard her nipples get and..."
"Frank! Shut the hell up!" snarled Helen. "That may seem like a nice thing to say to a crude moron like you, but it sure isn't making Jim feel better!"
"Jim," continued Helen. "I worked in Frank's club for almost ten years after we were married, except when I was very pregnant with our daughter. He doesn't think like you do. He sees it as business and not as a personal thing. Men looking at my breasts never upset him, but I was always faithful to him and he knew that. What others thought never mattered to us. I'm sure Della came all the way down to West Palm so she wouldn't run into anyone that knew her. I think you went to West Palm for the same reason."

"Della, showing your breasts is worse than me working as an escort to earn enough extra money to buy you a nice gift. I never even came close to having sex with any of the women!" I added indignantly.
"Have you been listening, Jim?" asked Helen. "Maybe to a man, having a wife show her body to other men is as bad as it gets, except for actual cheating. To a woman, having a husband charm and court other women, escort them to nice places and have pleasant evenings with them is the ultimate infidelity. It can even hurt more than an actual affair. You were allowing others something that you had promised only to your wife... your intimate companionship. Not sex, but something even better to many women, charming, considerate sharing of wonderful evenings."
I was beginning to realize that I might have been a bit pompous in my attitude. Women really thought that much of a little companionship? I was the bad guy? I didn't think so, but I decided that I had to shoulder some of the blame to keep our marriage from crumbling.
"Maybe I should have told Della what I was doing, but she would never have agreed, even if I did it to buy her something nice for Christmas," I asserted.
"Jim, there's nothing I want or that you could give me that would be better than your faithful, wonderful love!" sobbed Della.
I knew I had lost. Della was my wife and my love. I was angry as hell with her, but I couldn't lose her over this situation. It was Christmas Eve and I wanted my family together, and with me.
I stood and circled the table. Della rose and threw herself into my arms. I could feel those tits Frank had bragged about a few minutes earlier pressed against my chest and I reveled in the pleasure it brought to me.
"Jim, I was wrong. I know that. I knew it at the time, but I wanted so much to get you the engine for your car. It will help make this all better! I know it will. When you're riding around in that beautiful Road Runner, you'll think about how very much I love you!" cried Della.
"Well," I hesitated. "I sold that old car for most of the money I needed to buy your Grandmother's set. It was just sitting around, rusting away. I was never going to get it running and you loved your grandmother's collection so much."
"God! Jim, that car was given to you by your father! You loved that car! You should have told me what you were thinking. I would never have allowed it!" cried Della. Now I have an engine for a car that you no longer own and you have the remainder of a furniture set to complement the piece I no longer have!"
"What?" I demanded. "You don't have that piece we bought any more?"
"Jim, I had to sell it to get enough money to buy that engine for your car!" wailed Della. "That furniture didn't mean as much as that wonderful Road Runner that you and your Dad loved so much!"
"I think you both can learn a couple things here," suggested Helen. "You have each demonstrated a tremendous love for the other. You've also shown an amazing lack of consideration and communication. That destroys marriages, even with the greatest love between the couples. You both need to work on trust and communication."
"Yeah," added Frank. "And Jim needs to work on getting that engine in his car. I was buying it through a straw buyer. I collect classic cars and yours is a really good one. Keep it and pay me back when you can."
"And Della will have to refinish her furniture while Jim is working on his car," laughed Helen. "My best friend was the buyer of Della's piece and she's agreed to sell it to me, for a small profit. Della, you can repay me, as you are able. Merry Christmas!"
"Helen! Frank! You are such wonderful people! How can we ever repay you?" gushed Della as she clutched me tightly.
Helen took a swing at Frank's ribs as he responded to Della's rhetorical question with a grin.
"I can still use a girl with tits like yours at the club."
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I had been scheduled for a morning meeting at my company's main office in Harrisburg. Fate had other plans. Jack Winston's teenage son had gotten involved in a traffic accident while driving to school. That removed Jack from the meeting, which in turn, removed any need for a meeting. I was headed north on I-81 before nine.
I pulled into my driveway just after noon while my wife, Brooke, wasn't expecting me home before dark. I was grinning to myself about how surprised she would be as I opened the front door.
I noticed several things immediately. First, the aroma of Brooke's special recipe cake frosting filled my nostrils. Then I saw the door to the laundry room, which was to the left of the kitchen, was wide open. Inside that room were what appeared to be two small spacecraft, but which were far more likely to simply be space age technology in the form of a washer and dryer.
The thing that really caught my eye was my loving wife of 21 years standing totally naked in the entrance to the kitchen. Brooke always had been an attractive woman, but to me, she just seemed to blossom when she hit forty a couple years ago.
Her curves were fuller. Her confidence was greater. Her smile even seemed brighter. I had spent more than a little time of late wondering if women really did just hit their stride in their forties, or if men that age were just beginning to realize the true pleasures of the 'weaker sex'. Whatever it was, Brooke looked fantastic as she turned in surprise at my unexpected entrance.
"Steve!" she gasped. "I didn't expect you home for hours!"
"That's obvious," I replied smoothly. "Just who were you expecting, if not I?"
Brooke's face quickly reddened as she fought to conceal her emotions. I could almost see the wheels turning as she struggled for a response.
"Is that why you're home early? Checking up on me, Steve? Afraid I'd get bored with you gone to who knows where all the time? Worried that I'd find someone that appreciated me and could be persuaded to stay close, rather than wandering all over the place, neglecting their husbandly duties?"
Now I was caught by surprise. Brooke was complaining about my business trip? She had never mentioned any problems with it before.
"You know very well where I go and why," I shot back. "You don't seem to mind that my work enables you to get new appliances every other week. It looks like you have R2-D2 in the fucking laundry room."
"Didn't I keep asking you to fix the old washing machine? Didn't you keep telling me that you weren't "The Fucking Maytag Repairman"? Maybe you don't mind living without clean underwear, but I refuse to live like your parents and siblings!" retorted Brooke.
"I just saw Hartz's Appliance delivery truck as I came up the street. Is that where you got that washer and dryer? If it is, just how long have those two delivery guys been gone?" I asked with more than a little suspicion.
"Well, they had a little trouble getting everything through the door to the laundry room, so it took them awhile. It's a good thing they were both very strong young men. They lifted those machines like they were plastic," smiled Brooke. "It was nice to have a couple hard young male bodies around the house for a change."
"What were you wearing while those young studs were making the delivery," I asked, almost dreading the answer.
"I had on a tank top and shorts when they arrived, Mr. Nosey!" Brooke responded. "Those two guys were so cute. When they were finished, I asked if I could get them anything in appreciation for such good service. I guess they could smell something good in the kitchen. The bigger fellow told me they would like either a piece of freshly baked cake, or a really good blow job."
"I see, " I responded nervously. "The guy could smell the cake, but that was still taking an awful chance when he suggested that you give him cake, or a blow job. What if you were offended and called the police? By the way, what kind of cake did you give them?"
"Do I look like 'Fucking Betty Crocker"? laughed Brooke. "I was making that cake for dessert for dinner tonight and I knew you'd be disappointed if someone else ate it. I just couldn't spare any cake."
"Exactly what are you telling me, Brooke?" I asked as I moved closer to her. "I don't want to seem obtuse, but you'll have to spell it out for me."
"You can figure it out for yourself, Steve," chided Brooke. "They gave me a choice. I didn't choose the cake."
"Brooke! For God's sake! Those two guys are.."
"Hung like horses? Hornier than a two peckered billy goat? Men that make a woman feel desirable? Absolute studs? Is that what you were going to say?" demanded Brooke.
"No. I was going to say that they were both in your history class a few years ago! They were your students! They can't be much over twenty years old. The one kid is Mrs. Hunt's son. She's on the school board! You could have this all blow up in your face."
"Were you peeking?" asked Brooke. "That's exactly what happened!"
"I guess it did!" I snapped. "Look at all that goo on your cheek. There's even more running down your tits! I never knew you to behave like this, Brooke. How long has this been going on?"
"I'm not really sure, Steve. I think probably it all started the night I lost my virginity," admitted Brooke.
"But I thought I was your first lover!" I moaned.
"Well, you did look familiar when we started dating. It could have been you," replied Brooke with little conviction.
"Are any of the kids even mine, Brooke? Can you tell me that much, at least?"
"Well, they could be yours, Steve, if you weren't on one of your trips during their conception, that is. I think Tim looks a little like you," responded Brooke in a soothing tone.
This was more than I could stand. I grabbed Brooke by both arms and pulled her hard against me. She seemed surprised at the intensity of my movement.
"I have a good mind to turn you over my knee and tan that ass of yours good," I snarled.
"It feels like you have a gun in your pocket, Steve. Maybe you're one of those guys that likes to hear about his wife's extracurricular activities. That's what's bothering you, isn't it? This all turns you on. Now you're horny as hell!" teased Brooke as she slowly moved her hand up to wipe the white goo off her cheek and ever so slowly slide her fingers into her mouth.
I watched in horror as Brooked repeatedly wiped the stuff from her face and then licked her fingers clean. Then my eyes slowly traveled down her torso to her wonderful chest, where more clung to her breasts.
"Be a good boy and clean them up for me, Lover," she urged as she watched my eyes take in her beauty. "Do that for me and I'll tell you everything. I'll answer every question you have. Just lick me clean, Sweetheart!"
This was my chance to make a statement; to let Brooke know that she couldn't manipulate me. I somehow knew that if I refused her request, I'd win.
I took her left nipple into my mouth and sucked it clean. Then I did the same with the right one. Then I licked her chest thoroughly, being certain to get all traces from her body. Then I quickly stepped out of my pants, bent Brooke over the couch, and entered her fully in one stroke. She came on the second stroke.
"Now I expect those answers you promised!" I growled as I continued to plunder my wife's pussy. "Did you make a mess out of the kitchen again?"
"Yesss!" hissed Brooke.
"Did you forget to lock the top on the blender again? Is there shit all over the cabinets and the ceiling?" I demanded as I felt myself getting close.
"There is, Darling," responded Brooke between thrusts.
"Did you get new the appliances from Home Depot or Lowes?" I managed as I continued my assault.
"Home Depot delivered them yesterday," admitted Brooke breathlessly.
"Why were you in the kitchen naked?" I wondered out loud.
"I spilled some cherry juice all over my clothes and thought I'd just toss them into our new washing machine," gasped Brooke.
"Did you forget to add the vanilla again?" I groaned as I filled my wife with my personal topping. "It tasted flat."
"That's what I forgot!" she moaned as I released my grip on her hips and allowed her to collapse on the couch.
"What the Hell am I going to do with you, Brooke?" I asked rhetorically.
"Do me on the new washing machine, Steve. It really vibrates a lot!"
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I sensed that something was bothering Paula almost as soon as she came through the door. It's something you pick up after almost twenty years of marriage.
"Is something wrong, Paula?" I asked as I watched her fidget with the dinner preparations.
"No, nothing at all," she responded, perhaps too quickly.
The other thing I had learned in my time with Paula was that she could not be pushed into revealing something until she so desired. To hassle her would be a waste of time, at best, or lead to an argument in the worse case scenario. I set the table and kept my mouth shut.
"Tomorrow evening, I have to go back in to work around seven for a short while, Bill," revealed Paula. "I have to meet with some parents to go over the lack of progress their children are making."
"No problem," I replied as I recalled the conversation I had with Tim Brown earlier that same day.
Tim was the head maintenance man at the high school where Paula taught. He had been in my body shop getting an estimate on repairing a ding in his fender from an all too common interaction with a deer.
He had explained how ridiculous he thought it was to evacuate the entire school tomorrow evening while some special haz-mat guys removed about four inches of asbestos insulation found on a heating pipe in the bus garage. The garage was almost a hundred yards from the school building, but the people in power were taking no chances that any problems would come from the removal. Hence the decision was made to vacate the school, including the nighttime custodial staff.
Now Paula was telling me that she had an appointment at the school that evening? It made no sense. Paula never lied about anything, and especially anything this trivial. Then it occurred to me. It may not be trivial at all. Where was she really going and why? Why did she feel the need to lie? I mulled it over during dinner, and well after. I finally came to a decision and turned my attention to enjoying my wife and our two teenage daughters the rest of the evening.
The next day I asked my newest employee, Steve Milko, into my office and explained what I wanted him to do.
"Just follow Paula and see where she goes and who she meets, Steve. She hasn't met you yet, so she'll have no reason to suspect you. I know this isn't part of the job description, but it'll be doing me a favor and I'll pay you overtime for the time you actually spend doing this for me," I added.
"That's a deal clincher, Boss!" chuckled Steve. "I won't have any trouble recognizing your wife from all the pictures you have of her and your kids here in the office. I'll follow her and give you a full report tomorrow morning."
I didn't like what I was doing, but I felt I had little choice. Paula was lying to me. I had to know why. In all my years with her, I had never suspected her of not telling the truth. Now those years of trust were being eroded.
"Well, Boss, I did a pretty good job last night, but you won't like what I found out," began Steve as he sat down in the chair in front of my desk. "Your wife met some slick looking dude at the Dew Drop Inn. They sat at a booth in the back, so we bought a couple beers and sat in the next one."
"Just who the hell is 'we', Steve?" I demanded. "I assumed that you understood that this was a sensitive matter and that I didn't want the whole town to know about it!"
"Shit, Boss. How long have you been married? I can't just get up and walk out the door anytime I want without telling my wife where I'm going, and what I'm doing. If I try to lie to her, she'll know it and then my ass will be in a sling. Once Marcie heard what my orders were, there was no leaving her behind. It worked out good because she hears better than I do, and she's a hell of a lot smarter than I am, although I'll never admit it to her," confessed Steve.
"Just get on with the story, Steve," I responded curtly.
"When I sat down, I noticed the guy had some old magazines on the table. I couldn't tell what they were, but I know what was in them," continued Steve. "The prick was blackmailing your wife, Boss. He told her he'd show the pictures in the magazine to you and your kids, and even send some to your wife's boss if she didn't cooperate."
"How much money did he ask her for? What were the pictures? How much time did he give her?" I asked in rapid succession. "What did Paula tell him?"
"Now, Boss. Remember that I'm just making my report here. Don't kill the messenger, okay?" replied Steve. "He told her that he wanted her to be his mistress and gave her till Monday to make up her mind. Your wife begged him to accept money, but he just laughed at that suggestion. With all due respect, Boss, he told her he wanted to fuck her whenever the mood struck him. There were no options. I had to hold Marcie to keep her from going back and breaking a beer bottle over his coconut. She was hot!"
I considered what Steve had told me. Blackmail was easily thwarted. All it took was the truth. What truth could be so bad that Paula would even consider such a contemptible proposal? Who was this miserable bastard?
"I don't suppose you caught the name of this guy?" I asked hopefully.
"Boss, we did get his first name. It was Tom. That was all your wife called him," replied Steve.
"Well shit! That rules out Dick and Harry, but there's shit-load of men named Tom in the area," I bitched. "Can you tell me what he looked like?"
A slow grin came to Steve's face when he heard my question.
"I told you that Marcie was a lot smarter than me, Boss. Before they broke up their little confab, Marcie had the bright idea of me standing up so she could take my picture with her cell phone. The only thing is she missed my handsome mug and took a picture of the asshole blackmailing your wife. I have it right here," grinned Steve as he pulled a phone from his pocket, punched a couple buttons, and held it in front of me. "Here's the dude!"
The light in the photo wasn't the best, but I recognized the man immediately. It was Thomas Mann, educator of the year in 2000, and newly appointed vice-principal of the high school where Paula worked. He almost didn't get the post because Paula had complained about what she felt was inappropriate behavior between Mann and a freshman girl last year. He told Paula at the time, in private, that she would regret her actions. Apparently he was trying to make good on his promise.
The questions were many. What was he using to blackmail Paula? Why the old magazines? How would Paula respond to this threat? Would she come to me for help? Could she? Would she submit? I knew the answer to the last question... over my dead body!
It was Thursday morning. I had a few days to consider the situation and try to come up with a good solution. If it came down to it, I'd visit the prick Monday and end any dreams he had of sleeping with my wife, or any other woman! It just seemed like a bad idea for me to risk being arrested. Then whatever he was using to blackmail Paula would become public knowledge. How does one thwart a blackmailer?
That evening Paula was quiet and preoccupied. Even our daughters noticed it and asked her if something was wrong. Paula offered some lame excuse about thinking of new ideas for a literature course she was teaching. Somehow, the girls accepted it.
That night in bed, Paula was all over me. She gave me everything a man could ever ask from a wife and would have continued, if I had been able. Afterwards, she put her head on my shoulder and proclaimed her unending love as she clung to me tightly. This thing had her concerned that she might lose me. I could see that much quit clearly.
The next afternoon, just after I got home, there was a knock on the front door. My older daughter, Chris, answered it and called for me. It turned out to be a courier with a package for me, and one for my daughters, Chris and Lisa. By the time I had signed my name, Chris had her package open and was going through the contents.
"These are old magazine pictures of naked women, and one of them is mom!" shrieked Chris.
"Let me see!" insisted Lisa as she grabbed the pages from her sister. "Wow! It is mom, and she's showing everything!"
"Look how young she is! She was beautiful!" gasped Chris as she looked over her sister's shoulder. "Dad, when did mom have these taken? Why didn't she ever show them to us? Why did we get them in some generic package?"
"Your mother will be home soon. You need to ask her those questions. Now let's sit down and calmly look this stuff over and discuss what we think about everything," I suggested.
Twenty minutes latter, Paula came through the front door and sighed. It looked like she had the weight of the world on her shoulders. Then she noticed the three of us sitting on the couch with the pictures spread over the coffee table.
"Oh no!" was all she could manage as realization of what we were looking at washed over her. Tears began streaking her cheeks.
"Mom, come over here and look at these pictures we had delivered a little while ago," urged Chris. "You never told us about these and we're all pretty upset about it."
"I am so sorry, Chris! Those horrid pictures were a huge mistake that I made many years ago. You should never have seen them!" cried a very distraught Paula.
"Mom! You're so beautiful! We're upset that you never told us about them and never showed them to us. We want to make copies and put them on our wall. I can't wait to show my friends how hot my mom was!" exclaimed Chris.
"Yeah, Mom. Dad says that you were even more beautiful in real life than in these pictures. Why didn't you tell us about them, Mom? You are so cool!" giggled Lisa as she ran to her mother and hugged her.
Paula was obviously stunned for the second time in as many minutes. Her tears had slowed as her daughters showered her with love and compliments. She turned her attention to me.
"Darling, you're still beautiful," I told her as I stood and walked to her. "In fact, you look even hotter today than you did all those years ago, and that's saying a lot!"
I took her in my arms and hugged her to me. She buried her face in my chest and sobbed for a short while and then looked up at me.
"You don't hate me, Bill?" whispered Paula. "You still love me?"
"More than ever, Sweetheart," I laughed as I kissed her hard.
"Now that we have all that mushy stuff out of the way, Mom, come over here and tell us all about these photos," insisted Chris. "We're dying to hear the story behind these pictures in these magazines. Were you a model or something?"
"My father died when I was a freshman in college. Remember I told you about that, girls? I told you that I worked my way through my first three years of college because my mother wasn't left with very much money. Well, I posed for photographers that sent pictures into these magazines, and for those calendars men like to look at. They weren't exactly respectable family magazines. But they weren't the really bad ones either," Paula quickly added.
"Posing for these pictures and working weekends as a waitress, was pretty much how I got through college. At the end of my junior year, an uncle I had never met died and left me over ten thousand dollars. I was able to quit posing for those pictures. I kept my job as a waitress and graduated the next year," concluded Paula.
"Why didn't you ever tell us about that? Why didn't you show us the pictures, Mom?" asked Chris. "You look amazing! I hope I have a figure like yours in a couple years!"
"I think that's obvious, Chris. I'm not proud of what I did. I feel like I betrayed you kids, as well as your father, even though I didn't know your dad at the time, and you two certainly hadn't yet been born," explained Paula. "I was determined to get a degree and a decent job no matter what it took. I compromised my future by being so determined to have one. I have been living in fear that your father would someday find out the truth and leave me. I wouldn't blame him if he did,"
"You don't seem to know very much about Dad," laughed Lisa. "He couldn't stop looking at these pictures and telling us how incredible you were, and are. He said we should be very proud to have such a beautiful, smart mom."
"He said that, did he?" marveled Paula. "All these years I have been worried about him finding out and it turns out that it turns him on?"
"Mom!" squealed both girls in unison.
"We're just little girls, Mom," laughed Chris. "Save that stuff for the bedroom, please!"
"Sorry, girls. Bill, will come with me and help me get this zipper down on my dress?" asked Paula as she took my hand and headed for the bedroom.
"Don't forget about our dinner, you two lovebirds!" called Chris, obviously not fooled by the zipper excuse.
The next day was Saturday. I called Steve's wife, Marcie and asked her if she would be willing to accompany me in a meeting with the school superintendent, Mrs. Gwen Wilder. When I explained what I had in mind, she jumped at the opportunity. Then I called Ms. Wilder at her home and made an appointment for that afternoon, explaining that it was extremely important.
The three of us were sitting around a large desk in the Wilder den. I pulled out a package and placed it on the desk.
"I want you to see these pictures and then listen to a little drama that Marcie overheard, Mrs. Wilder," I began. "As you go through these, you will see that they are old magazine photographs of my wife, Paula. You will probably notice that she is posing in the nude."
"And that she has one hell of a figure!" exclaimed Marcie as she leafed through the pile. "I'd really like to meet you wife! She is absolutely stunning."
"It seems odd that you would bring these to my attention, Bill. Paula was enjoyed a very good reputation in our school. Her work has been excellent and she is tenured. Why even risk that by showing these risqué pictures to me?" quizzed Gwen Wilder.
"Because they exist, Mrs. Wilder. That means they may be used against her at some point in the future, and I fear it may be the near future," I added. "Paula helped pay for her college education by posing for these pictures. She isn't particularly proud of them. They are what they are. You can decide if these somehow violate her contract."
"She wants to keep working at your school but she will not apologize, nor will she beg to keep her job. Moreover, she will not be blackmailed by some cowardly prick," I stated forcefully. "Now Marcie will relate what she overheard and is prepared to testify to under oath."
Monday morning came and Paula was obviously agitated.
"That asshole is expecting my answer today, Bill. I told you about the deadline. I don't understand why he sent the pictures to you and the girls before the deadline," mused Paula. "Maybe he thinks my fear of being fired will be enough to cause me to acquiesce to his demands."
"That's probably it, Paula," I agreed.
"Still, he'd know that you would ask me who would send those pictures and I would tell you. That would seem to put him at some risk and decrease the likelihood that I would go along with his proposal," she reasoned.
Who knows what a demented bastard like that thinks, Paula?" I asked. "Don't try to understand a sick mind like that."
"I suppose you're right, but it just seems odd to me," continued Paula. "I wonder if I'll still have a job after today. Well, there's only one way to find out. I love you, Bill. Thanks for being so understanding and forgiving."
I held Paula tight to me for a long minute, gave her a kiss and opened the door for her.
Paula was working with several students on their lines for the school play that she directed every year. Classes were over for the day and the school was mostly empty. I stood in the wings of the stage, just observing.
About fifteen minutes into the rehearsal, Mr. Thomas Mann burst through a door raving and cursing like a crazy man. His ire was directed at Paula.
"You miserable bitch! I've been fired because of you! I've a good mind to beat some goddamn respect into you! You're just a fucking whore!" he screamed as he approached Paula with his fist clenched.
Unfortunately for him, I was prepared for something like this and stepped in front of Paula before he could reach her. From the corner of my eye, I saw that the school kids were back-pedaling in horror. That worked fine for my purposes. Mann's surprise was total. I proceeded to stretch the crazy bastard out right on the floor.
Then Mrs. Wilder rushed onto the stage with the school security and stopped abruptly, looking at Mann's supine form and then at me. She simply nodded her head. Then she told her security man to call 911 and ask for police and an ambulance.
After Mann was wheeled out on a gurney, cursing like an old sailor, Paula drew me to the side.
"Don't treat me like an idiot, Bill," she began. "Too many things don't add up in this mess. You seem to know what to expect before it happens, and nothing surprises you. You were here because you thought Tom might come looking for me. When he met me that night to show me the pictures in order to try to blackmail me, he only had two magazines with four pictures total. He didn't know about the other pictures of me that were in circulation.
"You and the girls received every magazine and calendar I was ever in. Tom didn't have them all. I'm pretty certain of that. The super just told me that the testimony of some woman named Marcie Milko would be the proof that Tom was trying to blackmail me for sex. The only Milko I ever even heard of is some guy that you recently hired, and that I never met. The only time that Tom and I met over this was at the Dew Drop. Now I remember a strange acting couple in the next booth that night. What are you keeping from me, Bill?" demanded Paula.
I had been hoping Paula would never connect the dots. She was too smart to fool. I had no choice but to throw myself at her mercy.
"Paula, you aren't the only one that has lived with a secret for all these years. Please listen and try to understand. I was just out of trade school and working my first job. As was the practice back then, the guys always pinned up pictures of women on the walls in the shop. They put them on their toolboxes and almost everything else they could fit them on.
"You were one of those pinups. I couldn't stop looking at you. I started buying all those different educational periodicals, looking for more pictures of you and reading what ever I could about you. In one of them, I discover you were a student at a big state school in the east. Sad as it sounds, I started driving down to Penn State on weekends, hoping that was the state school and that I'd see you in person. There was no real reason to even think that was the school you were in, or even if you really went to college," I admitted.
"I had these ideas that I'd find you and that you'd be naked in my arms inside an hour. Incredibly, I did find you after a football game! Remember? It was your senior year and you had stopped modeling, or whatever you call it. You also remember that it took me two years to get you naked in my arms. I was head over heels in love with you long before that.
"I knew the school was closed the night you said you had to go back in, but actually met with Mann. I had my new guy at work follow you, and luckily, he took his wife, Marcie. They heard everything and told me. I had those pictures sent to the girls and me so you could end your fear and tell Mann to go to hell. Those pictures were from my private stash. I took Marcie to The super's house Saturday and told her the whole story. I knew if Mann tried to show her those pictures it would be the final proof that he was a blackmailing shit and she would terminate him. I worried that he might try to take it out on you, so I hung close to keep an eye on you," I explained.




"Why didn't you ever tell me that you knew about those pictures when we met, or at least at some point over the years, Bill?" asked Paula.
"I was afraid you would think I was a creep or a stalker, and I guess, technically, I was. Once I found you, and found out that as great as your body was, your personality and brains were even better, and I couldn't risk losing you. I've been afraid that someday you'd find out that I had spent eight months looking for you at Penn State and think I was a weirdo," I confessed. "I just love you so much, Paula."
"Didn't you take an awful chance showing those pictures to the girls, Bill? Did you realize that you could have made them hate me?" questioned Paula.
"No, that never crossed my mind. I made certain I was there when they looked at them. I knew they would never hate you. I also believed they would study my reaction to the photos and use that as their guide. Your girls could never hate you and it's beyond my ability, or anyone else's to make that happen. Their reaction was what you saw. They have a hot mother and I have a cool wife!"
"I'm going to enjoy listening to you tell the girls the rest of the story tonight, Bill," stated Paula matter-of-factly. "They know my secret and now you'll tell them yours, so you won't 'live in fear' any longer. They'll know that if I hadn't posed for those photos, we never would have met. I just hope you don't creep them out!"
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It was a Saturday night and my wife, Claire, and I were at a neighbor's party. Everyone was having a good time, drinking beer and wine and telling stories. It was pretty common for the same five couples to get together once a month or so, just to let our hair down.
The party was at Ed and Sheila's home this time. As often happens, the topic of conversation eventually worked around to sex. It never seems to fail. Things hadn't changed all that much in the twenty plus years since we were teens. Sex is still the favorite topic when you get a mixed group together.
Marge Benson had launched into a story about the time when she and Tim were dating. Her parents had surprised them by coming home a full hour sooner than they had planned. Marge and Tim had been making out on the couch when they heard the car in the driveway.
Marge had quickly pulled her dress down and kicked her underwear under the couch. Tim grabbed his pants and tried to pull them up as fast as he could. Thinking she would expedite the matter, Marge grabbed Tim's zipper and gave it a hard pull, closing it extremely quickly. Then she turned to meet her parents as they came through the front door.
Her parents didn't seem too suspicious until they noticed Tim acting very oddly. Marge turned to look at Tim and was startled to see his face was red and he was sweating profusely. Marge's mother asked him if he was feeling ill. Tim could only nod his head as he rushed for the door.
"He was out the door and peeling rubber in the street faster than it takes to tell it," laughed Marge. "It turns out I had caught the end of his dick in the zipper! It took a week of apologizing before he'd even agree to see me again. He wouldn't let me see, or touch, him down there for another month."
That started a round of stories about embarrassing things that women had caused their husbands that involved their dicks. That's when Claire made her statement. I'll never forget it. I can still hear her words.
"I don't have any stories like that about Sam's cock," she assured the group. "It's so damn little it can hardly be seen, let alone get into any trouble. I'm always afraid he'll get it stuck in one of my thimbles when I get my sewing kit out."
I was mortified at her statement. My only hope was that everyone would know she was kidding. There were a few small chuckles from the group, but it was obvious no one was certain just how serious Claire was.
"Now, Claire," chided Marge. "You've had three kids, so I doubt it's all that small."
That was Claire's chance to back off her defamatory statement. Would she?
"It must have been a miracle every time I got pregnant. I did resort to using the turkey baster," laughed Claire. "Now there was something to fit between your legs! Sam's dick is so small he has to piss and follow the stream back to find it. Most men would probably think I'm tighter than a virgin after being with Sam for 24 years. If he didn't lick me, I'd never have an orgasm"
The silence was deafening. My face felt like it was on fire. Between the embarrassment and the anger, I'm surprised I didn't spontaneously combust. All eyes turned to look at me. I could see the pity and contempt in all of them. I looked at Claire. She seemed surprised at the depth of my emotion and brought her hand up to her mouth.
I tried to think of a proper response to Claire's ridicule, but was unable to manage any words. I wanted to go over and choke her with my bare hands. I had no idea why she denigrated me so badly, but it was more than I could endure. My anger began to gain over my humiliation. I turned and walked out the door before I could do or say something that I would regret forever.
As I pulled my car out the driveway, I could see everyone gathered on the porch, watching. Our house was only a few blocks away. Claire could walk it, get a ride, or just go straight to hell! I was so pissed I decided to not go home. I drove to a motel near the interstate and got a room. I turned my cell phone off and spent a restless night, managing very little sleep.
I got up with the sun the next morning. There was no sense staying in bed any longer, mentally replaying Claire's words from the previous evening over and over. Why would she slander me so badly? Could she really feel that my equipment was so inadequate? She had never mentioned it in our 24 years of marriage. It had only taken several glasses of wine to get her to reveal the truth, and that epiphany came in front of eight friends.
I checked my cell and saw that I had nearly a dozen messages from Claire. I just deleted them all without listening to them. I decided to turn my phone back on, just so I could have the pleasure of ignoring her. It rang a few minutes later.
I checked the called ID and saw it was the Bensons. They were calling at six AM? I suddenly worried that something could have happened to the kids. I answered the call.
"Sam! Where the hell are you, man?" asked Tim. "Claire is frantic. She said your phone was off and you didn't come home all night. She's worried that something happened to you."
"Well, Tim, something did happen. I was stabbed in the fucking back, and it hurts.. a lot," I added. "You can tell Claire she can go find a big cock, or better yet, she can go fuck herself!"
"Sam, nobody judges you by the size of your cock! You're still a better golfer than the rest of us. Shit, Sam, don't let it get to you."
If Tim was trying to make me feel better, he was doing a piss poor job! Apparently, he believed I had a small cock and was trying to think of reasons why it shouldn't bother me! I hung up on him and turned the phone off again. I went out for a breakfast then spent the day watching TV in the shit-hole room I had rented. It was fun to watch Tiger come from behind on Sunday to win, for a change.
I called in to work first thing Monday morning and requested a few days off. I needed to decide what the hell I was going to do. Living with Claire seemed out of the question. How can you live with a woman once you know that she has no respect for you?
I swung by the house around ten that morning. It looked like Claire had gone to work, so I parked down the street and walked back to the house. I looked in the garage window and saw that her car was gone. I went inside and packed a couple suitcases of my stuff and carried it down to the garage. I got my car and pulled into the garage, closed the door and started loading my car. I even had room for some of my tools and my guns. I didn't have any plans of using them, but I sure as hell wasn't going to leave them behind for some asshole to have.
I carried my bags into my motel room. I had decided to stay there a few days until I could formulate some sort of plan. Then I turned my phone back on, in case something truly important had happened. When you have kids, even if they are on their own like mine were, you still worry about them.
I deleted another bunch of messages from Claire and dropped the phone in my pocket. It rang within a few minutes. I saw it was my boss calling, so I answered it.
"Jesus, Sam! What's going on? Claire is here and she's pretty distraught. Did you leave her? What do you want me to tell her?" he asked.
"Give her the names of some of the guys with bigger cocks at work, would you, Boss? That should take her mind of me, and my itsy bitsy little peter," I responded sarcastically.
"Did you actually say guys with 'bigger cocks', Sam? Claire is right here and she heard what I just said. Now she's breaking down again, Sam," he reported. "What should I do with her?"
"Fuck her, Boss!" I snarled as I hung up the phone.
Shit! Now I'd probably lose my job over this mess. Why the hell did she have to go to my work, anyway? It was like she was trying to ruin my life. Then I decided two could play that game.
I jumped in the car and drove to the insurance agency where Claire worked.
"Hello, Sam," greeted Samantha, Claire's supervisor. "Claire isn't in yet. Can I help you?"
"Yeah, Samantha. Tell Claire that her needle-dicked husband was here. I want to see if I can get some sort of insurance if I have a cock enlarging operation and it goes south. Can I get any compensation for my tiny dick? It isn't much but it's all I've got."
Samantha turned red and coughed. Several others in the office went totally silent. It was obvious they had heard everything I had said. Samantha slowly responded to my outburst.
"That sounds like a personal problem, Sam. I hope you aren't serious, but if you are, I suggest a company like Lloyds Of London. When we say you're in good hands, it doesn't pertain to your genitalia. I'm sorry, Sam."
"Not as sorry as Claire is, I'll bet! Never mind a cigar, a goddamn cigarette is bigger than my dick. Maybe I can order some of that stuff that guy 'Bob' on the TV commercials uses," I mused aloud. "I'll order a truck load of the shit and take as much as I can. If I could get to three inches, I'd be delighted. Thanks anyway, Samantha."
I left everyone in Claire's office with their mouths opened as I walked out the door and hopped back into my car. I drove to Claire's parents' home.
"Sam! It's a surprise to see you here on a Monday," declared Steve Carey. "To what do we owe this pleasure?"
"I was just wondering if Claire has told you that I have a really little dick and she isn't happy with it?" I blurted out just as Nancy Carey walked up. "I don't know what to do about it. Should I just give her a divorce so she can find a guy with a good sized cock?"
"Sam, what are you talking about? Claire never mentioned anything about that, did she Nancy? Sometimes women talk to other women, Sam," admitted Steve.
"Of course not, Sam!" interjected Nancy. "What's really going on? I don't think Claire is displeased with your, ah, size, Sam. I would guess quite the opposite from what hints I've heard."
"Well, thanks, folks," I replied. "She told all our friends that my cock just didn't measure up and now I'm just trying to find some way to satisfy her."
"Have you tried talking to her, Sam? You may have misunderstood. Perhaps you went off half-cocked, so to speak?" she chuckled. "No offense. I couldn't resist that one. "
"She may have been upset with something you said or did and decided to get some measure of revenge," suggested Nancy. "I will admit, however, that telling others something like that about any man, and especially your husband, will often have dire consequences."
"I really don't dare talk to Claire until I calm down more, Nancy. I have never raised my hand to her, but this has caused me to consider it," I warned.
"Oh, pshaw!" laughed Nancy. "I know what kind of man married my daughter. It isn't some little-dicked coward that hits women; so don't try that crap with me, Sam. I'm not worried about that happening."
"You seem to have a higher opinion of me than your daughter does," I replied. "But then, it isn't difficult."
"I think you've made your point here, Sam. We'll be sure to tell her that you stopped by and that you're a little upset about some comments she made about your manhood," assured Nancy. "Tell Claire that I expect you both here next Friday night for dinner."
I shook my head as I walked back to my car. Did that woman even hear what I was saying?
I unlocked the door to my room and flopped down on the bed. I closed my eyes for a second. When I opened them, Claire was standing over me! I almost shit my pants!
"What are you doing here?" I demanded. "How did you find me?"
"I was going up to Mom's when I saw your car go down Ash Street, so I just followed you, Sam. It wasn't very hard," she allowed.
"Are you referring to my little cock again, Claire?" I asked petulantly.
"Oh, Sam! I'm so sorry about all those things I said. I saw you spending a lot of time talking to Gloria Bentley and I guess I got a little jealous. Her tits are so much bigger than mine. I know you like them, and her. I had too much to drink and I just got diarrhea of the mouth. I felt like you were belittling me for having B-cup breasts when you paid her so much attention. I was also having a lot of hot flashes, and when it mixed with the wine, I went stupid."
"That doesn't make sense to me, Claire. I have never said your breasts were anything but perfect. I always chat to the other women at those parties. I've never been unfaithful to you," I avowed. "It seems like you're trying to play this down. 'I had hot flashes, too much to drink, and I was jealous.' You expect me to believe that combination can make a woman as cruel as you were?"
"It is hard to believe, isn't it?" agreed Claire. "The thing is, it's true. I want you to come back home, Sam, and I'll make it up to you, I promise."
"It isn't that easy, Claire. You've impugned me, possibly beyond repair. Tim called me and practically told me not to worry about having a little dick! Wait until you get to work, Claire," I added. "You won't be happy about my actions there. I can guarantee that. I also spoke to your folks."
"I've been to work already, Sam. I heard all about your rant. It was pretty embarrassing, but I realize I deserve it. My mom called me while I was following you here. Did she ever give me an ear full! She was furious with me, Sam," revealed Claire. "She told I would be lucky if you didn't beat me, and that if you did, I should accept it! That was from my own mom!"
I had to chuckle to myself. Nancy knew how to play both of us better than anyone else on the planet. She knew I could never strike Claire; maybe better than Claire did.
"That still doesn't put the genie back in the bottle, Claire," I replied. "How can I look anyone in the eye after what you said? Your apologies won't change the impression that I have a small cock, and quite frankly, I don't like it."
"Sam, come home at five this afternoon and I will correct this horrible situation then. If, after giving me that chance, you think I have not made the whole mess better, I will go along with whatever you decide. I ask this one chance, Sam, for all the good years we've had," pleaded Claire.
"I just don't see how it can be done, Claire," I wavered. "It hurts too much."
"Sam, come home at five and find out. You won't regret it, and it won't cost you anything but a little time, okay?"
I reluctantly agreed. I knew there was nothing Claire could tell me that would make me feel better about her outburst at the party. I also realized that I wanted her to make it all go away so I could go back to feeling good about myself, and my marriage.
I let myself into the house right at five. Claire met me in the living room wearing a really sexy black dress. It seemed that she was going to give me a piece of ass to make everything okay. Why do women think they can rip a man's heart out and then make it all better by giving him a little pussy?
Claire turned me partially around and dropped to her knees in front of me. Then she unbuckled my belt and pulled my zipper down. I could see down her dress and her tits looked plenty big enough.
"Claire, this is not a solution. I can tell you that already. It won't work. I don't want to mislead you into thinking it will solve our problems," I tried to explain.
"Hush, husband," she answered as she pulled my boxers down and engulfed my cock in her mouth.
Well, I tried. I decided there was no reason to not give her a chance to make me feel better, and it was feeling pretty good! A blowjob would not bring my self-respect, as man, back to me. All my friends heard Claire announce how small my dick was.
Despite my misgivings, my cock quickly got hard enough to cut diamonds. I didn't get blowjobs all that often anymore and Claire was showing a lot of enthusiasm! Then to my surprise, for the first time in our entire marriage, she deep-throated me! She quickly pulled off and did it again, and then again. In just a couple minutes, I was ready to cum.
"I'm almost there!" I cautioned my wife as she worked her magic.
Claire pulled her mouth off me and worked my cock for all she was worth. My first round hit her in the face. Another went across her chest and probably ruined her dress. The she took me back into her mouth and drained every last drop.
I was weak in the knees and trying to decide if maybe I shouldn't forgive Claire after all. That was when all hell seemed to break loose.
"Wow, Sam!" exclaimed Marge Benson. "Claire certainly set the record straight here this evening!"
"What the hell!" was all I could manage as five women walked into the living room from the kitchen.
"Here, Claire, use this towel to wipe your face," offered Gloria Bentley. "You weren't kidding when you said Sam wouldn't disappoint us."
I quickly pulled my boxers back up. My face once again turned a bright red. Why were all these women watching Claire give me a blowjob?
"Sam, maybe we can work out some sort of insurance policy for that wonderful cock," laughed Claire's boss, Samantha. "Those enhancements sure worked fast, didn't they?"
I knew I was being ragged, but it was still unclear as to what was going on. I looked at Claire for an explanation as I pulled my pants back on.
"Sam, I embarrassed you in front of these ladies at the party. I said horrible, unforgivable things that simply weren't true. I had no idea how to make it up to you until Mom suggested this," revealed Claire as she wiped her face and chest.
"Your mom?" I asked incredulously.
"Yes, Mom. I told you that she was livid with me. She told me I had taken your manhood away, and I had to find a way to give it back to you. Then she made this suggestion. I have just embarrassed myself in front of my friends, just as I had done to you that night. I also proved to them that you are NOT small down there. Rest assured that these ladies will tell others.
"Everyone will know that you are everything a man, and husband, should be. I had Samantha here to represent my office. After the scene you made there, I felt I had to show them that my husband didn't have a little dick. That was more for my reputation than yours, I guess," smiled Claire.
'Sam, we're all going to leave now, but I want you to know that what Claire just did took a lot of nerve. She must love you an awful lot," grinned Marge. "I think she may have ruined her favorite dress! I don't even know how I'm going to tell Tim about this. He was feeling pretty good about himself for a while after Claire's little gaffe the other night. Now he'll be a lot more modest."
Everyone left and Claire stood in front of me. I was experiencing every emotion possible. I was embarrassed. I was pleased. I was deceived. I was blown! Claire knowingly blew me in front of her friends in an attempt to make amends. I searched my thoughts.
"Sam, will you forgive me? I made a terrible mistake, but it will never happen again. I won't ever belittle you in any way in front of others. Can you love me again?" she asked meekly.
"Claire, you have amazed me this evening. What you did was a huge risk. I could have been pretty upset about you letting those women see my cock. You took a big chance."
"Tell me about it, Sam! Did you see how that big titted Gloria, and the rest of them, looked at your tool before you got it tucked away? I hope this doesn't come back to bite me in the ass!"
"Claire, I want you to call your mom and tell her we'll be there for dinner Friday. I want you to do it in front of me so I can hear you tell her just how well her plan worked. Then ask her why she wasn't here, too. After all, I did make a fool out of myself to her," I laughed.
"She wanted to be here, Sam. I told her I would NOT to that in front of my own mom, and that was all there was to it!" laughed Claire.
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It seemed like a great idea at the time, but don't most cluster fucks start out as strokes of genius? Cindy's older sister, Chloe, had asked us if we would be interested in being chaperones on her daughter's class trip to the exotic Caribbean Island of Kokomo. All we had to pay for were our airline tickets. My wife quickly accepted the offer.
Chloe even offered to watch our two kids, who were nine and seven, while we were on the trip. Chloe's husband, Will, was an up and coming lawyer in the middle of a big case. He simply could not take the time off for this trip.
"I've heard some horror stories about kids, especially girls, on these trips to the islands. If I can't be there to keep an eye on Trish, then I want you and Dave to be there," revealed Chloe. "Make no mistake, Cindy. You and Dave have my permission to take whatever steps you feel are necessary to keep Trish out of harm's way. If you feel you have to tan her butt to keep her from getting into trouble or danger, go ahead and do it. I'd rather have her come home with a bruised ego, and ass, than have her disappear, or worse, on this trip!"
"Trish has never given us any problem, Chloe. She's our god-daughter and we love her like our own. Rest assured that we will take good care of her. I really doubt that she'll cause any trouble," responded Cindy.
"Cindy, we both remember our class trips," reminded Chloe. "We were lucky that we didn't get into some real trouble. I heard how you split that bottle of bourbon with two other girls and all three of you were sick the next day. I was caught trying to sneak out my bedroom window, and we were staying on the third floor! I was lucky that we had good chaperones. There will be 75 kids on this trip and 15 adults to keep an eye on them. You'll have your hands full!"
"Dave will have his eyes full with all those young women running around on the beach in skimpy swim suits," laughed Cindy. "I'll be spending more time keeping him in check than the kids."
"Thanks, Sis. I appreciate you doing this for me, and for Trish. She thinks that now that she's 18, she can do whatever she wants, so be warned," advised Chloe. "She's still in our house, we're paying for her college, and she will toe the line."
I was thinking exactly as Cindy had suggested. I was going to spend a week on a subtropical island with 75 kids just graduating from high school. I had to believe that at least 35 or so would be female and most of them would look pretty good in little bikinis. Cindy could worry about the discipline. I was going to relax and enjoy myself. I'd be keeping an eye on the kids alright, the female kids!
We took two rickety old buses from the small airport to our hotel rooms, which were right on the beach. I had spent the plane trip trying to remember the names of the kids, as well as the chaperones. I soon realized I would never remember them all, so I eliminated all the unimportant names. That was pretty much all the males. That made it a lot easier, but I still was having trouble, so I eliminated some of the older female chaperones.
Cindy and I were the youngest chaperones, except for a couple of teachers. All the parents that went were at least in their late thirties. Most were in their forties and a few in their fifties. Miss Marie Beauvais and Mrs. Joan Davis were the two teachers whose names I committed to memory. I salivated thinking about them in tiny little swim suits. If I were any judge of the female form, they would fill their suits out very nicely!
It was still early afternoon, so everyone was eager to change and get out to the beach. That was when I had my first surprise. Cindy came out of our bathroom wearing the smallest bikini I had ever seen! Shit! Now I had to keep an eye on her and make sure all the teenage boys with raging hormones didn't get too frisky. Then there were the other male chaperones. How the hell was I supposed to chaperone my wife around adults? Things suddenly became complicated.
Cindy was a beautiful woman of 34, who could pass for a twenty-something. The only apparent effect the two kids she delivered seemed to have on her had been to enlarge her breasts a cup size. Now they were trying to spill out of her top.
"You like my suit, Dave? I knew you'd be making a fool out of yourself ogling all these beautiful girls on this trip. I thought I'd try to do something to help take your mind off them. The only thing I could come up with was to try to get you to ogle these girls," teased Cindy as she cupped her breasts in her hands.
The first few days went pretty well, all things considered. I couldn't range too far from Cindy when we were on the beach. If I left to get a drink or a towel, I'd return to find several of the high school boys had found some reason to chat with Cindy. They always had at least one of the male chaperones with them, too. I always tried to take it in stride and smile as the crowd dispersed upon my return. They always seemed to remember someplace else they had to be when I came on the scene.
"What's that smell?" I asked Cindy when I returned to her side after an unusually large group of horny young males had been visiting with her.
"I don't smell anything, except the ocean, Dave," replied Cindy.
"I think it might be testosterone, hanging like a cloud around here, Cindy," I told her with a straight face. "It's either that or acne medicine. I can't really tell for sure."
"Dave!" laughed Cindy. "Those young men are always very polite, even if they do seem to get bulges in their trunks all the time. I'm glad they don't wear those Speedos that show everything. It's nice to be appreciated by young, virile men."
"What the hell am I?" I demanded in mock anger. "Most people don't consider 38 as being over the hill. I still get a bulge in my swim suit!"
"I noticed that when I saw you talking to that Dakota and her friend, Grace," observed Cindy. "You need to be a little careful, Dave. Those girls are looking for some fun here and you look like the alpha male in this group. Don't lead those girls on, and don't ever find yourself alone with one of them. You are here to protect them. Be sure to keep it that way."
I blushed a little at Cindy's comment. Those two girls were absolute knock-outs and they did seem to enjoy being in my company. As I considered my fantasies with those girls, I thought about Chloe, and the other parents, expecting me to do my best to keep them from harm. I already had the hottest woman on the island. I knew that. I had to make sure I kept my head out of my ass and appreciated my situation. It was okay to look, but Cindy was my woman and still my best fantasy.
Some of the kids wanted to play tennis, so Cindy, who happened to be an excellent player, and a few other chaperones went with them to the courts. It had been explained to all the kids that none of them were allowed to go anyplace by themselves. Half an hour later, I was approached by Trish and her two friends, Dakota and Grace.
"Uncle Dave? Dakota, Grace, and I are going to stroll up the beach a mile or two," stated Trish matter-of-factly. "We're following the rules by checking in with a chaperone before we go."
"I don't know if that's a good idea, Trish. I kind of feel responsible and I don't like the idea of you getting that far out of my sight," I admitted.
"Then you should come with us, Dave," suggested Dakota. "We can't be any safer than when we are with such a big, strong man. You can keep us in your sight all the time."
Trish gave Dakota an annoyed look. That was enough to make up my mind. If Trish didn't want me to go along, it was probably best if I did.
"Okay, girls," I relented. "Lead the way."
We chatted about all kinds of things as we walked. I realized I was having a good time. Having three beautiful 18 year old girls with me had a lot to do with my contentment. We were almost two miles up the beach when I saw a sign near the dunes. As we approached it, I noted that it was written in several languages. Luckily, English was among them.
"Wait, girls," I cautioned. "This is a nude beach! We'd better turn around and go back."
As I finished reading the sign and turned to face the girls, I found that Dakota was totally naked and Grace was topless and sliding her bottoms down. Both girls looked absolutely incredible! I had to admit it. I also had the presence of mind to know that I had been set up. They had known where they were going. That was obvious.
"Girls, please put your suits back on and we'll go back. You should have asked a female chaperone to come with you if you had this in mind," I complained weakly.
"Oh, Dave! Do we look so terrible?" laughed Dakota. "Should we be ashamed to be naked on the beach? Do the other girls here look better?"
I looked ahead and saw numerous naked women and men walking, chatting, and just sunning themselves. What sort of mess had I gotten into?
"You girls look fantastic and you know it, but this is not right!" I admonished. "I can't go naked and I won't be able to watch you if you go up that beach. I want you to get dressed and we'll go back right now."
"Keep an eye on our suits, if not our bodies, Dave," grinned Grace as the two of them took off up the beach.
I turned to face Trish. At least she had the sense to be embarrassed. Her face was red, and she still had her suit on.
"I'm so sorry, Uncle Dave. I should have told you what we were planning. I couldn't believe it when they invited you to come along with us. They had to know I'd never get naked in front of my own uncle," whined Trish.
I picked up the fragments of fabric the girls had been wearing and took Trish by the hand.
"Come along with me, Trish. We'll just keep our clothes on and go get them," I decided as I watched the two girls become smaller and smaller as they hurried up the beach.
We hadn't gone over a hundred yards when a large man, wearing an ID tag on a string around his neck, and nothing else, stopped us.
"This is a nude beach, sir," he needlessly pointed out to me. "I have to ask that you either remove your clothes or return to the other side of the signs."
"I'm supposed to be watching a couple girls that took off naked up the beach and we're just trying to catch them," I pleaded. "We'll get off the beach as soon as I catch up to them."
"Sir, they aren't breaking the rules. You two are. Please leave, or remove your clothing, right now," he insisted.
There it was! My ass was in a real tight crack. If I abandoned Dakota and Grace and they had any sort of trouble, I would be held responsible. If I got naked and they saw me, which they'd have to do since I was determined to catch them, I'd be in a world of shit with Cindy, not to mention some parents and other chaperones!
I quickly mulled it over. It seemed that being in trouble with Cindy, and others, was something I could possibly solve with some fast talking. Allowing those two airheads to run into trouble was something I could not explain.
"Get out of your suit, Trish!" I growled as I untied my trunks and began sliding them down. "You've put me in a real bind here. I can't leave you alone while I look for them, so get naked. This'll be our secret."
Yeah, we'd keep that secret, for about ten seconds! I had no illusions. Dakota and Grace would blab all over, even if Trish knew enough to keep her mouth shut. I tossed my suit, as well as the girls', on a nearby bench, hoping they would still be there when we got back. I saw another garment land on top of mine. Trish was nude, too.
I turned to take her hand and start up the beach. She trembled a little, but made no complaint as we hurried after the other two girls. By now they had gone around a curve in the coast and were out of sight. I was fuming. At least I had no trouble not getting an erection. Fear can kill any erotic thought, I realized as we marched after the two friends of Trish's. I was with my wife's beautiful 18 year-old niece on a nude beach. Could there possibly be a better formula for disaster?
It got worse. We managed to get to the other end of the nude beach without finding the two girls. I was trying to not stare too long at anyone we passed. I had enough problems without some jealous husband or boyfriend taking offense at my actions. Still, I had managed to look closely enough to know we had not gone by Dakota and Grace.
I lost my anger. I started to become worried. Where were they? What if something happened to them? How could I ever explain it? There was no explanation that could be acceptable. As a parent, I knew that. I would expect my kids to be kept safe and out of trouble by their chaperones. That was the sole purpose of having chaperones!
The sun was getting low in the sky and the beach was emptying out. I turned with Trish and started back.
"Where are they, Uncle Dave?" asked Trish.
She didn't seem to even think about the two of us being bare-assed naked any more. She was growing concerned for her friends, too.
"I don't know, Trish," I admitted. "Let's walk closer to the dunes. We can watch to the water's edge and look around the dunes at the same time.
We had gone about a third of the way back to the spot where Dakota and Grace had left us when I heard voices originating from the other side of a small hill in the dunes. I couldn't make out the words, but the tone was enough to worry me.
"Stay here, Trish," I ordered. "It sounds like there might be trouble."
I decided there was no reason for subterfuge as I marched over the dune toward the voices. Somehow, I wasn't all that surprised at what I found.
Grace and Dakota were sprawled on a couple large beach towels. They were crying as three men were in the process of forcing their legs apart and playing with their tits.
"Please!" begged Dakota. "Don't do this. We're virgins. Let us give you hand jobs!"
"You dumb cunts," chuckled the man by Grace. "You drank our beer and enjoyed teasing our cocks. Now it's time to pay the fucking piper. Spread your legs, now!"
"You'll be thanking us later," laughed another thug. "Consider this the audition for "Goliath and the Anal Virgins". We're just going to loosen you up a little for Goliath. Believe me; you'll be glad we did!"
The three men had been concentrating on the girls and never saw me coming. I waded into the first guy just as he dropped to his knees between Grace's trembling legs. He went ass over tin cup as my left fist struck him in the temple. It was not a time for discussion.
The bigger of the two remaining men came at me. I stood him up with a left. Then I followed with a right. He went over backwards and stayed there with his toes and dick pointing toward the sky.
Then I felt a stunning blow to the back of my head and I dropped to my knees. While I was dazed, the prick kicked me in the ribs and knocked me over. I started to get back up and he caught me in the right eye before I reached my feet. Now I was mad! We stood toe-to-toe and hammered each other. It felt like we were at it for an eternity, but I knew from experience that these things only last a matter of seconds. I finally felt the bastard's jaw break and he keeled over, unconscious before he hit the ground.
I swung around to the two girls, who were still lying on the towels, crying hysterically.
"Get your asses up!" I barked as I bent to grab Dakota's hand.
I quickly had her standing. Grace had jumped to her feet at my command. I put a hand behind each girl and pushed them toward the beach. That was when I saw Trish looking at me with tears in her eyes. She ran and grabbed the two towels the girls had been lying on and came back to me.
"Uncle Dave!" she cried. "You're bleeding. Let me wipe the blood off your face!"
I was too worried about the goons sleeping back in the dunes to stop. If they came after us, I wouldn't have the element of surprise on my side again, so the final outcome would be far different. By this time I had taken both Dakota and Grace by their hands and I marched rapidly back in the direction of the bench where our clothes were.
After about ten minutes of fast walking, I began to get dizzy. My head throbbed and my ribs hurt when I took a deep breath. I headed the girls toward the water. I released them and walked out into the waves. When I got up to my waist, I dropped down and let the water wash over my sore face. It stung, but felt good at the same time. After dunking myself several times, I left the water.
Trish was fawning over me as soon as I reached dry land. She handed me a towel and wiped me down with the other. I gasped when she patted my left side. Predictably, she had pressed on the same ribs that had absorbed a pretty good kick.
"I'm sorry, Uncle Dave!" apologized Trish as she continued to dry my back and shoulders. "I remember seeing that brute kick you there. I should have known it would be sore."
Dakota and Grace had stopped sobbing, but had yet to speak. They had to be thinking about how close they had come to being raped, and possibly worse.
I was amazed to find our suits were still on the bench where Trish and I had tossed them. We all dressed silently and started back to the hotel as the sun seemed to drop into the sea.
"You girls go get changed and join the group for dinner," I ordered. "They'll be asking where you were and where I was. Just tell them we went for a walk up the beach and we lost track of time. No one needs to know what really happened. Your reputations are at stake. Keep to your story."
I thought it would be better for the girls if no one knew they were on a nude beach, drinking beer, and almost raped. It would also be a lot better for me it the entire incident went under the radar.
I managed to make it back to my room without attracting too much attention. I kept the towel over my head and just peeked out from under it. I spent twenty minutes under a very hot stream of water in the shower. Then I collapsed into the bed. I carefully pulled the sheet over my head, faced the wall and lay on my stomach. I didn't want Cindy to see my face.
I was probably sleeping for half an hour when Cindy came into the room.
"Just where the hell were you, Dave?" she demanded immediately. "You just up and disappear with three girls for almost four hours? I warned you about that very thing! Trish and her friends wouldn't tell me anything, except you went for a long walk and lost track of time."
She yanked the sheet off my head and shoulders, but I kept still, facing the wall.
"Look at me when I talk to you," she insisted. "Are you too ashamed to look me in the eye?"
"Cindy, I made a mistake in judgment. I admit it, but I did not do anything with those girls that you should be upset with," I declared into the pillow. "Just leave me alone and let me sleep. We'll talk about it in the morning."
I heard Cindy curse and the door slam. I drifted off to sleep. I awoke again around midnight and found I was alone in my bed. I got up and went to the bathroom. My hope had been that I would be healed my morning. That dream went out the window when I looked at my reflection in the mirror. I had a cut over my left eye and it was badly discolored. My nose was swollen and the side of my chest was bruised. I looked through the small first aid kit in the medicine cabinet, but found nothing that looked like it would help.
Then I heard the door open and muffled voices carried through the bathroom door. There was a sharp knock and then the bathroom door opened.
"Oh, Dave!" cried Cindy as she looked at my sorry mug. "Why didn't you tell me? Get on the bed and let me take care of you, Baby!"
I was hurting pretty good by now so I let Cindy lead me back to the bed. That was when I noticed Trish was in the room. I looked for something to cover my nakedness.
"It's no time for modesty, Dave," whispered Cindy in my ear as she held a wet cloth to my head. "Trish, go get whatever pain medication they have in the lobby. Tell them to bill it to our room."



"Trish finally broke down and told me what happened, Dave. She didn't spare herself or her friends, either. They seem to think you're their knight in shining armor," revealed Cindy after Trish had left the room. "It looks like there are some chinks in that armor, Dave. Why didn't you tell me what happened when I came in earlier and made an ass of myself?"
"I screwed up, Cindy. I let those girls play me like a violin. I thought I'd be looking better by morning and no one would ever be the wiser," I mumbled over a fat lip.
"Better by morning? Shit, Dave, I'm tempted to take you to the hospital, except I don't have very much faith in the voodoo they practice on this island. You'll look like hell for a week or two after we get home," predicted Cindy, much to my consternation.
The next day found me lying on the beach, letting the sun soak into my aching joints and flesh. I knew everyone was talking about my appearance, but no one had actually asked me for details. It was obvious that my plan to keep the whole thing quiet was not going to work.
"Today at breakfast, Dakota and Grace told everyone what happened yesterday," revealed Cindy as she massaged lotion into my skin. "Some of the boys were making comments about how you must have had your ass kicked by someone. The girls decided that the truth needed to be told. Trish said you could hear a pin drop as they told their story about how you came over that dune and took out three very bad men. You're almost in the same class as Chuck Norris now," laughed Cindy.
"I wondered why your entourage of hormonal teens wasn't following you around today. Maybe they're afraid of my roundhouse kick?" I suggested with a painful smile.
I went to bed early that night and slept around the clock. My ribs were even sorer than they had been the previous day, but my face had lost the vivid colors of the previous day and now was mostly a sickly yellow around my eye. I felt a lot better.
That day was our last full day one on the island. The chaperones had agreed to split into two groups and accompany the kids to the only two clubs on the island on their last night. The legal drinking age was 18. We spent about half an hour explaining to the kids that those under 18 were to NOT drink any alcohol. Those that were 18 were threatened with any and all possible punishments if they had more than a few drinks over the course of the evening. No one was to leave either club without permission and a chaperone escort.
Cindy and I were with the group that included Trish, Dakota, and Grace. They had a good time, but appeared to follow the rules that had been laid out for them. It was around ten in the evening when the shit hit the fan.
Mrs. Reynolds, the high school vice-principal and the person in charge of the trip, sought me out as I sat at a small table with Cindy and a couple other chaperones.
"David!" she exclaimed as I stood to welcome her. "We can't find Kathy Mills! She was dancing at the other club, having a good time with her friends. They said she wasn't drinking much, but she started staggering around. Then some guy offered to help her outside to get some air. She never came back in! By the time the girls told me about it, she was no where to be found. I'm at a loss here, David. What should we do?"
Normally the answer would be to call the police. The problem was that the people at our hotel had strongly recommended that we not rely on the island's police force for any sort of assistance. It was riddled with corruption and graft.
"Did anyone see what the guy looked like?" I asked quickly.
Mrs. Reynolds pushed a girl up to me as I asked my question. She looked like a deer mouse with her glasses and small face.
"I saw the man. He was pretty big. He had dark hair and a heavy tan. He also had a big lump on the side of his forehead. It was yellowish and sore looking," she concluded.
I pulled off the dark glasses I was wearing and pulled the girl closer to me.
"Was it yellow like my eye?" I asked, and watched her as she nodded.
Damn! It could well be one of the pricks I had tangled with a couple days earlier. The Mills girl was in some serious shit if that was the case.
"Cindy, I think you may have had too much to drink tonight," I told her. "You are going to go to that club and act more than a little drunk, and quite available. Let's hope these creeps are still looking for a second female."
I was remembering the guy's statement about Goliath and anal virgins. He said virgins, as in plural. That would seem to mean that more than one girl was required for their movie, or webcast, or whatever it was.
"Dave, don't you think I'm a little old for their tastes, or do you think any warm body will work?" asked Cindy.
I looked at my wife in her little black dress and knew that no man would be immune to her beauty. I just had to be sure that I kept her safe.
"Cindy, if a man is breathing, he'll want that luscious body and beautiful face," I assured her.
Twenty minutes later, I was sitting at the bar of the Coconut Grove, watching as Cindy danced and partied with the kids from Trish's school. It would appear to the casual observer that Cindy was feeling the effects of too much rum. Then I saw him! It was the guy I had smacked in the temple. I pulled my baseball cap low over my face and pushed my dark glasses higher on my nose and watched.
It was too crowded to see Cindy every second, but I did my best. Sure as hell, the knot-headed man started dancing with Cindy! The crowd made it difficult for me to see her clearly. After about five minutes, I saw Cindy tilt her head back and drain her drink! I had warned her to not accept any drinks. It seemed likely these guys would be slipping something into their victims' beverages. A few minutes later, Cindy has being half dragged and half led out a side door!
I raced out the front and ran around to the side and watched the guy load Cindy into the back of a car. He jumped into the back with her and the car sped away. I jumped on a dirt bike I had parked behind the club and took off after them. I left the lights off as I swung into the road a few hundred yards behind the car. I followed it inland about a mile and watched as it parked by what appeared to be a small, abandoned warehouse.
I crept around to the back and looked through a dirty window pane. Cindy and Kathy Mills were flopped down on a large bed. Both were naked except for their underwear. Cindy was in a black thong and the Mills girl was wearing a small pair of pink bikini panties. She had seemed a little shy, always wearing one piece swim suits, but it was obvious that she had the figure to wear anything she wanted. Both girls seemed dead to the world.
There were bright lights suspended above the bed and several cameras on stands spaced around the bed. I saw the second man I had knocked out on the beach that day explaining something to a very large man. By large, I mean close to seven feet tall and well over three hundred pounds! I looked around for some sort of weapon, knowing I would surely need one.
There was no way he was going to use my wife, or Kathy Mills for some perverted porno movie. If the guy was in proportion, no woman could have anal sex with him and ever be the same. I had to act quickly!
I found an old broken oar against the wall. It was the handle part without the flat end and was over five feet long. I hefted it in my right hand and carefully started around the building. In the almost full moon, I saw a man standing near the car. I could make out a bandage around his jaw. It caused me to grin to myself.
He was going to get very tired of me very soon. I heard the unmistakable sounds of a man pissing as I approached him from behind. He never knew what hit him. I may have been a tad rough, but I had decided it was better to err on the side of caution. These guys were rapists and kidnappers, after all.
I stepped quietly into the building. The bright lights over the bed made everything else very dark. I had no trouble getting close to the two men huddled in conversation near the bed. They were discussing which girl's ass the big guy should plunder first. That solidified my desire to take them both out.
I tried to take them both in one stroke. I brought the club around in a long, fast arc. It broke one of the lights, then bounced off the top of the smaller man's head and continued on to smack the giant in the shoulder. The first guy went down. The big one didn't! He grabbed his lower shoulder and turned toward me. That blow would have broken the arm of most men!
He who hesitates is lost. I proceeded to do my best Ringo Starr imitation on the big man's head. I mean to say that I pummeled the guy's noddle a dozen times before he could take a step. As he slowly sunk toward the floor, I gave him a really good smack upside his ear. That seemed to do it.
I turned to see if there was anyone else that needed my attention. That was when I felt something slam my already injured ribs. I fell flatter than piss on a board. I shook my head and looked around. The third guy from my encounter in the dunes was standing over me, with a hand gun. He pointed it at my head and I closed my eyes.
I heard a sharp crack, but never felt any new shocks to my body. I looked up to see Cindy holding my broken oar in her hands and the man with the gun stretched out by my feet. She must have been playing possum after all!
"Dave!" cried Cindy. "He shot you! How bad are you hit? There's blood all over your chest!"
It occurred to me that I was feeling pretty good for having just been shot. I felt my side and found a bloody gash along my ribs, but no real hole! The miserable prick was a lousy shot!
"I'm okay, Cindy, but we have to get going," I insisted.
The light I had broken had started a small fire in a pile of cartons and trash near the bed. As dry as the building was, it would be an inferno in a few minutes. I grabbed a digital camera and snapped a picture of the three men spread around the floor and handed it to Cindy.
Then I grabbed Kathy and flung her over my shoulder. She was coming out of her comatose state, but was still groggy and disoriented. We hurried out of the building. I put Kathy down long enough to roll over my first clubbing victim and take his picture. Then I pulled the chip from the camera and slid it into my pocket. I tossed the camera back inside the burning building.
It occurred to me that the men inside could perish in the fire, but that thought caused me very little concern. That was the chance they took when they decided to prey on women. They could burn in hell for all I cared.
I ripped what was left on my shirt off and wiped the blood from my side. It stung like hell and I could feel the blood running down my side and into my pants. I tossed away the rag that had been my shirt, flipped Kathy Mills back over my right shoulder and started back the way I had come, with Cindy at my side. We hadn't gone a quarter mile when I tired out. Kathy was squirming and making noises, so I put her down on her feet, supporting her with my hand around her back.
That was when we heard a commotion. It was apparent that a crowd was coming down the road. I cursed myself for not bringing my trusty club. Suddenly from the shadows of a stand of palm trees, the kids from the school materialized in the moonlight. They stopped about ten feet in front of us, trying to make sense of what they were seeing.
"Wow! Awesome tits!" was the exclamation I heard clearly.
Cindy and Kathy must have heard it, too. They stepped closer and leaned into me. I instinctively put my arms around them. There was a brilliant flash and I realized one of the kids had their camera with them. Then everyone started talking at once. A couple of the boys offered their shirts to Cindy and Kathy. We started back to our hotel.
"We saw the fire in the distance and the kids demanded that we hurry out to see if we could help you, Dave," revealed Mrs. Reynolds. "None of us had any doubt that you were involved in the blaze somehow. We were quite confident that you would find Kathy and Cindy, and you have proven our faith was well placed.
"Dave has been shot," explained Cindy. "He said it wasn't too bad, but he's bled a lot. We need to get him back to the hotel and examine the wound."
That brought a lot of gasps from the kids. Trish, Dakota, and Grace ran up to offer me help. Kathy, the quiet one, surprised us all when she spoke, while lifting my arm back over her shoulder.
"Back off, girls!" she warned. "Cindy and I will be the ones to help Dave walk back. You're not the only ones who have had their lives saved by this guy!"
No one slept that night. The kids were far too juiced to even consider it. We just packed and prepared for the buses to pick us up. We did manage to catch our flight on time.
My gash in my side was swollen and ugly. Cindy found some antibiotic cream and put it over the wound and bandaged me. I slept most of the flight home. Buses from the school met us at the airport and transferred us back to the school where the parents had been instructed to pick up their kids.
Mrs. Reynolds refused to dismiss the kids until they all filed into the auditorium with their parents and chaperones. Everyone groaned, but she refused to yield. The she stepped up on the stage and gave a little impromptu speech.
"I want to thank everyone for their patience. By now, many of you have heard some of what transpired on our class trip. I can honestly say that we would not have returned with all the kids if it hadn't been for Dave and Cindy Bates. They risked their lives and suffered more than a little to ensure that all our kids made it back alive and well," she told the crowd. "Dave Bates' first stop after this gathering will be county hospital. It seems that he might have some broken ribs, severe bruising on his face, and of course there's the matter of a gunshot wound. All of that was the price he paid to protect our students, and I thank him from the bottom of my heart for all of us."
There was a round of applause along with all kinds of questions, before Mrs. Reynolds managed to wave the crowd quiet.
"There is one more thing. This school will never send its students to any island again. From now on, it's Disney World, or New York, or Chicago, but always within the boundaries of this country!" she proclaimed.
I spent a couple hours at the hospital. I had to get some kind of shots, have the wound cleaned, and bandaged again. When Cindy and I came back out into the waiting room, Dakota, Grace, Kathy, and Trish were all waiting for us with their parents.
I was a little embarrassed at the praise and appreciation expressed by the parents. Cindy's sister, Chloe, hugged me for a long time and I felt her tears trickle against my cheek. She struggled to speak.
"Dave, I had no idea what I was getting you into when I asked you and Cindy to chaperone, but I'm so glad I did! I doubt anyone else could have handled everything as well as you did. Trish told me how you dragged her naked up and down a nude beach, stopped to save a couple girls, and still remained a perfect gentleman. Sis has a keeper in you!"
Dakota made sure she gave me a big hug and a kiss on the cheek. Grace did the same. Trish gave me a long hug. Kathy, the quiet, shy valedictorian of the class, wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me a long wet kiss on the lips as the others broke into laughter.
"You saved me Dave. I'll never forget it, either. If Cindy ever stops treating you right, look me up, okay?" she whispered.
I thought things would return to normal within a few days, but it wasn't to be. One of the cable news channels sent out Greta something. The other had some woman named Nancy show up to interview everyone. I wanted to decline, but Cindy, Trish, Dakota, Grace, and Kathy all insisted that I appear, too. We went on TV to answer questions and tell our stories. I thought both appearances went pretty well.
I found out that they didn't find any bodies at the scene of the fire. I guess the bad guys got away, probably with some severe headaches. One of the computer whiz-kids from the trip posted the pictures I took of the four guys all over the web, along with some pretty damning descriptions of their actions. They actually have their own web page. Two of them have been caught already. The government of Kokomo promised to clean up the corruption and make the island safer for tourists. We'll see about that.
The coolest thing that happened was with Kathy, the shy valedictorian. You might think that she would have been traumatized from the abduction and near rape. It turns out that the picture the kid took of her, Cindy, and me, after our escape came out really well. People Magazine had it for the cover of their next issue with the banner "Komotion in Kokomo!" You really had to see it to appreciate how incredible the picture was.
It showed me standing shirtless with a discolored eye and blood running down my left side. Under my left arm was Cindy. Her breasts were pressed against me just enough to cover her nipples and show the swell of her breasts from the side. Her left hand was resting just below my belt with her palm spread. My hand was resting on her bare ass cheek. Some of my blood was smeared on her breast and it looked erotic as hell. Cindy's face looked incredibly beautiful. Her tongue was lightly brushing her lip.
Under my right arm was Kathy. Her surprisingly full breasts were pressed against my right side, again just covering her nipples. Her hand was on my upper chest. Her hair was all over, almost like a lion's mane. Her face had a tantalizing, inscrutable look. This was the class valedictorian!
Kathy partnered with the boy that took the picture, and together they made a poster of it. It sold pretty well, too. She insisted that Cindy and I receive a share from the sales, even though Kathy traveled around signing the posters for admiring fans... mostly teen boys. She even made the rounds of all the talk shows. I heard she's been signed to appear in a movie next spring.
Speaking of movies, there are negotiations underway to make a TV movie out of our island adventure. I hope Brad Pitt is cast to play me, and that the movie is on HBO, and not Lifetime!
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I had been looking forward to the first day of rifle deer season much as I used to look forward to Christmas when I was a kid. It always falls on the first Monday after Thanksgiving in Pennsylvania and is a bit of a state holiday. Many schools close because a large number of students from junior high up, as well as many teachers, will be in Penn's Woods that Monday and not in the class room.
At the last minute a client from California pretty much insisted that I be available Monday to go over his account. I tried putting him off and even carefully felt him out about having a different company representative meet with him. The account meant a lot to the company, which in turn made it very important to me. For the first time since I was twelve, I spent the first day of deer season inside. I accepted that I would have to go to our hunting camp Monday evening, thus missing all the camaraderie we hunters enjoyed the day prior to hunting. That meant I would be behind in beer consumption and money lost at poker. With luck, I would be able to catch up on most of that lost time, beer, and money on Monday evening.
To that end, I packed my hunting gear into my pick-up truck, tossed a case of beer in the back and hit the road for the three hour trip to our hunting camp in Bradford County. My wife, Barb, had left a note telling me she was going to be out with a couple of her girl friends and wishing me luck on my hunting trip. I wasn't fooled. I knew most wives were more than happy to have us guys away from home for the first week of deer season. It was like a small vacation for them.
I was an hour away from home just as twilight turned to darkness. As I followed the twists and turns of Route 6, I saw the service van in front of me smack a beautiful buck and bounce it back to the side of the road. Even as I braked, I saw another deer, a doe, bounce off the side of the van to drop near the buck. I pulled onto the shoulder of the road and, using the headlights of my truck, I looked at the unfortunate animals. The buck had a beautiful eight point rack with a span of almost two feet. The doe was considerably smaller. Both were dead as last year's dandelions.
I made my decision immediately. I pulled my tags out of my hunting jacket and filled them both out and put them on the deer. Then I loaded them in my truck and turned and headed for home. I had to get them someplace where I could field dress them before their bodies became too cold. The process would only get more difficult and far more noxious, the longer I waited.
I stopped at a buddy's old barn about two miles from home and proceeded to turn on some outside lights. Then I field dressed both deer. As I worked on the buck, I admired his antlers. He was far and away the nicest buck I had ever tagged. It occurred to me that I had an excellent opportunity to win the big buck pool at my hunting club. I debated the moral issue that could arise over the fact that it was actually road kill and not taken during the hunt. I quickly dismissed any qualms that crept into my consciousness.
The rule was the biggest rack on a legally tagged buck. I qualified. Besides, I had never come close to winning the pool before. This was my time!
I decided to return the few miles to my house to clean up and change my clothes. No matter how many times I worked on deer, I couldn't do it without getting blood on my shirt and jeans. I tossed the deer into the truck and headed home. My tags were full and I suddenly had no reason to be in a hurry to get to camp. It would be too late for much beer drinking or card playing by the time I pulled into the camp.
At least I had secured my tags properly on the game animals, I thought as I pulled onto the dead end road that led to my house. I had seen a friend of mine fined big time because his tag had fallen off the deer. The local district justice refused to accept that the deer had been properly tagged and that fate had intervened to blow the tag off the animal.
The judge's name was Ray Parker and he took pride in being known around our town as the "hanging judge". He only handled petty legal stuff and law suits amounting to less than ten thousand dollars, but he was a pompous ass. Barb was on fairly friendly terms with the asshole's sister. Still, I knew better than to think that would do me any good if I found myself in front of the prick for some hunting or traffic violation.
It was after eleven when I pressed my remote to open my garage door. The house was totally dark, so I assumed that Barb was already in bed and probably asleep. I was surprised to see that I couldn't pull into my bay. There was a new Lincoln sitting in my spot! Barb's Jeep was in her usual place. As I walked around the Lincoln, I felt the hood and it was cool to the touch. The car had to have been parked there for some time. The keys were in the ignition.
I quietly entered my house. I stood still and listened. The house was dark and very quiet. With more than a small amount of dread, I climbed the stairs that led to the bedroom area. As I approached the master bedroom, I heard loud snoring. I had been sleeping with Barb for twenty-five years and she had never snored. My gut started knotting up.
I walked through the open doorway to the bedroom. There was enough moonlight to make out two human forms on my bed. Then I wondered why the hell I was sneaking around my own goddamn house! I reached over and flicked on the light and waited for the shit-storm that would follow. Neither person even flinched. Barb was sleeping naked with her hand on a man's prick. He had a round beer belly and a lot of hair on his stomach and chest. I reached down and pulled the pillow off his face.
It was the fucking hanging judge himself! Ray Parker was sleeping in my bed with my wife's left tit in his soft little hand! It's funny what goes through a man's mind at times like this. I found myself outraged that my wife had welcomed such a miserable asshole into her bed. Shit, she and I both knew a lot of guys that I would have preferred to have ripping off a piece of her ass from time to time!
Then I saw the empty wine bottles on the nightstand. Small wonder turning the bedroom light on had bothered them not at all. They must have drunk and fucked themselves into a stupor!
I went downstairs to get my deer rifle. The next time that fucker woke up, he'd be dead! As I dug around my truck for my rifle and shells, I started thinking about my situation. The husband is always the primary suspect. Hell, if someone else shot the prick, I would probably still be convicted for the murder, simply because I had such strong motive. I needed to be smarter than that.
Then I noticed the antlers protruding above the side of my truck. I sure as hell didn't want to go to jail before I showed the other guys my buck, and won the pool. Parker wasn't worth missing that once in a lifetime pleasure. Barb and I hadn't been getting along very well lately, anyway. Why allow the bitch to ruin my life? I quickly hatched plan B and proceeded to carry it out.
I removed my tag from the doe that was in my truck and carefully placed it in the large trunk of the Lincoln. Then I dug out the old sawed-off double barrel 12 gauge shotgun I had bought from an old drunk a few weeks before he died, almost twenty years ago. I never told anyone I even had it. It was an extremely lethal and illegal weapon. I wiped it down with an old rag, so there were no finger prints on it and placed it in the trunk with the deer. I even found a relatively new pillow and tossed it into the trunk, after I ripped off that damn tag that warned that it was a federal crime to remove the fucking thing.
Then I went into the house and filled a tea pot with very hot tap water. I dug out our turkey baster and returned to the doe in the trunk of the Lincoln. I poured some of the hot water into the cavity of the deer and allowed it to sit there for a minute or so. Then I used the turkey baster to suck a fair amount of the bloody water from the corpse and squeezed it into a bowl. Then I refilled the baster from the deer body. I had already parked my truck around the side of the house.
I dug out my son's hockey mask and put it on and went back up to my rather noisy bedroom. When Barb drank, she was almost impossible to wake up. My plan would work better if she remained asleep, but I was ready to wing it if it became necessary.
I removed Parker's clothes from the chair in the bedroom and hid them in a closet. I noticed his cell phone was still on his belt. Then I placed the bowl and turkey baster on the nightstand.
I climbed onto the bed with a knee on either side of Barb. Achieving this position caused me to jostle Parker slightly, but he kept snoring. I pulled the buck's heart out of the baggy in which I had placed it when I dressed the deer. Sometimes the guys at the camp like to pickle them and have them with beer and crackers. I had never developed a taste for that particular organ.
I opened the leather snap that held my hunting knife in place and unsheathed my blade. Then I poured the blood from the bowl on the sheets and on Barb's tits. It's amazing how little blood it takes to make it look like a crime scene. Barb reached up and sort of rubbed her left tit a little as the liquid quickly dried. Then dropped her hand back down to her side.
I emptied the bowl and placed it back on the table and picked up the turkey baster. I pointed it at Parker's face and moved it to about four inches from his snoring mouth. While holding the heart in one hand, I squeezed really hard and squirted the bloody water all over Parker, with some of it entering his mouth and forcing him to choke. I quickly put the baster down and picked the knife up and began running the point over the heart in my left hand.
I watched Parker out of the corner of my eye as I cackled like the wicked witch of the North. He sputtered and suddenly sat bolt upright. He looked at the heart in my hand and then at Barb's bloody chest as he coughed up and spit out the blood he had ingested. He let out a gasp. Then I swung my mask covered face to look at him.
That was all it took! He was out of the bed and down the hall like a rocket, I had all I could do to reach the garage as he was opening the door to his car, stark naked.
"You're next, Mother Fucker!" I yelled as he slammed the door and peeled out my garage door.
I went back up stairs and placed Parker's clothes back on the chair. I did remove his cell phone and dropped it into my pocket. I took the time to dig Barb's phone from her pocketbook and slid that into my pocket as well. Then I took the bowl and the baster down and put them in the dish washer with the rest of the dirty dishes. I turned the dish washer on and went out to my truck, after turning off all lights and closing the garage door.
I was only a few miles down the road when I noticed a big Lincoln sitting along the shoulder. It occurred to me that there must be some truth in the old theory that a pound or two of sugar in an automobile's gas tank would have disastrous results. Half a mile beyond the disabled car, I spotted what appeared to be a naked man trotting down the highway. As I got closer, he turned and sprinted over the bank and out of sight.
What sort of sick, crazy bastard would be running around naked in late November in northern Pennsylvania? I clearly saw my duty. I picked up Parker's cell phone and dialed 911 and reported the disturbing sight I had just witnessed. I neglected to leave my name. They would have to rely on caller ID to determine just who made that call.
Less than an hour later, I drove by the location where I had seen the two deer killed earlier that evening. I picked up Parker's cell phone and dialed my home number.
The call went to the answering machine the first time I called. I hung up and rang my number again. Barb picked up on the fourth ring this time.
"Hello? Is something wrong," asked Barb with a normal amount of concern when you get a call in the small hours of the morning.
"Turn on the light and look at what's left of lover-boy!" I hissed into the phone.
I waited about ten seconds and then I heard a primal scream. Barb must have seen the blood and found the heart next to her in bed. At least, that was the only thing I could thing of that would upset her so badly.
"You crazy bastard!" yelled Barb into the phone. "You killed Ray! You'll never get away with this! I'm calling the cops."
The phone went dead in my ear. A grin washed over my face as I thought about the story Barb would be telling the police at that very moment. I pulled into the hunting camp around four AM. I hung my buck on the pole we had for that very purpose. I noticed a couple smaller bucks already hanging and chuckled to myself as I wandered into the cabin.
Old Dan McGraw was already making breakfast as I entered. He was hired to cook for the group. Then he could go hunting until the next meal was due. He slid a plate of bacon, eggs, and hash browns in front of me and I dug in.
Tom Burton climbed out of his bed and stepped outside to check the weather. He was gone a minute or so and then burst back through the door.
"Where the hell did you get that buck, Dave?" he demanded. "That's the biggest one I've ever seen."
That question caused a mass migration out the front door. Few things give more hope to a hunter than seeing a beautiful buck taken by someone. It renews their hope and fires their imagination. I explained how I had stopped at a friend's around dusk the previous day. I had gone out into the thickest stand of brush and mountain laurel I could find and jumped the big boy. Then as he ran full speed through the dense growth, I had pulled down on him and fired once. The rest was history.
As the other guys pulled on their warm clothes and put on their insulated boots, I undressed and climbed between the sheets in my bunk and fell into a deep sleep. A few hours later, something caused me to awaken. I opened one eye. There in front of me, was a head with a state police hat on top of it.
"Mr. Reed? I truly hate to interrupt your hunting, but I have a few questions for you," he stated calmly, but with no effort to conceal his sarcasm.
I looked at him for a few seconds and then sat up and itched all the places a man has to scratch when he first wakes up. Then I pulled my pants and shirt on and headed for the coffee pot.
"That's a nice buck out there with your tag on it," he began. "Where and when did you get him?"
"On a friend's property. The time is on the tag," I responded slowly. "Are state troopers doing game commission work now?"
"Let's cut to the chase, Mr. Reed. The police in Springville received a call from your wife this morning. She stated that you had killed her lover, who happened to be District Justice Ray Parker. She said you cut out his heart and left it next to her on your bed."
"To compound the situation, Parker's car was found abandoned about a mile from your house. A search of the automobile revealed a dead deer and a sawed-off shotgun in his trunk. There was also a pillow there with the tag removed," added the trooper as an afterthought.
"Ray Parker's body has not been found, yet. It's only a matter of time, Mr. Reed. Why don't you make this easy and tell us where you put Parker's body?" insisted the trooper.
"Wow! You guys are good," I chuckled. "Skip all the CSI bullshit and get some dumb asshole to confess to a murder when you don't even have a body, a motive, or a weapon."
The trooper held up my hunting knife, which was in a plastic bag, and waved it at me as he spoke, "I think I have the murder weapon right here, Mr. Reed. Jealousy is the oldest motive there is. Not many men are very happy when they learn their wife is a round-heeled slut. All we need is Parker's body and we'll have all we need to send you to prison for a long time."
"I'm more than a little disappointed in the various law enforcement agencies dealing with this situation," I chuckled to the surprised trooper. "You make a flawed conclusion and then try to prove that it happened. Then you try to get a confession about what really didn't happen, rather than finding out what actually happened and following the clues to wherever they lead."
"The last I saw of Ray Parker, he was running out through the woods naked. I'm not sure why. It could be that my ritual of thanking the hunting gods for granting me a trophy buck made him a bit queasy. That and seeing me in the very room in which he was sleeping with my slut wife might have sparked some sort of irrational, guilt driven fear, which in turn caused him to run naked out of the room," I surmised.
"If Parker is still alive, why was there a heart in your bed," quizzed the cop.
"As I stated, I have a ritual I go through when I am blessed with the taking of a large buck. I kneel in my bed and hold the deer's heart up in thanks. Then I place the heart in my place in bed as a sign of appreciation and respect for the hunting gods," I added with reverence.
The trooper's walkie-talkie phone thing made a ringing noise at that moment. He stepped outside and spoke in hushed tones for a few minutes. Then he came back inside.
"Ray Parker was found a half hour ago, wandering naked through the woods. A couple of hunters found him and pointed him toward the road. I guess once they realized who he was, they refused to give him any clothes or guide him out of the woods. They told him they were there to hunt, not to pack fudge," grinned the trooper.
I thanked the officer as he returned my knife. He asked me to stop in at the local police station and give a statement. I promised him that I would as soon as I finished my week's hunting. I crawled back into my bunk.
Friday afternoon I stopped at police headquarters. They were some pissed that I waited that long to make my statement, but that was no skin off my ass. It seems that Ray Parker accused me of making him believe that I had cut Barb's heart out. He further asserted that I had planted the deer and shotgun in his trunk and I had even gone so far as to ruin his Lincoln.
"I have the right to practice worshipping the gods of the hunt in my home," I told the cop asking me questions. "If he isn't comfortable with my rituals, he really should stay the fuck out of my bed. Then he wouldn't come into contact with them. As far as the deer and the illegal gun are concerned, I've sat in his courtroom and heard him tell people that they were caught red-handed, and that anyone would lie to avoid taking responsibilities for their actions. It's time this dumb shit stepped to the plate and took his medicine like a man. I know nothing about any deer, gun, or his fucking ruined car. He has hundreds of enemies. Didn't the trooper tell me that he had a pillow with the tag removed, too? That's a federal crime. Check into it."
Friday night found me sleeping in my own bed at home. I felt the bed stir and woke up to find Barb sitting on the edge of the bed near me. She hadn't been around when I had gone to bed.
"I guess you know that I called our kids and told them to lock their doors? I told them you had gone berserk and killed my lover and they had to call the police if you showed up at their door," began Barb.
"I did hear something about that, now that you mention it," I admitted slowly.
"Perhaps you've even heard the rumor that I called the police and told them that you had cut Ray's heart out and left it lying in our bed," continued Barb as I nodded in agreement.
"I guess you heard that Ray is being charged with some sort of firearms law violation and has been ticketed for transporting an illegal deer, and for hunting without a license," continued Barb. "The assistant DA even tried to get him for removing the tag from a pillow, but I guess that's legal once the pillow has been sold."



"No shit?" I responded in surprise. "You can remove those tags once you pay for the pillow? I guess the same would be true for mattresses, too? I never knew that."
"That seems obvious, Dave. That was a new pillow and now it's all bloody and nasty, along with all the linens and pillows that were on this bed. You didn't have to try that ploy. Ray's ass was in enough trouble with the other stuff he's accused of doing. I'm surprised he didn't have crack and prescription pills in his trunk, knowing your temper."
"I have no idea what you're talking about, Barb. That Parker is one bad-ass dude. I never would have guessed he was into so much illegal shit. Then I never guessed he was banging my slut wife, so what do I know?" I replied.
"You won't be happy with that slut next to you for very long, Dave," complained Barb. "She's been married a couple times and wasn't able to keep her legs closed. She'll be spreading them for someone else the first time you turn your back."
"Well, Barb, I've come to accept that to be true for many women. The difference is, I don't expect any better from Doris. She's a slut, but she's a great fuck. Look at these tits!" I exclaimed as I pulled back the sheet covering the sleeping woman. "I told you a long time ago that if I ever caught you cheating on me, I'd be in your cousin's pants in a heartbeat. You were warned, so don't whine. It doesn't become you, Barb."
"You got me back good, Dave," admitted Barb. "Ray Parker was the only man I ever cheated on you with, and that was only a couple times. By the time Doris steps out on you, we'll be even, don't you think, Dave? I'll sleep in the guest room until then."
"I was staying with Susan, but she, my only daughter, made it pretty plain that she thought I was a horrible slut. I never should have called our kids to tell them to lock their doors. They never would have known about my stupidity with Ray," mused Barb. "You never would have told them, would you, Dave? You always had a thing about never bad-mouthing me to our kids. You got me to do it myself. I have lost the respect of my husband and my children, all over some pompous asshole. What are you going to do now, Dave?"
"Wait for you to leave the room, then wake up your slut cousin and fuck her ass off," I responded with a grin.
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At first, I thought my trip was a disaster. I had driven three and a half hours for a series of meetings in Center City, Philadelphia. I had a room booked and was planning on spending three days in conference and two nights in the hotel. The first meeting was Monday morning. When I came back from lunch, I learned that my schedule had been cleared.
It seemed the manufacturing complex of Sterling Enterprises was on fire. Not knowing how much damage they would suffer, or even if they would be in business after the blaze, Sterling representatives cancelled any further discussions. I was suddenly freed from any obligations. Once I got over the disappointment of driving so far for nothing, I decided to make the best of it.
My in-laws had a beautiful cabin in the Poconos on a remote lake an hour from my home. It was, more or less, on my way home, so I decided to stop in, stay overnight, and spend Tuesday fishing. My wife and I had a standing invitation to use the cabin like it was our own. To that end, I determined it would be simpler to neglect to inform my work, or my wife, that my meetings had gone up in flames. It would give me a quiet day on the lake, and I really felt I could use it.
I had been working for Simpson Tools for 25 years. I had started out at the very bottom after I had graduated from high school and had worked my way to a good paying sales position. I had been given that position four years ago. To my consternation, I had stagnated there. Newer, younger employees had passed me on the climb up the corporate ladder. I knew the reasons. The first one was because I was very good at my job, so management was reluctant to move me. They had never had a salesman able to secure so many large orders before I took the position.
The second thing against me was that I wasn't an engineer, or even a BA. The company obviously felt that college degrees were necessary for advancement. Since I had started with Simpson right out of high school, I never went to college. It wasn't that I was stupid or anything, though sometimes I wondered. I just hadn't been interested in any further schooling back then. Two years after leaving high school, I married Olivia. Within three years of marriage, we had two children and I knew I had to keep my nose to the grindstone. In my family, and in my area, a man supported his family the best way he could. So I did my best.
Now, 25 years later, I had one kid out of college and one in her last year. They were doing well. When the kids first left for college, my wife, Olivia, found employment in the office of a new car dealership. Our income was now enough that we were able to put some money away for our retirement and enjoy an occasional vacation. On the surface, it would seem that things were going well.
The problem was that I was not happy with my position at work. That seemed to make everything else in my life less enjoyable. I wasn't sure if I was simply burned out, or if being passed over for promotions was the root of my discontent. Possibly it was a combination of the two. A day floating on the lake would help relieve the stress.
By the time I repacked my bag and checked out of the hotel, it was after two. Then I was stuck behind an accident on the Schuylkill (Sure-kill) Expressway for a couple hours. I stopped in Allentown to eat a light dinner. By the time I drove up the wooded private lane to the in-laws' cabin, the sun was setting.
Long before I reached the cabin, I saw a new SUV sitting in the parking area. I swung my car into an old logging road that I had walked many times in the past. I followed it to a thick stand of blue spruce, effectively concealing my car from the cabin and the driveway to it. I had decided to quietly approach the cabin to determine if my wife's family had given friends permission to use it, or if someone was trespassing. They had suffered a couple break-ins over the years, so I was cautious.
I walked to the cabin from the north side. There was only one window on that side and it was in a small bedroom. It was unlikely anyone would be looking out into the darkening forest, so I was reasonably certain I could approach the building unnoticed. I kept close to the wall and worked my way around to the west side. There were several windows at eye level on that end of the cabin. One opened to the master bedroom and the other two windows were meant to bathe the large family room and stone fireplace with afternoon sun. Although it was a warm evening and the windows were opened halfway, I immediately noticed a small fire had been started in the fireplace.
Sitting in front of the fire were two naked people. I recognized the man as Bill Hesser. His father was the owner of the dealership at which my wife was employed. Next to him on the big throw rug was my loving wife, Olivia. She was sipping wine and stirring the fire to life with a poker. Her left breast was in Hesser's grasp. He held one of my father-in-law's imported beers in his other hand.
Olivia's father really got pissed when anyone used his private stock! I couldn't remember how many times he told me and my brothers-in law to drink the damn Budweiser and leave his beer alone. None of us had dared drink one of his beers in the last five years. He was that anal about sharing it.
Then there was the matter of me sharing my wife. I never indicated I was into the kind of shit. Olivia and Hesser were not going to gain any points with Olivia's father, or with me!
I suddenly felt exhausted and lonely. I had to consider how I should react to this betrayal by my wife. The game had changed instantly. The rules I had lived and played by were no longer in effect. What was real, what was fact, and who could I trust? Was I a laughing stock, a joke, to everyone at my wife's work, to her family? Who knew I was a cuckold? Was my marriage over? Had it been over for some time and I just didn't realize it? Did Olivia love the guy? Would she divorce me for him? Would that be such a bad thing?
I had to fight to keep my dinner down as I listened to the conversation between the two lovers. Their words seemed to sear into my brain.
"I can't wait to fuck you on that big bed, Olivia. I should be able to last a long time after that wonderful blow job you just gave me. I love the thought of waking up in the morning with you lying next to me. I'd like it to happen every morning," he added with a seductive smile.
"Bill, you know that isn't possible," corrected Olivia. "We're both married to wonderful people. We both have children and family we love. This is just a little adventure. Neither of us wants to hurt our spouses. They deserve better than that."
"To tell the truth, Olivia, my wife deserves better than me sneaking up here to spend the night in bed with you, yet it didn't stop me, or you," added Hesser. "You may be right that we don't want divorces, but we're certainly taking a chance on hurting them. Very few men are pleased to have their wife lie to them, or to fuck other men. Do you think Jack would just accept it?"
"Not "other men", Bill. You're the only man I have ever slept with, other than Jack. Don't make me out to be worse than I am," protested Olivia. "Would Jack accept it? I know he wouldn't actually accept it, but I think he could forgive me. We've been together forever. He loves me unconditionally. I'm sure of that."
"Olivia, is there really that much difference between cheating with one person and cheating with several?" asked Hesser. "If my wife told me she only had slept with one other guy since marrying me, I doubt I would feel relief that it wasn't more. Splitting hairs about the degree or extent of your infidelity isn't an argument I would recommend."
"Jack is in Philadelphia for a couple days, so this is a moot discussion. He will not know that I have a lover. He will never find out. This affair will run out of steam shortly and I'll never do it again," promised Olivia.
"I promised myself the same thing when I first strayed. That was five years and three lovers ago," revealed Hesser. "The truth is that every time I got away with it, I felt more and more invincible. You may drop me in a few months, but you'll be looking for the next hard cock to play with on the side. This is addictive, Olivia."
"Maybe for you, Bill, but not for me," countered my wife. "While this has been exciting the past several weeks, it's also been extremely nerve racking. I have felt guilty whenever I'm with Jack, or even when I speak to my kids. That bad feeling is beginning to outweigh the excitement I enjoy when I'm with you."
"Then I'd better get you into that king size bed and screw your brains out before you change your mind!" laughed Hesser as he scooped up my wife and carried her into the master bedroom.
I decided I had seen and heard enough. I felt no desire to go to the next window and watch my wife make love, or more accurately, fuck Bill Hesser. I felt depression sweep over me. How had I come to such a low point? Why did my wife have so little respect for me? Did I even want to continue my life? It was all fucked up and I saw little chance of transforming it into something even tolerable.
I turned to go back to my car. Then I got mad. Why had it taken so long for me to get angry? Had I become a man devoid of emotions? If I had troubled getting angry when I found a man fucking my wife, there was something wrong with me. I decided to explore my emotional state when I had the opportunity. At the moment, I had more pressing concerns.
I walked to the left side of the deck and reached under the apron. I found a nail and slid the key off that was suspended on it. Then I went up on the porch and opened the front door. The cabin was fairly large and I knew from experience that people sleeping, or fucking, in the master bedroom would never hear anyone enter the structure.
After the last break-in, Olivia's father, Hank, had installed a security system. Olivia had obviously turned it off. Her dad had spent more than a few minutes explaining it's workings to me. He could have gotten one that made all sorts of noises in an attempt to scare the intruders off. He opted for a silent alarm that went directly to the local township police department.
"This is in the middle of nowhere," he had proclaimed. "What kind of chicken shit would worry about a recording telling them to leave immediately? Besides, I want to catch their asses, not scare them away. This will alert the local cops and they'll respond within 15 minutes, as well as call me and Sam. We'll be here right behind the cops and we'll be fucking loaded for bear!"
'Wow, I guess I'd better not come here without you," I worried. "You'll have me arrested or shoot my ass before I know what's happening."
"Don't worry about that, Jack," laughed Hank. "They will call the cabin first and see if you answer the phone and use the code. All you have to do is say "the fish aren't biting" and identify yourself and you'll be okay."
I thought about that conversation as I tip-toed into the family room and disconnected the phone. Then I did the same with the kitchen phone. There were no other phones in the cabin. Next, I set the alarm.
For some reason, I forgot to close the door when I left. I returned the key to its hiding place. Then I hustled back to my car and sped down the lane to the paved road. I was a mile away from the lane when I met a police cruiser headed in the other direction. I pulled between a couple cars in the parking lot of a bar and watched the highway.
About three minutes later, I recognized Hank's Explorer speeding up the road. I couldn't tell if anyone was in the vehicle with him. I knew that Olivia's brother, Sam, lived in the other direction, so it was unlikely I would meet him on the road. I pulled out of the parking lot and began the hour drive to a place I had once considered my home. As I drove, I wondered if it would remain my home very much longer.
I was awakened by sounds in the kitchen and realized that Olivia must have come home. A glance at the alarm clock told me it was just after three AM. It must have been an interesting few hours for her. I chuckled without mirth at the thought. Then I fell back asleep as I wondered if I would ever know exactly how events unfolded in the cabin after I left.
I woke up early and looked over at Olivia. She was asleep. Was it my imagination or were her cheeks streaked with dried tears? I shrugged and quietly dressed and left the house. It was still early, so I stopped at a small diner and had a good breakfast. Feeling as ready as I ever would, I drove to work.
Ralph Simpson didn't look very happy when his secretary ushered me into his office. By contrast, I felt quite relaxed.
"What's this shit about you retiring, Jack?" demanded Ralph before I could even take my seat. "If you want a goddamn raise, why don't you just ask? I don't appreciate being threatened by my employees!"
Where the hell was this coming from? How could my retirement be construed as a threat of any kind? I was now curious.
"Ralph, your own father retired a few years ago. You didn't give him holy hell for it, did you?" I asked. "What the fuck is the problem with me wanting to spend my old age someplace besides that shit hole you have me stuck in?"
I could see the surprise in Simpson's eyes as I spoke. I had always been the model employee. He had expected me to cower and stutter in his presence. Instead, I had out cursed and out-bitched him. This was something new and he was watching me closely.
"My father was 75 years-old, Jack! You're what? Almost 44? You won't be able to collect a pension for years. You can't retire at your age!" he almost shouted back at me.
"That isn't your decision, Ralph. I have just over 25 years in here and I qualify for a pension when I hit 55. I have two weeks vacation stored up. I'm giving you my two week notice and using my vacation time to cover it. It's done all the time around here. As I recall, your dad drew for six months after he left here. I don't think there's much else to discuss," I finished.
"Is it the office, Jack?" asked Ralph. "I've been thinking about moving Benson to the third floor and giving you his corner office, along with a nice raise."
I knew he had planned no such move and was pulling the idea out of his ass. I suddenly realized Ralph Simpson appreciated my work more than he had ever indicated, particularly in my pay check. It's funny how easy it is to negotiate when you just don't give a shit about the outcome. Once you have no fear of losing, it's amazingly simple.
"I'll tell you what, Ralph. I'm taking two weeks vacation starting this afternoon. I'll come back at the end of that time to listen to any offers you may want to make. I'm not promising that I'll accept, but I'll listen and consider what you have to offer me. I won't counter or negotiate. I'll either accept your offer, or retire from this company. That's fair, isn't it?" I asked.
"I feel like I'm being blackmailed, Jack. I'd prefer to settle this right now. You know that the company considers you one of our most experienced people," schmoozed Simpson. "We don't want to lose you."
"Keep that in mind when you formulate the offer, Ralph," I suggested with a smile as I stood and walked out the door.
I stopped at the bank next and spent half an hour moving some money around. I wasn't sure where things were headed, but I didn't want to be stupid about everything and wind up with nothing. Next I went home and backed my bag. I wrote a brief note and placed it on the kitchen table. Then I took my cell phone and placed it on top of the note. That would make it obvious to Olivia that she wouldn't be able to call me.
I once again found myself at the cabin on the lake. This time, however, it was unoccupied. I carried my bag in and put it in the guest bedroom. Then I went back out and carried in my supplies, which consisted of three cases of beer. I stuffed as many as I could in the refrigerator, filled up a cooler, climbed into the aluminum rowboat, and went fishing.
I was surprised at how well I was doing. I had to return to the cabin in a couple hours for more beer. It looked like I was finally going to reach my limit! I had yet to catch a fish, however. Around dusk, the gnats started bothering me, and I was having difficulty casting, so I headed for shore. My somewhat fuzzy thinking brought me to the wrong side of the lake. I realized I was more fucked up than was safe on the water.
I pulled along side a dock and crawled out of my boat. There were several cabins on this side of the lake, along with docks. I managed to secure my boat. Then I covered my face with my jacket to keep the bugs away. I stretched out on the dock and fell asleep.
"You're trespassing on private property!" droned a voice. "You can't stay here. I'll call the police if you don't move!"
That was all I needed! I slowly sat up, pulled the jacket off my face, and looked around. It was now dark. I had picked a pretty nice place to pass out. The dock extended in various levels all the way to the cabin and became part of the deck. There were lights glowing all along the way to what I realized could not be considered a cabin by any stretch of the imagination. It must have been over three thousand square feet and the front was almost all glass. The inside was lit up and looked rustic, yet modern, if that makes sense. A blonde woman was standing near me, as I struggled into a sitting position. She looked vaguely familiar.
"No need to get your panties bunched up," I replied with only a slight slur. "I had a beer or two more than my limit and I thought I'd relax here until my head cleared. I'll get in my boat and leave right now."
"No!" the blonde almost yelled. "I'm sorry if I raised my voice, but I will not let you get in your boat in your present state. I've seen you around the lake. You're related to Olivia Reynolds, aren't you?"
"I guess I am, at least for the moment," I replied slowly as I mulled over the fact that she called Olivia by her maiden name. "You don't have to worry about me. I can make it across the lake. It looks like I have just enough beer left, if I row fast."
As I spoke I nodded toward the six cans of beer sitting in my open cooler. Then I noticed all the empties scattered around the boat. I would make a fortune recycling!
The blonde woman chuckled a little as she took me by the arm and led me up to her mini mansion. In a little while I was sitting in her kitchen, drinking coffee and eating a delicious steak. I began to feel better immediately.
When the blonde told me her name, I recognized it from the stories my wife and in-laws had about the various people on the lake. Janet Hone had gone to school with Olivia and was now a widow in her early forties. Her husband had been very successful on Wall Street, but the stress had taken its toll and he died of a massive heart attack in his sleep at the age of 45.
Janet had moved to the family vacation home for good. She sold their brownstone and had settled into the lakefront home a few years prior. I had seen her a few times over the years while I was fishing. She cruised past me in her rather large motor boat a few times over the years.
I never realized what an attractive woman she was. She had her hair in a pony tail and she wore a light shirt, unbuttoned almost all the way down with a low cut, frilly looking thing under it. I could see the swell of her breasts and they looked perfect. She seemed like a regular, if exceptionally good looking, woman and not some rich bitch.
"I can't thank you enough, Janet. You have been far too good to me, especially under the circumstances. I will repay this kindness first chance I get," I promised as I slowly stood. "I'll be on my way now."
I took a somewhat unsteady step as I spoke. That was all it took. Janet was quickly at my side, supporting me with her hands.



"Jack, let me drive you around the lake to your place. Its pitch black outside. And it's quite late. I would never forgive myself if something happened to you."
I was sober enough to realize that it wouldn't be a good idea to try to navigate across the lake under the circumstances, so I took Janet up on her offer.
It was after eleven when Janet helped me through the door of the cabin and guided me toward the sofa in front of the large fireplace. I was pretty well able to make it on my own, but she seemed to feel better leading me around and getting me settled. As I approached the sofa, I turned to thank Janet. This brought me very close to her. Our faces were only inches apart as I tried to articulate my appreciation. For some reason, I couldn't find any words. We stood like that in what the novels would describe as a pregnant pause.
That was when we heard someone clearing their throat. We both swung our heads as one to see a woman standing just inside the bathroom doorway. It was Olivia! Janet stepped back a little and gasped.
"Olivia! Jack told me he was here alone," Janet explained, perhaps a tad too quickly. "I just gave him a ride home."
"I came up on a whim, Janet. Jack had no idea I was here, and I had no idea where he was. He left a note telling me he was going fishing, so I guessed he would be here. I was becoming quite worried. His car is parked outside and the boat is gone. I thought he was on the lake and it's pretty late to be fishing. How did he wind up with you?" asked Olivia bluntly.
"It was getting dark and he was fishing by my house, so I invited him in for a late dinner, just to be neighborly," replied Janet with a straight face.
I admired what Janet was trying to do for me. She had made the snap decision that she shouldn't tell Olivia that I was drunk and sleeping on her dock. She glossed over that part of the story. She didn't know that I didn't give a shit what Olivia thought.
"Thanks, Janet. I appreciate that you skipped the more embarrassing part of the story," I told her honestly. "The truth is, Olivia, that I had a few beers too many and Janet found me sleeping on her dock. She could tell I was too wasted to come back in the boat, so she fed me, sobered me up some, and brought me home. I'll pick up the boat tomorrow."
Olivia seemed to mull my story over, watching me for any of the little tips I give when I lie. Apparently my story had the ring of truth.
"Jack, what are you doing drinking so much while you're on the lake?" she demanded. "You probably weren't wearing a lifejacket, either, if I know you. Are you trying to make me a widow?"
I saw Janet jerk at that question. Being a widow, that comment of Olivia's had struck a nerve. Olivia must have noticed it, too.
"I'm sorry, Janet!" she apologized. "That was thoughtless of me. Let me make some coffee and we can visit for awhile. I haven't seen much of you lately. Please tell me you aren't upset by my insensitive remark."
As she spoke, Olivia led Janet toward the kitchen. I heard Janet respond, but had no idea what she said. I saw an opportunity, so I headed for the second bedroom, stripped, and climbed between the sheets.
Sometime later, I felt Olivia slide into bed beside me. I was mildly surprised since she normally would have insisted on using the master bedroom with the bigger bed. That was as far as my thoughts traveled before I fell back asleep. As usual when I drink too much, I slept soundly for a couple hours. After that, I could only manage short intervals of sleep. I was up with the sun, and with a big head. I failed in my first attempt to drown out the cotton mouth I had acquired.
Knowing I would not be able to sleep any more, I left Olivia in bed, dressed and began the trek around the lake in search of my fishing vessel. Even taking shortcuts through the woods, it took me almost an hour to reach Janet's place. Not wanting to bother her, I walked around her house, went down to the dock and climbed into my boat.
An hour later, I was actually pulling in a few bass. There were six cans of beer left in my cooler, so I decided to have one for breakfast. It went down so well that, like Johnnie Cash, I decided to have another for dessert. By 10:30 that morning, I had six bass and was out of beer, so I headed to shore to replenish my supply.
For some reason, I dropped a can as I was transferring it from the refrigerator to my cooler. It hit the corner of the table on the way down and began spraying foam all over as it circled the kitchen floor. I couldn't help but break out in laughter at the sight.
"Jack! What is wrong with you?" barked Olivia as she swept past me and clamped her hand over the source of the foam. She held the can over the sink and popped the top to drain the remainder in the sink.
I returned back to my chore of refilling my cooler. Olivia was having none of it.
"Damn it, Jack! You've had enough to drink. It's not even noon and you're three sheets to the wind," snarled Olivia. "I'm going to go shopping for some food since all you seemed to have brought with you is beer. While I'm gone, you clean this mess up and stop drinking! Be sure you get everything off the cabinets and floor."
I stepped back from the refrigerator, opened the beer in my hand and took a long pull. Then I scooped up the cooler and headed for the dock and my water chariot. Once Olivia determined my intention, she rushed past me to stand in front of the boat with her arms crossed.
Catching her completely by surprise, I had no problem giving her a little shove into the lake. It was early June, but the water in that mountain lake was still pretty cold. Hell, people had been ice fishing on it a couple months ago!
Olivia sputtered and cursed when her head broke back above the surface. The only thing I can compare it to is Sea World. As I placed my cooler in the boat and then tried to step into it, Olivia seemed to rise way out of the water and grab my shirt. It reminded me for all the world of Orca leaping out of the tank. On her way back down, she managed to drag me with her. That was when I fully understood how cold the water was. My balls bunched up in my abdomen. I sobered up immediately.
My shirt had ripped in Olivia's grasp. Half of it was still in her hand and the other half was draped across my shoulders. I reached over and grabbed a hand full of her blouse and gave it a hard yank. She wasn't as lucky as I had been. The entire garment wound up in my hand. Olivia wasn't wearing a bra and her nipples looked hard as pebbles.
I laughed and turned to climb up the ladder at the end of the dock with the blouse still in my left hand. I was just about to step onto the dock when Olivia managed to gain a grip on the waist of my pants. I felt the button in front give and my pants began traveling south. I thought I would still make it onto the dock, but she was relentless. My pants were bunched around my ankles and I couldn't raise my foot to make the last step.
I never realized how strong Olivia was. Even as I struggled to get onto the dock, she gave a mighty pull and back I went into the water. I couldn't even swim because my pants had my ankles bound together and she was still holding them. I squirmed like crazy and managed to free myself from them.
When I surfaced, I immediately saw Olivia climbing the ladder with my pants in her hand. She was laughing like a maniac. I lunged for her and grabbed her shorts and pulled her back off the ladder. In a matter of seconds, I had turned the tables on her. She was now the one thrashing to free her self from clothing that had slid down her body to bunch around her feet.
I was once again laughing as she surfaced. I had not only removed her shorts, but her panties as well. I tossed them into my boat and headed for the ladder again. Olivia and I reached the ladder at the same time. I could see that she had cooled off, literally and figuratively. I motioned for her to precede me up the ladder. As she started up, I notice my boxers floating by. She must have pulled them off with my pants.
Once her bare ass cleared the water, I grabbed her waist and began spanking her bare bottom as the top of her torso leaned over the dock. Unable to go ahead and unwilling to return to the cold water, Olivia remained motionless with moans escaping her lips.
I released her waist and slid my hand up to Olivia's tits. Her nipples felt as hard as they looked. I began pinching them with one hand as I slapped her ass with the other. After about a minute of warming her ass with my palm, I noticed my cock had defied the temperature of the water and was rock hard. I stepped on the rung below Olivia's feet. Now my throbbing cock was even with her quivering ass. With one hand holding the ladder, I used the other to guide my cock into Olivia's steaming pussy.
I couldn't determine which emotion had more control of me at the moment, lust or anger. I was pissed at Olivia like never before, but I couldn't deny the tremendous desire I had to fuck her. Perhaps I was attempting to reassert myself as the alpha male in her life. Maybe it was a good-bye fuck. All I knew for sure was that I had a raging erection and I wanted it inside my naked wife.
I was stunned when Olivia had an orgasm on my first stroke. For a woman almost blue from the cold water, her center was incredibly hot. When my stomach made contact with her ass, I could feel the heat radiating from the spanking I had administered. I only managed a few strokes more before I felt my balls drop back into my scrotum and begin to boil.
As fast as it began, it was over. I fell out of Olivia and she scampered up the ladder and trotted toward the cabin. I admired the jiggle of her ass while I pulled my body onto the dock. Suddenly worried about being seen, I looked around and could see no one, at lease until I looked toward the water. I saw a small boat drifting less than a hundred yards out. It contained a couple with fishing poles in their hands. Had they seen Olivia and me? If so, how much did they witness? As I looked at them, they both waved to me! I could hear their laughter as I quickly turned and walked rapidly to the cabin.
I heard the shower running, so I opened the door and stepped in. How the hell can women stand in scalding hot water? I reached over and adjusted the temperature slightly. Olivia watched me but remained silent. I began soaping her back and then gently ran the soap over her still pink ass. As I rubbed her ass, I once again reached around her to heft her breasts in my hands. Her nipples had softened but under my ministrations, they soon began to harden again.
My balls had dropped lower and my cock began to swell again. I wondered when was the last time I went for a second piece so soon after the first even as I slid my hand down to Olivia's stomach. I used the hand I had been petting her ass with to push her upper body forward as I pulled her bottom close to me. Once again, my cock was greeted by a very hot, wet tunnel. It slid in and was fully seated immediately.
Olivia held on to the faucets as I slowly worked my cock in and out of her clenching pussy. I moved my hands around to grab a tit in each hand and began to roll her nipples between my fingers. Soon I felt spasms from deep inside Olivia. I released her tits and grabbed her hips to help steady her as I quickened my thrusting. For the second time in a matter of minutes, I came in my unfaithful wife's incredible pussy.
As I pulled out of her, Olivia swung around and dropped to her knees before me and took my cock into her mouth. This really took me by surprise. I knew I had given her an orgasm both times I had entered her, but her taking me orally demonstrated her acceptance and forgiveness for my actions. As my wife pleased my cock, I wondered what it would take for me to forgive her.
Then she stood and leaned against me as the water cascaded down on us. It was times like this that make men weak. I had a beautiful naked woman leaning in to me, apparently willing to accept whatever I wanted. I put my arms around her, even as part of me felt repulsed by her. I was unable to sort out my emotions and it made me uncomfortable.
"Let's go out for a lunch," I suggested a little later as we dried ourselves. "All that activity has made me hungry.
Olivia just smiled her agreement and quickly dressed. I noticed that she once again neglected to wear a bra. It wasn't too obvious with the top she wore, unless she mover quickly. Then her breasts would bounce around just enough to attract attention.
We had ordered our meals at a local diner before Olivia began asking the questions I knew had to be driving her crazy.
"Jack, why is it that you aren't in Philadelphia. You told me that you wouldn't be home until Wednesday night. Is something wrong?"
"I guess there is," I allowed as I took a sip of the soda sitting in front of me. "The company I was going to be dealing with had a fire in their manufacturing plant. They had to cancel everything, so I came home Monday night."
I watched Olivia consider what I had just told her. Monday night was the evening she had her lover at the cabin and, I hoped, all hell had broken loose. She was probably wondering if I was somehow connected with the incident.
"Did Mr. Simpson give you a few days off, or haven't you told him about the fire yet?" asked Olivia quietly.
"Well actually, I filled out my retirement papers Tuesday morning and handed them in. He knows about the fire. He wasn't too pleased about my retirement, however. He seemed to think it was a ploy to get a raise, or a better office, or both," I added.
"You retired without consulting me, Jack?" asked Olivia with no indication of the anger I would normally expect from an announcement of such magnitude.
"Yes, I guess I did. I wasn't happy in my job. I'm not sure if it's the work, or if it's the lack of recognition and advancement, or a combination of it all," I admitted. "I have not been a very happy man, or very good company, the past few months. I decided to do something about it. Living like that was no longer an option."
"You never told me you were so unhappy with things at your work, Jack. How come you never told me what was bothering you?" questioned Olivia.
"Olivia, you know me better than anyone. Didn't you notice anything lately? Haven't you noticed that you liked being with me less and less, that you created reasons to not be around me whenever possible? Didn't you ask yourself why I was so miserable that you wanted to avoid me?"
"Jack! I never tried to avoid you. I've just been... busy. I was so into me that I never felt your discomfort, or pain. That's a sad commentary on me, isn't it? My husband, my best friend, my partner was suffering and I never noticed! I am so sorry, Jack. I've had my head up my ass, but it's out now," replied an emotional Olivia.
"It may not be so bad, Olivia. At least my retirement may be short lived. Simpson indicated he may make an offer to me to lure me out of retirement. I feel a little like Roger Clemens," I grinned.
"I hope you aren't using HGH, unless of course your enhanced performance this morning was a result of its use. If that's the case, we'll contact Balco and get a lifetime supply," laughed Olivia.
I fought back the tears as I marveled at the woman I had married. I had never known another woman like Olivia. She enjoyed baseball as much as I did and was very knowledgeable about the sport. Her sense of humor had been one of the things that had endeared her to me from the beginning. Baseball humor was the best of both worlds.
"Olivia, I should apologize for the way I treated you in the lake this morning," I began.
"You're going to apologize for giving me the best two orgasms and some of the most intense sex of our marriage?" demanded Olivia. "Maybe you're apologizing for straightening me out for being such a miserable, controlling bitch? For showing me that I am your woman and that you insist on me always remembering that fact? I will not accept your apology, Jack, because I should be the one telling you how very sorry I am!"
Olivia had tears trickling down her cheeks as she spoke. It occurred to me that she might be prepared to confess her affair to me. Then a shadow was cast over our table and I looked up to see Olivia's father, Hank standing by our table.
"How's it going, Jack?" asked Hank with unusual sincerity. "I'm glad to see you and my daughter here. Have you two been up to the cabin? Feel free to drink my beer, Jack. I can always get more."
We made small talk for a couple minutes before Hank excused himself and left. He offered his imported beer to me? I could only surmise that catching his daughter with another man had shaken him up more than a little. Maybe the prospect of losing me for a son-in-law bothered him more than I would have guessed.
Olivia no longer appeared to be in a hurry to confess, so I asked her why she wasn't at work.
"When I saw your car was still here this morning, I knew you must be fishing, so I called into work and took a sick day. I thought I might spend it with you on the lake. Of course, I never dreamed we'd be in the lake, or that you would take me so forcefully on the dock!" whispered Olivia.
I was surprised at how much she seemed to have enjoyed the little interaction we had earlier. I marveled to myself that it took me 25 years to realize that my wife might be a bit submissive and she liked spontaneous sex... and a little spanking! She was my fantasy woman and I had never guessed it?
The afternoon found us drifting on the lake. Olivia wasn't really into the fishing, but she was a lot of company. We probably talked more than we had in the previous six months. She did keep the cooler near her feet, but seemed willing enough to hand me a brew whenever I asked. For my part, I was much more careful about drinking them too quickly.
Olivia had surprised me even more by wearing a halter top and shorts. It was a lot sexier than she would have appeared on the lake in the past. As chatted, Olivia finished off several beers of her own. Perhaps the beer boosted her courage.
"Jack, I have something I have to tell you," confessed Olivia. "Please hear me out before you ask questions or hurt me, okay."
"Olivia, you should know by now that I will never actually do anything to physically harm you, unless you're referring to the spanking I gave you this morning," I replied.
"No, Jack. You'll understand better once I tell you everything," explained my wife. I've been having an affair with Bill Hesser, Jack. It started about three months ago and ended the other night. I slept with him fewer than a dozen times and I truly regret it now!"
I made a few more casts before I asked, "Are you done, Olivia? Can I ask questions now?"
I saw tears running down Olivia's cheeks as she nodded to me. I decided to find out if she were going to answer truthfully or try to bullshit me.
"I have several questions, Olivia. Why did you decide to have an affair? How many men have you slept with since we've been married? Why did it end, if it actually has."
Olivia winced as my questions cut her. She had to be surprised at my calm demeanor, but she had to know I was seething inside.
"I can't give a definite reason why I did it, Jack. It's a combination of all the bullshit you see in the magazines and read on the internet. I was feeling insecure. I missed the kids. You were so busy with your work. Bill flattered me and made me feel desirable. These are what I think led up to it, Jack. Even as I tell them to you, I realize they sound like bullshit, even to me," admitted Olivia.
"Bill is the only man I have ever been with, other than you, Jack. I regret it deeply now," added Olivia. "Bill and I had a rendezvous here at the cabin Monday evening. He said a few things that caused me to rethink everything we were doing. He talked about fucking me in the big bed. I didn't say anything to him, but it made me feel cheap, like a two bit whore. He even mentioned you and wondered if you would accept me having an affair. I told him that you wouldn't accept it, but that you would probably forgive me. I realized that was what I was thinking, Jack! Even if I were caught, you would still keep me. I had convinced myself that you would never find out, but if you did, you would forgive me. How horrible is that?"



"It's over, Jack. Of that much, I am certain. I'm not going to be like a person that quits smoking and tells everyone after a few hours that they've kicked the habit. I know that since only a couple days have elapsed since I was with him last, it sounds pathetic. There's a couple more reasons, too," admitted Olivia.
"I was almost physically ill when I saw Janet Hone come into the cabin with you the other night. She's wealthy, beautiful, single, and it was obvious she was attracted to you. I was so afraid that you and she were having an affair of your own. I realized how much it hurt to feel the betrayal and humiliation of having a spouse make love to someone else, and you never even did that! It was only my perception, but it still hurt deeply.
"Lastly, I was sure I had turned the alarm system off and had locked the door, but somehow the door blew open and the silent alarm went to the police station. You know how that works, Jack. The cops not only check out the cabin, but they call my dad. They, the cops, Dad, and Sam barged into the bedroom while I was riding Bill like a cowgirl. I never felt so ashamed in my life! My own father and brother finding out what a horrible person I really was. They didn't call me a slut, but they could have, and should have!" sobbed Olivia.
"Dad rushed over and hit Bill in the face really hard. Then the cops grabbed him before he could do it again. Sam grabbed him by the hair and dragged him outside, threatening him every step of the way. The two cops had their hands full with Dad, so they couldn't stop Sam. I think they realized Sam wasn't going to hurt Bill too badly. The cops let Dad go and he grabbed up Bill's clothes and his overnight bag and threw them in the lake," revealed Olivia.
That night had gone better than I had hoped! I cursed myself for not having the balls to hang around and watch the entire scene.
The cops made Dad and Sam sit in the kitchen and let Bill wade out and retrieve his stuff. As you know, the water is still pretty cold. Bill was naked and shivering when he dug his keys out of the pocket in his soggy pants, started his car and drove off, still in the buff," recounted my loving wife.
"Then Dad started in on me! He was furious, Jack. He threatened to take his belt to my ass and beat me till I was raw. I cowered under the sheets as he ranted at me for at least ten minutes. That wasn't as bad, though, as what he told me after I had dressed and he and Sam were driving me home," confessed Olivia sadly.
"Dad told me that the only reason he didn't give me the beating I deserved was that I was your woman, not his. He had given me to you at our wedding. It was up to you to decide what to do with a cheating whore like me, not him. He told me that he would always love me because I was his daughter, but it would be a hell of a lot more difficult for my husband to find a way," sobbed Olivia. "He never acted like he was especially happy with you as my choice for a husband when we got married. You know that."
"I'll never forget what he told me that night, Jack. He said that I had a strong, loyal man that gave me two children and worked his ass off to raise them and keep a roof over our heads. I was married to an honest, honorable man and I had disgraced my marriage, my children and my husband. Oh, Jack! He really laid into me," she cried. "I knew he was right. I felt horrible. I still do. Dad didn't say, but I know he expects me to tell you what happened."
"When I saw him at our table today, I could hardly breathe. I saw how nice he was to you and how he hardly spoke to me. He knew I hadn't told you yet and he's waiting to see how you handle me. He won't blame you if you throw my slutty ass out, and neither will I!" finished Olivia.
I was touched by her sincerity and candor, but weren't most cheaters sorry after they were caught? I felt some pride in that Hank credited me as a good provider, husband, and father. That was high praise coming from him.
"Do you love Bill? If not, how would I know that you wouldn't resume your affair with him, or someone else, Olivia? Especially if I let you get away with it this time? By your own admission, you believed in your heart that I would forgive you. Do you hold me in contempt, Olivia? Do you think of me as your cuckold wimp husband?" I demanded in a slightly raised voice.
"Oh, Jack! No! You aren't a wimp. I know that. I made you a cuckold and I will never forgive myself for that. You are a strong, proud man. It was in my head that you had shown your absolute love for me so often and so well that I could never destroy it. Your strength, your love, was unshakable so I stupidly tested it. Now I fear the results, Jack," admitted Olivia. "I have no real feelings for Bill, which makes this behavior even more abhorrent. I didn't take the day off. I called in and quit yesterday morning. I cannot be around him anymore, regardless of what you decide to do with me."
"How about the sex this morning, Olivia? Were you thinking about Bill's cock when I fucked you? Is he a better lover? Does he have a bigger and better cock? How do I compare, or shouldn't I even ask?"
"Jack! Never think I prefer him, ever! It was exciting because it was so dangerous and so wrong. I doubt there was any real difference in the size of his cock and yours, but I love yours and what you do to me with it. There is no comparison between the two of you and I truly mean that. You are a man, and he is just a player, a pretender. I know that now."
I reached out and tugged Olivia's top off and tossed it away from the boat. She gasped and covered her breasts with her hands.
"What are you doing, Jack? Someone will see me! This is the busiest time of day for people to fish on the lake," worried Olivia.
"I have discovered, Olivia, that seeing you in the nude, or at least topless, relieves stress for me. Right now I am feeling very stressed. I suggest you uncover those tits right now, thus enabling me to maintain control of my emotions!" I warned.
Olivia looked into my face and saw my anger. Slowly she dropped her hands down to her sides and sat motionless.
"Give me another beer and have one yourself, if you'd like. Then pick up your pole and start fishing," I stated firmly. "You don't want to draw any undo attention by sitting out here on the lake without a pole, do you?"
I don't know if Olivia believed me, but I was serious as a heart attack. In all my years of marriage, I could never be very angry at Olivia when I could see her tits and/or ass. Maybe it was a weakness of mine, but it was a fact I had observed early on in our marriage. If she ever needed to reduce my anger, this was the time. She was flushed a bright pink, but she picked up the pole and started fishing.
I had been dwelling on my response to Olivia's infidelity for a couple days, and far too many beers. What was I going to do with her? I sneaked glances at her as I pondered the problem. Seeing her breasts jiggle as she cast her line made my cock hard. She still affected me like no other woman I had ever known. She had given me two wonderful children. She had been a great mother, and until a few weeks ago, an incredible wife.
This very morning I had learned that she appeared to have a bit of a submissive side and that interested me. I had always fantasized about having a woman like that, but never dreamed that Olivia could be that woman. Would she accept me as the dominate member in our marriage? Was this morning's sex a fluke, or could it become more of the norm? I wanted to find out.
The couple that had seen us having sex on the dock in the morning came floating around a cove in the lake and silently approached our boat. Olivia had her back to them and never realized they were even there until they spoke.
"You two are really making the fishing a lot more enjoyable on this lake" laughed the woman. "My husband, Jeff, seems to be especially enjoying it, although I was a beneficiary of your epic struggle by the dock this morning. I may not walk right for the rest of the week."
The woman speaking was probably in her late thirties, while her husband appeared to be a few years older. They were smiling as they floated closer for a little conversation.
"We should introduce ourselves. I'm Helen Banks and this is my husband Jeff. If I'm not mistaken, you're....topless!" shrieked the lady I now knew to be Helen Banks.
Olivia had been startled when she first heard Helen speak. She had tried to keep her back toward the voice, but I had dipped an oar in the water and swung our boat around. Before she could turn around on her seat, Olivia was facing the two anglers in the other boat.
"I'm Jack Lancaster and this is my wife Olivia," I replied to Helen. "Olivia enjoys teasing and tempting me, even while we're fishing. It keeps the fires burning, if you know what I mean."
"We sure do! We watched you two almost drown each other this morning. It was the hottest thing either of us has ever seen. Jeff headed right back to our cabin after you went inside. He decided I needed a spanking, as well as everything else you two did on the end of the dock," revealed Helen.
"We're pleased that we inspired you to have such a pleasant morning. You may see some more unusual activity coming from our direction now and then," I continued. "Olivia and I have decided to push the envelope a little, if you know what I mean."
"Hell, yeah! Like fishing in the middle of the lake topless," blurted Helen's husband, Jeff. "You two seem to be full of good ideas that I want to try. What do you think, Helen?
"I think I'll be out fishing with my boobs exposed at this time tomorrow!" blushed Helen. "Jeff knows how to get me cranked up. He thinks Olivia is gorgeous and wants me to be more daring, like her. How long have you been married?"
"Twenty-five years," responded Olivia, much to my surprise as she slowly raised her arm and expertly cast her line a considerable distance. "I'll do almost anything if it makes Jack happy. And thanks, Jeff, for the compliment."
Jeff looked like he was choking. Watching Olivia's tits as she cast and worked her reel had almost been more than he could stand. He swallowed a couple times as he worked to form a response.
"Jeff's suffering from blood loss to his brain at the moment," observed Helen. "That last cast of yours, Olivia, was a thing of beauty. I bet when Jeff is finally able to talk he'll want to make a bee line for our cabin again! I can see his compass is pointing that way!"
With that, they turned their boat and headed back the way they had come. I turned our boat toward our dock.
"Is that what you want from me, Jack? Do you want to embarrass me as punishment? You saw them coming and made no effort to get away, or at least warn me. Do you think you can make things even by treating me like that?" she asked.
"Don't try to bullshit me, Olivia. If you can honestly tell me that your panties aren't wet right now, I'll apologize," I promised. "If you cannot tell me that, then I'm going to keep experimenting to learn more about your libido. I may have been working too hard and paying too little attention to you, but nothing justifies cheating, and you cheated. I don't have the time or energy to punish you. I'd much rather channel my energies differently."
Olivia looked surprised at my remarks. Then she blushed. As I had hoped, she wasn't going to deny that she had been excited when she was caught on the lake topless.
"You're right, on all counts, Jack. I am wet, and it was totally my fault that I cheated on the best husband I could ever hope to have. Exactly how do you want to channel your energies, Jack, if not in punishing me?" she asked softly.
By this time I had pulled up to the dock and tied the boat. I stepped out and offered Olivia my hand to help her ashore. I wasn't surprised in the least when she tried to suddenly push me into the lake.
Her smirk turned to a look of horror as I picked her up and tossed her off the dock into the cold water. Unfortunately, Olivia once again held on to my shirt and I was dragged with her.
Later on, as we finished making love in the shower, Olivia turned and told me that we would be making another trip into town tomorrow.
"I've lost two pair of underwear, two sets of shorts, and two tops, all in one day. I'll need more clothes, Jack, if you're going to persist in fucking me twice a day on the dock."
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We had the goods on Baxter and his evil apprentice. Their lives would be hell when their spouses received the information contained in our anonymous 'report'.
"They should be used to that by now," reasoned Susan as we rested together in bed. "They have been on the other end of those situations many times. It will be good for them to walk a mile in someone else's moccasins!"
Then she chuckled as she turned to me and grinned that grin, "I have already come up with a plan to teach that Sam Longo not to fuck with our marriage!"
The next day was Sunday. Susan and I usually had a small breakfast around nine AM. After that, we would often take a leisurely drive to visit her parents. As we ate, Susan was describing her plan for revenge on Sam Longo. He was the only suspect we had as the mastermind behind the fidelity test we had so cleverly reversed.
The doorbell rang. To say I was surprised to see Derek Baxter standing on my stoop would be a tremendous understatement!
"Mr. Hardison, could I please have a few moments of your time?" requested the slime ball. "I have come to negotiate a deal with you and your wife."
"I guess we can listen to what you have to say, but I think I already have a pretty good idea what you want," I replied confidently as I held the door open. "I think we're holding all the cards in this hand. You're used to being the dealer and not an actual player in the game. It doesn't feel so good, does it?"
"Needless to say, Mr. Hardison, I am in an extremely uncomfortable position at the moment. That's why I'm here. I hope we can work a deal where we both come out ahead," he offered.
By this time, Susan had become curious and came into the living room from the kitchen. Seeing Baxter, she gathered her robe tighter to her throat, even as her jaw dropped.
"Good morning, Mrs. Hardison," began Baxter. "As usual, you look lovely. I have to compliment you on your acting abilities. I am embarrassed to admit that you completely fooled me. I should have known a woman as desirable as you would never find me interesting, or attractive. I was just as foolish as every mark I have ever obtained incriminating proof against."
"I'll take that as a compliment, although coming from you, it isn't going to be the highlight of my day," retorted Susan quickly. "I did manage to get cleaned up after you left the room yesterday, in case you're interested."
Baxter's face turned a deep red at Susan's barb. Her comment had been intended to belittle his sexual performance, and it hit the mark. Few men want to appear inadequate or sexually incompetent. Susan's zinger had hurt his pride, if a guy in his line of work could even have any.
"I had that coming, no pun intended," replied Baxter with a bleak smile. "I'll get to the chase and not waste any more of your time. Naturally, I would like to get any pictures you have of me destroyed. I also want every photo deleted from your camera and any other device they may be on."
"I'm sure you would," I acknowledged with some surprise. "You haven't explained why we would agree to your proposal. It's our belief that we broke no laws. Not that can be proven, at least. We're pretty much in the driver's seat here, Baxter. Are you going to try to buy your way out of this mess? If so, I can save us both a lot of time. We aren't interested. You went into this with the intention off shitting all over us, so we'll have our revenge!"
"I thought you might like to know who hired me to set you up, Mr. Hardison. I would want to know if I were you," asserted Baxter.
"Ha!" laughed Susan without mirth. "We already figured out it was that prick Joe Longo. You can tell your "client" that we're going to ruin his life as soon as we get done sending yours down the shitter!"
I was surprised at Susan's ire. Apparently Baxter and his sleazy business offended her more than I had realized. Her world left no room for devious, hurtful people. Ruining marriages didn't rate very high in her ledger.
"Sam Longo? I've never even heard that name before. The man that hired me was from out of the area. I doubt you know him, or have ever met him," responded a worried Baxter. "I'll give you his name and his cell phone number in exchange for all the incriminating evidence you have against me."
This claim clearly surprised Susan. I already had some reservations about Longo's complicity in such an expensive and elaborate plot, just to get a little strange. Most men don't really like to work that hard, or spend that much, for a piece of ass. Baxter's assertion had the ring of truth.
"Baxter, sit here while I discuss this possibility with Susan in the kitchen," I directed. "We'll only be a few minutes."
Susan and I actually spent a good fifteen minutes debating our next move. Finally we decided on a course of action and returned to the living room.
"We have decided to agree to your offer," I told Baxter. "There are, however, several conditions. First, you'll give us all the information you have on this client of yours. You'll help us any way possible to gain some measure of retribution against him. And finally, you will permanently close down your seedy business. If this matter concludes in such a way that we feel you have lived up to your end of this agreement, we will destroy all evidence we have against you. Take it, or leave it."
"I accept," blurted Baxter immediately.
Seeing our surprise at his rapid and complete capitulation, he explained," I promised myself if I ever got out of this mess with my marriage intact, I would retire and move south with my wife. Your offer is as more generous than I had dared hope."
It only took Baxter a few minutes to tell us everything he knew about his client. It wasn't much. We seemed to know less after he was done than before he began.
The fellow that had contacted Baxter went by the name Hoyt Cashen. Baxter had only met him once. He dressed in western garb and had an accent that Baxter guessed was Texan. He had paid cash in advance and made it clear that he expected some rather quick results. The results he wanted were to have my ass in a crack so tight I could never wiggle out. He never gave a reason for it.
The other interesting piece of information was that he wanted Baxter to get the same goods on Bill Vance. Bill had grown up on the farm next to my parents' property. He was a few years younger than I. We had played baseball and basketball more than a few times as kids, as well as hunted deer together quite often in later years.
My mother had died five years ago and my father had died a year and a half later. As the only child, I now owned the family farm, although no one in my family had actually farmed there since I was a kid. Bill kept dairy cows in our pasture and cut the hay off the meadows. It was mutually beneficial since it kept my property from growing up in briars and weeds. I told Bill he could use the property as he had when my parents were alive.
My family's two hundred acres adjoined Bill's four hundred and fifty and allowed Bill the opportunity to actually make a living at agriculture in the rocky hills of northeastern Pennsylvania.
"Do you already have pictures of Bill engaging in inappropriate behavior with your little slut, Sandy?" asked an incredulous Susan.
The reason Susan was so shocked was that Bill Vance had married late in life. We had attended his wedding to a girl from New Jersey just over a year ago. They were expecting their first child within the month.
"I have to admit that Sandy didn't have much luck with Mr. Vance. He seldom leaves the farm, or his wife's side. Sandy tried to approach him a couple times in the local coffee shop, but he wasn't even remotely interested," confirmed Baxter. "I don't think Mr. Hoyt Cashen will be very happy when I tell him of my failure there."
"Let's get together with Bill and his wife and discuss this!" declared Susan. "We can get him to play along with Sandy enough to make it look good. You'll get some pictures of Mitch with Sandy, and Bill with Sandy. Then we give them to this Cashen guy so we can find out what the hell he wants to do with them! He won't really be able to blackmail anyone since we're all in on it. Cashen just won't know that!"
"I'm afraid that won't work," Baxter responded calmly. "I had a voicemail from Sandy this morning. She said that she was quitting. She made it rather plain that she never wanted to see, or hear from me, ever again. She didn't bother explaining why she was so hasty."
"Uh oh," groaned Susan. "I'm afraid that Mitch and I might have had something to do with that. She must have been pretty upset with the way things went yesterday, and she doesn't even know yet that we have some pictures. The pleasure of ruining you both seems to be diminishing pretty damn fast."
"I don't see how we're going to find out why this Cashen dude wants to get the goods on me," I lamented. "I guess we'll just have to see if he tries some other method. I just don't like waiting for him to go after me, or Bill, not knowing what he'll do."
"All we need is a sexy woman to be in a few photographs with you and Bill," reasoned Susan. "Bill's wife is too pregnant to pose for any pictures, but I can think of a volunteer, if you think she's sexy enough."
"Who do you have.... oh shit!" I gasped. "You're going back undercover, so to speak, aren't you, Susan? I bet you'll be able to convince Bill. It's his wife that may need some persuasion."
That was how Susan's latest brain storm was hatched. Baxter agreed to wait for our call after we had discussed the situation with Bill and his wife. We decided it would be most believable if the pictures were taken in Baxter's hotel room. After all, he had it rented and equipped for that very reason. If we switched locales, Cashen might get suspicious.
I called Bill and he agreed to meet with Susan and me later that afternoon. My unwillingness to reveal any information over the phone really piqued his interest.
"You remember Amber, don't you," asked Bill in way of an introduction as he ushered us into his house. "She's gained a little weight since the wedding, but it looks good on her, doesn't it?"
We shook hands with an extremely pregnant Amber. She was a small red head with freckles and a big smile. Susan wasted little time in explaining our mission. As expected, we had to answer a lot of questions.
"You're telling us that you want to be photographed with Bill in pornographic poses, Susan?" asked Amber. "You think the pictures will cause this would-be extortionist to show his hand? Why is he after Bill and Mitch? Besides all this property out here in the hills, they have almost nothing in common."
"That's exactly why we have to flush this guy out, Amber," argued Susan. "Do you want to sit around and wait to see what underhanded scheme this guy cooks up next? I'd rather be proactive than reactive in this instance. Besides, we won't actually do anything pornographic. The photos will just look like it."
After an hour of discussion, I called Baxter and set up an appointment to meet him at his hotel later that evening. I couldn't help but wonder just how much Susan would be showing, especially in the pictures with Bill. He was a shy, unassuming sort and would probably be pretty embarrassed if Susan exposed more than the "bare" minimum. Bill was the epitome of the country farm boy.
Bill and Amber grinned nervously as I let them into the room. Baxter was busily preparing his video equipment and Susan was in the bathroom getting ready.
"When Susan comes out, I'll explain how this usually works, Bill," volunteered Baxter. "I'm not especially proud to tell you that I've been doing this for some time and am pretty good at it. Just follow my instructions. If you become uncomfortable at any point, just stop. By that time we should have enough "evidence" to work with."
Just then the bathroom door opened and Susan stepped into the room. Everyone went silent. She was wearing a dark wig with a short black dress that showed her legs off nicely. The thing was no one would be looking at her legs as the dress was cut very low and most of her tits were exposed. I never realized Susan could have that much cleavage. I also wondered how she could have so much flesh showing without her nipples in sight.
"Where in hell did you get that dress?" I demanded. "Did you mug a hooker when I wasn't looking?"
"Actually, Mitch, I loaned it to her when you were at our house this afternoon," revealed Amber, much to my chagrin! "Bill always liked it on me. Now I can see why, although my breasts never overflowed so dramatically. Bill, close your mouth."
"I didn't mean to sound like I didn't approve, Amber. It's just that I wasn't prepared for how sexy Susan looked. I didn't mean it looked like a hooker's dress," I finished lamely.
"That's funny because Bill always called it my working girl dress. I never had the nerve to wear it away from home. I think I may have been wearing it the night I conceived, at least at the beginning of that evening," laughed Amber.
Baxter had Amber and me step into the bathroom as he went over what he wanted from Bill and Susan. It was pretty simple. They were to proceed like two people about to have sex with each other for the first time. I was fairly certain they could be quite convincing in that role. The steamier they were the more convincing it would be for Baxter's purposes. Baxter told them that Cashen had made it very clear that he wanted enough material to clearly prove that Bill and I were unfaithful to our wives.
Any concern I had that Bill would be too timid to be believable quickly dissipated. Baxter had barely returned to his controls in the next room when Bill took the bull by the horns, in a matter of speaking. More precisely, he took Susan by the tits! Within a few seconds, Bill had his face buried in Susan's cleavage. He moved his face back and forth while moaning loudly. Susan, held his head in her hands as he continued to nuzzle her bosom. Being a real trooper, she even managed a few moans of her own.
Bill eventually needed oxygen, so he pulled his face back and drew a big breath as his hands moved up. Gently for a man so big, he freed both of Susan's tits and began kneading them. Susan's tits had always been a handful for me, but Bill easily had them completely covered! All the times I had played basketball with him, I had never noticed how large his hands were!
Once again, Susan pretended to enjoy Bill's attention to her incredible globes. She cooed as Bill tugged and twisted her nipples. Then she placed her hand behind Bill's head and pulled him down to her left nipple. Bill is a powerful guy, but somehow he lacked the strength to resist. Soon he was slurping happily on my wife's tit as his wife and I watched from the bathroom.
Once again, Bill came up for air. Susan immediately dropped to her knees and unbuckled his belt and pulled his pants to the floor. I was stunned when I realized that somehow Bill had forgotten his underwear! His fat cock bobbed up and down in front of Susan. She slowly reached her hand out and just managed to wrap her hand around Bill's impressive appendage.
I heard a low moan to my right. I glanced at Amber and realized that she had her maternity top pulled down and was vigorously rubbing and pulling on her very swollen nipples! It soon became apparent to me that she was actually experiencing an orgasm as she stood next to me! Now I was faced with a really tough decision. Which way should I look?
I decided to take another glance at Bill and Susan. Bill had turned to look our way when Amber had allowed that moan to escape her lips.. Even as Susan worked her hand up and down his cock, realization flooded into Bill's eyes. He turned from Susan and strode toward us. As he neared, Amber dropped to her knees and quickly engulfed his cock with her mouth! It may not have been according to script, but I worked to free my cock as I rushed over to where Susan was still kneeling.
Susan never hesitated as she quickly deep throated my rock hard cock. It only took me a few seconds to reward Susan's efforts. Before she could let me drop from her mouth, I stepped back. As my cock slid from her lips, I flipped Susan up on the bed. Since her dress was so short, I had no trouble exposing her thong. I ripped it from her steaming snatch and dove in like a starving man. Susan must have been excited because she was moaning and squeezing my head tightly with her thighs. Then she was cumming, and hard! I was relentless as I kept after Susan's clit until she finally managed to free herself from my oral onslaught.
As I struggled to catch my breath, I saw Amber standing over a kneeling Bill with her pussy glued to his lips and her swollen stomach resting on his head. He held her ass in his hands as he tongued his wife. Amber shuddered and seemingly melted into Bill, who had to quickly cradle her in his arms.
"I think we should have enough to convince Cashen that you gentlemen will not want your wives to see what you did here today," understated a grinning Baxter from the doorway to the next room.
"Good!" whispered Susan. "I don't know if I could do that again, at least for a day or two!"
Shortly we were all headed home. Baxter had promised to contact us as soon as he delivered the pictures to Cashen. Then we would simply have to wait to see what Cashen hoped to get from Bill and me with his blackmail scheme. The waiting would be the hardest part of the scheme, or so I thought.
True to his word, Baxter contacted me the next day after work. Things were going much faster than I had dreamed possible.
"Cashen wants me to meet with you as soon as possible and show you the pictures, Mitch. I am to convince you how your life will be ruined if the pictures of you and the "slut", as he called her, are circulated to family and friends. Then I am to set up a meeting between you and him at my hotel room as soon as possible."
"Wow, that was fast! What time does he want to meet me? Did you get any clues as to his intentions?" I quizzed Baxter.
"No, I have no idea what his end game is. Cashen wants me to arrange for Bill to meet with him ten minutes before you arrive. That seems like a very short time to conduct any sort of business, especially blackmail," allowed Baxter. "He also told me to have "the slut" there before you both arrived. He must think her presence at the meeting will solidify the threat to you."
That wasn't what I had expected. Why meet with both Bill and me so close together? Did I want Susan anywhere near this guy? What if things became ugly? I knew this Cashen was pissing me off and I had always been able to hold my own in fights back in school.
I had also seen Bill in action once when he was just out of high school. It was at the county fair that summer. A couple of guys had made a slur about his mother, and he had heard it. I had never imagined that two grown men could be taken out so fast. The local sheriff knew Bill was a pretty good kid. When he heard the story from a few witnesses, he just helped the two offenders stagger out the exit and sent them on their way. Justice had been served. This Cashen would be making a huge mistake if he fucked with Bill.
That evening, I explained my misgivings to Susan, Bill, and Amber. Susan insisted we agree to meet with Cashen's in order find out his sinister motives. Bill was equally determined. Even Amber agreed that we had gone this far and needed to see it through. Despite my concerns, we had Baxter set the meeting up for the next afternoon.
At ten minutes after five, I knocked on the door to the room Baxter used as his control room. It was part of the suite he rented for his marriage infidelity service. Baxter had already told me that he wouldn't be at the meeting but had agreed to allow Cashen the use his suite. Sue had been instructed to arrive twenty minutes prior to my appointment. Bill was to be there just ten minutes before me. I had been watching the elevator and neither Sue nor Bill had left.



The door opened and a rather large, swarthy fellow ushered me into the room. Seated at Baxter's desk was a man dressed in western garb. Bill sat across the desk from the dude and I immediately noticed the sweat on his brow. That, and the fact that Susan was nowhere to be seen, concerned me.
"Come in, Hardison," drawled the man I assumed to be Cashen. "I won't waste your time playing cat and mouse. Let's cut to the chase."
As he spoke, he motioned to a chair next to Bill. As I took my seat, I shot Bill a questioning look. He just shrugged in reply.
"You two own some property I'm interested in. I want to make you an offer, an offer I don't think you'll be able to refuse," he added with some mirth. "I want both of you to sign these documents giving me all oil, gas, and mineral rights to your properties. In return, I'll generously pay you each $100 per acre. I'm sure you fellows can do the math on that. Hardison, you'll be receiving $20,000. You, Vance, will get $45,000. Both of you are far from wealthy, so this money will come in handy in these difficult financial times. Have we a deal?"
So, that was what this was all about! Natural gas companies had been sending me letters the past couple months asking to lease my property for gas exploration. I had been ignoring the letters since their standard offer had been fifty dollars per acre for a ten year lease. It also included the legal minimum of twelve and a half percent royalty on all gas marketed from deep below my property. Cashen was offering quite a lot more than that, but he wanted to simply purchase the rights to the oil, gas and minerals, rather than lease them.
"I have to say that you are making a very interesting offer, Mr. Cashen," I carefully replied. "I have a couple of reservations, however. One is all the cloak and dagger stuff. Why try to get material to blackmail us if you're making a reasonable business offer? The other reservation is that I never sign any legal documents without having my legal firm, Dewey, Cheatem, and Howe, approve everything first."
"There's the rub, Hardison," smirked Cashen. "My proposals don't often meet with lawyer's approvals and I don't have the desire or time to even try that route. I expect both of you to sign this afternoon, before leaving the hotel."
"You seem pretty confident about that, Cashen," growled Bill. "Your attitude alone is enough to keep me from signing anything. You know that what you did was attempted blackmail, or extortion, or both!"
"I was afraid you might not be cooperative, so I've taken steps to ensure your signatures," responded Cashen. "You are both married men. It would be a shame to have anything happen to ruin your happy families."
"If you think those pictures you have of us with that woman will sway us, you're badly mistaken!" I countered quickly. "We only wanted to find out what your game was. Your pathetic little trap won't work!"
"You fucking damn hick!" snorted Cashen. "If you think I'm stupid enough to try to blackmail you with pictures of your own wife, you're the dumbest fuck on the planet."
Now I was worried! Here's a guy dressed like a freaking cowboy calling me a hick! And he called me a dumb fuck! And he knew Susan was my wife. Where the hell was Susan anyway?
"Take a look at this monitor, shit-for-brains," ordered Cashen as he turned the screen around so I could see it. "That's my sister's boy, Tony "The Horse" Caputo, chatting your wife up in the next room. You'll sign that fucking deal or Tony will be showing her how to ride cowgirl style!"
I gave Bill a quick glance and then turned my eyes to the monitor. I could see Susan sitting in the room's only chair with a wine glass in her hand. Seated on the edge of the bed was a big, dark skinned man, dressed in casual clothes. His smile irked the shit out of me for some reason.
Cashen pushed a button on the desk and the guy, whom I assumed was Tony, immediately nodded and stood. Cashen tapped a key on his board and we suddenly had audio from the room next door.
"I saw the pictures of how you played those two fucking rubes, Babe," grinned Tony as he slowly removed his belt and dropped his pants. "I want some of what they got, except, as you can see, you'll have to work a lot harder to handle this pussy pleaser."
Susan and I gasped at the same time. This Tony wasn't a guy with a big cock. He was a huge cock with a human attached to the end. There was no way Susan would have anything to do with the guy, or his freakish appendage. I turned to Bill.
"Let's go get her the hell out of there, Bill," I urged. "That big dicked prick is not getting anywhere near Susan with that baseball bat."
I started to stand, but, to my surprise, Bill remained seated. What the hell was wrong with him? What would make him not want to rush to Sue's aid? Bill was looking over my shoulder. Then he nodded.
I turned to see Cashen's swarthy henchman holding a gun and it was pointed in my general direction. It quickly crossed my mind that Susan could probably handle a big cock and it would be inconsiderate of me to ruin her opportunity to attempt it. I sat back down.
"Do you expect us to believe that you'd have "Vinnie" here, shoot us," challenged Bill. "He doesn't have the balls to shoot a man. He's still wet behind the ears, for god's sake. You two aren't real bad men. You're fucking pretenders!"
What the hell was Bill thinking? Why challenge the manhood of a man pointing a gun at us? I just hoped that the guy Bill called "Vinnie" wasn't a hothead. These guys were always calm and collected in the movies. Insults had no effect.
"You dumb hick!" snapped Vinnie. "Did you hear about those two undercover cops in Jersey City last summer? Who do you think dusted them, Shithead? One more word and I'll put a hole in your head just like I did to them!"
"Shut the hell up!" ordered Cashen. "I swear that you and Tony are too damn dumb to be my blood relatives. Just keep these two in their chairs so they can watch your brother Tony in action."
Tony had grabbed a handful of Susan's hair and yanked her off her seat. He reached down and grabbed her new red dress and ripped it completely off her in a single motion. Suddenly Susan was kneeling in front of the freak with just her underwear on. I really wished she had chosen more modest undergarments! Still holding her hair, Tony easily slipped his hand in her bra, freed the clasp in front and pulled it from her body.
"Okay, Cashen! We'll sign your damn papers," I groaned as I watched the scene unfold. "Show us where, and we'll sign right now."
"I don't think so!" stated Bill emphatically as I did a double-take to see if this was really Bill or some pod creature from space. "This is illegal as hell. It won't stand up in court, so why try to force us to sign? All we have to do is tell the police what you made us sign. You'll be in prison for years."
"That is a concern," admitted Cashen. "However, Hardison's wife will never be the same after Tony finishes with her. He'll see to that. Then there's the matter of your very pregnant wife, Vance. It would be a real shame to see her have some kind of accident. It could even be fatal to her and your unborn child."
I had heard enough! Movement on the screen caught my attention. Tony was running his club all over Susan's face and mocking her as he did.
"You want this cock, slut?" he laughed. "You'll have to show me by sucking it. Open your mouth and suck my cock!"
"We'll sign!" I practically screamed. "Bill, you don't want anything to happen to Amber and I sure as hell don't want Susan servicing that damn freak of nature! Let's just sign, and soon!"
"Let me get this straight, Cashen. You're telling me that you'll hurt Amber and our unborn baby if I don't sign that agreement?" asked Bill slowly, as if he were in diction class.
"You are one dumb bastard," laughed Cashen. "That's exactly what I'm saying. I thought this other fuck was stupid, but you have him beat all to hell. Your family won't live through the weekend if you don't sign this now and keep your mouth shut afterward."
Why the hell was Bill holding out? I looked at the screen and saw Tony had raised Susan up and leaned her over the chair. Somehow I had missed seeing if he had forced his cock into her mouth. I even missed it when he removed her thong. He held her hair twisted in his left hand and was lining his incredible cock up with her inner sanctum with his right. The prick, Tony, smirked at the camera and then began to press Not-So-Little Tony, against Sue's opening. I was trying to decide whether I should close my eyes or find the zoom when all hell broke loose.
The door to our room seemed to explode inward. I turned to see what was happening, just as it fell forward into the room. Vinnie swung his gun toward the opening. I heard several shots and Vinnie crumbled to the floor!
There was all kinds of yelling. It quickly dawned on me that the invaders wanted Cashen, Bill and me to raise our hands over our heads and remain still. We complied immediately. There were at least five of them and they waved automatic rifles at us with less than what I felt was proper concern for safety.
They quickly pulled our hands behind our backs and handcuffed us. Then we were searched. It came to no surprise to me, when they pulled a revolver out of Cashen's waist. It looked like a .44 Magnum or some similar cannon. He certainly didn't lack for fire power!
We were ordered to line up against the wall. Susan and Tony were marched into the room by three other guards. They had their hands cuffed behind them as well. Susan was stark naked and Tony's pants were wrapped around his ankles, causing him to shuffle slowly. Susan scurried over to stand between Bill and me. When Tony got close enough, I lashed out with a wicked kick to his pride and joy. Tony dropped to his knees and then collapsed onto his face. I had a gun shoved in my gut for a few seconds. Then it was slowly removed and I resumed breathing.
Everything had happened so fast I had no idea what had actually occurred. Things began to gradually make sense. All the men with guns wore dark suits. They spoke into their watches. They never smiled. They had to be government men!
A tall gray haired, vaguely familiar man entered the room. He looked at Vinnie stretched out on the floor and stepped over him. Then he looked at his four captives lined up by the wall. Tony was busy barfing all over the carpet.
"Good job, Bill!" chuckled the apparent brains of the operation as he turned to speak to one of his men. "Release Mr. Vance and these other two immediately. They were working for us."
We were? That was news to me. I could tell by the look that Susan gave me that she had no idea that we had enlisted in the war on crime. Bill, on the other hand, was smiling from ear to ear as his cuffs were removed and the tall man shook his hand.
"Thanks, Uncle Mark! I have to admit I was a little worried for a few minutes. I was just hoping that I had managed to get you enough information to get these guys locked up for a long time. I guess this wire worked pretty good, huh?" chuckled Bill.
"It sure did son. We have all we need to charge these two with extortion, blackmail, murder, and so damn many other things I can't even begin to remember them all." Then he turned to Susan and asked, "Mrs. Hardison, would you like my jacket?"
Susan had been the first to be uncuffed. She was trying desperately to get my shirt off me before my hands were even freed. She had only managed to get it balled up around my hands, which were behind my back, making it difficult for the agents to slide the key into the lock.
"Thank you, Sir! I'll take you up on that offer since this jackass I married won't share his shirt. You'd think he'd want his wife properly covered while surrounded by so many virile law enforcement officers," answered Susan as she slid her arms into the proffered garment.
It turned out that the tall man was actually Amber's uncle. He seemed familiar because we had seen him at Bill's wedding. He was a top agent with the FBI. When we first approached Bill and Amber with our half baked scheme, they immediately called her uncle and he had Bill wired for our meeting with Cashen. The Feds had been after the bastard for several years and were quite happy to finally have the goods on him.
The mystery of why Cashen felt he had to force us to sell our mineral rights so quickly was eventually solved. Information gradually trickled out that our part of Pennsylvania had huge quantities of natural gas trapped about a mile below the surface. It was a located in a black rock called Marcellus Shale, which had been created eons ago.
Early on, some property owners in our area signed gas leases with energy companies, as well as holding companies, for as little as $25 per acre for ten year leases. As the knowledge of what we had below us increased, so did the offers.
Six months after our close encounter with Cashen, Bill and I signed leases for $2800 per acre for five years, with seventeen percent royalty! By this time, both Bill and I had added our wives' names to our deeds. That had been one of those things I had always been too busy to get around to doing. Before any gas wells were drilled on our properties, Susan and I received well over half a million dollars for our lease. Bill and Amber were instant millionaires! (That was enough money to allow him to remain in farming for several more years.) This made Cashen's offer for our mineral rights look very meager.
Susan and I celebrated the day we received our gas lease check by going out to an expensive restaurant for dinner. When we returned home we continued the celebration in bed.
"We were really fortunate, Susan," I managed during the brief moments her nipples weren't in my mouth. "The FBI timed their raid perfectly. It could have been a nightmare. You're lucky they broke in before that Tony had a chance to shove his freakish dick into you."
"You mean lucky for you, Husband," laughed Susan softly. "You'd have to wear a board strapped to your ass when we made love just to keep from falling into my stretched out pussy, if he had had the time to get that thing in any farther!"
"Did you just say "farther"?"
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It was early Sunday afternoon when my doorbell rang. I was somewhat surprised since I hadn't told anyone where I was living. My shock only increased when I opened the door. Standing in the hallway were my wife, her parents, sister, and brother-in-law.
I resisted my first impulse to quickly slam the door. I had been raised better than that. Besides, I thought the world of my mother and father-in-law, Chester and Dottie Hanson, as well as their younger daughter, Marian. I would never deliberately be rude to them. My wife, Debbie, on the other hand, created emotions in me that were far less charitable. Slamming the door in her face would have been my pleasure.
"Jack! We are here to discuss this problem in a civilized manner. Mom, Dad, and Marian felt they might be able to help me get to the bottom of this situation. Dave is just naturally included in family affairs. Please let us in," insisted Debbie, with no doubt that I would acquiesce.
I shrugged and stepped aside to let them all in. I didn't have enough furniture for everyone to sit, so I carried two chairs from my kitchenette for Dave and me to use. Then I carried a six pack of soda and another of beer into the room and set them on the shaky combination of plastic and wood that passed for an end table.
"Everyone can help themselves to soda or beer. It's all I have to offer," I concluded as I popped the top on an MGD.
"You must know that we are here to try to find a reason for your unforgivable actions," began Debbie. "None of us thought you were the type to sneak around and lie. We'd like to know why you did, and if you have come to your senses yet?"
Debbie's tone irritated the shit out of immediately, but I avoided blurting my response. I mulled her question over instead. I looked at Dottie and I relaxed. She was tense and wringing her hands. It was apparent that she was upset and I didn't want to make her more so. I turned my gaze to Chester and saw some anger in his face. That came as no surprise. He was a good man and felt his family was the most important thing in his life. I noticed that Marian's eyes were moist as she watched me. Dave was reading the label on his beer can and didn't look in my direction. I knew enough of how the family operated to be certain that Dave was pretty much forced to attend this gathering and wasn't here because he wanted to be.
"Well, Debbie, I'm sorry to be such a disappointment to your entire family, but that doesn't change anything. I'm going forward with the divorce. Your lawyer can discuss the details with mine. This drama is not necessary, or helpful," I added.
"You're going to throw away almost twenty years of marriage for some slut?" demanded Debbie. "That just isn't like you, Jack. You've always been responsible and level headed. You've never shirked your duties as a father and provider before. This makes no sense at all!"
"You can blame it on the old "middle-aged crazies" if you like, Debbie," I retorted. "You can blame it on drug use, excessive drinking, blackmail, or aliens, if it helps make more sense to you. The final result is that I am divorcing you, regardless of the reason, or whether it is logical to you. Just accept it."
"Jack," interjected Chester. "We've hired a private detective to find out what has been going on with you. He's only been working for us a couple days, but he quickly notified us of your new address. He has not, however, been able to find anything out about any woman you might be interested in. Does one even exist?"
This was a surprise! I should have known that Chester wouldn't accept the situation easily. He wanted facts, and names, so he had hired a private dick. I tried to quickly recall my actions of the previous two days; trying to remember everything I may have done, and everyplace I had gone. I couldn't remember doing anything that would have given my situation away. I had not discussed my personal business with anyone. There was nothing that anyone could have discovered about me, except where I was now living.
"I don't know whether to be more insulted that you are calling me a liar, Chester, or that you don't seem to think I'm capable of finding a female that would find me acceptable," I replied calmly. "I don't have to explain my actions to anyone. I especially don't have to tell you with whom I'm smitten. If there were another woman, she would be a lady, and I wouldn't drag her name into this shit-storm."
"Chester didn't intend to imply that you were a liar, or that you would not be a wonderful catch for any intelligent woman, Jack. It's more that no one that knows you, and I mean no one, can believe you have betrayed your marriage vows," responded Dottie in a conciliatory manner. "You have always been the strong, supportive husband and father. This desire for a divorce is way out of character for you. We 're concerned for many reasons."
"I understand your confusion, Dottie. I would give anything to not hurt you or Chester, but things happen and people change. With the utmost respect for both of you, I am telling you that I no longer want to be married to your daughter," I croaked out with a suddenly very dry throat. "You all need to accept that fact."
"Jack, if you are afraid to admit you made a mistake and want to come back, I'll forgive you," sobbed Debbie. "I'll never throw this indiscretion in your face or use it to turn the kids against you. I promise."
How about that? Debbie was willing to forgive me! She would take back her wayward husband. Her declaration caught me off guard. I had to ask the question.
"Why, Debbie? Why would you forgive me and take me back into your arms and bed?"
"W...why?" repeated Debbie. "Because we belong together, Jack. Because we promised each other almost twenty years ago to remain as one. Because the kids need a father! That's why, Jack."
I saw Marian flinch a little at her sister's response. We must have noticed the same thing. Debbie's reasons lacked any conviction.
"That's it, Debbie?' I questioned. "You would take me back because we made a vow to each other? Not because you actually love me? You say the kids need me, as if I will suddenly stop seeing them when we are divorced. They are old enough to bear this burden quite well. They'll be on their own in a couple years. Even so, I will not forsake them. Don't kid yourself there. I'll still be a major part of my kids' lives. That, I promise."
"Of course, I love you, Jack!" declared Debbie. "It's just that you're behaving so foolishly. I simply don't want to pretend that I'm not upset, and hurt, by your actions of late. You have left me, probably for another woman. How am I supposed to feel much love for you in a situation like that? You can't love me, and that hurts. It hurts a lot!"
"I have always loved you, Debbie. I still do, but it isn't enough anymore. I have to get on with my life before it passes me by. I suggest you do the same. I think this meeting is pretty much over," I stated sadly.
Debbie, Marian, and Dottie were crying and wiping their eyes with tissues as I opened the door. Chester had a scowl and Dave just appeared to be relieved. As Marian moved to the door, she stopped to hug me. I had always gotten along very well with Debbie's little sister and I felt terrible that I had not, in her eyes, lived up to expectations. It was my hope she would never understand.
Debbie was the last to leave. She looked truly sad as she moved close and seemed to look into my soul. She appeared to be totally at a loss. She searched my face for some sort of a sign, or something. I just nodded and guided her by the elbow to the door.
As soon as I managed to close and lock the door, I went to the medicine cabinet and took a couple pain relievers. Then I lay down on my bed, exhausted mentally and physically. Eventually, I fell asleep.
Luckily for me, work was very busy. I have no idea how I would have made it through the next few weeks if I didn't have something to keep my mind off my personal problems. I did spend some time trying to determine if anyone was following me. I took different roads to and from work. Now and then I would take a hard turn without signaling my intentions. I never saw any cars swerve to follow. Either the PI was off my tail, or he was very good.
It was a Thursday night, over two weeks from the day Debbie's family had turned up at my door for that conference, when I received a call from Marian on my cell. I had changed phones and had a new number, so I was surprised that she had my number. My two sons were the only ones I had given it to, so it was obvious that Marian had cajoled it from one of them.
"Jack!" cried Marian into the mouthpiece. "Danni is missing! She never came home from school today. I've called around and no one has seen her. She never stays away from home without calling! Have you seen her, by any chance?"
Danni was Marian's fourteen year old daughter. She was a pretty girl, but very shy and quiet. She had an older brother and a younger sister, but she had always been my favorite. From the time she was able to walk, she would run to me and wrap her little arms around my legs. Marian, Dottie, and Debbie often commented on how Danni wouldn't give anyone else the time of day, but she always came to me. As she grew older, our bond only strengthened. I always took the time to ask her about her school and her friends. I played soccer with her and showed her how to catch a softball. Whenever we were at a family gathering, Danni was usually somewhere close to me.
"No, Marian, I haven't," I answered worriedly. "I guess you've tried her cell phone? Did you try any of her teachers at school? They might know something. Has she been healthy?"
"She's been unusually quiet and withdrawn lately. Something is bothering her, but she wouldn't tell me what it is, Jack. I was even thinking of asking you to talk to her. She always responded to you," sobbed Marian. "Can you think of anywhere she might be?"
"I can't, Marian," I responded. "I'll take a ride around and see if I can find out anything. Call me as soon as you hear from her. I'll do the same if I find her."
"Thanks, Jack!" sobbed Marian. "I knew you'd help."
As I drove around the area, I tried to imagine what could have happened to Danni. I stopped at her softball coach's house to ask if she had seen Danni in school that day, and if she seemed okay then.
"I didn't see her today, Jack" replied a concerned Mrs. Mack. "We had a water main break in the middle school this morning. The kids were released early. As you know, her family lives close enough for her to walk home. I have no idea why she didn't get there."
I thanked Mrs. Mack for the information and went back to my car. I decided to ride by the school and then drive the route Danni would have taken as she walked to her house. I soon arrived in front of the school and drove slowly toward Danni's home. I saw nothing unusual. I did see numerous cars, including Debbie's, parked in Marian's driveway. Knowing Marian would have called me if Danni had shown up, I kept driving.
By this time, darkness had fallen and an almost full moon had risen. Half a mile beyond Marian's house was a wooded tract of about a hundred acres. As I was passing it, I recalled how Danni had insisted I walk down there with her one Sunday afternoon. She led me along a path to a very elaborate tree stand a deer hunter had erected. It was more like a small condo twenty feet above the forest floor. It had four walls and a roof, along with window openings on every side. I had climbed up the ladder with her and looked around.
Two chairs and a small army cot comprised the furniture. Cans of beans and bottles of water were stored in a small pantry-like shelf. Danni mentioned that it was her private place, like her fortress of solitude. She would go there when dealing with her siblings, friends, or parents just became too much for her. She told me that no one else in her family knew about the little shelter.
Since I was out of options, I parked the car and found the path that led to that tree. As I climbed the ladder, I knew a sense of foreboding. I found Danni, apparently sleeping on the cot, but I couldn't get any response from her when I tried to shake her awake!
I put my ear by her mouth and detected very shallow breathing. Then, in a beam of moonlight, I saw a prescription bottle! There wasn't enough light for me to read the lettering. I realized that the situation wasn't good. I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and dialed 911. I briefly explained my fears, as well as my location. The paramedics were about twenty minutes away, so I told them I would drive to meet them in an attempt to save time. The dispatcher told me not to move Danni, just in case she had suffered any physical injuries.
I told him that I'd meet the paramedics on route 92, a few miles south of the town ball field and hung up the phone. I placed the empty pill bottle in my pocket, gently draped Danni over my shoulder and climbed carefully down the ladder. I pushed as fast as I dared through the dense woods to my car and then sped off to meet the ambulance.
A few minutes later, I stopped and flashed my headlights when I saw the ambulance approaching in the other lane. Soon Danni was loaded and the paramedics were working feverishly over her as the rescue vehicle raced toward the hospital. I had given them the empty prescription bottle in hopes it would aid in Danni's treatment. As I followed, I dialed Marian's number. She sounded frantic when she answered.
"Jack! Have you heard from Danni? Have you found her? Please, Jack, tell me you found her!" pleaded Marian.
"Marian, she's in an ambulance on her way to County Hospital. I can't tell you anything else, except it's pretty serious and you need to get there as soon as possible!" I urged.
"County Hospital!" cried Marian before she began sobbing so hard she couldn't speak.
"Jack, this is Debbie. What happened to Danni? Where was she? How did you find her?" she questioned nonstop.
"Debbie, all you need to know is that Danni is seriously ill and on her way to County Hospital. The paramedics are doing everything they can, but someone needs to get Marian to the hospital safely, but as soon as possible!" I stated as I turned off the phone to concentrate on driving.
I waited outside the emergency room. Since Danni was a minor and her parents had called to say they were on their way, I wasn't given any information. I was pacing the floor when a police officer sought me out. I was still answering his questions what appeared to be every in-law I had boiled into the waiting room. As soon as the cop finished his questions, I was besieged by Danni's family.
"I found Danni in a deer stand that is actually more like a small house in the Anderson woods below your home. I remembered that she showed it to me once a couple years ago. It was the only place I could think to look. She was there, but in a near coma. Next to her was an empty prescription bottle. I called the ambulance and met them on route 92. Then I called Marian, and that's all I know. You need to talk to the doctors and nurses for any more information," I concluded.
At that moment a nurse came out of the emergency room and the group converged on her. I took the opportunity to slip out to my car, and then return to my dingy apartment. When I got there, I had a couple beers and went to bed. Sleep did not come easily as I worried about the beautiful teen girl. Why did she do it? Would she recover? I sincerely hoped that I had found her in time.
It seemed like I had just fallen asleep when the doorbell rang, and rang, and rang. I staggered to the living room and pulled the door open. Before I could even identify the bell ringer, I was grabbed in an embrace. I gradually realized that Dottie was the person hugging me. Chester and Debbie stood behind her in the doorway. Since Dottie wasn't forming any coherent words, Chester decided to fill me in.
"Danni is out of danger! Dottie demanded that we stop in and thank you personally. Jack, all of us in the family are indebted to you. If you hadn't found Danni when you did, the outcome would have been much different and far worse," managed Chester with obvious emotion. "You saved her life, Jack!"
I felt tears trickle down my cheeks as I hugged Dottie back. I had done something positive for Marian and her parents, as well as saved a wonderful girl's life. It helped lift the burden of guilt caused by my demanding a divorce from their daughter.
I noticed that Debbie was looking through the open door into my bedroom. My rumpled bed was clearly visible, and noticeably empty. I realized that Debbie was probably looking for my lover. She wouldn't find her here.
Then Debbie stepped into the room and suggested," Jack, this horrible event is bringing us, our family, closer together. A very negative occurrence can sometimes be turned around and create some very good things. This can be one of those times, Jack. Why don't you come back home, where you belong? You've had your space, your fling; I suppose we could call it. This could be the time to forgive and forget."
"Debbie, you surprise me. It's difficult to believe that you would forgive me so easily. I don't think I could be so generous, if the shoe were on the other foot. How could you live with a person you don't even trust?" I wondered.
"Jack, if you tell me it won't happen again, I'll have to believe you. I think you've learned how important family is to you," reasoned Debbie. "I'm not happy about your actions of late, but I'm willing to work to get past it."
"I guess that's the difference between you and me, Debbie. I believe there are definite boundaries in a marriage, or any partnership. Both spouses have to agree on them, as well as abide by them," I added. "Our marriage is beyond repair now. We need to move on with our lives now and not waste time looking at what was, or what might have been."
Debbie sobbed as she spun around and hurried from the room. Dottie had pulled back and looked at me like I had two heads. Chester's face was red and his ire was obvious.
"You always were stubborn, Jack," observed Dottie. "You were always honorable and trustworthy, too."
"Well, Dottie, it looks like I've changed, and apparently not for the better," I shrugged.
"I wonder about that, Jack," responded Dottie as she slowly shook her head. "I really wonder about that."
After Debbie and her parents had left, I decided to shower and get ready for work. It was still early and I had managed very little sleep, but I didn't want to waste a sick day when I felt like shit. Sick days were for golf and baseball games.
It was just after three that afternoon when I received a call from Marian. She was extremely grateful for my efforts in saving Danni.
"Jack, I don't know what's going on with you and Debbie, and I'm not going to even ask you about it. I just want you to know that you can do no wrong as far as Danni and I are concerned. I have no words to describe my feelings," gushed Marian.
"Believe me, Marian, I am flattered that you thought of me in your time of need, and delighted that I was able to help Danni. She's a beautiful girl and pretty much the daughter I never had. There is nothing I wouldn't do for her."
"That's why I called, Jack. I have another favor to ask. Danni is supposed to come home tomorrow. She's refusing and won't tell anyone why. She wants to live with you, Jack," revealed Marian. "Do you have any idea what's going on?"
"This is a complete surprise to me, Marian. We've always gotten along well, but I've never given her any reason to think she could leave her family and live with me. There is certainly nothing romantic between Danni and me, in case you're thinking that!" I stated bluntly.
"It crossed my mind. I'm ashamed to admit that, Jack. But once I considered everything I know about you, I knew you would never take advantage of a sweet young girl, or any woman, for that matter. You don't even have a girl friend, do you? You don't want to tell anyone the real problem, whatever it may be," asserted Marian.



"Marian, I can only reiterate that my behavior with Danni has always been completely appropriate. I will strongly resent any suggestion, by anyone, that it was not. I am sure Danni will collaborate it."
"She already has, Jack. She's been questioned by the police, and social services," revealed Marian. "She has been reluctant to tell them anything, with the lone exception that you have always been wonderful to her, but have never even used profanity within her hearing.
"The psychologist suggested that you be present when he interviews her again tomorrow. He has concluded that Danni trusts you, far more than her father or me. They don't want to release her until they are certain that she won't make another attempt, Jack. Would you mind being in the room with us when she's interviewed tomorrow?"
"Marian, I'm not comfortable with that. I'm not her parent, and under the circumstances, I'm not exactly popular with the rest of your family. How does Dave feel about it?" I questioned.
"He surprised me by objecting, to be honest," answered Marian. "He feels you've decided to bail out of the family and shouldn't be involved with us anymore. I know you two have never been close, but his attitude surprised me. Is there something between you two?"
"That is a question you should ask him, Marian. I don't think I've done anything to cause any animosity, except divorcing Debbie, and I doubt that'll give him any sleepless nights," I joked. "But back to your request about sitting in with Danni's next interview, I think it would be best if I weren't present. She's your daughter and your responsibility. You'll be able to handle this fine."
That evening I was visited by a lady police detective. Her questions suggested that she felt that I might know more about Danni's problems than I had initially admitted in my interview with the cop at the hospital. She implied that my close relationship with my sister's niece was not normal. I had some difficulty maintaining my calm by the time she asked if I had ever masturbated to visions of a naked Danni. Then she wanted to know if the real reason I was seeking a divorce was because I liked young girls and could no longer respond to mature women.
I showed the detective the door after telling her I was done with her sick accusations and assumptions. Maybe the job makes them think the worse, but I couldn't help believe that she was the one in need of therapy. What a twisted bitch!
I heard through the grapevine that Danni did go home the next day, but she never gave a reason for her attempt on her own life. My informant, my younger son, a senior in high school, told me that she was extremely aloof and had been scheduled to attend therapy several times a week.
It was almost two weeks later that everything turned to shit. As had become my custom lately, I had a couple beers more than I needed before I went to bed. I have always been a heavy sleeper and a few beers only magnified that tendency. Something made me rouse from a sound sleep in the small hours of the morning.
Suddenly the light came on and I sat up with a start. After blinking numerous times and rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I saw the lady detective standing in my bedroom doorway. Behind her was a uniformed cop, and my landlord, still with keys in his hand.
"What the hell!" I shouted. "Have you lost your minds? You can't break in on a law abiding citizen. I'll have your badges, and sue your asses besides!" I threatened.
"You're under arrest!" declared the detective with ill concealed delight. "This officer will read your rights to you. Then we'll toss your perverted ass in jail!"
That was when I felt arms wrap around my neck from behind me. I almost shit the bed! With a great deal of fear, I turned my head to see to whom the arms belonged.
"Uncle Jack!" sobbed Danni. "I just wanted a place to stay! I'm sorry if I got you in trouble!"
How the hell did Danni wind up in my bed? I tried to focus my mind on the previous evening. I had a couple beers, well maybe a few too many, and had gone to bed. I never even saw Danni until just now. I didn't let her into my apartment and I certainly didn't invite her to join me in bed!
Just when it seemed like things could get no worse, Marian, Dave, Debbie and her parents all marched into what had become an extremely crowded bedroom. Dave was obviously seething.
"You son-of-a-bitch!" he roared as he tried to push past the cop to reach me. "She's just a kid, you bastard!"
Luckily, for either Dave or me, or maybe for both of us, the cop was able to stop Dave's forward progress. He settled down enough to pretend he wanted a piece of me as the officer held him back. His name calling, however, didn't slow down with his momentum.
My confusion was quickly being replaced with anger. How the hell can a guy get into trouble sleeping alone in his own bed? Dave's name calling and insinuations were getting to me as well. Who the fuck did he think he was?
"You cowardly shit!" I snarled back as I stepped out of bed. "You've got lots of balls, coming in my place and calling me names. Let's see who the real prick in the room is, Asshole!"
As I spoke I started for Dave. Since it wasn't a very big room, it only took a couple strides to be in Dave's face. He had stopped yelling when I stood up and by the time I got to him, he was backpedalling. Somehow he managed to maneuver himself so that Marian was standing between us, as well as the cop.
"Danni, are you okay, Baby?" asked Marian. "Why are you here, and why in Uncle Jack's bed? You must understand how this looks. Jack is going to be arrested and probably spend a long time in jail unless you can convince us that he didn't do anything wrong. That task won't be easy, either. What happened, sweetheart?"
"I just couldn't live home any more, Mom!" blurted Danni. "I didn't mean to get Uncle Jack in trouble. He didn't even know I was here. I sneaked in through the window in the bathroom. He was asleep, so I just lay down next to him. I felt safe with Uncle Jack. He never touched me, never. Not tonight or any other night. He isn't like that!"
"I'll do the questioning here," asserted the detective. "You called the police to help find your daughter, so let us do our job. Danni, why do you feel unsafe at home? Has someone mistreated you?"
"Not like what you mean," responded my niece. "It's kind of embarrassing to talk about with everyone here."
"Danni, I called Debbie and your grandparents when I found your bed was empty just after midnight. They've been helping me try to find you," revealed Marian. "It was Mom that thought to look for your bicycle and realized it was gone. It was Debbie's idea to come here to look for you. That's why the police are here now. We called them when we realized you were gone. We were all afraid that you'd do something foolish."
"You mean like swallow a bottle of your pills again, or have sex with Uncle Jack?" responded Danni. "You think there's something wrong with me."
"No, Dear. We're just concerned that you might be confused and do something that you'll regret later. Your family loves you and we're all concerned for your safety and health. You can answer the detective's questions in front of everyone here, Sweetheart. There aren't any dark secrets in our family. Please, just tell the truth and answer her questions," pleaded Marian.
"Marian, it might be better if she just spoke to the detective alone," I suggested as a sudden fear gripped me. "You can't put the Genie back in the bottle once it gets out. It's possible that Danni will say something not everyone should hear."
"Jack, that's exactly why I want everyone to hear Danni answer the questions," responded Marian. "I don't want her turning into another you, with secrets and really strange behavior. The truth is always best!"
"Okay, Mom, if that's what you want. I'll tell the detective what I'm afraid of and why I feel safer with Uncle Jack. I'm afraid of Dad!" admitted Danni.
"Me?" roared Dave. "I've never harmed you! I've never done anything a loving father wouldn't do! Why would you possibly be afraid of me?"
"A few weeks ago, I forgot to take my mitt to school with me. Since we had a game that day, Mrs. Mack let me walk home to get it during a study hall," replied Danni hesitantly. "I always cut across the empty lot behind our house when there is no snow. I saw Uncle Jack leaning over by his car that was parked in the street in front of our house. He was vomiting!
"I started to run to see if he was okay, but he quickly jumped into his car and drove off. Then I went to my room to get my glove and I heard all kinds of bad sounds coming from Mom's room. It sounded like screaming, only a little quieter, so I peeked in to see what was wrong," revealed Danni.
By this time, the room was absolutely silent. I could hear the beat of my heart as it pounded in my head. Everyone was focused on Danni. Dave was beginning to look a little pale.
"Dad was naked and he was calling a woman all kinds of bad names while he was spanking her, hard. She was naked, too. She was screaming for him to not stop and to stick his thing in her butt," recalled a trembling Danni. "Then Dad just got over her and did exactly what she told him, but real hard. She screamed some more while he went up and down on her."
"Oh my God!" blurted a shocked Marian. "Your father did that? Are you sure it was him, Danni? Do you know who the woman was?"
"Of course it was Dad. I saw him clearly and heard his voice. He grabbed the woman by the hair and pulled her head up and I saw her face. It was Aunt Debbie, Mom!" sobbed Danni.
I was too upset to look at anyone, so I studied my feet while a shit storm swirled around me. I had hoped to spare Marian, Chester, and Dottie this bit of reality. Danni had seen pretty much the same stuff I had been so disgusted by only minutes before. I had stopped to drop of some books my son was loaning to Marian's oldest kid that day. I wound up losing my breakfast in the street before driving away. I had no idea that Danni was on her way home and would see many things no kid should ever see.
Eventually, the detective quelled the near riot. Then she urged Danni to finish her story. The cop was now standing in the doorway, so no one could leave. Dave was red-faced and sweating while Debbie had collapsed in a ball on the floor.
"I ran and got my glove and left as fast as I could," continued Danni after the delay. "The day we were sent home because the water line broke, I found Aunt Debbie with Dad again. This time he was sitting on the couch and Aunt Debbie was sitting on the floor between his legs. He was calling her bad names again as he pulled her head down on his penis. I could hear her gagging. I thought he was choking her to death at first. Then Dad would let her up, she'd take a breath, and he'd push her back down again. It was awful!"
"When I turned to leave, I saw Grandma's prescription bottle on the kitchen counter, so I grabbed it and ran to my tree house. I took all the pills and washed them down with a bottle of water. That was when Uncle Jack found me and saved me. I was afraid to tell anybody about Dad and Aunt Debbie. I knew Mom would be mad. Grandma and Grandpa would be mad, too. Dad would be in big trouble and I was afraid he'd hurt me like he did Aunt Debbie for telling on him. That's why I ran away last night and sneaked into Uncle Jack's room. I was scared and I knew Uncle Jack would never let Dad hurt me. Uncle Jack has never so much as touched me in the wrong way. He's not like that!" finished Danni as tears ran down her cheeks.
This time there was total silence, as opposed to the bedlam that had broken out a few minutes earlier. I considered the situation and realized I needed to speak.
"I owe an apology to Marian, Chester, Dottie, and especially Danni," I began. "I discovered Debbie and Dave that day Danni saw me tossing my cookies in the street. I was so upset and angry, I was actually afraid I was going to kill Debbie and Dave. I decided to just get away from them and think it over. Stupidly, I decided to simply divorce Debbie and not say anything about her and Dave to anyone.
"I believed I would be sparing all of you this pain. I thought Debbie and Dave would come to their senses after I announced I was divorcing Debbie. I thought that deep down, she would know that I must have figured out what was going on. That would leave one family intact. What I actually accomplished is this mess," I stated miserably.
"If I had just confronted Debbie and Dave, we would probably be where we are right now, but without Danni being so traumatized. I convinced myself that I was taking the high road, but I wasn't. I was on the wimp expressway. I have all sorts of feelings of inadequacies after watching Dave with Debbie for a couple minutes. He has her mastered. After almost twenty years of fooling myself, I suddenly realized I wasn't even beginning to scratch her itch. I think that's why I decided to ride off into the sunset rather than listen to Debbie explain, in no uncertain terms, what a pathetic excuse for a husband and lover I was. I told myself I was protecting the innocent victims of a couple of demented people. In reality, I was afraid to face the truth from Debbie. Now Danni has paid the price. I am so sorry, Danni."
"Uncle Jack!" exclaimed Danni as she launched herself off the bed and embraced me in a tearful hug.
"I don't think there's anyone to arrest here," admitted the lady detective. "There are a couple people that probably wish I'd simply shoot them, but I won't. I have to go file my report. I suggest that you two leave with me to avoid any further trouble. I don't think it's a good time to try to explain or apologize."
Dave helped Debbie up and led her from the room. Marian wrapped her arms around Danni and me as they both cried their hearts out. Chester and Dottie moved closer and rubbed Marian's back in an attempt to comfort her. No one spoke. No one knew what to say.
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It was apparent as soon as I stepped through the doorway. Something had Darla agitated. She was standing in the living room wringing her hands and shifting her weight from foot to foot. I had seen her do it often enough in the 24 years or our marriage to recognize it immediately.
Darla gets home from her job at a dental office half an hour before me. Usually she uses that time to start dinner and change her clothes. Today she was wearing her work outfit and there were no pleasant smells wafting from the vicinity of the kitchen. When Darla changes her routine, something is wrong.
"Dick, we have to talk," she began nervously.
"Sure, Sweetheart," I replied smoothly as I dropped into my recliner, keeping the ball in her court. "What is it?"
"There's no easy way for me to tell you this, Dick, so I'm just going to blurt it out. I want a separation, and possibly a divorce," she bravely declared. "I think a trial separation will be best, but with the understanding that it could lead to us getting a divorce down the road."
"Okay, Darling," I calmly responded. "I'll move out immediately."
As I rose and started for our bedroom, I saw Darla's jaw almost strike the floor. I guess she had anticipated more discussion, and questions on my part. As long as we had been married, I never stopped enjoying the pleasure I received when I reacted to a situation differently than Darla expected. To this day, she never failed to be surprised. She was the predictable one, not me.
If my immediate acceptance of her desire for a separation caught her off guard, my return to the living room in a less than a minute with two large and fully packed suitcases had her reeling. I put the luggage down by the doorway, removed a sheet of paper from my pocket, and handed it to Darla.
"Here's my new address and phone number. You can still call me on my cell, too. I have only one requirement about this separation. If you have sex with anyone other than me, we will immediately proceed with the divorce. If you're just trying to find yourself, as the saying goes, we may get back together when you do. I'm not agreeing to this just so you can get laid a few times with no harm and no foul, and then let you decide that you want me back," I cautioned. "One strike and you're out!"
Before Darla could speak, I pulled my cell phone out and punched in a number.
"Hello, Becky? It's Dick. I was wondering if you'd care to meet me at Friday's for dinner in half an hour?" I asked.
"You know it, Dick!" laughed Becky. "I'll be there with bells on, but I may forget my underwear!"
I chuckled as I closed the phone, opened the door, and picked up my suitcases. I left a stunned and speechless Darla standing in the living room as I strolled nonchalantly down the walk to my car.
While it hadn't been elegant dining, both Becky and I enjoyed a good steak dinner before we retired to my apartment. She had just ridden me to her third orgasm when the phone by the bed rang. While keeping me firmly lodged in her rather snug love nest, Becky leaned over and picked up the receiver.
"Hello?" she answered, somewhat breathlessly. "Darla? Can he call you back in a few minutes? He's in a tight spot at the moment and needs some release. I think I can hurry him along, though. Be a sweetheart and give him half an hour, just in case the train stays in the station longer than I expect, okay?"
With that, Becky hung up the phone and began to ride me with renewed vigor. I resumed squeezing her firm tits and pinching her swollen nipples as she worked to get me where I needed to go.
"Damn!" she exclaimed. "I never guessed how hot it would make me to talk to a woman while I had her husband's hard cock in my pussy! I think I'm going to cum again!"
This time I joined Becky in the grand finale. I waited several minutes for my heartbeat to return to normal, and for Becky to dismount. Then I leaned over to the phone and dialed what had been until a few shorts hours ago, my home number.
"Hello!" Darla almost screamed as she answered before the first ring had ended. "Is that you, Dick?"
"Yeah, it's me, Darla. Sorry I couldn't get to the phone when you called, but I got back to you as soon as I was free," I replied more than a little smugly.
"What the hell is going on, Dick?" demanded Darla. "You already had a place to stay and your bags packed before I even told you that I wanted a separation. Then I call your number to discuss our situation and that slut answers the phone. She all but admitted she was fucking your brains out!"
"Let's just say that I didn't want to be caught with my pants down this afternoon when you decided to tell me about wanting a separation. Getting caught with my pants down a few minutes ago was far less upsetting. Becky isn't really a slut. At least I don't think she is," I chuckled as I patted Becky's smooth ass. "I guess I could ask her about it if it's important in deciding if we're going to reconcile or not."
"You Bastard!" blurted Darla. "You told me that we weren't going to have sex with anyone while we were separated. This is only a trial!"
"That isn't exactly what I said, Darla," I countered. "I told you that if you had sex with anyone else, we would proceed with the divorce. I never said anything about me not having sex."
"You're a real piece of work!" snapped Darla. "Why do you think you can play by different rules, or that you can even dictate them? If you can go out and fuck some slut, I sure as hell have the right to get laid. Sauce for the gander and all that, Dick."
"Of course you can, Darla. I'm just telling you that it will absolutely result in our divorce. I will not be a cuckold," I asserted.
"Then we should get a divorce because you fucked that bitch, wouldn't you say?" demanded Darla. "I guess we should file Monday morning. That seems fair, doesn't it?"
"Not quite, Darla. Here's my reasoning. You are the one that decided we should separate. That meant that I was being removed from my sexual partner against my wishes. You were doing it of your own volition. That is a huge difference. Then there is the fact that I told you up front that I would divorce you if you had sex with anyone other than me. You never said anything like that to me. Finally, and with all that being said, you still have every right to file for divorce. If you want one, go ahead and file. It's that simple," I concluded.
"But I'm not sure I want a divorce, Dick! I just want a separation so I can think about things," insisted Darla.
"Then there's no problem, is there. We're separated. You have what you want," I concluded.
"But you're fucking that whore and I'm not allowed any sex or you'll divorce me. That isn't fair!" Darla lamented.
"Darla, I didn't ask for a separation. I don't want one. I want my life, and my wife the way they were, almost. You have taken that from me. Perhaps you have reason to feel you need a separation. My point is that I am not going to go without sex because you have some bug up your ass. If it would make you happy, you can come over here three or four nights a week and I'll fuck you silly. That way, I won't be nailing every woman I can coax into bed," I reasoned.
"What kind of a separation would that be, Dick? I've never heard of a couple separating and the woman still letting the man screw her all the time to keep him faithful! That wouldn't even be a separation then, would it?" demanded Darla.
"I haven't read the separation handbook yet, Darla. I see that I need to be more precise here. If you do decide to come over and have me fuck your ass off, be prepared for just that. One thing I've determined is that I 'm not going to have this separation idea of yours limit my sexual appetite, like marriage did! I realize now and freely admit that I like every sort of sexual position and activity possible. I won't have you lie still for a few minutes as if you're making a great personal sacrifice, and then expect me to stop fucking real women. If you want show up at my door to sate my sexual appetite, bring lube, lip gloss, and whipped cream, because I'll fuck you in every opening, over and over again," I promised.
"What's wrong with you, Dick? All I wanted was a simple separation to see if we should remain married. In a couple hours you've turned into a sex fiend! You're rude, crude, coarse, and vulgar! You picked up and apparently fucked the shit out of that slut. You've probably been fucking behind my back for years!"
"Bullshit! I've never been unfaithful and I didn't ask for a separation. I'm just trying to find myself. Right now I find myself with a big titted woman that's trying to swallow my cock! We can talk again tomorrow!" I quipped as I replaced the receiver.
"Wow!" laughed Becky as she pulled off my cock to take a few quick breaths. "That talk really made me horny. You sure laid down the law to your wife! Did I hear her call me a slut?"
I had always been an observant man. It came natural and was useful in many ways. It prevented many of the surprises that blindside most people all the time. My wife, Darla, on the other hand, noticed almost nothing unless it bit her in the ass.
Darla had been speaking in very glowing terms about a new dentist that had joined the practice that employed her. He was in the last stages of a divorce from a wife that had been an unfaithful, cheating slut. At the same time, he had been nominated for sainthood. Such was the character of this new dentist at Darla's work.
Then a few weeks ago, Darla had stopped talking about him. Any questions I asked were deflected. It was as if the new guy had fallen off the planet. Darla's silence on this subject concerned me more than her incessant chatter. I had our phone tapped, conversations recorded, and her emails forwarded to me. I hired a private dick to find out what he could about the situation. From all the evidence, a clearer picture of the seduction emerged.
Dr. Burns, as he was known professionally, was trying to get into Darla's pants. He was being divorced because he had done the same thing at his previous dental group. There were even a couple of his old patients that had come close to charging him with ethics violations. The guy was a sleaze.
To her credit, Darla had managed to resist thus far. She refused to cheat on her marriage and her husband. That was when Burns had started pushing her to get a separation. He argued that Darla would not be cheating if she were separated when she had sex with him. Hence, my strongly stated warning to Darla about having sex with anyone other than me. If she even entertained the thought of remaining married to me, she had to keep that prick out of her pants.
Becky had been a work colleague of mine for only a few months, but we had made a fast friendship. She was a widow and had recently received a transfer to the west coast to be nearer her daughter and grandkids. When I explained my marital problems with Darla and my plan to bring the situation to a head, Becky had quickly volunteered to be the other woman.
By reading Darla's email and listening to her phone conversations, I knew that she was going to announce the idea of a trial separation Friday afternoon. It was a simple thing for me to go home for lunch and pack a couple bags. Then I moved into Becky's apartment since she had two months left on her lease. She was flying west on Monday afternoon, so we fucked like monkeys all weekend.
I maintained the surveillance on Darla. I was serious as a heart attack about tossing her to the curb if she so much as gave Burns a blow job. I had been a loyal husband, and dedicated father to our son and daughter. They had graduated from the local university and had good jobs in neighboring states. I was not going to be cuckolded by some womanizer. I decided that if Darla wanted me back, she would have to convince me that she was worth it. I was not going to beg her. If we managed to continue on as a married couple, things would not go back to the status quo. I wanted more from my marriage than mercy fucks every couple weeks. I wanted a woman that was willing to match my desires and even up the stakes at times. I would not be going back to the life of a monk.
I had just gotten to my apartment after dropping Becky off at the airport when my doorbell rang. I was more than a little surprised to find Darla standing there, sobbing. I quickly ushered her in and sat her on the couch. I sat next to her and waited for her to speak. It took a couple minutes, but she eventually collected herself and told me what was bothering her.
"Dick, I've been so stupid! It probably won't surprise you any when I tell you that Dr. Burns has been coming on to me pretty hard over the past few weeks. You seem to know more about what I'm doing than I do most of the time. He convinced me to ask you for a trial separation so we could have sex," admitted Darla. "He told me it wasn't cheating if we were separated and that you would even treat me better when I decided to take you back."
"That sure as hell wasn't quite how it went though! You already had your bags packed, a place to live and some slut lined up to fuck by the time I told you my brilliant idea. I'll never understand how you always seem to know so much about what I'm doing, but I should have known that you'd be light years ahead of me. You always are.
"When I called you Friday night and that woman answered and all but admitted that you were fucking her, I almost died. Then when you called back, I knew that you had just finished doing her. It hurt terribly, Dick!" sobbed Darla. "I spent the entire weekend thinking about what you said. It slowly dawned on me that you were being honest about the situation. I was the one that was asking for a separation, not you. I was planning on having a few nights of sex with Ed Burns and then allowing you to crawl back home. You were just an unknowing victim in my stupid scheme."
Darla wasn't the sharpest tool in the shed, but she had always been honest and open. That was one reason why her actions of late had sounded so many alarms. She was not cut out to be furtive and diabolical. It just wasn't her.
"It turned out that you weren't an unknowing victim after all. You somehow knew what I had planned and turned it all around on me. In the blink of an eye the tables were turned and you were having the extramarital sex without guilt or explanation. I would have lost my marriage if I slept with Ed. I realized that you'd somehow know if I even gave him that blowjob you warned me about. Finally after hours of thinking and more than a little crying and self pity, I understood what I had attempted to do to you, to us. I even understood your rapid and very effective response to my stupid, selfish, and totally undeserved actions. You got me good; Dick, but I deserved it. I decided to tell the good doctor to go to hell this morning when he came in to work," concluded Darla.
"So you told him off and expect me to forget all about it, Darla?" I asked. "I should forget that were willing to risk our marriage for some strange cock? That you were willing to put me through hell because some jackass wanted to get into your pants? Darla, you're a lovely woman. There are many men that would fuck you in a heartbeat. Do I have to worry what you'll do about every man that gets a hard on looking at you?"
"No, Dick, I didn't tell Burns off this morning. There were a couple of cops waiting in the parking lot for him when he came in. He was arrested and charged with rape and who knows what else. One of our patients, Mrs. Peter Gunn, claims he molested and raped her while she was sedated. An investigation has prompted a couple more women to come forward about inappropriate behavior on his part. His ass is grass," chuckled Darla grimly. "That's the piece of shit I risked everything for, Dick."
"I can't really say I'm surprised, Darla. It was pretty obvious to me he was a conniving pussy hound with the scruples of an alley cat. Now he's out of the picture and you expect me to forget everything?"
"No, Dick," answered Darla slowly. "I was hoping to hold you to your word, if you weren't lying to me, that is."
"I have never lied to you, Darla, and I always try to keep my word. I just don't have any idea to what you're referring," I responded with confusion.
"You told me that I could come over three or four nights a week and you'd fuck me silly. You said that would remove the need to coax other women into your bed, remember?" asked Darla.
"Yeah, I do recall saying something like that, now that you mention it," I admitted. "I also told you that I wouldn't go back to the way things were. You'll have to participate and not just lie there and allow me the use of your body. That has no real appeal to me, especially after experiencing how exciting and enjoyable sex is when each partner trys in every way to please the other. Sorry if that offends you."
"I think I understand what you mean, Dick. Maybe you can help me learn to be more responsive. I'll do anything that slut did for you, and then some. I promise that, Dick, if you'll promise me that you won't see her or any other woman again. I'll be all the slut you could ever want, or handle."
Becky was probably flying over Colorado at that moment and had no intentions of ever returning. I didn't even know any more women that might be willing to give me a shot, and I really did love Darla, so her condition was a no-brainer for me.
"You have a deal, Darla!" I promised. "There'll be no other women as long as you're willing to be my personal slut. I'm stressing the word personal. I will not allow you to even flirt with another man without my expressed permission."
No problem, Dick!" squealed Darla. "I can't believe you're so willing to give up that other woman for me, but I'm so happy that you have. You won't regret this decision, Dick. I can't wait to be your little slut and to learn what I should have been doing with you, and for you, for the past twenty-some years. Oh, here's more proof that I'm serious, Darling."
With that statement, Darla reached into her handbag and removed lip gloss, lube, and whipped cream and placed them all on the end table.
"Honey, is there any particular order you want to use these products?" smiled Darla seductively.
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"Thank you, sir, for granting this interview," began the ass kissing young reporter. "Since you're retiring as CEO of one of the area's largest employers, our paper wants to feature you in a article in the Sunday edition."
"I understand that. I'm just afraid that there isn't much to interest your readers," I responded. "We are successful because we make a superior product at a competitive price. I really don't think that's a corporate secret. Most successful companies follow that formula."
"What I was looking for was a human interest angle, sir," replied the kid. "I want to know things like how long it took you to rise to the top of the company. Were you ever discouraged? How long have you worked at Norris Enterprises? Did you start at the bottom and work your way up the ladder? Was there any turning point in your career that you can point to as the day you knew you would assume leadership of the company, or was it a gradual thing?" quizzed the whiz kid.
"You're serious aren't you? I guess you're too young to remember the business climate in 2009. It was a very difficult period, as you may have read in some history books. You probably think dinosaurs walked the planet ten years ago," I mused. "You'll learn that time tends to slip away. Actually, I vividly remember the day I realized I was destined for success with this company, like it was yesterday and not ten years ago.
"The story isn't going to be what you might be expecting, so just sit back and I'll try to reconstruct events as I remember them. You have a few minutes, don't you?" I asked as I leaned back in my chair and thought about that spring day so long ago.
The ringing of my cell phone woke me. By the time I found where I had dropped my pants on the floor the previous evening, the ringing had stopped. A quick glance at my cell told me that I had missed seven calls! I had gone to sleep after Leno's monologue. The clock on the nightstand showed it was just a few minutes after six AM. Something had to be up to get so many calls between midnight and six!
The last call had come from my boss' home phone. I punched in the number and waited for an answer.
"Hello, Frank?" answered what sounded to be an agitated Marge Larson. "I'm glad you called back! There's hell to pay around here. You'd better get home as soon as possible. My husband, your wife, and your wife's brother-in-law are in the hospital. They'll recover, so don't worry about them too much, but you need to get back here and help me clean up all the shit that went through the proverbial fan."
"What the hell are you talking about, Marge?" I demanded. "Why are so many people in the hospital? Was there an accident, or a bombing? What happened?"
"I only wish the reason were so mundane, Frank. I have to leave for the hospital, then visit my lawyer's, and finally get to the plant and see if I can figure out what the hell is going on. I wish I had been paying more attention to the business lately."
"Roberta knows the situation fairly well, Marge. Let her take care of the business while you concentrate on more pressing matters," I suggested as my mind struggled to make order out of the information Marge had disclosed to me.
"Oh, yeah, Roberta! I forgot to mention that she's in jail. I have to go now, Frank. Just try to get your ass back as soon as you can. I need you here!" urged Marge as she terminated the call.
I checked out of the motel and pointed my car toward route 81 north. As I drove, I tried making some phone calls to determine what was going on at home. My wife and sister-in-law didn't answer their cells. My wife's parents professed no knowledge other than that my wife and their other son-in-law were both in the hospital. Both my kids were living in the Washington DC area and wouldn't know any more than I, if that much. I arrived back in my home town almost three hours later with no further knowledge of the situation.
I walked into the hospital at nine AM and went immediately to the desk. I soon discovered my wife had been treated for a broken nose and a concussion. She was now under observation, whatever that meant. She smiled weakly when I was shown into her room.
"Frank! This is all a huge mistake, Darling. You have to believe me," she began.
"Well that's really good news, Tessa!" I replied sarcastically. "I guess the rainbow colors around your face and the fact you were unconscious for half an hour or so fooled the medical staff here. They mistakenly thought something had happened to you. If it's an error, we may be able to get a big malpractice settlement. Let's go home."
"No, Frank, that part wasn't a mistake. I have a concussion and a broken nose. I'll have to have surgery once the swelling goes down. The mistake was what happened with Jeff," she revealed, before slowly adding, "and Jack."
"That pretty well explains everything, Tessa," I acknowledged. "You're all fucked up because of a mistake, as you put it that involves my boss and your sister's husband. Can you possibly anticipate any questions I might have, answer them, and prevent us from doing this the hard way?"
"I can guess some of the things that you could be wondering about, Frank, but I'm still recovering from a concussion and don't think it would be a good idea to talk too much right now. I'll be better soon and we can discuss everything then, okay?"
"I see that all that time working for a law firm is paying off in spades, Tessa," I snapped. "You just rest up. While you're at it, maybe you'll dream up some sort of story that will explain everything to my satisfaction, and probably demonstrate that you're a helpless victim of some sort of conspiracy."
I was too angry to remain in the same room with my wife. I had already learned that she, my boss, and her sister's husband were all taken from my house by ambulance the previous evening. Add to that the fact that my immediate superior at work, Roberta, was arrested and hauled off to jail at the same time, and also from my house, created feelings of anxiety and concern I couldn't shake. Was I paranoid to worry about such trivial matters? Then she tells me that she's too fragile to tell me what the fuck went on last night, in my house?
As I reached the lobby on my way out of the hospital, I was stopped by a man in a suit. He flashed me some sort of ID with a lot of small print I couldn't read without my cheaters. Even though I'm a bit far-sighted, I could easily tell the guy was a cop of some kind. Things were getting more interesting every minute.
"Mr. Barker?" he began the questioning. "Could I ask you a few questions? You have some time, don't you? You can't take your wife home for a few hours, can you?"
"By almost any definition, you just did," I replied with irritation. "Will that be all? Or are there more?"
He looked at me for a few seconds, mulling over my terse response. Finally he shrugged and plunged on.
"I'm trying to piece together what transpired last night at your home. There are several versions of the events, but they all seem to have you as the central force in this "perfect storm" of a cluster fuck. Where were you last night?"
"I was in Harrisburg. I met with a client and then had dinner with him. I stayed in a Motel Eight near Hershey and checked out this morning just after six AM. I was sent there by order of my boss, Jack Larson, by way of my immediately superior, Roberta Peters. Since they were two of the cluster fuckers you have already interviewed, you should have known that already, if they were in a truthful mood," I added sarcastically.
"They both told me you had been sent to Harrisburg," admitted the detective. "Things are just a bit more complicated than that. Ms. Peters said you called from Harrisburg and asked that she deliver a package to your home last evening. Her complicity was a direct result of her responding to your request."
"That's a crock of shit!" I stated flatly. "I never called her. I never spoke to her and I had no knowledge of her going to my house for any reason. I did call my boss' house last evening and spoke to Mrs. Larson. I asked to speak to her husband, but she told me that he was out town. He had gone to upstate New York fishing and would be back late the next day. Mrs. Larson asked me if it was important. Since her family actually owns the business, I didn't feel I could keep her in the dark about anything, so I explained my dilemma.
"I had purchased an expensive pearl necklace for my wife's birthday and had stupidly left it in my office desk. I was both concerned about leaving it there and that my wife wouldn't get it for her birthday, which is today. I told Marge that I was going to ask Jack, my boss, if he would drop it off at my house. My wife was going to be away visiting her aged grandmother in a nursing home in New Jersey. She was going to stay in a motel nearby and return home this morning. I had hoped to have the necklace in the house so I could call her and have her try it on. Then she would praise me for being a very thoughtful, loving husband, even if I had to travel for business on her birthday," I reasoned.
"Ms. Peters pretty much told me that same version. Except she claimed that you knew Mrs. Larson would call her and ask her to perform the task since her husband was out of state fishing. She claims that you set her up," finished the detective.
"Set her up for what?" I demanded. "I called my boss to ask him to do a personal favor for me. I had no idea Roberta would wind up involved. I still have no idea what the hell happened! Why are you asking me questions? Why is she under arrest? What the hell did happen at my house last night?"
"Did you ask Jeff Rogers to go to your home to let Ms. Peters in?" continued the flatfoot, proving he had the temperament, and brains, of a bulldog.
"Where the hell are you getting this shit?" I asked in disbelief. "I had called my wife's sister, June, and told her that she might be getting a call from my boss. That was before I spoke to his wife and found out that he was out of town. I asked her if she would go over to our place with the spare key to our house that she kept, meet my boss there, and let him in. It was a pretty simple request."
"So it would seem," uttered the damn idiot detective, sounding more like Charlie Chan's number two son than a modern day cop.
"Will you tell me what the fuck is going on? How did my wife or any of those other "cluster fuckers", wind up in the hospital? Why has Roberta been arrested? Who was voted off American Idol this week?" I demanded.
"All I can tell you at this point is Lil Rounds is toast," admitted the retreating lawman as he headed for a fresh box of donuts just delivered by a patrolman.
"Son of a bitch!" I snarled at the detective's back. "I thought she'd win the whole thing!"
I couldn't think of anything else to do, so I headed home. I was royally pissed at my wife for using her evasive lawyer-speak to me when I asked her what had happened. I really didn't care much for Jeff, my erstwhile brother-in-law, or my jackass boss, Jack. The former had been a pain in my posterior ever since my sister-in-law dragged his sorry ass home from college around fifteen years ago. He had been a second string tight end on a Penn State team that just barely lost the Orange Bowl. Somehow, that had elevated him to hero status in the asylum my wife called her family home. The fact that he never graduated and couldn't hold a steady job was unimportant. He was a fucking Nittany Lion!
My boss was another dickhead. I had repeatedly demonstrated my knowledge of the business and my value to the company. Without bragging, I knew more about Norris Enterprises than he and Roberta put together. The lone demerit on my work record was that I was male, so Jack, my jackass boss, promoted Roberta ahead of me. It was based on her sole quality; she fucked like a mink. I suppose it was affirmative action since she never told him "no".
Now Roberta was in the slammer and the rest of the usual suspects were in the hospital. I had not been able to find out why, except that Tessa had a concussion and a broken nose. The extent or cause of the injuries to the other two were some sort of secret. I didn't even know why Roberta had been arrested. The notion that they somehow blamed me was ludicrous.
The house looked like a bomb had gone off. The front door was broken down and nailed back up in some half-assed fashion. I walked around to the kitchen door and let myself in. The first thing I noticed was a trail of blood coming down the stairs. Following it, I found even more pooling on my leather sofa. It appeared to have the texture of liver, and was very bright crimson.
I decided "what the fuck" and ascended the stairs, being careful to avoid stepping in the blood trail. That became all but impossible when I entered my bedroom. Blood was everywhere. It covered the floor and the bed and was sprayed randomly over the walls and furniture. Then I saw the wrapped box with the pearl necklace in the corner of the room by my closet! I quickly picked it up and opened it. I determined the necklace was intact and undamaged. I slipped it into my pocket. I studied the scene of the carnage, but was unable to make heads nor tails of the mess. I realized I should have watched more of those CSI shows and less reality TV.
I left the house the way I found it and headed to the office. Tessa was instrumental in creating the gore, so she could clean it up, or make arrangements for the task. I was getting a bad feeling about the entire situation. The god damn OK Corral had less blood sprayed around it than my bedroom. That sort of thing seldom happened while sitting in bed, reading a romance novel.
Marge was at the office when I arrived. It was readily apparent that there was a heightened state of anxiety. I guess having your superiors hospitalized or jailed creates a certain amount of tension.
"Frank!" called Marge Larson from her husband's office as she motioned for me to join her. "I'm glad you made it back so quickly. Have you been to the hospital?"
"Actually, I have, Marge," I admitted as I stepped into the room and closed the door. "I was bullshitted by my wife for a couple minutes, then I was questioned by some genius from the police department."
"Did you tell him anything?" asked Marge.
Now I was really feeling short tempered. What kind of question was that? What the hell could I tell?
"Yeah, Marge. I told him where to find Jimmy Hoffa, Elvis, and Big Foot. I didn't want to, but the guy was that clever and he tricked it out of me. What on God's green earth could I tell him when I have no idea what the hell's going on?" I demanded heatedly.
"How did you explain your brother-in-law being at your house? You told me that your wife's sister would be there to let me in. I passed that information on to Roberta. How did you get Jeff to go instead of June? It was a stroke of genius," she laughed.
Have you ever sat in a conversation where you had no idea what was going on? You understand each word that is being used, but collectively, they seem to have no meaning? Then you wonder if maybe you had brain damage or stroked out? I was feeling just like that.
"What in hell are you talking about, Marge?" I asked blankly.
Marge looked at me for several seconds and then seemed to suddenly make a brilliant observation.
"My God, Frank! You didn't know anything, did you?" rhetorically asked a bemused Marge. "You really did want Tessa to get that gift on her birthday! You didn't know about Jeff and had no idea he would be the one to let Roberta in to your house! This is so precious!"
"I seem to be in the dark here, Marge, but I expect you to bring me up to speed, and damn quick. These obtuse references and statements are really pissing me off. Tell me what the fuck is going on! I don't have much time. I told the hospital I'd be back at one to pick up Tessa and bring her home. Just spit it out, and tell me in plain English so I understand!"
"Let me start by telling you that you really don't want to bring Tessa home. She has a broken nose and a concussion because Jeff punched her in the face," revealed Marge.
"Don't make this a game, Marge," I warned. "You can guess I want to know why he punched her, and why I shouldn't pick her up."
"Jeff punched her in a fit of jealous rage when he found her riding my husband, cowgirl style. It was more than he could stand, so he smacked her hard and then started pounding Jack. He did a hell of a job on Jack's balls and dick, too, not to mention breaking Jack's jaw and knocking out pretty much every tooth in his head."
Tessa had been riding Jack! Jeff became enraged and pounded Jack for me? We had never been that close, but I would have to thank him for that.
"Wow! That's a lot to swallow, Marge. Jack and Tessa have been playing hide the wiener? Jeff caught them and pounded Jack for me? I owe that schmuck, big time! I feel bad about all the times I derided him," I admitted.
"No, Frank, you don't!" blurted Marge. "Jeff pounded Jack because he was jealous. He's been banging your wife for years and went postal when he found out she was unfaithful to him!"
I staggered back and dropped into a chair. Jeff and Jack had both been tapping Tessa? How could I have missed that? It was obvious that if Marge was right, I would be in no hurry to get Tessa from the hospital. Why was Jeff hospitalized?
"Let me see if I have this right, Marge. Jeff went to my house to let Roberta in with my gift for Tessa. He and Roberta believed that both Tessa and Jack were out of town and the house would be empty. They somehow caught Tessa riding Jack. Jeff smacked Tessa around because he thought she was his exclusive slut. He then worked Jack over for fucking his slut. Is that accurate so far?" I asked.
"I think you have it straight now, Frank," agreed Marge.
"One small problem! Number one boss lady forget that Jeff in hospital, too! You think Jeff pound self senseless, though that would take precious little pounding," I added in my best Charlie Chan imitation, which wasn't very good.
Marge actually grinned as she answered, "Jeff was shot in the femoral artery by Roberta. He bled like a stuck hog. The police had arrived just as she shot him and eventually broke your front door down. By that time, Jeff had dragged his ass down stairs and was bleeding all over your leather sofa."
"I see," I replied, unable to think of anything snappier. "Are you going to tell me that Tessa was doing Roberta, too? That's just so wrong!"
"No, not Tessa," explained Marge. "Roberta and Jack had been bumping bellies for a year or so. When she saw Jeff administering such a thorough ass kicking to her boss and lover, she pulled a handgun out of her coat pocket and shot Jeff. She's been arrested for numerous firearms violations, as well as for shooting that asshole."
"It seems to me, Marge, that you are extremely well informed about this entire fiasco. Were you under the bed, or maybe even blowing Jeff at the time? Nothing will surprise me at this point."
"Hardly," chuckled Marge. "I had a private dick following Jack for the past few weeks. He was outside your house, listening through a device he had concealed in Jack's pants. He was the one that called the cops when he heard Jeff going ape-shit."
"If you had a man following Jack, you must have known that he was in the house banging Tessa when you sent Roberta there to deliver the necklace. Didn't it ever occur to you that there would be trouble? Shit, Roberta's made no secret about packing a gun. Everyone knew it," I practically yelled at Marge.
"Actually, Frank, it did occur to me that Annie Oakley might pull her old hog-leg out and dispense some frontier justice," smiled Marge. "I just never expected your brother-in-law to be there. I never knew he was banging Tessa, either. I thought June would let Roberta in and be a reliable witness to whatever transpired."



"Damn it, Marge! Tessa and Jack could have both been shot by Roberta!" I excitedly pointed out. "Did you ever think of that?"
"Well, duh! I knew it was a possibility. I thought you were wise to the whole affair and were trying to set me up to catch Jack and Tessa. I just substituted Roberta, to protect the innocent, as they say. The fact that Jeff, who let Roberta in, was also Tessa's lover, and proceeded to thump the shit out of both of them, was gravy. I thought you had planned that somehow, too!"
"Well now Jack and Roberta are out of the picture and you have a company to run. Did you give any thought to that, Marge, or were you so hell-bent on revenge that you were willing to ruin the company your dad started from scratch?" I demanded.
"Again, Frank, I did. We both know that you've forgotten more than those two idiots ever knew about running this company. I thought you might like having Jack's position and his office, with double his pay. You'd also be getting some prime pussy that Jack will never be allowed to service again, if you get my drift," cooed Marge.
I almost ruined everything when I stupidly asked, "Are you referring to Roberta, or Tessa?"
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I had seen enough. I decided on a course of action. My stomach was twisted in knots, but somehow I sucked it up and walked to my closet. I pulled out a small suitcase and a larger one. I quickly and quietly removed clothes from the closet and packed them into my larger bag, hangars and all. It took only a minute or so to fill my suitcase.
I moved to my dresser and pulled out all my underwear and tossed everything, including undershirts, into the smaller bag. Then I switched to my sock drawer. I had managed to remove two large handfuls of socks when I heard Janet shriek.
"Sorry to bother you, Janet," I apologized as I shoved the socks into the suitcase. "I'll be gone in a few minutes and you'll once again be able to have Steve 'stuff your pussy with his big cock', as you so colorfully described it."
"Tom! This isn't what it looks like! Steve's just a friend. He'll leave right now! We have to talk, Honey," suggested a visibly upset Janet. "Steve, it would be best if you left now."
Steve seemed to agree that leaving my bedroom was a good idea. However, his clothes were nowhere in sight and walking around naked in front of a very angry man is not something most men feel would be beneficial to the all around well being of their balls. Quite the opposite. Steve demonstrated discretion and pulled the sheet up to his chin.
I had seen my old Ruger .22 single action revolver in my drawer when I had removed the last handful of socks. I had actually forgotten it was even there. I had placed it in that drawer so long ago I had lost all memory of it. I realized that I must not wear some of my socks very often.
I picked the weapon up and turned to face my wife of 23 years and her lover. I stepped to the bed and sat on the edge, by Janet's knees. As I sat holding the gun in my hand, I realized there were several quick solutions to a rather messy situation.
"Janet, it looks like you and Steve have been fucking like bunnies. It looks like his cum on your chin. I even see a few drops on your tits. It looks like you gave him a great blowjob and continued to suck his cock until he was hard enough to fuck the living shit out of you. I have the distinct impression that you urged him on, even to the point of demanding that he 'cum in your married pussy'. Can you tell me what part I misinterpreted?" I demanded.
"My God, Tom! You were here that long? I can't deny what you saw, or heard, but it doesn't mean that I love you any less. This was just a stupid fling, Tom. It meant nothing to me," sobbed Janet.
"Somehow, Steve, I think you should feel a trifled dismayed at my loving wife's last statement. It would seem that neither of us mean a hell of a lot to Janet, and that our prowess under the sheets leaves something to be desired. Perhaps she has someone else that fucks her better and you and I are simply substitutes to be used only when she can't find a real stud to stuff her cunt properly!"
"Tom, don't say that! You're my only love and the best lover, ever! Please put that gun down and let Steve go. We can discuss this between us. There's no reason to drag Steve into our personal discussions," reasoned Janet.
"Well, Janet, I think there's a very good reason. His cum is drying on your chin and in your cheating cunt. I don't know if he had the chance to fuck your ass or not. You and Steve are intimate. You don't need my cuckolded ass sitting around moping and putting a damper on your hot monkey sex. You did tell Steve how wonderful he feels inside you and how he owns your married pussy," I reminded her.
Janet was bawling her eyes out now and Steve was squirming. I placed the gun near Janet and stood. I had briefly considered offing myself with the revolver, but a fucking .22 would only wind up doing brain damage, blinding me, or causing some other non-fatal, but painful, injury. I didn't need to rush into death. It was always an option, if a rather permanent one. I would never harm Janet and what good would dusting Steve do me? Janet was an attractive woman and could always find another lover while I spent 20 years yielding to the desires of Bubba. I realized the situation just wasn't that dire.
I zipped my second bag closed and stood to leave. My back was to the bed and its occupants as I straightened up. I heard the unmistakable sound of what I have always called a "dry fire!" That is the sound made when a firing pin hits an empty chamber. I always keep the firing pin on an empty chamber. I even keep the next chamber empty, just for safety, since cocking the gun brings that chamber in line with the pin. I must have missed the sound of the gun being cocked as I zipped my suitcase.
I knew that if it the gun was cocked again, it would fire. Then I heard the distinctive sound of the old revolver's hammer being pulled back. Without even glancing at the bed, I sprinted for the doorway. I almost made it out unscathed. To go down the stairs, I had to turn left after leaving my bedroom. As I made the turn, I felt something smack my forehead. The pain was somewhere between a real bad sting and a swift rap with a hammer. Instinctively, I dropped the bag from my left hand. I already had blood dripping into my left eye as I wiped my hand across my forehead. I felt more blood and a lump. By now I was getting dizzy, but I was too frightened to slow down. I negotiated the stairs mostly by memory.
I had difficulty getting the front door open because my hand was so bloody I was unable to get a good grip. I looked around frantically and realized that the remaining suitcase in my hand was only half closed. I grabbed a sock and used it to clean the knob enough to enable me to turn it. I ran for my car and sped away as quickly as I could. Every couple minutes, I would pull another sock out of my bag and use it to wipe the blood from my eyes so I could see to drive.
Getting shot in the head turned out to be far less agonizing than the time I spent in the emergency room at the local hospital. The questions were endless, from the name of my insurance carrier to my would-be assassin. The short story was that the small lead slug was easily removed from just under my skin and several stitches closed everything up. That was the easy part.
The cops were called since there had been a shooting. I had to relate the sordid details of not feeling well at work and going home before lunch, only to find my wife and my accountant doing the horizontal mambo. I explained how I had picked up the gun, briefly considered popping a cap in my undersized brain, but finally placed the gun on the bed and tried to leave.
"Mr. Moore, who shot you," asked the cop. "Did you actually see the shooter?"
"I didn't actually see who fired the shot, but I've narrowed the list of suspects down to two people for you, officer," I answered sarcastically. "You'll have to take it from there."
"You feel that your wife is capable of shooting you, Mr. Moore?" he persisted.
"Try finding out that your wife of 23 years is sleeping with your fucking accountant. Then have someone ask you if she might shoot you! You suddenly realize that you have no idea who she is, or what she'll do. To answer your question; I think it's a real possibility," I admitted sadly.
I was still in the emergency room and I wondered why. My head was sewn up and the bleeding had stopped long ago. I had noticed that the doctor that did the work was showing my chart to some other guy in a white jacket. They were probably wondering if I had any brains at all in my head.
The cop wandered away and the doctor approached me. I didn't care for his demeanor as he asked to speak with me privately.
"Mr. Moore, I'm very concerned about your heart. You told me you've been feeling tired lately and even nauseous at times. I strongly urge you to remain here until we can conduct some tests to determine the severity of your condition. It may turn out that coming to the hospital tonight saved your life!"
"Fuck! Butter my ass and call me a biscuit!" I groaned. "I'm one lucky bastard. Lucky that my accountant was fucking my wife. Lucky that I came home early and caught them. Lucky that one of them shot me in the head. Things are just going my way, Doc. Let's get this done while I'm on a roll!"
It turned out that my head wound never bothered me very much. That's because within a couple days, I was split open like a fucking clam, for a quadruple bypass operation.
Janet had tried to see me before the operation, and again when I was recovering. I refused to see her. Both my kids were great. My son, TJ, took off from his job in Texas and flew in to spend time with me while I was recovering. My daughter, Jillian, was attending the local university and was able to be my champion while I was unconscious. Never go into a hospital without someone you trust looking out for you! Janet's parents even came by and spent time with me.
I was bombarded with advice. Everyone felt that I needed to sit down with Janet and discuss the "situation", as it was euphemistically called. I held out for several days but finally caved. I agreed on the condition that our kids and Janet's parents attend. I wanted everyone to understand my reasoning, and my position. My kids brought me home from the hospital.
Janet and her parents met us in the living room. It was the first time I had seen Janet since that fateful day. She looked like shit. That fact gave me some satisfaction. I sat on the sofa with the kids on either side of me. Janet sat in a recliner across from me, and her parents were in the love seat to my left. Janet opened the dance with what I considered a couple of really stupid questions.
"Tom, how could you have suggested to the police that I might have been the one that shot you? I could never hurt you, Sweetheart. You must know that after living with me for all these years. I love you!" she avowed. "Why wouldn't you let me visit you in the hospital? I'm the one that's supposed to be by your side and help you get your health back."
"Let me field those questions, Dad," offered Jillian. "Mother, you betrayed Dad, in your marital bed! He never thought you could do that to him. Once he realized that you could and would, Dad realized he had no idea what you were capable of and he told the police just that. You would have caused him more stress if you had been allowed to see him, either before or after his surgery. He needs love and understanding, not a cheating slut wife!"
I was surprised that my daughter was so able to understand my thought processes. Why didn't Janet know all that without asking dumb questions?
"Jillian! I'm still your mother and I don't appreciate you speaking to me in that manner!" protested Janet.
"That was something you should have considered before you whored yourself out to that man!" snapped Janet's mother! "You have not earned your daughter's respect. You've done a horrible thing, so don't act like you're above a good dressing down!"
Janet was stunned when her mother essentially attacked her verbally. She had probably expected support, or at the very least, neutrality from her parents.
"Okay! I made a horrible mistake. It only happened the one time and Tom caught me. I'm ashamed and mortified by my actions. That doesn't mean that I don't love Tom with all my heart," Janet pleaded. "I made a terrible error in judgment. I want to atone for my sins."
"So, Mom, is this family like some born-again religion where you stand up in front of everyone and admit you sinned and then get forgiven?" asked TJ. "Maybe Dad could baptize you and wash away your sins, and his memories? Is that how you expect this to work?"
Everyone seemed to be ganging up on Janet and I fucking loved it! Her parents and her kids were giving her holy hell! I had spent most of my conscious moments thinking about revenge on the bitch. What could be better than being attacked by her closest blood relatives?
"No, TJ. I do not!" flared Janet. "I have no answer other than I know your father is a wonderful, gentle, loving husband and father. I just hope that my absolute contrition and my love for him will account for something. I need him badly and I think he needs me."
"Well, Sweetheart," I spoke for the first time and the sarcasm dripped off my tongue, "what about your pussy belonging to Steve now? I wouldn't want you to be an Indian giver or something. The better man has claimed the spoils of victory."
"I lied! Okay! It was just pillow talk. No one owns me, or my body parts, except you, Dear," retorted Janet. "I'd give you anything and everything I have, and all that I am, if you'll forgive me."
"Why should I believe you didn't mean what you told Steve?" I countered. "You sounded sincere to me."
"You have all but called me a lying, cheating slut, Tom. Now you want it the other way. You are trying to insist I tell the truth. You are contradicting your own argument," reasoned Janet. "Am I a liar, or do I tell the truth?"
"I'd have to bet on liar," I replied coldly. "You're not making a very good argument here, Janet. You're telling me that you lie to men and Steve was just another victim. How many men have you given your pussy? Do you have a list or something? Are all of them homicidal maniacs? Is there anyone else waiting in the wings to put a bullet in my head? Between you and that goddamn quack doctor, there isn't a hell of a lot left to my heart. It would be a very small target."
"Tom! I swear that Steve was the only one and, to be honest, you caught us the second time we were together. I had no idea he was so tightly wound. He literally pissed the bed when you pulled that gun out of the drawer. When you set it down, he grabbed it as fast as he could. Putting a loaded gun by a man scared shitless wasn't the smartest thing you could have done," finished Janet.
"Well, pardon me all to hell! I haven't seen the fucking manual on what to do when you catch your wife fucking another man in your bed. I had no idea what to do. Why didn't we think to discuss that eventuality sooner? You must have known you were a cheating slut. What did you have planned for when I caught you?" I demanded fiercely.
"Honestly, I never thought it would happen, but if there's ever a next time, please just shoot me!" answered Janet. "That would be so much better than going through this nightmare. My own parents and children have no respect for me and the one man I love without any reservation despises me. I almost got you killed! A bullet in my head would have been kinder, although I deserve to suffer. I know that."
There was silence for a minute. I think none of us had any idea what this was doing to Janet. Her life had become a living hell. Once again, that thought gave me no small amount of pleasure.
"I don't think there's much more to discuss here," I finally broke the silence. "I'm divorcing you, Janet. I have no choice. I do have a choice with the conditions and terms. Get a good lawyer because I'm going to take you to the cleaners. I have to in order to keep any self respect. My lawyer will contact you. The kids have lined up a couple of possible apartments for me to look at and our first appointment is in a few minutes. You've broken my heart, Janet, and even the doctors couldn't fix it. Good bye."
Janet just bowed her head and sobbed. Her parents walked the kids and me to the door, saying nothing. It was a hell of a mess.
It's funny how things happen. If I hadn't been shot in the head and gone to the hospital, I probably would have dropped dead in a couple weeks, or less. That's what the doctors told me. In the big picture, I was fortunate that Janet picked that time in our marriage to cheat. It probably saved my life. Still, I had a very hard time thinking of it as anything but the worst thing that ever happened to me.
Luckily, I had a good job and very good insurance. Janet had started working after the kids left home. She worked part time for a department store and didn't bring home very much money. My lawyer proposed an unfair, totally unacceptable settlement to Janet's legal advisor. We had to start somewhere and could always negotiate down. I was stunned when my lawyer told me that Janet was accepting it, against her lawyer's advice.
We had a mortgage on the house she would never be able to afford. I was getting the lion's share of the savings and stocks. She was getting no alimony. It would be impossible for her to survive. Of that, I was certain.
Then another bit of luck figured into my life. Just like in the movies, I bought what turned out to be a winning lottery ticket. It was worth a few million dollars and I immediately feared Janet would get part of it, so I told no one I won. I carried it in my wallet and often when I was alone, I pulled it out and caressed it. I obsessed over it and what it could buy for me.
As time went on, the loneliness I felt increased and the pleasure I derived from holding that winning ticket dimmed. I already made all the money I needed, especially since I would soon be single. Why was I so unhappy and becoming even more so? It sure wasn't money problems. I took a week off and went fly fishing on the Delaware River. I spent almost every daylight hour on the river, fishing. Actually, I was fishing and thinking. After dark, I would drink beer and think. By the time the week was over, I had decided on a course of action.
Janet's parents agreed to meet me at my apartment Sunday evening. They were sworn to secrecy, telling no one I had asked them to my place.
"Bill, I have a favor to ask of you," I addressed my father-in-law. "If you cannot do as I ask, would you please keep the information I am about to reveal in strict confidence?"
"I think I can agree to that, Tom, as long it isn't anything that I feel needs to be revealed to save lives or something," added Bill.
"I bought a lottery ticket a couple months ago and it won, Bill. It pays just over four million, if taken in an annuity."
"That's great for you, Tom! Congratulations! What is it you want from us? Are you asking us to not tell Janet about it?" asked a suddenly dejected Bill.
"Yes, I am Bill. She must never know I bought that ticket," I insisted.
"Tom, you're putting us in the middle of a difficult situation. You can see that, can't you?" asked Doris, my mother-in-law.
"Not really, Doris. I want you to tell Janet that you bought the ticket. I want you to split it between Janet and the kids, each getting a third. I only ask that you never reveal to anyone that I was the one that bought it. No one would question you guys giving the ticket to your only child and grandchildren. It's perfectly legal and it'll help the kids with out and be a life saver for Janet," I pointed out.
Doris had tears streaming down her cheeks and Bill was clearing his throat and looking out the window. It didn't take a real sensitive guy to see that they were truly touched by my offer. I felt better than I had since that day I came home early to find Janet in bed with that dickwad. It was what I needed to finally begin healing emotionally.
"Tom, we would be delighted to go along with your deception," grinned Bill. "You know Janet has not been out socially, and has started working more hours to try to keep up with the mortgage. She really feels like shit. She knows she fucked up big time, and not because of money."
Bill never had been one to mince words. He had been a New York City fireman for 25 years and called a spade a spade. His daughter's actions had wounded him and Doris almost as much as it had me.
A week later I received the strangest damn news imaginable from my lawyer. My crazy, soon to be ex-wife, had her lawyer contact mine, telling him that she had additional income to declare and that I was entitled to half! What the hell kind of lawyer did she have? I told him to inform her idiot lawyer that I would not accept any part of it and that she could keep the entire thing.



When it came time for the divorce hearing, we had still not agreed on the distribution of the lottery money. Both sides refused to budge from their positions. My lawyer told me he should drop my case because I was ruining his reputation as a barracuda. He smiled when he mentioned it.
The judge was gob smacked. He told us as much. Then he did something I thought was never done. He refused to grant a divorce.
"I do not feel anyone in this matter would be best served by the state granting this action," he began. "I have never seen both parties in a divorce argue over money in this fashion. It causes me to doubt the need for a divorce. Perhaps some counseling or just open dialogue between the parties will settle this."
He told our lawyers to keep working for a settlement and he would reconsider his opinion in a month. He urged Janet and me to talk it over as soon as possible. I left the courtroom totally confused. Janet's parents had attended the hearing and Bill approached me in the parking lot.
"Tom, I am asking you as a favor to me to come over to your house right now. We'll have a sandwich and a beer and try to resolve this thing. You are the two most stubborn people I have ever seen!" he admonished as he left, not waiting for my response.
Janet opened the door when I rang the bell. She looked pale, but pretty good otherwise. She hardly met my eyes as she turned and led me to the kitchen. Her folks had cold cuts and all the makings for more sandwiches than we could eat in a week. Bill handed me a cold beer.
"Tom, I caused this whole mess, so I want to speak first. My parents bought a winning lottery ticket and gave it to the kids and me to split. You already know that. You're entitled to half of my share since we were, still are actually, married when the kids and I turned it in," explained Janet. "I have a very selfish reason to want you to have half of it. It will help me forgive myself for the horrible wrong I did to you. I know you can't forgive me, but I haven't been able to forgive me either, and it really, really hurts.
"It isn't about the money, Tom. It's about me finally doing something that's right and fair to you. You deserve better than I have given. Please accept the money and I'll agree to the divorce. You'll be free of me."
Bill and Doris watched me closely as they waited for my response. I had given the thing a lot of thought.
"I don't think the money should have anything to do with forgiving yourself, Janet. What you did was terrible, but it's over and done. If you just accept the money and agree to the terms of the divorce, I'll have closure. If it helps any, I have forgiven you. It took some time, and more than a few beers, but I have forgiven you. I wish it had never happened, but we can't change the past. I loved you, Janet. I still do, but I can't trust you so I can't be married to you. I don't want you to lose your home or suffer because of me. I'm not very proud to admit the rest of the settlement is heavily in my favor, so just accept the money your parents have given you."
"I will not do that, Tom. I will fight this all the way to the Supreme Court if I have to," declared Janet a bit dramatically.
"For God's sakes!" yelled Bill, shocking the rest of us. "This is so damn pathetic I can't stand it. Janet fucked up and broke you heart, Bill. You can't stay married to a cheater, and she is that. Janet needs some sort of goddamn absolution or something before she'll agree to the divorce. Does that pretty well cover it?"
Bill continued when Janet and I both nodded meekly, "Then here's my suggestion. Take it for what it's worth. Janet, give the poor bastard the divorce and his dignity. He deserves that much from you. Tom, after the divorce, move back into the house and fuck Janet's brains out any goddamn time you feel like it. Treat her like a slut if you want. I don't give a shit. She needs you to take care of her and you're still in love with the stupid cow. You won't trust her for some time, if ever. That's a given.
"Janet, if this man is fucking stupid enough to move in and sleep with your slutty ass, will you agree to be faithful to him? And also agree that he may use very strong measures to keep you on the straight and narrow? You're one of those women that seem to require the threat of a firm hand, applied in the proper place."
"Dad, I'd agree to anything if Tom would move back in with me! I promise, Tom, you'd never have cause to regret it," cried Janet with passion.
There it was. Bill's half baked idea for a solution to my dilemma was on the table. I would get my divorce. And self respect back. Janet would have a provider and a chance to prove herself to me. I knew it was a totally fucked up idea. I'd have to be crazy to go along with Bill's proposal. I smiled and offered Bill my hand as Janet broke into tears.
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I was sitting at the kitchen table enjoying a bowl of Raisin Bran when I was surprised by a hard rap on my kitchen door. Musing over who would be knocking at eight AM Sunday morning, I crossed the tile floor and opened the door.
Standing on my stoop was a man in his forties, wearing a cheap, wrinkled suit. Behind him were three uniformed cops. This was definitely not the normal Sunday routine!
"Mr. Young?" asked the suit as he briefly held up a badge. "Do you mind if we come in and ask you a few questions?"
"I'm afraid I can only converse with one person at a time, Detective...what was your name again?"
"It's Cook. Detective Richard Cook. I'll be asking the questions, Mr. Young. These men would like to sort of look around your house, if you don't mind?" added the detective.
"Do you have a warrant? I've seen enough police shows to know you need a warrant to force your way into my home to look around, as you put it," I asserted.
"No, Sir. We do not have a warrant. I am requesting that these officers be allowed to look through your home. You have the right to deny my request. Then I would have to get a warrant," agreed the detective.
I really couldn't think of anything I had to hide, but I didn't know exactly what they were looking for, either. Was there any illegal porn on my laptop? Not that I could think of quickly. Any bodies in the freezer? It seemed unlikely. We did have some illegally copied DVD's in the den!
"You aren't from Interpol, are you?" I quickly asked.
"No, Mr. Young. Believe me, we are not interested in illegally copied movies. Everyone always worries about that," acknowledged the detective as he slowly shook his head.
"Could you tell me what this is all about then?" I politely asked. "This is quite unusual in this neighborhood. Why do you want to search my house?"
"Sir, there has been a murder and I am investigating it. These officers are assisting me. Is there any reason you would deny my request?" asked Detective Cook.
"Well, yeah! Because I can. Because I don't want a bunch of strangers wandering around my house. Because the floors are clean and I want to keep them that way or my wife will give me hell when she gets up," I responded. "How about them reasons?"
"How about I haul your ass down to headquarters and question you for five or six hours while my colleagues obtain a search warrant and go over your clean house with a fucking fine tooth comb?" snarled Cook.
"How about you gentlemen come in and look around while I entertain Detective Cook," I asked, directing my question in the vicinity of the three uniformed cops.
I wasn't sure why the cops were anxious to search my home, but I was pretty certain they wouldn't find anything very damning, with the possible exception those fucking missing tags the kids tore off their mattresses fifteen years ago. If push came to shove, Cook could drive out to Penn State and arrest my two sons. I wasn't taking the fall after I had repeatedly warned them about removing those damn tags!
I motioned to a chair for Cook as the three men in uniform filed into the kitchen. I watched as they slowed and came to a stop by the island in the center of the room. They turned almost in unison to look my way.
"Just one each!" I groused as the trio dove into my box of fresh doughnuts. I had picked up a dozen jelly filled doughnuts just minutes before their arrival and the aroma had called to their professional instincts. It was that moment that my wife, June, walked warily into the kitchen, clutching her bathrobe tightly to her throat.
"Steve, what's going on? Why are their policemen walking through the house eating doughnuts? Is something wrong?" she asked worriedly.
"June, this is Detective Cook. I'm hoping he'll enlighten us about the situation while he asks his questions. I gave permission to 'look around' as Cook euphemistically calls it. Detective, this is my wife, June. Can you tell us why you're here, investigating a murder?"
"Mr. Robert Morgan was shot and killed last night, around midnight. I believe you both knew him?
"Well, yeah!" He was June's boss. You shouldn't lack for suspects, Cook. The bastard created cuckolds faster than rabbits can reproduce. You should be looking for a jealous husband, or maybe even an entire platoon of them," I chuckled, feeling no sadness over the death of my wife's late employer.
No one else even cracked a smile. June's face was whiter than I had ever seen it and tears were forming in her eyes. Cook just nodded slightly as he studied my face. Except for some soft sobs from June, the room had become deathly quiet.
"Mrs. Young, how long ago did you enter into an affair with your employer, Robert Morgan?" questioned the detective.
"I didn't really, I mean it wasn't really an affair," sobbed June. "It was more of an occasional meeting. I didn't love him or anything. It was probably about six months ago that we first got together. I would never shoot anyone, and certainly not Bob!"
"I never suggested you would, Mrs. Young. I am simply trying to get all the facts," stated Cook matter-of-factly. "How did your husband respond to your liaisons with Mr. Morgan. Was he jealous? Angry? Enraged, when he found out?"
"Steve had no idea that I had been unfaithful until just this moment, Mr. Cook. The subject was certainly never discussed between us. I'm certain that Steve would have been upset, but not enough to kill Bob," replied June, with less conviction than I would have liked from my wife.
"Really?" grunted the detective. "Mr. Young, how would you answer the same questions."
"They started fucking August ninth of this year," I replied calmly. "It was at after a dinner party at Morgan's. I was called away early because of a problem at work. He offered June a ride home and hammered her in the back seat of his SUV. I am not upset because June and I have an unspoken agreement. Simply stated, we are free to fuck whomever we please, and we do. June decided to fuck Morgan. That was between the two of them."
June's mouth had dropped almost to the floor at my revelation. It took a few seconds for her mind to process everything I had just told the detective. I could see the wheels slowly turning.
"How come I never heard of this so-called agreement?" demanded June indignantly.
"Because that is what the word 'unspoken' means, Dear," I quickly responded. "If we had discussed it, I would have said that you and I had a verbal agreement, and if we had it notarized and signed, it would have been a written agreement. Ours was unspoken."
"Well, it would have been nice if I had known that," bitched June. "I worked awfully hard to keep you from finding out about Bob. I think all our agreements should be spoken, or even documented from now on. This sneaking around shit is hard on my nerves."
"This questioning is not producing what I would consider normal responses," admitted Cook as he reached into his shirt pocket and produced a small recorder. "Both of you need to be aware that I am recording everything you say. Mrs. Young, have you been 'meeting' with any other gentlemen, or was Mr. Morgan your only paramour?"
"Of course!" protested June, perhaps a tad too strongly. "I'm a married woman! How can you even ask such a question?"
"Has your husband been taking advantage of this 'unspoken agreement', to your knowledge, or has he been completely faithful to you," quizzed Cook.
"Steve would never break our marriage vows, Detective!" June answered somewhat indignantly. "He's as faithful as an old hound. You can take that to the bank!"
"Mr. Young, I am asking you the same questions again. Do you agree with your wife's responses?"
"June has been fucking her coworker, Bill Anderson, since September 15th. Other than the two aforementioned fuckers, she is as faithful as the goddamn geyser carrying that moniker in one of our national parks," I responded without emotion, even as June made an audible gasp. "She loves the way he eats her pussy."
"You seem to be a remarkably well informed husband, and even more amazing is your lack of emotion," observed the detective. "Many men would be angry to the point of murder if they knew their wife was entertaining two lovers. Why are you so calm about all this, Mr. Young?"
"As I said before, we have an unspoken agreement. June was stepping out, but I was more than holding my own, if you get my drift," I grinned sheepishly.
June was almost apoplectic now. Her eyes had stopped shedding tears were now simply bugging out of her head. Her face was a bright crimson rather than white, and she had crushed a jelly doughnut in her left hand. The jelly had squirted through her fingers and shot all over her robe, though she didn't appear to notice.
"Are you saying that you had a lover, too?" demanded the amazed detective. "It seems that your wife was unaware of this development. With who was your affair, and when did it begin, Mr. Young?"
"You're very astute. Small wonder you made detective before you hit fifty," I sarcastically replied. "I first made love to Janette Morgan on August 11th, two days after her husband fucked June in the back seat of his car. We've pretty much managed to go at it every week day since," I recalled fondly. "That minx loves to fuck."
In her shock, June brought her hand to her temple. This action caused whatever jelly that had been in her hand to be deposited on her forehead. She appeared not to notice and Cook was too polite to bring it to her attention, especially since he was trying mightily to form a coherent sentence.
"Good God! You were fucking the murder victim's widow!" he exclaimed. "Every week day you were laying the pipe to Janette Morgan! I interviewed her briefly last night and she never mentioned your name. Is there any chance you are mistaken, or attempting some sort of cruel joke?"
"You want to hear her mention my name, Cook? Stand in the closet next time I top her off and you'll hear her calling my name. Of course, I am not mistaken. I can remember the names of the women I'm fucking!" I stated emphatically.
"Did you just 'women' you are fucking, as in plural, Mr. Young. Do you have more than one extramarital lover?"
"Now that you ask, I have to admit I've been doing the horizontal mambo with Lisa Anderson since mid-September. We tango several times every weekend, and occasionally during the week. That woman sucks cock like a freakin' Shop-Vac!" I revealed.
Jelly was now dripping down the side of June's face unimpeded, as she slumped forward in her chair in an almost comatose state. Cook was popping some sort of small pill. It looked like it was the same as the nitro pills my uncle Phil used now and then. After taking a minute to compose himself, Cook plunged forward.
"Mr. Young, you must realize that you are having affairs with the wives of the two men that are banging your wife. Can I assume this is not a coincidence? May I also say that I have seen Mrs. Anderson and she is smoking hot!"
"I won't try to tell you what you may or may not assume, Cook, but I honed in on these two ladies after their husbands tapped June. Revenge is screwing your wife's lovers' wives. Sweet revenge is something even better, and I am fortunate enough to experience that incredible high," I responded with obvious pleasure.
"Are you telling me that you murdered Robert Morgan to get revenge for his affair with your wife? Shit, you were taking his wife carnally every damn weekday! Wasn't that enough for you?" demanded Cook.
"The answer to both your questions is an emphatic 'no'. You'll understand my ultimate revenge in due time," I promised.
"What the hell were the questions you just answered 'no' to," asked the perplexed detective as he fiddled with his recorder to replay his previous questions.
"So, are you saying that you didn't murder Robert Morgan? Or are you saying that you didn't murder him for revenge?" asked Cook after listening to his queries.
"I can answer 'yes' to those questions," I replied.
"Goddamn it!" growled Cook. "I have to remember to ask one question at a time."
It was at that moment that one of the uniformed cops carried a large handgun into the kitchen and waved it before the disbelieving eyes of Detective Cook.
"I found this in a gun cabinet in the basement," beamed the officer. "Do you want to mark it as evidence and take it in?"
"Good idea!" exclaimed Cook. "Be sure to have the lab lift fingerprints off it. The owner of said prints is either a cold blooded killer, or the dumbest son-of-a-bitch cop in the world!"
The cop blushed slightly as he went out the door with my .44 Magnum in one hand and another of my fucking doughnuts in the other!
"This is beginning to jell nicely," chuckled the detective as he watched strawberry filling drip off the end of June's nose and onto the kitchen table near the box of doughnuts. "No pun intended. Morgan was shot with a .44 Magnum. How is it that you own a .44, Mr. Young?"
"I saw a .44 Magnum at Bill Anderson's place one night while his wife was sucking my cock. It got me thinking. Jealous husbands can be homicidal bastards, as you well know. I decided I should have a gun at least as big as Bill's in case he came for me in a jealous rage. Not all men are as understanding as I am, so I went out and bought one."
"We have motive, and a weapon," smiled Cook. "Now all we need is opportunity. I suppose you spent a quiet evening at home with your wife?"
"Actually, I was inside Lisa Anderson most of the evening, in her marital bed, to be precise. I left at 11:12 exactly, and came straight home. June was asleep when I got here. I'm not sure Lisa will be able to verify the time, as she was quite drunk when I left," I added.
"That certainly is convenient. You remember the exact time you left, yet Mrs. Anderson was too wasted to remember anything and your wife was asleep upon your return home. I'm almost afraid to ask, but how is it that you recall the exact time you left the Anderson residence?" quizzed Cook.
"Her husband left a message on the answering machine while I was ripping a piece off his wife. He said that he was just leaving the airport for home. It was 10:12. I knew the best he could do driving home was one hour, so I made certain to leave by 11:12. I met his car coming down their block as I was headed home," I revealed.
"Even if you left at 11:12, as you claim, it still gives you plenty of time to drive to Morgan's home and shoot down Morgan when he answered the door. I think we have enough to arrest you for murder, Mr. Young," stated the very pleased detective.
He was reaching for his cuffs when his cell rang. Cook motioned for one of his damned dough boys to keep an eye on me as he went outside to maintain phone privacy. He was gone almost ten minutes. The look on his face when he returned told me everything.
"You bastard! Detective Burns just got a full confession out of Bill Anderson. He claims he came home from the airport to find his wife dead drunk and covered in sperm. It was leaking out of every orifice and covered her face. He went ballistic when he noticed a wallet on the floor next to his unresponsive wife. It was Robert Morgan's wallet, so he took his canon over to Morgan's and blew a hole in him you could toss a cat through. He tried to deny it at first but broke under Burns' questioning.
"Do you have any idea how Robert Morgan's wallet wound up on Anderson's floor?" asked Cook.
"Not even a guess, Cook," I answered quietly. "He often left it on the nightstand by his bed. I noticed it more than a few times while I was plowing his wife. Why he, or anyone else, would mistakenly drop it at Anderson's place is a mystery to me."
"It seems that one of your wife's lovers is going to jail for a very long time for killing her other lover. All the time, you were banging both men's wives a lot more often than the two of them were doing yours. Now your wife is sitting there in some sort of trance with her head dropped into a box of fucking jelly doughnuts. Just what do you call a fucked up mess like this?"
"Sweet," was my only response.
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Have you ever noticed that you can take a fool proof plan, toss a woman into the mix, and all bets are off? I guess all men should expect it when they get married. My plan was brilliant in its simplicity. My problem turned out to be complex. It involved predicting what my wife of 22 years would do.
The economy was circling the bowl and sinking fast. My wife, Caroline, had somehow managed to maintain her position as manager of the local branch of a large food chain. I never considered her overly bright, but she had somehow managed to pull the wool over the corporate eyes of Food King, the largest chain on the East coast. While people all around were losing their jobs, or at least having their hours cut, Caroline had somehow cajoled a couple of raises from her superiors.
Of course, I was more than a little suspicious. How could a woman be so successful in such a demanding and difficult position? You guessed it. It must have been her good looks and still smoking hot body. I sure didn't marry any dog! Caroline was a lovely woman in her mid forties. Her tits were bigger than ever, still full and firm and her ass was so tight you could bounce a quarter off it. We never actually discussed it, but I suspected that she used her charms to climb the corporate ladder. There could be no other explanation. I had read enough on the internet to know how married women got ahead in the work place!
I had my own business. Years ago, I had realized that I didn't want to work for some asshole, making him money off my sweat and considerable skill. For that very reason, I had started my own company. I was having a tough stretch with the business at the time because of the recession, which I feel strongly is a depression that the government is trying to soft pedal. When things get tight, fewer people are inclined to buy hand crafted outdoor benches carved from large trees with a chainsaw. It was one of those luxuries consumers chose to forego, as much as they admired my skills with a power tool that so many feared to even pick up.
That's how I came to have twenty nine fucking beautiful, but unsold, benches stockpiled in my back yard. I was sitting on one, polishing it up a little with my ass while working on a cold brew. Then I heard a commercial on the radio that caught my attention.
Jessica Simpson was going to be appearing in concert next month at Bethel Woods, the site of Woodstock forty years ago! That was only an hour away from our home. The very thought of seeing her perform her greatest hits made my heart race. I popped open another beer and considered how to proceed. Caroline had me on a short leash since I hadn't sold a bench since the fall of 2007. I was allowed two hundred dollars a week spending money, and that included the materials and fuel I used for my business.
Fortunately, we lived on her family farm and I had a couple hundred acres of forest from which to select the best materials for my benches. We also had a gasoline storage fuel tank on the property that Caroline kept filled, so I was able to avoid that expense. Still, I had to purchase a few new cutting chains and bar oil now and then. I tried to keep the old chains sharpened as long as I could so I didn't cut too much into my golf, bowling, and beer money in any given week.
Caroline wasn't nearly as big a fan of Jessica's talents as I was, so I worried that she would put the brakes on my going to the concert! It was even less likely that she would buy the tickets with her money. I had heard her argument so many times, I knew it by heart.
"Bill, you already get $200 per week. You should be able to save enough to purchase your own incidentals," she would admonish me whenever I hit her up for some extra cash.
I calculated that tickets for good seats for Caroline, me, my brother, his wife, and my sister and her boyfriend would cost around two hundred and fifty bucks. Even if I did manage to save enough money to pay for them, Caroline would probably try to talk me out of going. Besides, in order to save that much dinero, I'd have to cut back on golf to just a couple times a week for the next two months. That idea did not appeal to me. I had an image to consider, as well as my manly pride. Scrimping on my golf would not impress by buddies at the club.
Then I thought of the money Caroline puts aside for her stupid charities! She always donated money to the local women's shelter, as well as our town's food pantry. She absolutely refused to consider my suggestion to send a little something to the NRA.
Caroline had a box concealed in her closet where she stashed her left over cash. She put five and ten dollar bills in it more often than I put my extra nickels and quarters in a jar on my nightstand. Once I accumulated enough change to purchase a six pack, I scooped it out and headed for town. Caroline, on the other hand, would donate seven or eight hundred dollars a couple times a year to her favorite charities! It made no sense, but I had learned over the years that married men have to accept certain quirks in their wife. Certainly Caroline always gave me all her love and never held back in the bedroom, so why even try to teach her how to be more frugal?
She probably had no idea exactly how much money was in her stash, so she'd never miss a few hundred bucks. I went to her closet, counted out three hundred dollars, and drove to the closest ticket outlet. The tickets cost just over two hundred and fifty dollars. After getting the tickets, I saw a great deal on a new pair of bowling shoes and a dozen golf balls, so I had just three dollars and change left when I returned home. Going to our bedroom, I tossed the change in my jar and put the three ones back in Caroline's charity fund.
Then I fired up the computer to compose the letter I had in mind. It took a while to find where Word was located since I normally only used the computer to surf the web for porn. Eventually, I had a very professional letter printed. As I read it over, I knew Caroline would never doubt its authenticity. It even looked real to me, and I wrote the damn thing!
My plan was simple. The letter informed Caroline that she had won a promotion from a local restaurant we frequent. The prize was six tickets to Jessica Simpson's concert at Bethel Woods! I included the tickets in the mailing, so Caroline would be convinced, and we could start making plans to watch Jessica Simpson strut her stuff. All I had to do was wait for Caroline to give me the great news that she had won the tickets. Then I would call my brother and sister and make our plans.
A week passed and Caroline never mentioned the tickets. I began to worry about the dependability of the US postal system. I carefully quizzed Caroline to see if her mailing address at work was still the same. I had mailed the tickets there since I pick our mail up at the mailbox every day. I feared it would look suspicious if I showed up with the letter at home.
By the middle of the next week, I was wound tighter than a piano wire. What was going on? Gradually a scenario took shape in my mind. Caroline was not going to mention the tickets to me. She was probably going to make up some story that she had to be away that night. Then she would take people from her work to the concert. That probably included her district supervisor. Then I wondered if he managed to get into Caroline's panties already. I decided to keep closer tabs on Caroline and either put my worries to rest or catch her in the act.
I sat parked near her work for a few days, watching her car as well as the building in which she worked. The surveillance thing was cutting into my time on the links, so I made the decision to switch to a few random checks on Caroline's activities. While watching her car those few days, a deep sadness began to fill my heart. I had never loved anyone but Caroline. I had never been unfaithful, or even close. She was a great mother to our two daughters, an incredible lover, a wonderful friend, and the best company a man could ever hope to have.
I debated whether I could pretend nothing was wrong so I could keep her in my life, hoping she would eventually terminate her affair. As much as I dreaded losing her, I came to the conclusion that it just wasn't in me to share her with any man. I couldn't live like that. Knowing that once I got the goods on her, we would get divorced, caused me great pain.
Then one Friday, it all began to take shape. Caroline left a message on our answering machine that she had to attend a meeting evening after work and that she would not be home until late. This was the Friday before Jessica Simpson's concert. I found myself parked where I could watch Caroline's car that afternoon.
Just after five she came out and drove toward the Casey Highway. I followed several car lengths behind. My heart was pounding when I saw her pull into the Radisson Hotel's parking lot in Scranton. As Caroline walked to the entrance I noticed that she had changed from the clothes she had worn to work that morning. This was not looking good.
As luck would have it, it took me a few minutes to locate an empty parking spot. By the time I got inside the old hotel, Caroline was nowhere in sight. I decided to sit at the end of the bar so I could watch the lobby. I don't know how long I waited but I do know that I had four beers. I was feeling more and more rage, as well as despair. What was Caroline doing? Was this the end of what I had thought had been a great marriage?
I had noticed an attractive blonde woman sitting by herself at a table and began to consider approaching her. What the hell. Sauce for the gander and all that. But I knew I was just dreaming. Shit, I had no idea how to approach any woman other than Caroline. I hadn't even tried since our first date. At that moment Caroline strolled into the bar with that prick, Bob Davis, her district manager!
I knew just how I was going to approach that bastard. I practically leapt off the bar stool and marched toward the loving couple. I was still ten feet away when Caroline first saw me. I grinned a little to myself when I saw her fear. She must have realized that she and her lover were in for a shit-storm unlike any she had ever witnessed.
To my surprise, she quickly turned and walked right toward me, meeting me half way.
"Bill! Do not say anything. Turn around, walk with me to the bar, and sit down with me!" Caroline hissed in a very low, but stongly demanding voice.
Somehow my resolve weakened. I had only heard Caroline use that tone a couple times since we had been married, but I had been trained to respond to it. I turned and walked with her to the bar.
"You will be civil to Bob. In fact, you'll be more than civil. You'll be cordial to both Bob and his wife, Amanda. You and I will talk later. Can you do this for me"? she demanded.
I knew I was lost. My instinct for self preservation kicked in and I just nodded numbly in response. Then I felt a hand on my back and Bob Davis was standing next to me, chatting like he was my asshole buddy!
"Hey, Bill! Caroline never mentioned that you would be here," admitted Bill. "I could have had you and Amanda entertain each other while Caroline and I were in our meeting,"
Bob proceeded to introduce me to his wife. She was the attractive blonde I had noticed previously. We sat and made small talk for another hour or so. Then Bob told us that he and Amanda had an early day coming up so they retired to their room.
"Thank you so much for being a gentleman!" praised Caroline as soon as Bob and Amanda were out of hearing. "I saw that look on your face and knew Bob was in for an ass kicking if I didn't do something to prevent it. It really was just a business meeting, Bill. There were half a dozen managers there. You have no reason to be upset."
"How about the Jessica Simpson tickets you won? Did something that cool just slip your mind, Caroline?" I asked. "When were you going to tell me, or weren't you planning on telling me at all? Maybe Bob Davis isn't your lover, but I'll find out who is. You can bet on that!"
To my surprise, Caroline just smiled at me. That fueled my anger and I had to draw a couple deep breaths to prevent a total meltdown.
"You silly man! You're all the lover I have ever needed, or wanted. There is no one else. It was obvious to me that those tickets weren't a prize, Bill. Taco Bell never has promotions like that. You should learn to use spell check, too. I knew you wrote that letter as soon as I opened it," smiled Caroline.
"Then why didn't you tell me about them so we could make plans, Caroline? You had to know I was expecting you to be all excited and eager to tell me about the tickets," I reasoned.
"I was just a little put off that you had taken two hundred and ninety-seven dollars out of my charity stash, Bill. I thought it would be a good punishment for taking the money without consulting me, and also for making your feeble attempt to trick me," admitted Caroline.
"Then where are the tickets, and are we going next Friday? I have to see if my brother and sister can make it on short notice. You still have them, don't you?" I asked.
"I recycled the letter you sent to me and sent it to your brother Dave. He has had the tickets for a couple weeks now," responded Caroline.
"Didn't you worry that he would realize it was a ruse, just as you did?" I questioned. "Do you think he'll be fooled?"
"We're talking about your brother here, Bill. He swallowed it hook, line, and sinker. He's already invited his wife's sister and her husband, and your sister and her boyfriend to go with him to see Jessica Simpson. He's telling everyone that Taco Bell is the best damn restaurant on the planet," chuckled Caroline.
"Son of a bitch! Dave didn't invite us? Now we'll miss the show of the year. Why did you give the tickets away?" I whined.
"You'll like this, Bill," grinned Caroline. "That was what the meeting was about tonight. Our company is one of the sponsors for Jessica Simpson's tour. Next Saturday night, all the area managers and their significant others will be front row at the Wachovia Arena in Wilkes Barre for Jessica Simpson's concert. You'll be so close you'll have to be careful she doesn't smack you in the face with those big tits when she bends over to take a bow! Afterward, we'll all be having a late dinner with her in a nice local hotel. The company is footing the bill for the show, dinner, and a room for the night!"
"Wow! My stupid brother will be so jealous when he hears about this." Then in a more serious tone I asked, "You swear you don't have any lovers? Am I really enough for you?"
"Darling, even after all these years, I am amazed that your vision has never cleared up. It's almost like you have a permanent set of beer goggles when it comes to looking at me. Men don't chase me, Sweetheart. I'm plain looking, at best. I've gained twenty pounds in the last ten years and have finally graduated from an A cup to a B cup. My ass is a mile wide and I'm getting wrinkles. The amazing thing is that I know you actually believe men constantly lust after me. I could never betray such a loving, but visually challenged man," laughed Caroline.
"Bullshit!" I replied. "You're always trying to convince me you aren't beautiful, but I'm not falling for it, and I'm certainly not letting my guard down, ever. Your parents are responsible for this low self esteem. They always wanted you to think your two sisters were better looking. Believe me, they are no super models!"
"Actually, Beth was for a few years. Linda still does some swimsuit modeling as well. My parents were just being truthful when they told me not to rely on my looks or I would be disappointed," recalled Caroline.
"What the hell do they know? They aren't exactly rocket scientists or brain surgeons," I shot back.
"Well, Mom did work as an engineer for NASA on the Apollo missions, and Dad's a cardiologist," Caroline reminded me.
"Well, big deal. No one has ever called me a matinee idol. Your folks were just prejudiced against me and didn't want their beautiful daughter going out with a loser like me. They never liked me," I told Caroline.
"Actually, to this day, my friends are envious of me because of the hunk husband I have. Several of them have told me you look like a more rugged George Clooney. My parents thought you were after their money when you first started dating me. They couldn't believe there could be any other reason a dreamboat, as Mom referred to you at the time, would want to date a plain, flat-chested, big assed girl like me. Now that you gave them two beautiful granddaughters, take Dad golfing every week, and remodeled Mom's kitchen for her, they think you're the cat's pajamas."
"Caroline, I know that your family and some of your friends think I'm lazy and undependable. You can't deny that," I stated firmly, hoping Caroline would once again prove me wrong.
"I suppose some of them might, since they never saw what you do for me, my parents, and our girls. You went to every sporting event and nearly all practices the kids ever had. You taught them softball, basketball, and even ran with them when they trained for cross country. You helped them with homework and always made sure that they traveled in the right company and were home before midnight. Both, Sarah and Brandi told me that their friends thought you were the sexiest and best father any girl could ever have. More than a few of their friends had crushes on you, but you never noticed. You still take time to help at the Veterans Hospital and coach Little League. I'd say you were a pretty damn good catch and I don't know of anyone that disagrees," finished Caroline.
"I'm left wondering how you manage to get raises and have advanced so well in your company,' I slowly admitted. "You must use at least some of your sex appeal to do so well at your job."
"Bill, I have an MBA and am actually over qualified for my position. I don't need to use any of my nonexistent sex appeal, and it's a damn good thing. I'm good at my job and I enjoy it."
"I suppose that could do it, but I do know that all my buddies think I have the best wife in the world. They seem to think you're pretty hot. They're always telling me how lucky I am, and make no secret about their envy for me," I concluded.
"Do you think that being able to golf whenever you want, bowling two nights a week, and having that huge projection screen TV with the dish satellite so you get every pro and college football game might have something to do with that, Bill?" asked Caroline. "Maybe when I bring you and your buddies pizza and beer during the game they think I'm a pretty understanding wife."
"I admit that all helps. How come you do that? None of the other guys have a wife so hospitable to her husband's guests," I wondered.
"Several reasons, Bill. You take good care of me. You make all my friends jealous with your good looks and hard body. I wasn't blessed with those attributes, but I know how to please men in general, and my man in particular. I don't ever want you looking elsewhere for love, and I want your buddies to tell their wives what a wonderful woman you married. It's sort of a revenge for all the times more attractive girls and women had a few laughs at my expense. I'm the one laughing now and I want to keep it that way. They may have bigger tits or better legs or a smaller ass, but I have the best husband in the country and I'm going to keep him happy. Let's get a room here for the night and I'll show you what I mean," laughed Caroline as she arched her eyebrows up and down several times.
"Good idea, Sweetheart! Let's get you naked and check out those B cup beauties and that wonderful ass!" I readily agreed before turning pensive. "I've decided that tomorrow I'm going to begin expanding my production line to include those cool silhouettes of bears and dogs and deer. I'll use the money I make on them to repay your charity fund."



"And when you do," promised Caroline as she gave me a big smile, "I'll donate half to the NRA!"
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"Dad!" exclaimed my daughter Brandi as she wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me a hearty hug. "You look so much different. Your hair is shorter, your gut is gone, you look taller and you feel like a block of granite. Except for that scar on your cheek, I'd have to say that it looks like the Army agreed with you!"
"I haven't lost a pound, Sweetie, but I did manage to rearrange it a little. You're absolutely beautiful!" I gushed. "I'll be so proud to walk you down the aisle. I'm almost speechless!"
"If that happens, then I'll know for sure that the Army changed you. How was Germany, Dad? Did you get to see the sights, and go to Oktoberfest? I bet you have hundreds of war stories for us, like how you got that scar."
I flinched a little at Brandi's last comment, but managed to cover it over quickly by stepping back from her and motioning toward the attractive woman standing near by and who had just been witness to my reunion with my daughter.
"Brandi, this is Marge Becker. Unless there is some serious objection, she'll be my guest at your wedding," I told Brandi. "Marge, this incredible young woman is my daughter, Brandi."
"I am so pleased to finally meet you, Brandi," greeted Marge. "Your dad has told me so much about you. I see your concern, Brandi. I am only a guest and nothing more, so don't worry about explaining me to your mother."
"Phew! I was pretty upset there for a second. I sure don't need to spring something like this on Mom, especially at my wedding! Any friend of Dad's will always be welcome in my home, Marge. Did you meet Dad in the service?"
"Actually, I did. We were stationed overseas together and became friends. He is going to be the best man at my wedding next month," revealed Marge.
"Wow! That really takes the worry out for Mom! You're getting married? And Dad's the best man? That is so cool! Were you in Germany with Dad?" asked Brandi.
"Well, I was for a short while," hesitated Marge. "My fiancé will be picking me up the evening of your wedding and driving us back to Syracuse. Jack offered me a ride this far and insisted I attend his beautiful daughter's wedding, so here I am. Otherwise, I would have just flown from Washington to Syracuse. My fiancé, Ray, was more than happy to make the drive so I could be here for your special day."
"Here's the plan, Dad," began Brandi as she led Marge and me inside her apartment. "We're having my bachelorette party tonight, the rehearsal tomorrow night, and of course the wedding on Saturday. You remember Bill, the tailor at the men's shop in town. He said you must have been measured incorrectly for the tux. The measurements you sent him didn't jibe with what he remembered of you, so we'll fall back to plan B. You can wear your uniform at the wedding. I'm sure you'll look great and I'm so proud that my Dad spent the last two years serving our country. I want everyone to know you're my father and that you're a captain in the Army!"
"Retired captain in the Army, Sweetheart. I am out and my life is my own again," I chuckled.
"Whatever, Dad. Would you mind going with us girls to the different bars tonight? We have a limo rented, so you won't have to drive and you can even have a couple drinks, too. I know us girls will have too much to drink, so I want someone I can trust to watch over us. Can you keep your eyes on six lovely young women for five or six hours and make sure no harm comes to any of us?" grinned Brandi. "It's a tough job, but someone has to do it!"
"Sure, I'd be glad to," I quickly responded. "I assume you told your mother I was going to be here for the wedding. Is she expecting me tonight?"
"Well, Dad, that's a bit complicated. I told her you would be here for the wedding, but neglected to tell her you would arrive before the rehearsal. It just seemed simpler. I'm trying to avoid any uncomfortable situations, at least until after the wedding and hopefully, the reception."
"I understand, Brandi, but I think I'll go over and speak with her tomorrow, if I get the opportunity. We'll both be sure to remain focused on the fact that it's your big day. Everything will be fine," I promised.
"I hope so. To make sure, I reserved a room for you at the same hotel our guests are using. The limo will drop us all off there since I'm spending the night with Karen and Beth. We have a lot planned for tomorrow, like sitting by the pool and sobering up," laughed Brandi. "I'm afraid I didn't get a room for Marge. She will need her own room, won't she?"
Marge smiled as she responded, "Most definitely. Your father is much too particular to spend a night with me. I tried that a few times before I met my fiancé and never got anywhere with him. Now I'm afraid it's too late."
"Wow, Dad! That couldn't be much plainer. It sounds like you were a good boy even though temptation came your way. I'd have to say that not many men could resist the kind of temptation Marge offers," marveled Brandi. "You haven't gone gay, have you, Dad?"
I had been blushing from Marge's comment, but my face felt like it was on fire by the end of Brandi's little joke. My daughter was an adult and Marge was certainly treating her as one, seemingly to the point of forgetting she was my daughter. Marge and Brandi were both laughing at my discomfort.
Marge and I left for the hotel after agreeing to be ready for the limo at nineteen hundred hours. We had plenty of time for Marge to rent a room and get freshened up. Brandi had assured us that the limo had lot of seats for all of us. When it arrived, I saw why. It was the longest damn Hummer I had ever seen.
Brandi's friends were all lovely young women and I had no difficulty watching them as Marge and I sipped an occasional drink and chatted. We gave the girls lots of room and merely made certain they were not doing anything too foolish or dangerous.
It was after midnight and the girls insisted on visiting one more club. I didn't argue, although it appeared to me that they were all feeling no pain and should go home. How many of us have ever gone home at the right moment when we were out having a good time? Most of us try to ride that party horse till it drops. I understood that, so Marge and I simply followed along.
It was a little after one AM when the girls decided to call it a night. Marge and I exited the club and I signaled for the limo driver. Before he could pull up, the girls came laughing and stumbling out the door of the club. Suddenly, I noticed two guys with knives materialize out of the shadows. They hurried toward the girls, who were a few yards behind me.
I spun around and rushed back, managing to place myself between the two dirtbags and my charges.
"Get the fuck outta the way, Old Man!" shouted the one in front. "We want the bitches' wallets and jewelry. Maybe we'll have them show us their tits. We'll take your wallet, too, asshole!"
"Go fuck yourself, scumbag," I taunted. "I won't give a shit like you a fucking dime, you slimy cocksucker!"
That was all it took. The creep lunged at me with the knife held low and away from his body. Everything seemed to slow down as I thought back to the many times Sgt. Downs had gone over this very scenario with me.
I could almost here Sarge barking, "Step inside, block with your left, grab with your right, add your left, then take it back and up... hard!"
I felt the knife puncture the guy's stomach and sink to the hilt. I was just about to jerk it upwards when I heard Marge screaming, almost in my ear.
"Don't kill him, Jack! He's hurt bad enough. Let him go!" she pleaded as she pulled on my arm.
I swung the guy to my right and tossed him into his partner. Both felt backward to the concrete. Before the second one could get up, my heel caught him in the temple and he fell back to the pavement. I heard Marge talking to the 911 operator before I had picked up the second knife from the gutter. I decided not to remove the blade that was lodged in the first fellow's stomach, knowing I would probably do even more damage to his organs if I pulled it out.
"Holy fucking shit!" screamed Brandi's maid of honor, Beth. "What the hell just happened?"
That seemed to open the floodgates and the girls all started crying and carrying on as a crowd began to form. A cop car appeared within minutes. An ambulance was close behind. The cops questioned me, Marge, the girls, and the limo driver, who had seen the entire altercation. All the stories were the same. It was pretty obvious that we were not the perpetrators. It was almost three AM before we were allowed to leave, and that was only after supplying ID's and promising to stop at the police station the next afternoon to give written statements.
It was a subdued ride back to the hotel. I tipped the driver an extra fifty before following Marge and the girls inside. Marge was the only one still visible as I approached my room.
"Thanks, Marge. I was this close to killing that punk. What a thing that would have been right before Brandi's wedding. What have I become, Marge?" I asked rhetorically.
"A man that can, and will, take care of his family and friends," answered Marge softly. "And that is a very good thing!"
I slept soundly for what seemed a very short time. I woke to a pounding on my door. I looked at the clock and saw it was almost eight AM. Without thinking, I walked sleepily to the door and opened it, dressed only in my boxers.
"Dad, we were wondering if you wanted... Holy Cow! Have you been taking steroids, Dad?" gasped Brandi. "Did you get this scar the same time you got the one on your cheek? What the hell have you really been doing the last two years?"
As she spoke, Brandi was tracing a vivid scar that ran from my left pectoral down almost to my navel. I knew that over time, it would become less angry looking. At this point, however, it was quite obvious.
"It was an automobile accident, Sweetheart," I answered quickly. "I was cut by flying glass and yes, I did get both scars at the same time. Luckily, it wasn't anything serious."
Mr. Jenkins, if you don't mind my saying so, you sure are a hunk!" exclaimed Brandi's friend, Beth. "You saved our lives, and you look better than Jean Claude. I bet you could kick Chuck Norris' ass! From now on, we should call you Lionheart!"
"Beth, he's my dad, for god's sake! He's also married, at least for now, so don't even think about it!" warned Brandi. "We're going to breakfast since we're all too wired to sleep, although it doesn't look like you were having any problems, Dad. Want to go with us so we can ask you a million questions? The girls have already quizzed me for the past hour and I can't tell them anything. I don't think you want us to get Marge alone and question her, do you?"
I had gotten by on less sleep many times, so I nodded and went back inside to get dressed. Before the door closed, I was able to hear Beth say something to the other girls about "morning wood" and I blushed. Somehow I managed to piss, then shower and shave. I found the girls in the hotel breakfast area. Marge had already joined them.
"How did you know that Mr. Jenkins was going to kill that criminal last night"? was the question posed to Marge, by Linda.
I took a seat next to Brandi as Marge began her explanation.
"I've been in the military for twenty years, girls. I know the defensive moves as well as the offensive ones. I've been trained in them. Jack's training had simply kicked in. His next move would have been to push the guy's knife upward to his heart. He would have been dead before he hit the pavement. As it is, I don't think he had a very good night," offered Marge wryly.
The girls started on me with their questions. I pretty much told them that in today's military, soldiers are well trained in hand to hand combat, as well as with weapons. The training was the same for everyone. I did not tell them about the extra hours I had spent with Sgt. Matt Downs, learning everything he could teach me. He was happy to do it and I had the time.
"I've seen guys a lot younger than you leave the Army, Mr. Jenkins, and they weren't ripped the way you are. How did you do that?" asked Eve.
"That was just a lot of hard work. I wasn't happy with my weight and physique when I went in and was determined to improve. I found a few other guys with the same mindset and we worked out together for a few hours several times a week," I revealed, thinking how I had to do something with my spare time.
"It must be pretty unusual for a guy your age, and a dentist at that, to join the army, isn't it?" questioned Beth.
"Well, it used to be, Beth. I had spent four years in the military as soon as I graduated from high school. My parents had a farm and three younger kids. My mom suggested that I join up, and then take advantage of the G.I. Bill to get a college education. That was exactly what I did. I was a dentist before I was thirty.
"Along the way I married Val and we had Brandi and Zack before I was out of school. It seems that the military needs certain skills and professions. I was offered a nice bonus and the rank of captain for another two years of service, this time as a dentist."
The girls were far more interested in the previous night's attack than my military service and spent the remainder of breakfast telling their personal observations and fears from the encounter.
"Why were you so nasty to that guy, Mr. Jenkins?" asked Linda. "They said they wanted our money. They might have left us alone if we gave them our wallets, but you seemed to egg him on."
"I was charged with taking care of your girls. I knew those two guys were armed and dangerous. I didn't have the luxury of hoping they would be content with robbing us. I felt the best course of action was to take out the first guy while the other one was still several feet away. I was dead certain he would not harm any of you ladies if he had his blade shoved through his heart," I reasoned. "That would leave just one robber and I doubt he would have liked the odds."
"It sounds like you were quite confident of the outcome, Dad," observed Brandi. The Army changed you. The man that left here two years ago would never have been so assured and capable, although I bet you still would've done everything you could to protect me and my friends. You've always been protective that way."
It was turning into a hot June day so everyone decided to spend some time by the pool. The hotel, which was more like a nice motel, was shaped like a U with the pool in the center. Every guest on all three floors had a view of the pool and very little else. When Brandi and her friends made their poolside appearance, every male guest had to be quite pleased with their perspective. The girls all wore small bikinis as they lounged around the pool, soaking in the sun. Although she wore a much more modest one piece suit, Marge had no reason to feel unattractive. She was nicely tanned with strong legs and an ample bosom.
I was seated next to Marge, sipping a beer and enjoying the view the girls afforded when a shadow fell over my face. I looked up and into the eyes of my wife, whom I had not seen for just over two years. I quickly got to my feet.
Val appeared totally bewildered. She kept running her eyes over my face and torso, lingering on the scar on my chest. Then she would look at Marge and then back at me. She must have done that for a full minute before I finally broke the silence.
"Val! It's good to see you," I began.
"What happened to your chest? And who is this woman?" demanded Val when she finally found her voice.
"Mom! I forgot to tell you about Marge! She's a friend of Dad's. He's going to be the best man at her wedding in a month. She's just a friend from the military. Her fiancé will be meeting her tomorrow after the wedding, to which she's invited," blurted Brandi as fast as she could get the words out, in an obvious attempt to defuse any possible scenes.
Val allowed Brandi's explanation to sink in. She nodded slightly as she apparently accepted the explanation.
"I apologize,....Marge, is it? I haven't seen my husband in over two years and I find him sitting by the pool with a very attractive woman. I jumped to what Brandi assures me is the incorrect conclusion. It seems like she would have mentioned you when I spoke with her on the phone a little while ago. That would have better prepared me. Again, I apologize," finished Val.
"No problem. If Jack were my husband, I'd have probably been at your throat. Men like him aren't easy to find and often, are even harder to keep," opined Marge.
"I may have to rethink my apology, Marge. Just how well do you know my husband?" asked Val bluntly.
"Not as well as I wanted, Mrs. Jenkins. I already told your daughter that I tried my damndest to interest Jack, but he'd have none of it. Then I met Ray, my fiancé, and have now accepted that Jack and I will always be friends, but never anything more," confessed Marge.
"As you probably noticed, Marge, I can be blunt. It seems you are the same. Please call me Val. I think we might become friends, too," smiled Val as she extended her hand to Marge.
What the hell had just happened? Val had always been quick to judge the character of people and was usually right, but this acceptance of Marge, even after Marge admitted she had tried to practically seduce me, was way out of the normal. Had Val also changed in the past two years? I watched the two women shake hands like old friends that had just reconnected.
Then we heard a loud voice from across the pool shout, "Marge! Get your cute little ass over here and hug your man!"
I looked toward the source of the booming voice and saw Ray Malloy grinning from ear to ear as he trotted to meet Marge. When they reached each other, he scooped her up and kissed her. Then he stepped into the pool fully clothed! When they surfaced, they were both laughing and hugging. I realized that Ray was the same fun loving guy, whether he was in the service or a civilian. He was always up for a laugh and a good time.
Ray and Marge climbed out of the pool and made their way over to our group. Marge introduced Brandi, and Ray almost crushed her with a big hug.
"So you're Jack's little girl? No wonder he was always writing letters and sending emails to you. He showed us a picture of you, but you were about fifteen in it. I don't think he wanted the guys to see what a babe his daughter was. There'd have been comments and Jack would've had to crack some heads," chuckled Ray.
He had great words of praise for each of Brandi's friends as Marge went through their names. It seemed strange seeing Ray in civilian surroundings since I had met him while we were both serving in the Army. Now we were both civilians and he had shown up a day early to be with Marge.
When Marge introduced Ray to Val, he gave her an ever bigger hug than he gave Brandi. I wondered how much Marge had cautioned Ray and if he would remember it if she had. That question was quickly answered.
"So you're the woman that made Jack the man he is today! Jack was determined to make it home to you, Val. I don't know how many of those damn Taliban he waded through so he could be with you again. That IED had us a little worried, but those scars add character in a man, don't you think?" asked Ray as he slowly became aware of the hush that settled over the group. "Aw shit! I let the cat out of the bag already!"
"Taliban? Did you say Taliban? They don't have Taliban in Germany," stated Brandi as she turned toward me. "You lied to me! You said you spent your tour in Germany, but you were in Afghanistan!"
"I didn't want everyone to worry about me, so I had a friend forward my emails and letters so you'd think I was safe in Germany. It worked out okay," I reasoned. "I'm back in one piece and no one had to lose sleep over me."
"Dad!" cried Brandi. "You could have died. Look at your scars. They were the result of one of those roadside bombs, weren't they? You were in the war and we never even knew it!"



"And look how much worry and fear your dad saved you," Marge pointed out. "You should be proud of him, not castigate him. He served his country and saved his family the pain so many go through every day, worrying if their loved ones will make it home. Well Jack made it home, so let's have a few drinks. Hell, Ray and I were right there with him and we all made it home. We should celebrate life!"
"Marge is right, Brandi. Your dad's okay and that's all that matters now. Whatever he did, he learned what he needed to stop those scumbags last night and I'm damn glad he did," admitted Beth. "Maybe we wouldn't all be here right now if your dad wasn't the man he is. One or more of us could be in the hospital, or worse."
"That's true," agreed Linda. "We should all be happy that he made it back safely. Those scars look sexy as hell! Brandi gets married tomorrow and her dad is here to walk her down the aisle, so I say, let's have good time!"
Somehow, the other girls managed to raise Brandi's spirits and she stopped being upset with me. We hugged and she and her friends headed for more drinks. Val, on the other hand, was quiet. Marge quickly urged Ray to go to her room with his bag and change from his wet clothes, leaving me alone with Val.
"You decided to get even with me by going off and getting killed in some goddamn hell-hole, Jack? What did I say or do that was so wrong? We've always been able to poke and prod each other, to make each other strive for more, work to be better. Why did that suddenly become so wrong?" demanded Val.
"Val, this may take some time. I want to have that time to explain how I felt then, and how I feel now. We don't have the time right now. I would like to have that discussion this evening after the rehearsal, even if it takes all night. Will you wait until then? Will you also be willing to sit by me for awhile and just enjoy the girls and especially Brandi? You have done a wonderful job raising her, Val."
"I think that was one of our joint efforts, Jack," smiled Val. "If you remember, we usually did pretty good when we worked together toward a goal. I'll join you today, and listen to you tonight, Jack, but I don't know what you can say to make this all better. I don't think there is anything that could."
So we spent most of the day enjoying Brandi and her friends. Val and Brandi had made all the wedding arrangements well in advance and would be frantic tomorrow right up to the four o'clock wedding, but were able to relax before the rehearsal, with a minimum of time on their cell phones.
Val and Marge used two cars to drive the girls and me to the police station for our statements. It turned out that the two would-be robbers had long histories with the police. The one I had buried the knife into had come through surgery okay and was expected to make a slow, but complete recovery. That made the girls feel better, so it made me feel better. To me personally, I would not have lost any sleep if he had kicked. He made his choices. He could have seriously hurt one or more of the girls. I made my choice, and I was comfortable it was the right one.
The rehearsal went off without a hitch. I met Brandi's intended, Tim Gibbons, and he seemed like a very responsible young man. My son, Zack made it out of work and was there to learn his role as best man. Tim's friends filled out the remaining groomsmen positions and would be staying at the same hotel as Brandi's girlfriends. I could see a long and loud couple of nights at that hotel. Tim's parents were a bit older than Val and I, and were very gracious. They would also guests at the hotel.
We had a wonderful dinner and then everyone decided to meet at the hotel pool for a little pre-wedding party. Marge and Ray had already started the party before we arrived. Ray kept referring to me as FD and about the fifth time he did, Zack asked him about it.
"By now everyone knows we were in Afghanistan. Jack was obsessed about getting into better shape and losing his paunch. He ran with anyone, usually enlisted men, that would run a few miles every morning. He worked out with weights four or five times a week with the enlisted guys. In normal environments, officers don't usually interact all that much with the enlisted men, but Jack was pumping iron and working out with these men almost every day.
"The Army had the bright idea of assigning a Major Bernice Henderson the task of training the troops about the dangers of politically incorrect interaction between the genders. Mostly that meant the swearing and crude comments about women's various body parts had to stop.
"The day after she came to our base, the Major decided she needed to speak with Jack. Someone must have told her that he would be lifting weights with the enlisted men, so she showed at the small area the men had set up for their workouts. It was a hot summer day, and Jack and the others had been doing a pretty serious workout.
"To a man, not one had a shirt on. Most wore shorts, so the Major had no way of knowing which man was the officer she sought, so she asked for Captain John Jenkins. Jack puts the weight bar back on the bench rest and gets up and walks to the front and stands at attention. Now understand that Jack was all pumped up with a sheen of sweat covering his chest. His scar was fairly new and very evident. It kept him from looking like a pretty boy, though. I was there that day. I can tell you that Jack had what every woman wants!
"This prim and proper major, who has the assignment of teaching every one how to be politically correct, is stunned to see Jack. She was expecting some fat old fart to waddle up. She looks Jack up and down in disbelief and then she finally blurts out, "You're the fucking dentist?"
"The rest, as they say is history. After that, when it was necessary to be politically correct, we referred to Jack as FD, but he was the "fucking dentist" when it was just the guys."
Everyone broke into gales of laughter at Ray's story. Even Val laughed till tears streaked down her cheeks. I reached over and wiped the tears off her face. Brandi had seen the gesture and decided it was time to draw me out. I'm sure she wouldn't have said anything if she hadn't had a couple drinks.
"So Dad, are you still pissed at Mom for what she said that day at party?" asked Brandi in front of many of our family and friends, as well as her fiancé's parents. "Do you think two years is long enough to punish her, or are you going to keep it up indefinitely?"
I gave Brandi's question some thought. If anyone else had approached me like that, I would have been furious. Brandi knew I can't be very upset with her and she took advantage of that fact from time to time.
"Brandi, since you've asked, I'll tell you what I'm thinking. The incident that most people think precipitated my tour in the military occurred in front of family and friends, so it's only fitting I explain my feelings in the same surroundings. Two years ago, I was working sixty hours a week. I was overweight and tired all the time.
"Val was working hard, too. The difference was she was in fantastic shape and seemed to have boundless energy. I became dissatisfied with my looks, my health, and my life in general. No one knew it, but I had tried dieting for three months and had gained four pounds.
"Ever since Val and I first met, we always had a mock adversarial relationship. We tried to do better than each other. We'd make silly bets about who would get the better mark on a test, or see the most license plates from New Jersey. Sometimes they were silly, sometimes serious. When Val was thinking of going back to school to get her masters, she kept coming up with reasons why she couldn't or shouldn't. The kids were too small, it cost too much, she didn't have the time... you get the picture.
"At a Thanksgiving dinner, with her parents and mine in the room, I told Val that she was a pathetic chicken shit and she should forget about going to school. She wasn't smart enough, she was just a girl, I was the head of the house and would earn enough to live comfortably, and she should be content having babies and raising them."
"Are you serious, Dad? You said that to mom? Did she get angry?" asked Brandi.
"You were there, kiddo, but too young to remember it. Did she get angry? Is the Pope Catholic? She reamed me out for three days. Then she signed up for the classes and got her masters.
"So almost twenty years later, Val sees me overweight and out of shape, working too many hours, and neglecting the things that mean the most to me. At a Memorial Day picnic with family and friends present, Val tells everyone that she's afraid a piece of ass and a bike ride would kill me. I should brush up on my oral skills because I wouldn't be able to ever satisfy her, or any woman again with my big gut, low endurance, and limp dick."
"No shit, FD! Val said that in front of your family and friends?" asked Ray in amazement.
"That and a few more things I don't care to repeat, Ray. I was in a funk already. The Army had been recruiting me and somehow it all came together. Val obviously had no respect for me. I already knew I hadn't done very well the last few times we made love. Her comments cut me to the bone. I went and signed up the next day and shipped out as soon as I could. I had to agree to go to Afghanistan, since that was where they wanted me in the first place. I just neglected to mention it to Brandi. By that time I wasn't even talking to Val.
"I was actually sitting in a tent in some mountain village near Pakistan when I realized that Val was just giving me a kick in the ass, much like I had done to her all those years ago. It was an epiphany. The problem was I had way over reacted and I was afraid to admit it to Val. Hell, I didn't even know for sure if we were still married. After the way I left, she had every right to divorce my sorry ass. That was the day I became obsessed with getting into shape."
"Wow, Dad! I knew you left because of what Mom said, but I didn't know she was trying to wake you up. I was mad at her for a year because she had chased you away from us," revealed Brandi. "Mom, I owe you a big apology."
"I didn't blame you, or Jack. I knew I had gone too far with some of my comments. To belittle a man about his sexual abilities in front of others is unforgivable," admitted Val. "I just wanted Jack to lose some weight and get healthy so I would have him for a very long time, and it all backfired."
"Well, you have to admit, Val, that it did wake me up. I'm in far better shape than I've been in a long time, if not my entire life. Now it's you that would never be able to keep up with me. You'd be crying "Uncle" before I was even warmed up," I confidently predicted.
I heard a few gasps as I watched Val's face. She seemed shocked at first, but then I saw the corners of her lips form a little smile.
"Bullshit!" spat Val. "On the best day of your life, you'd still fall way short. Have you ever heard me cry "Uncle"? I never have and I never will!"
"I'm just saying that I'm in far better condition than you are, Val. You simply wouldn't be able to keep up," I reiterated.
"Listen to you two!" interrupted Brandi. "This is the night before my wedding and I refuse to allow you two to argue, especially about such a personal thing. My future in-laws and friends are here, listening to all this crap. I'm sorry I brought it up."
"This is between your father and me, Brandi. You're right. It is personal, and personally, I think he's delusional. Playing soldier has given him a false sense of pride."
"Oh yeah? We'll see who's telling the truth and who cries "Uncle" right now," I snarled as I stood up, grabbed Val, tossed her over my shoulder and carried her toward my room.
"Uh oh," laughed Ray. "It looks like a fucking marathon..... literally."
I tossed Val on the bed and locked the door. She was already half undressed by the time I turned around. I popped the buttons off my shirt and tossed it in the corner. Then I kicked off my shoes and socks, dropped my pants and boxers at the same time and stepped out of them. Val was naked by that time.
"Now, let's see what you can do, braggart!" goaded Val.
I hadn't been laid in over two years and my cock was so hard I could drive nails with it, but one battle does not win the war. I started slowly, kissing Val for a long time. Then I worked my way down her body. An hour later, my cock was still hard and had not yet entered her. Val was pushing my face away from her center.
"Just say "Uncle" and I might let you rest," I mumbled around her clit.
"Hah!" groaned Val. "I have not yet begun to fuck"!
An hour and four positions later, I again asked Val if she wanted to yield.
"I'm just waiting my turn on top," she managed as she shuddered through an orgasm.
The end of the next hour saw both of us sweating profusely. Val was riding me reverse cowgirl style and asking, "Have you had enough, Jack. I don't think you've ever cum more than three times in a night. We can call it a draw. We need to get cleaned up. Let's take a shower and go to sleep."
"Are you saying "Uncle," I asked.
"Not even close, General Patton," muttered Val.
I got off the bed, picked Val up and tossed her over my shoulder. Then I opened the door and marched outside. We were both naked. Val tried to protest, but was worried about making too much noise and waking everyone up in the middle of the night. I tossed her into the pool and jumped in after her. When I reached her side, I lifted her up and placed her on the edge of the pool and dove headfirst into her muff one more time.
It took a few minutes but she began to shake and moan quietly. I could tell she was trying to keep it suppressed, but there are some things you just can't stop. Suddenly, Val let out what sounded like a low scream.
"Okay! Uncle! Please, Jack, you win. No more! Uncle!" groaned Val.
I was feeling pretty tired but really good. Then I heard a stentorian voice boom out from the third floor darkness, "Thank God! The fucking dentist won! Now we can all get some sleep!"
The courtyard was filled with applause as Val and I ran naked back to our room.



        No Reply

        Man can't believe his family tradition. Will he allow it?

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/no-reply-1

Title: No Reply

Author: Harddaysknight

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Man can't believe his family tradition. Will he allow it?

Tags: fishing trip, mature lovers, traditions, horticulture




The drive home seemed interminable. My father, my uncle, and my cousin had maintained an inane chatter right from the time we departed Chambersburg. All I wanted was to get home as fast as possible. Probably because of that very desire, we stopped twice for something to eat, two separate times for drinks, and three times for bathroom breaks! A drive that should have been completed in four fours was taking seven.
I had eagerly agreed to the golf/fishing trip with my dad, Uncle Steve, and his son Jim, several months prior. At the time, it seemed like it would be a great trip that would not only be very enjoyable, but have the added bonus of bringing me closer to dad, his brother, and his nephew. Now it appeared it may have created the opportunity for the ruination of my family. How did it come to this? I mulled that over as I waited for the world's three smallest bladders to once again be voided at a service station in Hazleton.
Did it all start a few months ago at Jeff Burrows' funeral? I hadn't seen Jeff or his wife, Janice, more than a few times in the last several years. The Burrows had been my parents' best friends since long before I was born. When I was growing up, they seemed more like my family than most of my blood relatives. Then Debbie and I married and moved thirty miles to Damascus. We soon had two kids to raise, and it always seemed like there was never enough time to keep up with old friends and acquaintances.
There was another reason I didn't spend a lot of time with the Burrows.. I had pretty much stopped worrying about it many years ago, but the funeral brought all my fears rushing back. At the reception held after the funeral, off in a corner, Debbie was deep in conversation with my mother and Janice Burrows . Their voices were too low for me to hear what was being said, but it caused me more than slight concern.
Maybe my problem actually began the summer after I had turned 18 and graduated from high school. My mother had wrangled a brief job for me. It involved planting a bunch of pine trees for the Burrows, who lived a couple miles from my parents' home. Digging into the hard northern Pennsylvania ground was difficult work, but the job should have easily been completed in two days. It took me a full week. I had a very good reason for taking so long.
Jeff Burrows had to attend some sort of teacher's convention in Harrisburg that week. The three Burrows children were all grown and living in Pittsburgh, Harrisburg, and Dallas, Texas. Their nest was empty. Janice Burrows was completely alone for the week.
The first morning's work was going fairly well when I stopped digging to eat the lunch Janice Burrows had prepared for me. Incredibly, I spent that afternoon in bed with Janice! Somehow, I had managed to seduce an older woman, one that had been my parent's friend for longer than I had been alive? Janice was in her mid-forties and the sexiest woman I had ever seen up to that point.
My first time with her was actually my first with a woman, and I came just as soon as she began gently caressing my cock. I was ashamed and embarrassed. I wanted to grab my clothes and run home, but Janice soothed my ego and convinced me to stay and perhaps try again, when I was ready. At eighteen, I was reloaded almost before she finished the sentence.
I still remember how I had climbed between Janice's legs and pointed my harder than steel cock at her center. That was when she stopped me! She explained how happy she was that I found her so desirable, but there were a few things I should always consider before plunging my dick into a lady.
That was the beginning of a weeklong tutorial on the art of making love to a woman. She was a wonderful teacher, and I was a very eager student. Every morning I worked on planting the trees. Every afternoon, Janice taught me the many ways to please a woman, as well as the rewards of doing it properly. I learned about a woman's cycle, birth control and using condoms, female anatomy and pleasure points, as well as their fears, desires and needs. She even had me shave her pussy, and then spend hours learning the proper way to eat it. By the end of the week, I understood that I would never know exactly what a woman might be thinking, or why. I also learned that was okay, as long as I listened to them, always did my very best to respect them, and put their needs and desires before my own. Those lessons had served me very well in my marriage to Debbie, and I was eternally grateful to Janice.
That said, I had always been nervous when Janice and Debbie were at the same function. I never mentioned my tryst with Janice to my wife, out of respect for Janice, as well as fear of how Debbie would react. It had been a wonderful, almost magical, time in my life. I never even came close to repeating it. Janice explained to me that Friday afternoon so many years ago, that her husband, Jeff, was her love and her life. My final lesson that week was to end our brief affair and never speak of it with anyone. I had promised her, and I had kept that promise. I never thought to ask the same of Janice. Why would a young man just beginning his life's journey require secrecy from a paramour? It never crossed my mind; at least not until I fell totally and madly in love with Debbie.
Of course Janice and Debbie saw each other often when we were dating. I brought Janice to my parent's home quite frequently and it wasn't unusual for the Burrows to drop in. Janice never so much as even hinted anything to Debbie about our relationship, nor to anyone else as far as I knew. Gradually, my fear lessened. Looking back, I realize it never completely died.
From her first meeting with my parents, Debbie expressed tremendous respect for the obvious love and devotion my parents enjoyed, and she often said the same about the Burrows.
That caused me some shame. I knew the truth. I had seduced a married woman and placed her marriage at risk. I was not proud of that fact. I always went out of my way to be pleasant and respectful to Jeff Burrows. He obviously never suspected my illicit affair with his wife. He was kind and generous to me, and my respect for him steadily increased, even as the fear of discovery hung over my head.
Our fishing/golf group was about ten miles shy of my home when my cell phone rang. I looked at the screen and saw the call was from my mother. Reluctantly, I answered. The conversation my father and uncle had been engaged in stopped abruptly. It couldn't have been any more obvious that they were intent on hearing what I said.
"Bill, your father says you have been very quiet the whole trip. Are you feeling okay, Son?" Mom asked solicitously.
"Not the time, Mom!" I quickly replied as I closed the phone and turned it off as the silence in the car droned on.
I pressed my remote to open my garage door as we pulled into my driveway. My dad and cousin quickly dug out my golf clubs and fishing equipment from the back of the Expedition. I grabbed my small suitcase. Everything was somewhat hastily placed on the garage floor. Then they hurried off. As I walked through the garage toward the kitchen door, I thought back to all the signs I had missed throughout my life. Would it have been better if I were still clueless?
I recalled how my mother had called me over to her side late in the afternoon of Jeff Burrows' funeral. At the same time she summoned a lanky kid I had seen earlier in the day, sitting with Janice at the service.
"Bill, this is Janice's grandson, Jeff Emerson. He's just finished high school and will be going to Penn State this fall. Jeff, this is my son, and Debbie's husband, Bill Mason."
We exchanged handshakes and soon I was chatting with the kid about his future plans and if the Nittany Lions would get to a bowl game this year. He was polite, if a bit shy. But then, so was I at that age. Our short conversation ended when my dad insisted I meet an old neighbor I hadn't seen in twenty years. At that point, I was still oblivious.
Now, as I reached out to open the kitchen door, I considered the unusual route my father had taken to get to Route 81 on our way to Chambersburg. For some unknown reason we went through the small village of Beach Lake. Gazing out the car window as we passed through the village, I saw a scene I had long ago forgotten. Towering pines lined a long drive winding up a hill to an old Victorian home. As we slowly drove by, I remembered the day I rode with my grandparents down the same country road.
"See those beautiful trees, Bill?" my grandmother had asked at the time. "Your Dad planted them for the Andersons back in 1962. It was the year he graduated from high school and was doing odd jobs before reporting for the Marines. He was a fine looking young man, much like you will be in another ten years."
Being a kid, I was amazed that something my dad had planted could have grown so tall. As my dad drove past the same trees earlier this week, I thought back to the trees I had planted for Janice Burrows twenty-some years prior. I smiled to myself. If Dad only knew just how rewarding planting trees could be! Again, no warning lights went off in my head!
I shook off my reverie, opened the door and stepped into our house. Debbie sat at the kitchen table, facing me. She wore the old Notre Dame shirt and sweats she so often donned in the evening. As my emotions began to climb above a simmer, I thought back to less than a week ago, the day my world completely crumbled.
I considered the long forgotten trees that we had just driven past. As I laughed inwardly wondering if my father had as much pleasure planting them as I had enjoyed with Janice Burrows, another thought struck me. My son had stayed with my parents for a week right after graduating high school six years ago. At the time, my mother told me that they had gotten him a handyman job with some neighbors down the road. My son returned home the following week. I was working double shifts that week and was exhausted by the time I dragged my ass home every evening. I vaguely remembered Debbie asking my son what sort of work he had done that week. Hadn't he replied something about gardening and planting trees? Finally, sirens began sounding my head!
My son had recently married a wonderful young woman and they seemed to be very happy. He always treated his wife with respect and love, much the way I was toward Debbie. As I pondered these events while riding in the back seat of my dad's SUV, I began connecting the dots. Was it possible that both my dad and my son had experiences similar to my own? If so, it wouldn't it have to be some sort of a conspiracy or something? If so, who could be responsible?
What did I actually know? My father had planted trees for family friends shortly after turning eighteen. My son, Jason, and I both did the same thing right after high school graduation. My mom seemed to be the moving force in getting the job for me, as well as for my son, Jason. Was my mother a member of a cult or something?
I didn't know if Dad or Jason, or both, got laid while doing their plantings, but suddenly it seemed possible. I only slightly knew the family for whom Jason had worked. They had two sons that were both in the Navy that summer. The wife, Nancy Fullmer, was a tad heavy but was still very attractive. She was a kind, friendly woman with a rather big set of tits. My mind suddenly conjured up visions of my son tackling those beauties! It occurred to me that I was apparently losing my grip.
Why would mature, attractive, married women seduce the young men in my family? Did my mother have some sort of hold over them? Was it blackmail? Was it for money? It seemed unlikely. What else could it be... some sort of trade?
Bingo! Then it hit me. After I had moved from my parents' home into my own apartment, I was busy at work and didn't get back to visit my folks for a few weeks. As I drove up their driveway one afternoon, I noticed my dad had lined the pavement with hard maple saplings. They didn't look all that good at the time, but they were now over twenty feet tall and looked great. I never actually asked if my dad had personally planted the trees! I had assumed he did.
Could my mother have taken a young man into her bed and taught him the ways of love and sex? My own mom? I always thought she was attractive, for a mom, but the whole idea seemed too farfetched. My mom wouldn't be unfaithful to my dad. She was my mom, and practically a saint! Why use the same cover of planting trees? That made no sense. It would be the same as putting up a sign in the front yard saying: Mature Housewife Tutoring Young Stud In Sex. Do Not Disturb!
But if that were somehow the case, then my father would have known what was going on when the trees were planted at his property. He'd never stand for that from my mom! Then I thought of Jeff Burrows? Could he have known I was doing more planting inside his house than out! He had always been so good to me; he couldn't have known, could he?
These thoughts tumbled around in my mind the rest of the trip to Chambersburg. I wondered if I should I ask my Dad if he was a cuckold? That could open a real can of worms! Suppose he had no idea about any of the shenanigans mom had been up to, or what if my guesses were way off the mark? Then he would know that I had slept with Janice those many years ago! That would be breaking my word, as well as letting the cat out of the bag. I could see no upside to that.
We had finished our Sunday evening dinner of Pizza and beer. My father and uncle had argued for twenty minutes about which ballgame to watch, and had finally settled on the Yankees, who they both hated. We were all unpacked and looking forward to leaving the little fishing cabin at daylight to drown some worms. We had an afternoon tee time at a nice eighteen-hole golf course. Life was good, for the moment.
Then it went to hell in a hurry. My cell rang and I saw it was Debbie calling. I stepped outside as I answered. Old men tend to play the TV so damn loud you can't hear yourself think, never mind carry a phone conversation. After the usual pleasantries, Debbie blindsided me.
"Bill, you remember Jeff Emerson, Janice's grandson? He's visiting Janice this week and is looking for some work to make some money to use toward college. I was thinking of hiring him to plant some apple trees in the back of the house. You know how I always wanted a little orchard? I could make you pies and cobbler and applesauce and whatever. I'd probably even have enough left over to sell a few bushel," added Debbie.
I felt faint. My heart seemed to double its rate. My throat was dry and my palms sweaty. My hand shook as I raised the beer to my lips and drained it. I tried to initiate speech, but no sounds escaped my throat.
"Bill? Are you there? Did you hear what I asked?" questioned Debbie. "Tell me if you object to me hiring Janice's grandson to plant some apple trees while you are away this week?"
"Debbie, do you take me for a complete damn fool?" I demanded when my voice finally returned. "Do you hold me in such contempt? You must be laughing your ass off at this!"
"No, Bill. That's why I'm calling. If you tell me not to hire Jeff, I will call Janice and tell her we're sorry but we won't hire her grandson. Your mother insisted that I needn't even consult you. She told me you would be none the wiser; that no man in your family has ever questioned the tree plantings," revealed Debbie. "I have far too much respect for you as my husband, and for your ability to read the sign, as they say.
"I refused your mother's plea that I not tell you until after all the trees were planted. I will not ever lie to you, Bill. As I expected, you know exactly what I am talking about. Imagine if I had followed your mother's advice! This is difficult enough as it is. You have been a wonderful husband and lover, Bill. I am willing to do my part for family tradition, as well as help a young man gain an education, but only with your approval.
"You need to tell me to call Janice and refuse her grandson's services. If you don't tell me to refuse, Jeff will be here at eight tomorrow morning. He will spend the entire week planting trees, Bill, and I will pay him for his efforts. You were paid for the same thing twenty six years ago. I cannot be any clearer on this. If you don't want those apple trees planted, you need only tell me to call Janice."
What the fuck! Debbie had pretty much just told me that damn kid would be screwing her all week unless I objected and told her to refuse. Then she would call Janice and tell her. How in hell did I suddenly become the bad guy? Back then, I thought that week of sex with Janice was with no strings attached. I never dreamed it would bite me in the ass over two decades later!
I thought about that week with Janice and how special it had been. I remembered how guilty I felt about cuckolding Jeff Burrows all those years ago and how kind he had been to me afterward. At the time I thought I was pulling one over on him, but now I wondered. Was he aware of the situation? Could he have even realized that I would someday have the opportunity to repay him, albeit through my wife and his grandson? How much did I owe the Burrows? Was my successful marriage a direct result, at least in part, of that incredible week I spend under Janice Burrows' tutelage? If I refused, would I doom any of my unborn grandsons to the fate of not having a mature, considerate tutor in the art of making love? Would I live to see my grandson spend a week with that wife of Jeff Burrows? That possibility gave me the strength to make my decision!
I just looked at my phone for a few seconds and turned it off. Then I lurched back inside to grab another beer or three. I must have looked as bad as I felt.
"What is it, Son?" questioned my father. "Is something wrong with Debbie or the kids? What happened?"
I looked at my family members and shook my head as tears rolled down my cheeks before finally sobbing, "It's a personal problem, Dad?"
"Aw shit!" exclaimed Uncle Steve. "Are you getting some fucking trees planted this week?"
"You know about that, Steve?" I asked in amazement.
"Didn't you ever see those goddamn weeping willows in my back yard? The fuckers are choking the shit out of my septic system and Jim's mother won't let me cut the bastardly things down!" complained my uncle rather vehemently. "Have you seen the cherry trees by Jim's house? Shit! We've all had the horns hung on us, but only after we enjoyed the pleasure of hanging them on some other poor bastard over twenty years before."
"The women think we have no clue about this family tradition, Bill," interjected my father. "We men being dumb sons a-bitches is a big part of the tradition, so we play along. It sure wasn't easy when I came home from a fishing trip and found those maple trees drooping along our driveway. If I hadn't known it was due for over a year before the fact, I might have lost it and done something stupid. I'm not defending this weird shit, Bill, but I have to admit the success rate for the marriages in our family is phenomenal. That first piece of ass, and the sentimental bullshit that goes with it seems to work, hard as it is to accept.
"I should have made sure you were prepared, but you always seemed to understand what was going on, so I assumed you were ready for your turn in the fucking barrel. You didn't give us away to Debbie, did you?" quizzed Dad.
"No, Dad, I didn't.... mostly because I didn't know half this shit!" I snarled. "How the hell am I supposed to be able to golf, or even fish, this week with that little fucker in my bed back home?"
"That can be a problem, Bill. Your dad, Jim, and I were somewhat prepared but didn't find out about the actual deed until after the fact. Debbie kind of broke the unspoken rule about not speaking about the rules," grinned my uncle. "I'd say the best way to look at it is this. It's better to become a cuckold while you're fishing and golfing than while you are at work!"



So I fished, golfed, drank way too many beers, and commiserated with the men of my family for a whole week. My mood swings were incredible. I managed an eagle on a long par five and couldn't even manage a smile as I collected five bucks from each of the guys. I laughed like a fool when I fell out of the boat while netting a nice bass for my dad. I cried at night and even vomited a few times after dinner.
Steve told me that as near as he and my father could determine, there were four families that started the tradition of supplying sex education for the young men in the families. They were the Masons, the Burrows, the Fullmers, and the Grays. The burden of being the teacher always fell on the wife of one of the men in the family that had been on the receiving end of the tradition as a young man. He didn't think any wife had ever refused to carry out her mandate. He joked that there were a shit load of goddamn worthless trees littering the family's landscape, so it couldn't have been broken very often, if at all.
Debbie looked at me somewhat nervously as I stopped just inside the kitchen door. She started doing that thing with her hair that she always did when she was agitated. Unable to endure my silence, she stood, picked up a warm pie from the stove, and placed it on the table.
"I..I thought you, ah, might be hungry," she managed hesitantly. "I just made this and it's your favorite... cherry."
Looking at my wife, I began to feel emotions I never knew existed in such intensity. I felt insanely jealous and so angry I could have easily wrung her neck. I felt tremendous fear that she no longer loved me as she once did, that I had been replaced by a younger model. I experienced an incredible desire to fuck her silly and make her my woman again. I knew intense sadness that the idyllic marriage I had known might exist no more. The dynamics would never allow things to be the same as they had been. I even felt a sense of pride like I hadn't known since early in my marriage. Debbie was a woman for a man, strong and smart, yet soft and lovely, and she was my wife.
Unable, or unwilling, to control my actions any better than my emotions, I strode to the table, scooped up the pie and hurled it through the kitchen window, smashing the glass into tiny fragments. Debbie gasped with shock, but never retreated as I turned and stepped closer to her. I reached out and grabbed her shirt in my right hand and yanked it from her body like it was made of tissue paper.
Now Debbie was breathing hard! Her breasts were heaving and her nipples hardened in the cool air. I pushed her backward. Her ass hit the table and she leaned back with her hands to break her fall. I took that moment to jerk her sweats off. My hands must have caught in her black bikini briefs. Even as the sweats dropped to the floor, the briefs followed my hand back up, then fluttered between us before settling on Debbie's left tit. I noticed that her nipples were as hard as pebbles.
Spellbound, she gazed down at her breast as the underwear slowly slid down the smooth surface, hung up on her nipple for a second or two, and then dropped to the floor to rest on the shirt I had so recently ripped from her torso. She looked back to me but still said nothing.
I unbuckled my pants and dropped my jeans and boxers in one swift move. Then I grabbed the inside of Debbie's knees, lifting and spreading them apart. My cock was so hard it ached as I stared at Debbie smooth shaven pussy. I had visions of the afternoon I had shaved Janice's pubic hair all those years ago and how erotic I had found it at the time.
I snarled as I thrust ahead, driving my cock into Debbie to the hilt. I hardly noticed how wet she was already. I placed her knees on my shoulders and took her incredible breasts into both hands and squeezed. As I thrust with more force than I had ever done before, I silently defied her to beg me to slow down or ease up. It wasn't to be.
"Yes! Take me, husband! Take me hard. Show me that I belong to you,... that I always will. Pound my pussy!" she managed through gritted teeth as I continued my assault. "Fill me with your cum!"
Time seemed to stand still, or at least go into slow motion, as I worked my incredibly hard cock in and out of Debbie. I looked at her and saw a beautiful mature woman with curves in the right places. I saw the mother of my children, my best friend, and my life partner. I thought my heart was going to burst as I considered how much she meant to me, and how hard I would fight for her, if fight I must. She was a real woman, and she was my woman. Nothing else mattered. I would give my life for her and feel honored for the opportunity!
Then she suddenly twitched and jerked almost violently. She gave a groan that was more like a low scream, and went limp. I never missed a stroke as I continued toward my own release. Debbie came back around as I approached my zenith. She urged me on.
"That's it, Bill! Cum in me! Fill me with it. Show me, show everyone, that I'm your woman, your wife. Give it to me!" she demanded. "You own this pussy!"
How in hell can a man withstand that sort of encouragement? I spent the next minute emptying myself inside my wife. I wondered if I would ever stop coming. Finally, my cock began to shrink and fell from Debbie's swollen lips. I collapsed into a nearby chair as my chest heaved and my heart still raced. Debbie plopped down on my lap and wrapped her arms around my neck. Her breasts and hard nipples felt incredible as I hugged her to me. That was when I glanced over her shoulder and saw Janice Burrows and my mother watching intently from the living room sofa! Their smiles were a mile wide.
"You didn't mention we had company," I whispered in Debbie's ear.
"I told them that we would be fine and they didn't have to worry about you throwing me to the curb, Darling. They were just worried because I told you about the planting beforehand. You had all week to mull it over, and get worked up," added Debbie quietly. "You did seem pretty worked up, Big Boy. My little pussy is going to need some recovery time, but if you can get rid of the ladies, I'll use some of my other parts that still feel fine to show you how much I love you."
"Okay, you have a deal," I quickly agreed. "I'll get busy fixing that window tomorrow morning. Don't even think about hiring some fuzzy-faced kid to do any more chores. I'll be the only guy practicing "horticulture" around here! And I expect apple pie, not cherry, since I've paid so dearly for those fucking trees. At least you were smart enough not to plant any goddamn weeping willows!"
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My wife Ashley and I had arrived at the Connor family estate at four PM. It was Friday and the Connor family reunion was scheduled for the long Memorial Day weekend. The family retreat was so big the freaking bedrooms were numbered. I had married into the wealthy Connor family. Ashley Connor had been one of the most sought female descendents of her grandparents, Timothy and Rose Connor, and I had won her hand!
Jeff Burton had been the first to arrive at the sprawling log cabin. Actually, it had been an inn fifty years prior. It featured a dozen bedrooms, fourteen bathrooms, two kitchens, a huge game room with all sorts of animal heads mounted on the walls, and five fireplaces. The care and upkeep kept a married couple that lived a mile down the road busy the year round.
Jeff had married Ashley's first cousin, Amber Connor. Amber was as dark as Ashley was blonde, equally beautiful, and nearly ten years younger than Ashley. She and Jeff had a 12 year old daughter, Amy, and a baby due in two months. Jeff was about five years younger than I, and two years younger than Ashley.
Bill and Agnes Winters arrived shortly after us. Agnes was another first cousin and Bill was her husband. It was the duty of the early arrivals to make certain all was ready for the influx of approximately 60 family members, friends, and guests that were expected to stream in all day Saturday. We really had very little to do since the caretakers had stocked the freezers, refrigerators, shelves, and whiskey cabinets in anticipation of the annual blowout.
Jeff had come alone. His wife, Amber, and daughter Amy, had spent several days visiting Ashley's mom in Nicholson, and would be driving with her to the retreat Saturday morning.
Almost from the time I walked through the door, Jeff had been thrusting a fresh beer into my hands. The first couple had been welcome, but I became suspicious by the third drink. I was notorious for falling into a very deep and prolonged sleep after I had more than four or five beers in a short period of time. Because of that fact, Jeff had become my best friend in the world. Over twenty years prior, he physically carried my unconscious form out of a burning house owned by a mutual friend.
I had about four beers over my limit at a party that night. I had crashed into an empty bed about midnight. Around three in the morning, Jeff, who was also staying over, awoke to the smell of smoke and alerted those sleeping in the house. He woke everyone except me, that is. As he told the story so many times afterward, he shook me, and then slapped me, but I would not even open an eye. As the smoke began to billow around us, Jeff wrapped my arms around his neck and dragged me out the front door. I never woke up until he dropped my boxer clad ass in the snow in the yard. After that, we were almost inseparable.
We had a lot planned tomorrow and I guessed Jeff's plan. He was going to see that I had enough beer to be worthless anytime before noon, and then razz me forever. By noon, our wives' parents would have arrived and notice my lack of participation. I began dumping beer down the drain when I went to the bathroom. I insisted I had to go out to the car for some forgotten items a couple times and spilled the contents of my bottle in the drive. I was determined to be sober and alert for the weekend festivities, as well as surprise Jeff with my new found recuperative abilities.
By a little after eleven, I was having difficulty staying awake. I knew it was the long drive to the retreat that caused my fatigue, but Jeff made a few quips about me not holding my beer when I excused myself and headed for bed. Ashley, Jeff, Agnes, and Bill were still telling stories downstairs when I nodded off to sleep.
I awoke to the sounds of Bill and Agnes laughing quietly as they made their way to their bedroom, which was adjacent to ours. I knew Ashley would soon be climbing into bed with me. I dozed off again.
The next time I woke, I immediately sat up and looked around. Something felt wrong. I felt Ashley's side of the bed. She was not there, nor had she been. My stomach started churning as I climbed out of bed and wandered down the hallway. I listened at Jeff's bedroom door and heard only soft breathing. I quickly, but methodically, searched the remaining empty bedrooms, as well as every other room I considered feasible. Coming up empty, I decided to check the occupied bedrooms.
I tried Jeff's door and it was locked. I went quickly back to my room and dug my pocket knife out of my jeans. I returned to Jeff's door and used the little screw driver blade to unlock the bedroom door. I quietly slid the door open and peeked inside.
I forced my stomach to relax. The moonlight was bright enough to illuminate Ashley lying on her side. She was naked. Jeff was spooned tight to her with her left tit in his hand and his flaccid cock at the entrance of her sex. Cum glistened on her thighs. I quickly closed the door and headed for the bathroom.
I never made it. Vomit spewed from me like a scene from "The Exorcist". I pretty much plastered the wall and a throw rug on the floor. Thinking I needed to quickly clean up the mess, I suddenly gave a grim chuckle. Puke on the floor was the least of my worries. I padded downstairs to the den. I removed a brick in the fireplace and pulled a key out. It easily opened the fireproof gun safe. I mulled over my options. Looking in a small container at the bottom of the safe, I saw some 12 gauge shotgun shells. My decision had been made for me.
I climbed the stairs as I loaded the Remington goose gun and considered the situation. I would blast Jeff's head completely off. I felt that was a no-brainer. Again, I managed a mirthless chuckle at my mental pun. Would the trauma of her sleeping lover's brains smeared all over the bedspread and headboard be worse for Ashley than actually being shot herself? If I allowed Ashley to live, would she suffer her entire life the way I wanted her to? Or would she have her pipes cleaned by some other bastard before I even went to trial?
Shit! I would be arrested and sent away for life. What would my two kids, Arlene and Jeffrey, think of me if I shot their mom? How about when I became a convict, sleeping with some big fucker named Bubba? That would not be something to cause my children to remember me fondly!
As I reached the top of the stairs, I realized I couldn't shoot Ashley. I would sooner give my life to save hers, than harm her in any way. Isn't that the way you should feel about someone you love? Could I kill Jeff? I had no doubt that he deserved it, but did his wife and family deserve the pain his death would create? Amber was a wonderful woman and I had always had a special place in my heart for her. She would surely hate me if I killed her husband, regardless how good my reasons.
I entered the room and held the barrel of the shotgun a few feet from Jeff's head. He was sleeping contently with Ashley's tit still in his hand and a smile on his lips. My hand shook as I pushed the gun's safety off. Beads of sweat formed on my brow. My breathing became ragged. I stepped back and lowered the gun. Jeff had saved my life years ago. If he had left me to die in that bed, I would never have met Ashley. I would never have had my two wonderful children.
Maybe the problem was me. I wasn't satisfying Ashley. Jeff apparently held me in contempt. Maybe everyone did. Why go on this way? I took the shotgun by the barrel and placed it in my mouth.
I smiled around the barrel as I envisioned the scene that would greet Ashley and Jeff in a few seconds. They'd regret their infidelities when they were shocked awake by a shotgun blast and flying brain parts! Then reality hit me. I was surprised how far away the trigger was. I couldn't reach it! Shit! I was pathetic.
I turned and left the room. I didn't bother closing the door. I just placed the gun against the wall I hadn't puked against, stepped around the mess on the floor and returned to my room. Three minutes later I was dressed and backing my car down the driveway. I had to get away before I did something really stupid. I drove until dawn and then pulled over on an old log road. I slept fitfully for a couple hours, awoke feeling like shit and resumed my journey.
I was headed home. I needed to pack my personal shit and get out before Ashley managed to stop me, if she even cared. Out of habit, I pulled into a convenience store/gas station I always used when driving that road. I parked on the side and when in and bought a 16 ounce can of beer. After thinking about it, I went back and bought a second can.
As I paid the clerk, I saw Jeff's white Navigator pull up to the gas pumps. His wife, Amber was behind the wheel and my mother-in-law was in the front passenger seat. Amber's daughter, Amy, jumped out the back door and headed around a white van on her way to the front of the store.
Suddenly a man slid the van door open, jumped out, and tossed some sort of blanket over Amy, covering her almost to her ankles. A big, burly guy followed the first guy from the van and quickly began wrapping duct tape tightly around the lower edge of the blanket. Amber had stepped out to pump gas and apparently heard something amiss. She rushed around the back of the van to find the bigger fellow tossing Amy into the van as the smaller fellow climbed behind the wheel.
My respect for Amber jumped tenfold as I saw her fly at the big guy. She was around seven months pregnant, half the size of the guy, yet more than willing to do whatever she could to protect her child. By this time I had covered the distance from the cash register to the door. I was moving at full speed by the time I reached the fellow that Amber had attacked. He held her by the throat as he pressed her against a wall. I couldn't see his other hand clearly, but it appeared he had pulled it back and was about to strike her!
He heard me coming and turned to meet me head on. The guy was at least fifty pounds heavier than I am. It was no time for Queensberry Rules. I brought the plastic bag with the two cans of beer around as hard as I could swing it. He managed to strike me hard in the chest just before the cans caved in the side of his head. I was surprised at how much the blow to my chest hurt, but was way too worried to give it any thought.
Then the van took off! The sliding door slammed closed as the van bounced over a curb and headed for the access ramp to route 81. Amber had slumped to the ground clutching her throat. Ashley's mom had exited the Navigator. With the van gone, she was able to take in the scene and quickly hurried to Amber's side. The big guy was motionless on the ground and a small crowd began to form.
I yelled at a young woman to call 911 as she approached. As she dialed, I directed a middle aged man to use the duct tape lying on the ground to secure the injured thug. If he came around, he would be mad as hell.
I saw the Navigator's keys were still in the ignition, so I ran to it and jumped in. I started it, jammed it in gear, and pushed the pedal to the floor. I didn't bother going around to the access ramp. I aimed for the hill between me and route 81. The big Navigator crashed through a woven wire fence placed there to keep drivers from doing just what I was doing.
I pulled the wheel hard to the right as I hit the pavement of the interstate in front of a tractor trailer. The tires screamed as I slid across the highway into the fast lane, just allowing the big rig to pass me on the right. He didn't stay in front of me long as I held the pedal down. I heard parts of the wire fence dragging along the side of the SUV, but paid no attention. Jeff could get a new car any day of the week.
I was topping 120 when I spotted the van as I flew over a small slope in the road. Not surprisingly, the driver had decided to leave the interstate as soon as possible. He was turning off the bottom of the ramp and headed south. I slammed the brakes and cut the wheel, just making the exit ramp as the van disappeared from sight. I managed to stop at the bottom of the ramp and make the left turn. I now had the van in sight, so I followed at a distance.
As long as he was driving, he could not harm Amy, I reasoned. I pulled out my cell phone, turned it on and dialed 911. I explained the situation as best I could. I told the dispatcher the name of the highway I was on and the direction I was moving. He cautioned me against making any contact with the suspect and urged to just follow the vehicle. I kept the guy on the line as I followed the van into rural farm country. Suddenly the van made a left turn, drove a short ways up a dirt road and pulled into an old barn. I continued on the road I was on for a short way. Then I parked out of sight from the barn and walked back to where I could see the barn.
As I watched the thug pull the doors closed, I noticed sweat was running into my eyes and I was feeling weak. I explained the location to the dispatcher. He told me the state police were about 40 minutes away and to stay still and wait. I knew 40 minutes was far too long to leave Amy in the creep's grasp. How could I help her sooner?
I hung up the cell and dialed 911 again. I spoke to a different dispatcher and reported a barn fire and gave the location. I insisted it was big and that the firemen had better hurry. Then I hung up again. One thing I had learned in rural America. Volunteer firemen took their job seriously and responded with amazing speed.
Three minutes later I saw the first pick-up race toward the barn. Another was right behind it. By the time I started the Lincoln and drove it to the barn, five volunteers were moving around, looking for the fire. I was surprised at how much trouble I had climbing from the SUV. My legs wouldn't support me and I fell to the ground in front of a couple of firemen.
"Holy shit!" remarked the closest fellow. "You've been stabbed! The goddamn knife is still in your chest!"
For some reason, I was relieved to hear that. My chest hurt like hell, and I thought I was having a heart attack!
"My niece was abducted by a bastard in a white van," I croaked. "He's in that barn. She's twelve years old and needs help right now!"
I stayed conscious long enough to see several of the guys turn and head for the barn. I heard a siren wailing nearby, and then silence.
I awoke several times for brief intervals. I heard voices and felt some pain, seemingly in my dreams. I opened my eyes and saw a smiling nurse looking down at me.
"Well, Mr. King, you've had some day! Relax and get well. I'll be right here to take care of you," she offered as I again lapsed into sleep.
It was morning and I was sitting up in bed. The doctor had explained that I had indeed been stabbed in the chest, but incredibly my heart and lungs were missed. I did lose a great deal of blood, and that had been the most serious issue. After receiving numerous units of plasma, I was doing much better.
Ashley and her cousin, Agnes, entered the room quietly. Agnes walked up to my side as Ashley held back.
"Tom King, you have had one hell of a couple days. I'm so glad you're going to be okay. All of us are, Tom" she continued. "You did a wonderful thing. You saved Amber and her unborn baby. That prick was preparing to cut her up when you jumped into the fray. The hospital kept her overnight since she is so pregnant and had such a traumatic day, but she's tough and is doing fine.
"Amy is fine, thanks to you. The dickwad that had her in the barn didn't fare so well when those volunteer fireman found out what he had planned. Most of those men have families of their own. Men who risk their lives for others have no tolerance for sick bastards that want to hurt kids. The guy will be okay, but he required surgery when they brought him in yesterday. The big fucker you smashed in the parking lot wasn't as lucky, Tom. He didn't make it."
I felt numb as I listened to Agnes. I had killed a guy with the beer I had planned to drink to forget my problems! It was a good thing I hadn't settled for a couple bags of chips. It didn't cheer me up to hear the guy had died, but he made his choices and paid the price. I would not let his death worry me too much. I had enough things to concern me, already.
"I'm here to help Ashley, Tom. She is mortally ashamed of her actions. I woke up early and started for the kitchen and found the mess in the hall. Then I found the shotgun and got scared. I rushed into Jeff's room in a panic and found Ashley asleep in Jeff's bed. I woke them up and demanded some explanations. Ashley was horrified. Jeff wasn't much better. When they saw the shotgun, and then the vomit all over the place, they both became ill. Ashley actually added to your mess right on the throw rug.
"It wasn't too long after we discovered that your car was gone that the shit really started hitting the fan. Ashley's mom called and told us how Amber had been assaulted and nearly stabbed and Amy abducted. Then she told us how you had taken out the big goon and took off in Jeff's Navigator to follow the guy that took Amy. She told us that you did all this with a knife embedded in your chest! She was so shaken we had difficulty getting the story from her. Her unending praise for your actions was very clear!
"Try to imagine what went through Jeff's and Ashley's minds! They had betrayed you in the worst possible way and in return, you had saved Jeff's family. Shit, you even took a knife in the chest for them!
"Ashley is afraid, Tom. She's afraid to talk to you, to apologize to you. She doesn't want to upset you, but she wants desperately to take care of you and nurse you back to health. Will you talk to her, Tom? She's a dumb bitch, but she's my blood, and she loves you, whether you believe that or not," concluded the frank talking Agnes.
"I haven't had much time to get my head around this whole thing, Agnes. As you know, I almost did a terrible thing that night. I even came close to ending my own life with that shotgun. Who knew the damn trigger was so far from the end of the barrel?" I joked darkly.
Agnes showed surprise while Ashley gasped, and broke into tears.
"Tom! I'm so glad you didn't succeed there! Thing how horrible the ordeal in that gas station would have turned out if you had! Maybe this horrible mistake of Ashley's saved three lives, one of them not yet born!" suggested Agnes.
"Ashley, sit by me and hold my hand, please," I directed firmly. "I'll be getting visitors soon and I want us to be together to prevent any rumors, at least at this time. I have to have time to figure out where we go from here. Will you please do that for me?"
"Of course, Tom!" sobbed Ashley. "Thank you for allowing me to be with you. I know I deserve whatever you decide, but I'm happy just to sit with you now."
I didn't respond as Ashley slowly pulled herself together. Her cousin Agnes left the room after assuring me that she and Bill would keep the events of Friday evening quiet. Amber, Amy and an obviously uncomfortable Jeff soon entered the room. Amber and Amy were smiling from ear to ear as they rushed to my bedside.
"Tom, you're truly my hero!" gushed Amber as she leaned down and gave me a very warm kiss on the lips. "That guy was just about to finish me off. All I could think about was saving my baby and getting Amy back. It was like heaven sent you out of nowhere to save us! When I saw that knife in your chest, I couldn't even talk! You were incredible! I told the police just how you saved me. They have to interview you when they get a chance, but don't worry about them. There's nothing like a pregnant woman crying to melt the heart of a man. They know you're one of the good guys!
"Ashley, I've told you this before, but I want you to know that you've got the best husband in this family, and probably in the state! He's all a woman could ever hope for. He's a keeper! The little boy I'm carrying is going to be named Thomas Jeffrey Burton in honor of your wonderful husband."



Ashley smiled weakly as Amber leaned down and gave her a warm hug.
"Thanks, Tom, for following that man and calling those firemen," added Amy. "I was real scared. I was hoping my dad, or you would find me. You two are the bravest men in the world!"
I accepted the praise and gratitude of Amber and Amy. I was uncomfortable with it, but realized their need to express their appreciation. As they prepared to leave, I asked Jeff to stay behind. As soon as the door closed, I started speaking.
"Jeff, I almost did something terrible the other night and I apologize," I began, to the obvious surprise of Jeff. "You saved my life years ago. I wouldn't even be here if it weren't for you. I owe you my life. I've been thinking a lot lately. If you want to fuck Ashley, it's okay with me. You've earned the right to have anything of mine. I only ask that you be more discreet in the future. Amber and Amy would be devastated if they learned that Ashley is your lover. It wouldn't help my standing in the family either. So, Jeff, would you be willing to be more careful when you fuck Ashley in the future? Please don't get her pregnant. I had that vasectomy ten years ago and that would really let the cat out of the bag."
"Tom! I'll never touch Ashley again!" promised Jeff. "That was a huge mistake. It just happened by accident, and I wish it hadn't. We all had too much to drink and just went stupid. I love Amber! I'll never risk losing her again. I swear! It's the straight and narrow for me. I owe you, Buddy! You saved my whole family for god's sake."
Ashley had gasped and turned bright red when she became the topic of our conversation. She had released my hand and raised her tissue to her eyes.
"Jeff, keep to that story and we'll be fine. I know you tried to ply me with beer that night. Agnes just pointed out that if you hadn't fucked my wife, I wouldn't have been there in that parking lot to help Amber when all that shit went down. Funny how fate works, isn't it? You planned on fucking Ashley, and it not only worked out as you hoped, but it resulted in saving the lives of your family. All I'm asking is that you be more discreet in the future when you fuck her, okay? In public, act like there is nothing between the two of you, and I'll pretend I don't know that you're fucking her. That's essential for my standing in the family and community. That's all I ask, Jeff. Please leave now."
Jeff acted like he wanted to argue, but he glumly headed for the door. I had done a head job on him and I wondered if it would make him as ashamed and feel as small as I hoped. I saved his wife. He fucked mine. Who was the better man?
"Tom, you're harder now than you were before this mess. Jeff will never touch me again, even if I wanted him to, and I don't. Now he'll always worry that you believe he and I are having an ongoing affair. It was only that once, Tom, and it was an awful mistake. It won't happen again. Jeff must feel terrible after what you told him. He'll always worry that Amber will find out about us. So will I, for that matter. He's going to suffer, Tom.
"You told him he could fuck me, as you so delicately put it, without asking me if I would allow it. I would have to agree to anything like that before it can actually happen. It will never happen again!"
"That may be, Ashley. I still want you to be more careful with all of your lovers, if you would. I will pretend to believe you when you tell me that you're going shopping, or working late, as long as you don't rub my nose in your affairs. Show me a small amount of respect and I won't interfere with you fucking other men."
"Tom, I won't be fucking anyone, except you! I slipped up once, but never again! I'll prove it to you, no matter how long it takes; if you'll let me, that is" added Ashley sadly.
"That's what I want to hear, Ashley," I answered. "You maintain your never ending love for me, as well as your total faithfulness, and I'll never appear suspicious or wonder where you are, or what you're doing. If I'm ever able to achieve an erection with you again, I'll use a condom just for safety. I noticed that you don't use protection with your lovers, so I'll take it upon myself to do so. I asked the doctor to test me for STD's as long as I'm in here. I'd suggest that you get tested now and then, too, for your own health. Besides, it would look bad if one of us came down with something, wouldn't it?"
Ashley just looked at me for at least a minute, studying my face to determine if I was serious. Finally she nodded her head.
"I see how it's going to be, Tom. I feel like shit and you're going to be sure to keep me feeling like shit. Worse than simply not trusting me, you're going pretend you trust me when you really don't. If I visit Mom, or anyone else, I'll know you're suspicious. If I go to the mall, I'll know you think I might be cheating. You talk about my lovers, even after I told you I strayed only the one time, with Jeff. You don't believe me, but why would you? I did this to myself.
"But you know what, Tom?" asked Ashley. "After all the shit I've gone through, and far worse, all the shit I put you through, it's fair enough. I'll actually feel better about myself if I do suffer for what I did. I'll feel much better if and when, you come to love and trust me again, but I welcome the pain needed to reach that point. It'll make forgiveness all the sweeter. I won't stray. I will not weaken again. I can only offer you all my love, total faithfulness, and devotion. I hope it's enough. If it isn't, I have no one to blame... but me."
I saw the determination on Ashley's face. How long could she hold out? How long could I? I had loved her without reservation. Had she killed it, or could she save that love? I sincerely hoped she could, but the burden was on her now, and sadly, I had my doubts. At least I wouldn't be spending life in prison, or swallowing the barrel of a 12 gauge, as I extracted my pound of flesh.
I had learned long ago that hurting or disappointing those I love was more painful in the long run than an old fashion ass whipping. Jeff and Ashley would both find that out, or so I hoped.
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I had ridden with my best friend, Bill Jackson, to a golf tournament near Bloomsburg. We had played in a captain and crew fund raiser for his alma mater's basketball team. Two of his old frat buddies met us there and we had managed to shoot three under par. That was good enough to come in third in the third flight. I never understood the scoring procedure at these tournaments, but I knew enough to realize we had excelled at mediocrity. It was like being the third smartest person in the dumb group at school, except we took home a few sleeves of golf balls for our efforts.
Bill and I were nursing a couple beers before heading home when we struck up a conversation with two guys from the Harrisburg area. We covered important topics like baseball and football, and then discussed our occupations. Both Bill and I were surprised to hear that one of the fellows, Jack Andrews, was an executive for Wegmans. Our wives were also employed by that company, but worked in Scranton. Jack worked out of Mechanicsburg.
"You two are from northeast Pennsylvania, by Scranton, aren't you?" quizzed Jack. "I attended a company meeting in Syracuse a few weeks ago and ran into a blonde bombshell from the Scranton Wegmans. She was built like a brick shithouse!"
Bill looked at me and smiled. We both knew he must have had run into Bill's wife, Gwen, and had been impressed by her. But then so was every man that had ever seen her. Gwen has a beauty. Bill turned back to speak to Jack. I was pretty sure he was going to mention that Jack must be referring to his wife before Jack could say anything inappropriate about Gwen. Too late!
"She could suck the chrome off a trailer hitch!" chuckled Jack. "Her tits were really big and sensitive. I probably spent an hour just titty fucking that bitch. What a sweet piece of ass she is. I'm really looking forward to our fall meeting in Harrisburg. That one's for three days, so I'll be able to tap that ass two nights instead of just the one night I had with her this time."
I was afraid Bill was going to smash the asshole over the head with his beer bottle, so I placed a hand on Bill's shoulder. I couldn't blame him if he did, but as a friend, it was my job to try to keep him out of jail. I felt Bill relax slightly.
"Sounds like quite a slut, Jack. Did you happen to catch this little whore's name by any chance?" questioned Bill softly.
"Catch her name? Shit, we had to wear stupid name tags all day long. I remember hers especially well since she had it stuck on her blouse, right over her left tit," continued Jack. "I spent more than a little time looking at her name tag during the meetings. If I hadn't sat down next to her, I probably would've slept through most of the day's events, like I usually do. I just go for the chance to party and score some strange pussy. That, and they insist I attend to keep my job."
"We should be hitting the road, Bill," I quickly urged my friend, hoping to get the hell out of there before things got any worse, if possible.
"Do either of you guys know Gwen Adams," asked Jack, effectively ending my dreams of a clean escape. "That was her name. If you had ever met her, you'd never forget her. If you ever get the chance to sleep with the bitch, be sure to have her suck your cock. She gives great head, and she swallows!"
Two minutes later we were in Bill's Corolla, headed east. I watched his driving closely for the first few minutes, worried about being in an accident. Bill seemed to be navigating quite well, if a tad bit fast. Then, if I had been Bill, I probably would have had the car floored, hoping to get as far away as possible before Jack came around. Bill's knuckles showed some blood, but not too much considering the impact they had made on Jack's mouth. It was a wonder he didn't break his hand or cut his knuckle to the bone on the asshole's teeth. I remembered seeing a tooth lying on the bar as I pulled Jack away from the prone body of that dumb bastard.
I had to marvel at Bill's confidence as I thought back to the altercation at the bar a few minutes ago. Bill had calmly told Jack that Jack must have the blonde confused with his own mother. He even told Jack that he was a limp-dicked, mother fucker and that he was lying about Gwen. Naturally, Jack felt compelled to defend his honor and he smacked Bill square on the chin.
Back in our younger days, this was one of Bill's favorite pastimes. On more than a few occasions, I had watched Bill run his mouth until some guy hit him. Then Bill would grin and clean the guy's clock. Bill had been the youngest of four boys and grew up fighting. He possessed an iron jaw and devastating right uppercut, as Jack learned the hard way. It was good to see that Bill still had it, even after almost 20 years of marriage and towing the line. It only took one swing from Bill to end the battle.
I could tell Bill was not in a talkative mood, so I kept my mouth shut and watched the scenery as I considered the situation. We had introduced ourselves as Tom Casey and Bill Kuntz. Jack even made the standard joke about Bill's last name and we graciously laughed as if we had never heard it before. Gwen had been working at Wegmans for a year when she met Bill. When they married, Gwen told Bill that she was keeping her maiden name at work. She told Bill it would be simpler than changing all her information in the system and it would prevent her from experiencing a great many tasteless jokes about her last name and her anatomy. At work, she was still known as Gwen Adams.
Gwen was a walking wet dream. She and Bill had been married 19 years, had two kids, and she still turned heads wherever she went. She was blonde, long legged and, as Jack previously mentioned, had great tits. Bill and I had been friends since high school. That fact, along with my wife explaining to me in great detail just how she would remove my balls if I ever strayed, kept me from ever attempting anything more than admiring Gwen. I had never guessed she would cheat on Bill. Apparently, it was a complete surprise to Bill as well.
Gwen and Bill had introduced me to my future wife, Theresa, at their wedding. Theresa had just started working at Wegmans with Gwen at that time. We seemed to hit it off pretty good right from the start. Theresa and I were married the following year. We now had a son in eighth grade and a daughter in her sophomore year in high school. Theresa was good looking and had a nice figure, but Gwen was the one that men lusted after.
I tried to put myself in Bill's situation to imagine what he was feeling. Somehow I thought that knowledge might help me to ease his burden a little. He had to be suffering and I was at a loss as to how to react. I liked both Gwen and Bill, and I wanted them to be happily married. That was partially for selfish reasons. We did a lot of things together, and Gwen and Theresa had grown close over the years. I was very happy with the status quo and didn't want it to change. They were also two of my favorite people and I wished them well. This was some mess!
I knew that I would be furious if Theresa had betrayed me. I had never given into the temptations that crossed my path from time to time. Theresa had often made a point of expressing just how badly life would be for me if I ever weakened. I had never thought any woman was worth risking the loss of Theresa. I was pretty certain that she felt the same way. We weren't having hot monkey sex every night, but we still enjoyed our love making.
Bill was paying the price for having a very desirable wife. I knew that Gwen had to be hit on by men all the time. I had seen more than a few examples of that, sometimes while she was standing next to Bill! Maybe it was a good thing that Theresa's legs weren't as long as Gwen's; that her tits weren't as big as Gwen's and her face wasn't as young looking and striking. Theresa was my wife and a mom of two, and she looked the part. I would never be suffering the pain Bill was feeling now as he drove us home.
Home! Shit! What would he do when he got home? Should I leave for my place immediately and let him and Gwen work it out? What if he was angry enough to hit Gwen? Should I hang around to keep some semblance of order? Did I want to hear what was going to be said? Did I want to watch the possible death of a marriage? Would it be that bad? I realized it would be a good idea to determine what Bill had in mind. I needed to talk to him.
"Bill, talk to me, Buddy," I began. "What are you thinking and how are you going to handle Gwen when you get home. You know I can't let you do anything like you did to that asshole back at the golf course. I need to know you have some control of your emotions."
"I couldn't strike Gwen if she was cutting my heart out with a garden tool," answered Bill grimly, "and it feels like that's exactly what she's done. I've been thinking it over and I've decided to pack some things and check into a motel for a few days. I don't know that I can get past this, Tom. This is big. I had no idea that she could do something like this to me, to us. I've never cheated on her, and before today I would've bet my life that she never would cheat on me. Man, this hurts!"
"Is there any way you can forgive her, Bill? There's no doubt in my mind that she loves you to death. Leaving will crush her, Bill, even if she has pretty much done this to herself. You know how guys are always hitting on her. It's one of problems with marrying the best looking woman in the damn county."
"Then how do you stand it, Tom? How do you keep Theresa happy and faithful? How do you keep the damn pussy hounds away from her? She's drop dead gorgeous and you two seem to be doing okay, at least so far," added Bill.
"Well, you have to admit that Theresa doesn't attract men the way Gwen does," I pointed out. "She's okay, but she isn't the walking wet dream that Gwen is. The temptations just aren't thrown at her as often as Gwen experiences."
"What the fuck are you talking about?"demanded Bill as he looked at me like I had two heads. "Theresa is smoking hot. Any normal man would give his left nut to get into her bed. Her ass is a work of art and her tits are perfect. She was an incredible smile and seems to ooze sex appeal. Gwen looks pretty plain next to Theresa."
"Are you nuts? Gwen looks like a goddess! She's always tanned and athletic looking, except for having unusually big tits. Gwen is the real beauty!" I stated almost with reverence.
Somehow, I suddenly envisioned the blowjob to which Jack had alluded. To look down and see Gwen attached to my cock was a fantasy I had carried for almost twenty years, but never thought possible. I suddenly realized I hated that asshole, Jack, almost as much as Bill did. Maybe that was why I accidently stepped on his crotch when I was pulling Bill away from his prone body?
"You must be blind or something, Tom. Theresa is incredible in every way possible. Gwen looks pretty good. I admit that, but you won the lottery when you hooked up with Theresa," insisted Bill. "On top of that, she isn't a damn cheating slut, and that's a real plus in my book!"
We fell silent again as we considered what we had just revealed to each other. Bill thought Theresa was hotter then Gwen! I was struggling with that notion. Gwen was drop dead gorgeous. I never realized Bill thought so well of my wife. But then, I had never admitted to him how hot I thought Gwen was.
We were still pretty quiet when Bill turned his car down his block. We both felt tense and showed signs of strain. Naturally, Bill seemed even worse than I did, but my stomach was in knots as well. I dreaded the next few minutes.
As we pulled into the driveway, we immediately noticed several cars. I had left mine parked there early in the morning when I caught a ride with Bill. Behind my car was a maroon 1967 Pontiac Lemans convertible with the black top down. Behind it sat my wife's car.
"What the fuck, Bill! Doesn't that look just like that three-speed Pontiac you used to have? Who the hell owns that beauty?" I asked as I scrambled out the passenger door before Bill had come to a complete stop.
"Probably some son of a bitch that's tapping Gwen's pussy while I'm away," Bill replied angrily as he gazed at the convertible.
Just then the door to the house flew open and Gwen and Theresa came running down the driveway with smiles as wide as the Pontiac. Seeing Gwen brought me back to the matter at hand. She had no idea the trouble she was facing. Even as I thought that, my attention swung to Theresa as she strolled happily toward me.
I actually looked at her and studied her features, and her figure. She did look pretty good. Maybe Bill had a point. She was just over forty, had given me two kids, and I realized that she was really quite beautiful. How did I ever think Gwen was more attractive? As Theresa closed the gap between us, I had the desire to drag her into the back seat of that fucking convertible and use it for what it was intended! I hugged Theresa to me just as Gwen greeted Bill.
"Happy birthday, Bill!" cooed Gwen as she wrapped her arms around Bill's neck. "I looked all over for that car for your birthday, Darling. I found it down in Monticello a few weeks ago."
When Gwen saw Bill's sour face and stiff attitude, she added," Somehow, you don't seem very happy about it, Bill."
"You found it a few weeks ago? A few weeks ago, Gwen? Was that before or after that Friday and Saturday you spent at Syracuse for your fucking job?" demanded Bill.
"Why the attitude, Bill?" questioned Gwen. "It was that very same weekend. I have a little confession to make. I didn't go to Syracuse. I went to Monticello to look at this car for you."
Bill turned to look at me. I wasn't any help as I was as confused as he was. What the hell was that asshole Jack talking about if Gwen wasn't even in Syracuse that weekend? This made no sense. He had described Gwen to a tee!
"I had to mislead you so you wouldn't be suspicious, Bill," laughed Gwen. "I booked for that trip, but never intended to go. I asked Theresa to fill in for me. I told her to tell Tom that she was going to visit her sister in Allentown that weekend. I thought she could use my room, and eat and drink on Wegmans tab. All she had to do was walk around wearing my name tag and pretend to be Gwen Adams. It didn't seem like too much to ask a friend to do so that I could have a special surprise for my wonderful husband on his birthday. She.."
"You never went to Syracuse!" shouted Bill as he hugged Gwen in his arms and lifted her off her feet. "God, I love you so much, Gwen! You're the best wife ever! So it wasn't you; it was Theresa? Oh shit!"
I felt like I had been hit in the stomach with a sledge hammer. I broke into a sweat and started trembling. I released Theresa and stumbled toward my car. Tears streamed down my cheeks.
"Tom!" called Theresa. "What's wrong? Why are you walking away? What the hell is going on?"
I ignored her. Just as I went to open my car door, my stomach decided to send up my dinner. I dropped to my knees and let it fly over Bill's well manicured yard. Theresa was immediately next to me, rubbing my shoulders and asking what was wrong.
"I guess I may as well fill you in, Theresa," stated Bill softly. "The jig is up. We ran into Asshole Jack Andrews at the golf tournament today. He told us how he worked for Wegmans, attended the company's Syracuse meeting, and banged the living shit out of the blonde bombshell wearing a Gwen Adams name tag. I left the bastard lying on the floor next to the bar. Tom even kicked him in the balls as he dragged me away from the prick before I killed him.
"All the way home we thought it was Gwen that slept with the miserable fuck, but we just found that wasn't the case. It was you, Theresa, and I have to tell you that I'm disappointed in you, but Tom is literally sick about it. Now you're up to speed and I don't envy you at all," concluded Bill.
"You thought that guy was talking about me, Bill? You thought I cheated on you? I should take that fucking car and get my money back! How could you think I would do something like that? Have I ever given you reason to think I was unfaithful, ever?" demanded Gwen loudly.
"Don't try giving me that shit!" replied Bill. "You lied to me. You told me that you went to that meeting in Syracuse, and this guy said he fucked a beautiful blonde that wore your name tag. We all know that you and Theresa are by far the best looking women at Wegmans, or anyplace around here for that matter, and you're both blonde. I know for a fact that you're a wildcat in bed, so why would I doubt what he told us?"
"Wow! You have a point, Bill. I see how you could make that wrong assumption. You really think Theresa and I are that good looking? A wildcat?" fished Gwen. "I guess I owe you an apology for that little white lie, and for wondering why you jumped to conclusions."
I was now trying to bring up breakfast. I was into the dry heaves, which seemed even more painful. I could hear Theresa crying as she rubbed my shoulders. The part of my mind that was working was thinking how blind I had been. Theresa really was gorgeous and a wonderful wife. I should have paid more attention to what she did and with whom she did it. I should have kicked that bastard in the balls harder! I realized that while I had tried to put myself in Bill's position when he thought his wife had cheated on him, I really had no idea how badly he was hurting, until now!
"I don't quite know how to tell you the rest of the story," ventured Gwen, "so I think I'll let Theresa do the talking."
"Tom, listen to me, Darling. I'm guilty of lying to you, and I sincerely apologize for that, but I would never, ever cheat on you. I love you with all my heart," sobbed Theresa. "Gwen didn't get to finish her story. I didn't go to Syracuse in her place. I refused her suggestion. Instead, I went with her to Monticello to pick up Bill's birthday car. Gwen convinced a new employee, Jessica Walters, to take her place. She'd just transferred from Buffalo after a nasty divorce. She's blonde, but I don't think she's nearly as hot as Gwen or I."
My stomach relaxed immediately. I spit out whatever particles I could locate in my mouth and slowly got to my feet. Theresa stood next to me wringing her hands and trying to smile through her tears. I had never seen her look so beautiful or desirable. My breathing gradually slowed to normal as I wiped my eyes and mouth with the back of my hand.
"I got you that brand new set of Nike Golf clubs you've been all moon-eyed over the past year, Tom. I was going to wait until your birthday next week to give them to you, but I'm trying to earn some forgiveness here. They're in the trunk of my car. Would you like to see them, Sweetheart?" asked Theresa nervously.
"They can wait a minute or two, Theresa," I replied calmly. "I must have had some bad seafood or something for dinner, but I feel better now. I never thought it was you that asshole Jack was talking about. I know you too well to think anything like that! I have no idea why the hell Bill even suggested it. My stomach gives me some trouble and everyone jumps to conclusions. There seems to be a lot of that going on around here."
"Yeah, right!" laughed Bill. "You didn't have fish for dinner, you jerk! It was prime rib and I had the same food you did. It wasn't anything you ate!"
"No?" I asked. "Didn't I stand by you while you barfed your guts out at that rest stop? We had something that didn't agree with us."
"I would guess that the thought of being married to a cheating slut is the thing that doesn't agree with either of you!" laughed Gwen. "Are you guys hungry now that your stomachs are purged?"
"Not me! It's almost dark. I'm going for a ride in my new car, topless so to speak," grinned Bill. "Would anyone care to join me?"



"I'd love to!" laughed Gwen as she nimbly stepped right over the door and dropped into the passenger seat while Bill was climbing behind the wheel.
"If you two aren't coming with us, we'll see you later, but you'll regret missing the maiden voyage," promised Gwen.
I stood with Theresa and watched as Bill moved the stick shift around in search of reverse and then slowly released the clutch. Gwen's shirt landed at our feet before Bill had traveled a foot.
"Wow, look at Gwen!" gasped Theresa.
"I'm looking! I have to accept it. Bill was right about two things. You do have nicer tits than Gwen!" I admitted as Theresa wrapped her arms around my neck and whispered in my ear.
"The back seat is empty, and we were invited!"
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I squeezed my Harley between two parked cars and rumbled across the sidewalk and stopped near an old oak tree. Every eye was on me as I dropped the kickstand and stepped away from the bike. It gave me more than a small amount of pleasure to see the confusion on all the faces.
I removed my leather jacket and unstrapped my helmet. I could see Steve getting up from the picnic table and start my way as I pulled the helmet from my head. I carefully placed it on my handlebars and turned to face him.
"Holy shit! Eric! I sure as hell never thought you'd be pulling up on a sweet ride like this," he exclaimed. "I'd expect you in something like a Honda Civic!"
We shook hands and then he hugged me. He made no effort to conceal his pleasure that I had made the trip to attend his daughter's wedding. He positively beamed as he turned to his gathered neighbors, friends, and relatives.
"Hey, everybody! It's the guy that stood up for me all those years ago," laughed Steve. "I don't know whether to thank him or deck him. If he had talked me out of it, I'd still be a free man, riding a Harley, drinking beer, and breaking hearts!"
"The only heart that would be breaking would be yours, Steve, every time you saw me with Wilbur Reynolds," challenged a feminine voice.
Steve's wife, Grace, came sauntering up to me and wrapped her arms around my neck and gave me a not-so-quick kiss on the lips. She was a little heavier than she had been on her wedding day, but still looked great. Giving birth to three kids and gaining fifteen pounds did little to suppress her smoldering sexuality. I calculated that she had to be about forty-two since she had been two years behind me in high school.
"Eric, you've changed! You look great and feel like a chunk of steel. I can't wait to see how Eve reacts when she sees you. She should be kicking her own ass the rest of her life," added Grace. "What have you been doing to get so damn buff? I thought accountants were soft, pasty white, and pudgy."
"You mean exactly like I was when I left town fourteen months ago, Grace?" I retorted, but with a smile so Grace would know I was not upset. "I like to think the soft, fat Eric Walters is gone forever. I came to realize I didn't like him much more than my loving wife did, so I made some changes. I hope I buried that fat bastard so deep he'll never resurface."
"Eric, I didn't realize you felt that way. I thought you were a content, if somewhat soft, husband and father. I never guessed you disliked your body image so much at the time," revealed Grace.
"Well, Grace, the truth is that I actually was pretty damn content at the time, and blind as a bat. At least until Eve turned it all upside down," I added.
By this time we had reached the party and Grace began introducing me to any guests I did not already know. I remembered most of them, as I had been born and raised in the town. I had lived there until April of the previous year. I received a lot of comments about my hair cut, my tan, and my new build. I lost count of how many times I was asked where I was living and what I was doing. I tried to respond patiently each time. I pretty much expected that would be the case when I decided to accept the invitation to the wedding of Steve's daughter, Ann. She had just graduated from Penn State and would be teaching third grade at the local elementary school in the fall. Her soon-to-be husband had just been honorably discharged from the Marines after two tours in the Mideast. Eve and I were Ann's godparents.
Becky had insisted I return to the home town for my goddaughter's wedding. Becky was my brother's wife and she had taken me under her wing when Eve had shattered my life.
"Eric, you can't ignore your friends and family any longer. You were Steve's best man and you're Ann's godfather. You should be there to share in the celebration. You have to reclaim your life and show everyone that you've moved on. It'll be the final step in your healing," she assured me. "You'll come back a much happier man. You'll see how lucky you really are that Eve was an unfaithful slut and that you're way better off without that cheating bitch!"
I wanted to believe Becky, but I was filled with doubts. Eve had pretty much told me that I was a lousy lover and a pathetic excuse for a man. She had found a real man that knew how to treat and take care of a woman and she wanted me the hell out of her life. I had never even suspected anything was wrong. When she told me about wanting to move in with her lover, I had been stunned. The more I thought about it, the more I came to realize that Eve had been right. I was a pathetic bastard.
The same day Eve informed me that she was moving in with her lover, I signed a listing agreement on our house and quit my job. That probably seemed pretty childish, as well as quite rash to most of our friends and relatives, but I had to get out. I was ashamed to look anyone in the eye, knowing they would be thinking what a needle-dicked wimp I had to be. Besides that, I hated my job.
I had been an accountant in a firm with offices all over the eastern half of the country. I had advanced about as far as I was likely to go. The work was tedious and boring as hell. An exciting week was one where I had to spend a few extra minutes on an account to find a bookkeeping error. I had become a soft, middle aged man with an expanding waistline and receding hairline.
I had even resorted to reading erotic stories online. I remembered how I had just started a story about a beautiful big titted wife that told her husband she didn't want to be married any more. He was a great prosecuting attorney but a lousy lover. In fact, I was still waiting for more chapters in the saga that began back when my wife made her announcement that she was trading me in on a better model. God, did I feel like the fucking "Angel of Death" from that story, except he was getting laid by big titted women in every chapter! In the most recent chapter, 24D, he actually fucked the entire Jacksonville Jaguar cheerleading squad while on an overnight gambling cruise. I needed to be more like that guy!
My brother, Frank, and Becky lived north of Pittsburgh. They owned several gyms and had recently expanded their services. They had added a large room on each of their three gyms and began offering martial arts classes as well as ballroom and line dancing lessons. They took me in without any prior notice when I showed up on their doorstep at five AM.
"Eric, we do need someone to keep all the financials for our company, but it isn't enough for a full time job," added Frank. "If you were interested in some other duties, we could take you on full time. We're always looking for dependable people."
"What other duties, Frank?" I asked suspiciously. "Are you going to have me mopping the floors and cleaning the bathrooms?"
"We already have a firm contracted for that," laughed Becky. "Our gyms are open 24 hours, seven days a week. We need trainers. We've also started offering line dancing and ball room dancing lessons, as well as martial arts. You'd be expected to help with all of it."
"In case you've failed to notice, Becky, and that seems very unlikely, I'm not the right stuff for weight training, or dancing for that matter, and I couldn't fight my way out of a wet paper bag," I responded somewhat despondently. "I can't do any of that. I'll just look for a job in accounting someplace."
"I thought you said that you hated that shit, Bro! Why spend your life doing something you dislike so badly?" asked Frank.
"Because it's something I know I can do, Frank. Look at me! I can't help you in the gym. Hell, I've never even been inside one. I'm just a pudgy, slightly balding putz," I admitted. "No one has ever mistaken me for The Terminator."
"Not yet," replied Becky with a big grin. "You've got the same genes as Frank and look how I've whipped his ass into shape. I'll have you buffed up in no time. The real challenge will be the ballroom dancing. Frank can lift a ton, but he isn't the most graceful guy I've ever seen. He does do a little better with the line dancing."
"Frank teaches dancing?" I asked incredulously. "This is hard to believe, no offense Frank."
"None taken," chuckled Frank. "I don't teach it, Eric. I'm just a warm body the ladies use and toss away when they're done with me."
"What the hell? Are you some kind of male escort or gigolo?" I asked doubtfully.
"He is, in a manner of speaking," laughed Becky. "There are a lot of single people, men and especially women that want to take the lessons and don't have a partner. Frank and I, as well as some of our staff, fill those needs. We make sure that our clients have a pleasant experience as well have some one to pair up with. Not to toot my own horn, but I've become quite good at the tango and fox trot."
"You'd expect me to be able and willing to assist ladies dancing? Me? The guy with two left feet? I can tell you right now, I can't dance. Like you just said, Frank and I are from the same spastic gene pool."
"Maybe you can't dance yet," laughed Becky, "but you'll learn. The most important think is to make your partner feel special. Show her that you enjoy her company, her smile, her effort, and when acceptable, her body. This is as much about gracious social interaction as it is moving your feet correctly. That's why our business is booming. We don't allow or encourage any of our employees to become too sexual in dance class, or the gym. Not that it can't happen, but we won't stand for our employees being directly involved in any broken marriages. We also want as few broken hearts as possible. Our gyms have the reputation as a safe atmosphere for couples, singles, and even families."
I sat there thinking as I listened to Frank and Becky. I had to admit to myself that whatever they were doing was a hell of a lot better than what I had been doing. They were both strong and healthy and looked great. Frank was obviously well muscled without being one of those guys that looked freakish. Becky was in fantastic shape. No one would ever know she was pushing forty and had two teenage boys. I decided that no matter how badly I embarrassed myself in the gym or on the dance floor, it could never be as bad as having your wife of over twenty years tell you that you that you're not worth a shit in bed, and she has a lover that is much better.
"Okay, deal me in. Just don't say I didn't warn you guys. You're starting out with a bill ball of shit and it may not be that easy to whip me into shape, or get me to dance without stomping on a lot of toes."
"Eric, I'll make a new man out of you if you'll listen to me and follow my plan. This isn't going to be easy, I admit. Your entire life style will have to change and you'll be putting in a lot of hours, but I promise that you'll love the finished product. You'll have sculpted fat in no time and eventually a buff body. Then you'll go back home and piss on Eve's parade!" promised Becky.
I wasn't sure about the sculpted fat part, but pissing on Eve's parade sounded great, if extremely unlikely. Becky was good at what she did. I was certain about that, but I seriously doubted she had ever worked with as a pathetic slob as I was.
Most of the next couple months went by in a haze. I was always hungry, always sore, and always too busy to have any time to feel sorry for myself. By the time I went to bed, I pretty much passed out. I never ate so many vegetables and fruit. I would have killed for a Big Mac and fries.
Becky took some measurements of my arms, chest, and waist the day we began my transformation. Every couple weeks after that, she would weigh me and take new measurements and write them down. She never shared the results with me and I had to wonder if I was making any progress. I had access to weight scales in the gyms and my weight really didn't seem to drop very much for a guy eating like a damn rabbit.
I did spend some time making a system out of the mess of papers and bills Frank had stuffed in his office. It took a few weeks to get everything entered in the proper place, but once I had everything set up, the bookkeeping end of the business only required about eight hours a week. I spent another forty or so in the gyms. The different locations had the ball room dance lessons different evenings. I was told to be available for dancing at each location, ready to partner up with any lady in need.
Maybe it was because I wasn't as muscled as Frank, but I seemed to catch on pretty fast. I was no Fred Astaire, but I gradually became a pretty acceptable dance partner. The line dancing actually seemed a bit more difficult for some reason, but I hung to it and was able to hold up my end after a couple months. We did the line dancing in one location on Monday evenings and used Saturdays to have the lessons at the other two gyms. I would attend a morning lesson at one location and drive forty miles to take part in the afternoon lesson at the other gym.
That gave me four evenings a week of dancing and two sessions on Saturday. Then there were the martial arts classes. I didn't participate as much in them. I helped the instructors with setting up any props or aids they would use. I portrayed the crazy rapist or gang member that would sneak up on the women and kids and grab them. I proceed to get tossed on my ass for my efforts. I got so I was pretty good at landing without being jarred too badly. I had to be the most unsuccessful rapist in the history of man. I never got any farther than grabbing my victim's arm or wrist before I was sent flying. I did learn a few good moves just by watching, listening, and being the bumbling sex fiend.
For the first few months, I felt like I had run a marathon every day. I was bone tired with sore muscles and more than a few bruises. Near the end of the second month, I realized the pain and tiredness was bearable. I was even looking forward to doing my exercises.
More surprising was how well the ball room dancing was going. In each of the three classes, I had a few ladies insisting on being my partner. I actually had to split my time and attention to keep peace. I would love to be able to say that they were all hot single women wanting me to carry them off and pound their tight pussies relentlessly. That would be stretching the truth. Many of the ladies were older. Most were married. Some were overweight. Some were pretty damn ugly. But all of them received my full attention when I danced with them and they loved it.
"Eric, you have quite the harem of dance partners," observed Becky as we picked up after a dance class one night. "You're more graceful than Frank and you treat the women so well they practically fight over the chance to be your partner."
I had been careful to not mislead any of my dance partners into thinking I would be available outside of class. That actually made it much more comfortable for the women. They knew there would be no rumors or questions about their virtue, at least where it concerned me.
So here I was at my best friend's place enjoying an outdoor party the evening before his daughter's wedding. Becky had helped me pick out a new suit for the affair. I had to admit it looked pretty good on me. It was a slightly western style and seemed to enhance my shoulders width while helping minimize my waist. I mentioned it to Becky.
"You are such a nerd sometimes, Eric," grumbled Becky while shaking her head. "It isn't the freakin' suit that makes your shoulders and chest look broad and your waist slim. It's all those hours on the machines and free weights. It's the hundred of miles that you've covered on the dance floor. You're not as bulky as Frank, but you're in as good shape as he is. Haven't you noticed how heads turn and people watch when you lift weights, or when you show someone how to use the machines? Eve is going to crap her panties when she sees you!"
Becky even helped select a couple nice short sleeve shirts for casual wear at the festivities. They seemed a bit tight so I asked her about it.
"Eric, listen to me! With your new body, a little tight is fine. You're not one of those guys that has to buy shirts that are two sizes too big just to cover your belly. Trust me on this. I want you to be wearing this blue one when you first arrive at that party. You're like a work of art that I created. I want to show you off in the best possible light. You'll wear the suit to the wedding and this shirt the next day. You won't regret it, I promise."
I had been at the party for about an hour when Eve and the asshole showed up. My daughter Julie was with them. She had just finished her last year of college at a good school in California. I hadn't seen much of her once she left for school and even less after Ever tossed my ass to the curb.
"Dad! Wow! Where is my father and what have you done with him?" joked a smiling Julie as she hugged me tightly. "It looks like Aunt Becky has exerted her influence on you. Look at your arms and chest, Dad. You lost your belly, cut your hair and got into shape. I bet the ladies love my Dad's new body."
Before I could respond to Julie's teasing, Eve stopped in front of me with Gerald DeWitt, Jr., aka asshole. I had to smile a little as I watched Eve take in my new and improved look.
"Hello, Eric. You look well. We're pleased that you've been able to accept the situation and finally agree to the divorce terms. Gerald and I are being very fair and I'm sure you have finally realized that. If you had been more cooperative, we could have had this all finished last year."
"Well, fuck Gerald and the horse he rode in on, Eve. I couldn't care less what this asshole thinks or wants. It took some time, but we finally managed to hammer out an agreement I can live with. Don't try to make it look like this prick was generous or considerate. He has no say in the terms of my divorce. I sure don't remember seeing him at our wedding and taking the vows, so his thoughts just don't mean shit."
Julie still had an arm around me as I delivered my greeting to Eve and her lover. I felt her body stiffen and her arm tighten. She had never in her life heard me talk like that. Truthfully, I had never spoken like that to anyone before. I had always been the type to avoid confrontation. Those days were gone and it felt great to let some of my anger out.
Gerald was a big guy. He probably had three inches in height and thirty pounds on me. Whether it was because I didn't appear worried or just didn't care, he turned bright red at my words but never made a move to slap some manners on me. I just stared at him and grinned.
Steve came hustling up about that time and spun me around. He made it obvious that he wanted me to go with him.
"Let's get a beer, Eric!" he insisted.
"Shit, man! I don't blame you for wanting to mix it up with that asshole, but its Ann's wedding, for Christ sake!" reminded Steve as we walked to the beer cooler. "Grace will have your ass if you fuck this up."
"You're right, Steve," I agreed. "I feel a lot better now and I'll behave, as long as that dickwad leaves me alone. I wouldn't screw up this weekend for anything. Tell Ann and Grace I apologize and will behave."
"Tell her yourself, Eric. It looks like she's headed this way. Somebody must have said something to her. I'm sure glad I'm not in your shoes. I have to go smooth things over with Eve and Fuckface. Good luck with Grace," offered Steve over his shoulder as he walked quickly away.
Grace looked grim as she approached. She took my arm and led me farther away from any possible listeners. She looked back and apparently was satisfied no one could hear what she was about to say.
"Eric, I understand you were rude, as well as crude to Eve and Gerald Jr. Word has it that you pretty much threw it in his face and dared him to do something about it. Do you feel any better after that sort of inappropriate behavior?" concluded Grace.



"Well now that you ask, Grace, I do feel a hell of a lot better. I understand that it wasn't the time or place and I apologize to you, and to Ann. I'll keep my emotions in check the rest of the weekend," I promised.
"That's good to hear, Eric," replied Grace. "However, if that asshole gives you any trouble at all, do what you've got to do and don't worry about anyone else. Ann loathes that prick and it would probably be the highlight of her wedding to see you give him what he's got coming! Rumor also has it that Gerald Jr. wasn't too eager to test your sincerity, Eric. You've changed. You've gone from a really nice meek guy to a really nice tough guy. I like it!"
I tried to avoid Eve and Gerald the rest of the party. Ann introduced me to her Marine groom. His name was Jim and he had the look of a man that had experience well beyond his years.
"Uncle Eric, I heard what you said to Aunt Eve and her asshole boyfriend, or whatever he is. I just want you to know that I've never been more proud of you than when I heard what you said. You've always been too nice; you always took way too much shit from people, no offense, Uncle Eric. If that pompous jackass makes any trouble at all, a certain Marine will be there to help quell it. My future husband doesn't take any shit either!" insisted Ann proudly.
A short time later my daughter Julie slid her hand in mine and walked with me. It had been too long since I had quality time with my daughter and we spent a few minutes catching up.
"Julie, has your mother gained weight?" I asked quietly. "She looks pretty wide in the ass and her boobs look like they're sagging."
"Truthfully?" chuckled Julie. "She was telling me yesterday how she's lost ten pounds since the two of you separated. She was trying to make it sound like Gerald was so good for her it that caused her to slim down. Being around you was ruining her health. I just ignore her stupid comments. I don't see her that much and don't want to alienate her, even though I'm pissed at the way she treated you for as long as I can remember. You look a lot happier, healthier, and confident than I ever remember, Dad.
"I have to tell you that I was really surprised at the way you laid into Mom and Dumbass when you met them. You have an attitude now. Do you really think you can cash the checks your mouth is writing if Gerald comes after you, Dad?" asked Julie. "You look really buff, but he's a pretty big guy."
"Honestly, I have no idea, Julie. I just know that I had to get that off my chest after the way the bastard shit on my marriage," I admitted. "If he decided to take it farther, I was willing to give it a go. I've learned there are a lot of things worse than being knocked on your ass for standing up for yourself or your loved ones. I just wish I had said more at the time."
"Well, Dad, it's probably best that you didn't try it back then. You were blindsided and it took some time to regain your self respect, but you've done a hell of a job there! I have to give Aunt Becky a call and thank her for all she's done for you. I'll be so proud to tell my friends that the hot hunk at the wedding tomorrow is my dad!"
Not long after my conversation with Julie, a slim, attractive woman approached me and introduced herself. I guessed her to be just around forty, or maybe a little less. She struck up a conversation and we spent the next hour chatting like old friends. It turned out that her name was Marcie. She was a cousin of Grace's, divorced for five years, and had always wanted to take a ride on a Harley. I also had the distinct impression she wanted to ride something else when we were done with the Harley. The party was winding down, so we said our good-byes to Ann, Jim, Steve and Grace.
"I see you've met my cousin, Marcie. Take good care of her and be sure you're at the wedding on time tomorrow morning, Eric. Save some energy for the reception, too. I'll be expecting you to dance with the mother of the bride more than once," teased Grace.
I straddled my bike and then helped Marcie climb on behind me. I gave her an extra helmet from my saddle bag and just as I started to pull mine over my head I saw Eve staring at me with her mouth open. Whether it was the Harley, the woman sitting behind me, or a combination of the two, Eve seemed totally shocked. Julie stood next to her and was smiling from ear to ear. For some reason that made me smile as I eased between a couple parked cars and cruised up the road with Marcie clinging to me.
I made it to the wedding with minutes to spare. Marcie had spent the night with me, but I had to take her to her hotel in the morning so she could get dressed and put on her face. I was sitting by myself when I felt her slide into the space next to me. She really had cleaned up nicely!
The wedding went smoothly. Marcie declined a ride to the reception on my bike but assured me that she would be looking for me when I arrived. By the time I got there and found my assigned seat, Marcie was already in the seat next to me. I chuckled to myself at how women always seemed to know how to work those things. It was unlikely that it was a coincidence.
Grace's aunt, who happened to be Marcie's mother, had been a dance instructor. Consequently, all the women and most of the men in her family were very good dancers. When it became apparent that I knew my way around the dance floor, I was in constant demand. Grace and I did a pretty damn mean foxtrot and Ann insisted I dance one with her. Marcie even had the DJ find a tango and dragged me onto the floor. We made more than a few mistakes since we had never even practiced it together, but everyone loved it and clapped wildly. Grace and Steve formed the only other couple on the floor and it was obvious that they had spent some time on their moves. They were flawless.
The best part was that the more I danced and interacted with the ladies, the sourer Eve's face became. She looked like the cat had shit in her oatmeal. She and Shithead danced a few times but they looked stilted and almost robotic.
Near the end of the evening, I felt nature's call and excused myself to use the bathroom. When I got there, a maintenance guy was trying to mop up a disaster from an overflowing toilet. He suggested I use the bathroom by the locker rooms. As is always the case when you really have to piss, I had some trouble finding the damn locker room. I found the ladies locker room and saw a door across the hall. It had a stained area where a sign had obviously hung at one time. It seemed reasonable to me that it could well be the men's locker room.
I opened the door and looked inside. It was just a large storage closet with various pieces of equipment stored along the far wall. What caught my attention was my devoted, soon to be ex-wife locked in a loving embrace with some guy probably ten years younger than she was. He had on a golf shirt with the country club insignia, so I thought he might be the club golf pro. It also occurred to me that I really didn't give a shit.
I pulled my phone out of my breast pocket and pointed it at the happy couple.
"Say cheese!" I chuckled as Eve frantically attempted to pull her dress back over her naked tits.
By the time Eve had her tits covered, I was headed back to the banquet room. I was all the way back when it occurred to me that I never did take a piss, but somehow that need was no longer so pressing. I found Gerald Jr. having a drink by himself and rushed up to him.
"Jr.!" I called as I approached him. "Take a look at this!"
That was how Eve found us as she entered the room. I quickly left Jr.,found my way to Marcie, and gave her a hug.
"Let's say goodbye to everyone and take a ride," I urged.
I still laugh when I think about Marcie with her gown pulled up and stuffed between us and her long legs totally exposed. I know that those watching us pull out of the lot had to see her thong or at least some of her ass as we sped back to her hotel to change.
"Wow!" gasped Becky as I finished my recitation of the wedding weekend. "You covered all the bases, Eric. Let's see. You looked great, told Jr. off, danced like Fred Astaire, got laid a few times by Marcie, made Eve regret losing such a sought after hunk, gained the respect of your friends and daughter, saw how fat and unattractive Eve really is, and showed the asshole that stole your wife a picture of his fiancé with her tits hanging out while in the arms of another man. Did I miss anything, you vengeful bastard?"
"Becky! How can you say that? I'm hurt. Look at my phone. Do you see any picture taking capabilities?"
My brother Frank reached over and took the proffered phone and laughed.
"It's a fucking five dollar TracFone! He can't take pictures with this thing. I'm not sure he can even make a phone call with it!" roared Frank with tears running down his cheeks.
"Then how did you get revenge on Eve?" demanded Becky. "Did you tell him what you saw and hoped he would believe you?"
"Let me ask Frank a question or two. Frank, would you want to know if the woman you are going to marry as soon as her divorce becomes final was cheating on you? Would you hate the guy that told you about it?"
"Damn right I'd want to know, and I'd thank the guy for telling me. I'd consider him a true friend and thank him for stopping me from making a huge mistake and maybe wasting years of my life on some cheating slut!" answered Frank with surprising emotion.
"That's the same way I felt, so I just showed the stupid prick my cool TracFone and left before Eve could get there. She looked like she was having a heart attack, but it's on that fucking prick that cuckolded me that I really wanted to wreak vengeance," I revealed as I grinned at the memory.
"You rotten vengeful bastard!" laughed Becky. "You didn't tell him anything? You almost gave Eve a coronary, but the asshole's still going to marry her since he doesn't know she not only cheats with him, but on him? He is so fucked!"
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Jeff Walton checked his cell phone to see who was calling. Normally, he did not accept personal calls while working, but when Jeff saw his daughter's cell number, he decided to answer. It was after three and Rachel would be out of school and could have a problem.
"Hello, Pumpkin! What can I do for my little girl today?" asked Jeff with a smile. Rachel knew he would do almost anything for her. Jeff had never tried to convince her otherwise, although sometimes he wondered if he should have.
"Daddy! There's a fire at the preschool! Morgan Jr. and some other kids are trapped inside the building and can't get out!" cried Rachel.
"Are you there right now, Rachel?" Jeff demanded quickly, forgetting all the teasing he had planned for her.
"Yes, I am, but they won't let anyone get close. There're flames coming out the roof!
"I'll be right there, Sweetheart! Have you called your mom and Morgan?" asked Jeff.
"Not yet, Dad!" cried Rachel.
"Well call them now and tell them what's happening. Don't try to enter that building, Rachel. I'll be there in a couple minutes," promise her dad.
"Okay, Daddy, but hurry!" whimpered Rachel just before the connection was terminated.
Jeff didn't even bother picking up his tools. He barely bothered to lock the front door as he sprinted for his truck. As he sped down the highway, Jeff considered the situation. The preschool Morgan Jr. attended was on the third floor of a former elementary school in town. Jeff had attended the school himself. Back then, it held kindergarten through eighth grades.
The school district had built a new school almost twenty years ago. A developer purchased the old building and turned it small professional offices on the bottom two floors, with a preschool on the upper level. He recalled the heavy opaque glass windows with wire mesh inside. Jeff recalled how he had witnessed an eighth grade boy try to throw a folding chair through a window once. It bounced back and hit the boy in the leg, breaking his fibula. The window pane itself wasn't even cracked. They bottom half of each window was stationary and did not open.
When he was an eighth grader, Jeff had often had the task of taking a long pole with a small knob on a hook and sliding into the upper window sash and lowering it about two feet. That was the extent of the building's air conditioning at the time. The actual open part of the window was still over six feet off the floor. It allowed no opportunity for a child to fall out, or even be thrown out when the window was open. To the best of Jeff's recollection, the same windows were in use at present.
It was unlikely any of the staff would have the strength or the means to break through a window to escape. If people were indeed trapped, as Rachel had indicated, it had to mean that the stairway and the emergency stairs were in some way unsafe, or inaccessible. The building was well over a hundred years old and of wood construction. Even with a sprinkler system, Jeff knew there would be no stopping a fire if it had a good start.
Mulling it over as he raced to the scene, Jeff pondered why his daughter had called him before calling the boy's father. Morgan Jr. was her brother, but not Jeff's son. In fact, the toddler's conception was the catalyst for Jeff divorcing Rachel's mother, Diane. Jeff had a vasectomy shortly after Rachel was born. When Diane turned up pregnant, she didn't even attempt to convince Jeff that the baby was his. She simply packed up her things and moved in with Morgan Hanson, her boss and the owner of the car dealership where Diane worked. She took Rachel, who was just twelve at the time, with her.
Jeff had been devastated. He never suspected he was a cuckold until Diane confronted him with her pregnancy and told him she was moving in with Hanson. Jeff had been blindsided. He went through a year of depression. He drank too much and almost lost his business. His shame was tangible. Although he seldom heard any one refer to his broken marriage, he knew his small home town was abuzz with his failed marriage. Hanson had cuckolded Jeff, and then took his wife away from him completely, and seemingly with no effort.
Jeff had even entered therapy but it did little to relieve the pain and shame he felt. He had been headed for disaster. He had no illusions about that. Then he met Laura. She had moved into town a year after Jeff's divorce. She was a widow with two daughters in their early teens. Laura bought a local diner and transformed it into a very good restaurant. Jeff sold and installed the new appliances for her business. The two got along well and he finally worked up the nerve to ask her out. They were married a year later. Laura was incredible. She was smart and sexy and totally devoted to Jeff. It would have been perfect if he didn't have to see Diane and Morgan so often. Jeff loved his daughter, Rachel, and refused to allow his shame, embarrassment, and anger at Diane and Morgan to prevent him from having a close relationship with her.
That included Rachel frequently stopping at Jeff's house. He and Laura lived just a half mile from Rachel's high school. The joker in the deck for Jeff was that the preschool Morgan Jr. attended was located just a few blocks past Jeff's house. Rachel often arrived with her little brother in tow. Jeff struggled mightily to treat the boy well, but it wasn't easy. Laura realized how difficult the situation was for him. It was as if Morgan Hanson was rubbing Jeff's failures in his face every time Jeff saw the boy.
The thing that really frightened Jeff was the hatred he felt for Rachel's little brother, Morgan, Jr. Jeff knew it wasn't the boy's fault that Diane slept with Morgan and conceived him. It was just that the child represented Jeff's cuckoldry, as well as his failure to keep his wife and family. He always made an effort to not be cruel to the boy when he saw him, which in Jeff's view was far too often.
Now Rachel had turned to him in an impossible situation, expecting her dad to somehow save her brother. Jeff considered the irony of the situation as he kept his foot pressed heavily against the accelerator. Did he even want the boy to survive? Diane and Morgan could spend a few years in the agony that Jeff had gone through. Even as the thought occurred to him, Jeff dismissed it. The boy was Rachel's brother, and Jeff would walk through hell for his daughter.
Just as he raced through an intersection, Jeff noticed a phone company bucket truck headed his way. Jeff slammed on the brakes and jammed his pickup into reverse as soon as it stopped. He quickly backed up to where he could drive down the side road.
"What the hell, Jeff?" grinned Ralph Evans. "Where's the fire? You're driving like some kind of crazy man!"
"There's a fire at "Growing Pains" preschool, Ralph!" shouted Jeff before Ralph had even finished his greeting. "People are trapped but with that truck of yours, we might be able to get some kids out of that building! Will you help me?"
"Damn straight!" agreed the big man behind the wheel without hesitation. "Lead the way and show me where you want me to park it, Jeff. You know you can count on me!"
Jeff was already in reverse and backing through the intersection before Ralph completed the sentence. Jeff watched in his mirror as Ralph's truck tipped a little as it raced around the corner and swung onto the main highway. It was just a minute later that Jeff pulled in across the street from the burning building with Ralph right behind him.
Jeff was stunned to see the entire east wall had collapsed. That wall had held the outside fire escape. The west end of the building had flames coming through the roof. If anyone was alive on the third floor, they had to be somewhere in the middle of the building. Jeff motioned Ralph to pull in as close to the burning building as he could. As he directed Ralph, Tim Jenkins, a member of the volunteer fire company and a fire police officer ran up to him.
"This is bad Jeff! There're at least three kids and a teacher not accounted for. The first two floors are evacuated. The fire trucks were at a fuckin' brush fire out on route 56 when the alarm was sounded. They're still over five goddamn minutes out! The flames and smoke have the stairway cut off, and I don't know what the hell to do!"
"Just keep the bystanders back, Tim, and the road clear for the fire trucks. Ralph and I are going to try to swing up to the windows and get the folks out that way. Be ready to help if we manage to get any of them to the ground!" ordered Jeff with authority.
Jeff knew Tim was a good man simply overcome with the responsibility, and fear of the outcome. He needed direction and he would follow orders to the letter. Jeff saw Rachel start to run toward him and he violently motioned for her to remain where she was. She immediately stopped and tried to smile at her dad. It was not lost on Jeff as he turned to tell Ralph he was in position. Ralph clambered out of the cab.
"Do you have a heavy hammer, Ralph?" asked Jeff. "We need to get up to that window, break it out and see if we can find anyone inside."
Ralph reached into a compartment and withdrew an eight pound sledge hammer and started for the bucket with Jeff right behind him.
"Shit, Jeff, I can tell you right now that we won't reach that window. With that retaining wall in the way, I couldn't get close enough. We'll be about five feet or so short," predicted Ralph grimly as he climbed into the bucket with Jeff following.
"Get us as close as you can!" replied Jeff. "We'll make it work."
Both men felt the intense heat radiate from the building as they began their ascent. The windows on that side of the building were closed but smoke was curling around the sashes. Both men realized that the upper floor had to be pretty damn hot!
A crowd had begun to form. The mood was somber to the point of terror as word quickly spread that three children and a teacher were trapped on the third floor. One of the old men standing near Rachel expressed the opinion that a gas leak must have occurred with an explosion following it. The wall had been knocked off the end of the building and the intense fire followed immediately.
Then a woman on the other side of Rachel told how she lived just up the road and she had a couple windows blown out in the blast. Then she announced that they should have kept using the coal furnace for heat, as that never blew up!
By that time Jeff and Ralph had extended the bucket as close to a window as they could get. Ralph had been correct with his estimate of how far they would be from the window.
"Give me that sledge and hang on my belt, Ralph. Don't let me fall. I need both arms to swing the hammer," stated Jeff as he climbed up to perch on the edge of the bucket.
"Shit!" growled Ralph as he engulfed the back of Jeff's belt in his big paw and gabbed on a hand rail on the side of the bucket with the other, determined that no force on earth would make him release the man depending on him with his life.
"Oh my God!" groaned a woman in the crowd next to Rachel. "Those men are risking their lives! Look how high they are and how the one is standing on the edge of that bucket with nothing but his friend keeping him from falling!"
That was when Rachel heard her mother scream. She had pulled into the empty lot near where the crowd had gathered. Rachel turned and rushed to keep her mother from racing to the building.
"Mom! You can't get in that way. Several men have already tried the stairs. Dad's trying to get in that window. You have to stay here and wait. Dad will get Morgan out okay! You know Dad!"
Diane wiped her eyes and followed her daughter's gaze to the two men perched so high in the bucket. She gave an involuntary gasp.
Jeff hefted the sledge and considered the situation. They were rapidly running out of time, if they had not already. He knew the window would be tough to break and that it was better to swing too hard then too easy. With that thought, he brought the heavy hammer up and around with every bit of strength he could muster. Ralph grimaced with the effort it took to keep Jeff in place as momentum tried to take him forward.
The hammer went through the window and disappeared as Jeff lost his grip on the handle.
"Fuck!" yelled Jeff as he felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. The hole was about the size of a volleyball and too high to reach. The wire mesh was doing was it was designed for!
Jeff and Ralph contemplated the hole in the window for about five seconds. Suddenly there was a tremendous roar and the entire window, sash and all, flew from the building, striking Jeff on the shoulder as it flew by, knocking him backward.
Rachel, Diane and the entire assembled crowd went dead silent as they watched Ralph somehow hold on to Jeff as he fell over the edge of the bucket. At the same time, a huge ball of flame blasted through the air where Jeff's head had been a few seconds before! No one spoke as they saw Ralph give a mighty heave and pull Jeff back into the basket. As soon as it was apparent that Jeff was alright, the crowd began cheering and yelling encouragement. They saw Jeff clap Ralph on the shoulder and quickly climb back up on the edge of the bucket, again with Ralph holding on to his belt. The flame had retreated and Jeff grabbed on the window sill and pulled himself into the burning building, with a little push from Ralph on his shoe soles.
Once inside, Jeff crouched down below the smoke and hurried across the floor, yelling as he moved. The heat was intense and the smoke was extremely thick. Jeff dropped to his knees to remain below the thick smoke and then gave another shout.
"Over here!" called a female voice. "Help me with the children!"
Jeff made out some forms by a large desk and crawled to them as quickly as he could. A middle aged woman had with her back to the desk with three toddlers gathered tightly to her chest. Jeff quickly surveyed the room and urged the woman to hand him two of the kids and start crawling to the window with the remaining child. The air from the open window was feeding the flames and they were spreading rapidly across the smoke filled room.
The woman moved surprising fast and Jeff actually had trouble keeping up as he held two crying toddlers with one arm and placed the other hand on the floor to help keep his balance.
Jeff knew the window was too far from Ralph and the bucket to be able to hand the kids to him. When they reached the widow Jeff quickly explained to the woman what he wanted her to do. He felt a tremendous appreciation for her strength and courage as she nodded in agreement. She allowed Jeff to pick her up and as gently as possible, toss her out onto the window sill. He wrapped one hand in the waist of her jeans as she sat on the sill. Jeff swung his free arm around and grabbed a little girl by the front of her shirt and picked her up and handed her to the lady on the sill. He held the woman with both hands as she leaned as far out as she could with the child. When she had her as far as she could manage to swing her, the woman released the little girl.
Rachel and Diane stood together, caught in the drama as they watched Jeff crawl through the window and into the burning building. It seemed like he was gone a very long time and smoke was billowing out the top of the gaping hole that the window had occupied shortly before Jeff's entrance.
Suddenly the crowd saw a woman seem to emerge from the smoke, float out and land precariously on the window sill! It was so sudden and unexpected; it took several seconds for the growing crowd to react.
"That's Vanessa Thompson!" cried an onlooker. "She works at the preschool!"
The woman now known as Vanessa Thompson seemed to reach back and suddenly a small girl appeared in her hands. The crowd once again went silent as the woman swung the child as far from her body as possible and dropped her!
Ralph Evans had been getting nervous waiting for Jeff to reappear. The heat was becoming unbearable and the fire seemed to be growing louder. He knew that couldn't be a good thing. Suddenly he saw a woman perch on the window sill. She was too high and far way for Ralph to reach. Suddenly she swung a little girl out and released her! Ralph knew fear as he stretched his arms out and caught the girl. It had been much easier than he imagined. He barely placed the child down in the bucket before another little girl was dropped at him. Once again, Ralph made the catch and gently put the child down near the first one.
Jeff had handed the woman the two little girls. He turned for the little boy, who he had identified as Morgan Jr. and he was gone!
"Morgan wandered off!" Jeff yelled to be heard above the roar of the fire. "I have to let go of you to find him. Hang on!"
The woman nodded her understanding, so Jeff released his hold on her and crawled off to find Morgan. Jeff knew he could not have wandered too far. He soon saw the boy through the thickening smoke and made his way to him. Grabbing the boy, Jeff started back to the window.
Rachel and Diane saw the two little girls dropped to Ralph Evans by Vanessa and nervously waited to see Morgan delivered to safety in the same manner. Thirty seconds passed and nothing happened. The tension was palpable. Suddenly there was a huge roar and Vanessa Thompson was hurled off the sill. The crowd gasped as one as once again, Ralph Evans somehow caught the woman by her light jacket. She seemed to dangle in the smoke filled air for a full minute before Ralph managed to reel her into the bucket.
Flame burst through the window and several other windows blew out. Part of the roof began to shake as flame broke through it in several more locations. Ralph grabbed the controls and lowered the bucket as fast as he could. The building next to his truck was shaking and the roar of the fire seemed to increase again. Just as the first two fire trucks pulled in front of the building, Ralph was handing the kids to helpful bystanders. Then he picked up Vanessa Thompson and quickly carried her away from the bucket and the truck.
The side of the building had begun to collapse as Ralph and the good Samaritans hurried to escape the inferno. By the time Ralph had reached the watching crowd, his bucket truck was crushed by burning debris and began fueling the fire.
Rachel and Diane stood in stunned silence, watching the window. They somehow expected Jeff to appear with Morgan. After a minute or so, as the building began to collapse on itself, it was apparent no one else would emerge from that window.
"Dad!" screamed Rachel. "Morgan!"
"Where's Jeff?" demanded a voice behind Diane.
Oh, Laura!" exclaimed Rachel as she turned and threw herself into the woman's arms sobbing. "Dad's in that building! He went in and saved two little girls and Mrs. Thompson, but Morgan Jr. and Dad never made it out!"
Rachel felt her stepmother tense up. Then she took a few deep breaths and began questioning Rachel.
"Jeff and Jr. are inside the building? He risked his life for those kids? We need to stay strong, Rachel," stressed an obviously distraught Laura. "Your father is an incredible man. He will not quit! He'll never give up! We need to keep faith and help any way we can."
By this time the ambulance had arrived and the two girls and Vanessa Thompson were being treated before transport. An EMT was checking Ralph Evans and advising him to go to the hospital for treatment, but Ralph was adamant.
"I'm not leaving until Jeff gets out of there! We worked as team and I'm not bailing on him now! Take care of the lady and the two little girls," he stated emphatically, "but I'm not leaving!"
Laura struggled to hold back the tears as the parents of the two rescued girls expressed sincere gratitude for the heroic efforts of Jeff and Ralph. Rachel and Diane both broke into loud sobs, knowing those families had their children back, while Jeff and Morgan Jr. were still in the inferno.



By this time, nearby fire companies had begun to respond and were making an Herculean effort to knock down the flames. News vans started arriving soon after and reporters were questioning bystanders. Laura, Rachel and Diane declined all interviews.
Then Morgan Hanson arrived on the scene. Diane quickly filled him in on the situation and its implications.
"I heard it took the fucking fire trucks forever to get here!" he roared. "What the hell do we donate to these losers for? You see them around with their hands out all the time, but where the hell are they when really you need them?"
Two reporters heard Hanson's outburst and rushed to his side with microphones as their camera men followed. They managed to catch about two minutes of Morgan Hanson berating the local fire department and promising the wrath of hell in the form of litigation against the volunteer group. Rachel and Diane were horrified as they watched the scene unfold. They knew most of the men and their families in the department by their first names. How could anyone doubt the men had done their best? The misery in their hearts increased. Suddenly, Laura stepped in front of Morgan.
"Mr. Hanson is very upset. His son is in that inferno, along with my husband. I wish to make it very clear that we have nothing but the deepest appreciation and gratitude for the fine people of our local volunteer fire department. When my husband is able to speak to you, he will say much the same thing. These people are our friends and neighbors. They have done all anyone could ask, and more. They are heroes!" finished a teary-eyed Laura before she turned and walked away.
Once away from the cameras, Laura reached into her pocket, pulled out her cell phone, hit the speed dial. Then spoke quietly, "Sam, shut the restaurant down, make about five dozen sandwiches and a shit load of coffee and bring it to Ash Street, just past the high school. We have firemen working their asses off and they need some nourishment. Yes, Sam, we're all praying for Jeff and the little boy. You saw me live on what channel? Good! Yeah, he's an asshole! Now get down here as fast as you can. This looks like a long night."
Time dragged as the firemen slowly brought the fire under control, or more precisely, the fire pretty much exhausted its fuel supply. The news reporters continued to hang around looking for any interesting tidbits they could use on the eleven o'clock news. Laura made sure to speak to the firemen when they returned to the trucks for drink or a sandwich. She expressed her gratitude to every man and woman that belonged to the fire and ambulance corps. She knew that Jeff would want it that way.
Laura well knew the feeling of guilt and inadequacy they could feel if things turned out as badly as seemed likely. They did not need, nor deserve abuse and blame from a grieving parent or spouse. Her late husband had been a volunteer and had often expressed his pride in his company as well as his dread of losing someone in a fire. These men needed encouragement and praise, especially in the time of tragedy.
At eleven o'clock, the news channels began their broadcast with the story of the fire and how it could well be fatal. It pained Laura greatly to hear the reports. Diane was sobbing steadily while Morgan Hanson continued to bitch and gripe about fire inspectors, firemen, town officials, state officials and even the federal government. Rachel had turned to Laura for comfort and stayed close to her side, thanking everyone for all their hard work and dedication. Laura saw a lot of the same strength in Rachel that Jeff demonstrated. He could be proud of his daughter.
Suddenly an ambulance turned on its flashing lights and began moving toward the west side of the burned out structure. The remaining observers and news people quickly picked up on it. Then Laura and Rachel heard a man yell from deep inside the rubble.
"We found them!" was all they heard as they moved in the direction the ambulance had taken.
Jeff had wrapped an arm around little Morgan and started for the safety of the window when all hell broke loose. A section of the roof caved in just as the floor beneath him gave way. He clutched the boy to his chest as they began tumbling downward. It seemed like they fell for a couple of minutes, but Jeff knew it had to be more like a few seconds. He bounced off beams and burning boards as he and the boy tumbled down. Finally he slammed into something solid.
The heat was unbearable. Jeff knew he had to find some sort of cover soon or both he and the boy in his arms would perish. He looked around and realized he was in the basement of the old school. He had spent some pleasant hours in the very basement when his mom's brother was the school janitor. He often stopped in after school to chat with his uncle and even help him with some of his chores.
That was when Jeff thought of the coal furnace. He remember how huge the firebox was since it had to heat the entire building. He used to help his uncle perform maintenance on the furnace in the warmer weather. If the furnace was still in the basement, it would be just around a brick abutment. Jeff realized there were no other options so he decided to crawl toward where the furnace stood so long ago. That was when he realized his left leg was broken and his foot was facing backward!
Still, Jeff knew he had no choice so he used his empty arm and his good leg to drag himself and the boy around the old brick wall. To his relief, Jeff saw that the furnace was still intact. Sweating profusely from a combination of the heat and the pain, Jeff managed to reach the old coal furnace. He reached up and unlatched the door and swung it open.
Rachel and Laura had fearfully begun walking toward the now parked ambulance when they heard the man yell that Jeff and Morgan had been found. Part of Laura wondered why the fellow chose to yell the news rather than use his radio. Then they heard the same man yell even louder.
"They're alive!"
Tears streaked down Laura's cheeks as she hugged Rachel to her. Rachel was sobbing loudly. They felt the heat of the lights of the cameras swing on them as they again struggled toward the ruins of the old school. They were soon stopped by a fireman and told to wait as it was still extremely hot and very dangerous in the old foundation. It seemed to take forever but finally they saw several firemen carrying a backboard with Morgan Jr. He was restrained but his eyes were open and alert. Diane and Morgan stumbled past Laura and began talking to little Morgan, telling him how they missed him, had waited for him, and would take him for ice cream as soon as they could. The boy was carried into a waiting ambulance. Diane climbed in with him and the ambulance pulled out with sirens blaring. Laura watched Hanson hustle back to his car as a second ambulance backed up to the burned pile of rubble that had been the old school.
It took another ten minutes before Jeff was carried out on a backboard. A paramedic had an IV in Jeff's arm. Laura could see his left foot was pointing oddly and was cushioned with blankets. As they approached the ambulance, Ralph Evans suddenly appeared along side Jeff.
"Jeff, you're the man!" he grinned. "I knew if anyone could get out that, it'd be you. That was some amazing piece of work, Dude!"
"You saved my life, Ralph! I won't ever forget that," croaked Jeff. By this time, reporters were trying to reach Jeff as they shouted questions at him on live TV. The firemen just formed a line on either side of the ambulance doors and kept the reporters at bay as Jeff was gently placed inside. Laura was given a hand as she quickly climbed in with Jeff. No one even thought to suggest she not be allowed in the ambulance.
It was a day and half later before Jeff was aware enough to speak. He lay in the hospital bed watching the news. As it went to commercial, Laura squeezed his hand and smiled.
"Well, Jeff, it looks like you found a way to payback Hanson big time, as well as Diane. You got them good!" asserted Laura.
"How do you figure that, Laura? I'm here with a compound fracture while Jr. is up and running around already. How did I get them good, as you put it?"
"He stole your wife, Jeff, and it hurt you... a lot. Diane was unfaithful and that hurt even more. They took from you, Jeff. They took your family, your faith in people, and even your self respect. You even felt that you had lost your manhood. For far too long, you were ashamed and felt inadequate. You told me all this several times. Now look what you've done to them, Jeff.
"You've given them their son's life. You've repaid their betrayal with courage and an incredible act of heroism. You've shown your daughter how a real man conducts himself under stress. Diane has seen it, too. Now Morgan Hanson will spend the rest of his life feeling small and inadequate. He'll go to his grave knowing you're a far better man, Jeff. He'll know that Diane has seen it as well. Yep, Jeff, you really got him good!"



        Golden Slumbers

        He uses hypnosis to control wife. It backfires, as usual.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/golden-slumbers

Title: Golden Slumbers

Author: Harddaysknight

Category: Loving Wives

Description: He uses hypnosis to control wife. It backfires, as usual.

Tags: pussy eating, hypnosis, deceit, christmas party




I was sitting in my recliner reading People Magazine, when Lana, my wife of twenty four years strolled into the living room and plunked down on the sofa to watch TV. I was so wrapped up in reading about the "Sexiest Man Alive" I failed to hear her speak to me.
Normally, I'm a pretty attentive guy, but the story just amazed me. How in hell could a short, bald lawyer with a nickname like "The Angel of Death" get to be the Sexiest Man Alive? This guy had gone from an assistant district attorney to a major star. He had recently won the ultimate fighting championship in Vegas. His reconciliation with his knockout blonde wife was the highest rated reality program of the season. If this guy could do it, then there was hope for every middle aged clown in America, even those of us just sitting in a recliner reading about his exploits.
"Will, I'm talking to you," stated Lana with a tone that meant she expected me to listen, so I put my magazine down. "Now that Jeff and Tina are both in college, we need to concentrate on us. We've both been neglecting our diets and exercise and have probably each gained five pounds or more in the past couple of months. We just can't allow this trend to continue."
I looked at Lana and had to smile. If she had gained any weight, it sure seemed to agree with her. I had the best looking wife in the county, even after being married for so long. I had never seen a woman to rival her in any way. She was medium height and her tits were slightly larger now than when we got married. She had almost no wrinkles, and she still turned heads. At the age of forty six, she was sexier than ever.
"Aww, Sweetheart. You look great and I'm no slouch. We hardly weigh any more than we did when we were first married. I don't see any reason to worry about it. You're still sexy as hell," I soothed.
"Will, you're twenty pounds heavier than you were on our wedding day and I'm, well, a few pounds over my perfect weight as well. I think I have a solution for our lack of enthusiasm about getting back into shape. My cousin Mary told me about a guy her friend knows. He uses hypnotism to plant suggestions in people. He helps people stop smoking, reduce stress, or even lose weight. We have an appointment to see him next Saturday afternoon," revealed Lana.
I considered this revelation as I sipped my beer. Lana had a degree in chemistry and worked in research at a large pharmaceutical company. Sure, she had a very good salary and great benefits. True, she was a walking wet dream and a great mother. All that said, I was still the one that made all the major decisions and she always deferred to me. I was the local high school gym teacher and had learned long ago the advantage of running a tight ship. I knew Lana was testing the waters, hoping I would go along with her crazy scheme. I considered the situation.
Hypnotism was similar to voodoo. It only works on the weak minded people that want to believe. I could watch this guy swing a watch back and forth for hours without it having any effect on me. Lana, on the other hand, was not the sharpest tool in the shed, especially for being a chemist. It might work on her, and I could fake it. That way I could humor her and pretend to diet and exercise while she busted her ass and to get into better shape, and stopped harping on me.
"Okay, Lana. I'm game. Let's do it. I may weigh a little more than I used to, but you know very well that it's all muscle. That and perhaps some retained water, but I'll do it so you have some company in this effort," I told her magnanimously.
Next thing I knew, she was sitting in my lap, rubbing her incredible chest against mine and kissing my neck. I smiled to myself as once again I had demonstrated how important it is for the husband to be in control of the marriage. Lana was always happy with any concession I made to her. It kept her in line and provided us with a very happy marriage.
Saturday afternoon saw us in Dimock, sitting in a double wide, drinking a coke, and listening to a wizened little toothless, gray haired guy named Tim explain how he would put us under hypnosis and then make the suggestion that we would truly want to make a serious effort to improve our diet as well as exercise more. I couldn't help but think he should try it in the mirror and convince himself to get his shit together, but I held my tongue. I wanted Lana to feel comfortable and that I was a willing participant.
Instead of swinging a watch back and forth, he instructed us to watch a swirling thing he had on his coffee table as he counted backward from a hundred. I pretended to concentrate on the strange object as he slowly counted. Like most married men, I had mastered the art of looking interested in something while thinking about other things. My mind wandered to the World Series and how badly the Phillies had choked in the play-offs to allow the Giants to win the pennant. They needed to get a relief pitcher, and that damn Cliff Lee back. I just hoped the Texans would kick some Giant ass.
"Mr. Stone?" asked the little guy. "Could I ask you a question or two?"
I looked quickly at Lana and I could easily see that she was zoned out. My suspicions were confirmed. Lana was an easy target for the guy. He was probably aware he had no effect on me, so I didn't even bother pretending.
"I guess you can tell your efforts had didn't faze me at all, but I'll be happy to listen to any questions you have," I promised.
"Well, hypnotism does not work on strong minded individuals like yourself, but your wife is in a trance right now. My question is about your sex life. For an extra twenty bucks, I could make some suggestions to your wife that would make her more willing to, shall I say, experiment more sexually. I could even give you a certain word or phrase you could use to make her responsive to your desires whenever you use it. Would that interest you, Mr. Stone?"
I had to chuckle at the guy. One thing I knew was how to take care of business around the old bed! Lana sure as hell never had any complaints. How could this presumptuous little prick think he could ever help me? Hell, I could write a book on how to please women. Why the hell would I waste twenty bucks?
"Okay!" I answered quickly as I reached into my back pocket for my wallet. "Exactly how will this work, anyway?"
"I will simply give your wife a word that, when uttered, will cause her to be very susceptible to any sexual suggestion she may receive. I will have her remove it from her mind after the sex act is complete so you needn't worry about her going to work in a very horny state if you should neglect to cancel the suggestion. Understand it will not make your wife do anything that she would never consider normally, but it will allow her to overcome any inhibitions she may have that prevent her from performing certain sexual acts."
"You've got a deal. This could be a lot of fun. I bet you're quite popular with married couples, aren't you, Tim. How about every time I say "baseball", Lana becomes my sex slave?" I suggested.
"That's a rather common word to trigger such a response, Mr. Stone. May I suggest something a bit more unusual, just to be on the safe side?" replied Tim.
"Yeah, you're right. I don't want a word everyone will be using when the World Series starts. I have it, Tim. I want her to respond when I say "Tasmania"! That's a word I never hear in normal conversation. Let's use that one," I insisted with some glee.
Half an hour later, Lana and I were driving by numerous natural gas wells as we left Dimock behind. I was wondering if I had wasted twenty dollars since my sex life was already a ten out of a possible ten. What the hell could I do to improve it?
"I'm afraid we wasted our time, Will," stated Lana quietly. "The guy was an obvious quack. He couldn't hypnotize a person already in a comma. I hope you aren't upset with me for suggesting we try this."
"No problem, Lana," I replied smugly as I thought back to how totally she had been under the hypnotic spell without even realizing it. "It was interesting and we can always say we tried. Who knows, just the experience may make us try harder to exercise and follow a better diet."
I had promised Tim that I would go through the motions of trying to improve my lifestyle so Lana would be happier and he would appear to have had some success. I agreed to that in return for his suggestions to make Lana my little personal slut, along with the twenty, of course. Tim even gave Lana the suggestion to make a strong effort to improve her diet and exercise more; since that was the reason we had gone to see him in the first place. I found it amusing that she didn't realize that she had been in a trance. She was a wonderful wife but a bit naïve at times.
We stopped on the way home so Lana could shop for some fruits and vegetables as well as a lot of stuff I never even heard of before. This was the down side to the "better living through eating crap" plan we had embarked upon. I was pleasantly surprised at how good dinner tasted that evening and how filling it actually was. Maybe this would be one diet of Lana's that didn't make me ill.
We watched a romantic movie on TV after dinner. Before the news came on, Lana slid onto my lap and whispered in my ear.
"Hey, Stud! How about meeting me in the bedroom for a workout? You'll be glad to lose weight with my exercise program," she promised.
Normally I like to watch the news, but I started thinking about how I might be enjoy making Lana my little sex slave. I was in bed naked within a minute. I was ready when Lana slid into bed.
"Lana, I was just thinking about Tasmania and all the animals that lived there," I began. "I was thinking that you'd want to give me a blowjob. How about it?"
Where the hell did that come from? I really had to work on my delivery! I couldn't just blurt out that I wanted a blowjob! To my surprise and great pleasure, Lana slide down and took Willie into her mouth. I couldn't get over how great it felt. We had tried things like this right after we were married but Lana never seemed to enjoy it very much, so I never pushed it. Now I was getting my knob polished to perfection!
I warned her that I was about to cum, but she never let up! I began to think I should send Tim another hundred bucks as Lana never missed a beat and even lovingly cleaned my cock with her tongue. Soon Little Willie was ready for more action, so I rolled over and slid into a very wet Lana. I made her cum twice before my cock erupted inside her. That night, she slept in my arms for the first time in years.
Sunday morning Lana wanted to take a walk. I knew I had to play along so she would start thinking the hypnotist accomplished his task, especially since it would soon be obvious to her that she was obsessed about getting into shape. When we left the house, I had no intention of walking five miles, but Lana insisted and I was feeling so close to her after our love making, I couldn't refuse her anything.
After our walk, I watched a couple football games, but only had one beer, which I thought was doing pretty good. Lana read the Sunday paper and chatted on the phone with her mom. That evening we had some kind of fish chopped up on a salad for dinner. I am not much of a fish lover, but I felt I had to give it a try. I was surprised at how good it was, as well as how filling a salad could be.
It was halftime of the Sunday night football game when Lana sashayed into the room in a little transparent negligee and dropped into my lap, just like the previous night. She rubbed her barely covered tits around my chest for a few minutes.
"Hey, Stud! How about meeting me in the bedroom?" she asked in a husky voice.
Two minutes later I was once again in bed naked and waiting for Lana to emerge from the bathroom. My erection twitched when she opened the bathroom door and I could see that she had shaved her pussy. She posed for me a minute or two before sliding next to me under the sheets.
"I was wondering if they played football in Tasmania," I began, before once again I wondered why the hell I couldn't be a little smoother in my transition into the master of my very own sex slave. "I think it's time I ate that cute little bare kitty, don't you?"
For her answer, Lana swung over my head and plunked her already wet sex right on my face. We had never actually done this before. Sure, I had tried eating her pussy a few times on our honeymoon, but it just wasn't all that tasty or as much fun as pounding it with my cock, so I never really got into it. I soon discovered what I had been missing for the last twenty-some years! I made Lana orgasm so hard she almost suffocated me as her thighs squeezed my head like a vise. She rolled off me and I was on and in her as soon as her back hit the bed. She came on my third stroke and it seemed like she came again on every stroke thereafter. Luckily for her, I was cranked pretty tightly my self and deployed the troops in less than a minute. Once again, Lana fell asleep in my arms.
The next morning was a work day. I usually crawled out of bed at seven and left for work just before eight. I struggled to look at the clock as Lana kept shaking me. It was 4:45! I had to wonder what was wrong.
"Come on, Will! It's time to get up. We can get a few miles in before work. We don't need some quack hypnotist to keep us motivated. Let's go!" urged Lana.
So this was the downside to having a personal sex slave? I decided it was a price I had agreed to pay so I quickly climbed out of bed and put on my walking clothes. We were back home and showering by seven. I would have had plenty of time to get to work if Lana had not started in telling me what a stud I had been the previous night. I then decided to mention to Lana that people often showered together in Tasmania so they could clean each other as well as manually stimulate their partner. She had me spraying the shower wall within minutes! She required more time and effort on my part, but I was up to the challenge.
On the way to work, I drove right by Dunkin Doughnuts. That was unusual for me, unless I knew that I'd be going near the Krispy Crème place for some reason. I was determined to live up to my end of the agreement with Tim, since his efforts on my behalf were working so well.
I had more sex that week than in the previous six months. Whenever I had a break in my gym classes, I would daydream about what a guy should do with a sex slave when he went to bed. Lana had no idea that I was controlling her, but she really seemed to be enjoying the results! I was a benevolent master. Every night found her sitting on my lap while I was trying to watch ESPN. Pretty soon she would be nibbling on my ear and telling me what an incredible lover I was and that I was her stud. I knew she was hinting that she wanted me to take her to bed and show her who the hell her master was, even if she didn't fully understand her new found sexuality.
I had her doing all sort of things she would have refused just a couple weeks prior. Friday night I explained that in Tasmania, women loved anal sex. I hardly had the words out before she magically produced what appeared to be an industrial size tube of KY Jelly and was smearing it on my erection, before greasing up her little sphincter. I was pretty damn gentle for a sex slave master, I thought. Lana seemed to respond quite well as she had two orgasms before I finished my ride. She never would have allowed me entry a short time ago, but once again I demonstrated just what a considerate, but imaginative lover I was. I knew that was something we would be doing again.
Things went along pretty well for us. Lana seemed to get over her empty nest syndrome and we rediscovered each other. I had started doing sit ups and other exercises with the kids in my Gym classes. I had already dropped an inch around my waistline. Lana was firming up nicely and it was all I could do not to laugh when she ridiculed Tim and his failed hypnosis attempt, and then brag about how well we were doing without him. She had no idea she had been given suggestion while in a hypnotic trance and I was simply keeping my agreement with Tim to at least humor Lana and encourage her.
One Saturday afternoon, a few weeks after our session with Tim, Lana and I were cuddling a little during halftime of the Notre Dame game. Lana was purring in my ear and doing everything possible to lure me into the bedroom for some afternoon delight.
"You know you want some of Miss Kitty," she whispered seductively. 'Let's go to bed and you can show her what a big stud you really are."
It occurred to me that it was time to ramp up the foreplay. Sure, I could take Lana into the bedroom and give her a few orgasms, but why settle? The journey could as much fun as reaching the destination. I decided to push things a little.
"I was reading that in Tasmania, men like their women to go out to dinner dressed as sexily as possible," I explained to Lana as I struggled to keep a straight face. "Men have their women to wear something revealing to show off their breasts and legs. They don't allow their ladies to wear bras and they have to wear a thong if they wear any underwear at all. Let's get dressed and go out to a nice place for dinner so I can show you off."
I showered and put on a nice pair of slacks and a dress shirt. Then I dug out a suit jacket that seemed to match and slid that on. I studied myself in the mirror and had to admit I looked pretty damn good. I decided to go downstairs and watch the football game while I waited for Lana. When I reached the living room, Lana was standing by the door waiting for me. I could hardly believe my eyes!
I never realized Lana had anything like that in her closet! She had a low cut black dress that fit her perfectly. I don't know how the dress did it, but it was obvious she wore no bra, yet her tits were bunched up high and proud with considerable cleavage showing. The hem of the dress was a few inches above her knees and her legs were tanned and strong. This exercise and diet shit already seemed to be working wonders! Then I realized that she couldn't have changed that much in a few weeks and she must have always looked this good, or damn close.
"You clean up nicely, Lana!" I understated. "Now let's see what underwear you have on."
Lana turned her back to me and slowly raised her dress. All I could see was ass, and no underwear at all. I had to admit that the ass looked pretty damn good. Then Lana slowly turned around and I saw a small patch of cloth just covering her mons. I never even knew she owned such a tiny thong! She looked sexy as hell. We had a great dinner and then I decided to take Lana dancing. I was feeling pretty damn content most of the time with the great sex we were having and somehow that had transferred into my wanting to be more romantic and spontaneous with Lana. More and more, I was simply telling Lana what we were going to do and she seemed very happy to accept my decisions. I realized how important it had been those many years ago to show a firm hand to my then young wife. Now she followed my lead and suggestions with little or no complaint.
This gradually became the new normal. When the kids came home for Thanksgiving, they both expressed some surprise at both the physical condition as well as the romantic attitude of their parents. They weren't there for our honeymoon of course, but even then, we were not as adventurous or daring as we now were.
It was nearing Christmas when things took a turn, as it seems, they always do. For the first time since I knew Lana, I wasn't worried about what gift to get her. I knew I could simply tell her that every woman in Tasmania loved real pearls, almost as much as the pearl necklaces I had frequently been giving her lately. I spent enough on the necklace, but I had no doubt that she would love it.



Lana worked for a large pharmaceutical company and their Christmas party was always extravagant. This year's party seemed even better than usual, but I realized that was mostly because of my new found powers over Lana. She was wearing a red dress that made the black one she wore that night in the fall look conservative. I was proud as hell escorting Lana that evening. Every man there had difficulty keeping his eyes off her as we circulated around. More than a few of her coworkers requested a dance, and that included several of her superiors. She was the belle of the ball and I was proud as hell.
Lana was dancing with the manager of her facility so I strolled up to the bar to get a fresh beer. I stepped next to a friend and coworker of Lana's. Her name was Marge Phillips and she had recently gone through a divorce. I never heard exactly what had gone wrong in her marriage. Marge gave me a big smile when I nodded to her. I motioned for the bartender to get another like the empty one in my hand.
As the bartender handed me the beer, he asked, "Did you hear about that big volcano erupting this evening? It's all over the news and everyone's talking about it!"
"No, I haven't," I admitted, "but it can't be too close or we'd be feeling the heat. Was it in the United States?"
"No, it was on some island that's part of Australia, called Tasmania. I guess it's really pushing ash and smoke over the South Pole. All the news channels are covering it," he added.
Tasmania? I was stunned. That was my secret word for Lana, my personal sex slave! What if someone decided to discuss the volcano while in Lana's company? Would she get all horny and compliant with just any guy? I never thought to discuss that scenario with Tim! I decided that I had to quickly find Lana and protect her, at the very least. More likely, I would have to get her home before she started leaking her juices all over the dance floor!
I had just made up my mind to look for Lana when Marge leaned over close to me and whispered, "Stud, would you like to go someplace quiet and eat my pussy?"
I couldn't believe it! I hardly knew this woman and she was asking if I wanted to eat her out! Sure, she had just gone through a divorce and was probably horny, and was drinking quite a lot, but she was way out of line! I had to get away from her and find Lana. Things were spiraling out of control.
"Sure, Marge!" I quickly replied. "Lead the way."
Soon I found myself in a small meeting room away from the party. Marge was perched on the edge of a desk with her dress up around her waist and I was on my knees in front of her. I was still worried about Lana and someone uttering her trip word, but Marge wanted her pussy eaten and who was I to decline that offer, even though it just seemed really strange.
I slowly tugged her panties down her legs and left them draped over one foot. Her pussy was already moist and slightly swollen. It was obvious she was looking forward to a good pussy eating. I started to sweat as I considered my situation. I needed to find Lana and save her from being embarrassed, or worse, if someone said Tasmania in front of her. At the same time, it was my duty to munch on the sweet pussy waiting for my lips and tongue. I began to get a head ache and my stomach was in knots.
I quickly grabbed a nearby waste basket and held it up to my mouth as I began to vomit. Marge sat in front of me, probably in disgust, as I upchucked my dinner as well as all the beer I had downed over the course of the evening. I slowly shook my head.
"Please, Marge, don't make me do this," I implored. "I have to find, Lana. There's a volcano in Tasmania!"
"What the fuck is wrong with you? There's no need to worry about a volcano half way around the world!" she laughed. "However, I lost the mood about the same time you lost your dinner!"
That was when I saw movement from the corner of my eye. I turned and saw Lana leaning against the closed door. I only needed one look to see that she was livid. Who could blame her? I was on my knees with my face less than a foot from her friend's pussy! I realized that divorce was likely to be in my future for the new year.
"I'm so sorry, Lana," I began. "It's all my fault. I was weak and took advantage of Marge. I've found that I really like eating pussy and I talked her into it. I'll go home and pack a bag and check into a hotel. There's no excuse for my actions. You deserve much better. I won't contest anything."
"Goddamn it, Marge! I blame myself for running my big mouth, but you're supposed to be a friend! Get your ass out of here and leave us alone. I have to apologize to my wonderful husband now. I'll be looking for you at work so plan on trying to explain yourself. Now get the hell out of here!" demanded Lana.
My head was spinning as I tried to understand what Lana had just said. She caught me preparing to eat her friend's little kitty and she was going to apologize to me? It occurred to me that I was probably running a fever, a very high fever.
"Lana, I am so sorry. This was the first time I've ever done anything like this. You have to believe me. I'll do anything to make it up to you," I promised. "I feel sick about the whole sordid mess."
"Oh, Will!" cried Lana as she came over to me and held my head to her stomach. "This wasn't your fault. It was mine. I caused it and I'm the one that needs to apologize. I'm so sorry I did this to you."
"Lana, I have no idea what you think you've done, but you sure didn't make me seduce Marge and try to eat her out! That was all my doing!"
"Sweetheart, it is my fault and it wasn't your doing," countered Lana. "I had Tim make the suggestion to you that when you heard a certain word, you'd go into a previously induced trance and be susceptible to suggestion. I've been controlling you sexually ever since that day we went to see Tim."
"Lana, that's sweet, but exactly wrong. Tim put you into a trance and I paid him twenty bucks to have him make you my sex slave. Haven't you noticed how willing you've been to try new things? That we've really picked up our sex lives?" I asked. "That was all from my suggestions to you after I said the word "Tasmania". I used you as a sex slave. I took advantage of you, Lana. Now, I've betrayed you, and I feel like shit."
"Will, I was never in any trance. That was an act. You went under immediately that afternoon and Tim programmed you to follow sexual suggestions after you heard the word "stud". I'd say a sentence with that word and then tell you what I wanted you to "make" me do in bed, like allow you to eat my pussy. It worked so well I had you start telling me how to dress, after I made sure you knew what I wanted. It was all me, Will. I used you. I just pretended to be your sex slave when in fact, you were mine! I just wanted to spice up our sex life. I never intended to allow anyone else in on our secret. I had a little too much to drink and I stupidly bragged to Marge about it. I guess she had to see if it was true, and who can blame her after the way I raved about your pussy eating skills. It was too perfect, so I ruined it," finished Lana.
For some reason, I ducked my head under Lana's dress, pulled her thong to the side and began licking her sweet pussy. I was really getting into it when she stepped back away from me.
"I'm so sorry, Will! I just used that word along with a suggestion for oral sex. You have come to enjoy doing that, so you immediately started in licking my pussy. It was all because of what I said. I've betrayed you, used you, and almost caused you to be unfaithful, through no fault of your own. I saw how you actually fought the strong urge to munch Marge's kitty. That was why you vomited, Will. You were doing something that was against what you would normally accept and you became ill. It proves what a good husband you are," ended Lana's strange thoughts on fidelity.
"So, let me see if I have this right, Lana. Please humor me since I'm not a chemist or even very smart. It was your fault that I was in this room with Marge; that I had her dress hiked up to her waist, her underwear around her ankle, and was seriously thinking of giving her some hot oral sex?. You use a particular word, I go into a trance, and you tell me what you want me to do. You told Marge what that word was and she used it on me in an attempt to get me to go down on her. When I think I have the idea to do something sexually kinky, I use the word "Tasmania" to you, and you pretend to be under my control even when it was your idea all along? I'm innocent of wrong doing and you want me to forgive you for making me do it? " I concluded.
"Well, that pretty much covers the important parts," agreed Lana. "Now we need to call Tim and make an appointment to get rid of this hypnotic suggestion stuff. I promise to never do anything like this again, Will, if you'll just forgive me."
"Well, you can forget that! I certainly won't forgive you! If you have Tim remove the power you have over me, I'll never forgive you. I'll agree to going to him to have the special word changed to something far less likely to be used in normal conversation, but if this is using me, then you just keep on using me until you use me up!" I insisted.
"Well, Stud," giggled Lana. "You need to put me in a trance. Then tell me that you want to rent a room here at the hotel tonight. Then you'll get cleaned up and make me prove to you how sorry I am all night long. You'll need to show me that you're the boss and I'm just a little girl totally under your manly influence. Make me submit to my lover, to my adorable, loving husband!"
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I opened my eyes and stretched my limbs. For some reason, I felt more refreshed than I had in years. A good night's sleep can do wonders for a body.
I heard a noise emanating from the master bathroom and turned my head to the left to learn its source. An attractive woman stepped briefly into my view before entering the shower. I had to admire her lovely, nicely rounded ass and her very ample but relatively firm tits. She was one sexy woman!
A couple questions immediately came to mind. Who the hell was she? Why was she in my bathroom? The strange woman bore a resemblance to my wife, Bonnie, but the differences had been obvious as soon as I laid my eyes on her ass and tits. My wife's ass is broader and her tits are smaller and far less impressive in every way that could possibly matter.
I remained lying in bed as I considered my situation. I was clearly in my own bedroom and my own bed. The photos on the wall and the pine tree with the red birdhouse outside my window were testimony to my location. This had to be my room and I was almost certain that I was me, so who was she?
I thought back to the previous night and found I had no memory of it! I did remember getting up and eating some Cheerios and reading the morning paper. Try as I would, I was unable to recall anything past that point. How could I even be sure it was yesterday? A very uneasy feeling began to form in my gut as I climbed out of bed and threw on a pair of shorts. As lovely as the naked woman in my shower appeared to be, I simply had to find out what day it was, as well as try to determine what the hell was going on.
I hurried to my home office and fired up my computer. It was March 10, just as I had suspected. Only one day, Friday, was missing from my memory. It was just one day, but judging from the fact that a strange woman was in my bathroom taking a shower, some rather important events must have taken place.
Mulling over the situation, I meandered into the kitchen lost in thought. As I reached into the cupboard for the Cheerios, I heard a noise behind me. I spun around and saw a vision my mind refused to accept. Sitting at the kitchen table was a pudgy, green haired teenage girl with several piercings in her face. Just what the hell had happened yesterday?
The kid never even looked up from what appeared to be a Smart-phone in her left hand. Her lack of interest allowed me the opportunity to conceal my surprise and regain my composure. Maybe she was a friend of my daughter's? It just seemed unlikely to me that my daughter, Kate, would ever be friends with such a weirdo. But I could think of no other possible explanation for the kid's presence at my table, unless the circus was in town.
"So, are you a friend of Kate's?" I asked cautiously.
The thumbs stopped pushing keys on the phone and the green hair slowly rose to reveal a pleasant faced girl. She actually bore a slight resemblance to Kate.
"No, Dad. I hate that bitch. What kind of dumb question was that? Are you hung-over, or stoned or something? Even I would never be friends with myself. I lack the social skills to maintain even my own friendship," she added sarcastically.
I turned to pull a bowl from another cupboard as I struggled to conceal the shock I had just experienced. This little freak claimed she was my daughter Kate? How could she think I would believe her? Was it a joke? Or had I entered the Twilight Zone? I looked around for that damn signpost up ahead and found none. No, it wasn't the Twilight Zone or even Outer Limits. Yet, it was freaky as all hell.
The girl had gone back to texting so I didn't feel any need to explain why I had asked what she so obviously felt was a really stupid question. My daughter was a straight A student and quite popular in school. She was strong, athletic and cute as a button. One missing day could never account for her transformation into this female version of Bozo. I made a very good living using my brain and deductive skills. I decided to handle this bizarre situation like one of my business dealings. I would try to say as little as possible and learn as much as I could before walking into some sort of minefield.
Then I heard a loud belch and once again swung around in surprise. Standing in the kitchen doorway was what could only be described as a big fat kid. He was probably a couple inches shorter than I and a couple years older than the green haired clown sitting at the table. He wore a huge t-shirt that came almost to his knees. It was short sleeved, but because it was at least size triple X, the sleeves extended beyond his elbows. His hair was uncut and his man boobs appeared to rival the tits of the woman in my shower. What the fuck was going on?
I watched in amazement as he waddled over to the refrigerator and pulled out half a double layer cake and carried it to the table. He then sat down and began to eat it! He never even cut a slice. He just started eating the damn cake. I must have been staring because he looked at me as he stuffed a forkful of icing into his mouth.
"What're you looking at, Dad? Did you want some of this cake?" asked Jumbo as soon as he managed to swallow the large chunk of icing.
I slowly shook my head and staggered from the kitchen. My son, Jim, was a powerful kid. He was a member of the school weight lifting team and planned on going out for the football team in the fall. The kid in my kitchen was a fat putz. The only resemblance between the two was the color of their hair and eyes.
Then the thought came to me. These two kids claimed to be my progeny. Then where were my real kids? I hurried upstairs to look into their bedrooms. As I had somehow expected, the rooms were empty. At least they were empty of human life, but crammed with electronics. I was amazed at the different lap tops, game boys, I-Pads, Plasma TV's, as well as some stuff I couldn't even identify. Both kids' rooms had more shit in them than Best Buy!
As I wandered out of Jim's room in total confusion, I almost bumped into the formerly naked woman that had been in my bath. She was wearing a pair of shorts and a nice shirt and she looked hot as hell. I stopped in my tracks and waited for the words I was somehow certain that I would hear.
"Good morning, Honey! You slept late today. Usually you're outside mowing the five acre field you call the lawn before this. Are you okay?" she asked as I stood there with my mouth open.
"Yeah, I feel fine. I'll go mow the lawn right now," I promised directly to her tits. I raised my eyes to see a smile on her lips as she went past me and down the stairs.
Mowing the lawn is a great time to think. You can do the entire yard without ever having to concentrate on what you are doing. Hell, most guys can mow their yards in their sleep. As I went around the back yard, I considered my situation. I somehow knew that the missing day and the strange events of the morning were connected, but how?
Sometime later, I was mowing near the garage when I suddenly had a memory from the previous day. I concentrated on it and slowly things began to return. It took the rest of the morning to vaguely recall how I managed to wind up in my current circumstances.
I realized some of the pieces were still missing, but I had remembered enough to put much of the puzzle together. We, my family and I, had agreed to appear in a reality television show. It was similar to the one where wives switch families, but with some key differences. Obviously, one of the biggest differences was that the fathers switched families. As I tried to recall the way the show was done, I wondered how I ever agreed to the whole thing.
There would be no one operating any cameras. Somehow everything would be recorded and then edited later. We would all carry on as if we were truly just living our lives. Every member of the two families underwent some type of hypnosis in conjunction with some new, but supposedly harmless drug. It would cause us all to believe we were actually a real family. Of course that made some interesting possibilities. I would be sleeping with the other guy's wife and he would be sleeping with mine, but it would not feel new or exciting. We were to be programmed to think that we had been married for many years.
I considered how that would limit the amount of sex and the enjoyment we derived from it. I struggled to believe that my wife Bonnie would have ever agreed to this sort of sleazy television, or that I would, for that matter.
Apparently, the treatment hadn't taken with me as completely as it should. I could remember a fair amount, but I still had huge gaps in my memory of the previous day as well as what I was supposed to do in this new reality that was my life. Was it a contest? Was I supposed to try to somehow win? Then I remembered that there was no time limit to how long this might last. They had told us it could be days, or weeks, or even longer. It all depended on the ratings!
Everyone we came into contact with would act as if we really were the family we thought we were in our hypnotized stupor. Other people in our lives would all get to be part of the show, playing themselves. I thought about that and realized that it would only be a matter of time before someone screwed up and said or did something to ruin the gig. It can't be easy, especially for school kids, to maintain a charade like this, even though the producers had tried to match up the two families by appearances as much as possible. I decided to play along and not let anyone know that I had regained at least partial memory. That fact might allow me better insight into the show, what was expected of me, and what I had to do in order to win, if there was a winner.
Hell, I could play dumb with the best of them; actually far better than most. I put the lawn mower away and went back into the house. The woman that was playing my wife was leaning over the kitchen table, wiping some imagined spot off the oak surface. I played it cool and rubbed her ass through her shorts. She jumped and swung around to face me.
I was suddenly worried. Had I screwed up? Wasn't she supposed to think that she was my wife? Were there rules about touching that I couldn't remember? I braced myself and forced a smile.
"What's gotten into you, Chuck?" she demanded. "You know I don't like to be surprised and I certainly don't want to be mauled in public like some sort of tramp!"
I slowly looked around the room in an exaggerated fashion. Then I returned my gaze to my new wife, who I decided to call Bonnie, even though I knew that she was not Bonnie. To do anything differently would give away the fact that I knew what was going on, at least in part. Then it occurred to me that every word, every interaction, would be recorded somehow and possibly shown to millions of viewers. There must be tiny cameras all over the place! I sure didn't want my friends and family, not to mention millions of viewers, thinking I was a fucking wimp!
"This is hardly public, Bonnie," I responded calmly. "This is our kitchen and you're my wife, so it's well within the confines of the Geneva Convention. If you thought that was a mauling, I wonder what you'll think about this."
As I spoke, I reached up with both hands and gave her big tits a squeeze. I had to admit this new wife of mine had one hell of a nice rack. All the men watching would be impressed with my "handling" of the situation.
"Chuck! The children could step in and see us at any time. Please try to control yourself," replied the stuck up bitch as she pushed my hands away from her bountiful chest.
"Hell, we'll feel the floor shaking long before those two get within sight," I countered. "The only think they've ever snuck up on is a banana split."
"Now you're belittling our children? What's gotten into you? Are you feeling ill or something? Is there something going on, Chuck?"
"Well, now that you ask, I'd say there was. It looks like about a pound per day per kid," I chuckled, thinking how cool that would sound to all the viewers. "What the hell's wrong with you that you get bent out of shape when your husband feels you up a little? You didn't behave like that on our honeymoon."
I tossed that last sentence in so the producers and directors would think that I was totally sold on this being my wife and family. I was really beginning to get into this!
"We didn't have two kids with us on our honeymoon and you treated me with respect back then. As I recall, you promised me that first night that you would never do anything to hurt or embarrass me. Can I expect you to keep your word, or are you going to go back on a promise after all these years?" countered this Bizarro Bonnie.
"Well, since you asked, I guess I'm reneging on that promise if squeezing those amazing tits and rubbing that smooth, round ass are things that hurt or embarrass you," I allowed. "I'll pretty much enjoy these puppies whenever the mood strikes me. That, I can promise, and I'll keep that promise."
She looked at me for a few seconds like I had two heads. Then she just made a production of clearing her throat and marching out of the room in complete disdain. I realized then that she was probably some sort of frigid bitch and her previous husband must have allowed her to get away with all sorts of bullshit.
Then it occurred to me. That was the goal of the show! It was like "The Taming of the Shrew", at least as much as reality TV could be compared to the work of The Bard. People would be watching to see what in hell I was going to do with the freak twins and the ice queen! Could I somehow whip the kids into some sort of shape that even remotely resembled humans? Could I heat up the frozen bitch I had been saddled with? Somehow, I knew that if I could accomplish those daunting tasks, the show would be over, have great ratings and I would be a fucking national hero, at least for fathers and husbands everywhere.
Then I wondered if the real husband and father in this family was going to try to remake my real kids into fat toads, and turn my wife into a cold bitch. No matter, I would just straighten them out when I got them back. I really hoped that he didn't have sex with my wife, the real Bonnie, as she was pretty timid and inexperienced. She had never had sex with anyone but me. Why had we ever agreed to appear on this show?
Pulling myself from my reverie, I went out and hopped into my car. Two hours later, I was back home, cleaning out my garage. I carried out all the good stuff I had been saving for years, but would never use. It became quite a pile, so I ordered a dumpster to be delivered Monday so I could shit-can all the crap I had lying around.
Bizarro Bonnie, BB, as I had come to think of my new wife, came out and announced that dinner was ready just as I finished sweeping the garage clean. I washed up and entered our eat-in kitchen. My supposed son was seated at the head of the table. He already had his plate filled with mashed potatoes, gravy, and three pork chops and was stuffing the potatoes into his rotund face.
Seated next to him was the green haired Bozo, eating with one hand and texting with her other. I reached down and grabbed the phone from her hand before she realized my intentions. I then tossed it in the general direction of the garbage can. It hit the side of it and bounced under the china cabinet.
I never broke stride. As I tossed the phone, I stepped up to TheHulk and proceeded to tip him and his chair over backwards. I felt a little bad when his head bounced once on the floor and the chair splintered into all sorts of small pieces. For a fat kid, he moved pretty fast! He jumped up to face me, his face flushed as he shook his head to clear it.
"I'll sit at the head of the table and no one will start eating until your mother and I are seated," I stated with amazing calm. "I'm not going to live with a damn glutton. Now move your shit out of my way and sit down next to your green headed sister. From now on, you'll eat no more than two chops and less than two pounds of potatoes, and you'll eat some vegetables. Now, do you have any questions? Comments? Complaints?"
The pudge-ball sucked it in, shook his head in the negative and carried his plate and drink to the vacant chair beyond his sister. BB was standing by the stove in absolute shock. She was actually speechless. I couldn't help but think how I was making some great theater as I turned to my next victim.
"Kate?" I began, feeling uncomfortable calling this creature by my beautiful daughter's name. "Don't ever bring your phone to the table again. From now on, you'll participate in dinner time conversation and help your mother where you can. Do you have any questions?"
She gave me a half sneer and then looked down and concentrated on her plate. I could see I had my work cut out for me with her. I carefully picked up the pieces of the broken chair and carried them out to the pile of junk from the garage. When I came back into the kitchen, The Green Hornet and The Stay Puft Marshmallow kid were sitting quietly, apparently waiting for me to take my seat. I carried an extra chair around to my place and put it down. Then I moved next to Bonnie's chair and held it out for her.
Still speechless, the woman living as my wife took her seat. The kids sat with their mouths open, seemingly surprised that I would hold a chair for their mother. I couldn't help but think what a jerk the man of the house must be in this family. Well, things were going to change drastically.
"It probably went unnoticed, but I cleaned out the garage today. I tossed all the crap piled in the garage outside. I'll throw it into a dumpster I ordered for Monday," I added. "I can see you're all on the edge of your seats wondering how this bit of news affects you."
The woman with the amazing tits, as well as her progeny, sat stoically, seemingly totally disinterested. Well, that was about to change. Millions of people would be watching to see how I handled the situation. I knew if I handled it successfully, I would be looking at my picture on the cover of the tabloids at the local supermarket some Sunday afternoon.
"Since you ask, I'll explain what's going on. You kids are on a collision course with a lifetime of ridicule and shame. To put it quite bluntly, you look like hell. If I took you to the beach, you'd have half a dozen harpoons in you before you could turn around," I predicted somewhat humorously knowing how my TV fans would love me for it. "That's unacceptable to me and it should be to you as well."
I had their attention now! BB was getting red faced and angry. Jim had the grace to be embarrassed and turned a bright crimson. Kate turned a deeper shade of green, but never looked up from her plate.
"Starting Monday, we are going to have healthy meals. I have contacted a dietician and she has worked up a menu for the next thirty days. Your mother will be following it when she prepares our dinners," I stated emphatically while looking at BB's angry eyes. "You two kids will be going for a run with me every day after school and then we will work out in the garage on the weight machine I ordered today. You kids will thank me in a few months. I'll admit that I can use some rearranging of my stomach and chest, so I'll be benefiting as well. This'll be fun!"
That declaration was met with dead silence. It bothered me for a few seconds, until I considered how cool it was all going to look on the small screen. These beach balls would shape up if it killed me.
That evening as I prepared for bed, I kept an eye on BB. She casually undressed to her panties, donned some pajamas and slid into bed. It was obvious that she thought I was her husband. There was no hesitation. There were no covert glances at little Chuck, like any normal woman would have done if she were looking a man she had never seen naked before.
I pulled back the covers and climbed into bed. This woman might be a stuck up bitch, but her tits and ass were all a man could ever want and I decided I was going to have some. I reached for her nearest tit and she grabbed my hand.



"If you think you're going to get any from me after that display in the kitchen at dinnertime, you can forget it!" she declared vehemently. "You ruined a good chair and you came close to giving Jim a concussion. You could've broken Kate's phone and you probably did irreparable harm to both of the kids' self esteem. What in hell came over you?"
It was obvious I wasn't getting any of her best this night, so I decided to play to my audience. It was a distinct advantage to know we were being videoed for future broadcast.
"What about my self esteem, Bonnie?" I shot back. "How the hell do you think I feel having my own kids walk around like the living dead? It's embarrassing to be seen with those two jokers."
"How can you speak about your own children like that?" asked the amazed BB. "You know they are going through difficult times at school. They are subjected to ridicule and bullying almost every day and now they hear it at the dinner table from their own father? I won't stand for it!"
"I can imagine that they're having a tough time, Bonnie. Hell, I'd be ragging their asses if I were in school now. We had bullying when I went to school and my old man showed me how to fix it pretty quick."
"Really? Why is it so hard for me to imagine your father fixing any problem concerning social interaction? The man is a social moron," added BB.
"So now you're trying to ruin my Dad's self esteem, or would it be mine? I'll tell you how he fixed the problem. I whined to him that a big kid was picking on me. Dad told me either shut up and take it, or kick the other kid in the balls as hard as I could. I sucked it in and suffered the abuse for a couple more weeks. Then one day I just couldn't take it anymore. I drove the miserable bastard's nards into his chest cavity with my right foot. I had detention for a few weeks but the prick and his pals never bothered me again," I chuckled as I recalled the scene.
"So you're going to solve our children's problems by having them resort to violence. Tell me what happens if the bullies strike them back, or if the kids get expelled, Chuck Norris?"
"This solution isn't without risk, Bonnie, but neither is anything else in life. They have to learn to take care of themselves and walking around like circus performers won't help. I guarantee that. There're worse things than getting the crap kicked out of you while defending yourself. One of them is getting the crap kicked out of you without defending yourself. Another is losing all feeling of self worth and committing suicide. These kids need to toughen up, mentally and physically," I insisted.
"If you harm those children, or get them in trouble, or embarrass them, Chuck, I'll be all over you," promised Bonnie. "You've always been too busy with your damn company to spend time with them. Now you get all nasty about how you don't like the way they're turning out. I've done as much as I can, but the need a father that notices them and cares. Where in hell do you suppose we'll find him?" demanded Bonnie angrily.
"You're looking at him, Babe," I responded immediately. "You know that I've received an offer to buy out our company and I'm seriously considering it. If the lawyers and accountants can work out something that doesn't kill us in taxes, it'll be a done deal within a week. That's why I told the kids I'm going to be working with them to get them into shape."
"Yeah? Well the road to Hell is paved with good intentions, Chuck. You'd better not harm the kids, mentally, socially, or physically," warned Bonnie.
Monday morning saw me on the internet after the kids left for school and Bonnie headed off to work. I briefly considered following my alleged wife to see if they allowed her to teach my real wife's third grade class. How were they going to work that out, I wondered and then dismissed it. I reminded myself that I had to appear oblivious to the whole family switch. If I checked to see where my new wife was actually going, it would call unwanted attention to me.
Our high school was pretty progressive and had given us the option to sign up for information about how our kids were doing on the internet. We had elected to take that option, so I had gone to the school's site and plugged in our password. What I found was pretty damn upsetting. Kate and Jim were slackers, to put it mildly. Their marks were barely passing and the teachers' comments were quite damning. Generally, the prevailing opinion was that the kids could do much better if they only applied themselves.
I also considered how the producers of the show had already thought of the internet and had the two kids from this family inserted in my kids' school records, photos and all. I wondered what it must cost to pull off a switch like this so thoroughly. These guys were good.
I spent the rest of the morning cleaning house. In the early afternoon my home gym machine was delivered and I spent a couple of hours assembling it in the garage. I was ready when the kids were dropped off by the school bus.
"Kids, get changed into something comfortable to run in and we'll head out right away!" I urged with all the enthusiasm I could muster. "We'll do a few miles and then pump some iron on this cool weight machine. Then we'll do some studying. You'll love it."
Jim acted confused and Kate just got angry immediately. As I watched her come to a boil, I realized she was in for some bad days ahead.
"I have to call Marcie. Then I have to post some stuff on Facebook before my favorite show comes on. So, you guys go on without me. Do some father-son bonding. Besides, I'm not fat like Jim," sneered the little shrew.
I reached over and pulled the phone from her hand and slid it into my pocket. Then I held my hand palm up to Jim and he placed his cell phone in it. I slid it into my pocket next to his sister's.
"There's a new sheriff in town, kids. He's a miserable bastard and he's pretty determined. Go on up and get changed. I'll be waiting here."
Less than two minutes later both kids rushed back out to brace me in the garage, madder than wet hens.
"What happened to all of my stuff, Dad?" demanded Kate. "My TV's gone, along with my Wii, my lap top, my IPad...everything is missing," cried Kate. "Now I won't be able to study, or do my homework."
"My room looks empty, Dad," complained Jim. "What happened to all of our stuff?"
"I checked your grades online today and they were pretty bad, kids. All of that junk didn't seem to be doing much to help your education. Sitting around playing games sure didn't help your physical condition any, either. You're not born entitled to every damn electronic device known to man. You need to earn those. The first step in that effort will be to get changed and go for a run with me. You'll get your stuff back as you earn it. Now let's get cracking."
The kids left and soon Jim was back in a pair of sweats and a jacket. We waited five more minutes and Kate never returned. I went to her room. The door was locked.
"Kate, open the door and get out here. We're ready to start," I explained.
"Go to hell!" hollered Kate through her door.
"This sounds like typical teenage rebellion," I announced loudly to myself, and my TV audience, as I raised my foot and kicked in the door.
Kate was standing by her bed in stunned silence. She had changed into some sort of exercise outfit and for that I was glad. I simply took her by the hand and led her downstairs. I had the kids climb into the car and started driving.
"Since we're just starting and we don't want our neighbors to see what pathetic losers the three of us are, we'll go run a log trail through our wooded property near your grandfather's place. That way, no one will see us and we won't embarrass ourselves too badly," I reasoned.
Jim nodded his head in appreciation while Kate just looked down. She was a stubborn one! When we got there we started running easy and made it less than a hundred yards, and then we had to walk. I had Kate's hand in mine and pulled her along. I warned her that I'd literally drag her with us if she didn't work to keep up. We walked as rapidly as we could the rest of the three mile loop through the woods and were all sweating profusely by the time we were in sight of the car.
I drove back home and managed to grab Kate's hand before she disappeared into the house. I led her into the garage and Jim followed on his own volition. My shiny new weight machine was there waiting for us to tone up.
I started the kids out with light repetitions and worked with them. I promised Kate that if she cooperated for twenty minutes, I would let her go get showered. Then she would have to hit the books. Jim actually showed some interest in some of the exercises and did better than I thought he would in several of them. My arms and chest were tight by the time we stopped and went inside to clean up.
"Why doesn't the TV work, Chuck?" asked Bonnie after dinner was over. "I can't get any channels at all."
"I disconnected the cable to it, Bonnie. You don't watch TV very often and the kids watch too much. The TV in our bedroom still works if you want to watch it. The kids are determined to improve their marks, and American Idol isn't on any college entrance exams that I ever heard of," I allowed.
Bonnie looked at the kids sitting with their noses in school books, and then back at me. Then she picked up a romance novel and opened it to her page and began reading.
That night in bed, I slid over next to Bizarro Bonnie and ran my hand under her top and took a luscious tit into my hand.
"I don't think so, Buster. You haven't told me how Kate's door got so smashed and why the kids are so quiet, why they're studying, and what happened to all of their electronics."
I explained what had transpired that afternoon while Bonnie just shook her head in disbelief.
"What the hell is going on with you, Chuck? You don't act like the man I married. You're being cruel and indifferent to the kids' needs and feelings. You're destroying the house, one chair or door at a time. Did the doctor put you on medication or something? Are you going to beat me until I have sex with you now?"
'Damn it, Bonnie. I would never force myself on any woman once she convinced me that she didn't want me. That certainly includes you. Have I ever touched you in anger?"
I was curious what her answer would be. Who knows what the jackass she was married to would do? Maybe he was a wimp that hit women.
"No, Chuck. You know you've never even come close to hurting me that way. It's just that your behavior has been odd lately and it concerns me. I won't tolerate you hurting the kids, either," she warned as I rolled over and closed my eyes, wondering what would be edited out of the bedroom scenes.
The next day when we finished our run, BB met us in the garage with three shoe boxes in her hand.
"As long as you three are determined to improve your conditioning, I thought you could use some good running shoes," she stated as she handed each of us a box. The next day we all wore them and they really were a lot better for our feet.
"When will I get my phone back?" asked Kate on the ride back home after our jog through the woods a few days later.
She took me by surprise as she had not spoken a word to me since I had kicked in her door. She had offered no resistance to our new routine, although it was obvious that she didn't want any part of it, or me.
"Okay, Kate," I answered evenly. "What would be a reasonable goal for you to achieve in order to regain phone privileges? You know what I'm trying to do here and why. What're your thoughts?" I asked.
"You want us to get better grades, drop some fat and tone up and look more like kids you can be proud of," suggested Kate. "It'll take forever to get as skinny as you want us to be, or to run as far as you would like. How about if I stop doing my hair different colors? Could I have my phone back if I did that?"
I considered her request carefully before I responded, "I'll tell you what. Once you hair goes back to its natural color and you get rid of all of your piercings, I'll return your phone."
Kate's face went dark. She folded her arms across her chest and sulked. She never expected me to be this tough. She was stubborn, but so was I. The next day she surprised me again. We were in the car heading for home after our feeble attempts at running.
"How about this, Dad? I'll remove all my piercing right away and stop coloring my hair, for my phone. It'll take a couple weeks and lots of washing to get it back to my natural color. That seems fair," she concluded.
"Okay, as long as you keep up with your school work and exercises. If you start backsliding, you'll lose the phone again," I warned.
To my surprise, Kate stuck her hand out and smiled. I took her hand and shook it. We had a deal. Jim had been silent during my discussion with Kate so I looked to see if he was going to ask for his phone back, too.
"Jim, do you want to see what you can do to get your phone back?" I asked.
"Not really, Dad," he responded unenthusiastically. "I don't really have any friends to call anyway, so I hardly miss it."
I felt bad for the kid, but knew that improved marks in school and a better body image would help him immeasurably. Damn the father that allowed his kids to sink to such depths. On the other hand, Jim never tried to slack on the runs or workouts, as pathetic as his attempts at running were. I was determined to stay the course.
BB was really a big help with the diet. I was more than a little surprised how she stuck to the plan, yet was able to create meals that were delicious as well as nutritious. She was really an excellent cook.
She was also a very good mother. I couldn't help but notice how comfortable both Kate and Jim were with her. They would discuss movies, friends, school, in fact, almost anything. Bonnie never preached, but she did keep pointing them in the right direction. This family seemed to be fairly strong. The obvious weak link was the asshole father. I just hoped that my influence would be enough to get the kids on the right track.
In the bedroom, I was striking out. I began to suspect that my so-called wife had also regained some of her memory, as she was having no part of me. The first week or so didn't bother me too much since I was sore all over and tired as hell from working out with the kids. After that, it began to annoy me. I had always had a very satisfactory sex life with my real wife and forced abstinence had never been part of my routine.
Finally it came to a head one night. I had tried to fondle BB in bed and she had once again rejected my advances. I lost my cool.
"What in hell is bothering you, Bonnie? You're acting like a frigid bitch."
"Are you that stupid, Chuck?" she demanded. "I tried for years to make the kids eat right and you kept bringing home candy, soda, chips, desserts, fast foods, and tons of ice cream. I finally gave up. Then you announce at dinner last week that you spoke to a dietician and have a menu that you want me to follow, as if it's my fault the meals have too many calories and not enough iron, protein, good carbs and all that other shit I'm cooking for you now.
"You let yourself go and encouraged the kids to be couch potatoes by getting them all those damn electronic gadgets because you're a software genius and wanted the kids exposed to that shit early in life. So now I have two overweight kids and a ball of lard for a husband, who, by the way, is passing all the blame for it over to me. That might have something to do with why I am not trying to give you an incredible blowjob right now, Chuck," she finished sarcastically.
Wow! I didn't realize how much contempt she had for her husband. The guy was a real dick if anything BB told me was even remotely true. He was the reason the kids were fat, and apparently he was pretty pathetic as well. I realized that I had my work cut out for me. I also realized that she had no clue that I wasn't really her husband. She had heaped all his stupid actions on my head. It was also clear that the guy's sex life had been in the toilet for some time. BB had pretty much given up on love and romance. She felt deserted and alone, abandoned by a fat, foolish workaholic husband.
"Okay, Bonnie," I said gently, before deciding to ham it up for the audience. "I can see that you're a little worked up, so don't worry about giving me a blowjob for a few days. I can wait until you're feeling better about all of this."
"Asshole!" was all she said as she rolled away from me and closed her eyes.
I thought I would give BB a few days to get over her funk before I tried my luck with her again. Tuesday evening she informed me that we would be attending a party at our neighbor's Saturday night. I decided that would be the night for me to score with this frustrating, but sexy woman that was supposed to be my wife. Little did I know.
The party was just down the street a couple blocks so we decided to walk rather than worry about driving home after drinking. As we walked I wondered just how this would work. Everyone at the party had to be informed about the real Bonnie being replaced for the TV show. How would they handle it? Would BB know the same people that my wife had known for years? How could that knowledge be hypnotized into a person? Did she have a folder with all our friends and neighbors pictures and histories in it? I began to realize to what lengths the producers had gone to generate a seemingly true reality for the show.
BB was wearing a low neckline and her cleavage looked fantastic. I knew the audience at home would be expecting me to move her world before long, and Little Chuck was eager as hell to show the viewers just what he was capable of doing. I decided to get BB a bit tipsy and hurry her home to show her, and the viewing public, unspeakable delights.
I watched as she mingled with the other partiers. How could they all be such good actors? Everyone chatted with her like they had known her for years, and she knew the names of the guests, as well as their kids. Like OJ Simpson, I was beginning to wonder just how deep this conspiracy went.
I had a couple beers and kept BB in my sights. I couldn't cling to her all night as we had supposedly been married for years and that wouldn't be normal. Still, I wanted to be prepared if she showed signs of being a little tipsy. That would be my cue to rush her home and show the fans just how a real man handles his wife in the old bedroom.
Then I saw that damn Steve Fargo start hanging around BB. He was married with three kids. In fact, his wife was home taking care of a six month old baby and he was at the party, showing interest in the treasures under BB's panties. What a prick.
I had to admire his determination. He wasn't pushy, but he was unrelenting. He chatted BB up and down, he fetched her drinks, and he even shared some hors d'oeuvres from his plate. It was a good thing I was paying attention to his every move or I would have missed seeing him guide BB out the back door.
I had been in the house often enough to know there was a patio and flower garden in back. It was a pretty good place for romance, if a couple were so inclined. I slipped out the front door and slowly circled the house.
I heard them before I saw them and that was partly because they were in a shadowy area near an old bench. As I finally caught sight of BB, she was being pulled down on Fargo's lap as he sat on the bench. I could hear the surprise in her voice as she realized her situation.
"Steve, you really shouldn't be doing this. We're both married and have children, so please let me up before we find ourselves in some kind of trouble," reasoned BB.
"Bonnie, no one will find us here, so don't worry. Besides, what could Fat Chuck do if he did find us?" asked that bastard Fargo. "You're way too fine for him. You need a man to show you what you've been missing."



"Steve, I don't think...ahhh!" squealed Bonnie as that fucking Fargo pulled her face to his and tried to swallow her tongue..
What little light that reached the secluded bench was suddenly blocked by my approaching form. I was pissed, yet still able to consider what my fans would expect from me. I realized they needed to see me kick Fargo's ass. That would be some good reality TV!
"What the fuck?" I snarled as I yanked BB from Fargo's lap, and his grasp.
Her tits in her low top, I noticed in the dim light, were simply remarkable. I realized she would be getting some fan mail from admirers when this was over. Then Fargo made the mistake of standing. I pulled back and smacked him flush on the chin so hard my hand hurt. I was considering kicking him in the balls before he regained consciousness when I heard him growl.
To my eternal shock, Fargo was still standing. He at least at the decency to rub his chin a little before he knocked me ass over tin cup with a right hand I never even saw. While I was struggling to regain my senses, I felt a hard blow to my nuts. I rolled over in a fetal position and vomited all the beer and hot wings I had consumed over the course of the evening. I considered checking to see if my balls were resting on top of the vomit before me. Boy, did they ache!
"You stupid fat bastard. You should know better than fucking with a real man. You can't take care of your wife, but some of us can, and we will. She's too nice a piece of ass for a ball of lard like you," laughed Fargo as he turned and headed back to the party.
BB was crying as she rearranged her dress. I had managed to get on all fours and was trying to gingerly stand up. She reached down and gripped my left arm.
"Just leave me the fuck alone," I managed between gasps. "You've done enough already."
With that, I managed to get my feet under me and rise more or less, to a standing position. I was still bent over holding my stomach, but I was now able to move, so I headed out to the sidewalk and turned north toward home.
Suddenly, I missed my real wife and real kids. Why had I ever gone along with this goddamn TV show? Things in my life had been going great. We had no reason to get involved in this bullshit. As I staggered home, I wondered if there was someone I could call to get me the hell off the show and back with my real family.
Then I considered BB. If I couldn't somehow swing ending my family's participation in this televised debacle, I would at least rethink my actions toward her. Was it my responsibility to bring a fucking frigid wife around, especially when she was only frigid with her dumb ass husband? As I limped up the sidewalk, I decided I had had enough of her miserable attitude. Let her fuck the whole damn neighborhood! What difference did it make to me? I'd have the last laugh when the show ended and she found out the entire country watched what a cheating bitch she really was. I wanted to be there to see her expression then!
When I got home, I was barely able to make it upstairs. I grabbed some clothes for morning as well as a pail to puke in and lurched off to the spare bedroom. I laid down in a fetal position mulling over what an ass I had made of myself. Sleep finally claimed me.
The next day was Sunday. The previous two Sundays I had taken the kids for an early run. This morning saw me lying in bed, feeling sorry for myself. My balls showed surprisingly little after-effects from Fargo's rough treatment. My chin really didn't hurt too much for having been hammered the previous night. I was simply depressed over my most recent failures. Who'd a thunk that Fargo was such a tough bastard? Then I received a real surprise. There was a soft knock on my door and it slowly opened to show Kate, or at least the Kate of this reality, standing in her running clothes.
"Here you are, Dad! I guess you and mom had a fight since you're sleeping in the guest room. I hate to bother you on a Sunday, but you did say that we would run early on Sunday mornings. I'm ready to go. Jim is getting dressed, so we're waiting for you. Daylight is burning!"
"Okay, Kate, I'll be right with you. Just give me a minute to get ready," I requested as I considered what had just transpired.
Kate was actually acting anxious to go out and run that three mile course! That had to be the silver lining in my pretty damn dark cloud.
Kate chattered as we drove out to the wooded lot where we ran. She seemed happier now than at any time since the day I had first seen her sitting at the table texting like her life depended on it. I didn't want to ruin the moment, so I didn't press her on the reason for her apparent positive mood swing. I was happy to see her hair had faded to a very light green. She was apparently keeping her word about not coloring it any more. Jim seemed to be content as he responded to his sister's questions and statements. I was making headway with the kids, but losing badly with BB.
We settled into a status quo for the next few weeks. The kids seemed to be happier. I had given Jim his phone back when he showed me that he had made some improvement in his grades. Kate's hair had finally morphed to a very lovely dark brown and the holes where her piercings had been were barely noticeable. She now had use of her plasma television as a reward for bringing her school marks up a notch.
BB and I were still sleeping in different rooms and barely speaking. I don't know if she was mad because I spoiled her fun with Fargo, or if she was embarrassed for being caught kissing him. It really didn't matter as long as she left me alone. I was fine with the notion of showing the audience that I wasn't some pussy whipped wimp. I was determined to prove to them that I could get along without her quite nicely.
In late June, Kate asked me if we could start running in our neighborhood rather than driving to the old log road to do our conditioning. Since both kids and I had improved dramatically in the couple months we had been working out, I agreed. When we stepped outside the next day to begin our run, two girls dressed in running shorts were walking up the drive. Kate trotted out to meet them. Then she introduced them to me.
"Dad, Jim already knows these girls. The blonde one is Chris Macklin and the redhead is Hope Lawrence. I was talking to them the other day about how we've been running for a couple months and they want to run with us, or at least with me. They're on the school cross country team and want me to go out for it next fall. If they think I'm good enough, I'll be joining the team."
We started our run and after about thirty seconds, the three girls were going over the first hill and out of sight. I didn't realize that Kate had improved that much.
"Well, Jim, it looks like us two slow pokes will be running together. We'll never keep up with them," I chuckled.
"What you mean 'we", Paleface?" asked Jim as he kicked his running up a notch and pulled away from me. I was wondering how in hell a fat kid could run so fast, as I watched him rounding a curve up ahead. Then I suddenly realized that Jim wasn't all that fat anymore. With grim determination, I increased my pace.
By the time I finished my 3 mile loop and staggered back up my driveway, Kate and Jim were showing Chris and Hope the exercises they did on our weight machine.
"Wow! Jim, I never realized how strong you are," gushed Hope. "I can't lift even a third that much and you do it fifteen times?"
I glanced at Kate and she was pretending to poke a finger down her throat and barf. I guess sisters just don't get impressed with the feats of their brothers. Then I looked closer at the machine and saw that Jim was bench pressing the same amount that I use in my sets, and I thought I was doing quite well!
"Jim, you've got to join the weight lifting club at school," opined Chris as she watched in almost rapture as Jim completed his set. "My brother's in it and he loves it. He says it helps him with conditioning and strength for football. You know, you should play football next year, Jim. My brother says the coach is always looking for big, strong guys, especially if they can run as well as you."
I decided to leave the kids alone and went into the house for a drink of water. I knew there was nothing I could say or do that would help Jim's self esteem as much as two teenage girls ogling his muscles. As I finished my glass of water, the phone rang.
It was Marge Sampson and she was inviting Bonnie and me to a house party next weekend. I couldn't think of a good reason to decline, so I hesitatingly accepted. I had been rethinking my reaction to the Fargo fiasco. I never gave BB a chance to explain her side. My pride had been smashed, along with my nuts, and I was hurt and embarrassed. I needed to consider every possibility before ruining this marriage. I just hoped the other husband would be making the same effort for mine.
After dinner, I helped BB clean up the dishes. As I was loading the dishwasher, I mentioned that Marge had invited us to a party next Saturday. BB's face went dark immediately.
"Did you decline the invitation, Chuck?" asked BB nervously.
"No, Bonnie, I didn't. It's time we came out of this self imposed exile and had some fun. I accepted for us and even promised we'd bring a dessert. Are you willing to go with me, Bonnie?"
"Are you asking me on a date, Chuck? Even after what happened at the last party? You haven't spoken to me since and I thought you might be thinking about throwing me to the curb," BB admitted sheepishly.
"Exactly what happened that night, Bonnie? Was I somehow mistaken in what I thought I saw?" I asked, hopefully.
"Chuck, if you think you thought you saw me on Steve Fargo's lap with him kissing me, you saw correctly," BB assured me. "What you may not have seen was what led up to it. I foolishly walked out in the patio with Steve to cool off and get some fresh air. I had no intention of any sort of hanky panky, Chuck.
"He maneuvered me down into that dark corner and suddenly sat on the bench, pulling me down on his lap. I was taken by surprise and even more so when he started kissing me. Before I could react, you had come to my rescue and Steve let me up."
"I seem to remember that part pretty clearly, Bonnie. You stepped away, and then he stood up. Then I bruised my knuckles on his chin, got knocked on my ass and had my nuts crushed. After that, it gets a little fuzzy. Did smashing my balls against his foot somehow appear like I was rescuing you, Bonnie? From my vantage point, it seemed like I had the shit kicked out of me. I embarrassed myself and did nothing to defend your honor, or mine," I added.
"Chuck! You didn't know that Steve was a boxer. He almost made the Olympics twenty years ago. I would never expect you to be a match for him. The important thing was that you did your best for me. I feared that you believed I was going along willingly with him. From the way you acted when I tried to help you up, I thought you hated me. I know I should've never allowed him to get me into that situation in the first place. I've been too ashamed to look you in the eyes since," confessed BB.
"That's interesting, Bonnie. After he beat me so easily, I've been feeling pretty damn low. I thought I'd pretty much destroyed any respect that you may have ever had for me. Truthfully, my first reaction was that you were a slut and I could live without you. When I was feeling better the next day, I began to play it all over in my mind and you did seem to be pushing him away pretty strongly when I arrived. I know you aren't a slut, or even close.
"The fact remained that I had failed to protect my wife properly and had reacted badly to her attempts to help me after I had been hurt. I decided to just hide in the guest room rather than subject myself to more embarrassment. You had to think I was a worthless fat piece of shit. I know I'm not a Charles Atlas, Bonnie. I'm trying to get rid of the fat and tone up so you can be proud of me. You always look so damn beautiful and sexy that I'm afraid you're out of my league. You can do better than a fat putz that can't even defend your honor, or his own."
"You think I'm sexy and beautiful, Chuck? You haven't told me that in years. And I didn't fall in love with a putz. I fell for a smart, gentle, loving, hard working man," replied BB.
"What's his name?" I asked quickly. "I'll hire someone to whack him!"
"Why don't you move back into our room tonight and I'll point him out to you, Chuck," suggested BB.
I had my stuff moved back to the master bedroom in less time than it takes to tell it. It wasn't even eleven yet when I slipped naked under the covers. I lay in bed with my eyes glued to the bathroom door. Finally it opened and BB came out wearing a very transparent nightie. I suddenly realized that I didn't want the millions of people seeing her revealed so completely. This was supposed to be an intimate moment between husband and wife, and not a soft porn show for desperate housewives and construction workers.
Then I remembered that she wasn't really my wife. Most of the men watching would be rooting for me to bang her brains out. I would be a regular hero tomorrow around the water coolers of corporate America. I would also be a guy that was knowingly unfaithful to his wife, as well as being the direct cause of making another man a cuckold, as well as damaging this beautiful woman's reputation. She was a wife and mother and deserved some respect. Damn it!
BB slid into bed next to me. She leaned over and gave me a toe curling kiss. I could feel her amazing tits against my chest as I ran my hand over her back and down to her ass. This was one sexy woman with curves in all the right places. Then I regained my senses.
"Bonnie, I didn't mention it, but the doctor told me that I needed to give my balls a month or two to recover from the kick Fargo delivered to them," I lied, hoping it sounded plausible. "Let's just lie here and cuddle for awhile. I should be fully recovered before too long. Doc doesn't want me getting too aroused and ejaculating, or at least trying to cum. He said it could cause permanent damage, so I should not be allowing myself to become too aroused."
"Oh. Chuck! I didn't realize how badly he hurt you! Is the doctor sure that you'll make a full recovery? I feel terrible that I was the cause of so much pain. Can I do anything to help you relax, Darling?"
As she spoke, BB pulled back slightly to look at my face. Her wonderful tits swung pretty much unencumbered just below my chin. It was all I could do to keep from blasting off right there and then.
"Just hold me while we sleep, Bonnie, and I'll be a happy man. As she snuggled up to me and fell into a deep sleep, I pondered my situation. There could be no doubt that this TV show would go into syndication and be shown numerous times over the next twenty years. I had to consider what sort of image I really wanted to project.
I'd been fortunate that my little stunt of tipping Jim over while he was stuffing his face at the dinner table didn't result in some serious harm to Jim. How would I have faced his real parents if I had caused brain damage or death? How would I face my wife if I tapped this beauty sleeping next to me? What about when the kids watched the show? I could always claim I was hypnotized and honestly believed that this woman was my wife, but I knew the truth.
I began to rethink what I wanted people to say about me when they gathered around the water cooler discussing the show. I had the decided advantage of knowing I was involved in a true reality production and could make an attempt to seen as one of the good guys. The rest of the members of both families believed it was reality. I decided that if my wife actually had sex with her perceived husband, I would not hold it against her. How could I when we both agreed to appear in this stupid damn show? What in hell was I thinking when I agreed to it? I didn't need the money. Was it the chance for fame? Did Bonnie talk me into it? Or did I talk her into it, or was it a mutual decision? I just couldn't dredge up any memories of discussing the decision with Bonnie and the kids, and that troubled me.
We walked across the street and down the block to Marge Sampson's house. BB looked really good, but showed far less of her chest than she had at the previous party. I kept hitching my pants up as we walked. I had purchased them a couple weeks ago since my old pants were getting way too big. Now my new pants weren't fitting properly either.
BB stayed close to my side and I really enjoyed her company. I was just finding out what an interesting, intelligent woman she really was. It's funny how much a man can learn about a woman once he stops concentrating on her tits and ass and actually listens to what she is saying.
Steve Fargo showed up, this time with his wife in tow. She was a mousy little thing and seemed totally cowed by the miserable prick. Small wonder he wanted to drill BB. There was no comparison between the two women and he and I both knew it. I intentionally made my way to the beer cooler at the same time Fargo did.
"I can see why you were so hot for Bonnie, you miserable fuck," I smiled as I spoke in a low voice only Fargo could hear. "Your poor wife looks like a fucking mouse, afraid of her own shadow. Bonnie has her beat, hands down and tits up, and she's my wife. You probably think about Bonnie when you fuck your little mouse, don't you Fargo? I just want you to know what a gentleman I am. I guarantee I won't be thinking about your wife when I'm fucking the shit out of Bonnie tonight."
Fargo just scowled at me as I grinned and strolled away. I didn't consider my taunts as any real type of revenge, but I had decided to save that for when I was in really good physical condition, and when every minute of my life was not being videoed. My plans for the prick weren't anything I'd want anyone to witness, let alone broadcast on network television.
BB and I had a great time with neighbors and friends. I probably had a beer or two more than I needed, but I was far from drunk. I was just mellow. BB wasn't feeling any pain as we managed to make our way back home. We climbed the stairs and successfully navigated the hallway to our bedroom.
I don't know exactly how it happened, but as soon as the door was closed, we went at each other like animals in heat. I pulled BB's dress over her head and tossed it in the general direction of her closet. She popped the buttons off my shirt in her frustration to undo them. I just managed to unhook her bra before she dropped to her knees in front of me while tugging at my belt. BB struggled with the button on my pants for a few seconds and then just gave a hard tug that sent the button bouncing off her left tit. Unfazed, she pulled my boxers down and gave an audible sigh when my cock made its appearance.
"Chuck! I've missed this bad boy so much," she groaned as she worked her hand up and down my shaft. "I'll be gentle, but if your balls start to hurt, let me know and I'll stop."
I watched as she engulfed my cock in her mouth and carefully cupped my balls in her hand. I quickly decided the pain would have to be off the Richter scale before I asked Bonnie to stop what she was doing. It had been a very long time for me and sadly, I didn't last nearly as long as I would have liked. BB never missed a beat as she drained me dry, then smiled at me as she regained her feet and gave me a lingering kiss.
I picked her up and carried her to our bed. As I gently placed her down on her back, BB began to run her hands all over me.
"Jesus, Chuck!" she exclaimed. "Look at your chest and stomach. I think there's a six pack forming in there. You look fantastic!"
At that moment in time, she couldn't have said anything to enflame my desire more. BB thought I looked pretty buff? It caused me to redouble my efforts to please this beautiful goddess. I pulled off her panties and dove into her trimmed muff headfirst.



She tried to pull my head off her after her first orgasm. By her third, she was too weak to lift her arms. I kissed my way up her torso as she gasped for air. I lingered a couple minutes on her incredible tits. Then I pulled my head off her chest, lined my raging cock up with her sex and plunged into her. She almost threw me back off as she bucked under me in the throes of the mother of all orgasms.
I managed to stay in the saddle until she calmed down and then I began to give her everything I had. I noticed that I seemed to be able to go deeper now that my stomach was a smaller. My stamina was unbelievable. I hadn't enjoyed sex so much in twenty years, if ever. BB as speaking gibberish by the time I felt my balls start tingling, signaling the start of my climax. It felt like I pumped a quart of cum into BB before I finally ran dry and began to go soft.
We lay side by side for a few minutes before she whispered into my ear, "Chuck, that was the best sex we've ever had. Where's my husband and what've you done with him? You were fantastic and I'm going to want a lot more of what you just gave me, Lover."
I suddenly realized that I had done exactly what I had been determined not to do. I had sex with the other guy's wife! Everyone would know it. Shit, a lot of guys would probably record it so they could watch watch it over and over. I knew I would if it were someone else. "What would I tell my wife," were my last thoughts as I sunk into a deep sleep.
The next morning, I woke feeling great physically. I felt bad about making love to another man's wife, especially after I had done such a remarkable job with her. How in hell would he ever be able to live up to the sex machine now known as Chuck? Then I felt more than a twinge of jealousy as the thought of BB sleeping with another man, even if it was her husband. The very notion upset me more than I cared to admit. I considered my emotions and it was pretty obvious that I had strong feelings for the sexy woman lying next to me. That caused me to feel guilty when I thought about my real wife. I could hardly even remember what she looked like!
I climbed out of bed and used the bathroom. Then I went down for my bowl of cheerios. As I reached into the cupboard, a cheery voice called to me from the table.
"Good morning, Dad! Have any energy left for our run. It sounded like you were doing a marathon with mom last night," laughed Kate.
Kate! My real daughter was sitting at the table. Her hair was pulled back in a pony tail. She was wearing running shorts and a sports bra and her stomach looked strong and tight and her legs were long and athletic. My beautiful Kate was back!
"How come you're staring at Sis, Dad?" demanded a voice from the kitchen doorway.
I turned in that direction and saw my son Jim standing there. He held his shirt in his hand. His chest and abs showed muscle and definition, with just a hint of flab over his waist. His easy smile and deep blue eyes reminded me of his mother. He was one good looking kid.
Then I thought about my wife. Was she back, too? With more than a little trepidation, I went back upstairs to our bedroom. Carefully, I pulled the sheet back from the sleeping form. I marveled at the beauty of the woman sleeping in my bed. Her tits were works of art and her legs were long and slender. Her face was beautiful, but she wasn't my wife!
I left the bedroom and headed for my home office. I suddenly knew I had to call Dr. Roberts. He would straighten this out. I opened my rolodex to his name and saw a DVD wedged in it. I pulled it out and slid it into my computer. What was it, and who had placed it there? The monitor suddenly lit up and Dr. Roberts appeared on screen.
"If you're watching this DVD, Chuck, it means that one of three things has occurred. The first option is six months have elapsed and you have reached no solution. The second option is that everything in your life has turned into what we in the psychiatry field call a big pile of dog shit, or number three, you've mastered your demons.
"Look who's sitting next to me, Chuck," continued the good doctor as the camera moved back and swung to the right showing a fat guy. The guy was in fact me, sitting next to Dr. Roberts. "This video is being made Friday, March 9. You have agreed to allow me to use an experimental hypnosis technique on you in hopes of helping you climb from the depths of despair and depression. If you're feeling like you can't cope with things right now, please call my emergency number immediately. If you feel that you're doing okay, sit back, watch and listen.
"You've been my patient for over a year. You were extremely depressed and didn't even know why. When I asked about your family, you told me that your kids were doing great, that your wife has become a bit dowdy and plain, but you both were very much in love and your sex life was great. However, under hypnosis, you told a far different story. Your kids were out of control. They were fat and lazy. They spent all day playing with their electronic toys and eating junk food and that you had actually encouraged it. You were ashamed of the way they looked and acted, as well as repulsed at your role in it all.
"You also confessed that you were embarrassed at your own appearance. To hide your shame and insecurity, you had withdrawn from a wife you believed to be extremely attractive and sexy. You felt you didn't deserve such an amazing woman and were actually pushing her away emotionally. Your self esteem was in the crapper, Chuck. Conventional therapy and antidepressants did little to alleviate the problem, so today you've agreed to undergo an experimental procedure that has been successful in nearly half the cases where it's been used.
"I'm going to hypnotize you, Chuck. That, in conjunction with a medication used to treat arthritis, will allow your mind to enter into almost any reality I select for you. There are choices. Sometimes the psychiatrist will tell the patient that they have entered an alternate dimension. Sometimes we tell the patient they have traveled ahead in time.
"The option that you have selected is that you are in a reality TV show where you believe that you switch places with another husband. You will no longer be in denial in this scenario. This option will allow you to see your family as they really are, as well as cause you to take steps to deal with that reality. Because the reality is so starkly different from your perceptions, you'll likely not believe that it's really your family. All of the technical aspects of this scenario will be created in your mind. You'll determine the rules and goals of the show, and how it's supposed to work. It would be far too complicated for me to try to cover, especially when I only have to give you the suggestion and your imagination will do the rest.
"Your goal is to somehow face the truth and reconnect with your family. Your children need your guidance and your wife needs your love and attention. It's my hope that since you are watching this DVD, you've had some success in those areas. Please contact my office for an appointment regardless of what the outcome of this procedure may have been."
It wasn't a show! The kids had really been mine all along! BB was really Bonnie, and she was my wife! I had behaved like a total ass for the past few months! I remembered everything now. How could I face my family? I had played the fool and now I knew that I had to face the music.
I turned to find Bonnie and the kids watching me. The blank expressions on their faces told me that they had no understanding of the situation.
"Are you okay, Dad? You've been acting weird this morning," stated Kate. "Was that bad news on the computer?"
"I owe all three of you an apology," I began. "I haven't been much of a father or husband the past few years. I was obsessed with making my software company a great success and lost all focus on what's really important in my life. The last few months have been really strange for me and I know I put you all through a lot. My only excuse is that I wasn't really myself, and I mean that literally."
"Does that mean you're not going to run with us any more, Dad? Won't you come to cheer for me on the cross country team, and let the other kids can see what a cool dad I have?" questioned Kate.
"Yeah, Dad. What about the weight lifting? I was just getting to where I could kick your butt. Now you're going back to the old dad that didn't care very much what I did?" asked Jim. "Aren't you going to come to my football games this fall? The guys think I'll be starting at linebacker, since Ted Gillow and Tracy Reynolds graduated last year."
"Does that mean that I'll lose my amazing studly lover and my new best friend, Chuck? Does it mean I'll be a sexually frustrated grade school teacher again?" suggested Bonnie with a smile. "I don't think I'll be able to give up what I discovered last night."
"Mom! That's way too much information. But, it's a good thing you feel that way because some of my friends have been asking me about Dad. They think he's pretty hot. Heck, they think Jim is smokin' hot these days," asserted Kate.
"That's funny because the guys in the weight lifting club keep asking me about my sister and keep telling how lucky my father is to have such a hot wife. It's actually pretty embarrassing for me," confessed Jim.
"Wow, Chuck! Look what you've done to this family," laughed Bonnie. "And now you're apologizing for it? Kate and Jim both look great, have lots of new friends, and apparently more than a few admirers. I have a hunky husband that I have to keep a close eye on or some nympho teenager will try to steal him from me, and you have a wife that turns a few heads, but completely adores you. What exactly are you apologizing for and what do you propose to do about it?"
I looked at the three of them smiling at me and realized that I had somehow blundered into a great life. Depression would no longer be my companion.
"As long as we're speaking frankly here, I think I'll take you upstairs, Bonnie, and show you why you'll never need to look at any other men, of any age. Then, I'll kick Kate's butt in a three mile run, and destroy Jim in a killer workout that'll force him to admit that I'm still the master, and he's just the grasshopper," I chuckled.
"Dad, that sounds good, but I suggest that you run with us first, lift second, and take care of mom last. It doesn't look like she'll let you finish anytime before lunch and you know you won't be worth a crap after she's done with you," laughed Kate.
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I was just twenty minutes earlier than I usually arrived home from work. Things were slow, it was a Friday, and so I left a little early. When I entered our bedroom, I saw my wife, Julie, in the master bathroom. She had apparently just finished taking a shower. She startled a little when she saw me watching her and quickly wrapped a towel around her torso.
"Jim, you're home early!" observed Julie as she moved to the side of the bed, where I noticed that she had her underwear already laid out. "You do remember that I'm going out with the girls tonight? I'm just getting cleaned up and dressed. I have a stew simmering on the stove for your dinner. I shouldn't be out too awfully late."
"Don't spend a minute worrying about me, Julie," I replied in what I felt was a very calm voice. "I won't be here when you get back anyway."
With that said I turned to the closet and pulled out a large suitcase. I placed it on the bed and began taking clothes from my drawers and placing them in the suitcase.
"Are you going on a trip, Jim?" asked Julie. "You never mentioned anything to me about it. What's going on?"
"What's going on?" I repeated? "You can probably answer that one better than I can. I will, however, tell you that I'm not going on a trip. I'm leaving you, Julie. I've had about enough. My stupid manly pride demands that I get the hell out of here."
"What're you talking about, Jim? You know I go out with the girls now and then. I've never complained about your bowling league, or an occasional poker night. Now you're getting all bent out of shape over me going out once a week with my girlfriends? You need help!"
"I probably do, but that doesn't alter the fact that I'm getting the hell out. There are certain things I expect, no that isn't right. There are certain things that I demand from my wife and you just aren't filling the bill anymore," I responded.
"What're you talking about, Jim?" demanded Julie. "I work, keep a clean house, always make you dinner, and gave you two kids. I'd say I've been a pretty damn good wife and you've got no real complaints coming."
"A few weeks ago I would've agreed with your statement, Julie, but not now. I will not be treated with disrespect, or contempt," I added.
"What in holy hell are you talking about, Jim? I've always shown you respect. I'm not going to kiss your ass or beg to be allowed a night out with my friends if that's where this is leading. I'm an independent woman and have the right to make decisions on my own," she insisted.
"That's exactly right," I quickly retorted. "But so do I. I've decided to get the hell away from here. As I said, I will not be shown such obvious disrespect from my own wife. Have a good time tonight and stay out as late as you like. I no longer give a shit!"
With that, I zipped my case closed, lifted it from the bed and headed back down the stairs.
"You miserable prick!" yelled Julie from the top of the stairs. "You'll be crawling back, begging me to forgive you, but I won't! I don't even know what the hell you're so mad about!"
I drove to a local motel and registered for the weekend. Once I was settled in, I called my cousin Mark.
"Mark, I've moved out on Julie. It was almost exactly like Betty said it would be when I got home. I caught Julie just getting out of the shower. Let's just say that Betty was right."
Wow, Jim. I'm sorry to hear that. I was hoping Betty was wrong about it. Is there anything we can do to help?" asked Mark.
"Is Betty going out tonight, Mark?" I asked. "If she is, tell her to not let on that she knows anything about me leaving, and to keep an eye on Julie. I want to know if anything happens, although it probably doesn't make a shitload of difference now."
"Yeah, she's getting ready now. I'll pass this all on to her and tell her to keep an eye open and her mouth shut," promised Mark. "I'm really sorry it worked out this way, but it might not be too late. Julie could still come to her senses."
"Maybe, but this contempt she's shown me lately will be hard to forgive and I'll never forget it. I'm sure of that. I'm going to have a couple beers and go to bed. Ask Betty to call my cell in the morning if she has any information I might find interesting, okay? Thanks for everything, and especially thank Betty for me."
I was having breakfast at an IHOP when my cell rang. I saw from the caller ID that it was Betty, so I took the call.
"Hey, Jim. I'm just checking in. Julie was pretty quiet last night and she left early, and alone. I heard Dottie ask her if something was wrong, but Julie just smiled and said that she had a bad headache. The shithead stayed until quite late. He regaled the group with his amazing adventures and the girls just ate it up. I'm afraid that Julie isn't the only idiot being drawn into his web. He even spent more time than usual working on me. Maybe that's because I'm his greatest challenge. I hardly even listen to his bullshit and it's driving him nuts."
"Thanks for keeping me in the loop, Betty. If it weren't for you, I'd be the typical clueless husband," I lamented. "You've really opened my eyes."
"No offense, Jim, but you still seem pretty damn clueless to me. You've got over twenty years invested in Julie. You love the dumb bitch. You need to fight for her and not just walk away. You know damn well that she'll regret her mistakes soon. You should step to the plate and stop her from making the big one that she can't rectify. That's what I'd expect Mark to do for me," concluded Betty.
"I've given her everything I had for over twenty years. I shouldn't have to fight for her now, or ever, Betty," I insisted. "Either she's my wife and she wants to be my wife, or she doesn't. There's no middle ground on this."
"Well, at least be sure that she understands that much. She may think that she can have a little fling and keep her steady, dependable husband at the same time. You know, the best of both worlds as they say."
"That doesn't sound very good for me. Some other guy gets the heat and passion while I'm dependable and clueless? I won't stand for that scenario, not for even for a second. Julie's fucked up big this time."
"I've been giving all this some thought, Jim, and I have an idea that might help Julie see the light. I wouldn't suggest it if you hadn't already moved out and indicated that you're all but done with Julie. Could you come over for lunch tomorrow and we'll discuss it?" requested Betty.
The next afternoon saw me sitting in the living room at Mark's house. Mark and I were watching the ball game while eating soup and a sandwich. Betty walked into the room followed by a rather voluptuous blonde.
"Jim, this is my sister, Veronica, and yes, my dad had a sense of humor. She'll be staying with us for a couple months while she settles into her new job and looks for a place of her own. I think she may be the answer to your problem," Betty suggested.
"I hope you're referring to the bad case of blue balls I have recently contracted," I replied cleverly.
"Not even close, Big Boy," laughed Betty. "I've already discussed my idea with Veronica and she's game. It's all up to you now."
Later that afternoon, I pulled into my driveway and dragged my suitcase into the house.
"Jim!" cried Julie as she ran to me. "I'm so glad you came back! I was just getting ready to call you, much as I hated to be the first to give in. I still don't know what I did to upset you so much, but I'm sure we can work it out. I really missed you a lot, Darling. I love you so much!"
I mumbled a few trite sounding words of apology and carried my bag to the bedroom and unpacked my clothes. While I was doing that, I heard the phone ring and Julie answer it. A few minutes later Julie stepped into the bedroom.
"Jim, that was Betty, She's having a party Friday night and asked if we'd attend. I know that she's my friend and not yours, but you'll like her husband. He's a good guy and loves sports, just like you. She said there'll be a few other men there, as well as our girl friends from work. I told her that we'd be happy to attend, but if you don't want to go, I'll just tell her that you had already made other plans. If you don't want to go, would you mind if I went anyway? I really do enjoy Betty and the other girls that'll be there," Julie concluded.
"I'd be happy to go, Julie. I want to get to know your pals from work a lot better," I responded immediately.
Julie seemed surprised that I was willing to go to a party where I hardly knew anyone. Did I also detect a hint of disappointment, mixed with the surprise? Before I could be certain, Julie was smiling and unbuttoning her blouse.
"I think it's time for some make-up sex. Jim. I hate when we fight, especially when I don't even know what you were so mad about. Why don't you screw my brains out and then we'll discuss whatever it was that enraged you so. I'm certain that it had to be a simple misunderstanding," assured Julie.
Julie was a beautiful woman, as well as my wife of twenty two years, so I yielded to her suggestion and began to peel my clothes off.
"I shaved my little kitty for you, Jim. I thought you might like a better look at the object of your desire and the source of so much pleasure," purred Julie as she ran a finger up and down her bare slit.
I almost changed my mind about jumping into bed with Julie after her revelation about her pussy, but decided to man up and give it a pounding it wouldn't soon forget. Betty had suggested that I fight for my wife rather than just give up, so what better way than to fuck her into oblivion?
The week went by fairly normally. Julie was loving and attentive. She seemed to accept my explanation for walking out the previous Friday. I told her that I had wanted to spend a quiet evening with her and simply became angry and petulant when she told me she was going out with her friends. For some reason, Julie seemed to think that was a reasonable explanation. It demonstrated to me that she didn't understand me very well. I would never get that angry and walk out on her over something so trivial.
We got to Mark and Betty's home around seven. Julie introduced us.
"Betty, you may have seen my husband Jim a few times and I know you've heard me talk about him a lot since you and Mark moved into the area a few months ago. Here he is in the flesh. Jim, this is Betty and her husband, Mark. They are fairly new to the area. Mark was a career man in the Army and spent most of his duty in Europe, with a couple vacations in Baghdad."
I shook hands with Mark and Betty as a lovely blonde woman strolled up to us.
"Nice to meet you, Jim," smiled Betty. "Now I want both you and Julie to meet Veronica. She's moving into the area and will be staying with us until she finds a place of her own."
I watched Julie size Veronica up with some amusement. Julie was a lovely woman, but Veronica was drop-dead gorgeous. She was blonde with legs that went forever and tits that seemingly defied gravity. Julie forced a smile as she shook Veronica's hand. I offered my hand, but Veronica stepped inside it and hugged me. I could feel her amazing tits pressing against my lower chest and they felt spectacular. Our hug lasted a little longer than what might be considered customary, and that point did not go unnoticed by my wife.
We had just gotten our drinks when Betty brought a good looking guy around to introduce to me. "Jim, this is Will. He started at our work a couple weeks ahead of me, but everyone treats him likes he's been there years. He's our company's newest star."
I shook hands with the creep. He was good looking in a pretty sort of way, with every hair in place and what appeared to be freshly pressed clothes. How many single guys bothered with that shit? He appeared to be in good shape and had a really bright smile. I wanted to knock his white teeth right out of his head.
I watched with interest as Betty introduced Will to Veronica. It wasn't hard to see that he was impressed, but then, what man wouldn't be? As I mingled with the other partiers, a pattern began to develop. Will kept trying to impress Veronica and she was having no part of it. Julie seemed to somehow find her way into whatever group Will made small talk with as he relentlessly pursued Veronica.
It would have been amusing if Julie had not been my wife. As it was, I found it infuriating. Julie was trying not to be obvious, but anyone watching closely could see that she was smitten by the prick. For her part, Veronica constantly found reasons to engage me in conversation. She hung on my every word and laughed at all my jokes. All in all, she acted like a very intelligent, discerning woman.
As often happens, the subject under discussion got around to sex. More than a few people showed some surprise when Veronica stated that she preferred men with shaved genitals. She thought it looked neater and eliminated the need to pick hairs from between her teeth. I heard more than one man release a groan at that observation.
Eventually Veronica began to dominate my time and Will seemed to give up on her and turn his attention to Julie. This caused Julie to get that deer in the headlights look whenever I glanced at her. Will was the kind of guy that put his hand on a woman's back or shoulder as he spoke to her. I always felt that was a sexual thing for men and never did that with women other than my wife. Will knew the effect touches and small caresses had on the fairer sex. Oddly, it wasn't too long before Julie was finding reasons to stand near me. She was quite cool to Veronica, but Veronica failed to notice and often touched my arm or shoulder as she made her point, much like Will had done with Julie. Now and then she even leaned in and touched me with her points. It was a great party!
On the drive home, Julie let me know that she was upset with Veronica's attention to me. I maintained innocence along with plausible male stupidity.
"She kept touching your arm or back all night. She laughed at every stupid joke you told. Then she was totally inappropriate with her comments about sex. I hate to say it but Betty's sister seems to be a real slut. You'd better avoid her like the plague, Jim," cautioned Julie.
"Julie, you're making way too much out of this," I responded reasonably. "Just because she is so damn beautiful with incredible tits and a really firm, tight ass, you think that she's some kind of slut. Hell, I saw that guy Will touching your arm and back as he spoke to you and even whisper a few things so no one else could hear. By your reasoning, that would mean he was trying to get into your little panties. He hasn't been hitting on you at work, has he?"
"No! He's always a perfect gentleman," answered Julie far too quickly. "He's younger and single and has all sorts of women after him. He'd never be interested in me."
"Does that mean I married an undesirable woman? That you have no sex appeal left, and men don't find you attractive?" I asked.
"Of course not, Jim. I look okay for my age and I look great to you, but you have blurred vision when you look at me. You see me as a sexy woman while other men see me as a middle aged mom. You're my husband and you're supposed to be biased."
"That's kind of insulting, Julie. I didn't marry a dog. I'm not blind, or even biased. I have an attractive, sexy wife that other men naturally desire. I wouldn't have it any other way, as long as you realize that I'm the only dude that drinks from that well. Don't insult me by demeaning yourself again, and never underestimate your appeal to other men. That mistake could get you into a lot of trouble. Men are pretty much alike. They want to bang every good looking woman that they see. Most of us have the sense and decency to control those desires and urges. Some do not, but trust no man but me with that bare little kitty," I stated seriously.
Julie looked at me in surprise for ten or fifteen seconds. Then she nodded her head slowly.
"Jim, I think you've just given me a very nice compliment, as well as a reason to worry about you with attractive women. You want to screw every good looking woman you see? You think other men feel that way about me? You think that I'm attractive and desirable to most men, even younger ones? Is that really how men think?" she asked.
"Pretty much, when men actually take the trouble to think. Mostly, we simply react to stimuli, like nice tits and angry wives, and jealous husbands. These are the things that control our reactions to situations, along with a few others that I've naturally forgotten."
The next night Julie came to bed in a sheer nightie. She pulled back the covers to climb into bed when she suddenly gave my crotch a second look. The she jerked the covers off to reveal my naked body.
"What in hell did you do?" she demanded.
"I just stroked the little guy while I was waiting for you, Julie. It helps get him standing strong and ready for action, so don't be upset," I replied.
"I'm not talking about you being hard, Jim. You have no hair down there. What made you do..was it because that tramp said she like shaved balls? Are you hoping to score with that bitch? Is that why you shaved?" demanded Julie.
"Of course not, Julie! I just liked the way you looked shaved and though that I'd try it. You wouldn't shave because some other man said he liked bare pussies, and I certainly would never accuse you of it," I added defensively.
Julie just began to cry and headed back to the bathroom. I was asleep by the time she returned to bed. The next night there was more trouble when I got home from work.
"What in hell happened to your hair?" asked a stunned Julie. "It looks like you stopped for a shoe polish and the guy polished the wrong end. What's with that ridiculous black hair?"
"I just thought I was beginning to look old with all that gray hair. I decided it was about time I did something about it," I answered petulantly.
"I loved the way your hair was gray at the temples. It made you look distinguished. Now you just look plain silly. How long before it can it be washed out?" wondered Julie.
So we had a bad week. That weekend we were invited to another party held by other work friends, but Julie was less keen to go this time. Then she spoke with Betty Friday morning at work and learned that Veronica would not be there. That seemed to change Julie's mind and we went.
Good old Will was there and he seemed to be chatting Julie up quite a bit. It was a little before nine when Veronica rang the bell. After some small talk with a few ladies, she gravitated over to my side. Will had abandoned Julie and followed Veronica around like a lost puppy until she settled next to me. Then Julie lost all interest in the clever things that Will had to offer and became a permanent fixture on my left side. Veronica literally paid her no attention.
It was during a discussion of colors that Veronica made the observation that yellow and brown made a great combination in housing colors. Then she complimented me on how young I looked and asked if I had done something with my hair. I heard Julie actually gag. It was another great party. Once again, Julie bitched about "that bitch" all the way home and over the course of the weekend.
It seemed to escalate Monday when Julie got home to find painters just adding the finishing touches on our house. We were now the proud owners of the only brown house in the neighborhood with yellow trim and shutters.
When she came through the door, I wondered if I should dial 911. Her face was purple and her eyes were bulging. I could not detect any breathing, although her mouth was wide open. Oddly, no sounds were forthcoming either. Finally, after almost a minute, she let it all out, and loudly.
"You stupid skirt chasing bastard! Not only does the house look like shit, but everyone will know that you painted it these colors because that big titted slut announced to the world that she liked this dumbass combination. Could you be any more obvious, asshole?" demanded Julie in a rage. "First, you shave your balls, which makes you look like a little boy, by the way. The you put shoe polish in your hair, which makes you look like an asshole, by the way. Now, you've not only embarrassed yourself, but you've made me the laughing stock of the neighborhood. My friends will lose all respect for me because they'll all know that you did it to please that damned harlot. Why don't you just take out an ad in the paper telling the world that you want to fuck that whore?"



"Exactly why are you upset, Julie? Is it wrong to change hair style without consulting a spouse, especially when it is done to impress someone else? Is it wrong to shave your genital area simply because someone else mentioned they like how it looks? Is it wrong to want to improve the looks of your home simply because the great idea came from someone else? Why do you think that all these things indicate that I want to sleep with Veronica? Is it because she's so damned beautiful and has tits to die for? Is it her good taste? Is it because she is younger than you and has not had children and looks so damn good?" I mused.
Julie looked at me like I had two heads. Once again she was stunned into silence. She just shook her head in wonder.
"Of course all those things are enough to make anyone think that you want to sleep with that bitch! You can't be that blind and stupid, Jim. You know damn well that's the only plausible explanation for your bizarre behavior. I'm afraid you need professional help."
"Okay, Julie, I'll get that help if you agree to seek the same treatment. Maybe we can get a family discount or something," I added.
"Jim, you're the one that needs help. You're the one that's lost his mind, not me," responded Julie tearfully.
"But Julie, didn't you change your hair style when Will mentioned to everyone on one of your girls' nights out that he preferred short hair on women? Didn't you start wearing shorter skirts and lower necklines when Will mentioned how he preferred that women dress that way? Didn't you shave your kitty when Will announced how much sexier he though bare pussies were? Didn't you wear your sexiest underwear on your ladies' nights? By your own reasoning, that would mean that you slept with Will, or that you wanted to, or possibly planned to do so? Wouldn't that indicate you have no respect for me, your husband? Shouldn't it be me that you're trying to impress and please, Julie? Where does Will fit into this?" I quizzed gently.
"My God! How did you know all that? Who told you? I didn't change to please, or impress Will. It was for you, but someone fed you a ration of shit about Will and me. There's nothing going on between Will and me. There never has been. You're delusional," insisted Julie,
"Then I would have to say that I colored my hair, shaved my balls and had the house painted to please you and I have no interest in that beautiful, big titted sister of my cousin's wife. I did tell you before we were married that I was close to a cousin that had made the military a career. That cousin is Mark," I concluded.
"Mark is your cousin? So Betty was your spy? And Tits is her sister?" gasped Julie. "You did all of this on purpose, Jim! You humiliated me on purpose."
"No more than you did me, Julie. At least you were no more humiliated than I was. You may have been slightly less culpable, because it wasn't as deliberate, but the effect was the same. You decide what you want in our marriage. I know what I want and it's not humiliation and degradation. Now you understand why I left you that night when I came home and saw that you had shaved your pussy just a week after Slick Willy announced that he liked them that way.
"If you want a divorce just let me know, Julie. If you want to just play the field and/or sneak around on me, or just humiliate me, we'll get a divorce and you can find some dumb bastard that goes for that shit, because I don't!"
"No, I don't want a divorce, Jim! I know that for sure. I never did anything with Will, except listen too much to his line of bullshit. As soon as that damn Barbie Doll came into the picture he had eyes only for her. That's when I finally realized what a fool I'd been. It became pretty apparent that I had to protect what I had and never mind looking for some strange cock that could care less about me or my happiness. Please don't listen to Betty or that damn Veronica, Jim. I love you. I really do and nothing like this will ever happen again. I've learned my lesson," sobbed Julie.
"Now you don't want me to listen to Betty and Veronica? They've been giving me some damn good advice right along. Now you tell me not to heed their advice? You could be right because they both keep telling me that you may be a dumb bitch at times, but they think that you really do love me and will never come close to straying again. Are you sure that you don't want me to listen to them, Julie?" I asked.
"Truthfully, Jim? Both Betty and Veronica are way smarter than I am. They know what they're talking about. Betty is my best friend and her wonderful sister is one of my favorite people. I can be a dumb bitch at times, but they're smart. Decide for yourself if their advice is better than mine, but the smart money is on those two," replied Julie with tears streaking down her cheeks and a small smile on her lips.
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Paula Anderson was exhausted as she made her way back to the food court in the mall. She had been clothes shopping with her younger two daughters for the last four hours. Kate, her youngest daughter and a few months shy of 16, was determined to be the best dressed girl in the sophomore class. Paula had accompanied Kate as she spent the last three hours looking at hundreds of outfits and trying on dozens of them.
"How is it that Kate is such a slave to fashion while Gwen could care less?" wondered Paula to herself. "I don't think it took us half an hour to select Gwen's entire wardrobe for her senior year. Of course, it was much easier since Gwen still insists on those bulky, loose pants, baggy jeans, and oversized tops and sweaters. She just doesn't seem to have any interest in fashion, or boys for that matter."
As Paula and Kate rounded the corner by the Radio Shack store, Kate let out an audible gasp and stopped in her tracks. Paula turned to look at her daughter, who now stood still as a statue with her mouth open and her eyes showing shock.
"Mom! Look at Gwen! She's got a boy sitting at the table with her. And he's gorgeous!" exclaimed Kate. "This doesn't make any sense, unless she's tutoring him or something."
Paula turned to see what had caused such amazement in her youngest child. Gwen was sitting at a small table in the food court. She had a medium drink sitting in front of her, along with the novel that she had insisted on bringing. Across from Gwen sat, what Paula had to concede, was an extremely handsome, rugged looking young man. To Paula's knowledge, Gwen had never even been on an actual date. In fact, she never seemed to have any real interest in boys. Paula was reluctant to admit it, but she was almost as shocked as Kate had professed to be. What was going on?
Kate had recovered from her initial surprise and started toward her sister, with her mother following closely. Kate's curiosity had gotten the better of her and she was determined to learn more about the hunk talking to her sister. She would have been less surprised to have found space aliens in the Victoria's Secret shop across the mall than seeing Gwen with what appeared to be a real catch. Kate had to find out more about this mystery friend of her sister's.
Paula and Kate approached Gwen's table from behind her. Thus, Gwen had no clue that her mother and sister were drawing near. For her part, Paula was unable to stop looking at the boy chatting with her daughter. His shoulders were broad, his smile dazzling, and his brown hair was cut close, almost in a military style. Longer hair was "in" these days, but Paula had to admit that this young man made a strong case for shorter hair. The most striking feature on the boy seated with Gwen, however, was the intensity of his steel grey eyes. They seemed to pull Paula in when he turned his attention to her. The young man stood as she and Kate approached the table.
"You two must be Gwen's sisters," smiled the strange boy as he displayed a breath-taking smile. "Gwen told me that she had two sisters, but she neglected to mention how beautiful you both are. I'm Steve Hammer. You must be Kate, and you're Lisa?"
Kate simply stared up at the stranger as he shook her hand. Paula felt herself blushing as she realized that the young man had assumed that she was Gwen's older sister. Could he be serious, or was he just trying to butter up the mother of a girl in whom he was interested? Then the young man extended his hand to Paula and she firmly shook it.
"Ha! That's the way to make points with my mom," laughed Gwen. "When you see my sister, Lisa, you'll never mistake my mom for her again. Mom still looks great, but Lisa is supermodel material."
"Well, I'd have to say that trait runs in the family, Gwen. I've never seen prettier girls, or a younger, more attractive mother," smiled Steve easily as he shook Paula's hand. "It was nice meeting you, Kate. You, too, Mrs. Anderson."
Both Kate and Paula stood staring at the broad back of Steve Hammer as he strode away through the crowded mall. It wasn't until he was out of sight that Kate found her voice.
"Where the heck did you find that guy, Sis? How'd you meet him? Where'd you meet him? I never knew you had any hunky friends like that!" exclaimed Kate.
"I was sitting here reading "Lord of the Flies" for English class when he just dropped into the seat across from me. He asked if I was reading it for Ms. Summer's honors English class at Sparta High," laughed Gwen. "I have to admit I was slightly nonplussed myself. His eyes just seemed to look right through me. Finally, I overcame my initial surprise and asked him how he knew about Ms. Summer's reading assignments at Sparta. He told me that he was attending Sparta this year and was half way through the book himself."
"So he started talking to you about a stupid book for English? He wasn't hitting on you or anything?" questioned Kate. "I told you to let me pick out some new clothes for you, Sis. You lost a great chance to lock this guy in before all the cheerleaders and class sluts get their claws into him."
"He must have talked to me for fifteen or twenty minutes, Kate. He asked me all sorts of questions about the school, the classes, the other students, and even about my family. That's how he knew who you were. I've no idea why he asked mom if she was Lisa. I told him how beautiful Lisa was, no offense, Mom."
"You were right when you told him that he was making points with your mother by suggesting I was your sister, Gwen. That young man was trying to get in good with me to smooth his way with you," reasoned Paula. "I think you have an admirer, and a darn good looking one at that!"
"Mom, you're reading way too much into this," insisted Kate. "He may have bad eyesight, or he could be into cougars or something. Do you think a guy that looks like he does would go out of his way to chat up a girl dressed in a baggy sweatshirt reading some dumb book? The mall is full of el primo females of the species. He was probably just picking Sis's brains about his new school."
"Thanks for the high opinion of my allure, Kate," responded Gwen with some irritation. "Actually, he asked me if I'd go with him to the dance Saturday night at the VFW hall. It's that benefit being held for Tim Archer after his horrible motorcycle accident. The whole school, probably the whole town, will be there. You know how popular Tim is around here. His brother, Jim, is a senior and he's on the football team.
"That's this coming Saturday!" exclaimed Paula. "We'd better start looking for a nice dress for you, Gwen. He seemed like a nice young man, and he sure isn't hurting in the looks department, either. You'll have a wonderful time!"
"Before you get too excited, Mom, I turned him down. Forget the dress, and the dance," added Gwen.
"You turned down a date with that hunk, Gwen? What on earth were you thinking?" asked a stunned Kate. "Girls will kill for a date with that guy. I know I would!"
"I guess because I already knew what you pretty much just finished telling me, Kate. It would be like a fairy tale at first. Then next week, when school started, all the cheerleaders, bombshells, sluts, and half the female teachers would be drooling all over him. Then what would happen to me? He'd never talk to me again and everyone would know that I was a temporary fix until he found some girl more to his liking. Guys like that don't date girls like me. I know that and I'm fine with it, but I'm not going to play the fool for the amusement of everyone in school," concluded Gwen.
"Gwen, I can't believe you just said that! He sat with you for twenty minutes, chatted you up, asked about your school and family, and even asked you on a date. Does that sound like something a guy would do if he had no interest?" demanded Paula. "You need to get out more, Baby. You're going into your senior year. I know your grades are important and you want to get into pre-med at Stanford, but you need to have fun sometimes, too. You'll do even better in your studies if you're happy and enjoying life. Steve seemed like a really nice young man. He didn't ask you out because of some pity he felt for you. I saw him looking at you before he realized we were headed to your table. Believe me when I say this: he liked what he saw. That much was obvious."
"Yeah, Sis. I saw it, too. I was just kidding about getting you different clothes, and him not being interested in you. I'm sorry I said that. I was just jealous that he was sitting with you instead of with me. I don't know how you could have turned him down flat. You should've left yourself some room to reconsider, like get his phone number and promise to let him know tomorrow or something."
"Well, there is a very slight chance that I will be going to the dance with him Saturday," admitted Gwen. "He made me promise to go to the dance with him if our football team won the game Friday night. I guess he must be a member of the team. He acted awfully confident."
"If we win the game?" repeated a stunned Kate. "Gifford won the league championship last year! They beat us by thirty points in the first game of the season last year, and our quarterback and half the offensive line graduated last spring. It looks like you'll be staying home Saturday if our team has to win Friday."
"That's just what I told him, Kate. That's why I finally agreed to go out with him if they won. It was way easier than just telling him that I wouldn't go out with him," suggested Gwen. "It lets me off the hook without seeming too cold, or bitchy."
"Gwen! Listen to yourself," responded an exasperated Paula. "Not many girls your age would want to get off his hook, given the choice."
"Mother!" proclaimed Kate and Gwen simultaneously.
"I'm just saying!" laughed Paula. "It sounds to me like he was very determined to secure a date with you, Gwen. It might be prudent to formulate a plan B for Saturday. He might win that game all by himself, just so that he can take you to the dance."
Steve had gone to the mall to pick up a few items for the start of school. He was excited about attending a regular high school in the United States and about playing football in his senior year. He knew it would be a big adjustment, but it was one to which he looked forward. He was idly considering getting some fries at the food court when he first saw her.
Steve had seen lots of pretty girls in the mall. He recognized and appreciated beauty the same as any normal 18 year old boy would. That said, he was still pretty well flabbergasted when he saw the dark haired beauty sitting alone in the food court. She was wearing a Stanford sweatshirt and loose fitting jeans. As Steve appraised the girl more closely, he realized that the clothes could not totally conceal the nice figure beneath.
Her long dark hair was pulled back in a simple pony tail that hung more than half way down her back. Now and then she would gaze around the food court observing shoppers as they rushed about their business. More than a few times, Steve saw a small smile break out on the girl's face. She seemed bemused by the actions of the crowd. Gradually, Steve realized that it wasn't just the girl's beauty that had so enthralled him, but also her confident, good humored outlook on the world. She didn't appear to take herself, or life, all that seriously. She was comfortable being herself. Then he noticed the book she was reading and took a chance.
Gwen was killing two birds with one stone as she waited for her sister and mother to finish up their shopping. She was going to finish the final novel assigned for her honors English class as well as observe the people around her. She intended to become a doctor, hopefully a surgeon, and knew that the more she learned to notice what people were saying with their actions as well as with their words, the better she would succeed in her chosen field.
She saw him just before he pulled up a chair at her table. He had to be over six foot three and two hundred and twenty pounds. He wore his hair short. He appeared relaxed and confident. Then she looked into his eyes.
"Hi! I'm Steve Hammer. I see you're reading "Lord of the Flies" and I was wondering if you're in Ms. Summer's honors English class?" asked the boy as he held out his hand.
Gwen had no idea how long she was immobile, but she suddenly realized that she had been staring. She broke the trance and finally noticed the hand extended to her.
Taking the huge hand in hers, Gwen struggled to form a response. She had to replay what her mind had just heard to determine what she had been asked.
"Hi! I'm sorry about being so confused for a minute," apologized Gwen. "I was reading and you surprised me. To answer your question, I am in Ms. Summer's class. My name is Gwen Anderson. How did you know Ms. Summer assigned this novel for summer reading?"
Steve was reluctant to release the hand of the girl sitting across the table. Her voice was strong, yet feminine and her smile was intoxicating. He suddenly realized that he had been staring and quickly released the girl's hand. He went on to explain that he had enrolled at Sparta over the summer and had been informed of the reading assignment for his English class. One thing led to another, and soon Steve had learned Gwen had two sisters, the older of which was incredibly beautiful, in Gwen's estimation. That was when Steve decided to risk rejection and ask Gwen to the dance.
"Gwen, I understand that the fund raiser for Jim Archer's brother next Saturday," began Steve somewhat tentatively. "Could I ask you to go with me?"
Gwen was taken completely by surprise. No one had ever asked her out so soon after meeting her. In fact, only a couple of guys had ever even hinted that they would like to date her and she had quickly dashed their hopes. Gwen was very accomplished in her studies and was on track to graduate first in her class. She wanted to be a surgeon and she had long ago decided that fleeting emotional entanglements would not advance her career plans. She was also an avid reader and a born romantic. She was determined to not settle for some mundane romance. In fact, she would settle for nothing less than a love like Juliet had with Romeo. The boys that had shown any interest in her thus far had simply not measured up.
"I really can't, Steve. I have to study that night," replied Gwen weakly.
Even as she said it, Gwen realized how lame she sounded. Her usually calm demeanor dissolved as she struggled to think of something that would make more sense. Steve watched her closely for several seconds, and then smiled.
"If you have a boyfriend, I'll back off and apologize, Gwen. I didn't want to put you on the spot. If you just don't want to go out with me, say so. But please, don't try to tell me that you have to study the Saturday night before school starts," laughed Steve. "I'm not very good at asking pretty girls like you out, and that sure doesn't do much for my confidence. I'm asking again, Gwen. Will you go to that benefit dance with me Saturday?"
"Steve, the truth is that I don't think I want to go out with you. I have to wonder why a guy like you would ask the class nerd for a date. The only reasons I can think of are that either it's a joke, or that you just haven't met anyone else from our school yet. Once you do, you won't want to date me. We both know that," finished Gwen quietly.
"Okay, I see what you're telling me, Gwen. I'm an idiot because I asked out the first beautiful girl I met. She's really smart, funny, tall, sexy, and drop dead gorgeous, but I can do way better. I can probably find some blonde cheerleader with an IQ smaller than her bust line that would look good on my arm. I shouldn't try for a thoroughbred like you when I can have the horse that pulls the milk wagon."
Once again, Gwen had difficulty initiating speech. How could this boy rattle her so quickly, and completely?
"Steve, I'm no thoroughbred. I'm the plow horse. Look at me. There are only two girls in the class taller than I am, and they're both stars on the basketball team. I'm ten pounds too heavy, and I'm a braniac. Ask any guy in my class. You'll regret being seen out with me within a week of school starting," concluded Gwen.
"Or is it that you don't want to be seen with me, Gwen? Are your standards too high for me? I'm not in with your crowd? Is that the problem? Or is it my appearance? The way I dress? The way I get all goofy when I look at you?" grinned Steve.
"No! It's not you, Steve. It's me. I know what happens to girls that try to run with the wrong guys. They always get hurt. You'll be able to date any girl in our class, in the whole school. I'll bet some of the teachers will even go out with you if you ask! You won't want me after you see what's out there," asserted Gwen.
"We seem to be at an impasse here, Gwen. I propose a simple wager. We'll leave it to chance. Let the fates decide if we should go to that dance together," suggested Steve. "How about this? If Sparta wins the football game Friday night, you go to the dance with me on Saturday. If we lose the game, I won't pester you anymore."
"You do realize that we lost to Gifford by at least thirty points last year? They went on to win the league. We also had our quarterback and most of the starting offensive line graduate last spring. Sparta can't win that game, Steve. We'll be lucky to win any games this year," predicted Gwen.
"Then this should be a no brainer, especially for a 'braniac' like you, Gwen. Let's shake on it and we'll have a deal," urged Steve as he offered his hand to Gwen.
Steve and Gwen had just sealed their wager with a hand shake when Paula and Kate turned the corner in the mall and found them deep in conversation. Steve knew immediately that the two women approaching the table had to be the mother and sister that Gwen had mentioned earlier. The family resemblance was obvious. As they drew closer, it occurred to Steve that Gwen's mother would make a great ally in his, thus far futile efforts to impress Gwen.
Friday night found Gwen sitting with her mom and two sisters in the visitors section of the stands at Gifford High. It was the first football game of the new season. Gwen had mentioned that she might drive over to watch the game to her family the previous evening at dinner.
"I guess you will!" laughed her older sister, Lisa. "Rumor has it that you have a lot riding on this game, Gwen, like a date with an Adonis that suddenly appeared in Sparta. If you don't mind, I'll ride over with you. I haven't watched a high school game since I graduated. Besides, I want to look this guy over. The way Kate and Mom talk, he makes Brad Pitt look homely."
"Just wait until you see Steve," interjected Kate. "I know you think we exaggerated, but you'll see. Gwen has the best looking guy our school has ever seen chasing after her, and she's playing hard to get! It pays to be so smart. She's stringing this guy along before she snaps him up in front of all those prissy cheerleaders. There'll be legends about Gwen handed down from mother to daughter for years to come."
"I don't know why everybody's making such a big deal out of this," lamented Gwen. "We have no chance of winning the game tomorrow. There won't be any date, so there's no reason for all of you to go to the game with me."



"Gwen, you only went to a couple home games last year. Kate went to everyone that she could, and I attended a few with her," pointed out Paula. "It isn't all that unusual for Kate and me to go to a football game, and Lisa was a cheerleader when she was a senior, so I can understand her wanting to go. How is it that you're going to an away game now?"
"I'm a senior this year, Mother," replied Gwen somewhat testily. "You're the one that told me I should enjoy my senior year more. That's all I'm trying to do."
"Sure. You just want to watch Gifford kick our butts up and down the field. It has nothing to do with a certain stud football player that's blinded by your beauty," teased Kate.
"I don't know if I approve of you going out with this young man, especially under these conditions. No woman should be forced to do something like this against her will," reasoned her father. "Maybe I should have a talk with this Steve person and nip this situation in the bud?"
"Yeah, Dad! Every girl wants her father to "speak" to her hot date. Have you not been listening? He isn't taking advantage of Gwen! If anything, Gwen is toying with him. He'll chase her until she decides to let him catch her. Protecting Gwen from the best looking guy in her school is hardly necessary, and certainly not wanted," replied Kate with vigor.
As the teams warmed up, Kate turned and spoke to Gwen, "Well, at least Dad decided not to come, so you don't have to worry about him giving Steve a talking to. Mom and I won't embarrass you too bad, but you know Lisa. When she sees Steve, she won't be thinking about how she's three years older than he is. Don't let her steal him away."
"Kate, I don't know where you developed such a low opinion of me, but I would never go after any of my sister's boyfriends, and I expect the same from you. We're family and we support each other, and that certainly includes keeping boyfriends!" insisted Lisa.
"I overheard Bill Johnson talking to Ken Bradley at the refreshment stand a little while ago. Their sons are on the team and both fathers felt that this was going to be a very good year for the football team. They have a new coach, a new quarterback, and a very new offensive scheme according to those two. They said tonight's game will be different than any game the team has ever played," recounted Paula. "I asked them why and they just grinned. They said that they were sworn to secrecy, but I should be ready for a lot of scoring."
Sparta won the coin toss and elected to defend on the first possession of the game. After the kick-off, Gifford had the ball on the forty-two yard line. Their senior halfback, Will Jauron, had won the league rushing title as a Junior and immediately picked up where he had left off the previous season. Sparta's defense worked hard, but Jauron managed to average five yards with every carry. Then he carried the ball in for a score from the fifteen yard line. They tacked on the extra point and after five minutes of play, Gifford had a 7-0 lead.
"Uh-oh, Gwen! You may be home reading your novel tomorrow night after all," worried Kate.
"I just want to know what position your Prince Charming is playing," complained Lisa. "So far, I'm not very impressed with any of the Spartan players."
Gifford kicked off and the nervous sophomore returner fumbled the ball. By the time the dust had settled, Gifford had recovered on the five yard line. Jauron ran it in for the score on the very next play. With just over five minutes gone, Gifford led 14-0. Again Gifford kicked off, but this time the kid on the receiving end managed to hang on, although he lost five yards on his attempted run back. Sparta had the ball on the 27 yard line when its offensive unit took the field.
"There's Steve!" yelled Kate. "He's number 12. He must be the quarterback! He looks hot even with a football helmet on."
Paula glanced over at Gwen to see her reaction. Gwen had her pocketbook straps twisted in knots. She was staring intently at the playing field as she tortured her purse. Paula smiled to herself and returned her attention to the game. It was pretty plain that Gwen had not been exactly truthful about her feelings for the young man that had asked her to the dance. As that thought crossed her mind, a roar went up from Sparta's section.
Sparta's running back had managed a pretty good season the previous year. He was third in the league in rushing, and that was with a mediocre team. Everyone expected him to be the workhorse of the Spartan offense. On the first play from scrimmage, Steve took the snap and turned and tucked the ball into the halfback's stomach. The back hit the line hard and managed to gain some positive yards. That was when the fans, as well as the Gifford defense, realized that Steve still held the football. He looked left and pulled his arm back. Then he suddenly turned to his right and lofted a pass deep down the right sideline. Billy Harris was at least ten yards beyond the defender as he gathered the ball in full stride at the twenty yard line and raced into the end zone!
The Gifford section was dead silent, but the Spartan side made up for it. High fives, loud cheers, and whistles swept through the stands. Gwen realized that she was one of the loudest fans as she yelled and screamed her approval. Her sisters and mother were right next to her, showing their excitement over the turn of events.
"My God, Gwen! He must have thrown that ball fifty yards! He sure seems serious about winning this game and keeping his date," laughed Lisa. "Kate, let me have those binoculars so I can get a good look at our hero."
Lisa focused in on number twelve as he and his team mates slapped each other on the back. She quickly determined that Steve was a very popular man at the moment. He was taller than all but a couple linemen and looked every bit as strong. Then she saw him scanning the Sparta cheering section, obviously looking for someone.
"Wave ladies," Lisa instructed as she held her free hand high and whipped it around. "Our hero is looking for Gwen to make sure she saw that great play. Let him know what we think!"
With that, Kate and Paula stood up again and began waving frantically toward the Spartan bench area. Almost reluctantly, Gwen stood up and gave her best imitation of the Queen of England by moving her hand back and forth a few inches in front of her face.
"I don't know how, but he found you, Gwen! His smile just doubled in size. Maybe Kate, Mom, and I helped a little by being such boisterous fans," suggested Lisa. "Holy cow! He's a gorgeous looking man, Gwen! You started right at the top!"
The score was tied at half time at 28. The Spartan offense managed to score every time it had the ball. Steve passed on most plays, but they did very well every time they handed the ball off to the running back. The Spartan defense had begun to stiffen and once they began to slow down Jauron, Gifford had no alternatives. They tried a few passes, but their quarterback showed poor decision making and a rather weak arm.
Sparta scored on the first possession of the second half to take the lead and never looked back. The final score was 49-31. When the game ended Sparta's faithful poured onto the field and mobbed the players. Paula could see Steve smile as fans and players slapped his back and shook his hand.
"So, Sis. Should we go down and congratulate our newfound hero?" teased Kate. "It looks like the cheerleaders are doing just that. Look at those shameless hussies hugging Steve and kissing his cheeks! We need to get you down there to stake out your claim! Let's go."
"No, Kate. I'm not going to make an ass of myself in front of those bimbos. I told you that he'd have all kinds of pretty girls after him. It just happened faster than I had anticipated. I never dreamed he'd be such an athlete. Let's go home," added an obviously dejected Gwen as she started down to the exit.
In order to leave the stands, they had to descend down almost to the playing field, then turn and go out a runway under the bleachers. Gwen was just beginning to make the turn when she heard her name called. Surprised, she looked over her shoulder to see Steve standing near the bleachers. He was looking directly at her and pretty much ignoring all the well-wishers around him. Gwen felt hands push her toward the railing. Her feet seemed to move on their own accord as she shuffled up to the railing and looked down at Steve.
Steve smiled, reached up and grabbed the rail and vaulted up so he stood on the platform near Gwen, with the handrail between them. Those fans that had been headed for the exits all seemed to stop, and suddenly became very quiet.
"I'm going to need directions to your house so I can pick you up for the dance tomorrow night, Gwen. What time should I get there? What's your phone number? You aren't going to back out on me, are you?" quizzed Steve as a beautiful blonde girl suddenly stepped up to him and hugged him tightly over the railing.
"Give me your number and I'll get you all of Gwen's information. I'm her sister, Lisa, and you've made my day. Look at all of those cheerleaders with their mouths hanging open," whispered Lisa directly into Steve's ear. "You be good to Gwen. She's really, really smart about a lot of things, but she's new to this. Please don't hurt her."
With that, Lisa stepped back and declared, "Kate, you weren't kidding. Gwen's new boyfriend is a hunk! It makes me wish I was three years younger. Steve, can you ride back to Sparta with us, or do you have to ride the team bus?"
"Coach wants us to ride the bus. Otherwise, I'd take you up on that offer, Lisa," replied Steve as he placed his hands on the noticeably silent Gwen's elbows and smiled. "Thanks, Gwen, for giving in and letting me take you to the dance."
Gwen felt like she was in a dream. Who knew how many people had just listened to the star quarterback practically beg her for a date! Steve's hands on her arms made her skin tingle where he touched her. She saw Lisa hand Steve her phone and he punched in some numbers and returned it to Lisa.
"Thanks for coming to the game," added Steve as he bent close to Gwen. "I'll see you tomorrow night. Call me with the time."
Steve turned and stepped back down to the field and trotted past the stunned cheerleaders and headed for the showers. Gwen felt hands turn her around and gently push her toward the exit. As she walked, she once again became aware of her surroundings. Lisa held her hand and was smiling like the cat that ate the canary. Her mother and Kate were right behind them, laughing and chatting with fellow fans. Gwen began to catch parts of the conversations going on around her.
"That kid sure took the school by storm!" laughed Ralph Smith, president of the local bank, as well as father of Tyler Smith, the team's starting tight end. "He plays quarterback like a pro, and then sweet talks the school's prettiest girl into going to the dance with him tomorrow. I'd better keep an eye on this boy or he'll have my job before Christmas!"
"Paula, did you see the look on the faces of all the cheerleaders when that boy made a beeline for Gwen? It was so funny to watch, even though my daughter, Dawn, is one of the cheerleaders," added Dorothy Fields. "This just might help curb that entitlement attitude the girls have developed. The team quarterback going out with the class valedictorian! That is just priceless!"
The ride home was one of the best trips the family had ever experienced. All four Anderson women were laughing as they recounted various incidents that had seen and heard at the game. Gwen had been nervous and embarrassed, but the absolute joy her family felt was infectious. She couldn't help smiling as she recalled the way Steve spoke to her and the reactions it created.
"Gwen, I have to admit I had some serious doubts about Kate's evaluation of your boyfriend, but I've got to tell you, he's the real deal. Maybe you didn't notice, but I hugged him while you were in your trance. I didn't want to do it, but I had to make the arrangements for your date and you sure weren't helping. Boys do like girls that don't talk too much, but take my advice and speak to him once in a while, okay?" chuckled Lisa. "So anyway, when I hugged him, it was like wrapping my arms around a piece of steel and squeezing, except way better! He's tall, dark, very handsome and what a body!"
"I can't wait for the dance tomorrow night," added Kate. "I just want to see the faces of everyone when they see my sister with the best looking guy in the place. Maybe he'll dance with me a few times. You won't mind, will you, Gwen?"
"Please don't get all carried away, Lisa and Kate. Steve was nice to me today. I admit that it made me feel pretty darn good. But he isn't my boyfriend. You saw how those girls looked at him. What are my chances of keeping him interested for more than a week or two? I never had a boyfriend, let alone one like Steve. I'm not good at playing games, and using sex to keep him isn't even on the table. I'm not going to take a chance on ruining my reputation, or my future over some boy," insisted Gwen.
"Gwen, sex should never be used to control a partner, so I can't argue with that attitude. But it doesn't have to ruin your reputation, or your life, if you're mature and responsible," counseled Paula. "It can be a wonderful experience that adds to your life and relationship. It should never be used for revenge, control, or anything else really, except love."
"Thanks, Mom!" quipped Kate. "I think I'm in love with Gwen's boyfriend. Can he spend the night with me?"
"You know the answer to that one, young lady! We will not be having any young men spending the night with any of our daughters before they are married to them. Believe me, your father will see to that," added Paula.
While Paula and her two younger daughters had been talking, Lisa had been active on her smart phone. Suddenly she burst into laughter.
"Gwen, I just texted your boyfriend with all of your information. I'm just not sure if you're a B cup or a C cup? I don't want to mislead the guy, but he needs to know. So which is it, Gwen?" quizzed Lisa.
"Mom! Lisa can't do that!" cried Gwen. "Nice girls don't tell guys their bra size. Now he thinks I'm some kind of desperate slut. Thanks a lot, Lisa!"
"Sweetheart, you know your sister's teasing you. Remember how she stepped in with Steve when you were temporarily unable to speak to him this evening? You really need to learn to lighten up and laugh a little, as well as to trust your sisters to always be on your side," admonished Paula. "She's definitely a C cup, Lisa. Steve will have no complaints."
"Mom! That's no way to talk in front of your daughters, especially Kate! She's not even 16 yet. You're making it sound like you encourage that sort of behavior, and besides, he'd never complain about "the girls" for any reason," laughed Gwen.
"What happened to our Rhodes Scholar and super nerd?" demanded Kate. "Suddenly she's bragging about her "girls" and how much her date will enjoy them? I think Dad needs to have "the talk" with Gwen instead of Steve."
"Getting back on my original subject," interjected Lisa, "I sent Steve our address and Gwen's phone number, so you may want to keep an eye on your phone for texts, and keep it close enough to hear it ring. Did you know that Dave Kite has appointed himself senior class historian and videographer, Gwen? He's already begun his duties. Not only does he have some great pictures of the game on his "official" senior class Face Book page, but he has a clip of Steve thanking you for agreeing to go to the dance with him on YouTube! It already has 32 views."
"I didn't even know he was there," admitted Gwen. "This is pretty embarrassing."
"Are you kidding, Gwen?" demanded Kate. "How can that be anything but extremely cool? Of course you never noticed Dave Kite. You didn't even know what planet you were on when Steve stopped you in the bleachers. I've seen zombies with better reflexes."
Suddenly Gwen's phone rang. Her face turned red as she answered it while her mother and two sisters watched and listened closely to her side of the conversation.
"Hey. Yeah, we're almost back to Sparta. I suppose six thirty would be good. Nothing too special, I guess. It's in the VFW hall and a benefit, so people won't be in gowns and black ties. I'll wear a nice dress and you can take it from there. On Willow drive, the last house on the right. I was glad to come. We all really enjoyed the game and you were really good. In fact, I think you tricked me with that bet. You knew you'd win that game. Well, if our date helped inspire you, I'm glad we agreed to it. Maybe coach will give me the game ball?" chuckled Gwen. "Okay, see you then."
Gwen finished the call and then turned to her silent, but intent family, and smiled as she shrugged, "Wrong number".
Gwen could not believe how things had gotten out of hand. Her mother's sister, Diane, along with her 16 year old daughter Stephanie, had insisted on "stopping in" at six o'clock. Then Dorothy Fields, her husband Bob, and her daughter Dawn just happen to stop by on their way to the benefit, which wasn't scheduled to begin until seven. On top of that, her mother and father decided that they were going to attend the dance. They hadn't gone to a function like that in forever, and now they had to go? Of course Lisa and Kate were planning on spying on her every move that evening as well. Gwen decided that she just couldn't be any more embarrassed, but she was wrong.
At six thirty, the door bell rang and the living room suddenly became silent. Gwen had been listening to the chatter from her upstairs bedroom as Lisa put the final touches on her coif. The sudden silence, she realized, was very unnerving. How would Steve feel about such an obvious attempt by so many people to give him the "once over"? She heard Kate welcome Steve and then she introduced him to all the characters perched in the living room. Gwen could hear Steve greet each person warmly as he repeated their names. Then it happened.
Gwen's father, normally a very quiet, intellectual sort, decided to give Steve "the talk" right in front of everyone! Gwen loved her Dad, but being a CPA, he was far better with numbers than with people.
"Steve, I understand that you're taking my daughter to the dance because she lost a bet to you. Do you think a woman should have to do something against her will simply because of a foolish wager? I understand that she declined your first request for a date to the dance. How do justify your wager, and placing Gwen in such an awkward situation?" asked Ted Anderson somewhat pompously.
Gwen was certain that Steve would be insulted and leave the house. For her part, she had never been so mortified!
"Dad!" cried Kate.
"It's okay, Kate. Your dad has a good point there. I'll tell you this, sir. I never intended to force Gwen to do anything against her will. I would never do that, unless it was done to save her pain or injury. I asked her out and she declined, but her reasons sounded hollow to me, so I decided to press Gwen a little. I've always heard that faint heart never won fair lady. If Gwen simply tells me that she truly does not want to go with me tonight, I will leave and never bother her again. However, Sir, it is my belief and hope, that Gwen is more than willing to accompany me to the dance. Let's ask her when she comes down, shall we?"
"Okay, son. You stated your case well. We'll do that, but there are a couple other things that you need to know," continued Gwen's father. "You'll never go out with Gwen again if you use alcohol, or tobacco. If I hear that you drive unsafely, you'll lose any privileges I may have allowed. If I learn of any questionable behavior on your part, Gwen will be forbidden from seeing you. Do you understand me?"



By this time Gwen wanted to crawl into a hole and die. She had all she could do to keep from crying as Lisa patted her hand and tried to calm her. Meanwhile, Paula was horrified. What had gotten into her normally quiet and reserved husband? She struggled to find words to diffuse the situation. What a way for a young man to be treated the first time he meets a girl's parents!
"Sir, I respect your conditions and will abide by them without hesitation," replied Steve calmly as he extended his hand to Ted Anderson. "You've done an incredible job raising your daughters and I will do nothing to bring dishonor or harm to any of them, and especially to Gwen. You have my word."
Ted Anderson beamed as he shook Steve's hand. It was always best to clear the air in the beginning, before any misunderstandings occur. He had taken the bull by the horns and laid the foundation for his daughter's well being. It was only as he looked for admiration on the faces of the other folks in the room that he sensed something may have been awry. The silence has almost deafening. Paula forced a smile as she offered everyone more coffee.
That was the scene as Lisa descended the stairs and loudly cleared her throat. All eyes turned to her as she moved to her father and hugged him.
"Dad, if we weren't so sure that you really loved us, we'd think you were trying to ruin our lives sometimes. As long as Steve so graciously accepted your conditions, I want everyone to turn their attention to the stairway. Prepare to have your breath taken away. I give you Miss Gwen Anderson!"
Gwen had never been so embarrassed in her life. Her anger allowed her to lose her jitters. She would give her father a "speaking to" of her own tomorrow! As she reached the bottom of the stairs, the silence made her stop thinking about her father, and the embarrassment he had caused. Gwen looked around and saw jaws hanging everywhere. Tears were rolling down her mother's cheeks. Kate was holding her hands to her mouth. Then she looked at Steve.
He made no effort to conceal his appreciation as he stood nearly transfixed. Gwen could see his eyes move over her body and it excited her. It was far different than when the boys at school stared at her chest or made suggestive remarks. She didn't feel insulted or dirty by the way Steve so obviously enjoyed looking at every inch of her.
As Steve approached Gwen, he looked directly at her, even as he spoke to her father. "Sir, your daughter is incredibly lovely. If she'll agree to accompany me this evening, I promise that I'll do everything in my power to guarantee her safety as well as protect her honor. Gwen, I am releasing you from the wager, but I'm again asking you to go to the dance with me."
Gwen instantly gleaned that Steve was doing everything in his power to placate her father and his insensitive demands. He was actually showing her father more respect than he may have deserved after his tirade a couple minutes prior. With that understanding of Steve's motives, Gwen became more tolerant of her father. A girl's suitor should make an effort to live up to the expectations of her father, shouldn't he?
"Thank you, Dad, for putting this rogue in his place. He can't take advantage as long as I have a father like you looking after me. It's a girl's prerogative to change her mind, however. I've reconsidered my previous decision. I would be pleased to be your date for the evening, Steve."
Gwen's response to Steve opened the flood gates. Suddenly everyone was laughing and talking. Paula was hugging a very smug husband as she wiped the tears from her eyes. Kate produced her camera and insisted that Gwen and Steve pose for a few pictures. Of course, everyone else quickly took advantage of the situation and used their camera phones to capture the moment.
Gwen's aunt Diane hugged her and then hugged Steve as she whispered to both of them. "That was some of the fastest thinking I've seen in a long time. You saved Ted from a very bad moment. I think Paula was considering pouring hot coffee on his head, but you two made him look good. I'm impressed!"
It was Dorothy Fields that loudly stated what everyone had been thinking a few seconds later. "Gwen, you are absolutely stunning! I've never seen a more beautiful woman, and in that dress, it's pretty apparent that you're all woman. You have to be the best looking couple this town has ever seen!"
As soon as things calmed down, Paula watched Gwen take Steve's hand and tug him toward the door. It was a small gesture, but it reassured Paula that Gwen was finally in control of her thoughts when she was near Steve. As the door closed, Lisa hugged her mother and wiped away tears that found their way down her cheek.
"Mother, did you see how beautiful Gwen was? I had to talk her into wearing my red dress. Now I'll never be able to wear it again after seeing how she looks in it. She's been working out, Mom. The dress was a little loose in her waist and tight in the bosom! My little sister sure has grown up and I'm so happy for her. Let's hurry up and get to that dance. I need to find out if I can still break hearts. Gwen's made me feel old and ugly all of a sudden."
"Steve, I'm sorry about my Dad," began Gwen as soon as Steve pulled out of their driveway. "He heard us talking about the bet and somehow came to the conclusion that I was going against my will. He felt that since I had declined once, it should have been the end of it. He's a pretty good father, but he doesn't always understand the women in his life."
"Gwen, I think you should be proud of your dad. I admire how direct and to the point he was. He made it pretty clear what was expected from me when I dated you. As far as I'm concerned, he did exactly what a good father should do. There is nothing to apologize for, and a lot to be proud of, if you ask me. You have a wonderful family."
Gwen was surprised both by Steve's response to her apology and his declaration that she had a great family. She thought it over and realized that she'd never given much thought to how lucky she was to have the family she did. Lisa had loaned her the red dress and spent hours helping her prepare for her first real date. What more could you ask from a big sister? Gwen also realized that she knew almost nothing about Steve and really needed to learn more. It then occurred to her that was the very reason people dated. Maybe she had underestimated its value.
Steve had spent some time with Jim Archer in an effort to know what to expect at the benefit dance. It was important to Steve that he make friends and be accepted in his new town. He didn't want to ruin things because he didn't understand customs in the area. He felt as prepared as he could be for what he expected to be a very memorable evening.
As Gwen and Steve entered the VFW hall, a tall thin girl approached Gwen and hugged her as she looked at Steve. She wore a forced smile and appeared to be intimidated by Steve.
"Gwen, I saw the YouTube spot and still had a little trouble believing this. You're making all of your friends proud. You look like a fashion model and your date is incredible. I guess you'll be sitting with the jocks from now on. Bev, Mark, Barry and I are sitting over by that wall, so stop in and say 'hey' if you get the chance."
"Charlotte, this is Steve Hammer. Steve, meet Charlotte DeVries. She'll be in our English class. She's really funny. She makes any class fun. I don't know where we'll be sitting, Charlotte. Steve and I haven't given it a thought yet, but I guess we'd better now," replied Gwen while nervously looking at Steve.
"Gwen, I'd be happy to sit with your friends, if there's room for us. Remember that I'm new here and haven't met anyone but the guys on the football team. I see plenty of them in the showers and on the practice field. If there's no room for us, could you at least introduce me to them?" replied Steve. "The showers, Steve?" asked Charlotte as she arched her eyebrows several times. "Maybe you can help me find the man of my dreams. I could tell you what I'm looking for, and you could tell me who, if anyone, fits the bill."
"Charlotte! You can't expect Steve to help you with that! You'll just have to interview them the old fashioned way," laughed Gwen.
"In case you haven't noticed, Gwen, I'm not exactly beating them off with a stick. I can't suddenly show up with a tiny red dress that shows off all sorts of treats that men like in women. I'm stuck with these," lamented Charlotte as she briefly hefted her small breasts. "I haven't conducted any "interviews" yet in my entire high school career and it doesn't look like that's going to change. That is unless you introduce me to your fairy god mother that transformed you from our conservative valedictorian to a smokin' hot seductress."
"Do I look bad, Charlotte? I trust you to be honest. I was worried about wearing this dress, but Lisa insisted that it looked good. Do I look cheap, or foolish?" questioned Gwen quickly.
"Gwen, you may look like a million bucks, but you're still working through those insecurities, aren't you? You're the classiest looking girl I've ever known and you look great tonight. Don't ask me again because if this were a movie, I'd be the sarcastic, skinny friend that's thrown into the mix for comic relief. I can't keep reassuring you all the time. God, I wish I had your problems!"
Gwen's friends were deep in conversation when she and Steve approached the table. Charlotte called to them, "Hey, guys! Get a load of Gwen, as if you need any encouragement. I want you all to meet Steve Hammer. He's my date for the night, so you boys had better behave or he'll break you in half. Don't be sneaking any feels of my assets."
"You'll have to point out the aforementioned assets so we know what to avoid," teased Charlotte's friend Mark. "Good to meet you, Steve."
Gwen was more than a little surprised at how well Steve interacted with her friends. She could tell that her friends were pleasantly surprised as well. Within a few minutes, he was chatting with them as if they had all grown up together.
The hall had filled quite rapidly and it appeared that the benefit would be a success. Gwen spotted her family and their friends seated at a table across the dance floor. They didn't appear to be able to stop looking her way and Gwen made a mental note to mention that fact to them before the evening got too much older.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, I'm Johnnie Dee and I'll be your host and DJ this evening. As you all know, this is a benefit for Tim Archer. That means we're going to try to raise money, which means that I'll expect everyone here to do their part. To start with, is there anyone here that would refuse to allow me to auction off a dance with them, or their partner? If so, please step over against that wall by the picture window? No one? Great! We'll be getting under way in a couple minutes. Later, you'll be hearing from Tim Archer to thank you for your generosity, so give until it hurts, Ladies and Gentlemen!" pleaded the DJ.
Steve couldn't help but appreciate how cleverly the disc jockey had placed everyone at the dance in a position to be auctioned off. A lot of people would have not raised their hands if volunteers had been sought, but by asking them to move to an area, they would have had to be proactive in not participating. People too shy to participate would be reluctant to be seen removing themselves from the fray. Steve had already learned something useful for the future.
"Okay! We're ready to begin the dancing. Please be sure to obey the rule that absolutely no one under the age of twenty one is to have any alcohol. There are no exceptions. Break this rule and you'll be asked to leave immediately. As I mentioned before, I'll be auctioning off dances with various attendees over the course of the evening. All proceeds will go to the Archer benefit and it's all in good fun. The winning bidder can select the music that I'll play for them, if I have it, and I can't imagine any song I don't have," boasted the DJ. "Let's begin the night with bidding on this young lady, and remember, cash only. No checks or IOU's!"
Suddenly the lights dimmed and a small spotlight shone on Gwen. She looked around in surprise and squeezed Steve's hand. For his part, Steve smiled and whispered to her that she was expected to go up to the stage. Still blushing, Gwen rose and gracefully proceeded to stand next to the DJ.
"You can all see why we selected this lovely young lady to begin the festivities. My sources tell me that she will be attending Sparta High as a senior this year. Do I hear an opening bid for the first dance with Miss Gwen Anderson?"
Steve couldn't tell who made the first three bids because the bidders were not in his field of vision. The first bid was $20, the next $30 and the next $40. Then Steve saw Gwen's dad offer $50. Then things became interesting. A man in his early twenties stepped forward and calmly issued a bid of $100! A buzz went through the crowd.
"That's Mort Governs." whispered Charlotte, "His father owns a bunch of car dealerships and it looks like he just bought the first dance with your date."
"We have $100," repeated the surprised DJ. "Are you fellows going to let her go that cheaply? Do I hear $125?"
Steve rose from his chair and raised his hand. "$200 here!"
"Now we're talking!" enthused the DJ. "Remember this is all for the benefit of the Archer Fund. Who wants to offer $250?"
Gwen was stunned at the amount of the bidding. She was pleased that Steve had made a high bid and quite flattered that Mort Governs had made such a strong bid. Her sister, Lisa, had dated him a couple times back in high school. He was now out of college and running one of his father's dealerships at the age of twenty four. Then she saw Mort raise his hand and bid $250! Steve instantly raised his hand and bid $300!
Mort Governs looked at Steve and then shook his head and returned to his seat. Steve pulled out his wallet as he approached the small stage. Taking out three bills, he handed them to the disc jockey as he whispered something in his ear.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, what a great start to the evening! We've already raised $300 for Tim Archer and we've barely begun. Now for the dance. The winning bidder has requested an extremely appropriate song. I ask that all auctioned dances be done here on this stage so that everyone can enjoy watching. Everyone else can use the dance floor. I present Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer in the first dance of the evening!"
Steve stepped up to Gwen and offered his hand. Gwen accepted and he led her to the center of the small raised stage as the music began. The lights around the stage dimmed and the small spotlight shone on them. Steve placed his right hand on Gwen's back as she placed her left arm on his arm and shoulder. He took her right hand in his left and stepped with the music.
Once again, Paula felt the tears stream down her cheeks as "The Lady in Red" began to play as her daughter danced with Steve. She couldn't have been any prouder as Gwen seemed to glide over the floor. Kate was standing on a chair with her trusty camera pointed at her sister.
"Look at them, Mom! They look like professionals! And Steve bid $300 for the dance! I hope some great looking guy bids like that for me someday. Gwen is so beautiful. Isn't this really cool, Mom?"
"It appears that you've danced before, Mr. Hammer," stated Gwen through her smile as she looked up at Steve. "You're just full of surprises, aren't you? I hope you're not expecting anything extra for the $300 you just donated to a very worthy cause."
"What more could I hope for than to hold the prettiest girl in the state in my arms for a dance? This is a great bargain for me. I would've gone a lot higher if need be," revealed Steve. "Can I assume that you've had some dance lessons as well, Madam?"
"Aunt Diane actually teaches dance. I've had more than a few lessons, but I feel like a beginner with you," laughed Gwen. "A beginner at life it seems. You're making me learn fast."
"I never will forget the way you look tonight, Gwen," whispered Steve as he sang with the song and pulled Gwen slightly closer.
"Careful, Big Boy," chided Gwen. "Remember 'the talk' my father gave you. He's watching us right now. You don't want to face his wrath, do you?"
"I think I'd risk almost anything for you, Gwen, but not your reputation. Can I give you a brief kiss when the song ends?" asked Steve. "It would be very quick and no one would notice."
"Yeah, right, you silver tongued devil. If you're willing to face the ire of my father, go for it, Tough Guy. But don't say I didn't warn you," advised Gwen.
As the song ended, Steve bent over and briefly kissed Gwen on the lips and then quickly pulled back from her. To his surprise, the entire building broke into applause and cheers! There were more than a few whistles and cat calls as well. Men slapped him on the back as he led Gwen back to her seat. Steve was surprised to find both Charlotte and Bev in tears.
"That was the most beautiful, romantic thing I've ever seen!" sobbed Charlotte. "It looked like a scene out of "Pretty Woman" or something."
"Sis, can I dance with this guy?" interrupted Kate. "I was going to wait till later, but that was so hot! Can I have the next slow one with Steve, please, Sis?"
That was how the rest of the evening went for Gwen. When she wasn't dancing with Steve, she was besieged with requests from other girls, and women, asking her for permission to dance with her date. That was totally new ground for Gwen and she decided that she liked it. Almost everyone accepted that her approval was required. Steve even told the girls so bold as to ask him for a dance that he was with Gwen and her permission would be needed. Strangely, Gwen felt equally as good dancing only with guys that asked Steve first. Even her father received Steve's permission before he led Gwen onto the floor.
The auctioned dances were fun, but nothing came close to the $300 that Steve had bid for Gwen. That is until Steve had the spotlight fall on him. Gwen was amazed at the spirited bidding by several of the town's more respected ladies. The bidding started at $50 and hit $500 before Gwen could even try to determine how much cash she could spend. Dorothy Davis was the top bidder when the dust cleared at $650. She was a forty something widow whose older husband had made her his second wife. That was just a year before he died from a massive heart attack. She was wealthy, bored and determined to buy the dance with Steve.
For his part, Steve felt embarrassed standing there as the bidding escalated between several ladies he did not know. He felt like a prized bull at auction. When it was all over and Mrs. Davis came to the stage to claim her prize, she requested "MacArthur Park", which Steve thought was a strange selection. Eventually he determined the reason for its selection by Mrs. Davis.
"May I call you Steve?" asked Mrs. Davis as she stepped into his arms and pressed her impressive chest against his stomach. "You can call me Dorothy. I loved watching you with your beautiful girlfriend earlier. I put a bug in the DJ's ear that he'd really help this benefit by enlisting you in an auction. I didn't realize that those bitches would be willing to go so high, but it's for charity. I can write it all off. You dance so well, Steve. Have you had lessons?"
"Yes, Ma'am," responded Steve. "My mother made sure that I was exposed to arts and culture. She said that she didn't want me to be social moron when I went out into the world on my own."
"She was exactly right, Steve. My goodness, you're strong! I hope you have good stamina. This song lasts for seven minutes. That's why I requested it. That means it cost me less than $100 per minute," laughed Mrs. Davis. "If you should ever break up with your girlfriend, I could offer you a very good position with my company, if you understand my meaning, Steve. Somehow, you seem like the type that would be a very loyal friend, so I won't even suggest that anything ever come between you and your lady. I just want you to know you have options if your romance goes south. Oh, it seems that my song has ended already. That was a very fast seven minutes!"



Steve bowed and thanked Mrs. Davis and returned to his table. This time there were friendly jibes and smirks tossed his way. Gwen was seated, waiting for his return.
"Tell me Steve, how did you enjoy that dance? It looked like her "girls" were attached to your stomach. Do you like older women?" quizzed Gwen.
"Gwen, please believe me. I tried to hold her back without being too obvious, or seeming too rude. She was pretty determined," explained Steve.
Suddenly everyone at the table burst into gales of laughter. Steve realized that he had been teased and that Gwen was not angry and he felt immediate relief.
"You should have seen yourself, Steve. The more she tried to lean into you, the more you leaned back and grimaced. You acted like her boobs were hot irons being pressed against your stomach," chuckled Mark. "I can't imagine how much you must've suffered."
"You're exactly right, Mark," confessed Steve. "It isn't easy having two giant implants pushed into your abdomen. Not many men could have taken that sort of punishment, but since it was for a good cause, I took one for the team."
"Did you take one, or did you take two for the team?" quipped the usually very quiet Bev. "It sure looked like two. I bet they look like torpedoes when they're turned loose. She probably has to be careful to not get her nipples caught between her toes when she showers."
Some of Steve's football teammates would stop by the table and chat with Steve, but they seemed uncomfortable hanging around too long. His new friends noticed it and made comments about it from time to time. They felt that the jocks looked down on them for being smart and getting good marks.
"It really works both ways, guys," observed Steve. "They probably think that you look down on them for not being as smart as you are. That discomfort they show could be caused by fearing that they'll say or do something you feel is stupid. It's all a question of communication and insecurities. We all have them and we need to understand that fact."
"What in the world could you be insecure about, Steve?" asked Charlotte. "You're big, strong, good looking, athletic, apparently pretty smart, and a hell of a dancer. I don't think you have any insecurity at all."
"Charlotte, just how dumb do you think I am? If I told you my weaknesses, you'd be able to reduce me to a quivering mass of Jello. I'm not about to give you that kind of power over me!" admitted Steve.
"You're just afraid that I'd force you to let me have my way with you. I've asked some of the guys on the football team about the showers tonight and I hear that you're the guy I should interview!" replied Charlotte as she once again moved her eyebrows up and down several times.
Everyone had a fun time and the evening was drawing to a close when the spotlight fell on Gwen's sister, Lisa. Being a good sport, Lisa made her way to the stage smiling to all. Since it was the last dance of the night, everyone knew the bidding would be spirited among those that still had some cash left. It began at $50 and soon escalated up to $200. A rather loud, portly man of about forty was waving his cash as he glared around to see if anyone was going to bid higher.
"Oh, dear," worried Gwen. "It's that awful Mr. Briggs. He's always half drunk and bothering the girls when they stop at his business. He owns the music and video store on Main. He has great prices, but he creeps out the girls. I hate to ask you this, but do you have any money left, Steve? If you can save Lisa, I would be really grateful, and so would she. We'll pay you back."
At that moment, Gwen's dad, with more than a little obvious urging from his wife and daughter Kate, raised his hand for a $250 bid. "I've got $350 left in cash," slurred Briggs. "I'm bidding it all for a dance with that blonde cutie!"
Gwen and Steve watched her father quickly count his money and then shake his head to Paula and Kate. It was apparent that Ted Anderson did not bring enough cash to save his daughter from the clutches of Samuel Briggs. Briggs saw the situation and started for the stage.
"$400" called Steve above the din as he stood and waved his hand to get the DJ's attention. The crowd let out a collective sigh. Lisa's face went from a grimace to a huge smile. Gwen quickly patted Steve's hand before he left the table to make his way to the stage.
"To quote The Lovin' Spoonful, "Son, you'd better go home and make up your mind!" laughed Johnnie D. "Steve Hammer has just paid $400 to dance with a second Anderson sister! How's that for nerve, Ladies and Gentlemen? He's spent a total of $700 on these sisters, and I understand there's one more present tonight? Should we go for the hat trick?"
Steve did his best to ignore the yelling and laughter from the crowd and handed the DJ four bills and made his musical request. Then he took a grinning Lisa by the hand and led her to the center of the small stage. He took her into his arms as Eric Clapton's "Wonderful Tonight" filled the hall.
"So, did my sister ask you to save me from that awful man?" asked Lisa. "I really was worried about dancing with him."
"It's more like Gwen gave me permission to bid on you. I didn't need any encouragement," responded Steve as he effortlessly guided her around the stage.
"Well, I'm sure glad that you did, Steve. This is a beautiful song and you're an excellent dancer. Is there no end to your talents? I've never seen Gwen shine like she has tonight, to quote the song you chose for her. It was simply perfect. She's worried that you'll forget about her when school starts and you meet all the beautiful girls in your school."
"Lisa, how can I respond to that? I've never had a girlfriend. I can't imagine any girl looking better or being more interesting than Gwen. The truth is she'll probably grow tired of me long before I ever give up on her. A girl like Gwen can have any guy she wants. It won't be long before she realizes that fact. Then we'll see where it leaves me. But enough of this kind of talk. I'll cherish every minute that I can spend with her, and her beautiful sisters," added Steve.
As the song ended, Lisa pulled Steve face down to her and kissed him soundly on the lips. She then turned with a huge smile and waved to the cheering crowd. Lisa hurried over to Gwen and embraced her. The two sisters held each other as Steve stood near them smiling. Once again Charlotte and Bev were in tears. Soon Kate was wrapping her arms around her sisters. They drew her into the sister hug. Suddenly Steve felt arms around his neck and was surprised to find Paula Anderson hugging him tightly as Ted Anderson shook his hand.
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Half an hour later, Steve and Gwen pulled into the Anderson driveway. At least they pulled into the bottom of the drive, as it was full of cars. Gwen looked the cars over and turned to Steve.
"I'm so sorry. It looks like every relative and friend my family knows has decided to meet at our place. I think it may be to inspect you and maybe grill you as boyfriend material. I'm not saying you're my boyfriend or anything, but I know everyone inside will say it. I have to invite you in or they'd give me the devil, but you can leave if you want. I wouldn't blame you," admitted Gwen.
"For some reason, you don't seem to understand that I really enjoy your family. I'd be glad to meet all your family and friends. In fact, I want to meet them, if you're okay with it."
"Okay, but don't say that I didn't warn you. They'll talk like we're getting married next week and ask all kinds of embarrassing questions. The Inquisition was a walk in the park compared to an evening in our house when you're dating one of the Anderson girls," warned Gwen.
As Steve and Gwen reached the door, Gwen turned to Steve and leaned into him. Steve bent down to kiss Gwen when the door opened.
"Oops!" gasped Kate as she quickly slammed the door shut again.
"Oh, no!" cried Gwen. "Could you see if anyone was looking at us?"
"It wasn't too bad," soothed Steve. "It looked like it was just your sisters, parents, Aunt Diane, and a few other people I don't know. All of them were looking at us. Other than that, I think we went unnoticed."
The door slowly opened and Paula stuck her head out and grimaced. "Gwen, Kate is so sorry! She saw you coming up the drive and was so excited to see you and Steve. She thought you were going to walk right in, so she hurried to the door to welcome you. She wasn't trying to be cruel. She's just so excited she couldn't contain herself. Steve, will you please come in for awhile and meet everyone. It'll be fine. We were all young once."
With that, Paula swung the door open and gestured for Gwen and Steve to enter. Every person in the room was straining to keep a straight face, except Kate. She had a look of utter dread. Steve grabbed her and pulled her to him.
"What should I do with a little sister that tries to ruin my night? Are you ticklish? Maybe afraid of heights?" joked Steve as he gently tossed her into the air and caught her with no apparent effort. "I guess I'll just have to spank you then."
"That's supposed to be punishment?" laughed Kate. "Sis, I'm really sorry about opening the door on you. I wasn't thinking clearly. I should have known you'd want a little private time with Steve. That was unforgivable. Will you forgive me?"
"That sounds like a paradox, Kate. If something cannot be done, it follows that I cannot do it. So you're not off the hook," threatened Gwen.
"Now that Kate's back on the floor, if not in her sister's good graces, we can show you two the videos of the evening's activities," offered Aunt Diane. "We can watch on the big screen. Ted hooked his laptop up to it so we can all watch it. Your classmate, Dave Kite, is doing an amazing job of catching things on video and posting to YouTube. "The Lady in Red" dance already has 120 views. We were just getting ready to watch it when you pulled in, walked up the drive, and for some unknown reason, stalled on the porch."
Ted hit the "play" icon and Gwen was amazed at the sight on the screen. She and Steve were dancing in high definition on a 55 inch screen and it looked amazing. She realized what a great job Lisa had done with her hair and makeup. Gwen had been transformed her into a princess, a curvy princess with cleavage! When the camera focused on Steve, Kate let out a whimper and Paula sighed. He was simply amazing. No one could call him a pretty boy, but he looked great in a very masculine way. Once again the room was silent as the dance ended, until Kate called out for her dad to play it again.
After watching it several times, Ted played the video of Steve dancing with Mrs. Davis and everyone had a big laugh. When the video of Lisa and Steve dancing together ended, Kate once again told her father to play it over. Paula was wiping her eyes when the lights were turned back up.
"Steve, I was caught short this evening, much to my embarrassment. I'll write you a check to cover what it cost you for the dance with Lisa," offered Ted. "You really saved her. Paula was calling me every name in the book when that fat bastard, excuse my French, started up to the stage to claim his dance with Lisa."
"Sir, I'm sure that as a gentleman yourself, you'll reconsider what you just suggested. I didn't dance with Lisa to save her. Gwen simply indicated that she'd be fine with me winning the bid for the dance with Lisa. That's all it took. It was my great pleasure and honor to share that dance with Lisa. Please don't suggest otherwise," concluded Steve.
Suddenly, Lisa was back in his arms hugging him like her life depended on it. "Sis, I don't know how you found this guy, but I hope he's got a brother. He's a keeper!"
As Steve knew would eventually happen, the conversation turned to his family and background.
"Steve, did any of your family go to the dance tonight? I didn't see anyone that appeared to be related to you. Were your parents there?" asked Paula.
"My parents are deceased, Mrs. Anderson," responded Steve with as little emotion as he was able to show.
Gwen gave an audible gasp and moved to hug Steve as she admitted, "I've been so selfish, Steve. I should have shown more interest in your family situation. If your parents have passed on, where do you live, and with whom do you live?"
"My father's uncle has a small place downtown and I live with him. I turned 18 this summer, so I don't really need a legal guardian, except the school requires it for their records. He's kind of a recluse, but he welcomed me into his home and treats me well enough. He just refuses to go out unless he really must. I don't try to change him and he doesn't interfere with my comings and goings, so it works for us."
"Steve, I'm so sorry to hear about your parents. Would I be too insensitive if I asked how they died?" questioned Paula. "If it's too upsetting, you needn't go into it."
"It's okay. My mom died when I was 14 in a car accident. My father died almost a year ago. He was in the military and died in combat. We traveled a lot and I received most of my education in the schools in embassies and military basis around the world, along with some home schooling and private tutoring. I haven't attended a school in the states since I was nine. Going to high school here is quite exciting for me, although I worry about keeping up with kids like Gwen," admitted Steve.
"I've got a rather personal question, Steve," stated Gwen's father, Ted. "Can you actually afford all that money that you spent on the girls tonight?"
"I honestly can, Mr. Anderson. My parents had life insurance and a trust that went to me. I can't spend like that on every date, but it wasn't a problem for a special occasion like tonight," revealed Steve. "Thanks for the hospitality, everyone, but I should get going. There's nothing worse than company that overstays its welcome."
Paula jumped to her feet and nudged Gwen, as Steve started for the door. "I'll walk you out," volunteered Gwen.
"And I'll keep the door closed!" promised Kate with a laugh.
Gwen was smiling as she pulled the door closed behind her. She stood with Steve on the front porch for a while before she spoke. "We're having a Labor Day pool party here Monday afternoon. Would you like to come, Steve? It's okay with my folks. In fact, Mom insisted that I invite you," confessed Gwen.
"How do you feel about it? Do you want me to come? Your mom is great, but if I come, it'll be mostly to see you," stated Steve frankly.
"You like to bring me out of my comfort zone all the time, don't you? Okay, then. I was trying to invite you without seeming all needy and desperate, so I used Mom as an excuse. I'm inviting you to the party because I want you to come. I want you to come to spend time with me. Is that direct enough?" asked a surprised Gwen as Steve stepped close and kissed her lips just as she finished speaking.
"Should I take that as a "yes" then?" smiled Gwen as she looked into his grey eyes and saw his desire.
"Do I need to repeat it, Gwen? I will, if you're unclear about my response," promised Steve.
"You'd better not. I wouldn't be surprised if more than one set of eyes is trained on us at this minute. Please don't force my father to thrash you within an inch of your life. He will if he has to. You know that, right?" chuckled Gwen.
"Gwen, I will try to never give your dad cause to thrash me, although the temptation you create for me is tremendous. I'll see you Monday afternoon," promised Steve as he retreated down the driveway, and then added. "This was one of the best nights I've ever had."
Gwen opened the door and stepped back into the house. The women in the living room were looking at her with huge smiles pasted on their faces.
"I'm going to bed now, everyone. I persuaded Steve to come to the Labor Day Party, Mom, so you can stop worrying about that," offered Gwen as she made her way to the stairs.
"You have some very remarkable powers of persuasion!" called Lisa, eliciting laughter from the other women present.
Steve had to park his car down the street because the Anderson driveway was filled to capacity. Kate greeted him with a hug as he walked up the driveway.
"I'm so glad you came, Steve. I've got a few girlfriends here, and I kind of told them we're real close since you're dating my sister. I'm not going to embarrass you or Sis, but it would be greatly appreciated if you'd act like you really liked me," begged Kate.
"Kate, I really do like you, but let's make this clear. I like you like the sister that I never had. I may start loving you like the sister I never had, but it's always going to be like a sister, okay?"
"Oh, Steve! You'll be my big brother? I never had one before, but I think I'm going to enjoy it a lot! That sounds perfect. I'll be sure to tell Sis that I'm not trying to steal you away. Thanks so much!" squealed Kate in delight as she led Steve around to the pool area behind the house.
"I think this guy is stalking me!" called Charlotte as she walked up to Steve and gave him a hug. "There's a lot of eye candy here today. Mark and Barry have been drooling since they arrived. Your girlfriend and her sisters could make a good man go bad, but I don't have to tell you that. You've already gone bad! The grape vine indicates that there are some disappointed cheerleaders trying to figure out where Gwen got that body, and how she found you first. Everyone always thought she was just a regular nerd that dressed conservatively to hide a plump figure. Boy! Were they wrong!"
Steve had been looking around, trying to find Gwen when she stepped out of the house with a six pack of soda and placed the cans in the cooler. Then she walked over by the corner of the pool area and looked out over the fence.
"She's looking for you, Steve. She didn't see you walk in with Kate. You should stroll over and tell her she can stop scanning the street." Charlotte laughed before she added quietly, "She's my best friend and a really great person, so don't take advantage or hurt her, okay? She's got it bad for you, and you're her first boyfriend."
Steve slipped up behind Gwen as she surveyed the driveway, and as much of the street as she could see.
"What are you looking for, Gwen? Maybe I can help you find it," offered Steve innocently.
Gwen whirled around and blushed fiercely as she recognized Steve. Then she slapped him lightly on the shoulder and smiled as she answered, "I was looking for Sam Briggs, if you must know, wise guy. I just can't get him out of my mind. Come on. Let me introduce you to all the girls. They've been asking every five minutes if you were really coming"
Steve and Gwen spent the next few minutes going around making introductions. Just as they completed that task, Kate ran up to Steve and insisted that he race her in the pool. She was wearing a fairly modest bikini, but it was evident that Kate was destined to be another statuesque Anderson sister.
"Okay, Kate. How many laps and how much of a head start do you want?" asked Steve. "Are there any rules and what does the winner get?"
"You sound pretty cocky!" observed Kate. "I've been swimming since I could walk. Gwen is the only one here that can beat me, and I'm getting closer to her every time we race. How about five laps? If I win, you have to be my partner in some chicken fights later on."
"Sounds good! Let's make it that the loser carries the winner in those chicken fights. We'll win as long as your legs hold out," teased Steve.
"Okay, we have a deal because I know that I won't lose. Everybody move back from the middle of the pool. Steve and I are racing five laps," declared Kate as she dove into the pool and began swimming furiously.
Calmly, Steve pulled his shirt off and watched Kate until she reached the far end and started back. Then he dove into the water while barely disturbing the surface. Gwen had been standing next to Steve as he pulled his shirt off. She only managed a brief glance before he joined the race with Kate, but what she had seen astounded her.
"Good God!" explained Diane to Lisa and Paula. "Did you see that boy's body? He could model for Michelangelo! The way your tongues are hanging out, I'd say that you saw what I saw. You'd better get Gwen on the pill, if she isn't already, Paula. Just looking at the boy gets me hot. Look at Kate's friends. They're speechless."
Steve never broke the surface until he hit the far end and kicked to start his return. He seemed to expend very little effort but he was moving extremely fast. He was halfway back as Kate made her turn. By the time Kate reached the far side again, Steve was a mere five yards behind her. They were neck and neck the rest of the race. On the final lap, Kate pulled ahead to touch the pool deck just before Steve.
Kate climbed up the ladder and exited the pool laughing as she called back to Steve, "I won! I wooo...."
Kate stood watching Steve climb up the ladder and step out of the pool. Water streamed down his torso and his muscles glistened in the bright sunlight. The act of climbing the ladder had flexed Steve's upper body and arms. Chiseled didn't begin to describe his chest and abs. The silence became obvious and Steve began to feel self conscious.
That was when Charlotte launched herself at Steve. She jumped into his arms as he stood near the top of the ladder. As they tumbled backward into the pool, Charlotte yelled, "He's mine. All mine!" before they dropped below the surface of the pool.
Soon they both came to the surface with Charlotte still clinging to Steve. Steve walked to the shallow end and carried Charlotte up to the deck and gently placed her on a chair. As he released her, Charlotte made a swooning sound and pretended to pass out.
By this time, everyone has laughing heartily. Gwen walked over to her friend and felt her pulse. Then she turned to the group and cried," Someone dial 911! This poor girl is all twitter-pated!"
Charlotte's clowning around had succeeded in relaxing Steve and gave everyone time to recover, at least until Gwen took off her cover up a few minutes later. Steve had asked if she wanted to go for a swim and she agreed. She slowly pulled an oversized shirt over her head to reveal her amazing curves. This time all the males at the pool began drooling.
"My God!" exclaimed Diane again. "Can you imagine how beautiful their kids would be? Look at those two standing there. I've never seen anything like either of them. Together, they're incredible!"
Steve had been watching Gwen as she pulled off her shirt to reveal a bright red bikini that covered all of the important areas. He wasn't prepared for the amazing figure that Gwen displayed. Her breasts were larger than he had expected and stood high on her chest. Her stomach muscles rippled as she pulled the shirt over her ponytail. At five foot ten, her legs were long and toned. Steve stared, much like all the other boys at the pool.
"Is something wrong, Steve?" asked a worried Gwen. "Is something showing that shouldn't be? Am I too fat?"
Shaking off his momentary stupor, Steve quickly grabbed Gwen and easily tossed her into the pool. Then he jumped in after her. It was several seconds before they broke the surface next to each other. Gwen had her hands on Steve's shoulders as she shook her hair and laughed.
"Mom, Gwen has it bad, but so does Steve," Lisa whispered so only her mother and aunt could hear. "And I can't blame her. Look at them. I've never seen a better looking couple, not even in the movies. Gwen always raves about my looks, but she's drop dead gorgeous and doesn't even realize it, but Steve does. He knew it even when she was wearing a baggy sweatshirt and jeans at the mall. He saw it before we did. This is going to be a romance for the ages!"
Gwen had never been so nervous about the first day of school. She took a seat next to Charlotte and waited for attendance to be taken. The homeroom teacher, Ms. Angela Walker, looked over the room as she waited for quiet, and then she began.
"Thomas Acker?" was the first name on her list. She glanced at him when he signaled that he was present. "Gwen Anderson, also known as "The Lady in Red"? You seem to be living a double life. By day, you're a meek, mild mannered straight A student, and by night a ravishing enchantress. I saw that video on YouTube, Gwen. I was very impressed. You both are very good dancers. I thought I was going to have your new friend in my homeroom, but it appears not. Perhaps the principal decided ...."
"I apologize for being late, Ms. Walker. I had to pick up some paperwork at the office. I have a written excuse from the principal," offered Steve as he burst into the room. "I'm...."
"I know very well who you are, Mr. Hammer. Your fame precedes you. So, I'm going to have the pleasure of Gwen Anderson and Steven Hammer in my homeroom this year, after all? In all honesty, I'm looking forward to this year. I've been a teacher here for twenty years now, and somehow I think this'll be a very remarkable year. We even have our self appointed class videographer in this room, don't we, Dave Kite?"
Steve had taken an empty seat as Ms. Walker spoke to Dave Kite. Out of curiosity, he turned to see what the fellow looked like. Steve was surprised to see that he recognized the kid. He had been at the pool party at the Andersons! Steve made a mental note to pay more attention to boy's names when he was introduced to them.
"Yes, Ms. Walker. I'm really glad to be in this homeroom. I try to keep my camera close at hand. This morning, I got around to posting some video that'll probably get even more views than the "Lady in Red" dance video. Thanks to a pool party the other day with our "Lady in Red" and her new boyfriend. I've posted a disclaimer on my YouTube and FaceBook pages. I'll make it available to everyone in the school. It states that anyone the may opt out of being in any photos and/or videos I post on the web. If people don't opt out, it'll mean that they're in. I don't know how legal it is, but I'm doing it. After all, I'm just a kid."
"Since there's just a half day of school today, and since I'm the senior class advisor, I'm asking all seniors that are able, to remain after school for a short meeting. I especially want you, Dave, as well as Gwen and Steve. I have a feeling this will be a year like no other," added Ms. Walker.
Gwen had debated whether to dress in her usual style, or rather lack of style, or to attempt to be more fashionable now that she had a boy interested in her. In the end, she had decided that Steve first met her dressed down at the mall so he shouldn't be surprised or disappointed by the way she looked. If he didn't like her as she was, then he should find someone else to date!



For his part, Steve wasted no time catching up to Gwen as they left homeroom for their English class. Gwen felt a tingle of pride to have Steve walk her down the halls where the other students could see for themselves that the star quarterback was, indeed, walking with the class "braniac".
Steve took a seat directly behind Gwen, who sat in the front row. Charlotte sat across from her in another front seat. Mark, Bev, and Barry came in together and sat nearby. Steve saw a very attractive, petite blonde girl enter and look around at the gathered students.
"You're Steve Hammer? Did you receive the required reading list for this class? If so, did you have time to read all four novels? Will you require any extra time to complete the assignment," quizzed the pretty girl.
"I'm on the last chapter of the fourth novel. I'll have them all read by tomorrow morning. Thanks for asking," replied Steve politely, but with some confusion. "How about you? Did you read all of them, or will you need more time?"
The entire class broke into laughter as the petite blonde cracked a huge smile. "I'm sorry, Steve. I should have introduced myself. I'm your instructor, Ashley Summers. I had everyone else in this room in my English class last year, so I know them all, and they know me. You're not the first person to mistake me for a student. I think you'll enjoy this class, but probably not as much as you enjoyed last Saturday night. I saw the video, probably about twelve times. It was remarkable. We have some real talent in this class."
The rest of the morning was a blur for Steve. He had to leave Gwen after English class to go to his math class. Gwen's schedule called for History in the room they had just used, so she remained behind as he wandered into the hall. His hesitation prompted Charlotte to offer her help, which Steve gratefully accepted.
"I hope you realize that I'm risking my reputation for you, Steve. Half the school thinks I must be a dyke because I'm thin, smart, sarcastic, and have never been seen with a boy. The latter is not by choice, I might add. I'm afraid I like boys better than they like me. I don't have Gwen's figure. In fact, I never knew that Gwen had Gwen's figure! Anyway, I'm not a dyke, so don't believe anyone that tells you differently, okay?"
"I know better than to believe crap like that. I won't listen to anyone bad talking one of my friends, Charlotte. I value loyalty in others and try to be loyal to my friends in return. You're an attractive girl, so why no dates? Think guys are intimidated by your brains?" asked Steve as they walked through the halls.
"Hey, Steve! Don't tell me that you're hanging with that scarecrow now," joked Billy Marsh, the football team's center.
Billy was a big, likable kid that carried more than a few extra pounds. Steve and he had become friendly over the weeks they had practiced together on the team. Steve worked to conceal his irritation at Billy's insensitive remarks.
"Billy, my class room is here. Charlotte was kind enough to show me how to get here and I appreciate her help. To answer you're surprisingly cruel comment, I'm going to be hanging with Charlotte quite a bit. Is that a problem? I happen to think she's a very bright, friendly, nice girl. I want you to walk with her to her next class and use that time to apologize for being such an ass. I'll be seeing her at the class meeting later today and if she gives me anything but a glowing report about how contrite you were, I'll be doing a prostate exam for you every time you snap the ball to me," threatened Steve quietly as he stopped by his classroom door. "Show some pride, for God's sake, and treat the lady with respect."
Charlotte was amazed to see Billy Marsh blush at Steve's remarks and even more surprised when he hurried to catch her as she walked toward her classroom.
"Charlotte, I was being a jerk. I know I was and I'm sorry. I'm not good at talking to girls the way Steve is, so I try to make a joke of everything. I'm just not smooth with pretty girls like you. I really didn't mean to hurt your feelings. I wish I was more like you instead of a ball of lard like I am," revealed Billy.
Charlotte stopped in her tracks and turned to Billy. "Did you just call me pretty, Billy? We've been in the same class for twelve years and you've never said a single nice thing to me, even after I helped you pass that biology test two years ago. I thought you hated me, or thought I was gay or something."
"Naw, I know you're not gay. I was just too shy to say anything that might let you know that I liked you," confessed Billy.
"But why would I ever think that you liked me? You've never done anything but call me names, like scarecrow. Believe me, that isn't the way to get a girl to like you."
"That's why. If you knew that I really liked you, you'd laugh at me. Heck, you've called me "fat boy" all through high school. I know girls don't go for guys like me, so I pretend that I don't care. If I asked you on a date, you'd tell everybody what a lame clown I was, so I settle for our little name calling battles. I'm really sorry for being such a jerk to you Charlotte. A nice girl like you deserves a lot better," added Billy as he turned into his classroom, leaving Charlotte to her confusion.
Steve's third class was quite far from his math classroom, so he asked a random guy if he could direct him to it.
"I'm in that class. I'll walk you there," interrupted an attractive red headed girl that had been standing nearby. "I'm Rachel Burdick. I saw the football game Friday and you were amazing, Steve! You're so tall and strong. Everyone thought we'd never win a game this year until they saw you play. Now we might win the league."
The red head was still talking to Steve when they reached the physics classroom and walked in together. Gwen had been turned in her seat so she could chat with her friend Mark when she saw Steve and Rachel walk through the doorway laughing.
"Hey, Gwen! I guess you must know Rachel. She's in my math class and this physics class, too. Rachel, you know Gwen, don't you?" asked a clueless Steve as he wandered into the room and took a seat near Gwen.
"Hello, Gwen. I was just telling Steve how pleased I am that he's going to our school. The football team looks way better this year and he's the biggest reason why," gushed Rachel.
"I feel the same way, Rachel, and told him so Saturday night while we were dancing," replied Gwen with a fake smile. "He's very modest and a bit naïve at times, but he sure can dance, as well as play football."
"You were dancing with Steve Saturday night? I went away with my family Saturday morning and got back late last night. I guess I missed more than I realized," reasoned Rachel.
"Not a problem," chirped in Charlotte. "Just search YouTube for Dave Kite's page. To be more specific, search for "Lady in Red". I just did that very thing. The dance is on there, along with Steve tossing Gwen in the swimming pool yesterday. Both videos have a lot of hits, but the swim suit issue appears to be headed for immortality. You really should watch both videos!"
Gwen flashed her friend a smile as she considered the situation. Rachel was a beautiful red head with a great figure and she dressed to show it off. Steve had to have noticed. Was this the beginning of the end? Could she keep Steve's interest with so many beautiful girls trying to reel him in? Relationships weren't easy!
It was just before one PM when Ms. Walker called the class to attention. "As you all know, I'm your class advisor. I won't take too much of your time. I just want to cover the basics this afternoon. Every year, the senior class picks a project and raises money for it. At graduation, the school board and principal will dedicate the project and place a plaque with the class year on it for recognition. Last year the seniors bought a new score board for the football field.
"I'm not here to dismiss their efforts, but at the time it struck me as a bit shallow. Can't we come up with some cause better than a scoreboard, or a few new computers? Then it came to me as I was reading over the list of students in this year's senior class. I'm going way out on a limb with this, but we'll either set this place on its ear, or we'll go up in flames. I want to raise money for the hospital, and I'm not talking about a heart monitor or a few stethoscopes. I want this class to start a fund to expand the hospital!"
"Ms. Walker! That would take hundreds of thousands of dollars, at least!" protested Ed Miller, the class president. "The most any class has ever raised is about four grand. That wouldn't be enough to pay an architect to draw up the plans."
"You're quite correct, Ed. We can't raise enough, so why try? Maybe we can buy the baseball team new uniforms. That would be nice, wouldn't it? That's the suggestion I found in my mailbox this morning. You kids decide. Would you like to start something that would make a real difference to this community, or work to help some sports team feel better dressed?"
"Ms. Walker, I'm for your idea 100%," declared a surprisingly assertive Charlotte. "I want to be a doctor and the hospital we have here is way too small. They have trouble recruiting good staff because they have so few beds. Doctors have to split their time between here and Benson General in the next county. I think we should start a fund, and be the first donors, for a children's wing. That's what the area really needs! That's how we can do the most good for this community!"
It was off to the races after that. Some students felt it would require far too much time, money and effort, but the idea took root and grew. By the end of the meeting, each student pledged to do as much as they could for whatever fund raisers they attempted. Even if the money were left in a fund of some sort that was earmarked for a children's wing, it would be a start and others may be encouraged to contribute over time.
"There's just one more thing, and then I'll let you go. I told you that I had the idea while reading the names of those in this year's senior class. The name that caused me to dare this folly was yours, Gwen. You practically have a lock on valedictorian. You want to be a surgeon. And lately, you've been garnering a great deal of publicity, all of it good, by the way. You're limited only by what you can imagine. I want you to be the chairperson for this year long fund raising project, and the sky is the limit. Work with Dave Kite, or at least be sure he is aware of your schedule and plans. He's done a marvelous job of developing a web presence for us. Let's use it to our marketing advantage. We'll try anything if it isn't illegal, or obviously immoral. This class will the very best this school has ever had!" predicted Ms. Walker to the enthusiastic seniors.
Steve congratulated Gwen as everyone filed out of the auditorium. He then turned and headed for the locker room to prepare for football practice. Gwen and Charlotte walked together to Gwen's car.
"Thanks for helping set that red headed witch straight about Steve," began Gwen as they walked. "It isn't easy trying to live up to what I need to be to keep him interested in me. There's a lot of very good competition walking those halls and I feel like they're all after him."
"Let me tell you a few things, Gwen. They are after him! The girls are going to be careful what they say in front of you, but they're all setting their sights on your boyfriend. But," added Charlotte before Gwen could voice her displeasure, "you've got nothing to worry about. I've been getting to know Steve better and he's big on honesty and loyalty. He's also mesmerized by "The Lady in Red". Did you see the video of you and Steve at the pool yet?"
"I didn't even realize that Dave had his video camera with him," admitted Gwen. "It sounds like we'll have to assume that everything we do is going to be on YouTube and conduct ourselves accordingly. What video did he post of the pool party? Did I look fat?"
"I've told you before that I'm not going to spend all my time trying to build up your self esteem," chided Charlotte. "If you thought the dance looked great on YouTube, wait until you watch Steve and you in swimsuits. 'Hot' is the word that comes to mind."
The first week of school, two and half days actually, sped by for Steve, He was determined to do as well as possible in his school work, excel at football, and keep Gwen interested in him. He found that the girls in his classes were overly friendly. Most flirted shamelessly and a few were even more direct. On one level, it was amusing. Steve knew that being the team quarterback as well as the new kid in school made him a target for the more romantically inclined. He also knew it would fade with time. After all, he was just another senior in a class of almost three hundred. The novelty would wear off before long. On another level, Steve found the attention distracting and annoying. He had his sights set on Gwen and didn't need any rumors or stories getting started. He struggled to be patient, polite, and firm when dealing with the girls. They just didn't interest him.
For her part, Gwen was quite busy. She always spent time studying, but now she had the responsibility of the fund raising chairperson, and she had no idea how to proceed. She spent time searching the internet, as well as consulting fellow students and teachers. Ms. Walker's goal was to raise a substantial sum to put toward a new wing at the hospital, but how much would be enough, and how would they raise it? Most senior classes were lucky to donate a couple thousand dollars when they graduate. Added to all of that was her burgeoning romance. Steve was always considerate, but the groupies that he managed to attract were getting to Gwen. Some extremely attractive girls were quite obviously vying for his attention.
Friday night's game was at home, against Oxford High. They had lost the first game of the season by twenty points and Sparta anticipated little problem defeating them. Steve sat the bench for the last quarter of the game after building a 52-12 lead. The final score was 52-26 as the Sparta coach emptied the bench part way through the last quarter. Gwen, Kate, Paula, and Ted all enjoyed the game as well as the attention they received from friends and neighbors. They had always been popular in their home town, but it seemed as if everyone knew that Gwen and Steve were an item. It mostly increased the warmth of the greetings they received. Lisa had returned to college for her junior year, so she did not attend with the family.
"Gwen, it looks like your boyfriend is going to shatter all the passing records at Sparta by midseason," observed Ralph Smith as they filed out of the stands. "He's good enough that a lot of colleges will be taking a long look at granting him a scholarship. I don't know if schools like Stanford will be interested, or not. They play with the big boys for the national championship. Still, he could land a scholarship to a state school and have a free ride in college."
"Mr. Smith, I haven't talked to Steve about colleges, but believe me, Stanford would be foolish to think he can't play with the "big boys" next year," replied Gwen with some emotion. "He'll be able to pick and choose schools by the end of the season. You can take that to your bank!"
Ralph Smith and Ted Anderson exchanged glances with each other at Gwen's strong support of Steve. Paula just patted Gwen's back and smiled to herself. Her daughter was growing up.
The school gym was the setting for the after game dance. Gwen met up with Charlotte and Bev and went inside. Gwen knew that Steve wouldn't be there for another fifteen minutes or so. To her surprise, boys started asking her to dance as soon as the music started. The dances were fast ones and she knew the boys, so she joined them on the floor. She couldn't help think about dances that she had attended in the past where she sat and wished some boy would ask her for a dance. Being taller than many of the boys had always made Gwen self conscious, but since she had been with Steve, she paid less attention to it. Gwen realized that the reason for that was that she used to be looking at dance partners as possible boyfriend material. Now that she had that item taken care of, the height of her dance partners really didn't matter very much. Steve was at least five inches taller than she was.
During a lull in the activities, Gwen was approached by Ms. Walker. "I was wondering, Gwen, if you would be willing to dance to "The Lady in Red" with Steve this evening? Dave Kite just told me that his YouTube videos of you and Steve have so many hits that Google has contacted him for permission to advertise. Dave has promised to donate all proceeds to our senior class building fund. It won't be much right now, but I've a hunch that you and Steve will achieve great things and the more exposure you receive, the better it'll be for the fund. I know this will sound strange, but would it be possible for you to wear red as often as possible? I think it'll help marketing the two of you on the web. "Lady in Red" will become synonymous with Gwen Anderson, dancer, scholar, swim suit model, and who knows what else by the end of the year!"
"Sure, as far as the dance is concerned, Ms. Walker. I'm not all dressed up tonight so it won't be a glamorous video or anything. As far as wearing more red, I'll talk to Mom about it. Once I explain your idea, she'll probably go along with it. She wanted me to get a flashier wardrobe anyway. I'm just not certain that I'll provoke that much interest. I never have before. I think it's Steve that draws the attention. As long as I'm with him, I look better than usual," confessed Gwen. "The rest of the time, I'm rather nondescript."
"That has always been your perception, Gwen, but not everyone else's," assured Ms. Walker. "You have a presence like I've never seen before. Steve radiates it. When you two are together, sparks fly, and people notice. I'm simply trying to take advantage of the heat you two generate, not to sound too metaphorical."
So it was that when Steve made his way across the floor to Gwen, Ms. Walker insisted the DJ play "Lady in Red" for them. She had called the DJ the previous evening to be sure he would have that song with him. By the time Steve and Gwen finished the dance, tears were showing on many teenage girls' cheeks. Ms. Walker smiled as she looked around the gym.
Sparta won its next two games against quality competition. Steve Hammer was becoming known as a passing quarterback like few high schools had ever seen. His height, strength, and calm demeanor allowed him the time and ability to find his targets downfield. At the half time of the first home game in October, Gwen was crowned homecoming queen and he was the king. The gym was packed to the rafters that evening when Steve and Gwen danced to "Lady in Red". Of course, Gwen wore a beautiful red gown and the video was quickly viewed by hundreds.
The local TV station had a small satellite office in Sparta, as well as a young reporter, Amber Stahl, stationed there. As the team became known as a football power, Amber found herself assigned to the team's home games, mostly so she could send the station some video highlights of the team's play. It was the night of the homecoming that she first heard about "The Lady in Red". She had been standing on the sidelines watching the crowning of the homecoming queen and decided to video the ceremony in case the station would like some human interest shots. That's when she overheard a conversation.
"Gwen sure does clean up good, doesn't she, Ralph? I hear she and Steve are performing their "Lady in Red" dance again tonight at the homecoming dance. I've watched the first one a couple dozen times already and I'll be watching tonight's dance tomorrow. Dave Kite will probably have the coronation on YouTube before we get home. These are some good kids in Tyler's class."



Amber Stahl, with the zeal of a young reporter, smelled a story and decided to hang around after the game. If she was noticed videoing the first dance by the homecoming queen and king, it wasn't mentioned. Half the crowd had their phone cameras pointed at the couple. She just had time to get her report back to the station in the state capital before the eleven o'clock news. It was a slow news night and the lady sports director quickly scanned the video to glean the highlights. Her curiosity aroused, she played more slowly the highlights that interested her. Then she called the news director over to view the video from Sparta.
"Ms. Walker, my YouTube videos had a real shot in the arm Friday night," revealed Dave Kite as he took his seat in homeroom. "Channel 4 carried highlights of our win over Crawford, the crowning of our homecoming Queen and King, and at least fifteen seconds of their first dance of the evening. Somehow they found out about our class YouTube account and mentioned it. The hits are around ten thousand, with the top one still being the swim suit edition. The senior class is actually getting some cash into its building fund, but a few videos and some car washes and bake sales haven't exactly put us over the top."
"I never said that it would be easy, Dave," responded Ms. Walker. "We are gaining momentum, thanks in large part to your efforts with the internet. We have to keep marketing every good deed, every accomplishment, and every newsworthy action by any senior. Then we'll start hitting the local businesses for contributions, or even marketing deals."
Gwen heard Dave Kite's observation that the building fund was pretty much floundering and decided she had to be more proactive to raise monies. "Charlotte, after school today we're going to stop in at some businesses. We have to make them aware of our goals and try to get them to consider helping us in some way, preferably with cash. I think we'll stop at the bank first and talk to Tyler's dad. He should be willing to help since his son is a senior."
"So that's what we're trying to do, Mr. Smith," finished Charlotte as she and Gwen sat back to listen to Tyler's dad express his opinion.
"Tyler mentioned all this to me a few weeks ago. It's a very ambitious endeavor. Building wings on hospitals is extremely expensive. The big thing that you have going for you is that everyone in town would like a bigger, better hospital. I'd love to help, but I have to be conservative with how I spend the stockholders money," worried Ralph Smith. "We're only allowed so much for advertising and that's pretty well spent for the year. We'll have to determine some way that the bank can obviously profit by the publicity. I'll mull it over a few days and get back to you two. I have to admit that I'm very impressed with the professional manner you two ladies presented yourselves, as well as your goals. I know you both have plans to become doctors, but if that doesn't work out for some reason, look me up. I can always use smart young ladies in the bank."
The next stop for Gwen and Charlotte was the Ford dealership next door to the bank. "That's our goal, Mr. Governs," stated Gwen as she wrapped up their presentation. "Do you think Governs Ford would be interested in helping us in some way?"
"Gwen, I've asked you to call me Mort," responded the young businessman while ignoring Charlotte. "I wouldn't be surprised if we could think of a few possible ways to help your project. Let me pick you up tomorrow evening and we can discuss it over dinner."
Charlotte barely concealed her shock as she listened to Mort Governs ask Gwen out to dinner. He had to know about Steve! He was at the dance. Heck, he was the guy Steve outbid for the dance with Gwen that pretty much created the whole "Lady in Red" phenomena. She waited for Gwen to set the guy straight.
Gwen kept a poker face when Mort Governs asked her out to dinner. She felt stressed about chairing a successful fund raising committee. She saw Mort as an up and coming businessman and Gwen thought he could benefit the project greatly. A simple dinner to work out a strategy wouldn't hurt.
"Okay, Mr. Gov....I mean Mort. I'll be ready at six. I can't stay out too late since I have school the next day. We should be able to formulate a workable plan. Thanks, and I'll see you tomorrow at six," smiled Gwen as she stood to leave Mort's office.
"What the hell are you thinking, Gwen? That guy wants to get into your panties. He's twenty five or six! He's been around the block. I've heard rumors that he's quite the ladies' man. I know you've heard them, too. What about Steve?"demanded Charlotte as they climbed into Gwen's car.
"This is just a dinner meeting. Steve doesn't even have to know about it; at least not until we start getting some decent sized donations to our building fund. He'll be proud of me for being so resourceful. Besides, he trusts me, which sounds like more than you do. I'm not going to sleep with the guy or anything. He's a successful business man and I'm networking. That's all."
"For your sake, I hope that's all, Gwen. I don't think that you'll get anything from Mort until you give him something in return, and this project isn't worth it," reasoned Charlotte. "Things are going so well right now. Don't screw it up!"
That same afternoon, Steve ran into Dave Kite on his way to football practice. "Steve, I received an email today to the YouTube account. It was from an Amber O'Leary and she asked for your phone number and/or email address. I don't give that stuff away, so I told her that I'd give her email address to you. To that end, here's her email. Do with it what you will."
After practice, Steve sent an email message from his phone. A short while later, his phone rang. "Steve! It's me, Amber,... Amber O'Leary. I've been visiting my parents here in Monroe and saw you on television Saturday night. I had no idea you were even in this state, let alone so close. I've got some business down that way and I was wondering if we could meet for dinner tomorrow night, my treat."
"I'd be glad to see you, Amber, but I'll buy dinner. It's the gentlemanly thing to do," laughed Steve. "There's a nice Italian restaurant just off exit 58 on I-37 called Dominick's. I'll meet you there at six."
"Steve, you've got a date, but bring your "Lady in Red" anyway. I knew you'd land on your feet, but wow! That girl's a beauty by any standards. I want to tell her all about her boyfriend!" giggled Amber.
"And that's exactly why I won't be bringing her, Amber. She doesn't know anything about that part of my life and I'm not sure how she'll take it. I'm hoping to break it to her gently, not have a gorgeous red head blurt it all out at once. I don't think she needs to learn my story from a beautiful woman," stated Steve. "I'll see you tomorrow at six."
"So you think I'm beautiful? Thanks, Steve! You sure know how to butter a girl up," cooed Amber. "See you tomorrow at six!"
"Sis! I can't believe this!" groaned Kate as she watched her sister putting on her makeup. "You've got the guy every girl wants and you're risking it for this daddy's boy? What happens when Steve finds out? I hope this guy seems worth it to you, but I can't see how he can be. Steve is the best guy ever!"
"Kate, there's no reason for Steve to find out, unless you or Mom tell him. This is a business dinner. We're discussing ways Mort can help the senior class raise money. That's my job as the chairperson of the project," insisted Gwen. "Don't make such a big deal out of it."
"Don't make a big deal out of it?" repeated the stunned Kate. "You're not the only one that can suffer here. What if Steve doesn't want to have me around anymore when he breaks up with you? I like having the team quarterback and school hunk treating me like something special, even if it's only because he's dating my sister."
"We won't break up, so don't worry about it. But if we do, it sounds like you'll be first in line to catch him on the rebound. Maybe he'd settle for the younger sister. You're beautiful and he already knows your family," laughed Gwen. "Dad won't have to give him "the talk" again."
"Sis, that's not funny! If Steve dumps your cheating ass, I'll be all over him, and I'll treat him right! That is if he'd have me." Kate retorted hotly.
Paula Anderson was torn. She really liked Steve. She even harbored her own secret fantasies after seeing Steve in swim trunks at the pool party. He had transformed Gwen from an almost reclusive scholar into a confident, lovely young woman. Paula knew that Steve wasn't responsible for Gwen's beauty or ability, but rather the confidence to show the world some of the many things of which she was capable.
On the other hand, Mort Governs was educated and financially secure in a very good position in his family business. Most parents would be quite pleased to have their daughter dating such a fine young man. Paula held no illusions that Gwen was going on a business dinner. Mort was a red blooded male and Gwen was enough to make any man's blood race. Gwen needed more experience in relationships and one of the best ways to gain that experience was to date more than one man. Still, Paula felt dread for her daughter, but knew that the decision was Gwen's to make and that she could not interfere.
When Mort arrived at the Anderson house, he sat in his car in the driveway, hoping that Gwen would simply walk outside and get into his car. He wasn't anxious to chat with Gwen's parents. He remembered Ted from the two dates he had with Lisa several years ago. When Gwen didn't appear, Mort took a deep breath and walked to the front door and rang the bell. It was immediately opened by Gwen's younger sister.
"Come in, Mr. Governs," invited Kate politely. "Gwen will be ready in a minute or two."
"Thank you," replied Mort in his most gracious manner. "You're another beautiful Anderson sister. I'm trying to recall your name. Was it Kathy?"
"Actually, it's Kate. Gwen tells me that you may have some ideas on the class fund raising project?" stated Kate with a questioning inflection.
"That's what we're going to discuss this evening, Kate. I think I may be able to help her efforts to raise money. I own a very successful dealership and we sponsor a lot of worthy causes."
"Here comes my Dad, Mr. Governs. He probably has a few things to say to you. It was nice meeting you," added Kate more politely than she felt.
"Hello, Mort. You remember me? We met when you dated my oldest daughter, Lisa. I sort have developed a short speech I like to give young men that date my daughters. It helps clear the air and avoid any misunderstandings," asserted Ted. "Do not use alcohol or drugs at any time in my daughter's presence. Always drive and conduct yourself in a responsible manner or I will not allow my daughter to go out with you. Treat her with respect at all times."
Gwen and Paula were putting the finishing touches on Gwen's hair when they heard Ted give his spiel. They looked at each other and smiled as they listened to Ted recite his rules. Gwen had far less concern than the first time she heard her dad give his little talk. Mort would understand that her dad was a little overprotective.
"We're just going on a dinner meeting, Ted. Don't get all bent out of shape," replied a surprised Mort. "I'm not some high school kid you have to lecture. I think Gwen's quite capable of deciding who she wants to go out with, so just chill."
"I realize that you're a bit older and worldlier than most high school boys, Mort. That's exactly why I'm telling you that drugs and alcohol are not an option and Gwen is to be treated with respect. This is not a request. It's a condition of Gwen being allowed to go out with you," retorted Ted with some heat.
"I'm ready!" announced Gwen as she hurried down the stairs in an attempt to diffuse the building hostilities. "I'll be home early, Dad. Don't worry!"
Gwen grabbed Mort's hand and quickly led him out the door. As he started his car, Mort turned to Gwen and expressed his annoyance at her father's words. "What the hell's up with your father? He must be used to fuzzy faced boys taking you out. You just don't speak that way to a man, and certainly not to me!"
"Let's not let it spoil the evening, Mort," soothed Gwen as she inwardly seethed at his harsh words for her father. "We'll have a nice dinner and try to brainstorm while we eat. Dad is just protective of his girls. Don't let it worry you."
Gwen and Mort were seated at a table with a great view of the distant mountains. They had just ordered appetizers when Gwen saw a strikingly beautiful woman enter the restaurant. The maître d quickly led her past them to a small table in the corner. Gwen was stunned to see her greeted by Steve Hammer as he moved out from the corner to welcome the red headed beauty. They shared a very long and tight hug before the girl reached up and kissed Steve's cheek. The two took their seats and immediately engaged in what appeared to be an intimate conversation.
Gwen was hard pressed to determine which emotion had greater control of her feelings. She felt the pain of intense jealousy, along with overwhelming guilt. Steve was dining with a beautiful woman! Was she a lover? She looked several years older than Steve, but older women could easily be interested in a man like Steve. Then there was the concern that Steve may have recognized that Gwen as she sat with Mort! How could this happen? How should she proceed? Mort had watched the beautiful red head until she passed behind him. He never saw Steve greet her. Gwen decided that she needed to cut her loses and leave quickly.
"Mort, I just remembered that I'm allergic to garlic. I can't eat here. Can we go someplace else? Just the smell can trigger it. I'll wait outside!" promised Gwen as she turned and quickly exited the restaurant.
Ten minutes later, Mort and Gwen were seated at a steak house. "I'm sorry about the garlic thing, Gwen. I had no idea you had that condition. I hope this place is okay," worried Mort.
"This is fine, Mort. I should have mentioned it to you. When we went into that restaurant, I thought I'd be able to fight off any adverse effects, but I quickly realized that it was getting to me. But, enough about that. Can you give me any ideas about how you could help the seniors raise substantial sums of money?" quizzed Gwen.
"I thought of a couple of ideas. It's too cold this time of year, obviously, but I was thinking that you and some of your better built girlfriends could do several weekend car washes in our lot when the weather improved," suggested Steve. "Or we could get a group of the better looking girls in your class and have a benefit where we auction off the girls for an evening of dances. That would give guys the chance to spend some quality time with the girls and maybe get lucky later on. I have quite a few friends that would participate gladly."
Gwen almost spit her Pepsi out when she heard Mort's brilliant ideas. Too late, she realized that Mort wasn't really going to be any real help to her. Charlotte was right in her opinion of Mort.
"Those are a couple of good ideas, Mort," lied Gwen. "I'll have to bring it up with the other girls and let you know what we decide."
By the time they had finished dinner; Mort had consumed four beers and was becoming increasingly obnoxious. Gwen decided to chalk the evening up to experience, and to never have anything to do with Mort Governs again.
Gwen was preoccupied thinking about Steve and the mysterious red head as Mort drove her home. It wasn't until he stopped the car in a dark, secluded area that she became aware of her surroundings.
"What are we doing here, Mort? I thought you were taking me home," stated Gwen. "Please start the car and take me home now."
"Now Gwen, you didn't think that I usually drive a big car like this all the time, did you? This is my "love machine". Doesn't that big back seat just call to you?" asked Mort as he quickly leaned over the console and began kissing Gwen.
Gwen was stunned for a few seconds before she reacted. As she attempted to push Mort back, he slipped a hand down her blouse and inside her bra! He squeezed her nipple as he took advantage of Gwen's total surprise. Gwen overcame her initial shock and shoved Mort back hard, so hard that his head bounced off the window.
"What the fuck!" bellowed Mort as he shook his head and started for Gwen again. "All I was doing was playing with those big tits of yours. There's no reason to get rough, or do you like it that way? By the time I get done with your tits, they'll know I've had them, by God! I don't waste time on cock teasers!"
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Gwen knew real fear as she looked at Mort's face and heard his intentions. She threw her door open and ran into the woods. She heard Mort curse and then the engine started. Headlights lit up the forest, forcing Gwen to flee farther into the night. She remained quiet until she was certain that she heard Mort drive away. She had the presence of mind to listen carefully so that she could determine the direction of the nearest highway. Gwen had her phone, but until she could establish her location, calling someone for help would only create unneeded worry for her family.
Not one to whine, Gwen began walking in the general direction of the highway. Half an hour later, Gwen found herself on a county road. Having grown up in the area, she only had to walk a half mile or so along the road before she was able to identify her location. With a sigh, she used the speed dial on her phone.
"Charlotte, I need you to pick me up. I'm stranded on Henderson Road, about halfway between the river and the farmer's market. I'll explain it to you when you get here. Just hurry, please," implored Gwen, as she drew her jacket tighter. "Go slow and I'll step onto the side of the road when you get close."
In a surprisingly short time, Gwen saw Charlotte's lights as she drove down the now abandoned highway. As Charlotte approached, Gwen stepped from the darkness and waved. The car pulled to a stop next to her and Gwen opened the passenger door.
"Thanks, Char... ," began Gwen until she recognized the driver. "Steve! What're you doing here?"
"Charlotte called and said you had a problem. She seemed to think that I could handle it better than she could. What happened, Gwen? Why are you walking on this deserted stretch of road? What happened to your blouse? It's ripped!" observed Steve with eyes blazing. "Gwen, tell me what's happened. Did someone do this to you?"
"Take me home, please. I don't have to answer your questions. If you can't respect that, I'll get back out and call someone else," retorted Gwen hotly. "I'm not going to answer any questions, but to be fair, I won't ask any either. That should make you happy!"
Gwen realized that she had to look a mess. Her walk through the woods in the dark had disheveled her and Mort's manhandling had torn her blouse. Somehow, Gwen knew that if she told Steve that Mort had harmed her in any way, Steve would do something drastic, and probably illegal. Steve must never learn the truth about her evening!
It was pushing eleven when Paula heard the door open. It was pretty late for a school night and Paula had expected Gwen home by nine. Paula heard Gwen speak to someone quietly and then she became louder.
"Steve, I am not inviting you in! Please go away! Leave me alone!"insisted Gwen loudly as Paula hurried into the living room to find Steve and Gwen in a heated exchange.
"I want some answers, Gwen! Somebody did this to you and I want to know who!" demanded Steve.
"Steve! Gwen! What's going on? What happened to you, Gwen? Are you okay?" asked a perplexed Paula as Kate came rushing into the room followed by her father.
Ted took the scene in, and started for Steve. "Young man, I warned you what would happen if you mistreated my daughter!"
With that, Ted pulled a fist back and punched Steve on the jaw. For his part, Steve never even flinched. He slowly brought his hand up to his jaw and rubbed it. Gwen was horrified. This was exactly what she had been hoping to avoid. What a horrible ending to a horrible night. Her father had just struck Steve. Now there was no doubt that she and Steve would never be together again, not that she wanted him back after his cheating and lying.
Gwen suddenly burst into tears as Paula wrapped her arms around her and yelled at Ted. "Damn it, Ted! Steve didn't do this to Gwen! Get your head straightened out and apologize to him! Men think every problem can be solved by fighting, and that's without even knowing what the problem is. Steve, sit down and tell us what happened to Gwen while I put her to bed. She's in no state to be questioned, or abused!"
"Sir, if I had done that to Gwen, you'd have been within your rights to beat me to a pulp. Charlotte called me and told me that Gwen needed help, so I went to help her," offered Steve as he considered his actions of the past few minutes. "She wouldn't tell me anything about how she wound up in that situation or what had happened to her. I thought the same thing you did, that some guy had tried to take advantage of her, and I was even angrier than you are, but she refuses to tell me what's going on."
"Son, I flew off the handle. I had no reason to strike you and I sincerely apologize. Imagine my feelings when I see you bring my daughter home in that condition. I heard you two arguing and I assumed that you had harmed her. It's a good thing you didn't strike back, Steve. My fist still hurts," grinned Ted ruefully. "It must have been that damned...".
"Dad!" Kate almost yelled at her father. "Gwen didn't want to tell Steve what happened and it would be wrong for you to say anything. She probably has some very good reasons, Dad. Why don't you go check on Gwen while I tell Steve good night?"
Kate was surprised at how quickly her father acquiesced to her suggestion. Over the years, Ted had learned to listen to the women in his family. He loved them dearly and hated to see any of them hurt in any way.
"Steve, things are a little screwed up tonight," began Kate as she walked over and dropped into Steve's lap. "At some point, Gwen will thank you, as will Mom and Dad. It's pretty obvious to me that Gwen doesn't want you to get into any trouble over this. She's probably ashamed of herself and scared to death that you'll go off half cocked and get into a bad situation. Then she'd feel even worse. Please, be patient and forgiving. Gwen's worth it."
As she finished speaking, Kate kissed Steve quickly on the lips and jumped off his lap and laughed. "I really, really wanted to do that forever! You were so serious and quiet, so I took advantage of the situation. Now go home. This'll all shake out before too long, but it's best if everyone has the opportunity to calm down. Gwen really likes you and so do I. You're the best big brother a girl could have!"
After Steve left and Kate locked the door, she turned to find her mother standing in the doorway. "Young lady, I heard everything you told Steve just now, and I'm proud of you. That was wisdom beyond your years. If Steve knew that Gwen left here with Mort Governs, he'd probably be over there right now and it wouldn't end well for either of them. You called Steve your big brother, Kate. How did that start?"
"He pretty much told me that he'd never be able to be romantically interested in me. I blame that on Gwen, by the way. He has it bad for her. He added that he likes me like a sister and could love me like a sister. You know what, Mom? That's a pretty good way to be loved and I'm going to be very content to have his love that way. It's uncomplicated and it feels great," added Kate.
Gwen had taken that moment to descend the stairs and heard the end of Kate's comments. "You think Steve loves you, Kate? How could you be so foolish? He doesn't even know what love is. He's like all men; he loves pretty faces and big tits!"
"You owe your sister an apology, Gwen!" insisted Paula firmly. "She was telling me that Steve likes her like a sister and if things progressed with you, he could love her like a sister. Kate is NOT trying to steal your boyfriend. Now tell me why you have such a low opinion of men in general and Steve in particular. What actually happened tonight? Are you angry at Mort Governs and blaming the whole gender for his actions?"
"Oh, Kate, I'm so sorry," cried Gwen. "You're a great sister. I know that. I've had a really bad night. Mort was a total ass at dinner. His ideas for fund raising involved girls in swimsuits and girls being auctioned off for an evening of dance. The way he described it gave me the creeps. Then, when I wasn't paying attention on the drive home, he pulled off the road, parked, and started groping me. I'm ashamed to say that he got his hand down my bra and squeezed me till it hurt!"
"Wow, Sis! It's a good thing no one told Steve about that! He'd be over there right now breaking Mort into little pieces. He'd be in jail by morning. How did you wind up with Steve if he didn't know that you were with Mort Governs?" questioned Kate as she hugged her distressed sister.
"I jumped out of Mort's car, which he called his 'love machine' by the way, and ran into the woods. He drove off after a little while and I walked in the same direction he drove. I found I was on Henderson Road so I called Charlotte to come pick me up. For some reason, she called Steve and asked him to do it instead. I'll chew her out tomorrow for that!" promised Gwen. "What was she thinking?"
"If she knew that you were going out with Mort Governs, she may have been thinking you needed the aid of a strong young man that would do anything to keep you safe," offered Paula. "Is that a possibility? Two young women could still be accosted in the darkness by a deranged suitor. A woman with Steve Hammer next to her would have no such worries."
"That's the other problem. Mort took me to Dominick's for dinner. While we were waiting to order dinner an incredibly beautiful red headed woman around twenty five walked in. She was shown to a table back in the corner, and guess who her date was?" sniffled Gwen. "None other than Kate's big brother!"
"Oh, no!" gasped Paula. "Are you sure that Steve had a date with her? Did he see you with Mort? What happened then?"
"I gave Mort some lame story about being allergic to garlic and we left and had dinner at the Road House. She hugged him and kissed his cheek, Mom! Unless he has a whole bunch of girls that want to be his sister, I'd have to say it was a real date. He's a liar. I guess all men are liars, except for Dad. They just want to play with "the girls", get their rocks off, and move on to the next conquest. Steve's no different."
"That's not true and you know it, Gwen! Steve is a good guy. He's way better than that asshole you were with tonight! Sorry, Mom," apologized Kate when she saw her mother's face when she swore. "Has Steve ever groped you or forced himself on you in any way? Let me rephrase that. Has he ever groped you in a way that you didn't want to be groped? He's a gentleman."
"He's never laid a finger on me that way, if you must know, Kate. The fact remains that he's dating a beautiful, older woman without giving me as much as a hint about it. We aren't going steady or anything, but that's still a pretty low thing to do!"
"That's what I was trying to tell you earlier this evening when you were getting ready to go out with butt-head," pointed out Kate. "You weren't going to tell Steve about Mort if you could help it. I guess all women are liars and cheats and really want men to play with their "girls". That's probably exactly what Mort believes."
"Besides," added Gwen, ignoring Kate's observation, "Dad punched Steve tonight when he saw my torn blouse and Steve standing there all angry. That's enough to keep Steve away forever."
"Ha! I'll give you odds that Steve will be back as soon as you invite him. He'll even apologize to Dad for making him so upset that he felt he had to hit Steve. Did you see how Steve just rubbed his chin and looked at Dad? I don't think Dad will be popping him in the chops again anytime soon," chuckled Kate. "But it was great that Dad was willing to mix it up with Steve for his daughter's honor."
Steve had no idea what to expect when he entered the homeroom the next morning. He had left Gwen on a pretty bad note. She was very upset with him, and her father had been so angry he actually punched Steve. That was a pretty brave thing for a man that worked as a CPA to do. Steve had to acknowledge an increased respect for Ted Anderson.
Charlotte was sitting at her desk when Steve entered. Gwen had not yet arrived, so Charlotte asked him about the previous evening.
"I found her right where you said she'd be, Charlotte. She was very nicely dressed, but her blouse was torn and her hair was a mess. She refused to tell me what happened. By the time we got to her house, I was all pissed off and was demanding that she tell me who did that to her," recounted Steve. "My behavior was unacceptable in another man's home and Ted Anderson heard me. He took one look at Gwen's condition and smacked me right on the chin. He's a really good father. I deserved it and he administered it. That calmed me down, but I never did find out what happened. Do you know what's going on?"
"Steve, I won't betray Gwen's confidence. You wouldn't like me if I did. She needs to be the one to explain everything to you. I know that she really likes you a lot. She's new to this dating thing and you need to be understanding and patient with her. It'll all work out," assured Charlotte as Gwen entered the room and took her seat.
"Ah, Gwen! I have some news for you," revealed Ms. Walker. "I've been contacted by two different organizations. One would like you and Steve to demonstrate your wonderful 'Lady in Red' dance for them. That one is the Rotary Club. Their president, Ralph Smith, called me this morning and asked me to approve it. He said that you had approached him the other day at the bank about your fund raising efforts, and he drew a blank. When he mentioned it to his wife, she immediately suggested that you two go to a Rotary meeting and dazzle the members with your skill and beauty, and then give a pitch for the class project."
"Mr. Smith set us up with the Rotary?" repeated Gwen. "That would be a great place to network! When is the next meeting, Ms. Walker?"
"Wednesday afternoon. I'd have to get permission for you both to leave school so you can attend the luncheon at the Holiday Inn, but that'll be no problem. So, are you two willing to put your best foot forward, pun intended, to move this project further along?" quizzed Ms. Walker.
Gwen suddenly knew doubt. She had fought with Steve the previous evening. He might decide she wasn't worth the trouble, or want to get even for her treatment of him after he made the effort to rescue her. Not one to shirk her duties, Gwen slowly turned to face Steve.
For his part, Steve was not going to make it easy for Gwen. He sat without expression as he waited for Gwen to speak.
"Uh, Steve, do you think you want to go to the Rotary luncheon and perform that dance with me, if you aren't too busy?" asked Gwen timidly. "It could be a great boost to our fund raising efforts. All the business people in the area are in the Rotary Club."
"Gwen, I'd be delighted to escort you to the luncheon. Will we be in costume for this performance? What do you want me to wear?"
Angela Walker noticed the strain in Gwen's voice and actions, but chose to remain quiet and wait to see where it would lead. "I was also contacted by the local volunteer fire company, of all organizations. They're having a casino night fund raiser on the first Saturday evening in November and asked if about a dozen or so seniors would be willing to serve as waiters and waitresses for the event. They will be serving alcohol, so they want the seniors to be eighteen years of age, and you will NOT drink any alcohol. It's a very low budget effort, but they want the patrons to get the feel of Vegas or Atlantic City right here in our town. In lieu of a big stage production, they asked if you two would do a few dances on a small, raised platform. Again, it's a really good way to network with people, and the fire department is always the one of the most worthy non-profit organizations to help."
Again, Gwen turned to Steve. He smiled and nodded when her eyes met his. Gwen's relief was apparent to both Steve and Charlotte.
Steve never seemed to be able to be alone with Gwen in the days that followed. He knew she was avoiding him and it bothered him more than he cared to admit. Since the rotary luncheon was at noon, Gwen had decided to spend the morning preparing for the dance. She had decided to give the Rotary the very best she could. She told Steve that she would meet him at the Holiday Inn a few minutes before the luncheon.
"Gwen, you're just beautiful!" gasped Paula as she watched Gwen put the finishing touches on her makeup. "This'll be a great opportunity to reconnect with Steve. You've got to talk to him to get past the situation you had the other night. The worst thing for any relationship is lack of communication. Please talk to him."
"Mom, while we were dating, the following things took place. I went on a date with a man that practically tried to rape me. Steve went on at least one date with a gorgeous woman, and who knows what they did! My father punched Steve in the face. We argued. He demanded that I tell him who I was with, as if he had that right! I refused, which a good girlfriend really wouldn't do. I think we've pretty well screwed things up between us, don't you? Now we're just going through the motions for the class project."
"Okay, if you insist," relented Paula. "He's sure going to regret his actions when he sees how beautiful you are today."
"Yeah, if he isn't having some afternoon delight in one of the rooms at the same Holiday Inn with that supermodel he's dating. He probably won't be able to concentrate on dancing today, for thinking about getting laid later on!"
"I imagine that at least part of his mind will be on sex," admitted Paula. "But, I doubt that any redhead will be involved in his fantasy."
"That's my point, Mom. Sex is always on their minds," lamented Gwen. "What's wrong with them?"
"My dear, that doesn't have to be a bad thing," laughed Paula. "Why do men do things for women? Why is society the way it is? Because men want what we have! That gives us power. You just have to learn to wield that power wisely. I've kept your father in line and interested for well over twenty years, and it wasn't just my good cooking that did it."
"How do you know whether you have a good guy like Dad, or a letch like Mort?" asked Gwen.
"It doesn't usually take too long, if you watch the clues," assured Paula. "Mauling you in a parked car against your wishes is an obvious deal breaker. You shouldn't have to experience that to find out what sort of man you're dealing with. Watch how he treats his family, his friends, strangers, and people less fortunate than he is. You'll learn a lot about a person that way."
"I seem to have a problem telling the good guys from the bad ones. Mort was a huge mistake every way imaginable. It looks like Steve was, too. I guess I'm batting 1000% in bad choices."
"As far as I'm concerned, the jury is still out on Steve," replied Paula. "Both of your sisters think he's the cat's pajamas. To be honest, I have to agree with them. You can't be sure he was dating that woman you saw him with, at least not until you give him the opportunity to explain himself."
Steve was surprised when Ms. Walker told him that she would be attending the luncheon and that he could ride with her. "I hate to be nosey, Steve, but I am. What's up with you and Gwen? Am I going to have a problem with my star attractions? Did you two quarrel?"
"I'm not comfortable talking about it, Ms. Walker," admitted Steve. "Let's just say that I played the fool in front of Gwen and her family. I was hoping that I'd get a free pass, but it doesn't look like that's going to happen. She avoids me as much as possible, so I can't say how this will all play out. You can be sure that I'll do my part. I'll do whatever I can to get back in good with Gwen."
"Okay, Steve. That's all I can ask from you. I'll talk to Gwen to see what she's thinking. I'm going with you today so I can lobby for the hospital fund. This could be a great chance to get this project off the ground."



Steve and Ms. Walker were seated when Gwen arrived. Steve immediately stood and helped Gwen with her chair while Ms. Walker smiled her approval. Gwen once again wore the amazing red dress that Lisa had loaned to her. Steve wore a sports jacket over a dark mock turtleneck that emphasized his broad shoulders and powerful chest.
Ralph Smith addressed the group. "Folks, we're in for a real treat today. In case any of you've been living in a cave for the past couple of months, you need to know that our high school football team is undefeated, and much of the credit for that goes to this young man, Steve Hammer, team quarterback.
"Even more amazing, at least to many of us men, is the fact that Steve has teamed up with this truly beautiful young lady, Gwen Anderson, who happens to have the number one GPA in her class, to entertain and amaze people with their dance skills. If any of you haven't already done so, I encourage you to search for Dave Kite's YouTube page. That young man has done a very impressive job recording and promoting senior class activities this year. For obvious reasons, the videos featuring these two class members have received the lion's share of attention; over four thousand views on a couple of them and the counter is going up daily.
"The fact that these two have agreed to give us a private audience today is the reason that so many of our wives have decided to attend. I know that's all that my wife, Nancy, could talk about the past two days. Enjoy your lunch. Then Miss Anderson and Mr. Hammer will trip the light fantastic," concluded Ralph Smith.
The luncheon was extremely well attended with as many, or more, women than men. Gwen, Ms. Walker, and Steve had seats at the table with the Rotary officers and their wives and had a pleasant meal as they listened to Ms. Walker extol the virtues of building a children's wing on the hospital. Everyone agreed that it would benefit the area, but more than a few questioned the feasibility. Could a town of less than twenty thousand support such a hospital?
That was when Gwen joined the discussion. "Why would we assume that only the people within the city limits would use the hospital? If we had a strong, reputable hospital with good staff, people from the entire area, well beyond the town limits, would gladly use it for their health care. There are no really good medical facilities within a couple hours drive. This hospital should emphasize that it's for the entire area's benefit and draw from all of the outlying areas for support. This cannot be a "Sparta only" hospital. Maybe they should change their name from Sparta General to something that embraces a much larger target area. Look at all the how big an area the school district draws from. Our school teams are called the Spartans, but that covers more than this town. It's the entire district."
Ralph Smith nodded his head as he listened to Gwen's reasoning. Then he turned to Ms. Walker with a big grin. "Angela, you sure knew what you were doing when you put Gwen in charge of this project. Seldom do I see such maturity and sound logic from anyone, let alone a high school student."
When it came time for them to dance, Gwen seemed a bit tentative at first. "Gwen, relax!" whispered Steve. "You look fantastic and everyone loves you. Let go and feel the music. We can do this right."
Gwen looked up at Steve as he spoke. She was again struck by his rugged good looks and engaging smile, and she felt his eyes could look into her very soul. Without conscious thought, Gwen moved closer and allowed herself to follow Steve's lead, trusting that her partner wouldn't make any mistakes. By the end of the dance, Gwen was relaxed and smiling. The applause was surprising in its duration and volume.
"That was beautiful!" gushed Ralph Smith's wife. "You two look so perfect together and move so well. I've been after Tyler to take some lessons with Gwen's Aunt Diane, but he always claimed it was for sissies. Now I've got some new ammunition. Steve sure doesn't look like any sissy-boy, and look at the beautiful woman he gets to hold in his arms when he dances."
Steve and Gwen knew that they were there to make friends and tried to greet everyone warmly. Steve saw that suddenly change when Gwen came face to face with the guy that bid against Steve for that first dance. She tensed up noticeably, and clung tightly to Steve's arm.
"Gwen, that was beautiful. You dance so gracefully," praised Mort Governs. "Have you given any thought to my suggestions for fund raising for your project? I'd be happy to discuss them with you anytime."
Everyone within hearing was stunned by Gwen's terse response to one of the area's leading businessmen. "I've given it a lot of thought, Mr. Governs. I've decided that it'll be a cold day in hell when I have business of any kind with you!"
The silence was deafening as everyone waited for Mort Governs response to Gwen's brutal dismissal of his offer. "If that's the way you want it, Gwen. You're the one that came to me asking for ideas and suggesting that you'd do anything to meet your goals for the project. I really hate to reveal your not-so-admirable side, but I..."
Steve had heard enough and stepped in front of Governs and put his mouth down close to Governs' ear and spoke as quietly, and with as much intensity as he could. "So it was you! Say one more word about Gwen and I'll rip your heart out, and show it to you right before I shove it up your ass! If you don't turn around and leave right now, I'll have to assume that you want to mix it up with me, and there's nothing I'd like better. You decide, Asshole. Fight or flight?"
Mort Governs lost all color as Steve snarled into his ear. No one else in the room could actually hear what was said, but everyone watching knew exactly what Steve was telling the young dealership owner. Mort had said enough to embarrass and offend those within hearing. He turned quickly and strode from the room.
"I apologize to everyone for my display of temper," offered Steve, "but no one will speak to Gwen like that as long as I'm near enough to prevent it. If I've offended anyone, I'm sorry. I'll leave now."
"I don't think so, young man!" stated Nancy Smith as the rest of the assembled group remained silent. "I want you and Gwen to demonstrate some of your skills in slow motion so that we can watch and see exactly how you two move so gracefully. Don't give another thought to that spoiled little pompous ass. I'm not sure what you said to him, but I strongly suspect it was direct and appropriate for the situation. A man should always defend his lady's honor, and you did an admirable job."
Gwen had caught enough of Steve's threat to Governs to realize how angry he was. His voice had sounded more like a growl than anything human. The speed at which the color drained from Governs' face reinforced her impression that Steve had issued a very strong threat and was more than willing to back it up.
Suddenly, everyone was laughing as they told their impressions of Steve's meeting with Mort Governs. The ladies carefully watched Steve and Gwen demonstrate s few steps. Steve was amused that a few simple steps seemed so impressive to the ladies. Soon he was taking each of the ladies through the basic steps. It was one thirty when Angela Walker explained that the students needed to return to class. There was a lot of back slapping as Steve thanked the Rotary for its support.
"Holy crap! I thought you were going to slap that stupid little shit!" exclaimed Ms. Walker as they drove out of the parking lot. "That would have complicated things, but no one would have blamed you, Steve. He sure had it coming! Imagine speaking like that to a girl like Gwen, in front of a guy like you! As it turned out, I think your reaction actually benefited our goal. You are now known as an athlete, dancer, and defender of lady's honor. The latter will go a long way with the wives of the male Rotarians, not to mention the females in the Rotary."
Gwen had explained to Ms. Walker that she was not returning to school since she had to change her clothes. Her dress was not appropriate for the classroom. Her mother was descending the stairs as Gwen entered the house. She watched as Gwen dropped into the recliner and let out a sigh. Paula stood in front of Gwen waiting for her report of the day's events.
"Well, Mom, the cat's out of the bag," Gwen stated simply as Paula sat down next to her and waited for Gwen to continue. "For some reason, it never occurred to me that Mort Governs would naturally be a Rotary member. He's a mover and shaker in the community. He make some comment about how he'd be glad to discuss his so-called ideas for fund raising with me anytime and I told him, in no uncertain terms, that it'd be a cold day in hell when I had anything to do with him.
"Then he said that I had approached him and told him that I'd do "anything" to meet our project goals. Then he started to reveal what he called my not-so-admirable side," recounted Gwen.
"Started to, Gwen?" asked a worried Paula. "Did something prevent Governs from smearing your name in the dirt? Was that something well over six feet tall and pretty angry by this time? Did Steve get into a lot of trouble?"
"You think you're so smart, Mom!" groaned Gwen. "Steve moved in real close to Mort and said a few things that I couldn't make out very well. No one else was close enough to hear a word of it. I did hear something about Mort being 'the one'. Then there was something about 'Ripping a heart out'. 'Shoving it someplace'. Things like that, but Steve snarled it so low it sounded more like a rumble than human speech. For some reason, Mort turned on his heel and practically ran from the room."
"I think, Gwen, that you're getting to see the difference between the good guys and the bad guys. What did the other Rotary members say? Was there a problem?" questioned Paula.
"Truthfully, it seemed to make their day. They kept us there showing them the few simple dance steps that we do. You'd think we'd invented the moon walk or something. It was mostly the ladies and they couldn't wait to have Steve take them in his arms and show them the simple steps. I've never seen so many sexually repressed women in my life. Ms. Walker called an end to it before they managed to get Steve to show them some other moves that he's probably already used on that redhead."
"That reminds me. Diane said that she would be happy to help you and Steve perfect a few more dances for that Firemen's benefit," remembered Paula. "I think my little sister wants to see how it feels to be in Steve's arms, if just for a little while. You'll probably think she's another sexually repressed woman. Your boyfriend seems to do that to us mature ladies."
"Did you just include yourself in that group, Mom?" demanded Gwen. "Do I have to worry about you and Diane now?"
"Honey, every woman that sees that boy is a potential competitor, if you're intending to keep him as your boyfriend. If you're going to break up with him, it shouldn't matter. As far as Diane and I are concerned, we're older and married, and want to stay that way, so we'll limit ourselves to a few harmless actions and fantasies," laughed Paula. "But if you want to keep Steve, there isn't a girl or woman around that can steal him from you. I've seen the way he looks at you. He's yours if you want him."
"Then why was he out with that long legged redhead?" asked Gwen. "Why do I feel totally out of control here?"
"I can tell you the answer to that second question, but you won't want to hear it, at least not yet," responded Paula. "Ask Steve about the redhead if you really want to know. It isn't rocket science, Gwen. It's called communication. You sometimes seem better versed in rocket science than in relationships."
The football team continued to win. Steve managed to post very impressive statistics. The regular season ended with Sparta undefeated, and league champions. The team needed to win three more games to claim the school's first ever state title. The first Saturday in November was the district championship against Carver High. Then would come the regional championship game the following Saturday, if Sparta beat Carver. The state title game was scheduled for the Saturday before Thanksgiving.
The team had developed a strong fan base and a great deal of press coverage. Sparta was buzzing with talk of a state title. Never before had its football team reached the big game. Many of the articles in the local paper featured Steve and mentioned the videos Dave Kite had posted on YouTube. Views of the videos eclipsed ten thousand by early November. Donations to the hospital fund, many unsolicited, had begun to arrive in the mail.
Steve had always been the hardest working team member in the weight room, but half way through the season, Billy Marsh came alive. He worked harder and longer than Steve. By the last league game, Billy was obviously thinner around the middle and wider in the chest and shoulders. He and Steve had become fast friends. Billy always gave the same answer when Steve asked what had happened to cause such a drastic change in Billy's attitude.
"Somebody has to block and make you look good. I want to be part of a state championship team, and saving your ass is the way to get there. When the college recruiters come to see the famous Steve Hammer, they'll have to notice the no-longer fat putz that centers the ball, and pass blocks like a pro. Those guys are smart and they'll see the real reason for your success," grinned Billy.
Gwen's relationship with Steve remained complicated. She still danced with him. In fact, they spent more time together than ever as they worked on a couple new dances for casino night. Diane suggested that a tango would dazzle the audience and a dance with a couple lifts would be a real crowd pleaser. Although many purists felt that lifts had no place in ballroom dancing, spectators loved to see them.
"Paula, that boy is amazing! We both know that I'm not as light as I used to be, but he's able to lift me like I was a child. He can toss Gwen around with no effort. He's graceful, a fast learner, and very polite. I had him lift me a couple times and slowly lower me. I had a low top on and he kept looking away, which didn't do much for my self esteem," admitted Diane. "I finally told him in that dance, he was the leader, the alpha, and he had to not only look at his partner's assets, but do it obviously and sensuously. The next time he lowered me he looked right into my cleavage and blew into my top! My nipples were hard for the next hour.
"I don't know where Gwen gets her self-discipline. She wears those sweaters and sweatshirts to practice and hardly interacts with the guy, even when she's in his arms. I know she's pissed about him supposedly having a woman on the side, but if I were her, I'd be doing my level best to make him forget the other woman. And Gwen has the equipment to make him forget!"
When the arrangements were made for Casino night, no one had considered the football team playing that same day for the district title. Luckily, Sparta played early in the day and everyone had time to return to Sparta and participate, as promised, in Casino night at the fire hall. The fact that Sparta had won 42- 21 made for a festive occasion. The members of the Fire Company, firefighters and ambulance crew, had a large sign proclaiming Sparta district champions on the wall.
"Wow, Charlotte! You look great. I guess if college doesn't work out for you, there's always the option of being a cocktail waitress," teased Steve as he admired how well Charlotte looked in a little black dress.
"Thanks, Steve. It's always good to be appreciated! I'm hoping that a certain waiter here tonight will like what he sees and stop being so darn hard to attract. I blame you for that, too. You made him walk me to class and apologize. He did such a good job of it, I can't stop thinking about it, but he acts like he hardly notices me."
"If we're talking about a guy that's dropped about thirty pounds of lard and added about twenty pounds of muscle since the start of football season, he's noticed you, believe me. He doesn't talk about anything else! "What if she still thinks I'm too fat? What if she doesn't like me?" are two of the whines I hear five or six times a day," complained Steve. "In case you haven't figured it out, he's talking about you, Charlotte."
"Who's talking about me, Steve? How do I know who's lost weight? I need to know that we're talking about the same guy!" giggled Charlotte. "Point him out!"
"Okay. He's the guy standing by the men's room pretending to be reading the sign that says "men's room." Now he's looking at his shoes. Now he's checking to be sure his fly is all the way up," revealed Steve. "Does that help give you an idea of which poor schmuck has it bad for one of the smartest, prettiest girls in the senior class?"
"Now who are you talking about? I was hoping he was interested in me!" lamented Charlotte with a sad, pouty little smile.
Steve managed to pull Gwen aside a short while later. "Gwen, I know you're upset with me for that stunt I pulled that night I picked you up walking on that dark road. I've tried to apologize to you, but you won't listen. I was wrong to think that I could demand that you tell me something, or make you do something just because I wanted you to do it. I know now that it involved that Governs jerk, and that he did something to upset you pretty badly. I behaved like an ass and your dad was right to paste me one.
"I'm new to all of this, Gwen. I've never had a girlfriend. My mom died a few years ago and I'm kind of weak in my relationship skills with females. I just don't know what you want me to do, Gwen. How can I get you to forgive me?" asked Steve sincerely. "I've learned a lot from that incident. I'll work to be more understanding and less demanding."
"Steve, I went out with that jackass! We had dinner. I thought we would be discussing ways he could help in our fund raising, but deep down, I knew what he was after and I went with him anyway. That's not a very good girlfriend, is it? I thought I'd just keep it from you and it wouldn't hurt anything," admitted Gwen sadly. "The truth is all relationships have to be built on honesty and I wasn't being honest with you.
"I appreciate that you helped me out, but I was too ashamed to admit what I had done. That's why I wouldn't tell you anything. That and the fact I was afraid that you'd do something to that ass that would get you into big trouble. To answer your question, you need to absolutely tell me the truth all the time. It has to be the whole truth and not half truths to keep my feelings from being hurt. The only thing that stands between us is that I don't think you've been completely honest with me."
"Okay, I see where that can be a problem. I guess I need to explain myself better. I'll work on that from now on. I've become accustomed to keeping things to myself the past year or so and it's become a habit, a bad habit at that," conceded Steve. "I just worry that if you know too much about me, you'll feel pity or something, and I don't want that. I just want to be a normal, average senior in a normal school that just happens to have a super beautiful girlfriend. Is that too much to ask?"
"It is if you want to keep me around, Steve. You'll have to drop that beautiful girlfriend," replied Gwen more seriously than Steve realized. "My sister Lisa was drop dead gorgeous since birth. I've grown up being compared to her and it wasn't always kind. My self esteem wasn't the greatest, so I threw myself into my schoolwork. I'm determined to become a doctor, a very good doctor. This past summer I started working out on my dad's weight machine and walking a few miles a day. I felt like I was improving and then you arrived on the scene and seemed interested in me when no else ever has been. The really crazy thing is that you're a walking wet dream for every girl in school, so I wonder why you spend time with me.



"I don't know what you've heard about me, Steve, but I'm not going to have sex with you, if that's what you're after. I guess all males are, and you're certainly all male. Now for the weird part. I won't have sex with you, but I won't be with you if you're having sex, or any type of intimate relationship, with some other girl, or woman. I know that sounds crazy, or selfish, but that's how I feel. I'd rather not have a boyfriend than feel pressured to do something that I'm not ready for, or don't want. I have long range plans and I'm not going to do something stupid and screw them up. Now that you know all of that about me, maybe you'll want to find somebody else. I'll understand."
Steve had listened to Gwen with great interest. This was the first time they had actually shared real feelings and hopes. He felt like he had just learned more about her in a two minute conversation than in the previous two months.
"Gwen, I realize that you're right. I haven't been totally honest with you, and you've been keeping things from me. You just laid it out there for me to see. I need to start telling you the truth and not hold things back. It really isn't fair. I didn't realize how determined you were to become a doctor. I didn't know how you felt about sex, dating, honesty, and fidelity. Now I do."
Just then, Charlotte rushed up to Steve. "Have you said anything to him? Did he say anything about me?"
Gwen gave Charlotte a puzzled look as Steve grinned. "Okay, so I'm a little desperate, Gwen. Steve probably told you already. I'm kind of, sort of, in a way, interested in Billy Marsh. I know he's not exactly another Steve Hammer, but he's a pretty good guy, comes from a good family, and I think he likes me, at least a little. We can't all be beautiful, voluptuous sex goddesses like you, so don't be making fun of me!"
"Charlotte! I like Billy. He's a cool guy. I never knew that you two had anything going on, and Steve never mentioned it. I certainly won't make fun of you. In fact, I'll do whatever I can to help. Were you expecting Steve to do something to advance this budding romance?" asked a very surprised Gwen.
"I thought that the two of you would have a plan, or a scheme, or something like that by now. What the heck were you two talking about, if not my problems," wondered Charlotte. "Don't tell me that you're working on your own romance! How selfish, Steve!"
"Charlotte, they're getting ready to open the doors. Let me figure out something to get Billy moving. In the mean time, use that smoldering sexuality of yours to persuade the patrons to spend more money on games of chance," finished Steve.
"Smoldering sexuality? Me? I like the sounds of that. What do you think, Gwen? Should I use my smoldering sexuality to lure some suckers into spending money in a good cause?"
"By all means," laughed Gwen. "I see you have 'your girls' on display tonight, Charlotte. Don't be giving me any crap about showing off my assets from now on. Just get out there and smolder!"
"We have to get ready for our part of the show, Steve, but you've got to tell me how this thing between Charlotte and Billy got started and your part in it. We can still dance together, can't we, even if you decide that you want a different girlfriend?" asked a suddenly worried Gwen.
"No, Gwen! We can't dance together if I get another girlfriend! I may not understand much about the fairer sex, but I do know that no girl on the planet will have the confidence and faith in me to let me hold you in my arms on a regular basis," proclaimed Steve with certainty. "But I haven't given up on you, so be warned."
Gwen felt relief at Steve's so-called warning, but disappointment that he did not confess his date with the redhead. She had made it pretty clear that she wasn't going to have sex with him, yet she expected Steve to forsake other girls if they were going to be dating. She wondered if that was even possible. Girls everywhere fell all over Steve, and who could blame them? He was the epitome of what a girl looked for in a boyfriend, or a lover for that matter. Would Steve give up his chances with so many pretty girls for a pretty much platonic relationship with her? Would she be able to believe him if he said he would? She knew that she would not, at least until he disclosed that he was dating another woman. It was up to him to correct their relationship now. She had been completely honest and now it was his turn to do the same.
It was another night of firsts for the seniors. Perhaps the most surprising thing for many of the students working as the waiters and waitresses came as the evening wound down. A few kids from the local community college had shown up. It was obvious that they had been partying before they arrived. Every now and then one or two of them would leave the fire hall for a few minutes and then return. It seemed likely that they were outside drinking since they were not yet twenty one. They knew the firemen would never allow them to buy any drinks inside without proper ID.
One of the bigger college guys had targeted Charlotte. He constantly asked her for drinks and tried to chat her up. For her part, Charlotte made it clear that he needed ID and that she wasn't interested in an inebriated community college party animal. Steve was talking with a couple EMT's when Gwen rushed up to him.
"Steve! That dumb ass college kid is really bothering Charlotte. He just dragged her into the men's room! You've got to help her!" urged Gwen.
Steve wasted no time rushing to the bathroom to help Charlotte. When he pushed through the doorway, he stopped in his tracks. Charlotte was standing by the sinks, holding the top of her dress up and sobbing softly. Across the room, Billy Marsh had her attacker pinned to the wall by the urinals with one hand. The other hand was pulled back in a fist. Quickly, Steve grabbed Billy's fist and held it.
"Not here. Not now, Billy!" cautioned Steve. "He isn't worth the trouble it'd cause. Let him go and let the firemen handle this. Charlotte needs your attention. Help her get out of here. Take care of Charlotte, Billy!"
It was obvious that Billy Marsh was in a rage. Steve knew from experience how difficult rational thought was at times like that. He held Billy's fist and kept repeating that he needed to look after Charlotte. Reluctantly, Billy released the guy and made his way over to Charlotte. He gently wrapped his arm around her shoulders and led her from the bathroom.
"Thanks, Steve," spoke the EMT behind him. "That was close. I wouldn't have blamed Billy if he clocked this bozo, but he'd probably be crying to his mom and lawyer before he hit the floor. Billy's the one that would be in trouble. I told Kim to call the cops. They'll be here pretty soon. I'll handle it from here."
Steve left the bathroom to see his classmates huddled around Billy and Charlotte. She was wearing Billy's suit jacket and looked very small in it. Gwen gave Steve a big smile as he approached the group.
"Thanks, Steve. It sounds like you arrived just in time. Charlotte told us that Billy looked like he was going to kill that jerk. What a mess that would've been. I told Billy to take Charlotte home. I promised that you and I'd double as wait staff when we weren't dancing. I don't think you have to make any plans to get those two together. She won't let go of him now!"
"Kids, we're sorry about that situation. The police are outside talking to those college kids now. They won't be any further problem," promised Nancy Burns, the ambulance captain and best EMT on the squad. "Do you feel up to finishing the night with us? We have another half hour left, at least. That little bit of excitement has stirred the crowd up. We want to get every nickel we can tonight. Will you kids stick with us?"
"Nancy, we're Spartans," laughed Gwen. "Billy's taking Charlotte home, but the rest of us will stay until the end. We made a promise and we'll keep it. Steve and I'll fill in for Billy and Charlotte, until we do our last dance."
"That would be great, Gwen! You guys have done a great job for us tonight and we'll be sure to let the school know how much help you've been. I know for a fact that quite a few of the people remaining here tonight are waiting for you two to deliver that last dance. They can't wait to see what you're going to show us. What a great idea it was to have you two perform here tonight! Can you tell me what you have planned so I can whet the appetite of the crowd?" asked Nancy.
"We're going to finish with a tango, Nancy, but I'm not sure that it'll be as well received as that last dance, or the first dance, for that matter. The crowd really seemed to love those dances. They may be expecting something better than we can do," worried Gwen.
The fire company had Gwen and Steve wait until the night was officially over to perform their tango. The reason was simply to hold the crowd as long as possible. There was a loud round of applause when their choice of dance was announced and then complete silence as Steve and Gwen performed it under a soft spotlight. Gwen was concerned that it was a flop when they finished and no one applauded. She and Steve stood still to take a small bow as they looked over the audience with some trepidation.
Then the hall erupted into cheers, whistles and loud applause! Gwen saw her mom, Kate, Diane, and Ms. Walker standing to one side clapping and whistling with the best of them. She hadn't even known that they were there. She wondered if they had watched all three dances without Gwen ever seeing them. Gwen and Steve gave their best smiles and bowed to the crowd. The applause was almost embarrassing for Steve. They had to remain on the small stage and bow several more times as the crowd yelled its approval.
"Saturday was one of the best days this class, and this school, has ever had, in my estimation," began Ms. Walker. "For the first time in Sparta's football history, we're the district champions. Congratulations to the seniors on the team and good luck in your next game on Saturday. Your efforts Saturday night on behalf of the fire company were greatly appreciated. You all impressed our local volunteers no end. They almost doubled the take from last year and the crowd left the building in awe of the final performance by our own Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer. I received several promises for donations and many promises to spread the word about our efforts to raise money for a children's wing to the hospital.
"I have to once again thank our videographer for his amazing work. His football highlights were extremely well done. His coverage of casino night was unbelievable, including, but not limited to, his short clip of Mr. Marsh giving a rowdy patron a lesson in etiquette. I have no idea how you manage to be around everything interesting or exciting that happens the way you do, Dave. It's a knack, that's for sure."
As Sparta's success increased, so did Amber Stahl's exposure on the local television channel. She was assigned to every game and finally had her own camera man during those tilts. Everyone in Sparta knew her by name and appreciated that she reported the team's successes so well. She was given ten minutes of broadcast time on the Saturday evening that Sparta won the regional title and qualified to play for the state championship. She had interviews of the coaching staff and players, including Steve. After a few football related questions, she sneaked a question about Gwen and their popular dance routines.
Steve tried to remain calm and listen carefully to the questions so that he wouldn't sound like an idiot when he responded to the reporter's questions. He was somewhat surprised by the question but managed what turned out to be a great response. "That was something that just sort of happened. Gwen Anderson is a brilliant student, destined to become a great surgeon. She's not only a great dancer but she's the chairperson of our class fund raising project. She's working really hard to raise money for a children's wing for our local hospital, at which she'll someday practice medicine and save lives. If my dancing with a beautiful woman helps raise money for a great cause, I'll do it as long as she'll allow me that honor."
"Did you hear that, Gwen?" asked Kate as the Anderson family watched the local news. "I didn't hear Steve mention any long legged redhead. He talked about you and smiled all the way through it. He has it bad for you."
"So you claim, but he still hasn't mentioned that woman or why he was out with her. He's keeping it from me for a reason. That's why I'm home tonight. I told him I didn't feel like going anywhere, even through there's several parties celebrating the team's victory today. He says he's being more open, but there's an awful lot that he's not telling," reasoned Gwen. "He always seems to clam up when anyone asks questions about his family or where he went to school or what he studied. He never mentions other girls."
"I can tell you from experience that mentioning other girls is never a good idea," laughed Ted. "I made that mistake when I first started to date your mother, and I never made it again. But I wasn't dating anyone else when I was with your mom, either."
The football team was scheduled to travel Thursday afternoon to the state capital for the title game on Saturday. The plan was to have a Friday morning and an afternoon practice in the big stadium that was the scene of the tilt. The coaches felt the team would be less nervous if they were more familiar with their surroundings. To that end, school was canceled Thursday so that the students could assemble for a huge rally and send off for the team.
The rally was to be held on the grounds of a large trucking company working out of Sparta. There was a huge amount of parking space and everyone anticipated a large crowd, far more than would fit in the school's gymnasium. It was a sunny day with the temperatures in the 40's when people began arriving. By noon, the team members were standing on a large flatbed trailer waiting for the activities to begin. A microphone and speakers were in place for the various dignitaries to orate. That was the scene as Barbara Tucker pulled into the entrance of the parking lot with her twin sons strapped into their car seats in the back of her SUV. Her younger brother, Glen, was a defensive back on the team and she was anxious to show her support.
Because it was rather chilly, Barbara made the decision to leave the twins in the car where they would be warm and comfortable. She would only be a little ways away and for a short period of time. In her haste to hear the entire program, Barbara failed to put the transmission all the way into Park. As she started toward the impromptu stage, she heard the crunching of gravel. Turning, she saw her SUV backing down the incline and gaining momentum! Barbara broke into a run but soon realized that she would never catch her vehicle before it struck the rail barrier at the bottom of the hill. Beyond the barrier was the Emerson River. Not knowing what else to do, she dropped to her knees and screamed her agony to the world.
Gwen was standing with her friends waiting for the festivities to begin. Almost every kid in the school was there, along with a great many adults. It was looking to be a real hoe-down! Gwen watched the football players climb onto the flatbed trailer. She saw Steve look over the crowd until his gaze fell on her.
"It looks like that two-timing Romeo only has eyes for you," whispered Charlotte into Gwen's ear. "He kept looking at the crowd until he found you. You really need to tell him what's bothering you, Gwen. For a smart guy, he's clueless on this one. Look at his cute friend up there. He's waving to me!"
Steve and Billy were standing next to each other as they scanned the crowd for Gwen and Charlotte. They knew that where they found one girl, her friend would be close by. Billy was grinning and waving to Charlotte and she waved back. Steve watched Gwen look back at him and offer a small smile, which he found encouraging. Gwen had been distant lately and Steve wasn't able to determine the reason. Then they heard the scream. The crowd turned as one to determine the source.
Steve turned in time to see a black SUV appear to back rapidly down the incline, cross the highway and strike the guardrail with considerable force. The vehicle slowed down noticeably but still disappeared over the edge and out of sight. Everyone knew that the river was some eight feet below the protective railings and the car had to have gone into it. The river made a wide bend at the point where the car entered. The area was known as Jones Eddy. The current was slow on the curve, and many a fisherman had caught their limit from that river bank.
Amber Stahl had managed to get her camera man a good position to film the rally. She was going to be reporting live from the scene and was excited about the opportunity. They were just setting up when Amber heard the scream and saw the crowd turn. She watched in horror as the car hit the barrier, then crashed through it and dropped into the cold waters of Emerson River. Years later, people would still recall the icy chill that went through them as the young mother began screaming that her babies were in the car!
Gwen, like everyone around her, was horrified when she heard the young mother cry that her babies were in the car. The crowd rushed toward the river bank and she and Charlotte were swept along. As she ran, she noticed the TV reporter next to her, along with a large man carrying a big camera.
"Get over to the side!" directed Amber. "We need to be able to see the water and the crowd. Set up on the back of that parked pickup. The extra height will help. I'm calling the station. We'll be going live in the next couple of minutes, so get things set up quick."
The crowd reached the area where the vehicle had gone over the bank. Nothing was visible but water! Groans and cries became common as more than a few spectators broke into tears. Gwen heard the cameraman swear and point his camera farther upstream. Gwen's heart stopped when she realized what he was videoing. Steve Hammer stood on what appeared to be an observation platform. As she watched, he stripped off his coat and shirt. Then he kicked his shoes to the side and peeled his jeans off. It was obvious to Gwen what Steve planned, and suddenly her fear increased tenfold.
By this point, all of those assembled realized Steve's intent and suddenly went silent. Steve said something quickly to Billy Marsh, then strode to the edge of the platform, and dove into the icy waters of Emerson River!
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"Holy cow!" yelled Amber Stahl as she watched in awe. "Tell me you've got that on video, Stan! Keep recording. We're looking at high drama here. I'm going on air in thirty seconds. I want the camera on me until something happens in the river."
"Hello, Keith," began Amber as she spoke to the station anchor sitting in the studio, as well as thousands of viewers. "What was supposed to be a celebration and send off for the Sparta football team has suddenly turned into a struggle for life itself. A car with two toddlers just rolled off that hill and crashed into the river, taking the children with it. The mother is inconsolable. Just now a young man, Steve Hammer, the team quarterback, dove into the waters, presumably to search for the children. He must be down there over a minute already and the kids half a minute longer. How long can anyone survive under these frigid waters? Nothing is showing on the surface."
Charlotte and Gwen heard the newswoman's broadcast as they huddled nearby. "Oh, Gwen! Those kids! And now Steve!" cried Charlotte. "No one can hold their breath that long! If he doesn't come up soon, I don't think he'll make it!"
Gwen had heard and seen enough. Charlotte was right! No one could stay under water that long. Steve could be floating to the surface soon and she was determined to be ready to pull him from the icy waters. She wouldn't let him die!
For her part, Kate Anderson reacted to the horrors by calling her mother. "Mom! A car just crashed into the river with two kids in it," cried Kate into her phone. "It's on TV! Steve dove into the water a long time ago and he hasn't surfaced yet! We can't see anything down there! I'm scared that he won't make it, and neither will those two little kids!
"Oh no! Mom! Gwen's taking her clothes off! She's down to her bra and panties. She just jumped into the water! You saw her, too? What can she do?" cried Kate. "This is horrible!"
Meanwhile, Steve had been shocked by the painfully cold water as it enveloped him. He angled his dive to take him toward the area where he believed the car should be and he quickly found it. It was settled slightly on the driver's side with the front end lower than the rear. As he grabbed on the door handle, Steve actually heard crying! Looking in, Steve realized that a pocket of air had been trapped inside the vehicle. One baby was almost entirely out of water while the other had water approaching its chin. He knew that he couldn't open the door on the upper side until the water replaced the air in the vehicle. The driver's side wouldn't open because it was tipped and the door was jammed against the river bottom. Looking around, Steve quickly found a rock slightly smaller than a volleyball. He was in desperate need of air as he smashed the rock into the driver's window. The rock fell through and onto the seat as Steve quickly swam inside, crawled over the seat to reach the air pocket. Gasping for breath, he saw that the twin on the lower side was now under water!
Forcing himself to not panic, Steve unbuckled the restraint and lifted the child into the rapidly diminishing pocket of air. The infant gasped and began to cry, much to Steve's relief. With his other hand, he unbuckled the second baby as water reached its chin and held him up to the ceiling. He considered the situation as he turned his face upward to again draw air into his tortured lungs. He had to be certain that the water pressure was equalized on both sides of that door before he tried to open it. He would have to keep the infants in the air pocket as long as possible, then open the door and swim as fast as he could to the surface.
Steve placed both babies' little shirts in one hand, took a deep breath, and dropped down to try the door while holding the children above the water level. The door refused to open. Realizing it was probably locked, Steve fumbled for the release. His lungs began to ache again and the babies no longer had any air pocket from which to draw oxygen. Steve forced himself to remain calm; knowing the lives of the infants depended on his actions. Finally, he managed to unlock the door and shove it open. He swept the kids into his arms and pushed for the surface.
Gwen, too, had been shocked by the low temperature of the water as she splashed into the river. She knew that she needed to keep moving or she'd be of no help to anyone. Suddenly Steve appeared to her right! He held the two babies above the water with one hand. Gwen swam to him and tried to take a child from him, but Steve wouldn't let go!
"Steve! It's okay! Let me have the baby," urged Gwen as she tugged on the child. Steve relaxed his grip and she swept the baby to her chest and swam over to the bulkhead near where the car had gone into the water. A metal ladder was somehow hung over the wall and it extended down into the water. A policeman stood on the ladder, water up to his knees and Gwen handed the baby over and swam back to Steve. She took the second child and swam that one over to the policeman. When she turned for Steve, he was gone from sight!
When Gwen had entered the river, Amber Stahl's voice showed her absolute amazement and awe as she described Gwen's courage as she leapt into the icy waters. Viewers were literally sitting on the edge of their seats as they watched Gwen swim back and forth in the icy waters. Onlookers had pulled a ladder off a pickup and tied ropes from it to the pickup and hung the ladder over the edge. A young policeman removed his hat and coat and climbed down as others worked to hold the ladder steady.
Suddenly, Steve broke the surface, well over three minutes after he had disappeared into the river! When he held up the babies, the crowd erupted into cheers. They watched Gwen pry the infants from Steve's grip and deliver them to the policeman, who gently passed them up. The first baby was actually crying! Grown men felt tears streak down their faces as they watched in stunned wonder. Gwen handed the second baby up and turned in the water.
"He's gone under!" cried an onlooker. "He lasted long enough to save the kids! Then he ran out of air."
Gwen dove down and swam toward where she had last seen Steve. Unable to find him, she surfaced for a quick breath and dove again. This time she found Steve and pulled him to the surface. Realizing that getting a big guy like Steve up the ladder would be nearly impossible, Gwen began swimming toward the opposite shore. The river was about two hundred feet across and Gwen was tiring as she struggled with Steve's weight. As she finally reached shore, she realized it was too steep for her to pull Steve up!
Billy Marsh had stood watching and worrying about the situation, but unsure of what he could do to help. He was a mediocre swimmer, at best. He saw first Steve, and then Gwen fearlessly dive into the icy waters and risk their lives to save another person. He cursed himself for not having the courage that they exhibited so easily. When Steve remained under water for such a long period, Billy began to doubt that Steve would survive. Then he saw Steve surface and Gwen hand off the two infants. Billy felt immense relief. Suddenly Steve went under and Gwen, all alone, pulled him to the surface and started for the far shore. Billy had fished the river many times and knew that Gwen would never manage to get Steve up the bank. Thinking that the time had come for him to man up and grow some balls, Billy stripped down, jumped into the river and swam to help Gwen.
"Here, Gwen, let me take him," spoke Billy Marsh as he swam up to her, grabbed Steve under the arms and with tremendous effort, dragged Steve out of the water. Gwen immediately dropped down and placed her hand on Steve's neck.
"He has a pulse!" sobbed Gwen as she bent over Steve, tilted his chin up, pinched his nose and forced her breath into his mouth.
Amber Stahl was delivering riveting commentary as the struggle for life was waged before her camera, and the eyes of thousands of viewers. When Billy hoisted Steve onto the shore and Gwen bent over and began rescue breathing for Steve, Amber's voice was breaking as she spoke. "Gwen Anderson's now performing rescue breathing for Steve Hammer! His life now hangs in the balance!"
The cameraman had zoomed in. Viewers watching on TV could see the situation with far more detail than those standing on the far side of the river. Initially, he had zoomed in to show Gwen bending over Steve and feeling his carotids for a pulse. Wearing only wet panties and a red bra, her cleavage was ample, and quite revealing. The cameraman realized that a shot like that may not be what the station wanted to show, so he zoomed even more and caught Gwen press her lips against Steve's as she forced air into his lungs.
Diane had been visiting Paula when Kate called to reveal the desperate turn of events at the rally. At Paula's behest, Diane turned on the TV. As Kate gave her running commentary to her mother, Paula and Diane's eyes were glued to the television. What they saw frightened them to the core.
"Come on, Gwen! Get him out of the water! Look, Billy's pulling him out of the water for Gwen. God, look at Gwen now! The damn cameraman must be trying to show her boobs! Look at all of that cleavage, and on TV yet! Steve must have a pulse, Paula, Gwen's breathing for him, but she's not doing CPR. That's a good thing," assured Diane. "Look! Steve's moving! He's breathing! Look at Gwen cry, Paula. She was afraid that he was going to die. Wow! Look at that!"
Gwen gave Steve several breaths, all the time praying silently that he'd recover. Her heart felt colder than the waters she had so recently left. What if he died? She decided she'd breathe for him for hours if that's what it took. Suddenly she felt Steve cough. She quickly moved her lips off his and tilted his head to the side. A surprisingly small amount of fluid spilled from his mouth. Then Steve gasped for breath. Gwen watched Steve take several large breaths. Then, with tears streaming down her cheeks, she leaned back in and kissed his lips gently. She then pulled his head to her chest and hugged him as her tears of joy rained down on his face. Then she saw the blood!
Steve's stomach was crimson as blood flowed down his abdomen and dripped onto the frozen ground. Gwen reached down and felt the red fluid, trying to convince herself that it couldn't be blood. As she rubbed it between her fingers, she soon realized that it truly was blood and it was coming from lacerations in Steve's stomach and chest!
"Gwen, put this blanket on and let us take care of Steve. You've saved his life, but we need to get him to the hospital. You can ride with us," promised Nancy Burns as she and her crew, seemingly coming from out of nowhere, moved quickly to professionally care for the patient. "We'll backboard him and transport him as fast as we safely can."
The throng that had come for a football rally, stayed to watch their volunteer ambulance crew provide the best possible care for the team's star quarterback. The viewers at home had the same opportunity, but with a far better view. Gwen hovered nearby and even assisted when she could. Billy, with a blanket wrapped around his middle, was a great help in lifting one side of the backboard that held Steve. He assisted the crew as they carried it up the incline to the waiting gurney. It only took a minute for the crew to secure Steve in the gurney and load him into the rescue vehicle. Gwen nimbly climbed in the rear of the ambulance before the doors were closed and the vehicle sped away.
Charlotte saw Billy standing alone, watching the ambulance as it sped away. She ran to the platform where he and Steve had shed their clothes and gathered all of their belongings into her arms. Then she made her way toward Gwen's pile of clothing, only to find Kate already there.
"Kate, we'll go get Billy and drive to the hospital! Your amazing sister may want her clothes, although she sure got out of them fast enough. That was the most incredible, and heroic thing I've ever seen!" babbled Charlotte as she raced Kate to her car.
Paula was beside herself as she watched her semi clad daughter climb into the ambulance. "Come on, Diane! We're heading for the hospital. I have to take some clothes to Gwen. You can make phone calls on the way, just get in the car," urged Paula.
"Paula, Do you believe what we just witnessed on TV? Your cell is ringing every few seconds. I bet all our family and friends either saw that rescue, or have heard about it by now. I can't believe what happens when those two kids get together. It's like some sort of cosmic event or something," offered a still amazed Diane.
Amber Stahl had wrapped up her live coverage of the event and was helping her cameraman pack his equipment into their van when her cell rang. "It's the station, Stan. Hello, Frank. Yes, it was even more incredible in person. Yeah, we're headed to the hospital right now. Thanks! I just said what came to mind as I watched the most amazing thing I've ever seen. These kids are unbelievable. We should have a crew follow them around all the time!"
Charlotte, Paula, and the TV van pulled into the hospital parking lot at almost exactly the same time. "Mom!" called Kate as she joined her mother racing for the entrance. "Did you see Sis? She saved Steve's life, and he saved those babies! Has anyone ever had a cooler big sister, or big brother?"
After opening the stubborn car door, Steve could remember starting for the surface with the two children in his arms. His lungs were in agony as they practically screamed for oxygen. He remembered nothing after that until he felt warm water dropping onto his face and soft lips forcing air into his tortured lungs. He coughed and immediately felt his head being turned as he spit up fluids of some kind. He opened his eyes and saw Gwen's face very close to his as she brushed his lips quickly with her hand. Then she kissed him and clutched him to her chest!
Steve was surprised that she had no shirt on, but he wasn't about to complain. He was taking deep breaths and trying to return to normal. He felt Gwen touch his stomach and then heard the ambulance crew talking to Gwen. He was undecided if he was in a dream, or if it was real. Then he began to feel very cold and started shivering. He was able to answer direct questions, but remained silent otherwise, as he was back boarded, carried up a hill and placed on a gurney. Steve saw Billy looking at him with tears in his eyes as he was being loaded into the ambulance, so he winked, drawing a huge grin from his friend. The ambulance crew quickly placed a mask over his face and Steve began to feel a lot better.
By listening to the conversation between Gwen and Nancy, he learned that Gwen had saved his life. He had given Gwen the two children and then he had slipped under the surface. If Gwen had not already been in the water and prepared to help, it was doubtful if Steve, or the children, would have survived. Gwen minimized her role, but it was evident that Nancy believed her actions were extremely heroic, and told Gwen so repeatedly.
As soon as he had been placed in the ambulance, Steve was given oxygen from a non-rebreather mask. Nancy gently cleaned some of the blood from Steve's chest and stomach as Gwen assisted her. It seemed like they had just left the scene when Steve felt the ambulance stop and back up. The doors swung open and several men carefully released the gurney and rolled it to the rear of the vehicle and lifted it off.
At the hospital, Dr. Laura Masters had been between patients when she saw the nurses and staff crowding around a television. Out of curiosity, she joined the group and watched in fascination and amazement as events unfolded. Laura saw the incredibly beautiful girl perform rescue breathing on the young man. Then Laura was paged. Two infants involved in a near drowning were due within minutes. As she prepared to treat the children, she considered the situation. The one baby had been crying on camera, so it likely would be healthy. The second child was the concern, although she had only seen them momentarily on the screen before they were whisked away by the first ambulance on the scene.
When the crew entered the emergency room, Laura knew immediately that the children would be fine. They were both wide awake and crying. She gave them a quick examination and then ordered x-rays since they had been involved in an automobile accident. Serious injury appeared unlikely, but that was the reason for x-rays. Laura knew that she couldn't always see broken bones. Laura spoke to the parents as she examined the children.
"I saw some of this on the television. I've got to tell you that your children are extremely fortunate. I'll have them x-rayed because they were in a serious accident. We'll also keep them in the hospital overnight for observation, but it appears, on my initial examination, that they're doing pretty well. It's especially amazing when you know they were under water for several minutes. That young man must have kept his cool and somehow managed to get these two some air in that car."
"Thanks so much, Doctor! I'll never be able to thank Steve Hammer enough for saving my babies. I just hope he'll be okay," sobbed the infants' mother. "The team was supposed to be on the bus right now to get ready for the big game. Now I hear they're staying home tonight to see what happens with Steve. Coach Watkins really cares about his players. That's why they play so hard for him. When they bring Steve in, please take real good care of him!"
It was only a few minutes later that Laura was notified that the second ambulance was nearing the hospital. The patient's vital signs were strong. He was, however, bleeding from numerous cuts and abrasions. When the door to the emergency room slid open, Dr. Laura Masters and the nursing staff watched a tall, beautiful young woman in a red bra and panty set, smeared with blood, and hair dripping wet, walk along side a gurney and hold the hand of the young man wearing a weak smile, and very little else.
"So, "The Lady in Red" and her dance partner decided to save the lives of two infants that were pretty much given up for lost?" greeted Laura as she directed the gurney to an empty bay, picked up a pair of scissors and deftly cut Steve's muddy, wet underwear into several pieces.
She tossed the remains in a trash can as Steve attempted to cover himself with his hands. "I'm Dr. Laura Masters and I'll do everything in my power to get you back in the game, literally, Mr. Hammer. Let's check your vital signs. Ms. Anderson, I understand that you expect to become a doctor and practice here, after you raise enough money to expand this hospital and add a children's wing. Why don't you wash up over there while a nurse finds a set of scrubs for you to wear? Then I want you join me, and we'll take care of our hero together. I've wanted with speak with you for some time."
Dr. Masters saw Gwen blush as she tossed Steve's underwear away. "I'm sorry! I didn't mean to embarrass either of you. If you're going to be a doctor, you'll see everything. I've seen and heard so much about Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer the past month or two that I assumed you two were very close, if you know what I mean."
Dr. Masters interviewed and examined Steve closely. Satisfied that Steve showed no obvious neurological problems, Laura ordered x-rays, and then spoke to Gwen and Steve. "As soon as we can be sure that Steve has no broken bones or spine issues, which I doubt, we can allow him to move around safely. It looked like he'll need some stitches to close some of those cuts, but then he wouldn't be able to play football and he's got a pretty big game coming up Saturday. From what I've seen, the team will never stand a chance without him. I think we can dress those cuts well enough so he can play in the big game. I can stitch him up the next day."



"Sure, that'll work for me," agreed Steve gratefully. "I'm really worried about not being allowed to play. Coach is a stickler about not allowing players to risk any unnecessary injuries, or playing hurt. He'll make you swear on a bible, Doctor, that it's okay for me to play. He's tough."
"Now, Steve, could I ask how you managed to stay under water so long and survive?" questioned Laura. "You were down there for a few minutes, and the twins even longer. Was there some air trapped in the car? Did you receive those cuts from the car windows? Tell us how you managed to save those kids."
"It wasn't that big of a deal, really," suggested Steve modestly. "I could hear the kids crying when I swam down to the car and could see an air bubble inside. I broke a window that was below the air space in the car so I wouldn't release all of the oxygen from the vehicle. I swam in, unbuckled the kids, waited until the water was high enough in the car to open the passenger door, and grabbed the babies and pushed for the surface. I don't know where I got these cuts. That's all I remember until I felt Gwen's lips on mine."
"What a way to wake up!" laughed Laura. "You make it sound so simple, but I doubt if many other men could have managed to do what you did, and darn few would have the nerve to attempt it."
"Gwen, you really look like a doctor with those scrubs on. All you need now is a stethoscope around your neck," joked Steve as he changed the subject. "No offense, Dr. Masters, but she'll be the most beautiful doctor I've ever seen."
"Don't worry, Steve," laughed Dr. Masters. "I can usually hold my own in almost any crowd, but Gwen looked like a Victoria's Secret model on the catwalk when she entered the ER in her little red unmentionables. I'm sure the guys that saw it will be talking about it for years.
"Gwen, I was told that your mother and sister are in the waiting room and want to see you. Could you set them at ease and then come back? I've got so much to discuss with you and Steve once his x-rays are completed."
"Sure, Dr. Masters. I should've realized that they'd be concerned and gone out to see them sooner. But I was worried about this guy, and interested in watching you work," confessed Gwen.
Gwen was surprised to see the waiting room packed with people. All eyes turned to her as she entered. Questions flew so fast she couldn't understand most of them. Finally, in frustration, Gwen raised her hands for quiet.
"Let me say a few things that should answer a lot of these questions," began Gwen. "Most importantly, Steve is doing fine, pending anything that the x-rays reveal. He has some nasty lacerations on his chest and abdomen, but Dr. Masters feels that she can dress his injuries temporarily so that he will be able to play in the big game. Steve and I have to thank Billy Marsh for his timely assistance at the river. I don't want to even think what the outcome would have been without his help. He's our hero.
"We're ecstatic that the two infants are doing so well. We've all seen the kids at a couple of the victory celebrations and have come to love them. We're pleased that Glen will be able to have his nephews to enjoy for many years to come.
"I think that we all need to stop and consider what Steve Hammer risked, as well as what he accomplished this afternoon. I've never before seen courage like he displayed. He told me a little about his time in that freezing water as he worked to save those children. He had to break a window and probably received those lacerations as he swam through the opening. There was some air trapped in the car and he and the infants were able to survive because of it. There's a lot more detail, but Steve will have to fill them in for you some time in the future."
"I have a few questions," called Amber Stahl from the side of the room. "Can you tell us how deep the water was where the car went down? Can Steve Hammer play well enough to lead his team to victory after all of this drama? He almost drowned and he was obviously bleeding a lot."
Gwen faced the reporter and saw the cameraman for the first time as she framed her response. "I can't state the depth of the water. I can tell you that Steve will be ready to play, and play very well on Saturday. Just this afternoon, we all had a glimpse of what Steve is capable of doing. Did anyone else attempt to dive in to save those kids? Would anyone else have succeeded, or even survived, if they had tried? Don't bet against Steve Hammer!"
"How about you, Gwen?" asked the reporter. "How do you feel? You were seen on live television saving your boyfriend's life. How is the fame going to change you?"
"I don't know that it'll make much difference, but if it does increase my ability to influence people, I'll be asking for donations to add a children's wing to this hospital. Seeing Steve pull those two darling babies from the water has made me want to work even harder to provide a haven for hurt and ill children in the area. I want the best health care for the children of Sparta, and for all children. That's my goal."
Paula was standing next to Kate, Diane, and Angela Walker as Gwen addressed the room. She marveled at how well Gwen spoke and how much she looked like a doctor in the scrubs she wore. Her command of the situation and her presence in front of people was impressive.
"Paula, your daughter is amazing," stated Angel Walker. "I've never seen her equal. She's the whole package. When she's together with Steve, incredible things happen. Those two kids have some sort of special bond and it's getting stronger all the time. There's no telling what they'll accomplish."
Gwen approached her mother after answering the reporter's questions. "Mom, I'm sorry about letting you wait so long. Dr. Masters is a really good doctor and she's letting me watch and learn. This is definitely what I want to do. Would it be okay if I stayed for awhile? Dr. Masters wants to speak to Steve and me, and I want to sure Steve is okay. Do you believe what he did today? Words fail me."
"If Angela would give Kate, Diane, and me a ride home, I'll give you my car keys, Sweetheart," responded Paula as she hugged her daughter. "I'm so proud of you, Gwen. Stay as late as you want, but call and let me know what's going on if it gets too late. Not that you need them, but Kate will give you the clothes you stripped off, on live TV."
"Gwen, I need to speak to the doctor," insisted Coach Watkins as Paula stepped back from her daughter. "I'm going to have to be convinced that Steve can play football Saturday. I saw the whole thing today. He almost died on the banks of that river. He was bleeding like a stuck hog! How can he be approved to play the day after tomorrow?"
"Coach, I'll let Doc Masters know that you want to see her. Be ready to be convinced," promised Gwen. "She's very capable and extremely persuasive. You'll see."
Charlotte and Billy had stayed in the background until Gwen had assured everyone that she and Steve would be fine, and the crowd began to leave. Gwen turned away from Coach Watkins and hurried over to greet her friends.
"Billy! I'm so grateful you were there to get Steve out of the water! I know how strong you are and how you still struggled to do it. I would never have made it without you. Thanks for being there when we needed you," stated Gwen with a great deal of emotion as she wrapped her arms around Billy and hugged him as hard as she could. "Charlotte, this is one great guy! Treat him right."
"You've embarrassed him, Gwen. Look at him blush! He sure did come through, didn't he?" agreed Charlotte as she handed Steve's clothes to Gwen. "Billy and I are going to go get something to eat, but we'll talk tomorrow in school. I'm so proud to be friends with you and Steve and Billy. Mom called me and told me that she watched it all on TV. She said my friends are absolutely welcome in her home any time of the day or night. She was crying when she said it, and Mom isn't that emotional. You were great, Gwen!"
Gwen made her way back to the E.R. and explained to Dr. Masters how Coach Watkins insisted on seeing her and why. Dr. Masters excused herself and headed for the waiting room and a discussion with Steve's coach.
Once his x-rays were completed and read, Steve was wheeled back to the ER. Gwen pulled back the curtain and stepped alongside his bed.
"Gwen, I'm not sure how to say this. I owe you my life," began Steve as Gwen stood near his bed and listened. "I'll always be available for you. If you ever need anything I have, or anything I can do for you, just let me know. I'm serious as a heart attack. I feel a tremendous debt to you and I'll spend the rest of my life trying to repay it."
"That's hardly necessary, Steve. I'm just glad that I was in the right place at the right time. I have no idea how you dared dive into that water and then go into that submerged car. Weren't you afraid?" asked Gwen.
"I was terrified, Gwen. But I was more afraid of how I'd never be able to look in a mirror again if I didn't do my best for Glen's nephews. I'm an exceptional swimmer and I knew that the job fell on me. Besides, there are worse things than dying. Living in shame is one of them."
"Okay, kids," interrupted Dr. Masters. "Coach Watkins and I had quite a discussion. He's a stubborn man. Long story short, I promised that I'd dress your injuries right before the game and be prepared to provide medical assistance during and after the game. I guess I'm like the team doctor now," laughed Laura Masters. "I've gone to some of your games, but now I'll have a better seat, near the bench. Is your coach single, by any chance?"
"Yeah! He's single! He has a house on Parker Street. His sister and her two kids live with him. He dotes on the kids. Coach is a good guy," assured Steve. "You could do worse!"
"Don't tell him that I asked, okay? Now I have to bandage you up. The bleeding has stopped and I can see several places that require stitches. As I said earlier, you wouldn't be allowed to play with new stitches in your chest and abdomen. They'd never last through a grueling game of football, especially if Windsor's defense is as tough as their fans think. Let's see how we can get you bound up so you can throw a football without bleeding all over the field. You'll help me, won't you, Gwen? We'll step out so you can pull your jeans on, Steve, but it looks like you'll have to go Commando the rest of the day," grinned Dr. Masters. "The x-rays turned out fine. I see no need to keep Steve once we get him bandaged."
It only took a minute for Steve to don his jeans. Soon Dr. Masters was showing Gwen how she wanted to treat Steve's lacerations. "Gwen, most patients will be a bit easier to treat. This guy seems to have an awfully broad chest and shoulders. Plus these muscles really make it difficult for a female doctor! I'll need your help before the game, and I'd like you to sit with me during it. I have a couple reasons to ask that.
"First, I may require your help working on Steve. Secondly, you want to raise money for a wing for the hospital. You really should enlist the help of the staff here at the hospital. When we first heard about your project, we were pretty skeptical, but you two are bringing people around. I graduated from Jefferson Medical College in Philadelphia and thought that I'd do my residency in this little jerkwater town and then go back to Philly. Like most of my plans, that one went south. I like it here. If it expands and supplies the area with better health care, I want to be part of it. I want in," declared Dr. Masters. "I can use the publicity of being seen with you two, and you'll gain some credibility by being with me. I think it's a win-win situation."
"We never even thought to ask the hospital staff to help with our project! That's pretty embarrassing, really. I'd love to hang with a real doctor when I can. I can see where it could help the project. Let's plan on riding to the game together Saturday morning, Dr. Masters," suggested Gwen.
"Okay, but only if you both call me Laura," replied the young doctor. "That, and find ways to get your coach to notice me. He seems pretty stubborn, but he's genuinely interested in his players' welfare. That's a good trait in a man."
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After leaving the room and making a quick call to her mother, Gwen returned to tell Steve, "Mom said to bring you home for some of her good home cooking. It feels like we've been in this hospital for days, but it's only five o'clock in the afternoon. I don't know about you, but swimming in icy water and making a spectacle of myself on live TV has given me quite an appetite."
"You don't have to feed me. I can stop somewhere and get something quick. Besides, your dad may not be too happy to have me stop in. Maybe you've forgotten that he popped me on the chin last time he saw me," recalled Steve. "I really don't want to have a problem with your dad. He was right, and I was wrong. I had it coming."
"You let Mom and me worry about Dad," replied Gwen with a grin. "He feels pretty bad about that incident. He jumped to conclusions and he regrets it, but let it be a warning to you, Mister. Do not harm Ted Anderson's daughters in any way, or he'll flog you within an inch of your life."
Ted Anderson was standing in the living room when Gwen brought Steve inside. The two men looked at each other tentatively and then Steve extended his hand and Ted accepted it. "Sir, I owe you an apology. My behavior the last time we met was inappropriate. I respect you too much to make you uncomfortable in your own home. If you prefer, I'll leave right now, and I'll understand the reason."
"Leave now? That's the absolute worst thing you could do to me!" laughed Ted as he shook Steve's hand. "My wife and daughters would have my hide. I wouldn't have a moment's peace. We were both a little worked up that night, but this is a new day. Let's forget it and eat. You two can tell me about your day. Anything unusual or interesting happen?"
As they dined, Gwen filled in Paula, Ted, and Kate on the things they didn't already know about the water rescue of the two toddlers. Steve remained silent for the most part; content to allow Gwen the opportunity to describe events to her family while he enjoyed one of the best meals he ever had.
"The phone has been ringing off the hook. In fact, I took it off the hook so we could have a peaceful meal. You two have really created quite a stir. The cable news channels picked up the video from Channel 5 and have played it about a thousand times today. I have to admit, it's a very remarkable story," added Paula. "You two can plan on a lot of people asking a lot of questions about this afternoon. I wouldn't be surprised if the local newspaper and TV stations ask for interviews. Everyone that's called has been extremely complimentary about both of you. Ted, Kate, and I are awfully proud of you two. So is Lisa, now that I think about it. She said everyone at her university is talking about it. She's a mini-celebrity because she's your sister."
"Thanks, Mom. I guess we need to discuss what we'll tell people when they ask about it, wont we, Steve? We need to be on the same page, especially with the media. I don't know how you feel, but I think we can use this to help the hospital fund," reasoned Gwen. "Let's go into the living room and kick it around awhile."
Paula watched Gwen and Steve sit down on the couch. She noticed that they didn't sit real close together, but they seemed quite comfortable with each other. She marveled at Gwen's will power. For her part, Paula had never seen a better looking, more virile male. Not many females could keep him at arm's length like Gwen seemed to be doing. And even fewer would want to keep Steve at arm's length!
A few minutes later, Kate motioned for Paula to take another look at the two kids on the couch. Steve had fallen asleep and had slid down so his head was resting on Gwen's chest. Gwen was turned so that she faced Steve and was gently stroking his neck as he made low snoring sounds. Paula went into a bedroom and found an Afghan blanket and brought it out for the two exhausted heroes. Gwen had also fallen asleep by the time Paula reached them. Paula smiled at Kate as she gently covered them with the blanket.
Murmurs gradually seeped into Gwen's consciousness. She opened her eyes to see Charlotte, Billy, Kate and her mom sitting around the living room, speaking in hushed voices. She started to sit up, but felt the weight on her chest. Looking down, she saw Steve opening his eyes. Slowly, he looked at the part of Gwen's chest that his head wasn't covering. Then he turned his eyes to Gwen's. She tried to look upset, but was unable to hide her smile. Steve appeared relieved as he slowly extricated himself from Gwen's firm, but so very comfortable breast.
"That makes twice today that you woke up in Gwen's arms," laughed Kate. "In fact, you were in more than just her arms. You sure looked comfortable. Sis makes a pretty good pillow, doesn't she?"
"I can't speak for all of her, but the parts I've had my head on today are really soothing, I must admit," grinned Steve as he ducked the pillow that Gwen flung at him.
"We're sorry to wake you two sleeping beauties up, but you can't believe the atmosphere in town today," stated Charlotte excitedly. "The guy that owns the Big Boy Burger place insisted on feeding Billy and me for free because he recognized Billy as the guy that dragged Steve up that bank. People were stopping us on the street and raving about the courage and daring you guys displayed. I tried calling, but every phone in this house is turned off, or disconnected, so we stopped in to see how you were doing. It looked like you were doing great, especially Steve, as long as he doesn't get a stiff neck from being poked like that."
Just then the doorbell rang. Paula stood and left the room to answer the door. Soon she returned with an obviously excited Amber Stahl. Amber greeted everyone and then got down to business.
"Gwen and Steve, the Channel 5 anchor wants to do a live interview with you tomorrow morning! He's willing to come here and conduct it from the Anderson's living room. I don't have to tell you that this is a great chance to get your story out and promote your cause. Will you do it?"
Gwen's face lit up, but Steve held a hand up to caution her as he spoke to Amber. "That's real big of the guy. He's willing to 'slum it' for the story? Get your boss on the phone. I want to talk with him," stated Steve firmly.
Amber dialed her cell, identified herself to her boss and handed Steve the phone. "Sir, this is Steve Hammer. I understand that you'd like a live interview with Gwen and me tomorrow? We can do that, but there are a couple conditions. We want Billy Marsh and Doctor Laura Masters included, if she's available. The other condition is that Amber Stahl is the newsperson conducting the interview. She's become pretty well known and liked in Sparta. She's been here for us from the start. This is her story, and we want her to have it. If you can live with those conditions, we'll be ready whenever you want us," concluded Steve as he handed the phone back to a stunned Amber.
"No, sir, I didn't put him up to this! I just heard it for the first time. Sure I'll do a good job. I always do. You won't regret this, Frank," promised the obviously excited newswoman as she ended the call.
"Oh, Steve! You've given my career a huge boost. This is going network! I'll be doing the interview on the morning show!" squealed Amber as she wrapped her arms around Steve and hugged him.
The sharp intake of breath from Steve alerted everyone in the room that his injuries were far from healed. Amber released him in a flash and immediately began to apologize. "I'm so sorry! I forgot how badly you were injured! Will you be able to play in the title game on Saturday?"
"This'll be our little secret," replied Steve softly as he worked to slow his breathing. "We can't let the other team know I'm a little tender or they'll be all over me. As far as anyone's concerned, I'm doing great and I'm ready to play. That includes you, Amber, okay?"
"I won't tell, Steve, but I don't think I'll have to. Once they tackle you a few times and they see how much it hurts, they'll be trying twice as hard to knock you down. Plus Coach Watkins will never allow you to play in that kind of pain."
"You caught me by surprise, Amber. I'll be ready when we play. You'll never know that those scrapes even bother me at all," predicted Steve with an unconvincing smile. "Tell us where this interview will take place."
That was all it took to get the subject changed, although Gwen maintained a concerned look for some time. It was decided to place a recliner next to the couch so all four people had a comfortable seat. Amber would sit across from them in a kitchen chair, asking the questions. Billy was both pleased and frightened to be included in the interview, claiming he had done very little and deserved no special attention.
"Billy Marsh!" snapped Gwen loudly. "You saved Steve's life. Does that seem like a small thing? Did you see anyone else jump into that water to help? You'd better get accustomed to being a hero, to being my hero. I was in total despair when I realized I couldn't get Steve up that bank and suddenly you appeared next to me and took over. If you weren't so brave and strong, things would have turned out a lot worse. Don't insult Steve, or me, by telling people it was no big deal, because it was a very big deal!"
Everyone was surprised by Gwen's vehement defense of Billy's bravery. Nothing was said for half a minute, until Charlotte began to laugh. She wrapped her arms around Billy and told him, "You are a hero, Billy. You're my hero, too."
"Now that we have that settled, I've got to call Laura and ask her if she can make it early tomorrow morning for the show," stated Gwen. "She said she wanted more exposure and Steve's making sure that she gets it. I wonder what she'll say when she hears this?"
Gwen spoke to Laura for a couple minutes and then returned to the living room. "She's in! She was surprised at how quickly we took her up on our promise to include her in more promotions, but really pleased. Mom, I was thinking maybe Steve could sleep in my room tonight so he'd be sure to be here and ready for the interview in the morning. Would that be okay with you?"
Paula turned pale and stuttered as she searched for the words she wanted. "I, your Dad and I, we don't think, Kate's just sixteen and shouldn't see, what about birth control and..."
"Mother!" interrupted Gwen a bit shrilly. "I'll sleep in Lisa's room! I wasn't asking that Steve and I spend the night together. How can you think I'd even suggest that I'd do something like that?"
"I would!" interjected Kate. "No need to mess up so many linens, right?"
"Sorry," added Gwen with a straight face, "Steve needs his energy for the big game. He has to remain celibate and focused."
"Actually, the game's not until Saturday and I could use a little something to pick up my spirits and put me in the right frame of mind," admitted Steve with a quick smile.
"I bet you could," laughed Gwen, "but it isn't happening, unless Billy wants to stay over, too."
"How could I refuse an offer like that?" quipped Billy. "It's bad enough being his center. I don't want Steve to think it's any more than that; at least not until he buys me a ring!"
"Billy, I honestly appreciate what you've done for me, and I love you, Man, but believe me when I say there'll never be a ring for you, except the championship ring we'll win Saturday."
"This makes a great human interest story!" observed Amber. "Stars and star crossed! I can't wait to interview you two guys tomorrow. Inquiring minds want to know this kind of stuff."
"I think it would be a good idea if Amber went over the questions she's going to ask us tomorrow morning," declared Steve. "It seems wise to have time to prepare our responses, and to be sure she doesn't reveal Billy's 'softer side' to the public."
Everyone was assembled in place in the living room by 5 AM the next morning. Gwen and Laura looked fresh and lovely. Steve and Billy appeared slightly less chipper. The local station had decided to air a live interview for the local news before they went national at seven AM.
After Amber introduced everyone she began, "I'm sure most of you have seen the dramatic video of the two children rescued from the submerged SUV by Steve Hammer and the subsequent rescue of the rescuer by Gwen Anderson and Billy Marsh. Billy, let's start with you. Weren't you worried about jumping into the freezing waters to help your friends?"
Billy blushed slightly and then collected himself and responded. "I was real scared, to be honest. But after seeing Steve, and then Gwen, risk everything to save those kids, I felt ashamed that I was standing and watching instead of helping. Steve and Gwen are the real heroes. It comes naturally to them, like breathing. I'm not very heroic. I was afraid, but I was even more afraid that they wouldn't survive without help. I was a little late getting started, but I finally saw my duty and I did it."
"Gwen, we all saw you jump into the frigid waters when nothing was showing on the surface. How did you know that Steve would surface with those kids, and that he'd need help when he did?" questioned Amber.
"I was concerned that Steve and the children had been under the water for so long. I knew that if there was any chance for them, they had to surface soon and that they'd be in dire straits after such a long time under water. I've served as lifeguard and I'm a very good swimmer. I just couldn't stand by and watch any longer without trying to help. It was just something I felt I had to do. I would like to add that the children were treated at Sparta Memorial Hospital. Our senior class is having a year-long fund raising effort to modernize and add a children's wing to this valuable community asset. Donations of any kind are gratefully accepted. Help us help the children of the area."
"Steve, you dove into the waters with the intention of rescuing the children. Why did you feel you could?" asked Amber.
"I happen to be a very strong swimmer and I've done some diving. I felt that I was probably the best swimmer in the entire crowd that day. That made me the best chance those kids had. I didn't know what was going to happen. I just knew that I'd never be able to look into a mirror again if I didn't try. I was pretty frightened when I had those two infants in my hand and couldn't get the car door open. I sure didn't feel like a hero. I don't remember anything after starting for the surface until Gwen brought me around on the river bank. I owe her and Billy my life. I'll never forget that. The hospital was great and I have to thank Dr. Masters. I hope she'll be working in the new wing within a few years."
"Dr. Laura Masters, you treated the children at the hospital, as well as Steve when he came in. How are the toddlers doing? Will Steve be able to play quarterback in the state championship game tomorrow?"
"I watched you deliver your commentary as these heroes worked to save lives, Amber. I was quite surprised when I examined the children. They were wet and cold, but in excellent health. I had just seen them plucked from icy waters after being submerged for over three minutes and they were crying and healthy. We x-rayed them and kept them overnight for observation, but they're fine this morning, thanks to the quick thinking and courage of these students. Steve must have been cut across his chest and abdomen when he swam through the driver's window after smashing it with a rock. Other than that, he's in great shape. He lost a little blood, but we saw his courage and determination yesterday. A mere football game should be a walk in the park for him. However, at the insistence of his coach, I'll attend the game and be prepared to lend medical assistance if Steve, or any player, requires it. Coach Watkins places safety above winning, which is a bit unusual in football these days, but very admirable.
"Our hospital is small, but we always strive to give the best care possible. The idea of a new wing seemed like a farfetched dream a couple months ago. Now these kids have made me a believer. The area, especially the children, deserve the best health care possible. These kids have the courage to work toward that goal and I'm pledging my support any way possible. We need better equipment, more room, more doctors, and more supplies if we want to truly serve the area properly. Yesterday's near tragedy demonstrates how quickly bad things can happen. A better hospital will make us a safer, better community."
"So there you have it," concluded Amber. "Two toddlers strapped into car seats are in a car that plunges into the frigid waters of Emerson River. Because of the quick actions of these three Sparta students, this story has a happy ending. It was a tragedy averted by their courage and daring heroics. And these kids are working hard to improve the local hospital. Think about the quality of youth this area is producing, and be proud. Thank you all. And good luck in your game tomorrow."
Gwen drove Steve to school after the interview was concluded and walked with him to the players' bus. Kate had ridden with them and was watching as Gwen stopped Steve before he boarded the bus. She pulled his face down to hers and kissed him long and hard on his lips as the other players cheered and whistled.
"I can't stay mad at you, Steve," whispered Gwen. "When I thought you might die, I realized that I was being foolish by treating you so poorly. I hope that kiss keeps those big breasted cheerleaders away until tomorrow. I'll be there cheering for you on every play. Just be careful. I worry about those cuts."
Steve grinned and rubbed Gwen's nose with his. "I never noticed any cheerleaders, Gwen. Where are they? All I can see is you. I'll never do anything to hurt you, Gwen. Trust me on that. See you tomorrow!"
"Where's my sister? What've you done with her?" demanded Kate as she joined Gwen. "A couple months ago you were the girl that didn't date. You weren't even interested in boys. You wore bulky sweaters and loose jeans and slacks. Now you strip down to your bra and panties in front of a TV crew, wear really cool outfits that are mostly red for some reason, and have a hit dance video and a swim suit video that makes men drool. You grab the best looking guy in the school, the star quarterback, and kiss him hard in front of his teammates and the whole world, including several very jealous cheerleaders. How did you change so much, so fast?"
"Maybe I shouldn't have kissed Steve in front of everyone, but I couldn't help myself," admitted Gwen. "Sometimes I can't believe that a guy like Steve could be interested in a girl like me. He's gorgeous, smart, athletic, strong, brave, and polite. He could have any girl he wants."
"And that should tell you something, Sis. Steve can have any girl in the school, maybe the whole world, he's that cool. Why would he want you? Could it be that you're gorgeous, smart, athletic, strong, brave and very polite, most of the time? Is it possible that he did go for the best girl for him, and that the best girl happens to be my big sister?" asked Kate. "That kiss was perfect, by the way. You need to mark your territory. Let those hussies know that he's your guy. I think that kiss quelled any possible doubts."
Steve smiled at the good natured teasing of his teammates. He knew that they thought Gwen was beautiful and he was a lucky guy. Once the bus was under way, Coach Watkins explained that the team would arrive in time to have a practice in the stadium in which the title game was scheduled. He also cautioned the players about making any hard contact with Steve during the practice. He warned that if Steve showed any signs of injury, he would be replaced immediately. To a man, the team knew that scenario guaranteed defeat.
That Friday at school was like no other Gwen had ever experienced. Every student she came in contact with expressed their admiration and appreciation for her part in the rescue of the two infants, and then Steve. When she entered a room, talk would suddenly stop. Then everyone would rush to speak to her and be as friendly as possible.



"Gwen, you've dried out and warmed up, as well as covered up since yesterday," observed Ms. Walker when Gwen entered homeroom. "I have to tell you that I've never seen anything close to being as remarkable as that rescue yesterday. I still get chills when I think about it. Dave Kite has some amazing video posted, but with the news channels playing it so much, he hasn't had as many views as I'd expect. Our 'Lady in Red' is becoming a national treasure, rather than just a Spartan gem. Your interviews, both at the hospital and again this morning on national TV, were perfect."
Saturday morning found Laura, Kate, Paula, and Gwen traveling together in Paula's SUV. The conversation had been light until Gwen asked, "Laura, would you be able to prescribe birth control pills for me. I'm just asking if you would, not if you will, yet."
Laura looked back at Gwen and picked her words carefully. "Has Steve been pressuring you? I can prescribe birth control. I have many times, but I always interview girls your age thoroughly before I do. I need to know why you would feel you need them."
"No, he hasn't pressured me in any way! Steve and I are hardly ever alone, let alone think about sex. He'd never suggested anything like that. He's only kissed me a few times, but I can't stop thinking about him. When I look at him, I feel weak. You have no idea how he affects me when he takes his shirt off. He seems so masculine, yet gentle and kind. It's hard to describe," concluded Gwen.
"I know exactly what you mean. Do you think I'm made of stone or something? He's incredible, Gwen, but what you feel, what I feel, what Kate probably feels is normal lust. I wouldn't be surprised if some married women and mothers feel it, too, when they look at him. He's way beyond the normal, everyday, run-of-the-mill jock," chuckled Laura as she glanced at Paula. "But that's no reason to have sex with the guy. You can't win a man, or keep a man simply by having sex with him. Sex makes your bond stronger when everything else is in place. It strengthens love, but has been the ruin of many a person, male and female, when used for the wrong reason. When you decide that you love him, he loves you, and you want more than a kiss and a squeeze from the guy, let me know. Then, if your mom agrees, or you're living away from home, I'll prescribe the pills. Until then, no sex, and that's your doctor's orders!"
Paula remained silent as she considered her daughter's description of her feelings for Steve. She had to admit that it was no surprise that Gwen found Steve so attractive. Paula had been concerned for her daughter when she seemed uninterested in boys. She worried when she appeared to be unaffected by Steve's magnetism. Now she learned that Gwen was not immune to Steve's charms. A whole new list of concerns had been introduced into the equation. Gwen was turning into a woman and Paula resolved to do her best to help Gwen through the transition with as little pain, embarrassment, and heartbreak as possible.
The difference in her daughters also crossed Paula's thoughts. Lisa never spoke of birth control until Paula found a package of the pills in Lisa's suitcase when she came home for the Christmas break her freshman year of college. Gwen had always been one to meet a situation head on. If she wanted something, or to do something, she would face her parents with it and try to use reason to support her stance. Lisa had always been less confrontational. She practiced the philosophy that it was easier to ask for forgiveness than for permission.
"I told him that I wasn't going to have sex with him, even though he never indicated he wanted it. He seemed okay with that. I thought he'd probably drop me like a hot potato, but he still likes me. I'm amazed that he does," admitted Gwen. "But I've decided to work a little harder to keep him interested in me."
"A few kisses like Gwen gave Steve before he got on the bus this morning should go a long way," laughed Kate. "That redhead with the legs had better not show her beautiful face around Sparta again. Gwen's determined to make Steve forget she exists, and she has what it takes to do that. I didn't see any redhead pull Steve out of that river!"
The group arrived at the football team's hotel a few hours before kick-off. The ladies carried Laura's medical supplies to the room Steve shared with Billy. Billy opened the door when Laura knocked, and showed his relief.
"I was worried you guys would get here too late or something. Coach is watching Steve like a hawk. Steve winced a couple times in practice yesterday and coach was all worried about him. He has to be ready to go this afternoon or we're in big trouble. Coach would rather lose the game than risk any kind of serious injury to a player," finished Billy.
Laura quickly cut away Steve's bandages and the wrap that held it in place. She carefully cleaned the cuts and asked Gwen to gently rub some antibacterial ointment over them. Gwen flushed momentarily and then picked up the ointment and began her ministrations. As she worked on Steve's chest, he thanked Gwen and Laura.
"You two are the best. How many guys get such beautiful women to dress a few cuts? Coach said he wants you nearby for the game, Doctor ... I mean Laura. I was going to ask if it was personal or professional, but he's wound way too tight to joke around with today. He's going to the big dance in his first year as head coach and he's feeling the stress," worried Steve. "You need to convince him that I'm okay and a little blood's not a life threatening situation."
Paula watched Gwen treat Steve as he spoke to the young doctor. Small wonder Gwen asked about birth control pills! Paula felt her own face get warm and noticed that Kate was squirming in her seat as she watched Gwen work on Steve's chest.
Steve was taped and bandaged to Laura's satisfaction just as the call came for the team to board the bus for the stadium. Gwen made a point of kissing Steve in front of her sister and mother and wishing him luck.
"Mom, how can Gwen change so much? Two months ago she didn't even speak to boys. Now she's kissing the school stud every chance she gets. Did Steve do this to her?" wondered Kate quietly as Gwen walked with Steve to the bus.
"It's a part of her expanding her horizons and growing up. She's always been a mature thinker for her age. Now her body and mind are on the same level and she's becoming more confident and accomplished every day. Your sister's headed for great things if she continues like this. Steve seems to be the catalyst that draws out Gwen's strength, courage, and confidence," reasoned Paula. "The next few years are going to be a real trip."
The Windsor Warriors were the defending state champions. They had not lost a football game in well over a year. They featured a brutal defense that punished its opponents. The offense was mediocre, but with the defense constantly providing them with great field position, it was sufficient. Windsor players and coaches read the papers and watched the news, the same as everyone else. They realized that Sparta relied heavily on the strong right arm of its big quarterback, and their plan was simple; neutralize Steve Hammer.
As the players warmed up, the spectators began to file into the stadium. Lisa and two girlfriends joined her family as they entered the arena. The game was being played on the home field of Lisa's university. The huge television screens hanging at either end of the field gave some of the fans a few seconds of fame as their faces were displayed.
Shortly before the start of the game, Laura prodded Gwen in the side and pointed at the huge screen. To her amazement, Gwen saw herself and Steve performing their signature dance. She then watched the video of the water rescue as it played on the big screen! The fans were cheering and whistling as they watched. Sparta colors were everywhere on the east side of the stadium and the fans were pumped up and yelling approval. As she watched, Gwen saw her face fill the screen and she broke into a huge smile as the crowd cheered even louder.
The game itself turned out to be a defensive struggle. Steve spent almost as much time on the ground as he did on his feet. His offensive line was badly overmatched by Windsor's defense. He had to throw quick passes to the tight ends and the running backs before being hit by blitzing linebackers or the two big defensive ends. Still, he managed to lead Sparta downfield for a tying touchdown just before half time.
Every time Steve left the field, Coach Watkins was in his face, asking him how he felt and if he was experiencing any pain. For his part, Steve always shook his head and smiled back at his coach, telling him that he felt fine.
Halfway through the third quarter, Steve found Derek Johnson racing down the left sideline with a perfect pass from Sparta's ten yard line. The TV announcers insisted that it traveled well over sixty yards in the air. The extra point was blocked, so Sparta led for the first time, 13-7. The lead held up until Tyler Smith coughed up the football at midfield after making a circus catch and trying to run for more than was there. A Windsor helmet hit the ball under his arm and dislodged it. Windsor recovered and scored a touchdown just before the quarter ended. After three quarters of play, the score was 14-13, Windsor.
As the teams switched sides for the final stanza, Gwen felt Kate pulling on her sleeve. She turned to face Kate, only to see Kate staring at the huge screen hanging over the end zone area. There, in full glory, was the bitch that Gwen had seen meet Steve at the restaurant! Gwen watched in shock as the announcer identified her as Amber O'Leary, the daughter of the governor-elect! She was attending the game with her parents, Patrick and Janice O'Leary. Kate watched her sister's face turn dark. Somehow she had known this was the woman that Gwen had described in such detail over the past few weeks. Gwen's appearance confirmed Kate's suspicion. By this time all of the Anderson women, as well as Laura, had seen Gwen's reaction to the woman on the screen.
Gwen forced herself to return her attention to the playing field and smile, but no one was fooled. Gwen was close to tears and her sisters moved closer to her to show support. Then the fourth quarter began and everyone's attention returned to the game. Sparta received the kick-off and moved the ball for two first downs. Then a blitzing linebacker avoided the attempted block by the running back and hit Steve at full speed. Somehow, Steve managed to hang onto the football, but it was ten yard loss and Steve was slow getting up. A murmur began going through the crowd.
"Hear that?" asked Laura. "Steve has blood leeching out between the numbers on his chest! Look! You can see his jersey isn't very white in front. I doubt if it's anything serious, but Coach Watkins won't like this one bit."
As Laura predicted, Steve's replacement came running onto the field, signaling for Steve to go to the sidelines. Knowing better than to disobey the coach, Steve trotted off the field and up to Coach Watkins. The fans could see the two engaged in a lively discussion. Meanwhile, Joe Lent, the replacement quarterback lost two yards on the next play and three more on third down. The punting team was sent in. After a very decent punt and a five yard return, Windsor had the ball at midfield again, with less than five minutes to play.
Steve turned to his teammates as the defense prepared to take the field and yelled, "Guys, you've got to hold 'em and get the ball back! We can win this! Get the ball back in our hands!"
The players stopped to stare at Steve as blood blotted out most of the number 12 on his jersey. Steve was waving his helmet and urging his teammates on.
"Holy shit!" muttered Will Stevens, the captain of the defense. "That guy's giving his blood for this team. Maybe we better stop these bastards and get that ball back!"
Dr. Laura Masters had made her way to the coach's side and was engaged in a very animated conversation with him. The Sparta fans found it almost as interesting as the game. They couldn't hear what was being said, but could tell that it was emotional, and quite frank.
"Get your head out of your ass, Coach!" yelled the young M.D. "He has lots of blood. It always looks worse than it is. I positively guarantee that he'll easily be able to finish the game. Think of the damage you're doing to these kids. They've worked their asses off to get here. They deserve a coach that stands behind them and gives them every chance to win. You pull Steve now and you'll forever be known as the goddamn wimp that lost the only championship game Sparta ever reached. The kid is ready to play. He wants to play. His doctor is telling you that he can play. How much time will be left if you get the ball? A couple of minutes? Give the kids the chance to walk out of here winners!" pleaded Laura.
Windsor managed to run the ball for a couple first downs. After the next first down, the ball was on the ten yard line. Two running plays later and with the ball on the seven yard line, the two minute warning was given. After the warning, another running play netted another yard. Windsor lined up for the field goal attempt. It fooled no one when the place holder tried to run around the left end for the touchdown. Every kid on the Sparta team had seen Windsor run the same play on the videos they had studied. The runner was pushed out at the five yard line. Sparta got the ball back on downs with a minute and twenty seconds left on the game clock and no time outs.
"Steve, I want you to use three receivers and keep everyone else in to block. We're just 95 yards from victory. Now go get it!" yelled Coach Watkins to Steve and the other players.
Steve quickly explained the play and calmly walked his team to the line of scrimmage and looked over the defense. Billy snapped the ball and Steve dropped three steps and looked right. His line held the defenders at bay so Steve had time to turn and throw a pass to the left side. Derek Johnson was racing deep down the left side when he suddenly turned and broke for the sideline. As soon as he made his turn, the football was in his chest and he ran out of bounds for a 25 yard gain. The crowd cheered the play but quickly turned quiet as Sparta lined up again. This time, Steve looked right, looked left and then rifled a pass back to the right. Jeff Wander had started deep then faked toward the center of the field and then turned as the football hit his chest. His momentum carried him out of bounds at the 45 yard line of Windsor. With just over a minute left, Steve once again stood over center and called the signals.
This time Steve looked For Derek Johnson, but two defenders were covering him. Jeff Wander had become tangled with a Windsor safety and the two went down in a keep. As the protection broke down, Steve swung the ball out to his running back, Les Turner. Les ran across the width of the field to elude tacklers and then headed down the far sideline. He was shoved out of bounds at the 25 yard line with four seconds remaining in the game.
Sparta's field goal kicker was their weakness. He was unlikely to make anything over 25 yards and this attempt would have been around 45 yards. Sparta was left with only one option. They had to go for the touchdown.
Steve quickly called the play and strode to the line. Once again Billy snapped the ball and Steve dropped three steps and looked downfield. Everyone knew it would be the last play of the game and Sparta had to put the ball in the end zone. Windsor had six men play back to prevent a completed pass in the end zone. As Steve scanned the field, he saw the middle linebacker knock a blocker down and head for him. As he prepared to try to duck the rush, Billy Marsh suddenly came from the left side and delivered a block on the linebacker that jarred him to the ground.
Suddenly Steve saw Tyler Smith drift to the left side of the back of the end zone. Two defenders were sprinting toward him when Steve made his decision. He could get the ball to Tyler if he threw it hard enough. Steve pulled back the ball and fired it as hard as he could to Tyler Smith, who was standing in the back corner of the end zone, about 40 yards away.
From that moment forward, when someone spoke of "The Pass" in Sparta, they were referring to the 40 yard bullet Steve Hammer drilled into Tyler Smith's stomach. When someone referred to "The Catch", it was Tyler Smith wrapping his arms around the football in his stomach and falling backward in the corner of the end zone. When they spoke of "The Drive" they were referring to the four play, 95 yard drive, that Sparta put together in a minute and twenty seconds against the state's top ranked defense to win the state title.
There was a stunned silence for a few seconds. Then the officials held up their arms to indicate a touchdown. Bedlam ensued. Fans screamed, whistled, and yelled as they streamed onto the playing field.
Gwen had been watching the final drive with her family and Laura, and Lisa's friends. "God, is he cool or what?" asked one of Lisa's friends. "He acts like it's a day at the beach. That's some boyfriend your sister has there. He's a way better player than our team's quarterback, and he's 23 years old!"
When Tyler Smith clutched the football to his stomach and fell to the ground in the end zone, Gwen was on her feet with every other Sparta fan, momentarily too stunned to speak.
"We won! We're state champs! What a pass that was. I hardly saw it; it went so fast. How did Tyler ever catch it?" yelled Kate.
"Come on, Gwen. Your boyfriend needs some attention I can take care of the medical stuff but you're the only one that takes care of the rest. Let's go tend to our star!" urged Laura.
They found Steve surrounded by players and fans that reluctantly parted for his girl friend and the lady doctor. Laura was surprised at how red the front of Steve's jersey was. She quickly grabbed his hand to lead him from the crowd. Before he took a step, Steve reached down and took Gwen's hand in his. Then he followed Laura to the locker room.
"They'll be celebrating for quite a while, so we should be able to get Steve cleaned up and re-bandaged without many distractions," asserted Laura as she sat Steve down on the bench in front of the lockers and began peeling his bloody jersey over his head.
Gwen gasped when she saw how much blood had soaked into his bandages. "It isn't as bad as it looks. Blood always looks magnified. He'll be fine. We need to cut these old bandages off and get him cleaned up."
Laura pulled out her scissors and began cutting the bloody wrappings as players and fans began entering the locker room laughing and celebrating. As soon as they saw Steve, they went quiet. Laura ignored the onlookers and worked on removing the dressing with Gwen's help.
Gwen heard the telltale sound of high heels. She turned in time to see Amber O'Leary, with a concerned look on her face, striding directly toward Steve. With no conscious thought, Gwen stood up and purposely stepped between the redhead and Steve. Amber O'Leary came to a sudden stop as she looked Gwen over from head to toe.
"So, it's the incredible Gwen Anderson herself," began Amber as she raised her eyebrows, and smiled slightly. "Also known as 'The Lady in Red', and the 'Heroine of the Emerson River Rescue'. The same girl that's trying to raise enough money to expand a hospital; and all of this as a senior in high school. It appears that you're trying to keep the daughter of the next governor of this state away from Steve Hammer. It even looks like you're ready to fight, if necessary. All of this for that bloody guy sitting behind you, Ms. Anderson? Or may I call you Gwen?"
A couple of the onlookers gasped at Amber's declaration and Gwen's defiant reaction to her presence. Other than that, there was total silence in the locker room. Gwen raised her chin and took a small step closer to the redhead. The two women were about the same height and build. They stood chin to chin with Gwen's chest now rising and falling rapidly, and her hands clenched as she awaited her adversary's next move.



        Lady in Red Ch. 06

        Steve's past is revealed.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/lady-in-red-ch-06

Title: Lady in Red Ch. 06

Author: Harddaysknight

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Steve's past is revealed.

Tags: inauguration, governor, game ball, seals, afghanistan, dinner meeting, politicians, designs

Series: Lady in Red


Steve had been sitting still, eyes closed and relaxing as much as possible as Laura and Gwen worked on removing his bandages. He never realized that Amber O'Leary was in the room until he heard her speak to Gwen. His eyes popped open and he began to rise until Laura placed her hand on his chest and gently pushed him back. He saw Gwen step in front of Amber in an obvious attempt to keep her away from him. What a time and place for Gwen and Amber to meet!
"You're an amazing woman, Gwen," laughed Amber as she stepped forward and wrapped Gwen in a tight embrace. Steve felt some relief that Amber was working to defuse the situation, but wondered if it would be good for him in the long term. How would Gwen react to Amber's stories of their meeting over a year ago?
"You must realize that I can't steal that guy from you," whispered Amber into Gwen's ear. "I already have a great guy and he'll probably propose to me at Christmas. I want to be your best friend, or at least one of them. Steve is an amazing guy, but you're perfect for him. You're even willing to fight for the guy! I really like that."
As Gwen digested Amber's words, her arms came up to return the embrace. "I'm sorry if I acted a bit possessive, but you're so beautiful and I saw you have dinner with him at Dominick's a few weeks ago. I hate to admit it, but I was really jealous. You're so beautiful!"
Steve was close enough to hear the two women's conversation. Gwen had seen him with Amber? That was news. Small wonder Gwen had been so aloof the past few weeks! Thinking about it, he was lucky she still cared enough to drag his ass out of the river. She thought he was seeing Amber for a romantic date! Amber was at least 24 and wouldn't be interested in a kid like him. How could Gwen even think he and Amber would be involved in any way?
"Gwen, I could use a little help here," called Laura. "Steve really needs to take a shower before we bandage him again. Let's get this off him and get out of the locker room so these kids can shower. The testosterone is getting pretty pungent in here."
Gwen quickly returned to Laura's side and helped her remove the bloody bandages from Steve's torso, as Laura spoke to Steve. "Take a nice long shower and get some pants on. After everyone's done, call Gwen. We'll come back in and wrap you up one last time before I stitch you up tomorrow at the hospital."
Coach Watkins cleared his throat to speak. "I know it's a bit unusual to have so many people in the locker room, especially females. But this is an unusual situation. We're the state champions! The next governor of our great state is here, along with his wife and daughter. Our local reporter, Amber Stahl is here, as is Dr. Laura Masters. Many of the players' parents are here, and proudly so.
"As you may, or may not know, after every victory, it's been our tradition to award the game ball to the person the team felt contributed the most to our victory. During the regular season, a player could only win the honor once. For the title game today, all bets are off and everyone has been considered.
"It's a real honor for me today to present the game ball for the championship game. This honor is an unanimous choice by our team. We've had an exciting season and the past few days have been a roller coaster ride. How this team was able to put aside all the distractions and focus on the game, I'll never know.
"I've given a lot of thought to the events of the other day when Glen's nephews where trapped in that submerged car. In the entire crowd of hundreds, and perhaps thousands, only one person committed himself to diving into that cold water to save those kids. That was Steve. Only one person jumped into the water to help Steve even before he surfaced. That was Gwen Anderson. Only one person realized that Gwen would not be able to pull Steve up that bank and jumped into the icy waters to help her. That was Billy Marsh.
"I've been kicking this around since the whole thing happened. What was wrong with me? With the other parents, and the other players? Why is it that none of us risked our lives to help those kids in that car, or even Gwen and Steve afterward? Am I a coward? Are all of us cowards? I've done some soul searching about this. I've finally reached the conclusion that most of us all acted in a normal human fashion. We stood there horrified and uncertain as to what we should do. There are a few people that do not think through situations like that. They simply decide what needs to be done and take action. Steve is one of those rare types.
"It doesn't make the rest of us less human, or less brave. It simply shows that Steve has certain rare qualities the bulk of humanity lacks, especially under stressful situations. Gwen has those qualities. Billy Marsh exhibited them as well. Any of us could have attempted to do what they did, but we watched. Our reaction was the average, or normal reaction. Don't beat yourself up over it, but appreciate greater than average courage when you see it. And we sure saw it!
"To get to the point, the team has decided to award the Sparta State Championship game ball to Gwen Anderson! The team believes that her actions two days ago saved Steve Hammer, and our football season."
Steve had been watching Gwen as Coach Watkins delivered his speech. She blushed at the mention of her name for saving the children and Steve, but when the coach handed her the game ball; her mouth fell open in stunned amazement. Tears formed and rolled down her cheeks. She accepted the ball in one hand and hugged the coach with the other arm as everyone cheered.
Then Jared White, the big defensive end, stepped up to Gwen with open arms and declared, "You owe us all a hug, Girl!"
Without hesitation, Gwen rushed to him and gave the burly black senior a kiss and a hug. Soon she was hugging and kissing every player that stepped in line. The tears never stopped, even as her smile seemed to grow with every hug.
Jared eventually moved next to Steve and slapped him on the back. "That's a great girl you've got. I always thought she and her smart friends felt they were better than us, but she's a regular girl. Well regular, except for nicer tits and a prettier face than anyone else in the school."
Just as Jared finished his statement, Gwen appeared in front of them. "I heard that, Jared White! Don't think you're going to get away with that kind of talk!"
"I'm sorry, Gwen," apologized Jared. "I was just joking..."
Gwen quickly pulled Jared's face down and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. As she released him she laughed, "Don't make a habit of talking about me like that, but I'll take it as a compliment today, Big Guy! I'm too excited to be upset. Now for your hug and kiss, Steve!"
Steve marveled at Gwen's ability to control the room with her warmth and personality. He stepped up to her, and warned, "You'll have to wait for that hug. I'll get blood all over your clothes, but I'm sure ready for that kiss."
Gwen leaned in as Steve bent down to kiss her. Knowing the whole room was watching, they made it quick, but there was no mistaking the sparks that flew. Once again, Coach Watkins cleared his throat, and Steve stepped back from Gwen.
"I have to ask all visitors, especially females, to leave the locker now. These guys have a lot of dried sweat and dirt to scrub off before we board the bus for Sparta. Thank you, everyone for your support. Special thanks to Dr. Laura Masters, who you may have noticed, performed a neat piece of surgery on me near the end of the game. She somehow managed to get my head out of my ass. That was her professional diagnosis and she managed to correct the problem, at least temporarily."
"Gwen, would it be okay if I gave your boyfriend a quick kiss, before we have to leave?" requested Amber O'Leary.
Gwen beamed as she nodded her head. As long as Amber referred to Steve as her boyfriend, and asked permission for any special interactions, Gwen could be friendly with the older girl. Gwen helped Laura collect her things as Amber gave Steve a pretty substantial smack on the lips. Gwen smiled as she realized that Steve had just seen her kiss nearly every guy on the team. It seemed that a lot of girls wanted to kiss Steve, and apparently the guys were finding Gwen rather acceptable these days.
As the fans began leaving, Jared once again spoke to Steve. "Gwen has totally changed from last year! She'd never have hung around athletes, never would have kissed one, let alone a room full of them, and she kissed us black players, too. She treats all of us the same. She's come a long way. You're good for her, and she sure isn't doing you any damage either! You'd be at the bottom of the river if it weren't for that girl. You're a lucky man."
Paula, Kate, Lisa and her two friends, had waited around outside the locker room for Gwen. Angela Walker had joined them as they talked about the game and how great it was for Sparta to finally win a state title. They were there when the fans began filing out of the locker room. Lisa was the first one to spot Gwen wiping her eyes as the daughter of the governor hovered near her.
"What've you done?" demanded Lisa, as she strode up to Amber, stopping only when their faces were inches apart. "You had no business being in there. You can't hold a candle to Gwen! Steve knows that. You think having a famous father makes you special? Let me tell you..."
"Hello to you, too," laughed Amber. "You must be one of the beautiful Anderson sisters, probably Lisa. Steve told me that you and Kate were drop dead gorgeous, but I thought he was probably exaggerating a little. I can see now that he was right. He did neglect to tell me just how tight your family is, however. You're ready to fight for your sister, and she was ready to fight for Steve."
Lisa was flummoxed. She had verbally attacked the girl and insulted her eye to eye. She expected yelling, cursing, maybe even a catfight, but not laughter and compliments. Suddenly Kate was at Lisa's side.
"Steve said I was drop dead gorgeous? Did he really say that? I'm Kate, Gwen's other beautiful sister. Did Steve tell you about us the night Gwen saw you having dinner with him at Dominick's? I knew he wasn't running around on Gwen. Are you Steve's cousin or something?" finished an exuberant Kate.
By the time Kate finished her rant, all the women, including Lisa, were laughing. "Everyone, I want you to meet my friend, Amber O'Leary. This is my sister Lisa, my sister Kate, my mother Paula, my teacher Ms. Walker, and Lisa's friends, Donna and Susan. Amber is our future governor's daughter and, as it turns out, a friend of Steve's, but not that kind of friend!"
"Why are there tears on your face?" asked Lisa. "I thought that Amber had pulled some kind of stunt in there that upset you. I'm sorry for what I said, Amber, but I still don't understand what's going on."
"You missed it, but it'll probably be on YouTube now that I think about it," replied Gwen with a smile. "I was ready to tear into Amber almost as bad as you were, Lisa. Then she told me she had a boyfriend that would soon be her fiancé. That relaxed me real fast. I was all teary-eyed just now because the team awarded me the game ball! I'm still all emotional about it. They gave the game ball for the state championship game to me! It'll probably be in a trophy case with my name on it. Can you imagine that?"
"Let me see if I have this right," interjected Angela Walker. "In the last half hour or so, both you and your sister, Lisa, have practically threatened the daughter of our next governor with bodily harm. Now that same young woman is one of your best friends. The football team that just came from behind in the last seconds of state championship game to win its first ever state title, and awarded you the game ball. Does that pretty well cover it?"
"Except that Gwen hugged and kissed just about every guy on the team, especially her hunk of a boyfriend, after helping remove his bloody bandages to expose that amazing body, ... upper body, that is," laugher Amber.
"I'd say that it's been a pretty full day for you already, Gwen. The rest of the day will seem pretty boring after all of that," suggested Ms. Walker.
"Only if you consider having dinner with the incoming governor of this great state, and his family, boring," boomed Patrick O'Leary as he walked up behind Amber. "I've reserved a room at a local restaurant for dinner this evening. I already spoke to the coach about allowing Steve to remain behind while the others travel back to Sparta on the team bus. He's agreed, providing someone is willing to offer Steve a ride home. Would any of you consider doing me that small favor?"
"We will!" responded Gwen and Kate simultaneously, before breaking into laughter.
"That's settled then," chuckled Patrick O'Leary. "Now, will you ladies join me for dinner once Steve is dressed? I understand that Dr. Masters and Ms. Anderson are going to bandage him up one final time this afternoon. Hopefully that won't take too long, and then we'll meet for dinner."
Gwen and her family and friends were standing near the locker room entrance when Jared White and a couple of other players strolled out. Seeing Gwen, he headed in her direction.
"I was going to try to talk you into forgetting Steve and going out with me, but now that I see your three sisters standing here, I don't know which one of you to ask," revealed Jared shaking his head sadly. "This is a real problem."
"Three sisters?" asked Gwen as she followed Jared's eyes. "I have two sisters. Who did you think was my other ... my Mom?"
"Your mom?" replied Jared, as he tried to act surprised. "I thought she was your sister."
"You guys are all alike! You've seen Mom at tons of school events. You knew she was my mother. You're a smooth tongued devil, Jared! I'm going to have to warn Steve about you."
"Just don't tell your father," chuckled Jared. "I almost forgot, the locker room is empty now. You ladies can tend to your ailing superstar. How one guy can attract so many babes is beyond me!"
The Anderson women, Angela Walker, and Dr. Masters all laughed as they headed for the locker room. Lisa's two friends had declined the dinner invitation knowing the governor wanted to meet with the group from Sparta, and had gone back to their dorm. Steve sat on the bench in front of his locker when the group entered the room. He was wearing his sneakers, jeans, and a smile.
"I've missed you more than you'll ever know," stated Lisa, as she rushed to be the first to Steve. She carefully sat on his lap and gently touched his chest. Then she kissed him on the lips and stood up, wiping her eyes.
"When I watched that video of the river rescue, my heart was in my throat. We came so close to losing you. Gwen would've been destroyed. Kate and I wouldn't have been much better. Thank God that Gwen was there and so determined to keep you safe," cried Lisa quietly, before sniffling and turning to her family. "Now let's get this guy trussed up so we can feed him."
Paula had been surprised at the depth of Lisa's emotions when she saw Steve. It had been obvious that Kate had a big time crush on her sister's boyfriend, but Lisa surprised her. She was older and had gone out with quite a few boys over the years. Still, it was obvious that Lisa was drawn to Steve. If Gwen were not her sister, realized Paula, she'd be working to make Steve hers.
Steve had begun to stand up when Lisa had hurried up to him and dropped into his lap. He saw the concern mixed with sadness in Lisa's eyes as she leaned in to kiss him. He knew that if he hadn't fallen so fast and so hard for Gwen, Lisa would occupy all of his thoughts. She was sexy, smart, fit and amazingly beautiful. With the exception of Gwen, Steve had never seen Lisa's equal, although Kate was rapidly getting there.
As Laura and Gwen worked on getting Steve bandaged, Kate decided to quiz him. "Did you tell the governor's daughter that I was drop dead gorgeous? Did you mean it? Do you really think that, or did she make it up?"
Steve blushed a little, then smiled. "I did mention that Gwen had some attractive sisters. I don't know if I used the term 'drop dead gorgeous' or 'supermodel looks and figures'. I know it was one or the other, or maybe even both. Are you upset at me for talking about you, Kate?"
"Yeah, I'm pissed!" responded Kate. "I'd have your babies right now if I could!"
"Kate!" scolded her shocked mother. "Ladies don't talk like that! You were way out of line. You've probably embarrassed Steve with that outburst."
"This is quite a family unit," laughed Laura. "It's a good thing your daughters are so close to each other or there'd be hell to pay. This guy's managed to cast a spell over three gorgeous sisters. Normally, that's a formula for disaster, but I've seen how Lisa and Kate stick up for Gwen, and how proud they are of her. That puts this whole thing on a different level. It's quite touching, actually."
Steve had been surprised at Lisa's emotions, and was stunned at Kate's declaration. Kate had made no bones about her feelings for him, but his talk about treating her like a sister should have solved that situation. He realized that he had to always be careful to not mislead Lisa or Kate. He'd do anything for them, but Gwen was the sister for him. Of that, he was certain.
"Okay, Steve you can put your shirt on now. Sorry, ladies," grinned Laura. "Let's get to dinner so we can all find out how it happens that Steve's on a first name basis with the governor-elect and his family. Maybe he'll fill us in during the ride to the restaurant? No, scratch that idea since Angela will be driving her car, and she won't want to miss this soap opera."
Steve had no illusions of keeping anything from the Anderson's and friends any longer. Amber had given him enough time to talk to Gwen. As it turned out, Gwen had seen Amber and Steve having dinner that evening. That caused her to be less than eager to be alone with him. It was only in the last couple days that Gwen showed signs of forgiving him for a sin he didn't really commit, but which had upset her greatly.
Patrick and Janice O'Leary greeted them warmly as they entered the private room he had reserved. "Thank you all for coming! I'm so excited to meet all of you. Steve has really done well for himself. That's no surprise. He's made some wonderful friends in a relatively short time. Of course, he did have a lot of promotion. Dancing and swimming with the lovely 'Lady in Red', saving small children from a watery grave, leading his football team to the state championship, and shattering all sorts of records in the process will garner more than a little attention."
Steve had been warmly greeted by Amber again as she hugged him hard and then kissed him on the lips. He was a little surprised at how warmly Janice O'Leary greeted him. She was a very attractive woman approaching fifty, with red hair and fair skin, like her daughter. After hugging him, she also planted a very friendly kiss on his lips and then hugged him again.
This did not go unnoticed by the Anderson party. Paula and Lisa exchanged glances while Angela Walker worked to conceal her disapproval. Gwen simply reached out and took Steve's hand and squeezed it, signaling to the other women in the room that he was her man.
"I see that you can tell that both Janice and Amber are fawning all over Steve. You're wondering about it, so I assume that Steve didn't find the time to tell you about our trip to Afghanistan last year. Please be seated. We'll order our meal and then you'll get to hear a little story that should clear up quite a few questions you may have," promised Patrick O'Leary.
Once the orders had been given, the future governor began his story. "I was a Congressman last year at this time. I was on a congressional committee that has oversight on matters concerning foreign relations. Along with several other Congressmen, I was scheduled to visit Afghanistan to view firsthand the progress our forces had made there. Somehow, Janice and Amber convinced me to take them along.



"In my defense, I did ask the state department if it would be safe and I was assured that it would be. Several other Congressmen also brought some family members. We landed in Kabul on a Tuesday afternoon and were scheduled to tour north of the city the next day. The state department advised that it wouldn't be wise to take any of our family on that trip, as it was an 'unsettled' area.
"To demonstrate how well the Afghan forces were doing in their training, a couple dozen were assigned to protect our families while we were touring the northern area. It happened that we ran into Bill and Steve Hammer while we were there. Bill was a Navy Seal Commander and Steve was his son. They had just returned to Kabul on a flight from Germany. Janice, Amber and I had the great pleasure of dining with them the evening we all had arrived."
Kate had gasped when she heard that Steve's father was a Navy Seal. The rest of the group managed to keep their reaction under check. Steve had told them that his father had died in combat over a year ago. Now they were hearing that the O'Leary family had met Steve and his dad in Afghanistan.
"Steve was a big kid, even a year ago. He was well over six feet tall and well muscled, as I'm sure you ladies have noticed. His dad was an older version of Steve. One had only to look at Bill once, to know that he was a very capable man. We shared stories over dinner, including the fact that we were going north the next day and leaving our families in the capable hands of the Afghan military, along with four American Marines."
Gwen had been holding Steve's hand under the table and she felt it tense up as Patrick O'Leary got deeper into his story. Steve was very still and a fine bead of sweat appeared on his brow.
"As I now recall the situation, Bill's jaw seemed to tighten up when I explained the security plans. I later learned that he was very concerned about the lure of American VIP's to terrorists. He didn't want to alarm us, nor did he want to cause an incident between governments by making statements that insulted or demeaned the Afghan government," concluded the soon-to-be governor. "I see our dinners are being served, so let's eat. I'll bore you some more with my story soon enough."
"Dad feels strongly that the close friends of Steve's should know more about him and his past. He's not keen on talking about himself, or his experiences," stated Amber to the gathering as they ate. "My fiancé has been in two tours in Afghanistan and seldom speaks about it. Men that have gone to war don't usually enjoy talking about it. That doesn't mean that they don't think about it. Mom and I know a little about that. You'll understand and appreciate Steve even more after Dad finishes his story."
Steve ate quietly as he wondered how revealing his past would help him in the future. He had seen a little of the problems relationships can have when meaningful things were not revealed. Lying by omission was still lying, but telling the truth isn't always easy. Was it important for those people he cared for to know about his experiences half a world away? How would it affect their opinion of him? Wasn't it better to be judged by what you do and say, and not by something that happened a lifetime ago?
"Okay, I'll take up where I left off a while ago," began Amber's father. "Our junket boarded a convoy headed north the next morning. We were gone almost ten hours. When we returned to our hotel, armed Navy Seals and Marines were everywhere. We all rushed inside to find out what was going on. To our horror, we found an actual war zone. Everything was shot up. Blood was everywhere. Bodies with tarps over them were strewn across the lobby and even up the stairway. We were quickly ushered into a large meeting room in the rear of the hotel and reunited with our loved ones. You can imagine my relief when I saw Janice and Amber stand to greet me. They were dirty, covered in blood, and crying softly, but they were okay.
"It's taken me the better part of a year to pry everything they witnessed from Amber and Janice. It seems that about an hour after we departed, the Afghan troops assigned to guard our loved ones were, for some unknown reason, summoned to the other side of the city. Luckily, Bill Hammer was still at the hotel. He immediately notified the four Marines to be vigilant and put in a call to people he knew, strongly urging that Seals be sent to the hotel to protect American lives.
"Just before noon, Bill noticed unusual activity outside the hotel. He quickly notified all the American guests that they were in imminent danger and asked them to move to an upstairs meeting room. This hotel had just two floors. He and Steve dragged desks and other heavy pieces of furniture into the room and then asked the guests to stay behind them. Janice and Amber watched Bill give a handgun to Steve and then tell him that he was the last line of defense. If any terrorists made it through the door, his orders were to shoot to kill, and he was just barely seventeen."
Gwen felt tears begin to stream down her cheeks. She looked around the table to discover that she was not the only one with that problem. Kate and Lisa were crying openly and Paula was holding a napkin to her eyes. Laura was wiping her eyes with her hands while Amber and Janice were clutching each other as the tears poured down their faces. Ms. Walker had her head bowed while Steve sat like a statue, staring at his plate.
"The Taliban came through the front door, the side doors and the back doors, thinking they'd catch the four Marines by surprise. You just don't catch US Marines by surprise. Janice and Amber told me the shooting was so fierce and long that it sounded like a continuous roll of thunder. Finally, the shooting became sporadic and then it stopped. They told me that the silence was more frightening than the actual shooting. The families huddled behind the barricades praying that it was over.
"Suddenly the doors were smashed in and three Taliban rushed into the room firing assault rifle. In the mirrors that were hanging around the room, Janice and Amber saw young Steve Hammer stand with his handgun and return fire. As quickly as it began, it was over. The three Taliban that had burst into the room lay dead, each one shot twice through the head. Steve was coolly replacing his magazine as blood from a couple of relatively minor wounds began staining his shirt and pants. He cautioned everyone to remain where they were as he went to investigate.
"What Steve found were three dead Marines and a dead US Navy Seal; his own father. He rendered first aid to the badly wounded Marine after determining that the fight was over and the Taliban that were only wounded were disarmed. It was a short while later that a helicopter landed in front and a dozen Navy Seals poured into the building. They found seventeen dead Taliban and six wounded. They also found Steve saving the Marine's life as he worked to stop the bleeding.
"By the time our junket had returned, the dead Marines, Steve's father, along with Steve and the wounded Marine, had been evacuated from the premises. The blood on Amber and Janice was Steve's, since they had hugged him dearly before he was taken away. To avoid embarrassing the new government, the whole incident was downplayed. We were told that it would serve American interests better to not go public with the events of the day. Reluctantly, everyone agreed to go along with the story. What difference would the truth make? It wouldn't bring back those Marines, or Bill Hammer. So the public never heard of that battle in Kabul, or the bravery of those Marines and Bill Hammer. And that's why I feel you need to know Steve's history and why he's so reluctant to talk about the incident.
"We never saw Steve again. At least not until Amber saw a sports report one night a month or two ago describing the record setting efforts of the quarterback, Steve Hammer. Then she searched on YouTube and watched 'The Lady in Red' video, probably a hundred times. She couldn't wait to tell us that she'd found Steve, that he was well, that he was going to high school and playing football. Then she showed us the video. Janice cried like a newborn baby and I have to admit a few stray tears dripped down my cheeks, as well."
Gwen leaned over to Steve and kissed his cheek. Then she tucked her face in his neck and softly cried. "I think we'll all need time to digest that story, Mr. O'Leary," stated Ms. Walker. "It answers a lot of questions that I never thought to ask. Steve has assimilated very well into our school. He's well liked and respected, and he's a very capable student. His courage certainly can't be questioned. I suppose that in the long run, it's best if some of us that care about him understand where he's been. It's just a very surprising story. Who would've guessed that Steve's been combat tested already?"
"I wondered a little about those small scars on his left arm and right hip," admitted Laura. "But a strong, active young man, especially a football player, is likely to have a few scars and abrasions. Steve sure has his share now."
"Allow me to change the subject, if I may," replied Patrick O'Leary. "The inaugural will be on January 7th. That's a Saturday. I want to invite all of you to attend as my guests. That will include your husbands, boyfriends, significant others, or whomever you care to bring. Please plan on attending the Governor's Ball. Janice, Amber and I were hoping that Gwen and Steve would delight the crowd with their dance skills. Will you consider it and get back to me by Thanksgiving, if not sooner?"
"Sir, I would be honored to attend. I hope Steve feels the same way," smiled Gwen as she wiped away her tears. "We're trying to increase awareness of our senior class goal to raise money for a new wing to Sparta's hospital. This would be great publicity for us, and a tremendous opportunity to pitch our cause. What do you think, Steve?"
"Are you asking me to escort you to the Governor's Ball? If we went together and danced together, everyone would think that you're my girlfriend, and I'm your boyfriend," reasoned Steve, with the first smile he had shown all evening. "Are you willing to risk that, Ms. Anderson?"
"Actually, Mr. Hammer, I think I should be able to tell everyone that you're my boyfriend. In return, I would expect you to assure my sisters, all long legged redheads, big breasted cheerleaders, doctors, aunts, and mothers that you're my boyfriend, and that you're off limits. Can we agree to that?" asked Gwen.
"That means no more kissing the whole football team, the physics class, the seventh fleet, or anyone else, unless I'm present and consent to it. If you agree to those terms, we have a deal, although I sure hate to give up on sisters, and long legged redheads," laughed Steve.
"Gwen, you mentioned the hospital in your town," interrupted Amber's father. "As governor, I plan on making health care and all that goes with it a priority. I can't promise anything, but the state may be able to offer incentives, grants, low interest loans; things of that nature. We'll look into every angle and possibility to help your hospital expand."
"Sir, we'll hold you to that," asserted Laura. "Our hospital is small but we service a lot of people over a wide area. We're way too light on supplies like blood and plasma, as well as staff and equipment. We're fine for the occasional car accident, but a major incident, like a bus crash, would probably overtax our resources. Gwen's class has hit on a very real need in our area. I'll be coming up with Gwen and Steve to shake the trees for funds for the hospital every chance I get."
As dinner was winding down, Amber broached a new subject. "I haven't mentioned it, but after getting my undergraduate degree in marketing, I studied at a fashion institute in New York. Watching Gwen and Steve on video and in person makes me believe that I could design a line of clothes featuring you two. I would call the label 'Lady in Red', and it would feature mostly clothes for young women, but have some clothes for men, more or less intended to match with the outfits of the lady. I'd begin with swim wear and evening wear since Gwen has demonstrated how great she looks in both. I'd try to market it to a major retailer, even if they just carried it locally at first. We could earmark a percentage of the profits for your class hospital fund. Maybe Kate and Lisa would be willing to model some clothes for us as well. I think I'm pretty good at designing clothes that young women will want, and you Anderson women are just gorgeous.
"Would you be willing to meet with me on this? We'd need to form a company and agree on a lot of stuff, but essentially, I'd be working to enhance my career and you'd become household names and faces, and the hospital would get the bulk of the money, when it starts coming in. We'd be taking enough from the enterprise to cover expenses and the hospital fund could have the rest. Would you do it?"
"I will!" declared Kate immediately. "I'd love to be a model!"
"Wow! I'm so surprised," admitted Gwen. "This sounds like a great opportunity. Do you really think people would buy the clothes you made for us? We aren't rich and famous. I know you'd do a great job designing things, but would we be the best models? Lisa is incredible and Kate is really blossoming, but I've never modeled or anything. I'm not sure I could do it. What do you think, Lisa? Mom?"
"Sis, I saw you peel off your clothes on TV. I saw you show a mile of incredible cleavage when you leaned over Steve and saved his life on the banks of Emerson River. I saw you dance that first night, remember? So did thousands of other people when they watched the videos. I bet there're stills taken from those videos plastered on walls in garages all over America. I know Kate and I will do well at modeling, but you're the engine that would drive this venture. You're 'The Lady in Red'. I should get credit for loaning you my red dress that started the whole thing. Would Kate and I get to pose with Steve, by any chance?"
"We'll discuss this with Ted tomorrow," reasoned Paula. "We'll want a lawyer to assure us that the kids will be protected and the venture is grounded in good legal principles. We won't allow nudity, or have the girls exploited in any way. If we can fit everything inside those parameters, Ted and I will probably okay it."
"Is anyone interested in my feelings?" asked Steve. "I'm the one that could be forced to pose with these Anderson girls while they're wearing evening gowns and swim suits. How can you determine what sort of compensation I should get for that type of work?"
Angela Walker shook her head as she considered the events of the past few days. The water rescue had garnered all kinds of positive publicity. The football team won the state title. Now the governor-elect was promising to help the hospital raise funds, and his daughter was attempting to market the kids in a clothing line intended to assist the hospital fund! This thing was really gaining traction!
When dinner was over and everyone had thanked the governor-elect and his family for their hospitality, Angela Walker, with a twinkle in her eye, suggested, "Since I have an empty car and you're pretty full, Paula, why don't you let me give Steve a ride back to Sparta. I really don't mind."
"Thanks, Angela. That would give us more room. What do you girls think?" asked a grinning Paula of her daughters.
"I'm not riding back to Sparta, Mom, so it won't matter to me. I think Gwen might have something to say about it though. Sis, lend me that gridiron hero for a long kiss goodnight!" requested Lisa, as she stepped up to Steve and kissed him hard on the lips as Gwen looked on. "If you hadn't found this guy first, I'd be a cradle robber by now. Have a good trip back everyone."
Kate and Gwen made certain that Steve sat between them in the back seat. By the time Paula reached the interstate, Steve was asleep. Gwen turned sideways and gently pulled him to her so that once again, Steve was sleeping with his head on her chest. Gwen smiled as she stroked his temples and ran her fingers through his close cut hair.
Paula and Laura glanced at each and chuckled when they heard Kate ask, "Can I hold him for awhile if you get tired, or get a cramp or something, Sis?
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It was after eleven when the Andersons pulled into their driveway. Laura had been dropped off at her car in the hospital parking lot, and Steve had agreed to spend another night in Gwen's bed, without the pleasure of Gwen's presence. Steve had just nicely crawled into bed when he felt someone sit on the mattress near his head.
"Gwen? Is something wrong? Your dad wouldn't like you being in here. What is it?" asked Steve with concern.
"You're my boyfriend and I don't know anything about you. I just learned that you were in Afghanistan, and in a shootout with Taliban. I never dreamed you could've been in anything like that. I need you to tell me everything about your life. Will you be totally honest with me from now on?" asked Gwen quietly.
"Yes, I will. I realize that I've kept things to myself. It's a habit I've gotten into the past year or so. I've been alone a lot. I didn't know how you'd feel about that war story and kept putting off telling you, replied Steve. "I don't think this is a good time, or place to go into my life story. Your dad has some strong feelings about my behavior toward you. Having you alone in a bedroom with me, in the dark, at midnight sure doesn't fit with what he expects."
"You're not really afraid of my dad! You're way bigger and stronger than he is. That night he socked you, it looked like you hardly felt it. Why do you pretend to worry so about my father?"
"I don't pretend to worry. I do worry. He's your father. That means he deserves my respect. I would never go against him physically, no matter how many times he struck me. I like him, his way of caring for his family, and his love for his wife and kids. Your dad is the head of the family, even if you girls run all over him. That's because he allows it. If something serious came up, your father would take full control of the situation. You have a wonderful family, Gwen. Your mom and sisters are the best, but never sell your dad short. He's a man that takes his responsibilities seriously. I fear his anger, as well as respect his authority."
"Wow! I wouldn't have ever guessed that you thought my dad was such a good guy," admitted Gwen. "He sure put you through the wringer that first time you came to pick me up. Mom said later that if a boy is serious, he'll put up with almost anything the girl's father throws at him. I guess you must be very serious. I'll just give my boyfriend a goodnight kiss and leave. It's hard to believe that I'm really your girlfriend."
"It's hard for me to get my head around it, too. You're amazing. Give me that kiss and go dream about me; like I will about you."
Gwen leaned down and held her lips to Steve's for a few tantalizing seconds. "Time for bed, Young Lady," came Paula's voice from the dark doorway. "And that means Lisa's bed tonight. Good night, Steve."
Gwen drove Steve to the hospital the next morning and assisted Laura in preparing Steve for the needed stitches. Then she watched as Laura carefully sewed Steve's cuts closed. "You both understand that this really should have been done a couple days ago? However, having the state title in Sparta required that we postpone it. That was a great game. People are still all excited about it.
"Notice how close together I'm making the sutures. We don't want Steve to walk around like Frankenstein or something out of the 'Walking Dead', do we?" asked Laura rhetorically. "He should be totally healed in a few weeks with very little scarring, if any. Compared to the bullet holes here in his arm and hip, they'll look great.
"You kids have done a wonderful job promoting the hospital fund. We're getting calls about it now. We're setting up an account for the donations, and we'll acknowledge that they are a result of the senior class' efforts. You'll be able to add them to your class total. I'm becoming a minor celebrity just from being near you two. Do you think Coach Watkins would go to the Governor's Ball with me?" blurted Laura.
"You need to ask him, but I'd think he'd be delighted to attend an important even with a beautiful, single doctor on his arm," replied Gwen. "You're an M.D. Don't tell me that you're shy?"
"I'm not shy, but I've had some less than successful relationships. I want to do better than I did and I worry that asking the guy out will make me look desperate. It's not good for a woman to look too needy. Can you help me, Steve?"
"Sure, I'll see him today and plant the seed. He'll think it was his idea and be delighted when you accept his request for a date. I'll get him to ask you out on a date and let it take its natural course from there to a romantic night in the state capitol after the Inaugural Ball," grinned Steve.
"Do you think yelling at him to get his head out of his ass will make a difference," questioned Laura. "I was a bit harsh."
"Are you kidding? He's a football coach. You were speaking his language. If anything, it'll help your cause!" laughed Steve.
Sparta decided to hold a victory rally Sunday in the relatively safe confines of the school gym. When all the bleachers were extended and folding chairs set up on the floor, there was seating for several thousand. By noon Sunday, the gym was packed. Upon their arrival, Steve and Gwen were ushered to a small stage set up at center court. Most of the football team was already there and those they weren't, soon filed in. The festivities began shortly after noon with the principal leading the Pledge of Allegiance. He then turned the microphone over to Coach Watkins.
"Thank you everyone for coming out to show your support for the State Champions! The first order of business; however is to give the microphone to Edward and Barbara Tucker. They have something they'd like to tell us," stated Coach Watkins as Ed and Barbara Tucker worked their way to the stage.
"Everyone here knows what happened the other day," began an emotional Ed Tucker. "Our two kids were in a car submerged in the icy waters of Emerson River. They could have died. They would have died if not for the heroic efforts of Steve Hammer and Gwen Anderson. What they did was incredible! We have no wish to embarrass them with all kinds of praise and promises, but we, my wife and I, are indebted to them. We will never forget that. If our kids grow up to be like them, we'll be the happiest couple on the planet. Thanks, guys!"
The couple then walked over to Steve and Gwen and embraced them as the crowd cheered and whistled. Gwen and both Tuckers frequently wiped tears from their cheeks as they waved to the crowd. Steve somehow managed to keep his composure.
"Thank you, Ed and Barbara Tucker! That was an afternoon that none of us in attendance will ever forget. Now I want to introduce to you the person that was awarded the game ball for the Sparta State Championship game. This is awarded to the person the team feels did the most to help the team win the game. This vote was unanimous. The game ball goes to Gwen Anderson!" announced Coach Watkins as he held the ball in the air and waved Gwen to the microphone as the assembled fans hollered their approval.
"Thank you!" shouted Gwen to the wildly cheering crowd. She repeated it several times until the crowd began to quiet. "I've been given this tremendous honor because I helped the real hero of the game out of a tough situation last Thursday. He's the guy that led the team on 'The Drive', and threw 'The Pass' in the last seconds of the game. I'm just a girl that wasn't willing to give up her first boyfriend without a struggle."
The crowd roared with laughter at Gwen's remark. "Thanks so much for this honor. I realize how much it means to the team. Believe me when I tell you it means a great deal to me as well. What's most important is that those kids are okay, and that Steve is doing fine. Winning the state title is icing on the cake. Way to go, Sparta!!"
It took a few minutes for the coach to quiet the crowd down. He called each team member's name and asked if they wanted to speak. Several players advanced to the microphone to say a few words. Many were intimidated by the size of the crowd and said very little. Tyler Smith was a different story. When asked if he wanted to speak to the crowd, he strode forward to the front of the stage. Then he slowly raised his shirt so all could see his stomach. Just above his navel was a round purple looking bruise about as big around as a baseball. It took a few seconds for the crowd to realize what they were looking at before cheers and whistles erupted anew.
"Don't try to tell me that was an easy play!" hollered Tyler to the crowd. "If anyone here ever wants to try catching a Steve Hammer bullet pass, I'll help set it up for you!"
Finally, Coach Watkins asked Steve to come to the front and say a few words. Steve grinned and waved as the fans once again sounded their approval. He gathered his thoughts for a few seconds and then began.
"When I came to Sparta last summer, my goal was simply to get to play football on a regular team. I never had that chance before. I've played a lot with friends of my father's, and other service kids, but never in a real game with uniforms and equipment," admitted Steve as he considered his past. "Eventually, I came to realize that I was really hoping to find here was something entirely different. I wanted a hometown, a place I can tell people that I'm from. I wanted to be able to know kids, teachers, and parents. I wanted to be a normal kid with a normal life. I especially wanted to make some friends, some people with families that would accept me and make me part of their families. I didn't want to be alone anymore. This town, this school, these guys on the team, these teachers, and these students have been great to me. I feel like I've finally come home! Thank you Sparta! Thank you Billy and Gwen for pulling me out of that river Thursday. Thanks to everyone that's allowed me into their lives, and into their families. It means more to me than I can ever say."
Steve quickly wiped his cheeks with the back of his hands and moved to go back and stand beside Gwen. Gwen rushed into his arms and hugged him as the crowd once again cheered loudly. More than a few players on the stage found their eyes watering. Most of the ladies in the crowd and more than a few of the men had to blow their noses and dab at their eyes.
"That pretty well concludes our festivities here today," announce Coach Watkins once the din had lessened. "I'm proud of these kids and this school. No one thought we had a chance to even win the league, but we went all the way! Thanks everyone for all of the support throughout the season, and especially in the championship game. You're the reason we were able to do it! Thanks, and as you leave, check out the trophy case in the lobby!"
As the crowd began to leave and the players climbed down from the small stage, Steve approached his coach. "I have it from some pretty reliable sources that the single, and very attractive, Dr. Laura Masters would love for you to repay her efforts for the team with an expensive dinner at a nice romantic restaurant. If you want her to help next year, you'd better treat her right, Coach. Here's her phone number," added Steve as he handed a small slip of paper to his coach. "Call her soon, or she'll be all over my case."
"Thanks, Steve!" was all a stunned Coach Watkins was able to manage as Steve hurried away. Steve had seen his Uncle Joe in the last row of bleachers! He had never been able to get him to leave his apartment for more than a few minutes and was shocked to see him sitting in the gym.
"Uncle Joe!" called Steve as he hurried up to join his uncle. "I didn't think you'd come, but I'm so glad you did. What did you think? Did you see my girl? She's a beauty, isn't she?"
"Yeah, she sure is, Steve, and she's standing right behind you," chuckled Steve's uncle. "I kept seeing all this hullabaloo on TV. She's saved your ass a time or two and I wanted to meet her, so here I am. If you aren't too ashamed of me, would you introduce us?"
Before Uncle Joe could complete his sentence, Gwen had flung herself into his arms and hugged him tightly. Joe was taken by surprise, but soon found himself smiling as he patted Gwen's back.
"Girl, you sure make an old man feel good. I'm Steve's uncle and I've been watching you on TV. I had to meet you to thank you for saving Steve the other day. For a boy with the Navy in his blood, he didn't swim as well as he might have. I don't know what I would have done if something happened to that boy. I've grown pretty fond of him over the past few months."
"Uncle Joe, I'm so glad to meet you. Steve told me that he had an uncle, but that you didn't go out much, so I never thought to insist we go meet you at your place. I'm so sorry! You deserve to be treated a lot better than what we've done. Will you come to my parent's house for Thanksgiving Dinner on Thursday? You can bring your nephew, too."
"Ah, Miss, you don't want some old man ruining your dinner. Steve can go and I'll stay home and watch football on TV," replied Joe.
"Then we'll get some pizza or something and have dinner with you! We're not going to let you be alone on Thanksgiving, are we, Steve?" demanded Gwen.
"You see how she is, Uncle Joe. I can't argue with her and you won't have any more luck than I do. She's stubborn, headstrong, and thinks she's always right. Ever know a girl like that?"
"Your mother comes to mind," revealed Joe. "This lass reminds me of her. Not so much her looks, though your mom was a beauty, too. The way she carries herself and her personality is so much like Jen's. I can see why you picked her out at that mall that day, Steve. This girl's a 'stayer'. She doesn't have any quit in her; just like your mom."
Gwen wrapped her arm around Joe's and began to lead him from the bleachers. "Uncle Joe, maybe you can tell me a little about Steve's parents and his childhood. He isn't one to talk much about himself."
Steve shuddered a little as he followed Gwen and his Uncle down the bleachers. He knew how his uncle loved to tell stories. Gwen would charm him until he told her everything he knew and he'd even make up a few things to improve the tale.
The following morning at school was a memorable one for Gwen, Steve and Billy. The local volunteer fire company had requested a brief assembly first thing in the morning to honor the trio for their daring rescue of the Tucker twins. Steve, Billy, and Gwen were awarded medals and made honorary members of the company. When the fire company finished, the principal gave a brief speech about how the school had benefited from good publicity in the past few weeks. The school and its students were making state and national news for positive accomplishments. That was every school's goal and Sparta was doing it far better than any other school in the state.
When Steve and Gwen walked past the school trophy case, they had to stop and stare in surprise. The game ball with Gwen's name printed on it perched on a small pedestal. Hanging on the back wall of the case was Steve's football jersey with the number 12 barely discernible because of the blood that had soaked through it. Next to the jersey was a placard that simply stated "Spartan Blood".
•****
Steve arrived at the Andersons' home shortly after noon on Thanksgiving Day. As he guided his uncle up the driveway, he counted the cars in the drive. "There's going to be quite a few people here today, Uncle Joe. Don't let it bother you. They're all friends and some of the best people I've ever met. Mrs. Anderson is a fantastic cook. You'll have a great time."
"I hope you're right," replied Steve's uncle. "I don't like crowds very much. You know that. If that sweet talking girl of yours hadn't made such a big deal of it, I'd have stay home. I go out once to see my nephew after he wins the state football title and the next thing you know, I'm a regular globe trotter."
"We're only a few miles from home. Gwen and her family would've been really disappointed if we didn't come. Try to have a good time. I know you'll love the food," promised Steve.
When Steve rang the doorbell, the door was opened by an attractive woman in her sixties. "You must be Mrs. Anderson's sister. I'm Steve and this is my Uncle Joe Hammer. We're invited, Ma'am," added Steve as the woman stood in the doorway without indicating they should enter.
"Mrs. Anderson's sister? The girls told me you had were a smooth one, but you're better than I expected. I know Gwen told you her grandmother would be here. You know that's who I am. What you may not know is that I'm not as shy as my daughter. Give me a hug!"
Steve hugged the woman and picked her off her feet and swung her around. "Ma'am, you've got the best looking family I've ever seen. Your daughter's a beauty and your granddaughters are incredible; and it looks like they all get their looks from you!"
"No wonder Gwen's so wrapped up with you! I've never seen a stronger, better looking, more discerning young man in my entire life. Call me Caroline. Now come right in and meet everyone, including my husband. He's the man green with jealousy, over by the TV."
Steve made the rounds introducing his uncle to everyone he knew and being introduced to those he didn't know. Lisa greeted him with a solid kiss on the lips. Kate jumped into his arms and showered kisses all over his face. Paula smiled as she hugged him and then kissed him on the cheek.
"Gwen, your sisters seem to be awfully pleased to see your sweetheart here. Are you going to greet him properly or are you willing to let one of them steal him away?" chided Caroline.
Gwen stepped up to Steve and kissed him quickly on the lips. "Now girl, Lisa and Kate did way better than that. I saw you kiss him better on the national news. You were just telling me that he's your first boyfriend and how you worry about some other girl stealing him away. That little kiss isn't going to get the job done, is it Kate?"
"No, Grandma, it sure isn't. I think Gwen's a little shy in front of you. I've seen her do a lot better. Maybe she should watch Lisa and me again for pointers," suggested Kate as Steve marveled to himself at how much Kate was like her Grandmother, physically as well as in their attitudes.
"Okay, Grandma!" muttered Gwen as she pulled Steve down for a long, slow kiss.
"Mom! Look what you talked Gwen into," complained Paula. "That's no way to greet any man in a public place. Gwen, go to the kitchen and mash the potatoes or something. Mom, you go help her! Kate, stay away from Steve. Dad, can't you do something about your wife?"
Dinner was served on a huge table that expanded to seat around twenty. Paula's sister, Diane, and her family had been invited, along with a couple aunts and uncles. Steve kept a close eye on his uncle for the first half hour or so. It wasn't too long before Joe and Gwen's great uncle Howard struck up a conversation about the old days that seemed to last the rest of the afternoon.
"Mrs. Anderson, Mr. Anderson, I just want to tell you both how much Uncle Joe and I appreciate your hospitality. You've been very good to me since the first time I picked up Gwen for that dance. You know that Joe is all the family I have and it's a great feeling to have Thanksgiving with a close family like yours, where everyone respects and loves each other. Thanks," concluded Steve.
"You must have forgotten how Dad made you promise to preserve Gwen's honor that first night, and how he had to pop you on the chin another night," laughed Kate. "Mom told us that if you kept coming back after all of that, you had to be serious about Gwen. And you've kept coming back."
That caused questions to fly and soon Kate was telling the story of Steve's first date with Gwen, how Ted had cautioned him against everything fun, how she had opened the door on Steve and Gwen as they were preparing to kiss, and how Steve brought Gwen home one night in such a state that Ted flew off the handle and popped Steve on the chin. The stories prompted more questions and a great deal of laughter from everyone, young and old. Steve was a bit embarrassed by it all, but at the same time, felt a sense of belonging and family that had eluded him for some time.



"You want to know what's really weird about all of this?" asked Gwen during a break in the conversation. "The other night, Steve told me how much he feared, and respected Dad. He said Dad's a great father and he's raised a wonderful family. He has every right to expect Steve to follow his rules! What kind of boyfriend sticks up for a girl's father?"
"A boyfriend that's in it for the long haul," responded Gwen's grandmother. "That's one sign of a young man with proper upbringing. He respects your father's authority. That tells us a lot about your young man."
"Steve and I are going to take a walk after we clean up and the men start watching football. I haven't had much alone time with him and I want to have him to myself for a little while. I can't be fighting off my sisters, cousins, aunts, mother, and grandmother all the time just to talk with him."
"Don't be gone too long," cautioned Paula. "We're going to be watching videos of you two at half time of one of the games. I want you both here to watch them with us."
A short time later, Steve and Gwen strolled down the sidewalk away from her house. "Steve, I haven't been alone with you very much in the last week or so. It was just a week ago that you dove into Emerson River to save those two kids."
"And you pulled me out in the nick of time. I'll always be in your debt. If you ever need something, or help with something, just let me know. I'll do just about anything for you, Gwen."
"I'll take you up on that. You'll have me around a lot, so save my life sometime and we'll be square. Saving lives seems to be a habit of yours anyway."
"Hello, Kids!" called Mrs. Henderson from her doorstep as the couple passed in front of her home. "I hope you're not going for another swim, Gwen! Is this handsome boy the one you saved last week? I'm Cynthia Henderson, and you've got to be Steve Hammer. Would you please come in for a minute and say hello to my family? They've heard all about my neighbor's daughter being the 'Heroine of the Emerson River Rescue". I kind of bragged that I knew you pretty well, Gwen. Please come in and meet my family."
Gwen looked at Steve and he shrugged as if to tell her it was her decision. "Okay, but only for a couple minutes. My family is expecting us back pretty soon."
As soon as they entered the home, they were besieged with well wishers. Steve answered questions about the football game, while Gwen covered the river rescue as quickly as she could.
"You're 'The Lady in Red'!" gasped a middle aged lady sitting in a recliner. "I love that video. You two look so vibrant, and in love. I've watched it a few dozen times. I didn't realize that you kids were the same ones from the river and the football team. I heard that you danced at the fire company's casino night. I wish I had known that you would perform. I'd have been there for sure. When do you think you'll be dancing again? I'd love to be able to see it."
"Actually, Steve and I'll be dancing at the Governor's Ball in January. Mr. O'Leary invited us the other day. It seems that Steve is a pretty good friend of his. I'd be willing to bet that it'll be on YouTube shortly afterwards," predicted Gwen. "Thanks so much for the hospitality, but we need to get home for dessert and football. My boyfriend loves his football!"
Gwen and Steve made it by two more houses before some kids from school trotted down the sidewalk to chat with them. "Come on in and meet my parents and aunts and uncles," coaxed a girl Steve knew as Sue. "They're dying to meet the guy that threw 'The Pass' and danced with 'The Lady in Red'."
Gwen and Steve soon realized that their walk was destined to be more of a tour, than a stroll. By the time they returned to the Anderson home, they had been invited into five homes to meet relatives and friends, besides the many people that greeted them on the sidewalk.
"What were you two doing for so long?' demanded Paula as she hustled the couple into the living room. "We expected you back an hour ago. Do I dare ask what took so long?"
"Mother! We kept getting invited into people's homes to say hello to friends and relatives. We never made it past Hickory Street. It took an hour to get that far and another forty minutes to get back. Everybody wanted to meet the guy that led 'The Drive' and threw 'The Pass' and saved two kids from drowning in the icy waters of Emerson River."
"I thought they were all asking to meet 'The Lady in Red' and "The Heroine of the Emerson River Rescue'. It seems that Gwen Anderson has become a source of great pride among the residents of this development," responded Steve, before he added. "Actually, the whole town loves their heroine."
"Well, I'm not surprised," stated Paula's mother. "She's just beginning to show her potential and you're helping a great deal with that. When I was here last Thanksgiving, Gwen insisted on going to her room to study after dinner. I was concerned about her being so reserved and introverted. Then I turn on the TV the other day and see her strip down to her bra and panties and dive into icy waters to help save two children and a very brave young man. I was amazed at how she's blossomed. Let's watch the videos and I'll tell you all about it."
The family was just finishing the videos when Paula asked Steve to help her serve dessert to everyone in the living room. Once she had him away from the others, she quickly let him know the actual reason she wanted him alone with her.
"Steve, I've watched the girls of mine when they're near you and I have a serious favor to ask of you. Please promise me that you'll try to never cause a rift between them. I'm afraid they're all falling in love with you. I worry how that could affect how close they are to each other. I've always been proud of the girls and how they supported each other and protected each other. Please don't give Gwen reason to resent Lisa or Kate."
Steve was dumbfounded. He blushed as he sought the right words to respond to Paula's request. "Mrs. Anderson, I've never tried to mislead the girls. Gwen is my girlfriend. I respect her. Kate and Lisa are absolutely beautiful, but Gwen is the daughter I want. I'll never do anything to harm Gwen in any way. I can promise that."
"I know you haven't misled them, but they're drawn to you like nothing I've ever seen before. I see how Lisa and Kate kiss and tease you. Gwen has to see it, too. Don't let their enthusiasm and beauty cause you to slip up. It would destroy Gwen and possibly this family," finished Paula.
"Mrs. Anderson, I promise that I'll not betray your trust, nor will I ever do anything to harm your daughters in any way. Kate and Lisa are like sisters I never had. Gwen is all I want. It should help relieve you to know that she told me that I could be her boyfriend, but there would be no sex. There's no danger there," assured Steve.
"I have your word. That's all I ask. You haven't learned when a girl says 'no' she often means 'yes'. You're an extremely handsome, desirable male. My daughters are all falling in love with you. Kate and Lisa love Gwen and they'll try to be good sisters to her, but I know the temptations they face. If you're very careful to show them boundaries, they'll probably respect them, but it won't be easy for them," worried Paula. "You're a wonderful young man and I couldn't be happier with the way you've helped Gwen. You're part of the family. I'm just not certain how big a part you are, or will become. Thanks for listening to a worried mom," finished Paula as she hugged Steve warmly.
"Mom! Is that why you needed Steve to help with the pie?" asked Kate as Paula quickly stepped back from Steve. "Next time, I'll bring in the dessert with Steve and you can listen to Grandma tell everyone what a heartbreaker she was way back when. I was kidding, Mom! You know that, right?"
Paula had left the room as Kate spoke. Kate looked after her and then swung around to Steve. "What was that all about? Did you say something to Mom to hurt her feelings?"
"Kate, your mom was just asking me to not hurt your feelings, or your sisters' feelings. She thinks that maybe you like me too much. You can understand her concern. It would be really bad if something should ever come between you and your sisters."
"Something like a big, handsome stud? I admit that I flirt a lot with you, but I thought you were safe since you love Sis so much. I like you an awful lot, but I know better than to expect you to fall for me. Do you want me to stop flirting? I will if you ask, but I really like being honest around you. I've never felt so free around a guy before. A lot of it's because you're Gwen's boyfriend. I think you'd cut off your arm before you'd hurt her."
"Kate, you're right about how I feel about Gwen. As long as you know that I'm truly falling in love with you, but like a beautiful little sister, we'll get along great. Be sure that Gwen understands our relationship, and maybe try to explain things to your mom a little better. She's afraid that I'll hurt you, or Gwen, or Lisa, or all three of you. I admire how much you three love each other and I'd feel terrible if I ever messed that up."
"Gwen knows how I feel, and how you feel. She's real smart. As long as you love her and always show her that you do, she'll never worry about me. A girl can hug, love, and tease her big brother, can't she?" asked Kate as she hugged Steve. "Gwen and I'll always be close and you're just making it better. I'll talk to Mom and have Lisa and Gwen do the same. She still thinks of us as little girls."
"So that's why we haven't been served our pie!" laughed Lisa as she came into the kitchen to find Kate in Steve's embrace.
"Mom told Steve that she's worried about him breaking our hearts, or even breaking up us sisters. I was telling him that as long as he loves Gwen, there'll never be a problem. She knows how much we like him. She also knows that we sisters stick together and he's safe with us, except we're going to hug and kiss him like a brother. Actually, not quite like a brother, but more like a sexy brother-in-law."
"Kate's right! We think the world of you, but Gwen's our sister. Mom should know better. You're Gwen's boyfriend. I've never seen anything like the way you two belong together. If you love Gwen like I think you do, Kate and I could never come between you, and we'd never want to. That said, I want some of that hug!" laughed Lisa as she moved under Steve's left arm to join Kate in Steve's strong arms.
"No wonder we're not getting any dessert!" came a calm voice from the doorway. "I leave you guys alone with my boyfriend for a few minutes and you're all over him. To think I was going to blame Mom for keeping him in the kitchen. Where is Mom?"
"Remember when Dad gave Steve 'The Talk' the first night you two went out?' asked Lisa. "Steve says that Mom just gave him another version of 'The Talk'. She's worried that this handsome, athletic, dancing, life saver will cause us sisters to argue and bicker and maybe even split apart the family. Mom seems to think that Kate and I will try to steal him away, or jump into bed with him or something. We were just telling Steve that we think the world of him, but you're our sister and we'll never do anything to ruin our sisterly bond. We told him that you're fine with us kissing him and hugging him as long as we all understand that he's your boyfriend. Why have such a handsome man in the family if we can't take advantage of him?"
"Mom was worried? About you and Kate liking Steve too much? About us having a falling out over him? I thought she understood us better than that. Listen to me, Steve.
"My sisters mean everything to me. I love them without reservation and I think they feel the same way toward me. It makes me feel really good when they show how special they think you are. It helps reinforce my faith in my judgment. They'll never have sex with you as long as you're my boyfriend, or mean something to me. I know that. They know that. It doesn't mean that they can't love you. We'll all love each others' boyfriends, husbands, significant others, or whatever they're called at the time. That is unless one of us falls in love with a jackass; then the other two sisters will let her know that fact immediately. We need to explain this to Mom."
"You just did, Sweetheart," sobbed Paula from the back door. "I was worried about you girls, but you're miles ahead of me. I'm sorry, Steve, for making a big deal out of something that was only a problem in my head. Let's get that dessert out before my mother shows up looking for us."
As the others enjoyed their dessert, Gwen revealed the schedule for the following day. "Amber O'Leary called a few minutes ago. She wants us to travel to the capitol tomorrow and plan on spending the night. She wants to get all of our measurements, including Steve's. Amber plans on having at least two new gowns for each of us girls for the Ball. She has the designs pretty well done but they need to be sure of our sizes, and then make the clothes. The hope is that her people will have at least one outfit done for us to try on Saturday, just so she knows she's in the right ballpark with cuts, colors, accessories and make up. Steve's tuxedos will be coordinated with my gowns, which should look incredible."
"Aunt Diane, could you work with Steve and me on a dance we can do at the ball?" asked Kate. "I don't want to be the ugly step-sister that sits around like a bump on a log. It would be cool if he and I had a special dance, if it's okay with Steve."
"I was thinking the same thing, Kate. Each of you should have a number that you can do at the dance that will be your own. We don't have much time and since you all have the same partner, you won't be able to practice together. Are you willing to work a lot of over time for this, Steve?" questioned Diane.
"Football is over so I have a lot more time now. If long hours holding the Anderson bombshells in my arms and dancing with them will help humanity, I'll give it my best shot. That's the kind of sacrifice I'm willing to make."
A bit later, Gwen's grandmother asked Steve to carry some dishes out to her car. "While I have you out here, I have a favor to ask. Paula's daughters are beautiful, confident young women. I don't have to tell you that. I'm worried about Diane's daughter. Stephanie is a lot like how Gwen used to be; only even more reserved. I watched her look at you with Gwen, Lisa, and Kate. She's feeling pretty lonely, ugly, unloved, unnoticed, and ignored. I can tell. I tried to get Diane to talk to you about it, but she felt it was unfair to you.
"Could you make it a point to notice Stephanie more and to make her feel more involved in everyday life, at least when you're around her? God knows that I don't need another granddaughter falling head-over-heels for you, but it doesn't seem to be hurting Gwen or her sisters, even a little bit. I'm not asking you to romance Stephanie or anything, but a few little actions on your part could make a big difference to her. Would you do that for the grandmother of your little harem, or whatever it is you have going with my granddaughters? It's hard to believe that I'm asking you to bring another granddaughter under your spell, but I worry about her."
"Ma'am, I don't know that I can be much help, but I promise that I'll make an extra effort to include Stephanie in things when she's around. I apologize for ignoring her. There's no excuse for rude behavior. I'll do my best."
"Young man, if I were forty years younger, you'd be in trouble! No wonder Paula's girls love you so much," praised Caroline as she hugged Steve and kissed his cheek.
"Pretty much what we suspected, isn't it, Sis?" observed Kate to Gwen as they came down the walk. "Grandma, it looks like you've joined the Steve Hammer Fan Club. Can you tell us what flimsy excuse you used to hug and kiss our guy?"
It was a little later that evening when Steve and his uncle were saying goodbye that Steve asked Diane, "Would it be okay if Stephanie and I worked on a dance we can do together? I hope to see her at a lot of affairs the next few years and I'd like to fool people into thinking I know what I'm doing. Since she lives with you, it shouldn't take too much scheduling. She could even fill in for one of the other girls if they couldn't make a practice. That way, I'd still be able to work on my steps. That is, if Stephanie's okay with it. What do you say, Steph? Will you help me learn a dance or two?"
Gwen and Lisa broke into huge grins while Kate's jaw dropped. Diane worked to keep a straight face as the women turned to look at Stephanie. She sat with the 'deer in the headlights' look for a few seconds.
"Well, I'd be glad to help you learn the dances, and it'd be cool if we had one we could do together. I'm not beautiful or big chested, but I can dance pretty good. I'll be able to help you out now and then with their dances as long as mom lets me watch you work with them," conceded Stephanie before another thought came to her. "Will I get to kiss and hug you all the time like Kate does?"
Steve was pleased with Stephanie's response, but surprised at her last question. "Don't you have any mirrors in your house, Diane? I thought I just heard Steph say she wasn't beautiful. Maybe she needs eye glasses? As far as hugging and kissing me like Kate does, I'm all for it, but Gwen may be jealous. Your folks might have an objection as well. Ask them."
"Stephanie, you're like a sister to us and you can hug and kiss that guy as much as you dare. I don't blame you. He's hard to resist! How about you, Aunt Diane? Are you willing to allow Stephanie to make a spectacle of herself like Kate does when Steve's around?"
"That's a tough question, Gwen," responded Diane with a smile. "Stephanie has to promise to not steal Steve away from you and to not be quite as exuberant as Kate. Other than that, she's free to torment him anyway she chooses."
"Are you kidding?" demanded Kate. "Stephanie doesn't have the nerve to kiss and hug Steve. She'll probably shake his hand or something. And I don't make a spectacle of myself, do I?"
Steve strode over to where Stephanie was seated on the couch, leaned down and easily plucked her from her perch. He held her up and gently spun her around and set her back down, only to have Stephanie jump back into his arms and hug him fiercely.
"I like when you call me 'Steph'. Thanks for asking me to dance and for making me feel like a regular part of the family," whispered Stephanie as she hugged Steve before loudly declaring. "Let me the first one to give you a goodbye kiss!"
With that, Stephanie gave Steve a resounding kiss on his cheek. Then she smiled at everyone and kissed him on the other cheek. Then she laid her head against his chest and clung to him.
"Stephanie, we all need to say goodbye to Steve," laughed Lisa. "Whose idea was it to introduce another beautiful girl into this mess, anyway? You have to let the guy go so the rest of us can say goodbye properly."
"I didn't know how strong he feels and how good he smells!" admitted Stephanie to the laughter of her family. "I'm going to love dancing with him. Thanks, Gwen!"
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Friday found Paula Anderson, her daughters, and Steve in the living room of the O'Leary residence. Amber had greeted them warmly and after a quick sandwich led them into another room to take their measurements.
"Here's the thing, girls. My helper, Ann, and I need to get some very detailed measurements from you. The gowns will fit perfectly, but we're also going to start on swim wear soon and that really needs to be made to order to fit the best way possible. That means I'm going to have to ask you girls to strip down to just your underwear. Would you feel more comfortable being measured separately, or can I do it while you're all in the room?
"I think we could all be in the room at the same time," deadpanned Steve. "No reason for modesty now."
"I bet you do!" laughed Paula, "But that isn't going to happen. You will not be in the room while the girls are measured."
"Sorry, Steve. I think you would've enjoyed the scenery, but Mom can be really strict," complained Kate. "No getting naked in front of boys! What kind of rule is that?"
It was almost an hour before Steve was summoned by Amber. The Andersons were all laughing as he stepped into the room. "Now it's your turn. Take your shirt and jeans off. You can leave your underwear on, however."
Sure thing," replied Steve as he looked at Gwen and saw her and her sisters smiling. He quickly pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it aside. Next he turned his back to the Anderson family and began to lower his jeans. Unknown to anyone, Steve had hooked his thumbs into his underwear as well and lowered them with his jeans for a short distance.
"Actually, I went commando today and don't have any underwear on. I hope that doesn't make any difference, Amber," stated Steve with a straight face as his butt slowly came into view.
Steve watched the mirror in front of him and saw a shocked look on Paula's face. Gwen and Lisa blushed while Kate just licked her lips and leaned ahead for a better view.
"Stop right there!" shouted Paula. "Girls, leave right now!"
Before anyone could take a step, Steve pulled his jeans down, but kept his boxers on. He stepped out of the jeans and tossed them aside. Then he turned laughing to face Paula and her daughters.
"Young man, you almost gave me a heart attack!" admitted Paula. "The girls were all set to tease you about stripping in front of them, but you were so willing, the joke sort of died. It looks like the scars on your chest are healing pretty well."
Amber and Ann moved closer to Steve with their measuring tape. Ann held the tape but seemed unsure as to where to begin.
"Amber, I've measured a few guys before, but none of them looked like this! I don't know if the tape's long enough to go around his chest. You'll have to do his inseam. I don't dare get that close."
Paula felt herself flush as she watched the two girls run the tape around Steve. She glanced at her daughters and wasn't surprised to see Kate squirming in her chair. Gwen's face was glowing and Lisa had crossed her arms over her chest.
Steve realized he was in trouble when Amber kneeled down to measure his inseam. She was wearing a low top and a good portion of her breasts was on display when he looked down at her. He felt his cock begin to stir! Just a few feet away were his girlfriend and her family and he was starting to tent his boxers!
"Do you have any water?' asked Steve as he stepped away from Amber and turned his back to Gwen's family. "I'm suddenly very thirsty."
"Steve, I only have one more measurement to make. Why did you ... oh!" gasped Amber as she knee walked around Steve and raised her tape back toward his crotch. Amber was eye level with Steve's raging erection. She suddenly went silent. Behind her, Ann's eyes seem to bulge as her breathing sped up.
"What's going on?" asked Kate. "Did something happen?"
From her vantage point, Paula was able to detect the front of Steve's boxers extended in front of him farther than would seem likely. It only took her a second to realize what had transpired.
"Okay, girls. Let's go get an early dinner and check into our hotel. Come on, we've got lots to do. We'll wait for you in the kitchen, Steve. Kate, get over here. We're going to the kitchen!" insisted Paula.
Gwen was mystified by Amber's sudden silence and her mother's demand that everyone go to the kitchen. She knew something had happened, but had no idea what it was. As she was passing through the doorway, she took a quick glance back. Steve had turned away from Amber as soon as he saw the girls leave the room, but in his haste to remove his embarrassment from Amber's eyes, he spun around before Gwen was completely out of sight.
Paula heard Gwen's audible gasp and knew exactly what had prompted it. She turned to see how Gwen was reacting, only to find Lisa smiling broadly, while Gwen blushed furiously.
'What happened?" demanded Kate again. "Will someone tell me what's going on?"
"Kate, it was just a normal male reaction to a situation. We didn't want to embarrass Steve by hanging around and making it worse. Now let's get ready to go. I'm sure Steve will be out in a few minutes."
"I'm no expert, Mom, but I don't think you can really call that reaction 'normal', or at least not average," quipped Lisa.
Meanwhile, Steve was trying to apologize to Amber and Ann. "I'm sorry, ladies. I didn't mean to do that. I'm not some pervert of anything. I'm just..."
"A hetero male with a healthy libido!" laughed Amber. "No need to apologize. I'm flattered that I could manage that reaction from you. We won't say anything to anyone, but judging from the way the other ladies fled the room, you may have been busted already. We need to be sure to include a jock or something for you when you pose with a swimsuit and those scantily clad beauties. You could hurt someone with that if you're not careful. Use that power only for good!"
A few minutes later a red-faced Steve joined the Andersons in the kitchen. It was obvious that he was nervous and uncertain what to say or do. Lisa came to his rescue.
"Steve, don't be so embarrassed. I just wonder what took you so long. That Amber is a beautiful woman and that outfit was no accident. She was teasing you, and you succumbed to her charms. You sure made her day!" laughed Lisa as she hugged Steve and then whispered into his ear. "I hope I have that effect on you now and then. That was so cool!"
Kate was silently watching Steve and Lisa interact. She still hadn't determined what had just occurred but was hesitant to appear too childish by asking questions about things she should already know. She did know that she wouldn't rest until she determined what she had missed.
Steve and Gwen were quiet as they ate their meal. Kate took up the slack by talking steadily about how great their gowns would look and how anxious she was to attend her first inaugural ball.
"Kate, you have to realize that most people never get to attend a single inaugural ball and you talk like you plan on attending one every year or two. Enjoy your first, because it may well be your last," warned Paula.
"Mom, we're friends with important people now. We'll be invited to more. Maybe one of us will get elected governor or something. We'd invite each other, wouldn't we?" reasoned Kate.
After dinner, Paula dropped Lisa and Kate off at her dorm. Kate was staying with Lisa for the night, while Gwen, Steve, and Paula were renting rooms at a hotel.
"Steve, would you carry our bags up to my room?" asked Lisa with a brilliant smile. "I want the other girls on the floor to see you carrying my stuff for me."
"Lisa! Who's you friend?" called a skinny blonde girl as Steve followed Lisa and Kate down the hall.
"This is my younger sister, Kate. She's spending the night with me," responded Lisa.
"Okay, Smart-ass, who's that hunk carrying your suitcase? Don't you think you should introduce us? It's only polite."
"Ladies, this guy is way too good a guy to hang around a bunch of over sexed college girls. I'm having him drop off my bags and leaving as fast as possible. It isn't safe for a handsome hunk like him around here," laughed Lisa as she pressed against Steve and gave him a lingering kiss. "Now go before you get in trouble!"
Steve watched TV for awhile after checking in. He was still embarrassed about his dick thinking for him earlier in the day. He wondered if the entire Anderson family knew about his 'boner'. Should he stop in and visit Gwen, or was she upset with him?
His desire to see Gwen finally overcame his embarrassment, so he went next door and knocked on the Andersons' door.
"Mom? Is that you?" called Gwen through the door.
"It's Steve," he responded. "Isn't your mom with you?"
"I'm not dressed, so I can't let you in. Mom went back to the car to get her phone. She should be back pretty soon, though. She left a few minutes ago," replied Gwen.
Steve didn't feel comfortable that Paula went back out to the car in the dark. They were in a reputable hotel, but the parking lot was inadequate and they had to park in an overflow area a little farther from the hotel. It had less lighting and wasn't even paved. Not one to stand around and worry, Steve started for the parking lot.
He expected to meet Paula on her way back, but she never materialized. Steve walked all the way to the car without seeing Paula so he paused to consider where he may have missed her. She could have gone to a gift shop or stopped in a rest room. He noticed a coat sleeve near the rear end and walked back to investigate. He found Paula's coat behind the car!
Then he heard a muffled cry from behind the last row of cars. Steve headed for the source of the sound at a trot. Behind the parked cars was a depression, and that's where Steve found them. Two men held Paula. She was struggling furiously and Steve heard the ripping of fabric.
Paula had not worried about going back to her car until she realized how poorly lighted the area was. By the time she reached her vehicle, she knew that she had made a serious mistake. Two tall men approached her as she opened her car door. She tried to jump inside and close the door, but one of the men had grabbed the handle and held the door open. The other man grabbed Paula by the hair and yanked her from the vehicle. She had not bothered to zip her coat and he quickly pulled it off her shoulders. He half dragged her back to the depression behind the lot and pushed her down the embankment. His buddy followed with Paula's purse.
By the time Paula had regained her footing, the two men were on her. The man behind her grabbed her hair and pulled her head back while the other man grabbed a hand full of material and quickly cut it off her with a long knife. Paula was suddenly naked from the waist up!
"You need to leave now", commanded Steve as he approached the two men. "Just drop the pocketbook and let her go. I won't tell you again."
Surprised, the two men dropped Paula to the ground and turned to face Steve. Even as they watched him approach, they scanned the darkness for more people.
"There's nobody else here, Frank. It's just this one kid. We'd better take the money and get out of here," reasoned the taller of the two.
"Are you kidding? Look at those tits! That's some prime pussy there and I want a piece of it," declared his partner. "I'll take care of this asshole and then fuck her brains out."
The man started at Steve with the knife held down low and in front of him. Steve watched the man as he slowly approached him.
"This is assault with a deadly weapon," stated Steve calmly. "I may have to use deadly force to protect myself. Do you understand what I'm telling you?"
"Yeah, you're scared shitless," muttered the man as he lunged at Steve. It was a simple matter for Steve to deflect his attacker's knife hand. Then he lashed out with his foot into the man's knee. Paula heard the horrible sound of bones snapping from her position on the ground. The man dropped the knife and clutched his newly destroyed leg as he screamed in pain. Steve kicked the knife into the darkness and turned to face the other man.
This guy was burly and Steve quickly estimated him to weigh around two-fifty. The man took a swing at Steve's chin. Once again, Steve blocked the blow with his left arm. He then held his hand flat with fingers extended and drove it into the second attacker's throat. The man went down like a rock. He gripped his throat as he lay on the ground making gurgling noises.
Steve walked over to Paula and gently helped her to her feet. Her breasts were fully exposed but Paula was far too upset to consider it. She wrapped her arms around Steve as she cried into his chest. Steve held her with one hand as he pulled out his cell phone with the other. He dialed 911 and requested police and two ambulances. He watched the two assailants for a couple minutes to be sure they wouldn't be trying anything else while Paula sobbed into his chest. Certain that the two men were truly out of commission, he gently picked Paula up in his arms and carried her up the bank.
Gwen had gotten dressed and was surprised that her mother had not yet returned. She went to ask Steve to go with her to look for her mom, but got no response when she knocked on his door. Concerned, she headed for the car, expecting to meet her mother at every turn. When she reached the car without finding her mother, or Steve, she became more worried. Then she saw her mother's coat lying by the back of their car.
Just as police cars, with sirens blaring, began pulling into the parking lot, Gwen saw Steve emerge from between two parked cars. He was carrying her mother in his arms and she was naked from the waist up!
The two police cars pulled to a screeching halt and cops jumped out with guns drawn as Steve walked past their headlights.
"Hold it right there! Stop and put the lady down! Do not try to leave with her!" warned one of the officers.
"Gwen, give your mom her coat," ordered Steve. "She doesn't need to have all these cops staring at her. Paula, I'm going to put you down now. You need to let Gwen help you with your coat, okay?"
Paula sobbed again as she nodded her head. Steve placed her so she was standing with her back to the police and Gwen immediately held her coat so Paula could slip it on. Then Gwen reached down and zipped it closed. Steve turned to face the cops.
"This lady was just assaulted by two men," began Steve in an even tone. "They tried to rob and rape her. You need to arrest them."
"Where did they go? Did you get a license number or a description of their car so we can call it in?" asked the older cop from the closer car.
"No, I didn't. Why don't you go ask them what car they drive," replied Steve with a straight face. "They're over there, down an embankment behind those parked cars."
Three cops quickly disappeared into the darkness while the other cop approached Paula. Gwen had taken her in her arms and was trying to sooth and calm her down. Paula was still sobbing.
"Can you tell me what happened, Ma'am?" asked the officer. "Do you require medical assistance? The rescue squad is almost here. Are you hurt?"
"No, no, I'm not hurt and I don't need an ambulance. Those two bastards over that bank will! Steve smashed the one guy's leg and probably crushed the other one's larynx. They dragged me by my hair from my car. They cut off my clothes and were going to rape me when Steve stopped them. The first guy attacked him with a knife. Steve brushed the knife aside and then kicked him extremely hard in the knee. I heard the bones break," revealed Paula.
"The second man went after Steve with his fists and Steve just blocked his swing and then slammed him in the throat. He won't be talking anytime soon.".
Gwen was stunned as she listened to her mother describe the events of the past few minutes. She had been attacked and Steve had saved her. He fought with, and defeated two men! Then one of the officers returned from the darkness.
"We need the ambulances pretty quick, Bob. The one guy's leg is bent at a weird angle and he's going into shock. The other guy is making gurgling noises and can't talk. He can barely breathe. What the hell did you hit them with?" demanded the cop as he turned his attention to Steve.
"The lady just gave a brief account of the struggle. She says he kicked the one guy and used his hand on the other. Did you happen to find a knife anywhere at the scene?"
"No, but we found a pocketbook. Frank has it. We'll bring it up when the ambulance takes those two away. They're pretty messed up for just running into an unarmed school kid," added the cop suspiciously.
Gwen looked in her mother's car and found the keys on the floor mat. "Come on and sit in the car, Mom. I'll warm it up for you. You don't need to get sick over this. We'll be staying warm in the car, officer. Let us know when you need us."
Gwen helped her mother into the passenger seat and then dug out her cell phone. "Lisa, you'd better get over here to the hotel. Can you get a ride? Mom's had a problem. She's okay, but bring Kate and come over. Mom's going to want to see you. Steve's here, thank God. Yeah, he was a big help. I'll tell you about it when you get here."
The ambulances arrived and the medics spent some time preparing the two thugs for transit. Lisa and Kate jumped out of an older car when it pulled to a stop not far from the ambulances. Both girls ran to the ambulances, fearing the worst. Confused when they saw two strangers being prepared for the trip to the hospital, they turned as Steve approached them.
"Steve! Where's Mom? Is she hurt? Is she in the hospital?" questioned Lisa. "Where's Gwen?"
"Calm down, Lisa. Your mom's okay, but she needs you to be calm and reassuring. Don't be too emotional or you'll get her crying again. Your mom was attacked by two men. They dragged her down the embankment and were trying to rape her when I found them. I got her away from them. She's okay, but she's badly shaken. You girls need to reassure and love her. She's in your car over there."
"There's more to this story, isn't there? I see two dirtbags being loaded into ambulances over there. I bet you had something to do with that, didn't you," demanded Kate. "You beat the hell out of them, didn't you, Steve?"
"Come on, Kate," insisted Lisa. "We need to take care of Mom!"
Steve patiently answered the questions asked by the police. He explained in detail how he came to be looking for Paula, as well as how he found her and what her attackers said. Finally, he demonstrated how he disabled Paula's attackers.
It was approaching midnight when the police told Steve that they were done with him for the night, but that he and Paula would have to stop at the police station the next day to make official statements and answer any questions that may crop up.
The girls had already escorted their mother to her hotel room long before Steve returned to his. He crawled into bed and was almost asleep when he heard a tap on his door. He opened the door to find Lisa waiting.
"Steve, please come over to Mom's room right now. She wants to see you. I'm so glad you were there when Mom needed you. I can't even imagine what we would have done if something horrible happened to her."
"Just let me slip my pants on, and I'll be right over. I'm just really glad that I was able to help her. Your mom is one of my favorite people," responded Steve as he stepped into his jeans.
Paula, Gwen, and Kate were waiting for him when he entered the room. Paula stepped up to Steve and brushed his face with the back of her hand. Her eyes were red and a stray tear trickled down her cheek.
"I was so frightened when those bastards held me and cut my clothes off! I was praying that you'd miss me and come, and suddenly you were there. When they dropped me and went after you, I feared that I'd placed you in danger. Then I saw how easily you handled those men and I knew everything would be okay. You saved me, Steve. You risked your life for me, even if your skills put the odds in your favor. To think I was worried about you breaking my family up. I'm so sorry about ever mentioning that stupid idea. You're a very good young man, capable, strong, and so very willing to help those in need. Thanks so much!" cried Paula as she buried her face in Steve's chest and sobbed.



Gwen and her sisters stood silently as Steve held their mother and patted her back until she cried herself out. Finally, Paula stepped back from Steve and wiped her eyes.
"Kate and I are staying here tonight. Since there're two beds, we'll double on them. We want Mom to feel safe, so we're all sleeping in this room. Knowing your next door really helps a lot. I don't think any of us has any doubt where you'll stand if we have a problem. Thanks so much, Steve," whispered Lisa as she kissed him briefly.
"Yeah, Lisa's right. I feel safer when you're around, and taking care of Mom sealed it for us girls," admitted Kate as she gave Steve a subdued kiss. "Gwen's your girlfriend, but we all think the world of you."
"I'll walk you to your room," volunteered Gwen as she grabbed Steve's hand and pulled him out the door. She then led him into his room and closed the door behind them.
"Kiss me!" was all she said as she leaned into his arms. For the first time ever, or so it seemed, they were alone in a room together. Steve made the most of Gwen's suggestion as he pulled her tight to his chest and kissed her long and hard. They would stop and look at each other for a few seconds and then press their lips together again.
"Oh, my! Is that the same creature that made its appearance this afternoon when Amber was showing you her breasts, while supposedly measuring your inseam? I'm surprised that she didn't try to measure something else while she was down there."
"That was so embarrassing!" admitted Steve as his face reddened. "Some things are beyond my control. I'm not trying... , I mean I won't... , it's just how it is. You have an effect on me. I freely admit that, but it doesn't mean that I'm going to attack you or lose control or anything. I'm not some weird pervert of anything."
"No, Lisa says you're reactions are normal, but well above average," laughed Gwen. "What do you suppose she meant by that?"
There was a tap on the door and Kate's voice could be heard as she stage whispered, "Sis, you're supposed to get back over to our room. None of us are going to be able to sleep as long as we know you're in there with Steve."
The next day was a busy one. Steve and Paula traveled to the police station to make their statements, and then promise that they would return when needed to testify. Gwen, Kate, and Lisa went along for support.
"Those two are going to be spending some time in the hospital," stated the officer taking their statements. "They both require surgery. Not many high school kids can inflict that kind of damage to men as big as those two are. Did you take karate or something?"
"Maybe having a dad in the US Navy Seals might have something to do with it?" suggested Kate. "Those two scumbags attacked my mother. They deserved what they got, and worse!"
After the stint at the police station, the group made its way to the O'Leary residence. Shortly after their arrival, the girls were modeling their dresses. Amber had done an amazing job and the Andersons couldn't stop complimenting each other. Steve was awe-struck.
"Pull that tongue in and go put this tuxedo on, Big Guy!" laughed Amber as she watched Steve's reaction to the sisters' outfits.
It was the girls' turn to be speechless when Steve returned dressed in a tuxedo. Amber had tinted the lapels to go with Gwen's dress. She also had it tailored so the waist was drawn in to accentuate his broad shoulders.
"James Bond has nothing on you!" blurted Lisa when she saw Steve enter the room. "You look like you were born in a tux. Amber, you outdid yourself with Steve's outfit! He looks great."
The ride home was relatively quiet. It had been a long night and no one had slept very well. Lisa didn't have class until Tuesday, so she returned home with her family rather than stay at her dorm. She wanted to be certain that her mother would be okay. Paula had insisted that Steve drive. They had all agreed to not mention the incident to anyone else as it made Paula very uncomfortable to discuss the incident.
"Dad's coming back from Chicago a couple days early," revealed Gwen. "He's really upset about what happened to Mom. He wanted to come back last night, but couldn't get a flight. He'll be home by late tonight. He wants to talk to you before too long, Steve. I think you've made yourself a friend for life. Dad would do anything for Mom and us girls and he's happy that you will, too. He was really choked up when Mom told him what you did to help her."
The week after Thanksgiving was relatively tranquil, until Friday morning when Steve walked into his homeroom. "I was just telling Ms. Walker that I received a phone call from the Lifetime TV network last night. They want to make a TV movie about us. Ms. Walker has a lawyer to do the negotiations, but it could mean over $20,000 for the hospital fund!"
"That sounds great, Gwen! I don't know if it'll be anything like the real situation, but more money for the hospital is our goal. This'll give us a real shot in the arm."
"And then Nick Fallen called me! He's going to play the part of you. He wants to meet me and ask all about the rescue and the dance, and everything. He's such a hunk. He was amazing in "Tears of a Clown". He'll probably be a real big star in a few years and he wants to meet me!" repeated Gwen. "I can hardly wait!"
Suddenly, Steve lost his enthusiasm for Gwen's news. He had seen Nick Fallen in a few movies. He had been a child star at Disney and was in the process of changing his child actor image to that of a leading man. He was tall, dark and handsome. Steve wasn't too keen on Gwen meeting him, but how could he ever tell her? He'd have to admit his insecurities. He couldn't be around Gwen all the time. She was bound to meet guys, especially as beautiful as she was. Her increasing fame would afford her all sorts of opportunities.
That night Steve and Gwen went to a movie and stopped for a late snack with friends. Gwen's cell rang and she excused herself as she walked away from the group.
"If I hear one more word about Nick Fallen, I'm going to vomit," promised Charlotte. "What's gotten into our down-to-earth valedictorian? She's acting like a star struck teen. She's already got a really cool boyfriend and she's carrying on about this Disney dork. How can you put up with it, Steve?"
Before he could answer, Gwen returned to their table in an euphoric mood. "Nick Fallen's coming to Sparta! He's going to stay for a week or so to get the feeling of the town. He wants me to show him around! Can you believe it?"
Charlotte looked at Steve and then shook her head sadly. "Gwen, I'm your friend. You know I love you, but you're making an ass of yourself over this second rate actor. He can't carry Steve's jock strap. He's just another pretty boy that's never done anything worthwhile. He pretends to be a hero. Your boyfriend really is a hero. Can you see the difference? This Nick guy is going to pretend to be Steve? That makes Steve better than him, if you ask me."
"I'm not saying that he's better than Steve. I'm just saying that he's a famous actor and he's going to be a big star. This is pretty cool stuff. I would think that you'd be happy for me, and not jealous," retorted Gwen to her best friend.
"Come on, Billy. We're leaving! There's not enough room here for us and Gwen's swollen head. She sure shouldn't have to hang with the likes of us jealous commoners!" declared Charlotte as she angrily pulled Billy away from the table.
"I wonder what got into her?" mused Gwen. "I guess I'll have to get used to people being jealous of me. Sparta doesn't get very many famous actors to visit, and I'll be seen with one when I show Nick around. I can hardly wait!"
Steve bit his tongue. Gwen chattered all the way home about the places she'd take Nick and the things that she'd show him. It never seemed to occur to her that she was diminishing Steve's importance every time she raved about Nick Fallen.
When they reached her front porch, Steve gave Gwen a quick kiss on the cheek and left as quickly as he could. Gwen was mildly surprised at his quick departure but her mind was too occupied with thoughts of Nick Fallen to dwell on Steve's behavior.
The next day was Saturday. Gwen spent the entire morning telling her parents and Kate about her conversation with Nick Fallen. She made no attempt to curb her excitement and enthusiasm. There was going to be a TV movie about her adventures and Nick Fallen was going to star as her boyfriend.
"Gwen, I've never seen you act this way before," began Paula. "You're becoming obsessed with this actor. He's just a man, not some kind of superhero. He's not even that good an actor. Why are you being so sophomoric?"
"He's a very good actor!" asserted Gwen. "He's been in dozens of TV shows and movies. He's handsome, buff, famous, and talented. I can't wait to meet him and show him around town. People are going to be so jealous!"
"What about Steve? Are you trying to make him jealous? Is that one of your goals? How does he feel about all of this? I thought you were quite proud to be seen around town with him. Isn't he buff, talented and handsome?" asked Paula.
"Of course he is. He's fine with me showing Nick around town. Heck, Nick is playing him in the movie they're starting to film after the first of the year. He's honored to have such a good actor playing his part. The girl playing me is some no-name. Steve is fine with it all," Gwen assured her family.
It had become a habit for Steve to stop in and have dinner with Gwen's family on Saturday evening before he and Gwen went out. Gwen had been on the phone several times with Nick Fallen during the day and was basking in the afterglow of their conversations. As they ate dinner, she was relating some of Nick's questions and observations to Paula, Ted, Kate, and Lisa, who had come home for the weekend.
During dessert, Lisa interrupted Gwen's rambling account of Nick's movie credits with a question. "Have you even noticed that Steve's not here? Does that have any significance for you at all? Is it possible for you to get your head out of your ass for a few minutes?"
"What? Steve's probably running late. Why would you say something like that to me, Lisa? Don't tell me you're jealous about Nick Fallen coming to see me?" teased Gwen.
"Yeah! I'm jealous alright," fumed Lisa. "I'm jealous that you found Steve before I did! I'm jealous that he's so crazy about you! And I'm mad as hell at the crappy way you're treating him! You already have the best boyfriend in the world and you're all goo-goo eyed over some two bit actor! You're going to lose Steve and that makes me sick!
"Look at the table, Gwen! There's no place set for Steve. He called Mom a couple hours ago and told her that he was sorry, but he couldn't make it tonight. You never even noticed! Why didn't he call you? I'll bet dollars to doughnuts that it's because you've been running off at the mouth about this Nick Fallen in front of Steve. He's a good guy, but you can't embarrass and demean a man, especially in front of friends. Yeah, Gwen, I'm jealous of what you had, but not of what you are right now!"
"Well, maybe Steve needs to put on his big boy pants!" retorted Gwen. "How many times will I get to meet a famous actor? There's no reason for Steve to get all jealous, or possessive. He doesn't own me!"
"That's your problem. He isn't trying to tell you what to do. He's giving you room to decide for yourself what you want, and you're screwing up big time! You can't treat a guy like dirt, especially a guy like Steve."
"That's the problem! You have the hots for him and it kills you that he's my boyfriend, not yours. You're the beautiful sister that gets all the boys. I'm just a nerd that gets good marks. Now I have a boyfriend you want, and a famous actor wanting to meet me, and you're jealous!" hissed Gwen.
"Gwen, I've admitted that I'm jealous of what you and Steve have. Every girl that knows you two can't help but be envious. That's why I'm trying to keep you from making a huge mistake. If you let go of Steve, he'll be snapped up in a New York minute!"
"That would make you happy, wouldn't it? You can swoop right in and steal him away. You're just waiting for some flimsy reason to go after him. You can't stand playing second fiddle to me. You've always been the pretty one the boys like, and seeing me with Steve hurts your ego!"
"Gwen, I love you. I love how you and Steve are together. I want you to do well and be happy. I'll never be jealous of your success. You're smart and beautiful, but you're making a big mistake here. That's all I'm trying to say. No one can steal Steve away from you. You'll have to drive him away, and raving about this ham actor is probably the best way to do it," replied Lisa as she stomped from the room.
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"Gwen, your sister has some valid points," stated Ted as Lisa fled the room. "This family has been so affected by Steve that I doubt we can have an objective opinion on him, but you've been talking about this Fallen guy nonstop. You deserve praise and accolades for your actions of the past few days and weeks. However, that doesn't mean that you can lord it over your family and friends.
"Maybe you're bored with Steve, or you've outgrown him. That happens in relationships. When it does, you have to be mature enough to see it and to give the other party the courtesy and respect they deserve. Discuss it like an adult and let them know how you feel."
Gwen was shocked that her father would side with Lisa in this discussion. She never said she was bored with Steve or wanted to move on. Lisa was the one saying that Gwen would drive Steve away. That wasn't what Gwen wanted.
"Dad! I never said I was bored with Steve, or that I wanted to break up with him. He might be pouting a little, but he knows how I feel. He should be able to understand that it isn't every day that I get to meet a famous movie star."
"That just may be the single most important point of this discussion," replied Gwen's father. "This Fallen guy is going to come for a short time, and then leave. You won't see him for very long. Steve will still be here after Fallen moves on to his next movie. It seems to me that you're spurning Steve for a very temporary adventure."
"Why does everyone keep saying that I'm breaking up with Steve?" challenged Gwen. "We went out just last night and had a good time. He missed one meal and that's probably because he's busy."
"Have you ever watched Steve dig into your mother's cooking? He wouldn't miss one of her meals if he could be here," reasoned Ted. "He didn't come to dinner today because he was sending you a message. That's obvious, if not very mature. Men have fragile egos, Gwen. I'll let you in on a little secret to help you understand.
"I'm jealous of Steve, too. He's a lot of things that I'm not. He's much bigger, stronger, better looking, and younger. You and your sisters adore him, and I can't blame you. But it isn't easy for me to see a man waltz into my home and impress my girls more than I've been able to do in twenty years of trying.
"Then there's your mother. You've seen how she treats Steve, especially since he saved her from those thugs. Your mom has the grace to not go into too much detail about what happened that day. She knows how fragile I am, how fragile all men are.
"If she became too graphic about how this muscular young Adonis saved her from villains, scoped her up half naked, pressed her bare breasts against his chest and carried her back to her car, it could cause me serious self esteem issues. Your mom knows that, and I love her for it. I can't stop Steve from being a better man than me in many ways, but at least Paula doesn't keep telling me that he is. She does her best to support my masculine pride."
"Oh! Dad! No one's a better man or father than you are. Steve pretty much told me that! He told me that mom and us girls may seem to run all over you, but if the chips are down, you wouldn't hesitate to straighten us out or protect us any way necessary. He sees your strength and he respects you. He told me that when I stupidly suggested that he was so big and tough he didn't have to worry about what you said. Not everyone can be as tall and strong as Steve, but the real test is caring for and raising your family. That and setting a swollen headed daughter straight when you feel it's necessary."
Paula realized that she should remain quiet and let Ted handle Gwen. He seldom chastised the girls, but when he felt strongly enough about something, he would lay down the law. Ted surprised Paula with his understanding of her attraction and admiration of Steve, and of her efforts to not damage her husband's pride. As she listened to him calmly bring Gwen back from the clouds, her appreciation of her husband's strength became greater.
"That's gratifying to hear. Apparently Steve's had some experience with authority and discipline. It may come from having a father in the service, good examples at home, or a combination of things. Whatever, he's an exceptional young man. That doesn't mean that he's always right, or that you can ignore my rules when you're with him. It does mean that he's earned my respect and as long as he has that, I'll be more understanding and lenient with you. Does that all seem fair? But, if you don't manage to control this new side of you that we've seen the past couple of days, I can ground you. Please, don't make me do that, Gwen. Think about how you've been treating your family and friends. You've always been the steady, dependable, down-to-earth daughter. This giddiness over some actor is not your best moment."
Steve had been sitting around his uncle's apartment stewing about Gwen. He had called Paula earlier to let her know he wouldn't be there for dinner. He had a standing invitation from Paula, and this was the first time he had declined. He knew himself well enough to realize that he would not be able to listen to Gwen rave about Nick Fallen without losing his temper or saying something stupid, or hurtful. He had gone to the gym in hopes of working out enough to curb his restlessness, but it still gripped him.
Then his phone rang. He saw Lisa's name and quickly answered. "Steve, how about we practice our dance routine as long as I'm home and you don't seem to have anything to do? I spoke with Aunt Diane and she said it was fine with her. It'll be fun!"
Fifteen minutes later, Steve was standing at Diane's door. "Come in! Lisa said you guys have some time to practice your dance number. Paula's been filling me in on happenings with you and Gwen. It'll work out. She also mentioned how you came through for her big time the other day. She's your best fan now. It's good to know that we can depend on you when stuff hits the fan.
"Stephanie has been beaming this week. She says that you've been talking to her in the halls and being really nice. Her friends are very impressed and she's feeling more confident. She insisted on wearing something low cut today. I wouldn't let her go to the mall or anything wearing the top she has on, but I told her that she could wear it when she's practicing her dance steps with you. That's a huge compliment for you, Steve. I trust you to not hurt her, or take advantage of her youth and infatuation. Please let her know that you notice how nice she looks. She's just starting to show some confidence," added Diane.
Steve entered the small dance studio that Diane had added to the house years earlier. Lisa and Stephanie were going through Diane's selection of music. Lisa was gorgeous as usual, but Stephanie was a total surprise. She appeared to have grown older and added inches to her chest!
"Hey, Lisa! You look great! Is this one of your college friends? She's beautiful!" began Steve as the two girls turned to greet him.
"Steve, you know who I am! Stop teasing me," laughed Stephanie. "I wish I were beautiful like Lisa."
"Steph? I'm sorry I didn't recognize you at first, but I have to admit that I wasn't looking at your face, as a gentleman should. I thought you were another coed. I never realized what a nice figure you have and how long your legs are. You're almost as tall as Lisa. You're not beautiful like Lisa. You're beautiful like Steph, which is pretty darn good!"
Stephanie turned several shades of red as Steve spoke. Initially, she placed a hand over her chest in modesty, and then decided on a different tactic and took a deep breath and squared her shoulders.
"Steve! She's only sixteen and if you say any more, I'll have her go change her clothes," warned Diane with a smile. "I worried about the effect that she'd have on you. Can I trust you to be a gentleman, or should I have Stephanie change into something more modest?"
"Please don't have her change!" replied Steve quickly. "I'll behave, but it won't be easy. I'm really going to enjoy dancing with Steph!"
Diane was coaching Lisa and Steve when Gwen walked into the room. No one realized she was there until she stood next to Steve as he held Lisa in his arms. The couple stopped and remained motionless as Gwen looked them over.
"I see you're not wasting any time. You're in Steve's arms with half your chest exposed and pushing against him. What should I do with a sister like you?"
"Gwen, I'm not trying anything. We're just dancing and..." stumbled Lisa as Gwen broke into a huge smile and pulled Lisa from Steve and hugged her.
"I'm so sorry for everything I said to you, Lisa! You were right. I did have my head up my ass, but you and Dad helped extricate it. I'm so lucky to have a sister who loves me enough to tell me when I'm being an idiot," continued Gwen. "You're the best. Forgive me?"
"Of course!" replied Lisa as she wrapped her arms around Gwen. "That's what sisters do for each other. That and loan out their boyfriends for dances. I'm so glad you're not upset with me anymore. You and Kate mean the world to me."
"Now, would you let me talk to this chunk of testosterone for a minute or two?" requested Gwen. "Then you can go back to teasing him with those big 'girls' of yours."
Gwen led a surprised Steve away from the others and hugged him. "Steve, I behaved badly. I already called Charlotte and apologized to her. She was very gracious in accepting. You heard what I said to Lisa. For some reason, she loves me no matter what.
"I never should've gotten so full of myself over that Nick Fallen. The sad thing is, he kept asking to talk to you, but I didn't want to give up control. We have a listed phone number and you don't, so he called our house. I texted him your number a little while ago and he'll be probably be asking you all sorts of questions before long. I guess I tried to make it more than it was and I'm ashamed of myself for doing it," admitted Gwen.
"But that doesn't let you off the hook! Lisa chewed me out for being such a shallow, star-struck typical teenager. You heard Charlotte tell me off last night. Dad even gave me a talk, and he almost never tries to tell me how to handle relationships in the family. By the way, you were right about him being a good dad and taking care of his family," added Gwen.
"But what did you do, Steve? Did you take me aside and tell me what an ass I was? Did you chew me out like Lisa did? No! You got all moody and sent me a silent message with your absence at dinner, and I was so giddy I pretty much missed it. As my boyfriend, I expect you to call me out when I'm being foolish. You can't let me embarrass myself without trying to stop me. It's your duty to set me straight. If I don't listen and we argue, you have to be as hard on me as you deem necessary, but you also have to always be able to forgive me. You know I'll be all over you if you do something stupid, or hurtful. I want you to love me enough to be hard on me at times, like Lisa and Charlotte were. Does that make sense to you?"
"Yes, when you put it that way. I'm new to all of this, and I see that I'm not very good at a lot of it. I was sulking, I guess. You hurt my feelings by going on and on about Nick Fallen, so I decided to hurt yours by not showing up for dinner and not taking you out tonight. I didn't know how to tell you that you were hurting my male ego without sounding like a wimp, so I tried the strong, silent approach. Pretty dumb, wasn't it?" grinned Steve. "I'm sorry about not setting you straight. Next time you misbehave, I'll just take you over my knee and show you the error of your ways, okay?"
"Don't get carried away with it, especially in public. I expect you to treat me with respect, but a little spanking now and then in private may be in order," laughed Gwen as she stepped close to Steve and kissed him.
Lisa, Stephanie, and Diane were smiling when Gwen and Steve walked hand -in-hand back to them. "Stephanie, is that you? Wow! You look great! Be careful with Steve or he'll be holding you tight and looking down at your chest every chance he gets. Can you dance with a guy that behaves like that?"
"I think so, Gwen, as long as you don't mind. Boys never seem to act like I'm worth looking at, so it's okay if Steve peeks a little. Mom said I could wear this when we practiced the dances as long as I didn't try to distract Steve too much. I haven't figured out what she means by 'too much' yet" laughed Stephanie. "If you and Lisa don't make him forget what he's doing, I don't think my outfit will affect him too badly. But it is fun trying, isn't it?"
Steve was wearing a pair of Dockers and a short-sleeved shirt that fit tight enough to display his upper body strength. He took turns with all three girls. He did some lifts with each of them as part of the routines they were doing.
"Gwen is so lucky! Did you see how strong Steve is? He picked me up like I was a feather and then lowered me so slow and easy I couldn't believe it. I had my boobs almost in his face and he winked at me and grinned. Mom didn't see it, thank God! Does he make your nipples hard, too?" asked Stephanie.
"Yes, he does. He oozes a sexy manliness that drives me crazy. Gwen is lucky, and we're lucky that she loves and trusts us enough to share him a little. Never think that you or I can steal him away, however. Guys like Steve value loyalty. If you want to impress Steve, be loyal to your friends and family, especially Gwen. She's got him under her spell, like he has the rest of us. If he sees how much we love her, he'll love us and we'll get to dance with him and hug and kiss him now and then, and that's pretty cool, don't you think?"
"Do you think that we'll ever find a guy like Steve?" asked Stephanie as she watched Steve lift Gwen as they danced.
"Seriously? No, we won't. We'll have to settle for a normal, attractive, successful man that treats us like a princess, but he won't be like Steve. I really don't think there are any more like him. He's one of a kind and he's crazy for Gwen. Don't expect other men to be like him. You can demand they be faithful and strong for you, but they won't measure up to Steve. You'd be foolish to expect them to do so."
"Wow! You really do like him a lot. You're pretty much telling me that he's going to ruin us for other men, even the man we finally marry, aren't you? Gwen is so lucky!"
Steve entered his homeroom Monday morning and sat next to Gwen. "Do you have any extra time after school today? I thought maybe we'd go out to Emerson River and look over the scene of the crime, so to speak."
"I'm working on a paper for history and have a lot of math, so I don't know. How long will it take and why do you suddenly want to go back there?" asked Gwen.
"I told Nick that I'd meet him after school today and show him where the river rescue took place. I thought you might want to tag along," suggested Steve. "He's going to be waiting for me after the last class. He said he's going to have Monique Dorn with him, since she's the one who's going to be saving lives all over the place, at least on film."
"So you're just dropping this on me now? I need to get my hair done and change into a dress and put on make-up. I'll have to take off this afternoon and..."
Steve leaned in close to Gwen and whispered, "One more word and I'll take you over my knee right now. Do you want your friends to see that?"
Gwen gave Steve a surprised look and then suddenly broke into a big smile. "That's what I'm talking about! Don't let me go all goofy again. You're going to make a good boyfriend yet! Count me in. I can't wait to meet them. I sure hope that Monique Dorn doesn't make me look like a scrubwoman."
"Do you mean as you stand next to her, or as she portrays you in the movie?" teased Steve.
"I mean that if she's incredibly beautiful, I'm going to wish you let me go home and prepare for this meeting," admitted Gwen. "I've looked her up on the internet and didn't find much about her. She played a kid in a couple movies, but that was six or seven years ago. Who knows what she looks like now?"
Steve and Gwen saw a crowd in the parking lot as they exited the school that afternoon. They looked at each other and headed in that direction. As expected, they found Nick Fallen surrounded by fans as he signed autographs. Next to him was an incredibly beautiful woman. She was fairly tall and dark haired with a noticeably large chest. She was explaining to the crowd of students that she was going to portray Gwen in a Lifetime TV movie.
"Oh, crap!" exclaimed Gwen. "There isn't enough make-up in the world for me to look good next to her! She's gorgeous!"
"She has to be or it won't be realistic," deadpanned Steve. "Remember that she's playing you. The only resemblance I see is her chest. She's almost as big as you."
"Ha ha! Very funny," responded Gwen. "They can't be real. It looks like I'm going to be portrayed as very big breasted. I wonder just how I should feel about that? How will Nick be able to get his arms around her to dance? If she wears a red dress like mine, she'll explode out of it if she isn't careful."
"Don't worry about that. The costume people will use a couple rolls of duct tape if they have to, and it looks like they may have to do exactly that. Your 'girls' will be famous after this movie comes out, especially if they come out during the movie," laughed Steve.
"Steve, this is one of those times when you have to listen to your girlfriend. Be sure to act a little possessive with me. Keep a hand on my back, or on my shoulders. Let that big-boobed girl know that I'm your girlfriend, okay? I thought it was so cool when Nick Fallen was going to be hanging with us, but this girl puts everything in a whole new light. I'm feeling a little insecure here. Don't let her get you to pay more attention to her than you do to me, please?"
"Steve!" called Nick Fallen over the crowd as he summoned Steve and Gwen to join him. "Thanks for coming. You're Gwen! You're even more beautiful in person than in the videos, and you look great in the videos! I want you both to meet Monique Dorn. As you know, she'll be playing the part of Gwen in the film."
Steve extended his hand to Monique, but she stepped inside it and hugged him. "My, you're a big boy, aren't you? I didn't realize how tall you and Gwen are. It's a good thing Nick is a few inches shorter than you, or it wouldn't look right. I can't be a lot shorter than you, at least not in the movie. It's great to meet you both."
Steve watched as Monique hugged Gwen. He watched as two very impressive female anatomies came together. He heard a couple guys behind him groan, and he couldn't blame them.
Steve extended his hand to Nick who grasped it firmly as he shook with Steve. Nick's smile seemed warm and genuine. He was a couple inches shorter than Steve and maybe ten pounds lighter. Off the top of his head, Steve couldn't think of anyone he'd rather have portray him.
Gwen had been released from Monique's embrace in time to see Steve and Nick meet and shake hands. Gwen couldn't help but notice what a good-looking man Nick was. She tried to remain impartial when she turned her attention to Steve, but it was obvious. Steve was even better looking than Nick!
The four young people traveled to Emerson River and talked about the rescue and what was going through the minds of Steve and Gwen that fateful day. Steve was pleasantly surprised at the probing, thoughtful questions both Monique and Nick asked. He felt much more comfortable about them being cast for the movie. As darkness spread over Sparta, the foursome decided to dine at Marsh's Landing, which was the steakhouse owned and operated by the family of Billy Marsh. It served breakfast, lunch, and dinner with steak on the menu for every meal.
When they entered, Billy's father gave them a warm welcome and other diners took the time to look them over. Billy and Charlotte were eating in a booth in the back and Gwen led the others back to them.



"This is my very best friend, Charlotte, and that hunk next to her is Billy Marsh. He's the guy that pulled Steve out of the river that day. Be sure to have some really strong, handsome stud play his part in the movie," insisted Gwen.
Billy invited them to join Charlotte and him and the group gladly accepted. When the dinner was finished, Billy's father came to the table to tell them the meal was on the house, providing he could take a picture of the group and have it framed and placed on a wall in the restaurant.
"I'll put it on the wall next to the others," promised Billy's dad as everyone turned to look where Mr. Marsh was pointing. Gwen was shocked to see a large framed photo of a dripping wet Billy Marsh pulling Steve from the river as an equally wet Gwen hovered over his shoulder. Luckily, most of her chest was concealed by Billy, but there was still ample cleavage showing. Next to that picture was one of Billy bowling over a Windsor defender as Steve, his jersey soaked with blood, was releasing "The Pass". Each photo had a name plate below it. The first stated simply "The Emerson River Rescue" while the second one said "The Pass, The Drive".
"Wow!" exclaimed Nick. "That is so cool! I'm going to mention these to our producers. I bet they'd be able to incorporate it into the movie. You guys never mentioned these pictures on the wall."
"One reason is that we never knew they were there. I was in a few days ago and never saw them," admitted Gwen. 'When did you put them up, Mr. Marsh? They're awesome!"
"It took a little while to get the exact pictures we wanted and have them enlarged properly. Then the wife insisted on getting just the right frames. They were hung yesterday. We bought a bunch more frames since you kids seem to make news quite often and we have lots of wall space. This town is awfully proud of you, and people love these photographs. I'm thinking that wall will become an historical record of the great things our kids accomplish."
By week's end, Gwen and Monique were quite good friends. Steve and Nick got along famously as well. They had spent their days walking around town and talking to locals about their feelings and observations on the events the day Billy helped Gwen pull Steve from the cold waters of Emerson River. After school, the four would visit places of interest in the area and discuss in detail the thoughts and fears that drove Steve and Gwen that fateful day. They spent an evening checking out the local hospital and speaking with Laura.
In early December, Steve had received an invitation to a high school football combine of sorts being conducted at Lisa's college at the state capital. Colleges contracted with a company to measure the skills of possible scholarship candidates. Several teammates of Steve's had been invited. Billy Marsh, Jared White, and Tyler Smith were excited about the opportunity to display their talents and possibly secure a scholarship.
The four friends made plans to drive to the capital on a Friday night and rent a couple motel rooms. They'd work out for the scouts Saturday, spend another night in the motel, and drive home Sunday. They all agreed to go to bed early Friday to be at their best for the combine the following day.
The next morning Steve and his friends reported to the practice field at the school. It had what looked like a big inflated tent over it and was surprisingly comfortable inside. The friends recognized players from teams that they had faced during the season. The first order of business was weight lifting. Each athlete was asked to demonstrate how much they could bench press, dead lift, and military press, all in repetitions of twenty.
Then they were timed in the 40-yard dash. Each player was allowed three attempts. There were drills to determine flexibility and balance. All results were recorded. Then the athletes were broken into groups based on their playing position. Steve found himself with seven other guys near the center of the field. They were asked to throw a football through a tire hanging 20 yards away. They were each given ten attempts. Steve easily tossed the ball through the tire all ten times. After the last kid finished, they were backed up ten yards to try again. Once again, Steve had no misses.
Then the tires were set in motion, swinging back and forth as the hopefuls attempted to put the ball through the tire. At thirty yards, Steve missed once. He was backed up to forty yards and he managed to make six of the ten. By this time, the other players were missing far more than they were hitting.
At the end of the day, each player was weighed and measured. By the time the friends returned to the motel, they were famished. The lunch provided by the combine had burned off by their efforts to impress the scouts. After quick showers, they headed out for dinner. They found a decent chain restaurant a short distance from the campus.
After a short wait, Steve and his friends found themselves seated near players from the Windsor team they had defeated for the state title. They shared some friendly bantering while waiting to be served their dinners. The conversation would halt every time a coed or two sauntered past the table, and resume once the girls were out of earshot.
"Oh, my God!" groaned the linebacker from Windsor that Billy had blocked on the last play of the championship game. "I think I'm in love!"
The guys knew that was his way of stating that some very attractive girls were going to pass their table, so everyone went silent as they waited for the eye candy to walk by.
"Steve!" cried an excited Lisa as she forced her shapely ass into his lap and hugged him. "I heard you studs were going to be up my way, but I didn't expect to see you at a restaurant. I thought a bunch of good-looking guys like you would be out at a club or something, breaking poor college girls' hearts. How are you doing, Tyler, Jared, Billy?"
"I'd be doing a lot better if you were in my lap instead of Steve's," joked Jared. "You sure look good, Lisa!"
"Thank you, kind sir," laughed Lisa. "I don't think a girl would be safe on your lap, Jared. Even Steve seems to be doing a lot of fidgeting at the moment."
Steve blushed at Lisa's observation. He knew she had to feel his growing erection and she was teasing him. The other guys all broke into hearty laughter at Lisa's comment.
"My friends are waiting for me, guys, so I have to pry myself off this hunk and go join them. Say 'hello' to Charlotte for me Billy. Don't tell Gwen I was on your lap, Steve. That way I won't have to tell her how uncomfortable you were," grinned Lisa as she hurried to join her friends.
"Wow!" exclaimed the linebacker from Windsor. "You know that hot babe? She sure seems to know you, but there was no excuse for you making her uncomfortable, you lout!"
While the guys were eating, Steve received a text from Gwen. "Lisa wants you to be at 'Crazy Horse' on Broad Street at 9. Be ready to test drive your dance!"
Steve had no trouble convincing the guys to go clubbing as long as they were in a college town. They had to keep to the ones that catered to the under 21 crowd, but there were more than a few of them. Half the population of the university was under 21. Somehow they found themselves going into the 'Crazy Horse' a little before nine.
A few minutes later, Lisa caught Steve's eye and nodded to him. Then she went over to the man at the controls of the sound system and spoke to him for a minute. When the next song was over, he made an announcement.
"I have a special request by a lovely young lady. It seems that she has a special dance and has asked me to play her song so she and her partner can show you all just how to cut a rug. Without further ado, here's Bryan Adams singing 'Have You Ever Really Loved a Woman?' with our own Lisa Anderson with some random guy."
Lisa flashed a brilliant smile as she stepped into the center of the dance floor and beckoned Steve. She was dressed in a decidedly Spanish style with a low cut top that exposed both shoulders and more than a little cleavage. As the music began, the two came together and began their dance. The first time Steve lifted Lisa up and held her with one hand as she extended her body full length, the crowd gasped and then broke into a huge cheer. Applause and cheering went on for the rest of the dance.
Steve did the last lift shortly before the end of the song and slowly lowered Lisa until his face was even with hers as Bryan Adams asked "have you ever really, really, really, ever loved a woman?" Lisa was beaming as she gave Steve a quick kiss and then waved to the crowd as Steve gently placed her feet on the floor.
"That was so damned hot!" exclaimed Jared. "I have got to learn how to do that!"
"What will Gwen say when she hears about you and her sister?" asked Tyler. "That dance must be illegal in a few states! What if Gwen finds out about it?"
"Unless I miss my guess, she watched it live," laughed Steve as he pointed to several of Lisa's friends with cameras, smart phones and i Pads in their hands. "Gwen's the one that suggested it."
The following weekend was Christmas, so school was scheduled to finish on Thursday at noon. By Tuesday afternoon, Steve had received several phone calls from college football coaches wanting to recruit him. He kept the information to himself. Rumors were circulating that Jared was headed to the Big Ten, while Billy and Tyler were being recruited by Division II schools. Signing day would be in early February and the recruits were urged to not reveal their choices until that day.
"I hear all these rumors about what schools are offering scholarships to different guys, but no one has any idea where you're going, Steve. Everyone knows you must be getting calls. Billy said that you totally blew the other quarterbacks away last week. You were even able to hold a blonde bombshell over your head with one hand. He said the scouts were shaking their heads in amazement," revealed Charlotte as Steve, Gwen, and several friends were dining at Marsh's Landing. "Can you give us a hint?"
"I've had a few calls, but, to be honest, I'm waiting to see if I can get into the Naval Academy. My father and my grandfather were in the Navy. I plan on following the family tradition. I'd love to do it as an officer if I could."
"But you could get a scholarship to a good university. There's no need to risk your life in the service, or waste four years on a boat," argued Gwen. "Maybe you could go to Stanford with me! Wouldn't that be better than the Navy?"
"I don't feel that my father wasted his life; nor did my grandfather. The Navy's in my blood and I've already decided to join. You've planned on going to Stanford and being a doctor for a long time. It's your dream and your future. I respect that decision and I would hope that you'd respect mine and be as pleased for me as I am for you," reasoned Steve.
"But I'm going to be saving lives, and I won't be putting myself in danger. You'll be in danger and possibly taking lives. Don't you think that my goals are more practical?" demanded Gwen.
"Do you think that doctors have saved more lives than the Navy? This is a strange discussion. I have the utmost respect for doctors and believe that you'll be one of the best. I would hope that you'd have respect for the service people give and the sacrifices they make for our freedom."
"I do respect people that serve in the military. It's just that it's dangerous and you don't have to do it. They have lots of people in the Navy already. They wouldn't miss you."
"And they have lots of doctors, Gwen. If you don't go to med school, someone else will and there'll still be the same number of doctors. Will you make a difference? I'm sure of it. But I think I'll make a difference, too. Can you see what I mean? I don't want to argue about this."
"Oh, Steve! You'll be the best at whatever you decide to do. If your mind is made up, I'll be your strongest supporter. I didn't mean to belittle your decision. I'm so proud of you, I can hardly stand it. I was just being selfish and thinking about what I wanted for me. And what I wanted for you that would work the best for me. I bet you'll look great in uniform, sailor!" admitted Gwen as she wrapped her arms around Steve and hugged him.
"I'm glad that's settled," sighed Charlotte. "I was worried that I had started an argument between Sparta's two best known students. Are you going to be a Navy SEAL?"
"Oh no!" began Gwen before she turned to Steve again. "You are, aren't you? Well, you'd better take good care of yourself because I expect you to be around for a long time. You'll be the best SEAL ever!"
It was three days before Christmas and Steve stopped at the Andersons' home to see Gwen. Paula and Ted were preparing to go shopping and Kate was going to visit her friend down the street.
"You kids can heat up a frozen pizza, or go out to eat. Ted and I'll pick up something for ourselves while we're shopping. We should be home a little while after the stores close," offered Paula as Ted pretended to cringe.
Shortly after her family left, Gwen led Steve to the recliner and pushed him down before dropping into his lap. "I've waited forever to get you alone. I don't know how many hints I had to drop to Mom to take Dad shopping with her."
Steve silenced Gwen with a smoldering kiss. It worked so well, he gave her another. Gwen moaned into his mouth as she took his left hand and placed it on her breast. Steve needed no further invitation and slowly began to massage her breast and swollen nipple through her clothes. Gwen then started undoing her blouse buttons.
When she finished her chore, Gwen stopped kissing Steve long enough to whisper," My bra unhooks in front. Why don't you unwrap a couple of your Christmas presents"
Once again, Steve understood what Gwen was offering. He fumbled briefly, but managed to unhook Gwen's bra and release her incredible breasts. He moved both hands up her torso and cupped her gently. Then he slowly rolled her nipples between his fingers.
"Oh, Steve! I've wanted you to do that for a long time. Please don't stop!" gasped Gwen.
"There's no danger of that," replied Steve with emotion. "You're so beautiful, so sexy, and so smart. I'm really falling for you big time. I think about you all the time we're apart. I'd do anything for you."
"Will you sit here and hold me like this and kiss me, even if I'm not ready to go any farther?" asked Gwen as she nibbled on Steve's lip.
"I'd hold you like this forever, Gwen. Your breasts are perfect. Can I kiss them a little?" asked Steve.
"Not really. I want you to kiss them a lot!" replied Gwen. "My 'girls' have been looking forward to this for a long time, so take your time and treat them right."
Steve and Gwen lost track of time as they lost themselves in each other. Steve was tugging on Gwen's nipples while kissing her when a voice shocked them both back to reality.
"You've got to check your text messages! Mom and Dad are on their way home!" warned Kate as Gwen quickly refastened her bra and buttoned her blouse. "Mom texted me after you didn't answer her messages to you. She told me to hurry home and let you know they'd be here by quarter after eight and that's only a minute from now. She must have known that you'd be embarrassed if they came home early and surprised you. I don't want to even think what Dad would have done!"
"Thanks, Kate! Why don't you go to your room and act like you've been there awhile. Steve and I'll go shoot some pool," suggested Gwen as she pulled Steve toward the pool table.
Gwen had just managed to spread the balls around the table and pick up a cue stick when her parents walked into the room.
"She's pretty good, isn't she, Steve?" greeted Ted from the doorway. "She's the best player in the family."
"Yes, sir. She's very good," agreed Steve as he knocked the cue ball into a random ball on the table while Ted turned and walked into the kitchen.
"I tried to keep him shopping longer, but he finally insisted that we come home," revealed Paula with a smile as she walked up to Gwen and began fiddling with her buttons. "Somehow, you seem to have buttoned your blouse crooked. I didn't notice it before we left. I would have saved you and Steve the embarrassment of spending the entire evening with a blouse not buttoned properly. You spent a lot of effort getting me to take your father shopping, young lady. So I talked him into going with me. I'd think that the least you would do in return is watch your text messages, regardless of how distracted you may become. It could save us all some trouble."
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Steve felt his face get heat up as he listened to Paula admonish Gwen for not having her phone close at hand. She all but stated that she suspected what he and Gwen had been doing. He struggled for words to relieve the tension he felt. Before he could speak, Paula came around the pool table and stood before him.
"Don't get so nervous, Steve. I'm not accusing anyone of anything. I'm sure you two had a wonderful time, playing pool," stated Paula with a smile. "Please consider the consequences of your 'games' in the future and place Gwen's welfare before your own. Gwen's 18, and I remember being that age. I understand more than you may think. I'm asking you as a mother, and as your friend, to be cautious and go slow. I think the world of you. You know that."
After Paula left the room, Steve managed to begin breathing again. "Your mom knows! What do we do to now?"
"Yes, I think she has an idea. That's why she texted me and then Kate. She was worried about what she and Dad might walk in on. He'd be forced to thrash you again," smiled Gwen. "How cool is my Mom?"
Steve hung around to play a couple games of pool, but his mind wasn't on the game and he lost both games badly. "I think I'd better go. It's after nine and I'm a little nervous about your Dad. I'll see you in school tomorrow. Do you dare walk me to the door?"
Gwen grabbed his hand and led him to the front door. Ted and Paula were sitting in the living room watching TV as the couple walked past them. "I'm walking Steve to the door and kissing him good night, okay?"
Paula and Ted both looked up. Paula smiled and Ted shrugged as Gwen stepped outside with Steve. "Tonight was wonderful. I hope you haven't lost respect for me or think you can do those things anytime you feel like it. I reserve the right to decide how much we do and when we do it. Maybe that isn't fair, but that's the way it has to be."
"Gwen, if I respected you any more, or held you in any higher esteem, I'd explode. You're the most beautiful girl I've ever known and I'm fine with you calling the shots in our romantic activities. I do reserve the right to be an equal in everything else, okay?"
Gwen nodded as Steve pulled her to him and gave her a long kiss. "I think you're working out to be a very good boyfriend. I'm going to do my best to keep you around."
"You couldn't drive me away," declared Steve as he turned and headed for his car.
Gwen found Kate sitting on the bed in Gwen's room. "I didn't mean to interrupt you guys, but I knew Dad was coming home. I don't know what would have happened if he found you like I did. Are you and Steve lovers now? Are you on the pill? How does it feel to have a lover, especially one like Steve? I bet he's awesome!"
"Kate, I want to thank you for saving me earlier. I appreciate that you realized the need to let me know that Dad was coming home. Steve and I are not 'lovers' but I think I'm in love with the guy. We did do some serious petting tonight, but nothing below the waist. I am not on the pill, and I'm sure he'd be an incredible lover.
"Now that I answered your questions, I want to ask you one? Will you promise to never ask me about my personal love life again? I will never lie to you, but I won't answer questions like that again. That was pretty embarrassing for Steve and for me. You're a great sister, but they're some things a girl tries to keep private. It was my fault for doing it in the living room where you have every right to go. Don't mention what you saw to anyone."
"Okay, you know I won't. Mom must have suspected something because she wanted me to hurry home to tell you that she and Dad were on their way. You looked beautiful sitting on Steve's lap with him holding your breasts. I'm sorry, but I watched for a little while. He really loves you a lot. I could see it in how he held you and kissed you. I hope I find a guy like him pretty soon."
"Now, that is really embarrassing! I was almost 18 when I finally got a boyfriend, and I've been with him for over four months. These things don't happen fast. I wasn't looking for a boyfriend when I met Steve. You should just look to make friends and see what develops. I'm scared to death that I'll do something wrong with him. I'm falling in love with him. I know that, but I don't want our relationship to be about sex. I want him to love me for the person I am, but the physical part is so exciting. He's got me in his web. I just hope it all works out."
"It looks to me like you have him in your web. He's jelly in your hands, Sis. I see how he looks at you. I saw it that first day at the mall. When he looks at you his eyes get all soft and he glows. If you keep loving him, he'll never leave you. You guys are amazing when you're together. He told me that he'd love me like a sister and that makes me feel special, and obligated to never let him down. I can't imagine what it must be like for you."
Christmas Day once again saw Steve and his Uncle Joe dining at the Anderson home. Steve was pleased that his uncle had been much more receptive to visiting the Andersons this time around than he had been for Thanksgiving.
Steve sat next to Gwen on the couch as gifts were passed around. He enjoyed watching the girls open his gifts to them. It took him back to when his mother was alive and how much he had enjoyed the holiday season. His father and he had always made the effort to celebrate Christmas, but since the death of his mother, it just didn't seem the same.
"Oh, Steve! This is too much! I can't believe you gave me an I Pad! This is so cool. You're the best big brother ever!" proclaimed Kate as she forced herself onto Steve's lap and gave him kisses all over his face. "Sorry, Sis, but I've just got to thank this hunk of yours."
Ted was touched when he opened his gift and found a monogrammed pen set. He thanked Steve as he shook his hand. Paula was next. She slowly unwrapped her present to find a small box. Inside the box was an elegant silver necklace.
"Oh! This is beautiful. Lisa, help me put it on so I can see how it looks. I'm probably going to be the only Anderson woman that doesn't wind up on your lap today, Steve. Thanks so much for the beautiful necklace!"
"You have more will power than I do, Mom!" laughed Lisa as she opened her gift. "I'm kissing that guy regardless of what he gives me. Oh my! These earrings are perfect!"
Lisa threw herself at Steve and he had to reach up to catch her as she flew through the air. Somehow he let Lisa settle into his lap so she could reach up and kiss him hard on the lips.
"Thanks! And thank you, Gwen, for letting me enjoy your boyfriend so much. He's a great guy!"
Steve was nervous as he watched Gwen open her gift. It was much larger than the gifts he had given the others and he held his breath as Gwen tore the wrapping away.
"Now we'll see if bigger is better," laughed Gwen as she uncovered a large box and lifted the lid. "I'm speechless! Mom, girls, look at this! Have you ever seen anything like it? It's amazing!"
As she spoke Gwen lifted a framed oil painting and held it so the others could view it. It was a painting of Gwen from her first date as she danced in Steve's arms. His back was three-quarters toward the viewer and Gwen was facing foreward. She was the obvious focus of the painting and it was incredibly beautiful. Her mother and sisters let out the appropriate gasps as they admired the work. Gwen had tears in her eyes as she dropped down on Steve's lap and gave him a lingering kiss.
"That painting has to be the best gift I've ever received! It's so thoughtful, so personal, yet so beautiful. Whoever painted it made me look better than I really do. It's perfect, Steve. I know this took a long time to do and you must have planned this a while ago. You're the best boyfriend ever!"
Then the family watched as Steve opened his gifts. He thanked Kate with a hug when he opened her gift to find several designer shirts. "They're made of stretchy material and they'll look awesome on your muscles!"
Paula and Ted gave him a monogrammed billfold and he shook Ted's hand and gave Paula a hug. Lisa's gift was a very nice black leather jacket that fit perfectly. Steve slipped it on and then tried to hug Lisa.
"That jacket's worth another kiss!" insisted Lisa as he once again gave Steve a smoldering kiss. "Sis, we'll make this guy a clothes horse yet. Look how that jacket looks on him. If he had one of the shirts Kate gave him on under it, he'd be even more amazing."
Finally, Gwen handed Steve a small box and he looked around the room at every one as he unwrapped it. All eyes were on him. Even Uncle Joe seemed interested. Inside was a small box and Steve opened it and pulled out a heavy silver locket on a silver chain. Curious, Steve opened the locket to see a picture of him with The Lady in Red in his arms.
Suddenly Steve felt very emotional. The prior Christmas he had been alone in Germany as the Navy searched for his relatives because he was 17 and recently orphaned. He remembered the Christmases with his mother and father and other family members. Once again he felt like he was part of a real family. Unable to speak, Steve mumbled something and hurried from the room as his eyes began to water.
Gwen watched in shock as Steve quickly left the room with no acknowledgement of her gift. Stunned, she turned to her mother with an unspoken question in her eyes.
"Go to him, Gwen. I think he's overcome with emotion. He's been alone a lot and being with a loving family at Christmas may have dredged up some memories," suggested Paula.
Gwen found him on the back deck. He was staring out over the yard but didn't appear to be looking at anything. She walked up beside Steve, wrapped her arm around his waist, and laid her head against his shoulder. She waited as Steve wiped his eyes and slowed his breathing.
"I guess I made a bit of an ass of myself. I love your gift, Gwen. Almost as much as the ones I unwrapped the other night. I think I love you. Everyone in your family has been so good to me that I can't begin to express how I feel. I was totally alone last Christmas. It was a bad time. Now I'm with the most wonderful family I've ever known and I just feel so humbled. I'm afraid it'll end and I don't know if I could stand being alone again. I have all these fears and no idea how to handle them."
"You're the strongest, bravest, sweetest boy I've ever met. You aren't alone now and I hope to never let you be alone again. You have to look to the future. You've got to trust me not to ever leave you alone, even when we're apart. You're stuck with me, at least until you tell me differently."
"I'll never let you go!" insisted Steve as he pulled Gwen into his arms and kissed her gently on the lips as she wrapped her arms around his neck.
"I don't know what the problem was," reported Kate to the family as she hurried back into the room and took her seat. "But Gwen seems to have found the cure for whatever it was. They'll be in pretty soon. We still have to give Uncle Joe his gift!"
Gwen led Steve back into the room and made him sit back down on the sofa. Then she sat next to him and smiled. "We're fine now. Let's give Uncle Joe his gift and then eat dinner!"
After dinner, there was a constant parade of family and friends stopping in to visit the Andersons. Gwen grandparents along with Diane's family arrived in the afternoon. Steve was once again sitting on the couch holding Gwen's hand when Stephanie came into the room. She looked at Gwen questioningly and Gwen nodded. Smiling, Stephanie dropped into Steve's lap and hugged him.
"I have something for you, Steve. It isn't much, but I wanted you to know that I was thinking of you," stated Stephanie as she handed a small wrapped box to him.
Steve wrapped his arms around Stephanie and took the box in his hands as she giggled at being trapped on his lap. Her grandmother beamed at Diane as they both watched Steve and Stephanie interact.
"A sports watch? Thanks, Steph! Now I get to hug you," laughed Steve as he pulled Stephanie tight to his chest.
To his surprise, Stephanie wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him quickly on the lips. Then she looked around at her mother and grandmother with a smile. "It's okay. Gwen doesn't mind, and I don't think Steve does either. Do you, Steve?"
"Well, I'm a little worried about Gwen getting jealous when I have her beautiful cousin on my lap kissing me. I'd be even more worried if Gwen wasn't around because then your dad would be after me. Pretty girls like you can be dangerous to the average guy. It isn't easy to control myself. Fear is the only thing that stops me from kissing you a lot more, Steph," admitted Steve as he released Stephanie.
"See how he calls me 'Steph', Grandma?" asked Stephanie as she remained perched on Steve's lap. "He's the only person that does. I like it that way."
"You've done a wonderful job drawing Stephanie out," praised Gwen's grandmother when she managed to be alone with Steve in the kitchen. "On the down side, I have another granddaughter in love with you, but so far that doesn't seem to be a problem for any of them. Gwen has really grown and matured into an amazing woman and part of that is to your credit. She's a very happy young woman and I'm sure you're doing your best to keep her that way.
"Paula told me about that dreadful incident in the parking lot. I can't tell you how relieved I am to know that the girls, and Paula, have such a capable protector around. It's a real comfort. You're aces high in this family!"
Monday morning saw the Anderson women, along with Steve, driving back to Amber O'Leary's home. They were using the Christmas break to try their new wardrobes. They were scheduled to spend the afternoon in a photo shoot for the line of gowns and swim suits Amber had designed.
"I'm going to be marketing this idea to a national department store chain later this week," stated Amber. "I know that they often break their markets down and feature different products in different areas, depending on what is popular in that area. I'm going to try to convince them the 'Lady in Red' line will be very popular in this area. If we can generate enough interest in a few states close to us, it may expand. At least, that's my goal.
"Right now, I want everyone to try on the swimsuits and formal wear to be sure we have everything is fitted properly. Ann will be able to make any minor adjustments immediately, and there shouldn't be any major changes needed."
Steve was shown a bedroom where his outfits were hanging. It required very little time for him to put on a swimsuit or even a tuxedo and show Amber and Ann how they fit. There was a small adjustment needed in the chest of one jacket, but other than that, his clothes fit like they were made for him. He settled in watch TV in the living room while the girls spent a couple hours getting their clothes perfect.
After a late lunch, Amber took them to a very large old home that looked more like a mansion.
"This is the home of a friend of Dad's. He gave his okay for us to use it for our photographs today. One reason we want to use it is his indoor pool. It's incredible and will make a great backdrop for the swimsuit pictures. It also has an amazing foyer with two stairways. Naomi is probably setting her equipment up there now, so let's go meet her," suggested Amber.
Naomi was an unusual looking woman about Amber's age. She had tattoos on her arms and legs. She wore her hair very short and colored it a dull orange. If it weren't for her obvious breasts, Steve felt she could pass for a man, at least from the back. He soon gained respect for her knowledge of her craft as she was a no nonsense, do as I say, sort of person. She gave instructions with the expectation that they would be followed.
She started everyone out in the evening wear that Amber had designed. "I want to get the glamour shots before we go by the pool and somebody gets wet or their hair comes undone."
Naomi told everyone what they needed to wear for the first pictures and where to get changed. Steve had his tux on and was back by Naomi in a few minutes, waiting for the girls. "Damn, Amber! You're making this too easy. I don't think I could get a bad picture of this guy. With all those pretty sisters, this should be one hell of a shoot!" declared Naomi.
Under the watchful eye of Paula, Steve and the girls posed for hundreds of shots. Usually, Steve's wardrobe would somehow blend with, or match the clothes that Gwen wore. Now and then, he would match up with Kate or Lisa. His poses with Kate were carefully planned to be age appropriate. They were directed through various activities to prevent the pictures from looking stiff or posed.
Then everyone changed in swimsuits. Again, Steve's poses with Kate were always age appropriate, which caused Kate to grumble a few times. In the situations where Steve's trunks matched with Lisa's suits, Naomi was much more sexual and suggestive. She took a lot of pictures of Steve with Lisa standing by him, leaning against him and quite a few with Steve holding Lisa in some way. Near the end, Naomi had Lisa stand behind a seated Steve and lean over his back so her breasts were pressed against him and her ample cleavage was on display. Naomi experimented with numerous poses where Lisa was draped over Steve with her breasts against some part of his body.
There was a short break while Steve changed for his session with Gwen only. These started out pretty intimate and Naomi pushed for more. "We don't know when we'll be able to do this again, so let's get some pictures for round two. We'll need them if this takes off like we think it will."
Gwen and Steve changed suits numerous times, and each time, Gwen appeared in a smaller, sexier suit. Steve was going over the Periodic Table in his mind to avoid another embarrassing erection. Even that failed to be effective when Naomi pulled Steve and Gwen to the side and revealed her next request.
"I want to get some pictures of you guys together, but with Gwen topless. At no time will I take any photos showing any nipple, but I want her tits pressed against your chest and arms. You'll be covering her most private parts, but the viewer will know she's topless. These may never be used, but if we ever go international, they'll be needed. France, Italy, and Germany in particular lack our hang-ups about topless beaches and sunbathing."
Steve couldn't even form a response. Gwen looked at him, and then at her mother. "I'll have to talk to Mom. She needs to see every picture you take. I don't want to find out later on that there are topless pictures of me floating around the internet. If Mom will go along with it, we'll do it."
Paula was summoned over and Gwen explained what Naomi wanted and how Gwen wanted Paula to oversee the actual photography. "So, what do you think, Mom? Will you keep an eye on the camera for me and be sure I'm not compromising myself or my future?"
Paula was more than a little uncomfortable with the situation. Gwen had always been so conservative and now she was willing to do a topless photo shoot with a boy! How did it come to this?
Paula remembered how she felt when Steve saved her from the thugs intent of robbing and raping her. She thought about the river rescue that Gwen and Steve pulled off. She thought about Diane remarking about the amazing and special things that happen when Steve and Gwen are together. Paula recognized that she had total confidence in Gwen and Steve. To try to prevent these things from occurring was like trying to stop the "cosmic force" to which Diane had alluded.
"A few months ago I was worried that you'd never have a date. Now you're going to take your top off for pictures with a boy? I don't know which extreme is worse. Do you really feel comfortable with this? What about Steve?"




"Mom! Do you think Steve will complain about posing with me topless? He'll love it!"
Steve heard the last comment and interjected. "I might complain. I don't want explicit pictures of you floating around. You mean too much to me to do something exciting now that I'll regret later. At the very least, I want to see all the shots while they're on the disc and have the right to delete any I don't like. You're perfect, Gwen. People admire you and consider you a role model. I think you're really sexy and beautiful. You don't have to show your breasts to look great, or be noticed. I'll go along with this as long as your mom and I both have the power to delete any pictures we feel are over the line."
"You surprise me, Steve, but in a good way," admitted Gwen. "I'm really happy that you care about my reputation and honor. However, I don't get to model very often and I know darn well that a lot of models would be topless in your arms if that's what the photographer asked. Heck, they'd do it whether she asked or not. I feel safe with you and mom involved. I'm over 18 and may be out of college by the time these pictures come out. As long as my nipples are not showing, I want to try this. I've always been so careful and proper. I want to take advantage of opportunities and not regret what I was afraid to do."
"If you're certain, I guess it'll be okay. I'm worried about your father's reaction. We've got to be sure that all pictures on that chip are good ones and we leave nothing that can come back and bite us later," stated Paula. "These have to be high quality shots and not porn."
Kate and Lisa had been lounging by the pool but sat up when they saw the others in a small conference. When Gwen reached behind her back and unhooked her top, the sisters jumped to their feet and headed for Paula.
"What's going on, Mom?" demanded Kate. "Why is Gwen topless? Are we going to do x-rated stuff now?"
"No. 'we' are not, young lady. Naomi has asked Gwen to pose for some tasteful topless pictures with Steve. We're going to be very careful to keep her nipples from being in any pictures. And before you ask, the answer is 'no', you cannot pose that way with Steve."
Naomi was directing Steve and Gwen as she shot picture after picture. She had Gwen just touch Steve's chest with her nipples and look into his eyes, She had Steve wrap an arm around her smashing her breasts out so they bulged above and below Steve's forearm. Then Gwen stood behind a seated Steve and leaned over him, pressing her nipples into his shoulder, but showing the rest of her breasts.
"Oh, my!" exclaimed Paula as she watched the proceedings. "They're certainly provocative poses. I hope she's about done."
Naomi turned to the group watching and asked, "Lisa, would you be interested in being in some of these pictures?"
"Since you twisted my arm!" laughed Lisa as she hurried over to join her sister. As she walked, she worked on removing her halter. By the time she reached Steve and Gwen, she was topless.
Steve groaned and Lisa and Gwen laughed. "I'd think you feel pretty darn proud of yourself, Steve," teased Lisa. "Don't I look good enough to pose with you and Gwen? Am I too fat, of flat-chested? Are my girls too small after seeing Gwen's?"
Naomi didn't give Steve a chance to respond as she directed the three in numerous poses. She had Steve hold a girl in each arm with their chests against his shoulders. She even had him stand facing the camera with his legs spread the sisters sat at his feet with their arms wrapped around his thighs and their boobs pressed against his legs.
"Gwen! It looks like there's something alive in Steve's trunks," observed Lisa with a straight face. "It may not be safe for us to be so close. We don't know what it is, or how big it'll get!"
Steve had hoped that the jock would help keep his cock under control, or at least from being obviously out of control. When the sisters tag teamed him, that idea went out the window. When Naomi finally told him she was finished, Steve scooped up a girl in each arm and jumped into the pool. When they surfaced, Lisa and Gwen piled on Steve in an attempt to dunk him. Steve dropped under the surface. Suddenly Lisa screamed as she rose out of the water and was launched toward the deep end. Gwen turned and ran for the shallow end, but Steve dove and tackled her before she made two steps. He made a big production of lifting her over his head and tossing her in the general direction of Lisa. Then he turned and climbed out of the pool.
Naomi had not expected the horse play in the pool, but quickly took advantage of it. She constantly snapped photos during the water battle. She also photographed each of the combatants as they climbed from the pool.
Steve walked over and sat down near Paula and Kate. "You've seen Gwen, Lisa, and even Mom. I bet you're dying to see how I look topless, aren't you, Steve," asked Kate with barely concealed excitement.
"Kate, you're a stunning girl, but you'd get me arrested and jailed for a long time, so please don't even think about it," responded Steve to an obviously disappointed Kate. "Until you're eighteen, okay?"
Kate's eyes lit up and she gave Steve a huge smile as she turned and strutted away. The group spent over half an hour going over the topless pictures.
The women were surprised that Steve deleted three photos they were going to leave. "I know how guys think and those three were just too suggestive. I don't want anyone saying this was some sort of orgy or something."
Satisfied with the day's work, the group went to get dressed for the trip back to Sparta. Meanwhile, in a rented house a few miles away from the house with the pool, six men gathered around an old wooden table. "We have almost all of the pieces in place. Soon you will change the course of history. We have only to select a target and determine the best day to strike. These Americans are lazy and soft. We shall have no obstacles in attaining our goals. You will be famous for all time, My Brothers."
"Fame is not my goal," replied a large man with a swarthy beard and dark complexion. "I only hope to do my share in destroying this country. These people are godless; flaunting their bodies and respecting nothing. Death is no more than they deserve."
"Nevertheless," replied the first man in his native Farsi, "you shall be famous and your family will be well rewarded. Soon these infidels will know fear whenever your name is mentioned. Rest assured that the cable news channels will mention it often! Within the week, I will determine our target. Vengeance will be ours. Justice will be ours!"
The rest of the week passed quickly. Steve and the girls spent hours working on the dances that Diane had chosen for them. Amber reported that she had an appointment with a large retail store to present her "Lady in Red" line. She had all the dresses and swimsuits completed and she and Naomi had put together a portfolio of photographs to use in the presentation.
"I have to tell you that the photos are incredible. You Andersons even made Steve look good," laughed Amber over the speaker phone as she chatted with Gwen, Paula, and Steve. "Being the governor's daughter may help get me in the door, but my designs and the attractive models wearing them will determine if we have any success. That and the fame you two have generated from the river rescue, the dance, and the state football title. I feel really good about our chances!"
Two days later Steve was at the mall with Tyler Smith and Jared White. As they approached the food court, Steve saw Stephanie and one of her friends standing on the other side of the food court. He noticed that both girls seemed agitated as several boys stood near them, pointing and laughing. It didn't look like anything very serious, but it gave Steve an idea.
"You guys see those two girls over there? Stephanie is Gwen's cousin and Jade is her friend. I think it would be extremely cool if you two sort of rescued them from those little punks that are teasing them," suggested Steve.
"I know Stephanie," admitted Tyler. "She's really good looking and I'd be glad to act the tough guy to impress her, but what do you think we should do once we chase those clowns away?
"Good question. Not to brag, but if you tell them you're on your way to meet me and ask them if they want to come along, Stephanie will join you. I imagine Jade will stick with her friend and agree to come with you," reasoned Steve.
"We're not just reeling in more hot babes for the Hammer stable, are we?" demanded Jared. "I'm not going to put any effort in getting you more girls to add to your collection."
"It's about time you added some 'hot babes' to your own collection," laughed Steve. "Stephanie has a bit of a crush on me, but that's mostly because no decent guys have treated her right. I don't know much about Jade, except she's way too good looking for an ugly guy like you, but I'm willing to do my best to help you get a girlfriend. Just bring the girls over to the food court and let me work my magic for your benefit."
The two friends agreed and took off on the direction of the girls while Steve found an empty table at the food court and sat down. He was studying the menu at the sandwich shop when someone suddenly dropped into his lap.
"This is my lucky day!" grinned Stephanie. "First these football studs rescue us from those dumb ass boys and then they bring us over to find you here without Gwen. Have you met my girlfriend, Jade?"
Steve stood with Stephanie clinging to him. He gently placed her on her feet and turned to Jade. "I've seen you around and always wondered who that pretty girl with Stephanie was. Now I know. Hi, Jade."
"Come on, Hammer! Knock off the smooth talk. You've got enough girls already," complained Jared.
"How do you think you get nice girls to like you?" countered Steve. "You notice how pretty they look and you tell them. Let's all sit down and get something to eat. You girls eat free, just for sitting with us and making everyone else in the mall jealous."
"Stephanie, I see why you're always talking about Steve," laughed Jade. "He really does treat a girl right. I hope his manners rub off on these other two."
Once everyone had their food, Steve moved to the next part of his plan. "Steph, these two clods want to learn how to dance like we do. Do you think you're mom could work them into her schedule. The other problem they have is that they're socially dysfunctional and can't find any girls to partner with them when they learn. I was thinking as a Christmas gift to them, I'd hire you and Jade to work as their dance partners while they learned.
"I know it doesn't sound very appealing. These guys are pretty good on the gridiron, but are about as graceful as a couple of bulls in a china shop. How much would you need to subject yourselves to the misery of dancing with these two left-footed freaks?"
Tyler and Jared both showed their surprise at Steve's request. Their jaws dropped and eyes seemed to bulge. Stephanie and Jade swung their attention to the two friends for a few seconds.
"I'd be willing to work with Tyler, if Jade's up to risking her life working with the big guy. I don't want any money, but you have to do something nice for us. You can surprise us; that is if Jade is willing to go along with it."
"I don't know how much you weigh, Jared, but you'd better not stomp on my feet!" declared Jade. "It'll be like helping the underprivileged or doing charity work. Count me in, and that surprise had better be a good one!"
Jared and Tyler were dumfounded. Somehow they were suddenly obligated to learn to dance with two very attractive girls! They were embarrassed that they knew virtually nothing about dancing, but excited about the prospects of holding a pretty girl in their arms
Before Steve and Gwen began their practice that evening, Diane made a point of asking Steve about Jared and Tyler. "Stephanie told me that you tried to hire her and Jade to dance with two of your friends. What was that all about?"
"Did she tell you that she told me they'd do it for free? I saw an opportunity to draw Stephanie out of her shell a little more. Tyler is a great guy. His dad runs the bank. Jared is one of my best friends, too. But both of the guys are surprisingly shy around girls. They talk a good talk but they're as pathetic as I was before I met Gwen. They've mentioned how they're jealous of me when I dance with Gwen or Lisa.
"I was thinking this might be a great opportunity to get you some business, help the guys gain confidence, and get the girls a little experience with boys, but under your supervision. They both know that they have to pay for the lessons and they're fine with that. I think that some others may want to learn when they find out that two tough football players are doing it."
"Stephanie was pretty excited about dancing with Tyler. She mentioned several times that he was a senior on the football team and she was just a sophomore. It seems that she feels like she's climbing socially. I hope I do get more students. I'll give a discount and donate part of my fee to your hospital fund, if you two help me once a week. You can help show the steps to the slower learners and help sharpen the better dancers. If everyone knows they'll get some practice time with 'The Lady in Red' and the studly architect of 'The Drive', classes will be full before long."
"That sounds like a great idea! We can help you one day a week without too much trouble," reasoned Gwen with a smile. "We'll be helping kids learn to interact socially a little better and make money for the hospital fund at the same time. That was a darn good idea, for a jock."
It was agreed that Diane would make some flyers and Steve and Gwen would help circulate them around school, as well as around town. They decided to build a simple web page to provide a source for schedules, fees, location, and contact information.
New Year's Eve was a subdued event. Paula insisted that there had been enough excitement the past year and her family would bring in the New Year at home. The kids were allowed to have friends over, but there would be no alcohol for minors and not a whole lot for the adults. Then Diane suggested that her family host the party and they would have dancing in her studio. Everyone was still allowed to have friends attend.
Gwen invited Laura, who immediately asked if she could bring Coach Watkins. Angela Walker was delighted to accept an invitation. Steve coaxed Jared and Tyler into going. It wasn't too hard once he mentioned that Stephanie and Jade would be there. Charlotte and Billy readily accepted an invitation. Lisa surprised everyone by asking Mike Boone to stop in. He was a local contractor a couple years out of trade school and two years older than Lisa.
Everyone but Gwen was surprised when Ms. Summers arrived with a date. His name was Larry Donner. The guy was as big as Ashley Summers was petite. He was the stereotypical body builder with an amazing physique surpassed only by his vanity. Steve took an immediate dislike to the guy. When they were introduced, Donner tried to squeeze Steve's hand into pulp. Steve reaction was to look at his hand and back at Donner.
"If you're looking for a guy to hold hands with, keep on looking," smiled Steve as Donner suddenly released his hand. "A simple hand shake shouldn't be that difficult, but you seem to be lacking in that social skill. Don't try that with me again."
Steve had spent the last couple years pretty much in the exclusive company of men, very tough men. He had learned from them. He had little patience for posers, and Donner was definitely a poser. Real men didn't try to belittle or diminish others to improve their own image.
Gwen saw Steve's tight smile but barely heard his voice. She knew something had passed between the two men. She watched Donner grin back at Steve and then move on to meet the other guests. She paid close attention when he shook hands with Jared. She saw Jared flinch as Donner maintained contact longer than normal in a handshake. Again, Donner walked away with a big grin as Jared rubbed his hand.
Gwen was concerned that a man with an attitude like Donner's could easily annoy other men and she knew she had several alpha males at the party. She decided to keep a close eye on Ashley Summer's date.
Steve and Gwen's friends enjoyed the music and dancing. They weren't allowed any alcohol, but they had lots to eat and had a great time. That was until Donner began hanging around the students and making disparaging remarks about any male that danced. He questioned the testosterone supply and manhood of anyone that acted like a "fag". Steve did his best to ignore him, until Ashley Summers asked Donner to leave the kids alone.
Before anyone could guess his intentions, Donner delivered a nasty backhand to her face. She fell backward and the group suddenly went silent. Everyone saw Steve step up to Donner and say something quietly into his ear. Donner grinned and headed for the back door. Steve asked Jared to close the door behind them and not to allow anyone out.
Jared nodded his head in understanding and took up a guard position in front of the closed door. When he refused to let Gwen by, she called for her father and her Aunt Diane's husband. The two men had heard the gasps and screams caused by Donner's blow to Ashley Summers and were entering the studio when Gwen called for them.
"Dad, Uncle Will! That brute, Donner, just backhanded Ms. Summers hard. He knocked her down and Steve said something to him. They both went out the backdoor and Jared won't let anyone by! Steve may be in trouble. You men have to go out there and put a stop to whatever's going on."
Lisa and her date had just helped Ashley to a chair when there was a knock on the back door. Jared opened the door and Steve walked in. He went to Ashley and spoke gently to her.
"Donner asked me to offer his apologies for his earlier behavior and for having to leave so quickly, Ms. Summers. He just remembered an important appointment he had back at the gym. I promised that we'd be sure that you had a safe ride home and that he didn't have to worry about you."
"Really?" asked the disbelieving teacher as she accepted a small towel wrapped around some ice and placed it on her face. "He just suddenly realized he was an abusive ass and apologized? Then he remembered an appointment at nine on New Year's Eve? You're an amazing young man. You try to protect everyone and anyone in trouble, including a teacher that should have known better than to take up with a narcissistic moron. He just looked so darn good."
"Don't worry about him, Ms. Summers. As beautiful as you are, you can have almost any guy you want. You just need to judge the next one on more than strength and looks," suggested Gwen.
"If I didn't know Steve as well as I do, I'd be laughing in your face for that statement. Are you suggesting that looks and strength aren't important to you? It was just a coincidence that you wound up with Steve? I know what you say is true, but let's be honest. Your boyfriend practically cornered the market on good looks and muscles, so when you say that shouldn't be part of the criteria for a boyfriend, it sounds ironic coming from you, at the very least."
"She has a point," laughed Lisa. "You're the poster child for girls that go for good looking guys with big muscles."
"If I had been allowed to finish, I would have mentioned that character, loyalty, courage, kindness, and dependability are as important. Does anyone here feel that I picked a guy that lacked those qualities?" asked Gwen as she looked around the room.
"Now you're just bragging!" quipped Laura. "Ashley, let me look at your face. I think you're probably going to be okay, but I have to recommend that you go to the hospital. That's standard protocol. If you choose to not go, avoid alcohol and stay a few more hours with us so I can watch you for any signs of a concussion. Not a great way to welcome in the New Year, but you'll be safe here."



"I'm sorry for all the fuss I caused. I didn't know what a jerk Larry was. He seemed like a nice guy at the gym, so I invited him to come with me tonight. It was our first date and it'll be the last."
"I suspect your friend may be into steroids pretty heavily. His muscle mass was way too great and his rather strange behavior was text book 'roid rage'. It's best you switch gyms and avoid him totally. He's headed down a bad road," predicted Laura.
I never thought about that," admitted Ashley as she looked in Steve's direction. "He looked so rugged and so handsome. Are most muscular men on steroids?"
"No, not necessarily," responded Laura as she followed Ashley's gaze. "I can assure you that Steve is not taking steroids, and it's unlikely any of the football players on any team coached by Mr. Watkins would be. He doesn't tolerate illegal, unethical, or unhealthy behavior by his players. These young men gained their strength the old fashioned way; genetics and hard work.
A little later, Steve found himself alone with Lisa's date. "I've to tell you that I was prepared to not like you, Steve. Lisa keeps saying all these great things about you, and it gets to me after a while. I really like her and want to date her, but she keeps talking about some other guy. This other guy is everything you could ever want in a man, and he isn't me.'
"I'll let you in on something I finally figured out about the Anderson family. You may find it hard to accept. If you want to get in good with Lisa, be good to me. That'll help. Be very good to Gwen and Kate and her parents. Be polite and respectful to her aunts and uncles and grandparents," advised Steve.
"Why would I have to be good to you to get Lisa to like me better? Do you have control over her or something, or are you just an egotistical asshole?"
"I thought it might be hard to understand, but I'll try to explain it better. Lisa loves her family. Because Gwen and I are close, Lisa loves me, but like a brother. There will never be any sex between us for a few reasons. Lisa will never betray her sister. I will never betray Gwen. That makes me safe for Lisa to flirt with and tease. She knows that I understand and she loves me for it. The same goes for Kate. They love me mostly because Gwen does. That's how close the sisters are.
"If you and Lisa get close, Kate and Gwen will treat you special, once they decide that you're good enough for their sister. They'll love you like Lisa and Kate love me. You have to tease and flirt back with them, but never make any sort of inappropriate advance that could make them think you would be unfaithful to their sister, regardless of how seductive and flirty they behave. They expect you to be safe to tease. Never break that trust.
"I know this is unusual, but I'll repeat myself. That's how close these sisters are. Watch Gwen when I dance with Kate. She'll beam that we get along so well. It makes her happy to know we're close. Jealousy seldom enters into their thoughts because they trust each other and love each other," concluded Steve as he walked over to Diane and spoke quietly to her.
"Okay, everyone. I've just received a suggestion that Steve and Kate give a preview of the dance they'll be performing at the Inaugural Ball next week. Of course they'll be dressed to kill, but here's the dance they'll do. Kate actually selected the music, which will be no surprise to anyone. Dancing to 'Little Sister' by Elvis, here's Kate and Steve!"
Kate smiled brightly as she stepped into the center of the studio to join Steve as the music began. It was a fast paced, energetic dance with Steve and Kate gyrating in unison at times and then coming together and dancing in perfect harmony the rest of the time. The steps were quick and appeared very complicated, but Steve and Kate never faltered. When it finished, Kate threw herself into Steve's arms and kissed him soundly.
Gwen was the first person to reach them as everyone whistled and clapped. "Kate! That was fantastic! You two were perfect. I'm so proud of you."
Steve turned to Mike and nodded knowingly to him as Gwen hugged Kate. When Gwen wrapped her arms around Steve, he again looked at Mike and gave him a big smile as he hugged Gwen back.
As midnight approached, Steve found himself enjoying a slow dance with Gwen. The TV on the wall was muted, but showed the countdown to the New Year. As the clock struck midnight, Steve pulled Gwen close and gave her a long, lingering kiss.
When he finally released Gwen, Kate was beside him. "That was nice, Steve, but there's a lot more girls here that need a kiss from you. Let's get the year started right!"
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When school resumed after New Year's, Ashley Summers asked Steve to follow her into the empty hallway at the beginning of her class. "My friend that goes to the gym where I met Larry called me yesterday. She told me that she heard that he had an accident. He fell down the stairs on New Year's Eve and broke his left arm, a couple ribs, and his nose!"
"Gee, that's too bad," replied Steve in a noncommittal tone. "Maybe he had too much to drink."
"Steve! You know damn well that jerk didn't fall down any stairs. He fell into your disfavor when he struck me. The guy was as strong as an ox and look what happened to him. Please don't make a habit of it, but thanks for worrying about me, and for getting him away from me. I doubt he'll be coming back around anytime soon. You're an amazing young man. I hope you don't get into any trouble over this. You make me wish I was eight years younger and as pretty as Gwen. Thanks!"
"Ms. Summers, The guy's telling people that he fell down the stairs. How would that affect me? He could have had too much to drink and fallen down the stairs like he said happened. Don't worry about me. And," added Steve. "You're a very attractive woman and you don't need to look like anyone else. You'll find the right guy."
Gwen looked questioningly at Steve when he and Ashley returned to the classroom. Steve shrugged and mouthed the word "later" as Ashley explained to the class how she had bumped into a set of weights at the gym over the weekend and blackened her eye. She took some good natured ribbing from that explanation for a little while and then class began.
Steve waited for Gwen after class. "So what did Ms. Summers need to discuss with her hero before class this morning? Was she worried that we'd tell the other kids what happened?"
"I don't think that even occurred to her. She heard that Donner fell down some stairs on New Year's and hurt his arm. She just wanted to be sure I wouldn't get in trouble for it and I assured her that some guy falling down his stairs couldn't affect me."
"Steve, I know your father was a SEAL and you've been around some rough people and places, but is it necessary to use violence to solve every problem?"
"Of course it isn't. You know that as well as I do. But to respond to what you're trying to ask, I don't take advantage of anyone and I don't look for confrontation. But I will stand up to bullies and abusive people. What chance did Ashley have with Donner? What chance would you have? What about your mom with those two creeps? As long as there are people walking the planet, there'll be bad ones that want to control, or hurt, those that are smaller and weaker. That's where guys like me come in. I feel strongly about that. My dad ingrained that in me from the time I was little. Be polite but help those in need."
"Was it necessary to have that scene outside with Donner? He would have left that night and it would have been over with," reasoned Gwen.
"How about Ashley? Are you confident that he would have left her alone after that evening? Don't you think he might've abused her again? I wasn't willing to take that chance. He's a bully. He struck a woman. The only thing he'll understand is pain. He needs to know that there'll be dire consequences if he bothers Ashley again."
"I didn't think about him going back to see Ashley again! She could be in danger if he did. I may have been hasty in thinking you were too rash in confronting him, Steve. I just don't want you to be hurt, or get into trouble. I can see how he could have been a real threat to her. I've got to learn to trust your thoughts and actions when dealing with men, especially bad men. I'm sorry for suggesting that you're too keen on using violence. I saw how you risked your life and almost died to save those two little boys. You're amazing when I think about it. Forgive me?"
"How can I ever be upset with you? I spend my days thinking about you when I'm not with you. You let me determine how to handle the bad men and I'll let you guide me past the bad women. How's that?" asked Steve as he put his arm around Gwen's waist and walked with her.
The weekend came quickly and Saturday morning saw a small caravan leave Sparta bound for the inauguration of the new governor. Lisa had asked Mike Boone to attend the gala with her and they took his car. Steve rode with Gwen, Kate, and their parents. Laura and Coach Watkins took his car while Angela Walker drove out Friday evening and spent the night.
"I mentioned to Amber Stahl that we'd be attending the festivities and that Steve and I would be dancing our dance at the Ball. I suggested that we'd be very receptive to her covering any part of our activities, and less receptive to other news people," revealed Gwen. 'She called me back last night and told me that her station had managed to wrangle a place for her at the inauguration and Ball. She complained that she only had a few hours to get a new gown for the occasion, but she was really pleased that we thought of her.
"Amber O'Leary called yesterday. She said that she had a major department store very interested in her designs. According to her, they were very complimentary about us and were pleased that we were involved in the project. They were really impressed when she told them that we were going to donate all the profits to the hospital fund. She thought that might have been the clincher for the deal. They promised a final decision by early next week. This thing could take off, Steve. How cool would that be?"
"I'm having trouble imagining all of this. If it turns out that it raises money for the building fund, it'll be very cool. With beautiful models like the Anderson sisters, how can this not be a success?"
"I could get used to having this guy around all of the time. He's such a good judge of beauty," quipped Kate. "I wonder how it would have worked out if I had been reading at the mall that day instead of Gwen, and she had been shopping for clothes. What do you think, Steve?"
"If I had seen you first? I guess I would have stopped looking, Kate. You're a living doll. But, fate led me to Gwen first and I can't seem to get past her, and I really don't want to, either."
For the actual inauguration, Governor-elect O'Leary had Steve and Gwen sit right behind his immediate family and in front of many of his supporters and donors. Steve tried to protest the seating arrangements, but Amber quickly ended that discussion.
"Dad has his reasons. Remember, he beat the incumbent, so he knows what he's doing. He's repaying you for saving us, but he's also taking advantage of the fact that you and Gwen are hot commodities right now. It'll be very good public relations to have you as a personal friend, and vice versa. Just sit there, look studly, and clap now and then."
After the swearing-in, Steve, Gwen, and the rest headed for their rooms that Amber had reserved for them at an upscale hotel less than a block from the Governor's Mansion, were the Ball was to be held. When they went to check in, they found that rooms had been reserved for couples, including Steve and Gwen, Lisa and Mike, Ted and Paula, Laura and Coach Watkins, and Kate and Angela Walker.
Ted addressed the situation immediately. "These reservations aren't going to work this way. Paula and I will have a room, my daughters will share a room, Mike and Steve can share a room, and Angela can have one to herself. Laura and Coach Watkins are able to determine for themselves where they want to spend the night. Any questions or complaints?"
"I'm pretty content with things as they are," laughed Laura as she wrapped her arm around Coach's Watkins. "My dad's over a thousand miles away, so I'll be sharing my room with this guy!"
"Maybe one of us could spend the night with Ms. Walker, if she doesn't mind? That would make it less crowded," offered Gwen.
"Okay, I'll take Steve," deadpanned Angela Walker to the shocked gathering. "My father's only a hundred miles away, but I'm sure he'd approve."
Gwen was still in shock as everyone else began to laugh quite heartily. "Ms. Walker! I think we're going to have some fun tonight!" laughed Lisa. "I like the way you think. That was so funny!"
"What? You think I'm joking?" laughed Angela Walker. "Wait until the champagne kicks in tonight."
Amber O'Leary had reserved a room in the mansion for the girls to change their gowns. It was a bedroom in the living area of the mansion. Steve was shown what appeared to have been a large closet where his tuxedos were hanging.
"It isn't much, but you get changed so fast there wasn't much reason to use another bedroom for your clothes. We have a full house tonight. I'll be sleeping in the room the girls are using for their gowns. This is going to be a big night for my dad, and for us. I have a few media people that owe me favors and they'll be mentioning that I designed the girls' gowns and your tuxedos. Gwen said she has her favorite reporter here as well. I think we should be able to garner a lot of good publicity. And, I expect you to save a dance for me."
Steve quickly changed into his first tuxedo for the evening and stepped into the hallway, bumping into Amber Stahl as he did so. "Excuse me, Ma'am. I apologize for being such a clumsy oaf. Are you a supermodel? Here for the festivities?"
"Thanks! I appreciate the compliment, but we both know I'm no supermodel, like your girlfriend and her sisters. I'm just trying to be a good reporter," replied Amber modestly.
"Well, with a face and figure like yours, you could be one of the ladies on Fox News or the Weather Channel. You really clean up well, Amber. I think your combination of smarts, good looks, and hard work will take you pretty far."
"It sure doesn't hurt that you and Gwen keep insisting that I be the one to cover you when possible. I have to thank you for that. It's really given my career a boost."
"It's a symbiotic relationship. You help us get the coverage we need to raise money for the hospital fund, and we'll try to help you climb up to the top. I'll be watching you anchor the evening news some night and feel proud that we started out together in Sparta."
Steve waited for Gwen and escorted her into the grand ballroom. What looked like a small orchestra, or a large band, occupied a raised platform on the side of the dance floor. Steve noticed a computer plugged into a sound system and realized that it would be a simple matter to play recorded music at any time.
"Lisa is a little worried about Mike," whispered Gwen as the couple gazed at the decorations and signs hanging everywhere. "He wasn't very happy that Dad said we sisters are sleeping together. He also told Lisa that he doesn't like her dancing with other guys, especially you."
"I tried to explain to him that the more your sisters liked me, the more you would like me. But that you were the only girl for me. I told him that Kate and Lisa would never betray you and they knew that I was safe to flirt with and tease. I guess he couldn't wrap his head around it."
"It seems to be a difficult concept for a lot of men, but the guy that wins Lisa's heart will have to accept that she loves you, and not only like a brother. The good side of that, for him, will be that if Lisa loves him, so will Kate and I. She needs a confident, mature man, like the one I found."
The festivities began with the governor and his wife sweeping into the room as they were announced. They had the entire floor to themselves for the first dance. When the second song began, Steve took Gwen into his arms and led her around the dance floor. He noticed that Amber Stahl had a much smaller camera than usual as she shadowed them for a couple minutes. After the first dance of the evening, Governor O'Leary stepped to the microphone and welcomed everyone. Then he announced a special treat for the crowd.
"You've all seen the dance videos on the internet. You've all seen the drama of two infants rescued from the frigid waters of the Emerson River. Now you'll have the distinct pleasure of watching, live and in person, my friends, Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer as they once again perform the incredibly beautiful 'Lady in Red'. Please welcome these two amazing young people!"
The crowd clapped politely until the music began. Steve led Gwen to the center of the floor and took her in his arms and together they danced their dance better than they had ever danced it before. The red gown the Amber had designed for Gwen was sexy without looking slutty. Steve's tuxedo had some red lines along the lapel that matched Gwen's dress. The music was played perfectly and the singer managed a credible job with the lyrics.
Gwen's family watched with pride from a raised area near the dance floor. The governor, his wife Janice, daughter Amber, and Amber's boyfriend stood with them.
"That's absolutely beautiful," gasped Amber. "I've never seen a better looking couple anywhere. They're so graceful, so elegant, so in love. It shines through in every step they take."
When the song ended, Gwen placed both arms around Steve's neck and kissed him on the lips before turning away to face those watching. She flashed a great smile and waved as the ovation went on. Steve managed to keep his smile under control as he took a couple bows with Gwen.
Once the next song began Steve, Gwen, and Lisa all left the room to change for their next big dance. Steve was ready in a few minutes and waited another five for the two girls to return. They returned to the ballroom just in time to hear Amber's boyfriend ask Amber to marry him in front of the entire room. Much to his relief, Amber immediately accepted and jumped into his arms before he even regained his feet. Once again the crowd applauded and cheered.
Shortly afterward, Amber led her fiancé over to visit Lisa, Gwen, and Steve. "This is the incredible Gwen Anderson, her equally beautiful sister, Lisa, and the guy I kept telling you about, Steve Hammer. I want you all to meet my fiancé, Brad Hunter."
"Captain Hunter," greeted Steve as he shook the other man's hand. "Amber told us about you. It's a good thing you proposed to her. Girls like her are always in high demand. You're a lucky man, Congratulations."
"Thanks. I know I'm a lucky guy. You seem to be doing alright for yourself, Steve. You're always surrounded by beautiful women. It must be tough."
"It's a cross I have to bear, Captain. There's no use complaining," laughed Steve.
"I can tell you have a military background. You knew from my uniform that I'm a captain and you address me like an officer. I understand your father was a Navy SEAL. I've had the pleasure of working with some and if I can't find an Army Ranger to watch my back, Navy SEALs are my next choice. They're very good."
Gwen watched the two men interact and realized that was one of the things that set Steve apart from the other kids at school. He was military in his poise and confidence. He was a natural leader. He and Amber's fiancé were very much alike. They were relaxed and smiling, but the steel in them was always apparent. They were men, not boys.
When the dancing began again, Steve found himself with some very pretty daughters of government officials, and occasionally the girls' mothers. He noticed that Gwen and Lisa never lacked for dance companions. Then he saw Kate with Amber's 17 year old cousin and it was obvious the boy was smitten with her. Paula and Ted seemed to have a good time, but Mike Boone was nowhere to be seen. Laura and Coach Watkins didn't seem to miss a single dance and even Ms. Walker was kept quite busy with dance partners.
"You and Lisa are up next," stated Amber as she caught up with Steve after a dance. "Remember that the better the crowd likes it, the better the chances of marketing our line. And if it's really good, it'll be shown on TV and YouTube a million times."
Steve grabbed Lisa's hand and headed for the center of the dance floor just as 'Have You Ever Really Loved a Woman?' began to play. Steve put extra life in his steps and Lisa responded immediately. Their footwork synchronized perfectly and Steve's lifts were precise and powerful. Lisa's Spanish style dress showed enough cleavage and leg to garner a lot of admiration from every male in the room.
Near the finish, as Steve slowly lowered Lisa and lingered with her heaving bosom near his face, sighs could be heard from all over the ballroom. Then he placed her gracefully on the floor and they turned and bowed. Lisa sported a huge smile as she wrapped an arm around Steve's waist and hugged him to her and waved with her other hand. She knew that she had performed as well as she possibly could and she felt great. As the applause slowed down, Steve looked around the room.
"I don't see Mike anywhere," worried Steve. "I sure hope he didn't miss seeing you give the performance of a lifetime!"
"You won't be seeing that jealous ass anymore," admitted Lisa as she continued to smile. "He told me he wanted me to stop dancing with strangers, and especially with you. He said he'd leave if I didn't stop. I told him to not let the door hit him on the ass on the way out. This is the biggest, best affair I've ever attended and I want to make it memorable."
"You sure did that!" gushed Amber as she approached the couple. "Brad's brother has been asking me all about you, Lisa. He's in his last year at West Point and he's almost as hunky as Brad. Would you mind if I brought him over? He's a little shy, but he's the real deal."
"Are you kidding? If he looks anything like Brad, I'd be nuts to decline," responded Lisa as Amber hugged her briefly and headed back through the crowd.
"That was incredible!" raved Gwen when she reached Lisa's side. "Steve, you seemed to have some extra flair or something, but Lisa was just burning the house down. That was way beyond smoldering. I'll have to really push our next dance or I'll be the forgotten sister tonight."
Amber suddenly reappeared with a tall, handsome man in uniform. "Lisa Anderson, this is Jason Hunter, Brad's brother and an ardent admirer of your dance skills. Gwen, Steve, this is West Point's best looking cadet, Jason Hunter."
Steve noticed that Lisa was staring at Jason and gave her an elbow to jar her out if her trance before he spoke. "Jason, it's great to meet you. Lisa was just complaining to me that she didn't have anyone to dance with now. Would you mind escorting her onto the floor and dancing with her?"
For his part, Jason never took his eyes off Lisa, even when he was introduced to Gwen and Steve. Taking Steve's suggestion, he took Lisa's hand and started for the dance floor.
"He acted just like I did the first time I saw you!" laughed Steve. "Lisa seemed to be taken by him, too. I wonder where this will lead."
"She reminded me of the time you sat at my table at the mall the first day we met. I just stared at you. I couldn't think or anything," admitted Gwen. "I wondered why an amazing guy like you would waste any time with me."
"You can see why Jason is so interested in Lisa, can't you? You need to realize that you're gorgeous, too. You and Lisa, and Kate for that matter, are uncommonly beautiful. Never doubt your appeal to men. Just try to control it when I'm not around," cautioned Steve good naturedly.
"What about Mike? I almost forgot about him. Where is he? And what will he say?" wondered Gwen.
"He's on Route 66 headed home and Lisa won't miss him for a second. She just traded up about a hundred positions in the draft. Jason has the look of a solid, dependable type of guy. He's almost through West Point and he'll be commissioned an officer soon. I'd say Lisa may have found her Prince Charming."
"He was awfully good looking, although it wasn't very flattering that he never even looked at me. I guess I'll forgive him this time. He sure looked good in that uniform!"allowed Gwen.
Paula and Laura joined Gwen in the ladies' room between songs. "Gwen, do you know who that young man in uniform is that's so attentive to Lisa? What happened to Mike?"



"Mike got all jealous and left. That handsome guy drooling all over Lisa is Jason Hunter. His brother is engaged to Amber. He's graduating from West Point in a few months. Steve seems to approve and so do I. Lisa may have found what she's been looking for all these years," responded Gwen.
The evening was just past the half way point when Steve and Gwen performed their Tango. This time Steve quickly realized that he needed to step up his game or Gwen would be leaving him behind. She was determined to dazzle, and dazzle she did. Her gown showed a considerable amount of her substantial cleavage as it seemed to flow around her. Steve was determined to not be a reason for Gwen to be disappointed and performed precisely, but with emotion.
Once again, the audience showed its obvious approval. Gwen positively beamed as she thanked everyone. Lisa congratulated them and then asked Steve to dance with her.
"Is anything wrong? Has that Jason done something?" asked Steve.
"Yes, he's done something, but nothing's wrong," responded Lisa. "I just want to know what you think of him, Steve. He seems so perfect, maybe too perfect. I haven't always been the best judge of character, although I knew you were a winner. Do I dare like him or is he a jerk that'll hurt me down the road?"
"He may hurt you, but that's a chance you take with any relationship. I'd have to say that what little I know of him, he's a good guy. Not everyone makes it through West Point. His brother must be pretty high caliber if Amber has fallen in love with him.
"You need to watch and see if he gets jealous, or obnoxious, when you're around other men. Mike wasn't able to handle your beauty. His way of keeping a beautiful girlfriend would have been to hide you, or at least keep you away from most men. You have to be sure he'll respect you, your sisters, and parents. He needs to show you that he trusts you completely, even though you're incredibly beautiful and men will be hitting on you all the time.
"Look at Gwen dancing over there. That guy's she dancing with keeps trying to pull her closer but she's keeping him at a safe distance. I trust her. It took a while to learn that she doesn't belong to me, but rather that she chooses to be with me. If she decided she wanted to be with someone else, I couldn't stop her. I can only keep her by trusting her and trying to be what she needs and wants. She's come to understand that and she usually doesn't worry too much about other girls around me. At least not since she faced down Amber in the locker room.
"To answer your question, he looks like a pretty good guy. You were speechless when you first met him, and he wasn't any better. It reminded Gwen and me of when we first met. Go a little slow, but don't be afraid to learn more about him. I'll feel him out when I can, but your instincts are good. You'll find out soon enough if he's the one."
"Thanks, Steve. You really helped. I can tell you one deal breaker. He needs to understand that I love you, and he'd better learn to love Kate and Gwen, or he's got no chance. I'm sure of that much. If he can't accept that I think the world of you, he'll never fit into my life."
Steve had to change once again before his dance with Kate. His tuxedo for that dance was almost retro as it had a fifty's sort of look. Kate had paid close attention to the powerful performances her sisters had delivered and was not going to be outdone. Steve had everything he could do to keep up with Kate as they danced to "Little Sister" and the crowd roared its approval.
Amber O'Leary was ecstatic with the way the evening had progressed. "That was great! I just hope some of these dances make it on the news. I'm supposed to hear back from Macy's next week. If they see how good the Andersons look in these gowns, they'll be sure to order them. What woman wouldn't want to look like you three? I have a crew set up on the balcony to video everything tonight. I'll be able to show their marketing department just how good these designs look on real women, in case they miss it on TV."
It was well after midnight when the tired troupe made it back to their hotel. Kate was excited about the attention Amber's cousin and a couple other boys showed her. Lisa walked around with a silly grin on her face, while Gwen simply held Steve's hand and listened to the conversation. Laura and Coach Watkins quickly said goodnight and headed for their room, as did Ms. Walker.
"I'm too tired to police you kids," stated Ted Anderson. "Steve, I want you to stay out of the girls' room, and you girls are not to go into Steve's. Do we all agree to follow my wishes? Since there is no dissent, I assume we all agree. Don't disappoint me."
Steve was too wired to sleep, so he slipped into a swimsuit and wandered down to the hot tub. As he walked, Steve texted Gwen. He invited her to join him in the hot tub. A short while later, he was leaning back with his eyes closed when he felt hands cover his eyes. Then he felt tender kisses on his neck. Then breasts pushed against the back of his head.
Steve slid his hand behind his head and gently squeezed a breast that was pressed against him. He was rewarded with a soft moan, so he slid his other hand behind his head and squeezed the other breast. Now he had one of Gwen's breasts in each hand.
"I'll give you just ten minutes to release them, Steve. Then I'm going to get angry," giggled Gwen.
Steve jumped as if he had been shot. He lunged to his feet and looked around. Lisa had been the one behind him, while Kate and Gwen were standing in front of him.
"Gwen! I thought it was you! I'd never do that to Lisa. I'm so sorry! Why did you let her do that? You should have guessed my reaction, if I thought it was you behind me. I apologize, Lisa. Kate, I'm sorry for behaving so poorly in front of you. That was a huge mistake."
"Relax. We just played a little joke on you. You should be glad it was Lisa and not Kate. It was Kate's idea. Lisa isn't complaining and neither am I, and from the look of your trunks, you're not very upset either," responded Gwen.
Steve looked down and realized he had an erection trying to tear out the leg of his trunks. Embarrassed, he quickly sat back down and gathered his thoughts.
"Girls, sit down with me and allow me to try to explain how I feel about things like this," invited Steve as Gwen slid into the water and took a seat next to him. "I really enjoy the way all of you treat me like I'm something special and that you act like you want to go to bed with me.
"That's very good for my self esteem and confidence. I love the way you flirt with me and tease me. That makes me feel great. I love that Lisa was comfortable enough with me to pose topless. I can't tell you how much it means to me that you all trust me like you do. But, I can't be taking advantage of any of you or I'll lose your trust, and my self respect. This was kind of funny now that it's over, but it starts us down a slippery slope. You girls are all incredible. I pretty much love all of you, but Gwen is my girlfriend. I have to keep her trust.
"Suppose something happened and I wound up stuck in a cabin overnight with Lisa or Kate, or both of them, I wouldn't want any of you to worry about me, to wonder if I'm safe to be with. I want absolute trust from all of you. You teasing and flirting with me is great. Crossing the line by me touching one of you will eventually ruin that trust. I can't be the aggressor. I love when Kate or Lisa wraps their arms around me and kisses me. Notice that I never initiate a kiss or touch them inappropriately, at least until just now. It may sound weird, but you should be able to be naked and climb all over me without any attempts on my part to take advantage of you. I will take advantage of Gwen, if she indicates that it's okay with her, or better yet, if she wants me to do so.
"Does this make any sense to you girls? I want you to be as free with me as you want, or dare, but I can't try to take advantage of you in any way. I just had Lisa's breasts in my hands. It wasn't intentional, but it was great. And therein lies the danger. You are exceptionally beautiful, wonderful girls. I'm male. Don't deceive me that way. I don't ever want to feel like I betrayed any of you. You all mean way too much to me.
"If the shoe were on the other foot, I promise that I would not be able to see some other guy touching Gwen's breasts. I hope you understand that. That would not be a joke to me. However, if Lisa and Jason hit it off real well, I wouldn't be upset if we were all on a topless beach or something. I can stand having other men that I trust having the same advantages as I do. I can't share Gwen and don't expect her to share me. That's why I can't be touching Kate and Lisa. It's not fair to any of us. I need you girls to all trust me. That's extremely important to me."
"Wow! You've given all of this a lot of thought, haven't you? I can't argue with any of it. I'll never allow some other guy to touch me like that," promised Gwen. "I can see why you might not feel like this was a funny joke. Imagine you squeezing Lisa's 'girls' and she's fine with it, but you're upset. That just sounds so weird, but I understand what you mean. Where will a trick like that lead? I love that Kate and Lisa are so comfortable with you. It helps reaffirm that I have a really great boyfriend. I never want to lose that. If Jason turns out to be the guy for Lisa, I want him to be like you. I want to be able to hug and kiss him, but never worry that he'll try to take it farther."
Lisa reached across Gwen and gently slapped Steve's face. "That's for taking liberties with 'the girls'! No matter how much I rub them against you, or parade them in front of you, never think you can take advantage of them, or me! Seriously, we learned our lesson. I don't ever want you to feel uncomfortable around me. I don't want to lose what we have. It's special. Gwen has been very understanding, and when I find that special guy for me, Gwen and Kate had better tease him mercilessly, like we do to you. That'll be the proof that they think my boyfriend is a keeper."
"I didn't do anything wrong," laughed Kate as she sat on Steve's lap. "That means I can still flirt with you. I tried to talk them out of it, but they wouldn't listen."
"Yeah, right! Kate was the one that thought of it and wanted to be the one to cover your eyes. This would have turned out much worse if she had been the one you groped. I know how you feel about her being underage and appropriate behavior, and how much you respect Dad's wishes," added Gwen. "From now on, the only 'girls' you are allowed to enjoy, by accident or design, are the two in my top."
Suddenly the door to the room opened and two laughing couples entered. "Sorry, we didn't think anyone would be here this late," stated one of the women. You don't mind if we use the other hot tub, I hope?"
As the foursome walked to the second tub, one of the men stared at Steve and the girls. "Aren't you the Anderson sisters? You danced at the Inauguration Ball earlier, right? We watched some of it on TV while we ate dinner. You ladies looked incredible!"
"Well thank you!" responded Gwen. "That answers my question about whether it was on TV and if anyone would notice."
"Are you kidding?" chimed in one of the young women in the group. "Your gowns were incredible! Where did you get them? I bet they were really expensive."
"Governor O'Leary's daughter, Amber, designed them. We're trying to market them at Macy's and if we're successful, you'll see them for sale there. They won't be very expensive. All profits will be donated to a fund to expand our local hospital in Sparta. It's a great cause," enthused Gwen.
"The gowns looked great, but where did you get your swim suits?" asked the second woman. "They're really sexy, as you can tell by the way our husbands are staring. May I ask if one of you is dating the lucky guy sitting between two sisters and holding another on his lap?"
"Yeah, he's my boyfriend, but my sisters like him a lot so I have to share him, but not too much, if you know what I mean," replied Gwen.
"I sure do, Honey!" laughed the woman. "That would make you 'The Lady in Red' and the 'Heroine of the Emerson River Rescue'. It would also explain the red suit you're wearing. I watched that river rescue on live TV and it was the most amazing thing I've ever seen. When your swimsuits come out in the stores, I'll be getting a couple, although I know I won't look like you or your sisters when I wear them. Could I take a picture of you guys with my phone? I can't wait to tell everyone who I ran into late one night in the hot tub!"
Gwen and her sisters posed for several pictures with Steve. Soon Steve wound up taking photos of the two couples posing with the girls and finally, the two men posing with the sisters.
"These guys will have the pictures posted on FaceBook before they go to bed tonight. They'll be bragging to their friends that they met the Anderson sisters, in a hot tub, no less!" chuckled one of the fellow's wife. "Thanks so much!"
The kids returned to their rooms. Steve was still restless, so he turned on the television to watch highlights of the inauguration. He made a mental note to thank Amber Stahl the next time he saw her. She had a really nice feature on the folks from Sparta. Steve marveled at how amazing Gwen and her sisters looked on the small screen.
At that very moment, in a rented home a few miles away, six men sat in front of a plasma TV, watching highlights of Governor O'Leary's inauguration. "It seems that we now have a target, My Brothers. This state is so proud of its athletic teams. This Sparta won a sports championship. Now its students are prancing half naked at a public event, with no shame.
"Red is the color for whores. 'The Lady in Red' will be wearing blood red before the week is out. We'll destroy the school; kill these so-called heroes, and many of their friends. This governor was on the Armed Services Committee when he was in Congress. He supported the invasion of our homeland. We'll make certain that he understands that he bears the responsibility for our act of retribution. Vengeance will be ours!
"We leave in the morning for Sparta. Within a few days, the entire world will know that we will not tolerate the American occupation of our homeland. We shall drive them out by attacking them here, in the Heartland of America."
The following morning saw Gwen, Kate, and Steve riding back to Sparta with Gwen's parents. Lisa was dropped off at her dorm since her classes would be starting the next day.
"Yesterday was incredible," enthused Gwen. "We all danced quite well and garnered some positive press for our class fund raising venture. Our gowns were stunning. Amber has real talent and just might be able to convince Macy's to purchase the line.
"I found out that Ms. Walker had made arrangements for Dave Kite to cover the event as a member of the press. He should have all sorts of good videos for his YouTube and FaceBook sites.
"And maybe best of all, Lisa finally met up with a really good guy. He and Steve got along well and that's important to Lisa. She feels badly that she didn't introduce him to Dad last night, but things were pretty hectic. Without Dad's approval, Jason won't last long with her. But what is there to not approve of, anyway? He's almost as big and strong as Steve, almost as good looking, and he's almost as tough as a Navy SEAL. I understand that Army Rangers aren't exactly wimps," laughed Gwen.
"If Steve goes into the Navy and becomes a SEAL, and Lisa gets serious with an Army Ranger, what kind of guy will I have to find to keep up with my sisters?" mused Kate. "He'll have to be some sort of Special Forces Delta dude, at the very least. Does Chuck Norris have any grandsons?"
As Steve entered his homeroom Monday morning, Ms. Walker was speaking to those students already present. "We're going to have a brief meeting first thing Wednesday morning. The Sophomore Class will be using the auditorium, so we'll just meet down below them, in the gym. We should have an accounting of how much we've raised for the senior class hospital fund. I think you'll all be surprised and pleased at the numbers."
Tuesday afternoon, Gwen was obviously excited when she met Steve for lunch. "Amber called a little while ago. She said that Macy's has decided to proceed with the purchase of the 'Lady in Red' line of swim and evening wear! They want us, including Kate and Lisa, to make appearances at different stores all over the state and in a few neighboring states to promote the line! We'll have to do that on weekends and holidays. They'll pay the traveling expenses, even if we have to fly to some of the more distant locations. Can you believe it?"
"I can believe that they'd want you and Kate and Lisa," agreed Steve. "I have to wonder if they wanted me, or if Amber or you misunderstood. You saw how those people were the other night. They wanted to be photographed with the Anderson Sisters. No one mentioned anything about wanting to be photographed with me."
"You weren't paying much attention. I saw how those women looked at you. They just didn't want to embarrass their husbands by making a big deal out of being photographed with you. They were talking about having the best looking photographer ever when you were taking the pictures. Those high school girls will buy anything that you try to sell them, so be warned. Don't get carried away charming them. I'll be watching!"
"Don't worry about that. I really doubt that I'll have many people even remember my name. They'll be looking at you and your sisters. I'm anxious to hear how much we've raised for the hospital fund so far. I know we gained $20,000 for that TV movie they're going to start making this week. We should have a very interesting meeting tomorrow morning."
Steve had no idea just how interesting the next day was destined to be. It would become a day that people across the state would never forget. It would be a day that would forever define Sparta
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Steve had promised Tyler Smith that he'd ride with him when he went to Stephanie's home to pick her up. He was going to give her a ride to school for the first time. Tyler was surprisingly shy around Gwen's cousin and he wanted Steve to carry the conversation during the ride. Steve found himself going up the walk with Tyler to ring her parents' doorbell.
"This is getting a little ridiculous," complained Steve as he stood behind Tyler waiting for the door to be answered. "You've met Diane a few times. You know she won't yell at you or anything. You don't need me to hold your hand."
"Hello, boys." greeted Diane. "Stephanie will be right down. She was putting the finishing touches on her hair when you rang the bell. Paula told me that your dances were big successes at the Inauguration, Steve. She said the girls really tried to outdo each other and were all great. We watched you guys on our 55 inch screen and it sure looked good from here."
Steve pulled Diane into his arms and danced around the kitchen to a song playing on the radio. "Diane, you've been super. You're making us all look good and we don't thank you nearly enough. Maybe Gwen and I could take you and your husband out to dinner some night, as a small token of our appreciation?"
"That would be wonderful. I'm trying to be the one woman in the whole family that doesn't get all goofy when you're around, but I'll risk it for a nice dinner. Mom asks about you every time I speak to her. Paula and her girls all think you're tops and Stephanie can't stop talking about you. That only leaves me, and if you don't stop dancing me around the kitchen, I'll be as far gone as they are," laughed Diane. "Here's Stephanie now."
"Hi, Tyler," greeted Stephanie as she hugged Steve as soon as her mother released him. "When are you going to dance in public with me, Steve? I watched you on TV with my cousins and you were all amazing. Do you think I'll ever be as pretty as Lisa and Gwen?"
"Tyler seems to think so," laughed Steve. "He keeps coming back, even when you ignore him. That tells me that the poor guy has it pretty bad. He's giving you a ride to school today, so you'll just have to sit in the front seat and be nice to him. Some kids might even think that you like him."
"He should be glad to give me rides after I let him step on my toes all the time," insisted Stephanie. "Maybe I'll let him take me to a dance once he gets a little better. I should get rewarded for my suffering. A few rides to school isn't too high a price to pay for the senior football star that caught 'The Pass' a few weeks ago."
"Let's get going," urged Steve. "I just remembered that we're having a meeting this morning and we should be there by now. Don't worry, Diane. Tyler won't speed and I'll make sure that Steph gets there safely."
As they pulled into the school parking lot, Tyler made a suggestion. "We might be able to get Ralph to let us in the west door of the gym and that would save us walking all the way around the library, and about three minutes. Stephanie can go right up the stairs on that side of the building and make her meeting almost on time."
As the trio approached the gym door on the west side, they saw a large man wearing coveralls standing near a white van. "It looks like they're going to finish the gym floor again," observed Tyler. "They usually wait until after the basketball season is over. I wonder if Ralph's around."
As they approached the man, Stephanie noticed that the he was talking on his cell phone. She was near enough to realize he wasn't speaking in English, but she wasn't able to recognize the language. The man glared at them as they headed for the gym door, which was slightly ajar with a piece of wood blocking it from closing completely. The man said something into his cell phone and then slid it into his coverall pocket. Then he moved to intercept the three students as they walked toward the door.
Stephanie was stunned when Steve suddenly drove his fist into the man's face! As the man began to sag, Steve moved behind him and caught him under the arms. He ran a hand over the man's chest and stomach, seemingly searching for something. Nodding to himself, Steve placed one hand on the man's chin and the other on his head. Then he gave a very violent twist. Stephanie heard bones break!
"Shit!" yelled Tyler as Steve lowered the man to the pavement. "You just killed that guy! Have you gone crazy?"
Steve tugged the zipper on the man's coveralls down to his stomach to expose wires and numerous bundles taped together. Stuffed in the man's waistband were two handguns.
"Steph, run like you've never run before and pull the fire alarm by the library. Then get as far away from the school as you can. This guy's a suicide bomber and there're four more inside the gym! Get going!" demanded Steve as he pulled the handguns from the man's waist and checked the magazines to be sure they were loaded.
He quickly patted the body down and found a deadly looking knife in a sheath on the man's hip. He pulled the knife, looked at the wires and immediately severed a green one. Steve slid the knife between his belt and his pants. He gripped a gun in each hand and turned to Tyler.
"When I give you the signal, pull that door open without exposing yourself to anyone inside. Once I go in, call 911 and get back a long ways."
Suddenly there was a long burst of gunfire from inside the gym. Screams echoed across the parking lot. Steve nodded to Tyler to pull open the door.
Gwen had arrived in the gym with Charlotte and Billy. They took seats on the front bleachers and chatted as others began to file in. Jared White came in and sat next to Gwen. The senior class had five home rooms, so the five homeroom teachers attended the meeting. Ms. Walker checked her watch and asked everyone to quiet down so that she could begin.
Just as Ms. Walker started to address the group, four men in coveralls entered the gym from the west door, which was technically an emergency exit. They quickly spread out as they approached the students. They had been walking with a hand held behind their bodies. The first man nodded and all four swung guns from behind them and pointed them at the group.
"What's the meaning of this?" demanded Ms. Walker nervously.
"I want everyone to go over by that wall," demanded the apparent leader with a very heavy accent. "Stand by that wall, now!"
"When a guy tells you to get into the trunk of the car; never get into the trunk," stated Jared firmly. "We'll just stay where we are and you can go to hell!"
When Jared spoke, the gang's leader turned his gaze toward him. Gwen saw the dark man's eyes light up when he noticed her sitting next to Jared.
"It's the 'whore in red', isn't it?" laughed the man. "Where's hero now? With a different whore?"
Just as the leader spoke, the student sitting at the end of the group jumped up and ran for the door. The gunman closest to him turned and shot him twice in the back. Pandemonium followed as students began to flee across the bleachers and toward the exits.
The leader pointed his weapon at Gwen. As he squeezed the trigger, Jared yanked her arm and she was pulled toward him. The bullet slammed into the bleacher behind where she had been sitting. Before the gunman could fire again, Jared pulled Gwen to his chest and he turned his back on the shooter.
Gwen could actually feel the impact of bullets as they tore into Jared's body. His grip on her arms tightened momentarily and then slowly began to relax. Gwen's head was crushed against Jared's chest with her face turned to the right. She saw Billy step in front of Charlotte. Then red spots suddenly appeared on his shirt and he began to crumble.
Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion. The fire alarm sounded and mixed with the screams of the victims. Just as fast as it began, the shooting stopped. Kids were lying in the bleachers, trying to conceal themselves from the shooters. Others were sprawled across the benches and some were on the floor. Jared slowly released his grip on Gwen and dropped to the floor. From the corner of her eye, Gwen saw Billy slump across the bleachers.
Gwen looked up at her attacker. He smiled wickedly as he raised his gun. At that moment, the west door to the gym swung open violently and Steve Hammer strode in with a gun in each hand. In unison, the gunmen swung their weapons at him and opened fire.
Steve had indicated to Tyler that he wanted him to open the door. Tyler ripped it open and held it. As Steve entered the gym, he quickly located the terrorists. Steve's hours of training and practice made the next half minute almost second nature to him. He brought both guns into play. He double tapped the first shooter in the forehead immediately and focused on the second. As he pulled the trigger, Steve felt something slam into his leg. As he began to fall, he jerked again as his right shoulder felt like it had been hit with a hammer.
Unable to lift his right arm, Steve raised the gun in his left hand, and from a kneeling position, returned fire at the remaining two terrorists. Something slammed into his chest as he snapped off four rapid rounds. Suddenly, the gym fell quiet, except for the cries and moans from the wounded and frightened.
Steve, intent on reaching the gunmen, began to practically crawl toward them. "Steve!" cried Gwen as she rushed to his side. "Lie down! You're bleeding a lot."
"Gwen, take the knife behind my belt. These bastards have bombs on them and they'll be remotely activated any second! Cut the green wires, but don't touch any others. Do it now or we'll all blow up!"
Gwen immediately realized that Steve wouldn't be wrong on something this serious. She reached down and pulled the knife from Steve's belt and raced to the first body. She overcame her feelings of disgust for the dead man. His eyes were open, but two holes in his forehead leaked blood. She pulled the zipper down on his coveralls and quickly found the green wire and severed it. Then she sped to the next body and repeated her actions. It took her less than a minute to cut all four green wires and return to Steve.
Most of the students had fled the building, but about a dozen remained. They were trying to help the injured. Gwen saw Charlotte gently move Billy off the bleachers and place him on the floor. Blood covered his front. Jared was still lying where he had dropped as blood spread across the back of his shirt.
Kneeling by Steve, Gwen pulled out her phone and pressed a programmed number. It was answered on the second ring.
"Hey, Gwen! Shouldn't you be in class now?" asked Laura as she answered her cell.
"Laura! There's been a mass shooting at the school. We need ambulances and any help you can give us. I count at least 14 people shot and bleeding here in the gym. There's probably a few more wounded that managed to leave the building. Can you help us give first aid to the victims?"
"A shooting at the school?" echoed Laura loud enough so others at the hospital could hear her clearly. "Multiple injuries? Let me give you some phone numbers. Repeat them to the others so they can call and talk to someone that can help them care for the wounded."
"Just a minute! Guys!" yelled Gwen. "I have a doctor on the phone. She'll give me number you can call to have someone tell you how to care for the injured. Charlotte, you have the first number. I'll say it once and then point at the next person for the next number. Okay, Laura, be quick!"
In less than a minute, Laura had passed ten phone numbers on to Gwen and soon the kids were on line with someone, doctor or nurse, trained in emergency medicine.
"I've got Steve here. He's been shot several times, but it looks like blood is just pouring from a wound in his upper leg, near his crotch. I'm pulling his pants down and I see blood spurting. It must be an artery," reasoned Gwen.
"Here's what I want you to do," responded Laura calmly. "You need to take a cloth, like a piece of Steve's shirt and fold it up and press it tightly to the wound. You've got to slow the bleeding. If you can, find something to tie around his leg over the bandage to keep it tightly in place."
Gwen had placed the phone on speaker as she worked over Steve. She used the knife to cut the front of his shirt off and folded that piece into a bandage. Then she snaked his belt around his upper leg and drew it tight, securing the makeshift bandage in place. Gwen felt some relief as the bleeding seemed to slow appreciably. Then she cut another bandage from his shirt and placed it over his bleeding shoulder. Looking around, she failed to see anything to use to secure the bandage, so she pulled her blouse off and ran a sleeve around Steve's armpit and over the bandage. Then she ran the rest of the garment around Steve's chest under his other arm and tied the second sleeve to the first sleeve. It effectively held the makeshift bandage in place.
As she worked on his wounds, she questioned Steve about his sudden appearance with two handguns and a knife. At this point, nothing surprised her as Steve briefly explained his actions of the previous few minutes.
"Gwen, I'm hearing from the ambulance crews that the police won't allow them on the school property, let alone enter the building. They're worried about the shooters killing more people. Is it safe in there now?" asked Laura. "There's also a lot of concern about explosives."
"Yes, it's safe! Steve shot the cowardly bastards! I checked every one of them and they're deader than hell. I disarmed the bombs following Steve's instructions. We have people bleeding to death in here! We need help NOW! Send them to the gym!"
Gwen could hear Laura yelling orders to someone in the background. "The shooters are all dead! Steve Hammer took them all out. They've disarmed the explosives. There're kids dying in there and the emergency personnel need to be allowed on site right goddamn now!"
As she listened to Laura on her phone, Gwen looked over to see the status of Jared. Two kids were holding bandages to his back and talking to him. Gwen felt relief when she saw one of Jared's hands move. She knew he had to still be alive, at least for the moment.
Nancy Burns was seething as she carried her EMT kit into the gym. The police had locked the entire school down after learning that the terrorists had bombs on their bodies. It would take hours for any bomb squad to reach Sparta and there were victims inside that needed immediate assistance. She had been in a confrontation with the local police chief when Dr. Laura Masters paged him on the police band.
"Chief, I'm in direct contact with the kids in that school. Steve Hammer shot the terrorists. They're all dead. I've been informed that he instructed another student on how to disconnect the triggering devices on the explosives. Time is a luxury these kids don't have. Grow a set of balls and let the ambulance people do what they've been trained to do. Explain the risks to the crews if you like, but let them in now, or this'll all be on your head. I'll do everything in my power to see you destroyed if you withhold aid to those students for another second!"
Reluctantly, the chief gestured for Nancy to go on the school property with a police escort. Nancy walked past the dead terrorist by the gym door, noting the unnatural angle of his neck. She saw the small bundles connected to wires on his chest and she felt a chill run down her spine. Yet, she did not falter as she hurried inside the gym to find blood and death at every turn. The police officers that were with her spread out and moved toward the terrorists' bodies.
"What do we have, Gwen?" asked Nancy as she placed her kit on the floor. "Who do you think needs help the worst? We have to triage the scene."
"Those two kids over there are hurt really badly. Ms. Walker is conscious but in a lot of pain and needs to be taken soon. The ones over on the bleachers are injured, but look like they're not hurt too badly. I'm afraid that the three over there are dead," sobbed Gwen. "Jared, Billy, and Steve are hurt pretty badly too. Are more ambulances coming?"
"We've called in every possible unit within fifty miles. Meantime, the crews we have will shuttle the injured to the hospital as fast as possible," replied Nancy as she began taking vital signs on a badly injured victim.
It was only a minute before a crew pushed a gurney into the gym. Nancy Burns directed them to the first badly injured student. The girl was quickly boarded, loaded on the gurney, and taken to the waiting ambulance.
As Gwen watched Steve's shallow breathing, she promised herself that if he lived, she'd never let him out of her sight. Once again, she was forced to consider Steve being claimed by death while selflessly helping others. She stroked his temple as she mentally cursed the ambulances for taking so long.
Steve was the eighth victim to be transported. It was a full half hour after the shootings had occurred. He had lapsed in and out of consciousness during that time. Gwen made certain that his wounds were bleeding as little as possible and comforted him as much as she could while they waited.
When Steve was rolled out to a waiting ambulance, Gwen walked beside him. She rode in the ambulance to the hospital and held his hand as he was delivered to the emergency room. Even in the chaos of the ER, everyone watched as the beautiful young woman clad only in a red skirt and bra, and covered in blood, strode regally through the ward.
Paula had been enjoying a morning coffee with her sister, Diane, when the phone rang and Diane answered it. Paula felt the hairs stand up on her neck as she listened to her sister's conversation.
"Slow down! Who did Steve kill? Are you sure you saw that happen? Did you pull the fire alarm? Are you far away from the building now? Stay there and I'll be down to pick you up!" promised Diane as she dropped the phone back in its cradle.
"There's pure Hell to pay at the school! Stephanie said she was with Steve and Tyler when Steve suddenly punched a guy and then deliberately broke his neck! He told her to run and pull the fire alarm; that there were men with bombs and guns in the gym. She heard shooting as she ran to pull the alarm," recounted Diane. "She's frightened to death and she's worried about the other kids. I'm picking her up at the pharmacy down the street from the school. Come with me and we'll try to find Kate and Gwen. It sounds like Steve is in the thick of this mess!"
Well before they reached the school, Kate rang her mother's cell. "Mom! There's been shootings at the school. It was down in the gym where the seniors were meeting. There were a lot of shots fired! I talked to some of the seniors and they said they think Gwen is okay, but Steve was shot. Some kids think he's dead! He killed a bunch of terrorists, but they shot some teachers and kids! We're being kept way down by the bus garages. There's police and fire engines all over the place."
"Stay there. Diane and I are on our way. Gwen and Steve will be okay. You know how tough he is. A few bullets won't stop him, and he'd never let anyone hurt Gwen," stated Paula with more conviction than she felt.
"Kate said that kids are telling her that Steve killed some terrorists, but they shot him and he might be dead! She thinks Gwen is okay, but if Steve's dead, she'll never be okay!" cried Paula.
Since she was uninjured, Gwen was asked to leave the ER. She knew that it was not the time for an observer and there was little she could do in the ER to help the injured. She also knew that it would be a very long morning if she sat around and waited for the results of surgeries on her friends. She marched to the admissions desk and asked who she could speak with about donating blood. She was informed that the Wellness Center at the mall was collecting blood, as they always did on the second Wednesday of the month.



Gwen hurried back down the hall and into the waiting room. It was filling up with worried parents and families. At her entrance, the crowd suddenly went silent. Gwen saw Amber Stahl standing near the soda machine and rushed over to speak with her.
"Can you get me on TV really quick?" asked Gwen. "I'll trade you information for a chance to ask for blood donations, but I need it done now."
"I have the van set up to transmit already. If I let them know I have a story, they'll patch me right into the network. This story is still just breaking across the country. Everyone wants to know what happened. You tell us what you know and I'll keep you on as long as you want. The station is dying to break some factual information on this event. Let me make the call."
"Two minutes and we're on, Gwen!" reported Amber after calling her station. "I'll count down the last ten seconds with my fingers. When I hit one, you start talking. This'll be live and it's going network!"
Gwen gathered her thoughts as Amber set up her camera and placed a device in her ear. The crowd was watching and listening to the two women as they prepared for the broadcast. Then Amber began counting down from ten. As she reached one, Gwen began to speak.
"Sparta came under attack today. Five terrorists, steeped in hatred and driven by ignorance attempted to destroy our school, and kill our students and staff. But what these cowards did not count on was the courage and determination of us Spartans.
"I stand before you now, covered in blood. This is the blood of heroes," stated Gwen emphatically as she pointed to her herself. "I proudly wear the blood of Spartan heroes. This blood was shed in defense of life, shed by Spartans shielding, protecting, and fighting for others. Jared White personally pulled me out of harm's way and held me with his back to the shooters, taking bullets intended for me. The shooter called me 'The Whore in Red' as he pointed his gun at me. Jared pulled me in front of him and intentionally took the bullets meant for me. That's truly the stuff of heroes!
"I saw Billy Marsh do much the same thing for my friend Charlotte. He purposely stepped in front of her, protecting her from these lunatics. He and Jared are in this hospital right now, fighting for their very lives. There were many more acts of incredible courage and sacrifice as these cowards, armed with guns and covered in explosives, attacked innocent, unarmed students and teachers.
"I had a discussion with my boyfriend a while back. I told him I was going to be a doctor and he told me he intended to follow family tradition and join the Navy. Then he revealed that he was going to be a US Navy SEAL, like his father before him. I argued that doctors saved lives while SEALs took lives. He told me that the Navy has saved more lives than doctors.
"It's to my shame that I ever disagreed with him. This morning, he demonstrated exactly what he was trying to explain to me. He overheard a terrorist on a cell phone and instantly made his decision. He killed the man with his bare hands, disarmed the bomb the man had strapped to his body, and then picked up the two handguns the man was carrying.
"These pathetic terrorists probably spent a few weeks at some terrorist training camp learning to shoot and make bombs. My boyfriend learned self defense and hand-to-hand combat from his father, a Commander in the Navy SEALs. He became expert with a handgun, with both his left and right hand! When he came through that doorway this morning armed with those guns taken from the dead terrorist, it was never a fair fight. Those cowards had no chance. He killed every damn one of them in a blazing gun battle! I saw the bullet holes in the dead suicide bombers when I cut the wires to the bombs they had concealed on their bodies. To a man, they had two bullet holes in their forehead! A bullet to the body may well have detonated the explosives. Steve realized that and somehow shot all four armed terrorists in the head, saving hundreds of lives and preventing the destruction of our school. Suffering from two bullet wounds and lying in his own blood, he then explained to me that the bombs were wired to be detonated both manually, and remotely, and how to disarm them.
"Now I'm finally seeing what he tried to tell me that day. We need good doctors, and we have some very good ones working desperately to save the lives of our heroes as I speak. But we will always need men and women with courage and skill; trained in combat and prepared to protect us from harm. Steve Hammer is such a man. If he doesn't survive this attack, I may not either.
"Spartan blood lies in pools on the gym floor. This is a small hospital, short on the needed supplies for an emergency of this magnitude. They're accepting blood donations at the Wellness Center at the Sparta Mall right now. I'm appealing to the Spartan Nation to join me in donating blood to help save our wounded heroes. Sparta is no longer just a town, or a school district. From this day forward we, all of us, are the Spartan Nation. As soon as this interview is over, I'm heading for that Wellness Center. I'm calling on the Spartan Nation to do the same! I will not remove this blood that's been shed by Spartan heroes from my person until we collect at least 100 units.
"These heroes lost Spartan blood, and there is no finer blood on the planet. I'm calling on all of you to donate Spartan blood for your Spartan heroes, and to do it now!"
"Gwen! Let me explain why you're not wearing a blouse," stated Charlotte as she stepped in front of the camera, wearing only a bra and jeans and covered in blood. "Many of us used our shirts, belts, even pants to bandage and treat our wounded brothers and sisters. That's why you may see many of us only partially clothed and covered in blood, and we couldn't care less about how we look! I'm going with Gwen to donate blood, Spartan blood, for our courageous heroes. As Gwen just told you, we are the Spartan Nation!"
When they finished speaking, Gwen and Charlotte hugged briefly and then looked around. "How will we get to the Sparta Mall from here?" asked Charlotte.
"Ladies, if you'll allow me. I'm Jared's aunt and I'm headed over to give blood right now and I'd be proud to give you both a ride. How badly was Jared wounded?"
Paula and Diane managed to finally sign Kate out and get her into the car. As Paula was signing for Kate, Diane explained that her daughter had sought refuge in the local pharmacy and should not be counted as missing. By the time they reached the drug store, it was packed with stunned people. Entering the building, they were struck by the silence. No one was speaking.
Then Kate pointed to the wall behind the registers. A TV was turned on and Gwen was speaking about the attack on the school. Everyone was watching and listening intently as Gwen described the events of the morning. She was wearing only a red bra and skirt. She had blood smeared on her face, arms, hands, and chest, yet she looked beautiful as she spoke clearly, but with emotion about what she had witnessed. When she called for blood donations and ended the interview, more than a few people headed for the door with tears in their eyes.
"Come on. We're going to the mall," declared Diane when Stephanie ran to her. "I'm going to donate blood for the first time in my life. Tell us what you saw while we ride over there, Stephanie."
It took Gwen and Charlotte a matter of five minutes to reach the parking lot of the mall. They had to park a distance away because of the crush of traffic. As Charlotte and Gwen walked through the mall toward the Wellness Center, the crowd began to step aside for them. They were ushered inside immediately.
"Whatever you said on TV must have been taken to heart by everyone," stated the lady that sat them down and offered them forms to fill out. "We're swamped and people are still lining up. They're all talking about the shootings and your TV interview. People really want to help in a time like this and you gave them a way to do it. I called the Red Cross and they're sending more help over here as quickly as they can. You'll get your 100 units and then some!"
By the times the girls were finished donating blood and had recovered well enough to leave, the crowd outside the center had increased dramatically. People suddenly stopped talking and watched as Gwen and Charlotte walked exited the center. Gwen took the time to thank everyone for donating. Soon she and Charlotte were walking along the line of people waiting to donate, shaking hands and expressing their gratitude to everyone. Over and over she was told by complete strangers that they were praying for the victims to recover.
Gwen eventually came to her mother and Aunt Diane in the line. She hugged both of them. "Gwen, you need some rest and clean clothes! You can't help anyone if you become ill. Look at you. Let me take you home to clean up and change, and maybe rest for awhile."
"Mom, I can't clean up, or go home. I promised I'd stay this way until we collect 100 units of blood. So did Charlotte. We won't go back on that promise. What those guys did for us was beyond anything I can describe. They risked their lives to save ours! They took bullets intended for us. How do we repay that? We can only try. We're sticking this out. When we're done here, we're going back to the hospital."
"They've set up some donation centers in the mall for people to give to the hospital fund. You should visit them and comfort even more people. Remember that you've got to stay healthy for Steve and the others."
At the mention of Steve's name, Gwen began sobbing against her mother's shoulder. "Mom, if Steve dies, I don't know what I'll do! I don't think I'll want to live!"
"Then keep doing what you've been doing. Be strong. These people need someone to show them what to think right now, and how to feel. They're in shock. You need to lead by example. Be positive and confident. Laura and the other doctors will do everything possible for Steve, and all the injured. You've become the face of courage and hope in this awful situation. Show the world why people turn to you in times of need."
"You're right, as usual, Mom. Come on, Charlotte, let's get moving," replied Gwen as she wiped the tears from her eyes.
The rest of the morning was pretty much a blur as people, mostly strangers, approached Gwen and thanked her for letting people know what had happened at the school and for starting the blood drive. It gave people a way to show support for the victims.
The Macy's department store manager found Gwen thanking more blood donors outside the Wellness Center. "I understand that you two aren't cleaning up or changing until a hundred units have been collected. I also understand that they are very close to your goal and will soon surpass it. Macy's wants to help you girls any way it can. We have a clean changing room with a shower. We'd be honored if you'd pick out whatever clothes you want to wear when you're prepared to clean up."
"I don't have my pocketbook with me," responded Gwen. "And I don't feel like shopping right now anyway."
"No, you misunderstood. Just take what you need to wear. We won't charge you for anything. It's just our way of trying to help you girls in a very difficult time. It would be our honor to have you select whatever you need from our store."
Before one that afternoon, Gwen and Charlotte were clean, and dressed in new underwear, jeans, and sweaters.
Amber Stahl called Gwen and asked for an interview to update the viewers and to answer a few unanswered questions about the attack on the school. They did an interview by the Wellness Center. Once again, they were on live TV. They answered questions about the success of the blood drive and offered sincere thanks to everyone that donated blood or had given money to the hospital fund.
Charlotte offered her observations on the attack and the courage shown by her fellow students and teachers. She described how Gwen had called Laura and then passed out phone numbers so students could seek help from professionals in rendering first aid. She described how she felt when Billy stepped in front of her before she could be struck by the hail of bullets fired by the terrorists. Then she described in very glowing terms how relieved, yet terrified, she was when Steve Hammer strode into the gym with two handguns and the obvious ability to use them well.
The girls caught a ride back to the hospital as soon as they finished the interview. Being away from their injured friends was weighing on them heavily.
Shortly after Gwen and Charlotte returned to the hospital, Gwen and Laura met in the hallway. "Steve's going to be okay, barring infection or complications. Billy's out of surgery and his vital signs are good. Again, if there's no infection, he should pull through. He had a bullet in a lung and another just over his heart. It was touch and go for awhile. Jared's in pretty bad shape. He's strong as an ox, but he was shot twice in the lower back. One bullet hit a kidney and the other wound up in his stomach. He's suffered a lot of internal bleeding. We're doing everything we can. If he survives the night, there's a good chance we can save him."
"My God!" gasped Gwen. "Jared took those bullets to protect me. Billy saved Charlotte and Steve saved us all. Look at how much pain and suffering they're enduring for us. Can we visit with any of them?"
"None of them have regained consciousness since their surgery. That's normal considering the scope of their operations and the anesthesia administered. You two have done a wonderful job getting blood donated. We've used a lot already and we're not done yet. I'd tell you to go home and go to bed, but I know how determined girls in love can be. I have something I want to show you later, Gwen. You'll be amazed."
Gwen rejoined Charlotte and repeated what Laura had told her. Charlotte responded, "In ten years, we'll be working in the new wing of the hospital. Let's hope we never have to deal with a day like this. We'll be going home to Billy and Steve and probably thinking about having kids by then."
"Ten years is a long time. Will Billy and Steve wait around ten years for us? Will they even like us by then? How can you be confident about anything that far in the future?"
"I'm not going to make Billy wait ten years. I was thinking today that if he's feeling well enough, and I sure hope he is, his waiting will be over on prom night," confided Charlotte. "I can't tell you how bad I felt when I thought he might die before we ever made love."
"I know what you mean! I was thinking the same thing about Steve. When I saw him hit by those bullets, my heart stopped. If he died I would have never forgiven myself for not having made love to him. Maybe Steve and Billy will both get lucky on prom night."
The two friends walked into the waiting room to find several men in dark suits checking the ID of the people waiting for news of loved ones. Just as they were approached by a big guy in a suit, Gwen heard a murmur from the crowd. Looking toward the entrance, Gwen recognized Governor O'Malley. Ignoring the security guy, Gwen headed for the Governor.
"Gwen! How're you doing? I came as soon as I could," stated Governor O'Malley as he embraced Gwen. "We'll do everything we can to help the injured. You can be sure of that. You've done a wonderful job during this horrible situation. I watched your plea for blood donors this morning and had tears in my eyes. I want you to meet someone."
The Governor released his hold on Gwen and stepped back to indicate a tall man standing next to him. Without thinking, Gwen moved in and hugged the man tightly.
"Mr. President! Thanks for coming to Sparta. We appreciate all the support the government has given us today. It'll mean so much to all the kids and teachers that you care enough to come here to be with us. It's been a really bad day!" admitted Gwen as she gently sobbed into the chest of the president.
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As Gwen hugged the president, she recalled Steve's stated desire to attend the Naval Academy. "Mr. President, I'm sure that you've heard about Steve Hammer by now. This morning he saved the school from being destroyed, as well as all the students and staff in it. He's been badly wounded, but Dr. Masters said she expects him to make a full recovery.
"He wants to serve in the US Navy, to be an officer, and a SEAL. Could you use your influence to see that he receives an appointment to Annapolis?"
"Miss Anderson, he'll require a nomination to receive an appointment. I would imagine that a nomination will be forthcoming from any of several sources. I think I may have some influence in the appointment process," understated the President. "If his marks, character, and physical condition meet the standards, I think you can safely assume that he'll be a Midshipman next fall."
"Thank you so much, Sir!" replied Gwen as she threw her arms around the President and kissed his cheek. "You'll never regret it. He'll be the best SEAL you ever saw. The Naval Academy will be getting a great quarterback, too!
"Let me introduce you to the people waiting to see their family members that were wounded in the attack today. These two wonderful people are Sam and Beverly White. Their son is a true hero. He saved my life this morning by pulling me out of the path of a bullet and then using his own body to shield me from the terrorists' guns. I just have to hug them myself!" admitted Gwen as she wrapped her arms around Sam White and hugged him hard before repeating the process with his wife.
"These are Billy Marsh's parents, and that's Charlotte, his girlfriend. Billy stepped in front of Charlotte to save her life and was badly wounded in the process. If you have the time, you should stop by their restaurant. You can get anything you want, and it usually comes with a delicious steak. This area has some really great people, Mr. President."
Gwen took the President and Governor around the room, introducing them to the families and friends of those wounded in the attack. "Sir? Do you want me to go with you to visit the families of those that died today? I know that's going to be very difficult time for you and the Governor."
The President looked at his aides and then replied, "Ms. Anderson, I would really appreciate that kindness. We're scheduled to meet with them in a private room in a few minutes and your presence would be a great help."
Forty minutes later, Gwen returned to the waiting room in tears. Charlotte rose from her seat and hugged her as she tried to give comfort. "Gwen, it's not your fault, and there's nothing you can do to bring them back. It's just a cruel damn world with way too many crazy people. We're just lucky that we've found such great guys. Imagine how things would be around here if Steve hadn't arrived on the scene when he did."
"I know, Charlotte, but my heart's breaking for the parents and siblings of Jane, Tim, and Lenny. They sure didn't deserve any of this. Do you wonder why you're still alive and they're dead? Do you feel guilty about being alive when others aren't?
"I've been thinking about it. There's no explaining what happened and why some kids died and other didn't. I'm just going to try to live my life the best way I can. I feel like I've been given a second chance to accomplish some of the things I was meant to do. I'll value life more and become the best doctor I can possibly be. I've decided that I'm good with that."
As Charlotte finished speaking, Gwen saw a worried and nervous Uncle Joe entered the waiting room. "Uncle Joe! Steve's going to be okay, as long as he doesn't get an infection or pneumonia. He was incredible today. He saved the whole school full of people. You can be very proud of your nephew!" praised Gwen as she went to Steve's uncle and embraced him tightly. "I'm hoping that we can visit him pretty soon."
After half an hour of waiting, a nurse came into the waiting room asking for family of Steve Hammer's. Gwen immediately rose and pulled Uncle Joe with her.
"This is his uncle, and I'm his girlfriend. Can we see Steve now?" asked Gwen as held Uncle Joe's hand.
"Normally, we only allow actual family in to visit in situations like this, but Dr. Masters told me that there was no way I'd be able to keep you out, and that you're welcome to visit with Mr. Hammer. Follow me, please."
Gwen was surprised at how weak and pale Steve looked when she first saw him. He had bandages across his chest and over his shoulder. An IV bag was hanging on the far side of the bed and was attached to his arm. Gwen wasted no time in leaning down and giving Steve a long kiss. When she finally stood back up, she looked at Uncle Joe and laughed.
"What're you looking at, Uncle Joe? Can't a girl kiss her hero boyfriend when he gets out of surgery after saving hundreds of people?"
"I'm just amazed at how you two got together. I've never seen a better match," declared Joe as he stepped to the bedside and shook Steve's good hand. "Son, I saw your girlfriend on television about a dozen times today. To hear her tell it, you're just about the best thing since sliced bread. I'm damn proud of you and your grandfather and father would be as well, if they were here. I'm sure they're smiling down on you from above.
"I'll get a nurse to take care of you as soon as you're released, so don't worry about coming home as soon as you can. All you need to worry about is getting better as fast as you can."
Gwen heard Joe's comment about a nurse and made plans to speak with her mother. Who better to care for Steve than Gwen herself? She was sure that her parents would agree, but knew the wisdom of discussing it with them first.
The door opened and the Governor and President entered the room. Joe immediately stood at attention and Steve tried to hitch himself up higher in the bed.
"Mr. President, Governor, this is Joe Hammer. He's Steve's great uncle and retired from the Navy. This pale looking specimen in the bed is Steve Hammer, all around hero and my boyfriend," stated Gwen proudly as the President shook hands with Uncle Joe, and then Steve.
"We won't keep you long, Steve. I just wanted to thank you personally for doing what needed to be done this morning. All the reports I've received thus far indicate that hundreds of students and staff could have been killed if those bombs had detonated. Governor O'Leary filled me in on a lot of your history and I'm getting reports from the Navy as well. I doubt if there's another student in the entire country that has all the skills and training required to have ended this tragedy so quickly and with so few deaths. Your country and your President thank you."
"Steve, you've saved our state hundreds of lives and an entire school building this morning. I was in your debt to you before today, but now I owe you big time. If you or Gwen ever need anything from me, please don't be afraid to let me know. If I can do it, I will," added Governor O'Leary.
"Another thing before I leave," added the President. "Gwen explained to me that you hoped to go to the Naval Academy. I've spoken to a few people and it seems pretty certain that you'll be a Midshipman next fall. If you're as good at football as Gwen seems to think you are, you'll make me look good again. Thank you and get well soon."
Steve thanked the President and Governor O'Leary for their concern, but his focus was weakening and he was becoming sleepy again.
After the two politicians left the room, Joe sat down in a chair in the corner. "I served in the Navy for 30 years and never met so much as a senator. Steve comes to live with me and I get to meet the Governor and the President. And they both call you and Steve by your first names!"
Steve was acting very groggy by this time, so Gwen and Joe promised to remain close by and left the room. When Gwen returned to the waiting room, two men in suits approached her.
"Ms. Anderson? We're with the FBI and Homeland Security and we'd like to ask you a few questions. You've been difficult to track down. In an incident like this you're not supposed to speak to the press before you are interviewed by government authorities," stated the shorter, younger man pompously as he ran his eyes over Gwen.
"Well, excuse me all to Hell!" retorted Gwen impatiently and loud enough for others in the room to hear. "Let me tell you what's supposed to happen. You guys are supposed to stop these lunatics from getting into our country, never mind into our schools. If you think you're going to make me feel badly about your failures, think again! I've been here, or at the local mall all day. You've obviously seen me interviewed on Channel 5. I sure wasn't hiding from anyone and I categorically deny any wrong doing by telling the truth to the people of Sparta and the country.
"I'll gladly answer any reasonable questions that you may have, but you'd better be polite and show respect for all of us victims. We're not the murderers. We didn't look for this. It came to us, but we sure took care of it, without the FBI or Homeland Security. You're far more than a little too late to tell me, or any of us, how to handle a situation like this. I think us Spartans, especially Steve Hammer, took pretty darn good care of this 'incident' as you called it."
"Ms. Anderson, my colleague from the FBI was out of line. I apologize for his poor choice of words. We'd like to speak with you in a more private setting, if we could," requested the older agency man soothingly.
Everyone in the waiting room had heard the exchange and most were nodding their heads and agreeing with Gwen. The older agent quickly realized that the bulldozer approach would not work with Gwen Anderson. He could easily tell that those within hearing were supporting Gwen's position. Things like suicide bombings, especially by foreign nationals, should be prevented by law enforcement. That was the purpose for creating Homeland Security.
Gwen answered questions from the two men in a small room off the cafeteria for half an hour. When she returned to the waiting room, she found Paula and Lisa.
"Sis! How's Steve doing? I couldn't believe what happened. I heard about it when I came out of my first class this morning. Kids were telling me that they saw you on TV telling the nation about the attack by suicide bombers, that they tried to shoot you, and that Steve ensured that they were at least successful with the 'suicide' part of their plan. That boyfriend of yours is incredible. How is he?" asked Lisa as she hugged her sister.
"Uncle Joe and I got to visit with him for a couple minutes. He's really weak, but he seems to be doing pretty good considering he was shot twice this morning. Governor O'Leary and the President stopped in to see him before they left. The President told Steve that he thought it was very likely that he would get into the Naval Academy!"
"So besides being on national television today, you rubbed elbows with the Governor and the President?" marveled Paula. "I heard he was in town. Roads were blocked and security was super tight. I should have guessed that you'd meet him, Gwen. You seem to growing in leaps and bounds right before my eyes. You and Steve have become household names. I don't think anyone has ever seen anything like the way you two are. You're building reputations for doing what others don't even dare attempt."
"Can I get in to see Steve?" asked Lisa. "I drove here as soon as I could and it wasn't easy with so many roads blocked because of the President's visit. What room is Steve in?"
"Ladies, I'll see that you get to visit our hero, but first come with me," insisted Laura as she walked up behind the Anderson women. "I want you to see something."
Laura led them to a small locker room. She opened a locker and pulled something from her handbag. "Do you recognize this, Gwen?"
"It's the locket I gave Steve at Christmas. Did he lose it, or did you have to take it off to operate on him?"
"You're not looking at it," countered Laura. "Open it up and look at it! Really look at it.
"I can't get it open. It looks like it's been smashed, or hit with a hammer or something. I just can't get it opened," responded a frustrated Gwen.
"Gwen, Steve has a nasty bruise on his chest, right over his heart. That locket in your hands was hit by a bullet. It would've been a fatal bullet if it hadn't struck the locket! It saved his life!"
Gwen clutched the locket to her breast and sobbed. Lisa pulled her close and joined her in shedding tears. "You two were meant to be. There's no other explanation. As long as you're together, you're unstoppable."
"That awful terrorist was pointing his gun at me and smiling when Steve burst through the doorway this morning. If Steve had been seconds later, I'd have been killed. He saved my life and the locket I gave him saved his," sobbed Gwen. "I'm so lucky!"
"I think it's more than luck," observed Laura. "There's a connection, a force at play here that we can't understand. But it sure seems to be there. You two are destined for greatness and you make everyone you come into contact with better for it. Except of course, murdering terrorists!"
Laura took the Andersons to Steve's room. He was awake again and smiled when they entered. "Steve!" sobbed Lisa as she rushed to his bed. "I was so worried about you! You came through for this family again. This time it was hundreds of people saved by your courage and decisive action. Gwen and probably Kate would have been on the list of people killed by those bastards. I hate that you were hurt, but I'm so grateful that you saved my sisters."
With that Lisa leaned over and gave Steve a gentle, but rather lengthy kiss. Tears from her eyes dropped onto Steve's face. When Lisa finally disengaged, Paula approached the patient. Smiling, she leaned over and kissed Steve almost as long as Lisa had.
"You've saved my daughters. I can't describe how that makes me feel, but know that I'll always remember this day and how your bravery and skill prevented some demented individuals from taking my girls. You're an amazing young man."
"Paula, you, your husband, and girls have taken me in and treated me like one of your family. I can't tell you how much that means to me. If I can ever help any of you in any way, I'll be there. Remember that Gwen saved me from drowning in that river. I love all of your daughters, but especially Gwen. I'd gladly give my life to save any of them and not feel bad doing it. You and Ted are a special couple. Kate, Lisa, and Gwen reflect that."
"That's the way real heroes are," choked Lisa as she wiped her eyes. "He saves my sisters and acts like it's what he's expected to do. You said that you love me? You already know I love you, Steve. I told Jason that he'd have to accept that fact if he wanted to date me. You know what? He said 'okay' and that he'd get Gwen and Kate to love him, like I do you!
"That's some different than that ass I was with before. That reminds me. Jason called me while I was driving here today. He heard about this mess and wanted me to congratulate you on a job well done and to thank you for saving the sisters of the girl that he hopes will become his girlfriend. We've been texting and emailing a lot. I really like him. Maybe it's because he reminds me of you. I want you guys to be best friends, even if he becomes a Ranger and you're going to be a SEAL."
"Lisa, if you love the guy, I'll treat him like a brother. I've never had one, but I've made some good friends here. Gwen, how are Jared and Billy doing?"
"Billy is supposed to make a full recovery. He was hurt pretty badly, but Laura thinks he'll get better. Jared had a lot of internal bleeding. Laura says that tonight will be the decider. If he makes it through, he'll probably survive."
"They came through when the chips were down. I owe Jared for saving you. If you get to see him, tell him that I'll consider him my brother from this day forward. Whatever's mine is his. I'll never let a brother down."
"I'll tell him you said that. It'll mean a lot to him. He saved my life and he thinks you're the best. I guess we all do," admitted Gwen as she wiped the tears from her eyes.
Laura ushered the Andersons from the room to allow Steve to rest. As they were walking down the hall, Gwen asked her mother, "Do you think we could have Steve stay with us while he recuperates? He's going to require some help for a while. You saw how weak he is. What do you think, Mom?"
"I don't think I could refuse that boy anything after today. If he's okay with it, and if he needs help, he'll be most welcome in our home. Will he be able to walk at all?"
"Steve should be ambulatory," responded Laura. "What he's going to require is having his wounds cleaned and bandaged a couple times a day for a week or two. He's a fast healer, but it's important that we prevent infection in his wounds. I never treated bullet wounds before, but we're taught to err on the side of caution with them. We'll see if he needs rehab on his shoulder. He had some muscle damage there, but no bones were struck. He also seems to make muscle pretty quickly, if you haven't noticed."
"Can't say that we have. Right, Mom?" laughed Lisa. "We're attracted to his eyes and his personality. We never even noticed those big, powerful muscles on his arms and chest."
"As Gwen knows, his upper leg wound was very close to another muscle, if you know what I mean. If Gwen's responsible for his care, it may be a good idea for her to go on the pill right now. He's a big boy, if you know what I mean."
"I think maybe Gwen forgot to mention that fact," suggested Lisa. "Thank God he wasn't shot any higher! I have an idea, Gwen. I'm already on the pill so I'll make the sacrifice and change that dressing for a few days. That's the kind of sister I am."
"I don't think so!" retorted Gwen quickly. "You're just jealous because I take my time picking a boyfriend. I make sure he has all the qualities I want in a man. I don't have enough experience to compare, but Laura just confirmed my suspicions. Steve is the complete package, if you know what I mean."
"Mom! Make Gwen let me help take care of Steve!" laughed Lisa. "It sounds like there's enough for both of us. Besides, she doesn't know what she's got there, and she's not on the pill, so it wouldn't be safe to allow her within seven or eight inches of the guy."
"I've already decided that the only fair thing is for us to take turns changing Steve's bandages," replied Paula with a straight face.
"Did you just say 'us', Mom?" demanded Gwen. "There's no 'us' taking care of Steve! You're a happily married woman. I can understand Lisa being so enthusiastic, but there's no excuse for you being a part of this."
"Maybe Mom won't be so 'happily married' after she gets a good look at Steve's so-called injury," laughed Lisa even harder than she had earlier. "That guy can make a good woman go bad. Mom and I are proof. Now that I think about it, Gwen, you're the best proof. You were a cross between a nun and a nerd before Steve asked you out. Now you're in the 'habit", a little pun, of being on TV in your underwear all the time. That guy has ruined you."
"If being romanced by the best looking, best dancing, most athletic man in the free world has ruined me, then bring it on. If it turns out that he's the best at a few other things, it'll be icing on the cake," grinned Gwen.
Laura just shook her head as she listened to the Anderson women joke with each other. She found herself wishing that she had been as close with her mother and sister.
When they returned to the waiting room, they found Charlotte in an excited state. "We just got back from seeing Billy! He looks awful, but he was able to smile and talk a little. His parents are so proud of him. Of course I am, too! He's amazing. He's sleeping again, so his dad wants all of us to come down to his restaurant for dinner. Do you have any idea how long it's been since we've eaten anything, Gwen?"



Gwen went and spoke to Jared's family briefly and then returned. "I promised Jared's family that I'd bring back couple burgers or sandwiches for them. They've had a horrible day. Jared's still on the borderline and they're worried sick. So am I, to be honest. That guy saved my life. Then Steve saved it again less than a minute later. That shooter was pointing his gun at me when Steve burst through the door."
Marsh's Landing had numerous large screen televisions mounted on the walls, mainly for sporting events. They were all on when the Andersons walked into the restaurant with Charlotte. For the middle of the week, business seemed pretty brisk. The parking lot was almost full and most of the tables were in use.
Charlotte and Gwen walked in first and it seemed like everyone in the entire place stopped what they were doing to watch them. Someone began clapping their hands and soon everyone joined in. Many of the patrons thanked the girls for their efforts that morning and for standing strong for their friends. Billy's father hurried over to welcome them.
"I saved this table for your group. You kids are absolute gold in this town. Everyone has been telling me what a huge difference you made today by calling for that blood drive, and for telling a straight story about what happened. It stopped the guessing and fear about crazy people with bombs still in the school. I guess they were still in the school, but rendered pretty damn harmless by Steve and Gwen. It's been a terrible day with four people killed and many others wounded, but the pride this community has in its kids and in itself is amazing. Look at the signs I had made today and just finished nailing them up."
Gwen and Charlotte looked around the room. "Heroes Eat Free" was hanging near the cash register. "We Are the Spartan Nation" was on a banner over the kitchen.
"Did you say that four people died?" asked Paula with great concern. "I thought it was the three kids. Did another one pass away?"
"You didn't hear that they found the body of Ralph Baker stuffed in a storage room? The bastards shot him and took his keys. That's how they got into the school," replied Billy's father sadly.
It was a somber group that sat down at the table reserved for them. Before they could order, Governor O'Leary entered the restaurant, followed by two security officers. He made a point of speaking to each diner as he passed their table. He promised that the state would do everything in its power to help the area recover and offered words of sympathy to those that appeared bereaved in any way.
"Ladies, would you mind if I join you?" asked the governor politely as he came to the Anderson table. "I've only been governor a few days, but I hope I never have to go though anything like this again. The President had to fly back to Washington, but he was extremely impressed by the character and courage of the 'Spartan Nation' as it's now being called.
"Gwen seems to have started something with that phrase this morning. As we were driving in this afternoon, we saw numerous signs stating 'We Are the Spartan Nation' in yards and businesses. You gave them answers when they needed them, and you gave them pride when they needed it. This area has been dealt a horrible blow today, but its positive reaction to this senseless attack has given it a greater purpose and strength. Every person in the 'Spartan Nation' is proud to be part of this community. They're also proud of its response to terrorism and hatred. As Governor, I can't help but feel pride mixed with a great deal of sadness over today's events.
"The video of Steve entering that gym and shooting it out with those terrorists is gut wrenching, to say the least. Even after taking two bullets, he still tried to reach the terrorists to disarm the bombs. You showed incredible faith in him when you severed the wires he told you to cut. If he had been wrong, the entire school would have been blown up, along with most of the students in it."
"You saw a video of the shooting?" questioned a stunned Gwen. "How is that possible? Where did you see it? Who taped it?"
"I thought you must have seen it by now. I heard that the Kite kid shopped it around and sold it to a cable news channel and donated the money to the hospital fund. They bought the video of the entire attack. But he placed the shootout and you cutting the wires to the bombs on your class FaceBook page. It was taken down within half an hour. But once you put something on the web, it remains 'out there' forever.
"Parts of it have been played over and over on the news channels. I understand that your classmate was going to video your meeting and wound up getting the entire attack. He had the good sense to not post the first part where innocent teachers and students were shot. He felt the world should see the shootout and how you had enough faith in Steve to cut the wires he told you to cut. It still sends chills down my spine when I think about the nerve you kids displayed."
"Dave Kite had his video camera there? Wow! It was unbelievable when I saw it in real time. The videos must be amazing. Now everyone can see how much nerve Steve has, and how straight he shoots! I didn't know Dave was recording the meeting this morning. I guess the FBI can watch that instead of harassing us students about what happened."
"Look, Gwen! It's playing on the TV over by the salad bar. It's in slow motion," pointed out Lisa.
Gwen moved closer to the television and watched as the announcer used a pointed to show each time Steve was struck by a bullet. He would freeze the frame and point to the area of impact and then play a few more frames. Gwen couldn't help but flinch each time Steve jerked from the impact of a bullet. The other diners watched her as she viewed the video. By the time Steve was hit the third time, tears were streaming down Gwen's cheeks. She turned to find Lisa sobbing right next to her.
The announcer was telling the audience that all evidence indicated that Steve had been hit three times and the third time appeared to be in the center of the chest. He explained that the hospital only reported two bullet wounds and that there was an obvious discrepancy between the video and the hospital.
Gwen's phone vibrated and she glanced to see who was calling since she had not been accepting calls from the many friends and well wishers trying to contact her. She simply didn't have the time or energy to answer all the calls.
"Hello, Amber. What can I do for you?" asked Gwen when she saw Amber Stahl's name on her phone ID. "Yes, I just saw it and I can tell you why it looks like Steve was shot three times. The third shot struck a heavy locket that I gave him for Christmas. He wore it all the time. He's got a nasty bruise on his chest right over his heart from the impact of the bullet."
"Are you serious?" asked an incredulous Amber. "He was struck in the locket you gave him as a gift at Christmas? It was directly over his heart? This story just keeps getting more amazing every minute. Your love saved the guy! I've got to report this. Thanks so much, Gwen."
After they finished dinner, for which Billy's father refused to accept payment, Charlotte and Gwen returned to the hospital. Gwen sat by Jared's parents and gave them each a sandwich that Mr. Marsh had sent for them. She noticed some strangers sitting across the room watching her, so Gwen rose and introduced herself to them.
"We know who you are, Ms. Anderson," replied an older lady. "We're Angela Walker's brother and sister. I'm Roberta and this is Edward. Angela has spoken about you on numerous occasions. At Christmas she made us watch some videos of you and your remarkable boyfriend. We thought she was a bit overenthusiastic, shall I say? After hearing and seeing what you and Steve Hammer accomplished today, I realize that Angela had every right to be excited and proud. She told us all about the Inauguration and how much she enjoyed it. We're pleased that she had that opportunity. Can you give us some idea of how badly she was injured this morning?"
Gwen spent some time describing the events of the day and what she saw in regards to Ms. Walker's injury. A short while later, the brother and sister were told by the nurse that their sister was now awake and able to briefly see visitors. They thanked Gwen as they followed the nurse from the room.
Charlotte pointed to the television on the wall. Amber Stahl was sitting next to the anchor man, telling him that she was able to report why it appeared that Steve Hammer had been shot three times when the hospital reported two bullet wounds.
"This is an incredible story!" promised Amber as the camera focused on her. "Gwen Anderson told me a little while ago that during that shootout, Steve was shot squarely in the heart. But the silver locket she had given him for Christmas stopped the bullet from hitting his body! Can you imagine that? He's still alive because he was wearing the silver locket given to him as a Christmas gift from his girlfriend, Gwen Anderson. Her love actually saved his life, both metaphorically and literally!"
Gwen and Charlotte spent the night in the waiting room. They would visit with family members of those wounded in the attack and offer words of encouragement. They'd get coffee and snacks for distraught friends and relatives of victims. For short periods of time, they'd manage catnaps. The sun was beginning to rise when a nurse came in for Jared's parents.
"Your son is awake and asking to see his parents," smiled the nurse. "He isn't out of the woods entirely, but the doctors think it's okay for you to visit him briefly."
Gwen was elated to hear that Jared was awake and asking for his parents! She hugged the Whites again and wished them the best. She looked around the room and realized that she and Charlotte were the only people left. She shook Charlotte awake and they headed home.
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Ted was sitting at the kitchen table having a cup of coffee when Gwen came through the door. "Sweetheart! I'm so sorry you had to experience such tragedy yesterday. But, I'm extremely proud of the way you handled the situation. I would've come to the hospital with Paula and Lisa, but Kate was here with some of her friends. They were all pretty shook up and your mom and I felt it was important that one of us be here for them. She was very worried about you and Steve and feels terrible about the others. How's Steve doing?"
"He's healing, Dad. He's so brave. He killed the one terrorist with his bare hands, then took the guy's guns and shot the other four. He saved all of us. He knew they'd shoot him when he entered the gym, but he came anyway. I just can't imagine knowingly entering a place where people will try to kill you. He's a real hero."
"He's all of that," agreed Ted. "He could have simply left the area and been safe, but he took the much more difficult path. He put the lives of others before his own. That's pretty much the definition of hero. To think that I actually tried hitting him in the chin. What was I thinking?"
"As I recall, you were thinking that he had hurt your daughter, or dishonored her, and you acted as a good father would. Steve actually admires you for that. He told me he did. He always tells me what a good father I have. I guess he must miss his dad a lot and wants to be sure that I appreciate you and mom. I can't imagine what it must be like for him to have no mother or father."
"You look exhausted. You need to try to stop thinking about what's wrong in the world. Go to bed and get some sleep. Everything will look better in the morning, or in this case, the afternoon," laughed Ted.
Gwen managed a few fitful hours of sleep. She had frequent dreams of shootings and bloody wounds. She climbed out of bed before noon feeling more tired than when she laid down.
Lisa, Kate, and Paula were having sandwiches when Gwen made her appearance in the kitchen. "Want something to eat before we go visit Steve at the hospital? I knew I wouldn't be able to see him yesterday and I had some friends over. We were talking about the kids we knew that were shot yesterday. Stephanie stopped in for a while and told us how Steve just suddenly hit that guy and caught him before he fell to the ground. Then he twisted his neck really hard and Stephanie heard the bones snap! I'm so glad Steve killed that guy. If he hadn't we'd all have been blown up. He's amazing and I want to tell him exactly that.
"Lisa said that he told you and Mom that he loves us. I guess it's no secret that I love him, too. You've got the best boyfriend in the world. I bet no one else could've done what he did. I don't think I'll ever be able to find a guy anywhere near as good as him. He set the bar really high. Thanks for sharing your boyfriend, Gwen. I feel safer when he's around."
"So do I, Kate. I don't think he'd ever let anything bad happen to us if he could prevent it. If Lisa and Jason get close, you'll have two tough big brothers looking out for you. Not too many guys will risk pissing off a SEAL and an Army Ranger. You'll find the right guy someday and we'll all love him. You have lots of time. Remember that I didn't even have a date until my senior year. Good guys are worth waiting for," assured Gwen.
The hospital was still a busy place, but lacked the sense of urgency that had existed the previous day. The four Anderson women were allowed to visit Steve together. Kate broke into tears when she saw Steve wrapped in bandages with an IV in his arm.
"Oh, Steve! Look what they've done to you!" she sobbed as she leaned in and kissed him all over his face. "We were scared to death yesterday when we heard the gunshots and then the fire alarm went off. Then we heard that you had a shootout with terrorists and you killed them all. I wasn't surprised. Then I heard that you might be dead and my heart broke. Lisa told me that you said you love me. I love you, too! Thanks for being you and taking care of those terrorists like you did. You saved my life!"
"Kate, it's nice seeing you again. You don't have to get all emotional. I'm okay now, but maybe I was delusional when I told your mom and sisters that I loved all of you. I had a lot of drugs pumping through my system," laughed Steve.
"Hah! You can't fool me. I know you love me, maybe not as much as Gwen, but still you love me a lot. I'm good with that. I don't think two people could love each other more than you and Gwen. I'm just glad she's my sister and you're her boyfriend!"
"Kate, don't be putting words in Steve's mouth. You're going to make him feel like he has to tell me that he loves me," complained Gwen with a blush.
"Then you should tell him how we're going to have him stay with us to recuperate. He can tell you all about how he loves you while you nurse him back to health," reasoned Kate. "The four of us will take turns changing his bandages."
"Sorry, Florence Nightingale!" interrupted Paula. "You will not be changing Steve's bandages, at least not the ones below his waist. Let me make that very clear."
Lisa and Gwen began to giggle as Kate suddenly turned pouty. It was obvious that Paula was not going to yield on this point. Her statement also indicated that Gwen and Lisa would have the opportunity to care for Steve.
"Kate let the cat out of the bag," revealed Paula. "Gwen already spoke to Uncle Joe and he's fine with it. When you're well enough to be discharged from the hospital, we want you to stay at our house until you're healed. It would be our honor."
"Thanks, Paula, but it isn't necessary. Uncle Joe said that he'd find a nurse to help take care of me. You've done more than enough for me already."
"So you don't think I should have the opportunity to try to repay you for saving my daughters' lives? You don't like my cooking? These two nurses are maybe too homely for you? You don't want me to have the pleasure of helping the Spartan Nation's poster boy get over his wounds?"
"It's not that! I love your cooking. Heck, I love your daughters. I just don't want to put you out. You've done so much for me already. I feel like I'm taking advantage of you."
"Steve, this is not open for debate. As your girlfriend's mother, and as the mother of two other girls that adore you, I'm insisting that you stay with us. You'll be helping us get past this horrible event. We'll be able to fuss over you rather than stew over the mayhem those terrorists created. There will be no more discussion on this matter. It's settled.
"We promised the nurse that we'd only stay a few minutes. Girls, say your goodbyes. We're leaving now. Steve needs his rest and we need to shop for enough food to feed him for a week or two. Let's go."
Kate hurried back over to Steve and kissed him several more times. Then Lisa planted a slow, lingering kiss on Steve's lips. When she stood up, she smiled at Gwen. That was all Gwen needed as she leaned down and gave Steve a long hard kiss with some tongue. Kate and Lisa were laughing by the time Gwen allowed Steve the opportunity to breathe.
"I guess staying at your place won't be so bad after all," grinned Steve. "Maybe you can ask Stephanie to come over and help now and then?"
"It seems like you're healing pretty fast, Buster!" laughed Paula. "I'll let Diane know that you're asking about Stephanie. She was pretty upset about the things that she saw and heard yesterday, but she was unwavering in her support of your actions."
Gwen had everyone wait for her while she managed a few minutes with Jared. He had been transferred from intensive care and was allowed visitors.
"You were wonderful yesterday, Jared. I told everyone how you saved my life. I can't believe how brave you were. I owe you my life. Steve wanted me to tell you that what's his, is yours, and that from now on, you're his brother. He doesn't make statements like that lightly."
"I'm just glad you're okay and I'm really glad that Steve showed up in time to cap those bastards and save all of us. It's funny, but since I've been hanging with Steve, I feel more like helping people and being a better man. I guess I'm trying to be more like him. I respect him and that's one of the best things you can say about another man. Tell Steve that I'm proud to be his brother."
Gwen returned home and managed a restful nap. When she came down for dinner, the news was on television and her family was watching it closely.
"The head of the FBI in the state is giving a news conference. He's going to tell what law enforcement has found out about the attack yesterday," responded Ted to a question from Gwen. "He's coming on now."
"The terrorist attack on a local high school yesterday was a terrible event. History will reflect that fact. What it will also reflect is the amazing string of coincidences that prevented this heinous act from being anywhere near as devastating as was planned by the terrorist.
"How could the terrorist speaking on his cell phone in the Farsi language, apparently to his leader, guess that an American high school student walking toward the gym at that moment was fluent in Farsi? What are the odds that the student, Steve Hammer, would turn out to be trained in hand-to hand combat and have the ability to immediately kill the terrorist? Then try calculating the odds that the same student had learned the workings of IED's and suicide bombs from his father, a Navy SEAL Commander.
"This same student searched the dead man while sending a female student to pull the fire alarm, knowing that these evil men planned on destroying the building and everyone in it with explosives. Evacuation was absolutely the right decision under these circumstances.
"Then the student arms himself with two handguns taken from the dead terrorist, and knowing there were more armed men in the gym, tells his friend to open the gym door on his signal. He enters the building and immediately double taps a terrorist, leaving three still shooting at him. As he places two bullets in the brain of the next terrorist, he is hit high in the leg, knocking him to his knees, where he is then struck in the shoulder by a bullet, rendering his right arm useless with two armed men still shooting at him.
"What are the odds that this young man is not only rated expert with a handgun, but expert with either hand? Unable to lift his right arm, he raised his left hand and shot both remaining terrorists in the head! Why was it so important that he shoot them in the head? They were wearing explosives. A bullet to the body could have detonated them. A non-lethal shot could have allowed them the opportunity to manually detonate the bombs.
"What are the chances that this young man, now unable to reach the dead men carrying explosives capable of being detonated remotely, can find a young lady, Gwen Anderson, with enough faith in his knowledge to follow his instructions without question? That she quickly severs the green wire on each body's bomb, rendering the remote detonation device inoperable? We now know that a signal to detonate the bombs was sent less than twenty seconds after the young lady finished cutting the wires!
"What are the odds that over a dozen students remain in the building with dead terrorists packed with explosives to render aid to the injured? That the same young woman that cut the detonation wires, has a doctor on her speed dial? She makes just one call that morning, and that was to an ER doctor. She is quickly given phone numbers for her fellow students to call for medical advice for treating the wounded. All the students listened to the medical staff and administered immediate first aid.
"Three students were killed instantly by the cowardly acts of the terrorists, but these brave kids somehow saved all the wounded! The attending doctors have assured me that without that immediate aid, several more students would have probably died. This event will become the framework for future contingencies in tragedies like this. These students did the Spartan Nation proud, very proud."
"It sure doesn't sound like the FBI is very pissed at you, Gwen. I guess you must have straightened out that agent that questioned your actions. Plus they got to see the entire attack on video. Apparently, they've come to the conclusion that you and Steve did everything right, as if that's any surprise," added Lisa.
Just as they finished dinner, the home phone rang. Paula answered it and summoned Gwen. "Hello, Gwen. I don't know if you remember me. I'm John Dixon, but I go by Johnnie Dee. I worked the Tim Archer benefit and you were 'the Lady in Red'. I've been asked to emcee a memorial tribute Saturday evening at the Church of Saints. It's that really big church over on Third Street.
"I've been given carte blanche for this affair. The governor has agreed to speak. So has your school principal. The Chief of Police will have his moment in the sun, but mostly, I'm looking for students to speak, or perform. I want this to be a time of healing. The kids need that, as you well know. Would you be interested in speaking, or performing in some way? I know that dancing wouldn't be appropriate, but poetry, recollections, recitals. Hymns or nice songs would be fine."
"A year ago, I would've been too nervous to do something like that, but I can tell you that I welcome the opportunity now. I'll have something appropriate for Saturday and I appreciate that you thought of me at this time. It's an honor."
"Thanks, Gwen. You've become a leader in the Spartan Nation and people will want to see and hear you. I just finished speaking with your boyfriend and he's agreed to the same proposal. You two could do something together if you like. The crowd would love it. We're going start advertising this and we're using your name and Steve's to draw a crowd. People would rather hear you than the governor or police chief."
"I don't know if Steve will be able to attend," worried Gwen. "He's still in the hospital. He has two bullet wounds. He said he'd be there? If he said it, then you can take it to the bank. He's definitely a man of his word!"
As soon as she finished speaking with Johnnie Dee, Gwen phoned Charlotte. "Johnnie Dee asked me to do something at the memorial Saturday night. I was thinking that I'd sing and was hoping that you'd accompany me on the piano."
"You're finally going to sing in public?" asked Charlotte in disbelief. "Everyone's been trying to get you to do that for years. Why are you suddenly willing to perform in public?"
"It's hard to explain, but I've lost my shyness over the past few months. I think it's at least partly because of the confidence I've gained being with Steve. He makes everything seem easy and he puts things in perspective. After the attack, most things don't seem all that scary. The worst that'll happen is that I get laughed off the stage. Hopefully, no one will die from my singing."
"What will Steve do? Will he talk about the attack and what he was thinking as he took out those killers?"
"I don't know. He doesn't really like talking about himself, or things that he's done. He's definitely not a bragger. I think he'll have trouble just getting up on stage. He's supposed to be discharged pretty soon. He's in pretty good condition, now that they pumped a bunch of blood back into him. I bet he'll be surprised to hear me sing. I never told him about that. Let's try to keep it from him until I get on stage, okay?"
Lisa and Gwen went to visit Steve the next day. When they got to his room, they were surprised to find his bed empty. Knowing he couldn't have gone far, they found him hobbling out of Jared's room.
"Steve! Are you supposed to be on your feet?" demanded Gwen. 'Do you have permission from Laura or the other doctors?"
"I was bored. Besides, I wanted to tell Jared a few things. He's still in pretty rough shape and I wanted him to know how I felt about what he did for you and what that means to me. When he saved your life, he saved mine, Gwen. I don't know if I'd want to live if you'd been killed," admitted Steve.
"With friends like Jared and a boyfriend as capable as you, I'm going to be around a long time, so don't worry about that. But I know what you mean. I felt the same way when you were bleeding out and looked so close to death. I was really scared."
"If you're able to get around, can you come home with us today?" asked Lisa. "We're very anxious to nurse you back to health, aren't we, Gwen?"
"Maybe a little too anxious in your case," laughed Gwen. "We're looking forward to bringing you home and taking care of you for a week or two, Steve. We should be able to be alone now and then, if Lisa can get Mom and Kate to go shopping with her."
"I'm willing, Sis, but it won't be that easy to fool Mom. She wasn't born yesterday. She knows more than she lets on."
"Tell me about it! When I finally got her to take Dad shopping for Christmas, she texted both me and Kate that they were coming home early. Then when she got home she gave Steve and me a little talk about being responsible."
"Don't tell me that you two were doing it!" gasped Lisa. "What about birth control? Right in the house? What if Kate came home?"
"No! We weren't 'doing it', as you so nicely put it. We were doing some petting and Mom must have suspected it because when I didn't answer her text, she made sure that Kate came home to warn me that Mom and Dad were almost home."
"Wow! Mom's pretty cool. Dad's great, but fathers are not going to go for that sort of thing no matter how much they like the guy. You're just lucky that Kate didn't get an eye full when she got home. Why are you blushing?" demanded Lisa. "Don't tell me that Kate did get an eye full! I guess I'd better talk to her!"
"You two do know that I'm standing right here?" asked Steve. "You should wait until my back's turned before you discuss this stuff. I never had any sisters and if I did, I'm sure they wouldn't be so willing to share details like you sisters do."
"I wish you had a brother," laughed Lisa. "We have enough girls to go around, but we need more Steves."
"Getting back to your original question, Laura said I should be discharged tomorrow. She says that it's quite soon considering I have two bullet wounds, but I'm healing already and she thinks my spirits will pick up when I'm around your mom and Kate, and maybe Stephanie."
"Really? Mom, Kate, and Stephanie? Gwen and I can raise a lot more than your spirits, Stud. We'll take good care of you, won't we, Sis?"
"What's this 'we' stuff?" demanded Gwen with a big grin. "I'll handle everything that comes up just fine. You'll be out shopping with Mom and Kate."
"Well, be sure to check for text messages if you're alone with this guy. Where can we put your phone so we'll be sure that you check it? I have an idea. We'll tape it next to his bullet wound!"
Lisa, Kate, and Gwen all showed up at the hospital Saturday morning to take Steve home. Many of the nurses and several doctors stopped Steve as Gwen wheeled him down the hall. The females hugged Steve and the men shook his hand.
"It looks like it's a good thing that you're getting him out of here, Gwen. Those nurses must have gotten an eye full while taking care of our hero's wounds. They're all doe-eyed. I know that look, I see it in your eyes, and Kate's, every time you two are around Steve," joked Lisa.
Steve had come to accept that the Anderson sisters were going to tease him mercilessly every opportunity that they had. He appreciated the humor and the love the girls shared and he had long ago decided he would take everything they would dish out. He'd never let them get his goat.
Steve insisted on visiting Jared and Billy before leaving. The girls listened to Steve state his unwavering loyalty and high regard to 'his brothers'. It was obvious that Steve was deeply moved my Jared's selfless act on Gwen's behalf. He couldn't have been more sincere if Jared had saved him rather than Gwen. Steve made it very plain to everyone in the room that Gwen's safety meant far more to him than his own and he would always feel in debt to Jared.



They swung by Uncle Joe's apartment to pick up some clothes for Steve since he would be staying at the Anderson's. "I asked Uncle Joe to have that nice dark tuxedo that I wore at the Inauguration ready with the other stuff. There aren't many pants that I can fit into with this bandage on my leg. I'll have to wear sweats like what I have on, or the tuxedo. How's that for a range? I know that my regular suit pants won't fit and I have zero chance of getting my jeans on. I'll be going to that memorial tonight dressed to the nines."
Paula and Ted met Steve in the driveway and helped him hobble into the house. Ted offered his hand as he told Steve, "I've got to thank you for everything you did to save the kids in that school, and especially Kate and Gwen. That could have been a catastrophic event. It was plenty bad as it was, but I can't imagine what I'd be feeling now if you hadn't been there. My home is yours for as long as you need it."
"Sir, I appreciate your hospitality and kindness. You and your family have been great to me. I hope to be able to repay you some day."
"You don't think saving my two daughters is payment enough?" asked Paula. "How about being shot twice while saving my daughters? Don't try to pay us back when we owe you more than we can ever say!"
Steve found that his arm and hand would function reasonably well as long as he kept his arm close to his body and only moved it from the elbow down. If he tried to raise his upper arm, his shoulder wound ached sharply. He was able to dress himself for the memorial, except for his tie. He had a real bow tie that needed to be tied. He wandered into the kitchen with the tie in his good hand.
"Can I help you with that? I've tied a few for Ted and I'm pretty good at it," boasted Paula with a smile as she took the tie from Steve's hand. "Bend over a little so I can get it under your collar and sling. Now stand still and let me tie it."
Steve stood like a statue as Paula fussed with his tie. He had his right arm in a sling to keep it immobile and when Paula pressed against him, to get the tie around his neck; her breast was against his hand. Steve blushed but said nothing. Paula smiled as she finished her task.
"There you go. You look very dapper, even with your arm in a sling. And thanks for standing so still. You look a little flushed. Did I upset you or something?"
"Paula, upset is not the word I would use. I'll stand still for you to fix my tie any time. Thanks!"
"You're such a charmer! Don't tell me that an old lady like me can get a young fellow like you ... shall we say flustered?"
"You know you can 'fluster' any man that still draws a breath. Small wonder your daughters are so beautiful, and such teases," replied Steve. "They just take after their mother."
"They do; even in how much they like a certain young man that keeps doing great things for my family. You feel that you owe Gwen for saving your life. Understand that this family feels that same way toward you for saving our girls. We'll try to never let you down, Steve. I promise that."
Ted drove the entire family, plus Steve, to the memorial service in his SUV. He dropped Gwen and Steve off near the rear of the building so Steve would not have as far to hobble to reach backstage. Gwen held his good arm as he tried to keep his right leg from moving very much. His bullet wound was high on his thigh and chaffed when he tried to walk on that leg. To lessen the rubbing, Steve tried to keep that leg immobile and rely on his left leg to provide motion. It all made for an awkward gait. Any step with either leg still caused some pain in his injury.
When they arrived backstage, Steve and Gwen were impressed with the caliber of speakers and performers present. A girl that finished in the top five in American Idol the previous year lived in their state. She had volunteered to sing "Amazing Grace". Nancy Burns, and Laura Watkins were scheduled to speak. Governor O'Leary was scheduled to speak after the first prayer. The mayor and the police chief were also on the docket. A choir from a local church planned several hymns. About ten students, including Charlotte had asked to speak briefly.
Charlotte held up her right hand as she rushed up to Gwen. "I just closed my hand in the car door! It hurts like the devil. I'm going to be able to give my little talk, but playing the piano for you is definitely out. I'm so sorry!"
"Oh, no! I'm sorry about your hand, but what am I going to do. My turn will be coming up before too long. I can't find someone to accompany me that quickly!"
"Sure you can," interjected Steve calmly. "There's a pretty fair pianist back stage right now. All you have to do is rub up against him a little and ask real nice and he'll be happy to play for you."
"You want me to rub against some guy to get him to play? I don't think you know me very well. I will NOT be doing that! I will, however, ask him nicely and see if that works. Where is he?"
"Actually, you have no choice. You'll have to rub against him and bat your blue eyes to convince him to help out. He's standing right in front of you."
Gwen quickly looked around, but saw no one but Charlotte and Steve close by. "I don't see this mystery piano playing pervert. You'll have to be more specific."
"Gwen! For a smart girl, you sure can act dense! He's standing right in front of you. For God's sake, start rubbing up against him! It won't be so bad. If I thought it would help, I'd do the rubbing for you, but you have much bigger erasers than I do!"
"Bigger erasers? Oh, for rubbing. But who? You mean Steve? Don't tell me that you play the piano, too! This is a tough song and it'll require more than a little ability. Can you play 'Bridge over Troubled Waters'? Charlotte and I practiced it last night and she had to work to get it just right."
"Gwen, do you trust me?" asked Steve as he held Gwen's arm and looked into her eyes. "Can you simply walk out there and trust me to play your song for you?"
Gwen stared back into Steve's eyes and smiled. "Steve, I trust you with my life. I've never been one to have much faith in others, but I absolutely trust you. I'm sorry I seemed dubious. Now let me rub up against you to seal the deal. My, your hand seems to be well situated for a hug. I'll have to ask you to release me pretty soon. Someone might see."
"Don't worry about that!" laughed Charlotte as she stepped between Gwen and any possible onlookers. "I've got you covered!"
Gwen laughed as she stepped back. "Thanks, Charlotte, you're a true friend, to Steve! He really seemed to enjoy that hug. I just hope Dad doesn't have me dusted for fingerprints! Has anyone else hugged you with this sling on? You should come with a warning or something."
"A gentleman never talks about the ladies in his life. Let me just say that you had better be the one to remove my tie tonight, because there's real danger lurking there for the unsuspecting."
"How will you play with your arm in a sling? I don't think that's possible, even for the amazing Mr. Hammer. And who tied your tie anyway? Was it Lisa? I'll have to be sure I beat her to removing it for you!"
"I can pull my arm out of the sling and keep my upper arm pretty still and manage to play okay. Don't worry about me. I can do it. You just need to be ready to sing your song. Charlotte, do you have the music with you?" asked Steve.
The evening began with a somber prayer and then Governor O'Leary gave his short speech. While he was speaking, Johnnie Dee approached Steve and Gwen.
"I saved you guys for last. I know what the crowd wants and it's you two. Which of you wants to go on first?"
"It now seems that Steve is playing the piano for me, and I think he should be the grand finale. So introduce us together and I'll bow out after my song and leave the stage to Steve," replied Gwen.
"Actually, I want Gwen on stage with me, so just introduce us together and we'll improvise when our turn comes," stated Steve.
"That sounds perfect! You kids will really 'wow' them. I bet you bring the house down tonight!"
After Johnnie Dee walked away, Gwen turned to Steve. "Improvise? Steve, there's hundreds of people here tonight and God knows how many will see it on YouTube and everywhere else. We don't want to look foolish."
"Gwen, do you trust me, or not?" asked Steve calmly.
"Okay, you lead and I'll follow. Let the record show that I was concerned, but my faith in my boyfriend was greater than my fear of failing."
The girl that sang "Amazing Grace" was extremely good and had many of those in attendance in tears. The speeches were tolerated and the choir was genuinely enjoyed and appreciated by the audience. Just over an hour and half after it began, Johnnie Dee stepped to the microphone to introduce Gwen and Steve.
"Ladies and gentlemen, without further ado, let me introduce the two students most responsible for preventing the recent terrorist attack from being even more devastating to the Spartan Nation. Risking their lives to save others seems to be commonplace for these two. I give to you, Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer!"
Gwen held Steve's hand as they slowly made their way to the microphone. Steve's difficulty in walking required almost half a minute for the couple to reach it. As Gwen helped Steve hobble forward, the crowd stood and applauded. After they reached the microphone, the crowd continued the applause. Gwen and Steve both smiled slightly and nodded. Then Gwen stepped back from Steve and gestured toward him and the applause increased!
Surprised, Steve raised his flat palm toward Gwen in the same universal sign used when indicating others for praise. Once again the applause increased! Gwen smiled and stepped back to take Steve's hand. Gradually, the crowd began resuming their seats. Gwen finally gestured a couple times for the audience to quiet down and it went silent.
"Thank you for your support. We are the Spartan Nation! We take care of our own. We grieve for our own tonight, and we also offer thanks for those that were spared. I have to thank the fire and rescue personnel for their incredible courage. They say that firemen are the ones that run into a burning building. They're also the ones that rush into a building packed with explosives. Why did they do that? Because we badly needed them, and that's what they do!"
Gwen had to stop to allow the applause to die down before she could continue. "We'll never forget that day when hell came to the Spartan Nation, and we responded with courage and sacrifice. I used to wonder how our town of Sparta got its name. Now we all know. We're the Spartan Nation because we respond to violence and hatred with strength and courage, like the Spartans of Greek History. I have never been more proud of my school, my friends, my town and my 'nation'.
"I saw many incredible examples of courage and sacrifice that day. We all can be proud of our students, teachers, staff, rescue, police, and medical personnel. They were heroic in their response to the mayhem created by the cowards that attacked us.
"But I would be badly remiss if I didn't make a point of thanking Jared White for taking bullets intended for me and thus saving my life. Thank you Jared! I see his parents are here and they should be very proud of their brave, selfless son.
"Then there's this guy standing next to me!" began Gwen before applause forced her to wait. "Yes, he deserves your applause and appreciation. He's amazing. Tonight I planned on singing for the first time in public and my accompanist told me back stage that she was unable to go on because she hurt her hand in the car door.
"Steve offered to take her place and I questioned him about being able to play my song on the piano. He asked me if I trusted him. I told him that I trust him with my life! We've never rehearsed this. I didn't even know he could play the piano, but somehow I think we're about to learn one more amazing talent of this wonderful guy."
With that Gwen led Steve over the piano placed to the right side of the stage. Steve sat down and Gwen gently removed the sling holding his arm in place. Then Gwen took a seat to Steve's left and moved the microphone so it was located directly in front of her. Steve nodded to Gwen and began to play the Paul Simon and Art Garfunkel song.
Gwen waited for her place, and started to sing. By the time Steve heard her sing, "When you're weary, feelin' small, when tears are in your eyes, I will dry them all," he realized that Gwen was an exceptionally talented singer. She sang beautifully, but her emotion was the difference between a good rendition and a great one.
By the time she reached the lyrics, "And pain is all around, like a bridge over troubled water, I will lay me down," the audience was extremely emotional and it reflected back to Gwen. She began to falter as tears streamed down her cheeks. She choked and put her face against Steve's shoulder as she fought to regain her composure.
Steve played in circles a little while hoping Gwen would be able to continue. Finally he leaned into the microphone and began singing, "Sail on Silver Girl, Sail on by, your time has come to shine, all your dreams are on their way."
Gwen pulled her face from Steve's shoulder in amazement. She wiped her eyes. Then she joined her voice to his as they finished the song in perfect harmony. The audience was absolutely silent for about ten seconds. Suddenly the crowd erupted as everyone stood and clapped and smiled their approval through their tears. Gwen once again buried her face in Steve's shoulder as she sobbed uncontrollably. There were two large screens placed so that people in less advantageous seats could view the proceedings easily. The applause increased as Steve wrapped his good arm around Gwen and held her close for a few seconds.
Gwen began to gain her composure as the crowd returned to its seats and the applause started to subside. Steve spoke into the microphone. "Thank you! I guess our girl can sing! Everyone has been thanked tonight, but I really want to add my personal appreciation of the events of Wednesday.
"Jared White saved Gwen by willingly taking bullets intended for her. Billy Marsh saved my life in the river that day in November. Gwen Anderson seems to save me all the time. She cut the wires to the explosives without even asking if I was certain they were the right ones. That saved all of us. Then she worked to save me from bleeding to death, and make no mistake. If she had not acted so promptly and professionally, I would have died.
"I want everyone to know that I will always have the backs of these three friends. Billy and Jared are now my brothers, and Gwen is ... everything. Anytime, anyplace, I'll be there if they ever need me.
"When I was a little more than a child, my grandfather died. My mother sang a beautiful song to me to help me feel better. She told me that her mother used to sing it to her in sad times. We all wonder why this terrible thing happened, and why it happened to us. There are no good reasons. How do you explain, intolerance, envy, hatred, and fear? Just know that there is either a plan for us all, or everything in life is totally random. Your choice, but either way, you have to learn to accept what we cannot explain. I hope that Gwen will help me with one final song, the song by John Lennon and Paul McCartney that my mother used to sing to me."
Steve began playing a familiar tune on the piano and at the appropriate moment, sang into the microphone. "When I find myself in times of trouble, Mother Mary comes to me, speaking words of wisdom, let it be."
Once again, Gwen wiped her eyes and smiled at Steve before joining him in song. They sang together, and then they'd take turns with the lyrics as Steve played through the song twice. They audience began to join in on the chorus. Gwen, Steve and the audience finished the song as everyone sang together. Just as Steve played the last chord; the lights on the stage dimmed and went dark. Then there was silence.
Steve and Gwen remained seated at the piano, letting the raw emotion of the moment wash over them. Perspiration beaded both their brows as exhaustion swept over them. The curtain closed.
"You're just full of surprises, Steve! I told you that when we first danced, and I've got to say it again. You were amazing just now! I never dreamed that you were so musical. You have a wonderful voice and your style is perfect. Everyone was stunned when you started singing, although we should be used to you doing everything better than anyone else."
Johnnie Dee hurried up to the couple. "I knew you'd bring the house down! That was fantastic! People were bawling their eyes out because of the power and emotion you guys delivered. It was the best tribute I've ever seen. You kids have a future in music, or you would if you weren't so good at football, dancing, and heroics. Would you mind if I call on you for a few benefits I have scheduled? You two are the stars of the Spartan Nation!"
Other speakers and performers began streaming on stage. They were all raving about the performance they had just witnessed. Steve and Gwen graciously accepted the compliments as they worked their way toward the exit.
"Thanks so much, everyone, But Steve was shot twice on Wednesday and he really needs to get some rest. I'm responsible for his health and I don't want him to get worse on my watch," announced Gwen as she led Steve out the door.
Both Steve and Gwen were surprised by the number of people waiting for them as they left the building. Gwen's family was waiting near the SUV that Ted had parked close to the exit.
"Steve!" cried Stephanie as she hurried up and gently hugged him. "I'm so glad you're okay. I was scared to death when I heard the shooting after you sent me to pull the alarm. I did exactly what you told me and the police said it was the right thing to do. I knew it was if you told me to do it. You're so brave. I was afraid you'd be shot. I know you were, but I was afraid you were killed. I was so scared!"
"Steph, you were great. You never hesitated or questioned me. What you did could have saved hundreds of kids' lives. They needed to get out as fast as possible. Thanks for being so brave."
"Me? I wasn't brave. I was scared to death!" replied Stephanie.
That's what bravery is, Steph. You did something even though it frightened you because you knew you had to help others. I'm so proud of you," repeated Steve as he hugged Stephanie.
As he released her, Gwen whispered into his ear, "Careful Big Boy! Remember that I know where that injured hand is now that you have your sling back on. Don't you dare hug Aunt Diane!"
Just then, Diane wrapped her arms around Steve and hugged him hard. "Stephanie told us how fast you acted and what you told her to do. You probably saved her from that horrible man, and for sure you saved her if she had gone into that school with those killers there. You've conquered the last holdout in the family. I'm as goofy about you as Stephanie and all the Anderson girls, including Paula. Is that your hand? Oh, you're wearing a sling again! I bet Stephanie liked that!"
"Kate! Don't hug him," was all Gwen managed before Kate had Steve in her arms. She didn't say much but held onto him for a rather long time.
"Okay, Kate. I know what you're doing. Let him go," ordered Gwen in frustration. "Okay everyone, he's tired out and all you girls, and all your 'girls' aren't helping any. Steve, stop letting them hug you. Mom! Don't hug him. Oh, Mom! You, too!"
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Paula had to smile as she hugged Steve. Lisa wasn't the only female in the family that enjoyed teasing. To his credit, Steve remained very still as her breast pressed against his hand.
"Gwen, you can't begrudge everyone the opportunity to hug this fine young man. Who knew that he could play the piano and sing like he did? He's a very handy man to have around, don't you think?"
"Mom! I know what you're doing and the joke you're making. Now let him go, so we can get home," insisted Gwen.
"Just a minute, Sis. You're not going to try to stop me from getting my hug, are you," laughed Lisa as she stepped into Steve's arms. "You're right, Kate! This guy is very fresh. To think he did this to Aunt Diane, Mom and even Stephanie. Gwen, your boyfriend has been copping feels of the entire family!"
"That's what I've been saying. I hear you enjoyed putting his tie on for him earlier. Well, I'll be the one taking it off tonight. Quit squirming against him and let go. Look how red his face is," pointed out Gwen. "You might put him back in the hospital if you don't release him pretty soon."
"Lisa, let me give the guy a hug. As his doctor, I'll be able to determine if he needs another transfusion," suggested Laura as she stepped in against Steve when Lisa released him. "No problem, Gwen. His blood supply and pressure seem to be excellent. If anything, he may need a little pressure relief. His hand also seems to be working quite well. Steve, I have to insist that you release that little nubbin right now."
Steve's determination to not let the ladies get his goat dissolved as Laura made her joke. He stepped away and turned his back on the grinning ladies as he willed his cock to go soft. He wanted to reposition it, but dared not try it with so many eyes on him.
"That's a job for his care givers, isn't it, Laura? We need to get him home and change his bandages and give him some relief. I'll take the first turn since it's so late and Gwen looks as tired as Steve. By the way, I don't even know how to tie a tie like that, so it wasn't me. But I'll be more than happy to remove it."
Gwen turned to look at her mother who just smiled and shrugged her shoulders. Diane, Stephanie, and Kate were off to the side whispering and laughing as they kept looking at Steve.
"Mother, I'll speak to you later! Lisa, I am NOT that tired and I will be Steve's primary care giver, with emphasis on primary to the point of being the only care giver. Believe me when I tell you that I can handle it all, I mean all of it. I mean I can take care of him!" laughed Gwen.
Steve didn't know whether to laugh or cry at the ongoing bantering directed at his expense, so he hobbled to the car and carefully climbed into the back seat as Ted sat behind the wheel.
"What's taking them so long?" wondered Ted. "Why's everything such a big production with women? How hard is it to get into the car and go home?"
"How about I sit on Steve's lap instead of getting in that little seat in the back?" suggested Kate as the women opened the car doors to climb in.
"I don't think that would be safe right now," grinned Lisa. "He's shown us how well he can play the piano, even with an injured shoulder. He has amazing hands, as we all can verify. He's also under a lot of pressure, so we need to be careful with him. If sitting back there is so repugnant, I'll sit on his lap."
"Lisa, he's been shot, practically in the groin. No one will be sitting on his lap," admonished Paula. "It's time to settle down and give Steve some consideration."
"The two of you singing together was incredible. We've been too busy kidding around to tell you how great you both sounded. People were crying, they were so moved by your performance. I was one of them. I'm so proud of you kids and the amazing things you've accomplished this year. Everyone keeps telling us that they've never seen anything like it. You keep surprising people with new talents and skills. I never dreamed that Steve could play the piano, let alone sing like a cross between Elvis and Paul McCartney."
By the time Steve limped into the Anderson home, he was sore and exhausted. He turned to go into Kate's bedroom. He was using hers so he would not have to navigate the stairs. Kate was doubling up with Gwen.
"I'll be in to change your dressings once I get into something more comfortable," promised Gwen as she headed up the stairs.
Steve closed the door and unbuckled his belt. He allowed his trousers to drop and stepped out of them. With some effort, he bent over and picked them up and laid them on a chair. Then he managed to remove his sling with his good arm, smiled as he untied his tie, and unbuttoned his shirt and removed it. Clad only in his boxers, he gazed into the mirror. His chest was tender but appeared to be okay. The bandage on his right leg was red from blood, as was the right leg of his boxer shorts. This concerned him.
There was a rap on the door and then it opened. "I see you're ready for us to work on your bandages. Uh oh, it looks like you're bleeding some. I hope your artery isn't leaking again," worried Paula as she spread an old towel on the bed.
"Sit on that towel and let me take a look. I'll have to remove this bandage first and..."
"Mom! What are you doing here? I'm perfectly capable of taking care of Steve. I insist that you leave us alone," demanded Gwen.
"Gwen, calm down. I understand your desire to take care of Steve, but this is pretty important and I feel absolutely compelled to make sure he is healing properly. He's under our roof and I don't want any problems with his recovery. I'll help you a time or two and then leave you alone, if you insist."
"You're right, Mom. I'm sorry for being so selfish. Look! He's been bleeding again. Sit down so we can get this bandage off. I knew you shouldn't have been walking around. Hugging every woman in town didn't help any, either."
Gwen carefully cut away Steve's dressings while Paula observed. Once they had the old bandage off, Gwen carefully cleaned the wound the way Laura had shown her. Steve was using his good hand to hold his genitals up and away from the injured area. Paula then handed Gwen the necessary pads and gauze to rewrap the wound.
"That's a nasty injury. I can only guess how it looked when Gwen first tried to stop the bleeding after you were shot. It looks to be healing okay and the blood was from the tissue and not the artery. That's a good thing. Gwen, you did an excellent job. You'll make a very good doctor. Now let's work on that shoulder."
Twenty minutes later, Gwen put the finishing touches on Steve's shoulder bandage and turned to her mother. "Now you have an idea of what Steve went through for the rest of us. Those were bullet holes, Mom. He could have been killed. His chest is still discolored from where that bullet hit the locket I gave him. He came very close to dying!"
"You're right, Gwen. This was an eye opener for me. You did a very good job on his injuries and I feel comfortable letting you take care of him. I want both of you to remember that you're in Ted's and my house, so don't do anything foolish. Just be careful and use common sense, and remember that Kate's door doesn't lock since she and Stephanie broke the latch over a year ago. Someone can walk in at any time. Good night, kids, and don't stay up too late. Steve needs his rest in order to heal."
After Paula left, Gwen leaned in and kissed Steve tenderly. "God, Steve, you do things to me! I've seen you almost die twice, and both times you were helping save the lives of others. You have to be more careful. I don't know what I'd do if I Lost you."
"Kate suggested while you're taking care of me I should tell you how much I love you, Gwen. The problem is that I can't tell you how much I love you because I have no words for that much love. You mean everything to me. I love you as much as a person can love another, and maybe a little more."
"Oh!" gasped Gwen as she leaned in to kiss Steve again. "I love you, too. I can't believe I feel this way. I've never felt like this before and it scares me, but I trust you, Steve, to not ever hurt me. I couldn't stand it if you ever stopped loving me."
Gwen was kissing Steve again when they heard a voice. "I had to get my toothbrush and comb and stuff. Don't let me bother you, as if I could. Remember that I'm the one that's supposed to be sleeping with you, Gwen. Don't come to bed real late and wake me up, unless you want to tell me everything you were doing. Lisa asked me about catching you guys making out the night Mom took Dad shopping. She said that you told her. I was keeping it a secret. You guys want to watch a movie or something?"
"Kate! It's after eleven and Steve's tired."
"Gwen, let's watch one. I can see the TV good from right here and you girls can sit next to me. It'll be good to unwind after that memorial. I haven't seen Kate much this week and I've missed her. Kate, please put a movie on. Gwen, come over and snuggle close to me."
Paula woke up around 1 AM and decided to be sure that Gwen was in bed with Kate. She noticed a light coming from the room Steve was using and went down to investigate. She was only slightly surprised to find two daughters, Kate and Gwen, fast asleep. They were crowded on the queen size bed with Steve sleeping between them. Kate had an arm over Steve's chest and Steve had his good arm draped around Gwen with his hand resting on her breasts. Smiling, Paula turned off the TV and returned to bed.
Kate was the first to stir the next morning. She woke in her own room, but felt someone next to her. Remembering the previous night, she opened her eyes to find Steve still asleep. Her right hand was resting on his chest. Then Kate noticed Steve's left hand was clutching Gwen's left breast through her pajamas. Kate leaned over and kissed Steve on the cheek. His eyes slowly opened.
"Good morning! I finally got to wake up with you in my bed! That was awesome. How about a little kiss for me, Big Guy?"
"How about some breakfast, if you girls can pry yourselves away from Steve," offered Paula from the doorway as Gwen began rubbing her eyes. "You'll probably have to release Gwen, Steve, or she won't be able to get up."
Steve and Gwen both looked down to see her left breast firmly grasped by Steve's left hand. Steve quickly released the handful of female charm and tucked his hand behind his back while he blushed. Gwen let out a small chuckle and leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.
After the kiss, Gwen whispered in Steve's ear, "I love you!" and then kissed him again. Steve remained still as he waited to see Paula's reaction. She obviously had seen him holding Gwen's breast.
"Girls, get upstairs and get dressed. Steve needs some privacy. And hurry because breakfast is almost ready and I've got plenty. I hope you like bacon, eggs, pancakes, juice, and sausage, Steve."
Steve was on his second helping when the Anderson phone rang. Kate got up to answer it and then called Gwen into the next room. Gwen returned a few minutes later with tears in her eyes.
"That was Jane Booth's father on the phone. He asked if we would sing 'Bridge Over Troubled Waters' at her funeral today. I could tell that he was trying not to cry when he asked. I told him we'd be honored to do that for Jane. I hope I didn't overstep my boundaries, Steve, but I just couldn't refuse him."
"You know I won't mind. We were going to go to the funeral today and pay our respects to our friend and classmate. We'll just plan on doing that song. You do such an incredible job with it; I'm not surprised he asked. You were great last night."
So it came to pass that Steve was seated at the old piano in the Methodist church with Gwen standing behind him. She held a microphone and Steve had one placed in front of him. He nodded to Gwen and began playing. Gwen delivered an extremely moving rendition of the song. He joined her for the chorus, the part that he sang solo the previous evening when Gwen became too emotional to continue.
As he finished playing, Steve realized that Gwen had been absolutely unbelievable. Those in attendance were totally silent except for the many sobs that echoed in the church. It was a fairly large church and almost every Sparta high school senior was in attendance. It was actually slightly awkward because many felt that they should applaud but were unsure if that would be appropriate at a funeral.
Jane's parents rose and came forward to embrace a teary-eyed Gwen, and then Steve. "Thank you so much!" sobbed Mrs. Booth as she hugged Gwen. "Jane admired you and spoke of you often. What you've done for this community is beyond description. Keep up the good work."
Steve and Gwen had very little down time before they had to drive several blocks to attend Len Collin's funeral. Gwen cried openly on Steve's shoulder as the minister spoke of Len's life and tragic death. After the service quite a few people thanked Gwen and Steve for their actions that fateful day.
"You kids saved my daughter's life. She's a sophomore and was right above the gym when everything hit the fan. I can't even imagine the pain this community avoided because you two were so level headed and capable," praised a middle aged man with tears on his cheeks. "The Spartan Nation, as we now call it, owes you both a huge debt. Thank you both so much!"
His feelings were echoed by others as Gwen and Steve moved toward the exit. People were grieving for the dead, but were extremely thankful that so many were spared.
"Tomorrow is Tim's funeral," sobbed Gwen as they slowly made their way to their car. "I can't believe how difficult this is. It's breaking my heart, Steve. What would have happened to me if you had died on that gym floor? I wonder if I would have survived. How do we go back to school Wednesday knowing we have friends that we'll never see again? How about going back into that gym? I don't know if I can do it."
"Life is so precious because it ends. We can't change that. We have to live our lives the best way we can and that's all we can do. You'll go back to school, and even return to that gym. The other kids will be watching you, looking to you for guidance and strength. You have to be strong for them. It's a lot of responsibility, but you've earned it with your ability to think and act clearly and decisively in emergencies. For better or worse, you're the face of the Spartan Nation, the unofficial leader."
"If I'm the leader, then what are you, Steve? You're my rock, the source of any strength I may have. I follow your lead and people know that. Before you came to Sparta, I was nothing special in any way. You made me whatever it is that I am. You're the face of the Spartan Nation. I know that."
"Gwen, I didn't make you anything. You were brave, strong, smart and beautiful before I came to this town. You already had a great voice and were trained in dance. All I did was give you the chance to show how you could shine. You're the product of a loving family that gave you great genes and opportunities that you honed into the woman you are today. You don't need me to be great. It's inside you and it's being drawn out by circumstances beyond your control. I watch how you are with people and marvel at your skills. You're amazing!"
"Let's compromise then," suggested Gwen. "Together, we're doing pretty well. We complement each other very nicely. You're brave, tough, smart, decisive, and compassionate. You help fill in the voids and inexperience I have. We're at our best when we're together, and don't you forget it!"
"Excuse me?" politely asked a man that had worked his way through the crowd to speak with Gwen and Steve. "I'm Tim Reynolds's father. I heard you perform at the memorial last night and again earlier today at Jane's funeral. Would it be too much to ask that you sing that 'Let it Be' song tomorrow at my son's funeral? We're Baptist and sing a lot of hymns and spirituals, and that song would fit right in. It's a mostly black church, but you'd be welcome for sure."
"Sir, a black friend saved my life in that attack. He took two bullets intended for me. Steve told him that they're brothers now. We have absolutely no concerns about attending a mostly black church or function," assured Gwen.
"I'm a military brat," added Steve. "Growing up, many of my friends were Hispanic, black and even Muslim. I learned long ago to judge a person by their words and actions and not by race or religion. We'd consider it an honor to play at Tim's funeral, and we're deeply sorry that this tragedy ever occurred. He was a good guy."
"Thanks! You've no idea what this'll mean to my family. My wife insisted that I ask you. She was worried that you'd be uncomfortable in a black community church. What you two managed to do the day of that attack was incredible. I see how you limp when you walk and that your shoulder's in a sling when you aren't playing the piano. I know you were hit pretty hard a couple times that day, yet you managed to kill those men that killed and hurt innocent students and teachers. I'm praying that I'll be able to forgive them someday, but right now, I'm just glad that they're dead."
Lisa was the only one at home when Gwen and Steve returned to the Anderson's. She immediately picked up on how saddened Gwen and Steve were.
"I have to leave for school in a little while. I took a couple days off to see if I could help you guys through a tough time, and to be sure Steve would be okay. When I heard you were shot twice in that attack, my heart just about stopped. When I saw Gwen on television rallying the Spartan Nation to donate blood, my heart almost burst with pride. You are both incredible individuals, but together you're absolutely amazing.
"Steve, go get undressed and Gwen and I will redo your bandages. Wait a minute and I'll undo your tie," teased Lisa as she stepped close to Steve and began fumbling with his tie.
"I know what you're doing, Lisa. I was the one that tied it this morning, although I almost had to fight mother for the chance. You seem to be taking an awfully long time, and you're not even wearing a bra! Steve, can you find it in your heart to forgive my sister?"
"I'm sorry, Gwen. Were you talking to me? I'm having trouble concentrating, and I feel light headed," grinned Steve.
"Well no wonder! You've sent what little blood you have away from your head, your big head, that is. You'll need another transfusion if Lisa doesn't back off pretty soon!"
"Sis, I'm getting the impression that this guy doesn't have a little head! He has a big head and a bigger head. You're such a lucky girl! There, I'm done. Now go get undressed and we'll be in to take care of you."
Steve was once again stripped to his boxers as he waited for the sisters. He felt some concern that Lisa would tease him too much and embarrass him, but knew he had to be a good sport regardless of her words. He loved her. He knew that. He also knew that Gwen was the sister he loved and wanted the most, and that would never change.
He was quite surprised when the girls came into his room wearing bikinis. "I've spent some time in hospitals lately and I've never seen nurses dressed like that. Is that supposed to raise my spirits and help me heal?"
"I'm thinking that we'll raise something. Call it spirits if you like," responded Lisa as she glided into the room. "Gwen, is he allowed to wear those boxers? I thought we'd have to have him naked to do this right."
"I think it's best if he keeps them on. I trust him and I trust me, but you get a little goofy when you're around Steve. Sit down Steve and we'll cut the old bandages off. I don't see any blood this time, so that's good."
Steve once again sat with his left hand holding his package out of harm's way as Gwen removed his dressings. Lisa watched with amusement as he made a serious effort to keep everything hidden.



"Why don't I remove the bandages on his shoulder while you work down there," suggested Lisa as she suddenly dropped her top and moved closer to Steve as Gwen concentrated on his leg. "Here, Steve, hold these scissors while I get some new bandages."
Lisa held the scissors out to Steve. His right arm wasn't working well enough to take the scissors, so he instinctively released his genitals to hold the scissors. Lisa laughed when she heard Gwen gasp.
"What's wrong? Did you cut him with the scissors or something? Is it bad?"
Gwen was staring at Steve's boxers and the erect cock they barely contained. "What just happened? How come you moved your hand, and why are you so big? Lisa! Why are you topless? No wonder this guy is so aroused. That's a cruel joke."
"I don't hear Steve complaining," laughed Lisa. "Now are you going to help the poor guy relieve the pressure, or should I? It looks like he's pretty worked up. In fact, I've never seen a guy so worked up."
Steve immediately put the scissors down and placed his hand over his privates once again. "I'm sorry, Gwen! Lisa did this on purpose. She asked me to hold the scissors and she took off her top and you were so close down there! I'm only human and you girls are gorgeous. I wasn't trying to embarrass you or anything."
"I understand what's going on here. Lisa has a deviant sense of humor," chuckled Gwen as she watched Steve try to cover back up. "We will not be relieving any pressure, Lisa. I think it may be against the nursing code or something. But I will, however, make myself more comfortable while we work on him."
Gwen stood, unhooked her top, and tossed it on a nearby chair. "I guess I have to fight fire with fire. Now let's get back to work before Mom and Dad get home. They may not appreciate our healing efforts, although it sure looks like Steve does!"
Steve alternated between embarrassment and lust as his nurses worked with surprising efficiency on his bandages. Within a matter of ten minutes they were putting their tops back on and leaving his room. He could hear them laughing all the way up the stairs. He pulled on a pair of sweats and limped to the kitchen where he took a soft drink from the refrigerator and sat down at the table. He had just managed his first swallow when Kate entered the room.
"It looks like you have fresh bandages already! I thought I was going to help this time. People were talking about you and Gwen at the store this afternoon. They were saying that you guys made everyone cry when you sang that song at the funeral. No one can believe how good you are. I like when you walk around without a shirt!"
"Young lady, you're not supposed to notice things like that," warned Paula as she carried a bag of groceries into the kitchen. "You just never had any brothers, so you're not used to seeing powerful, good looking, bare-chested men."
"So, Mom, are you saying the same thing I was, but in a round-about way? You like having good looking guys with their shirts off in the kitchen?"
"I'm saying that we're used to girls, but have much less experience with males in this house. Steve can go shirtless anytime as far as I'm concerned. I'll just have to endure it since I want to be a polite hostess.
"Did I hear today that you and Gwen will be performing at the funeral for Tim Reynolds? This singing you two are doing seems to be very popular. Kate already told you that a lot of people stopped us to say what a great job you did at the funeral today and the memorial last night. The fact that you are so good at singing and dancing seems to go against the fact that you're the star quarterback that led the team to the state championship. No one ever expects a so-called jock to be so good in the performing arts."
"My mother spent a lot of time trying to instill an appreciation for the fine arts in me. She was a very good musician and singer. She wanted me to balance sports and the arts, so we worked hard on dance and music."
"I think your mother would be very proud of you! I do wish I could have met her. She sounds like an exceptional woman and mother."
"She really was, but I don't think I appreciated how exceptional she was until she died. I just wish I had told her more often how special she was to me. I really miss her at times like this."
"I can only imagine how it feels, Steve, but you've got us for family now," assured Kate. "We all just love you to pieces. I never had a brother, but if I did, I'd want him to be just like you!"
"Thanks, Kate. It's sure great to have a family, especially with so many beautiful women. I'm always very proud to be seen with you, or to have people know that we're close. It especially helps in sad times like this."
Lisa walked into the kitchen with a small suitcase. "I'm heading back to school. I hate to leave now that Steve's moved in, but I have classes tomorrow. I already missed too many when I hurried home to be sure that Kate, Gwen, and Steve would be okay. I'm so glad that Kate and Gwen were unhurt and Steve only got shot twice. That's hardly worth mentioning for a tough guy like him. Now for a goodbye kiss!"
Lisa leaned over and gave Steve a gentle kiss on the lips as she draped her right arm over Steve's good shoulder. Then she stood back up and ran her hand over Steve's face as Paula and Kate looked on.
"Get well, Steve. Take care of Mom, Kate, and Gwen. You've already saved every woman in this family but me, and I know if the time comes when I need help, you'll be there. I can't tell you how good that makes me feel, and how I love Gwen for sharing you like she does. She really loves. You know that. Just love her and take care of her and I'll be your friend for life. When I heard that you'd been shot, it felt like my heart stopped. I can't imagine how Gwen must have felt seeing you take those bullets. Still, she kept her head, and kept you alive and that's another reason for me to love her. You two are perfect. Good-bye!"
Kate watched as Lisa backed her car out the driveway. Then she turned to Steve and said, "She really does love you a lot. You know that, right? I think she loves you even more than I do. I hope that Jason guy turns out to be the real thing because she needs someone to take her mind off you," observed Kate. "I probably do, too. You're Gwen's guy."
Steve looked at Kate and then to Paula, and then back to Kate. "I love Lisa a lot. I love you a lot. I just love Gwen so much it hurts. I'll do anything that I can for any of you girls, but Gwen's the one for me. I can't change that, nor do I want to."
Kate and Paula saw Gwen step into the kitchen behind Steve as he was speaking to them. He had no idea she was there. She quietly stepped up behind him and gently wrapped her arms around his torso and hugged him.
"Talking behind my back? About how much you love me? To my mother and sister? You've got some nerve, Mister. Mom. Kate. I want you to know that I really love this guy. There! Now they know how we both feel."
"Yeah, like that's a big surprise," laughed Kate. "I saw you were in deep that first day at the mall. You tried to act like you didn't really care, but you fell in love with him as soon as you saw him, didn't you?"
The next morning Steve managed to finally take a shower after Gwen cut his bandages off. He had been relying on sponge baths and felt like he was becoming quite grungy. He gingerly soaped everything he could with his good arm while keeping the water stream from landing on his wounds. He spent more time in the shower than usual as a result of his limitations. As he stepped out of the shower, he picked up the towel and began drying what he could with his good arm.
"Here, let me help you," offered Gwen as Steve almost feinted. "You'll never be able to dry yourself with that bad arm. Just stand still and let me take care of everything."
"Gwen! What about your mom? You'd better get out of here before you get caught! We'll both be in trouble. She'll be mad at me. I promised that I'd behave in her home."
"Mom's the one that suggested that I help you. We've been talking a lot and she's beginning to see how much we love each other. She's going to let me go on the pill. Mom is your biggest fan, so don't worry about her being upset," replied Gwen as she toweled off Steve's back.
Steve stood very still as Gwen moved down to dry off his ass and legs. He was extremely nervous when Gwen slowly moved around in front of him. She smiled as she gently worked the towel over his injured shoulder and then over his chest and stomach. She looked is his eyes and smiled broadly as her hands slid the towel down his body.
"My! It seems like there is a lot of pressure built up here! I'm not experienced in relieving it, so what should I do?" mused Gwen as she ran her towel covered hand over Steve's very hard cock.
Steve suddenly gasped and placed his good arm on Gwen's shoulder as he visibly trembled. Gwen's smile broadened as she instinctively slowed her hand movement. Steve's breathing quickly returned to normal, but his face was flushed and he appeared nervous.
"Gwen, I'm so sorry. I couldn't stop it. I can't believe how fast I came. I hope you don't think I'm some kind of pervert or something."
"Are you kidding? I don't have much practical experience, but I read a lot. I read that if you came quickly the first time we're together, it would indicate that you aren't real experienced either. I love you no matter what, Steve, but I really like that we're learning together. You've been all over the world and could have had a dozen girls by now."
"Gwen, you're my first girlfriend and that was the first time I ever had a girl do that for me. I was pretty quick, to say the least. Can I do anything for you in return?"
"That's what I hoped to hear! If you want to do something for me, you can go lay on the bed naked and let me bandage you. I love looking at your body. I feel like the luckiest girl in the world!"
Half an hour later Gwen and Steve emerged from Kate's room and sat at the kitchen table. Paula was busy at the stove, but when she brought the bacon and eggs to the table, Steve became fidgety and nervous. He felt guilty and it bothered him.
"Steve, you have to relax. Gwen must have told you that she's going on the pill and that we approved. I still want you to be careful about pregnancy and disease. Lisa simply went on the pill without asking, but Gwen feels that would be disrespectful. We're not giving permission so much as we're accepting the inevitable. I don't think it would be possible to keep you two apart much longer.
"I don't think any normal young woman could be around you and not want to have you make love to her. It's up to the both of you to decide what this will mean. Will you be exclusive? What will you expect from each other? What will you owe each other? What are you committing to, if anything? I never would have believed this situation would arise a few short months ago, but I have to accept that you two have done some incredible things and have shown amazing maturity, well beyond your years. We trust you both to make good decisions. We know better than to try to stop what the Gods have created with you two."
"Ma'am? Paula? Did you say 'we' as in you and Ted? Gwen's dad knows she's going on the pill?" asked an obviously agitated Steve.
"Ted and I always make the big decisions together. I would never allow Gwen to go on the pill without consulting Ted. He's her father and loves her like no other man ever could. So, to answer your question, Ted knows about Gwen wanting to go on the pill and has agreed to it. That would indicate that he knows your intentions, Young Man. Are you going to have a problem with that?"
"Well, yeah! He's Gwen's father and I don't want him upset with me, or think I'm some kind of sneaky guy that's trying to get into his daughter's pants. Maybe I should go back and stay with Uncle Joe."
"Don't be silly, Steve. Ted is treating you like a man, so just act like a man. He knows that all his daughters will fall in love at some point. He only wants them to be safe and happy, like most fathers want. Treat Gwen with love and respect, which you've been doing quite well, and Ted will treat you like a son. Of course, I don't recommend hurting her in any way. Ted would not be pleased about that."
"I won't! Not if I can help it. I love her. I'd do anything to keep her from being hurt. If I ever hurt Gwen, I'd want Ted to work me over because I'd deserve it."
"What am I missing?" asked Gwen. "You're way bigger than Dad. Why are you so afraid of him? Both you and Mom act like he'd kick your butt if you screw up. Dad won't ever try hitting Steve again."
"What you're missing, Gwen, is that Steve respects your father. He honors him like a son would. Ted could take a club to Steve and he'd never lift a hand to protect himself, especially if he felt that he deserved it. His love and respect for you makes him love your family and respect your father. Of course the way you and your sisters keep kissing him and rubbing up against him helps a little, I'm sure."
"I guess I have to get my head around the fact that Steve is so nervous about Dad. He keeps telling me that he is, yet I'm always surprised at how serious he is about it. It tells me that Steve would make a pretty good father himself. How many kids do you want?"
"That is not even going to be discussed right now! After medical school, you can give us as many grandbabies as you want, but don't even think about it before then, Young Lady!" warned Paula as Gwen laughed.
Steve and Gwen sat together at the piano as their turn to perform approached. Steve had been very impressed with the singing skills of the choir, especially of a couple of the ladies that had sung solos. He had been deeply moved by the emotions of the speakers and performers. When their turn came to sing, Steve gave it everything he felt. Gwen would join him at times, and take over the singing at other times. Then they'd sing together. At first, the choir simply hummed in the background, but by the middle of the rendition, they were backing up Steve and Gwen with tremendous emotion. By the end of the song, tears were flowing freely and Steve was sweating profusely. Once again, Gwen was sobbing as she sat on the bench hugging Steve.
Tim Reynolds' parents were in tears as they embraced Gwen and Steve after the funeral. "That was the best possible tribute our son could have been given. You kids are special. You made this gathering feel the love, and the pain we all have with Tim's passing. Thanks so much!"
Once again, it took the young couple a long time to reach the car. People kept stopping them and offering thanks and praise for the decisive action they took the day of the attack and for the incredible performance they delivered in tribute. As they prepared to climb into the car, a well dressed man approached them.
"Kids, I'm Clyde Davis. Young Tim was my cousin's son. I attended the memorial the other night, as well as the funerals of the three kids. After I heard you at the memorial service, I took the liberty of setting up some good sound equipment in both churches in which you two sang. I spent most of the night splicing together a video to go with the 'Troubled Water' song and I think I have something special. Would you be willing to stop at my brother's place just east of Sparta? There's where I'm staying and where all the equipment is."
Steve looked at Gwen and then spoke to the stranger. "Sir, I think we'd like to see what you created. We'll follow you there right now, if that's okay."
An hour later, Steve and Gwen were sitting in stunned silence. "May I take it from your reaction that you like what I did?" asked Clyde. "You just saw what I worked on last night, but now for the rest of the story. I want to rush this video out and release that song. I'll send it to radio stations and make it available to download for a small fee. If it does half as well as I think it will, you kids will make a good buck."
"Mr. Davis, we aren't concerned about making money for ourselves with this. Right, Steve?" stated Gwen rather than asked, as Steve nodded agreement. "Whatever our share would be should be donated directly to the local hospital fund. We should probably get a lawyer to be sure everything is above board."
Clyde Davis gave a broad smile as he listened to Gwen's response. "Young lady, I've been in the business for forty years and never cheated anyone. I assure you, as a United States Marine, I'll honor your wishes and be certain this agreement does not harm you, or your future in any way. I want to have a long and mutually beneficial relationship with you two."
"You were a Marine?" asked a surprised Steve. "Give us a fair contract that gives our share of any proceeds from that performance to the hospital in Sparta and we'll sign."
"Actually, I'm thinking of a two song deal. I have some ideas for that song you did this morning at Tim's funeral. I'll release it after your first hit begins to lose momentum. I know how this all works after forty years. It isn't vinyl anymore, but music is still music. I'm hoping that after you see how well I market and promote your first two efforts that you'll agree to work with me on some more projects I have in mind."
Gwen and Steve had just arrived at Gwen's home when Paula called Gwen to the phone. Steve sat down at the kitchen table as he related the happenings of the day to Ted, Paula, and Kate.
"You guys are going to have songs out? He even made a music video for the song? How did he do that without you guys having to go someplace and do some acting or something?" asked a dubious Kate.
"He used footage from the Emerson River Rescue and spliced it in with the video he took when Gwen sang that song at Jane's funeral yesterday. Gwen makes this song and the video special. She's an incredible singer. Her emotion in that song was almost tangible. I just play the piano and look dumb while she shines like you won't believe. I'm embarrassed to even be mentioned. It's all Gwen, and she's unbelievable!"
"I just can't believe how you guys keep doing amazing things. I thought it was something when you danced so well together. Then you saved those kids, Gwen saved you, you won the state title, got invited to the Governor's Inauguration, started a line of gowns and swimsuits, saved a school full of kids and teachers, got shot twice, sang at a memorial and funerals, and now will have hit songs and videos. Did I forget anything?" asked Kate sarcastically.
"Amber said the Macy's is launching the 'Lady in Red' line next week! They'll be advertising heavily in this area and they want us to be at their store at the Sparta Mall on the eighteenth of this month. We're supposed to model the outfits, sign any autographs that may be requested, answer questions, and generally promote the product line," stated an excited Gwen as she entered the kitchen.
"I guess that answers my question. You guys are going to be famous for all kinds of things. Remember to mention your little sister to all the handsome hunks that ask you out when Steve isn't looking," joked Kate.
"You'll have to tell them yourself. When they see you in those bikinis and evening gowns, you'll have to beat them back with a stick," laughed Gwen.
"You mean they want me there, too!" screamed Kate. "They want me to model the stuff I wore for those pictures? All the kids in school will see me! They'll be so jealous! I wonder if anyone will ask for my autograph."
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School was scheduled to reopen Wednesday morning, one week after the attack. Steve had managed to cut off his bandages by himself that morning and limped to the shower to prepare for the day. He was doing his best to soap up his upper body when he felt hands stroking his back! He swung around in surprise to find a naked Gwen standing behind him.
Trying to remain cool, he slowly ran his gaze over Gwen's body. His eyes lingered on the Y created where her long legs came together. Then he moved on to enjoy her full breasts and hard nipples.
"Do I look okay? I'm pretty nervous about you seeing me like this," admitted Gwen. "Am I too heavy or something?"
"You're incredible! I can't believe how beautiful you are, Gwen. Your body is perfect!"
"Thanks! The nice thing about us being naked is that I can actually see how much you appreciate looking at me. It looks like Little Steve enjoys the view. He's looking right at me!" laughed Gwen as she began soaping Steve's shoulders and chest.
The shower lasted until the hot water ran out. Steve and Gwen washed each other carefully and thoroughly. "That's got to be the cleanest I've ever been, Steve. I don't think you missed a single square inch of my body. Now you have to dry me off."
As he finished toweling Gwen dry, Steve pulled her naked body to his and kissed Gwen passionately. Gwen was facing the door so she saw it swing open and Kate suddenly stop in shock. Behind Kate, Gwen could see her mother watching from the kitchen. Kate was frozen in place until Gwen motioned with her hand for Kate to close the door. Twenty minutes later, Steve was bandaged, dressed and seated at the kitchen table. Gwen was upstairs getting dressed.
"I'm sorry about opening the door this morning," apologized Kate as she sat down at the table. "I thought you'd still be in bed and I could get some clothes from my closet before you woke up. I didn't think about Gwen being in your room. I guess it's hard to shower with a bad arm?"
"You opened the door this morning?" asked Steve nervously. "When was that?"
"Gwen didn't tell you? She saw me and motioned for me to close the door. You guys were all romantic ... and naked. Mom laughed at me when my face got all red after I closed the door."
"Your mom?" repeated Steve. "Kate, Paula, I am so sorry that happened! It's Kate's room and she certainly should have access to her stuff. I'm a lot better now. Maybe I should go back and live with Uncle Joe."
"And how would you navigate the stairs to his apartment?" demanded Paula as she placed a big plate of bacon, sausage, eggs and pancakes in front of Steve. "I warned you both that the lock didn't work on that door. Kate needs to knock first, but you and Gwen have to think about your actions a little more. This is all new to you both. You have to go slowly and carefully. Think about the rest of us in the house. Ted and I don't allow the kids, or anyone, to catch us in embarrassing situations."
"Mom! Not you and Dad! I don't even want to think about that. Gwen and Steve are young and good looking. You and Dad are old and shouldn't even be doing that stuff anymore," reasoned Kate.
"I'm only forty-two and I can still turn heads! Your father and I certainly are not too old for romance and sex. We're just wise enough, and experienced enough, to keep it behind closed doors. Actually, I wouldn't mind if a little more of the romance part was in the open. Steve and Gwen are reminding me of how we were before we had three daughters to worry about."
"You and Dad were like me and Steve?" asked Gwen as she entered the room and took a seat. "You were a senior when you met Dad, weren't you, Mom? How long did you date him before you made love?"
"That is none of your business! Your father was a senior in college and came back to Sparta to watch a football game his cousin Jim was playing in. Jim introduced us at the dance after the game. Your father was so mature and good looking. I fell in love with him that first night, but I didn't tell him for a long time. He thought he had to work hard to get me to fall for him, so he came back to Sparta every chance he had to court me. It may be hard to believe now, but he was very romantic back then."
"So you fell in love at first sight, too? When Steve sat down at my table at the mall that day, my heart stopped. I had trouble breathing. I just sat and stared at him for a long time."
"I didn't notice since I was totally lost by that time," admitted Steve. "I was in love before I even sat down at the table that day. I can't explain it, but I knew that the incredibly beautiful girl sitting there was the one for me. That's why I asked you to go to the dance with me, and I refused to take 'no' for an answer. I can't tell you how hard I worked to win that game. I would've played defense if I had to!"
"I was wearing a baggy sweatshirt and big pants that day. Why did you even take a second look?"
"Gwen, you don't seem to realize just how beautiful you are. I've never seen your equal, and I've seen some gorgeous women, two of whom are in this room right now. You could've been wearing potato sacks and you'd stand out."
Gwen got up from her seat and walked over to Steve and sat on his lap and kissed him hard on the lips. "Did Dad say things like that to you back then, Mom? Was he a silver tongued devil like this guy?"
"I don't think he was quite as smooth as this young man of yours, but he was very good," laughed Paula. "Steve seems to be the gold standard for romance minded men."
As they approached the school that morning, Gwen began to fidget. Kate seemed slightly agitated as well. Gwen parked the car in a handicap area so Steve wouldn't have as far to walk. The kids were talking in hushed tones as they walked through the halls. When they reached their homeroom, Coach Watkins was seated in Ms. Walker's chair. When the bell rang, he spoke to the students in the room.
"As you all know, Ms. Walker was badly injured last week in the terrorist attack. She's expected to make a full recovery and hopefully will return to her teaching duties in the near future. I'm going to take attendance now and then we're reporting to the auditorium for a special program."
The assembly lasted about half an hour. The students were told of increased security measures and asked to always report any unusual activity. The principal explained to the students that the FBI was confident that the sixth terrorist, the one that sent the remote signal to detonate the bombs, had fled into Canada to escape capture and prosecution. Then he thanked the fire and rescue squads, the police, and the hospital staff. He explained that anyone that felt the need to speak with one of the available grief counselors would be quickly accommodated.
Then the principal singled out Gwen. "I cannot stress enough how important the quick thinking of Gwen Anderson was in preventing even more pain and suffering. She risked her life to disarm the bombs, and then had the presence of mind to call an emergency room doctor for help. Then she passed out phone numbers for other students to call for immediate first aid measures. I've been assured that more would have died from that attack if not for the prompt assistance rendered by the brave students that remained in the building to help their classmates.
"The events of that day cannot be discussed without mentioning Steve Hammer. Everyone in this room knows the decisive action he took to save many lives, as well as the very building in which we stand. I do not want to recount his efforts of that morning as we are here to heal, to move forward. We're fortunate to have such quick thinking, capable students in this school. We are the Spartan Nation and we're Spartan proud!!"
It took a few days, but school returned to a new normal. Basketball season resumed and the first home game was difficult. Everyone that entered the gym couldn't help but think about the violence and death that took place there. The floors had been sanded and refinished so there was no sign of blood, but most people had seen the video and knew where the pools had been.
Gwen and Steve were elevated to celebrity status. More precisely, they became school royalty. Students, and even teachers, deferred to them during school and at after school events. Steve healed rapidly and moved back in with his uncle Saturday afternoon. The Anderson family assured him that they wanted him to stay, but he felt he needed to get back home.
Gwen had been joining him for morning showers and had easily made him cum several times. She had declined any reciprocal efforts from Steve, except to allow him to caress her firm breasts and suckle her hard nipples a few times. He felt disloyal to Ted for enjoying Gwen so much in Ted's home. The Anderson's treated him far better than he deserved. Of that, he was certain.
By the following Monday, 'Bridge Over Troubled Water' was well on its way to becoming a huge hit. The video was seen my millions and hundreds of thousands bought and downloaded the song. Once again, Amber Stahl approached Gwen and Steve for an interview.
"I know you're going to be at the mall Saturday to promote your "Lady in Red" line of clothes. Since all the profits go to the hospital, the station has no problem doing a segment from Macy's featuring an informal interview with you two. Naturally, I'm going to be the one asking the questions. You guys have done wonders for my career. The station wants to move me up but won't as long as you both are in Sparta.
"They're afraid that if they move me, they'll miss the exclusive features you've been granting me the last few months. Now that you have a hit song and your clothing line is being promoted all over TV and the internet, the station doesn't want to lose you. They've given me a raise and a promise to move up once you guys are in college.
"I'd like to do fifteen minutes with you two. It will be live, with a few seconds delay in case something unacceptable is blurted. It's going to be during the eight o'clock hour and the network may rebroadcast it during their morning show if it looks interesting enough."
Saturday morning found Lisa, Kate, Gwen, Amber Stahl and Amber O'Leary setting up at Macy's, well before the normal opening time. Amber O'Leary had arranged to have a piano delivered to the area the kids were using. She felt confident that fans would be asking Gwen and Steve to sing since they had a hit song. The girls were shown their changing room, while Steve once again was given a glorified closet.
Macy's opened its doors at seven. Kate and Gwen began the day in evening gowns while Lisa modeled a bikini. Steve was dressed in a tux and was able to go without a sling on his arm. His shoulder was still stiff, but he had gained a lot more mobility in his arm. He walked with a slight limp, but that injury was rapidly healing. Steve recognized quite a few of his classmates that stopped in, including Charlotte.
"Billy's coming home tomorrow! He said to say 'hey' and to stop in and visit him when you get a chance. He's going stir crazy and can't wait to get back to school. The doctor's think he'll make a complete recovery and even be able to play football next fall."
A few minutes before eight, Amber Stahl explained to those gathered that she was going to do an interview and asked for their cooperation. As her cameraman counted down, Amber smiled to the kids as they went silent.
When the broadcast began, she explained to the audience how Gwen and Steve were launching a new line of clothes designed by Amber O'Leary, daughter of the governor. All profits were to benefit the building fund of the local hospital that did such an amazing job treating and caring for the victims of the recent attack.
She spent a few minutes discussing the gowns that Kate and Gwen were wearing. Amber O'Leary was asked about her designs and how she became affiliated with Steve and the Andersons. Lisa was introduced and received a round of applause from the very appreciative males in the audience. Just before going to commercial, Amber told the viewers that Steve had agreed to sing for them after the commercial.
"What are you going to sing?" asked Gwen. "How come I didn't know anything about it? Do you expect me to 'improvise' again? I'd like a little warning about things like this."
"All you have to do is sit next to me and look beautiful. Amber asked if there was anything special I'd like to do this morning and I came up with this song. I'm going to sing it to you, Gwen. All I ask is that if you don't like it; wait until we're off air to say anything, okay?"
The cameraman signaled to Amber that they were ten seconds from going on air, so Gwen ended her questioning. "As promised, Steve Hammer has agreed to entertain us with a song. He'll be performing an old Elvis Presley tune. He tells me that his mom used to sing it to him and he always liked it. This is his television debut. Ladies and Gentlemen, Steve Hammer."
Steve sat at the piano with Gwen next to him. He smiled at her and then began playing the piano. After a few bars, he began singing "Wise men say, only fools rush in, but I can't help falling in love with you."
Gwen was stunned as she listened to Steve deliver one of the best love songs ever written! His voice was strong and rich and his emotion was obvious to all. Sighs erupted from the girls in the audience and Kate and Lisa had tears running down their cheeks.
None of the surrounding distractions affected Steve in any way. He continued to watch Gwen and sing as well as he could. Time seemed to stand still for Gwen as she listened to her boyfriend profess his love for her on television. She imagined her heart exploding as she listened. How could she have ever found such an amazing guy?
As Steve played the last note, the camera swung back to Amber Stahl. She was caught on camera trying to wipe tears from her eyes. "If anyone has ever heard that song done better, I'll eat this microphone! Our time is up for today, but you can be sure we'll be hearing a lot more about "Lady in Red" clothing, and their singing. Thanks everyone!"
As soon as Amber signed off, people rushed to speak with Gwen and Steve. Gwen noticed that the size of the crowd had greatly increased. Questions were flying at her so fast, she was unable to decipher them. Girls were all around Steve, asking him dozens of questions at once. Finally the manager of Macy's, the same fellow that gave Gwen and Charlotte a new change of clothes after the attack, took control and backed the fans off the small stage. He then established an order for the attendees to ask questions.
Most of them were directed to Steve and Gwen, but Lisa and Kate fielded a few questions as well. At nine, the manager called for a fifteen minute break. The girls and Steve all changed and returned for more promotions of their product. Lisa looked stunning in a low cut gown, while Kate caused some commotion when she entered in her modest bikini. Then Gwen glided onto the stage wearing a red robe. When she removed it to reveal a matching bikini, audible groans were heard from the males in the audience.
Steve had to chuckle when guys tried to flock around Gwen. Cameras on cell phones were taking stills and videos constantly. Kate had her own entourage of younger guys. Lisa attracted a large share of the girls present as they asked questions about her gown and how much it would cost to buy one like it.
"I feel like the Maytag repairman here," complained Steve as he wandered around sipping on a soft drink. He was wearing board shorts and shirt that looked quite sharp and matched Gwen's bikini nicely. That fact seemed to go largely unnoticed. Both Gwen and Kate were doing a great job of promoting the swimwear line. They smiled and turned to strike a pose whenever someone requested it.
When a kid tied to hold Kate in what Steve felt was an inappropriate manner, Steve started over to straighten the kid out. Fortunately, the manager of the store was overseeing everything and quickly moved the kid away from Kate. She had seen Steve headed her way to rescue her and grinned and then winked at him.
Every hour they would change outfits, never wearing the same thing twice. Macy's had several clerks selling the outfits and then taking orders when the supply ran out. By day's end, every item in stock had been sold. Steve was shocked to hear that all the men's swimsuits had been sold as well. Not surprisingly, the tuxedoes were slow movers. Amber had anticipated that and had contacted rental stores. She was getting strong interest from them. A lot of guys would be renting a 'Lady in Red' tux for their prom.
Paula and Ted stopped in to watch the proceedings for a while. "I was watching when you sang that song to Gwen this morning. I was sobbing like a teenager. I have trouble believing just how good you are. Is there anything you don't do well?" asked Paula.
"I hope that's a rhetorical question," kidded Steve. "I really hate to reveal my weaknesses."
"I'm beginning to think that Kryptonite is the only thing that could weaken you," replied Paula somewhat seriously. "I'll say it again. You're an amazing young man."
After the day's activities were finished, Gwen was chatting with Amber Stahl and Amber O'Leary when Lisa bid everyone goodbye. She was going to drive directly back to school to study for tests she was taking Monday. Steve was showing Kate a few notes on the piano when his phone vibrated. He had a text from Lisa asking him to meet her in the rear of the store.
Curious, he went out the back door to see what Lisa needed. He was able to make out Lisa's head by a black sedan and walked over to speak with her.
As he neared Lisa, a man stood up with a gun in his hand. He had been crouching by the car so Steve wasn't able to detect him. Steve looked at the man and then back at Lisa. He could now see how badly frightened she was. Her lip trembled and her hand holding her phone shook.
"So it's the hero," greeted the man, showing a heavy accent. "I give you choice. You let me tie hands and get in my car, or I shoot you both."
"You let her go and I'll let you tie my hands and I'll leave with you," replied Steve calmly. "If you don't let her go, I'll kill you right here."
"Such a scary guy!" laughed the man. "You do not tell me. I tell you. Give me your hands now."
"Lisa, back away from us. As he ties my hands, you run away as fast as you can. That's the deal, you miserable bastard."
"I want you, not whore. Give me your hands and she can leave," responded the man as he held out a heavy duty plastic tie.
As the man secured the plastic strip on Steve's wrists, Lisa hurried away. He held the gun to Steve's head, opened the car door, and motioned for Steve to get inside. Steve sat in the passenger seat and the man quickly took another plastic strip and ran it through the one on Steve's wrist and around the grip on the door, effectively rendering Steve's hands immobile. Then he jumped into the driver's seat and sped off.
Gwen was still chatting with both of the Ambers when Lisa called Gwen's cell. "A guy with a gun just took Steve! He threatened to kill me if Steve didn't go with him! We have to call the police!"
"Where are you?" demanded Gwen. "Can you come around to the door by the shoe department? We'll let you in."
"Yes, I'm almost there. Hang up and call 911! Have somebody let me in. I'm at the door now!" cried Lisa.
"Kate! Go open that door for Lisa. I have to call the police. Some guy with a gun just threatened to shoot Lisa and made Steve leave with him!"
The police began streaming into the parking lot within minutes. Amber Stahl quickly called her news director and once again set up her equipment to broadcast. Her cameraman had left hours earlier, so she was on her own.
The police questioned Lisa and soon put out a bulletin for the dark colored sedan. They combed the parking lot for any possible clues as Lisa repeated her story to investigators that arrived on scene. Amber Stahl asked Gwen if she was up for an interview and Gwen quickly nodded.



Amber had the camera on a tripod as she stood in front of it with Gwen. The voice in her ear told her she was going on in ten seconds. She counted down and turned to Gwen.
"What can you tell us about this situation, Gwen. What has happened here?"
"A dark man with a heavy accent and a gun stopped my sister, Lisa, in the parking lot of the Sparta mall a short while ago. He demanded that she text my boyfriend, Steve Hammer, telling him that she needed him outside. When he went out to see what Lisa needed, the gunman told Steve he had to submit to having his hands bound and to get into the gunman's car or he would shoot both Steve and Lisa.
"Steve told the gunman that he would kill him if he harmed Lisa, but if he let Lisa go, Steve would agree to being bound and leave with him. As he secured Steve's wrists, my sister was able to flee the area. She is unharmed but pretty shaken.
"We called the police immediately and they are doing their best to find the gunman and Steve. The man had a heavy accent, so I would guess that he may be connected to the recent terrorist attack. The fact that he wanted Steve, the man that single handedly killed five terrorists in that attack, leads me to conclude that the two situations are connected."
"What do you expect to happen now? Do you think the police will be able to bring this to a quick conclusion?" asked Amber.
"What do I think will happen? When that man threatened my sister in front of Steve, he signed his own death warrant. Steve will kill him. I have no doubt," replied Gwen calmly.
"With his hands tied and the other man carrying a gun? You believe that Steve will somehow kill the man and escape?" asked a surprised Amber.
"Yes, I do. Steve is a very capable man and very dangerous to killers, rapists, and bullies. He's got Navy SEAL blood coursing through his veins. He absolutely loves me, and my family. As I said, when that man pointed a gun at Lisa, he may as well have placed it to his own temple and pulled the trigger. Steve will not allow that man to live. His only chance is to turn himself into the police as soon as possible."
"That's the situation here. We'll try to speak with the police and get that report to you as soon as possible. Stay tuned to Channel 5 for the latest news on this possible bizarre twist to the recent terrorist attack," reported Amber as she signed off.
It was destined to be a very long night for the Anderson family and their friends. Amber O'Leary called her father to see if he could help. He promised to do everything he legally could to help Steve. The she called her fiancé, Brad Hunter, and explained to him what had happened.
Lisa was beside herself with worry and guilt. She apologized to Gwen numerous times. "I'm so sorry! I shouldn't have texted Steve. I was so scared I didn't know what to do, so I did what the guy told me. I should have known better. I put Steve in danger! Gwen, I'm so sorry!"
"This is not your fault, Lisa! Steve will be okay. You had no choice. Who has a better chance of survival with that nutcase, you or Steve? Of course it's Steve. He'd trade his life for mine, yours, or Kate's without blinking an eye. That's one of the reasons we love him so much. Now you have to have faith in him. He saved you and now he has to save himself, and he will. I know he will."
It was midnight by the time Ted and Paula herded their daughters into their family home. Even at that hour, Diane, Will, and Stephanie stopped in, knowing that no one would be sleeping until they received word on Steve.
Kate turned on the TV at five AM to find out how the news was handling the abduction. She was amazed to see what looked like Steve's life story being shown. The clip covered the river rescue, the championship game, the Lady in Red dance, the inauguration of the governor, the shootout with the terrorists, the songs from the memorial and ended with Steve singing to Gwen the previous day.
As the clip ended and the station went to commercial, Kate noticed that Gwen and Lisa were standing behind her. Lisa was crying uncontrollably and Gwen was angry.
"That almost sounded like an obituary! Steve is not dead and he will not die any time soon!" spat Gwen in the direction of the television.
Gwen's resolve was going to be tested far more than she could have dreamed. The weather turned bad with a blizzard blowing through the mountains to the north. It was bad enough to drop eight inches of snow in Sparta and make travel difficult. Sunday wore on with no word from the police. By Sunday night, the Andersons were too weary to stay awake, so they went to bed hoping for better news the next morning.
School was cancelled because of the snow covered roads, so Gwen spent the day with her family again, waiting for the police to call with news. Governor O'Leary called around noon to speak with Gwen and promised that every asset of the state would be pressed into service to find Steve. By afternoon, the roads were cleared and Paula's parents arrived to offer their support.
The Andersons, with Diane's family and Gwen's grandparents, were seated in the living room quietly talking when the phone rang. Paula was sitting near it and answered. She listened for a period of ten or fifteen seconds and then responded with a "Yes, Sir," and handed the phone to Gwen.
Everyone in the room listened intently to Gwen's side of the conversation. "Mr. President! Thank you so much! Yes. It's been difficult, but he'll be okay. I know he will. I appreciate that, Sir! Yes, he is. Thanks so much for calling!"
After she hung the phone up, Gwen turned to her family and managed a weak smile. "That was the president. He said that he has Homeland Security and the FBI working on Steve's abduction. He told me that Steve was an exceptional man and would survive this ordeal and that we needed to stay strong and keep our faith in Steve. I'm going to vote for him next election."
"The President of The United States calls you?" marveled Paula's mother. "He knows you and Steve, and called to offer his support? You kids are incredible! With the whole government working on this, Steve should be rescued any minute!"
That was destined to be the highlight of the day. No good news was forthcoming. Once again, the family retired for the night hoping that the next day would be better.
Gwen was up early, only to find Ted sitting at the table sipping on a cup of coffee. "The police found the car the guy abducted Steve in. It was in a garage a couple miles from the mall. They think the guy had a different car stashed there and stole the one he used to abduct Steve. That's one reason they haven't found him. They've been looking for the wrong car."
Gwen decided to attend school rather than wait at home. Lisa had not returned to class and was becoming extremely depressed. At school, kids were supportive and kind to Gwen. She had difficulty concentrating in class, but it helped the time go faster.
That afternoon, shortly after she returned home from school, Gwen answered the doorbell. Standing on her stoop was Amber O'Leary, along with Brad and Jason Hunter.
Gwen flew into their arms and hugged the two men tightly. Somehow she identified with these tall strong military men and she felt safer just seeing them.
"I'm so glad you came! Lisa needs some cheering up. She feels responsible for Steve being abducted. She needs men that think like Steve to explain to her how men are and how Steve was glad to risk his life to save hers. Come on in. I'll get Lisa."
Lisa came down the stairs when Gwen called for her. When she saw Jason she ran to him and hugged him as hard as he could as she sobbed into his chest. Jason held her and rubbed her back as she cried.
"It's my fault. I was afraid of the man and texted Steve like he told me. I was such a coward. Then Steve never even acted nervous. Steve just told the guy that if he hurt me, he would kill him. Then he agreed to be tied up and go with the guy if he let me go! It's my fault!"
"I know you're upset, but I won't have you disrespecting Steve like this," stated Jason firmly. "He made his choice, the same choice any man would make. He was honored to have the opportunity to help you. He could do nothing less and still be a man. He doesn't need or want your pathetic self pity. He needs friends that are strong. Can you stop thinking about yourself and think about Steve?"
Gwen was shocked at Jason's harsh words to Lisa. She had hoped that he'd help Lisa through a difficult time and now he was brow beating her. To Gwen's surprise, Lisa stopped crying and stepped back from Jason.
"What can we do to help him? I want to help him any way I can. You're right about me. All I could think about was what I had done and not what a brave, selfless thing Steve did to protect me. He deserves better. That's why Gwen is his girlfriend. I don't deserve a great guy like that until I get my head out of my ass and start thinking straight."
"That's why I'm here, Lisa. I'm going to remove your head from that dark place and show you that you do deserve a great guy, and that great guy is me! I'm here for you."
The phone rang and Gwen answered it. She listened intently, asked a few questions and then hung up. "They think they found the car used after the guy switched in the garage. It's way up in the mountains, not too far from Big Bear Ski Lodge. The car was over a cliff and blown to pieces. They've recovered two sets of DNA. One is Steve's!"
Paula, Kate, and Paula's mother had entered the room in time to hear Gwen's statement. Brad broke the silence. "That doesn't mean that he's dead! Hell, I bet the FBI could find my DNA in that rental car I just drove here. The fact that they only found DNA is a positive thing. He might be walking back right now."
"They had a blizzard up there a couple days ago. There's two feet of new snow and the temperatures have been in the teens with a strong wind since then. Steve must be in that weather, trying to survive after blowing that bastard to hell. He'll need help!"
"I have some connections," declared Brad as he headed out of the room. "Let me make a few calls and see what I can find out."
Ten minutes later, Brad came back into the living room. "I called in a few favors to get this information. They found body parts all over the wreckage, but none were Steve's. They did find blood on some of the wreckage that was Steve's. They feel it's possible that he's alive and on foot in the Burns National Forest. Amber's dad tried to send the National Guard in with helicopters and other equipment, but couldn't because there's another blizzard bearing down on the area right now. They can't risk more lives, so they have to wait it out. They think it'll be clear by the weekend, or maybe Friday and they'll go in then."
"Steve's been through one blizzard and he has to go through another one?" asked Gwen incredulously. "This is not acceptable! I'll go up there myself and look for him. I have good boots and a warm coat. I can take a backpack and..."
"You're not going up there, Gwen, but I sure as hell admire your spirit and determination. This is extremely dangerous. I spoke with Amber's Dad and he's sending a helicopter here as we speak. Jason and I will be dropped off where the wreckage was located and we'll find Steve for you."
It was Amber's turn to gasp. "You're going to go out in a blizzard? I thought you just said that they won't risk more lives to look for Steve in this weather."
"They won't order anyone out, but Jason and I are volunteering. It'll be a walk in the park for us. We grew up in Vermont so we're used to snow and bad weather. And we're trained for this by the United States government. They'll have all the gear we'll need on the chopper."
"That's why I fell in love with you, Brad! You're so masculine, yet so compassionate. You've volunteered to be dropped off in a blizzard to help a guy you've only met once. I know you brothers will look after each other and won't have any problems, but I love you even more for doing this. My husband-to-be is a real man and I'm extremely proud of him."
"You're going with Brad to look for Steve?" asked Lisa with awe. "You'd do that for a person you only met once? Why?"
"There are several reasons, really. He's very important to you, so he's important to me. I know you love him, although he's your sister's boyfriend. I also know that some women have a tremendous capacity for love and I'm hoping we'll find him, and that'll make you fall in love with me. Then there's the matter of how he took out those terrorists and saved hundreds of lives. He sure as hell deserves all the help we can give him. And I like the way he and Gwen sing and dance. How's them reasons?"
"Jason, I was falling for you already. That you'd risk your life for Steve is pretty much going to seal the deal as far as I'm concerned. Steve told me that you were one of the good guys. As usual, he was spot on in his judgment. He's amazing, and you remind me of him an awful lot. Just know that I really, really appreciate what you're doing," said Lisa as she reached up and kissed Jason briefly.
The sound of a helicopter landing near the house quickly changed the mood. The two men began pulling their coats back on. "Just a minute! You two can't leave before I thank you for what you're doing for Steve, and for us. If you bring Steve back to me, I'll forever be in your debt and will love you with everything in me. Please be careful, but bring him back to me!" cried an impassioned Gwen as she hugged and kissed each man on the cheek.
Everyone was surprised to see Amber Stahl on the lawn videoing the helicopter landing. Then she swung her lens toward the group stepping out of the house. "Gwen, can you tell me why that helicopter is here and who these two men are?"
The men headed for the chopper, but Gwen stopped near Amber and responded to her question. "Those two men are Brad and Jason Hunter, US Army Rangers, or soon to be, in Jason's case. They've volunteered to be dropped into a driving blizzard in sub freezing temperatures to locate and return with Steve Hammer. That's the kind of men they are, and I thank God that we have friends like them!"
Brad Hunter hurried back to Gwen with a small phone in his hand. "Take this, Gwen. It's secure and the only time it'll ring is when I call to tell you that we found Steve. Keep it close and wait for our call."
Paula, Kate and Paula's mother had silently watched and listened to the entire exchange between the girls and Brad and Jason. "My God, your girls really attract some gorgeous men! Look how they carry themselves and the courage they show. You put Steve in with them and you could take on an army. I don't know how Steve could survive a crash and a blizzard, but if anyone could, it's him. If he doesn't Gwen will never be the same. Men like him don't come along very often."
"Grandma, Steve will be okay. He's the toughest, smartest, strongest guy I've ever seen. He's practically a Navy SEAL and those guys laugh at blizzards. It's another day at the beach for Steve. You just wait and see!" stated Kate with great conviction.
Gwen returned to school Wednesday with high hopes that Steve would somehow be found. She wore the phone Brad gave her on a small chain around her neck. She explained to anyone that asked what the significance of the phone was. Wednesday evening found Gwen and Lisa losing some of their optimism, but determined to stay the course. Thursday came and went with no news of any kind, except that a major winter snow storm was passing to the north and dumping a lot more snow in the mountains. Gwen had never listened to weather reports with so much concern.
By Friday, Gwen was extremely tense. Charlotte spent the morning trying to comfort her and keep her spirits up. Gwen tried to be stoic and strong, but fear was weighing heavily on her. It was mid afternoon in a study hall with Ms. Summers. Gwen's phone suddenly rang.
Everyone knew the significance of the phone ringing. The room became silent as Gwen removed the phone from her neck and answered it. Charlotte found herself holding her breath as she watched her best friend. Gwen never said a word after answering. She sat in a daze and nodded her head. Then she gently set the phone down and broke into huge sobs. Both Charlotte and Ms. Summers hurried to Gwen's side.
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Steve had been taken totally by surprise when the gunman appeared from behind the car. He cursed himself for being so careless, and for endangering Lisa. Her fear was obvious, but it forced Steve to remain calm. The situation was tense and he knew that he needed to remove Lisa from danger.
As soon as he realized that he was the man's real focus, Steve decided that he'd go with him if Lisa were allowed to leave unharmed. Steve was also certain that if Lisa was hurt in any way, he would find some way to wreak vengeance on the gunman.
As the man secured his hands, Lisa was allowed to slip away. Steve was under no illusions about what was facing him, but with Lisa safe, he would be able to face it without concern for her.
They drove a couple miles with his hands strapped to the car door. Then the gunman turned into a driveway as the garage door opened. He pulled alongside an SUV, shut the motor off, and closed the garage door. Steve's abductor then walked around the front of the car. As he did so, he picked up what appeared to be a rake or shovel handle that was propped against the wall.
The man opened Steve's door quickly and slammed the wooden handle into Steve's head behind his ear. Steve slumped with his hands still bound to the door. The man pulled out a knife and severed the plastic tie that had immobilized Steve. He placed handcuffs on Steve's wrists and dragged him from the car. He hooked a chain through the handcuffs and then went to the wall and pressed a button. Slowly the chain rose and Steve's hands followed it upward.
When Steve was suspended so his toes touched the floor, the man began circling him. Then he would curse Steve in Farsi and slam the handle into Steve's torso. He kept that up until he was too winded to continue. The man then opened a bottle of water and sat down to rest. After half an hour, he stood up and pulled on a pair of leather gloves.
Steve was groggy but conscious for the first few blows. The man laughed as he promised he wouldn't kill Steve, yet. He wanted him softened up for easier transport. He explained to Steve that he was taking him to a place where he had video equipment set up to record Steve's execution. He laughed even harder as he spoke about how he was going to broadcast that event on the internet, much like the 'Lady in Red' dance Steve and Gwen had performed. He continued to hit Steve long after he had lost consciousness.
When Steve woke up, he was unable to open his left eye and his right allowed him little more than a squint at his surroundings. His hands were once again strapped together with another plastic strap binding him to the door of the vehicle. It was daylight and snow was falling heavily. Steve remained still, wanting his captor to believe that he was still out of it. After reading a few road signs, Steve was able to determine that he was in the mountains north of Sparta, not far from a winter ski lodge.
They were driving through six or eight inches of snow with more falling rapidly. The driver appeared to be traveling a bit fast for road conditions. Steve realized that the driver was probably not very experienced in winter driving. They were approaching a curve in the road when Steve made his decision.
Just as they reached the start of the curve, Steve pushed his knee hard against the steering wheel. The driver was confused for a few seconds when he was unable to turn the wheel. Seeing Steve's knee pressing against it, he violently jerked it just as Steve withdrew his knee. The result was a full 360 degree spin, followed by a 180. The ass end of the SUV hit the guard rails.
The vehicle jerked as the safety device greatly reduced the speed it was traveling. Then the rails gave way under the impact and the SUV dropped off the edge of the road and began crashing down a very steep embankment. Desperate, Steve was just barely able to reach the handle to open the car door. It swung open with his hands still attached. Suddenly a large tree sheered the door from the vehicle and Steve was yanked from his seat. The vehicle kept plunging down the embankment as Steve hung suspended from a large pine tree. The limb holding the door snapped and he was dropped to the steeply sloped, snow covered ground, still attached to the car door. It began sliding down the hillside in the wake of the SUV with Steve bouncing along with it.
The vehicle struck a large rock outcropping at the bottom of the slope with tremendous force. Suddenly an explosion shook the earth as a huge fireball spewed from the crumpled SUV. Steve tried desperately to brace his legs to slow his descent and he was partially successful. He slowed the door down somewhat as debris began landing around him. He felt several burning sensations as the door he was bound to began to drift to the right. Too tired and hurt to fight it any longer, Steve allowed himself to be carried along with the door. It finally came to rest about twenty feet from the wreckage.
Steve forced himself to roll over on his back to suffocate the small fires flaring on his back and legs caused by the burning debris that had fallen on him. He hunkered down behind the door to escape the intense heat from the fire and took stock of his situation. Nearby was a piece of the steering wheel with a partial hand still griping it, leading Steve to conclude that his captor had been a victim of the explosion.
Steve knew that cars seldom blew up in accidents of any sort, so it seemed likely that the man was transporting explosives. He was probably hoping to recruit more suicide bombers, or he just liked living on the edge. Regardless, his days of terrorism had ended quite permanently.
The fire quickly began to die since there was very little left to burn. With great effort, Steve dragged the door over to a piece of the axle with some jagged steel attached. It took some time, but he eventually managed to situate the door so he could sever the plastic that was binding him to it.
Steve was concerned with his situation. He had struggled to get the door where he wanted it because his chest hurt with every move he made. His vision was limited to a small area with his right eye. His left eye was swollen completely shut. His back ached and his ass hurt. Running his hands over his backside, he discovered a piece of metal embedded in his upper leg, near his butt. He briefly attempted to remove it, but the pain that created was more than he cared to endure.
It occurred to him that pulling the metal from his body could cause him to bleed a great deal. It didn't appear to be bleeding at all at the moment. That surprised Steve until he concluded that it must have been so hot that it cauterized his flesh as it entered, thus preventing serious bleeding.
It was snowing extremely hard and the wind was beginning to whip the flakes around in all directions. For the first time, Steve realized that it was also very cold. He would need shelter and heat before long or he'd perish. He had often listened to his father and his SEAL friends discuss some of their survival training and what they had endured and what they had learned. The important thing was to never give up!
Waiting in the open by the burned out wreckage seemed foolish. With visibility so low, no one would find the wreck until far too late to do him any good. Looking around, Steve saw a piece of metal with a very sharp ragged edge on one end. He kicked snow over it to be certain that it was no longer hot and then picked it up. Judging from how much that movement hurt, Steve realized that he was in for a bad day or two. Seeing nothing else of interest, he turned and began walking.
It was almost dark when he saw the overhang. He had fallen a few times along the way and had trouble getting back up. He was wracked with pain, his breathing was labored and he was very cold.
Years ago, an old pine tree had collapsed against the rocky ledge that was now in front of him. Moving in close, he was able to see a small cubicle carved into the rocks under the dead tree. Slowly, he crawled under the tree limbs and into the rock cavern. It was void of snow and extremely cold. Steve took the jagged piece of metal and gouged out part of the old tree that was rotting. He managed to gather a couple hands full of small tinder and placed it on a flat rock. He then pulled off tiny pieces of dry wood and bark and placed it by the tinder.
Steve then pulled out his wallet and found a slip of paper with addresses. He tore the paper in very tiny pieces and placed it by the tinder. He looked around and found a flat rock and placed it near the tinder and paper. They he took the jagged piece of metal and began striking it against the rock. Ten minutes later he was still striking the metal against the rock. An occasional spark would fly to land harmlessly near the paper. Knowing he had no options and very little time, Steve kept striking the rock.
Finally a spark landed on the small paper strips. Steve gently blew on it and the paper erupted into flames! Steve quickly added the tinder to the paper and it began burning. Then he placed the small pieces of bark and wood on the tinder. Once that ignited, he began adding larger chunks of the old tree. Gradually, the grotto began to warm up. Steve pulled his shoes off and placed his feet near the flames. Once they were warm, he put his shoes back on. He gathered fuel until he was simply too tired to move. He lay down near the fire and listened to the wind howl.
Steve woke to find the fire almost extinguished. He slowly moved to the old tree and chopped some dead branches of it. He fed these pieces of wood to the fire and nursed it back to a healthy state. Then he gathered more wood and placed it near the fire. Sweating and exhausted, Steve once again curled up by the fire and slept. It became his routine. When he awoke, he'd gather wood until he was too exhausted or sore to continue and then lay back down.
Steve knew he had to have been in his shelter for several days, but was unsure exactly how many. He was beginning to feel cold, regardless of how large the fire was. He was having trouble breathing and he was coughing frequently, which hurt his chest. He knew he had a fever, some very sore ribs, and a bad cold. His back and ass were throbbing constantly and he was finding it difficult to collect any more firewood. He had burned all but the biggest pieces of the tree.
Steve considered trying to find his way back to the road but had no idea what direction he had come from. It had been snowing hard that day and he had not been paying close attention to his wanderings. It was still snowing hard and Steve began to realize that he was trapped in the small grotto until the weather improved, and then he was not likely to have the strength to go very far.
He thought about Gwen and how much she had come to mean to him. He smiled as he remembered her climbing into the shower with him and how well they washed each other. He was saddened that things hadn't turned out better, but eventually decided that what he had been given was far more than he would have dreamed of a year ago. Once again, he fell asleep.
Jason and Brad Hunter had been dropped off near the wreckage of the SUV just as the snow began in earnest. They strapped on their snowshoes as the helicopter raced back to base. Although they were no strangers to snow and cold, they were concerned by the harshness of the elements. They were fully prepared for the weather and still had difficulty moving very well. Visibility was low and the wind was sucking the warmth from their bodies.
They had formed a plan for searching while in the copter and moved out to follow that plan. Two days later they still had almost half of the area they wanted to search untouched. The snow was well over three feet with drifts eight and ten feet high. They felt a real urgency as they pushed through the snow. It was not likely that anyone would survive for days in this environment without proper equipment. They feared that their window of opportunity for finding Steve alive was rapidly closing.
They were not looking for a body. They searched likely areas where a man in distress would look for shelter during a storm. They looked for caves in the hillside, smoke in the air, tracks in the snow, and deadfalls where downed trees could offer some protection from the elements. By Friday afternoon, they were tired and discouraged, but in agreement that they would not end their search until they found Steve. Neither brother wanted to return home from this mission they had undertaken empty handed. It was far easier to face the weather than the women waiting for, and depending on them.
The storm had finally dissipated and the sun was breaking out when Jason suddenly stopped in his tracks. He sniffed the air and then called to his brother.
"I smell smoke! The wind is coming from the east, so let's head that way, and hurry!"
So it was that the Hunter brothers came upon Steve's little cavern in the rocks. They feared he was dead when they first crawled into the shelter. The fire was nearly gone and Steve was motionless. Brad moved in and felt his neck.
"He's alive! We need to call in a chopper as fast as we can. He's damn close to dying here! I'll check for injuries while you call in our coordinates. We need help here now!"
Less than an hour later, they had Steve boarded on a National Guard helicopter headed for Sparta. There was a better trauma center north, but the weather in that direction dictated that the hospital in Sparta was to be their destination. As they flew, Brad made the call to Gwen.
"Gwen! Steve's alive, but he's in pretty bad shape. We have him in a chopper and we're headed for the Sparta hospital. I promise you that we'll do our best for him! I can't talk now but I'll see you at the hospital.
Ashley and Charlotte gathered Gwen in their arms as she cried uncontrollably. Both women feared the answer to the question that was on everyone's mind, so they simply held her and waited. After about minute, Gwen wiped her eyes and turned to her friends.
"My boyfriend's back!" was all she managed before tears once again raced down her cheeks and sobs wracked her body once again.
Uncertain of her exact meaning, Charlotte and Ashley Summers looked at each other with questioning eyes. "He's alive!" gasped Gwen between sobs.
That was all the two had to hear as huge smiles broke across their faces. The kids sitting near enough to hear Gwen clapped and cheered. Soon the entire room was involved. Cell phones came out and calls were placed, much against the policy of the school.
"I need to get to the hospital! He's in bad shape! He's going to need me. I'm sorry, Ms. Summers, but I'm leaving now," stated Gwen through her tears as she stood up and grabbed her books.
"Tell the principal for us, will you Ms. Summers?" requested Charlotte as she hurried toward the door with her friend. "We don't have time to report to anyone and Gwen's in no condition to drive. Her boyfriend's back!"
As Charlotte drove them to the hospital, Gwen called home. "Mom! Jason and Brad found Steve! He's alive, but in pretty bad shape. I'm on my way to the hospital right now. Tell Lisa and call Amber. I'm too worried to talk to people now. I'll call when I know more."
As Charlotte was approaching the hospital, Gwen was filling in Uncle Joe on the situation. Charlotte suddenly pointed to a helicopter landing in the parking lot. Several men were placing cones and directing any traffic away from the area. By the time Charlotte found a parking space, Steve was being lowered to a waiting gurney. Gwen raced toward the scene only to have Brad intercept her.
"Now is not the time, Gwen! He needs immediate medical attention. Go around to the waiting room and we'll join you there in a few minutes. Trust me. It has to be this way for Steve," insisted Brad as Gwen watched attendants rush Steve to the emergency room entrance.
"He isn't moving! Did he die? Tell me!" yelled Gwen as Brad held her to his chest. "I need to know. Is he dead?"
"No, he isn't dead. He's had a hard time of it and he's in pretty bad condition, but he's alive. Let the doctors take care of him and decide how he's doing. Go to the waiting room, Gwen. We'll all be there in a little while."
By this time Charlotte had caught up to Gwen and heard Brad's last words. "Let's get to the waiting room. We've spent a lot of time there the last few weeks, so a few more hours won't hurt us. Come on, Gwen. Brad's right."
Friends and relatives quickly arrived to join Gwen and Charlotte in the waiting room. Paula and Lisa were among the first to arrive. "How's he doing? Can I talk to him? I need to apologize."
"If you try that, he'll be angry with you, Lisa! Men don't want apologies from women for trusting them and relying on them. They want you to thank and appreciate them. But right now, Steve isn't able to see anyone. He's in pretty bad shape according to Brad. We have to wait to find out how bad it is."
As Gwen was speaking to Lisa, she saw Amber O'Leary enter the waiting room and rushed over and hugged her. "Your man and his brother saved my guy! I'll never be able to thank you enough! To think I was ready to fight you the first time we met and now you've practically saved Steve. Thanks so much!"
Kate arrived a short time later with Paula's parents. They were followed by Diane and Stephanie. Amber Stahl approached Gwen a little later. "Can you tell me anything I can report, Gwen? Is there anything you want me to tell our viewers?"
"You should tell them that Brad and Jason Hunter, two of West Point's finest, went into the mountains in a raging storm, searched tirelessly for three days in arctic like conditions and found Steve and brought him back to the hospital. Mention Amber and her dad, the Governor, for not giving up and for sending the helicopter that flew Steve back to the hospital," responded Gwen. "Please don't mention that he's in pretty bad shape and we're really worried about him. We want to emphasize the positive right now. Thanks, Amber, for being a real friend and a great reporter."
Amber left the room to file a report as the rest settled in to wait. After about an hour, Jason and Brad entered the room. They were clean shaven and showered.
"We just had to get cleaned up. Wearing the same clothes you've sweated in for three days is no way to greet ladies," offered Brad as he hugged Amber O'Leary while Lisa found herself in Jason's strong arms.
"You know how much I appreciate what you guys did for Steve, which means you did it for me as well," began Gwen. "What can you tell us about Steve's condition?"
"Do you want me to talk about it in front of everyone," questioned Brad. "I don't know everyone in the room and some of it's not easy to hear."
Gwen looked around the room at those gathered to wait for news about Steve and then turned back to Brad. 'Everyone here loves him and is genuinely concerned so they might as well find out now. It'll save me the trouble of repeating everything."
"What about the reporter?" asked Brad as he gestured toward Amber Stahl. "This is personal and some of it doesn't need to be repeated to millions of people."
"Amber won't report anything she learns this way without asking first. She's a personal friend of ours, as well as a very good reporter. Please let us know what's going on."
"Steve was unconscious when we found him. He had found a small cave type area in a rock ledge. It was shelter and a good place to ride out the storm. He had burned about all the wood he was able to gather, cut, or break off a big dead pine tree that had fallen against the ledge years ago.
"We called for the chopper and gave him some water. He had a high fever and a bad cough. He held his chest and winced when he coughed, so I worried about injuries from that crash and explosion. This is where it gets hard to hear.



"I decided to check out his chest area for any injuries or punctures. His chest, stomach, and back were all covered with horrible long black bruises. It's pretty apparent that the guy must have beaten Steve with some sort of club!"
Cries and moans filled the room at Brad's statement. He waited for the ladies to collect themselves. "He also had shrapnel buried in his back, buttocks, and legs. One large fragment and several smaller ones appeared to be infected. He's quite ill. I have no idea what sort of internal injuries he may have suffered from the beating and the wreck. His face is badly swollen, with one eye totally closed. There you have it as far as I can report. Obviously, the doctors will have much better idea of the extent of his health problems."
No one had expected to hear that Steve had been badly beaten before crashing and then enduring several days in a blizzard. Everyone wore shocked expressions and tears flowed freely. Paula hugged Gwen and cooed into her ear much as she had done when Gwen was a small child. Lisa cried into Jason's chest while Stephanie and Kate held each other with tears streaking their cheeks. Then Steve's uncle stepped through the doorway and took a seat.
"I heard everything, so don't worry about repeating it. It's a hell of a thing, but I'm looking at the bright side. Steve's alive and in good hands. That's a lot better than he was a few hours ago!"
It was almost three hours later that a grim Laura entered the waiting room. She looked at the people gathered and nodded to them. "I guess there's no sense trying to speak to one or two of you, so I'm going to tell all of you how Steve's doing.
"He's in intensive care. We're treating him for pneumonia and a very nasty infection in his buttocks and back. We removed a large piece of metal and numerous smaller ones. Several of those pieces of shrapnel had caused infections. X-rays show several cracked ribs, apparently the result of being bound and then beaten. He has many bruises on his torso and face. He has one eye swollen shut and the other is pretty puffy. He's dehydrated and exhausted.
"All of that said, he's in remarkably good health for what he's been through. His face should heal completely, so his good looks will return. His bruises will eventually heal. We feel that we've got a good start on his treatment for the pneumonia and the infections. If he keeps responding as he has been the last few hours, he'll be out of intensive care within a couple days.
"One thing I cannot determine is his mental state. This young man has had a very traumatic year. He lost his father while defending civilians, and Steve killed three men at that time. He came within a whisker of drowning in November. A couple weeks ago he engaged in a shootout with terrorists, in which he killed five men and lost several friends. Then he was abducted, bound, and tortured before being in a crash and explosion. Badly injured, he struggled to survive through a couple of hellacious snowstorms. Can you see why I'm worried about him?
"He'll need a lot of patience and understanding, as well as old fashioned love. He may be fine, but my feeling was that he was worried or depressed when I just spoke with him. That could hinder the healing process. As I said, he was conscious just now and he's asked to see Lisa. Would you come with me, please?"
Lisa looked to Gwen in surprise and quickly stood and followed Laura out of the room. Gwen felt everyone in the room look at her as she struggled to determine the meaning in this turn of events. Unable to reach a logical conclusion, she decided to simply keep her faith in Steve and wait.
"Steve, it's my fault that you've been hurt so bad!" cried Lisa as she neared the bed and saw Steve's bandaged face.
"That's why I wanted to see you, Lisa," croaked Steve. "I need you to help me get well. Will you do that for me?"
"Of course, Steve! What can I do to help?"
"I'm trying to get that bastard out of my head. He tried to take something from us, and I'm worried that he may have succeeded. I heard Jason and Brad talking on the chopper ride back. They didn't know I was conscious. I heard that you're wracked with guilt and now I see it's true.
"Lisa, you know that I love you, but I doubt that you know how much. We'll never be lovers, but that just makes what we have even better. We are joined in other ways. I need you to know that I never blamed you for texting me that day. I am honored that you had the faith in me to respond in your time of need. I would give my life for you. If I'm ever called on to do that, I want you to know that I did it because I love you and want you to be safe and well. I want to hold your children, to love your kids and play with them. I want you to feel that I'll give my life for them and I want you to be proud of me for doing it.
"You have to be the Lisa I've known and loved if I'm going to be able to get over the pain that guy inflicted. I have to know that he lost, and you and I won. Don't look for blame. Look for the pride and honor I felt that you would allow me to help you. I fear that in the future you will allow yourself injury or harm rather than seek my help. I can't live with that. Guys like Jason, Brad, and me have a purpose in life. That purpose is to help good people, and hold bad people accountable. You have a purpose, too. Lisa, you bring joy to men like us with your smile, your humor, and your selfless love of family. Please tell me that I won't lose that Lisa, the one I've fallen for so deeply. Tell me that you'll always be willing to lean on me in times of trouble and allow me the pleasure and honor of helping you any way I can."
Tears streamed down Lisa's cheeks as she listened to Steve speak. "Oh, Steve! I do love you like no other. I promise I'll always look to you for help in times of trouble. We do have a special kind of love and we'll have it even if we're both married and have a dozen kids between us. Gwen will understand. She already does. If Jason turns out to be the guy for me, he'll understand, too."
"That's the Lisa I know and love! Now do me one more favor. Express to Jason and Brad how much I appreciate their efforts to rescue me. Put some feeling in it for me, if you would."
"I think I can do that! I know it isn't manly to get all weepy and soft, so I'll take care of that little task for you. Then I'll tell them how proud I am that they'd think enough of you, and Gwen and me, to go to such extremes to save you. I think I'll like feeling loved and pampered a lot more than frightened and guilty. You're amazing and we really do have a very special and different type of love affair going, don't we?"
"I'd say it's one of the best possible and I hope it lasts another sixty years. I hope we're always close and you're always teasing me. I expect your daughters to be just like you, and I'll love them, too."
Lisa bent over and quickly kissed Steve's bruised lips. "We'll always be in love. Now get well. I promise that I'll do my best to tease you mercilessly, so plan on it!"
All eyes were on Lisa when she returned to the waiting room. Lisa looked at Gwen to judge her temperament. She knew it had to sting when Steve asked to speak to her first. Gwen seemed curious, but not angry. Lisa hurried over to her.
"Gwen, that boyfriend of yours was worried about me! Can you believe that? It seems that on the helicopter ride to the hospital he overheard a couple of Rangers discussing how pathetic a certain blonde was behaving. For some reason, Steve thought that they were referring to me, so he just gave me a pep talk. He's been beaten, blasted, and blown around by a blizzard. He's got pneumonia and cracked ribs, can only see out of one eye, and he's worried that I'm unhappy! Can you believe it?"
"So that's what that was all about? I was a little curious, but I knew there'd be a good reason. He heard that you were down in the dumps and wanted to correct that problem right away? He really does love you, Lisa. It just makes me so proud of him! How did he look?"
"Honestly, Sis? He looks like hell. He's battered and bruised to beat the band, but I think I cured his depression, and I didn't even have to take my clothes off," joked Lisa.
Paula and the others had been listening to Lisa's conversation with Gwen. When Lisa made her joke, Paula knew that she'd be fine. Steve's talk with her had freed Lisa of her guilt about texting him that horrible day. Paula made a mental note to thank Steve and to add yet another reason to the long list of ways Steve had come through for her family.
Gwen was relieved to hear Lisa joke and laugh. She had been concerned about her attitude and had hoped that Steve's rescue would jolt her out of her melancholy. While his return didn't exactly have that effect, it seemed obvious that their little tete-a-tete had restored Lisa's good humor.
"There's one other thing. Steve asked that I personally thank these two Rangers for roaming the north woods for a few days to find him and bring him back. He specifically asked me to put some feeling in it. That's what I'm going to do. Forgive me, Amber, but this is for Steve."
Lisa walked up to Brad and wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him long and hard on the lips. Once she released Brad, she moved over to Jason. He was ready for her and pulled her tight to his chest and leaned down to meet her lips with his. They held that position until Kate started yelling for them to get a room.
Paula and her mother were laughing at Lisa's forward behavior. Amber had moved into her fiancé's arms, while Gwen moved behind Lisa with a smile on her face.
"I owe these guys some thanks, too! Let go of that big lug so I can express myself properly," insisted Gwen.
"No, Gwen. That's why Steve asked me to thank these guys. He didn't want his girlfriend whisked away by some handsome, rugged Ranger. I'm the sacrificial lamb here. It's a dirty job, but it's mine to do."
"Just get out of the way," laughed Gwen as she moved close to Jason and kissed him soundly on the lips. "You saved my guy, Jason. You'll always be a brother to me, and maybe more if Lisa does have her head removed from that dark place. I'll always love you for all you've done for Steve and me."
Then Gwen moved over to Brad and pulled Amber out of his arms. "I gave you permission to kiss my boyfriend once. Would it be okay if I kissed yours right now?"
"Just don't do a job on him like Lisa did! He's getting older now and his heart isn't what it used to be. Two Anderson sisters are enough to kill most men, so go easy and if he starts to go down, catch him."
"There won't be anything going down when I get this guy in my arms!" replied Gwen as she kissed Brad long and hard. "You're tops in my book, Brad. Amber is a very lucky woman. You and Jason are the brothers I never had. My sisters have Steve for a brother figure, but I sure don't want him to be act like a brother with me!"
Laura had entered the room in time to see and hear Lisa and Gwen thank the Hunter brothers. She admired their easy sexuality and humor under a stressful situation. She found herself smiling along with the others in the room.
"I was going to ask you if you wanted to see Steve now, but if you're too busy with these brothers, maybe Paula will have the time to cheer up Steve a little. I told you I was worried about Steve getting depressed. Having his girl stolen by a couple of Army Rangers will crush him."
Gwen rushed over to Laura and followed her out of the room. Steve was covered in bandages and once again had an IV plugged into his left arm. Gwen walked up to his bed and took his hand and smiled. Steve tried to smile back and groaned as his split lip reminded him of his ordeal.
"Steve, you know what this means, don't you?" asked Gwen. "I'm going to have to wash your back in the shower again. You know I'm going to make you stay with us and I'm going to smother you in love. I just hope you're healthy enough to survive it because it's going to be constant and intense. Think you can stand it?"
"That's all I could think about when I was lying under that damn rock ledge! I knew if I could just hang on, you'd be rubbing your naked breasts against me again, washing my back and allowing me to wash your front. I had to time to think about my love for you, Gwen. I'll never love another woman the way I love you. I know that."
"Oh, Steve! My heart was breaking when you were taken away, but I never stopped believing that you'd come back to me. My heart told me that you were alive. I'm your girl to love forever. That'll never change."
Gwen and Steve talked about his harrowing ordeal until Laura returned and ushered Gwen out and ordered Steve to get some sleep. When Gwen returned to the waiting room, several reporters were setting up their video equipment. One of the networks had their weekend anchor reporting from Sparta since Monday. He was checking his hair in a small mirror as his cameraman set up.
"Would you like to do an interview now, Gwen?" asked Amber Stahl. "I feel a little intimidated here by these network big shots, but I'll do my best."
"You've no reason to apologize or explain, Amber," replied Gwen. "I have an axe to grind with that pompous ass over there, but you've been great."
About that time, the reporters noticed Gwen had returned and swung their cameras toward her and began asking questions. The network guy was in front of the others and obviously expected his questions would be answered first.
"Let's do this in an orderly manner," stated Gwen calmly. "Let's start with Amber Stahl. What is your question?"
Gwen easily fielded questions about Steve's condition and how he survived the crash, the explosion, and the blizzard.
Gwen seized her opportunity when the network anchor asked about Steve's reaction to first seeing his two rescuers. "That's an odd question for you to be asking, Mr. Hardy. Just last night I saw you report that Steve could not have survived the accident, the blast, and the weather. You stated that what was once a search and rescue mission had become a recovery effort. That was a clear statement to your audience that Steve was no longer alive. Now you are asking how he reacted to a situation that occurred after you told us he had died.
"That means you have zero credibility and no right to ask any questions. You don't report news, you try to create it, or guess it. That is a very unprofessional, cruel thing to do. I will not entertain any questions from you. Amber, do you have any further questions?"
Gwen's treatment of the flustered anchor made almost as much news as Steve's miraculous survival. Steve's story made the headlines, but Gwen's handling of Bill Hardy also garnered a lot of attention, especially on internet blogs. Public sentiment was strongly behind Gwen, but Bill Hardy was not one to forgive and forget.
Steve responded to the antibiotics quickly and was out of intensive care by Sunday. His face was still swollen, but he had complete vision in his right eye and his left eye was beginning to open. His pneumonia was improving rapidly. The cracked ribs were extremely tender, making any extension of his arms or sudden movement painful.
Paula was not surprised that Gwen insisted that Steve stay with them again. Gwen and Kate spent Saturday switching rooms. Gwen intended to stay with Steve and neither Ted nor Paula voiced an objection. After school on the following Wednesday, Gwen and Charlotte drove to the hospital to pick up Steve. Once again, Steve was wheeled down the hall with staff wishing him well and joking that he try to stay away a little longer this time.
Steve's arrival at the Anderson home was a festive occasion. Gwen's grandparents, along with Lisa, Will and Stephanie were waiting for him in the living room when Ted and Paula once again helped him into their home. By this time, Steve's face was almost normal in shape but still contained many shades of yellow, blue, and purple. He still kept his arms close to his sides to ease the pain in his ribs. His infections and pneumonia were pretty much defeated, although he was required to take antibiotics for another ten days.
Steve was surprised at the emotion Paula's mother, Caroline, showed when he slowly entered the house. "Young man, I'm so happy to see you walk into this house under your own power. What you've accomplished for this community, and this family is incredible. I don't blame Gwen for moving you into her room. If I were forty years younger..."
"Mom, you're not forty years younger, and I'm not twenty years younger, but Gwen is. Look how you've made the poor boy blush. Gwen, did you mention to him that he was staying in your room, with you as his personal nurse?"
"That was going to be a surprise! I can't believe my own grandmother is trying to put moves on my boyfriend. I suppose I should look at the bright side. You must approve of him."
"Are you kidding? All my friends are asking me if I know him and what's he really like. They asked me if I ever heard him sing, and I haven't. I'm pretty upset about that! As soon as he feels better, I want him to sing that Elvis song for me, except now it's a Steve Hammer song. Have you ever heard a song played so much in a couple weeks time?
"I brag about how much he loves my granddaughter, aka 'The Lady in Red', how you two saved the school, have hit songs and how you're nursing him back to health in your room."
"Grandma! You don't have to tell anyone that Steve's staying in my room. That's personal."
"I'm sure it's going to be, Dear! I was just teasing. I think your dad would have a coronary if I told anyone about that arrangement. I still don't know how you ever convinced him to allow it."
"I think Steve did the convincing when he saved this whole family a few times. It made a very persuasive argument for Gwen's cause," observed Paula. "A few months ago, I would have told you that Ted would have never allowed it in a million years. Of course, Gwen did promise that they would not be having sex. That helped soothe Ted a little."
"You promised what?" asked a surprised Caroline. "You're going to be spending nights with this incredible young man and you're not going to have sex? You've got to be kidding me!"
"Well thanks for that vote of confidence, Mom! If Ted wasn't worried enough about that before your outburst, he will be now. Gwen's mature enough to be trusted and she's promised that she won't be doing anything that could get her pregnant. She just started on the pill and it takes some time to start working."
"Okay, that explains it," laughed Caroline. "There are a lot of fun things a young couple can do without getting anyone pregnant. Treat that boy right, Gwen. He's a keeper and he's head over heels in love with you."
"Grandma, do you have any suggestions for Gwen?" asked Kate with a straight face. "Any tricks you remember that might keep him interested?"
"With a figure and a face like Gwen's, she can keep a dead man interested. She doesn't need any tips from her old Grandma," assured Caroline with a wink.
"Once again, I feel the need to tell you ladies that I'm standing right in front of you and I can hear everything you're saying. I'm quite certain that proper etiquette requires that you wait until I leave the room before you talk about me."
"Steve hasn't seen the video where he sang to Gwen at Macy's that Saturday. Let's make some popcorn and watch it with him," suggested Kate as she gently tugged Steve toward the couch. "He may be the only person in the entire country that hasn't seen it."
Steve was surprised at how well his song turned out. Gwen looked stunning as she sat next to him at the piano. Her surprise at his song selection caused him to smile as he watched.
"That's the way to romance a girl!" declared Gwen's grandmother after the song finished. "Sing her a love song on live television with who knows how many people watching. I was all choked up that morning when I watched it on TV."



"Dinner will be ready in an hour and a half, Steve. Would you like to lie down for awhile? You look a little drowsy," commented Paula.
"Good idea, Mom! Come on, Steve. I'll help you get situated. I forget what you've been through, at least until I look at your face. Let's get you in bed so you can rest," prompted Gwen.
"You'd better come back and watch TV with us pretty soon or we'll all know he's not getting any rest," laughed Caroline as Gwen closed the bedroom door.
"Mom, do you think we made a mistake allowing Gwen to be with Steve?" asked Paula in a serious tone.
"Seriously? Not even close. I'm a little old fashioned, but you can't keep those two apart, even if you tried. They wouldn't lie or sneak around, but that boy has a serious dose of testosterone pumping in his veins and Gwen is about as beautiful a woman as I've ever seen. They can't be kept apart and it would be wrong to try. They aren't your average high school kids, not by a long shot. I don't think there's any limit to what they can accomplish together. Your daughter's amazing and she's found her match. We just need to stand back and watch what they achieve," finished Caroline as Diane, Stephanie, and Kate nodded in agreement.
Steve was hoping to simply lie down on top of the bed and rest, but Gwen would have none of it. "You get out of those clothes and climb under the sheets. You need proper rest. Here, let's get this shirt off you. Oh! Steve!" exclaimed a shocked Gwen.
Gwen had pulled Steve's shirt over his head and had her first real look at his torso since the beating. He had always been in bed and covered with a hospital gown when she was with him. She was shocked at the bruises that crossed his back, chest, and abdomen. Suddenly the door swung open and Paula stepped inside.
"We were afraid that Steve had fallen or been hurt when you cried out," began Paula as she suddenly stopped in her tracks with her eyes glued to Steve's upper body. "My God! I had no idea what that man did to you! I'm so sorry!"
Steve and Gwen both turned to face Paula. Behind her were Caroline, Diane, Kate, and Stephanie. They all had stunned looks on their faces as they stared at Steve. Embarrassed, he held his shirt in front of his chest.
"It isn't as bad as it looks," assured Steve as he blushed in front of the women. "It's gotten a lot better already. Maybe I should stay with Uncle Joe."
"Not a chance!" responded Paula as she began chasing the others from the room. "We'll leave you two alone. Gwen, take care of your man."
Gwen managed to get Steve undressed and under the covers. She kissed him gently and promised to wake him when dinner was ready. He fell asleep as she watched. She then returned to the living room, wiping tears from her eyes as she sat down by Kate.
"He'll be okay, Sis. He's lucky he has a family now to take care of him, especially you. None of us realized how badly that bastard beat him until we saw the bruises. If they're better now than they were, I'm glad we didn't see them before. I can't imagine how much he suffered last week, but this week he's going to have all of us females taking care of him all the time. We'll help him get well, you'll see."
Paula was relieved to watch Steve eat. She knew a good appetite was a sign of improving health and Steve ate with gusto. Any time his plate began to empty, Gwen or Kate would scoop up more food to place on it.
After dinner, Steve sat and watched TV for a little while. Then he excused himself and headed for bed. He was obviously still feeling the effects of the pneumonia and infections as he slowly walked across the room. Gwen jumped to her feet, smiled at the others, and then turned to follow Steve. A few minutes later, Steve was lying naked in bed with an equally naked Gwen next to him.
"I can't believe I'm saying this, but I don't have the strength to enjoy your body tonight, Gwen. I'm just too tired and sore to be any good for anything."
"That's fine with me. That way we'll be quiet and no one watching TV will hear any suspicious noises. I'm here to help you get better, not wear you out. I'll make sure you take your medicines and get very clean in the shower, and take care of any other needs that may arise."
Before going to bed, Paula knocked on the door and then opened it. She looked at the sleeping teens and felt a lump in her throat. They looked perfect together. Paula couldn't imagine a better looking couple. Her daughter had found a man beyond anything Paula could have wished for her and that pleased her motherly instincts. Her daughters deserved the best and Gwen had managed to find it. Lisa seemed quite interested in a very fine young man, and that brought another smile to Paula's face. To think that she had worried that Steve would create a rift between her daughters.
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Gwen and Steve were up early the next morning. Gwen was going to attend school while Steve planned to take the rest of the week off to recuperate. He expected to return the following Monday. He hoped that his face would be back to normal by then.
As she gently washed his back, Steve heard Gwen begin to sob. He turned and asked, "What's wrong, Gwen? Why the tears?"
"Seeing these awful bruises makes me realize how bad your ordeal must have been. Look at these marks, and these stitches in your cute little butt. I don't know how you managed to stay alive and come back to me, but I'm so glad that you did. Have I mentioned that I love you a lot?"
"You have. Then add the fact that you're standing naked in the shower with me makes me realize how much you love me. You're extremely beautiful and I couldn't possibly love you any more than I do."
"That's sweet, but you may love me even more after you start feeling better and I let you take liberties with me. I want you to enjoy and use every inch of me any way you want, as long as you don't do anything that could get me pregnant and piss my folks off, of course."
"That's leaves a lot of room to practice and experiment. Did you say I could do anything as long as you couldn't get pregnant from it, or did I misunderstand?" questioned Steve.
"You understood me correctly but now I'm beginning to wonder just what your perverted mind is thinking. But a promise is a promise and I'll never break a promise to you, even if it bites me in the butt," assured Gwen.
"So you can read my mind? That wonderful smooth, heart shaped ass of yours holds a tremendous attraction for me. The good part is that it's a part of you that can't get pregnant, so your mom should approve."
"I wouldn't go that far, but you can ask for her approval if you'd like. My suggestion is to just use me as you want and skip asking Mom's permission. There're some things parents don't need to know and don't want to know, and probably won't approve. I trust you, Steve. You'd never hurt me or embarrass me. Mom knows that, too. That's why I'm able to be naked in the shower with you right now. I'll do anything you ask, anything at all, and it's because I love you so much and trust you implicitly."
"When you put it that way, I think I'll forgo asking your mom. It's a real burden to be loved and trusted by a beautiful woman. I feel like I have to live up to everyone's expectations," admitted Steve.
"As if that's a problem for you! Look how everyone, even my grandmother, thinks the sun rises and sets on you. We trust you because you've proven so many times that we can trust and depend on you. My dad sure wouldn't have agreed to you staying with me if he didn't hold you in very high regard. You know that."
"Yes, I do and that's why I feel so strongly that I can't disappoint him. He's been super to me and I respect him a lot. He's a great dad and takes super care of his family. He's a great role model."
"Steve, I'm standing in front of you naked and you're talking about my dad! That would seem a little weird to a lot of girls. I understand that you hold Dad in high esteem, but how about holding 'the girls' in some high steam from the shower?"
When Steve and Gwen sat down at the breakfast table, Paula placed a large plate of food in front of Steve. Then she placed several large pills next to his plate. "After you eat, take all of these pills. That's doctor's orders. We're trying to kill the infection and build up your strength, although I wonder if that's a good idea with my daughter sleeping in the same bed as you," stated Paula as she turned and went back to the stove.
"Mom! How can you talk like that? You know very well that we want Steve to get his strength back for a lot of very good reasons. The one you mentioned just happens to be the best of the bunch."
Paula smiled to herself as she considered her daughter's metamorphosis from a conservative dressing, reclusive A student to an outgoing, confident, courageous woman. Paula had to admit that the term 'sexy' also applied to her daughter. She understood that while Steve didn't make Gwen that way, he had drawn it out into the open. He had been the catalyst for her transformation.
Steve spent most of Thursday and Friday napping and gaining his strength while Gwen was at school. Paula refused to allow him to help her with any of the household chores. She was emphatic that his recovery was the first priority.
By Monday morning, Steve was feeling much better. His face showed some discoloration but was healed for the most part. The bruises on his torso were fading and the areas that had been stitched up after removing the metal were healing nicely.
Gwen had been washing Steve's back when she asked him to turn around. To his surprise, he found her kneeling when he turned to face her. "I've been building up the courage to try this. I hope I do it right. Tell me if I hurt you, or it doesn't feel good," stated Gwen as she took Steve's cock into her mouth and began bobbing her head on it.
Steve watched her for a little over a minute when he warned her, "I'm going to cum! I'm getting close!" as Gwen maintained her pace and tightened her grip on his buttocks.
Unable to do anything else, Steve emptied his seed into Gwen's mouth. By the time he was completely drained, his knees were shaky and he had to grip the faucets to remain standing. Gwen stood up in front of him, smiled, and then opened her mouth to show there was nothing left.
"I've heard other girls talk about that in the lockers all through high school. I always thought it sounded gross, until I fell in love with you. Did you like it? If you did, I think we'll be doing that a lot!"
Steve wanted to pick Gwen up and carry her to the bed, but didn't dare test his cracked ribs. Instead, he grabbed her hand and pulled her to the bed and pushed her down on it.
"Steve! I'm all wet. We'll make a mess of the bed. Don't you try getting on me! Remember my promise to my Mom and Dad! Ooh! I guess that's okay!" relented Gwen as Steve kissed his way down her body.
Steve had seen a few x-rated movies and listened to a lot of stories from servicemen about their sexual exploits. He knew exactly what he wanted to accomplish with Gwen. He settled his face between her legs and slowly ran his tongue around her labia. He forced himself to go slow and to be very thorough as he gradually began to work his tongue inside Gwen, and around her clit. He knew he was getting the desired results when her thighs locked around his head. Still he kept on as Gwen began to thrash and squirm, requiring him to use both hands on her ass to hold her still enough to maintain contact. When she finally went limp, he kissed his way back up to her ample breasts and suckled them for a few minutes.
Eventually Gwen showed signs of life and pulled his face to hers and kissed him deeply. They held each other for a few minutes before Gwen released Steve and told him to get back in the shower. After a quick rinse, they dressed and headed for the breakfast table.
They were stunned to see Charlotte and Billy sitting with Kate and Paula at the kitchen table. The four of them were red faced as they stared at Gwen and Steve. Charlotte stood and hugged Gwen.
"Now Billy's going to expect me to nurse him back to health using your special techniques! Are you okay? We were wondering if we should dial 911."
"Did I make a lot of noise? Were you here then? Did you hear me?" blushed Gwen as understanding swept over her.
"I've told you two that you had to use some common sense," stated Paula sternly. "Your two friends, as well as your sister and mother, were sitting at the kitchen table listening to the loudest, most erotic moaning and caterwauling I've ever heard. All we could do was sit here and blush."
"I'm sorry, Mom. It was all Steve's fault, anyway. You wouldn't believe what he just did to me. I couldn't help it. I'm still weak in the knees. I'll wear a gag or something next time. Steve, you need to apologize to these people for what you did to me, and how you made me scream."
Steve was a deep red as he looked at his friends and Kate and Paula. "We seem to keep messing up, Paula. I'm really sorry about that. Kate, you shouldn't have had to listen to that and I apologize to you. I'm feeling a lot better. I should go back home with Uncle Joe."
"No one would argue that you're feeling better. I just wish I felt as good as Gwen does now. Look at her glow," observed Kate. "That was totally awesome! I knew you'd be good, but that was unbelievable!"
"Now you see why we need some discipline and restraint," interjected Paula. "Kate turned 16 a couple months ago and shouldn't be hearing what she just heard, what the neighbors just heard, and what the people on the next street probably heard. Now she's eager to enjoy something that's she's too young to experience. Poor Charlotte and Billy had to sit through it, too."
"No problem here!" laughed Billy. "It was an honor to hear the maestro at work as he conducted the symphony through a rousing crescendo!"
"There's another reason to regret your actions," stated Paula with a straight face. "We get all these double entendres from hormonal young men trying to make jokes. I'm going to have to ask Ted to speak with you when he gets home tonight, Steve."
"I have it coming. I'll pack my stuff and be ready to move out, although he'll probably throw me out first. I'll apologize to him, too."
"You seem to misunderstand me. I want you to explain exactly what you did to Gwen so Ted and I can try it," deadpanned Paula.
"Mom! I'm sleeping upstairs now!" cried Kate. "I won't be able to have friends stay over if you start screaming at night like Gwen just did. How embarrassing would that be? I have an idea. Steve can show me so I can tell my future husband how to do whatever it is that he does."
"Let's not make a big deal out of this, everyone," warned Paula. "Steve, you'll be staying here until your meds are gone, which will be next weekend. I insist that you two do not repeat that performance in this house. That was just too intense. Someone might call the police. Now sit down and have a good breakfast. I shudder to think what it'll be like around here when Steve gets his strength back!"
"Steve, you will take the time to explain to Billy exactly what you did to Gwen. You will do it in graphic detail. If he doesn't manage to get the same results, you will show him, using me as your teaching aid. So Billy, you had best be a good student and a fast learner," warned Charlotte as she hugged her boyfriend.
"Now I know how urban myths get started," whined Billy.
"Billy, what Steve did to me was certainly no myth! You'd better be a quick study or Steve will forever ruin Charlotte for other men!" teased Gwen.
Billy and Charlotte razzed Steve and Gwen on the ride to school. Steve was embarrassed but Gwen was ebullient. "There's nothing you two can say that's going to ruin my mood. I've just had the best start to a day possible and nothing's going to change that. Tease all you want, but you're looking at one very well satisfied girl, and I don't think Steve's complaining any, either."
"You've got to tell me all about it later," stated Charlotte excitedly. "That was the most incredible rush, listening to you moan louder and louder and then scream. At first Kate asked your mom if you needed help. Your mom is so cool. She laughed and told Kate that you already had everything that you needed."
Gwen and Steve were surprised to see Ms. Walker sitting at her desk for homeroom. "Steve! Gwen! Please come up here!"
Ms. Walker looked thinner and paler than usual, but she still had a twinkle in her eye. She stood and met the couple as they approached. She hugged Gwen and then Steve. Steve let out an involuntary grunt as his ribs were squeezed.
"Oh, Steve! I didn't think about what you've been through. I'm sorry that I hurt you. That must have been a pretty bad week for you if an old lady like me can make you wince so easily. You two saved my life, along with about a thousand others. I just want you both to know that I'll never forget it and I certainly appreciate the risks you took for the rest of us. I've been watching a lot of TV while recuperating and you kids are all over it. I had no idea you could sing so well, or play the piano. You've been holding back on me. I heard that you donated everything from the songs to the hospital fund. Words fail me."
It was later that day that Gwen repeated to Steve what Amber O'Leary told her over the phone. "Macy's wants us to do another promotion Saturday. This time it's at the state capital. That should work great for Lisa since she's already there. We can ride up the night before and rent a room. She told me that Macy's is considering expanding the line to all of their stores and not just this area. Sales have been extremely strong in and near Sparta, and pretty good in all of their stores in the tri-state area."
After school, Gwen fielded another call while Steve rested. He woke to find her very excited. "Clyde Davis called while you were resting! He's been working to promote us. He told me he's actually arranged for us to tape four variety shows for summer replacements! He's got some big names lined up to guest star. In return, we'll be appearing with them in concerts, videos and/or TV shows."
"That's hard to believe. We don't know anything about TV shows, or concerts for that matter. When's this all supposed to start?" asked a skeptical Steve.
"That's the scary part. He's arranged for me to appear as a guest of Jack Timberline's Friday night when he performs at Lisa's college! I'm supposed to sing a couple songs with him! I'll have to go up Thursday night and stay with Lisa so he and I can rehearse on Friday. I told Clyde that I'd have to get back to him on that. How do you feel about me performing with such a hot guy? Does that upset you?"
"I think we need to reach an understanding, Gwen. I love you so much it hurts, but I don't own you and I can't control you. I don't want you to do things, or not do things, because you worry that I'll be jealous. We have to trust each other or there's no chance for us as a couple. I think we should promise that we'll not be romantically involved with someone else without first showing proper respect to the other by ending the relationship we have. I won't cheat on you and I won't share you, Gwen. I know that men will always be trying to seduce you. You are an extremely beautiful woman. It would have been easier to fall for an ugly girl. Not many guys try to steal them."
"That's what I was hoping you'd say! I know girls are after you all the time and it's only lately that I've actually come to believe that you love me and won't be stolen away. You're gorgeous in a manly way. You're heroic to a fault, smart, athletic, a great singer and dancer, and a pretty nice guy. And you have a wonderful penis and an amazing tongue!" added Gwen with a smile. "I swear to you that I'll never be romantically involved with another man before ending it with you first. That would have to be some amazing guy, because I don't ever plan on letting you go!
"We won't believe rumors, or outright lies. We'll believe each other above all others. If twenty girls tell me that you screwed their brains out and you tell me that you didn't, I'll take you word for it. You'll take mine when I swear, or promise something."
"Good! Because screwing a girl's brains out is something I'll always deny and feel safe about it. I don't even know how to do that," admitted Steve.
"With that big thing you're packing, you could do it. You were tickling my throat pretty good this morning. I think you'll screw my brains out a lot over the next few decades.
"Getting back to the subject at hand, Clyde has investors ready to foot the bill to produce four TV shows. We'll video them and he'll shop them around. He may want us to do a Christmas show, too! He said if he sells one show, he'll break even. If he sells two, he'll have a profit and if he sells them all, well, it'll be great. Then he'll do the Christmas show for sure."
"I hate to seem cynical, but why would anyone think we could star in a TV show? You're beautiful and a wonderful singer, but there's a lot of very talented people out there. Why us?"
"That's almost exactly what I asked Clyde, except I said you were beautiful and had a great voice. He said that he believes we have 'captivated the hearts of America'. That's his words and not mine. He thinks we have the right combination of talent and charisma to make it work. He also said it's what he does for a living, so trust him. He wants to make a CD from the music we record for the shows. It's all pretty exciting, if quite daunting. But it's safer than diving into an icy river and then swimming into a sunken SUV, or walking into a room with four terrorists with guns and bombs. Even if we fail miserably, at least we can tell our kids that we tried. And failure at this will be a lot less painful than being tied and beaten by a maniac with a club!
"Jack Timberline will be on our first show in return for me appearing with him Friday and again in LA where we'll tape the TV show next month. I get the feeling he doesn't quite have the professional balls to appear next to you. Not many guys will want to be seen side by side with you, so he just wants little old me."
"I'll bet he does! Can you get tickets for the rest of us? Your folks will want to go, as will Kate and probably Stephanie. Maybe Diane and Will would make the trip, too."
"Clyde promised me a dozen tickets, so I'm going to ask Laura and Coach if they want to go. Lisa, Charlotte and Billy would use the last three and give me some support in the audience. This is very exciting to me! A few months ago, I hardly dared sing in the shower. Now I'm willing to sing in a concert, and go down on my boyfriend in the shower. That's quite a change, wouldn't you say?"
"As long as you don't get the two of them confused, you'll be fine!" laughed Steve.
"You mean sing in the shower and go down on you in concert?" grinned Gwen. "I bet that would grab some headlines! But not with Mom and Dad in the audience. Otherwise, I'd consider it. Or did you mean go down on Jake Timberline? You are jealous!"
Friday afternoon saw Steve riding with Charlotte and Billy to the Jack Timberline concert. They had agreed to meet Ted and Paula at the same hotel they stayed at for the inauguration.
"So what are your sleeping arrangements, Steve? Are you sleeping with Gwen, or is she staying with that stud Timberline?" teased Billy.
"That's not funny, Billy!" complained Charlotte immediately. "Gwen doesn't sleep around, even with really good looking movie and recording stars. After what she told me about the other morning, you couldn't keep her out of Steve's bed!"
"Maybe Billy couldn't, but her father can. He explained to both of us that our conduct in public, which includes hotels, has to be exemplary or Gwen would be grounded until she finished med school, and he'd kick my ass all over town."
"Her dad threatened to kick your ass?" repeated Billy. "He wouldn't dare try that. You've killed men, at least one, with your bare hands. I don't think Ted will be trying you anytime soon."
"Ted knows I'd never raise a hand against Gwen's dad, or any of her family. He could pound me into a pulp and I wouldn't try to stop him. I respect his authority and judgment."
"I guess I can understand that. I would too if he'd let me sleep with one of his daughters," retorted Billy.
"I was thinking you might get lucky pretty soon, Billy, but it's not looking so good now," warned Charlotte. "You're going to have to decide if you want to dream about an Anderson girl or settle for having me for real."
"Really, Billy. You know you've got a good looking, smart bombshell right here in the car. Don't mess it up. If word gets out that Charlotte's back on the open market, there'll be a path beaten to her door."



"See how smooth Steve is? You should listen and learn. If you were just a little more attentive, you'd have me screaming like Gwen was the other morning. That was so hot I almost jumped on Billy right in front of Paula and Kate! Gwen hasn't stopped smiling since."
The twelve ticketholders met up at the hotel. They enjoyed a quick meal and then headed for the show. During dinner, Lisa passed out the tickets Gwen had been given.
"What seat do you have, Steve? I bet it's next to Lisa's. We should have had a lottery or something to select our seats."
"Actually, Steve is sitting between you and me, but I'm sure that Stephanie will trade with you if you're unhappy with the arrangements," chided Lisa to her sister.
"I'm sorry, Lisa! I should have known better. I'll even swap seats with Stephanie before it's all over so she can sit next to Steve for awhile, unless Steve's taking advantage of my youth and inexperience while everyone's watching the concert."
"There's no chance of that," assured Lisa. "He'll be way to busy taking advantage of my age and experience to be sidetracked by a teenager."
When they all took their seats, Paula had to smile when both Kate and Lisa took one of Steve's hands and held it. His eyes met hers as he shrugged and smiled.
The concert opened with Timberline singing some of his hits. His backup singers were exceptional and his musicians played flawlessly. Steve found himself enjoying the concert tremendously. Finally, Timberline announced that he had a special guest that was going to perform with him. When he introduced Gwen, applause echoed through the arena.
Gwen looked incredible in a short red dress as she walked to the front of the stage with a microphone in her hand. She waved and smiled to the crowd. Then she and Jack exchanged hugs and the band began playing. They sang 'Time of My Life' from 'Dirty Dancing' and the crowd loved it! Steve was unable to take his eyes off the big screen on the side of the arena. It featured a close up of the couple as they sang. Gwen was incredibly beautiful. But more than that, she demonstrated an amazing range and tone. It seemed as though the song had been written to allow Gwen the opportunity to showcase her talent. Steve actually felt bad for Jack Timberline! He was an okay singer but lacked Gwen's power and emotion. The crowd stood and cheered wildly as the performers ended the song.
Steve clapped his hands and whistled as he looked at the folks sitting near him. Paula, Kate and Lisa all had tears on their cheeks as they applauded the performance. Charlotte, Billy, Stephanie and Diane were all smiling, while Ted was beaming. The applause began to die down as the band started playing a new tune. This time Gwen joined Jack to sing one of his lesser hits. This song showcased Jack much more than Gwen. Steve doubted that it was a coincidence. Jack may regret singing the first song with Gwen since she so obviously out shone him.
The audience was slightly less enthusiastic after Gwen's second song. Jack thanked her, and Gwen exited as Timberline prepared to finish the show with his biggest hit.
"Can you believe how great Gwen was?" raved Kate as the group was leaving the arena. "I don't think that Timberline realized how she would out sing him. She was really, really good!"
As he headed out the exit, Steve received a text from Gwen. Jack had invited her to a post concert dinner and she felt that she should attend. She promised to slip away as soon as she could. Steve passed the message along to Paula and Ted. Paula seemed surprised and watched Steve for any indication he was upset.
When the group returned to the hotel, a band was playing in the lounge. Kate and Lisa insisted that Steve dance with them at least once, so the entire entourage found a large table and sat down. Steve fulfilled his obligations to Lisa and Kate. The other patrons soon realized that they were especially good and gave them room in the center of the floor. Steve explained to the girls that his ribs were feeling a lot better, but he was not going to do any lifts. Lisa settled for a nice slow song while Kate enjoyed a fast dance with Steve.
When the next slow song started, Steve took Stephanie's hand and led the smiling girl out to the floor. "I'm so glad you're dancing with me! Look at Mom grin. Lisa is motioning for me to get closer and Kate's trying to convince me to move away from you.
"I still think about that day and how quickly you decided to kill that guy and how easily you did it. You made such hard decisions so fast, and you were right with all of them. Mom asked me if I was nervous to be around you now. I told her that I've never felt safer than when I'm with you. You know what? She said that she felt the same way. All the women in our family are sold on you. Gwen is so lucky.
"Look at all the other girls and women here watching us. They're jealous of me! That feels so cool. I'm dancing with the strongest, best looking boy in the world. They wish they were me," stated Stephanie with certainty.
"Steph, you're getting a little carried away. It looks to me like all the men here are wishing you were in their arms. You're a beautiful girl and a brave one. You were there when I needed you and you did what needed to be done. I'll never forget that."
After the dance with Stephanie, the drummer in the band approached Steve. "You're Steve Hammer, right? Would you consider singing a song or two with us? We're trying to get some recognition and more gigs. We're just filling in tonight for the regular band. They were offered big bucks to play at some rich guy's wedding. We'd really appreciate any time you could give us. We can play almost any song. We're not very well known, but we're good musicians."
It sounded like fun, so Steve agreed to play and sing a few songs with the band. He joined the four band members and conferred with them for a few minutes. Soon they were nodding their heads in agreement. Steve picked up a guitar and stepped to the microphone.
"Hello everyone! The guys have asked me to join them for a few songs. I hope they don't regret it later. This first song's for all the pretty women here tonight. But that's enough talk. Let's get back to the music!"
Steve played a few rifts on the guitar and everyone started smiling and clapping. Soon he was delivering a rousing vocal for 'Pretty Woman'. Kate, Lisa, and Stephanie all ran out to dance. Soon they were joined by their parents.
The hotel was a bit upscale for college kids. It was used more by parents of students, friends of faculty, and travelers that wanted to stay in a good hotel. Paula noticed that the few college kids that were there were using their cell phones a lot. A short time later, as Steve finished a solid rendition of 'Proud Mary', more college kids began filtering in.
While he had been performing with the band, Steve noticed that Kate, Lisa, and Stephanie were quite popular with the college age males. They were on the floor for every dance. As he finished a song, Steve saw two guys that were dancing with Kate and Stephanie look at each other and nod. Then they slid their hands down to rest on the girls' asses. Both girls reacted by trying to escape, but the boys laughed and held them tight. Soon a couple of their buddies joined them and Kate and Stephanie were lost from sight.
Steve dropped off the stage and hurried toward the girls. Before he reached them, he saw that Ted and Will were already speaking to the jerks, and quite heatedly. Steve stopped a few steps behind the girls' fathers. The four guys had spread out a bit and faced the two men, but Kate and Stephanie were still pinned between them. The apparent leader had adopted a sneer and appeared to be considering actually fighting with Ted and Will. It was obvious that the four young men had been drinking.
As the leader went from laughing at Ted and Will to cursing them, the friend to his left noticed Steve. Recognition washed over his face as he turned and whispered to his buddy. The guy turned his gaze to Steve and apparently didn't like what he saw. He released Kate and motioned for his friends to head for the exit with him. Steve felt relief as the girls hurried to their fathers. He drifted back toward the stage. Before he reached it, Paula grabbed his arm and swung him around.
"I saw what happened there. Thanks so much, Steve. I appreciate that you were so willing to back Ted and Will. Those kids didn't want any part of what you offered, but Ted and Will are feeling pretty good right now. You handled that perfectly. The men kept their pride and saved face with their daughters. But we both know it was your presence that made the difference. That was something to watch!"
Gwen climbed out of the cab and entered her hotel. She had a wonderful time singing with Jack Timberline and the dinner party after the gig had been fantastic. Everyone had treated her like a star, but by eleven PM Gwen had begun to wonder what her family and Steve were doing. She felt a little guilty enjoying herself while the rest of her family was probably watching TV in their hotel rooms. She found herself wondering if her parents would object to her visiting Steve's room for a few hours.
As she entered the hotel shortly before midnight, she noticed an overflow crowd in the hotel lounge. Curious, she wandered over to the doorway to look in. The place was jammed with college age kids, which was unusual. They usually hit the trendier places near the school. The hotel catered more to the parents and families of the college crowd.
Gwen was about to ask a girl near the door about the reason for the crowd when a cheer went up as a figure stepped up to the microphone on the small stage. Just as Gwen recognized Steve, he began a song. By the time he reached the second verse of 'Hotel California' it was obvious to Gwen that he was an excellent guitar player and he had a real feeling for the older rock and roll. The part of the crowd that wasn't dancing was singing along. It was apparent that everyone was enjoying the music. Gwen felt someone tug at her elbow and was surprised to see Lisa.
"Come on over to our table. We're having a great time! Did you know Steve could play guitar like that? He has the crowd eating out of his hand. He's really, really good!" shouted Lisa over the music as she pulled Gwen toward her family's table.
Gwen was greeted by her family and friends as she approached their table. The song ended just as Gwen took a seat. "Your boyfriend is bringing down the house tonight! Look at the size of the crowd here. I knew he could sing, but man, can he play that guitar!" enthused Billy.
"Do you want some pizza or wings, Sis?" asked Kate. "The hotel's giving us free snacks and drinks as long as Steve plays. Look how much business he's bringing in. Who knew he was so good at old rock and roll?"
Gwen was still trying to assimilate all that she had just learned when she heard her name and swung to listen to Steve. "Gwen Anderson sang on stage with Jack Timberline earlier this evening. She was just incredible. She's saved my life a few times and has stolen my heart. I'd like to play this next song for her."
Steve stepped to the side and picked up an acoustic guitar and started playing. After a few bars, he began singing, "I give her all my love, that's all I do, and if you saw my love, you'd love her, too."
Gwen blushed and smiled as the crowd started clapping and cheering. Paula watched her daughter look over at Steve. She was certain that she had made the right decision when she allowed Gwen to go on the pill and sleep with Steve in her room. Could two people be any better matched, or destined for greater things? It seemed very unlikely.
Gwen stood and started making her way to Steve as he sang. The dancers parted to allow her easy passage to the small stage. As Steve finished the song, Gwen wrapped her arms around him and gave him a resounding kiss while the onlookers cheered her on.
Steve spoke to Gwen briefly and then turned to the crowd. "That's it for me tonight, folks! The band was supposed to finish at eleven! Thanks for being so kind toward our efforts and being such a great crowd. Remember this group, 'The Rising Tide' the next time you need a band. They're a great band and a great bunch of guys.
"Tomorrow Gwen, her sisters, and I will be doing a promotion for 'Lady in Red' swimsuits and formal wear at Macy's at the Riverside Mall on Fourth Street. We'd love to see all of you stop in. The profits from this venture go toward a new wing on the local hospital in Sparta. I've spent a fair amount of time there lately and they're very good, but short on rooms. We'd appreciate any support you can give us."
The crowd began to leave as Steve introduced Gwen to the members of the band and thanked them for letting him jam with them. They insisted that they should be thanking him.
"Where and when did you get so good with the guitar and with the classic rock and roll?" asked Gwen as they headed toward her parents.
"That was my mother's influence. She taught me piano and guitar. She told me that if I liked the piano and guitar I needed to learn to play Creedence, The Eagles, Elvis, and lots of other classic performers. They were the songs that she knew and she taught them to me."
"I really wish I could have met your mom. She sounds like she was such a great mother and a super person. She had to be, to raise a son like you," praised Gwen.
A few minutes later, Gwen had managed to separate her mother from the group for a few minutes. "Mom, can I stay with Steve tonight? It seems like a really great chance for us to, well, get a little closer."
"I'm sure it does, but the answer is 'no'. Your father told you what he expected from you and we don't want any arguments. We want to maintain your reputation, as well as our own. How would your father feel if guys he works with hear that his daughter is sleeping with some boy? He's known as a straight arrow and would be embarrassed if people thought he was allowing his daughter such freedom under his roof. Think of him, if you find this arrangement too difficult. He can make it a lot tougher. You know that Steve won't go against Ted's decision. You have a lot of time, and we've been extremely liberal in your relationship with Steve. Don't push it,"
"Okay, Mom. You've been great and I'll follow the rules. I do appreciate how much you treat me like an adult. Would it be okay if we went down to the hot tub for a while?"
"As long as you realize that it's a public place and they probably have security cameras all over the place. Don't do anything you wouldn't want showing up on YouTube."
A short while later, Gwen, Charlotte, Billy and Steve were soaking in the hot tub. "Crap! I can see where the bruises are fading on your back and stomach!" blurted Billy. "That had to hurt like hell. I don't know how you survived that ordeal."
"Never mind that. How are you going to survive sharing a room with Steve. Gwen said her mom put the kibosh on her sleeping with Steve. That means that she'll be with me and you'll be with Steve, just like we promised my mom," stated Charlotte. "We're being forced to keep our word."
"I could stay with Kate and Stephanie so you guys could have the room all to yourselves," volunteered Gwen. "I just can't go against my mom after she's been so good to me. Besides, Steve's a regular Boy Scout when it comes to keeping his word to my folks. I could crawl all over him naked and he'd honor his word to them. I think that just might be one of the things I find most appealing about him. You can take his promise to the bank,"
"Since you put it that way, it won't hurt us to honor our word to our folks either," responded Charlotte. "I've been thinking about how you let your mom and dad know what you wanted to do and actually received their permission, if not their blessing. The more I think about it, the more I'd like Mom to know I was going to sleep with this guy and have her be fine with it. I just need to work up the nerve to let her know."
Early the next day, the Anderson sisters and Steve were preparing for another promotion of the 'Lady in Red' line at Macy's. Paula, Ted, Diane, Will, and Stephanie stopped in before the general public was allowed access.
Amber O'Leary was checking the schedule and deciding when the outfits should be changed. She heard Stephanie talking to Kate and looked up from her work.
"I know you don't have any more sisters, but this girl bears a strong resemblance to you. Is she a relative of yours, Kate?" asked Amber.
"Amber, this is my cousin, Stephanie. Stephanie, I'd like you to meet Amber O'Leary, the brains behind the 'Lady in Red' clothing line and the only daughter of the governor of this great state."
"Stephanie, would you be interested in working with Kate and modeling clothes for us? We're doing well enough that Macy's is willing to pay travel expenses and a small stipend for every promotion you do, besides all the money that the hospital fund will be receiving. I think we'll be looking for another model pretty soon. Are you parents available?"
Stephanie was speechless as she listened to Amber. She had dreamed of modeling, but never thought that she'd be pretty enough, curvy enough, or sexy enough to ever be able to do it. She nodded to Amber and hurried over to her mother.
Meantime, Amber took Lisa aside and spoke with her for a few minutes. When they finished talking, Lisa hurried over to her mother's side.
Soon, Paula and Diane approached Amber with their husbands standing behind them. Steve was curious as to what Amber had in mind, so he strolled over to stand near Amber.
"I've received a few inquiries about Lisa. A large agency wants her to fly to Chicago for some test shots and interviews. They would like to see her at Lisa's earliest convenience. It's no surprise to any of us here that Lisa would be sought after. I think she should do it if she has any interest in modeling, but that will be a decision for Lisa, and her family, to make.
"That would leave us a bit light on pretty girls to model the 'Lady in Red' line at these promotions. Macy's has informed me that they want these kids to travel to several large cities to promote the line and will cover travel expenses and pay them for their time. If Lisa moves up to big time modeling, we could use Stephanie to fill in for her with our line."
"But Lisa has bigger, bigger, you know. I won't look like her in a swim suit or a gown," worried Stephanie. "I look like a boy next to my cousins."
"Steph! You're starting to irritate me," stated Steve firmly. "Your beauty and worth are not proportional to your bra size. You're a gorgeous girl, but if you persist in running yourself down, Amber will have to select a less pretty girl, but with better self esteem. Are you drop-dead gorgeous and ready to model Amber's line, or are you a girl that wants to spend her life as a beautiful wallflower."
"Now that you ask, I'm the best looking girl you ever saw!" declared Stephanie with a smile. "It's about time my good looks were appreciated. The boys will forget Gwen and Kate when they see me. Don't worry about Steve, though, Gwen. I'll find my own hunk."
"It seems that we have made some decisions. Lisa and her folks will meet with me later to go over the contract from the modeling agency. One of Dad's lawyers has agreed to be there to look it over. Stephanie and her parents will have to sign the same agreement that the rest of you signed when we started this venture. Now let's get Stephanie some outfits and get started."
By the time the doors opened, kids were lined up to meet Gwen and Steve and the rest of the group. Stephanie was nervous for the first hour, but soon relaxed and began to enjoy all the attention. The crowd was larger than at the first promotion event. Quite a few parents seemed anxious to meet Steve and Gwen. The store sold out of swimsuits by noon and gowns a few hours later. Clerks were busy taking orders and promising quick delivery.



Not surprisingly, there was a piano located nearby and Gwen and Steve were prevailed upon to perform a few songs. Somehow, an acoustic guitar was found and Steve was pressed into singing 'And I Love Her'. Many of the girls in attendance had seen the YouTube video of Steve singing the song the previous night and were quite vocal in asking him to perform it again.
It was after three when Steve was waiting for the girls to return from the changing room when he saw Clyde Davis approach him. He was chatting easily with a familiar looking blonde girl as he walked up to Steve.
"I want you to meet Jordan Quick. Jordan, this is Steve Hammer. Now tell me what you think. Did I exaggerate even a little bit? Will he do?" asked Clyde of the blonde girl.
"He looks hot enough, but I need him to be able to sing and act. I'm not going to let some amateur ruin my video, or my song," stated the petite blonde as she looked Steve over.
"Well, there's a piano over there, so take him for a test ride," offered Clyde. "Steve, I'm working on having Jordan appear on our TV show, but she's driving a hard bargain. She has to be convinced that you'll be able to carry your end of the deal. She brought some music with her. I want you to convince her that you'll fit the bill."
Steve followed the girl over to the piano and sat down next to her. He began to arrange the music when she snapped at him. "I'll play the goddamn piano! You just try to keep up with me. I've never seen a pretty boy that was worth a shit."
Steve never batted an eye as he looked at the girl's face. It redden a little as she turned away to concentrate on preparing to play. A murmur ran through the crowd as people realized that Jordan Quick was preparing to sing.
"Have you ever even listened to Country music?" demanded the blonde. "This is a great old standard, but if you've never heard it, you won't have any idea how it needs to be sung."
"Don't get your panties in a bunch. Oh, wait! I remember now. You don't wear any. I read the papers and listen to Country music, so don't worry about me," retorted Steve with emotion. "I'll keep up my end. You just worry about yours, especially if you're going commando in that short skirt."
"Aren't you the clever one? I bet you've never even seen anything like what I've got between my legs," laughed the blonde.
"I think everyone's seen it. It's been all over the internet when you were getting out of your limo at an awards ceremony. It loses its allure when every guy with a camera or cell phone can get a shot of it."
"I want you kids to stop arguing and start playing!' interjected Clyde. "Let's see if this dog can hunt."
Jordan glared at Steve as she began playing the song. Lisa, Stephanie, Kate and Gwen were laughing as they came out of the dressing room and headed for the promotion area when they suddenly heard a woman singing. Then they heard Steve join in!
Clyde had to congratulate himself as he watched and listened to Jordan and Steve sing. He knew they'd sound great, and that they were polar opposites. Jordan was a wild child. Her career had peaked when she was sixteen and now at nineteen, she was trying to resurrect it. Her bad choices in men, drugs, songs, and managers had almost ruined her career. What she still had was an incredible voice, a beautiful face, and an amazing figure. That hadn't been enough to overcome her legal and public relations miscues. Her career was pretty much on life support.
The audience had gone quiet as Jordan and Steve sang 'You and I'. Gwen and her group stood off to the side and listened as the two sang the duet. Gwen couldn't help but wonder how well Steve knew the famous Jordan Quick. They sang as if they were in love, and it caused Gwen concern.
When they finished singing, the crowd erupted into applause and cheers. Clyde smiled as he joined the couple at the piano. "Now tell me what you think, Jordan. Is he perfect, or what? That was an incredible rendition of that song.! You two fit together perfectly."
"Okay, he's pretty and he can sing. I'll take a chance on him since you think it'll work. I know you've had a lot of success in the industry, but it still seems funny to have a black man managing a Country singer."
"You've got a lot to learn about music, Young Lady. When you have an ear for music, color makes no difference. You just know what sounds good and what doesn't. I have an ear for tone and pitch. I can hear a song once and play it on the piano. I don't have to convince anyone about my abilities to discover and develop talent. You have the talent, but I wonder if you have the guts to climb out of that pit you've put yourself in and get back on top.
"Gwen, come on over here and meet Jordan Quick. You must've heard of her. She's had three number ones on Billboard's Country charts. She's just auditioned your boyfriend for a chance to record with her and be in her video. I think he may have passed."
"You're his girlfriend?" asked Jordan. "He likes them tall and beautiful. I've been in rehab and only got out a few days ago. We could watch some old movies but no TV. It's a bad influence when you're trying to sober up. That means I didn't see all that wild shit you guys did with those terrorists until yesterday. Somehow I missed that you're his girlfriend.
"Will you be able to stand your Ken doll boyfriend working with me? It's pretty well known that I have a habit of sleeping with the men I work with," stated Jordan matter-of-factly.
"And a lot of men you don't work with," added Gwen as she extended her hand to a surprised Jordan. "Steve has a habit of keeping his word to the ladies he's in love with, so I'm fine with it."
"That's really good, Gwen, because your folks have agreed to put Jordan up for a couple weeks. She'll be staying with you. I just know that you two will be best friends before long," chuckled Clyde as Gwen's jaw hit the floor.
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Gwen's parents had never mentioned anything about Jordan Quick, or anyone else, staying with them. If Clyde's assertion was correct, it must have been a very recent decision. They hardly had time to reach home after visiting the promotion at Macy's earlier in the day. Gwen knew that if her parents had agreed to Jordan staying with them, that she had better be as hospitable as possible.
"I see that wasn't exactly the news you were looking for," smirked Jordan. "I'm supposed to be in a 'stable environment' for six months according to the courts, but Clyde was only able to get your folks to commit to a couple weeks. If my behavior is acceptable, they may allow me to stay longer. The little fact that I've had some hit songs and Clyde has me penciled in for a TV gig with you and lover boy probably influenced your folks' decision."
"My parents make the decisions in our house. I'll do my best to make your stay as comfortable as possible, but it will not include sleeping with my boyfriend, just so we're clear on that."
"That's a deal breaker, is it?" laughed Jordan. "It's not a problem for me, but your boy scout may have trouble keeping his hands off me. I have a strong allure for males, and he looks to be all male. I can get laid anytime I want, but with a prim and proper uptight girlfriend like you, he's probably lucky to even get a hand job."
"Girls, you can discuss your sex lives all you want over the next two weeks," interrupted Clyde. "Right now all I want is for Gwen and Steve to tell me that you'll do your best to help keep this wayward child out of trouble while she's with you. If she screws up again, she'll be looking at some serious jail time and a criminal record. Will you two do your best for Jordan? She's not really bad. She lacks guidance and discipline."
"Sir, I don't know how I can keep her out of trouble if she's determined to jump off the wagon. She pretty well indicated that she holds me in contempt for the way I live, and how I view things. I'm hoping to go to Annapolis next fall and I sure don't need any marks on my record. I'll do my best, within reason, but if she keeps up her attitude toward Gwen and me, I doubt she'll even last the two weeks," stated Steve firmly.
"I don't blame you," responded Clyde honestly. "I'm just hoping that living with people with some routine, self-discipline, and consideration will help her see that not everyone is like her family. All I ask is that you be patient and help her as much as you can without endangering your career. I'd really like to get her back on top, but without the attitude. You can see how talented she is."
"I'm not an idiot child that can be talked about like this!" snapped Jordan. "I can take care of myself. All these two have to do is leave me alone and I'll do fine. I know how important this chance is for me."
Lisa watched the little drama with minimal interest. She had gone over the contract from the modeling agency with her parents and Amber's lawyer earlier in the day and she could think about little else. She would fly to Chicago next weekend with Paula and do some interviews and some photo shoots. If the agency decided that they liked what they saw, they'd pick up her contract and she's be a professional model!
She couldn't wait to call Jason and tell him about her possible new career. Perhaps she'd be traveling to New York and get to visit him at West Point! Then she thought about leaving Steve. The thought of being so far from him bothered her more than she cared to admit, even to herself. He was Gwen's man. But Lisa knew that he would always be the first man she actually loved. She just hoped he wouldn't be the only one. Jason was working hard to join that exclusive club. Lisa decided she had better tell Steve goodbye that day since she may be too busy to see him again for a long time.
When things settled down with Jordan, Lisa drew Steve aside during a break in their promotional duties. "Steve, I'm going to try this modeling thing. I don't know if it'll work out, but if it does, I may not see very much of you anymore, at least for a while. Promise me that you'll think about me and call and email me as much as you can. Promise to take care of Stephanie, Kate, Mom and Gwen. Especially promise me that you'll always love me."
"I can promise that easily enough, Lisa. I'm excited for you. You're a beautiful woman. You have an amazing figure and a wonderful personality. You'll be famous and I'll be standing in line for your autograph some day. I'll always love you. I promise."
Gwen was engaged in conversation with Kate and Stephanie when Jordan tapped her on the shoulder and pointed to Lisa and Steve. "It looks like your sister and your boyfriend are in love. You haven't been paying enough attention and your own sister has stolen your boyfriend away! And everyone thinks my family is screwed up!"
"Actually, Lisa and Steve do love each other, Jordan. While we're discussing it, Steve seems to be extremely fond of Kate and Stephanie as well. Tell the truth, Kate and Stephanie. Do you love Steve?" asked Gwen.
"I sure do!" readily admitted Kate while Stephanie blushed and nodded her head.
"Kate and Lisa are my sisters. Stephanie's my cousin, but more like a sister. They love the guy and he loves them. Lisa has it bad for Steve and he loves her a lot, too. But at the end of the day, he loves me as his girlfriend and he's not going to hurt me, Lisa, Kate, or Stephanie by doing anything foolish. Neither will my sisters or Stephanie. We're family and Steve is my boyfriend. I'm glad they all love him and that he loves them. It validates my feelings for him."
"Lisa is gorgeous and she loves your boyfriend and you don't worry about it? That's hard to believe. You should be scratching her eyes out for the way she's sexing him up right in front of everyone," insisted Jordan.
"I don't think you understand what I'm trying to tell you. I trust Lisa and Steve. I love them both as much as a person can love anyone. They love me as much. They may love each other, but they aren't 'in love', not the way Steve and I are. Neither of them would do anything behind my back. They aren't made that way. Lisa is probably saying her goodbyes to him right now. She'll miss him a lot, but it's a fantastic opportunity for her. She'll do fine."
Jordan just shook her head in disbelief as Lisa kissed Steve quite passionately. "I thought like that a few years ago. Then I caught by boyfriend in bed with my mother. That's when I realized that you can't trust anyone with anything you cherish. They'll take it away, and break your heart if you let them."
"I'm sorry that happened to you, Jordan. I can see why that might color your opinion of people, but Lisa and Steve mean the world to me. I'm not worried about them. Kate, on the other hand..."
"Sis! You know I wouldn't do anything with Steve that I shouldn't. The darn guy won't touch me until I'm eighteen, so he's safe for a couple years," laughed Kate.
"Well, I'm a month older than you, so I'll take off with Steve before you stop being jail bait!" promised Stephanie as all the girls, including Jordan, laughed at her joke.
By the time the promotion was over, the girls had been in hundreds of photos and posed with boys, and some girls, of all ages. Steve was in constant demand by women from ten to over ninety. He posed, smiled, joked, and charmed every woman he met, with the exception of Jordan Quick. Her attitude irked Steve more than a little.
"That was a huge success!" gushed Amber O'Leary as the group gathered after changing into street clothes. I'm confident that Macy's will want you to travel to the major markets to appear at their bigger outlets. This thing is really taking off.
"Miss Quick, I understand that you'll be living with Gwen for an undetermined period of time. You're also scheduled to do a video and a recording with Steve for your comeback. That will be done in Los Angeles the same time these kids are taping a few TV shows. You're scheduled to appear in at least one of those. My question to you is this. Do you want to appear in these promotions for our line? The sales profits go to the hospital fund in Sparta, but your travel expenses will be paid and Macy's would pay you the same fee the other kids will be getting.
"Let me also state that my reputation is tied with this venture. My father is governor. These kids are heroes, loved and respected all over the country. We've worked hard to nurture this image. You'll be terminated with extreme haste if you get into any sort of trouble with drugs, alcohol, or men. I'll take a chance on you if you'll promise me that you'll do your very best to reform. This promotion deal would help your visibility and promote your career. What do you say?"
"That wasn't the most flattering business proposal I've ever had, but I admit that I need to work on my image. Clyde warned me that I'd be back in the big house if I fu ... excuse me! If I screwed up again. I'd like to take you up on that offer."
"Then we'll have to go back to the dressing room and get your measurements. It's obvious that you'll look great in anything. You have a wonderful figure. We'll only be a few minutes, guys. Jordan will be ready to leave with you as soon as we're finished."
Steve and Gwen exchanged looks as Amber presented her proposal to Jordan. It seemed like they were going to be babysitting a spoiled, addicted, but talented diva. Half an hour later, the five of them were loaded in Gwen's car and headed home.
"Just a minute, Gwen. Pull back off the road," insisted Steve as Gwen came to a stop. Steve climbed out of the SUV and opened the back door. He plucked the cigarette from Jordan's mouth and tossed it down and then ground it with his heel. Then he reached into her pocketbook, yanked a pack of cigarettes out and crushed them in his hand before walking to a nearby trash can and tossing the pack into it. Then he climbed pack into the front passenger seat and nodded for Gwen to drive.
"You asshole!" screamed Jordan. "Who the fuck do you think you are? You can't take away my smokes. I'm over eighteen and can smoke if I want!"
"You shouldn't have tried lighting up in someone else's car. That tells me that you have no regard for those around you. The rest of us don't want to smell like smoke, nor breathe it in. Since you lack the basic understanding of treating others with respect, you're not going to be smoking at all. We already know you have an addictive personality, so let's stop the tobacco addiction along with the drugs.
"As far as your language is concerned, I'll start washing your mouth out with soap if you persist in swearing in front of ladies. Gwen, Kate, and Stephanie don't need to listen to your childish outbursts. If we're going to be responsible for you, expect me to be all over you when you try to pull any crap."
"I'll have you arrested for assault if you so much as touch me!" threatened Jordan. "You're not my father, and certainly not my husband. You've got no right to force me to do anything just because you're bigger and stronger than I am."
"You're confused. I won't do it because I can. I'll do it because you need it. You've been allowed to run amok for too long already. Look where it's gotten you. You're a step away from serious jail time. You're addicted to drugs, tobacco, and probably alcohol. You're promiscuous to the point of being a slut. Were you checked for diseases while you were in rehab?"
"As a matter of fact, I was, and I'm already cured, thank you!" sneered Jordan. "If you're thinking of tapping some of my pussy, forget it! I may be a slut, but you're one asshole that'll never have the pleasure of fucking me!"
"That suits me just fine, but you'd better start thinking of more polite ways to state your position or I'll be washing your mouth out. If you keep acting like a child, I'll treat you like one!"
Jordan made no reply as she glared at Steve. Kate and Stephanie were shocked at Jordan's outburst, as well as Steve's threats to her. They sat quietly, looking at each other, and then at the scenery. Gwen was marveling at the abrupt change in Steve's normal, quiet, easy going manner. She's never heard him talk like that to anyone. But then she'd never run into anyone like Jordan before. Why did her parents ever agree to take her in? The last thing Gwen needed was a slut living with her. Instinctively, she knew that Jordan's actions would cause her parents to rethink Gwen's sexual freedom with Steve.
The rest of the trip was mostly quiet. Jordan sulked, and the girls were worried about engaging her in conversation and causing another battle of wills between her and Steve. When they reached the Anderson's, Paula and Ted came out to greet everyone.
"Mom, Dad, this is Jordan Quick. Jordan, my parents, Paula and Ted Anderson," introduced Gwen quickly. "It seems that she'll be staying with us for awhile."
"Hello, Jordan! I love your songs. You have a wonderful voice and we're so glad to have you stay with us!" welcomed Paula. "Girls, show Jordan to Lisa's room. She'll be staying there. Steve, do you want to come in for awhile."
"Thanks, Paula, but I need to be getting home. I told Uncle Joe that I'd be home before it got too late. You have company, so I'll just say goodbye to the girls and head home."
"Good idea. Go the fuck home, asshole," snarled Jordan just as Steve turned toward his car just as Diane pulled in to pick up Stephanie.
Paula couldn't believe what she witnessed next. Jordan's crude outburst came as a shock, but Steve's reaction was a total stunner. He turned around and grabbed Jordan around the waist and easily picked her up and headed for the house. He carried her over his hip like she was an infant, and she kicked and thrashed like a temperamental child. He entered the house and went straight to the bathroom.
He placed Jordan in a supine position and gently sat on her chest, pinning her arms to her sides as he looked around the sink. Finding no bar soap, Steve picked up a soap dispenser. Jordan was cursing a blue streak and flailing her feet around in her anger. Steve watched her for a few seconds and then squeezed the soap dispenser. His timing was perfect as a stream of hand soap shot directly into Jordan's open mouth.
Her cursing stopped immediately and she began coughing and spitting. Her face turned red. She was obviously livid as she glared as Steve.
"I'm not letting you up until you apologize to the Andersons for your inappropriate language! I'll sit on you all night if I have to."
"I can't breathe!" gasped Jordan. "Let me up or I'll call the cops!"
"Then start calling. Wait, your hands aren't free, are they? The only ones that can hear you are the Andersons, so you'd better start apologizing."
Jordan just stared at Steve. He stoically returned the stare. Paula, Ted, and Diane were beginning to worry that Jordan would swallow the soap and become ill, but were reluctant to interfere with Steve's judgment. Tears formed in Jordan's eyes and still Steve sat impassively on her chest.
"Okay! I'm sorry that I swore, everyone. It's a bad habit I'm trying to break. Now let me up so I can rinse my mouth you big bas ... bully!" sobbed Jordan as she tried to speak without ingesting the soap.
Steve slid off Jordan, then gently picked her up and placed her on her feet. Jordan looked at him for a second then accepted the glass of water Gwen handed her. Everyone left the bathroom as Jordan began rinsing her mouth and spitting into the sink.
"I imagine you had an interesting ride home," observed Paula to Gwen. Kate and Stephanie had to hold their hands over their mouths to keep from giggling out loud.
"I'm seeing a whole new side of Steve," admitted Gwen. "He and Jordan are like oil and water. They just don't seem to mix. In his defense, he warned her that he'd wash her mouth out if she persisted in her swearing. I don't think I'd like being treated like that, but I hope I'd never behave like she did, either."
"Remember when you explained to me that one of my duties as a boyfriend was to let you know when you're behaving poorly? You're a smart, well mannered girl that would never act like Jordan just did, so I'd never try anything like that with you. I'm sure that if I behaved really poorly, you'd point it out to me.
"You heard Clyde tell us what happens if Jordan screws up again. He expects us to keep her on the straight and narrow. I can't make her like me, but I can make her fear me, and listen to me to some extent. I'm not going to allow her to show her contempt for all of us by swearing like that. I'll wash out her mouth every time if that's what it takes to make her behave."
"You have no right to touch me, or treat me like that, you as ... jerk!" stuttered Jordan as she came out of the bathroom. "I could have you arrested!"
"Dear, I know you're upset, but that would probably be a mistake," pointed out Paula. "There's no one here that would ever say anything detrimental about Steve to the police. He's pretty much earned carte blanche with this family, unless it was something much more serious than a little squabble."
"You'd stick up for him after the way he just treated me?" asked a stunned Jordan. "How can you do that?"
"Maybe because he's saved our lives. Because he's brave and gentle and strong and handsome and..."
"She gets the idea, Kate," laughed Paula. "Suffice it to say that Steve is a part of this family, like we hope you'll be in time. I don't know what all led up to this little encounter, but Gwen seems to think that Steve gave you fair warning. And we don't allow that sort of language in our house. I won't insist that you apologize to Steve this time, but don't swear in this house. It's really best if you stop swearing altogether. It's a bad habit for a young lady, especially one that's a role model for teenagers."
Once again, Steve started for his car. Gwen stepped in front of him and hugged him hard and kissed him on the lips. Almost as soon as she released him, Kate wrapped her arms around him and kissed his cheek. Kate pretty much handed Steve off to Stephanie who stepped in close and reached up to kiss his other cheek. Jordan watched it all in silence.
Steve was the first student to enter his homeroom Monday morning. Ms. Walker smiled at him and offered a printout of some sort to him. "The last time I tried to give an accounting of our hospital fund, all hell broke loose. I thought that I'd just pass it out on paper this time. Look at the bottom line, Steve."
"Wow! Can this be right? We've raised over $412,000! That's hard to believe. That's way better than I ever dreamed we'd do."
Steve was going to say more, but Charlotte and Gwen entered the room, and right behind them was Jordan Quick! Gwen smiled and gave Steve a quick hug. Charlotte did the same while Jordan kept a distance away.
"Ms. Walker, this is Jordan Quick. She'll be attending our school. She needs some credits to get her diploma. Her mother sort of dropped the ball when she was touring and she didn't meet the requirements to graduate."
This was a total surprise to Steve. He had been concerned that Jordan would have a negative impact on his quality time with Gwen for the time that she was going to stay at the Anderson home. Now it looked like she was going to be going to school with them!
Steve hardly spoke with Gwen the rest of the day. Jordan was a well known celebrity and the students were eager to see and meet her. Gwen was kept busy introducing Jordan and getting her to her class rooms.
National signing day came later in the week. Jared was well enough to appear at his signing with Penn State. He just grinned at the jokes about dropping the soap in the shower. He was making great progress with his injuries and was expected to recover fully. Billy signed with a Division II school and was quite pleased about it. Tyler committed to play for the same state school that Lisa attended.



Steve had received a nomination to the Naval Academy shortly after the president visited him in the hospital. The vice president had nominated him. Then he had received an appointment, pending his physical. His school grades and college entrance test results easily surpassed the required minimums. The Navy wanted to publicize the fact that he was going to the Naval Academy and planned to play football for them. The US Naval Academy wanted to field a competitive football team and the belief was that when other good players heard that Steve would be quarterbacking for them, they would be more anxious to attend the Academy.
The four seniors left classes Thursday afternoon and reported to the gym. There were numerous sports reporters in attendance, as well as Amber Stahl. She smiled and waved to Steve when he stepped onto the small raised platform. Since all four of the seniors had been involved in the terrorist attack in some way, the press was very interested in the announcements. Three of the students had been shot during the attack and Tyler had been present when Steve killed the first terrorist, and then opened the door for Steve that fateful morning.
The sports reporters dwelled on the attack and the heroic actions of the seniors. They asked quite a few questions about that day and then a few about the championship season. Amber waited her turn and then asked the guys what career they would pursue after college and what majors they had selected. Then she asked how they had chosen the schools, or if they simply went to the school that offered the best scholarship.
Steve was surprised at the thought behind the questions and impressed with his friends' responses. Then she asked Steve about the Navy and why he wanted to become a Navy SEAL. He explained that his father and grandfather had been in the Navy, and how his father was actually a Navy SEAL Commander. He was going to play football because he enjoyed the sport, but he was becoming a SEAL because he had spent a lot of time among them and he had always admired and respected them. It had been his dream since childhood.
Finally Amber asked, "Your girlfriend, Gwen Anderson, has a scholarship to Stanford, where she also expects to attend medical school. How do feel your well documented romance will hold up with you two a continent apart for so many years?"
"That's a good question. I hope it holds up very well. I expect it to grow and mature. But ask me again in eight or nine years, okay?" smiled Steve. "She'll be a doctor, you'll be a network anchor, and I'll probably be looking for a way to spend more time with Gwen."
Jordan watched the interview with Gwen and her family that evening. Gwen was smiling broadly as Steve answered Amber's question. Paula and Kate appeared to be quite happy also.
"Eight or nine years? Most marriages don't even last that long. Nobody keeps a boyfriend that long, even a Boy Scout like Steve," predicted Jordan. "When he puts on that uniform, women will be lined up to jump in his bed. The fact that he sings and dances will increase his appeal. Gwen will have a couple dozen lovers in nine years. A beautiful woman like you will have men chasing you all the time. The odds are way against your 'friendship' lasting even a year."
"Oh yeah!" demanded Kate angrily. "How many guys win a football game singlehandedly, just for a date with a special girl? How many guys dive into freezing water and swim into a submerged car to save a couple kids? How many guys kill an armed terrorist with their bare hands and then shoot four more to save hundreds of people? How many guys get bound and beaten with a club, but still force a crash to kill another terrorist? How many would survive the beating, crash, explosion, and four days in a blizzard to come back to his girlfriend? How many guys do you know going to the Naval Academy?
"How many girls would strip and jump into freezing water to save her boyfriend and two little kids? How many girls trust their boyfriends enough to follow his instructions to disconnect four bombs? How many then have the presence of mind to call a doctor immediately after all that shooting and start saving lives by treating bullet wounds? How many girls do you know with hit songs, a clothing line, a TV show, and a full academic scholarship to Stanford? Don't you worry about Gwen and Steve! They'll always be together!"
By the time Kate finished her response, she realized that everyone was looking at her in surprise. She managed a sheepish grin as Gwen smiled and pulled her into a hug.
When the weekend rolled around, Gwen insisted that Jordan accompany them when she and Steve went out. Steve did not appear very happy about it, but admitted to Gwen that he understood that she was trying to help Jordan acclimate to her new surroundings. After a basketball game they stopped as Marsh's Landing with Billy and Charlotte for burgers and fries. Jordan spent a long time looking at the photos hanging on the wall.
Steve and Gwen joined her when they realized that Billy's parents had added numerous new photos. Gwen recognized the picture taken the night that Nick Fallen and Monique Dorn had stopped in. Then there was a photo of Governor O'Leary dining with the Andersons the night of the attack. Gwen was surprised to see a picture of her hugging the President that day. There was another photo of her and Charlotte in their bras, smeared with blood, and asking the Spartan Nation for blood donations. There was a photo apparently drawn from the video of the shootout that day. It featured Steve on his knees, shooting with his left hand as his right arm hung limp and bloody.
Jordan beamed when Billy's dad asked her to pose with the two couples for a picture so that the wall photos would appear in the background. She stood in the center between Billy and Steve with an arm around each, with Gwen and Charlotte on the other side of their respective boyfriends.
Valentine's Day was the following weekend. Jordan, Gwen, and Steve flew to LA on Wednesday. They left right after school and met with Clyde Davis in a rented studio. Steve and Gwen saw the business side of Clyde as he introduced them to the director and staff. Soon they were going over their assignments, given scripts and briefly told about the dance routines they would be doing. They were scheduled to rehearse Thursday and Friday in the studio. Then they were spending Saturday and Sunday at two of the city's larger Macy's promoting the 'Lady in Red' line. Kate and Stephanie were flying in with Diane and Paula Friday evening and leaving Sunday evening. Monday through Wednesday were set aside for actual taping of the TV shows.
Steve was completely healed from his ordeal at the hand of the demented terrorist, but he found his conditioning had suffered greatly over the past month. Between being shot, beaten, ill, and cold, he had done very little exercising. Rehearsals began at six in the morning and lasted until long after the sun had set.
Thursday night found Steve and Gwen alone in Steve's hotel room. "I thought we'd never be alone again!" complained Gwen. "I've been on the pill for a while and we still haven't had sex! I don't know about you, but I'm so ready I can hardly stand it."
"Your dad spoke to me before we left. He asked me if we've had sex yet and I told him that we haven't done anything that would remove you from the virgin ranks. He told me he wanted you to remain in that rare state for a few more weeks," revealed Steve. "He said your mom wants to be sure that the birth control has had time to be effective. He also said he wants us to sleep in our own rooms at the hotel, and not together. He worries about your reputation."
"Why didn't he mention it to me?" demanded Gwen. "I would have straightened him out! It's been long enough and I think it's about time you screwed my brains out."
"I think that you answered your own question," replied Steve. "We're both exhausted anyway. I want to be rested, with lots of time and privacy when we make love the first time. I want you to remember it the rest of your life. I guess you should go back to your room. Ted probably made Jordan promise to call if you didn't return to your room before too long."
"Did Dad say anything about me not giving you a really good blowjob?" asked Gwen as she pulled Steve down for a long slow kiss.
"Now that you mention it, I don't think the subject even came up," admitted Steve as Gwen ended the kiss and dropped to her knees. "You know I'm going to have to repay you for this. I hope the walls are soundproof!"
"You know I could hear you in there," said Jordan when Gwen returned to the room they shared. "You're a screamer, aren't you? Here I thought you were a goody two-shoes virgin, but you're in there having hot monkey sex with the Boy Scout."
"I am a virgin. I don't seem to be able to catch a break there. Dad asked Steve not to screw my brains out while we were here in LA. Being a 'Boy Scout', Steve's going to honor Dad's request."
"What the hell was all the screaming and moaning if he didn't bang you?" demanded Jordan. "It sure sounded like you were having some pretty impressive orgasms."
"If you must know, Steve has other useful organs that he uses to please a girl. He's no one trick pony, although a lot of ponies would be jealous of his penis," laughed Gwen.
"Let me guess, either you did 69 or you took turns doing oral sex. I'd guess you took turns because you can't scream like that around a hard cock. Miss Goody Two-Shoes gives blowjobs? Who's going to believe this?" wondered Jordan.
"Oh, Jordan. I shouldn't have said anything! Please don't tell people about that. It would be embarrassing."
"Don't worry, Gwen. I know how important a girl's reputation is. After all, I have one for being the biggest slut in the country. I guess I earned it. I used to be proud of it until I met you. Everyone admires and respects you. That's way better than being laughed at and the butt of dirty jokes on late night TV."
The next day was even more rigorous. By day's end, both Steve and Gwen were exhausted. Gwen talked Steve into sharing his Jacuzzi. After a long bath, Steve once again found himself dining at the Y, partly to repay Gwen for her efforts on his behalf and partly because he enjoyed the pleasure Gwen derived from his newfound skills.
After finishing their round of pleasuring each other, Gwen put on a robe, kissed Steve, and returned to her room. When she opened the door, Jordan was grinning from ear to ear. Gwen realized that Jordan probably heard her in the throes of an orgasm again and gave her a big smile. Then she saw Kate, Stephanie, Diane and her mother sitting on the small sofa!
Kate and Stephanie were grinning as hard as Jordan. Diane was blushing while Paula was trying to look stern. "Young Lady, Ted gave Steve very explicit instructions about NOT having sex. It's very disappointing to think that Steve would disrespect Ted like that."
"Mom! We didn't have actual sex! Steve won't because Dad told him not to do it. Don't embarrass Steve again by saying anything about hearing us. You could make him so nervous or embarrassed that he might stop... , you know, doing what he does that I like so much."
"Just what does he do, Sis? You need to write it down or something! You look so happy! How many big O's did he give you, anyway?" quizzed Kate.
"We are not going to have that discussion!" interrupted Paula. "We want to hear all about the rehearsals while we eat dinner. See if Steve has enough energy left to dine with us."
"If he's still hungry!" laughed Jordan. "He may not be able to eat any more."
Kate and Stephanie gasped at Jordan's comment while Gwen turned a brilliant red. Paula and Diane both grinned and nodded their heads knowingly.
"It's been my experience that he'll be more than ready for steak and potatoes now," suggested Diane. "The light dining he just did will never hold him till morning."
"Mom! You shouldn't know about that stuff. You're my mom!" groaned Stephanie as the others, including Gwen, broke into loud laughter.
The next day was hectic as the group had to rise early and travel to a large mall east of the city. By eight AM, they were greeting shoppers. Jordan was wearing a one piece suit that seemed to reveal more than most bikinis. Kate and Stephanie were in more modest suits while Gwen started the day in a gown which matched up with the tuxedo Steve wore.
"The guy may be a jerk sometimes, but he sure cleans up good," observed Jordan to Gwen. "Don't tell him I said that, okay? I'm still mad at him for pouring soap down my throat and throwing away my cigarettes."
"I can see that," responded Gwen with a big smile as Steve headed in their direction. "I won't tell him what you said, but you should tell him what you think. He's really a very good guy. You'd get along great if you'd forget those little incidents."
"Gwen, you're stunning this morning!" observed Steve as he ran his eyes over his girlfriend. "Jordan, you look great in that suit. I know Amber's good, but she didn't create that figure. You're really sexy."
"You really mean it?" asked a surprised Jordan. "You really think I look sexy? You're gorgeous in that tuxedo! I mean, ... you look good, too."
Jordan blushed as she realized that she had revealed more than she had intended. Steve had been cruel and overbearing to her and she didn't want him to think she was okay with that. No one could get away with treating her like he did that day.
Gwen was pleasantly surprised at the turnout for the promotion. They were attracting a lot of interest from shoppers of all ages. Many of them seemed to know her name, as well as Steve's, and all about their adventures of the previous few months. Jordan was another draw as many people recognized her and asked for her autograph. Stephanie and Kate were very popular with the teen shoppers.
"I'm staying with Gwen and going to school with her for the rest of the year," responded Jordan to questions about how she wound up modeling for the "Lady in Red" line. "Steve and I will be doing a music video soon, so look for that. Yes, he's a dream, but he only has eyes for Gwen."
Jack Timberline was performing in concert that evening. Gwen was scheduled to do another guest appearance in return for him appearing in their TV show. Gwen left the promotion early with Paula to travel to the arena where Jack was performing. She had to get changed and do a quick rehearsal with him.
By the time the promotion was finished and the last autograph seeker was out the door, Steve and the girls were hungry and tired. They returned to the hotel with Diane and had a nice dinner.
"We're way too late to go to the concert and we didn't get any tickets this time anyway. Who wants to join me in the hot tub in a little while?" asked Steve.
"I'm not sure I can let the girls go down to the hot tub unsupervised," worried Diane. "I know Paula's pretty lenient, but I sure don't want any problems on my watch."
"The invitation includes you Diane," responded Steve. "Join us for a relaxing soak. You'll love it."
Diane acted reluctant, but the girls quickly talked her into going since they feared that she wouldn't allow them to go without her. Steve noticed that Jordan remained silent while Stephanie and Kate convinced Diane to visit the hot tub with them.
"Jordan, you'll go with us, won't you?" asked Steve. "You've had a long day, too. It'll help you relax."
"You want me to go with you?" asked a surprised Jordan. "You're not going to drown me or something, are you? Do they have any soap near that tub? I don't want to swallow any more of that."
"We've been doing pretty well, don't you think?" laughed Steve. "Don't try to smoke or swear and we'll get along great. Come on down with us. You know you'll enjoy it."
Half an hour later, Steve was sitting in the hot tub with Diane, Kate, Stephanie and Jordan. Kate and Stephanie squawked loudly when Diane and Jordan quickly took places next to Steve, but soon calmed down when they promised to switch places with them in a few minutes. On the way back to the room, Steve found he had received a text from Gwen. She and Paula were invited to dinner with Jack Timberline and would not return to the hotel for another hour or so.
When Gwen and Paula returned to the hotel almost two hours later, they found Kate gone from her room. Diane and Stephanie were not in theirs. Checking her room, Gwen found Jordan was among the missing as well.
Steve had given Gwen a key to his room, so she suggested to Paula that they check his room, even though it was almost one AM. Gwen quietly slipped the card key in the slot and pushed the door open. She stopped so short that Paula bumped into her.
Steve was stretched out in the middle of his king size bed, fast asleep. Jordan was tucked under one arm, with Stephanie under the other. Diane was lying behind Stephanie while Kate was asleep next to Jordan. An old movie was playing on the TV and a couple partial bowls of popcorn rested between Steve's legs.
"It isn't easy chaperoning a group of teenage girls when there's a testosterone laden hunk around," grinned Diane. "I had to stay awake to make sure the girls didn't take advantage of Steve while he slept. I can't take any credit for it, but Jordan seems to have forgiven Steve for making her give up smoking and swearing.
"We went to the hot tub for half an hour. Then everyone decided to watch a movie. Of course it had to be in Steve's room since he has the king size bed and he sleeps all alone, right Gwen? We got in our pajamas and then the girls actually worked out a rotation for being next to Steve, and followed it until they started falling asleep. Stephanie and Jordan were the winners there, as you can see. Kate and I wound up on the outside looking in."
"You were taking turns next to Steve, too" asked Paula with an arched eyebrow. "How can you expect the girls to show restraint when you don't?"
"Don't give me that 'look'. I sacrificed myself so the girls would have less time to get in trouble next to Steve. With me taking a turn, they spent more time in the second tier. I even had to speak to Stephanie a couple times about keeping her hands above the covers. She's so brazen with Steve! I hope she isn't like that with boys that'll take advantage of her."
Gwen was silent as she took the scene in. Smiling, she pulled up her phone and took a picture of the group packed tightly on the bed. "Now we have to wake these girls up and get them to their rooms. We sure don't dare leave them here all night. It wouldn't be safe, for Steve!"
Gwen began shaking the girls gently, beginning with Jordan. It took a few shakes before Jordan opened her eyes. She looked at Gwen and slowly realized where she was. She had Steve's arm around her shoulders and draped across her ample bosom.
"Gwen! I'm so sorry! We were watching TV and fell asleep. Steve didn't do anything. His arm wasn't even there when he konked out. I didn't do anything. Diane and the girls were here. They can vouch for me," insisted Jordan.
"You're beginning to succumb to Steve's charms, too? Don't worry about his arm. Maybe now you understand his relationship with Lisa better. He's really starting to like you, although he won't be making love to you. But he may come to love you and that's pretty nice by itself. You can tease and flirt with him, but he's my guy. That's his decision, not mine, although I'm glad he feels that way."
Steve woke up when the girls began crawling off the bed. It took him a few seconds to remember why his bed was so full. Then a big smile broke across his face. "Thanks for watching the movie with me, ladies. Did anyone stay awake to the end?"
The next day, Sunday, saw the group head north to a different mall. Once again they were very well received and were kept busy all day. Steve, Gwen and Jordan managed to sing a couple songs each and the crowd responded enthusiastically.



Paula, Diane, Kate, and Stephanie had to catch a flight, so they said their goodbyes as soon as the promotion ended. "Take care of these girls, Steve. Keep an eye on that Jack Timberline. He invited Gwen to spend the night with him right in front of me. I thought he was engaged to that Tawny Katt actress, yet he's trying to get Gwen in his bed. Since he suggested it right in front of me, I answered for Gwen.
"I told him that Gwen wasn't some tramp and wasn't sleeping with anyone without her parents' permission, at least not until she's in medical school. I neglected to mention that you have the permission that I denied him. It's not something we want to be general knowledge.
"I know you and Gwen will do a great job taping those shows. You two are amazing and we're all so proud of you we can hardly stand it! You've worked wonders with Jordan. I guess I shouldn't be surprised, but after that tantrum we saw when she first arrived, I was concerned that you and she would try to kill each other. Based on how she was sleeping in your arms last night, I'd say she's coming around. You have that affect on women. So, break a leg this week!" laughed Paula as she gave Steve a long hug.
After Kate, Stephanie, and Diane hugged everyone goodbye and left for the airport, Jordan found herself alone with Gwen briefly. "Lisa isn't the only woman in your family in love with Steve. I know Kate and Stephanie like him a lot, and Diane's very fond of him, but your mom is pretty much in love with him, too."
"Yeah, I've noticed that. But she's my mother and she loves me, and my father, even more. Mom's happy for me and she's happy to have Steve in the family. All my female relatives love the guy and that makes me love him even more. It reinforces my opinion of him.
"I've also noticed that you seem to be getting along better with him. Is it safe to say that you don't hate him anymore?" asked Gwen with a grin.
"I never really hated him. I was just pissed that he thought he could make me do what he wanted. You know what? It turns out that he can! I trust him completely. I put his arm over my tits last night after he fell asleep. Then I squirmed around until I was sure he was awake while I pretended to be sleeping. He never tried to move his hand a little to squeeze the twins. I never had a guy pass up that chance before. He's a good guy and you're a lucky girl. I think I might start behaving like Lisa does around him, if you don't mind."
"Within reason, it's fine. Keep in mind that he's my guy and he won't be making advances toward you, so don't let your ego get hurt. He will, however, let you tease and flirt all day long."
Gwen, Steve, and Jordan reported to the studio at six AM the next morning. Clyde was trying to cram as much taping into the three days as he could. He didn't tell Steve or Gwen, but he was hoping to record enough material to make all four TV shows in the three days. Normally, studios would spend a week or two on rehearsals and taping a single show, but they normally enjoyed bigger budgets than Clyde had.
Jordan approached Clyde with an idea she had for the show. Normally, the entertainers are the last people that producers and directors listen to, but Clyde knew a good idea when he heard it and called Steve and Gwen over.
"Jordan just gave a great suggestion that we'll follow. She and Steve will be on a dark stage with a spotlight on each of them as they sing that 'Just You and I" love song. I want you both to really bring it and look like you're very much in love while you're singing. When you finish the song, Jordan's light will go off and just as suddenly a spotlight will shine on Gwen, who's standing on the other side of Steve. You guys will sing "Endless Love" and I don't have to tell you to put some real feeling in it.
"When you finish the song, the spotlight on Steve will go out and the one over Jordan will come back on. Then Gwen and Jordan will duel with the duet 'Does He Love You'. It'll look to everyone watching that you two are ready to fight for the guy. I think the audience will love it, if you three do a great job delivering it."
Gwen was amazed at how much hard work was involved in doing a TV show. She and Steve were both quick studies and had rehearsed hard, but it still took quite a few tries before the director was satisfied with a production number. The show was following the format of the more successful variety shows of the past.
She and Steve would open the show with a short introduction as well as deliver a few jokes. Clyde decided that Steve would be the one to deliver the funny lines while Gwen played the 'straight man'. He based it on his belief that being the so-called 'straight man' required considerable timing and acting. He felt that Gwen was better at it. Steve had to agree and was very happy to be the one to deliver the humorous lines.
Gwen and Steve danced numerous dances, in an array of costumes. They performed dances from swing to modern and everything in between. The choreographer drove them to make every step, lift, and turn perfect. Sometimes they sang together, sometimes with guests like Jack Timberline and Jordan, and even solo on occasion. Wednesday afternoon, Steve and Jordan went to a different studio to tape a music video for Jordan's comeback recording.
"We always spent a week or more shooting these videos. Now Clyde's giving us four hours," lamented Jordan. "I've ruined my career bad enough that I have to take what I can get. The one thing I have going for me is you, Steve. Let's give them something to talk about! We'll make this so hot that viewers won't see any little glitches. With your chest and abs and my cleavage, we can't miss!" declared Jordan hopefully.
It was late Wednesday evening when the trio landed at the state capital. They got their car from the parking lot and drove back to Sparta. It was almost two in the morning when Steve pulled into Gwen's driveway. Paula was awake and welcomed them home.
"You kids must be exhausted. Steve, you can stay with Gwen tonight, but no screaming from Gwen. Can I get any of you anything before you go to bed?"
Gwen shook her head and grabbed Steve's hand. She hurriedly whispered her 'goodnights' and led Steve to her bedroom.
Jordan turned to Paula and smiled. "I watched those two tape those shows. I've got to tell you that they're incredibly talented. Those shows will be successes and it'll really help my career. I know Steve didn't want me around, but he seems to be warming up to me a little."
"My Dear, I may as well let you in on a secret. When Clyde first asked us to take you in, Ted and I refused. We have a lot of time and effort in our girls and we didn't want a 'wild child' like you to influence our daughters in a negative way. Then Steve called and spoke to Ted for about ten minutes.
"I've got to tell you that Ted really respects Steve. I guess that's obvious when you see that we allow Gwen to sleep with him. That's not a decision Ted took lightly, believe me. Anyway, Steve talked Ted into letting you stay with us. He promised to help keep you on the straight and narrow. He agreed with Clyde that you were a good person, but were allowed too much freedom at too early an age."
"Steve talked you guys into taking me in? I thought he hated me, or at least felt contempt. I never would have guessed it!" admitted Jordan.
"He's also been keeping tabs on you in school, once he learned that you were going to be attending it. He put the word out that anyone treating you less than favorably would be facing his ire. He has friends watch you and report to him if you're having a problem of any kind," concluded Paula.
"Gwen is so lucky," sighed Jordan. "I'm ashamed to say that I've probably slept with a dozen men, and I hardly remember any of them. But that night you and Gwen found me asleep in Steve's arms is a memory I'll keep forever. I'll never find a guy like him, but I don't deserve to either."
"Dear, you're not likely to find another Steve, but you deserve a fine young man of your own. Any mistakes you may have made in the past will make no difference to the lucky man that meets and falls in love with the new, clean, sober, and more mature, Jordan Quick."
"I told Gwen that you were in love with Steve, the same as her sisters are. She just smiled and said she knew that, but that you loved Ted and her even more. She said you were happy for her and glad to have Steve as part of your family. Do you have any idea how that affected me?
"My mother slept with my first boyfriend! She didn't love him, but she slept with him. You actually love Gwen's boyfriend, but you won't sleep with him! You love and respect your husband and your daughter. My mother competed with me for boys. I felt like I had to sleep with them to make them like me, or to keep them. Now I see how a mother should love her daughters. I see how a daughter should be able love and trust her mom, and her sisters. I want to feel that! I want respect and love, not sex and indifference. Thanks so much for taking me in and for showing me how families can love and support each other," sobbed Jordan gently. "I'll never forget what I've learned from your family."
The next morning, Steve and Gwen were dressed for school when Jordan banged on their door. "I'm coming in, so you guys had better be decent! Darn! You're dressed already. We didn't even hear any screams! Is Steve losing his magic?"
"Let's just say that we're getting a lot more careful about certain activities, and let it go at that," laughed Gwen. "You'll notice that we both have smiles on our faces, so don't feel bad for us."
"Some things are not meant to be shared with the entire world," complained Steve as he reached over, grabbed Jordan, and picked her up. "Come on, Gwen. I'm taking this little minx out so I can wash her mouth out with bacon and eggs!"
Steve emerged from Gwen's room carrying a squirming Jordan in his arms with Gwen behind him, laughing. Steve suddenly stopped in his tracks when he saw Ms. Summers seated at the breakfast table with Paula and Kate.
"My goodness, Steve! You seem to be doing quite well for yourself. A beautiful girl in your arms and another right behind you? Not many girls are secure enough to allow their boyfriends the pleasure of holding a young woman as lovely as Jordan like that."
"We were just kidding around, Ms. Summers. We didn't know you were here. I'll put her down right now if it makes you uncomfortable. Otherwise, I was going to eat breakfast with her on my lap," replied Steve with a straight face.
"Oh, I think I can stand it as long as Gwen can. The only possible problem is that I wanted to have a serious discussion with you and not many young men can think clearly with a girl like Jordan sitting in their lap," answered Ms. Summers.
"That sounds like the voice of experience to me," laughed Steve as he placed Jordan on her feet. "I guess you've made a few guys lose track of their thoughts before? I can see where you might cause that reaction."
"I'm here because you've missed a lot of school," replied Ashley Summers as she blushed lightly at Steve's remark. "Your marks are excellent, but you're pretty far behind in written assignments in about all of your classes. Several of us teachers have been gently questioned about you and your performance in school.
"We were discussing it yesterday. We put our observations together and came up with the theory that a news reporter is trying to get some dirt on you. We think it's none other than Bill Hardy."
"I'm not surprised," stated Gwen. "He was such an ass when Steve was lost in that blizzard. It's almost like he wanted Steve to die so it would make more interesting news. I was pretty brutal with him when the reporters interviewed me at the hospital. What does this all mean? Will Steve fail, or not be allowed to graduate?"
"Most of his absences were a result of the terrorists' actions. No school board will hold those against him. But he missed a full week when you went to LA to do those TV shows. It all adds up to a lot of undone assignments and missed tests. We're afraid that Hardy will wait until graduation time and then 'expose' Steve's lack of participation in his classes. He could make it more difficult for the Naval Academy to accept Steve, or possibly cause Steve to have to attend summer school to graduate," revealed Ms. Summers.
"I don't have to tell you that all of the teachers are on Steve's side. He probably saved our lives when he took out those terrorists. If Steve agrees to it, I've volunteered to monitor the lessons, assignments, and tests that he's missed. The teachers will supply me with the needed materials and I'll supervise Steve, so the school can guarantee that everything was on the up and up. I will not skip any assignments or misrepresent any results. I will be swearing to this, and I won't do that unless Steve has accomplished his tasks. I hate to seem like an ungrateful bitch, but it's better for Steve in the long run."
"Ms. Summers, I wouldn't consider this suggestion if I thought for one second that you'd give me special treatment. I can't thank you enough for the offer. I'm willing to work as hard as it takes to catch up on my school work and ruin Hardy's parade," promised Steve. "I know this isn't exactly the way you'd want to spend your spare time. Thanks for thinking of me and helping me out."
"It's going to require a few hours a day after school. Are you prepared to put that much time into this? Gwen, you may have to help him with some of the studying, not to mention give up some of your together time with Steve. Are you on board with this? I don't see how it could work without you."
"Absolutely!" replied Gwen. "I want Steve to do well even more than I want to screw up Hardy's plans. I appreciate how much time you'll be giving up, even though there are worse things that spending a couple hours a day with this guy. I'll help any way I can."
The phone rang as Gwen was speaking, so Kate answered it. "Yes, this is the Anderson residence. This is Kate. Yes, Gwen is here. I'll get her."
Kate gently placed the receiver down and burst into a huge grin. "Gwen! It's the White House calling! I don't know what it's about, but the lady sounds very official."
Gwen showed her surprise as she went to the phone. Those gathered caught parts of her short conversation. They easily heard Gwen when she took a number and promised to call right back. She returned to the group with a huge smile on her face.
"On February 28th, the President of France is visiting the U.S. His youngest daughter has asked if she could meet Steve and me! Our presence is requested at a state dinner! The government will supply us first class tickets, and for Mom, Dad, Kate and Lisa! Can you make it, Steve, or do you have plans?" asked Gwen with a big grin. "I told them that I'd have to speak with you and call back."
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"I was planning to change the oil in my car. Then I thought that I'd rearrange my sock drawer," replied Steve with a frown. "I guess I could put that off, and make the dinner, but not without a little tweaking. If Lisa's invited, then the President should be happy to invite Jason Hunter.
"What do you think, Gwen? Will the White House mind if I add to the guest list of a state dinner? One other thing; Jordan Quick is practically a member of this family, so we can't leave her home alone. God only knows what sort of trouble she'd get into!"
"So you want to add two more guests to a state dinner for the French President? That sounds reasonable to me," agreed Gwen with a chuckle. "Just don't be upset if they tell us to forget the whole thing. I don't know much about political protocol, but I doubt that high school kids dictate the invitation list for a dinner for heads of state, but I could be wrong. I'll call the White House right now and tell them we want to add a couple people."
Ashley Summers sat in stunned silence as she watched two of her students discuss attending a state dinner at the White House for the French President, and then asking to alter the invitation list! She listened as Gwen made the call and spent several minutes in conversation.
"That woman drove a hard bargain. She agreed to adding two invitations, but in exchange, Jordan, Steve, and I have to perform at least one song each. And, we have to dance our 'Lady in Red' signature dance for the guests. Do you think I need to work on my negotiating skills? At least I didn't have to promise the President a dance, although I'd be honored."
"I'll have to call Lisa and let her know about this. She can meet us at the airport. She'll be pleased when she hears that Steve thought to invite Jason. At least we all know where to get our gowns for the evening," sighed Paula. "My life was never this exciting before Gwen met Steve. I can't wait to call and tell Ted that he's going to a state dinner at the White House. That'll cause some talk around the old water cooler at his office! Are we going Saturday morning or Friday night?"
"This makes my news about Steve catching up on his courses seem pretty banal," admitted Ms. Summers. "If I hadn't been here, I never would have believed that things like this can happen. We've got four students going to a state dinner at the White House! How cool is that?"
"Will I get to French kiss anybody?" wondered Kate as everyone stood up to leave. "Will we have French Fries? French toast? Anyone have anything to add?"
True to his word, Steve stayed three hours after school Thursday and Friday. Then he spent the weekend working with Ms. Summers. Late Saturday afternoon Steve took her to dinner at Marsh's Landing. Billy, Charlotte and Gwen met him there.
"Thanks so much for suggesting this, Steve! I haven't been out to dinner in quite some time. You kids are very kind to hang out with an old teacher. I never thought we'd be so far through the material by this time. If we work tomorrow and after school next week, I think you'll be all caught up."
"Ms. Summers, you're the hottest teacher in the whole school!!" blurted Billy. "You look young enough to be a student. We sure don't feel like we're hanging with old folks. You're a real fox!"
Charlotte turned to Billy in surprise. "Where did that come from? You're the guy that's too shy to talk to girls and now you're making all kinds of inappropriate remarks to my English teacher? What's gotten into you?"
"It's funny what getting shot and almost dying can do to a guy. I don't feel afraid like I used to feel. I spent a lot of time thinking about my life and what I would do differently, if I lived to do it. I decided to be more honest and outgoing, but I apologize to you, Ms. Summers, if I was inappropriate. I was just telling you my opinion."
"I can see where Charlotte might worry about your enthusiastic compliment to a teacher, but I'm also a female. And girls like to hear compliments. I thank you, Billy, for voicing such a high opinion of my charms. Now if I can get some slightly older, single guy to notice me, I'll be all set."
"I don't think that'll be a hard sell," laughed Steve. "Billy was pretty blunt, but he was spot on in his opinion. I can't think of any reason you aren't out on a date every night. You're very easy on the eye; you're smart, have a good job and stay in great shape. We're going to have to keep our eyes open for some lucky guy that we can introduce to you."
"I agree about keeping an eye open for a suitable date for Ms. Summers, but you'd better dial back your obvious appreciation of her charms a little, or the school board will have a whole new issue with you," suggested Gwen. "We all admit our English teacher is hot, but we can't be discussing it in public like this. We've all heard the news reports about predatory teachers and the trouble they get into. Do her a favor. Do not treat her like a regular girl, at least not until we graduate."
"Thank you for that. I do have to maintain a professional relationship with my students, especially the ones that think I'm hot," chuckled Ms. Summers. "I've worked too hard to get my position to lose it over a misunderstanding, or a bad decision. All that being said, I consider you kids to be friends and I appreciate your desire to help my love life, but I think I'd rather handle that myself. Matchmaking is not easy, nor often successful."
"Well, Steve did get Coach to date Laura and they seem to be getting along very well," admitted Gwen. "Of course Laura stated flat out that she was interested in him, so it was a no brainer."
"Which made me qualified for the job," laughed Steve. "Ms. Summers, we're your friends and we'll not cause you any embarrassment. We'll keep our eyes open though."
The next week went quickly for Steve. By Thursday evening, Ashley Summers declared him totally caught up in all of his assignments and tests. Friday evening, the entourage from Sparta headed for Washington D.C. They met Lisa at their gate at the local airport.
"I received a call from the agency a little while ago. They said that I have the job! They asked when I'd be able to start. I told them I was attending a state dinner for the French President this weekend, but my schedule would be open after that. I only have a couple months left of school for the semester. I could hear the woman's surprise over the phone. Their new model is dining with the President of the United States!
"I know it's all because of Steve and Gwen and all the amazing stuff they've been doing, but it still feels pretty good. I'm just glad Steve saw Gwen with her nose in a book that day at the mall. Look what it started!"
"I knew Gwen was smart the way she played hard to get with Steve," asserted Kate. "She made him work to be her boyfriend. I thought she was nuts for turning him down at the time. I really thought that she should've jumped into bed with him at the mattress place at the mall that day. She'd never been on a date, this amazingly gorgeous hunk asks her out to a dance, and she declines! The results prove that she's way smarter than me."
"I wasn't smart, or playing hard to get. I was petrified. Why would a guy like Steve ask a girl like me to a dance? I thought it might be a bet, or a joke. I still can't believe that he focused in on me like he did and put up with so much to stay with me. I can't really explain it, but I'm sure not going to argue with it. He's my guy now!" declared Gwen as she clutched Steve's arm to her chest.
"I was too dumb to realize that Gwen was way out of my league. I was new to the area and thought I'd take a chance. I was just starting to get over my father dying and only having Uncle Joe. When I saw Gwen I knew I had to try. She had me from that first moment I saw her."
Jordan had been listening closely to the banter. "You saw her sitting at the mall reading a book? You asked her out and she refused? She'd never even been on a date before and she refused to go to a dance with you? Every girl in the country will be wondering why the hell they weren't the one sitting at that table, reading some dumb book!"
"Tell me about it!" exclaimed Kate. "I can't stop thinking about that day. I was at the mall, shopping with Mom when we come around the corner and see this amazing guy chatting Gwen up. Then we find out later that she turned down a date with him! I felt like smacking her. But, as I said, she's way smarter than I am. Look how it worked out. The guy's spending his spare time in her bed now. To think I was that close to having Steve for my boyfriend. I'd be the one screaming so loud the neighbors could hear me!"
"Not before you're eighteen, and any boy will have to have the same qualities as Steve," pointed out Paula with a smile. "And the screaming has subsided lately and I want it to remain that way."
"The same qualities as Steve? I'll be a virgin forever!" moaned Kate. "All I have to do is find a super athletic, great dancing hero that sings, and happens to save lives in his spare time? Just where do you suggest I start looking for this amazing guy, Mom?"
"Maybe you should start reading books at the mall?" suggested Jordan with a grin.
Jason was waiting at the hotel when the Anderson party arrived. He was beaming as he shook hands with Steve. "I'll never live this down! All the other cadets were stunned when they heard I was invited to a state dinner. Then I showed them a picture of Lisa and they really hated me! I'll help save your life anytime if this is how you repay me! It's got to help my career, unless I do something really stupid," offered Jason.
Steve had his own room in the luxury hotel not far from the White House. Ted made it abundantly clear that there would be no visiting men's rooms by any of his daughters, or Jordan since she was living under his roof. No one argued the point.
Jordan, Steve, and Gwen had to rehearse in the afternoon with the orchestra that would be playing at the dinner. Steve had never heard such good musicians. He felt a little intimidated, but thought about Billy's statement. Being shot does change a man's perspective. He'd do his best and let the chips fall where they may.
The entire entourage was driven to the White House well before the actual dinner. Guests would attend a cocktail hour before dinner. Ted had strongly warned his entire group that there would be no drinking of alcohol. He demanded that everyone be alert and polite. This was the White House, after all!
Steve was quickly separated from Gwen and the others. He mentally compared the male guests to vultures as they circled Jordan, Lisa, Kate, and Gwen. Jason hung pretty close to Lisa. The women were absolutely beautiful in gowns of Amber's design. Paula surprised Steve with how young and attractive she appeared. It was obvious from whom the Anderson sisters inherited their good looks.
Steve found himself being introduced to ladies of all ages. They all seemed to be eager to speak to him. Many used their phones to get pictures of Steve standing with them. He quickly realized that he would never remember the names of the many women to whom he had been introduced, so he decided to focus on the important ones, and they would be French.
Then there was silence and President Hanson and his wife were announced, along with the President D'Anjou, his wife and daughter. The President personally introduced President D'Anjou to his guests, who were mostly politicians, with a few A-list celebrities tossed into the mix. Steve found his way back to be with Gwen and her family when the President reached them.
Steve was impressed that the President remembered all the names in his group. Then he noticed a tall man with a thing in his ear standing behind the president. He would whisper to the president quite often. President Hanson even hugged Gwen and congratulated her on Steve's return and recovery. Then he shook Steve's hand and introduced him to President D'Anjou, his wife Colette, and daughter Michelle.
Steve stunned Gwen when he spoke fluent French to President D'Anjou and his family. It was obvious that the D'Anjou's daughter and wife were very pleased that Steve was able to speak French. Once their group was away from the President, Paula, Gwen, Jordan, and Kate were all over Steve.
"You never told me you spoke French!" stated Gwen with some annoyance. "Why do you keep trying to surprise, or embarrass me? How hard would it have been to tell me that you spoke Farsi and French? Are there any other languages you know that you're not telling me? Look at your face! There are, aren't there?"
"I do have a pretty good command of Russian, and I know some Spanish," admitted Steve reluctantly. "I was just trying to surprise you. I thought you'd be proud of me for being able to speak to them in French. I didn't realize that I'd upset you. I apologize."
"Russian? When was I going to find that out? When we got to Moscow? You keep hiding things from me and it's embarrassing. You never said that you could sing, play the piano, or the guitar. Tell me now; are there any more instruments that you play?" demanded Gwen.
"I do alright on the drums, but I haven't played them in over a year. I don't like to sound like I'm a pompous ass by telling you the things I can do. I thought I was being modest."
"I'm pissed at you, Steve! I won't let it ruin the evening, but your habit of keeping things from me is going to be a very real problem if you don't stop doing it right now. Either you trust me or you don't. Secrets are not good for a relationship," stated Gwen with emotion before she turned and walked away.
"Gwen's right, you know," scolded Jordan after Gwen left. "You don't play tricks like that on family and loved ones. I'm pissed, too, and I'm not your girlfriend. You knew we were going to meet French people and you neglected to mention that you speak French. That sucks."
"I thought it was kind of cool, but I guess from the look that Mom's giving me, I was the only one," added Kate. "Gwen will get over it pretty fast, but she sure doesn't like not knowing things about you, and then being surprised in public situations. I can understand that."
Eventually it was announced that the heads of state were heading downstairs and a formal receiving line would begin. Steve was worried about how to proceed. Should he tag along with Gwen's family when she was so upset with him, or just go down alone? Then he felt an arm slide against his hand.
"Just because I'm a little pissed at you it doesn't mean that I don't love you. It certainly doesn't mean that I'm going to leave you alone with all of these stars and politician's daughters looking at you like lions look at raw meat," explained Gwen as she joined Steve to head down the stairs.
Steve and Gwen were shown their table, where Gwen's family had already found their places. Steve was going to sit between Gwen and Jordan. When the president and his guests took their seats, everyone else sat down. If distance from the head table indicated importance, the Anderson table was the bottom of the totem pole, as they were farther from the head table than any other group.
"It doesn't look like we rate too high in the pecking order, but we're here, and that's still way cool!" declared Kate. "I shook the President's hand. Not many kids can say that!"
There were a couple short speeches after the five course meal was finished. Both presidents were gracious in their praise for the other. Steve, Gwen, and Jordan were led out of the room. They quickly prepared for their performances. Jordan went first and sang her biggest hit. Gwen and Steve became more nervous when they heard how incredible Jordan sounded.
"My God! She can sing! We should have had her go last. That's going to be a very hard act to follow. I hope I don't screw this up. I'm glad you're going next," admitted Gwen.
Steve was a little nervous when he stepped on the stage with the orchestra. He glanced their way and then sat at the piano. President D'Anjou's daughter, Michelle, had requested that he sing the Elvis song he had performed to Gwen the first time he was on live TV. Once he started playing, Steve looked at his audience and then focused on Michelle D'Anjou. By the time he made it past 'Wise men say only fools rush in' she gave him a huge smile and then started wiping tears of joy from her eyes. Steve finished to a round of loud applause, bowed, and left the stage.
"Thanks a lot! That's even harder to follow!" complained Gwen as she passed Steve to take her place on the stage. Steve turned to watch her from the wings. The orchestra began and Gwen stood radiantly waiting for her place to begin. Everyone knew the song 'My Heart Will Go On' from the movie 'Titanic', but never heard it the way Gwen sang it that evening.
Steve was spellbound as he watched and listened to Gwen perform. He felt himself becoming very emotional. How did he find such a talented, incredible woman? He felt humbled and extremely grateful.
Gwen poured everything she had into her song after hearing Jordan and Steve. She was determined to not be outdone by the other great performances. Paula and Kate sat in awe as Gwen delivered an amazing effort. They had heard her sing many times, but never heard her deliver a song with the emotion and range she demonstrated that evening in Washington.
When Gwen finished, the audience was silent for a few seconds and then broke into a standing ovation. Gwen smiled and bowed a couple times in appreciation. Still the applause continued. Blushing, Gwen bowed once again and then left the stage.
Jordan had joined Steve as he listened to Gwen from backstage. Tears were streaming down Jordan's cheeks by the time Gwen reached them. Gwen hugged Steve and then hugged Jordan. Then the girls each took one of Steve's hands and headed back to their table. The applause had died down, but began again when the trio came back into the state dining room. Steve and Jordan stepped away from Gwen and applauded her along with the rest of the audience. Gwen blushed again and then went over to hug Lisa, Kate, Paula and Ted. Finally it was quiet enough for the orchestra to start playing.
Steve found himself dancing the first dance with Michelle D'Anjou. She was a very pretty dark haired girl of seventeen. She danced gracefully and Steve enjoyed the dance tremendously. They spoke in French as they danced around the room, oblivious to cameras and reporters. It was the first of several dances Steve would enjoy with the young French beauty.
"My daughter is very fond of you," smiled Colette D'Anjou as he led her to the dance floor. "She's been following your exploits, Steve. You were all she could talk about for the past week. After she danced with you, she told me that she could die happy. She told me that she thinks you're a very strong, handsome American. I have to agree.
"Thank you for coming tonight, and for singing. You've made her a very happy girl, which makes me a very happy mother. Your girlfriend was surprised when you spoke French to us at the reception. I could tell. Were you able to placate her ire? It isn't wise to surprise your lover with unknown skills in public situations. I trust that she made that clear to you?"
"Madam, you must be a mind reader. She was annoyed. She set me straight and then forgave me. She's pretty special."
"You seem to have surrounded yourself with beautiful women. Mother, daughters, and even the troubled Jordan Quick, all have that look when you're near them. Now my daughter has the same look, and I will as well, if this dance doesn't end soon."
Steve was kept busy dancing all evening. He thought it amusing that some guy with an earpiece would constantly suggest who Steve should ask next. It was apparent that someone was paying close attention to the guests and their enjoyment of the night. He escorted politicians' daughters and wives out to the floor, as well as a few of the daughters of some large donors to the president's campaign.



Gwen was in even greater demand. Men of all ages waited for their opportunity to dance with her. Steve finally found himself with Jordan and he whisked her onto the floor.
"This has been the best night of my life! I'm so glad that Clyde knew you and Gwen and talked me into going with you guys. I'm getting some good press and my career is back on track. Better than that is the fact that my head is finally on straight and I have a couple of amazing friends that I love. I never realized it until tonight, but you and Gwen are the first people I've ever loved, beside my mother and she ruined that. It's okay that I love you, isn't it?"
"Jordan, it's my honor to love and be loved by such a talented, beautiful, accomplished woman. We'll never let anything happen to our friendship, okay? I'll do about anything for a friend."
"Anything, but the one thing I would like the most from you, but that's okay. I love Gwen and respect her way too much to ever try to anything that would hurt her. I feel like we're sisters now, right down to being crazy about her boyfriend. Thanks for everything," whispered Jordan as she reached up to briefly kiss Steve's lips as the song ended.
Finally, Gwen and Steve managed to find each other and the orchestra quickly began playing 'Lady in Red'. Steve was unable to take his eyes off Gwen's as he led her around the dance floor. For the second dance in a row, Steve received a gentle kiss as the song ended.
Gwen was smiling as she and Steve received some applause. Soon President Hanson and President D'Anjou were at their side, congratulating them. Steve responded in French and President Hanson noticed.
"Steve is fluent in English, Farsi, French, Russian and even speaks some Spanish," smiled Gwen as she arched an eyebrow at Steve. "He's sometimes hesitant to talk about his amazing accomplishments, but he's going to be working for you next year, so you may as well know what a rare treasure you'll have on your payroll. The Naval Academy is getting its money's worth with Steve."
The music began and Gwen was escorted to the dance floor by President Hanson. Steve was politely directed toward the first lady, so he quickly asked her to dance. She gave him a big smile and joined him on the floor.
"Young man, my husband has mentioned you a few times, always favorably. I've seen most of the videos of you and your adventures. I understand that you're branching out into music and television. Your performance this evening was fantastic, by the way.
"You'll be attending the Naval Academy, so my husband will be able to call on you if we have need for a talented singer or very good dancer at one of these affairs. President D'Anjou isn't the only world leader with a teenage daughter. May I assume that you would be willing to help out your country by escorting a young lady at one of these events? I'll speak to your girlfriend about it, if you're willing. It would make my job so much easier if I know you're close by and willing to serve your country in such a difficult manner."
Steve managed to dance with Kate shortly after his dance with the first lady. "Did you see me dance with that senator? Then some rich guy's son got a little too close and I had to tell him to back off. I was surprised that you missed it since it seems like you're always around when some jerk tries to take liberties with me. I saw you ready to back up Dad and Uncle Will that night those guys grabbed Stephanie and me. You're a great big brother!" finished Kate as she reached up and kissed Steve lightly on the lips.
Steve left Kate with Ted and then escorted her mother out to the dance floor. "Paula, you are absolutely stunning! Ted has to be extremely proud of his family tonight. His has the best looking ladies here. I can see why he fell in love with you."
"You should be proud, too. Look at all you've accomplished in the few months you've been in Sparta. You've changed our lives, as well as saved them a few times. You've drawn Gwen out of her shell and she's beginning to reach her potential. She sang so well tonight! I'm so proud of her for so many reasons, but the biggest reason is what you and Gwen have done together.
"I trust you with my daughter. I don't have to tell you that our girls mean everything to us. To allow Gwen to sleep with you is a huge compliment to you both. We never had a son, but you're everything we'd want him to be. We couldn't be prouder of you, even if you were our own son. I think you know how I feel about you. It's part motherly and part ... well, not very motherly. I'm so happy for Gwen, for you, and for us. Lisa's modeling opportunity would never have happened if not for you. She knows that and she loves you dearly. You already know how she feels about you. Thanks for being so honorable and kind to my daughters, and to me. I'm just so happy for my family and for having you part of it!"
A few dances later, Steve found himself being directed to Michelle D'Anjou for another dance. She beamed as he took her in his arms. "Would it be possible for you and Gwen to come to Paris sometime soon? We have many events we could invite you to attend if you could make it. I could send you a list and you could select a date and event that you could attend. I asked my parents and they said they would love to have you come. I would show you Paris and show you off to my friends. We've been watching the videos of the amazing things you have done. We all love your singing and dancing, too. I'll be watching the video of this very dance when I get back home. You are such a good dancer!"
"I can't be certain if we can visit, but I'll speak to Gwen and we'll do our very best. We'd be honored to be your guests in Paris! It's so nice of you to invite us. Please send me the list of dates, and thank your parents for us," insisted Steve.
Steve managed to pry Lisa away from Jason for a dance near the end of the evening. "Steve, he's such a great guy. He wants me to be his guest for commencement in the spring. I think I'm falling for him. He likes you and doesn't seem jealous that I love you so much. Do you mind if I fall in love with him?"
"Part of me hates to give you up, but all of me wants you to be as happy as possible. He seems like the real deal, he's from a good family, he'll soon be an officer in the US Army, and he's head over heels in love with you. If he's the guy, I'll be delighted for you. I'll be holding your baby daughters in my arms someday. I know they'll be beautiful and wrap me around their little fingers. Just don't expect me to change diapers!"
"Steve, we're not anywhere near planning a family, or even getting married! He's got a lot of work in front of him to prove he's the one for me, but he's got a good start. His career and my schooling and modeling will keep us apart a lot. But you know all about that with Gwen. You two will be a continent apart for a long time. She'll never betray you, Steve. You know that!"
Steve managed to claim Gwen for the last dance of the night."We've been invited to Paris by Michelle. She'd like us to attend a state event as her guests and then show us Paris."
"I bet she'd like to show you more than Paris," suggested Gwen. "She doesn't conceal her admiration for you very well. But then, I've been invited to several hotel rooms and a few cities myself this evening. A few months ago I couldn't get a date and now I have rich and powerful men trying to get into my little panties. I'm afraid I'm becoming jaded about Washington already. Why would I be interested in any of those guys when I have you?"
"You wouldn't! Just don't forget that. We're both going to have temptations thrown our way, especially when our TV shows air and our fifteen minutes of fame peaks. Then there's the fact that you're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen," observed Steve sincerely.
Gwen smiled and moved closer to Steve and placed her head on his shoulder. She stayed that way for the rest of the dance and when it ended, she kissed him passionately.
The ride back to the hotel was a happy occasion with everyone recounting what they enjoyed the most about the evening. "I can now say that I danced with the President of the United States and I kissed my boyfriend in the White House," boasted Gwen.
"Not to burst your bubble, Gwen, but we all kissed your boyfriend in the White House. Even your mom gave him a quick smack," laughed Jordan. "Not to mention a few debutantes and femme fatales!"
At the hotel, Jason and Lisa told Ted and Paula that they were going to spend a little time in the hotel bar, and then headed off in that direction. As the rest of the group made their way to the elevators, Gwen noticed two men and a woman leave the elevator as she approached it. The lady had tears running down her cheeks, while the two men remained very close behind her as she slowly walked toward the front door.
Gwen heard one of the men speak to the lady. It wasn't in English, but the lady sobbed as she increased her pace. Then Steve suddenly stepped in front of the woman, barring her progress. He began speaking to her, but not in English! Gwen found it surprising, but not nearly as surprising as the reaction by the woman's two companions.
The big man on the woman's left suddenly lifted a gun he had managed to conceal from everyone behind the woman's back. Then he swung it toward Steve! The gun exploded, but not before Steve had reacted by striking the man's arm as he brought the weapon into play. Gwen heard a familiar, but sickening thud as the second man grunted and collapsed. Steve again struck the gunman's arm at the wrist and the weapon slid across the marble floor.
Kate and Paula screamed as they watched in horror. Jordan stepped up to the frightened woman and helped support her as she trembled and shook. Meanwhile, Steve and the big gunman were engaged in titanic struggle.
Steve had observed the same things that Gwen had, but he had the advantage of understanding what the man told the lady that upset her so badly. He had threatened to kill her if she made any sudden moves. It was immediately obvious that the woman was being forced against her will, so Steve stepped in front of her and spoke to her in Russian.
"Are you alright, Ma'am? Are these men bothering you?" was as far as he got before the larger man swung his weapon toward Steve. Luckily Steve's friends were on the man's left. Steve quickly acted to prevent the weapon from being brought to bear. He stiff-armed the man's wrist just before the gun fired, sending a bullet into the second man. Steve immediately hammered the wrist of the gunman a second time and the Makarov was sent sliding across the floor. Then the man struck Steve in the eye with his other hand.
Steve staggered back slightly and shook his head to clear it. The man advanced and Steve slammed a fist into the man's chest. The other man backed off a little and eyed Steve before swinging a leg at him. Steve stepped close, rendering the kick fairly harmless. As he stepped in, Steve brought a hard right up into the man's chin. That blow would have ended most fights, but it only served to enrage his opponent.
Steve took two quick lefts to his head, before covering and backing up. The two men circled for a few seconds. Then the man feinted with his right and again brought his left around. Steve had been rocked by the two quick lefts the man had delivered and knew he didn't want to absorb another, so he again stepped in close to his adversary. The left hand bounced off his shoulder as Steve drove his right into the man's throat as hard as he could. Amazingly, the man did not go down as Steve expected! He did clutch his throat and stagger back.
Steve knew that he needed to end the battle while he still could. He was facing a well trained, very dangerous opponent, so he held nothing back as his right leg swung around and his heel connected with the big man's jaw. The man was unconscious before he hit the floor. Then Steve became aware of his surroundings and the panic the shooting and struggle had generated.
He wiped the blood from his nose and mouth with the back of his hand and turned to see if Gwen and her family were okay. Gwen was suddenly in front of him with some sort of cloth that she placed against his nose. Then she took his battered hand and led him to a stuffed chair and made him sit down.
Paula, Ted, and Kate had witnessed the entire event and stood in shock, unmoving and speechless. Jordan led the crying woman Steve had rescued from the two thugs to another chair and coaxed her to take a seat. Satisfied that Steve was alright, Gwen returned to the man that had been shot. He was stretched out on the floor moaning as blood began to pool under him.
She kneeled down, opened the man's shirt and looked closely at the wound. She quickly determined that the man was in serious trouble as she looked around for something to use as a bandage. That was when a bellhop approached her with a large first aid kit. Wasting no time, she had the hop assist her in pressing bandages against the wound and then run wrap around his torso to hold it in place. As she finished, numerous emergency sirens could be heard approaching the hotel.
Two policemen burst into the lobby with guns drawn, carefully taking in the scene. One approached the prone man by Gwen, while the other one held his gun on Steve as he ordered him down on the floor.
Steve raised his arms and dropped to his knees. Then he laid face down with his hands behind his back. He was quickly cuffed. Paramedics suddenly appeared and replaced Gwen as they prepared the wounded man for transport. Two more paramedics began to treat the big man that Steve had stretched out on the marble floor.
Steve was pulled to his feet as Gwen rushed over to protest the actions of the police. "He's not a criminal! He just saved this woman's life! You've got the wrong guy!"
"Gwen, stop worrying about me and warn those paramedics about that guy. If they bring him around, he'll be dangerous as hell. He should be cuffed first."
Even as Steve spoke, the big man responded to the care of the paramedics by sitting up, although they urged him to remain on the floor. The man reminded Steve of a wounded bull as he swung his head around trying to make sense of his situation. Suddenly he focused on the woman Jordan had been assisting. He lunged to his feet, cursed in Russian, and rushed toward the woman.
The police had been caught by surprise. They were reluctant to fire their weapons now with so many people in such close proximity. As he neared the terrified lady, Steve's heel once again connected with the man's head.
"Jesus!" exclaimed one of the cops as the big man once again dropped to the floor. "You have your hands cuffed behind your back! How in hell could you do that?"
The unconscious man was manacled and shackled before he was treated again. Police officers stood watch with tasers ready as Paramedics again went to work on the him. Before they managed to strap him to the gurney, the officers did have to use their tasers on him.
By this time, the lobby was crammed with police and a few reporters. Then some men wearing FBI jackets appeared on the scene, along with two important looking civilians. The civilians were a middle aged man and a young woman. They rushed to the side of the weeping lady that Jordan had been helping.
They began asking questions in Russian, but the woman was too shaken to respond beyond sobbing harder. "She was being taken outside by two men when we met her in the lobby. She was obviously in distress and the bigger man threatened to kill her if she didn't cooperate. I persuaded the men to leave her alone. That's pretty much what happened," finished Steve in fluent Russian.
"If you helped her, why are you handcuffed? Did you shoot the one man and beat the other? Who are you? Are you Russian?" demanded the man.
"Father! He's Steve Hammer! The American that shot those terrorists in his school!" exclaimed the young woman excitedly. "He's an American hero! This girl is 'The Lady in Red'! They are both heroes in America."
Gwen had been cleaning the blood from Steve's face as she waited for the facts to be sorted out by the police. She didn't understand what Steve told the couple, but she understood Steve's name when the girl recognized him. Then the girl turned to Gwen.
"It's an honor to meet 'The Lady in Red', Ms. Anderson," stated the young woman in flawless English. "It appears that you two have somehow saved my mother's life. The two men trying to abduct my mother were probably Chechen rebels."
A police officer approached Steve with an FBI agent behind him. "I apologize, Mr. Hammer, for the misunderstanding. We had a situation here and our men felt it was better to err on the side of caution. I'll un-cuff you right now."
"The side of caution? That maniac wasn't restrained when he jumped up and tried to attack this lady for the second time. With his hands cuffed behind his back, Steve was still the only man here with the guts, reflexes, and the ability to keep the creep from hurting this woman. He just came from a state dinner with the President of the United States! He's wearing a tuxedo! He saved this lady from rebel terrorists and he wound up handcuffed by the police. Then he saved her again!" ranted Gwen as her indignation at the treatment of her boyfriend increased.
"Gwen! These are the good guys. They didn't know what had happened when they arrived. They acted in the best interests of everyone concerned. Thanks, officer. That feels better."
Everyone in the Anderson entourage had to give statements to the FBI and the D.C. police about what they witnessed. It was after 3 AM before they were allowed to return to their rooms. Jason and Lisa had rejoined the group shortly after the police had arrived. Jason shook his head as he looked at Steve.
"You're one butt ugly, pretty boy," he laughed. "Every time we meet, there's blood all over your face, knots on your head, and at least one eye all black and sore looking. I just don't know what Gwen sees in you."
"Your dad and I think you'd better take care of that guy of yours tonight," whispered Paula to Gwen as they walked down the hall to their rooms. "You seem to spend a lot of time taking care of him, but he's worth it!"
Steve woke up a few hours later with Gwen snuggled next to him. She had insisted that he shower before turning in and she was very thorough in getting all the blood off his body. Tired and naked, they tumbled into bed and quickly fell asleep. The phone in his room rang and Steve answered it as Gwen roused from a deep sleep.
"Steve? Mom said to let you know that we're all meeting downstairs for breakfast in half an hour. She also said that she doesn't want Gwen screaming in the hotel, so save your appetite for the breakfast bar. Actually, I just made that part up!" laughed Kate. "See you guys in half an hour."
Steve had donned a pair of slacks and was looking for his shirt when he heard a knock on the door. Thinking it was probably Kate, or Jordan, he opened it. There was a gasp as he found himself looking at the daughter of the Russian woman he had assisted the previous evening. Behind her were two very capable looking men in dark suits.
"Please wait in the hall, gentlemen. I'll only be a few minutes," promised the young woman as she stepped into Steve's room. "I see that you carry some bruises from your battle with that awful man. Your eye is almost black and your have marks on your torso from his fists.
"I came here this morning to personally thank you for saving my mother. I'm Varvara Suchkov. My father, Anatoly, is a deputy ambassador here in Washington. He used to be in the military and was stationed in Chechnya. He was in command of an outpost not far from the border with Russia. The Chechen Rebels are trying to avenge any and all transgressions they believe they have suffered at the hands of Russia over the last hundred years. They have abducted, tortured and killed family and friends of Russian leaders and military over the past several years.



"They told my mother, Galina, that they were going to do unspeakable things to her, then behead her and send her head to my father. You bravely prevented that from happening. My father, mother, and I are very grateful. We'd like to have you as our guests for dinner at the Russian Embassy."
Gwen had quietly entered the room from the bathroom as Varvara was speaking to Steve. Varvara happened to notice Gwen standing to the side and smiled at her. Gwen had not known there was anyone with them and had come out to finish dressing. She was wearing only a bra and panties.
"Your lady friend is included, of course. She's very lovely. You are a lucky man to have such a beautiful lover!"
Gwen blushed at the term 'lover' but stepped next to Steve and smiled. "You are very gracious! We are leaving Washington shortly, but perhaps sometime in the future? We have been doing a lot of traveling lately and may be back before too long. Can we exchange contact numbers and email addresses? We're hoping to visit Paris this year and we might layover in Washington. If we do, we'll try to get together. Please thank your parents for us."
After Varvara left, Gwen wrapped her arms around Steve's neck and asked, "Doesn't it seem odd that she thinks that we're 'lovers', but we've never had sex, at least not completely? How are we going to remedy that situation?"
"I hear that Paris is lovely in the springtime," replied Steve as he cupped Gwen's butt cheeks and pulled her close. "I'm thinking we should visit Michelle and take care of our embarrassing problems with virginity in the City of Light."
"I like the way you think! That's so romantic! It makes the waiting actually seem to make sense. When we get home, I'm going to check our schedules and see when we can go. If we stay at your French girlfriend's castle or whatever they live in, we'll only have to spring for airfare."
Paula noticed how radiant Gwen was as she and Steve sat down for breakfast. "I'm almost afraid to ask, but do you look especially happy this morning? Steve has the makings of a shiner and you have a smile that lights up the place."
"Well, we were thinking about going to Paris in the spring, if you must know, Mother," laughed Gwen. "We were invited by the first family of France to visit and attend any of a number of events that constantly happen in government. It would be a very romantic trip."
"Oh, yeah!" blurted Kate. "Romantic! Like a trial honeymoon romantic? I guess there's no sense asking if I can go, too. Those French guys seem to like me pretty well. At least they did last night at that dinner."
"We'll have plenty of time to discuss that when we get home," suggested Paula. "You two probably haven't read the papers or watched any TV this morning. I have a couple papers here with me. Look at the headlines."
Gwen picked up the first paper her mother handed to her. 'Hammer Time!' was in bold print over a picture of Steve with blood on his face. The second paper had 'Nailed by Hammer!' in large letters over a picture of the unconscious man with whom Steve fought.
"This story made the networks this morning. Your favorite reporter, Bill Hardy, was here a little while ago. He was asking where you two were. I told him that you were in the bathroom and that Steve was on his way down to join us. I don't like the guy any better than you do," admitted Paula.
"I can't believe the way you fought that bad guy!" chimed in Kate. "He was a big, tough guy and you mopped the floor with his sorry butt! When you kicked him in the head with your hands cuffed behind your back, I thought the police were going to crap their pants. If you hadn't taken that guy out again, he would have badly hurt or killed that lady right in front of everyone. You were so cool!"
The group was in the middle of breakfast when Bill Hardy approached their table with a cameraman and interrupted Steve as he was speaking to Jason. "So how did you know that man was a threat to the deputy Russian ambassador's wife? Did you have to be so rough? I understand that he's suffered a broken jaw and needs facial surgery. You're involved in a lot of violent acts."
"We're having breakfast and you were NOT invited to join us," stated Gwen coldly. "Please leave right now."
"You've got a lot of nerve for a high school kid!" snapped Hardy. "I can make or break you, so you'd better learn to keep your mouth shut unless I ask you a question. I'm ready to do an interview right now. I may not be here in ten minutes."
Jason knew instantly that Steve would take strong offense to Hardy's treatment of Gwen and jumped to his feet just in time to place himself between Steve and Hardy. "Not a good idea, Steve! He's got it coming, but it'll ruin you with the Academy! You've got to learn to never let assholes get under your skin."
After stopping Steve's advance, Jason turned to Hardy. "You, Sir, are a complete asshole. Excuse my language ladies. You are interrupting what was a very pleasant breakfast. If you don't leave us immediately, I'll call the manager and insist that you be removed."
"Do you know who you're talking to?" demanded Hardy. "I'm the fucking anchor for CBC! You can't have me removed, but I can destroy your career, once I find out who the hell you are!"
By that time the hotel's manager appeared next to Jason and asked, "Is there a problem, Gentlemen?"
"My group is trying to enjoy a leisurely breakfast with friends and family. Mr. Hardy is neither invited, nor wanted. He is cursing in front of ladies and minors and pretty much ruining our enjoyment of our meal," stated Jason smoothly. "Either you remove him immediately, or be assured that we'll leave this hotel as soon as possible, and we'll never return. The choice is yours."
"Mr. Hardy, I have to ask you to please leave these fine people alone while they have breakfast. This hotel will not allow anyone to insult or badger our guests," stated the manager emphatically as he nodded to hotel security.
Hardy started to protest, but he was quickly hustled out of the dining area by the two security men while the manager offered his apologies. "I'm sorry this happened. Breakfast will be on the hotel this morning. Please consider using our services again when you are in our city."
"Sir, you've just gained us as loyal customers for life!" effused Gwen. "I'm serious about that. I know Hardy can cause you trouble, but you did the right thing and we appreciate your efforts. I think we may find ourselves in this city quite a few times in the future and this'll be our hotel when we are. Steve's going to be a Midshipman in the fall, so he won't be far away and if he's nearby, I'll be visiting on a regular basis. Thanks so much!"
"Gwen, did you see how quickly Jason stepped in and prevented Steve from getting into trouble with that awful reporter? He's another guy that thinks and acts fast. I thought he handled that situation perfectly," stated Lisa proudly.
"Lisa, he's a really good guy and he did keep Steve from getting into trouble. Steve has to learn he can't muscle every guy that insults me, or my family. Thanks so much, Jason!"
Several hours later, as the Andersons, Jordan, and Steve were boarding their flight home, Kate suddenly turned to Steve. "If the pilot has a heart attack or something, is it safe to assume that you know how to land this jet?"
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On the drive home from the airport, Gwen received a call from Amber Stahl. They spoke for quite a while before Gwen placed her phone back in her purse.
"Amber wants to interview us about our trip to DC. She was upset last week when we told her about our trip and her station wouldn't send her to cover it. They felt that the heavy hitters, like Bill Hardy would have the thing covered. Channel 5 is an affiliate of the CBC network. Their world and national news is anchored by Hardy. Amber tells me that the station wishes now that it had sent her to cover us.
"She said her news director heard the rumor that Hardy clashed with us this morning and was escorted from the hotel. The local station was disappointed that it didn't have more coverage of Saturday night. They told Amber that she'd be traveling with us when we went to any significant events from now on. Her interview tomorrow will be replayed, at least in part, on the network's morning show. She's going to meet us at the school a little early. She thought it would be good backdrop while she asked us questions.
"She wants Kate, Jordan, and us to be available for the interview. She's going to ask about that encounter you had with that Chechen, so be ready for that. I'll probably tell her about our invitation to Paris, unless you have an objection, Steve."
"I'm going to be on TV! What should I wear? What will she ask me? What if I sound stupid? Mom, you have to record it for me!" insisted Kate.
"Go ahead and tell her about Paris. She'll be excited about that trip," agreed Steve before whispering, "Don't mention our personal plans!"
Just then, Steve's phone rang and he spent the next few minutes in conversation. When it was over, Steve filled Gwen in on the discussion. "That was Nick Fallen. He said that they worked hard to finish the TV movie ahead of schedule so that they could broadcast it next month. The network wants to strike while the iron's hot. He said with the terrorist attack, my walk in the blizzard, and the minor melee at the hotel last night have all combined to make the iron very hot. There's talk of a sequel and HBO is interested this time. Nick suggested that we hold out for more money since HBO will be involved and they have more viewers, and more cash."
The next morning saw Amber's news van parked in front of the school. Students gathered to watch her interview Steve and the girls. "Tell us, Kate, how did it feel to meet the president? Did you dance with him, or with anyone famous"?
"I danced with two senators, a couple congressmen, and best of all, Steve Hammer! I did shake hands with the president and the first lady. It was an amazing adventure. I'd go again," understated Kate.
"Jordan Quick, you've enjoyed great success in country music. You've also had a well documented fall from grace with addiction problems. You just attended a state dinner at the White House. Do you see your career back on track now?"
"I guess that's a fair question. The fast answer is 'yes', but that wouldn't tell the whole story. My career started back when I finally entered rehab to get well. When I was discharged, Clyde Davis, my manager, insisted that I record with Steve and work on a TV show they were taping. He told me it would resurrect my career.
"Gwen and Steve have become my friends. They've been tough on me when I needed it, but they've been generous and gracious all the time. I've grown up a lot in the past month. Being with them and seeing the amazing things they do and how they interact with people makes me want to be a better person. I'm working on that. My career is healthier now because I'm healthier, both mentally and physically."
"Thank you, Ms. Quick. Gwen, you danced with the President of the United States and the President of France. How did you feel and what did you talk about?"
"It felt very exciting. I never dreamed I would ever have an opportunity like that. As far as what we talked about? I'd have to say that we talked about Steve Hammer for the most part. They both wanted to know more about him. I told President Hanson that since Steve was going to the Naval Academy, he would be close at hand and available if he should be needed. Having a capable, loyal American that speaks, Farsi, Russian, and French can be very useful. I told President D'Anjou that we'd do our best to visit him and his family in Paris since his daughter so graciously invited us."
"Paris? That sounds like a wonderful trip!" enthused Amber before reigning in her excitement. "Steve, you were involved in an altercation with a former KGB agent that's now known to be a Chechen rebel. He's wanted in Russia for suspicion of several violent murders. How did you know that he was going to harm the lady he was walking to the door and has there been any contact from the Russian Embassy since your heroic actions on behalf of a deputy's wife?"
"I heard the fellow threaten her in Russian, so it was obvious that she needed help. I asked her if she was in trouble and the man behind her attacked me. Luckily, his first and only shot hit his accomplice. I was fortunate enough to come out on top in the struggle. I have this black eye to show for it," admitted Steve with a sardonic grin. "The ambassador's daughter thanked me the next day, but it was personal and not on behalf of the embassy or anything."
"You make it sound so matter-of-fact. You can speak Russian. You were able to defeat a KGB trained assassin in hand to hand combat. You actually stopped the man the second time he tried to attack the woman while your hands were cuffed behind your back. Have you heard anything more about the matter from the Russian government, or the American government?"
"It all happened pretty fast. I was very lucky. An innocent person could have been shot. I haven't heard from any governments and I don't really expect that I will. I'm just happy that the lady is okay and no innocent people were injured."
As soon as the interview was over, the kids headed for their homerooms. Ms. Walker greeted Gwen and Steve with a big smile. "The hospital fund went over $500,000 this past weekend. Donations from large corporations and companies have increased. Your clothing line has kicked in over $15,000 already.
"This campaign has been an unbelievable success, and that's mostly the result of everything you two have done to make this work. We have almost three months left, so we should be able to build the total even higher. It would be great if we had a million dollars by graduation. I know that isn't likely, but it would be a tremendous pleasure to announce that total in front of all the parents. But whatever the total, it'll be a wonderful moment for all of us."
"Do you want to tell Ms. Walker, or shall I?" asked Gwen, as she watched for Steve to nod at her. "Clyde Davis called last night. He's roughly edited those TV shows we shot in LA, but CBC has already been pushing very hard to buy them. He told us that the network offered a huge sum. It would guarantee at least a million dollars for the hospital fund. Clyde told them it wasn't enough! He said we'd agree if CBC would ante up another million just to buy an option to hire us to tape two more shows. If they decide to enforce it, that option would net the hospital fund another two million dollar payment."
"My God," squeaked Ms. Walker. "Is there any chance the network would pay so much for the shows you already taped, plus another million for an option on two more?"
"Well, Clyde laughed when he told us that CBC wasn't happy that he didn't accept their offer. They've been trying to build ratings and they seem to think that our shows would help that effort. Either the fund will be getting a huge transfusion shortly, or we'll be kicking Clyde down the road. Really, we can't lose too much by trying. One of the other networks would probably make a similar offer, or so we hope!"
"Clyde told me that he's trying to rush the video Steve and I made to take advantage of the situation. We've all been in the news, especially Steve, and he feels it'll help boost our video and the song's popularity. I told Clyde to add my share of whatever money it made to the hospital fund that Gwen and Steve are supporting," revealed Jordan. "It won't be all that much, at least not unless it's a huge hit, but I want to help now that I'm in this school."
"This is all overwhelming," replied Ms. Walker with emotion. "I never, in my wildest dreams, thought that we could raise this kind of money for this cause. You kids make me proud to live and teach in 'The Spartan Nation', as it's now known. You're doing a wonderful thing for this community."
It was Friday of the same week when Gwen noticed the other students were especially interested in Steve and Jordan as they entered the school. She knew something was up, but wasn't able to determine exactly what.
"That's some music video you guys have!" exclaimed Charlotte when they entered their homeroom. "I've never seen a video that hot on TV. It looks like you're going to have big hit. The song sounds great, but that video's got everyone talking."
"So that's it!"exclaimed Gwen. "Your music video must be out, and if the reaction of our students is an indicator, that must be some video. You never actually told me much about it. I was so busy with taping my songs for the show, I missed the lowdown on your video."
"I guess I'd better confess, Gwen. I was still a bit of a selfish bitch when we recorded that song and made the video. I was kind of all over Steve in it. He had his shirt off, and so did I by the end. You can't see my boobs, or at least my nipples, since it has to be rated to show on television, but it doesn't leave too much to the imagination. It's a country love song, and they get pretty explicit these days. Please don't be mad at me!" begged Jordan.
Gwen laughed as she listened to Jordan's worried explanation. "I'm not upset with you, Jordan. It's part of the business. The better your song does, the happier I'll be. I trust Steve and I trust you, now at least. Back then, maybe not so much. We've got to find someplace to view that video!"
Steve had remained silent during the exchange. He was relieved to hear Gwen's reaction to Jordan's confession. They simply had to trust each other or their relationship had no chance. Performing was all about perception. Success in entertainment was based on being able to convince the audience that what they were seeing was real.
By the end of the weekend, Jordan and Steve couldn't go anywhere without hearing comments about their music video and requests for autographs. The song aired constantly, first on country stations, and then became a crossover hit on pop stations.
Fans would ask Gwen how she felt about the video. She'd smile and tell them that she thought it was really hot and the song sounded great. Her response was a bit disappointing to those fans that would rather hear about breakups and broken hearts.
Monday morning in homeroom, Gwen was once again updating Ms. Walker on negotiations for the TV show. "CBC agreed to Clyde's terms! The hospital fund will be getting a huge shot in the arm. You can add another two million dollars to the total! Jordan's song with Steve may become the top song of the year, it's doing so well. The video is easily the most popular of the year so far. Have you seen it? Jordan and Steve are unbelievably good."
"This is all so incredible!" gasped Ms. Walker. "I can't tell you how proud I am of you. Many people would have channeled the money you're making into their own accounts, and no one would blame them. I did watch that video. Jordan, you were stunning in it. You really looked like you were in love. The song was so emotional and your voice blended with Steve's perfectly."
"Thanks! I guess it's no secret that I'm pretty far gone where Steve is concerned, so it wasn't all an act. If Gwen weren't my best friend and I didn't respect her totally, I'd be doing my best to steal him away. But you know what? I never could. I keep telling Gwen that he's a regular 'Boy Scout'. He loves Gwen and he's loyal to her. I'm just lucky to be their friend."
Ms. Walker studied the two young women standing before her. They apparently loved the same man and yet were still friends! She was unable to detect any rancor or jealousy between them. They were, she realized, exceptional young women.
Steve had returned to his work outs with a vengeance. His conditioning had taken a big hit with his injuries over the past couple months. The dance rehearsals for the television shows had tired him more than he cared to admit. He started running and working out with weights as soon as he had returned from LA. He knew that playing football for the Academy would be demanding and anything less than his absolute best would not be successful. He was still only able to run three miles a day, and slowly at that.
Clyde called Steve later in the day. "You and Jordan are going to perform on your big hit on 'American Singer' on their season finale. That's Thursday and they'll have a huge audience because that's when they name their season winner. The show's supplying two round trip tickets, two hotel rooms, and paying each of you ten grand for the day's work. If you want that directed to the hospital fund, I'll see that it happens. I have it set up for the two of you to fly out to LA Thursday. You'll do the show that night, stay in a good hotel and fly home the next morning."
"That sounds great! That show's huge and millions of people watch it, especially the season finale," pointed out Gwen when Steve told her about Clyde's call. "You'll promote your song and make money for the hospital fund. I'm not upset about not being included. We're going to be apart a lot in the future and we have to deal with it. You can bet I'll be watching the show and wishing you and Jordan the best."
Thursday morning found Jordan sitting next to Steve on a flight to LA. "This is going to be a great chance for us to promote our song! There'll be millions of people watching us tonight. I'm so excited!"
Steve looked at Jordan and managed a weak grin. "Millions of people? Doesn't that make you a little nervous? Aren't you worried about screwing up on live TV?"
"I've been doing this for years. I don't get nervous anymore. There's nothing to worry about. We'll do fine. I'm so glad that Clyde hooked me up with you and Gwen. You guys have worked miracles on my career. I owe you both and I won't forget it."
Steve and Jordan managed some time to practice their song and get comfortable with the set before they performed. When the curtain went up, they were ready. Their performance included some choreography, but mostly it was about the music. They delivered the song as well as they possibly could. When the curtain dropped, they agreed that they had done their best and the audience seemed to feel the same.
"Wow!" managed Charlotte as the show went to commercial. "That boyfriend of yours sure cleans up good for TV. He's amazing. You're the only girl in the country that doesn't have to worry about Jordan Quick being able to steal your guy away. She looked beautiful and her cleavage looked even bigger on TV than in real life, and that's saying a lot."
"It sure is!" agreed Billy. "The guy's surrounded by women with big.."
"Billy!" warned Charlotte. "Don't you dare say it! Gwen, Kate, and her mom are all sitting right here. You need to lose some of that new found honesty you've picked up."
"I'll take it as a compliment, Billy, since I can't ever be upset with you. Steve and Jordan both looked and sounded fantastic. He said that he'd call as soon as he found the time. It must be hectic backstage at that show," stated Gwen.
It was almost half an hour later that Steve called. "How did you like it? Did we do okay? We missed a couple notes early on, but everyone told us that they never noticed."
"It was amazing! We all watched it and we all agreed that you both looked fantastic and sounded even better. Are you at your hotel yet?" asked Gwen, trying to not sound too curious.
"No, Jordan ran into some musician friends working on tonight's show and they insisted we celebrate with them. I told them that we'd go for awhile, but we wouldn't drink any alcohol and we'd go back to the hotel pretty early. Their hotel is across the street from ours, so we won't have any trouble getting back. I'm glad the show went okay. I was pretty nervous. Love you, Babe!"
"Steve? Call me when you get back to your hotel room, okay? I want to talk more with you when you have the time," stated Gwen.
Steve wasn't very anxious to attend a party with the musicians from the show, but he found himself enjoying conversations with some of the guys. There were quite a few female fans and friends there as well. Many of them worked very hard to get Steve's attention. He was amazed at how brazen they were in their attempts to impress him. He found himself wondering how some of them managed to keep their tops up with so much skin showing and so little cloth.
He'd been discussing guitars with a few guys for some time when Steve realized that he hadn't seen Jordan for a while. Since the suite the party was in only had a few rooms, he knew she couldn't have gone too far. He excused himself from the guys and went in search of Jordan. What he found angered him more than he would ever admit.
Jordan was dancing topless on a piano with a crowd of guys standing around cheering her on. She was laughing far too loudly, and was unsteady on her feet. Steve muscled his way through the crowd of gawkers until he reached the piano.
"Jordan, give me your hand right now!" he demanded as he reached toward her. "It's time for us to go back to our hotel."
"Don't you want to watch me dance first? I don't want to leave yet. I'm having fun with my friends," slurred Jordan in response.
Steve simply grabbed her hand and gently pulled her to him. She feebly tried to resist, but was no match for Steve, especially in his mental state. When he pulled her close enough, Steve lifted her in his arms and looked around for her clothes. Not seeing them, he started for the door.
"Hey! Dickhead!" yelled a long haired, greasy looking guy. "Jordan said she wanted to stay longer. You're taking her against her will. We can call the cops on you. That's kidnapping, or assault, or both!"
"Get your phone out, Asshole!" snarled Steve as he swung around to face the guy. "Let's get the cops in here to see what kind of shit you're into. I'm sure you won't mind answering questions, or being searched by the police. Make your call, or shut the fuck up!"
"I didn't drink any alcohol. I'm okay. Are you going to take me back to your room and fuck me good with that big cock of yours?" slurred Jordan quite loudly as she rested her head on Steve's shoulder.
Steve remained silent as he carried Jordan to the door while everyone watched. Before leaving, he gently placed Jordan on a chair, unbuttoned his shirt, took it off, placed it over her, and buttoned it up. More than a few of the watchers noticed the way Steve's biceps filled out the sleeves of his undershirt as he easily lifted Jordan and left the suite.
By the time the elevator reached the bottom floor, Jordan was making no sense at all. She had her arms wrapped around Steve's neck and her head buried in his shoulder. Steve turned to his left and exited the hotel through a side door. He crossed the street as quickly as he could, entered his hotel from a side street, and hurried to the elevators. Jordan's room was next to his, but when he reached it, he realized that she didn't have her card key. All she had was a thong and the shirt Steve had placed over her nakedness.
Steve had no choice but to take her to his room. As he kicked the door closed, Jordan began making noises that Steve knew only too well. He rushed for the bathroom only to have Jordan vomit all over him before he could put her down by the toilet. By the time he set her down, both of them were covered. Cursing under his breath, Steve lifted the seat and pointed Jordan toward the bowl. Twice more she brought up the contents of her stomach and then just sat on the floor with her head over the bowl.



Disgusted, Steve turned the shower on, picked Jordan up and stepped under the water. She sputtered and gasped as the water hit her in the face. He turned her around, allowing the spray to wash away the remnants of her partying. Once he felt he had rinsed most of the vomit off her clothes, he sat her down against the wall and slowly turned under the water to rinse the crud off his clothing. Then he stripped the clothes off, picked up the soap, and cleaned himself.
Satisfied that he had removed all the vomit from his body, he reached down and unbuttoned his shirt that Jordan had so badly defiled. He tossed it on the bathroom floor with his clothes. The he stood Jordan up and began cleaning her. Vomit had run down her neck and was matted in her hair. He rinsed what he could, then took some shampoo and washed her hair to remove the rest. Steve held her up with one hand around her waist as he gently cleaned and rinsed her off.
Turning the shower off, Steve grabbed a towel and dried Jordan as she leaned against him for support. Once she was dry, he carried her into the bedroom, pulled the covers down and carefully placed her on the bed. He covered her and returned to the bathroom where he dried himself. He went back to the bedroom and dug a clean pair of boxers out of his suitcase. Once he had them on, he picked up his phone.
"Hi. I screwed up, Gwen. This one's all on me. I didn't watch Jordan closely enough and she got into the alcohol and made a spectacle of herself. I should've known better than to leave her alone at that party. I let her down."
Steve went on to describe the evening in detail, leaving nothing out. He felt the need to be criticized for his failure with Jordan. He fully expected Gwen to chew him out for letting her get into such a mess, especially when it could affect Gwen and Steve.
Gwen had wandered into the kitchen to get a drink of juice as she listened to Steve. Paula heard her down stairs and got up to see why Gwen wasn't sleeping. She managed to hear Gwen's side of the conversation.
"Steve, it wasn't your fault. She's a big girl and she has to learn to take care of herself. Is she sleeping in your bed now? Is she okay? Where are you going to sleep?" asked Gwen as she noticed her mother looking at her curiously.
"Well, just be sure she's okay and gets back home to us alright. Tell her you're disappointed, but don't be too rough on her in the morning. I bet she'll feel pretty bad without you saying anything. It is disappointing, though."
After ending the phone conversation, Gwen explained the situation to her mother. "Jordan got into alcohol at the party after the show. Steve feels guilty about not watching her closer. She got pretty drunk and was dancing topless on a piano. When Steve picked her up to take her back to the hotel, she announced that she hoped Steve was going to screw her with his big penis, although her language was much coarser.
"He put his shirt on her to cover her up. When they got her back to the hotel, he realized that she had lost her key along with her clothes. He took her to his room, where she proceeded to vomit all over both of them. He carried her into the shower and stood under it without taking any clothes off. He said it was pretty gross so he just showered the worst of it off. Then he stripped them both and cleaned them up. By the time he'd finished, she'd passed out, so he put her in his bed and called me."
"Wow! That's some story. Now your boyfriend has the very beautiful, very naked Jordan Quick in his bed at the hotel in LA? What's he going to do now, if I dare ask?"
"I can tell you the one thing he's not going to do, if you're hinting at something. He's going to keep an eye on her and make sure she's okay. He was worried about my feelings and what kind of press this will generate. You must know that I trust Steve totally, don't you?"
"He's a wonderful young man, but Jordan Quick's in his bed naked! That's a tremendous temptation for any red blooded man, and we both know that Steve's blood is as red as it gets. I agree that he won't take advantage of her, especially in light of the circumstances, but Jordan's in love with him and she may be the one to take advantage of the situation."
"I don't think she would do that, but then I didn't think she'd drink again, either. I'll just have to trust Steve. He'll have beautiful, buxom women after him all the time. I either have to trust him or break up with him. I can't spend my time worrying that some bitch will manage to seduce him. I've found out something else. There are a lot of men that want to get me into their bed. Steve knows that. He has to have faith in me. If we don't learn to handle these situations, we'll never last. I love the guy, Mom! I can't give him up. I won't give him up!"
"You're right, Sweetheart. This relationship, this love that you two have isn't like anything I've ever seen. You aren't normal or average. Your capacity and ability are exceptional. Don't let me discourage you. I admire and respect your confidence in each other, as well as the deep love you share. It's very rare and extremely special."
Steve finished speaking with Gwen and went to check on Jordan. She had managed to push the covers down so she was on her side with her amazing breasts on display. Shaking his head, Steve covered her back up and went and stretched out as well as he could on a stuffed chair in the corner.
He was awakened some time later by an unfamiliar sound and sat up to listen. Unable to identify it, he stood and walked toward it. He found Jordan huddled in the fetal position on the floor of the bathroom, sobbing uncontrollably. He gently picked her up, carried her back into the room, and sat back down in his chair while Jordan cried and clung to him. Steve simply rubbed her back and let her cry.
Her sobbing had finally stopped and Steve was drifting back to sleep when Jordan spoke. "You must hate me. I hate me. Gwen will never forgive me. I remember you picking me up and me telling everyone that I wanted you to fuck me with your big cock. There's something wrong with me, Steve! No normal girl would do or say what I did. I don't know what happened to me. I didn't drink any alcohol at all. What's wrong with me?"
"For one thing, your memory isn't very good. You did drink and you must have had a lot. You were drunk, very drunk. I should have stayed by your side. I blame myself for not taking better care of you. I knew your weakness and I knew there was alcohol available, but I stupidly assumed that you'd be able to keep your word. I'm the one that needs to apologize."
"But I made sure I didn't drink anything except the fruit punch! I know I can't drink alcohol any more. I think I may have had a mental breakdown or something, but I can't blame it on alcohol."
"You drank that punch? That was spiked with all kinds of liquor. I heard a couple guys talk about what a kick it had. Did someone tell you it didn't have alcohol in it?"
"Rod gave it to me. He told me it was just fruit punch and was perfectly safe for me to drink," recalled Jordan. "He must have wanted me to get drunk! Why would he do that?"
"Is he a close friend of yours? Was he the guy with the greasy, long hair and the tattoo on his hand? How well do you know him?"
"Yeah, that's Rod. I dated a friend of his once. Rod always tried to get me to date him, but he gave me the creeps. I was never very friendly with him, but why trick me into drinking?"
"Maybe he's jealous of your success. Maybe he wanted to see you topless. You're a beautiful woman that wouldn't give him the time of day when you were sober, so he thought he'd have a better chance with you drunk."
"Oh, God! I was topless on the piano, wasn't I? I'm going to be the laughing stock of the world in the morning. I know damn well there'll be pictures on the internet by now. This'll ruin my career!"
"Don't over react," cautioned Steve. "Your breasts being seen by people won't ruin your career. I guarantee that. Being out of control and doing foolish things could put an end to everything. I should have stuck closer to you at the party. I really feel guilty now that I know you didn't start drinking deliberately."
"No! You shouldn't have to watch me like a child. This is on me for not being smarter and more careful. You're not my boyfriend. You don't owe me anything. I haven't even been a very good friend to you."
"Really? You teamed up with me on a very successful music video. You've helped me earn money for the hospital fund. I wouldn't have been on 'American Singer' last night if I hadn't met you. You certainly wouldn't be sitting on my lap naked right now. I'd say you're a very good friend."
"I'm not naked, although there isn't much between me and that thing poking me in the ass right now. My little thong isn't much defense against such an impressive weapon," responded Jordan with her first smile of the night. "I feel perfectly safe with you, although part of me wishes that you were the kind of guy to take advantage of a poor little girl that's half drunk and emotionally unstable."
"Let's try to get some sleep," suggested Steve, trying to hide his embarrassment about his erection, as well as Jordan's reference to it.
He stood up and carried Jordan to the bed and placed her on it. She quickly slid over and held up the bedding in an open invitation. "Please sleep with me. I'll behave. I just need to feel loved right now. I feel so stupid and depressed."
Steve woke up a few hours later with his hand holding Jordan's right breast and her small hand holding his hard cock. He slowly released her firm mound of flesh. Then he reached down to pry her hand from his erection. As he attempted to remove it, he heard her giggle.
They got up and showered separately, at Steve's insistence. Jordan went first. While Steve was showering, Jordan called the desk and asked for someone to come to her room to open it for her since she had lost her key. She needed her clothes for the flight home. The assistant manager broke into a sweat when she joined him at her door wearing a bath towel. He opened the door and handed her the card, unable to take his eyes from her the entire time. Jordan smiled, thanked him, and then closed the door.
Steve lifted his overnight bag and went to Jordan's room and knocked. She quickly opened it with her suitcase in hand and tears running down her cheeks. She stepped into the hall and slammed the door behind her.
"Let's get out of here! I watched the news while I was packing. They had a clip of you carrying me half naked, but with my tits blurred out. Then they bleeped the bad parts of my brilliant speech about you bleeping me with your big bleep. I've probably destroyed both our careers and lost Gwen's friendship. I hope she doesn't believe that we did anything. I don't know how I'm going to be able to face her."
Steve had called for a cab to take them to LAX. When he and Jordan entered the lobby from the elevator, several photographers began snapping pictures of them and calling out questions. Steve calmly led a teary eyed Jordan out the door to the waiting cab without making any comment.
It was dusk when Steve pulled into the Anderson driveway "I can't go in there! Take me to a hotel, please! I can't stay here anymore. They'll all hate me for being such a slut."
Steve shut the car off and went around and opened the passenger door. He gently took Jordan's hand and pulled her from the car. Jordan had tears running down her cheeks as Steve rang the doorbell. Paula opened the door, and then looked from Steve to Jordan. Without saying a word, she stepped back and motioned them inside. Gwen was standing about ten feet from the door, waiting for Jordan. When Jordan looked at her, Gwen held out her arms.
Jordan hesitantly walked into the room and stood in front of Gwen with tears streaking her cheeks and trembling lips. Gwen still held out her arms and Jordan suddenly flew into them, crying even harder as Gwen hugged her tightly. The two spent a full minute in the embrace.
"Gwen, you forgive me." Jordan stated, rather than she asked.
"Steve told me everything. I guess he could have watched you better, but it wasn't totally your fault, and it wasn't his. It was some insignificant little jealous weasel taking advantage of your addiction in an effort to hurt you. We, all of us, will be more careful in the future, but you're family now and we love you. You made a mistake, but it isn't the end of the world. Far from it.
"Clyde called a little while ago. He asked if Steve and I were still talking. I chewed him out for that, and he just laughed. He said that between that hot music video, the performance last night on one of the year's most watched shows, and you being photographed flashing the girls on the internet, things have actually heated up. CBC wants to air one or two of our shows during 'sweeps week' in early May.
"People want to see how the dynamics of our relationships will work. Who will Steve wind up with? Will Jordan and I scratch each others' eyes out? Will Jordan lose her top again, much to the delight of every man in the world? I'm just beginning to realize how fame works. They can say anything about you as long as they spell your name right. Once people see that we're not fighting, or even acting any different than usual, they'll lose interest. I think that's Clyde biggest fear."
"So you're cool with Steve carrying me almost naked off to his hotel room? Taking a shower with me? Copping feels all night? Making me scream so loud this morning that the people in the next hotel complained?" quizzed Jordan with a smirk.
"You little bitch!" spat Gwen as she pulled her hands up and made her fingers into claws. "I'll scratch your eyes out!"
Steve rose early the next morning to get his run in before school. When he walked down the hall to his homeroom, his friends were yelling and whistling at him.
"Help! I've lost my clothes and don't know what to do!" squealed Jared in a surprisingly high voice. "Steve! Could you carry me to your hotel room, where I'll be safe?"
"Very funny!" came a voice from behind Jared. Jordan and Gwen were standing together looking pissed. Jared gulped and then began to fidget. Suddenly Gwen and Jordan both started laughing and Jared started breathing again.
"I'm sorry that I allowed myself to be placed in that position last night, Jared. Steve was a complete gentleman and came to my rescue. From what Gwen's told me, I think that I could expect the same treatment from you. Would you help me if I needed it?"
"Jordan, I was just teasing Steve. I'm pretty jealous of him after last night. I'd be honored to help you any time or place. If anybody says anything insulting to you, just let me know."
Jordan learned a lot about people that day. She knew that a lot of the students would be dying to hear her explain her actions of the previous evening, so she simply told the truth. Amazingly, everyone she spoke with expressed support for her and dislike for the guy that gave her the alcohol. She realized that people had a great capacity to forgive if you truly were sorry and tried to do better. They also appreciated her ability to laugh at jokes at her expense and at the notoriety it created.
Steve had dinner at the Andersons' Friday evening. "I've got some more news," announced Gwen. I spoke to Amber O'Leary this afternoon after school. She's been negotiating with a big department store in Paris to sell our line. When I told her that Steve and I were invited to Paris by the daughter of President D'Anjou, she used that to help persuade the company. Long story short, we're all going to Paris on Spring Break in two weeks!
"Amber managed to negotiate first class tickets for Kate, Jordan, Steve, Stephanie, Diane, Mom and me! We'll be put up at a five star hotel. The down side is that they expect us to go to four stores that week and promote the 'Lady in Red' line. We'll also have to spend an afternoon making some commercials for them. We leave on a Friday, so we'll have the first weekend and the next Saturday to see the sights. We leave for home on a Sunday. Any objections?"
"Are you kidding!" shrieked Kate. "I'm going to Paris on Spring Break! This is way too cool! I can't believe it. I have to go shopping for some new clothes. We should get one of those CD's that teaches you how to speak French in three days. I'm going to call Stephanie!"
"Just a minute, Kate," interrupted her father. "Will and I can't go since we have to work. It's the busy time of year for those of us in accounting. I expect all of you to obey Paula and Diane without question or dissent. That goes for you, too, Steve. You're a very mature young man, but Paula and Diane are the adults on this trip. I want all of you to have a great time, but be safe. Steve, I'll rely on you to keep them all safe. You seem to have assumed that duty already. No one wanders off alone and always be sure that Paula and Diane know where you are. That's my speech on this trip."
Later, as Gwen was standing on the porch with Steve, she mentioned what she knew had to be on his mind. "I made sure that Mom knew that we'd be sharing a room and that we wouldn't be holding anything back in bed. I know you were hoping for more privacy, but it's still Paris in the Spring. Most people don't have their whole family go on a romantic getaway with them, but you knew I had a large and very close family when you first asked me out. Are you going to be okay with this?"
"Making love to you in Paris? I guess I can live with that," grinned Steve. "I love your family. I did hope we'd have a little more privacy, but we'll make it work. I can hardly wait. Have I told you lately that I love you?"
"That sounds like a song to me," laughed Gwen. "I'll call Amber Stahl and let her know about the trip. If her station agrees to send her, she'll be the happiest reporter in the country. You be sure that Uncle Joe knows you'll be gone that week, and pack light. Our outfits will be there waiting for us and we can shop in Paris if we need more clothes. I'm so excited about this trip. I'm going to lose my virginity in Paris!
"We need to have passport pictures taken tomorrow. We can go online and expedite the process and have our passports in hand well before we leave in two weeks, but we need to get the pictures immediately. Meet us at the pharmacy by the school at nine tomorrow morning and we'll get this ball rolling," said Gwen excitedly as she moved close to Steve and kissed him long and hard.
It was a very busy two weeks for the group as they worked to prepare for a week in Europe. Jordan and Steve remained at the top of the charts with their song. The TV movie with Nick Fallen was being advertised heavily for showing in May. CBC was touting the four shows it was going to air throughout May, with two of them during 'sweeps week'. Steve, Gwen, and Jordan were recognized every place they went and besieged by autograph seekers. The hospital fund had passed the $2.5 million dollar mark and Ms. Walker was ecstatic.
The group was waiting at their gate to board their plane when Steve answered a call from Clyde Davis. "Have a great trip, Kid! Take care of Jordan and Gwen. Don't let anything bad happen. I have the three of you signed up to star in a movie. It's going to be an action/musical, not unlike the old Elvis movies, except with better writing and acting. I expect the singing to be pretty damn good, too.
"I have people working on a script now. It should be done by the time you get back. I'll tell you this. We've been doing things in weeks that normally take months to accomplish. By the way, this movie deal will drop another 5 million in your hospital fund, plus a percentage of the profits."
Everyone was watching Steve as he numbly slid his cell phone back into his pocket. "That was Clyde. He's got Gwen, Jordan, and me lined up to make a movie. He's got people writing it this week. I don't know how he can expect to do all of this so fast. He admitted that he's only spending weeks on things that usually take months, but a movie?"



As Steve spoke, Amber Stahl was busy taking notes. She was delighted that the station had decided to send her to Paris with Steve and Gwen and she wanted to be able to justify it. Breaking the news about a new movie project would be a great start!
"I hope it's a movie about knights and damsels in distress!" stated Kate excitedly. "Steve'll make a cool knight and Gwen and Jordan will look great in those low cut dresses that the fair maidens always wore back then. Is it safe to assume that you know how to joust?"
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"Look! It's the Eiffel Tower!" exclaimed Stephanie as she pointed out the window of the shuttle van. "Everybody get lots of pictures and we'll share them all when we get home. I have to thank you again, Gwen, for making me part of this great adventure. I'm lucky to be your cousin."
"You're lucky to be so pretty and shapely. You're lucky to have such understanding parents. You're lucky that Steve, for whatever reason, decided to take a chance on me that day at the mall. We're all lucky that Sparta won that first football game. I'm lucky I'm not in tears right now because I'm so happy!"
"We're all happy, Sis, but you've got more reason to be happy than the rest of us girls. Tonight you're going to go to bed a girl and waking up a woman," stated Kate with genuine happiness for her sister. "Spring Break in Paris with your hunky boyfriend. I don't think it can get much better than that!"
"It would get better if everyone left my personal life out of their discussions. I'm still trying to figure out who let the cat out of the bag about Steve and me, Mother. I know I don't have to ask you to not mention anything about my personal life in your reports, Amber, but I will anyway. Please don't mention Steve and me finally getting together here. That's not for public consumption."
"I understand your feelings perfectly. You're right that you don't have to tell me not to mention it on the news. It would make some great headlines, but I know I'd lose your trust if I did something that stupid and hurtful. I'll report all the good things, keep the personal things to myself, and consult you on anything I'm unsure about. If you and Steve do personal stuff in public, you're fair game, but anything done in the privacy of your room will not be mentioned."
"In public? You and Steve don't plan on doing it in the Eiffel Tower or in the gardens at Versailles, do you?" teased Kate.
"Actually, we were hoping for the Louvre, in front of Mona Lisa so she'd have something to smile about. Of course we're not doing 'it' in public and we need to not talk about this anymore. Steve will be scared off!"
"I suspect that Steve may be scared 'stiff' but not 'off', although he'll be getting off," offered Jordan with a huge grin. "I wish my first time was as romantic, and I had my family's support. I had way too much to drink at a party one night and woke up without my cherry. I'm not even sure who my first guy was. I've never had a man actually make love to me. I've never been with a man that I loved, or even had strong feelings for."
"I thought that if I told the girls about you and Steve doing, well, you know, they'd be sure to leave you alone and give you the privacy that you deserve. I never intended for it to be discussed and bantered about like you were getting your nails done or something," explained Paula.
"I'm sorry to hear that your first time was such a disaster, Jordan. That's what I'm trying to teach Kate. She needs to wait for the right boy and the right time. This is far too special to take lightly, and then regret forever."
"So, Mom, do you remember your first and where you were?" asked Kate quickly.
Paula looked at Kate for a few seconds and then smiled. "Yes, I do. It was on my honeymoon with your father."
"Aunt Diane, tell us the truth! Mom was only a couple years older than you. Do you remember her first time?" quizzed Kate.
Diane looked at her sister and then turned to Kate and grinned. "It was on her honeymoon with your father. Mine was my honeymoon with Will. Please remember that, Stephanie."
"Oh, I'll remember, that you told me that. I've seen your old year books and read some of the stuff guys wrote in it. It didn't sound like you were waiting for your honeymoon; but if you say so."
"Oh, my!" exclaimed Diane nervously. "You weren't supposed to read them. You didn't show them to your father, did you?"
"Mother! Dad's read them before me. I saw him looking at them one time. That's what made me curious," admitted Stephanie. "Maybe Dad isn't as clueless as you think. Maybe he married you because he loves you, not because he was, or wasn't first."
"Well, Gwen is right! We shouldn't be talking about this. It's very personal. We don't want to ruin everything for Gwen and Steve, or make them self conscious," insisted Diane. "Look how tall the Eiffel Tower is!"
Stephanie and Kate exchanged looks and began to giggle while Diane turned a bright shade of red. Steve had been silent during the entire conversation and realized that silence was obviously the best way to handle prying women. The whole thing was both embarrassing and uplifting. Gwen was so comfortable with her family and her position in it that she was discussing having her first sexual experience with all of them, ahead of the fact! Steve never would have believed a family could talk about something like that if he hadn't seen and heard it.
"As you know, we've been flying all night. We're eight hours ahead of home, time-wise," calculated Paula. "We'll check into our rooms and nap a few hours to offset the jetlag. We'll have a lunch at noon and operate on local time after that. Diane and I have a two bedroom suite reserved so Stephanie and Kate will be with us. Amber's station was going to put her in a dump a few miles away, so Jordan has agreed to let her stay with her since Gwen plans on being with Steve. Any questions on the sleeping arrangements?"
"If Gwen gets cold feet, or her conscience won't let her go through with it, I'd be willing to trade with her, just because that's the kind of friend I am," volunteered Jordan.
"Thank you, Jordan. Gwen, you're so lucky to have friends like Jordan," stated Paula sarcastically. "She's willing to take a bullet for you, if the need arises."
"Gee, thanks! I don't think I'll need any help, however. I have all the protection necessary, so those 'bullets' will not be hitting the intended target. There's really no need to worry about me. I'll make sure that the gun is empty by morning."
"That's how class valedictorians talk these days?" demanded Kate. "A few months ago she hadn't ever been on a date and now she's talking about single handedly unloading a dangerous weapon."
"I never said anything about using my hands, at least not tonight!" laughed Gwen, as Kate was the one to blush this time.
"If I may change the subject once again, we're invited to a costume party tonight at a local club. This invitation is from the French President's daughter, Michelle. We'll be going to a shop to try on outfits for the party. The theme is 'heroes and villains' and they can be real or fictional," explained Paula. "As will be the policy for the entire trip, no one under 21 will be drinking any alcohol, regardless of any local laws or customs. We will conduct ourselves as ladies, and will not create any international incidents."
After a leisurely lunch, Paula and Diane led the group into the costume shop recommended by Michelle. They had just begun to look at the rows of outfits when Michelle swept into the shop. She immediately made her way to Steve and hugged him tightly and then kissed his cheeks. Then she kissed Gwen, Jordan, and Kate. Paula introduced her to Diane, Amber, and Stephanie and they quickly received their kisses on each cheek.
"I'm so excited that you could come to visit me in Paris! My friends will be at the party tonight. I told them I had a special surprise, but didn't tell them who was coming. I'm curious to see if they recognize you in costume or if I have to reveal your identities. I've taken the liberty to reserve outfits for Steve and Gwen, if they are willing to follow my suggestion. I just know that they'll be the hit of the party if they wear these costumes!"
Steve glanced at Gwen and shrugged. If the French President's daughter wanted them to wear a particular costume to the party, who were they to argue? "I just hope its Lady Godiva for you!" whispered Steve to Gwen.
Everyone in the group wore coats to the club, since it was a cool evening and they wanted to cover up. Appropriate dress for a costume party is not normal street fare. Paula had to spend some time with Steve and Gwen to convince them to not disappoint Michelle.
"Look, kids, this is a party. Michelle is young and her intentions were sweet. You can't wear something else after she made such a point of picking these out for you. I admit that they wouldn't be my first choice, especially when many of the upper crust of French politics will be in attendance. We do not want to hurt Michelle or damage her reputation among her friends and peers. If it comes down to it, I'll impose my authority, vested by Ted, to order you to wear them tonight. Don't make me do that. Steve, will you wear that costume as a personal favor to me, the mother of the woman that plans on deflowering you this very night, with my blessing?"
"Aw, that's low! I'll go naked, or whatever you want since you put it that way," groaned Steve with a blush.
"Now for you, Gwen. You don't want me to rescind the sleeping arrangements, do you? If you're mature enough to sleep with this young man and give him your greatest gift, as the writers of old would call it, you're mature enough to not create a rift in our relations with France over a little costume, aren't you?"
"Little is the operative word here, Mom! I can't believe that my own mother would insist I parade around in Paris in such a suggestive outfit," complained an agitated Gwen.
"You'll be wearing less this week when you model those little bikinis at those promotions you'll be doing. I would strongly advise that you shave everything to avoid any embarrassment caused be a stray hair or a dark area in certain lighting. It'll also help get your boyfriend's motor running later on."
"Oh, no!" gasped Gwen. "You think this outfit is transparent? I can't wear it! And I don't need any help getting Steve's 'motor running', as you put it. Steve, tell Mom you don't need any help, that I get it running very well as it is!"
"I'll be wearing my costume, Paula. This discussion about Gwen's costume has gotten out of hand. I'm not going to comment on any running motors. I understand that you two are able to share just about everything, but I'm not. Let Gwen try it on for you and Kate. Tell her if anything shows that shouldn't. Kate will be honest. If she says it's safe, I think Gwen will be okay wearing it. If it's truly indecent, I don't think it would be right to insist that she does."
"That's fair enough. If I thought something would show that would make the outfit indecent, I'd never allow Gwen to wear it, let alone insist on it," assured Paula. "Kate will have a look and let you know what she thinks."
When the group arrived at the club, they were ushered in and a couple valets offered to take their wraps. Steve and Gwen looked at each other for a few seconds. Gwen's lip trembled slightly as she nodded to Steve and they removed their jackets and handed them to the attendants. The guy taking Gwen's wrap dropped it when he looked at her. Apologizing in French, he quickly picked it back up and placed it on a hanger.
Steve gritted his teeth and looked around at the crowd. He expected stares and disparaging comments directed toward him all evening long. He stood there in a animal print loincloth that barely covered the essentials, waiting for the laughter. That's when he realized that people weren't looking at him. They were staring at Gwen. He turned to face her and was stunned. He knew what her costume was but had not seen her in it. Now he did.
She was wearing a very erotic Wonder Woman outfit that showed every inch of her amazing curves. He marveled that her breasts were able to keep up the skimpy top covering the small portion of her breasts that wasn't exposed. The bottom part was French Cut and her hips were on display. Her legs looked a mile long and incredibly sexy. She had metal bracelets, high heeled boots, a tiara, and a short red cape. Her waist appeared tiny while her breasts were ample and very firm on her chest. Steve began to worry that his loin cloth may betray his appreciation for Gwen's appearance as he felt his cock stir.
Steve wasn't alone in his appreciation. The rest of his group gave a collective gasp when they saw Gwen's outfit. "Holy crap! I thought I looked pretty good as Cat Woman, but now I feel like a boy," moaned Jordan as she gazed at Gwen. "That's got to be the sexiest thing I've ever seen, at least since I showered with Steve last week."
Steve felt the weight lift from his shoulders. He had been concerned about everyone looking at him. Now it seemed unlikely. All eyes would be focused on Gwen! He could be naked, or dressed as King Kong, and few would notice.
Michelle was ecstatic when she saw Gwen and Steve. "I knew those outfits would look great on you! You actually look like Wonder Woman. It's amazing how well you wear that costume. Steve, you look like a sexy Tarzan with your muscles rippling when you move. Thanks so much for catering to a silly school girl's whims. My friends will be so impressed!"
It was a mostly young crowd. There was some wine and beer available, but drinking was minimal. There was a band and it played current pop hits for the most part. It took a few dances for Steve to lose his inhibitions about his attire, or lack of same. Seeing guys dressed as Atlas, Zeus, Hercules, and other well known, but underdressed heroes, helped Steve relax.
Gwen was constantly surrounded by young men. She smiled and chatted with them when they spoke English to her, and most of them did. Steve noticed that she declined numerous invitations to dance, so he approached her about it between dances.
"I don't dare try a fast dance dressed like this!" lamented Gwen. "I have the top stuck to my boobs with two way tape, but the girls jiggle all over when I move. I hate to think what would happen if I tried to dance."
"I see what you mean," responded Steve as he slowly nodded his head while listening to Gwen's explanation. "You could take somebody's eye out with those things if they got out of control."
"Very funny! Maybe I'll poke your eyes out when we get pack to the room tonight. I'm going to be awfully worked up by then. All of these guys are watching the 'girls' like they hope they'll pop out of my outfit any second. I have to tell you that the attention is making me horny, so be ready for a long and satisfying night, Tarzan."
Steve danced the first slow dance with Michelle, who was dressed as a rather modern Joan of Arc. "My girl friends all want me to introduce them to Tarzan. I knew they'd be impressed with you, and your muscles. That's why I picked a hero that didn't wear too much. Most of them speak English, but your French is excellent, so I'll be bringing them around to introduce them now and then. They're so impressed that I know you. The guys can't get enough of Gwen. I think they're wondering how her top stays up. She's amazing!"
Steve managed to smile and make small talk with the girls that Michelle introduced to him. He did his best to make Michelle look good to her pals. She constantly beamed as he spoke to the girls about what good friends they had become. Then Steve finally saw Diane alone and swept her onto the floor for a slow dance.
"I have to tell you, Diane, that I never dreamed you'd look so amazingly good as Marie Antoinette. You're an eyeful!"
"You're trying to tell me that my boobs are bigger than you realized?" laughed Diane. "This outfit really pushes them up and out, doesn't it? I had Stephanie take a bunch of pictures that we emailed to Will before we came here. I'll be sure to tell him that you approved and were properly impressed."
"Don't get him upset with me!" worried Steve. "I don't want him to think that I'm rude or disrespectful."
"You're funny! You're young and don't know how men that have been married for years think. He'll be delighted and excited when I tell him that you couldn't take your eyes off my charms. That makes me look even better to him. He'll be all over me when I embellish any encounters I have tonight. He'll be excited to know that other men were looking at, and wanting that which is his alone."
"I'm old enough to understand that! Seeing the way that the guys here watch Gwen has been driving me nuts. I feel like dragging her into a room somewhere and attacking her. But every guy here feels that way, or so it seems."
"I think that I'm feeling your 'approval' of my gown against my stomach. I'll be telling Will that my cleavage did that to you, even if it's really from you thinking about Gwen," revealed Diane.
"To be honest, I was okay until you pressed against my chest a minute ago. You're a beautiful woman. Tell Will whatever you like, because it'll be true. You definitely have that effect on me. He's a very lucky man."
Steve managed a fast dance with Stephanie and later with Kate. "You've got to be the best looking Supergirl I've ever seen, Steph! You're really filling out that costume nicely and you're a super dancer, too."
"Thanks! I'm having so much fun. These guys all want to dance with the 'American girls' and most of them speak some English. They're doing wonders for my self esteem. Tyler had better show more interest when we get back home because I know now that a lot of guys like what they see when they look at me. You and Gwen have really made my life a lot more fun. Thanks for everything. If Gwen runs off with one of her admirers, call me!"
Later Steve managed a dance with Kate. "I've never seen such a great looking Lara Croft! You're packing some pretty big guns."
"I'm glad you noticed! And they're still growing. I may be as big as Gwen yet, or at least as big as Lisa. You like big guns, don't you?" teased Kate.
Steve felt his face heat up as he listened to Kate. "You know I was referring to the ones in your holsters, not your halter. You don't have to be as big as anyone else. You're a beautiful girl. I mean that. You're blessed with a great face, a wonderful figure, and maybe best of all, a wonderful sense of humor. Kate Anderson has no need to be like anyone else. She's great as Kate Anderson."
"I'm going to show them to you when I'm eighteen! You've seen all the other women in the family, including Mom. I want to tease you like Lisa and Gwen do, and I will. I don't care if you and Gwen are married by that time. More likely you'll be in the Naval Academy. I'll visit you just to finally tease you with my 'girls' like Lisa and Gwen do."
"I'm looking forward to it, Kate, but don't go out of your way for this fantasy. That's a long trip for such an unusual reason. Maybe you can save it for a holiday, like Thanksgiving."
"You think I'm kidding? Just wait. I've been thinking about it since we first met. I know your Gwen's boyfriend and you'll be her lover really soon, but she's cool with Lisa prancing around in front of you and I'm going to insist on the same privileges. You'll love it!"
Steve had to get a little pushy to claim Gwen for a dance. Once her admirers realized that she wouldn't do any fast dances dressed as she was, they became insistent when a slow dance played. Gwen had to choose a partner from half a dozen boys every time she danced. Most of the boys were polite, but a couple of them were too familiar with their hands. The worst offender was a big guy dressed as Batman. He was in his early twenties and was quite determined.
A slow song started and Gwen was relieved to see Steve head in her direction. Before he reached her, Batman grabbed her wrist and began tugging her toward the dance floor. Gwen's temper flared at the man's arrogance, so she stood her ground. The fellow quickly became annoyed and jerked her arm to bring her closer. Steve's hand closed on the man's wrist.
"That's no way to treat a lady," smiled Steve grimly as he spoke in French to Gwen's harasser. "Release her arm, step away, and don't come near her again."



"Fuck off, you American asshole!" snarled the man. "I got to the slut first and she'll dance with me."
Steve maintained his smile as he squeezed the man's wrist. He brought his other hand up and patted the man's shoulder. To someone watching, it appeared that the two men were having a friendly conversation. The big man grimaced and released his grip on Gwen's arm. He was contemplating his next action when Steve spoke again.
"Don't even think about it. I don't want any trouble here, but I'll mop the floor with your punk ass if you start anything. I'd suggest that you just smile and walk away. Otherwise, do your damndest, Batman!"
The man looked at Steve for a few seconds and then turned and walked away. Steve quickly took Gwen's hand and led her to the dance floor. "I couldn't tell exactly what you said to him, but I think I got the gist of it. You pretty much told him you'd kick his ass if he didn't leave me alone, didn't you, Ape Man?"
"I've never seen you look as sexy as you do tonight. I want you to wear that outfit to bed tonight, and every other night we're together. That must be some heavy duty tape that keeps that top of yours up. You're incredible!"
"I hope you haven't been rubbing that loin cloth against the other women that you've danced with tonight. You seem to be extremely excited to dance with me. Maybe I should wear this costume more often. There sure isn't much cloth between the two of us. Please tell me that no one else felt this monster tonight."
Steve remained silent. "Okay, who was it? I hope you didn't scare Michelle with that bad boy. That would be a little embarrassing, wouldn't it?"
"Well, your Aunt Diane is wearing that really low cut gown and has everything pushed up, and,"
"Not Diane!" laughed Gwen. "At least we don't have to worry about being embarrassed. She doesn't frighten very easily. I'll have to ask her about it later. Have you danced with Mom yet? Her 'Josephine' costume is pretty hot and she has as much boob showing as Diane, maybe more. Now that I think about it, dance with Mom. I want to see her reaction when she feels how much you appreciate her costume."
"Maybe I won't react at all, and you'll be disappointed," suggested Steve.
"Let me think. Mom, with most of her breasts showing and pressed against your bare chest, not a chance you'll be able to stifle little Tarzan. He'll be swinging from the trees in search of a warm, safe place, which he'll find later tonight. Go ahead and dance with Mom. I can't wait to see her reaction," insisted Gwen with an evil grin.
"I think I'll pass on that. She's your mother and I don't want to piss her off, or have her think I'm some kind of pervert. This damn loin cloth doesn't offer much protection. I'm not going to embarrass myself with your mother, and that's final!" responded Steve as the song ended.
Steve felt he handled that situation quite well. He needed to use a firm hand with Gwen on occasion. She seemed to accept his refusal and his reasons for it. There was no need for his girlfriend's mother to feel his erection. His smug feeling of contentment began to disappear when he noticed Gwen was talking quietly with Diane.
He lost track of them when Michelle asked him to dance another fast dance with her. "The evening is almost done and I wanted to get one more number in with you. My friends are very impressed. They think you're very handsome and so strong. They tell me that they wish you did not have Gwen because they cannot compete with her. She looks incredible tonight."
Steve felt a tap on his shoulder as another slow dance began. He turned to find Paula extending her hand. As he took it and led her to the floor, he looked to see Gwen and Diane laughing not far away. They had set him up. He wondered how much Paula knew about their evil plan.
"I saw you dissuade Batman from pulling Wonder Woman onto the dance floor earlier. You handled it well. If I hadn't been watching closely, I would have thought you two were old friends. Diane told me that you were very favorably impressed with her Marie Antoinette ensemble. Then she asked if you had danced with me and implied that you may have liked her look better than mine. I had to grab you for a dance to get your opinion of my costume.
"The young ladies really like your Tarzan look tonight. You and Gwen are taking Paris by storm. I never dreamed Gwen would look so amazing in that little outfit. Sometimes I have trouble believing she's my daughter. She looks like a movie star. So tell me, do you like my gown? Do you think I should send some pictures to Ted? Am I overexposed? I do have most of my chest on display. What do you think, Steve?" asked Paula coyly as she pushed her ample chest against him.
"Was that a groan? Did I hurt you? My goodness! You do like my gown, don't you? Is that any way to treat your girlfriend's mother, Young Man?" demanded Paula as she remained very close to Steve.
"Paula, I don't mean any disrespect! I think you must know that. I see Gwen and Diane laughing hysterically over there. They put you up to this, didn't they?"
"Can't I simply enjoy a dance with my daughter's boyfriend? If anyone has put anything up, it's you!" pointed out Paula. "Let me be serious for a moment. I don't get to talk to you alone very often. First, I am flattered that I'm able to get such a generous response from you at my age. Secondly, Gwen is very excited about your plans for tonight. I'm not going to embarrass you with suggestions or advice, except to say, take your time and show her your love every minute. This is a very big moment in a girl's life. She'll remember it forever. It's up to you to make her memories perfect. Love her and respect her, okay?"
"Paula, I can't begin to tell you how much she means to me. I would give my life for her and be glad to do it. I'll love her and cherish her as long as I live. I can't tell you how much it means to me to have you and your family so understanding and so close. It's pretty unusual for a boy and his girlfriend's mother to discuss this sort of thing, isn't it? Did Ted or Will have this talk with your mother?"
"Are you kidding? We sneaked around like everyone else. When we did it, it was good, but looking back, I know it would have been much better if I had my parents' blessing, if we were in Paris, and maybe even with a guy like you. I love Ted dearly, but you're a special kind of man. We all know it. Mom, Diane, Lisa, Kate and Stephanie feel it, too. I'm so happy that Gwen's found something almost no other woman has been able to find, and that's a man like you. You're a part of us, of our family now. I really, really like that."
Steve found himself a bit emotional as Paula clung to him after the dance ended. He could feel her shaking slightly and knew she was crying softly. He knew he loved Gwen, but he realized that the whole family was special and he would always strive to live up to their expectations. They had placed him on a pedestal and he promised himself that he'd do all he could to live up to their expectations. He had a family again!
"What did you do to Mom?" asked Gwen as she watched her mother cling to him. "Did you tell her you didn't like her dress, or her boobs? Didn't you get hard when she hugged you? Are you tired or something? You hurt her feelings when you didn't react like we told her you would!"
"Gwen! Stop it! She's just emotional about tonight and our plans. I didn't disappoint her when she pressed against me. A dead man would've reacted, so don't go there, but learn from this. Suppose I was tired or something. You can't play with me like I was toy. I'm not some oddity that you can share with your family.
"The women in your family, with no exceptions are incredible. They all affect me that way, but don't try to have me prove it to them anymore. I don't need to be pressured to impress your family in that way. I don't think many boyfriends are expected to do that. I love your family, but some things are personal and are not discussed a weather report. Does that make sense to you?" asked Steve somewhat sternly.
Diane, Stephanie, and Kate had come close enough to hear Steve's comment to Gwen. They remained silent, but nodded their heads in understanding. Paula withdrew from Steve's arms and kissed him soundly on the lips. Gwen stepped in next to Steve and hugged him hard.
"I understand. It won't happen again. I'm just so proud of you and that little big man you have in your cute little jungle panties that I can't stand it."
"Jungle panties?" laughed Kate heartily. "I can't believe you said that, but you're right. The Emperor has no clothes and Steve's wearing jungle panties. And his little big man? You two must have some cool pillow talk!"
Steve was suddenly angry at what he felt was Gwen's insensitive remark and Kate's eagerness to repeat it. His jaw tightened and he was on the verge of telling Gwen and Kate exactly what he thought of their jokes. He looked around to see Kate, Gwen, and her family along with Jordan and Amber watching him. He realized that everyone was waiting to see how he reacted. Was he able to take good natured teasing, or was he going to be childish and pout?
He grabbed Gwen and tossed her over his shoulder before she realized his intentions. "Tarzan take Wonder Woman home now. Little Tarzan teach her respect, show who is Lord of the Jungle Panties!"
Gwen shrieked while the rest of the group broke into laughter as Steve spun her around a couple times and then placed her back on her feet. Gwen quickly checked her bust to make certain nothing had inadvertently escaped while she was being manhandled.
"Geez, Tarzan, don't get your jungle panties in a bunch! Wonder Woman, like all true Amazons, does not fear little Tarzan, but rather has the utmost respect for the little fellow and looks forward to learning from him."
The group returned to the hotel a short time later. Steve opened the door to his room and waited for Gwen. When he turned to let her pass, he realized that things were not going to happen that fast or easy. Stephanie hugged Gwen and then moved to Steve and hugged him.
Kate was next. She hugged Gwen and whispered in her ear and then placed her arms around Steve's neck. "From that first day, I knew you two were made for each other. Take care of my sister. I love you both."
Diane was next. "Knowing you has made us all better. When you're with Gwen, anything is possible. Us being here in Paris proves that. Give her a night to remember," urged Diane as she gently kissed Steve.
Steve was surprised to find Amber Stahl in his arms. "This is so romantic! I wish I could report it. You guys have carried me along on your amazing voyage and I'll always be grateful. Thanks, Steve. Tomorrow morning I'm going to take a picture of you guys coming down for breakfast. I can't wait to see how Gwen glows."
"I wish I had someone that loved me like you love Gwen for my first time," confessed Jordan. "You two make me want to be better than I am. I wish I was Gwen, but I'm not. But it's okay to be me. I know that now. Love her up real good, Big Boy!"
Lastly, Paula stood in front of Steve and gazed steadily into his eyes. "I'm giving you my daughter. There's no greater compliment, or sign of love and respect than that. I know you love her and she loves you. I'm so happy you can experience this in Paris with people that love you both nearby. We'll be looking for you in the morning, and don't even think about griping about being teased. If you're half the man I think you are, you'll accept it with a big smile. I do love you, like a mother and like a woman. I'll be thinking of you both all night."
"Paula, you've been like a mother to me most of the time, and like a very special woman other times. You've been a wonderful example for your girls and a huge part of the reason why they're so accomplished. I'll never let you or your family down. I promise you that. Giving me your daughter is an honor and a trust I'll always do my best to uphold."
Once they were in their room, Steve held Gwen for a very long time without speaking. He wanted to somehow transfer his feeling to her without speech. After a couple of minutes, Gwen broke the silence. "I feel your love, Steve. It's washing over me."
Steve wasn't experienced but he had listened and read a great deal. He knew that he needed to slow everything down, even as he wanted to rush through everything. He asked Gwen questions about her evening. Then he asked her about what she hoped would happen that night and in the future. He listened and asked questions based on her responses.
He explained his feelings of love and devotion to her. He spoke of his fears, hopes and dreams. He pledged his fidelity and asked for hers. Gwen was made to realize that he was sincere in his feelings and concerns for her happiness and well being. He wanted nothing more than seeing that her life was safe and rewarding. Being Gwen's first lover was not something he took lightly and she loved him for that.
Finally they were naked and holding each other. Steve spent a very long time touching her skin, feeling her flesh and studying every inch of her body. By the time his lips touched her clit, Gwen felt like she was on fire. She was bathed in sweat and began a series of never ending orgasms. When she was certain that she could endure no more, she urged him to move back up her body.
Looking into each other's eyes, Steve slid partway into her. Gwen flinched momentarily. They maintained eye contact as Steve forcefully buried himself in her steaming vagina. Gwen felt a momentary burning sensation that quickly turned to the most intense orgasm of her young life.
They clung to each other as they moved together in the age old dance of love. Their tongues dueled as Steve became more insistent, unable to temper his desire any longer. Gwen thought her heart might burst when she heard Steve groan and felt him jerk inside her as he flooded her with his manly essence. Afterward they sat together naked in a large chair, enjoying the lights of the city and beauty of the Eiffel Tower at night.
Everyone was waiting for them when they went downstairs for breakfast. True to her word, Amber took pictures as they approached the table. Gwen saw everyone watching her closely and felt their love. Her radiant smile grew even bigger as she faced her family and friends.
"So, what looks good?" asked Gwen as she picked up her menu. Everyone at the table broke into gales of laughter.
"Is that it?"Demanded Kate when the laughter abated. "Aren't you going to tell us anything about last night? You know we're dying to hear the details!"
"Kate, I have no words. Let's eat and enjoy our meal before we report to that department store for the promotion. I appreciate your interest, but I would do everyone at the table a huge disservice if I gave details. You'd forever try to compare. Believe me when I tell you this, no one can, or ever will."
Steve was grateful that Gwen declined to supply Kate with details. He was pleased with the response she gave. The women sat quietly, mulling over Gwen's assertion for what seemed like minutes. Could it have been that good? All eyes eventually turned to Steve. He began to fidget.
"Just what I was afraid of," groaned Kate. "Now the rest of us are doomed to spend our lives wondering what might have been, and what we've missed. Our lovers will never take us to that place that Gwen will visit every night with Steve. Maybe I should become a nun."
Shortly after breakfast, the group was shuttled to a department store on The Champs-Elysees. Looking up the avenue, they saw that the Arc de triomphe was within easy walking distance.
"This is almost like a dream!" marveled Stephanie. "I have to keep pinching myself to believe it's all real. It sure pays to be Gwen's cousin and on her good side."
Steve noticed the large posters placed throughout the store when he entered it. They were the topless shots that Gwen and Lisa posed for with him what seemed like a life time ago. Steve had to admit they looked great. The poses were artistic and somewhat erotic without being lewd or pornographic. Steve decided that his favorite was the picture with Gwen's red bikini top draped over one of his shoulders as she leaned against his chest with her face turned to the camera. A large portion of her ample bosom was visible, but her nipples were buried against him and did not show.
Steve found himself getting an erection as he surveyed the posters. There were several with Gwen and Lisa leaning into him with their breasts pressed against his sides. In one, Gwen was looking over his shoulder with most of her cleavage on display and only her nipples hidden from sight while Lisa was draped on his lap with her arm lifted to cover her most strategic parts, but little was left to the imagination.
"Wow!" exclaimed Kate as she looked around at the posters. "Mom wouldn't let me do any of those poses. Look how sexy they are! No wonder Lisa's working as a model. She's beautiful and so is Gwen. They should sell the posters and forget about swim suits!"
Diane, Stephanie, Jordan, and Amber began to quiz Gwen and Paula about the photos as Steve spoke with the manager about the schedule for the day.
As soon as the doors opened, shoppers began streaming in to look at the 'Lady in Red' line. Paula and Diane managed to chat with many of the shoppers since most spoke some English, They were surprised at how many were from the United States.
"We saw your daughter's picture in the Sunday paper this morning. She looked incredible as Wonder Woman. Her boyfriend could easily play Tarzan in the movies. He'd be way better than any of the actors they've had in the past," offered a middle aged woman from Michigan. "We've been following their exploits and I have to tell you that those kids make me proud to be an American. I'm going to be watching that show about the river rescue when it comes on next month."
"I can't wait to see the TV specials they've been advertising on CBC," chimed in her traveling companion. "The previews look great. Those kids sing and dance like pros. Are they engaged? Can I get their autographs?"
Paula beamed as she chatted with the two ladies. "No, they're not engaged. Gwen is going to Stanford in the fall. She plans on attending medical school there. Steve will be attending the Naval Academy and then wants to be a SEAL. I'm sure they'd be happy to give you autographs if you go ask."
There was a steady stream of shoppers stopping in all day. The store had done an excellent job of advertising that Gwen and Steve would be at the store, along with the famous Jordan Quick.
"We seem to be more popular here than in the states," observed Steve to the group during a break. "I can't get over how many people have stopped in to see us. They must be selling a lot of swimsuits and gowns."
About an hour before they were to wrap up for the day, President D'Anjou's wife and daughter stopped in. Security was tight as even more shoppers flocked to the store to see Michelle and Colette. They made a fuss over the gowns and swim suits before ordering several of each. Michelle, Kate and Stephanie had become friendly the previous evening. By the time Michelle left, the three appeared to be lifelong buddies.
Near the end of the day, the store manager requested that Steve, Jordan, and Gwen sing a few songs to keep the shoppers coming in. Steve and Jordan sat at the piano and delivered a softer, slower version of their current hit. Those watching and listening gave their very enthusiastic approval. Then Jordan played while Steve and Gwen sang 'Bridge over Troubled Waters'. Steve played for Jordan as she finished up the impromptu show with one of her first hit ballads.
On the ride home, Amber made a request. "I'd like to send reports back to the station every day. It keeps the interest up and gives me more air time. I'd like to sit down with all of you every evening if possible, and discuss the events of the day. Then I'll edit it and send it back to the station.



"I have some great footage of the costume party. I managed to record you three doing that amazing job with those songs. I videoed the posters that were on display in the store. I need to know if there's anything you don't want me to report. Can I show those posters? I know they're racier than the ones used stateside, but they can be shown on TV."
Gwen looked at Steve and then to her mother to see if they were going to respond before she began. "I don't think we should censor you if we can avoid it. I absolutely do not want anything mentioned about my sleeping arrangements, but the rest of what happens on the trip is okay. We're not asking you to mislead the public. The truth will usually work fine, as long as our very personal life is not mentioned.
"I can't speak for Jordan. She needs to tell you what she's comfortable with and what she isn't. Her career is taking off again and people are very interested in her. She needs to decide how much you report on her."
"I'm the opposite of Gwen," laughed Jordan. "I'd love for you to tell the people of American that Steve Hammer's doing me every which way every night, and have it be true. Since you've got too much integrity to lie, telling the whole truth about this week will be fine with me. If I'm dumb enough to get into trouble again, let the public know about it. I sure appreciate that you think enough of us to ask. Most reporters would rather make stuff up than tell the truth."
At dinner, the group was tired but happy as they enjoyed the French cuisine. "I'd like to thank everyone for being so supportive of Steve and me last night. I'd like to thank you for not asking a lot of questions today. Remember that Steve doesn't have a big family where everything, and I mean everything, is discussed openly. He's adjusting to life with us and personal questions tend to make him uncomfortable.
"That's about all I want to say about last night, except that I can't explain how close I feel to Steve and how much he means to me. Six months ago, I didn't know him. Now he's my world. I still have trouble believing it. It's my sincere hope that all of you have either experienced love like this, or that you someday will."
"Really, Sis? Great! Lend me your boyfriend for the night and I'll be smiling for a week!" promised Kate.
After dinner, the group retired to an empty meeting room and Amber set up her camera. She asked everyone to sit on a large sofa with the rest standing behind them. She sat in front of them and directed the conversation.
"Before we left home to come to Paris, Gwen, Jordan, and Steve were all over the airwaves. There's a TV movie coming out soon about Steve and Gwen's daring river rescue of those two toddlers that frigid day last November. Your dance to the song 'Lady in Red' is one of the most watched videos ever on YouTube.
"Since you two have met, we've seen the shootout with terrorists armed with handguns and explosives, Gwen's stirring appeal for the Spartan Nation to give blood, the abduction and torture of Steve, his dramatic rescue in a blizzard, hit recordings and videos, four TV specials to be aired next month, an invitation to a state dinner, promotion of a line of clothes, a deadly hand to hand battle with a former KGB operative in a swank Washington Hotel, and an invitation from the first family of France to visit them in Paris. Is there anything I've failed to mention?"
"Actually, there are a few more things you could mention," interjected Paula quickly. "These kids are donating all the proceeds from these projects to the building fund for the hospital in Sparta. Steve has received an appointment to the Naval Academy where he will also be playing quarterback for the football team. He intends to honor his father's and grandfather's service to our country by becoming a Navy SEAL, like his father before him. Gwen has secured a full academic scholarship to Stanford where she also hopes to attend medical school. Jordan's breathed new life into her career with a hit song and video and television appearances. She is also donating her share of any proceeds from those ventures to the hospital building fund. I'm so proud of these kids and the Spartan Nation that I could burst."
"As we were boarding the flight to come to Paris, Steve received a call from our friend and manager, Clyde Davis. He explained to Steve that he had reached an agreement with a major studio to feature Jordan, Steve, and me in a movie. He's having the screenplay written even as we speak. It's going to be way different than most movies you see these days. It'll be a throwback to the old musical/romance/action movies from the fifties and early sixties. We're very excited about it and we'll start filming before school ends this spring, so we can finish it before college and football start later this summer. As you can see, things have been happening very fast," concluded Gwen.
"What are your impressions thus far, Jordan?" asked Amber of her now friend.
"Gwen and Steve are amazing. I'm trying to hang on for the ride. I'd pretty much self destructed before I met these two. They've taken me in, accepted me, and taught me quite a lot. Gwen's family seems too good to be true, but what you see is what you get. They're giving, gracious, and kind. I just try to stay out of the way and let them sweep me along on this incredible adventure that's their lives."
"Stephanie and Kate, how are you enjoying Paris so far? Any interesting adventures yet?" quizzed Amber of the two cousins.
"I met the French President's wife today. Yesterday I met his daughter. I went to a costume party as Supergirl and danced with a lot of cute French guys. Today I modeled bikinis and gowns and signed autographs and we've only been here a couple days!" boasted Stephanie.
"I was invited by the French President's daughter to a costume party in Paris. I got to dress as Lara Croft, aka Napoleon's Tomb Raider, big guns and all, dance with a lot of good looking guys and have a great time. Today I modeled and signed autographs. We saw Steve overcome a bad pair of Jungle Panties to be the hit of the party," laughed Kate as she looked at Steve. "This morning we learned, mostly secondhand, that Steve has even more amazing skills than we had realized. His talent truly knows no bounds."
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Steve and Gwen woke up early the next morning, but lost track of time while they showered together. Steve finally managed to dry himself while Gwen remained in the shower, singing as she washed her hair.
Just as Steve pulled his shirt on, a light knock sounded on his door. Steve swung the bathroom door closed and went to see who was knocking. He immediately recognized Charlie Burns. He was the band member that had approached him about jamming with his group the night Gwen sang with Jack Timberline.
“Charlie? In Paris? I’m really surprised to see you, but come on in and have a seat!” invited Steve warmly.
“Thanks, Steve. Yeah, we’re doing a gig here in Paris. That night you played with us at the hotel helped get us some more recognition. Our drummer’s cousin works here in Paris. She showed a small club here the video from the night you played with us. Naturally, they liked it a lot and hired us. They were a bit upset when we showed up without Steve Hammer. We still did pretty well and it worked out okay.
“Last night as we finished up our final set, we were approached by a guy from the Olympia Theatre. I don’t know if you’re familiar with that place, but they’ve had some great acts play there. The guy told us that you were in the city this week and if we could get you to play with us, we’d get to do a set of six songs. That offer’s good every night that you’re willing to perform with us.”
“Wow! That’s some deal. I’d love to do it, but I need to talk with Gwen first and see how she feels about it. Would she and Jordan Quick be included?” asked Steve thoughtfully.
“My God! You can’t be serious! You’re asking if two of the best singers in the world can join us? Of course we’d love to have them, if they’d be willing to appear with us. Can you talk them into it?”
“You just did,” interjected Gwen from across the room. Neither of the two men had seen Gwen emerge from the bathroom and sit down on the bed. They both stood immediately.
“Gwen Anderson! I don’t know if you remember me but we met briefly.”
“Of course I remember. You had that really good band that Steve played with the same night I sang at Jack Timberline’s concert. You guys are very good. If you don’t think I’d embarrass myself or your band, I’d love to perform with you, Steve, and Jordan. It’d have to be in the evening since we’re booked up for three more promotions and taping some commercials this week.”
“Are you kidding? I’ve heard your songs and I saw the ads for your TV shows. The guys would be honored to have you perform with us. Is Jordan in there?” asked Charlie as he nodded toward the bathroom.
“No,” laughed Gwen. “In spite of all the stories you may have seen on TV and the internet, Jordan does not spend nights with us. She’s a great friend, and we love her, but Steve and I are in a very monogamous relationship. I’ll call her right now and see if she can come over.”
“I didn’t mean to suggest anything! It was a stupid question. I shouldn’t believe the crap I see on TV, although it has to be true if it’s on the internet,” chuckled Charlie. “I can’t believe that I’m going to meet Jordan Quick. She’s one of the best singers and most beautiful women I’ve ever seen.”
“Good, because she just heard every word,” stated Gwen with a grin. “I was on the phone with her and she was listening to what you said about her. There she is now.”
Steve opened the door when Jordan knocked and ushered her inside. “This is Charlie Burns. I jammed with his band once back in the states. He has a chance to play the Olympia if he can persuade us to join his group for a set or two. Interested?”
“Are you kidding?” demanded Jordan. “That was one of the places I wanted to see while we were here! It’s had some great performers appear there over the years. I’d love to play that house! I hope I don’t disappoint you.”
“Your modesty is very becoming, but hardly necessary. You’re one of the best talents I’ve ever heard! I can’t wait to perform with you live!” enthused Charlie. “Steve, can we all get together to go over some songs, and maybe practice a little? The club we’ve been playing at will let us practice there until they open at eight.”
“We’re available today, aren’t we, Gwen? I know your family wanted to sightsee, but Kate, Steph, Diane and your mom can have a good time doing that while we work on this gig.”
“I should think that would work,” acknowledged Gwen. “We’ll need to spend some time rehearsing our numbers. We don’t want to make total asses of ourselves. Normally, we’d practice for a few weeks at least.”
Gwen, Jordan, and Steve joined the rest of their group for breakfast a short while later. “Don’t tell me that Jordan spent the night with you guys. I thought you’d stay exclusive for a few more nights, at least. This’ll be on the evening news, won’t it, Amber?” questioned Kate with a devilish grin.
“No, it won’t. Nor will your comment about Steve’s talents that you made last night,” assured Amber with a sly grin of her own. “I know where my bread is buttered. If Gwen and Jordan want to share Steve, it’ll go unreported by me.”
“See how rumors get started!” moaned Gwen. “Jordan stopped in our room to discuss business. If you recall, she was in your room when you woke up this morning, Amber. Keep up this teasing and I won’t tell you about the amazing opportunity we have to perform at the Olympia Theatre this week.”
Everyone became serious as Jordan and Gwen explained the opportunity presented to them that morning. “It’s one of the coolest places for an artist to play,” stated Jordan. “They often have five or six different acts play in a night. Each act may be allowed six or eight songs in their set. You get to play with some pretty cool acts. We’re going to play a set there each night for the rest of the week!”
“We’re going to rehearse all day to be prepared, or at least be more prepared, for this opportunity. That means that Mom and Diane and the girls will be sightseeing without us today, if that’s okay?”
“We’ll be disappointed that you kids aren’t with us, but we certainly understand your reasoning. Diane and I will be able to have some sisterly bonding and we’ll even bond with our daughters, too. We’ll be fine, but be sure to get us in to see the show tonight. Amber, you can come with us if you want to see the sights, or more likely, shop all over Paris.”
“Thanks, Paula, but this sounds too good to pass up. Can I watch you guys practice today, and play tonight? I’ll try to keep out of the way, but I know my station will be interested in this. It’s the reason they sent me to Paris with you guys.”
Gwen, Jordan, Steve, and Amber took a taxi to the club that Charlie had mentioned. Paula, Diane and the girls went out to shop in some of the famous stores of Paris. While the rehearsal was important, what Kate and Stephanie would discover later that afternoon while shopping would have far reaching effects on Steve and Gwen.
“Stephanie! Look over there at that tall girl in the green top!” insisted Kate as the girls browsed in a shoe store later that afternoon. “Wait until she turns around.”
“Oh, wow!” exclaimed a surprised Stephanie. “I can’t believe it. We need to tell Mom and Paula.”
Kate was way ahead of Stephanie and was already headed to the other side of the store to find her mother and aunt. “Come with me, quick!” urged Kate as she motioned to Paula and Diane. “You’ve got to see this for yourself.”
Kate led her mystified mother and aunt back to where Stephanie was waiting. “Where is she?” asked Kate as she surveyed the area.
“She sat down to try on some shoes. She’s over along the wall, sitting in one of those chairs,” pointed Stephanie.
Kate swung and headed in the direction Stephanie had indicated. Paula and Diane’s confusion showed as they followed Kate. She approached a girl sitting in a chair, while she tried on a pair of shoes.
“Excuse me. Do you speak any English?” asked Kate politely when she neared the stranger.
The girl stopped working on squeezing into the shoe and looked up at Kate. Diane and Paula both gasped involuntarily when they looked into the girl’s face.
“Yeah, I’m from Virginia,” responded the girl suspiciously. “Are you looking for something? I don’t have much money with me.”
“Oh, no! We’re okay for money. It’s just that you look a lot like a friend of ours. Do you have any cousins with the last name ‘Hammer’, or any relatives with that name?” asked Kate.
“I’m an only child. If I have any cousins, no one’s ever told me about them. My mother’s supposed to meet me here in a few minutes. You can ask her,” replied the tall girl as Kate pulled her phone and began to text.
A couple minutes passed as Kate and Stephanie chatted with the girl before she pointed to a tall, attractive woman walking toward them. “That’s my mother. Maybe she can answer your questions. I’ll introduce you.
“Mother, this is Kate and Stephanie. These two ladies are their mothers and they’re from the USA. They’re asking if I have any relatives with the name of ‘Hammer’. I told them I never heard of any. Have you?”
“No, I don’t believe that we have any relatives with that name, or even know anyone with it. Why are you asking?”
“Your daughter bears a striking resemblance to a young man we know with that name. Her eyes are striking, and appear identical to his. I’m sure you realize that your daughter’s eyes are quite unusual and extremely attractive,” responded Paula.
“Yes, they’re amazing, but several people in my family have had eyes like that. My mother’s are the same. She’s here in Paris with us. Maybe she’ll finish her shopping in time to join us here. It seems quite unlikely that you’re friend is related to us, even as unusual as Jen’s eyes are,” replied the girl’s mother.
“Her name is Jen? I’m sorry but we haven’t properly introduced ourselves. I’m Paula Anderson and this is my daughter Kate. This is my sister, Diane and that’s her daughter, Stephanie.”
“Hi. I’m Janice Bennington. You’ve met my daughter, Jen. I’m sorry that I can’t help you more, but I’m afraid we really don’t have that many relatives.”
Steve and the girls had just finished several grueling hours of practice when Gwen’s phone indicated that Kate had sent her a text message. Gwen read it, quickly replied and turned to Steve, Amber, and Jordan.
“Mom, Diane and the girls are just a couple blocks from here. Let’s meet up with them and then go to dinner. I’m famished and we’re going to need a lot of energy. We want to do our best tonight.”
Gwen led Steve into the trendy shoe store and looked around for her family. Seeing her mother and Diane talking to an attractive woman, she turned and headed for them, dragging Steve with her. Suddenly she felt Steve stiffen and stop walking. Turning to see why he had stopped, Gwen saw tears forming in Steve’s eyes. Jordan and Amber stopped to look at Steve as his emotions ran across his face.
“What is it? What’s wrong?” asked Gwen with concern. “Did something happen? Are you okay?”
Steve sobbed and rubbed the back of his hands over his eyes in an attempt to clear them. “That’s my mother!”
Gwen, Amber, and Jordan were stunned at Steve’s pronouncement. They all knew that his mother had died several years prior. Now he was telling them that she was alive!
“Do you want to speak to her? Do you want me to speak to her while you wait here? Tell me how you want to handle this,” urged Gwen, but Steve merely sighed and began walking toward the woman.
Paula had been conversing with Janice Bennington when she noticed the girls and Steve headed their way. She wondered how Steve would react when he saw the pretty girl that resembled him so strongly. Then she noticed how strangely Steve was behaving. She must have been staring at Steve since Janice Bennington turned her head to see what held Paula’s interest. She saw a very tall, handsome young man wiping his eyes as he strode toward her. She expected him to stop when he got close. Instead, he took her into his arms and hugged her tightly!
Gwen saw surprise and then shock on the woman’s face as Steve picked her off her feet in a huge hug. He carefully, but enthusiastically swung her around a couple of times before he realized she was trying to call for help. He gently set her down and looked lovingly into her eyes.
“I don’t know who you think you are, but I should have you arrested! You almost broke my ribs! You can’t go around hugging women like that!” stated Janice emphatically.
Steve was stunned. Seeing his mother alive had been a huge shock, but hearing her deny knowing him crushed him completely. Slowly, he struggled to return to reality. He had seen his mother in the casket. She couldn’t be alive. But how could this lady look so much like her? His brain felt like it was shutting down as it tried to digest contradictory information.
“You must be the friend that these ladies were telling me about. You do have eyes like Jen’s, and you two look a lot alike. But that doesn’t make us relatives,” declared Janice Bennington with some annoyance.
“Did you just say ’Jen’? Are you Jen Hammer? Are you related to her?” asked Gwen excitedly.
“I’ve never heard of any Jen Hammer. I was referring to my daughter, Jen. She’s standing right there, by Kate and Stephanie,” indicated the woman by nodding toward her daughter.
“Oh, my God!” exclaimed Gwen as she saw Jennifer Bennington for the first time. “She could be Steve’s twin! I find it difficult to believe that your daughter can look so much like Steve; that he can mistake you for his own mother, and yet there is no connection? There’s more to this than meets the eye. Everything points to you being related, and closely, right down to your daughter having the same name as Steve’s mother.”
“Your mother’s name is Jen?” gasped the woman as she suddenly became very pale. “Is she here in Paris? How is she? I want to see her!”
“I’m afraid that can never happen,” responded Paula softly. “Steve’s mother died in a car accident when he was 14. Did you know her?”
“She’s dead!” sobbed the woman. She slowly began to collapse, but Steve stepped forward and caught her. He gently helped her to the chair Jen had been sitting in while trying on a pair of shoes. By this time, huge gut wrenching sobs were filling the room.
Steve found himself tearing up as he watched the strange woman that looked so much like his mother, suffer so badly. Gwen moved close to him and hugged him tightly. It was apparent that this had taken an emotional toll on her normally stoic boyfriend.
The group remained quiet as they waited for Janice Bennington to compose herself. They watched as her sobbing lessened and she began drying her eyes with a tissue. Finally, she collected herself enough to speak.
“Jen and I were identical twins. We did everything together. At least we did until she met a boy she knew my mother would never approve. I was in the living room the evening she started to tell Mom that she was in love with a sailor, and he had asked her to marry him.
“Mother never even asked his name or anything about him. She simply told Jen that she ‘forbade it’. We were a few months out of high school. Jen was eighteen and headstrong. She told Mom that she didn’t care what she ‘forbade’, she was in love and was going to marry the boy, or actually a young man. Mother went ballistic. She told Jen he was after our money and if Jen persisted, she would be cut off from the family. No daughter of hers was going to marry some damn worthless sailor. Jen would be disinherited if she didn’t end it immediately.
“We never saw Jen again. She left that night while we were sleeping. We never knew where she went. We didn’t even know the name of her boyfriend! I didn’t know how to contact her. I found out later that she had written to me a few times, but Mom intercepted my mail and never let me see the letters. Jen probably thought that I was siding with Mom since I never responded, even though I never even saw the letters!”
“Mom told me that she was an orphan; that she had no living relatives,” revealed Steve. “I never had any reason to doubt her. I can see why she told me that now. Her own mother turned her away because she was in love with my Dad. I never knew she sacrificed so much to be with him.”
“Your mother was the strong one. I always followed. Dad was devastated when Jen left. He and mom fought about it quite often. He still talks about her when Mom isn’t around. It’ll break his heart to hear that Jen died. We didn’t know anything about it. We don’t even know where she’s buried. I’m so ashamed!” sobbed Janice as tears once again began streaking down her cheeks.
“That makes you my cousin. I’m Jennifer Bennington. I’m sorry your mother died and that Grandma was so mean to her. I’m seventeen and I’ll be a senior next year at a private school near Arlington, Virginia. You’re Steve Hammer?”
“Yes, I’m Steve. This is Gwen Anderson, my girlfriend. This little minx is my very good friend, Jordan Quick. We’re here in Paris for the week and will be going back home Sunday,” responded Steve.
Jen looked from Steve to Gwen to Jordan and back to Steve. She became excited as she obviously recognized the trio. “You’re my cousin? Jordan Quick is your friend? Your girlfriend is ‘The Lady in Red’? I can’t believe it!”
“What’s going on here, Janice?” demanded an older woman as she approached the group standing near Janice Bennington.
“Mother, this is your grandson, Steve Hammer. He’s Jen’s son. She died a few years ago! We just met by accident,” finished Janice.
“I don’t believe in coincidences, Janice. This is more likely a scam of some kind. What proof does he have? He’s after our money, thinking we’ll be all excited to see him and take him in. I doubt he’s related to us in any way. Let’s leave this place and return to our hotel. Good day to all of you,” stated the old lady with finality.
“That’s sure a relief!” snapped Steve angrily. “The thought of being related to a miserable old woman like you makes my skin crawl. Let’s just go our separate ways and pretend this unfortunate meeting never occurred.”
The older woman looked at Steve with unflinching eyes. She studied his face and then looked at him from the ground up. “You’re an impudent young man. You do bear some resemblance to Jen, but that hardly makes you a relative. We’re a substantial family in Virginia and have always managed to avoid the conmen that wealth often attracts. I do agree with you, however, that we should go our separate ways.”
“Steve! You can’t speak like that to your own Grandmother! You were raised better than that. Apologize to her. You’ve had a difficult time here. I understand that, but you’ll never forgive yourself if it ends like this,” maintained Gwen as she looked into Steve’s eyes.
Steve looked at Gwen for a few seconds, and then turned to the older woman that had rankled him so badly. “I apologize, Madam, for my rude outburst. Your age, gender, and position require better behavior from me. I will be of no further bother to you or your family.”
“I think that would be best, young man. Come along Janice, Jen. We have a dinner appointment. We’ll put this incident behind us and have a pleasant meal.”
Janice Bennington stood, shrugged her shoulders to those watching and followed her mother from the store. Jen was almost in tears as she quickly said her goodbyes and hurried to catch her mother.
“Steve, I’m so sorry! Let’s get a nice dinner and forget about that cruel woman. You have us for family now,” insisted Gwen. “We’ll never turn our backs on you. I promise.”
“Yeah! You’re like a brother to Stephanie, Jordan, and me. We all love and need you. Don’t give those people another thought. We even have a few relatives we don’t mention to anyone,” revealed Kate as she watched Steve’s face.
“I know how it feels to have family betray you, and it hurts,” admitted Jordan. “That just makes having a family and friends like all of us even better. We aren’t related, but we’re your family, and like Kate said, we all love you.”



Steve was slowly pulling himself back together. “If I had never met those people, I would’ve been fine. I thought that woman, my aunt, was somehow my mother, even though I know Mom is dead. That’s pretty screwed up thinking. It felt so amazing to see her alive, but when she rejected me, I was crushed. It was like my memory of my mother was denying that she was my mom. I can’t explain it, but it really hurt for a little while. That mean old lady, who may be my Grandmother didn’t hurt as much. I might’ve been numb by then. I don’t know.”
“Any family should be proud to have you in it,” asserted Paula. “The girls weren’t kidding when they told you how much we all love you and consider you a part of us. Those people have serious issues, not you. You’re a fine young man and they just made a huge mistake, which they will come to regret. I can guarantee that.”
Steve was subdued during dinner. The women pretended that they didn’t notice as they chatted about shopping and the evening’s big show.
“Well, let’s get over to the Olympia and see if we can rock this town!” urged Jordan. “I don’t know how popular country and western is here, so I’m straying a little into rock and roll for the show. Hopefully, it’ll just widen my fan base. I can’t wait to see how the audience reacts to our set.”
“After listening to you at rehearsal, I know they’re going to love your singing,” guaranteed Gwen. “I just hope they don’t boo me off the stage after your big song. That one’s unbelievably good. Steve really had a great idea when he suggested that one for you.”
“That was a good idea, but your song is brilliant! It fits so well with your life. Everyone’s going to pick up on that immediately. I can’t wait to see the reaction,” declared Jordan with enthusiasm.
“Would you mind telling us what songs you’re doing? You’re really piqued my interest now,” stated Diane. “I can’t wait to hear you three perform.”
“We promised Charlie that we’d keep everything to ourselves. He’s really good at arranging songs and deciding what sounds best for each of us, don’t you think?” asked Jordan.
“He’s good, alright,” agreed Gwen. “The fact that he’s an amazing musician, and a hunk, doesn’t hurt too much, does it, Jordan? I saw how you were hanging on his every word. It seemed like the beautiful Jordan Quick acted a bit shy around the man. I was surprised.”
“Truthfully, I do like Charlie,” revealed Jordan. “That was the problem. He seemed to know all of my songs and everything about me. He probably saw the pictures of me in Steve’s arms with my boobs exposed. I’m really ashamed of that now. How can I ever get a nice guy to like me after acting like such a slut? He probably thinks I’m sleeping with Steve every night.”
“You can end that worry right now,” replied Gwen. “I told him this morning that Steve and I were in a monogamous relationship. He’s a big boy. Let him decide if he can handle the whole package known as Jordan Quick. If he can’t, he’s not anyone you should be interested in. Something tells me that he’d be honored to be seen with you. He sure watched you closely enough at rehearsal.”
Steve and the girls made it to the Olympia just as the first performers began their set. Charlie had arranged for his group to appear next to last. The headliners for the week were scheduled to play the last set.
Charlie was excited and nervous as they waited for their turn. “I can’t tell you how much us guys appreciate you three singing with us. We’re pretty good musicians, but we don’t have that special ingredient it takes to make it big. You three have it in spades. We’re just glad we got together for this chance of a lifetime.”
When their time arrived to set up, Charlie was all business and showed no signs of being nervous. The first song was the combined “We Will Rock You” and We Are the Champions” by Queen. This combination allowed the band members to showcase their skills. Steve played guitar while Jordan played the piano. Gwen sang lead with strong backup from Steve and Jordan. Most in the audience were surprised that Steve didn’t sing lead, but soon came to realize that Gwen was more than capable of singing the song well.

Next, Jordan and Steve went with their current hit song. They gave it all the emotion they could as they faced each other and sang like they were lovers. The crowd enjoyed it and cheered wildly.
As soon as the applause calmed down, the band went right to the next number. This featured Jordan doing ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart’ with Steve and Gwen backing her up. This time Jordan sang with all the emotion she could possibly muster. Her voice was perfect for the song and the crowd soon realized that Jordan Quick was more than an excellent country singer. She was an excellent singer, regardless of the genre. When she finished, sweat was dripping from her face and she was breathing hard. The applause was thunderous as fans clapped, whistled, and hollered for her.
When the cheers finally subsided, the band began its next number. Jordan sat at the piano and started playing. Gwen moved to the front and faced Steve. “Where have all the good men gone and where are all the gods? Where’s the streetwise Hercules to fight the rising odds?”
They knew they were taking a chance doing two Bonnie Tyler songs back-to-back, but they had agreed that the songs fit the girls’ voices perfectly. Gwen belted out ‘I Need a hero’ with feeling as she looked at Steve. It was apparent that the lyrics resonated with her. Kate, Paula, Diane, Amber, and Stephanie were spellbound as they listened to Gwen make the song her own.
“He’s gotta be strong and he’s gotta be fast, and he’s gotta be fresh from the fight. I need a hero,” sang Gwen as she her eyes never left Steve.
Steve had been a bit concerned about Gwen and Charlie choosing this song and insisting that she sing it to him on stage. He worried about appearing to be conceited or smug. He found that playing the guitar while Gwen sang helped relax him.
As Gwen finished her song, the applause was every bit as loud and long as Jordan had enjoyed. The audience took some time to quiet down. As the applause finally began to lessen, Steve and the band began to play. This time they went with The Eagles’ “Lyin’ Eyes”.
Steve led with the guitar and sang the first stanza. Jordan and Gwen joined him for the chorus and then Jordan sang the next stanza. All three sang the chorus again and then Gwen took over the following stanza. The three finished the song singing the chorus together. The crowd ate it up.
Jordan remained at the piano and began playing. The crowd quickly went quiet as Steve delivered “Can’t Help Falling in Love”. Oohs and aahs were heard quite often as the younger females in the audience responded strongly to the song and Steve’s delivery. Once again there was spirited applause as Steve finished. By the time the curtain dropped on the group on stage, the audience was showing its wild approval.
“I guess that answers your question about how the audience would like older songs!” laughed Charlie as the curtain dropped to continuous applause. “You guys sang the hell out of those songs! This was the best musical effort I’ve ever been associated with.”
The band had to quickly get their equipment off the stage so the next group could set up. With the help of Steve, Gwen, and Jordan they were loading the last of their instruments into a van a few minutes later. That was where Paula, Diane, Amber and Stephanie found them.
“Wow!” exclaimed Kate. “That was amazing! Did you hear that crowd? They loved every song. When Steve sang that last one, every girl in there had wet panties.”
“Kate! That’s no way for a young lady to talk, regardless of how accurate it may be,” cautioned Paula with a smile. “He certainly did have a pronounced effect on them.”
Steve noticed that Kate and Stephanie were making serious efforts to engage him in conversation as they walked back to their hotel that night. He knew why they were so attentive and loved them for it. He let them know that their efforts were appreciated.
“Kate and Steph, you guys are the best,” praised Steve as he wrapped his arms around the two girls’ shoulders and hugged them to him. “You’re making me realize that I do have family, and that family cares about me and how I feel. I’ll never forget today. I learned that I had relatives I never knew I had. I learned that they really didn’t want me in their lives, which hurt quite a lot. But I also learned that I have two of the nicest, prettiest, sexiest sisters in the world. That’s a very good feeling.”
“We just want you to know that you have us for family. We both love you an awful lot. You could be a stuck-up, insufferable jerk with all the success you’ve had, but you’re still really nice to us. You treat us better than most brothers would, so I’m not sure what you’d call our relationship, but we’re here for you, anytime you need us,” promised Kate.
“I’ve never been as comfortable with a guy as I am with you,” confessed Stephanie. “You’re so successful and such a hunk, yet you’re really nice to me. You make me feel special. I trust you completely. I know you’d do anything to keep me from being hurt. I guess I do love you, too, but I’m not trying to steal you away from Gwen.”
“Stephanie, it’s okay to love this guy. I’m sure that I’ll love the guy you pick out. Until your special fellow comes along, we’ll just share Steve,” promised Gwen.
Amber Stahl was her usual quiet self as the group strolled through the streets of Paris. “I think I have plenty of footage to send back to the station tonight and it’s late, so I won’t ask anyone for any interviews. That way Kate won’t be able to tease Gwen and Steve. I won’t be mentioning the encounter with your aunt and grandmother, so don’t worry about that, Steve.”
Later that night, after Gwen had ridden him to orgasm, Steve lay with his head on Gwen’s stomach and gently toyed with her breasts. “Kate and Steph tried so hard to cheer me up tonight. They made me feel a lot better after that scene with my grandmother and aunt.
“I can’t tell you how much it means to me that you and your whole family have treated me so well. My mother was banished from her family for falling in love with my father. Your parents have allowed me to make love to you when you fell in love with me. That’s some difference.”
“Don’t be too hard on your grandmother. She was probably raised to think a certain way. She can’t help it. My parents would never have allowed me to have sex with any other boy. I’m sure of that. What you’ve done for my family is way beyond what anyone could ever expect. You’ve proven your courage and love. You made it impossible for them to refuse when I told them I was going to sleep with you. They knew they’d never keep us apart and it would be wrong to try.
“Mom’s worried about us being so far apart for so long when we go away to school. She’s worried that one of us will weaken and fall in love with someone else and break the other person’s heart. She doesn’t understand just how much we’re in love.”
“I’ll never betray your love, Gwen. No matter what you hear, or even see, always know that I love you and I’ll always be faithful. Besides hurting you, I’d disappoint your family. Their opinion of me means even more now that I’ve met my own grandmother. I want to be part of your family as long as you’ll have me. It means a lot to me.”
“That’s such a nice compliment for Mom, Dad, Lisa, Kate and Diane’s family. Seeing how much you respect my father has caused me to rethink my relationship with him. I feel closer than ever. I thought that having a lover would distance me from Dad, but it’s been the opposite. I think that’s mostly because of how well you speak of him and respect his wishes. I pretty much took my family for granted before I met you, but no more. Seeing how you embrace them and how my family accepts and loves you has brought it all home for me.
“That’s why we won’t give up on your family, regardless of how miserable they’ve been. Now I know what your mother looked like. Your aunt is a beautiful woman. I know your mom looked the same, except she must have been so happy with you and your dad that she was even more beautiful than her sister. Your grandmother may come to realize we aren’t after her money, or out to ruin her good name. I want her to be able to hold her great grandchildren some day.”
“I don’t think I’d ever want her around our kids,” admitted Steve. “She banned my mother from the family and was pretty nasty to us. I think we’ll just let it go. If we never see her again, it’ll be fine by me.”
“We’ll see about that,” replied Gwen as she mulled over the situation. She knew time and circumstances change many relationships, but the pain of his grandmother’s rejection was too fresh for Steve to forgive. “Right now, I’d very much like my hunky boyfriend to make love too me in that big chair while we look over Paris and the Eiffel Tower. This is way too romantic to pass up.
“Having you make love to me is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I thought I loved you a lot a week ago, but it’s so much more now. I love feeling your chest against my breasts and your wonderful cock inside me. That’s the physical part and it’s great, but the emotions I feel with you are beyond description. I feel like I’m going to burst, my love is for you is so intense. I’ll never have another man as long as I live and you still want me. I swear that.”
The group met for an early breakfast the next morning. It was the day they were scheduled to film some commercials for the ‘Lady in Red’ line they were promoting. After eating, they took two cabs to the designated studio. Paula and Diane soon realized it was a good thing they were there.
The director had some ideas in mind that Paula and Diane felt were not appropriate for Kate and Stephanie. Even with the language barrier, they were able to make their concerns heard. Gwen was allowed more leeway by her mother and Jordan was up for anything as long as Steve was involved. By mid afternoon, they completed the taping. Jordan and Gwen had appeared topless in some scenes, but only when they were pressed against Steve. They would remain that way from the time they removed their top on the set until they put it back on. They realized that television in Europe was more liberal, but they still didn’t want to show too much, even to the film crew.
“I never realized how commercials were made, especially here in France,” admitted Diane as the group was leaving. “I certainly wasn’t going to allow Stephanie to go topless, especially in a TV commercial. She would have been extremely uncomfortable with it.”
“Mom, I could have done it after I saw how Jordan and Gwen used Steve like a shield to stay covered. It would have been easier for me since I have less to conceal. They looked so hot like that! Imagine if my friends saw me topless with Steve!”
“Yeah, and imagine if your father saw it!” pointed out Diane. “He would have been furious with me for allowing it and not very pleased with Steve for being part of it. Your shots in those little bikinis will have to do. I just hope that your father is good with them.”
“He will be when you tell him they wanted us topless,” offered Kate. “I would have done it if Mom hadn’t stopped me. There aren’t many things I’d like better than to rub up against Steve, skin on skin.”
“That will not happen, at least not before you’re eighteen,” insisted Paula. “I’ve allowed a lot of things I never thought I would, but I’m holding firm on that one. You will not do any topless poses of any kind before you turn eighteen. There’s no room for debate on that.”
“We can wait. Right, Stephanie? Steve’ll be a football star at Navy and we’ll be in demand as models. I bet Lisa will be showing a lot of skin in her modeling work this weekend in Chicago. She’s so beautiful, she’ll be very successful,” predicted Kate. “We’ll be a family of sexy, topless models.”
“That’s not the vision I have for my daughters and niece!” replied Paula immediately. “I’m not a Puritan, but I don’t want you girls to do anything cheap or demeaning. The shots that Gwen and Jordan did with Steve were risqué, but certainly not pornographic or in poor taste. I’m thinking that I may have to watch you more closely over the next few years.”
“Mom! Lighten up. I was kidding. I would love to be a model like Lisa and Gwen, but only with Steve, or some guy like him. I’m not going to do something stupid that would embarrass you and Dad. But you’ve been warned. If I get a chance do pose like that with Steve, I’ll do it in a heartbeat and you wouldn’t blame me. You’d do it, too, if Dad was cool with it.”
“Kate! I’m a married woman, a mother, and forty plus years old. I certainly wouldn’t pose like that, and if I did no one would want to see it,” protested Paula quickly.
“Steve! Do you think anyone would want to see Mom topless? Would you pose with her for some kind of cougar ad if she was willing? Is she too old and unattractive?” demanded Kate.
Steve had been chuckling as he listened to the conversation. It suddenly stopped being funny when Kate tried to drag him in on the discussion. What was the best way to respond to those questions? He looked to Gwen for some help, but all he got from her was a smirk and arched eyebrows. It was obvious that she had no intentions of bailing him out.
“Well, ah, that’s hard to answer. Ted wouldn’t allow it and I’d never go against his authority. Your mom looks great and everything, but I don’t think, well the poses would be great and all, but she’s your mom and even though she’d look beautiful, I wouldn’t want, well maybe I would want to do it but not if Ted, or Gwen, you know, …” stuttered Steve before all the women broke into laughter at his incoherent response.
“See, Mom! He’d love it, but he’s scared of Dad and Gwen. He even said you’d look great. He’s just afraid to admit it. Our big brave hero fears my Dad.”
“That isn’t true,” interjected Gwen with a smile. “Last night Steve was telling me how much he loved this family and how he respected Dad. He fears Dad’s disapproval. He doesn’t want to ever be a cause of hurt to our family. So no matter how hot he thinks Mom is, he won’t be in any sexy commercials with her unless Dad takes him aside and asks him to do it. We all know how unlikely that is. That was a funny attempt at answering Kate’s question, Steve. You’ve got to learn that you don’t have to answer every question people ask you. Try the ‘no comment’ line now and then.”
When they returned to the hotel, Gwen and Steve had a phone message waiting for them. It was from Michelle. “I heard about last night at the Olympia and I’ll be there tonight to see it with some friends. I need to ask you another favor for Saturday evening, so I’ll see you after your show tonight.”
That night was another good one for Steve and the girls. They performed with great energy and the audience fed off it. Changing things at the end, Steve invited Michelle D’Anjou up to the stage. He serenaded her with “Michelle” by the Beatles. He played an acoustic guitar; Jordan played the piano while the drummer kept rhythm for them. It was simple yet showed Steve’s appeal as a male singer. The girls in the packed audience loved it and were vocal in demonstrating it at the finish.
“That was the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me!” exclaimed Michelle backstage as the group packed their equipment. “There are some trade delegations visiting this weekend. One of them is from Austria and they’ve heard that Mom, Dad, and I are your friends, and that you’re in Paris. They’ve asked if they could meet you at the dinner France is sponsoring this Saturday evening. It won’t be a state dinner since it is just a trade delegations, but it’ll be a great time.
“I know I ask too much of you, but could you ask your band to come and play for us? They’re very good and if you and Gwen and Jordan would sing, my Mom and Dad would be very grateful.”



Steve looked at Gwen who nodded slightly. Then he turned to Jordan who had a huge grin on her face. Next he looked at Charlie Burns, who was nodding his head vigorously.
“We’d be pleased to attend, and to perform. You know that we hold your mom and dad in high regard. I ask only that Paula, Diane, Kate, Steph, and our reporter friend, Amber Stahl be invited as well. If that’s agreeable, we’ll be there.”
“Consider it done!” agreed Michelle. “I want you to sing that song to me again, and to let me show you Paris Saturday before the dinner. I can get us into the Louvre and Napoleon’s Tomb fast and easy. We’ll visit Versailles, too, but we’ll need to start early. You could spend weeks in the Louvre alone.”
On Wednesday, Thursday and Friday, the gang worked promotions in some of the larger stores in Paris. At night, they played the Olympia to enthusiastic crowds. Friday afternoon, Gwen was surprised to see Jen Bennington approach her while she was signing autographs and discussing the gown she was wearing with a group of teenage girls.
Gwen immediately stopped what she was doing to welcome her. “Jen! It’s so good to see you again. I’m sorry to interrupt our conversation everyone, but this is Steve’s cousin. I‘ve only just met her and I want to get to know her better. Please give us a few minutes.”
With that, Gwen took Jen’s hand and led her to a changing area. “Gwen, thanks for being so nice to me. I feel awful about the way my grandmother and mother treated you the other day. I feel especially bad for Steve. He didn’t deserve Grandmother’s attitude. I let her and mom know just who you are and what you and Steve have accomplished this year. Of course, they’d heard some of it, but they don’t pay much attention to everyday matters. They’re more concerned about the high society around Washington.
“When I mentioned that you and Steve had been invited to a state dinner and performed there, they seemed to suddenly think you were okay, if a bit ‘common’. I told them that you were here in Paris at a big department store promoting your own line of gowns and swimsuits. Then I showed them the article in the paper about your performances at the Olympia. I just wanted them to know that you should be looking down on them, not them looking down at you. You and Steve are American heroes and I’m so proud that he’s my cousin, even if he’ll probably never admit it after the way he’s been treated.”
“Jen, Steve was hurt the other day, but not by anything that you said or did. Would you have dinner with us at our hotel tonight? Then come to our last show as our guest? Would you tour Paris with us tomorrow with Michelle D’Anjou? Then, to top off this mini family reunion, come to dinner with us at Hotel de Marigny. The President of the French Republic will be hosting it and your handsome cousin will be performing. What do you say?”
“Are you kidding me?” asked a stunned Jen Bennington. “Dinner with President and Mrs. D’Anjou? Seeing you guys perform? Getting to know you and Steve better? Jordan Quick? If Grandmother tries to stop me, I’ll walk out on her. This is the kind of stuff that she always wanted to be involved in but never could quite manage. Now she’ll see that the son of her daughter; the one that she disowned for falling in love with a man, is doing it all and taking me along. The irony is so sweet.
“It’s funny. Grandmother approved of my Dad marrying Mom, and he ran off with a secretary almost ten years ago. Now the son of the son-in- law she insisted was beneath out family, is getting me into the company of the elite of France. This is so cool!
“Steve’s father must be awfully proud of him. He’s accomplished so much and he’s still quite young. I bet he’s a great guy and Grandmother made a huge mistake not accepting him into the family.”
“Steve’s dad died almost a year and a half ago. He was a SEAL commander in Afghanistan. He and Steve were involved in defending American civilians against Taliban. His father died in the conflict and Steve was slightly wounded, and he was just sixteen at the time. His mother, your aunt, died in a car accident a couple years before that.”
“I see that your family has no problems accepting Steve. I watched all the videos and you’re in most of them with him. You two are in love, aren’t you? It really shows in the videos.”
“That’s putting it mildly. I love him so much I have trouble breathing when I’m around him. He’s brave, kind, gentle, athletic, and all male. I fell in love with him when I first met him and it’s only grown more intense since.”
“You’re treating me very well, considering the way my family treated Steve and his father. Can you believe that Mom and Grandmother never even knew Steve’s father’s last name? Grandmother never gave Aunt Jen a chance to tell her about him. Grandmother heard she was seeing a sailor and ordered her to stop seeing him. You can see how well that worked for both families. My mother isn’t as bad as Grandmother, but she follows Grandmother’s lead. The threat of being cut out of the will worries Mom. She saw what happened to Aunt Jen.”
Steve was chatting with young female fans in French when Gwen approached him with Jen following. “Excuse us girls,” began Gwen with a smile as the girls all backed off a few steps. “This good looking guy has to say hello to someone. Steve, I want you to greet your cousin, Jen.”
Steve was caught by surprise. He was still smarting from his Grandmother’s remarks earlier in the week. He was not certain that he wanted to be friends with any relatives on his mother’s side. He looked from the girl to Gwen. What he read in Gwen’s face made his decision. He had come to rely on Gwen for guidance in most social contacts. It was obvious that Gwen expected him to be warm to the girl. Steve was not going to upset Gwen by being stubborn.
“Hello again!” greeted Steve as he pulled Jen into a big hug. “You’re the second relative that I know about that will have anything to do with me, and you’re by far the prettiest. I’m really happy to meet you, Cuz.”
Steve glanced at Gwen as he hugged Jen. He saw a big smile and an approving nod from his girlfriend and felt relief. Gwen was much more astute with most interactions and he had come to rely on her judgment quite a bit.
“You’d better get used to having a pretty cousin around because she’s joining us for dinner, going to the show, and spending tomorrow with us, including the dinner with the President of the French Republic,” revealed Gwen as she beamed at Steve’s treatment of his new found cousin.
Jen hung around the store the rest of the day waiting for everyone to finish the promotion so she could return to the hotel with them for dinner. She had quickly gained the friendship of Stephanie and Kate. They had many things in common and had become close in short order.
“I don’t want to seem dumb, but I’m a little curious about the relationship everyone here has with Steve. I know Gwen is his girlfriend and they’re in love, but all the other women here seem to be very fond of Steve, too. The way Kate and Stephanie talk about him, you’d think he was their boyfriend. Jordan hangs close and smiles at him all the time. Even the two adults in this group appear to be taken with Steve to some extent. If I’m out of line, or hitting on a sore subject just tell me to keep my nose out of your business,” stated Jen carefully.
“Yeah, I guess it’s no secret. We all love the guy. Gwen’s the lucky girl he’s picked, but she doesn’t mind the rest of us teasing and flirting with him,” replied Kate with a big grin. “He could have his way with any of us girls, and maybe even Mom and Aunt Diane, but he isn’t like that. He’s loyal to Gwen and that’s what makes him so much fun. We can do almost anything to him and with him and he won’t take advantage of us, darn it!”
“I think you should leave Paula and me out of your generalizations, Kate. We’re both happily married and as responsible adults, we’re not smitten by this ruggedly handsome, heroic young man.”
“Wow! You really went out on a limb with that denial,” chuckled Paula as she turned to Jen to make a better explanation. “Diane and I admire, respect, and appreciate Steve and everything that he’s done for our family. We do not ‘love’ him the way the younger women in the family do, but we do love him as member of our family.”
“Yeah, whatever,” interjected Stephanie. “Mom and Paula love the guy like we do, but since they’re married to our dads, they have to behave themselves and not get as daffy as us younger females. Their mother, our grandmother, has the ‘hots’ for him, too.”
“Let’s check the dessert menu,” suggested Diane to change the subject. “I’m leaning toward the chocolate mousse tonight.”
“I hope that exchange answered your question,” laughed Gwen as she patted Steve’s shoulder. “We all love the guy, but he and I are in a very committed relationship and we’re going to remain completely faithful to each other. That doesn’t mean that Jordan, as well as all my female relatives won’t tease and flirt with him. Quite the opposite.”
“Sometimes I think I must be invisible,” complained Steve. “You all talk about me like I’m not even here, or I’m a prized bull or something. I have feelings.”
“I can vouch for that!” stated Kate immediately. “When his arm was in a sling, he had ‘feelings’ all over us poor defenseless girls, didn’t he Stephanie? In fact, I heard his own doctor ask him to release her ‘nubbin’, if you can imagine that!”
That statement by Kate brought laughter from everyone at the table. Steve blushed slightly and then laughed with the rest. Jen was fascinated by the easy way all of the women interacted, freely admitting that they liked Steve a lot, but showing no jealousy or competitive actions regarding him.
Jen sat between Stephanie and Kate at the show that evening. She left in awe of the talent her new friends, and her cousin demonstrated on stage. Her grandmother and mother were going to get an earful first chance Jen had.
The next morning, Michelle had arranged for a small bus to transport the group to various sights. They left early and visited Versailles, and then traveled to the Louvre. They saw the ‘Mona Lisa’ and ‘Venus de Milo’ along with countless other works of art. They spent some time at Napoleon’s Tomb before getting back to the hotel to dress for the evening’s affair. Michelle had brought her dress with her and changed with Kate and Stephanie.
Jordan was the first to notice that Michelle had chosen a dress from the ‘Lady in Red’ line, as had Jen. That made the choice unanimous among the ladies. Since it was semiformal, Steve was wearing a suit jacket and pants with a dark crewneck shirt. Jordan, Gwen and Steve were going to be performing and dressed accordingly.
There was a brief speech from Michelle’s father before dinner. Luckily he kept it quite short. Everyone was very hungry and the food smelled delicious. After dinner, there was a small band playing slow music to which some people danced. It didn’t take Steve long to realize why the Austrian contingent had requested that Gwen and Jordan be invited.
One of the members of the Austrian delegation had been an Olympic Skier. He managed to win the bronze medal six years prior and was a minor celebrity in Austria. He was about two inches over six feet, blond, blue-eyed, handsome, and acutely aware of it. He gave Gwen the full court press. He dominated her dance card. Somehow no one else seemed interested in dancing with her when Felix Muller was in the area.
Steve was confident that Gwen could handle the attention. What concerned him was the obvious disrespect the man was showing Steve. He had to know that Gwen was his girlfriend. For him to be so obvious in his intentions demonstrated a galling lack of respect for Steve. It was an international assembly hosted by President D’Anjou and Steve was determined to not allow his pride to create some sort of diplomatic calamity.
Steve danced with Kate, Stephanie, Amber and Jen while Gwen remained in the Austrian’s arms throughout. Jen was an excellent dancer and he asked her about it.
“My mom and your mom took hours of dance lessons and I had to do the same. It’s family tradition that we are trained in dance and music so that we appear cultured and refined. It’s sure paying off tonight. I asked Kate to video us dancing so I can show it to my friends back home. They won’t believe it when I tell them that Steve Hammer is my cousin!”
“Your girlfriend likes the skier, yes?” asked a blonde beauty Steve had just escorted onto the floor. She spoke English with a heavy accent, so Steve replied in Russian.
“I sure hope not, but he’s persistent as the devil. I don’t know if he’s trying to bait me, wants to get into Gwen’s panties, or both.”
“You speak excellent Russian!” responded the surprised girl. “I am from the Ukraine, but I speak Russian as well. I think that arrogant Austrian is misjudging you badly. He feels very manly and full of himself. Everyone at the dinner tonight was speaking about Steve Hammer and his gorgeous girlfriend. We have all seen the videos of that icy water rescue and the shootout at your school. We’ve heard you sing, play music, and have seen you dance, even in the Ukraine.
“You are real, but look and sound like a woman’s dream. The blond man is jealous and insecure. He thinks he will prove he is a better man by stealing your woman. It is painfully obvious and pathetically childlike. Your lady will not be fooled and will love you even more when you are not dragged into a competition with the idiot. It’s best that you hold me close and have fun dancing with me. He is watching you for your reaction. Pay him no attention and you will have your revenge.”
“Miss, could you tell me your name? It isn’t often I receive such wise advice from a strange, beautiful woman. You’ve been very helpful and may have prevented me from causing an incident.”
“I am Nadiya Misko. My father is head of the Ukraine delegation. I begged and begged for him to bring me to Paris. He finally relented and now I am in the arms of the famous American hero, Steve Hammer. Could I prevail upon you to dance the next dance with me also? They are making a small video of the delegation’s visit to Paris and the successes we enjoyed. Our dance is being recorded and I will have access to it even if it does not appear in the final edit. My friends will be so envious,” laughed the blonde beauty.
“I think we can sneak in another one, Nadiya. You are an excellent dancer and a delightful conversationalist,” replied Steve as they began their second straight dance. “You’ve given me some good advice. I know I’ll face this very situation often and now I’ll know how to handle it. Thank you so much!”
“I think your lady friend has noticed that we have begun our second dance together. She appears to be working her way across the dance floor with that conceited ass. I fear she may try to switch partners! Can we dance toward the door slowly? That should require enough time to keep me in your arms for the entire song, and out of the clutches of your competitor,” suggested Nadiya with a brilliant smile. “You’ll save me, but at the expense of your beautiful lover.”
The dance had ended and Steve was thanking Nadiya when Gwen and Felix Muller appeared beside them. “Steve, this is the famous Austrian skier, Felix Muller. Felix, this is my boyfriend, Steve Hammer. Remember that we are supposed to dance together for the next song, Steve?”
Steve quickly searched his memory and could recall no discussion about a special dance with Gwen. He glanced from Gwen to Nadiya, who once again displayed a dazzling smile.
“I am Nadiya Misko. My father is the head of the Ukrainian delegation. Steve was just telling me that his next dance was promised to his beautiful lover. He seemed very anxious to once again have you in his very strong arms,” offered the blonde beauty as she extended her hand to Gwen.
As Gwen took her hand, she studied the girl closely. She quickly reached a conclusion and smiled widely. “Thank you, Nadiya. I think we may have a lot in common. We could be great friends, I think.”
“That would be fabulous!” replied the blonde quickly. “You are incredibly beautiful, and very famous in the Ukraine, as well as America. It would be quite a feather in my cap to be known as your friend.”
While Gwen and Nadiya were talking, Felix took Steve’s hand to shake it after their introduction. Steve was unable to suppress a grin when Muller tried to squeeze his hand really hard. Steve’s grin irked the Austrian so he applied more pressure.
“Felix, normally I like blondes, but you’re really not my type,” laughed Steve. “I’ll have to ask you to let go of my hand before people get the wrong impression about us.”
Muller quickly released Steve’s hand. His face was red and his teeth clenched. “You think you’re a funny man? I don’t think you are. No one would ever mistake me for a homosexual, but you are a different story. I wonder if you might be gay.”
“Oh, don’t worry about that!” interrupted Gwen as she watched the two men interact. “He’s made passionate love to me every night this week. He’s very manly and a skilled lover. Nadiya, would you ever think that Steve is gay?”
“Never!” replied the blonde. “When I danced with him, I felt his manliness against my stomach. He oozes testosterone. You are very fortunate to have such a virile lover!”
Felix Muller turned and stomped across the floor as Gwen and Naydia shared a laugh. “That was perfect, Nadiya! And thanks for ‘remembering’ that Steve and I had a dance scheduled. That ass had his ‘manliness’ pressing against me for half an hour. It didn’t impress me like he seemed to think it would.”
“If I may be so bold, Gwen. After having the pleasure of your lover’s ‘approval’ pressed against me for two dances, I can say that it’s unlikely that Felix will be able to properly impress you. You’re a very lucky lady.”
“Once again, I have to tell you that I’m right here. I can hear everything you two are saying. Shouldn’t this discussion be held in the ladies’ room or something?” questioned Steve. “Nadiya, you didn’t have to press so close to me. Then I wouldn’t have rubbed you the wrong way, so to speak.”
“Believe me, Steve. You rubbed me the right way!” laughed Nadiya. “I am so jealous of Gwen.”
Gwen and Steve joined Jordan a short time later, and together they went to help Charlie and the band set up the equipment. Then they played the set they had been doing at the Olympia Theatre. The trade delegations loved it. President D’Anjou beamed as he thanked Gwen, Steve, Jordan, and the band. He had managed to entertain his guests with some very popular singers. Michelle was delighted because Steve had serenaded her again, this time in front of her parents and international guests.
The instruments were being packed into a van when Steve had an idea. “Charlie, it’s going to be pretty late by the time we get back to the hotel, but why don’t you join us for breakfast tomorrow morning at our hotel? You don’t mind, do you, Jordan?”
“Wise guy! No, I don’t mind. I should have been the one to extend the invitation, but Steve had a good idea for once. Would you join us for breakfast before we fly back to the states?”
“I’d be delighted! Thanks, all three of you. Our trip is an unmitigated success. Our band is getting bookings on our web page. We put some videos up on it of the past few performances. They were great! I hope we can convince people to hire us even though we won’t always have the incredible Jordan Quick, the beautiful Gwen Anderson, and the so-so Steve Hammer. We’re returning to the states in a couple days and things are looking up, thanks to you three.”
The next morning Gwen managed to be the first out of their shower. When Steve sauntered out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist, he was very surprised to see Nadiya reclined in the chair with the view of the Eiffel Tower. Gwen was sitting on the bed, chatting with her.



“Good morning! You look refreshed and well satisfied,” greeted Nadiya with a wonderful smile. “Gwen was just telling me that her time with her Austrian suitor was well spent. You expended a lot of energy last night demonstrating why Gwen should have no interest in her Olympic champion.
“Seeing you in that towel is even more impressive than in that shirt you wore when you performed last night. I have to say that Mr. Muller does not want to find himself in a position where the two of you are compared.”
“Nadyia is staying in this hotel. Last night someone told her we were here, so she found out what room we were in. She wanted to visit some more before we leave for home. I’ve invited her to breakfast. You’d better go get dressed. The poor girl is drooling already.”
Steve grinned, picked up some clothes that were on the bed and returned to the bathroom. “I wanted to tell you that your song about needing a hero was tremendous. All of you sang so well. It was an amazing performance. I sneaked a few peeks at Felix when you were singing to Steve. It was very obvious to those of us in the audience that Steve embodied everything you sang about. It was magical, although it appeared that Felix did not think so. He scowled and left for the men’s room. I don’t think he bothered to return.”
Steve, Gwen and Nadiya joined Gwen’s family at the breakfast table. “Oh, wow!” gasped Kate. “Jordan got a boyfriend and Steve replaced the first night. I never thought you’d find Jordan’s equal, but you sure gave it the old college try. She’s beautiful! She’s the girl that you danced twice with last night, isn’t she? Please don’t tell me that Austrian ass is coming down next!”
“Let me explain a few things to Charlie and Nadyia right now,” insisted Gwen as she took her seat. “Steve and I are in a monogamous relationship, with no exceptions. Kate lives in a fantasy land where every girl we are seen with has been sleeping with Steve. Pay no attention to her. This is Nadiya Misko. Her dad is the head of the Ukrainian trade delegation and they’re staying at this hotel. She and I have a lot in common and have become very good friends already.”
“Yeah, and one of those things you have in common is eating my toast!” complained Kate as she tried to remove a half eaten slice of toast from Steve’s hand. “Don’t worry about it, Nadiya. We all have something in common with Gwen. It’s the hunk sitting next to me eating my food.”
“I seem to have joined a rather large club,” laughed Nadyia. “As I was telling Gwen and Steve, the performance last night was amazing. Miss Quick sang that song better than I thought possible. It brought tears to my eyes. The band was excellent. It was a night I will not soon forget.”
“I’ve invited Nadiya to visit if she ever gets to Sparta, or to Stanford next fall. I’ve also warned her to stay away from Washington and Annapolis next year,” joked Gwen.
Steve noticed Jen standing in the doorway and stood. He motioned her to the table. “Join us, Jen. I didn’t know we’d see you before we left, but I’m sure glad we did. We’re just getting ready to eat.”
“Thanks! I just had to come and tell you that I had the best time ever the last couple of days. When I got back to our hotel last night, Mom and Grandmother were waiting up. They wanted to know everything that happened. I showed them the video Kate took of me dancing with Steve and the ones I took when you guys were singing. Mom was in tears when she watched it, but the most surprising thing was Grandmother. She listened to everything I said, asked a few questions, and even sobbed a little when I showed her the videos.
“When I told them I was coming here to have breakfast with you this morning, they never argued or complained. I think Grandmother’s beginning to see what she lost when she chased Aunt Jen away. I don’t know if you’ll ever be able to forgive her, but I think she’ll be much more polite to you if you ever see her again.”
Steve felt Gwen kicking his leg with considerable force under the table. He looked up at her and she motioned with her head toward Jen. He knew Gwen expected him to say something.
“Jen, I never knew I had a grandmother, an aunt, or a cousin. I don’t even know what other relatives I have. You can tell your mother and your grandmother that I don’t hate them. I’m trying to forgive them. I expect to see a lot of you over the years. You’re my favorite cousin, after all, and that means I’ll probably see your mom and grandmother at times. If they’re polite to me, I’ll reciprocate. They’ll have to accept that I’m going into the Navy and I hope to be a SEAL. If that’s a problem, they should probably avoid me and I’ll do the same for them. If they can accept it, we may get along eventually. That’s all I can promise. I hope it’s enough for you, and for Gwen.”
“Oh, Steve! That’s more than I ever expected! You’re wonderful. I’m going to visit you when you’re at Annapolis sometimes. It’s not that far from our house. Maybe someday you’ll be willing to have dinner with us, but that’s just a dream. Don’t think I’m trying to push you into anything. I’m so proud to know all of the people at this table. Whenever any of you want to visit Steve at the Academy, you can stay at our house. Mom told me I could offer you that. She said she’d be very pleased to have you!”
Gwen gave Steve a smile of approval for his treatment of his cousin. Then she switched gears. “I checked my email this morning. The head of the Senior Prom committee has asked if we could supply the music for the prom this year. That brings up a few questions.
“If we decide to play at our own senior prom, which would be extremely cool, we’ll pretty much need a whole band. I’m posing two questions to various people at the table. Do we want to do perform at our own prom? And if we do, can we get Charlie’s band to play for us? The prom is four weeks off. The class had a band lined up since Halloween, but two of the members were recently busted for drugs and the principal didn’t think we wanted to bring in a band with drug problems. Now they’re playing catch up. The head of the committee, Tyler Smith, is trying to play catch up. So what does everyone think?”
“I’m pretty sure we’re free that weekend and the guys would love to play there. We owe you, big time. Plus, we want to be known as your band. You guys are making us famous. If you decide to it, let me know right away so I can mark it on our web page and put it on FaceBook,” responded Charlie.
“That seals the deal for me!” exclaimed Jordan excitedly. “Charlie’s band is pretty darn good and I like singing with them. I know I’m not the head of this group, but that’s my vote.”
“Does this have anything to do with getting Charlie to visit you in Sparta?” questioned Steve with a straight face. “Are you trying to accept the gig and rope in a date at the same time?”
Surprisingly, Jordan blushed at Steve’s comment. “I wouldn’t try to pressure Charlie to be my date. I know I’ve screwed up a lot and he deserves someone better than I am. I don’t deserve a date for the prom after the things I’ve done.”
“Jordan, would you go with me to your prom?” chipped in Charlie as Jordan was fighting to hold back her tears. “I’ve been out of high school for five years, but I’d love to escort you, if you’d go with me. I’d be the luckiest guy in the country.”
A gasp escaped from Jordan just before she stood up, moved over to Charlie, and dropped into his lap. “Yes! I’ve never been to a prom and I’ve never had a date with a nice guy like you. I’d love to go with you!”
“Way to play hard-to-get!” wisecracked Kate. “You could’ve let him swing in the breeze for a little while. When Steve asked Gwen out the first time, she turned him down flat. She played him like a fine violin before she finally went out with him. Now she has him eating out of her hand, or at least eating out something.”
“Kate!” reproached Paula. “You shouldn’t talk like that, especially in front of company like Jen, Nadiya, and Charlie.”
“Please, Mrs. Anderson, don’t worry about Kate offending me,” laughed Nadiya. “She just gives me another reason to be envious of Gwen. I am aware of the expression and what it means. Gwen is a very lucky lady.”
“I am lucky! Let the record show that we agreed to perform at the prom. I’ll let Tyler know. I’ll also drop a hint that if he wants a certain world traveling super model with the ‘Lady in Red’ line to go with him, he’d better ask her very soon. The European men were flocking for chances to dance with her on two different occasions this week.
“This has been a wonderful trip. Being here with Steve was better than I ever dreamed it would be. I thought I loved him last week, but it was nothing compared to how I feel about him this week. I love him so much it hurts.
“We’ve made great new friends. Nadiya will always be close to me and Steve. Jen will be always be a part of our life. Charlie and his band mates are special to us. Our ‘Lady in Red’ line had a very successful launch in Paris. We became closer with the President of the French Republic and his family. We saw some of the sights. We even played the Olympia Theatre. I’ll never forget this trip, for all of these reasons. It’s time to head back home and make that movie!”
“Yeah, it was a great time! I got to be Lara Croft and show off my big guns,” chimed in Kate. “I was hit on in at least four different languages at the two dances we attended. I got to dance with Gwen’s Austrian suitor when she finally danced with Steve. He kept telling me about his giant slalom, but I told him I saw Steve in his jungle panties after dancing with my mother. Now that was a giant slalom!”
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The travelers were exhausted by the time they piled into the SUV Sunday evening at the airport and headed for Sparta. As Paula drove, Steve spoke on the phone with Clyde Davis for quite some time. When he finished the call, he related his conversation to the group.
"True to his word, Clyde has the completed screenplay in his possession. Now he's concerned about our schedules. I have to be in Annapolis in late June for Induction Day. Then football practice will take up any possible spare time I might have. He thinks we're going to have to record our songs while we're still in school. I guess you all know that the songs we sing in the movie will be recorded in a studio, for quality assurance," grinned Steve. "Clyde's looking around to find a studio that we can reach fairly quickly. He wants to do the recordings over a few weekends."
"When do we start filming the movie, where will we film it, and what will our parts be?" asked Gwen.
"We'll do a lot of it in a studio, but some of it will be on location. He just hasn't decided where. We'll do what we can before school's out, and then really push after graduation, especially for my parts.
"Here's the interesting part of the story. Jordan is going to be the sweet thing I'm enamored with. Gwen will be the tough, willful, conniving bitch that's out to land me at all costs. It's going to be shot in a beach town, and either coast is a possibility right now."
"Don't I wind up with the hero?" asked Gwen disappointedly. "This isn't going exactly the way I thought it would. They probably wanted a beautiful blonde to be the heroine and Jordan fills that bill. I have to admit that."
"Clyde also mentioned our gig in France. Apparently he kept a close eye on things. He wants to market posters of you in your Wonder Woman outfit. He said he has some great photographs of you. He thinks they'll be big sellers and help promote the movie and our music. He mentioned he saw my jungle panties, but never said anything about trying to sell posters of me wearing them. I wonder why?"
Kate quickly raised her hand, but Gwen and Steve studiously ignored her. "There's another thing. It involves Jordan and I think she'll want to hear this. Clyde likes the sound of Charlie's band. He's going to audition them to play for Jordan when she goes on tour this summer after the movie's done. If they're as good as he thinks they are, he'll sign them to a contract."
"Really? That would be great! It would be nice to tour with people I like and can trust. Could you guys meet me on the road and play with me a time or two? I told Clyde that I was going to try to go to college this fall, but I'd be willing to play weekends and holidays. It wouldn't be Stanford or anything. I was thinking the local state school or even a junior college for a couple years. Does that sound pathetic to you two?"
"Jordan, I'm so proud of you I can't stand it. You've come a long way from the swearing, smoking, obnoxious, drug addled little trouble maker we met a couple months ago. There's nothing wrong with a junior college. Just keep working and learning and you'll do great! You're smart and very talented. That's a real good combination."
"Gwen's right. There's no shame in improving yourself and working for a degree. You know you can sing and make money, but how about investing your money? What if you lose your voice, or get into an accident and can't perform? You're being very smart by going to college and I'm proud to have you as my friend," praised Steve.
"It was only a few weeks ago that I made a fool of myself with Steve at that hotel party. It's still all over the internet, but it helped me smarten up, so I consider it a good lesson. It didn't seem to hurt my popularity or Steve's, for that matter. I guess mistakes are forgiven by people, if we try to do better and learn from them. Meeting you both is the best thing that could have happened to me. I'm going to be on TV, in a movie, and on tour. I have a big hit song and I've done some modeling. I've met the presidents of the US and France. Who'd a thunk that rehab would have worked out so well for me?"
"There's more. We've been pretty busy, and out of the country, so Clyde's been handling a few things for us. Some kids in a high school in Becton, Georgia made a YouTube video asking us to perform at their prom. The band they had scheduled broke up a few weeks ago. Clyde agreed to their request. He told them that we'd play at their prom in two weeks. He thought we'd get some great publicity. He had Charlie's band, 'The Rising Tide', in mind, but he felt he could hire some studio musicians if Charlie's guys couldn't make it.
"Then things went to hell in a hand basket. The school was hit by a tornado yesterday. The town of Becton had a fair amount of damage and a couple dozen people were badly injured. We're going to play the nearby Laredo County fairgrounds instead. It's going to be a fund raiser and a night of healing. The place will seat seven thousand and that doesn't include the show ring. They're going to put a dance floor down on part of it and the kids will have their prom while everyone in the stands can watch and listen, or dance on the other end of the arena. We'll need enough material for two full hours or more! And a lot of it has to be slow stuff so the prom kids can dance up close and personal," chuckled Steve.
"Wow! That doesn't leave us much time to learn some more songs!" worried Gwen. "At least we'll be able to fall back on this benefit so when we play our prom, we'll have some new material under our belts."
"Clyde's going to have us work on the songs we're doing in the movie. We have to get them down so we can record them, as well as be believable when we use them in the movie. We just won't tell anyone that they're getting a sneak preview of our sound track. It'll be interesting. That's for sure.
"Clyde's arranged for Charlie and his band to come to Sparta for the next two weeks so we can work on our music after school. He said that the TV movie with Nick Fallon will be out a few days before the fund raiser. Our first TV show will play Sunday, the night after the fund raiser. The advertising for it is ramping up on CBC. It should ensure a full house in Georgia, so we'd better be ready to rock that town."
"I've played that county fair a couple years ago," revealed Jordan. "We performed in a big arena that they used for rodeos, team penning, and 4H horse shows. They set us up in the middle of the show ring and the fans were all around us in every direction. It was exciting, and a bit daunting. I'm ready to roll up my sleeves and give those folks the best possible show we can. We can make this a great opportunity."
Gwen, Steve, and Jordan returned to school Monday determined to accomplish their studying and complete their homework assignments in school to free up their time to practice their songs in the evening. It was Wednesday morning when Charlotte met them in homeroom with surprising news.
"Have you guys heard that Mrs. Gillow and her group of old hags are complaining to the school board about you? She's telling them you shouldn't be allowed to attend school. You three are 'immoral and a bad influence of the rest of the student body'. She's seen the posters from France and some of the commercials you made there. I heard that your old buddy, Bill Hardy, was at her place with a film crew. He was the one that showed her group the pictures and asked their opinion."
"No! That comes as a complete surprise! What will my parents think? I've placed them in an awkward position. My dad's clients live around here. He'll be upset, and with good reason. His daughter's showing off her body to sell swim suits, music, and movies. I must look like some kind of cheap tramp."
"You certainly do not!" insisted Steve. "You're in the entertainment business and you look great. Jordan looked great in that music video we did. There's no reason for anyone to complain about what we've done. Every picture and every poster can be shown in family settings. You both look amazing and sexy as hell, but never did any of us cross the line."
"That would've been true, if I hadn't danced topless on that table. Those pictures of you carrying me with my boobs exposed that are all over the internet probably are what started all of this. I screwed up and I'm taking you both down with me. I'm so sorry!" apologized Jordan with real emotion.
"That was a mistake caused by some jerk giving you liquor and telling you it was punch," reasoned Steve. "Anyone can make a mistake. I wonder if those old ladies ever had a picture taken when they were young and partied too hard? I'll say this to you both. If they try to discipline either, or both, of you for any reason, I'll be gone from here in a flash whether they toss me out or not. I won't stay in a school that would treat such wonderful students, and really nice girls like you two, with anything but respect and consideration."
"The school board meets next Tuesday and it's going to be discussed. Billy's dad heard it from Tyler's father, who's on the school board. He said he didn't like it, but all complaints have to be heard by the board at a public meeting."
"I couldn't help but overhear you kids talking about this situation you're now facing," interrupted Ms. Walker. "This seems preposterous to me. I'll attend that meeting and make my opinion heard. You're among the finest students this school has ever seen. What you've done for the hospital building fund is phenomenal. I'll back you as far as I possibly can."
Gwen worried about the situation all day. Jordan was upset as well. She felt that she was the cause of the problem and had betrayed her friends. Charlotte caught up with the trio as they prepared to drive to practice after school.
"I've been making some calls and talking to some people. I need Clyde Davis' phone number. I want to talk to him. I'll to go to the board meeting Tuesday as your friend and representative. I expect you guys to go to your practice that night, like nothing's wrong. Billy's dad and Tyler's dad know everyone in town and they've been a lot of help. This is a fight I'm looking forward to!" grinned Charlotte.
That evening, after practicing with Charlie's band for five hours, Steve drove Gwen and Jordan to the Anderson home. He escorted them to the door and went inside with them. He knew that Gwen was worried sick about her parents' reaction to the trouble she felt she had created. He wanted to be with her when she spoke with her parents. They were seated in the living room, along with Kate. Upon seeing them enter, Ted raised the remote and flicked off the television.
"Mom! Dad! I'm so sorry that I embarrassed you so badly. I know you've heard that Mrs. Gillow and her friends want us expelled from school for 'immoral activities'. They say we're a bad influence on the student body."
Ted rose and offered his arms to Gwen. She immediately ran to him and hugged him tightly. "Gwen, you've never embarrassed us in any way! I'm so proud of you, I can't even express it. There'll always be some unhappy people looking to cause problems and hurt others. Mrs. Gillow is a charter member of that pathetic group."
"What about your business, Dad? Won't this hurt it a lot? Will clients drop you when they find out what a tramp your daughter is?" cried Gwen.
"You're not too old to take over my knee, Young Lady!" replied Ted with passion. "No one calls any of my daughters names like that in my presence. You're a wonderful, beautiful woman that just happens to be my daughter. I've never mentioned it, but your exploits have increased my business to about double what it was a year ago. That's a big reason I couldn't go to Paris with you kids. Your Uncle Will and I have been swamped. We're interviewing people that we can hire to help handle the load. Hurt my business? Hardly! I gained two new clients today, and the reason was because they were upset about how you're being treated and wanted to show their support.
"If I'm ever ashamed, or embarrassed of you or anything you do, I'll let you know. But this is definitely not one of those times. I love you, Gwen. I'm the luckiest and proudest father in the state. My daughters and wife mean everything to me and I couldn't be happier with all of you. I need you to understand that and believe me."
Gwen sobbed as she clung to her father. "Steve said you were the best father ever, and he was right! It's embarrassing that he understands you better than I do, and I'm your daughter. He told me you wouldn't be upset and that you'd support me 100 percent. I love you so much, Dad!"
"Jordan, you've been like a daughter to us and you've nothing to feel bad about," consoled Ted while hugging Gwen. "You were a bit of a wild child, but we've all found out what a kind, generous, talented girl you are and we're proud to have you with us. Steve, you already know where you stand with this family. This'll blow over, so don't fret about it. The school board can't discipline or castigate three students that have accomplished what you three have done for Sparta. This is a tempest in a teapot."
Jordan nudged Gwen aside and took her place hugging Ted. "Mr. Anderson, Ted, I sure appreciate your words of support. I'm afraid that my foolish actions the night Steve and I performed at 'American Singer' might have caused this. If I'm expelled and Steve and Gwen get to stay, I won't complain."
"You can bet your bottom dollar that we will!" insisted Paula. "You made a mistake. Lots of girls wind up with embarrassing photos on the web for various reasons. It's no reason for expulsion. Ted and I will be at that meeting and we'll accept nothing less than total and complete exoneration by the board. You kids don't deserve this treatment, especially after all the effort and money you've put into the hospital fund. We're all in this together. You've done nothing that deserves any punishment. Quite the opposite."
Gwen, Steve, and Jordan worked on their music every night after school. Charlie's band was staying at a local hotel. They were enthusiastic about performing with the trio. They knew that if they played well, they would have a contract and tour with Jordan. They were finally finding success. They spent most of the weekend practicing the new material they were going to perform at the benefit. All of the music in the upcoming movie was included in their rehearsals.
The practices were held in empty wedding reception room at the same hotel Charlie and his band mates were using. Jordan was spending a lot of time with Charlie and seemed happier and more grounded than at any time since Steve and Gwen had first met her.
Sunday afternoon Charlotte entered the room as they practiced. She had her mother, Billy Marsh, his parents and Tyler's parents with her. They quietly took seats in the back of the room and watched and listened for over an hour. When the band finally took a break, Charlotte led her little group up front.
"I hope we didn't interfere with your practice. I promised Mom and the Marshes and Smiths that they could have a sneak preview of your show. Now I'm going to let them tell you what they think of your music," finished Charlotte.
"That was amazing!" effused Billy's mother. "You're all very talented singers and the music was extremely well played. I can't believe that you're high school kids. You sound so professional."
"I can't tell you how proud I am of you three and of Charlotte for having such quality friends. My daughter is going to Stanford to study medicine and is best friends with Gwen Anderson, Steve Hammer, and Jordan Quick. I don't know how I got so lucky. When her father died two years ago, I was scared to death that I'd never be a good single parent. I can't take all the credit for her success, but I'll sure take as much as I can. Thank you all for being such good friends with Charlotte!"
When Tuesday evening arrived, Steve, Gwen, and Jordan were rehearsing for the benefit. They struggled to remain focused on their rehearsal and to push the school board meeting from their minds. When they arrived at the Andersons' after the rehearsal, Ted and Paula had not yet returned home. Kate was waiting for them.
"Dad said for you guys to head over to Marsh's Landing as soon as you came in. He and Mom are there waiting for you and I'm riding with you. He wouldn't tell me what happened at the meeting tonight. I asked him several times but he told me to ride over with you guys and I'd find out when you did."
Steve had to park quite a ways from the entrance because of the number of cars in the lot. "It looks like Billy's folks are doing pretty well tonight," observed Gwen as they made their way to the door. "I just hope we can have some privacy when Mom and Dad tell us what happened."
Gwen soon realized that her wish for privacy was completely out of the question. Applause broke out as the three entered the dining area with Kate. Gwen saw Ted and Paula seated at a big table with the Marshes and Smiths. Ms. Walker, Charlotte, and Billy were also sitting with them.
Ted stood and motioned the group over to join them. Gwen quickly surmised that things had gone well after seeing her mother beam with pleasure. She hugged her father, then Charlotte, and took a seat. Jordan gave Ted a hug and sat down while Steve shook hands with Ted, Ralph Smith, and Billy's dad. He then sat between Jordan and Gwen while Kate joined Stephanie and her family at a nearby table.
"We all agreed to let Charlotte relate the evening's activities to you three. You're very fortunate to have this girl for a friend," added Ted as he nodded at Charlotte and took his seat.
"Well, it wasn't all that dramatic. The board conducted its regular meeting and then asked for any discussion from the floor. The meeting had been moved to the gym to accommodate the big crowd. The board sat at a long table facing the bleachers so everyone could see and hear what was going on.
'Surprising absolutely no one, Mrs. Gillow went first and ranted and raved about what bad influences you three are on the rest of the students. She called you guys all kinds of stupid names, like harlots, gigolo, porn actors, tramps, and a few other dumb things. Mr. Smith chaired the meeting. Before discussion began, he told everyone that they could speak for three minutes and she used every second to condemn you guys as unsuitable to be around us young, impressionable kids.
"I wanted to go next, but Mr. Smith was way ahead of me there. He asked Ms. Walker to speak next. She explained that the class had earned over seven and a half million dollars for the Sparta Hospital Fund and that most of that was from the efforts of the three students Mrs. Gillow was condemning. The TV deal netted two million so far and could make another couple million. The movie you're going to be making added another five million. The rest is from donations, and contributions from your clothing line. The board was stunned to learn the amount earned by the class for the hospital fund.
"Then for the really neat part. It was great theater! Ms. Walker pointed to the spot where she stood when the terrorists approached us and began shooting. She even pointed out where the floor looked a bit bleached, telling the board it was a result of sanding out her blood from the wood floor.
"She was pretty graphic in her description of the events of that day. The crowd was absolutely silent as she spoke. They hung on every word. She told the board how she was lying on the floor, holding her hand over the bullet wound in her stomach, unable to do anything to stop those creeps from shooting other teachers and students. Ms. Walker said that she prayed for a miracle as murder and mayhem swept through the gym.
"The shooting abated for a few seconds, but the terrorists were bringing their guns to bear on the kids injured and hiding in the bleachers when the side door suddenly slammed open. Steve Hammer strode fearlessly into the room with a gun in each hand. The murderers turned their weapons on Steve and a deafening roar filled the gym. She told how she had to literally wait for the gun smoke to clear to see the outcome. She saw Steve lying on the floor and Gwen hurrying from body to body, cutting wires to the bombs strapped to the torsos of the dead terrorists. Then Gwen began issuing phone numbers to the remaining healthy students and teachers.



"Ms. Walker declared the heroic actions of Gwen and Steve as the miracle she had prayed for earlier in the attack. Then she told the board that her resignation would be effective the very second the board voted to expel or punish you guys."
"Gee! Ms. Walker, you didn't have to do that! The rest of the student body would be missing out on one of the best teachers in the school," praised Gwen. "We appreciate the support, but would feel terrible if you left Sparta because of us."
"Just sit back and listen," insisted Charlotte. "Ms. Summers told them the same thing, as did five other teachers and Coach Watkins. He spoke about watching Steve and you save those kids, with Billy's help. He told everyone that you are the best possible examples the student body could ever have.
"The twins' parents spoke briefly. They pretty much said the only reason the twins are alive is because Steve Hammer and Gwen Anderson have the courage and skill to do things others can't. They were adamant in their support.
"Dr. Laura Masters was great as she described how you twice escorted a bleeding Steve Hammer into the emergency room wearing a blood soaked bra and little else, after the two of you had risked everything to save the lives of others. She told how well the hospital has responded to the fund drive and especially to the generosity of you three to donate so much time, effort, and money. She told the school board to nip this insanity in the bud.
"A couple of Mrs. Gillow's cohorts spoke, stating that you three should be expelled for immoral behavior and influencing the rest of the student body negatively. Then it was finally my turn!
"I explained that you could not attend the meeting because you were rehearsing for a performance at a benefit in Becton, Georgia this coming weekend. I told the board that you would not stop supporting the hospital fund. Nor would you resort to litigation if you were expelled, so they need not be concerned with that scenario.
"I explained how the Governor of Georgia wanted to meet with you when you landed Saturday morning and tour the damage with you, and how grateful he was that you agreed so quickly to help the people of his state. I told them that I didn't have time to discuss the state dinner with President Hanson and President D'Anjou of the French Republic. Then I gave Billy a signal and he and Jared carried in four life-sized framed posters. There were quite a few gasps when the guys placed the pictures in front of the crowd.
"The first was the one you two did for Amber O'Leary where you were both in swim suit bottoms and looking at the camera. Gwen's bosom was pressed against Steve's lower chest and it was sexy as all hell. Then there was a poster made from the music video Jordan and Steve took to the top of the charts. Jordan looked amazing with her ample chest against Steve's chest. I pointed out the bullet scar that was visible on Steve's shoulder.
"The third one was of Gwen in a Wonder Woman outfit. I explained that it was expected to be a huge seller with all profits going to the Sparta hospital fund. Lastly, there was a poster of Jordan topless in Steve's arms. It was the same picture that's all over the internet. There was a small black bar over Jordan's nips. I told them that I was showing it because it existed and none of you could deny it. I told the story of Jordan doing so well in rehab and how some slimeball gave her alcohol and told her it was punch. Jordan became intoxicated and Steve rescued her from further embarrassment. That was a mistake and Jordan was not the first girl to have someone post an unwelcomed photo of them on the internet.
"I summed it all up by telling them that you three would be interviewed about all of this by Amber Stahl in the morning for the CBC network. Your Lifetime movie of the Emerson River Rescue will be out later this week. Your CBC special will be aired Sunday evening. You'll start filming your movie in a week or two.
"I mentioned that Gwen had a full academic scholarship to Stanford for pre-med. Steve was attending the Naval Academy next fall and Jordan has been accepted at the local state school and the Junior College over in Eastwick. I explained that if you were expelled, these institutions would not hesitate to accept you with a degree from any of a few dozen schools that expressed an interest in having you as alumni. I told them if one of you was expelled, the other two would not remain. The only people that would truly be hurt in the short, or long term would be those that voted to expel the most incredible students this or any school has ever had."
"Mom looks pretty happy and everyone's smiling, so did the vote go our way, if you don't mind me cutting your story short?" quizzed Gwen.
"The board unanimously passed a resolution lauding your exemplary conduct on behalf of the Spartan Nation," responded Charlotte with a huge grin. "There'll be a plaque or something hanging in a conspicuous place in the school by this time next week."
"Charlotte, you certainly are an amazing raconteur!" laughed Ms. Walker. "Your description of the meeting took nearly as long as the meeting."
"Now that all that stuff's out of the way, I'd be honored if Gwen, Jordan and Steve would sign my latest wall additions. I'll be keeping these under unbreakable glass!" stated Billy's father as he pulled aside a curtain to reveal the life sized posters Charlotte had presented at the meeting.
Many of the patrons took photos of the three signing the posters. Then the three assumed the positions depicted in the posters, including Steve holding Jordan in his arms next to the infamous internet photo. Of course, the kids kept their clothes on this time.
The next morning found the trio discussing the board's action on national TV as Amber questioned them. They were gracious in their praise of the school board and spent much of the interview urging people to help the tornado victims in Becton.
"We're going to do a show at the local fair grounds. It'll have two purposes," stated Gwen in conclusion. "The senior prom will be held in part of the arena and will be free to the students and their dates. The seats will be for those folks that buy tickets to watch and listen to the show. All proceeds are going to the Becton Relief Fund. Anyone wanting to donate can Google Becton Relief Fund and find their web page and donate to this very worthy cause."
The next few days went quickly as the trio worked hard to be ready for the benefit. The band, including Charlie, caught a flight Friday evening. They needed to set up their equipment and make sure they had everything necessary to present a top quality concert. Saturday morning saw Steve, Gwen, Jordan, and Amber Stahl catch a six AM flight to an airport neat Becton, Georgia. By eight o'clock that morning the group arrived at the battered Becton High School. As promised the governor welcomed them as they exited the limo.
He gave a short speech to a surprisingly large gathering. Then he ushered the entourage, including several reporters, into a bus. They would stop every few blocks and survey the damage and offer encouragement to the many residents and recovery workers they met. At the third stop, the governor was pointing out a badly damaged fire station when Steve noticed activity down the street.
An older black man was standing by a pallet of shingles. He'd look up at the roof and then back at the shingles. Steve left the tour and walked down the street to where the man stood. As he approached, Steve could see that the roof of the modest ranch home was totally stripped of shingles.
"Sir? Can I give you a hand?" asked Steve as he walked up to the man. "It looks like the tornado did a lot of damage to your roof."
"I was just trying to decide what would be the best way to get these shingles up on the roof. I'm getting kind of old for this horseshit and my grandson's just nine and can't lift too much. It's supposed to rain tomorrow afternoon and I'd like to have the roof on by then. You can see I have scaffolding but getting 12 squares from the ground to the roof isn't going to be easy.
"I'm Joe Franklin, by the way. My son, Dave, had his leg broken in the tornado. He was operated on yesterday and won't be released for a few days. I promised him I'd get his house covered before the next rain, but I'm losing confidence that it'll get done."
"I can't stay too long right now, but I can help you with the shingles. I'm Steve Hammer and I'll be in town all day. I leave around three tomorrow. Let me help you get started," offered Steve as he easily placed a bundle of shingles on his shoulder and started up the ladder.
Steve had managed to haul half the pallet of shingles up to the roof before the governor's group realized he was no longer with them. They had moved back to board the bus when Gwen revealed that Steve was not present.
"He told me was going to see if the older gentleman down the street needed help," revealed Gwen. "Apparently he did and Steve's helping him right now. If you have a tight schedule, Governor, you may want to carry on and Steve and I will catch up later."
Not one to miss a photo opportunity, the governor quickly responded. "We're here to help. Let's go down and see if Steve can use a hand."
Steve placed a bundle of shingles on the peak of the roof and returned down the ladder to find the governor chatting with a confused Joe Franklin.
"Steve's that kid that shot those damned terrorists? These pretty young women are singing with him at that benefit tonight? Then this girl's got to be 'The Lady in Red'! This blonde's the one that sings almost naked in that video my daughter-in-law likes to watch all the time! That Steve has to be the luckiest son-of-a-bitch in the world!" blurted the old man as cameras recorded his reaction.
Steve grinned, hefted another bundle and ascended the ladder. Not wanting to be shown as uncaring, several of the governor's aids began to carry bundles of shingles up to the roof.
Gwen and Jordan smiled to each other as they heard a young dark haired lady reporter insist that her camera man video Steve as he tossed the next bundle over his shoulder and turned to climb the ladder. He was wearing a short sleeved shirt that clung to his arms and back as he moved with the shingles on his shoulder.
"Makes you all wet, doesn't he?" whispered Jordan to the reporter. "Don't feel like the Lone Ranger. He does that to all the females he comes into contact with."
The rest of the shingles were quickly transported up the ladder and the governor thanked Steve while the cameras rolled. Steve smiled politely and shook hands with the governor and then with Joe Franklin.
"If I can get away, I'll be back to help you nail them down," promised Steve so quietly that no one else could hear him speak. "Just get the drip edge on if you can. Don't hurt yourself. Be slow and careful."
"Look at you, Steve. You're sweaty and flushed," observed Gwen softly as they climbed back onto the bus. "Your biceps are all pumped up and you emitting pheromones like crazy. I feel like licking you all over. Be careful around the lady reporters. Even Amber looks a little worked up right now."
Steve and Gwen were totally surprised by how welcoming the area residents were. They flocked around them whenever the bus stopped and frequently asked for autographs. It was the sort of thing that happened to famous politicians and actors, not a couple kids from a small town like Sparta.
"It looks like we've been elevated to rock star status here," opined Gwen as the trio rode the hotel elevator to their floor after the governor's tour had ended. "This is going to take some getting used to. We're just high school kids."
"Just keep remembering that," stated Jordan knowingly. "If you start thinking you're special and better than the people that pay to see and hear you, you'll crash and burn. Take it from a girl that's been there and done that."
"Yeah, and think about the pain and frustration these people are going through," added Steve. "They need something to cheer them up and encourage them to keep going. That old man that was determined to fix the roof on his son's house struck a chord with me. He should be taking it easy, playing checkers and watching his grandkids grow up. Instead, he's going to be working on a roof, trying to get it finished before the rain comes tomorrow evening. I'm proud to be able to help people in bad situations like this. The benefit concert is a great thing, but sometimes it's good to be able to help a person one-on-one."
"You're going to go back and help that wonderful old man take care of his family, aren't you? We need to get to the arena and do some sound checks and learn how everything works, but we should have a few hours after that we can put to good use. Let's get our work done at the arena and we'll go see your friend."
"You'd go with me, Gwen? No wonder I love you so much! You're a doll."
"So what am I? Chopped liver?" demanded Jordan. "I want to help, too, so let's get busy at the arena and then we'll surprise that wonderful man when we show up to help him out."
Steve and Gwen were surprised at the size of the arena, as well as how modern all the equipment was. They were also surprised to see a CBC truck parked in front and numerous technicians setting up cameras. Some cameras were stationary while others were on mobile trolleys.
"What's with all the cameras?" asked Steve. "This isn't going to be televised, is it?"
"Clyde called a while ago and told me that CBC wanted to video the show to possibly broadcast at a later date. He said that they bought an option for two more shows from you and this may be one of them, if it turns out good enough. He promised the band a pretty good payday if the network decides to use it. Hooking up with you guys is the best move we could have made."
"That would be great if the network did use it for one of the two options," declared Gwen. "That would save us the time and effort to tape another show and the hospital fund will get another nice check."
"Now, for tonight's show. You'll be wearing these cordless microphones. The system will pick up your voice from anywhere down here in the ring, and on the stage. If you climb into the stands, you'll be out of range, so stay on, or close to, the stage," stated Charlie. "This is going to be big. There'll be a few hundred kids dancing on that floor for their prom.
"There'll be around seven thousand people in the stands and dancing on the floor on this side of the stage, separate from the prom kids. The organizers want us to break every forty minutes or so for raffles, prizes, and whatever announcements they may have. I think they're expecting us to play for a few hours, so we'll have to do almost everything we know. These people have been hit hard and they want to party tonight."
Satisfied that they understood the workings of the equipment and what to expect, Steve called a taxi. A few minutes later, they were dropped off at Joe Franklin's. Charlie had eagerly accepted Jordan's invitation to go with them and Amber had refused to let the group out of her sight.
"This isn't a news event. We're just helping out a family and aren't looking for any publicity," cautioned Steve.
"That's fine. I'll even help you if it's quiet. The thing I've noticed is that everything you kids do makes news, so I'll be ready if anything happens," replied Amber.
Upon arriving at Joe's, Steve quickly determined that he had been busy while they were at the arena. The starter course of shingles was in place over the newly installed drip edge.
"I can work pretty good from the scaffolding, but my knees aren't very good any more. I have trouble getting up and down," admitted Joe.
"Let's get some lines chalked and get this going. It's too bad you don't have a nail gun. This would go a lot faster," added Steve.
Steve, Charlie, and Joe quickly ran some lines. The roof was only about twelve feet off the ground at the eaves and had a gradual slope. Steve had no trouble getting Gwen and Jordan to climb up and help by placing shingles down as he and Charlie nailed them. Gwen chuckled as Steve complained about Amber interviewing Joe as they worked.
"Has anyone asked about codes and permits?" asked Charlie as they worked. "We could be in violation of all kinds of rules and regulations."
"We're just outside the town limits and the county hasn't adopted any codes for roofs, so we're okay. Nail them down good, but if another F4 tornado hits, nothing on God's green earth will keep the shingles on the roof," answered Joe from the ground.
A car pulled up and a couple of high school age boys climbed out and approached Joe. Once Joe gave permission, they scampered up the ladder and began to help.
"We're seniors at Becton High. One of the girls in our class texted us. She had driven by and saw you guys working on this roof. We came over to help, and to meet Jordan Quick and Gwen Anderson. I'm Tom and this is Jeff."
Before everyone had the chance to shake the two kids' hands, three more cars pulled up. Then a big man in a pickup truck with a construction sign on the driver's door stopped. He dug out had an air compressor and two nail guns. An hour later as the group was nailing down the ridge cap, Steve and Gwen were surprised to see Bill Hardy pull up in a CBC news van. He had his camera man video the people on the roof and then he asked Joe Franklin a few questions on camera. Those on the roof were too far away to hear the questions, or the responses from Joe.
"We'd better get going, guys!" urged Charlie. "We have a show to do tonight and we have to eat and get cleaned up before we head to the arena."
"Would it be possible for any of us seniors to get a dance with you or Jordan tonight?" asked the boy named Tom. "I know it's asking a lot, but it'd be so cool to have the other kids see me dancing with Jordan Quick or 'The Lady in Red'! Will you be wearing red tonight?"
"It seems to have become a trademark," admitted Gwen. "I'll be wearing red and if I get the chance, I'd love to have a dance with you, if your girlfriend will give you up. We all appreciate the help here today. Steve started this afternoon thinking he'd have to do it all alone, and somehow, I think he would have. Now we have enough time to get ready and give you guys the best performance we can. See you at the show."
The group arrived at the arena in plenty of time. They had a couple of wardrobe changes planned and the clothes were laid out in a small building the size of a medium sized room just under the bleachers. They waited in the room for the introduction. There was no curtain, so the group simply ascended the steps to the stage when they were announced. Charlie's band went to their instruments, while Steve picked up a guitar. Jordan and Gwen went to the front and center of the stage.
The crowd became silent and stood when asked by Gwen. She and Jordan then sang the National Anthem a cappella. The cheers for the anthem had hardly died down when the band went into their version of Queen's 'We Will Rock You' and 'We are the Champions" with Gwen singing lead. The crowd immediately got into the music and the party began!
Jordan was next with her 'Total Eclipse of the Heart' and the crowd loved it. Next Steve put his guitar down and approached Gwen as the lights on the stage dimmed. A spotlight shone down on the two of them as the introduction to 'Lady in Red' started. Steve took Gwen in his arms and danced with her. At the appropriate time, he began singing as he danced.
By song's end, every female in the arena had to dry her eyes, as did more than a few of the men. Steve gently kissed Gwen on the lips and released her as the lights went up. They bowed and returned to their places. As planned, they performed a high percentage of ballads and love songs since it was a romantic evening for the prom goers.



After the first intermission where the principal of the school thanked first responders for their efforts to save the school, Gwen began the next set with her version of 'I Need a Hero'. She had earlier asked some of the first responders to remain on stage. They had no idea that she was going to sing to them when they agreed. They were both embarrassed and proud as Gwen made the song about them. The audience absolutely loved it. Then Jordan kept them on stage as she sang 'Wind Beneath my Wings' to them. The fans gave a standing ovation when Jordan ended her song.
Gwen found time to descend to the prom dance floor and dance with Tom and a couple other boys while Steve and Jordan sang. Jordan was soon doing the same thing when Steve sang lead. With their mobile microphones the girls were able to sing back up while they danced.
Steve went down to the dance floor and asked a girl watching from the rear of the group to dance. He led her onto the floor as Jordan began playing 'Slow Dancing' by Johnnie Rivers on the piano. Steve sang it as he danced the blushing girl around the floor. Gwen quickly pulled the girl's date onto the floor to dance with him while Steve sang.
A bit later, Steve sat at the piano while Jordan picked a boy out of the crowd and began dancing with him as Steve led into the Patsy Cline song, 'Crazy'. As soon as the song ended, Gwen chose a tall boy and began singing 'Unchained Melody' as she danced with him. The crowd loved seeing Gwen, Jordan, and Steve interact with the local kids. It gave them a prom night they'd never forget.
Three hours after the show began, the stands were still full and the fans showed no intention of leaving. The group had only a few songs left that they had rehearsed. In a change of pace, Gwen sang 'Addicted to Love' by Robert Palmer. She gave a little extra hip action as she performed. Steve played guitar as he and Jordan sang backup. He marveled at how sexual Gwen made the song. Every man in the place felt she was singing just to him. It was almost midnight when the organizers announced the show was over. They had enjoyed almost four hours of music with a few breaks thrown in.
The applause was thunderous and simply rolled on. Steve and Jordan had saved their recent chart topper for an encore and delivered it perfectly. Then Gwen sang 'My Heart Will Go On' followed by Steve delivering 'Can't Help Falling in Love with You'. Then the stage went dark.
Jordan, Gwen, and Steve quietly left the stage and retired to the small changing room under the stands. They were soon joined by Charlie and his band mates.
"That was just amazing! I can't believe how well we all did! You guys sang the hell out of every song and the audience knew it. They loved it when you danced with the prom kids. We played our asses off!" boasted Charlie as he shook hands with Steve and hugged the two girls.
The group waited still the arena was pretty well emptied out before packing up their equipment. Steve was surprised to see Amber Stahl waiting for them on the stage.
"You guys really brought the house down tonight! I'll be surprised if the network doesn't broadcast it, and soon. I interviewed people during the breaks and after the show. They all raved about how great it was and how proud they are of their seniors for organizing the prom that grew into such a successful fund raiser so soon after the tornado. Everyone thought you guys sang great.
"My station wants an interview with all of you that they can broadcast in prime time half an hour before your TV special Sunday night! They think the folks in the viewing area will love it. Hometown talent and all that. We'll need to video it a few hours ahead of time at least, so it can be edited. Are you willing? And if so, when do you want to do it?"
"Could you set up and do it right now, on the empty stage here?" asked Steve. "I'm so jacked up, I won't be able to sleep. I know the girls like to spend time putting their make-up on, but they look great and we're all eager to talk about the show and what we liked and didn't like."
Jordan and Gwen agreed, as long as they had some time to fix their faces and hair. Amber assured them they would have enough time since she needed to borrow a couple remaining CNC camera men to video the interview for her. Knowing the video would be edited down to half an hour, the trio was comfortable answering Amber's questions and volunteering information about the benefit and the fans reaction to it. It was almost two AM when they ended the interview. Amber hurried off to get the videos to the station while Gwen, Jordan, and Steve returned to the hotel.
Jordan, Steve, and Gwen each had separate rooms. Gwen felt she'd be more comfortable in Steve's bed and spent the night with him. Shortly after seven AM, Steve untangled himself from Gwen and quietly made his way to the bathroom. He was only there for a couple minutes, but when he returned to the bedroom, wearing only his boxers, a thin faced woman was standing just inside the entrance. She quickly raised a camera and snapped a picture before rushing back out the door!
"What the hell was that?" demanded Steve to an equally surprised Gwen. "How did she get in and what did she want?"
"I heard a knock on the door and you were gone, so I thought you were out in the hall and wanted to get back in. I opened the door without checking to see who it was and that crazy bitch stepped in and took a picture of me. Just then you came out of the bathroom and she took another one, this time with both of us in it. My hair's a mess and my nipples show through these little pajamas. What's she want with our pictures?" wondered Gwen.
"She either took them for someone, or she plans on selling them. The pictures will pretty much prove that we spent the night together. They'll be someplace between embarrassing and damaging, or maybe both. We'll be exposed to the public as lovers," concluded Steve.
"I never considered that. Now I know how celebrities feel when paparazzi chase them all over and take pictures over fences and through windows. How bad will this be for us?"
"The part that bothers me the most is that someone thinks they're putting one over on us. They may try to blackmail us, although that seems pretty farfetched. More likely, they'll just sell the picture to some supermarket rag to drag us through the dirt," reasoned Steve.
"We're looking at this from the wrong angle! We're not criminals and aren't ashamed to be lovers. It just seems like a personal thing the public doesn't need to know. But that's not the real world. Everything we do will be known or guessed at until the public forgets about us. I've got an idea."
With that, Gwen dug out her cell and punched in a number. "Sorry to bother you so early, Amber, but we need a favor. Could you do a quick interview with Steve and me here in Steve's hotel room in an hour? Thanks! I'll see you then."
Gwen smiled at Steve's obvious confusion. "We're going to be exposed as lovers, so let's do it on our terms. We can't hide it any longer and neither of us care to lie about it, so let's just tell the truth. One thing I've learned the past few months is that the truth will always get out and it's usually not as bad as any lies you can dream up to cover it. Get cleaned up and dressed nice. We're going to be on TV."
An hour later, Gwen and Steve sat on a small sofa and answered the questions that Gwen had requested Amber ask. "A woman we had never seen before knocked on the door this morning around seven. I foolishly opened it and she stepped inside and took two pictures of Steve and me without asking permission. Then she bolted back out the door.
"We were very surprised and confused for a few minutes until Steve determined what the woman was probably after. She was trying to get photographic proof that Steve and I are lovers. We never felt it was anyone else's business, so we've never discussed that subject in public," stated Gwen calmly.
"Bt it seems that there are some people out there that want to know about our personal lives. We've become public figures and are under a microscope all the time now. We've just come to realize that fact."
"You and Steve are quite obviously in love. Tell us, Gwen, are you and Steve lovers?" questioned Amber right on cue.
"The short answer is 'yes'. I wanted Steve to make love to me for a couple months before we actually slept together in Paris. He wanted the perfect situation and location. He's really quite a romantic. He's my first and only lover. Our first time was in Paris with the Eiffel Tower shinning outside our balcony. It was absolutely amazing! I'll never forget it. I guess every girl remembers her first time, but mine was one for the ages. This hunky guy is my friend, my partner, my protector, and my lover. I'm very content with that, and now that it's out in the open, I feel great!" laughed Gwen.
"That's certainly a romantic story. How do you feel about all of this, Steve?" asked Amber as she swung her attention to Steve.
"How do I feel about Gwen? No one's ever loved a woman more than I do her. I wasn't all that eager to share my personal life with the world, but we realize now that we don't have much choice. As far as that skinny woman that came into our room and took our picture this morning is concerned, I'll eventually find out who she is, and who, if anyone, put her up to it. I won't forget. That I promise."
Amber was putting her tripod away when her cell phone rang. She listened to someone for a couple minutes. Then she smiled and said, "Don't edit it yet. I'll be sending some more video I just recorded. It's pretty juicy. The two of them have decided to tell their fans that they're intimate. Yeah! That's what I'm telling you. I'll get it to you in the next few minutes."
"The station manager just told me that CBC has changed its schedule at the eleventh hour. They're busy editing last night's show and they're going to broadcast it tonight, while the tornado and the devastation it caused are fresh on people's minds. They claim it'll help the relief effort, and it might, but I know very well that they're doing it because it was so damn good!
"They love the interview we did last night and showed it to the network. They're going to broadcast it before the show. You guys will have half an hour interview followed by two and a half hours of your performance from last night. That TV movie about the river rescue broadcast the other night was Lifetime's highest rated movie ever! CBC wants some of that magic and they're willing to pay for it. This is going to be big for all three of us!"
Gwen, Amber, and Steve met Jordan, Charlie, and the rest of the band for breakfast before heading for the airport. The group was in high spirits as they told their impressions of the performance the previous evening. Charlie had already been in contact with Clyde Davis and had a contract for his band, including a handsome payday from CBC for the performance the previous evening.
"I thought we were doing well when we had the chance to play in Paris. We received that offer pretty much because of the video of Steve playing with us that one night," admitted Charlie. "Now we've played in Paris, in a big benefit concert, and we'll be broadcast all over the planet tonight! Clyde signed us to play for Jordan when she goes on tour this summer. We owe you three, big time!"
Charlie's happiness was contagious and the group had an enjoyable breakfast that lasted until lunch. When it became evident that the group had finished eating, people began stopping at their table, praising them for the help they gave Becton. Many asked for autographs and pictures. Charlie volunteered to use peoples' own cameras to photograph them with Gwen, Jordan, and Steve.
"You kids are so polite and well mannered," praised an older woman after she had her picture taken with the group. "You're big stars on TV, in music, and soon in movies and you take time for us regular people. That's truly a wonderful thing. I'm a loyal fan now."
By 2 PM everyone had checked in at the airport for the trip back to Sparta. Charlie and his band had booked an earlier flight and had just taken off when Gwen turned to Jordan and stared at her.
"What? Why are you looking at me like that? Do I have something on my face?" asked Jordan.
"Yes, you do. It's a smile that just won't quit," laughed Gwen. "Something tells me that you had a pretty good night after you returned to the hotel. I know what it means when I smile like that, and I'm smiling like that today."
"Okay! Charlie spent the night with me. Does that make me a slut, or a horrible person? He's been so good to me and I really, really like him. Don't be upset with me," begged a worried Jordan.
"Upset? I'm happy for you! Charlie's a great guy and you deserve to be loved and happy. You're certainly no slut. You're a woman in love and that's pretty cool. I know Charlie has it bad for you. I can tell by the way he looks at you and the way he treats you," said Gwen as she hugged a relieved Jordan.
A couple hours later, on the way to Sparta from the airport, Gwen took a call from her mother. "Mom said to drive straight to Aunt Dianne's. They're planning to have a small party during the TV show. I'm getting a little worried about our interview, but I still think we did the right thing. I hope Mom, and especially Dad, agree."
When the trio reached Diane's, they found the driveway packed and cars parked along the road. When they entered the house, they were met with silence.
"We're watching the network news. That Bill Hardy just had a story he taped in Becton. He showed you kids on a roof trying for a 'photo op', as he called it, with a bunch of people putting down shingles on a damaged home. Then he had a photo of Gwen in her pajamas and Steve in boxers in a hotel room. He suggested that you two weren't the role models and innocents you claim to be. He tried to make you look as bad as he could," seethed Paula.
"Bill Hardy had that picture?" questioned Steve. "Now we know who put that little witch up to it. As far as I'm concerned, he's just declared war. I can't overlook his petulance and vindictiveness any more, not when it's directed at us. It's personal now."
"Mom, I could try to explain everything to you, but it's better if you watch television and see what everyone else sees. Then tell me if Steve and I handled this okay, or if we made a big mistake. We're celebrities now. Like it or not, we're going to be in the crosshairs of petty, jealous, unhappy people.
"This is a party, so let's be happy and enjoy the show. I'm more nervous now than I was when we were performing last night. Every relative and friend we have is here! Grandma, it's so nice of you to come!"
"I wouldn't have missed this for the world! I've been watching promos for your TV show the past few weeks. I loved that Lifetime movie, although that girl that played you doesn't have nearly as nice a figure as you have. Don't worry about that jackass showing pictures of you and Steve in underwear. Every woman that sees it will wish they were you, and every guy will be drooling over you."
"Thanks, Grandma. Please watch the interview we did. They'll show it at eight. I want to know what you think of everything we said and if we made a mistake by being so candid."
Everyone gathered in front of the big screen TV shortly before eight and the room became totally quiet when Amber Stahl's face appeared on screen. Steve admired how well she handled the introduction and interview. He had no doubt that she had a great future in broadcasting.
If the room seemed quiet before, it became deathly silent when Gwen was asked if she and Steve were lovers. Tears flowed freely as Gwen gave her response. "He's my first and only lover. Our first time was in Paris with the Eiffel Tower shinning outside our balcony." When the first commercial aired, everyone tried to speak at once.
In deference to her age, Gwen's grandmother gained the floor first. "That was so romantic! You took the air out of Hardy's sails. He tried to make you look cheap and dirty. You showed everyone what a true love should be. By being so happy and proud of being with Steve, you've eliminated most negative reactions fans might have. You two are over eighteen and stars! Sleeping together isn't news. All the hard work you do for charity is. I hope this Amber mentions that."
Caroline had voiced what the others were thinking. Gwen and Steve were congratulated for handling a touchy situation so well before everyone settled down to watch the rest of the interview. The next segment opened with Steve carrying shingles up the ladder and placing them on Joe Franklin's roof.
Amber explained to the audience how Steve had seen the elderly man worrying about getting the shingles up, left the tour group and carried the materials up the ladder for the man. Then she showed Steve, Gwen, Charlie, and Jordan nailing shingles down with no one else around. She explained how people began stopping to help when they realized who was on the roof helping Mr. Franklin.
"Photo-op, my butt!" declared Kate during the next commercial. "Steve was helping that old man before anyone even knew he was doing it. You guys went back to help put the shingles down after you checked in on the preparations at the arena. That Hardy sure looks like a fool after watching Amber's interview. I knew he was full of crap!"
The mood of the gathering had greatly improved once the interview was aired. It was pretty obvious that Hardy had an agenda of his own and that Gwen and Steve were simply trying to do the right thing. Then the benefit concert began with Gwen and Jordan singing 'the Star Spangled Banner'.
Paula was amazed as she watched her daughter, Steve, and Jordan perform. Some songs brought tears, and some brought smiles, but all were emotional and very well done. When Gwen belted out 'Addicted to Love' Kate, Stephanie, and Charlotte squealed in delight. Soon they were up and dancing to the music. By the time the show ended at eleven with Steve singing 'Can't Help Falling in Love with You' as the credits rolled over the screen, everyone watching realized that they had just seen something very special.
"Holy crap!" exclaimed Billy Marsh. "That was the best show I've ever seen on TV. Gwen and Jordan looked incredible and sang great. Even Steve did okay."
"When Steve danced with Gwen and sang 'Lady in Red' to her, I cried," admitted Ms. Summers. "That was the most romantic thing I've ever seen."
"Who thought of dancing with the kids at the prom? That was a stroke of genius," offered Ms. Walker. "It made it all more personal and more human. When you danced with them as you sang, it was especially effective. You need a pretty strong voice to pull that off while dancing. I've got to agree with Billy. The entire performance was absolutely wonderful!"
"I guess we might as well face it, Sis is addicted to love!" laughed Kate as she embraced her sister in a warm hug.



        Lady in Red Ch. 25

        Proms, promos, and pride.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/lady-in-red-ch-25

Title: Lady in Red Ch. 25

Author: Harddaysknight

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Proms, promos, and pride.

Tags: prom, slap, valedictorian, school, rumor, calculating

Series: Lady in Red


It didn't take very long on Monday morning for Steve and Gwen to realize their lives had changed dramatically. Classmates Gwen had known since first grade asked for her autograph. Girls flirted shamelessly with Steve. Jordan had been a celebrity when she first attended Sparta, but her stock had risen even higher.
Ms. Walker summoned Gwen, Jordan, and Steve to her desk when they entered the homeroom. "Correct me if I'm wrong. The fact that CBC aired your benefit concert last night meant that they were invoking the option they had for two more shows. That would mean that the hospital fund should be receiving another million dollars for last night and another million when you do another show for them. Is that accurate?"
"It sure sounds pretty close. I'm not the genius going to Stanford next year, but she's here, so let's ask her," responded Steve as Gwen prepared to answer Ms. Walker's question.
"Hey, Charlotte! We have a math question for you," called Steve to Charlotte, just before Gwen balled up her fist and smacked Steve's chest.
"You're doing your best to keep me grounded, aren't you?" laughed Gwen. "I never saw that one coming, but I should have. Go ahead and have Charlotte do the math for us."
"Guys, we have a problem with the prom and it's all your fault," interrupted Tyler as he entered the room. "The gym isn't going to be big enough to fit all the people that want to attend. You know that every kid in high school has always been allowed to go to the prom if they buy the ten dollar ticket that covers them and a date. If kids had trouble getting the money, no one ever cared and they were let in whether they had a ticket or not. Very few underclassmen ever went. When they did, it was usually girls that dated upper classmen.
"The problem now is every kid wants to go, whether they have dates or not. They want to see and hear you three perform. I heard some of the freshmen boys are going to bring their mothers as dates, because their moms insisted! Some are bringing cousins, aunts, sisters, almost any kind of female that can breathe.
"It isn't a lot better with the younger girls. Some have fathers that will attend with them, but most have suddenly become popular and have kids from other schools asking them if they can go to our prom with them. Charlotte, you're the math whiz. If every student attends and brings a date, how many people will that be, allowing for the ones that actually date another kid from our school."
"Suddenly Charlotte's the math whiz? Okay, she's good at math. I admit it. What's the answer, Genius?" demanded Gwen.
"Well, I'd estimate that there'll be about a hundred couples from the school. That would leave almost a thousand kids that would be free to bring a guest from outside the school. A few won't show up regardless of who's doing the music. No offense, Gwen. I'm thinking we'll have around two thousand kids, moms, sisters, cousins, clowns, and jokers. Don't they also allow any and all parents and grandparents of seniors that want to act as chaperones? Usually, they have to beg to get at least ten parents there. Then any faculty that wants to chaperone is allowed to attend. Again, it often requires bribes and threats from the administration to force some faculty to volunteer, but probably not this year. Added all together, it comes out to exactly a crap-load," concluded Charlotte.
"That's the same answer I came up with!" agreed Tyler. "If the bleachers are out and we have the stage set up for the band, most of the crap-load will not be able to get onto the dance floor. The bleachers will hold around two thousand if they all have small asses and we know some of these mothers and cousins will be amply assed. If the bleachers are rolled back against the walls, like they usually are for the prom, we'll have room for several hundred very crowded dancers and wallflowers, not to mention a riot created by the folks that can't get inside."
"That's the math of a genius?" marveled Gwen. "A crap-load? That's your best estimate? To think I was going to rely on Charlotte to help me get through the math courses at Stanford! I am so screwed."
"You don't have to keep telling us! Wasn't last night on national TV enough? Have you no shame?" questioned Charlotte. "You keep bragging about that hunk and some girl might want to take him for a test drive and see what the fuss is all about. Her initials might even be C-H-A-R-L-O-T-T-E."
"Enough about the highly publicized sex lives of our valedictorian and her football star boyfriend. How're the other guys in the senior class going to get laid if the prom is cancelled because it's too crowded?" worried Tyler.
"Uh-oh! We have a bigger problem, Steve. Tyler is taking Stephanie to the prom and he's expecting to 'get laid', as he put it! Can you handle this or should I ask Uncle Will to give Tyler a talking to, like Dad did to you?"
"I could probably hurt him bad enough so he won't be able to have sex for a few weeks, but Steph would be all over me for injuring her date. I think this is a job best suited for her father. After that comment by Tyler, I think Will can legally have him whacked, or maybe use his shotgun on him," added Steve.
"Gwen! It was just a figure of speech. Don't say anything to Stephanie, or her dad! I know we won't be having sex that night. I've just barely talked her into holding my hand on dates. I really like her. Please don't say anything!"
"Well, okay, as long as you promise her virtue will remain intact," replied Gwen. "She's like a sister to me and I don't want anything bad to happen to her. That reminds me. Tyler, have you heard if Kate's going to the prom with anyone? I've been so busy I haven't been talking to her as much as I should."
"Stephanie said that some guy from Middletown asked Kate last weekend and she accepted. I don't know what school he goes to or anything about him. You'll have to talk to her if you want to know more," responded Tyler.
"Now, back to the overcrowding issues created by our rock star student performers," continued Tyler. "My dad's bank had to take that huge warehouse by the river back when the corporation that built it went under. It's never even been used. The economy went south about the time they completed it. They never managed to rent any of it.
"My Dad said that the bank would allow us to use it if we thought it would work. I was wondering if you guys would go with me to see it this afternoon? Dad said he'd meet us there at five. The bank would have it insured and make sure all utilities were working, especially the bathrooms, if we decided to have the prom there."
"That's a great solution, Tyler!" exclaimed Gwen. "Small wonder you were made chairman of the prom committee. You always get results, except with Stephanie, of course."
"We'll see you there at five," agreed Steve as Tyler blushed at Gwen's remark. "I consider Steph to be like a sister, so I want her to have a great time, but within reason. I know you'll take good care of her."
Gwen invited Charlotte and Billy to accompany her and Steve to look at the warehouse they were considering for the prom. Tyler and his father were there when they arrived. After touring the building, the kids were very enthusiastic.
"This looks perfect, Mr. Smith!" enthused Steve. "It's big, has great lighting, lots of electrical outlets, plenty of parking, it's clean, and the price is right. Thanks for all the help."
"I thought you kids would be impressed. The bank is hoping that the exposure from the prom will help raise awareness of all the building has to offer, and maybe get us a buyer. I'll contact the school board and the principal and give them a tour as soon as possible. If they agree, you can start advertising the location for the prom immediately. After watching that great show you kids put on last night, it's a safe bet that they'll be an awful lot of people here for your prom."
Gradually, school returned to a new normal. Jordan, Gwen, and Steve had been elevated another notch or two from their previous lofty position. They made every effort to be friendly with other students and respectful to their teachers. Jordan's lessons of the past were not lost on them.
On Wednesday, Gwen's gym class was playing softball when a sudden downpour drenched all the girls. They were sent to the locker room to get dried off and changed although the period was only half over. With the extra time, some of the girls began asking Gwen about her sex life.
"Did it hurt very much the first time?" asked Dani, a small red head. "I know Steve is a big guy. Were you nervous about it?"
"It really hurt very little. It was more like a slight burning sensation that went away quickly. Steve was very patient and spent a lot of time getting me ready."
"How did he get you ready, as you call it?" questioned Barb, a big blonde girl. "Your hymen is either there or it isn't. You can't lose it a little at a time. My first time hurt a lot. My boyfriend had to push real hard to break it."
"A boy can do a lot of foreplay and be sure that you're well lubricated before he tries to enter you. That helps a lot," replied Gwen.
"My boyfriend told me that if I sucked him for a while, he'd be wetter and would slide in easier. I told him to forget it. Did Steve make you put his thing in your mouth?"
"Sex isn't about 'being made do anything'. It's about wanting to do things to please your partner. Steve would never insist that I suck him like that."
"I knew you wouldn't suck on his cock!" laughed Barb. "We all know that 'The Lady in Red' would never suck cock! That's too gross."
"Using that expression is what's too gross," replied Gwen calmly. "I said that Steve would never insist that I do it. I never said that I wouldn't, or haven't."
"So you did do it!" exclaimed Dani. "Was it awful? Did he cum in your mouth?"
"I think we're approaching this from the wrong angle," responded Gwen uncomfortably. "Everyone is different. You may like something that I don't. Good sex happens when both parties want to please their partner. That's what it's all about. I'll do almost anything if I think it'll give Steve pleasure. He feels the same way about me. That's why sex is best when the people love each other."
"Does Steve use his mouth on you?" asked a mousy girl standing behind Barb. "Most guys don't like to do that. They say it's gross."
"I repeat. Steve will do almost anything to give me pleasure. He loves me and everything about me. It took me a while to accept that, but I know it to be the truth."
"So that means that he does go down on you! You're so lucky to have such a great boyfriend! I bet he's really good in bed," guessed Dani.
"I didn't say he did, or didn't. This discussion should be about sex in general and not about my sex life in particular," responded a blushing Gwen.
"But Gwen," replied Dani with a smile, "you're the one dating Steve Hammer, and having sex with him. He's the one we want to know about. Who cares about sex in general? We want to know what Steve likes, what he does, what he doesn't do, and if he's as big as some of the guys on the football team claim he is."
Stunned, Gwen had trouble initiating speech. "I don't know what other players on the team say. I don't have any experience with size differences. I do know that I'm now very uncomfortable with this conversation. I've just discovered why ladies don't discuss their personal lives. I'm sorry, girls. I'm done with this conversation," stated Gwen as she left the locker room.
Steve was settling in for his last class of the day when Jared slapped him on the shoulder. "I hear you like to dine at the Y, you dog."
"What exactly are you talking about, Jared? I know what the expression means, but why are you saying it?" asked a puzzled Steve.
"My girlfriend, Jade, heard some girls talking in the hallway. They were saying that Gwen told them that you like to munch her carpet. I thought you should know about it. I was a little worried about how to bring it up, so I went for the direct approach."
"I don't think Gwen would tell people something like that. Even with our decision to be more open and honest with the public, it doesn't seem like the type of thing she'd tell. Would you think less of me if it were true?" asked Steve with a grin.
"You already know the answer to that one!" laughed Jared. "Gwen's a beauty. I'd think less of you if it weren't true!"
By the time Steve met up with Gwen after school, several girls had made veiled comments about his appetite and dining habits. He was extremely curious to hear what Gwen would be able to tell him.
"Gwen, have you been telling people that I like to go down on you? That seems to be the rumor, although it doesn't sound like something you'd be telling everyone."
"I told them I didn't care to comment on it one way or the other! A girl asked me about it in the locker room. I just told her that we'd do almost anything to please and satisfy each other. She insisted that meant that you would feast on Ms. Kitty now and then. By that time, I was in so deep, I didn't know what to say, so I told them I wouldn't discuss it anymore."
"You're absolutely beautiful and extremely smart, but sometimes you still act like a high school girl. You can't discuss your sex life with any sort of group. You even have to be careful with good friends," explained Steve. "We were lucky that Billy and Charlotte never mentioned you screaming out that morning they stopped in before school and we were so embarrassed. They're friends and we can trust them.
"Jordan never told anyone. Kate didn't give us away. Then you felt the need to answer a few 'harmless' questions by girls in a group in the locker room? Now I'm going to be known all over school as an eater of prime pussy."
"I'm sorry! I didn't mean for that to happen. Please forgive me. What are we going to do now? How can we handle this embarrassing situation? I've already shown I can't be trusted to make good decisions about it."
"Luckily, I have a plan, so don't worry about it," revealed Steve.
"You do? Already? I should've known that you'd come up with something. What's your plan?" asked a relieved Gwen.
"Every time anyone implies, or infers, that I eat pussy, either in general, or your pussy in particular, I'm going to grin and arch my eyebrows like this."
Gwen stared at Steve like he had two heads. "That's your plan? How can that stupid grin help? They're going to think you're proud of it, that you like eating pussy. Oh! This must be a man thing!"
"That's right, Gwen. You sure didn't hurt my reputation any. You should see how the girls are looking at me now. And there isn't a guy out there that would blame me for munching on Gwen Anderson's little kitty every chance I get, with the possible exception of your dad."
"So you're just going to smile and act happy that you have the opportunity to do a little muff diving on me? That's the whole solution?" asked a skeptical Gwen.
"Yep, that's pretty much it. Now we need to get back to your place and see if the screenplay for our movie is in. We need to learn our lines pretty fast. Clyde said he'd have them delivered to your folks' place."
"Wow! You really aren't worried about being known as a pussy eater, are you? It's a good thing, I guess. You could be very upset with me. Here comes Jordan and Kate. Let's head for home."
"Sis, some of the girls in my class told me that you said you like to give Steve blowjobs. I told them you'd never say that, and would never do it, either," stated Kate as soon as she joined the group.
Gwen looked dismayed for a few seconds. Then she grinned at Kate and arched her eyebrows. "Holy cow! It's true! You admit you like to do that to Steve! That's so cool. You're the sexiest valedictorian this school has ever seen!"
Jordan was laughing so hard tears ran down her cheeks. Steve was standing next to her with a look of shock on his face. Then he began laughing.
"You talked to those girls for quite a while, didn't you?" prodded Steve as he took Gwen into his arms. "I hope you learned something from that. Most guys that know anything at all about what's good for them, never talk about what they do with their girlfriends. They don't want to lose access to that little triangle that they love so dearly."
"Well, the grin worked with Jordan and Kate. I guess I'll just have to use your solution to an embarrassing situation. By not being embarrassed when you normally would be, you take the sting out of any barbed comments that may come your way. This being totally honest is a great concept," admitted Gwen.
"Did you also tell everyone that Steve had a real big..ah, 'thing'?" asked Kate hesitantly.
"Oh, crap!" exclaimed Gwen as she once again looked at Steve for his reaction. "I didn't actually say that. I think they heard it from the football team. I didn't disagree or anything. I just said I didn't have anything to compare, so I didn't know."
"Once again, Gwen, you're not hurting my feelings!" stated Steve. "It just seems to me that this is not something that should be discussed with other girls, especially ones that aren't your real good friends."
"He's right, Gwen. You're among friends now, so tell Kate and me all about this big problem you're having... quite often!" teased Jordan.
On the ride home, Gwen made a point of asking Kate about her prom date. "He's just a guy I met at the mall. It wasn't all romantic like when Steve and you met. He just started talking to me and we got along pretty good. When he heard I was from Sparta, he asked if he could take me to the prom. I think he wanted to see Gwen Anderson and Jordan Quick sing. I was just his opportunity to get in."
"Did you tell him that we're sisters? That Jordan lives with us? Did he mention Steve at all? Did he say he was only asking so he could see us sing?"
"No, I didn't even tell him my last name. I don't think he knew you're my sister. He didn't actually tell me that he was asking because he wanted to see you guys, but I know that was it. He's not as good looking as Steve, but he's fairly hot and he's a junior at Middletown High. Why would he ask me, if not to see you and Jordan?"
"You're telling us that this kid is blind? That he couldn't tell how beautiful you are?" asked Steve. "Kate, any guy would be happy to take you to the prom. Can I meet this guy? What's his name?"
"Mom and Dad told me to tell him he had to stop in Sunday evening after dinner to meet them, before he would be allowed to take me to the prom next week. I guess you'll be able to meet him then. He's coming over around seven for the 'talking to'. I warned him about it, without mentioning your name, and he laughed. He thought Dad sounded pretty cool.
"He's not a football hero and he's not as big and strong as you, Steve. I doubt if he sings or dances real well. It's not going to be anything like your first date, Gwen," admitted Kate somewhat dejectedly.
"Wait! You're trying to compare this boy to Steve? That isn't fair to him. He'll have his own personality and skills. You don't want a Steve clone. You want a living, thinking individual that you learn about as time goes on. You know that you have a somewhat inflated opinion of Steve and no one can match what you've created in your mind. This boy may not be the one for you, but no one will ever be if you expect them to be exactly like Steve," reasoned Gwen.
"Well Lisa found Jason, didn't she? He's almost as big and strong as Steve. He's a cadet at West Point. He's handsome and brave and smart. Am I going to be the sister that winds up with the runt of the litter? How can I compete with such amazing sisters? You guys are beautiful and talented and have great looking guys. I'm just me."
"Steve, I think it's time you had a talk with my little sister," insisted Gwen to a surprised Steve.
Thinking it over quickly, Steve pulled the car to the side of the road, parked, and stepped out. "It's only half a mile from here. Gwen, you drive the car home. Kate and I will walk the rest of the way now that the rain has stopped."



When Gwen and Jordan entered the Anderson home, Paula met them in the kitchen. "Where's Kate? Didn't she ride home with you? Isn't Steve coming in?"
"They're walking the last half mile, Mom. Kate is having some low self esteem issues. She feels that she's competing with Lisa and me, and that she's losing. Her date for the prom sounds like a normal kid and she seems to feel she has to apologize for that. I asked Steve to talk to her. If anyone can build up her confidence, it's Steve. You know how she idolizes him. I hope he can make her see it's not a competition."
"She has been pretty quiet for a sophomore that was asked to the prom by a boy from another school. That used to be very cool in my day," recalled Paula. "You're right. If anyone can bring her around, it'll be Steve."
A short time later, Steve walked into the house carrying Kate in his arms. She was smiling and had her arms wrapped around Steve's neck. "The neighbors saw me kissing your boyfriend and honked their horn as they drove past us. They'll probably tell everyone that your gorgeous little sister stole your boyfriend."
"Steve! Are you dumping me for Kate? I knew I shouldn't have left you two alone. Is it the blonde hair? The perfect complexion? Her athletic build? Her sense of humor? How can I compete with her?" demanded Gwen.
"We're not competing, Sis. We're all working together to help everyone in the family have a better life. You'll always have Steve, but so will I. He won't forget me, ever. He's my protector. He'll play with my kids and watch them grow up. He'll always be there for all of us in the family, just like Jason will and just like the guy I settle on will. That's the kind of guys we Anderson girls attract and fall in love with," beamed Kate as she kissed Steve soundly on the lips. "He's your boyfriend, but it's okay if I love him, and he loves me, isn't it?"
"I wouldn't have it any other way!" managed Gwen as she brushed back a tear.
"That is the sweetest thing I've ever seen," blubbered Jordan. "Can I ask to be included in that deal? I know he's your guy and I've found a pretty good one of my own, but I need to know that you're good with me loving your guy. I want him to always be my friend and play with my kids, too. I want all the Andersons and their husbands, boyfriends, and significant others to be included in my life from now on. I guess I 'm asking to be part of your family!"
"Oh! That's so touching. Of course you'll always be part of us. We all love you, and we're so proud to be your friends. I hope you realize that this means that Charlie will be like a brother to Kate, Lisa, and me. We sisters are pretty nice to our brothers, as you can see by the way Kate's treating Steve. We're sisters now, Jordan!"
The group finally remembered the screenplay that was supposed to be awaiting them. Before Gwen could look at hers, the phone rang and she answered it.
"Hi, Lisa! We haven't heard from you lately. Mom says you're really busy with the modeling. She said you did a cover for 'Shape' magazine and it'll be out in July. I can't wait to see it."
"Never mind me, Gwen! I finally had the chance to watch your special this afternoon. My roommate taped it. It was great, but that was some interview! You and Steve have finally made love! I'm so happy for you, Sis. You've got the best guy in the world, so take care of him."
"I know it, Lisa. I also have the best sisters, including Jordan, and parents. We're just getting ready to look over the screenplay for the movie we'll be making soon. I wish you were here with us, but you're a top model now. How's everything with Jason?"
"We talk all the time. He's asked me to his graduation. I think it's getting pretty serious, considering we hardly ever get to see each other. Be warned. When Steve goes into the Naval Academy, he won't have a lot of spare time for you. They keep them pretty busy. I'm so proud of Jason! He's an officer, and a gentleman, and he seems to love me. I think he's a keeper."
"I bet he's real proud of you, too! His girlfriend is a beautiful model that appears on magazine covers. She's also a year away from getting her degree in accounting, so she's pretty smart. We're all proud of you!"
"Thanks, Sis. I wanted to congratulate you and Steve for the great show and for consummating your love in Paris! That is just so wonderful. I hope Jason and I make some special memories someday, and soon! I have to go catch up on my studies. Tell everyone I said 'hi' and tell your lover-boy that I love him!"
"That was Lisa. She's doing great and said to tell everyone 'hi', and to tell you, Big Boy, that she loves you. I have three sisters now and they all love my boyfriend! Maybe we'll be able to go on Dr. Phil, or Maury," joked Gwen.
"I've skimmed over this movie plot and it looks pretty good, except for the surprise ending, which really should be no surprise," stated Jordan enigmatically. "The really good news is we each have a hot love scene with Steve! To think they actually pay for this sort of work!"
"Now I've got to read that screenplay!" exclaimed Gwen. "Poor Steve! He suffers so much for his craft. I can't wait to read the not so surprising, surprise ending!"
Steve's cell rang before he could respond to Jordan's and Gwen's comments. "Hey, Amber! What's up? Really? June 13th? I guess we can, but we'll have to talk to Clyde, and to Charlie. We have a lot on our plate, but we owe most of it to you. Gwen's right here. I'll give the phone to her," finished Steve as he handed his cell phone to Gwen, who walked into the next room as she listened.
A couple minutes later, Gwen came back into the kitchen. "Amber's wedding has been moved up to June 13. Brad is being deployed to Afghanistan and she wants to get married before he leaves. Otherwise, they'd have to wait until next year.
"She wants us to play at her wedding! That's a huge compliment. They're wealthy and her dad's the governor, so they could get almost anyone they wanted. Like Steve told her, we have to talk to Clyde and Charlie to be sure it'll fit into our schedule. We should be in the middle of the movie about then. Steve has Induction Day in late June.
The really cool thing is that Amber has asked that Lisa and I be in the wedding party! The governor's daughter wants us in her wedding party! That'll sure keep me busy since we're supplying the music, too."
"That gives me an excuse to call Charlie!" stated Jordan happily as she dug her phone out of her pocketbook. "We have to meet at the capital Saturday to practice and record for the movie sound track. Then our prom is the following weekend and now we have the daughter of the governor wanting our little garage band for her wedding! It's very cool, but remember, you just had a hit TV show and gave a super benefit concert.
"It was a no-brainer for Amber to ask us. You guys are her friends and you're on the top of the music world right now. This is a win-win situation for all of us. We'll give her the best wedding a girl could ever have and she'll give us even more good publicity and a chance to meet a lot of connected people. Rich people and politicians can open a lot of doors!"
The girls left the kitchen to get changed, so Steve dug the milk out of the refrigerator and several chocolate chip cookies out of the cookie jar and took a seat. Paula watched him with a smile. Suddenly, she walked over took a seat close to Steve.
"Steve, I can't begin to explain my feelings for you. I never would've believed I could feel this way about my daughter's boyfriend, especially knowing that you're having sex with her. I just feel like I have to try to express myself.
"When you came into Gwen's life, the lives of all of us, everything began getting better. We were doing okay before, but look at how things are now. You saved me from being raped without even breaking a sweat, or a fingernail. You saved those kids in the river and then everyone in the school. You saved Lisa from that last terrorist. Then you saved her from her own feelings of guilt.
"You just spent some time helping Kate. Stephanie has blossomed since you began interacting with her. Ted thinks the world of you. I find that I'm conflicted. Looking at you makes me want to smile, and cry at the same time. I cry for my lost youth and that I'll never have what Gwen has. I smile that Gwen is so happy and doing so well. I smile at Jordan's total turn-around, and all the things that you kids have accomplished. I don't know how thank you enough, or even how to thank you at all."
"Paula, you've taken me into your family. You've made me feel that I'm a part of it. You've accepted that I am totally in love with Gwen and allow us to make love. You've been so good to me that I know I will never do anything to hurt this family. I've come to love and respect you all. You've given me far more than I've given to you. I'm in your debt."
"You're an amazing young man," replied Paula as she leaned over and kissed Steve on the cheek.
"So you approve of my boyfriend, Mom?" grinned Gwen from the doorway. "You kept telling me to be patient and the right guy would come along. You never dreamed he'd be such a hunk, did you? I know I didn't. The fact that he sings, dances, saves ladies in distress and puts the toilet seat down makes him a real find, don't you think?"
"Approve of Steve?" repeated Paula softly. "It worries me how much I approve of him. I'm so proud of you two, and so happy for you that it's scary."
By midmorning Saturday, Gwen, Jordan, and Steve found themselves at a recording studio not far from Lisa's school. Charlie and his band mates were already there setting up when the group arrived. Clyde Davis came in a short time later with several men.
"These are my technicians. They work all of these knobs and dials so that you kids will sound as good as you possibly can. They're the same guys that worked on Jordan and Steve's big hit, so you know that they're good. Let's get this started. I want to wrap up a few songs today if possible. We don't have the luxury of spending weeks in the studio. We have to start filming in a few weeks," pointed out Clyde.
Gwen had performed 'I Can't Live (If Living is Without You)' at the concert and had been disappointed with the somewhat tepid fan reaction. It was a song she was scheduled to sing in the movie and she was determined to do it better. To that end she had practiced it to herself when she was alone all week. She also worked on ramping up her intensity. As fate would have it, Clyde decided to record that song first. Gwen delivered it as well as she thought she could, but Clyde insisted they try again.
When Gwen finished the song the second time, she took a deep breath and looked at Clyde standing in the control room. He voiced his obvious approval. "That was fantastic! It was even better than the version Mariah did! I started with that one because I felt it was the weakest song in the concert you kids gave last week. You really ramped it up since that night!"
Steve and Jordan were amazed at Gwen's performance and fed off it when they were called upon to record. By late afternoon, Clyde was delighted with the day's results.
"That's it for this week, kids. We did a lot better than I thought we would. I think we have at least four or five songs that we can use. If we do this well a couple more times, we'll be all set. Next week is your prom, so have a great time. We'll be back here in two weeks. We start filming the movie the Monday after your graduate. We'll probably have to work 24/7 to finish Steve's scenes before he leaves for the Naval Academy.
"The governor's daughter's wedding is a go for you kids. That's the kind of publicity we want. Your TV shows will all be aired well before the movie comes out, probably several times. Add a high profile wedding and any publicity Steve gets playing football, and we have a formula for a lot of public interest. You kids are doing great and the hospital fund is the beneficiary."
It was a tired, but contented trio that traveled back to Sparta that evening. The next day was Sunday and Steve was at the Anderson's house well before dinner. Having Sunday dinner with the Andersons was a tradition he thoroughly enjoyed.
Steve was playing pool with Jordan and Gwen when they heard the doorbell ring. He saw Kate hurry down the stairs to answer the door. Soon he heard Kate introducing her beau to her parents in the living room. Then she brought him into the game room.
"I want you to meet my sister, her boyfriend, and a very good family friend," began Kate as she led a tall slim boy into the room. "This is my sister, Gwen..." was as much as Kate managed.
"Gwen Anderson is your sister? Jordan Quick is here? Steve Hammer! I didn't know you were an Anderson. I knew you introduced me to your parents as Paula and Ted Anderson, but I never dreamed you were 'The Andersons'. I'm so happy to meet you all!" gushed the boy.
"Okay, I guess he's impressed. This is Mike Hendricks, everybody. I think he's one of your fans," understated Kate as she watched her date try to regain his composure.
Gwen wrapped her arms around him and hugged away any composure he may have managed to regain. He was flushed before Jordan succeeded in getting him into her embrace. By the time she released him, Mike was sweating and beet red.
"These girls will do that to a guy," laughed Steve as he shook the boy's hand. "You'll get used to it. They love to keep us off guard and confused, and it's great."
By the time Paula called the group to dinner, Mike was chatting with everyone comfortably. Kate watched as her sister, Jordan, and Steve were all especially considerate to Mike and she loved them for it. As dessert was being served that Ted decided to give Mike 'The Talk'.
"Mike, when Steve first came to our door for a date with Gwen, I took the time to explain what I expected from any young man that would date a daughter of mine. It worked out very well for all of us that time. I think it's well worth repeating to you.
"You'll always treat Kate with respect. You will not use alcohol, tobacco, or drugs, or be under the influence of them when you are with her. There is no room for error on that. You will drive at a reasonable speed and obey all traffic laws when she rides with you. You will abide by any deadlines or curfews Paula and I may impose."
"Mr. Anderson, my parents would expect no less from me. Before I left home this afternoon, my father gave me almost the exact same talk. I have two older sisters and he always told their boyfriends pretty much the same thing you're telling me. It seems like Steve's been able to survive quite well while obeying your rules. I'll abide by them gladly. I can't tell you how honored I am that Kate agreed to go to the prom with me."
"That was the right response!" chuckled Steve as Ted and Mike shook hands. "What's wrong, Jordan?"
"I'm just all emotional that Ted took the time and effort to be sure that Mike knew how he expected his daughter to be treated. This may be common in the Anderson house, as well as some other homes, but it wasn't in mine. I just wish it had been. Now Kate can enjoy being with Mike and know that he'll be a gentleman with her. That was a great 'talking to' that you just gave Mike!" blubbered Jordan.
"Dad's perfected it some since he gave Steve 'The Talk' last fall," laughed Kate. "Of course it involved a bet on a football game, a beautiful brainiac nerd, a football hero, and a room full of people, so it was bound to be more dramatic."
After dinner, Mike stayed for a couple hours. He played pool and chatted with Kate and the others. By the time he left, he seemed totally at ease with Gwen and Jordan. When Kate returned from walking him to his car, she looked at Steve and simply asked, "So?"
"He's a good guy!" declared Steve. "I asked him about a lot of different things and I liked his answers. He's doing very well in school. He runs distances in track and cross country. He has two sisters and lives with his parents in a strong family setting. He's polite. He's not a mamma's boy and he seems to think you're the best thing since toilet paper."
Kate jumped into Steve's arms with a big smile. "I'm so glad you liked him! I knew you were being really nice to him, yet asking a lot of questions. If there was anything wrong, you'd figure it out and let me know. Jordan and Sis, you guys were great. He seemed to relax and have a good time. Thanks so much. I want my first real date to be fun. I think it will be, especially with my two sisters and Steve providing the music. Did I mention that Mike was very impressed with my beautiful sisters?"
"Are you calling me your sister?" squealed Jordan. "Thanks, Kate! From now on, we are sisters!"
The week leading up to the prom was extremely busy. The warehouse was readied for the prom. Charlie arrived a few days early to oversee the placing and construction of the small stage, as well as to spend time with Jordan. Friday was like a holiday in school. Kids were excited about the impending prom and the faculty was almost as bad.
Jordan, Gwen and Steve worked on learning their lines for the film in their spare time. It was announced on Thursday that Gwen was graduating valedictorian of the class, with Charlotte finishing second for salutatorian.
The evening of the prom, Gwen and Jordan dressed quickly and then retreated to Kate's room where they spent over an hour helping her prepare. Paula and her mother, Caroline, assissted when they could.
"Lisa loaned me her dress and did my makeup and hair for my first date with Steve and I loved her for it. I want to do the same for you, Kate. So does Jordan. This is a special night for you!"
"I meant to ask you this sooner, but you were so busy I never had the chance. I know it's your prom and all, but Mom and Dad said that Mike had to have me home by midnight, unless we're with you and Steve. If we are, we can stay out as late as you guys. Do you think that it would be okay, at least for awhile?"
"Plan on watching the sun come up, Little Sister!" exclaimed Gwen. "I was wondering when you'd ask. Mom told Steve and me about her idea last Tuesday. She wanted to know if we'd be alright with it. Steve couldn't agree to it fast enough. He really does think of you as his little sister and wants you to be close so he can keep any harm from coming to you. Mom and Dad gave us a huge compliment with their trust in us. As soon as you see Mike, have him call his parents and ask if he can stay out all night with us. We'll have the daybed set up for him to sleep on tomorrow morning.
"There's another surprise. Aunt Diane agreed to allow Stephanie to be out all night with us, under the same conditions. She and Tyler have to stay close to Steve and me. Both of you had better listen to us. If we think you're doing something unsafe or damaging to your reputation, we'll insist it end immediately. We expect you both to behave just like you would if Mom and Dad were there. Is that agreed?"
"You bet! This will be so cool! I get to be out all night on a date and hanging with the amazing Jordan Quick, Gwen Anderson, and Steve Hammer. Mike will be so impressed. I bet he'll be telling all his friends about it for a long time to come."
Tyler arrived at the Andersons' home with Stephanie a couple minutes before Mike rang the doorbell. Then Steve and Charlie walked in before Mike and Tyler had a chance to sit down. A little later, everyone gasped as Gwen descended the stairs wearing a short red dress that revealed a fair amount of cleavage. Then Jordan waltzed down the stairs in a short black dress that displayed her assets perfectly.
"Please direct your attention to the stairway as I present Ms. Kate Anderson!" beamed Gwen as Kate came into view, causing numerous oohs and aahs.
"Mike isn't going to say it, so I will. Kate. You're drop dead gorgeous! Look around this room," urged Steve. "Jordan is incredible. Steph is beautiful. Gwen is a goddess, and Kate's out of this world. Let's get some pictures of these girls!"



Paula had a huge buffet prepared and the kids dove into as soon as everyone had enough photos. Diane and Will dropped in and took even more pictures. Everyone agreed that the evening had gotten off to a great start.
The dance was scheduled to start at eight PM. By seven-thirty, the parking lot was almost filled and Charlotte's estimate of over two thousand attendees was looking quite accurate.
Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, and Steve joined the rest of the band on stage fifteen minutes early to warm up. The principal took the stage to lay down the rules for the evening. It was a school sanctioned event so students, and everyone else attending would be ejected for drinking or smoking.
"Essentially, the same rules apply here that apply in school," warned the principal. "With the exception that tonight the Spartan Nation celebrates its senior prom, as well as it's survival of the terrorist attack a couple months back. We want everyone to have a good time, stay safe, and enjoy the music.
"Right now, I ask everyone to bow their heads for a minute of silence in loving memory of our three students that died that terrible day."
After the minute of silence, the principal left the stage and Gwen asked everyone to stand. Once again, she and Jordan sang the national anthem a cappella. The crowd was roaring it's approval when the band began with it's opening 'We Will Rock You'. This time, however, they did not immediately launch into 'We Are the Champions'.
"I want the players, coaches, assistants, statisticians, water boys, and cheerleaders to come front and center for this next song," urged Gwen. This one is for you. You are the champions!"
The band immediately began 'We Are the Champions' as everyone asked by Gwen made their way to the front. The crowd loved it as their first and only state champions were honored.
Charlie had used some of the bands' TV money to purchase wireless microphones, so Jordan, Gwen and Steve were able to sing while on the dance floor. After seeing how popular it was at the first prom they played at, the trio spent a lot of time dancing and singing with their classmates and friends. Jordan even managed quite a few dances with Charlie.
After the first break, the prom king and queen were named. Once again the principal climbed on stage to reveal the results of the voting. A roar went through the crowd when it was announced that Billy and Charlotte were chosen. A stunned Charlotte and a blushing Billy went up on the stage to be crowned. They took to the dance floor to lead the crowd in the next dance. For the occasion, Steve sang 'Can't Help Falling in Love' as he took Gwen in his arms to join the crowd on the dance floor. It was one of those moments that the parents that attended would talk about for years to come. Gwen sang backup as they danced. Tears flowed freely.
Gwen and Jordan delighted the crowd by singing 'Dancing Queen' to perfection. Steve played the piano and sang background while the girls were front and center doing their best Abba impersonation. The song was so popular the group would be talked into performing it twice more before the evening was over.
Paula and Ted beamed with pride as they watched Gwen, Jordan, and Steve perform and Kate and Stephanie dance. Like all good chaperones, they even found themselves on the dance floor quite often. Steve grabbed Kate and sang 'Slow Dancing' by Johnnie Rivers as they danced. Kate clung to Steve while displaying a huge smile.
A short while later, Steve led Stephanie to the center of the floor and sang 'Here, There, and Everywhere' as they danced. Like Kate, Stephanie melted against Steve and smiled brilliantly as she moved with him.
It was after eleven when Steve made an announcement after a break, "The administration and the school board have agreed to let this party last another hour, at least. Be sure to thank them, as well as Community Bank for the use of this great building tonight!"
Gwen and Steve didn't realize it at the time, but that evening would set the framework for big events in Sparta for many years to come. It would become tradition that when the Spartan Nation had a special event and Gwen and Steve were available, the event would be memorable.
It was just after one AM when the music finally ended to a huge round of applause. Once they had the equipment packed away, Gwen, Jordan, Steve, and Charlie headed for Marsh's Landing to join Kate, Stephanie, Mike, Tyler and dozens of others for a late night meal.
Charlotte was still wearing her crown when the group entered the restaurant. "This is the coolest thing that's ever happened to me. I don't know who counted the votes, but I have to thank them. I heard that I had nearly a crap load. I think Jordan and Gwen split the 'Babe' vote and all the nerds voted for me, so I squeaked in."
The group enjoyed an early leisurely breakfast and then headed for Summit Lake. It was a long standing tradition that the morning after the senior prom, the prom goers would change clothes, gather at the public beach area, light a bonfire, and watch the sun rise over the lake. Kids would take walks with their dates around some of the darker paths while waiting for the sun to make its appearance.
Kate approached Steve half an hour before sunrise. "We're thinking that we'll ride with Sara's date over to the arcade in Benton. He has that cool van with enough room for Tyler and Stephanie and Mike and me. We can meet you here in a couple hours, or back at home."
As Steve listened to Kate express her plans, he turned his gaze to the boy standing with Kate's friend, Sara. He studied him for a few seconds and then turned his attention to Tyler, Stephanie, and Mike, who were standing behind Kate while she explained their intentions.
Steve looked at Tyler and simply shook his head slightly. Tyler immediately understood and led Stephanie back toward the lake. Steve turned his attention to Mike and soon determined that he had also picked up on Steve's decision. Mike simply nodded back.
"Kate, you're not going anywhere with Sara and her date. You guys rode here in with us and you'll ride home with us. I promised your folks that I'd keep you safe and I intend to do just that."
"Are you kidding?" asked a stunned Kate. "You're not going to let us go with them? We just want to ride over to the arcade and see what's going on. It's no big deal. We'll be real careful."
"You're not going, Kate," stated Steve calmly. "The others have accepted it. Let's just hang here and watch the sun come up. We're having a great night. Let's keep it that way."
"Who do you think you are? You're not my father. We don't have to listen to you!"
"Actually, you do," replied Steve evenly. "I promised your folks that no harm would come to you, and that we'd be responsible for your safety. Don't make a big deal out of it. You're out on a date with a great guy. Just enjoy it."
"I never knew what a pompous ass you are! This power is going to your head. You're just doing this just to prove that you can tell me what to do," suggested Kate.
"Kate, you're way out of line," cautioned Gwen. "Steve has his reasons and you should know by now that he's usually right. We promised Mom and Dad, and we're keeping that promise. You're creating a scene."
"God forbid that the great Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer should be part of an embarrassing scene! Tell you what. I'll put an end to the scene. I'm leaving with Sara and her date!"
Sara and her boyfriend were watching the confrontation. When they made eye contact with Steve, they saw him shake his head. While Sara's boyfriend was from a different school, he had seen and heard enough about Steve Hammer to know that he wasn't going to dispute Steve's decision.
When she turned to her friends, Kate quickly realized that they were not willing to go against Steve's will. They both looked down and avoided her gaze. That reaction only served to anger Kate further.
She turned back to face Steve as she swung her hand around hard. The loud crack of her palm connecting with Steve's cheek was heard by everyone that had been watching the scene unfold.
"I hate you!" spat Kate, as Steve rubbed his cheek with one hand and restrained Gwen with the other.
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"Kate!" exclaimed a shocked Gwen as she tried to take a step toward her sister. Steve suddenly grabbed Gwen's elbows and pulled her to his chest. Then he kissed her for a very long time.
"I'm still going to..." insisted Gwen before Steve once again pressed his lips to hers.
"Okay, I get the hint," whispered Gwen. "I won't say anything to Kate now. At least not if you keep kissing me like that. I'm still pretty pissed at her. I'll give her a piece of my mind when we get home."
Then Gwen proceeded to wrap her arms around Steve's neck and kiss him back. Kate looked on in embarrassment as her anger ebbed. What had she just done? It was now painfully obvious that she had made a serious mistake assuming that Steve would allow her anything, and everything she asked. She had been certain that Steve loved her, yet he had refused a simple request, and it made her look foolish to her date, and her friends. Now she had to go face Tyler, Stephanie, and Mike, as well as a couple dozen others that had witnessed her meltdown.
"Come on, Kate," offered Mike as he took Kate's hand and led her away. "Let's go for a walk and watch the sun come up. This has been a great night."
"Don't be hard on her, Gwen." cautioned Steve as he watched Mike lead Kate away. "I don't want her embarrassed any more than she already is. She just wanted something from me I couldn't allow. I'd give my life for her if I had to, but I won't let her be hurt needlessly. And I promised you folks. Your dad would be very disappointed in me if I let her ride off with that kid. He trusts us and we have to uphold that trust."
"I'm constantly surprised, and pleasantly so, at what high esteem you hold Dad," admitted Gwen as she clung to Steve. "I always heard that boyfriends and fathers didn't mix. But you really do like my father, don't you?"
"I do like him, but more importantly, I respect him. He's earned my respect by raising a wonderful family. He's proven his selflessness and concern for his wife and kids many times since I've known him. I'd much rather have Kate be upset with me than disappoint your father."
"Your dad must have been pretty special, too. You're so mature and sensible for a guy your age. I bet he had a lot to do with that. I think you'll make a pretty good father yourself."
"I sure hope so! I want my kids to be just like their mother," confessed Steve.
"Oh, really? Do you have anyone special in mind for that position?" teased Gwen.
"Either you'll have my kids, or I'll never have any," stated Steve with surprising candor. "You're my life. I'll always love you, and God willing, I'll marry you some day."
"Oh, Steve! I love you so much! When you're ready to ask, my answer will be 'yes'. Never doubt that!" promised Gwen as she pulled Steve's lips to hers.
Mike had guided Kate to a section of beach away from the others. "Let's sit here for awhile. The sunrise is only a few minutes away and it'll be special to watch it with you."
"Mike, I just made a complete ass of myself!" sobbed Kate. "I was sure Steve would let us go with Sara and her boyfriend. I bragged to Stephanie and Tyler that I could get Steve to do anything for me. The short ride over to the arcade shouldn't have been such a big deal."
"Kate, he promised your folks that he'd be responsible for you and Stephanie. I was too much of a wimp to admit that I didn't especially care to ride anywhere with that kid. Rather than be the bad guy, I was going to ride along and hope for the best. I feel like I let both you and Steve down by not saying anything. Being with you meant more to me than keeping you safe. I was afraid to go against your wishes on our first date.
"Steve did what he had to do. If you stop and think about it, he had no choice. If he let us ride off with that kid and something happened, your parents would have blamed him. When he accepted responsibility for you and Stephanie, he took it to heart. I admire him. He does what he feels is right and accepts the consequences."
"You were concerned about riding with Sara's date? And you didn't tell me because you were worried I'd react like a spoiled brat? Just like I did with Steve? Is it so obvious? Everyone must know what a self centered bitch I am."
"You're a wonderful girl!" protested Mike. "You just didn't think the whole thing through. You're having a great night with the coolest people in the world and you simply got a little carried away.
"I can't believe that I not only got to see your sister, plus Jordan and Steve sing, but I hung around with them before and after the performance. My sisters insisted I get lots of pictures and tell them everything I can about those three. It's the first time I ever managed to make my sisters jealous of me.
"Jordan, Gwen, and Steve are even nicer in real life than they are on TV, and those two girls are absolutely beautiful! The best part was that I was with the most gorgeous girl in the place."
"Do you mean Gwen? Or do you think I'm beautiful? I bet you also think I'm dumber than a box of rocks. The more I consider how stupid I acted, the more embarrassed I get. Steve'll never talk to me again. Gwen'll hate me for hitting Steve. Mom and Dad will be angry, and everyone else just thinks I'm a silly, spoiled little brat."
"I know a few things about sisters," laughed Mike. "Gwen might be upset, but she'll get over it pretty quick. She's extremely fond of you. Did you see how Steve stopped her from saying anything to you? He wanted her to cool down first. As for Steve, you said he's like a really close big brother. Big brothers protect their sisters. They may argue with their sisters, but they never stop loving them no matter how much they fight. He just couldn't let us ride with that kid. He really had no choice. Did you see him kiss Gwen? He loves her! He'll do anything possible for you, except take the chance of letting you get hurt."
"You remind me of Steve that way," realized Kate. "You think these things through and you try to determine the right course of action. Dad does that, too. Thanks for not dropping me like a bad habit after the spectacle I put on earlier."
"This has been the best date I've ever been on. You're the prettiest girl, I've ever been out with, and you've got the coolest family I've ever seen."
"Maybe you'd like the sweetest kiss you'll ever have," smiled Kate as she leaned in and gently kissed Mike.
Kate was quiet on the ride home, but no one seemed to notice. Tyler and Stephanie were recalling every experience of the evening. Mike frequently joined in. Steve and Gwen added observations about the prom as well.
Paula greeted the tired but happy group as they came through the door. "I have doughnuts, pastries, bagels, juice, coffee, soda, and water for everyone, if you aren't too tired. Mike and Tyler will be sleeping in the game room on the day bed and air mattress. Stephanie will use Lisa's room. Jordan called and said she's with Charlie and not to worry about her."
The kids quickly descended on the food and drink Paula had provided. Only Kate passed up the opportunity and went straight to her room. Paula noticed it immediately and gave Gwen a questioning look. Gwen simply nodded and silently mouthed the word 'later' to Paula.
As soon as they finished eating, the kids headed for their respective beds. Gwen had no qualms about leading Steve into her bedroom and closing the door behind her.
"Get those clothes off and make love to me!" insisted Gwen as she pulled her top over her head and unhooked her bra. "I've been thinking about how sexy you looked all night."
Steve quickly stripped and jumped into bed, just seconds ahead of Gwen. Gwen slid into bed and continued moving until she was on top of Steve. Suddenly there was a knock on the door and Paula stepped into the room.
"You two certainly didn't waste any time," observed Paula as she walked over to stand near Gwen. "I know I should've waited a while, but I need to know what's going on with Kate. Did she have a problem? Is she ill, or did Mike do something to upset her?"
Steve and Gwen tried to disentangle without being too obvious. "Mom, you have to get Dad to put a lock on that door! This is embarrassing for me. I can't imagine how Steve feels."
"Actually, Gwen, you must have a very good idea of how he feels. I saw where you hand was," grinned Paula. "I admit I'm being a bit rude, but I worry about Kate. Did she have a problem?"
"A lot of mothers would ask the daughter with the problem if she had a problem, not the daughter with the testosterone laden hunk of man lying with her in her bed. As you apparently saw, Steve and I are not having a problem.
"Kate went a little squirrely and slapped Steve because he refused to allow her, Stephanie, Tyler, and Mike to ride with some strange kid to the arcade. She asked and Steve told her he wouldn't allow it. She argued and became seriously angry at Steve. She slapped his face in front of a bunch of kids. I was going to let her have it good, but Steve stopped me, and I'm glad he did. He has a great way of making me lose my focus."
"How bad was it? How upset are you both with Kate? Do you think that she realizes her mistake? I hate to think that she and Steve are going to have a problem now," bemoaned Paula.
"There's no problem between Kate and me, at least as far as I'm concerned," assured Steve. "Kate's young and she was excited. She didn't consider all the ramifications of her actions. I just hope she'll forgive me. I never thought she'd slap me like that, but I'll take a hundred slaps rather than have her get harmed, especially on my watch. She was really hot for a minute or two."
"I'm annoyed that she understood the rules and then became so upset when Steve enforced them. I really expected more from her, but if Steve can forgive her so easily, I can, too," replied Gwen. "She was so beautiful tonight and I was so proud of her. Mike was on cloud nine with her on his arm. One stupid mistake won't change how much we love her, Mom."
Paula had been looking from Gwen to Steve as she spoke with them. It was obvious that they were both naked under the sheets. When she entered the room, Gwen had pulled the bedding to her throat, leaving Steve to pull what little bedding was left over his lower torso. Now he lay next to Gwen with his chest and abdomen exposed. Paula couldn't help but admire his sculpted body as she listened to the two explain the situation with Kate.
"It was only last fall when I first saw Steve talking to you at the mall, Gwen. It seems like ages ago. If someone had told me then that I'd be talking to the two of you while you're naked in bed, and waiting for me to leave so you can make love, I would've called them crazy. I hope you understand what confidence and appreciation Ted and I have for the incredible things you both have accomplished. That you're allowed to sleep together is all the proof you could ever want," stated Paula. "You've been a tremendous source of pride for Ted and me. Thanks for taking Stephanie and Kate with you and for keeping your word to us about watching over them. A lot of big sisters and their dates wouldn't have agreed to anything like that on their prom night."
"Paula, a lot of mothers wouldn't be having this conversation with their daughter and her boyfriend while they're naked in bed. You've been so understanding and supportive of us that we can't refuse you anything. You're a big part of any success we've enjoyed. Thanks for being who you are."
"I'd expect a boy sleeping with my daughter to try to get on my good side, but I know you're sincere. I'd tell you to have a good time, but that would be so unnecessary, I won't bother. Try to get some sleep and please keep the screaming to a minimum, Gwen. We have a lot of company," cautioned Paula as she turned and headed for the door. "I tried Kate's door, but it was locked, so I decided to ask you two for an explanation."
"You stayed hard while you were talking to my mother?" asked Gwen rhetorically as she climbed back onto Steve and slid his erection slowly inside her body.
Half an hour later, Steve was still awake. Gwen was lying with her head on his shoulder, while his arm was curled under her neck with her left breast cupped in his hand. He listened to the soft sounds of Gwen's breathing as he considered the situation with Kate. He had tried to make light of it to Paula, but he was concerned about Kate. Would she hold a grudge? Had their rapport been ruined by his unyielding attitude?
Steve felt the bed shift as weight settled on his side. He turned his head to see a teary eyed Kate looking down at him. Her eyes briefly traveled to his hand clutching Gwen's breast. He considered removing his arm from around Gwen, but felt certain it would awaken her. She had the covers wedged between them so that Steve couldn't pull them up to better cover their torsos. He decided to remain as he was. He waited for Kate to state her purpose for invading his sleep.
"Gwen really loves you," sobbed Kate as she once again gazed at Steve's hand clutching Gwen's breast. "I know you must hate me, but I have to apologize to you. I was wrong, Steve. I thought I could get you to do anything for me. I was trying to prove that point. I really didn't care that much about the arcade. It was all about me showing everyone how Steve Hammer would bend to my will. It was childish and foolish.
"I know I've ruined everything and it really hurts. You're the best boy I've ever known and Gwen is the luckiest girl on the planet. I know you won't want to be like a brother to me anymore, but can we at least have a truce?"
"I don't think I can go along with any kind of truce. Not with you, Kate. I can't forget everything that easily," replied Steve carefully.
"I deserve that. I'm so sorry that I slapped you. I was mad and you were so unwilling to consider my request that I just blew up. I was wrong. It was all me. I couldn't sleep so I came down to tell you that I don't blame you for anything. I acted like a spoiled brat and you acted like a responsible adult. I won't bother you anymore."
"Kate, didn't we agree that you were like a very close sister to me? Did I misunderstand our relationship?"
"That's what I kept saying, but it wasn't how I acted. What kind of sister would hit her brother like that?" asked Kate.
"Maybe a sister that was headstrong, stubborn, overtired, and excited about being on her first date with a nice boy? A sister that knew no matter what she did, her big brother would always love her? Maybe a little sister that thought that love could be a weakness? Maybe a beautiful girl that I want to hug until she forgives me for being so stubborn."
"Forgive you? For keeping your word? For not embarrassing me even further after I stupidly slapped your face? You didn't do anything wrong."
"That kid made me uncomfortable. I saw him go back to his van a couple times when he thought no one was watching. His eyes seemed to be slightly glazed. To be honest, I wouldn't have let you ride with a strange kid even if he acted fine. But I never would have let you ride with that guy no matter how much you insisted that I do."
"Why didn't you tell me your reasons? I wouldn't have been so upset if I had known you thought he was up to something," reasoned Kate. "Mike told me almost the same thing, but he said that he didn't dare go against me."
"I had no proof. I wasn't going to throw out allegations I couldn't prove. Besides, you were in my care and I didn't need a reason. I'm sure your father has told you 'no' many times without explaining why. You need to learn to trust me, Kate. I wouldn't do something just to embarrass or hurt you. I care for you way too much to cause you any unnecessary pain."
"I should have known that. Deep down, I think I did. It was my stupid pride. I wanted to impress everyone that the great Steve Hammer was putty in my hands. That sure didn't go like I expected. I'm so sorry."
Steve moved his free arm around Kate's shoulders and pulled her down to his chest. "We can disagree. We can fight. We can even say and do hurtful things. But we'll never stop loving each other. Kate, I couldn't sleep just now because I was thinking how I may have lost your trust and love. I don't know what I'd do if you didn't want to be my sister any longer."
Kate sobbed as she hugged Steve and kissed his face. "You're the best guy I've ever known! I do love you. That was especially clear to me when I was afraid that I'd lost your friendship. I promise that I'll never act like such a stupid bitch again, if you'll forgive me this time."
"You'll have to apologize to Gwen, Mike, and your parents. Don't worry about me. I can't stay mad. When I look at you I feel all soft and fuzzy. Just promise me that you'll apologize to Gwen and your folks later today and we'll be square."
"I'll do that. Dad will punish me, but that's okay. It'll give me time to think about how I behaved and make sure I never act that way again. But Steve, you may be fuzzy, but you sure don't feel soft. Maybe I should wake Gwen up so she can take care of that big problem?"
"Miss Anderson, it's time you returned to your bed and got some sleep. Let your sister and me decide which of our problems need attention, and when. I'll be listening to your apology to Gwen and your folks, so it had better be good."
"Thanks, Steve. Gwen's so lucky to have a guy like you. And I'm lucky to have a big brother that loves me so much and cares about me. You guys were really great last night, and I'm so proud of my sisters and brother. Good night, Steve. I'm glad that you forgave me. Now I'll be able to sleep," stated Kate as she left the room.
"You're such a pushover," mumbled Gwen as she snuggled tighter to Steve, basking in his strength and security. "I've got to get a lock on that door."
Shortly after noon, Gwen and Steve were awakened by muted voices originating in the living room. "It sounds like everyone's getting up. I'd like to ride you cowgirl style, but the way things have been going, Stephanie, Kate, or Mom would walk in on us. Let's get showered and dressed. Then we'll see how Kate handles walking on hot coals for Mom and Dad," joked Gwen as she fondled Steve's cock briefly under the covers.
Just then there was a light knock on the door. Stephanie slipped inside and closed the door behind her. "How come you two started laughing when I came in? I just wanted to thank you for a great night. Tyler and I were fine with you not letting us ride to the arcade with Sara and her date. We totally understood. It was the best night ever, and because Mom and Dad trust you guys so much, I got to stay out all night with Tyler. Thanks! And Paula said to tell you it's time to get up and be a good hostess."
Tyler, Mike, and Stephanie, as well as Charlie and Jordan were chatting in the living room when Gwen and Steve joined them. A few minutes later, Paula came down the stairs with Kate following her. Paula stepped back and nodded to Kate.
"I want to apologize for my poor behavior last night, or this morning, to be technical. I was wrong and Steve was right. I hope you guys don't think too poorly of me for being so immature and willful. Gwen, I especially owe you an apology. You were nice enough to let me tag along and I screwed it up. I'm really sorry."
"Well, Sis, you did screw up, but it happens. I just hope you learned from it. I forgive you, but I'm going to make Dad put a lock on my door. It's hard to sleep when my sister is climbing all over my boyfriend."
"You were awake? I thought you slept through my whole apology to Steve. I wouldn't blame you if you did get a good lock. Having a guy like Steve sleeping in the house puts a lot of strain on us females.
"Just so everyone knows what we're talking about, I couldn't sleep after what I did to Steve, so I went down to Gwen's room and apologized to him while Gwen was sleeping, or so I thought. He explained his reasons for not allowing me to ride to the arcade, and then he explained that he didn't need any reasons. When I'm with him, I'd better listen since he has my best interests at heart, all the time. He told me that siblings could fight and still love each other. He's a really good guy. He forgave me.



"Mike forgave me right after I gave him a big kiss this morning. He pretty much told me the same things Steve said to me. They both remind me of Dad, and now I know that's a good thing," explained Kate. "Mom and I had a talk and she's pretty much forgiven me, but I still have to face Dad when he gets back from golfing.
"Jordan, Gwen, Steve, and Charlie were great last night. Everyone said it was the best prom the school has ever had. My little brain fart shouldn't overshadow the really great time we had."
"I owe an apology to Kate's parents," insisted Mike as Kate finished speaking. "I didn't feel we should ride anywhere with that kid, but I was too worried about making Kate angry to say anything. I wimped out, even after I promised that I'd take good care of her."
"Okay, everybody's sorry. We'll deal with it," interrupted Jordan. "I've been dying to sing a song that Charlie and I have written. We finally have it cleaned up and ready for an audience. Charlie's going to play it on the piano while I sing it. I want honest opinions when I'm done. It's called 'Midnight Light' and it's the first song we've written together."
Charlie sat at the piano and began playing while Jordan stood next to him. When she finished singing, the room was silent and remained that way for almost thirty seconds.
"Jordan! That was beautiful! You'll have a huge hit with it. I can't believe how good that was," exclaimed Gwen. "I'm amazed at your talent."
Everyone else in the room immediately jumped into the conversation. Jordan and Charlie beamed as their song was declared a surefire hit.
"I'm glad that you liked it so much, Gwen. We wrote it for you. We're going to play it for Clyde and see if he'll use it in the movie. It's perfect for your character, and for your beautiful voice."
"You want me to sing it?" asked a stunned Gwen. "You just did such a wonderful job with it. It's your song and you should sing it."
"I'm trying to pay some of my debts. You and Steve have brought me back from the dead, career-wise and almost literally. Look how much you've done for me. There's no debate here. If Clyde likes it and agrees, you'll sing it in the movie. Besides, I have another new one for me," revealed Jordan with a big grin. "Charlie, let's do that one."
Once again Charlie began to play the piano as Jordan sang while standing next to him. The second tune had a faster beat and lyrics that were slightly more in the country and western vein. The results were the same.
"You guys have been hiding your talent from us," insisted Steve as Jordan finished. "That was really, really good. You're a great song writing team."
"I'd like to take credit for 'Half-Hearted' but that was actually written by Shelley Malloy. She gave me a CD Tuesday and asked me to listen to it. We cleaned up a few lyrics a little, but it's her song. Isn't it great?" asked Jordan to the group.
"Do you mean the Shelley Malloy that's in my History class?" wondered Tyler. "She wrote that? I knew she played some instruments, but I never knew she could write music. That was really good."
"This is the kind of stuff that'll drive my sisters crazy," chuckled Mike gleefully. "I'm sitting here listening to Jordan Quick sing two new songs before they're even recorded. I know they'll both be huge hits and I heard them before almost anyone else in the whole world!"
The group insisted that Jordan and Charlie do each of the songs a few more times. They enjoyed them more each time they heard them. They were still discussing the songs when the doorbell rang.
Paula went to answer it. She came back with Amber Stahl, who introduced a young man in his late twenties. "Hi, everyone. This is Dan Soden. He's a writer for 'Rolling Stone Magazine'. He flew in yesterday. He asked me to get him into the prom last night and to introduce him to you three. Dan's doing a story on Gwen and Steve with a fair amount of Jordan tossed in.
"Dan, this is Gwen Anderson, Steve Hammer, and Jordan Quick. That's Gwen's sister Kate and her cousin Stephanie. Kate would you introduce the two young men that I don't know?" requested Amber.
"That's Tyler Smith. He's famous for 'the catch' that won the state football title. He was Stephanie's date last night. This poor guy is Mike Hendricks, from Middletown. He was my date last night. Are you really from Rolling Stone? If you are, you just missed two brand new hit songs being sung by my amazing sister, Jordan Quick."
"Jordan is your sister? That never showed up in my research," worried the writer. "How could I miss that?"
"Just like you missed that Stephanie and I are Steve's sisters. We're all family, Mr. Soden. It's not always by blood, but by choice, and sometimes that's better."
Steve, Jordan, and Gwen were more than willing to go into Ted's home office with Amber and Dan for an interview. They invited Charlie to attend and spent a couple hours answering questions from the reporters.
"Why don't you two come with us tonight to Marsh's Landing?" invited Steve. "Mr. Marsh is throwing a party for a group of us while we watch the first show we recorded for CBC. The show's at nine, but the party starts at seven."
Dan quickly took Steve up on his suggestion. "Thanks! I'm anxious to see the show and your reactions to watching yourselves perform," admitted Dan. "Amber, would you mind attending the party with me?"
"If I must," relented Amber with a big smile. "Gwen and Steve have pretty much made my career and I'm not going to miss this opportunity. I can't wait."
When the interview was over, the group found Kate, Stephanie, Mike, and Tyler playing pool and drinking soda. "Mike asked his folks and they said he could go to the party with us," revealed Kate. "Dad came home and gave me a 'talking to'. I can go, but I'm going to be grounded for a couple weeks after tonight. That's pretty fair considering what a jerk I was."
"I just got a text from my father!" interrupted Tyler as he held up his phone. "Sara and that kid were in an accident this morning. They weren't hurt too bad, but the cops found liquor and some marijuana in the van. Sara's claiming she didn't know he had it with him, but her father is pretty mad."
Kate turned a deep shade of red and ran from the room in tears. "That's your cue, Mike," stated Steve. "Go talk to her and make her feel better. This is no big deal, but she'll think it is. Tell her she has to let you in the room or I'll come up there and break her door down."
Twenty minutes later Kate returned to the game room. Steve was preparing to shoot the cue ball when she took the pool stick from his hands and hugged him tightly.
"Have I ever told you that you're my hero? Thanks for taking care of me, even when I gave you such a hard time. I won't ever question you again."
The party room at Marsh's Landing was filled with friends of Jordan, Gwen, and Steve. Billy's father supplied a buffet meal and soft drinks for everyone. The big screen TV's were all tuned to CBC. The dining area was filled with people wanting to watch the show while dining, as well as get the opportunity to chat with the stars.
Gwen, Jordan, and Steve took time before the show to personally stop and speak to the customers in the dining area. They were repaying Billy's dad, as well as their fans, for their support.
They signed autographs, posed for pictures, and answered questions. Billy's parents beamed with pride that their restaurant was the unofficial headquarters for the most famous citizens of the Spartan Nation. One wall was now almost totally covered in photographs of events involving Steve, Gwen, Jordan. It had become something of a local tourist attraction. Billy and his dad were always looking for opportunities to add to the collection.
Everyone went quiet when the show began. Steve had never seen the final version and was surprised right from the start. He and Gwen started the show with a short comedy routine. They discussed various topics with Steve demonstrating an amazing lack of knowledge on every subject. Steve had to admit to himself that it was quite funny, even if he did come across as a total moron.
The program showcased Gwen and Steve dancing and singing. Then Jordan made her guest appearance. She looked beautiful and her singing was incredible. Then the sequence came up where Steve and Gwen sang 'Endless Love' followed by Steve and Jordan singing 'Just You and I', and finally with the two girls dueling in song with 'Does He Love You'. As the girls finished, the set went dark. The audience at Marsh's Landing applauded long and hard.
At the very end of the show, Steve and Gwen danced to 'The Lady in Red'. As the dance ended, Steve gave Gwen a gentle kiss and then the credits began to roll.
The three stars spent the next hour answering more questions about the program, signing more autographs and posing for even more pictures. Mike asked Paula to take one of him with Kate, Jordan, and Gwen to send to all his buddies. Then Kate took one of him with Steve to send to his sisters.
The next week at school was an experience for the kids. They were treated like stars, but with less awe. Classmates were eager to talk with them and describe their favorite songs and moments of the prom, and the Sunday TV show.
"I was the prom queen, and gave up my virginity, so I'd say I had a pretty good night. Billy admitted that he asked Steve about that thing that makes you scream so loud, and he did it for me," confided Charlotte to Gwen before math class. "I need to thank Steve for that one. Then I repaid the favor to Billy. By the way, I heard you're quite the little cock sucker, yourself!"
Charlotte broke into a hearty laugh when Gwen grinned and arched her eyebrows a couple times. "That isn't entirely true, Charlotte. There's nothing small about Steve's equipment. I guess that makes me a big cock sucker."
"Would you have ever dreamed that we'd be having this conversation?" laughed Charlotte. "We started the year as two nerd virgins, and now we're both cock suckers! It's not something we can put on a resume, but it's true and I'm not denying it, or apologizing for it. Imagine what everyone would say if they knew the valedictorian and salutatorian were so decadent."
"It seems like everyone does know it about me," admitted Gwen. "I was caught off guard by some questions the girls asked in the locker room. So I told a few secrets out of school, even though I actually was in school at the time, if that makes any sense."
"I heard about that. What you may not have heard, but probably suspect, is that every girl in the school is very jealous of you. It's Steve Hammer, for God's sake! What girl wouldn't blow him if she had the chance? It's also pretty obvious that none of the guys are disgusted with Steve for munching the Gwen Anderson carpet. Luckily, Billy seems to be a fast learner. He admires Steve and tries to emulate him. He certainly passed the oral test."
"This is a pretty bad conversation for two former nerds to be having, isn't it? I guess we're okay as long as our parents don't hear the rumors," reasoned Gwen.
"That's another thing! My mom was so cool. I told her that Billy and I were going to spend the night at his parents' lake cabin. She smiled and then sat me down and gave me some motherly advice. I couldn't believe my own mother was telling me a few positions, ways to enjoy sex, and how to please a man!"
"Your mom is the best," agreed Gwen. "My folks are great. They know that Steve and I have sex. Heck, I told the whole world on TV a couple weeks ago. I just hope that they don't hear these rumors about Steve and me enjoying oral sex so much. That would be embarrassing."
Wednesday evening, the senior class, along with Ms. Walker, was invited to a hospital guild dinner/dance. Most of the kids decided to skip the event. They felt it was for older people involved with the hospital. Steve, Gwen, Jordan and several of their friends did attend. Steve and Gwen sat with Jordan, Paula, Ted, Charlotte, Billy and Billy's parents.
Influential members of the community, as well as a large number of hospital staff were in attendance. Ms. Walker was asked to give a brief speech. She did a very good job of telling how the class came to the decision of raising money for the hospital. She also drew a very loud and long applause when she announced that the fund had topped the ten million dollar mark!
Gwen was taken by surprise when she was asked to speak, and as she walked to the dais, she gathered her thoughts. "I didn't plan on speaking and didn't prepare a statement. Let me say that I'm proud of our class, and of Ms. Walker for all we've accomplished. Jordan Quick has been a huge part of our success and I thank her from the bottom of my heart.
"Last year, we were just a school, like hundreds of other schools. Then Steve Hammer came to Sparta. Things started changing fast! He helped win football games and Sparta became the state champion. He dove into the frigid waters of Emerson River and saved those two adorable children. Then he fought and killed five armed suicide bombers and saved hundreds of lives while being badly wounded. He didn't stop there. His talent, courage, and character kept carrying him to greater heights and somehow, I was swept along with him. He's become the national symbol of what America can be, and how young men should conduct themselves. Personally, I believe that he's the reason we've done so well with this project.
"I rode to the hospital in the back of an ambulance with him, twice. The first time he had almost drowned saving those two children. The next time, he suffered two bullet wounds and actually had what should have been a killing shot deflected by a locket on his chest. He came very close to bleeding to death. A third time, I arrived just as he was unloaded from helicopter after enduring a severe beating, a bomb blast, and being stranded for several days in freezing weather. Each and every time, Dr. Laura Masters and the rest of the staff saved him for me, for all of us. You can rest assured that I have total confidence in this hospital and its amazing staff. After all, I keep bringing my boyfriend back!
"I'd also like to ask that when plans are drawn up, and decisions made about how to expand the hospital, every possible consideration be given to children, all children, regardless of social standing, insurance, or anything else. We'll be judged on how we treat our kids, as well we should be judged. Let's do our very best for them!"
Gwen received a thunderous applause as she finished her speech. After it began to die down, the toastmaster asked Steve to say a few words. He stood as Gwen approached the table, gave her a quick kiss and headed toward the microphone.
"Thanks a lot, Gwen! How am I supposed to follow that?" asked Steve as the audience chuckled. "Seriously, few people have as much reason as I do to support the hospital. Gwen has already pointed out that I've been treated a few times and have always received excellent care. The fact that I'm alive is a testament to that fact.
"I do dispute the suggestion that I made this fund drive a success. I came to Sparta alone and depressed. My parents had died and the only living relative I knew I had was kind enough to take me in. I thank Uncle Joe every chance I get for taking me under his roof.
"Then I went to the local mall one day to look for some school clothes. I saw Gwen Anderson, and fell in love with her at first sight. I finally worked up the courage to speak to her.
"She gave me purpose for my life. At first, it was just trying to get her to go out with me at least one time. It wasn't easy! I had to make a wager that if our football team won, she would go to a dance with me. I wanted that win that game even more than the state championship. It meant so much more to me.
"I loved my parents and they were good ones, or at least I think they were. But I was an only child, born to parents I believed had no siblings. Gwen's family welcomed me into their home. I fell in love with her, and her family. I had the opportunity to watch a hard working, honest man do his best to raise his kids. I saw a mother love her daughters and guide them to become intelligent, beautiful, accomplished women. I saw the women in Ted's life tease, and even torment him at times, but always with love and respect. I saw a real American family and hope to have my own someday. The Anderson Family will be my guide on how I want my family to be raised. Ted Anderson will be my role model as a husband and father. I know of no greater honor.
"I'm pretty sure that Jordan Quick will have nearly the same story. She was a bit of a problem child when she arrived in Sparta to live with the Andersons. They could have easily denied her the opportunity out of fear that their daughters would absorb some of Jordan's less desirable traits. But they accepted her, loved her, and made her a family member. Now she's much more than a beautiful and talented performer. She's honest, sincere, generous, and kind. The Andersons and I have come to love her dearly.
"I never told anyone this. When I dove into that river to look for those kids, I was thinking about Gwen. I feared that anything less than my very best effort for those children would cause her to think less of me. The morning I picked up the two handguns from the dead terrorist, I was unsure how to proceed. When I heard the shooting, all I could think about was Gwen in danger, possibly hurt, or even worse. That thought was all it took for me to enter that gym and engage those armed men.
"In short, it seems like everything I do now is driven by my desire for Gwen and her family to be safe, and to respect me as a man, and a family member. Their trust and faith in me has been the fuel that drives me. Gwen is the force behind me, as well as behind the fund drive. Her little disclaimer was sincere, but way off the mark. She's the most amazing woman I've ever known. She's the reason this drive has been so successful. She's utilized her beauty, brains, and talent to drive this endeavor to where it is today."
The audience clapped and cheered as Steve returned to his seat. Gwen stood and met him with a resounding kiss and a huge smile, even as she wiped away tears that rolled down her cheeks.
"I am always surprised at how strongly you feel about me and my family! Mom's crying like a baby and Dad had to blow his nose a couple times. You loved me at first sight? God, how I love you!" exclaimed Gwen as she wrapped her arms around Steve even tighter and kissed him long and hard as the applause continued.
When the din finally let up, Laura Masters was asked to speak. "I've never been a real good public speaker, but I don't think anyone could follow the speeches of those two kids very well. They just showed us why this fund drive is an incredible success. I've never met anyone even remotely like these two. I treated Steve three times after he came close to death while helping others. Gwen's jumped into a freezing water, disconnected live bombs, applied first aid to save Steve's life at least twice, and donated all proceeds from the clothing line that carries 'The Lady in Red' name, her TV show, and the movie she's about to star in. She's beautiful, voluptuous, strong, and extremely intelligent.
"Steve is, without doubt, the closest thing I've ever seen to a perfect male specimen. He combines strength, coordination, and rugged good looks with intelligence, empathy, courage, and honesty. In short, he's the whole package. As impressive as either of these kids is by themselves, when they are together, the results are absolutely phenomenal. We've had a front row seat as they expand and grow at an exponential rate. The Spartan Nation, as it's now known, is the home of the single most impressive couple this state has ever seen, and they're just getting started!"



Steve, Gwen, and Jordan were in great demand when the dancing began. They never missed a dance, and even had to ration their time spent with any one person. The professionals of Sparta celebrated their gifted students and their impressive accomplishments.
Steve caught sight of Mort Governs a couple times, but the auto dealer managed to avoid Steve throughput the evening. Steve noticed that he was drinking steadily and decided to keep an even closer eye on him. It was while he was dancing with Tyler Smith's mother that he noticed Mort head toward the hall that led to the restrooms, right behind Gwen! Steve politely, but hurriedly, apologized to Mrs. Smith and started across the dance floor to make certain that Governs did not upset Gwen.
Mort moved quickly once he was in the hallway and grabbed Gwen's arm and swung her around. Having no idea he was behind her, Gwen was taken completely by surprise.
"So it turns out that you are a slut, just like I thought. You acted all uppity and prissy when I squeezed your big tits, but you really liked it, didn't you?" slurred Governs. "What say we slip out the back and fuck?"
Gwen was horrified. She instinctively swung her hand at Governs' face, but he anticipated the move and caught her arm with surprising ease. "You cock sucking whore! You'll sing a different tune when my cock's buried in your cunt."
Suddenly, Governs was spun around and a fist connected with his chin. He staggered back. He had to release Gwen as he placed his hands against the wall to steady himself.
"Dad!" exclaimed Gwen as she rushed to her father and buried her head in his chest. Governs had regained his senses and was starting toward Ted when he saw Steve Hammer turn the corner of the hall. He suddenly decided it would be a good time to leave the building. He turned and went out the emergency exit at the end of the hall.
Steve took in the scene in the hall and immediately made his decision. Governs had ducked out the nearest exit, but the parking lot was around the building from the exit he took. Steve turned and hurried back across the dance floor and out the front door. He was determined to run down Governs and slap some manners on him.
Paula had been dancing with one of the hospital administrators when she noticed Governs follow Gwen down the hall to the bathroom. She turned to see if Steve had noticed. He was already headed across the dance floor, but Ted was nowhere to be seen. Paula quickly apologized to her dance partner as she made an attempt to catch up with Steve. Before she made it to the hallway, Steve had turned and hurried back toward the front door. A quick glance down the hallway, revealed Ted with Gwen, but no Governs in sight. Then Paula noticed the emergency door at the end of the hall slowly closing.
Steve was waiting for Governs when he scurried across the parking lot toward his shiny new truck. Just as he prepared to step out of the shadows and intercept him, Paula suddenly appeared in front of him.
"Steve! Please don't! You'd be risking your appointment and possibly ruining your future. He's not worth it!"
"But Gwen is," replied Steve as he gently began moving Paula to the side. "He's won't bother her again when I'm done with him."
Paula reached up and took Steve's face between her hands. 'Steve, if you love Gwen, you'll let him go. I'm begging you. Have I ever asked you for anything? I am now. You said you love our family, and love me. Prove it to me right now! Leave that bastard alone and come back with me, please."
Steve hesitated. Instinctively, he obeyed parental authority. His anger at Governs was a tangible force in his gut, but Paula was clutching him, pleading with him to think before he acted on his emotions. Paula felt Steve relax slightly and she immediately hugged him in relief.
"Paula, you're right. It's a good thing you stopped me from doing something really stupid. I was going to break his arms, at the very least. I'd be spending the night in jail and probably lose my appointment to the academy," admitted Steve as he hugged Paula.
Paula gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and took his hand to lead him back inside the building. It was immediately obvious that everyone inside knew something had taken place. The couples had all stopped dancing and were facing the door as Paula led Steve inside. Paula smiled, indicating that trouble had been averted. She saw relief on many faces as various people smiled back.
Steve's face was still dark as he thought about Governs and the way he had treated Gwen. Paula had managed to convince him to leave Governs alone, but he was still struggling to let his anger dissipate. Paula clung to his hand to be certain he didn't suddenly bolt for the door to catch Governs before he drove away.
When Ted and Gwen emerged from the hallway, Gwen felt the tension in the room. Looking at Steve's dark countenance, she had no doubt that Steve was aware of her brush with Governs. Taking that thought a step farther; she knew Steve would hunt Governs down for his actions. Did he already catch Governs and fight with him? Was he going to be in trouble with the law?
Gwen moved across the floor, watching Steve's face as she walked. Then she realized that Paula was holding Steve's hand. Without knowing exactly why, Gwen felt relief.
The entire room watched as Gwen stepped close to Steve and ran her fingers along his chin as she whispered to him. Steve slowly lost his grim demeanor, and finally smiled. Then he gathered Gwen to his chest and smiled again. By this time Ted had reached his side. The two men shook hands and nodded to each other. Gwen hugged her mother and then led Steve onto the dance floor as a new song began.
Tyler's mother hurried across the floor and congratulated Paula. "That was fast thinking. When Steve headed for the door, I was certain he was going to hurt that jackass, and I couldn't blame him if he did. I take it that you caught him before he cornered Governs and rearranged his face.
"Did you see how Gwen was able to push away his anger and make him smile? Your girl has a grip on that young man's heart. You must have some influence yourself, Paula. He really seems to love and respect your family. That's to your credit, as well as his. You must be very proud of those two."
"How much did you see and hear?" asked Gwen as she and Steve danced very close.
"I saw him follow you around the corner when you went to the restroom. I hurried over there, but your father was holding you when I got there. Governs looked at me and then fled out the exit. I knew he must have done something, so I hurried out front to intercept him going to his truck. I would have had him, but your mom caught me before I could do anything stupid. She talked me out of it. Your mom's a special lady. I'll have to thank her for saving me from a lot of trouble."
"Governs grabbed my arm, spun me around, and called me a slut and a whore. Dad came out of the bathroom just as he started bothering me. Dad slugged him! I hope he doesn't get in trouble for it, but Governs assaulted me first. He was just protecting his daughter from a drunken assault. I'm so proud of Dad, and Mom!"
During the ride home, Steve voiced his appreciation to Gwen's parents. "You both came through for me tonight. I was caught flatfooted when I should have been keeping a closer eye on Governs. Then Paula kept me from doing something really stupid. I can't thank you enough."
"You've got to be kidding. You've saved our daughters' lives. You've helped Gwen grow into the amazing woman she is today. You've given us so much. We're in your debt," insisted Paula. "Besides, Ted's been taking care of the girls for a long time and he won't stop just because they have some big, tough boyfriends. He's their father and they'll always be his girls. We're family and we take care of our own." Early Friday evening, Jordan, Gwen, and Steve were preparing to leave for the state capital and another recording session. Jordan would be staying with Charlie while Steve and Gwen rented a hotel room. Jordan and Gwen explained the logic of the overnight stay to Paula, Diane, Stephanie, and Kate as they sat in the kitchen waiting for Steve to arrive.
"This way we won't be tired out from the long drive tomorrow. We can start earlier and work Sunday if Clyde needs us. It's only two nights and it'll save us a lot of time," explained Gwen.
"I'm sure it would. It'll also give you girls two romantic evenings with your boyfriends. You're not fooling anyone here," insisted Paula. "Will you be home in time for my Sunday dinner? You know how much Steve likes my home cooking."
"From what I've been hearing through the grapevine, Steve really enjoys private fine dining with Gwen even more," suggested Diane with a smirk. "I was having my hair done when Natalie, my hair dresser, told me that she heard from her cousin that Steve and Gwen are quite fond of oral sex."
"Mom!" groaned Stephanie. "Don't tell that story. It's embarrassing!"
"I'd like to hear more about what your hair dresser's cousin heard," insisted Paula as Gwen turned a bright red.
"That was pretty much it. It seems that her cousin's daughter is in Gwen's gym class and overheard Gwen describing the sexual delights and carnal pleasures she enjoys with Steve, orally."
"Really?" asked a surprised Paula. "That's not really something I'd expect from my daughter. It would seem like she'd know enough to not express the pleasure she derives from that activity in writing, or orally."
"Was that a joke, Mom?" asked Kate. "It sure sounded like one. Aunt Diane, what did you say when your hair dresser told you about Gwen's sick, perverted acts against nature?"
"I shouldn't say this in front of Stephanie, but she's been out all night to the prom, and she's been to Paris already. She's growing up fast and may as well hear these things with the rest of you.
"I asked Natalie if she'd ever seen Steve Hammer with his shirt off. She admitted that she had in some of those ads for the swim suit line. Then I asked her if she knew any female between sixteen and sixty-six that wouldn't jump at the chance to do that with Steve if they could get away with it."
"Mom!" gasped Stephanie. "You're between sixteen and sixty-six! So am I, and Kate, and Aunt Paula. Grandmother isn't even sixty-six yet!"
"And your point is?" responded Diane with a straight face.
"My point? What you said means that all of us, even grandmother, would like to do that with Steve if we could. Do I have to spell it out for you?" asked Stephanie.
"Again, what's your point? Go ahead and spell it out for me, and everyone else here," insisted Diane.
"It would mean that you'd...wait! You would, wouldn't you? And Aunt Paula? Even Grandmother? Kate, Jordan, and I are all lumped into that group, too!" stated a blushing Stephanie.
"Hey, I'm good with being in that group," chimed in Kate.
"There's no problem here," added Jordan.
"It looks like Stephanie and Mom are the only two females in that wide age bracket that aren't in the Steve Hammer Oral fan club," laughed Kate.
"I never said I wasn't in that club!" insisted Stephanie emphatically. "I just think that Mom, Paula, and Grandmother shouldn't be in it."
"The key term in my statement was 'if they could get away with it'. I don't think it's any secret that every female in this family is enamored with Steve. Probably every woman in the country is! My hairdresser thought about it for a minute and then admitted that off the top of her head she couldn't think of anyone that wouldn't want to experience that pleasure with Steve," recalled Diane.
"But you're married, and old and everything," reasoned Stephanie.
"Sweetie, I'm not that old. Heck, your grandmother isn't too old to get weak in the knees when she's around Steve," laughed Diane. "We're talking about fantasy, not reality. I love your father. He's a great husband and I'd never betray him. That doesn't mean that I can't appreciate what an incredible young man Steve is. Did you think you're the only woman that gets all tingly when you're close to him?"
"I agree with Aunt Diane. I kind of have a boyfriend now, but I don't feel the same things for him as I do for Steve. Heck, I felt funny all over the first time I saw him sitting with Gwen. I know he's totally in love with my sister and I'd never do anything to hurt that relationship. The truth is, I don't think that anyone could. Steve has pretty girls throw themselves at him all the time, but Gwen has him all wrapped up," finished Kate.
"Kate's right. I have a great guy and I think I'm in love with him. That said, he knows that I adore Steve. He accepts it," added Jordan. "He told me that he didn't think any guy could compete with Steve if Steve decided to go after a girl. Then he asked me how many guys do I know, or know of, that have that effect on women. I couldn't think of any others, although Brad Pitt is pretty hot."
"Okay, I understand Mom thinking Steve looks really hot. She'd have to be blind to not think that. I like Tyler, but let's face it. He's no Steve. Does this mean that all of us except Gwen, even our moms and grandmothers, have to settle for second best when we fall in love?" asked Stephanie.
"That's not a fair question," answered Diane. "Your father is not second best, not for me. He's the best man I ever met. He's a great father and husband. What it means, I think, is that Steve should not be involved in any direct comparisons with other men in our lives. How many guys are like Steve? Name one."
"Lisa's boyfriend is pretty cool," suggested Kate. "He's good looking, smart, brave, an officer and he's going to be an Army Ranger. He's not as cool as Steve, but he's pretty good."
"You're right, Kate. He's a wonderful young man and we're all delighted for Lisa. But, as you just said, he's not Steve. Does that mean that Lisa settled? Not at all! She's found the best available man for her, or so we hope. I guess the word 'available' is important in this discussion. Steve isn't available, is he, Gwen?"
"You know, I'm a bit overwhelmed by this conversation. I knew Steve was special, but you guys make me nervous that every girl is going to try to steal him away from me. My own family has the hots for him. At least I trust all of you to respect our relationship. To answer your question, he'll never be available if I have anything to say about it."
"Mom, you haven't said anything. Why's that?" asked Kate to Paula.
"I was listening to my family discuss my daughter's boyfriend and lover. It gave me food for thought. One thing we need to learn is that frank discussions about sex, men, and our fantasies need to be held with a great deal of caution. Gwen learned that when she spoke about her sex life with Steve to girls in the locker room.
"We also need to separate fantasies from reality and be sure we understand which is which. For every woman, but Gwen, Steve is a fantasy. Understand that. Never forget it, no matter how much you admire his broad shoulders, ripped abs, and those amazing eyes. You won't meet another man like him, but you will meet some very good men. Learn to recognize them. Ted and Will are both very good men. Diane and I would never jeopardize their love, or our marriages.
"Men have fragile egos. Be careful when you talk about Steve to your boyfriends or husbands when you get married. No husband should ever feel that they were second best. I would hate it if Ted admired Jordan so much that he expressed the notion that he settled when he married me. I'm sure he has fantasies, but he keeps them to himself, for the most part. I don't know what he tells Will or his golf buddies, but I know he'd never say anything that would disrespect me. And I'll never do that to him. That means I'll just have to try to keep my opinions, and Steve fantasies to myself," stated Paula.
"That pretty well tells us how you feel. You don't want to even voice your thoughts on the guy," observed Kate. "I can see where that's a good idea if you're already married. My husband will know I really love Steve and that he'll always be a part of my life. I'll never be able to sleep with him, but I'll still tease him and stuff. That'll be okay because Lisa, Jordan, Stephanie, and Gwen will do a lot of teasing with my guy, whoever he turns out to be. We're going to have the luckiest, horniest husbands and boyfriends in the world!"
A few minutes later, Steve walked into the kitchen to a suddenly silent group. "What? Is my fly open? Is there a frog on my head? What's everyone looking at?"
"The consensus is a very hot, extremely sexy male," laughed Kate. "We were discussing our Steve fantasies before you arrived. Gwen's been bragging about your oral skills to the world and we're just wondering how good you really are?"
"That isn't entirely accurate!" interjected Paula. "It was a discussion about the need for ladies to be very careful what they tell about their sex life, especially to those that are not close family or friends."
"I didn't, I mean that I never said anything, it's pretty embarrassing to talk about with Gwen's family," stuttered Steve as he blushed and fidgeted with his hands, much like a small boy.
"What about the grin with the arched eyebrow response?" asked Gwen with a straight face. "I thought that was your standard response to any questions about your romantic skills. You're not going to use that on Mom and Aunt Diane?"
"No! It works on guys and girls our age, but not on your mother and aunt!" replied Steve hastily. "Paula, I never told anyone about that stuff."
"What about Billy?" asked Gwen mercilessly. "Didn't you discuss it with him?"
"That was because he heard your moans that morning and wanted some, ah, pointers on certain, ah, techniques. It was more of an educational thing. I was just trying to help him. He wasn't supposed to tell anyone."
"Maybe you could conduct clinics," suggested Diane while holding her hand over her mouth to suppress a giggle. "There's a lot of husbands and boyfriends that could use some help in that area."
Steve finally realized that he was being teased when Diane made her comment. He strode around the table and easily lifted Diane from her chair and carried her into the living room and placed her on the couch.
"You have a point, Diane. There's no time like the present and no one I'd rather demonstrate on than you, so let's get to it!" urged Steve as he dropped to his knees near the couch and began pulling the belt from Diane's jeans.
To his dismay, Diane offered no resistance. She simply watched him, until he reached up and began tugging on her jeans and then she made a suggestion. "You'll need to undo the snap and pull the zipper down first."
"Okay, you win!" groaned Steve as he stood up and handed Diane her belt. "I thought I could bluff you."
"How far would you have let him go, Mom?" asked Stephanie. "It looked like you didn't plan on stopping him at all."
"A lady needs some secrets," laughed Diane. "Let's just say he didn't even make me nervous. Steve is way too much of a gentleman to suddenly indulge in inappropriate behavior. I knew he was only bluffing, darn it!"
"Mom!" groaned Stephanie as Gwen led Steve out the door with Jordan following close behind.
The kids met Charlie at the mall near their motel. Gwen and Jordan wanted to do some shopping, so Steve and Charlie tagged along. By the time the group emerged from the first business they entered, they had a group of kids asking for autographs and photos. They tried to accommodate their fans, but the group kept growing in number.
"It doesn't look like we're going to get any shopping done," observed Jordan. "This is even more intense than it was a few years ago when I had a string of hit records."
"Let's just plan of spending some time with these fans and then going back to the motel. At some point, we'll have to start gaining on them. It's hard to believe that they're so excited about seeing us, isn't it? We're pretty much just like them."



"Yeah, except you're both gorgeous, have hit songs, a TV show, concerts, and a movie," pointed out Charlie. "Those little items seem to make a big difference. Wow! Look at Steve!"
Steve had been standing next to a voluptuous blonde woman, smiling as he posed for a photo with her. The woman suddenly pulled her top up with one hand, revealing her large firm breasts. Her friend, along with numerous others, quickly snapped a series of pictures. Steve was facing the camera and smiling, apparently oblivious to the display next to him.
Gwen managed to catch Steve's eye and motioned for him to look down. Steve glanced down and then did a double-take. Then his smile became even larger as he shook his head in wonder.
Most of the fans were polite and thanked the group for their cooperation with the pictures and the autographs. Everyone, other than the blonde, managed to keep their clothes in place. Eventually, the foursome managed to retreat to their vehicles and return to their rooms.
The next day saw them at the recording studio bright and early. Clyde was very impressed with the two new songs that Jordan and Charlie played for him.
"They'll work great in the movie. I have several others that I paid some writers to come up with, and they aren't as good as the ones you have. We'll record them all and then decide which songs to use in the movie. I'll have to get that Malloy kid to sign a contract for her song. I'm glad she's over eighteen. She won't need her parents' approval, although I will run it by them as well."
They worked on the new songs well into the evening. Everyone agreed to return the next morning. "See what a good idea it was to plan on staying in a motel for two nights?" asked Gwen as Steve nibbled on her sensitive clit. "That's a rhetorical question, so don't stop what you're doing to answer!"
By noon Sunday, Clyde was satisfied with the results. "We can spend weeks on these songs and only make them a better by a small fraction. If you kids do a good job with the acting, these songs will be perfect. I expect to have a hit or two in this sound track and a very successful movie. It'll all hinge on your performances in front of the camera.
"We'll fly to Los Angeles as soon as you're no longer needed at school. You can fly back a day for graduation, but then it's back to work. By early June, we'll go to Florida to film on location for a week or ten days. They want enough outside shots to make certain it has the feel of the beach. Plan on spending time on the Treasure Coast of Florida. And in some skimpy swim suits. It'll be pure Hell for you, Steve!" laughed Clyde.
"There's another thing to keep in mind. We owe CBC another TV show. They want it for Christmas, so we'll shoot a Christmas show in Los Angeles in June. I was thinking of including some of your families since that's always popular at Christmas. Gwen, you have lots of relatives, so bring them along. Steve and Jordan, do you have anyone you'd like to include?" asked Clyde.
"Gwen's family is mine, so if they're there, I'll be good. I would like to have Charlie with me. I think we'll still be together at Christmas. I sure hope so!" sighed Jordan.
"It's pretty much the same for me," added Steve. "My Uncle Joe will never agree to fly to L.A. He hates to go to the grocery store. I don't know for certain if I have any other relatives."
"Steve! You know darn well that you do. I'm going to call your aunt and grandmother to see if they want to come to L.A. and be in the show. I bet Janice and Jen will love to appear with us. It's possible that your grandmother will accept the invitation. They're family!"
Steve kept his doubts to himself. He knew better than to disagree with Gwen when it came to dealing with family. He had very little experience in that area.
The group arrived back in Sparta in time for Paula's Sunday dinner. "We saw a new sign on route 15 coming into Sparta. It says 'Welcome to The Spartan Nation, Hometown of Jordan Quick, Gwen Anderson, and Steve Hammer!' That was a real surprise to us. It's flattering but it's a little embarrassing as well. How many people will even care that Sparta is our hometown?" wondered Gwen.
"I'd guess that there a quite a few. I've noticed a lot of cars driving down our street real slow. Sometimes they take pictures from the car and sometimes they stop and get out. Some girl rang the bell yesterday and asked if Steve Hammer was here," revealed Kate. "You guys probably didn't see that rag they sell at the grocery stores where you check out. It was pictures of the three of you and a headline stating how Steve is able to keep you both satisfied."
"That crap's starting again?" moaned Jordan. "I was off the tabloid radar for a while. I guess it's a barometer of your career status. The career is dead if they don't bother to make up lies about you. It sounds like mine's been resuscitated, and yours is doing okay. You'll learn to ignore those stupid rags."
"I was going to buy one, but Mom wouldn't allow it. She said she didn't want to support those liars in any way," stated Kate. "I guess there's a down side to being stars of stage and screen. Your privacy is pretty well gone."
The next day at school revealed just how much fame had changed their lives. Gwen, Jordan, and Steve were called into the principal's office first thing in the morning.
"I cannot stress enough that you three have done nothing wrong. In fact, you've done a great many things very well. Strange as it may seem, that's the problem. You've become celebrities, very famous ones. It's disrupting classes for the rest of the student body.
"I have proposed to the school board, and they have agreed, to allow you to test out early. You would be required to pass final tests for your classes. If you can do that, you'll be able to stop attending classes, but still graduate. As you know there are only about fourteen actual days of class left, so you wouldn't be missing much time with your friends and classmates. I realize it seems like we're trying to punish you, but we aren't. It simply seemed like the best way to deal with the distractions.
"We're beginning to get gawkers and even paparazzi hanging around the school grounds. Your classmates are in awe of you. Some of the teachers are even intimidated. Do you kids understand my position? How do you feel about it? This is not something I will attempt to force you to do."
"This is quite a surprise to me, to all of us," acknowledged Gwen. "I understand your dilemma and your solution. The last three weeks of senior year are usually the best school experiences kids have. On the other hand, we're obligated to do a movie and a TV show before Steve leaves for the Naval Academy near the end of June. This could allow us the time we need to accomplish our goals."
"Sir, could we discuss this among ourselves and give you our answer after lunch?" asked Steve. "I would like to know what Ted and Paula think we should do before we make a decision."
"That's a very good idea, Steve. Take the morning off and consider my proposal. It could be a win/win situation for all of us. I'm sorry it's come to this, but then, it's a result of the hard work and talent you kids have. All principals should have this type of problem. My students are too accomplished and famous!"
The cafeteria was empty, so the three sat at a table to discuss the turn of events. "I'm inclined to accept the offer," admitted Gwen. "I'm ahead in my classes and should have no problem passing the finals right now. We could save a lot of time and maybe make a better movie if we aren't rushed so badly. How do you two feel about your classes?"
"As you know, I've been taking basic courses to get the credits I need to get a diploma. I can pass the finals in my sleep. I agree that this would free us up to get started on our other projects," asserted Jordan.
"My gut feeling is that this'll work for us, but I think Gwen should run it by her parents. They may see something that we're missing. Would you call them, Gwen, and see what they think?"
"Sure. You really are like the son they never had," laughed Gwen as she pulled out her cell phone. "I love how you value my parents' opinions on these things.
"Mom, we've just been told that we're creating a bit of pandemonium with our presence in school. The principal meant it in a nice way, but he says there are getting to be a lot of distractions. He's willing to let Jordan, Steve, and I test out right now. If we pass our finals, we can be done with the last few weeks of school and concentrate of our other projects. It sounds like a good idea to us, but your boy, Steve, felt we should ask you and Dad. Call me back after you guys talk it over. We need to know by lunch time. Thanks, Mom."
"She sounded good with it, but she's going to ask Dad. She also sounded pleased that you wanted to find out what she and Dad thought before you made your decision. Sometimes I feel like they're your family and I'm the girl trying to steal you away from them," complained Gwen.
By early afternoon, Ted and Paula had agreed to the early testing as long as the school put its proposal in writing. The kids spent the rest of the day making appointments with their teachers to take the final test. Most of the time, tests were scheduled in the library during the teacher's free period.
"Okay, kids. I can dig out some finals I've used in the past," agreed Ms. Summers. "But I don't have any free time during the day. I think it would work better if I tested you each separately. Gwen, you stop at my apartment at seven this evening. At eight, you'll hand in the test. As you finish, Steve will take the test. That way, I can verify that you did not discuss the material in the test. Will that work for you both?"
Steve arrived at Ms. Summers' apartment a few minutes early, but waited until exactly eight to ring the bell. She and Gwen were laughing as Steve was let in. Gwen wished Steve luck and left. Within five minutes, Steve was working on the final while sitting at the small kitchen table. He took his time and felt confident that he was doing well. He was done a few minutes early and was going over his answers when he felt something brush his cheek.
Steve had been intent on the exam and had lost track of Ms. Summers. When he felt the sensation on his cheek, he swung around to determine the source. When he turned, he found a bare breast pressed to his mouth. When he gasped in surprise, a nipple slid between his lips!
Still stunned, Steve felt Ashley pull his head tighter to her body. Another very hard nipple pressed against his cheek. By this time, she was practically purring as she held her breasts against him. One hand held his head close while her other ran over his chest and worked on his shirt buttons!
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As Steve struggled to make sense of his situation, his hands reached out to gently push Ashley away from his face. He felt the soft skin of her toned stomach as he increased the pressure he was applying. The hand holding his head tensed up and pulled him with greater force.
"Ms. Summers?" mumbled Steve around a very hard nipple. "We can't be doing this. You could lose your job!"
"Don't think I haven't considered that. Now, stop talking with your mouth full! Suck my nipple!"
Steve reached up and took the hand that cradled his head in his hand. He pulled it out and away from his head. Then he carefully pulled his face off the very firm breast that was pushed into his face. He felt more than a little guilty at how quickly his cock had responded to the situation.
"Talk to me, Ms. Summers. Why are you risking your career like this? Have I done something, or said something, to cause you to take this huge risk? What about your future?"
"You're going to be leaving school when you pass the exams in the next couple days. I won't see you anymore and that really bothers me. I thought we'd make memories to last a lifetime. I heard the girls talking about how good you are and what you do to please Gwen, and what she does for you. I'll do all of that, and more!" promised Ashley. "I know you're a gentleman and they couldn't make you tell on me even if they tortured you. I'm yours for the night, and much longer if we can work out the details."
"This is way out of character for you. You've always been concerned about propriety, and appearances. Now you're tossing caution out the window for some sex?" questioned Steve as he noticed Ashley looked a bit strange. "This doesn't make sense to me. Are you taking drugs? Have you been drinking a lot?"
"I've taking some prescribed medication, but that has nothing to do with this. I fell in love with you the first day of class and you've done nothing to lessen those feelings. You saved everyone in the school, including me. I've been watching you on TV and listening to your music. My girlfriends from college can't believe you're my student and they especially can't believe that I haven't seduced you, if you are."
"What about Gwen? She really looks up to you. She admires you, and thinks of you as a friend. This would hurt her a lot, don't you think?"
"Not if she never knows! I realize I can't compete with Gwen, but you seemed to be pretty happy with my breasts when they were in your face. Admit it, Steve. You like what you see and would love to go to bed with me. Imagine the rush when you slide that big cock into your English teacher," suggested Ashley provocatively. "Think how tight I'll feel. You can come inside my pussy, my mouth, or even my ass. Let's stop wasting time and get into bed!"
Steve's head was spinning as he tried to wrap his mind around the situation. Why would Ashley Summers change her personality so drastically? Something had to be wrong! She was a very sexy, desirable woman and he knew he was playing with fire as long as he was alone with her, especially when all she was wearing was a very small thong. He had learned one thing about women, and that was that he knew almost nothing about them. He had to find a way to extricate himself!
"You sure make a strong argument," admitted Steve as he stood and headed across the room. "Would you mind if I used the bathroom first? I'd like to freshen up a little before we get started."
As soon as he closed and locked the door, Steve took his cell phone out and texted Gwen. Then he sat on the toilet and waited for her response. It took less than minute for Gwen to answer. After a few minutes, Ashley knocked on the bathroom door.
"Come on, Steve. You're burning valuable time," complained Ashley as Steve remained seated while he waited for Gwen. Then he heard a 'click' and realized that Ashley had unlocked the bathroom door with a small tool of some kind. He quickly stood and was almost to the door when it swung open.
Ashley made a small squealing noise as she rushed toward him. Once again, Steve felt surprise and dismay as Ashley misjudged the door opening and banged into the side of the doorway and fell backward to the kitchen floor. Steve rushed to her side, dropped to his knees, and looked into her eyes. He became more concerned when they appeared to flutter and then roll up concealing her pupils.
"What happened? Why's she naked?" demanded Gwen as she walked into the kitchen and knelt by the prone Ashley Summers. "Tell me what's going on here."
"I'm still trying to figure that out," admitted Steve. "I was finishing up my test when I felt something on my cheek. I turned to look and it was Ashley's nipple! She took advantage of my shock to slide it into my mouth. She talked all kinds of crazy stuff about having sex with me.
"That's when I excused myself to the bathroom and texted you to come over. I was in there a few minutes when she unlocked the door from her side with that screwdriver on the table. When she saw me, she got excited and pretty much ran into the doorjamb. She went over backwards and her eyes fluttered for a few seconds and then she went unconscious!"
"Hello, Laura? Steve and I have a sensitive situation and need your medical expertise. We're okay, but you remember Ashley Summers from the New Year's party? Yeah, she was there with that dumb ass. Can you come over to 319 Grove Street, apartment 2B? She has a medical problem and it's rather unusual. She's our English teacher and we don't want her to get into any trouble."
Gwen directed Steve to find a blanket for Ashley as she watched over her sleeping form. Gwen covered Ashley with the blanket Steve found and then spent time taking her pulse and checking her respirations while waiting for Laura. Steve opened the door before Laura finished knocking and ushered her into the room.
"Tell me what you know, and tell me that nothing illegal has transpired. I can't risk my medical license for a favor. Why is she naked? Just what happened here?" demanded Laura as she quickly checked Ashley's eyes and scanned her body for any signs of trauma.
"I was taking an English final here at the kitchen table. Gwen, Jordan and I are leaving school early to start our movie, as long as we pass our finals. Anyway, I was almost finished with the exam when I felt something on my cheek. I turned to see what it was and there was Ms. Summers, naked except for a thong, with her nipple against my cheek! When I turned she slid it into my mouth, and yeah, I know how bad that sounds.
"I asked her what she was doing and told her she was risking her job. She told me that she knew that and still urged me to make love to her. I asked if she had been drinking or taking drugs. She admitted that she took some prescription medication, but she was in love with me and has been since she first saw me. This just isn't like her!
"I stalled her by asking to use the bathroom. I sent a text to Gwen and thought I'd wait until Gwen arrived. Ashley, used that small screwdriver to unlock the bathroom door, but when she tried to come into the room, she bumped into the doorjamb and fell backward to where she is now," finished Steve.
"Did she hit the doorway hard, or did she crack her head when she fell to the floor? Gwen, look in the bathroom and her bedroom for any prescription drugs. Steve, I have to be brutally frank with you. If you had sex with her, tell me now. If it turns out that you did and deny it, you could be in some very deep shit!"
"I understand your concern. I didn't have sex with her, or even come close. I had a nipple in my mouth for less than a minute and that's as far as it went. Can you examine her to see that she didn't have sex?"
"That's one of the things I intend to do once you go into the other room. She appears to be breathing okay. Her vitals are good, but she seems to be under the influence of drugs/and or alcohol. She's not waking up. I smell some alcohol on her breath," observed Laura as Steve quickly fled into the bedroom and closed the door while Laura quickly examined Ashley, before calling for Steve to return.
Steve and Gwen approached Laura at the same time. "What did you find, Gwen?"
"This container is for a prescription filled a couple days ago. There was a nearly empty bottle of wine on the end table near her bed, and these over the counter cold tablets were next to the wine bottle."
Laura read the prescription and nodded knowingly. "She was taking a very strong antidepressant with alcohol, and over the counter drugs. That's a dangerous cocktail. We probably should take her to the hospital, but the report would be pretty damning for her and it may not help Steve any either. There's no bruise on her head, so I'd guess that she passed out, rather than banged her head hard enough to be knocked out.
"Let's get her into bed and let her sleep for a few hours. I have to be at work at midnight at the hospital, so I can't stay too much longer. You two have to keep a close eye on her. As long as she's breathing regularly, let her sleep a couple hours, then dry waking her up. If anything unusual happens call me and bring her into the hospital. Her health is far more important that her job."
"So she said all of those things because she was practically stoned on wine and pharmaceuticals?" asked a relieved Steve.
Laura looked at Steve and then at Gwen. "My opinion is that she said those things because that's how she really feels. The drugs and wine just removed her inhibitions and judgment. This young woman has succumbed to the charms of our resident hero. I don't blame her, but she could lose her job over this. She'll be mortified when she wakes up, so you guys need to placate and reassure her. The fact that she's been prescribed a strong antidepressant indicates that she's very fragile right now. She'll need you both to understand and forgive her. Can you do that?"
"Of course! I don't blame her for falling for Steve. She's a young, beautiful woman," pointed out Gwen. "We think the world of her and we'll do everything we can to help her get over this, won't we Steve?"
"Do you have to ask? If something happens to her, it'll be my fault. I knew she was acting strange, but had no idea she'd been drinking wine and taking medications at the same time. She should know better. We'll stay with her as long as it takes."
Laura left a short while later. Ashley was sleeping soundly, so Gwen took the opportunity to call her mother. "Mom, I won't be coming home tonight. No, I'm fine. It's a friend and she needs my help. Yes, Steve is with me and he'll stay with me, so I'll be safe. I'd rather not tell you who she is, especially over the phone, but I will if you insist. Thanks, Mom! We'll be careful."
"Mom said to be careful and to call her if we needed anything, and to take good care of our friend," repeated Gwen to Steve.
"Your mom's amazing! She didn't press you. She believed everything you told her and was comfortable that your judgment was good. You've got some family!"
"Yeah, she was pretty cool. The funny thing was when she asked if you were with me. She was relieved to hear that you were. In the 'normal' family, the daughter calling to say she had to help a friend all night and her boyfriend was going to be with her would cause all sorts of problems.
"Let's take turns sitting up with Ashley. I'll do it as long as I can stay awake. You try to get some sleep on the couch. If I get too drowsy, I'll wake you up, and I'll sleep on the couch," proposed Gwen.
It was almost three AM when Gwen shook Steve awake. "She's still sleeping. I tried to wake her a while ago, but no luck. I'm dead on my feet, so you've got to watch over her for a few hours. I think it would be better if you didn't touch her or try to wake her up. We don't know how she's going to react when she comes around."
"Don't worry about that! I'll just watch her to be sure she's breathing okay. Get some sleep and we'll see how she's doing in the morning.
Ashley finally opened her eyes a few minutes after six AM. She immediately saw Steve sitting in a kitchen chair in her small bedroom. Her face registered her confusion.
"Steve! You shouldn't be here! How'd you get in? Did you stay all night? How come I'm almost naked? Did you take advantage of me?" asked Ashley in little more than a whisper.
"I did stay all night, but Gwen's here, too. You were ill, so we took turns watching you. Do you feel okay?"
"Gwen's here? Why don't I have any pajamas on? What happened last night. Did I pass out or something?"
"Yeah, you did pass out shortly after I finished my exam, so I called Gwen. She didn't feel comfortable dressing you, so she let you sleep with what you have on. Do you feel okay?"
"My head hurts like I was on a bender. You really shouldn't be in my bedroom. We both could get into a lot of trouble over this. You'd better leave so I can get dressed. Then you and Gwen can answer some questions I have."
Steve quickly left the room. He found Gwen sleeping on the small couch and he watched her for a few minutes before she opened her eyes. "You're supposed to be watching Ashley, not me. I guess my allure is just too great for you to resist."
"Actually, it is, but I'm here because Ashley woke up and insisted I leave her room. I don't think she remembers anything that happened last night. We may get out of this mess without too much damage. You need to think of a reason why she's practically naked. She asked about that," reported Steve.
"Really? Maybe we can minimize the embarrassment for her. We won't lie, but we can omit some information. There's no reason to humiliate her."
Just then the bedroom door opened. Ashley approached the couple before they could discuss the situation further. "Tell me what happened last night. I just woke up almost naked with your boyfriend sitting by my bed. I know you two wouldn't do anything to hurt me, but I really need to know what happened. I can't remember anything after giving Steve his exam."
"Ms. Summers, Ashley, do you remember taking prescription medicine last night? How about cold medicine? Did you drink any wine?" questioned Gwen forcefully to place Ashley on the defensive.
"Oh, no! Is that what happened? I did take my prescription as well as some cold medicine, but I don't remember drinking any wine. Where's the bottle?" asked Ashley as her eyes wandered the apartment until she saw the nearly empty bottle where Gwen had placed it on the kitchen counter. "Did you kids drink any of my wine, or did I drink it all?"
"We never touched it. Steve found you passed out and sent me a text. We found prescription pills, over the counter cold medicine, and an almost dead bottle of wine. You have to know that's a dangerous combination."
"Did you take my clothes off me? I woke up almost naked with your boyfriend looking at me. That's unnerving," admitted Ashley.
Steve could see Gwen struggle with an answer that would be true, but not overly embarrassing. "Don't worry, Steve never saw your clothes come off. He was in the kitchen at the time. It just didn't seem right to let you sleep in street clothes and I wasn't comfortable dressing you in sleep wear. I sat with you until almost three. I got so sleepy I couldn't stay awake, so I woke Steve up and asked him to watch you while I caught a couple hours sleep."
"This is very embarrassing," confessed Ashley. "I owe you both an apology for even thinking that you would have done anything inappropriate. Please don't tell anyone about this."
"Let's make a deal," suggested Gwen. "Tell us why you're on such a strong antidepressant and we'll never say a word about last night. I think we need to be certain this won't happen again."
Ashley looked from Gwen to Steve and back to Gwen. "My younger sister was in a four-wheeler accident last fall. She crashed into a barb wire fence going pretty fast. She hardly had a scratch, except her left hand was severed by the wire. Another rider applied pressure and called 911. She almost bled to death. She recovered from it, but a few weeks ago, she tried to take her own life with sleeping pills.
"We've always been really close, but she won't listen to me. She keeps saying she's a freak now and her life isn't worth living. I've been going home to visit most weekends when the weather's good, but instead of cheering her up, I've become depressed. Last week, my doctor put me on the medication. She told me not to use alcohol or other medicines with it, but I was way too smart. I didn't think a couple cold pills would make any difference, and I always have some wine in the evening before I go to bed. I won't do it again, so don't worry about me."
"How old is your sister? How is she doing now? I'm so sorry to learn of your sister's tragedy, but she can still enjoy an amazing life. She can't give up!"
"Becky's a senior. She'll graduate in a few weeks. This Saturday's her senior formal and no one's asked her. She used to date a lot. She believes that boys are repulsed by her now. In reality, they are, but it's her attitude that turns them off. She's bitter and unhappy."
"Didn't you live in Sherman? That's less than an hour from the airport, isn't it? We could be there in a few hours," mused Gwen.
"Why would 'we' want to be there?" asked Ashley. "What're you thinking?"
"We're trying to wrap everything up here so we can fly to L.A. on Sunday. Clyde told me last night that he'll need a few days to assemble even a skeleton crew to start filming the movie. I was thinking that you could invite Steve, Jordan, Charlotte, and me to your parents' home for the weekend. I know a handsome guy that's a great dancer that would love to take your sister to the formal," stated Gwen as she looked directly at Steve.
"You'd let Steve take my sister to the formal? That would be so cool! If that doesn't help cure her depression, nothing will," enthused Ashley as Steve stared at Gwen in disbelief.
"What? You wouldn't like to take a pretty girl to a dance? That's not what your past indicates. I know firsthand what a date with you can do for a girl's esteem and reputation. You show her the best time possible, except for any sex, of course. She'll be a lot happier the next morning than she's been since her accident.
"Let's plan on going to your folks' place before we fly to L.A., if it's okay with your parents. Tell them that Steve wants to take Becky to the formal. If she gets her measurements to us, we'll even bring a gown for her to wear," promised Gwen.
"You'd do that for my sister, for me?" sobbed Ashley. "You're two of the best people I've ever known. Mom will be thrilled when I tell her that Jordan Quick, Gwen Anderson, and Steve Hammer would like to spend the weekend. Dad died in a car wreck years ago.
"And we don't need to get Becky's measurements. She's exactly the same size as I am. If the dress fits me, it'll fit her perfectly."
"Her measurements are the same as yours?" repeated Gwen as she looked at Steve. "If she's anywhere near as attractive as you, and has your figure, Steve'll be a very happy camper. You have a great body."
"Thanks," replied Ashley as she blushed deeply. "I guess I don't have many secrets from you after last night. I'm just glad that Steve didn't see me like that, and unconscious to boot."
"Believe me; you'd want to be conscious when Steve saw you like that. He's got a wonderful way of showing his appreciation for the female form, especially the hourglass types. He's convinced me that he isn't into the anorexic supermodel types. I'll never be that way and he's fine with that."
It was Tuesday afternoon when Gwen dropped some surprising news on Steve. "Charlotte is testing out early, too. She's agreed to be my personal assistant when we film the movie. I've learned it's quite common for the 'stars' to have at least one P.A. to keep track of all their duties and appointments. She'll get paid well and I know she'll have my back. I trust her completely.



"I discussed it with Jordan and she's asked that Charlie be her personal assistant. He's going to be in a few scenes with the band, but now he'll make some extra money as well as take care of Jordan. She has complete faith in him. I think that'll work pretty well. He's very detail oriented. You've seen how he is about his music."
"Who should I get to be mine?" wondered Steve. "Billy or Jared would be glad to have the money, but I wonder if they'd be much help?"
"I've already solved that for you," smiled Gwen. "Billy and Jared would be gawking at all the girls. I love them both, but they wouldn't do a good job for you. I have the perfect person in mind."
"Okay, who is he?" asked Steve. "Is he one of your smart friends? I guess that would work. I get along with them alright."
"I'll give you a few hints. She's very bright, attractive, organized and in love with you!"
"Is it Kate? Is she organized, and isn't she too young? Stephanie? She's too young, too. Maybe Lisa? But she's busy with modeling and school. Jordan's in the movie already, so it's not her. Your mom? Would your dad go along with that? Aunt Diane. I can't see Will agreeing to it."
"Okay! Being attractive and in love with you didn't narrow it down very much!" admitted Gwen with a laugh. "It's Ashley Summers. She'd be perfect. She's really smart, very organized, and she absolutely loves you. I know she'd always have your back."
"Ashley? You didn't see her when she came after me last night. She'd have my front more than my back! What gives with you? First you pimp me out on a date with her sister and now you're trying to put her in close proximity with me on a steady basis. You didn't hear her tell me I could have her mouth, pussy, and ass; but she said it! And she meant it! Even if she was flying high on medications, she still seemed to know what she wanted. Are you trying to get rid of me or something? Most girls don't set up their boyfriends with beautiful women."
"Get rid of you? Never! You're stuck with me, Big Guy! I've learned a few things over the past several months. These facts seem contradictory, but I'm convinced that they're accurate.
"First, women and girls fall in love with you all the time. Every woman in my family, including Jordan, would sleep with you in a heartbeat if they could do it without hurting anyone, which of course they can't. Lisa fell hard for you and couldn't take her clothes off fast enough for you. She wasn't underhanded or sneaky, but she loved you seeing her naked. I was okay with it because I knew neither of you would betray me and I love her so much. I want her to be happy.
"The surprising thing that happened was that she saw what a good guy you are and she raised her standards. She dated a lot of questionable guys in the past, like that jackass, Governs, before she met you. After being around you, she turned down several guys that I know of, until she met Jason. She told me that she asked you what you thought of him. Your opinion was important to her. She saw a lot of your finer traits in him. Now she has a really good guy. I've decided that being around you a lot, even naked, was really good for her. She learned how to tell a good man from a poser.
"Then there's Jordan. She was naked in your arms and very willing to have sex with you. She's excited about doing the love scenes with you. I think some of it's because it's her job, so she won't betray Charlie or me by doing it. But she gets to be in your arms and almost make love with you. Back to my theory, Jordan's been around you a lot, although not naked as much as Lisa, and she's learned what to look for in a man. Her relationships were disasters before she met you. Now she has a very mature, kind, handsome boyfriend. He has many of your qualities."
"So you're giving me credit for Lisa and Jordan finding great guys? Don't you think that the fact that they're incredibly beautiful, talented, and intelligent might have something to do with it?"
"Sure, all of that helps, but they were smart, pretty, and talented before they met you, but they still kept going out with jerks. Knowing you has really helped them. I'm certain of that. I think you'll help Ashley and her sister both learn to distinguish between losers and the real deal."
"It may sound conceited, but I worry about these girls falling in love with me and having their hearts broken. Plus, is it a good idea to keep throwing temptation my way? If Ashley's sister looks anything like her, she'll be a stone cold fox. Why wave girls like that under my nose?" questioned Steve.
"Because that nose of yours is going to be offered prime pussy for the next fifty years. If it isn't one of my friends or relatives, it'll be someone else, but it will happen often. Do you think any guys will be working to get into my little panties over the next few years?" quizzed Gwen. "You bet that tight little ass of yours they will. But they won't make it because I love you, and I always will. We have to trust each other and believe in each other. We're blessed with good looks, good bodies, and now we can add fame to the mix. That sets us up as romantic targets for a good share of the population.
"I have to trust you, Steve. If I don't, then we'll have to break up because I know what you do to women. They melt when they see you. Listening to my own family talk about you last week made me realize that most women that see you, lust after you. You're one of the few men on the planet that could walk into a club and say you're available for sex and have most of the women present try to take you up on it.
"Ashley has some issues. You remember the jerk she brought to the party. You had to teach him some manners, if you recall. Ashley needs to see the kind of man you are and to learn what to look for and demand in a man of her own. Her father died in an automobile accident when she was in grade school. She needs a strong male in her life. I know she'll flirt and maybe try to seduce you, but that just makes her normal. How you react to her and the respect you show her will be new and different for her. It worked for Lisa and Jordan and I'm betting it'll help Ashley, and her sister. I'm telling you this now so you won't be surprised when I broach the subject with her tomorrow morning."
"This sounds like a lot of conjecture and guesswork to me, but I've learned to trust your knowledge of relationships. I'll give it a try, and I won't have sex with them, but it remains to be seen if your off-the-wall theory is correct. I hope it is."
"You want me to be Steve's assistant for the movie?" asked an incredulous Ashley the following morning. Steve and Gwen had asked to meet with her before school started. "There's a million things I'd have to do. I'd need complete access to Steve, his schedule, his script, wardrobe, everything. If you're serious about this, I'd love to do it! I've been thinking of taking some time off school because of my depression. This would be the perfect thing to help me get over everything, especially if Steve can cheer up Becky this weekend."
Ashley suddenly blushed and looked worried. "Gwen, could I talk to you in private about this offer. No offense, Steve, but I really need to discuss some girl stuff with Gwen."
After Steve strolled away from them, Ashley took Gwen's hands in hers. "Gwen, you may not want me for the job after I tell you something that I'd hoped to keep secret."
"You mean about how you're in love with my guy?" asked Gwen before Ashley could reveal her secret.
"You know about that? I guess I'm not the actress I thought I was. I tried to keep it bottled up so no one would know? What gave me away?"
"The other night when Steve was working on his exam, you had that wine/antidepressant/cold pill cocktail and you came on to him. You pretty much told him that you loved him since the first time you saw him," responded Gwen.
"Oh! Did we, did he, what was the final result? Was that why I was naked? I'm not on birth control!" moaned Ashley.
"You were naked, except for your thong, when you came out of your bedroom and rubbed your breasts in his face."
"I'm so sorry, Gwen! I was afraid there was more to that story. I haven't been able to remember anything after giving the exam to Steve. Thanks for not telling the principal and board what a slut I am. I owe you an apology. I don't know what to say to Steve. He's eighteen, so it wasn't sexual assault, but he's a student and I'm a teacher. Are you going to report me to the principal?"
"There's nothing to tell as far as Steve and I are concerned. He managed to elude you and get into the bathroom and text me for help. You eventually unlocked the door and then bumped into the doorjamb and passed out. You were unconscious on the floor when I got there. Steve was pretty worried about the entire situation. He never had sex with you, unless having your breasts in his face and slipping a nipple into his mouth counts as penetration," grinned Gwen. "I'm making light of it because it's no big deal as far as Steve and I are concerned."
"I don't know whether to be relieved or upset. I was afraid that Steve and I had been intimate. If I ever did make that mistake, I'd really want to be conscious for it. This is very embarrassing for me. How does Steve feel about it? Has he lost all respect for me?"
"He determined pretty quickly that you were not acting normally. He's always held you in high regard and after seeing you almost naked, I suspect he has an even greater appreciation for his English teacher," kidded Gwen.
"I've got to tell you that I'm confused at how well you're taking this whole incident. If he were my boyfriend and you were rubbing your amazing breasts in his face, I'd be very upset. Is it that I'm older and don't pose a threat to you, or are you two some kind of swingers?"
"Hardly!" chuckled Gwen. "We're committed to a totally monogamous relationship. You're beautiful, have a great body, and you're intelligent. When Steve first asked me out, I thought it had to be a joke, or some kind of bet. You know how I was. Why would a super stud like Steve ask out a nerd like me?
"After being with him for awhile, it became pretty obvious that one of my big fears was well founded. Women simply fall all over the guy. Who can blame them? All the women in my family are crazy about him, including my mother, aunt, and grandmother. Lisa fell for him really bad. You know how beautiful she is. Well, she kept finding reasons to be topless around him, always when I was present, I think. She loved the way he looked at her, but never made any advances. It became a bit of a game for her. She could see that he loved how she looked and it made her feel great, but she also knew he wouldn't pursue her. She was able to tease him, and kiss him without being attacked or groped.
"How many guys would have that sort of self-control with a girl like Lisa? Eventually, they established an understanding. He loves her. She loves him. They will always love each other, but they'll never have sex. It would ruin the love they have because it transcends sex. They're two people that care about each other deeply, like the best friends you could ever imagine. It's different with Steve and me. We're lovers and best friends. The two kinds of love are different, but both are amazing.
"Jordan was come to have pretty much the same arrangement with Steve. She loves him. He loves her, but they won't be having sex. Their respect for each other, and for me, simply makes it impossible. My sister Kate has it bad for Steve. So does my cousin, Stephanie. My mom and aunt have to rein themselves in around him.
"Now for the interesting part of my theory. The women that become like very close to Steve go on to date and fall in love with great guys. I believe it's because they raise their standards, and because Steve attracts loyal male friends with strong character. You know Lisa has become very serious about a West Point cadet? Jordan has fallen for a band mate that we think the world of and who treats her like a queen."
"Jordan and Lisa are two of the most beautiful women in the world. They can get any man they want, except for Steve. It's natural for them to find great guys," reasoned Ashley.
"Yes, except they didn't before they knew Steve. Lisa dated a couple decent guys and a few losers. Jordan was promiscuous and slept with real jerks. I really think that being around a man like Steve helped them refine their standards and realize that there are good men, but they had to learn what they wanted in a man."
"I guess you think I'm pretty pathetic as far as romance goes, especially after that absolute disaster I had at New Year's. I seem to date losers. That's one of the reasons that Steve made such an impression on me. He's everything a woman could ever want in a man," admitted Ashley before she realized that she may have exposed too much of her feelings about Steve and turned a bright red.
"What Steve and I think is, that you're beautiful, smart, and very capable, but need better friends, as well as male role models. We see this as a mutually beneficial situation. Steve really needs someone to have his back during the filming. It has to be someone we trust implicitly and has the brains and ability to get the job done. You'll get a nice pay check and be around Steve all the time. I'm convinced that it'll be good for you."
"What about my feelings for him? He knows how I feel. So do you. How do I look him in the eye now? What if I become lust crazed and try to seduce him again? I don't trust myself around Steve, so I know you shouldn't trust me," revealed Ashley.
"I think you'll do fine. Steve really likes you a lot. I can tell. He won't go to bed with you, but he won't complain if you jump into a hot tub with him and forget your top. How you behave around him is up to you, but Lisa, Jordan, and Kate love teasing him. He enjoys it, too, and watch his eyes if you need any proof that he appreciates your beauty. He's very expressive with them. You're already in love with what you know of him, but when you're around him a lot, you'll be in even deeper. At some point, that love will allow you to realize how special your friendship with him is, and how you'll want it forever. Your husband will understand that Steve is special to you, but he'll have me, Jordan, Lisa, Kate, Stephanie, and who knows who else in his life and treating him special. It'll be worth it to him!"
"Somehow, I believe you. The school's aware of my health issues and how my sister's problems have affected me. They suggested a few weeks ago that I take some time off to heal, so I know they'll let me take off the last couple of weeks of school. If you're willing to take a chance on me, I'll pack my bags. It's so exciting being with you two! I can't wait to see you guys make the movie."
Friday afternoon saw Steve, Ashley, Gwen, Jordan, and Charlotte pull into Ashley's mother's driveway. "We moved into this house when Dad died and my mother got the insurance money. It's pretty big, so we'll all fit. Gwen and Steve can have the pink room on the end, while Jordan and Charlotte can have the other spare bedroom."
"Steve and I can't sleep together! He's taking your sister to the dance. He can't come home and jump into bed with a different woman after romancing your sister. I'll sleep with Becky. That way she won't dare stay out too late, or try too hard to steal Steve away. How's that for planning?" asked Gwen to the group.
"You've slept with me a few times, but you never let me go on a date with Steve," complained Charlotte. "I hope Becky realizes how lucky she is!"
"Mom didn't tell Becky who my friends were. She just knows that I have some visiting. She's moping around her bedroom right now, according to a text from Mom. I bet this surprise will get her out of her funk!" laughed Ashley as she led the way up the drive.
Ashley's mother was an attractive blonde woman with a few extra pounds and a huge smile. "I can't believe you're staying with us this weekend! When Ashley told me that you were going to visit and take Becky to the formal, I cried. You saved Ashley's life that day the terrorists attacked your school, and now you're going to do the same for Becky. I can't thank you kids enough!"
"Mom! Don't put too much pressure on Steve, Gwen, and Jordan. They're here to help, but it's going to require some effort from Becky. I'm going to go get her and bring her down."
The group kept chatting with Mrs. Summers until they heard Ashley descending the stairs. She led a lovely blonde girl into the kitchen.
"This is my sister, Becky. Becky, these are some friends of mine. There's Charlotte, Jordan, Gwen, and...."
"Steve Hammer!" exclaimed Becky. "I've watched your TV show, the concert one, too. I don't know how many times I watched that 'Lady in Red' video on YouTube. I can't believe you're staying with us!"
Gwen and Jordan exchanged smiles as Becky seemed unfazed that Steve brought his co-stars with him. Steve had been coached for days about treating Becky extremely well, so he began immediately.
"I've heard so much about you from your sister, but I think she might be a bit jealous of you because she didn't begin to tell me how pretty you are," complimented Steve as he stepped close to Becky and hugged her to his chest. "I've got a few things to talk to you about, so would you walk with me for a little while?"
Becky couldn't conceal her surprise as Steve took her hand and led her out the door. "My God!" exclaimed Mrs. Summers. "That boy oozes charm. If he doesn't cheer Becky up, nothing will!"
"I don't know why you want to talk to me. I'm just Ashley's sister, her freak sister with one hand," began Becky. "Guys are repulsed by me."
Steve stopped and turned to face the girl. "Let's get a few things clear right now. I know you lost a hand. I know it bothers you far more than it should. When you had your left hand, did boys spend a lot of time looking at it and complimenting you on it? Ashley said you've dated quite a lot. What did the boys like about you that made you popular?"
"I don't know. My smile, my hair, my figure, and my personality all entered into it," admitted Becky.
"That's right. You're beautiful. You're a beautiful, intelligent, personable girl that lost a hand in an accident. How much do you honestly think that affects your desirability?" asked Steve.
"Well, it has to make a difference. I'm handicapped now. I can't do all the things I used to do to take care of myself."
"You're not handicapped very much. You're selfish and self centered. I was in Afghanistan with my father. I saw guys that lost arms and legs, and they still played football and baseball! They never asked for special treatment or consideration, except to be treated like men.
"Did you know that your sister was so depressed after all of your problems that she's on a very strong antidepressant? Did you even consider her feelings, or your mom's? Do you think they didn't suffer when you were hurt? They suffered a lot, but what hurts them more is your lack of guts and responsibility. You want to quit. Where would that leave them?
"I'm not good at this. We came here to see you and to see if we can help get you back on an even keel. I'm taking you to that formal tomorrow night and I expect you to show me a good time. I want to meet your friends and hear stories about the things you did growing up. I want you to reward me for my effort by being as beautiful, charming, and personable as I think you're able to be."
"You're taking me to the formal? You think you can waltz in here and declare that you're taking me out whether I agree, or not? Maybe I don't want to go, and maybe you aren't God's gift to women like you seem to think! Besides, I don't have a dress to wear and it's too late to get a nice one. You'd better stick with your gorgeous girlfriend."



"I told them a stone cold fox like you would never go for it. They even brought some kind of gown with them for you to wear, as if you'd jump at the chance to go to the dance with me. You can get any guy you want. The other kids in your class would probably laugh at you if you showed up with me as your date. They all know you can do a lot better."
"You brought a gown with you? No one would laugh at me if I went to the formal with you. You're Steve Hammer! The other girls would be insanely jealous. I guess I can go with you if the gown fits okay. Somehow it seems like you're just playing with me. You knew I could never pass up a date with you."
"Then it's a date? The other thing is that Jordan, Gwen, and Ashley want to go into Sherman with you tomorrow to shop for whatever it is that girls always shop for. Would it bother you to be seen with Gwen and Jordan all day and then be my date at night?"
"Now I know you're making fun of me. If Gwen doesn't mind being seen with the bitch that's going to be with her man at my Senior formal, I sure won't mind being seen in town with her and Jordan Quick. This town will be talking about this weekend for years to come."
"So, Lefty, it's a date? You'll try to act happy to be with me? We'll dance every dance with each other unless we give permission for someone else to dance with our partner, okay?"
"You called me 'Lefty'?" asked Becky in amazement. "Is that some sort of cruel dig at my handicap?"
"I just told you that you don't have a handicap. From now on, you're 'Lefty' to me. It'll prove that you're tough and have a sense of humor when friends hear me call you that. From now on, your attitude is that you have one hand... deal with it!" stated Steve firmly.
"I can't believe you!" stuttered Becky. "I lost my left hand and you want to nickname me 'Lefty'. Is that even politically correct? You sure don't lack for nerve. I guess it came in handy when you went into that school with those armed terrorists waiting for you. You're just trying to push my limits. You can call me 'Lefty' any time you want if you carry me back inside with Mom and Ashley watching and give me a big kiss. Let's see how much nerve you have in front of your amazing girlfriend."
"What do you think they're talking about for so long?" worried Mrs. Summers. "Becky has been as prickly as a cactus since her accident. I hope she isn't giving Steve a hard time."
"Mrs. Summers, women don't give Steve a hard time, just a hard on," laughed Jordan. "She's probably begging him to let her have his babies by now."
Gwen, Ashley, Jordan, and even Mrs. Summers were laughing when Steve carried Becky through the door and announced, "Lefty has agreed to go to the formal with me!"
The silence was deafening as the women watched Becky and waited for her reaction. "He called me 'Lefty', but he has more to do to earn that right" grinned Becky as she turned to look at Steve as he held her in his arms.
Steve moved his head down and kissed Becky for a long time as the women watched in surprise. When Steve finally removed his lips from Becky's she sighed loudly.
"He can call me 'Lefty' any time he wants. I wondered if he'd kiss me in front of his beautiful girlfriend. He didn't hold back at all. I hope you're not angry, Gwen. I just had to get back at him for giving me that nickname."
"That's fine," replied Gwen. "I can make him stop referring to you by that insensitive nickname. Just let me have a minute alone with him."
"No! I like when he calls me 'Lefty'. I want people to know that Steve has a special nickname for me and that he doesn't mind that I don't have a left hand. I'm going to the formal with your boyfriend tomorrow night. I don't know how late we'll be, so it'll be best if no one waits up."
Mrs. Summers was ecstatic to the point of crying as she listened to her daughter in amazement. The tears finally won out and began trickling down her cheeks. Ashley was almost as stunned and pleased as her mother.
"We won't wait up, but you're sharing your bed with Gwen tonight and tomorrow night, so you'd better be careful. She's loaning her boyfriend, but don't try seducing him, or running off with him. She's already risked drowning, getting shot, and being blown up for the guy, so you'd better be careful."
"Really? So Steve will be sleeping alone? I may be getting to bed very late tomorrow night. Gwen, please don't wait up."
"Ashley, you told us your sister was recovering from a traumatic event and may need some cheering up. Either you misjudged her badly, or Steve is a miracle worker. She seems positively radiant," observed Gwen.
Steve spent most of the evening studying his lines while the females spent hours laughing, talking, and planning for Becky's formal. Long after he went to bed, Steve could hear Gwen and Becky speaking in low tones in Becky's bedroom.
The next evening, Becky chattered endlessly as Steve drove to the school for the formal. "You should have seen the faces on my friends when they saw me shopping with Gwen Anderson and Jordan Quick! They couldn't believe it. Total strangers asked us all for autographs. They thought that Ashley and I must be famous too, since we were with them.
"It was one of the best days of my life and I haven't even shown up with my date yet! Every other girl in the school is going to be so jealous. I can't wait. I won't dance with anyone without your permission and you'll follow the same rules for me, right? I know I'm not your real girlfriend, but hold me as tight as you dare and don't let me do anything stupid, okay?"
From the moment Steve and Becky entered the room, it was obvious to Steve that it was going to be a very special night for Becky. Girls flocked to her, asking to be introduced. Becky managed to keep her smile down to a brilliant glow as she introduced Steve to everyone she met. The teachers and parent chaperones appeared to be impressed as well.
For his part, Steve fawned over Becky. He danced with her for the first seven dances and then Becky began to allow her friends to have a dance with him. When they did sit down, Becky sat close to Steve and he made a point of being very attentive to her. Near the end of the evening, Steve was prevailed upon to sing for those in attendance. The music had been supplied by a very good DJ, but there was a piano off to the side on the small stage.
Steve asked Becky to accompany him and to hold the only available microphone for him as he sang. She beamed to the crowd as she sat next to Steve at the piano. Steve gave his best rendition of the old Van Morrison song, 'Have I Told You Lately?' The audience remained silent as he delivered the song while playing the piano. Near the end of the song, Becky was shaking as she held the microphone. When he finished, everyone cheered and yelled their approval as Steve leaned over and gave Becky a light kiss on the lips.
After the dance, Steve and Becky joined some of her friends at an all night restaurant. Again, Steve went out of his way to be friendly with everyone, but especially to be attentive to Becky. When they drove home, Becky was euphoric.
"That was the best time I've ever had! You were great. Everyone wanted to know how I knew you and why you were there with me, rather than Gwen. They knew she was in town since everyone saw her and was talking about how beautiful she and Jordan are. I just told them that Gwen loaned you to me for the evening. They were so jealous.
"I danced with some of the guys in my class and they all treated me good, but they were afraid to mention my accident. I kept surprising them by bringing it up. I wanted them to know I was over the grieving stage and wanted to get on with my life now. They all seemed relieved and they relaxed a lot more. I can see where I was making everyone tense with my attitude about my lost hand. I was a miserable bitch and they didn't know how to get me out of my funk.
"But you did. I couldn't believe how you talked about my hand when we first met and how you announced that you were going to call me 'Lefty' from now on. Did you see people look at me for my reaction whenever you called me that in front of them? They thought I would explode, but I just smiled and told them it was your private nickname for me.
"Gwen told me about how her sisters, her cousin, Jordan, and even her mom and aunt adore you. She said they love to tease and flirt with you because you're a great guy and because you'd never take advantage of them. She's really proud of you and she really, really loves you. Now I know why. You're the best guy I ever met. Can I be a special friend like Gwen's sisters and Jordan? Can I treat you like a brother and tease you like that? Will I ever even see you again?"
"Ashley's coming to L.A. with us, and then to Florida. She's going to keep an eye out for me by acting as my assistant, whatever that means. I bet she'd be glad to have you visit some weekend or even longer after school is out. I'll always be your friend and would love to have you be another sister. I want all the quality people I can find to be my friends and family. You certainly fit the bill. Would you like to see us make the movie?"
Gwen had gone to bed at eleven and was sleeping when Becky came into the room. "Gwen, can you wake up and talk with me for a while? Steve was incredible tonight. Everyone was amazed that he was my date. He was a gentleman, so don't worry about that. He's wonderful. No wonder you fell in love with him."
"Welcome to my world," laughed Gwen as she rubbed her eyes. "He makes women fall in love with him without even trying. Tell me how everything went, and what your friends said when they saw you were there with Steve. I know you must be excited to talk about it."
Early the following afternoon, Steve, Gwen, Jordan, Ashley and Charlotte climbed into the SUV to travel to the airport. Becky had clung to Steve and kissed him several times when they prepared to leave. Mrs. Summers was almost as expressive.
"You've given Becky back to us!" she sobbed as she hugged Steve to her ample bosom. "She's already looking forward to flying to L.A. or Florida to watch you make that movie. Ashley is happier than I've seen her in a long time. You're aces high with this family. Thanks so much, Steve!"
"That went well," observed Charlotte dryly as the group made its way back to the interstate. "One night with Steve changed Becky's life dramatically. Why doesn't that surprise me?"
"You kids have been great to me and my family. I knew Becky would enjoy going on a date with Steve, but I had no idea he'd be so adept at helping her pull her head out of her ass. She's a different person today. If you had told me that she'd like the nickname 'Lefty' a couple days ago I'd have called you nuts. Thanks, guys, especially you, Steve."
"I'd like to take credit for everything, but it was all Gwen's idea. She even coached me on how to treat Becky to be sure her self esteem had a much needed lift," confessed Steve. "It was all Gwen."
"I had the idea for you to take her to the formal and we talked about how you had to be very attentive to her all night, but you were brilliant. You even called her 'Lefty' and made it her special nickname. I never would've dared try that! Somehow you made her see how much she had going for her. I came up with the idea, but you made it work. You make me look like a relationship guru."
The group made it to Los Angeles at dusk. They were checked into their rooms within the hour. Jordan was sharing a room with Charlie and Gwen was rooming with Steve. Charlotte and Ashley each had their own room. Clyde met them all in the dining room after they had unpacked. He was cordial to Ashley and Charlotte when they were introduced.
"You kids have done everything I asked and then some. Jordan, I can't tell you how proud I am of the way you turned things around. When I left you with Steve and Gwen that Sunday, I wondered if one of you would wind up murdered. Now you're all best friends and you even have a gentleman friend that seems to have his head screwed on straight.
"Gwen and Steve, you know how I feel about you guys. We have an ambitious schedule and have to work hard to keep it. The most important thing is to get all of Steve's parts filmed before he has to report to Annapolis. We can always film the scenes without him after he's gone."
"I'm not the director, but as one of the producers, I get some input into the filming. You'll be doing a lot of the ending of the movie first. As you may, or may not know, movies are not shot in the order the scenes appear. The early parts of the movie occur outside at the beach, so we'll film them in Florida in a few weeks. I know you kids never made a movie before, but you're all mature and intelligent, so it should come naturally to you.
"On Wednesday, Steve and Jordan are going to film their love scene. Jordan, you can request a closed set so only the needed crew is there. This movie will be probably be PG, but you'll be topless and while the final edit won't show any bits and pieces that you don't want seen, the people that are present for the filming may get an eyeful."
"I'll talk it over with Charlie tonight," replied Jordan. "I've never been shy, but I never had a wonderful boyfriend before and I don't want to do anything to upset him."
"Don't worry about me. I'm a big boy and I understand it's a movie. We'll talk it over, but I do think a closed set would be best."
"Can Gwen, Ashley and Charlotte be there? I'd feel better if I had some friends for support," revealed Jordan.
"Sure, it'll be a closed set, except for them. Just do your best and remember that sooner you get it exactly right, the sooner you'll be done with the scene," advised Clyde.
"Great! I'd hate to have to film the scene over and over, watching Steve with his clothes off for hours," laughed Jordan.
"I'll be wearing shorts at the very least," insisted Steve as he looked from Jordan to Clyde, who had an evil grin as he returned Steve's stare. "Ah, man, I don't think I can be naked with Jordan and not embarrass myself. Charlie and Gwen, you may not want to be there."
"Really? Jordan wants me there. You'll do fine. We'll wear the little guy out the night before so Jordan's charms have no effect on you, so don't worry," promised Gwen.
"Gwen, there's no way you can wear that guy down enough that he won't respond to my 'charms', as you call them. He'll have to be dead to resist the heat I'll be bringing! You'll be able to take notes and learn a few things for your big scene."
"Which will be on Friday," interrupted Clyde. "Like Jordan, you'll be able to decide who's allowed on the set while you're filming. Thursday is open in case the director feels that Jordan and Steve didn't have it exactly right on Wednesday and need more work. A car will be around at five tomorrow morning to pick you up for the set, so you'd better get some sleep. We'll be putting in some long days."
The first day was a 'sink or swim' day for Gwen, Jordan, and Steve. They went to wardrobe, practiced their lines for a few minutes, and then went in front of the cameras. They began with less involved interactions in the morning, but by afternoon were performing scenes critical to the movie. Soon Tuesday and the love scene between Jordan and Steve arrived.
"Jordan, I'm little worried about all of this," admitted Steve as they climbed into the van taking them to the set. "I want to do well, but I don't want to overstep my bounds, or upset Charlie. I just don't know how far to go and what I can and can't do."
"I'm sure the director will set the boundaries for us, but don't worry about upsetting me or Charlie. We're adults and know how movies work. I want you to do what the director asks, and I'll do the same."
"Don't worry about me," added Charlie. "I know Jordan has a thing for you, but so does every other woman in the free world. Just don't keep screwing up so you have to shoot the scene over and over. That might get annoying after a few hours."
"This is pretty exciting! I'm going to get an idea of what to expect for our scene on Friday. You two just concentrate on each other and getting it right. I really want this movie to make money, even if it isn't Academy Award material. Remember that the hospital building fund gets a cut of the profits," stated Gwen as she held Steve's hand. "Make love to this beautiful girl like I know you can, except for any actual sex, of course."
"Thanks! All of you have cleared up my concerns....NOT!" worried Steve. "Just don't be getting upset with me if I do something wrong, whatever that may be!"
Once Steve and Jordan left wardrobe and appeared on the set, the director spent time explaining what he expected from the two actors. "Steve, keep in mind that you respect Jordan's family and you think she's the perfect girl. Be slow and gentle, but passionate.
"Jordan, just like in real life, you'll set the tone for Steve, He responds to your lead. This will only go as far as you want it to go. We'll be filming from many angles, so be aware that if your top is off, your breasts will be filmed. That said, we can and will, edit anything too hot for a PG movie, unless the studio decides to make it an R movie. That would keep almost anything in the film as long as it wasn't hard core. We want to keep it PG, so just be as natural as possible and we'll edit it to fit the rating."
Steve was nervous as they prepared to begin filming. There were numerous cameramen watching, as well as assistants, a few guests, and some people he had no idea why they were present. He took a few deep breaths, went over his lines and the directions he had been given and concentrated on Jordan.
The scene began with Steve entering Jordan's bedroom. She smiled at Steve and he blocked out all the distractions as he focused on the beautiful girl walking into his arms. He gently kissed her but soon realized that Jordan wanted more. Steve responded.
Half an hour later, perspiration glistened on Steve's torso and Jordan was nude and limp in his arms when the director called a halt to the filming. The set had been silent for the filming and remained so afterward. A wardrobe girl carried two robes to Jordan and Steve as they slowly looked around.
"We never get these scenes in one take, but you kids may have managed to do just that. We'll probably shoot a few parts of the scene after we look at it on film, but that was outstanding work! You two really clicked and it showed. Go get something to eat and rest for awhile. I know how much those scenes take out of actors."
"My God, Gwen! Did you see those two? That was the hottest thing I've ever seen," declared Charlotte as they hurried around the set to join Steve and Jordan. "I don't know about you, but I'm absolutely dripping right now. If I hadn't seen it, I'd never have believed it. I feel like Billy and I have been shaking hands compared to the way Steve and Jordan were going just now."
"Are you angry with me?" asked Jordan as soon as Charlie and Gwen reached her side. "It kind of got out of hand. I constantly pushed Steve, but there's no quitting in that boy. He just kept bringing it. I feel like I just ran a marathon. Are you okay, Charlie?"
"I'll be a lot better when we get back to your dressing room! That was incredibly hot! You guys had some amazing chemistry going there. It'll carry the movie to success, even if the rest of it turns out mediocre, which it won't," predicted Charlie as he hugged Jordan with his left arm and shook Steve's hand with his right."
"Steve, I have to get you back to the dressing room right now!" insisted Gwen as she wrapped her arms around Steve after he shook Charlie's hand. "Ashley and Charlotte, could you give us half an hour or so?"
"Okay, but I don't think either one of you will last thirty seconds," laughed Ashley. "I'm so worked up I don't know what to do. I can't believe how sexy that scene was."



It was almost an hour later when Gwen and Steve emerged from Steve's dressing room. "I hated to bother you, but they want you in wardrobe so you'll be ready for your next scene," apologized Charlotte. "I was making all kinds of noises in the hall to cover your moans. I pretended to be talking real loud on my phone most of the time. You must be exhausted."
"I feel great!" contradicted Gwen. "Jordan thinks she's delivered a performance I can't top, but I have the advantage of knowing what she did, and how she did it. I can't wait until Friday!"
Steve returned to the set after lunch and kept getting compliments form everyone he met. At first he was embarrassed but he soon realized the kind words were sincere. Apparently he had done a very credible job with Jordan.
The group met every night for dinner at the hotel and the love scene was the main topic. Jordan explained some of what she was thinking during the scene, but Steve maintained that he didn't remember thinking anything. He simply reacted to Jordan.
"You'd better be able to react to me like that," warned Gwen as she kissed his cheek. "We're going to turn up the heat Friday. Yeah, Jordan looked amazing and her body is perfect, and the chemistry was unbelievable, but you haven't seen anything yet. I've decided that Steve and I will go without sex until night, just to get us on edge for our big scene."
The group broke into laughter when Steve made a long face and began to pout. "You'd better keep him close," warned Charlotte. "Every female connected to this movie's been talking about Steve, his body, his looks, and how Jordan turned him into a sexual tiger. Tie him to the bed because he won't have to look far to find someone to fill that need you're denying him. My door will be unlocked, by the way."
Gwen was good to her word and withheld sex. She knew it wasn't a huge imposition, but she wanted to send Steve a message. He needed to bring his A game Friday.
Once again the director explained the background and what he expected from Gwen and Steve. "Gwen has been insulting you. You dislike her brothers and the way they treat you. She's too trashy for your tastes and constantly derides Jordan, but you also find yourself very attracted to her. It all comes to a head here.
"Bt this stage of the movie, the audience has picked up on the under riding passion the two of you create when you're near each other. That passion has often been anger, but that will change in a heartbeat. Remember that this isn't forced sex. It's consensual, but very edgy. This won't be easy, but I think with some work, we can make it really good."
Steve once again concentrated on his character and how he'd react to Gwen. Then the director called for quiet and told them to begin.
"You're just like the rest of your family," sneered Steve. "You're too stubborn to learn, and too lazy to try. You'll be making your living on your back, you slut!"
Then Steve's head reeled from the slap Gwen laid on him! Stunned by the force of the blow, Steve shook his head. He and Gwen had discussed the scene with the director. She was supposed to slap him. Then he was supposed to become angry and push Gwen down and gradually seduce her as she weakly struggled against him. The slap she delivered held far more force than Steve had anticipated.
"You bitch!" snarled Steve instinctively as he reached out, grabbed a hand full of Gwen's shirt and pulled her to him. Then he suddenly gave a hard yank down and the front of her shirt disappeared, revealing her perfect breasts.
Gwen was completely taken by surprise by Steve's actions. Her hand immediately came around to slap him again. This time Steve was prepared. He caught her hand and held it with his, even as he sneered at her effort. Gwen's left hand shot out and caught the front of his button down shirt and ripped a large piece from it.
Steve pulled the hand he still had in his and twisted at the same time. Gwen had no choice but to step closer as he cruelly bent her arm behind her back. Her breasts were lodged tightly against his bare chest when he suddenly reached down and ran his hand under Gwen's short skirt.
There was the sound of ripping fabric and then Steve was holding her thong in front of his face. He gave it a quick sniff, and then nodded his head as if he suddenly possessed new knowledge. He released Gwen's hand that he held behind her back and quickly bent down. He forced both arms between Gwen's legs, grabbed her hips, and then stood back up. Gwen instinctively bend her knees to prevent being dumped over backwards and began raining blows down on Steve's shoulders. His face was buried in her cleavage, so she had no opportunity to strike it.
Steve moved forward and pinned Gwen to a wall. Then he slowly moved her up and down, allowing his face and lips to come into contact with her neck down to her stomach. Gwen slowed in the frequency and power of her blows as Steve alternated between kissing and biting Gwen's soft flesh. Finally, she wrapped her arms around his head and pulled his face to her breasts. His face remained buried there for several seconds. Then he slowly began raising Gwen higher. She tried to cover her breasts as they rose above his head.
When Steve was satisfied that Gwen was high enough, he suddenly ducked his head under her skirt. Gwen's face registered shock and then pleasure as one hand moved down to hold Steve's head under her skirt. After a few moments, Gwen bit her lip and moaned loudly. That was Steve's signal to slowly lower her, biting and kissing her stomach before her bosom reached the level of his face. Gwen took her left breast in her hand and held it to Steve's mouth. Steve bit down on the proffered nipple. Gwen convulsed and moaned again.
Then Steve placed Gwen on the floor and kissed her lips hard. She kissed him back. When he finally pulled back from her, she slapped his face again, just before dropping to her knees. She loosened his belt and jeans and slid them down, taking his boxers with them. She bit his lower stomach a few times and then buried her face in his groin as he held her head with both hands. After a few seconds, Steve grabbed a hand full of Gwen's hair and pulled her to her feet. He stepped out of his jeans and the effortlessly picked her up and carried her to the nearby bedroom.
He sat on the edge of the bed and easily flipped Gwen over and spanked her ass several times before tossing her into the center of the bed and moved to cover her. Gwen quickly pulled her feet in and pushed against Steve's chest. She lifted him a short way before he slid his arms between her knees and spread her legs apart. That allowed him to land on her with his face in her chest.
Charlotte, Jordan, and Ashley had all been holding their breath as they watched the scene unfold. They had never seen this side of Gwen, or Steve. It was like watching two lions struggle for dominance before the female allowed the male to mount her. Steve was working hard to dominate a very strong and determined Gwen.
Somehow the two lovers found themselves in the missionary position with Steve moving on top of Gwen. They would kiss briefly and then nibble on each other's skin. Suddenly Gwen stiffened and moaned loudly again. Sweat covered her body as she suddenly rolled over on top of Steve and began riding him hard. Perspiration dripped from her nipples as she moved rapidly back and forth on Steve. He shuddered, reached up, grabbed Gwen and pulled her down to him. They kissed passionately for what seemed forever. Then Gwen rolled off Steve with the cover clutched to her bosom. The couple lay side by side, breathing hard.
After half a minute, the director croaked out the order 'cut!' Gwen broke into a big smile as she leaned back over Steve and kissed him. Steve responded by pulling her closer and kissed her long and hard.
"Oh my God!" gasped Jordan as the three girls hurried to the bed occupied by Steve and Gwen. "Did you guys really make love, or were you just acting? It looked so much like you were really doing it. Your orgasms looked so real!"
"We're trained professionals," replied Gwen with a grin as she accepted a robe from a girl and quickly pulled in on and tied it. Steve was trying to wait for Ashley, Jordan, and Charlotte to leave, or at least look away. When it became evident that they intended to stay and watch, Steve shrugged, stood up, turned his back to the women, and pulled the robe on. He heard a gasp and turned to his left to see the wardrobe girl blushing, with a hand held over her mouth.
"Hey, I did a scene with the big guy the other day, so I know why she was so surprised," laughed Jordan. "When I say 'big guy' I'm not talking about Steve!"
Once again, the director expressed confidence that one take of the scene would probably suffice unless there were problems with camera angles or some other technical issue. He assured them that he often spent the better part of a week getting love scenes right, and the chemistry the girls had with Steve made his job a lot easier.
Clyde joined them for dinner at the hotel that night. He was all smiles as he spoke about the reports he was getting back from the set. "It's great working with people that want to get things right and done as fast as they can. You kids are doing a great job. I never heard of an Academy Award for loves scenes, but if there was such a thing, you'd all be in the running. At least that's what I'm hearing. I've never seen movie people so impressed with a couple scenes as the crew is with yours. I guess it was something to see, which a few hundred million people will, if this goes the way I hope.
"I want to rehearse for the Christmas show this weekend. We'll tape it next weekend, so try to get some family out here for that. I know it feels funny doing Christmas stuff now, but that's show business. We'll keep it pretty traditional with singing and dancing and holiday stories. You know what to expect. We're just going to do it better than anyone else has done it before. The network is very happy with the ratings for your shows. They'll air them all within the month. I'd have no trouble negotiating a big TV contract for you if you want to forget college and the Academy and go into TV."
Gwen and Steve both assured Clyde that they intended to remain on their career track, but thanked him for the thought. Before they finished their dessert, Steve's phone rang. He answered it and quickly excused himself and walked away from the group. A short time later, he returned with a big grin.
"That was the White House. It seems that there's a trade meeting with eastern European countries taking place in Moscow the weekend before I report to the Academy. President Novokov has asked that Gwen and I attend the state dinner. The guy on the phone gave me the distinct impression that we couldn't refuse this invitation. So I accepted."
"Wow! That's really jamming things into the last month before you go into the Academy," worried Gwen. "I know we can't refuse, especially when you're going to be working for Uncle Sam for quite some time. You don't want to start off on the wrong foot. Are they at least flying us first class? Is Jordan, or anyone else included?"
"We can't go to an affair like this without family, can we? I asked for a table to be reserved for us," replied Steve. "Jordan, Charlie, Charlotte, Billy, Lisa, Jason, Kate, Ashley and your folks are all on the list. Tell your dad he'll have to rent another tux."
"Billy and I get to go?" asked a stunned Charlotte. "I can't believe they'd let you bring nobodies like us to a state dinner! In Moscow? This is awesome!"
"Don't make too much out of it. There are hundreds of people at these things and a lot of them are there for the simple reason that they donate a lot of money to various campaigns. Some of them even get to go to Moscow. If we bump a couple lobbyists off the list, big deal. You and Billy will be voting for the next fifty years, so it would be nice to meet some of the people asking for your support. There'll be at least fifty Americans at the dinner, not counting us."
"That was really nice of you to include my family. That's one of the reasons I love you so much. Now I want you t give me the contact information for whoever just called you. I need to add a couple names to the list," stated Gwen matter-of-factly as she pulled Steve's phone off his hip.
"I saw a big reason you love him so much this morning," cracked Charlotte as Gwen studied the screen of Steve's phone. "He turned you into Jell-O, several times!"
"It's getting late back on the east coast, so I'll call Jen tomorrow and tell her that she, her mother, and grandmother will be joining us, and the President of the United States, for dinner at the Kremlin," revealed Gwen when she returned to the table. "That's my idea of revenge for being so cruel to your mother. She'd expect you to be like her and act selfishly, without regard to the feelings of others. You'll be kind and generous to her and it'll hurt her, at least a little."
"You really aren't too good at the revenge thing," observed Jordan dryly. "You're going to be so nice to her that she'll feel guilty? At least you don't fight like a girl, although it was pretty obvious that Steve was fighting with a girl. You looked so hot all angry and determined to beat up on Steve when he ripped your shirt off. I couldn't believe he did that!"
"I was pretty surprised, too," admitted Gwen. "I don't think he was expecting me to slap him so hard, but when I did, he responded. Boy, did he respond!"
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The weekend was spent rehearsing for the Christmas show that had already been contracted for CBC. Gwen, Jordan, and Steve were up at four. They were in the van, and riding to the studio by five AM.
"If people think making movies is an easy job, they should follow us around for a few days. Charlie, Ashley and Charlotte wanted to sleep in. They decided last night that if they arrived at the studio by seven, they'd be in plenty of time for everything and still get some sleep," stated Jordan as she tried unsuccessfully to stifle a big yawn.
By Sunday evening, Clyde was satisfied that his stars were prepared to tape the Christmas show the next weekend. "I've completed some negotiations with CBC earlier this week. They spent around half a billion dollars for the rights to broadcast pro football on Saturday nights. They want Jordan to sing their opening song. And they want Charlie and her to write it, if they can. They have a mediocre one written already, but they're hoping for something with more pizzazz. Jordan, you've become a hot commodity. CBC wants you to do their morning show concert on Labor Day weekend. You're on top again and bigger than ever!"
"I don't know what to say, except thanks to Gwen, Steve, and Charlie. I'm still going to attend Lisa's school this fall and try for a business degree. I'll do concerts and recordings around my schedule. I hope I get to do more TV shows and movies, too. I'll do anything that includes Gwen and/or Steve. This time, I'm going to keep my head straight and make it last. I owe it all to you, Clyde, for making me enter rehab and then putting me with Gwen's family. Thanks!"
"That isn't all. I have a few of the glamour magazines asking about using you and Gwen on the cover. I just need to work out the details, but can I assume that you're each fine with sharing a cover with the other?"
"I'd be honored to appear on any cover with Jordan," replied Gwen quickly. "She's really helped my career and been like a sister to me. That was one of the luckiest days of my life when you sent her home with us. It started rough and got worse fast when Steve poured soap down her throat, but look where we wound up."
"I feel the same," agreed Jordan. "Gwen's my best friend and the sister I always wanted. It'd be great!"
"Good! I thought you'd feel that way. I don't know if you two have been following your press, but you're at the top, or near it, of every poll about the most beautiful, sexiest women in the world. Considering your ages and that you're still in high school, that's amazing. Do you still want your paychecks going to the hospital fund? You've given them more than they could have dreamed of. If you want to start putting it in your own bank account, they couldn't complain."
"I hope to work at that hospital someday and I want to keep channeling everything I get to them," responded Gwen immediately. "I can understand Jordan wanting to build up her bank account, so I won't blame her if she keeps her share."
"No way! My old songs are making me more money than ever now that I'm making hits again. I really believe that I've been given this second chance because I'm helping the hospital," confessed Jordan.
"Did you hear that, Steve? I'm considered one of the sexiest women in the world. I bet you never thought that would happen when you first saw me sitting at the mall."
"You couldn't be more wrong. The first time I saw you, I knew you were the sexiest, most beautiful woman in the world. It just took a while for the rest of the planet to realize what I already knew," boasted Steve.
"You have a knack for saying the right thing at the right time!" grinned Gwen as she hugged Steve. "I knew you were a real hunk long before you sat down with me that day. I had watched you walk by the food court earlier. At that time, I never thought we'd be sleeping together, but I sure daydreamed about it."
"Not to change the subject from sex, but did you kids get some family lined up for next week's taping of the show?" asked Clyde. "This is a show about an old fashioned family Christmas, so we need some family!"
"I seem to be responsible for getting family to attend. So far, I have my parents, grandparents on Mom's side, Kate, Lisa, Lisa's beau, my Aunt Diane, Uncle Will, and Cousin Stephanie.
"I asked Ashley and her sister, Becky, to be in it since they're close friends, along with Charlotte and her boyfriend, Billy. I called Jordan's mother, which pissed Jordan off for a few days, and she's agreed to come.
"Then I contacted Steve's Aunt Janice and her daughter Jen. They're coming, but his grandmother declined. Janice said that her mother is feeling pretty guilty about her treatment of Steve's mother years ago. The really good news is that Steve's grandfather, William Patterson, is coming. He said he'd rather not be on television, but he wants to meet Steve, as well as watch Jen and Janice when they tape the TV show.
"For some reason, I never even thought about asking him. Jen told us she had a grandfather, but he wasn't with them in Paris and I forgot all about him. Imagine forgetting a grandparent. I didn't even know their last name was Patterson! That was embarrassing. The good news is that he was very cordial and warm on the phone. I think Steve and I will like him."
"Great! Now, you kids will have to put in long hours this week. I want to get as much of the movie filmed as possible before the weekend. Then we'll tape the TV show before you all go back home for your graduation on Tuesday. We'll be headed to Florida a couple days after your graduation for all of the beach and outdoor scenes.
"I'm negotiating the movie rights about the terrorist attack with a major studio. Forget HBO or Lifetime. We'll get a lot more than a TV network will pay. I'm working on getting some money for the families of the kids that died, as well as those badly wounded, and some for the school. Your portion will go to the hospital fund. They could technically make the movie with no permission, but that usually causes resentment, and litigation, so they are paving the way with cash. I expect to reach an agreement on compensation for all the parties. The story's mostly about you two, and they want to use your names and endorsement, so they're negotiating. The hospital will get the lion's share of the money. You don't have time to be in it this fall, so it'll be interesting to see who they get to be Gwen and Steve."
The next week was a grueling one for the actors, and their PA's. Steve and Gwen spent a lot of time separated since many of the scenes they were in did not include the other. Jordan spent time filming with each of them separately and they did a few scenes where the three appeared together.
Ashley constantly watched after Steve, making sure he was at the right place at the right time, knew his lines, was dressed appropriately for the scene, and made time to eat his meals and drink lots of water. She would argue with the crew if she felt they were demanding too much from him. She had the make-up people keep Steve prepared for his scenes.
As Steve became comfortable with Ashley, he relied on her more. By Wednesday afternoon, they were frequently laughing and joking with each other.
Wednesday evening, Ashley approached Gwen after the group had finished dinner. "I want to thank you for taking me on for this job, Gwen. It's been a real learning experience, a lot of work, and a lot of fun. As you know, I really enjoy being with Steve. He's just amazing. He works hard, is always polite, never complains, and looks fantastic.
"I have to keep the actresses away from him. They're attracted to him like moths to the flame. I understand how they feel, but I still have to keep him away from them so he can concentrate on his performance. He's a very good actor. He's good at everything, now that I think about it. I still have dreams about that love scene you two did. That was amazing. You're a lucky girl to have him. He's devoted to you."
"He's amazing alright. I'm constantly pinching myself to see if this is a dream. Jordan, Charlie, and Charlotte are joining Steve and me in the hot tub in half an hour. We'll drink some sodas and talk about the movie, so why don't you join us? I know Steve and Charlie would like that."
"You've no idea how intimidating it is to be next to you and Jordan," responded Ashley. "Like Clyde said, you're two of the sexiest, most beautiful women in the world. I'll don't have the curves you two have."
"Let me tell you something Steve told me, although I always suspected it," began Gwen. "Guys like pretty girls. They like girls' boobs. They like big ones, small ones, and medium sized ones. They seldom meet a breast they don't like. You're extremely attractive and have a great figure. Men like looking at you. Never feel like you're an also-ran. Come on down and relax with us. You'll get to watch Steve's chest muscles ripple when he moves, and see his washboard abs."
"Since you put it that way, I'll be there!" laughed Ashley.
She joined the group half an hour later just after they had settled into the spa. She wore a modest one piece suit. Ashley wasn't surprised to see Jordan and Gwen in very small bikinis, but was stunned when Charlotte stood up to retrieve a can of soda that had rolled away. She was wearing a thong bikini that revealed a surprisingly shapely derrière. Her breasts were small compared to Jordan and Gwen, but looked perfect on her narrow, thin frame.
"What? You didn't think I'd wear a thong?" asked Charlotte when she saw Ashley's surprise. "Gwen convinced me that I have a nice ass and I should flaunt it. Since I have no boobs to speak of, I decided to show off the only real mounds of flesh I have. What do you think?"
"You surprised me. You were always so prim and proper in school and now you're like a different person. Not every girl can wear a thong, but you look great in it. How does Billy like it?"
"He hasn't seen me in it, yet," admitted Charlotte. "He's seen me without any clothes at all and seems to like what he sees. I used to worry because I wasn't built like you, Jordan, and Gwen, but I've finally come to realize that I'm very acceptable to a lot of guys. It's more about attitude. Smile, be happy, compliment people, and see the light side of things. I'm no supermodel, especially compared to you three, but I'm very much a woman and I can satisfy my guy. I'm good with that."
"You keep comparing me to Jordan and Gwen, but I'm not as beautiful, or sexy, or voluptuous as they are. I'm pretty average. Jordan and Gwen are incredible," stated Ashley.
"You seem to have vision problems, Ashley. What size cup is your bra. A C? What is your waist, 22 or 24? Your face is beautiful, your figure is perfect, and yet you tell me that you're average. If you were average, where would that leave me? Billy thinks you're hot. He told you so. Steve isn't saying much, as usual, but I've seen him looking and he approves of what he sees. But then, I've seen him sneaking peeks at my ass, so what does he know?" laughed Charlotte as Steve blushed.
"The truth, as I see it, is that men like women. They like friendly, smart, attractive women the most, but almost all of us women have what they like and want. Embrace it! I don't know why you feel the need to play down your figure, looks, and brains, but it isn't a very good idea. You're not having much fun that way.
"Your sister is very similar to you physically, but I heard you tell her several times how sexy she looked and how pretty she was. When you tell Becky that, you're saying it to yourself, since you're so similar. If you think she looks good, than you have to believe that you look good, too. Are Becky's boobs too small? Is she too fat? Too thin? Too tall? You know she's pretty close to perfect, which means that so are you."
Ashley had no response for Charlotte's observations. She did wear the same size as Becky, and Becky had a wonderful figure. They were the same height and weight and Becky was beautiful. Maybe she'd been a little harsh on herself. Maybe she didn't have to date such losers.
"Thanks, Charlotte. You've really changed a lot since last year. I remember how quiet and shy you were and how you never seemed to date. Now you're telling us that you feel desirable and have a boyfriend that agrees. You've matured a lot and have wonderful self esteem. When I'm with you guys, I feel like I'm the student and you're the teachers. This has been a great experience for me!"
The next evening, the group again made plans to meet in the hot tub. Gwen and Jordan exchanged glances when Ashley appeared in a bikini. Charlotte simply laughed.
"Wow! To think I was trying to build up your confidence last night. Gwen used to try to wring testimonials out of me about how good she looked, back when she had some doubts about being the sexiest woman in the world. If you have any doubts about how good you look in that bikini, look at the faces on Steve and Charlie."
Ashley blushed as she stepped into the tub, looking for a place to sit. Steve reached over, placed a hand on each of her hips, and lifted her onto his lap. Unable to conceal her surprise at Steve's actions, Ashley quickly looked to see Gwen's reaction.
"See what happens when you get too close to that guy, especially when you're looking so hot and wearing so little," pointed out Jordan. "Now he'll force you to sit on his lap and you'll feel those abs and pecs pressed against your back and side. He'll sneak peeks down your top and pretend that he doesn't even realize he's still holding your hips. I'm lucky Charlie's here to protect me, or I know I'd have fallen prey to that awful man's sick desires."
"It takes some of the pressure off me," teased Gwen. "Now I can relax and feel the jets ease my tired muscles. You'll find that it's much tenser sitting on Steve's lap. No muscles get to relax when he has a beautiful woman in his grasp."
Ashley grinned as she made a production of getting comfortable on Steve. "You're absolutely right, Gwen. I do feel some tense muscles, but they don't belong to me. Mine are all rubbery and weak right now. This boyfriend of yours is quite bold, and very hard...to resist!"
That evening was the ice breaker for Ashley. She finally felt comfortable with her relationship with Gwen and Steve. She often repeated in her head the things that Gwen had told her about Lisa's flirting and teasing and how much Steve enjoyed it. Gwen seemed totally fine with it, so Ashley decided that she was going to take a page from Lisa's book.
Relatives began arriving Friday afternoon for the weekend taping of the Christmas show for CBC. Clyde kept his stars working on the movie while he had a couple of stretch limos pick up the new arrivals at the airport. It happened that Gwen's family arrived at nearly the same time as Steve's, so they wound up sharing a ride to the hotel in a limo.
"Jen!" yelled Kate when she spotted Steve's cousin rolling her bag toward the limo. "Isn't this cool? We get to be in a TV show. None of this would've happened if your handsome cousin hadn't fallen for my beautiful sister so hard. Look what's happened already. Movies, concerts, TV shows, and there'll be a lot more, I'm sure.
"Hello, Mrs. Bennington. It's nice to see you again. I'm glad you came for the show. It's great that Steve finally has some family to share these amazing accomplishments with!"
"Young lady, are you my grandson's girlfriend, Gwen Anderson? You look different on TV. I'm William Patterson, Steve's grandfather, or so I am led to believe."
"I wish I was Gwen! She's my sister, and Steve's girlfriend. I'm Kate. This is my mother, Paula, my dad, Ted, my Aunt Diane, my uncle Will, and my cousin Stephanie. The two older people getting into the car are my grandparents. Steve is your grandson? You must be really proud. He's the best looking, strongest, bravest guy I've ever met!"
"I'm sorry I didn't get to introduce everyone," apologized Jen. "It's hard to get many words in when Kate's wound up. This is my grandfather, William Patterson. He came to meet Steve and see what the fuss is all about. Gwen invited us to their graduation next Tuesday, so you'll be seeing a lot of us the next few days. I'm so excited! All my friends are so jealous that I get to hang out with Steve Hammer, Gwen Anderson, and Jordan Quick."
Eventually everyone managed to find a seat in the stretch limo and get under way. Paula broke the brief silence. "Mr. Patterson, your grandson is a very fine young man. My family has had the pleasure of being around him for the past eight months. He's saved our lives. He's taught us about honor, sacrifice, and determination. You really need to show him some love and respect. He was extremely lonely when we first met him. He was quite sad about losing his parents. He had no idea he even had relatives. I may seem to be overstepping my bounds here, but his happiness is very important to everyone in my family.
"You stated that you were 'led to believe' that Steve is your grandson. That statement implies some doubt, at the very least. If you have any doubts about Steve, I suggest that you forgo meeting him. He was hurt badly when your wife and Janice rejected him. He knew his mother had died, but when he saw Janice, he reverted back to the boy that loved his mother more than anything on earth. He picked her up and hugged her, somehow believing that his mother had come back to him. Janice scolded him and demanded to be put down. When your wife arrived shortly afterward, she was even colder.
"That wonderful young man was suddenly in pain, rejected by his own family, much like his mother was years before. My daughter is young and idealistic, so she asked you to take part in this show, thinking it would be nice for Steve to have family around him for what is supposed to be Christmas. I'm older and I've seen more. I won't stand by and see any of you treat Steve with anything less than complete acceptance and love. If you cannot, or will not do that, I think you should board the next jet back home."
"Mrs. Anderson, I now see why Steve was so taken with your family. That was well said and straight from the heart. Your warning will be taken under consideration. I'm a wealthy man, so I spent some of my money on investigators to find out if your young knight was a descendant of mine. He is my grandson. Of that, I am now certain. I didn't mean to suggest otherwise.
"I fear that he may not care to see us, or warm to us in any way. Jen assures me that he likes her, but who wouldn't? As you can easily see, she's a beautiful young lady. Janice assures me that she can see his mother, her sister, in his eyes. She has also told me of her regret that she was so unfriendly when she first met Steve. In her defense, she had no idea who he was, nor why he was hugging her.
"This horrible mess falls on my shoulders. I should have put my foot down when my wife gave her ultimatum to Jen that fateful evening. I knew it was wrong. I knew Jen was a loving, loyal girl that would never turn her back on the man she loved. I just didn't know that she'd act so quickly and so permanently. It's been a source of shame and pain for me ever since. Your staunch defense of the lad is very heartening. I wasn't there to help him, to guide him, to do the things that a grandfather should. The fact that he somehow found a family like yours is a source of great joy to me. Madam, please accept my apology for any slight, real or imagined."
"Okay! We cleared the air. I'll do my best to make up for my less than warm behavior to Steve that day in Paris," promised Janice. "I'm very impressed with the depth of your emotions, Paula. Steve is obviously more to you than your daughter's beau. He's very important to you as well as the rest of your family. That much is apparent. This isn't about his success or fame. All of you genuinely love and admire him, so I'm certain he is even more impressive than we are led to believe from the press reports.



"My father and I have come here to love him and to try to earn his forgiveness. My mother has been ashamed and embarrassed since we met you in Paris. She'll never forgive herself, and she has no expectations of Steve forgiving her. That's why she refused to come. Jen simply adores Steve and Gwen, and she has spoken of little else since she spent time with them in Paris. We appreciate that Gwen was so thoughtful and pray that Steve will eventually learn to tolerate us, if not love us."
Steve and Gwen were finished for the day and changing into fresh clothes when there was a knock on their door. Gwen opened the door to find the hallway filled with people.
"Mom! Kate! Stephanie! Come on it. Dad, give me a hug! Uncle Will and Aunt Diane, it's so great that you came!" welcomed Gwen to her family. "Jen! We're so glad you could make it! Janice, it's really nice to see you again. Grandmother! Thanks for coming!"
Then Gwen went silent as her gaze fell on the older, tall man behind Janice. "Grandfather Patterson? It's so good to meet you!" cried Gwen as she threw herself into the man's arms.
William Patterson had spent a lifetime keeping his emotions in check. He had been very successful at business, and keeping his feelings to himself was a big part of his success.
When the beautiful young woman greeted him so warmly and referred to him as 'Grandfather', tears suddenly filled his eyes. He didn't need his years of experience reading people to know that he held an exceptional young woman in his arms. He responded by hugging her tightly as he closed his eyes to prevent others from seeing his emotion.
Gwen finally stepped back and led the older man into the room. The women had been hugging and kissing Steve in greeting. As Gwen approached, her family stepped back away from Steve.
"Grandfather Patterson, this is your grandson, Steve. This is your grandfather, Steve, so show him respect," directed Gwen as she noticed Steve shrinking back.
Steve recognized the tenor and import of Gwen's greeting. Not wanting to disappoint Gwen, he offered his hand to the older man. "Sir, it's nice to finally meet you."
William Patterson studied the young man as he took his hand. He had Jen's eyes. That was obvious. He carried himself like a military veteran, tall and straight. His eyes were clear and unblinking, His grip was strong, and his voice was even. Going against everything he had promised himself, William Patterson began to break down.
After he released Steve's hand, he stepped closer and embraced the younger man, much as he had Gwen. Gwen watched closely as Steve's arms slowly moved up and wrapped around his grandfather. She turned to Jen and winked. When the two men parted, Steve turned to Gwen and pulled her to his chest and hugged her tightly.
Everyone watched silently as Steve finally released Gwen far enough to reach down and kiss her. The two remained with their lips locked until Kate began to complain.
"Hey! Why don't you two get a room? Wait! This is your room, isn't it? Maybe you'd like us to leave. We only flew a million miles to see you. Why worry about us?"
Gwen extricated herself from Steve and apologized. "Sometimes Steve has to express his feelings nonverbally. He was feeling pretty emotional and he needed me to help him with those feelings. We're absolutely delighted that you all came to be with us at Christmas, in a manner of speaking. Charlotte checked you all in and has your room keys. I'll call her and get them. Didn't Billy come with you?"
"He booked a later flight. Charlotte knew about it. He'll arrive in an hour or so," responded Kate. "This is way cool! We get to stay in a real nice hotel and appear in a TV show. Gwen, you're the best sister ever!"
"Thanks, Kate. We appreciate that all of you took the time to come. We really want this to be a family Christmas, even if it's six months off. Let's meet in the restaurant in an hour for dinner. Clyde told us that everything's paid for, including meals, tips, and room service. Let's have a nice meal and catch up on everything. We have a private dining room reserved for dinner so we can take as long as we want and be as noisy as we want. See you in an hour!"
Lisa had joined up with Jason when he landed in the capital to switch flights. The two of them flew in to LAX on the same flight as Billy. As they were shown to their waiting limo, an attractive woman called to the driver, asking if he was supposed to drive Cindy Quick to her hotel. As the driver was responding to her inquiry, a very pretty girl approached the car.
"I know who you are," stated Billy. "My girlfriend's Charlotte. She was at your house a couple weeks ago. You're Ms. Summers' sister, Becky."
"You're Billy? Charlotte told me about you! It's nice to meet you. Pardon me, but are you Gwen's sister, Lisa? You're so beautiful. Gwen showed me your cover for 'Shape' magazine. You sure have an amazing sister, and her boyfriend is... , well, he's..."
"A hunk? A doll? A beautiful man? A dreamboat? Am I getting close?" asked Lisa as she took Becky into her arms and hugged her. "You're Ashley's sister? You look like her. You're both beautiful."
"Thanks! I went to my class formal with Steve. He called me 'Lefty' and made me feel great. He was the best date I ever had. He sang to me and danced with me. He was a gentleman, too. He looked great in his tux. He kissed me right after we met. He says I'm not handicapped and he's right."
"Wow! That sure sounds like Steve. He called you 'Lefty' and it was great? Only Steve could pull that off. It sounds like you had a good time with him. Gwen doesn't loan him out very often, so you were quite lucky. Somehow, I think you're going to be very happy to see him when we get to the hotel."
"My daughter's Jordan Quick. She hasn't spoken to me more than a couple times in the last year. I'm afraid that I made some mistakes and she's not very willing to forgive me. I've been reading about her though, and she's doing very well again. I was invited to this affair by Gwen Anderson, Jordan's best friend. You're Gwen's sister, and the rest of you are her friends? Have you met Jordan?"
"She was at my house a couple weeks ago and she's beautiful! So is Gwen. The best thing about her is how nice she is to everyone. You have to be very proud of her. I hope you can reconcile your differences," offered Becky.
"What about this Steve Hammer?" asked Cindy Quick. "Jordan got into some trouble with him. Her picture was all over the internet. Do you think he took advantage of her, or got her drunk so he could be photographed with her to help his career?"
"No!" stated Lisa flatly. "Steve was helping her. He has no career aspirations. At least not show business. He wants to be a SEAL and he's the bravest, kindest man I ever met, except for Jason. You'll not fare very well this weekend if you malign Steve in any way. It won't take you long to determine every woman at this event is in love with Steve, at least a little bit. Isn't that right, Becky?"
"It's embarrassing, but true. I know I fell in love with him when he kissed me and took me to the formal and made me realize that the loss of a hand isn't the end of my life. If he's like that with other girls, they're going to be in love with him, for sure!"
"Well, I'll withhold judgment," replied a skeptical Cindy Quick. "I've always found that when something or someone seems too good to be true, there's a reason."
"Everyone is already checked in and the rest of the group is waiting for us in the hotel restaurant. We'll have dinner first, and then see our rooms. This'll be a great weekend!" enthused Lisa as she snuggled closer to Jason.
When the final group entered the reserved dining room, Gwen and Steve hurried to meet Lisa and Jason. While Steve grasped Jason's shoulder and shook his hand, Lisa and Gwen hugged each other tightly.
"Jason and I are sharing a room. It'll be our first time together. Will Steve be okay with that?" whispered Lisa.
"I think you need to ask him, if it's important to you," replied Gwen with a big smile. "I think it's wonderful that you've found such a great guy."
As Lisa hugged Steve, she spoke quietly into his ear. "Jason and I are sharing a room this weekend. It'll be our first time together. Do you think less of me for wanting to sleep with Jason?"
"I'm surprised you have to ask," responded Steve with a big grin as he lifted Lisa off her feet and swung her around. "He's a great guy and he seems to love you. I've very happy for you both! I'd forgotten how beautiful you are!"
Lisa pulled Steve down for a kiss in front of Jason and everyone else. "Thanks, Steve. I wanted you to approve because I know you're way better than me at telling if men are the real deal, or jerks. You've confirmed what I believed already."
As the two couples interacted, Diane, Paula, and their mother watched. "Look at those two men," observed Carolyn. "Your daughters have picked the cream of the crop. Strong, handsome, loyal, and brave, are a few of the words that describe those two. You've done a wonderful job with your daughters and it shows. You'll have beautiful grandchildren with loving, protective parents.
"I love your dad, and he was a very good husband and father. We were delighted when you girls settled on Ted and Will. They've proven themselves to be fine men and excellent husbands and fathers. They helped you raise great kids. That said, what Gwen and Lisa have is beyond anything I ever dreamed possible. Those two men radiate masculinity, combined with intelligence and humility. Kate and Stephanie have tough acts to follow. The good thing is that Steve and Jason are the kind of men that will interact with other men like them. If Kate and Stephanie meet enough of Steve and Jason's friends, they'll wind up with some great men, too."
Meanwhile Jordan had advanced to meet her mother. She held Charlie's hand tightly as they moved closer. "Mom, this is Charlie. I told you about him a few times in emails. He's my boyfriend, my song writing partner, and I love him."
"Charlie, it's a pleasure to meet you. Jordan always went for the handsome ones, just like her mother," greeted Cindy as she hugged Charlie to her ample bosom.
"I see where Jordan gets her great looks, Mrs. Quick. It's very nice to finally meet you. If you're wondering, I'm in love your daughter."
"I had no doubts about that!" laughed Cindy Quick as she released Charlie. "She's found new friends and rejuvenated her career. I have to thank you for all you've done for her. I'm afraid I wasn't a very good role model for much of her life, but I'm ready to do anything I can to make that up to her. I'm sober now and expect to stay that way."
"Mom! You never told me that you quit drinking. Are you done with the drugs, too? Don't lie to me!" threatened Jordan as she held her mother's hands.
"I've been clean and sober for three months now. When you went into rehab, I really went crazy. I was out of control, but when you started breathing life back into your career, I decided I had to clean up my act. I knew I had treated you badly and that you hated me. I also knew that if there was ever going to be a chance for you to forgive me, I'd have to be sober.
"When you have a wonderfully talented daughter making hit records, TV shows, and movies, it's pretty embarrassing when she won't even speak to you. I don't expect you to forgive me right away, but please give me a chance to prove that I've changed."
"You'll have that chance this weekend. If you're telling the truth, you're already forgiven. I've grown and learned a lot the past few months. I'm too happy to spend time trying to punish you, Mom. Just be honest with me and don't ever think that I'll go back to that life I had before rehab and meeting Steve, Gwen, and her family.
"Okay, everyone, please welcome my mother, Cindy Quick. I don't want to take too much time so I'll introduce her to the stars, Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer. They've given me my life back, along with Charlie and Gwen's family, who are sitting over there," pointed Jordan. "As we eat, or whenever you get the chance, introduce yourself to Mom. We've had some rough times, but Gwen just wouldn't let me stay estranged from her. Gwen's taught me that family is the most important thing in having a happy, successful life. Thanks, Gwen!"
Gwen hugged Jordan's mother and then stepped back so Steve could introduce himself. Steve placed his hands under Cindy's arms and lifted her up, so her face was close to his. He turned his back to the group and whispered to Cindy.
"Your daughter is a loving, talented, caring, beautiful woman. She deserves happiness, and that includes having a mom she can be proud off. If you're kind and loving to her, I'll be your friend forever. If you hurt her again, I'll respond accordingly. Now do you still want to hug me?"
Cindy Quick was taken totally by surprise with Steve's obviously strong emotions for her daughter. She studied his face for a few seconds and then threw her arms around his neck. "You've got a deal, Big Boy! I've never had a friend like you are to Jordan, but I can already tell that I'd like to have one. Does Gwen know you love Jordan?"
"Yes, I do," responded Gwen quietly into Cindy's ear. "Steve loves several girls, but none more than Jordan. I love her, too. We'll do just about anything for her. She's our sister now."
"What just happened?" demanded Jordan as Steve placed her mother back on her feet. "What did you say to Mom?"
"They pretty much told me that they care for you more than you may realize and that I'd better put on my big girl panties and be the mother you deserve. And I agreed," responded Jordan's mom as she took her seat next to Jordan.
"See how they are?" whispered Jen to her mother and grandfather. "They care about people, especially family and friends. Gwen's family welcomed Steve when he started dating Gwen. He's an orphan and thought he had no relatives on our side and just one uncle on his father's, so he cherished Gwen's family. All of these girls love him, and he loves them back. Gwen understands how it is. She isn't jealous at all because she knows he's totally devoted to her, but if you're their friend, they'll do anything for you. Jordan is extremely close to them. Kate and Lisa are blood and no one should ever do anything to hurt either one of them with Steve around. I'm blood, too, and I know he'd do almost anything for me."
"Look how Steve and Gwen made sure that Jordan's mother was on her best behavior," pointed out Ashley to her sister. "They think the world of Jordan and didn't want her hurt by her mom. She's been pretty miserable to Jordan over the years. She's an alcoholic and used a lot of drugs. Gwen talked Jordan into letting her invite her mother in hopes that they'll reconcile. They just made sure that her mom gets with the program. That's why those two are so special. Just being around them makes you a better person. The fact that they're incredibly good looking doesn't hurt. All of these girls here are in love with Steve."
"Yeah, like the one sitting next to me," countered Becky. "You have it pretty bad for him. Mom and I talked about it after you left. We both noticed how you looked at him, and treated him. You know what? We decided that we didn't blame you and that I'd do the same thing when I'm around him. Gwen doesn't seem to worry about anyone stealing him away. She told me that she enjoys seeing Steve be so nice to other girls because it helps them feel better about themselves. That means she won't mind if I flirt with him every chance I get. You're with him all the time. Have you done anything naughty to get his attention?"
Ashley blushed as she thought about the morning she woke up almost naked with Steve sitting by her bed. Then later she discovered that she had offered herself to Steve and had even put her nipple in his mouth!
"I'll tell you a story tonight when we go to bed," offered Ashley. "You'll just have to promise to never tell Mom, or anyone. It's pretty embarrassing, but not nearly as bad as it might have been."
After dinner, Lisa found a moment to be alone with her mother. "Jason and I are sharing a room. It'll be the first time that we slept together. I want you and Dad to know and approve. I know he isn't Steve, but he's a great guy and he's been so good to me. I've fallen for him, Mom. Steve likes him. I told him we were sleeping together and he was happy for us."
"I can't very well ask you not to sleep with Jason after I allowed Steve and Gwen to sleep together in our house," reasoned Paula. "Besides, if Steve gave his approval, he must be a pretty special young man. Steve would never say it was okay if he didn't believe it. He loves you way too much to stand by while you make a mistake. Ted is the same. He likes Jason. He told me that he's going to give him 'the talk' later this evening, so warn Jason. He gets to sleep with you, but he has to listen politely while Ted explains how he expects his daughter to be treated."
"Dad's going to give Jason 'the talk'? I heard he gave one to Kate's prom date. Now he's doing it to my boyfriend, the guy that's graduating from West Point in few days and will soon be training to be an Army Ranger.? I'm so proud of Dad! He really loves us girls. You did pretty good when you found him. Did you have any idea what a great father he'd be?"
"Honestly? I had no idea. I guess I should have. He was polite to his mother and respected his father. I guess I saw the clues but was too young to think about them, or it was all subconscious or something. He did turn out to be a pretty good catch, didn't he?" asked Paula rhetorically.
"Jason and Steve both think highly of Dad. That pretty much tells the whole story. Those guys see how Dad treats us girls and you. They respect him for being a good father and provider. Jason's going to be so happy when Dad gives him 'the talk'! I told him everything Dad said to Steve that night and how he even gave one to Kate's prom date."
The hotel had a game room with a couple of regulation pool tables. The entire group gravitated to that room after dinner. Jason was preparing to break when Ted began speaking to him. Jason immediately set the pool stick down and listened to Ted politely.
"I had this talk with Steve when he first came to date Gwen. Looking back, I think some of the family members felt I was unreasonable, but I don't think I was. If you are going to date my daughter, I expect you to respect her. I expect you to avoid driving under the influence of alcohol and to never use drugs. I expect you to be willing to give your life for her if necessary. I have to admit I've added that after seeing Steve willingly risk his life for Gwen, Paula, Kate, and Lisa. I expect no less from you. Do these demands seem unreasonable or too exacting to you?"
"Sir, I will do everything in my power to live up to your expectations. I'm honored to be able to know a father like you, and a family like the one you've raised. Your daughters are incredible women, as is your beautiful wife. If I ever disappoint or fail to meet your expectations, please let me know. I'll do my best, sir!"
Ted beamed as Jason shook his hand just before Lisa threw herself into Ted's arms. "That was a great 'talk', Dad! I don't think that soon-to-be Ranger will trifle with me. Look how well it worked on Steve. Now I have my own protector, like Gwen has. You're the best father ever!"
Everyone made their way to their rooms after a few games of pool and a great deal of talk. Steve and Gwen spent their time visiting with their guests and thanking them for making the trip to appear in the Christmas show they were taping. Steve managed to chat with his grandfather and aunt. He found himself enjoying their company more than he expected. It was impossible for him to look at Janice without seeing his mother. He apologized for his mistake in Paris and explained that he couldn't shake the feeling that he was looking at his own mother.



For her part, Janice apologized for being so rude when they first met. She explained how proud she and Jen were of his achievements. She told him that it was her honor to remind him of his mother; whom she missed desperately.
Before entering their rooms, Lisa hugged Gwen. "I wish this was my first time, like it was for you and Steve. I would very much like to be able to give that honor to Jason. Your first time was in Paris, in sight of the Eiffel Tower. That must have been amazing."
"It was, but mostly because Steve loved me so much. You'll be a very happy woman tomorrow. Jason is a great guy. He'll be strong, but gentle, unless you want him to be something else. Making love to someone you love is the special part. It isn't about Paris, L.A. or back home. Remind me to tell you about our love scene and how rough it was and how incredibly hot it made me. You won't believe it."
"Now I'm curious! Steve was rough? I never would have guessed he could be that way. He adores you. Did he hurt you?" asked Lisa as she glanced at Steve talking with Jason.
"If you call having orgasms so intense that your stomach hurts for a couple days, then the answer is 'yes'. He hurt me pretty good!" laughed Gwen.
"You had orgasms while filming the scene? Is that considered porn? Could anyone tell?" asked Lisa incredulously.
"They couldn't tell for sure if we were acting or doing it, and we did a little of each. Steve had his head under my skirt and tickled Ms. Kitty with his tongue and it set me off like nothing I ever felt before. I couldn't believe he'd do that with so many people watching us. Wait until you see the movie. I don't know how much they'll edit out."
"Wow! Now I'm really ready to jump Jason's bones! We'll have to do a ladies' lunch so you can tell us all about it. Mom, Diane, and Grandmother will be amazed. I can't wait to hear about it."
"I don't know about telling Mom, but Grandmother will love the story. She must have been something in her day. For my first time with Steve, Mom, Diane, Stephanie, Kate, and Amber Stahl each hugged us and gave us some advice. It was the most widely known deflowering in history!"
Just then Steve stepped close to Lisa and hugged her tightly. "I'm sorry to interrupt your conversation, but Jason is getting a little nervous and excited. It would be cruel to keep you guys in the hall any longer. I talked some more with Jason. He saved my life, so that makes me biased, but it's my opinion that he loves you totally and will treat you like a queen. He's smart, strong, honorable, and decent looking. If he were a SEAL instead of a Ranger, he'd be perfect!"
"Thanks, Steve! You know I trust your opinion more than my own in matters like this. I thought he was special, but you've just sealed the deal. I'm going to tell him that I love him tonight. Do you think that'll scare him off?"
"What I think is that he'll be asking you to marry him someday. He loves you, Lisa. Any man would, but Jason isn't one to toss the words 'love and marriage' around lightly. He's a keeper. Just love him, and trust him. He'll always do right by you. I'm sure of that."
Everyone enjoyed the two days they spent taping the TV program. They learned how shows were produced, and they looked forward to seeing themselves on TV. Lisa was exuberant while Jason had a constant smile on his face. He and Steve spent as much time together as they could and their girlfriends noticed.
"Have you noticed how well Jason and Steve get along?" asked Lisa. "When I first tried to explain my feelings for Steve, Jason got angry and upset. He gradually came to understand and now they're best buds. I guess Jason's over any jealousy issues."
"Steve owes Jason his life. That's something that binds them together. They both love you and that binds them together. Jason is beginning to love Kate and me and that will make them even tighter. They're real men, Lisa. They don't beat their chests and make stupid boasts. They treat people, especially family, with love and respect. They're strong and capable, but kind and gentle, unless they're called upon to be forceful. We both done good!" laughed Gwen.
It wasn't until Sunday afternoon that Lisa managed to get all the ladies together for a late lunch. She told them that there was an important topic of interest to be discussed. That piqued their interest and they all arrived at the dining area early.
"Gwen and Jordan have already done their love scenes with Steve. Ashley and Charlotte were there to see them and I thought we all should know what to expect when we see the movie. We know how Charlotte loves to tell a story, so I'll ask her to recount what she witnessed," stated Lisa as she turned the floor over to Charlotte.
"Let me say that I pretty much soaked two pair of panties watching those girls with Steve. Jordan and Steve were all gentle and considerate with each other, like normal people would be, except that she's a goddess naked and Steve is, well...Steve."
"They were naked?" asked Gwen's grandmother. "Now I simply have to see that movie and buy the unedited DVD!"
"You won't be disappointed! I promise that," laughed Charlotte. "I guess you all know it started out as a PG movie, but now's it's going to be an R rated flick. That's because of all the heat Jordan, Gwen, and Steve brought to the love scenes.
"Watching Steve with Jordan was like watching a fairy tale with a beautiful, incredibly well stacked princess and a strong, handsome prince exploring and enjoying each other. Steve held Jordan's breasts and kissed them gently before he pulled her onto his lap so very slowly. Jordan closed her eyes and moaned and trembled. Before they were done, she did that several more times.
"It doesn't sound as exciting as it looked because it's hard to imagine how beautiful Jordan looks naked and how amazing Steve is. They were so sexy; I could barely stand still enough to watch. It was perfect."
"So my daughter is going to be naked in a major motion picture? Making love to Steve Hammer? How do you think that makes me feel?" asked Cindy Quick.
"Jealous?" quipped Kate. "Horny? Wet? Excited? Am I getting close?"
"All of that," admitted Cindy. "You can add proud to the list. I know the money Jordan gets for the movie is being donated to the hospital fund. I know that she and Steve will do a great job and it'll only help her career. I now know that Steve and Gwen will never deliberately hurt Jordan, which is more than could be said for me over the past few years. I can't wait to see the film."
"Mom! That's not really true. You weren't that bad. I was a pretty miserable teenage star. You had your hands full and with no husband around to help you."
"Having no husband was my fault. I never even believed in love or marriage until lately. I'm just beginning to understand what I've missed. Enough about me. Go on with your story, Charlotte."
"Well, Jordan pretty much threw it in Gwen's face that she did an amazing love scene with Gwen's man and she didn't think Gwen would ever be able to top it. That was throwing down the gauntlet! Gwen announced that Steve wasn't going to get any sex until after their scene because she wanted his full attention.
"In the movie, Jordan is the beautiful cheerleader type that all the boys fall for. I don't know where that stereotype came from. What would any guy see in Jordan? Gwen is the bad girl from the wrong side of town. She was raised in a rough neighborhood with a tough family. Somehow, Gwen and Steve are always at odds in the movie, but they gradually develop a real sexual tension that becomes tangible half way through the movie. Does Steve want the blonde cheerleader? Or does he want the tough acting, insulting, dark haired problem child?
"In their scene, Steve made some cutting remark to Gwen about being a slut and Gwen was supposed to slap him. Well, she slapped him so hard his head spun around! He was taken completely by surprise. He called Gwen a bitch and grabbed her shirt and pulled her close to him. Then he suddenly jerked his hand and most of Gwen's shirt was in his fist and her rather firm, perfect breasts were on display. It was Gwen's turn to be shocked. She took another swing at Steve, but he caught her hand with almost no effort, and then sneered at her. Gwen was mad a wet hen by then and grabbed Steve's shirt with her free hand and pulled the front of it completely off Steve.
"Steve got really pissed, so he bent Gwen's arm behind her back, and forced her big breasts against his bare chest. That alone will be worth the price of admission. Then he reached under her short skirt and ripped her thong off and held it up to his face and sniffed it! He smirked and nodded before suddenly bent down and forced both his hands between Gwen's knees. Then he grabbed her hips from behind and lifted her off her feet. His muscles were all bulgy and sweaty as he easily picked up Gwen, walked ahead and held her against the wall. Then he slowly raised her up and rubbed his face in her neck and nibbled her all over her, biting and kissing as he slowly raised Gwen up so his face was in her cleavage. All this time, Gwen was beating on his back and shoulders with both hands. When he started working on her incredible breasts, Gwen's struggles seem to lessen.
"Then Steve slowly raised her higher, kissing and biting her toned abs, but he kept raising her higher! You can see where this is going. Gwen realized what was happening and feebly covered her breasts with her hands and arms as Steve ducked his head under her skirt!"
"Oh my God!" exclaimed Paula as she fidgeted in her seat. "This was all on film?"
"You bet it was. Gwen put one hand down to hold Steve's head as her face went from shock to rapture. Then she moaned really loud and shook all over. Steve slowly lowered her so her breasts were back in his face. Gwen actually held her left breast up and offered it to Steve! He bit down on it and Gwen had another spasm and moaned again. Then Steve slowly lowered her to the floor and they kissed hard."
"Wow!" gasped Kate. "That's so hot! I can't sit still and listen. Gwen, you used to be the nerd of the school and now you're the sex goddess. I hope I can make a movie with Steve someday. That was some scene!"
"I didn't say that was the end," cautioned Charlotte. "When Steve released Gwen, she slapped his face again, and hard. Then she dropped to her knees and pulled down his pants and boxers in one move. That was my favorite part. Then she bites Steve's stomach and abdomen. Then she....."
"Okay, they get the picture!" interrupted a very red-faced Gwen. "It's a movie! We were acting. That's all!"
"I watched it all," offered Ashley. "It was incredibly hot! Gwen's a little embarrassed but I'm here to tell you that every woman in the country is going to wish they were her when they see the movie. She didn't do anything the rest of us wouldn't do if we had the chance. It was like watching the Mona Lisa being painted. It was art and it was amazing."
"I guess we know how my sister feels about Steve now, but I have to agree with her and Kate. I wish it was me making that movie with Steve," asserted Becky. "He's the best looking, nicest guy I've ever seen!"
"So anyway, Steve only allowed Gwen to service him for a short time before he pulled her up by the hair, kicked off his pants from around his ankles, and carried her into the bedroom. He sat down with her on his lap, flipped her around and spanked her perfect ass several times!"
"Wow!" blurted Diane. "Steve spanked Gwen? You saw him do that? What did Gwen do? Did she get mad and slap him again?"
"Au contraire!" chuckled Charlotte. "Steve tossed her on the bed and then proceeded to mount her missionary style, but like a stallion. Pretty soon they two of them are sliding back and forth. Then Gwen moaned again and suddenly flipped Steve over and rode him for a minute or so. Finally Steve groaned, tugged her down and kissed her for a long time. Then Gwen rolled off and lay next to him. They were both panting hard, but with huge smiles."
"Now I feel like I have to go find Jason!" groaned Lisa. "I can't wait to see the movie. My little sister sure has grown up. I'm so proud of Gwen. She sings, dances, acts, plans on being a surgeon and, along with Jordan, is voted the sexiest woman in the world, before anyone even sees the movie!"
"Do you believe all this, Mom?" asked an amazed Jen. "Steve and Gwen are performing at the wedding for the governor's daughter. Gwen and her sister are bridesmaids. Then they're going to Moscow for a state dinner with the presidents of the two most powerful nations in the world, and they're taking us! They're on TV, movies, and have hit recordings. Have you even known anyone like them?"
Everyone headed to the airport Sunday evening after the finishing the show. Many in the group were going to attend graduation in Sparta on Tuesday. Ashley was going to drive home with Becky because her graduation was scheduled for Monday evening.
"Ask your mom if she'd mind having us for guests again," requested Steve to Ashley. "We'd like to go to Becky's graduation Monday. If she'd let us stay a couple nights, it would be great. Jordan and Charlie would need their own room and I can sleep on the couch. We wouldn't be too much trouble."
"Are you kidding?" laughed Ashley. "Mom will be delighted to have you stay over. She's the hit of the town after the last time you stayed. Everyone's been calling her and stopping her on the street to ask about you guys and to tell her how impressed they are. If you stay and go to the graduation, it'll prove it wasn't a fluke. Becky'll be on cloud nine!"
Monday evening found Jordan, Charlie, Gwen and Steve sitting with Ashley and her mom in the school auditorium. Before the ceremony began, the group was besieged by autograph seekers. Once the music started, everyone quickly took their seats.
As Becky found her place in line before the ceremony, the other kids were talking excitedly about her guests. Becky beamed with pride as she described her weekend in L.A. taping a television show. She had come a long way from the depressed young woman that had lost her left hand.
Becky's special friends stood and cheered for her when she won a citizenship award and again when she received her diploma. No one in the building could doubt just who the famous trio was there to see.
"Excuse me," politely began a tall black man to Steve after the ceremonies had concluded. "I'm Jeff Wilson. My daughter was valedictorian of the class tonight. We're having a party beginning in half an hour at a local restaurant. We're having a buffet and a band. All the kids in the class have been invited, along with any parents that care to attend. We'd be honored if you and your friends would stop in for awhile."
"I'll have to discuss it with the Summers and my friends, but I certainly thank you for the invitation, Sir. It's very generous of you."
"I'd like to talk to you about your father. I served with him in the Navy. My daughter is going to Annapolis next month and I thought you may want to meet her."
"Sir, I'll be there. I can't speak for the others, but I would love to talk with you about Dad and the Navy, and meet your daughter. Just give me the directions and I'll be there, at least for a while," replied Steve quickly.
"Of course we'd like to go with you," assured Jordan when Steve told his friends about the invitation. "Gwen has to go to protect her territory. Did you see how beautiful that girl was? We don't want to leave Steve alone with her."
"Naomi won't steal Steve away from Gwen," promised Becky. "She isn't gay, but she's really rough on men. Some of the guys think she's racist, but I never heard or saw her do anything to make me think that was true. It's more like she dislike all males, and Steve is, above all else, very male."
"This should be interesting. It's like the immovable object meeting the irresistible force," chuckled Gwen. "No matter how much she dislikes men, she can't dislike Steve. He'll bring her over to the other side."
"Hello, Mr. Wilson. This is Jordan Quick, Gwen Anderson, and Charlie Burns," introduced Steve half an hour later. "I think you know Ashley and Becky Summers."
"Thanks for coming, and call me Jeff. My dad was Mr. Wilson. You kids have done an amazing job raising money for your local hospital with your concerts and TV shows. Saving a thousand or so people was pretty impressive as well. I'm honored that you decided to come to our little party for Naomi. This is my wife, Julia."
Steve had been studying Jeff Wilson as he spoke. He looked vaguely familiar. Then Jeff introduced his wife and Steve immediately recognized her.
"Mrs. Wilson! I haven't seen you for years, but you're still beautiful! I remember how nice you were to me in Cuba. I didn't make the connection with your husband until I saw you. You look great!"
"You were a charming boy back then," laughed Julie Wilson. "But now you're really smooth. I have to admit that I'm pleased that you remember me. I've been following your successes since you moved to Sparta. You've managed to accomplish some extraordinary achievements, with the help of these beautiful ladies.
"Like Jeff said, we are delighted that you could come to Naomi's party. You're both even more beautiful in person than you are on television. I watched that Emerson River rescue live on TV and I have to admit that I cried all the way through it. What you kids managed was amazing. The fact that you had the presence of mind and the courage to attempt those harrowing feats was unbelievable. I watched that 'Lady in Red' video after I saw the rescue on television. That was your first date? Now you're lovers, stars, and successful students. I'm very impressed."
"I was there the day your father finally got tired of Murphy's bragging and made that bet. Watching you shoot was something I never forgot," admitted Jeff Wilson. "Here comes Naomi. I'll introduce all of you. Do you remember her from Cuba, Steve?"
"Actually, I do now. She was really pretty, even back then, but she was more mature than me and hardly even noticed me in classes."
"I think you'd be surprised," hinted Julia Wilson as her daughter approached. "Naomi, you know Becky Summers. This is her sister Ashley. These are her friends, Gwen Anderson, Jordan Quick, Charlie Burns, and Steve Hammer. You had some classes with Steve when we were stationed in Cuba."
"Hello, everyone! Thanks for coming to my party. I heard that you were in town a couple weeks ago and Steve went to the formal with Becky. Everyone was talking about it the next week. I've watched you perform on television and you're very good. You were voted the two sexiest women in the world in one of the magazines. Steve saves lives like some guys collect baseball cards," finished Naomi as she shook everyone's hands.
"That was a great valedictory speech you gave tonight," praised Gwen. "You're going to the Naval Academy and so is Steve. Maybe you guys will get to help each other find transportation back home now and then."
"I'm going to be pretty focused on my studies. I need to prove that I belong there. It isn't easy to be a black woman in a white man's world and that's what the Navy is. I finished at the top of my class because I'm smart and I worked harder than anyone else. I'm very determined and probably won't be coming home too often."
"I'm sure it isn't easy for you. As a woman, I know that there are certain barriers that I have to break, as well as a lot of men that I have to refuse. They seem to think that we women should do anything for any sort of common courtesy they extend," offered Gwen.
"That's right! I'll bet you have men talking to your breasts instead of your face all the time. That's demeaning. Men are so predictable and shallow," responded Naomi.
"I don't quite agree there. I wear fashions that show cleavage. I don't feel I can show off the girls and then be upset when guys look at them. A lot of guys do talk directly to them, but I've come to realize that's it's a male thing. Why do women dress to catch men's eyes and then complain when they look? I love it when Steve's eyes wander down there and he gets all flushed. Men simply enjoy visual stimulation. Women know that, dress for it, and then we wonder why men are so attracted to us."



"If I could interrupt," began Steve. "It's nice to see you again, Naomi! You always sat up front and answered all of the instructor's questions. I usually sat farther back and listened to you and the teacher. You drove Mrs. Landers crazy because you always answered her questions before she could call on the rest of us."
"That would be me. And you're the guy that told Frank Harnett that I was a spoiled damn black bitch that you'd never want to have anything to do with. I remember it like it was yesterday. Now you're God's gift to women, white women, anyway."
Steve was stunned by Naomi's assertion that he had uttered such hurtful things about her to Frank, or to anyone. Why would Frank say something like that? Did he misunderstand a statement, or a joke? Steve felt his face heat up as he realized how bad it must sound to Jeff Wilson and his wife. He was unable to say anything, as words failed him totally.
"Come on, Steve! Dance with me! I've been waiting eight months to be able to get you in my arms and now's my chance," insisted Ashley as she pulled Steve onto the dance floor.
"That was an extremely hurtful thing to tell Steve. He'd never say anything like that. I don't know what that Frank guy was thinking, but Steve would never speak about a woman, or a girl, with such disrespect," stated Gwen flatly.
"Maybe your boyfriend is nice to white girls but holds black women in contempt. He's probably a closet racist," suggested Naomi.
"Really? I'll tell you something I promised Steve that I'd never tell. I sleep with the guy and I'm damn proud of it. He's the most considerate lover a girl could ever want. That's not my point, however.
"One night after we made love, we started talking about anyone we ever had crushes on. I never went on a real date before I met Steve, and he assured me he had very little experience with girls before we met. I pressed him about girls he liked and what they looked like.
"He finally admitted that there was a beautiful dark skinned girl in school in Cuba that had caught his fancy. Her mother was stunning and she looked like she was going to be as beautiful, if not even lovelier. This girl used to wear an orange bikini to the beach. It had one strap that hooked to the front of her top and went around her neck. He used to dream about working up the nerve to ask her to take a walk or go to a movie with him.
"But she was way out of his class. She hardly ever spoke to him and seemed to make a point of ignoring him in school. His first crush was unrequited. Thank God I didn't make that mistake!" finished Gwen as she turned and strode away in anger.
"I'm not apologizing for Gwen, because you pretty much had that coming," pointed out Jordan to Naomi as her parents listened. "You don't know Steve or you wouldn't have said those things about him. He's sensitive and kind. He's strong and fearless, but words hurt. Maybe those words hurt you years ago, but you didn't hear them from Steve. Did it ever occur to you that maybe Steve never said them?
"Don't think you'll make any friends with any of us girls that consider Steve a friend with your poisoned talk. The truth is, every single one of us loves him. He's Gwen's man now, but she shares him. I don't mean sexually, but emotionally. I don't know how much longer we'll stay here since Steve doesn't feel welcomed by the girl of honor for the party. I have Charlie now and I love him, but he knows that I'll do anything for Steve. Now that I think about it, so will Charlie. Steve makes peoples' lives better. He saved me, and he helped Charlie find success. He's way better than what you just made him out to be! Please excuse us," offered Jordan coldly as she led Charlie out on the dance floor.
"What in hell got into you?" demanded Jeff as soon as he was alone with his wife and Naomi. "Those kids have accomplished incredible things in the past few months. They're nice enough to come to your party because I personally asked them, and you shit all over the guy? Did you see how those girls reacted? Did even one of them act like they believed a word of that crap you were tossing around?"
"Calm down, Jeff. I think Naomi may be rethinking her words. Did you see her flinch when Gwen told her how Steve had a thing for the girl in the orange bikini back in Cuba? They were both young and had no idea how to behave with the opposite sex. Naomi was smitten by him back then. She never told me, but I saw how she acted around him at the functions we attended. Now she's embarrassed herself and lost what could have been some very good friends," concluded Julia Wilson.
"The real question is this. What will she do about it? What's she made of deep down? This is a gut check for you, Naomi. If you can't handle this situation properly, I don't know how you'll make it through the Naval Academy."
Naomi had been shocked at Gwen's story about Steve. She knew Frank Harnett was a liar and a troublemaker. She had simply chosen to believe that Steve disliked her. She never dreamed he had the slightest interest in her. He had never indicated it, but then Naomi had to admit she wasn't very approachable back then. If the truth be known, she still wasn't very warm to her classmates and she had few friends. She had finally met up with Steve again after so many years and she screwed it up!
Ashley was enjoying her dances with Steve. He was being quiet, even brooding a little, but he was in her arms and that was all that really mattered. She managed to keep him for three slow dances, and she knew her time with him was running out. Every girl in the room was casting glances her way, working up the nerve to ask Steve to dance with them. Then Ashley saw Naomi walking determinedly toward them.
"Uh oh! It looks like trouble's coming. That Naomi looks like she's not done with you yet," warned Ashley.
"If you've come over here to insult Steve and cast doubt about his character, you can keep on walking," stated Ashley defiantly as she stepped between Steve and Naomi.
"Actually, I've come to apologize to him. I owe all of you an apology. My actions were inexcusable. Would you allow me a dance with Steve so I might ask him to forgive me?" asked Naomi contritely.
"Really?" responded a surprised Ashley. "In that case, sure! Making up with Steve has got be one of the best things a girl can do!"
"Please?" asked Naomi softly as she stepped inside Steve's arms. "Dance with me while I eat crow. I knew you wouldn't have said those awful things. I liked you, but you didn't seem to have any interest in me. It was a stupid defense mechanism I developed over the years.
"When I heard about that 'Lady in Red' video, I couldn't wait to see if it was you. I even went to a couple of your football games, including the state title game. Your beautiful girlfriend was always around and I didn't know if you'd even remember me, so I never dared talk to you. When I heard about the attack on your school and saw Gwen talk on television about how badly injured you and others were, I cried.
"When you were abducted, I worried all week. I watched all of your TV shows and can't wait to see your movie. What I'm trying to tell you is that I was very wrong, and I'm sorry. Can we manage to be friends? We'll be going to Annapolis soon and it'll help if we have someone we can depend on. I won't let you down again."
Steve had listened politely to Naomi as they danced. He had held her slightly away from his body since he felt no warmth for her. As she talked, he began to relax.
"You were beautiful then and you're even more so now. You never gave me the time of day, so I thought you had no use for me, but I never said anything disrespectful about you. I would have discouraged anyone else from it, too. You really stung me when you said those things. Your dad was a friend of my dad's. I respect him and your mother. It embarrassed me that they might believe that I'd say something like that."
"Steve, I'll apologize to you in front of them and explain how it was a stupid misunderstanding and entirely my fault. Will that help let you forgive me?"
"I seem to have a lot of trouble staying angry at beautiful women, admitted Steve. "It's hard to believe that I've finally managed a dance with you."
"You can hold me a little closer, you know. I won't break. Let these other girls eat their hearts out. I heard how nice you were to Becky at the formal. This is my party, so could you please pretend that you like me? I know Gwen's your girlfriend, but she seems pretty cool about letting you dance with pretty girls. Becky and her sister really like you a lot and they're both beautiful blonde, white girls."
"We're not going to get along if you keep referring to people as white, or as black," warned Steve. "I don't see the need to use an adjective describing the color of anyone. Can we agree to not do that?"
"Okay! I guess I'd better get over that fast. My dad keeps telling me that the Navy won't be happy with that attitude either. You're a guy and I'm a girl, and we're dancing together. Since you said I was beautiful and since color is no issue, will you hold me closer, please? Half the kids in my class think I'm gay because they never see me with a guy. Dancing with a dreamboat will dispel some of those urban myths."
"As long as we're not misleading anyone, I can do that," replied Steve with a grin as he drew Naomi up tight against his chest.
"Well, it looks like your daughter just talked her way out of an embarrassing situation," chuckled Jeff Wilson to his wife as they watched Steve hold Naomi more closely. "Now she has to make it right with all those pretty girls that hang out with the lucky bastard!"
"Look at Steve!" gasped Becky. "He's practically crushing that Naomi now! I thought he was mad at her. He sure doesn't act it."
"I'll let you in on a little secret," responded Gwen with a smile. "Anytime you want Steve to forgive you for something, rub your 'girls' up against him until he gives in. He looks like a big strong guy, but a pair of boobs up close reduces him to a blubbering idiot. He's what scientists call 'a man'. He may even have a little extra testosterone in his system, which renders him especially weak in the knees when he's confronted with breasts of any size or shape."
"Really? That's great to know!" grinned Becky. "I may not have two hands, but I do have two breasts and apparently that's more important to Steve. I'll have him eating out of my hand in no time!"
"I can't believe you just made that joke!" gasped Ashley as she hugged her sister. "You've really come a long way toward getting over your accident. I'm really proud of you."
"That big lug with that witch's boobs making dents in his amazing pecs pretty much set me straight," replied Becky. "He wasn't even interested in feeling sorry for me. He told me I wasn't handicapped and to get over it. Maybe he'll be interested in feeling something else, something that feels a lot better than 'sorry' does."
The Sherman High School had about a twenty percent black population, but the party was pretty evenly split between black and white guests. A tall black boy approached Gwen.
"I was wondering if you'd honor me with a dance? I know you're a famous star, but you're here, so I thought I'd take a chance."
"I'd be delighted!" replied Gwen as she headed out on the dance floor with the boy. "You're a very good dancer. Thanks for asking me."
"Are you kidding? You're thanking me? Now that I broke the ice, every guy here will be trying to get a dance with you. Your boyfriend seems to be having a good time with Naomi. Most of us thought she might be gay, or at least a man hater. Now she's all cozy with your guy. Does that bother you?"
"It bothers me more that some of you thought that Naomi was a man hater. People must have thought the same about me until I met Steve. I'm graduating valedictorian tomorrow. I never had any dates before I went out with Steve, so people may have thought I was gay or disliked men for some reason.
"Steve's a big boy. He can take care of himself, even around your beautiful, exotic classmate. We have an understanding and we don't get jealous. We are totally committed to each other. We can laugh and flirt with others, but at the end of the night, we're together."
Steve, Jordan, Charlie, Gwen, Ashley, and Becky spent the next hour dancing with the local students attending the party. Naomi finally found an opportunity to speak to Gwen and Jordan off to the side.
"Steve's pretty much forgiven me for being such a miserable bitch. Now I'm asking you both for forgiveness. I was totally in the wrong. I knew it when I said it. I've worked hard to be valedictorian and spent very little time dating. I'm a social moron.
"You said that Steve had a thing for me years ago, but nothing like I had for him. I was way too shy to allow it to ever show, although my mother figured it out. I'm black and he's white and it just seemed like he'd never be interested in me. When I heard he was at Sparta, I followed everything he did. That seemed to include the two of you most of the time. I've watched the videos, the TV shows, the concerts, anything with Steve. When he came here tonight with his two beautiful white girlfriends, I became jealous and catty. I wanted to hurt you and I somehow knew the best way to do it was to hurt Steve.
"I'll understand if you don't want to have anything to do with me. I'd be that way if the shoe were on the other foot. I was wrong. I'm sorry."
"You were wrong!" agreed Jordan. "The biggest mistake you made was when you didn't grab Steve when you had the chance. Gwen knew enough to latch onto him. I was pissed at the things you said to Steve, but if he's okay with you now, so am I."
"You were wrong to think that Steve is prejudiced in any way," added Gwen. "I take that back, since he does seem to favor pretty girls with nice bodies. I saw you rub your boobs all over the guy so he'd forgive you."
"Actually, he wouldn't let me rub them against him before he forgave me. I tried, but he had to hear my apology before he'd let me close. Did I offend or upset you by dancing too close to Steve?" asked Naomi worriedly.
"Are you kidding?" laughed Gwen. "Jordan and my sister, Lisa, have rubbed their boobs all over him when they were topless. And they aren't the only ones. Jordan has pictures on the internet to prove it, and Lisa has posters that do the same. I have a friend that shall remain nameless that had her 'girls' in Steve's face not too long ago. You can release your Krackens for all I care. Steve loves boobs, but he's mine. He's a loyal friend, and a great lover, and I'm not letting him go. I firmly believe that as long as I love him, he'll be faithful to me, as I will to him.
"As far as forgiving you is concerned, once Steve made the decision, the rest of us had no choice. We all know that he wouldn't be happy with us if we were anything less than kind to one of his friends. The more Steve likes you, the more the rest of us will. That just seems to be the way it works. It may seem strange, but it's true, don't you think, Jordan?"
"I never thought of it that way, but now that you mention it, you're right. If Steve likes a person, we girls tend to like them, too. If he loves another girl, we all love her. Not a physical love, but emotionally, we pick up on his feelings and follow his lead. Gwen often leads Steve into these things, like she had Steve take Becky to the formal. He took it from there and now she's one of the 'harem'. Don't get me wrong. I love my boyfriend, but Steve is a special friend and I'm honored to be part of his female entourage.
"We won't be having sex, but we share everything else and that's what Steve does to females of all ages. I noticed your mom got a little squirmy when she was talking to him. My mom just met him and she thinks he's the best thing since sliced bread. Gwen's mom, and I mean no disrespect, is absolutely in love with him."
"Jordan's right about that. Steve's done so many great things for us, and he's so darn attractive, she's head over heels. But that's okay. I have a boyfriend that everyone likes a lot. That's why I get to sleep with him in my parents' house. He's earned the right to tag their daughter anytime he wants. I'm just a sacrifice my folks have offered up to Steve to keep him close!" complained Gwen as she used her hand to cover her smile.
"My God! That's just wrong! If you weren't eighteen, I'd report them to child services. Just to help out, we could switch places. I'll wear your clothes and pretend that I'm you. We're practically twins," suggested Naomi.
"That might work, except that Steve would notice the difference when he ran his hands over your butt. He's used to a tiny one like mine."
"Oh Yeah?" challenged Naomi. "Stand next to me. Jordan, tell us who has the bigger ass, Gwen or me?"
"Steve! You got here just in time. Which of these asses looks bigger to you? If it were dark, could you tell which ass belonged to which lady, just by using your hands?" asked Jordan.
"That's a good question. I can't be sure. Suppose you tie a blindfold on me and we find out?" joked Steve.
"Okay, it's a bet. If Steve can tell which ass is yours nine out of ten times, you win. If he can't, we'll swap places for a week," proposed Naomi.
"Nine out of ten times? Wouldn't you rather go for a few hundred?" asked Gwen with a laugh. "That bully spanked my poor little butt in the movie we're making. He knows it very well. He'd never mistake that big bottom of yours for my cute little tush."
"He spanked you in the movie? Now I really want to swap places! You need to be removed from the abuse the guy is heaping on you. I'm offering to help. That's the kind of friend I can be. Please let me help you!"
"I don't think I'll take that bet. I trust Steve, but I'm not going to have him squeezing your bottom if I can help it. It may be much larger than what he's used to, but Steve's nothing if not adaptable. He could learn to like big bottomed girls."
"You two are breaking me up," laughed Jordan. "It looks like Naomi is joining the sorority. Just remember that Steve and Gwen are in love, lovers, soul mates, and disgustingly faithful. Anything else goes."
Steve looked at the three women and shook his head as Charlie wandered up to join them. Any one of them was all a man could ever ask for. The three of them together practically took his breath away. He put an arm around Naomi and the other around Gwen and led them toward the Wilsons.
"Thanks for inviting us, Mr. Wilson," stated Steve as he shook the older man's hand. "We had a great time and I really enjoyed seeing you, your wife, and daughter again. I hope it doesn't take so long for us to get together again."
"Not a chance!" interjected Naomi. "Gwen's invited me to stop in now and then, plus come to your graduation tomorrow. I'm too late to be your girlfriend, but I'm a girl that can be your friend. Gwen's even nicer in real life than she comes across on TV, and she's even more beautiful, with a sharp sense of humor. You've hit the jackpot with her."
Jeff Wilson cast a glance at his wife to find her beaming at her daughter's improved attitude. "I didn't tell the story about the bet. I'll make it quick. We had this jerk named Murphy that was pretty good with a handgun. He thought he was the best, but there were several guys on base that could shoot circles around him and Steve's father was one of them.
"Bill, that's Steve's dad, finally had enough of the empty bragging. He suggested that Murphy was overly impressed with himself and a 15 year old kid could probably shoot better than he did. Naturally Murphy got incensed and challenged Bill to put up or shut up. Long story short, Bill won a hundred bucks from Murphy, but better yet, he shut him up. We knew Steve would be good since he had Bill for an instructor, but we all left the shooting range shaking our heads. Let's just say that those terrorists had no chance when Steve entered that gym with a gun in each hand."



"He's very good with his hands," agreed Gwen with a smile. "It didn't take me long to learn that."
"On that note, we'd better head home," laughed Ashley. "We had a great time."
"Thanks for having us, Naomi. We didn't hang out much in school, but we should have. You're pretty cool. You just always seemed so aloof and reserved. I regret not being friendlier to you," admitted Becky.
"Well, I was pretty focused and a bit angry, so it wasn't anyone's fault but my own. Hopefully, we'll become friends now. Thanks to all of you for coming. I was pretty rude earlier, but Gwen and Jordan set me straight. I thank you both for that. Would it be okay if I kissed your boyfriend good-bye?" asked Naomi.
"Go for it, but remember that your dad's right here. Don't force him to thrash Steve for taking liberties with his lovely daughter," warned Gwen as Naomi wrapped her arms around Steve and kissed him gently on the lips."
"Don't worry about me!" laughed Jeff Wilson. "Remember I saw Steve shoot. Kiss her all you want. I bet that I'll be able to stand it longer than Gwen will."
"What nice people," observed Charlie as the group drove back to Becky's home. "Will we ever go anywhere that Steve doesn't have a beautiful girl pining over him?"
Early the next morning, Mrs. Summers fed everyone breakfast before they headed back to Sparta. Becky rode with them to attend the graduation ceremonies that evening.
It was early afternoon and Steve was going for a run when he decided to hit the trail through the hills above the high school. He saw some activity on the athletic field, where the graduation ceremonies were taking place. There was a newly constructed stage sitting near the edge of the field. In front of it were several thousand chairs. The school board had decided to hold the ceremonies outside where they could accommodate what was expected to be a very large crowd.
He recognized Amber's van and realized she was probably going to video at least some of the festivities. He was thankful that he had no active role in the graduation, other than accepting his diploma. This was going to be Gwen's night to shine. She and Charlotte had worked hard to attain the top two positions in the class and he was very content to sit back and enjoy their success.
Steve saw some photographer's setting up tripods on platforms. They were likely paparazzi hoping to get some interesting photos of Gwen, Jordan, or him. How could people spend their lives annoying other people? Then Steve noticed a van parked along an old trail behind the athletic field. It wasn't too far from the river and it wasn't unusual for people to park there and walked down to the river to fish. He saw two men digging coolers out of the van and grinned to himself. These guys were going to drink some beer while they spent the afternoon drowning worms. He idly wondered if they were Bronco fans since their coolers were mostly orange with some blue trim.
Steve finished his run just in time to shower and shave before he got Uncle Joe into the car. By the time they arrived at the school, hundreds of people were already waiting and it was over half an hour before the scheduled start. Steve greeted dozens of people as he led Joe over to the section he and Gwen had determined to have their families sit.
"Hey, Steve!" came a voice Steve knew had to belong to Kate. "This is going to be the best attended graduation the school has ever had. Look at those guys taking pictures of you. Once Gwen and Jordan show up, they'll leave you alone. I came with your grandfather, aunt and cousin. They thought it would be polite to wait for Mom and Dad, but I told them I'd come ahead and save our seats.
"Hello, Uncle Joe. You must be pretty proud of your nephew. He's a TV and movie star now. Pretty soon he'll be a midshipman and then a SEAL. Pretty cool, isn't it?"
Before Joe could respond, Kate wrapped her arms around Steve. "Everyone here is watching you, and now me. I may even get my picture in the tabloids and get rumors started about Gwen's beautiful little sister. How about a kiss to give them something to talk about?"
Steve held Kate in his arms and looked down at her. She was getting more beautiful every day. She was going to make some lucky guy very happy, if he could handle her wit and enthusiasm for life. He picked her up and kissed her gently on the lips. Then he set her back down.
"Wow! You kissed me! All the other girls are so jealous now. You finally kissed me. That's way too cool. You can do that anytime you want from now on, okay?"
"Here comes your sister and parents. Don't let them find out or we'll both be in trouble," cautioned Steve.
"Gwen! Steve kissed me in front of everyone! You should have seen it, Mom. Everyone else did. I'll be on the front page of the Star Watcher, unless they find another space alien, or Elvis shows up again."
Steve just laughed as he greeted Gwen's family and then his own. He had more relatives attending his graduation than he ever knew he had before coming to Sparta. He heard his named called and turned to find Becky jumping into his arms.
"I saw you kiss Kate! I don't think it would be fair if you didn't give me one, too. I know Ashley would like one, but she's a teacher, so give me two!" insisted Becky.
Steve quickly gave in and kissed Becky lightly. As he stepped away from her, Stephanie was in his arms. She didn't say anything. She simply stared at him until he bent over and kissed her. Then he felt a tapping on his shoulder and found Naomi smiling at him.
"You don't want to show favorites, or have people think you're not an equal opportunity kisser, do you?" she asked as she moved in close to Steve and kissed him on the lips.
"Come on, Steve. We'd better get you up on the stage before your lips get chapped," urged Gwen as she pulled him toward the steps leading up to the platform and his seat. Many of the kids had already taken their places. Gwen's seat was up front since she was giving the valedictory address. Steve went to his seat, which was assigned alphabetically. He was three seats from the right side in the third row, between Mike Gullone and a very pleased Lori Henderson.
"What's Gwen wearing under her robe? I heard most of the girls were going to be in their underwear since it's so warm. I'd like to see...."
Seeing Steve's stony stare, Mike Gullone decided to contemplate his fingers for several seconds before Steve laughed. "I think they all decided to go naked under their robes," offered Steve to his much relieved classmate. "What about it, Lori? Are the girls naked under the robes?"
"I can be if that's what you want!" responded Lori with a chuckle. "Want to help me get my damn bra off?"
"I will!" volunteered Mike Gullone, much to Lori's dismay. "It looks like we have some Syracuse fans here and they plan to party after we graduate."
The stage had filled and the principal was about to start the proceedings as Steve gave his classmate a quizzical look.
"I saw a couple orange coolers under the stage. I climbed up from the back and I slipped and fell. There were two beer coolers under each end of the stage. As soon as this is over, I'm going after a beer. I don't care who they belong to. It'll be party time for this high school graduate!"
Just then the principal asked everyone to stand as Gwen and Jordan sang the national anthem. As usual, they did a tremendous job and the audience applauded and cheered loudly. Steve had been given a copy of the program and knew that Gwen wasn't going to speak for another fifteen minutes or so.
As he listened to the principal drone on about the future and how well the class had done, he tried to decide why he had a nagging feeling of concern. What had happened to upset his balance? He tried to remember everything he had done and said in the last twenty minutes. Lori suggested that he could help her remove her bra, but that was hardly a reason to feel anxious. Mike had volunteered for the job, but that was predictable. He had also wondered if Gwen was wearing just underwear under her robe. Steve had pretended to be annoyed, but it was a typical teenage barb that caused no hard feelings.
Then he thought about the beer coolers under the stage. Why would kids try to hide them there? He decided that they would do that only if they were drinking during the ceremony. Steve was well aware of how possible that was, but he looked over the graduating class and saw no indication of kids drinking on stage. He remembered back to how he had seen men unload coolers from a van parked in the woods above the river and behind the school.
Steve decided that he had to check out the coolers. It just seemed incongruous, and he had learned long ago to trust his instincts, but not coincidence. Hoping no one would notice, Steve stood and slipped down the row and quickly ducked behind the sitting graduates. He dropped to the ground and easily located the two coolers.
The stage was about three feet high, but was heavily braced, so crawling to the coolers was not easy and it took him longer than he expected.
Paula noticed Steve immediately when he stood and slipped behind the other students. She wondered if he was feeling poorly, or had to go to the bathroom badly. He had never given any indication of a weak bladder or a weak stomach before. As the minutes ticked by, she became more concerned.
"Ted, would you go look behind the stage as see if Steve is having a problem. He's been gone a few minutes and I'm worried."
Ted dutifully left his seat and circled around to the back of the stage. When he got there he saw an orange cooler on the ground and no sign of Steve. Then he saw another cooler slide out from under the stage, followed by Steve.
"What's going on, Steve?" asked Ted. "It isn't like you to sneak a beer during an event like this."
"Ted, I don't think these coolers have beer in them, but I hope they do. I'm worried that they're bombs. I don't want to let anyone know that I found them, or the bomb maker may detonate them. I'm going to carry them into the woods, where any explosion will be less likely to hurt anyone. When you go back to your seat, don't let on that I'm doing this. If there's a panic, the bomber will detonate them, and who knows what else."
"I hope you're not suggesting that I'm not man enough to help you here," countered Ted immediately as he bent and picked up one of the coolers. "We'll get them there out of here faster if we each carry one. Let's hurry!"
It only took a few minutes to carry the coolers back into the woods. Steve quickly found the same older van parked under the forest canopy. He walked up to it and tried the back door. It was locked, so he picked up a softball sized rock and smashed the small window in the back door. Then he reached in and unlocked the door.
"My God!" exclaimed Ted as he stared at the contents of the van.
"Ted, we need to move fast. Something's going down tonight and it's going to be very bad if we don't do something," stated Steve as he picked up a handgun from a tool box filled with guns. He checked the magazine and handed the gun to Ted. "This is the safety, push it ahead and it's ready to fire. Keep pulling the trigger and it'll keep firing. You'll know when to use it. We've got to get back to the stage."
As he spoke Steve gathered several more handguns, checked their loads and shoved them in his waistband, with two in front and one in back. Then he placed the two coolers in the back of the van and covered them with a towel that had been lying on the floor. "Here! Carry these for a ways while I make some calls," insisted Steve as he handed Ted two vests.
Steve dialed 911 as they walked rapidly back toward the graduation ceremony. "This is Steve Hammer. I have it on very good authority that terrorists plan on attacking during, or immediately after the graduation at the high school. Have responders wear body armor and come in silent. It's likely that there are bombs involved and a loud police arrival may nudge the bombers into detonating the bombs. Ambulances will probably be needed."
When he disconnected, he quickly pressed another button on his cell. "Hello. This is Steve Hammer reporting another terrorist attack on Sparta High School. It's going to begin in the next ten or fifteen minutes. Do what you can!"
Steve stopped and pulled his robe off and began fitting the vest over his shirt. "Take off your jacket and put that on. Then put your jacket over it. We don't want anyone to know we're on to them."
Paula was relieved when Ted returned to his seat. He looked agitated and was sweating profusely. "What was wrong? Are you okay? What happened?" whispered a concerned Paula to her husband.
"Paula, don't ask. Just be ready to get down when the shit hits the fan. Do not panic, but tell the girls to be ready to get down. It's a matter of life and death that they do not act frightened right now. Do you understand? I'm trying to help Steve."
Paula had been terrified at Ted's curt speech, but found immediate relief when she heard that Steve was involved. She turned to Kate sitting next to her and whispered instructions.
"Steve and your father feel there's going to be some serious trouble. You need to be ready to duck down as soon as something starts. Tell Lisa and have her pass it on to Naomi, Becky and Jen. Tell them that they must remain calm or Steve could be badly hurt," warned Paula, knowing that the mention of Steve would reassure the girls.
The kids sitting behind, and near Steve, had seen him leave and had wondered about it. When he finally returned, he whispered into the ear of the girl sitting on the end. She quickly rose and moved down to take Steve's empty seat while he sat down in hers. He began listening to the speaker while watching the audience. The speaker was Ms. Walker announcing the totals for the fund raising effort.
"To my absolute amazement, this senior class has managed to raise just under twelve million dollars for the hospital building fund, and the number will continue to climb. All of the students worked hard on this and I thank them all. This is a feat we will likely never see equaled. Future generations will benefit from the hard work and generosity of this class. I salute you all!"
When the applause died down, the principal again took the microphone. "We have some new awards this year, compliments of the CBC Network and Clyde Davis. They will be awarded every year going forward. They will be in several new areas. We have the 'Gwen Anderson Medical Student Award' to be given to a graduating senior planning on a career in medicine. The first year's award is going to Charlotte DeVries, appropriately enough. This scholarship is for five thousand dollars and is to be used to buy, books, supplies, lodging, whatever the student feels is needed to pursue his or her goal of a career in medicine. Gwen, would you come forward to award this honor to your friend, Charlotte?"
Charlotte and Gwen were both in tears as Gwen handed the envelope to her friend. They acknowledged the applause and returned to their seats.
"Next is a five thousand dollar scholarship named after our own Jordan Quick. It goes to the senior planning on pursuing a career in music. Shelly Malloy is this year's recipient. I understand that she has already written a song that has been recorded by Jordan and will be used in an upcoming major motion picture. Jordan, would you care to award this honor to Shelley?"
Jordan was shaking slightly as she moved from the back to hand Shelley the envelope. She managed to gather herself enough to acknowledge the cheers and shake Shelley's hand. It was obvious that it was a very emotional moment for Jordan.
"Finally, we have the 'Steve Hammer Military Career Award' which is given to a senior pursuing officer training in college or at a military academy. Steve, please come forward and award this scholarship to Jared White, who will be enrolled in officer training while in college."
Steve's eyes were everywhere but on Jared as he walked to the front of the stage. He noticed two police officers moving across the parking lot toward the ceremonies. He accepted the envelope from the principal, handed it to Jared, and then embraced him. While in that embrace, Steve whispered in Jared's ear.
"I think some bad shit's going down here tonight. Reach in my left sleeve and take the gun from my hand. Keep it hidden in your robe until you need it. I hope you won't, but be ready."
Jared hardly blinked as he seemed to adjust his embrace, but slid his hand up Steve's sleeve and took the gun Steve offered and then carefully moved his hand back. He used his other hand to be sure the robe covered the gun. Nodding, the two friends parted and went back to their seats.
"I have another announcement to make and then we'll have the valedictory address. This afternoon I was given an advance copy of 'Rolling Stone Magazine". I feel confident that this school has never had graduating students appear on the cover before this issue. This is the magazine as it will appear in newsstands and stores starting tomorrow. The cover features Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer with the banner 'America's Royal Couple?'. Yes, it does end with a question mark, so they haven't ascended to the throne, yet."
The principal allowed the applause to quiet down before announcing, "And now Gwen Anderson with the valedictory address."
"Thank you, Sir. Thank you, all. Traditionally, valedictorians speak about the future, and their hopes and dreams. Tonight, I want to tell all of you some of what I've learned in my senior year at Sparta. I've learned about life, death, love, and hatred.
"You all remember the hatred we were exposed to when those deranged terrorists attacked our school and our very way of life. They were consumed with hatred of an ideology, of a philosophy, of freedom and personal choice. This hatred prevented them from living a healthy, productive life. It consumed them and led to their deaths. Did we deserve any of the evil they brought to our school? I am here to state that we did not.
"Life is precious and this fall, we learned firsthand how precious it is. Three of our classmates perished that day, as did a wonderful father and husband that worked as a custodian here. Their lives were taken; these people were taken from us. That's a void that can never be filled. That's what death does. We still grieve for our loss.
"Lives were saved that cold afternoon last fall when two toddlers plunged into the frigid waters of Emerson River. We saw a hero willingly risk his life to save others. Lives were saved the day of that horrible attack on our school. Billy Marsh and Jared White used their bodies to shield Charlotte and me from the killers' bullets. In doing so, both of these fine men were seriously injured. Many others stayed behind in a gym containing explosives to render medical and moral assistance to those injured in the attack.
"I can only explain these heroic acts this way. They were acts of 'love'. When people risk death or injury to help others, they are guided by love. When people line up to donate blood for others, the motivation is love for fellow man. That love shown so many times by the Spartan Nation has proven to be far stronger than hatred and despair. It gives life meaning and purpose. Of all the emotions, I believe love is by far the strongest. The Spartan Nation has been tested. It was badly hurt when we lost four wonderful people that horrible day. But the Spartan Nation has shown the world that love trumps hate, that we'll fight for life and dignity, and that we'll never yield to terror and fear!"
The crowd cheered and applauded long and loud as Gwen finished her speech. Tears were shed and eyes turned red as people recalled that fateful day referred to by Gwen.
As Steve sat back down after applauding Gwen, he noticed the van that had been parked in the woods was driving slowly along the road on the hill above the school. It was about a quarter mile away when he saw the van stop.



Steve quickly stood and strode to the front of the stage, standing off to the side so no students were directly behind him. He gripped both guns tightly under his robe. His attention shifted from the van to the people in the audience. He looked for any signs of an attack. As he looked, he noticed a couple men standing in the back, shifting back and forth and looking at their watches frequently. Steve marked their position mentally as he turned his attention back to the van on the hill.
The driver of the van walked around in front of it. He stood still and looked down the hill at the stage. Steve watched as the man silently waved his hand. Then he held up a cell phone, made a flourish with both hands, and pressed a button.
The result was immediate and beyond anything Steve could have imagined. There was a deafening explosion from the area where the van had been. A shock wave knocked many in the audience and the students on stage off their chairs.
As he staggered backward, Steve shook the sleeves of the robe down below his elbows and brought both handguns up and ready for action. Just as debris from the explosion began raining down on the crowd, Steve saw several men start forward with handguns. One of them appeared to aim in Gwen's direction. Steve terminated him immediately with two bullets to the brain.
People began screaming and ducking as the sound of gunfire filled the evening. As he expected, his position on the stage made him the central target for the gunmen. Steve felt a bullet strike his chest as he double-tapped another would-be killer. From the corner of his eye, he saw a tall man point a gun in Lisa's direction. Just as he brought his left hand gun around, the man's head mushroomed as he was struck by a round from Ted's weapon. Steve felt another bullet strike his chest and he turned to see three men moving down the aisle toward him. Standing his ground, he brought both guns into play, firing so rapidly, witnesses would later claim that it sounded like a continuous roar.
Jared was stunned when the explosion rocked the assembly. He immediately turned to look for the source of the explosion as he was pushed back by the shock wave. That was almost his undoing. Because he was unprepared, he staggered and dropped to his knees just as a bullet whined past his head. Looking up, he saw a heavy man moving down along the crowd toward him. The man stopped and raised his gun again. Without thinking, Jared brought his gun up and started pulling the trigger. The man lurched back when two bullets struck his chest and finally went down when Jared's third shot took off the top of his head.
Ted felt that he was on the verge of a heart attack as he sat and tried to listen to Gwen's speech. He knew fear as he looked at his wife and daughters sitting near him. What if they were hurt, or worse? The tension was winding him tighter and tighter. Paula tried to reassure him, but it only increased his feeling of dread and anxiety. The sudden loud explosion and resulting mayhem somehow ended his anxiety. Now that it was happening, Ted reached way down and found the calmness he needed to keep his family safe.
Paula saw Steve shooting from the stage. Suddenly a gunman appeared a short distance in front of her. He raised his weapon toward Lisa, and Paula knew absolute fear. There was a loud explosion next to her and the gunman's face turned to blood. Paula swung around in stunned disbelief. She saw Ted holding a handgun with smoke tendrils curling out of the barrel! He had saved Lisa!
Gwen had a bad feeling when Steve strode up to the front and side of the stage so suddenly. It was not part of the program and she knew of no reason for him to draw attention to himself. Then she suddenly knew fear as she realized there were only a couple possible reasons for Steve to want to attract attention. He was diverting it from others! When Jared took a similar stance on the other side of the stage, Gwen had no doubt that something really bad was afoot and the two men were moving out to meet it head on.
Gwen was knocked backward from the force of the explosion. As she scrambled to her feet, she saw a man moving down an aisle while pointing a gun at her! Before she could react in any way, the man's head turned crimson and he fell to the ground. Swinging around, Gwen saw Steve's robe jerk violently as Steve lurched backward a step. He used his left hand to shoot a man with a gun in the back row. Then he swung both guns up and began firing nonstop as three armed men charged him. All three dropped to the ground not twenty feet from Steve.
As suddenly as it began, the gunfire ended. Sobs and cries of fear and anguish began to fill the air. Steve remained standing, scanning the crowd for any further terrorists. Jared stood ready on the far end of the stage, while Ted stood guard over his family, his gun pointed to the skies as Paula sobbed and hugged Lisa.
Amber Stahl had been set up on the side of the seating section and had recorded the entire event. She had planned on editing everything down to a minute or so for the evening news. Now she was on the phone to the station.
"Put me on live! There's been mass shootings and a bomb blast here at Sparta. Yeah, he was in the middle of it. I'll send the video back right now. Just get me live as fast as you can. This is a major news event!"
Once again, Channel 5 was the only station with a reporter on scene for a horrifying series of events in Sparta. The station went live immediately, and within another minute the CBC Network was broadcasting live the aftermath of the bomb blast and shootings.
"Steve! You've been shot! I saw the where the bullet hit you in the chest!" cried Gwen as she rushed to Steve as he continued to sweep the crowd with his eyes. "My God! Look at the holes! You've been shot three times!"
Sirens were blaring as ambulances and police cars streamed into the parking lot. The ambulances drove as close to the stage as possible. Steve saw the first medics to arrive work on a police officer that was down just beyond the sitting area. The second officer was with him, trying to stem the bleeding. Then a helicopter hovered and landed on the end of the athletic field not in use.
"I'm okay, Gwen. I'm wearing a vest. It stopped the bullets from penetrating into my body. Keep a sharp eye out in case there are any more of those bastards," cautioned Steve.
Gwen recognized the FBI man that had been so rude in the hospital the day of the first attack. He had a gun drawn as he led two other men in suits toward the stage. When he saw Ted holding a gun, he immediately stopped and pointed his weapon at him.
"Drop the gun! We have you covered!" shouted the man as Ted quickly placed the gun on a chair and raised his hands.
Seeing the potential for confusion, Steve quickly placed his weapons on the stage floor and stood with his hands raised shoulder high. As one of the suits moved in and handcuffed Ted, the head man started for Steve.
"Get down with your hands behind your back! Reach for those guns and you're dead!" threatened the government man as Steve gracefully dropped to the floor and placed his hands behind his back.
The actions of the FBI did not go unnoticed by Jared so he quickly knelt down, slid his weapon away from his body and lay down with his hands behind his back. The third FBI suit quickly moved in and handcuffed him.
As Steve was being cuffed, Gwen went off. "What in hell's wrong with you? These men saved our lives! That's Steve Hammer, my father, and Jared White! They're the good guys! Release them immediately!"
"I don't take orders from teenage trim," snarled the agent in charge. "These men are armed and wearing body armor. It appears that they came to this dance expecting trouble. Where did they get the guns and the vests?"
"Vests?" repeated Jared. "Why the hell didn't you tell me you were wearing a bullet-proof vest? Hell, I walked out there because you did, acting all tough and shit. I could've been killed!"
Amber Stahl was nothing if not observant. She quickly determined where the story was and moved toward the encounter with the FBI as Gwen grew angrier.
"You don't take orders from 'trim'? Is that what you said? That settles it. You're going to be out of a job as soon as I can make it happen. Amber, do you want to interview me right now?"
"This is a crime scene. Back off with the camera," ordered the lead FBI agent, causing Amber to take a few steps back.
"Zoom in and I'll speak loudly," promised Gwen. "Steve Hammer, Jared White, and my father Ted Anderson, just saved dozens, if not hundreds of innocent people, from crazed terrorists. These jackasses from the FBI showed up after the shooting was done and handcuffed them after pointing their weapons at them. I'm making this promise to the people watching this as it happens, if these three heroes are not released immediately, I will see that these FBI men lose their jobs, if it takes me the rest of my life."
As she finished speaking, Steve's phone began to ring. Gwen quickly reached under Steve's bullet riddled gown and pulled his phone off his belt. The FBI agent was reaching for her when she answered it.
"Hello? Thank God, it's you! You're watching us on TV? Let me switch to speaker phone, Sir. This FBI man needs to hear this from you," announced Gwen as she pushed the speaker button on the phone.
"This is the President. I want you to release those three men right now. Question them if you feel it's necessary, but do not treat them like criminals. Do you understand?"
"What kind of crap is this?" snapped the lead agent. "You expect me to believe the president has you on his speed dial? These three are persons of interest and I'm taking them in for questioning, whoever you are!"
Then the agent's phone rang. He carefully pulled it out and answered it. "Hello, Mr. Andrews? We have a hell of a mess here. There are eight dead men, a wounded cop, and three suspicious characters that were armed with the same type of guns the dead terrorists used. I have them in custody.
"The president called you? He's on the line now? Okay, but I think it's a bad idea. No, I'm not refusing. I just think that we should...okay! I'll do it!" stated the obviously flustered federal agent as he reached into his pocket and pulled out keys.
"Thank you, Mr. President. I have no idea how Steve wound up with the guns or the body armor, but I'm glad he did! We'll fill you in on everything as soon as we get it straight. One police officer was wounded, and a few people were banged up from the force of the bomb blast. Steve was hit three times in the chest, but the armor must have saved him. He looks pretty good, but we'll have him checked at the hospital. Thanks for helping out, Sir. Yes, Steve's hands are free. Would you like to speak to him?"
Steve accepted the phone from Gwen. "Yes, sir. The short version? I saw men unloading two orange coolers earlier today by the school. I thought they were taking them fishing. A kid told me he saw them under the stage. I dug them out and carried them back to the van they had come in. Gwen's dad helped me. We found guns, plastic explosives, and some bullet proof vests in the van. I grabbed some guns, two vests, called 911 and the state department number I have on my phone.
"It turned out that the bomber stopped to watch from up on the hill as he detonated the bombs with his cell phone, not realizing the bombs were in the back of his van. He unwittingly became a suicide bomber. My impression? They looked homegrown to me. Thank you, Sir!"
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"Did the President of The United States just call you?" asked Naomi in disbelief. "That was the most frightening, amazing minute of my life! Dad said you could shoot, but I can't believe what I just saw! I have to call Dad!"
The stage was filling up with concerned, and very relieved friends and relatives of the graduates. Naomi had used her long legs to vault onto the stage as soon as the handcuffs were removed from Steve. Jared strode across the now crowded stage and embraced Steve.
"I don't know how you do it, but man, did it feel good to have a gun in my hand when those bastards started shooting! It was way better than last time. I knew it had to be some serious shit when you sneaked me the gun. Thanks, for the trust."
"Are you kidding? There's no one in the school I'd rather have with me when the shooting starts. You proved you had guts when you saved Gwen in that other shootout. I'll always have your back. I owe you big time," admitted Steve as he became a bit emotional. "I couldn't slip you a vest in front of everyone. I'm sorry about that. You backed my play, and I'll never forget it. If I can ever do you a favor, just let me know."
"Getting me a gun just before a gunfight starts is a pretty damn good favor by itself!" retorted Jared.
"Excuse me, guys. I'm with the police department. I'm the lead investigator on this fuster cluck. I'm Detective Dorn and I need to ask you both a lot of questions. Right now I'm pretty busy trying to check out the bodies, the bullet holes, and the bomb crater in the road, but I need you both to stop at the station tonight or tomorrow. Give me your contact information. Here's my card. Call me before you come in so I'll know to be there.
"Those three FBI assholes have been taken off this case. They're climbing back into their chopper right now. We Sparta cops will be conducting the investigation for now. The state police will either work with us, or maybe even take over until the FBI can find some agents that aren't total morons. I almost shit when that guy asked if the president had you on speed dial! I think everyone in Sparta knows you're tight with the president. Why wouldn't a lead investigator for the FBI know that rather important fact?
"To compound it, he referred to Ms. Anderson as 'teenage trim', and it was on national TV! The president must have seen it. I'm not in the FBI, but if I learned one thing in police academy 101; it was to never use demeaning sexual references to female suspects, bystanders, witnesses, or friends of the governor and president of the United States. Those idiots must have skipped class that day.
"I need to take your vest in and have it examined," continued the detective. "Could you remove it so I can mark it as evidence? While you're at it, I'd better take the gown, too."
Steve pulled the gown over his head and handed it to the man. Then he unstrapped the vest and gave it to the detective. As he did that, he flinched and realized that his chest was a bit tender.
"Steve, take off your shirt. I want to see how badly bruised you are. We may be going to the hospital right now," stated Gwen firmly.
"We can look later. It's no big deal.... Okay!" relented Steve as he saw the determination on Gwen's face. He reached down and gripped the bottom of his shirt and pulled it over his head.
"Oh my!" exclaimed Naomi as Steve's chest came into view just before Gwen moved in closer to examine him.
"I can see where each bullet hit your vest. Two of the shots were right over your heart and one was right here, at the bottom of your rib cage. Your skin is discolored already. Does it hurt much when I press on them?"
"Well, I am a little tender there, but nothing is broken. I'll be fine," promised Steve as he prepared to don his shirt.
"Just a minute! I want to see the bruises," insisted Naomi as she moved in beside Gwen. "No wonder you love this guy. I can't believe his body. Look at the areas the bullets hit. He would've been killed for sure. I told Dad about the gunfight. He saw some of it on TV. He said Steve's the best shot he's ever seen with a handgun. It's a damn good thing he thinks fast, and shoots faster. That whole situation was incredible."
"Let me see," demanded Jordan as she pressed in close. "My God! If you hadn't had that vest on, you'd be gone for sure. I was never so scared in my life. I was knocked ass over tin cup, pardon my French, when the bomb went off. Steve was already shooting by the time I got back on my feet. I saw him kill those three men coming down the aisle shooting at him. You're amazing!"
"If you would, try to bring in your family members and all these beautiful women you hang out with. I should question them all, just to be thorough," chuckled the detective as he watched Gwen's and Steve's family and friends make their way toward them.
Steve quickly donned his shirt and jumped down from the stage. He then lifted Gwen, Jordan, and Naomi down. "It's too crowded up there, and I need to speak to Ted. I hope he's doing okay."
Kate launched herself at Steve as soon as he released Naomi. "Steve! I was so scared!" sobbed Kate. "There were guys shooting all around us. You were great! Dad saved Lisa and probably the rest of us. A guy was going to shoot her!"
Even as Kate clung to Steve, he offered his hand to Ted Anderson. "Sir, I always said that you were a very good father and husband. You've proven me right today. By the time I brought my gun around, you'd taken that coward out. I would've been too late to save Lisa, and that would've killed me just as surely as a bullet in my heart."
"I saw that guy aiming at Gwen and how quickly you took care of him. It all happened so fast. I hardly had time to think before that bastard stopped in front of us and raised his gun at Lisa. I was afraid I was going to be too slow, or miss him. I hope I never go through anything like that again. Your quick thinking, decisive action, and damned straight shooting saved a lot of lives. The day Gwen brought you home to us was the best one this family's ever had," choked out the badly shaken Ted Anderson.
Lisa quickly replaced Kate in Steve's arms. She hugged him hard and then pulled him down for a long tender kiss. "You're my family's savior. Thanks for being you. Dad told us how you found the coolers, and how you thought they were bombs, and how the two of you carried them away. You and Dad risked your lives for the rest of us! Then you gave Dad the gun and showed him how to use it real quick. That decision saved my life! Oh, Steve! I love you so much!"
"If I might make a suggestion," interrupted William Patterson. "I have reserved an entire room at the local restaurant Gwen recommended. While you may not feel hungry at the moment, I've always found it beneficial to sit down and try to relax after a traumatic event. We need to reduce the stress, while comforting each other in a quieter atmosphere. I suggest we make our way to Marsh's Landing."
"That's a very good idea!" seconded Paula. "Let's find our cars and go to the restaurant right now. I want you kids to text your friends and tell them we're still going to Marsh's and they're still invited. It's time for some stress relief."
Later, as the group sat at a large table in the private room at Marsh's Landing, Kate asked, "How do you, Jared, and Dad do it? How do you stay so cool when murderers are shooting at you? I was scared to death. Doesn't shooting other people bother you?"
Steve looked at Kate and nodded as he considered her question. Then he turned to Lisa, who was sitting between Steve and her father. He lifted her chin and ran his hand along her cheek.
"Look at Lisa sitting here with us. She's beautiful beyond words. She's smart, loving, kind, and in love with a great guy. Imagine how Ted and I would feel if something terrible had happened to her. I don't know if we could have lived with that, especially given the fact that we were somewhat prepared for that cowardly attack. Ted and Paula would have missed seeing and loving the beautiful grandchildren Lisa will give them someday. That's how we do it. We have to do it."
Then he turned to Gwen, seated on his other side and pulled her close. "I'm convinced that these guys were Americans, and they had targeted me, you, and your family. The first guy I shot was trying to shoot you. Ted stopped another man just before he shot Lisa.
"I'd shoot five hundred cowards that try to kill innocent women and children, and a few hundred more before I'd let anything happen to you. Your dad feels the same. I'm sure Jared does as well. He's already taken bullets intended for you."
"Steve's right. I feel a little sick about having to shoot that guy, but he left me no choice. It's a bad feeling to know you killed another person, even if they deserved it. I'm sure not bragging about it, but I'd do it again if it were necessary," admitted Jared. "I've been shot before, and it's no fun. I didn't do anything to that guy, but he wanted to kill me and who knows who else. I'm just grateful that Steve figured out what was going down and he included me in the defense of our friends and families."
"Steve and I discussed this topic after the first attack," revealed Gwen. "It wasn't easy to draw it out of him, either. Men don't like to talk about war and killing. They don't enjoy it. Steve takes no pride or pleasure in killing those men. He did it because it was forced on him. He did what he had to do. Family and friends are extremely important to him. Just be glad he's so capable, but don't expect him to talk much about it. He tries to compartmentalize things like this. He's a big, strong man and doesn't want to show any weakness or misgivings, but it'll be a long time before he works his way back to his usual easy going self."
"Charlie's the same way," added Jordan as she squeezed Charlie's arm. "He served a tour in Iraq right out of high school. He was in the army long enough to qualify for a government loan to go to college. He won't talk much about what happened there."
"Mom, you need to help Dad get through this. Be close, talk to him, and love him all the time. Let him know how proud you are, and how happy you are that he's the man that he is. It sounds simple, but it's pretty important. These men were incredible," praised Gwen as she stood and went over to hug her father and then Jared.
"Jared, you're one of the bravest, finest men I've ever known. If it takes me a lifetime, I'll repay you for your courage on my behalf, as well as for others."
"Thanks, Gwen. I'd make a suggestion or two on ways to repay me, but that boyfriend of yours would kick my ass," grinned Jared. "However, I see a new addition to Steve's bevy of beauties. Do you think he'd be upset if I use my considerable charm to sway her in my direction?"
"Are you kidding? Steve would probably give me to you if you asked nicely. He's serious about believing he owes you big time for saving my life that day. You're a brother. What about your girlfriend? You're not one of those guys that strings girls along, are you?"
"Naw, she dropped me last week. She took up with Jim Barnes. He's probably going to be the team quarterback next year, while I'll be away at college. If I can get in with this lovely lady, I'll be trading way up. What's her name?"
"Come with me," urged Gwen as she led Jared over to where Naomi sat. "Jared, this is Naomi Wilson. Naomi, this is one of my very best friends, Jared White. He saved my life at the first terrorist attack and sure helped out a lot today. He seems to like girls with big butts."
"In that case, he must be all over you, Gwen. Hello, Jared. Do me a favor and tell me who has the bigger ass, Gwen or me," demanded Naomi as she stood and turned her backside toward Jared.
"Good idea!" agreed Gwen as she stood next to Naomi with her ass facing Jared. "Be honest. Which ass is bigger?"
"Well, I can't really say from this angle. I'll need to gather more data. Tell you what. I'll study both asses the rest of the evening and let you know my decision before midnight," promised Jared as he winked at Steve.
"You mean you can't see that Naomi has a much bigger bottom right off the bat?" demanded Gwen. "Look closer. It should be obvious."
"If I looked any closer, that cop would be back here dragging my ass off to jail," joked Jared. "I'll just take my time and do this right. You'll get my answer later."
"In the interest of science, I'll trade seats with you, Jared," offered Ashley, who had been seated next to Naomi. "That'll give you more opportunity to observe Naomi's derrière up close, although I feel like I'm putting Naomi at risk.
"Jared's a smooth talker, an accomplished dancer, a hero in Sparta, and a future Nittany Lion. He's a close friend of Steve's, as evidenced by Steve sneaking him a weapon as he presented him with that scholarship. He was the guy on the left side of the stage, standing tall against those awful men with guns."
"So Steve has black friends? How well do you get along with him? How about Gwen?" asked Naomi.
"I'm not real comfortable with those questions," replied Jared. "If you're trying to get me to say something against Steve and Gwen, forget it. They're truly my friends and color has nothing to do with it."
"That's what I wanted to hear. You feel you're a friend, not a toady or a valet of some kind. I've had some trouble telling good guys from pretenders in the past. Steve and Gwen seem genuine to me, but I wanted to be sure that I wasn't making a mistake. I really want to be their friend and I just needed to know that it was definitely possible."
"As good as you look, you'll be Steve's friend for life. Have you happened to notice all the hot women that are attracted to him? They're not only beautiful, but they're really good people. Jordan's been a wonderful friend. She's always cheerful and nice to all the rest of us even though she's been a big music star for years. Gwen is..., well I took a couple bullets for that girl and never regretted it. You'll be their friend if you're generous, caring, and honest. As a side note, I'm not sure that it's required, but all of his lady friends seem to have great legs and pretty big boobs."
"Oh, my!" exclaimed Naomi as she tried to conceal her smile. "I wonder if I'll qualify. I may not be attractive enough, or my breasts might be too small."
"I'm here to tell you that you qualify every way possible!" responded Jared enthusiastically. "You have a great figure and your legs look like they're a mile long. I should mention that any friend of Steve's automatically becomes my friend, too. We're best friends and he wouldn't have anyone around that didn't like my charming personality."
"Well that's good to know!" laughed Naomi. "I guess I'd better be very nice to you if I want Steve to like me. Is that a safe assumption?"
"Damn straight!" chuckled Jared. "Steve wants me to be happy, so the happier you make me, the better he'll like you."
Steve's grandfather had arranged for a huge buffet for his guests. Steve, Gwen, and Jordan had pretty much invited everyone they knew since he had assured them that he could afford to feed an army. The events of the day had caused many classmates and parents to stop at Marsh's to speak with Steve, Gwen, and Jordan and to thank Steve for his fast thinking. Word had spread that the bombs had originally been placed under the stage. Everyone that felt the force of the explosion that afternoon harbored no doubts about the devastating results if the same blast had been under the stage.
Tyler Smith and his parents arrived half an hour after Steve's group. Ralph Smith was accompanied by Billy's father when he approached Steve, Gwen, and Jordan.
"I really hate to ask favors of you kids. I know you're making a movie, playing at the governor's daughter's wedding in a couple weeks, and flying to Russia later in the month. It's just that Ed Clune's in pretty serious condition. He's in the operating room as we speak. His wife, Sandy, graduated from Sparta five years ago. They have a three year old daughter and a baby due in a couple months," began Ralph Smith.
"He's the cop that was shot today. He was hit three times; once in the shoulder, once in the leg, and once in the head. Luckily, he was wearing body armor. He was injured by an IED in Iraq a year ago and was discharged from the Marines. He rehabbed and he was getting around pretty well. He just started with the police department last month. He's part time and his insurance isn't very good."
"I think I may see where this is going," offered Gwen. "Would you like us to help in some way? What do you want us to do?"
"My bank is willing to allow the use of that warehouse you used for the prom. We'll supply the power, water, and bathrooms if you kids could find the time to perform for a benefit for Ed. He's a great young man and he and his family need some help."
"I'll cater as much food as I can free of charge for the event. Maybe we can get some people to donate more food, drinks, and time to help us out. If we could raise fifteen or twenty thousand dollars, it would really help the family," added Billy's dad.
"I don't think I can go along with that," stated Steve flatly as Jordan and Gwen spun to stare at him in surprise. "We're supposed to be headed to Florida to make a movie in two days. This thing would take a few days, at least, to set up. We'd have to change our plans and put off filming the movie for this man."
"Are you telling me that you're refusing?" demanded Jordan angrily. "I can't believe that you, of all people, would turn your back on a man badly injured protecting others. That could have been you!"
"Wait, Jordan. Steve isn't finished yet. He's got more to say. Let's wait until he finishes," cautioned Gwen.
"As I was saying, we're not going to hang around Sparta and delay the filming of the movie to help raise fifteen or twenty thousand dollars," repeated Steve. "If we do this, you need to raise your goals considerably. I'll call Clyde and explain the situation. He's probably heard about this mess by now and will be anxious to hear how things are going. He'll know how to make this event work right. Personally, I'll be disappointed if we don't hit six figures in donations for that officer and his family."
The group had been so intent on the conversation with Tyler's and Billy's father that they had failed to notice how quiet the rest of the room had become. Over two hundred people had stopped eating and talking, just to listen to the conversation.
"That's why I love these guys!" called Jared from across the room. "They're going to rock this town to help out an injured policeman. How cool is that? What can the rest of us do to help?"
Paula and Ted had been chatting with William Patterson and Janice Bennington when they saw the two local business men approach the trio. They listened closely to the entire conversation and easily heard Steve's response.
"Your grandson is an amazing young man," praised Paula as the crowd began to buzz about a possible fund raiser. "He's the most unselfish, kindest, bravest man I've ever met, next to Ted, of course."
"So I'm beginning to realize," replied William Patterson. "I've been watching Gwen, Jordan, and Steve work the crowd here this evening. For famous young stars, they're all remarkably well grounded. They treat everyone well and listen to what others are saying. Men listen to Steve when he talks. They value his opinion. Everyone adores the two girls and they're expert at making others feel at ease. I can't tell you how proud I am, and how much I regret not being a part of Steve's life. I'm going to try to correct that mistake."
"I wish my sister Jen were alive to see how her son has turned out," added Janice. "He was incredible today. With Ted's help, he averted a bombing that would have easily killed hundreds, and perhaps thousands. Then he stood his ground, inviting those terrorists to target him to protect others. That's the stuff of heroes, but he acts like it's all in a day's work.



"Ted, I have to compliment you on your courage and quick actions. I was a few seats from Lisa and I saw the entire thing. You saved her life and quite possibly many more. That was very brave."
"I hate to admit it, but I was scared to death. I don't have Steve's courage and training. I was sweating bullets waiting for the trouble to start. I feared it, while Steve walked up to the front of the stage to defend against it and to challenge the attackers to go after him. I'm in awe of him. I wasn't brave at all."
"You'll forgive me if I disagree," interrupted Paula. "You have no training, but you willingly helped carry live bombs away from the intended victims, risking your life to help save others. You have no training with guns, but you didn't hesitate to use one to save our daughter when it became necessary. You are a brave, wonderful father and husband. I'm very proud of you. You never need worry about comparisons with Steve. I doubt there's another young man like him in the country, but I also doubt that many men would have done what you did today. You're this family's hero!"
Steve moved to a quiet corner and called Clyde Davis on his cell. They spoke for a few minutes and then Steve returned to the group. "Clyde's with us all the way. He's coming to town to help set things up. He was having problems trying to get a film crew to work this weekend since it's Memorial Day. They wanted double time for Monday. He wants us to be in Florida Monday afternoon and be ready to start filming Tuesday. We'll be working long hours again to get this finished before we go to Russia."
"Clyde's coming here to help? Now we know this benefit will be a success," offered a very pleased Jordan. "Steve, I'm sorry that I jumped all over you before I heard you out. I should've known that you'd never turn your back on someone in need. Charlie should be back from the bathroom soon. I'll have him call his band mates to see if they can come right away. When do you think we should have this benefit?"
"If I might make a suggestion," interrupted Tyler's father. "They always have a concert in the park on Saturday so we shouldn't have it that night. Sunday night will be the fireworks on Ridge Street. I really think Friday would be best, if you can be ready by then. We'll need to publicize it as much as possible to pull in a good crowd. I can't imagine anyone from the Spartan Nation not attending."
"This is Tuesday, so Friday will work great! I have a few ideas in mind for publicity. This story is still smoking hot and reporters want to hear Steve speak about it. We'll tie that to mentioning the benefit. I know just where to start," responded Gwen as she pulled out her cell.
"Amber? How'd you like to have sit-down with Steve tonight? I thought you might. We're at Marsh's Landing, so come on over. One thing, the police officer that was wounded is in serious condition and we're planning a benefit for him Friday night. We're going to want to mention that in the interview to get all the free advertising we can. Thanks!"
"She'll be here in about fifteen minutes. She's been 'network' since the explosion and just went off air. She's really good. When we leave for school this fall, she's moving into an anchor chair at her station. She'll be the youngest anchor they ever had. She's helped us a lot and I like to think that we've reciprocated."
"Charlie's just spoke to the guys in the band. They'll drive over tomorrow and get things set up. They're glad to help out. They love to perform at these concerts," added Jordan.
"I can't begin to express my gratitude that Sparta has such talented, selfless young people so willing to help out during bad times. It isn't enough that you saved all of the kids and probably the first twenty rows in the audience from certain death, and took several gun shots to the chest, but now we're asking you to do even more," stated Billy's father with emotion. "I hope this town, this nation, realizes what a special thing it has in our young people. We'll never see its like again."
"William Patterson and his daughter had been listening to the conversation closely. "Dad, look how quickly they decided to come to the aid of that officer. Jen's son is incredible. He acts like saving lives is an every day event. We've got to help make this benefit successful."
"I agree, Janice. I'm going to step out and make some calls. Friday isn't very far off and these things take time. Before I go out, let's have Jen give Steve his gift."
A short while later, Jen approached Steve carrying a large item wrapped in festive paper. "Steve, this is something Grandfather, Mom, and I wanted you to have. It's for graduation, and for finding you after all these years. We want to be part of your life and we're so proud of you we can't stand it!"
Everyone nearby went quiet as Steve accepted the package. "Thanks, Jen! I didn't expect anything, but I appreciate that you thought of me. Let me open it up and have a look."
Steve easily removed the wrapping to reveal an old acoustic guitar. "This is an old Gibson! It's a Robert Johnson L-1! Thanks so much, Jen! Thanks, Grandfather. Thanks, Aunt Janice," managed Steve as he stared at the instrument.
"It was your mom's. She left it behind that night and we've kept it for her, hoping she'd come back someday. She loved that guitar," responded Janice as she wiped her eyes.
Steve felt his emotions begin to get control of him so he gently pulled Jen to him and buried his face in her hair as he hugged her. For her part, Jen smiled widely as tears trickled down her cheeks. She held the back of Steve's head and gently stroked it as she hugged him back.
"That really got to Steve!" sobbed Jordan as she clutched Charlie. "He really loved his mom."
Paula felt the tears on her cheeks as she watched Steve struggle to regain control. Instinctively, she pulled Ted closer and silently hugged him.
Steve finally began to relax and slowly released Jen. "Thanks, Jen. This may be the best gift I ever received. I'll always treasure it."
After he thanked Jen, Steve began looking for Gwen. When his eyes met hers, she quickly moved to him and let him wrap his arms around her. Then he leaned down and kissed her long and hard. After a minute or so, he drew back slightly.
"Whew! Thanks, Jen! Whenever Steve gets all emotional, he tends to want to hug and kiss me. It seems to help him deal with his feelings. He really, really liked that gift!" laughed Gwen as she smiled at everyone watching her and Steve.
"I just wish I had my camera set up in time for that," joked Amber Stahl as she reached out to shake Gwen's hand. "That would have boosted our ratings. Where do you want to set up for the interview?"
"Could we do it at this table?" asked Gwen as she quickly became all business. "Steve will be able to answer almost any question, but please avoid asking how he felt taking the lives of those men. Once you feel you've covered everything, ask me about the benefit we're planning for the injured officer, okay? We want this to be a huge success."
The guests gathered around to listen closely to Steve's explanation of the day's events as Amber questioned him. His measured, calm response allowed listeners to understand his thinking and the reasons he acted as he did. Amber then switched her attention to Gwen, first asking about her experience with the FBI that evening, and then about taking a call from the president. Finally, she asked about the benefit.
"One of Sparta's own was badly injured in the attack today. It's incredible that no one else was hurt, except for the terrorists. They had bombs and eight men with guns. Our injured officer was just mending from injuries he suffered while serving as a Marine in Iraq. This brave man and his family need our help. The Spartan Nation has become well known for helping its own in times of need. This is one of those times.
"Jordan Quick, Steve Hammer, and I have agreed to appear at a benefit for this brave man Friday evening. Our favorite band 'The Rising Tide' will supply the music for us. It's the Memorial Day weekend and we want to kick it off right. This'll be the time to pull together. We'll pray for the victims of the senseless, violent actions that we've seen in Sparta this year. But it'll also be a time to celebrate life and the spirit of the Spartan Nation. We've suffered enough. We need an opportunity to give thanks and celebrate. That's what we're going to do Friday. I don't know yet what time it'll start, but we'll play as long, and as well as we can. You can take that to the bank."
"I was given to understand that you, Jordan, and Steve were scheduled to leave for Florida tomorrow to film your movie. Are you postponing your departure?" asked Amber.
"Yes, we're staying a few extra days to help Officer Clune and his family. It's about time that the Spartan Nation had the chance to let its hair down and finally party. This is graduation night. We can't allow fear and terror to control our lives. This is our home town and there's no place any of us would rather be. I'm promising your viewers that they won't be disappointed if they come to the biggest party in the history of the Spartan Nation on Friday. We're going to rock this town!"
"Thanks, Gwen. I'm sure our viewers are making plans right now to be in Sparta Friday evening. I have another question. It was announced at your graduation that you and Steve made the cover of Rolling Stone Magazine with the banner that you two may be America's royal couple. What's your reaction to that?"
"Truthfully? I'd forgotten about that. We're not royal by any stretch of the imagination. I prefer to think of ourselves as loyal; loyal to our beliefs, to our friends, to our family, to our country, and to each other. It'd be great to be known as one of America's many loyal couples."
William Patterson had returned to the room in time to listen to the conclusion of Gwen's response. "Mrs. Anderson, your daughter has a remarkable ability to deflect praise and redirect it to others. Her humility is real and very endearing. Watching her with my grandson is an honor I fear I don't deserve. They are destined for great things, even greater than what they've already accomplished."
"No offense, William, but you're way late with that observation. My sister and I discussed that subject months ago. We believe that there are forces at play that are beyond our comprehension. Ted and I let them sleep together in our house! We never would've allowed that with any other young man. He's saved my family, including me, numerous times. He makes everyone around him a better person. Gwen was doing great in school before she met Steve, but she was introverted and almost shy. Look at her now. I marvel at her confidence and aplomb. Steve didn't give that to her, but he brought it to the surface. He's encouraged her to become everything she was meant to be. I love that boy with all my heart. I can't even guess how deeply Gwen's been affected by him."
William Patterson was about to make a statement when he noticed Steve pick up his guitar and begin strumming it. He watched as Steve approached Gwen and began singing 'And I Love Her'. The crowd once again went silent as they watched and listened to Steve serenade Gwen in a very public venue. 'Bright are the stars that shine, dark is the sky, I know this love of mine will never die'. More than a few faces in the room had tear drops roll down their cheeks. When Steve ended his song, Gwen rushed into his arms and kissed him hard, while everyone else cheered and applauded.
Once Gwen released him, Steve looked around the room until his eyes fell on Paula. He once again began playing a tune as he approached Gwen's mother. "Here's to you, Mrs. Anderson. Jesus loves you more than you will know." Everyone loved the change of names for the song, as well as the way Steve delivered it. The crowd was singing along with him by the time he was half way through the song. Paula was beaming and holding Ted tightly as she enjoyed her serenade. When Steve ended the song, Paula moved in and kissed him slightly less passionately than Gwen had done.
Soon after that, Jordan dragged the cover off the old piano sitting in the corner and began playing. Then Charlie joined her as she announced to the crowded room that she was going to sing a song written by Shelley Malloy.
"I'm asking everyone to not video this one because it hasn't been released yet and I don't have Clyde's okay to sing it, but I want you all to hear this beautiful song. It's called 'Half-Hearted' and it's from the creative genius of our own Shelley Malloy!"
With that, Charlie began playing the piano and Jordan soon joined in singing the song. When she finished singing, the crowd erupted in whistles and cheers. Shelley's parents were unable to conceal their pride as Jordan embraced Shelley and then held her hand up high like a prize fighter that had just knocked out his opponent. The rest of the evening saw Steve, Gwen, and Jordan entertain the gathering with stories about the movie and TV shows they had filmed, along with numerous songs. People were able to briefly forget about the attack their home town had suffered earlier that day.
As the evening gradually wound down and people began to leave, Jared approached Gwen as she was speaking to Naomi. "I've studied the situation from every angle I possibly could, legally. It's my highly trained opinion that the two of you have very similar asses. I really should be allowed total access to determine exactly how they differ. I will say that I strongly suspect that Naomi's ass is a bit darker than Gwen's but that's pure speculation, with some strong logic tossed in."
"I see. We did ask a lot from you without giving you the ability to compile all the information required for your study," admitted Gwen. "Naomi is staying over at my place tonight and tomorrow we're having our first pool party of the year. This was planned before the attack today. We have a lot of work to do to prepare for the benefit, but we still need to enjoy ourselves and our time at home. You were planning on coming tomorrow, weren't you? Perhaps you'd be willing to continue your research? We'll be wearing tiny little bikinis, so if that doesn't offend you, please consider it a fact finding mission."
"I'll have to check my schedule," deadpanned Jared. "My sock drawer needs rearranging and I planned on changing the air in my spare tire, but in the pursuit of truth, I'll probably forego those important chores and stop in."
Gwen rode home with Naomi. As she drove, she questioned Gwen. "Is it a problem that I'm staying over, and Steve isn't? I know you said that your folks let him sleep with you in their house. Am I ruining things for you?"
"Honestly? I doubt if Steve would have stayed over tonight regardless. He won't be sleeping much tonight. Shooting people bothers him a lot more than you'd ever guess from watching him. He'll lift weights and maybe even go for a run. If he stayed over, he'd probably screw my brains out a couple times and then wander around all night, keeping me awake."
"Yeah, that sounds tough. You're lucky I accepted your offer to spend the night so you won't lose all those brains. I guess Steve really gets the job done?" asked Naomi with a hint of envy.
"I learned a few weeks ago not to discuss my sex life with most girls. I talked too much in the locker room and the next thing I knew, the word was out that I liked to blow Steve and he was an expert pussy eater with a big cock. Rumors can start surprisingly easy."
"So, it wasn't true? You don't give blow jobs, he doesn't eat you, and he doesn't have a big cock?" questioned Naomi.
"Actually, it's all true. I just learned not to share that information with random girls. Steve does things to me I never knew were possible. He's an excellent lover, patient and unselfish. He's never left me hanging or disappointed. I shouldn't be telling you all of this for a different reason. I know you won't tell, but you'll want to try him out."
"I admit that he's incredible looking, and has nerves of steel, but I've never been with a guy. I want to focus on my career. Boyfriends take too much time and always want sex. When I finally give myself to a guy, he has to understand and agree with my goals and expectations. Has becoming sexually active hampered your studying and focus?"
"Sometimes I get really horny and have trouble thinking about anything but Steve and his many talents, but for the most part, it actually helps me concentrate. I feel more satisfied and relaxed most of the time. I don't know how it'll work out when I go to Stanford and don't see Steve for weeks, or even months at a time."
"You mean you won't be seeing other guys when you're at college? You're going to be totally faithful to Steve? From what I've heard and read, that's pretty difficult for most young couples when they're separated for long periods of time."
"I can see why, but this is a no brainer for me. Steve is my life. I'll never betray him. I'm certain of that," assured Gwen.
"What will you do if Steve sleeps with other girls? Will you break up with him then, or go out and get laid yourself?"
"Don't tell Steve this, but I'll never willingly break up with him. I'd be one of those pathetic women that takes him back and wonders what I did wrong. I'd forgive him anything, I love him so much. I don't believe that he'd ever cheat on me. He's extremely honorable, loyal, and disciplined. He'll have temptations every day. I know that, but I have to believe in him and he's never given me any reason to doubt him in any way."
"Do you want me to keep an eye on him and let you know what he's up to when he's at the Naval Academy?" asked Naomi.
"No, that would be the one way I could ruin our relationship. He needs to know that I trust him completely and love him totally. I would like you to make sure he's okay and let me know if he has any problems or issues he's not telling me about. He'll try to keep me from hearing anything negative about his time at the academy. If you'd let me know when he has a problem of any kind, I'd appreciate it. I think we can be great friends, Naomi."
"That's just your clever way of keeping me from sleeping with your guy! You make me a friend, somehow knowing that I value loyalty above all else. Now I can't seduce your boyfriend, even if I wanted to. Well played!" laughed Naomi. "Seriously, I'll be the best friend you could possibly imagine. Steve's your guy. I know that and if I can be friends with you both, I'll be happy. Can I still tease him, maybe flirt a little, and give him peeks at 'the girls' now and then?"
"He'd like that, a lot. He won't try anything with you, but he won't complain if you tease him a little. All of his favorite girls do that as much as they can. Jordan and Lisa are the worst ones, but the rest are trying to catch up. It keeps him smiling, and very horny. I benefit from that!"
The rising sun the next morning saw media vans all over Sparta. They arrived over night so the morning news shows were broadcasting from the parking lot by the school. Local businesses were booming as members of the media, as well as rubberneckers, streamed into town. Steve had turned off his cell and removed his uncle's phone from the receiver. The Anderson family had to do the same after receiving numerous requests to have Steve and Gwen on the network morning news programs.
Unable to land the big fish, many of the other students, teachers and parents found themselves being interviewed on TV. Sandy Johnson, the mousy girl that Steve had asked to move so he could have her seat at the end of the row was a much sought after interview.
"Steve walked past me and left the stage for a several minutes. When he came back, he leaned down and asked me if I would trade seats with him. He said it was very important. My momma didn't raise me to be an idiot, so when Steve asked me for that favor, I knew something big was up, and I wanted him to have every possible opportunity to do what he had to do. When the blast happened, I was knocked backward, but I saw everything.



"Steve was knocked back a step or two, but he raised both arms up and shook the sleeves of his gown down to his elbows. I saw a gun in each hand, and then the shooting started. I saw a guy with a gun in the middle aisle go down. Then Steve raised his left hand and shot a man with a gun way back by the light pole on that side. When the three men charged him shooting as they moved up the aisle, I was really scared. Bullets were flying all over, but Steve Hammer just stood his ground, shooting like they were machine guns in his hands. He was incredibly brave! He saved us all."
Other graduates, teachers, and parents told similar stories. The injured police officer and the planned benefit were also frequent topics. It was the consensus of the Spartan Nation that Steve Hammer had once again saved hundreds, if not thousands of Spartan lives.
Steve was up early and managed his run before the sun fully emerged from the horizon. He showered and ate breakfast with his Uncle Joe. By midmorning, he became bored and decided to drive to Gwen's for the pool party her parents had planned.
As he pulled into the Anderson driveway, he noticed that Gwen's car was gone. He checked his phone and found a text message from her stating that she, Kate, Lisa, and Naomi had gone to shop for more refreshments since it looked like they were going to have more guests than originally planned. Steve decided it would be a great time to get some laps in and went around back to the pool.
He removed his shirt and placed it on a lounge chair. As he moved toward the pool, he was surprised to hear a voice behind him. Turning, he found Cindy Quick lying on a lounge chair in the corner of the pool deck and she was topless!
"I asked if you cared to rub some lotion on me since I burn easily. It seems the cat has your tongue. So what do you think? Are my tits better than Jordan's?"
Steve looked at Jordan's mother for a few seconds, mulling over her appearance and her words. Making up his mind, he strode over to where she sat, leaned over, picked her up, and then carried her over to a chair by the picnic table.
"What are you doing? I was just teasing you a little. You can't manhandle me. I thought you were a regular Boy Scout. You'd better not be thinking about raping me. Even heroes can be arrested and sent to prison!"
Steve calmly sat down with the well stacked Cindy Quick on his lap. He had an arm wrapped around her, pinning both her arms to her body. She struggled briefly, but quickly realized that she was totally at Steve's mercy.
Paula and Diane had been preparing sandwiches when they heard Cindy speak to Steve. They looked out the window in time to see a surprised Steve studying the older woman. Silently, they watched as he lifted Cindy off the lounge chair and carried her to a chair by the table.
"What's he going to do? He has to know that Gwen and the girls will be back soon," pointed out Diane. "He isn't going to let her seduce him, is he?"
"I really doubt it. If he can ignore the charms of Lisa, Kate, Stephanie, Jordan, Ashley, Becky and a few dozen other beautiful young women, I can't see him falling for Jordan's mother. He's got something in mind. Let's listen to what he says to her," reasoned Paula.
"Mrs. Quick, We need to talk," began Steve. "Let me explain a few things about how the world works. You do not have nicer 'tits' than Jordan. She's perfect, her body is perfect, and certainly her 'tits; as you call them, are perfect. The reason her 'tits' are perfect is that she's such a generous, loving, kind, beautiful woman. A woman with those qualities will always have perfect 'tits'. It doesn't even matter what they look like, or how big they are. 'Tits' don't make the woman. The woman makes the 'tits'. You have nice big firm 'tits' and you're obviously proud of them, but they are far from being as nice as Jordan's. The reason is simple. You aren't as good a person as Jordan. You could have amazing 'tits' with some effort, but you'd have to change a lot. You'd have to stop being so self centered and selfish. You'd have to learn to trust others and to love your daughter completely, at the very least.
"Gwen's mom has a perfect set of 'tits', but she'd never ask for comparisons or try to infer that hers are bigger, firmer, or nicer in any way than any of her daughters' 'tits'. Do you know why? Because she loves her girls; she doesn't compete with them. She does her best to encourage and support them. Because she's such a good mother, wife and friend, her 'tits' are spectacular. If she was a miserable, jealous woman those same 'tits' would be unattractive because she'd be unattractive. All women can have great 'tits', but it takes more than mounds on their chest. You're a very attractive woman and you have fairly big 'tits' but you'll never have great 'tits' until you learn to stop thinking of yourself first.
"Think about what you asked me. You wanted me to admire your 'tits' and tell you they were as good, or better, than your daughter's. Why would you do that? You should be proud of her, support her, love her, but not try to compete with her. Parents don't do that. At least good, loving parents don't. Watch Paula today. She's gracious, understanding, supportive, and loving. There's a woman with perfect 'tits', and one of the reasons is that she'd never ask a question like you just did. Do you understand what I'm trying to tell you?"
"I...I think I do," responded a quivering Cindy Quick. "I'm a bad person, and a lousy mother. That makes me less attractive, and since I put so much emphasis on my breasts, they can't be anything to brag about, simply because I'm so selfish. I tried to coax you to tell me my breasts were nicer than Jordan's for my own pathetic pride. You love Jordan, and because of that and how good a person she's become, you feel she's perfect, including her breasts. I'm not even close. Breasts don't make a woman beautiful, but a beautiful woman will always have perfect breasts in your estimation."
"Apparently you've seen Paula's breasts and think that they're exceptional, pretty much for the same reasons. She's a very good mother and wife and she's been kind to you. You love her and because of that, her breasts are perfect, she's perfect. I can't even imagine how you feel about Gwen's body, but I know it must be something very special."
"My God, Paula. Listen to Steve talk about your breasts! When has he seen them? What haven't you told me about that? You certainly made an impression on that young man. Have you slept with him? What about Gwen and Ted?" worried Diane.
"Just stop that foolish talk! That time he saved me from those rapists, he carried me up a hill to the car while I was topless. Those brutes had ripped my clothes off, and he put them both in the hospital for their efforts. I've never betrayed Ted, or Gwen. I can't help it if he likes my 'girls' so much," answered Paula with a smile as she turned her attention back to Steve to hear what he would say next.
"You understand what I'm trying to tell you, but will you try to work on your attitude and outlook? Jordan is a woman any mother should be delighted with, but not a woman any mother should try to compete with. She's amazing. Accept it. Embrace it. Be proud of it, but don't try to compete with it. The more you love her and encourage her, the better you'll look to me and everyone else."
"You're right, of course. I feel so foolish now, sitting on your lap with my sagging tits showing. I was stupid. I should never ask a question if I can't accept the answer. I'll go inside now and find something more appropriate to wear. I've embarrassed myself enough," stated a dejected Cindy Quick as she moved off Steve's lap.
"Mrs. Quick, you are a stunning woman. Don't think I'm saying otherwise. You have a wonderful figure, but you can be so much more if you put your mind to it and learn to love your daughter for the amazing woman she is, and not feel threatened by her."
"So you do like them, at least a little?" giggled Cindy Quick as she grabbed her top and hurried toward the kitchen door. She ran right into Paula and Diane when she entered the kitchen. Cindy pulled her top over her breasts as she looked at the sisters.
"You saw and heard all of that? He sure set me straight, didn't he? I never thought a hormonal teenage boy could be so indifferent to my charms. I don't know what you've got going with your daughter's boyfriend, but he certainly loves you, and not only like a mother. I envy you, Paula. I'm going to work to get him to feel the same way about me, impossible as that seems right now," finished Cindy as she headed up the stairs to the bedroom she had been using.
"She's right about one thing, you know," observed Diane softly. "That young man loves you far more than he would simply because you're his girlfriend's mother. You're a very lucky woman. He feels the same way about you as he does Lisa, Kate, and Stephanie. He's very strongly attracted to you, maybe even as much as you are to him. He'll treat his mother-in-law like a queen. This is all so intense, and so very cool, as Kate would say."
Just as Diane finished speaking, they heard the girls' laughter as they came into the kitchen. "Did something happen?" asked a concerned Gwen. "You both look so serious. Is anything wrong?"
"Actually, everything is very good," responded Paula. "We've been watching an Adonis out by the pool while we made sandwiches. It makes the work go faster."
"Steve's in the pool?" deducted Kate. "I'm going to go change into my suit right now and join him. I love the way he climbs up the ladder, all wet and muscular looking."
Gwen continued to stare at her mother until Paula finally looked away while breaking her silence. "I'll tell you all about it later. It's all good. Don't fret."
Kate and Stephanie joined Steve in the pool and delighted in his willingness to throw them high above the water so they could dive in. Jordan and Charlie joined them a short time later, followed by Lisa and Naomi. Jared wandered in shortly after noon and Cindy Quick made her way to the pool wearing a modest one piece suit. By early afternoon, there were dozens of kids and parents enjoying an old fashioned cookout. Ted left work at noon to return home to man the barbecue. Gwen was busy helping her mother and Diane for the first hour. Shortly after one, she approached Steve as he chatted with Becky, who was wearing a very small bikini.
"Becky, could I borrow Steve for a minute. I need to speak with him," began Gwen as she took Steve's hand and led him away from the crowd.
"Mom told me about Jordan's mom and how well you handled the situation," revealed Gwen as shock spread across Steve's face. "I just wanted to tell you how proud I am of you and how much I love you. It remains to be seen if Jordan's mom will learn from the little talk you had with her, but it's great that you made such an effort. Jordan's worth it. Aunt Diane was even more impressed than Mom. She thinks you should become a shrink."
"Your mother and Aunt Diane heard me with Mrs. Quick? Were they upset? Did they tell you what I said?"
"Not word for word. They said that Jordan's mom tried to get you to tell her that her 'tits' as she called them, were better than her daughter's. You proceeded to use that word a dozen times as you discussed how perfect Jordan was and why her mom wasn't. They thought you used the term quite appropriately for the situation. Jordan's mom told them that she was going to try to improve and come closer to your expectations for her. I'm so proud of you, I have to kiss you."
Gwen wrapped her arms around Steve and pulled his head down to hers and kissed him gently, but passionately. Then she just hugged him for another minute before leading him back to the pool.
"Can I borrow him for awhile, Sis?" asked Kate as she pulled Steve toward the pool. "Jared thinks he and Naomi can beat Steve and me in a chicken fight. Let's show them who the chickens are!"
A little later that afternoon, Steve was in the kitchen looking for plastic forks when Paula stepped inside. As he looked at her, he felt his face get warm.
"Paula, I owe you an apology for saying what I did about you to Jordan's mom. I was trying to make a point to her and I never intended to be disrespectful to you. I shouldn't have said those things, or even brought up your name."
Paula walked across the room until she was quite close to Steve and spoke softly. "Did you mean what you said about me being perfect and having such nice, ah, I think you used the word 'tits'? I didn't think you even looked at them that day you saved me from those rapists. Do you think about that night every now and then?"
"No, I think about it all the time. Of course I meant what I said, but it was rude of me to use that word when speaking about a lady like you. You're an amazing woman and perfect as far as I'm concerned."
"Then you have nothing to apologize to me for," whispered Paula as she rose up and kissed Steve lightly on the lips. "You may want to apologize to Diane, though."
Paula had turned and headed for the door when she made that confusing statement. "I never even mentioned Diane's name. What do I have to apologize to her for?" asked Steve.
"You just answered your own question," laughed Paula as she went back out by the pool.
Steve had rejoined his friends by the pool for a few minutes when he heard Charlotte curse quietly. "That dumb ass Bill Hardy's in town. He's been asking around, trying to find people that were at graduation yesterday that thought Steve was too quick to shoot and that he endangered a lot of people with his actions. My mother's cousin just called her. She told Mom that he quizzed her son, but Tim wouldn't go along with it. Mom just texted me about it."
"That guy's getting to be a pain in my ass," admitted Steve with some annoyance. "I'm sure he'll find a few people that'll be happy to second guess my actions just so they can be on TV."
"Remember that we decided the best way to handle all of these issues is straight on, and with the truth," Gwen reminded Steve. "I'm certain that the people in this town support your quick actions, and reactions, even if Hardy does find a malcontent someplace. Should we be interviewed, or have a news conference of some kind?"
"I'm not especially fond of that stuff, but it does help keep the truth out front. I don't care too much about what he says about me. It's knowing he has a bug up his ass about me that causes me some concern. He's seen by millions of people every night."
"It seems like we'll have to put that on the back burner," replied Gwen as she nodded toward the kitchen door where Paula was leading several people out to the pool area. "It looks like the detective that took your vest yesterday, and he's got company."
"These people are with law enforcement and want to talk to you, Steve. They'll also ask a lot of the rest of us questions. Is that okay with you? I thought that you'd be glad to get it over and done and while avoiding a trip to the station. They just knocked on the door and told me they wanted to ask questions. It seems like something we'll have to do sooner or later."
"It's fine, Paula. It saves me the trip down town. The only problem may be that the detective won't remember why he's here or what questions he wanted to ask. You've seen Gwen before, Detective Dorn. It's not polite to stare."
"I'm sorry! I've seen her on TV and in videos, but this is the first time I've seen her in a swim suit. I apologize, Ms. Anderson. I was taken aback by your beauty, but I'm ready to go to work. This is Dr. Sheila Paulson and Agent Jack Lacey of the FBI. They'll be asking questions, too. Jack heads up the FBI team doing the investigation."
Steve and Gwen shook hands with the two government agents. "I have to admit that I'm a little intimidated myself," began Agent Lacey. "One of our guys was sent packing because he didn't display the proper amount of respect to you both, but especially to you, Ms. Anderson. I will do my best to remain professional in my demeanor and questioning."
"Let me interpret what these two guys are trying to say. You've been voted one of the country's sexiest women, along with the blonde in that skimpy bikini over there. These guys are worried about looking where they shouldn't, or in some way, allow the rest of us to know what's really going through their minds. If you remain in that bikini, you can't blame these guys for looking. That's the point they were trying to make," stated Dr. Paulson with a grin.
"Goodness! Am I supposed to take off my bikini so they can question me?" asked Gwen with a straight face.
"You misunderstood..., no you didn't, did you? You're toying with us," laughed Dr. Paulson. "Suppose we begin the interview. One of the reasons I'm here is to attest to the proper behavior of these gentlemen."
"Okay, let's have a seat and get started," suggested Gwen as Steve pulled a chair out for her as she called to her mother. "Mom! Could you get Kate and Stephanie to bring these people some burgers and sodas? Thanks!"
Once again, Steve was asked explained his actions from early the previous day right on through the shoot-out. He had just nicely begun when Ashley and Becky approached them with three plates of food and some drink. Dorn couldn't conceal his interest in Ashley.
"Aren't you a teacher at the school?" asked Detective Dorn as he accepted a plate from Ashley. "Are there many teachers here today? What subject do you teach? I need to ask you some questions when I'm finished here."
"You already have," chuckled Ashley. "I teach English and there are a couple other teachers here. This is my sister, Becky Summers. She's visiting me, and she's friends with Steve and Gwen."
"I'd shake, but I seem to have my hand full," wisecracked Becky as she placed the food dish on the table. "Steve calls me 'Lefty', but you'd be advised not to do that. Steve gets upset when I cry."
"Of course, Ms. Summers! I understand completely. That's why I'm here and the last agent's back in DC shuffling papers," replied Jack Lacey. "I won't make his mistakes. Thanks for the food. I appreciate it."
Steve smiled as Dorn watched Ashley and Becky walk back toward the pool. As he glanced around the table, Steve realized that both Gwen and Dr. Paulson had noticed the same thing.
"This environment is like a minefield for Detective Dorn," observed Dr. Paulson. "He's having some difficulty staying focused and not staring at the guests. Try to stay on topic, Detective, please."
Dorn had the decency to blush as he turned his head back to the group at the table. Half an hour later, Gwen and Steve were finished and Jared sat through an interview. A short while later, Ted was sitting with the group explaining his actions of the previous day. After that, Dorn, Lacey, and Dr. Paulson mingled with those attending the party, asking questions and listening to observations and comments.
Dr. Paulson led the other two to a secluded corner to compare notes. "One of my assigned tasks was to see if any of these people had suffered significant mental trauma from the violent events of yesterday. It's my conclusion that they've formed the best support group I've ever seen. It centers on Steve Hammer and Gwen Anderson. The females here adore Steve and have complete faith in his abilities to protect them from harm. Even the older women, like Mrs. Anderson and her sister, defer to him.
"In matters of protection and safety, they all believe that Steve Hammer can handle any crisis, and they feel extremely safe when they are near him. That, along with the way he answered questions posed by you both, has convinced me that he is not a danger to any law abiding individual. He's gracious, polite, even humble. He's no threat to society and in my opinion, is a tremendous asset to this community. My report will state that, unless one of you persuades me differently."



"I've got to agree. Every person here supported his actions without reservation. They don't show any noticeable signs of PTSD that I could see. These two kids attract good people to them. I've never seen anything quite like it. It's like they're eighteen, going on forty. I can't see any reason to suspect this attack was anything other than what it appears. These kids are clean. We can concentrate on the attackers and their actions. We can leave now."
"You guys go ahead," offered Detective Dorn. "I'm going to hang around and do a little more investigating. I have a few more questions."
"Are any of those questions for that blonde teacher?" joked Agent Lacey. "You seem to be smitten by her."
"Have you ever had an English teacher that could fill out a bikini like that?" demanded Dorn as he watched Ashley apply sunscreen to her arms.
The FBI people laughed and headed to their car while Dorn meandered back into the party. It was about twenty minutes later when Ashley approached Steve with a nervous acting detective following her.
"Steve, Detective Dorn has asked me to go to the concert with him Friday night. I told him I planned on volunteering at the benefit and he promised he'd help me do whatever I was doing. I heard how Lisa relies on you to help her decide if a guy is the real deal or a pretender. Should I go out with the detective?" finished Ashley.
"That's a good question, Ashley. How old is he? Has he ever been married? Does he have kids? What are his intentions? Does he make a good living? What are his long range goals?" asked Steve bluntly.
"Who the hell do you think you are to ask questions like that? You're not her father! I don't see why I should be trying to convince some kid why I should be allowed take Ashley out," snapped Dorn.
"Well, Ashley, it looks like he's not the one. Any man worth his salt would crawl over broken glass just for a smile from a woman like you. It appears that the Detective doesn't need or want a smart, beautiful, generous woman. He must have so many ladies already that he doesn't need to waste his time trying to convince me that he's good enough for you," reasoned Steve as he stared at Dorn.
"Wait! I made a mistake. I don't have any girlfriends. I was just surprised and embarrassed that Ashley would ask you if she should go out with me. I'm single, graduated from State with a degree in Criminal Justice. I'm twenty-eight, never been married and don't have any kids. I want to stay in Sparta and work my way up and eventually head up the police department. I don't make a lot now, but in a couple years, I should be making a pretty good salary. I'm a good detective, but I need to control my temper a little better. I'd never hurt a woman, or force myself on one.
"I saw Ashley when we were investigating that first attack, but I never had the chance to speak to her. I've been trying to think of an excuse to talk to her for the past several months. I apologize for being such an ass earlier, but it was my pride talking. I'm trying to convince an eighteen year old that I'm good enough to date his teacher. That just seems weird to me, but I'll do whatever it takes to prove to Ashley I'm a good guy."
"What do you think now, Steve? I don't think I can stand dating another loser. He's pretty good looking and he has a big gun. Should I take a chance on him?" wondered Ashley.
"Detective Dorn, you're right that I'm not her father. He's dead. I'm the one guy on this planet that really cares for Ashley and wants to see her happy and safe. That should make you like and respect me, if you have any feelings for Ashley. She's special, beautiful, and smart, but very vulnerable. If she goes out with you, will you avoid tobacco and drugs; and alcohol if you're driving? Will you treat her with respect and be willing to do anything it takes, including endangering your own life to keep her from harm? Does that sound like too much to ask?"
"No, it doesn't, to be honest. I'd gladly do all of that for her. Just give me the opportunity to prove it," implored Dorn.
"If you want to go out with him Friday, I think it'll be okay, but let me know if he mistreats you or uses drugs, or alcohol and drives. If he can't respect a wonderful woman like you, he doesn't deserve you," reasoned Steve.
Dorn stuck his hand out and Steve shook it firmly. "I'd better get back to the station. I've got tons of paperwork and reports to fill out. Thanks, Steve. I'll call you, Ashley, to set a time to pick you up on Friday."
As soon as Dorn disappeared from sight, Ashley jumped into Steve's arms. "That was so sweet! You really do look out for me. No wonder all of us females love you so much. Gwen, Becky, Jordan, and Naomi are all looking at us. I'd better let go of you and go tell them what just happened," reasoned Ashley just before kissing Steve on the lips and then running off to join her friends.
"It's a good thing Steve graduated yesterday or Sis could be in trouble for such an open display of affection for a student," stated Becky as Ashley hurried their way with a huge grin on her face. "Look at her smile. It makes me wonder what just happened."
"That Detective Dorn just asked me out on a date!" giggled Ashley like a school girl. 'He was pretty shy and got all red when he finally managed to ask me."
"Cool!" replied Jordan. "He's a good looking guy and only a few years older than you. I saw him giving you the 'once-over', about ten times. Can we assume you agreed to go out with him?"
"I made him talk to Steve about it. I saw how much Lisa relied on Steve's opinion to help her find a good guy. I thought it seemed like an excellent idea, so I told him that Steve had to okay it before I went out with him."
"He was okay with that?" asked a skeptical Naomi. "He's a cop and ten years older than Steve. I can't imagine him not getting pissed at that notion."
"He did get all pissy with Steve! He said he didn't think he should be asking a kid if he could take me out. Steve pretty much told him to go to hell if he didn't feel a smart, beautiful, generous woman like me was worth the effort to convince Steve he was a good guy. He was annoyed because Steve asked if he was married, had kids, had plans for the future, and if he made a good living. Can you imagine? Dorn bitched that Steve wasn't my father.
"Steve told him that my father was dead and that he was the one guy in the world that genuinely cared about my welfare. The detective apologized pretty quickly. He couldn't eat crow fast enough. He practically begged Steve to reconsider.
"Then Steve told him he had to treat me with respect, not use drugs, or even alcohol when he drove with me! He told Dorn he had to be prepared to risk his life to keep me safe. If he agreed to all of that, Steve would let him take me out."
"My God! Steve gave Detective Dorn 'the talk'!" gasped Lisa as she arrived in time to hear the end of Ashley's story. "That's so cool! Doesn't it feel good to have a man care enough about you to lay down the law to another man that wants to date you? Dad gave Steve the same talk, more or less, and then Dad gave it to Jason last weekend. I was so proud of Dad and Jason told me his respect for Dad increased immeasurably. I've got to tell Dad about this!"
"Gwen, your boyfriend is full of surprises. When I saw his beautiful, blonde teacher hugging and kissing him, I thought he was probably working on getting into her little bikini panties. It turns out he's protecting her like a father would. I should have remembered that he likes the more ample assed type."
"That reminds me," stated Gwen. "Where's Jared? He should have formed an answer by now about who has the bigger butt. He's studied yours all afternoon. I wonder if he even had time to glance at mine."
"It's a pretty safe bet he managed a few looks. Every man here has done nothing but look at your ass, except when you were facing them, and then they stared at your boobs," observed Naomi. "I will admit that a few eyes wandered Jordan's way now and then, although I can't, for the life of me, figure out why."
Gwen's and Naomi's banter was interrupted by Charlotte. "I've been following the news reports today. I know you said you wanted to relax and not bother with them, but a lot's been going on. For one thing, Steve was right about those armed terrorists being American.
"They all belonged to a survivalist group in Montana. They hated the government and blamed it when they lost their homes and marriages in the recession. They were all bitter, lonely men that formed a support group that fed off each others' hatred and anger. Most of them had police records for violent offenses.
"They wanted to send a message to the world about how unfairly they had been treated and they decided that finishing what the other terrorists failed to accomplish would gain them the necessary notoriety. They especially wanted to kill you and Steve, and any family and friends they could manage. They expected to blow up half the population of Sparta at the graduation and then shoot any survivors! The police in Montana found all of the information on computers at the compound where the men lived."
"Wow!" exclaimed Gwen. "Steve was right about them being after us and our families. Now I worry that there are more people that think the same way. Steve won't be around all the time to keep saving Kate, Lisa, me, and everyone else."
"Don't get too upset over this. We'll just have to think of some ways to keep everyone safe. You and Steve are 'America's Royal Couple' and will be the targets of all sorts of schemes and scams until someone else comes along to gain public favor," reasoned Naomi. "But, you're both smart and very capable. This is just the down side to being the sexiest woman alive and dating the sexiest man ever born. My offer to trade places still holds."
"I guess there's a price for everything, and no good deed goes unpunished. I think Steve and I need to catch up on what's going on with this investigation and maybe have a news conference. That Bill Hardy will be doing his best to denigrate Steve and me any way he can."
Gwen found Steve eating a hamburger and led him into her father's den. Then she dialed Clyde's number and put him on speaker phone. "Clyde, we're thinking of having a session with the press. They're all over town and that Bill Hardy's trying to ruin us anyway he can. I think Steve needs to state his case again and let people hear what he did and why."
"I have some information for you kids that should reduce the effects of Hardy's smear campaign. I've seen and handled bullies like him my entire life. Here are a few suggestions you should consider."
Twenty minutes later, Gwen placed a call to Amber Stahl. "Amber, Steve and I have been deluged with requests for interviews. We feel it's about time we made ourselves accessible to the media. I was wondering if you could set it up? We'll be at the warehouse we're using for the concert in half an hour. Do you think you could alert your fellow reporters that we'll be fielding questions at that time?"
"Sure, Gwen, but I should warn you that Bill Hardy's in town and he's looking for anything he can find to make you and Steve look bad. He really has a bug up his butt about you both. He's the nightly news anchor for our network, so I have to be careful around him. The station treats him like he owns the place. Be aware that he'll do his best to make you guys look bad."
"Thanks for the heads-up, but we're as prepared for him as we'll ever be, so please let everyone know we'll be available in half an hour," responded Gwen before disconnecting.
Half an hour later, Steve and Gwen entered a room set up with chairs and about a dozen microphones on a table in front of it. Over a dozen reporters were seated on the other side of the table.
"Thanks for coming, everyone. We understand you have some questions for us about the situation yesterday at our graduation. First, let me say that we've been told by the family of the Officer Clune that he's out of intensive care, but still in serious condition. With time, care, and determination, he should make a full recovery. Nothing is more important to us right now than the health of this brave officer of the law that was gravely wounded protecting the citizens of the Spartan Nation. We thank him for his service, his sacrifice, and his bravery. Now we'll entertain questions."
Most of the questions were directed at Steve and his role in thwarting the attack the previous day, starting with his morning run. Steve answered all questions precisely and gave sound explanations for every move he made. Things seemed to be going well until Bill Hardy gained the floor.
"Mr. Hammer, how do you justify firing two handguns into such a large and panicked crowd? Wasn't it possible that some of the bullets fired by you could have struck innocent people?"
"I'm not here to justify anything, Mr. Hardy. I'm simply answering questions about what occurred. People like you will take it upon themselves to worry about justifications. I simply did what I felt was necessary at the time."
"You seem to have a cavalier attitude about the lives of innocent people. It didn't worry you that some of them could have been shot, and possibly killed, by the bullets fired from your handguns?"
"Mr. Hardy, you've been doing your best to push your agenda of maligning Steve and me for months," responded Gwen hotly. "If Steve didn't care about the lives of others, would he have dived into that icy river to save those children last fall? Would he have entered that gym last winter knowing that armed terrorists with bombs were waiting? Would he have carried those bombs away from the stage yesterday, knowing they could be detonated at any time? Would he have returned, knowing that he was likely to be in a deadly gun battle? He didn't have to do any of those things, but he did. He did them because he values lives very highly, especially innocent women and children. For you to suggest otherwise is far more than just insulting. It's abominable!
"Let me ask you this question, Mr. Hardy. It's been 24 hours since that attack. You've had time to consider everything. Exactly what would you have done in Steve's situation, assuming you had the skills of observation and deduction that Steve has? Tell us just exactly how you would have handled the whole situation," demanded Gwen.
"I'm not here to answer questions. I'm the reporter! I ask the questions, and you're not doing a very good job answering them," replied Hardy as he made no effort to conceal his annoyance.
"You're a public figure, creating news with lies and innuendos. You're implying that Steve may have unnecessarily risked innocent lives, so it's reasonable to ask what you would have done differently. I think I know the answer to that. You aren't exactly known for your courage and conviction. You never would have noticed the bombs. If you had, you never would've risked your life to remove them. If you had done that, you never would have returned to the stage knowing armed men were planning an attack. If you had come back armed, you probably would have shot more innocent people than the attackers because you lack the skill and the nerve to do what Steve Hammer is so capable of doing.
"Lacking those skills and courage, you waltz into town looking for people that are critical of Steve. You try to build a case against Steve; that he was reckless and out of control. The truth is quite different. Steve is expert with handguns, with either hand. There probably aren't more than a couple dozen people in the world that could have accomplished what Steve managed yesterday. He shot fast and he shot straight. No bystanders were harmed. I agree that it's difficult to believe, but that fact is testimony to Steve's nerve and skill, not his good fortune.
"What have you done to help others? When have you risked your life for innocents? When have you stepped forward on a stage, knowing full well that you'd be the target of multiple gunmen? Have you noticed that none of the other reporters have pursued your line of questioning? You probably would have us believe that it's because you're so clever and can see what others do not. The truth is that you're a petty, jealous man using your position as a network news anchor as a bully pulpit to push your agenda. That agenda, for whatever reason, is to attack Steve and me.
"I don't care so much what you say about me, but Steve Hammer is a hero by any definition of that word. He's proven his courage, skill, and respect for life more times in the past year than most people do in a life time."
"This is all very touching, but not answers to my questions, Ms. Anderson. You've admitted having a relationship with Mr. Hammer. Wouldn't you think that would certainly prevent you both from being considered 'America's Royal Couple'? Can you honestly say that your conduct has been such that anyone could consider you a 'Royal Couple'?
"I'd like to address that question," stated Steve calmly. "We never asked for that title. America has no royalty. We're founded on the belief of equality. That said, Gwen Anderson is a wonderful role model. She's proven herself to be generous, brave, and compassionate. Her beauty is breath taking, and her intelligence is almost off the charts. She represents everything that's right with this country, and with its young adults."
"Is sleeping around something parents should want their children to emulate?" retorted Hardy.
Steve quickly rose from his chair and moved around the table in Hardy's direction. Before he made it very far, Bill Hardy began back pedaling and tripped over some cables. He barely hit the floor before he was back up and moving quickly for the door. Steve calmly stopped, bent over, and picked up a cell phone and handed it to a lady reporter he didn't recognize.
"You dropped this, Ma'am," smiled Steve as handed her the phone. "Now where were we? Where did Mr. Hardy go? I thought he wanted to ask us more questions."
After he spoke, Steve broke into a hearty laugh. Soon all of the reporters were laughing with him. The laughter continued even after Steve returned to his seat. Gwen was grinning as she moved ahead to speak into the microphones.
"I have some other information I want to share with you. Clyde Davis, our friend and manager, has joined with a few substantial investors, along with Jordan, Steve and me to form 'The Lady in Red Productions'. It'll take over the production and marketing of our line of swim suits and evening wear. To that end, we have purchased the Lerner Building just down the street. It will serve as company headquarters as well as be used to manufacture the clothing line. We expect to hire about fifteen people immediately. We'll no longer be paying other companies to make our products. We'll guarantee that they'll be 'Made in America' and be of high quality.
"Our production company will be involved in music, movies, TV, posters, promotions, advertising, and finding and signing talent. All profits will be channeled to charitable endeavors in the Spartan Nation. We'll continue to funnel all profits to the hospital fund through the end of the year. Then we'll reassess the needs of the area. Clyde believes that our movie, which will be titled "Midnight Lights", will easily repay investors in the first few weeks of release. Once expenses are met, our share of the profits kicks in and all monies made by the shares that Jordan, Steve, Clyde, and I control will be channeled to the hospital expansion fund. It's our hope that we'll raise enough to make the hospital expansion viable. Profits from future projects may be directed to other worthy causes.
"I'm extremely proud to announce that "Lady in Red Productions' has also purchased this wonderful building. You can see some modifications are already being made. After the concert Friday, construction will begin in earnest. You are now standing in 'The Lady in Red Center for the Performing Arts'! There will be Broadway shows, cultural events; charity events, fund raisers, and who knows what else taking place here.



"Friday night will kick off a new era in the Spartan Nation. This concert is for our injured officer, but also for all of us Spartans. Admission will be free. Food and drinks will be free. We want everyone to come to this. We ask that people donate what they can to the officer's family, but want no one to stay away because they are low on funds. If you give a dollar, you'll be treated as well as the people that give five hundred. This isn't about anyone's community standing, or class distinction. This is about giving back to an officer that's given just about everything he has to keep our country and our town safe. This'll be the night we stand as one nation, unified against hatred, terror, and violence.
"Clyde Davis is in the process of negotiating the rights to broadcast this event. Those rights alone will make it a very successful evening for this wonderful family, but we're still asking people to remember Officer Clune in whatever way they can. But mostly, please come out and celebrate life! Join in with other citizens of the Spartan Nation. Show the world that we'll not be intimidated by thugs and killers. Show that we take care for our own, especially the children, and those in need. Thank you all for coming," finished Gwen as she stood, took Steve's hand and walked toward the door.
Everyone that had been attending the Anderson party had stopped to watch the news conference live on Channel 5. "Once again, Mrs. Anderson, I've got to tell you that your daughter is an amazing young woman. She knew when to stop and timed it perfectly. She did a wonderful job!" praised Steve's grandfather.
"Yes, she did. It didn't hurt that Clyde found some willing investors to join him in this venture. You wouldn't know anything about that, would you, William?"
William Patterson simply shrugged his shoulders and smiled at Paula. "We'll just enjoy the moment while we watch your daughter and my grandson show everyone exactly why they're 'America's Royal Couple'. It's exciting just being around them."
When Gwen and Steve left the press conference, they were greeted by dozens of fans. Traffic was heavy and there was an air of excitement enveloping the town. They spent some time signing autographs. One girl asked them to sign her copy of 'Rolling Stone Magazine', declaring that it would be a very valuable collector's item some day. That statement allowed Gwen to envision a fund raising possibility. She pulled out her phone and called Clyde as Steve listened in.
"I know you're busy, but I was thinking that if we had a few hundred copies of 'Rolling Stone' and they were signed by Steve, Jordan, and me; they'd sell for twenty dollars or more each. It'd be worth a try. Yeah, get them to us tomorrow and we'll sign them.
"You watched that news conference? I'm sorry that I flared up at that jackass, but I couldn't let him imply that Steve was reckless, or lacked compassion and concern for innocent people. You think it sounded sincere? Clyde! It was sincere! I'm glad you think it went well. I was a little worried that I came off as a bitter hag. That's true. I'm a woman in love defending her man. Thanks, we'll see you tomorrow."
Gwen spoke to Steve as he started the car. "Clyde said he thought the news conference went well and that we handled Hardy as well as we could have under the circumstances. He also warned that you made Hardy look foolish. He'll be even more determined to undermine us any chance he gets."
The next day, Jordan, Gwen, Steve, and the band spent the afternoon going over the songs they intended to play at the benefit. They rehearsed in the same banquet room they had used weeks earlier to prepare for the previous benefit after the tornado. They worked on some simpler pieces they had never done before as well as removing the rust from songs that hadn't done in some time. By the end of the afternoon, they felt they were ready for Friday night. They did not want to strain their voices or tire themselves out before the big night.
Naomi, Lisa, Becky and Ashley hung around the hotel to listen and help any way they could. They'd bring water and snacks, or just sit and listen when they weren't needed. The girls soon realized that that had to have a person posted at the door or hotel patrons would try to enter the room. The girls began taking turns guarding the door and politely asking people to give the performers some privacy.
"You guys are amazing!" praised Becky as the group prepared to leave the hotel. "This place is packed and people kept trying to sneak peeks of you. A lot of them stood outside the doors and listened. I heard people saying that every hotel and motel within a hundred miles is filled. Some people are even renting bedrooms in their homes out to strangers! The roads are clogged already and every business in town is doing tremendous business. The town fathers should hire you guys to play every Memorial Day since it's so good for the area."
"That's something to think about. I'd love to start a tradition, if we could work it out," enthused Jordan. "Coming together with you two and the band every Memorial Day to start the summer block party off with a bang would be fantastic. I hope the fates make it possible."
Traffic was unusually heavy as the group made its way back to the Anderson home for dinner. Paula had prepared a buffet style dinner since there were so many people visiting. Once everyone had full plates, the conversations began.
"Jordan and I have been asked to do layouts for Playboy and Maxim magazines. We'd like to hear what everyone thinks about it and help us decide if we made the right decisions. Dad, how would you feel about it?"
Ted thought for a while before responding. "I'm not so sure of anything anymore. A year ago I had a simple life with a great wife and three wonderful daughters. Life was a bit predictable, but I was content.
"Now my daughters are famous models and performers. Gwen's been named one of the sexiest women in the world, as has Jordan. You're in movies, on TV, making recordings and being targeted by terrorists simply because you're beautiful and famous. I still want what's best for you, but I'm having some difficulty deciding what that is.
"Now I worry that I've held your mother back by marrying her all those years ago. She was the most beautiful young woman I ever saw. She could've been in Playboy, could've been an actress, a model, almost anything. Was I selfish by wanting her for myself, as my wife? I never even considered that possibility until you and Steve began the most amazing journey I've ever seen. I never could've imagined this in my wildest dreams.
"I don't feel in control any more. Maybe I was wrong to think I ever was in control with four beautiful, smart women in the family. But I've come to realize that Paula and I are relying more and more on you and Steve to make smart decisions for yourselves, and for this family. Personally, I think you're too young, too innocent, too much my daughter to be in Playboy, but I'll not complain if that's what you decide. Maxim is a bit less revealing, more modern and relevant, and I think it would be perfect for either, or both, of you girls."
"Dad, you're the best father in the world!" exclaimed Gwen as she went to her father and hugged him. "We've always felt safe and protected when we were with you. You proved yourself again at the graduation, but we all knew before that happened that you were the best."
"That's right, Dad!" added Lisa. "You've always been our rock. We're growing up and finding our own men, but you'll always be number one to us girls. You are the best!"
"I'd like to weigh in on this Playboy talk," insisted Paula. "First, I loved being Ted's wife and the mother of these girls, so never think anyone held me back. As far as posing for that magazine is concerned, Ted's right. The time may come when it would be okay for either of you, but it's not now. You're lucky both magazines asked because Maxim looks pretty tame and way more acceptable, so I'd vote 'yes' to that one, but you girls should each get your own month. It's great that people think of you as being together all the time, but that's going to change. The three of you will be going in different directions and need to establish your identities as individuals. That's my two cents."
"I agree with Mom and Dad," chimed in Lisa. "I've turned down a couple shoots that wanted me naked. I didn't mind doing that with Steve since I still had my bottoms on and I knew he was completely trustworthy, but I'm not risking upsetting Jason or winding up in a situation that embarrasses me later on. Maxim would be perfect for you both, especially if you get your own month and cover."
"Charlie, how do you feel about it?" asked Jordan to her boyfriend.
"I can't tell you what to do. I know that, but I really appreciate that you asked for my thoughts. I think that Gwen's folks are pretty sharp and have stated exactly what I was thinking. I'll love you no matter what you decide."
"I notice that I wasn't asked, but I'll toss in my opinion anyway," declared Jordan's mother, Cindy. "Maxim is a far better choice. A few weeks ago, maybe even a few days ago, I would've voted for Playboy, but I've been shown the light, so to speak. You're perfect, physically, and mentally. There's no need to show all of your perfect parts to the world at nineteen."
Jordan noticed that Cindy looked Steve's way several times as she spoke to Jordan. It was obvious enough to cause Jordan to decide to ask Steve about it later. Something had happened between them and her mother was trying hard to be more like Paula of late.
"That brings us around to Steve. This is a secret, but he's going to do a photo shoot for 'People' magazine while we're in Florida. He's in the running for the world's sexiest man. They have half a dozen famous, sexy men pose and do interviews and then announce the winner in a few months. Even the guys won't know who it is before the announcement. If it's anyone but Steve, we'll know it's rigged," stated Gwen flatly.
"Getting back on the topic of naked versus mostly naked girls," laughed Steve, "I have to agree with Ted. Not only because he's your father and he's always right, but because I feel the same way he does. Your girls are sexy as heck. You can get a lot of mileage out of teasing all the horny guys in the world without showing them the goods. That'll make them bigger fans than posing naked. Keep them wanting to see more, at least until the movie comes out."
"Mom and Aunt Diane already booked flights to Florida. They're taking Stephanie and me to see you guys make the movie. Becky'll be there with Ashley. We'll probably all be famous models by the time we come home," predicted Kate with a big smile. "Playboy will be after all of us. Maybe we can do one of those theme spreads, like "The Girls of Steve Hammer" or something. That would be really cool!"
"Not going to happen before you're eighteen. That much I feel comfortable saying even in these changing times," assured Ted. "A few months ago I would have said it would never happen, but things aren't as simple as they used to be."
"Stephanie texted me that Tyler told her that they're installing huge monitors inside and outside the new "LiR CPA"," revealed Kate to change the subject. "I guess they're more like those 'jumbotrons' that they have at football stadiums."
"The 'LiR CPA'?" questioned Jordan. "What does that mean?"
"It's going to be what everyone calls the 'Lady in Red Center for the Performing Arts," responded Kate. "That's what we kids use in our text messages and it's already starting to stick as a nickname."
BY noon Friday, people were milling around the newly named 'LiR CPA". The empty field next to the building was used for parking and volunteers were directing traffic, as well as parking. Large trucks with the names of major companies were parked on one side of the building as food and drinks were delivered to waiting volunteers. A huge barbecue pit had been erected and all sorts of food was being prepared. The music wasn't slated to start for another six hours, but people were buying raffle tickets and trying their luck at simple games like Bingo. Different local organizations had been designated areas where they could conduct fundraising projects. The ladies auxiliary of the fire department was running the popular Bingo game.
Steve and Gwen, along with their friends, visited the site around three that afternoon and were surprised at the size of the crowd. They were cheered and even mobbed as they walked around the building. Most of the fundraisers were outside and the lion's share of the crowd was there.
Everyone went silent when an obviously pregnant woman approached Steve and Gwen. "I'm Sandy Clune. I promised my husband that I'd personally thank you for everything you've done for us. I can't tell you how worried we were about all of this. You've given us hope for a better future for the kids. Thank you all so much!"
With that, the woman threw her arms around Steve and clung to him as tears streamed down her cheeks. Steve held the woman as an older lady handed a little girl to Gwen. Gwen was crying as she hugged the little girl.
"It's us that needs to thank you and your husband," stated Steve when the woman finally released him. "It's sacrifice and dedication like your family has given to all of us that makes this country great. We all owe you a great deal, and try as we will, we'll never pay back you and your husband and all the hard working people like you. People that go to work every day, pay their taxes, raise their families, and volunteer for Little League or Girl Scouts. You're the ones that should be thanked every day. It's an honor to be able to help you in some small way for all that you've given us."
Gwen handed the little girl to Steve and she quickly wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him. Steve smiled and raised her up over his head and held her there. The little girl laughed and giggled as bystanders took pictures. When Steve lowered the girl back onto his hip, Gwen moved in close and hugged them both.
Both Steve and Gwen were surprised when they heard a familiar voice close to them state, "That's going to be the lead in for the news at six! That was a wonderful, very human moment. Our viewers will love it," promised Amber Stahl as she lowered her camera. "Thanks for insisting that I be the one to report from backstage at the concert tonight. I'll be seen by millions so I'd better to a good job. You guys will give me some interviews between sets, right?"
"All you have to do is ask," assured Gwen. "You always do a good job. Imagine if the network had asked to have Hardy handle it. We demanded that someone we trusted be given the assignment, and yours was the only name on the list."
"I heard that. I also heard that Hardy didn't take it very well. He's still smarting from the way he embarrassed himself the way he ran out the door when he thought Steve was coming after him. Now he hates me, too. He's smart to keep his eye on me because I expect to have his job within ten years," predicted Amber. "Did I mention that the station is sending me to Florida next week to send back reports on you kids and the movie you're making? It's like a paid vacation before I take over the station's anchor chair in September.
Steve, Gwen, and Jordan found it difficult to move around the grounds as they were mobbed everywhere they went. They did manage to reach the small pickup where a teller from the local bank was selling autographed copies of the 'Rolling Stone Magazine' with Gwen and Steve on the cover and Jordan featured inside. Near the truck were two fellow graduates selling posters.
Gwen was surprised to see that the posters were simply blown up photos from the graduation day. The most striking one was Steve standing bare-chested as Jordan touched the bruises caused by the bullets while Naomi and Gwen stood on either side of her. Most of Steve's torso could be seen over Jordan's head as well as the discolored areas the two higher bullets had struck. Another showed Steve holding both guns with smoke curling out of the barrels.
"I'm sorry about not getting permission to use your faces in these posters, but we just barely had time to get them ordered and delivered so we could sell them. We're giving all the money we make to the fund set up for the officer's family," promised Amy Baxter. "We had to do something to help, so Mary and I made these out of some of the pictures Mom took when all of that happened. We've sold a few dozen posters already for ten dollars a pop. You don't mind do you?"
"You guys make me proud to be your classmate," praised Gwen. "Of course we don't mind when it's for such a good cause. Did you Photoshop Steve to make him look so good?"
"Yeah! Like he needs to be enhanced in any way," laughed Amy. "My mom kept one of the posters for herself. She said he's headed for even greater things and she wants to be able to show it to people when he's even more famous."
"Would it increase the value of the posters if Gwen, Steve, and Jordan signed them," asked Naomi. "I'd think they'd be worth twice as much."
"That would be awesome! Could you guys do that for us? We'll ask for twenty bucks a poster then!" replied an excited Amy.
"Okay, but Naomi has to sign them, too," insisted Gwen. "She's headed for great things and these posters will be worth a small fortune in a few years. Let's get them signed. We've got a show to do."
By the time Gwen, Jordan, Steve, Charlie and his band took the stage that evening, the fire company had posted guards at the doors, refusing admission because of fire codes and occupancy. Thousands of people were inside the huge building, but even more remained outside, unable to gain entry. The two newly installed jumbotrons outside the building were turned on half an hour before the show began. One faced the parking lot and the other faced a hillside to the west of the building. Chairs and blankets began appearing and soon the ten acre field was filled with comfortable fans. In the parking lot, many people sat in their cars while even more had tailgate parties from their vans and pickups. It was a total party atmosphere. The crowds were well behaved and eager for the show to begin.
The screens lit up when Johnnie Dee walked to the center of the stage. "Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the first performance ever at what is now the 'Lady in Red Center for the Performing Arts'. It's my honor to host this event tonight. I'm sure most of you are aware of why this amazing building has been given its name.
"I had the honor of announcing the first dance at a fund raiser that late summer night that started this amazing story. It was, of course, 'The Lady in Red' and it featured two young people that have gone on to become TV, movie, and recording stars. They've come to represent the Spartan Nation and all that's good with the youth of America. They're heroes, and they're lovers. It's with great pleasure that I present Miss Gwen Anderson and Mr. Steve Hammer performing the dance and the song that began the incredible series of events that led us all to be here tonight. I give to you the Royal Couple of the Spartan Nation!"
The huge screens went dark for a few seconds. Then 'Lady in Red' began to play. A spotlight suddenly lit up the center of the stage to show Gwen moving in close to Steve to begin their dance. She wore a beautiful red gown with a bit more than a hint of cleavage. Her hair shone and reflected the light. Steve was dressed in a tuxedo and moved easily to join Gwen. He wore a microphone and began to sing as they danced.
The large screens were amazingly clear and the viewers inside and out enjoyed a close up view of the couple as they danced. Every time the camera angle changed to show a close up of Gwen or Steve, the audience reacted with oohs and aahs. At the very end of the song, Steve whispered "I love you" clearly into his microphone before he leaned into Gwen and kissed her as the stage slowly went dark.



The stage was still dark when the huge screens inside and out suddenly showed the large flag flying outside the building. Then Gwen and Jordan began singing the Star Spangled Banner. Everyone came to their feet and removed their hats while silently watching and listening. As the girls neared the end, cheers echoed from the rafter and hillsides as the fans showed their pride in their town and country.
With the stage still darkened, a piano began playing and a small spotlight shone on Gwen as she sang 'Bridge Over Troubled Waters'. Steve joined her for the chorus and the crowd was silent as everyone took in the moment. As she finished the song, the stage went dark again. After about thirty seconds, the band began playing Queen's 'We Will Rock You'. The lights came on and the party began in earnest. By the time they segued into 'We Are the Champions', the huge audience was singing along with Gwen.
The CBC network taped it all and started broadcasting two hours later. They mixed in live performances with those taped earlier in the evening. That way they controlled commercial break points more easily. Amber managed an interview in each half hour segment. The cameras panned over the jammed crowd inside, as well as the thousands watching and listening outside the arena.
The performers took a break every half hour for five minutes to give Amber the opportunity to do interviews. Her subjects ranged from Steve and Gwen, to the mayor, to parents and students that had seen or been involved in either or both of the terrorist attacks. Without exception, everyone interviewed expressed gratitude to Steve and Gwen, and stated their absolute belief that without their quick thinking and decisive actions, the outcome would have been catastrophic.
Gwen opened the third set of the evening with her personal favorite song to perform. The audience became excited when they heard the lead in to 'I Need a Hero' with Jordan doing an excellent job on the piano, and by the time Gwen began singing, people were dancing anyplace they could find the space and cheering wildly.
"Where's the streetwise Hercules to fight the rising odds?" sang Gwen as she looked directly at Steve. "He's gotta be strong and he's gotta be fast, and he's gotta be fresh from the fight!" Gwen's obvious emotion made the song even more significant and those watching were enthralled by her performance and its meaning.
The performers fed off the energy of the crowd the rest of the evening. The performances were fueled by emotion and those in attendance soon realized they were a part of something very special. Clyde Davis had arranged to record the entire concert with hopes of putting together a 'Live' CD. He wound up with enough quality recording to easily fill three hours of CD's. It was the night the Spartan Nation had longed for and desperately needed ever since the terrorist attack in the gym that cold, dark January day.
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Jordan, Gwen, Steve, Charlie and the band were completely spent by the time they ended the show, after performing two encores. They packed up their equipment and drove to Marsh's Landing for a late meal. Many of their friends had gone ahead and saved a table for them.
"That show was incredible!" praised Billy's father when he came out to speak to everyone. "I can't thank all of you enough. Business has been booming all week, and the benefit was the best party anyone in this town's ever seen. Your money's no good here. Order whatever you want, compliments of the house. That goes for all of you. I may ask for a photograph or two before you leave, but other than that, I'll leave you alone. I'll try to keep people from bothering you."
"I can't believe how tired I am," groaned Jordan. "I've never put that much energy and effort into a show before. I hope the audience enjoyed it."
"Are you kidding? That was the most amazing show ever!" asserted Charlotte. "We volunteer workers kept hearing how great you guys were and how much the area needed a night where good things happened. There's a lot of bottled up anxiety around here. We've been attacked twice by terrorists. People are getting a little gun-shy, to say the least. I hate to think what it'd be like around here if either attack had been successful with the bombs. In case I forgot to mention it, Steve, I'll have your babies anytime you want. I'd be little more than a fond memory if it hadn't been for your decisive actions and straight shooting, twice! I owe both you and Gwen my life."
"As I recall, if your significant other hadn't pulled my sorry ass out of the river, I wouldn't have been around to give you those babies. I'd say that makes us even. You'll have to rely on Billy, or some other lucky dude, to fulfill your maternal instincts."
"Regardless, my offer stands. You've saved my life and I'll never forget it. A lot of people around here feel the same way. This is your town," declared Charlotte.
The group settled down for a quiet meal. They were all too tired to banter very much. As soon as the meal was over, everyone headed for their beds for the night. Gwen and Naomi left together. Steve was almost to his uncle's place when he felt his phone vibrate. He checked it and saw a text from Gwen. The message was short, but held a lot of promise.
"Meet me out by our swimming pool at three AM. You won't be sorry!" was all it said, and all Steve needed to know.
There was only a sliver of moon and it was low in the sky when Steve quietly let himself in the side door to the Anderson's pool. He was a few minutes early, so he sat down in a lounge chair and quickly fell asleep. Warm lips pressed against his slowly pulled him from his dreams.
Steve reached out and found nothing but soft, smooth skin. He kissed Gwen back as he ran his hands gently over her supple body. When she broke the kiss, Steve had just enough light to see her smile as she tugged on his belt. Realizing her intentions and not wanting to keep her waiting, Steve kicked off his shoes and pulled his shirt over his head. Soon he was naked with Gwen lying on top of him as they explored each other's bodies.
Naomi had heard Gwen's phone chime at 3 AM and wondered about it. She faked sleep as she listened to Gwen get up from the bed and quietly let herself out the door. She gave Gwen several minutes and before rising and going out to the kitchen. She saw a shadowy figure by the sink and moved toward it only to find Paula looking out the window.
"I was looking for Gwen. She left her room a few minutes ago and I don't have any idea where she went. The bathroom's empty," observed Naomi.
"I don't think she wants to be found right now," chuckled Paula softly. "She's about to be lost in sweet oblivion."
"I see what you mean," replied Naomi as she looked over Paula's shoulder to see dark shapes moving slowly on the pool deck. "I knew I should have slept someplace else. I've ruined the night for her."
"Does she look like her night's ruined?" asked Paula quietly. "Trust me. It's nights like this that lovers remember for the rest of their lives. Look how easily he lifts her up and how gentle he is. Oh my!"
Steve had stood with Gwen in his arms before gently placing her on a lounge chair and kneeling next to her. He kissed her breasts for a few seconds before he began working his way down her body. Soon his face was buried between Gwen's legs and she was clutching his head with both hands.
"We shouldn't be watching this. Gwen and Steve would be upset and embarrassed if they knew," reasoned Naomi, although she made no effort to move away from the window.
"Go back to bed if you like. I've warned those kids to be careful about when and where they engage in these activities. I'll stay awhile, just to be sure Gwen's okay. If she wants privacy, she shouldn't be doing this in public," asserted Paula.
"Well, in her defense, it's after three in the morning and it's pretty dark out there," replied Naomi. "Wow! He's really working her over now. How much of that can she stand?"
"It appears that she can endure quite a bit, doesn't it? I just hope Steve can still breathe. She's trying to crush his head. Look. He's picking her up again."
Oblivious to the voyeur audience, Steve stood, picked Gwen off the lounge and slowly lowered her onto his throbbing erection. Gwen guided him inside her body as she wrapped her legs around him and slowly began moving up and down, using Steve's shoulders to gain leverage. Steve helped by lifting and lowering her ass while plunging into her center.
"Is that normal," asked Naomi with awe. "Is it even possible?"
"I have to go back to bed now. Tomorrow's a busy day. Goodnight, Naomi," whispered an aroused Paula. She had suddenly decided to wake her husband and have her way with him while the vision of her daughter's love making was fresh in her mind.
Hours later, Gwen felt something drop onto her backside. "Use that towel to cover up. Lisa, Kate, Naomi, and Cindy Quick are watching out the window. It's after seven. Cover up and get cleaned up. Your father will be up soon. He doesn't need to see his daughter in such a state," scolded Paula, but with very little sting.
Gwen slowly became aware of her surroundings. She was lying naked on top of an equally naked Steve. Her breasts were practically stuck to Steve's chest. His cock was hard again and poking into her lower abdomen. His arms were draped around her with his hands on her ass and his fingers interwoven to keep from sliding off.
"We must have fallen asleep," replied Gwen as she stated the obvious while clearing her head. She started to rise, but Steve held her tight to him.
"Paula, could I please have a towel before Gwen gets up? I don't want to embarrass your guests, or Kate, or myself. I'd like to cover up as Gwen climbs off me."
Paula handed another towel to the couple but remained standing over them as Gwen began to rise. "Mom! How about some privacy? You're embarrassing Steve."
"I'm so sorry. I must have forgotten to tell you to be careful where and when you make love. You want privacy on my pool deck at seven AM on a Saturday morning? With four people watching you from the kitchen window? How thoughtless of me!" responded Paula sarcastically as Steve tried to quickly cover his morning erection, which had been left exposed by Gwen's rapid movement to gain her feet.
Gwen wrapped the towel around her waist, picked up her nightie from a nearby chair, and sauntered toward the kitchen. When she entered it, she was greeted by whistles and catcalls from her sisters, as well as Naomi and Cindy Quick.
"You should all try it sometime. It's really very refreshing, sleeping under the stars," stated Gwen with as much dignity as she could muster while making her way to her bedroom. As she reached the door she turned and cautioned the others, "But not with Steve!"
Steve clutched the towel to his waist as he gathered up his clothes which were strewn all over the pool deck. "I'm sorry, Paula. It was my fault. I just couldn't stay away. I'll get my stuff and head home. I'm very sorry about all of this."
"You're not going anywhere, Young Man. Your punishment will be to go and get showered with Gwen, but with no funny business. Then you'll have breakfast with us, and listen to every remark the rest of us feel like making. Any questions?"
Steve bowed his head and hurried toward the house. He found four women grinning from ear to ear when he entered the kitchen.
"You like sleeping under the stars, too?" asked Lisa with a chuckle as Steve maintained his course for Gwen's room. "Or is it more like you enjoy sleeping under my poor little sister?"
Gwen was in the shower when Steve stepped in with her. "Ouch! How do you stand water so hot? I think your mom is really pissed at me this time. She ordered me to come in and get a shower with you and then sit and listen to all the comments the girls will be making at breakfast."
"Yeah, I guess you're right. Mom is so mad that she decided to make you shower with me to punish you. It doesn't look like Little Steve minds it too much. He looks pretty pleased about seeing me naked.
"I know when Mom is upset and believe me; she isn't at all annoyed this morning. She had to say something with so many people seeing us like that. Let's go eat. I'm famished from all that good loving you gave me last night."
When Steve and Gwen emerged from her room for breakfast, the kitchen was full of people! Diane, Will, Ted, Stephanie, Jordan, Charlie, Becky, and Ashley had joined the others and were sharing small talk.
"I understand that the fund raiser was a huge success last night," began Ted. "Your mother tells me that you managed to raise everything you'd hoped. You had a very fulfilling night. You benefited..."
"Okay! We had a good night!" interrupted a very red faced Gwen. "Is it in the paper, and on the internet, too? I never thought you'd be teasing me like this, Dad."
"It's pretty obvious that a lot of things have changed in the past year, but not my love for my daughters. That was a great show last night, and I mean the concert. You girls have teased and played jokes on me for the last twenty years, so when I get a chance to tease you, I'm going to take it," grinned Ted as he hugged Gwen and shook Steve's hand. "I'm very proud of you both and certainly don't blame you for finding a little stress relief. Your mother even woke me up..."
"That's enough!" cautioned Paula as she gave her husband a long, hard look. "I'm proud of you both, as well as Jordan and Charlie. Let's eat and enjoy the morning. Has anyone checked the morning news to see if they mentioned the fund raiser and how successful it was?"
A short time later, Steve found himself sitting next to Jordan off to the side, away from the other diners for a short while. "What's going on with my mom? She keeps saying nice things to me and looking your way all the time. Did something happen that I don't know about? She's leaving today and I need to know if I should be upset with her or hug her some more."
"I want you to hug her more," replied Steve. "We had some alone time the other day by the pool. I explained that you're the most wonderful, beautiful, perfect girl any woman could have for a daughter and she needed to be proud of that. I noticed that she seemed to feel she had to compete with you, rather than simply love and be proud of you. It isn't easy to stop being selfish and start thinking about others, but you did it. I think she can, too. Just love her and remain the special woman that you've become."
Jordan carefully placed her plate on a counter and quickly sat on Steve's lap. She wrapped her arms around him as she sobbed into his chest. Steve gently hugged her and stroked her back as she worked to regain her composure.
"What's wrong? Did Steve say something? Are you okay, Jordan," questioned a worried Paula as others gathered around her and Steve. Jordan slowly gathered herself together and looked up through red rimmed eyes.
"Yes, something's wrong. This big lug treats me way too good. He truly believes I'm special and keeps telling me that I am. I feel like I'm fooling him and everybody else that thinks that way, including Charlie. I've done bad things. I've hurt people. How can anybody think I'm special, especially Steve? He saves lives, risks his life all the time to help others. What do I do? Sing? Smile? Pretend I'm a good person?
"I've seen what Steve and Gwen do for people. I've heard them talk about helping others. It's real. They don't pretend. They're truly the most amazing people I've ever met, so when Steve tells me that I'm a good person, I feel like I've fooled him or something. I don't want to fool him and Gwen. I want to be like them, but I'm just not that good."
"Thanks for that kick in the teeth," replied Steve with surprising passion. "You think I'm an idiot? That I can't tell the truth from lies? That Gwen is stupid and you can trick her with a smile? If you honestly hold any regard for my opinion, and for Gwen's, and for Charlie's, you'd stop questioning us. We aren't talking about the Jordan that went into rehab hooked on drugs and alcohol.
"We see this amazingly talented, beautiful woman that gives so freely of her time and talent to help others. Sometimes we see an insecure girl that worries that her past will control her future. It won't. If you love me, if you love Gwen, and if you love Charlie, you'll admit to yourself that you've become a woman that we're all proud to have as a friend, a best friend, a special friend, or do you think we're just idiots, easily fooled by some blonde bombshell?"
"No! You're not idiots. You're the smartest, bravest, kindest people I've ever met. I just worry that I'm not good enough to be with people like you, that I'm only acting like a good person but I'm not really worthy."
"Jordan, do you trust me?" asked Steve simply.
"Yes, with my life. You've saved me again the other day. I trust you above all others!" responded the petite blonde.
"Then love yourself as much as you love me, as much as you love Gwen, even as much as you love Charlie. You deserve it. You're that good. You know I don't make mistakes about things like that, but you do. Trust me on this. If you ever doubt yourself, remember that my judgment is better than yours. I swear to you that you've become a wonderful person and a friend I'll treasure as long as I live. I don't lie. You know that. If you ever go off track again, I'll let you know so fast your head will spin. If you don't trust yourself, trust me. Can you do that?"
"Yes, I can do that! I'm going to trust you to tell me when I need to straighten up, when I'm not living up to your expectations, when I'm not being a good person. It's like you're being a father figure, and you're younger than I am."
"That's exactly right!" agreed Ashley. "Steve grilled Jim, that's Detective Dorn, before he let him take me out last night and he was a perfect gentleman. Jim told me that he was really pissed that he had to have Steve's approval until Steve told him that he was the one man on the planet that truly cared about my welfare. It's true. My father is dead and Becky and I haven't had a male role model for years. We're just lucky that we met Steve and he's willing to take care of us. Maybe it isn't fair of us to expect Steve to shoulder that extra responsibility, but he seems to be willing and he's certainly able.
"I guess I just want everyone to know that I love Steve. It's like he's a brother, a father, a friend, and a special man in my life. I know he's with Gwen and nothing can ever change that and I wouldn't want to, but there's enough love in his heart for all of us. I respect him and hope that he'll keep on watching out for Becky and me. He's the only man we have and he's our role model. I hope that's okay with Steve and Gwen. I know exactly how Jordan feels. I've screwed up pretty badly in the past, but Steve's made me a better person, along with Gwen."
"I never knew how much I missed Dad until I met Steve, and then Gwen's family," added Becky when her sister fell silent. "I was pathetic because I lost my hand. I wallowed in self-pity until Ashley brought Steve, Jordan, and Gwen to visit one weekend. Steve wouldn't have any of it. He made me get over it He took me to the best dance of my life. Since then, I've been asked out a couple times and I've made some great friends, mostly because I'm not such a pain in the ass to be around. Gwen stayed in my room and we talked a lot about things, and Steve just made me grow up and do things. He wouldn't feel sorry for me. I just hope that they'll always be my friends, no matter how rich and famous they get."
"I've been pretty stupid, especially for a girl that expects to be a doctor and was valedictorian of her class," confessed Gwen suddenly. "I never gave a thought to the three of you not having a father and how hard it must have been to grow up like that. You've all seen what a wonderful man my dad is. I'm ashamed to say that I've taken having a good father for granted. No wonder girls are so attracted to Steve, besides his amazing body and incredible looks. He's mature, understanding, firm, and responsible. He becomes whatever we need. He can be a father, a brother, a son, a friend, a mentor, and a great lover. I could have been a lot more understanding of the problems you girls faced growing up without a father. I apologize for that."
"I don't think we even knew what was wrong in our lives until we met Steve and then saw how your family dynamics work," stated Ashley. "I thought I was pretty normal, except I kept making poor choices in men. I hooked up with some pretty bad characters, as proven by the disaster at New Year's. I'm several years older than Steve, let's not say how many, and yet I find a great deal of comfort asking his advice and seeking his approval of my choices, especially in men. Now that I think about it, I'm treating him like a father figure, except for the way I tease him in my bikini and things like that. And that's just me trying to get 'Daddy's' attention."
"We'll have a real problem if you start calling Steve, 'Daddy'. He can be all the things you need, except your 'Daddy,' or your lover," declared Gwen. "Steve will not be asking you, 'Who's your Daddy?', so forget that."
"Is that the phrase I kept hearing around three AM this morning?" asked an innocent acting Naomi. "I couldn't be sure because of all the moans that drowned it out. I'm still trying to determine if I heard spanking, too."
"Rest assured that's exactly what you heard," interjected Cindy Quick. "It got quite noisy last night, between the ruckus at the pool and Paula's keening. I was up half the night."
"Yeah, Mom! You promised when you made me switch rooms with Gwen that I wouldn't have to hear that stuff," added Kate. "I was going to go out and sleep by the pool, but it was even noisier out there. I'm an impressionable young girl and shouldn't be subjected to all those suggestive sounds all night."
"Oh, my!" gasped Paula as her face turned beet red. "I didn't realize that we, that I, that you were awake. It won't happen again!"
"The hell it won't!" laughed Ted. "Kate'll have to get earplugs or switch back with Gwen. We know Gwen won't complain about strange noises in the middle of the night. I'm not giving up nights like last night so Kate won't be emotionally distressed. I'm not giving up nights like that for any reason!"
"This is embarrassing!" stated Paula and Gwen at the same time. Then they looked at each other and started to laugh.
"It sounds like it was an eventful night in the Anderson home," observed Diane. "You'll have to tell me all about it, when Stephanie and Kate aren't around."
"It's a little late for that, Mom," replied Stephanie with a big grin. "I can tell you exactly what happened. Steve and Gwen were out by the pool and Gwen got all excited and moaned and groaned. Steve spanked her and the sounds woke up Aunt Paula, who woke up Uncle Ted and..."



"Okay!" interrupted Diane. "We get the graphic picture you just painted. I, for one, am appalled that this sort of behavior is condoned, and even encouraged when there is such an impressionable young lady present. Am I going to have to call child services?"
"I think it'd be better if you called Gwen and invited her and Steve to spend the night at our place," suggested Diane's husband, Will. "Stephanie can sleep over with Kate so her impressions will be limited. We don't have a pool, but we do have a really nice hot tub and it's right under our window."
"Dad! You're as bad as all these other men, including Uncle Ted," scolded Stephanie. "Is this what we girls should expect when we get boyfriends, or husbands?"
"Boyfriends? No!" responded Will quickly. "Husbands, yes."
"This is the sort of thing that Jordan, Becky, and I missed while growing up. You're having a good natured conversation about sex, marriage, and family life in general. That was so much fun to hear. That's what I want when I have a husband and kids. I hope my kids hear me having great sex in the middle of the night."
"It really isn't as cool as it sounds," cautioned Kate. "I can understand Steve and Gwen, but people in their forties, and your parents? Not so cool."
The group spent a restful Saturday, recovering and preparing to fly to Florida Sunday. Naomi left for home Saturday afternoon after saying her good-byes to Gwen, Jordan, and Steve.
"I'll make sure this guy keeps his nose to the grindstone at the Academy," promised Naomi as she wrapped her arms around Steve. "I'll keep a close eye on him."
"That's what worries me!" laughed Gwen as Naomi pulled Steve down for a tender kiss. "I'll be three thousand miles away and you'll be waving that big butt in front of him all the time. I just hope he's able to resist that temptation and all the others that'll be thrown his way."
"Steve, I want to be your best friend at the Academy. I know some people will think we're more than friends, but I'm okay with that if you are. If they think I have my claws in you, the other girls might back off and I can save your honor for Gwen. That's a huge sacrifice I'm willing to make."
"Sacrifice?" asked Gwen. "Hanging out with Steve is hardly a sacrifice. I'll be seeing you in the supermarket rags with stories about how you're his main squeeze, while I'm pining away in California, trying to keep a brave face to the public. Imagine how embarrassing it'll be when the reporters start asking me if Steve prefers big round butts, instead of cute little tushes like mine!"
Naomi released Steve and moved to hug Gwen. "I know how to be a friend. Never doubt that Steve and I both value loyalty and discipline above incredibly hot, continuous, kinky sex. Don't believe anything you don't see with your own eyes."
"That's supposed to make me feel better?" questioned Gwen. "You were doing great until you got to the 'hot, continuous, kinky sex' part. Seriously, take care of my guy. I trust you and I'll be relying on you to let me know if he's having any problems. Thanks, Naomi."
Once Naomi left, the travelers began packing their bags and planning for their Florida trip. They would land in West Palm Beach in the early afternoon, pick up their rental cars, and drive north to Hutchinson Island on the Treasure Coast. Kate and Stephanie packed every bikini they had from their modeling of the 'Lady in Red' line. They assured Becky that they had more than they needed and that they would be happy to loan a few to her.
By four PM the next day, Gwen, Steve, Jordan, Charlie, Paula, Diane, Charlotte, Ashley, Becky, Kate, Stephanie, and Amber Stahl joined Charlie's band in a very nice hotel Clyde had reserved for them. Lisa had flown to NYC to attend Jason's West Point graduation. Steve's family had returned to Virginia after a tearful farewell.
"It looks like your family's beginning to grow on you," observed Gwen as Steve watched his grandfather, aunt, and cousin walk to their gate. "I can't tell you how happy it makes me that you're reconciling with your mother's family. We'll have to work on your grandmother next time. She's punished herself too much already. We'll have to make her understand that she's been forgiven."
"Are you doing my thinking, and forgiving for me now?" asked Steve as he pulled Gwen close.
"That's one of the job descriptions for girlfriend/ lover. I know you want more of what's in these little panties so you'll listen to me when it comes to things like family relationships. I like what's packed in your boxers, so I'll listen to you about men, guns, and bombs. It seems to work quite well, don't you think?"
"Steve and Gwen have the Honeymoon Suite!" declared Kate to Paula, Diane, and Stephanie after visiting Gwen's room at the hotel. "They have a hot tub in front of a huge window that looks over the ocean. Sis said we could use it any time we want, unless they want privacy for some strange reason."
"Really? The Honeymoon Suite?" repeated Paula. "They're certainly enjoying the honeymoon without what used to be the required first step. Imagine if you or I had tried to spend a week or two with a man in the Honeymoon Suite back when we graduated high school."
"The impression I get from Mom is that she'd be fine with it, if Steve was the man. She's totally on his side. She likes our husbands a lot, but she absolutely loves Steve, much like every other woman in the family when you think about it," mused Diane.
"He does seem to have a certain irresistible charm, doesn't he," conceded Paula. "I was amazed by him the first time I saw him sitting with Gwen, and I still am."
"That just means you're normal, Mom. I couldn't believe it when I saw him at the mall talking to Gwen. I wonder if I had been sitting at that table reading that dumb book; would he be my boyfriend now?"
"That's the question every girl in Sparta has asked herself a million times!" laughed Stephanie. "He sure is a special guy. Gwen is so lucky, but she's so beautiful and smart. They belong together. We're just lucky she lets us hang out with him so much. Maybe I'll let him catch me in the hot tub topless. I could act all surprised and he couldn't complain that I'm not eighteen, since it would be an 'accident'. I'd love to have him see me like that. Is that a weird thing to want?"
"It seems pretty standard in this family," replied Diane. "However, you're not going to parade around topless in front of any man, including Steve; at least not before you're eighteen. You can bet on that."
"He's seen everybody else except Kate and me. I know he's seen Jordan. I bet Ashley, Naomi, Becky, and even Mrs. Quick have been topless in front of him. What about you, Mom? Have you let Steve see you? I know he saw Aunt Paula that night he saved her from those rapists."
"I can assure you that he has not seen me topless, Young Lady! I'm a married woman old enough to be his mother. Besides, the opportunity hasn't presented itself."
"Oh, wow!" exclaimed Kate. "You're so cool, Aunt Diane! Maybe you can let Steve find you topless in the tub. I bet he'd like that a lot!"
"Well, thank you for that," laughed Diane. "That really shouldn't be a goal for every woman in the family. Why should we want to expose ourselves to him? What's the attraction?"
"I'm not getting drawn into answering that question," declined Paula. "I'll just reiterate that Kate will not be topless in front of Steve before she's eighteen. That sounds pretty bad, when I say if out loud, but I know Kate wants to pose for him and all I can do is try to put it off until she's an adult. I guess it's because I can understand the allure for her, even though I can't explain it."
"It's because I love him a lot and want him to see me. I know he won't get all grabby, be insulting, hurt my feelings, or do anything bad like that. He'll just smile and tell me how beautiful I look and then he'll spend some time enjoying the view. He'll make me feel so grown-up and sexy, but he won't do anything wrong to me. He'd never hurt me. I can't wait!"
Meanwhile, the Summers were unpacking in the room they shared. "I'm not kidding, Becky. Gwen won't mind if you tease and flirt with Steve. She trusts him, and with good reason. I told you how stupid I acted that night. Most guys would have spread me out before I finished making the offer. Steve called Gwen and then they took care of me, rather than being upset. Then they offered me the job of being Steve's assistant. It's like they were rewarding my bad behavior.
"In truth, it was Gwen realizing that I really love that guy of hers, so she knew I'd make a good assistant because I'd watch out for him any way I could. She wasn't jealous or angry. She expects girls to fall in love with him. She doesn't mind if you sit on his lap, rub up against him, or show him some skin. He's always a perfect gentleman. He won't grope you or take advantage of you in any way. It's like he's a giant, sexy teddy bear or something, but it feels so good when he holds you, or looks down your top and smiles. He makes you feel wanted and sexy, but never cheap or foolish. If you get a chance this week, sit on his lap or rub your boobs against him a little. He'll like it, but he won't be grabbing you or expecting more. He's trustworthy and safe. He's a great guy."
Once everyone was unpacked, they all headed out to the beach for some fun in the sun. "Steve, will you teach me how to surf this week? We can rent boards and you can show me the basics," suggested Kate.
"Did I ever say that I know my way around a surfboard?" asked Steve in surprise. "What makes you think I know anything about surfing?
"Are you kidding? I bet you can ride camels and milk goats," laughed Kate. "You're a Navy brat. You swim like a fish. Your dad was a SEAL. Will you find the time to give me some lessons?"
"Okay, you've got me. Let's go rent a couple boards and we'll start this afternoon. There's a few hours of sun left. Don't worry, I'll get a board for everybody!" promised Steve as Becky and Stephanie rushed toward him.
A couple hours later, the girls were resting on the beach. "I never thought surfing could be so tiring," groaned Kate. "That ocean is rough. I must have fallen a hundred times."
"Yeah, I'm sore all over," added Stephanie. "What we need is a good soak in a nice hot tub. Where can we find one of those?"
"We have one in our room," revealed Steve. "You guys are welcome to use it. I told the front desk to let you have a key to our room if you asked. Go ahead and soak for a while. It'll feel good. I'll probably join you in a little while. It looks like Gwen and Paula won't be back from shopping for some time."
The three girls giggled as they quickly headed back to the hotel. Ten minutes later, they were all sitting in the hot tub. "Oh my goodness! My top just fell off!" complained Stephanie with a fake shriek as she tossed her top across the room. "It's so far away, I guess I'll just have to sit here and wait for Steve to get it for me."
"Holy cow! Mine just did the same thing," exclaimed Kate with a giggle as her top flew across the room. "I don't dare get up to get it either. I hope Steve shows up pretty soon."
"Now that you mention it, my top is sliding down, too," laughed Becky as she reached back to untie her top, before suddenly stopping when the sound of the door being opened reached the group.
Stephanie and Kate both sat as tall as they could so their breasts were almost out of the water, while Becky faltered and sank lower into the tub.
"Okay girls! We just had this discussion. Get out of that tub, put your tops back on and go to your rooms. Paula and I were quite specific about this. Now go watch TV or something. Everyone will back before too long and we'll go for dinner. Now get moving!" ordered Diane.
Stephanie and Kate suddenly became very modest and grabbed towels before leaving the tub to pick up their tops. Becky simply clutched her top to her chest and joined her friends as they trooped dejectedly out of the bathroom. They were only gone a few minutes when Steve walked in to find Diane alone.
"I thought the girls were going to be here. Did they leave? Are they coming back?" asked Steve as he looked around the room.
"They decided to watch some TV before dinner. Would you mind if I joined you in the hot tub for a little while?" asked Diane. "I have a few things I'd like to discuss with you."
"Sure, Diane. I'd like that," replied Steve as he pulled off his shirt and climbed into the tub wearing just his swim suit. "What do you want to talk about?"
Diane looked at Steve for a few seconds and then seemed to make up her mind. She was wearing a two piece 'tankini' where the top came far enough down to reach the bottoms of her suit. Diane reached down, took the hem of her top in her hands and pulled it over her head, allowing her substantial breasts to come into Steve's view. Then she dropped the top and stepped into the water near Steve.
"Diane, I'm not sure this is a good idea," managed Steve as he turned his head to look at the ceiling.
"Am I that hideous? Are my breasts so saggy that they offend you? I know I'm not twenty any more, but there was a time when they stood up proudly. Is something wrong with me?" asked Diane in a cracking voice before she began sobbing quietly.
Steve was at a loss. Diane was way out of character. He hadn't seen her drink anything. Still his mind sought some sort of reason for Diane's behavior. It bothered him a great deal to see Diane cry so he reached out to her and brought her to his lap and hugged her gently.
"You're beautiful! The problem isn't with how bad you look. It's how good you look. You're a very desirable woman. I don't know if Will or Gwen would be very understanding if they saw us like this. You know I adore you, Diane. What's really the problem?"
"Oh, Steve, I don't know what to do. Ever since I heard your talk to Cindy Quick and found out that you saw Paula's breasts, I've had this insane desire to have you see mine. The way you described Paula as perfect was so sweet and sexy, yet innocent and honest. I felt left out. You've never seen mine before and I just had to let you see me. I can't even tell you why. I'm not trying to get you to tell me that my 'girls' are nicer than anyone else's. I just want you to see me before I'm any older and fatter. I want you to think well of me, but I want you to see me. How messed up is that?
"I know you won't touch me or take advantage and I love you for that. You'll be leaving Sparta for the Navy and I just wanted a few minutes alone with you. My hormones are all over the place and I can hardly stand it. That's what I need to talk to you about. What would you think if I told you that I'm pregnant?"
"Oh! Wow! I'd congratulate you and hug you, except you're bare chested and I have to be very careful about that. That's great news. I bet Will's walking on cloud nine!"
"I haven't told him yet. After Stephanie was born, we kept trying for another baby, but it never worked out. We finally decided that, for whatever reason, we couldn't have any more children and accepted it. When we returned from Paris, Will was so excited to see me that we made love several times the first night. I think that's when I got pregnant.
"Do you think I'm too old to have a baby? Will Stephanie be embarrassed? Do you think that it'll upset Will? He finally has free time and the money to golf and go to ball games. A baby would change all of that. Will he still love me when I get all fat and miserable? What do you think of a woman my age getting pregnant? Pretty pathetic, isn't it? Should I keep it?" sobbed Diane.
"That explains everything! Diane, you just said it yourself. Your hormones are all over the place. You're easily upset. You've just climbed topless into a hot tub with me. That's pretty unusual behavior for you. You've got to tell Will right away. I bet anything he'll be the happiest guy in the world. He'll give up golf or anything else to have a happy and healthy baby. He's a great father and husband. Trust him.
"Stephanie will be delighted. It'll be so nice to have a little baby around. I'll even babysit it when I come home. I hope I get to watch you breast feed it. That's one of the most natural, wonderful things to watch that I've ever seen. I know that when it's someone you love feeding a newborn that you love, it must be incredible. I can't tell you what to do, but I can tell you that if this baby is born, it will be loved and cherished by Will and Stephanie. Paula and the girls will be ecstatic. They'll gladly help you with the baby. Can you tell me why you may not want to have the baby?"
"I told you that I'm worried that Will might be upset. Stephanie may be embarrassed and unhappy. What will my friends think? Do I want to get all fat and ugly at my age? What do you really think? Am I a pathetic old lady?"
Steve decided to take a chance and pulled Diane around to face him as she sat on his lap and hugged her as he spoke. "I honestly believe that you've been given a wonderful, special gift. Having a baby when you're married to a loving, kind man is a wonderful blessing. You know what you want to do. You just want me to affirm your decision. It isn't planned, but how many babies are? It's something that you and Will have created together from love. That can't ever be a bad thing."
As Steve spoke, he saw Gwen enter the room and stare in shock as he hugged what appeared to be her naked aunt. Steve motioned with the hand that was behind Diane's back for her to leave. Gwen opened her mouth to reply, then thought better of it and silently left the room.
Diane began to calm down and gain control of her emotions. "I knew you'd have the right answer. I guess I already knew what I should do, but I needed to hear it. I have to tell Will that he's going to be a father. He'll be overjoyed. I know he will. Should I fly home to tell him? Don't tell anyone, not even Gwen. Will should be the first to know. Please pretend to be surprised when you find out, okay?
"What a mess I am, sitting here pressing my bare breasts against you like some kind of tramp, and crying like a child. I shouldn't have done that to you, Steve, but it really, really helped me. I was scared to tell anyone, but then I thought of you. I knew you'd help me make up my mind what to do. No wonder Gwen loves you so much. No wonder we all love you. Your chest feels amazing and you're coming to life down under, so I'd better get my top on and get out before Gwen shows up and we have to explain this situation."
"Diane, call Will and tell him it's very important that he takes a few days off and flies here this week. He'll come. He's a good guy and he loves you. When he gets here, tell him in person. Gwen and I can switch rooms with you for a few days so you can celebrate this event like you should. It'll work out great!"
Diane kissed Steve and then stood, gathered up her top, and turned to look at Steve as she slowly pulled the top over her head. "You do like what you see, don't you? Thanks for the appreciation I see in your eyes. It makes this pregnant 38 year old woman very happy. I promise I'll let you watch me feed the baby. I want you to see me nurse it. Thanks. I'll see you at dinner!"
After Diane left, Steve stepped into the shower and rinsed off. Then he prepared himself for Gwen's return. He had promised Diane that he wouldn't tell Gwen about the pregnancy, but he had to tell her something. She had seen the two of them in a pretty damning position.
Ten minutes later, Gwen came back into the suite. She found Steve sitting by the window, looking at the ocean. She took a seat across from him and raised her eyebrows, indicating that expected an explanation.
"I know that might have looked bad, but Diane was having a personal problem and she was pretty emotional. I was just calming her down and reassuring her. She asked me not to tell you what her problem was, but I don't want any secrets between us. Do you want to know what her problem is?"



"Steve, she's my aunt, my mother's sister. Of course I want to know if she's having a serious problem, and I do expect it's serious. Finding you alone with a very attractive, and very married, naked woman in a hot tub might give some girlfriends cause for concern. You know we can deal with the problem better together. What's going on? Why did she wind up naked in the hot tub with you?"
"She wasn't naked. She was only topless. She was having an emotional meltdown. I know you won't say anything. Diane didn't know that you saw us together when she asked me not to tell you. The short version of the story is that she's pregnant."
"You aren't telling me that's she's having your baby, right?" quizzed Gwen.
"Of course not!" replied Steve somewhat sharply. "You're the only woman I've ever had sex with. You're the only woman I want to have sex with, and if I ever have any kids, they'll be yours!"
"Oh, Steve, that's what I wanted to hear. I didn't really think you'd had sex with Diane, but why was she on your lap with her big bare boobs pushed against you? It looked suspicious, and then you tell me she's pregnant! Part of me knew it couldn't be yours, but I needed to hear you say it. She loves you. Who knows if she'd have your baby? It could happen. So what's the problem?"
"She was wondering if she should have the baby. She hasn't told Will, so you have to act surprised when you hear about it. She's worried he'll resent losing his freedom to golf and go to ball games. It'll alter his life style a lot. She's worried that Stephanie will be embarrassed. She's worried that she's going to be fat and ugly. I think she's worried about having a baby at her age. She's worried about friends and family thinking she's pathetic, or plain crazy. It's a big step and she didn't expect to get pregnant. She also told me that she's very hormonal. She's all over the place emotionally. I can't really say why she decided to peel her top off, climb into the hot tub with me, and tell me all her fears."
"Now I'm beginning to see the picture. Sometimes I wonder how I'll ever be a doctor when I keep missing problems people are having. Diane needed someone to talk to that she knew she could trust, and that wouldn't get all emotional. She was worried about Will's reaction. She turned to the single most dependable, calming, sensible person she could find. The part about taking her top off is a little harder to figure out, except that if she has the baby she'll lose her figure for awhile so she probably wanted to be sure you were properly impressed with her 'girls' while they were still looking firm. It's no secret that Diane has a thing for you. I bet it was a dream come true for her to sit on your lap and hold her breasts against your chest. I know how good that feels!
"So what was the final outcome? Is she okay? Will she have the baby? I sure hope she does! It'll be so nice to have a new baby in the family. Will and Stephanie will be delighted. Diane didn't need to worry about that."
"Pretty much like you just said. I told her that she already knew what she wanted to do, but she needed reassurance that she wasn't going to be ridiculed by friends and family and that Will would be as proud as a peacock. I told her that I had no doubts about Stephanie being happy. She left feeling a lot better," concluded Steve.
"I bet she did!" laughed Gwen. "I can see why she might have been worried. Mom told us that Diane always wanted more children but couldn't get pregnant for some reason. This is going to be a very special little baby! You told her the right things. She'd never forgive herself if she got rid of a child she and Will created. I can't wait for her to tell us about it. What's her plan?"
"I told her to use any excuse necessary to get Will down here and tell him. I told her we'd let them use this room and we'd use theirs so they could celebrate properly. I hope that was okay."
"Of course! What could possibly be wrong with us sleeping in the same suite as Mom and Kate? They didn't hear enough when we were making love by the pool. Now they can listen to us from the comfort of their own bed," replied Gwen sarcastically as Steve's smile disappeared. "I'm just teasing! Of course it's okay. I can't wait to talk to Mom and Lisa and Kate about this. We'll have a wonderful baby shower and invite Jordan and Naomi and everybody else! This is going to be so much fun!"
Diane seemed to be her usual self at dinner, although she and Paula didn't have much opportunity to speak since the girls were excited about being at the beach and having the chance to see the movie filmed over the next two weeks. Ashley, Charlotte, Gwen, and Jordan felt like old pros after listening to the younger girls carry on.
Filming began the next morning shortly after the sun appeared, seemingly rising from the ocean. The movie required a lot of outdoor scenes with Gwen, Jordan, and Steve in swimsuits most of the time. Usually Steve would be in a scene with one or the other and occasionally with both girls. The two girls only had a couple scenes in the movie where they interacted without Steve. While they were eating a quick lunch with family members, the director approached their table.
"Clyde and his partners want a couple more love scenes. This has already gone from PG to R, so he feels we need to up the ante a little. The writers will have something for us by the end of the week and we'll film them both next week. It's my understanding that they'll probably be outside on the beach. I just wanted you to start thinking about it and be mentally prepared.
"That idea you offered seems to be well received, Steve, so we'll need her permission and a contract before we write that part into the movie. Let me know as soon as you can."
"That sounds like sand in all the wrong places!" laughed Ashley. "I suggest that you use a beach towel or something. It really makes a difference."
"Nothing like the voice of experience," grinned Becky. "I guess those Spring breaks were educational, at least in some ways. Mom will be so pleased that her money wasn't wasted."
"You just wait. You'll be in college before long and wanting to go on break. You'll remember what I just told you and avoid that problem, and even thank me some day," asserted Ashley.
"Are you telling us that we should refuse any romantic gestures by Steve if it's near sand?" asked Kate with a straight face.
"Absolutely not!" responded Ashley immediately. "I'm just saying that you'd be well advised to be on top, or to have a towel handy. If you don't, make sure you run into the ocean and rinse the sand out of the usual collection points."
"I can't wait to see the love scenes with Jordan and Steve and Gwen and Steve," admitted Stephanie. "That should be so cool to watch!"
"That's an issue we'll discuss as the day approaches. The kids may not want you to watch, or the director may not allow it, or your mother may put her foot down and not allow it," stated Paula.
"Are you kidding? Mom's going to want to watch and I'm going to insist that I get to go, too. Who wouldn't want to see those scenes? Will you guys let us watch?" asked Stephanie to Gwen, Steve, and Jordan.
"That's going to be up to the director and your mom, as far as I'm concerned," responded Gwen. "Everybody that watches the movie will see it anyway, and I feel better with friends and family close by. What do you think, Jordan?"
"Truthfully, I'd rather that you all were there. I've done a lot of things that I'm not proud of. Being half naked with Steve is a really good thing in comparison. As long as Charlie doesn't get upset, I'm good with the whole fam damily watching. We all know Steve won't refuse Stephanie anything, so it's all up to the director and Diane."
"What was this idea of yours that the director was talking about?" asked Ashley. "As your assistant, I'm supposed to know what's going on."
"I didn't want to get her hopes up until I found out if it'd be accepted by the writers and producers. The movie has me falling for Gwen in the end, even though she seems mean spirited, unrefined, and just plain rough around the edges. Why would I decide on Gwen over Jordan? They're both beautiful beyond belief, but Jordan's character is wealthy and connected. Gwen's family runs a Tiki Bar. What are some of the reasons that make me decide on Gwen?
"That part of the plot seemed weak to me. I felt my character needed to see something that would make his decision seem logical and reasonable to the viewers. I suggested to the director that we have Becky apply for a waitress job with Gwen's family, and they hire her, even though she only has one hand. One afternoon, Jordan and I have a lunch there and Jordan makes some very insensitive remarks about a one handed waitress.
"Meanwhile, some idiot guy makes some really cruel comments to Becky while she's working and Gwen comes to her defense and throws the guy out of the place, even though he has a large group that wanted to eat there. Money means less to Gwen than taking care of friends and doing the right thing. Gwen's rough, tough family supports Gwen totally when she does it and my character gets a look into the beliefs and morals of Gwen and her family as well as the superficial piece of fluff that is Jordan's character.
"The only problem is that in Gwen's restaurant, the waitresses are attractive and wear low necked shirts. Becky, would you be interested in being in the movie, even if some of your chest is exposed to the movie goers? I understand that your part would pay about seven to nine thousand dollars. You'd be the first person, other than Charlie, his band, and us three, to sign with 'Lady in Red Productions'. You'd have to pay a percentage to our agency. Want to call your mom and discuss it?" asked Steve as he finished his presentation.
"Are you kidding? I know she'll be excited when I tell her I'm going to be in a movie and get some money for college! I'm telling you right now that I'll do it! I have just two questions."
"Okay," grinned Steve. "That seems reasonable. What're your questions?"
"Where do I sign? Do I get to do a love scene with you?" giggled Becky as she wrapped her arms around Steve and hugged him. "It looks like there's a silver lining to losing my hand. I'll be in demand for any roles that require a one handed, blonde bombshell."
"I just hope that the viewers notice that you've lost a hand," worried Steve. "Once you get in one of those shirts like Gwen and her girls wear, people may not notice that you have only one hand. Their attention will be directed to other areas that come in pairs."
"That was a great idea! How do you come up with them?" asked Gwen a little later. "How come you need a better reason to pick me over some gorgeous blonde like Jordan? Seriously, what made you think of it?"
"Honestly? I was thinking about all of the things that draw me to you. Your compassion and willingness to fight for what's right are two of them. Another is your family. In the movie, I don't get along with your brothers, but I needed a reason to respect them and your parents. So I thought about things that would cause me to respect a person, or a family. Even if they're unkind to me, the fact that they willingly support a girl unfairly hassled makes them okay in my book."
"Family really is very important to you, isn't it? I'm sure glad that mine has passed the Hammer test. I wonder if we'd be together if my family was a bunch of jerks?" mused Gwen.
The next day was warm and sunny, like the day before had been and the next day would be. The director took Steve and Gwen out to the parking lot after lunch and showed them a big 'Harley Davidson Softail Fatboy'. It was equipped with a pillon pad for a rider.
"Do you think you can learn to ride this bike safely? Your character is going to be riding it all over town in the movie and we want to get a lot of shots of you riding it up and down A1A and US1. Gwen will ride with you in some of the shots. We want her to be recognized by friends and customers of her Dad's bar and restaurant. She's supposed to be a local girl that has friends from high school that recognize her.
"To make it even more appealing to the viewers, you'll be riding it in a pair of old jeans, boots, a tank top, and sun glasses. Gwen will have on a pair of boy shorts and a halter top. You don't have to go very fast. We'll have a rig follow or precede you on the road and use a helicopter to get some good shots when you go over the Causeway Bridge into Fort Pierce and then over the drawbridge to the north island. Think you can practice riding it enough to where you'll be comfortable driving this baby?" asked the director.
"Let's get in our outfits and go for it!" enthused Steve. "I've ridden a few of these before. I can be ready in two minutes."
"That's easy for you to say, but I need to have my hair done and to find the outfit I'm supposed to almost wear. I'm not even going to ask where you rode one of these before and if you're sure it's safe," added Gwen as she turned and started for her wardrobe trailer.
Gwen's family and friends heard about the motorcycle and were in the parking lot half an hour later when Steve and Gwen strode around the corner. Steve was wearing boots, tight jeans, a white undershirt, and dark glasses, while Gwen was wearing a small halter top and a pair of short shorts, high heels and sunglasses.
"Wow!" gasped Kate as she watched the couple approach. "Steve looks like a better looking Terminator! Look at his muscles ripple when he walks. He makes 'wife beater' shirts look good. Gwen is so lucky!"
"Gwen doesn't look too shabby, either," added Stephanie. "Look at her chest! It's amazing."
"Well, Mom, wish me luck! We're going to ride up and down A1A and US1 to get some footage of how Steve and I are just regular kids out for a bike ride. The director says that you can all ride in the van that'll be following us. Steve tells me that he can handle one of these, and he's never let me down. This is going to be fun!" insisted Gwen as she swung one of her long legs over the bike and climbed on behind Steve.
The director gave Steve some final instructions and then hurried off to the truck carrying the cameras and some equipment mounted on a small boom.
"Did you see how long her legs look in those shorts and shoes?" marveled Diane. "Look at the two of them sitting on that bike. Harley Davidson should hire them to make their ads! I've never see a better looking couple."
Steve cautioned Gwen to hold on and then started the big bike. He drove toward the far end of the lot to get a feel for the bike and then swung it back toward the highway. Gwen clung to Steve as he began going through the gears as he increased his speed. Soon he was cruising and she was able to relax and enjoy the feeling of the sun and fresh air all around her.
Many of the people on the sidewalks waved and called to them as they rode past. At red lights, small crowds would gather on the busier sidewalks and take pictures and shout approval. It was very evident that most people knew who they were, and that they were shooting a movie in the area. As they rode along the streets, cars would honk their horns and people would wave and call to them. Gwen made a point of smiling and waving back as often as she could.
They spent a couple hours riding the roads while being filmed for the movie. The entire crew stopped at a local tiki bar for a quick meal. Patrons and employees were smiling and taking pictures. Steve and Gwen spent time posing for pictures with those fans that asked.
The director wanted Steve and Gwen crossing the arched South Hutchinson Causeway Bridge as the sun was setting. He had deployed several cameramen to catch the couple riding over the bridge into the setting sun. A helicopter hovered near the bridge filming the entire length of the bridge as they crossed over it. By the time Steve and Gwen parked the bike back in the lot, it was totally dark.
"That was so much fun!" exclaimed Gwen as she swung her leg over the bike to dismount. "Not surprisingly, you really know how to handle that bike. I felt completely safe. We need to get one of those!"
"Neither of us has anything scheduled for tomorrow afternoon after three. Would you care to tour the Navy SEAL Museum with me? It's just up A1A a few miles. I'd really like to visit it."
The next day found Steve and Gwen riding the bike into the parking lot of the SEAL museum. When Steve tried to pay for admittance, the man taking the money refused to accept it. "I know who you kids are. I know what you've done for your town and I know your dad was a SEAL Commander. You don't pay here! We'd like to get some pictures of you both in the museum for our display. Would you be willing to allow that?"
"Sir, we'd be honored!" replied Gwen immediately. "Just tell us where you want us and what pose you'd like. Steve's going to be a SEAL and his picture should be hanging here for a long time. This place is amazing. I never realized how deep the history of the SEALs runs! Thanks so much for having a wonderful place like this!"
Becky was quickly scheduled to film her scene the next morning. To populate the restaurant so early in the day, the director had Gwen's family and friends sit at a few tables, pretending to be patrons. Amber Stahl was included. She sat at a table with Charlotte during the filming.
Becky was nervous and it took several takes for her to get the scene right. Finally she nailed her role to the director's satisfaction and left the set with a huge smile. She hugged her sister and then Gwen.
"That was the coolest thing I've ever done! The make-up people made me beautiful and this shirt and bra make my boobs look pretty big. I think I'll wear this outfit the rest of the day. Where's Steve? I want to be sure he sees me when I look so good!"
Amber Stahl followed the film crew with Jordan, Gwen and Steve while they worked during the day. In the evening, she'd do interviews with them.
"Amber, you need to let loose a little," suggested Jordan. "How about a segment where Steve shows you how to surf? Set up the camera and we'll video it for you. Your fans would love seeing a different side of their new anchorwoman. You've got a great figure and this would let you show it off without seeming too blatant. It'll help your career."
Half an hour later, Steve was showing Amber the fundamentals of surfing. She caught on quite quickly and enjoyed it immensely. After they managed a few successful rides, they headed for the beach. Steve saw Gwen signaling to him and he quickly caught her meaning. He gathered Amber in his arms and carried her out of the water and toward the camera. Gwen and Jordan came around to either side of Amber and began asking questions, much like the ones Amber asked them.
"How do you like being a famous anchorwoman?" asked Gwen. Before Amber could respond, Jordan surprised her with, "How come you've been hiding that body in all of those clothes? You look like a model! How do you like being in Steve's arms?"
Amber was unable to come up with a suitable response as she laughed at the questions. "Luckily, I can edit the video before I send it in. This'll be a great piece, but I'll end it before my big round butt gets too close to the camera, or people see how much I'm enjoying Steve's arms around me. Now I'm going to interview Becky. The folks back home will want to hear how she liked filming her role in the movie."
Gwen, Jordan, and Steve did everything the director asked and often they only required a few takes to get the scene right. He frequently complimented them on how well they were doing. All three were all surprised when Paula and Diane showed up with Ted and Will at the lunch break.
"Diane insisted that I fly down and watch you kids make the movie. I decided if I was going to take a long weekend, I'd get Ted to close up for the day and come with me. We're going back Sunday night. The weather here is great. I thought it'd be real hot, but it's probably cooler here than home. We needed some time off and where better to spend it than with family?" asked Will rhetorically as he wrapped an arm around both Diane and Stephanie.



Everyone sat down to eat while Diane coaxed Will to take a walk with her. Gwen and Steve exchanged glances and smiles. Paula caught the interaction, as did Jordan. Paula arched her eyebrows as if to ask a question, but Gwen simply shrugged and grinned. Then they heard Will whoop! Soon he was back with a huge grin and a shy acting Diane at his side.
"Stephanie! Come with us," ordered Will as he took her hand and led her away with Diane's hand still in his other hand. Soon the three of them were back with huge smiles on their faces.
"Mom and Dad have given me the honor of announcing the news," beamed Stephanie. "Our family will be adding a little brother or sister in about seven months!"
Paula was the first one out of her chair and hugging her sister. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she clutched her sister. "That's why you wanted Will to come down so badly! This is wonderful news! I'm so happy for you!"
It took some time for everyone to congratulate Diane, Will and Stephanie. "Sir, you are the luckiest guy on the planet!" laughed Steve as he shook Will's hand. "I can't wait to hold the new baby. Are you hoping for a boy or a girl?"
"I'll be happy with either!" gushed Will. "This is the best news I've had in years!"
When Steve's turn came to congratulate Diane, he gently hugged her. "Look how happy everyone is for you, Will, and Stephanie!" whispered Steve into her ear. "This baby is special and will be loved by all of us. I can hardly wait to hold it, and watch you nurse it."
"You were right about Will and Stephanie being happy to have a new baby. I don't know why I was worried, but talking with you really helped me get my head on straight. I'm afraid that I love you as much as the rest of the women in the family now. You're a special young man. Gwen's very lucky," replied Diane as Will and Stephanie made more than enough noise to drown out her words.
Diane and Will accepted the offer to use Steve and Gwen's room while Will was in Florida. That left Ted and Paula sharing a bed with Kate if Gwen and Steve took the other bedroom in their suite.
"Kate can stay with Gwen, and Steve can sleep with Ashley and me," volunteered Becky. "We have a really big bed. Besides, we'll be so close to Steve that we could all sleep on an ironing board!"
"Gwen and I can just spend the night at the pool," volunteered Steve with a straight face. "The lounge chairs are pretty comfortable."
"That will not be happening," responded Paula immediately. "You two would keep the entire hotel awake half the night and I'd be trying to pry Gwen off you in the morning, but with a few hundred people watching this time."
"It's no big deal," offered Kate. "I'll just sleep with Gwen and Steve. I'll sleep in the middle to keep them apart. That'll cut way down on the noise Gwen makes. If you can manage to keep things down to a low scream, Mom, everyone should sleep fine."



        Lady in Red Ch. 31

        Movie making, rip tides, and rescues.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/lady-in-red-ch-31

Title: Lady in Red Ch. 31

Author: Harddaysknight

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Movie making, rip tides, and rescues.

Tags: maxim, posingrescue, movie, rip current, rip tide, beach

Series: Lady in Red


"No one seems very worried about where I'm sleeping," pointed out Stephanie to the group. "From what I hear, Gwen's discovered that sleeping on top of Steve is very refreshing. Kate can have the spot next to him. I'll be relaxing on all of those muscles of his, which are said to be surprisingly comfortable."
"I really hate to rain on your parade, Kate and Stephanie, but I spoke to Clyde and he's already booked a room for Steve and Gwen for the weekend. It won't be the Honeymoon Suite, but it has a king size bed and that's about all the two of them require in any room," advised Charlotte with a big grin. "That's what we assistants do for our people. We make sure they can sleep with their hunky boyfriends in peace, or would the word be 'piece'? We also make tacky jokes at their expense."
Saturday morning found the band setting up in the hotel ballroom. In the movie, Steve was the lead singer of the band, which had a contract to perform at the hotel on a regular basis. Weddings and parties were their specialty. Jordan's movie parents owned the hotel, along with several others, along the Florida coast.
The plan was to video some live performances to use in the movie to help create the film impression that the band played at a lot of weddings. Clyde's people had actually lined up three couples that were getting married and offered them the use of the band and facilities in exchange for being in the film. They would rotate over a six hour period so that each couple had two hours, and each reception would appear to be on a different Saturday. Gwen and Jordan were also going to perform, although in the movie they would not be shown performing with the band. For them, it was more of a rehearsal for Amber O'Leary's wedding the following week.
It was a relatively simple thing to record enough footage to use for the movie. Playing in the band at the hotel was the reason Steve's character was in Florida, but it was not the focal point of the movie. His interactions with Gwen and Jordan drove the plot. The songs were interspersed throughout the film and often with no actual band seen in the background.
Gwen, Jordan, and Steve welcomed the afternoon as an opportunity to brush up on the songs they would perform at the wedding the following week. They even practiced a few older songs because Amber's grandparents were attending, causing Amber to request a few songs from their era.
They also managed to play a few numbers for Will and Diane as part of the celebration of the anticipated new baby. Diane beamed as her family made her the center of their attentions. She thanked everyone several times.
"Steve, you were right on the mark about the baby. Will is out-of-this-world happy, and Stephanie can't wait to have a little brother or sister," revealed Diane as she managed a dance with Steve. "You've come to mean a great deal to this family. If we have a boy, we'll name him William Steven, if that's okay with you."
"That would be an honor!" exclaimed Steve. "This baby's going to be smothered in love."
"Don't tell anyone, but I'm pretty excited about having you watch me nurse the baby. I don't know why that excites me so, but it does. I've got to admit that I'm glad you got to see me topless. If you ever have to do a speech to some wayward woman about what constitutes great breasts, feel free to mention mine," laughed Diane. "Or am I being too presumptuous?"
"Honestly? You're way up there on the list of women with beautiful breasts," praised Steve. "Especially now that you have that 'glow'. You're just about perfect in my estimation."
Diane stopped dancing and threw her arms around Steve and kissed him on the lips. Then she sheepishly looked around to see if anyone noticed. She saw that her entire family was watching her and laughing.
"I'm not going to ask what you two were discussing," stated Paula after the dance was done. "I could tell that you were pretty happy about something Steve told you. Are you trying to steal his cougar loving heart away from me?"
"As if I could!" retorted Diane. "That young man is amazing. He makes me feel better than any man I've ever met. When he looks at me, I just melt. Gwen had no chance. No woman does if he wants her."
"I've got to agree. I'm just glad that he's so responsible and honest. He'd absolutely destroy Gwen if he took up with someone else," replied Paula.
"That won't happen. You and I, the girls, and especially Gwen, mean far too much to him. He knows he'd lose us all if he treated Gwen poorly. He loves us all and he'll never risk losing us. We're helping Gwen keep the guy by loving him and being so good to him. We're part of the package that is 'Gwen Anderson & family'. We both know he won't ever find a better family to love, and be loved by. We've got the guy locked in."
"I wonder if that will work on Lisa's beau? Jason seems to be a really good guy. Will our family help keep him faithful to Lisa? Will he worry about alienating us, or is it just Steve that we mean so much to?"
"Right now, it's just Steve. Jason's a good guy, but none of us feel the same way about him as we do about Steve. How could we? Look what Steve's done for us, and what he's done to us. I wonder if Lisa loves Jason more than she does Steve?" responded Diane.
"That's the danger for all of us. The girls will have to find men that accept that they have a real weakness for Steve. Our husbands have to accept it, too. Ted has become Steve's biggest supporter after that graduation battle. He isn't one to share his wife in any way, but he's accepted that I love Steve, and not just in a motherly fashion."
"Will's coming around, too. Our husbands understand that we're dealing with something very unusual and very special with Steve and Gwen. The knowledge that Steve is above inappropriate behavior with any of us is the key. He's got an innate ability to draw respect from men, and love from women. Gwen is no slouch in that department, either," concluded Diane.
"I've noticed that," agreed Paula. "Normally, when a girl has the best looking, strongest, bravest guy around, every other girl she meets tries to steal him away. Look how all these beautiful girls adore Steve, but also love Gwen and accept that she owns Steve's heart. I never see any real jealousy in any of them. They love the guy, but respect his relationship with Gwen. Some university could do a study on this 'extended family unit' that's being forged around Steve and Gwen. I've never seen anything like it."
"I'm really happy that everyone accepted me being pregnant so well," admitted Diane as she changed the subject. "I was concerned that Stephanie would be embarrassed, or that Will would resent losing his free time. They've been great. Steve told me they'd be delighted."
"You told Steve that you were pregnant before you told anyone else?" questioned Paula immediately.
"Oops! I didn't plan on revealing that," admitted Diane. "I was pretty worried about how everyone would perceive my pregnancy, so I decided to speak to Steve about it. He really dispelled my fears. Does it sound pathetic that a woman my age sought advice from a kid just out of high school?"
"Normally, I'd say that it was pretty bad, but I understand why you'd talk to him. He's so level headed. I didn't even know you had any alone time with Steve. When did you talk to him?"
"The first day when Steve showed the girls how to surf. I caught Stephanie, Kate, and Becky in the hot tub with their tops off, waiting for Steve. I sent them packing and managed some alone time with him in the hot tub."
"In the hot tub? Just the two of you? I trust Steve, but it's a wonder you didn't jump in naked to impress him with those pregnancy swollen boobs of yours," mused Paula. "Wait! You're turning red! Did you finally give in and show him your pride and joy?"
"Don't ever tell anyone! I was all over the place emotionally and his speech about your 'perfect tits' really got to me. I just had to let him see mine. He approved of both Pride and Joy, by the way. The next time he has to set some big chested woman straight about beautiful breasts, I feel confidant my name will come up," grinned Diane.
"This isn't a competition," reasoned Paula. "We're old enough to be his mother, and we're married. I think it's best if he never sees either of us topless again."
"I've already promised to let him watch me breastfeed the baby. He asked me if he could watch and the idea makes me all tingly. I can't wait to have him see me feed the baby. How's that for hormonal imbalance?"
"Wow! He asked to watch? I don't care. I'm not going to get pregnant for any reason," insisted Paula. "I'll just have to think up some other way to give him another peek."
"Heck, you're old enough to be his mother. Why don't you just try breastfeeding him?" chuckled Diane. "Can you imagine if our daughters or husbands heard us talking like this? They have no idea how depraved we really are."
"So, Mom? Are you two talking about Steve? You're both all red faced and giddy acting," observed Kate with a grin as she strolled up to her mother and aunt. "When are you two going to grow up?"
Sunday was a day off. The weather was unusual in that it rained all day long. The entire gang went to watch the new 'Hunger Games' movie before going out to dinner. Paula and Diane bid their husbands goodbye since they were returning to Sparta that afternoon. That same evening, Gwen and Steve managed to sneak away early and spend some quality time in their room.
The following morning was warm and blustery. Steve was shooting scenes with Jordan. Gwen had the morning off and was sitting on the beach doing an interview with Amber Stahl. In the background, the families of the film crew were playing in the surf. Paula and Diane, along with Kate, Becky, and Stephanie, were sunbathing off to the side.
Suddenly a woman began calling frantically for her child. Gwen turned her attention to the screaming woman and recognized her as the wife of a cameraman. Then Gwen saw the reason for her frantic state. Bobbing up and down on the waves a couple hundred yards out and a short ways down the beach was a young boy. It was the woman's seven year old son!
Gwen regarded herself an excellent swimmer, although she'd had little experience swimming in the ocean. She pulled off her cover-up and raced toward the surf. Soon she was angling toward the child as she swam strongly through the waves. She was somewhat surprised that she didn't seem to get a lot closer to the boy even though she was swimming rapidly. By the time she finally managed to reach the kid, she was breathing hard from the exertion.
The boy frantically climbed all over Gwen when she reached him. His feet and hands clawed and scampered all over her upper body. At one point, his foot became entangled in her top and tore it from her body. Gwen finally managed to quiet the boy. She held him high in the water and began the swim back to shore, which was surprisingly far away.
Gwen's family watched with concern as Gwen finally caught the child and started swimming back. "Mom! She's trying to swim in against the rip tide! Steve said that even the strongest swimmers can't do that. She needs to swim sideways and get out of the current. Should I go out and help her?"
Paula quickly considered the situation. Kate was an excellent swimmer, but sending a second daughter out into the dangerous tide went against her instincts. Gwen needed expert help.
"Run and get Steve!" urged Paula as she watched Gwen struggle against the rip tide. She was holding the child and swimming strongly, but making no headway.
Kate took off in Steve's direction like a shot. The sand seemed to pull at her feet as she attempted to increase speed. She felt as if she were running in slow motion. When she thought she was close enough that Steve might hear her, she began to yell.
Steve and Jordan were in the middle of their third take on a difficult scene when Steve suddenly stopped speaking, raised his head, and began looking up the beach. He soon picked out Kate as she yelled his name and raced toward him. Without taking the time for an explanation, Steve immediately took off running toward Kate.
As he approached her, Kate stopped running. She turned and pointed to the ocean and cried out," Gwen's out there, and she's in trouble!"
Steve increased his speed as his eyes followed Kate's pointing hand. He immediately spotted Gwen swimming against a rip tide with a child in one arm. He had spent most of his life around the ocean and instantly knew that Gwen would never make it back to shore if she kept trying to buck the rip current.
As he ran, his eyes determined the location of the rip tide near shore and angled toward it. He barely noticed Paula, Diane, and the girls as he raced past them and dove into the waves. Once he surfaced, he began swimming with all his strength. The rip tide was carrying him out, so it was much like swimming downstream with the current in a river. It only took half a minute to reach Gwen and the boy, and it was none too soon.
After Gwen had calmed the child down, she had started swimming for shore. She was pulling the boy and had her back to the beach. The first time she looked over her shoulder to determine how close she was to the shore, she was stunned. Was it possible that they were farther out than they were when she caught up with the boy? Gwen fought the fear that welled up inside and began swimming harder.
Her arms and legs felt like lead when she next risked a peek over her shoulder. She had gained nothing! She was exhausted, and her limbs refused to follow her commands. For the first time, she began to consider the possibility that she would not make it back to shore. She looked at the boy watching her and knew she couldn't give up. Summoning up her last bit of energy, she again swam hard toward the beach. Once again, she failed to close the gap.
The boy clung to Gwen as she now tried to simply tread water. That task required more energy than she had left. She tried to float and rest, but the boy was frightened again and climbed on top of her. She lacked the strength to hold him, or even to keep him off her. She began to go under for longer periods of time and had increasing difficulty getting her head above water as the boy clung to her head, trying to climb up her submerged body.
Steve saw all of this as he propelled his way through the water. Gwen was submerged and the boy was barely keeping his face above water when Steve reached them. He pulled up, grabbed the boy with one hand and reached down and caught Gwen's pony tail and quickly pulled her above the surface. She immediately spit water and took great gasps of air.
Steve spoke calmly to the boy. "It's okay now. We'll just let Gwen rest a little and I'll take you in. Just climb up on me and we'll wait for Gwen."
The boy scampered up Steve's torso and practically perched on one of his broad shoulders while Steve concentrated on Gwen. He gently pulled her close and held her head above water.
"Gwen, just relax. You know I won't let anything happen to you. Just go limp and let me take you back in. Trust me."
Steve felt Gwen go limp as she stopped her weak flailing. Steve put his arm around her and started swimming parallel with the coast. Once he was satisfied that he was beyond the rip current, he angled toward the shore. He swam easily and with little effort. The boy had once again calmed down, and Gwen was allowing Steve to pull her along, offering neither help nor resistance.
About a minute after Steve had turned toward the shore, he heard a voice over his shoulder. He looked to see a darkly tanned man lying on a surf board paddling alongside him.
"I can take the boy in. I'll slide off so he can ride on the board, and I'll push him back. You can concentrate on your girl."
Steve easily placed the boy on the surfboard and the man began pushing it toward the shore. Steve started talking to Gwen as they made their way back to the beach.
"It's my fault, Gwen. I never took the time to explain the rip tides to you and it almost cost me everything. I'll never make that mistake again. Are you okay? Can you talk?"
"I thought I was going to die. What bothered me the most was that the boy would drown if I did. It was a horrible feeling! I knew if I could just hang on long enough you'd save me. I just knew it in my heart. My arms and legs feel like lead weights. I can hardly move them."
"You don't have to do a thing," assured Steve. "I'll have us back on shore in less than a minute. Just let me take care of you."
Paula and the rest of her family had watched the entire ordeal from the beach. "Steve will save her," assured Kate as she worked to regain her breath from her run. "Did you see how fast he ran to the water, and how quickly he reached Gwen? He'll never let anything bad happen to her."
"I think you're right," agreed Diane. "Look how easily he's bringing them both back. It looks effortless when he does it. They're going to be fine."
They continued to watch as the surfer helped load the boy on his board and headed toward shore and the boy's frantic mother.
"Look! Gwen's top is wrapped around the kid's foot," exclaimed Stephanie. "Gwen must be topless and there's dozens of people with cameras waiting for them to get back. What should we do?"
"We'll let Steve and Gwen worry about that," replied a relieved Paula. "As long as she's safe, I can't be worried about what people will see, or photograph."
"Look at them. Steve's stopped and they're talking. Gwen's wiping his face. Oh, wow!" exclaimed Kate.
When Steve's feet touched bottom, he took Gwen into his arms and began carrying her toward shore. He had only taken a few steps when he stopped and looked down at her.
"What is it, Steve?" asked Gwen as she looked up into his eyes. "Are you crying? You've been shot, tortured, and beaten, but I've never seen you shed a single tear. Now you know how I felt when Billy pulled you from the river, or when you lay on the gym floor, riddled by bullets with your life's blood pouring out of your body. I know how it hurts to see that. Let me wipe your eyes."
Gwen took both hands and placed them along Steve's face and used her thumbs to wipe the tears from his eyes. She brushed her thumbs over his cheeks twice. Then she pulled his face to hers and kissed him. When Steve felt her lips touch his, he pulled her body tighter to his and pressed his lips to hers even harder. His earlier fear and passion flowed through his body as he clung to the woman he loved.
"Mom, isn't that an awfully long time to kiss?" asked Stephanie. "Are they okay?"
"It looks like they're going to be fine," responded Jordan before Diane could answer her daughter. "Did you see how fast he moved when he realized that Kate was calling him? The when he saw it was Gwen in trouble, he really turned it on. He was already out to her before I was able to run this far. I've got to tell you that those two are so deep in love that it's unfathomable for the rest of us. They just might kiss for the rest of the morning."
As Jordan finished speaking, Steve broke the kiss and looked toward the beach. He saw dozens of people watching and many had cameras pointed their way. He realized that he simply didn't care what people said or did. He had Gwen in his arms and he was euphoric.
"Cling tight to me and keep your arms up. You lost your top and your beautiful breasts are going to be on display if you aren't careful."
"Okay, but when I'm in your arms, I don't care about anything else," admitted Gwen. "I truly love you and I always will. Never doubt that."
Steve turned slightly and headed toward Paula, who was standing near the water. He carried Gwen easily in his arms as he approached her mother, family and friends. Gwen held one arm around Steve's neck with her face buried in his chest. Her other arm was strategically placed over her breasts.



Paula raised an eyebrow in an unspoken question to Steve as he approached. "She's fine, but totally exhausted. I'll carry her back to her trailer so she can rest. You can take care of her when we get there."
Then Steve saw Amber Stahl standing nearby. Her camera was down as she looked questioningly to Steve. She then mouthed the question, "Is she okay?" as he carried Gwen past her.
"She'll be fine, Amber. She's just tired. Please let her relax for a while before you question her. She needs some rest and she'll be as good as new. Thanks for asking," responded Steve to show Amber that he appreciated her subdued reaction to the event.
Kate held the trailer door open for Steve as he carried Gwen in and placed her gently on a small cot in the trailer. Paula followed Steve in and closed the door behind her. Then she rushed to Gwen and pulled a light blanket over her torso.
Gwen was looking at Steve intently, so Paula turned to see what she was watching so closely. Steve had pulled Kate into his chest and held her tightly.
"Kate, you saved your sister's life by getting me so fast. I'll spend the rest of my life repaying you. If you, or any of the girls, or your mom and Diane, ever have a problem and need help, you call me immediately. You've just made me love you more than I ever thought I could love anyone but Gwen."
When he finished speaking he placed his hands on either side of Kate's face and kissed her on the lips. He kept his lips on hers for several seconds. Kate trembled and moaned suddenly. Steve quickly moved his face back from Kate and again embraced her tightly.
"It was Mom that told me to go get you. I was going to try to swim out and help Sis, but Mom said it would be better if I ran and got you. I'm glad I did!"
Steve released Kate, turned, and pulled Paula to him. "Paula, you kept your head and did the right thing. It's my job to take care of Gwen. I'm afraid that I screwed up when I didn't explain rip tides to her and I almost lost her. Like I told Kate, if you, Diane, or any of the girls ever have a problem, let me know. I'll always be there for you. I don't care how far apart we are or what time of day it is. Just let me know if you need me."
As he finished speaking, he leaned down and kissed Paula hard. Her arms went around his neck as he kissed her. He finally stepped back and turned again to Gwen. His breathing was ragged and his emotions were intense. He knelt at her side and kissed her gently.
"I should get back to work. Your mom and Kate will look after you, but let me know if you need anything. I love you. I love you more than I'll ever be able to say," stated Steve as he stood and left the trailer and the three women in it.
"Wow!" gasped Kate. "I've never seen him like that! He was on fire! I think he gave me a little orgasm when he kissed me. I could feel his love. It was overwhelming."
"He was quite passionate," admitted Paula. "He came close to losing Gwen and the reality of how much she means to him caused him to be more demonstrative than usual. I know what you're saying. I could feel his heat, and passion, too. That young man is special in so many ways.
"How are you feeling, Gwen. You gave us quite a scare. Do you want me to get you anything?" questioned Paula.
"I'm okay except for what Steve did to me. If you think he was amazing just now, you should've been in his arms when we reached land. It was like he was consuming me! He's always passionate when we make love, but he took it to a whole new level just now. I had a major orgasm when he kissed me! And I was totally exhausted before he did! Now I feel like a wet noodle.
"I'm glad you both experienced some of it. I don't think anyone would believe me if I tried to explain it. It was good you both were here to absorb a portion of his intensity. I couldn't have survived much more of what he was dishing out. He was unbelievably emotional. I actually wiped tears from his eyes. He never cried when he was shot, or almost drowned. I never saw him cry before. He was really worried about me."
When Steve stepped outside the trailer, Gwen's remaining friends and family were waiting. "Thanks for being you, Steve!" gushed Diane. "You saved Gwen, and that little boy. We were all terrified that you wouldn't make it to her in time, but we should never doubt you. I don't know what we would have done if something happened to Gwen. I don't know what you would've done either, but you'd never let anything bad happen to her."
Steve spent a few minutes reassuring the girls while explaining that Gwen was doing fine. Gradually he and Jordan made their way back to the set to resume their filming duties. Gwen slept over an hour and awoke refreshed and ready to work.
Everyone noticed how attentive Steve was to Gwen at dinner that evening. "Mom, he can't leave Gwen alone," chuckled Kate. "He's touching her arms and back and listening to every word she's saying. She loves the attention."
The next morning before breakfast, Gwen sought advice from Jordan, Diane, and Paula. "I was wondering, is it possible to have too many orgasms? Could it be a health hazard or something?"
Diane and Paula shared a look before Paula responded carefully. "Just how many are you talking about? I don't think I've ever heard of any health issues from that rather unusual problem."
"This is embarrassing, but five last night and another one this morning before we got up," replied a blushing Gwen.
"That isn't so bad! Some women are multi-orgasmic and can easily have numerous orgasms. Most women would probably be multi-orgasmic with Steve," giggled Jordan.
"Oh! I was talking about Steve. I was wondering if it's safe for him to have that many orgasms. I had a couple dozen, at least, but I feel great. Steve's acting a little tired this morning. He fell back asleep after the last one. Could he damage anything going off that many times? Most nights he goes to sleep after two or three, but last night he was possessed."
'Steve had six orgasms last night?" asked a stunned Paula. "No wonder you're worried. I don't even think that's possible for a man, in less than a couple of days!"
"Paula, you're going to worry Gwen with that kind of talk. He'll be fine, even if he did it six times," laughed Diane. "He'll need some rest, I'm sure, but I'll bet he's got a big smile on his face."
"How are you feeling, Gwen? Having any trouble walking?" asked Jordan enviously. "I could tell yesterday that Steve was jacked up after pulling your barely covered butt out of the ocean, but six times is hard to believe. Your mom sure is impressed. Maybe Steve needs a harem. One woman may not be enough for him."
"Hey! Do I sound like I'm complaining? Don't worry about me keeping up. I'm all the woman he'll ever need. I've never refused him when he wants me and I have no plans to start. Just forget about any harems. I'm not sharing him, not like that," promised Gwen.
"Hey, don't blame me if you're boyfriend needs it six times a night. I was just trying to save your little kitty from some serious damage. Did you know that it can be worn out if it's used too much?" questioned Jordan.
"Really? I suppose that you ladies would all be willing to risk that danger to reduce my chances of being worn out by my boyfriend?"
"Dear, you don't have to worry. It's like a pig's snout. The more you use it, the tougher it gets," stated Paula while maintaining a straight face.
"I can't believe my own mother just said that!" laughed Gwen. "If that's true, I'm at least half way to being as tough as a pig's snout."
The group was just finishing breakfast when Steve sauntered up to the breakfast table. He immediately dropped down into a chair next to Gwen and rubbed her back as he looked over the menu.
"Don't even think about it!" cautioned Paula as she attempted to glare at Steve. "My poor daughter needs a break. Take a few cold showers, play some ball, go for a swim, watch a game, but let Gwen relax."
Gwen blushed a deep red and rolled her eyes. Steve simply returned Paula's stare. Paula broke first and looked away, barely able to conceal her laughter. Steve nodded to himself, stood, and circled the table. Paula was surprised when he gently pulled Kate from her seat and then sat down between Diane and Paula. He slowly began rubbing the backs of both women.
"That's more like it," encouraged Diane. "We're here to help Gwen any way we can. If that includes draining some of that pent up testosterone, so be it."
"Mom! That's no job for an older, pregnant, married woman! It requires youth and stamina. Kate, Becky and I volunteer, don't we girls? Poor Gwen! She needs us."
By this time Gwen had overcome her embarrassment at her mother's comment. She fixed her stare on Steve and arched her eyebrows when he finally returned her look. Steve quickly rose and returned to his seat by Gwen.
"Now, that was very impressive!" laughed Diane. "Gwen never said a word, yet she was able to make him stop his very pleasant task and return to her side. It looks like the rest of us are out of luck, Girls. We may as well go get some sun."
Maxim scheduled photo shoots for Gwen and Jordan on Thursday. Jordan went first. She spent the entire morning changing outfits, travelling to various locations, and posing for pictures. Gwen went in for her makeup at noon and was easily finished before her turn came.
"That was really fun!" exclaimed Jordan to Gwen and Steve as she and Charlie sat down at their lunch table. "They don't show as much as Playboy in the pictures they use, but they sure get their money's worth making you pose. They tell you to do things that you know will show too much boob, or even all of your boobs, and then have you back off or cover up a little.
"If you think that they won't be seeing every inch of your 'girls', think again. But they're very professional, and Charlie kept an eye on them, and a couple of other things. I think it made him pretty horny by the time they finished with me. Kate, Becky, and Stephanie watched when we worked here, but didn't get to go to locations with us. They were a little embarrassed at times but enjoyed it for the most part. They may want to be models or actresses now."
Gwen surprised Steve a short while later. "They asked if I could persuade you to pose for a few pictures and I told them that I thought I could. For some reason, they think it'll make me sexier if the readers see that I have an absolute hunk, and frequent hero, in a few pictures with me. If you agree, they want you to stop in for some makeup, although I can't imagine why."
"Sure, I'll do it. That way I'll be able to keep an eye on those guys taking the pictures. Besides, 'People Magazine' called and they'll stop in tomorrow morning to get some shots of me. They asked if you and Jordan would be available, plus any other attractive women I hang around with. They seem to think that showing all the beautiful women in my life will make me look sexier and more desirable. I think it's a waste of time. I'll never get the title over Bill Mason or Tim Hershaw. But it'll still be good publicity for the movie and the hospital fund just to be mentioned. I'll go get my 'face on' and join you in a few minutes."
Paula, Diane, and the girls were all on the beach waiting for Steve and Gwen. The photographer had several cameras set up on tripods. He was constantly checking the lighting, though the brilliant sunlight never diminished an iota. The girls groaned when Gwen moved up close to Steve and dropped her top when directed as Steve removed his shirt. They stood near a palm tree that was back from the beach.
Gwen kept her breasts covered most of the time with parts of Steve's anatomy. The cameraman was busy calling instructions and two aides constantly helped position them. When the cameraman determined that he had enough from that location, he announced a break. Gwen took her top from one of the assistants and quickly put it on. She and Steve had to change for the next series of shots.
This time they were on the motorcycle, which had been brought out to the beach. Steve wore leather boots, pants, and a vest, while Gwen wore small shorts made of leather. At the cameraman's signal, she again handed her top to an assistant as she clung to Steve on the bike. A large fan had been set up in front of them and it caused Gwen's long hair to fly behind her, giving the illusion of motion and speed. The cameraman circled the couple taking pictures from every possible angle and directing the couple too turn in various directions.
"Can you believe that Gwen insisted on baggy pants and shirts when we were shopping for school? Now she's topless and being photographed for 'Maxim'. How could she change so much?" asked Kate as her group watched the session.
"It's hard to believe. I admit that, but it all started when she became 'The Lady in Red' stated Paula as she watched her middle daughter pose for the photographer. "Then she saved Steve from drowning, and then from bleeding to death, made some great recordings, a few popular TV shows, and now a movie. I guess posing in a risqué manner like this is a natural progression. This issue will sell millions. Having the two of them in a few pictures is brilliant. Men and women both will be buying the magazine when it comes out."
Steve was told he would not be needed until later for some surf shots, so he joined Gwen's family to watch Gwen do more poses alone with the motorcycle.
"I'll never be able to look at a bike the same way again," sighed Steve as Gwen lay across the seat in leather shorts and a rather small leather vest with just a single button holding it closed. "I can't believe how beautiful Gwen is."
Paula smiled when Steve made his observation and exchanged glances with Diane. Diane nodded and smiled back before she returned her attention to Gwen. After an hour of poses around the beach and the local Tiki bar, Steve found himself holding Gwen in the surf. The photographer had them pose with Steve facing the camera and a topless Gwen looking back over her shoulder at the camera as her hand rested on Steve's chest. He moved them around for a couple dozen more, but Paula and Kate agreed that he'd not improve on the first picture.
Later at dinner, Steve broke his news to the group as they ate dinner in the hotel. "The folks at 'People Magazine' are doing my pictures tomorrow morning. They want me to try to find as many gorgeous women as I can to be in some of the pictures. They think that will lend credibility to my possible title as 'the sexiest man alive', as if I have a chance. So, Steph, are you willing to be in the shoot?"
"Me?" shouted Stephanie. "Are you teasing me? You'd better not be!"
"I'm serious, but I'm teasing everyone else. I'd like you all to be in some of the photos. They're kind of playing up how I found a family and a hometown in the last year, as well as all the other stuff that happened."
"I think the girls would all be happy to do it," assured Paula. "You put Becky, Kate, Stephanie, Charlotte and Ashley in with Jordan and Gwen and you'll convince everyone that you've got to be a really sexy guy to have so many beautiful girls around."
"That's the idea, but I want you and Diane to be in some pictures, too. You're both huge parts of my life and you're beautiful women. It'll only add to my mystique to have people see how amazing my girlfriend's mother and aunt are."
All eyes turned toward the sisters as they struggled to respond. Diane's eyes began to tear up immediately. Paula blushed as she formed her response. "I'm hardly as beautiful these young women, but I'll cling to what you just said for the rest of my life. I'll be happy to be in any pictures you want. I don't think I can deny you anything anymore."
Steve gave Paula a big smile and then continued. "As you all know, we've got a flight to catch tomorrow afternoon. We have to be at the rehearsal tomorrow evening at 7 PM. This shoot will be done in the morning. Then we head out. Gwen, Charlie, Jordan, and I will fly back here Sunday afternoon. Clyde tells me that we're ahead of schedule again and should have no trouble wrapping the movie up before we all head to Russia. We'll do the extra love scenes next week. Can you believe all of this is happening?"
"Now I can say I've been to an inaugural ball, the White House for a state dinner, Paris for modeling, Los Angeles to be in a TV show, Florida to watch a movie being made, and pretty soon to Russia to attend another state dinner," announced Kate with a big smile.
"I still think Steve should play James Bond in the movies. He looks so hot in a tuxedo and he fights way better than any Bond I've ever seen. How about these for titles? 'To Russia, With Lover', "Lots O' Pussy', 'Dr. Yes!', or 'The Spy that Loved Me...Six Times!'. I want to play the mysterious secret agent from some other country that succumbs to Bond before she dies a very happy camper!"
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Gwen and Steve arrived at the Governor's mansion in plenty of time for the rehearsal. Steve had tried to beg off, and remain at the hotel, but Gwen wouldn't hear of it. "I know you aren't in the wedding party, but Amber and her parents will want you there. Remember how they treated you last time we saw them? Besides, we'll be going to dinner afterward and I'll need you to protect me from all of those handsome Army Rangers."
Lisa and Jason met Gwen and Steve as soon as they were granted access to the mansion. "Gwen! I heard that Steve had to help you out with that kid in the rip tide! I'm so glad he was there. I don't think he'd ever let anything bad happen to you.
"Steve, thanks for taking care of my little sister. I don't have to tell you what she means to me. Now let's go in and get this rehearsal out of the way so we can eat!" insisted Lisa.
When they entered the large chapel room where the wedding was to take place, Amber O'Leary rushed up to them. She hugged Gwen, and then Steve.
"I really appreciate all you two are doing for me this weekend. I know you're busy making a movie in Florida. You've made me your friend for life by being in my wedding, and supplying the music. Everyone's so impressed that I was able to get the three top singers in the world for my wedding. I can't believe how lucky I am."
"I'm glad you feel that way," replied a relieved Gwen. "I'm afraid it's becoming a bit of a circus wherever we go these days. Reporters and paparazzi follow us all over. We don't want to take away any of the attention that should be on you."
"Nonsense! I've lived under the microscope since dad was elected to congress 12 years ago. I know how it works. In politics, as well as Hollywood, any publicity is good and you guys get lots of it. That means more people will be interested in my wedding, and that's a good thing."
"Am I missing something?" asked Steve. "Are you running for office or something?"
"No, but I'm starting a business. You know how I signed over all the 'Lady in Red' designs to your new company? I did those designs for charity and I'm glad I did. That allowed me to get you two into some of my designs, and that was the start I needed.
"Now I'm starting my own fashion line. We'll be competing in some areas, but in a friendly way. I designed all of the gowns and tuxedos for my wedding, so the more press we get, the more exposure my work will receive. I'm taking advantage of Gwen and Lisa by having them wear my designs, even though they have contracts with other firms. I checked into it and it's okay for you both to wear my creations at my wedding. I asked about it."
"I sure hope everything works out well for you, Amber. If it doesn't, and if our line, which you really started, does well, you can always design for us. You're very talented."
"Thanks, but a lot of the success was because of the bombshells and stud that wore my ideas. Jordan Quick, the Anderson sisters, and Steve Hammer in my designs? How hard could it be to make my stuff look good?
"Brad and I want to introduce you to the other bridesmaids and groomsmen. Come on with me," urged Amber as she suddenly remembered people were waiting for her.
The rehearsal was over in less than an hour. The group retired to a local restaurant for dinner. Governor O'Leary had a private room reserved for the wedding party and guests. Gwen was impressed with how easily Steve got along with the Brad's friends. They were all military men and took every opportunity to ride Steve, or goad him during the early part of the meal. When it became evident that Steve wasn't going to react to their comments, the men seemed to suddenly change tact and become quite warm.
Two of the groomsmen's wives were laughing at Gwen's confusion over Steve's treatment. "These guys were just testing him a little to see if he was a prima donna, or a mommy's boy. He passed the test and now they're accepting him as one of them."
"But they said some embarrassing and crude things to Steve. They even suggested a few unflattering things about me. How did they know that Steve wouldn't get angry? Why didn't he get angry?"
"Because they're men. It's just that simple. Men don't hug and flatter each other. They tease and insult each other, but within certain boundaries. None of them would say anything truly bad about each other's wives or mothers, but they will make references and they expect other men to do the same. It's much worse when we ladies aren't present. They found out that Steve can give as well as he gets. He's a man like them, and they've accepted him."
A short while later, one of the groomsmen asked Steve about Afghanistan. "That was you with your dad at that hotel outside of Kabul a year and a half ago? We heard that it was a hell of a fight. Four marines, a SEAL, and a kid killed 17 Taliban and wounded half a dozen more."
"Man! That must have been something. I wish I could've been there!" interjected a guy introduced to Steve and Gwen as the husband of a bridesmaid. "What a rush it must be to take out a few of those bastards."
No one spoke for several seconds. Steve simply stared at the man. Gwen quickly placed her hand on Steve's and patted it. It was Brad that finally broke the silence.
"I realize that you don't know any better, but that sort of talk around military men can, and will, get your ass kicked. Did Steve say anything about enjoying that fight? Four of the guys here right now served in Iraq and/or Afghanistan. They've been in battles and probably shot a few enemy combatants, as they're called. I know I have. It's not something men take any pleasure in.
"Look at the wives of these guys. Look at Gwen and Amber. They're horrified that anyone would say something like that. They know how we feel about killing other human beings. They know how hard we work to forget it ever happened. We do it when we must, but we sure as hell don't enjoy it!"
"That's one of the things that makes these guys such close friends. They've shared experiences most men can't even imagine," added Amber. "It changes them. They never forget it, but we do our best to make sure they know they're loved and appreciated. What Steve did, what all of these men have done, was necessary, but very difficult. They really don't like it when civilians make light of combat and death. They fight to protect the ones they love. They don't fight because they hate the enemy."
"I know that's true with Steve. He resents it when people try to pump him for information about those terrible gun battles. I disarmed the bombs strapped to those four dead men lying on the floor with two bullet holes in their head. It was horrible, but I was glad that Steve had the nerve and ability required to save my life and the lives of so many others. You can watch the video and see for yourself just what he risked. He still doesn't talk about it much, even when we're alone, in the dark, in the middle of the night."
"Well, that restores my faith in the American male!" laughed Brad's friend, Tim. "Any man that has a girl like you lying next to him in bed sure as hell shouldn't be using his mouth for talking!"
"I admit his mouth gets a workout, but he really doesn't talk very much," blurted Gwen just before her face turned red. "Was that too much information?"
"No! Tell us more about this big movie star and his nocturnal habits," insisted Tim's wife. "I'm getting aroused just imaging what I think you're saying. It sounds like you've hit the jackpot!"
"Let me give you a little tip I learned from my mother many years ago," interjected Janice O'Leary. "If you're fortunate enough to have a man that is an exceptional lover, never tell your friends. Reputations like that will bring the competition out of the woodwork. Tell everyone he's a regular minuteman and has a short carbine. It's worked for me all of these years."
"So that's why your friends shake their head when they see me?" asked the governor. "There's got to be a better solution than that!"
"So I shouldn't tell these girls that Steve packs a long gun, is an excellent shot, and always eats what he shoots?" asked Gwen, trying to sound like an innocent young girl.
"Please tell me that he eats it before he shoots it!" begged Tim as waves of laughter swept around the table.
"Just like a man," managed Tim's wife as the laughter died down. "I'm still looking for a guy that shoots first and eats later."
"I'm sitting right here, at your beck and call," responded Brad's friend, Jake. "I can do that for you. I'll make you forget all about Tim in about forty minutes or so."
"Don't fall for that story," laughed Jake's wife. "He'll shoot the hell out of it and then watch TV, or fall asleep, and it won't take forty minutes!"
"So how about Jason? Is he a fast shot? How's his appetite? You're awfully quiet, Lisa," pointed out Tim's wife.
"Well, Jason's parents are here, along with the governor and his wife, so I'll just say that he shoots straight, and often. He's a real marksman!" finished Lisa with a blush.
"Mom, these Anderson girls aren't following your advice! They're bragging about their men," laughed Amber. "But then I have to admit that I don't think Brad would want me to take your advice either. His so-called friends would tease him mercilessly if I indicated he didn't get the job done quite well, and frequently."
Gwen found herself having a great time dining and joking with Brad, Jason, and their friends. Later that evening as they climbed into bed, she mentioned it to Steve.
"When those guys first started trash talking you, and even making some crude remarks about my physical attributes, I worried that you'd become angry. Instead, you just laughed and make crude comments back to them. I didn't realize it at the time, but you knew exactly how to handle those men. Now they all like and respect you.
"Do you think I went too far with my jokes about you eating what you shoot? I hope I didn't embarrass you with some of my comments. Those guys, and their wives, are so down to earth and discuss sex so casually and tease each other about it so well that I found myself doing the same. Did I embarrass you, or make a fool of myself?"
"Are you kidding? You were perfect. Those guys think you're tops. They could see how beautiful you are, but they discovered that you're not a stuck up bitch. A lot of people would be intolerable if they had your success, but you've become even more approachable. Everyone loved your jokes, especially coming from one of the world's sexiest women. They'll always remember tonight and tell their friends about it. They'll also be your friends for life, and not because you're famous and beautiful, but because you're smart, fun, and well grounded. I was so proud of you that I was ready to burst," replied Steve just before he took Gwen's left nipple into his mouth.
"You sure know how to make me feel good," cooed Gwen as she felt goose bumps spread down her back. "I was so proud to be there with you sitting next to me. I saw how those women looked you over, like vultures around road kill. I'll never give you up, so they're out of luck."
Steve picked Gwen up and slowly lowered her onto his very hard cock. Once he was fully seated in her warmth, he gently sat in a straight-backed chair and held her close.
"I've got something I've been wanting to talk to you about," he whispered as he slowly moved Gwen up and down on his erection. "I debated whether I should admit it or not, but I've decided that I will."
"Now you have my attention. Between your mysterious words and your steel hard cock, I can hardly focus. Is there a problem?" asked Gwen between gasps.
"We're going to be apart a lot, starting in a couple weeks. This isn't easy for me to say, but you need to know it. I will stick by you no matter what. If you get drugged and find yourself in bed with another guy, if you just have a fling, if you get married to someone else, even if you make a hundred porno movies, I want you to know that I'll always love you and will crawl back to you any time you indicate that you want me.
"Don't ever think you've done something I can't forgive, or that prevents us from ever being together. If you can't wait for me, if you tire of me, if you find someone better, just remember that I'll be there for you when it's over with him. Never be afraid or ashamed to call me, to take me back into your life. Does that make any sense to you?"
"Oh, Steve! That's pretty much what I've come to realize about you. No matter how many women you make love to, how much rumors and gossip link you to beautiful women, I'll come to you whenever you want me. Never think that anything you've done has driven me away. You've given me so much, I think I'll forgive you anything as long as I can be with you."
"Then we agree? We'll remain faithful and totally in love, but if either of us ever slips, or worse, the other will have to forgive, simply because we have no choice. Love makes us forgive, at least a love like ours does. This isn't a 'get out of jail free' card that allows us a fling. It's simply a truth that we've come to accept. If either of us falters, or simply wants to move on, we owe it to the other to be open and honest about it," stated Steve. "But know this. I will never be unfaithful to you. My soul would burn in hell if I ever came close. I'm certain of that."
"You're the only man I'll ever sleep with. I promise you that, Sweetheart," moaned Gwen as an orgasm rocked her body.
The next day, Steve helped Jordan, Charlie, and the other band members set up for the wedding while Gwen spent the morning helping the bride and getting her makeup and hair perfect.
Later that day, at the wedding ceremony, Steve sat with Kate. He had to admit that Amber had the best looking wedding party that he had ever seen. Lisa and Gwen were stunning. Lisa wore a blue gown while Gwen wore red. The designs were the same, but each bridesmaid had a different color. Gwen was paired with Brad's friend Tim while Lisa was paired with his buddy, Jake. Jason was the best man and walked down the aisle with Amber's best friend, Claire.
It was a simple matter for those attending the wedding to move to the east side of the mansion for the reception. Charlie had indicated that he had experience doing weddings and smoothly handled all of the usual announcements and games conducted at weddings. Steve and Jordan handled the singing during the early part of the reception while Gwen was involved in wedding party activities.
After the meal had been served, Gwen joined Steve and Amber on the small stage to perform with them. When she wasn't singing, Gwen spent much of her time dancing. She was in constant demand by the young men present.
Steve had it almost as bad. He played the guitar in most of the songs, so even when he wasn't singing lead or backing up one of the girls; he was often needed by the band. He did delight a few guests by singing to them as he danced. Now and then he managed to work a dance in with some of the ladies that Governor O'Leary made a special effort to introduce.
One such lady was Senator Chatham. "It's such a pleasure to finally meet you, Steve. You dance even better than I had imagined. You make this old lady feel young again."
"Ma'am, your age is public record and fifty is hardly old," responded Steve smoothly. "Besides, you could easily pass for the late thirties."
"Wow, that makes what I'm about to tell you even easier. I'm on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. I'm going to Russia and will attend the same state dinner that you are. The President has asked me to convey several things to you, Ms. Anderson, and Ms. Quick.
"The Russians are hosting the Winter Olympics next February. They've built a new stadium for the event. It will seat about 40,000 people. They've planned to have a grand opening for it during the trade conference that we'll be attending. There's one problem.
"This is information not for public consumption. They don't seem to be able to get enough people interested in it to even half fill the new Fisht Stadium, as it's called. They have a few Russian entertainers and musical acts performing, but interest is lagging. If that happens, the government will be publicly embarrassed and an already difficult time will be exacerbated," worried Senator Chatham as the dance ended. "Please dance at least one more with me right now so I can complete my sales pitch.
"Thank you, Steve," stated the senator through a large smile as Steve kept his arms around her and began the next dance. "Russia is having a lot of trouble with terrorists. They also had an Olympic hero caught spying in France this spring. France has him locked up tight and it's creating a major rift in relations between the two countries and it's spilling over and affecting allies of both countries.
"The State Department would very much appreciate it if you, Gwen, Jordan, and your band requested the opportunity to play at the new stadium. The thinking is this; if you do not draw a large crowd, Russia will be able to blame the Americans; that you are not popular in Russia. If you do help fill seats in the stadium, the Russians will avert an embarrassing situation and point out that you kids are climbing on the bandwagon to perform in front of the many fans that were going to be there to see the Russian performers. You risk being blamed if no one shows up, but it's very unlikely you will receive any credit if a public relations disaster is avoided. We're pretty much throwing you under the bus."
"I'll speak to the others and see if they're willing. We'll also have to talk to Clyde Davis. He's guided us so far and done a great job. I'll make some calls and let you know as soon as possible," promised Steve as he led the Senator back to her table as the dance ended.
"Steve, please sit down with me for a few more minutes. The young ladies will have to wait a little longer. I still have some items to discuss with you," directed Senator Chatham as Steve took a seat to her left.
"This one is more difficult. Everyone in our government knows how well you got along with President D'Anjou and his family when you were in Paris last spring. President Novokov asked that you and Gwen attend the state dinner, so it seems that you may have an 'in' with him. All we're asking is that you and Gwen be very careful about what you say to these two leaders, especially in regards to each other."
Steve remained silent as he stared at the Senator for several seconds. "Okay, we want you to very carefully try to find any common ground that may exist between the two countries to help the state department determine a solution to this situation. France has flatly refused to release the Russian spy and can't backtrack on that without losing international credibility. Russia really wants it Olympic hero back in Russia for the winter games. See what you can find out, but avoid adding any fuel to the flames. That's all we ask."
"You sure spent a long time with Senator Chatham," observed Gwen a short time later when Steve returned to the stage. "Should I be worried about her? You really seem to like mature women a lot."
"That's true," admitted Steve. "If they look like your mom and Aunt Diane, I do like them a lot. You really do have reason to worry about the Senator. She strongly urged that we ask to perform at the new Fisht Olympic Stadium in Sochi while we're in Russia."
"She wants us to ask to perform? Isn't that a bit presumptuous? What are the odds of even having our request accepted? When would we have the time? What's this all about?" demanded Gwen as she considered Steve's words.
"This is just between us. The word on the diplomatic street is that Russia can't entice enough people to attend the grand unveiling of the stadium with the acts they have scheduled. The state department feels that if Russia is humiliated in this prelude to the Olympics, they'll be even more stubborn when the trade talks between the West and Eastern Europe get under way. It's no secret that Russia still leans on Eastern Europe pretty hard."



"So they want us to ask? I don't even know how we'd go about asking something like that. Do I just call up Novokov and ask? Do you have his number? It wouldn't surprise me if you did."
"The Senator never told me how we should approach this issue. Let's talk to Jordan, Charlie, the band, and Clyde to see if it's even something they want to do. At the next break, I'll call Clyde while you fill in everyone else."
Steve was only on the phone with Clyde a couple minutes when he returned to Gwen's side. "Jordan and the guys are cool with us playing in Russia, if someone is picking up all of the expenses, like hotels and air fare," revealed Gwen as Steve approached. "What did Clyde say?"
"I'm glad you asked. He told me that since we've created 'The Lady in Red Productions', these decisions will be made by the company's executive director. We need to discuss it with that person."
"We have an executive director running the company? Why didn't we know that? I'm almost afraid to ask who's been appointed. Will he be hard to get along with?" asked Gwen.
"Leave it to me. I'm on very good terms with the director. I'll broach the subject shortly. Let's get ready for our next set. Leave me out of the first number so I can speak with our new director," added Steve.
"You mean that he's here tonight? Now I'm really curious. You're not going to tell me who it is, are you?" complained Gwen.
"You'll figure it out soon enough. You guys start playing while I go work my charm," grinned Steve as he stepped off the small stage and headed toward the tables.
"Could I ask for the pleasure of the next dance, Madam, if your husband has no objections?" began Steve as he stopped at a familiar table.
"You know it's okay with me. Just have her back before too long," laughed Ted.
Paula smiled as she allowed Steve to take her hand and head to the dance floor. Steve quickly took her into his arms as the music began.
"It seems that you've been keeping secrets from us," began Steve. "Clyde just told me that you're the new executive director of 'The Lady in Red Productions'. You neglected to mention that little fact to the rest of us."
"Are you upset with me? I didn't make up my mind until last night. That's when I called Clyde and told him that I'd accept the position. Do you think I'm capable of handling it? I'm pretty worried about the responsibility. I wanted to make the decision without leaning on you and Gwen for support. Ted and I discussed it for a week before he convinced me to accept it. I guess you would've preferred that I strip down and jump into a hot tub with you, and then ask your opinion?"
Steve looked into Paula's eyes to judge her mood before he responded. "You don't need a reason to jump naked into a hot tub with me, but it's true that I can't think of a better way to find out. You know that I'd never toss you out for eating crackers in the tub. Do I dare ask where that statement came from?"
"I know Diane did that in Florida. I was just being a little petulant, or maybe a wee bit jealous. You really like Diane a lot and her breasts are even bigger now that she's pregnant. Did you mean it when you said I could jump into a hot tub with you any time? I don't want you thinking I'm like Cindy Quick, but I also don't want you thinking about my little sister more than you think about me. Do I sound shallow, and almost as bad as Cindy was? Have I lost your respect?" worried Paula.
"It's way too late to worry about how I feel about you, Paula. Nothing you could do now would lessen the love I have for you. I love Gwen so much it hurts, but you aren't far behind. It's probably a bad idea for me to even admit my feelings for you," confided Steve. "I respect Ted and Gwen too much to ever act on my emotions, but you must know that you're tops in my book."
"No wonder Gwen loves you so much! You're a smooth one, and you make this older woman feel great. I envy Gwen, but my joy for her is even greater."
"All so-called 'older women' should have your figure and beauty," replied Steve. "Getting back on topic, Gwen, Jordan, and I have been told that it would be really great if we asked the Russians to allow us to perform at the opening of the new Fisht Olympic Stadium in Sochi. I asked Clyde and he deferred to you. It seems that I have to obey you now. What is your desire?" grinned Steve as he gazed down into Paula's eyes.
"You're probably able to see my desire, the way you're looking at me and holding me so close," responded Paula emotionally. "It's a good thing you have so much self discipline because you could be cutting a wide swath and hurting Gwen tremendously. I think you enjoy the affect you have on women, regardless of their age. To think I was worried about my daughters falling for you.
"I have to admit that I've been kept in the loop by Senator Chatham, who said she very much enjoyed your dances together. Of course you kids can play that stadium in Sochi, if you can wrangle an invitation from the Russian government. Isn't it amazing that we're even having this discussion? We're actually involved in foreign policy, however slightly."
The music stopped and Steve escorted Paula back toward her table. Before they reached it, Gwen intercepted them. "Mom, you're the executive director of 'The Lady in Red Productions? That's so cool. You'll do a great job, but how come Steve and I didn't know. Did Steve talk you into letting us play that stadium?
"It looked like he was talking you into his bed, the way you two looked at each other. I'm really glad that you approve of my boyfriend so much, but be a little less moon-eyed in public from now on. You're an executive director now and you can't be drooling over your clients," preached Gwen to her mother.
"Did I look that bad? If I did, it was because your boyfriend was laying on the charm really thick. I'm only human," complained Paula. "If he uses that charm on the Russians and French, your trip will be a great success. Do you think Ted will be upset with me?"
"He was dancing with that Heather. She's the bridesmaid with the huge boobs, so he never saw anything except a mile of cleavage. He's probably worried about you being upset with him, especially after she rubbed up against him the entire time they were dancing," responded Gwen before she grabbed Steve's hand and led him back to the band.
"Okay, everybody. We've been given the green light to play in Sochi, but we have to figure out a way to get an invitation," revealed Steve once he was back with the band.
"I've given that some thought and came up with a pretty simple solution. We need to get playing since we aren't on a break. Leave me out of a song or two while I start the ball rolling," suggested Gwen. "We should have an invitation by Monday evening if my hunch on how this all works is right."
Jordan sang the next song and joined with Steve on the one after that while Gwen sat in a quiet corner chatting with Amber Stahl. "You want me to tell viewers that you would all love to have the chance to play the new stadium in Sochi? That's on the Friday before the state dinner in Moscow? Where did this come from? What's up?"
"Amber, I'll trust you to not report the reasons if I tell you, okay? This international intrigue is new to us," answered Gwen before explaining the situation to Amber.
"Wow! You guys are getting into some exciting stuff! I'm so glad I got off on a good note with you and Steve. I'll be sure to send in a report right away. There's a good chance it'll be picked up by the network. I can't wait to see Russia! Last week my station manager told me that they were sending me to Moscow to cover you guys. Let's hope we get to see that new stadium up close!"
Before they left for their honeymoon, Amber and Brad stopped to thank Gwen, Steve, Jordan, and the band. "You guys have given us the best wedding ever! All my friends are so jealous. If we can ever do you a favor, just ask," promised Amber.
"Saving this guy's life pretty well put me in your debt forever," replied Gwen as she clung to Steve's arm. "We hope you have a long and satisfying marriage. Congratulations to you both!"
It was almost midnight before the group called it a night. Steve thanked everyone as he explained that the band was finished for the evening. They had played for almost four hours with short breaks thrown in.
"We gave them everything we had, and the crowd really enjoyed the music," observed Charlie. "Now we have to get ready for Russia. I've no doubt that Gwen will get us invited to play in Sochi, so we'd better brush up on our Russian. Does anyone here know any Russian songs?"
It was a tired but happy group that gathered in the Steve and Gwen's hotel suite later that evening. Gwen had the TV tuned to a cable news channel as the group discussed the day's events.
"It sure was a surprise to learn that Mom's the executive director of 'LiRP'. I still don't know why you didn't tell us about it," puzzled Gwen.
"I just felt that we've been relying far too much on you kids to make the right decisions for the family. I wanted to have some time to talk it over with Ted. It's going to be quite a job. Clyde is convinced your movie is going to be a big hit. Since it cost a relatively small amount to make, there'll be a lot of money to disperse. You kids have so much on your plates that I didn't want to add to your concerns," finished Paula.
"Senator Chatham didn't have any compunction about asking us to figure out some sort of way for Russia and France to get over the spy impasse before the Olympics. She wants us to pay attention to everything we hear from members of the two governments and families that could be useful. I don't even have any idea what we could hear that would help, or what to do if we do find out something. I guess we report it to the Senator or the state department," concluded Steve.
"Do you hear yourself?" demanded Kate with no attempt to conceal her pride. "The band, Jordan, Charlie, Gwen, and you are trying to single handedly prevent one of the most powerful nations in the world from an embarrassing situation. How many people are there on this planet that could fill that stadium with fans? How many were asked? I have to believe that they're sitting in this room right now. I can't wait to do that essay about how I spent my summer. I'll just write that I was watching my sister and her friends work to improve international relations and keep the cold war cold. How cool is that!"
Just as Kate finished speaking, the talking head on the news stations made a reference to Gwen stating that she, Steve, and Jordan would like to perform at the opening of the new stadium in Sochi. The news man chuckled a little as he finished his story, stating that the Russians were not likely to allow some Americans the chance to steal their thunder.
"Well, at least it's out there," observed Jordan. "If we're not wanted, or invited, we can just be tourists and have a great time. I sure hope that there aren't any terrorist activities while we're in Russia. They've been having a lot of trouble lately."
The next morning saw Gwen, Steve, Jordan, and Charlie meet Charlotte and Ashley at the airport to return to Florida to conclude the filming of the movie. By early evening they were checked into the same hotel they had used the first time they were in Florida. After dinner, the group met with the director of the film.
"We have to film two more love scenes and fill in around some of the other work we've already done. I expect to finish up well before the weekend, ahead of schedule and way ahead of budget. You guys have been great to work with and the crew and I appreciate it. We've worked with some real drama queens in the past.
"Tuesday night's the full moon. We're doing Gwen's love scene with Steve on the beach, after the sun goes down. Knowing you two, it'll be great. Jordan, if the weather holds, we'll shoot yours tomorrow afternoon on a boat we've hired. It'll be your dad's boat in the movie and you two will be taking it for a ride. Once you're away from land, you and Steve get amorous and we get your second love scene."
"I'll call Mom and tell her that we'll be able to head to Russia sooner than we expected. How's everyone feel about getting there a few days early so we can conquer jet-lag and maybe practice our songs, assuming we get the invitation to play? I wonder how long they'll want us to play, if we even get invited," wondered Gwen.
"We should be finding out pretty soon," reasoned Charlie. "They'll want to advertise the fact that they're pulling the top act in the music business to open their arena. And the fact that we have you three singing for us will help a little."
"You're such a funny guy," replied Jordan while attempting to keep a straight face, before finally breaking into a big smile. "No wonder I fell in love with you!"
"Just remember that while Steve's got you in his arms tomorrow and he's making you hotter than a two dollar pistol. I want to be the beneficiary of all that foreplay," grinned Charlie as he pulled Jordan onto his lap.
"You'd better be ready to put out the fire that Steve starts!" insisted Jordan. "Last time I was so worked up I didn't think I'd be able to wait until we got to my dressing room. This time we'll be on a boat and have to sail back to land. Maybe I'll be all cooled off by then."
The next afternoon found Steve and Jordan floating on a twenty four foot boat about a mile off the coast. A larger boat with the film crew was anchored very close by. Steve and Jordan listened to the director give the final instructions before they began. He asked them to take their time and that he'd put a few minutes together for the film from however long they appeared to be making love. Then he stepped back onto the larger boat and nodded for them to begin.
Steve turned to Jordan and smiled as he ran his hand over her cheek. Jordan trembled slightly at his touch. Twenty minutes later both Steve and Jordan were perspiring heavily as the director called a halt to the scene. Jordan seemed dazed and it took a few seconds for her to accept her bikini top from Steve. She blushed and quickly put it back on and then hugged Steve as Charlie and Gwen joined them on the smaller boat, along with the man charged with piloting the boat back to the marina.
As Charlie approached, Jordan released Steve and threw herself into Charlie's arms. "Was that okay? Are you angry at me? It was just acting."
"Yes, I'm okay, but it sure wasn't acting. It was pretty obvious to all of us watching that you and Steve have something pretty special," pointed out Charlie as he hugged Jordan. "I knew that when we met and I accept it. I don't blame you. He's a hell of a guy and a great friend. I'm just glad he and Gwen are so committed. If he was a different kind of man, he could ruin a lot of friendships and marriages. You love him. Hell, I love him. He's carried me and the band to places we never thought we'd ever reach. He introduced me to you. I know you love me and I can live with your feelings for Steve as long as you both stay within the limits we've pretty much established."
"Steve! Jordan! That was so hot! If it comes out half as sensual on film as it was to watch, the movie will make a fortune. I can't wait to get you back to our room. Poor Jordan must be desperate by now. That was some great acting," smirked Gwen as Jordan gave her a sheepish smile. "It's a good thing that you're my two favorite people in the world that aren't related to me."
After they reached land and returned to their room, Gwen asked Steve," Do you think if we make love now that you'll be able to do a good job in our love scene tomorrow night? If you don't, maybe you should just take a cold shower."
Steve grabbed Gwen and tossed her on the bed and climbed next to her, helping her remove her clothes while he kissed the exposed parts of her body.
"Okay, as long as you're sure about this," groaned Gwen as she came long before Steve had her completely undressed.
The next day was spent filming short spots the director wanted in order to flesh out some scenes that had been filmed previously. The crew finished early and then assembled on a deserted section of the beach shortly before sundown.
The director went over the scene as he envisioned it. Steve and Gwen were to ride down the beach on the big motorcycle they had used earlier in the movie. They would appear to stop at a random spot, which would be exactly where the director wanted them, and proceed from there. Once it became fully dark and the moon illuminated the ocean, the director had everyone take their places. Steve and Gwen rode the bike back up the beach a quarter mile and turned around and came cruising back. Steve brought the bike to a stop exactly where he had been instructed.
He stepped off the machine and took Gwen's hand as she easily swung her leg over the bike. She was wearing her work shirt and shorts from the Tiki Bar while Steve wore a tight tee shirt and jeans. He took Gwen in his arms and kissed her gently. Then he wrapped an arm around her waist and led her toward the water. When they were near the water, he took a towel from under his arm and spread it out.
Steve then reached down and pulled his shirt over his head and Gwen quickly followed suit. They dropped to the towel and unhurriedly began their lovemaking. Soon they were both naked and entwined in each other's arms. What followed was over twelve minutes of love making by the couple.
Finally, Gwen rose from riding Steve and pulled his hand to get him to his feet. Then she led him into the water. When they were out far enough for the waves to reach their stomachs, Gwen turned to Steve and embraced him as the waves washed against their torsos. The water around them glistened from the reflected light of the bright moon overhead.
Those watching could easily make out Gwen's breasts as she stood close to Steve. He slowly lifted her. She wrapped her legs around his body and he ever so slowly lowered her as she kissed his face lovingly. Ten minutes later the couple disengaged from each other and made their way back to shore and the towel waiting for them. As they again lay down on the towel, the director called for the end of the scene.
Wardrobe people quickly brought robes to Gwen and Steve as Ashley, Charlotte, and Jordan hurried up to them.
"That was so hot! I think I saw steam coming out of the water," gushed Charlotte. "It was the total opposite of the last one you two did. This time you acted like lovers that were very comfortable and familiar with each other, and really into each other."
"You always have to show me up, don't you, Gwen?" laughed Jordan. "That water looked like it had diamonds floating on it, the way it reflected the moon light. Then there were the two perfect bodies all tangled together and moving in a rhythm no one can mistake for anything but love making. People will pay the price of admission just to watch your love scenes!"
"Are you two in a hurry to get back to your room, or can we go out and get a late night snack? There's only a few scenes left to film tomorrow and we'll wrap up this movie. It's been one of the best experiences of my life," enthused Ashley.
""I feel quite relaxed. Let's get something to eat," responded Gwen with a grin.
"You're not all consumed with sexual desires?" quizzed Charlotte immediately. "That would indicate that you managed to relieve those urges recently, since no woman could endure everything Steve did to you without getting super horny. You really did it, didn't you? No wonder that water scene looked so damn real!"
"I'm admitting nothing and I wouldn't appreciate any rumors getting started. Let's just let it die and go get something to eat," replied Gwen as she hugged Steve's arm to her bosom. "Just give us a couple minutes to get some clothes on."



An hour later, the group was seated at a local burger joint when Gwen's cell phone rang. She stepped outside to be polite, but soon returned to rejoin the others.
"Guess what? We've been invited to perform at the grand opening of the stadium in Sochi! The state department just relayed the request to Mom and she accepted the invitation for us. We're going to play to our biggest live audience ever, and it'll be in Russia! We'll wrap this movie up tomorrow and head out Friday. That'll give us a week in Russia to prepare our songs and to get accustomed to the time and climate changes, and do a little sightseeing. This is going to be telecast all over the world, so we'd better get it right!"
"That's great news!" cheered Jordan as she hugged Charlie. "We'll be able to add Russia to our musical resume. Charlie and I were talking last night about how our lives have changed since we met Gwen and Steve. Our careers have taken off, we've fallen in love, and we've made some great friends. It looked a little shaky when Steve washed my mouth out with soap the first day we met. Then he carried me topless to his hotel room a couple weeks later, but look how it all turned out. Charlie and I'll never be able to thank you two enough."
"My life was circling the drain a few months ago," interjected Ashley. "I had a badly depressed sister who had recently lost a hand. I had a complete inability to find and date a decent man. I even had to go on an antidepressant because I felt like such a failure. I thought I was in love with one of my students and he didn't even know I existed. Now I feel like things are working out for me. And my sister is doing great. Who do you think I should credit for that turn around?"
"Did you just say that you 'thought' you were in love with a student?" questioned Gwen. "Does that mean that you no longer feel that way?"
"If you must know, it means that I've come to realize that I am very much in love with the guy, but he's not my student any longer. I realize that he loves me in a special way that allows me to find someone of my own that will think that I'm pretty amazing. Want me to make it even plainer? I love Steve dearly, but he's yours and I'm able to accept that. I feel confident that I have a lot to offer to the right guy and I won't settle for anything less than an honest, kind, hard working man that is totally devoted to me. I see that it's possible. Jordan found a great guy. Lisa found a great guy. I will, too."
"I did find a great guy, didn't I?" agreed Jordan with a big smile as she again hugged Charlie. "Thanks for reminding me, Ashley. Gwen and Steve introduced us. Charlie never cared about my past mistakes. He just made me want to do better, so I wouldn't disappoint him. He's been a godsend."
"Mom also said that they plan on releasing our movie over the Labor Day weekend. Usually, a movie is in post production for months, but Clyde told Mom that he felt it should be released as soon as possible to take advantage of all the publicity we've been getting lately. Since there are no special effects, they just have to edit it, promote it, and release it.
"A song and video from the movie is being released tomorrow. Mom had to choose which one to release first. They're planning on releasing a couple of the remakes we did first, and save 'Midnight Lights' and 'Half-Hearted'. One will be released a week or so before the movie comes out and the other will be a couple weeks later to try to maintain interest in the movie. They think those two new songs will be extremely successful," added Gwen.
"Which song will they release tomorrow?" asked an excited Jordan. "I bet it's that 'Can't Live' song you sang so well. That song was amazing."
"It seems that Mom made the decision, so she naturally showed favoritism with her pick," grinned Gwen. "It's 'The Glory of Love' that Steve and I sing together. Mom said the video Clyde put together for it will bring tears to the eyes of every woman that sees it. She thinks Clyde underestimated how well it'll do. She said if it isn't a big hit, she'll resign her position. That's how sure she is."
"Steve and Gwen really sang the hell out of the song and we did a pretty good job with the arrangement and music," observed Charlie. "I bet your mother is dead on with this one. It'll be a big hit before we leave for Russia. In fact, we'd better brush up on it so we can play it there. The fans in Russia will see it on the web and want you guys to sing it in concert."
"That reminds me of a subject I've been thinking about," began Steve calmly. "I know it won't be easy, but it would really go over good if we sang a few of our songs in Russian. I was thinking I could split songs, doing both English and Russian versions, just switching back and forth. We'd have to practice because the band would have to be able to adjust to the phrasing that may be longer or shorter than the English version. I could teach Jordan and Gwen the lyrics for a few songs, if they're willing to try."
"Just when I think I know what's going on in your head, you come up with something new," marveled Gwen. "I think it's a great idea! I heard that Abba didn't know English very well when they sang their songs. Maybe we could do 'Dancing Queen' in Russian, along with a few others!"
"Deal me in!" added the excited Jordan. "By the time we leave Russia, the whole country will be eating out of our hands. I know they'll appreciate that we made the effort to learn some songs in Russian and they'll love Steve! He'll be handling the introductions since he's fluent in the language. This'll be the best concert they've ever seen in Mother Russia!"
"When they see and hear Jordan Quick, Gwen Anderson, and Steve Hammer live and in person, they'll have to be impressed," insisted Charlotte. "I've seen how you three affect the audience. You give a great show, you're sincere, and you love what you're doing. That's what makes you three so special."
The group managed to schedule a couple days back home to rest up and pack for the trip to Russia. Friday morning saw The Anderson family, Charlotte, Ashley, Billy, Jordan, Charlie, Steve and the band board a plane for Washington. Amber Stahl made the same flight and was positively ecstatic about the trip. They planned to meet Steve's family, and Jason, in Washington for the flight to Moscow.
Jason was the first to join them at their gate in Washington as they waited for their connecting flight. Lisa ran to him and he swept her off her feet in a bear hug. After the other travelers greeted Jason, he turned to Steve and shook his hand as he clapped him on the back.
"The guys can't believe I'm going to a state dinner in Russia with your group. Heck they can't believe Lisa's my girlfriend, never mind the rest of this. I never realized that pulling your frozen ass out of a snow bank would reap such rewards," laughed Jason. "You'll do, even if you are Navy."
"Look! There's Jen and her mother and grandparents," called Kate as she rushed to hug Jen. The group chatted with Kate for half a minute before they all walked toward Steve.
Gwen could easily tell that Steve's grandmother was visibly upset. This was a very difficult reunion for her. Gwen found herself wondering if older woman had mellowed in her attitude. That question was soon answered.
"Young man, uh Steve, I was wrong. I treated your mother poorly and I repeated the same mistake with you. I will take my regrets to my grave. I understand that you must dislike me. I have been less than loving to you, and I drove your mother away from her family. Knowing all of this, your young lady insisted that I be included in this trip of a lifetime. I don't know what to say to you both."
"How about a simple 'thank-you' and a hug?" responded Gwen as she embraced the older woman. "You're Steve's grandmother. That makes you family, and that means a great deal to Steve and me. You'll love Steve when you get to know him. You have an amazing grandson, Mrs. Patterson."
"That's what I keep reading, and seeing on the news and internet," responded Steve's grandmother as she returned Gwen's hug. "I also see and read a great deal about you, Ms. Anderson. You've saved Steve's life a few times. You have hit songs, TV shows, a line of swimwear and gowns, and recently completed a movie with Steve and Jordan Quick. You're a remarkable woman. You're his lover, and you're quite proud of it."
"Steve and I are in love, and we're lovers. Do you have a problem with that fact, Mrs. Patterson? Am I not good enough for your grandson?" demanded Gwen as her temper flared. "I'd give my life for him. You have no idea how much we love each other!"
"Perhaps not, but I'm beginning to get an idea. I meant no disrespect when I mentioned that you're his lover. You remind me of his mother, my daughter Jennifer. You're smart, beautiful and quite headstrong. You don't need my approval, my dear. I've forfeited any right I may have ever had for input into Steve's life years ago. Truthfully, I need your approval. Jen, Janice, and William have taken great pains to explain to me that without your blessing, Steve will never accept me in any way."
"I'm sorry I was so abrupt. I had prepared myself for a possible conflict and I was probably expecting it, so I was rude. If you love your grandson, you have my blessing. If you hurt him again, we'll have a real problem," promised Gwen as she turned to Steve. "Your grandmother has apologized to you. She's waiting for your response."
Steve wasn't overjoyed about the situation, but had no illusions as to Gwen's expectations. He stepped closer to his grandmother and gently hugged her.
"You can do better than that!" insisted the older woman as she wrapped her arms tightly around Steve while tears streaked her cheeks. "Jen tells me that you're the strongest boy she's ever met. Please hug me, Steve."
Steve was surprised at how the woman's words affected him. He gathered in his arms and lifted off her feet as he hugged her to his chest. He felt, rather than heard, the sobs that wracked her body. Not knowing what else to do, Steve simply held his grandmother as her shame and anguish controlled her emotions. He held her for well over a minute before she regained control.
Steve gently placed her back on her feet and turned to Gwen. He swept her into his arms, crushed her to his chest, and buried his face in her long hair. Gwen could feel his emotion as he struggled with his feelings. Eventually his breathing returned to normal as he slowly relaxed his hold.
By this time, Kate, Ashley, Jordan, Lisa, Charlotte, and Paula were gathered near Steve and his grandmother. "Wow! Steve's really choked up!" observed Kate. "He always hugs Gwen when he gets that way. I bet he kisses her next."
Even as Kate spoke, Steve brought his lips to Gwen's and kissed her gently. "Grandmother Patterson, you've managed to break Steve's reservations. He's feeling quite emotional," managed Gwen when Steve released her. "This is going to be a great trip!"
Soon all the women were welcoming Jen, Janice, and Janice's mother, Mrs. Beatrice Patterson, to their group. Steve shook hands with his grandfather as they watched the women interact. "Thanks, Steve, for being so kind to your grandmother. She was so afraid that you'd reject her. She would've done that to you if the shoe had been on the other foot. She's having great difficulty dealing with the fact that you and Gwen can forgive her and accept her as family, especially when she was so unwilling to show your father that same courtesy."
Just as the reunion activities settled down, a young couple approached Gwen and Steve as they stood chatting with their friends. "Excuse us, but we were wondering if you'd sign our copy of Maxim? We're returning from our honeymoon. I just bought the new issue because I saw Gwen Anderson on the cover. Then as we were walking toward our gate, we saw you both waiting for your flight, so we thought we'd take a chance and ask for autographs."
"The magazine is out? Can I look at your copy?" asked Gwen as she studied the cover photo. "It's amazing what they can do with Photoshop. Look how smooth they made my skin and how big my boobs look. That little shirt doesn't cover much does it?"
Gwen and Steve not only signed the magazine, but they posed for pictures with the couple. Kate volunteered to take some photos of them all together with their camera. Soon other passengers began to gather around and ask permission to take pictures. Many of them wanted Gwen to sign their Maxim magazines, which they had quickly purchased at the airport newsstand.
"You're Steve Hammer!" gushed a couple of teen girls that had been waiting at the gate with their families. "That new song, 'The Glory of Love' is unbelievably good and the video made us both cry. It was so romantic. It's the best video ever!"
By the time they boarded the large aircraft; Gwen and Steve had signed dozens of autographs, and posed for hundreds of pictures, mostly with other travelers waiting for the flight to Moscow. Jordan was also kept busy by fans. Once they were boarded and airborne, most of the group leaned back to catch some sleep.
It was a long flight. They arrived in Moscow shortly before noon, which arrived ten hours sooner than usual for the travelers from America. The members of the band remained at the airport. They were going to accompany their equipment to Sochi and start preparing for the show. Once the Americans passed through Russian customs, they were shown to a small bus that transported them to their hotel.
"Let's get a lunch after we check in and then take a two hour nap," suggested Paula. "It worked pretty well when we arrived in Paris. We'll still have a few hours to see some of the sights. This city is amazing!"
As the group entered the ornate luxury hotel the state department had booked for them, security formed a path through the crowd to use to approach the front desk. Beyond the security personnel, other guests turned to see what the fuss was all about.
As Steve gazed at the hotel guests beyond the security detail, he saw a blonde girl standing with several friends, looking back at him. Steve smiled and stepped between two of the security men and quickly walked up to the blonde girl. As he approached her, she launched herself at him.
Steve grinned as he easily caught the girl and carefully swung her in a tight circle. "Nadiya Misko! It's great to see you again! You look even more beautiful than the last time I saw you," praised Steve as her friends watched wide-eyed.
"So the big, famous American hero remembers the little girl from the Ukraine? I was wondering if you would. I was telling those girls that we had danced together in Paris, but I don't think they believed me. I think they do now. You have made my day!"
As soon as Steve placed Nadiya back on the floor, Gwen embraced her. "Nadiya! It's so good to see a friendly face here in Moscow. Will you be at the state dinner next weekend?"
"Yes, I will! This is all so amazing. You two are so famous and successful and you treat me like a long-time friend. I am so proud to be considered a friend to Steve Hammer and Gwen Anderson. It's so good to see you again! I have followed your new adventures since we last spoke. You've made a movie and once again prevented terrorists from killing innocents. I will be at your concert in Sochi as well. You two are amazing!"
"Do you have some free time? We're going to have a lunch and then go to bed for a couple hours. We'd love to have you come with us," offered Steve without giving his words much thought.
"I would be delighted to have lunch with you and very happy to sleep with you, but is Gwen okay with it?" responded Nadiya as she struggled to hide a smile.
"What? Oh, no! I didn't mean that. Gwen would never go for that. I was asking about lunch. I'm sorry if it sounded like I was asking about, uh, you know."
"If we were going to invite any beautiful blondes to join us, you'd be on the list," laughed Gwen as Steve blushed. "However, we've reached an agreement that we'll remain exclusive for the next 60 years or so."
"I thought as much," grinned Nadiya. "Steve is not the kind of man to share his woman, and you'd be crazy to share him. The ladies would be lined up for blocks."
"Let's get some lunch and catch up," suggested Steve as he made a concerted effort to change the subject. He placed an arm around each woman and led them back to his group.
Gwen made the introductions to the many members of the group. "You travel with so many beautiful women," marveled Nadiya. "Gwen's sisters are incredible, your cousin looks like a female version of you, your 'teacher', as you call her, is gorgeous. Jordan Quick is, well she's Jordan Quick. For a man in a monogamous relationship, you keep some very exotic company. Gwen must be very secure."
"I was going to tell her the same thing when she said that you'd be joining us for lunch," responded Lisa. "With your beauty and grace, you could intimidate any woman. Jason's eyes have been bugging out since he saw you with Steve and Gwen back in Washington."
"Charlie isn't much better," laughed Jordan. "At least he's met Nadiya before, but he still has trouble pulling his eyes away. Let's get checked in and get some good Russian cuisine!"
Gwen noticed that Steve was quite attentive to Nadiya at lunch and engaged her in a lengthy political discussion. When they retired to their room, Gwen began asking questions.
"I know she's a stunning woman, but you don't usually ask anyone so many questions. In fact, you're usually pretty quiet. Why were you so interested in the politics of the Ukraine? Did you learn anything? Are you up to something?"
"This is like a chess game, with several players. I'm just trying to get the lay of the land. It appears that The Ukraine would like to do more trade with the US, but Mother Russia is leaning on them to stay in the fold and deal mostly with what was the Soviet Union. Information like that may come in handy."
"I'll tell you what would 'come' in handy," teased Gwen as she ran her fingers over Steve's crotch. "On second thought, you're a smart guy. Try to figure it out."
Steve had no problem solving Gwen's little riddle, but it cut their nap time down by an hour. He felt like he had just closed his eyes when Kate began banging on their door and yelling for them to get up. Gwen finally staggered to the door and opened it.
"One thing you need to learn about Russia is that the walls aren't very thick and sound travels right through them," revealed Kate. "It's a good thing that Jen and I have the room next to yours and not Mom and Dad. It would be really embarrassing if they heard you, especially if Dad got Mom screaming like you were!"
When the group gathered in the lobby to begin their sightseeing tour, Lisa tugged on Gwen's sleeve and whispered to her. "Thanks for getting us going. We were tired and almost asleep when you started making those loud moans, and then a few screams. Next thing I knew, Jason was all over me. We hardly got any sleep, but it was worth it!"
"I didn't know you were in the room next to ours," admitted Gwen. I know Kate and Jen are on the other side of us."
"We aren't next to you. We're in the room next to Kate and Jen on the other side. Sound really travels through these walls," added Lisa.
"Uh, oh. I wonder who's got the room next to us on the other side," worried Gwen. "I hope it's Charlotte and Billy."
The group climbed into a small bus that had been hired for them by the state department and began their tour. Gwen had an aisle seat while Steve sat looking out the window. Paula sat across from her with Ted next to the window on his side.
"I suppose I should thank you, Young Lady," whispered Paula quietly so that neither Steve nor Ted could hear. "I haven't seen your father so romantically inclined in some time. We didn't get much rest, but we certainly spent the time wisely. Just think about Ted's age before you two try doing it six times. His heart may not be able to stand it if he tries to keep up. Did you notice how sound travels through the walls? I may have to move Kate and Jen to a different floor."



Steve and Gwen were surprised at the attention they attracted when they stepped off the bus to tour some of the more famous landmarks in Moscow. People crowded around them, took pictures with their cameras and phones, and more than a few asked for autographs. Most of the younger ones spoke English and were quite polite. At the second stop, Steve found a copy of 'The Moscow Times', which was printed in English. He showed it to Gwen.
"Wow! They really gave us a lot of print. No wonder everyone recognizes us. Our pictures are plastered all over the paper, as well as the fact that we'd be arriving today. I don't think we have fans this excited to see us back in the US. It looks like we should put a few butts in the seats at that Fisht Stadium."
The entourage returned to their hotel well after dark. They had jammed as many stops into the afternoon and evening as they could. After a very enjoyable dinner, they drifted into the lounge area where an excellent pianist was playing and singing quite well. Gwen and Jordan both mentioned how odd it felt to recognize the music, but not the lyrics.
Everyone danced with their partners for a few dances. Then Steve, at Gwen's strong suggestion, asked his grandmother for a dance. "Dancing with my grandson in a luxury hotel in Moscow is far more than I ever even dreamed of. You're a wonderful dancer, like your mother. I regret so much what I did to her."
"Grandmother, that's all in the past. It all worked out. If things had been different, I might not have been born, or I might not have met Gwen, or who knows what may have happened differently. Don't dwell on the past; let's make this a trip to remember."
"You're absolutely correct. Judging from the sounds coming from your hotel room, you'll have a great deal to remember. Your young lady certainly is vocal in her encouragement and appreciation of your efforts. She's a wonderful girl, and she's so in love with you. I know it was her idea to invite me along on this amazing trip. I'll spend the rest of my life thanking her for her generosity."
Steve blushed at his grandmother's reference to his hotel room noises. He promised himself that he's be more careful the rest of their stay. Steve danced with Ashley and Lisa before Kate grabbed him and led him onto the floor. She drew as close to him as she could for their dance. Steve wondered if he would have to pry her off when the music ended.
He soon learned that he needn't have worried. When the song ended, Kate stepped away and whispered, "He's all yours, Nadiya," as she gave his hand to the beautiful Ukrainian girl.
"You have so many beautiful women with you, and they are all in love with you. Does it not bother Gwen that so many of her family and friends are so smitten by you?"
"Gwen and I have an understanding. She's the only one for me, and I'm the only one for her. I love all of the women with us, but Gwen is the one I want. I'll never risk losing her, or hurting her in that way. She knows that."
"Then she won't mind this?" chuckled Nadiya as she moved in very close to Steve. "There are many countrymen here that know me and I want to make them a little jealous. Is that awful? Am I a bad person?"
"Not from where I'm standing," replied Steve graciously. "I can't imagine how you could be any better."
"No wonder all of these women are in love with you! You are not only strong and handsome, but you are such a gentleman. My friends are taking pictures of us. Would you mind if I took you over and introduced you to our trade delegation? It would only take a few minutes."
"I'd be delighted," responded Steve as he danced Nadiya toward her group. When the song ended, she began introducing him to her delegation, including her father. He was a large man with a very firm handshake. Steve liked him immediately and they chatted in Russian for several minutes, while Nadiya stood close by and beamed.
After about five minutes, Steve excused himself and went in search of Gwen. He found her dancing with a tall man a few years older than she and Steve. The man was making a serious effort to draw Gwen tighter to his body while Gwen was attempting to maintain a little distance. The man's hand kept dropping down to Gwen's ass and she kept pulling it up to her back.
Ted started toward them when Steve placed his hand on Ted's shoulder. "Let me handle this," was all he said, but Ted nodded and returned to his seat.
The song had ended, but the tall man did not release Gwen. He appeared to be waiting for the next song as he kept his arms around her. It was apparent that Gwen was not happy with the situation, but they were in a foreign land and she did not want any trouble. She had no doubt that Steve could kick the tall man's butt, but that scenario worried her. They did not want to be involved in any bad publicity.
Meanwhile Steve approached the man playing the piano and quietly spoke to him. The fellow grinned at Steve and began a new song. After a few chords, Steve walked onto the dance floor and began singing.
"Tonight it's very clear, as we're both lying here, there's so many things I want to say." Steve made his way directly to Gwen as he sang. Gwen quickly gleaned Steve's intent and gave him a huge smile. Then she sang the next line, just as they did in their music video.
By this time, the tall man was feeling very uncomfortable as everyone's attention was drawn to Gwen as she faced Steve and sang, "I will always love you, I would never leave you."
As Steve began the next line in the song while closing the distance to Gwen, the tall man dropped his arms and walked away. Gwen smiled again as Steve took her into his arms and began dancing with her as he sang. By this time, everyone else had vacated the dance floor and watched from the sides as the two American lovers entertained everyone in the lounge. There was thunderous applause when the two ended the song and bowed gracefully.
"Did you see that, Grandma?" squealed Jen as she clapped her approval. "Steve's so smart. He could have beaten that guy up, but he knew that would have repercussions. He found a better way to get rid of the jerk. Didn't they sing great?"
Steve escorted Gwen back to their table as people slapped him on the back and congratulated him. "That was a stroke of genius!" joked Kate. "You knew your singing would drive that creep right off the floor!"
"Excuse me, Sir," interrupted a swarthy man with hotel ID on his shirt. "The hotel would be very willing to upgrade your rooms, or make some other concessions if you and the lady would entertain our guests for another hour or so and again tomorrow evening. We seldom have such talented performers in our hotel. The publicity would be most beneficial."
"If that proposal includes Jordan Quick, we'd be happy to oblige," replied Steve immediately. "We'd like a room that either has soundproofing or is far away from any other guests. If you can arrange that, we'll get started right now."
Jordan, Gwen, and Steve spent the next hour and a half singing some of their songs and responding to questions in the comparatively intimate atmosphere of the lounge. Charlie filled in on the piano and the impromptu show was very well received. Word quickly spread in the hotel and the lounge was very crowded by the time the group finished for the evening.
When Steve and Gwen finally retired to their new hotel room, they found their luggage already waiting for them. "That was a great idea about changing our rooms. Mom, Lisa, and Kate all told me that they heard us take our 'nap' this afternoon. It was pretty embarrassing," admitted Gwen.
"Oh, yeah? Try having your strait-laced grandmother tell you how much your girlfriend seems to enjoy your lovemaking, if you really want to be embarrassed," responded Steve as Gwen's jaw dropped.
The group spent Sunday in Moscow sightseeing. That evening found Gwen, Jordan, and Steve entertaining a very crowded lounge. Steve and Charlie brought their acoustic guitars to supply some more background for the songs. Jordan played the piano and sang while Gwen sang lead on some songs and back-up on others.
"Paula, your daughter has an amazing voice," stated an obviously impressed Beatrice Patterson. "It's difficult for me to accept that I'm in Moscow watching my grandson, his girlfriend, and his lady friend, Jordan Quick, perform in a lounge in a luxury hotel. Next week we'll see them perform in front of thousands live and in person and millions on television. That's all before we attend a state dinner with the presidents of Russia, France, and the United States, along with high ranking diplomats and statesmen from other countries."
"It's been one adventure after another since Gwen met Steve at our local mall last fall," recounted Paula. "Steve's strength and love has allowed Gwen to blossom and reach her potential. When the two of them are together, anything is possible. It looks like someone important is going to meet with them right now."
"That's Vlad Novokov! His father is the Russian president," gasped Beatrice as she watched her grandson shake hands with the important young Russian.
"I have heard a great deal about you, as well as Ms. Anderson and Ms. Quick," began the Vlad Novokov in excellent English as he shook Steve's hand. "This lady at my side is my fiancé, Anna Chekov. We will be flying to Sochi with you tomorrow. My father wants to use this trip to demonstrate how safe traveling is in Russia. Terrorists are not in control."
"I have heard a lot about you, Mr. Novokov," responded Steve as he shook the other man's hand. "I had heard that you were engaged to a beautiful woman, but I never dreamed she would be this lovely."
"I can see why you have so many gorgeous women around you, Mr. Hammer, I mean Steve," joked Anna in excellent English. "You are very smooth. If you don't mind, we'd like to listen to you perform this evening and perhaps I might even manage a dance with you. I know Vlad would very much like a dance with the beautiful American ladies next to you."
"How could we refuse the opportunity to have a dance with such a dashing and handsome man?" teased Gwen as she first shook Vlad's hand and then hugged a surprised Anna. Jordan soon followed suit, but Anna anticipated that hug and returned it warmly.
Jordan and Gwen took turns dancing with Vlad while Steve managed a couple turns with Anna. As they danced Steve questioned her about the situation with the jailed Olympic spy.
"The man is a national hero! He was not spying on the French. What do they even have to spy on? They were just retaliating because Vlad's father refused to sell them natural gas. We have to provide for our friends in Eastern Europe and can no longer send gas to France. That is what this mess is all about. Russia will not be held hostage by France. We will find a way to return our Olympic hero in time for the Sochi games."
Vlad and Anna stayed until the group stopped performing at midnight. The next morning, they were on the bus hired to take Steve's group to the airport for the flight to Sochi. Steve sat next to Vlad on the flight to Sochi while Gwen chatted with Anna most of the trip.
Once again the group climbed into a bus to transport them, this time to the Olympic village. They were only a mile or so away from the airport when a blast shook the bus. Steve looked out the window to see fire pouring out of a building about a block ahead of the bus. He saw dazed people wandering away from the apparent site of the explosion.
Without conscious thought, Steve rushed to the front of the stopped bus and opened the door. He hit the ground running as he hurried to the scene of the disaster. As he approached a structure that was billowing smoke from doors and windows, he heard enough from the locals to know that the explosion had occurred in a small elementary school and children and teachers were still in the building.
Steve turned and entered the building. Jason, Charlie, Billy, Ted, and Vlad had hurried off the bus in an effort to keep up with Steve. As they rushed up the street, Vlad informed the other Americans what he was hearing from witnesses so that they would understand the situation. To a man, they all entered the doorway they had seen Steve use.
"Oh, no! Dad and Steve and the others have gone into that burning building! What should we do?" cried Kate as she watched her father disappear into the smoke.
"We need to start helping the wounded and get prepared for more. Those men will be bringing out injured people. Let's set up on that playground and start helping those that need it," reasoned Gwen as she led her friends and family across the street to a small playground.
As she walked, Gwen gathered up what looked to be a girl about seven that was bleeding from a head wound. She placed her on a small picnic table and looked around for any material to use on the wounds.
"Mr. Patterson! We need bandages for these people. Could you start making some from whatever clothes people can spare?" asked Gwen as she examined the child for any life threatening injuries.
Seeing Gwen act so quickly and calmly, the rest of her group began offering assistance to anyone that appeared to be harmed in any way. Charlotte soon had a small boy resting on a second picnic table as she examined his badly bleeding arm. Steve's grandfather had ripped his own shirt into strips, handed the strips to Gwen and Charlotte, and was gesturing for others to do the same. The locals caught on quickly and started offering articles of clothing to the American women as they worked to aid the injured.
Soon several Russian women joined in as more injured were brought to the playground. Then Steve suddenly emerged from the smoke and dust that was streaming from the building. In his arms was a woman. She clutched her bulging stomach and groaned as Steve rushed up to Gwen.
"She's having a baby! It's just started showing. Take care of her while I go help the others," insisted Steve as he gently placed the woman on the table, spun, and rushed back into the building.
Ted and Billie appeared a short time later, each carrying a small child. Jason followed with two kids in his arms while both Vlad and Charlie emerged carrying older women. Several local men also carried children from the building. Flames began shooting out the windows and the roof started to slowly collapse as the horrified onlookers stood and stared.
"Where's Steve?" called Jen as the side of the building began to crumble. Gwen turned to look at the destruction, even as she tended to the woman in labor. Smoke and dust billowed outward in a huge cloud as the two story building simply collapsed onto the ground floor.
No one spoke as the din of the building collapsing slowly died out. Only the flames licking at fallen timbers could be heard.
"There he is!" yelled Kate as the dust and smoke swirled away to reveal Steve on his knees in the street, clutching a thin blonde girl in his arms. Shaking his head, he regained his footing and started across the crowded street.
Emergency personnel and vehicles began arriving as Steve moved beside Gwen with the child clinging tightly to his neck. Gwen was tending to the woman when she yelled at Steve. "I need your shirt! The baby's coming!"
Steve quickly placed the child he was holding on the ground and pulled his shirt over his head. He shook it violently to rid it of most of the dust. Then he handed it to Gwen, just in time for the baby to make its grand entrance! Gwen deftly caught it in Steve's shirt and wiped it off as well as she could.
Suddenly she handed the now crying baby girl to Steve and quickly pulled her blouse over her head. She spread the blouse out, carefully removed the baby from Steve's shirt and placed it on her blouse. Then she meticulously folded the blouse around the baby and picked it back up.
By this time the small girl that Steve had carried from the burning building was back in his arms, clutching his neck as tightly as her tiny arms could manage. Her little face was pressed to Steve's as she and Steve both watched Gwen hold the crying newborn. Gwen smiled at the baby and then gently placed her on her mother's chest. The new mother smiled her thanks and clutched the infant lovingly.
Suddenly an almost hysterical woman rushed up to Steve with her arms out. The child in Steve's arms released her grip around his neck and extended her hands toward the frantic woman. Gwen listened as Steve spoke to the woman briefly in Russian. The young woman gave Steve a quick kiss on the cheek. Then she took the child and disappeared into the crowd that had formed.
Emergency personnel spread throughout the makeshift field hospital, replacing those that had been giving aid to the injured. The mother and baby were loaded into a waiting ambulance and driven away.
Gwen stepped up to Steve and wrapped her arms around him. He could feel her tremble in his arms and pushed her back slightly to look at her eyes. Then Steve saw what Gwen was focused on. Behind him and off to the side were four little bodies and two larger ones, all placed on blankets.
Steve took Gwen's hand and moved closer to the unfortunate victims. He dropped to his knees and Gwen quickly followed suit. As they mourned the victims, the rest of the American entourage knelt down on either side of them and bowed their heads. Seemingly from nowhere, and old man with a beard stepped in front of them and began what was obviously a Russian prayer. As he spoke, Steve softly translated it for his group. By the time the old man finished the prayer, dozens of people were kneeling alongside the Americans.
Everyone remained on their knees for another minute or so. Then Steve stood and the rest followed his lead. With his head bowed, he placed an arm over Gwen's shoulders and started back down the street to the bus they had so recently abandoned.
It was a somber group that climbed back onto the bus. Then they sat quietly as police directed the bus to a place it could turn around and backtrack a block. Then they resumed their journey to the Olympic Village. Gwen leaned her face into Steve's neck and remained silent as he once again curled one arm around her shoulders.
It was late afternoon by the time the group arrived at the hotel. They checked in and then gathered at the hotel restaurant for dinner and quiet conversation. Amber Stahl joined them twenty minutes later.
"I sent my video report back to the studio when I got to my room. As you can guess, the station was eager to air my report on the events of today. One of the reasons for the intense interest is the photograph that's on, or will be on, the front page of almost every newspaper around the world. I saw it on a copy of The New York Times online. It's just incredible.
"It seems that a couple from Nebraska was traveling here on a bus that was right behind ours. The wife snapped some pictures of the events today and sent them to her local TV station. They were shown on air, and then placed on the station's web page and social media links.
"The photo that's so remarkable shows Gwen holding the newborn baby. It's wrapped in her red blouse, with Gwen, Steve, and that adorable little girl that was clinging to him, looking down at it in Gwen's arms. Get this part. The sun was reflecting off a broken window behind Gwen and it looks like a halo around her head! Remember that she had removed her blouse to cover the baby, and her bra was strapless? In the photo, you see the baby, the top of Gwen's breasts with no visible clothing, and Steve standing bare chested next to her, clutching that cute little girl in his arms. The effect is breath taking! It's like a modern day nativity scene. No one's suggesting any divine intervention, but the viewers can make their own determination. The legend of the Lady in Red will continue to grow. That's for sure!"



"Oh, wow!" managed Paula as the rest of the group sat silently, recalling the events of the day, and how Gwen looked as she held the baby.
"At least she's not a virgin, so she won't have to worry about that embarrassing comparison," opined Kate between bites of chicken. "I'm just glad I wasn't the one holding the baby. I'd be known as 'the virgin' the rest of my life!"
After the laughter subsided, Amber continued. "They're showing the cover of Maxim alongside the photo the woman from Nebraska took of Gwen today. There've been all sorts of phrases bandied about on the internet. Things like 'The Lady Madonna in Red', 'Special Delivery', 'Red Handed' and 'Red Dawn'.
Before Amber had finished speaking, Charlotte had her phone in her hand. "Hey, there's wifi here! We can use Google and find that picture! Wow! Look at this!"
Charlotte handed her phone to Billy, who studied it for a few seconds and handed then it to the next person. "How about this picture of the guys all standing together after they rescued those people? Their muscles all big and bulgy looking!" exclaimed Lisa as she held her phone up. "These American guys look like real studs; even you, Dad!"
The group retired early that evening, worn out from the events of the day. Gwen was feeling melancholy and asked Steve to hold her tight until she fell asleep. Her joy of delivering a healthy baby had been reduced by the deaths of the innocent victims. Steve held her to his chest and stroked her hair long after she had fallen asleep. He knew his time with Gwen was drawing to a close. He stayed awake well into the night, just concentrating on her smell and feel. He would want those memories when they were separated by three thousand miles.
The next day saw Gwen, Jordan, Steve, Charlie, and the band get everything set up at the stadium, and then practice for a few hours. The venue was bigger than anything they had previously played. The sound system was brand new and seemed to work very well. By Friday afternoon, they were confident that they were as prepared as they were ever going to be for the biggest live show of their careers.
People had been streaming into Sochi all week. By the time the first band took the stage that afternoon, the stadium was packed. Over forty thousand people shouted their approval when the music began. Steve felt the first band, which was pretty well known in Russia, did a credible job. The second band took the stage an hour later. They appeared rattled by the size and volume of the crowd and played haltingly. The audience became restless and began chanting insults. The band ended its stint after just forty minutes on stage.
Next up was a well known female Russian singer. She hit every note perfectly. The small orchestra that accompanied her played flawlessly. Even so, the crowd seemed pleased when she finished her set. Steve's group was given ten minutes to set up for their performance. They were the last act. That fact was not lost on any of the performers. It indicated that they were the main attraction, even in a place half way around the world from their homes.
When they were ready, a small spotlight lit a ten foot circle on the stage. Steve and Gwen stepped into the light and the crowd went wild. They had to take bows and gesture for the audience to quiet down before they were able to start. When the cheers finally reached an acceptable level, the band began playing as Steve led Gwen to the center of the small lit area.
On cue, Steve and Gwen began dancing and then Steve began singing 'Lady in Red', but in Russian. When the audience realized that he was singing in their native language, they screamed and shouted their approval. Steve stopped singing and simply danced with Gwen until the din abated. The band easily picked up where he had left off and Steve gave a performance the crowd would long remember. The large screens placed strategically around the arena showed Gwen's dazzling smile and classic beauty as she responded to Steve's singing and dancing.
When the dance ended, the crowd once again cheered its approval while the stage again went dark. It only required a couple minutes for Gwen and Steve to find their positions and for Steve to strap on his guitar. As the audience quieted down, the band began their signature opening number with Queen's 'We Will Rock You'. The lights came on as Gwen stepped to the microphone and began singing. They had the capacity crowd eating out of their hands the rest of the night.
The highlights were songs they performed in Russian. Steve and Jordan stunned those attending with a very well done, sexy Russian version of their first hit song together. Later, Steve and Gwen teamed up to perform their current hit, 'The Glory of Love', again sung in the Russian language. Gwen and Jordan had the crowd rocking in the aisles with their Russian version of 'Dancing Queen'.
At the end of their first hour, the audience refused to let them stop. Steve checked with the head official of the event and was given a huge smile and the go-ahead to play another set. Gwen started it with 'I Need a Hero' followed by Jordan doing her two biggest hits to the delight of the crowd. The three singers then joined forces on 'Lyin' Eyes'. After Gwen did her version of 'Addicted to Love' Steve performed two Elvis songs. He sang 'I Can't Help Falling in Love With You' in English. The large screen focused on his face as he sang. Sighs were heard from every woman in attendance. For his Russian fans, Steve sang 'Love Me Tender' in their native language. The applause for his effort has loud and long.
"I haven't been to a concert in thirty years, but these kids amaze me. I heard Sinatra and Elvis live and they weren't in the same league as these three," offered a biased Beatrice to Paula between sets. "I've never seen a crowd respond like this one is. I'm so glad that your daughter persuaded Steve to invite me, and to forgive me."
"Forgiving you was Steve's decision. He's the one you should be thanking," asserted Paula.
"Paula, you're not very convincing. We both know that Gwen exerts a lot of influence on Steve in certain areas. He listens quite closely to her on matters of family and relationships. She pays close attention to him on other issues. They feed off the strengths of each other. Together, they are extremely capable and confident. I'm very favorably impressed with your daughter."
After three solid hours on stage, Gwen finally put the evening to rest with 'My Heart Will Go On'. As she finished, the lights onstage dimmed and remained dark. Over forty thousand fans left the stadium delighted with the performance.
"I feel like I'm seeing history this week," stated Ashley when the group gathered in a private dining room at their hotel after the performance. "It was exciting watching you guys entertain at that lounge for a couple nights. It was great meeting and traveling with Vlad and Anna. Seeing how quickly and decisively you responded to that terrorist bombing at that school was something I'll never forget. But years from now, I'll be telling my kids and grandkids about how I was there when Steve Hammer, Gwen Anderson, and Jordan Quick conquered Russia in one incredible night."
"I think you may be right," agreed the usually quiet Jason. "It'll take time, maybe years, to accurately gauge the effect this trip to Russia will have on relations between the US and Russia. I'm pretty sure that at this moment, the Russians have a warm and fuzzy feeling for Americans, at least certain Americans."
The next morning saw the entourage board a bus for the trip back to the airport. They took a different route to avoid the area where the school had been bombed by terrorists. There was a large crowd at the airport when they arrived. It was made up mostly of young people and it was clear they were there to see Jordan, Gwen, and Steve. Against the wishes of the people running security, the threesome went over to the edge of the crowd and shook hands and posed for pictures about ten minutes.
Finally, and much to the relief of the people in charge of security, Gwen, Jordan, and Steve returned to the secured area and waited for their flight. Vlad and Anna were once again flying with them. On the return trip, Gwen sat next to Vlad and Steve chatted with Anna. Gwen wondered why Steve had suggested it to her as they were preparing for bed the previous evening. As she listened to Vlad discuss his country's concerns and dreams, she realized that Steve wanted her to understand Russian people and politics better. Her appreciation for Russia increased greatly that afternoon, as did her appreciation for her surprisingly deep and observant boyfriend.
Upon their return to their Moscow hotel, Steve declined the offer to perform in the lounge for an upgrade. The disappointed hotel management gave them the upgrade anyway. He explained that he had seen the news reports of how they had assisted his countrymen after the terrorist attack. The events of the previous week had taxed the travelers. They welcomed the opportunity to rest before the state dinner Sunday evening.
Once again, Steve surprised Gwen. This time by inviting Michelle D'Anjou to join them for quiet dinner in a private room reserved for the three of them. Gwen paid close attention to Steve as he directed the conversation toward President D'Anjou's impasse with Russia. Without seeming to pry, Steve skillfully extracted everything Michelle knew about the situation with the Russian spy and the looming trade discussions.
Sunday morning the entire group met for a big breakfast in the hotel dining room. The conversation centered on the state dinner to be held in the Kremlin that evening. Steve noticed Nadiya enter the dining room and quickly invited her to join them for breakfast. He dragged a chair from an empty table and placed it between his seat and Gwen's.
Paula, Lisa, Charlotte, and Beatrice all noticed where Steve positioned his beautiful guest and exchanged glances with each other. Placing her between him and Gwen could be construed as significant by the beautiful blonde girl.
"It is such an honor to sit between the two famous American heroes," began Nadiya as she took her seat. "I saw that incredible picture of you two with the newborn baby and the little girl in Steve's arms. It looked almost biblical. I was also in the stands for your concert in Sochi. It was far and away the best performance I have ever seen. For a little girl from the Ukraine, your friendship and attention is very overwhelming."
"Somehow, I don't think you're nearly as naïve and innocent as you would have us believe," laughed Gwen. "You are a beautiful woman, fluent in several languages, and very much a part of the political scene in the Ukraine. I Googled you and found out quite a bit, like you have a degree in government from Kiev University."
"It is flattering that a famous person like you would try to learn more about a humble girl from the Ukraine," responded Nadiya, before breaking into a big grin. "In politics, it is often to my advantage to appear unaware and uninterested in affairs of state. I hear much more when people believe I am not paying attention and do not care. Even in the Ukraine, we have blonde jokes."
"Tell us more about your country's position on these trade talks," suggested Steve. "Do you expect to increase trade with the West?"
"That was our hope when we came here, but it does not look like that will happen. Russia is very upset with France. In its anger, it is insisting that we remain a close partner of Russia, with very little interaction with the West. Father is very disappointed. The plan was to meet all next week with trade groups from the US, Canada, and Western Europe to agree on easing restrictions of goods and services flowing both ways.
"Our government is under heavy pressure from Russia to resist trade with the West, while the people of my country are pressuring it to be more receptive to trade with the West. Father thinks it may bring our current government down if it is not resolved soon."
Steve was listening closely as the beautiful girl spoke knowledgeably about her concerns for her country's economic and political future. The Eastern European Bloc wanted more trade with the West. Russia was the stumbling block and France was exacerbating the situation by holding the Russian Olympic hero. Both sides had drawn lines in the sand and would not budge.
William Patterson and Ted Anderson were mildly surprised at Steve's interest in the trade position of the Ukraine. They listened with great interest as Steve questioned Nadiya. It was quite apparent that Steve was not just making idle conversation.
After breakfast, Steve and Gwen were headed back to their room for a little extra recreation when they were hailed by Senator Chatham. She motioned for them to follow her into a side room.
"You kids pulled off the job we gave you!" praised the Senator as she motioned for Steve and Gwen to sit. "You made Novokov look good. His new stadium was filled to capacity and a few thousand watched the big screen from the parking lot. The President was very relieved that it worked out so well.
"Then there's that response you kids had to the bombing on the outskirts of Sochi. That photo of you two with the newborn baby and the little girl in your arms was absolutely the best thing that could have come out of that terrible event. The news media in Russia is not often very kind to Americans, but they can't get enough of you two! They've played the videos and shown the still shots all week long.
"Your concert was broadcast over the entire country and people loved it. Singing in Russian was a stroke of genius. No one ever dreamed that you two would do so much to improve relations with Russia when you were invited. To be honest, when you insisted on bringing so many family and friends, the deal almost fell through. The president's advisers wanted him to drop you, but he refused. That's why he's president. He was a certain feel for things. He sure got it right with you kids!
"The trade talks will stall because of France and Russia being at odds, but your work here will make it a positive event, all things considered," allowed the talkative legislator.
"Senator, this event is pretty important to a lot of countries, especially the smaller Eastern Bloc nations. It would be wrong to not try to find some sort of compromise," worried Steve.
"Tell me about it. If you think of something, let me know. There's going to be some tension tonight since the presidents of France, Russia, and the U.S. will all be there. This is unusual. You seldom have three heads of state at a dinner like this at the same time. France accepted before all of this trouble started, but it would have been even worse if President D'Anjou decided to cancel at the last minute. It may be a bit frosty tonight."
Gwen and the rest of the women had reservations for early afternoon in the hotel spa. They enjoyed every service the hotel provided. By the time the ladies rejoined the men in the lounge a little after 4 PM, they looked fantastic
The men were speechless. In fact, when the women entered the lounge, all conversation stopped as every head turned to admire the beauty of the American women.
"Paula! My God, you're beautiful!" blurted Ted without hesitation or thought. "All of you are incredible!"
All of the men in the group echoed Ted's sentiments. Charlie moved close to Jordan to give her a kiss. She quickly stopped him with her hand pressing against his chest.
"No you don't, Buddy! We just spent hours getting all dolled up. You guys can't so much as touch us until after the dinner tonight. Right girls?"
"Well, to be honest," quipped Kate, "if Steve really likes what he sees, loses control, and carries me off to his room, I'd consider all the time and effort to look like this well spent. We could catch up with everyone later."
"Believe me, I like what I see, but your Dad's here, so I don't dare lose control," laughed Steve. "I'll just have to admire you from afar."
"I knew you'd have some excuse. Dad's too busy drooling over Mom to even notice anyone whisking me away. I think Gwen's got you under her thumb. You're afraid of her," taunted Kate.
"You sure have that right, Kate, but he's under a lot more than just her thumb," added Lisa. "I can still see her on that lounge chair by our pool. She had Steve under all her bits and pieces. Except for certain important parts, he turns to jelly when Gwen's near him."
"That's a story I'd like to hear," stated Steve's grandmother to the surprise of everyone. "How has Gwen gained control over such a brave, strong young man? What would possibly account for my grandson being so meek around this young woman?"
"If you'd seen the two of them naked on that poor lounge chair, you'd know how they have so much control of each other," laughed Kate. "Gwen was actually stuck to the guy when Mom literally pried them apart. Gwen's 'bits and pieces' were reluctant to separate from Steve's masculine chest and rock hard abs."
"You're mistaken, Kate. It wasn't his abdomen that was rock hard," replied Lisa quickly.
"Okay! I don't see any need to tell the world about what was supposed to be a private moment between my boyfriend and me," complained Gwen, with a hint of a smile.
"And I told you that anything happening on our pool deck in broad daylight was not private," interjected a smiling Paula. "Don't blame your sisters for being unable to forget that scene. They've been scarred for life. It's taken me some time to come to terms with my memories of that morning. Sleeping together on a lounge chair in the night air seemed to make Steve all stiff and sore."
Once the laughter at Paula's pronouncement died out, Kate asked a question. "So it was the uncomfortable chair and the night air that made him stiff? I was giving Gwen all the credit!"
Steve was a bright red by this time. Gwen was laughing with everyone else. When she saw that Steve was embarrassed by the conversation, she leaned into him and gave him a quick kiss.
"I'd gladly take all this teasing for another night by the pool with you. These ladies are just jealous. Don't let them bother you," stated Gwen loud enough for everyone to hear.
"I've never seen sisters so close and enjoy each other the way your daughters do, Paula. I might add that they really love and admire you and Ted as well. I'm so pleased that Steve found such a wonderful family to share his life with," admitted Beatrice with emotion. "I wish I had the wisdom to have that sort of relationship with my daughters."
The big night finally arrived. The American entourage arrived precisely at 6 PM and was admitted immediately. They were ushered into a large ornate room with dozens of different hors d'oeuvres. Gwen and Steve recognized Nadiya chatting with her countrymen. Before they could speak to her, a woman behind them called their names. Gwen and Steve turned to see Varvara Suchkov smiling at them.
"Varvara! It's great to see you!" exclaimed Steve to the Russian woman. "How's your mother doing? I hope she's recovered from that horrible incident in Washington."
"You can ask her," revealed Varavara as she hugged Gwen and then Steve. "She's running just a little late, but she'll be here tonight and she's very anxious to express her gratitude to you for saving her from that man. Could I be so bold as to ask you to save a dance for me?"
"It would be my pleasure," replied Steve warmly. "I have a few questions I'd like to ask you about this trade conference. Would you mind if we spoke about business and politics?"
"Not at all," responded the red headed beauty. "As long as everyone sees me dancing with the American hero, you can ask me anything you like. You both are very well known and liked in Russia. Saving my mother was a good start, but your actions after that bomb exploded cemented it. Many Russians like the photo of your family and friends praying for the victims of the attack even better than the one of the 'Madonna'. Your sincere sense of grief was greatly appreciated by my countrymen. The fact that you two sang and danced so well was icing on the cake."



Steve and Gwen mingled with other guests for half an hour before the presidents of France, United States, and Russia were introduced. Steve and Gwen were extremely flattered when Vlad made a point of introducing them to his father at his first opportunity.
"My son was extremely impressed with your courage and genuine concern for the injured at the scene of that terrorist bombing. You seem to have a sixth sense for situations like that. You are becoming known as something an anti-terrorist expert, and this troubled world can use as many of them as we can get. Ms. Anderson, the photo of you with the newborn baby is remarkable," praised the Russian leader as he shook hands with the couple.
"Thank you, sir, for your kind words and for inviting us to this affair," responded Steve in perfect Russian. "Gwen and I are honored. You can be very proud of Vlad and Anna. They responded very well to the emergency that afternoon."
Gwen was unable to determine what Steve had said to the Russian president, but she had no trouble identifying the pride displayed by their host at Steve's comment. As Novokov moved away to greet other guests, Gwen was quickly filled in by Steve.
Just as Steve finished his explanation, President D'Anjou and his wife approached them. "You've managed to win over Russia in a week's time. I could be here a hundred years and they would still have little use for me."
"Sir, I would like to ask you a few questions about the Russian spy situation, if I could. Can you find a few minutes for me this evening?" asked Steve.
"For you, I can, but do not expect me to release that spy. That is not negotiable," flatly stated the French President before he led his wife away to greet other attendees.
"It sounds like the trade talks are in trouble," reasoned Gwen. "D'Anjou is unyielding on this situation."
"The one thing about politics is this; there are no certainties," countered Steve as he guided Gwen toward the American delegation. "At least he didn't shout and pound his shoe on a table, so we shouldn't take his statement as a definite 'no'. He just needs 'persuasion' in the form of something his nation needs, or wants."
The couple had been chatting with several American representatives to the conference when Gwen noticed that the people near her had become quiet and somewhat rigid. Glancing around, she looked directly into the face of President Hanson. The president offered his hand, but Gwen stepped by it and hugged him. Grinning, the President of the United States patted her gently on her back.
"Steve, don't blame me," laughed President Hanson as Gwen released him. "I was going to shake her hand, but this was much better. You two have done all we could've hoped for, and a lot more on this trip. I can't tell you how much you've helped us with the Russians. I almost think we could trade you two for Siberia."
"Sir, Gwen's far better than I at making friends and influencing people. That hug just demonstrated that. I'll be happy with a simple handshake," joked Steve as he shook the President's hand. "Any success we've had on this trip is because of her brains and charm. I just tag along and try to not create any problems."
President Hanson studied Steve for a moment before he grinned again. "You don't mind if I use that line, do you? Gwen is certainly everything you say she is, but your attempt to diminish your own accomplishments is a waste of effort. My people have kept me well informed. That modesty works well for you, however."
Beatrice and William Patterson had been chatting with Paula and Ted when President Novokov greeted Steve and Gwen. As they watched, the Russian leader left them to speak to other guests. Soon the French President began chatting with Gwen and Steve. A short time later, Beatrice almost swooned when Gwen stepped up to the President of The United States and hugged him!
"My God! Is that girl confident, or what? She just hugged the President like they're old friends. Look how easily Steve smiles and speaks with him! I never thought I'd live to see this. My grandson has just spoken with the Presidents of France, Russia, and the US. And they all treated him like a friend."
"We've almost become accustomed to it," laughed Paula as she beamed with pride. "They've met President Hanson several times and he's called a couple of other times. He treats Gwen and Steve very well. I will say that."
Soon everyone was summoned to the ballroom, where dinner was to be served. Remembering how far they sat from the head table the first time they attended a state dinner, the group drifted to the far end of the room in search of a table reserved for them. They had scanned several tables without finding theirs when a well dressed man approached Steve and spoke to him in Russian. Steve nodded and the man quickly walked away.
"It seems that we're looking in the wrong area," revealed Steve as he gently took Gwen's arm. "May I escort you to our table, Madam?"
The entire group was dumfounded when Steve led them to one of several tables directly in front of the main table. They looked for, and found, their name tags placed next to the dinner ware.
"Holy Cow!" gasped Kate. "Last time we sat by the bathroom. Now we're at the best table in the place. I bet Gwen and Steve will be sitting at the main table with the President the next time we come to one of these!"
The group remained standing until all of the dignitaries sitting at the head table were introduced. Both Presidents D'Anjou and Hanson gave short speeches. President Novokov welcomed everyone and then singled out the table of Americans for special notice. He spoke glowingly about the bravery and compassion demonstrated at the site of the bombing. He praised their response and even mentioned how emotional it was to watch the group kneel and pray for those killed in the attack. He then asked Gwen, Jordan, and Steve to stand and be recognized for the great performance they presented at the opening of the Olympic Stadium.
Once again, the Patterson and the Anderson families absolutely beamed with pride. The three kids received a long ovation and bowed several times before resuming their seats. Jordan had a huge smile as she sat back down between Steve and Charlie.
"A few months ago, I was in rehab for all sorts of addictions. My career was circling the drain. Then Clyde put me with Gwen and Steve. The rest is history!" stated Jordan with obvious pride.
After everyone finished dinner, a small orchestra began playing dance music. Beatrice and Paula looked at each other in surprise as Steve leaned over the table and spoke to Gwen loud enough for the rest to hear.
"Remember to tell the big three just enough to whet their appetites when you're dancing with them. I have to have their undivided attention for a few minutes. Believe me, they all understand English well enough to know what you're telling them. Since it's unlikely that they'll be asking me to dance, this falls on you. I can't imagine any of them not asking for at least one turn around the floor with you tonight. You're incredibly beautiful!"
It was apparent to those at the table that Steve and Gwen had formulated a plan of some kind and Gwen was going to make the initial contact with the world leaders. Before anyone could ask any questions, Steve stood, took Gwen's hand and led her out to the dance floor.
"Do you have any idea what your daughter and my grandson are up to?" asked a confused Beatrice. "It sounds like they have business with President D'Anjou, President Novokov, and President Hanson. Gwen is going to ask them to speak with Steve about something, if and when they dance with her."
"I have no idea what they've got planned, but I'm sure it'll be successful," opined Ted proudly as he responded to Beatrice's observation. "Those two constantly do things others wouldn't even think of. Let's just watch and see what develops."
Steve danced with Gwen. The next dance saw him dancing with Nadiya while Gwen danced with her father. "You have made many friends in Russia with your bravery and your compassion, as well as you're singing. Father says that he has never seen Russia embrace Westerners the way they have you. He just wishes that this conference would result in more trade with the West. Russia has exerted its influence to prevent the smaller countries from making new agreements, and it's mostly because they are angry at the French. It's so unfair!"
"Nadiya, don't get your hopes up, but Gwen and I are going to try to help France and Russia find a solution to that issue. If that happens, this trade conference could be very successful."
Nadiya suddenly stopped moving. Her jaw dropped as she stared at Steve. She replayed his comment over in her head several times. A huge smile returned to her face as she once again began dancing with Steve.
"I think that if the big, brave American hero and his beautiful, smart 'Lady in Red' try to solve this problem, it will be resolved. No one else in the world has the ear of these three leaders the way you and Gwen do tonight. If you manage to pull this off, I will see that the Ukraine is aware of your efforts and shows you the proper appreciation!"
The dance ended and Steve found himself guiding Mrs. D'Anjou around the dance floor while Gwen danced with her husband. Steve wasted no time in starting his plan in motion.
"This impasse with Russia is harming trade relations, as well as diplomatic efforts. I want to speak to your husband about releasing the Russian spy. It return, France could receive a guaranteed supply of energy at a set price, well below market. Do you think he would listen?"
"Young man, my husband has been striving to find a pathway out of this situation. If you can offer him something that our people will benefit from, he just might be able to release the spy, yet maintain our national pride. If you can back up your statements, he will listen. I will put a small bug in his ear about this. He will be looking to speak with you privately, I am certain."
Two dances later, Steve escorted Michelle D'Anjou onto the dance floor. "My father has asked me to relay to you a message. He will be over admiring that huge, ugly painting on the west wall when this dance is over and would like you to join him. It seems that you and Gwen have piqued his interest on some important matter. You are even more than you appear to be, which is saying a lot. If you help my father, and my country, you will always be welcome in our home. Good luck!"
A short time later, Steve found himself speaking in low tones to President D'Anjou as the two pretended to admire a large painting of wolves pulling down a huge stag. No one else was within hearing.
As they exchanged thoughts, they became slightly more animated. Both men used their hands to emphasize certain points. As the conversation continued, more and more people became aware of the private meeting between the two men. By the time the two nodded and shook hands, almost every head in the huge room was turned in their direction.
Nadiya had taken Steve's seat at the American table while the conversation between the two men was in progress. "Your handsome male 'friend' is right now performing a miracle. It is obvious why you all love him so much, especially the ladies. I think he can do anything, and I have only met him a few times. I fear I am as hopeless where he is concerned as the rest of you. You must be very proud."
"You've got that right!" exclaimed Kate, deciding instantly to state Gwen's claim on Steve. "He and Gwen are going to do some amazing spy stuff and probably save a few million people, or more. I'm not exactly sure how, or what they're doing, but I sure love the guy. I couldn't be prouder that he's my sister's boyfriend, actually my sister's lover. This is way too cool!"
"It appears that Gwen has some more competition," stated Beatrice with a smile after Nadiya returned to her table. "That young Ukrainian girl is as beautiful a woman as you're likely to find. Does Gwen ever suffer from envy? Women appear to be drawn to my grandson, as is evident everywhere we go."
"Strangely enough, Gwen is actually pleased that women find Steve so attractive. She's very secure with him now. She's had her moments early on, but they've reached an understanding. They trust each other completely. I guess it was forged when they saved each other's lives a few times. That's the sort of thing that builds trust," replied Paula thoughtfully.
Steve danced with Kate and Lisa next. They had practically jumped him when he returned to their table. Both girls insisted that he explain what was going on. Steve gave them some background but explained that 'lose lips sink ships', so he couldn't go into details.
Meanwhile, Gwen was grilled by Ted and then William Patterson as she danced with each man. "All I can tell you is that Steve feels that he can help offer a very simple solution to a very complex issue. I'm trying to warm up the big three so they will allow Steve to deliver his pitch. We have no idea how this will play out."
Steve escorted Varvara Suchkov for the next dance. "You said that you had questions for me? Everyone saw you in conference with President D'Anjou. It appeared that you had a very serious discussion. How does it involve me, if I may be blunt?"
"I believe that France can be persuaded to release your full time hero and part time spy, if President Novokov is willing to negotiate a little. It would pave the way for a successful Olympics."
"I will mention this to my father, who has Novokov's confidence. I know he wants very much to free our most famous Olympic hero, who is not a spy! He may have been a bit too inquisitive, but he is not a spy.
"Will you hold me a bit closer? I have some friends watching us? You have become favorites in Russia. Your efforts to help Mother were well publicized here. The wonderful concert you gave, along with your group's quick and compassionate response to that horrible bombing, have all gone a long way to making you a household topic of conversation, in a very favorable way. My friends will be so envious seeing us dance together."
Paula was next to dance with Steve. She kept the conversation light, not wanting to disturb Steve's concentration on his task. Gwen danced with her father. As they finished, President Novokov bowed to Gwen. Soon she was dancing with the leader of Russia while Steve found Mrs. Novokov in arms.
"My husband is very curious about your thoughts on freeing our innocent Olympic champion from the clutches of the French. He would like to speak with you at his table after this dance, if he remembers that he asked. Your lady friend is very beautiful and he does appreciate beauty."
Steve didn't have the time to ask Mrs. Novokov what she meant by her comment. The dance ended and Steve quickly moved to meet President Novokov at his table. He saw the Russian leader escort Gwen to a seat. As Steve approached, Novokov gestured to a seat next to Gwen.
"What is this talk about finding a way to persuade the French to release Sergei? If you know of a way, please share it with me," insisted Novokov in Russian. "What will it cost Russia?"
Once again, those in attendance watched closely as Steve had an animated discussion with a world leader. The two men spoke around Gwen, who had no idea what was being said, but could easily tell that Steve was very firm and self assured. Suddenly the two men stood, stopped talking, and shook hands. Gwen felt relief immediately. The conversation had been quite intense for a couple of minutes.
Steve guided Gwen to her feet. President Novokov bowed to her and smiled. "Thank you for the dance, as well as the work to free Sergei," stated the Russian in broken English.
Most of the guests in attendance were openly staring at Gwen and Steve as they returned to their table. As soon as they were seated, Senator Chatham plopped down without ceremony in a seat next to Steve.
"The president is extremely curious to know what you're up to. Are you making deals without his knowledge or permission? This is not a game. If you've managed to screw up our improving relations with Russia, he'll come down on you like a ton of bricks," promised the senior senator. "I'm the one that suggested that you keep your eyes and ears open for information. Now it looks like I'll be lucky to find a spot on some agricultural committee after this mess."
'Senator, you've got to stop talking so much, and so loudly. Take a deep breath and relax. I'm aware of what's at stake here," responded Steve quietly and calmly. "You're being watched by a lot of people from a lot of nations. We don't want them to get the wrong idea. When President Hanson's efforts to resolve the French/Russian disagreement come to fruition, he'll want to accept credit. If people see you flying off the handle, they'll be far less likely to believe he was instrumental in the solution. It would be good if you smiled at Gwen and me, shook our hands, and left to ask President Hanson to speak with Gwen and me for a few minutes."
Senator Chatham had stopped talking when Steve urged her to do so. She just stared at him as he explained what he expected from her. William Patterson, Beatrice, Ted, Paula, and Jason were stunned at the way Steve addressed the powerful senator. They knew enough about national politics to know that the senator was a close confidant of the president's. The held their collective breath as they waited for the inevitable explosion from Senator Chatham.
Slowly, she began to nod her head. She extended her hand to Steve, who shook it firmly. Then she did the same with Gwen. "If you two will excuse me, I have to speak with President Hanson."
"Jesus, Steve! Senator Chatham is one of the most powerful members of congress!" exclaimed the usually reserved Jason as he worked to keep his voice low. "She can sink your career at the Academy in a heartbeat. Where'd you get the balls to talk to her like that?"
"That was pretty harsh," agreed Gwen, "but she should have kept her voice down and been a lot less demonstrative. She knew people were watching and she was distancing herself from us, so if this deal goes into the crapper, she won't go down with us."
"Yeah, I had the same feeling," agreed Steve. "She was assuming far too much. I think she's seen the light. She'll be our best friend by the end of the evening. That's the way politics work, and that's why I'll never be a politician. Total honesty and transparency are unheard of in Washington. We'll see how this all shakes out before I worry about my career, although I do appreciate your concern, Jason."
An aide of the president approached Steve's table and spoke quietly in Steve's ear. Steve listened carefully and then responded, "I think it'd be best if President Hanson met Gwen and me over by that ugly painting of the wolves and the stag. The other presidents didn't conceal our discussions and I don't think it'd help their trust issues if we meet in private."
Everyone at the table watched the aide walk away. Suddenly William Patterson broke into a smile. "You just told that man to tell the President of the U.S. to meet you under your terms, while rejecting his. My God, how I could use you at board meetings! Either we'll be escorted out of here in chains, or you'll be talking with the President of the United States under that big painting. Anyone care to place any wagers?"
"Come on, Gwen, we may have to go meet with the President," urged Steve as he stood and then helped Gwen gain her feet. "Let's wander over and study Russian art."
As Steve and Gwen made their way to the far end of the room, Gwen noticed the intense interest their actions drew. "Everyone's watching us. Do you think they know what you're trying to accomplish? This is very exciting. How do you dare speak to these powerful men like you do?"



"They could be watching us because you are the most beautiful thing they've ever seen," countered Steve smoothly. "Or, they may realize by now that something is afoot, or a combination of the two reasons."
Gwen and Steve were only by the painting for a few minutes when President Hanson walked up to them. "Senator Chatham insisted that I come to you when you refused to meet with me privately. This is not the way diplomacy is done. You are not trained in it and you do not represent the government. That said, what have you managed thus far?"
"Mr. President, I asked that you meet us in public because Novokov and D'Anjou both did. I've been open and honest with them and they'd know if I left the room to meet with you. They would lose confidence and everything would unravel. I realize things are not normally done this way, and that's a problem you should work to correct. More open discussion and transparency would serve your administration and Washington well.
"Let me explain what concessions the French and Russians are willing to make. Then I'll explain what they will need from you, and you'll decide how you want to proceed," advised Steve as he went into a brief, but thorough description of his talks with D'Anjou and Novokov.
President Hanson listened intently, and then asked several questions. He was reluctant to agree to some terms and told Steve so. They had another brief discussion on what they each felt was in the best interest of the U.S. Gwen listened and remained silent as the two men kept their voices down, but conveyed intense passion on the subject. After some give and take, Hanson held his hand out to Steve and the two men shook.
"This next step is important, Sir," informed Steve. "The other two are expecting you to briefly discuss the terms and then simply shake their hands to seal the deal. And they want it done in the next half hour. If you need to consult someone, now would be the time."
"You sure don't leave much wiggle room," observed President Hanson wryly. "Let me speak to my aides briefly. I don't want to make any blunders, but I think we can work within the terms and conditions as I understand them. By the time the legal people get finished, this'll be a five thousand page document."
"Thank you, Sir. That's your decision, but I'd suggest you stick to the basic agreement and not try to over think or control it. It's good for all three countries involved."
President Hanson walked briskly over to his aides. Steve and Gwen started back to their table, but faltered when they realized that dancing had stopped, music was no longer playing, and every eye in the room was on them. Gwen caught movement out of the corner of her eye. She turned her head and saw Nadiya smiling and waving to them.
Not knowing exactly why, Gwen tugged Steve's arms and nodded toward Nadiya. Steve quickly decided to go along with Gwen's idea and walked with her over to Nadiya's table. The Ukrainians acted like royalty has just deigned a visit to their table. Nadiya's father quickly had two men vacate their chairs as he welcomed Steve and Gwen with a huge smile and a handshake. Once again, Gwen stepped past an offered hand, and hugged the big man. His huge smile immediately doubled in size.
As soon as Steve let go of her father's hand. Nadiya was in his arms. "I told my father what you were trying to do. We watched you with President D'Anjou, and then with Novokov. Father could not believe how you appeared to argue with him! Then you shook hands, as real men should when they make an agreement. It even looked like you had words with your own president, but he, too, came around and shook your hand. So? Do we have a deal to trade with the West?"
"That isn't up to me," laughed Steve. "We're working on it. I came over to ask you for a dance. Do you think your dad would mind dancing with Gwen?"
"Father has talked of little else since she danced with him earlier! He thinks the sun will not rise if she is out and about, because her beauty will outshine it," exaggerated Nadiya as she melted into Steve's arms when the music resumed.
When their dance with the Ukrainians ended, Paula and Ted were waiting to take their places. "Perhaps you'd care to tell me what's going on? This room is buzzing with anticipation, and you seem to be the cause of it. Did you just argue with the President of the United States, Russia, and France? Is it possible that you're getting a little too full of yourself? The world is watching what you're doing here. Think about that. You cannot embarrass heads of state without repercussions."
"Paula, I really appreciate what you're telling me. I didn't embarrass anyone. Not really. I had a pretty tough discussion with President D'Anjou, but we finally reached an agreement. That made it necessary to ruffle the feathers of Hanson and Novokov a little. That kept D'Anjou from feeling singled out, or disrespected. I had to push the other two just to keep the playing field even."
"Are you serious? These things went through your mind? This is incredible to me. You deliberately argued with the presidents of Russia and the U.S. to keep from hurting D'Anjou's pride? Did the other two realize that? They probably did, didn't they? How'd you know how the game is played? You're only eighteen!
"It looks like you're needed for some more diplomacy. I apologize for suggesting that you didn't know what you're doing. The truth is that I don't know what you're doing, but that's okay. I want you to be kinder to the world leaders. Play nice, Steve," stated Paula sarcastically as Steve dropped her off at her table.
Amber Stahl had been allowed to attend the dinner as a member of Steve and Gwen's group, but not as a reporter. The networks had a 'pool reporter' covering for them. She was not allowed to bring her bulky TV camera, but she did bring a small digital camera with a high capacity chip. She had spent much of the evening behaving very much like a tourist. She videoed everything she thought might be remotely interesting.
When Steve joined Presidents D'Anjou, Hanson, and Novokov near the head table, Amber made sure she filmed it. Steve stood a little taller than the other men and his shoulders were more than a little wider. As the four men quietly negotiated, everyone else in the room simply watched. It was history in the making and they were well aware of it.
Steve translated what each man said to the other two. They interacted for about ten minutes. Then all three heads of state nodded in agreement with something Steve said. Presidents Novokov and D'Anjou shook hands, followed by Novokov and Hanson. Finally Presidents Hanson and D'Anjou shook hands and all three men smiled as they took their seats. Steve quickly returned to his table.
"Ladies and gentlemen," began President Novokov in Russian, "France, America, and Russia have reached a basic agreement. It will be the foundation for these trade talks. It will involve France releasing Sergei Smirnoff, America selling France natural gas at a fixed price for ten years, and Russia and the other Eastern European Nations engaging in greater trade with the West. Details will be forthcoming."
As those in attendance clapped loudly, Novokov spoke briefly to an assistant who in turn hurried over to the orchestra with instructions. As the applause died down, the orchestra began playing. Indentifying the song immediately, Gwen looked toward the Russian leader. He smiled and nodded to her.
"Steve, that's our cue," prompted Gwen as she quickly stood, having no intentions of insulting Novokov by refusing his implied request. "Unless you'd rather dance with a blonde Ukrainian, or a Russian red head."
"There's only one girl for me," rejoined Steve as he swept Gwen into his arms. "She's 'The Lady in Red' and I've never seen her look as beautiful as she does tonight!"
Steve and Gwen had the floor to themselves as they once again performed their signature dance. The other guests rose and stood around the dance floor, enjoying the opportunity to see the famous couple perform the dance that many had seen only on video.
The rest of the evening was a blur of congratulatory comments and claps on the back for Steve and Gwen. They danced every dance with as many different people, from as many nations as they could. Steve managed to work in a dance with is Aunt Janice.
"I have to tell you that this is a bitter-sweet moment for your grandparents and me. We're so proud of you we could burst, but it makes us even more ashamed of how your mother was treated by her own family. To think she actually told you that she was an orphan. I wish so much that she could be here to share in your success. I wish I had known your father. He must have been a very special man to win Jen's heart and to raise a son like you."
"It's difficult for me to hold you, to dance with you, as all I can see is my mother," admitted Steve. "It hurts that Mom and Dad died, but it helps a lot that I've found family of my own. I would've been too stubborn to accept you if it hadn't been for Gwen. She pretty much insisted that you're family and family is everything. I realize now that she's right. Gwen is light years ahead of me in a lot of things. She's on a full scholarship to Stanford, and she's going to be a surgeon."
"You've every right to be extremely proud of her. Jen would have loved her. I'm sure of that. She's an amazing young woman and the only match possible for you. Her love for you flows from her. It's a beautiful thing to see."
Steve danced once more with Anna while Gwen partnered with Vlad Novokov. When the last dance began, Steve moved to take Gwen in his arms. He held her tightly as she whispered in his ear.
"It looks like I'm going to make love to some sort of international phenomena tonight. He's been known to brow beat the world's most powerful men. What chance will a little girl like me have with him in bed? What unspeakable things will he do to me? How can a little girl ever survive a night with a man like that?"
"He'll just have to put a sock in her mouth so she doesn't keep everyone in the hotel up all night," suggested Steve.
"A sock? Is that what you said? I think you misspoke. It won't be a sock, although it sounds a lot like sock," whispered Gwen in a low sultry voice. "I want you to make love to me every way possible tonight. I'm so pumped up from this trip and the things I've seen and done, I can hardly stand it. I won't tell you 'no' regardless of what you want from me. I'll give you all I am, and all I have, gladly."
"You're boyfriend is blushing," laughed Paula as she and Ted danced close to Gwen and Steve. "What exactly are you whispering in his ear? I bet I can guess. I just gave your father a promise for tonight."
"That's too much information, Mom," complained Gwen before she broke into a big grin. "Besides, I doubt you ever even tried some of the things I've promised my guy just now. They're probably illegal in most countries, including the U.S."
"I'd have to say that's way too much information!" responded Ted with a crooked grin. "Since when do mother and daughter compare and compete in this manner? That's probably what's against the law."
"Really, Dad? From what I've heard through the grapevine, and the thin walls of the hotel, you're benefiting from the competitions and comparisons. I just hope poor Kate has earplugs tonight. She and Jen are between your room and Lisa's. Think about how she'll suffer tonight."
Ted replied, "Maybe your mom will need a sock stuffed..."
"Not you, too!" laughed Gwen heartily. "Did you say 'sock', or did I not hear you correctly, Dad? Now you know why Steve was blushing. Look at you, Dad! You too, Mom!"
It was a happy group that returned to the hotel well after midnight. Kate implored all of her neighbors in rooms within hearing distance to keep the noise to a minimum. Everyone laughed at her plea and promised to be careful.
Gwen was like a tigress all night. She couldn't help but think about how she and Steve would soon be separated. She was determined to make certain he had plenty of reasons to remember her when they were apart. Steve did his best to sate her, but it became apparent that her goal was to use him up. She wanted everything he had to give, and he gave it to her quite willingly.
They had all agreed to meet for a late breakfast on their last day full day in Moscow. By 10 AM, Jordan, Charlie, Lisa, Jason, Charlotte, Billy, Ted, and Paula had not yet made an appearance.
"You were so worried about being late, but look around. Most of my family is missing, as well as Jordan, Charlie, Charlotte and Billy. We could have slept a little longer," pointed out an exhausted Gwen to Steve.
"Jen and I were up half the night," complained Kate. "It's so embarrassing when your sister's screams of passion are drowned out by your mother's! Charlotte sounds like a mountain lion when she gets going. I wonder if Billy's all scratched up. I'm just glad you and Steve were moved up a couple of floors."
Just as Kate finished her complaint, she noticed Lisa and Paula standing behind her chair. Both were blushing furiously. Ted and Jason were just behind them, but they were red from laughing so hard.
Later that morning, Amber interviewed Jordan, Gwen, and Paula. The rest of the group sat off to the side and watched. Amber had asked for the interview and explained her reasons.
"My boss emailed me that our old friend Hardy was implying that I was a stooge for you guys. He's pissed because I was backstage at the concert, with you during that awful bombing, and had a ring side seat to a state dinner that's made all kinds of news around the world today. I have video of a lot of stuff the pool reporter missed. My station has been playing parts of it all day.
"Hardy says I never ask tough questions and you just keep me around to report what you want people to hear."
Why would you worry about that jerk?" asked Charlotte. "Everyone knows he's jealous of your close relationship with Jordan, Steve, and Gwen. If he wasn't such a jerk, he might be getting some of these stories, too."
"That isn't even close," responded Steve. "Hardy's right that we give Amber special treatment. She deserves it. She reported on our hospital project when no one else cared. She was at Emerson River that day. She was at the hospital and mall when the terrorists attacked. She was the only reporter at our graduation. It turned out that a lot of bad stuff happened, but she was there and Hardly could have been, but wasn't.
"If you want to ask me in an interview, I'll tell the world why I like you, Amber, and why you have carte blanche with us," promised Steve.
"That's exactly what I don't want," replied Amber. "I love you guys and I worry that my feelings have clouded my reporting objectivity. You've done wonders for my career, but have I become a 'yes woman' to you and Gwen?"
"Let's sit down and do a hard hitting interview," suggested Gwen. "Steve and I will give you permission to ask anything you want."
"I was thinking more along the lines of interviewing Jordan, Paula, and you, Gwen. Will you let me ask you tough questions and use the answers if I feel they are interesting enough?"
The three women agreed to the request. Amber prepared her camera and sat the women on a sofa facing her.
"Paula, let's start with you. You know your 18 year old daughter is sleeping with her boyfriend. In fact, it's with your permission and blessing. How do you justify that? Can Gwen truly be a role model for young women and girls when she is single and having sex?"
"Okay! That's a tough question, but fair enough. My daughter is 18 and sleeps with an 18 year old man. He is not a boy. Why did her father and I allow it? I won't bore you with adjectives I can use in describing her boyfriend. Everyone knows who he is, and what he's accomplished.
"I guess the main reason was that Gwen came to us and asked. She gave us her reasons, and described her feelings. One of her greatest fears was that Steve would be killed, or badly hurt before she ever had the pleasure of having sex with him. Why did she feel that way? Well, she'd brought him home from the hospital three times in a period of three months. Each time, he came close to dying while saving others. She felt that since he was the kind of man that he is, he could perish at any time. Since his heroic actions had saved all three of my daughters, and many others, her father and I considered her request. After a lot of soul searching and discussion, we decided that they were mature enough, in love enough, and strong enough to be intimate. We've never had reason to doubt that decision."
"Thanks, Paula. Now to Jordan. You had a reputation as a problem child. Are you truly reformed? How can the public be sure that you are who you now claim to be, and not just a poser of some kind?" asked Amber.
"I don't really claim to be anything, except a person that was given a second chance in life. Your viewers will believe what they choose to believe. I can't control that. That's a lesson that I've learned. I can't control anyone but myself. For a long time, I wasn't even doing that.
"When my stint in rehab was about done, Clyde Davis told me that I was down to my last chance. My next stop was the hospital, jail, or the morgue if I didn't straighten out and fly right. I realized that it was true, but I had no idea how to straighten out.
"He told me about a couple of kids my age that he knew. In fact, he was promoting them. He told me that he thought they'd be a good influence on me. I'd been in rehab without TV or radio and hadn't even heard of 'The Lady in Red' or the 'Heroine of the Emerson River Rescue'. It was only after Clyde talked Gwen's family into taking me in on a trial basis that Clyde had me watch videos of them.
"Later I found out that the Andersons really didn't want to take me in. They were concerned, and rightly so, that I would contaminate their wonderful family with my penchant for drugs, tobacco, alcohol, sex, and foul language. Steve actually talked them into accepting me on a trial basis. He did wash my mouth out with soap the first day. I was tricked into drinking at a party another time. That's when the now famous pictures of me topless in Steve's arms came into being. He actually washed the vomit out of my hair and put me to bed, alone.
"The short answer to your question is that I now know who I am, and what I am. I have a wonderful support group. I love Gwen and Steve more than I ever thought I'd be able to love anyone or anything. On top of that, I've fallen in love with a great guy. Charlie Burns is my lover, my best friend, and with him, Gwen, and Steve behind me, I don't feel like I have to justify anything to anyone else. They make me want to be a better person than I am."
"Gwen, this fall you're going to Stanford, which of course is in California. Steve will be on the East coast at the Naval Academy. Is it possible for a woman as beautiful, as famous, as talented, and as sought after as you are, to remain faithful? Can a man like Steve be faithful for so long a period of time? How can your romance possibly survive?"
"I have no answer. I ask myself that very question every day. It sounds trite to say that our love is stronger, better, or more special than anyone else's. I will only say this. I love Steve with all of my heart, with every fiber of my being. I will always love him. Your viewers will have to wait and see how it all plays out. Time is the test, and time will be the judge."
"One more question," continued Amber. "You've done some risqué scenes in a movie yet to be released. You've just appeared in 'Maxim', showing a lot of cleavage and flesh. Do you feel that you can be considered a role model for young women and girls?"
"I never tried to be a role model for anyone. I always try to do what I believe is the right thing. I'm not advocating other girls should do everything, or anything, that I've done. I would suggest that girls try to be responsible and to work toward positive goals. I graduated top in my class and have a full academic scholarship to Stanford. I'm very proud of that. I guess I'm most proud of my relationships. I have the best boyfriend in the world, the best sisters and parents in the world, and the best friends in the world. It isn't mine to decide if I'm a proper role model. That's something for the court of public opinion to consider."



As Gwen finished her sentence, she heard a gasp from her mother and looked to see why. Entering the room was Vlad, Anna, and Vlad's father, President Novokov!
Steve and Jason stood immediately. The others quickly followed suit. Vlad's father looked at the assembled group and then nodded at Jason as he spoke to Steve in Russian.
"He is military?" was the simple question.
"West Point, Sir. He's a newly commissioned officer in the US Army," responded Steve.
Next he looked at Paula. "This is the mother?"
"Yes, sir," replied Steve. "These are her daughters, Lisa, Kate, and Gwen. Next to her is her husband, Ted."
Novokov stepped close to Paula, took her hand, and patted it as he spoke in broken English. "Only such a beautiful woman could produce such beautiful daughters."
Then he nodded for Steve to follow him as he walked to a quiet corner of the room. "I want to thank you for your efforts in bringing about a resolution with the French. I also wish to invite you and your two lady friends and the musicians you work with to perform at the opening ceremony of our Winter Olympics. This is a great honor!"
"Sir, I will be attending the Naval Academy. My time is not my own. I cannot guarantee that I will be permitted to come back to Russia at that time, as much as I would love to do so."
"I understand. I also understand that President Hanson is your superior officer. I have spoken to him about this. He assures me that the U.S. Navy will allow you to perform."
"Sir, we are greatly honored by this opportunity. Could I quickly ask my friends if they will be able to attend?" asked Steve.
Once again, President Novokov nodded his assent. Steve hurried over to his friends. "Charlie, Jordan, and Gwen! President Novokov has asked us to perform at the opening of the Winter Olympics. He's already spoken to President Hanson about the Navy letting me attend. What do you guys say? He's waiting for your answer!"
"Are you kidding? The band votes 'YES'. What an opportunity!" responded Charlie immediately.
"Count me in!" insisted Jordan. "I love this country, and I love being here with Charlie and you guys!"
"That would mean that we'd be together again for a few days!" grinned Gwen. "Deal me in!"
"My friends have given your kind invitation a most enthusiastically positive response," reported Steve to Novokov. "We are all very fond of Russia and your hospitality is superb. We will be delighted to perform at the opening ceremonies!"
President Novokov had heard the gleeful responses and beamed his pleasure. He shook Steve's hand, waved to everyone else and left the room with Vlad and Anna trailing him.
"Luckily, my camera was on and I caught that entire exchange. Bill Hardy, eat your heart out!" laughed Amber. "I doubt that there are very many people that receive a personal invitation from President Novokov!"
The women of the group wanted to spend the afternoon shopping for mementos and souvenirs. The men decided to relax, shoot some pool, and swap lies. The ladies returned late afternoon and the entire gang headed for the dining room. They were just seated when President D'Anjou entered with his wife and daughter. He walked directly toward Steve and Gwen. Once again, Steve and Jason were the first ones on their feet.
"I will not keep you from your dinner. We are flying out shortly and I wanted to thank you both for your efforts last evening. It is a very good agreement. We didn't want that Russian spy. He was an amateur. We needed a guaranteed energy source and we now have it," stated D'Anjou in French. "You and your friends will always be welcome in France. Please stop in and visit us again."
President D'Anjou shook Steve's hand and hugged Gwen. Michelle hugged Steve extra hard and then quickly hugged Gwen. After they left, Kate began acting like she was looking for something.
"I wonder where President Hanson is. Don't all world leaders stop in to speak to Steve and Gwen? He must be around here someplace," joked Kate.
"If you must know, he flew back to the States this morning," chuckled Charlotte. "I guess we won't get to see that particular world leader while we're having dessert. Two of three ain't bad!"
That night, Gwen was once again insatiable. She gave Steve everything she could think of, in every position possible. By midnight, he was totally used up. He did manage to wake Gwen up the next morning by gently nibbling on her breasts. It wasn't long before Gwen rode him to the finish line again. They had to rush to be ready for the bus taking them to the airport.
The long flight saw most of the group napping on and off. They landed in Washington in the early afternoon, which totally confused their jet lagged bodies. The plan was to spend one night at the same hotel they had used when they attended the state dinner months earlier. Steve would be reporting for Induction day the following morning.
When they reached the hotel to check in, Steve and Gwen were told they had an important message. "Kate should be pleased," observed Gwen as she read the message. "President Hanson requests our presence at an informal dinner at the white house this evening. This invitation is for the entire entourage."
Steve's grandparents were staying at the hotel so they could be present when Steve reported for Induction Day. Beatrice was once again gob smacked.
"I find this all incredible. I've lived in Virginia my entire life and have never been invited to the White House. I spent some time with my grandson and his beautiful girlfriend and I meet the most influential men in the world! It's truly amazing."
That evening, Steve and Gwen, along with family and friends, were seated at a large oak table, dining with the President of the United States and a handful of VIP's.
"As you all know, I promised President Novokov that Steve would be allowed to perform with his friends at the opening ceremonies of the Olympics. That request has caused me to consider the value you young people hold for your country.
"Steve, you'll be under my command, as you know. The president of Stanford was in my cabinet for a full year, so I'm sure she'll be quite cooperative in freeing Gwen's time. Miss Jordan, I really don't have much influence at your state school, but I understand that Governor O'Leary is a friend of you all, so getting some time off from your state school should not be an issue.
"I would very much like to be able to have you kids be ambassadors of good will for America. I have no specific plans right now, but things always come up where your talents would be greatly appreciated and utilized. You would not get paid, but your expenses would be covered.
"Would the three of you, along with your band if possible and if needed, be willing to travel, perform, speak, shake hands, or just do whatever is required at the time in the name of the United States? It could be at funerals, weddings, dinners, any place we feel you could help our cause. Want to think it over for a day or two?"
Steve looked at Gwen briefly and then responded. "Gwen and I would be delighted to help any way you want, Sir. It would allow us opportunities to see each other as well as do our patriotic best for our country."
"I would be proud to help, Sir, but you may not want me," cautioned Jordan. "I've had problems with drugs and alcohol, as well as promiscuity. I just appeared topless in a film that's going to be released on Labor Day. I'm not a very good representative for you, or our country."
"Steve! Sit back down, please," demanded the president as Steve had risen so he could talk sternly to Jordan. "Miss Quick, I respectfully disagree. You represent much of the best of this country. You struggled and fell, but you pulled yourself back up and worked through it. That's what makes this country great! I'm sure fans, most of whom are quite young, will not be concerned about topless scenes in a movie. That's what actresses do. I only wish we had more young people like you. I would very much like to have you be one of my representatives. Are you willing to do this for your country?"
"Yes, Sir!" responded Jordan as tears streaked down her cheeks. "I won't let you down. I promise."
"Then it's settled. Enjoy your dinner. While everyone is eating, I'll tell you a story about how a young couple negotiated an international trade agreement and helped resolve an international dispute. It'll make a great movie some day."
When they returned to the hotel, Gwen and Steve had become very quiet. It was the last night that Gwen and Steve would be spending together for the foreseeable future. When it was suggested that everyone visit the lounge, Steve and Gwen begged off.
"We're really tired and, to be honest, we want to spend some time alone with each other," admitted Gwen as they said 'goodnight' to everyone and headed for their room. They made love, and then they talked.
"I'm excited that we may be sent together to different places by the government. If it happens even a couple of times, I'll feel very lucky. I love you so much that it scares me sometimes," admitted Gwen as she snuggled against Steve. "Life at the Academy should be a lot easier for you when everyone knows that President Hanson is one of your supporters. No one would dare give you a hard time."
"That's exactly wrong," countered Steve. "The other guys, the officers, even the janitors, will all test me, or resent me, or both. Prima donnas don't last long in the service. I'll have to take everything they dish out and smile. 'Special treatment' will be an extra five laps around the track, another twenty push-ups, clean up detail, being asked to volunteer for weekend duty; all sorts of things like that. The other guys will think I'm taking advantage of my situation and resent it. Officers will make sure they don't favor me to the point where they are harder on me. It's all normal and natural, but I'm not fooling myself. I'll have to work harder and do better than the rest. That's incentive for me."
"I never thought of it like that. You're so perceptive about men, about how they think and how to interact with other men. You always know when to joke and when to be serious. I'm glad you understand the situation and won't be surprised by the reception the famous Steve Hammer receives. You're way better than the rest. I know you'll do great," sighed Gwen as she ran her hand over Steve's chest.
It was midmorning when the entire entourage arrived at the Academy. Steve was just one of hundreds of young men and women reporting that morning. There were small groups of people saying their goodbyes scattered around the entrance. No one had as many people as Steve had to bid him farewell. Steve was directed to stand a short distance away from the group, so their farewells would be more private.
"I get to be first," declared Kate as she wrapped her arms around Steve and kissed him long and hard on the lips. "I really love you. You're the best thing that's ever happened to me, my sister, and my family. Be careful and email me all the time, if they don't let you call me. I want pictures and stories about what you're doing. Remember when I'm 18, I'll be visiting you and showing you my girls, just so you remember me and because I want to. Take care!"
Jen was next. She simply hugged Steve hard, before she finally spoke. "Remember that we're not too far from here. If you ever need anything, call me. Email me when you can and maybe I'll get to stop in and visit now and then. I'm so proud of you and that you're my cousin!"
Jen walked away. Her mother walked up to Steve next and hugged him before speaking softly. "How proud your mother would be right now. We failed her, but we're here for you now. Please give us the chance to be a part of your life. If you need anything, let us know. You're a wonderful young man."
"I am at a loss for words," sobbed Beatrice as she embraced Steve. "You and Gwen are so much better than I ever was. It makes me ashamed, but filled with purpose. I'll improve. Thanks for allowing a bitter old lady into your life."
"Son, I couldn't be more proud of you," stated William Patterson simply. "Meeting you and seeing how you conduct yourself has been a lesson for me. I think I would have liked your father a great deal. It takes a real man to raise a son with your qualities. Good luck!"
Ted was next. He simply shook Steve's hand and patted him on the shoulder. The two men looked at each other briefly and nodded. Ted turned and walked back to the group. Then Jason shook his hand and kidded about how fast the four years would go. Billy did pretty much the same, while Charlotte was more demonstrative.
"I'll let you know if Gwen is having any problems. She's real smart, but sometimes she needs you to help her see her way. I'm your friend. I know how you value friendship and loyalty and I'll do my part. Good luck!" managed Charlotte before she kissed Steve gently on the lips, wiped away a tear and went back by Billy.
Suddenly Jordan was in his arms and crying. "I knew I wouldn't handle this well. You're the first man I ever loved. You saved me and made me whole. You gave me my life, and introduced me to Charlie. I'll miss you so much, but I'll visit when I can and I expect you to write, email, and call me all the time."
Charlie just shook Steve's hand and wished him well. "You're the man. You make it all work. You saved Jordan for me. I'll always have your back."
Being petite, Ashley leaped into Steve's arms and kissed him hard on the lips. "Now everyone knows how I feel about you, if they didn't already. You saved Becky and me. If you ever need anything I can give you, just ask. We're in this for life. You know that, right? You and Gwen will always be in my heart and in my life."
Steve was surprised when Naomi's mother appeared in front of him next and wrapped her arms around him. "Keep an eye on my girl. She's really smart, but not always too good with people. She's a loyal friend. She'll watch your back and I know you'll have hers. Let me know if she has any problems."
Lisa was next. "Steve, you've helped me and my family beyond anything we could have dreamed. You're the first man I've ever loved, and I always will. We're bound together for life. Our kids will be best friends. You and Jason will be best buds. Gwen is a lucky girl. I love you both!" sobbed Lisa as she kissed Steve long and hard.
"It's my turn," managed Paula through her tears. "Work hard, be good. Know that I love you, maybe more than I should. If you ever need anything from me, just ask. I'll miss you so much!"
Paula kissed Steve longer than the mother of a girlfriend normally would. She was just releasing him when Gwen whispered in her ear.
"Mom! Everyone's watching. Besides, it's my turn!"
Paula quickly took Gwen into her arms and hugged her. "I couldn't help it, Sweetheart. I'll leave you two alone now."
"We said it all last night, about five times," chuckled Gwen to her mother. "This isn't 'goodbye'. It's just the part of our lives together that we have to be apart. Make me proud, Sailor!"
With that, Gwen kissed Steve. A minute later she was still kissing him. Tired of waiting, the rest of the group gathered around the two and teased them mercilessly. Gwen finally pulled back and smiled at her family and friends.
"I had to erase his memory of all those other kisses," grinned Gwen. "That'll have to hold him until we get together again. Naomi, take this guy in there, but keep an eye on him. If he has any problems, let me know."
Naomi smiled as she took Steve's hand. The two plebes walked together into the next phase of their lives.
Thus ends Book One of Lady in Red. Book Two is in the very early stages. It will feature blood thirsty pirates, football, honest politicians, SEALs, doctors, and many heroic deeds. It will be difficult to believe, so get used to it. Thanks to all that have read and enjoyed Book One. I cannot express the pleasure I've taken from the emails I've received regarding this story. Writers are nothing without readers. I thank you all.
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Paula proudly surveyed the young women sitting at her table. Charlotte and Jordan, as well as her three daughters, had joined Paula and Beatrice Patterson for a leisurely lunch at Marsh's landing. The girls had matured into beautiful, accomplished women. Charlotte, as it turned out, was a late bloomer. Skinny and angular in high school, she was now a woman with all the right curves.
Steve's grandmother was enjoying her first visit to Sparta and appeared very impressed with the restaurant. She had obviously been pleasantly surprised at all of the photos and posters on the walls of the restaurant.
"This place looks like a shrine to Jordan Quick and the Anderson family!" marveled Beatrice as she gazed at the pictures and posters that adorned the walls of the establishment.
"Yeah, the joke around here is that Billy insisted his father add this section to the restaurant so they'd have more wall space for photos. Billy's in business with his dad, now that he's out of college," revealed Charlotte. "He says that with the new hospital and Lady in Red Performing Arts Center in town, it was a no-brainer. Look how crowded the place is at lunch time."
"Actually, Grandmother Patterson, these photos are more of a tribute to your grandson. He's the common denominator in every photo. Everyone in these pictures is connected to Steve in some way. It just happens that Jordan and we Anderson girls are a bit more connected than most," stated Gwen with a big smile.
"Would you mind giving me a brief tour of the photos?" asked Steve's grandmother. "My eyes aren't what they once were, but I can see some amazing pictures, even from here."
"It would be our pleasure!" responded Gwen. "We'll all go with you, as most of the pictures involve one or more of us. Let's start in the original dining room. That's where Billy's father posted the first pictures."
The group headed out to the older part of the restaurant. They quickly began explaining the stories behind the photos. Beatrice was shown the pictures of the first 'Lady in Red' dance, the 'Emerson River Rescue', the posters Lisa and Gwen made with Steve to promote 'The Lady in Red' line of clothes, the 'pass', both terrorist attacks on the Spartan Nation, along with the sexy posters the school board had been shown the night they voted to award Jordan, Gwen, and Steve special plaques for their outstanding citizenship.
Diners stopped eating to watch and listen to the famous ladies of the Spartan Nation explain the history behind the many photos on the walls. Quite a few of the patrons used their phones and cameras to video the story telling, while others simply took pictures of Jordan Quick and the Anderson sisters.
"Are we bothering the other diners?" worried Beatrice. "We seem to be creating a bit of a stir."
"Not even close," laughed Kate. "Billy and his dad made a deal with Steve, and it includes all of us. It's hard to believe, but every week hundreds of people come to this restaurant to see these pictures, and to hopefully get the chance to meet Steve and/or the rest of us.
"Billy offered to serve all of us free of charge every time we stopped in, thinking it would have the effect of coaxing us to come here more often. In theory, that would increase patronage here from fans of Steve, Gwen, and Jordan, which would have a positive effect on their bottom line.
"Steve told Billy that it would do the opposite; that we would not be comfortable eating here if we didn't pay for our meals. The two guys finally worked out a deal. We all stop in here as often as we can, and we pay for our meals. In return, the restaurant supplies free breakfasts every morning to every child, or adult in need, that comes through the door. These free meals are offered between 5 AM and 9 AM. Lady in Red Productions splits the expense with the Marsh family," stated Kate. "That way, we're glad to stop in and help a restaurant that is giving back to the community, big time. They put on a big buffet in this room every morning and allow those that have fallen on hard times to eat for free. They often have over a hundred people, mostly children, stop in on any given morning."
"What this is all leading up to is that we're helping Marsh's business by being seen here, being courteous, and approachable to the folks that dine here. Notice how they're watching us, taking pictures, and videos. People drive out of their way to come here, and for the chance to interact with Steve and Gwen, or some of the rest of us," indicated Jordan. "This helps the Marsh family and allows them to afford the free meals for those in need. We're all super proud to be a part of this. I don't know how Billy and Steve dreamed it up, but it's sure working well."
"The boys have created a win/win situation. That's quite clever," admitted Beatrice. "I see that the incredible photo of Gwen in Russia with that newborn baby has a prominent place. I was actually there when that happened! What an amazing trip. I notice that there are pictures of Gwen and Steve with world leaders and performing in Sochi at the grand opening of the stadium."
"It wasn't until we returned to the States and Steve entered the Academy that I began to realize how incredible that trip to Russia was," revealed Gwen. "Our song, 'The Glory of Love' was on top of the charts when we got back home. Our faces were all over the papers and cable news stations. My issue of 'Maxim' actually sold out. Morning shows, talk shows, and even news programs were constantly after Jordan and me to appear.
"We couldn't go anywhere without causing all sorts of problems with traffic and security. Jordan and I, sometimes together, and sometimes separately, appeared on a lot of TV programs the first month after we returned from Russia. I told Steve he was lucky that he was at the Academy and isolated from it all. He was able to concentrate on his schooling, training, and playing football.
"Then 'Can't Live' was released as a single in mid-July. It was another huge hit; the second hit from a movie that wasn't even in theaters yet. Just as that song began to cool off, Mom had them release 'Midnight Lights' and that was even bigger! It was on top of several charts when Labor Day rolled around.
"It was probably a bit too much, too fast for me. I was sought after wherever I went. Steve wasn't around to keep me grounded. Charlotte and I left for Stanford ten days before Labor Day and the opening of our film," recalled Gwen with some embarrassment. "We had hardly settled into our dorm when Jack Timberline contacted me and asked if I would perform with him at a concert he was doing at Stanford Thursday night, the first week of classes. I agreed, and that's where that photo came from," indicated Gwen as she pointed to a picture of herself and Jack Timberline.
Gwen remembered those early days at Stanford like they were yesterday. The photo of her with Jack Timberline wasn't her finest moment, but she insisted that the Marshes hang the picture on the wall in the appropriate timeline. It helped keep her perspective and remind her just how close she came to ruining a great thing.
Charlotte and Gwen reported to Stanford ten days before the big Labor Day weekend. They had freshman orientation, as well as a week of classes before the Labor Day world premiere of 'Midnight Lights'. The two girls had agreed to room together in a woman's dormitory. They wisely decided that a co-ed dorm would likely create more distractions and drama. Both of them were in a committed relationship, so they had zero interest in meeting boys, or constantly dealing with them socially.
The two friends had barely gotten their suitcases into their room when girls started dropping by. Most of the visitors were obviously curious about their new neighbor. Most introductions began with, "You're Gwen Anderson. I'm Debbie. I love your videos, songs, and TV shows and can't wait to see your new movie. Is Steve Hammer as gorgeous in real life as he is on TV? Will he be visiting you very often?"
Gwen would always smile at the girl and shake her hand. "Yes, I'm Gwen Anderson. Please call me Gwen. Steve's enrolled at the Naval Academy, so he won't be able to visit as often as I'd like. In fact, I'll be gone quite a few weekends to visit him. It's nice to meet you."
That first evening, the girls from the room across the hall showed up at their door with several Pizzas, followed by just about every girl on the floor. "We've got some pizza and soda. Could we join you guys for a little social dinner? All of us want to meet and get to know you better. You can imagine how excited we are to share the same floor with a celebrity. We've got a million questions to ask, if you're okay with it."
Soon the girls were seated on the two beds, the two chairs and the floor, sharing pizza and listening to Gwen's responses to their questions. Gwen was half way through her recollection of the bombing in Sochi when her cell phone rang. The ringtone was 'The Glory of Love'. It only took a second for a petite, dark haired girl named Cindy to make a correct assumption.
"I bet that's Steve Hammer's ringtones! This is so cool!"
"Hello, Steve. Yeah, we arrived and got settled in okay. Charlotte and I are having some pizza and soda with most of the other girls on the floor. Would you mind if I put you on speaker? For some reason, they're quite curious about you, and they'd love to hear what you have to say. Okay, here it goes," grinned Gwen as she switched her phone to speaker.
Steve managed a couple of sentences before he was barraged with questions. He did his best to respond politely to as many as he could. Then the girl named Cindy asked the one question everyone wanted answered. "So, Steve, I didn't quite catch your phone number. Would you mind repeating it?"
"I must have forgotten to mention it. Ask Gwen for it after we disconnect. She's the only one with the authority to give out my cell number to pretty girls. It keeps me from making bad decisions," laughed Steve.
Gwen noticed her battery was dying, so she gave her apologies to the girls as she switched the phone so she could have a private conversation. Then she stepped into the bathroom and closed the door. She returned in a minute, gave the girls a big smile and plugged her phone in to charge.
"You've made some friends here today!" laughed a tall blonde girl named Dakota. "Visiting with the famous Gwen Anderson was great, but having a conversation with Steve Hammer was incredible. We'll be falling over ourselves trying to stay in your good graces. Do you think Steve will be visiting anytime soon?"
"We've been toying with the idea of riding Harleys up from L.A. over the Labor Day weekend," revealed Gwen. "Charlotte, Jordan, and I have boyfriends that love those big bikes. We'll probably stay over in L.A. Saturday night and hit the road early Sunday. The drive up the Pacific coast is supposed to be incredible."
"You mean that Steve Hammer AND Jordan Quick might be stopping here on Labor Day?" quizzed a mousey redhead whose name Gwen had forgotten. "I'm going to be sure I'm around when they show up. Going to college is really amazing. It must have been crazy to have all three of you in the same class in high school."
"I could tell you stories about that," revealed Charlotte. "By the time they graduated, Gwen and Jordan were named the two sexiest women in the world by a couple of magazines. I would be very surprised if Steve isn't named the sexiest man alive by 'People Magazine' in a month or so. He should be able to hold that title for the next twenty years."
That statement by Charlotte sparked interest as well as numerous questions. The girls asked Charlotte how well she knew Steve Hammer and what she could reveal about him. Then Gwen's phone rang again. Gwen casually picked it up, knowing it wasn't Steve's ringtone. The other girls listened to her end of the conversation.
"Hello? Hi! It's great to hear from you, Jack! Yes, I'm just settling in here at Stanford. I saw the posters today and I was going to try to get tickets tomorrow. Of course I'd pay to hear you sing. You're very good. All those hits you've had indicate that you've got a lot of talent, and you're very popular with the female fans.
"Really? Me? I'll have to check with my agency, but if they say it's okay, I'd be glad to sing with you. Want to do the same two songs we did last time? "Glory of Love'? I guess we could. Thursday night will work because I'm leaving early Friday morning for our movie premiere in New York on Friday night."
"Tell me that was Jack Timberline!" squealed the mousey redhead after Gwen disconnected. "He wants you to perform with him next week at his concert, doesn't he? That sure beats being invited to the junior prom!"
"How will Steve feel about you being with Jack Timberline?" asked Cindy. "I know my boyfriend would have a fit if I hung around with a known ladies' man like him, not that I'd ever have the chance."
"Steve knows I'll just be singing with him. He isn't the jealous type, and I never give him reason to worry. You can all guess how much I don't want to ever lose Steve. I'll do anything for that guy!" admitted Gwen to the other girls.
It was almost midnight by the time Charlotte and Gwen managed to usher their guests out the door. "They seemed nice enough," allowed Charlotte as they picked up the empty pizza boxes and placed them in the trash. "I just hope the novelty wears off before too long. I'm really glad we're in a girls' dorm. If there were guys in the building, they'd all be sniffing around the beautiful Gwen Anderson and we'd never get any peace.
"If you sing at Timberline's concert Thursday, you'll miss Steve's first football game, and they're playing Ohio State on ESPN. You know that, right?"
"I thought of it after I'd agreed to sing. I'm thinking that if the concert starts at six because it's a school night, it'll be over by nine. The game starts at eight, so it should last well after the concert is over," allowed Gwen.
"That sounds good, except that the game starts at eight Eastern Time. That means five o'clock here. The game will be over long before you get back from the concert," pointed out Charlotte to her friend.
"Oh, dear! I promised Jack that I'd sing with him. I guess you could record the game, if you would, and I'll watch it after the concert. Steve said he's starting the season as the third string quarterback. He's the back-up punter, too, and I didn't even know he could kick that well. It doesn't surprise me, though. I'm more surprised that they have two guys better at quarterback than Steve. One's a senior and the other's a junior. Steve should start in a couple years, if not sooner.
"It seems to me that appearing in concert with Jack Timberline will help get us some media exposure and help create interest in our movie. Being seen on stage with Jack Timberline will certainly help get me noticed."
"What planet are you on?" demanded Charlotte. "There's only two other people in the world that are as popular as you. Timberline sure isn't one of them! He needs you to help him. You passed that guy out months ago. You don't seem to get exactly what you, Jordan, and Steve have going right now. You guys are on top of the heap; kings of the hill! My best friend just might be the most sought after performer in the world, and when she's with Jordan Quick and Steve Hammer there's no doubt. You'll be helping Timberline, not the other way around."
"Wow! You seem so certain. It's hard to believe that I could be that popular. Still, Jack helped me when I was starting out, so I feel like I owe him. This should make us square," decided Gwen.
"I should say so. I know you're a big girl, but Paula mentioned how he tried to get you into his bed right in front of her. She doesn't like him very much and your mom is a pretty good judge of character. You know his reputation. Be careful around him," warned Charlotte.
"Don't worry. He's good looking, but nothing like Steve. I won't even be tempted. I guess Steve's spoiled me for other men," chuckled Gwen.
Steve seemed to understand when Gwen explained that she'd be singing in a concert with Jack Timberline during his first game. He told her not to worry about it since he appeared destined to polish the bench for the foreseeable future.
Gwen had been uncomfortable with Jack Timberline's stated intention of singing 'Glory of Love' with Gwen, but couldn't bring herself to voice her concerns to Jack. She spent an hour rehearsing the song with him Thursday afternoon. It was obvious to Gwen that Timberline lacked Steve's vocal skills, as well as his rugged good looks and charisma.
Later that evening, as Gwen waited backstage for her duet, she observed how the show lacked the intensity of the concerts she did with Steve, Jordan, Charlie and his band. The concert was sold out, and Jack gave a good performance, but Jack, as well as his band, seemed to be going through the paces with very little emotion or feeling. She decided that her performance would put some life back into the evening!
When her time came to sing, Gwen gave it her very best. Jack seemed to pick up his game, not wanting to be too embarrassed when compared to Gwen. Earlier, Jack had asked Gwen to hang around after the concert. Since her duet was one of the last songs performed, she acquiesced. Then she found herself agreeing to go out to dinner with Jack. She even had a little wine with dinner.
"There are some great clubs in the area," began Jack as he escorted Gwen to his limo after their meal. "Let's try a couple out before we end the evening. We might not cross paths for months or years. Tell me you'll come with me. I'll take you home whenever you ask."
Gwen hadn't been out since dropping Steve off at Annapolis, so the suggestion by Jack caught her interest. "Just for a little while. I don't want to be up too late, but I would like to go dancing."
An hour later, Gwen was handed a second drink by Jack as they made their way back to their table. Jack encouraged her to drink it quickly so they could return to the dance floor. Two songs later, she and Jack Timberlline were holding each other closely as they danced to a slow song. Jack began nibbling at Gwen's ear and neck as they danced. Gwen felt goose bumps go down her back. Then Jack tilted her chin up and kissed her softly. When Gwen didn't pull back, Jack inserted his tongue between her lips.
"Let's go back to my hotel room," whispered Jack into her ear after he ended the kiss. "We'll have another drink and see what develops. Would you like that?"
Gwen realized she felt a little queasy and not overly happy about tasting Jack's tongue. In her entire life, Steve had been the only man she had ever kissed like that. But with Steve, it was much better; more romantic and loving. Thinking about Steve's kisses brought her mind back to her current situation. She was in a club, and in the arms of Jack Timberline!
"Please give me some time to repair my makeup," requested Gwen as she struggled to appear calm and relaxed. "We'll talk when I get back."
Jack smiled broadly and moved to take a seat at his table as Gwen hurried toward the ladies' bathroom. When she reached the entrance to the bathrooms, Gwen continued toward the door. Once outside, she hailed a taxi that was parked nearby. Twenty minutes later, she walked into her dorm room, only to encounter about a dozen very quiet girls looking at her curiously.
Gwen was on the verge of tears as she looked around the room at all the staring faces. Then Charlotte rushed up to her. "We watched the football game, and then we watched the highlights along with Steve's interview. He was incredible! I thought you'd be back a couple hours ago. Is something wrong?"
"H..How did Steve do? Did he play?" asked Gwen as she forced herself to slow her breathing and concentrate. "Why was he interviewed?"



"Wow! You really haven't heard? He brought Navy back from a 24 to zip flogging! They beat Ohio State on the last play of the game! I think he'll be starting from now on. Are you okay, Gwen?"
"You mean except for being a total ass, embarrassing myself, missing Steve's game, and possibly ruining my life? Other than that, I'm fine," groaned Gwen as she took a chair one of the girls offered her.
"What happened that was so terrible? Do you want these girls to leave so we can talk?" asked Charlotte as she realized how upset Gwen really was.
"No, they can all stay. Somehow, it makes me feel better admitting what an ass I was to a bunch of people. Jack Timberline invited me to dinner after the concert. After dinner, he invited me to go clubbing. Then, after he got me to have a couple drinks, he asked me to go to his hotel room with him."
"Oh, Gwen! You didn't do it with him, did you?" asked a worried Charlotte. "I warned you that he was a jerk. What are you going to tell Steve?"
"I'm going to tell him the truth; that I played the fool, and I even kissed that damn Timberline, but I did not go to his hotel room, and I most certainly did not have sex with him!" stated Gwen firmly.
"I know there'll be pictures of me with Timberline and probably some rumors about us sleeping together, but I swear I only kissed him once. That kiss reminded me that Steve was so much better. I walked out, called a taxi, and came home."
"You're probably the only woman in the free world that would be upset about people thinking that you slept with Jack Timberline. But after watching that football game and the interview with Steve Hammer, I can see why you'd never want him to think you had anything going with someone else," admitted Dakota. "He's a dream boat!"
"If even half of what we've heard about the romance of Steve Hammer and Gwen Anderson is true, he won't be upset with you," added Cindy. "He loves you and doesn't want to lose you. Just tell him the truth. I can't even imagine being in a position where I'd be worried that my boyfriend, Steve Hammer, would be upset because Jack Timberline is trying to get into my pants!"
"Uh-oh!" exclaimed Dakota as she waved her I-Pad in the air. There's pictures of Gwen with Jack Timberline on the web already! Look at this one. It looks like they're sharing a very hot kiss on the dance floor. Do you think Steve'll see it?"
"My God! I Knew I was being stupid, but now it's confirmed. It looks like I'm going to swallow his tongue! Of course Steve will see it. Every woman on the planet knows that they have to get me out of the picture if they want a crack at Steve. This is their chance. I handed it to them on a silver platter. How will I ever face Steve tomorrow?"
Just then Gwen's phone rang. Looking at the caller ID, Gwen answered quickly. "Naomi! How are things back at the academy? You saw that? Your mom woke you up to tell you about it? She was angry? You're angry? Nothing happened! I know it looks bad, and it really was bad enough, but I didn't do anything with him, except that one kiss. Yeah, I know. It was enough, wasn't it? Are you going to tell Steve? Thanks for that. Oh, you just don't want to be the one to deliver the bad news? Okay! I screwed up. Will you be able to forgive me? Do you think Steve will? That's what I'm hoping, too. I'll see you at the premiere, if Steve doesn't kill me first.
"That was a friend. She goes to Annapolis with Steve. She said there was a lot of celebrating going on at the academy since Navy finally beat Ohio State. She had been asleep for an hour when her mother called to tell her to look at the pictures on the internet of me and Jack Timberline. Her mother was very upset, as was Naomi once she looked at the pictures. She said she wouldn't tell Steve about them because he'd probably punch out the messenger!
"She said that most men would never forgive me for humiliating them like I did Steve. Then she said that Steve was not like most men, and that was my only hope. She thinks I might be able to convince him to forgive me, but if I can't, there'll be a line of women at his door, and she'll be first."
"Give her credit for being up front, anyway," observed Dakota. "I hope this so-called friend is an ugly, fat bitch with warts all over her face?"
"Actually, she's quite beautiful," responded Charlotte. "Steve had his first crush on her about four years ago when his Dad was stationed in Cuba."
"Thanks, Charlotte. I needed to be reminded of that. Don't get me wrong, Naomi is a very good friend. She just told me what I already knew. All my friends, except Charlotte, will be after Steve if we break up. That even includes my younger sister. I can't really blame them. It's my own fault."
"Ah, Gwen? If Steve's available, I'll drop Billy like a rock if I can get Steve to look at me twice," stated Charlotte with a straight face.
"What? You, too? You're kidding me, right? You love Billy. You wouldn't do that to him, or to me," insisted Gwen.
"No, you're right. I wouldn't do that. You know why? Because Naomi, Nadiya, Becky, Kate, Stephanie, Ashley, that red headed Russian woman, and a million other super model types would be after him, so I'd have no chance."
"They would be!" agreed Gwen. "We learned early on that half truths, and lies by omission can damage a relationship. Now I'll find out if kissing another guy in public will damage our relationship."
"We came home right after the concert to have some pizza and see if anything happened in the Navy/Ohio State game, and to see if Steve got to play," revealed Charlotte. "I taped it while we were at the concert. You were very good tonight, by the way, Gwen. I just wasn't too thrilled that you chose to sing that song with that masher.
"Let's watch the game again. I'll fast forward through the first quarter. It's enough for you to know that Ohio State was ahead 24 to nothing at the end of the quarter. They had Navy pinned down on the three yard line on fourth down. Steve went in to punt for Navy. The starting Navy quarterback was hurt in the first series and his replacement played pretty bad. He had a fumble and an interception that led to scores. The punter was hurt on his second punt, so Steve was sent in for him. His first kick was pretty good. The second punt was at the start of the second quarter. Let's watch it from there."
Gwen and Charlotte managed just a few hours sleep as their flight to New York was scheduled for an 8 AM departure. That barely allowed them time after landing to get to their hotel and prepare for the premiere. Gwen was feeling very depressed as she wheeled her bag through the airport in San Jose.
While Gwen and Charlotte were at their gate waiting to board, Gwen received a call from her mother. "Do you care to explain your actions, Young Lady? If your goal was to humiliate and embarrass your family and boyfriend, you couldn't have done a better job. Do you think Steve's going to stand for that sort of behavior? Or have you moved on to greener pastures?"
"Mom! You know better than that! I made a mistake, okay? I'm sorry. I'm very sorry. Have you talked to Steve? Does he hate me now? Is this going to be really awkward? If he wants to break up with me, I won't blame him. What did he say to you?"
"He hasn't commented on it to me, or Ted. Nadiya is here, because you invited her, and she's hanging pretty close to Steve. She's absolutely beautiful. Naomi is staying nearby, too. I'm not sure if she's trying to keep Naydia from getting too friendly, or if she's staking a claim. Kate is trying to stay loyal to you, but it's pretty obvious that she's trying to keep Steve from getting too interested in Nadiya or Naomi. Ashley is totally flummoxed, while Becky and Stephanie are intimidated by Naomi and Nadiya, so they're on the sidelines, watching and maybe waiting for their chance. Thank God that Lisa and Jordan are in committed relationships or this would be an even bigger mess."
"What about Steve? Is he acting interested in them? Do you think he's written me off? What should I do?" moaned Gwen.
"It's a little too late to do the right thing now," responded Paula. "You knew that Jack Timberline was a regular tomcat. Did you happen to see him on TV this morning? That jackass was asked about his night with you and he told the reporter that he was a gentleman and would not discuss personal relationships! He might as well have told the reporter that you guys did the deed all night long."
"Mom! I didn't sleep with the guy! If you think I'd do that, then there isn't much sense talking about this anymore. Does everyone share your low opinion of me?"
"Oh, Sweetheart! I don't have a bad opinion of you. I'm just worried about how this will affect you, Steve, our family, and our company. If Steve leaves our group, we'll have a lot less clout, to put it mildly. We'll work something out over the weekend. A lot depends on how badly Steve takes this... turn of events," responded Paula with emotion.
"Jordan and Lisa were pretty upset when they saw the pictures of you and Timberline. Your father wasn't too pleased either, but we're family and we'll pull through this disappointment. This is supposed to be a wonderful evening with your movie premiere. One good piece of news is that the movie is great! I had the chance to watch it last night and it's really good. You and Jordan show a lot of skin, but you both look fantastic doing it and Steve is amazing, but you already know that."
"We'll be in New York in a few hours. I have a lot of fences to mend and I'll do my best. But if Steve doesn't love me anymore, I don't know what I'll do. I can't imagine my life without him," admitted Gwen to her mother. "I guess I should have realized that a little sooner."
By the time Charlotte and Gwen deplaned and claimed their luggage, they were pressed for time. They had an hour to get to their hotel, get dressed, and make their way to the premiere. As they were riding in a cab, Charlotte gasped as she looked at her phone.
"What is it?" demanded Gwen. "Did you get a text, or an email? What's wrong?"
"I really hate to be the one to show you this picture, but it's all over the internet. It looks like Nadiya didn't waste any time after finding out about you and Timberline. I'm so sorry, Gwen," finished Charlotte as she turned her phone around so Gwen could see the picture on the screen.
"What is... oh, no! I thought she was my friend! I know he must be pissed at me, but did he have to kiss her in public? It looks like Times Square! I don't think I can go to the premiere now. I'll just stay in the cab and go back to the airport," sobbed Gwen as she felt the pain and humiliation of seeing Steve holding the gorgeous Nadiya Misko tightly as he kissed her lips.
The couple was on a sidewalk with all kinds of paparazzi clicking away. Steve was in uniform and looked extremely dashing, while Nadiya was in a blue sundress that revealed a great deal of cleavage as her arms were raised up and wrapped around Steve's neck. Gwen realized that she really shouldn't be surprised, nor could she blame Nadiya. Steve was everything a woman looked for in a man, and Gwen had betrayed him. She had forfeited any rights she ever had to Steve, as well as to her own happiness.
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It had been a long week and I was looking forward to relaxing at home with a cold beer and maybe a pizza. I put my suitcase by the door and wandered into the kitchen for my first brew. The house seemed unusually quiet to me as I popped the top on a Bud Lite.
That's when I realized that the damn dog wasn't around. That was pretty unusual. Normally she would have met me at the door, growling and threatening me with exposed fangs. I had started carrying treats in my pocket so I could persuade her to let me into my own house.
Why did I have a dog that pretty much hated me? I considered that situation as I began looking for the dog. I thought back to the day that my wife brought the dog home about six weeks prior.
"This is Margie. She's Tim's bitch, but we're going to be keeping her for awhile. Once you get to know her, she's really sweet," insisted my loving wife, as the dog sniffed my leg.
"I guess the obvious question is 'why?'. If I wanted a dog, I'd get a Labrador," I groused as I gave the dog a kick to get it away from my ankle.
"Margie! Out!" ordered my wife, Margaret, as our house guest clamped down on my calf with considerable pressure. At Margaret's command, she released me but kept her face uncomfortably close to my now bleeding calf.
"Tim has her trained very well. She'll listen to me perfectly. I think she's going to make me feel a lot safer, especially at night."
"Why the hell doesn't Tim keep her at his house?" I demanded as I pulled up my trouser cuff to examine the puncture wounds in my leg. "I don't want this mutt here and it's not going to stay. It bit me, for Christ's sake!"
"She won't bother you if you just behave civilly. Tim says that Pit Bulls have received a bad reputation because of a few jerks that didn't train their dogs properly. He can't keep her because he has a big male. He was preparing to mount Margie this morning when Tim stopped it. He said it would be best to keep them separated until he wants the bitch bred. He'll decide when he feels Margie is ready."
"I don't see why we have to have a damn vicious dog in the house because your boss is dumb enough to have both a male and female Pit Bull. Tell Tim that I put my foot down!" I demanded.
"Yeah, you put it down and Margie clamped onto it so fast your head swam," chuckled Margaret. "The dog stays. I promised Tim we'd take good care of it."
So began another reign of terror by yet another miserable bitch in my house. I had to be careful to not make any quick movements, or get too close to my wife. The dog was always watching me. She seemed to be waiting for me to slip up and give her an excuse to bite me. I had practically become a prisoner in my own home.
I took a swig of my beer and looked around the entire downstairs, but found no sign of the dog. My wife didn't respond to my calls either. When I reached the master bathroom, things began to take form. The floor was covered with dried blood. There were numerous places where blood had sprayed a few feet up the wall.
I looked around and found a small overnight bag next to my side of the bed. It contained men's toiletries and clothing. There were bloody footprints on the carpet and a fair amount of blood stains on the linens on the rumpled bed.
My beer was about gone, so I went back downstairs for another. As I popped the top, the doorbell rang. I opened the door to find a frumpy looking man in a cheap suit.
"Mr. Moore? May I come in and ask you a few questions? I'm Detective Cook. This will only take a few minutes."
"Are you with Interpol?" I quickly asked.
"No, and I don't give a damn about copied DVD's. I'm trying to get to the bottom of the vicious attack that took place here this morning."
"Well, since you put it that way, come in. Aren't you the cop that solved the Robert Morgan murder? He was killed by a guy that thought Morgan was banging his wife, while actually a different guy was hammering Morgan's wife as well as the murderer's wife, out of revenge because they were both nailing his wife?" I asked as I recalled the strange situation that had been all over the local papers.
"I didn't exactly solve it, but I did play an important role in the investigation," admitted the detective modestly. "Right now, I'm more concerned about the brutal attack that transpired in your bathroom this morning. It was my understanding that you weren't going to be back until tomorrow."
"Yeah, that was my original plan, but I wrapped my business up early and flew in this morning. How did you know my travel plans, and what exactly did happened here this morning?" I questioned the detective.
"One thing I've learned is to not ask two questions at a time," chuckled the detective as he reminisced about times gone by. "Besides, I'm asking the questions. How long have you owned a vicious dog?"
"I've never owned a vicious dog."
"You don't think that damn Pit Bull you had is vicious? What the hell kind of guy are you?" demanded the detective.
"That's two questions," I pointed out. "Fucking Pit Bulls are vicious as hell and I'm a pretty smug guy at the moment."
"If Pit Bulls are vicious, why do you think your dog wasn't? Is he part Rottweiler or something?" asked the flustered cop.
"That's two questions again. You seem to make it a habit," I observed calmly. "I don't have a dog. That should answer both of them."
"So what the hell chewed the shit out of that guy today? A cockroach?" yelled Cook as his face turned a bright red and sweat broke out on his brow.
"Two questions again? You can't break the habit, can you?" I laughed. "Since I wasn't here and have no idea to what you're referring, I can't answer either question, although I am pretty certain any cockroaches in the area are fairly small and mild mannered.
"Mother Fucker!" yelled the detective. "Why do I get all the assholes? Why can't I get a normal case with normal people?"
"Those two questions are rhetorical, are they not?" I responded with a grin.
"Listen to me, Smart Ass. I want straight answers to my questions. No more games or I'll drag you down to the station to continue this!" countered the cop as he pulled a pill container from his pocket and popped a couple small tablets.
"Why don't you just ask me a straight question without opinions and observations tossed in? Do you want to know about the miserable fucking dog that lives at this address?" I shot back at the red-faced detective.
"Yes! You admit you have a dog?" replied Cook with obvious relief.
"No, I don't. You're not very good at asking follow-up questions, are you?"
"Son-of-a-bitch!" screamed the detective as spittle flew across the kitchen.
"To answer the question you seem unable to pose, my wife was taking care of a nasty bitch owned by her boss, Tim Conrad," I responded softly as I wiped some of the detective's froth from my forehead. "It wasn't my dog and I hated it almost as much as it hated me."
Understanding slowly spread across Cook's face. "So you did have that miserable mean bitch living in this house?"
"Yes and she insisted on letting the dog stay, so there was little I could do," I responded as my questioner once again showed signs of being agitated.
"Did you know that Conrad was in a sexual relationship with your wife?" asked the detective almost gleefully.
"Actually, I sort of figured it out when Margaret came home with a bitch named Margie that her boss was going to breed when he felt the time was right. There was a lot of symbolism there that made it pretty obvious. They must have thought it was quite a joke."
"That must have pissed you off, big time!" insisted Cook.
"Not really. I decided to make the best of the situation I found myself in. It appears to have turned out quite well, at least for me," I added.
"Tell me how you can make the best out of your wife getting banged by her boss while making you live with a fucking mad dog?" demanded the portly gumshoe.
"I quickly learned that the dog had no compunctions about biting me. I also noticed that she would be sniffing around my modest package every time I exited from the shower. That was a major source of concern for me. It also got me thinking. If the bitch was interested in my meager offering, how would she react to a larger specimen?
"About four weeks ago, I bought a big box of kielbasa at Sam's Club. I'd take one into the shower with me under my towel, to keep the dog from seeing it. Every time I emerged from the shower, I'd hold it by my crotch, pretending it was a big old schlong. Margie would snap it up in two bites every time. It became a routine we did every morning. I think the dog was starting to like me."
"Oh shit! What did your wife think of that training technique?" asked the squeamish detective.
I always showered in the morning while she was still sleeping, so she wasn't really aware of it. I was hoping to surprise her someday," I admitted.
"I bet you were. Did you happen to know that Mr. Conrad was blessed with an unusually large phallus?"
"Not really, but I suspected as much. The last few times I had carnal relations with my wife, she felt like the Holland Tunnel," I revealed with some embarrassment.
"Did it ever occur to you that if your wife had a lover, and if she had him sleep over at night, and if he took a shower in your bathroom, and if the dog was around, the poor bastard's sausage would be at risk?"
"No, that never occurred to me," I responded innocently. "Is that about what happened this morning?"
"Yeah, the dog bit the guy's wiener off and swallowed it. They killed the dog to remove the guy's cock, but it was too mangled to be usable. Now the dog's dead, the guy's got a two inch cock, and your wife's been exposed as a cheating slut. What in hell do you call a fucked up situation like that?"
"I think you must know the answer to that question already," I replied with a hearty laugh.
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"I remember how upset you were when you entered the hotel that day in New York," recalled Lisa. "Luckily, just about an hour before you arrived, Steve had explained to all of us exactly where the bear crapped in the woods."
"It was everything I could do just to get Gwen to leave the cab," added Charlotte. "I had never seen her so depressed and upset. I was pretty worried about her mental state."
"I was a mess when Charlotte finally convinced me that I had responsibilities to the company, our investors, and to my family and friends. I was scared to death when I reached the hotel. I didn't know what to expect," admitted Gwen as her memory of the events of that weekend came flooding back.
"Come on, Gwen! You're a big girl and you're obligated to do this. A lover's spat is not more important that all the people that depend on you. You can cry and whine after we're done," insisted Charlotte as she practically dragged Gwen into the hotel.
Gwen reluctantly allowed Charlotte to lead her inside, but she dreaded meeting her family, friends, and especially Steve. She was just inside the door when Lisa hurried up to her and wrapped her arms around her in a warm embrace.
"Lisa, I'm so sorry," began Gwen before Lisa cut her off.
"Yeah, yeah. You're sorry. We don't have time Gwen. I have your clothes laid out and a small team of beauty experts is waiting to fix your face, hair and nails. We need to get a move on. Both of you need to come with me now!" insisted Lisa as she led the two girls to the elevators.
"There was some concern about all of us missing the premiere if we waited at the hotel until you were ready, so everyone else has gone ahead. They're waiting in limos down the street from the premiere so they can't be delayed by traffic or any other issue. I promised everyone that I'd wait for you two and do my best to get you there on time. Now get those clothes off and let these ladies work their magic. We have less than an hour!"
Gwen was relieved that everyone had already left, at least until she considered the situation more thoroughly. The first time she'd see Steve and Nadiya would be at the premiere, possibly on the red carpet, or very close to it. Photographers would be everywhere. Would she be able to hold it together when she saw Steve with Nadiya?
Thinking it all over, Gwen decided that she had been foolish long enough. She had to accept her situation like an adult and uphold her obligations. Being self centered and childish was what had placed in her miserable situation. No more pathetic scenes in front of hundreds of cameras for her. She'd even wish Nadiya well when she saw her!
Lisa kept constant pressure on the people getting Gwen prepared for the evening's events. She managed to lead Gwen and Charlotte to their waiting limo only a few minutes later than she'd hoped.
"This reminds me of a year ago when I spent so much time helping you get ready for your first date. I even loaned you my red dress. To think it was the start of the famous "Lady in Red" production company, music, movies, TV shows, concerts, and one of the greatest romances of modern times. I have to pat myself on the back," laughed Lisa. "I'm so proud of you, Gwen, I'm almost bursting. You and Steve have accomplished so much in such a short time and you've been so good for the rest of us. Now I have a great boyfriend that I never would've even met if it hadn't been for you."
"Oh, Lisa! You're showing me how foolish I've been! You're a great sister, and a better friend. I'm sorry I let you down last night. I just hope I didn't ruin everything for our company and for everyone that depends on us," Gwen somehow managed to express without breaking into tears and destroying her make-up.
"Gwen, you didn't ruin anything. That boyfriend of yours is not your average dumb jock. You must know that you can't make him not love you. Trust him always, and above all others. He'll never hurt you. You're very lucky, as well as talented and beautiful!
"I just got a text from Mom that they've begun walking the red carpet," announced Lisa as she looked at her phone. "You're a star and you're scheduled to arrive last. Jordan will be with Charlie. Steve and Nadiya will be right behind them. You've been selected to have top billing and to enter last."
"Will Steve and Nadiya be gone when I get out of the limo? I don't know if I'll be able to hold up if they're very close," confessed Gwen. "I'm determined to keep it together, but I might get emotional."
"I'm sure that you will," grinned Lisa as the limo slowed down and pulled in behind another one just like it. "Look! We're on time! Steve and Nadiya are just getting out of their car. Give them a couple minutes and then we'll follow. This is awfully exciting for me!
"I'm supposed to show you this text message just before you step onto the carpet. I guess we'll get to see what kind of an actress you really are," grinned Lisa as she held her phone up for Gwen to read.
Gwen worked to quell the butterflies in her stomach as she contemplated what the next few minutes held. It would be interesting, at the very least. The driver opened the door and Lisa gracefully swung out and stood, followed by Charlotte. They both walked ahead a short distance and were quickly joined by Jason and Billy, who seemed to materialize from nowhere. The two couples waited for Gwen to emerge. The crowd cheered and whistled when Gwen appeared from inside the limo. She smiled and waved as dozens of cameras flashed around her. She followed Lisa, Jason, Charlotte, and Billy as they began walking toward the theater entrance.
A short distance in front of her, Gwen saw Steve and Naydia answering questions posed by Amber Stahl. Cameras seemed to be were everywhere. People called to Gwen. A couple of reporters tried to get her to stop for a quick interview. Gwen held her head high and ignored pleas from the press as she rapidly approached Steve.
He was dressed in his uniform and looked even more handsome than she remembered. Nadiya was radiant in a blue dress that exposed a great deal of her ample cleavage. They looked like such a happy couple, at least until they saw Gwen approach.
Paula, Ted, and the rest of the Anderson family and friends had already entered the building and were watching Gwen's grand entrance on a large TV screen in a private room.
"Mom! It looks like Gwen's headed right for Steve and Nadiya! Do you think she's going to make a scene? I knew we should have called her and explained that Steve wasn't all mad at her. Why wouldn't he let us call her, anyway?" worried Kate as she watched events unfold outside on the red carpet.
Paula gripped Ted's arm as she watched her middle daughter approach Steve and his very attractive companion. She had been present, along with the rest of the group, earlier at the hotel when Steve, for the first time since she had met him, revealed his annoyance almost to the point of anger at Gwen's family and friends. It had taken her and Ted, as well as everyone else, completely by surprise.
"Wow!" Jordan had exclaimed seconds after Steve marched from the room leaving everyone with open mouths and stunned expressions. "Steve sure didn't leave any room for doubt about how he felt! I wonder if Gwen has any idea just what she has with that guy. That was amazing."
"That pretty well shot down any hopes you hussies had about Steve, didn't it?" remarked Kate as she spoke to the other girls in the room. "It looks like my sister's still on the top of his very short list of girl friend material, and I'm sure that I'm number two."
"I didn't hear anything about you being number two," revealed Becky. "But there's no doubt that Gwen's number one. That was so romantic, and a little scary. I never saw Steve upset before."
"He never heard anyone speak poorly of Gwen before," observed Paula as she worked to regain her composure. "He really let us have it, didn't he?"
Now Gwen was on the red carpet and headed directly toward Steve! Paula recognized the set of Gwen's chin and the determined look on her face. She was not in a conciliatory mood by any stretch of the imagination. Steve had refused to let anyone call Gwen and explain that he wasn't upset with her, and that the kiss with Nadiya was a publicity thing.
"This doesn't look good," worried Paula as Steve finally noticed Gwen and gave her a big smile. Gwen stepped up close and looked long and hard at Steve before turning her attention to stare at Nadiya.
Charlotte and Lisa quickly entered the private room and hurried over to watch the big screen. "This is going to be so cool!" exclaimed Lisa as she turned her attention to the confrontation just outside the theater.
"Gwen, can I ask a few questions?" began Amber as she took in the tension and did her best to distract Gwen. "How does it feel..."
Amber stopped in mid sentence as Gwen's hand flashed upward and struck Steve on the cheek with a loud crack! Paula felt her heart stop as she watched her daughter vent her anger in front of hundreds of people, not to mention the many fans that would view it on TV and YouTube. She just knew that Steve should have spoken with Gwen before it came to this!
Gwen barely had time to withdraw her hand before Steve grabbed her wrist and twisted it behind her back. When Gwen attempted to bring her other hand around, Steve latched onto that just as quickly and pinned it behind her, forcing Gwen's breasts against his chest. She was completely helpless and totally under his control.
"God, I love you!" whispered Steve as he bent and kissed Gwen on the lips while firmly holding both of her hands behind her back.
"Oh!" gasped Paula as she watched the scene unfold. "Was this all planned? What do you know about it, Lisa?"
"I knew that Steve asked me to show Gwen a text where he wanted her to slap him when they first met. He told her to trust him and it would all work out," replied Lisa as a beaming Nadiya glided into the room.
"Is he still kissing her? She is so lucky to have such a man!" marveled Nadiya as she watched the monitor.
Amber Stahl had been with Gwen and Steve since it all started back in Sparta. She had struggled to find a gentle way to report that the couple appeared to be breaking up. She had felt the tension when Gwen approached Steve as he stood with the beautiful girl from the Ukraine. She was as stunned as everyone else when Gwen slapped Steve's face. His reaction was certainly not what she expected. Being a good reporter, she knew she had a story her viewers would want to see.
By the time Steve slowly raised his lips from Gwen's, Amber knew for certain that her friends' romance was far from broken. Steve slowly pulled back from Gwen as the crowd roared its approval.
"Is it safe to assume that you two are back together?" asked Amber with a huge smile.
"I haven't decided yet," replied Steve with a serious face. "Ask me once the weekend is over. I should know by then."
"You should know by then?" repeated Gwen with passion. "Free my hands right now and I'll make up your mind for you!"
"I think I'll keep you just like this. You can't get into any trouble this way," laughed Steve as he pulled Gwen tighter to his chest.
"Officers in the US Navy hold girls against their will? Just because you're big and strong and I'm just a little girl, am I supposed to be at your mercy? Do you expect me to apologize and beg you to let me go?"
"That's exactly how it works!" agreed Steve as he once again kissed Gwen's lips. For her part, Gwen closed her eyes and moaned audibly as she returned Steve's ardor.
"Well folks, you'll have to decide if this couple is back together, if Steve's taking advantage of Gwen, or if it's the other way around. Do you have anything to add, either of you?"
"I certainly won't apologize as long as he's holding me like this," promised Gwen. "If an apology's what it takes to be set free from this big, forceful Midshipman, then he'll just have to hold me all weekend. Personally, I don't think he can last that long!"
"On that note, we'll say goodnight from New York City!" quipped Amber as she faced the camera. "Thanks for watching!"
Steve turned Gwen lose as soon as Amber indicated she had stopped videoing their actions. He placed his arm around Gwen's waist and led her inside. Gwen's family and friends rushed to her as she entered the private room.
"Sis! That was so cool! You really know how to be a star," praised Kate as she hugged her sister. "You're the best sister ever."
"You aren't angry with me for that stupid Jack Timberline fiasco last night?" asked Gwen as she looked around at her mother, Lisa, Jordan, Charlotte and her other friends. "Why's everyone being so nice to me? I thought you were all pissed at my antics with that jackass."
"Steve had a little 'come to Jesus' talk with us earlier this afternoon," replied Jordan as she hugged Gwen. "We were wrong to treat you like we did. I hope you can forgive me for being so judgmental. You're a sister to me."
"Steve simply reminded all of us about the amazing things you've done for so many people over the last year," added Paula in response to Gwen's confusion. "We were all getting a little down on you for last night and Steve expressed his displeasure about our less than understanding positions on the matter. I, for one, will never make the mistake of complaining about you in front of Steve again."
"That pretty well goes for all of us," agreed Lisa. "You're a wonderful person, a great sister, singer, actress, and girlfriend, or so Steve claims. You've done so much to earn our respect and love, and we'd pretty much forgotten it."
"So it was you that straightened out this angry mob? I still owe you an apology, Steve. I was absolutely wrong. I embarrassed myself and you. It'll never happen again."
"Why didn't you just call me and let me know what really happened?" asked Steve as he held Gwen. "If you had explained it to me, we could've moved past it without everyone being so upset."
"I was afraid that you'd refuse to talk to me, or worse, dump me over the phone. I thought I'd see you in person and beg you to forgive me. That was my whole plan. If you weren't angry, why didn't you call me? Even if you were upset, you could've called. I was sick with guilt," answered Gwen softly.
"I woke up this morning around three AM California time. I checked my email and had lots of stuff about the game. Then I read a couple messages about you and Jack Timberline, so I surfed the web and found pictures of the two of you pretty quickly. I was afraid that you might be dumping me, at least until I spoke with Naomi on the flight up from Washington. She told me about how she had called you last night and how badly you felt. By the time we landed in New York, your flight was in the air, so I couldn't call you. Then Naomi, Nadiya and I cooked up a scheme to lessen the sting of your smooch with that damn Timberline. I thought you'd be more believable if you still believed that Nadiya and I had something going."
"Let me guess. Kissing Nadiya in Times Square with hundreds of photographers watching was somehow part of your master plan," stated Gwen with little conviction. "It's not like you to think revenge was the way to solve a problem? Were you trying to get even?"
"Gwen, you'd better listen before you make accusations," warned Nadiya. "Naomi was the one that came up with the idea. We just refined it. You had already kissed Timberline. The photos were all over the internet. People were bound to think he was your new boyfriend. Or worse yet, they'd think that he was your new lover, regardless of how innocent it may have been."
"I just suggested that we needed to find a way to make it look like it was a planned publicity stunt, rather than a fall from grace by the biggest star in the country" chipped in Naomi. "It became a bit convoluted. I suggested that the only way we could convince the public that it was a planned publicity stunt was for Steve to misbehave, too. I joked that he'd probably have to kiss some attractive black girl to get even."
"We realized that Naomi had a pretty good idea, even if it was said in jest," continued Steve. "I didn't feel it would work very well for us at the Academy if I was photographed kissing Naomi. We study a lot together and people are already asking if we have something going on. It would have complicated things for us."
"I volunteered!" admitted a grinning Nadiya. "I am your very good friend and was willing to suffer the embarrassment of being dumped by my big, strong American boyfriend after just one or two kisses so he could get back together with his true love."
"That's why Steve asked you to slap his face when you first met him tonight. There's been a lot of press the last couple days about the big scene in your movie where you slapped this guy silly, and how he took his horrible revenge on you," smirked Naomi.
"Everyone's been looking forward to watching that scene tonight. I know that I am. When everyone sees the similarities between the slap you gave Steve tonight and the movie scene, they'll also wonder if you both kissing others was part of a promotion plan for the movie. Once that seed is planted, it'll grow pretty fast. Your dalliance with Timberline will be labeled a publicity stunt. You'll have your honor intact and so will Steve."
Gwen was shaking her head in wonder as she listened to her friends reveal their Machiavellian-like plot. "I don't know what to say! I guess I need to thank Nadiya for kissing Steve so well in public. I know how hard that it must have been."
"It was very hard! Does it get that way when he kisses you, too?" laughed Nadiya as she returned Gwen's embrace.
"Okay!" groaned Paula as she glanced at Kate and saw her grinning from ear to ear. "Let's get moving. We're wanted in the theater now. The movie will start in a few minutes. The stars are expected to be there, enjoying the devil out of the movie. Let's see if we can avoid any more surprises tonight and have a good time. We want this movie to do well."
"That was our first movie," recalled Gwen as she chatted with Steve's grandmother while patrons of Marsh's Landing listened to her every word. "It was five years ago, but it seems like yesterday. That movie wound up grossing over $300 million and putting over $200 million in Lady in Red Productions' coffers. There's still a few million in residuals trickling in from it every year, mostly from TV broadcasts and rentals. "
"Mom got pretty busy pretty fast. She did an amazing job getting the hospital started on the new building as quickly as possible. She invested in a hundred acres of land west of town, then had the recording studios and sets for movies and TV shows built. She's really managed the finances well."
"I did have a lot of guidance from some pretty savvy people, like William Patterson and Clyde Davis," added Paula quickly. "The economy of Sparta received a real shot in the arm, first with all the construction projects and then with the skilled labor needed for the hospital and the production facilities. That's just one of the many positive accomplishments of this amazing journey your grandson has taken us all on."
"According to Steve, it never would've happened without Gwen, Jordan, and your family's support," countered Beatrice Patterson. "He feels that he is a very fortunate man to have stumbled upon a woman like Gwen, a friend like Jordan, and a family like the Andersons. To be quite honest, I agree with him completely."
"Yeah, he's a lucky guy," agreed Kate as she pointed to a picture and smiled."Look at this one. It's Steve and me at the party after the movie premiere in New York. That was a pretty good premiere, but I've been to better."
"I do have to ask about the little meeting Steve had with everyone before Gwen arrived. You have alluded to it being a defining moment, but I haven't heard any particulars and you have me curious," admitted Steve's grandmother.



Paula chose to answer this question. "We'd all been shocked when we saw the pictures of Gwen with Timberline. Each one of us felt that Steve had been betrayed, and by association, so had the rest of us. We were upset with Gwen's behavior and took every opportunity to point it out to Steve.
"We were all gathered in a private room to sort out the order we'd be walking up the red carpet. I admit that I made the final remark that broke the camel's back, so to speak. I wondered out loud just how we were going to treat Gwen when she made it to the premiere. Should we act like nothing happened, or should we show her our displeasure over her actions?
"I barely had the words leave my mouth when Steve stood up and looked at all of us with more than a little irritation before he started in quite sternly. I still remember his words as well as the depth of his emotions on the subject of Gwen!"
"Gwen's the reason we're all here! She saved my life at least twice. She's the brains and a lot of the talent behind any success we've had. She's busting her ass to become a doctor while doing as much work for our charities as she can. She's beautiful, really smart, extremely talented, and I love her.
"Understand this. I won't listen to another bad word about the most compassionate, caring, loving person I've ever met. If you can't treat her with the respect she's earned and deserves, I suggest that you stay away from me, because I won't tolerate it!"
"Oh, my! He didn't yell or threaten anyone? He just explained that he loved your daughter and he wouldn't listen to any negative remarks?" quizzed Mrs. Patterson.
"I guess you had to be there," responded Jordan. "He didn't yell, but he was so cold and measured that we could tell he was very upset. We'd been trying to show support for him by complaining about Gwen. We quickly realized what a bad idea that was! If we want to support Steve, we have to support Gwen. His happiness is tied to Gwen's. We can't separate them and pretend that anything bad that happens to Gwen, or is done by Gwen, doesn't affect him. It does... a lot!"
"Okay, so Steve was a little pissed, but he got over it," broke in Kate. "You should see the pictures from the next movie and the premiere. We were all in it!"
"You're getting ahead of yourself," cautioned Lisa. "Those pictures will come later. Here are some from the L.A. premiere the next night and our first big motorcycle ride the following day, which was Sunday."
"The movie had a huge opening that Labor Day weekend," smiled Paula proudly. "We couldn't believe it when Clyde told us the numbers. Papers, television, and the internet were all talking about the movie, the incredible soundtrack, and especially the very hot love scenes Jordan and Gwen had with Steve.
"The fact that Jordan and Charlie appeared on the morning news show that Friday to perform the new song they wrote for the network's football broadcasts sure didn't hurt. Her 'Maxim' issue came out that day and was a huge success. They printed an extra ten thousand issues and it still sold out, like Gwen's did!" boasted Paula. "Jordan and Charlie had written the number one song in the country at the time in 'Midnight Lights', while Gwen sang it, plus a great opening song for football on CBC. They had the promotion part in high gear when the movie came out. I found out later that they considered asking Jordan to kiss Steve, rather than Nadiya, but Steve felt that Charlie and Jordan had already done enough, and he didn't want to 'disrespect' Charlie."
"By the time we made it back to the hotel that Friday night, I was exhausted," recalled Gwen. "I'd slept very little the night before because I was so worried about how Steve would react to my stupid stunt. I will tell you that by the next morning Steve had totally convinced me that he wasn't angry at me. The flight back to California was much more enjoyable than the one coming east. I snuggled with Steve the whole way.
"Clyde wanted us to think outside the box for the L.A. premiere. Jordan came up with the idea of arriving on motorcycles. We'd been planning on touring up the Pacific Coast Highway the next day on motorcycles, so we simply rode them to the premiere," recalled Gwen. "Instead of gowns, we ladies wore leather pants and leather halter tops. The guys had leather jackets, tight jeans and tight shirts. The crowd loved it!"
"That was an amazing weekend," sighed Lisa as she thought back to that first premiere in L.A. "Jason had been driving motorcycles for years, so he fit right in. By the time we landed in L.A. from New York, the press had pretty much decided that Steve and Gwen had never broken up, and the kissing was all done for the publicity. That really relieved the stress factor that we had been feeling. We all learned a valuable lesson about the depth of Steve's feelings for Gwen and what he required from us when we spoke to her, or about her."
"And I learned that I had a lot of maturing to do if I was going to live up to Steve's expectations," admitted Gwen. "I'd dodged a bullet with that Timberline incident and I promised myself that I'd never be in an embarrassing, degrading position like that again. Steve deserved much better, and I was going to see that he got it!"
"Our arrival on motorcycles turned out quite well," continued Jordan. "By that time, the movie had been released for just a day and it was becoming a huge hit. Our love scenes were a hot topic, but we also had a pretty solid all around movie with some great songs and performances. I'm still very proud of it, five years later."
"Yeah, the public loved our young, hip approach to the premiere thing and especially the way we were dressed. I don't know how Jordan kept her girls in that little leather top she had on, but she looked great, as you can see in this picture. She was all over the papers and internet the next day. Plus her issue of 'Maxim' had come out that weekend and it was a huge success. We knew she was beautiful and talented, but we didn't realize that she was just beginning to hit her stride. She's had some amazing accomplishments since that movie. I'm so proud to have her as a friend, and sister," stated Gwen as she beamed at Jordan.
"It was a great time, but our trip up the coast over the next two days is what stands out in my memory," recalled Charlotte during a lull in the conversation. "Steve and Gwen, Charlie and Jordan, Lisa and Jason, and Billy and I climbed on four Harleys early Sunday morning and headed north. The scenery was amazing once we got out of L.A.
"A couple of TV stations found out we were riding back to Stanford and reported our progress. It was picked up on the internet and social media. After we were on the road for a couple hours, we started finding people standing along the streets, waving to us and taking pictures. Then other bikers began joining up with us. This picture of us going through Half Moon Bay is my favorite. You can see bikers lined up for a mile or so."
"That was some trip," agreed Kate. "Dad rented an SUV and we followed my sisters and their friends to Stanford. Becky, Ashley, Stephanie and I got to ride on the bikes for a few hours. We just traded with Gwen, Jordan, Charlotte, and Lisa. I guess all of us girls got hooked on big bikes and the men that ride them on that trip."
"We camped at Big Sur the first night and it was beautiful," reminisced Lisa. "Our camp site was under some huge evergreen trees. We rented tents and air mattresses and slept under the stars. Remember that night, Gwen?"
Gwen gave her sister a big smile as she thought back about that night and how much she enjoyed the weekend.
"I think we need to pitch Gwen's tent way out in the woods," suggested Kate as the group started setting up camp. "Remember Russia and how loud she was there? What about Charlotte? She sounds like some kind of big cat when she gets cranked up. Mountain lions will probably be pouring down from the hills. Lisa is only a little better. Jordan's pretty quiet, which may not be a compliment for Charlie, at least if volume is proportional to pleasure. Even Mom and Dad get noisy at times. Stephanie and I are sharing a tent, as are Ashley and Becky. Everyone needs to remember how we don't have any hunky guys with us, so show some mercy and keep the appreciation as muted as possible."
"I don't care what you say," laughed Gwen. "I haven't seen this guy for weeks and I'm going to enjoy every minute I can with him and that may include some caterwauling, as Mom calls it. Maybe you need to pitch your tent out in the woods if we all bother you so much."
"I'm not going out in those woods!" declared Kate immediately. "Stephanie and I could get eaten by a bear, while you're getting eaten by..."
"Kate!" cautioned Paula. "Don't say it. You shouldn't even be thinking it. We're adults here and will behave as such. Won't we, Gwen?"
"I sure plan on enjoying adult activities," agreed Gwen with a big smile. "I just hope Dad doesn't wind you up like he did in Russia. That would be embarrassing."
"I've been staying out of this conversation. It doesn't seem like my own daughter would be making accusations about her dad like that. Steve, Charlie, Billy, and Jason haven't said a word during this little debate. Do you know why that is?"
"Because they know they're going to be very lucky tonight and don't want to say anything stupid to ruin it?" asked Charlotte with a smirk.
"Well, yes, it could be that," admitted Ted with a broad grin. "It could also be that they are gentlemen. They'd never want to damage a lady's honor. Maybe we should have the men sleep in the tents on this side of the clearing and the ladies on that side. That would solve all of these problems."
"I'm afraid you'd be creating much bigger problems if you tried to keep these young people apart," warned Paula. "Besides, I think this is all very romantic. We had that beautiful trip up the coast, and now the moon is almost full and shining down on us. It makes me feel young again."
"Oh, no!" blurted Kate. "There goes any hope I had for getting any sleep tonight. If Mom's feeling romantic, what are Lisa, Charlotte, Jordan, and Gwen feeling? I need to find a boyfriend!"
The group sat around talking about the experiences of the day, as well as the success the movie was enjoying. Finally, Lisa stood up and tugged on Jason's hand. "Boy! Am I tired from that ride! We're going to bed now, everyone. Goodnight."
"I bet you'll be even more tired after your next ride," whispered Kate as she hugged Lisa goodnight. "He's a great guy, and you're a great sister."
Less than ten minutes later, everyone had crawled into their tents and all lights were extinguished. The loudest sounds of the night came from Kate and Stephanie's tent. They'd break into laughter every time they heard the telltale sounds of passion from any of a number of nearby tents.
The group was up early the next morning and quickly prepared for the second leg of the trip. "I have to compliment everyone for being so thoughtful," announced Ashley. "Except for a few minor exceptions, Kate and Stephanie were the only people I actually heard last night."
"You must be a heavy sleeper," observed Kate wryly as the group made their way to the parking lot to continue their journey.
Steve's phone rang just before he started his bike. He had a short conversation and then turned to the group with a crooked grin. "That was my coach. He wanted to know why I wasn't at practice. I reminded him that he gave me permission to take the day off and report on Tuesday. He said he made that agreement when I was the third string quarterback and I'd better be at practice tomorrow afternoon or I'd be sitting the bench for the first series Saturday."
"I knew you'd be starting after the way you demolished Ohio State!" exclaimed Kate. "That was the best game ever. I told everyone at school that you'd be starting before long, but they already knew it."
Everyone took turns riding on the bikes with the guys until they approached Palo Alto. Gwen and Charlotte insisted on being on the passenger pillion with their boyfriends when the guys rumbled onto the campus. Once again, they had gathered a fair number of bikers riding behind them. Gwen and Charlotte acted as guides as they cruised the campus, pointing out places of interest.
A large portion of the student population watched and waved as they passed by. Gwen and Charlotte were beaming as they clung to their respective boyfriends and waved back. When they pulled up in front of their dorm, the four girls waved to the riders that had followed them as they continued on their various journeys.
Gwen had just stepped off the bike when the girls from her floor descended on her and Charlotte. "Hey, Gwen! It looks like you worked things out with Steve! We went to the movie Friday night, and again last night. It was the most romantic, sexiest movie I've ever seen!" gushed Dakota as she and the other girls gathered around the group.
"It was so hot when Steve ripped off your thong, picked you up after you slapped him and then made love to you standing up. There were moans all over the theater when he put his head under your skirt!" added the girl named Cindy as she openly stared at Steve.
"Thanks, everyone for the greeting. It's great that you all missed me so much," chuckled Gwen. "Let me introduce you. This is my sister, Lisa and her boyfriend, Jason. Next to Charlotte is her boyfriend, Billy. This other blonde is Jordan Quick and her boyfriend, Charlie. He writes songs with her and has the band that backs her, and us, when we perform.
"These are the girls from our floor in the dorm and they are fast becoming great friends to Charlotte and me. Now that the introductions are done, we should go in and get a drink."
"What?" yelled several girls in unison. "You forgot someone, Gwen! Aren't you going to introduce us to your boyfriend?" asked Dakota as she nodded toward Steve.
"I'm still debating the wisdom of that," replied Gwen with a straight face. "You girls all promise you won't get all mushy? Promise you won't try to steal him away from me? Promise you won't flirt shamelessly with him?"
"Hell, no!" replied Cindy as she stepped up to Steve and hugged him. "I'm Cindy. I'm a best friend to Gwen and a big fan of yours. Can we go to bed now? I hope that wasn't too subtle."
Steve grinned at the forward girl before telling her, "No offense, but we were going to clean up, check out Gwen and Charlotte's room and have a nice dinner. Servicing beautiful girls wasn't on the list Gwen gave me, so I'll respectfully decline, at least for now."
"So there's a chance?" laughed Cindy as she stepped aside to allow the other girls the opportunity to meet Steve. Gradually, the entire gathering drifted inside to the lobby, where chatter remained constant among the excited girls.
"I don't know if you freshmen realize it, but our dorm has always been looked down upon by the sororities on campus. As you know, this is Wooster Dorm, but the joke has always been that it's 'Woofer's' Dorm. We were considered the dregs of campus society, a bunch of nerds and lesbians. Now we have Gwen Anderson, Jordan Quick, and Steve Hammer sitting in our lobby and all the girls from the sororities are wondering what in hell happened!" laughed an RA. "Thanks for stopping in, Jordan, Steve, and the rest of you. I'll be posting pictures of this on Facebook and YouTube."
About that time, Paula, Ted, Ashley, Becky, Kate and Stephanie made their way into the lobby. "We had to park a mile away," complained Kate. "For some reason, this dorm has the only packed parking lot on campus."
Gwen introduced the late comers to everyone and then asked the group to excuse her for a few minutes. "Steve has to catch a flight back to Washington in a few hours and needs to clean up before we have dinner. We're going up to my room to spruce up and we'll be right back."
Half an hour later, Gwen was talking quietly to Steve as she opened the door to exit her room. "I just had to make love with you one more time before you left. I love you so much. Let's get back downstairs before they wonder what we're doing."
Steve had stopped before stepping into the hallway and Gwen was perplexed. She was about to urge him forward when she heard a titter behind her. Turning, she saw all of the girls from her floor staring at her from both sides of the hallway.
"What? Why is everyone up here? I told you we'd be right back. Why are you all looking so funny? Did something happen?" asked a worried Gwen as she looked from face to face.
Cindy smiled as she held up her cell phone and hit a key. Suddenly a shrill scream pierced the quiet of the hallway. It was quickly followed by another, slightly shriller sound. This went on for about fifteen seconds before Cindy shut it off.
Realization slowly washed over Gwen's face, followed by a deep red blush. "That was just, it was a, a song I'm working on," blustered Gwen as she looked down at the floor.
"You're such a liar! And the luckiest girl in the world!" declared Dakota as she came forward and embraced Gwen. "That was awe inspiring. You've succeeded in making us all very jealous, and very hot. This is how legends get started."
"Or how rumors get started," countered Gwen as she worked to regain her poise. "It was a new song we're working on, right Steve?"
"Yeah, we've been working on that song for some time now, trying to get it just right," grinned Steve as he watched Gwen squirm.
"If you didn't get it right just now, you never will," replied Cindy. "That was amazing to hear. I just hope I can find a guy that makes me sing like that. Now that I think about it, I did meet the guy, but you've got him all wrapped up."
"Enough of the small talk," stated Dakota as she stepped up to Steve. "Would you pose for a picture with me so I can post it on Facebook? My boyfriend dumped me a couple of weeks ago and I want him to see that I'm doing just fine."
"That's up to Gwen. When I'm with her and her friends, I rely on her judgment for things like that," replied Steve as Dakota shifted her gaze to Gwen.
"Sure! I don't mind sharing the guy for pictures. Give me your phone and I'll even take them for you," responded Gwen, thankful that the discussion about her noisy lovemaking had ended.
As soon as Gwen snapped a couple of pictures of Dakota with Steve, Cindy quickly took her place and handed Gwen her phone. Once again, Gwen took a few photos. The next request caught Gwen by surprise.
Audrey Li, a pretty Asian girl asked, "Could Steve take his shirt off for my picture? I would love to be able to show it to my family and friends."
"Oh! I guess that would be okay," responded a slightly flustered Gwen. "I don't see any reason why not. Steve, would you peel your shirt off for a picture with Audrey?"
Steve raised his eyebrows at Gwen as if questioning her. Gwen responded with a nod, so Steve reached down and pulled his shirt over his head. Oohs and aahs echoed around the hallway.
"He looked hot in the movie, but he's incredible in person!" observed Dakota. "I've never seen a guy that looked this good."
"He actually dropped a few pounds working out with the football team," beamed Gwen with pride as her floor-mates marveled at her boyfriend's physique. "He's a bit leaner than he was, but it's all muscle, as you guys can see."
"In for a penny, in for a pound," blurted the usually shy Audrey as she pulled her own shirt over her head to reveal a surprisingly big pair of breasts and no bra. "Get a picture of me hugging Steve with my boobs against his chest."
"Holy shit!" exclaimed Cindy. "I never saw that coming, or them coming, or whatever. What a picture that'll make."
"I don't know if this is a good idea," worried Gwen as she held up Audrey's phone and focused on her and Steve.
"Gwen, think about this," urged Steve. "What would be the outcome if this picture's seen by the public? Would this be a problem for me, for this girl, or for you?"



"Worst case scenario? People think you're a stud, Audrey's sleeping with you, that I've been cheated on, and that you've added Asians to the already impressive list that includes, whites, blacks, Europeans, older women, blondes, brunettes and red heads.
"You're the Navy's poster boy, so how would this affect recruiting when people that are thinking about joining the Navy see this?" asked Gwen.
"I can't see how it would hurt," laughed Steve as he stood with Audrey's bosom buried against his abdomen. "I don't think many men or women would mind being in the position we're in right now."
"The longer you two debate this, the closer Audrey's getting to an orgasm," observed Cindy. "Look at her eyes. Her pupils are starting to roll back into her skull. You'd better decide pretty soon!"
"Okay, smile!" coaxed Gwen as she took several pictures. "Audrey, you can let go now. Audrey? Can you hear me?"
"She can hear you, but this is her chance and she's making the most of it," laughed Dakota as she moved in and started tugging Audrey's shirt down over her head. "As soon as we get her covered up, I going to take my shirt off and get a picture or two."
"Girls, I think we're about done with the pictures," stated Steve firmly. "We're going to dinner with family, and then I have to catch a flight back to Washington. You can set something for next time I visit, as long as Gwen's good with it. I won't have any part of anything that doesn't have Gwen's approval. She's my girl."
Ted, Paula, and the family were patiently waiting as Steve and Gwen made their way back to the lobby. The rest of the girls from the floor were following them. They were all giggling as Cindy made a surprisingly accurate impersonation of the sounds coming from Gwen's room.
"Oh, no. Is that what took so long?" asked Kate. "We all know that sound. You really have it down pretty good. Can you do that hiccup thing at the end?"
"No! I can't figure out how she does that, but I'll work on it," replied Cindy with a big smile. "Maybe she'll loan me her boyfriend so I can learn it?"
"Not much chance of that," laughed Kate. "The waiting list is a mile long. It hasn't made it past Gwen yet and it doesn't look like it will in my lifetime."
"Let's go to dinner everyone. Steve has a flight back to Washington to catch this evening," urged a red-faced Gwen as she led Steve toward the door while Jordan and Kate began their own attempts at reproducing Gwen's cries of passion.
After a leisurely dinner, Ted and Paula gave Steve and Gwen a ride to the San Jose airport. Ted shook Steve's hand as he exited the car and Paula gave him a long hug and a quick kiss. Gwen walked with him to the security check area. People were pointing at them in recognition by the time they reached it. Oblivious to onlookers, Steve took Gwen in his arms and gave her a long, smoldering kiss. "I love you, Gwen. You can be sure that the next time I see pictures of you kissing some random guy, I'll be calling you and asking for an explanation."
"And I love you. Be certain that I'll be calling you if I see you smooching some gorgeous woman. I learned a lot this weekend. I'll never do anything to risk losing you. I realize how easy it is to screw up a good thing, and you're the best thing that's ever happened to me. Have a good flight and win the rest of your games!"
As Gwen parted from Steve a small crowd of onlookers clapped and cheered. She smiled and waved. Then she turned and walked out to rejoin her parents.
"At least that trip ended well" observed Beatrice Patterson as the Gwen finished her tale. "I was very impressed with the success of the movie. William and I went to see it that weekend. I must say that you and Jordan certainly looked beautiful in those love scenes. I could tell you both loved Steve very much. It came through quite clearly in the movie."
"Ladies! I think you should return to your table," advised Billy's father as he hurried up to the group. "There's hell to pay in San Marcos, Colombia. You need to see what's going on."
"There's where Jason's stationed!" cried Lisa as the group quickly returned to their table as the televisions in the dining room lit up. "He's supposed to be coming home by Memorial Day. The state department has a delegation there and Jason only has a dozen soldiers with him. It was just a temporary assignment."
"Don't get upset," advised Paula. "I'm sure it can't be that bad. Let's see what they report on TV."
The group listened carefully as the cable news reporter excitedly explained the situation. "The American delegation came here to discuss ways to curtail the drug trade to the U.S. They've been here for two weeks and were scheduled to return home the middle of next week. Right now, the forces of the local drug cartel are storming their compound. This is an obvious attempt by the cartel to hurt relations between the United States and Colombia. If these Americans are taken hostage, or worse, there may well be severe repercussions in Washington.
"We are being told by our sources that there are over two hundred armed men attacking the compound, which is being defended by a handful of U.S. Army Rangers. We can easily hear the gunfire from our vantage point. It's mostly small arms with an occasional louder concussion."
"Oh, no!" exclaimed Lisa. "Jason's in trouble. Will the U.S. send in the Army or something? They can't let our soldiers and representatives get killed or captured, can they? Our baby needs her father!"
The other patrons in the restaurant were deathly silent as they listened to the anguish in the voice of Lisa Anderson Hunter. She had married Jason Hunter the previous year and was now carrying their first child. Many of those present had seen him enjoy dinner with the Anderson family at this very same restaurant. Now he was in a dangerous situation in a far away land!
"The wall of the compound has been breached by some sort of explosive device. The cartel mercenaries are now concentrating on that area. The gunfire is extremely heavy. There's no telling how much longer the badly outnumbered American forces can hold off the attack."
On the screen, several trucks transported what looked like a ragtag militia to a point near the gaping hole in the wall of the compound. It was readily apparent to those watching on TV that the situation was very bleak, and rapidly getting worse.
"Lisa, you know Jason's one of the bravest, toughest guys on the planet. He'll be okay," promised Gwen with more conviction than she felt as she watched her sister suffer; and felt her pain. "We have to be strong for our men serving in the armed forces. That's just about the only way we can help when they're in battle."
Suddenly the reporter's voice was muffled by a very loud sound. Looking skyward, the man pointed as the camera swung around to catch three helicopters passing overhead. The camera zoomed in to reveal 'US NAVY' stenciled on the side of one of the choppers.
The helicopters circled the compound as the cartel's men began firing at them. The first helicopter suddenly moved over the small enclosure and men in military camouflage appeared at the door briefly before rappelling downward and out of sight. They were followed closely by a dozen more men. The helicopter sped away as the second chopper hovered just past some trees beyond the cartel gunmen. Soon troops were tossing lines from it and dropping to the ground.
These new arrivals rapidly spread out and directed a withering fire at the exposed flanks of the cartel's fighters. The patrons in the restaurant were spellbound as they watched an actual battle rage in real time! In less than a minute, the cartel forces that were still able began fleeing the area where the hole had been punched through the wall.
"Those guys are SEALs!" exclaimed Charlotte as the shooting diminished. "We sent SEALs in to get everyone out safely!"
The SEALs outside the compound took up a defensive position not far from the wall as one of the group trotted down the hill toward the torn section. He easily scampered over the debris and disappeared inside. A few more shots rang out before a period of silence followed.
Suddenly the helicopters were back in sight. One dropped behind the walls of the compound. It was there just over a minute before it rose straight up and headed away. A second chopper dropped behind the walls for an even shorter period of time. As it rose above the walls, the third helicopter landed on the hillside where the SEALs had maintained a cover fire for their comrades. The men quickly boarded the chopper before it rapidly gained altitude and joined the other two as they sped from sight.
"Do you think they got Jason out?" asked a stunned Lisa as the newsman on the scene began filling in the viewers on what had just transpired. "They must have loaded everyone or they wouldn't have left, would they? What do you think, Gwen?"
Everyone turned to face Gwen and to hear her response to her sister's question, only to find Gwen clutching herself with her arms tightly gripping her shoulders as tears made their way down her cheeks.
"That was Steve! I know it was! He was the one that ran down the hill and through the wall. Jason's on one of those choppers. I'll bet everything I have, or ever will have, that Steve made certain that Jason's on his way home."
"I think they were SEALs, but probably not Steve," replied Paula in a calming voice. "You know how he complains that the Navy won't send him on any missions. He's their recruiting spokesman. They wouldn't send him on a mission like this."
"Mom, I know Steve when I see him. He was there! I know that the Navy told him that he wouldn't be used in any dangerous missions, but he was there, and it sure as hell was dangerous! We need to see what we can find out. Lisa, call Brad. He'll know if Jason's okay. I'll call Naomi and see what she can tell me about Steve."
The other patrons watched in wonder as the two Anderson sisters began their quest for information. It now appeared that Sparta had two of its own involved in the bloody battle in a faraway place, and they had watched it all on TV!
"Sis, I bet Steve was there because he knew Jason was in trouble!" surmised Kate. "You know how tight those two guys are. I don't think the President could have stopped Steve from going on that mission once he knew Jason needed help."
"You may have something there," conceded Jordan. "Steve's devoted to his friends and family. We all know that. It did look like Steve when he went through that hole in the wall, but Gwen would know for sure. If she says it was Steve, then I'd bet my bottom dollar it was."
Billy's father brought a pitcher of water and a large serving of bread to the table. "If you ladies want anything to eat, please flag down a waitress. Unless you ask for them, they've been instructed to respect your privacy. We're all praying for your men to stay safe and come home soon."
Lisa had dialed her brother-in-law's number at Gwen's suggestion. "Brad! Did you see that attack on Jason's compound? Have you heard anything? Can you find out? I knew that you would've already made some calls. I'm so worried about Jason and Steve. Please let me know when you hear anything. Gwen swears it was Steve that ran through that hole in the wall, and I wouldn't bet against her being right. You know how Steve feels about you guys finding him in that snow storm, and how important Jason is to me. Yeah, I feel better, too. I just hope they're both okay.
Lisa laid her phone on the table and spoke to her family. "Brad said he's already made some calls. He has some friends in high places and he said they promised to get back to him with information on Jason. He didn't know Steve was on that mission, but it didn't surprise him. He said he felt better about Jason's chances with Steve there. Those guys really respect each other."
Gwen listened to Lisa's report before pulling her phone out. "Hello, Naomi? Gwen here. I was watching the news and I just saw the SEALs go into that compound that was under siege by those drug cartel thugs. I'm sure Steve was there. I saw him on TV. I know what the policy is, but Lisa's husband was one of the Rangers caught in that tight spot. Yeah, that's what I think. Jason saved Steve's bacon a few years ago. Steve feels that he owes him, plus Lisa's pregnant. He wants her little girl to have her father around for years to come. Thanks! I'll be waiting.
"Naomi knew about the raid, but had no idea Steve was involved. She was a little skeptical at first, but when I explained that Lisa's husband was one of the Rangers under attack, she began to rethink her position. She said that she'll call in a few favors, find out what she can, and get back to me," concluded Gwen.
"We saw the helicopters fly away from that fight. Rangers and SEALs do not leave men behind. We all know that. Certainly, Steve and Jason would not leave anyone behind, especially each other. That leads me to conclude that your hunks are at least half way back to some ship in the Caribbean Sea," reasoned Kate. "They'll be here for the Memorial Day concert you guys always have. I'm sure of it!
"Kate has a good point," agreed Paula. "Let's order a light lunch while we wait to hear more from Brad and Naomi. You girls have two very remarkable, capable men. Have patience and faith in them."
Shortly after the group was served, Lisa's phone rang. The noise level in the dining room dropped to nothing as Lisa answered her phone. "Brad! What did you find out? No! How many times? Are the wounds serious? Where was he hit? Will he recover? Where and when will I be able to see him? Thanks so much!"
Lisa again placed her phone on the table and slowly gathered her wits. "Jason was hit three times! He lost a lot of blood, but he's been stabilized on a Navy ship. He'll be transported to a hospital in the States in a day or two. He was hit in the left leg, left arm, and low on the left side."
"How about Steve? Did Brad hear anything about how Steve is?" prodded Gwen as she patted her sister's back.
"He couldn't find out anything about Steve. He said his contacts only knew about the Rangers' injuries. Two are in critical condition. The rest of them have some injuries, but should recover. Brad said those SEALs made it there just in time. Another few minutes and they would have been too late."
"Well, I'd say that we need to look on the bright side. We were worried about Jason and now we know he's been hurt, but will recover. We saw Steve moving around very well a short time ago. He's probably taking a shower and relaxing on that ship right now," suggested Paula. "Considering the situation an hour ago, things are looking up."
Chatter once again picked up in the dining room as diners discussed the events of the day. They had been privy to seeing firsthand, just how the Anderson family responded to a very stressful situation. Lisa's husband had been wounded, but he was out of harm's way and was expected to recover. Gwen's boyfriend was Steve Hammer. They had total confidence in his abilities. The mood in the room lightened up considerably.
Gwen had just finished her salad when her phone chimed. Anxiously, she answered it. "Hello, Naomi. Thanks for calling back. It was him? I knew it. Is he alright? I don't understand. What do you mean he was okay the last time they saw him? Still there? No! They'd never leave him behind! SEALs and Rangers just don't do that. He had to be on one of those helicopters.
"Oh, no! Two kids? Why alone? What's the Navy going to do? Why can't they go back in? Who cares about Colombia? That's some policy! I'll call President Hanson and insist he send in more SEALs or something. I don't care about congress or Colombia. Steve needs help! You're probably right. He wouldn't want me to make a big stink about this, but I'm worried to death. Call me if you hear anything new. Thanks. I owe you."
Now it was Gwen's turn to calm her nerves. The room was deathly silent. Everyone at Gwen's table, and throughout the dining area sat quietly, waiting for her explanation.
Looking at her family, Gwen began. "Steve stayed behind. One of the delegates actually had his wife and two kids there with him. When they realized the cartel was going to attack the compound, the parents sent the kids out with a trusted local employee. She was going to hide them. The parents feared that they'd be killed or tortured, if they were captured. The mother begged Steve to save her kids. He had the chopper drop him off a couple miles from the battle. He's trying to find the kids and get them safely out of that hellhole!
"The U.S. didn't have any sort of clearance or permission from Colombia to stage that rescue, and now Colombia's kicking up a stink. They insist that we do not place any combat troops of any kind, for any reason, on their soil. Congress is already questioning the President's actions since he never informed them beforehand of the mission to rescue the Americans. What it all boils down to is this; Steve and those two kids are on their own!"
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"We can't leave without my two daughters!" cried a very distraught woman just as Steve gave the order for the helicopter to take off. Steve motioned for the pilot to continue before he turned to face the hysterical mother.
"We searched the compound. We have everyone. There's no one left. They must be on the other chopper," yelled Steve over the drone of the rotating blades.
"No! We sent them with Maria when we heard that the cartel was preparing to attack the compound. She promised to hide them until it was safe. I was afraid they'd be taken captive, tortured, raped, and murdered."
"Where were they being taken?" demanded Steve as he quickly considered the situation.
"Maria lives in the village about two miles south of the compound. She had a small house on the hill by a sharp turn in the road. I know who you are! You can't leave my daughters behind to be slaughtered by these bastards!" insisted the sobbing woman.
Steve quickly spoke to the pilot and returned to where the woman sat with eight other Americans from the conference, along with several injured Rangers that were being attended by his men.
"I'm going to be dropped off in the jungle half a mile or so from the village. I'll find your daughters and get them out safely," assured Steve.
"By yourself? You have lots of men. Take them with you! You've got to save my girls!" insisted the frightened woman.
"The U.S. can't have a force on the ground here in Colombia. I can't ask anyone else to do this. It falls on me. I'll promise you this. I won't return without your girls," guaranteed Steve as he readied his equipment so that he could rappel from the chopper as it hovered over an opening in the jungle.
"Steve, be careful," croaked Jason as he watched his friend prepare to leave the helicopter. "Good luck!"
"You just take care of that wife of yours, and your baby," replied Steve just before he disappeared from sight.
Steve raced for the shelter of dense undergrowth as soon as he hit the ground. Once he was certain that his presence had gone undetected, he began working his way toward the village where the two girls were supposed to be hidden.
As he neared the small village, it became quite obvious that the cartel forces were in disarray and striking out blindly after suffering defeat at the hands of the SEALs. Trucks loaded with armed men raced up and down the road. They would frequently fire their weapons, usually into the air, but occasionally into structures near the highway.
Several trucks were parked along the street in the village. The cartel thugs were looting small stores, and destroying what they could not use. Steve observed the situation with disgust before he turned his attention to the house near the sharp curve in the road. One of the cartel trucks was parked alongside the structure. That worried Steve.
Fearing he had no time for caution, Steve hurried across the narrow road and quickly concealed himself in the dense plant life. A very short time later, he was near the home on the curve and able to observe a small yard in the rear, where two girls were held captive. Two men held each girl while the apparent leader took his time squeezing and molesting the older girl.
From the protests the girls made, Steve easily identified them as Americans. They were older than he had expected, but he had little doubt that they were the sisters he sought. Lying near the home was a lifeless body of a middle aged woman.
He considered his options as the men continued to torment the girls. Gunfire, while pretty common, was likely to alert others that something was happening in the back of the home. Steve made his decision just as the leader ripped the older girl's shirt from her body and then quickly slashed her bra and tossed it aside.
The men were so intent on watching the topless teen squirm that they failed to notice Steve silently approach. It was the last mistake they ever made. Steve used his big knife to end the abuse of the girls. Less than thirty seconds later, the five men lay dead.
"Girls, I'm an American! I'm here to help you. Will you trust me?" asked Steve as gently as possible.
"Who wouldn't trust Steve Hammer?" retorted the older girl as she wrapped her arms around Steve and sobbed quietly. "I knew you'd come! I even told Sam that they'd send in SEALs, and you'd be one of them."
"You know me? I guess I can understand that, but why'd you think I'd show up here to help you?" questioned a surprised Steve.
"Jason Hunter's one of your best friends. Everybody knows that Steve Hammer takes care of his friends. Is Jason with you?" asked the older sister.
"No, I'm alone. We've got to find a safer place right now," insisted Steve as he withdrew from the girl's embrace and quickly searched the bodies of the dead men. He came away with two handguns and a semiautomatic rifle. He slung the rifle over his back, next to the one he had already been carrying with him and tucked the handguns into his waistband.
Checking the area carefully to see if he had been noticed, and finding no indication that he had, Steve made a quick scan of the contents of the cartel truck that was parked next to the building. He couldn't help but smile when he found a satchel of hand grenades behind the seat. They appeared to be rather old, but he knew that they would be quite helpful if things got hot. He grabbed the bag and gently lifted it from the floor of the vehicle.
"Follow me, girls. We've got to get away from here before we're discovered," insisted Steve as he led the sisters into the dense undergrowth. They had only gone a couple hundred feet when the older girl suddenly stopped. Steve swung around to see what her problem was.
"My tits are getting all scratched up. I need a shirt or something," complained the girl.
Steve glanced at the older sister's exposed breasts and saw several red scratch marks. She grinned at him and he blushed under her gaze. Steve lowered his weapons to the ground, removed his flak jacket, and then pulled his shirt over his head. He suppressed his own grin as the girl stared at his torso.
"I'm sorry about that," apologized Steve. "I should have realized how uncomfortable you'd be. Here, put this on and we'll get on our way."
"Are you kidding? Look how big it is. As you obviously just noticed, my chest is nowhere near as big as yours. Give me a minute and I'll tie a couple knots in it. That should help keep it from falling off at least."
"I never heard your name," admitted Steve. "You called your sister Sam. What's your name?"
"No one told you our names? Why didn't Mom or Dad tell you our names? Did something happen to them?"
"They left on helicopters headed for Navy ships in the Caribbean. We were pretty rushed. Your mother told me that her two daughters were hiding in a home in this village. She told me where it was and I promised I'd bring you kids back safely," replied Steve as he considered his next step.
"Everyone's gone? We're the only ones left? I'd be kind of worried if you weren't Steve Hammer," confessed the girl. "My name's Roxanne and my sister is Samantha. Everyone just calls us Roxie and Sam. How are we going to get out of here? Are we meeting a helicopter some place? Are they sending in more SEALs, or Marines, or something?"
"Not exactly," responded Steve as they resumed their trek. "The Colombians aren't going to be too happy with the U.S. for sending in troops and engaging the cartel forces without permission. We need to get someplace where we can be picked up, if they're even able to send in a chopper."
"That's bullshit!" insisted the older girl. "Our parents were here on government business and you're freaking Steve Hammer! They have to help us."
"Politics are always convoluted," replied Steve. "I promised your mom that I wouldn't go back without you. I always keep my promises, so you can sure that I'll take care of you girls and get you home safely."
"You promised Mom? I bet that made her happy. She thinks you're the best thing since sliced bread. She has all of your movies and she always watched your football games with Dad. Did she ask for your autograph?"
"We really didn't have time for any of that nonsense. Does Sam ever talk," asked Steve as he nodded toward the younger sister. "She hasn't said a word."
"She isn't a chatterbox, but you have to remember we were almost raped and killed. She's been diagnosed as slightly autistic. She doesn't like close contact very much. Remember that she saw you chop up those bastards without even working up a sweat, but she'll be okay as long as she hangs close to me. She likes you," added Roxie as she smiled at her sister.
"We'll travel a little longer, but once we get close to the road, we'll settle in and wait for dark. We'll be far less likely to have problems if we aren't seen by anyone."
An hour later Steve stopped in a small clearing. "We'll rest here for a few hours, then start out after it's full dark. We've got to try to get out of the cartel's area of influence as soon as possible. Right now you need to sleep if you can. We'll be covering a lot of ground tonight."
The two sisters quietly dropped down on the edge of the small clearing and stretched out in an attempt to get comfortable. Steve moved about fifteen feet away and settled down on the hard ground. Once he was comfortable that their position would not be discovered, he quickly fell asleep. A short time later a piercing scream woke him up.
He immediately sat up and looked for the girls. Sam was on her feet and sobbing while Roxie was beating something with a long stick. Steve hurried over to the girls to find a large snake hissing as Roxie wailed away at it. Steve pulled his knife as he stepped just behind the snake's head. Then he bent down and severed it with one stroke.
"Shit! That's a big snake!" managed Roxie as she dropped the stick and then hugged her frightened sister. "Sam and I both hate snakes."
"I'm not very fond of them myself," acknowledged Steve as he cleaned his knife blade by driving it into the ground and pulling it back out several times before wiping it on his pant leg. "We still need to rest, so lie back down and try to get some sleep."
"You first," insisted Roxie as she and Sam waited for Steve to return to his previous resting spot and lie back down. As soon as he was settled, the two sisters immediately dropped down next to him. Without saying a word, the girls seemed to silently communicate as they snuggled up on either side of Steve.
While he was slightly uncomfortable having the girls that close, Steve realized that fear controlled their actions. He closed his eyes and soon fell back to sleep.
It was almost totally dark when he next woke. The two girls were still sleeping. He could hear their slow, rhythmic breathing as he watched their stomachs rise with each breath. Knowing that they needed their rest for the journey before them, Steve remained still, allowing the girls the opportunity to continue sleeping.
He turned his gaze to the stars as he considered his options. He had no doubt that it was dangerous to remain in the part of the country controlled by the cartel. The two girls were his responsibility and he was determined to get them safely back to their parents.
As he mulled the situation over, he felt Roxie stir. She moved up along his body until her face was even with his and then she kissed his cheek. "Now I can tell my friends that I kissed Steve Hammer!"
"You know that I have a girlfriend, right?" questioned Steve. "You also need to know that you're underage and we're going to avoid anything resembling romance. I promised your mom that I'd keep you safe, and that includes from boys."
"Duh! Do you think anyone on the planet doesn't know that you and Gwen Anderson are lovers? Everyone also knows that you're safe for other girls to be with since you're 'a regular Boy Scout' according to Jordan Quick. I'm 16, so I'm not a kid, but I know you're totally committed to your girlfriend. I also know that I can flirt with you and not worry about you taking advantage. I saw the movie about Jordan Quick's life on TV.
"How many girls are able to say that they slept with Steve Hammer, or they kissed him, or he saw their tits? I just wish they were bigger. Mom's are pretty big, so mine will probably get bigger. Just wait a year or two."
"We won't be having this conversation again," cautioned Steve. "I'm charged with your safety and that includes saving you from boys, or men. You don't need to be any bigger. You're brave, smart, and have a very nice figure. Boys must be chasing you like crazy already. You and I will be great friends, but only friends."
By this time, Sam began to stir. Once she opened her eyes and looked at Steve and then Roxie, Steve gently slid her away from his torso and stood.
"We have to get started, girls. We need to get out of this area and find a ride home. Let's go," encouraged Steve as he started down an almost invisible path.
The Anderson family had gathered at Ted and Paula's home by early evening. Beatrice Patterson sat with Paula's mother at the kitchen table as the rest of the family hustled all around them.
"I know how worried everyone is, but your grandson is no ordinary young man," began Caroline. "He's got his work cut out for him, but he'll pull it off. I've got complete confidence in him."
"I appreciate your faith in Steve, but it's still very nerve wracking. Gwen is holding up quite well, but it's obvious that she feels the strain. Lisa is worried sick about Jason, even though she was told he'd pull through. Your granddaughters are enduring a great deal of emotional pain. I admire their strength," observed Beatrice.
"All of us need to get packed. I've told the pilots to plan on flying to DC tomorrow," announced Paula. "By all of us, I mean Gwen, Lisa, Kate, Jordan, Charlie, Ted, and me. Becky and Ashley will be going with us, too. Our rooms will be ready for us when we get to the hotel. Jason's expected to arrive at Walter Reed Friday afternoon. We should be settled into our hotel tomorrow and have a good night's sleep when we see him Friday, if he's able to receive visitors."
"I really appreciate that everyone's so concerned and supportive," proclaimed Lisa to her family. "I really love the guy and knowing my family loves him, too, helps a lot. Our baby's going to have the best family ever."
"That's for sure!" agreed Kate. "With Jason for a father, Dad for a grandfather, and Steve for an uncle, our little girl will have it made. Nobody will dare bother her."
"We're the ones that should be thanking all of you," countered Ashley. "You've taken Becky and me in and made us feel like part of the family. You've put us in movies and a couple of TV shows. We're financially secure, and mentally healthy. It's because all of you cared about us and took the time to help us when we needed it most."
"Not so," declared Gwen. "It's because you're both very capable, attractive women. That's why you're enjoying success. The fact that Steve is so loyal to his friends helped a lot, too. Becky's been in every movie he's made and it isn't because she lost a hand and he feels sorry for her. He firmly believes that she's a very good actress, and so are you, Ashley. You seem to be able to switch from production company manager to actress in the blink of an eye."
Changing the subject, Gwen continued, "Tomorrow, I'm going to spend part of the day seeing what I can find out about Steve's situation. I'll be calling on our congresswoman and, if necessary, some senators, if they'll see me. After all Steve has done for them, you'd think they'd send some support into Colombia to help him, and those kids."
The following morning, the 'Red Lady' as the corporate jet was known, landed at Dulles. Gwen was in the offices of her congresswoman shortly before noon.
"I understand your feelings and agree completely that Steve Hammer deserves our very best. I wish we had more citizens like the two of you," responded Congresswoman Blake after listening to Gwen's concerns about Steve. "This has become an extremely delicate situation. I understand that Colombia has just discovered that we still have a SEAL on the ground in their country. It's only a matter of time before they find out that it's Steve Hammer.
"They're going to think that the U.S.A. sent him into Colombia expecting special treatment if he ran into trouble. Every person on the planet knows who Steve is. That's exactly why he wasn't supposed to be on any dangerous or delicate missions. I haven't yet heard why the president gave the order to allow him on this one. The Colombians will want to negotiate this issue. They'll ask for all kinds of trade incentives, grants, and funds to forget it happened. Once they find out it's Steve Hammer, they'll triple their demands. We can't show favoritism here. Every service man or woman is as valuable as every other one."
"I understand that, but what can Colombia do if we send in a few dozen SEALs or Rangers to help Steve? They don't dare attack the U.S."
"It's not what they can do militarily. It's world opinion. The U.S. can't just invade another country's sovereign land because it wants to. That is what's known as an act of war. We're claiming the high ground when we flew in and rescued our citizens that were invited to Colombia on government business, and their government failed to protect our citizens. We can't play the same card again."
"What if I go to the press? I have a lot of influence with a lot of media people. I could make the government look pretty bad," pointed out an obviously annoyed Gwen.
"Yes, you could. But I assume you want to help Steve any way you can. You know him better than anyone else. Would he want you to make the government look bad? Make his country look bad? Embarrass his superiors, including the president? Steve's a fine man, proud of his country, and his service to it. If you make this a controversial issue, it will diminish his sacrifice and service. Would he want that? Would you?"
Gwen considered the congresswoman's statement before responding. "No, Steve wouldn't want me to do that. His service to his country is one of his proudest accomplishments. If I destroyed that, I'd never forgive myself. But is there anything we can do?" asked a dejected Gwen.
"Believe me when I tell you that the president is very concerned about the situation. He will do everything he can, within reason, to help Steve. We just aren't sure what that will be.
"The press will get wind of this before long. They'll be after you to make a statement. It is the president's wish that you be supportive of the government, the military, and of course, Steve. That's the best thing for him. Will you do that?" asked the legislator.
"I will," replied Gwen softly. "I'd never do anything to hurt Steve, or damage his reputation. I never dreamed something like this would ever happen. I'll handle my end of this, but let the president know that I expect him to do everything he possibly can to help Steve and those kids."
Paula, Lisa, and Jordan had been waiting while Gwen spoke with her congresswoman. They quickly determined that things had not gone very well when Gwen walked into the room. Gwen saw the questions on their faces and motioned for everyone to join her outside.
"Their hands are tied. She promised that the government will do whatever it can, but that may not be much. The big thing I learned in there is this; when the press finds out about this, we absolutely need to be of one mind. We're all extremely proud of Steve and believe in him, and his mission. We support the government's efforts one hundred per cent. We're confident that Steve and those two children will return to us safe and sound," stated Gwen firmly as the group climbed into their car. "Anything less will diminish Steve's efforts and service to his country. We have to be sure that Dad, Kate and the rest all respond the same way."



"That shouldn't be a problem. We're all extremely proud of your guy," praised Jordan. "He'll be back before long and have some more amazing stories, if we can coax them out of him."
That evening at dinner, Gwen explained to her traveling companions how they needed to be very upbeat and positive about Steve's service and his chances of safely returning home with the two sisters.
"That makes sense," reasoned Kate. "Steve would be very upset if we whined and cried about how he's being treated by his superiors. We owe it to him to show how proud and confident we are that he'll save those two girls. I know I feel that way!"
Friday afternoon, Lisa received a call informing her that Jason had been admitted to Walter Reed. He had been evaluated, and was allowed visitors for short periods. Everyone agreed that Gwen and Lisa would visit him that afternoon and if he was strong enough, the rest would see him Saturday morning.
"Hey!" managed Jason when he saw Lisa and Gwen enter his room. That was all he was able to utter before Lisa reached his side and kissed him with great passion.
"I was so worried! How do you feel?" asked Lisa as soon as her lips left Jason's. "We saw some of it on TV. It was horrible!"
"Yeah. It wasn't all that cool in real life," quipped Jason with a weak grin. "I'll be fine. Doc thinks I'll probably be out in less than a week. How's our baby doing?"
"She's doing a lot better now, Sweetheart. She was worried about her dad, but now that she knows you're back in the U.S. and under expert care, she's happy as a clam."
Jason reached out with his good arm and placed his hand gently on Lisa's slightly swollen stomach. "Don't worry about your father, Little Darlin'. I'll be around for a long time."
Then Jason moved his hand from Lisa's stomach and took Gwen's hand and squeezed it. "Your guy pulled my ass out of the fire, Gwen. It was looking pretty bleak for a while. Then Steve came through that wall just before those bastards could finish me off. I wasn't even surprised when I realized it was him. He tossed me over his shoulder like a bag of grain and carried me to the staging area and worked on my wounds for a couple minutes. He loaded me on the second chopper and then climbed in with the rest of us. Mrs. Thompson started telling him her daughters were still on the ground, hiding out in some house in the local village. He never even blinked. He just had the pilot hover over a clearing so he could get off and go find the kids."
"Did he say anything? Will he make it back?" asked an emotional Gwen. "Tell me the truth."
"He told me to take care of Lisa and the baby, and then he was gone over the edge. He's the toughest son-of-a-bitch I've ever seen," responded Jason with emotion matching Gwen's. "Sorry about the swearing. It takes a while to adjust to civilian life. Brad and I have had this discussion several times after we found him in that snow storm. We couldn't believe how he survived that ordeal. He had been beaten beyond what most people could survive, never mind being alone, underdressed, and injured in a blizzard. I doubt if many men, Ranger or SEAL, could have survived. I wouldn't bet against him saving those girls and getting back home."
"Thanks, Jason. I think he'll make it, too. I just needed to hear it from someone that knows what he's going through. I'm so proud of you, and extremely happy for you and Lisa. The whole family is excited to have you back and delighted that you're going to be okay."
Gwen left Lisa alone with Jason and went to the waiting room. She knew her sister needed some private time with her husband. Gwen was thinking about what Jason had just told her when her phone rang.
"Hello, Amber. I haven't heard much from you lately. I guess you're pretty busy with your new position as White House correspondent for CBC. Congratulations on the promotion."
"Thanks, Gwen, but this isn't a social call. Bill Hardy is going to break a big story tonight on the evening news. Our network has obtained information that indicates that Steve is alone, on the ground in Colombia. He was part of that operation to remove our people from the attack by the drug cartel and was left behind to search for a couple of kids. Hardy will report that the president and congress are offering no help and have washed their hands of the situation. The White House asked that he sit on the story because the information could jeopardize Steve's safety. Hardy refused and insists he'll air the story tonight.
"Do you know if this is accurate? Can you tell me anything more? I realize it's a difficult situation for you, but I think it's important to have the whole story told. Is there anything you'd like to add?" questioned Amber gently.
"I'd like to meet with you and explain how I feel and what I know. Can we meet?" asked Gwen.
"I'm in Washington. I can't get back to Sparta for a couple days. Could we do it by phone?" requested Amber.
"I'm in Washington, too. You know the hotel we always stay at? Let's meet there in an hour," offered Gwen.
"You're in D.C.? Can you come to our bureau office? We have all the equipment here and an interview room, so it would be better quality. Can you make it to Market Street within an hour?"
"I can be there in ten minutes. I just have to let Lisa know that I'm leaving and then I'll catch a cab. I'll see you then," replied Gwen.
Half an hour later, Gwen was seated across from Amber Stahl with several cameras trained on her. "Gwen, let's begin with this. Steve Hammer has been doing promotions, including print and television, for the Navy since he first entered the Academy. It's common knowledge that he was allowed to travel to various events that most midshipmen would not have been granted permission to attend in return for promoting the Navy so tirelessly.
"It's also known that, while he trained and became a Navy SEAL, he was never sent on any dangerous missions. The Navy didn't want to risk losing him, or having a mission become a drama about one of the most famous men in the country, and even the world. They felt he was far too well known to be effective on a mission. SEALs are often involved in covert activities. Steve Hammer does not blend in. He stands out!
"Was Steve involved in the mission to rescue those Americans in Colombia? If so, why did the Navy break its own rule? Is he still there? Is he searching for the two children of Donald and Grace Thompson? What light can you shed on this situation?" finished Amber.
"That's a lot of questions, Amber. I can tell you that Steve was involved in the successful mission to safely remove Americans from harm's way in Colombia. If you watch the video of that day, Steve is the SEAL that hurries down the hill and through the hole in the compound wall. I recognized him at the time it happened.
"I am not exactly sure why the Navy relented and sent Steve on this mission, but I am very certain of why Steve felt honor bound to go. One of the few Rangers assigned to duty at that compound was my sister's husband, Jason Hunter. I'm sure you remember the time you saw him board a helicopter with his brother to head into a blinding snowstorm to search for Steve after he was abducted by that terrorist. Jason and his brother Brad searched three days, found Steve and brought him back to me. They saved Steve's life, plain and simple.
"I suspect that Steve called in every favor, and exerted any and all pressure he could manage on his commanding officers to be allowed on this mission. Steve holds his nation, and his family, in the highest regard. He loves my sister and respects her husband, Jason. He had the additional incentive that Jason and Lisa are expecting their first child in October. All of these reasons made it close to impossible to deny him the opportunity to go on this mission.
"Jason was wounded in the melee. He was hit three times and lost a great deal of blood. He told me earlier today that Steve came through that wall just in time to save his life. That's exactly why Steve went. It's what he does.
"When he learned that the two sisters were not on the rescue choppers, he had the pilot drop him off so that he could complete his mission of saving all the Americans that had attended that ill-fated conference. Again, that's what Steve Hammer does, and who he is. I have learned to expect nothing less.
"Steve would be the first to tell you that he is proud to serve his country and extremely proud to be a Navy SEAL. He understood the situation when he went on the mission, as well as when he jumped out of that helicopter to look for those girls. The Navy has not abandoned him, nor has his country! They will do everything possible to help him, but it's pretty much on him to find those girls and get them back safely. There is no one to 'blame' for this situation, except maybe people that do business with these drug selling monsters.
"Steve is a grown man, and is doing his best for those girls and for his country. I will not allow anyone to demean or belittle his efforts by trying to find blame for his patriotic actions. We need to celebrate his courage and dedication to country, and to thank the Navy for sending the very best man they had to save those people, as well as to act so decisively when he learned those two girls needed help. If not Steve Hammer, then who? There should be no controversy here. Jason Hunter is alive right now because Steve went on that mission. Those two sisters will be returned to their parents safely because Steve was on that mission. I'm proud as hell of Steve, as well as the Navy for having the intelligence, and the balls, to send him on this mission!" concluded Gwen with emotion.
The evening news featured Bill Hardy breaking the story that Steve Hammer was on the rescue mission to Colombia and was still on the ground in that country. He ended his story with criticism of the Navy, as well as the government for sending such a famous person on a dangerous mission. Then he lambasted Steve for going, and suggested that he remained behind in an attempt to remedy his screw-up by not having the two girls on the helicopter when they first took off.
Then the network played Amber's interview with Gwen as continuing coverage of the situation. Her unwavering support for Steve and for the Navy blunted much of Hardy's criticism. Shortly after the interview aired, Gwen received a call from the Secretary of the Navy.
"Ms. Anderson, the Navy has struggled for two days looking for the best way to handle this difficult situation. As you well know, we do not abandon our fighting men and women. We do follow direct orders, however. Your positive words for the Navy were exactly what we needed, but couldn't seem to formulate. Your understanding of the situation and the confidence you expressed for the Navy and for Steve Hammer appears to have swayed public opinion in our favor. Mr. Hammer is fortunate to have a lady as intelligent and eloquent as you. I thank you on behalf of the Navy and I again assure you that we will do whatever we can to insure the safety of Steve Hammer and his two charges."
"Do you know if Steve found those girls? Are they okay?" questioned Gwen quickly.
"Mr. and Mrs. Thompson would like to meet with you and express their gratitude in person. If you are willing, I will have an aide set that up. They can discuss what we know with you at that time. The phone is not the place for that conversation," replied the Secretary.
Gwen quickly agreed to meet with the Thompson family the next morning. She was anxious to learn what they knew about the situation. How worried must they be with two daughters unaccounted for in the middle of land controlled by the cartel!
The next morning, Gwen headed to the Pentagon to meet with the Thompsons while, Lisa, Kate, Becky, Ashley, and Paula went to Walter Reed to visit Jason. Becky decided to find a soda machine while waiting her turn to visit with Jason. As she wandered down a hallway, she came upon a nurse helping a man try to walk on a prosthetic foot.
"Hi! It looks like you're learning to get around. It won't be long and you'll be playing basketball with the guys," offered Becky with a cheerful greeting to encourage the young man.
"Fuck you!" snarled the man as he limped toward Becky. "You think it's funny being a cripple and a freak? I don't need your pity!"
"Well, fuck you and the wheelchair you rode in on!" retorted Becky angrily. "I wasn't offering pity, you damned pussy. I'm used to being around real men. They don't whine, and they sure as hell don't cry."
"That's easy for you to say, Bitch! Your friends have all of their hands and feet, so they're 'real men'. I'm just a fucking joke!"
"I'm giving you the fucking finger right now, but you can't see it because I lost my goddamn hand!" yelled Becky as she waved her left arm in front of the soldier. "Steve Hammer calls me Lefty and it makes me proud. He'd probably call you Peg-Leg Pete, except he hates to hear sissy boys cry. Let me tell you this; if you don't believe that you're a real man, than you aren't! I lost my hand, but I'm sure as hell all woman, and have a lot more to offer than most. You don't need my pity, you have enough going for both of us!"
Becky turned and strode angrily away from the cursing soldier. As soon as Becky turned the corner, the nurse helping the soldier down the hall lit into him. "You're such a jackass! You meet Becky Summers and curse at her? She's in all of Steve Hammer's movies. Everybody knows she lost her hand in a four-wheeler accident while she was in high school, but it hasn't stopped her from becoming a damn good actress. She's an accountant with Lady in Red Productions when she isn't acting in movies. Jordan Quick, Gwen Anderson, and Steve Hammer are her best friends. So what do you do when you meet her? You go and tell her that people without all of their hands or feet are freaks?
"If I were you, I'd worry more about missing my brain than my foot. Any normal young man would have been kissing up to her to beat the band. Are you gay, or just damn stupid?" asked the red faced nurse as she guided her patient back down the hall.
Gwen only waited a few minutes before being ushered into a comfortable lounge area inside the Pentagon. Sitting at a small table were a middle aged couple. Gwen correctly assumed that they were the Thompsons.
"Thanks so much for meeting with me!" exclaimed Gwen as she greeted them. "I know this is a difficult situation for you and I really do appreciate your time and consideration."
"Ms. Anderson, I owe you an apology. I demanded that Steve Hammer go back for my kids. I was pretty irrational and hysterical. I yelled at him, but he was extremely polite to me," recalled Mrs. Thompson. "I was just so worried about my girls."
"I'm sure he understood your emotions. Don't give it another thought. Have you heard anything about your daughters, or Steve?" asked Gwen at her first opportunity.
"The Navy told us late yesterday that they believe that somehow Steve found our girls, and he has them with him. They couldn't tell us where they were, or how they knew he had them. My daughters are huge fans of his. They've seen every movie, TV show, and video he's ever made. I know they'll trust him to get them home, although our younger daughter is slightly autistic. She doesn't warm to people very well, but she should be fine as long as she's with Roxie."
"That's great that he found them!" exclaimed a much relieved Gwen. "Steve's very resourceful. If he's with your girls, he'll be working on getting out of Colombia as fast as he safely can. It may take a while, but he's trained in survival in all types of elements and environments."
"I told him that I knew who he was and that he had to save my girls," revealed Mrs. Thompson. "I was unfair. It was a kind of threat that if he didn't do something for my kids, he'd regret it. I feel pretty badly about it now. I think he would have helped them even without me telling him that I knew who he was."
"You were a mother under stress and scared for her children. Steve won't hold that against you. I doubt if that even influenced his decision. You know all of that stuff you've read over the years about Steve being such an amazing person? It's all true. He'll protect your kids with his life. I have to visit my brother-in-law, Jason Hunter, in the hospital now, but please let me know if you hear any more news," concluded Gwen.
"Of course. And please tell Jason that we're extremely grateful to him and his Rangers for their efforts and sacrifices. Your sister must be very proud of her husband," finished Mrs. Thompson.
It was shortly before noon when Gwen walked into Walter Reed. As she approached the desk, a young man struggled to stand up and hobbled toward her. Realizing that he was an injured soldier, Gwen gave the man her best smile as she waited for him to explain why he apparently wanted to speak to her.
"You're Gwen Anderson. I know you're here to see your brother-in-law, so I won't keep you. I was just wondering if you could tell your friend, Becky Summers, that I want to apologize for my behavior earlier today. I was a complete ass."
Gwen immediately sensed the sincerity in the man's statement, as well as his discomfort and embarrassment. Since meeting and falling in love with Steve, military men and women held a special place in her heart.
"Why don't we mosey down to the cafeteria and you can tell me all about this misunderstanding while we have a lunch," suggested Gwen as she hooked her arm around the young man's.
"I can't walk very well. I lost my foot in Iraq and I'm crippled up. You don't want to be seen with me," replied the injured soldier dejectedly.
"You're turning me down? That's not very flattering. Is it my hair, the way I'm dressed, or am I too fat?" asked Gwen as she maintained her grasp on the man's arm.
"God, no! You're beautiful. You're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen. I'm damaged goods. I told you that I lost my foot in Iraq. I can barely limp around with this fake foot I have on."
"Did you lose your heart? Your courage? Your manhood? Was your foot what made you a man? Are you afraid of men, and even girls now?" asked Gwen as she watched the young man's face for his reaction.
"I still have my balls, if that's what you're asking," snapped the man. "I'm not afraid of any man, and I'm especially not afraid of a woman!"
"Okay, then. Let's go down to the cafeteria and get a lunch and talk. You're a tough guy, still have your balls, and aren't afraid of men, or women. There shouldn't be any problems here. Lean on me a little if it helps. Let's get started."
Once the two were seated, Gwen began asking questions. "Can I assume you met Becky and gave her some of your 'woe is me' crap and she reacted strongly? Did you not notice that she had lost her hand? Did she call you out for being a whiner?"
"That covers it pretty well, except she told me that Steve Hammer called her Lefty and she liked it. She said that he'd probably call me Peg-Leg Pete, except he wouldn't be able to endure me blubbering like a baby when he did. You and your friends don't seem to hold wounded and disabled veterans in very high regard."
"Now you're pissing me off! We certainly do hold them in very high regard. My brother-in-law was just shot in three times defending Americans from a drug cartel in Colombia. My boyfriend's in the middle of the cartel's bailiwick right now, trying to save two American kids that missed the evacuation choppers. We have tremendous concern and pride for all of our veterans and those still serving.
"What we don't tolerate very well are men and women that give up, that have a tough stretch and decide life isn't worth it. We have disabled friends and employees. A lot of them are veterans. That don't ask for special treatment and they don't get any, unless it's something like an access ramp or a wider door. They work alongside everyone else and do the same job. We don't hire them because we feel sorry for them. We hire them because they're honest, trustworthy, dependable people that give a day's work for a day's pay. You wouldn't last an hour with your attitude!"



"That's pretty easy for you to say. You're rich, beautiful and still have two of everything you're supposed to have in sets. I know that I'm not as good as I was before I was injured. I'm handicapped now... a cripple."
"So it would appear. You'll remain a cripple until you get your head out of your ass and man up," stated Gwen flatly. "You have a twisted idea of what makes a man. You'll suffer the rest of your life, unless you learn that you're damned lucky to be alive and can still be a productive citizen, husband, and father. It's all on you. I'm sorry, but I don't think I can help you until you decide you want to live."
"There could be hope for this guy," came a soft voice to Gwen's left. "When I saw Gwen talking to you, I felt I had to come over and apologize for the things I said earlier. I should have realized that you were upset. It's still new to you and you're angry with everyone. I was there, and I should recognize and understand it in others."
"That's why I stopped Ms. Anderson when she came in," replied the man as he stood with some effort. "I was extremely rude to you. I asked her to convey my apologies. I was raised better than that. My mom would take a switch to me if she heard me talk like that. I'm just all nervous about my folks coming to see me. I was always athletic in high school and college. I'm afraid they'll think less of me now. How can I go back home like this?"
"That's the issue you have to work through," replied Becky. "I was lucky enough to have a sister that was friends with Gwen, Jordan, and Steve. When they came to visit, I was like you, which I have to say is kind of pathetic. They gave me no sympathy. They just showed me that I was still a whole person with all sorts of great experiences in front of me. I hope you find someone like that in your life."
As Becky finished speaking she heard a woman shout from across the cafeteria. "Look! There he is. Of course he's talking with those pretty girls! Some things never change!"
"Uh oh! That's my mom, and my dad's right behind her. This is going to be embarrassing. They think you're friends of mine. I'll set them straight," promised the injured soldier.
"Would you let me handle it?" asked Gwen as she gave the man a brilliant smile. "Your parents have come a long way to see you and they've been worried to death. Let's give them reason to be happy."
"Oh, Baby!" cooed the woman as she took her son into her arms and hugged him dearly. "We were so worried when we got the news. We were afraid that we'd never see you again. You look thinner, but my home cooking will put that weight back on in no time."
"Son," greeted the man as he put his hand out to shake. "It's good to see you getting around and looking so good. Like your mom said, we were pretty worried. Are these ladies your friends?"
"Yes, we are," responded Gwen. "I'm Gwen Anderson and this is Becky Summers. Your son is a fine man and we were enjoying a conversation with him. You both must be very proud."
"Oh, we are!" beamed the mother as she studied Gwen's face. "You look just like that Gwen Anderson that's in those movies and makes those records. This girl looks like the one in the movies that only has the one hand and still outfights the bad guys."
Becky smiled as she raised her left wrist that had been concealed in her pocket. "That would be me. As you can see, I'm not always beating guys up, unless they give me reason."
"Mom! This is 'the' Gwen Anderson and 'the' Becky Summers from the movies, TV, the internet, and whatever else is out there now. I was just telling them..."
"How excited he was to have his parents visit!" interjected Gwen. "He tells us that you're a great cook and he can't wait to sit down at your table and enjoy one of your meals."
"He told you that? Pete never was one to miss dinner," laughed his mother. "How is it that he's got two famous, beautiful women chatting with him?"
"Wait! Your name's really 'Pete'?" laughed Becky heartily. "You're Pete? What're the odds?"
"Yeah, I guess it's funny. If you can laugh about your hand, I'll have to learn to make jokes about my foot," acknowledged Pete. "Before you go, I do apologize for being so rude earlier today. I was feeling pretty down and you came along at the wrong time."
"Now, Pete," cautioned Gwen. "What kind of red blooded American male would say that a girl as beautiful and talented as Becky came along at the wrong time? Any time you get to see and meet a girl like Becky, it's the right time, wouldn't you agree?"
"Well, yes I would. It was great meeting you and I'll try to man up so you two aren't disappointed in me. Thanks for trying to help me get my head wired straight."
"That sounds a lot better. We hire quite a few veterans at our businesses in Sparta. We expect everyone to carry their weight, but once you finish rehab and feel you have something to offer, stop in if you want a good job. Tell them that Becky and I recommend you," finished Gwen.
"Hey! I didn't say I'd recommend him. He thinks I'm a freak because I only have one hand," reminded Becky.
Pete's mother quickly turned to her son with shock written all over her face "Did you say that? To a beautiful girl like Becky Summers? Didn't we raise you better than that?"
"Don't be too hard on him," laughed Becky. "I think we've got it straightened out. I guess you can tell them that I recommend you, too, Pete."
The two women walked away smiling as Pete's mother launched into a long speech about how he needed to improve his attitude and his manners.
At that moment, Steve was waking up from a shallow sleep. He and the two girls had traveled three nights and were again resting during the day. Sleep came pretty quickly for all three after a full night of walking, but it was difficult to stay asleep more than a couple hours at a time. After the incident with the snake, the girls wouldn't let Steve get more than a couple feet away. They even insisted he stand close by when they stopped to relive themselves, and they gave him very little privacy for his personal ablutions. Every morning, they would wade into a fast moving stream and sit down to take care of nature's call. That allowed them to remain together, but still manage a small amount of privacy.
"My dad said you should be playing pro football," announced Roxie when she saw Steve rub his eyes to indicate he was awake. "He said it after that first game you were on TV. Dad says that you're a natural, and that was one of the best games he ever saw.
Steve nodded to the girl lying next to him to acknowledge that he had heard her. As he lay next to the girls, he began thinking back to his first few weeks at the Academy and practice with the football team.
It was obvious to Steve, and to everyone else that he was not going to be treated the same as the rest of the incoming class. His instructors made little effort to conceal the fact that they were not going to give him an easy time of it simply because he was Steve Hammer. They were consistently harder on him to avoid the appearance of favoritism.
Within a few days of entering the Academy, Steve was asked to sign a waiver pretty much stating that he agreed to have his image used by the Navy for recruiting purposes. The Navy would allow him to attend functions outside of the usual activities, but he would always be representing the Navy. His conduct had to reflect the best traditions of the Navy. His scheduled trip to Sochi was such an occasion.
When he began football practice, the coach made a point of telling him that all the fame in the world would not influence his decision as to where and when Steve might play. That's how Steve found himself the back-up punter and third string quarterback. Tim Meadows was a senior and had been the team's starting quarterback the previous year. His arm strength was average at best, but the players respected him and he was a capable leader. Bill Jenson was a junior and felt he was ready to challenge Meadows for the starting position. He had a live arm and quick feet, but he was not as well liked and respected as Tim Meadows. Steve would have to be content to be the holder on field goals and extra points. As the back-up punter, it was not likely that he would see any action, and as third string quarterback, it was very unlikely that he'd be taking any snaps under center.
Steve never complained. He simply worked as hard as he could and helped his teammates every chance he had. Gradually, the other players began to gain respect his work ethic and team spirit.
On the first offensive series of the first game, Tim Meadows went down under a fierce Ohio State rush with a torn ACL. Bill Jenson was sent in to replace him. By the end of the first quarter, it was apparent to everyone watching that Jenson was in over his head. He was unable to read the defense and frequently made bad decisions. He fumbled once and tossed two interceptions before the first quarter ended.
The Navy punter actually had managed two excellent punts before he was hit as he made his third punt of the quarter. Ohio State recovered the ball at midfield. Unfortunately, the punter was taken off the field on an oversized golf cart. Just before the end of the first quarter, a Navy defender snatched an underthrown pass intended for the end zone.
He made it back to the Navy twelve yard line before being tackled. In the ensuing three Navy offensive plays, Jenson managed two incomplete passes and then was sacked on the four yard line. The first quarter ended with Ohio State up 24 to nothing. It was fourth down and Navy had the ball on the four yard line.
Steve was sent in for his first punt ever, as the second quarter began. He stood at the very back of the end zone, remembering how his coach had beseeched him to get the kick away no matter how fast they rushed him.
Everyone left the huddle and got into position. Steve barked the signals, and the center snapped the ball... way over Steve's head! Somehow, Steve managed to leap way up and block the ball from going out of the end zone. As he landed, he managed to reach out and grab the ball as it fluttered toward the turf.
Steve gripped the ball to punt it, but he saw two defensive players preparing to dive into the ball as he kicked it. He suddenly pulled the ball back and stepped to the side as the defenders dove past him. It was clear to Steve that he'd never get the kick off. Ohio State players were pouring over the center of the line. Steve scrambled to his right, but was rapidly running out of real estate. As he reached the corner of the end zone, he caught a glimpse of a player in a Navy uniform racing down the far sideline. Steve stopped, pulled back his arm, and stepped ahead as he put everything he had into a deep pass. As he released the ball, he was driven backward to the ground by two defenders.
Fans watched in awe as the pass sailed the width of the field and way down it. A Navy player reached out and pulled the ball in on the dead run at the Ohio State forty-five yard line. He simply continued on to the end zone, untouched by any defenders!
No one was more stunned than the Navy coach. He had closed his eyes in a grimace when it appeared that Steve was going to be tackled for a touchback. The sudden silence from the crowd caused the coach to return his gaze to the field. It took him a moment to find the ball. By the time he located the ball in flight, he realized that it was headed for a Navy player!
Suddenly, Navy was on the scoreboard with a broken play that covered 96 yards! The fans came alive and the players were energized. His teammates helped Steve to his feet and slapped him on the back. Then they trotted the length of the field to prepare for the extra point. After the huddle, Steve assumed his position as the holder. The kicker took his spot and once again, Steve called the signals. This time the center bounced the ball back toward Steve! He had to jump to his feet and move to his right to corral the ball. By the time he scooped it up, Ohio State defenders were rushing hard in his direction. Steve rolled farther right, looking for a receiver. Seeing none, he turned toward the goal line, eluding a couple of tacklers along the way.
As he approached the goal line, a linebacker moved laterally to cut off his progress. Steve lowered his shoulder and increased his speed. The two players came together with a loud pop that was heard in the stands as well as on television. The linebacker managed to hold onto Steve but went over backwards as Steve's momentum carried him forward. As he was falling Steve held the ball out and laid it on the goal line as his knees hit the turf. Navy had a two point conversion! Once again the Navy fans voiced their approval. Steve struggled to his feet and teammates once again patted his back as they trotted toward the sidelines.
Latter, the broadcasters would debate whether the turning point of the game was the broken pass play for the touchdown, or the team's reaction to the guts and determination Steve displayed on getting into the end zone for the two point conversion even though they were so far behind.
Ohio State received the kick-off and moved down the field quickly, but stalled at the Navy ten yard line. They kicked a field goal and had a 27-8 lead. After receiving the kick and being assessed a penalty that pushed the line of scrimmage back to the twelve yard line, the Navy coach sent Steve in to quarterback. On the first play from scrimmage, Steve made an excellent fake to the back on a play action pass. Then he looked to the left sideline and found the receiver well covered. He then stepped quickly to his right to elude a big defensive end before spotting his second receiver on a deep crossing route. Once again, Steve stepped into the pass as he rifled the ball thirty yards down the center of the field. Two defenders tried desperately to reach the ball, but fell just short. The receiver took the ball against his chest while running at full speed. He tucked the ball in and raced to the end zone!
In two plays, Steve had two touchdowns and 184 yards passing! The home team fans roared their approval as the players once again trotted the length of the field for the extra point attempt. The coach sent a different player in to snap the ball this time. Steve easily caught the snap and placed the ball down for the kicker. The extra point was good and suddenly it was a 27-15 game.
Steve didn't manage any more real long pass plays that afternoon, but he did manage to pick the defense apart and throw for 380 yards total. Once the passing game clicked, the running back was able to pick up positive yards. Navy was not able to stop Ohio State's offense, but they did manage to slow them down and force them to settle for field goals on three series. On two other series, they added two more touchdowns.
Navy received the kickoff with four minutes left and down 47-39. Steve quickly moved his team to the Ohio State 12 before the drive stalled. He had a pass dropped by a crowded receiver, and then he simply missed his receiver on the next play, and threw the ball away on third down because of intense pressure from two linebackers. Navy took the field goal and moved within five points with just a little over two minutes left. On the next series, Ohio stayed on the ground for the first two plays, but Navy held them to just four yards. On third down, and after the two minute warning, Ohio State attempted a long pass down the sideline, only to have a defensive back for Navy pick it off just before going out of bounds at the Navy 22 yard line.
The fans had already grown confident in Steve's ability to lead his team down the field. They now had a quarterback! Steve connected on passes to the sidelines even as Ohio tried to force the receivers inside. Navy worked its way downfield and with twelve seconds left, had the ball resting on the ten yard line. As Steve stood over center, he called an audible, much to the surprise of his teammates. He had seen that Ohio State had two extra defensive backs in the game and had pulled two linebackers. He took the snap and immediately stuffed the ball into the big fullback's belly just before he hit the line. A lineman made a futile effort to stop the big back with an arm tackle. The fullback plowed through it with his sights set on the goal line. There were two defensive backs between the bruising fullback and the end zone, but he simply ran them over, dragging the second one with him as he crossed the goal line and scored the winning touchdown as time expired!
Steve was a very popular man in the locker room after the game. The guys immediately accepted him as their quarterback. In just one game, he made the transition from just being tolerated, to being the team leader. Even Jenson was man enough to congratulate Steve on a great game and wish him the best. Steve's opinion of the man increased tremendously. He had learned long ago that adversity and disappointment were the true tests of a man. Jenson displayed impressive character with his acceptance of the situation. That game marked the beginning of an amazing football career for Steve Hammer at Navy.
"Are we going to stay here all day?" asked Roxie as Steve pulled his thoughts back to the present. "It's pretty slow going when we travel in the dark. Maybe we should try moving in the daylight, but be careful to not let anyone see us."
Steve had been thinking much the same thing. He was worried about how long it was taking to remove the girls from the area controlled by the cartel. Sam was awake and watching him as he considered Roxie's suggestion.
"Okay, but here's the deal. You make no noise and if I give a signal, you drop down into the bushes and stay out if sight. We can't have anyone see us," insisted Steve as he gathered his weapons and prepared to move on.
Steve had been moving parallel to the road and quite close to it. Twice he had signaled the girls to drop down because a vehicle was passing by on the road. They had only traveled a mile or so when Sam made a grunting noise and pointed. Steve and Roxie looked in the direction the girl was pointing but saw nothing. Then Steve noticed a paper tacked to a tree along the road.
"Wait here, girls. I want to see what they're advertising. Maybe it's a great deal on clothes, or food!" joked Steve as he headed toward the tree.
What he found took him completely by surprise. Nailed to the tree was a poster with a picture of his face on it. He recognized the photo from a promotion he had done for his second movie. Below it was the standard 'Dead or Alive' line, just like the 'wanted posters' from the old west. The big difference was the amount of the reward. The cartel was offering $50,000 American for information leading to the death, or capture of Steve Hammer!
That was a fair chunk of change anyplace, but in the impoverished mountains of Colombia, it was a fortune. Steve had no illusions about how the reward offer would increase the number, as well as the determination, of people looking for him. He would have to be even more careful now.
Gwen had been having dinner with her family at the hotel when she received a call from Amber Stahl. She listened intently for a couple minutes before finally speaking.
"Yes, I have a response. Lady in Red Productions will pay the sum of one million dollars to anyone assisting Steve Hammer and the two girls to escape from the cartel. As soon as we finish this conversation, I'll be calling our legal staff. We'll have thousands of flyers printed and distributed in that area of Colombia immediately. You can report that as soon as possible."
Gwen slammed her phone down in anger as she turned to her family. 'Those bastards are putting out posters offering $50,000 reward for information leading to the death, or capture of Steve! You heard what I told Amber. Can we do that, Mom?"



"Let me make some calls and it'll be done," assured Paula as she pulled her phone from her pocketbook. "We'd gladly pay far more than that to get Steve and those kids back safely. It's an excellent idea."
Cable news had a field day with the situation. They existed to hash and rehash any and all possible scenarios. To have a media favorite like Steve Hammer being chased through the jungles of South America as he attempted to save two American kids was a story tailor made for cable. They spoke at great length on how the reward for Steve would be difficult for locals to ignore. When Gwen made her announcement that her company would pay a million dollars to anyone that helped Steve and the children reach safety, the frenzy increased. The story dominated television and the internet.
Gwen and her group were preparing to leave Washington the following Tuesday, when Amber called again. "Juan Flores, the cartel kingpin just told cable news outlets in Colombia that he'll allow Steve and the girls safe passage from Colombia, for ten million dollars. Would you care to respond to that, or do you want to speak to your financial people first?"
"I can respond to that one right now, and you can quote me," declared Gwen with obvious anger. "Not just 'No', but 'Hell no!' to that offer. It's extortion, pure and simple. Steve would never be part of anything like that and I wouldn't think of tarnishing his service and reputation by stooping so low as to even consider extortion. You can tell that Bozo to put that in his crack pipe and smoke it!"
Gwen's explained the situation to her family as soon as she put the phone down. "Steve will be proud of your handling of this entire situation," praised Lisa. "I learned a lot when I felt I had unfairly risked his life back when that terrorist took him. I tried to apologize, but he told me that men like Jason and him are honored to help people in need. They ask only for appreciation, not contrition, for their efforts. He's proud of his service and proud to be helping those kids. He needs you, needs all of us, to be proud of him and to make sure we conduct ourselves in a manner that he would approve of."
"Thanks, Lisa. We'll miss you in Sparta for the hospital dedication and our Memorial Day blowout, but everyone will understand that your place is here with your husband as he recuperates," replied Gwen as she gave her sister a farewell hug.
"Are you sure that you and Jordan will be up to performing under these conditions?" asked Lisa. "People would understand if you postponed it this year. Everyone knows Steve is in Colombia, trying to save those two kids, and himself."
"We both agreed to carry on," answered Jordan. "Charlie and the band are ready to play. We'll dedicate the show to Steve, and to all veterans that can't make it, for whatever reason. Steve would want us to do the show, and to bring the house down when we do. That's exactly what we intend!"
The dedication of the new hospital was scheduled for noon on Friday. Once that was over and the public had the afternoon to tour the new facility, the annual Memorial Day concert was set to begin. The concert by Jordan, Gwen, and Steve had been a tradition in Sparta since the benefit they had performed for the injured Sparta policeman. It had grown every year and had evolved into a celebration that lasted the entire long holiday weekend.
The tension ratcheted up a few notches on Thursday, the day before the hospital dedication and concert. The cartel forces were reported to have cornered Steve Hammer and had engaged him in a heated firefight. The huge monitors in Performing Arts Center suddenly came on as Gwen, Jordan and the band were finishing up their final run-through for the next day's show.
Everyone in the building stopped what they were doing to watch and listen to the report. "Cartel forces are reported to have located U.S. Navy SEAL Steve Hammer outside a small village in Eastern Colombia. Sources report that a fierce battle has been waged for the past two hours. Incredibly, this would indicate that the cartel forces have been held at bay by a single U.S. SEAL. It isn't known how many cartel combatants are involved. Eye witnesses near the scene are reporting heavy casualties."
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As the TV station went to commercial, Jordan turned to Gwen to commiserate. That's when she saw how pale Gwen had become as she clutched the back of a folding chair with trembling hands.
"Gwen!" cried Jordan as she rushed to her friend and gently held her in her arms. "Sit down. Charlie, get some water. Relax, Gwen. We both know how smart and tough Steve is. Don't give up hope. Never give up on him!"
"I've been trying to stay positive. I really have, but they've got Steve pinned down in some hell hole and they're doing their damndest to kill him! I don't know what I'll do if Steve dies," sobbed Gwen.
Charlie rushed up with a bottle of water and handed it to Gwen. Paula and Kate practically ran into the building just as Gwen made an effort to sip some water. Seeing Gwen's pallid, tear strained face, Paula's heart went out to her daughter. Paula wiped the tears from her own eyes as she pulled Gwen's head to her bosom and did her best to sooth her daughter's anguish.
"We just saw the news. This is a difficult time for you, for all of us, but we've got to remember what's important here. And that's Steve. He's alive and he's fighting. It sounds like he's giving them a hell of a fight, and that's because he has to come back to you, Gwen. We've both heard him tell how he thought of you when he dove into the river that day you two saved those kids. He thought of you when he walked into the gym to shoot it out with those horrible terrorists. When he moved to the front of the stage at graduation, it was to protect you.
"You're his purpose in life, his reason to live, and he will live. He'll come back to you, because he has to, because it's what he does, just like you told Amber the other day. This is no time for us to falter. He's never needed us more. He especially needs you. Be strong. Don't let anyone see your resolve weaken."
"Your boyfriend is freaking Steve Hammer!" exclaimed Kate. "That's enough said on that subject. We need to get ready to welcome him and Jason home. Now that this whole thing has come to a head and they caught up with him, Steve'll kill that fat, drug pushing bastard. Remember when you told Amber in a TV interview that Steve would kill that terrorist that threatened Lisa, even with his hands bound? And he did? I'm telling you here and now that Steve'll plant that fat fu... piece of human waste six feet deep under before this is over."
"It sounds crazy, but I think you could be right," croaked Gwen as she wiped her face. "Catching Steve was the dumbest thing that cartel could have done. They just said that casualties were high. That means the damn thugs are dropping like flies down there. Steve's mad and he's kicking ass. But it may be my fault that he's pinned down.
"I've been thinking about how Hardy might have found out about Steve being on the ground in Colombia, and I realized it was probably because of me. That day it all went down, we were at the restaurant. I spoke so freely about the situation. I never even considered that it wasn't good to have the public know the truth. I'm afraid my thoughtlessness helped put Steve in this situation. I feel horrible about it," worried Gwen.
"Don't even think that!" replied Jordan with emotion. "You were concerned about the guy. We all were. If there's one thing I've learned from you and Steve; it's that the truth is always best. You have no way of knowing how Hardy found out, how it has affected Steve, or how it'll play out in the end. I do know this. Steve would never want you to feel guilty about it. You've saved his life a couple of times and he loves you dearly. You need to dig down and find the same courage you had that day you jumped into Emerson River to save him. He needs you to be strong and positive. You're the one everyone turns to in times like this. Shake this off and think about helping that guy any way you can."
"Thanks, Jordan. Thanks Kate, and especially you, Mom," responded Gwen as she wiped more tears from her face and gathered her poise. "I got a little weak there, but I'm feeling better now. Steve wouldn't want me moping around and he'd especially not want me crying. God, I love that man!"
Steve had increased his vigilance since finding the reward poster earlier in the afternoon. He kept a close eye on the road and had the girls hide anytime he detected any movement along the narrow highway. Once it was full dark, they walked along the road, leaving it only when they saw headlights approaching. They covered over fifteen miles by the time the sun began peeking over the horizon. Once again, the trio retreated to the relative safety of the jungle to rest and hide from prying eyes.
Steve no longer felt self conscious as the girls prepared to lie alongside him. He pulled off his flak jacket and stretched it out for a pillow, hard as it was. Roxie quickly pulled off the shirt Steve had given her and smoothed it out over the jacket. She had been doing that for the past two days. The first time she did it, Steve asked her what she thought she was doing.
"My face was sweating like crazy from your jacket yesterday. From now on we'll use this shirt like a pillow case. It'll be a lot more comfortable. You said that there'd be no sex, or even discussions about it, so this shouldn't be a problem. It's just a practical solution to our problem of sleeping in this heat," replied Roxie with a slight smirk.
Since that day, Steve and Roxie were both bare-chested when they lay down to sleep. He was almost in dreamland when Roxie decided to ask him a question. Steve chuckled to himself as he thought about the times that Gwen had done the same thing. He wondered if all women liked to wait for a man to fall asleep before trying to talk to him.
"I was wondering if your July 4th weekend bike ride tradition really started from an idea of Jordan's, like I read on the internet. Was that her idea, or did you think of it?" asked Roxie with genuine interest. "It sounds like something you'd do."
"I can't take any credit for that," admitted Steve as he recalled that hot July day. He had completed his first year at the Academy and was in Sparta for the long July 4th weekend. It was Saturday morning, July 3rd and he and his group of friends had planned on riding their Harleys for a few hours. They were at Marsh's Landing having breakfast before beginning their trip. Suddenly, Jordan left the table and walked over to be closer to a television set. When the story she was watching ended, she rejoined her friends.
"There are two kids lost in Grant State Park. They're just six and seven years old. The really upsetting thing is that the parents are from Pakistan. They're American citizens now but the park rangers and police are having trouble getting enough volunteers to help look for the kids. I'm not sure if it's because it's a holiday, that it's pretty far from populated areas, or if people aren't as willing to help immigrants. It's not fair for those two kids, or their parents."
"That's a big park," pointed out Charlie. "It covers thousands of acres. It would take a lot of people to search it properly. Where's this leading, Jordan?"
"I'll tell you what I'm thinking. We're about four hours from the park. I think that Grant State Park should be our destination. We can help search when we get there. We can't just ignore those kids. I'd worry about them all day, and feel really bad if something terrible happens to them."
"Well, there are ten of us. We could help cover some of the park. Billy and I will go, won't we, Billy?" asked Charlotte, more or less rhetorically.
"You know it!" answered Billy immediately. "But even if all ten of us help look, it'll be like looking for a needle in a haystack."
"That's why I want to ask you guys this. Do you mind if I call Amber? I want to ask her to broadcast the fact that Steve Hammer, Gwen Anderson, and their posse will be riding their bikes to Grant State Park to assist any way we can, and that we'll really be pleased to have others join us. They can ride with us, or meet us there, but plan on being ready to start searching at one PM at the main park entrance," suggested Jordan.
"That's a great idea, except for one thing," stated Gwen with a grin. "I'll call Amber and give her the scoop. I'll tell her what roads we'll be riding and what time we'll be passing through different towns along the way. I'll also tell her that this is the 'Jordan Quick Ride for American Pride'. This is your idea and you're going to get the credit for it. You keep hiding your light behind Steve and me, but a lot of what we do is because of you. I want everyone to know what a caring, beautiful person you are. Let's get ready to ride!"
Gwen pulled her phone out of her purse and quickly found Amber's number. "Hey, Amber. Jordan's just had a great idea. She's asked a bunch of her friends, including Steve and me, to join her and Charlie on a motorcycle ride from Sparta to Grant State Park. There are two missing kids wandering around there and we intend to help find them.
"We'll be looking for other bikers, and non-bikers to join us on this trip. We'll have a FaceBook page called 'The Jordan Quick Ride for American Pride' set up and we'll also be Tweeting our location all along the way. Will you get this on air as soon as possible? This is Jordan's idea and she and Charlie will be up front on their bike, leading their posse. Please let everyone know. We'll be pulling out of Marsh's Landing in Sparta at seven o'clock this morning. We want every able bodied man and woman within a couple hundred miles to ride with us, or meet us at Grant State Park. We'll find those kids!" promised Gwen as she finished her conversation with Amber.
"Okay, guys. We'd better get everything we need and get ready. We're pulling out in twenty minutes. I'll have our PR staff set up the FB page and get the Twitter account going. We'll just let them know where we are and they can post and tweet it to anyone that wants to know. We should get hundreds of people for Jordan's Ride!"
"That's what I like about hanging with you guys," declared Jared as he began gathering his gear. "You're always doing something cool, and it's usually to help others. That and the fact that you introduced me to Naomi, of course!"
"I'd have to say that tugging Steve's sorry ass out of that snow bank has paid off great dividends," laughed Jason and he pulled Lisa close. "A beautiful blonde that likes to ride bikes is just one of them!"
At seven AM, Charlie pulled his bike onto the highway with Jordan sitting behind him and hanging on tightly. He was followed by Steve and Gwen behind him to his right and Billy and Charlotte behind to his left. Jason with Lisa, and Jared with Naomi were right behind them. As they approached the first intersection, Jordan waved to a half dozen guys on bikes that had obviously been waiting for them. They joined the group as it passed.
Charlie led them through several small towns before they reached the interstate. The group gained a few riders in each town. By the time they started up the ramp to get on the highway, they had thirty riders behind them. As the group approached the state capital two hours later, Jordan looked back as the front of the line came out of a long curve. Steve saw her pointing excitedly, so he studied his mirror.
He quickly did a double take. The line of bikers behind them appeared to be over a mile long! As they began passing ramps to the city, Steve saw police holding up traffic, only allowing bikers to enter. The local and state police were working to maintain safety as well as the integrity of the procession.
When Charlie pointed his Harley toward the exit ramp, Steve estimated that there were well over a thousand bikes behind them and more were joining every mile. They had almost two hours of travel left to reach Grant State Park. They would have to pass through a dozen or more small towns along the way. Steve began to wonder if there would be traffic problems ahead.
When reached the first town about ten minutes after they left the interstate, Steve had his answer. People lined the streets with flags and homemade signs. There were several that read 'Jordan Quick's Ride for American Pride!' hanging from businesses along the way. Jordan, Gwen, Lisa, Charlotte and Naomi were waving constantly as the spectators cheered their approval. Charlie had wisely dropped his speed down, and police cars had side streets blocked to give the procession time to go through the town unbroken.
It became the norm. Steve marveled at the number of American flags that were flying and being waved by the crowds along the streets they traveled. People were filming, or taking stills at every opportunity. The girls had their phones out to take pictures of the boisterous crowds lining the streets in every town they traveled through.
At one point, Charlie and Jordan were leading the group into one small town before the end of the procession had cleared the last town. Steve no longer tried to calculate how many were traveling behind them. He knew the line had to be over two miles long.
When they broke over the last hill and started the home stretch to the park, television crews were set up on higher ground by the park entrance. What they filmed was a seemingly unending line of bikers traveling two abreast as they crested the hill several miles from the park entrance.
Park officials had been made aware of the influx of people and bikes that would be pouring in to help in the search and had cordoned off a ten acre field for the bikers to park. They smoothly directed Charlie and the rest into parking in an orderly fashion. It was just one o'clock when Charlie, Steve, and friends turned their engines off.
Jordan was ecstatic with the turnout. She immediately scampered to a large truck marked with 'Lady in Red Productions' in large letters on both sides. Next to it was a semi with a flatbed and the same lettering. Men were just finishing setting up a sound system on it. Jordan spoke to the men, thanking them for their quick work.
Gwen and the other girls climbed up to join Jordan on the flatbed. "Thanks, Gwen! I never would have thought of having the sound system set up. We have some pretty capable guys working for us, don't we?"
"This was Steve's idea. When he realized that your plan was going to attract thousands, he suggested that I call Mom and have her get this system set up. It's going to be necessary in order to coordinate this search," reasoned Gwen.
Two state police officers and a park ranger approached the flatbed and ascended the steps. "You've absolutely worked wonders!" exclaimed the first officer. "This sound system will really help us set up the search effort. Would you care to get everyone's attention and then turn the microphone over to Bill? He's in charge of this rescue operation."
Jordan took the microphone and addressed the large crowd. "Thank you! Thank you! You've just proven that America cares about its people, no matter where they're from, the color of their skin, their religion, their age, their gender, or who they vote for. We're proud to be Americans!"
Jordan smiled as she waited for the crowd to stop cheering so loudly. "We're here to find those two children. We're here to help. That means that we'll follow the instructions of these officers. They've done this before and they know what they're doing. If we all do our part, we'll be back here in a few hours celebrating. Please listen carefully to Officer Bill and follow his lead.
"Lady in Red Productions is having food and drink delivered here as we speak. We'll have enough for everyone. We promise. You guys are the best of America and I'm so proud of all of you, and of my country, I can hardly stand it!"
Once again, Jordan had to wait for the yelling and cheering to abate. "Thanks. Now please listen to this officer and help find those two kids. Officer Bill."
The trooper accepted the microphone from Jordan and began explaining how the search would be conducted. Twenty minutes later, an orderly and well organized effort to find the lost children began. Steve and his friends joined in, while the girls stayed behind. They were using their phones continuously.
They were all overwhelmed by the response the public gave to Jordan's plea and decided to reward the many people that pitched in to help. Besides the thousand or more motorcycles parked in the grassy field, there were hundreds of cars and trucks filling the paved parking facilities. Motor homes filled the area allotted for them.
Shortly after the searchers disappeared into the woods in their quest for the lost kids, trucks filled with bottled water and soft drinks began arriving. They were followed by several more with all kinds of snack foods. Caterers began setting up tables as dozens of grills of all shapes and sizes were readied. Refrigerator trucks laden with various meat products parked nearby. The area bustled with activity as everyone prepared for the largest barbecue they had ever been involved with.
Amber Stahl arrived about two hours after the search had begun. She found Gwen, Jordan, and their friends preparing tables with plastic utensils, napkins, and condiments.
"We had a cameraman here when your group rolled in and it was incredible," began Amber as she hugged her friends. "It was a wonderful TV moment to show you guys leading what looked like thousands of volunteers into the park. It's all over the internet, and cable news has picked it up. They'll have some crews here shortly, I'm sure. I'm here to interview you about this for our six o'clock news."
"Jordan, you go with Amber. We'll keep working on getting everything ready for the volunteers when they come back," insisted Gwen.
Jordan went with Amber and was given a small earpiece and microphone. "Would you please tell the viewers how you came up with this idea, and what all of these trucks and vendors are here for?"
"I saw on the news this morning that two beautiful children were lost in these woods. The call for volunteers to search for the children had drawn a less than an impressive response. That was cause for some soul searching for me. Since I joined up with Gwen and Steve, my life has turned around. My career has taken off. I'm very fortunate.
"These kids needed help and I was able to offer it. Luckily, I have some amazing friends that immediately agreed to join me in an effort to help these kids. This is Independence Day weekend. America has always helped those in need, the weak, and the downtrodden. What better thing to do on this great national holiday than help fellow humans, and fellow Americans in their time of need?
"As you well know, our company, Lady in Red Productions is privately owned, but we exist to help others where and when we can. Our company is supplying food and drink for all the volunteers searching for those kids. No one will leave here hungry. This is simply a real big family gathering. The family is America and we're very proud to be part of that family!"
It was a little after three hours after the search began when suddenly an ambulance drove through the parking area and down a wood road. Everyone watching began speculating on the reason. Did it portend bad news? Everyone stopped what they were doing and gathered in small groups, guessing at the meaning of the ambulance driving into the woods.
Suddenly, the girls' phones all began ringing. "We've been told to head back to the park entrance. The kids have been found! They're scratched and scared, but they're going to be okay. You need to get the party ready to rock and roll!" laughed Steve as he gave Gwen the good news. "There's going to be a lot of tired, hungry, thirsty people showing up as fast as they can walk out of these woods."
It was pretty obvious that the girls all received similar messages from their boyfriends. "Let's get things going!" called Jordan to the various vendors. "They've found the kids. The kids are okay and the searchers are going to be hungry as heck. Let's get cooking!"



As the searchers left the forest and entered the picnic area of the park, they were delighted to find drinks, snacks, burgers, hot dogs, and sausage sandwiches ready for them. Within half an hour, the entire front area of the park was filled with people enjoying the food and drink, as well as the camaraderie.
An hour after the children were found, Jordan stepped onto the flatbed and turned on the microphone. Speakers had been placed all over the front of the park.
"Hello, heroes!" yelled Jordan as she caught everyone's attention. "You guys are the best. I'm so proud of you; I don't know how to express it. You responded when those two kids needed you. You walked and crawled through thickets, briars, weeds, ferns, swampy areas, and put up with snakes and insects, all because you care about others. I thank you for that.
"To show how much we at Lady in Red Productions appreciate all that you have done, we will keep the food and drinks coming as long as anyone wants something. To top it off, Gwen Anderson, Steve Hammer, The Rising Tide Band, and I will be performing right here, on this trailer, free of charge from eight o'clock until we're either told to stop, or we get too tired to go on. Tell your friends and family to get to the park by eight. Bring lawn chairs, blankets, and you're dancing shoes. We're also arranging for a half hour fireworks display at ten that will knock your socks off. Happy birthday, America!"
Jordan paused to allow the crowd to quiet back down. "One last thing. I'd like Merle Benson to come up to the trailer right now. He's the man that actually found the kids sleeping under a blown over tree. I heard that he almost stepped on them before he saw them. That indicates to me that if we hadn't had so many people looking and working so close together, those kids might have been missed. Every last one of you was crucial in finding those kids. You should all feel great about that."
As Jordan spoke, a slim man in his forties, with a pony tail and a slight limp, clumped up on stage. He wore a Harley shirt and jeans. He was obviously embarrassed when Jordan embraced him with a hearty hug.
"This is Merle Benson! He's the man that actually discovered the two children," announced Jordan as the crowd cheered and clapped for over a minute. "That's right! He's the man of the hour! I'd like to direct everyone's attention to the truck to my right."
The back door on a large box truck with Harley decals suddenly opened. Two men pulled a ramp out of the truck and then a third man wearing Harley colors slowly drove a brand new bike off the truck.
As those nearby admired the bike, Jordan continued, "That's a brand new 1200 Custom Harley and it's now Merle's bike! He rode here today with a friend because his bike was having issues. There'll be no problems with this bike! It's yours, Merle. All expenses for tags, title, a year's insurance, as well as any tax consequences will be fully covered by Lady in Red Productions. Enjoy your sweet new ride!"
As the crowd once again erupted into loud cheers and whistles, Merle was overcome with emotion. He wiped his eyes even as he gave the crowd a huge grin. Jordan hugged him again and then led the man down the steps and over to his new Harley. Several reporters met Merle at the bike and peppered him with questions. He had somewhat regained his poise by this time and gave polite, surprisingly articulate responses to the questions. He greatly enjoyed his fifteen minutes of fame.
More people began streaming into the park. Chairs and blankets covered every opened piece of grass and dirt at that section of the park by eight o'clock. Then Jordan led the band, Charlie, Gwen, and Steve onto the makeshift stage. The instruments were waiting and the sound system checked. Everything was ready.
Gwen had suggested that Jordan do the opening number since the entire event stemmed from her idea, but Jordan would have none of it. Once again they started off with 'We Will Rock You' and 'We Are the Champions'. Now that they had a successful movie with a great sound track, the trio had a lot of popular new material to perform. They mixed their recent hits in with the songs they usually performed.
Just before the ten o'clock intermission for the fireworks, Jordan stepped front and center. She dedicated her next song to everyone that helped in the successful search for the two children. Then she performed 'Stand By Me' for the first time in front of an audience. There was a full moon overhead on a cloudless night, and it added to the magic of the moment. Her amazing vocal range and the emotion she put into the song was not lost on those listening.
As she ended the song, everyone applauded and yelled their approval. Steve, Gwen, Charlie, and the band all clapped along with the audience. Gwen had tears trickling down her cheeks as she rushed over and hugged her friend.
"I think we found your next single!" whispered Gwen as she held her friend tightly. "That was so powerful, and so right for the situation. You're amazing!"
The fireworks were set off a short time later. It was an expensive and extremely patriotic display and all of those watching simply loved it. When it came time for the music to start up again, Jordan introduced a tall middle-aged man with a grey beard and longish hair to the crowd.
"This is Larry Carson and he has a couple of announcements he'd like to share with you before we start playing again. Please give him the courtesy of your attention."
"What I've got to say won't take long," promised the tall man. "A few years ago, a few of us veterans started raising money to help other vets that were having problems finding jobs and places to live. As time went on, we finally raised enough to buy a little old motel just outside of the state capital. We fixed it up and have rooms for a dozen vets down on their luck.
"I asked Ms. Jordan Quick if she and her friends could stop on the way through on their bikes tomorrow to help at our annual July 4th fund raiser. We sell donated clothes, tools, and household items and make a few hundred dollars. I thought if they took the time to stop in, we'd have a bigger crowd and maybe make a couple hundred more," continued the man, but with some obvious emotion.
"That's when she called Steve Hammer and Gwen Anderson over and made me repeat my story. The three of them talked it over for a few minutes and here's what they came up with. Forgive me if I have trouble getting through this," croaked the man as he wiped his eyes with the back of his left hand.
"They told me that they wanted to do a benefit concert for our group tomorrow night. They made some calls and received permission to use the university's football stadium! The concert will be free to everyone, but we'll have volunteers accepting money donations, as well as drop-off bins at the entrances for donations of food and items we can sell at our future fund raisers!"
By this time, the crowd was again cheering loudly and frantically waving small American flags. Larry waited for the volume to drop before he spoke again. That also allowed him time to collect himself.
"On top of that, these incredible people, and proud citizens, have pledged, through 'The Lady in Red Productions', one million dollars to the fund!" shouted Larry as the crowd went wild. As the cheers continued, Larry hugged Jordan and then Gwen. When he came to Steve, he put his hand out, but Steve grabbed him in a manly embrace. Charlie did much the same while the rest of the band was satisfied to simply shake hands.
With tears trickling from his eyes, the big burly man climbed off the stage. "Now, can we have Merle come forward?" asked Gwen. "Does anyone see Merle? We have a song especially for him!"
There was a ripple in the crowd and soon Merle was guided to the front of the make-shift stage. "This song is for Merle, as well as bikers everywhere," yelled Gwen to the crowd as she adjusted the microphone she was wearing.
Suddenly the band began playing hard and fast as Gwen stepped to the front. Steve came up and stood next to her as he played the opening of 'Born to be Wild' as Gwen delivered the lyrics. Steve wore a tight tee shirt that accentuated his chest and arm strength while Gwen wore tight red leather pants and a low cut top. The audience loved the music, as well as the visual of seeing two of the world's sexiest people perform so passionately for their pleasure.
As the applause for the song ended, the drummer began a steady beat. He was soon joined by Charlie and Steve with their guitars. Even before Gwen began strutting around the stage and singing, the fans recognized Joan Jett's 'I Hate Myself for Loving You'. Then Gwen and the band really got into the song, with Jordan helping on the vocals. The performers were perspiring freely by the end of the number. The cheering, yelling, and applause carried on for several minutes after the song had ended.
Later that night, after finally convincing the audience that were truly finished playing for the night, the group of friends sat at a picnic table enjoying some burgers and soft drinks.
"I didn't know you guys could do that rock and roll stuff so well," commented Naomi. "I thought you were more of a western and soft pop sort of group, but some of those songs were pure rock. It showed the musical range of the band members, too. Your drummer was great, but when Charlie and Steve got warmed up with their guitars, it was unbelievable."
"My roots, and most of my success is in country music, but I really have fun with those rock songs. I think one of the reasons people want to see and hear us play is our variety, as well as our talent. Gwen was amazing on that 'Hate Myself' song. Her legs looked a mile long and her boobs looked like they wanted to burst from her top any second," chuckled Jordan. "Guys were drooling all over the place."
"I guess that leather halter top you were wearing didn't affect the males in the audience much?" asked Charlotte. "Did you hear the ladies in the crowd moan and groan when Steve and Charlie walked up front while jamming their guitars and flexing their biceps. I never realized how buff Charlie was before tonight."
"He's been working out pretty hard. He looks great, doesn't he?" beamed Jordan as she clutched Charlie's arm to her chest. "You don't see many musicians look as rugged as Charlie and Steve."
"I was getting self conscious standing on stage next to Steve," admitted Charlie. "I decided that I couldn't convince Steve to go fat and flabby, so I had to tone up. The results of long hours in the gym are beginning to show."
"One of the local vendors today invited us to stay at his log cabin," revealed Lisa. "He said we'd be welcome to use it. His wife died a year ago and his kids are all grown and gone. He gave me his number and said if we want to use it, just call him. He has a keyless entry and will text the combination to us. He was really impressed with you guys doing so much to help those kids. He knew who we all were and he was really nice."
"I can't imagine any male not being nice to you," laughed Jason. "What do you guys think? Want to camp out in sleeping bags, or sleep on real beds? Us Rangers laugh at hardship, but you civilians and Navy boys may prefer the creature comforts."
"You tell us," replied Lisa quickly. "Do you want to sleep in a big old bed with me, or stay here alone, sleep on the ground, and show the world how tough you are?"
"It would be showing the world how damn dumb I am, if I took option two," conceded Jason. "Let's find that log cabin!"
The group was close to awe struck when they pulled their bikes up the drive of the cabin a little after midnight. "This is a cabin?" questioned Billy. "It looks like it's a hotel! It must be over four thousand square feet."
The friends used the code the owner had given them to open the door and turn off the alarm system. When Lisa called him to say they'd love to use his cabin, he had used his phone to turn on the water heaters, the hot tub, the lights, and lower the room temperature. The friends wandered through the structure in amazement. There were six bedrooms and each had its own bathroom.
"Any of these rooms will work for Steve and me. Right now, I'm going to drag his tired butt out to that huge hot tub overlooking the valley. You can even see the park from here. This place is incredible. Come on, Steve. Let's get naked!" urged Gwen.
"What about the rest of us?" asked Lisa a bit petulantly. "We'd like to use the tub, too."
"It's plenty big enough for all of us. Anyone with the nerve can certainly join us. Whiners and chickens can go to bed," responded Gwen over her shoulder as she pulled Steve toward the big hot tub.
Gwen had only taken a couple steps when Jordan and Charlie raced past her. Jordan was giggling as she pulled Charlie along. "It looks like we'll be first and..."
Before Jordan finished her sentence, Lisa and Jason sprinted around her. As soon as they reached the tub, Lisa began peeling her clothes off. "The first ones in get to watch the rest undress!" laughed Lisa as she tossed her underwear on a nearby bench and climbed into the tub. Jason was almost as quick. He and Lisa were sitting by the time Jordan, Gwen, Charlie and Steve reached the tub.
Gwen looked at Steve, shrugged, and she pulled her top over her head. When she dropped her bra on the bench, a loud groan sounded from the doorway. Everyone's attention swung to Billy standing wide-eyed and open-mouthed next to Charlotte.
"It's not anything you haven't seen before, just more of it," pointed out Charlotte. Now quit leering and get your clothes off. Try to act cool."
Steve laughed at Charlotte's remark as he dropped his boxers next to Gwen's bra and turned for the tub. He bumped into Jordan before he realized she, too, was trying to scamper into the tub. It caused her to trip and fall just shy of the tub.
"I'm so sorry!" blurted Steve as he bent and lifted Jordan from the floor. As he stood Jordan back on her feet, Lisa and Jason both let out whistles.
"Sis, you're a lucky girl!" observed Lisa with a big smile.
"I'd have to say that Charlie's the one with the luck," quipped Jason as he admired Jordan's nude body.
"I think she's okay. You can let go of her now," laughed Gwen as she lightly tapped the hand that still held Jordan's arm. "You act like you've never seen her naked before. I have to admit it. Jordan, you're stunning."
"Coming from an Amazon standing there in all her glory, I'll take that as a real compliment. We've been friends for a long time and I never saw you naked before, except on the movie set. I feel like a little girl next to you," admitted Jordan.
"Then maybe you should stop shaving down there," laughed Steve just before he ducked to avoid Jordan's fist. "Come on, Gwen. Let's get in the tub so we can embarrass Charlotte and Billy when they strip. Are Naomi and Jared coming?"
Lisa, Jason, Jordan, and Charlie smiled broadly as Steve helped Gwen into the tub. They quickly sat down and turned to look for Billy and Charlotte. Charlotte was grinning as she carried a pile of towels in her arms. She carefully placed them on a bench. As she stood up, it immediately became obvious that she was already naked.
She slowly circled the tub, wearing nothing but a silly grin. "The last year has been very good to you, Charlotte," observed Steve as he watched her prance around the tub. "You've gained weight in all the right places."
"So you noticed? I've got a ways to go to catch the rest of the ladies here, but I'm feeling pretty good. I'm a solid B cup finally, and who knows how big these babies will get?" laughed Charlotte as she shook her breasts with her hands before stepping into the tub and dropping down on Steve's lap.
"I've wanted you to notice me ever since we met. Now I'm naked on your lap with two other naked men watching me. Look at their eyes and their smiles. I think they like what they see, don't you?" asked Charlotte before giving Steve's cock a quick squeeze and dropping into the tub just beyond Gwen.
Charlotte no sooner took a seat than Billy splashed his way into the tub and sat next to Charlotte. "Hey! That wasn't fair," complained Gwen. "We never saw you before you got into the tub. You used Charlotte to distract us so you could sneak in!"
"There aren't any rules that I know of. Now I'm sitting in a hot tub with two Anderson sisters, Jordan Quick, and my girlfriend, and they're all naked. If only these homely guys would take a hike, my fantasy would be complete."
"Where are Naomi and Jared?" asked Gwen as she looked back toward the other room before cupping her hands and calling loudly, "Naomi!"
Naomi tentatively walked into sight. She had a large towel wrapped around her torso. "I don't know guys. Jared and I aren't lovers and I don't want to get involved in anything I'd regret later. If you're going to have an orgy, I won't be party to it."
"You know us better than that. We'd scratch either other's eyes out if one of the other girls tried to have sex with our boyfriend. We will not be having sex, especially not with anyone not our significant other," asserted Gwen. "Those of us here share a special bond, and a special trust.
"Billy saved Steve's life and he's Steve's friend, Charlotte is my roommate, as well as a very good friend. Jason saved Steve's life and his girlfriend is my sister. Jordan is pretty much my sister now and Charlie is a very good friend. Then there's that shy guy behind you," stated Gwen as she stood and stepped from the tub.
All eyes were on Gwen as she walked up to Jared, who stood with a towel wrapped around his waist. Jared's broad chest and ripped abs were on display and were impressive. At six and a half feet and two hundred sixty five pounds, he was in great condition. Playing defensive end for a major school required that he be big, strong, and fast.
Gwen's naked white body glistened from the water that still dripped from her every curve as she stopped in front of him. "Please turn around, Jared."
Slowly, Jared turned his back to Gwen. She reached out and tenderly ran her fingers over his back. "Here! And here!" exclaimed Gwen as she put her fingers over the scars made by the two bullets Jared had taken for her. "This wonderful man shielded me from a killer's bullets. He came very close to dying. I'm here because of his courage, quick thinking, and sacrifice. He's Steve's brother now, as well as mine. We love him and we'll do anything we can to help him, if he ever needs it.
"Come with me," insisted Gwen as she led Jared to the tub. As they approached it, Gwen deftly tugged Jared's towel off and tossed it to the side.
"Naomi, you may want to rethink your position," chided Charlotte. "This guy is proportional, if you get my drift. It looks like he really, really likes Gwen. You may want to get naked to keep this guy on the narrow. He's already on the straight!"
"This is exactly what I didn't want to do," admitted Naomi. "Now everyone's watching. If I get in now, you'll all see me naked. Maybe Steve will come over and help me, like Gwen just did for Jared?"
"Now there's an invitation no straight male could turn down!" exclaimed Billy. "Unless of course, Steve's suddenly shy. He's suddenly straight, too! He's not in any condition to be walking around. If he stands up, he could take someone's eye out!"
"Steve, you need to be a gentleman and help Naomi," insisted Gwen as she made an obvious gesture to reach under the water to Steve's lap. "My goodness! What has you so worked up? Was it watching me bring Jared over to the hot tub, or thinking about helping Naomi? Or was it Charlotte, or Picking Jordan off the floor, or seeing Lisa climb into the tub?"
"Never mind what caused it," replied Steve with some embarrassment. "I can't get up and help her right now. That's for sure."



"Okay," responded Gwen with a wicked smile. "I'll just sit on Jared's lap while we wait for you to regain control. You don't mind, do you, Jared?"
As she spoke, Gwen rose from her seat next to Steve and sat down carefully on Jared's lap. By doing so, her breasts were well above the water level. Billy groaned as he watched the water drip from her nipples. Jared sat very still while looking at Steve with a sheepish grin. The contrast between Jared's dark shin and Gwen's light complexion was stark and quite erotic.
"Jared! Keep your hands above the water and to yourself!" insisted Gwen sternly. "Oh, they are above the water. What's that poking me if your hands are on the rim of the tub?"
Jared rolled his eyes and groaned as the others broke into laughter. Steve decided to play Gwen's game. He slowly stood up and headed for the far side of the tub.
"Sweet Jesus!" gasped Charlotte.
Steve pretended to be confused as he turned fully toward Charlotte and Billy. "What was that, Charlotte? Did you say something?"
"Get that damn thing out of our faces!" demanded Billy. "Charlotte shouldn't be exposed to things like that. She'll be asking why mine isn't as little and cute as yours."
Steve chuckled as he resumed his march to Naomi's side. Naomi was holding her hand over her face as she tried to conceal a huge grin. As Steve got closer, she untied the knot in her towel and let it drop to the floor. Then she embraced Steve in a long hug.
"I've dreamed of this more times than I'd want to admit," whispered Naomi so only Steve could hear her. "Walk me back with my boobs pressed against your chest so they can't see them, okay?"
Steve nodded slightly and took Naomi's hand in his, much like if they were dancing. He waltzed her over to the tub with her breasts pressed tightly to his chest. When they reached Steve's seat, he sat down with Naomi on his lap. To her surprise, Steve maintained his grip on her hands so she was unable to cover her chest in any way. She squirmed for a few seconds, then sighed, quit struggling, and pulled her shoulders back proudly.
"Wow! I think they're bigger than Gwen's," blurted Billy. "No offense, Gwen!"
As Gwen sat on Jared's lap, she slowly looked Naomi up and down. "You have some nerve sitting naked on my boyfriend's lap with those big boobs sticking out like that. Tell me, Steve. Is her ass bigger than you can hold comfortably? It must be some shock after being used to my little tush. Those breasts are too big, don't you guys think? How about it, Billy? Are they too big? Jason? Charlie? Jared? Help me out here."
"Like I said, they're big, but I wouldn't say they're too big," replied Billy with a huge grin. "It's hard to judge just by looking..."
"But that's all you're going to be doing!" interrupted Charlotte. "We're living Billy's fantasy right now. He's such a boob man. Luckily the other guys here aren't impressed with Naomi's big hooters. They're not saying a word."
"Somehow, it seems like a good time to keep my mouth shut," answered Charlie as he openly admired Naomi's chest. "Once I pick my jaw up off my knees, I'll keep it closed."
"Gwen and I have had several discussions about all of you lately," began Steve as he carefully wrapped his arms around Naomi's stomach and hugged her gently. "We feel extremely attached to all of you, for a variety of very good reasons. Sitting here like this is a sign of how highly we regard you. Gwen and I are totally monogamous and hope the rest of you are as well. But that's your personal business.
"It's our hope that all of you will always be part of our extended family. We've had some amazing things happen over the last year and a half. We need friends, good friends, which we can share our lives with. You can help us celebrate the happy times, weather the bad times, and keep us from becoming pompous posers. If we're acting like jerks, it's your duty as friends to tell us.
"This hot tub thing is an example of how much we trust each other. I Love all of these girls, but Gwen is the only one I will ever have sex with. I promise that. I feel us guys are brothers. Brothers don't harm brother's girlfriends and wives. Consider each of these ladies that is not your girlfriend to be your sister. That we can share times like this and not be jealous or fearful, demonstrates how well all of us along, and how much we trust each other. We want all of you to be our friends for life. We'll always have each others' backs."
"That isn't exactly true about the jealousy thing," quipped Lisa. "I'm kind of jealous of Naomi's boobs. It's amazing how they defy gravity. Other than that, Jason and I are with you all the way. I've told him about our little talk after they brought you back from that blizzard. He understands how much we love each other, but that it will never be sexual. I'm very happy to have Jason as my lover and the rest of you men as brothers."
"That goes for us, too," agreed Jordan. "Charlie and I love Steve and Gwen to pieces. They've done so much for us and we appreciate it all, but I'm a one man woman now, and forever, and Charlie is that man."
"Billy and I are just grateful to have such amazing friends. We're committed to each other and hope to always be close to Gwen and Steve and the rest of you. I think this is going to work out great for all of us. We'll be a big extended family that works, travels, and even vacations together. Deal us in!" concluded Charlotte.
"Naomi and I are just getting to know each other, but speaking for myself, you guys are the best. I'll hang with you as long as you'll have me. I'll expect more group meetings like this. You may have guessed that Gwen sitting on my lap like this is a fantasy come true. I'll take a bullet for you, anytime!" promised Jared as he carefully hugged Gwen.
"That leaves me. I'd be absolutely delighted to always be good friends with Steve and his big assed girlfriend," observed Naomi as her friends all broke into laughter at her comment. "Seriously, I understand what's being said here. Gwen and Steve are committed to each other. I can deal with that, especially if I can hang around with all of you. I plan on a career in the Navy, but I should have vacations and other free time. I like Jared, but we won't be sleeping together tonight. I hope that isn't a problem. I'm just not going to rush into something that's so important to me."
"No problem here," grinned Jared as he began bouncing Gwen on his knee. After two bounces, her breasts were swinging freely. Once again, Billy moaned.
"Okay! You've pushed your luck too far!" squealed Gwen as she slid off Jared's lap and dropped into the water near Steve. "I suggest we dry off and go to bed. Who's going to be the first one out?"
"That would be me," responded Charlotte as she stood and slowly made her way out of the tub. "I can't tell you how good it makes me feel to have you men watch me like that. You have beautiful, big breasted girlfriends, yet you're all watching me. It's empowering!"
Everyone was up early the next day. They cleaned up the cabin and rode back to the park. There were still a good number of bikers at the park, having spent the night in tents and sleeping bags. They were packing their gear away when Charlie led his friends into the park.
"Mom texted me," announced Gwen. "It seems that she's been flooded with requests from small towns between here and the capital. They'd like us to ride through their towns as part of their July 4th celebration. Some of the guys that work for us have put together an itinerary and schedule for us to follow. Mom assured them that we'd be happy to accommodate these people as much as possible.
"We need to ride down the main street of Finchburg at 8 AM. It's about twenty miles away and we have over half an hour to get there. I'll forward everything to your phone, Jordan, so you can keep Charlie on schedule. We'll be following your lead. This is Independence Day! Let's ride. We have a show to do tonight!"
It took a few minutes to get everyone prepared and filled in on the planned route, but Charlie pulled out of the park with time to spare. He planned their arrival perfectly and hit the end of Main Street at precisely 8 AM. The girls waved and called to bystanders as the bikes slowly proceeded through the small town.
Steve marveled at the enthusiasm displayed by the surprising large crowd. People waved flags and applauded as the long line of motorcycles made its way down the street. At the end of the town was a small veteran's memorial park with several plaques commemorating sacrifices that local service men and women had made. Jordan had Charlie stop as they were passing the flag pole with Old Glory flying proudly in the breeze.
Jordan signaled to Gwen to join her as Charlie motioned for the other bikers to gather around. Within minutes, all engines were cut and the locals began streaming up the street to find out why the group had stopped.
Gwen and Jordan waited a few more minutes for many of the residents of the area to reach the memorial, and then they began singing the Star Spangled Banner. Anyone wearing a hat immediately whipped it off and placed it over their hearts. The girls sang beautifully and those watching and listening clapped and yelled their appreciation as they ended their song. Jordan ran back to Charlie and climbed on the back of his bike while Gwen did the same with Steve. Once again, they were on the road!
It was a long and emotional day for the friends. They were overwhelmed by the spirit, enthusiasm, and appreciation of the people in the many towns they visited. In many of the towns, Jordan and Gwen took the time to perform the national anthem. Huge crowds would be standing near an American Flag, waiting for the girls to stop and perform. The cheers and applause were always loud and long.
When they pulled into the town of Hazlewood, there were vendors selling hotdogs, hamburgers, and numerous snacks. They knew that Jordan's riders would be coming through around one o'clock and had all kinds of food cooked and ready to eat. They had a large sign made and held it for the group to see. Jordan immediately had Charlie pull in. She ran up to one of the men holding the sign and spoke to him briefly. Then she handed the man a card and went to the people dishing out the food.
"It's all taken care," called Jordan as she squirted ketchup on a big burger. "They'll send us a bill. Everyone riding with us eats for free!"
It took a while for the few hundred riders to get their burgers and/or hotdogs and drinks. "That church group was raising money for a family with a child that needs a kidney. All profits go toward helping the little boy. I think our company will send something extra in the check when we pay the bill," whispered Gwen into Steve's ear as they rode away. "I'm so proud of Jordan and how she's just shining so brightly on this incredible weekend. She's really come a long way!"
By the time the procession pulled into the football stadium parking lot, the number of bikers following them had again swollen. There was a section cordoned off for motorcycles, so Charlie swung into a parking spot in that area. It was six PM and the show was scheduled to begin at seven.
The Lady in Red Productions crew had a large stage set up in the center of the field. The band equipment was in place and sound system was ready to go. A short time later, Steve and Charlie were waiting for the girls to emerge from a trailer brought in for them to use to prepare for the show when Ted, Paula, and Kate approached them.
"You guys have done it again," marveled Paula as she hugged Charlie and then Steve. "I've had requests from politicians and corporate big wigs wanting to get in on this show tonight. That motorcycle ride to help find those kids was a stroke of genius. Then the ride back with all of those stops, and singing the Star Spangled Banner was brilliant. I saw a spot on a cable channel where you bought out all the food prepared by a church group to help raise money for a child with serious kidney problems. I know how kind and generous you all are, yet this still amazes me. Now you're donating your time, talent, and money to help a start-up charity that assists veterans.
"The entire country has been following your 'ride for pride', finding those lost children, and the free concerts you're giving. CBC is setting up equipment to broadcast the show. Jordan and Gwen suggested that the proceeds be donated to this veteran's group doing such good work here. Are you okay with that?" questioned Paula. "They'll get the initial payment, but the residuals will still be paid to the company. Judging from past performances, we'll still pull in enough money in the next couple years to cover all the money you've given away this weekend."
Charlie and Steve immediately agreed with the girls' stated desire to donate the CBC payment to the group helping veterans in the area. A few minutes later, the girls emerged from the trailer, dressed in skin tight leather outfits. Jordan's outfit was black, while Gwen's was a dark red. Jordan wore a short skirt and a bustier like top, held up with a small strap around her neck to prevent any wardrobe malfunctions. Gwen had on long pants and a top that plunged to her navel. A small chain held the two sides together at her bust line.
By the time they took the stage, the stadium was filled. Veterans were allowed to bring in lawn chairs and sit on the field in front of the stage. There were men and women of all ages and walks of life, sharing the moment, as well as the pride of having served their country.
The show began with Jordan and Gwen singing the Star Spangled Banner. As they finished, the crowd roared its approval. Then Jordan stepped to the front of the stage, pointed to, and addressed the veterans. "We're dedicating this show to you folks tonight. Thanks so much for your service to the country!"
Then Jordan sang "Wind Beneath My Wings' while looking over the misty eyed vets in front of her. When the applause for her song died down, Gwen came forward and delivered 'I Need a Hero', and the crowd ate it up. Steve selected the Lee Greenwood song, 'Proud to be an American' next and more than a few people had to wipe tears from their eyes by the time he finished.
Gwen next delighted the audience with Tom Petty's 'I won't Back Down' before Jordan once again stepped to the front. The almost full moon was climbing over the horizon as she sang 'Stand By Me' for the second night. Although it seemed impossible, she gave the song more emotion and feeling than she had the previous night. All of the songs were appreciated, especially by the veterans, but Jordan's rendition of 'Stand By Me' really connected with them.
Once the cheering diminished, the band began its usual opening number with Queen's 'We Will Rock You' with 'We Are the Champions'. Jordan played the piano and backed up Gwen while Steve and Charlie played guitar and moved around the stage. Gwen had become more comfortable with her role of singing lead on nearly half the songs they played. She wore her microphone, which allowed her the freedom to use the entire stage.
The group played all of their hits from their movie and videos. Steve and Jordan delighted the audience by singing their hit duet from the previous year. Jordan sang 'Half-hearted' to the delight of the huge crowd. Steve and Gwen delivered "Glory of Love'. Gwen followed it with 'Midnight Lights'. All of their songs were very well received, but none seemed to create the emotion of Jordan's 'Stand By Me', at least not until late in the show.
The drummer began the lead in, while Steve and Charlie strutted the stage playing guitar, waiting for Gwen to sing. Gwen pranced to the front and began singing 'I Hate Myself for Loving You'. Quite a few of those in attendance had seen her perform it the night before and had told others to watch for it. Charlie and Steve played to the audience and along with Jordan, sang back-up to Gwen. Everyone was on their feet and yelling their approval as the song ended. While taking a few extra bows, Jordan whispered to Gwen that she may well have found her next single.
"So Jordan Quick came up with the idea, after all? That's a cool story. Everything you and Gwen Anderson and Jordan Quick do makes news and helps people. How did you pick Gwen over Jordan?" asked the inquisitive teen as she brushed a fly off her cheek.
"It isn't as if I had a choice or anything. I fell in love with Gwen. I met Jordan a few months later. Gwen's always been the one for me. Jordan has a really good guy in Charlie and she's very happy," replied Steve. "Now you need to go to sleep. We'll begin traveling again before dark, so get some rest.
Steve managed to stay awake long enough to feel Roxie move his hand down and place it on her chest. He had awakened the last couple days with a small breast in his hand and had wondered if he had lost control. He considered chastising Roxie, but decided that it wasn't a big deal and if it helped her relax, he'd continue to pretend he had no idea what was going on. At least she was behaving herself when they were all awake.
Steve woke suddenly, unsure of what had alarmed him. He remained very still, keeping his breathing slow and measured as he opened one eye slightly. He saw two heavily armed men standing at the edge of the clearing. They had several rifles slung across their backs, and a couple of boxes in their arms. They were staring at Steve and the two girls as they lay in the shade.
Steve knew his right hand was on Roxie's chest, but his left one was wedged between Sam's leg and his hip. He slowly slid his hand down a short ways until his hand came in contact with the butt of a pistol. Once he felt his fingers wrap around the gun, Steve felt far more comfortable. He knew what he could do with a pistol at such short range. If either of the two men made an aggressive move, he could kill them both in seconds. What worried him now was whether the two men had any comrades with them that Steve could not see.
One of the men took a step toward Steve and the sleeping girls. Steve felt he no longer had the luxury of waiting to find out if they were others with the two men. He sat up quickly and brought his gun around as his finger tightened on the trigger.



        Lady in Red Pt. 02 Ch. 05

        Colombia, the Ukraine, and survival.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/lady-in-red-pt-02-ch-05

Title: Lady in Red Pt. 02 Ch. 05

Author: Harddaysknight

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Colombia, the Ukraine, and survival.

Tags: kiev, rifles, colombia, drug lords, hospital, snipers

Series: Lady in Red


The two men immediately froze when Steve pointed the handgun at them. Steve risked a few quick glances around to determine if the two had any companions somewhere close. He saw no one else. By this time the girls were awake. Roxie was struggling to pull her shirt on while Sam clung to her.
Steve carefully stood as he studied the two men. They didn't look like cartel men. They were very poorly dressed and one was much older than the other. Both men were heavily armed, however, and Steve was concerned about them trying to collect the bounty placed on his head.
"Mr. Hammer," began the younger man in excellent English. "We are here to help you. My father and I have brought you some very good weapons which we have accumulated over the past twenty months. We hope you'll consider us for the reward when you safely return to the United States."
"What? The reward? What am I missing? You two have to help the cartel catch me to collect that money. I hate to disappoint you, but that isn't going to happen!" stated Steve emphatically as he raised his gun higher in a threatening manner.
"Not that reward!" explained the younger man quickly. "No one believes Juan Flores would ever pay that money. I'm talking about the million dollars American if we help you escape. That's what it says on this paper."
The young man carefully extended his hand and showed a flyer to Steve. Watching the man closely, Steve took the paper from his hand and passed it to Roxie.
"Read that to me while I keep my eyes on these guys. I want to hear every word exactly as it's written," instructed Steve to the teen.
Roxie looked at the paper for a few second before she broke into a huge smile and began reading. "Lady in Red Productions is offering the sum of one million American dollars to anyone who actively helps Steve Hammer, Samantha Thompson, and Roxanne Thompson return to the United States in good health. This payment is personally promised, and guaranteed, by Gwen Anderson, Jordan Quick, and the Lady in Red Production Company. It's signed By Gwen Anderson and Jordan Quick! It looks like the same message is written in Spanish, too."
Steve briefly considered the information Roxie had just given him. He had to admit that it sounded like something Gwen would do.
"Do you really believe that they would pay you all of this money, if you help us?" asked Steve of the two men.
"With all due respect, we totally trust Gwen Anderson and Jordan Quick. We know they're extremely wealthy and donate large sums to charity. Everyone knows about the hospital in Kiev, the new one in your home town, and the many things you all have done to help others. They'll keep their promise. It's also very well known that they're both extremely fond of you, to say the least," responded the younger man with a smile.
"So you'll help us for money? You want to be the richest guy in this part of Colombia? Is that your goal," asked Steve suspiciously. "You don't look greedy enough, or crazy enough, to risk your lives for any amount of dinero. It's no good if you're dead."
"It isn't for us," replied the son evenly. "My sister's son is very ill. He needs much better care than we can afford to give him. If we earn the reward, we'll take him to America, to the new hospital in your town. We'll have enough money for the best care possible."
"I see," responded Steve slowly as he considered the man's words. "Why isn't the boy's father here helping, too? It seems like he'd be the first one to risk his life for his son."
"The cartel men caught him hiding a girl they were searching for. She came to my brother-in-law along the road and begged for his help. He tried to hide her in his small home, but someone saw her with him and reported it to the cartel. Flores himself, along with his son, came to my sister's home with many men. They dragged the girl out and raped her repeatedly in front of my sister, her son, and her husband. Then they laughed as Flores shot the girl in the head. Then his son shot my brother-in-law, while my sister and her boy watched. Flores told them he was a merciful leader and would allow my sister and her child live. Then he and his men drove away."
"That explains a few things," conceded Steve. "You want to save your nephew, and you can make some money at the same time. And you don't trust Flores. Now I understand your motivation. So what's with all of those rifles? Do you want to fight Flores army? That would get you killed pretty fast," predicted Steve.
"No, we're not trained soldiers. The rifles are for you. They're very powerful and shoot a great distance. Tomorrow you'll need them when the cartel catches you by the river."
"Why don't I like the sound of that? Why do you think the cartel will catch us anyplace, let alone by the river?" questioned Steve.
"I have been listening to their communications. Cell phones are useless here, so they use radios. I happen to have one that allows me to listen to everything they say. They have been told by someone that you are in the area. They've determined that you'll try to reach the river and possibly travel down it. They expect to intercept you with a hundred men or more."
Steve did his best to conceal his surprise. The man had just described his plan, more or less! He was under the impression that no one had seen him and the girls and their whereabouts was unknown.
"Are they at the river now, waiting for us to walk into a trap?" demanded Steve as he forced himself to remain calm and consider his situation carefully. The two girls needed him to make the right decisions.
"There are a few dozen there watching for you. Flores and his son expect to join them tomorrow. They are a couple hours north, but will be driving down to meet them."
Steve considered his predicament for a few minutes as the girls sat in the shade and waited. The two men watched Steve as he thought over the information they had given him.
"Even if we go another way, we'll still need to find transportation to get out of this part of the world. Otherwise, we'll be in this jungle for months. Maybe we can find a car, or a motorcycle, so we can travel faster. If you guys are going to wring a million bucks out of me, you'd better have some ideas. You won't get paid if we don't make it," reminded Steve. "Do you know where we can get some sort of transportation?"
"My cousin has a friend that flies a helicopter. He has flown into this area a few times. Flores thought he was transporting drugs for a rival, so he put the word out that he'd kill my cousin's friend if he came back. He'd be willing to pick you up and fly you and the girls to safety," suggested the young Colombian.
"Well great! Have him pick us up in ten minutes. We'll be out of here, and you'll be a lot richer," responded Steve sarcastically.
"There's just one problem," replied the young man, ignoring Steve's obvious disbelief. "He won't fly in until you kill Flores and his son. His fear of them exceeds his desire for money."
"I see," nodded Steve. "All I have to do is survive the ambush Flores has set up for me, kill him and his worthless son, and then give you, your father, and some friend of a cousin of yours each a million dollars, and I'll be homeward bound. Does that pretty well cover it?"
"Not quite," admitted the young Colombian sheepishly. "My father asks for no money. He only wants you to take my sister and her son with you to America, and get him into your hospital."
"That's all?" replied Steve with sarcasm. "I'm committed to getting these two girls back home. Now you want to add a sick child and her mother? I don't even know who, or where they are, or how to get them to the helicopter, if I manage to get the guy to fly here. Wait! Let me guess. You've got that figured out, too?"
"Within half an hour of the deaths of Flores and his son, the helicopter will arrive to pick you and the girls up. It will then fly to my father's house, where my sister and her son will join you for the trip to an undetermined location. From there, you will be flown back to your home town, in a somewhat covert manner, but the final result will see you reaching Sparta," promised the man. "You will owe me, the helicopter pilot, the plane pilot, and possibly one more pilot one million dollars each.
"It sounds like you've given this some thought," admitted Steve. "Do you have any ideas on how to, ... ah, terminate those two? When we reach Sparta, I'll see that everyone is paid."
"That, Mr. Hammer, is your field of expertise. These weapons should be a great help. My father will return home now and have my sister prepare to leave for the U.S. She and her son have passports and visas, although you will most definitely not be passing through customs," chuckled the man grimly. "It's better to ask forgiveness than permission."
"Let me have a look at those rifles," insisted Steve. "I need to know what I'm dealing with here."
The man placed the boxes on the ground and handed Steve the rifles. Steve checked the first rifle. Steve's eyes lit up when he realized that it was a Remington M24A3SWS chambered for the .338 Lapua Magnum with a Leupold scope. The second rifle was simply a standard Remington .300 Magnum hunting rifle. While not likely to be as accurate at greater distances, it would be very effective within four hundred yards. Steve looked in the boxes the men had placed on the ground to find magazines and ammunition for the weapons.
"You'll have to help us carry these weapons to the ridge we passed a few miles back. Then you can sit back and watch, and be ready to call in that helicopter," predicted Steve. "Come on, girls. We've got some ground to cover."
Steve recalled how the road had snaked its way through a ravine in the mountains a few miles back. He decided that it would be the best place to make his stand against the cartel forces. They would be expecting him to be by the river, thus never anticipating any trouble in the mountains.
The sisters never complained as they backtracked. They circled around away from the road and steadily climbed up the rocky terrain above the small highway. Steve finally signaled for the group to stop. He surveyed the road below and nodded.
The road from the north entered the cut in the mountains to Steve's left and made a sharp turn, almost directly north. It ran that way for a few hundred yards then looped back south again, passing almost directly below Steve's vantage point.
"I'll need your name, or you'll never get your money," stated Steve to the Colombian as he was preparing to leave.
"My sister will give you all the information you need," assured the man. "You have to stay alive; that and kill the father and son Flores. If you make it to the states, I'll be watching my bank account."
"Do you think we'll ever make it out of here?" asked a worried Roxie. "I was starting to think that if we walked long and far enough, we'd make it. Now it looks like we're in for a fight. I'm just glad that you're on our side."
"I'm sorry you girls have to be involved in this. I want you both to stay down in this little ravine and keep these magazines loaded with shells. Think you can do that?" asked Steve somewhat gently. "I'm going to be busy doing my best to keep those men from catching us and I'll need your help."
"Sure, we can do that! I watched you put the bullets in two of them and it looked pretty simple. Maybe we should practice some before things start getting hot," suggested Roxie. "We don't want to let you down."
Steve emptied two magazines and had the girls practice filling them. It was a relatively simple task and the girls had no trouble performing it.
"We have two different calibers, so you each will have your own box of shells to fill your own magazines. These black ones will be the ones you fill, Sam. You use shells from that box. Roxie, you have the gray ones and will use this box. That's all you have to remember, along with keeping your heads down. We'll be home in a couple days or so and this'll just be a memory," promised Steve with considerably more confidence than he felt.
He was extremely worried about getting the girls home. He saw it as his duty and he hated the idea of failing, and of harm coming to the girls. He knew the risks he could face when he joined the military, but the two girls never signed up for any of this. He'd do his best and hope it was be good enough.
It was a couple hours before dusk when he saw the procession headed toward him. There were six trucks with about ten men in each. A large Mercedes limo followed a half mile behind them. The windows were darkly tinted, but Steve felt it was likely that the two Flores were riding in the luxury car.
"Aren't you going to shoot them?" asked Roxie as she peered over the rock ledge next to Steve. "There's getting really close."
"We have to wait until we can inflict the most casualties," replied Steve as he watched the procession start through the mountain cut.
The trucks were spaced rather far apart, so the lead truck was almost out of the ravine as the last truck was headed into it. "You girls get down now, and stay down."
Steve had already lined up the dozen old grenades he had appropriated the day he found the girls. They were sitting on a rock bench a foot below the top of the ledge. As he picked one up, he considered what he was about to do. It was apparent to him now that the cartel was able to keep up with his general location. They were determined to catch him and the girls.
Their hiding and traveling mostly at night had not gotten them very far in the rough terrain. The girls were losing weight and showing signs of anxiety. It had become obvious to Steve that what he had been doing wasn't working very well. They were still alive, but in constant danger.
Steve had attended classes on war and strategy. He knew he had to shake his enemy to the core, destroy its morale, and kill the leadership, if possible. If he didn't, it was unlikely that he and the girls would survive the ordeal. Knowing that he would have a way out of the country if he was successful had been the deciding factor.
Once he decided on a course of action, Steve made his preparations. He forced himself to consider how he would inflict maximum pain and suffering on his enemy. He had to think of them as the enemy and be ruthless in his plans. His safety and the safety of the two sisters required it.
Steve watched the trucks as they moved along the road through the narrow ravine . The road was winding and rough, thus limiting the speed the vehicles could travel. He took a quick breath and stood. He began throwing the grenades at the moving vehicles below him. He threw three as quickly as he could at the first three trucks.
Without taking the time to see where his throws landed, he turned and threw two more grenades at the last two trucks as they entered the ravine to his left. As he let go of those grenades, he heard the first concussion. He turned back to look at the lead vehicle. It was smashed against the side of the ravine with fire and smoke billowing from it. Several bodies were littered along the road behind it. The second vehicle was jammed against the rock with smoke pouring out from under the hood. Armed men were awkwardly climbing off the back of the truck. The third vehicle was stopped, but appeared to have avoided any direct damage. Men were looking over the back of the vehicle, pointing their weapons in various directions. That had not yet located Steve's position.
Steve quickly glanced at the last two trucks he had targeted. The last truck in the convoy had apparently taken a direct hit. It sat in the road engulfed in flames with no movement from within. The truck directly in front of it was on its side. Men were scurrying from it like rats from a sinking ship.
"Okay, girls, keep your heads down and be ready to reload. Steve hefted the .300 Magnum and took aim. He looked for men that carried weapons and seemed intent on locating him. Knowing the shocking power of the big caliber, Steve aimed for shoulders and knees when possible. No man would have any desire to carry on the battle after being struck by the lead projectile Steve was sending their way.
He steeled himself against feeling empathy for the men he shot. They were trying to capture and/or kill him. The atrocities they had committed over the past few years were well known. Still, Steve felt conflicted as he quickly went from target to target, maiming most and killing some. He put the empty rifle down near Roxie and picked up the .338.
This time he concentrated on the men that were further away. They were seeking shelter in the large rocks along the road. They had determined Steve's position and were firing their assault rifles at him. The distance where most of the men had taken refuge was over three hundred yards.
Steve doubted many of the men had been properly trained with their weapons. With open sights, the fear of being shot, and the limitations of their weapons, Steve felt that he was relatively safe as long as he presented a very small target. He methodically began picking off the men shooting at him. He simply waited for one to look around or over a rock and quickly squeezed off a shot. He found two brave souls attempting to climb up a rock wall off to his left. Two quick shots brought them down.
By this time bullets were spraying around his hiding place. He put the .338 next to Sam and picked the loaded .300 up again. He worked a round into the chamber and resumed firing. Targets were harder to find, but Steve was patient. He shot only at men indicating they wanted to continue the fight. He ignored the wounded men, as well as those helping them as they crawled or staggered to hiding spots.
The sun was beginning to set when Steve saw the opportunity he had hoped for. There were only a hand full of fighting men left, and they had pretty much lost their appetite for the battle. They seemed content to sit behind large boulders and wait for dark.
Up the road, less than a mile away, Steve saw two figures standing by the Mercedes. One was obviously Flores. He was said to weigh almost four hundred pounds. A man fitting that description stood next to a tall, much thinner man. There were several other men moving back and forth, apparently following various orders from their boss.
Steve picked up the .338 and carefully adjusted the scope. He judged the distance to be about 1000 meters, well within the killing range of the rifle in his hands. He carefully cradled the weapon and took slow measured breaths. Steve decided to go for the son first as he would likely be quicker to react to a bullet hitting his father. Roxie had seen Steve change from the direction he had been aiming and peeked over the rocks to see what he was doing. She barely sighted the two men by the car, when the rifle in Steve's arms barked.
Steve quickly worked the bolt, sliding a fresh cartridge into the chamber and took aim. He saw the tall men slump to the ground and the obese one turn to look at what Steve assumed was his son. Once again, the rifle in Steve's arms erupted. Roxie watched spellbound as the larger man staggered and slowly collapsed.
Something struck the rock next to Steve's head and sent shards into the side of his face. Steve pulled his hand gun from his waist as he turned to face his attackers. Two men were taking aim at him with their handguns as Steve felt the gun in his hand buck against his palm. Both men fell over backwards, but not before getting off several more shots.
"Damn it!" cursed Steve as he brought his hand to his left shoulder. Blood was already running down his arm. He walked over to the two dead men and roughly ripped a handful of one man's shirt from his dead body. Steve folded the strip into a square bandage. Then he reached down and yanked most of the remaining shirt from the dead man's torso. He wrapped it over his shoulder and around his arm. Then he turned to look at Roxie.



"Take your jacket off and I'll tie it around your chest. This is the way Gwen Anderson wrapped up your bullet wound when those terrorists attacked your school. I saw the TV movie," prattled Roxie as she brought the ends together and tied them.
"Do you think the guy will come with the helicopter? You killed both of those bastards," stated Roxie quite calmly. "You took the fight out of the cartel guys down in the road, but I'd feel a lot better if we were flying home right now."
"Let's gather up what we can carry and start for the pickup point. We'll know within the next hour if the guy's coming for us. If he doesn't we have to be ready to keep walking. It might be a little hot around here for a few days," replied Steve as he carefully slung the rifles over his good shoulder. That's when he noticed the pain in his leg.
"You've been hit in the leg!" worried Roxie. "Does it hurt much? Can you walk? Want me to put a bandage on it?"
"I can walk and it isn't bleeding very much, so let's get moving. We don't want to be late if that helicopter shows up," reasoned Steve as he ushered the girls down a nearly invisible path.
Gwen had managed to regain her poise as her mother and friends offered encouragement to her. Steve was in a tight spot, but from the news reports, it sounded like he was more than holding his own. Dark was falling on the area and the cable news channel reported that the shooting seemed to have abated.
Gwen was drinking some water and listening to the news cast when a familiar face walked onto the stage.
"Nadiya! I didn't know you were coming! It's great to see you again. I'm glad you're here. It's great to have friends at a time like this," admitted Gwen as she warmly embraced her friend form the Ukraine.
"I am sorry I couldn't make it sooner. By the time I got to Washington, you had returned to Sparta. I had to come. I will not let my best friends suffer so without me. You, Jordan, and Steve have done so much for my country, I could not live with myself if I did not stand by your side in such a difficult time," stated the blonde Ukrainian with considerable emotion. "My father sends his love, and told me to tell you that Steve Hammer is too much man for outlaws to bring down. Father says he will come home to you, to all of us."
"Your dad is a pretty sharp guy. I hope he's right on this one. Steve will make it home to us," asserted Gwen.
"The people of my country are watching this situation with great interest," assured Nadiya. "They still speak of the week Kiev was home to the famous, generous Americans. It was one of those moments to which all other things are compared. Everyone knows where they were the night of the Freedom Concert. It was a defining point in our nation's history. You, Jordan, and Steve are now legend."
"That was an amazing trip," offered Jordan. "Your country treated us so well. We fell in love with Kiev and its people. Gwen has been talking about a trip back, once she finishes med school. We'd love to play there again."
Gwen couldn't hold back the smile that crossed her lips as she thought back to the day she learned the president wanted her, Jordan, Steve, and Charlie's band to travel to the Ukraine and perform.
It was in the spring of her second year at Stanford. She had taken a current events history course as an elective. It was supposed to be an interesting class with a very well known professor. It was late April and she was sitting in her seat taking notes as the professor gave his lecture.
Gwen's phone vibrated, so she quickly glanced at it to see who was calling. There was a strictly enforced rule against allowing phones to ring, talking on phones, or even texting in class. When Gwen saw the caller I.D., she quickly stood and left the lecture hall.
Five minutes later, she quietly returned to her seat and picked up her note book. "Perhaps you can explain to the rest of us just what was so important that you felt you had to leave class to use your phone," suggested Professor Yurchenko sarcastically. "We're on the edge of our seats, Ms. Anderson."
At first, Gwen felt her face go warm as everyone turned to watch her. Then she felt annoyed at the man's obvious sarcasm directed at her.
"If you insist, Sir," replied Gwen with more than a little of her own sarcasm. "The White House just requested that I, along with some of my friends, travel to Kiev next week. We are going to help represent the United States at the ceremony swearing in the new Prime Minister and cabinet. As you've been pointing out to us students, the Ukraine is undergoing a lot of changes as it struggles toward democracy, and free trade with the West. I am expected to answer my phone when the White house calls."
"Really? President Hanson has asked you and your friends to attend the ceremonies next week? That's a great honor! As you all know, I emigrated from the Ukraine many years ago, when it was part of the Soviet Union. I grew up in, and went to school in Kiev. This is extremely exciting.
"You'll miss several classes, at the very least, but you'll be allowed to make them up with video reports to the class while you're in Kiev, and a detailed discussion of the events that transpired upon your return. See me after class to work out the details," stated Yurchenko, leaving no room for discussion.
Later that day, Gwen received a call from Nadiya. "Hello, Gwen? I know that you and Steve and Jordan are coming to Kiev for the inauguration of our new government. My father wanted me to ask if you would bring your band and give a concert like you did in Sochi. You know that we are at odds with the Russians at this time. It would be a huge public relations success if you would entertain for the people of a small, poor country like ours."
"Nadiya, don't start 'poor little me' routine with me. I know you have a master's degree, and have appeared in a couple of very successful movies, as well as have a father very high up in the Ukraine government. You're beautiful, smart, and talented. Don't try to play me like you do most of the men you come across," laughed Gwen. "Just play to our friendship and you'll get about anything we have to give. You've become a very close friend."
"You say that now, but when I was kissing your big, strong American boyfriend, maybe you weren't thinking such friendly thoughts," teased Nadiya.
"Truthfully, I never blamed you for kissing him. You'd be crazy to not kiss him when you get the chance. That was my fault for creating that situation, which you so skillfully helped me defuse. I know it was a sacrifice and you did it for me. I never thanked you properly. How about I try to talk Steve and Jordan and the band into putting on a show in Kiev to show my appreciation for kissing Steve for me?"
"You would do that for me over a little kiss? What would you do for me if I slept with the guy to save your romance?" questioned Nadiya. "Buy me a castle?"
"More like scratch your eyes out," responded Gwen quickly. "I won't be making that mistake again, so don't entertain the idea that you'll have to sleep with Steve to help me out. That isn't going to happen!"
"Okay, be ungrateful," replied Nadiya with a sigh. "But you'll be very grateful when you see where you'll be playing if you do talk your friends into performing in Kiev. We will have a stage built in Independence Square for the political speeches. The very next day, you will be on it, performing for Kiev and the entire Ukraine.
"The unrest that forced the old government from office was centered in the square. It was badly damaged, but it has been repaired and will be ready for the festivities next week. There will many thousands coming to see the famous American singers and movie stars!" predicted Nadiya. "It will be a real boost to my father's position in the government, as well as among our countrymen. No one else in Kiev can claim the friendship of such important world citizens."
When Steve made his nightly call to Gwen, she wasted no time explaining Nadiya's request. "So her dad asked her to ask us to perform while we're there. They'll have a big stage built in Independence Square, so there'll be room for a lot of people to watch us."
"Do you realize how many people can fit into that square?" asked Steve. "If it's half full, we'll be playing to a hundred thousand people! We don't even know if they like our music. It'd be pretty embarrassing if there are only a couple hundred fans watching."
"I don't think that'll happen from the way Nadiya talked. She thinks they'll come for miles to hear us. So, what do you think? Jordan said she and Charlie are up for it. The band will go since it's another big payday for them. I think Mom can get some cash from a few outlets to broadcast the show, or buy the video to show some other time. They're about seven to ten hours ahead of the US, as far as time zones are concerned. Night there will be afternoon here."
"Count me in!" responded Steve enthusiastically. "You need to let the state department know what we plan before we agree, so we don't make them look bad if they decide against it. You also need to talk to your mom about being certain that our people get to set up a good sound system. That's a huge area to cover and we'll need a lot of speakers, or no one will hear us.
"What about the money? We can't seem to stop making it. Your mom is doing a super job, but I think we need to start spending more on charities. We have to get together with Jordan and embrace some good causes. That'll be an important thing to discuss on the trip. We agreed when we began all of this that we'd do what we could to help the less fortunate. We need to do exactly that."
"You're right," agreed Gwen. "The hospital in Sparta is well under way and it's completely funded. I really believe that our success came because we weren't doing it for ourselves. We need to keep that in mind. If we make many more movies like the 'Sparta' trilogy, we won't be able to spend enough money to keep up with the income. You had a brilliant idea with that project."
"What I had was some beautiful and talented ladies, some great screen writers, and very good directors. If someone else besides you, Jordan, Lisa, Kate and the rest had been the stars, it never would have had the success. We both know where the credit for the success lies," insisted Steve.
"We never agree when we have this discussion, but I've come to realize that's a good thing. Modesty becomes you. I'll start the ball rolling for this concert once the state department gives us the go ahead. Our people will find a suitable place to practice while we're there. We'll turn that town upside down!"
The following Sunday, Gwen, Steve, Jordan, Charlie, Ashley, Paula, Ted, and Kate, along with the band members, landed in Kiev. As soon as they cleared customs, Steve found himself catching a blonde bombshell as she threw herself into his arms.
"Thank you all so much!" squealed Nadiya before giving Steve a long kiss on the lips. "We are being watched and filmed for our news programs. I wanted everyone in the Ukraine to know that Steve and I are still very good friends, even though he dumped me for Gwen in New York after just a couple of kisses.
"Gwen! You look gorgeous!" gushed Nadiya as she hugged Gwen tightly before turning to Jordan and embracing her. "Every time I see you, Jordan, I'm awe struck by your beauty."
Nadiya hugged Charlie, Paula, Ted, Kate and Ashley. "I see the beautiful teacher is a permanent fixture around Steve. I don't blame you but wonder how you managed to sneak in under Gwen's nose. She won't let me even get close to her handsome boyfriend."
"You had me fooled a minute ago when you were kissing him," replied Ashley with a smile. "I left teaching and I'm the go-to girl for Lady in Red Productions. I assist Paula, Gwen, Jordan, and Steve when I can. Please don't let Gwen know how I feel about Steve, and I won't say anything about how much you like him. She's very jealous. "
"Yeah! If I was the jealous type, I never would've survived Jordan, Lisa, Kate, Ashley, Becky... well, you get the idea. It's great to finally make a trip to the Ukraine. We're anxious to see the sights and help your country celebrate its progress toward free trade and reformed government. Look how excited everyone is!"
"This is huge for my country," insisted Nadiya. "We've had a very dark period with a lot of protests, damage, and injuries. Now we are forming a new government and the most famous Americans in the world are here to celebrate with us! I'm so proud to be considered one of your friends. As you all know, I'm just a little girl from the Ukraine."
"Sure, we've heard all of that crap before," laughed Kate. "The fact that you have a few college degrees, are beautiful, have a famous father, travel all over the world, and even had a big role in a blockbuster movie kind of ruins your 'little girl from the Ukraine' shtick."
Nadiya escorted the group to the best hotel in the city and made certain everything was to their liking. "I know you want to have a nice lunch and take a nap with me after that long trip. I have a room reserved for you."
"Is that a room to dine in, or for you and Steve to 'nap' in?" asked Kate quickly.
"You're not going to let me forget that I asked you to join Gwen and me for lunch and a nap, are you?" chuckled Steve. "I thought I misspoke at the time, but I've learned since that it was merely a Freudian slip."
"Oh, really?" asked Gwen with arched eyebrows. "You're saying that you'd like to sleep with this little nymph?"
"Is that a trick question?" replied Steve with a grin. "Look at her! I'd have to be gay to answer that any way but in the positive. She's so darn cute, I could just..."
"Never mind! We'd love to have you join us for a nice lunch, Nadiya. It would be really great if you joined us after our nap to show us your beautiful city. I hope that makes everything very clear," stated Gwen as she wrapped her arms around Steve's arm and smiled.
Later that evening, as Steve and Gwen were preparing for bed, Gwen questioned Steve. "You certainly paid a lot of attention to Nadiya today. You must have asked her a thousand questions. It's all suspiciously like our trip to Moscow. Mom and Dad noticed it. Dad even said you appeared extremely interested in the politics of the regions and wondered if you had an agenda other than creating good will with a concert and a lot of hand shaking."
"I'm that obvious? I'll have to curb my question asking," replied Steve. "I had a little tete a tete with President Hanson a few days back. The Ukraine is embracing western trade and culture a little too strongly as far as Russia is concerned. Russia was very strong interest in what transpires here. They pipe natural gas across the country and use the ports in the Crimea, which is populated mostly by Russian speaking people.
"The U.S. would dearly love to bump Russia out of the Ukraine, but I don't think it's possible. Russia has so much at stake that it would fight before it could allow that to happen. The U.S. needs to be realistic, and so does the Ukraine. Russia will not roll over on this issue. That's how I see it."
"Uh, oh! Does this mean you may be doing diplomacy while you're here? Are you representing President Hanson?" asked Gwen with some amazement.
"No, I'm not. He made it clear that I cannot speak for the United States government. I can, however, learn as much as possible about the various forces at play and see if I can see any way out of this impending international crises. Secretary of State Rosen is shuttling back and forth between Moscow and Kiev, trying to reach a solution. President Hanson feels that Rosen is very capable, but lacks imagination. He doesn't think outside the box, so he wants our perspective on the situation here."
"All of this international intrigue makes me all wet and horny," revealed Gwen as she removed her bra and panties. "Can you think of any solutions for my current situation, Secret Agent Man?"
Steve stepped in close behind Gwen and gently cupped her breasts in his big hands. He rolled her nipples between his thumb and fingers as he kissed her neck and shoulders.
"Hmmmm," groaned Gwen as Steve explored her body with his hands. "You know what I like, and you do it so well. Make love to me. Remind again why I love you so much."
The next morning was spent rehearsing songs for the Friday night concert. The afternoon saw the Americans walking the streets of Kiev with Nadiya acting as tour guide. At one point, they passed near a well worn playground. Several parents were there with quite a few kids. When the children saw Gwen and Jordan, they immediately ran to the pretty Americans.
Gwen and Jordan were delighted and squatted down to receive the children. Gwen noticed that a couple of the small children had scars and one even had a deformed arm.
"What's happened to these children?" asked Gwen as she hugged the ones that would come close. "They have scars and a couple seem to have had broken bones that never healed properly."
"This is the poorer part of a relatively poor city. The children do not receive medical care for the most part. If they are injured in an accident or fire, they are lucky to receive even minimum care. It's just how it is in this part of the world. I'm sorry you had to see it, but it exists. I cannot just show you all beauty and light and avoid the rest," replied a somber Nadiya.
"These children are wearing old and badly worn clothing. We can help with that, at the very least," insisted Jordan as she stood back up. "Please ask the ladies caring for the kids to bring them with us to that store we saw a couple blocks back."
"That's a great idea!" beamed Gwen as she watched and listened to Nadiya speak to the women. It took some back and forth, but the women finally nodded as Nadiya led then back down the street.
When they reached what appeared to be a department store, Nadiya turned the group into the building. They had barely made it inside when a well dressed, but obviously agitated man hurried up to Nadiya. He was talking rapidly and pointing to the door. Steve's knowledge of Russian enabled to get the gist of the man's rant.
Steve stepped in front of Nadiya and spoke sternly to the man in Russian. It was readily apparent that the man knew what Steve was saying. Understanding swept over his face. He suddenly smiled and gestured for everyone to enter and shop.
"Tell the children, and the women with them that they should get anything, and everything they need. We'll pay for it. Tell them not to hold back," insisted Gwen to Nadiya.
Steve, Charlie, and Ted found seats and watched in wonder as the women spread out and began helping the children find clothes that fit. Two hours and almost 12,000 Hryvnia later, the shopping was finally over.
"That was so much fun!" laughed Kate. "That sour faced guy sure changed his tune when Steve got in his face. Did you see how big his smile was when he rang up all the charges? Those kids were so sweet. How many times did they thank us? It's sure better being rich, or having a rich sister anyway, than being poor."
"Kate, whatever Steve and I have, we'll always share with you. We're family. We have each other, and always will," promised Gwen.
Word spread of the generous Americans visiting the city. After each morning's practice, the group would spend the afternoons walking the city. Soon they'd find dozens of children, along with a fair number of parental figures, crowding around them. Then it was off to nearby stores to shop for the children.
"Steve, there's so many children without proper clothes here. I wonder about food. Then there's the fact that they receive practically no health care," stated Gwen sadly as they prepared for bed Wednesday evening. "We're helping a very small percentage, for a short time, but I'd like to do something longer lasting. I'd like to help the kids of Kiev have a better life than they do. Would you mind if I called Jordan and asked her and Charlie to join us for awhile. I'd like to run something by the three of you, if you aren't too tired."



Steve instantly knew that Gwen was extremely serious and needed his support. He picked up his cell and hit a number. "Charlie? Gwen's got something she'd like to talk to Jordan, you, and me about. Could you come over to our suite? We'll use the hot tub, and have what I'm guessing, will be an important conversation."
"I should invite Mom and Dad, but you went and mentioned the hot tub, so they won't be comfortable coming over. But that's okay. We can talk to mom later," conceded Gwen.
Steve hit another number on his phone. "Paula? I hope I didn't wake you. Gwen has something important she wants to discuss with Jordan and Charlie and you and Ted. We're going to be naked in our hot tub, having a deep conversation. You and Ted are invited. You can wear suits if you like. We're easy. The door will be unlocked if you get here after we're already in the tub."
Gwen just stared at Steve for a minute. "We'd better unlock the door and climb into the tub. It's going to be pretty embarrassing if Dad comes, Smart-ass!"
A short while later, Jordan and Charlie walked into the huge bathroom to find Gwen and Steve sitting together in the tub. Jordan dropped the robe off her shoulders and climbed in, sitting next to Gwen. Charlie shrugged, dropped his robe and took a seat next to Jordan.
"We have to wait a few minutes to see if my parents are coming. This wise guy sitting naked next to me invited them over. He told them we'd be naked in the hot tub and they could join us for a serious conversation."
"Your dad?" grinned Jordan. "Cool. He's a good looking guy, if you don't mind my saying so. I'd love to see him climb in and join us. We know that Charlie, and especially Steve, would love to have your mom join us. This could be quite interesting."
Just a short time later, the group in the tub heard the door open and close and soon two figures walked into the room. "Kate? Ashley? What are you doing here? Where are Mom and Dad?"
"I heard Mom talking to Dad about a meeting in a hot tub. I figured out was going on. I told them I wanted to go with them, but Dad said he couldn't get into a tub naked with his daughters, so he and Mom are sitting this one out. I asked Ashley if she wanted in on a big pow-wow. As much as she hates to have Steve see her naked, her curiosity won out," smirked Kate as she dropped her robe and looked at Steve as she posed directly in front of him.
Steve struggled to remain calm as he slowly looked Kate over from head to toe. He could see Gwen looking from Kate to him, and back to Kate. Both girls were watching him closely for his reaction. He knew that it meant a lot to Kate to be appreciated, but he didn't want to upset Gwen. Considering the situation, Steve determined his course of action.
"You're absolutely stunning, Kate. Your figure is very much like Gwen's and that's an excellent way to look. You've become a beautiful woman."
Kate broke into a huge smile as she stepped into the water and sat down on Steve's lap. "I've wanted to do this for almost three years! I hated being the only woman in the family that never got to show you my boobs. The good thing about waiting is that they're bigger now than they were a couple years ago. Do you think they're big enough?"
Everyone broke into laughter at Kate's question. Her breasts were full and firm and no one would think they were too small. Ashley quietly dropped her robe and sat down next to Steve while everyone was still chuckling at Kate.
"You're absolutely perfect. I can't believe that you could doubt it. Women would kill to have your looks and figure," suggested Steve as his eyes showed Kate his appreciation of her charms.
"You don't know what it's like having Lisa and Gwen for big sisters. They're beautiful and famous. Gwen has you and Lisa has Jason. You're two of the best guys on the planet. It's all pretty daunting," admitted Kate. "I can't wait to tell Stephanie that I beat her to the punch. She'll be so jealous."
"If it were with anyone but Steve, I'd say you girls had a pretty weird competition going," laughed Ashley. "As it is, I understand perfectly. We need to always thank Gwen, and Jordan, for being so secure and generous with their guys. Being friends with all of you is the best thing that ever could have happened for me. Now, why are we here, not that I'm complaining."
"Yeah, let's focus on my reasons for asking you all here, rather than on my little sister's incredible body," began Gwen as she winked at Kate perched on Steve's lap. "Our movie trilogy from last summer has been a huge money maker. We have almost a billion dollars at our disposal after our movies, TV shows, recordings, and concerts. These numbers are mind boggling.
"What are we doing with the money? Are we helping people as much as we should, as much as we could? I've been thinking about it lately. A lot of the money comes from international sales and rentals of our music, movies... everything.
"I hope you don't get upset with me, but was thinking that we could fund a children's hospital here in Kiev. We could promise around two hundred million to build it and maybe another hundred million to keep it running. I didn't crunch any numbers or anything. I just made them up, so it could be less, but probably more.
"I know it isn't the U.S., but should we limit ourselves to America, or try to help where it's needed most? It's just an idea. If you don't like it, just say so. I won't be upset," finished Gwen.
"Let me get this straight," responded Jordan. "You're asking if I'd go along with spending a crap load of money helping the kids in this country, and in this part of the world? Money that we worked for and earned for Lady in Red Productions?"
"Yes, that pretty well covers it. I know it's a lot of money to spend, but it doesn't do anyone much good sitting in the bank. Maybe it's too much to spend in one place, especially in a foreign country," replied a downcast Gwen.
"I wish your mom was able to hear this," chuckled Jordan. "Besides Steve ogling her, she'd also be very proud of you. Gwen, the money doesn't mean anything to me. I have enough income from my records and investments to live comfortably even in there were no Lady in Red Productions. It's the honor of living and working with you, Steve, Charlie, and everyone else that makes my life so great. I'm in, with no qualms or reservations."
"Oh, Jordan! You're a wonderful sister and friend! Thanks for that support," gushed Gwen as she hugged Jordan before turning to Steve. "What do you think? Is it too much money, or too hard to do, or something?"
"Do you have any idea how difficult it is to refuse you anything right now? You're incredible. You're sitting here naked with me, your amazing sister is naked on my lap, another bombshell is next to me naked, and Jordan Quick is across from me naked! There's no blood at all reaching my brain. I'll go along with anything you want," replied Steve with a crooked grin.
"Wow! Are you telling me that anytime I want you to do something for me, all I have to do is get these three blondes naked, with us naked, and you'll go along with anything?" asked Gwen with a straight face.
"Yes, that's pretty much what I'm saying. What do you think, Charlie? Am I being foolish?" asked Steve of his friend.
"Not even a little. I understand completely and would like to include myself in that situation. If Jordan wants anything..."
"Okay! I get it! You men are so pathetic. All it takes is a few beautiful, naked women and you're putty in our hands. You should be ashamed for being so easy, so shallow, so male," scolded Jordan before breaking into laughter. "But that's one of the things that I love about you guys. If we all waved our girls in your faces, we could take a hundred million dollars from you and you wouldn't even care. God, I love having men this easy to control!"
"I hate to disagree with you, Jordan, but Steve sure doesn't feel like putty in my hands!" groaned Kate as she opened her eyes as wide as she could. Then she placed an arm around Steve's neck while rubbing her breasts against his chest. She looked at Steve as he closed his eyes and moaned softly.
"Anytime you need me to help you persuade Steve about something, just let me know. He always acted so big and tough, but now I know that a few little girls can make him weak in the knees. This is as good as I dreamed it would be. Thanks, Gwen!"
"I think you'd better get off his lap pretty soon," observed Gwen as she watched Steve's face turn red. "He's not as young as he used to be and you're obviously causing a lot of stress for him. Besides, Ashley's waiting for her turn."
"Do you realize what just happened here?' asked Ashley as she stood and tapped Kate on the shoulder. "You were discussing spending two or three hundred million dollars and you got sidetracked about nude women and how they control these two horny guys. We need to stay on topic with this idea. Kate, slide off Steve's lap so I can see if my feminine guiles have any effect on him."
Kate grinned as she got off Steve's lap and forced her ass between Gwen and Steve. Gwen sighed as she slid a foot to her right to make room for Kate. Ashley sat sideways on Steve's lap so her right breast was against his chest. She squirmed around a little and then let out a contented sigh.
"Seriously, are you really going along with this idea, or do you think I'm crazy, Steve? If we're going to do this, we need Mom's approval. Are we all together on this?" asked Gwen.
"You must be a little crazy to let Kate and Ashley sit on my lap naked, but I like that kind of crazy," responded Steve as he carefully placed an arm around Ashley. "Seriously? You make me proud, and humble, at the same time. Nothing of that magnitude ever occurred to me. I think in smaller numbers, like helping a family, or a group. You're talking about building a new hospital. The construction will mean jobs for the area. The hospital will attract professionals. It'll also save hundreds and probably thousands of lives over the years.
"Your generosity and concern for children is awe inspiring. I've never known two better people than you and Jordan. It would have to be something pretty stupid or damaging, for me to ever go against the something the two of you want to do, even when you're fully clothed."
"I have the two best partners, and friends, anyone has ever had. I need to include you, Charlie. You and Jordan are together and that makes you part of everything we do. How do you feel about this idea?" asked Gwen.
"It's flattering that you ask," responded Charlie. "You guys have made my career. You've taken me with you on this amazing journey. I'll always back Jordan and the rest of you on anything you attempt. This is amazing to me. Like Steve said, it's humbling. You girls are the kindest, most beautiful women in the world and I'm proud as hell to be associated with you. Build that hospital and help those kids!"
"Ted fell asleep, but I couldn't stop thinking about you having some big meeting. I was wondering what it's about," came a voice from the doorway. "What hospital are you talking about?"
"Hey, Mom! Come on in. The water's fine!" greeted Kate to her mother. "You won't believe what Sis and her friends want to do. Tell her, Gwen."
"We want to build a hospital much like the one being built in Sparta, but here in Kiev. These kids don't have proper care, and we can change that. We're guessing two or three hundred million should do the job," finished Gwen as she watched her mother for her reaction.
"That's a lot of money. We do have it, as you all know. I'll have to discuss this with some of our advisors and money people," responded Paula as her attention focused on Ashley with her bare breasts pressed against Steve's chest. "Are you sure that this is what you want? I'm quite certain we can make it happen."
"We are, Mom. Please convince whomever, that we really want to do this. We make a lot of money from international business, and this is the right thing to do," insisted Gwen.
"Okay, as long as you kids are certain, I'll get on it tomorrow morning. Steve, I hope you were appreciative of Kate's figure. She's been after me since the day she turned eighteen to fly her to the Academy so she could flaunt her assets in front of you. I hope she's gotten it out of her system. It appears that Ashley's been harboring a few dreams as well. Good night, and don't stay up too late," cautioned Paula, as Ashley remained snuggled against Steve.
"Paula, I can move if you want to take a turn on Steve's lap," offered Ashley. "Consider it one of the perks of the job. Since you're the Boss Lady, you could be spending a lot of time here. I'm going to be here as much as Gwen will allow. He's very comfortable."
"I'm sure he is, but the 'Boss Lady' will not be indulging in antics unbecoming a married woman, and mother, especially with her daughters watching," added Paula as she left the room.
The next morning, the group had just finished rehearsing for the concert when Steve received a call from Nadiya's father. He spoke to the man for a few minutes and then put his phone back in his pocket.
"Gwen, Mr. Misko wants us to travel to Russia with him this afternoon. The new Prime Minister and his advisors are meeting with Novokov in Sochi. Things are a bit tense between the two nations right now. It seems like Crimea is once again smack in the middle of a power struggle. We need to get back to the hotel and get ready. We should be back later tonight."
"Why do they want us, or maybe I should ask why they want me?" questioned Gwen. "I know you like to 'dabble' in international affairs, but I won't even understand most of what's going on."
"They consider us a pair and they don't get one without the other. They respect your instincts, and I want you with me. We do this stuff together. Men plot wars and women work for peace. Believe me, you're important for this process," assured Steve.
An hour later, Gwen and Steve boarded a small jet for a flight to a small airport in Sochi. Later that afternoon, Steve and Gwen were introduced to President Novokov, along with the delegation from the Ukraine. As he entered the room, Steve was surprised to see the US Secretary of State, Vincent Rosen.
For his part, Rosen seemed shocked to see Steve and Gwen enter the room. He quickly made his feelings known.
"You two have no business here! This is a delicate situation between heads of state. It isn't a football game or a movie. This is real!"
Gwen hesitated at the surprise outburst from the Secretary, but Steve showed no emotion as he continued to lead her into the room. Novokov approached Steve and Gwen with a smile. He took Gwen's hand and kissed the back of it and then shook Steve's.
"It's interesting that the only person not wanting you two Americans in the room is your American Secretary of State," observed Novokov in Russian. Steve simply nodded as he shook Novokov's hand. Then he led Gwen to a chair and helped her be seated.
"Didn't you understand me?" demanded Rosen. "You're not a part of these talks and you need to leave."
Steve remained calm as he surveyed the room. Translators were filling in the Ukrainian and Russian leaders on Rosen's demands. Steve ignored Rosen and waited for the ball to begin. The Ukrainian prime minister spoke to his translator, who in turn spoke to Rosen loudly enough so everyone could hear.
"Ms. Anderson and Mr. Hammer are here at the request of the Ukraine government. It seems like the fact that they are American would please you. They will remain. Now let's discuss this situation.
Rosen was almost purple with rage for a few seconds, but he gradually calmed down and discussions began. Steve and Gwen sat quietly and listened to the sometimes heated exchanges. Everything was translated into English, so Gwen easily followed the interaction.
Gradually, it became obvious that there would be no agreement. Rosen demanded that Russia leave Crimea to the Ukraine and respect the sovereignty of the nation. The Ukraine followed his lead and insisted on the same. Novokov refused to even consider that option. Frustration was everywhere.
"Mr. Hammer and Ms. Anderson, do you feel that Russia is being unreasonable?" asked Novokov. Steve remained silent as the translator repeated the question in English. Before he could respond, Gwen spoke.
"I think you've been very patient, Mr. Novokov. I understand The Ukraine's desire to keep control of Crimea, but Mr. Rosen has not stated any good reason why the U.S. is so determined to prevent Russia from having influence in the area."
"You've got no business here and that statement proves it!" shouted Rosen before Gwen's statement could be translated into Ukrainian and Russian. "The fact that we have an actress and pop singer sitting here with world leaders is ludicrous! Why don't you go do what you do best? Take your clothes off for some photographers and stay out of world affairs."
Before Rosen had finished his statement, Steve was on his feet and leaning across the table with his face inches from Rosen's. He spoke in a very low voice. It sounded like a growl more than actual speech. Even Gwen was unable to make out Steve's comment, but Rosen obviously understood every word. He turned beet red and pushed back from the table.
"This isn't high school!" shouted Rosen as he stood and backed up farther. "You forget who you're talking to, Hammer. I'll have you drummed out of the Naval Academy so fast your head will spin! The United States is withdrawing from these talks until these two amateurs are removed from the room."
With his speech, Rosen looked around as translators repeat his words to the rest of the room. Once the translations were complete, the representatives from Russia and the Ukraine remained silent, watching Rosen to see his next move.
When no one made an effort to placate him, Rosen angrily turned and led his entourage from the meeting. After Rosen left, Novokov turned his attention to Steve and Gwen.
"He can make things very difficult for you, can he not?" asked Novokov in broken English. "What did you say to him?"
"Sir, as you well know, a man must insist that he be treated with respect or there can be no meaningful dialogue. As long as I live, no man will disrespect Gwen in my presence. That is more important to me than any trouble he can make," replied Steve.
The heads of both nations nodded their heads in agreement. They had just seen the young American make a very strong stand against a powerful member of his nation's government. They knew the possible consequences of such an action and the nerve that it required.
"What would you think might end this impasse?" asked Nadiya's father to Steve.
Steve outlined what he had observed and what he felt the issues were. He reminded everyone that no one won when there was war and that each side needed to yield on some points, or innocent children as well as others, would be killed, injured, or starve to death in any sort of conflict. As fathers, these men needed to see the wisdom in avoiding conflict at all costs. Gwen added that she had already seen far too much hunger and insufficient health care in the Ukraine, and urged the men to find a reasonable solution.
More discussion followed. Gwen could see the men had become more conciliatory after Rosen left the room. After another hour, the two nations had come to a tentative agreement on Crimea and how to proceed. The people of Crimea would decide their own fate at the polls. Russia and the Ukraine would continue to trade and allow products and resources to move freely through the Ukraine. It was a fragile agreement, but it was a start.
Finally, the dialogue came to an end. President Novokov personally approached Steve and Gwen and thanked them for their input, as well as for adding some excitement to the proceedings.



The trip back to Kiev was relaxed. The Ukrainians felt they had an agreement that they could live with. They chuckled when they recalled Rosen's anger, his indignant tirade against Steve and Gwen, and his look when Steve got in his face. To a man, they approved of Steve's response to Rosen's crude comments directed at Gwen. If Steve had not reacted as he did, they would have thought less of him.
When Gwen and Steve returned to the hotel, there was a message from Paula for them at the desk. Gwen read it over before speaking to Steve. "No surprise here. Mom wants us to stop in her suite before we go to our room. She's received a few testy phone calls from the state department and wants to know what's going on."
"Maybe you two can explain exactly what happened in Russia today that has the state department so irritated," began Paula as Gwen and Steve entered her suite. "I've received several calls asking if you were available, and insisting that you call them immediately."
"It wasn't such a big deal, Mom. The Secretary of State made the mistake of insulting me in front of Steve. Steve explained to him how unhealthy that sort of behavior was, so he got all huffy and left the meeting. Once he left, things went much smoother. He did threaten to get Steve booted from the Academy."
"Oh, dear! I'm so sorry, Steve. You really need to learn to control your temper. Everyone knows that Rosen is a proud, pompous man. He'll ruin your career if he can. What did you say to him?" asked a concerned Paula.
"It was just between to two of us. I won't repeat it, especially to a lady," stated Steve. "I will not stand idly by when anyone shows disrespect for Gwen. I love being at the Academy, but it won't be the end of the world if they determine that they no longer want me."
"You kids had a busy day but you're supposed to call the state department when you get in. They said your cell phones are turned off. I imagine that wasn't an oversight on your part. What are you going to do now?" questioned Paula.
"Since you ask, I'm going to take this handsome man back to our room and have my way with him. Then, once he's rested and ready again..."
"That's enough information!" interrupted Paula. "It's great to be young and in love. The Secretary of State is pissed at you two, and all you're thinking about is making love. That's probably the best way to handle this situation. These things have a way of sorting themselves out. There'd be a lot of angry Navy football fans if Steve doesn't quarterback for them the next couple years. You kids go relax, or whatever, and we'll see how it shakes out in the morning," concluded Paula as Gwen and Steve headed for the door.
Once Steve and Gwen finished making love, they lay cuddling. As Steve caressed her breasts, Gwen asked, "Are you worried about Rosen ruining your career? You didn't have to defend me so strongly when he made those snide remarks."
Steve leaned over and kissed Gwen gently before responding. "No one can speak to you, or about you, like that in front of me. You're the best person I've ever met. All the things you are, and all you do, are great, but Gwen Anderson, the human being, is amazing. All the rest is icing on the cake, which I would love to slowly lick off!"
"You sure have a way with words. That silver tongue of yours should be registered as a friendly weapon, along with this not-so-little guy. He seems to be waking up again. I can't even express how much I love you," moaned Gwen as Steve increased his attention on her nether regions.
The next morning, the Americans were enjoying a casual breakfast when a man in a suit strode up to their table. "Mr. Hammer. Ms. Anderson, you are to come with me. They want you at the American embassy immediately."
Steve stood up, placed his hand on the man's shoulders and steered him away from the table. They went out the door together as Paula and Gwen exchanged nods. Steve returned to the table a short time later.
"Excuse me for leaving the table. I explained to that gentleman that we were enjoying our breakfast and that he should be more considerate of others. If we have the time, we'll stop in at the embassy later today, or maybe tomorrow," grinned Steve as he dug into his steak and eggs.
"I don't believe the state department will cause you any problems while we're here," declared Jordan. "Have you seen how busy the city is getting? When we take the stage Saturday, there'll be at least fifty thousand people in the square. We're invited guests of the new Ukrainian government. Rosen having his nose bent out of shape won't be enough to make them screw up such a good thing."
"I agree. If he managed to get me tossed out of the Academy, the government would lose its ability to use me when they wanted. I'd be able to refuse, although I probably wouldn't if they felt I could help. They just need to learn some common etiquette and consideration. We'll stop in at the embassy tomorrow, if they still want us. I may circumvent that issue later today," added Steve.
"What do you have in mind now?" asked Paula sarcastically. "Pissing off the vice president?"
"Actually, Mother, Steve will be speaking to President Hanson later today. He doesn't waste time with the vice president. We expect Hanson to rein in Rosen. He knows that Steve is better at diplomacy than Rosen ever was. He should fire Rosen and give Steve the job, except of course, Steve is way too busy," boasted Gwen as she gently rubbed Steve's back.
Later that day, Steve, with Gwen listening, had a brief phone conversation with President Hanson. "Rosen tells me you really screwed the pooch, Steve. He wants a court marital, a hanging, and maybe a public flogging. What the hell happened?"
"He resented Gwen and me attending the discussions between Russia and The Ukraine. He didn't get that we were there at the behest of the new prime minister and not as his loyal subjects. He suggested that Gwen should spend her time being photographed naked rather than at a diplomatic gathering. I took offense and explained to him just what would happen if he made that mistake again. He got all huffy and left."
"I thought it might be something like that, although his version differed from yours in key areas," confirmed Hanson. "You've made a serious foe. Don't underestimate Rosen. He expects to have my job in a few years. I'd advise you to retire from the service before he takes office if he gets elected.
"How did the talks go? I've been given the laundered version from both ambassadors, but what did you think?" asked Hanson.
"I'd say that they went as well as you could hope. Russia has far too much to lose to allow the area to get too far from its grip. I suspect Crimea will join Russia and The Ukraine is going to have a long road in front of it. They need to walk the line. They have to make every effort to remain neutral and not align with the U.S. too much. Russia can't allow it, and they won't. Rosen seemed to think he could convince everyone that the U.S. would have a dominant position and everyone should accept it. It's not going to happen. It's like us allowing Russia control of Mexico. We simply couldn't accept that threat."
"So you think we need to be supportive, but not expect to be able to exert too much influence? Try to keep the area neutral and avoid stirring things up?"
"Pretty much, Sir. Rome wasn't built in a day. This has to be very gradual, so it isn't even noticed. The Ukraine will work its way to toward the west, but in small steps. We should be helpful and generous but not ask for anything they cannot, or dare not give us," summed up Steve.
The Americans spent the rest of the day touring the city and shopping with more children. Jordan, Gwen, Kate, and Ashley had a great time helping the kids pick out clothes and toys. Charlie, Ted, and Steve were coaxed into helping some of the older boys find a few suitable outfits and some sport equipment.
"It's a good thing we're going home this weekend," laughed Kate that night at dinner. "Lady in Red Productions is spending a few thousand every day, not to mention a few hundred million on a hospital. In another ten years, you'd all be broke. Have you told anyone about the hospital, yet?"
"Our people just made a deal on the property. We didn't want word to get out and have everyone jack up the prices for the property to build the hospital. We managed to enter into a contract to buy the two block stretch of old warehouses just three blocks from the square. Now we can let the cat out of the bag," concluded Paula.
"Tomorrow is the big day. The new government will be sworn in and we'll be on the stage as special guests," pointed out Gwen. "Maybe we could make the announcement then and help make it a joyous occasion. Any suggestions?"
"I know I'm just the help, but I would suggest that Rosen and the state department encouraged this decision and were party to it. You guys stung him pretty good and he's a very powerful man. If you say some nice things about him in public, he'll be less likely to have your head on a platter," suggested Ashley.
"Hired help? You're far more than that to us, Ashley! That's an excellent suggestion," praised Gwen. "Navy needs their quarterback, we'll schmooze Rosen tomorrow."
"I think this announcement should be made by Gwen," insisted Jordan. "It's her idea and she's pretty much known for her desire to help children. I bet the city will love it."
Friday afternoon found the American delegation with Gwen, Jordan, Steve, and Charlie seated not far from the Ukrainian prime minister. Secretary Rosen was leading the delegation and he studious ignored Steve and Gwen when they were ushered to their seats. As is common in Eastern Europe, speeches seemed to last forever as members of the government were introduced and allowed to speak.
Gwen had asked Nadiya to allow her a few minutes to address the crowd before the prime minister spoke. Nadiya assured her that she would be given an opportunity.
They had been on the stage for a couple of hours when Gwen heard saw Nadiya approach the microphone and speak in Ukrainian. "As you know, Gwen Anderson, Jordan Quick, and Steve Hammer, along with their band, will be performing right here tomorrow evening. They want to help Kiev celebrate by sharing their talent right here in Freedom Square."
Nadiya waited for the cheering to abate before she continued. "She has asked for the opportunity to address us this afternoon. I give to you my very good friend, Gwen Anderson!"
Gwen went to Nadiya and hugged her before stepping to the microphone. "Ladies and gentlemen, I won't take much of your time. My friends and I are having a great time in your beautiful city. We especially love the children and how open and friendly they are.
"The United States has been great to us and given us some amazing opportunities. We appreciate that. Our success has come because we are a free society. Secretary Rosen has been actively encouraging corporations to come to Kiev and invest, to open businesses and to hire locals. My friends and I believe that Secretary Rosen is absolutely right. This is a great city and international companies should invest in its future.
"To that end, and to help this wonderful city grow and its children receive the health care they deserve, Lady in Red Productions pledges to built a state-of-the-art children's hospital here in Kiev. We are dedicating two hundred million dollars for constructing and equipping this hospital. We will then fund the hospital to ensure that it remains a viable source of health care for this great city for decades to come. No child will be turned away, regardless of financial status!"
The crowd was estimated around fifty thousand and every single person roared his or her approval of Gwen's announcement. Nadiya rushed to Gwen in tears and hugged her dearly as the crowd made its approval known. It took several minutes for the excited crowd to quiet enough for the next speaker to continue. When Rosen was given the stage, he praised Lady in Red Productions and prevailed upon other international companies to join in building the economy of the Ukraine. He seemed to claim some of the credit for Lady in Red Productions being so generous. Gwen squeezed Steve's hand and smiled as Rosen spoke.
After a very long and somewhat anticlimactic speech by the new prime minister, an inaugural ball was held in very hotel where the Americans were staying. Steve wore his Navy dress uniform, while Gwen looked stunning in a red gown. Paula stood with Ted and watched as Gwen and Steve entered the room.
"Ted, your daughter and her boyfriend have become world figures. They have more influence than many heads of state. I'm having trouble believing what my mind is telling me. Look at them. They're holding court here tonight and they pretty much do that whenever they're together. There's no telling where they'll be in ten years.
"He's so masculine and decisive, while Gwen is so beautiful and compassionate. They don't even realize how much impact they have on those around them. I'm so proud of them; I can't even find the words to describe it."
Steve and Gwen chatted with other guests between dances, but remained together for the first few dances. Reluctantly, they separated to dance with other guests.
When Steve took Nadiya into his arms for a slow dance, her affection for Steve was obvious as she clung to him and stayed close with every step. "You are the finest man I have ever met, and Gwen is the luckiest woman in the world. To have the devotion and love of a man like you is a great gift, and Gwen knows it."
As the dance ended, Nadiya pulled Steve down for a kiss before turning and walking away. Kate was in his arms before he had time to look around. "She's beautiful and she loves you. But then, so do Ashley, Naomi, Becky, and several others, including me.
"Did you see how the crowd reacted when Gwen told them about the hospital? You guys are making a difference and it's so great to be along for the ride. I hope we're always close like this. You make my life better, and when I'm going to college at Georgetown, I'll be able to visit you now and then. You can come to visit me and make all the other girls jealous, okay?"
The respect and interest shown to Steve and Gwen did not go unnoticed by the Secretary of State and his wife. "You'd better make an effort to apologize to that woman," advised Rosen's wife as she danced with her husband. "I know you were upset, but complaining to the president didn't get you very far. You need to choose your battles. I'm beginning to wonder if a person can get elected president if they're not on good terms with those two. You're Secretary of State of the United States, but that couple is like royalty. Look how people flock to them. Make it work for you, and not against you."
Gwen was not totally surprised when Rosen requested a dance with her. She graciously accepted and glided across the floor in his arms. "I owe you an apology, Ms. Anderson. What I said was totally inappropriate. Your boyfriend had every right to speak to me as he did. His words to me were between men, not between a superior and an underling. He handled it as a man should. Please allow me a second chance."
"Secretary Rosen, you're a very successful, intelligent man. You never would've made it this far if you weren't. We want this country to succeed, to be a beacon of light in the world. We'll help any way we can to make that happen. But, as you've found out, Steve's weakness is me. He'll risk anything and everything for me. Never doubt it, and please, never force him to demonstrate it again. Be honest and open in your dealings with him, gain his trust and respect, and he'll be your friend for life. If you're his friend, you'll be mine. He takes the lead when it comes to judging men. He's very good at it, and I have complete confidence in that ability."
Meanwhile, Rosen's wife was dancing with Steve. "My husband told me what you said to him at that meeting. He was stunned that you'd dare speak to him that way. He actually wanted to run you out of the Academy, he was so angry. He misjudged you, as well as your young lady.
"That was a bad mistake and one he needs to correct. He has a good chance of becoming president in five years, but I realize that he could have trouble if you came out against him. Please consider all of the good things he's accomplished for our country and allow him the opportunity to right the wrong he did to you and Ms. Anderson at that meeting. We'd love to be able to have you both as regular guests, if we should be fortunate enough to make it to the White House."
"I have no intention of becoming involved in politics, so there's no need for you to worry about that. As far as your husband's conduct toward Gwen, it's a concern. A man in such a high position should not become angry, petulant, or insulting over a difference in opinion. If I had demeaned you, I would expect him to show anger, but not over a difference on some issue. I strongly suggest that you have him work on his presidential demeanor, and his temper, between now and the campaign," concluded Steve as the song ended.
Steve sought out Gwen and escorted her around the room, chatting with various dignitaries from around the world. Without exception, everyone they spoke with was flattered that the two famous Americans took the time to speak to them. The Ukrainian officials were extremely pleased that their new government managed to attract what many felt was the most famous couple in the world.
The next day began warm with plenty of sunshine. People began filling Independence Square by noon in anticipation of the concert that was still eight hours away. By six o'clock, the crowd was estimated to be over a hundred and fifty thousand people.
Lady in Red productions had placed several giant screens on various buildings around the square, and the sound system covered well beyond them. When the band began playing at eight o'clock sharp, officials estimated over a quarter million people were jammed into the square and surrounding streets.
If they were nervous about the size of the audience, it never showed. Gwen went right into their opening number with gusto as the band fed off the energy of the huge crowd. They had a lot of material to draw on from their hit records and movie soundtracks. Halfway through the evening, Jordan sang her 'Stand By Me' song that had become a huge hit the previous fall. A short time later the crowd roared its approval when Steve and Charlie led with guitars as Gwen pranced around the stage singing her latest hit. It was a remake of the Joan Jett song 'I Hate Myself for Loving You' that was such a success at the July 4th bike ride for American pride.
The kids sang all of their hits, as well as the songs they had relied on before doing so well with their own material. The crowd remained until the last number was finished and Steve, Jordan, and Gwen all thanked the fans repeatedly. The people of Kiev would long remember the night that the famous Americans helped them celebrate their new position in world trade and politics. It was an extremely proud evening for the citizens of the Ukraine.
The following Monday afternoon, Gwen walked into her current events class and took her seat. As soon as the bell rang, Professor Yurchenko asked her to come forward. "You were quite busy making history last week, Ms. Anderson. The reports you sent back were enlightening, but there is a lot more to tell and we all have questions. Your concert was absolutely incredible!"
Gwen answered questions the rest of that class and the following two. News clips of shopping with the children, the trip to Sochi, the inauguration, the ball and the concert were shown and Gwen gave her observations about what she was feeling and thinking as they happened. The students enjoyed it and her professor was delighted.



Gwen's reverie was suddenly broken and she was jolted back to the present when Mr. and Mrs. Thompson approached her. "I had no idea you were coming to Sparta! Are you going to attend the hospital ceremonies and the concert tomorrow?" asked Gwen as she embraced the couple.
"We had to do something," replied Mrs. Thompson. "The waiting and wondering is taking its toll. When we landed, we saw reports that the cartel has Steve Hammer pinned down in the mountains and the fighting was intense. How long can he hold off an army, and what about our girls?"
Gwen realized that she wasn't the only person suffering as she listened to the cries of a very worried mother. She knew that the Thompson's would take their lead from her reaction to the situation.
"That was the worst thing those idiots could have done," stated Gwen flatly and with conviction. "You heard that there are a lot of casualties? Steve's fighting for his life, and for your daughters' lives. He's a very dangerous man on a good day. Right now, he's their worst nightmare. Your girls will be okay. I guarantee it."
After a fitful night, Gwen was up early to listen for any news from Colombia. With nothing new to report, the cable news channels were looping the same stories over and over. Gwen went with her family for an early breakfast at Marsh's Landing. Laura, Ashley, Charlotte, Becky, Jordan and Charlie were there waiting for them. Gwen's grandparents as well as Steve's joined them shortly after they arrived. The Thompsons were also guests at the table.
Ms. Walker came into the dining area and was invited to join them. "This is the day we've worked for. I wish Steve could be here, but I have no doubt that he'll get back as soon as possible. I'm filled with pride and humility at this accomplishment. I never dreamed it would turn out so well, and it's largely because of the effort s of Lady in Red Productions. Thank you, everyone!"
As they ate, it became apparent that Gwen was becoming agitated. She was pushing her food around and constantly looking around the room. Laura noticed it and tried to calm her.
"Gwen, would you like me to prescribe something to help you relax? I know you're under a great deal of stress. You look tired and anxious."
"No, I'm fine. I just feel out of sorts. Something feels different. I'll be fine as..."
"Look!" shouted Kate as she pointed to the TV playing across the room. "They're dead! Not Steve and the kids, but that fat bastard Flores and his son! I knew it! They pushed Steve until he got mad. They're saying they don't know exactly how the two died, but it might have been some stray gunfire. Ha! I bet they both have bullets through the heart!"
Just then, Laura's phone chimed. "It's the hospital. I have to take this."
Laura listened for a few minutes and then disconnected. "There's a helicopter bringing in some injured people. It isn't even a trauma chopper, just a regular privately owned helicopter, which is unusual. Well, we're open for business and our new landing pad will see its first use. And there are a lot of people in town to see it."
Gwen suddenly pushed her chair back. As she stood, she cried out. "It's Steve!"
"Sweetheart, it can't be," responded Paula with concern for her daughter's odd behavior. "He's in Colombia. Please sit down and..."
"Mom! I know it's Steve!" insisted Gwen as she turned and ran from the restaurant.
"Mom, she's acting really weird," worried Kate as she stood. "I'll go with her."
Gwen left the building and looked for her car before realizing that she had ridden with her family. She turned toward the hospital and began to run up the sidewalk. When Kate emerged form the restaurant, Gwen was already a couple hundred feet up the street. Kate put her head down and took out after her sister.
That was when Kate realized how hard Gwen was running. Kate had all she could do to gradually catch her. She heard the loud drone of the helicopter overhead as they came within sight of the landing pad. By this time two cars loaded with Gwen's family and friends pulled into the parking lot. Laura pulled into her reserved parking spot and parked. She raced to intercept Gwen before she reached the landing pad. She just made it.
"Gwen! Stop! Even if it was Steve, it isn't safe to get any closer! Wait here with me and we'll see who's on board. I have to warn you that there's no reason whatsoever to think it might be Steve," insisted Laura forcefully as she held Gwen's arm.
A large number of people had seen Gwen running up the street, with Kate hot in pursuit. Word had spread through the town that Gwen Anderson was running toward the hospital and now a helicopter was settling down on the landing pad. People were hurrying up the street toward the hospital.
Gwen's hair blew behind her as she watched the helicopter slowly descend. Her anxiety was at an extremely high level as she strained to see who was in the machine.
Paula had tears running down her cheeks as she stood with Ted, her parents, and Steve's grandparents watching the scene unfold. "She's so upset about Steve; she thinks he'll show up any second. I don't know what to do for her. When she sees he isn't on this chopper, it'll crush her," sobbed Paula.
The chopper landed and slowly a door swung open. A heavy boot hit the pavement, followed by another. Then a pair of smaller feet attached to very brown legs gently hit the pavement next to the larger ones. They stepped away from the chopper and Mrs. Thompson gasped loudly.
"It's Roxie! And there's Sam!" sobbed the woman as a second girl was carried into sight by a darkly tanned man with no shirt, and red stains smeared across his shoulder, arm, pants, and face.
Gwen broke free from a stunned Laura and raced to the trio. The man gently placed the smaller girl on the ground and enveloped Gwen in a fierce hug as the girls trotted toward their sobbing mother.
"Dear God!" cried Paula as she watched her daughter in the man's arms. "It's Steve!"
By this time, Kate was next to her mother and asked the question on everyone's mind. "How did Gwen know that Steve was on that chopper? That's not even possible!"
Gwen was appalled at Steve's appearance. His shoulder was enflamed and crusted with blood that had run the length of his arm. His face was a series of scratches with blood clotted around them. He was unshaven, sweaty, dirty, and tanned beyond anything she thought possible. As he stepped to take her into his arms, he limped noticeably.
Without hesitation, Gwen threw her arms around him and hugged him as hard as she could. They were like that for almost a minute when Gwen felt Steve shake and then heard a sob catch in his throat. She suddenly realized that he was crying into her neck as he clutched her desperately. Gwen patted his back and ran her hand through his hair as she whispered soothingly to him. She began to realize the toll the past week had taken on him and marveled at his strength and determination to make it back to her.
Gwen heard Laura speak after she and Steve had shared the embrace for a very long time. "Gwen, he needs to be examined. Let's get him inside and take care of him. I see some bullet wounds and numerous scratches. He's dehydrated, exhausted, and extremely emotional. Let's put him on a gurney and get him into the emergency room."
"I'll walk, Laura," replied Steve as he wiped his cheeks and straightened up. "It's only a few scratches. I don't know what happened there. The last few hours have been like a bad dream. We switched planes a couple times and then the helicopter. I just lost it for a minute. I'm sorry about that."
Gwen slid her arm around his waist as Steve placed his good arm over her shoulder. Together they slowly made their way inside the hospital. Meanwhile, the Thompsons were enjoying a reunion of their own. After lots of kisses and hugs, the girls were ushered into the children's wing for evaluation, accompanied by their parents. Right behind them was a gurney with a small boy followed closely by his worried mother.
The crowd that had witnessed the scene was buzzing. Phones were out as folks called friends and relatives to give them the news. Steve Hammer had survived and made it home! Channel 5 had a camera man on site for the dedication later in the day. He had recorded the entire scene.
William Patterson and his wife turned to face Paula and her family. "I can't believe what just happened. Our grandson was in a gun battle with dozens of cartel men in Colombia just a few hours ago. Now he's back in Sparta, and in Gwen's arms. It's exactly where he belongs."



        Lady in Red Pt. 02 Ch. 06

        Back in Sparta.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/lady-in-red-pt-02-ch-06

Title: Lady in Red Pt. 02 Ch. 06

Author: Harddaysknight

Category: Novels and Novellas

Description: Back in Sparta.

Tags: concert, hero, homecoming, hospital, dedication

Series: Lady in Red


Laura had Steve lie on a gurney in the ER as she pulled the curtain closed around it. She took a pair of scissors and deftly cut his pants from his body. "Gwen, please get his shoes and socks off. We need to examine him closely, as well as x-ray him. Steve, can you tell me of any pain or injuries that I can't see?"
"My shoulder hurts and my leg aches, but you can see that," responded Steve. "Other than that, I just have some scratches and bruises. Can I ask how Jason's doing?"
"Thanks to you, he's doing great! I spoke to Lisa last night and she said she'd be bringing him home to Sparta this weekend," answered Gwen as she pulled Steve's socks off his feet. "I think we'll burn these socks, if they aren't declared a biohazard first. Haven't you been told to always wear clean socks and underwear in case you're in an accident?"
"I forgot to take a change of clothes with me. It looks like Laura just took care of my underwear," worried Steve as Laura cut his underwear from his body. "Now I'm totally without clothes!"
"And that's just the way I like you!" quipped Gwen as she moved closer to Steve's head. "You really do need a shower and a shave. I didn't realize how heavy your beard was since you've always been smooth shaven. Is Steve well enough to shower and shave, Laura?"
"I'm sending him for x-rays right away. It looks like he's still carrying a bullet in his leg, he's got a nasty gash on his shoulder, and his pretty face has been deeply scratched by what looks like pieces of rock," observed Laura as she held up a small chard she had pulled from one of Steve's cuts.
"Yeah, it's probably pieces of rock that hit my face when the bullet hit the boulder next to my head," responded Steve as he recalled the battle he had the previous day. "I was lucky the guy was in such a hurry to shoot me. He pulled his shot a little, and he missed. I didn't."
Laura glanced at Gwen with some surprise as Steve finished his statement, but she kept her professional demeanor. "Once we determine that you've got no internal injuries, I'll let you take a quick shower and shave in our staff facilities. Once you're bandaged, you'll be limited to sponge baths for a day or two. There's going to be a boat load of reporters outside and you need to look human. We don't normally do things like this, but it's my professional opinion that you deserve some special attention and consideration.
"I'm still trying to figure out how you wound up here in Sparta, and even more amazingly, how Gwen knew you were on that helicopter. That was scary."
"I'm here because Gwen and Jordan offered a million dollars to anyone helping me and the girls get back to Sparta safely. That saved my life. It looks like I owe you again, Babe. You're making it a habit of saving my bacon," grinned Steve as he took Gwen's hand in his. "I don't know who told her I was coming in on that helicopter."
"I really don't know how I knew, but I did. I was absolutely convinced Steve was coming home on that helicopter. I was feeling funny during breakfast, anxious and nervous. When you said that some injured people were being flown in, somehow I just knew it was Steve."
Steve's x-rays were negative, so Gwen was allowed to help him into the lady's locker room. She turned the water in the shower to the temperature Steve preferred and immediately undressed as Steve dropped the robe he was wearing and limped into the shower. Soon, Gwen was under the water with him, carefully washing his body as she stood under the spray with him.
"You've lost some weight and you've got several bruises on your chest. They look like the ones you had after that shootout at graduation. Were you wearing a bullet proof vest?" asked Gwen as she gently ran her fingers over some purple marks on his torso.
"Yeah, I had a flak jacket on. I guess it's a good thing. I didn't realize that I'd been hit, but now that you touch the areas, they do feel a little sore."
Gwen had promised Laura that she's get Steve cleaned up as fast as she could, so she wasted no time getting Steve scrubbed, other than being very careful around his obvious wounds. Once he was showered, Gwen had him sit down while she carefully shaved his face. She meticulously shaved around his cuts and abrasions. Luckily, most of them were higher on his face and forehead. When she was satisfied that she had gotten every stray hair, she rinsed his face and applied some lotion.
"Now you can put that robe on and let Laura work on your leg and shoulder. Since I've completed two years of medical school, I can watch and even assist her, if she'll allow me," added Gwen as she opened the door to the hall.
A smiling nurse was waiting for them when they emerged. "You look much better, Mr. Hammer. I bet Ms. Anderson didn't miss anything when she helped you get cleaned up. I know I wouldn't have," laughed the young nurse as she escorted Steve and Gwen back to the ER.
"Here's what I'm thinking," offered Laura when Steve was back on the gurney. "Steve needs stitches in his shoulder, but I can't do that until the swelling is down and any infection is cleared up. I have to remove the bullet from his leg and clean that up carefully. It won't be the first one I've dug one out of this guy. He looks a lot better this time than he did that awful day six years ago.
"Are you willing to spend a day or two in a hospital bed, just relaxing and healing?" asked Laura as she examined Steve's shoulder.
"Laura, you know the answer to that, or you wouldn't have asked. This is Memorial Day weekend and our concert is tonight. I'll be on stage with my friends, like I always am. I'd like you to do what you can for now and then let me go. I'll be sure to follow any directions you have and be back in a couple days for the stitches."
"That's pretty much what I expected," replied Laura. "I'll dig that bullet out of your leg and start you on some strong antibiotics. You understand that the hospital will give me holy hell for not admitting you while you recuperate. I may be coming to your company for a job."
"You'll always be welcome, but you can bet we'll back you to the max if the hospital gives you any trouble. Steve is not your average patient. I'm witness to him refusing to be admitted. He'll tell the nurses when we leave that you insisted that he be admitted, but that he's refusing. That is if you think he's going to heal okay this way," worried Gwen as she considered the situation.
"This guy will be fine. I'm going to prescribe some sleep and maybe some gentle loving to help his emotional needs. A few hours sleep and some personal attention should do wonders for him. I understand there are more than a few ladies willing to help with that part of my prescription," teased Laura as she gently cleaned Steve's shoulder before applying some sort of ointment and a bandage.
Gwen and a nurse assisted Laura as she removed the bullet from Steve's leg in a small operating room, using a local anesthetic. "He was pretty lucky, all things considered. The bullet missed bone and lodged in muscle. It'll hurt for a few days, but we've removed it soon enough to avoid any serious infection. It'll drain for a while, but if he takes his antibiotics like he's supposed to, he should be as good as new in a few days," predicted Laura as she bandaged Steve's leg. "I'll sew his leg and shoulder up when the infection is gone and the injuries stop draining."
"Thanks, Laura," offered Steve after they moved him to a small room near the ER. "Can I get down now? I'd like to see Jordan and Charlie and thank them, and Paula and Kate, and everyone else. Can I leave now?"
"My official response is that you can't leave. You need to remain under our care for a few more days, at least. However, I heard what happened to Flores and his drug gang when they tried to stop you. I'm not going to try to keep you if you insist on leaving, but it will be in a wheel chair. That's the least you can do for me to help me keep my job."
Before Steve could respond, Ashley entered the room. She clutched a large bag to her chest as she stopped and looked at Steve.
"Thank God you're back! I was so worried about you!" cried Ashley as tears ran down her cheeks. She dropped the bag and carefully hugged Steve as she sobbed against his chest. Laura arched a questioning eyebrow at Gwen. Gwen simply smiled as she watched Ashley regain control.
"I picked up some clothes for you. Gwen said your old ones were pretty much ruined. She gave me your sizes. I hope you like them," continued Ashley.
"I know your leg still hurts," added Gwen as she undid the belt to his robe and tugged it off his shoulders. Then she dropped to her knees, dug a pair of boxers from the bag and held them by Steve's feet. Ashley quickly dropped down next to Gwen and helped spread the underwear open for Steve to step into.
Gwen chuckled as Laura was unable to mask her surprise at Ashley's actions. Meanwhile Steve placed one foot into the underwear and then the other. Once his feet were in, Ashley and Gwen carefully slid them up his thighs. Gwen pulled the front out to go over the bandage on his leg without any contact. Then she and Ashley pulled socks out of the bag and worked them onto his feet. Finally, they pulled out a pair of cargo pants and carefully helped work them up to his waist.
Once he was dressed from the waist down, Ashley stood with a polo shirt and offered it to Steve. Suddenly, she pulled it back and hugged him again. Then she stepped back and held the shirt out for Steve.
"Thanks for letting me help him, Gwen. The last week has been awful, wondering if he was okay and if he'd make it back. Now that he's here, I just want to be close to him and watch his every move. I picked out a color that should go good with his tan and his eyes. Do you like it?" asked Ashley as she turned and looked at Gwen. That was when she noticed how shocked Laura appeared to be.
"I'm sorry if I acted like a school girl, Laura. Like I said, I've been really worried and sometimes I have a little trouble with stress. When I'm around Steve, it gets a lot better, especially today. Steve and Gwen are a devoted couple and I wouldn't ever try to change that, but I do get to help him when I can, and Gwen's fine with it."
"Laura was just a little surprised that you were so extremely helpful, especially in front of Gwen," responded Steve as he tucked his shirt into his pants. "I was more than a little surprised, too. But I know how worried you must have been. Gwen's smile is a mile wide, so I'd say that she's fine with everything. Thanks for finding some clothes for me. I feel a lot better dressed like this than I did wearing that robe."
A nurse came into the room and spoke quietly to Laura, who in turn told Steve, "it seems that you have a phone call. President Hanson has asked to speak with you. You can take it in the small office across the hall and to the left. Just push # 1."
Steve limped to the small office and asked Ashley to close the door behind her, which drew a big smile from her. Steve picked the phone up and pressed the button.
"Hello, sir. This is Lieutenant Steve Hammer reporting," began Steve formally. "Thank you, Sir. Yes, I've been treated. I have a surface wound on my left shoulder and had a bullet dug out of my leg. I should be fine, Sir. Yes, if I could, I'd very much like to spend a few days here in Sparta. Yes, that's this evening and I'm planning on performing with my friends, unless that's a problem, Sir. Tomorrow at ten? Yes, Sir."
Steve hung the phone up and turned to Gwen and Ashley. "The President said I could stay in Sparta for a few days for some R & R. I have to be de-briefed tomorrow morning at ten and I have to refrain from discussing the events in Colombia with anyone."
"So there's no way I can coax the story from you?" asked Gwen as she rubbed her ample bosom against Steve.
"I'll tell you anything you want to know," grinned Steve as he grabbed Gwen and pulled her tight to his body and kissed her.
"That seemed awfully easy!" complained Ashley. "Aren't you supposed to be tortured for a few weeks before you spill your guts to your masochistic interrogator?"
"I've been away from Gwen so long, it already feels like torture," replied Steve. "The President has ordered her to help me with the R & R. She's in for a busy few days."
"Bring it on, Big Guy! I'm a loyal American and will follow my orders to the absolute best of my ability. Tell me what you want. I'm at your beck and call," replied Gwen as she again kissed Steve's lips. "Wait! I think I'm getting a message from Little Steve down below. It's telling me exactly what you want."
"You certainly are good at understanding what he wants," laughed Steve as he looked into Gwen's eyes. "You'll be taking orders from me, and it happens that the little guy and I pretty much are thinking the same thing and it involves you, silk ropes, whipped cream, a blindfold, and a tube of lubricant."
"Excuse me!" groaned Ashley as she quickly opened the door. "I need some fresh air. Want me to tell everyone you'll be out in an hour or so? Should I place orders with a pharmacy, an adult store, and the local grocery?"
"Thanks, Ashley, but I have everything he's asked for in my pocketbook. I always travel prepared," responded Gwen while maintaining eye contact with Steve.
"You had all of that stuff with you while I was in Colombia?" mused Steve. "Ashley, has Gwen had any visitors while I was away?"
"Now that you asked, the Sixth Fleet did stop in for a few days. She had a tractor trailer deliver whipped cream and lubricant in 55 gallon drums. Maybe you need a new girlfriend?" suggested Ashley as she arched her eyebrows and licked her lips.
"Maybe I need a new assistant!" laughed Gwen. "55 gallon drums? How did the Sixth Fleet get so far from any ocean?"
A few minutes later, Gwen wheeled Steve into the waiting room next to the ER. The room came alive as soon as they entered it. Everyone rushed to welcome Steve. He smiled and carefully stood and offered his arms to Jordan, who quickly came and wrapped her arms around him.
"God, you're beautiful. You and Gwen saved my life with that big reward offer. It's going to cost you a few million, but it made the difference. Thanks, Jordan. You're the best!"
Jordan simply sobbed into Steve's chest for another twenty seconds before drying her eyes and looking up at Steve. "I was so scared. I told Gwen you'd be okay, but I was really worried. That reward was totally Gwen's idea. I was happy to be able to sign the flyer. You're going to be okay, right?"
"This guy had a bullet in his leg, a bullet crease on his shoulder, some rock shards in his face, and a few bruises from where bullets hit his flak jacket. Pretty much a walk in the park for the very tough Steve Hammer, U.S. Navy SEAL," quipped Gwen as she beamed with pride. "He'll be fine and he's going to be on stage with us tonight!"
Jordan unwrapped her arms and stepped away from Steve as Kate took her place. "Gwen knew you were on the helicopter. The rest of us didn't believe it, but she knew. She's the one for you. I didn't need any more proof, but I got it anyway. I'm so glad you're back and okay! I love you, and I always will," sobbed Kate as she hugged Steve.
Paula was next. She simply kissed him gently on the lips and smiled. "Thanks for coming back to Gwen. You two belong together and it's becoming more obvious all the time."
Becky and Charlotte each took a turn hugging Steve before his grandmother stepped up to him with tears in her eyes. "That girl knew you were coming home. The rest of us didn't believe it, but she knew. You take good care of her. She's amazing," managed Beatrice Patterson as she struggled to hold her emotions in check.
Once the ladies were done welcoming Steve, Charlie stepped up and gave Steve a hearty embrace. Ted and William Patterson followed suit. It was an extremely happy group that walked out of the hospital, only to be met by several reporters and photographers.
Questions were hurled at Steve nonstop until he raised his hand and asked for silence. "I can't make any statements or answer any questions until I am given permission by my superiors. It's that simple, so please stop asking. Other than it's great to be home with my friends and family, I have nothing else to say. Thank you."
"Do you want to go home and take a nap?" asked Gwen once they had moved away from the nosey reporters. "I know you're exhausted and we have a big night ahead of us."
"First, I'd like to stop at Billy's and get one of their big steaks," revealed Steve. "I've lived on fruits and berries for a week and I'd really like some meat and potatoes."
As the group entered Marsh's Landing, patrons suddenly went quiet. Steve recognized nearly half the people seated and spoke to them as he passed by.
"Frank, your wife looks great. How's you ever get her to marry you?" joked Steve to the first man he recognized. "Jim, Mandy, your kids are getting big! Your girl's as cute as her mother. Mrs. Johnson, it's good to see you."
Gwen felt tremendous pride as she walked arm in arm with her amazing boyfriend. He was maintaining and building on friendships he had developed since he arrived in Sparta six years prior. The neighbors he took the time to speak with were extremely flattered that a man as famous as Steve and who had just been through what he had endured still thought enough of them to say hello. Gwen made sure to smile and make comments as well. These were their people and she loved her home town dearly. Steve had embraced it from the day he moved in. That was simply another reason she loved him.
Billy Marsh came out of the office and embraced Steve before making a few jokes about him slacking off in Colombia while everyone else had to work. Steve grinned and kidded Billy right back. It was obvious to all that they had an easy, close friendship, based on a deep, mutual respect.
It was just noon when Gwen led a very tired Steve from the restaurant. She borrowed Ashley's car and drove Steve to her parents' home. There she undressed him and then crawled into bed next to him. Steve ran his arm around Gwen, took her left breast in his left hand, squeezed it gently, and fell asleep. A short time later, Gwen joined him in slumber. For the first time in a week, she enjoyed a relaxed, peaceful sleep.
They slept four hours before Paula apologetically woke them up. "I'm sorry kids, but the entire town's waiting on you. The dedication was pushed back so Steve would have the chance to rest a few hours. The dedication is now scheduled to begin in half an hour. Then there's the matter of a traditional concert given by the most famous residents of Sparta. There's even more people around than we usually have for this event. Reporters are all over the place. The clip of Steve getting off the helicopter with those darling girls has been played a thousand times. The one of you running to him and hugging him for a few minutes has played even more. For some reason, the news people think you two are deeply in love. Go figure."
Twenty five minutes later, Steve and Gwen were standing on a small stage in front of the new wing of the hospital with Paula, Ms. Walker, Jordan, Charlotte, and numerous hospital officials, including Laura. To start the affair, Gwen and Jordan sang the National Anthem and the gathering loved it.
The president of the hospital gave a short speech about how the addition was the brainchild of Ms. Walker, a local teacher. Then he turned the microphone over to her as the crowd applauded.
"Thank you," beamed Ms. Walker as the cheering and applause began to lessen. "I'm being given credit for something that I really shouldn't be. I was the senior class advisor the year that Gwen Anderson, Jordan Quick, Steve Hammer, and many other exceptionally gifted students and citizens graduated. The day before school started, I heard about a video on YouTube that featured Gwen and Steve dancing. I watched it a couple dozen times, often with tears in my eyes.



"Then I watched the video where Steve spoke to Gwen about their date after Sparta won its first football game of the year. What I can take credit for is realizing that it was going to be a year like no other. I had Gwen in class the previous year and knew that she was a brilliant student, if a bit reserved, and perhaps even introverted. What I saw when she and Steve were together thrilled me to the core. I just knew that the two of them were destined for great things.
"That's when I began thinking about a class project worthy of the students of the class. A few weeks before, a friend of mine with a small child had mentioned that she had to drive her daughter to the state capital for proper medical treatment because Sparta's hospital lacked the needed equipment and facilities. When I recalled that, I decided to ask the kids in the senior class if they were up for a big class project, one that would make a difference in the lives of a great many people. Being the quality students and people that they were, they agreed enthusiastically.
"It started out slowly and gained momentum. When Jordan Quick came to our school, things really began to take off. She, along with Gwen, Steve, and many others, donated their time and talent to the project. The rest is history."
Then Charlotte was asked to speak. "I'm extremely proud of the Spartan Nation. It's no accident this hospital was able to expand. It's a credit to the parents, teachers, school board members, the hospital, and citizens of this community that an atmosphere of sharing and caring was encouraged so strongly. I've got two years of med school behind me and this is where I want to practice medicine when I get my MD. This is my home town!"
When Jordan stepped to the microphone, she was very humble. "I came to Sparta a troubled girl, one that had just completed rehab for drugs and alcohol dependency. Steve, Gwen, the Andersons, and all of the students and teachers welcomed me and helped me keep that monkey off my back. I am not the same person I was then, and I'm proud of that. Helping this hospital is one of the best things I've ever done. Except for gaining the love and friendship of Charlie, Gwen and Steve, it's the high point of my life. Someday, my kids will be born and raised here in Sparta. It's my home town!
Gwen smiled as she took center stage. "I've been blessed with good fortune. I can't explain why Steve asked me to that dance, or why he fell in love with me, but that love has allowed me to work for this hospital and this community. I have everything I could dream of, and like Charlotte, I'm two years through med school. I want to practice medicine here, get married here, raise my family here, and even be buried here some day. We are the Spartan Nation, and this is my home town!"
When Steve was asked to say a few words, he had an obvious limp as he approached the microphone. Before he was able to comment, the crowd began cheering and clapping very loudly. It went on for what seemed like a very long time.
"Thank you," began Steve as the applause finally began to taper off. "I'm honored to be here today. It's a dream come true to see this new hospital standing here. Gwen and Jordan thought it was such a great idea, they asked Charlie and me if we'd go along with our company building a children's hospital in Kiev! I'm able to tell you in all honesty, that Gwen and Jordan are truly exceptional human beings. I'm humbled when I'm with them. I've been blessed with some great friends and one very amazing girlfriend. Like the rest of you, I just do what I can and hope that it's enough. I'm proud to tell you that I'm a Spartan, and this is my hometown!"
The crowd loved the kids' brief speeches and how they spoke of their pride in being Spartans. There could be no doubt that the status of the Spartan Nation had increased dramatically since Steve met Gwen that day at the mall. The community had famous citizens that they were proud of, and a new state-of-the-art children's' hospital. Lady in Red Productions had bought land and built a modern facility for recording songs and a set for television shows. It was rumored that movies may be made in Sparta!
They had not only survived two terrorist attacks, but had sent the terrorists straight to hell! It was a source of local pride that, while they did nothing to provoke the violence, the citizens of Sparta had done everything to end it.
The concert was scheduled to begin at eight while the dedication ceremonies for the new children's hospital were over at five thirty. Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, and Steve made their way to Marsh's for a quick dinner. Steve was still trying to catch up for the meals he had missed. As they walked through the dining area, the kids spoke to many of the patrons, often by their first name, shaking hands and exchanging pleasantries as they made their way to their table. Their approachable demeanor added to their reputations as great young adults that remembered their roots. The locals loved that quality. While they had dined with presidents and kings, they never forgot the folks in their home town and never acted like they were superior, or 'uppity'.
While most people left them alone when they sat down to eat, Steve, Jordan, Gwen, and friends were always polite and patient with those, usually tourists, who invaded their space while they dined. It became a sure way to tell who was a tourist, and who lived in Sparta. Locals never bothered the friends while they were eating.
Gwen smiled and pointed to a new photo on the wall. It was Steve hugging her with the helicopter and its whirling blades in the background. It was already framed and titled 'The Homecoming'. Steve was surprised at how tanned, dirty, and bloody he looked in the photo.
Gwen's phone rang. She glanced at the caller I.D. and told her friends, "It's Amber Stahl. I owe her for airing my response to Steve's situation. Excuse me while I answer this."
Gwen stood up and stepped close to a coat room as she spoke. Less than a minute later, she returned. "Amber's here in Sparta. She didn't want to interrupt our meal but wants to interview us as soon as she can. I guess just about all of the news bureaus want to, but Mom has those calls screened. Amber is the only reporter with our numbers, and I like it that way. Since Steve left his phone on a ship in the Caribbean, she called me. She's going to be here in half an hour. We'll answer her questions while we're surrounded by friends and neighbors."
The foursome had just finished dessert when Amber entered the room. She nodded to several diners and even mentioned a few by name. Steve and Charlie stood and offered her a chair.
"First, just let me tell you how delighted I am to see you, Steve. I saw the footage of you exiting the helicopter, and Gwen hugging you. It was touching, to say the least. I'm glad that you've made it back."
The cameraman aimed his device at Amber as she checked her notes before facing Steve. "Steve, I know you aren't supposed to talk about your ordeal, but what can you tell us about your adventures of the past week?"
"Honestly? Not very much. It's great to be home. I couldn't miss our traditional Memorial Day party, especially with the dedication of the new children's hospital. I'll sit down with Navy people tomorrow and be de-briefed. Then I'll have a better idea of what I can tell you."
"How did you wind up on that helicopter? How did you and those children get into the country undetected?" asked Amber as she scanned her notes.
Steve smiled at Amber as he responded. "That wasn't very tricky. Next question?"
"This one's for Gwen. More than a few people who witnessed your reaction to Steve's return tell me that you somehow knew Steve was on that helicopter without benefit of anyone actually telling you. In fact, no one knew he was on the helicopter. Yet when you were informed that a helicopter was bringing in some injured people, you actually ran the two blocks from this restaurant to the hospital after telling everyone within hearing that you were certain that Steve was on board. When and how did you realize that Steve was on that helicopter?"
"When Laura, Dr. Masters, told us that she had just been notified by the hospital that a helicopter, and not a trauma chopper, was arriving with injured people, something clicked," admitted Gwen with a blush. "I had been feeling strange all morning and I suddenly knew why. Steve was coming home! I really can't tell you more than that. I simply knew he was coming home. I don't really care how I knew, but I'm glad I did and I was there to meet him."
Amber looked from Gwen to Steve and back to Gwen with a mixture of admiration and awe before posing her next question. "Gwen, what can you tell us about the movement afoot to draft you for a run for the congressional seat in your home district? Are you considering it?"
"Excuse me?" asked an obviously baffled Gwen. "I haven't any clue what you're talking about. I'm a registered Independent, only because I had to register as something in order to vote. I have neither the time nor the inclination to run for public office. Both the Republicans and the Democrats have selected their candidates already."
"That's true, but with your congresswoman giving up her seat this fall to run for the senate, rumor has it that many voters will support you as a write-in candidate for congress," responded Amber. "Will you actively campaign? Will you serve if elected?"
"I honestly have not heard any of this before, so answering those questions seems presumptuous, at the very least. Med school is a full time job, plus we travel to events now and then at the behest of the government, plus we do TV and movies when possible, plus I have to spend some time with a certain handsome Navy SEAL, so running for, or serving in congress seems pretty far-fetched," reasoned Gwen.
"So you're not ruling it out?" pressed Amber.
"I haven't ruled out traveling to other planets this year, but that also seems unlikely at this time," quipped Gwen. "I've learned that I really don't have to answer hypothetical questions, and usually it's a good idea to not answer them."
"How do you feel about Gwen possibly being the next congresswoman from this district, Steve? Do you think she's qualified?" probed Amber.
"Now that's something I can answer," replied Steve with a lazy smile. "Gwen would be the best representative in Congress, by far! Is she qualified? Let's see. What has she accomplished at the ripe age of 24? She's sold millions of records. She's won Oscars, Grammies, and Emmy's. She's starred in blockbuster movies, graduated valedictorian of her high school class, graduated with honors from Stanford, and has completed two years of medical school. She's met, and is on a first name basis with numerous world leaders.
"She's a partner and co-founder of a billion dollar company that exists to do charitable work around the world, including, but not limited to building a children's hospital in Kiev. She's brilliant, beautiful, and extremely capable. How do those accomplishments compare to the elected officials we have now?"
"That's quite an impressive resume, when you put it that way," returned Amber. "It sounds like you'd definitely support her."
"I don't know how to make this any clearer," replied Steve as he looked into Gwen's eyes. "I love her. I'm devoted to her. I'll do anything I possibly can to help her in anything she attempts. My support for her is unconditional."
Gwen sobbed as she moved to Steve and gently hugged him as he sat in his chair. Amber was misty eyed as she ended the interview. "Thank you both for speaking with me. Good luck to you all in your concert tonight and in your future endeavors."
"I'd forgotten what great interview subjects you guys are," marveled Amber after the camera was turned off. "I love working in Washington, but I really miss the excitement that surrounds your group. I have to get that interview back to the studio in a hurry so that it'll play on the six-thirty news tonight. Thanks!"
Before Amber could leave, Sam and Roxie appeared at Steve's side, with their parents right behind them. Sam wrapped her arms around a surprised Steve and kissed his cheek. Roxie seemed nervous, but determined as she first looked at Gwen and then kissed Steve soundly on the lips.
"You saved our lives. You were shot while helping us. Sam and I will never forget you. We're going to miss you!" cried Roxie as she wrapped her arms around Steve's neck and sobbed loudly.
"Roxie, there's no need for tears. You and Sam are coming to our concert tonight, right? Would you like to be backstage watching us? We can manage that, can't we, Gwen? Roxie, I need to introduce you to my friends. They're Gwen Anderson, Jordan Quick, and Charlie Burns. Guys, this is Roxie and next to her is Sam. They helped me survive for a week in the jungle with those cartel guys after us. They loaded my magazines yesterday when things got a little tense. They're the bravest girls I've ever met."
"Hello, Roxie!" beamed Gwen as she went to the girl and hugged her. "Steve told me how brave you are, but he didn't tell me how beautiful you are. Do I need to worry about you stealing him away from me?"
"No! Steve made it clear that you were the girl he loved, but he was real nice to me. He never got upset or yelled at Sam and me. He killed the men that were trying to rape us, using his bare hands and his knife. Then he cut the head off the snake that scared us real bad. Yesterday, he fought off a whole army and killed those horrible Flores drug leaders," concluded the tanned girl.
Gwen gasped when she heard Roxie speak about her ordeal. She looked from Steve back to the two girls and tears began trickling down her cheeks. "Sweetheart, you're safe now. Steve made sure of that. You need to forget all that bad stuff and look ahead. Will you and your family watch the concert tonight from backstage? We'll have chairs and soft drinks for you. You'll be close and able to see and hear everything we do."
"We'd like that, if we won't be in the way," replied Roxie after looking to her mother for approval. "Steve sang for us sometimes when we were walking in the dark. He's really a cool guy."
"Yes, yes, he is," agreed Gwen as she regained control of her emotions. "Sometimes I forget just how cool he is, until I meet people like you that he's helped. Then I remember. It's settled. You, Sam, and your parents will be our guests tonight."
"Amber, I'd really appreciate it if you didn't report anything Roxie just mentioned," stated Steve firmly. "I think it's best that her parents and the state department approve any comments the kids make to the press, or in front of the press. You can see why, can't you?"
"Absolutely, Steve. I certainly don't want to be responsible for creating any emotional distress for these girls. They've been through a lot and seem to be doing quite well. I'd be happy to interview them with their parents, if I could."
"I'm not so sure about that," balked the girls' mother. "I told my sister-in-law about Steve staying behind to save my girls and the next thing I know, Bill Hardy has it on his news show. My sister-in-law admitted that she told one of Hardy's producers that Steve was in Colombia looking for our girls. He told the world and those Flores put a bounty on his head, as well as my daughters'. I can't begin to describe the pain it caused me.
"I owe Gwen an apology for telling stories out of school. It caused her to suffer as well. Steve, you saved my girls and I regret yelling at you to rescue them. I know now that you would've done exactly that, regardless of what I said to you," stated Mrs. Henderson apologetically.
"You need to know, Mrs. Henderson, that we never would have made it back if it hadn't been for the reward Gwen, Jordan, and Lady in Red Productions offered for our safe return in response to the bounty offered by the cartel. Your sister-in-law letting the cat out of the bag caused Gwen to come up with the reward offer. It truly saved our lives."
At that moment, Nadiya Misko hurried up to Steve's table. The diners had been watching the news interview as well as the children thanking Steve for saving them. When the beautiful blonde from the Ukraine rushed in, more than a few of the male patrons involuntarily groaned.
"Steve! I have been missing you all day! I had government business this morning and missed the hero's return. Then I had to attend a video conference during your hospital dedication. I am so sorry I did not welcome you home sooner!"
Nadiya stopped speaking when she reached Steve, who had risen at her approach, and wrapped her arms around him. Then she pulled his head down and kissed him long and hard. Gwen noticed a cloud pass over Roxie's face as she closely watched Nadiya kiss Steve.
"That's my welcome," laughed Nadiya as she finally made the effort to see who else was at the table. "You're the adorable girls Steve brought home from that awful place. I'm Nadiya Misko."
Roxie ignored Nadiya's extended hand as she snapped at Nadiya. "Gwen is Steve's girlfriend! You can't kiss him like that. He's not your boyfriend!"
Slowly, understanding washed over Nadiya as she studied the teen girl's face. "I am sorry if I upset you. Gwen is very comfortable with me giving Steve some kisses. She knows he is her man and no one else's. However, girls like you and me can still love him. Gwen understands that. We don't sleep with him, but we can flirt and enjoy being near him. Did you like being with him, or was he cruel to you?"
"Steve? He was wonderful! I did sleep with him, but not in the sex way. He's brave, strong, and super good looking. I just think you shouldn't kiss him like that. It'll make Gwen jealous," responded Roxie quickly.
"Don't you want to kiss him when you see him," questioned Nadiya. "I see in your eyes that you do. It's okay. He likes it and Gwen knows she's got the best man in the world and he loves her. Can we be friends? We're both members of the 'Girls that Love Steve but Can't Have him' club. It's very big, but there's room for you."
"I did kiss him. I guess I shouldn't be upset with you. I did the same thing, but I didn't dare kiss him like you did. I guess that's what made me mad. I'm sorry," finished Roxie as her mother placed her hands on her shoulders and squeezed.
"I'm proud of you, Sweetheart. You have no business telling Steve's friends what they can do, or can't do with him. Notice that Gwen isn't upset. They're friends, very good friends, and Ms. Misko was very happy and relieved to see Steve after all the danger he's been in. I'm proud that you realized your mistake and apologized so quickly," concluded her mother.
"Are you upset with me, Steve? I won't do that again. Am I still invited backstage?" worried Roxie. "I'm sorry, Ms. Anderson."
"After all we've been through and how well you kept it all together for me, we'll always be special friends," promised Steve. "You're like a little sister to me. You have a standing invitation to receive special consideration from me anytime you're with us."
"I'll forgive you, if you call me 'Gwen'. Being in love with Steve takes some getting used to, but you'll learn how it works. There is never any jealousy or insults. We just love the guy and he loves us back. Nadiya and Jordan understand it. I love Charlie now and Jordan is very happy that I do. It reinforces what a great guy she fell in love with. Who wants a boyfriend that other girls don't think is hot?"
The concert that night had the largest attendance ever for the Memorial Day concert. The parking lot and hillside near the center were packed with fans. When the friends walked onto the stage, the applause was deafening. A spotlight was shone on Steve as the others suddenly backed away. The applause simply increased. Steve was taken totally by surprise. He was suddenly left alone with the huge crowd watching and applauding. He bowed several times until the applause began to fade.



"I guess it's all on me," grinned Steve as he moved to sit at the piano. "I'd like to dedicate this song to a certain someone. I think you'll all be able to figure out who it's for when you hear it. Forgive me if I'm a bit rusty."
He began playing the piano and at the appropriate time, started singing. 'Where do I begin to tell the story of how grateful love can be' was all Steve managed before his voice was drowned out by the applause. He waited a bit for the crowd to settle, and then began again.
Steve's hair was a bit longer than usual, his face a bit leaner and more tanned, while the marks from the rock fragments were quite apparent. The effect on the females watching was undeniable. Gasps and moans filled the building as ladies of all ages felt a tremendous attraction to Steve. The director quickly realized the situation and went to a split screen. The entire audience was able to watch Steve sing, as well as see Gwen's reaction as she stood behind the curtain watching and listening. Tears streaked her face even as her smile continued to grow.
For his part, Steve's emotion was evident. His eyes were sparkling, and when he sang 'I know I'll need her till the stars all burn away', girls actually began screaming his name. Steve was surprised at the reaction his singing was creating. He kept singing as he grinned to the audience. The applause was extremely loud and long. Steve bowed several times as he waited for the cheering and yelling to diminish. It gradually quieted down.
"If she would, I'd like Gwen to join me now while I sing one more song before we get into the real concert," stated Steve as he picked up his acoustic guitar and watched Gwen come forward to share the spotlight with him. "This song is for you. Don't be afraid to help me with the chorus."
Gwen nodded as Steve began playing his guitar. Then he began singing 'Peaceful Easy Feeling' while looking directly at Gwen. When he sang the lyrics "I want to sleep with you in the desert tonight, with a billion stars all around," tears again trickled down Gwen's cheeks as the audience roared its approval. It was apparent to all watching and listening that the words had special meaning to the two lovers. It was more than just a song.
"Look at him shamelessly making love to your daughter," laughed Paula's mother as she sat with Paula, Ted, Diane, Will and the Pattersons. "That's one of the most romantic things I've ever seen. They're a perfect match!"
When the applause finally died down, Jordan, Charlie, and the band quickly joined Steve and Gwen and the concert began in earnest. Gwen immediately announced to the huge audience that she was doing her first number for Steve. When she told Steve what song she wanted, he flashed a big smile, picked up his guitar, and prepared to play.
This time the audience was very quiet as Gwen delivered 'Woman in Love' to perfection. She made no one guess to whom she was singing. When Gwen sang 'we may be oceans away, you'll feel my love, I hear what you say' many in the audience realized the lyrics actually expressed the bond between the two. She had known he was arriving on the helicopter when there was no real reason for her to believe it. By the time Gwen finished, there were very few dry eyes in the building. The applause was long and loud.
"I know I seem to sing this next song a lot," beamed Gwen as the band began playing again. "But it fits the situation so well, I can't help it. Sparta is blessed with a genuine hero, a modern day Hercules, at least as far as I'm concerned. This next one's for Steve!"
Gwen put everything she felt into 'I Need a Hero'. The past week had given her reason to consider a world without Steve, as well as to consider what he represented. He was a fierce warrior, but a kind and gentle lover. He did all he could for those that could not care for themselves, the weak, the ill, the underprivileged. But when murders and mad men challenged him, he stood his ground. He was truly a hero. As she sang, Gwen saw the huge screens display videos of Steve risking his life to save others.
They began with the river rescue and then the battle in the gym. Following them was the graduation attack, followed by scenes of Steve and Gwen with heads of state from various government functions. There were even a few highlights of Steve's collegiate football career, and finally by the helicopter landing at the hospital. It showed the bloody, dirty, shirtless, darkly tanned Navy SEAL helping two girls off the chopper before turning to embrace Gwen. That embrace lasted a full minute. Near the end, Steve could be seen shaking with his face buried in Gwen's neck, as she patted his back and ran her fingers through his hair in a familiar and soothing manner.
It was very apparent that the entire Spartan Nation was filled with pride at the courage displayed by one of their own. The cheering and applause lasted several minutes. When the noise finally softened to a dull roar, the group launched into their planned performance for the evening. The fans were already fired up!
One of the most obvious ways this performance differed from those of the past was Charlie's involvement. He had been touring with Jordan for a few years and they had put together numerous songs that fans had come to expect from them. Charlie had even sung backup for Jordan on two of her recent hits.
The friends divided the performances down the middle between Gwen and Jordan, with Charlie and Steve adding vocals on many of them. Jordan was delighted to have Charlie singing with her. It was apparent to the audience that they were watching some very talented performers that also happened to be very much in love.
It was about midway through the evening when Steve gently took Gwen's arm in his hand and led her off to the side. Charlie moved closer to Jordan as she sat at the piano. Suddenly, Charlie dropped to one knee and held up a small box. Jordan clasped her hand over in mouth in surprise.
"Jordan Quick, will you give me the great honor of becoming my wife?" was all he managed as Jordan flew out off her seat and into Charlie's arms. Since they both were wearing live microphones the audience heard everything as Jordan kept saying 'yes' between the kisses she showered all over Charlie's face. Then she held out her hand as Charlie slid the ring onto her finger. With a huge smile, she held her hand up to a camera, and then waved to the crowd.
Jordan suddenly hurried over to Gwen. "Will you be my maid-of-honor, Gwen? You're my best friend, and my sister."
Gwen nodded through her tears and hugged Jordan tightly. After half a minute, Jordan broke away from Gwen and stepped close to Steve.
"Will you walk me down the aisle? You're like a father, and a brother to me," was all Jordan managed before Steve embraced her, lifted her off her feet, and swung her around.
"It would be one of the greatest honors of my life!" replied Steve clearly as the spectators once again broke into loud cheers and whistles. Gwen hugged Charlie and then Steve shook his hand and patted him on the back before they returned to their positions and started playing again. Jordan and Charlie had huge smiles plastered on their faces the rest of the night.
By the time the concert ended, Steve was exhausted. He limped around the stage, trying to help pick things up until Paula put her foot down. "We have people making a good wage to do that work! You need to take my daughter home so that both of you get some rest. She hasn't slept well for a week and neither have you! You were wonderful to those children. Don't you think it's about time you show Gwen some personal attention? She's been suffering, too!"
Steve stopped what he was doing and looked around. Gwen was helping put the microphones away. From her slow movements, it was obvious that she was nearing exhaustion. He kissed Paula's cheek, shook Ted's hand firmly, and made his way over to Gwen, wrapped his arms around her from behind, and whispered in her ear.
Gwen giggled and then turned around in Steve's arms and kissed him. "Okay, but you know we always stop at Marsh's after the show. Let's tell Charlie and Jordan we're leaving now. We'll spend a little time there to help them celebrate, and then I'll take you up on that promise."
Gwen and Steve were finally relaxing, and enjoying a late snack with Charlotte, Billy, Jordan, Charlie, and Ashley when the door to the restaurant slammed open. Steve quickly stood when he saw Kate headed his way. Her face was bloody, and her clothes were ripped. She used both hands to hold her top together until she got close to Steve, and then she threw herself into his arms.
Steve struggled to control his anger as he held the trembling girl in his arms. Who had harmed Kate? They would soon regret it, whoever it was. He was certain of that! Suddenly a man carrying a hand gun came through the front door! He stopped briefly when he saw Steve, but then headed directly toward him. Steve took Kate's arm in one hand and guided her to stand behind him as he squared to face the armed man.
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When the man's face came into stronger light, Steve spoke in a challenging manner. "You'd better holster that gun, or use it."
"I don't need a gun to take you down, Hammer," replied the man as he tucked the handgun into his waistband. "How's Kate? Is she okay? I'm ashamed to admit that I was a little slow back there. Is she hurt?"
By this time Gwen was next to Kate, looking at the blood on her face and asking her questions, and listening to Kate's response. "Three men grabbed me. I went to the car to get a jacket and when I started back, they pulled me into that alley by the bakery. I tried to fight them off, but one guy slapped me real hard and another one yanked on my shirt and ripped it.
"Then this man came down the alley. He told them to leave me alone. One of the men attacked him with a knife, and he just grabbed the guy's arm. Then it looked like he made the guy stab himself. The two that were left let go of me and pulled out guns! He shot them both! I started running because I was so afraid, and he chased me. I knew if I could get to you, Steve, I'd be okay. I'm sorry if I put everyone here in danger. I was really, really scared!"
Steve once again pulled Kate close and rubbed her back as he spoke calmly to her. "Always come to me when you have any trouble. That's what brothers are for. You're not in any danger now. This guy's not only ugly, but he's also harmless."
"Those cartel guys didn't think I was too harmless when I saved your ass a week ago," replied the stranger as he flashed a dazzling smile. "Maybe I should've let them shoot you in the back. It would've served you right for staying behind without me!"
"Why am I beginning to think you two know each other?" asked Gwen as she looked from Steve to the stranger as understanding suddenly washed over her face. "You're a SEAL, too! You were with Steve in Colombia! How come you were in that alley when those guys attacked Kate? What about those guys? Should we call an ambulance?"
"Unless I miss my guess, they're beyond any medical help now," responded Steve as the man quickly nodded his head in agreement. "Chip wouldn't have left them breathing after they treated Kate like that. We do need to call the police and report it."
"Chip? This is Chip? The guy you talk about so much?" quizzed Gwen of Steve before turning her full attention on the man standing before her. "Tell me how you wound up in that alley when Kate was attacked."
"I was pretty pissed at your pretty boy here, when he dropped off the chopper and went back for those kids without inviting me along. I called in some favors to try to find out where he was and to see if he needed me back in there to save his sorry ass again. My cousin is married to a guy in ONI, so I asked her to find out what she could.
"They couldn't tell me squat about Steve, but he did tell me that three men that had ties to Flores had recently boarded a flight for the US. They were scheduled to layover in Dallas and then catch a connecting flight this way.
"I was waiting in the local airport when they got off the plane, rented a car and headed for Sparta. I followed them. Steve already had enough on his plate at the time. He was pretty busy in Colombia, while I had been given direct orders to NOT go there for any reason. I thought I might be able to best help him out by keeping an eye on his family. I've been in Sparta three days, following those guys around. They acted like regular tourists until just a few minutes ago when they attacked your sister.
"I did take the time the other day to stop at the police station and inform Chief Blanchard why I was in town, and that I was carrying. I showed him my military ID and my permit from home. He had no problem issuing me a permit here. He said that the police couldn't do much unless the three men broke the law."
"Were you sent here by the Navy, or the CIA, or somebody?" asked Jordan in amazement at the man's story.
"Naw, I had some leave coming, so I took a few days off and hotfooted it up here. If something had happened to one of you, I never would've been able to face Steve again. Plus, he's always bragging about how smart and beautiful his lady friends are, especially Gwen's little sister, Kate. I thought maybe I'd see for myself," admitted Chip.
"Steve told you I was beautiful?" reveled Kate. "I didn't think he ever even noticed me. Not with Gwen, Lisa, Ashley, Nadiya, and so many gorgeous women around. So you think I'm beautiful, Steve?"
"Is that all you took from Chip's story?" marveled Steve. "Because of me, men were sent here to hurt you and your family! You should be wishing you never met me."
"Oh, don't get all melodramatic," responded Kate. "You're the best thing that ever happened to this family, and this town. You're probably the best thing the whole country has ever seen, at least when you and Gwen are together. Where are your manners? Shouldn't you introduce me to my protector?"
"Kate, this pathetic little guy is Chester Martin. He might be Chester the third, or fourth. I don't remember. Chester, this lovely woman is Kate Anderson. She's way too much of a lady to be seen with a guy like you, so don't get any ideas."
"Little guy? He's well over six foot and two hundred pounds, not that I've noticed," blushed Kate as she extended her hand. "It's nice to meet you, Chester. Thanks for saving me in that alley."
"Everyone calls me Chip," insisted the red-faced SEAL as he glared at Steve. "He knows that. Please call me Chip."
Before the conversation went any farther, two policemen arrived and began asking questions. Chip was disarmed and interrogated thoroughly. More police were sent to the alley. As expected, they found that all three men were dead. The coroner was summoned, and then Kate was questioned extensively. At three AM, the local DA walked into the restaurant. He listened carefully as the investigators explained what they had learned. Satisfied that he had all the information available from the police, he walked to where Steve was sitting quietly with Gwen and their friends.
"I know you've had a long day, but we need to sort this out. It appears that three men traveled here from Colombia to do grievous bodily harm to one, or more of your friends, probably for a significant sum of money. Your Navy friend got wind of it and came here to protect your extended family while you were otherwise occupied.
"He also happens to be a Navy SEAL, trained in God knows what. Kate states that she was forced into the alley against her will. She was struck in the face when she resisted, and some clothing was ripped from her body. Your buddy stepped into the fray at that point. Those three alleged hired killers made the tactical error of trying to kill him, so they naturally wound up dead. You can probably see where this is going.
"Your friend will not get his gun back. He will not leave town until we sort this out to the satisfaction of my office, as well as the Navy and the Feds. Are you willing to vouch for the character and integrity of this man so we don't have to keep him in jail tonight? And will you give me your personal guarantee that he will avoid any further trouble during his stay?" finished the DA.
Steve glanced at Chip briefly before turning to face the DA. "Sir, I've served alongside Chip since I graduated the Academy. We signed up to be SEALs at the same time and trained together. We went through Hell Week together. I trust him with my life. In fact, I've already trusted him with my life, and he's come through. He came to Sparta because he was worried about my friends, and my inability to care for them while in Colombia. He saved Kate's life tonight. He's a man of character and honor. He's an extremely dangerous man when provoked, but honest, kind, and respectful to everyone that deserves it. I will unconditionally vouch for him!" declared Steve with some emotion.
"That's about what I expected," replied the DA. "You both appear to be cut from the same cloth."
As the DA left to speak to a one of the policemen, Kate showed her surprise at Steve's strong endorsement. "Wow! That was some recommendation! You must really trust Chip. There aren't too many people that you speak so highly of."
"Kate, I'm serious as a heart attack right now. If you ever have a problem, if any of you ever has a problem, and I'm not around to help, reach out to Chip. We've been through some situations that test, as well as reveal character. I've seen what's inside him. I trust him like I trust Billy, Charlie, Jason, and Jared."
"So if I find myself on his lap in a hot tub, he'll remain a gentleman?" teased Kate as she appraised Chip from head to toe before she had a sudden concern. "Are you married, or engaged, Chip?"
"Not at the moment, but you could change that situation at any time," answered Chip smoothly. "Just let me know when you want to pick out the ring."
"That's exactly what I was worried about," groaned Steve. "You're a lot more dangerous than those cartel men. Kate, stay away from this guy. He's no good!"
"That's not what you just told the DA. In fact, you made him sound like the best thing since sliced bread," pointed out Kate. "He's strong, handsome, single, and he just saved my life. Don't I deserve a hero like Lisa and Gwen have?"
"You're serious?" asked Steve with some surprise. "Chip and I have a running battle of insults and competition. That's a man thing and we understand it. We totally respect each other and there's nothing more important between men, than respect and trust. He's the real deal, but don't get all muddle-headed over one incident. Don't rush into anything."
"Do you mean like falling in love at first sight at a mall? Winning a football game just for a date? Explain what I shouldn't rush into!"
Steve was again surprised at Kate's passionate reaction. "Kate, you do what you feel will make you happy. I'll support you, and love you no matter what. You know that."
"That's the big brother I know and love! I'm not going to run off with the guy, but he looks pretty good at first glance and he's the first guy to propose to me, so that gives him a head start. Then there's the fact that he saved my life. That's another important factor, don't you think?"
As the subject of the debate, Chip blushed as he listened to his friend and the beautiful young woman discuss his merits like a prized bull.
"If I wasn't so tired, I'd be adding my two cents. But this night has already lasted about three hours too long," complained Gwen as she stifled a yawn. "I'm supposed to be sleeping in the desert tonight, with a billion stars all around. Right now, I'd settle for a comfortable bed and one handsome star all around me."
As everyone prepared to leave, Steve took the time to shake Chip's hand and speak quietly to him. "You know what Gwen and her family mean to me. I owe you, big time. If you ever need me, or anything I have, just let me know."
"Kate's a beautiful woman. All of these women are beautiful! I'm glad to help. You know you don't owe me anything, and I know you'll insist that you do. I'll never forget when you came back for me and pulled me onto that boat. I'll never be able to pay you back," insisted Chip.
Steve woke Gwen up later that morning as he made slow, gentle love to her. "That was exactly what I needed," sighed Gwen. "I'll give you a few minutes to rest and then we'll do it again, but next time we'll make it last."
"Did you forget that I'm supposed to be debriefed at ten? I need to get dressed. I just couldn't resist that luscious body of yours. You're an incredibly desirable woman. I can't begin to tell you how much I love you."
"You're not supposed to be able to resist me! That's how this all works. We can't resist each other; we stay very much in love, and we have a family. You wanting me is what leads to us having children some day. In the meantime, we practice so we'll be able to do it right when the time comes."
"Wow! Med school is really paying off," teased Steve. "You know so much more than when I first met you. It's amazing."
"That's true, Wise Guy. I know a great deal more about love, sex, family, relationships, Russia, France, and the Ukraine, not to mention death and suffering. I also know what a remarkable man you are. Was it pretty bad in Colombia? Do you want to talk about it?" asked a suddenly serious Gwen.
"Some of it was pretty bad. I hope those two girls aren't scarred from it. They were almost raped. They saw me kill their attackers with a knife because I couldn't risk shooting and attracting more men. We lived in the jungle for a week. They were so frightened from a large snake we encountered on the first day that they insisted on being with me all of the time. I don't mean in sight of me, but close to me. Then they were there that last day when I had to engage the cartel forces to save the girls and me. I killed a lot of people, Gwen. That doesn't feel good, regardless of how I justify it. Chip's going to be doing some soul searching today, too. He did what he had to do last night, but he'll be wondering if he did the right thing. If it didn't bother him, he wouldn't be the man he is."
"I'm here for you, Steve. You'll be seeing Lisa and Jason later today and that will cheer you up, and help you put everything in perspective. Lisa's baby bump is getting bigger and she positively glows. You saved her husband, the father of her unborn child. You saved those precious girls. You even brought back a sick child to be treated at the new hospital. These are the reasons you did what you had to do, and I'm so proud of you I can't stand it," praised Gwen as she gently kissed Steve. "We'll talk this out when we have time so we can get you all the way back to me. I know that it takes some time, but you're worth it, Sweetheart."
The couple showered and dressed quickly. They found Paula in the kitchen and heard Ted outside mowing the backyard. "Maybe you can tell me exactly what happened last night after Ted and I left for home. I'll make some breakfast while you two spill the beans. I watched the news this morning and had to go check on Kate in her bed to be sure she's okay. Who's this guy that helped her out last night? Is he safe to be around? The news made him sound pretty dangerous."
"Mom, have you listened to the reports about Steve and the things he's done? No one sounds more dangerous than he is. I doubt if anyone is, at least to bad guys. You know how impetuous Kate is. She may have just found her knight in shining armor, so I'd suggest you don't disparage this fellow in front of Kate, Steve, or me.
"He saved Kate's life. He took on three armed men that had come to Sparta to do harm to those of us close to Steve. Chip, that's his name, was worried about Steve, so he used all his connections to find out that three men associated with Flores were coming to Sparta. Then he used his vacation time and his own money to get here first. He followed the guys around to see if they were planning any trouble.
"They hit Kate and dragged her into the alley by the bakery. They ripped her clothes and must have had some terrible things in mind for her. Steve's friend, who just happens to be another Navy SEAL, ended what those thugs started. To answer your question, I'd say he's very dangerous to anyone doing harm to innocent women and children. He's almost as dangerous as Steve. Do you worry when you're around Steve? Does he make you uncomfortable, or frightened?" asked Gwen pointedly.
"Of course not! I know the kind of man he is. This Chip must have made quite an impression on you and Kate," observed Paula.
"It wasn't Chip so much as it was Steve. The DA asked Steve if he'd vouch for Chip. I've never heard Steve stronger in his support of any man. I rely on Steve's judgment when it comes to men, and he gives this guy top marks across the board. Kate was her usually emotional self and when she heard Steve vouch so strongly for Chip, she knew that he was the genuine article. She knows how Steve can pick out the posers in seconds. Chip's the real deal.
"If Kate accepts his proposal, he'll be your son-in-law some day, so you'd better get used to having him around. He was all doe-eyed around her. If she decides he's the one, he's got no chance at all," stated Gwen flatly.
"He proposed to Kate? When? While he was saving her from those horrible men? This is way too sudden. I'll speak to Kate," promised Paula.
"Sure, that'll really help. Tell her that you don't believe in love at first sight. Or tell her that she should find a dentist or lawyer since her two sisters went for the strong, silent, and extremely deadly type. Tell her that she's only twenty-two and isn't mature enough to make her own decisions, and explain why you let me sleep with Steve when I was eighteen."
"Oh, dear!" responded Paula as she considered Gwen's words. "I may have been overreacting a bit. I need to meet this young man and see how it all develops. I'd never try to stand between Kate and a decent man that she cares about."
"Then you'd better stay out of the way, Mom, because this guy might be the one for me," stated Kate as she poured herself a cup of coffee and sat at the table. "I dreamed about him all night, what there was of the night. I'm not worried whether you'll like him or not, or approve of him. He's like Steve and Jason, and that's pretty good company. You'll see."
A few minutes later, Ashley entered the kitchen. "There are news people all over town. Steve coming home was huge news, but after the attempt on Kate last night, it's a madhouse. I see you don't have the TV on. There are reporters camped at the end of your driveway, just waiting for someone to step out. I thought I might be able to help keep this from becoming an even bigger circus."
As Ashley finished speaking, the doorbell rang. "I'll get that! Don't worry, if it's a reporter I'll send them packing," promised Ashley as she marched purposefully to the front door.
Even from the kitchen, everyone could hear Ashley challenge the visitor. She demanded she be given some form of identification before she allowed the person to enter the house.
"This is Captain Neary. He's here to speak with Steve about some sort of vague situation in some unknown part of the world," introduced Ashley. "I tried to tell him Steve was kind of tired, but he insisted that he was expecting him."
"It's easier to get into the Pentagon than it is to get past this lady," chuckled the Captain. "She's the most attractive body guard I've ever come across. You can sit down, Steve."
Steve had come to attention when his superior officer entered the room. He sat back down when he was told that he could.
"Please have a seat, Captain," invited Paula. "We were having breakfast and I'd be more than happy to make some for you."
"Thanks, Ma'am, but I ate a few hours ago. I would accept a cup of that coffee that smells so good. As you all must know, I've been sent here to debrief Steve and to determine his mental state. I am not a psychologist. I'm a JAG officer and just happened to be the closest available one.
"I was told to tread lightly, unless there appeared to be a serious issue, and to not take up too much of your time. The bottom line is that the Navy wants a full written report of your activities in Colombia from the time the choppers landed there to the time you stepped off the helicopter at the hospital. They want it within four business days, which is Friday since Monday is a holiday.
"You are not to discuss anything that happened during the week you were away from your unit with the press, or civilians of any kind. I have asked for a complete medical report from the local hospital and have been assured that it will be forthcoming."
"Are we supposed to leave you two alone? I'm Gwen Anderson, Steve's girlfriend. We don't have many secrets, but if he's ordered to not tell me something he won't."



"That was my error!" blurted Ashley. "I should have introduced everyone. This is Gwen, Kate, and Paula Anderson. I'm Ashley Summers. I work for the family business."
"Your modesty is very becoming," responded Captain Neary. "I've seen you in movies and read about you on the internet. You're whatever the company or any of the inner circle needs you to be.
"To answer the question, no one needs to leave unless Steve has something he feels he needs to tell me right now. I watched the show last night and you appear to be holding up fine. Are there any issues you feel you want to discuss with me?" asked Captain Neary.
"Not really. It was a long week and some of it was pretty unpleasant. Be sure those girls get some attention. They held up real well, but they saw a lot of death, and they were almost raped. They seemed strong and pretty well adjusted, but we both know how these things can take a toll over a period of time, and they're great kids. Sam is a bit autistic, but not much. She's real quiet and doesn't warm up to people too fast. Roxie really watches out for her."
"Okay, now that I have the official business out of the way, I just wanted to tell you that I was at that bowl game in Arizona when Penn State was handed the game by the refs. I was about fifty feet away from you when you made that beer bottle catch. I still marvel at the memory. You saved that guy's life."
"Was that the first bowl game you played in? The one where everyone thought the refs cheated?" asked Kate.
Steve grinned at the way Captain Neary described the game. "At the end of the game, Penn State had more points than we did. That made them the winner. There was no cheating. The officials did their best, just like us players. Anyone can make a mistake. I sure made some in that game."
Steve thought back to his first year at the Academy as everyone around him continued to chatter about their memories of that first bowl game. His thoughts went back five years as he recalled the amazing experiences and how they all began.
After the huge come-from-behind victory over Ohio State in their first game, and the Labor Day opening of their movie 'Midnight Lights', Steve's status at the Academy was elevated considerably. There was simply no way that the other cadets could treat him like everyone else. He was a bona fide movie star and more importantly, the great quarterback they had been lacking for a very long time.
He began practicing with the first team as soon as he returned from California that Labor Day Weekend. He even spent extra time with the receivers after regular practice, working on learning their capabilities and limitations.
It was time well spent as Navy became a football force to be reckoned with. With a less than difficult schedule, they were able to avoid a single loss through the first eight games. They were known for a high scoring offense, but had a somewhat porous defense. They won by outscoring the opposition.
They traveled to San Jose in late October with a perfect 7-0 record. The team had developed a winning attitude, as well as a bit of swagger. As the guys prepared to climb off the bus from the airport, they noticed several girls standing outside their hotel, obviously waiting to welcome them.
"Look at that one on the left!" exclaimed Jeff Charles, the senior wide receiver and a self-acknowledged ladies man. "She's a stone cold fox. Watch me work my magic, Boys. This is going to be a great weekend."
He stepped off the bus first and confidently walked up to the beautiful girl and introduced himself. She politely shook his hand and smiled. Then her smile suddenly doubled in size as she rushed past Jeff and toward the bus.
"Steve!" was all she managed before she was in Steve's arms. She proceeded to kiss him long and hard before she finally released him.
"Guys, this is....."
"Gwen Anderson!" exclaimed about four teammates, just before Mel Phillips declared, "She's smokin' hot!"
Gwen and Steve both laughed at that proclamation before Gwen led Steve over to see the three friends that had accompanied her to San Jose.
"Cindy! How are you? Dakota, you look great! Audrey! It's nice to see you again, even with your clothes on!" joked Steve as he hugged each of the girls. "Thanks for making the trip with Gwen. You're good friends."
"Yeah, it was quite a sacrifice," deadpanned Audrey. "We rode all the way over just to get hugs from Gwen's boyfriend. You'd think he was Steve Hammer or something the way the girls wanted to ride with us. Luckily we only had room in the car to accommodate the four of us and our suitcases. We'll be cheering for you at the game tomorrow."
"Yeah, and I want to hear Gwen make those strange noises again tonight," added Cindy with a chuckle. "I'm still trying to get the ending down. I can do the rest of it pretty good."
"It's game night and we have curfew, plus rules against having girls in our rooms," so there won't be any funny noises tonight," responded Steve with a long face.
"Hey, Hammer!" called Jeff Charles. "Are you going to keep all of these ladies to yourself, or are you going to introduce them to us?"
Steve laughed and escorted the girls into the hotel where he spent an eternity introducing the girls to his teammates. Gwen laughed and joked with the guys as they all crowded around her. Many of them had their phones out and were taking 'selfies' as Gwen smiled and posed with everyone that asked. It wasn't until the next day as the team warmed up that Steve realized that seeing Gwen in person had raised his position with his teammates another notch.
He lost track of how many of the guys told him what a beautiful woman Gwen was and how lucky he was to have such an incredibly sexy, but down to earth girlfriend. In the short time she had spent with them, Gwen had made a tremendous impression on the team.
Steve realized that he had never given much thought to Gwen's skill with people. She joked and flirted with the guys on the team, but never misled any of them and never said or did anything inappropriate. She knew what position each guy played and even mentioned some of their more memorable plays from the season. She was beautiful, intelligent, and extremely personable. Even the coaches thought she was tops. Steve's appreciation of his girlfriend increased to an even higher level after the trip to San Jose.
When Gwen sang the National Anthem before the game, the guys were even more impressed, if that was possible. The game itself was a laugher as Navy scored early and often to win 42-21. On the plane ride home, Gwen was a bigger topic of conversation than the victory. That was when Steve realized that he needed to adjust his perception of how much effect Gwen had on men. She practically had his teammates bewitched!
The next week, Notre Dame came to town. They played the game in Landover, Maryland. Notre Dame was ranked seventh nationally. They were led by an explosive offense and a stingy defense. Steve passed for almost four hundred yards, but the Irish had too many weapons and crushed Navy 48-36. The score was actually closer than the game had been. A late touchdown made it look like Navy had been in it, but they had been thoroughly flogged, and the players knew it.
Rather than spend time worrying about the loss, the team increased its efforts, and won the rest of its games. The Army game wasn't even close. Army had no answer for the high flying offense of the Navy. When Navy received an invitation to play Penn State in one of the lesser bowl games, everyone on the team was ecstatic.
The game was scheduled for the Saturday afternoon between Christmas and New Year's. 71,000 fans filled Sun Devil Stadium to watch the most exciting bowl game of the year. Pregame hype focused on the Jared vs Steve showdown. It was well known that the two had gone to high school together and were close friends. Would they be able to put aside their friendship and play their best against each other?
The first play of the game answered that question. Steve faked a handoff to the running back and then turned throw a pass to the tight end. That was as far as he got before Jared hit him like a truck and flattened him for a six yard loss.
On the next play, Steve stepped ahead to pass only to find Jared jumping high in an attempt to block his pass. Steve simply double pumped and then rifled the ball twenty yards down the field to his wide out for a first down.
Navy began keeping the fullback in to help block Jared as no one on the Navy offensive line was able to contain Jared by themselves. The score seesawed back and forth the entire game. Navy found itself with the ball and down by five with just over two minutes left. They were on their own fifteen yard line.
Navy fans were on their feet, fully expecting Steve to lead the team down the field for the winning score. Navy did manage to march to the ten yard line with seconds left on the clock. On the final play of the game, Steve's pass was just beyond the outstretched hands of the tight end. When the replay was shown on the big screen at the stadium, a Penn State defensive was shown to have clearly held the jersey of the tight end, preventing him from getting to the ball. The Navy fans became extremely irate and vented their wrath on the officials.
Objects began flying onto the field in the general direction of the officials. Luckily, most of the items tossed there way were light and had little effect. Steve was disappointed at the outcome of the game and how the officials missed a critical play, but he had learned long ago that it was part of the game. They were simply men doing their best, but still prone to human error.
Steve made the snap decision to join the officials as they headed for the tunnel to their dressing room. He hoped that his presence would prevent the Navy fans from overreacting. He was trotting alongside a line judge when he caught movement from the corner of his eye. Instinctively, he turned his head in that direction as his left hand shot up and caught a half full beer bottle about a foot over the line judge's head.
A hush enveloped the fans in that part of the stadium as they realized what had just transpired. Steve had just saved the man's life. The bottle had been traveling directly for the man's head. With the distance covered and the weight and speed of the bottle, there was little doubt what the results would have been if not for Steve's speed and coordination.
The man Steve saved never saw the bottle and had no idea how close he had come to serious brain damage, or death. The officials kept trotting for the lockers while the fans nearby began clapping and cheering as Steve stopped running, and held the beer bottle up in amazement. The moment had been caught on camera and was soon being replayed on the huge screens on each end of the stadium as the players left for their lockers.
When Steve entered the locker room, he heard the expected bitching about being cheated out of the win by the officials and felt he had to say something. "I can't speak for you guys, but here's how I see it. We lost the game, not because the officials missed a call. I missed three passes in a row in the second quarter and we had to punt. I threw an interception that killed a drive. I was sacked three times and hurried a bunch more.
"Blaming men that have to be in on every play and are expected to be perfect on every play isn't what Navy football is about. Blame me. I wasn't in for every play like the refs were, but I made more mistakes than they did. We've had too great a season to have it end with us players acting like spoiled kids. This is the test. Anyone can be a gracious winner. We lost. How we handle that loss will determine what kind of a team we are and what kind of men we are. So if anyone asks why we lost, blame it all on me if you need someone to be responsible."
"I don't think that's accurate," stated the halfback as he studied his shoes. "I fumbled the ball on that long drive in the third quarter. If I hadn't dropped the ball, we would've scored."
"Hell! I missed at least three easy tackles. One was when the punt returner ran the ball back for a touchdown," declared Jake Dern, the big middle linebacker. "This loss is on me. We all know that."
By the time the players had showered and reported to the media room to answer questions directed at them by sports reporters, not one of them would blame the officiating for the loss. Each man would point out a mistake they had personally made that may well have cost the team the game.
When Steve made his way to the podium for the post game interview, he received more questions about his catch of the thrown bottle than about the game. It made the evening news as well as the highlight reels.
Lady in Red Productions had leased Sun Devil Stadium for the evening of the game as soon as it was known that Navy had accepted an invitation. Three hours after the game ended, Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, Steve and the band took the stage to perform. The game had been a sellout and the concert enjoyed the same success. All profits were donated to a local children's hospital. Lady in Red Productions' reputation for charitable works continued to grow.
"Hello! Steve!" called Kate as Steve's daydreaming was brought to a screeching halt. He shook his head to clear it and to bring his mind back to the present. He swept the memories of that first bowl game from his mind and concentrated on what Kate was saying.
"I guess I'm not all that interesting to you. I was telling Captain Neary that you still have that beer bottle stashed someplace. You did put it away somewhere, didn't you?" continued Kate.
Steve was about to respond when the doorbell rang. Ashley jumped to her feet and hurried to the door. She soon returned with Chip Martin following her closely.
"Paula, I'd like you to meet Kate's white knight. He's also the man that may be your future son-in-law. This is Chip Martin. Chip, this lady is Kate's mother, Paula. Tread lightly."
The young man stepped up to Paula and took her hand and brought it quickly to his lips. "Mrs. Anderson, it is truly a pleasure to meet you. It's obvious that your daughters inherited their beauty from you."
Paula's face reflected her surprise as she looked from Chip to Steve and back to Chip. "I understand that I owe you for saving my daughter's life last night, Chip. That and the fact that Steve speaks so highly of you makes you always welcome in our home. Is proposing to a damsel in distress after you save her part of the job description of a hero these days?"
"I understand your confusion. For half a dozen years, your beautiful daughter, Gwen, has been keeping company with a guy that's afraid of commitment. When one of your other beautiful daughters meets a real man that's willing to take the next step without fear, or need of persuasion, or a shotgun, you quite naturally experience surprise and suspicion. Not all men share Steve's fear of commitment. I'll take Kate and we'll go pick out a ring right now."
"I don't think that's necessary. Steve's never been anything but fully committed to Gwen. She's in medical school and he's in the service, so the time isn't right for them to take their relationship to the next level. I would suggest that you don't try to demean Steve to me or anyone else in this family. You won't be very popular if you do," cautioned Paula.
"What about it, Kate? Do you care if I run Steve down? He acts all high and mighty all the time. He wasn't there for you in the alley, and I was," reminded Chip. "You'd choose me over Steve any day, wouldn't you?"
"I hope you're kidding," responded Kate. "The truth is that no one is better than Steve as far as this family's concerned. Mom's right. If you made me choose between being Steve's friend or yours, he'd win every time."
Chip broke into a big smile as Kate finished speaking. "You folks have to be the best family I've ever seen! Steve kept telling me how beautiful, loyal, sincere, and intelligent the Anderson women were, but I found it hard to believe. I've never seen anyone like that, and I questioned if people like that existed. I apologize for teasing you like that.
"Steve and I have been through a few things together that forced us to depend on each other to survive. He saved my life during Hell Week. I don't forget things like that. You're right about him. He's the best man I ever saw; a lot better than I am," added Chip. "You backed the right horse."
"Why don't you sit down, have some breakfast, and tell me more about what Steve said about me?" suggested Kate. "Did he really tell you that all of us Andersons were beautiful?"
"Could I speak with Lieutenant Martin for a minute or two first?" interrupted Captain Neary. "I've been tasked with getting a report on the events of last night. I expect a full written report within forty eight hours. It will be precise and leave nothing out. Do you understand me?"
"Yes, Sir!" responded Chip as he came to attention. "It will be on time and complete!"
"If I may change the subject, gentlemen," began Gwen, who had quietly listened to the various interactions of the morning. "Chip, do you have a dress uniform here in Sparta? Do you have one with you, Captain?"
"Okay," continued Gwen when both men nodded in the affirmative. "Tonight the hospital auxiliary is having a formal dance as part of the celebration of the grand opening of the new children's wing. I think that you two gentlemen should escort Kate and Ashley to the affair. You're invited to sit at our table. Our company will pick up the tickets and any other expenses that you might incur. What do you say?"
"Kate, would you be my date for the hospital dance this evening?" responded Chip immediately as he looked into Kate's smiling face.
"I'd be delighted!" answered Kate just as quickly.
"Ms. Summers, could I have the honor of escorting you to this evening's festivities?" asked Captain Neary as soon as Kate responded to Chip.
"If you call me Ashley, I would be happy to accompany you, Captain Neary," agreed Ashley with a slight blush. "That is if Steve thinks it would be okay."
"Please call me Mark," returned Captain Neary. "But, can I ask why Lieutenant Hammer has to agree to our evening?"
"The truth is, Mark, that I've made some bad decisions regarding men and dating in the past. Now I rely on Steve to help me determine if I should accept requests for dates. It's no reflection on you. It's all about my past mistakes and lack of sound judgment."
"We've discussed this before, Ashley," began Steve. "You're not the same young girl that you were years ago. You're very capable. You've already indicated that you'd like to go with Captain Neary. He's an officer in the U.S. Navy. His reputation is extremely important to him, as it should be. He'll make an excellent date, and he'll be a gentleman at all times."
"That's all I needed to hear, except for one other thing. You aren't married, engaged, or going steady with anyone, are you, Mark?" asked Ashley pointedly.
"God, no!" laughed Captain Neary. "I'd never accompany a beautiful woman like you to a function if I were in a relationship with another woman. It would guarantee the end of that relationship. Few women are as lovely as you, or secure enough to allow their significant other to enjoy your company for any period of time."
"Does the Navy have courses in courting women or something?" wondered Gwen out loud. "Every one of these officers keeps trying to outdo the other. It's the smoothest group of men I've ever been around. We'll have a lot of fun tonight!"
Later that day, Steve escorted Gwen into the Lady in Red Center, where the hospital auxiliary was holding its formal dance. They entered with Charlie, Jordan, Kate, Chip, Ashley, and Mark Neary. Steve was pleasantly surprised to find Lisa and Jason already seated at their large table with Paula, Ted, Steve's grandparents and Paula's parents.



Steve wasted no time hugging Lisa tightly before holding her at arm's length and looking at her swollen stomach. Lisa smiled as Steve gently touched her abdomen.
"It's a girl and her name's going to be Stevie Paula Hunter. You can guess where we came up with the name. You saved my guy. I don't know how to thank you for it. I'm not as strong as Gwen. I was so scared that my baby would lose its father before she was even born. Then Gwen told us that she was certain that it was you racing down the hill that day and I felt tremendous relief. Jason's very capable, but when you're with him, nothing can defeat you both. If I didn't love you before, I would now. You've been a Godsend for our family."
Jason had slowly gotten to his feet to shake Steve's hand and hug Gwen. Gwen introduced Lisa and Jason to Chip and Mark. As the group stood chatting after the introductions, William Patterson leaned back in his chair and spoke to his wife and the members of Paula's family that were still seated.
"Do you realize what you're watching here tonight? Look at the people Steve and Gwen are surrounding themselves with. This is no coincidence. They're forming a union of sorts. They've selected men and women of courage and integrity for their inner circle. I've never seen a more impressive group. Smart, attractive, disciplined, honorable, industrious and extremely talented are just a few of the words that come to mind to describe them."
As William Patterson finished speaking, Jared, Naomi, Charlotte and Billy joined Gwen, Steve, and their friends. Naomi proudly wore her Navy dress uniform while Jared wore his Army uniform.
William Patterson summoned a man carrying a camera in his hands and another around his neck. "I know you're hired to photograph tonight's festivities for the hospital's web page, but I'll see that you get an extra thousand if you get pictures of Steve and Gwen together, and then with each of these couples, and finally of the entire group of friends. Those pictures just may be priceless sometime in the future."
The photographer nodded his understanding and quickly moved over to the group to instruct them about what pictures he wanted of the group and how he wanted them to pose.
Like everyone else in the country, he knew a great deal about the exploits of Steve and Gwen and was delighted to have the opportunity to photograph them. He was even happier that he'd get well paid to do it. He had Gwen and Steve stand together for several shots.
Then he asked the Anderson Sisters to stand together with their respective dates behind them. "Have you ever seen a better looking family?" asked Paula's beaming mother, Caroline. "I know I may be slightly prejudiced, but the girls are gorgeous and the men they have backing them are amazing. I want a copy of that photo!"
It took some time, but the photographer managed to go through all the possible permutations requested by William Patterson. He exchanged cards with Steve's grandfather and moved on with his cameras. Steve excused himself to use the bathroom before the music started.
Gwen watched as Steve slowly made his way across the room. He was constantly engaged in conversation by people as he passed them. She saw him shake hands with Governor O'Leary. Congresswoman Branca, who was hoping to replace retiring Senator Dawson, managed a few words with him before he disappeared into the hallway.
"He's in great demand," observed Ashley as she sat down next to Gwen and spoke quietly. "Did you know that Steve is being transferred to the Washington? He won't be with his team after this week. Mark just told me about it."
"What do you mean?" asked Gwen quite loudly, with no concern for who heard her. "Steve loves being a SEAL and serving with his team. Look how well he just did in Colombia. The Navy's been trying to get him to agree to an assignment in DC since he graduated the Academy. Why would he agree to it now?"
"I guess he hasn't mentioned his deal with the Pentagon to anyone, but it's going to be announced in a day or two, so you'd be better off hearing it now," responded Captain Neary as everyone at the large table listened intently to his words.
"You all know that Steve has been used by the Navy for recruiting and PR. They didn't want him to become a SEAL and rumor has it that he was expected to drop out during Hell Week. They were especially hard on him, thinking he'd decide it would be a lot easier to travel and do promotions than become a SEAL. We all know how that worked. He refused to give up and survived everything they dished out.
"The next option was to keep Steve away from any sort of combat. SEALs are often covert and Steve may have the single most recognized face in the world. It frustrated him, but he didn't complain and he fit in well with his teammates. When the situation in Colombia developed, Steve lobbied all the way to President Hanson about being permitted to go on the mission.
"The Pentagon relented, but with the understanding that after the mission, he would gracefully accept an assignment in Washington in a capacity yet to be determined. He readily accepted the offer and that's where we stand now."
"He did that because he knew Jason was in Colombia. He made that deal so he could help him get out alive!" reasoned Lisa. "He risked his life, and sacrificed his career to protect my family."
The entire table became quiet as everyone considered Lisa's words. "What happened while I was gone? It looks like a wake instead of a party," observed Steve as he stood behind Gwen and looking over the grim faces at the table.
"We just found out what you gave up in order to go on that mission to rescue Jason," responded Lisa. "I don't know what to say."
"Well, the music's started, so if you'd dance with me, we'll think of something," suggested Steve as he offered his hand to Lisa. "Is it okay with you, Jason, if I dance with your beautiful wife?"
"Please do! I'm even stiffer than you. The doctor told me to stay off my feet for a few more days, so dancing is definitely out."
"You are going to be the most beautiful mother I've ever seen," began Steve as he took Lisa in his arms. "Your little girl will be precious. I'm going to spoil her every chance I get."
"Thanks, Steve! I know you will and that's fine with Jason and me. I'm sorry about the Navy making you leave your SEAL team and transfer to Washington. I feel like it's my fault."
"That's what I wanted to talk to you about," smiled Steve as he looked into Lisa's eyes. "I wasn't too happy about my situation. The Navy had no plans of using me on any missions and they made no bones about it. I understand their reasoning. I guess it made sense. I'm pretty well known and SEALs are usually anonymous, and often covert. I didn't fit the mold.
"When Jason wound up in that situation, I saw it as a chance to repay a debt and to have at least one mission under my belt before transferring to Washington. It worked out perfectly. Jason is healing, you and the baby are healthy, and I managed to go on an important mission. You and I both know that they'd never send me again after the way the situation mushroomed in Colombia.
"I'll let you in on a secret. I just saw the group that wants Gwen to run for congress. They're here tonight. It's possible that Gwen will be spending a fair amount of time in DC after the first of the year. We'd be together a lot if she does, so don't feel bad for me. This could be perfect," finished Steve as he led Lisa back to the table.
"It looks like Steve has managed to raise your spirits," observed Gwen as a smiling Lisa took her seat next to Jason. "Why doesn't that surprise me? And why didn't you tell me that you're going to be given an assignment in Washington, Steve?"
"I was going to tell you this evening, while you were in my arms, getting lost in my eyes. I didn't allow for Captain Neary letting the cat out of the bag. I assume that's where this information came from," added Steve.
"Gwen isn't the only woman that can get a guy to talk by using her charms," retorted Ashley. "Mark had no chance once I started rubbing up against him like Gwen does to you. He told me everything."
"In that case, I don't blame him a bit," chuckled Steve. "I'd think less of him if he could resist you. You're a gorgeous woman!
"Now, for the rest of my newly hatched plan. Amber told Gwen that there's some talk of mounting a write-in campaign for Gwen for congress. The people formulating that option are here this evening. We all know that Gwen, while extremely busy, would make an excellent member of the house. Plus she would be in Washington quite often and I'd offer my services to escort her to important events," suggested Steve as he watched Gwen for her reaction.
"You devious rascal! If I somehow managed to be elected to congress, we'd be spending a lot of time at social events, like dances and weddings and all kinds of galas. That would be great! But, I'd be spending a lot of time having my arm twisted by lobbyists trying to buy my vote. I'd never agree to any deals," stated Gwen with conviction.
"Before the evening is over, Gwen will be asked if she'll serve in congress if she is elected. I think she's head and shoulders above the people in office now and she should agree to serve. I doubt if anyone else in the country, with the possible exception of Jordan, could win a write-in campaign for a seat in congress. Along with Jordan, she's the most loved person in America. I'd like each of you at this table to consider the advantages and disadvantages of Gwen accepting. Tell her what you think so that she can hear various points of view and make a good decision."
"I'm ready to state my opinion right now," declared William Patterson. "There's no doubt in my mind that Gwen would be the best congresswoman in the country. Plus, we live close to Washington, so she and Steve could visit us all the time!"
"Think it over, everyone, while I whisk this beautiful lady onto the dance floor. Let's get out there while my leg is still feeling good," urged Steve as he took Gwen's hand and guided her onto the dance floor.
"Do you really think I can handle the responsibility?" asked Gwen as she and Steve glided across the floor.
"I don't think there's much of anything that you can't handle, Gwen. I meant everything I said about your qualifications. But right now, just concentrate on being in my arms again and think about how much I love you."
It was half an hour later when Gwen was approached by three women representing an independent group of voters in their district. As expected, they asked Gwen if she would be interested in becoming a write-in candidate for congress. By that time, Gwen had listened to her family and friends, as well as Steve, encourage her to consider the opportunity.
"I will serve if elected," responded Gwen to the women. "I will not spend a minute, or a dime campaigning. I will not allow anyone to tell me how to vote, not even one of you. I will owe no favors and serve no special interests. I'll listen to discussions and do research on my own before I decide how to vote on any issue. I will be especially focused on the health and welfare of our less fortunate citizens, and children. I will rely heavily on Steve. If any of those items are deal breakers, find someone else. Otherwise, toss my name into the hat and see what happens."
It was only a short time later that the Democratic candidate for congress found an opportunity to speak to Gwen and Steve. "I understand that you've decided to run a write-in campaign for congress. You realize that it could get pretty rough. The media will dig into your past. They'll find embarrassing things and run it on TV. You should know that the Republican candidate likes to run negative ads and will probably attack you for things like appearing nude in movies or hanging with those shabby bikers, or even for being so young. Are you even old enough to serve in congress?"
"I will not be 'running' for anything. I will accept the position if elected. My life is an open book and I have no worries about what others may say about me," responded Gwen politely. "If voters don't like something about me, they can vote for someone else. That's the beauty of a democracy. I'll be twenty five in August, so I'll be old enough to serve. Thanks for your words of caution, and your consideration."
Gwen just finished a dance with Jared when she was asked by the Republican Candidate if she could spare him a minute of her time. Gwen held onto Jared's hand as she nodded for the man to speak.
"I had hoped to speak privately with you. Politics can be very delicate and we don't need anyone to repeat what we say," insisted the man.
"That just might be one of the biggest problems with politics," stated Gwen coldly. "Jared was my complete trust and can hear anything you want to say to me. He's an officer in the US Army, a gentleman, and my dear friend."
"That's what I was going to speak to you about. You don't understand politics. You're a lovely white woman and you're often seen being very friendly with blacks, bikers, and even homeless people. You can't win the election with friends like that. But you can be, and will be dragged through the mud. I suggest that you forget about this crazy scheme before you embarrass yourself, and your family. I know you have a lot of money, but you can't buy a seat in congress."
"You're an ass!" spat Gwen as she looked at the man like she would a snake. "I will not be insulted by the likes of you. I will not abandon my friends. I will not try to buy a seat in congress, and I especially will not have any more to do with you! Please escort me back to my table, Jared."
"It's begun already!" fumed Gwen as she took a seat at the table and related the conversation that she had with the two men running for congress. "They tried to intimidate me into not running. I will be humiliated. My family will be embarrassed. People don't like that I'm friends with blacks, bikers, and homeless people. They won't like that I'm trying to buy the seat. They won't like that I've been topless in movies. They won't like me and won't vote for me!"
"I don't speak for anyone else, but the topless thing makes me want to vote for you even more," admitted Billy while everyone else remained silent.
Suddenly Gwen began to laugh. "Billy! You're such a typical man. I hope you're representative of how men think. That simple statement has helped show me that I can't worry about negative comments or ads. I'm proud of the movies we made, the songs we sang, the concerts we gave, the TV shows we made, and especially the friends we've made! If people truly don't like me for those reasons, they really should vote for one of the other guys. Do I have your vote, Billy?"
"You're kidding me, right?"replied Billy as he arched his eyebrows and stared at Gwen's considerable cleavage before adding, "You've got two big advantages over your opponents, unless Naomi runs against you."
"Well thank you, Billy!" beamed Naomi as everyone laughed. "Now perhaps you can tell everyone who has the bigger ass; Gwen or me?"
A few minutes later, Chip was on the dance floor with Kate. "You're a beautiful woman. I thought Steve was probably stretching the truth a little when he talked about you, but he didn't even do you justice. I've seen you in movies, but I thought it was probably a lot of makeup and special effects or something."
"Steve really told you that I was beautiful?" asked Kate as she moved closer to Chip. "That means a lot to me. I totally adore the guy, even though he's ruined my life."
"I thought he was always extremely good to you. How did he ruin your life?" questioned Chip.
"I watched him saw how a man can be, but I could never find one like him. Lisa fell in love with Jason, and he's a great guy, although he isn't Steve. I couldn't find anyone that came close. I've been jealous of Gwen and even of Lisa for a few years now. He ruined me for normal men. Why couldn't I find a guy like Steve? Was it because I wasn't like Gwen? She's so smart and beautiful. She sings and dances and always knows what to do and what to say. She's rich and famous. I'm just a little sister," revealed Kate as her eyes misted.
"Well, it's a good thing I came along then. I trained for the SEALs with Steve. To be honest, nobody's like him. I was always good at everything and was a very fast learner. Steve is on a whole different level. But you know what? I've learned that it doesn't make me less of a man. It just makes me try harder.
"Gwen is an amazing woman, but so are you. You don't live in her shadow. Kate Anderson is known as a beautiful, witty, and intelligent woman. It's pretty obvious that Gwen loves you and Lisa as much as a sister could. Steve and Gwen belong together, but that doesn't mean that you and I should give up. We're pretty damn good people, too."
"You're funny. Thanks for being there for me last night. You were really brave. You reminded me of Steve the way you handled those awful men. I don't mean that in a bad way."
"Don't tell Steve I said this, but I consider that the supreme compliment. I've seen him in battle and I'm glad we're on the same side. Can I see you tomorrow? We can do whatever you want, as long as I get to do it with you."
"Do you know how to ride a big Harley, by any chance?" asked Kate with a grin.
"Is the Pope Catholic? I've been riding big bikes since I turned 16," boasted Chip. "I've heard all about the rides your family and friends go on. Want to ride tomorrow?"
"I've always had to get Gwen, Lisa, or Jordan to let me ride with their guys. It would be really cool if I had my own guy to ride with for a change," replied Kate with enthusiasm. "I hope we can get the others to ride with us. It's so cool when we're all riding down the road and people come out of their homes and businesses to wave and take pictures."
Meanwhile, Gwen and Steve had been approached by a male reporter working for channel 12. "Can you confirm to us that you've decided to run as a write-in candidate for congress?"
"Actually, I can confirm that I'm not running for any office. I have simply agreed to serve, if elected. I will not be campaigning for any office. I will not spend money to campaign, nor will I form any political action committees."
"How will you get voters to consider you if you don't campaign? How can you expect them to vote for you?" asked the confused man.
"I don't expect anything. I'm willing to serve if elected. It's that simple. If I don't get any votes, my life will go on as it has. It's entirely up to the electorate," replied Gwen.
"How will they know your position on the issues? What's your stand on immigration? Gay marriage? The economy? Tax reform?" persisted the reporter.
"I have no position on these issues. I would research them and discuss them with people directly affected, as well as some trusted friends and advisors. If people want simple answers to those questions, they already have two candidates that excel at that. I'm not going to be pushed or bullied into making rash statements about complex issues," responded Gwen calmly.
"What about your personal life? You admit that you and Steve Hammer are lovers. You've appeared topless, and even naked in movies. Do you expect voters to disregard that fact? They may not feel your moral turpitude is acceptable for serving in congress."
"Truthfully? I hope they rent, or buy all of our movies and watch them a hundred times. What's your point? I don't have to defend myself to you or anyone else. I'm not running for office. If people find my life style offensive, they have other options. I won't stop loving Steve, or sleeping with him, even for every vote in the country. I won't renounce my friends, and I won't change the way I live in an attempt to curry favor. I'm not campaigning for votes. Try to wrap your head around that fact. Besides, my friend Billy said that he considered my appearing topless to be a couple of big pluses in securing his vote," laughed Gwen.



"How do you think I handled that?" Gwen asked Steve as soon as the reporter was out of earshot. "Was I too casual, too indifferent?"
"Not at all," laughed Steve. "I think you've found the way to run for office. Don't worry about votes, or positions on issues. Why waste time learning them before you're elected? You're too busy learning medicine to worry about the things he was asking. People need to know that they would be electing an intelligent, caring person that will take the time to study an issue, speak to people affected by it, and then make a calm, informed decision. You'll make the best decisions possible. What more could they ask for?"
"I sort of hope I get elected. You're going to be in Washington and that really increases its allure for me. I'd rely on you a lot, but people must know that by now. I would think that fact would garner votes for me. Everyone knows how well you handle international situations. You're a proven statesman," praised Gwen. "Voters could do worse than have us working for them in Washington."
"Sis, could I ask you and Steve a big favor?" interrupted Kate as Chip stood quietly behind her. "A little while ago they announced that there's going to be a big fund raiser for a family down in Statenburg tomorrow. The husband was wounded in Iraq and the wife is battling breast cancer. They have three kids. It's less than three hundred miles. Would you guys talk your posse into riding down there tomorrow to support the event, if you feel up to it, Steve? I could ride with Chip and he'd see how cool it is run with the big dogs. For the first time, I'd feel like I was part of everything instead of just tagging along."
"You should explain to Chip that these Harleys don't have training wheel?" joked Steve with a straight face as Chip flashed a big grin. "I'm feeling better every day and would love to go. If Gwen's willing, we'll ride with you, regardless of how the others feel about it, but I bet most of them will want to go."
Kate explained her idea to the friends sitting at the table. "I can't ride that far yet, and I'd worry about Lisa and the baby, but we can drive one of the vans and be part of the support group this time," offered Jason as the rest of the group quickly voiced approval of the idea.
"Okay, we're on for tomorrow. Now I have a couple more chores for Kate. If she wants to run with the 'big dogs' as she put it, she needs to learn how it all works," stated Gwen.
Gwen led Kate up to Johnnie Dee, the DJ supplying the music. She spoke to him for a short time and Johnnie nodded his head in agreement. As the song he was playing ended, he picked up the microphone.
"Folks, I have a young lady here with me that wants to make an announcement. It's for a great cause and I ask that you all listen to what she says. I present Kate Anderson."
Kate took the microphone from the DJ and began stating her case. "We all heard the announcement about the family in Statenburg. The mom is undergoing treatment for breast cancer and the father is a wounded veteran doing his best and working two jobs. Jordan and Charlie, along with my big sister and her amazing boyfriend, along with some of their friends have agreed that tomorrow will be a great day to hold another 'Ride for American Pride'.
"We'll be pulling out of Marsh's Landing tomorrow at seven AM. We'd like as many people as possible to join us for the ride. If you can't make the ride, please try to get to the benefit that's going to be held all day tomorrow in Statenburg. If you can't make it, please consider a donation to this wonderful American family that's struggling through no fault of their own. You'll be able to meet Jordan Quick, Gwen Anderson, Charlie Burns, Steve Hammer, and many of their friends and relatives and help a family in need. Thanks!"
As Gwen led Kate toward a young man speaking with the Governor, she shook her head in wonder. "Kate, you did great! I keep thinking of you as my little sister, but you've grown into a beautiful, intelligent, compassionate woman and I'm extremely proud of you. Use your considerable charm on this reporter."
"Hello, Governor. We don't mean to interrupt, but my sister, Kate, wants to speak to Mr. Peirce. Mr. Pierce, this is my sister Kate."
"I just wanted to ask you if you could mention our ride to Statenburg tomorrow in your report. It's for a great cause. I know it's short notice, but we could really use the publicity to help the family," finished Kate as she flashed her best smile.
"Are you kidding? Everyone knows what happened to Amber Stahl's career when she started getting exclusives from your friends. I'd be happy to interview you and do my best to get it on our news tonight and tomorrow morning. I just ask that you keep me in mind for future stories and events. We could help each other out by working together. Let me get my camera and we'll do the interview."
Gwen and Steve stood close by as Kate gave an interview to the reporter. "You're a natural at this," observed Steve. "You have a quick wit, a great sense of humor, you're beautiful, and speak very well. I'm impressed."
"Don't give her a swelled head. Now, Kate, you need to go on the company social media pages and blog about the ride. Then write to our webmaster and have him put it on our site right away. Doing good deeds takes some effort," chuckled Gwen.
For the next half hour, Kate worked with her phone, posting the ride's route, destination, and goals to social media. She was pleasantly surprised at how well Chip understood what was needed and helped her. While Kate and Chip worked on their task, Steve led Gwen back to the dance floor.
He pulled her close and leaned down so his face was inches from Gwen's as they danced. He spoke softly about his time in Colombia and how badly he had missed her. He told her how relieved he was to get out alive with the two kids and how much he appreciated her efforts on his behalf. Gwen asked questions and responded to Steve's as they danced, oblivious to those around them.
"Look at my granddaughter and your grandson," beamed Caroline to Beatrice Patterson as she nodded toward Gwen and Steve. "Can anyone have any doubt how they feel about each other? Everyone's watching them and they don't even realize it. That's how love's supposed to be. I'm so proud of Gwen and so happy for her. Your grandson brings out the best in her."
"Permit me to state that Gwen is the catalyst that allows and encourages Steve to do the amazing things he does," countered Beatrice Patterson. "He's devoted to that girl. I still get weak when I think about her declaring that Steve was coming home on that helicopter and how she ran all the way to the hospital to greet him. This is far more than a normal romance!"
As Gwen and Steve moved close to Governor O'Leary and his wife, the governor interrupted their tete-a-tete. "Word gets around quickly in politics. I've heard that you're willing to accept the position of congresswoman if you're elected, Gwen. The two men running for the office are going to fight long, hard, and dirty to win that seat. That's how politics work. You need to expect insults, lies, half-truths, and old fashioned mudslinging. I'm afraid that my party will be as bad as the opposition.
"I want you to know that I've stated my position on the matter. I told everyone that you aren't running for office and that our party needs to focus on the guy that is. I will not be party to any attacks on you, Steve, or your families. That doesn't mean that they won't happen, so be prepared, and good luck!"
"Oh, dear!" worried Gwen as she and Steve danced across the floor. "I never dreamed that I'd be the object of their attacks. I'm not even running for the office, but Governor O'Leary seems to think that they'll attack me, you, and our families. Maybe this wasn't such a good idea."
"That's exactly why good people don't run for office. You have a conscience, scruples, feelings, and pride. They won't understand or trust someone like you. You need to stay focused. You aren't running, so you needn't answer questions, or defend yourself, me, or your family. The more viciously they attack you, the more afraid they are of you. So take it as a compliment when it all hits the fan. Maintain the high ground. I'm beginning to think you'll be spending a lot of time in Washington the next two years."
The next morning found Kate clinging to Chip on a big Harley as they led their friends out of Marsh's parking lot and down the highway. Kate was ecstatic to be so involved in the ride and to have a handsome guy of her own to ride with. She waved and smiled to everyone they passed. It was a beautiful, sunny day and riders soon began joining them.
Almost five hours after they began the journey, Kate and Chip came around a big curve a couple miles from Statenburg. The locals had all heard about the ride and were waiting and watching to see them arrive. What they saw was a seemingly unending line of bikes rounding the curve down by the river and heading for their town. Nearly all of the citizens had cameras and phones recording the event.
The local police had a hay field at the far edge of town cordoned off for the group to park. Chip slowed way down as he led the way through the heart of town and into the field. People were cheering and yelling approval as the riders kept coming around the curve even after Chip had parked and shut his bike off.
"Kate! Look at all of those bikes! There must be thousands! I can't believe I'm part of this, never mind on the lead bike. I hope they have enough food and drinks for a crowd this big. This is incredible!" stuttered a flabbergasted Chip as bikes lined up and parked.
"Let's get down the street to see what's going on," urged Kate as she tugged Chip's arm. "We've come here to spend money to help this couple. They expect us to be gracious and friendly to everyone, so you'd better be on your best behavior!"
Event organizers greeted Kate, Chip, Jordan, Charlie, Gwen, Steve and their friends when they approached the park. A well dressed young man stepped up to speak with them.
"Thanks so much for coming to our fund raiser! We were worried about having a good turnout until we saw the news last night and again this morning. Now we're worried about having enough food and entertainment for everyone. I want you to meet the family we're doing this for," beamed the man as he beckoned for a couple with three children standing off to the side.
The two adults smiled nervously as they walked toward the man motioning for them, carrying a small child and leading two others. The couple was obviously emotional as they approached the group to be introduced.
"This is Marge and Tony Novobilsky, and their three children. Marge wants to say a few words to the crowd and then I'll turn the microphone over to you folks."
"Thank you so much for coming here today and for bringing so many friends," managed the wife as several TV cameras recorded her reaction, as well as her words. "My husband Bill and I can't tell you what this all means to us. We don't feel like we deserve it, but we're very grateful to all of you."
The crowd shouted and applauded its approval of the woman's modest welcome. Then Gwen nodded to Kate, who smiled and stepped forward to take the microphone from the woman.
"You very much deserve all of this because you represent the best of America! You're hard working people doing your best to raise a good family. Folks like you are the heart and soul of this country. You've fallen on hard times, but you never gave up, and never complained. We're all in your debt for helping us remember what we stand for and how proud we are to have neighbors, friends, and citizens like you and your family.
"We've heard how tough the past few months have been for you and we're here to help. Lady in Red Productions has made arrangements to pay off your mortgage. We're also going to cover all of your medical expenses with the hope that your only concern will be getting well so you can enjoy your family for a very long time!"
The huge crowd now roared! Kate waited for the cheering to abate. "We're also putting down a very handsome donation to reward all of you that have worked so hard to prepare this wonderful fund raiser. We're paying for all of the food right now. We have more food and drink coming, so eat up. It's all on Lady in Red Productions. Thanks so much to all of you that have done so much to help this family. You bring us all great pride and pleasure.
"Those that want to donate can still play the various games offered here at the park. There will also be designated people accepting donations for this wonderful family.
"I've prevailed upon my sisters, Gwen and Jordan, along with my big brothers, Charlie and Steve and their friends in the band to give a little show here later on this evening. Our trucks will be setting up in the parking lot shortly and the show will begin once everything is ready. You're the people that have made this all possible and we thank you from the bottom of our hearts!" proclaimed Kate as she waved to the cheering crowd.
Lisa and Jason had joined the group as Kate ended her impromptu speech to the crowd and walked back to her friends smiling broadly. "I just spent a whole bunch of your money, Gwen. It felt pretty good. Did you see how happy the family was when they heard the news?"
"I think it's time that Kate, Lisa, and Charlie heard the latest news," insisted Steve. "Let's step inside the van so we can talk in private for a few minutes. Would the rest of you wait here while we speak to Charlie, Lisa, Jason, and Kate?"
Once they were inside the van, Steve nodded to Gwen to begin. "I won't waste a lot of time with this. When Lady in Red Productions was formed, Steve's grandfather and Clyde Davis put up the front money and were equal partners with Jordan, Steve, and me. They included a provision that if the company made certain goals, they would receive a substantial sum of money and be bought out. That goal was reached quite some time ago.
"Jordan, Steve, and I own the company now. We're concerned about several things. What if one or more of us should die? What happens to the company? Can the three of us control so much money and use it wisely? The three of us decided to bring in some partners that we can trust to help us make good decisions.
"Long story short, we're asking you three, Lisa, Charlie, and Kate to agree to become partners with us in the company. This proposal would grant you the same rights and powers as held by Jordan, Steve, and me. You'd be very wealthy, but have a huge burden on your shoulders. We need you guys and we trust you completely. There'd be no clauses or options to remove any of you. We'd simply be six equal owners. You'd sit on the board and have all of the rights and responsibilities we have. Will you do it?"
"I don't know what to say!" gasped a shocked Lisa. "I was happy with the great job and pay you gave me. I never expected this!"
"So I just gave away my own money?" stated Kate, pretending to be disappointed.
"I'm not family and I feel like I'm taking advantage of your generosity," worried Charlie. "I don't do this hoping to get more money."
"You've each just shown why we trust you so much," pointed out Gwen. "Think it over, but let us know soon. This is not a just favor we're asking. It's a plea for help. You'll be taking some of the pressure off us three."
"Make no mistake about this," added Steve. "Jordan is family. Charlie, you're the lucky guy that won her heart, and our trust, and now you're family. Kate and Lisa are family. Jordan, Gwen, and I love them unconditionally. This'll truly be a family business now.
"I can't believe you guys would want me, and trust me this much, but I've already made up my mind," managed a very excited Kate. "I'll be going to law school in the fall, but you can deal me in. This company needs a good shyster!
"Now I have a new worry. What if Chip just loves me for my money? How will I know how he really feels?" wondered Kate.
"Don't worry about that," advised Steve. "He's much shallower than you give him credit for. He's enamored with your beauty and your body. Money hasn't even entered into it."
"You're definitely going to be invited to the wedding!" laughed Kate. "You've been saying a lot of nice things about me, and to me lately. I like it."
"I always have said and thought nice things about you, but you've been a bit insecure because of the shadows your beautiful sisters cast. It's finally dawning on you that Kate Anderson is more than a sister to Lisa and Gwen Anderson. She's sexy, smart, beautiful, and funny as heck. Now she can add 'rich' to her resume."
It was an almost euphoric Kate that rejoined Chip and their friends a few minutes later. Lisa and Jason were sporting big smiles as well. Charlie just seemed nervous.
"What's the problem, Charlie?" asked Jordan when the two were off to the side and out of earshot of others. "You act like your dog just died. It seems like you'd be happier. I agreed to marry you, and now you're filthy rich. Some guys would think they've won the jackpot."
"Jordan, this is huge. I worry about being good enough for you. You deserve the absolute best in the world, someone like Steve. I'm just a musician. Now I'm going to be a partner in a huge company. What did I ever do to have such good luck?"
"The way I heard it, you asked Steve to jam with you one night. That was the beginning. The rest was your honesty, kindness, generosity, good looks, talent, and hard work. That's why I fell in love with you. And never try to tell me that Steve, or anyone else, is better than you! You're my guy. You accepted me when I was damaged and made me whole. You taught me the difference between sex and love. We both love Steve, mostly for the same reasons, although I hope his big muscles and great smile don't affect you like they do me.
"My point is simply that I'd be a monster if I didn't love Steve and Gwen. So would you. But that doesn't mean that we aren't pretty special in our own right. Do you want to buy a car, a boat, and snort cocaine now that you're rich? I know better. I bet you're already thinking about ways to help people.
"You love Gwen. How could you not? I love Steve. We really have no choice. It's beyond our control. But we also love each other. Let's support the finest people we'll ever meet while helping a bunch more along the way. We'll do it together and we'll love every minute!"
Later that afternoon, as they were preparing to take the stage for their promised performance, a reporter they had never seen before, approached Gwen and Steve. He wasted little time asking his main question.
"Ms. Anderson, how do you respond to the rumors swirling around on the internet today about your mother?"
"I have no idea what you're referring to with that vague question," retorted Gwen. "Why don't you get to your point? We're quite busy."
"It's all over the internet. There are lots of pictures and stories that state that your mother and your boyfriend are in a sexual relationship, and have been almost from the day you met him. The pictures are from dances and events where she's in his arms. The looks they share appear to be quite intimate. Did you know about the affair? You must have seen them together and suspected something. What can you tell the viewers?"
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"Let me see if I have this right. You're telling me that the internet has stories alleging that Steve Hammer and my mother are involved in an ongoing affair. Is that accurate?" asked Gwen calmly.
"Yes, that pretty well sums it up. What is your response to this affair?" asked the reporter doggedly.
"You told me just in time! I was going to accuse my grandmother of trying to steal Steve away. I almost made a terrible mistake!" admitted Gwen with a twinkle in her eye.
"Excuse me? Did you just say that you thought your grandmother was having an affair with your boyfriend, Steve Hammer?" repeated the stunned reporter.
"Yeah. See how stupid it sounds?" laughed Gwen. "Yesterday, I was asked if I would serve in congress if I were elected by write-in ballots. I agreed that I would. Today I'm told that there are stories on the internet claiming my boyfriend and mother are sexually involved. Coincidence? I think not.
"The amusing part of this is that Steve and I are in show business where it's said that all publicity is good, as long as they spell our names right. Sadly, stupid rumors like this will simply sell more CD's and movies.
"Can I assume that you can't identify the source of these rumors? In an effort to derail my imaginary political career, the perpetrators of these foolish stories have probably helped me in my movie career, even as tasteless and cruel as these rumors are. As far as my non-existent political career goes, I strongly urge anyone that believes that Steve and my mother would betray me and my father in this manner, to vote accordingly. If they choose to believe this attack on me and my family, they really shouldn't consider me for a write-in candidate for any office, even for dog catcher.
"However, if voters believe in Steve, in his honor and his love for me and respect for my dad; if they believe in my mother's love and respect for my dad and for me, they'll realize what a sorry-ass attempt this rumor is. They'll ask where it started, and who started it. Crap like this is why I wouldn't actually run for political office. This so-called rumor isn't worth the effort it would require to disprove, or deny."
"How did I handle that?" asked Gwen once the reporter left.
"I thought you did great, except that I worry about your grandmother's reputation," replied Steve, attempting to keep a straight face. "This is exactly what Governor O'Leary warned us about, except it's happening much sooner than I expected. If people believed stories like that about us, we'd have no reason to even consider any sort of public service."
After another well received concert, the gang rode ten miles to a motel where the company had reserved ten rooms for them for the night. Across the street was a Denny's that was still open, so the group wound up there. Soon the friends were recounting their impressions of the day.
"Mom called while you were performing. She saw your interview and was proud of how you handled it. She didn't seem all that upset about being linked romantically with Steve. I guess even older married women have Steve fantasies. Grandma was especially happy with your response! She said that she wouldn't mind if rumors about her and Steve circulated. She thought your answer was perfect. How did you think to make a joke of it?" asked Kate as everyone waited for their orders to arrive.
"Because the entire thing is laughable," responded Gwen. "Mom is still very beautiful, but we all know what happens to women that fall in love with Steve. Mom is one of those women, one of us women, to be honest. We know that Steve places a very high value on integrity and loyalty. If Mom, or Lisa, or Kate, or Naomi, or Charlotte, or Ashley, or Becky, or Stephanie, or Aunt Diane, or Nadiya tried to get Steve to sleep with them, he'd think less of them. We all know that's a fact. Like the rest of you, Mom loves Steve too much to risk losing his respect, friendship, and love. Besides, neither she nor Steve would ever disrespect Dad or me that way."
"You sound awfully sure of yourself," observed Charlotte. "What about all of the women that don't care or understand how Steve feels about loyalty. The ones that just want to climb on the sexiest man in the world and take him for a ride?"
"You said that with way too much enthusiasm!" complained Billy. "Unless you're saying that I'm the sexiest man in the world!."
"It's a tossup between you and Steve," laughed Charlotte. "Honestly, I think you have the same values as Steve in that regard. You're not going to dishonor me, or yourself that way. You're actually a very good man and a great boyfriend."
"Up to a point," agreed Billy. "Just tell Gwen's mom not to tempt me. I'm only human."
"Hey! Let's not keep bringing my mother into these discussions," insisted Kate. "I never realized how much you men appreciated older women. Just get Mom out of your heads."
"Gwen handled it well and I think it'll be a good guide for her responses to the stupid questions and rumors she'll face between now and the election," offered Steve. "There's another issue I'd like to discuss with everyone. Kate's brush with those cartel guys the other night has started me worrying. That in turn, caused me to try to come up with a solution.
"We're very wealthy, famous, and approachable. That's a good thing, for the most part. It's my feeling that we need to take steps to protect our friends and family, especially the kids that will be cropping up before too long. Lisa's already pregnant, Jordan's engaged and she's mentioned she'd like a family, and the rest of the ladies here have biological clocks ticking," joked Steve as Gwen and Ashley poked him in each arm.
"My feeling is that the company should purchase a large tract of land and build a dozen or more homes on it, as needed. Personally, I would all of our close friends and family to live in this new community, if possible. You'd each have a place to call your own, except for the obvious couples, who would share a home. Lisa and Jason would have one home, as would Gwen and I, Jordan and Charlie, and probably Charlotte and Billy. Mark and Chip would always be welcome. No homes of your own at this point, guys. I'd want Naomi, Ashley, Becky, and Will and Diane to live there, too."
"My thinking is that we'd have a manned gate, a very good fence or wall around the perimeter with electronic surveillance, as well as all state-of-the-art equipment to maintain privacy and safety. When we were at home, there'd be no reporters, no sight-seers, no salesmen, and no crazy bastards, unless Chip drops by.
"The other advantage is that I'd know that when I wasn't home, Jason, or Billy, or Jared, or Charlie, or Ted, or any combination thereof would be there to handle any problems our loved ones may face."
"That's a super idea and thanks for including us!" responded Billy excitedly. "Dad told me last week that the Van Wyck estate is on the market. It's got over three hundred acres with a big lake in the middle. I think it's listed for an awful lot, though. Dad said he heard they want five million for it."
"Mom and Dad would live there, too?" questioned Lisa. "I really like the idea! Since Jason and I are going to be part of the company and people will perceive us as very wealthy, I worry about little Stevie. Once she's born, I want her to have the safest possible home. With Jason in the house and Dad, Steve, Billy, Jared, and Charlie close by, I'll feel much safer. Count us in your company, and we're supporting this idea, right Jason?"
"Absolutely! This is a great idea! I've seen how things get around your parents' home when Steve, Jordan, and Gwen are there. I was a bit concerned for our daughter, too. This would be perfect."
"Steve, this is brilliant!" proclaimed Gwen. "We'll buy that land and start construction right away. We'll get a really good architect to draw up plans, but I'd like us to have big log cabins on the hills overlooking the lake. Dad took us up there once when they had hiking trails open to the public. The lake is beautiful!"
"We'll need a huge guest lodge for all of the company that visits, like the presidents of various countries, kings, queens, and friends," added Kate. "This is a great idea!"
"This all sounds so much like Asgard!" exclaimed Ashley. "You're even going to have Valhalla! This'll be the best home ever."
"I took business in college," retorted Billy. "Could you put all of that in something easier to understand for us non English majors?"
"I'm not saying that Steve's a god, or that Gwen and Jordan are goddesses, but they're way above average. Asgard was where Odin and his wife Frigg lived. It had at least a partial fence around it, as well as a huge lodge named Valhalla. Odin ruled from there," explained Ashley.
"Ashley just named our new home! Steve will be our Odin and he'll 'Frigg' his queen every chance he gets!" declared Kate as the whole table erupted into hearty laughter.
It was a happy group that traveled back to the motel. "We have lots of rooms, but Ashley and I agreed to double up. We want to compare notes on a couple of sailors we met," announced Kate once everyone shut off their bikes. "Don't look so sad, Chip. We'll be riding back to Sparta together tomorrow. You're a really good guy."
As she spoke, Kate stepped in close to Chip and wrapped her arms around him. Then she kissed him long and hard on the lips as the rest of the group watched.
"That should give you something to dream about," teased Kate as she looked up at Chip's smile. "I hope you ask me out again."
"Rats!" exclaimed Gwen. "I was hoping to be able to open the door just as you were about to give Chip his first kiss and embarrass you, just like you did to me."
"You forgot a few details. That was your first date ever; you were just 18 and pretty shy. I'm well beyond all of those things. I'll never forget your face when you looked at me as I was closing the door," laughed Kate.
"I'm not exactly an ingénue, but I'd prefer to have a gentleman walk me to my door before he's rewarded for a wonderful day and evening," suggested Ashley as she smiled warmly at Mark.
"May I see you to your door, Madam?" offered Mark as he bowed gallantly. "I've had the best two days I can remember, and it's because of you. Riding on that bike with a gorgeous woman hanging on to me is a real rush!"
"It was special for me, too. Like Kate, I've always had to settle for catching a ride with someone else's guy, or risk riding with some psycho. I felt very safe with you," admitted Ashley as she reached her door and turned to face Mark. "Here's your reward. I hope you like it."
Ashley had to stand on her tiptoes and stretch up to allow her lips to meet Mark's. She held the kiss a little longer than Kate had with Chip. Then she settled back down on her feet.
"I'll see you in the morning, and I hope well beyond tomorrow. You've shown me a great time, and I thank you for being such a gentleman," whispered Ashley as she went inside her room and closed the door.
The next morning Chip and Mark were constantly grinning and very attentive to Kate and Ashley. The rest of the group smiled as they watched how happy Kate and Ashley appeared as they prepared for the ride.
"Steve, we'd prefer if you led the trip back," stated Kate as they walked to their bikes. "Leading the pack was a lot of pressure. We had to watch everything and go the right speed and stuff. On the way back, Chip and I just want to ride, maybe talk a little, and not worry about where and when to turn and that kind of stuff."
Steve nodded to Kate and then spoke to Charlie. When the group pulled onto the highway in Statenburg, Steve and Gwen rode alongside Charlie and Jordan as the two couples led the way. The group was soon joined by other bikers that had apparently spent the night in the area. By the time they had gone a hundred miles, they had once again gained hundred of riders. Most of the route did not cover interstate highways, so the bikers were seen by thousands as they roared through towns along the way. Everywhere they went, they saw signs and banners thanking them. American flags flew everywhere. As they got closer to Sparta, they began seeing large banners declaring support for Gwen for congress. Gwen smiled and waved especially hard to the people holding those signs and banners.
"It doesn't look like these people are going to hold me sleeping with your mom against you," joked Steve. "I can't wait to get her in my arms again."
"You and all of the other guys! What's with my mom that gets you guys all worked up? She's a beautiful woman, but she'll be fifty in a year or so. Most guys would be happy with a girl like me," pouted Gwen.
"I sure am!" replied Steve. "Your mom represents authority, maturity, beauty, and is totally out of reach, hence her appeal. Jordan's mom is a lovely woman, but she's still working on her maturity and she's certainly not out of reach, although she seems to be getting better. You represent smoldering sexuality, brains, beauty, a great figure, an amazing voice, acting talent, ... and a sexy mom," added Steve just before Gwen pounded his shoulder several times as they rode through the small town.
When they were about half way home, Steve and Charlie led the group into a shopping center. The parking lot was huge and there was plenty of room for everyone to park. Gwen quickly went inside as they rest of the group waited. Soon several store employees emerged from the building with the small hand operated forklifts carrying many cases of water.
"The water's on us," announced Jordan to the large group. "If anyone needs to use the bathrooms, go ahead. We'll wait until everyone's back before we head out again."
Gwen returned from the store with a big smile. "They had a huge poster from that last scene in 'Rise of the Queen' and asked me to sign it. They had a black bar across my nips, but everything else was showing, including your sweaty muscles and big sword. You have such a big sword!" joked Gwen as she arched her eyebrows several times. "I'm getting sidetracked. They said they'd hang it under some Plexiglas to keep it clean and unmarked. You know how teen boys are with pens and markers when they see my boobs."
As Gwen waited for the stragglers to return to their bikes, her thoughts "flashed back" to how she first learned about the movie trilogy that would eventually propel Lady in Red Productions into becoming one of the larger privately owned companies in the nation. It was five years prior and she had just finished her first year at Stanford and returned home to Sparta.
"Your boyfriend has been hiding one of his talents again," began Paula at the dinner table the first night Gwen was home. "He wasn't busy enough with his schedule and football last fall. In his spare time this winter he wrote a screenplay for a movie. As near as I can tell, it's a period piece that somewhat parallels your romance. Clyde Davis and William Patterson read it. Then they sent it to people that are supposed to know about these things for their opinion. Those experts thought it was extremely good.
"We'll begin filming next week, mostly on sets in L.A. As you might guess with a movie written by Steve and about characters similar to you both, you're going to be the star of the first and third movie."
Gwen's head was swimming as she listened to her mother's references to Steve and her next movie. Was it one movie, or several?
"Steve never said anything about any screenplays. I thought he spent his time studying, working out, and fighting off women. Are you telling me that he wrote one movie, or several movies?" asked a confused Gwen.
"It was written as one, but Steve really had no idea how much material a movie required, so he made it a bit too entailed for one film. Now it's going to be a trilogy. All three parts will be filmed in the next couple of months. As I said, you're the star, not surprisingly. It's quite easy to see that the heroine was patterned after you. She's smart, beautiful, voluptuous, and fearless. It's you, as Steve sees you, and he certainly seems to like what he sees. It's a remarkable story," concluded Paula.
"What's it about?" asked Kate as she was unable to remain silent any longer.
"It's about Sparta, it's purely fictional, and not meant to carry any historical merit. He obviously did some research, but the name and location are not really important. It's an amazing story about a girl very much like Gwen," added Paula as she placed vegetables on her plate and passed them to Ted.
"A movie about Sparta?" questioned Kate. "Will the heroine meet a stud at a mall and fall in love and live happily ever after? Hasn't that been done already?"
"In Steve's movie, the heroine struggles with building a state, fighting an ongoing war that threatens the existence of her city, and overcoming decay and corruption that could destroy everything. She uses her beauty, brains, and courage to bring Sparta back to greatness. She rises from the dust, rubble, mayhem and strife to become the queen of what eventually becomes the strongest empire in civilization," responded Paula as she watched Gwen and Kate try to follow the plot she described.
"She becomes the queen? Of Sparta? This isn't present day Sparta, is it? It's about ancient Sparta? What's the movie going to be called?" asked an increasingly excited Gwen.
"It's the Sparta trilogy. The first movie will be 'Sparta; Rise of the Queen', followed by 'Sparta; Rise of the Warrior', and finally 'Sparta; Rise of the Empire'. This is an extremely ambitious undertaking for our company. We're financing the entire thing with no outside funds. There will be no special effects, and no famous actors, unless they work for scale. You, Steve, Jordan, your sisters and friends will have to carry the acting burden. We've hired an up-and-coming director that still works pretty cheaply."
"Wait! Did you just say Gwen and 'her sisters' would be in the movie?" shrieked Kate. "I'm going to be making a movie? What will I wear? Will my hair be long? Do we have costumes?"
"Kate, please let me ask Mom some more questions," insisted Gwen. "You're tormenting me on purpose, Mother. Are you saying this is a movie about ancient Sparta and that it will have similarities with what Steve and I have experienced? In the first movie, I become the queen? The second one will be about Steve, the warrior, while the third one is about the two of us building an empire?"
"In a nutshell, that pretty well covers it," replied Paula. "It's far more complicated than that, and very well written. We're tasking Jordan and Charlie to not only act in the movie, but to write the music, along with whatever Shelley Malloy is able to contribute. We're trying to keep this project low budget. That way it won't have to win Oscars to make the company some money. It's going to be hard to do better than 'Midnight Lights' did for us."
"How are we going to film next week when Steve will still be at the Academy for another month?" asked Gwen. "Did you think about that?"
Paula smiled as she responded. "Of course we did. 'Rise of the Queen' will only have Steve appear for the last couple of minutes. You'll be carrying the load, along with all of your friends and relatives that are willing. You'll be contacting Jordan, Ashley, Becky, Stephanie, Charlotte, and even Nadiya. Sparta is a matriarchy with some extremely beautiful young women. It's funny how Steve envisioned this movie, isn't it? He actually wrote parts for each of those girls, although you, Jordan, and Becky have the best roles. Becky losing her hand really touched Steve. He put her in 'Midnight Lights' where she did very well, and she has a very good role in this movie. The fact that she's beautiful hasn't harmed her chances, either. We're going to have a very interesting summer!"
"Why didn't you tell me that you were writing a screenplay?" demanded Gwen when Steve called that evening. "Mom laid it all out for me at dinner. It sounds like a great project, but why keep it from me?"



"Honestly, there are a couple of reasons. I didn't want you to try to influence me to lessen your role. I know how modest you are. You're going to be the star, pure and simple. You'll become the most famous actress in the world, if you aren't already. I know you, and this part is going to be easy because it's you.
"The other reason I didn't tell you is that I had no idea how it would be accepted. I had the fear of rejection. Now that it's becoming a reality, I feel even more nervous. If this project tanks, I'll never live it down."
The next week found Gwen, along with her sisters and girlfriends in L.A. preparing to film 'Rise of the Queen'. They were all anxious and eager to start. The night before filming was to begin; they all met in Gwen's room and excitedly discussed the movie and their roles in it.
"I can't believe that I'm going to be cast as a 'beautiful female warrior', at least according to the description. I was thinking of myself as an ugly freak before I met Steve, Jordan, and Gwen," revealed Becky with emotion. "Steve wrote this really cool part for me. I even tell Gwen what an amazing lover he is, after she sends me to murder him and I can't do it. I hope that means I get a love scene with him in the second movie, if you're okay with that, Gwen."
"Of course I am," replied her amused friend. "This is acting, so you'll just have to pretend that you enjoy kissing the guy and having him make passionate love to you. Steve must think you're up to it."
"He'll be 'up to it' if I have my way," laughed Becky. "You two have such a great way of looking at things. You don't feel jealous when he does love scenes with other women? The ones he did with Jordan in 'Midnight Lights' were really hot. I wonder if he'll want me topless."
"Steve wouldn't insist on anything that you were uncomfortable with," assured Gwen. "As much as he'd like to have your girls smashed up against his chest, he'd let you make the decision, no matter what the scene called for in the script. I'm sure of that."
"Maybe I should rephrase that," grinned Becky as she looked around at the other girls. "I sure hope he wants me topless!"
"I get to do a love scene with Charlie in the third movie. Steve told Charlie about it and he's already nervous and super excited about everything," giggled Jordan. "It's not like we don't practice all the time. I keep telling Charlie that all he has to do is act naturally. He's a very good lover. Is that too much information?"
"Not at all," chuckled Gwen. "I was surprised to see that I have a couple of love scenes with older guys. I'm supposed to be a queen in the making that will do anything for her people, including a couple romps with some older, less attractive guys. I complained to Steve about it, but he said the scenes are essential to show the audience the depth of my commitment to the survival of Sparta. Then he told me I was supposed to act like I didn't enjoy it. I told him that shouldn't be too difficult. I'm nervous about being with someone besides Steve, even if it's just acting."
"How come Stephanie and I don't have any love scenes with Steve?" complained Kate. "He made my character kind of shy and reserved. I wanted to be one of those bad girls that are so good at being bad."
"That sounds like my part!" laughed Nadiya. "In the first movie, I'm the queen of a different state, scheming to gain control of Sparta. Near the end, I refer to Steve's character as my lover, so I'm hoping I'll be the one having the big love scene with him. My father will have a coronary if I take my clothes off, but my mother told me that if it's with Steve, I should go for it! Imagine your own mother telling you that."
"I'm not one to tell stories out of school, or to break confidences, but Steve let me look at my part in the second movie and I do get some action with Steve," admitted Naomi. "Remember these movies are set in ancient times. People didn't live too long and they were more open about sex. Monogamous relationships were not as common as we might think. Steve's going to be a warrior and the leader of men. He'll have a strong appetite for sex. If he didn't, his men wouldn't respect him. My job in the movie will be to help him gain and keep the respect of every man close enough to hear my screams of pleasure."
"Now that I think about it, since Steve wrote these movies and he's in them, he'll probably make love to everyone of you at least once," mused Gwen. "Charlotte and Ashley, will you have any scenes with Steve?"
"Maybe one or two, but my clothes will be on most of the time," teased Charlotte. "I'll tell you this. If he gets his head under my skirt like he did yours in the last movie, I'll probably hold him there for a few days, or possibly even strangle him to death."
"I'm not sure how many love scenes Steve and I will have, but he did write the movie, so it'll probably be a lot," reasoned Ashley. "Maybe I'll be Becky's stand-in, or body double if she chickens out. Seriously, if he has love scenes with Becky and none with me, he'll hear about it!"
"Not if I have my thighs wrapped around his head!" promised Charlotte.
That was the beginning of one of the best times Gwen ever experienced. She and her friends spent every day together for a month. They were often in the same scenes, or at least some combination of the friends would be in most scenes. Steve and the other men arrived near the end of the last week of filming for the final scene. It was a defining moment, a scene that would live forever in the minds and memories of movie lovers.
At the end of 'Rise of the Queen', Steve, the warrior, learned of Queen Nadiya's treachery and deceit. He then led his men in a titanic struggle against the superior forces of Nadiya's much larger army. The ineffective Spartan army had already been routed. Gwen and the other women of Sparta watched the battle rage just outside their city. With their army destroyed, it was very apparent that the two sides were battling for control of Sparta and its people.
After a very hard fought and bloody battle, Nadiya's army finally fled in disarray. Steve proudly marched his men into Sparta, and directly to the Queen's residence. With no army to protect her city, the Queen quickly decided that she must do whatever she could to save her people. She bravely walked out to meet what she believed to be uncivilized, barbaric mercenaries.
She and Steve faced each other in the last scene, finally meeting after each hearing so much about the other. Gwen was far more beautiful than what Steve had imagined. Steve was obviously stronger and more virile than any man Gwen had ever seen. Finally, Gwen took a step forward. Then she released the catch that held her robe together. It fell to her feet as she knelt before the Barbarian, naked but for a necklace that rested between her firm breasts.
"If you will spare my people, I will do your biding," promised Gwen as her subjects, and Steve's soldiers looked on. "I ask nothing for myself, but I beg you to be merciful to my people."
Steve slowly took in her beauty. After nearly half a minute, he finally spoke. "We are men with no home. We are warriors with no cause. When we die, we have no one to mourn us. I cannot honor your request, but I make one of my own in its place.
"Allow my men to remain in Sparta. Grant them full citizenship as Spartans. Let them keep their weapons. Allow them to live peacefully when possible, but to fight for Sparta when necessary. Grant us this, and we will pledge our loyalty and fidelity to you, our Queen. Deny it, and we will march away, never to trouble you again," promised Steve as he removed his own cloak and gently placed it on the shoulders of the stunned queen.
As Gwen slowly stood, she gathered the cloak around her body, collected her thoughts, and then commanded, "Give me your sword, Barbarian!"
Steve stood before her, bare-chested and with numerous scars and cuts on his ripped torso. He unsheathed his heavy sword and spun it around so the hilt was facing the Queen. She reached out with both hands and accepted the heavy weapon before issuing her next order.
"Kneel before your Queen!"
Steve and his men dropped to their knees and bowed their heads. Throughout the film, the Queen had insisted that Sparta could not be safe as long as the Barbarian leader drew a breath. She feared his skill as a warrior and his influence as a leader. She had sent Becky on a failed mission to kill him. Now she held his sword in her hands as he kneeled before her. As she slowly raised the sword, the movie faded out.
The second movie, 'Rise of the Warrior' was all about Steve becoming the leader of an army of mercenaries with no home land. It ended with exactly the same scene. Needless to say, the public was extremely anxious for the final film of the trilogy to be released. In the year that 'Rise of the Queen' was released, Gwen was nominated for, and won, an Oscar for her performance. Steve won for screenplay and Jordan and Charlie took home the Oscars for best original sound track and best song.
The first movie was a huge success and it set the table for the next two parts. 'Rise of the Queen' was released Labor Day Weekend. 'Rise of the Warrior' came out the same weekend as the Academy awards, with 'Rise of the Empire' later in the spring. It was still showing in theaters when the group traveled to Kiev and decided to build the hospital. The success of the trilogy brought in over a billion dollars to Lady in Red Productions and catapulted the careers of Gwen, Steve, Jordan, and Charlie to new heights.
"Gwen! Are you ready to ride?" asked Steve as he sat on his motorcycle and called to her. "Everyone's ready to roll."
Gwen suddenly realized that she had been lost in her memories formed five years ago when she was filming one of the most successful movie franchises ever. She quickly climbed on the bike behind Steve and forced herself to focus on the present.
Late afternoon saw friends and family gathered at Paula and Ted's place for a spur of the moment pool party. Ted had just opened the pool that morning.
"This is probably the last time Dad will have to open the pool," began Gwen as everyone sat at picnic benches with their full plates. Last night Steve suggested that we buy a tract of land to build homes for all of us. This morning, Ashley made an appointment with the realtor that has the Van Wyck estate listed for sale. They work holidays and weekends, especially for the sort of commission this will bring.
"She should be back any minute with the paperwork. It's a full price, cash offer, so I can't imagine it not going through. We'll be breaking ground within a week of closing on the property," predicted Gwen.
"Excuse me?" interjected Paula. "Why do you think Ted and I want to move? Why that property? What's behind this sudden idea?"
"We thought you'd like to live in a new home close to your daughters and grandchildren in a gated and patrolled community with no reporters, tourists, stalkers, or salesmen bothering you. Did I misjudge your feelings?" asked Gwen with a slight smirk.
"I didn't say that we didn't want to be near the grandchildren, or be away from reporters and tourists," replied Paula quickly. "Just explain what's going on."
"Lisa, Kate, and Charlie have agreed to join the company as equal partners. We've all agreed with Steve that we should have a safe haven where all our extended family can live. Lady in Red Productions is going to buy the Van Wyck estate and build log cabins on the hills around the lake. There will be a perimeter fence, a manned gate, cameras, and state of the art security everywhere. We want you and Dad smack in the middle of it all."
"I was concerned about safety after the attempt on Kate the other night and thought this may be a reasonable approach," added Steve. "Lisa's having her baby soon and many of the rest of us will be following suit in the next few years. We'd be living in a place where we knew and trusted our neighbors, had no unannounced visitors or press, and would feel comfortable that our loved ones were safe."
"Well, since you put it that way, I think Ted and I would certainly give it strong consideration," allowed Paula. "Thanks for including us in your plans."
"Mom, these guys all have fantasies about you. I don't know if you'd be safer there or not. You should hear the things they say!" stated Kate as she glared at the men sitting at the tables.
"I think they were teasing you, Kate. These young men all have very beautiful ladies. They wouldn't be wasting time and energy thinking about a woman my age," laughed Paula modestly.
"Oh yeah?" retorted Kate. "Tell the truth. How many of you guys have fantasies about my mom?"
The guys looked around at each other, undecided as to just how serious Kate really was. Then Steve slowly raised his hand and the rest quickly followed suit. Paula's eyes grew wide in surprise and then she turned a bright red.
"See! That's why it wouldn't be safe in Asgard for you," reasoned Kate. "These guys are all perverts. They have the hots for my mother!"
"Just a minute," interrupted Steve. "Let's tell the whole story. How many guys have fantasies about Kate? Okay, how about Gwen? Jordan? Lisa? Ashley? Naomi? Charlotte? Old Mrs. Smith that lives across the street?
"There you have it. These guys appreciate beauty and harbor fantasies about the beautiful women around here, with the exception of Mrs. Smith. Even Ted raised his hand once we got away from his daughters. We men aren't perverts. We're completely normal males. Ted wouldn't be happy with a woman that other men found repulsive. Paula's beauty was a big reason for that stupid rumor about us having an affair. Men really aren't very complicated.
"But, and I stress this to all of you, none of these men will ever knowingly do anything to make you feel uncomfortable, or unsafe. You can skinny dip in the lake all day, every day. You will cause a lot of natural male reactions, but not one of these men would ever do anything inappropriate. That's why I feel this would work so well. We'd be our own best line of defense. If I'm gone and Gwen is sunbathing naked, she'll be safe, although there may be a few binoculars and telescopes trained on her cute little tush, or in Billy's case, on her big, ripe..."
"Okay!" interjected Gwen. "We get the picture. Men are perverts, but that's why we love them. We can trust these guys to somewhat control their perving. They won't touch, but they're going to look every chance they get. They all have some sort of "mommy" issues, so Mom has to be careful, and Dad needs to be vigilant."
Before anyone could respond to Gwen's statement, Ashley emerged from the house and joined the group. She was all smiles as she sat down on Steve's lap.
"Since Paula is being so shy with her boyfriend in front of Ted, I thought I'd take this empty spot. Maybe the next rumor will be about me and Steve. Mom would be so happy for me!" laughed Ashley. "But Becky would be jealous.
"I just got back from seeing the realtor. We submitted a full price offer. It'll make the realtor's year if this goes through, and I don't see any reason why it wouldn't. I told him that we'd close as soon as the title work was done. As long as we get clear title, we can have it surveyed when we lay out the roads and building sites. This is extremely exciting. In fact, I think Steve's getting excited right now," teased Ashley as she wiggled her ass on Steve's lap.
"Mark, you'll have to get used to this kind of joking and flirting if you find yourself around us very much," explained Jordan. "We have a strict rule about no jealousy, and men don't touch the ladies, but the ladies can take some liberties with the guys. However, we are monogamous, and faithful to our boyfriends, husbands, lovers, or significant others. In my case, it's now my fiancé! Steve gets the brunt of the attention, but Jared, Charlie, and Jason have been the objects of some serious flirting at times. None of us dare flirt with Billy, as he's a real perv."
"Hey, I resemble that remark," grinned Billy. "You can't upset me no matter what you say. Not since that July Fourth bike ride and the hot tub in that log cabin. I'm a happy man, and I'll die a happy man. There was some seriously big, prime..."
"Okay! We get the drift, Billy!" warned Charlotte as she grinned sheepishly. "He's been living in fantasy land for a few years now, but at least he's a happy camper. I think it's one of the reasons he so excited about Asgard. He'll be surrounded by some of the most beautiful women in the world. If they happen to prance around in swim suits, or even au natural, he'll be in heaven, which I guess is what Asgard is when you think about it."
"One thing I want to mention while everyone is here is how much I appreciate the trust you all have in me," stated Ashley seriously. "You sent me out to spend a few million of your dollars. You've given me an unlimited credit card and access to your accounts. You never second guess or criticize me. It just makes me try harder to be the best assistant I can be."
"You wouldn't have the responsibility if we didn't have complete trust in you, Ashley. It also takes some of the pressure off Mom," responded Gwen. "The fact that I'm not upset that Steve has you snuggling on his lap is all the proof you need that I trust you. You've proven yourself too many times over the years for us to even question your actions. You're one of us, part of the extended family, and a very capable person."
Just then, Mark Neary's phone began ringing. He excused himself and walked a short distance away. He was only gone a short time before he called back to the group.
"Lieutenant Hammer! Please come over here!" was all he said as he held his cell phone up.
Everyone suddenly stopped talking as Steve gently place Ashley on her feet and immediately stood. He hurried over to accept the phone from the Captain. Gwen saw Jason and Chip exchange knowing looks, which made her begin to worry.
"What could this mean?" demanded Gwen. "Why do you and Chip know about this?"
"Nothing definite," responded Jason. "It's just that Mark suddenly went back into officer mode, so he must have been called by a superior. That superior wanted to speak to Steve right now. It's Monday evening on a long holiday weekend. Steve's just returned from a very dangerous and difficult mission where he received several injuries. This call isn't to wish him a happy holiday. Something's up. It doesn't have to be anything bad, or dangerous, so please don't start worrying."
Everyone watched Steve as he conversed on the phone. Then he grimly nodded his head as he agreed to something and turned the phone off. He then looked toward those seated by the pool and made a slight movement with his head. Chip jumped to his feet immediately and walked quickly over to his friend.
"Look at those two guys!" marveled Kate as the two friends stood close together, having a private conversation. "They're all tanned and tough looking and really serious about something. I have a bad feeling that this may be some SEAL business or something equally tough."
Suddenly the conversation ended and the men returned to the group. Steve reached down for Gwen's hand as he ignored the obvious question that was on everyone's mind. Chip took Kate's hand and led her toward a quiet area off to the side. Once Steve had guided Gwen far enough away that the others couldn't hear, he spoke quietly and calmly.
Everyone could tell that something had happened. The entire mood had suddenly changed as they watched the two men speak privately with the sisters. Kate stood very still before suddenly throwing her arms around Chip as she cried out.
It was only seconds later that Gwen did very much the same with Steve, but she spoke loud enough for the others to hear. "If you have to go, promise you won't be a hero again. You just do what you have to do and come home to me. Do you promise?"



Steve's response was spoken too quietly for anyone but Gwen to hear. Then he pulled her close and kissed her long and hard. By this time, Kate had her arms wrapped round Chip and was kissing him soundly. When they broke the kiss, they walked over to Gwen and Steve.
Gwen spoke briefly to Chip and then hugged him tightly before kissing him on the lips briefly. Kate did much the same with Steve, but held the kiss much longer. Then the four of them walked back to the group.
"They have to go," managed Gwen as she fought back tears. "All we can tell you is that's important, and it's immediate. They're leaving right now."
It was obvious to everyone that Kate and Gwen were upset with the news they had just received. They clutched the hands of the two men as Gwen told everyone of their imminent departure.
"Mark? Are you going with them?" asked Ashley nervously.
"Only as far as Washington," replied Captain Neary. "I'm a JAG officer, not a SEAL."
Jason quickly understood the significance of that statement. He shook hands with both men and wished them luck. Soon, they two were being embraced as they said their goodbyes. A few minutes later, Mark, Steve, and Chip climbed into Mark's rental car and drove away, leaving Kate and Gwen holding each other as they waved to their men.
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As Steve and Chip rode with Captain Neary to the airport, they discussed the current situation. They understood its gravity and dispensed with any banter.
"Kate wanted to try to talk you out of going," revealed Chip. "I told her that it wouldn't change your mind, but it would make leaving more difficult. She understood. She's amazing."
"Gwen wasn't happy, but she knows I've got it to do. It helped when I told her that you were going with me. You've made a very positive impression on the entire family, especially Kate. I don't have to tell you how important that family is to me."
"Yeah, and I can see why. The Anderson women are thoroughbreds. I've never seen a family with so much beauty and brains, yet remain so grounded," replied Chip. "I'm going to do everything I can to win Kate. I can't stop thinking about her."
"They're the best. That's for sure. This situation we're headed into may get kind of hot. Maybe it wasn't fair of me to ask you to come along, but there's nobody that I'd rather have cover my back. We'll have to keep our eyes open and play this close to the vest. I'm not sure exactly what the state department plans, but we need to be ready to adjust on the fly."
"I wonder how they're going to handle this. We don't negotiate with terrorists. What could they expect you to do?" wondered Chip. "I've got a bad feeling about the whole thing. Don't volunteer for anything stupid. Look at the life you have. You're wealthy, have an incredible girl friend, a great career, and some great friends. You've got it all. Think twice before you risk it."
Meanwhile, Gwen and Kate were still at home, trying to not answer questions. They were reluctant to say much of anything.
"Mom, we really don't know very much. Steve was told to report, and he asked Chip to go with him. He obviously felt more comfortable with Chip going along. You can understand why. Except for Steve and Jason, I've never been around a more capable, confident man," responded Gwen to questions from her mother.
"That's right!" agreed Kate. "I was going to ask Steve not to go, but Chip told me that responsibilities fall on the shoulders of men like Steve, and we can't ask him to shirk them. Chip said that Steve feels that it's 'his to do', as the two of them like to say, and it's important that we support him any way possible rather than make him feel guilty about leaving us to do what he must."
"This is quite unusual," interjected Jason. "Steve shouldn't even be considered for any mission until he's totally recovered, and given some time off. You just don't go on back-to-back missions. I'm guessing this may be something forced on the state department, rather than something planned. Maybe they want him to go to some function and escort someone's daughter around or something like that. Of course, he wouldn't need Chip for that."
"Let's just try to enjoy what's left of the holiday," offered Jordan. "We need to have faith in Steve and Chip to do what needs to be done and come back to us. Let's talk about the new homes we're going to build. I want room for at least three kids in my house. Seeing Lisa pregnant has started my maternal juices flowing. Charlie and I really like the concept of all of us living close together in a safe environment. Steve had a great idea."
The next morning saw Gwen and Kate arrive in the kitchen quite early to find their mother already making coffee. They immediately sensed that something was wrong. Paula's face was tight and she looked extremely upset.
"You both need to watch the news from Iraq this morning! A bus with seventeen kids on it was hijacked yesterday. They were international students. All of them were children of western diplomats, mostly European. There's hell to pay. The kidnappers have demanded a ransom, or they'll kill the children," stated Paula very seriously.
"Do you think that has something to do with Steve having to report in last night?" asked Gwen as she moved in front of the television to better see the story.
"I'm afraid so," replied Paula grimly. "He's the ransom they're demanding."
Gwen suddenly became light-headed. She quickly sat down as her mother's words played over in her mind. "Steve's the ransom? Do you mean they want the government to swap Steve for the kids?"
"So it seems," replied Paula. "This is the same fanatical group that attacked Sparta years ago. They seem to have a real bug up their ass about Steve. They've put their demands out over the internet. The kids will be executed unless Steve is turned over to them by midnight, which is 5 PM here."
Gwen mulled that information over for less than a minute before she picked up her cell phone and pressed a number. "Ashley, have the crew of the Red Lady prepare a flight plan for Iraq and tell them to be on stand-by. Call the helicopter service and get them here to Sparta as soon as you can. They need to be ready to fly me to the airport on a moment's notice."
"Gwen, you can't be thinking about going to Iraq! It's not safe there!" gasped Paula.
"Don't even bother, Mom. Gwen has to go, and I'm going with her," insisted Kate. "Those guys risk everything for us. If they need us, we have to be there for them. What kind of women would we be if we just went about business as usual?"
"Oh, Kate! You, too?" cried Paula. "I understand, but I hate it. I'm going to call Jason and see what he thinks you need to take with you, since you're so determined to go. He'll have some good suggestions."
Twenty minutes later, Jason and Lisa walked into the house as Kate and Gwen pulled their suitcases into the living room. "I saw the news. Now your mom tells me you're going to Iraq."
"Yes, Kate and I are all packed. We'll be leaving before long. We just want to know if there's anything you think we should take with us. You're served in Iraq. What will we need?"
"What you'll need is me," responded Jason nonchalantly. "This trip is going to be dangerous as hell. I'm all packed and ready to go."
"You just got out of the hospital. You're not healed completely. Lisa's pregnant! We can't ask you to go with us," worried Kate. "Lisa, make him stay!"
"Kate, my guy is one of 'those guys', much like the guys you both have. He's not staying here when my sisters need him. I wouldn't ask him to. I love him because of his strength and devotion to family. I wouldn't have him be any other way. He'll take care of you."
"How soon are we leaving?" asked Ted as he emerged from his bedroom with a duffel bag. "Do I have time for coffee?"
"Dad? You're going with us? I'm not surprised when I think about it. You're the best father in the world!" managed Gwen as she hugged her father.
"The helicopter's waiting for us by the park. Let's get going," urged Kate as she hugged her mother and opened the front door. "Look at all of the reporters out in the street! It looks like the circus is in town."
"That's one more reason why we need Asgard," observed Gwen as she carried her bag out the door. "We have to get going. Dad, you drive. I'm so wrought up I'd probably run over a few of these idiots."
Ted threaded his way through the media frenzy and then accelerated down the street as reporters scurried to follow them. They pulled up at the park near the high school a few minutes later. Gwen was surprised to see two helicopters sitting on the grassy field near the parking lot. As she climbed out of the family SUV, several other cars pulled up and parked next to where she was standing.
"Look! It's Jordan and Charlie, Billy and Charlotte, Jared and Naomi, and even Coach and Laura!" exclaimed Kate. "Why are they all here?"
"I think it's because they're our friends. They must plan on going with us!" sobbed Gwen as she hurried to embrace them.
"Paula thought a good doctor might be needed and I wouldn't let her go without me," explained Coach Watkins. "A man has to keep his pregnant wife safe."
"Laura! You're pregnant! Congratulations, but do you think it's a good idea for you to be going with us?" worried Gwen.
"You kids keep saving the world and I keep seeing it on TV. This is my chance to be part of your incredible saga. We'll be telling our grandkids about this trip. Besides, you may need a good doctor and I happen to think that I'm one of the best. I never would have met Coach if you and Steve hadn't gotten us together. If I expect you two to be the godparents of my baby next winter, we'd better get over there and pull Steve's ass out of the fire."
"You always had a way with words," chuckled Gwen. "Thanks so much for coming along, even though I worry about your baby. As soon as we can, we'll head back home."
"You weren't thinking of leaving without telling us, were you?" asked Charlotte. "Paula called all upset and asked if Billy might go along to help keep you safe. I told her 'damn straight' he would and I'd be right there with him. Let's get loaded and headed for the airport."
"Gwen! Could I catch a ride? I was preparing to return to Washington when the network told me to stay here and interview you about this new situation. I was just getting to your home when your car left the driveway, so I turned around and followed," revealed Amber Stahl. "I'll stay out of the way and I'll clear my reports with you before I send them, at least until this is resolved."
"Sure, as long as you don't report anything that could endanger us, or Steve," replied Gwen. "That may mean waiting till this is all over and we have Steve back home."
"Everyone get on the choppers!" called Kate as she grabbed her bag and started for the helicopters. "We're wasting time that we don't have by standing here talking."
As the group crowded into the two helicopters, news vans began pulling into the parking lot. The first two into the lot managed to video the doors closing and the choppers lifting off. That was all they were able to report. The destination was unknown.
An hour later, the group had transferred to the Red Lady and was waiting for permission to take off. "Gwen, why are you going to Iraq? What do you hope to accomplish?" asked Amber as she aimed her camera at Gwen's face.
"You remember when Steve dove into that icy river to save those infants? I knew I had to be prepared to help him when he surfaced, so I jumped into the water to be there for him. It turned out that I saved his life because I was proactive. I didn't wait for the situation to develop. I saw what was going to be needed and I prepared for it.
"That's what I'm doing today, what all of us are doing. Steve may need help. He's going to need his friends and he's especially going to need me. I'm going to be as ready as possible when the time comes."
"What about your friends? Aren't you concerned that they'll be in danger, too? Is it a good idea to take them with you?" asked Amber.
"There are many different thoughts about what constitutes a friend," replied Gwen as she looked around at the assembled entourage listening to her every word. "For Steve and me, friends are people that we love, and we will risk everything for. They owe us nothing, but give us everything. I'd never try to dissuade any of these friends from going on this journey. It would be disrespectful to them. I'm their friend and understand how they feel about Steve and Chip, and about the responsibilities of friendship. These are the people I want around me when the chips are down. They'll stand with me, no matter what. Of that, I'm certain!"
It was an extremely long flight with a stop in Germany for fuel. It was on the last leg of the journey when Gwen received the news. The pilot spoke briefly to Jason, who returned to the cabin to relay the information to the other travelers.
"The pilot just received word that Steve has been exchanged for the seventeen students. The kids are all safe and healthy."
Everyone went silent and looked to Gwen as the meaning of Jason's words sunk in. Gwen's lip quivered briefly, but she managed to force a smile. "Those poor, dumb bastards! Steve won't let them live now that the kids are safe. They'll all be dead before this is over."
"Yeah!" agreed Kate. "Chip will help Steve kill those mother f...., uh, mud suckers. Sorry about the language, Dad."
"Don't worry about offending me," chuckled Ted grimly. "If those mother fuckers aren't dead when we get there, we'll soon remedy that situation."
Kate's mouth fell open when she heard her father swear, but she soon recovered. "That's my Dad! Be sure you give Chip 'The Talk' when we get him back with us. He's going to be hanging around your youngest daughter quite a lot from now on!"
"There's got to be more to this story," reasoned Charlie. "The U.S. doesn't negotiate with terrorists. We'd never offer to exchange a citizen in good standing for foreign nationals, regardless of the threat to them."
"We'll try to figure all of that out when we can, but our first priority is to get Steve back," insisted Gwen. "We need to find Chip. He must have some sort of plan, or at least an idea on how to rescue Steve. I'm really glad now that he went with Steve. I'm certain he'll do everything possible to get Steve out of this mess."
"We need to begin making our own plans," advised Jason. "Jared, Charlie, and I have been on the ground in Iraq and understand the culture better than the rest of you will. Everyone needs to stay close and to heed any suggestions or orders from any of us three. It's got to be that way. There's no debate. Does everyone understand and agree?"
Everyone nodded their assent and remained quiet as Jason continued. "We'll find out as much as we can about where Steve was swapped, who he was handed over to, and where they may have taken him. The CIA should be all over this. I imagine they have a plan to get Steve back. We don't want to interfere with their efforts, but we need to be ready to do what we can."
The Red Lady landed in Baghdad around 1 AM Local time. Jason and Jared immediately began calling their Army contacts in Iraq. Naomi did much the same with her Navy friends.
"The guys are really upset that the state department allowed this swap," announced Naomi after speaking with some of her comrades in the Navy. "Our government didn't make the swap; they simply introduced Steve to the families of the kids being held. That was about an hour before the deadline. No one was surprised when Steve volunteered to make the trade. My friends feel that Steve was set up. The CIA knew what kind of man he is and how he'd respond to the situation. No one's seen Chip. They didn't even know that he was with Steve. This whole situation stinks to high heaven!"
"I'm getting pretty much the same from my contacts," confirmed Jared. "The whole military is upset that something like this was allowed. What really pisses them off is that the CIA hasn't asked for any help, or even backup, from the Rangers or Seals already in Iraq. They're all more than willing to walk into hell to make this right, but they've been given no orders."
"I finally found someone that had a hunch about what was going on," revealed Jason. "I had my brother make some inquiries. He's a colonel now and has a few connections. He's been given the impression, unofficially of course, that the CIA isn't trying too hard to get Steve back. If he's killed by these terrorists, Congress will allocate all sorts of funds to have the group destroyed. The CIA will be in high clover if that happens."
"What! They'd allow those bastards to just kill Steve to pad their budget? The government doesn't work that way, does it?" demanded Kate. "President Hanson wouldn't do that to Steve!"
"He probably wasn't even informed until it was too late," responded Jason. "The CIA plays by its own rules. Presidents don't always know what it's doing, or what its goals are.
"The good news is that there's a consensus about where Steve would likely be held. Everyone thinks he'll be taken north as far as possible, which isn't all that far with our planes and drones looking for them. Most of the so-called experts think Steve must be within a hundred miles of Baghdad, and probably north."
"Let's set up about a hundred miles north, then," reasoned Gwen. "We have some helicopters already hired to carry us to our final destination. You know the general area where I want to go, Jason. Can you suggest a safe place for us to stay while we try to find out more about Steve?"
Jason moved his head slightly and left the room, with Jared and Charlie following. After a few minutes, the men came back inside. "We've determined a location to set up. It's a medium sized village with a pretty good American presence. It's relatively safe, at least for this part of the world."
A couple hours later, the group had rented several small homes from locals that were delighted to accept American money for the use of their homes. They would stay with relatives until the Americans were gone.
Gwen, Kate, Jordan and the rest soon began asking questions about Steve and Chip. They handed out flyers to anyone that would accept them and asked numerous questions of anyone that could speak English. Jason and Jared contacted anyone and everyone they knew in the Army to put out the word that they were looking for Steve and Chip and would follow up on any rumors or leads they would get.
It was shortly after noon when Jason once again approached Gwen as she, Kate, and Jordan were speaking to a young villager. "Ladies, I just heard that the terrorists put out a new video on the web. Steve was in it. He was pretty badly beaten, and the terrorists promised they'd post another video at noon. It's going to be one of those graphic and grisly videos of a beheading."
Jordan and Kate gasped loudly before turning their attention to Gwen. She was extremely pale and appeared to be trembling as she spoke. "This won't stop us! Steve's alive right now and we'll keep trying to find him. He wasn't meant to end like this. That video will never be aired because it'll never happen!"
Gwen quickly turned and walked away. Once she was in an alley between two shops, she leaned back against a wall and began crying. That's how Kate and Jordan found her a little bit later.
"I know it looks bad, but Steve had Chip watching his back," reasoned Kate. "You've seen what those two guys can do. We can't give up. They need us and we have to be ready to help them any way we can."
A few hours later, Billy hurried up to Gwen, Jordan, and Kate. "Charlotte insisted that I find you. The second video was never aired! Those bastards promised a video of them beheading Steve at noon, but it never materialized. That's gotta be a good thing!"
The next two days dragged by slowly. Gwen and Jordan had ordered that basic supplies for the people of the village be flown in. Gwen believed that the more people they came into contact with, and impressed favorably, the better their chances of learning something about Steve and Chip. They were overseeing the distribution of food items, seeds, and simple tools on the third day after Steve had been turned over to the terrorists when an old man tugged on Gwen's sleeve.
Gwen excused herself and stepped off to the side with the wizened old man. "I don't know if you can understand me or not, but I only speak English. Do you need food?"
The old man led Gwen farther from the group. Once they were out of sight, around the corner of a building, the old man remained silent as he held his closed hand out to Gwen. Not knowing exactly what he wanted, she simply looked on in bewilderment. The man took her hand with his other and pulled it to his closed hand. Then he dropped something onto her palm.
Curiously, Gwen raised the items closer to her face so she could see them better. She suddenly gasped as she recognized both Steve's and Chip's dog tags! She forced herself to remain calm as she studied the face of the old man.
"Where did you get these?" asked Gwen gently, not wanting to frighten the man. All she got from the old timer was a blank look. Just then, she saw a young man that she knew spoke English walking past. Gwen summoned him to her side.



"Ask this man where he got these tags! Try to find out anything he might now about them," insisted Gwen to the young man. Then she stood by silently as the two conversed for a couple minutes. Finally, the old man turned and slowly walked away.
"He says that two men with only three legs staggered into his yard last night. They are very sick and will probably die. He hid them in a small cave in the hillside behind his home. He heard that you were looking for two men, so he walked here to let you know. He brought the tags as proof of his words."
"Do you know where his place is?" demanded Gwen. "Can you tell me how to get there and how to identify it?"
"Sure. Everyone knows his home. It is on the road north, next to a stream and a small waterfall. It's the only stream within a hundred miles. It'll be easy to recognize."
Gwen raced back Jordan. "We're leaving! Tell everyone to get to the helicopters right away! I may know where Steve and Chip are!"
Jordan wasted no time asking questions. "Okay, I'll go tell the guys. They're down at the police station asking questions. You let the rest know. I wish we could use our cell phones!"
Gwen found Kate with Laura as she examined a small child's bruised arm. Gwen waited the two minutes it took for Laura to announce the injury was healing. "I think I've located Steve and Chip. They're in a bad way and need help immediately. Get everyone together and get to the helicopters. Forget about suitcases and clothes. We don't have time!"
Twenty minutes later, the entire group was climbing aboard the two helicopters. Gwen had just explained the situation. "An old man just gave me the dog tags of Chip and Steve. He said that 'two men with three legs', whatever that means staggered into his yard last night. He hid them in a small cave and then walked here to let me know. He said that they're very ill! We need to follow the road north until we find a house by a stream and a waterfall. The guys will be hidden in a small cave in the hillside."
"Here's how this is going to work," interrupted Jason. "Jared, Ted, Charlie, Billie, and Coach will ride with me in the first chopper. We'll go in first to be sure this isn't a trap of some sort. Once we give the 'okay' you guys will land and find Steve and Chip. I can't stress enough that if we do find them, we need to load and run as quickly as we can. There's a shitload of bad guys after their asses. This won't be any picnic. Now let's go!"
Amber had been filming events for the past several days. Tensions were high and she knew it was all coming to a head so she videoed everything she could. The helicopters remained close to the ground as they moved rapidly north. In a surprisingly short time, the lead chopper reduced speed and made a quick circle around the small home by the stream.
"There's a couple of trucks headed toward the stream from the north," shouted the pilot of the ladies' helicopter. "They're going to put down between the vehicles and the home. We're going to land behind the house. You need to find those guys in that cave and get them back here as fast as possible! It looks like there's going to be shooting and we can't afford to lose even one of these birds!"
Gwen and Kate quickly exchanged glances and quick nods. There was no doubt that they were going to lead the search for the cave and the two injured SEALs. As soon as the chopper touched the ground, Gwen threw the door open and jumped out. Kate was on her heels as the two women raced toward the hill. As they ran, they heard shots, a lot of shots, coming from just up the road.
"Gwen! Over by that shrub! There's an opening!" cried Kate as she veered to her left.
Gwen and Kate reached the cave at the same time. "Let me go first!" insisted Gwen as she raised a handgun and stepped inside the dark cave. She waited for her eyes to grow accustomed to the dark. The cave was littered with junk and it took twenty seconds for Gwen to detect boots concealed behind a pile of old pallets. She carefully made her way to the pallets and peeked around them.
"Over here, Kate!" called Gwen as she slid the gun back into a pocket and dropped to her knees by the two men. "They're both alive! They're feverish and unconscious. Is Laura coming?"
"I'm right here," replied Laura calmly as she pointed a flashlight toward them. "These guys are too big for us to carry very easily. I'll examine them while someone gets those stretchers from the chopper. From the sounds of the fighting up the road, we can't waste a minute!"
Naomi and Charlotte returned to get the stretchers that Laura wanted while Amber filmed the scene in the cave. Even through the viewfinder, it was evident that both men were extremely ill. Their breathing was shallow and one of them made a wheezing sound when he breathed. Both men were shirtless and covered in blood. Then Amber noticed that Steve's right leg and Chip's left leg were bound together tightly. Steve's arms were bent back and his hands were out of sight. Chip clutched a gun in his right hand.
"We've got to separate their legs. I don't know why they're bound together, but there must be a good reason, so be very careful when you separate them," cautioned Laura as Gwen produced a strong pair of scissors from Laura's bag and began cutting at the straps around the legs of the two men.
The sharp scissors quickly severed the leather bands and the two legs separated and moved slightly. Chip let out a loud groan, although he failed to regain consciousness.
"There's the answer! Chip's leg's broken, at the very least," declared Laura. "They bound them together so they could walk. These guys have been through hell. Let's get them on the stretchers and if the men aren't here by then, we'll just have to carry them out ourselves."
They had just managed to carefully roll both men on the stretchers when Coach entered the cave. "Laura, Ted and I will try to get these guys out, but you're needed down by the choppers right now. Charlie's been hit pretty bad!"
"Oh, no!" cried Jordan as she rushed from the cave, followed closely by a grim faced Laura.
"I won't be worth a shit!" exclaimed Ted. "My arm's been hit and I can hardly move it. We need the other men."
"Coach, if you take the front, Kate and I can each take one side of the back. We can get them out! Let's just do it now!" urged Gwen as she leaned down by the left side of the stretcher occupied by Chip.
It wasn't easy, but they managed to get Chip down the hill and loaded onto a chopper. As they carried Chip, Gwen saw Jared and Billy carrying a very bloody Charlie down the road, with Jason limping alongside them. They reached the chopper just after Coach and the girls had carefully placed Chip inside.
"Help us get Steve from the cave and we'll get out of here!" yelled Gwen to Jared and Billy. "He's on another stretcher. Follow me!"
Jared and Billy wasted no time transporting Steve to the second chopper and placing him in it. "Everyone get your asses on board right now!" demanded Jason. "There were some more trucks a couple miles up the road and they were headed this way fast!"
Amber was able to video the three pursuing vehicles as they pulled to a stop and began firing at the helicopters as they raced over the countryside. The pilots dropped down over a hill and the shooters were lost from sight. Then she turned her attention, and camera, to Steve as he lay unmoving. She heard Gwen say something and moved the lens up to catch her face as she spoke.
"We're headed straight for the Red Lady. We're going back to the states as fast as we can fly! Dad, how badly are you hit? Let's have a look at that arm. It's bleeding quite a lot."
"You just take care of Steve. I'll be fine if Charlotte will bandage me up a little, so I don't bleed all over. Compared to what Steve and Chip went through, and Charlie, it's hardly a scratch."
"How badly was Charlie hurt?" asked Amber as she turned her attention to Ted.
"It's hard to say. There was a lot of blood. He was hit in the head and dropped like a rock. I want to tell you that Jason and Jared shot the hell out of those bastards. The rest of us helped, but you could tell who was getting the job done. Charlie showed his Army training, too, until he was hit. We took out about ten of them. I hope I never have to do that again," admitted Ted as Charlotte worked on his arm.
"Do you have anything we can use to get these cuffs off Steve?" asked Gwen to the pilot. "He has a broken arm and those damn cuffs have to be painful!"
When they reached Baghdad, they landed very close to where their jet was waiting. They quickly carried Chip, Charlie, and Steve onto the waiting jet. Within half an hour, they were airborne. The Red Lady landed briefly in Germany to refuel before turning its nose toward the United States and stretching out.
As they flew, Laura, with the help of Charlotte and Gwen, examined the three badly injured men. "Gwen and Kate, carefully cut those filthy clothes off your men. They're not much more than rags anyway. I need to examine them more closely to see the extent of their injuries.
"Charlie's been hit pretty hard, but it looks like the bullet made a groove on his head, but didn't penetrate his skull. He probably has a concussion, and he bled a lot, but I'm optimistic that he'll make a full recovery, as long as he didn't suffer any brain damage. That seems unlikely."
"Thanks, Laura," replied Jordan gratefully. "I don't know what I'd do if I lost him, but I'm sure proud of the way he fought to keep us safe. These are the best men I've ever seen, and you're pretty gutsy, too. I'm sure glad that you came along!"
"So am I, Jordan," agreed Laura as she examined Charlie. "Helping these fine young men gives me a great feeling. I've started Chip and Steve on antibiotics and I'm hopeful that their temperatures will begin to drop by the time we land. Make no mistake, these men are very ill. They both require surgery. It looks like Steve has a broken arm and a punctured lung, along with numerous injuries from several beatings. Chip's leg was broken by a bullet and his shoulder has another one lodged in it. They both lost a lot of blood. How they managed to walk at all amazes me. They're two very tough hombres!"
Kate listened to Laura discuss the injuries as she gently cut Chip's pants away from his bloody leg. "They are tough hombres, aren't they? I see now that falling for a real hero has some disadvantages. Gwen's been aware of it for some time. They have to be rescued and nursed back to health a lot, but that's okay. Chip saved Steve's life. I'm sure of it, and I'll always love him for that, and probably a lot of other things as well."
Kate watched Gwen tenderly sponge the blood and dust from Steve's body and soon began doing the same for Chip. She felt no embarrassment as she sponged every inch of Chip's body. Ted stopped by to see how his daughters and the injured men were doing. He found Jordan, Gwen, and Kate, lovingly caring for their men.
"Dad, promise me that you'll give Chip 'The Talk' when he's feeling better. I think I've fallen for the guy. Will you accept him into our family?" asked Kate as she placed a damp cloth on Chip's head.
"Kate, I'll give him the best 'talk' I've ever given. If you think he's the one for you, he'll be welcome with open arms. My three girls sure know how to pick men! Jason was cool under fire and extremely effective this morning. My appreciation of his courage and loyalty has increased greatly on this trip. Steve's proven himself time and again. Now Chip is lying there all shot up because he's Steve's friend. He sure came through for Steve and that goes a long way with your mother and me. If you love the guy, it'll guarantee his place with us."
"Jason told us about what a great job you did today, Dad. He's really proud of how brave you were, especially since you've had no training of any kind," added Gwen. "Now you have a bullet wound, just like all the other men in the family. You're the best father a girl could ever ask for!"
Ted hugged the three girls and went back to his seat. They continued to care for their men as Laura divided her time between the three wounded heroes.
"We're going to take these guys to Sparta. It'll take a little longer than stopping in Washington or some other city, but I want them to have the best possible care and to be safe while they receive it. Right now, I don't trust anyone, except my friends and family," announced Gwen as everyone sat quietly listening. "They had no business asking Steve to trade himself for those kids, but worse was how they abandoned him after he was swapped. The CIA dropped the ball. Jason has me wondering if they wanted Steve to be killed so Congress would have a reason to better fund the CIA.
"Even if it was just incompetence, or stupidity, I still don't trust them. How they let Steve walk into that situation and not do anything to help him is something I won't forget. I don't know how Chip managed it, but he was the difference. One man alone was more help to Steve than the entire U.S. intelligence community. They never even asked for the help of Rangers, or Seals. We're going to see that these guys get well, and then I'm going to stir things up in Washington!" promised Gwen.
Shortly before landing, Charlie regained consciousness. He complained of a bad headache, but Jordan was thrilled beyond words. "You had a bullet bounce off that hard head of yours! You were so brave! We found Steve and Chip and we're almost back home in Sparta. You're my hero!"
Before they landed, Gwen made a very brief speech to her friends. "I can't tell all of you how much I appreciate that all of you'd go with me on what many people would have felt was a fool's errand. It was dangerous, yet you stood by me, risked your lives to help Steve and Chip, and for that, I'll always be grateful!"
Paula and Lisa had put in a very long week. They tried to go about business as usual, but that quickly became impossible. Once word of the terrorists wanting to trade the hostages for Steve became known, reporters were all over Sparta. Then there was the awful video of the terrorists holding Steve on his knees and promising the next video would show his beheading!
Paula's family came to her home to offer their support. Steve's grandparents, Aunt Janice, and cousin Jen returned to Sparta just after the video of the beheading was promised to be aired. When the video never appeared, the group began to dare to hope that Steve might survive.
"It absolutely amazes me that your daughters and their friends flew to Iraq to search for Steve and his friend," stated Steve's grandmother, Beatrice. "The loyalty and courage of that group is unbelievable. But can they possibly do any good? If the military can't find them, and the CIA has no idea where Steve is, how can Gwen and the others hope to find anything?"
"You saw Gwen react when Steve was flown in on that helicopter last week. She knew he was close by. She could feel it. If anyone can find him, it's Gwen," replied Paula with emotion. "She has no faith in the CIA. She said they didn't involve the military in any part of the exchange and have not asked for its help in finding him. She said she's concerned that the CIA may have no intention of getting Steve out alive. She's even worried about them listening to her phone calls and reading her texts and emails. She won't be calling me much because she doesn't want to jeopardize the safety of her friends, or Steve and Chip."
"She thinks the CIA deliberately allowed Steve to be taken and possibly executed by these terrorists?" asked an astounded William Patterson. "That's difficult to believe. If you listen to the press conferences, they claim to be searching every inch of Iraq for him."
It was later that afternoon that the cable news first aired a report that earlier that day, a drone had launched a Hellfire missile at a suspected terrorist stronghold. The resulting huge blast indicated that explosives, and lots of them, had been stored in the building. Teams were trying to find and identify any remains, but it was feared that Steve Hammer had been held in that facility. Talking heads seemed to agree that if he had been there, it was very likely that he had already been murdered when the drone strike occurred.
"I can't believe it! If there was a chance that Steve was alive and in that building when they hit it with a missile, they should be tried for treason!" insisted a very angry William Patterson.
The next two days were the longest Paula ever experienced. She no longer heard from Gwen, Kate, or Ted. Lisa had been told by Jason that they would not call or email until they had something substantial to report. Cable news constantly reported that Steve's remains may soon be identified from the scene of the missile attack. The public was beginning to ask questions about why the government would launch a missile attack on a building when it was possible that an American citizen was being held there.
Friday morning, cable news had a new story to report. Huge numbers of bikers were traveling toward Sparta. They were riding to show their support for Steve. By noon, thousands of bikers were on the interstate. They had gradually joined up and formed a procession. Bikes were traveling two abreast for miles. Estimates ranged from three to five thousand bikers riding toward the Spartan Nation!
Through all of this, speculation was rampant as to the whereabouts of Gwen and her friends after they had left Sparta on the two helicopters. It was known that the group landed at the airport and soon departed in the Red Lady. Flight plans showed that Iraq was their destination, but no one could determine exactly where in Iraq they had gone after landing in Baghdad.
Paula, Lisa, and their extended family were having lunch in a private room at Marsh's Landing when Lisa's phone rang. "It's Jason!" exclaimed Lisa as she answered the call and listened for several minutes, asking only a few questions.
She seemed almost in a daze as she returned her phone to her purse. "They're on their way home! They should be landing at the airport within the hour! They'll be bringing Steve, Chip, and Charlie to the hospital by helicopter as fast as they can get them loaded. The hospital has been alerted.
"Dad was hit in the arm, but he's doing fine. Charlie was wounded in the head, while Steve and Chip have numerous injuries and are still unconscious. Can you believe it? They found Steve and Chip, and they were in a gun battle! Charlie's hurt pretty badly and Dad was wounded!"
"How's Billy and Charlotte?" asked Billy's father excitedly as he approached the table. "I overheard you saying that they're coming home. My wife will be so relieved! Billy was in a gun battle?"
"Everyone else is fine. Jason said they all pulled together and he was extremely proud of the entire group. Gwen and Steve sure have some special family and friends. I'm so proud of Jason, and Dad! He's a great father!"
"My God!" exclaimed a jubilant William Patterson. "Those young people are incredible. They practically went to war to save their friends. They did what the government was either unwilling, or unable to do!"
As soon as The Red Lady came to a stop and shut down its engines, the three injured men were immediately transferred to waiting helicopters. Then the rest of the group piled in, and they took off on the last leg of their journey. They had only gone a dozen miles or so when Naomi pointed to the interstate.
"Look at all of those bikes! They go on for miles! Is there something going on that I haven't heard about?"
"I called the network to let them know I was back and had the story of the century," confessed Amber. "They mentioned a procession of bikers riding to Sparta. It seems that the state department has been suggesting that Steve had died, and drones had killed the terrorists in a missile attack. These riders are headed to Sparta to pay their respects. I was told that there are thousands of them."



"They're riding to pay their respects? They think Steve is dead?" questioned Gwen, before pulling her cell out and hitting a button. "Larry? Larry Carson? Yes, it's really me. I'm wondering where you are at the moment. I thought so! Look up and to your left. That's our group in the choppers. No! Steve didn't die.
"We brought him home from Iraq! He's hurt pretty badly. So are Charlie and Chip, but we're expecting them to recover. Yes, you heard right. No, it isn't a secret any longer. Tell everyone that Steve's alive and coming home to the hospital in Sparta. I'll feel a lot safer with you and your group in town. You're our friends and that means a lot to us!"
Gwen turned off her phone and watched as the bikers began waving to the helicopters as they roared past the procession. She knew that Larry would spread the word to his fellow riders. They would turn a solemn procession into a celebration. With that thought, Gwen dialed Ashley.
"Ashley, we're coming home! He's hurt pretty badly, but he should get better with the care he'll be receiving. Chip's with us. We expect him to recover as well. Charlie was knocked out by a bullet that bounced off his head, but Laura thinks he should be okay. They're all badly injured, but they're already looking better than they did when we first found them.
"We'll catch up on all of that later. Right now I wanted to tell you that thousands of bikers and motorists are headed for Sparta. Originally, they were coming to pay their respects, but now it's going to be a celebration of sorts. We're going to need vendors to supply free food and drinks for everyone. You've already arranged it? Ashley, you're the best! Make sure that we have enough. From the air, I see a lot of vehicles turning off the interstate at the Sparta exit. This is going to be big!"
Word spread quickly through Sparta that Gwen and friends had gone to Iraq, found Steve alive, and were bringing him back to the hospital! Hordes of reporters, photographers, and citizens began gathering in front of the hospital, not far from the pad designed for helicopters to land. A shout went up as the two choppers came into view, circled the area once, and then the first chopper landed on the pad.
Hospital staff immediately pushed gurneys out to the waiting helicopter as passengers began stepping out. Everyone recognized Billy and Jared as they gently swung a body on a stretcher from the helicopter and placed it on the waiting gurney. Kate Anderson rushed over to accompany it as it was carefully guided toward the entrance to the hospital as a second gurney replaced it by the helicopter. Billy and Jared carefully lifted a second stretcher and placed it on a gurney as Gwen Anderson watched closely. She accompanied that gurney as it was pushed toward the hospital. As she drew closer to the large crowd, people began to loudly cheer and clap. She had brought Steve home when the government and media were suggesting that he was probably dead!
The helicopter quickly took off and the second one landed. Another gurney was pushed along side as Billy and Jared helped passengers off before once again lifting someone on a stretcher onto the waiting gurney. Jordan Quick accompanied that gurney as it made the short journey to the hospital. Once again the crowd roared its approval. Everyone realized that Charlie must have been injured if Jordan was hanging so close.
The remaining friends started down the walkway to the hospital. Cheers and whistles continued as locals expressed their approval, and pride, in the actions of the young friends of Steve and Gwen. Reporters called to them to answer questions, but the group simply waved and continued into the hospital.
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Steve and Chip had been somewhat surprised at the delays that cropped up on their trip to Iraq. They had to switch aircraft three times and the trip wound up taking several hours more than they would have expected.
"Doesn't it seem strange that they were in such a hurry for you to get to the airport, but sent you on such a round-about way to get to Iraq?" asked Chip as the two men prepared to land in Baghdad. "This whole thing seems odd. Why are they bringing you in, even if the terrorists insisted that they negotiate only with you? We don't negotiate, so what's the sense of involving you?"
"I've been wondering the same thing," admitted Steve. "Maybe they'll want me to stall them so we can get some special forces involved. Plus, these kids are European, and some of those countries do negotiate. They may actually want me to talk to the kidnappers."
"Yeah, it's possible, but if it looks like a dog turd, smells like a dog turd....." began Chip before the pilot interrupted him with the announcement that they'd be on the ground in ten minutes.
Steve and Chip were ushered into a small office as soon as they exited the aircraft. "Thanks for coming," began a smiling man as he extended his hand to Steve. "And who is this man with you?"
"He's a friend that wanted to tour Baghdad, so he caught a ride with me. You might as well go see your friends now, Chip. I'll meet up with you when this is over."
Chip studied Steve's face for a few seconds and nodded. "Sure, Steve. Good luck. I'll be at the hotel, so look me up when you're finished with your assignment. We'll have a few beers and tour the city."
"You've been told that 17 kids have been taken by terrorists," began the smiling man as soon as Chip left the room. "We're going to take you to where the families are gathered while they wait this out. The state department thinks that your experience in dealing with terrorists will help reassure the relatives."
Steve was suspicious of the explanation, but still climbed into a black sedan with the man. Once he was seated, the driver pulled into traffic. It took almost an hour to reach the facility where the families were gathered. As soon as Steve stepped into the room, he realized that he had not been told the truth about the situation.
A man that appeared to be in charge quickly approached him and began speaking in French. "Steve Hammer! Everyone in this room is extremely grateful for your incredible sacrifice. We were so worried that you would not arrive in time, or that you would refuse the terrorists' demands."
Confused by the man's greeting, Steve asked the obvious question. "Exactly what are the terrorists' demands?"
"They have threatened to kill the children unless you are turned over to them. There have been no other demands since that one was made. We have just an hour before the deadline," replied the man.
Steve struggled to conceal his surprise as he turned to look at the man who had escorted him from the airport. He refused to meet Steve's eyes as he suddenly felt the need to study his shoes.
"Has anything been done to secure the safety of the children? Are there any plans for military operations?" asked Steve as he returned his attention to the French speaking man.
"Our governments felt that it would endanger the lives of the children. They determined it would be best to wait to see if you would be willing to save them. Your reputation for unparalleled courage allowed those of us in this room to hope and pray that you would come."
"Had it occurred to any of you before this happened that simply by bringing your children to this area of the world, you would place them in danger?" asked Steve somewhat tersely. "If you, and your governments were so concerned about their safety, the only sensible thing would have been to leave all non-essential civilians home. Now you want me to give my life to save theirs? Does that make any sense? Why would I ever agree to give my life when this situation was so easily preventable?"
Just then a woman stepped forward from the group that had been listening to Steve speak with their leader. "You're known as the most daring of men; and you're the only man in the world that can save our children! My cousin, Michelle D'Anjou, asked me to not place you in this position. She told me that you would feel honor-bound to make the trade, but that it was morally wrong of us to ask. It's to my shame, that I beg this of you. But it's for my daughter, not for me!"
Steve looked at the woman before turning his attention to the other parents and relatives. The anguish they were feeling was tangible. What parent wouldn't be suffering at a time like this? Now it was all on his shoulders. Steve quickly made his decision, but didn't reveal it immediately.
"So tell me this," he began calmly. "Will any of you go with me if I agree to this? I hate to do this alone."
Steve found it interesting that so many of the women looked to their husbands in response to his question. Slowly, reluctantly, six men raised their hands, while the woman that had identified herself as Michelle's D'Anjou's cousin once again stepped forward.
"I'd be proud to accompany you! For my child, no sacrifice is too great. I couldn't ask this of you if I were not willing to suffer the same fate. Take me with you. Together, we will save these children."
Steve nodded as he looked at the assembled group. Human nature was a curious thing. These people had no qualms about asking him to give his life to save their children, but showed great reluctance when they were offered the same opportunity. The six men that had volunteered did so because they felt that they had no choice. They were motivated by fear of being labeled a coward, or accused of not loving their children. Only the one mother demonstrated a true willingness to give up her life to save her child. She needed no persuasion or nudging.
"This woman has saved your children," stated Steve as he embraced the lady briefly. "The rest of you were less than eager to share my fate in order to free your kids. I'll do this because this woman has demonstrated the depth of a mother's love. I'll go alone. I just hope you're all able to live with what you're asking of me."
Steve turned and left the room. He had no desire to hear the words of encouragement and appreciation from the distressed parents. He had traveled to many dangerous places with his father over the years. His father had made it very clear that he was to obey all instructions he was given, and if things went south, it would be up to the two of them to find a solution. They would not be putting others in harm's way simply because Steve wanted to be with his father, even in dangerous parts of the world. Steve had understood what he had been told and never looked for someone else to pull him out of trouble. It was the chance he took when he remained close to his father. He had seen the wisdom in it and had accepted it.
The people he had just met had willingly brought their children into danger, yet acted surprised when the actual danger materialized. They wanted, expected even, that someone else would make the sacrifices necessary to save the kids that they had placed in harm's way. While Steve felt some compassion for them, his overriding emotion was contempt. Only the mother of one child seemed to understand her duty as a parent.
Several French soldiers approached Steve and explained that they were assigned to accompany Steve to the site where the exchange was to be made. Steve simply nodded and climbed into a small bus with the men. He realized that the bus was going to be used to carry the children back to their parents.
Steve considered trying to contact Gwen, but had no idea what he would say to her. She certainly knew how he felt about her, but speaking with her at that moment would only increase the pain she would experience. His thoughts turned to Chip. Would he be able to bail Steve out of the mess he was headed for? Would the state department have operatives in place? Would SEALs or Rangers be used? He had nagging doubts about getting help from the government. They didn't even explain the situation to him before they sent him into the room with the parents!
The night was pitch black, with no moon, and a heavy cloud cover. Steve was told to slowly walk toward a building in a surprisingly busy part of whatever urban area he was now in. The headlights of the bus supplied the only illumination. Steve watched the children walk in single file toward the bus. When about ten of them were more than half way, he was given the signal to walk toward the dark area from which the kids were emerging.
As soon as he stepped into the shadows, his hands were pulled behind his back and cuffs were placed over his wrists. Then he was stunned by a blow to the back of his head which caused him to drop to his knees. A second blow rendered him unconscious.
Steve slowly regained his senses. The first thing he realized was an intense pain coming from his left arm. He forced himself to mentally go over the rest of his body to determine what other injuries he might have. His chest felt extremely tight and his breathing was labored. It felt very much like it did when he had been beaten by the terrorist that had taken him into the snow storm years before.
Steve barely had time to consider the extent of his injuries before he was pulled onto his knees and a dark hood was yanked off his head. The light momentarily blinded him before he realized that he could only see out of his left eye. Now that he focused on the feeling in his face, he discovered that the right side of his head felt swollen and very sore.
A hand grabbed his short hair and held his head up as a man spoke in Farsi. Steve realized he had probably been trained in Iran or Afghanistan, much like the terrorists that had attacked Sparta High School. The man held what felt like a very sharp blade against his throat as he promised he would soon be downloading the beheading of Steve Hammer. About that time, Steve squinted one eye open and detected a camera on a tripod a dozen feet in front of him.
Suddenly the man let go of his head and Steve dropped back to a prone position. The man walked around him and went to an old table nearby. From his interaction with others in the room, Steve surmised that he was checking his handiwork on a lap top computer. The man played his speech promising to broadcast Steve's beheading several times. Then he announced to his comrades that he was downloading it to the web.
After a short conversation, the man walked back to Steve and pulled him back into a kneeling position. Steve needed no script to know what was scheduled next. He opened one eye slightly and saw what appeared to be a scimitar in the man's hand!
Steve realized that the situation was extremely bleak. He promised himself that he wouldn't make it easy for his executioner. If he managed to thwart the man, the others would probably shoot him to death, but that would at least spoil the terrorists' plans of beheading him while he was still breathing, and then broadcasting it over the internet!
After a two minute tirade, the man pulled the scimitar back, and then took a fierce swing at Steve's throat. Steve had been careful to conceal the fact that he was now conscious. He steeled himself against the pain he knew he would experience in his arm and chest, and forcefully ducked his head down toward the floor in front of his knees.
He felt warm liquid pour over the back of his neck as the man that had been holding his head issued a horrible scream. The sword dropped to the floor next to Steve just before something rolled off Steve's back and landed next to the sword. It was the man's left hand! Steve quickly rolled onto his side and located his would-be executioner. He was standing over him holding his bloody wrist with his good hand and screaming in pain and shock.
Steve heard numerous shots, but to his surprise, felt no bullets strike his body. Determined to complete his goal, Steve kicked the back of the man's knee as hard as he could. It caused the guy to drop to the floor on his back. Steve felt around for the hilt of the sword lying behind him. When his right hand closed on the hilt, Steve rose on his knees and looking over his shoulder, drove the blade into the screaming man's throat, thus ending his agony. With the sword wedged into the man's throat, Steve struggled to his feet and stepped closer to the man as blood gushed from the wound in his neck. He watched the terrorist twitch and jerk a few times before he raised his left foot and brought his boot down sharply on the back of the blade.
The razor sharp steel hit the concrete floor as the head separated from the body. Steve then placed the toe of his boot against the man's ear and flipped the head ten feet away from the body.
"Feel better now?" asked a familiar voice from behind. Steve slowly turned to face the speaker. It took a few seconds to focus on the man.
"What the hell took you so long?" chided Steve as he took in his friend's condition. Chip was leaning against a table with his left leg hanging at a strange angle below his knee. Blood stained his lower pant leg. The stain grew larger ever as Steve looked at it. Then he slowly raised his gaze to Chip's shoulder, which also had a large blood stain.
"I was enjoying the sunrise, Asshole," replied Chip through gritted teeth. "I had to take out three guards before I could get inside. Then I shot the five bastards you might be able to see with that ugly damn eye. They died while you were having your tete-a-tete with that headless fucker over there, ...... and over there."
"We can't hang around here and chat," observed Steve. "Neither one of us in any shape to do battle. We need to get the hell out of here."
"Well, I don't think I'll be going anywhere," replied Chip with a wince. "My leg is pretty well fucked up and my shoulder hurts like hell. Just leave me with a few guns and head out. I'll welcome the fuckers when they come through the door."
"Yeah, like I'd leave you here. Kate would kill me if I showed up without your ugly mug in the seat next to mine. Besides, I'd think that you'd be in a hurry to get back to her, rather than wait for those bastards to show up and shoot you to ribbons. I had the impression that you liked her."
"Liked her?" replied Chip. "I already love her! I'm just trying to tell you that I can't walk. I rode a motorbike here, but left it a few miles back and up in the hills. I can't get to it and I couldn't ride it if I could."
"If you think you love Kate, you'll walk on two stumps to get back to her if you have to! I sure as hell can't give up. I've got to see Gwen again, hold her, and make love to her. I'm going back home and you're going with me," insisted Steve as he tried to stare Chip down with his one partially opened eye.
"You're right. I've got to get back to Kate, no matter how much it hurts. She's worth it! She's beautiful, isn't she?"
Steve was pleased to hear his friend talk about seeing Kate again. He knew that they had some difficult days in front of them and he needed Chip to give everything he had in order for them to survive. He made a quick decision.
"Let me see if I can find the keys to these cuffs. If I can get them off, I'll bandage you up and we'll crawl the hell out of here."
Steve spent about five minutes groping the bodies in an attempt to find the keys. He had to go strictly by feel and his efforts were futile. He rose from the last body he had been searching and walked back to Chip, who was still leaning against a table.
"Take my belt, along with yours, and bind your upper leg to mine. We'll walk out of here on three legs. It'll hurt like hell, but it'll keep weight off your lower leg. Can you do it with one good arm?"
It took a few more minutes with some sweating and swearing, but the two men finally were bound together. "Grab that camera and then video these sleeping beauties so we can show them to the grandkids someday," instructed Steve. "Then pull out the card. We'll send one email from that lap top and then get the hell out of here."
Half an hour later, the two men were awkwardly walking away from the old warehouse where Steve had been held captive. They were both bloodied and weak, but eventually found a rhythm and began to make surprisingly good time. Once they had gone a mile south, they veered off the road, using the sun to maintain their course. The traveling became more difficult, but they knew that they had to remain out of sight of any terrorists that could be traveling the roads. Chip was carrying a handgun in his waistband, and had stuffed another in Steve's, although it was unlikely that Steve would be able to use it very well with his hands still bound behind his back.
"I'm not trying to get weird or anything, but have you ever seen Kate naked?" asked Chip as the two men struggled over the rough terrain. "If you have, would you tell me what she looked like? I'd like to have something to think about besides my fucking leg."
"Normally, I wouldn't even consider that request," insisted Steve as he carefully stepped over a sharp rock. "But I can see where it would help pass the time, and maybe cause us to stop thinking about how much everything hurts."
As they trudged across the arid countryside, Steve painstakingly described Kate's charms to Chip. Somewhere along the line, he found himself discussing Gwen's beauty. By nightfall, Chip felt like he knew the sisters intimately. The men tried to sleep for a few hours and then resumed their trek. As they limped along, Steve realized he was answering questions about all the girls he knew, and Chip was a very good listener.
"You realize that you can't ever repeat this stuff, or I'll have to kill you?" asked Steve as the sun was rising. "I have nothing but respect for these ladies and don't want to give the wrong impression. But, it does seem to help make the pain bearable, doesn't it?"
"I understand. What kind of an asshole do you think I am?" replied Chip immediately. "I can't get over how many beautiful women you've seen topless or naked. At least you can die happy. I can't. Now, I've got to see these ladies' tits and asses for myself. We've got to make it back."
The two men were barely conscious when they staggered into the old man's yard. They had no idea if they had been walking for two days, or for a week. They both had high fevers and were badly dehydrated. The old man realized who they were immediately and helped them into the small cave in the side of the hill that he used for storage. Then he started out for the local village to find the Americans that were looking for the two men.
Much later, after they had been rescued and flown home and the group landed at the hospital in Sparta, Billy and Jared, the two strongest and healthiest men in the group, assumed the task of unloading the injured from the helicopters. Once the gurneys with Charlie, Chip, and Steve were rushed to the emergency room, the remaining members of the group walked down the runway to the hospital. Reporters shouted questions while locals clapped and yelled their approval. They waved but remained silent as they walked straight to the waiting room.
Family members were waiting for them when they entered. It was an extremely joyous reunion.
"Jason!" cried Lisa as she rushed into her husband's arms and kissed him soundly. "I knew you'd be the difference. You brought them back! I'm so proud of you, of all of you that made that trip!"
Meanwhile, Paula was carefully examining Ted's bandaged arm."Ted, you're the best husband and father in the world! Look what you went through for your girls. How badly is your arm hurt? We need to get you checked by a doctor. I almost fainted when Lisa said you'd been shot."
William Patterson was busy shaking hands with the men and hugging the women that had made the journey. "Jared! What a good friend you are to Steve and Gwen. Billy, you're the best kind of friend Steve could have. Thanks, Coach, for keeping an eye on these kids and for bringing them back!"



Jared's parents, Billy's parents, Charlotte's mom, Ashley, and Naomi's parents, along with the rest of Paula's family, were equally enthusiastic in their greetings and praise of the group.
Gwen, because of her fame and her generosity to the hospital, and the fact that she was entering her third year of medical school in the fall, was able to be in the operating room with Steve. She maintained her composure as Steve's injuries were treated and his arm set. His lung had been punctured by a broken rib. That required some delicate surgery, but Gwen had quickly determined that the attending doctors were very capable and she felt confident that Steve would make a complete recovery.
Kate made Charlotte promise to watch over Chip during his surgery. She paced around the small waiting room near the OR as she waited for word on Chip's condition. It was a couple hours later that Charlotte came into the room smiling.
"He's doing fine! His leg was badly broken from the bullet, but these doctors are incredible! They said he'll probably be walking without even a limp in less than a year! His shoulder was torn up some, but again, the doctors think he'll make a full recovery. He'll be out of it for a few more hours, so maybe you should go home and get some rest, and some clean clothes."
"Oh, Charlotte! Thanks so much! I can't go home now. I want to be here when Chip wakes up. Will they let me sit with him?" asked Kate.
"Here's what we're going to do," stated Gwen as she came through the doorway. "Steve came through the surgery fine, but it'll be a few hours before he wakes up. I'm sure it's the same for Chip. I know how you feel, Kate, but we need to eat something and get cleaned up. Now that the worst is over, my stomach is screaming at me. Let's slip into Billy's and get some real food. Then we'll go home, shower and change into something nice so when our guys come around, they'll see what beautiful, loving women they have."
Gwen led the way as they went to the main waiting room to find family and friends waiting . Gwen anticipated their questions and quickly announced, "The guys had successful surgery. It'll be hours before they come around and we need to eat and get cleaned up. Let's get over to Billy's and get some real food."
"I'm all for it, but there's a hundred reporters outside waiting for answers to their questions," responded Paula. "I think you're going to have to speak to them before we can go eat."
Gwen nodded to her mother, squared her shoulders, and walked out to where the press had set up. Questions were immediately thrown at her from every direction.
"Allow me a statement that may answer some of your questions. Steve and I are blessed with friends and relatives that are willing to risk injury, and even death, to help us. These friends and relatives traveled to Iraq with my sister, Kate, and me to find Steve and Chip Martin bring them home.
"I have not been able to speak with Steve yet, as he's been unconscious since we found him earlier this morning in a cave on a hill in Iraq. It's unclear to me at this time, exactly what role the state department played in getting Steve to exchange himself for those children. It was not handled properly. Of that, I am certain. I will make the time and effort to determine why and how this happened.
"I need to be very clear on this next point. None of us, and especially not Steve, will ever be exchanged for any ransom demands, regardless of who's being held captive. It's counterproductive and simply encourages and rewards the kidnapping and the killing of innocents. My advice is to leave dangerous areas, definitely do not take children to those areas, and never think that anyone from my family, or Lady in Red Productions, will ever pay any sort of ransom. Don't even ask!
"Get a job in a safe place if you don't want to risk the consequences of your decisions and actions. Do not look to me, my family, my friends, or my company to negotiate with terrorists, because we will never do that!
"As near as I can tell, Steve was rescued from the terrorists by his friend and fellow SEAL, Chip Martin, who was badly injured and also had to undergo extensive surgery for life threatening injuries to his shoulder and leg. He's expected to make a full recovery. I'm unable to express my gratitude to this brave man. I'll leave that chore to my sister Kate!
"Steve underwent surgery for a badly broken left arm, a punctured lung, broken ribs, as well as numerous bruises, cuts, and abrasions caused by brutal beatings. His hands were still cuffed behind his back when we found him! But, he's expected to recover fully.
"You cannot imagine the ordeal these two incredibly brave men went through. We haven't been able to speak with them yet, but I'm sure they'll downplay the suffering and pain they endured. That's the kind of men they are.
"I have to thank my father, Ted Anderson, for going with us, fighting for us, and being a father we can be extremely proud of. He suffered a bullet wound to his arm, but he's doing very well. My sister's wonderful husband, Ranger Captain Jason Hunter, took the lead in the dangerous parts of the journey and kept us safe. Lieutenant Jared White, Billy Marsh, and Coach Watkins went with us, and fought to keep us safe. My very good friends, Naomi, Charlotte, and Doctor Laura Masters accompanied us and were a tremendous help. Jordan Quick, a person that I love with all of my heart, and her fiancé Charlie Burns, never wavered in their support. Charlie was injured by a bullet that dug a groove in his head, but he's already doing much better, thank God.
"Finally, I have to thank everyone that came to Sparta on their bikes and in their cars to show their support for Steve. These people are our friends and we welcome them! Food and drink will be made available to them by Lady in Red Productions for as long as they're in Sparta. Bathrooms, showers, and lockers will be accessible for them at our performing arts center. We thank to all of you that kept Steve in your thoughts over the past couple of weeks!"
"How was it that you and your friends were able to find Steve when all of the resources of the United States government failed?" called a reporter from a major network.
"That's the question, isn't it?" replied Gwen seriously. "Was it because my friends and I truly wanted to find Steve and help him? We received most of our intelligence from sources in the military. They believed the terrorists would be about a hundred miles north of Baghdad and they were right. But our sources told us that the military was not involved in the search for Steve and his abductors. It wasn't for lack of desire. We understand that our fighting men and women in Iraq wanted very much to assist in finding Steve.
"You need to ask questions of the state department and the administration. Who insisted Steve go to Iraq? Who decided to have him meet with the parents of the kids that were kidnapped? Who was in command of the search and rescue efforts, if there were any? Get the answers to those questions and go from there!"
"Did you go to Iraq to improve your chances of being elected to Congress? It seems like you're running for that office pretty hard," asked another man from a cable news channel.
"You, Sir, are an ass!" replied Gwen hotly. "I don't give a damn about votes. I'm not running for anything. How deep do you think this conspiracy went? Did we get those kids abducted for votes? Did we risk Steve's life for votes? Did Charlie and Dad get wounded to help get votes? I love Steve. My friends and family love Steve, and they love me. Our actions were out of love, and for no other reason! To suggest otherwise reflects poorly on you, not on me, my friends, or my relatives! That will be all for now."
Ten minutes later, Gwen and her entourage entered Marsh's Landing. The place was teeming with patrons. There were tourists and locals, as well some of the bikers that had made the trip to honor Steve. The room went silent as soon as Gwen was recognized. She smiled and greeted people she knew.
"Bob, Mary! It's great to see you. Your kids are adorable! Mrs. Williams, your grandkids are growing up so fast. Thanks for the kind words, Pamela. He's recovering. I'm going back to the hospital as soon as I eat something to eat and get cleaned up. I'm flattered that you'd vote for me. I won't be campaigning in any way. I'm far too busy, and much too jaded to be part of that circus."
William Patterson stood back and marveled at the way patrons reacted to Gwen as she made her way to the private room they would be using. It was obvious that she was loved and respected by the people of Sparta, and that the feelings were reciprocated by Gwen. Jordan and Kate spoke with many of the diners as well, but Gwen appeared to be the focal point of the public's attention and admiration.
The girls left a sea of smiling faces behind them as she slowly made their way through the room. Ted was the subject of a lot of comments and observations as he proudly walked alongside Paula. His bandaged arm told the story of how his trip to Iraq had gone.
When they were finally settled around their table, William Patterson gave voice to his observations. "Gwen, you'll easily be elected to congress. I've never seen anyone given as much love and respect as these people feel for you. Add in the quality of your family and friends, especially Jordan and Steve, and you're pure gold in this town, and state."
"Thanks, Grandfather Patterson, but I really don't care much about that right now. I just want Steve, Chip, and Charlie to get well. Charlie's in the hospital for observation while Chip and Steve are still under the effects of the anesthesia. Those three men, along with those at this table, are the absolute best I've ever seen."
Just then, Gwen noticed two men standing in the doorway. She quickly stood and went to them. Jordan was right behind her. "Larry! Larry Carson! And Merle! It's so good to see you!"
William Patterson watched as Gwen and Jordan greeted the two roughly dressed men warmly. The taller man wore an old sleeveless shirt and jeans while the shorter man wore a leather jacket and old jeans. Tattoos could be seen on his neck and hands. They didn't appear to be the type anyone would expect the two beautiful girls to welcome so warmly.
"Would you sit down and eat with us?" asked Jordan as soon as she finished hugging Merle. "It's great to see you both. Thanks for making the ride."
"We can't stay, but we sure appreciate that you ladies treat us so well," stated Larry Carson. "We just wanted you to know that we're here if you need us. By 'us', I mean somewhere between five thousand and ten thousand brothers and sisters on bikes. We're all really happy that you found Steve and brought him home to recover. We're hearing some disturbing things about the state department and how they treated him after he risked his life to save those kids.
"You guys and your company have been life savers for a lot of us Vets. We're here for you if you need us. Nothing would make the guys prouder than to help you any way they can. We've been getting everyone that lives in your district registered to vote. We're pretty excited about having a friend in Congress, having someone that listens and cares for us everyday working men and women. You're rich and beautiful, but you aren't all stuck up and full of yourself. We feel like you, Jordan, Steve, and Charlie are personal friends. You're good people and we'll do our best to get you elected."
"Thank you so much!" beamed Gwen. "I appreciate that you'd work so hard for me. If I do somehow manage to represent this district, my door will always be opened to you, and the other veterans and working stiffs out there. If I'm not elected, we'll still be friends and get together for rides now and then. You've done a wonderful job helping other veterans and those of us in Lady in Red Productions are honored to call you both friends. I'll tell Steve you're in town and keeping an eye on things. He'll appreciate it a lot."
After the men departed, Lisa explained to everyone how Gwen and Jordan came to know the two men. "Merle was the man that found those two kids that July 4th we rode to the state park because Jordan had the great idea to help them. Larry is the fellow Lady in Red donated a million dollars to because of his efforts in helping veterans. I don't think I'd be telling any secrets if I mentioned that Lady in Red donates a million dollars to his cause every year. He's helped thousands of veterans get jobs, find homes, learn trades and skills, and get basic health care. In my opinion, Gwen really should be elected to Congress. She's done more to help people in her spare time than any politicians have accomplished working at it full time."
As soon as dinner was finished, Kate and Gwen rushed home to shower and change. They planned on being at the hospital when their guys came around, regardless of how long they had to wait.
Kate had been sitting with Chip for a few hours when exhaustion finally conquered her and she fell asleep. She was sitting in a chair, but her head was lying on Chip's upper abdomen as she dozed. Suddenly she was wide awake. A noise of some kind had stirred her senses. Looking around, she saw an attractive woman in her forties watching her from the other side of Chip's bed.
"I'm sorry, but Chip isn't receiving company right now. How did you past the nurses? If' you're a reporter or something, you can just turn around and leave!"
"Who exactly are you to tell me I can't see my own son!" demanded the woman. "The last time I looked, you weren't even a close relative. I've never actually met you. That said, I'm glad that you're here with my son, and keeping such a watchful eye on everything."
"Mrs. Martin? I'm so sorry! I didn't realize you were coming here. I don't have your number or anything, or I would've called you. I'm Kate Anderson, a.. a friend of Chip's. I'm just waiting for him to wake up. Your son's a very brave man!"
"That he is. You're Kate Anderson? Chip's best friend is Steve Hammer. Is Gwen Anderson your sister? You're a very beautiful young woman. You say you're just a friend of Chip's?" asked the older woman as she watched with amusement as Kate blushed.
"We're just getting to know each other, but I'll probably be the mother of your grandchildren, if I have anything to say about it," confessed Kate as she squared her shoulders and looked the older woman in the eye.
"I see," replied Mrs. Martin, making no attempt to conceal her smile. "Do you expect to marry him first, or just start having children? Is he aware of your intentions?"
"Well, not exactly. He saved my life. When I asked if he was engaged or married, he told me we could go pick out a ring anytime. I'd call that a proposal, and I'm thinking about holding him to it," smiled Kate. "Chip and Steve are men of honor. They wouldn't do anything to mislead a poor little girl like me. If Chip was playing fast and loose with me, my father would have to thrash him within an inch of his life, once he recovered from this ordeal, of course."
"Of course," laughed Chip's mother. "The doctor tells me that Chip should recover fully. Your family and friends got him here just in time. I heard all about your trip on TV. That Amber Stahl can't say enough good things about your group. You found Chip and Steve in a hillside cave and brought both of them back to Sparta.
"Your friend, as well as your father, were both injured fighting off more terrorists. It's all pretty incredible. I'd have to say that my son has made some pretty good friends. If only his father could understand him the way you do. He wanted Chip to learn the family business, but Chip insisted that he was going to join the Navy and become a SEAL."
"Are you telling me that Chip's father isn't the proudest man in the world after all of all the courageous things his son has accomplished? That would be harder for me to believe if I didn't know Steve's family history."
"Steve's maternal grandmother was upset when Steve's mother fell in love with his father, who was a sailor in the Navy. She drove Steve's mother away. She never knew that Steve was even born, or when her daughter died. It was a chance meeting in Paris that reunited her family with Steve, but it was too late to apologize to Steve's parents. I can't have your husband estranged from Chip. My kids are going to need to know all of their family, so you'd better make your husband get with the program!"
"Do I have any say in any of this?" croaked a weak voice from the bed.
"Chip!" cried Kate when she realized where the question had come from. She slowly bent over and gave the injured man a long, lingering kiss. "Do you want three kids or four? That will be your only decision. How do you feel?"
"Pretty confused," admitted Chip as he slowly turned his head to see his mother standing close by. "The last thing I remember is stumbling into a cave in a hillside in Iraq. Then I wake up with an angel telling my mother that she's going to have my kids, not that I'm complaining. How did I wind up here, and where exactly am I? How's Steve?"
By this time two nurses and a doctor hurried into the room and insisted that Kate and Mrs. Martin leave for a few minutes while they examined Chip. Kate told Chip that Steve was recovering and that she'd be back to answer all of his questions as soon as the doctor gave permission. Kate found herself standing in the hall with Chip's mother while the two women waited to return to the room.
"I hope I didn't seem disrespectful, Mrs. Martin," began Kate when the two women were alone. "I've fallen for your son pretty hard in a very short time. He's handsome, brave, kind, loyal, and extremely capable. My father likes him. Steve thinks the world of him. That tells me that he's a very special guy. He seems to like me pretty well, so I'm telling you up front that I'm going after him. I think he's great husband material."
"Young lady, you don't beat around the bush. I can't speak for Chip. In fact, he's barely spoken to me since he and his father had that big argument over Chip joining the Navy. When I was told that he was badly injured helping Steve Hammer escape from those damned terrorists, I was scared to death. I almost lost my son without making sure that he knew how much I loved him.
"But you and your friends and family went over there, found him, and brought him back. He's our son and we should have been part of it! But those two stubborn men refuse to bend at all. That leaves me in the middle of the mess."
"That's something we're going to fix right away," insisted Kate. "I've learned a lot by watching my sister, Gwen. She handles Steve really well, especially with family. He didn't want to reconcile with his mother's family, but once Gwen made it clear that she's have it no other way, he came around pretty fast. Now he's really glad that he did. I'll make Chip fall in love with me so deep he won't be able to refuse me anything. Then I'll tell him that he has to reach an understanding with his father. Our kids are going to have all of their grandparents participating in their lives."
"Do you think you can do that?" asked Mrs. Martin hopefully. "I guess that's a stupid question. Look how beautiful you are. I can't imagine any healthy young man refusing you anything."
"Thank you, Mrs. Martin. I'm going to need your help. It sounds like you've allowed your husband too much freedom in making family decisions. You need to be firmer. I'm sure he loves you a great deal and wants you to be happy. He needs to know that the only way you'll be happy is when he and Chip get over their stupid spat. Chip is a wonderful man. You and your husband must be pretty special people to raise such a good son."
"Please call me, Marian, since we're going to be related," grinned Chip's mother. "I think we're going to get along splendidly, especially since you're going to be giving me beautiful grandchildren!"



At that moment, in a different room, Steve slowly opened his eyes. The first thing he saw was Gwen's beautiful face watching him. Her smile lit up the room before she bent down and kissed him soundly.
"How are you feeling, Darling? Are you in much pain? Can I get you anything?" asked Gwen between kisses to his lips and cheeks.
"Where am I? How did I get here? Is Chip okay? You're beautiful!"
"Chip is recovering in another room. You're in Sparta, in the hospital. You have some broken ribs, your left arm was broken, and you've got some nasty bruises all over your body. The swelling in your face is just beginning to go down. It must have been horrible!"
Steve looked away before speaking. "I thought I was going to die. I keep seeing that lunatic swinging a sword at me. I thought I'd never see you again, never hold you in my arms, and never see our kids. I'm not proud to admit that I was pretty scared."
"You wouldn't be human if you weren't!" countered Gwen. "What you did was the bravest thing a person could ever do, but you'll never do it again! I've already let it be known that none of our friends or family will ever deal with terrorists, except to bring them to justice."
"How did I get here? I remember that dark, dank cave. Then I woke up with your beautiful face smiling at me. What happened?" asked Steve.
Before Gwen could respond, a doctor and two nurses ushered her out of the room so they could examine Steve. She saw Kate speaking to a woman in the hall and joined them.
"Steve's awake and talking!"announced an almost giddy Gwen as she approached the two women. "How's your stud doing? Has he come around yet?"
"Marian Martin, meet my sister Gwen. Gwen, this is Chip's mother, Mrs. Marian Martin," grinned Kate as she made the introductions.
"It's a real pleasure to meet the very famous Gwen Anderson," responded Chip's mother. "And to answer your question, Kate's 'stud' was speaking to us before the doctor and his nurses insisted we leave the room so they could examine him."
"That's great news! You don't seem to be too upset about Kate staking a claim on your son. I'm glad of that. You and your husband must be very proud of Chip. He's one of the bravest men I've ever met, and believe me, I've met my share."
The women wound up discussing the relationship Chip had with his dad until they were allowed back in with the patients. Both men were asleep again when the girls returned, so they sat down to wait for them to awaken. Chip's mother told Kate that she was going to rent a room at one of the local motels. She had flown to the capital and rented a car as soon as she learned that her son was a patient in Sparta.
"Marian, you won't find a room. In case you didn't notice, this town is teeming with visitors. There are several motels under construction in the area, but I'm sure every available room within twenty miles will be rented. Why don't you stay with us? I'll call Mom. She'll be glad to have you," insisted Kate.
"I can't put her out like that, especially this time of night. I'll go back to the interstate and drive until I find a room. Your mom doesn't need me bothering her right now," worried Marian Martin.
"Let's see. Chip saved my life less than a week ago. He saved Steve's life a few days ago. Do you think my mother would mind helping out a woman whose son saved her daughter and her favorite man under forty?" asked Kate. "I'm calling her now."
"Mom? Nothing's wrong. Chip's mother arrived to see Chip. Yes, she got to speak with him for a very short time. I'm going to sit with him all night, but she's really bushed and needs some rest. I thought you'd say that. She was worried that she'd be putting you out. That's what I told her. Okay, I'll give her directions and she should be there in ten minutes. Thanks, Mom!"
"You heard my end of the conversation, Marian. Mom will be hurt if you don't show up. She's anxious to meet you. She'll probably ask all about Chip so she'll know what her grandkids will be like," teased Kate as she wrote directions to her parents' home on a note pad.
Over the next few days, Steve once again demonstrated that he was a fast healer. His bruises turned from black and purple to bright yellows. His chest was extremely tender and his arm was immobilized in a cast. His wounds from Colombia were completely healed and he was anxious to leave the hospital. Laura consulted with the staff and agreed to release him on the fourth day, under the care of Gwen and her family.
Chip was doing well, but his leg required closer monitoring and he was told it would be a few more days before his release would even be considered. On the first evening Steve was out of the hospital, Paula prepared a huge meal and invited all of the family and friends that risked so much to find and rescue Steve and Chip. Everyone was eating and chatting when Kate's question caught Steve completely by surprise.
"Did you know that Chip talks in his sleep? He talks a blue streak when he gets going."
"Well, I'm not surprised," chuckled Steve. "He talks all the time he's awake so it's only natural that he'd keep talking in his sleep. Now that you mention it, I've heard him jabber a few times when we bunked together in a room. I've learned to ignore him, whether he's asleep or awake."
"So maybe you can tell me how he knows about that big freckle on my left ass cheek and the small birthmark just above my little kitty? He's been making comments about me, as well as most of the ladies here, that he should know nothing about," continued Kate. "There's only one person that's seen most of us naked and also spent time with Chip."
Steve felt his face turn red as he considered Kate's conclusion. Chip had been telling stories out of school, even if it was in his sleep! Steve wondered just how much Chip had revealed.
"To whom are you referring?" asked Naomi with a big grin as she watched Steve squirm. "We all know what a gentleman Steve is. If we ever thought he'd blab about us, we never would've let him have a peek at the goodies."
"Chip's been talking almost nonstop about all of you. Naomi has really amazingly firm, large breasts that defy gravity. Lisa's nipples really scrunch up when she's cold. Did anyone else notice that Charlotte has little dimples on her ass?"
"I made him promise to never mention any of that," revealed Steve as he looked around the room. "We were dehydrated, had lost a lot of blood, and were in a lot of pain. I was just trying to help take his mind off the situation."
"You took his mind off by telling him personal things about us?" asked Kate accusingly. "Is that the chivalry that the famous Steve Hammer is known for?"
"Now Kate, you insisted that you get to be topless in front of Steve, so you really shouldn't complain that you made such an impression and he remembered every detail. You should be flattered that Steve looked so closely," reasoned Paula.
"Oh yeah? How about you having long nipples that get hard real fast and look like erasers when they do?" demanded Kate.
"Oh dear!" mumbled Paula as she turned to look at Steve, and then at a grinning Ted. "I can't control that reaction. I didn't realize he ever saw that."
"This isn't fair to Steve," chided Gwen. "He's a man that shared a little information with another man during a time of extreme stress and pain. Like Mom said before, you should all be flattered. If Steve was able to describe you so well, it meant that he really appreciated what he saw. They're compliments!"
"Oh, I see now," countered Kate. "It's okay if he tells Chip that you taste like a mixture of honey and cherry, that you're very enthusiastic about giving and receiving oral, and your body is absolutely perfect in every way possible."
"Steve said that to Chip?" asked a very red-faced Gwen. "It's a little more than he needed to reveal. I admit that, but I'm pretty happy that he feels like that. He's going to get so lucky tonight, even with bad ribs and a broken arm!"
"Wait a minute! Did he say anything about me?' asked Jordan with a big smile. "I'll feel terrible if I was left out."
"Are you kidding? Remember the night he washed the vomit out of your hair? He couldn't believe how firm and full your breasts were and how he much he enjoyed rolling your nipples in his fingers while he washed your hair."
"Really? He did that and I was too drunk to remember it? Damn! Thanks, Steve, for mentioning me in your delusional, water deprived, pain fueled observations to Chip. If you didn't have broken ribs, I'd hug you!"
"Ladies, I realize now that I crossed the line. I apologize and promise it'll never happen again. This is all pretty embarrassing. Don't blame Chip. He was pretty badly hurt and in a lot of pain. I was trying to keep his mind off our situation, so I may have revealed more information than I should have," admitted Steve.
"I can't even begin to forgive you until I hear what you told Chip about me," interjected Ashley. "I'm with Jordan on this one. If you didn't say anything about me, I'll feel terrible."
"Don't worry about that. When he first found out that you were his teacher, he had unspeakable fantasies about you. They were the usual teacher/student fantasies where you keep him after class for some test he has to make up and before he knows it, your nipples are in his mouth and he's in heaven," recounted Kate.
"Was that Steve's fantasy, or Ashley's?" asked Charlotte as a very red faced Ashley covered her eyes and mouth with her hands. "Do I really have dimples on my ass? How come you never mentioned it, Billy, or is Steve paying more attention to my ass than you are? I, for one, want to make the record clear. If looking at my ass, talking about my ass, or any of my other body parts helps Steve and Chip get through horrible situations like they were in a few days ago, by all means, tell Chip all of my secrets. If you need to do any extra research so you have more to reveal in the future, just let me know!"
"I'm not even going to repeat what he told Chip about Aunt Diane and Jordan's mother. This officer and gentleman has been cutting quite a wide swath," concluded Kate.
"My mother? Steve's seen Mom naked? Why haven't I heard about that? I bet she was trying to convince him that her breasts were bigger and better than mine. I thought she was over that sort of behavior," complained a suddenly dejected Jordan.
"Please excuse me for a few minutes," stated Steve as he stood and asked Jordan to step into an adjoining room. "Jordan, your mom is way better than she used to be. Kate's referring to an incident back when we graduated from high school.
"She did try to get me to compare and I explained that there no comparisons. You are beautiful inside and out, a woman that cares about others and helps those less fortunate. I told your mom that she'd never have tits anywhere near as nice as yours until she improved as a person and as a mother. I told her that you were perfect and I meant it. Since then, she's been much better, as far as I can tell. Please don't say something to her to cause her pain. She's improved her attitude, hasn't she?"
"So I have nicer tits? Cool! I won't say anything to Mom, so don't worry. But I do want to thank you for being such a great friend. I remember Mom acting different that weekend. Now that I think about it, she really did start behaving better and making better decisions after that. She must have taken your words to heart."
Jordan led Steve back into the dining room by the hand. "Gwen, this guy's a keeper! You probably already know what he just told me about Mom, but I'm very grateful to have such a loyal, thoughtful friend."
After dinner, everyone went to the living room to discuss the events of the past few days. "Charlie and I had a scare when he was hit in the head. We'd like to get married Labor Day, at the LiR CPA, if that's okay with everyone. We'll invite pretty much the whole town, if you guys are good with it. I was hoping that the company could pick up some of the expenses. We have a fair amount saved, but I know how costly weddings can be."
"Don't even say another word!" interrupted Lisa. You never batted an eye when the company paid for my wedding and that was pretty expensive. As a member of LIR board of directors, I make the motion that our company covers all of Jordan and Charlie's wedding expenses, including the honeymoon."
"I'll second that, especially since I expect my extravagant wedding to be covered in full by the company!" laughed Kate. "Jordan never asks for anything for herself, so we really need to do this right. We need to start making wedding plans, like yesterday!"
"You know that Steve and I want you to have the very best wedding possible," added Gwen. "Let's get to work on this right away. This'll be a wedding the likes of which this town, or state, has never seen before!"
"I hate to change the subject, but I feel that I've got to explain a few things to Kate," interjected Steve. "I didn't tell Chip about all of the beautiful ladies I have in my life to be crude or to brag.
"We knew there was a real possibility one of us, or maybe both of us would die. In fact, it was a given that neither of us would ever leave the other, so it was pretty much both of us survive or we both die. Jason, Jared, and Charlie understand how we stand by our brothers. Chip was limping through desert with a leg busted by a bullet and with another one buried in his shoulder, because he risked his life to save mine. We had no water and he had lost a great deal of blood. He needed a reason to continue on. He started asking me all about you. We spent a few hours discussing everything I knew about you and every experience you and I ever had together.
"Eventually, I ran out of stuff to tell him about you, so I started telling him about Gwen. I guess I became too personal and detailed, but it kept us alive and moving. When I finally exhausted my knowledge of Gwen, we naturally continued on to discuss the rest of you. Neither of us ever meant to be crude or sexist, or whatever you might call it.
"Right after we killed... after the fight to escape those bastards that were so intent on separating me from my head, Chip told me to leave on my own. He said that he couldn't walk and he'd never make it. He wanted to get some weapons and wait for the rest of the terrorist cell to show up so he could go out in a blaze of glory. He was more than fine with me leaving him there to face his fate. I had to remind him that you, Kate, were expecting him to come back and that you'd never forgive me if I returned without him. He realized that his desire to see you was greater than the pain he's have to endure to accomplish it. I can't begin to tell you how much he suffered to get to that cave, and to get back with you."
"Oh, Steve!" cried Kate as she moved close and kissed him briefly on the lips. "I was teasing about you telling Chip about me. Like Charlotte said, if it helped you guys get back to us, I'm honored. Thanks for telling me about it. Gwen says you're reluctant to talk above those things, so I know it wasn't easy, but it's important for the rest of us to know what you went through in order to help you get past it. No wonder Gwen loves you so much. I'm just beginning to understand how love like that feels. It's scary and uplifting at the same time.
"Forgive me for being such a bitch, teasing you over something so meaningful to you and Chip. I didn't understand, but I do now. You weren't a couple of hormonal teens bragging about conquests. You were wounded warriors, struggling to survive and to find a reason to take the next step, cover the next mile, regardless of the pain it caused. I'm humbled by your courage, and embarrassed that I didn't understand and appreciate how much you guys suffered. Please forgive me?"
"Kate, we decided years ago that I can't stay upset with you," answered Steve. "Remember that prom? I told you then that brothers love sisters no matter what. It's only gotten stronger over the years. You never need to ask me to forgive you. I can't do otherwise. You're in my heart forever."
Kate sobbed and stepped close to Steve and gently hugged him. The slight pressure she exerted against his chest caused him to gasp. "Look how much pain you're still in. I hardly touched you. Thanks for being you, and for bringing Chip into my life. I think he's going to be the guy for me, especially since he now knows me intimately. You're an amazing man."
"Not to change the subject again," stated Paula, "but I was notified this morning that Gwen's new recording, 'Woman in Love' has debuted on the top one hundred charts at number ten! I have no reason to believe it won't be number one next week and for a few weeks after that."
"That's no surprise! Have you seen the video? It's entirely from news clips. There's no acting or pretending in any of it," added Ashley. "The part where Gwen runs to meet the helicopter bringing in Steve still makes me cry. And where she pulls out that handgun and walks into that cave looking for Steve gives me goose bumps! That song's perfect for the way things have been going the past couple of weeks. It's amazing, and it's all true! That and the great way Gwen sings it make it a lock for all kinds of awards and honors. It won't hurt her non-attempt to be elected to congress, either."
"I may be able to add some interesting information about the election," remarked William Patterson. "My sources tell me that the Democratic candidate is going to bow out of the race by next week. Polls coming out this week will show that Gwen has almost sixty per cent of the voters' support. The Republican has about thirty per cent and that leaves about ten percent for the Democrat. I've also heard that he's going to throw his support to his Republican rival. That's unheard of in politics. It demonstrates how the major parties don't want outsiders in Washington. They want to keep a two party system and will go to great lengths to block Gwen's chances of being elected."
"That's interesting," replied Ashley. "We've been contacted by the Secretary of State's office. He wants to meet with Steve so he can get to the bottom of the bungled hostage situation, or so he claims. He's going to toss his hat into the presidential election ring this fall. I told his office that we'd get back to him. Do you want to discuss this with Gwen in private before you respond to his request, Steve?"
"Honestly? My feelings right now are that you are all my friends and your advice and suggestions are important to me. I can't speak for Gwen, but I'd like to have you all around for decisions like this. There will be things I don't think of that someone else will."
"Steve's right," agreed Gwen. "If I do get elected to the house, I'll want all of you to be my advisors. I'll make the final decision, but I need to know that people I trust and that have my best interests at heart are supporting and advising me. If we're ever important enough to have an 'inner circle', all of you will be considered part of it. It should come as no surprise that I'll be leaning heavily on Steve's knowledge of world events. He seems to understand things that fly over my head and I'll rely on him to keep me on track and supporting the right policies."
"I don't see any reason to not meet with the Secretary," said Steve. "Do any of you see a problem with it? My gut feeling is that this action, or lack of action, by the state department is going to become a major headache for some government agencies. They're going to do their best to stonewall it."
"Vincent Rosen wants to be the next president," pointed out Jason. "He'll start actively campaigning this fall. He'll resign his position to devote all his time and efforts to the election in two years. He will do anything he can to make this situation go away. If Steve's treatment in Iraq is laid at his door, he'll never get elected. He wants to meet with Steve to find out what he knows, and how determined he is to seek justice."



"I'd say that you almost have to meet him," opined Jared. "When the sitting Secretary of State asks a current member of the military for a meeting, it really can't be declined. The request is a formality. Just be cautious with what you say to him."
Two days later a motorcade made its way into Sparta. The Secretary of State was in town to visit with the injured Steve Hammer and to delve into the possibility of Steve being set up by unknown entities.
Steve and Gwen met the Secretary and his wife at the Lady in Red Center for the Performing Arts. Hordes of reporters were on hand to record the event and to ask the usual questions. Secretary Rosen and his wife welcomed the media coverage as they shook hands with Steve and Gwen while smiling broadly for the cameras. After an opening statement, The Secretary excused himself and his wife as they walked into the building with Steve and Gwen.
As soon as they reached a private room, Rosen spoke to Steve and Gwen. "We got off on the wrong foot back in Russia. I was out of line with my characterization of Gwen, and I apologize for it. I hope you can forgive my insensitive remarks and that we can move forward, working together to accomplish our mutual goals."
"That would depend on what you feel our mutual goals are," responded Gwen. "What do you want to come from this meeting?"
"For starters, we're both running for office and the exposure will help us both. Then there's the matter of you feeling that the state department left Steve in the lurch in Iraq," responded Rosen.
"For starters, I'm not running for any office," countered Gwen. "There happens to be a movement to get voters to write my name in on Election Day, but I've had nothing to do with it and I am not campaigning in any way.
"The state department did leave Steve hanging, almost literally," continued Gwen. "Maybe you can explain its role in the entire fiasco. Why did you ask Steve to help and then abandon him?"
"Why do you think we asked Steve to help?" asked Rosen. "The first we knew about Steve's involvement was when it was announced by the French that Steve had been traded for the kids. We were as surprised as everyone else. It was our understanding that he was recovering from his Colombian adventure here in Sparta."
"You're denying the call to Captain Neary?" asked Gwen incredulously. "You deny telling Steve to report immediately?
"I deny knowing any Captain Neary. We don't negotiate with terrorists and we told the French exactly that. Once we found out that Steve was in the hands of the terrorists, we contacted the CIA to find out what intelligence they may have picked up. They told us that they felt they could find Steve and to sit tight for a day or two while their operatives worked to find him. They insisted that we not involve the military because it would endanger their people as well as force the hands of the terrorists."
"So you're telling us that you followed the advice of the CIA, and that the state department never called Captain Neary to have Steve report? Do you have control over the CIA?" asked Gwen as Steve sat quietly listening to the exchange.
"The CIA is supposed to answer to congress and the president, the same as I do," answered Rosen. "That's the theory. The fact is that the CIA is so covert and secretive that most of the rest of us in government have very little knowledge of what they're doing. This Captain Neary is not someone I'm familiar with. Is he with the Navy? "
"I'm beginning to wonder about that," admitted Steve as he spoke for the first time. "He seemed extremely relaxed and easy going for a JAG officer on an assignment. I didn't think about it at the time. That's on me.
"Could you use your position to find out if a Captain Mark Neary was sent to Sparta to interview me? President Hanson said that I would be debriefed the day after I returned from Colombia. Then Neary showed up and told us he was there for the debriefing, which was cursory, at best. It never occurred to me to check into his credentials."
"Certainly," replied Rosen as he dug out his cell phone and hit a number. He had a short conversation with an assistant, telling him to find out who was sent to debrief Steve and to find out if there was a JAG officer named Captain Mark Neary.
"While we're waiting for information on this mystery, I'd like to speak to you both about your position regarding Vincent's campaign. It's no secret that he's going to be declaring his candidacy this fall. Can you tell me if you two will support him, or will you work for one of the other candidates? I know you're friendly with President Hanson, but he'll be leaving office. How do you feel about Vincent's candidacy? I know we had a shaky start, but he's a very good man and would make an excellent president."
Gwen and Steve exchanged glances before Steve responded. "We aren't likely to publicly support any candidate. If Gwen is elected, it will because she is her own person with no party affiliation and no debts to anyone. If she becomes the typical political animal, her base will dissolve and her constituents will be disappointed. By the same token, we will not voice any negative thoughts about Secretary Rosen's candidacy.
"I understand that a lot of people in your party are lining up behind you, offering their support for your campaign. I doubt that what Gwen and I think will make any difference to most voters," concluded Steve.
Mrs. Rosen studied Steve for a few seconds before nodding. "You're sincere about that, aren't you? I'm beginning to see just how genuine you two really are. You guys are huge! Your support could possibly make the difference in the election. All of our advisors agree on one thing. 'We need to get Steve Hammer and Gwen Anderson in our corner if we want to win.' Your heroism, charity work, business success, movies, music, and international diplomacy have all combined to make you two the most famous, most admired couple in the country. The simple truth is that if you work against Vincent, he probably won't be elected president."
"Mrs. Rosen, you're very flattering, but I'm afraid you've drastically overstated our influence," replied Gwen modestly. "We aren't politicians and I doubt that either of us will ever run for an office. The likelihood of write-ins carrying either of us to a high office is small, at best. We certainly aren't king makers, or president makers in this case."
"That genuine modesty of yours is exactly what makes you so endearing to the public, along with your beauty, brains, talent, and generosity," observed Mrs. Rosen. "Can Vincent and I take this away from this meeting? You two will not criticize Vincent, nor support a rival during the campaign?"
"We haven't promised that," responded Gwen. "We're going to get to the bottom of who knew what about Steve being sent to Iraq. If The Secretary truly had no knowledge of the situation and played no part in any cover up, we'll not criticize him in any public forum. If Mr. Rosen was involved in placing Steve's neck on the line, literally, I'll do my best to see that all Hell rains down on him. We'll expect complete cooperation from the state department in getting to the bottom of this. If your husband is totally honest about this situation, we'll be fine."
"That's fair enough. I think we can live with that," conceded Mrs. Rosen. "I would ask that if you should learn something that appears to reflect poorly on Vincent, please give us an opportunity to respond before you go public with your concerns. Will you agree to that? If Vincent is fortunate enough to be elected president, we'd very much like to have as close a relationship with you as President Hanson now enjoys."
"To get back to the matter of Captain Neary," interrupted Rosen. "I was just told that he was sent here by the Navy to debrief you. He's a distinguished looking man in his forties. He walks with a limp from an old injury. Does that sound like the same man you met with? He hasn't been heard from since the day after you came back from Colombia."
"Not even close!" gasped Gwen. "The Neary we saw was in his early thirties, athletic, charming, and an impostor!"
"I thought so. Neary was discovered yesterday wandering the streets of your state capital. He's been hospitalized. Toxicology tests reveal all kinds of drugs still in his system They think it'll be several more days before he begins to return to normal. Someone impersonated him.
"The government will be extremely interested in this situation," insisted Rosen. "We need to find the man that impersonated him. When we find him, we should have some answers to this mystery. Believe me, I had no knowledge of any of this, but I want to know all about it. You'll be contacted by investigators, probably FBI, but check their credentials! Please cooperate with them. We'll get to the bottom of this."
The two couples discussed the situation for another half hour before Rosen received a call telling him that his schedule made it necessary for him to leave. Once again, reporters called to him as he and his wife left the building. Rosen answered a few non-controversial questions and climbed into his limo with his wife.
Twenty minutes later, Gwen and Steve emerged from the building to face the same reporters. Gwen was momentarily stunned by the first question hurled at her.
"What is your response to the pictures that appeared on the internet today that show you and your 'good friend', Jared White naked together? What about the pictures of Steve Hammer naked with Naomi Wilson? Are you two swingers? Do you think voters will approve of that type of conduct?" demanded a reporter from a cable channel.
"I'd have to see those pictures before I'd hazard a comment," replied Gwen as she contemplated where and when the pictures were taken, and if they were even real.
"I have several copies with me," replied the reporter as he handed five 8 X 10 glossies to Gwen as Steve calmly looked over her shoulder.
"They were taken in that log cabin on Jordan's July 4th Ride for Pride," whispered Steve. "The owner must have had security cameras or something, although the quality is really good for a security camera. You really have a beautiful body! Can I get a copy of those pictures?"
Gwen had difficulty appreciating Steve's humor as she studied the photos. The first clearly showed Jared standing close to her and they both were naked. The second showed a three- quarter backside view of Gwen, with Jared's face and broad shoulders showing above Gwen's shoulders. The third photo had Gwen perched on Jared's lap with her beautiful breasts on display. She and Jared were sharing a grin as they looked at each other.
The fourth photo was of Steve hugging Naomi as they both stood near the hot tub. Steve's face was easily identified, but Naomi's backside was toward the camera. The last photo was a close up of Steve sitting in the hot tub with Naomi sitting on his lap. His arms were around her abdomen, but her very generous bosom appeared to rest on his wrists. Both were smiling broadly.
"Do you still think voters will write-in your name after they see these pictures," asked the persistent reporter as his colleagues waited for Gwen's response. "Don't you think the electorate deserves and expects higher moral standards from candidates? Will you bow out of the race now?"
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"Let's respond to your questions one at a time," suggested Gwen as she studied the photos. "First of all, I'm not running for office, so I certainly won't be withdrawing. I never entered the race. These photos are real, and the quality is excellent. They were taken on our July 4th Ride for American Pride five years ago.
"Jared is a dear friend and yes, we were naked as we climbed into the hot tub with several others. No one had sex in the tub. I've never been intimate with any man other than Steve. I've never gone farther than kiss any man but Steve. In high school, Jared pulled me out of the line of fire of a crazed terrorist. Then he held me and turned his back on that horrible man. He took two bullets in the back and saved my life.
"I consider him a true friend and Steve thinks of him as a brother. Jared is a man of honor. He would sooner take another bullet than harm his friendship with Steve. So yes, we were naked in a hot tub and someone somehow managed to photograph or video us that evening.
"Obviously, Steve did have the very voluptuous Naomi on his lap, and he appeared to enjoy it a lot. However, I am the only woman he has ever made love to, and he has no intention of changing that. I've appeared nude in movies, so this shouldn't shock anyone that knows me. So has Steve. We aren't self conscious about our bodies. Steve just now asked me if he could get copies of these photos. They're quite remarkable.
"Jared and Naomi are extremely fit and attractive, but these pictures blow me away. What I see here is an incredible pair, and Jared doesn't look too bad either! If voters are upset that I would climb into a hot tub naked with some very close friends, they really need to vote for someone that wouldn't do that, if they can. They have choices, as do I. I choose to trust my friends and enjoy private moments with them. No election is more important to me than these people that went to Iraq with me to find and bring back Steve and Chip. I'm actually proud of these photos. The electorate has the final decision on how they feel about my conduct when they enter the voting booth.
"I do have a favor to ask of the public, regardless of their political preferences. For years, Naomi has claimed that my ass is bigger than hers. This is the perfect opportunity to correct that misconception. I'd like to ask everyone to study these pictures on the internet and then let me know which ass is bigger. I'm quite confident that public opinion will be heavily in favor of my little tush being much smaller. It's quite obvious to me in these photos. Are there any more questions?"
"Are you really telling us that you're more concerned about who has the bigger butt than you are about what voters think of you being seen naked with a man other than Steve Hammer?" asked a female reporter.
"That pretty well sums it up. This 'not running for office' is really quite liberating!" laughed Gwen. "I could arrange an interview with Steve, me, and some friends naked in a hot tub if you'd like to join us. You could report on how well behaved we are. You could even sit on Steve's lap while you asked him questions. It would have to be audio only since seeing naked people upsets some folks."
"You'd give me an exclusive?" asked the reporter quickly. "Could I wear a swim suit?"
"You seem to have trouble with the term naked," chuckled Gwen. "Too bad for you. Sitting between Steve and Jared naked is a treat few women get to experience. Any more questions?"
"Aren't you treating this situation awfully lightly?" asked a female reporter for a major network. "This sort of thing can destroy a political career, yet you're asking people to compare derrieres and suggest that is more important to you than being photographed naked with a man not your boyfriend."
"Is it that obvious?" countered Gwen. "I really don't want people to vote for me if they're uncomfortable with me or my lifestyle. As I've stated numerous times, I've had one lover in my life. I have several very dear friends. You may think you have close friends, but mine take bullets for me, or at least risk it. Now that's a friend!
"These pictures are real. They were taken without permission, and posted without permission. Jared is really buff. Steve is, well... he's Steve Hammer. I have to admit that Naomi looks like a goddess.
"People need to decide what is important to them when they vote. I'm half way thought Stanford Medical School. I work very hard to help veterans and children. I'm successful in movies and music. My best friend and lover is a U.S. Navy SEAL and a graduate of the Naval Academy, and quite accomplished in international diplomacy. I'm totally transparent, maybe too much so for some people that see these photos.
"Everything I do and all that I am is out there. People can decide for themselves, but I'm not going to lie, and I'm not going to apologize. I love my friends, but this amazing guy standing behind me is my man, and the only man I want or need in my bed. I think most females can understand my feelings on that account. Any further questions?"
"No one has told us how Steve escaped his captors and if the state department deliberately or accidently dropped the ball," pressed a male reporter from a major newspaper. "The last we saw on the internet, you were in the hands of the terrorists and they were preparing to behead you. Then Gwen goes to Iraq and brings you home. There's a lot left unknown. Can you tell us anything more?"
"I'm not going to say anything I do know not for a fact to be true," replied Steve carefully. "I will say that my very good friend, and fellow SEAL, Chip Martin, saved my life. He was the difference. He was badly injured in the process, but he's recovering now. I will never be able to repay him for the tenacity, intelligence, and courage he displayed finding me and pulling me out of a very bad situation!"
"Do you blame the state department, or the CIA, or both for your near death at the hands of terrorists?" asked the reporter in a follow-up question.
"I haven't learned enough to blame anyone for anything," responded Steve. "I willingly agreed to be exchanged for those students. There are a lot of questions about what led up to that exchange and what was done to remedy the problem afterward.
"What happened to the man that held the sword to your throat and promised to behead you on the internet? Is he still at large, or was he captured?" asked another reporter.
"Neither," answered Steve with a straight face. "We're done here, everyone. We have appointments to keep. Thank you."
Once Gwen and Steve were back at the Anderson's, Gwen asked Steve, "Do you think I need to start taking these stupid accusations more seriously. First, it's you and Mom having an affair. Now it's me and Jared and you and Naomi doing the dirty. Should I protest more, or be more indignant?"
"Not even a little bit," insisted Steve. "You handled it perfectly again. It really ruins these attempts to discredit you when you laugh at them rather than become defensive. The headlines will be about how you don't really care about the pictures and you're not running for office. Your approach to this election thing is so foreign to voters and reporters, it has them totally confused. I wish everyone knew as much about all candidates as is known about you."
Billy had been listening to Steve and Gwen discuss the situation while he perused the photos. "These pictures are great! I was there and I still can't believe how great Gwen and Naomi look. Never mind who has the bigger ass, I'm wondering which girl has the bigger..."
"Never mind!" interjected Charlotte. "If you recall, you awarded that title to Naomi that evening. Are you starting to waffle?"
"Well, I'm looking at the pictures and Gwen sure doesn't have to be embarrassed or ashamed of her big ..."
"Once again, I caution you!" warned Charlotte as she pounded Billy's arm. "We're all aware of your admiration for Naomi and Gwen's attributes. It's too bad that Lisa and Jordan didn't make any impression on you that night."
"Now that you mention it, there must be pictures of you and me naked, along with Jordan, Charlie, Lisa, and Jason. I wonder if we could find them someplace on the internet. Do you think we'll be blackmailed or something?" wondered Billy.
"How can they blackmail us if we're proud of our bodies and the pictures, like Gwen was? Their attempt to bring Gwen down failed miserably. I do wonder who released those pictures. They aren't our friends. That's for sure," observed Charlotte.
"Look! I found a site where people can vote on Gwen and Naomi's relative ass size!" exclaimed Billy as he waved his smart phone around. "Go to www.gwenssweetass.com . There are six thousand votes in already. It seems to be pretty well divided. Thirty two per cent think Gwen's ass is smaller and twenty six percent believe that Naomi's ass is smaller, while forty two per cent feel it's a tie. I'm going to vote, and then search to see if there's a boob voting site!"
Just then Naomi and Jared came through the door. "You're voting for my ass being smaller, right, Billy? I just saw the news where the reporter asked Gwen about pictures of us on the internet. I couldn't believe it. How did they get photos from that night? I called Mom to try to explain how that all happened.
"She asked me if Steve was really naked when I was on his lap. I told her that he was. Then she told me I had nothing to explain! I think she was a little jealous! It's a little weird that my mother is so turned on by Steve, isn't it?" asked Naomi rhetorically.
"Not if my mother is anywhere near normal in that regard," stated Jordan as she entered the room. "She paraded around topless in front of him and tried to get him to tell her how nice her tits were."
"Really? I can't wait to tell Mom about that," chuckled Naomi. "That'll really make her jealous. When I told her about Chip's sleep talking, she was extremely interested. She kept asking me if Steve's really seen all of those woman undressed. I told her I couldn't really be sure, but everyone acted as if he had, so I'd guess he did.
"She was especially interested in hearing about Paula, Diane, and Jordan's mother. I think she was disappointed that I couldn't tell her more. Is it possible she's thinking of teasing Steve a little? I don't know what Dad would say about that."
"That would be awesome!" blurted Billy. "Let's have her visit sometime when we're near a hot tub. Your mom has some seriously nice..."
"Billiy! You've got to learn to filter the thoughts in your head before they slip out your mouth," scolded Charlotte. "It isn't polite to keep referring to the anatomies of our female friends the way you do. That goes double for their mothers. And even if Naomi's mom felt like giving Steve a little peek, it doesn't mean that you'd be included. I'm sorry, Naomi. Billy has a one track mind."
"I can't wait to tell Mom what Billy said," laughed Naomi. "I bet she'll smile like the cat that ate the canary. I think when women hit their forties, they need to prove they're still attractive and desirable, and can still attract the eyes of younger men."
"If I'm around when she gets in the hot tub, I'll be all eyes!" promised Billy. "Your mom is hot!"
"I thought you had a thing for my mother," pointed out Gwen. "Now we find out that you're attracted to Naomi's mom, too? What's wrong with you, Billy?"
"He's pretty normal, except he keeps blurting out what he's thinking!" complained Charlotte. "That's the problem. Steve and Jared are just sitting there, acting like they'd never even think about your mothers' unusually nice figures, but they're just as perverted as Billy. They just have more couth."
"That gives me a great idea!" announced Billy. "When we build Valhalla, we need to be sure there's a giant hot tub installed. We'll use it to unwind after saving a small country or making a block buster movie. We'll have Kate, Jordan, Becky, Ashley, Naomi and her mom, Paula and Diane and ..."
"I think we get the picture!" laughed Jordan. "With all of those boobs in there, you'll feel right at home. Naomi and her mom won't have the biggest boobs in the tub with you there, leering at us ladies, you big boob! Poor Charlotte. He must molest you endlessly."
"I have to admit that he seems to enjoy my B cup boobs pretty well for all of his talk about big ones," agreed Charlotte. "I think Gwen's right when she says that men like all breasts and all sizes."
"Jared and I didn't stop in to discuss my mother's chest, although you'd never know it from the conversation," continued Naomi. "What should we do about those pictures on the web? If they were taken off videos, there can be an endless stream of photos of us naked coming out the rest of our lives. It's a bit of a rush to have so many people vote for my ass, but guys like Billy will be starting a web site to vote on our breasts pretty soon. No offense, Billy."
"None taken!" retorted Billy immediately.
"Let's call Ashley and have her figure this one out," suggested Jordan. "She'll know who to contact to get to the bottom of this. We know the pictures are from the night we stayed at that log cabin. Now that I think about it, there could have been cameras in our rooms, as well! We could have sex tapes coming out on the internet!"
"Oh no!" groaned Jared. "I never thought about cameras in our rooms!"
'What are you worried about? You were alone that night. I didn't sleep with you back then," recalled Naomi.
"Yeah, I know. I was in a hot tub with five of the sexiest naked women on the planet and I went to bed alone. Don't you think I might have had a little pressure built up that needed release?" asked Jared.
"Oh, no!" exclaimed Naomi with a blush. "I was a bit stimulated after seeing all of those naked men. I sure wouldn't want anyone to see videos from my bedroom that night either. We'd better hire a hit man or something to get the bastard with the pictures, and soon!"
It was decided that some of the wealth and connections of Lady in Red Productions were to be devoted to finding out who had possession of the videos, and either securing them or litigate until the perpetrator was broke, and then secure the videos.
The next day the group traveled to the site of Asgard. A new road was being built into the area but was nowhere near completed, so they used SUV's to access the lake and the building sites over a winding dirt road. Steve was impressed that two foundations were already poured and a crew was setting forms for a third.
"That one is where Lisa and Jason and their daughter will be living," explained Ashley. "The contractor promised their home would be done before the baby was born. Over there is Charlie and Jordan's home. The contractor couldn't guarantee that it would be finished when they return from their honeymoon, but he's going to try.
"Ted and Paula will be here and should be the third one completed. All of these houses will be over four thousand square feet and have five bedrooms since we don't know how many kids everyone is going to have. We want to be sure that they're big enough."
"Why would Gwen's parents want such a big house," asked Billy. "Their kids will be moved into homes of their own."
"I think I can answer that one," responded Paula. "It appears likely that Ted and I are going to be blessed with more than a few grandchildren and we want room for them when they stay with us. Our daughters also have some very good friends that will be having children and may want us to babysit them while they're off to strange lands doing who knows what. The plans allow for an addition to the house if it appears that we're going to need more room."
"Steve and I have picked out a spot over on that hill," revealed Gwen. "Valhalla will be over near that huge oak, and it'll take up most of that knoll. It'll have twelve bedrooms with private baths, a banquet hall, an industrial sized kitchen, an indoor pool, a media room, an exercise room, and a big game room with pool tables, table tennis, and other games.
"There'll be a huge hot tub where my sisters, Jordan, Naomi, Charlotte, Mom, Aunt Dianne, Becky, Ashley, Jen, Nadiya and I will be naked most of the time. We'll have a direct video feed to Billy's home, just in case he's too tired to come over and watch us in person," finished Gwen as she fought to maintain a straight face.
"Oh, man! You really had me going!" admitted Billy. "I was visualizing everything as you were naming the ladies that would frequent it. No need for the live video. I'll make sure I get over there in person every day."
"We'll probably have to have a full time security guard to keep an eye on Billy keeping his eyes on everyone else," teased Jordan. "They already started building the huge fence that's going to surround the property. The irony is that Billy will be fenced in with us. That's like having the fox watch the hen house."
"Hey, I've always been a perfect gentleman when you're naked, haven't I?" questioned Billy with a crooked grin.
"Actually, you have," agreed Jordan. "Your eyes get awfully big and drool runs down your chin, but that's kind of flattering in a strange way. The other guys don't even give me a second look."
"I don't think that's too accurate, at least with Steve," disagreed Kate. "He can describe every inch of your body. If he could paint, and it really wouldn't surprise me if he could, he'd have nudes of all of us hanging on his walls. Billy might act like the pervert, but Mr. Hammer is always looking, even when it seems like he isn't! He just conceals it while Billy stares and grins."
"That's my boyfriend you're calling a perv," pointed out Charlotte. "He just happens to have a lot of testosterone pumping through his veins. He's all male and he really appreciates attractive women with long legs, great smiles and..."
"Big hooters!" finished Billy. "I'm just manlier than these other guys. I would never want to insult a naked woman by ignoring her. I was raised better than that!"
As Billy finished speaking, Ashley arrived to join the group. "I've asked investigators to approach the situation about those photos from both directions. We have some super computer geeks trying to determine where the server is that hosts the web site the pictures are on, and we have guys visiting the owner of the cabin. Most of the folks I've talked with seem to think that they'd be happy to have pictures like that on the web if they looked like you guys."
"As you know, that isn't the point," replied Gwen. "This was done with the intention of hurting us, or at least hurting me. It's illegal and it's wrong. Plus, there could be videos of a more intimate nature circulating at some future point. I love Steve and I don't care who knows it, but I don't want the world watching it. Unless, of course, they're buying tickets in a movie theater, or renting it on Blue Ray, and even then they don't get to see the whole repertoire!"
"As far as hurting you goes, your poll numbers are up!" revealed Ashley. "The Democratic candidate pulled out and offered his meager support to the Republican. Polls out this morning show that it isn't easy to get Democratic supporters to go Republican. Your support went up almost ten per cent after those photos came out. It seems that every dirty trick they try backfires on them."
"I think that goes back to what Steve and I learned when that woman sneaked into our hotel room and took pictures proving we had spent the night together," replied Gwen. "We decided then to simply tell the truth and it's worked for every situation we've encountered since then."
"Except for your temporary insanity with Jack Timberline," recalled Lisa. "You were a mess that day, but Steve, Naomi, and Nadiya made it all look like part of the plan. You really have some great friends."
"Ashley, would you walk with me for a ways?" asked Steve as he led Ashley away from the group so no one could overhear what they were saying. "I know that you've heard that the guy you met wasn't really Mark Neary. He was an imposter, and I was the one that told you he was an okay guy. I can't tell you how much that bothers me. Maybe I'm not the one you should ask about men. You're a beautiful, accomplished woman and hardly need me screwing things up for you."



"I heard all about how he impersonated the real Mark Neary," admitted Ashley. "He wasn't who he told us he was, but it doesn't mean that he can't be a good guy. You liked him, Steve. I could tell. He was a gentleman with me and I think he really did like me. I'm reserving my opinion until we know the truth about the situation. He could have been misled, or tricked, just like we were.
"Don't blame yourself and please don't stop looking out for me. I like it. I don't have a dad and it feels really good that a strong, capable male has my best interests at heart. I don't know what I'd do if something happened to our friendship. Gwen's very lucky to have you, but I think I'm doing pretty darn good having you for a close friend!"
Kate nodded toward Steve and Ashley as they spoke privately. "I thought I was in deep over Steve, but Ashley worships him. Look at her eyes when she talks to him. You're very trusting, Gwen. Don't you ever worry about her seducing him? I love her like a sister, but she's another woman in love."
"I understand what you mean. The short answer is that I do trust them. I know Ashley loves him deeply, but so do a few of my sisters that shall remain nameless. Look how you were able to transfer some of that emotion you had for Steve to Chip. Jordan found Charlie. Lisa has Jason. I've noticed that loving Steve allows my friends and relatives to find very good men for themselves.
"I couldn't be prouder of the guys you three have found. In the beginning, I was a bit nervous about Steve having woman fall over him all the time, but now I understand how it all works. When Ashley finds the right guy, she'll love him unconditionally. She's learning what to look for in a man, and she'll find one. In the mean time, she can lean on Steve. His shoulders are broad. And Steve feels bad about the guy we thought was Mark Neary turning out to be someone else. He's apologizing about that right now."
The next day, Steve and Gwen received a phone call telling them that Senator Chatham wanted to meet with them on the following Friday. Curious about the significance of her wanting to see them, they agreed to meet with her in a private room at LiR CPA.
"It's good to see you both again!" schmoozed the senator. "You've been doing some remarkable things since we last met. I knew you were both headed for great things after our trip to Russia."
"Thank you, Senator," replied Steve. "We appreciate your high opinion, but we know you didn't come here to tell us how fond you are of us. What can we do for you?"
"You don't waste time getting to the nitty-gritty, do you?" chuckled the Senator. "We have a PR nightmare going on in Washington. The fact that you willingly traded yourself to save those kids and the U.S. government didn't appear to care in any way is causing a serious shit storm in D.C.
"When Gwen made mention of the state department and the administration failing you the night she brought you back makes it even more damning. Add in the fact that she, along with some very special friends, managed to go to Iraq, find you, fight for you, and bring you back to safety really leaves those of us in leadership positions looking very poorly. I just don't see how we can shine this so it doesn't look like shit," stated Senator Chatham frankly.
"And just where do we come in?" asked Gwen. "The truth is that the government did fail Steve badly. We aren't going to pretend it never happened. Quite the opposite. We're looking for answers and will go where the evidence leads us. If it's you, the President, the Secretary of State, or the CIA, it won't deter us. How does that fit with your mission here today?"
"It makes me more determined to get this right," responded Senator Chatham. "We're trying to get to the bottom of this mess. At the time, I didn't even know that Steve had gone to Iraq. It's my belief that President Hanson had no knowledge of it either. It seems that you were led to believe the state department wanted you to go, but that wasn't the case. We don't negotiate with terrorists, and we felt that sending you to the scene would only add fuel to the flames. Someone had different ideas. I strongly suspect the CIA, but can't find anything to link them to the debacle.
"The possible motive is pretty easy to determine. The CIA has been urging the President to send more troops into Iraq and to consider bombing Iran, since many of these terrorists are bleeding across the border from there. If a terrorist that trained and was based in Iran had managed to behead Steve Hammer and post it on the internet, all hell would have broken lose. The public would demand justice, which would include the bombing of terrorist strongholds in Iran.
"When you and your friend managed to escape those radicals, you also managed to keep the U.S. from being dragged deeper into an already untenable position. I can't tell you how relieved President Hanson and the state department were when Gwen somehow managed to show up in Sparta with you and your friend.
"Of course, we felt about as foolish as possible. We'd all been convinced by the CIA that they were hot on your trail and would have operatives rescue you any minute. Then they had a drone drop a hellfire missile on a warehouse north of Baghdad and, as it turned out, several miles from where you were rescued. We were told that their intelligence reported that you had been beheaded, so they retaliated by killing about nine terrorists in the drone attack. There was so much explosive material there that the explosion destroyed almost all human remains. No bodies were found, just a few charred pieces.
"We were in a high level meeting discussing retaliations when we were notified that Gwen Anderson and friends had returned to Sparta with Steve Hammer in tow, and he was alive! That's when the meeting became interesting. The Director of the CIA seemed genuinely surprised. President Hanson was ecstatic. The Director was ordered to draw up a report on its actions concerning your situation. It was delivered to Hanson two days ago and there are a great many questions left unanswered. They had no idea why you went to Iraq, how you got there, and who ordered you to go. A guy that had recently been promoted to the position was in charge of the search for you in Iraq, and he screwed the pooch with his efforts.
"That's all very interesting, but how does it change anything for us?" asked Gwen. "It sounds like you know the CIA was behind this aberration. Can't you just water-board them until they admit their duplicity?"
"It isn't that easy. There appear to be some rogue cells in the CIA and the Director has no idea who they are or what they're doing. We need to methodically follow the progression of events. The Senate Select Committee on Intelligence wants you both to testify after Labor Day, when Congress is back in session. We need to be open and transparent about this. You'll be given a public forum to explain what you did, and why, as well as answer questions that will help Congress understand what happened."
"Will we be allowed to present any evidence to back our responses when we're asked questions," quizzed Steve. "I know how those things go. Some of the senators will call us liars and challenge everything we say. There's a few of them that think along the same lines as the CIA. They'll try to keep the Agency clean and drag us through the dirt."
Senator Chatham nodded in agreement. "I keep forgetting the depth of your understanding of the government and politics. You're absolutely right. You'll be insulted and attacked by a few members of the committee. They'll accuse Gwen of grandstanding to get elected to Congress, or to sell more music, or movie tickets. They'll question your honesty, integrity, and patriotism. So, will you do it or do they need to subpoena you? It would look better if you both appeared willingly."
"Sure, we'll do it!" chuckled Steve. "You're so persuasive. We can't wait to be called liars, traitors, and thieves. You need to be prepared for the truth, because that's what we'll be bringing. It may not be common in Washington, or well accepted. That won't stop us from delivering it."
"I would ask that you be sure anything that you tell the committee is accurate. As far as the individuals members are concerned, treat them with the same respect they show you. Be polite as long as they are.
"There's another subject I wanted to broach. You'll be transferred to Washington when you're recovered and able to report for duty this fall. There has been a surprising amount of discussion about where you would be most useful. After this Iraq debacle, some higher ranking people in government felt you should be buried in some far away location. Others still wanted to take advantage of the amazing press you garner wherever you go, even if may become unflattering to portions of the government.
"To that end, I have used my considerable influence with the president to have you assigned as my aide. It isn't unheard of for a member of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee to have a military attaché. I have seen enough of your style to know that if you don't want to work with me, I'll be the one to pay the price. I simply need to know if you feel that you can serve the government by working as my aide, or is that asking too much?"
"I have great respect for your service in Washington. You've often crossed party lines on important issues. I will not, however, support any political party, or anything that remotely looks like I'm stepping into politics. You also need to know that I fully expect Gwen to be elected to Congress this fall. I will be supporting her anyway I can when she reaches Washington. If the specter of having an aide that's in love with a freshman Congresswoman and supporting her every way possible is upsetting to you, I suggest you reconsider. I won't be persuaded to abandon Gwen for any reason, on any issue."
Upon hearing Steve state his allegiance so strongly, Gwen smiled broadly and reached out to take his hand and squeeze it. Senator Chatham looked from one to the other and nodded her head.
"That loyalty of yours is one of the things that the American public finds so inspirational. I'll be using that good will and popularity you'll be bringing to Washington in many ways. It can't help but keep me in the public eye. I won't ask you to take any position on an issue. You'll be free to support Gwen. I realize how foolish it would be for me to try to turn you away from her. If we should find ourselves on different sides of an issue, I ask only that you both treat me with respect and we remain friendly. I have many good friends on the other side of the aisle. We can disagree and still be professional and respectful."
"What about those pictures of Steve and me that came out last week?" questioned Gwen. "Will that make a difference in Steve's treatment in Washington? Will there be any fallout from them?"
"I assume you're referring to the photos where he's naked with Lieutenant Naomi Wilson?" asked Senator Chatham. "Yes, they'll make a difference. You didn't hear it from me, but it's highly likely that she'll be assigned as an aide to Senator Elizabeth Mason of Maine. Ms. Wilson is closely linked to you two, and especially to Steve, so that makes her a rather hot commodity. Her looks, her education, and her skills will get her a long ways. Sitting naked on Steve's lap will bring her fame. Senator Mason is a big advocate of women's rights and Ms. Wilson appears to be an independent thinker, and very much a woman. Envy will be the only negative emotion created by those photos. They were remarkable.
"I do marvel at your uncanny ability to turn what on the surface appears to be a public relations nightmare into a positive. I shudder to think of what would happen to my career if I were photographed nude and in the arms of a man not my husband. Of course, I wouldn't be nearly as photogenic as you are, but the press would feast on me until there was nothing left."
The meeting with Senator Chatham ended a short time later. Gwen and Steve returned to the Anderson home. Steve was pleasantly surprised to find Chip sitting in a wheelchair by the pool in the warm summer sun. Steve sat down next to him and the two men chatted easily. Chip had finally been released from the hospital and Kate was going to be his main care giver.
As the two men chatted, the kitchen door slid open and Kate's voice sounded from behind them. "Would you guys like a cold beer?"
"Yeah, as long as it doesn't screw up my medications," replied Chip as Kate stepped in front of them holding two beers.
"Oh! Wow! You're beautiful!" blurted Chip as he studied Kate standing before him. She was topless!
"So you think I look okay? Do I look as good as Steve described me to you? Are you disappointed after the way Steve bragged me up?" asked Kate with a smirk.
"Kate, you're the most beautiful thing I've ever seen!" marveled Chip. "Steve didn't begin to do you justice. How did you know what Steve said about you? Did he tell you about that?"
"How about some chips to go with the beer?" asked Gwen as she walked into view wearing a small red thong, and nothing else. "Did Steve describe me accurately? Sometimes he exaggerates a little. Are you okay, Chip?"
"There's something going on here. I'm not sure what it is, but I hope it never ends. Did Steve tell you about our conversations while we stumbled through the desert? You look great, Gwen! Did I die already? Is this heaven?"
By this time, Steve realized what was going on with the girls. Chip was about to learn that he talked in his sleep, a lot! He had to admit that they were letting Chip know in the nicest possible way.
That was when Ashley strolled out and stopped next to Steve. She had on a little pink boy shorts. Her breasts were high and firm. "Paula asked if you'd come back into the kitchen for a moment to help her with something. We'll chat with Chip while you're gone."
Steve grinned to the girls as he stood and headed for the house. When he got there, he saw all of his friends standing inside. The girls all had bikinis on and were giggling a great deal.
"We're welcoming Chip to the group and thanking him for what he did for you," pointed out Lisa. "Do you think I look too fat to go out there topless? Jason insists I look good, but he's prejudiced. What do you think?"
Steve looked at Lisa's slightly swollen stomach and her pregnancy enlarged breasts and gulped noticeably. "You are sexy as all hell, Lisa. Jason is one lucky guy!"
"Thanks, because it's my turn," laughed Lisa as he pulled her top off very ample bosom and handed it to Steve. "Keep an eye on this for me, would you?"
Steve watched Lisa saunter out by Chip and chat with him. Jason stepped beside Steve as he watched out the window. "What did we get ourselves into when we fell in love with those girls?" wondered Jason. "I keep telling her that the more pregnant she gets, the sexier she looks. I take it that you agree?"
Before Steve could respond, Jordan tossed her top to Charlie and headed out the door. Once again, all the men stood silently and watched as a beautiful, topless woman walked out to visit with Chip.
"Jared, will you do the honors?" asked Naomi as she turned her back to Jared. He grinned as he reached up and untied the strings that held her top up and slowly removed it. "I hope Chip isn't disappointed after the way Steve described me to him."
"He won't be!" assured Steve as he once again had the opportunity to see Naomi's large, firm breasts. All the men watched Naomi walk across the kitchen floor and step outside.
"Jared, you're one lucky SOB!" squeaked Billy as he stared at Naomi's backside.
"Hey, did anyone notice that I already took my top off?" asked Charlotte as the men turned to gaze at her. "That's better! I expect you to be drooling and telling Billy what a lucky guy he is once I step outside."
"Why wait?" asked Steve as he studied Charlotte as she stepped in front of him. "Billy, this girl of yours is sexy as hell, but she'd better get moving out of here. There are a lot of worked up men in this room. I can't promise she'll be safe much longer."
"Thanks!" grinned Charlotte as she pulled Steve down for a quick kiss. "Billy needs to know how good he has it. These babies are high quality!"
As Charlotte joined the other women milling around Chip, the guys lined up by the patio doors watching. Steve noticed that Paula was watching from a window by the sink and went over and stood behind her. He leaned ahead and whispered into her ear.
"You're not going to join them? These guys would love to see you doing your best to cheer up Chip."
Paula remained still as she watched out the window. "Those girls are all so beautiful and firm. I'd embarrass myself, and my daughters. Poor Chip would be scared to death."
"Your breasts do have a strong effect on men, but believe me, fear is not the emotion they create," chuckled Steve. "I apologize if I embarrassed you by telling Chip about you. I was sincere when I told him how beautiful and sexy you are."
"That's another reason I'm keeping my clothes on around you, Young Man," replied Paula. "You're the only man that's ever made me have second thoughts about my vows. I'm not going to put myself in a position where I make a fool of myself. I know I can trust you, and all of the men here, but I don't always trust me. I'm so happy for Gwen to have you to love. I marvel at what you two have. Look how much you've accomplished already. Now I'm looking forward to a house full of grandkids, so start thinking about making an honest woman out of my daughter."
"We've discussed marriage, but feel we should wait until Gwen has completed med school and I'm out of the service. I can't make a career out of being the Navy's poster boy. You'll be my mother-in-law in a couple years and holding our child in your arms within a year of that. That's the best I can promise," responded Steve as he watched the girls tease Chip mercilessly.
Paula swung around and lightly kissed Steve's cheek. "I look forward to it. That first day you came to our pool after that Lady in Red dance, Diane predicted that you two would create the most beautiful children, and I'm sure she was right."
"I think we've given Chip enough time to be properly cheered up!" declared Billy as he started for the door. "We need to get out there and cheer ourselves up!"
The guys weren't willing to let Billy go out without them, so they all followed him out to the pool deck. Steve grinned as Gwen and Naomi winked at him and then snuggled up on each side of Billy and placed their arms on his neck. Then they leaned in and kissed his cheek as their full breasts pressed against his chest.
Jordan and Kate stepped in as soon as Gwen and Naomi stepped back. Then they were followed by Lisa and Ashley. "It looks like I may have to revise my opinion again," grinned Billy. "Lisa's now in the lead!"
Steve took Gwen's hand and took her with him as he approached Chip. "Steve, I didn't realize I was blabbing so much in my sleep. I swear I never meant to say anything about what you told me. I apologize for that, but I'm pretty happy about how it all turned out.
"I've never seen so many beautiful, topless women in my life! Every one of them is beautiful beyond belief. Steve has mentioned you a lot over the past couple of years, Gwen, but you're an absolute goddess. He's a very lucky guy."
"I have a special place in my heart for guys that save my life, or Steve's," responded Gwen as she leaned down and kissed Chip lightly on the lips. "You've moved to the top of the list with everything you endured in Iraq to help Steve. We're connected now. I'll never forget what you did."
"So now that you've seen my sisters, Jordan, Charlotte, Naomi, and Ashley, do I do anything for you at all?" asked Kate as she kneeled down next to Chip and hugged him.



"Kate, you do it all for me. When can we get married? I want to start those babies you promised my mother right away!" teased Chip.
"There won't be any babies before I finish law school, you reconcile with your father, and I have a band on this finger," declared Kate. You'd better make sure that you do what you can to make everything happen."
"I can't make my father listen..." Began Chip before Kate placed a finger over his lips.
"Do you see me, Chip? Are you really looking? I wouldn't think you'd let your dad stand between you and this body. You need to get your priorities figured out. If I'm not on the very top of that list, I'll help you get well and then say goodbye."
"Okay, I'll reconcile with my father, no matter what it takes," agreed Chip as he looked into Kate's eyes. "You already mean the world to me, Kate. You're the only real priority I have any more."
Kate gave Chip a big smile, but was interrupted before she could say anything. "Okay, girls! Here are all of your tops. Please put them back on now. I think Chip, and every other male here, has been cheered up. I allowed this as a special welcoming for Chip, but now it's time to cover up. You'll be on the internet again!" chided Paula as she handed out the tops to the girls.
The next day two FBI agents came to the Anderson residence and spent hours taking statements from everyone that had come into contact with the man they had thought was Mark Neary. Ashley was questioned closely since she had spent a lot of time with him. Steve and Chip were asked a lot of questions as well, since they were the reason the real Mark Neary was supposed to go to Sparta. After about eight hours of questioning, the FBI men left with extensive notes, but few answers to their most pressing questions.
Jared and Naomi had to report the following week. Jason was required to return to active duty in two weeks. He was fully recovered from his injuries in Colombia and was doing the paperwork to be discharged. With a baby on its way, he and Lisa decided that his most important duty was to his family.
That was also the week that Becky made it back to Sparta. She strolled out to the pool late on a Wednesday afternoon. "Hey, Steve, Gwen, Kate, Ashley! How's everyone? Anything happen while I was off filming in New Zealand?
"Seriously, I heard all about it. You guys are followed very closely in New Zealand and Australia. They were always asking me about you. I was thinking of flying back when I heard that Steve had been exchanged for those kids, but what then? If I'd known that you were going to Iraq to kick some butt, I would have met you there. I'm sure glad you're okay, Steve!"
"I never knew her to be so talkative," laughed Ashley as Becky wrapped her arms around Steve and gave him a smoldering kiss. "She didn't use to be so forward either. Remember when we asked Steve to try to bring her out of her shell? Now look how she's doing. TV shows, movies, and promotions are all in a day's work for her."
"Well, it's Gwen's fault for being so generous with her guy. If Steve thought I looked okay, I knew other guys would, too. It's great to be back and to see all of you, even though Steve looks a little banged up. At least he kept his head. That would have been worse than losing a hand!"
"Another beautiful, famous woman?" observed Chip as he wheeled across the pool deck. "I recognize you from the movies! You're Becky Summers!"
"And I recognize you from the news reports I've been watching. You're Chip Martin. I've also heard that I had better not get too interested in you or Kate will be all over me. It's great to meet the guy that saved the guy that pretty much saved me."
Over the next couple of weeks, Gwen began to worry about their annual July 4th bike ride. Steve had a cast on his arm and his ribs weren't healed entirely. Chip was not walking yet and riding a bike was out for some time. Lisa and Jordan came up with the solution to the dilemma.
"I'm getting pretty fat, Steve is bunged up, and Chip has months of rehab in front of him before he's back to where he was," pointed out Lisa. "We were thinking it might be nice to have July 4th here in Sparta. We have some serious military heroes here in our home town. We could invite bikers and everyone else to ride here and help us celebrate. Lady in Red supplies free burgers, hot dogs, and drinks and this town celebrates.
"That's a great idea! We can make floats and have a nice parade. Let's speak to the town council and see if they'll go along with it!" enthused Gwen.
Talking the town into having a big celebration for the Fourth was a simple thing, especially once Lady in Red Productions promised to cover all expenses incurred with the event. The parade was set for noon with a free concert given by Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, and Steve scheduled for six in the evening. Steve would not be playing guitar with his arm in a cast and his ribs still tender, but he would be able to sing.
Lady in Red Productions had an even dozen floats made with different themes for the parade. The close friends were each allowed to design their own float with the company then having it built and readied for the big day.
When word was released about the concert and parade, people began streaming into town days before the Fourth. Once again, all hotels, motels and bed and breakfasts were filled. Two campgrounds that had recently opened were also at capacity. Billy's father along with Ralph Smith, stopped in to thank the group while they were dining at Marsh's on July first.
"The town is doing a land office business!" declared Ralph as he shook Steve's hand. "Your company has been a lifesaver for the local merchants, businesses, and labor force. I can see it every day in the savings accounts and mortgage payments being made at the bank. You've given people good jobs with generous pay and benefits. You're the attraction that lures so many tourists to town."
"Sometimes we seem like we take it all for granted, but we don't," added Billy's father. "We've been able to expand this business and have Billy join us because you folks have put us on the map. Giving a free concert and supplying so many floats for the parade has really drawn people in. You stayed with this town when a lot of people would have moved to Hollywood or New York. Thanks, guys."
Politicians and local dignitaries were eager to participate in the parade. Senator Chatham came and rode in a red convertible, waving to the crowd of spectators. The Republican candidate for Congress even came to town to walk in the parade and have his supporters pass out pamphlets. While very few people were rude enough to jeer him, the spectators were noticeably quieter when he marched past them, waving and smiling to the crowd.
As the parade wound down, Gwen and Jordan moved close to the huge American flag waving over the LiR CPA. There was a huge crowd that filled the street in both directions, as well as the park across the street. The jumbotrons had been on, broadcasting the parade. They now focused on the girls as they sang the National Anthem. The applause and cheering lasted long after the girls ended the song. Then Senator Chatham stepped up to the microphone.
"I won't ruin this great day with a long-winded speech," promised Senator Chatham. "I'd simply like to point out that we're celebrating our nation's birth. It was built on the principles of service, sacrifice, courage, discipline, and honor. No town in the nation better exemplifies these qualities than Sparta! You have the mother lode here! Thank you all for showing what America can be, and what we all need to strive toward. I am humbled to be here today and I thank you all for being the kind of citizens, parents, siblings, sons, daughters, and patriots that you are. Thank you, Sparta for leading the way and showing the rest of the country the best of what we Americans can be!"
The applause was long and loud as the crowd was pleased with the praise from the senator. Then a chant began for Gwen to speak. As a politician, Senator Chatham immediately sensed the mood of the huge audience. She motioned for Gwen to come forward. Gwen blushed slightly as she accepted the microphone from the senator.
"Thank you! The Spartan Nation has been tested over the years and has endured! We've grown closer and prospered together. We've seen incredible courage overcome senseless hatred. We've seen how much we can accomplish when we work together to help those less fortunate. This is a wonderful country and the Spartan Nation is the very best of the best!
"I'd like to acknowledge all of our service men and women here today. They're heroes. Thank them today when you see them. Be proud of them. They've earned it. I've already been cautioned about mentioning any names for fear of leaving some out. I'd never want to do that. We have hundreds and perhaps thousands of vets in Sparta for the holiday and we thank each and every one of them.
"And to put rumors to rest about our next movie, it's going to be filmed here in Sparta! Steve is recuperating, so we had to tweak the script a little, as well as keep him close to his doctors and the hospital. We'll try to not upset traffic or daily routine too much, but we'll be filming on the streets and in some businesses in town. Please be patient with us. We'll need extras for some street scenes and will appreciate those of you that are willing to fill in when needed. Filming starts next week and we hope you'll like the movie when it's done!"
The concert was a huge success. Steve actually sang a few more songs than usual since he wasn't able to play guitar. He teamed with Jordan on several and with Gwen on half a dozen. New jumbotrons had been placed in several strategic locations on Main Street to allow people farther removed from the event to see the show. Merchants were given live feeds so that their patrons could watch and listen while shopping and eating. The evening was a huge success and the town fathers were delighted. After all, how many towns across the country could claim that the top acts in the music industry not only lived there, but used their talent and time to promote local tourism and business?
The new film project was Ashley's idea and was fully embraced by Lady in Red Productions. Having seen posters of Gwen as Wonder Woman, Ashley had drawn up a rough outline for a movie. It was obvious to Ashley that Gwen was the prototypical Wonder Woman. She knew that men would buy tickets to the movie just to see Gwen perform various stunts in her scanty costume. If the movie involved romance and Steve Hammer, females of all ages would pay to see it. Add some action and several more beautiful women and handsome guys and it would be a success. If it had a good plot, was well written and performed, it would be huge.
That summer, it became fairly common for the citizens and tourists to see Wonder Woman on the streets of Sparta. Much of the filming was done in local businesses and familiar locations in the Spartan Nation. Hotels and motels within a hundred miles were filled to capacity all summer as tourists flocked to Sparta to see the Amazon Queen and her friends make their film.
The scenes that had Steve and Gwen interacting in public were the most popular. Steve wore his cast through the first few weeks of filming so his broken arm was written into the movie. Jordan, Kate, and Naomi, who managed to get a month off from the Navy, were Gwen's trusted lieutenants and wore similar outfits as Gwen, except their outfits had no red, which in the Amazon world, was used to signify royalty.
The town fathers hated to see the movie end filming, but they needn't have worried. Jordan and Charlie's wedding was scheduled for the next weekend and the town once again began to fill up in anticipation. Jordan and Charlie had sent invitations to personal friends and family, but also invited the public to join in the celebration.
By Saturday afternoon, when Steve, in his Navy Dress uniform, walked the incredibly beautiful bride down the aisle at LiR CPA, a crowd estimated at a hundred thousand watched from vantage points all over Sparta. Jordan and Charlie sold the rights to broadcast the wedding to a cable channel for several million. That money was immediately donated to charities helping veterans acclimate to civilian life by finding homes, jobs, and medical care for them.
The group had several different bands play at the reception as Jordan and Charlie did their best to dance with as many people as they could. Steve and Gwen were in great demand as well. Chip was using a cane and although doing very well in his recovery, was unable to take to the dance floor. Kate danced with her friends and family, but for the most part, remained close to Chip.
It was almost midnight when a limo pulled in front of the building and Jordan and Charlie waved to the crowd as they headed for the door. Charlie gave Gwen a hug and kiss while Jordan kissed Steve long and hard. Then she smiled to the crowd, grabbed Charlie's hand and climbed into the limo.
There was still a huge number of people enjoying the food and drink, so Gwen and Steve changed into more comfortable clothes and joined the band that was performing at the time. They sang their hits, both duets and singles. Gwen had a fair number of big hits to select from by that time. For their last song, Steve sat at the piano and motioned for Gwen to join him.
He started playing as Gwen watched. Then he began singing the Bryan Adams song 'Please Forgive'. The lights were dimmed except for a soft light on Steve and Gwen. There was no doubt possible for those that watched that Steve was singing for Gwen alone. His voice would quaver slightly with emotion as he sang. Gwen's eyes misted over as she smiled broadly. As he ended the song, Gwen leaned into him and kissed him gently on the lips. The audience roared its approval as Steve and Gwen bowed one last time before leaving the stage. Several weeks later, when the song was released with a video, it became a huge smash. It rivaled Gwen's recent 'Woman in Love' for air play and sales.
Ten days after Jordan's wedding, Gwen and Steve traveled to Washington to appear before the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence. The media coverage, both as they entered the Capitol Building, and as they testified was intense. The committee chair was a lady Senator from California. She introduced Steve and Gwen and then allowed the vice chairman an opportunity to speak.
He wasted no time questioning the validity of whatever Steve and Gwen would have to say. He insisted that there was no way they could know what the intelligence community was trying to accomplish, nor how they were going about it.
"In fact, aren't you here to campaign for the House of Representatives, Ms. Anderson? You've made a career and a great deal of money from exposing yourself in movies and in risqué music videos. Why would anyone even take you seriously?" finished the pompous senator as he looked down on Gwen from his position on the podium in front and above her.
"Senator, you're engaged in a very difficult reelection campaign of your own," began Gwen as she glanced at the notes she had brought into the chamber. "In fact, aren't you here in an attempt to garner votes by pandering to your base? You impugned me, Sir, by suggesting that I am looking for votes, and that since I appear in movies and music videos, I should not be taken seriously.
"Allow me to suggest that a man in as highly a respected and important position as you are, should not be getting assistants pregnant and then paying them to have an abortion! How could anyone take you seriously, Sir?" demanded Gwen hotly.
"Order!" insisted the lady chairman as the room suddenly came alive. "You're here to answer questions, Ms. Anderson! You cannot come into these chambers and make malicious and slanderous statements!"
"Madam Chairman, are you telling me that only United States Senators are allowed to slander and attack citizens in this forum? That we have no recourse? I responded in kind to the Senator's question and I'll continue to do so. If you ask us civil questions, we will attempt to answer them. If anyone feels the need to enhance their questions with insults and personal attacks on us, we will respond in kind, as allowed by the constitution of this country. The very constitution that Steve has shed blood to preserve and protect, I might add.
"We will not sit here and be treated like criminals, or second class citizens. We have earned respect, and we demand it! Can the members of this committee say the same? As you all know, Steve and I have considerable resources at our disposal. We used some of those resources to delve deeply into the backgrounds of the members of this committee. We will not hesitate to divulge anything our people have uncovered, if we feel it is incumbent upon us to do so.
"We are prepared to offer substantial proof of any, and all accusations we make. We're also prepared to go to court if it should become necessary. We love this country and we will not sit idly by while justice and truth are ignored simply because lies are more convenient."
"Are you threatening this committee, Ms. Anderson?" questioned the incredulous chairman.
"If this committee finds that the truth is threatening, than it would appear that Steve and I are doing exactly that. We're here today to tell the truth. You tell me, Madam Chairman, does this committee find that threatening?" asked Gwen seriously.
The lady chairman studied Gwen for a few moments as she composed her thoughts. An aide leaned close to her and whispered something. "It appears that we have gotten off on the wrong foot. I will ask that the members of this committee remain focused on questions for our witnesses and resist the urge to politic, grandstand, or attack. You've seen what can occur if you go that route. Do you wish to ask any more questions, Mr. Vice-Chairman?"
The vice chairman was sweating profusely and his face was a deep shade of red. He simply shook his head in the negative and looked down at his notes.
"Thank you," responded the lady chairman politely. "Senator Burrow, from the state of North Carolina is next. Please proceed."
"That was a rather ingenious method to avoid personal questions about your character and actions," began Senator Burrows as he watched Gwen flip through her notes. "We are not here to lobby for my character, or yours, Ms. Anderson.
"When you miraculously returned from Iraq with your lover, Mr. Hammer, you made the statement that the State Department or the CIA dropped the ball. The CIA had committed a great deal of time and resources to finding Mr. Hammer, even though he lacked the judgment and foresight to report that he was traveling to Iraq and that he would foolishly exchange himself for those hostages. Do you realize that the CIA had a drone fire a missile into the warehouse stronghold of the terrorists, killing at least nine known terrorists? This only occurred after painstaking efforts on the ground and through the airwaves to determine where these men were hiding. Does that sound like the CIA was apathetic to Mr. Hammer's plight?"
"Does it 'sound' apathetic?" repeated Gwen carefully. "No, Sir, it does not. It sounds good, but it's only sound, and not fact. That report is not accurate."
"You're claiming that you know better than the CIA about what occurred in that warehouse?" marveled Senator Burrows. "Obviously, Mr. Hammer wasn't there, or he wouldn't here right now. Are you stating that the CIA drone did not destroy that building? That those dead men were not terrorists, or maybe that it wasn't a drone that fired that missile?"
"Steve and I are disputing the statement that the Hellfire Missile killed those men. They were in fact terrorists, but they had been dead for hours before the missile struck. The CIA only learned of the warehouse when it intercepted an email that Steve sent to me, and they then destroyed that building thinking that Steve was still in it!" declared Gwen with a great deal of passion. "The CIA tried to kill Steve to further its goal, which was to persuade the United States to engage in war with Iran."



Once again the meeting room became unruly. There were gasps of shock and surprise at Gwen's statements. Several senators tried to speak at the same time. Reporters were buzzing with the new developments.
The chairman began hammering the gavel. It took a couple of minutes before the room once again became quiet and she addressed Gwen. "You're aware that you'll not go unchallenged when making wild accusations like that, are you not?"
"We're here to spread the gospel, Madam Chairman. Everything either of us states will not only be true, but will have hard evidence to support it, unlike the CIA!" retorted Gwen with emotion.
"Then, to continue my line of questioning, I'll ask the question that everyone is certainly expecting. Would you be so kind as to prove your accusations to the committee members?" sneered Senator Burrows.
"I'll let Steve handle this part since he was a participant. I want to warn you that what you're about to see and hear is graphic, crude, and not suitable for children, or queasy adults. The language used by Steve and Chip Martin is the language of men under stress, and is not condoned, or used by either in ordinary conditions."
"When the exchange was made for the children, my hands were cuffed behind my back," recalled Steve. "I was struck at least twice in the head and rendered unconscious. What I am about to show you is video from the very camera used by the terrorists that day. When you see the content, you will have no doubt of the validity of my statement. As Gwen has already stated, this is pretty graphic."
Lady in Red Productions had asked for, and received permission to install several large monitors in the meeting room. What they had not told the committee was that the monitors would be controlled by their employees only. When Steve finished speaking, lights dimmed and a video began playing on the monitors.
Fifteen minutes later, the lights brightened and the monitors went blank. Silence ensued for the next minute or so. Many of the people in the room were visibly shaken by the video that had just played.
"You two were in possession of this video and did not turn it in to the government?" asked the stunned chairman. "How do you justify that?"
"We don't trust the government, or at least parts of it, at the moment," replied Gwen. "You saw the email Steve sent to me and several friends. It never reached any of us, but within two hours of its transmission, a Hellfire missile targeted that warehouse. It's our belief that the CIA, or at least some of its employees and staff, wanted Steve dead to further its agenda. That is not the sort of thing the country we love, honor, and serve would ever do. We'll gladly give you a copy now. I should mention that a few minutes ago, it was forwarded to every news organization we could think of. This is going to be difficult to cover up, or put a 'shine on' now, wouldn't you say, Madam Chairman?"
"Ms. Anderson? Mr. Hammer?" began the furious lady chairman. "I'm recommending that you both be found in contempt for concealing evidence from this committee! I'm instructing the Sergeant at Arms to take you both into custody."
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"Excuse me, Madam Chairman," repeated Virginia Senator Russell several times before the din abated and he could finally be clearly heard. "May I suggest a recess so that the committee can discuss this situation? We could reconvene after lunch."
Once again, an aide stepped forward and spoke into the still livid chairman's ear as she slowly nodded. "Very well, Senator Russell. We'll adjourn until one o'clock this afternoon. Ms. Anderson, Lieutenant Hammer, we'll expect you in your seats and prepared to answer questions at that time. You'll still be under oath."
With that statement, the lady chairman brought the gavel down. The senators and their aides stood to leave the chamber. "That went well," observed Kate drily as she and Ashley joined Steve and Gwen. "They don't seem to like your brand of truth too well here. They'd be pissed if you didn't have any proof, but they're even more pissed that you do. There are at least a hundred reporters waiting on the steps to ask you guys questions. Want to find a back door or something?"
"I don't think we do," replied Steve. "We need to remain completely transparent and truthful. Let's go get some lunch."
As the group stepped outside, dozens of reporters hurled questions at them. "Did you exchange yourself for those kids with the intention of killing the terrorists?" shouted a man standing in the forefront of the legion of reporters.
"I had no idea how it would all play out. But I was quite certain that with the tenacious support of my friend and fellow SEAL, Chip Martin, we'd have a better chance of bringing them to justice than that group of school kids would," replied Steve. "There was no plan, per say, so much as an agreement between Chip and me to do all we could for the kids and for each other."
"How did you know that he'd be able to find you? That he'd be able to rescue you?" questioned a different reporter. "Wasn't that leaving a lot to chance?"
"I didn't, and yes, it was leaving a lot to chance. Fortunately, Chip beat the odds, which really didn't surprise me. I've never seen his equal," praised Steve.
"Was it your intention to decapitate that terrorist?" called a tall woman reporter from the second row.
"It was when I brought my foot down," replied Steve calmly.
"Why did you send that email? Did you expect your friends to show up at that warehouse?" quizzed another reporter.
"Honestly, I didn't know what to expect. That said, I wasn't overly surprised at the results. I sent it to find out what would happen if I gave away our position. I'm certain that Gwen didn't send in that Hellfire missile," grinned Steve as he pulled Gwen closer. "She never received the email. Who has the ability to monitor emails, and to intercept them? Who has the ability to use Hellfire missiles? Who can transport me surreptitiously to Iraq without the U.S. military, or government knowing? That list is pretty short, and it's the usual suspects."
"Do you believe that the CIA tried to have you killed?" asked yet another reporter.
"I think the evidence points to a person, or persons, in the CIA dropping that missile on that warehouse with the intention of sending me straight to Hell," admitted Steve. "I'm holding out hope that it was a rogue operation and not something the Agency condoned. That remains to be seen. Now, if you'll excuse us, we need to catch some lunch before we return to testify before the committee."
Steve and Gwen strolled down the street with Kate and Ashley following. They were constantly recognized and greeted as they made their way down the sidewalk. Most of those they met were tourists and delighted to see the famous couple. Cameras and phones constantly snapped photos. Many people took the time to thank Gwen and Steve for their efforts on behalf of veterans, and for standing up to the powerful senate committee.
"Word gets around fast," stated Ashley as they group sat down at their reserved table. "It seems like the everyday Joes are pretty happy with the way you two are handling things so far. This is big. You're pretty much accusing the CIA of trying to kill an American citizen that's an active member of the military; a Navy SEAL, no less."
"When I asked if I could have the afternoon off from class to attend this hearing, my instructors couldn't agree fast enough," stated Kate. "These hearings are extremely interesting to people that teach at, or attend law school. I just watched history as it was happening. Tomorrow, I'm supposed to give a verbal report on everything, unless you're still testifying. Then I'll be here again to watch."
"People in medical school aren't quite as excited about this stuff, although I had no problem getting permission to take a few days off from class to come to Washington," admitted Gwen. "The real problem is that med school is hard enough when you attend all of the lectures. Missing class is not the way to pass the exams. Luckily, Charlotte's got my back. She'll take notes and record the lectures, but I'm going to be working my butt off when I get back to Stanford."
"Do you think you'll be going back, or will that 'Madam Chairman' person throw you in jail?" questioned a concerned Ashley.
"That was just a foolish statement made out of anger," replied Steve between bites of his lunch. "We didn't withhold evidence from them. She's angry because we produced the evidence that she didn't want to even exist, never mind being seen by the public. Once she has time to cool off, she'll realize it, or her aides will explain it to her."
"After what Steve went through in Colombia and Iraq, the citizens of this country would probably stage a revolution if the government tried to punish him in any way," insisted Gwen. "You've seen how people admire and respect him. Without wanting to sound vain, Steve and I have built up a lot of good will across the country. As long as we're honest about everything, 'Madam Chairman' won't be able to touch us. Look at what Steve managed in a two week span. He saved those two American girls in Colombia, killed a ruthless drug lord, freed 17 child hostages in Iraq, and killed numerous international terrorists. That's in two weeks!"
"One of my law professors said pretty much the same thing last class," offered Kate. "He suggested that Steve's influence exceeded that of most members of Congress. We're a country of citizens that want to do the right thing, and want to be proud of our leaders and their actions. Steve's given that to us, in spades! We haven't had a lot to brag about or believe in lately, but Steve's brought back pride in country. Americans like to feel that he represents our ideals, our courage, and our skills.
"Chip told me that he'd never have made it out of Iraq without Steve pushing him all the way. I don't think I realized how much you guys endured until I watched that video. You talked Chip into living, and you used me to make him want to keep going. That makes me love both of you guys. Busted legs, ribs, arms, and shoulders and you two were talking about not letting us down and how you had to get back to Gwen and me. You just keep amazing me."
"We'd better start back," suggested Steve as he blushed slightly under Kate's praise. "We'll wind up behind bars for being late or something."
"It's come to my attention that I may have acted a bit rashly earlier today," began the lady chairman of the senate committee as soon as the hearing was called to order. "Since you offered your evidence when this committee asked for it, you did not withhold it and therefore cannot be held in contempt. However, I still feel that it was grandstanding. It was theatrical and performed to perfection by skilled actors. We're here to get to the truth and that's what we intend to do. Senator Russell now has the floor."
"I'd like to thank you both for appearing here today," began the senior senator from Virginia. "I'd also like to express my sincere appreciation for the courageous efforts you made on behalf of others in both Colombia and Iraq in recent weeks, Lieutenant Hammer.
"I have to state, Ms. Anderson, that your work with children and veterans has not gone unnoticed. You were instrumental in the construction of a state-of-the-art hospital in your home town. Your company is completely financing a similar one in Kiev. It's rare to see charitable work on such a large scale.
"Now for the reason we're here today. Lieutenant Hammer, can you state for a fact that the CIA tried to kill you in Iraq? Do you have any more knowledge than what you shared with us in that amazing video?"
"No, Sir, I cannot. I can only give tell you the facts as I know them. They would seem to point at the Agency, but they're very careful about exposing their people, or their intentions. You need to find out why I wound up on three different military planes while being taken to Iraq, yet with no one in government knowing it. Who cleared me to ride on them? In Germany, they actually delayed their departure to wait for my arrival. Who told them to wait? If the military and the state department have no knowledge of these flights, then who made the arrangements?
"Why didn't my email get through to Gwen or my friends? How did the CIA learn there were terrorists in that building? Why did they bomb it? Who met me when we landed in Iraq and escorted me to meet the families of the kidnapped children? Who appointed the fellow that headed up the CIA's effort in Iraq to find me? Why wasn't the military included? My friends assure me that our service men and women were extremely anxious to assist in the search. Special Forces were created for situations like that. Why weren't they utilized?
"When you have the answers to those questions, you'll be a long way toward determining who was responsible for that series of incidents, and if it was their intention that I become a sacrificial lamb," concluded Steve.
Steve and Gwen spent the rest of the afternoon responding to committee questions. No senator made the mistake of being overly critical, or insulting to the couple as they politely answered every question asked. When the questioning was finally completed, the lady chairman thanked both Gwen and Steve for their cooperation.
"We started off poorly, but I truly believe that we all have the same goal. We want this great nation to succeed and grow. There's no place in government for those that ignore our laws and pursue private agendas. Thank you, Ms. Anderson and Lieutenant Hammer for your cooperation and patience today. This committee will process the information we've received and proceed from there."
Once again, Steve and Gwen were mobbed by reporters as they left the Capitol Building. Before they began answering questions, Gwen motioned to a smiling man standing well off to the side. He was accompanied by several men in suits.
"Larry?" called Gwen as reporters craned their necks to find the focus of Gwen's attention. They saw several well dressed men standing near a tall fellow with a pony tail. He was wearing jeans and a flannel shirt. Gwen motioned to the man and he grinned as he made his way to the front of the crowd.
"What brings you to D.C.?" asked Gwen as she quickly hugged the man before Steve shook his hand. "Is there anything wrong? Is everyone back home okay?"
"Yeah, the guys are fine. I'm in town to lobby for aid for disabled veterans. I'm here right now because these three national veteran association honchos found out that I'm on pretty good terms with you, Steve, Jordan, and Charlie. They want a favor and they hoped that I'd soften you up before they asked it," chuckled Larry Carson as the three men in suits worked their way through the crowd of reporters.
"Bill Adams, Sam Notaranni, and Ben Li, it's my pleasure to introduce you to my good friends, Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer. I did my part. Now it's up to you three," grinned Larry as he stepped back.
"We were quite willing to wait until you were done with the press. Asking a favor in front of reporters isn't really very fair," reasoned Bill Adams, the apparent spokesman of the group.
"Sir, if it's about helping veterans, feel free to ask us anything, in front of anyone," responded Gwen as she gave the three men her megawatt smile. "We'll do what we can."
"Okay, here it goes," replied Bill Adams. "We represent the three largest veterans' organizations in the United States. We've made arrangements with the Park Service to have the use the National Mall on Veteran's Day. We do this almost every year. We have speakers lined up. They're..., you know,... the usual Veterans Day speakers. What we'd really like to ask is if you could manage to work your schedule so you could perform..."
"Absolutely!" responded Gwen before the man finished his request. "We'll make the time. I'll need you to give your contact information to Ashley. She'll be in touch with you. We'll need to know where you want us to set up, how long you want us to perform, and any special requests you may have for us. I can't speak for Jordan and Charlie, but I guess I'm speaking for Steve, aren't I?"
"Feel free," laughed Steve as Gwen looked to him for his reaction. "You know I'll do anything to help our vets, and even more to remain in your good graces."
By this time, Ashley was exchanging information with the three delighted men. She entered their information into her phone before she gave them numbers and emails they could use to contact her.
"We can't thank you enough!" beamed the man introduced to Gwen as Sam Notaranni. "Our turnouts have been getting a bit light with the usual predictable speeches and ceremonies. We've been watching the news and saw how well you treated the veterans in your state and what you did to help Larry's organization. We ran into him at a meeting and persuaded him to come here today to see if he could introduce us to you. He managed it without putting out much effort. He appears to be a genuine friend of yours."
It was at that point that everyone realized that reporters were recording the exchange. "I guess you heard everything, but that's a good thing!" declared Gwen as she faced the reporters once again. "Steve and I have agreed to perform here at the National Mall on Veterans Day. I'm sure that Charlie and Jordan will be with us, if their busy schedule allows it. We hope that everyone will have a wonderful time, and the people of this great country will show their pride and appreciation for the sacrifices these men and women have made for us. I'm dedicated to helping our veterans. We'll be here in Washington, on the National Mall, celebrating with, and honoring the men and women that have risked so much for us. There's no more fitting place to honor these people than here in our nation's capital."
A few minutes later, Gwen, Kate, Ashley, and Steve returned to their hotel for a 'quiet' dinner. "Maybe we should have reserved a private room, or eaten in your suite," worried Ashley as Steve and Gwen were interrupted for about the tenth time by well wishers and fans.
"This is fine," insisted Steve. "Gwen may be a Congresswoman soon. She needs to be seen as accessible. She can't become part of the establishment, where she's only seen at photo ops and political events. In fact, I think she should avoid the obvious situations where she'll be seen as pandering or politicking. People need to realize what a smart, honest, beautiful woman she really is. She has to keep her humility and natural charm front and center. It's what separates her from all of the clowns and jokers we have in congress."
"Jordan just called. She got my text about performing, and she saw it on the TV news," revealed Gwen as she put her phone away. "Mr. and Mrs. Burns think it'll be the perfect venue for them to debut as a married couple. They can't wait to perform."
"Will Jordan change her professional name to Jordan Burns?" asked Kate. "That would take some getting used to, wouldn't it?"
"Professionally, she'll still be Jordan Quick, but in her private life, she's Mrs. Jordan Burns and their kids will have the surname 'Burns'. I think it's a good idea. I'll always be Dr. Gwen Anderson to my patients, and plain Gwen Anderson to my fans, but I hope to be Mrs. Gwen Hammer someday, if I'm not being too presumptuous."
"I think we'd be Lieutenant and Doctor Hammer, or if I'm a civilian, Mr. and Dr. Hammer. At least that's what'll be on our electric bill," offered Steve with a grin.
"As long as I have 'Hammer' in there someplace and our kids are little 'Hammers', I'll be fine with just about anything," admitted Gwen. "Mom's been hinting that we should tie the knot at some point soon. I told her we have it planned out, but she says plans don't always work out and it might be good to just make the leap.
"I told Mom that you haven't even asked me, so she's putting the cart before the horse," stated Gwen as she gave Steve a meaningful look.
"Gwen, if you want to change our plans, I'll gladly marry you tomorrow," responded Steve. "You know how I feel about you and how I fully intend to make you my wife. If you're not happy with our timetable, just let me know. I'll be on bended knee so fast your head will spin."
"That's all I need to hear," beamed Gwen. "Charlotte and I both think that it's better to concentrate on med school and avoid the distractions of marriage, especially when it's long distance. When you and I take the plunge, we're going to live together. That's important in a marriage. It's the only way that I know."
Gwen returned to Stanford the next morning, while Steve reported to Senator Chatham's office. "You're coming to work for me after the way you stirred up things yesterday?" questioned Senator Chatham. "Presenting that video out of the blue like that really caught the committee by surprise. Politicians do not like surprises. You need to always be aware of that.
"You're going to be introduced as my attaché today. There'll be more than a few questions since you're only a lieutenant. Usually Majors or higher receive those appointments. They're normally appointed to embassies and the like. What I want from you is silence on your appointment. I'll handle any questions that may be asked. Just remember that you're still in the service and you should consider me your superior officer in our interactions.
"I guess you'll want Veterans Day off," chuckled Senator Chatham. "That was a real Kodak moment when you two promised those veterans that you'd perform on the National Mall. You two garner more good press without any real effort then my entire professional PR team can manage for me. This'll be an interesting year!"
Steve did his best to follow instructions while trying to maintain a low profile. Senator Chatham appeared to have a different agenda as she always had him travel with her and stand nearby for all of her photo ops.
Gwen and Charlotte flew to Sparta from California on Election Day to vote. Steve returned home from Washington. They all realized that they could have used absentee ballots, but were excited over the prospects of Gwen winning the election. Once again, Gwen and Steve, with friends and family, were enjoying a late dinner at Marsh's Landing. Every television in the place was tuned to a news channel. It was just past eight thirty when Amber Stahl announced that her network was prepared to project the winner of the Congressional race in Sparta. The entire restaurant became silent. Everyone was focused on Amber's announcement.
"CBC is now projecting that the winner in the 5th Congressional District, which encompasses Sparta. We project Gwen Anderson will win the district by a 2 to 1 margin!
"This election is important for several reasons. Gwen Anderson never campaigned. She spent no time, or money trying to sway voters. Several attempts were made to derail her support. Rumors were circulated that her famous boyfriend, Steve Hammer, was having an ongoing affair with Paula Anderson, Gwen's mother. That effort failed miserably. Then nude photos of Ms. Anderson and a close male friend, who happens to be black, were circulated. Gwen Anderson simply shrugged them off. She admitted the photos were real, that the man in the photos was a very close friend, that Steve Hammer was the only man she had ever slept with and that people could vote for her opponent if they didn't like her lifestyle.



"Winning with write-ins is unusual, but not without precedent. Winning in such a commanding fashion is not at all common. The fact that she claims no party affiliation will force some interesting decisions by the leaders of both parties. Many political pundits feel that Gwen Anderson, along with her boyfriend, Steve Hammer, has more political clout than many senators and most members of the House. Senator Chatham recently had Steve Hammer appointed as her attaché. Critics were quick to claim that she was trying to capitalize on his popularity.
"We will be broadcasting a live interview with Gwen Anderson in the next half hour. Stay tuned for what promises to be a candid and interesting discussion," finished Amber as the station went to commercial
"I'd like to propose a toast!" stated an extremely proud Ted as he stood and raised his wine glass. "To the most beautiful, most talented, smartest, and most qualified congresswoman this great country has ever seen!"
Everyone stood at Ted's announcement and clinked their glasses together. Surprisingly, Billy Marsh decided to give a short speech. "Please remain standing. I've been thinking about this a lot lately. I'd like to propose a toast to the rise of the queen, and I don't mean the movie we made. Our royal couple is on a collision course with destiny! Gwen and Steve are becoming more famous, more influential, and more powerful every day. It's a lot like the movie. We have the warrior and the queen. It won't be long and they'll be building an empire. Actually, I think that they are already!"
Once again, everyone touched glasses and drank to the toast. As they took their seats Charlotte spoke. "Billy, that was really insightful. Now that I think about it, you've nailed it. The election today is another step closer to the 'throne' for our queen. I have trouble believing that we're part of it all. I think that Gwen and Steve are building their empire every day, as they continue to increase their power and influence. Asgard will become the home of the gods."
"I think you're getting a little carried away with all of this," observed Gwen modestly. "There are a lot of people in congress and I'll just be one of them. It isn't that big of a deal."
"Actually, it is," insisted William Patterson as he joined the conversation. "You won on write-ins, with no campaigning. You, Steve, and Jordan have built a billion dollar company. You've traveled the world making friends and helping people. There's never been anything like Lady in Red Productions, or your group, before this. You're the closest thing this country has to a queen. And you've earned it and not inherited it, or married into it, like most queens do."
"Never mind embarrassing the poor girl," interjected Steve's grandmother. "I want to make sure that Gwen knows that she and Steve are always welcome to stay with us when they're in Washington. I already told Steve. He made certain that I understood that if you visited with us that you and Steve would be sharing a bed. After everything that happened with his mother, I understand why he felt the need to firmly state his position on the matter. I wouldn't have it any other way. We have a second master suite in our house and you're always welcome to use it. Please keep it in mind."
"Thank you, so much, Grandmother Patterson! Our company's rented an entire floor in a hotel for our group for the next year, but we'd be delighted to visit you on a weekend or holiday when we don't have to be at any government functions. I appreciate that you're so understanding about the sleeping arrangements. For some reason, Steve likes to keep me close whenever he can," teased Gwen as she ran her hand lightly over Steve's cheek.
"I'm well aware of that fact, My Dear," smiled Beatrice Patterson. "Remember that we accompanied you on your trip to Russia and experienced those thin walls first hand. That trip was an eye-opener for me."
At that point, a well dressed man entered the dining room and approached the table. Ashley jumped up from her seat to greet the man. "Gwen, this is Matthew Barnwell. He's interested in assisting you when you're sworn into the House of Representatives. He's been an aide to several influential Congressmen over the past ten years. He contacted me a week ago to set up an appointment. I told him then that if you won, I'd see that he met with you right away. I hope this isn't too soon."
"It isn't too soon, but it is too late," responded Gwen. "I've already selected my top assistant, aide, or whatever they're called. Thank you for coming, Mr. Barnwell, but I won't be requiring your services."
The man thanked Gwen for her time and quickly left the room. "I'm sorry, Gwen. I didn't know that you'd already found someone. I was just trying to stay on top of everything for you," reasoned Ashley. "You're going to need some very good assistants after you take office. I hope you found someone extremely capable."
"That's exactly what I did, Ashley. Maybe I shouldn't have assumed that the person would accept the job, but I'm hoping that they will," added Gwen with a grin. "I need someone that I can trust totally. I discussed it with Steve and we agreed that you're at the top of a very short list. I realize I may be taking advantage of our friendship, but I really need you. Your salary will be increased accordingly and you can hire all the assistants you feel are necessary, but you have to be in charge. You're the one I want. Will you do it?"
"Me? Do you realize how little I know about politics? I'd be learning on the job. You can find some very good people with a great deal more experience," reasoned Ashley.
"Ashley, can you honestly tell me that you think Gwen could find someone that would work harder, or be more loyal than you?" asked Steve.
"Honestly? No, but she could find people that know a lot more than I. I'm a novice. I'll make mistakes. I don't know what I'd do if I did something stupid that hurt Gwen politically, or in any other way."
"That's why you've been asked," replied Steve. "We've known you for quite a while. You're smart, beautiful, well spoken, honest, and extremely loyal. Gwen can live with honest mistakes. What she can't risk is distrust, envy, and greed. We both believe that you're the best choice, and really, the only choice for the job."
"Then I'll gladly accept! I promise I'll do the best I possibly can," declared Ashley as she hurried over to Gwen and hugged her tightly. "I'll always have your best interest at heart."
Ashley then moved to Steve and embraced him tightly. "You and Gwen have been so good to me and my family. I'm so lucky to know you both. If I screw up, don't be afraid to let me know. If you have to fire me, I'll understand, but promise we'll always be friends."
"You've seen how Gwen and I are with our friends, and you're one of our best," assured Steve. "You won't be fired and you'll always be very dear to us."
Ashley pulled Steve down and kissed him hard as everyone else smiled knowingly at the obvious affection Ashley had for Steve. When she released Steve, she ran her hands over her eyes as she wiped away her tears. Then she buried her face in Steve's chest and sobbed loudly. Steve simply held her and waited for her to calm down.
"I'm sorry about that, everyone, but I just felt so overwhelmed. My life has improved so much since I met Gwen and Steve. I wonder what I've done to have such amazing friends. You guys are the best!" managed Ashley as she finally gained control of her emotions.
"Ashley, you'll have your pick of any room on the fifteenth floor of our hotel, except for the suites Kate, Naomi, and Steve and I will be using," added Gwen. "They're long term, with kitchenettes and great views of the city. I'll be flying back and forth from California, but you'll be staying there, setting up my office, hiring your assistants, and buying whatever we need. Med school keeps me very busy, so I'll rely on you to handle everything in Washington. Mom's agreed to set up an office in Sparta for me and to staff it.
"Steve will be in D.C., so he might be able to answer some of the questions you might have, but he's almost worthless about things like colors and designs. Just email me with anything Steve can't handle and I'll respond when I get the chance. He'll be living on the same floor, so you can catch him in the evenings."
"Steve will be living on the same floor?" repeated Ashley as she glanced at Steve. "That'll make it easier to contact him with questions, and I'll feel safer with him nearby."
"Yeah, but will Steve be safe with you on the same floor?" teased Becky. "I think I'll be visiting my sister quite often."
"You'll have your choice of available rooms when you're there, so you don't have to bunk with Ashley," stated Gwen. "You girls can keep his motor running, but he'll have to wait for me to come east to relieve his pent up tension. You probably heard that Naomi's an attaché with Senator Mason. She's staying on the same floor and will keeping an eye on things for me. Now that the public has determined that her ass is bigger than mine, she's very humble, and quite helpful."
"That poll wasn't scientific and Gwen only won by two per cent, which is within the margin of error in any poll," explained Naomi. "I should point out that I also won the bigger breasts poll by three per cent, so I'm proportional. Wouldn't you agree, Billy?"
"After seeing you at the pool this summer, I sure wouldn't disagree!" responded Billy. "You and Gwen could be identical twins, except for a few minor differences."
"That's so sweet!" replied Gwen and Naomi in unison, before Gwen added. "I'll take that as a huge compliment. Naomi has an incredible figure.
"I've got another announcement about our company," added Gwen. "Everyone knows that Lisa has been featured in advertisements for the new Lady in Red line for pregnant women. It's been doing extremely well, but that's no surprise considering how beautiful Lisa is, and how she positively glows.
"What you don't know is that after New Years, Jason will be heading up a new division for our company. He'll be discharged from the Army by the end of the year. In the past our company has attempted to help people that were victims of natural disasters, but it's been hit or miss for the most part.
"Jason will be utilizing his experience and his engineering background to set up a Lady in Red Productions national response to disasters, or any other event where large numbers of our citizens need help. He'll be setting up a network of vendors, as well as various professionals, that will stand ready to wear our logo, and rush to disaster areas with the appropriate response. This is going to require a great deal of planning and preparation. We feel confident that Jason can handle it."
"I'm sure that he can," agreed Paula. "He's extremely detailed oriented, but I guess most engineers are. He'll do very well."
"Let's get over to LiR CPA," insisted Ashley. "The TV cameraman is waiting. People are already pouring in to celebrate your victory. We'll touch up your make-up and do that interview with Amber. This is so exciting!"
"You have all of this planned?" asked a surprised Gwen. "We're having a victory celebration? Steve, you stay close to me all night, okay? I want everyone to know that I rely on you and that we're a package deal. Let's get over there and greet all of our friends and supporters!"
Gwen was greeted with a huge ovation when she entered the Lady in Red Center for the Performing Arts. Balloons and confetti dropped from the ceiling and the huge jumbotrons broadcast Gwen's every step and every expression on her beautiful face. Everyone was relatively quiet as she gave a long distance interview to Amber Stahl. Then Steve escorted her to the stage so she could speak to the crowd.
"Thank you! I appreciate your confidence and trust. It means everything to me. I don't have a speech written. I don't have much to say, really. I just want everyone to know that I'll do my best. I will remember why you elected me. If I should forget, Steve will remind me. If he doesn't, call, email, text, write, or use social media to get my attention. Hold my feet to the fire. I represent you.
"My belief is that I should always try to do what I feel is best for the country, and that in turn, will be good for Sparta. I will not be adding pork to bills to help individuals or groups, be they in this district or not. I will support legitimate issues that have merit, and do my best to make this country an even better place to live.
"I will lean on my family and friends for guidance, especially Steve, but I'll always be making the final decision. Blame me if I screw up and no one else. But most of all, I want all of you to feel that I really do care, and that you can contact me with your concerns. Have patience, but hold me to a high standard. I'd have it no other way."
Gwen and Steve spent the rest of the evening meeting and greeting people as they lined up to have a word with their next congresswoman. Gwen was gracious and attentive to all. Steve was always at her side, smiling and speaking quietly to anyone that spoke to him. William Patterson mentioned it to Ted and Paula as they watched the couple interact with the public.
"I've seen a lot of politicians in my day, but I've never seen anything like your daughter and my grandson. Look how calm and controlled they are. Watch how people smile in appreciation when they take the time to listen to them. I'm telling you right now that there's no limit for that couple. It's up to us to see that they have all the tools they need to achieve whatever destiny has planned for them. You both should be extremely proud!"
"Charlotte and I have an early flight in the morning," reminded Gwen as she led Steve back to her family and friends as the greeting line finally petered out. "We need to spend some quality time with our guys, so we'll say goodnight to everyone and go to bed, won't we, Steve?"
"Yes! We will," laughed Steve. "How dumb would I have to be to argue about that? See you all tomorrow. I'll be in our room, explaining parliamentary procedure to our next congresswoman, if anyone needs me."
"Let me know if you need me to establish a quorum," joked Becky. "You could wind up deadlocked with just the two of you there, but with me in the mix, it's less likely."
"Deadlocked for awhile sounds pretty good to me," smiled Gwen. "I do appreciate your concern, as well as your generous offer. However, we'll reach a unanimous decision, but only after a great deal of deliberation. I truly believe that I can coax Steve into seeing things my way."
Gwen and Charlotte returned to Stanford the next day, while Steve flew back to Washington. The Monday evening before Veterans Day, Gwen and Charlotte landed in Harrisburg, Pa. They were met by Steve, Jordan, Charlie, Jared, Naomi, Kate, Chip, and Billy. Plans had been made for the group to travel to Washington the next morning. They were scheduled to perform at three Tuesday afternoon and wanted to arrive in D.C. at noon or a little later. Early Tuesday Morning, the girls posted tweets, and to other social media while they worked on their breakfast. It was an unseasonably warm fall day with temperatures predicted to be in the mid sixties.
"Are you sure you're going to be able to ride the entire way?" asked a worried Kate for the third time. "You're not completely healed yet."
"We've been over it a dozen times," answered Chip. "I feel good. My shoulder is at ninety per cent and my leg is getting a lot better. I wouldn't be able to walk that far, but I can ride this bike from here to Hell and back. Just climb on and look beautiful, would you?"
As planned, the group pointed their bikes south at exactly eight AM. By the time they had traveled five miles, two dozen more bikes had pulled in behind them. Where the roads were wider and traffic was regulated by state and local police, the group rode four and five abreast. Ashley had printed out a map with directions for the group to follow so they could avoid interstates most of the way. The route had also been posted on FaceBook as well as the company web page.
When Steve, Gwen and friends entered Washington city limits shortly after noon, it was estimated that six to eight thousand bikers, mostly veterans and active service men and women, were riding behind them. Many of the riders had small flags attached to their bikes showing the branch of the service they had so proudly served. Thousands of people lined the streets and waved and cheered as the seemingly endless stream of bikes poured past them. Gwen, Jordan, Kate, Charlotte, and Naomi waved back to the cheering crowds as the formation made its way to the National Mall. A side street not too far from the mall had been closed and designated for parking for the bikes.
Once they turned off the engines. Steve and Gwen, along with their friends, led the other bikers to the National Mall to join thousands of others that had come to Washington to celebrate Veterans Day and to see the concert.
The group was welcomed by fans with every step they took. Jordan, Charlie, Steve and Gwen posed for pictures, signed all sorts of flyers and pamphlets, and shook hundreds of hands as they worked their way forward. They were met by a grinning Larry Carson as they approached the stage.
"They've been having small turnouts the last few years? Take a look in any direction. There has to be over a quarter million people here today, if there's one! All of a sudden, politicians are begging to be allowed to speak, but we're sticking to our guns. We have a general and an admiral speaking, and then you guys will be asked to say something."
By three that afternoon, the National Mall was packed with people as were all nearby streets and parking lots. Lady in Red Productions had spent the previous few days installing numerous jumbotrons to allow more people to enjoy the show. As the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs was introduced, a park service official standing near Gwen told a reporter that the crowd was estimated at a just less than three quarters of a million people!
The huge crowd was polite as the General Dent gave a pretty much standard speech. He received some applause when he wrapped up his oratory efforts. Then Rear Admiral John Kane was introduced amid a less than raucous welcome. To his credit, the Admiral realized that hundreds of thousands of people had not come to hear him speak. He delivered a shorten version of his intended half hour discourse.
"Now, we're going to hear from Jordan Quick Burns!" announced the emcee as a huge roar went up from the crowd.
Jordan had to wait over a minute for the crowd to settle down. Her beautiful smiling face lit up the jumbotrons that had been placed around the Mall. "Thank you! I've heard news reports that all of you came here today to see us. They have that backwards. We're here today to see you!"
Once again hundreds of thousands of people whistled and yelled their approval. "I always thought that I understood our veterans and what they went through to keep us safe. A couple of months ago, that all changed. I went with some very trusted and dear friends to Iraq to do what we could for a couple of guys that we love, and that needed some help. You may have heard about it on the news?
"I saw acts of courage and sacrifice beyond anything I ever imagined. My husband, Charlie, is a veteran. I never realized what that meant until the day we had to fight our way out of a really bad situation. Charlie came within an inch of dying while protecting me and others. I saw death, pain, and despair that day. But what I really remember the most is the strength and the character shown by the men and women that traveled with us. I now have a small idea of what all of you brave men and women risked with your service to this great country. I'm humbled to be here today. I'm also incredibly honored to be able share this event with you. Thank you so much for your service, and for allowing me to be a small part of this glorious day. I'm in your debt!"



Applause and cheers lasted several minutes after Jordan had wrapped up her very brief speech. She beamed as she turned and waved in all directions to the adoring crowd.
Eventually, it began to quiet down and the emcee once again spoke to the crowd. "Wow! Was that a great speech, or what! Now it's time to hear from another performer that's donated her time and talent to entertain us today. Give it up for Congresswoman-elect Gwen Anderson!"
Once again, hundreds of thousands of people showed their approval with whistles, cheers, applause and the chant of 'Gwen', 'Gwen', 'Gwen', over and over. Again, the jumbotrons featured a beautiful woman's face as she smiled broadly and waved while she waited for the noise to diminish.
"Thank you! This is a great honor!" managed Gwen once the din abated. "We love our veterans, as well as our active military. You folks are the best. I've been pretty close to a military man the past few years and I've seen what you sacrifice for your country. To that end, Lady in Red Productions is formulating a strategy to upgrade some hospitals around the country that are having financial issues. We're going to help fund them, but with one condition. They will not turn away veterans for any reason, with the exception of being filled to capacity, and no veteran will ever be refused out-patient treatment.
"This is a huge endeavor and it'll take years to accomplish. We've already reached agreements with a hospital in Akron, Ohio and another in Nashville, Tennessee. We'll rehab and modernize them as fast as we can. Then we'll increase the staff and see that veterans that need hospital care in that area receive everything they need, and deserve. That's our promise to you!"
The crowd was caught completely by surprise by the announcement and it took a few seconds to sink in. As understanding swept through the veterans in attendance, a huge roar went out from the audience. Gwen simply smiled and waved as she turned around to face the sea of faces that stretched in every direction before she returned to her seat.
Once again, the emcee waited for the noise to abate. When it finally dulled to a low roar, he began his introduction of the next speaker. "Ladies and Gentlemen, our last speaker needs no introduction. Here he is!"
A Steve approached the microphones, the crowd went crazy. It was immediately obvious that his personal sacrifices had made an impression on every person in attendance. As the ovation continued, Steve grinned and waved. Now and then he'd point to a group and nod, smile, or signal something before moving his gaze on to others. Finally, the audience tired and Steve was able to be heard.
"Thanks! I appreciate it! I understand how you feel. This isn't about me. It's about all of you, all of us! What I did is no more than what every last one of you would've done if you'd been in my place. I've seen many examples of the courage, dedication, determination, and the honor that all of you possess. We're in this together. You're my brothers and sisters. You represent what's right with this country!
"We rode our bikes into town today because we're so damned proud to be seen with our veterans and active military. There's no greater honor than to be recognized as an equal by men and women like those of you here today! What I've done, what we've all done, is no less than what we expect from each other, and from ourselves. It's what we do!"
Steve had to wait over a minute for the cheering to let up. "Forgive me, but I can't let this opportunity go by. I have to thank Lieutenant Chip Martin, a Navy SEAL brother, for pulling my ass out of a real jam. He's right there!" pointed Steve as the camera swung to a red faced Chip as a huge cheer went up.
"Then there's Captain Jason Hunter, Lieutenant Jared White, Lieutenant Naomi Wilson, army veteran Charlie Burns, Ted Anderson, Charlotte DeVries, Billy Marsh, Jordan Quick Burns, and Kate Anderson. These friends and family made a trip to Iraq with the intention of finding me, and bringing me home. Please give them a hand!
Once again, an ovation went up and lasted a long time. "Finally, I need to thank Gwen Anderson. She's incredible. I owe her everything that I am, and everything that I have, including my life. I can't imagine life without her," concluded Steve. "Thanks, everyone! Now, are you ready for some music?"
As applause rang across the National Mall, the band quickly set up their equipment on the small stage located in a sea of humanity. Within ten minutes, the music began.
Jordan and Gwen stepped to the front of the small stage and faced a hug flag flying over the mall. Then they delivered the National Anthem to the very best of their abilities. The huge crowd roared its approval.
Gwen had polled numerous veterans to ask what songs they'd like. The response was inconclusive, so they decided to give the crowd everything they had, mixing some of the early songs they did, as well as to play all of their hits.
It was almost four PM by the time the show began. At seven, there was a twenty minute break before the band returned for another three hours. As the day went on, the crowd increased in numbers. By dusk, it was estimated that nearly a million people were enjoying the show in person and millions more were viewing the concert on the internet. Lady in Red Productions was streaming the concert free over the web.
Near the end of the evening, Gwen performed her most recent hit, 'Woman in Love'. The jumbotron played the video that had accompanied her song when it was released. They utilized a split screen, with the other half showing Gwen as she sang. Tears flowed freely, mostly from the ladies in attendance, as the lyrics and Gwen's vocals created strong emotions in the huge crowd. Then Steve performed 'Please Forgive Me' and even more tears streaked faces. More than a few men were shown on the jumbotron wiping their eyes.
It was approaching eleven by the time Gwen, Jordan, Steve and Charlie joined friends and family in a private dining room at their favorite Washington hotel. Once again, Gwen and Charlotte excused themselves since they had a morning flight and dragged their boyfriends off to bed.
The following Friday, Gwen called Steve from California. "You're practically an uncle! Lisa had a baby girl this morning. They're both doing great. I'll meet you at the hospital in Sparta tonight. I have to go pack. Love you, Big Boy!"
A few hours later, Steve joined Gwen in the maternity ward. "This is the best reason we've ever had to be in this hospital!" proclaimed Gwen as she kissed Steve as her family looked on. "Come with me. Lisa and Jason want to show you their little princess!"
Jason stood and grinned as Steve and Gwen entered the room. The two men shook hands before Steve approached Lisa and the baby sleeping in her arms. Lisa looked pale but her smile lit up the room.
"Here, hold your goddaughter. Aunt Diane already warned me about how you'll want to watch me breast feed her, and that's fine with me. I want you and Gwen to be part of her life forever. Isn't she just perfect?"
"She is!" agreed Steve as he carefully held the infant and smiled broadly. "She's beautiful. It's sure good that she looks like her mom!"
"I agree!" laughed Jason. "It would've been pretty awful if she came out looking like me. But we both know that no Anderson sister could have anything but a beautiful baby, even if they're married to guys like us."
"We happen to think that guys like you look pretty good," insisted Gwen as she took the baby from Steve. "She's so adorable. Doesn't it make you want us to have one of our own, Steve?"
"Actually, it does. You just let me know when you're ready and I'll do my part," assured Steve. "We can't let Lisa and Jason get too far ahead of us, can we?"
"I'm afraid they might, because I have two years of med school left and you're pretty busy," allowed Gwen. "Once we get married, I'm flushing my birth control pills down the toilet. Then we'll catch Lisa and Jason, and maybe even pass them out."
"To be honest, I can't even think about having another baby right now," groaned Lisa. "This isn't a race, although Mom will be happier when you two tie the knot and add to the family. I just want to enjoy Theresa for awhile and not even think about anything else."
"Theresa? What a beautiful name!" exclaimed Gwen. "She even looks like a Theresa."
"Yeah, it's Theresa Paula Hunter," beamed Lisa. "Don't tell Mom. I want that pleasure, but I wanted to let you and Steve hear it first. You're going to be her godparents and she's going to wrap her Uncle Steve around her little finger."
Steve and Gwen spent a joy filled weekend as family and friends stopped by the Anderson's home to congratulate and celebrate the birth of their first grandchild. Sunday afternoon found the entire family, and numerous friends, enjoying an early dinner at Marsh's. Lisa was out of the hospital and sat between Jason and Steve as she held the sleeping baby.
The doors to the private room were left open. The locals knew that was an open invitation to stop by and visit. Lisa beamed as everyone proclaimed that her baby was the prettiest one ever, and how beautiful the mother looked. Gwen was congratulated on her victory and thanked for her efforts to find Steve and bring him home.
Gwen felt a large amount of pride when people spoke of her beautiful niece, or about how they voted for her, but her emotions knew no bounds as she listened to friends and neighbors speak to Steve about the courage he had demonstrated so many times, and the pride he had created in his home town.
"Mom, are you listening to everyone talk to Steve? They absolutely love him! Look at how the men shake his hand and pat his back and how the ladies hug him and cry," pointed out Gwen. "He's becoming a legend."
Half way through the dinner, Ted managed to get everyone's attention when he spoke to Chip. "You appear to have healed quite well. I've noticed that you've been hanging close to Kate and it occurs to me that I haven't taken the time to explain what's expected of a man that dates one of my daughters."
"Gwen! Lisa! Dad's giving Chip "The Talk'. I can't wait to see how Chip takes it," beamed Kate as Chip gave her father his full attention.
"I gave this talk to Steve and to Jason. I have to admit that I've added a few items to the list since I've seen how Steve and Jason conduct themselves, and how they treat my daughters.
"You will not use alcohol to excess, and you will never use drugs. You will always drive safely when Kate is with you. You will treat her as a lady and with respect at all times. You'll also be expected to extend that treatment to her sisters and mother. You will be prepared to risk, or even sacrifice, your life for any of the ladies in the family. You'll follow the excellent examples set by Jason and Steve. We've all learned a lot about what we should expect from men in this family by their actions. Does any of this seem unfair, or too much to ask?"
"Sir, I will do my very best to live up to your expectations. You have an amazing family and I'll treasure every minute I'm allowed to spend with all of you. You're being very reasonable and I'll do my best to follow the examples set by Jason and Steve. I tell you this without hesitation," finished Chip seriously.
"Thanks, Dad!" gushed Kate as she went over and kissed her father's cheek. "You always take care of us girls. These guys know what's expected of them and they'll toe the line. They know how lucky they are."
Diane, Will, Stephanie, and little Billy joined the group as Kate finished speaking. "Sorry, we're late, but Stephanie's plane was delayed. Billy, sit down by your father while Stephanie and I hold your little cousin."
Stephanie beat her mother to the baby and was holding her and smiling down at her. After telling Lisa how beautiful the baby was, Stephanie dropped into Steve's lap and kissed his cheek.
"You've certainly grown up," observed Steve as he held the beautiful young woman. "I haven't seen much of you since you went away to college in Maine. You're still beautiful, maybe even more so than I remember."
"You always say the right things," replied Stephanie with a big smile. "I missed you and Gwen and everybody. I was so worried about you when you had that trouble in Colombia and it was even worse when they thought you had died in Iraq. That's when I realized just how much I loved you. My stupid job kept me from coming back home when Gwen brought you back from Iraq last summer. I only have a week of vacation and I'm using that at Christmas time.
"Would you come and dance with me," asked Steve as he lifted Stephanie from his lap and placed her on her feet.
"Here, while everyone's eating? Sure! I'll dance anytime and anyplace you want," agreed Stephanie. "You know how I love to dance with you."
Steve led her out to the main dining area and over to an area where there were no tables. Soft music always played in the restaurant when the TV's weren't on. Diners watched with interest as Steve took Stephanie in his arms and swayed to the music.
"Steph, it's great seeing you again. I have an ulterior motive for asking you to dance with me. I don't know how much you enjoy your job, but we'd like to offer you a position with Lady in Red Productions. Since Gwen's been elected to Congress, Ashley's going to be running her office in D.C. Our company needs someone to replace her. You'd be doing us a favor if you'd accept the position. Will you consider it?" asked Steve.
"You're asking me to come back home to work for you? Do you think I can handle everything the job requires? I know that Ashley was extremely busy," replied Stephanie as she watched Steve for his reaction.
"Steph, you've got degrees in business and accounting. You're really smart. You work hard, and all of us trust you totally. You can learn the job. It'll be challenging, but you'll enjoy it. We'll pay you quite handsomely and have you in a profit sharing plan. You'll be doing us a big favor," insisted Steve as he pulled Stephanie closer as they danced.
"That's a pretty persuasive argument," admitted Stephanie. "I love when you call me 'Steph', by the way. But you're going to have to offer me more than that to lure me away from spending another winter in Maine."
"We haven't discussed pay, but we can. Tell me what you need and we'll probably agree to it. If it's hours, or vacation time, we're really flexible. We'll do anything within reason. What will it take?" asked Steve.
"Since you've asked," grinned Stephanie as she stopped dancing and smiled up at Steve. "You have to kiss me like you've never kissed me before. I want one nice kiss, and not like I'm a cousin or a teen girl, but like a man kisses a woman. And you have to do it right now, in front of all these people."
Steve grinned briefly before he pulled Stephanie closer and leaned down to kiss her. The diners in the room were watching the scene intently. Then someone noticed that Gwen, Paula and Diane were also watching from the doorway to the private dining room. Gwen's smile told everyone that she wasn't upset.
"I'd say that Steve and Stephanie are doing some serious negotiating," laughed Paula. "Stephanie's so much more self assured and mature than she was when she left for college. I'd hazard a guess that she's accepting Steve's offer right now. They're simply sealing the deal."
Stephanie finally released Steve and stepped back with a big smile. "That's how you negotiate a deal! When do I start? I'll give notice Monday. I'm really looking forward to working under you."
"Don't get carried away," warned Gwen as she came over and hugged Stephanie. "You'll be working for the company, and not under Steve. I have that position covered, thank you very much."
"Now that we've brought on a capable replacement for Ashley, let's go see how little Billy's doing," suggested Steve as he headed back to the table. "That little boy of yours gets bigger and stronger every time I see him, Diane. He's going to be a heart breaker."
"Yes he will, just like his hero," agreed Diane. "He asks about you all of the time. I warned Lisa that you're going to want to watch her breastfeed her baby. It didn't seem to bother her at all."
"That's because we all saw how much you liked showing off in front of Steve when you were nursing," teased Stephanie. "I remember how embarrassing I thought it was at the time. Now I see the attraction. In fact, I think I'm the only woman in the family that hasn't shown Steve her boobs, yet. Now that I'm working under him, I'll have the opportunity to correct that oversight."
"Ashley, I'm getting your old job," announced Stephanie. "How did you like working directly under Steve? Was it hard?"
"Of course it was! It seemed like it was always hard. Did you ever sit on his lap in a hot tub?" asked Ashley with a devilish grin. "It doesn't get any harder than that!"
"I haven't... yet," replied Stephanie, "but you're telling me it's part of my job? I guess I'll have to whatever it takes to earn my pay."
"You've no idea," continued Ashley. "Most of the time, he won't let you even wear a top. It's surprisingly comfortable, even with everything so hard. His abs and pecs will rub against you whenever he moves. As beautiful as you are, I'm sure you'll find it very hard most of the time you're working near Steve."
"Okay, I'll take the job, for sure! Will I have to pay the company to work under Steve?" joked Stephanie. "It sounds like my fantasy position."
"I'm sure it does! It can be quite demanding, but very fulfilling," responded Ashley as she winked at Steve.
"Okay! I don't think we can take one more double entendre," complained Gwen. "Stephanie has apparently agreed to work for our company and keep things running smoothly. She'll be our new go-to girl. She'll handle just about anything that comes up."
"I can't believe you just said that!" laughed Charlotte. "I thought Billy was bad, but the females in this group are even worse. Look at poor Steve. He's almost blushing."
"Don't worry, Steve. I'll handle everything that comes up just fine!" promised Stephanie.
"You realize that your father is sitting right here, don't you?" asked Diane as she glanced at Will and smiled. "I'd forgotten how much fun we have when we're together. I think Asgard will be a great place for this extended family to raise our kids and grandkids."
"Speaking of which, we're having Thanksgiving at our place since it's finished and we're moving in this week," announced Lisa. "Everyone here is invited. Jordan and
Charlie will be moving into their place pretty soon and Mom and Dad should be in before the end of the year."
"When Valhalla is finished, we'll have the big holidays and celebrations there," added Jordan. "It's going to be so nice to have our own home with the neighbors all being family and friends. Steve had a great idea!"
The next week was a busy one for everyone. Gwen returned to medical school, where they had to work very hard to maintain their position in the class. Ashley threw herself into her new job. She interviewed dozens of applicants as she formed her staff. Becky lived in Washington at Ashley's request and assisted her in her efforts. Kate was attending law school at Georgetown, while Naomi and Steve spent long days working for their respective senators.
Evenings often found Steve having dinner with the four women, or any combination of thereof. Steve found himself looking forward to dining with his friends. It made the often tedious political maneuvering less boring. He enjoyed listening to the ladies describe their days and what sort of interesting things had occurred during the day.
Steve was enjoying a meal with all four women one evening when they were approached by a man with a slight limp. Steve knew at a glance that the man was former military by the way he carried himself.



"Sir, I'm sorry to bother you at dinner, but I.."
"Pete?" cried Becky as she quickly rose from her chair and hugged the young man."You're getting around a lot better. Would you join us for dinner?
"This is my sister Ashley, then there's Lieutenant Naomi Wilson, and Gwen's sister, Kate Anderson. This is Pete. Gwen and I met him at Walter Reed last summer when Jason was here recovering from the wounds he received in Colombia. I'm sorry, Pete, but I never heard your last name."
"It's Walker, Ma'am. I don't want to intrude on you during dinner. I had hoped to make an appointment to speak with Lieutenant Hammer, if I could," finished the young soldier.
Steve had been carefully observing the situation. It was obvious that the man limped, that he was a veteran and that Becky seemed to feel he was at least okay.
"Let's make that appointment for right now and right here," stated Steve as he shook the man's hand. "Is it of a personal nature, or can we discuss the matter in front of the ladies?"
"If you'll listen to me right now, I'd be fine with the ladies listening in," replied the man named Pete as he took the seat next to a smiling Becky and across from Steve. I'll get right to the point so I don't waste much of your time."
"We'll place your order first," insisted Becky as she summoned a waiter. "Get this man the same order as Steve and a cold bottle of Bud and a frosty mug, please."
"Thanks, I wasn't expecting to eat with you folks. I know you're all busy and famous and must be bothered by people all of the time. You're being very good to me and I appreciate it," stated Pete.
"Maybe you haven't heard, but we treat our soldiers and veterans really well," interrupted Becky again. "Steve, Gwen, and Jordan have set the tone for all of us. We're proud to be Americans and appreciate our freedom and those that fight to keep it."
"Becky, why don't you let Pete tell Steve what he wants to ask?" prodded Ashley. "I'm sure Pete knows all about Steve Hammer. Let's find out a little more about Pete Walker."
"I lost a foot in Iraq. I've been rehabbing for a few months and I'm pretty well done with it," began Pete. "I've been looking for employment, but no one's been interested so far. Mom read on the internet that you're all staying at this hotel and she made me promise that I'd try to speak with you. She heard Becky and Ms. Anderson say that I should look them up if I needed a job. Mom thought you'd just up and hire me with no questions asked since it was Ms. Anderson that said it. I know it doesn't work that way, but I promised Mom and she'd never let me live it down if I didn't ask."
"You're right," responded Steve. "It isn't quite that easy. What are you qualified to do? What's your education? What branch of the military were you in?"
"I have a degree in computer science, so the Army made me an MP. I guess it was because I was good with weapons and managed to keep a cool head, at least back then. I'd be willing to do about anything to get started, and to live almost anywhere. I joined the army because I was having trouble paying for college. I finished my degree while I was in the service. Like I said, I lost a foot in Iraq, so I'm a little slow moving around, but I can walk all day and stand for hours without trouble."
"You said you were good with weapons. Can you handle a hand gun? Do you have a permit, or is there any reason you wouldn't be able to get one?" asked Steve.
"I kept all of my paperwork up and have a concealed weapon permit in Vermont. I should be able to get one in any state. Are you thinking about some sort of guard job or something?" asked Pete.
"Yeah, I am. I want to start hiring security for the girls, I mean the ladies here. Ashley and Gwen are at the top of my list of concerns. I'm not too worried about Gwen at school, but when she's in Washington and not with me, I need to be sure that she's safe. Ashley will be working with her and I'm a little worried for her safety here in D.C. Do you think you'd be interested in taking on a job like that?" asked Steve.
"It makes me a little nervous, simply because of the responsibility, but I could do it. I wouldn't be as useful in hand-to-hand combat as I once was. I wrestled in high school and college and boxed a little when I joined the service," revealed Pete. "If you're serious, I'd be very interested."
"You think I need a body guard?" asked a surprised Ashley. "I've never felt I was in danger here. Have you heard something?"
"No, I haven't," admitted Steve. "But I worry about it a little. You're alone a lot, you're beautiful, have an influential position with a high profile congresswoman, and have the cutest little butt around. I think it's best to be proactive. It would be security and not a 'body guard'. This isn't a movie.
"So, Pete, if the salary is right, will you be interested in the position?" asked Steve. "You can start when you get a permit to carry here in D.C. and we run a background check on you that's satisfactory. We'll put you on the payroll tomorrow. On Monday, if everything checks out, you'll need to pick a room on the fifteenth floor here. We have the entire floor reserved and there are quite a few rooms to pick from.
"One other thing. You'll be assigned to keep Ashley safe, but if any of these ladies has a problem and you're in the area, consider it your job to help them out. I'd be extremely upset if harm came to any of them. You can understand my feelings there, can't you?"
"I sure can! These are the best looking women I've ever seen, and they've been really good to me. I won't let you, or them, down," promised Pete. "Thanks for giving me the opportunity to prove myself. You're even giving me a place to live! Mom's not going to believe this!"
"Are you kidding?" laughed Becky. "She knew Steve would give you a job when she heard Gwen suggest it months ago. Listen to your mother. She's a smart woman."
Not wanting to overstay his welcome, Pete gave Ashley his contact information, thanked Steve and the ladies for the great time, and then headed out. Becky was smiling as she watched him leave.
"Did you really want security for Ashley, or were you just trying to help the guy out?" asked Kate, who had been unusually quiet during the meal. "Do you think we all need security? Are we in danger?"
"I hired him because I think he'll do a good job. I'm worried about Ashley. I'll feel better if she has someone looking out for her. I also hired him because Becky vouched for him. I get the impression that she thinks he's a pretty good guy.
"I've already arranged for someone to keep an eye on you, Kate. He should be here by the weekend, and he's pretty good. You're a very wealthy woman now. You could be a target of all sorts of unsavory characters. I'd never forgive myself if something happened to you."
"You hired someone to watch over me without getting my opinion? That seems just a bit presumptuous to me. I should have been able to interview the guy, at the very least," insisted an annoyed Kate.
"Okay, do you want me to call Chip and tell him he's been fired already, or do I just tell him that you want to interview him?" asked Steve with a straight face.
"Chip?" repeated Kate excitedly. "Chip's going to be my security? Why didn't you say so? I always feel really safe when he's around. That's a great idea!"
"He was bitching and moaning about how he couldn't be an active SEAL any longer with his leg not being 100%, so I suggested that we could use him to keep an eye on you. He immediately started feeling way better about getting a discharge from the Navy and working in the private sector."
"Are you telling me that you think Kate will be safe around Chip?" demanded Becky. "You're asking the fox to watch the hen house."
"No, I'm asking the SEAL to watch the stone cold fox," responded Steve with a straight face.
"You do realize that if Gwen hadn't found you first, you'd be the one keeping me warm and safe at night, don't you?" beamed Kate. "You say the nicest things sometimes."
The next afternoon, Steve left Senator Chatham's office a little earlier than usual. He knew Ashley's schedule and expected to meet up with her and Becky well before they reached the hotel. He was surprised when an arm slipped inside his and a soft voice asked, "Going my way, Sailor?"
"Becky? What are you doing over this way? I thought I'd catch you and Ashley walking home from the office," offered Steve as he gave Becky a big smile.
"Ashley went over to the senate chambers to get some information from an aide of Senator Wolf's. I did a little shopping. I'm meeting her at the corner in a few minutes, unless she's late," replied Becky.
As Becky and Steve approached the corner, they saw Ashley hurrying along the sidewalk, less than thirty yards from them. Suddenly, a black SUV screeched to a stop in the street near Ashley and two men jumped out. They left the passenger doors open as they quickly grabbed Ashley and tried to drag her into the van! Ashley struggled until one of the men jabbed her in the neck with a needle of some kind. She went limp immediately and one of the men scooped her up while the other held the door open.
"Son of a bitch!" screamed Becky as she launched herself forward to help her unconscious sister. Becky was quick, but Steve was already several steps in front of her. Before the man could place Ashley into the SUV, Steve grabbed the man's arm and spun him around. As the man turned, Steve's fist caught him flush on the chin. Steve deftly caught Ashley as the man crumbled to the sidewalk.
The problem with that was that with Ashley in his arms, Steve was unable to protect himself from the second man. He staggered back as he absorbed several quick shots to his face. While still holding Ashley, Steve swung around as fast as the situation would allow. His heel caught his assailant in the knee and that man went down.
Steve quickly handed Ashley to Becky and turned to face the first man he had punched. The man was back on his feet and delivering blows to Steve's back and kidneys. Steve stepped back and turned to face the man, just as the man with the injured knee limped back into the fray.
It became immediately obvious to Steve that his opponents had some serious martial arts training. If they weren't stopped soon, they would batter him into unconsciousness. Even as he fought the two men, he processed the information and determined he was in a life or death conflict. Once he determined the severity of the situation, his right leg swung around and delivered a death dealing blow to the face of the attacker on his right.
Steve was well aware of the outcome of the blow as he felt his foot strike the man. He felt the impact jar his leg and heard the snapping of ligaments and bone. That left one assailant and Steve turned to face him. He was taller than Steve and about the same weight. The two men exchanged blows with sickening force for a short time. Steve managed to stand the man up with a sharp left to the chin. Then he followed through with a right that he drove into the man's face. That man dropped to the sidewalk a couple feet from his fallen comrade.
Becky had been clutching Ashley as she watched the battle in horror. She feared for Steve when the two men ganged up on him. Then she saw Steve drive his foot into the face of the one man, and heard bones snap as they man went over backwards, hit the sidewalk, and remained still.
She watched in awe as Steve and the second man exchanged tremendous blows so rapidly she couldn't follow their movements. Suddenly, Steve hit the man twice in the face and he toppled over and landed near his cohort. That was when she noticed the driver race around the front of the vehicle. He saw Ashley in Becky's arms and pointed his gun at her! Becky dropped down to the sidewalk with Ashley and covered her limp form with her own body as a loud blast roared in her ears.
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Steve stepped back and watched as the second assailant slowly dropped to the sidewalk. He landed not far from the man Steve had previously dispatched. As he wiped away drops of blood that had seeped into his eyes, Steve detected movement to his right. He turned to see a man emerge from in front of the SUV and point a hand gun at Ashley. Becky attempted to shield Ashley's body with her own!
It felt to Steve as if his heart had suddenly turned to ice. He was too far from the man to prevent him from shooting the two beautiful women. In a flash, the fear he felt for his two friends was replaced by a white hot anger. Even if he wasn't able to reach the man in time to prevent him from shooting Becky and Ashley, he was determined to extract the ultimate price from the cowardly bastard!
Just as the gunman squeezed the trigger, Steve saw someone crash into the would-be killer. It was instantly apparent that the shot had failed to find the intended target. The two girls were unharmed! Even as he hurried to help subdue the armed man, another shot rang out. The two men stopped struggling. Slowly, the gunman slid to the pavement while the second man leaned against the front of the SUV, trying to catch his breath as he tucked the gun into his waistband.
Becky heard the first shot, and even felt the concussion from the blast. Then she heard a struggle almost directly above her. Looking up, she actually saw the second shot fired, but it was directed toward the chest of her attacker. The man collapsed almost peacefully to the sidewalk to lie a few feet from her. Becky looked up again to the see the second man leaning against the SUV. He was breathing hard and shaking slightly.
"Pete! You saved our lives!" sobbed Becky as she pulled Ashley around so her head was in Becky's lap. Then she began to cry in earnest.
Steve quickly regained control of his emotions once he realized Ashley and Becky were not harmed. He wiped the blood from his eye again and then knelt down by the sisters. He felt Ashley's carotid and determined her pulse was strong. He gently slid his arms under her and stood with the woman cradled against his chest.
Several sirens wailed as police cars began screeching to a stop near the SUV. Officers approached with guns drawn. Pete quickly raised his hands in the air while Steve spoke to the police when they drew close.
"I'm taking this woman inside this shop. I fear for her safety here in the street. These three men just drugged her, attempted to abduct her, and when that failed, tried to kill her. I'd suggest you cuff the guy near the meter, since he's unconscious, but alive. The other two are dead."
With that, Steve turned and carried Ashley into an upscale dress shop while several cops followed with drawn guns. He found a chair and sat in it, still holding the unconscious Ashley gently in his arms.
"When the ambulances get here, you need to have some men ride with that guy, and have a few cars follow it. They'll try to either remove him from custody, or if that fails, kill him. They'll try the same with the woman in my arms."
"Who are 'they '? Why would they want to kill this woman?" demanded a smartly dressed lady as she strode purposefully through the door, holding her badge up for Steve to read. "I need to know what's going on here, and I need to know right now!"
By this time, more policemen were guiding a much shaken Becky and a wan looking Pete into the shop. Becky moved close to Steve and brushed some hair from Ashley's face.
"Look at that SUV. It's got 'Agency' written all over it. Those guys were skilled in hand to hand combat, and they were armed. You're dealing with the CIA here," responded Steve calmly. "For some reason, they decided Ashley had to be silenced. When you run a check on those dead guys, as well as the one still alive, you'll find they're accountants, teachers, software developers, or have some other innocuous occupation. That is if the bodies aren't stolen, or removed from your possession before they can be identified."
"The CIA? They have no jurisdiction here and they certainly don't attack U.S. citizens," replied the lady detective. "Who the hell are you? Who's this woman they're supposedly trying to kill?"
"He's Steve Hammer," responded a patrolman. "He was turned over to a terrorist group in Iraq and abandoned by the CIA. He had to ..."
"Okay! I know who the hell Steve Hammer is, and what he's done. I just didn't recognize him. I wouldn't expect a famous, wealthy man like him to be involved in a street battle like this."
The lady detective stopped to consider the situation for a few seconds. Then she began issuing orders. "Sergeant, when that injured man is taken to the hospital, I want two squad cars to follow, and then have a two man guard unit placed in his room. No visitors until further notice. They're loading him now, so get moving!"
The sergeant quickly left the shop and spoke to other policemen standing outside. Soon they climbed into two squad cars and followed the ambulance down the street. Almost immediately, another ambulance pulled up to the curb and the crew hurried into the shop with a gurney.
Steve had been considering the situation as he held the unconscious Ashley. "I'd like to make another suggestion, if I could. The lady officer over there is blonde and about Ashley's height. Load her on the gurney and have her ride to the hospital in the ambulance. She already has a vest on. Place a shotgun under the sheet with her. Have another officer switch uniforms with the male attendant. Then send them on their way, but have them ready for fireworks. I'd suggest you bring in some unmarked cars and maybe a chopper to follow at a distance."
"You're really into this conspiracy theory, aren't you? You're suggesting that the CIA will make another attempt to kill this woman? That they'd attack an ambulance on the streets of the nation's capital? Are you nuts?" demanded the skeptical detective.
"Possibly," responded Steve calmly. "But I won't allow Ashley to be transported to the hospital by ambulance. Just as the police began to arrive on scene, I saw two black SUV's drive slowly past. They're in damage control now. It's possible that you'll catch them by surprise if they do stop the ambulance and your officers are ready for them. If I'm wrong, you can pick your people up at the hospital. If I'm right, you'll get a promotion and be interviewed on every news organization in the world."
"Okay, let's do it! Brooke, take Fred's shotgun and get on that gurney," ordered the female detective. "Fred, you switch jackets with this paramedic. It's long enough to cover your handgun. Ambushing unconscious women in ambulances won't be tolerated in this city! I'll replace this attendant. Don't be afraid to use your weapons if we're stopped!"
The detective quickly switched jackets with the female member of the crew and issued last minute instructions to Steve. "Here are the keys to my personal car. It's the red Ford Explorer parked down the street. Use it to get your friend to a hospital. These two paramedics will go with you. It looks like you could use a few stitches. I've got your phone number and I'll arrange to get my car from you later. I'll also be interviewing all of you as soon as possible. Here's my card. Let me know when you're out of the hospital. Good Luck."
With those words, the detective and her officers rolled the gurney out the door and quickly loaded it into the ambulance. It left the scene less than a minute later. Steve noticed that Ashley was beginning to groan and move around in his arms.
"Okay, let's get Ashley to a hospital. I think she's starting to come out of it. I want her blood tested before the drugs leave her system. Pete, would you pull the car around to this side door. We'll go to a different hospital a little farther away and try to carry her in unnoticed.
Twenty minutes later, a paramedic had one of Ashley's arms over his shoulder while Steve held the other. Ashley was moaning more frequently and moving her head slightly. Any casual observer would think that she was intoxicated. Steve was obviously injured since he had blood streaks trailing down his face, along with numerous lumps and contusions. Steve had insisted that Pete remain close to Becky and be prepared for any eventuality.
Once inside the hospital, Steve demanded that he and Becky be present while Ashley was examined. Being famous had its advantages, as the doctor reluctantly agreed. It helped when Becky insisted that her sister would be more then fine with it, and that an attempt had been made on her life. She briefly explained that Steve had suffered his injuries while protecting Ashley, and he would continue to do so with extreme prejudice.
Blood was drawn from Ashley's arm. Then she was examined for any other potential injury, but none was found. While they waited for lab results, the doctor was able to examine Steve. By the time the lab results came back, Steve had four stitches and a bandage over his right eye.
While Steve was being stitched, Ashley had begun to look around with a dazed expression. She was beginning to move her hands to her head, but was unable to make any sense when she tried to speak.
"Now that we know what she was given, I'm confident that she'll be fine," predicted the doctor as he read the lab report. "The drug should have no lingering effects and recovery is surprisingly quick once it begins. She should be speaking coherently in fifteen minutes or less. I'll see that the D.C. police receive a copy of the lab results, as per your request, Mr. Hammer."
Ashley was able to talk coherently a short time later. She insisted that Steve and Becky go into the small bathroom with her so she could tell them what happened in private.
"I went to get some contact information and some forms from Senator Bryce's office. I had to walk past Senator Kane's office to get there. I glanced in as I went by the door. I saw Mark Neary talking to a female aide of the Senator Kane's! He had longer, reddish hair and a mustache, but I know it was him! He looked up and our eyes met. I knew immediately that he realized that I had recognized him. I turned and hurried out of the building. I practically ran down the sidewalk trying to find you, Steve. Then those men jumped out of the black car and grabbed me. I tried to get away and that's all I remember.
"I see your face is bloody and banged up. You fought those men! You saved me from being killed or abducted, didn't you?" gasped Ashley as she wrapped her arms around Steve and hugged him as she sobbed into his blood stained shirt.
"It's going to be okay," promised Steve as he rubbed Ashley's back gently. "They apparently wanted to shut you up before you could reveal Mark's location and identity, but once it gets out, they'll have no reason come after you. It won't be a secret anymore. Let's find Pete, and if the doctors agree, get out of here."
They found Pete in the waiting room. "All hell's broken loose! It's all over the news. They have the story about those guys attacking Ashley, but there's a lot more. The second ambulance was stopped two blocks from the hospital by two black SUV's. One pulled in front and stopped, while the other parked right behind it in the street. Two guys opened the back door of the ambulance with guns drawn! They were shot to death by D.C. police, who had replaced the patient and ambulance crew out of concern for another attack on the woman's life.
"Then a police car rammed the SUV that stopped in front of the ambulance. The two men in it were slightly injured and were apprehended by the cops before they could escape. They reported that no one knows where Steve Hammer or his friends are at this time."
"We'll remedy that right away," predicted Steve as he pulled his phone and hit a programmed number. "Amber? Are you available? Ashley and I'd like to meet with you and do a quick interview. I thought that would get your attention. We can be there in less than ten minutes."
Fifteen minutes later, Steve and his three friends were being interviewed by Amber Stahl. Ashley explained in detail exactly what she had seen and how she had been accosted a short time later. Then Steve and Becky explained their role in the scuffle. Finally Pete was brought in to describe his part in the fray.
"It should be noted that Pete has recently been hired by our company as security for Ashley and Becky," added Steve. "I can't express how much I appreciate his quick and decisive actions in protecting these two women. He's a wounded veteran, and a man you can trust to have your back in a tight situation. He'll be getting a raise and a bonus!"
"And a new foot," quipped Becky. "Pete lost a foot while on active duty in Iraq. He has a prosthetic foot, and it was struck by the bullet that was intended for my sister and me. He showed the foot to us on the ride to the hospital. Now I call him 'Leadfoot', and he's fine with it," joked Becky.
Soon the interview was completed and Amber promised to broadcast it as soon as possible. She thought it was important enough to break into regular evening programming, but that was a decision for the network.
It was pushing eight o'clock by the time the group returned to the hotel. Naomi and Kate were all over them as soon as they entered the building. Kate started right in. "We just saw you guys on a special news bulletin. Ashley was almost abducted and Steve and Pete saved Becky and Ashley! She saw that Mark Neary? He's hanging around an aide for Senator Kane, the chairman of the Senate Appropriations committee? There was also an attack on an ambulance that was supposed to be carrying Ashley. Two more men were killed and two captured. The rumor mill has the CIA behind all of this. Is it true?"
"Let's get everyone upstairs where it's safer and a lot more private," insisted Naomi. "We've been worried sick. Why do you all have your phones turned off?"
"We were supposed to turn them off in the hospital and we forgot to turn them back on," admitted Becky. "This has been a hell of a day. I'd better call Mom! She must be real worried!"
"Not to mention, Gwen, Mom, Lisa, Jordan, Stephanie, and others too numerous to mention," added Kate. "I promised Gwen that I'd call her as soon as I heard from you, Steve. I think you'd better call her right now. I'll show Pete his room, so don't worry about that. Just call Gwen and get cleaned up."
Steve turned his phone on and called Gwen as soon as he closed the door to his suite. She answered on the first ring. "Steve? Are you okay? How are Ashley and Becky? I want you to get out your laptop and Skype me. I want to see you when we talk. Do it right now, please!"
Steve hung up the phone and booted his laptop. Soon he had Gwen on his screen. "Look at you! That must have been some struggle. Your face is swollen and your shirt's bloody. Are there stitches under that bandage?" asked Gwen as she looked at Steve's face.
Steve began to undress as he responded to Gwen's questions. Soon he was totally naked. He carried the laptop with him as he moved into the bathroom and turned on the jets for the hot tub. He was glad that Gwen had insisted that they reserve one of the two suites that had a big hot tub. It faced a window that featured a panoramic view of Washington. He placed the device on a wide ledge by the tub and climbed in. As he did so, he heard some giggles coming from his computer.
"I'm sorry, Steve. I should have told you that Charlotte and a couple of friends are here trying to help me cope with the situation. I was very worried when I heard the first news reports that Ashley had been attacked, and that you had fought off her assailants only to hear that the ambulance she was supposed to be in was ambushed. No one knew where you and the girls were.
"It was only a few minutes ago that Amber Stahl came on TV and showed your interview. That was a great idea. With Mark's identity exposed, there's no reason for anyone to try to kill Ashley. It's too late for them to stop her from talking. I can't believe that Mark was mixed up in all of this," concluded Gwen.
"It's very upsetting for me," agreed Steve. "I even told Ashley that I thought he was a good guy. I was wrong, almost dead wrong. I feel pretty bad about that. When that guy pointed his gun at Becky and Ashley as they lay on the sidewalk, I think my heart stopped. I can't begin to express how horrible I felt. Thank God Pete was in the area. He was the difference."
Steve and Gwen discussed the day's events for another ten minutes before Kate called from the living area. "Steve! There's a Detective Hart with me. She insists that she be allowed to talk to you right now. I knocked and you didn't answer, so I let her in with me. Are you decent?"
Steve groaned as he remembered that he had promised to speak with the detective. "No, but show her in anyway. I'm in the hot tub, soaking my bruises. If that bothers her, tell her to come back tomorrow."
"Don't worry about me," grinned Detective Hart as she strode into the room with Kate following. "I grew up with three brothers and we only had one bathroom. I've seen it all. Sadly, I only have a recorder and not a camera. There won't be any video."
The detective smiled as she pulled a chair over close to the tub, sat down, and dug out a recorder and placed it on the ledge near Steve's laptop. "You probably heard that the ambulance was stopped by four gunmen a couple blocks from the hospital. Because I followed your suggestions, I came out looking pretty damn good."
"I'm not surprised," grinned Steve. "You look pretty good from here."
"I'll take that as a compliment, especially coming from Steve Hammer, and even more especially a naked Steve Hammer. Everyone knows that you're always surrounded by beautiful women. By that's not why I'm here. Let's get started."
Before the detective could ask her first question, Ashley came into the room. "I'm sorry to bother everyone, but I'm more than a little nervous. Can I stay here with you for a while, Steve? I'll be quiet."
Detective Hart wasn't surprised to see Steve nod in agreement. She was stunned, however, when Ashley dropped her robe to reveal her nude body. She quickly stepped into the tub and sat down as close to Steve as she could get. She picked his arm up, scooted under it, and then placed it over her shoulder as Kate gave a subdued chuckle. Ashley them leaned her head against Steve's chest with her breasts against his abdomen and sighed.
"Okay," began Detective Hart. "This interview is being recorded. I want each of you to tell me what happened and I'll ask questions once you've finished your narrative. I understand that Miss Summers' sister was also present. I'll have to interview her later.
"I'm right here. I'll tell my story when you need it," interjected Becky as she walked over to the tub and looked down at Steve and her sister with a smile. "I guess I might as well get comfortable."
With those words, Becky pulled her top over her head to reveal her perfectly formed breasts. Then she slid her jeans down over her tight, toned ass and stepped out of them. She stepped into the tub and took a position on the other side of Steve from Ashley. Now Steve had his arms around both sisters as they leaned into him with their breasts pressed against his stomach.
"This is getting a little strange," complained the detective. "I don't usually interview naked people. I especially don't interview people preparing to have sex. I think I'll have to ask you to get dressed. It's a very well known fact that you and Gwen Anderson are a couple. Does she know that you have sex with these ladies? In fact, her sister is in the room. Aren't you concerned that she'll tell her sister about your activities?
"You need to understand several things, Detective," responded Steve calmly. "I will not be having sex with any of these ladies. I am totally dedicated and loyal to Gwen. That does not stop me from loving other women, but it will never be a physical love. We all understand it. That's one reason these girls feel so safe for with me.



"Secondly, Gwen is listening and watching everything we do and say. She's on Skype right now. She can see Ashley and Becky and they both know it. We don't sneak around or cheat.
"Thirdly, I'm sore and tired. I'm not going anywhere and I hope Ashley and Becky aren't either. If you want to ask us questions, go right ahead. If this arrangement doesn't suit you, we'll stop in at the police station tomorrow or the next day."
"Gwen Anderson is listening and watching this? Ms. Anderson, are you able to hear me?" asked the detective as she faced the laptop.
"Yes, Detective, I can hear and see you. Steve and I were having a conversation when Kate brought you into the room. I appreciate your concern over Steve's fidelity, but Kate is my sister and Ashley and Becky are almost sisters as far as we're concerned. They will not betray me, nor will Steve. Steve is sore and bruised from fighting those men today. He needs to relax.
"Ashley and Becky have had a very traumatic experience and being with Steve helps them feel safe and loved. They deserve to feel that way. I'd suggest that you ask your questions right now because Steve's a very busy man and may not have time for you tomorrow," finished Gwen.
Detective Hart concealed any surprise she may have experienced and began to question the three as they relaxed in the tub. After a full hour of questioning, she determined that she had gotten all of the information she could and packed up her recorder.
"Thanks for being so open and honest with your responses. Your suggestion to use decoys on the ambulance paid off for the department, and for me personally. My superiors were very impressed with my quick thinking. I explained that it was your suggestion, but they gave me credit for listening to you and making the correct decision. This is the biggest case I've ever worked and your help and cooperation has really made it a lot easier. Thanks for that, Mr. Hammer, and both Ms. Summers. I'll be in touch."
As soon as the detective left, Ashley spoke to Gwen. "Would it be okay if I spent the night with Steve? I could sleep on the sofa. I'm feeling nervous and scared. Having Steve near makes me feel a lot better."
"That's understandable, but it's also pushing my tolerance a little," admitted Gwen. "How about if both you and Becky sleep with Steve, but with pajamas on? You can chaperone each other. The bed's big enough for all of you, but no funny business, okay?"
"Thanks, Gwen! I think Becky will be happy to go along with that! You're the best friend and boss a person could ever have. I promise we won't do anything we wouldn't do in front of you. We won't even tease the guy, very much. He saved me today. Mom will be thrilled when I tell her that Becky and I are spending the night with him. As far as she's concerned, he's the best thing ever. I guess Becky and I feel the same way."
Steve listened to the whole conversation before shaking his head and stepping out of the tub. He took a long hot shower and then made his way to bed, wearing a pair of boxers. He noticed the laptop was perched on a nightstand facing the bed. He sat down and gazed at the screen. Gwen was sitting on a couch with Charlotte and two other girls.
"Steve, I trust you to help Ashley through a tough time, but be careful. She loved you before this and now that you've saved her life, she'll do anything for you. I'm so glad that you were there when she needed you. Maybe this will bring the entire mess with the CIA to a head. I imagine our faux Mark Neary is being questioned pretty closely, as well as the men captured when they stopped the ambulance. Get some sleep and we'll talk tomorrow. Remember that I love you, especially when those blondes are snuggling up to you tonight."
Steve was asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow. Sometime later he felt the bed move, and then two arms rubbed his chest gently before he once again fell into a deep sleep.
Steve had always been an early riser, so he was surprised when he opened his eyes to see the sun beginning to make an appearance in the eastern sky. He stated to sit up when he realized he wasn't alone. Ashley was lying against his left side. She was awake and tracing the bruises on his chest and face with her fingers. She was topless and her beautiful breasts were pressed against him. She smiled when she saw him looking at her.
Steve turned his head to see Becky watching him. She was also smiling and topless. Her breasts were every bit as perfect as her sisters and she had them pushed tightly against his side.
"We promised to wear pajamas, and we are," pointed out Ashley as she showed Steve her bottoms. "You have so many bruises and welts from your fight with those two men. Becky told me how hard they hit you and how you put them both down. You're the best guy I've ever known. I appreciate all the things that you and Gwen have done for me, and for Becky. I'd never do anything to harm your relationship with Gwen, but you've got to know that I love you. Would it be better if I left and went back to teaching? I don't want to make you uncomfortable around me."
Steve looked from one girl to the other before her responded. "Do I Look uncomfortable? We need you, Ashley. Gwen and I both love and respect you. I was wrong about Mark, and I feel terrible about that, but you'll find a guy that'll make you forget me. He'll be something special. You can bet on that.
"You're two of the most beautiful women I've ever seen and I could stay here with you all day, but we all know that wouldn't be a good idea. You girls need to get back to your rooms and get ready for the day. I just hope Billy never finds out that I was in bed with you girls and that I actually asked you to leave and get dressed. My reputation will be ruined."
"Actually, you just improved it," laughed Becky. "You know we'll tell Gwen everything. She'll be very happy with your decision. I think you'll get very lucky next time you see her. Thanks for helping us feel safe last night.
"We'll be sure to have Pete stay with us today," continued Becky. "He sure came through yesterday, didn't he? He seems to be over the bitterness he was feeling when I first met him. He was very brave yesterday. You sure knew what you were doing when you hired him."
"I knew that you felt he was a good guy, so I decided to take a chance on him. He has all the credentials, and yesterday he demonstrated traits that you can't put in a résumé," conceded Steve. "Besides, he looked like he's a little sweet on you, not that anyone can blame him. If you're not interested in him, let him know before he falls head over heels, if he hasn't already."
"You think he likes me?" asked Becky. "You didn't hear about our first meeting, did you? We called each other all kinds of bad things. I'm surprised he came around looking for a job after the way I treated him. He was good to his mom, though, and that's always a good trait in a man."
"I can't believe you two are talking about a guy that likes Becky while she's lying half naked in your bed. He may not understand the dynamics in our group and if he learns you slept with Steve, your romance may be over before it starts," cautioned Ashley. "Most men feel intimidated by Steve, especially those that have suffered blows to their self esteem."
"Well you should have worried about that before you got all naked and cuddly with my future brother-in-law," observed Kate from the doorway. "Naomi and Pete are in the other room waiting for you guys. I ordered a huge breakfast for all of us and it's getting cold. You didn't eat anything last night, so you must be starved. I would have joined you girls in the tub with Steve, but I won't do anything to upset Chip. I have to be sure how he understands everything before I let him know how I feel about Steve."
"Talk about being a little late!" laughed Becky. "Chip would have to be blind and stupid to have not picked up on how you feel about Steve. We all know that he's neither. The thing about Steve and Chip is that they love each other, in a manly way, of course. I doubt they'd ever get jealous of each other. It's like Jordan and Gwen. They love and respect each other far too much to ever let envy be an issue."
Pete and Naomi were quietly chatting when Ashley and Becky emerged from Steve's bedroom. They had put their pajama tops on, but it was obvious they had spent the night with Steve.
Becky smiled at Pete, but he quickly looked away. Becky was surprised at how much Pete's reaction bothered her. Everyone visited for a few minutes more before Steve joined them. He had showered and donned a robe over his boxers. As Steve took his seat he noticed Pete's attitude was less than upbeat.
"Pete, you look like the cat shit in your oatmeal," began Steve as he looked across the table at his newest employee. "You're pissed because you saw Becky come out of my bedroom. You know she spent the night."
"What you and Ms. Summers do is none of my business," responded Pete curtly. "I'm just a hired hand. I know my place."
"You're right that it's none of your business, except that I want you to protect these women, and I worry about the job you'll do if you have a bug up your ass. I don't usually explain myself, or my friends to anyone, but I'm making an exception. You came through big time yesterday and I'm in your debt.
"Becky and I did not have sex. We've never had sex. We will never be having sex. I am totally monogamous, as is Gwen. I want you to understand that. These women are ladies, and they're precious. Don't ever think otherwise. You came through yesterday, and you deserve consideration for that. If you're going to work with us, you'll have to overcome any jealousy issues you might have. You'll see a great deal of affection between most of us, but you will not see infidelity. It simply does not happen. Are we clear on this?" demanded Steve as he looked directly into Pete's eyes.
"Yes, sir. I understand, but you didn't have to explain anything to me. I hardly know Becky, uh, Ms. Summers. She certainly doesn't answer to me," replied Pete.
"That's why I'm telling you this. Becky vouched for you. She's never done that before. She's never asked me for any sort of favor, or consideration. Read into that what you will. But understand this; I do love her, but I'm 'in love' with Gwen. She's the one for me. Now, do you think you can give your full attention to keeping these ladies safe?"
"Yes! I'll do everything I possibly can, but I don't have my permit to carry yet, so I'll have to accompany them unarmed. After killing that man yesterday, it may be difficult for me to get a permit here. I can still offer some protection, but it would be better if I could carry," replied Pete as he glanced at a blushing Becky.
"Thank you, Ms. Summers for the recommendation. You have more influence with Mr. Hammer and Ms. Anderson than I had realized. I'll always do my best to keep you and your sister safe."
"I don't even know who you're talking to when you use the 'Miss' stuff. I'm Becky, my sister is Ashley, and Steve is Steve. Don't give him a big head by calling him 'Mister Hammer'. He's intolerable already."
"I'll see if I can pull any strings. I know a future congresswoman quite well and a few senators, but I'm thinking it might be better to speak to Detective Hart. She seemed to have a firm grasp on reality," observed Steve.
"That, and the fact that she's female, should make a difference," laughed Kate. "All you have to do is give her that big smile and blink your eyes a few times and she'll get Pete permission to carry a rocket launcher if you ask."
"She's the detective that interviewed me," revealed Pete. "She seemed pretty fair. She's been all over the news this morning. The city police arrested three more CIA agents last night, while at least five more got away. The FBI went to the CIA office of the man in charge of their Weapons Intelligence Non-Proliferation and Arms Control Center late last night. They were just outside his office when they heard a shot. He blew his brains out before he could be arrested."
"Wow! That all happened last night?" wondered Ashley. "What does it all mean? Why was the CIA after me, or us, or whoever they were after? Will they still be trying to kill me, or Steve?"
"Let's make some calls and see what the police think, as well as the government," reasoned Steve. "I have Hart's card. I'll call her right now."
A short time later, Steve disconnected his phone and spoke to his friends. "She'll expedite Pete getting a permit to carry. She just needs you to stop in at the station, fill out some forms, answer a million questions, and get fingerprinted. We'll send her proof of your employment. You should have a permit by noon. The company happens to have some legal handguns you can choose from.
"I want Ashley and Becky to stay in the hotel today, just to be on the safe side. I want Pete to apply for his permit and get back here to keep an eye on your girls. I'll put Kate in a cab. Naomi will be riding with me since we're both going to the Senate Building. I'll talk with Senator Chatham and see what she knows about this situation. I think it's probably run its course. The guys that got away shouldn't be after us. They work for money, not loyalty to country, or family."
When Steve left the hotel with Kate and Naomi, there was a large crush of reporters gathered to ask questions. Steve declined to comment, stating that he needed to find out what had transpired overnight before he would speculate on anything.
A short time later, he was in Senator Chatham's office. "Young Man, you're a sight. I'm supposed to have a dashing, handsome Naval Officer as an attaché, not some marked up pugilist. That incident yesterday opened a can of worms, and the worms were in the CIA. President Hanson is meeting with his top aides and the Director of the CIA this morning. You can bet he'll be chewing out the Director. The CIA is supposed to defend and protect Americans, not try to kill them.
"By the time this all shakes out, we'll probably have a new Director, as well as deputies over at Langley," predicted Senator Chatham. "I'd prefer you forgo any more statements or interviews with the press until the situation has stabilized. We've just made plans to travel to Hungary in early January, for a small economic summit. Your presence has been requested, so don't try to get out of it. You'll have a few weeks off for Christmas, and then it's back to work."
When Steve got back to the hotel that evening, Chip was waiting for him. "I'm glad you decided to get some security for these ladies. It looks like the CIA was behind the snafu in Iraq, just like you thought. Why is it that every time I see you, your ugly mug has bruises, contusions, and cuts? I don't know what Gwen sees in you."
"Kate wasn't too happy when I explained that you were her security," lied Steve smoothly. "She said she could kick your ass on your best day. She knows you're almost totally worthless with guns, knives, or fists."
"I never said that!" exclaimed Kate as she approached the pair. "Chip, it's so good to see you. Steve says you'll have to stay very close to keep me safe. I told Mom that you're coming home with me for Thanksgiving, and that you'd be staying in my room. She said she'd talk to Dad about it."
"Uh-oh. How do you think your father will take it?" asked a concerned Chip.
"Gwen always wondered why Steve was so worried about Dad and how he felt about her sleeping with him. Now I see you're the same way. You're bigger and stronger than Dad. Why are you nervous?"
"Kate, your father is the head of the family. If he tells me to leave his home, I will. If he tells me to sleep in the garage, I will. He's earned my respect. I won't go against him. Size and strength have nothing to do with it. I don't care how big the guys are that take out our daughters. They'll obey my rules or they'll be sent down the road so fast their heads will swim," stated Chip firmly.
"We're having daughters? Does that mean you've patched things up with your father? You know that was one of the things you had to do to convince me to have your babies," laughed Kate.
"I've spoken to him. He's still stubborn and narrow minded, but I'm working on it. He'll see things my way before too long," responded Chip.
"That's great. I can't wait to meet him when he and your mother come to Sparta for Thanksgiving. I know you and your dad will get along splendidly," grinned Kate.
Steve and the girls, along with Chip and Pete, returned to Sparta Tuesday evening. Steve was staying with Jason and Lisa in their new house, while the rest of the group was staying with Paula in her old house, since her new home next to Lisa's was not quite finished. Paula stopped in at Lisa's to find Steve sitting next to her as she nursed her baby.
"Is this okay with you, Lisa?" asked Paula. "I can make this guy leave the room."
"Honestly, I like to have Steve watch. It helps me relax even more. I can see why Aunt Diane was so open about it. Jason knows all about it and was even teasing Steve about being a pervert. It would've stung more if Jason wasn't just as bad. Wait until Gwen has a baby. Every guy in the community will be watching her breastfeed, if they get the chance," predicted Lisa.
"In my day, it was a much more private matter," admitted Paula as she took a seat across from Lisa. "I was embarrassed when Ted watched me nurse you. It took a few weeks to get over that. I certainly couldn't have let Steve watch."
"I wasn't even born then, so you're right. But I'm serving notice that if you have a baby, I'm going to be right next to you when you breastfeed it," promised Steve.
"If I have a baby, you can watch all you want," agreed Paula with a laugh. "That simply won't happen. Besides, it wouldn't be like watching Lisa. I'm a lot older and gravity is having more effect every year."
"I think you're fishing for a compliment now," suggested Steve. "What do you think, Lisa? Is your mother trying to coax me into saying something nice about her feminine charms?"
"It sure sounds like it," admitted Lisa as she switched her baby to the other breast. "You don't need a reason to show off in front of Steve. We all know how you feel about the guy."
"I'm not sure what you think, but I'm certainly not going to be showing anything off to him, or anyone else," insisted Paula. "I'm a married woman."
"So am I, Mom, and look at me. I have both breasts out and I'm feeding my daughter. Jason's in the garage, trying to get his new turkey fryer figured out. He might walk in any minute and Steve and I aren't worried a bit," pointed out Lisa. "Jason knows neither of us would ever betray him. Seeing my boobs isn't like having sex with me. Steve seems to enjoy it, I know I enjoy it, and as odd as it sounds, it makes Jason extra horny. Maybe you should try it, just to see how Dad reacts."
"Listen to Lisa. She's wise beyond her years," offered Steve with a straight face. "I do have something I'd like to tell you in private. Would you step into the kitchen with me, Paula?" asked Steve.
Paula nodded and walked into the kitchen ahead of Steve. "I think about Uncle Joe a lot this time of year. It was Thanksgiving break of my third year at the Academy when I came home to find him so ill. You remember how he died the day after Thanksgiving and how badly I took it?
"I never told you how much it meant to me that you took over and made all of the arrangements. Everyone supported me, but you were amazing. Today, when I was thinking about that Thanksgiving, I realized that I never made the effort to express my gratitude. I acted like it was expected, and not like you helped me when I was totally lost.
"You're a very special woman; intelligent, kind, giving, yet forceful. You're beautiful, but modest and you've raised the most amazing, gorgeous daughters on the planet," praised Steve. "You need to know that I see what you are and what you do for your family. I admire and respect you. I see a lot of you in Gwen, and I'll always do everything in my power to see that you, your daughters, and grandchildren are always safe and loved."



Paula was surprised by the intensity and sincerity shown by Steve. She stepped close and wrapped her arms around him and hugged him tightly as tears trickled down her cheeks.
"This is my mother, Paula, hugging my boyfriend, Steve," came a voice from the doorway. "You seldom find a mother that approves of her daughter's boyfriend more than Mom does, even when his face is all kinds of colors and he has more stitches than Frankenstein."
Steve turned his head to see a smiling Gwen in the doorway with a woman he had never met before. He was caught off guard when Paula looked up and kissed him hard on the lips.
"Your mother has a lot of good reasons for approving of your boyfriend," replied Paula as she released Steve and turned to face Gwen. "Do you have a problem with that?"
"Not at all, Mom," responded a surprised Gwen. "You're always trying to act like you don't think Steve's the sexiest man alive. What's changed? This is Mandy. She didn't have any place to go for the holiday, so I invited her to come home with me. Imagine how embarrassing it is for her to find my mother in my boyfriend's arms. She's probably scandalized."
"Actually, I think it's great that your mother is so beautiful and that she's so fond of your boyfriend. But then, he's Steve Hammer. My mom would be in his arms in a flash if she had the chance," chuckled Mandy. "I hope I'm not intruding, but when Gwen invited me, I couldn't refuse. I'm spending Thanksgiving with the Andersons and Steve Hammer, along with Jordan Quick and Charlie Burns! I'll have something cool to tell my grandkids, which, by the way, will also be Steve's grandkids if I have anything to say about it."
"You should wait for a proper introduction before you start any babies with the guy," replied Gwen sarcastically. "Mandy's in my class at med school. She's really smart. She helps Charlotte and me with our studies quite a lot."
"She was with you the night I climbed into the hot tub while I was talking to you on Skype, wasn't she?" asked Steve as he recalled that evening. "I recognize that laugh. She was laughing at me!"
"It wasn't anything that I saw! I can promise that," responded Mandy quickly. "Remember that I'm studying to be a doctor and know a superior specimen when I see one. I was laughing at the surprised look on Donna's face. For a med student, she seemed quite flustered."
"Donna was there with us," added Gwen. "She did seem to be a little flushed when you climbed into the tub. Are you going to greet me a little more warmly? Mom didn't make you forget about me, did she?"
"If anyone could, it would be your mom, or your sisters," responded Steve as he swept Gwen into his arms and kissed her passionately.
"It was a long flight. Maybe you and Steve need a little nap, or something, to get refreshed," suggested Mandy as she watched Steve and Gwen interact. "No one would blame you. Quite the opposite."
"That's a great idea, but I'm a better hostess than that," assured Gwen. "I thought we'd all go down to Marsh's Landing and get a nice dinner. I called Kate and she's getting everyone at Mom's place ready to go. Jordan and Charlie will be there, too. Let's go eat."
Mandy had never seen anything like it. Gwen and Steve were greeted with hugs and good humored kidding by the other diners, but she also noticed a certain reverence everyone held for the couple. The pride the patrons of the restaurant felt in being recognized and addressed by Steve and Gwen was quite apparent. Sparta belonged to the power couple. Mandy had no doubt of that.
She had become rather good friends with Gwen and had been extremely proud of that fact, but she was just beginning to see the charisma the couple seemed to radiate when they were together. The entire entourage of family and friends, which included quite a few accomplished men and women, followed the lead of Gwen and Steve. Mandy quickly determined that they were the nucleus of the unit.
As they were eating dinner, Stephanie managed to gain everyone's attention as she made some interesting announcements. "I have Jordan, Charlie, Gwen, and Steve signed up to do a Christmas special for the NBS network. Someone finally outbid CBC! It's going to be different because it'll be live, with a few seconds delay, of course. It's going to be broadcast from our center for the performing arts. We're inviting any local kids, parents, and grandparents that want to attend. We're having thousands of toys wrapped as gifts. We're also going to have racks and racks of warm clothes of all sizes for kids and adults to choose from. It's been a tough economy and Lady in Red will be giving back to the community that's done so much for us."
"It looks like Steph has taken to her job like a duck to water," laughed Steve. "This sounds like a great idea. It'll make Christmas even more special when we watch the kids' faces when they see the gifts. Are we going to have a big tree?"
"It's already been ordered. It'll be as high as the ceiling in the main room, and they'll have it set up and decorated at least a week before the show," replied a beaming Stephanie. "The music will be supplied by an orchestra, so you guys had better be ready to really sing well. This'll be live, so there won't be any do-overs.
"Then you're doing a New Year's show on CBC. It'll be live with the band, and broadcast from Key West. The thing that will be different with this show will that Jordan and Gwen will be in bikinis a lot of the time, while Charlie and Steve will work the whole night sans shirts. All the other count-down shows have people in parkas, freezing their butts off. The network wants a lot of beautiful people there, so this entire group is invited and will have lodging supplied, as well as travel expenses."
"That includes you, Steph," pointed out Steve. "Be sure you pack a couple of tiny bikinis. I'm thinking the ratings will be through the roof with these ladies dancing and partying in swim wear."
"I've never performed in a swim suit before," worried Gwen. "I don't want anything slipping out while I'm doing one of our more active numbers. That would be embarrassing."
"And a ratings bonanza!" quipped Charlotte. "Every guy watching you and Jordan on TV will be hoping and praying for a wardrobe malfunction. Then if Naomi, Kate, Ashley, Becky, Lisa, Stephanie, and Diane and Paula have any slippage, we'll corner the viewing market. Toss in these guys running around with no shirts and it'll be a huge success!"
"That pretty well sums up how I sold the idea to the network, and why they're paying so much money for five hours of prime time performances," admitted Stephanie with a laugh. "They're getting some prime eye candy of both genders for their money.
"As long as I have your attention," continued Stephanie. "Next summer we'll be making two movies. Charlie and Jordan are starring in one and Gwen and Steve will be in the other. Both couples will also appear in the other's movie, but not in a big role. That will allow the fans to get their Jordan and Gwen 'fix' in both movies.
"Gwen and Steve will be in a romantic comedy about a guy that's a construction worker and former military man that gets in a little trouble with the law in a small town. He's sentenced to participate in a dance contest. His partner is a spoiled bitch that was picked up by the police with some recreational drugs in her possession. Her parents are one of the leading families in the community and are fed up with their spoiled daughter's antics. They pressure the judge to sentence her to something difficult or demanding, to teach her some discipline. You can probably see where this will go.
"I've managed to hire a renowned local dance instructor to choreograph the movie, as well as to play the part of the dance instructor in the movie. Why be in such a cool job if I can't practice nepotism? I'll have to insist that Steve doesn't put any moves on my Mom, and that Mom keeps her top on, most of the time, at least," grinned Stephanie as the table erupted in laughter.
"Jordan and Charlie will be making an action movie. It'll feature a tough lady cop and an Army officer that have to work together on a case involving the murder of an enlisted man's wife. It'll have a lot of twists, and a real surprise ending. Any questions?"
"How come I have to keep my top on?" asked Diane as the group once again broke into peals of laughter.
Once the laughter died down, Stephanie brought up the final item on her agenda. "Gwen is going to be sworn on the first day Congress is in session. That's Thursday, January 3. The company has arranged for a big celebration to be held at our hotel in Washington. We'll have a small orchestra and tons of food and drink. I've spoken to Steve and Gwen and they've insisted that everyone in the district be invited. I'll take out a few ads in the local newspapers.
"I'm sure that some VIP's from Hollywood and Washington will show up, but this party is for the people that put their trust in Gwen, and by extension, Steve. The really cool thing is that the following evening, we're having the premier of our new film, 'Diana', in Washington with another party at the hotel! I wasn't in this film since I was starting a stupid job, but I did view it last week. People that think it's going to be a corny spoof will be really surprised. Then on Saturday night, we're having another premier here in Sparta! It's the first movie ever made here and we're going to celebrate it right. That party will be at the Center.
"The movie was written very well. Gwen is incredible as Wonder Woman. She's all smart, strong, and beautiful, but she's got no clue about men. She only knows what she's heard from her mother and the other women in her world. Men were considered pretty much worthless. Guess what? When she meets Steve, all of her predetermined notions about men are out the window. It's a very romantic movie, but has lots of action and a lot of big chested Amazons. I predict that posters, especially of Naomi, will be selling like hotcakes. I don't know how she got into that outfit, or how she kept it up!"
"I haven't properly introduced Pete Walker to everyone. He's the guy sitting next to Becky and acting all goofy," joked Steve as he pointed to Pete. "I hired him for security for the girls, especially Ashley, and he came through for her. I'm afraid I wasn't quite as alert as I should have been and if Pete hadn't stepped in, we wouldn't be here having a good time tonight.
"He's an Army veteran, has a degree in computer science, and handles a gun with the best of them. As you all know, people that work for us are our friends. We treat them like family and not like employees. Becky may carry that philosophy too far with Pete, but that's going to be his problem. He's supposed to protect the girls, but no one's going to protect him from the girls."
"Hey, I'm not breaking any rules," insisted Becky. "I just happen to appreciate it when a man saves my life. We may have to find someone else to take care of Ashley, so Pete can look after me."
"He was looking after you pretty darn hard when you walked over to chat with Kate," observed Billy. "Personally, I'm not too keen on having a guy around that ogles the ladies."
"Are you afraid he'll take your place as the number one pervert?" teased Jordan. "I can feel your eyes on my ass every time I turn my back to you. I'm not even going to mention what I can feel them when I'm facing you. Don't worry, Pete. All of these guys look at our asses and boobs all of the time. We wouldn't have it any other way. They're men and that's what men do. At least it's what we ladies seem to prefer in our men. There's so much testosterone at this table, you can almost feel it."
"Were you watching my little butt when I went over to see Kate?" demanded Becky as Pete turned a bright red. "It looks like we've got another one of those testosterone laden guys, doesn't it, Jordan? Why are we attracted to guys like this?"
"I think the fact that we're vain, insecure, proud, well built, sexy, secure, and exhibitionists at heart might have something to do with it," guessed Jordan.
"That could be it. We're insecure, but secure at the same time. That sums it up. We know they look, and we like it. We also need to know that we have what it takes to get a man's attention," agreed Becky.
"I'll vouch that you have everything needed to get a guy's attention," chuckled Jared as Naomi gave him an elbow. "I'm just saying that Becky has a very nice set of, don't elbow me again! She has nice eyes, and we gentlemen always look at a lady's eyes first."
"Steve, would you come with me to greet some of our friends and neighbors while we're waiting for dessert, once I thank this brave man," asked Gwen as she carefully sat down in Pete's lap and hugged him. "I knew the day I met you that you'd be important in my life. Saving Ashley and Becky has made your position with us permanent. You're our friend now and we all take care of our friends. Thanks, Pete!"
Gwen then stood up, took Steve's hand, and led him into the dining area. The conversation in the room stopped immediately as everyone watched the famous couple walk up to the first table and chat with the occupants. It took a few minutes, but they visited every table, frequently posing for pictures, shaking hands, and often giving hugs.
Gwen made a point of inviting everyone to the Christmas party and television show Lady in Red was producing two days before Christmas.
"It'll be live and I hope you'll enjoy the show," finished Gwen. "We'll have lot of gifts for children and clothing for anyone that needs some warm clothes. Please tell everyone you see that they're invited."
"I know that we'll love it," responded a lady Gwen had known since childhood. "To think we get to be part of a major TV production and bring our families. Since you two have become so successful, our town has flourished. People have good jobs. We have a new hospital that accepts all children regardless of ability to pay. Tourism has increased by thousands. Now you've been elected to congress and Steve's a SEAL and a national hero. Everyone in town is so proud of you both that we can hardly stand it!"
"Thanks, Mrs. Williams. We appreciate the kind words, but it's been a team effort. A lot of people have worked very hard to make all of this come together. We can't take the credit for all of the good things that have happened here."
"That modesty is very becoming, but everyone knows that you two, along with Jordan Quick, are the entire reason for our prosperity. I just want you both to know that we all appreciate the things you've done for this community and its residents."
"Watch how Gwen and Steve are with each other," whispered Ashley to Pete. "If you do, you'll see that you have no reason to be jealous of Steve as far as Becky is concerned. Sure, she loves the guy. We all do, but we love Gwen, too. We all know that those two are destined to be together and we'd never do anything to change that, even if we could. Watch their eyes when they look at each other. That's what real love is."
As if on cue, just as Steve and Gwen finished visiting with the last table of diners, 'Lady in Red' began playing over the restaurant's sound system. Years ago, Steve and Gwen had accepted the fact that Billy's father would occasionally play the song, hoping that the couple would dance. The patrons always reacted positively. In fact, it was the very possibility of seeing the two lovers perform their signature dance that drew many of the tourists, as well as locals to the restaurant.
Gwen smiled as she turned to Steve and stepped into his arms. "Billy's dad is at it again. It's a good thing I never get tired of dancing to this song with you. Who would've thought that you winning the bid on a dance with me would have started such a series of events? I'm just lucky it was me that you selected that day at the mall."
"If I hadn't picked you, none of this would have happened," insisted Steve as he held Gwen close and moved to the music. "No one else could have done all the things that you've accomplished. You're the driving force in our success."
"I refuse to get into that discussion with you again," beamed Gwen. "I'm convinced that you feel that to be true, but I'm even more certain that you're the amazing half of our little partnership."
As the song ended, all the diners rose from their seats. They cheered and clapped for over a minute as Gwen and Steve waved and bowed several times. Billy's dad rushed up to them and hugged Gwen and shook Steve's hand as he thanked them for being such good sports.
The next day saw a very large gathering at Lisa and Jason's home. They had a huge kitchen/dining area and it was a good thing. The parents of Billy, Naomi, Charley, and Pete along with the mothers of Jordan, Charlotte, Becky and Ashley had accepted invitations. Chip's parents arrived shortly before dinner was to be served.
Chip greeted his mother with a hug and then briefly shook his father's hand. "These are my parents, Marian and Chester Martin. This is..."
"The mother of your future grandchildren!" blurted Kate as she wrapped her arms around Chip's father and hugged him tightly. "I can see where Chip got his good looks and muscles. Should I call you Chester, Mr. Martin, or Dad?"
Chip's father flushed a bright red as Kate continued to hug him. Everyone else broke into gales of laughter at the man's predicament. "I, I guess you can call me any of those things. Probably Chester would be best. Are you telling me that you're pregnant?"
"Not yet," replied Kate as she released Chip's father. "I have to finish law school, he has to make amends with you, and we need to be married before we have any children. I'll be done with school in about two and a half years. You need to patch things up by then. Do you see any problem with that?"
Once again, Chester Martin turned red as he listened to the beautiful girlfriend of his son. And once more, everyone listening broke into laughter. Chip's mother held her hand over her mouth as she tried to contain her merriment.
"No, I guess not," responded Chester deliberately. "I can run the business for another twenty years and then the grandkids can take over."
"Maybe you need to consider moving your headquarters to Sparta so Chip and I will be able to help you," suggested Kate. "Chip told me you have a couple dozen tire stores in five states. Build one here and include room for your headquarters. You might even be able to get our tire business."
"How many tires do you think that you and Chip will be using?" questioned Chip's father with a slight smirk. "Even if you have two cars and drive them a lot, you'd only buy tires every couple of years."
That's true," agreed Kate. "I guess I was thinking about Lady in Red Productions. We're always increasing our fleet of cars, trucks and tractor trailers. Those vehicles use tires, don't they Stephanie?"
"Last year, we purchased about nine hundred tires, but that includes tires for our jet and the machinery we own," allowed Stephanie as she studied her tablet. "I expect that number will increase every year as we add more vehicles to our fleet and more machinery. I guess that isn't enough to make much difference to a big company like Mr. Martin's."
"I never said that!" protested Chip's father. "You girls purchase the tires for Lady in Red Productions? I didn't know that. Do you work in the office?"
"Actually, I'm sort of a vice-president in charge of all kinds of things. Kate doesn't work for the company. She's one of the owners. She's really quite wealthy," revealed Stephanie with a smirk of her own.
"It looks like I've been set up," groaned Chester Martin. "I'm sorry about my misunderstanding of your position in the company. It seems like someone would have told me what was going on before I arrived here and made a fool of myself."



"Well, if two 'someones' weren't all pig-headed about talking to each other, you'd know the score," replied Kate as she grabbed Chip's hand. "Now that we've settled this little family squabble, let's go in and eat!"
The next few weeks went quickly for everyone. Gwen and Charlotte were working hard in medical school. Steve and Naomi were traveling with their respective senators. Kate was wrapping up her first semester at law school, while everyone else was preparing for the holidays. Chip was enjoying his new position as Kate's security while Pete remained very close to Ashley and Becky as they worked to set up Gwen's congressional office. The furor over the splinter group in the CIA that had set up Steve's exchange for the children hostages and Ashley's abduction peaked. There were investigations by independent councils, congressional committees, and various law enforcement agencies. Steve, Ashley, Becky, and Pete were interviewed numerous times. There were no further arrests as all of the participants in the group were either dead, or in hiding. Reports by the various investigating entities were expected to be released well after the holidays.
When the day finally arrived for the live Christmas program from the Lady in Red Center, Sparta was buzzing with excitement. Video crews followed Gwen, Jordan, Steve, and Charlie as they window shopped along the festively decorated sidewalks and storefronts. It was going to be used as fill between musical numbers that evening.
The town was teeming with tourists and the local merchants were enjoying banner sales. Crowds followed the foursome as they were videoed enjoying the sights and sounds of Christmas season in Sparta.
Two hours before the show was to begin, the center was filled with excited kids and adults. Caterers made certain that there was plenty of food and drinks available for everyone. By the time the curtain went up, the kids were squirming as they waited for the festivities to begin.
Jordan sang silent night to open the show and performed it flawlessly. That set the tone for the entire evening. Every song was perfect and the kids' joy was obvious to viewers as they watched the gifts passed out to the children who immediately ripped them open.
At the end of the show, Steve and Gwen joined to sing 'Baby, It's Cold Outside!' and the audience loved it. It was apparent that the couple had a very special connection as they gazed at each other as they sang. The singing was excellent, but the heat generated by the two was quite substantial and very obvious to everyone that watched.
"That is so hot!" exclaimed Stephanie to Paula as they watched from the wings. "I've never heard this song seem so sexy before. I bet radio stations will be playing it tomorrow. I'm glad we're recording everything and making it available to download. Gwen is so beautiful, and Steve isn't too shabby."
The next day, the network expressed its pleasure with the ratings the show garnered. Stephanie had little doubt they would be bidding on future efforts from Lady in Red Productions.
Christmas was a festive occasion, with friends and family constantly dropping in at Jordan and Charlie's new home. It was a large home and it was filled with happy people. Jordan's mother was staying with her for the week, and Jordan was a bit concerned about how she and Steve would interact. Her worries were quickly put to rest.
"Hey, Mrs. Quick! I caught you under the mistletoe," grinned Steve as he gently wrapped his arms around Jordan's mom soon after he arrived. "You look great. Would it be okay if I gave you a kiss for the holiday?"
"Of course! I was afraid you wouldn't want to have anything to do with me since I made that blunder a few years back. I hardly saw you at Jordan's wedding and again at Thanksgiving a few weeks ago. And please call me Cindy."
"I was a bit uncomfortable being with you after that little experience by the pool. Gwen's mother and aunt saw and heard the whole thing. I may have been a little harsh on you and my language was not appropriate. You've been such a great mom to Jordan lately that I feel much more comfortable with you now," replied Steve as he still held Cindy Quick in his arms.
"I'm the one that needs to apologize," responded Cindy. "I was wrong to show you my breasts, wrong to call them tits, wrong to ask you to compare them to my daughter's, and very wrong to suggest that you might assault me. You did me a great favor when you set me straight that day.
"I can also promise you that you didn't upset Paula at all when you described her perfect 'tits' to me. She still had a smile on her face when I went inside after we had our little chat. I don't think I'd be telling you any secrets when I say that she loves you dearly and not always like a mother. The great thing is that you feel the same way about her. I envy that and I've been doing my best to be a good mother and person. Jordan and I get along better than we ever have before and a lot of it is because of you. So, if you'd like to give this old lady a kiss, I'd be very pleased."
Steve smiled as he leaned down and kissed Cindy on the lips. Her hands slid behind his neck and she held him a little longer than he intended, but not enough to upset him.
"So, you're getting along okay with Mom now?" came Jordan's voice from the doorway. "I was wondering if you two would avoid each other forever. I heard about your little stunt with Steve back when we graduated, Mom. It seems like his little talk made an impression on you."
"It really did. I've stopped drinking and doing recreational drugs. I joined a gym and worked back into shape," revealed Cindy. "I've been way more selective in my dating. If I had been as lucky as you were to meet a guy like Steve when I was your age, my life would have turned out a lot better. Look what he did for you, Sweetheart."
"You called me 'Sweetheart'? You haven't done that since I was a little girl," observed Jordan with a big smile. "Yeah, I was lucky that I met Steve and Gwen and that they're the kind of people they are. I had a crush on him from the first time I met him, but I couldn't let him know, so I acted all tough and slutty to get his attention. It got my mouth washed out and some tense moments, but they never gave up on me.
"Why don't you move into Asgard with us, Mom? Would that be okay, Steve? I should have asked you before I said anything to Mom," worried Jordan.
"Are you kidding? All of us consider you family, Jordan. You've done so much for us, and you never ask for anything back. We're all about family. Would you like an addition on your house for your mom, or should we build her a place of her own?" asked Steve.
"I haven't agreed to moving, but if I did, and if it's okay, I'd prefer a place of my own. I'd want to be close enough to visit Jordan and Charlie when they're home, but not be underfoot. They're still newlyweds!" chuckled Cindy.
"I understand how you feel. We'd be pleased to have you in our little community, but it's up to you. If you decide to join us, let Stephanie know and she'll hook you up with an architect," promised Steve. "I should warn you that there'll be a lot of virile men running around and they're going to be trying to catch glimpses of your impressive figure. If that sort of thing bothers you, then you might want to live somewhere else."
"I've heard all about Billy and how he's unapologetic about his appreciation of the female form," grinned Cindy. "I think I can handle him. Maybe I will move here."
"Mom, the biggest perv here is Steve! He acts all polite and gentlemanly, but he looks over every inch of every female he comes into contact with. Then when he and a friend are all beat up and shot to ribbons, they discuss our bodies like we're prized heifers or something," stated Jordan.
"Really? Steve's the one I have to worry about? I guess I'd better be sure to stay covered up when he's around," responded Cindy with a smile.
"If you do, we may ask you to move out. We didn't discuss the hot tub yet. Billy's in charge of writing up the rules, but the rest of us guys will back him on it. We all know he'll represent our wishes quite well," chuckled Steve.
"You sound almost the total opposite of the way you were that day by the pool," pointed out a confused Cindy.
"That's because you've done a one-eighty in your behavior. I told you that you had a killer body, but you needed to adjust your attitude to have really great, ah, breasts. It sure looks like you've made the needed changes," admitted Steve. "You'll be fodder for more than a few fantasies when you move in."
"You really know how to make a woman feel good. I felt really terrible after that incident by the pool, but now I'm looking forward to living near Jordan and everyone else. You took me down a few pegs, but you've just rebuilt my self esteem. Now I understand the difference between teasing, flirting, and being an old slut. Can I get another kiss?"
"After I get one from the guy!" insisted Jordan as she flew into Steve's arms. "You've given my mother back to me. I can't wait until she has her own home here. We'll be like Paula and her daughters, great friends as well as mother and daughter. Thanks, Steve. You're tops!"
Christmas Day was barely over when everyone began preparing for Key West. They all looked forward to the sunshine and the beaches. It was decided that everyone would fly to Florida on the weekend between Christmas and New Years and relax for a day or two before the show. Everyone except Jordan, Gwen, Charlie, Steve and the band were going to relax. They spent a lot of their time preparing for the show.
"Billy, could you arrange for a few body painters to come to our compound to paint all of our chests," asked Naomi as everyone took a break by the pool the day before the show. "I always wanted to try that, and so do the other girls. We're too shy to ask, but I thought you might be willing to help us out."
Billy stood up and pulled his car keys from his pocket. "I'll go downtown right now and start hiring them! What time do you want them here?"
"That didn't take long," laughed Becky. "I don't know about this. It would be pretty expensive to paint all of us."
"I'll pick up the bill," replied Billy immediately. "If that's your only objection, I'll go hire a few artists right now."
"Charlotte has to do it, too," insisted Ashley. "How would you feel if she walked around with only a thin coat of paint concealing her charms?"
"I still haven't heard any reasons to not go hire some artists," retorted Billy.
"We need to include Paula, Diane, Cindy, and Julia in this," suggested Steve as he looked over at the four women he mentioned and wiggled his eyebrows.
"You can forget that!" protested Paula. "Diane, Julia, and I are married. Our husbands would never stand for it."
"I wouldn't exactly say that," interjected Will before taking a sip of his Corona. "I can't speak for Ted or Jeff, but Diane has my blessing to get painted with the other ladies."
Diane blushed slightly, and then flashed her husband a big smile. "You're so predictable. You'd love to see me walking around in front of all these young men topless, not to mention seeing these goddesses topless. You wouldn't leave me alone for months. Little Billy and Stephanie would have another brother or sister by this time next year!"
"Mom! That's a little too much information. Besides, I can't do that in front of Dad and Uncle Ted. It would be embarrassing," blushed Stephanie.
"You could always go watch TV or something," laughed Will. "I like this casual atmosphere these young folks enjoy. And your mom will look as good as anyone here."
"Dad, you haven't said anything. Should Mom let loose and get painted up with the rest of us?" quizzed Lisa.
"I can't believe I'm admitting this, but it would be pretty amazing. I'm just coming around to the fact that my daughters are beautiful adult women with amazing figures, like their mother. I've seen you and Gwen without clothes in some photos and movies. I can honestly say that I feel proud of how great you look. I'm also proud that you're in monogamous relationships with really good guys.
"When I grew up, being naked meant having sex, or at least trying like hell. Your group is able to separate the two without jealousy or inappropriate behavior. I admire that and think it's quite a healthy attitude. To answer your question, I'd love to see your mother painted up with the rest of the lovely women here. It's just too bad that Stephanie won't participate. She's really very attractive."
"You do know that we were just teasing Billy, don't you?" asked a concerned Naomi. "Dad is sitting right there and he would never go for his wife and daughter running around almost naked in front of a bunch of horny white boys!"
"As a horny, healthy man, I'm willing to make that trade," laughed Jeff Wilson. "I'm trying to imagine seeing all of these beautiful women topless. Don't worry about your mom. We went to more than a few topless beaches in Cuba and men of every color and nationality approved of what they saw. It was pretty obvious, especially on the nude beaches."
"Billy, don't you think I'm too old to join these ladies in this venture?" asked Julia Wilson.
"With all due respect, Ma'am, I think you'd be playing right into the hands of these degenerates sitting around the pool. They may seem like placid, flaccid, wimpy little boys, but if you were to release those beauties in this crowd, I could not guarantee your safety," responded Billy in a very serious tone.
"Mom, listen to him! These guys have all kinds of 'mommy' issues, and he's the worst one of the bunch, although Steve seems to be a close second. You should hear them talk about all the mothers, including you, or should I say, especially you? They're all strongly attracted to beautiful, mature women with curves."
"Oh, dear! That sounds just awful," replied Julia with a big smile. "You're telling me that these virile young men find us slightly older women appealing on some level? Who would have guessed it?"
"Dad! Talk some sense into Mom before it's too late," pled Naomi as she dropped to her knees and pretended to literally beg.
"It's already too late. You sealed it when you told her how all these horny young guys want to see her big old melons. I'm just going to insist that my wife isn't the only lady getting painted up," added Jeff.
"Okay, Diane will do it, won't you dear?" asked Will as he ducked the ice cubes Diane threw at him.
"Paula? You're not going to let your sister go into this without your support, are you?" asked Ted as Paula blushed a bright red.
"I said we were just teasing Billy!" laughed Naomi. "Mom, Diane and Paula can leave their swimsuits on, as will the rest of us. We have a Congresswoman here, for heaven's sake. She can't do things like that, or be seen with people that do."
"I can't?" questioned Gwen in her best little girl voice as she sat on Steve's lap. "I feel a sleeping giant beginning to stir. It seems that the Congresswoman's boyfriend is kind of excited about this body painting scenario."
"I noticed the same thing!" agreed Lisa as she fidgeted on Jason's lap.
"Is that what that is?" asked Kate in an attempt to act surprised. "I'm afraid that I'm involved with a very sick individual. He may be even worse than Billy and Steve."
"I'm just glad my mom and Billy's folks didn't make the trip," quipped Charlotte. "That visual is not something I want to remember."
"I was thinking the same thing about our mom," added Becky. "She's been single a long time. If she's anything like Ashley and me, she'd be the first to get painted, even if she's almost fifty and a little chunky."
"I call for a show of hands," declared Billy. "Is there any guy here that wouldn't like to see Becky's mom get painted up? No hands? I thought so. Bring your mom next time. She's pretty hot!"
"Not my mother, too!" cried Ashley. "What is wrong with you guys? You all have beautiful wives and girlfriends. Why would you want to look at other women? Why would you want other guys to see your lady topless and painted?"
"I think the quick answer would be that it makes us really horny," offered Jared as he looked around at his friends. "Is there any disagreement on that? No? Then we'll go with that answer, Ashley. But, I have to admit, I'm really glad that my parents didn't come. I can't imagine my mom naked!"
"Mom, how did you stay married to such a pervert for so many years? Was he as bad when he was younger?" asked Naomi.
"Yes, he was as bad or worse. I stayed married to him because he was always horny. That isn't a bad thing, at least it wasn't for me," grinned Julia as she patted her husband's hand.
The New Year's show was a huge ratings success as Gwen and Jordan performed in bikinis and changed to different ones quite often. Charlie and Steve were shirtless the entire show. The director was forced to be very careful of the camera angles as many of the ladies in the crowd in front of the stage were topless before the night was half over. They were very demonstrative about how much they enjoyed Charlie and Steve as they performed. The viewers at home were easily able to determine that many of the fans were topless; although the director went to great pains to be sure no nipples were shown.
Everyone rested the next day before heading back north the following morning. Many in the group flew to Washington with Gwen and Steve to see her sworn in a member of Congress and to attend the big premier the following evening.
Steve sat in the gallery with Ted, Paula, Lisa, and Kate and beamed with pride as the new Congress was sworn in. Gwen looked very professional but incredibly beautiful in a simple dress and jacket. Steve was lucky that Senator Chatham had wrangled a ticket for him as there weren't enough seats available for all of the members to invite more than very immediately family members. Jason and Chip and all of their friends waited outside and watched the proceedings on monitors.
Once the ceremony was complete and all of the speeches were given, Congress adjourned. Many of the members then headed to their office to take PR photos for their local papers. They would be featured with a spouse, sibling, or child holding a bible as they took their oath. It was for show only, but many members felt it was important PR for them. Gwen decided against the charade and joined her friends outside the Capitol Building.
"We'll meet you back at the hotel after we meet with our staff," instructed Gwen. "Ashley has them all waiting at my new office and she wants to introduce me. Steve is going with me, but there won't be room for anyone else. Maybe it'll be less crowded tomorrow and I'll be able to get you all in."
Gwen spent another hour speaking with her new staff and learning their names and jobs. "There's one thing I need all of you to understand. Ashley is my top aide. She's in charge when I'm not here. Listen to her like you would me. Then I want you to meet my boyfriend, Steve Hammer. Some of you may have heard of him?"
The group laughed at Gwen's remark. Everyone knew who Steve Hammer was, and that he was Gwen's boyfriend. "He's much more than a boyfriend. He's my top advisor and my personal security. If he asks for something, I would expect all of you to comply as quickly as possible, or have a very good reason if you don't. Thanks, all of you. I look forward to working with you. You're all invited to our hotel for a little bash we're having this evening to celebrate. Please come."
It was approaching dusk when Ashley, Gwen, and Steve climbed into a limo to return to their hotel. It was not a long ride and even with traffic, they expected it to take no more than half an hour.
Because some of the roads around the Capitol Building were closed for the ceremonies, they wound up traveling along the Potomac River. That was when the limo driver suddenly slammed on his brakes and muttered a curse.



Gwen and Ashley turned to face the direction the driver was looking. They were appalled to see a helicopter smack into the river on its side. The logo on the CBC network was clearly visible, although sideways to how it normally was displayed. Water rushed in through numerous broken windows. Within a matter of seconds, it became obvious that the chopper was rapidly sinking.
Then Gwen noticed that Steve was no longer in the limo. She turned her head to look toward the rear of the vehicle see him stripping his dress uniform off and tossing it on the trunk of the limo.
"Oh, no! He's doing it again!" was all she could think as she swung the door open with one hand while unzipping her coat with the other. By the time she had removed her coat, Steve was racing for the river, clad only in his boxers. Shaking her head at the thought of entering the frigid waters of the Potomac, Gwen reached behind her back and unzipped her dress.
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Gwen watched Steve dive into the icy waters without any apparent hesitation. Then, as her dress pooled at her feet, she kicked off her heels and headed for the river. Ashley was calling to her, but Gwen's attention was on the scene in the river.
A man in a suit had climbed out of the helicopter and was trying to swim to shore. Although it was only about a hundred yards, Gwen could tell the man would never make it. He was using only his left arm, and quite awkwardly. Gwen was surprised when she saw Steve swim out around the man and continue toward the rapidly sinking helicopter.
It occurred to Gwen that Steve had somehow determined that there were more people in the aircraft and he was intent on rescuing them. Then she felt the sudden shock as she dove into the frigid waters. Chilled to the bone, she quickly surfaced and swam strongly toward the man that had exited the chopper. By now he was having a very difficult time. He flailed weakly as his head dropped below the surface and then reappeared. This happened several times before Gwen approached him. Then, as she drew near, he went under and did not return to the surface.
Gwen dove and quickly found him. She grabbed his jacket by the collar and pulled him to the surface. By this time, her limbs felt numb and her teeth were chattering, even as she exerted herself tremendously. Taking a deep breath, Gwen began pulling the man back toward shore. As she swam, she saw Steve dive at the point where the helicopter had just submerged.
She knew she had to get back to shore, and soon, or she'd never make it back. Knowing she was unable to help Steve, she prayed that he would manage without her. It became increasingly difficult for Gwen to make her arms respond. They felt like lead weights. Gwen became concerned about getting back to shore as the seconds passed. She was moving slower and with much greater effort.
"Let me take him, Miss," came a strong male voice from behind her just before an arm reached out and grabbed the collar of the man she had been pulling.
Gwen released the man and turned in the water. She saw a policeman standing in chest deep water as he worked his way toward shore, towing the man that she had helped. Gwen tried to stand, but her feet were numb! She knew they were on the bottom, but had difficulty feeling anything. Walking was almost impossible.
Suddenly, strong hands grabbed on one of her arms and guided her back to shore. She hadn't seen the second man until she felt his hands on her arm. She had a chance to quickly study him as he led her from the water. He was very poorly dressed and looked extremely unkempt. His wore a beard and his coat was ragged and torn in several places. Regardless, Gwen was extremely grateful that he was there and helping her.
Once she reached waist deep water, the man released her arm, but remained close, making sure that she was going to be able to escape the frigid waters. For the first time, Gwen noticed dozens, and perhaps hundreds of people standing along the shoreline. Many had their phones in their hands and were videoing her approach to land. When the water was below her knees, several men splashed out to help her climb the river bank. An older man on shore removed his overcoat and wrapped it around her once she was standing on dry land. Then she turned to see if she could locate Steve.
The cold water had jolted Steve when he dove into the river. He forced his body to ignore the shock and began swimming strongly toward the crashed helicopter. Unlike Gwen, he had a very good idea who was inside the stricken craft. He had seen Amber Stahl and Bill Hardy doing interviews outside the Capitol Building after Congress had been adjourned. He also noticed the chopper sitting in a cordoned off grassy area a hundred yards away at the time that Gwen had spoken to her family and promised to join them after meeting her new staff.
As he swam, he saw Bill Hardy plunge into the water before the machine sank from sight. Steve quickly made the decision to circle Hardy and try to find Amber. His reasoning was that Hardy was on the surface and would be easily seen by others that would surely be rushing to render aid. Amber had not exited the chopper and that concerned Steve greatly. The aircraft disappeared from sight just a few yards in front of Steve, so he took a breath and dove down. He quickly reached the chopper as it slowly descended.
One glance told Steve that the pilot was dead. His head was bent at an unnatural angle and blood streamed from his severed throat. Inside he found Amber still held in place in a back seat by her lap belt. Her forehead had some blood seeping from it and she was unresponsive. He quickly unbuckled her and headed upward.
He broke the surface and drew a deep breath as he looked to determine the nearest land. It was immediately apparent that he had to go back toward the parked limo. He held Amber with one arm and began swimming strongly toward the shore. As he swam, he thought about Hell Week and how much he had hated it. Then he almost smiled as he realized how well it was serving him at that very moment.
The water was frigid, but he ignored it. He concentrated on the girl he held in his right arm as he pushed hard for shore. He would glance back after every ten strokes to locate his landing spot and to determine when he was close. He knew when the water was shallow enough to walk and swung Amber into both arms as he felt bottom. He then trudged slowly toward shore. As the water became waist deep, several bystanders approached and offered to take Amber from him. Steve simply shook his head and kept walking.
Steve took in the scene as he stepped out of the water. Gwen was standing just to the side with Ashley. She was soaking wet, but wrapped in a warm trench coat and appeared to be doing well. Bill Hardy was sitting on someone's coat with another coat draped over his shoulders. He was complaining bitterly about how much his arm ached and how long the ambulance was taking to arrive.
A couple of bystanders removed their coats and placed them on the frozen ground. Steve gently placed Amber on the clothing and felt her throat for a pulse. Feeling relief that she had a strong one, he bent down close to her mouth to determine if she was breathing properly. She had spittle and mucous around her nose and mouth, but her breathing was regular. Then the sirens became very loud as ambulances drove along the grassy shoulder of the jammed highway and stopped just yards away.
Soon, two paramedics were at Amber's side, so Steve stepped back to allow them room. They quickly placed her on a backboard and then on the gurney and strapped an oxygen mask over her mouth and nose. Then they moved her toward the ambulance, loaded her, and took off along the grassy shoulder to a point where the ambulance could access the highway.
Steve turned to see another crew treating Bill Hardy. He was uncooperative and still complaining about the pain and the lack of haste demonstrated by the paramedics. Steve didn't even try to conceal his contempt for Hardy as he made his way over to Gwen and Ashley.
Both women were shivering as they watched Steve approach. Suddenly, Ashley turned and raced back to the limo, grabbed Steve's clothes from the trunk and his shoes from the ground and hurried back. She knelt in front of Steve and held his pants open for him to step into.
Steve was a little embarrassed by Ashley's actions. Dozens of cameras were recording his every move. Not knowing what else to do, Steve quickly stepped into his trousers and took the waistband from Ashley's hands as she pulled them up.
"Thanks, Ashley. I appreciate it, but everyone's watching. Just hand me my shirt and I'll slip it on," insisted Steve as gently as he could.
Once Ashley handed Steve his clothes, she went back to the car and returned with Gwen's dress and coat. Steve met her as she approached Gwen.
"Gwen, if you want to put your dress back on, I'll stand in front of you, Ashley, please stand behind her," instructed Steve before speaking to the older man that had obviously loaned his overcoat to Gwen. "Sir, would you mind standing next to Gwen so we don't have a dozen cameras recording her putting her dress back on?"
"Certainly!" replied the man as he stepped close to Gwen, and then spoke to a woman a few feet to his left. "Nancy, come over here please, and stand on the other side of Miss Anderson. We're trying to allow her some privacy while she gets her dress back on."
The lady nodded and moved close to Gwen who quickly pulled the overcoat off and held her arms up so Steve could slip her dress over her head. Although he only caught a brief glimpse, Steve could tell that her sexy red bra had become transparent and her nipples were very stiff. Then he helped her smooth the dress out and held her coat as she slid into it.
"Thank you, Sir, for the use of your overcoat," managed Gwen through chattering teeth. "It helped warm me and protect me from all of those cameras. You're a gentleman. Could I invite you to our little celebration this evening? I was just sworn into Congress and we're having some friends and guests over to our hotel..."
"Yes, I'll be there," promised the man. "I know who you are, and what hotel you're in. I was planning on stopping in, but you're invitation seals it. I'll see you then. This was one of the most remarkable things I've ever witnessed. I commend you both for your courage and compassion. You'd better get inside your limo, get back to the hotel and warmed up, Ms. Anderson."
Becky had just managed to get a cup of coffee to warm up a little while everyone waited for Gwen, Ashley, and Steve to arrive at the hotel. She sat down next to Kate and Paula at a round table in the big ballroom they had reserved for the party when her cell rang.
"Hey, Ashley! Are you guys going to get here pretty soon?"questioned Becky as she smiled at Kate and Paula while they listened to her end of the conversation. "What? My God! Are they okay? It's freezing out there! Stay on the line while I tell Paula what's happened."
"Ashley says a helicopter just crashed into the river near the road where their limo was. Steve's already swimming out to it, and Gwen's running down to the water in her underwear! Oh, my! Ashley said that Gwen's in the water and swimming out to help some guy that's drowning!"
"Turn on the TV!" insisted Kate to the room in general. "Gwen and Steve are in another water rescue. It must be on a few stations!"
Almost before she finished her sentence, a large screen TV blinked on and everyone turned toward it. The man with the remote went through four channels before he found a station with a reporter on the scene. The view on the screen was obviously from overhead and it was riveting.
A swimmer had just dived and pulled a man back to the surface and started pulling him back to shore. Kate couldn't contain her excitement. "That's Gwen! She's saving that guy's life. Where's Steve? Where's the helicopter that crashed?"
Suddenly two bodies bobbed to the surface not too far from where Gwen labored to drag the man back to shore. "There's Steve! He must have pulled someone from the chopper. Look at him swim. He acts like the cold water doesn't even bother him."
Then the scene switched to a camera obviously held on the shore. It showed Gwen handing the near drowning victim off to a policeman and being guided back to shore by a ragged looking man.
"My God! Gwen may as well be naked!" observed Paula. "And she's freezing to death! I hope she gets a coat on right away."
As Paula spoke, an elderly gentleman removed his overcoat and draped it over Gwen's shoulders. Gwen looked back and gave the man an appreciative smile as she pulled the coat tightly to her body and returned her gaze to where Steve was bringing Amber ashore.
Everyone watched in awed silence as Steve placed Amber on the coats that had been placed on the ground. Then the paramedics arrived on scene and took over treatment. A short time later they saw Ashley drop to her knees to hold Steve's pants out for him to step in.
"Sis sure is helpful, isn't she?" remarked Becky with a grin as Steve stepped into the trousers and pulled them up. "Those boxers of Steve's were a little revealing when they were wet. The viewers are getting their money's worth today."
Once again everyone went silent as Steve held Gwen's dress up and slid it over her head while Ashley and an unknown couple stood nearby, so she couldn't be seen by the TV viewers.
Steve took Gwen's arm and steered her back toward the limo. As they were getting in, a reporter began asking them questions. Steve simply shook his head and then climbed into the car behind Gwen.
Everyone in the ballroom suddenly began talking. Gwen had invited the good citizens of her district to the celebration. To that end, Lady in Red Productions had provided a sign-up sheet for people that were willing to ride a bus to the affair in Washington. By the time the deadline for signing up had arrived, Lady in Red Productions had to hire thirteen buses. One bus carried seniors from Sparta High so that they could be part of the celebration.
The thirteen buses had emptied their riders into the hotel a few minutes before the TV had come to life with the report from the river. The hometown contingent had watched in stunned silence until it became obvious that Gwen and Steve were going to be okay. The citizens of the Spartan Nation were very vocal in their support of their home town heroes. Their pride was very evident as they cheered and clapped their approval as the TV announcers recapped the incredible series of events that had just transpired. The din had barely died down when Gwen, Ashley, and Steve stepped into the lobby of the hotel.
They had hoped to move quickly to their rooms to change their clothes, but that was not to be. The moment they entered the hotel, they were mobbed by admirers and well wishers. Gwen and Steve were overwhelmed by the number of people that rushed forward to congratulate and praise them. They shook hands and acknowledged as many people as they could as they inched toward the elevators.
"Okay, folks. We're all extremely pleased to see that Gwen and Steve survived their ordeal, but they need to get to their room to get warmed up and changed," bellowed Ted as he, Will, Billy, Jared, Jason, and Charlie gently began moving people back so that the couple could reach the elevators. "Please give them some time to recover and prepare for the big celebration. We'll start in half an hour or so and look forward to seeing all of you there."
As the men made some room for the group, Paula, Lisa, and Kate closed in on Gwen and Steve and quickly led them to the elevators.
"What were you two thinking?" demanded Paula as they rode up to their floor in the elevator. "You could have drowned in that damn river! Thank God you're alright."
"Mother! Don't even think about complaining about what we just did! Two people would have died if we had simply watched from the shore. You know that isn't the way Steve is, and I hope it isn't me either. I know you were worried and maybe even scared, but don't ever tell us that we shouldn't try to help others in trouble. Amber's become a great friend. She's smart and successful and headed for great things. Steve couldn't forsake her. If he had, he wouldn't be the man I've fallen in love with. He'd be common, or average, which is okay for most men, but not for Steve!" responded Gwen with considerable emotion.
"Amber? Amber Stahl? I didn't realize she was on the helicopter. She was the woman that Steve brought to shore? All I saw was that damned Bill Hardy complaining about how slow the ambulances were," added Paula contritely. "I apologize. You two know what you're doing. I was wrong to be upset. It's just that I love you two so much, and if something happened to either of you, I don't know what I'd do. I have to admit that I'm also extremely proud of you both."
By this time, the group had reached Gwen and Steve's suite. He immediately began undressing as he headed for the bathroom. Once he closed the door, he peeled his damp pants off and then dragged his soaked boxers down to his ankles and kicked them off. He turned the shower on for the water to warm up, picked up his boxers, and tossed them into the trash. Suddenly the door swung open as Steve was reaching for a towel.
Paula gasped as she came face to face with a naked Steve. Her eyes darted up and down his amazing physique as the rest of her body froze in place.
"What's wrong, Mom?" came Lisa's voice from behind Paula just before she peeked over her mother's shoulder. "Oh, my! And that's after being in ice cold water for ten minutes or so! You know there had to be some shrinkage. Can you get the towel for Gwen, or would you rather stay and wash Steve's back?"
Paula was jolted out of her momentary paralysis and grabbed a towel from the stack on the sink counter. "I'm very sorry about barging in. I didn't realize that you were in here."
Paula backed out of the room and closed the door. It was less than twenty seconds later that Steve heard all of the Anderson women break into hearty laughter. He realized that he had somehow managed to lift any tension Paula was feeling and smiled to himself as he climbed into the shower.
Steve had just begun to soap up when he felt hands on his back and he swung around to face whoever was touching him.
"What? Were you expecting Mom, or hoping it was her?" laughed Gwen. "You made quite an impression on her. Lisa said that you weren't even hard and the cold water had taken its toll, but Mom didn't seem to believe it. I think her mouth is still hanging open in shock. She has a new respect for you, and probably for me.
"How can you stand the water this cold? No wonder you didn't have any trouble in that river. You shower in water the same temperature," observed Gwen as she reached over and adjusted the faucets while Steve quickly moved so that Gwen was between him and what he knew would become almost scalding water.
After a brief shower, the couple left the bathroom wearing towels. "Sorry, Mom!" teased Kate. "Steve has a towel on and he's way warmer than he was earlier. Maybe you can get it away from him. You won't be sorry!"
"I think we've embarrassed Steve enough for one day," reasoned Paula as she blushed a bright red. "We have to find a fast way to fix Gwen's hair. That beautiful perm she had this morning was washed away in the river. Any ideas?"
"Gwen is so beautiful, I think she'll look great with her hair done up in a braided bun," suggested Lisa. "We can do that in a few minutes. What do you think, Steve?"
"Me? I think she'd be beautiful in an old burlap bag. I'm sure she'll be gorgeous when you're done fixing her hair."
"Now you see why I keep the guy around," beamed Gwen as she smiled at Steve.
"Actually, I saw that reason a few minutes ago," replied Paula as she arched her eyebrows several times.
"Mom!" cried all three daughters at the same time.
"I did see him in all his glory that morning I woke up Gwen and him by the pool. Over the years, I'd decided that my memory had somehow exaggerated reality. I realize now that my memory was pretty good," laughed Paula.
"I told you she was impressed," chuckled Lisa. "You never would've let Gwen near the guy if you had known the danger she was in, would you have?"
"I certainly wouldn't have allowed Kate to sit on his lap in the hot tub," admitted Paula as she openly gazed at Steve's torso.
"Yeah, the first time I sat on his lap, it threw me right off! It's like sitting on an Anaconda, only way better. And stiffer!" added Kate as an afterthought.
"I'll just take my clothes into the other room, lock the door, and get dressed. I'd like to remind you that we're supposed to be downstairs in ten minutes, and that I can hear everything you're saying," stated Steve as he shook his head, walked into the adjoining room, and closed the door.



"You can start helping us with Gwen's hair now," quipped Lisa to her mother. "Don't be thinking about how Steve's naked on the other side of that door. Who knows what he's doing with that monster at this very moment?"
"I have a pretty good idea. I think I took the edge off, so to speak, in the shower. He's calmly getting dressed with a big smile on his face," smirked Gwen as her sisters and mother broke into hearty laughter.
Gwen has dressed and ready to go in less than half an hour. Her mother and sisters were extremely pleased with the way her hair turned out. "We'll go down first so you and Steve can make a grand entrance," explained Paula. "You're just fashionably late, but Ted sent a text saying the place was pretty full and we need to get down there soon."
Gwen's family left as Steve and Gwen were on putting finishing touches. "Would you rather go in alone? You're the one that was elected to Congress. I don't want to steal any of your thunder or anything."
"My darling man, you're in this with me. I know that at least half the people that voted for me did so because they knew you were included in the deal. I want you with me, taking care of me, helping me remember names and faces, and looking like the sexiest man alive. Will you do that for me?"
Five minutes later, Steve escorted Gwen into the ballroom. A pathway formed down the center of the room with people cheering and applauding as the couple made their way to the small stage. Both Steve and Gwen smiled and acknowledged people they knew as they slowly walked through the crowded room. Paula and Ted stood with Lisa, Kate, Jordan, Jason, Chip and Charlie and Gwen's closest friends and cheered with the best of them.
"Mom, this is the coolest thing I've ever seen," yelled Kate so that she could be heard above the din. "Gwen looks like a queen, and Steve is such a hunk. Look how everyone loves them!"
Steve helped Gwen ascend the steps to the stage and then joined her as she made eye contact with many of her well wishers. Gwen was radiant as she pointed to friends and acquaintances. The folks from her Congressional district had set up in front of the stage and their approval was obvious to everyone in the room. It took almost five minutes for the crowd to settle down so that Gwen could speak.
"Friends, and I hope that you're all my friends, I'm honored and humbled by your support and well wishes. I don't pretend to have any easy answers to the difficult problems facing our country. I don't even understand all of the issues. What I do know is that life is precious.
"My job is to protect life, to help those in need, to promote good health and a nurturing environment. I want all children to receive the medical care they need. I want our brave, selfless veterans to have the health care they need, and the jobs they deserve. I want this country to once again become self sufficient with a strong economy based on production and American ingenuity.
"For myself, I want you to be proud of me, to feel in your hearts that I'm doing my very best for this great country. I want to graduate med school and become a good doctor and wife. I want to have a husband and children. I want them to be healthy and safe, as do all parents. I want what all of you want, to grow old watching my kids and grandkids learn and prosper as they work to make the world a little bit better.
"I can only promise that I will do my best. To that end, I'll rely heavily on the advice and counsel of my support group, my family and friends. But most of all, I will lean on this amazing man next to me to guide, assist, and protect me in my endeavors. You know who he is and you've seen what he's done. I'm here to tell you that you have no idea what he can, and will accomplish in the future. I'm just happy to be part of his amazing journey. Thank you, everyone! Please, enjoy the food and music as we celebrate a new beginning!"
Once again, the crowd stomped, clapped, whistled, and yelled its approval. Gwen smiled and waved as tears trickled down her cheeks. It was an extremely emotional moment for her. She thought back to that day at the mall when the tall handsome young man decided to chat with her and then ask her out. She truly felt that it was Steve that made her seem special to so many and she thanked her lucky stars for her good fortune
For his part, Steve marveled at the ease and sincerity with which Gwen spoke to the assembled crowd. Her talents knew no limits. He beamed with pride as he stood alongside her, convinced that without Gwen and her beauty and intelligence, his life would have been quite average.
Once it became quiet enough for the orchestra to be heard, the music began. Gwen smiled as she realized Lady in Red was the opening song. Steve gathered her in and to the delight of those in attendance, danced with her on the small stage.
When the song was over and Gwen, as well as most of the audience, had managed to stop tearing up, she began greeting well wishers. Steve was at her side as she climbed down from the stage and waded into the crowd. Both Gwen and Steve were surprised at how many people they recognized. It seemed like almost all of Sparta was in Washington.
They spent a solid hour greeting supporters with handshakes, hugs, and occasional kisses. Gwen was just beginning to feel like she could relax when politicians began approaching her. Senator Chatham was one of the first.
"Ms. Anderson, you and this fellow of yours are an inspiration to us all. You two represent what we all should be, if only we had your character and moral compass. You've made your hometown very proud, but more than that, you've made your country extremely proud. I thank you for that."
William Patterson had driven into Washington with Beatrice, Jen, and Janice. He was standing with Gwen's family as Gwen began greeting politicians.
"We're watching a master at work. I'm not even sure it was a conscious decision, but Gwen greeted her peers and supporters before any politicians. It showed where she placed the most emphasis, and it was politically brilliant. She's in the catbird seat here in D.C. and these politicians need to curry her favor. She let them cool their heels while she worked on her base, the everyday Joes that work hard, pay taxes, and vote.
"The Republican and Democratic Parties are having big blow-outs this evening. All of the party faithful are expected to attend, and they will, at least for a while. Tonight is when they begin to jockey for position and for seats on committees and the like. Gwen has no party affiliation and will be placed on the least important committee they can think of. And she'll shine like no other when they do.
"My contacts tell me that just about every powerful and influential person in Congress will make an appearance here tonight. They're paying fortunes for PR services, and every one of them is being told that nothing will help them more than being on good terms with Gwen and Steve.
"What we're seeing is unprecedented. A freshman in Congress, along with her Navy boyfriend, is rising to the top in a very difficult city. I'm not sure that President Hanson and the First Lady have more influence that Gwen and Steve. Hanson's a lame duck, but Gwen's star is rising. I predict that if they aren't already, Gwen and Steve will soon be the top power couple in Washington, and probably the world. That's your daughter I'm talking about!
"I don't know how to respond to that," admitted Ted. "I haven't thought about it in those terms. Paula and I have discussed the two of them frequently. Gwen and Steve amaze us. Look at that little byplay this afternoon. She was sworn into Congress this afternoon and a little over an hour later, she peeled off her clothes and risked her life for a man she doesn't even like. Steve saved Amber Stahl from drowning in freezing water and wasn't even breathing hard, or acting chilled. I've known him for quite a while and he still surprises me with his strength and skills."
"As parents of such an incredible woman, you must be unbelievably proud. I'm extremely proud of Steve, but that often makes me realize what I missed when his mother left us to marry his father. I wasn't a part of his life until he graduated high school. I'll never get that time back, and I'll never forgive myself for it," confessed William Patterson.
Secretary Rosen and his wife were the first of the presidential candidates to approach Gwen and Steve. "You're both amazing," gushed Mrs. Rosen. "We watched that water rescue today on live television. Small wonder you won the election without campaigning."
"Steve, we're getting a handle on the situation at the CIA," reported Secretary Rosen. "It now appears that Parker was using his position to manipulate governments to stay at war, or go to war. He was getting huge payments from international arms dealers. As you know, war is good for the economy, especially for arms dealers.
"We think it was limited to his department, not that it helped you any in Iraq. Somehow he managed to convince the director to appoint one of his men to lead the search for you. Needless to say, they wanted you to die a horrible death, so hostilities would increase. He'll rot in hell for all eternity."
"Remember your promise that if Vincent was innocent of wrong doing in the fiasco you suffered through in Iraq, you wouldn't come out against him, or for another candidate," insisted Mrs. Rosen. "Vincent will be resigning his position soon to devote full time to campaigning."
"We promised to not be publicly critical if he had no involvement in Steve's troubles in Iraq," recalled Gwen. "We'll stick to that promise."
"I suppose that'll have to do for now," acknowledged Mrs. Rosen. "There are at least five other likely candidates here tonight. They'll all try to get you to support them. Your support is critical and they all know it. Please don't come out for another candidate. If you must, then please let us know as far ahead of time as you can so we can prepare our campaign, although I have no idea how we'd manage that. You two own this town."
The Rosens drifted away to chat with other politicians. Soon other presidential hopefuls were courting Steve and Gwen. In the span of an hour, they had brief conversations with the six most likely successors to President Hanson.
Steve and Gwen once again began dancing with guests. Steve had seen Ms. Walker several times, but had not had the time to speak with her. During a break, he searched until he found her, and then asked her to dance when the music resumed.
"I noticed that you and Gwen have been spending a lot of time with the people looking to be the next president. I knew you two were special when you were in my class, but I never dreamed you'd become so important in national politics. I'm very proud of you both," praised Ms. Walker.
"Thank you, Ma'am. Any success we've enjoyed is due to your influence, at least in part. You started the hospital drive and that gave us purpose and focus."
"Yeah, but saving toddlers, winning football titles, saving the entire school, why bother trying to mention all the things you've done? We both know you'd have done great if you'd never even met me.
"I'm here with a busload of seniors and some advisors tonight. I could have brought the entire school enrollment if we had the buses and the chaperones. I kind of promised the kids that I would see that they got to meet with you and Gwen. I know you're busy, but we have some really good students and you know how a few chance meetings can make a huge difference in a life."
"Ms. Walker, you've never asked me for any favors. I'd be glad to meet with the kids you brought. Gwen's been kept busy, but I'll catch her eye and have her join us," promised Steve as he and Ms. Walker headed toward her charges.
"Kids, this is Steve Hammer. Some of you may know him. All of you know who he is and have seen him around Sparta. Steve, these are some of our brightest and best seniors," indicated Ms. Walker as she began introducing the students.
Steve smiled as he watched the kids do their best to act mature. They were at the celebration for their Congressional Representative in Washington! Their pride was apparent when Steve began answering questions. A couple of the kids stood out to Steve. One girl was absolutely beautiful, and it was obvious that she knew it. She was very confident and quite flirty. She dominated the first few minutes of their meeting as she described the many wonderful things that she and her friends had accomplished.
Steve managed to catch Gwen's eye and indicated he'd like her to join him. Gwen was delighted when Ms. Walker explained to her that the kids had come from Sparta to witness democracy in action. They were spending the night and touring D.C. the next day before returning to Sparta.
"Gwen, would you speak to these kids while I dance with one of them," asked Steve. "I find I get to know them better with one-on-one discussions."
"Yeah, that and you like to have pretty girls in your arms. Go ahead while I spend quality time with the group," agreed Gwen.
Steve stepped over to a quiet girl sitting in the back and offered her his hand. The beautiful blonde girl that had been holding court was unable to conceal her disappointment and surprise. The quiet girl looked around nervously before taking Steve's hand, while Ms. Walker beamed her approval.
"I'm Steve and you're Cheryl, if my memory serves me," began Steve as he took the shy acting girl into his arms. "I won't hurt you and I certainly won't do anything to embarrass you, so relax and smile. You don't mind dancing with me, do you?"
"Are you kidding? You're Steve Hammer! This is a dream come true. I'm just surprised that you asked me instead of Heather. She's gorgeous, the student body president, and she stars on two sports teams."
"What about you, Cheryl? Are you doing anything interesting? What position do you have in the grade rankings?" asked Steve as he guided the girl around the floor.
"I'm second in my class. I'm hoping to study chemistry and biology in college and then go into research. I'll probably take a year off between school and college to earn some more money for school," responded the girl as she gradually relaxed. "We watched you save that news woman on TV today. It's hard to believe that you're able to do so many things. Sparta has become famous because of you, Gwen, and Jordan."
"What college will you attend? Did you apply for scholarships? Do you have family in Sparta?" asked Steve as he changed the subject back to the girl.
"I've been accepted to Duke, but I'll probably go to a state school. They're a lot cheaper. I live with Mom and Dad and my three brothers on Maple Street. I've been promised a couple of small scholarships at state schools, so I'll probably go to one of them.
"Mom recently got a good job with your company. She's a manager in the factory where they make the Lady in Red clothes. Dad's been working pretty steady the last couple of years in construction. He works for Anderson Brothers. They've been getting a lot of the contracts to build stuff for your company. Mom and Dad say that Lady in Red has saved Sparta, and it's especially saved them," explained the girl.
"That's really good to hear," responded Steve. "But why is it that you don't have the funds to go to school next year if your folks have good jobs? And why not to Duke, if that's where you want to go?"
"My little brother was real sick for a few years and my parents spent most of their extra money taking care of him. My brother and I have part time jobs to buy our clothes and stuff. Mom and Dad are just beginning to get a handle on their debt. We're doing okay and my little brother is healthy now, so things are a lot better," answered the dark haired girl.
"Would you stay and dance another dance with me," asked Steve when the music stopped. He found the girl's story extremely interesting and the longer he held her in his arms, the more she smiled and the prettier she became.
"Of course! You're really being nice to me. I know you're rich and have beautiful women around you all of the time and that Gwen Anderson is your girlfriend, but it's really nice to be with you for a little while," smiled the girl before she suddenly got a worried look on her face.
"You don't think I'm going to have sex with you, do you? I can't do that. I've never done it and I promised my mom that I wouldn't do anything stupid on this trip. If that's what you're thinking, maybe I should go back to my classmates," suggested the once again nervous girl.
"Cheryl, I don't cheat on Gwen. I never have sex with other girls. I'd never try to seduce you like that, although you're very pretty and have a lovely figure. I promise you that I'll be a gentleman. Just finish the dance with me and I'll take you back, okay?"
"I'm sorry that I was so suspicious. It's just that guys never ask me to dance. I'm not popular in school. I'm teased about being so smart and studying all of the time. I'm not good with boys, and I just made a fool of myself," worried the Spartan senior.
The music ended, but Steve held the girl a little longer. "You remind me of Gwen. You're far prettier than you realize. You're smart, honest, and hard working. Can Gwen and I visit you when we're in Sparta?" asked Steve as he turned to lead the girl back to her classmates.
"You and Gwen? Of course, but we only have a small house. It isn't a big mansion like you're building up by the lake. Mom would be so proud if you did stop in. But why would you?" asked the confused girl.
"I'd like to get to know you better and I'd love to meet your parents," replied Steve.
"They're standing right over there, watching us like hawks," grinned the girl. "I'll introduce you to them right now, if you aren't afraid of my father."
"Does he look angry?" asked Steve as the girl led him toward her family. "I don't want to get worked over by an upset father on Gwen's special night."
"Mom, Dad, this is Steve Hammer. You probably heard of him in Sparta. Steve, this is my mom, Betty Baxter. This is my father, Dan Baxter. Steve wanted to meet you for some reason, as long as Dad isn't angry with him for dancing with his only daughter."
"I can see he's really nervous," laughed Betty as she shook Steve's hand. "We've seen you around town quite a lot, but we've never met. I'm a little curious how Cheryl wound up dancing with you, instead of Heather. She's beautiful, and she won't hesitate to tell you she is, and you don't even have to ask."
"Truthfully, I think Cheryl's extremely attractive. She reminds me a great deal of Gwen. That's why I asked her to dance. I found out that she's smart, a very good dancer, ranked high in her class, and is very serious about her future," added Steve. "She mentioned that she's been accepted to Duke, but lacks the money to attend this fall."
"We had some setbacks and then the economy went to hell in a hand basket," admitted Dan. "Cheryl's been an excellent daughter and we intend to help her all we can. We just have to clean up some outstanding debt first. We're both working good jobs now and things are looking up."
"That's why I wanted to speak with you. I think Lady in Red would be very interested in funding Cheryl's undergraduate studies. Would you be willing to talk to our people about it?" asked Steve.
"You'd do that for her? She's not going naked in your movies, or on vacation with you. If that's what you're thinking, then..." managed Betty before Steve interrupted her.
"I don't know why you and Cheryl think I'd try something like that, but I never would. She's a special person and we'd like her to work for Lady in Red when she's out of school, but there'd be no obligation, especially not anything sexual," concluded Steve without totally concealing his annoyance.



"But why would you do this for her if you're not asking for anything in return?" demanded a suspicious Dan. "We're both having a little trouble accepting this turn of events. No one's ever done anything like this to help us."
"I understand you're skepticism, but we like to invest in the future, and Cheryl certainly has a bright future. Just speak with our representative and listen with an open mind," urged Steve. "May I have one last dance with your daughter before I return her to her friends?"
"We just need to remind her to be careful and stay out of trouble. Her class is staying the evening and touring the city tomorrow. We're taking the bus back tonight," stated Betty. "I want you to know that we're extremely proud of you and Gwen. You've made Sparta a household name, and it's a good one. Thank you for taking the time to speak with us and for being so kind to Cheryl, and I'm sorry if I seemed overly suspicious."
Steve danced one more song with Cheryl before he returned her to her friends. They had been talking with Gwen, but it was obvious that they all were well aware that Steve was dancing with their classmate. Steve introduced her to Gwen when they rejoined the group.
"Gwen, this is Cheryl Baxter. Cheryl, this lady is Gwen Anderson," introduced Steve as he watched the two women standing together.
"Hello, Cheryl. No matter where we go, Steve always finds the most beautiful girl in the room. He's a great dancer, isn't he?" smiled Gwen as she took Steve's arm and squeezed it tightly to her chest.
"He's amazing," agreed Cheryl. "I know I'm not beautiful, but thanks for saying that. I can't tell you how much I admire you and all of the things you've accomplished. You were amazing today when you rescued that Bill Hardy."
"Thank you for the compliment, but what are you saying about not being beautiful? Steve, did you forget to mention to Cheryl how pretty you thought she was? That's not like you."
Steve had been watching Gwen and Cheryl interact. He couldn't help but think how much Cheryl reminded him of Gwen when he first met her. "I told her that she reminded me of you, and I can't compliment a woman any more than that."
"That's a compliment for me," responded Gwen as she studied the girl more closely. "I can see some similarities, but you think that she reminds you of me, when we first met?"
"I was wondering if you or Steve would see that," chimed in Ms. Walker. "I've noticed it from the first day I had her in class. When Steve picked her out to dance with him, I knew he saw it, too. It's not just her looks, but her demeanor and attitude. You were very shy and unassuming in high school, at least before you teamed up with Steve to become the successful woman you are today."
The other kids were listening to the conversation quite closely. It was obvious that they were seeing Cheryl in a new light. At that moment, Ashley hurried up to speak to Gwen.
"President Hanson has just arrived! He's looking for you and Steve," reported Ashley with excitement and pride.
"Excuse me, everyone," apologized Gwen as she took Steve's hand. "I can't be rude to the President. Thanks so much for coming and good luck in the future!"
President Hanson had several of the more important members of government standing near him when Gwen and Steve approached. Steve chuckled to himself as Gwen simply brushed past the fawning politicos and warmly embraced President Hanson. Hanson grinned at Steve as he wrapped his arms around Gwen while Steve stood at attention and saluted.
"It isn't my fault! She's hugging me," pointed out President Hanson as he pretended to be worried about Steve's reaction. "Gwen, I watched you and Steve on TV this afternoon. You constantly amaze me. You're great examples for the youth of the country. Actually, you're great examples for all of us."
Once President Hanson indicated to Steve that he could be 'at ease', Steve smiled and shook the hand of Mrs. Hanson. As he did so, he detected the relief on the faces of both the president and his wife. Much had been written and reported about the lack of government control over the rogue element of the CIA. Many reporters wondered how it would affect Gwen and Steve's close relationship with the president. Gwen's hug gave the president the answer he sought.
That's when Gwen noticed the man standing to the right of the president. "You came! I'm so happy you took the time. I want to thank you again for loaning me your overcoat this afternoon. That was very gentlemanly."
"Most of the members of the Supreme Court are gentlemen, unless they're ladies," offered President Hanson. "Perhaps you didn't recognize Justice James Hamilton? He witnessed your heroics in person this afternoon."
"It's good to meet you, Sir!" blurted Gwen as she stepped up to Justice Hamilton and hugged him warmly. "It was a very nice thing you did for me today and I really do appreciate it."
Gwen then noticed Mrs. Hamilton smiling broadly, so she immediately hugged her. "Mrs. Hamilton, thanks so much for helping to shield me while Steve helped me put my dress back on. I must have looked a sight!"
"My Dear, you were truly a sight, and one that my husband is not going to soon forget. All of the other men present were rather upset when James offered you his overcoat. You were an absolute vision," praised the older woman.
Gwen chatted briefly with Justice Hamilton and his wife before they excused themselves to speak with a Senator. Gwen turned back to President and Mrs. Hanson.
"Could you both come with me?" asked Gwen. She then took the president and first lady by their hands and led them toward the contingent from Sparta. She stopped by the group from her high school first.
"Mr. President and Mrs. Hanson, these are students from our high school in Sparta," indicated Gwen as she began introducing President and Mrs. Hanson to the kids. Steve was amazed that Gwen was able to remember all of the names after hearing them just a few minutes earlier.
It was quite evident that the students were awe struck by meeting President Hanson. They flashed big grins even while they shook Hanson's hand nervously. Once all of the students had met the president, Gwen took him and his wife over to meet the folks from her home town.
William Patterson was practically stuttering as he whispered to Ted and Paula. "Gwen's leading President Hanson and his wife around like school kids! She's in total control of the situation without seeming rude or pushy. Look how pleased the Hansons are to meet her constituents. Now look at the other politicians watching her. They're stunned. They wish they'd been able to introduce the president to their voters. Your daughter is polite but confident, and people respond to her. There are no limits for that girl!"
The Sparta contingent beamed with pride as their freshman representative introduced them to President Hanson. It simply solidified their already very positive feelings for Gwen. Then Gwen led the first couple over to her group of personal friends to introduce them.
"Gwen, people are often judged by the friends they keep," observed President Hanson as he looked over Gwen's personal entourage after being introduced. "You have the most impressive group of friends I've ever encountered. These young men are accomplished and very capable, while these ladies are beautiful and extremely intelligent. You certainly attract good people, starting with your Lieutenant Hammer. You already have Washington eating out of your hand, and this is only your first day in office!"
Gwen was beaming with pride at the president's words when she noticed Ashley hurry toward the entrance of the large room. Looking ahead to Ashley's apparent destination, Gwen saw the same poorly dressed man that had assisted her from the frigid river earlier in the day. It appeared that the man had a small child with him and that hotel security was barring his entrance. Gwen quickly excused herself and headed after Ashley.
"You need to allow this man inside right now!" demanded Ashley as she hurried to confront the two security men. "He and this child are most certainly welcome! Step aside and let them enter."
"Ma'am, the President is here. There's no way we're letting homeless people into the same room. You handle the politics and we'll take care of the panhandlers," assured the bigger of the two men as he took Ashley's arm and tried to lead her away from the confrontation.
"Remove your hand from Ashley, immediately!" demanded Gwen as she took in the scene in a glance. "You're on very thin ice, and if you persist, you'll find yourself looking for a new job."
"I'm just following instructions," insisted the man as his hand remained on Ashley's arm. "She was interfering with the security of President Hanson, as well as your own safety, Ms. Anderson. That man and the kid can't be allowed into an event like this. It wouldn't be long and we'd have all sorts of trash trying to get in. You ladies need to go back to socializing and let us decide who's allowed in and who isn't."
Before Gwen was able to reply, Steve pressed up very close to the man and spoke in a very low, forceful manner. The big security man turned a sickly pale as he released Ashley's arm and hastily left the room.
Gwen simply looked into Steve's poker face briefly before smiling at him. "You sure have a way with words. I've noticed that whenever you talk all low and raspy-like, men seem to decide to leave the area in a hurry. Come on with me to welcome this man!"
As soon as Ashley had been released by the burly security man, she rushed to catch the man with the child before he was lost from sight as he headed back toward the exit.
"Sir! Please come in! I apologize for that unfortunate reception. It didn't reflect Gwen Anderson's methods, or attitude," managed Ashley as she took the man's hand and then reached down with her other hand to the child. The little girl looked at her hand, then at her father's hand being grasped by Ashley, and placed her hand inside Ashley's.
Gwen and Steve came upon them as Ashley led them into the ballroom. "Thanks, Ashley. Steve, this man was a tremendous help this afternoon. I had pulled Hardy to shore and a policeman took him from me, but my feet were numb. I couldn't feel the ground under my feet. This gentleman was up to his chest in water when he took my arm and escorted me back to shore. Once the water was ankle deep, all sorts of chivalrous guys rushed out to help me."
"Sir, anyone that helps Gwen does me a favor," stated Steve as he put his hand out and shook with the other man. "I don't forget them. I'm Steve Hammer. I haven't heard your name."
"It's Richard Drake," responded the shabbily dressed man as he shook hands and grinned at Steve. "You don't have to tell me who you are. Everyone knows you and Ms. Anderson, as well as your friends."
"Who is this lovely little girl?" asked Gwen as she squatted down to the same level as the young girl.
"I'm Ingrid. Mom died last year," responded the small, thin blonde girl as she looked from Gwen to Ashley. "She was pretty, like you and this lady. Daddy said we could come here and see some famous people and get something to eat."
"Ingrid!" sputtered her embarrassed father. "You don't tell people things like that!"
"Well, Sweetheart, you sure came to the right place!" insisted Ashley as she scooped the girl up. "We'll go over to the buffet and get something to eat. Do you like chicken, steak, potatoes, any vegetables?"
Gwen noticed Richard Drake's discomfort and decided to try to set him at ease. She took him by the hand and started after Ashley. "Come with me and we'll get something to eat. Then I want you to tell me how you came to be at the river this afternoon and how you realized I needed help. I thought I covered it up quite well."
Steve simply smiled and shook his head as everyone in the room watched Gwen as she graciously welcomed the poorly dressed man to her affair. She had just been speaking to the President of the United States and now she was warmly chatting with a man obviously in need.
"Isn't that the man that helped Gwen out of the river this afternoon?" asked Becky as she stood with the Andersons and watched her sister fawn over the small child while Gwen was extremely attentive to the girl's father.
"You're right! I have to thank him," announced Paula as she started over to Gwen, followed by Lisa, Kate, and several friends.
"Thank you for helping my daughter out of the river today!" praised Paula as she gave the surprised man a hug. If Paula's hug caught him off guard, he was soon totally flabbergasted as one beautiful woman after another gave him a warm hug and a sincere 'thank you' for helping Gwen.
Ms. Walker was speaking to the students from her school as they watched the interaction between the ragged looking man and Gwen's entourage. "That's why Gwen was elected to Congress and why she has so many important people here at her celebration. Every person is important to her. All lives matter. I overheard that he's the man that helped her out of the river after she saved Bill Hardy's life. He was on TV for a short while as he helped her ashore, but I had forgotten what he looked like, but not Gwen. She'll make certain that the man knows just how much she appreciates his assistance."
"Oh, my God!" mumbled one of the senior boys as his jaw dropped when a stunning blonde woman entered the room and made her way toward Steve.
"Steve! It's so good to see you. I just arrived in time to see you and Gwen on the TV monitors in the airport. You're such a brave man. You're a true American hero!" praised Nadiya Misko as she kissed Steve soundly on the lips before hugging him tightly. "Gwen is in politics now? I don't know how she does it all. I'll be going to the premier tomorrow night, even though I wasn't able to appear in the movie.
"You're always on the news in Ukraine. The hospital looks magnificent. I'm told it should be open by the spring. Will you be coming to Kiev for the grand opening?" asked the beautiful blonde while photographers circled the couple, snapping pictures.
"Yes, we'll be there!" responded Gwen as she tugged Nadiya from Steve's arms and warmly embraced her. "I hear that your dad has a lot of influence with the government these days. I'm so glad that cooler, wiser heads are prevailing."
"Father will be so glad to hear that you feel that way. He still speaks of that night in Moscow when you danced with him, twice! My mother just smiles and reminds him that Steve was very attentive to her as well.
"The hospital has been a godsend already. The construction brought many jobs to our city and when it opens, there will be many people with steady employment, not to mention all of the sick and injured children that will be treated and cured. I have to thank Jordan and Charlie, too. You four are heroes in Kiev and all of the Ukraine," gushed Nadiya as she remained close to Gwen.
"Come and visit President Hanson for a minute," invited Gwen as she took the blonde woman's hand and led her toward Hanson. Nadiya quickly grabbed Steve's hand with her free one and the trio made their way to where President Hanson and his wife were seated.
"Sir, you remember Nadiya Misko, don't you?" asked Gwen. "Her father is very influential in Ukraine politics and government. She's very active herself, although she tries to use the 'dumb blonde' routine quite often."
"Of course!" replied President Hanson as he shook the blonde beauty's hand. "Your father has been a very stabilizing influence in the government. Steve will be going to Hungary later in the month. Maybe he'll be able to stop in Kiev and meet with your father?"
"Steve might come to Kiev? I am certain that my father will see him," promised Nadiya. "I will personally take him home so Papa will have no choice!"
"I'm not sure that Steve will be available for that particular trip," interrupted Gwen with a smile. "He's promised to straighten out his sock drawer and that may be the week he'll be undertaking that task."
"What?" asked a visibly upset Nadiya. "He was socks to worry about and cannot come to Kiev?"
"I think Gwen may be teasing you," opined President Hanson with a grin. "It's my guess that you appeared a bit too eager to welcome Steve to your country, so she's asserting her influence with Steve."
"That was a joke? I appeared too eager to welcome Steve?" laughed Nadiya. "Gwen is so jealous. I steal her boyfriend all the time. She's used to it. Besides, when he is ordered by his President, he cannot disobey so that he can do things to his socks. If you ordered him to be especially nice to important Ukraine girl, he would have to follow your orders, would he not?"
"I'm not even going to comment on that," laughed Hanson. "It looks like you'll be collecting combat pay, Lieutenant Hammer. I'll be interested in hearing how your trip goes. We want to maintain good relations with all of our friends in Eastern Europe."
"There, Gwen. You heard your president. He wants Steve to have good relations with Eastern European friend. That would be me, and it will be very good!" asserted Nadiya as she possessively pulled Steve's arm to her ample chest.
For her part, Gwen simply stared at Steve until he pried Nadiya's hands off his arm and moved closer to Gwen.
"Hero is afraid of girl in red dress?" asked Nadiya as she arched her eyebrows and acted surprised. "What have you done to this man? He is under a spell or something. We still have practicing witches in Ukraine. We will have one remove the spell this woman has cast upon the poor man."
"I'm afraid that spell is stronger than any magic you may be able to find," stated Steve confidently. "Besides, if I'm happy with the spell, why would you want to remove it?"
"Have you not looked into a mirror?" questioned Nadiya. "You are strong, handsome, brave, wealthy, kind, and loyal. That's the ideal man, in any country. Gwen is very selfish."
Many people were watching the byplay between Gwen, Nadiya, Steve and President Hanson. They could almost guess what was being said by the way Steve removed himself from Nadiya's strong grip and moved closer to Gwen as President Hanson and his wife laughed quite heartily.
"Look how comfortable Steve and Gwen are with the President of the United States!" proudly pointed out Ms. Walker to her students. "You're seeing history tonight. I'm sure you all watched the movie that Gwen starred in about the making of a queen. Now you're seeing it in real life. The most influential and powerful politicians and leaders in the country are here this evening, paying tribute to a rising star. They can see the influence that Gwen and Steve have, and they're trying to curry their favor. The face of politics in this city is about to change."
Paula, Ted, and the rest of Gwen's family and friends watched the interaction between President Hanson, Nadiya, Gwen, and Steve with equal amounts of pride and amazement.
"Sis is joking with President Hanson, and he's laughing!" exclaimed Kate to the others. "This isn't something rookies in Congress usually do, I'm sure. Steve and Gwen are becoming totally awesome. They have the ear of every important person in the country. Oops! It looks like I should have said every important person in the world!"
As Kate had been speaking, Vlad Novokov had entered the ballroom with Anna Chekov. They briefly looked around until one of their security people pointed to Steve and Gwen still chatting with President Hanson and his wife. The couple made their way across the floor toward Gwen and Steve.
Steve broke into a big smile as he shook hands with Vlad and then hugged Anna. "Vlad! It's great to see you! Thanks so much for coming to our little celebration. Anna, you look stunning.
"President Hanson, Mrs. Hanson, this is Vlad Novokov and his beautiful fiancé, Anna Checkov," managed Steve as the two men shook hands. "This lovely lady next to me is Nadiya Misko."



"It is good to see you all again. We have met before, but it's always good to have memories refreshed," responded Vlad as he politely shook Nadiya's hand, and then Anna did the same. The rather cool greeting reminded Gwen that Ukraine and Russia weren't on the best terms.
After some small talk, Gwen excused herself and led Anna and Nadiya back to her family and friends as Steve and Vlad spoke with President Hanson. Her friends knew of the strained relations between Russia and Ukraine and quickly surrounded the two young women and began separate conversations, keeping the two women busy and separated. Soon they were all laughing and enjoying themselves.
Meanwhile, Ashley was still spending time with Richard Drake and his daughter. "Mr. Drake, would you come to our premier party tomorrow night? It'll be right here and begin around eight. You helped Gwen when she needed it and she always repays kindnesses."
"I don't think that would be a good idea," replied the man softly and with some embarrassment. "I have to care for Ingrid, and it's painfully obvious that we don't have the right clothes for an event like this. I probably shouldn't have come, but Ingrid's been asking about the beautiful woman I helped out of the river. I wanted her be able to tell her kids and grandkids that she had the opportunity to meet Gwen Anderson. We should be going."
"I don't know how to say this tactfully, so here it is. I'd be happy to go shopping with you tomorrow to get some new clothes for the premier. It's the least we can do for you," reasoned Ashley.
"I understand you have good intentions, but I can't accept charity. Ingrid and I are doing just fine," replied Drake icily.
"Are you? Look at your little girl. I mean really look at her! She's much too thin, her dress is too small, and she needs a bath. I can understand a man being proud, but it's wrong when stubborn pride harms a child!" responded Ashley with some heat.
"You think getting some clothes will solve my problems, or put weight on Ingrid? I'm doing the best I can and I don't need your patronizing attitude," insisted the man Ashley now knew as Richard Drake.
"I think a hot bath and a good night's sleep in a warm bed will be an excellent start for Ingrid. We have extra rooms reserved here. Haven't you ever heard about how Lady in Red Productions tries to help people? That's all I'm asking. If you don't do it for yourself, then accept it for your daughter. It's cold, and now it's snowing outside," added Ashley.
The man looked at his daughter standing beside him. He reached down and ran his hand along her thin face and sighed. "I guess we could accept your generous offer for one night. I've been worried about Ingrid's health."
Ashley flashed a huge smile as she once again took the little girl's hand and led her from the room with her father following closely. Twenty minutes later, Ashley was scrubbing what looked like weeks of grime off the little girl as she sat in Ashley's bath tub. She had been startled to see just how thin the little girl was as she helped her undress. As the child sat in the tub and tried to wash herself off, Ashley made a phone call.
By the time the little girl was clean and dry, a young woman that worked for the hotel delivered several boxes to her room. Ashley and Ingrid spent the next ten minutes looking at the items in the boxes after she had donned a pair of warm pajamas that Ashley had produced for her.
By the time they were finished, there was a knock on the door. Ashley smiled at the change in the man standing before her when she opened it. He was wearing a hotel robe, but he was clean shaven and looked much better. Ashley realized that he'd actually be quite handsome if he gained some weight and smiled more.
"Daddy! Look at my pajamas, and at all of my new clothes! Miss Ashley said I could keep them! Isn't she nice?" asked the little girl as she hugged her father.
"Yes, she's very nice. You look beautiful in your new pajamas. It's time for us to go to sleep, so thank Miss Ashley and tell her good night. Then we'll go to our room," replied Drake as he wiped at his eyes with the back of his hand.
It was just after six the next morning when Gwen and Steve heard knocking at their door. They had just finished making love and were enjoying the afterglow when they heard someone at their door. Gwen quickly pulled on a robe and headed for the door while Steve retreated to the bathroom.
"Ashley! And Ingrid! This is a surprise," greeted Gwen as she flashed a questioning look at her friend. "Come in. What can I do for you this morning?"
"Gwen, I want to ask a favor. I gave Ingrid and her father a room last night so they could clean up and have a warm place to sleep. We've already had a breakfast in his room. I asked Richard a lot of personal questions while we ate. I think we should give him a job! I can email you a list of his qualifications and some references. He's been having a tough time..."
"Absolutely!" replied Gwen as she smiled to hide her surprise since Ashley never asked for favors and this was totally unexpected. "I don't know how to make this any clearer to you. We have total trust in you and we'll do anything we can to help you in anything you want to do. You do what you feel is right for this wonderful little girl and her kind, gentlemanly father. Lady in Red Productions will support any decision you make."
"We all feel the same about that," added Steve as he stepped out of the bathroom. "I can see how this little princess could steal your heart. She's adorable."
"Thanks so much! I'll explain everything later," promised Ashley as she led Ingrid back out the door.
"That was unexpected," admitted Gwen as she hugged Steve. "She texted me last night and said that she was tired and going to bed early when I asked her where she disappeared to. You don't think she fancies that Richard Drake, do you? He was a great help to me yesterday, but he didn't look like Ashley's type."
"A shave and a haircut can make quite a difference," reasoned Steve as he slid his hand inside Gwen's robe and gently squeezed her breasts. "Now I'm curious, but you were right to tell her that we trust her implicitly. I'll see what I can find out about the man."
It was a happy group that gathered for breakfast in a reserved dining room. "I want to tell you how proud we are of you, Gwen," began Ted as Steve helped Gwen into her seat. "I can't believe that you're just twenty-five years old when I watch you interact with people, including President Hanson."
"Yeah! We saw you put Nadiya in her place when she making eyes at Steve right in front of everyone. Even President Hanson was laughing," recalled Kate with pride.
"Thanks, Dad, and everyone," responded Gwen. "It's no secret that I owe a lot to Steve, Jordan, and Charlie for any success that I've enjoyed. The rest of you have encouraged and supported me, so I feel this is a team victory and you all deserve credit."
"That's all touching, but what about tonight?" asked Charlotte. "We've got a premier to get ready for. I was in the movie and I expect critics to start recognizing my talent pretty soon. I may be in big demand by this time next year."
"Hey, you already are!" insisted Billy as he rubbed Charlotte's back possessively.
"I mean for my acting skills; not for my incredible love making abilities, unless it's a love scene with some sexy hunk."
"Okay, I'll do a love scene with you in our next movie," promised Billy just before Charlotte hit him with several sugar packets.
"If the children can quiet down, I have some important news," interjected Stephanie. "Yesterday, Ellen was in a car accident. She's going to be okay, but she needs surgery for a broken femur as well as some facial reconstruction. She won't be healed by Academy Award time, so the ABS Network is looking for a fill in host, or hosts. They asked if Jordan, Charlie, Gwen and Steve would be interested in sharing the duties.
"Unless there's some good reason against it, you're doing it! That show's seen by millions, if not billions. You guys would be perfect and it would garner a lot of free PR for the company. I told them that you wouldn't agree unless they gave Steve and Gwen a big dance number and Jordan and Charlie the chance to sing. That'll help promote the movies we'll be making next summer."
"We get to do a 'big dance number'? We don't have a big dance number," Gwen reminded her ambitious cousin.
"You will by then," insisted Stephanie. "Mom has a great idea for you guys. It'll take a lot of practice, but you'll show the world what you can do, and you'll pique interest for your next movie. I'm going to tell them they have a deal, unless I hear a good reason not to in the next few seconds.
"No objections? Okay. You all know that the sound track Jordan and Charlie wrote for the movie is taking off. They've already had a hit with 'Worth the Fight' and it looks like 'Diana' will be even bigger. It was released last Monday and is really catching on. Jordan and Charlie always come through for us, no matter what kind of movie we make. They just sit down and write great music.
"Reviews have recently been coming out about the movie, 'Diana', and they're raves! The critics thought it was going to be another stupid comic book adaptation with unbelievable people using super powers all of the time," continued Stephanie. "They were very impressed with how human the characters were in the movie. Gwen was perfect as a warrior princess who's totally clueless about men.
"That's what makes this movie so special. Gwen, as well as the other Amazon women, have to learn when to trust men and when not to trust them, just like real life. The super hero stuff is played down for the most part. The reviews all mentioned how sexy all of the women looked in their costumes and how hot the love scene between Gwen and Steve is. A lot of people go to your movies now just to see you two make love."
Gwen was blushing slightly at Stephanie's words when she recognized a couple standing by the entrance to the dining room and used their appearance to change the subject.
"Mr. and Mrs. Walker! Please come over and join us for some breakfast," insisted Gwen as Pete looked over his shoulder to see his parents moving in his direction. "Pete has some difficulty seeing past Becky, so forgive him for not noticing that you had entered the room."
"These are my parents, Mildred and Ben Walker," introduced Pete as he hugged his mother and shook hands with his father. "This is Gwen Anderson, Kate Anderson, Lisa Hunter, Charlotte..."
"Son, I've read enough on the internet to recognize everyone at the table," interrupted Mildred Walker. "Becky, is my son treating you with the proper respect? If he isn't, I'll take him aside right now."
"Yes, Mrs. Walker, he is," laughed Becky as she hugged the woman. "Since he made the effort to save my life, and my sister's, he's been very good to me. I have to commend you on having such a brave, capable son. He sure came through for us."
"That's what I like to hear," beamed Mrs. Walker. "It's so much better than finding out that he's been rude and insulting to a lovely lady like you. I was worried that he'd lost his mind when I heard that he treated a young, beautiful woman so poorly."
"Please sit down and join us," insisted Steve. "You're here for the premier tonight and to visit your son, as I understand it. Let me express my appreciation of your son's quick thinking and brave actions when we really needed it. Are you related to any 'Walkers' in the Sparta area? "
"It would have to be pretty far back, since my father and grandfather were the only boys in their families," offered Ben Walker. "We'd be proud to sit at table with you folks. We're familiar with the heroic actions you and your friends have done for others, and for the country. Our friends asked us to tell you personally how proud they are of your company and its efforts for children and our veterans, when we met you."
"Mrs. Walker, us ladies are going to spend the morning shopping. This afternoon, we're going to a salon to get our hair, nails, and makeup done. Would you please join us?" asked Gwen.
"You'd let me tag along? What about Ben? I hate to just leave him alone."
"Would he mind hanging with the men? They don't require the maintenance us ladies need for these big events. Maybe he could enjoy a couple beers, shoot some pool, and catch up on things with Pete," suggested Becky.
"You just described his perfect day!" laughed Mildred Walker. "Thank you so much for making us feel so welcome. My friends couldn't believe why we were coming to Washington and who we were going to be meeting. Now I can tell them that you're as nice in real life as you are on TV and in the movies."
That evening, there was a very large and boisterous crowd in front of the theater hosting the premier. The ladies and their escorts arrived every five to ten minutes and the crowd cheered and gave the appropriate reactions to the beautiful women dressed so elegantly.
Quite a few politicians and actors made appearances. They walked the red carpet and waved to the crowd, and especially to the crews that were filming for news bureaus and entertainment programs. Jordan and Charlie arrived next to last. Charlie was well groomed and looked quite handsome in a tux, but Jordan was a show stopper. Her black dress was open to the navel with a small silver chain holding it together at her bosom. The dress drew the eye to the swell of her breasts. She looked incredible.
Finally, Steve and Gwen stepped from the limo, with Steve exiting first so Gwen's modesty was preserved as she climbed from the back seat. Once he helped her stand, he turned and led her up the red carpet. He grinned as he heard the gasps and groans from the crowd.
Gwen was wearing a red dress, designed by her company for the event. It was slit in the front, exposing a lot of her long, shapely legs. The top molded to her substantial bosom and showed quite a lot of cleavage. Cameras flashed constantly as Gwen smiled and posed for the cameras. Steve did his best to smile while striking poses that he hoped would work okay. It took almost fifteen minutes for Gwen and Steve to reach their seats.
Steve had not previewed the movie and he was pleasantly surprised at how good it was. The human element had been stressed while the super power part had been downplayed. It blended romance and action very smoothly. Jordan and Naomi were especially beautiful in their Amazon outfits. Jordan was petite, but voluptuous, while Naomi looked like a true Amazon. She played the role of Nubia, a dark Amazon with skills equal to Wonder Woman's. As he watched, Steve found himself wondering how her top managed to remain in place.
Becky was gorgeous as Gwen's bodyguard, and her missing hand simply made her more believable as a woman in a tribe of Amazons warriors. But to Steve, and he admitted to himself that he could be biased, Gwen was the movie. She was incredible to watch when she was dressed as Wonder Woman. Her legs were long and toned, her waist was small, her stomach flat and her chest was impressive.
Even men with no interest in the plot would watch the movie a few times just to enjoy the beautiful, scantily clad women. Female fans would enjoy seeing the strength and ability of the Amazon women, but the real clincher was the tender love story in the movie. Steve found himself enjoying the movie a lot.
The party at the hotel after the premier was much more relaxed than the one the previous evening. Gwen was in tremendous demand for dances, interviews, and autographs. Through it all, she remained modest and thanked everyone that had been a part of the movie.
"You do realize that you have another blockbuster on your hands, don't you?" quizzed Stephanie as she danced with Steve. "I know this movie was Ashley's idea, and it was a great one. Gwen was unbelievably good and sexy as hell, but you stole the movie, in my opinion. You were just the right combination of shy and studly. It was so cool how Gwen did that double take when she first saw you remove your shirt. She had been told about men and thought she knew what to expect, but she sure didn't expect anything like how you looked.
"It was a lot like the first time we saw you at Gwen's house and you took off your shirt to race Kate in the pool. I got wet just looking at you, and I think every other female there had the same reaction. Kate was speechless when you climbed out of the pool, and as you know, that doesn't happen too often.
"Pulling Amber and that dumbass, Hardy, out of the river was the best PR possible for the movie. Our people think we'll have one of the best winter openings ever. I have to thank you for giving me this job. I know it's because I'm a cousin and not because of any proven skills, but that makes me appreciate it even more. Being around you and Gwen is the best thing that has ever happened to me. You're both so generous and kind to me. I just wish I was your girlfriend, even though I'd never want to see Gwen hurt in any way. You're far and away the best guy I've ever known."
"Steph, being a cousin did help you land the job, but we wouldn't have given you so much responsibility if we didn't feel you could handle it, and you've done a great job so far! We plan of keeping you around for a very long time. Do you need a raise or something?" responded Steve as he held the beautiful woman in his arms.
"No, I'm not asking for a raise! I couldn't believe it when I saw my first paycheck! There's way more being withheld than I used to take home. Then you're going to build a home for me in Asgard, at no expense to me. I'm just trying to tell you how grateful I am, and that I love you a lot, okay? Can we leave it at that?
"I used to be upset with Mom because she was so obviously infatuated with you. I was afraid it would make Dad jealous and cause a problem in their marriage. It finally dawned on me that Dad really likes you and he seems to enjoy seeing Mom flirt and tease you. He trusts you more than he does Mom, I think. Regardless, they are more romantic now than when I was a kid and they've been married twenty five years."
"Your mother is an extremely attractive woman," admitted Steve. "I don't want you, or her, to think that she's safe around me. She knows what she does to me, so maybe you'd better tell your dad to keep a close eye on her when I'm around."
"I know you're teasing me. Remember that I've known you for six years. You've had all sorts of gorgeous women practically throw themselves at you, including Mom and Aunt Paula, but I'd bet a year's pay that you've never had sex with anyone but Gwen," stated Stephanie with certainty.
"When you put it that way, it makes me sound pretty pathetic," reasoned Steve. "I should be sowing my wild oats, sleeping with a different babe every night."
"I know you're still teasing, but I want to be first if you do decide to go that route," laughed Stephanie. "I'd forgotten how much I enjoy being with you and what a wicked sense of humor you have at times. You and Gwen are building a dynasty and I'm just glad to be a part of it. You're legend!"
The song ended and Steve escorted Stephanie back to her seat. She blushed when she saw that Paula, Diane, Kate and Gwen were smiling knowingly at her.
"Maybe you should go change your panties," suggested Kate. "We were all watching you snuggling up to Steve and laughing at every word he said. Did you offer to sleep with him?"
"Well, the subject may have come up," admitted Stephanie with a big smile. "Steve did mention that maybe he should be sowing his wild oats, so I simply pointed out that I was available, but he seemed to want Mom more than me. He said that Dad had better keep an eye on her when she's around Steve."
"Steve really said that?" asked a pleased Diane before she realized how she sounded. "I mean, why would he say such a thing? I'm a married woman, and he's spoken for."



"Because he knows that I know that he thinks my mother is hot and he was using you to tease me. It's about me, not you, Mom. Even if he seduces you, it's just to get my attention," insisted Stephanie. "You'd be a sacrifice to reach his real objective, which is my much younger body."
"Did he mention me at all?" asked Paula with a grin. "Is he going to wade through the whole family, sowing his wild oats hither and yon?"
"Okay, I think we've gotten as far with this as we can carry it," complained Gwen. "I've been propositioned at least four times tonight but now I'm worried about my family stealing my boyfriend. He's not the only person in demand around here."
"Maybe you should take some of the guys up on their offer," replied Stephanie with a straight face. "You just might find a better lover; a stronger, braver, better looking man."
"Yeah, like that would happen!" snorted Gwen. "What I would find would be every female relative I have jumping into bed with my guy, the very best lover, best looking, strongest, bravest man on the planet. Of course you'd have to beat that blonde bombshell to the punch."
As Gwen spoke she looked at Steve leading Nadiya around the dance floor, indicating the bombshell to which she was referring. "You saw the love scene we did in the movie tonight. He's even more passionate and demanding in real life. I don't think you ladies could handle what he brings to the party. You're better off letting me handle him."
After Steve finished his dance with Nadiya, Gwen joined him for a slow dance. By the time the song ended, they were surrounded by photographers and reporters.
"Well, at least they waited until the party was almost over," sighed Gwen as she turned and began responding to questions. Steve found it interesting that there was an equal number of reporters from serious news organizations and from entertainment shows. He let Gwen handle most of the questions, responding only when a question was asked directly to him.
Questions ranged from how Gwen kept her Wonder Woman costume up to how she stood on the proposed pipeline from Canada. Gwen was very good at deflecting questions that she felt were either too personal, or too controversial. She finally ended the interview and took Steve by the hand and moved around to thank everyone for attending.
A familiar looking man approached Gwen and Steve. They exchanged glances and shrugged, realizing that neither of them recognized the man.
"You don't remember me, do you?" laughed the man. "I'm Richard Drake. I was here last night with my daughter? I look a lot better cleaned up, don't I?"
"Oh! Yes, you do!" exclaimed Gwen as she hugged the man warmly. "You look much more comfortable and relaxed."
"I just wanted to thank you for giving me a position with your company," continued the man. "I was pretty much at the end of my rope. I never guessed that helping you leave the river yesterday would benefit me so much. Ingrid is happier than she's been in a very long time. I just want you to know how grateful I am. I won't let you down, I promise."
Concealing her confusion, Gwen smiled and nodded to what appeared to be her newest employee. "I'm sure you'll do a great job! We always can use good people. Thanks again for helping me yesterday."
As soon as Richard Drake left them, Gwen whispered quietly to Steve. "It looks like Ashley's been busy today. That's why she wasn't with us at the salon. She said she had business to take care of. Mr. Drake cleans up quite well, doesn't he?"
"I just saw you talking to Richard!" came a worried voice from behind them. "I know I should have gotten it approved, but he was so despondent, I felt like I had to help him and his adorable little girl as fast as I could. I gave him a job! He's working for Lady in Red. I made up a position just for him. He's going to be working to help the homeless in the city.
"Please don't be upset until you hear me out," quickly added Ashley. "I thought that...'
"I've already heard enough," stated Steve flatly.
"I'm so sorry!" apologized a very contrite Ashley. "I'll hand in my resignation and explain to Richard that I overstepped my authority by about a mile."
"Why would you even think of doing that?" quizzed Gwen. "Are you trying to hit us up for a raise? Is that what this is about? Okay, we'll pay you ten percent more if you'll stay with us."
"What? No! I wasn't trying to get a raise. I thought when Steve said that he heard enough, he was angry about me making decisions for the company that I have no right doing," responded a confused Ashley.
"Ashley, why can't you accept that you're stuck with us?" chuckled Steve. "I heard enough to know that we'd go along with whatever you did. We have total faith in you. Look how well the movie is doing, and that was pretty much your brainchild. You hire whomever you want and pay them whatever you feel is right. You're a big part of our success, as well as a part of our family. Let's plan on discussing this on the trip to Sparta tomorrow, but rest assured that Gwen and I will back you completely."
Once again, Steve held a sobbing Ashley in his arms while many of the people at the party watched. He held her quietly until she calmed down. Then he tilted her chin and kissed her quickly on the lips.
"You've got to get over these insecurities. You're the whole package, smart, honest, beautiful, hard working, and beautiful. Work on your confidence. You're very important to us and we want you with us as long as you're willing to put up with us," concluded Steve.
"You said beautiful twice!" grinned Ashley through her tears. "Thanks Steve. Gwen, you've got the best guy in the world, but you deserve him. I'm so lucky that you both treat me so well. I'll tell you all about it tomorrow. Congratulations on the movie's reviews and the great party tonight."
"Excuse me," came a voice next to Steve as he felt a tap on his shoulder. "I think I owe this big lug some thanks."
Steve looked over his shoulder to see Amber Stahl smiling at him. She had a large band-aid on her forehead that obviously covered a small knot, but otherwise looked fine.
"You've ruined me for trying to be objective when I report about you two," confessed Amber as she hugged Steve warmly. "I don't remember much after we hit the water, but I watched the videos on TV and online. You saved my life, but you seem to make a habit of saving lives. I can't tell you how grateful I am. If you ever need anything from me, just ask. I'll never forget what you did for me. Gwen, this guy is a keeper!"
The next day saw Gwen and Steve in Sparta. The premier was scheduled for seven PM and the town was bustling with visitors. They gathered at Marsh's for a late lunch before preparing for the first premier ever held in the relatively small town.
"Lady in Red is now committed to funding a homeless shelter in Washington D.C." began Gwen. "Ashley set this up when she met the homeless man that helped me out of the river Thursday. I know that we usually discuss these things first, but Ashley was concerned about the mental health of the man and his little girl.
"She found out that he was a very successful stock broker until his wife was diagnosed with uterine cancer. He leveraged everything he had to try to find a cure. He took her to Mexico and then Hong Kong, hoping that alternative treatments might help. Sadly, she died last spring and he lost everything he had. He was finally evicted from his home just before Christmas and has been living day to day, sometimes being put up by friends and sometimes sleeping outside, with his six year old daughter.
"You might ask why a smart, successful guy would wind up on the street, but while his wife was dying, and after she died, he was an emotional wreck. He just gave up until he finally realized what it was doing to his daughter. Ashley feels he's worth helping. She's created a position for him to help homeless people and to shelter them. She wants to find a place to dedicate as a homeless shelter. You all know how neighborhoods resist them, and with good reason. One of his chores will be to find a way to do it, not by force, but by negotiation.
"Ashley gave him and his daughter a room on our floor, as well as a job. She did this on her own without asking permission, or seeking any input from any of us owners. How do the rest of you feel about it?"
Charlie looked to Jordan, who nodded slightly for him to proceed. "Jordan and I support the idea a hundred percent. Ashley can do no wrong as far as we're concerned."
"Ashley is running Gwen's office, not Lady in Red, so she overstepped her bounds by committing us to this effort," pointed out Kate. "I think we need to agree that from now on, she was the power to do that, even if it wasn't clear before. Ashley's trying to help people, so how can we not support her? She makes me proud of this company."
"I'd like to suggest that I be placed in charge of any and all splinter organizations or causes that crop up within the company. Stephanie is doing great handling the everyday business of the company, but we need to let her focus on that and not keep adding to it," argued Lisa. "Jason and I totally support Ashley and her efforts, but feel it would be best to have more structure. Jason's already been working on systems to help people during and after disasters. This homeless shelter would dovetail in nicely with it and I think it's a responsibility that Jason and I should take on.
"I think I have the best partners in the world!" proclaimed Gwen. "These were all good ideas. Ashley, get with Lisa and Jason to take over the homeless shelter plan. Have Mr. Drake report to them directly. If any of us has something new that we feel needs immediate attention, we can expect support from the rest, but it's really best if we discuss it when possible. Then we'll hand it off to Lisa and Jason to make it happen!"
"I'm sorry about assuming too much with your finances and time, but it's a great cause and I'm extremely thankful that all of you support it," responded Ashley gratefully. "You guys are the best!"
That evening was one the Spartan Nation would never forget. Celebrities and politicians were everywhere by the time the premier got started. Every hotel, motel, and bed and breakfast within fifty miles was booked full. The party was catered by local businesses. Locals, as well as tourists, got to meet Gwen and Steve, Jordan, Charlie, Naomi, Becky, and the rest of the cast. The movie managed the best winter opening in history and there was even Oscar buzz about the score written by Charlie and Jordan and the performances of Gwen and Steve.
As the evening was wrapping up, Steve took a call on his cell. He stepped into a small office for a few minutes before returning to speak to Gwen and their friends.
"There's been a terrorist attack in Paris. An orphanage was bombed and quite a few kids were killed. Senator Chatham wants me to be prepared to go to Paris with her for the funerals on Tuesday and Wednesday. She feels my presence will help," concluded Steve.
"That's terrible!" exclaimed a suddenly saddened Gwen. "We can't stay away from Paris that long. We may be able to help. Stephanie, please let the pilots know that The Red Lady is headed for Paris later tonight. They need to file their flight plan. I'm sorry everyone, but Steve and I have to leave now to get ready for a very difficult few days."
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You're not thinking about going to Paris without Charlie and me, are you?" asked Jordan as soon as Gwen had announced her intentions.
"Oh, Jordan! I hate to ask anyone to go to funerals. This isn't going to be a fun, romantic trip," pointed out Gwen. "If you'd like to come with us, we'd be extremely glad to have you! I should've known that you'd want to help those poor kids. You're a true friend."
"And don't forget it!" kidded Jordan before turning to Charlie. "We need to get some clothes packed and be ready to go. I seem to recall meeting a really sweet guy in Paris a few years back. Even a sad trip to Paris will bring back some very nice memories."
"Hey, I have memories of Paris, too. Plus, I'd like to make some new ones with Chip, so save us a couple of seats," insisted Kate as she held Chip's hand.
"It looks like we're going to have a full aircraft," added Paula. "Let's just get a count of who's going so we know how many helicopters we'll need to get us all to the airport.
Eight hours later, Gwen, Steve and their group landed at Charles de Gaulle in Paris. An hour after that, their van pulled to a stop a few blocks from the orphanage that had been bombed. The streets were blocked so that traffic could get no closer.
"We can get a cab to take us back to the hotel," suggested Gwen as she stepped onto the sidewalk. "I know Lisa and Jason need to take care of Theresa and the rest of you are exhausted. Jordan, Charlie, Steve and I will join you guys at the hotel before too long. We just want to see if we can be any help here."
The foursome had only walked a short distance up the sidewalk when they were stopped by a gendarme. "My friends and I are here to see if we can help in some way," explained Steve in fluent French. "We came from The United States as soon as we heard about the tragedy. We're..."
"You're Steve Hammer! These beautiful ladies are Jordan Quick and Gwen Anderson, and you are Charles Burns!" exclaimed the policeman. "Allow me to ask my superior if I may permit you access."
"You may continue," stated the officer after a brief conversation on his communication device. "Your appearance here is most welcome. This has been a terrible time."
The group walked another block and turned a corner. They were stunned to see large chunks of brick and debris littered across the sidewalk and the narrow street. There were police everywhere. The building that housed the orphanage had one end completely missing. Jagged boards and concrete extended from the section of the building that remained standing. On the western side of the building was a fenced in playground area. Gwen's heart lurched when she saw children of various ages with bloody bandages occupying benches and sitting on the cold ground.
A well dressed man with a name tag approached and introduced himself in English. "I am Inspector Jacques Bordeaux. Your concern is greatly appreciated, but I don't know what you could possibly do to help the situation."
"Sir, who owns this building? Who's in charge of the orphanage? Where are the children sleeping now? I think we can help if you allow us the opportunity," insisted Gwen as she surveyed the destruction all around.
"The lady in the green jacket over by the van is the supervisor. She can answer those questions for you, if you speak French," answered Inspector Bordeaux.
As they approached the woman, it was evident that she was having a very bad day. She was on a cell phone cajoling and then threatening the person on the other end of the conversation. When she looked up to see Gwen and Jordan standing in front of her, she disconnected her call and dropped the phone into a pocket.
"La Dame en Rouge!" proclaimed the woman as she first hugged Gwen and then Jordan before turning her attention to Charlie and Steve. She hugged the two men and gave them kisses on both cheeks. Then she started speaking rapidly in French.
Steve quickly explained that he'd be required to translate for everyone, so she needed to speak more slowly. It didn't take long for Gwen to ask the question that was on her mind.
"What are you going to do with the children that survived? Do you have somewhere to place them?" repeated Steve once Gwen had finished speaking.
"I'm trying to get the government to allow use of the old hospital on Rue Lepic. It was recently replaced by a larger one three blocks north. The owners are asking far more than we can afford. We depend on government assistance and donations and have very little reserves. I am hoping the government will intervene and force the owners to allow us temporary use of the facilities. It would suit our needs perfectly, with only minor alterations."
"Can you give me contact information for the owners?" asked Steve, knowing where Gwen had been headed with her questioning.
"Certainly, I have spoken to them several times today. I thought this tragedy would have softened their hearts, but such is not the case. They are holding firm on their price," replied the woman as she handed Steve a slip of paper with the information he requested.
Jordan, Charlie, and Gwen smiled at each other as Steve made the call. They had global calling plans on their cell phones so Steve had no difficulty reaching the owners. While they did not speak French, Gwen and Jordan were able to easily follow the conversation by Steve's tone and gestures. After a few minutes discussion, Steve disconnected.
"Let's get over to their office on Champs-Elysees and get this done right now," urged Steve. "They agreed to drop the asking price sixteen percent for a fast cash transaction.
"Madam, we'll acquire ownership of that building as fast as possible and then we'll donate it to your organization to use. We were thinking that we'd also buy this damaged building from you and refurbish it. Please find out how much you'll ask for it and let me know. Here's my card," offered Steve to the flabbergasted woman.
An hour later, Lady in Red Productions had a contract to purchase the old hospital, including the right to begin immediate repairs and upgrades. While they had been walking the ten blocks to the office on Champs-Elysees, Gwen had called Michelle D'Anjou and explained what they were trying to accomplish. Though her father was no longer French president, he was very well connected in Paris and quickly recommended a builder. By the time they had a signed agreement, the contractor had been hired to begin immediate renovations.
Michelle D'Anjou had been caught completely by surprise when Gwen laid out the plans for the old hospital. She was no stranger to real estate values in Paris and had a very good idea how much money Lady in Red Productions had to spend to gain ownership of the building.
Like everyone else in France, the terrorist bombing of the orphanage had disgusted and saddened Michelle. Gwen's call had been the first bit of good news she had received in what seemed like forever. Her American friends were actually making a difference and she marveled at their generosity.
Having completed the negotiations and signed the necessary documents, Steve phoned the lady in charge of the orphanage and told her what they had done. He asked her to meet with the contractor at the building so she could have input into what the orphanage would require in the way of renovations. Then he asked if the children needed a temporary place to stay. He was assured that the government had stepped in and supplied living space for the children. Tired, but content, Steve, Gwen, Charlie, and Jordan returned to the hotel, where they found the rest of their group having dinner.
"Well, Kate and Lisa, we just spent a big chunk of your money," began Gwen as she took a seat next to her mother.
"You should try the croissants," replied Kate. "They're to die for!"
"Don't you want to know what we did with your money, and how much we spent?" asked Gwen. "We spent a lot more than just a shopping spree."
"I wouldn't blame you guys if you spent every last nickel," answered Kate as she filled her plate. "You're the ones that earn it. I know that you wouldn't do anything stupid, but would probably do something extremely generous. We were trying guess what you guys would do, and what it would cost.
"Lisa said you'd pay for the funerals since the kids were orphans. Mom thought that you'd put the kids up in hotels until their place is rebuilt. I told them you'd probably buy another building to house the orphanage," finished Kate as she bit into her third croissant.
"You're right, Kate, but I like Lisa's and Paula's ideas, too," admitted Jordan. "Thanks, Kate and Lisa, for being so understanding of what we're trying to do with the company. We do make lots of money, but we're trying to do good deeds with it. I'm so glad all of us see these things the same way."
"So fill us in on what you guys managed in a few hours in Paris," coaxed Lisa. "We had a nap with the baby and Mom's going to take care of her while Kate, Stephanie, Chip, Jason, and I go sightseeing. Do you want to go with us?"
"I'm bushed," confessed Gwen. "By the time I finish eating, I'll be ready for a hot shower and some personal time with my guy. This time change thing has me out of kilter. It's only ten in the morning back home, but it sure feels later."
"Charlie and I are planning on getting some rest," added Jordan. "It's very tiring spending large sums of other peoples' money."
"So tell us what we bought and how much we spent," insisted Kate. "I need to know if I can still go shopping in these high fashion boutiques. Last time we were here, we had a couple hundred dollar allowance for the whole week."
"We didn't spend that much," assured Steve. "You can still go shopping to your heart's content. I can see that Chip's looking forward to it. They will serve wine and champagne to the better customers, Chip."
"How about beer?" asked Chip while the others laughed at his discomfort. "I'm hoping that not being able to speak French will limit Kate's shopping abilities."
"Not likely," laughed Paula. "They say that love is the universal language, but you'll find that when money talks, everyone listens, and understands, regardless of language barriers."
Steve and Gwen went to their room, made love, and then fell asleep. By nine PM, Paris time, they were wide awake again.
"Let's go see if Mom and Dad are still up," suggested Gwen. "If Theresa is awake, I'll get to play with her. She sure is cute."
"She is that," agreed Steve. "I don't think there's ever been homely girl in your family. She's going to be a heart breaker."
"I never told you, but Lisa wanted to name her after you, but I talked her out of it," admitted Gwen. "I told Lisa that our first child, be it a boy or a girl, would have your first name. That would make it confusing if there were two little 'Steves' or 'Stevies' running around Grandma's house. I'm worried about every woman we know wanting to name their kid after you before we have one."
"I doubt if it's that bad," chuckled Steve. "It would really feed the gossip columns if there were half a dozen babies named 'Steve' in our group."
"Sometimes I wonder if you have any idea how my female friends and relatives feel about you. They'd all have your babies if they thought it wouldn't cause any problems with the dynamics of our group," asserted Gwen.
"But we both know that it would cause serious problems, so it simply won't happen," insisted Steve as he led Gwen down the hall to her parents room and knocked on their door. "You're the only mother any kids of mine will have. You can take that to the bank."
"You're so smooth," replied Gwen as she pulled Steve's face down for a lingering kiss as the door opened.
"Perhaps you should go back to your room for round two, or three, or whatever the count is," suggested Paula with a smile as she waited for the couple to disengage. "Come on in. There's some interesting stuff on TV, but we can't tell exactly what's being said."
Lisa, Kate, Stephanie, Jason, and Chip were already seated when Steve and Gwen entered the living area of the suite. Steve listened to the talking heads on TV for a few minutes before reporting to the others.
"The press has already discovered that Lady in Red Productions has purchased the old hospital. They know it's going to be renovated quickly and then become the new home for the orphans. The government has announced that it will cover all funeral and hospital expenses that resulted from the attack and will supply temporary living space for the kids. There's an uneasy feeling in the city that terrorists may make more attempts to murder and create mayhem," added Steve.
"What about all of those people that were interviewed?" asked Kate. "I heard your names mentioned a few times. What was that about?"
"It seems that a lot of the people in Paris approved of our decision to help the orphanage. They were expressing their gratitude."
"Okay, now what about some of the things the American politicians were saying? They didn't play what they said in English, but that guy looked like the cat just crapped in his oatmeal," opined Chip as he pointed to Senate Majority Leader Danson's face on the screen.
"Well, they seem to feel that those of us with Lady in Red Productions, and Gwen in particular, are trying to take advantage of the situation. They always see things through political glasses, while we're simply trying to help kids that really need it. Both Danson and the Speaker of the House Lancer have taken great pains to explain to the citizens of the US and France that we do not represent the U.S. Government," replied Steve. "They'll be leading the official American delegation that comes to Paris for the funerals. They've pointed out that we're not included in that delegation."
"Why is that so important to them?" wondered Gwen. "Who cares about things like that?"
"Professional politicians," responded Ted. "They don't know any other way to act. You're an unknown quantity to them. They understand politics and how to curry favor with the voting public. They assume that since you're getting good press here in Paris, it's politically motivated. It's all they understand."
During the discussion, Steve had picked up Theresa and carried her around the room. Lisa watched and smiled broadly. "You promised that you'd love my kids. It looks like you're keeping that promise. You'll make a great father."
"If and when he gets married," added Paula. "He seems to have honorable intentions, but I expect to see a ring on my daughter's hand before he becomes a father, at least of a grandchild of mine."
"We were just talking about that, Mom. Steve told me that I'd be the only mother his kids would ever have. Unless there's a trick in that statement someplace, I think it means that I'm the only woman that'll be giving birth to his children. That's a commitment, don't you think?"
"Not really, at least not in my book," responded Paula. "A commitment slides on your finger and declares you legally and morally bound to each other forever. Lisa and Jason are committed."
"How about Chip and me?" asked Kate. "I've already told him that I'll be having his kids."
"Once again, that isn't the commitment that I'm talking about," repeated Paula.
"Mom, you know Gwen wants to finish med school, and I want to finish law school before we get married. You'll scare these guys off if you keep talking about marriage," warned Kate.
"No fear here," responded Chip immediately. "And from what Steve's been telling me ever since I met him, I'd say he looks forward to the day he and Gwen get hitched. Don't worry about us getting cold feet. We just worry that you ladies will realize that you can do better and drop us like bad habits."
Gwen's phone chimed, so she left the room to answer it. She was back a few minutes later with a serious face.
"That was Michelle D"Anjou. Emotions are running pretty high in Paris now. The French want to show the world that they will not be bullied or threatened by terrorists. There are plans for a bunch of speeches, and what she calls preening by politicians at the site of the bombed orphanage on Tuesday. The Mayor, who is one of her father's better friends, feels it is not enough and it doesn't involve the public properly.
"He, along with local civic leaders, has asked if we would give a performance here in Paris in honor of the killed and injured children, as well as the courage and determination of the French people."
"From what I've read and been told by my history teachers, that would be a damn short performance," joked Chip.
"I know you thought you were being funny, but that was really in poor taste," chastised Kate. "These people are fighting for their identity, their pride, and their way of life. They can either live in fear or decide that they won't go silently into the night."
"Are you trying to quote 'Independence Day' or Dylan Thomas?" laughed Gwen. "Chip can make jokes like that when it's just family because we know his sense of humor, but please don't say things like that where you might be heard by others, and quoted."
"The band would never get here and get set up in time, would they?" asked Steve. "Where does he want to hold it, and how long does he want us to perform?"
"Michelle said that there are a lot of very good musicians in the city that would love to play for us. The weather is supposed to be unseasonably warm for the next few days, so they are thinking of an outside venue that could accommodate large numbers of spectators."
"If you're game, I'll give it a shot," agreed Steve, "especially if Charlie and Jordan will go along with it. I need to run it by Senator Chatham. I'm supposed to be with her on Tuesday. I'll call her now. Where would it be held?"
"The Mayor has been talking to the business and political leaders in Paris. He said that if we agree to perform, he'll have us set up at the Arc de Triomphe! Every major road in Paris goes through there, or so it seems. It'll be a traffic nightmare, but they'll shut down traffic for the show. People will have to walk quite a ways, but the Mayor feels strongly that they'll come if we perform. Michelle and her dad agree. It would be a night like they've never seen in 'The City of Light'. Michelle told me that the mayor referenced our concert in Kiev, and the one in Washington, and felt that Paris would be the perfect city for another.
"They hope to take donations from the people at the event, find corporate sponsors, plus sell the movie and TV rights with all proceeds going to the orphanage fund. Of course, they asked us to donate our services. I promised I'd get back to Michelle as soon as possible," finished Gwen.
"I'll call the senator right now," promised Steve as he stepped into the next room. Almost five minutes later, he returned.
"It's a good thing I asked the Senator. She said there's a bit of a shit storm, her words, not mine, over Gwen being here in Paris. The politicians in Congress feel that she's stealing their thunder. They were wishing they could have her called back to the US, like she was a diplomat or something. Both parties have been complaining to President Hanson. Senator Chatham called Hanson to see if he'd have a problem with us doing a concert.
"Here's the good part. President Hanson thought it was great idea, but he's asking a favor of us. He'd like to be able to tell the French government and the press that we're his personal representatives for the funerals. He'd like to be the one to announce that we're performing here Tuesday night in a show of support and unity with the people of France.
"In short, he's asking to bask in some of the good press this should create. He's not going to concern himself much about the politicians and their self-serving attitudes. That's the good part about being a lame duck. I told Senator Chatham that we'd have to speak to Charlie and Jordan before we can agree to anything like that.



"Let me give Charlie a call and see if he's around," offered Gwen. "He's the musical brains of this operation and we need him in order to get this right."
Gwen was only on her cell for a few seconds before she disconnected. "Charlie said they'll be right up. They were just entering the lobby."
A short time later, there was a knock on the door. Kate opened it to allow Jordan and Charlie access to the suite.
"We woke up and went for a little walk," explained Jordan. "It's all over Paris that Lady in Red is buying the old hospital for use by the orphans. People were stopping us and telling us how grateful they were. It makes me feel proud of our company, and the great things we do, mostly because of Steve and Gwen."
"We're not going to have that discussion again," insisted Gwen. "You two are right there with us in everything we do and we're proud of you both. But we have bigger fish to fry. Michelle D'Anjou called to tell me that the mayor and city fathers would like us to give a concert Tuesday evening. They think it'll help heal the city as well as lift everyone's spirits. They want to set it up at the Arc de Triomphe, if you can imagine that!"
"We don't have the band here. They're scattered all over the place on vacation. I don't think we can get them here in time to begin to prepare for this," worried Charlie.
"Michelle said that she could round up some excellent musicians for the event. She flat our guaranteed that they'd be the best, and we'd be very pleased with them," countered Gwen to Charlie's objection.
"Let's do it, Charlie!" gushed Jordan. "This'll be big, like the show in D.C. a few weeks back, or even the one we did in Kiev. I assume it'll be televised here in Paris?"
"The proceeds from donations, corporate sponsors, and TV and movie rights will all go to the orphanage fund," replied Gwen. "We'd be donating our time and talent."
"That just may be why God gave us the time and talent!" enthused Jordan. "I feel like the luckiest person in the world sometimes. I love to help others when I can, and this looks like a great opportunity. What do you think, Charlie?"
"Have I ever gone against you, when you really wanted to do something, especially something that helps so many others?" asked Charlie rhetorically. "Depending on how good the musicians are that back us, it might be a bit sketchy, but I'm in if you want to do it."
"Now for the rest of it. You need to know that President Hanson wants to have us represent the White House at these funerals, and he wants to be the one to announce that we're doing the concert to show unity and support for the people of France," finished Gwen.
"I like President Hanson. He's been very nice to me, so I'm fine with that. Will it be a problem for your position in Congress, Gwen?" asked a concerned Jordan.
"If doing a good thing is a problem for someone, so be it. I can't spend my life worrying about the feelings of these dinosaurs we have in Congress," insisted Gwen. "Let's just agree to do this because it's the right thing and if it helps President Hanson, that's fine, too."
"Hello, Michelle?" greeted Gwen on her cell a minute later. "Tell the Mayor and your father that we'll do it! Let them know that President Hanson will be announcing it, along with the fact that we are representing the White House at the funerals for the children that were killed. We didn't think you'd mind.
"Please be sure you give us talented musicians. That's why we sound good most of the time. We always have excellent talent around us. We'll plan on doing the show Tuesday evening. You get everything ready and we'll be there."
Jordan waited for Gwen to disconnect before making another observation. "Almost every magazine in the city has a picture of Gwen coming out of the cold river after saving Hardy. It's pretty obvious that they have less strict codes here about showing nipples. That sheer bra was totally transparent. You looked about as sexy as a woman can look. I bet those magazines are selling like hotcakes. In addition, 'Diana' is showing in almost every theater in the city and people are lined up to see it. Stephanie, just how big was the opening weekend?"
"We set records for a January opening," bragged Stephanie. "It's very unlikely that you'll spend as much on the orphanage as your movie makes for us in France this week. Other actors go on talk shows to promote a movie. Steve and Gwen do heroic deeds instead, and it seems to work quite well. Cynics would argue that you made money when you bought that hospital for the orphans simply because of the excellent PR, and it's brought even more attention to your movie. Of course, everyone in this room knows you did it to help the kids and have no real concern about promoting yourselves. This concert you're planning, without consulting me, I might add, will just blow the socks off France. You guys are conquering another country!"
"We didn't come here to win anyone over," corrected Gwen. "We're here to show our support and concern for the city, and country after a horrible terrorist attack. You should have seen those children with bandages and dressings on their little bodies earlier today. Have they determined how many children were killed in the attack?"
"A little while ago, they said that twenty one orphans had died, with three more in critical condition, and six others with non life threatening injuries. It would have been worse if most of the kids hadn't been in the auditorium watching a movie," revealed Paula. "It was a horrible thing."
"There's nothing good about terrorism. We all know that firsthand. That's one of the reasons I'm so determined to help victims. It's a terrible thing to feel so vulnerable, and so violated," replied Gwen with emotion.
The next morning saw everyone well rested and eager to start the day. The entire group was gathered for breakfast in the hotel dining area.
"I finally got to make love with the Eiffel Tower in the background," sighed Kate as Chip began to fidget. "I can cross that off my bucket list. Gwen was so lucky to have that for her first time."
"I met Charlie on our first Paris trip, but we weren't romantically involved back then. We made up for it last night, wouldn't you say, Charlie?" asked Jordan to a grinning Charlie.
"It was romantic, wasn't it?" agreed Lisa as Jason blushed. "I can see why Gwen waited so long now!"
"I don't think Ted and I need to hear about our daughters' love lives," complained Paula, but with a smile. "But it's nice to hear that you're all feeling well loved this morning. It certainly is a romantic setting."
"Mom! Not you, too!" laughed Kate. "Every woman in the family was getting it on last night!"
"If only that were true," griped Stephanie. "I feel like the proverbial fifth wheel around here. I can see where I need to pick up my game and find a big strong, studly guy like everyone else in the family. Do any of you guys have an unmarried brother?"
"What about Becky and me?" questioned Ashley. "I fell asleep after that long plane ride and slept around the clock. Becky and I could use some romance, too."
"Well, that isn't exactly true," smiled Becky as she clutched Pete's hand. "I'm not complaining, so don't include me in your old maid scenarios. Seeing the Eiffel Tower all lit up outside your window does add a lot to the occasion. Pete and I had a 'Steve and Gwen' first time, sort of. At least it was the first time for us together. I'm not trying to brag or anything, but it was wonderful!"
Pete had turned all kinds of colors as he stared down at his empty plate and fidgeted with his napkin while everyone else 'oohed' and 'aahed' in good humor.
"Great! Even my little sister found a good guy before me," lamented Ashley in mock disappointment. "The truth is, I'm not surprised. You seemed to like the guy even before he saved our lives. It must have been his sweet talk the first time you met him. I'm really happy for you both. Mom will be excited, especially if you wind up married and give her grandchildren. I think that she's given up on me."
"I may be able to help," suggested Chip. "I have a cousin on my mother's side. He's going to be released soon and he'll be looking for female companionship after spending the last three years solely in the company of males."
"Okay, introduce us!" exclaimed Ashley, which caused everyone at the table break into more laughter.
"Look on that TV over on the far wall," pointed out Kate. "That woman is talking about Steve. I heard his name, along with a bunch of stuff I couldn't understand. What's she saying?"
"She's the mother of one of the kids that were kidnapped by the terrorists in Iraq," explained Steve. "She's giving her somewhat inflated opinion of my dashing good looks and unmatched courage. She was the one parent that seemed willing to sacrifice more than my life to save her daughter."
"I hope they're listening to her!" exclaimed Gwen. "I'm still pissed about that deal. You almost lost your head. You did save all of those kids. They really should be singing your praises all over the place!"
"But Steve did lose his head over you," observed Kate. "Are you going to apologize to him?"
"No, but I've been singing his praises all over the place," retorted Gwen with a smile. "Nobody does it better!"
"It seems to me that you can't really say that unless you've had a few more experiences to compare to Steve's paltry skills, and less than impressive equipment," began Chip before feeling Kate's eyes boring into his head. "With that in mind, Jason or Pete may be willing to help you out. I'm not interested, so don't ask me!"
"You're on your own, Old Salt!" declared Jason. "My wife firmly believes I'm the best, and I'm secure with that position. I have nothing left to prove, and I certainly wouldn't want to do anything to weaken Steve's self esteem, nor harm Gwen's illusions."
"That's my guy!" praised Lisa. "He's always considerate of others. That and not wanting to end up neutered caused him to make the correct decision."
"I don't think this should be a competition," reasoned Kate. "Let's agree that since Gwen isn't going to try out other studs, and since she won't allow Steve to sample the many delights available to him, she shouldn't be saying he's the best anymore. There's no way she can know that, so it's simply a very presumptive and provocative statement."
"I agree with the first part that Steve and I won't be test driving anyone else, but I'll stand by my belief that he's the best," insisted Gwen as she kissed Steve's cheek.
"Okay, I think Jason's the best," insisted Lisa.
"It's Charlie, hands down, or hands all over everything, or whatever. You know what I mean," added Jordan with a big smile.
"Well, I think that Chip's probably the best, or at least pretty good," joked Kate as she watched Chip's smile disappear as she qualified her statement.
"Thanks for that ringing endorsement!" cracked Chip as he hugged Kate. "Now you've gone and done it. I was saving my best stuff for our wedding night, but I'll be bringing my whole bag of tricks to bed tonight."
"Uh oh, Kate! I've seen what he carries in that bag," worried Steve. "Whips, gags, gels, assorted leather devices, and the unabridged Kama Sutra were in that bag when we spent a weekend in Berlin."
"Now we're talking!" responded Kate as she arched her eyebrows several times. "Does anyone know if I should tie Chip up before I use that stuff on him?"
"You're going to have to tie me up, and knock me out, if you think you're going to use any of it on me," stated Chip emphatically.
"You're no fun. Steve would you let me tie you up and use that stuff with you?" asked Kate with a wicked grin.
"Your rope or mine?" responded Steve immediately. "I know Gwen would go along with it, if only to end this senseless discussion over who's better. Once you agree with her, the debate would be over. I'd be doing it for peace and harmony."
"Yeah, I can go along with you doing it for a 'piece', but believe me, there'd be no harmony," predicted Gwen. "Besides, why would you want to make Chip feel bad?"
"It's more about making Kate feel good," quickly pointed out Steve.
"How would convincing her that you're the best lover in the world make her feel good, at least for any more than the few hours you'd spend doing it?" shot back Gwen. "How would she ever settle for Chip again after sampling you?"
"Did you girls ever hear your father and me talk like this?" asked Paula while acting shocked. "There'll be no comparing, sampling, gelling, or tying anyone up. In fact, I think I'd better confiscate that bag of tricks right now."
"Mom, we're talking about a mental bag of tricks, and I suspect that you and Dad already have one of your own," replied Lisa. "All these years I thought you two had stopped having sex nine months before Kate was born. Now I have to revise my timeline to about twenty years from now. That really gives me a lot to look forward to!"
"I won't comment on any 'tricks' we may employ from time to time, but I have to admit that since you girls have grown up and become such beautiful, successful and sexual young ladies, we've been having a bit of a second honeymoon, wouldn't you say, Ted?"
"I don't know how to respond to that. I've spent my entire married life believing that any discussion of our personal life would get me shut off for a year or two, and to be quite honest, I'm not willing to risk it," admitted Ted as everyone laughed at his obvious concern.
"See what a cool family we're part of?" laughed Becky as she hugged Pete's arm to her chest. "We can talk and joke about anything without jealousy or discord. That's how families should be. We don't try to pretend that sex isn't fun, or that we never do it. In fact, it's quite the opposite, and Paula and Ted are as bad as any of us. They're the coolest parents!"
"As much fun as this discussion is, we'd better hurry up and eat," pointed out Jordan. "We're scheduled to rehearse with the musicians Michelle rounded up for us in less than an hour. It's kind of daunting to perform in front of thousands of live fans and millions on TV without knowing exactly how your musicians are going to perform. I hope they're as good as Michelle promised."
After several hours of rehearsing the songs they intended to perform, Charlie was all smiles. "Michelle was right on! We have some really good musicians here. I think we can use all seven of them. We've never had a sax player before, but did you hear that girl play that thing?"
"I did and I was wondering if you were as impressed as I was," answered Steve. "They're all good, but she's unbelievable. She really puts her heart and soul into everything she plays, and she's extremely talented!"
"Charlie, you had a great idea about taking advantage of the full moon tomorrow night," enthused Gwen. "I think those 'moon' songs will go over great!"
The group took an hour off for lunch and then worked a few more hours on the songs they expected to perform. All of the musicians were excited about the opportunity to appear in concert with the most famous and successful singers in the world. Their enthusiasm was evident from the effort they put into their music.
"Things are looking up!" beamed Jordan once the rehearsal was over. "These folks are packing some major talent. That Jodie girl, on the sax, was incredible. She'll be a big star before long, or my name isn't Jordan Quick Burns."
It was late afternoon by the time the Jordan, Gwen, Charlie, and Steve left the studio. They decided on doing some sightseeing for an hour or two before returning to the hotel. Everywhere they went, they were recognized by fans. They spent most of their time signing autographs and posing for pictures.
Some fans used their phones to get pictures of them with the Eiffel Tower in the background. "I have nothing but good memories of that tower," beamed Gwen as she clutched Steve's arm. "Remember how we could see it out our window the first time we made love? That was the best possible way to lose my virginity."
Fans were asking about the concert and what songs they were doing. They also expressed their appreciation for all of the kindness from Lady in Red and the talented individuals that owned the company and donated so much time and talent to charitable events.
"I guess President Hanson has made the announcement," concluded Steve after having his picture taken with some teenage girls. "Everyone seems to be looking forward to the show. I like the fact that with these good musicians, Charlie and I can spend more time singing with you ladies. Gwen and I are working on a little dance or two that we'll try out in front of a few million people. I just hope I don't drop her."
"You'd better not drop me! I just got a text from Michelle. They're constructing a stage on the top of the Arc de Triomphe for us! We'll be able to see and be seen a full 360 degrees.
"They're setting up at least a dozen Jumbotrons, but there are a dozen avenues leading from Place de l'Etoile. If they put one at the juncture of every two avenues, that'll require six. That leaves six to be set up farther down each avenue. I think LiR needs to get at least six more here," reasoned Gwen. "They need to have them in time to set them up by tomorrow afternoon. Our guys can do it!"
The four friends rejoined the rest of their group for dinner at their hotel. "The whole city is on edge about the attack on the orphanage," stated Lisa. "Everyone's talking about it. They haven't caught any suspects yet and people worry that it might happen again. It's a beautiful city, but this situation has cast a dark shadow over the City of Light."
"Well, tomorrow night, Jordan, Gwen, and these two handsome guys will light it up!" declared Kate. "That's the other thing everyone's talking about. Paris has seen a lot of cool stuff over the centuries, but it's about to see how we Americans put on a show. I can't tell you how proud I am of you guys!"
"Wait until you see Steve and Gwen dance and sing! You'll love it," predicted Jordan. "We'll be on the top of the Arc de Triomphe, and Steve will be holding Gwen over his head as the second dance ends. It's going to be a real Kodak moment. I bet it'll be on every newspaper and magazine cover in the country on Wednesday."
"You're going to dance?" questioned Paula. "Except for your special Lady in Red dance, you two never dance at concerts. What's changed?"
"I can take the blame, or more appropriately, the credit," volunteered Stephanie. "They'll have enough musicians so that Steve and Charlie won't have to play any instruments, unless they want to, of course. Since we have a dance movie scheduled for next year, it seems like a good idea to begin whetting some appetites, and these dances will do it. Mom told me how great they dance them, so I asked them to practice a few times, and if they feel comfortable, perform them with the world watching!
"That leads me to more good news. 'Diana' is a box office smash! We did the early release in L.A. when we saw how good it was, just so that it could be considered for a few Oscars this year. The 'buzz' is that it probably won't be nominated for best picture, mostly because it's about comic book people, which I think is stupid. But I don't get to vote. However, it's likely that Jordan and Charlie will be nominated again for both the score and original song! It's also possible that Gwen will get the nod for best actress, and there's even some talk about Naomi being nominated in her supporting role. None of the guys, except Charlie, appear to be in the running for any nominations," added Stephanie.
"That's created mixed emotions," admitted Gwen. "I'm proud that they might consider Naomi and me, but the guys did a great job, and I feel like they'd be cheated if they don't get nominated. Of course, Jordan and Charlie should win, hands down. They wrote some great music."



"You're telling me that we four are going to host the show, and that three of us may be nominated for awards, but one of us is coming up short?" asked Steve. "If that's the case, I'll be the only one of us that can claim to have three dear friends being considered for Academy Awards. You guys deserve them."
"I still won't have as many nominations as you, Smart Guy. You won twice for two of the 'Sparta' movies you wrote, and you were nominated for best actor in 'Rise of the Warrior'. I won once for 'Rise of the Queen', was nominated for 'Rise of the Empire', and Jordan and Charlie won for their song, 'Midnight Lights'. We're still trying to catch up.
"Besides, I know you. Awards and honors don't really mean that much to you. You're a humble guy. You'd stay out of the spotlight entirely if it were possible for a man that looks as good as you, and does all of the great things that you do, to go unnoticed," insisted Gwen. "But, you're representing President Hanson the next couple of days. You'll be noticed then, for sure!"
"I didn't intend to start anything," interrupted Stephanie. "I was merely pointing out how well things are going for 'Lady in Red' at the moment. Representing President Hanson here, performing tomorrow, hosting, and possibly winning at the Academy Awards is a heck of a lot of positive PR. It makes my job easy."
"Speaking of easy, Jason is going to get so lucky again tonight," proclaimed Lisa as she pointed to a necklace she was wearing. "He bought this for me today in a jewelry store on Champs-Elysees! It's the only thing I'll be wearing to bed tonight!"
There was silence as the men stared at Lisa. "Okay, that's enough!" stated Paula. "You guys are like vultures looking at road kill. I'd suggest that you don't make statements like that, Lisa. Men are very visual and you just planted a vision in their heads that won't soon go away."
"I'll be erasing it from Chip's little brain, if not from his little head, as soon as we get to our room," declared Kate. "He won't remember anything but this cowgirl..."
"Okay, Kate!" interrupted Chip. "Let's talk about something else since we have your mother and father here with us. We don't get to see them that often. How are you enjoying Paris, Mrs. Anderson?"
"A minute ago, I thought I was having a great time here, but Kate's made me wonder. Cowgirl?" asked Paula as Kate finally blushed a little. "To think that Ted keeps insisting on 'reverse cowgirl' all of the time!"
"Mom!" gasped her daughters in unison, while Ted, along with the rest of the group, broke into gales of laughter.
The next morning was the day of the funeral service. At first, it was thought that there would be two services because of the number of deaths and the difficulty in identifying some of the bodies. But with all of the children's' DNA's on record, identification was quickly accomplished.
There were numerous world leaders attending and the French government was concerned about their safety. The terrorists had been identified as a small cell of about ten, but none of them had been apprehended thus far. Jordan, Charlie, Gwen, and Steve were joined by Senator Chatham for a working breakfast.
"There are more than a few pissed off politicians here in Paris today," began Chatham. "They complained bitterly about a freshman Congresswoman, a Navy Lieutenant, and a couple of singers representing President Hanson. He decided on you for several reasons. The number one reason is sitting next to you, Gwen. Steve is known to be certain death on terrorists and that means a lot to a city suffering from a horrendous terrorist act. Secondly, you're loved all around the world, and no where more than here in France. Then there's the fact that you have no party affiliation, so this can't be considered a political move. Finally, Jordan and Charlie are extremely popular here, especially their music. It all adds up to a no brainer for Hanson.
"You'll be asked to speak and I suggest that Steve do most of it since he's fluent in French and that's huge to the people in this country. Don't be controversial and don't promise anything from the U.S. Just be sympathetic. I don't have to tell you what to say. I've never seen anyone that can say the right thing at the right time the way all of you do."
"Are we expected to smile and be all warm and friendly with the politicians that have been bashing Gwen so badly?" asked Jordan. "Personally, I don't think we need them, or their approval. Gwen and Steve are at the top, and the rest of them are just playing catch-up, and not doing a very good job."
"You're right, but when you represent President Hanson and the U.S., you have to always be patient and courteous to everyone, regardless of what they really deserve. Please be kind, and always be civil in public."
"I think we understand what you're saying and we'll do our best," promised Gwen. "This is for President Hanson and the U.S. and the people of France, and not for any sleazy politicians. We promised Michelle we'd meet her there well before the services, so we could discuss the plans for today and tonight. Would you care to join us, Senator?"
"Absolutely!" replied Senator Chatham. "I want to see you young people work your magic in person. You make news wherever you go. Just tagging along with you is good for my image," admitted Chatham. "Let's go!"
The group arrived several hours before the services were going to be held. Afterward, they were going to join in a procession from the bombed orphanage to the church to commemorate the lost and injured children and to show unity. Within half an hour of their arrival, news crews began showing up. Steve and his friends stood around speaking with Michelle, her father, and civic leaders. A dozen policemen patrolled the area, which served to remind everyone that the terrorists had not yet been apprehended. People were chatting in small groups and in low voices when they heard several loud reports.
The streets had been blocked off for the procession to the church, so everyone was surprised to see an automobile turn the corner a block away and drive away from them for a short distance. Then it stopped and began backing rapidly their way!
"Everyone, get down!" ordered Steve as he moved in front of the gathering to face the car backing toward them. The automobile stopped about fifty feet from Steve. A man suddenly appeared through the sun roof and threw something at the group. The driver then gunned the engine and peeled rubber as he sped away.
Steve immediately recognized the danger that they all faced. The man had thrown a grenade at them! Steve knew that there would be an explosion within seconds, and the carnage would be extensive. He instinctively moved to his right and snatched the missile in mid-flight.
Gwen, along with many others, watched in stunned silence as Steve made the catch. Then he immediately stepped forward and rifled the object back in the direction of the car. Gwen was certain that he threw it so hard that it would land well in front of the speeding automobile, even as it accelerated up the street.
Because Steve threw it hard and on a low trajectory, it was only airborne for a couple of seconds. Many of the observers gasped as they saw the small object somehow drop through the open sunroof of the speeding car!
A second later, everyone was knocked backward by a powerful concussion as the car exploded before their eyes. Debris flew high into the air before settling harmlessly in the street and on the deserted sidewalk. Smoke began billowing from the shell of the automobile as gendarmes raced around the same corner the car had so recently turned. They had guns drawn, but slowed to a walk as they surveyed the charred metal that had been an automobile only a few seconds earlier.
Several officers continued on to consult the officers that had been patrolling the area. There was a quick exchange before one of the gendarmes approached Steve and shook his hand before questioning him about the encounter. Steve and the officer walked away from the group as he described his actions. He also asked the officer about the apparent gun shots that sounded shortly before the car appeared.
A few minutes, Steve returned to his friends. "There were four men in that car. They shot the two policemen that were charged with keeping the street closed, but both are expected to live. The guys that were in the car are scattered all to hell and gone. They might have had other explosives with them because that was quite a blast for one grenade to make."
By the time Steve finished his synopsis to his friends; several reporters were in front of him, asking questions. Steve patiently responded to every question, responding in French when the reporters asked in French and in English to the English speaking reporters.
"Your young man certainly came through for us," praised Senator Chatham as she wiped the perspiration from her brow. "That was some fast thinking. The rest of us were frozen in place, but he knew exactly what to do, and how to do it. I still can't believe he managed to drop the grenade inside that car when it was going so fast, and was so far away!"
"He's an extremely fast thinker," agreed Gwen with obvious pride. "His instincts take over in times of danger. He's a great athlete, and with U.S. Navy SEAL training, he's honed his skills even more. He's a wonderfully gentle man most of the time, but he's hell on terrorists. That's for sure!"
It was decided that the original schedule for the service would be followed, in spite of the failed attack. Many of the people in French law enforcement felt it would even be beneficial if the news showed the burned out husk of the car as a deterrent to future attacks. Near the end of the memorial, Jordan and Charlie were asked to speak. Jordan spoke for them both.
"Charlie and I are proud to be here to help represent the President of the United States at this most somber of occasions. We share your grief, and your anger. Children are precious, as is all human life. We pray that these children finally find the love and peace they sought all of their lives, and which they so richly deserve.
"Tonight, the people of Paris and the world are invited to join us as we celebrate the lives of these children that were taken from this world far too soon. We ask that you remember what happened here and consider ways to improve the world so that it never happens again. This evening, we dedicate our performance to the children of the world. May they enjoy a life without famine, war, disease, or intolerance!"
It was obvious that the crowd wanted to applaud Jordan, but the somber attitude of the occasion muted the reaction from the audience. Most watchers simply nodded and wiped tears from their eyes.
"I'm always impressed by how well Jordan speaks and how meaningful and insightful her speeches are," remarked Gwen to Steve as they prepared to be introduced.
Everyone in the crowd knew the actions Steve had taken earlier and was excited to hear him speak. When he and Gwen were introduced, those in attendance struggled to control their enthusiasm.
"Thank you!" began Gwen, before gesturing toward Steve. "He's amazing, isn't he? We didn't come here to praise Steve, but rather to say our farewells to these precious souls that were taken so violently from us. We feel your loss. We all lost something the day these children died, as we all lose every time senseless acts of violence are committed.
"We, all of us citizens of the world, need to strive to eliminate the causes for these unspeakable crimes against humanity. We need to end hunger and disease, educate the intolerant, and help the least among us to prosper. Of course, if that were easy, it would already have been done.
"People need food. We can provide it short term, but for the long term, we have to find ways to raise it everywhere that people live. We need to provide vaccines and health care to the less fortunate, especially children. We have to educate people, not so they think the same as us, but so they learn to determine their own destinies. All people want these things for their children and loved ones. All people deserve the opportunity to be safe and happy. All of us need to do our part. We have to remove the causes of terrorism, and help the less fortunate. This is our challenge. The people of the world must determine their response."
The crowd had been very quiet as Gwen spoke. As she finished, they were once again nodding agreement. Then Steve stepped in front of the microphone and spoke in fluent French. His speech was short and very much to the point.
"We were asked by our President to represent him here today. We were asked to convey his deepest sympathy for these innocents that were taken from us. While the U.S. does believe that we must all work together to end intolerance, we also pledge that we will never yield to terrorism, nor will we allow it to go unpunished. We will do all we can to improve the lot of people around the world, but we will also pursue justice for these cowardly, despicable acts against innocent victims. That's our pledge to you!"
The French President spoke next. When he concluded his short speech the mourners lined up about twenty across for the slow procession to the church. It was intended to be a sign of unity and determination by leaders from around the world. Steve found himself in the front line, to the right of the wife of President Marchant of France, and left of the Chancellor of Germany. He was able to converse with both ladies as they walked, thus allowing him interesting discussions with both women as they proceeded to the funeral.
Gwen was delighted to find herself walking between President Marchant and the British Prime Minister, while Jordan was on the other side of the British Prime Minister with the Italian Prime Minister to her left. Charlie was also in the front line between the wives of the Prime Ministers of Italy and England.
The procession moved slowly and took over an hour to reach the church. As they walked, thousands of people watched from behind barriers. Cameras and phones were in constant use. Seldom would the general public have the opportunity to see so many famous figures in one place.
Gwen, Jordan, Charlie and Steve were seated near the front for the funeral services. Steve chuckled to himself when he saw the rest of the American delegation sitting near the back of the huge church. After the service, Senator Chatham confirmed what Steve had suspected.
"There are some very pissed off American politicians in Paris today. They wouldn't even speak to me since you're my attaché, although it feels more and more like I'm your assistant," whispered Senator Chatham as she and Steve met up after the service. "I'm staying at your hotel again tonight and I'll be watching your concert from the rooftop of a business on the Champs-Elysees. The French are expecting a huge turnout this evening, so bring your A-game."
It was a little before seven PM, Paris time when the foursome stepped into the elevator to ride to the top of the French national monument. Their volunteer band had gone up an hour earlier to be certain their instruments and equipment were in place and properly set up.
Gwen was wearing a short red dress that also displayed a fair amount of cleavage as it clung to her body. Steve and Charlie wore tight shirts and jeans while Jordan was dressed in a dark blue, low cut dress with spaghetti straps. As he rode to the top, Steve wondered if the material of the dress would be able to contain her ample breasts.
Once out of the elevator, the foursome climbed the makeshift steps to the large round platform sitting in the center of the monument's roof. Four cameramen were seated on crane-like devises that could each move left and right in a thirty degree arc. The four cameras would be able to broadcast the faces, or at least the profiles of the singers, regardless of which direction they faced. All four performers had been instructed to keep moving and to face in all directions as equally as possible since fans were crowded out from the Arc de Triomphe in every direction.
Once on the stage, Gwen felt her knees grow weak for a few seconds. All of Paris was aglow. The Eiffel Tower was clearly visible and appeared surprisingly close. Then she lowered her eyes to the crowd below. She slowly turned as she looked over the sea of humanity. In every direction, on every avenue, people were standing as far as her eyes could see!
"My God!" gasped the usually imperturbable Jordan. "Look at all of the people! This is huge!"
Steve felt some jitters as he passed out the wireless microphones to his friends. He forced himself to take deep breaths as he mentally prepared himself for the introduction, which fell on him since he spoke French.
The Jumbotrons showed his dazzling smile in detail before switching to Gwen's beautiful face. Next Jordan and Charlie were seen as they walked with Steve and Gwen to the center of the circular platform.
"Hello, Paris! We're here to entertain you, but more importantly, we're here tonight to remember the children that lost their lives in an horrendous act of terrorism. We celebrate their lives, and mourn their passing. Let's please have a moment of silence for those beautiful children," requested Steve before bowing his head for a short time.
"We'd like to start the evening with a couple of songs dedicated to those children that survived the attack. Know that this city, this country, and the entire world love you and want nothing but the best for all of you."
Steve was joined by his friends as they once again performed 'Bridge Over Troubled Water', with Jordan and Gwen singing in perfect harmony as Steve and Charlie backed them. The crowd was obviously emotional as faces of people in the crowd were flashed on the huge screens from time to time. Once the applause died down for that song, the two couples joined to sing 'Let It Be' which Steve and Gwen had also sung at the memorial service for their friends that were killed in the attack in Sparta years earlier. Hundreds of thousands of voices joined theirs in the refrain. Once again, tears flowed on every avenue.
Then the stage went dark for a minute or so, before the driving drum beat told the crowd that the show was set to begin. Although they now had numerous hit records, the four friends knew that people expected and wanted 'We Will Rock You' to open the show. It had become their much anticipated opening number over the years.
Gwen sang lead, but with no instruments to play, Jordan, Charlie, and Steve participated more in backing Gwen.
Jordan then delivered one of her early hits. France had a surprising appreciation of country music and Jordan delivered them as well as anyone. The crowd loved it. The friends took turns with their personal hits and concert favorites. They made a conscious effort to keep moving on the platform so they faced all of the fans at various points in the performance.
Early in the show, Steve and Charlie picked up guitars and performed 'Bad Moon Rising' as the full moon appeared above the skyline. Once they finished, Jordan came forward to perform one of her biggest hits, 'Stand By Me'. The Jumbotrons showed her singing with the moon directly behind her. When the applause died down, Charlie sang Van Morrison's 'Moon Dance' with Jordan backing him. Steve and Gwen performed a very lively dance as their friends sang. Many of the thousands watching began dancing as well.
The applause was long and loud as the audience showed its approval of the singing and the dancing. Then Steve and Gwen came forward to join in singing 'Moon River' with the cameras moving to show the full moon behind the couple in the foreground as they sang. Once again the huge crowd demonstrated its appreciation at the end of the song. They seldom heard Gwen and Steve harmonize on a song, and they had just done so beautifully.



The audience responded enthusiastically to the music. Many people sang along or danced in the streets from that point forward. Near the end of the evening, Steve and Gwen performed their special dance. The song was 'The Time of My Life'. Gwen and Steve sang as they reproduced the dance from the movie 'Dirty Dancing'. They had to change a few of the steps because of the restrictions of their location, but the crowd reacted loudly as soon as they realized what song they were performing.
Steve and Gwen were shown on every big screen in the city as they 'dirty danced' with the backdrop of Paris shining brightly with the huge moon overhead. It was obvious that they had to be in excellent shape to be able to sing while engaged in such a vigorous dance. Excitement built as everyone anticipated the moment when Gwen would run and jump as Steve lifted her high above his head. He held her there as he slowly turned in a full circle so that Gwen briefly faced every point of the compass. The cameras moved in their limited arcs, capturing the couple smiling broadly as the Eiffel Tower shone beautifully in the background. Finally, Steve slowly lowered Gwen so her remarkable chest was in his face for a few seconds before she was lowered enough to wrap her arms around his neck. Then she kissed him long and hard as crowd's cheers and whistles echoed across the city.
Although the evening had begun to cool down by the time the show concluded at midnight, the four friends were sweaty and exhausted. Before leaving, they took the time to thank the musicians personally for their excellent play.
"Thanks for introducing us during the show," gushed the pretty female saxophonist. "Playing Paris with you guys in front of millions of fans was the coolest thing I've ever done. I'll never be able to top that, no matter what I do. I just hope that people remember our names and we get some jobs out of this, but even if we don't, I had the time of my life!
"By the way, that dance was the most incredible single performance I've ever seen! I watched the monitors when I wasn't playing and you two looked and sounded incredible! When you held Gwen over your head with the Eiffel Tower and the full moon shining in the background, I felt like crying, it was so beautiful!"
By the time they returned to the hotel, it was almost one AM. Steve was surprised to see so many people still up and enjoying themselves in the hotel's restaurant and bars. As they walked to their reserved table, patrons and staff began clapping vigorously for them. They were joined by their family and friends when they took their seats.
"I really doubt that you guys have any idea what you did tonight," began Stephanie. "That show was huge! Almost half of all the TV's in Europe were tuned to you! It's going to be broadcast in an hour back on the east coast and central U.S. and a couple hours later on the west coast. Some of the reviews on the internet are calling it the best concert of all time. Everyone agrees that your 'dirty dancing' was perfect, and super sexy! They absolutely loved it here, and everywhere else."
"I spoke with President Hanson a short while ago," interjected Senator Chatham. "Once again, you young people made him look very good. He watched most of the concert, as well as your speeches at the orphanage, and was delighted. He told me that he had received a personal call from President Marchant expressing his appreciation for sending you.
"Hanson was even chuckling about how pissed off many members of Congress were, from both parties! He's not apologizing to anyone. He told me that they can't argue with the results. Who did the French people want to see and hear? Not American politicians, that's for sure!"
"Michelle has friends that own a building on Avenue Victor Hugo, so we were able to watch from the rooftop of that building," interjected Lisa. "Theresa got to see her Aunts Jordan and Gwen, along with Uncles Charlie and Steve give the concert of the century! We could feel the energy of the crowd. Michelle told us that they estimated way over a million people watched it live and who knows how many millions on TV! When you two did that second dance, I almost wet myself. I was so nervous and excited for you, but it was perfect. Diane's really going to be proud of her star pupils."
"I've got to admit it. I was impressed," revealed Chip as he slapped Steve on the back. "Did you tell everyone that I taught you that grenade trick you used earlier in the day? You would've been blown all to hell if I hadn't prepared you for it!"
"You taught me to not trust you!" insisted Steve with a grin before explaining to everyone what Chip had meant. "I was sitting on my bunk one day when this grenade dropped through an open window and rolled to a stop by my feet. I was pretty worried. All I could think of was to grab it and throw it back out the window."
"That was about the time I decided to take a peak in and see how Steve was reacting to the grenade. Just as I peeked over the window sill, the damn grenade smacked me right in the forehead and bounced back into the room. It almost knocked me out!" admitted Chip as he remembered the incident and rubbed his head just thinking about it.
"What happened to the grenade?" asked Kate. "Obviously you two weren't blown up. How did you survive it?"
"The dummy used a dummy grenade. After that fiasco, we'd play 'hot potato' with it every now and then, tossing it around until someone dropped it and then they were 'blown up'. It evolved into a game where we had to toss it into a basket to be safe. We eventually put the basket in a cart and started it rolling down a hill and we'd have to toss it in while the basket was moving."
"Toward the end, we were throwing it into moving vehicles from fifty or more feet," added Chip. "It shows how bored we were at times. Steve could put the damn thing into a jeep doing fifty miles an hour from a couple hundred feet away. I think it was all the football training he had."
"So that wasn't blind luck today, like you told the reporters?" quizzed Jordan. "It was something you'd actually practiced before?"
"It was mostly luck," replied Steve. "That car was going pretty fast and the sunroof wasn't much of a target."
"But you were trying to throw it into the car, weren't you?" persisted Jordan. "I thought it was an amazing coincidence, but it was deliberate, and it was perfect!"
"Every now and then, I'm reminded that men are just big boys," observed Paula, shaking her head after listening to Chip and Steve recount their grenade play.
"Yeah, and 'big' is the operative word with my boy," added Gwen. "We're flying back to Washington in the morning, so I think we need to eat and get to bed. I have to thank this guy properly for not dropping me off the roof tonight."
"You should apologize for almost poking his eyes out when he lowered you," insisted Kate. "I was worried you'd blind him, or possibly suffocate him with those girls of yours."
"Really? Does that look like a face that's been abused by breasts?" asked Gwen as she ran her hand over Steve's cheek.
"Now that you mention it, I think I see where a nipple was dragged across his lip," quipped Kate as she pretended to examine Steve's face.
"I doubt you see that, ... Yet. But check him in an hour if you think he looks bad now. His face will be all scarred up with nipple marks," promised Gwen as she clutched Steve's arm.
"Once again, I find it necessary to caution one of my daughters about the visual she's creating. Look at these men sitting here all quiet and misty eyed. Each one of them has a vision of poor Steve taking that abuse," pointed out Paula. "You can guess what's going through their minds."
"Let's hurry and eat so we can go to bed!" insisted Charlie to a grinning Jordan.
"We ate earlier," stated Jason to Lisa. "Let's give Theresa to your mom and get upstairs!"
"Come on, Kate!" demanded Chip as he tugged on Kate's hand. "It's past our bed time!"
"Becky and I are exhausted, so we'll turn in now," managed Pete with a nearly straight face.
"Stephanie, why don't you watch Theresa for Lisa and Jason? Paula's pretty tired and needs her rest," added Ted as he flashed a wicked grin.
"Not you, too!" groaned Stephanie. "I've got to get a boyfriend!"
"Tell me about it," commiserated Ashley as everyone laughed long and hard.
The Red Lady set down in Washington just before noon on Wednesday. Gwen planned on going to her office on Capitol Hill before flying back to Stanford the following day. By the time they passed through customs and made their back to the hotel to change and freshen up, a horde of reporters was waiting for them in the lobby.
At the request of management, Steve and Gwen asked the reporters to adjourn to a meeting room supplied by the hotel. Once there, the couple spent an hour responding to questions. They were asked about the river rescue, the new movie's success, the funerals in France, as well as the tremendously successful concert. Steve had to answer numerous questions about how he so quickly thwarted the terrorist with the grenade. That evening news on the networks devoted most of their time to the events of the past few days and the major roles that Gwen and Steve had played in them. American politicians, including President Hanson, were hardly mentioned and never shown.
Amber Stahl called Gwen and asked if she and Steve would consent to a sit down interview that evening to be broadcast live in prime time, and they agreed. The couple responded thoughtfully to every question posed by Amber and made no attempt to duck or avoid a single issue. Amber posed what she felt might be a difficult question near the end of the interview.
"Gwen, you and Steve performed before a million plus fans in Paris last night. You not only sang, but you also danced a couple of times. Critics say that you used this tragedy to promote your company, your movies, and your music. How do you respond to that?"
"It's a 'catch 22' situation for us. Jordan, Charlie, Steve, and I were asked to perform, mostly because we're so well known. By agreeing to donate our time and talent, we raised millions of dollars for the orphanage that was attacked. We asked for no compensation. Not now, nor in the form of residuals in the future. We gave our time freely and quite willingly.
"By so doing, it appears that we became even more famous, and more popular than we were before the concert. How could we prevent that from happening, if for some reason, that was our desire? Give a bad show? Do something foolish? What would our critics have us do? Lady in Red exists to help people all over the world. It's a privately owned company, but we're doing our best to give help where it's needed, anywhere in the country and the world. Obviously, we're limited by time, distance, knowledge, and funds, but we're honestly doing our best.
"We do make movies and music to provide income for the company, and also because we love doing it. If we do a good deed, it gives us positive press and we make more money, which we intend to spend where we feel it'll do the most good. Steve has done some very courageous and heroic actions, but never to gain praise, or press. He's a very special and extremely competent man, and people all over the world respond to him. Jordan and Charlie are incredible talents, extremely attractive, and have tremendous charisma. I somehow managed to pique Steve's interest years ago, and he's carried me along with him on this incredible journey.
"To sum it up, Jordan, Charlie, Steve, and I will continue to conduct ourselves with honor and pride, help those we can, and apologize to no one for our success and good fortune. This is America and we're living the American dream!"
That evening, the entire extended family spent a very pleasant last dinner together before everyone had to return to their regular lives. Perhaps because she knew she wouldn't be seeing Steve for awhile, Gwen was extremely passionate and demanding in bed that night. Steve responded with heat of his own and when the couple finally fell asleep, they were totally exhausted, but sated.
Gwen returned to Stanford the following day, while Ashley, with Becky's assistance, managed the Washington office while keeping Gwen very well informed. Members of Congress began drifting toward one of two schools of thought. Many were openly supportive of Gwen and her actions, while others missed no opportunity to point out any shortcomings, real or imagined that Gwen might have. Almost no one in Washington was neutral on the subject of Gwen Anderson.
When Steve, Kate, Becky, Naomi, Chip, and Pete got together for dinner Tuesday evening of the following week, Steve asked about Ashley's whereabouts.
"Don't worry," replied Becky. "She's fine, and she's bringing company. In fact, here she is now."
Ashley approached the table with a small blonde girl. She placed an extra cushion on a chair, lifted the girl into her seat, and then sat next to her.
"Hey, Ingrid! Are you having dinner with us tonight?" asked Steve as he smiled to the small girl. "You look very nice tonight. Is that a new dress?"
"Yep, Miss Ashley gave it to me," beamed the child. "She's been helping my father with his new job. I'm staying with Miss Ashley tonight!"
"I should have mentioned that I was bringing Ingrid. Is it okay with everybody?" asked a somewhat nervous Ashley.
"You're really hitting it off with this beautiful little girl," observed Kate. "We love her and wouldn't dream of complaining about her coming to dinner. Can we assume that you're getting along okay with her father?"
Ashley blushed as she responded. "I've been helping him get set up. We found a two bedroom apartment for him and Ingrid. He's busy getting some furniture for it tonight. That's why Ingrid's staying with me. We're having a sleep over!"
"Sis, is it just Ingrid that's sleeping over?" asked Becky with a straight face.
"Yes! I know that I'm kind of pathetic. It's pretty obvious that I'm a little taken with Ingrid's dad. I'm so afraid of screwing up again, but he seems like a really good man. What do you think, Steve?"
"I lost any right to advise you after that disaster with the fake Mark Neary. You're a smart, capable woman and will make the right decision. What I will do is let you know if any concerns or objections crop up," promised Steve.
"Okay, but I don't blame you for what happened with Mark. You're still the one I depend on, and that won't change," replied Ashley. "I really enjoy Ingrid. That's a good thing, don't you think?
"Ashley, it's a very good thing," assured Naomi. "She's a little doll and you're lucky to spend time with her. She's a treasure.
"Not to change the subject, but I just found out a couple days ago that I'm going to Hungary, too. Being an attaché has its advantages. I'm going to pack tonight so I can sleep well tomorrow night and be ready to take off early the next morning. I've never been to Hungary!"
"Neither have I, but I've heard some great stuff about it," replied Steve. "The food is supposed to be extremely good. The Danube is amazing and the government's fairly progressive. I'm told that Budapest is especially beautiful at night. Maybe we can get together and do some sightseeing while we're there."
"Mr. Hammer, are you asking me for a date?" teased Naomi.
"Well, yes I am," grinned Steve. "I would be honored if you'd accompany me on a tour of Budapest when we have some time off."
"Allow me to consult my calendar, as well as my boyfriend," responded Naomi as she blinked her eyes in an exaggerated gesture. "He should be available to take my call right now."
Even as she spoke, Naomi was scrolling through her contacts. "Hey, Jared? You know that I'm scheduled to go to Budapest? A handsome SEAL just asked me on a date. He wants me to do some sightseeing with him, but I think he may try to ply me with liquor and have his way with me. He looks like the type. Yes, he's the one with the girlfriend with the big ass and small boobs. You think so? Wouldn't that ruin him for his girlfriend? You know better than anyone that once a man spends time with me, he'd never be satisfied with any other woman. Okay, if you're certain. I promise I'll tell you everything, and then I'll show you everything when I see you next. Bye, Lover!"
"He's disturbingly fine with it," admitted Naomi. "I just have to tell him all about what we do and then show him exactly what we did the next time we're together. You'd better give me something to work with! Now, for one more call.
"Hello, Gwen? I'm going to Budapest and your boyfriend's already hitting on me. It's pretty obvious what he wants. He's already asked me to go sightseeing with him, but we both know he'll try to lure me back to his room. I just want you to know about it so you won't think we're running around behind your back. Jared knows and he's fine with it. He did say something about 'fair play' and 'sauce for the goose', so that may mean that he'd expect some sort of pay back.
"You're way too willing! I don't think I want your big butt anywhere near my boyfriend. Forget the whole thing! Steve will have to go without, at least from me, and I'll make sure he doesn't try for any strange. I don't want him having fun without me," pointed out Naomi as she disconnected.
"I'm afraid that Gwen and Jared have some sort of agreement," stated Naomi as she made an effort to look worried. "If you get lucky with me, they think it would be a green light for them to perform various acts against nature, which have been outlawed in most civilized nations. We can go sightseeing, but I'm afraid you won't be able to sample the goodies. That's why the sneaky guy wanted me to tell him everything! He was planning on doing the same thing with your girl. What a weasel! What do you call a guy like that?"
"Normal? Opportunistic? Funny? A dreamer?" rattled off Steve as Naomi laughed.
A couple of days later, Steve and Naomi landed in Budapest. They attended meetings with their respective senators during the day, but were free in the evenings. They enjoyed a casual dinner in the 'Buda' half of the city the first night.
"That was delicious!" exclaimed Naomi. "The Creme Brulee was fantastic. This was a great idea."
"Let's go dancing now. Then tomorrow, for our second date, I'm going to take you on a dinner cruise on The Danube," promised Steve as he paid for the dinner. "I already made the reservations for tomorrow night."
"If I didn't know better, I'd think you were trying to get into my little panties," responded Naomi as she took Steve's arm. "You're a very good boyfriend. Did Gwen train you, or did you know all of this before you met her?"
"Gwen gets most of the credit for any social graces I may have, although my mother did her best to teach me the basics before she died," admitted Steve. "Being with a beautiful lady like you brings out the romantic in me."
"I know Gwen didn't teach you those smooth lines that you use all of the time," retorted Naomi. "I can't wait to have every dance with you tonight. You'd better try to slide your hand down on my ass now and then. I'd be insulted if you didn't."
"I certainly wouldn't want to hurt your feelings," grinned Steve as he patted Naomi's round ass a couple times as they headed back to their hotel lounge.
A short time later, Steve and Naomi joined others on the crowded dance floor. "I have to get some pictures for Mom. She'll probably be disappointed if I don't seduce you. My own mother thinks I should take you for a spin at least once before we both get married to someone else. What kind of mom would even suggest such a thing?"
"My kind? Or was that a trick question?" asked Steve as he pulled Naomi a little closer. "Your mom's one of my favorite people. She was always really good to me when I knew her in Cuba."



'Yeah? Well, she'd be even better to you now if she gets the chance," warned Naomi. "Middle age seems to be making her more sexual for some reason. Jared and I discuss you all of the time. He feels that meeting you in high school really helped him in his career path. He saw what a good guy you were, yet you never took any crap from anyone. When he took those bullets intended for Gwen, he was thinking about how you'd react if you had been there.
"Being friends with you and your entire group has been one of the highlights of my life. I have a great boyfriend and some great guys that are friends. You have no idea how nice it is to be able to do things, like dance with you, knowing that I don't have to keep pushing you away, or resist your advances. Is that your hand on my ass?
"I'm proud of Jared and how the other women in our group like and respect him. He's been naked in hot tubs a few times with Gwen and some of the other girls and they aren't uncomfortable about it. We feel like friends and not just 'black friends'. You and Gwen and the others really don't seem to care about race at all. I wish the whole world worked that way."
"I learned to respect Jared when we played football together," revealed Steve. "He worked hard and treated all of the guys good, even though he was the toughest guy on the team. When he saved Gwen's life, he became my brother. I'll do anything I can to help him any way I can, and I feel he'll do the same for me. All sound relationships have to be built on trust. Men have to be able to trust each other in order to be true friends. I think the world of you, but I would never betray Gwen or Jared, or my own principles. You're the same way and we both know it. You're a beautiful woman that values honor and trust. That's why I like you so much."
"And all this time I thought it was my good looks, big boobs, and tiny ass," replied Naomi with a laugh.
"Those attributes have not gone unnoticed, I assure you," responded Steve as he made a production of leering at Naomi's cleavage.
"Lieutenant Hammer, are you trying to seduce my attaché?" asked Senator Elizabeth Mason as she danced close to the couple.
"Senator, all he has to do is ask, or even whistle," replied Naomi quickly. "You know how to whistle, don't you, Steve? Just put your lips together and blow?"
"I'm tempted to show you how well I whistle," threatened Steve, but with a smile. "And I won't be whistling Dixie, that's for sure."
Steve and Naomi were asked to Join Senator Mason and her husband at their table. They had only been seated a few minutes when Steve was approached by a man in a suit.
"Sir, I apologize for disturbing you, but I feel I would be remiss if I did not take a chance here tonight. Many of the patrons have asked if you were going to sing with our little band this evening. The hotel, as well as our clientele, would be most appreciative. I understand if you choose not to perform, but if I didn't ask, I would forever wonder what might have been," stated the man as he waited for Steve to respond.
"If you ladies would excuse me, I'd like to try it. That 'little band' is quite good and it sounds like fun. Do you mind, Naomi?" asked Steve.
"Mind? My date for the night wants to serenade me, along with a hundred other people, and I should complain? I can't wait to hear how you do with the older songs they're playing."
Steve was greeted warmly by the five piece band when he stepped onto the small stage they occupied. One of the members spoke very good English.
"We all watched that performance from Paris. It was incredible. We really don't play rock and roll, if that's a problem."
"No problem," assured Steve. "Just give the music with the lyrics and we'll see what we can do."
Steve spent five minutes lining up the songs they agreed on and then he stepped up to the microphone standing on the stage. "We're going to do our best to entertain everyone. Please be patience since we just met and obviously never practiced any of this. We'll start with 'Summer Wind' and go from there."
The band played the intro for several seconds before Steve began to sing. He managed to get as far as the phrase 'from across the sea' before the room broke into serious applause. He stopped singing and the band played in circles for a few minutes before it quieted down. Then Steve picked up where he left off. He was smiling broadly as he acknowledged the crowd's appreciation with a wave of his hand as he continued to sing.
When the song ended, Steve was surprised at the enthusiasm of the crowd. He had little time to consider it as the band started another Sinatra song, 'When I was Seventeen'. Steve had grown up listening to and singing along with Sinatra. His mother had been a huge fan and she passed the appreciation on to her son.
He sang for a full hour, mostly performing songs from The Great American Songbook. Steve had a great time singing with the surprisingly talented musicians. 'Mack the Knife' was also extremely well received. A full hour later, Steve ended his stint with another Sinatra favorite, 'My Way'. He was surprised when the couples stopped and simply stood on the dance floor listening to him sing. Many of the women had tears in their eyes when he finished!
After a thunderous ovation, Steve thanked the band and the audience before returning to sit next to Naomi at Senator Mason's table. He was surprised to see Naomi's eyes were misty and Senator Mason was wiping tears from her cheeks.
"I had no idea you could sing so well!" blurted Senator Chatham as she sat down in an empty chair near Steve. "I knew you were good with rock and roll and some ballads, but that was incredible. I'm no marketing whiz, but I'd suggest that you record more songs like that. I know I'd pay for them."
"I streamed your performance to Gwen and Stephanie with my IPad," revealed Naomi. "Gwen had Stephanie instruct the people that run your web sites to stream it live over the internet for free. There were over five million viewers by the time you wrapped it up! People can now download it off your site and watch it any time they want.
"That was some great singing. Dad always talked about Sinatra, Nat King Cole, Ray Charles, and a few others. He said that singers today couldn't hold a candle to the singers from back when. I texted him and suggested that he check out your performance this evening. Mom wrote back and said you're the best singer she's ever heard, and that if I don't jump your bones, she will!"
"I see," replied Steve as he pretended to be deep in thought. "Suppose you jump my bones, but don't tell your mom? Then she'll feel compelled to do it when we get back to Sparta."
"What is it with you guys and our mothers?" demanded Naomi. "Most guys would be happy having me, but you're trying to bed me, and my mother. I'd complain to Gwen, but she already knows how you are. How all of you guys are. How come you're all so attracted to cougars?"
"Excuse me? Did I understand you correctly?" asked Senator Mason, flashing an wicked grin. "Steve is one of those young men that falls prey to cougars? That's useful information."
"We're going to cut our stay here short," interrupted Senator Chatham. "We'll be leaving for Kiev the day after tomorrow. Tensions are rising between Russian and Ukraine governments. Secretary Rosen will meet us there. You know he's announced that he's resigning at the end of the month. It's no secret that he plans on campaigning for the presidency.
"Our entire delegation will be going, but President Hanson and Secretary Rosen made it quite clear that you're the person they want on the ground, Steve. You've cultivated a very good relationship with both governments and Rosen will be leaning on you to help forge some sort of agreement. He's done a total about face from when you first met him in Russia. Remember how livid he was? Rumor in the halls of Congress had it at the time that he besmirched Gwen's good name, and you called him on it in front of everyone at that summit. Now he's asking you to attend. He's trying to be more presidential, and if he defuses this powder keg, he'll use that success when he campaigns."
"So 'my date' for the evening not only sings and dances, but solves world crises, too?" teased Naomi. "You're going to get so lucky tonight!"
"Miss Wilson, I hope that I don't have to point out the code of conduct that we insist our people follow," warned Senator Mason.
"Not really, Senator," complained Naomi. "Steve has an even higher moral code than the Navy, so it's not an issue. I couldn't get him into my bed, even if I tried. That's what makes the trying so much fun. If any of us girls, other than Gwen, tease or flirt with him, he's a perfect gentleman. He's like one of the guards at Buckingham Palace."
"Are you saying that a beautiful woman like you can't even get a reaction of him?" asked an incredulous Senator Mason.
"Oh, there's a reaction alright!" laughed Naomi. "It's a rather big reaction, really. He just doesn't let it control him. He has great discipline."
"I'm sitting next to you and can hear every word you're saying," pointed out Steve. "Proper protocol requires that you only talk about me when I'm not around. It seems like everyone keeps forgetting that."
It was an interesting time in Budapest. The following morning the city newspaper had an article about Steve singing at the local hotel. There were two photos in the paper. One featured Naomi and Steve dancing, while the other showed him singing with the band. The next afternoon, Naomi learned that she had been nominated for an Academy Award for best supporting actress for her role in 'Diana', while Gwen had received one for best actress. As expected, Jordan and Charlie were nominated for best original score and best original song.
Steve went on Skype with Gwen. She had to study for an exam, but they managed ten minutes of personal time. Steve discovered that Gwen took the nomination in stride. She was proud of the nomination, but insisted that she'd trade it all for good marks and better comprehension of her difficult courses. Steve knew that both Gwen and Charlotte were extremely bright, yet they worked very long hours to keep up with their studies. It was very obvious to Steve that med school required extreme dedication, discipline, and hard work.
The delegation landed in Kiev the next day. Steve and Naomi accompanied the senators to a briefing of the situation by Secretary Rosen. They were warmly greeted by Rosen when they entered the room.
"It's good to see you Steve. It's always a pleasure, Lieutenant Wilson," smiled Rosen. "I've taken the liberty to tell the Russian and Ukraine governments that you would be attending our discussions tomorrow and they were both pleased. I'm not making the same mistake I made last time we discussed this situation. Will Lieutenant Wilson be attending with you, Steve?"
Steve instantly picked up on the effort of the Secretary to be respectful and conciliatory. "Sir, we would greatly appreciate that consideration. Lieutenant Wilson is extremely well versed on this part of the world. She has a thorough understanding of the history, politics and geography of Eastern Europe. I would be better able to assist you if she were present to help guide me."
"Really?" asked a mildly surprised Rosen. "That's high praise, especially coming from someone as informed as you are. You surround yourself with unusually talented and intelligent people. I look forward to your input in the upcoming discussions."
Senators Chatham and Mason had known that Steve's presence was requested by the Secretary, but other members of the delegation were surprised at the high regard the two Navy Lieutenants were awarded.
"Secretary Rosen! You have members of Congress here today that have been in office over twenty years. You're not suggesting that you value these Naval officers' opinions more highly than ours, are you?" asked the most senior senator present.
Steve turned his attention back to Rosen to await his response. If he were to be considered a serious contender for the Presidency, he needed to be able to handle situations like these.
"Of course not, Senator!" replied Rosen quickly before weighing his next words carefully. "However, the indisputable fact is that both governments trust and respect this young man. If he is the link that could allow us to find a solution to these issues, then we need to utilize the popularity he has with both parties. I know of no one else as highly regarded by both the Russian and Ukraine governments as Lieutenant Hammer. I would never suggest that his knowledge of foreign affairs compares to yours in any way."
"Yet you insist on having these young officers involved in such serious discussions? They're actors, not diplomats. There are photos circulating on the internet of the two of them naked in a hot tub! Is the United States to be represented by people with such lose morals? She's little more than a..."
"Senator!" interrupted Rosen forcefully. "It behooves you to be more circumspect with your comments. I once made the regrettable mistake of demeaning Ms. Anderson in front of Lieutenant Hammer. He will not tolerate disrespect to ladies, for any reason."
Senator Chatham had quickly stepped in front of Steve when she realized where Senator Larson's comments were headed. She placed a hand on Steve's chest before he could stand and spoke quietly to him until he relaxed in his seat.
"Look at what a young hothead he is!" continued the Senator. "He hasn't grown up enough to sit at a table with men."
"His code of conduct is one of the reasons he's so well received in this part of the world," responded Rosen. "Women aren't always treated the best here, but these cultures respect men like Steve. He's open and direct. He avoids subterfuge. He's a man of honor, and lives by his code. I didn't understand it when I first met him, but now I do, and to be honest, I try to be more like him. I strongly urge you to refrain from derogatory remarks about any ladies."
"You can be sure that the President, as well as the press, will hear about this!" retorted the still annoyed Senator Larson. "He's been the media's darling since he was in high school, but this is the real world. It's unforgiving when you screw up. We're involved in a very critical situation here and we need experienced people working for solutions. What we don't need are youngsters still wet behind the ears!"
"I take direction from President Hanson," replied Rosen calmly. "He's the person you need to address with your concerns. Until I am told differently, these young officers will be at my side during these talks. We'll get together at seven tomorrow morning to prepare for our nine o'clock meeting with the Russians and Ukrainians."
Steve wasn't surprised to find Nadiya waiting for him when they arrived at their hotel. She immediately wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a smoldering kiss.
"It is so good to have you back in Kiev! I told my father that you would be having dinner with us. He was pleased, but not as much as my mother. She has been watching all of your films and videos. When she first met you, she had no idea how accomplished you were. Now she knows. She thinks you would make a good husband for me. I told her I was willing, but your heart belonged to that dark haired witch. I told Mother that Gwen has cast a spell over you.
"You are traveling with Naomi this time? You don't go anywhere without a beautiful woman. Naomi, would you join Steve and my family for dinner tonight? My parents would love to hear about your movie career and how you enjoyed your famous love scene with Steve in the 'Warrior' movie."
"I'd be honored to have dinner with your folks, but you don't need me to tell you what it's like to be naked with Steve. You know how good that is. Wait! From the look on your face, you've never stripped down with Steve. You poor girl! I don't know how you can endure it," teased Naomi. "We'll have to remedy that embarrassing problem."
Nadiya's parents were extremely pleased to have the two famous Americans visit them for dinner. As expected, the conversation centered on the movies Naomi and Steve had appeared in, as well as Naomi's nomination for an Oscar.
"I told you that Mother would want to hear all about your big love scene. She's also seen that photo on the internet of you and Steve in that hot tub. She was very impressed," grinned Nadiya.
"Your daughter tells me that she has never been naked with Steve," responded Naomi, taking care to speak slowly since Nadiya's mother was not overly fluent in English. "She's missing an experience of a lifetime. I am going to speak to Gwen and see if I can arrange it. Then Nadiya will be able to tell you her own stories about Steve."
Nadiya's mother looked at Steve's blushing face before breaking into laughter as she vigorously nodded her head. "I think Nadiya would like that!"
"This is not proper talk for dinner," insisted Nadiya's father. "My daughter does not take her clothes off, even for Steve."
"That's too bad because I was going to ask Gwen if she would care to join me in a hot tub with Nadiya's big, strong father. But if you feel it's wrong,..."
"Perhaps I was hasty," admitted Mr. Misko quickly. "I suppose if Nadiya kept the bottom to her suit on and Steve promised to not take advantage, we might be able to work something out."
"Father! You would trade your daughter's modesty for a chance to ogle these big breasted Americans? Mother, what sort of man did you marry?" asked Nadiya of her mother, first in English and then in Ukrainian, so her mother better understood the question.
"The same as I hope you will marry," replied her mother as she affectionately rubbed her husband's arm. "A man that appreciates beauty, especially in a woman. He can look, but he knows that he will not fare well if he partakes in any others."
"You are all the woman I want," declared her husband. "I was merely trying to be polite to our company by leading her to think that seeing her and Gwen Anderson in a hot tub would be something I would enjoy."
That conversation set the mood for the dinner, but as dessert was served, Nadiya's father turned the conversation to the problems with Russia. Steve and Naomi listened carefully as Mr. Misko explained his country's position and the issues they had with Russian policy. Nadiya would join in on occasion to clarify or accentuate a point.
By the time the Americans left the Misko's residence, they had a much better understanding of the situation. Steve had discovered that there was a great deal he did not know about the history and origins of the dispute between the two nations.
"Steve, that Nadiya is really sharp! She plays the dumb blonde to the hilt in public, but she's extremely knowledgeable on national and international affairs," declared Naomi once the two entered their hotel. "This dispute between Ukraine and Russia is a long time in the making and runs pretty deep. This may be a difficult task."
"I'm just beginning to learn how much I don't know about this part of the world," observed Steve. "I need to read more and listen better. This was a lesson in humility for me tonight. I'm glad you were there to help fill me in on the background of the problems."
"You can't be expected to know everything about everything," responded Naomi. "Look at the bright side. Nadiya and her mother both think you're the cat's pajamas. That girl's as beautiful a woman as I've ever seen."
"Haven't you ever looked in a mirror?" asked Steve. "You're second to none in the looks department. Then toss in that amazing brain and that round ass and you're the whole package."
"No wonder Gwen fell for you," cooed Naomi. "Even if your eyesight is weak. My ass isn't all that round. You think I'm attractive? As beautiful as Nadiya?"



"That's the very question I always try to avoid answering," replied Steve cautiously. "Since we're alone, I feel that I can be truthful. You're as beautiful as any woman I've ever seen. There are no qualifiers with that statement. You're gorgeous. I thought so the first time I saw you in class in Cuba. You've only gotten lovelier over the years."
Naomi's smile lit up the room. She reached up and pulled Steve down for a quick kiss. "I just wish that I knew then what I know now. I'd have been your girlfriend for sure."
"I like to think that we're really good friends, and that we always will be," responded Steve as they walked to their rooms. "True friends are rare commodities. I consider you to be one of my very best friends. If you ever need anything I can help you with, just let me know."
The next morning, Steve and Naomi joined the others for the discussions the Ukrainians were to have with the Russians. Steve and Naomi were seated next to Secretary Rosen, but remained quiet and listened intently to the proceedings. The rest of the American delegation sat quietly in chairs away from the conference table. As he listened, Steve realized that Secretary Rosen was extremely well versed on all facets of the dispute.
Nadiya's father was a participant in the discussions. Steve also recognized Anatoly Suchkov. Varvara's father was heading up the Russian delegation. There was an hour lunch break and then the parties were back in the conference room. By day's end, most of the issues had been resolved, but Russia insisted on the right to patrol the skies over Ukraine. The Ukraine delegation flatly refused to accept that proposal. Neither side would budge on it and it appeared that it would block the success of the other negotiations.
"Lieutenant Hammer?" boomed the voice of Anatoly Suchkov. "Do you feel that Russia is being unreasonable in its demands?"
Steve slowly looked around the room before responding. Everyone was waiting for him to speak. He responded in fluent Russian.
"Actually, I do. There's no doubt that you have superior military forces. That doesn't mean that other nations will not resist your efforts to dominate them. History has shown us time and again that people will fight for their families, their land, and for their pride.
"Everyone here knows that Russia has no real need to fly over Ukraine land. It's simply making a statement. That proposal cannot be accepted by Ukraine. I'm sure you must realize that," finished Steve.
Steve's bluntness stunned most of those in attendance. No one spoke so frankly at such important discussions between feuding nations. Secretary Rosen felt his blood pressure creep up as he listened to the translation of Steve's response.
"It would appear that our young American friend feels that Russia has no business patrolling over Ukraine. Some would think that Mr. Hammer has been persuaded to see things from the Ukraine point of view. Russia has considered him and his group to be friends since their memorable visit a few years back. Now we are beginning to wonder.
"We have all seen the new hospital Lieutenant Hammer and his group are completing in Kiev. That was an extremely noble gesture. It has greatly improved the economy of that city. It will also save thousands of sick and injured children in Kiev and all of Ukraine. We only wish that Lieutenant Hammer held Russia in as high esteem. If he could convince Russia that he felt as concerned about Russia as he does about Ukraine, we might consider his opinion about avoiding Ukraine air space."
Steve was confused at the last comment by Suchkov. He seemed to want Steve to prove that he personally liked Russia and Ukraine equally. The problem was that 'Lady in Red Productions' had constructed a beautiful new hospital in Kiev, but they had built nothing in Moscow. Apparently, Russia felt slighted by that fact.
Steve quickly considered the situation. How could such an act of generosity create an international problem? What was Anatoly really saying? Then it suddenly came to him!
"As a matter of fact, my friends and I have been considering a similar project in Moscow," revealed Steve. "We love Russia and would like to build something similar to the hospital in Kiev. Jordan Quick, Gwen Anderson, and her sisters Kate and Lisa have been pushing Charlie Burns and me to agree to a project of that nature in Moscow.
"I explained to them that we've spent about three hundred million dollars on the hospital in Kiev and will spend almost that amount every five years in operating expenses. If we invested that sort of money in Russia, we'd have to be certain that it was appreciated. We're trying very hard to help people live longer, and healthier."
"I understand your concern," replied Anatoly Suchkov. "My government would consider a request for a project like that. In fact, my government may consider avoiding Ukraine air space as a sign of appreciation, if it was convinced that a similar hospital would be constructed to treat the children of Moscow."
There it was. Steve realized that the Russian delegation had played him like a fiddle. They wanted what Kiev had; a new hospital funded by Americans. The economic impact of the construction, as well as the jobs created once it was completed would be a shot in the arm for the Russian economy. Then there was the added benefit of good health care for the children of the city.
All eyes were once again on Steve. Russia wanted a new hospital. Ukraine wanted to forge an agreement that did not allow Russia to control its air space. "Sir, Lady in Red Productions will build and operate a state of the art children's hospital in Moscow, if Russia can find a way to avoid Ukraine sovereign air space. It will be very similar to the one we are completing in Kiev this spring. I give my word."
Anatoly Suchkov never blinked as he studied Steve's face for what seemed like minutes; but Steve knew it was closer to ten seconds. "Russia will not fly over Ukraine. We look forward to the construction of the new hospital."
"Thank you, Mr. Suchkov!" exclaimed a very relived Secretary Rosen. "We have an agreement! It will be drawn up tonight. We will meet to sign it tomorrow at noon. The United States is grateful to both Russia and Ukraine for the constructive dialogue and fruitful negotiations."
"I would like to speak with Lieutenant Hammer in private, if I may," stated Anatoly Suchkov firmly.
Rosen looked at Steve, who nodded in agreement. "Thanks, Steve. I've never seen a country negotiate with a private business while in discussions with another nation. You've just spent a lot of money to help stabilize this part of the world."
Steve took Naomi's arm and escorted her as he walked across the room to meet with Suchkov, who spoke to Steve in Russian. "My wife and daughter ask that you join us for dinner at our hotel. Your lovely lady friend is invited as well. Would you honor us?"
"It would be our great pleasure. What time would you like us to arrive?" responded Steve in fluent Russian.
"I imagine you will need an hour or so to explain to your friends how you just spent so much of their money," chuckled the Russian. "Come to my hotel at six. There will be a dining room reserved, and you will be escorted to it."
Steve and Naomi then returned to the conference room the American delegation had been using as a base of operations. Senators Chatham and Mason greeted them immediately.
"Steve! I can't believe that you just promised the Russians that your company would spend hundreds of millions of dollars on a hospital in Russia. I didn't even realize that was what he was hinting at until you made the offer," marveled Senator Chatham. "They were envious of Ukraine and the hospital you built there. They wanted you at the discussions today so they could force you into making the offer. They knew that other nations would oppose that fly-over policy. They tossed it in so they had something they would be able to give up if you offered a new hospital."
"I've been involved in difficult negotiations before, but I've never seen a country include a private corporation before," added Senator Mason. "Can you actually afford that sort of expenditure?"
"I wouldn't have offered it if we couldn't afford it," replied Steve. "The real question is this; how will my partners feel about me making such a commitment without consulting them first? Please excuse me while I make some calls."
Steve placed a call to Stephanie, who worked out of the company headquarters in Sparta. He explained that he needed a conference call with Jordan, Charlie, Gwen, Kate, and Lisa. She promised that she'd make it happen. A short while later, Steve was notified that everyone was on the line.
"Steph, stay on the line, too," insisted Steve. "You need to know about this. I don't know how to tell you guys this, but I just promised the Russians that we'd built a hospital in Moscow similar to the one we're doing in Kiev. I had no right to make that promise without consulting you first, but it was at a critical point in the negotiations and Suchkov had me against the wall.
"If you'll agree to it, I'll forgo any share of any monies the company makes for as long as it takes to gain that money back. I'll even give up my share of the company if you guys think I should. I'll do about anything you ask to enable me to keep my word to the Russians on this deal."
"You want us to approve an offer you just made to build a hospital in Moscow? The one in Kiev has cost about three hundred million and will probably cost that much every few years in operating expenses, according to the last accounting statement I read," responded Jordan. "You made that offer without even consulting any of us? Not even Gwen?"
"Yes, and I apologize, Jordan. I had no right," replied Steve.
"Gwen's being awfully quiet," observed Kate. "Personally, I think this is the coolest, greatest demonstration of your faith in us that anyone could ever imagine. I'd back you on anything, Steve. I'm just proud that our company can do this, that we will do this, and that you trust us enough to make that promise knowing that we'll support you right to the gates of hell."
"Kate's right," agreed Lisa. "I'd never complain about anything you wanted to do with the money the company makes. You, Gwen, Jordan, and Charlie make almost all of it, but that doesn't even matter. We're partners and we're family. If you felt it was the right thing to do, I'm good with it. In fact, I'm more than good. I'm proud as hell."
"Charlie's laughing in the background," revealed Jordan. "He thinks it's funny that you could even consider it possible that any of us wouldn't support you in anything you want. You and Gwen are the straw that stirs the drink that we call Lady in Red Productions. We're in, and next time you don't even have to ask."
"Stephanie, can we afford that sort of expenditure?" asked Gwen.
"Easily, and a lot more," replied Stephanie. "Haven't you been looking at the reports I email to you?"
"I'm way too busy trying to pass my exams to worry about the finances of the company. That's why we have you," kidded Gwen. "I don't think anyone on this conversation will be surprised that I support Steve's offer totally. I'd give away every last dime before I'd ever embarrass Steve in any way. We can make more money, but we sure can't find another Steve. I love him. Everything I have, and everything I am is his to use as he sees fit."
"It seems to be unanimous, and I would have been shocked if it had been otherwise," concluded Stephanie. "The strength of Lady in Red Productions is its generosity, and the absolute trust you have in each other. The fact that you make block buster movies, hit songs, have a clothing line that's growing by leaps and bounds, and give so much to so many, doesn't hurt either.
"Changing the subject, I've been informed that one of the beer companies has decided to drop two minutes of commercials that it had reserved for the Super Bowl. I agreed to buy them. I didn't ask any of you because it's my job and I feel strongly that's it's a great opportunity. You can fire me anytime you like, but I don't think you will.
"I need all of you back in Sparta the weekend of the fifteenth to make some commercials. We're doing four thirty second segments. We'll advertise our lingerie and swim suits, our movies, and our music. None of you will be paid for the modeling, acting, and singing since you're all owners. I plan on making these the most discussed commercials the Super Bowl has ever seen."
"I really like the way Steph takes charge," laughed Steve. "I have to thank all of you for being so understanding and supportive. It just makes me love all of you even more. I'll be in Sparta that weekend, Steph. See all of you then. Gwen, I love you! So long."
Naomi and Steve arrived at Suchkov's hotel a few minutes before six and were shown to a private dining room. Varvara rushed to Steve and hugged him as soon as he entered the room.
"It's so good to see you again! Gwen is not with you, yet you still have a beautiful woman on your arm. Have you been able to reconcile your generous offer with your friends?" asked Varvara.
"My friends support this venture unequivocally. It wasn't really necessary to threaten Ukraine to persuade us to build a hospital in Moscow. You should have called us and asked," suggested Steve. "Mrs. Suchkov, it is nice to see you again! I hope you are feeling well."
"Thanks to you, I am doing very well. Sometimes I have bad dreams about those two Chechens that attempted to kidnap me in Washington, but mostly I remember how easily you saved me from those killers and feel relief. I did not want Anatoly to force you into building a hospital, but he had his orders."
"You would put that amount of money into Moscow if we had asked?" asked Suchkov incredulously. "That's difficult to believe. We in the Russian government felt that Ukraine must have found a way to force you to build the hospital. No one considered the possibility that you simply wanted to do such an incredibly generous act. Our government will never consider that a possibility. We are very pleased to have squeezed you into building a hospital in Moscow.
"President Novokov approved today's ploy to gain your willingness to build the hospital. He felt your generosity had limits and that you would need a bit of a push," concluded Suchkov.
"He should know better, but it's all good," reasoned Steve. "We're very fond of Russia and its people, and we're pleased to be involved in the project."
"President Novokov wanted me to ask you and your friends to perform for the people of Moscow when the weather is warmer this spring or summer," added Suchkov. "We saw how well you were received in Paris. We would expect a larger crowd in Moscow. Not everyone has the opportunity to perform in Red Square!"
"Sir, we would certainly be interested, but obviously, I have to consult my friends and our manager to determine if our schedules will allow it. It sounds very exciting. I think my people should have a response for you before month's end," promised Steve. "We'll do our best to get it set up. We really enjoyed our visits to Russia."
Once again, Steve and Naomi had a lively discussion when they returned to their hotel. "That was some interesting day! You committed your company to make a six hundred million dollar expenditure, and that's not counting what it will cost to operate years from now. You've been asked by the Russian government to perform in Red Square when the weather warms up. Tomorrow we're going to tour the new hospital your company built for the children of Kiev and Eastern Europe. They'll probably want you to perform at the grand opening. They sure love your music here."
"That's a good idea," nodded Steve. "We can try to arrange covering these commitments on the same trip. It isn't much more difficult to do two shows than one."
The next morning, Steve went down to meet Naomi for breakfast. He wasn't surprised to find Senators Mason and Chatham sitting at the table with her.
"President Hanson was stunned to hear that part of the negotiations was for your company to build a new hospital in Moscow," informed Senator Chatham. "He was extremely grateful that you agreed to the request. There are very few people in the entire world that help settle international conflicts by spending huge amounts of money on humanitarian endeavors.
"The American delegation will be touring the new hospital today with you. The Ukraine government invited them. The Ukrainians are extremely proud and want to show it off. I don't have to tell you that Larson and some of the others aren't too keen on touring the hospital that you and Gwen built, but there was no way they could refuse without insulting our hosts. You need to be aware that you and Gwen are making a few dangerous enemies in Washington and a huge number of fans and admirers around the world."
Steve and Naomi were treated like royalty as they toured the almost completed hospital the following day. Steve didn't know exactly what all of the equipment was used for, but it appeared to be state of the art, and expensive. Finishing touches, like painting, trim, and hanging doors, signage, and the computer system remained to be installed. Steve was assured that it would be ready to open before June.
"I'm so proud of my friends for funding this amazing building and all of this equipment!" praised Naomi. "I can see why the Russians wanted a hospital like this. It's so modern and well equipped. This is amazing!"
Even the harshest critics of Gwen's and Steve's were impressed with the structure and the modern machinery. There could be no doubt that the hospital was going to be a major factor in improving the health and welfare of children in Kiev, Ukraine, and all of Eastern Europe.
By the time the delegation returned to Washington, the media was having a field day with Lady in Red Production's decision to fund a modern hospital in Russia. Gwen was interviewed on several stations as she was making her way to and from her medical school classes. The angle of Gwen becoming a doctor while funding entire hospitals was heavily played up.
Bill Hardy came back to the anchor chair the same evening that Steve returned to Washington from his trip to Eastern Europe. With his arm in a cast, Hardy thanked his friends and family for helping him through his recovery from the helicopter crash in the Potomac. Then he commented on Steve and Gwen's generosity.
"What us Americans need to ask is this. Why is Lady in Red Productions spending so much money in Communist countries? The United States could use the jobs as well as the medical facilities. Don't we Americans deserve to be treated at least as well by American companies as people in foreign lands? How much money does Gwen Anderson make, and is it legal for a sitting member of Congress to use her position to increase her personal wealth? Has she filed all of the required forms? How much does she pay in income tax? What is the extent of her wealth? How much did she spend to gain her seat?" persisted Hardy. "Have we become a nation where the wealthy can buy anything, including political office, and public favor?"
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As she hurried between classes, Gwen was stopped by a local reporter the day after Hardy's diatribe was aired. The reporter asked about her response to Bill Hardy's accusations. Her answer was brief and to the point.
"I'm pursuing an MD. That means that I have some seriously difficult courses. I'm a freshman congresswoman. I'm an owner in a rather large company. I make movies, recordings, and give concerts. I have to make a commercial for the Super Bowl this coming weekend, and I'm co-hosting the Academy Awards in a couple of weeks. I simply have no time for baseless accusations. As usual, Mr. Hardy offered conjecture and misinformation, but nothing factual. I really can't be bothered. Now, please excuse me," finished Gwen. "I'm going to be late for a lecture."
Even though Gwen, Steve, and Lady in Red Productions publicly dismissed Hardy's suggestions as unfounded and baseless, the members of Congress that were unhappy with Gwen's popularity and her increasing success saw an opportunity and began working behind the scenes, as only politicians can. There were private conversations and unscheduled meetings among her more determined detractors. Various possibilities were considered, and options discussed. Nothing was mentioned in public, but the groundwork was being established.
The following weekend found Gwen, Steve, Jordan, Charlie and their friends gathered in Sparta to make the commercials that Stephanie had contracted for the Super Bowl. Diane planned to spend as much time as she could with Jordan, Gwen, Charlie, and Steve on a couple of dance numbers for the Oscars. It shaped up to be a very busy weekend for the group.
On Friday evening, the friends gathered at Ted and Paula's home. Paula had ordered a catered buffet so that everyone could visit as they ate. Will surprised Steve when he took him aside for a brief conversation.
"I have to thank you for giving Stephanie that great job. Now we see her a lot more, and she's really enjoying her work. I know she's young, but she's smart and she's totally loyal to you, Jordan, Charlie and her cousins."
"Gwen and I thought of Steph as soon as Ashley agreed to head up Gwen's office in Washington. She's doing a great job and we have complete confidence in her," agreed Steve.
"That's great to hear," smiled Will as he looked around to be certain no one was within hearing. "I have a strange favor to ask. I know it'll sound odd, but it's important to me."
"I don't keep secrets from Gwen, so don't ask me to do that," replied Steve as he tried to guess where Will was headed. "If she asks what we talked about, or if she asks why I'm doing something unusual that you requested, I'll tell her the truth. She means too much to me to screw things up by keeping secrets."
"I understand. Remember that I've been married 25 years," responded Will. "I think she'll be fine with it, if a little surprised. You'll understand when I tell you the favor I'm asking.
"It's no secret that Diane thinks the world of you. Don't worry, I'm okay with it. Neither of you would ever do anything to harm the family dynamics," added Will as Steve blushed and began to protest. "This sounds unusual, but I'm hoping you'll understand. I've noticed that the Diane seems unusually amorous after spending time with you, especially if you flirt with her a bit.
"Don't be embarrassed. She tells me all about what you two do together. When she told me she was pregnant, she also mentioned how she had asked your advice while she was topless in a hot tub with you. We had the hottest sex of our lives that weekend. She's figured out that it turns me on to have her tell me about your little interactions. She's really hot and primed after her time with you. She thinks it's me reacting to her stories, and it is to an extent, but a lot of it her attitude."
"I don't know how to respond to that," stated Steve thoughtfully. "I do understand part of it. When I see Billy, Jared, and the other guys looking at Gwen when she's topless or in a sexy outfit, it cranks me up a notch or two. She knows it and loves to talk about it just to get me going. Now that you mention it, I think it also gets her motor running to be so obviously admired by the guys," considered Steve. "But what favor would you like?"
"Could you try to be sure to flirt with Diane when you see her this weekend and into the future? Sometimes at events like this, you're too busy with your younger friends to give her much attention. She never complains, but I can tell it disappoints her a little, and it actually puts a damper on our sex life. If you managed to give her a little personal time whenever you see her, I'd greatly appreciate it, if you get my drift. You'd be doing both Diane and me a favor," assured Will. "You'll be spending time with her while you work on the dance routines, so just turn up the heat a little. I'll take care of the rest!"
"Let me see if I have this right. The favor you're asking is for me to be sure to flirt more with your wife?" asked a grinning Steve. "I think I could do that for you. It's a lot to ask, but I'm always trying to help anyway I can. I'll wind her up so bad she'll probably kill you in bed. I hope you have a few blue pills in case they're needed."
"If she kills me in bed, I'll go out happy," chuckled Will. "I thought you'd find it in your heart to help me out. I'll be ready for her, don't you worry about that."
By that time Diane was headed in their direction. "What are you two talking about over here? I could see you looking around and grinning like a couple of school boys."
"It was men talk. No reason for you to worry that lovely head over it," responded Steve with a dazzling smile. "I've got to tell you that sometimes I forget just how beautiful you are. That outfit really puts your assets on display. I need to talk with you before I leave. There may be a few changes to the movie we're making this summer. They'll affect you directly."
With that, Steve wandered toward his friends as Diane blushed before looking at Will and smiling. "He likes your wife's boobs and how much of them are showing tonight. How's that make you feel?"
"You'll find out how hard I feel when we get home!" promised Will as he kissed Diane on the cheek.
A bit later, the girls decided to have a ladies' night out while the men were going to stay at Ted's to watch an action movie on his big screen TV. Lisa had a problem, however. "Jason has a late meeting and my regular sitter is out of town for the weekend. I'll have to stay home with Theresa."
"I'd be glad to take care of Theresa for a few hours!" volunteered Steve. "I'd rather do that than watch that movie again. I'd enjoy having her with me."
"You do realize that you might have to change her diaper? Maybe a few times?" asked a skeptical Lisa.
"I used to help Mom when she watched neighbors' kids on the Naval base," replied Steve with a chuckle. "I wound up changing quite a few diapers back then. It's like riding a bike. I'll figure it out."
"Sis, where did you ever find this guy?" marveled Lisa as she hugged Steve. "He sings, dances, saves lives, and changes dirty diapers! Jason has trouble stifling his gag reflex when he just smells a dirty diaper. You'd better marry this guy pretty soon. If word of this gets out, every woman in the country of child bearing age will be after him!"
"They already are," beamed Gwen as she watched Steve blush under Lisa's praise. "And that includes a few conniving witches here tonight."
"Hey, I already have a boyfriend!" responded Naomi immediately. "But I have to admit I didn't know that Steve changed diapers."
"Neither did I!" chimed in Jordan. "Now I know where I can find a baby sitter in a hurry. That was the final obstacle Charlie and I had to overcome before I get pregnant."
"It looks like Steve's going to be the reason Jordan gets knocked up," observed Kate drily. "I have to admit that it wouldn't have surprised me a few years ago, before she found Charlie."
Steve was able to catch a few minutes with Diane when she was returning from the bathroom. He ushered her into the laundry room and closed the door.
"I wanted to speak with you about the movie we'll be making. I know it's the first time you'll be in one of our films. I was wondering how comfortable you would be with a little love scene between us?"
"I didn't see anything like that in the draft I have," replied a surprised Diane. "I'm pretty old for a young hunk like you to be chasing, don't you think?"
"My character is a bit of a bad boy. He's been out of the military a couple years and he's lost his way, at least as far as women are concerned. You're a beautiful woman. When he meets you, he's immediately attracted to you and the age difference is no problem. He's looking for sex and not anything long term," responded Steve.
"So this guy just wants some casual sex with me and that's it?" asked Diane. "Would my character be so shallow and desperate that she'd succumb to the seduction?"
"That's what I want you to consider. We're not sure just how she'd respond. Think about it," suggested Steve as he moved closer to Diane and took her into his arms. "He's a smooth operator. You'll be working on the dance routines with him, so you'll be in his arms quite often, just like this.
"Then he might reach down and undo your top button, like this," whispered Steve as he unbuttoned the first button on Diane's already low top. "You'll be standing there just like you are now. You tell me how your character should react when he reaches for the second button. Would you slap his face, simply place your hand over your top so he can't access it, or would you let him undo another one, like this?"
Steve could see Diane's throat and upper chest flush as she stood motionless while he unfastened her second button. Steve let his fingers trail over her exposed flesh as Diane's frilly bra came into sight. Her breathing quickened as he slid his finger down to the button located just below her bra.
"I'm not getting any feedback from you. Would your character allow my character to undo another button?" asked Steve as he toyed with the fastener with one finger while his other fingers glided over Diane's upper chest.
"I'll let you know when to stop," replied Diane hoarsely. "I don't think my character would mind what you've done so far."
Steve smiled as he moved his lips close to Diane's and whispered, "The next move my character would make would be to slide his hand under your bra. He'd take your left breast in his hand and gently cup it as he pinched your hard nipple. If you didn't stop him, he'd pull it from the bra, leaving it exposed to his hungry stare. Then he'd lower his head and take the nipple into his mouth. He may never let it go again."
"I can see how something like that could happen if the older woman has been seeing the young man for a few years and harbored a few fantasies about him," managed Diane as she licked her lips slowly. As she did so, her tongue briefly touched Steve's lower lip. "Would he give the same attention to her right breast? She'd want them both suckled by this bad boy."
"I think he'd want to see and feel both of them, if she allowed it," admitted Steve softly. "But how far would she let it go? This would be in the movie, so your breasts would be seen by the viewers. How would you feel about that? What would Will say?"
"Don't worry about Will. He'd love it. Explaining it to Stephanie might be the challenge, but this is art. Gwen does it so well and she's idolized by her fans. I just worry about how I'd look, and if everyone would think I'm desperate older woman trying to cling to the past."
"You're not answering my question. If you were willing, I'd have you ride me cowboy style so I could watch your breasts sway as you moved beak and forth. My hands would cup your round ass and help move you around on me. Then I'd pull you down so I could feel your hard nipples against my chest," stated Steve huskily.
"You seem pretty sure that my nipples would be hard. How do you know that you'd have that effect on me?" questioned Diane as she once again licked her lips and grazed Steve's.
"For one, your nipples look like small pebbles right now, and we're simply discussing the possibility. They'd be hard and pretty sensitive by the time I finished with them," promised Steve.
"Oh, my goodness!" exclaimed Diane, but with no real surprise as she glanced down. "You're looking down my bra right now, aren't you? You can see how hard my nipples are. Are you going to slide your hand under my bra like your character would in the movie?"
"You know I can't do that. If it's a movie, I can pretend that I'm acting. If I do it in real life, I'm disrespecting you, Will, and Gwen. That won't happen. I just wanted to find out how you felt about a love scene and how far you'd be willing to go," concluded Steve as he backed away from Diane.
"I guess you have my answer. If a few hundred million people see me naked in your arms, I'll be a very happy woman. I just hope Paula and Cindy don't get too upset. They'd be extremely jealous."
"You think about it and talk it over with Will," suggested Steve. "He has to be good with anything we do. I don't even know if we'll definitely have a love scene, but it's good to be prepared."
The laundry door suddenly swung open and Stephanie stepped inside with Paula right behind her. "Mom! We've been looking all over for you two. Everyone's ready to head out. Steve has to get his babysitting instructions from Lisa, and you have to button up your blouse before you leave this room! What have you two been doing?"
"Don't let your imagination get carried away," smiled Diane as she casually buttoned her top while she smirked at Paula. "We were discussing the movie and some of the scenes we'll be doing."
"I have a copy of the script and you keep your clothes on the entire time," countered Stephanie as she gave Steve a questioning look. "Go find your jacket while I have a word with Steve, please."
Diane was still smiling as she walked past Paula and into the hall. A baffled Paula stared at her while Stephanie closed the door and faced Steve.
"So what are you doing with my mother?" she demanded as soon as the door was firmly shut. "If you screw up her marriage, or betray Gwen, or both, I'll never talk to you again!"
Steve reached out and grabbed Stephanie's arms and pulled her close. "If I do any of those things, I'd expect you to never speak to me again, and worse. Your mom is fine, and your Dad is especially fine, or will be later on. You've got to trust me a little bit, Steph. What would everyone think if you left here with your buttons undone? Would it indicate that we were betraying our loved ones?"
"I would sure hope so!" laughed Stephanie with relief at Steve's words, even as she moved her left hand to her top. "I do trust you. I simply have to be reassured now and then. You just gave me a great idea. I'm going to go back out with a few extra buttons undone and see what Mom says!"
As she spoke, Stephanie turned and opened the door, but not before a fair amount of her bra was displayed as her top fell open. Paula and Diane were still in the hall when Stephanie emerged from the laundry room.
"Excuse me," grinned Stephanie as she walked past the two shocked women. "I have to get the girls back in place and then I'll be ready to leave. That Steve is certainly insistent, isn't he, Mother? I just hope he didn't leave a bruise."
Steve stepped into the hall as Stephanie went into the nearby bathroom. "Young Man, what kind of game are you playing?" demanded an obviously irked Paula. "This is way out of character for you."
"Would you care to step into the laundry room with me for a few minutes so that we might discuss the situation?" grinned Steve. "It looks like your buttons are ready to pop anyway. They were never intended to hold back so much feminine charm."
Diane's mouth was still hanging open as she stared at the door Stephanie had just closed. Then she swung around to face Steve. "You'd better not be doing anything with Stephanie, or I'll ..."
"Steph was just busting your chops," laughed Steve. "I don't know where she gets her wicked sense of humor. It certainly wasn't from her mother or her aunt, was it?"
Paula studied Steve for a few seconds before breaking into a smile. "I guess I have to learn to take a joke, and to try to trust my sister a little more. Lisa wanted me to tell you to get over to her house so she can give you instructions on how to take care of Theresa. We're all ready to go, so you'd better get a move on.
"There something going on around here and I'm going to find out what it is. Ride with me tonight, Diane. I have a few questions for you," insisted Paula as Diane gave Steve a big smile before following her sister to the door.
Steve had been alone with Theresa for about half an hour when she began to fuss. He changer her diaper and rocked with her for another half hour, but Theresa still didn't settle down very well. Remembering something his mother once told him, he carried the baby onto the enclosed porch and turned Lisa and Jason's hot tub on. Soon he was settled in with little Theresa cradled in his arms with her little feet and legs in the warm water. She immediately stopped fussing and soon fell asleep in Steve's arms.
Steve was relaxing with the baby, daydreaming about what it would be like to have kids of his own when he sensed someone stepping into the tub. He turned his head to find Stephanie sitting down close to his left side.
"I told everyone that I had some calls to make, but I really wanted to talk to you. The other girls are all assuming that I'm going to be in the commercials tomorrow. They have some really nice lingerie and swim suits picked out for me. I'm just worried about a few things, so I thought I'd talk it over with you," concluded Stephanie.
Seeing how serious Stephanie was, Steve responded carefully. "It all sounds really good to me. What's the problem? The commercials were your idea and a darn good one. We all think so."
"The problem is that all of the other women have killer bodies. My boobs aren't big enough for me to model any sexy clothes. I know everyone means well, but I'm afraid that I'll just embarrass myself. Gwen, Lisa, Jordan, Kate, and especially Naomi all have big, full breasts. I'll look like a little girl next to them," worried Stephanie.
"Really? That's your problem?" chuckled Steve. "I'll never understand women if I live to be a hundred. Men can have big guts, be losing their hair, have no money, no job, and still think that women will fall all over them. Women can be perfect in almost every way and still be insecure about their looks, their figure, and their clothes, or about almost everything else.
"Stand up, Steph, and let me see how bad it is. I've never seen you naked before and now's my chance."
"You'll probably throw up or something when you see me. I don't have what Gwen and the others have. Even Mom and Aunt Paula are beautiful and have big breasts and small waists. I was short changed," complained Stephanie.
"You wanted my opinion on this situation, so stand up and let me see how unattractive you are. I'll be totally honest and tell you exactly what I think. I won't sugar coat anything," promised Steve. "Let's have a look."
Stephanie nervously stood and turned to face Steve. The water dripped from her firm breasts and hard nipples, as well as from the small triangle of hair between her legs. Steve remained quiet as he studied at every inch of Stephanie's body. Finally he spoke.
"Turn around slowly so I can see your ass and thighs. Okay, stand like that," insisted Steve once Stephanie had her back to him. "Now turn and face me, Steph."
Once again Steve remained quiet as Stephanie stood in front of him. She was becoming increasing conscious of her nudity in front of the man she had adored for the past five years. She was thrilled to finally show him her body, but concerned that he would be disappointed. Finally she sat back down.



"You looked long enough! What do you think? Do you agree that I can't compete with the other girls and their killer bodies?" asked Stephanie even as she dreaded Steve's response.
"You want me to be honest, right?" began Steve cautiously. "I'll tell you the truth, but you have to promise that you'll believe me and not get angry."
"Okay, let me have it. I won't kill the messenger. I already know pretty much what you're going to tell me."
"First, you need to have your vision tested. You're absolutely gorgeous. I see a lot of your mom in you, but with Will's jaw line. It's a very good combination. Now, let's talk about your breasts. Are you an A cup?"
"No, I'm a full B. Do they look that small?" worried Stephanie as she glanced down at her chest.
"Actually, they look quite big. From the way you spoke about them, it sounded like they'd be little bumps on your chest. How much do you weigh and what are your measurements?" asked Steve. "How tall are you?"
"I'm five feet eight inches tall and weigh about a hundred fifteen pounds. I'm 34-21-35. I guess my ass is big enough. It's my boobs that need to be bigger. Maybe I should get implants."
"If you ever mess with them, I'll take you over my knee," warned Steve with feeling. "You're body is amazing. You're tall and slender. Your breasts look perfect on your frame. Your nipples are a delight."
"You didn't have to look that closely, did you?" grinned Stephanie. "You honestly think my breasts are okay after seeing Gwen's all of the time. Hers are bigger. Everyone has bigger breasts."
"Haven't you seen Charlotte strutting around the last couple of years? She's grown to a B cup and she's proud as hell. She'll peel her top off as quickly as any of the other girls, or quicker. She's confident and really quite attractive. She knows she looks good and she's happy with her appearance. That confidence makes her even prettier and sexy as hell.
"I want to be very serious about this," insisted Steve as he pulled Stephanie onto his lap. "You're extremely attractive and you have a wonderful figure. You're a high ranking executive in a major company. You're smart, focused, capable and very sexy at the same time. The only thing that you lack is the confidence that all of your attributes should give you.
"Tell me this. Should I dump Gwen if I find a girl with bigger breasts? Is that so important? Should she dump me if she finds a guy with a bigger cock? Relationships are built on respect and trust, not bust or cock size. Maybe you've been intimidated by being around so many beautiful women that you began to think you'd never be as attractive and desirable as they are. Your mom and aunt are a couple of the best looking women on the planet. Your cousins are out of this world. The one thing you miss in all of this is just how attractive you are. Your body is perfect. Your personality is a delight. I can't see any reason why you'd ever feel you had to take a back seat to anyone."
"I knew I'd feel better after talking to you," laughed Stephanie as she leaned in and kissed Steve on the lips.
"So this is the important business you had to take care of?" asked Lisa as she settled into the tub across from Steve and Stephanie. "Poor Theresa shouldn't be exposed to this type of behavior."
As Lisa spoke, Theresa began to stir and fidget. Lisa reached over and took her from Steve and placed her on her left breast and sighed contentedly. "You've no idea how serene I feel when she's nursing and I have close family near to watch and chat with. Stephanie, you really have an amazing figure. I imagine Steve's already mentioned it, but I've got to tell you that you make us all so jealous. We're going to feel like cows next to you in the commercials tomorrow.
"Your mom told us that you eat anything you want and you never gain weight. Not to change the subject, but how do you like sitting on Steve's lap? Are you getting poked at all? I'd be surprised if you weren't. Steve usually shows his appreciation for a pretty girl in the most convincing way possible."
"I thought that was his knee!" gasped Stephanie as she made a production of taking her hand and plunging it under the surface. "Goodness! You're all worked up! Did Lisa cause that when she climbed into the tub naked, or when she started nursing the baby?"
"I think it was the result of a gorgeous woman parading around naked and then sitting on my lap," replied a flushed Steve. "The beautiful naked woman nursing a baby simply exacerbated the situation, if that was possible."
"What's up with your mom?" asked Lisa as she switched the baby to her other breast. "She was all giddy and happy acting before she even had any wine. She kept making comments about how lucky Uncle Will was going to get tonight."
"That's one of the reasons I decided to leave early. What were you doing with Mom in the laundry room, Steve? She was all red faced and even had some sweat on her brow when I found you two. I know that Aunt Paula was wondering about it, too. Please tell me you're not doing something inappropriate with my mother," insisted Stephanie.
"Yeah, let's hear the answer to that one," chuckled Lisa. "You and Aunt Diane were alone in the laundry room and she came out all flushed and sweaty? What else did I miss?"
"Not only that, but she had a few buttons undone on her top. Most of her boobs were hanging out. Her entire bra was visible and she was smiling like the cat that got the cream," added Stephanie.
"Aunt Diane does have some seriously nice boobs, but what was this bad boy doing to get them so exposed," wondered Lisa. "But then, it's no secret that he watched her nurse little Billy every chance he got. He probably knows them like the back of his hand. He doesn't have to sneak around in a laundry room to get a look at her breasts.
"I just had a thought. I see a pattern developing here. He's got this thing for mother/daughter combinations! You and Aunt Diane have been in the hot tub with him, as have Theresa and I," pointed out Lisa. "Don't give me that surprised look, Steve. Everyone's heard about Aunt Diane pouring her heart out to you in the hot tub after she found out she was pregnant. You've seen Jordan and Cindy topless, too! Have you ever managed to get Mom topless, other than that time those rapists attacked her. That doesn't count since it wasn't voluntary and was so awful."
"I've learned that gentlemen do not speak about their interactions with ladies, especially to other ladies," grinned Steve.
"That would make three generations of topless women in our family now that Theresa's been in the tub with you," exclaimed Lisa. "I'll have to ask Mom about it. If she hasn't done it yet, I'll suggest it since you're going for some sort of record."
"I was wondering if your grandmother will be visiting anytime soon?" asked Steve with a straight face.
"You pig!" exclaimed Stephanie as she gently slapped Steve's shoulder. "Not Grandmother, too! She's the last hold out in the family."
"Wait until I tell her," laughed Lisa. "I bet she'll love the idea. Grandmother is no shrinking violet. That's for sure. For being in her late sixties, she's in great shape. Maybe we can talk her into it."
"Why would you want to do that?" asked Stephanie. "Isn't it bad enough that he's ruined the rest of us for other men? Why make Grandmother suffer, too?"
"I don't feel like he ruined me for Jason," corrected Lisa quickly. "He just gave me a better idea what to look for in a man, and I found a good one. Now tell us why you had Aunt Diane all hot and bothered, Steve. Now that I think about it, Mom was pretty quiet tonight. So, what's going on?"
"I'm sworn to secrecy. I'm not at liberty to divulge anything concerning my actions with Diane. Torture me if you must, but my lips are sealed."
"Fair enough," responded Lisa. "I'll just tell Gwen that you had Aunt Diane in a frenzied state and her top was unbuttoned when Stephanie found her with you in the laundry room, and that Mom can verify it."
"That doesn't faze me. I can explain everything to Gwen and she'll understand," asserted Steve.
"How about if I tell her how I found Stephanie naked and on your lap in the hot tub? You know how beautiful she thinks Stephanie is, and how jealous and hurt she'll be," added Lisa.
"Gwen trusts me and she trusts Stephanie. We didn't do anything wrong and she'll know that," responded Steve calmly.
"How about I drag my breasts all over your face if you tell us what happened?" asked Lisa.
"I admit that I can be bribed and that's a very tempting offer, but what if Steph tells on us? We'd both be in trouble," reasoned Steve.
"How about if both Stephanie and I rub our nipples all over your face for a few minutes?" countered Lisa.
"You win!" answered Steve as he pulled Stephanie up and so her chest was head high and her breasts were inches from his face. "Do we have a deal Stephanie? I need to know pretty soon. The temptation is just too great!"
"Okay, okay!" laughed Stephanie. "If that's the only way we can get the truth from you. Go ahead, but no bites or bruises!"
"I think I can make certain there won't be any marks," came a calm voice from behind Stephanie. "I also think I can squeeze the truth out of this guy without inhumane torture, or the disfiguring of his handsome mug with random nipple marks."
"Gwen! I was just kidding around! All of us were, right, Lisa? Steve? It was just a little joking and teasing. You guys need to tell her! Lisa started it. It's her fault," whimpered Stephanie as Gwen approached the tub.
"Really? Lisa is sitting there nursing her baby. You're the one that looks like you're about to provide the same service for my boyfriend. I have to admit I didn't realize just how beautiful you are. I can't blame Steve for being weak when he's faced with such temptation," responded Gwen with surprising calm.
"Gwen, I'm so sorry! It won't happen again," promised a very worried Stephanie.
"Really? Then why are your rather firm and seemingly perfect boobs still in Steve's face. You're telling me how sorry you are, but your nipples look like you could cut diamonds with them. Do I believe your words or the obvious evidence your remarkable body is presenting?"
"Steve, put me down! Can't you see how upset Gwen is? I need to get some clothes on and go home!" insisted Stephanie.
Suddenly, Lisa and Gwen broke into gales of laughter. "Gwen was standing behind you during the whole conversation," explained Lisa between chuckles. "Steve and I could see her, but you couldn't. She motioned for us to keep on and not let you know she was there. You should have seen yourself. When Steve pulled your chest toward his face, you were smiling to beat the band. Then when you heard Gwen speak, you looked like you were scared to death."
"I guess that was my guilty conscience," responded a much relieved Stephanie. "But why hasn't Steve released me so I can at least get under the water? Why's he still holding me like this?"
"I suspect it's because he's enjoying himself so much," observed Gwen. "He's wanted to get you in this position for years and now that he has, he's savoring it. Let her down Steve. I think you should be able to remember exactly what they look like by now."
Steve dropped Stephanie back down on his lap and gave her a hard hug and then kissed her forehead. "You're a good sport and a very attractive woman. You have everything it takes to model swimsuits, lingerie, or lipstick.
"I guess the girls' night is finished and we have a really busy day tomorrow, so let's get home, Gwen. Theresa was great and I'll watch her any time I can, Lisa. She's a pleasure to sit!"
"Just a minute!" insisted Lisa. "I texted Jason that you and Stephanie were in the hot tub with me and Theresa. He wrote back that he'd hurry home from the meeting and to not let Stephanie leave. It seems that Steve isn't the only guy that harbors some fantasies about our little cousin."
"Jason said that when he has one of the most beautiful woman in the world for a wife? Why would he want to see me naked? You're so sexy and so beautiful and your breasts are even bigger now that you're nursing."
"Could it be because he's a man, and because you're absolutely gorgeous? He's probably exceeding the speed limit right now hoping to get here before you leave," predicted Lisa.
"What did he say about Steve being in here with you naked? Does that bother him?" asked Stephanie curiously.
"Not really. He doesn't swing that way. And he's already seen Steve naked," chuckled Lisa.
"You know I was asking how Jason feels about Steve being naked in a hot tub with you?" persisted Stephanie.
"I would guess about the same as Gwen felt when she found Steve naked with you and me. I have to tell you that we're a couple of pretty hot women and Steve's quite the typical male, only maybe more male than most men. Should Gwen be all upset and worried because she found Steve with a couple of sexy women? Maybe she would be if it was Naydia on his lap, but she trusts Steve and she trusts us.
"Jason and Steve, and all of the guys for that matter, have a brother thing going. They love seeing us women naked, but not one of them would ever consider breaking the 'bro code' by doing anything inappropriate with any woman, not their own. This code they have is even stronger than our feminine appeal," stated Lisa. "Respect and honor are huge to these guys. The only thing Jason was worried about was you leaving before he got back home."
"So if I pushed my breasts into Steve's face, I would have broken Gwen's trust?" asked a worried Stephanie.
"Hardly," responded Gwen. "We ladies can do about anything we want to these guys, short of anything obviously sexual, like penetration or oral sex. We can rub our boobs all over the guys, but they can't touch us sexually at all. Steve was close to breaking the rule when he had your boobs so close to his face, but he knew I was there and he was teasing me and you. He never would have pulled you onto his face because that would be breaking the rule that the guys do not touch us inappropriately. You can rub them in his face all day if you want, but he won't be placing his face in your cleavage. You would have to be the aggressor. That may sound strange, but it works for all of us and it'll be the same for you."
"Does this works for all of the guys, like Jason, Jared, Charlie, Chip, even Billy? They're safe to do things with and they won't take advantage of me?" wondered Stephanie.
"That's exactly right. It really works great because we ladies can tease and flirt with all of these good looking, testosterone laden men without having to worry about being mauled by them. It's like having real bears behave like teddy bears," laughed Lisa. "I know Jason loves it when my sisters come over and slip into the tub with him. I'm usually on the receiving end of his pent up desires once they leave."
"At first it bothered me that Steve would be especially amorous after being around Naomi, Lisa, Kate, you, and the other girls," revealed Gwen as she peeled her top off and wiggled out of her jeans. "I finally realized that it's a pretty normal reaction. I decided to take advantage of it, rather than complain about it. I think it's safe to say that Steve would have wanted to make love to me tonight no matter what was going on here in Sparta, but now that he's had you naked on his lap, he'll be especially loving, so I'll benefit from you flaunting your amazing body in front of him.
"I still want to hear what's going on with Aunt Diane. I heard that she was in the laundry room with you, Steve, and the door was closed. When Stephanie found you, Diane was all flushed and had a couple of buttons undone on an already low top. When we went out tonight, she was laughing and grinning all the time, even before she had any wine. What's up?" asked Gwen as she settled into the tub next to Steve.
"It appears that I may have overplayed my role a little," responded Steve as he searched for the right words. "I was just trying to flirt a little with Diane to loosen her up and help her relax. I didn't expect it to be so noticeable, nor did I anticipate that Steph would come looking for us. That's about it."
"Wait a minute," insisted Stephanie. "Mom was flustered and had a bead of sweat on her brow. Her top was unbuttoned. Why did you decide she needed you to flirt with her, and just how far did you go with my mother? Weren't you breaking the bro code, or doesn't Dad figure into it because he doesn't act all primitive and manly like you and your pals?"
Steve was a little surprised, yet pleased at Stephanie's defense of her father. "Your dad is very much covered by the code. We all respect and like him. We all think his wife is a real looker and we'd never do anything against the code. Nothing would happen without his knowledge and acceptance."
"Do you mean to infer that Dad knew you were flirting with Mom and was okay with it? That's just crazy," declared Stephanie. "I'm going to ask Dad about it and have a talk with Mom about her conduct. I want them to stay married forever!"
As Stephanie was speaking she noticed that Lisa and Gwen suddenly exchanged knowing looks and broke into big grins. "I can't believe you both think this is funny. You should be worried about your 'loyal' boyfriend, Gwen. He's obviously got something going with my mother. Who knows how far they went, or would have gone, if I hadn't caught them when I did?"
"Stephanie, listen to you. You're upset that Steve was flirting with your Mom and you're telling me that I should be worried about him, and all this while you're sitting naked on his lap," pointed out Gwen. "Believe me, if I were going to worry about Steve falling for someone, you'd be at the top of the list, not your mother.
"He pretty much said that your dad was in on this. Steve does not lie, ever. I would guess that Will indicated to Steve that he'd appreciate it if Steve spent a little extra one-on-one time with your mom. He wasn't seducing her. He was just making her feel more desirable and more beautiful. Diane was like a schoolgirl on prom night. Maybe Steve went a little too far getting her primed, but I'll bet that you're father is enjoying the fruits of Steve's labors right now."
"You think Dad asked Steve to get Mom alone and you know... get her all hot and bothered so she'd, so she'd do it with Dad tonight?" asked a shocked Stephanie. "Would Dad do that? How would he know it would work that way? Wouldn't he be all jealous about another man being like that with his wife? That's my mother that's being played like a fiddle!"
"And she's loving every stroke of the bow," laughed Lisa. "The women in our family really seem to enjoy sex. We also enjoy the chase. We respond when we're pursued by the right guys. Jason gets especially loving after he's been around my sisters, you, and the other girls. The less everyone is wearing, the hornier he gets, like Gwen said about Steve. Your Dad used Steve's influence with your mom to stoke the fires in their marital bed. No harm's been done and two people probably have gained some passion from it.
"In fact, it could be more than two. Steve teased your mother and now you're naked with him, and at the risk of sounding conceited, seeing me in all of my glory sure won't dampen his ardor any. Gwen just might be benefiting later from all of this 'fiddling' around!"
"Now you're telling me that I'm helping get Steve worked up for Gwen?" asked Stephanie with surprise. "I have to admit that he does feel pretty worked up down there. You owe me, Gwen!"
"Hey, everyone!" greeted Jason as he emerged from the house. "Gwen's here, too! Excellent! I'll just climb in and join you."
As Jason dropped his towel and stepped into the tub, Stephanie let out a small gasp. "It looks like you've been thinking about seeing Stephanie in the tub," observed Lisa. "The little soldier is standing at attention."



"That soldier didn't look that little!" blurted Stephanie as everyone else broke into laughter.
"That seems to be another characteristic of the women in the family. We tend to be attracted to well equipped men. Jason fills the bill quite nicely," beamed Lisa as she snuggled against Jason's chest.
"He must fill more than the bill," observed Gwen. "That beautiful baby on your breast is proof of that."
Steve suddenly stood with Lisa in his arms. He gently turned her to face Jason. "Do you see any reason why Stephanie wouldn't make an excellent lingerie and swim suit model, Jason? Do you think she's pretty enough and her body is shapely enough?"
"My God! Are you kidding?" exclaimed Jason as he ran his eyes over Stephanie. "I went over the speed limit all the way home just to be sure I'd get here before Stephanie left, and it was worth it! Maybe you should slowly spin her around so I could be sure her ass is as perfect as the rest of her."
"Okay! I'm getting dressed!" declared Stephanie as she slid from Steve's grasp and turned to step from the tub, giving Jason a long, lingering view of her backside. "It seems like I helped both Gwen and Lisa out tonight. Be sure to remember the details so you can tell me about it tomorrow. The sacrifcies I make for my cousins!
"Jason! Were you staring at my ass as I climbed out of the tub? What's wrong with these guys anyway? They're regular perverts," laughed Stephanie as she gathered her clothes and headed for the door.
"Let me guess," began Gwen as soon as Stephanie closed the door. "Stephanie was concerned that she didn't look sexy enough to model with us, but being as smooth as you are, you somehow managed to convince her that she's smoking hot?"
"Bingo!" chuckled Steve. "Helping ladies in distress is one of my favorite activities. Lisa, do you need any help with your self esteem?"
"The way you keep staring at my boobs is boost enough, thank you very much," laughed Lisa. "I already know that you guys find me quite acceptable.
"Thanks for taking care of Theresa, though. She's fallen back asleep. I've never thought to bring her out to the hot tub, but she really seems to like it. Now you can add two more females in the family, Stephanie and Theresa, that you've seen naked, if you're keeping count."
The next morning saw Jordan, Gwen, Charlie and Steve ringing Diane's door bell at 8 AM. They rang it twice before Stephanie yanked the door open and glared at Steve.
"You're in my dog house, wise guy! They kept me up half the night. I may never recover from the trauma to my psyche. I just hope I inherited Mom's multi-orgasmic genes," fumed Stephanie.
"What am I missing here?" asked Jordan. "Why are you blaming Steve for your parents' long love making session? He couldn't have had anything to do with it. We just picked him and Gwen up at Paula's house."
"This jerk is so good, he can induce orgasms from great distances," complained Stephanie. "It'll serve you right if Mom's too tired to work on your routines today. I'll be surprised if she can even walk, never mind dance."
"Stephanie, why are you keeping everyone at the door?" questioned Diane as she breezed into the kitchen with a huge smile. "Anyone want any coffee before we start working? It looks like a great day to dance!"
Stephanie rolled her eyes as Jordan gave Gwen her 'what's going on?' look. Charlie was every bit as bewildered as Jordan, while Gwen and Steve were barely able to contain their mirth.
"You certainly look good this morning, Aunt Diane," observed Gwen. "You seemed quite happy last night and it looks like it's carried over. Did you get a good night's sleep?"
"Yes, I did," beamed Diane. "I slept like a baby and I'm ready to work on those routines. We only have a couple weeks and you'll be at med school much of that time, so we'd better get started. I'm thinking that when Gwen isn't around, I'll work with Steve since he has a few days off this week. Jordan and Charlie will be here so I can work with them every day."
"I can take Gwen's place when she's back at school," volunteered Stephanie. "That way you'll be able to watch and point out where Steve needs to improve."
"That won't be necessary. I know how busy you are with the company and everything. I'll be able to handle it," countered Diane.
"I insist, Mother," retorted Stephanie immediately. "We need to keep this professional, and I don't think you're able."
"Where's that coming from?" demanded Diane. "I've worked with Gwen and Steve for years. You know that."
"Yeah, but that was before I found you in the laundry room with Steve, all flushed and with your boobs out. I know about you getting into a hot tub with him when you found out you were pregnant. He watched you nurse Billy every chance he got. You like him looking at your big boobs. Admit it!"
"Okay, I admit it. Happy? Is this about me or about how you've always had a crush on Steve and never dared act on it?" asked Diane. "I know that you undid your own buttons before you came out of the laundry room yesterday. Maybe you should try sitting in a hot tub with the guy and see how it feels. I've never cheated on your father and I never will, but I'm a woman, and it's nice to be appreciated as one now and then."
"I did try it, ... last night," revealed Stephanie.
"You were in a hot tub with Steve?" repeated a surprised Diane. "Were you wearing a swimsuit at least?"
"Mother, I'm 23 years old. I was naked with Steve and I'll get naked with him anytime I want. If you don't like it, I'll move out. I can afford my own place quite easily now."
Steve moved ahead slightly and was about to speak when Gwen nudged him in the side with her elbow. When he glanced her way, Gwen shook her head slightly. Steve knew immediately that he was expected to remain silent.
Diane glared at Stephanie and then at Steve. Everyone could see the emotions wash across her face. Then she suddenly broke into a big smile.
"Tell me all about it. How did he behave? I bet he loved your figure. My little girl is really growing up. I wish I felt comfortable enough to tell you about the hot tub thing I had with Steve, but you were too young then. I just never felt comfortable about telling you. You're so lucky to not have to keep it a deep secret.
"Gwen, I hope that you knew about this before just now," added Diane. "I'm afraid that we take your willingness to share Steve for granted at times. I'm sure that Stephanie won't be getting naked with Steve anytime she wants, as she so bluntly put it."
"Gwen was there for a lot of it. She explained the 'rules of engagement' with the guys to me last night. Lisa was there, too. She's the one that mentioned that Steve's seen numerous mother/daughter combinations, like you and me, Lisa and Theresa, Paula and all three of her daughters, as well as Jordan and her mom," summarized Stephanie. "Steve's going to work on getting Grandmother into the hot tub with him."
"How did Mom and I get dragged into this somewhat perverse and strangely erotic conversation?" asked Jordan. "It's no secret that I've been naked with Steve a few times, but I didn't know Mom's escapades were so well known. I didn't think Steve would tell stories out of school."
"Paula and I watched and listened to Steve with your mother that morning," revealed Diane. "Steve never would've mentioned it, but Paula and I were so impressed with his defense of you, as well as his praise of you and Paula, that we kind of let people know how amazing it was."
"So he really did tell Mom how perfect I look and how nice my figure is? You heard him do it?" beamed Jordan as she hugged Steve and kissed him quickly on the lips. "Now that we've determined that Steve has seen all of us naked, and probably will again, let's get to work on our routines. I'm pretty excited to be singing and dancing at the Oscars!"
About that time, Will, still wearing his pajamas, staggered into the kitchen and dropped tiredly into a chair. Steve slapped his shoulder lightly and chuckled. "I hope you're able to get some rest today while I'm dancing with your wife, holding her in my arms, and ..."
"Never mind!" groaned Will. "Why don't you go save a small nation or something and leave Diane alone?"
Steve, Gwen, and Stephanie all broke into laughter while Jordan, Diane, and Charlie looked totally bewildered.
"What's the matter, Dad? Getting too old to keep up with Mom?" goaded Stephanie gently. "She looks relaxed and happy as a clam. I bet after a day of watching these buff younger men with their washboard abs and rugged good looks, Mom'll want a repeat performance tonight."
"What are you talking about?" demanded Diane. "Did you hear us last night? What's going on?"
"That's what I've been wondering," admitted Jordan. "You, Charlie, and I are not in on this little joke, whatever it is. It'll help me to understand better if you tell me what Stephanie heard last night."
"Nothing, ...well, nothing that unusual," corrected Diane. "Will was in a romantic mood last night and we may have made enough noise for Stephanie to hear us."
"May have?" repeated Stephanie. "The whole house was shaking!"
"While interesting, and great for you, Diane, I don't see how Steve could have had any direct influence on your activities. I still don't understand why Stephanie is blaming, or crediting, Steve for your ardor," puzzled Jordan.
"That makes no sense," responded Diane. "The last I saw Steve was at Paula's house before we went out. Stephanie saw a lot more of him last night than I did, and I mean that literally."
"Let's get our routines down," interjected Steve to direct the conversation away from the activities of the previous evening. "We really don't have all that much time."
"So, Gwen, how was Steve last night? Was he able to take you to those places most of us can only dream about?" kidded Stephanie to her cousin. "I'm curious to know if you owe me a 'thank you' for my part in getting Steve in the mood."
"He's always in the mood," laughed Gwen. "But he brought his A-game last night. That's for sure! We visited those places to which you just referred several times. I guess I do owe you a lunch or something."
"What's going on around here?" demanded Jordan. "Is there some sort of sex cult or ritual going on that no one mentioned to me? I may want to join since it's working so well for Diane and Gwen."
"You're already a member in good standing," assured Gwen to her friend. "I'll explain it later. Right now, we need to get to work."
After a strenuous morning working on their routines for the Oscars, the friends joined up with the rest of their group at the LiR studios to make the commercials. Before shooting was scheduled to begin, Stephanie asked that Lisa, Kate, Jordan, Gwen, Charlie, and Steve meet with her in private.
"I've been working on a few projects that I believe will benefit the company. I don't believe that we've been marketing your popularity like we should and I plan to change that," announced Stephanie. "To that end, I have several projects I want to implement, unless you guys tell me not to.
"The first is a quarterly magazine. It'll be 'Lady in Red', aptly enough. We'll shoot the first cover for it today and it'll feature all six of you. This will be like a journal of your lives. Each of you will have space for a blog, opinion, events... pretty much whatever you care to reveal to the public.
"I'll have people trying to get candid pictures of you guys as you go about your lives and I'll expect you to take some of your own to use in your stories. The first issue will be a recap of how this company was born and grew. It will cover everything right up to the present and it will be out in late May
"We'll advertise every aspect of the business in the magazine. You guys and your good friends will be the models for the clothes and perfumes, so we'll need lots of pictures today, and I'll be asking you all to stop in to pose for more every now and then for future issues. Your movies will be featured along with any interesting developments that happen during filming.
"We'll accept some advertising from other companies, but we don't want the magazine clogged with annoying ads that detract from our goal of promoting you and LiR. We'll charge at least double what other magazines ask for advertising to limit the exposure of any other company in our magazine.
"Your music will be featured a great deal. Your good deeds will be discussed at length. Gwen's experiences in Congress will be covered. Jason and Lisa's efforts to help people in emergencies as well as the homeless shelter that Ashley first started will be included.
"The specials you did for Christmas and New Years Eve were huge successes. I'm getting requests to commit to doing it again. I plan on negotiating a lot more money for them and perhaps adding a few more specials. I'm also looking into pay-per-view for the concerts you give, even if they always seem to be free for the people that watch them live.
"I'm going to ask Jordan and Charlie to make more movies since they are out of school and have more time than the rest of you. They are extremely popular now and we need to take advantage of it. I want to get Lisa and Jason appearing in more films since they look so good and are naturals in front of the camera. Of course, whenever Steve and Gwen can make a movie, we'll do everything possible to work around their commitments. Kate's busy in law school, but she and Chip and the rest of your friends will be worked into more films as well. There's increased interest in Naomi since she did so incredibly well in your last movie, but her Naval career will restrict how much she can film.
"Becky is in greater demand all the time. She's very good and people love how she's not letting the loss of a hand hold her back in any way. She's making money for the company as well as for herself. We'll start working Pete into some movies when we can. He's a good looking guy, and if he can act, he'll do well.
"I've hired some people to write some animated movies featuring you guys. Once we get some scripts and the animation done, you'll have to stop in to do the voices of your characters.
"I think I should point out that Jordan and Charlie have been bringing in the most revenue lately. They share in the success of the movie, and sell a lot of music and do a lot of concerts. They also pull in a lot of money with the royalties from the songs they write. Is everyone fine with that?" asked Stephanie.
"If they need a bigger cut or something, I sure won't complain," stated Kate quickly. "I haven't contributed much to this business, yet, but I hope to in the future."
"Jordan and I are extremely happy with the way things are right now. Between us, we own a third of a wonderful company with some great people. We'd never be here if it weren't for Gwen and Steve. You'll hear no complaints from us," insisted Charlie as Jordan beamed her agreement.
"I'm glad to hear that because we're in this together," stated Steve as he looked around the room at his friends. "Each of us will do what we can and that will be enough for all of us. There's no ledger being kept to determine who's doing what. We're partners, friends and family, and I want us to stay that way."
"I'm extremely impressed with Stephanie's plans for the company," praised Gwen. "If we keep giving away hundreds of millions of dollars at a time, we'd better be sure we keep money coming in. I thank each of you for being so generous with your time and talent to make our company a successful, yet compassionate enterprise. I'm very proud of all of you."
"Okay, since there are no questions or objections, I'm going to pursue these ideas," declared Stephanie as she headed for the door. "Now let's go make the sexiest, most interesting commercials any Super Bowl has ever seen!"
As the afternoon wore on, Steve found himself watching Paula when he wasn't actively filming or posing for ads. He couldn't help but notice how great she looked, but how miserable she was being to Ted. Unable to watch and listen any longer, he decided to speak to her.
"Paula, would you please step into the conference room with me?" asked Steve to a surprised Paula.
She concealed her shock and followed Steve into a small conference room. As he closed the door, Steve noticed that Gwen and Lisa had been watching him take their mother aside.
"Paula, you've been all over Ted's case this afternoon. Can you tell me why you feel it's necessary to be so tough on him?"
"My relationship with my husband really isn't any business of yours," replied Paula somewhat curtly. "I have my reasons for keeping a close eye on Ted. They don't concern you, however."
"That simply isn't true," replied Steve firmly as he stepped closer to Paula. "I've been listening to, and watching how you're treating him today. We're pretty much family. I love you like I've never loved any other woman. You're part mother, part fantasy, part hero, and part very good friend. This family is my business. I respect and admire Ted. Frankly, I think he deserves better from you."
"Maybe you haven't noticed how he looks at those young women in there!" snapped Paula. "It's embarrassing to have a husband that's pushing fifty behave like a hormonal teen. He needs to act his age."
"That's it?" asked a stunned Steve. "Ted is looking at the some of the most beautiful women in the world, and most of the time they're in swim suits or lingerie, and you think there's something wrong with him?
"Did you think you married a eunuch or something? Do you see any of the girls complaining about it? They'd be a lot more hurt if he didn't look. What's really going on here?"
"It's just that Ted and I have been married almost thirty years. I can't compete with those young women. After looking at them all the time, he'll have no interest in me anymore. Our sex life has slowed down lately. I know he's probably wishing he had a younger, hotter wife."
"What have you been smoking?" demanded Steve. "The guy adores you. Things slow down for everyone, and they pick back up. You must know that by now. Being around the other guys and all these beautiful women helps Ted feel younger. The girls respect him a lot. They enjoy teasing him and getting a reaction from him, or at least they did until you started hammering him. He's a good looking man around some very beautiful women. Let him enjoy it! He'll be hornier than ever if you just let up and allow him to relax a little and enjoy the day."
"You think I'm just being petty and Ted's behaving like a normal almost fifty year old man?" questioned Paula.
"Yes!" laughed Steve. "The key word you used is 'man' and Ted is that. When he no longer looks, take him out and shoot him. What you need to do is borrow a page from Will's play book. Have the girls flirt with him! Tell them it's a favor to you. They'll understand and be glad to do it. They think the world of Ted."
"Will's play book? What does that mean? Does he get the girls to flirt with him so he'll be more romantic toward Diane? You expect me to believe that Will flirting with those young girls is a good thing for Diane?" scoffed Paula.
"That isn't exactly what he does and I probably shouldn't have mentioned it. He doesn't interact too much with the girls. He's even more introverted than Ted," responded Steve carefully.
"You're the one that brought this up. Exactly what is Will's so-called playbook?"
"I'm not very good at keeping secrets like this, am I?" chuckled Steve. "Over a period of time, Will has observed that Diane is more romantically inclined after she has interacted with some of the guys in our group. Will encourages some contact and sexual banter knowing that he'll be the benefactor later that evening."
"Do I understand you correctly? Will likes you to get Diane all hot and bothered for him, like you're doing the foreplay and he's getting the main event? That's ridiculous!" insisted Paula.



"Not really. You saw how Diane was when she left the laundry room yesterday? Now check how she's smiling today while Will is dragging his butt around. The proof is right in front of you," assured Steve.
"You were doing something in that room with Diane! You undid her buttons, didn't you? She was awfully smug when we went out last night, but she insisted nothing happened in that room. What did you do to her?" questioned Paula.
"It's easier to show you, unless you're not as daring as your sister," grinned Steve. "Diane is a very responsive, sensual woman."
"Diane? She'd never do anything crazy, except for getting into that hot tub with you when she found out she was pregnant with Billy. That was just her hormones raging out of control."
"So she didn't let me pull her close, like this, and undo her buttons while I explained how we may do a love scene together in our next movie? She didn't want to hear just how I'd uncover her breasts and caress them during those scenes? She didn't visualize being naked in my arms while we keep trying to get the scene right, through countless rehearsals and numerous takes? Her nipples didn't get all hard when she saw me looking down her bra at them? She wasn't smiling when she went out with the girls later, and she certainly didn't give Will some extra lovin' later last night?" whispered Steve as he moved his face very close to Paula's.
"I know what you're trying to do to me, and it's working," blushed Paula as she searched Steve's face with her eyes. "That's another problem I have with Ted's behavior. I know how I feel about you, and how wrong it is. What if Jordan and Naomi and the others make Ted feel the same about them?"
"Paula, they probably have already! But that isn't a bad thing. You know I respect you and will never hurt you. Ted knows the bro code, as Gwen and the girls call it. We don't do anything inappropriate with other ladies, especially those of our friends. Ted won't be doing anything wrong with the girls and they all know it. That's one reason they're so relaxed with him. He respects them and he respects you. You need to trust him like he trusts you."
"He has some idea of how much I care for you. He's been good about it, but he can't be happy that I'm so fond of you, can he?" worried Paula.
"When you go back in there, give him a hug and a kiss. He'll be over the moon. I'm pretty sure that he knows how we feel about each other, just as Gwen does. I guess everyone has a pretty good idea, but we respect the boundaries. That's what makes it all work so well."
"Just exactly how do you feel about me?" managed Paula as she leaned even closer to Steve.
"Paula, you already know the answer to that question," whispered Steve as he smiled down at Gwen's mother. "Everyone in the other room knows how I feel about you. I've never denied it.
"Getting back on topic, Ted is a wonderful father, and a really great guy. He's also totally in love with you. Please let him behave like a man. Let him drag his knuckles and beat his chest a little. The more you trust him, the more he'll repay you with love and affection."
"So he won't mind my wrinkles and my sagging breasts after he's been around those beautiful young women?" worried Paula.
"I have no idea what wrinkles and sags you're talking about, but Ted will be all over you tonight it you give him some room with the girls today. I'm sure of that," insisted Steve. "In fact, I'm going to suggest to Naomi and Jordan that they give Ted some extra attention. I want you to be fine with it. You'll be glad you were, believe me."
"Okay, I'll try it," allowed Paula somewhat reluctantly. "I'm taking your word that Ted won't do anything foolish with those girls."
"And I'll mention to the guys that you won't be upset if they happen to stare a little at your ass or your cleavage, and that they should compliment you on your lovely figure," continued Steve. "You, Diane, Cindy, and Julia are fantasy material for those disturbingly sick puppies in the other room. Now let's go back out there and face the music. Your daughters will be insisting that you tell them what we did and said when we were alone in here."
"I doubt they even noticed we left," scoffed Paula as she stepped through the door Steve held for her. "They were quite busy posing and changing outfits."
When she stepped into the main room, Paula was stunned to see everyone standing around, staring at her. It was very obvious that they were extremely curious about what had transpired in the meeting room.
"I think we've reached an understanding," stated Paula to the room in general as she raised both hands to her breasts and made a big show of adjusting them.
Kate was the first to break into laughter, but soon she was joined by everyone in the room. "That's sure a relief, Mom! We were afraid you were arguing or something. I guess we needn't have worried. Steve doesn't argue with women. It's more like he molds them into what he wants them to be. It looks like you've just been molded and enjoyed every minute of it."
"He does have a way about him," grinned Paula. "Now, don't we have work to do?"
Gwen gave Steve a look and he immediately moved over to join her off to the side. When he neared her, Gwen simply looked at him without speaking. It was indicative of how well the lovers had come to understand each other. Steve easily understood Gwen's unspoken question and answered it immediately.
"I thought your mom was being pretty tough on your dad, so I asked her about it. She was worried that he was too old to be chatting to the girls like he does and she also feared that he'd no longer find her attractive after being around all of these firm young female bodies. I told her to never doubt Ted and that she should let him be a regular guy. The girls all like and respect him, as do all of us guys."
"I noticed that she seemed to be hard on Dad today. He wasn't bothering anyone. All the girls think he's pretty cool. When he went to Iraq with us, and he was even wounded, he sealed his position as a great dad and a pretty brave man. Mom's still beautiful, but shouldn't feel like she is competing with anyone. I hope you convinced her to lighten up a little."
"I'm going to ask the guys to pay a little more attention to her, and all of the mothers, from now on. They all think the moms are beautiful, but don't want to seem too weird by flirting too much with mothers of friends and girlfriends. I think these ladies can handle a few leers and suggestive comments, don't you" asked Steve as he looked at Gwen for her opinion.
"Are you kidding? Julia Wilson is no shrinking violet. Jordan's mom lives to be noticed and appreciated and Mom and Diane seem to enjoy the admiring glances of men far more than I ever realized while growing up. Maybe they've changed as the situation has changed, but yes. Do tell the guys to be sure to compliment our lovely, mature ladies here today," agreed Gwen.
"I was just thinking. We're doing photos for the new magazine, as well as ads for it today. Do we expect women in their forty's to wear our swim suits and lingerie? It seems like we would. A lot of women that age still go to the beach and still like to look sexy for boyfriends and husbands. Do we have any ads with ladies like your mom, Julia, Diane, and Cindy in them?" questioned Steve.
"That's a great idea! Why haven't we done that before this? We've concentrated totally on the twenty-somethings and forgot everyone else. We need to have teen agers as well as mature women and men in our ads. We've been missing the boat!" exclaimed Gwen. "Let me go talk to Stephanie."
It took some persuading but Gwen convinced her parents, Diane and Will, Julia and Jeff Wilson, and Cindy Quick to model swim and formal attire. The younger people in the room teased and joked with them between poses and everyone had a lot of fun with it.
"Mrs. Anderson, you make me feel like buying that suit!" exclaimed Billy when Paula emerged from the changing area wearing a low cut one piece suit that flattered her figure perfectly.
"Wow, Mr. A! You look just like James Bond!" announced Naomi when Ted appeared in a very stylish tuxedo.
Before they were done, the photographers had the parents pose with their children in formal wear and swimsuits. Then Billy asked to be in a picture with the mothers surrounding him. He blushed when the ladies all moved in tight to his body with their ample bosoms pressed against him.
"Hey, that's my mother you're squeezing," complained Naomi, but with a big smile.
"Yeah, Mom, don't get too close to that perv," warned Jordan. "He's not well!"
"He seems to be a very nice young man with a very healthy reaction to some seriously hot women," responded Cindy Quick as she made a production of looking down at Billy's swim trunks.
After a productive and enjoyable afternoon, the entire group naturally gravitated to Marsh's for a small celebration of sorts. Gwen told everyone, "Tomorrow morning, we'll work on our routines for the Oscars and then finish up with the ads for the Super Bowl. I want to thank everyone for their hard work and good humor. I think it's been a great weekend."
"I'm sure Dad will agree with you," chuckled Stephanie. "If he survives, that is. We did get some great video and stills for the commercials and the magazine. Every other advertiser has spent the last year on their commercials. They hire writers, actors, and even animals, to make their commercials months in advance."
"Yeah, but we're going to prove that less is more, especially if we're talking about the bikinis and gowns that the girls wore for their commercials. I'm pretty sure all my fellow football fans will love the ads," offered Chip.
"If you liked that, you should really love tomorrow when Gwen and Jordan wiggle into some tiny little underthings," predicted Stephanie. "It's going to be a teaser for the Oscars, where we'll also have some commercials, along with Gwen and Jordan and their two sidekicks doing the hosting duties. Their first dance routine will set the place on fire. You just wait!"
"We had a great time today, but didn't we want some teenage girls for some ads?" Lisa reminded the group. "We have everything set up for tomorrow, so are we going to fly in some anorexic teen models from some faraway place, or maybe go down to the basketball game at the high school tonight and scout the local talent?"
"That's a good idea!" responded Kate. "We don't need to import kids for the ads. We have plenty of attractive teens right here in Sparta. We can round up five or six decent looking kids and hire them for tomorrow. They'll love it. I'd suggest that we only use kids that are eighteen or older, just to avoid any legal issues."
Locals were surprised and delighted when Gwen, Jordan, Steve, Charlie and their friends entered the gym half an hour before the game was to begin. They had to pass through one of several detectors were been setup by the entrance. This was a change instituted after the attack on the school. Gwen was inside the gym for less than a minute when she realized how tightly she was gripping Steve's arm.
"I thought I was past reacting to the scene of the shooting, but it's bothering me more now than it did when we were still in school."
"I know what you mean," agreed Jared as he nodded toward the bleachers where they had been seated the day of the terrorist attack. "Those seats still give me chills and it's been over six years, and I've even been in combat. The memories haven't dulled at all with the years."
Steve was only half listening to his friends as he recalled the events of that fateful day. He still saw the four armed men turn in his direction and open fire at him. He still remembered how the bullet felt like a sledge hammer had smashed into his shoulder, and how Gwen had rushed to him so quickly. She immediately disarmed the bombs and applied life saving first aid to his wounds.
"I remember a beautiful young woman demonstrating incredible courage and poise as she worked to save my life," managed Steve as the others watched him.
He hadn't realized that he had stopped at the very spot he had been kneeling when he killed four men and was seriously wounded by their bullets. "Sorry, everyone. I didn't think this would be so emotional. Have I mentioned that I love you, Gwen?"
"Come on. We need to find some seats and then start looking for possible models," urged Gwen as she tugged Steve's arm, hoping to disrupt the memories that she, Steve, and some of the others were experiencing.
"Hello!" greeted a very pretty blonde girl dressed in a cheerleader uniform. "We're all really excited to have you at our game tonight. People still talk about that day Steve killed those terrorists and ..."
"Heather, isn't it?" interrupted Steve before the girl could get any further. "We're happy to be back in Sparta and in the old high school. Could I ask how old you are?"
"You remembered me! I turned eighteen last month, but why are you asking? Gwen Anderson is still your girlfriend, isn't she?"
"I certainly am," responded Gwen with a smile. "We're looking for some attractive kids that are at least eighteen to do some modeling for us tomorrow. It appears that Steve feels you'd fit the bill, if you're interested."
"Model? With you, Jordan Quick, Charlie Burns, and Steve Hammer? I'd love it! Where and when do you want me? This is so exciting!" babbled the pretty blonde.
Stephanie moved in and handed the girl a business card. "Here's my card. Call me tomorrow morning around eight and we'll set it up for later in the morning. Get lots of sleep tonight, and no sex!"
"I don't, I mean, I wasn't..." responded the flustered girl as Stephanie broke into laughter.
"That was just a joke," explained Stephanie. "But do get a good night's sleep."
As Stephanie handed the girl her card, Steve took Gwen's hand and pulled her toward the bleachers. Cheryl Baxter was sitting three rows back with several other girls. Her eyes widened when she realized that Steve and Gwen were looking directly at her.
The people sitting in the bleachers in the general vicinity suddenly became very quiet as Steve spoke. "Cheryl, it's great to see you again! You remember us, right? We met in Washington at Gwen's inaugural."
"Of course I remember you!" responded the red-faced girl. "You're the most famous people on the planet."
"I have a big favor to ask. We're looking for some pretty teen girls, eighteen or older, to do some modeling in swim suits and gowns tomorrow. Naturally, you're the first girl that came to mind. We'd pay you very well. You don't mind modeling with older people like Gwen and me, do you?"
"Me? Why would you want me? I'm not popular or pretty. There are lots of girls more popular than me," deferred Cheryl.
"You aren't suggesting that Steve doesn't know a pretty girl when he sees one, are you?" teased Gwen.
"No! I mean he's with you and you're the most beautiful woman in the world, so he must know something about pretty girls. It's just that even Steve Hammer can make a mistake. I'm just not very attractive," replied the blushing girl as she realized that dozens of people were listening to her exchange with Gwen and Steve.
"Cheryl, would you be willing to sit between Steve and me tonight during the game, if your friends wouldn't mind? We can discuss this at our leisure, and we can get to know you better," suggested Gwen.
"You want me to sit with you? Sure! These guys will understand. Thanks for being so nice to me. I don't understand it, but I really do appreciate it," replied Cheryl as she stood and climbed down to join Gwen and Steve as the people that had been sitting around her suddenly began chatting quite animatedly.
Steve led Gwen and Cheryl toward Jared, who was chatting with Coach Watkins. "Coach is the new athletic director here! He's going to get us the best seats in the house."
"I didn't say that," laughed Coach Watkins. "Laura just took the baby for a quick change. When she gets back, I'd be pleased if you'd all sit in this section with us. It's usually reserved for faculty and employees of the district. If it gets to be game time and the seats aren't full, the students and general public can use them. To be honest, our basketball team isn't all that good, so there are usually a lot of empty seats.
"Here's Laura and Sterling," continued Coach Watkins. "Laura's father is named Sterling, so don't give me any crap about the name unless you want to argue with her."
"I think it's a beautiful name for a beautiful little boy," cooed Gwen as she accepted the baby from Laura and held him against her ample bosom. "Thanks for sending all of those photos, Laura. With my schedule, I don't have much time to visit my friends."
"Hey, I went through med school, too. I know what it's like," replied Laura. "Toss in the fact that you're our Congresswoman, and it's amazing that you have any time at all. But I hear you're making time for the Academy Awards in a few weeks. I bet you guys will do great! I can hardly wait to watch it."
"Thanks, Laura," responded Jordan as she joined in the conversation. "We're going to push the envelope a little. I think people will really enjoy the show and will be talking about it the next day. Steve and Gwen are amazing, and Charlie's become a real good performer, too.
"Naomi's a favorite to win for supporting actress and I wouldn't bet against Gwen winning best actress. Charlie's talent has placed us in the running for best soundtrack and song. This could be a big night for us, but win or lose; we're going to give the viewers their money's worth!" finished Jordan.
When the game began, the crowd was about half of the capacity of the gym. By halftime, the building was packed. Students in attendance had posted pictures of Steve, Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, and their friends all over social media. Just before the start of the second half, the school superintendent appeared with several board members.
They made a bee line directly for Sparta's most famous alumni where the superintendent made a request. "Thanks so much for coming to the game. There's a dance afterward and we'd consider it a great honor if you'd stay for it. If Congresswoman Anderson would care to address the students and faculty before the dance begins, we'd be especially honored."
Gwen looked at her friends before responding. They were all grinning and nodding for her to do it. "I'd be the one that would be honored. I don't have anything planned, but I'd be happy to address everyone for a couple of minutes. Would we be allowed to stay for the dance, even though we're no longer students? I remember that there used to be a rule about not allowing people out of school to attend these dances."
"I assure you that we'd love to have you all stay for the dance," replied the pleased superintendent. "That rule was to prevent problems with college age kids coming back to hassle the kids in high school. You and your friends would be attending as my guests. There will be no problem at all.
"Did you read the plaque on the wall near the south door? It's dedicated to those killed and injured that horrible day of the attack. It was placed there two years ago because the students wanted to be certain that it was never forgotten."
Gwen had never been informed of the plaque, and it soon became apparent that none of her friends had either. When the buzzer sounded to end the third quarter, they all made their way over to it. Billy, Jared, and Steve blinked to hold back their emotions as they listened to Charlotte read the plaque to the rest of the group.
"Rather than end our way of life, the heinous, cowardly attack by armed extremists that cold January day gave birth to a new and reinvigorated Sparta. We will never forget those that were killed or injured, nor shall we ever forget the courage and strength of the Spartan Nation that defeated terror here, in this very school. We proudly proclaim that we are the Spartan Nation!"



"It lists the names of the kids that died and Ralph, the maintenance man, and then all of the kids that were injured. This is extremely well done and it makes me feel like crying!" sobbed Charlotte as she went silent.
As the group struggled with their emotions, they suddenly became aware of applause. Everyone in attendance, including the fans of the visiting team, was standing, clapping, and cheering! Gwen took Steve's hand and waved to the crowd as she walked back to her seat. Charlotte followed suit with Billy and Naomi waved as she made her way back with Jared while the applause simply increased. All of the friends stood by their seats and waved in appreciation. It was several minutes before it quieted enough for the game to resume.
"That was amazing!" observed Cheryl to Gwen as the game began the final quarter. "You were so brave that day. I don't think anyone else could have done what you did."
"That's where you're wrong," replied Gwen immediately. "I think that any number of students, including you, would have done the same. I just happened to be there. I was totally in love with Steve, and I trusted him completely. There's only one guy like Steve Hammer, but Jared and Billy stepped up big time to save Charlotte and me. Some people have the capacity to give everything to help another person. All of the guys with us tonight are that way. They're the cream of the crop as far as we women are concerned.
"We do want you to model for us tomorrow, so plan on being there. You will be paid and you won't be asked to do anything that makes you uncomfortable, but I think Steve really wants to be in some ads with you, so think it over.
"The other thing I wanted to speak to you about is the possibility of you being my intern after you graduate and before you go to college. It pays very well and you'll learn a great deal. Plus you'll help me with my extremely busy schedule. It will include gathering information on pending legislation, going with me to speak with other members of Congress, helping me when I'm filming this summer's movie, and at a couple of concerts we have planned for Russia and Ukraine. Would you be interested?" asked Gwen with a smile as Cheryl's jaw dropped to her knees.
"Go to Washington, Russia, Ukraine, and see you make movies and give concerts?" repeated Cheryl. "I'm in! I'll talk to my parents tonight, but I'm sure they'll be good with it. I'm eighteen and have never given them any trouble. They trust me and they trust you and Steve. We've talked a lot about you two since we met at your inauguration. My family thinks you're the best!"
"Understand that I'll expect you to spend a fair amount of time researching legislation and keeping me informed about issues. It won't be all travel and movie sets. You'll be working every day," cautioned Gwen.
"I won't let you down!" exclaimed Cheryl. "I'm very organized and a hard worker. I'll do a good job for you. I promise!"
Once the game was over and the teams left the floor, Gwen grabbed Steve's hand and pulled him with her as she started for the visitors' bleachers.
"These folks are in my district. It would be rude to not speak to them before they all leave," offered Gwen as she led Steve across the floor. Soon Gwen and Steve were engaged in conversations with many of the fans from Montoursville. It was quite apparent that they were very pleased that their Congresswoman and her famous boyfriend came to spend time with them.
"Do you see how easily they speak to people?" asked Charlotte of Cheryl. "Even after you've been around them a long time, you'll still be impressed with how they make everyone feel like their friends. They do the same thing with world leaders. I've seen it, and it's amazing."
Before the dance began, the superintendent introduced Gwen and asked her to say a few words. "I haven't been in office very long, but I want all of you to know that I care about our area and our country. I need all of you to help make this world a better place. Please be involved in community. Take an interest in legislation and let me know how you feel, and why. Each of us can make a difference. I have some very good friends that have demonstrated that many times over. Be interested, be involved, be honest, and do your very best. Thank you!"
Of course Steve and Gwen were asked to perform their Lady in Red dance to begin things. They graciously agreed and hundreds of phones and cameras were trained on them as they performed their signature dance. Many of the teenage girls had tears streaming down their cheeks by the end.
Steve and Gwen split their time between their friends and the students, faculty, and parents that waned to dance with them. Jordan and Charlie were beseeched with dance requests while Jared was amazed at how many kids wanted his autograph, along with Naomi's.
By the end of the evening, they had selected eight students to model for the ads being done the next day. Two of the kids were actually from Montoursville. They were an attractive couple that Stephanie felt would be perfect for what they had in mind. The two kids agreed to return to Sparta the following day for the photography session.
Sunday was a busy one. It was obvious early on that the kids needed some help in relaxing and posing so they looked natural. Gwen actually took Cheryl into a dressing room with several swim suits. She emerged about ten minutes later with a big grin.
"If anyone harbored any doubts about Steve's ability to select well built, attractive females, what you see next should dispel those doubts. I never suspected that Cheryl had such an amazing figure under all of those clothes," admitted Gwen. "But Steve did. Wait until you see her. I had to persuade her to wear a modest bikini. She should be out any minute."
The door opened a short time later and Cheryl nervously stepped into the main room. She was wearing a bright green bikini that covered all the important parts, but she still caused a few surprised gasps.
"Cheryl, you're amazing!" stated Kate. "You'll look great in the ads. I guess Steve does have an eye for beauty."
Heather had previously emerged in the smallest bikini she could find that was available for the teens. She had been doing her best to be seen and noticed by everyone, especially Steve. She appeared to be the person most surprised by Cheryl's appearance.
"Holy cow, Cheryl! You do look great! I never dreamed you had such an incredible figure. You even have great abs and toned legs. How come no one ever got to see how good you look?" questioned Heather with obvious admiration.
Cheryl simply blushed at Heather's question. Steve stepped between the two girls and wrapped an arm around each. "Heather, I'm really happy that you were so complimentary to Cheryl. I wasn't sure if you were a truly nice person, or were just pretending to be. You sure passed that test.
"Cheryl, you really are lovely. You two may get some more modeling gigs out of this. Right now, I'd like you to try to put the other kids at ease. You're the leaders of the group today, so spend some time with them. Try to get them to relax. We need natural looking poses and they can't be all stiff and nervous. Can you help them out?"
"Sure!" replied Heather as she grabbed Cheryl's hand. "Let's go loosen them up."
Cheryl and Heather moved over to mingle with the other teens that were on the set, while the director discussed what he wanted from Steve, Charlie, Jordan and Gwen.
"We're going to make this as sexy as we can and still broadcast it in prime time. Each video is going to be edited down to fifteen seconds, but we'll need a lot more footage than that to get just what we're looking for. We'll have Charlie and Jordan go first. Move to the blue bedroom set and we'll get started."
Jordan dropped her robe and moved to sit by the large mirror while Charlie remained behind the door. The teens were suddenly silent as they watched Jordan combing her hair while wearing the sexiest lingerie imaginable. On cue, Charlie strolled into the room and did a double take when he saw what Jordan was wearing. Jordan played it coy with half smiles and little pouting gestures as Charlie approached her. He gently placed his hands on Jordan's shoulders and slowly slid her thin straps down. Before her breasts could be exposed, Jordan brought her arms up to hold her top almost in place. Although her nipples were still covered, the entire top of her breasts were exposed as Charlie gazed intently into the mirror. Then he leaned over and kissed her cheek and moved down to her neck.
They went through several variations of the scene. They had Jordan remain seated for one take and stand and embrace Charlie in a different take. After about a dozen attempts, the director felt he had enough to create his fifteen second commercial.
"We have to follow that?" complained Gwen as she headed toward the red bedroom set. "That's going to be the sexiest commercial ever!"
Steve and Gwen were doing a similar type of commercial. Steve went through a side door and waited instructions. Once the director gave the word, Gwen dropped her robe and moved to sit in front of a large mirror. She wore a large pair of glasses and her hair was in a tight bun on top of her head. She had mastered the 'sexy librarian' look. Meanwhile in the other room, Steve tossed his robe aside and two assistants then poured water over his head and torso. Then he was handed a bath towel to wrap around his waist.
Cheryl, Heather, and the other kids had been permitted to watch the filming from a viewing area. Several of the girls gasped when Steve dropped his robe. Heather's face was flushed, but Cheryl was a bright red.
"Have you ever even imagined a man looking that sexy?" whispered Heather. "Gwen's the luckiest woman in the world!"
"Yeah, well I'd say he's pretty damn fortunate to have a girlfriend like Gwen Anderson!" declared a male classmate. "She's beautiful!"
Steve was still wet when he entered the bedroom with the towel wrapped around his waist. When he saw Gwen seated in front of her mirror, he made his way toward her. She was wearing very revealing lingerie and looked incredibly sexy as she read intently from a book she was holding. Steve smiled as he placed his hands on Gwen's shoulders and used his thumbs to slide Gwen's straps off her shoulders. Gwen placed her arms over her chest to keep her breasts somewhat covered and then stood and turned to Steve. As she did so, her top slid to her waist as she wrapped her arms around Steve's neck. The sides of her breasts could be seen as she held herself close to Steve.
They repeated variations of the scene numerous times. On the last try, Steve pulled the pin that held Gwen's hair in a bun. She gave her head a shake and her hair fell around her shoulders. Then Gwen's top dropped before she was able to embrace Steve. There were groans from the males that were watching the filming. Gwen simply smiled as she quickly stepped close to Steve to shield her bosom. Suddenly Gwen tossed Steve's towel off to the side as she reached up to kiss him. After two more takes, the director declared that he had enough material to make the commercial.
Next the teens were arranged by the photographer's assistants and some light makeup was applied. They were a bit wooden for the first few poses, but soon relaxed and did quite well. Eventually they were joined by Jordan, Gwen, and the others for photos of the group of lounging around an imaginary pool. Heather and Cheryl were both delighted when Steve insisted in having some pictures taken of him each of the girls.
Paula made a point of cornering Steve before he left for the day. "You were right about Ted," she whispered. "It was almost like our honeymoon. To think I was trying to stop him from being around those sexy women when I should have been encouraging him.
"I told Diane what Will had you doing to her, and she already knew all about it! She and Will have excellent communication. She knows you push her libido up a few notches and she loves it."
"I'd be very happy to do the same for you, Paula," grinned Steve as he arched his eyebrows.
"I'm flattered that you're so willing to perform such an onerous chore. Don't make me ask you, just use your discretion. If I need a lift, feel free to light my fire. I'm sure Ted would agree after last night," replied Paula.
That evening Steve and Billy took Gwen and Charlotte to the airport for their flight back to California. Steve was going to remain in Sparta a few more days before reporting back to Washington and Senator Chatham.
The following Sunday was the Super Bowl. Gwen and Charlotte were at Sanford, while Steve, Becky, Ashley, Kate, Jared, Chip, Pete, and Naomi were in D.C. Charlie and Jordan were relaxing in Sparta with Billy and Lisa's family and Gwen's parents. The entire group was excited to learn how the last minute commercials would turn out. The entire group of friends connected via Skype for the game.
Near the end of the first half, the fifteen second commercial featuring Jordan and Charlie played. Everyone was very while it aired. Once it was over and a different commercial came on, Steve felt he had to comment.
'Charlie, your wife is incredible! That was the sexiest commercial I've ever seen. You looked good, but Jordan is absolutely beautiful, and her curves were breath-taking. I'll bet that's the top rated commercial of the night."
"Thank you, Kind Sir," laughed a pleased Jordan. "That did turn out pretty good, but we haven't seen the one with you and Gwen yet. I'm betting it'll be a big hit. You guys really brought the heat for that one."
The commercial was discussed for several minutes as the teams battled back and forth in the game. They all knew that a good game would keep more viewers, and fortune smiled. When the first half ended, the game was tied. During half time, their thirty second swim wear commercial aired. Once again, the group was delighted with how well everything was done. All of the girls had a few seconds with their faces and figures on display and they were all lovely.
"If those commercials don't help sell more swimsuits, then I'll lose all respect for the American male," declared Billy. "Did you see how sexy Charlotte looked in that white bikini? Now I have to worry about guys trying to steal her away!"
"You should have been worried about that all along," laughed Jared. "None of us has any idea what she sees in you."
"That isn't what Naomi said to me the other night," quipped Billy.
"Remember that I'm on this Skype, too," chimed in Naomi. "Please don't tell Jared about us."
"Okay, it'll be our secret. I won't tell Jared and you don't tell Charlotte," agreed Billy.
"Who are you kidding?" demanded Charlotte. "You'd never be able to keep it a secret if you got your hands on Naomi! You sure don't have a poker face. Besides, you know how Jared was looking at me in that little swim suit. You wouldn't dare break the bro code because Jared would be free to pursue other interests... like me!"
"That and the fact that's about 260 pounds of muscle really puts a damper on me acting on any fantasies I have about Naomi," admitted Billy. "But I can still dream."
"You can, and you do," pointed out Jordan, bringing laughter from the rest of the friends.
Early in the second half, another commercial aired about Lady in Red Productions' movies. Gwen, Jordan, Charlie and Billy, briefly described their roles in the upcoming movies and urged people to plan on seeing them the following fall.
Just before the end of the third quarter, they watched their commercial about their new magazine and the music that would be released over the year. It was mostly to alert fans to their intentions.
Finally, half way through the fourth quarter, with the game tied once again, Gwen and Steve's commercial played. Jared was the first to break the silence once it was over.
"Holy crap! I never saw anything that sexy on network TV before. They had to do some pretty nifty editing to keep Gwen's bits and pieces from being seen by a few hundred million people. My only complaint is when she tossed that towel away, I knew that Steve was naked with her. She's way too fine a lady for a glorified frogman!"
Many similar comments followed from the guys, while the women were extremely complimentary. Everyone felt the commercials they had created had turned out very well and would pay dividends in increased interest and sales.
The morning talk shows broadcast the two commercials with Gwen and Jordan over and over. They had been discussed at great length on the internet, especially on social media. Nearly everyone agreed that they were extremely effective and very well done. The only real debate was over which of the two was better. Opinions seem to run about fifty-fifty and both Jordan and Gwen were very content with that.
The commercials also created a lot of discussion as to what people could expect from the two couples when they hosted the Oscars in two weeks. As popular as the foursome had been before the Super Bowl, interest in their activities had increased dramatically.
The two couples spent the Saturday of the Oscar weekend working with choreographers and dancers to guarantee their performance would proceed without a hitch.
Sunday evening, Steve escorted Gwen down the red carpet. She was stunning is a red gown that displayed her figure perfectly. Charlie and Jordan were also dressed to the nines and followed Gwen and Steve up the carpet. Both couples were besieged with questions from TV, newsprint, and internet reporters. They constantly posed for photographs.
Once they finally managed to get to their dressing rooms, they quickly began to prepare for their big night.
"Okay, let's get our clothes off and into our robes," insisted Jordan. We'll be going on in less than half an hour."
When the curtain went up for the show, Gwen and Jordan were sitting on a couch facing Charlie and Steve, who were standing by two dressers. All of them wore long robes. Jordan spoke first.
"The show's starting and you two haven't put on your tuxedos yet! You really need to hurry!"
"We still don't see why we need to get all dressed up," replied Charlie.
"Yeah," added Steve. "Everyone's going to be watching you two in your beautiful gowns. We could go out in our underwear and no one would even notice. All eyes will be on you."
"Okay, we won't argue this anymore!" stated Gwen firmly. "Everyone's waiting for the show to start. Why don't you two clowns go out there in your underwear and see if you get noticed!"
"That's right!" agreed Jordan. "I'm sure that millions of people want to see you two in your superhero undies. Go on out there in your boxers. See if we care."
Steve and Charlie immediately broke into big grins, exchanged high fives, dropped their robes, and hurried to the front of the huge stage where two guitars sat. Steve had on Batman boxers while Charlie's bore the likeness of Ironman. They were still smiling as they strapped the instruments on as Jordan and Gwen appeared to be in total shock.
Of course Steve and Charlie were in excellent physical condition and the women in the audience quickly let their approval be known. It was fascinating for the viewers at home to watch A-list actresses whistle and cheer as the two bare-chested men prepared to play their electric guitars.
Charlie and Steve nodded at each other once they had their instruments strapped on. Then they suddenly jumped into 'Sharp Dressed Man' by ZZ Top. The audience recognized the song immediately and increased their roar of approval.
Gwen and Jordan still appeared stunned by the behavior of Steve and Charlie, but soon overcame their surprise. They exchanged high fives and danced to the front of the stage in their robes. They sang the first stanza in harmony, changing a few of the words to fit the situation.



"Clean shirt, new shoes,
And we don't know what they're going to do
Silk suit, black tie,
Do they really need a reason why?
They come runnin' just as fast as they can,
Cause every girl's crazy about a sharp dressed man!"
As Gwen and Jordan finished the first stanza, the stage behind the two guys filled with dancing girls in revealing outfits. Steve and Charlie were moving back and forth on the stage as they played. They movements were precise and energetic.
Meanwhile Gwen and Jordan had danced to the rear of the stage to their 'dressing room', which was in clear view of both the TV and theater audience. Both girls turned their backs and dropped their robes! That's when the audience noticed that a dresser was strategically placed so the girls' derrières were blocked from view. It was obvious that they were both naked from the waist up.
They pulled some outfits off hangers and quickly stepped into them. They fastened some hooks, glanced at each other, nodded, and danced back to the front of the stage in time for the next stanza.
Jaws dropped open as the audience watched the two incredibly sexy women dance with the music in what appeared to be undergarments. Jordan wore a black strapless push-up bra and black boy shorts, while Gwen was in a red bustier top and matching red panties.
Both girls looked about to burst out of their tops as they danced up to the front to sing the second stanza. By this time, the crowd was really getting into the music with many actresses dancing in the aisles and cheering loudly. As soon as they finished the second stanza, Gwen and Jordan danced back to their dressing area and pulled two gowns off hooks and dropped them over their heads. It took them only a few seconds to secure the dresses, which covered just a little more than had been exposed by the under garments.
Soon they danced back down to the front, where they delivered the third stanza before moving to either side of Charlie and Steve to move in the same dance steps the men were doing. The crowd loved it!
Once the last chord sounded, the two girls began waving and smiling as several scantily clad women carried clothes over to Charlie and Steve and helped them get dressed. The crowd broke into loud laughter when one of the girls helping Steve tried to tuck his shirt down the front of his trousers. He smiled at her as he clutched her wrist and shook his head. By the time the applause died down, Charlie and Steve stood on stage fully dressed in very good looking tuxedos!
Charlie stepped behind a nearby curtain and returned with a double bass while Steve picked up his guitar again. They nodded to each other and began playing again. This time it was the rockabilly song 'Rock This Town' by the Stray Cats. Gwen and Jordan moved across the stage and seemed to glide down the stairs as they sang the lyrics. Soon they were in two main aisles, singing as they moved with the tempo of the song.
Steve worked his way off the stage and stood by the front row of guests. He took over the vocals when they reached the lyrics about the 'real square cat' and how 'you looked at me once, you look at me twice, you look at me again and there's gonna be a fight'. Steve directed the lyrics to a famous tough guy actor and former governor sitting in the second row and the audience broke into laughter and applause. By the end of the song, Jordan, Gwen, and Steve were back on stage with Charlie as the applause lasted a long time.
Half an hour into the program, the Oscar for best original score was awarded. Gwen and Steve were disappointed that Charlie and Jordan did not win, but knew they still had a great chance to win for best original song.
Half way through the evening, the two couples were shown on camera to be quite surprised when the announcer introduced President Marchant of France! He delivered a brief speech in English. He spoke of the appreciation the people of France had for the efforts of Jordan, Gwen, Charlie, and Steve for the orphaned children and all the people of France. As he spoke photos of the four friends performing from the top of the Arc de Triomphe with the full moon behind them were shown on the huge monitor.
He asked the four to join him and they quickly complied. Jordan and Gwen both brushed back tears as Marchant carefully placed ribbons with the Order of Arts and Letters over their heads. He then kissed each of the girls on both cheeks and firmly shook hands with Charlie and Steve. Once again, the applause and cheering was almost deafening.
A short time later, Jordan and Charlie were at the podium to present the Oscar for best supporting actress. Jordan was unable to conceal her joy when she read Naomi's name as the winner.
Naomi was stunning in a low purple gown that clung to her amazing figure. She hugged Jordan and Charlie and then turned to the crowd. "There are many people that made this possible and should be thanked. I want them to know that I appreciate all they have done for me. That said, I thank Jared for always being there for me and I thank Gwen for being a wonderful friend and an amazing talent. But none of this would have ever happened if I had never met Steve Hammer. I love the guy, I respect him, and I thank him from the bottom of my heart."
Gwen and Steve were next at the podium to award the best original song. Gwen shed tears of joy when she read Jordan and Charlie's names as the winners. "Thanks to everyone that listened to, and liked our song. Charlie is an amazing talent. I'm proud to be his wife and his partner. Much like Naomi, we owe it all to Gwen and Steve. My career was circling the drain when I met them. They turned me around and even introduced me to Charlie. They taught me what love and friendship should be. Thanks so much!" finished Jordan.
With that said, Jordan wrapped her arms around Steve's neck and gave him a smoldering kiss, while Charlie gave Gwen a somewhat more subdued kiss. Then the two men shook hands while Gwen and Jordan hugged each other as the crowd showed its approval.
Near the end of the evening, Steve moved to the podium to announce the winner of the Oscar for best actress. When he opened the envelope to read the winner's name, a huge smile appeared. Gwen won!
Gwen was radiant as she worked her way across the stage. She accepted the statuette with her left hand and clung to Steve's hand with her right. "Everything I am, everything that I ever hope to be has been made possible because this guy next to me loves me so much. I thank everyone that helped with the movie and all of the fans that watched and enjoyed it, but I truly love Steve Hammer and he's the force behind any success I have!"
As soon as she finished her short speech, Gwen pulled Steve down with her free hand and kissed him long and hard on the lips as the audience once again cheered and applauded.
The four friends made excellent hosts. Their friendship and trust in each other allowed them to time the delivery their lines perfectly. They were gracious, polite, and entertaining and the viewers responded by giving the show the best ratings the broadcast ever had.
Lady in Red Productions had a hotel ballroom rented for the traditional party after the awards. They had signs conspicuously posted that drugs would not be tolerated and obviously inebriated people would not be served. A security detail was patrolling the festivities to be sure those rules were followed. Steve noticed that several actors balked at entering after reading the warning. A couple of them simply turned around and left. Steve felt some sorrow that they felt they couldn't attend a party without drugs, but was pleased that they had decided to make the statement and enforce it.
Photographers had Gwen, Naomi, Jordan, and Charlie pose for numerous shots. Then they asked Steve to get in them as well.
"These people won the Oscars, not me," protested Steve halfheartedly.
"Each of us knows that you deserve most of the credit for our awards," insisted Naomi as she slid in as close to Steve as she could get. Her large breasts were pressed against his chest.
"I guess I have to fight fire with fire," complained Gwen as she moved tight to Steve's other side and pressed her equally impressive bosom against Steve's chest.
"My God! What a picture that is," groaned Billy as he pulled his phone out and snapped a few pictures from behind the photographers. "Jordan, we need another set to complete the picture. Could you somehow get your girls in there someplace?"
"Just where would I put them, Billy?" asked a smiling Jordan. "It looks pretty crowded in there already."
Maybe we could get Steve to sit down and all three, or six of you, depending on how you look at it, could lean over and smother him with cleavage," suggested Billy.
The photographer's actually liked Billy's suggestion and that became the pose carried on most internet newspapers and internet sites the next day. Steve was grinning from ear to ear as the three voluptuous women were draped over his shoulders with large amounts of cleavage on display.
Ted and Paula managed to find a quiet moment to speak to Steve a short time later. "We wanted to be sure you understood how grateful we are that you're in our lives and that you're so good to us, and especially to Gwen. We feel like you're the son we never had and are eager for the day when you officially become our son, or at least son-in-law," praised Ted.
Steve gave Ted a manly hug and then wrapped Paula up in his arms and pulled her tight to his chest. "I have to thank you for being such understanding, loving parents. And I thank Paula for being the sexiest, most beautiful mother in the world."
"Go easy, Big Boy," laughed Paula. "Ted's already telling me we need to go back to our room. Don't get me all fired up, too. We may be asked to leave the hotel because of all of the noise we'll be making."
The next morning, Steve woke up to find Gwen kissing his cheek and nibbling on his ear. He smiled as he took her into his arms and made gentle, slow love to her.
Everyone had gone to bed very late and had agreed to meet in a reserved room at their hotel for a late brunch. All requests by the morning shows for interviews had been declined. It was a happy group that gathered shortly before noon.
Ashley, who had been spending much of her time in Washington, sat down next to Gwen. "There are some members of Congress complaining about you being such a bad example for the nation's young people. They feel your commercials, and your performance last night are too risqué and failed to uphold the high moral standards of that sacred institution."
"Really? Tell me, are Bill Simpson, Jack Benton, and Marge McDonald still members of Congress?" asked Gwen.
"Why, yes, as a matter of fact, they are," responded Ashley with a grin.
"Then I don't think I'll worry about living up to the standards of that 'institution', as you called it. I would never stoop that low!" explained Gwen. "I didn't ask for the job. I didn't say I'd quit my day job. I'm proud of my work, my friends, and my life. I can't be bothered worrying about what those hypocrites think."
Not surprisingly, sales of Lady in Red swim and evening wear and lingerie increased dramatically after the Super Bowl and the Oscars. Jordan, Charlie, Steve, and Gwen became even better known and for the most part, loved by the citizens of America.
Gwen returned to Sanford for her medical studies, but flew to Washington numerous times over the rest of the winter to vote on important issues. Whenever she was in town, the press followed her relentlessly. When Steve joined her, it became even worse. Everyone wanted to know how Gwen was voting on any given issue, what she was wearing, what she and Steve were planning, and when they would be doing it.
The couple's overwhelming popularity did not go unnoticed in the halls of Congress. Politics is a tough and very serious business for most members of Congress. The ease and magnitude of Gwen's success rankled more than a few law makers. Envy and greed drive Washington and many politicians wanted what Gwen and Steve had.
"I'm constantly being accused of keeping you around to garner votes and gain attention," revealed Senator Chatham to Steve one morning later that spring. "What you and your friends have managed is unparalleled. You're self made billionaires, generous to a fault, heroic as all hell, make great movies and music, and yet are extremely ethical. You're America's darlings, our answer to British royalty, only far better."
"Has it become a problem for you?" asked Steve.
"You know me better than that," assured Senator Chatham. "You do garner a lot of press for me and it will probably help get me votes, so I may not be any better than the rest of the jackals out there, but I like to think that I am.
"I've been hearing rumblings on the Hill about your girlfriend's financial status and whether she's using her position in Congress for personal gain. Before you go off on me, I know she doesn't! She's probably losing money by serving in Washington. It limits her TV and movie roles, among other things.
"The fact is that there is a growing resentment in this town over Gwen's golden touch. Everything she does, the two of you do, or either of you do, turns out successful and usually beneficial to a lot of people. That would normally be considered a good thing, but not in this town. Politicians don't trust what they can't understand, and Gwen is a real conundrum to them. She's been in office a few months now and she has more influence with voters, world leaders, and our own president than politicians that have served for thirty years, and they don't like it one bit."
"Senator, where are you going with this?" asked Steve. "Is there a point to this discussion?"
"Yes, my impatient young friend, there is. You need to be prepared for all kinds of hell to rain down on you. There will be accusations, rumors, and innuendo about Gwen's finances, morals, and motives. I know how strongly you feel about her and how anything that harms her, harms you, and how you'll react to that."
"You have a lot of resources and I'd suggest that you take advantage of them. Have your most obvious enemies investigated. Look into their finances, family life, political life, religion, tax statements, donations, and anything else you can think of. I don't want you two caught flat-footed when the shit hits the fan, and it will hit the fan in the next few months. The best defense is a good offense. Your enemies need to know that you're ahead of them in every aspect of the game. You need to be proactive," advised Senator Chatham.
"There's something else. The State Department was been contacted by the Russian government. They want to know if you'll be allowed to serve as best man at Vlad Nobikov's wedding in early May. Of course we have to smile and tell them we'd be honored, but it's going to give ammunition to the Cold War advocates in Congress. To top it off, Gwen is being asked to be the Maid of Honor.
"Normally, a wedding is personal and not political, but a sitting Congresswoman the Maid of Honor for the Russian president's son's wedding? If she accepts, the McCarthy types in Congress will attack her. I can tell you that with certainty.
"I gave you a lot to think about, but I've become quite fond of you two and hate to see you hurt more than needed. If you're aware and prepared, you'll have a better chance to get through this."
Steve respected Senator Chatham's knowledge and experience and realized that she was offering some very good advice. That evening he spoke with his grandfather on the phone for a long time. The next day, he met with Ashley, Kate, Naomi, Becky, Pete and Skip. Paula, Ted, Jordan, Charlie, Lisa, Jason, Jared, Billy, Gwen, Stephanie, and Charlotte joined them on Skype. He explained what was probably looming for Gwen and what Senator Chatham suggested be done to counteract it.
It took a couple hours, but a plan was formed that everyone agreed upon. The lion's share of the work would fall on the shoulders of Paula, Ashley, and Stephanie. They would be coordinating all efforts to learn as much as possible about Gwen's political enemies.
Ted was going to meet with the company accountants and go over all of the financials. They wanted no surprises as well as guarantee that Gwen had obeyed all laws and regulations pertaining to members of Congress. Lady in Red Productions' financials were also being audited to be certain that they paid all taxes and took no questionable exemptions.
Naomi, Jared, Jason, Pete, and Chip would discreetly speak with their military contacts to see if they knew of any questionable actions by any members of Congress with the military. Steve's grandfather was well connected and he promised to pass on any information he might gather.
Jordan and Charlie would proceed as normal, but making extra care to always be supportive of Gwen every opportunity they had. They were extremely popular and everyone in the group agreed that people listened to and trusted Jordan and Charlie, nearly as much as Gwen and Steve. Everyone else agreed to be available at any time if help were required in any area of the group's efforts.
Near the end of the meeting, Paula made a point of speaking to Steve directly. "We all know how you feel about Gwen and how you'll do everything in your power to keep her from harm's way. Please don't react physically to anything these people do or say about Gwen. You have a career and a brilliant future. Don't ruin it by doing something rash. Think before you act and if possible, discuss it with Gwen, Stephanie, Ashley, or me, or even all of us. We don't want to lose you while we're saving Gwen."
"I understand what you're telling me," responded Steve. "My nature is to be direct and to address issues head on, but I've learned a few things over the years about diplomacy and the advantage of using the back door rather than the front one all of the time."
"That was more information than we needed, especially for my parents," quipped Kate as everyone laughed for the first time that evening as Steve blushed and poked Kate gently with his fist.
"As for the request to be Maid of Honor, I spoke with Anna this morning and I told her that I'd be delighted to do it," continued Gwen while pretending that she never heard Kate's barb. "I will not have politics dictate with whom I am friends, or how I support my friends. If that upsets those old farts, so be it!
"The wedding is May 2nd. We've agreed to perform in Red Square on Thursday evening, April 30st, the night before their big May Day Parade. All of you have been invited to attend the concert and the wedding, along with Steve's relatives. On May 3rd, we'll have the groundbreaking for the new hospital in Moscow that Steve so brilliantly negotiated for us to build," teased Gwen.
"The following Friday night, we'll be in Kiev for the grand opening of our beautiful new hospital in that city and another concert. We will not worry about how some old politicians feel about what we're doing. What kind of world is it when people find something bad to say about funding hospitals and treating sick and injured children regardless of their financial status? This company will always try to do the right thing and if that turns out to be the road to hell, well, that's okay, too!"
Lady in Red Productions once again made headlines a few weeks later when a tornado tore through the city of Barnesville, Tennessee early on a Sunday morning. It swept in at two o'clock and by two thirty, a large section of the city was damaged, with several hundred homes destroyed and an unknown number of lives lost.
Steve happened to be in Nashville with Senator Chatham when the disaster struck. Stephanie had flown in earlier in the day to meet with Steve and discuss the information her sources had gathered about the looming political attack on Gwen.



Steve's cell phone rang just before three A.M. and he quickly answered it when he saw that the caller was Jason. The two spoke briefly about the disaster and the efforts that were being launched to assist the people of Barnesville. Jason and Lisa were flying down on the Red Lady and Steve promised to meet them there.
By three, Steve was gently knocking on Stephanie's door. She opened it immediately and she was fully dressed. "Are we renting a car or what?" was her first question.
"I thought I'd ride a bike down. I have Sunday and Monday off so that's not a concern. It's about six hours away and I think I might be able to gather some volunteers along the route. You can hire a limo or rent a car to get there. I need you to find a Harley dealer that'll sell or rent a bike this time of night," answered Steve. "Then you need to get this out to everyone on social media. Jason has already activated our warning system, so things are happening right now."
"I'll get hold of a dealer and make a few calls to get the social media thing in gear, but I'm riding on that bike with you, so don't even think of leaving without me," warned Stephanie.
"I won't have room for a bunch of clothes," warned Steve. "I'm taking some underwear, jeans and a couple shirts. And I'll be on the road as soon as get my hands on the bike. Can you be ready that quickly?"
"Hell, I won't even take any underwear, or shirts," replied Stephanie with a straight face. "All I need are my birth control pills, and you can carry them in your pocket for me."
Steve frowned at Stephanie's suggestion until he saw a big grin spread across her face. "Seriously, I can be ready in a few minutes, so don't leave without me!"
Steve pulled out of the dealer's lot at three thirty with Stephanie clinging to him as he accelerated down the street. They had not gone more than a few miles when they saw the first rig with a 'Lady in Red' sign with their logo on it. The truck was pulling into a lumber yard as they drove by.
"Jason's hard work is paying off already!" observed Stephanie. "That truck's loading up with supplies. It already has the magnetic signs in place and he'll be headed to Barnesville within the hour."
Steve and Stephanie picked up about thirty riders in the hours before dawn, but once the sun came up, bikers began joining them in much larger numbers. As they rolled down the interstate, they passed dozens of big rigs with the 'Lady in Red' logo on their doors. Without fail, the semis would blow their horns and wave as the bikers roared past them.
As people woke up and turned on their TV's that morning, they were greeted with the news of the devastation in Barnesville. After showing videos of the destruction, the news went on to show the trucks loaded with building supplies, food, water, construction equipment, and any other item possibly needed in an emergency. Every one of the rigs carried the 'Lady in Red' logo. They were gathering a huge parking lot a mile from the worst devastation, waiting for instructions and permission to proceed.
Jason and LIsa were shown exiting a sedan and speaking briefly with civil defense people on site. They took time to grant a brief interview.
"We're here to help these people anyway we can," asserted Jason. "We need permission and direction as to where our assistance is most needed. That's the only thing holding us back at the moment."
Lisa responded to a question asked about having enough supplies for such a large disaster. "As we speak, trucks are rolling this way from every point on the map within an eight hour drive. If we don't already have what the people need, we soon will!"
Paula, Ted, Diane, and Will had gathered at Paula's shortly after Lisa explained that she and Jason were flying out to Barnesville. Their friends began showing up to join them as they became aware of the situation. Jordan and Charlie stopped in before sun up.
They were all watching the news programs and listened to the brief statements given by Jason and Lisa. Then the picture switched to a long line of motorcycles traveling down the local interstate with an even longer line of semis following behind.
"That's got be Steve leading that group!" exclaimed Jordan. "He's in Nashville this weekend. I wish Charlie and I had flown out to meet him."
"Well Stephanie did fly to Nashville and that sure looks like her sitting behind Steve on the first bike!" pointed out an excited Diane. "I hope she's careful. I never dreamed my little girl would be doing so many amazing things."
Jason was soon given the needed permissions and information on the issues rescuers faced and began deploying his trucks and equipment. It soon became evident that the lacked the needed manpower to unload and transport supplies over the debris filled streets. Trucks with excavating equipment were unloaded and more operators were sought.
There was enough local talent to get the job started, but the devastation was impressive and headway was slow in the making. News crews were everywhere. Then a distant hum was heard that soon became a loud roar as hundreds of bikes came around a corner and headed to the staging area.
Steve led the group into the lot and quickly parked. Seeing an idle excavator he climbed on it and headed it toward the damage. As he came up to Jason and Lisa, he turned the machine off and spoke briefly to them. Then he stood on the track of the heavy excavator and addressed those that had ridden in with him.
"If any of you are qualified to operate any of this equipment, step over to the left by that skid-steer," requested Steve as seven men and a woman moved to stand by the machine. "Okay, Jason will speak to you about what he wants you to do. The rest of us will get our instructions from Lisa."
Steve reached down and pulled Lisa up to stand next to him as she addressed the group "We're still in the search and rescue mode. The area's emergency personnel are taxed to the limit and beyond. We will assign you to assist the rescue people any way you can. Usually that will mean lifting and carrying debris so they can search for survivors. Please follow their instructions and stay safe. We do not want even one of you to become a statistic today.
"The red pickup parked to my left is packed with heavy gloves and work boots if any of you need them. Drinks and food will be supplied a little later. This gentleman in the blue jacket will break you into small groups of four and drop you off with to assist rescue personnel. Please be careful, and God bless you all!"
Over two hundred men and women moved to the truck to get gloves. Some tried on and wore the offered work boots. Steve climbed back into the seat of the excavator after helping Lisa down and drove it up the street to get instructions from Jason.
Over the next five hours, six injured people were pulled from the rubble, as well as two bodies. Helping save lives was exhilarating for the volunteers, but finding that people had died dampened those emotions.
Lisa spent her time directing supplies to where they were most needed. Property owners with limited destruction received plywood and tarps to cover the damage to their homes and to keep out the weather. A dozen different restaurants were represented with food trucks that constantly prepared meals for victims and volunteers. Some of the trucks had traveled over two hundred miles to help with the recovery. If there was something needed that wasn't available, Lisa or Stephanie would immediately pull out their cell and make calls to get it there quickly.
Trucks brought in huge dumpsters for the debris and hauled them away as soon as they were loaded. Jason had even arranged for teams of insurance adjusters to cover the area to document the damage with photos and notepads. They knew that some insurance companies would not accept their findings, but recovery was the main goal. Waiting days for rain and bad weather to cause more damage was not an option.
By noon, crews of carpenters were making repairs on damaged homes as quickly as city inspectors would issue permits. Steve worked through the day, stopping only for an occasional drink, and finally for a hot meal as darkness fell.
Reporters were constantly seeking interviews with Steve. He referred them all to Lisa and Stephanie as he ran the excavator. Stephanie was asked where Steve had learned to operate heavy equipment.
"The guy's a US Navy SEAL," was her stock answer for any question regarding Steve's qualifications. "When we find something that he can't do, we'll let you know."
When it began getting dark, work did not stop. Dozens of large lights and generators were brought in as crews of new volunteers constantly arrived to relieve those that had labored all day.
Sunday night, Steve pulled out a sleeping bag and spread it off to the side of dozens of others in a grassy area near the staging area. Lady in Red had supplied them for volunteers that asked for them. All of the local hotels and motels were filled with workers and news people. Steve was surprised when Stephanie and Lisa came over by him and spread out two more bags.
"Jason and I felt that we couldn't be living in luxury while the regular guys were sleeping on the ground," explained Lisa. "It would be sending the wrong message. So here we are, camping out."
"Well, I'm glad for the company, but it's supposed to get chilly tonight. Jason and I are used to it, but you girls may be in for a bit of shock," responded Steve.
"I have thermal underwear and heavy pajamas," allowed Stephanie as she placed her bag alongside Steve's.
"With good bags like these, you're supposed to sleep naked and control the temperature by unzipping the bag if it gets too warm," chuckled Steve.
"Yeah, right," laughed Stephanie. "You'll come up with any excuse to get Lisa and me out of our clothes."
"Actually, Jason told me the same thing," revealed Lisa. "I'll be sleeping naked with Jason tonight. He promised I'd be warm."
"I imagine he'll keep that promise, but I'll take my chances with long underwear and pajamas," insisted Stephanie.
Steve was exhausted after being up for so long and spending the day operating heavy equipment. He had quickly showered in the park's bathrooms by the pool, which was drained for the winter. The bathrooms and showers had been opened for use by the volunteers and those displaced by the tornado. He peeled off his clothes, except for his boxers, and crawled into his sleeping bag. He was asleep within a few minutes.
Sometime during the night, he was jostled. He opened his eyes to see Stephanie in the dim light from the staging area. He couldn't contain his smile when he realized she was naked except for s pair of bikini underwear.
"Move over, Smart Ass! I broke into a sweat from all the clothes I had on, and then I almost froze to death. I should have listened to you. You've survived in jungles and deserts, so why not in a grassy field in Tennessee? Would you please wrap your arms around me until I get warmed up?" insisted Stephanie with chattering teeth as she zipped up the very crowded sleeping bag.
Steve chuckled in her ear as he wrapped his arms around Gwen's cousin. "You smell great and feel even better, Steph. Now go to sleep."
Stephanie wondered if she should feel insulted by how quickly Steve fell back to sleep with her nearly naked body in his arms. Then she wiggled her butt around and felt a very respectable erection poking her backside. Grinning like the cat that got the cream, she placed one of Steve's big hands over her left breast and soon joined Steve in slumber.
It was almost dawn when Steve was awakened by Lisa's voice very close to his ear. "Any idea where my little cousin is? Her sleeping bag is empty, but yours looks awfully full. Are you having a party in there?"
A small hand reached out and lowered the zipper on the bag. Once it was down halfway, Stephanie's head popped out of the bag next to Steve's. "I was cold, okay? It was all perfectly innocent. Steve was a true gentleman. He kept me warm all night."
"I bet he did!" laughed Lisa as she snapped a picture with her camera. "I guess his big warm hand is keeping that boob warm, although that nipple would appear to be quite chilled, or something."
"Steve! How could you take advantage of me like that?" demanded Stephanie in mock anger. "I guess I must have offered too much temptation for the guy to resist. Lisa, would you hand me my clothes so I can get dressed before people start showing up and ruin my reputation. Imagine how awful it would be if it became known that I slept with Steve."
"Yeah, I can only imagine," deadpanned Lisa. "It's practically destroyed Gwen's career. The good news is I got a picture and just texted it to Gwen, Mom, and your mom. I just wonder which one of them will be the most jealous."
"You did? Really? Could you send it to me, too?" asked Stephanie. "I may forward it to the Star Enquirer anonymously, and then deny that Steve and I are lovers. Isn't that how it works?"
"Actually, I believe it is. I'll send the picture to you, but I strongly urge that you not let it be published anyplace if you like your job, and like hanging around this caveman of Gwen's," threatened Lisa as she handed Stephanie her clothes. "Gwen knows that Steve has a weak spot for you, so don't push it too hard."
"He does?" asked Stephanie as she looked up at Steve as he lay quietly listening to the two women.
"You have a weak spot for me? That's so cool!" exclaimed Stephanie before she gave Steve a smoldering kiss.
"Hey! I have a real big weak spot for you, too," insisted Jason as he stood over the couple in the sleeping bag. "I could use a kiss and a handful of boob."
"You had your hands full all night, so don't get greedy," laughed Lisa. "A lot of men would be satisfied with my boobs, don't you think, Steve?"
"I've got to see a man about a horse," insisted Steve as he pointedly ignored the question and climbed out of the sleeping bag and quickly slid on his jeans. "Be careful about any pictures, and be sure that Gwen knows the truth. I can take a joke, but I can't take losing Gwen, even for Steph."
"That was something like a huge compliment, wasn't it?" gasped Stephanie. "That guy likes me, at least a little."
"That's an understatement," responded Lisa. "If Gwen didn't have him completely under her power, you'd have a very good chance. Now let's get something to eat and get to work. We need to get cleaned up for the TV interviews!"
Jason, Lisa, Stephanie, and Steve put in another long and grueling day. When they prepared for that night's sleep, Stephanie was a bit subdued. "Paula called and told me to at least keep some pajamas on, and that I should not sleep with Steve again. She made me delete the picture you sent to me, Lisa. She said that she and Mom and Gwen deleted them, too. We need to be a bit more careful with our images and especially Steve's. I know she's right, but it was so much fun!"
"I'm sure it was, but we have enemies trying to ruin Gwen's career and we have to be sure we don't give them any ammunition," reasoned Lisa. "I knew Mom would put a stop to it when I sent the picture. I wasn't trying to be a bitch, but we all love Gwen and don't want her hurt in any way. It never even occurred to any of us that you did anything wrong, other than climb naked into a sleeping bag with studly here."
"Mom called, too. She was very understanding, but made me promise to act more professionally, especially away from home. Then she asked if Steve behaved himself since my breast was obviously in his hand. I told her that I put it there after he fell asleep and she just laughed a little. Then she had me call Gwen and apologize.
"Gwen was great. She told me that I needed to be more careful in the future, but she understood how a shivering little girl might decide to crawl into a toasty sleeping bag with her boyfriend. She never even asked me if Steve behaved. She really is amazing and they make the best couple I've ever seen."
By the time Stephanie finished speaking, Steve was once again snoring lightly. Jason was obviously asleep as well. Lisa and Stephanie shrugged to each other before Stephanie climbed into her bag and Lisa carefully slid in next to Jason.
"One thing I've noticed about these Special Forces guys is that they can sleep anyplace, in any conditions," observed Lisa. "Jason said that they learned that in training, since sleep was brief and in uncomfortable conditions. Nothing fazes them now."
The next morning saw Steve and Stephanie say their goodbyes to Lisa and Jason. Steve had to be back in Washington early the next morning and Stephanie was flying back to Sparta from the Nashville airport. Jason and Lisa were going to spend a few more days on scene to be sure their goals were accomplished.
The weather had warmed up and the sun was shining brightly as Stephanie climbed on the bike and wrapped her arms around Steve when he started the machine. They were in Nashville by mid-afternoon and on their flights a short time later.
When he landed in D.C., Steve glanced at the TV monitors in the gate area. There was a breaking story about the House Ethics Committee investigating accusations against Gwen Anderson for undetermined ethics violations!
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Steve was surprised only by how quickly Gwen's detractors had managed to set things in motion. He had expected the 'dance' to begin during the summer recess. He was already feeling quite irritated when he was stopped by a TV reporter as he made his way through the airport.
"Can you shed any light on these ethics violation accusations? What exactly is Gwen Anderson being accused of? Can you tell us that much?"
"I can explain a few things," replied Steve with a seemingly calm demeanor. "There are certain members of Congress that believe that Gwen's popularity is threatening to them, or diminishes them in some way.
"Gwen is the most ethical, honest person I know. This whole thing isn't really about ethics. Hell, most of these people in Congress wouldn't recognize ethical behavior if it bit them in the ass.
"This town is about money, power, and influence. Gwen has all three and that upsets certain politicians that have less. Gwen's worked hard to make our company a success. That hard work has gained her considerable power and influence here in the U.S., and in other nations. She didn't buy it, like so many politicians try to do, but earned it by performing remarkable acts of courage, generosity, and kindness.
"We will not enter into this fray unprepared. As soon as the battle lines become clear, those unwise individuals that are leading this witch-hunt will rue the day they decided to question Gwen's ethics, integrity, or honesty. Uncle Sam has trained me in the art of war. We'll counter attack with vigor, and without mercy. I'd caution those that join against Gwen in this ill-fated fiasco that they'll not come out unscathed."
"Are you implying that you consider this investigation akin to actual war?" questioned the amazed reporter.
"No, I'm not implying it. I'm stating outright that this is an unprovoked attack, which is an act of war by almost any definition. We will respond accordingly. Political blood will be shed."
"Are you threatening the politicians that are questioning Congresswoman Anderson's behavior in the House?" pursued the stunned reporter.
"That would depend on how you look at it. If promising to reveal truths, expose corruption, and quite possibly force some members of Congress from office for malfeasance and outright illegal activities is considered a threat, then it would seem that I am. I simply consider it a promise. We look forward to literally cleaning House."
"You're an officer in the U.S. military. Can you even say these things without landing in serious trouble yourself?" was the final question posed to Steve.
"Why would we officers be trained to fight, and taught to defend honor, freedom, our way of life, as well as the Constitution, if we were expected to ignore threats to loved ones? I feel strongly that this is one of the reasons I worked to become an officer in the U.S. Navy, and it's what the American people expect from me. I will support Gwen to my last breath. America will accept nothing less from me, and quite frankly, neither will I!
"I'd ask viewers that wish to support Gwen in this upcoming kangaroo court to visit our web page, LadyinRedProductions.com to find contact information. They can use it to report any suspected unethical activity by elected officials in Washington. We'll take it from there."
Steve ended the interview at that point. It was rushed past editors and played on the evening news along with the story of Gwen being investigated for ethics violations.
"Do you believe what your boyfriend just did?" asked Charlotte as she, Gwen, and some friends watched Steve's interview. "He's come out fighting. That's for sure! It doesn't pay to insult or attack Gwen Anderson in any way. He came across as very calm but extremely determined. I wonder what the fallout from this will be."
"We decided that once this started, we'd be on the offensive. We've had people working on this matter for weeks now, and we've gathered some pretty damning information," admitted Gwen. "But I never expected Steve to fire the first salvos. I hope he doesn't get into trouble. He sure does get upset when anyone tries to hurt me, doesn't he?"
The next morning found Steve seated in front of a very irate Senator Chatham. "I've had a dozen calls already this morning. Every last one of them was from a member of Congress that wants you disciplined, at the very least! There's pressure on the Navy to court martial you. They want President Hanson to denounce you and Gwen, or at least distance himself from you both. Some of my advisors are telling me to jettison you as far and as fast as I possibly can. You've opened a real can of worms."
"I warned you that I'd support Gwen come hell or high water," responded Steve. "You're the one that told me this was coming and to be prepared. I didn't just come up with those statements on the spur of the moment. I've been thinking about it for weeks.
"I won't blame you if you distance yourself from me. I'm a big boy and I'll accept any punishment my superiors deem appropriate. I will not ignore attacks on Gwen. You can take that to the bank."
"I didn't say I was going to follow that advice," countered Senator Chatham. "I'm still hearing all sorts of praise about your efforts after that tornado. FEMA hasn't even responded yet and your company has a good portion of the recovery work already done. No one has ever seen a private company move so fast and so effectively. Hell, no company has ever even considered helping on the scale that yours did. It was amazing.
"I'm going to confer with the President about this matter in a few minutes. It'll be on speaker since he wants to talk with you directly. Stay in that chair and wait!" insisted the senior Senator from Tennessee before leaving the office.
Steve remained quiet as he watched Senator Chatham's staff struggle to handle the large volume of phone calls that were pouring in. Fifteen minutes later, the Senator returned. She and Steve were the only two in her office.
"Mr. President, this is Senator Chatham. Lieutenant Hammer is the only other person in attendance. I've already mentioned to him some of the pressures you're facing from his 'declaration of war' yesterday evening."
"Steve, how are you?" asked President Hanson by way of a conversation starter. "That was some pretty slick work your company did over the weekend in Tennessee. That required a great deal of planning and a considerable investment."
"Yes, sir. My brother-in-law, Army Ranger Captain Jason Hunter, graduated West Point with an engineering degree. He's retired from the military now and working very hard to prepare our company's response to emergencies across the nation and possibly around the world. That was our first major test. We did some things wrong and we're expecting to improve for next time."
"I'm very familiar with his record. I'm not surprised that he was able to design such a well conceived strategy," replied Hanson. "You've done a great service to the people of Tennessee and this nation.
"That said, you must realize that your response to Ms. Anderson's situation has placed your superiors in a difficult situation. Members of the military do not speak their minds to the press, especially if it's contrary to the will of Congress, or the President," stated Hanson firmly.
"I understand that, Sir. I am prepared to accept any and all punishment the Navy administers, but I will always respond when Gwen is attacked," declared Steve just as firmly.
"And it's that chivalry, that desire to protect your lady that makes this so difficult," replied President Hanson. "Television and the internet can't stop talking and writing about it. The average man on the street is solidly behind you both, while Suzy Homemaker feels that you're Sir Lancelot and Sir Walter Raleigh all rolled into one.
"My advisors think you've overstepped your bounds this time. They tell me that you and Gwen can't survive the kind of campaign that certain powerful members of Congress will wage against you. They want me to cut my losses, as well as any ties that I have with you.
"The Kremlin will announce later today that you and Gwen are going to serve as best man and maid of honor at Vlad Novokov's wedding. Talk about timing! That information will fuel the distrust some people have of Gwen and you. It looks like a perfect storm and my advisors are telling me to pull in my head, batten the hatches, and wait for it to pass."
Neither Steve nor Senator Chatham wanted to interrupt the president as he spoke, so they remained silent and waited for him to continue.
"Unlike almost everyone else in Washington, I have no political ambitions after January. That actually removes some of the stress of this situation. This may also be the most nonpartisan movement I have ever experienced in my many years in Washington. Some powerful members of both parties are uncomfortable with Gwen's influence, as well as the speed at which it's been increasing. She doesn't play by their rules. She can't be intimidated, bought, or cajoled into doing things their way.
"My gut feeling is that some very powerful people are about to receive a lesson in civics, the American tradition of hard work, honesty, and the strength of public opinion.
"I'm going to come out in support of Gwen, without equivocation, or misgivings. I'll not allow the Navy to punish you in any way, Steve. I'll be very honest here. My wife is your biggest fan. She's convinced that you two will come out on top, and be stronger than ever. I can't remember the last time she was wrong about something like this. She feels so strongly about it that she insists we support you, to the point of gambling with my legacy, and betting it on you and Gwen. I tend to agree with her."
"Mr. President? Am I hearing you correctly? You're going to publicly stand behind Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer in this battle? You realize that it's a huge risk, and many of your advisors will not be pleased. Nor will some members of your cabinet. You may lose some good people over this," cautioned Senator Chatham.
"I admit that it'll be interesting. There'll be some very big winners, as well as some very big losers when the dust settles. My wife and I feel that those of us in Gwen's camp will be the big winners, but only time will tell. Are you prepared to state your position, Senator?" asked the President.
"I've thought about nothing else for the past twelve hours," answered Senator Chatham. "When I came in this morning, my staff was divided about how to handle this. The younger members were adamant that Gwen and Steve represented the best in America and deserved my support. The older, career minded people wanted me to tell the public that I felt Steve needed space and time to work through this issue; that I was cutting ties with him to give him the space he needs."
"That seems very fair, Senator," interrupted Steve. "Thanks for the opportunity...
"Allow me to finish my meanderings!" insisted Senator Chatham. "Mr. President, I was with Steve and Gwen and their friends in Paris a few short months ago. I've seen what happens when the two of them are together, working the crowd, including world leaders. Steve saved my life and probably a dozen others when he caught that grenade and fired it back into that speeding car. What he accomplished seemed impossible. How they both interact with world leaders, and in what high esteem they are held is difficult for me to even comprehend. Steve conducted himself very well during the negotiations with Russia and Ukraine. It was something to see.
"Add that I woke up Sunday morning to see him on TV leading volunteers in my home state to help victims of a tornado, and to learn that his company provided all kinds of relief and helped save lives and property; I feel I have no choice but to support Gwen and Steve to the bitter end. What kind of person would I be if I remained on the sidelines while two of the finest, most powerful voices for peace in the world today are attacked by these political jackals?
"I've decided to address my colleagues as soon as possible and declare my position. I like to think that it will help convince some others to join me."
"Mr. President. Senator Chatham. Gwen will be delighted to hear about your support. I thank you both for your confidence and trust, and assure you that we will do everything possible to earn it," responded Steve with considerable emotion.
"Steve, you've already earned it, many times over," replied President Hanson. "You've made me look good on several occasions and now those chickens have come home to roost. You and Gwen will play a very big role in the future of this country. I'm sure of that, and I'm equally certain that this nation will be the better for it."
About the same time as Steve was speaking with President Hanson and Senator Chatham, Charlotte answered their house phone at Stanford. She quickly called to Gwen. "It's Secretary Rosen! He wants to speak with you."
Once Gwen picked up the phone, Rosen began. "Gwen, I saw Steve's interview last night. I could have told those idiots that Steve would fight for you if they tried to smear your name. I learned that lesson the hard way!
"I'm calling to let you know that I'm going to come out strongly in support of you in this debacle in Congress. As you know, I resigned from the Cabinet and I've declared my candidacy for president.
"My wife insisted that I not only support you, but call you to let you know that I am. She feels that you're going to kick butt and take names in this looming battle. I happen to think she's right.
"Í know you said that you wouldn't come out in support of any candidate, but I want to make certain that you know where I stand on this matter. I am not sitting on the fence. There's no waffling. You have my best wishes and total support.
"My wife thinks that the sun rises and sets on Steve. His adamant support of you, and the fact that he pretty much threatened those that wish you harm raised her opinion of him even higher. She keeps telling me to watch how he conducts himself and try to act the same way," finished Rosen.
"I can't tell you how pleased I am that you called and offered your support," responded Gwen. "Steve sure did make his feelings known, didn't he? I think women like it when a man is willing to risk it all to protect his lady, and Steve certainly did that. I appreciate that you called and I wish you the best in your campaign."
"It's begun," observed Charlotte as Gwen hung up the phone. "Remember that the plan is for me to keep you focused on your studies and let the others take care of things. With Steve, Paula, Ashley, Kate, and Stephanie fighting for you in Washington, I'd say things look pretty good. Just let them handle it while you concentrate on school."
It wasn't all good news. Several members of the House appeared on the morning news shows and expressed concern about Gwen remaining so active in her company and in entertainment while serving in Congress. They suggested that she was using her position to increase her personal wealth
They were even more vocal about Steve and his efforts to 'strong-arm' them into abandoning their duties as public servants and turn a blind eye to Gwen's questionable behavior. Congressmen Bill Simpson went so far as to suggest that Gwen 'lacked the moral fiber' required to serve in the House of Representatives after seeing her performance on the Oscars and her 'inappropriate' commercials on the Super Bowl broadcast. He went so far as to call her a 'modern day harlot'.
When Steve reached Gwen's D.C. office a little after ten that morning, he found Ashley calmly directing her staff on how to handle the phone calls that had begun to pour in. She even instructed one staffer to place an ad on Graigslist to hire temporary people to answer phones. Several reporters were waiting for Ashley to finish up so they could question her.
When they saw Steve walk in, they rushed to ask him the questions that had been intended for Ashley. "Please wait for Ashley," insisted Steve. "I spoke to the press last night and I'm still hearing about it."
Ashley soon joined Steve and began fielding questions. She did an excellent job and Steve found himself grateful for her calm, thoughtful responses. Then a reporter asked about Congressman Simpson's remark about how Gwen was a modern day harlot and lacked the moral fiber to serve in the House.
"Are you sure that Mr. Simpson actually made that statement?" asked Ashley as anger flashed across her face. "Even Mr. Simpson wouldn't be that foolish."
One of the reporters pulled the interview up on his iPad and played it for Steve and Ashley. Then he asked, "Do you care to respond to Congressman Simpson's comments?"
Even as angry as Ashley was, she could easily tell that Steve was livid. His face was red and his hands were clenched tightly into fists. She arched an eyebrow to Steve and he nodded in return. The exchange between the two did not go unnoticed by the reporters.
"Okay, my response to the foolish statements by Congressman Simpson is in a locked file. Please give me a moment to retrieve it," requested Ashley as she unlocked and opened a large filing cabinet.
The reporters could see that the cabinet was almost full of files. They were able to easily read the names of several members of Congress on the headers. Ashley pulled a small pile of papers out of a file clearly marked 'Bill Simpson'. She placed the file on her desk and then closed and locked the cabinet.
"Here's Gwen's response to Mr. Simpson's incredibly stupid insinuation that she lacked moral fiber," declared Ashley with obvious anger. "Just last night, Steve Hammer warned what would happen to politicians that attacked Gwen's character or honesty. Obviously, Mr. Simpson heard him because I just saw how he ranted about Steve's nerve for almost a minute during his interview this morning just before he questioned Gwen Anderson's character. Now comes the reckoning. Mr. Simpson is about to enter into a world of hurt and he has no one to blame but his own hypocritical, sanctimonious, self serving ass!"
With that statement, Ashley pulled packets from the files and handed one to each reporter. "Be sure the self-righteous Mr. Simpson knows that this information is being handed out compliments of Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer!"
The reporters quickly thumbed through the files. A couple of whistles sounded as they began to digest the contents of the packet.
"I haven't read any of this, but a few of these pictures look pretty damning!" observed a veteran reporter from a national network. "Can you explain these pictures and some of these documents?"
"You guys are the reporters, so dig into it. We've already done the leg work that a lot of your viewers would have expected from you, but that's okay. There's a flash drive in each packet with some video and more detailed explanations of the contents," pointed out Ashley. "Now that I gave you a bone to chew on, please leave the office and let me get some work done."
"That poor, miserable bastard won't even know what hit him," grinned Ashley once she was alone with Steve. "It couldn't happen to a more deserving guy. He's been in Congress forever, has seniority so he can pick what committees he wants to be on, acts like he's the second coming in public, yet does terrible things to people. I read the files and saw the videos and I feel confident that he'll rot in hell."
"So, how do you really feel about the guy?" asked Steve with a crooked grin. "Personally, I'm glad he gave us a reason to release that report. I would have hated to keep it private had he not attacked Gwen. I don't think that I could've done that. There are a couple more really bad characters in the House that will have to be exposed before too long, regardless of how this all plays out."
News organizations had a field day with the information Ashley had given to the reporters in her office. She was soon getting requests for copies from the news organizations that were not represented when she gave her interview in her office.



By early afternoon, outraged citizens and a few of Simpson's fellow House members were demanding his resignation. Simpson doggedly refused to give in. At first he claimed it was all a lie manufactured by Gwen Anderson and her company to weaken her strongest critic. By the next day, he was claiming he was misunderstood, and was a victim. By Friday morning, he reluctantly admitted he needed professional help and resigned from the House in ignominy.
The speed of his political demise stunned Washington. On Wednesday morning, Bill Simpson had been one of the most powerful men on the Hill. By noon Friday, he had resigned in shame with his legacy in tatters and his reputation destroyed.
Steve's interview was replayed constantly, especially on the cable news channels. Was he right to reveal Simpson's years of debauchery and the deviant behavior that he had forced on numerous women for over twenty years? Would Steve and Gwen have revealed what a monster Simpson really was if he hadn't made the tactical mistake of accusing Gwen of moral turpitude?
The politicians that wanted to investigate Gwen became noticeably more civil in their discussions about Gwen's activity, but refused to abandon their goals. By Thursday, the House Ethics committee had released their schedule relating to their investigation. Paula and Stephanie were to answer questions about Lady in Red Productions' finances on a Wednesday, April 22nd, less than two weeks into the future! The next day, they would return if there were more questions for them, and then Ashley would appear to respond to any inquiries about Gwen's actions while in office. Friday was reserved for Gwen to appear before the committee.
Polls were taken repeatedly. Without exception, Gwen was supported by at least ninety percent of those questioned. Most people felt the charges were politically motivated and lacked any credibility. Bill hardy continued to insist that Gwen and Steve were communist sympathizers dedicated to the destruction of the United States.
Amber Stahl requested an interview with Steve and Gwen, which they quickly granted. Steve and Amber flew to California to tape it. Gwen was desperately trying to get ahead on her studies since she would miss the following Friday's classes to appear in Washington and then travel for more than a week. Her finals were scheduled for mid May.
Stanford provided a very modern set in their media building for the interview. The three friends chatted amicably while they waited for the camera and sound people to declare everything was ready. Amber took a seat across from Gwen and Steve and the live interview began.
"Thanks for agreeing to be interviewed this evening. I know that you're both very busy, especially you, Gwen. Third year med students don't have a lot of spare time, so let's get started.
"Gwen, do you feel there is any basis for the investigation into your ethics by the House committee?"
"Thanks for having us tonight, Amber. I feel that there are reasons for the investigation, and none of them are related to any wrong doing on my part," responded Gwen. "I've been extremely fortunate in the friends I have made, the success of our movies and music, and having the love and support of hard working men and women in the U.S. and around the world.
"That success appears to have created more than a little resentment in Washington. These pathetic tactics are the response of desperate politicians. They either can't, or won't do better themselves, so they're trying to diminish my reputation and the good will Steve and I have worked so hard to achieve over the years."
"Steve," continued Amber as she turned her attention to him. "You gave an interview the evening the ethics investigation was announced. You pretty much threatened to destroy anyone that attempted to harm Gwen in any way. The very next day Congressman Simpson stated on network television that Gwen 'lacked moral fiber and was a modern day harlot'. As soon as you heard that quote, you instructed Gwen's assistant to release a packet of damning information that essentially forced Mr. Simpson to resign his office within the week.
"How do you feel about being responsible for a man losing the office he held for over thirty years? Does it bother you in any way? Any second thoughts?"
"I wasn't responsible for him resigning his position," declared Steve firmly. "That was entirely his doing. His abuse of power and lack of common decency were his downfall. We would have eventually given the information to the press, regardless of his stand on Gwen's investigation. Once we discovered what a horrible person he was, and what terrible things he had done to innocent women, there was no option. I would expect that civil and criminal suits will be filed against him before long."
"It's a widely held belief that nothing ever happens fast in Washington. Yet, Mr. Simpson's entire career suffered a complete and total meltdown within a few days of his less than complimentary remarks regarding Gwen. Many in Washington were stunned by the speed of his departure from Congress. You are seen as Gwen's protector and the enforcer when strong measures are needed. Are you comfortable with that role?" questioned Amber.
"I'm comfortable doing anything and everything in my power to assist and protect Gwen. Labels mean nothing to me. Gwen's future and her reputation mean everything," admitted Steve. "I'll never stand idly by when Gwen's attacked."
"Let me point out that Steve didn't do any of this out of malice," added Gwen. "Once we determined the sort of person we were dealing with, we all agreed that he needed to be exposed. Please don't think that Steve is some monster that crushes anyone that disagrees with us. He demands respect, and he's earned it. Those that engage in reasonable dialogue have nothing to fear. Insulting and demeaning me will always draw a strong reaction from Steve. That should be obvious to everyone by now."
"These hearings are being held awfully soon. Usually there are months between accusations and the actual hearings. How is it that your appearance before the ethics committee has been scheduled so quickly?"
"I think that surprised the committee," responded Gwen. "We received a request to appear, and were given a three month window. We simply chose the earliest possible date. We need no time to prepare. My friends, my family, my staff, and I are eager to defend and to move past this unnecessary political maneuver. Steve and I have a wedding to attend and two concerts in Europe scheduled for the very near future, as well as a hospital ground breaking in Moscow and a hospital dedication in Kiev. In the grand scheme of things, this is simply a minor irritation. I'm not a politician. I serve at the will of my constituents. I was not elected to please and appease the Washington political powers."
"That brings up another subject," segued Amber. "Some very important and powerful people, including President Hanson and former Secretary Rosen have pretty much staked their political fortunes on you coming out on top in this battle. Senator Chatham has stated that she feels you will not only survive this investigation, but it will actually increase your influence.
"More than a few political pundits feel that you and Steve are now the most powerful couple in the world. Do you see yourselves as world leaders, king makers, the powers behind the throne, or anything similar?"
"Honestly, I have trouble believing my eyes and ears when I watch Steve interact with the most powerful people in the world" admitted Gwen with obvious pride. "He stands eye-to-eye and toe-to-toe with them, and they respect him for it. I have no real influence in international politics, but Steve sure seems to. I guess the jury is still out about Steve being a king maker."
"President Hanson, Senator Chatham, Secretary Rosen, as well as several other high ranking politicians have announced their total support for you in this matter. Does that support help ease your mind?"
"It truly does, Amber. I appreciate all of the politicians that have announced their support for me during this unpleasant time. I have to be honest about this, however. The phone calls, emails, texts, and words of encouragement I constantly receive from the hard working people of this country serve as an even better cure for the pain this situation has caused Steve and me, as well as my family and friends. I was elected by the people to serve in Washington. I've done my very best. They're the ones I answer to, and from whom I seek approval."
"As I mentioned earlier, Senator Chatham stated an interesting theory in her speech in the senate this past week when she very strongly endorsed your moral fiber and personal and business ethics. She predicted that this obvious attempt to impede, or even reverse the growth in your popularity would only serve to increase it," quoted Amber. "Do you agree, Gwen?"
"I really have no idea about that. I guess it's a possibility. It's also possible that things could turn out much worse for me. Senator Chatham's scenario is certainly preferable, at least to me," smiled Gwen.
"You two have been asked to be the best man and maid of honor at the wedding of Vlad Novokov and Anna Chekov. Many observers feel that you were both asked because of your prominence in politics and entertainment. You've only been with the Russian couple a few times. Critics say that they must have better, closer friends. How do you respond to that?"
"We've been asked by very good friends to stand up for them at their wedding. It's an honor to be asked, and we're quite happy to help them celebrate their marriage in this manner. It would be extremely rude of us to question why we've been asked," reasoned Gwen. "We're very pleased that we were, and we expect to have a great time!"
"There are those that suggest that you and Steve are too close to the Russians and that you may be Communist sympathizers. How do you respond to that?"
"That's such a stupid thing to suggest that we won't even give it the dignity of a response," stated Steve calmly as he dismissed Hardy's accusations. "Only an idiot would come up with something that foolish."
"Your company responded to a tornado in Tennessee with amazing speed and obvious planning. Many victims, as well as rescue personnel involved in that tragedy credit your company with saving lives and restoring hope with your immediate response. Can we expect more of this type of effort on behalf of disaster victims?"
"My sister and her husband, Lisa and Jason Hunter, head up our response efforts and they did an outstanding job," beamed Gwen. "Our company is dedicated to helping less fortunate people, so the short answer is that we will continue to do what we can to assist those in need. We feel very strongly about that."
"One last question," continued Amber. "Several veterans' groups have requested that they be allowed to use the National Mall for a rally next Friday, the same day that you are scheduled to appear before the ethics committee. That rally is being planned to show Washington how strongly they support you in this investigation. Will you be addressing your supporters Friday, Gwen?"
"I haven't been asked, but I always try to make time for our citizens, especially veterans. If I'm asked, and if I get out of the hearing in time, I'd be proud to speak to my friends and supporters," assured Gwen with another dazzling smile.
"Thank you both for appearing with me tonight. We'll continue to cover this story as well as report next week's testimony to our viewers. I have no doubt that I'll be seeking more interviews from you both in the future," predicted Amber. "From Stanford University, this is Amber Stahl wishing the viewers a good night."
After the interview, Steve and Gwen had dinner at a local restaurant. They were given a semi-private table, but quite a few patrons found their way over to offer their support for Gwen and to wish her well. Steve and Gwen always smiled and treated well wishers with good humor and respect.
When they returned to the house Gwen shared with Charlotte, they found the downstairs crowded with people. "I kind of promised some friends and staff that they could stop in and meet you," admitted Gwen. "You don't know what it's like to date the sexiest man alive. Women constantly ask me about you; sometimes they ask very personal questions."
"You seem to forget that I'm dating the sexiest woman alive," chuckled Steve. "Are Gwen's boobs natural? Does she shave down there? Does she do oral? What's her favorite position?"
"Men ask you about those things?" asked a stunned Gwen. "What do you tell them?"
"Yes to all, and doggy style," responded Steve with a straight face.
"You tell people that?" demanded Gwen hotly. "That's personal and... oh, you're kidding, aren't you?"
Steve had a huge grin across his face as he pulled Gwen close and kissed her. "I've been asked all of those questions over the years, mostly by old men and pimply faced kids. I find it best to simply ignore them. I sure can't be thumping every guy that wonders about your breasts or little kitty. I think they're always included in every American male's favorite fantasies."
"So you don't think I appeal to men from other countries," pouted Gwen just before Steve slapped her lightly on her ass.
As soon as they entered the house, conversation stopped. Charlotte walked up to Steve and kissed him hard and then declared, "Thanks for keeping an eye on the guy for me, Gwen. I'll take care of him the rest of the night."
As soon as the laughter died down, Gwen introduced Steve to a very attractive woman. "Dr. Palmer, may I introduce you to Steve Hammer. Steve, this is the surgeon I work under most of the time. I told you about her and what an excellent surgeon she is, remember?"
"Of course," acknowledged Steve. "You made Gwen cut some ribs off an injured man the first time she was in your operating room! I heard all about you."
"She really did quite well for her first time in OR," laughed Dr. Palmer. "I was testing her a little. I knew how famous and wealthy she was, so I thought I'd find out how dedicated and determined she was to becoming a surgeon. The patient survived and is doing very well.
"Please call me Bonnie, by the way. When I told my daughter that I'd be meeting you tonight, she insisted that I get some pictures with you. Would you mind being in a couple photos with me?" asked the doctor.
"Sure!" replied Steve. "Is your daughter in high school?"
"She's a physician," laughed the woman. "She graduated from med school several years ago."
"You're telling me that you gave birth when you were about ten and then managed to study hard enough to become a doctor?" teased Steve.
"Gwen, you'll be getting all good reviews from me from here on out," proclaimed Dr. Bonnie Palmer as she beamed at Steve. "I see how you're able to influence world leaders. You're a smooth one!"
A short time later, Gwen interrupted Steve's conversation with Dr. Palmer to introduce him to several students. "These are some of the kids that received full scholarships from our company so they could attend Stanford. They wanted to thank you in person, because they're polite, and not because you're so handsome."
Steve spent time speaking with the grateful students before Gwen led him around to make certain that he met everyone. Gwen noticed that Steve began to yawn and rub his eyes around ten PM.
"Steve's operating on Eastern Time and it's after one AM on the east coast. He's beginning to tire, so we're going to bed now. Thanks, everyone for your support and for stopping in tonight."
"But Gwen, you're not on Eastern Time, so why are you going to bed so early?" asked a smirking Dr. Palmer.
"As a doctor, and more importantly, as a woman, I think you can answer that question without my help," retorted Gwen as she tugged Steve up the stairs. "Goodnight, everyone!"
Wednesday morning found Paula and Stephanie appearing before the House Ethics Committee. They were escorted into the hearing by Ted and Steve. Paula identified herself as the COO of Lady in Red Productions when asked her position as the questioning began.
The questioning was fairly benign for the first half hour. It all changed when a Representative Daniels from Idaho gained the floor. "Mrs. Anderson, you should know that your company's power and wealth does not frighten me in any way. Mr. Hammer's threats cause me no concern. I'm here to seek the truth. It's that simple.
"What exactly is the net worth of Lady in Red Productions?" demanded Congressman Daniels.
"At this time, we calculate our company to have a net worth of $1.958 billion," replied Paula in a matter of fact tone.
"You're telling me that this company, formed less than eight years ago, is valued at just under two billion dollars? That's a mind boggling number, Mrs. Anderson. How much of your company's money is in off-shore accounts? How much is hidden to avoid taxes in the United States?"
"We have no monies of any kind in foreign accounts," replied Paula. "We've made copies of all of the company's tax payments since it was formed. You'll see that any deductions we take are valid and we pay taxes at the highest rate under the current tax structure."
"Do you expect us to believe that?" countered the congressman. "Everyone knows that wealthy companies like yours hire teams of tax lawyers and accountants to find loopholes and other means of avoiding taxes."
Paula remained silent as the congressman ranted a bit longer. Eventually, he quieted down and glared at Paula. "Please answer my question!"
"No," responded Paula carefully.
"You're refusing to answer a question?" thundered the almost apoplectic representative.
"I'm not refusing anything. The answer to the question you posed was 'no'. I'm here to respond to all questions, regardless of how poorly they're phrased, or rude the questioner may be," assured Paula.
"What was the question that you answered in the negative?" asked the confused congressman.
"I'm afraid I've already forgotten it," quipped Paula as laughter broke out across the chamber.
"How much money does each of the owners get paid?" asked the red-faced representative.
"None of them are actually paid. They have no salary and no budget. The company pays for anything they want or need."
"Okay," grinned Daniels. "Could you give us some examples?"
"Lady in Red Productions has been covering Gwen's medical school expenses. That amount is about $172,000 so far. The hospital in Kiev was Gwen's idea. $287 million has been spent on that project. Operating expenses are estimated to be around $40 million per year once it is up and running, which will be covered by our company. Kate has had her first year law school bills covered by the company to the tune of $37,000, so far. Charlie and Jordan's wedding cost $72,000.
"Lisa has not asked for anything major yet, although the company paid for her wedding before she was an owner. Steve hadn't spent any money either, at least not until he committed us to pay for a state of the art hospital in Moscow. We've set aside $300 million for that project."
"What about all of the clothes, the travel expenses, the cars, motorcycles and lavish parties and hotel accommodations?" demanded Daniels.
"Lady in Red Productions picks up all of those expenses," responded Paula.
By the time the hearing stopped for lunch, it was evident to most of the questioners that Paula was not going to be rattled or trapped into saying something harmful to Gwen's cause.
After lunch, Stephanie was grilled about her knowledge of the business and just how much it profited from Gwen being in Congress. Representative Clark from New Mexico began the questioning.
"Can you tell us how much your company's income as increased year to year since Ms. Anderson assumed office?"



"It has gone up 24% from the same period past year, Congressman Clark," answered Stephanie politely.
"Would it then be safe to say this? That being elected to Congress has been a huge windfall for Ms. Anderson and her company?" continued the congressman.
"Quite the opposite, Sir," responded Stephanie with a smile. "The previous year, our income had increased 28% over the same period of time. Serving in Congress has restricted Gwen's time and has seriously limited her ability to participate in our projects."
"You don't feel that by being elected to Congress, Ms. Anderson has increased her visibility and fame, thus increasing her income quite drastically?" insisted the stubborn congressman.
"The stats do not lie, Sir," replied Stephanie. "Gwen is actually diminishing her opportunities by serving in government. I would note, however, that the Ford dealership your family owns in New Mexico has seen an increase in sales of over fifty percent in each of the past three years, or since you were elected. In your opinion, what conclusion should we draw from those numbers?"
"I am not the one being investigated!" declared Clark heatedly. "What my family business is doing is not under scrutiny by this committee!"
"Which would beg the question; why not?" replied Stephanie calmly. "You imply that if Gwen's income increases while she's in office, she must be using the position for personal gain. Yet, your family has profited a great deal in the last three years, and it would seem that at least some of the reason for its recent financial success is because of your office. I'm simply wondering why your success is acceptable, while Gwen is being investigated. It doesn't appear to be a level playing field."
"I've given up my position in the family company while serving in Congress! Ms. Anderson has not. That's a huge difference," insisted the red faced Clark.
"In the past three years, your dealership has gained contracts to supply police cars to two cities in your district. The national park service in your district suddenly switched to Ford vehicles and purchased fourteen from your family. A national package delivery company placed an order for ten vans from your dealership within a month of you sponsoring the so-called 'Right to Ship' bill in Congress.
"I would humbly suggest that a cynical person might think there's a connection between your public service and the sudden success of your family's company in securing so many government contracts," offered Stephanie with some emotion. "I admit that there are some unethical individuals in Congress. We actually agree on that much. However, Gwen is NOT one of them. Can you say the same, Mr. Congressman?"
"Mr. Chairman, I demand this witness be cited for contempt!" blurted the red faced Clark as he swung his attention to the committee chairman.
"Mr. Clark, you're not in a position to 'demand' anything from me," stated the crusty committee chairman. "I've been an attorney for forty years and I'm still active in my law firm. We're having a very good year. Does that indicate that I'm lacking in ethics? What exactly is your point?"
"My point is that I was asking questions about Ms. Anderson's income and this young woman decided to bring my family business into her response. I am not the one being investigated here!"
"It appears to me that her answer was appropriate for the line of questioning," reasoned Chairman Fowler. "You were intent on driving home the theory that if a member of Congress increased their income after they took office, it may well be the result of unethical behavior. She merely pointed out that many of us are in that very same boat. Do you have any further questions?"
"Yes, I do. I've poured over these financials your company supplied for us. I do not see any stocks, bonds, or any holdings in other companies mentioned. Why is that?"
"That one's easy. Lady in Red Productions has not purchased any sort of interest in any other company, except for some hospitals that were struggling financially. We donated large sums to help them right their ships with the proviso that veterans are always treated, regardless of financial status or insurance, and we have a representative sit on their board" stated Stephanie proudly.
"We own no stock or interest of any kind in other businesses. That allows us to concentrate on our company and not make decisions based on the needs of other businesses. We're a family owned and operated business working to help less fortunate people."
Stephanie spent the entire afternoon responding to questions about the finances and intentions of Lady in Red Productions. None of the committee members managed to find any questionable actions that they could remotely suggest were unethical. As the afternoon was winding down, Congresswoman Carlton from New Hampshire made an observation and then asked a question.
"You've answered every question, most of the time without checking your notes. You appear to be remarkably well prepared for this investigation. Have you been practicing scripts and responses for these questions? I'm curious how you avoided gaffes of any kind."
"That's another easy question. I've had the honor of knowing Gwen my entire life. I've had the tremendous pleasure of knowing Steve Hammer for over seven years. I've learned a few things about integrity, honesty, pride and service by being with them and watching how they conduct their lives. I didn't spin anything today, and they wouldn't have wanted me to try. Their relationship with each other and with the rest of their family and friends is based on respect, honesty, and trust. Congress could not possibly have a better representative than Gwen Anderson!"
The news that evening had sound bites of Paula and Stephanie testifying before the committee. Most observers felt that nothing had been revealed that would harm Gwen's standing in Congress.
It was also announced Wednesday evening that Gwen would be addressing her supporters Friday afternoon at the National Mall, immediately after testifying before the Ethics Committee. It was seen by many political observers as an effort by Lady in Red Productions to appear confident that Gwen would not be censured, and certainly not be recommended for expulsion by the committee.
Ashley was scheduled to testify on Thursday. She knew what to expect after watching the proceedings when Paula and Stephanie testified. Thursday morning, she entered the chambers dressed in a blue power suit and accompanied by Steve in his Navy dress uniform.
The first two hours featured questions about Gwen's voting record and why she had voted the way she had. Ashley expertly responded to each question, citing Gwen's reasons for her votes. Then it became more interesting, especially for those watching on TV.
"Has Ms. Anderson ever been promised political or financial favors for voting a particular way on an issue?' asked Representative Daniels.
"Yes, quite a few times, especially during her first few weeks in office," answered Ashley honestly.
"Can you tell this committee some of the perks offered to Ms. Anderson?" questioned the congressman.
"I can tell you quite a few. Lobbyists offered her new cars, free vacations, donations to her favorite charities, and even a role in a movie to vote a certain way," revealed Ashley. "Some politicians offered to trade votes on bills before Congress."
"And did she vote for any bills favored by the lobbyists that had tried to sway her?" was the follow-up question.
"Oh, yes!" answered Ashley quickly. "Of course. She had no choice. Lobbyists on both sides of every major bill tried to buy or bribe her. Regardless of how she voted, she would always be pleasing some lobbyists, and disappointing as many more."
"Did she ever accept any of these 'gifts' from anyone? I recall that she was photographed on a beach shortly after the Keystone Pipeline vote. Everyone in Congress had been promised island vacations for voting with the big energy companies on that issue."
"Yes, that offer was on the table. Gwen hasn't had time for the beach since her New Year special. She declined that offer. She spent that period of time at Stanford studying. Their offer was for two weeks in a luxury hotel in either Hawaii or Dubai," stated Ashley matter-of-factly.
"You're telling us that her vote wasn't influenced by the gifts and promises of energy companies?" grilled Representative Daniels.
"That's exactly what I'm saying. Her vote cannot be bought. Gwen was also offered a new Lincoln SUV hybrid by certain environmentalists to vote against the same bill. Oddly enough, you voted against that bill, and your sister began driving a new Lincoln hybrid just two weeks later. Not bad for a single mom working as a waitress with three children in school."
Daniels stared at Ashley for several seconds as his face became very red. Finally, and with obvious effort to contain his anger, he told the chairman that he had no further questions.
Congresswoman Carlton was next to question Ashley. "Has Ms. Anderson determined if she will be running for re-election?"
"I can tell you that she will not run for re-election," asserted Ashley. "However, she will serve if her constituents honor her by re-electing her. She feels that it's her civic duty."
"Do you think she would stand a chance if this committee censured her?" asked the representative from New Hampshire.
"My personal feeling is that the any action, pro or con, by this committee will garner Gwen even more votes. I've been reading the emails, letters, texts, and social media posts from folks back home. They're quite upset that Congress has singled out their representative, possibly the single brightest light in this institution, to harass and criticize. She's considered above reproach in her district, and across much of this great country.
"This feeble attempt to ruin her reputation will backfire across the entire House. Those members that have publicly opposed Gwen to the point of insulting and accusing her of improprieties will find themselves in difficult campaigns next election. These hearings have dramatically exposed the vast differences between Gwen and most of the other members of Congress. Voters across the country will realize that they deserve better, and they'll demand better. Dozens of representatives previously considered untouchable will be cast out."
"Will Lady in Red Productions throw a lot of money into unseating Congress members that appear to be less than supportive of Ms. Anderson," questioned an uneasy Representative Carlton.
"Obviously, I don't make those decisions, but I doubt it very much. Our company does not donate to any political parties or candidates. We don't campaign for or against candidates. Gwen's influence will be her constant and continuous efforts to serve with honor and to always vote for what she believes is best for this great nation. Her unselfish service and dedication to those less fortunate will set a new standard in Congress. Voters will begin rejecting self-serving, unethical politicians."
"I guess we know who you'll be voting for next election," chuckled Carlton before becoming more serious. "It's well known that Ms. Anderson and Mr. Hammer are romantically involved, are business partners, and to be blunt, totally in love with each other. To your knowledge, does Mr. Hammer influence Ms. Anderson's vote?"
"Absolutely!" responded Ashley without hesitation. "They have constant discussions about the bills that are coming up for a vote. Gwen always considers Steve's thoughts. She promised the voters that she would and she's kept her word."
"So Ms. Anderson always votes the way Mr. Hammer suggests?" reasoned Congresswoman Carlton.
"Hardly!" laughed Aashley. "They've disagreed on at least three votes so far, that I'm aware of. The first time Gwen voted differently than Steve felt that she should, she was very concerned that he'd be angry with her. He assured her that he was proud of her for voting her convictions and spent the weekend wining and dining her to prove he wasn't upset.
"Since that vote, Gwen still listens to Steve's thoughts on any given issue, but she never worries about Steve being upset with her position, even if it differs from his," assured Ashley. "You'd have to watch and listen to them to understand the level of trust and respect that have for each other. They don't always agree, but they always respect each other's opinion. It's amazing to see."
"Every witness we've had this week, including you, Ms. Summers, has exhibited an extremely detailed knowledge of personal and financial matters of the members of this committee. How have you gained this information, and do you plan on holding the committee hostage to ensure Ms. Anderson avoids punitive action?"
"Absolutely not," answered Ashley calmly. "We are simply pointing out the hypocrisy of investigating Gwen when many, if not most, members of Congress are guilty of far, far worse actions. Gwen has the greatest respect for the people that elected her and her only goal in Congress is to do her very best for her country. "
The committee questioned Ashley the entire day, but reporters covering the event felt that the tone of the questions had changed noticeably by the afternoon. Members chose their words more carefully and avoided any personal attacks on Gwen. It had become evident that Lady in Red Productions had done its homework and knew a great deal about those members asking the questions. Near the end of the day, Chairman Fowler posed a question.
"Can you tell me Miss Summers, just how you expected to silence me if my line of questioning became insulting, or in some way damaging to Ms. Anderson? What would you have thrown at me?"
"We have nothing we could use against you, Sir. You've served honorably and with distinction over your long career. You're actually one of Gwen's role models. Feel free to say what you will, everyone in our company has nothing but respect for you, and your record," responded Ashley with a big smile.
"My, that was... unexpected," admitted the surprisingly emotional Congressman. "I thank you for your kind words. That anyone would consider an old man like me a role model is difficult to understand. I believe that wraps up questioning for today. Thank you, Ms. Summers."
Vincent Rosen had been campaigning in Philadelphia, when his wife excitedly grabbed his arm as soon he climbed on their tour bus. He could easily see that she had some kind of news.
"I just took a call from Gwen Anderson! She told me that if we were in Washington tomorrow, she'd thank you publicly for supporting her during her investigation."
"That would mean that I'd have to stop campaigning and get back to DC right away," worried Vincent Rosen. "I'm starting to gain some headway here and I hate to lose whatever momentum I've managed to build up."
"Vincent, listen to me. You can talk to groups of ten, twenty, or a hundred people for a hundred years and still not have the impact of appearing on stage with Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer! You supported her when she was first attacked by those stupid politicians. She's offering to pay off her debt tomorrow. I've read on the internet that they're anticipating between fifty and a hundred thousand people in Washington! If those people see that Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer like you, your stock will shoot way up.
"The polls show that you're tied with two other candidates, and that's only because you jumped 5% in the polls when you came out supporting Gwen, while the others didn't. I've already told your secretary to change your schedule. We're heading for D.C. as soon as possible. This is going to be big tomorrow and we want you right in the middle of it!"
Paula marveled at her daughter as she and Ted followed Gwen and Steve into the large chamber. As Gwen approached her seat, she stopped and stepped close to Steve. She smiled and placed one hand on his chest as she spoke softly into his ear. Steve looked around the room briefly and returned his attention to Gwen. He grinned slightly as he responded quietly, which caused Gwen's smile to become even brighter.
Paula had difficulty accepting the scene before her. Her daughter was testifying before a hearing to determine if she had behaved unethically while serving in Congress! Showing no apparent concern for her situation, she smiled and nodded to numerous people in the room. Each person lucky enough to receive a nod from Gwen broke into a huge grin. Steve was once again in his Navy dress uniform, while Gwen wore a red suit tailored to show off her amazing figure and her strong, shapely lower legs. The couple totally dominated the room as they moved to their seats.
Paula and Ted sat directly behind the pair while Stephanie and Ashley sat to either side of Ted and Paula. Gwen was soon sworn in and the questioning began. Chairman Fowler welcomed Gwen, thanked her for her cooperation, and then asked Representative Daniels if he had questions for Gwen.
"I see that you're once again wearing red, Ms. Anderson. It would appear that you're promoting your company even as you appear at a hearing to determine if your behavior while in Congress has been ethical," began Daniels.
Gwen never indicated that she even heard Daniel's comment. She was looking over the members of the committee as she awaited an actual question.
"Don't you think most people would see your red outfit as an obvious effort to maintain and promote your image as 'The Lady in Red'? Do you feel that it's ethical behavior?"
"Sir, to millions of people, I am 'The Lady in Red'. That's become my trademark. I've been wearing red long before I was elected to Congress, and shall continue to do so long after I leave these hallowed halls. But thank you for noticing," added Gwen with another smile.
"So you see nothing wrong with wearing red to these hearings, or whenever you're engaged in Congressional activities?" persisted Daniels.
"Truthfully, questions about the color of my wardrobe seem incredibly senseless to me. I was elected to serve my constituents, and I have done that to the very best of my ability. The gentleman to my left serves in the U.S. Navy. He has shed blood to protect Americans and to serve his country. There are thousands more that have done the same outside this building right now. Wearing whatever color I choose is a right I enjoy because of the efforts and sacrifices of so many veterans and active military. I will not apologize to anyone for exercising that freedom."
"You've scheduled a speech to these supporters that have traveled to Washington. Isn't that taking advantage of the situation? Isn't that using your fame to garner more sales of your clothing line, selling more of your music, and increasing attendance at your movies?" suggested Daniels.
"You and I see things differently. You look at everything as a means to personal gain. I look at it as thanking good people that have made a very real effort to support me in a difficult time. My movies, music, clothing line, and other endeavors are successful because we work to deliver a good product at a fair price. Is that unethical in your world? It certainly isn't in mine.
"You've made some headlines lately with a few of your speeches, Mr. Daniels. Weren't they given to promote your political future?" asked Gwen. "Yet your popularity pales in comparison with my boyfriend's. He doesn't give speeches. He doesn't campaign. When he makes a promise, it's a lead pipe cinch that he'll keep it. Just ask the parents of those two girls that were left behind in Colombia. Honesty, integrity, and strength with compassion have made him America's hero."
"I fail to see any connection between Mr. Hammer's popularity and your situation," replied Congressman Daniels. "In fact, I might question the alleged popularity of you both. Did Lady in Red Productions pay your so-called supporters to travel to Washington? Did you cover travel expenses or promise perks of some kind?"



"You've just insulted me, which I expected. You're floundering in the polls in your home district and you're trying to get some publicity. You're a desperate politician, and there are few things on the planet more pathetic!" snapped Gwen with passion.
"But you've also insulted the thousands of veterans and hard working Americans that traveled here to exercise the very rights they've fought so hard for, and risked so much to protect and preserve. You'll lose your next election because you have no grasp of what Americans hold dear. It isn't money! It's freedom, honor, honesty, and fairness."
"I certainly had no intention of insulting our fine veterans," backpedaled the flustered congressman. "Perhaps I phrased my question wrong. Why don't you tell us why people are flocking to Washington today to rally in your support?"
"That seems pretty obvious," responded Gwen as she once again smiled. "They care about their country. If I can be railroaded by some trumped up charges, what can happen to people with fewer resources than I have? These wonderful people are exercising their right to assembly, to peacefully express their opinions, as well as their displeasure. That's a right many of them fought to defend. I've found that lessons learned in military service usually carry over into civilian life, making veterans more willing to participate in protecting and maintaining freedoms and rights."
Representative Carlton was the next to pose questions. "Do you think it's appropriate and ethical to appear topless in movies, and even on TV on the Academy Awards show? Isn't it possible that you're sending the wrong message to today's youth? People are now able to see their congresswoman topless in movies."
"I was an actress before I was elected to Congress. Many of my constituents had seen my movies when they voted for me. My friend Billy joked that it would help me gain votes. Personally, I think this country would be better served if all of our government representatives revealed more. That would mostly mean the deals, bribes, threats, and motives that drive them to vote the way they do.
"I have some very moral, honest friends and family. They would tell me if I were behaving poorly. This guy sitting next to me is a straight arrow if there ever was one. I'd never do something that I thought would cause him embarrassment, and he hasn't complained so far. I think I'm okay with it all. I've come to realize that a girl could do worse than use me for a role model," finished Gwen.
Representative Carlton then asked questions about the hospitals that Lady in Red funded and the relief efforts in Tennessee. Her final question pertained to Gwen's future goals.
"I hope to get my M.D. degree in just over a year and become a very competent pediatric surgeon. I hope that Steve asks me to marry him once I'm out of med school, and we have several children together. It would be great if we could still make some movies and perform on TV now and then," admitted Gwen. "They're the goals I've set for myself."
Carlton felt compelled to follow with one more question. "You have no political aspirations? You don't expect to run for Congress again, or even the Senate?"
"I dislike being labeled a politician and I have no plans to run for any office. If I am voted in for another term, I will serve. I would see that as an approval of my record during my first term. If I'm not returned to Congress, I'll still have many things to keep me busy," understated Gwen.
Representative Clark was the next to question Gwen. "You're not married, according to your biography, yet you speak publicly about sleeping with your boyfriend. Don't you think that this alone would cause others to question your ethics?"
"Are you suggesting that if a twenty five year old woman has a monogamous sexual relationship with a man, she is immoral or unethical? There are many members of Congress that have had sex with people to whom they are not married. You're well aware of that, I'm sure. Tell me this, Congressman Clark, would you advocate banning from public service anyone that has engaged in sexual activities with a person, or persons, other than their spouse? I'm very interested in hearing your response."
"I'm aware of the strategy your entire team has of trying to shift the focus of this hearing to others. I am not here to respond to questions posed by you or anyone else. You admit to having sex with the man next to you and you are not married. Most god-fearing Americans consider you a loose woman, a tramp, if you will."
Gwen smiled as she instinctively placed a calming hand on Steve as he glared at Congressman Clark. "Mr. Clark, you are an ass. Your remark is not based on any sort of poll, study, or even logical thought. You've just made a very serious mistake when you attacked me personally like that. This guy sitting next to me will make certain that you're back to selling used cars when your term is up. Government has no room for quacks living on the fringe that think God loves them more than everyone else, or that He speaks directly to them.
"My love affair with Steve Hammer is public record. I assure you that being in love with, and loved by Steve does not make me a bad person. It does make me very fortunate. It certainly hasn't harmed my popularity. I can understand how you might underestimate me, but you should know enough about Steve Hammer to realize that he represents what's good in America. He's a strong, macho guy that treats ladies and children gently and with respect. He doesn't posture and make nasty, snide remarks in an attempt to improve his popularity or notoriety. Underestimating Steve Hammer is pure folly!
"I was asked a few days ago if Steve and I were king-makers. I've been thinking about that question. I'm not certain if Steve is a king-maker or not, but he sure as heck can, and will, end careers of those that fall in his disfavor. This is not a threat. I am simply advising you to not waste a lot of time or money in trying to get re-elected. It won't be happening."
Representative Clark was stunned by Gwen's response. She had just dismissed his political future. He was a rising star in his party. He was planning on running for governor after a few more terms in Congress. Now he was being told that he was politically dead!
"That's exactly why this hearing is necessary! You're trying to threaten and bully me into silence. That's not ethical. You think that having all of that money and rubbing elbows with other rich people makes you special. It doesn't! I'm on the side of God, and I will prevail."
"Wealth has nothing to do with this," assured Gwen as she sadly shook her head. "It's your foolish pride, as well as your strange belief that God favors you over others that will be your downfall. We're all born equal and make our own way. You're simply not suited for public service. That much is obvious."
"Mr. Chairman! Can she speak to me like that? I'm not the one being investigated. Do I have to sit here and listen to these threats and slanderous remarks?" demanded Clark of Chairman Fowler.
"No, of course not," answered the seasoned chairman with a straight face. "You're free to leave at any time."
Clark's mouth dropped open at Chairman Fowler's remarks. His face flushed a brilliant red just before he gathered himself together, stood and stomped angrily from the chambers.
"I would guess that Mr. Clark is finished with his questions. We'll adjourn until one PM," declared the crusty chairman as he banged his gavel.
Reporters were gathered on the steps of the Capitol waiting for Gwen to leave for lunch. To avoid the hassle, she simply made her way to her office with Steve, while Paula, Ted, Stephanie, and Ashley followed right behind them.
"I'm hearing from people stationed out by the mall," reported Stephanie as the group ate sandwiches and drank juice and soda for lunch. "We had those Jumbotrons set up by the time Gwen was sworn in this morning. Crews worked most of the night on them once we received permission to install them.
"The crowd is huge and it's still growing. I'm getting reports of almost a hundred thousand people milling around while watching the listening to the hearing on the huge screens. Every time Gwen finishes speaking, cheers go up. Clark was booed pretty badly after his outburst.
"President Hanson and his wife will be at the mall when you speak, Gwen. Secretary and Mrs. Rosen have advised us that they'll arrive shortly after noon and will be prepared to be thanked in a very public manner by you. Steve has Senator Chatham lined up to appear as well."
"Steve and I discussed this at some length, in case any of you are wondering why I asked Rosen and his wife to accept my thanks today. This goes no further," cautioned Gwen. "We both feel he's the best candidate running for the White House. He's been having some difficulty gaining traction in the polls. He's yet to win a primary. We've decided to give him a boost, at least if appearing with Steve and me is as beneficial as we've been told."
"We've come to realize how much of an advantage it is to be on good terms with the President of the United States," added Steve with a wry grin. "I could've been drummed out of the service for my outburst the night I was interviewed at the airport about Gwen's investigation. President Hanson intervened. We'll be involved in a lot of international efforts and having a friend in the White House could help smooth the way."
"So you have decided to become king-makers after all?" marveled Paula. "Your grandfather, William, insists that you two are the most powerful couple on the planet. It's difficult for me to accept, simply because I'm so close to you."
"Don't get too carried away, Mom," warned Gwen. "We're just going to be friendly to him and see if it helps him in the polls. We can't commit to supporting a candidate at this point. If the guy we don't support gets elected, it could make our efforts more difficult, so we're playing it close to the vest for now."
"If the committee votes to censure you, Gwen, or possibly even expel you, your support might become a moot point," observed Ashley. "I don't think it's very likely, but it ain't over until it's over."
"Gwen's in the catbird seat here," insisted Steve. "They never should've had this hearing. They allowed envy and desire to overcome common sense. If they'd investigated any of the ridiculous accusations before deciding a hearing was needed, it would have all blown over. But this will all serve to strengthen Gwen's position in Congress. Look what happened to Simpson when he publicly insulted her. Clark will never get re-elected. I promise you that.
"Gwen will be seen as a truly beautiful, kind, thoughtful Congresswoman, that happens to have a miserable prick of a hatchet man by her side," predicted Steve. "That'll be obvious to all by the time I finish burying Clark. Politicians' new found love for Gwen will be tempered with a dose of fear. That's a very effective combination."
"I'll be going on stage with Steve to thank everyone at the rally," continued Gwen. "Then I'll ask Mom and Dad to come up and be recognized, followed by Ashley and Stephanie. People want to see more of you after your appearances at the hearings. Then I'll introduce and thank President and Mrs. Hanson, Senator Chatham and Secretary and Mrs. Rosen. We'll be very warm to the Hansons and Chatham. We haven't quite decided how friendly we want to be to the Rosens. We're testing the waters here to see if our friendship over this matter will make any difference in the polls. There are several primaries next week in the Northeast. If Rosen finishes better than a close third, we'll feel like we had some effect."
"As you know, Charlie and Jordan have the band ready to set up and play," continued Steve. "They'll be ready to go within half an hour of when Gwen announces that we'd like to thank our supporters with an impromptu concert. We expect to come out way ahead after this stupid investigation concludes. A good concert with a big crowd will be a little display of Gwen's popularity and influence. This town is built on power, and Gwen's about to take her position near the top of that power structure."
"This sounds like a lot more than a couple of kids just trying to help people in need," observed Ted. "Do you have long range plans you're not telling us?"
"Right now, my plan is to solidify Gwen's position so she never has to go through this kind of crap again," stated Steve firmly. "We've come to realize that no good deed goes unpunished, so we're taking steps to protect and strengthen our position. We're not trying to control people so much as to prevent them from hindering us in future efforts. They'll discover that when they leave us alone, we leave them alone. We've been a bit naïve about politics and government, but we're fast learners."
"I'm just glad that you're on Gwen's side," stated Paula as she saw the determination in Steve's face. "I 'm sure that Representative Clark will learn that you're much better to have as a friend than as an enemy."
The afternoon session produced no surprises. Gwen easily answered all questions without any hint of apology or wrong doing. At three thirty, none of the committee members had any more questions to pose.
"Is there a motion to recommend punitive action against Ms. Anderson?" asked Chairman Fowler of the committee members as he surveyed the room while waiting to see if any of them wanted to pursue the matter.
"Ms. Anderson, I feel compelled to apologize for putting you through this charade," began Chairman Fowler when no member presented a motion. "This hearing was unnecessary and ill advised. A few weeks ago, there were powerful members in Congress that demanded that we have a hearing on your conduct and ethics. The situation is far different today. Most of those critics have gone silent. One has resigned in shame.
"Lieutenant Hammer's willingness to challenge Congress in this matter was unexpected, but very sound strategy. This institution has at times, become self serving and quite hypocritical. Mr. Hammer made it clear that we'd be exposed for our faults and weaknesses if we insisted on placing any wrong-doing at your door. I think you both have done this nation a great service. It's my hope that we'll begin holding ourselves to a higher standard, and that the voters will demand it. You have thousands of people waiting to hear from you, so we won't hold you any longer. This meeting is adjourned!"
Gwen stood and hugged Steve, her parents, Stephanie, and Ashley. Then she made her way to Chairman Fowler's seat. He stood as she approached and was both surprised and pleased when she hugged him and spoke to him briefly. Then she kissed the older man's cheek and returned to join Steve and the others.
Travel was difficult, because of the huge influx of people in Washington. It took the group half an hour to reach the stage, but finally Gwen tugged Steve's hand as she led him up the steps while the crowd roared its approval. As was her style, Gwen spoke very briefly to the thousands that had been waiting for her.
"Thank you so much for showing up today! You have no idea how much your support means to me. I'm humbled, yet very proud. I have to thank the man standing here with me," was all she managed before the cheering and yelling drowned her voice out.
Steve smiled and waved to the huge crowd that surrounded the stage as he held Gwen's hand. When the noise abated, Gwen introduced her parents as they made their way onto the stage. They had huge smiles and waved to the crowd.
Ted Anderson was extremely nervous as he looked over the ocean of faces cheering for him. He marveled at how comfortable Gwen was in front of the thousands of fans and supporters. He clutched Paula's hand and followed her lead by waving steadily.
Once again, Gwen waited until she could be heard. When Stephanie and Ashley were introduced, wolf whistles were heard along with the applause and cheers. Once again, Gwen signaled for the crowd to quiet down.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, there are a few people that came out in my support early on, and unequivocally. I want to thank them right now. Please welcome President and Mrs. Hanson!"
The crowd gave the president a very warm welcome, even if it lacked the enthusiasm shown for Gwen, Steve, and family. President Hanson was greeted by Gwen with a long hug and a quick kiss on the cheek. At the same time, Mrs. Hanson had wrapped her arms around Steve as he stood at attention, and hugged him hard before pecking his cheek and then waving to the cheering crowd. She them moved to Gwen and the two women embraced as Steve and President Hanson shook hands, once the President allowed Steve to be 'at ease'.
Gwen allowed the crowd to carry on as long as its momentum lasted. Once the din began to let up, she announced, "Please welcome Senator Chatham!" The welcome for Steve's boss was surprisingly loud and long. She hugged Gwen and when she went to embrace Steve, he wrapped his arms around her and swung her around, much to the enjoyment of the crowd. When Steve set her back down, she was flushed, but had a huge smile on her face as she waved to the crowd.
Gwen once again addressed her supporters. "All of the presidential candidates had asked for our support when they declared their candidacy. Then all but one went MIA when the accusations against me hit the fan. Just one announced presidential candidate offered me his unconditional support when this ethics debacle first began. I want to publicly thank Secretary Vincent Rosen and his wife, Cynthia, for their support during the past few weeks. Please give them a warm welcome!"
Cynthia Rosen knew that her husband's campaign had been floundering. He had been considered the front runner for his party's nomination when he declared, but somehow failed to generate the support that he would need to gain the nomination and win the general election. When's Gwen's invitation to appear at the rally came, she had jumped at the opportunity.
As she stepped onto the stage with her husband, Cynthia Rosen, looked over the sea of faces. She knew in her heart that this was exactly what her husband needed to finally get his campaign off the ground. There were only a few months left before the convention and no clear front runner had been established.
She was certain that being seen by the public as friends of Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer would be a huge boost! There was no one more loved and admired woman in Washington, or across the country, than Gwen Anderson. Steve Hammer had once again demonstrated how firm and determined he was and how much he would protect those he loved. His heroic exploits while still in high school and again as a US Navy SEAL marked him as a man worthy of respect, a man of action and honor.
The huge turnout in support of Gwen was proof of how highly she was regarded. Gwen and Steve formed a couple with influence like no other Cynthia Rosen had ever seen. She was delighted that Gwen had asked her husband to attend the rally. Gwen was sending a message to the voters, albeit a silent one. She and Steve liked Vincent Rosen, and that said a lot!
As Vincent Rosen strode across the stage to greet Gwen, his wife watched closely to see if her husband would get just a handshake, or a hug. When Gwen embraced Vincent Rosen warmly and then gave him a quick peck on the cheek, a delighted Cynthia Rosen wrapped her arms around Steve and hugged him tightly.
"Thanks so much for this opportunity," whispered an ecstatic Cynthia Rosen into Steve's ear. "We won't forget this, believe me!"
Gwen released Vincent and he stepped next to Steve to shake his hand heartily. Steve clapped the man on the shoulder as they shook while Gwen turned to embrace Mrs. Rosen.
"Vincent and I understand what you're doing here tonight and we both thank you for thinking of us. We owe you, big time!" managed Cynthia Rosen as Gwen smiled and nodded knowingly.



Gwen took a hand of each and led them to the front of the stage. Cynthia Rosen quickly grabbed Steve's hand and tugged him along.
"The Rosens supported us when no other presidential candidates would. We appreciate their courage, their support, and their friendship," announced Gwen to the cheering crowd. "I've invited them take seats next to my parents tonight.
"You folks came to Washington to help us, Steve and me, in a difficult time. We all know there were no pay-offs, no promises, nor any requests from us to come here today. We do have a request now, however. Would you care to be our guests for an impromptu concert; right here and right now?"
Once again, Gwen had to wait several minutes for the din to abate. "Then it's settled. We have trucks with food and beverages parked on several side streets. Food and drink are on us! My very good friends, who happen to be two of the finest people I have ever known, have agreed to join us tonight. Please welcome Jordan and Charlie Burns, and our band, as we set up for the festivities!"
As the band began setting up, Cynthia Rosen spoke to Paula. "I really enjoyed your appearance before the committee. You were very well prepared and handled it perfectly. You looked like you've been doing it all of your life. These young ladies next to you were really sharp. By the time they were done, most of the members of the committee were afraid to ask any probing questions for fear that they'd be exposed as hypocrites."
Thank you," replied Paula as she leaned close to the other woman be heard above the noise of the huge gathering. "I thought I was nervous then, but look at all of the people out there. It looks like the crowd is getting larger by the minute. I've never been on stage when the kids performed and I'm extremely nervous, excited, and proud!"
Gwen and Steve quickly climbed into a nearby van to change clothes. At five fifteen, Gwen and Jordan stepped to the front of the stage. "Please everyone, stand and remove your hats," requested Jordan. "We're going to start the party with our National Anthem. This is the greatest country in the world and you veterans the best of the best. We're super proud of you, of Gwen, and of being Americans!"
Gwen and Jordan allowed the crowd to prepare and then joined in singing The Star Spangled Banner a cappella. The Jumbotrons had split screens showing various flags flying over the Capitol and the two beautiful women singing in perfect harmony. The applause was long and loud as Jordan and Gwen hurried to their positions.
The driving drum beat signaled the beginning of the concert as Gwen strutted front and center for 'We Will Rock You'. When she reached the lyrics 'You got mud on yo' face, you big disgrace, kickin' your can all over the place', her emotion poured through her singing. The audience had little doubt she was thinking of Representative Simpson, who had resigned in disgrace after attacking Gwen in the media.
The band moved right into 'We Are the Champions' as they usually did. Gwen once again made the lyrics personal. 'I've paid my dues, time after time, I've done my sentence, but committed no crime' had new meaning to Gwen and the crowd picked up on it immediately.
Charlie gave Steve and Jordan a look that asked if they heard what he was hearing. They both nodded in understanding. Gwen was letting out her repressed emotions now that the hearing had ended. She was singing louder, stronger, and with more feeling that her friends had ever heard from her.
'I've taken my bows
And my curtain calls
You brought me fame and fortune
And everything that goes with it
I thank you all
But it's been no bed of roses
No pleasure cruise
I consider it a challenge before
The whole human race
And I ain't gonna lose!'
The audience had quickly sensed Gwen's intensity and responded with loud cheers. They joined in singing the 'We Are the Champions' part of the refrain as Gwen pranced around the stage waving her arms as she sang, urging the crowd to join her. It was clear that she included all of them as the champions of the day.
When the song ended, the crowd erupted into the longest, loudest cheering and yelling that Charlie, Jordan, and Steve had ever experienced. They refrained from going to the next number until they felt the crowd was satisfied and finally began to settle down. Gwen bowed several times as she flashed her megawatt smile.
As they prepared to play their next selection, Charlie spoke to Jordan and Steve. "We've got to pick up our game here or Gwen will bury us. She's on fire today!"
The band broke into 'Rock This Town', since it had been so popular on the Oscars. Jordan was somewhat prepared for Gwen's enthusiasm and stayed right with her as they sang the first half of the song while Charlie and Steve played instruments. Steve did get to sing the part about 'look at me again and there's a-gonna be a fight'. Before the audience had stopped cheering, Charlie and Steve moved to the front and started in playing 'Well Dressed Man' as Gwen and Jordan sang it much as they had on the Oscars, but fully clothed, of course.
Always anxious to try different songs, Gwen sang "Magic Man" by Heart. The song included some great guitar work. Steve and Charlie played brilliantly as Jordan backed Gwen perfectly. The crowd loved it when Gwen grabbed her mother's hand and pulled her to the front of the stage as she sang 'Try, try, try to understand, he's a magic man, mama, he's a magic man!' as Paula smiled and nodded her head in understanding.
Gwen backed Jordan up on her songs, as Jordan did for Gwen. They had come to understand each other and to harmonize perfectly. Near the end of the show, they joined to sing 'The Look of Love'. The girls nailed it and the crowd gave an extended round of applause and cheering. It seemed that anything that Gwen and Jordan sang together was always enjoyed by their fans and this was one of the best efforts they had ever collaborated on.
The tone was set for the rest of the show. It was after ten by the time the final encore was finished. The Park Service estimated that there was over a million people spread around the mall and anywhere within hearing of the concert.
Gwen, Jordan, Steve, and Charlie were soaked with sweat by the time they finished. They were exhausted as they gathered their instruments and belongings to send to the hotel.
Vincent Rosen spoke to Ted and Paula as the friends were picking up. "I've never seen a concert with that much energy and great music! It was incredible. Thanks to all of you for inviting us, and for allowing us to remain on stage. I don't think this city will ever be the same. Gwen owns this town now. Her enemies underestimated the power and influence she and Steve carry. By trying to bring her down, they've given her the perfect platform to increase her sphere. I'm just glad she isn't 35 yet, so she can't be elected president!"
"We really appreciate the praise, Secretary Rosen," replied Ted with a proud smile. "Paula and I have never been on stage for one of the kids' performances before and I can tell you that we're both amazed. They were hundreds of thousands of people watching and listening and it never even fazed them. They were fantastic, in my humble, unbiased opinion."
"We're going to have a small reception for friends at our hotel in half an hour," announced Steve as he approached the Rosens as they chatted with Ted and Paula. "We'd be honored if you could find the time to stop in."
Cynthia Rosen was elated to receive an invitation to an affair for the inner circle of Steve and Gwen's friends. "Vincent and I would be delighted to attend! We'll freshen up back home, and then stop in within the hour."
A short while later, the group was gathered in a private dining room in their hotel. Steve immediately noticed that Ashley was escorted by Richard Drake. He had gained weight and looked considerably better than when Steve first met him. Steve made a point of intercepting the couple as they walked toward the buffet.
"Mr. Drake? I see that you're escorting Ashley this evening. I think it's important that you understand what is expected of a man that dates Ashley."
Ashley's face broke into a huge smile as she realized what Steve was about to do. Gwen and Paula had overheard Steve and turned their attention to Ashley and her friend as Steve spoke to them.
"You will not use alcohol to excess. You will not use any illegal drugs, or tobacco. You'll treat her with the respect that she deserves. You will do everything you can to keep her safe. If this seems too demanding, the door is over there and I suggest that you head for it immediately. If you accept these stipulations, you're welcome to stay."
"Mr. Hammer, I have the highest regard and respect for Ashley. I absolutely agree to your conditions without hesitation. I thank you for thinking enough of me to have this 'talk'. I know what an honor it has become," responded Richard Drake as he extended his hand to Steve.
Before he could take the man's hand, Ashley flung herself into Steve's arms and hugged him tightly. "Oh, Steve! Thanks for caring so much about me. You're the best guy I've ever met."
Richard Drake looked on calmly as Ashley kissed Steve with some passion before releasing him and explaining. "I told Rich that he might be getting the 'talk' and what it meant. He knows how much I love you and understands how special it is, and he's fine with it!"
"Just call me Steve. If you're with Ashley, you're a friend. But understand that I wasn't joking about treating her right. She's loved very much by Gwen and me and we'd be quite upset if anything happened to her. You don't want to upset Gwen if you can help it."
"I understand completely," assured Richard Drake. "Please call me Rich. I know it's unwise to upset Ms. Anderson, but for some reason, I'm more concerned about finding myself on your bad side."
"Are you kidding?" asked Gwen as she joined the conversation. "Steve's just a big teddy bear. He's gentle and considerate all the time."
"I don't think former Congressman Simpson would agree with that," retorted Ashley. "He had no idea what he was walking into when he attacked Gwen. Steve's extremely protective of his friends, family, and almost anyone needing help. It took Steve about a second to pull the plug on Simpson's career. It's not looking too promising right now for that dumb-ass, Clark, either."
Although, Gwen and Steve had invited very few people, more than a few Washington insiders appeared at the entrance to the room, looking to speak to Steve and Gwen. It became quite apparent to Steve that they wanted to curry Gwen's favor. He contained his mirth as he watched some of the more powerful people in Washington congratulate Gwen and insist that they had supported her all along.
For her part, Gwen was polite and smiled a lot. She thanked everyone for supporting her, but declined to discuss any pending legislation or issues.
"I've had quite enough of politics this week," stated Gwen firmly. "Steve and I are trying to relax a little before we leave for Russia Monday morning. We have a very busy couple of weeks scheduled and when I return, I'll have finals. I'll look into these issues as they are voted on."
As Steve watched and listened to Gwen over the course of the evening, he realized that she had subtlety changed since the ethics scandal had begun. She was firmer, less conciliatory, and even blunt at times. She was maturing and evolving and it was exciting for him to see.
They spent a fair amount of time with Vincent and Cynthia Rosen. They were photographed together and even questioned by the few reporters allowed to attend.
"Does this mean that you're supporting Vincent Rosen for president?" asked a lady reporter to Gwen.
"It means that I very much appreciate their public support of me during this difficult time. Steve and I have not endorsed any candidate. We do consider Vincent and Cynthia to be friends. We're quite content leaving things at that, at least for now," responded Gwen.
Steve was surprised to see Cheryl Baxter at the event. She was wearing a very smart looking dress and carrying an expensive camera.
"It's your company's camera, and dress, for that matter," revealed Cheryl with a big smile. "You look surprised to see me. Gwen's asked me to come to Washington and then travel to Europe with your group. She loaned me this camera to use because my teachers insisted that I bring back lots of video of the exciting things you do all of the time. I'm making a video diary and it started this morning with Gwen's testimony.
"I've got to tell you that everyone back home was pissed that they'd try to accuse Gwen of wrong doing. They were also proud as heck at how you came out in her support that night at the airport and how that scum Simpson had to resign. Gwen's appearance at the hearing and her performance at the concert were amazing. She's really smart. I heard on the news that the two of you wield more power and influence than President Hanson and his wife, and I believe it. What's really hard for me to believe is that I'm here talking to you!"
"Don't believe everything you hear. We're just like you and everyone else. We've been lucky now and then, but we understand how quickly it can all disappear," replied Steve. "Thanks for coming with us. I'm sure that Ashley, Stephanie, or Gwen has told you that we'd like to look at any video you take before you let anyone else see it. We don't want anything too embarrassing showing up on YouTube."
"Yes, they all explained that to me and I'm fine with it. It's just an honor to be able to go to Russia and Ukraine with your group. I'll never do anything to hurt you or Gwen," promised Cheryl.
The next morning found Steve and Gwen joining family and friends for breakfast. Ashley was blushing as she sat next to Richard Drake. Steve stared at Ashley until she stood up blushing, and started to leave the room.
Steve easily caught her elbow and turned her around. "I'm happy for you, Ashley. He's a good man and you sure deserve one. I was just trying to tease you a little. You know I'd never hurt you on purpose."
"That's Steve's macho idea of humor," explained Gwen as she hugged her friend. "I'm so happy for you! You know you'll have to tell me everything. Where's that adorable little Ingrid?"
"Becky's taking care of her for us this weekend," responded a relieved Ashley. "I was pretty nervous about the hearings and Rich volunteered to stay with me. He really does help me to relax."
"I'm sure he does," chuckled Steve. "Are he and Ingrid going to be able to go to Europe with us this week?"
"You're inviting them?" asked a surprised Ashley. "I'll make sure they're able to go! Thanks so much for being so understanding!"
"If anyone's interested, today's Post filled its front page with articles about Gwen, although Steve was mentioned a few times. They seem to feel that it's huge that you two were so friendly to Vincent Rosen. There's an article devoted to that. There's another story on how Steve, with the help of Paula, Ashley, and me, shook Congress to its core with our knowledge of the committee members' financial and political dealings. They're calling it brilliant tactics and believe that Steve's the mastermind of planning the counter-attack.
"His military training is credited with helping him develop the strategy that worked so effectively. The bottom line in every story is that Gwen and Steve have proven themselves to be a force to be reckoned with in Washington. There's speculation that Clark won't even run for a second term, which would show more intelligence than he demonstrated at the hearing," concluded Stephanie sarcastically.
Sunday morning found Gwen and Steve appearing of Amber Stahl's 'Washington Insider' broadcast. They were gracious and humble with their responses to questions about their victory, their friendship with the Rosens, and their increasingly powerful position in a town that respects power above everything else.
Monday morning saw the Red Lady filled with family and friends of Steve and Gwen as they prepared to fly to Moscow. Their entire inner circle had made arrangements to travel to Russia and attend the nuptials. It was to be a very large wedding and Vlad had assured them that they were welcome to bring as many friends as they wanted. He told them that he was delighted that they had agreed to be in his wedding party, and the numbers could easily be worked out.
They were transported from the airport to their hotel by several long limousines. There was a large crowd gathered in front of the hotel when they pulled up to the curb. Much to the consternation of security people, Steve and Gwen stepped out and began shaking hands with people.
That's when Gwen surprised Steve by speaking Russian to those she greeted! "I thought it was time I learned Russian. We're going to be visiting here more often to see our hospital and Vlad and Anna. I took Russian for two years in undergraduate studies and I've worked my ass off with one of those 'learn to speak Russian in two weeks' courses for six months. It's finally paying off!"
Security finally managed to lead Steve and Gwen inside the hotel when Steve spotted Varvara Suchkov in the lobby. She smiled when she saw his look of recognition and rushed to embrace him.
"So you remembered me? I wondered if the famous Steve Hammer would recognize me. I have been following your exploits in the papers and internet. You and your lady are very famous and important in America now," grinned Varvara as she pulled Steve down for a kiss. "That should help you remember me!"
"Naomi and I had dinner with you and your parents a few weeks ago," laughed Steve. "No man could forget you in, especially in that short period of time. You're as beautiful as ever!"
"Gwen, your man is flirting with me," joked Varvara as she hugged Gwen tightly. "He brought that beautiful woman to dinner at my parents' hotel and he never even noticed me. I see she is here again. Watch that one!"
"Hey, I heard that!" complained Naomi. "Steve never took his eyes of you all night. He forgot I was even there."
"Don't worry," laughed Gwen as she spoke to the Russian. "I keep an eye on her every minute, but I'm afraid that Steve does as well. This is her boyfriend, Jared White. Jared, meet Varvara Suchkov. You can see why Steve doesn't stray with Naomi. This big guy would break Steve in half."
"He is very big and strong, but I think breaking Steve in half may be a difficult task. I have seen the movies and read the stories about Steve Hammer. He is hard as steel, or so the reports claim. He may bend, but he does not break."
"See that, Gwen? She knows how hard Steve is. I think she's the one you need to watch around Steve," joked Naomi as Varvara suddenly caught Naomi's inference and blushed.
"I need to return to the reason I am here," observed the lovely Russian. "Your entire group is invited to the Kremlin tomorrow evening to have dinner with Vlad and Anna. President Novokov will be in St. Petersburg, but will return in time to attend your concert. We will have a bus pick you up at five, Moscow time? Will this work for you?"
"Of course it will!" replied Steve. "Please thank Vlad and Anna for us, and tell them that we look forward to seeing them again."
Cheryl was especially wide-eyed the next evening when they dined at the Kremlin. She recorded almost the entire meal. After everyone finished eating, she walked around the section opened to her, taking video of everything she could. Gwen had explained to everyone, including their hosts, that Cheryl was required to record as much of her trip as she could and report back to her high school when the journey was over.
Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, and Steve spent part of each day rehearsing for the concert scheduled for Thursday evening in Red Square. A stage had been erected and Lady in Red Productions had crews placing the Jumbotrons in strategic areas around Red Square. Part of the agreement was that they agreed to allow them to be used the next day by the Russians when their military proudly paraded through Moscow.



"McCartney had a great concert here, but I think we'll have a much bigger crowd," predicted Charlie. "They love you guys here in Russia, and that was before we agreed to build a new hospital here. I'm betting Red Square will be packed for our show. Let's be sure we give them their money's worth!"
"Since we aren't charging them anything, that shouldn't be too difficult," observed Stephanie. "However, this concert is going to be on pay-per-view. They told me that it looks like they'll sell more tickets to this concert than anything else they've ever broadcast, so you'd better make it good. We want to sell a lot of tickets for the one next week in Kiev, too."
Thursday evening as Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, and Steve climbed to the stage, they heard the crowd begin to roar. By the time they walked to the front of the stage, the cheers, whistles, and applause was deafening. Steve looked over the crowd in amazement. Red Square was packed and many of the streets leading to it were also filled with people!
He began his introductions once the crowd quieted somewhat. Then he told the huge crowd that Gwen wanted to speak to them. Gwen smiled and briefly told them how much of an honor it was to perform in Red Square. Then she spoke about how much the new hospital would benefit the young and the poor. By that time, it became apparent to the crowd that Gwen was able to speak Russian! Murmurs were heard from the audience and soon it became loud approval of Gwen's linguistic skills.
As the cheering let up, the driving drum beat for 'We Will Rock You' began and once again, Gwen was strutting to the front of the stage, singing strongly and urging the crowd to join in. It quickly became obvious that many in the crowd spoke English, or else they were just very familiar with the song.
For whatever reason, the crowd seemed to especially enjoy 'Sharp Dressed Man'. Many in the crowd danced any place there was room as Charlie and Steve drove them to a fevered pitch with their guitar performance while Gwen and Jordan danced and shimmied all over the stage.
As had become their custom, the friends sang several songs in Russian, much to the delight of the crowd. Since Gwen now spoke the language, she was more comfortable converting more songs from English to Russian. She had practiced them all week and delivered them flawlessly. The concert was a huge success. The group performed several encores before they were finally able to leave the stage.
Steve and Gwen sat with the Novokovs the next day during the May Day parade. Steve was careful to be polite, but to not act overly impressed with Russian military equipment. President Novokov understood perfectly and was often seen grinning at Steve's neutral appearance as the troops and weaponry paraded past the stage Steve and Gwen had performed on the prior evening.
Steve was relieved when the parade was finally over. It lasted for hours that seemed like days to Steve and Gwen. They barely had time to freshen up before reporting to St. Basil's Cathedral for the wedding rehearsal. Vlad and Anna's ceremony would be one of the times when it would be used by the Russian Orthodox Church, rather than utilized as a museum. President Novokov was allowing more religious freedom as one of his government reforms and Anna's family members were practicing Orthodox Christians.
Rehearsal went well. President Novokov was in a very good mood as his only son prepared for his nuptials. He invited the wedding party to attend a private dinner in the Kremlin. He spent a lot of time speaking to Steve and Gwen. His delight in Gwen's command of Russian was evident. He beamed when he first heard her speak in his native language and spent much of the evening introducing her to his friends and family. Steve was not totally ignored, as many of the ladies present flocked around him to ask about his movies and recordings. He and Gwen exchanged glances and occasional shrugs as they did their best to be good guests.
The wedding itself was a very formal affair. The bride was stunning in a white gown, but Steve couldn't help but wonder if she regretted asking Gwen to be her bridesmaid. The reason he wondered was how stunning Gwen looked! She wore a red gown designed by a Russian woman known for her classic lines and traditional designs. All of the bridesmaids looked very attractive, but Steve could see that Gwen really stood out with her natural beauty.
He was extremely proud to escort Gwen down the aisle as the ceremony began. For her part, Gwen marveled at how very masculine, yet handsome Steve looked in his tuxedo. Those attending, as well as everyone tuned in on television, watched in awe as the couple preceded the bride and groom down the aisle. Their personalities and physical presence dominated the nuptials.
Once the lavish ceremony was completed, the bridal party was transported to a five hundred year old castle a short distance north of Moscow. There was going to be a small reception for the wedding party prior to the main reception. An even dozen photographers were capturing the moment for posterity. Drink was flowing and everyone was having a great time.
Gwen was in front of Steve as she stepped up to a carving station for a slice of filet mignon. She heard a loud yell. Then her server suddenly grabbed the front of her gown and pulled her forward as he swung his carving knife toward her heart!
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Never one to drink very much, Steve totally abstained from alcohol when the wedding party reached the old castle for the brief wedding party reception. He escorted Gwen to the various food stations while he observed his surroundings. He thought it odd that the wait staff wore heavy work shoes that were badly in need of polish. He had imagined that the wedding of the son of the Russian President would have more rigorous standards.
As Gwen, with a plate in her hand, stepped up to the man carving steak, Steve noticed the man's nervous actions. His hands shook slightly while perspiration seemed to roll down his neck and face, even though the room was air conditioned. He was also doing a rather poor job with the cuts of meat in his charge.
Steve heard a sudden, loud yell, but he kept his focus on the man positioned between him and Gwen. Although Steve was very alert, he was still caught off guard when the man suddenly made a lunge for Gwen. He had grabbed her bodice with his right hand and pulled Gwen toward him as he brought the knife in his left hand upward and directly toward Gwen's chest.
Steve slammed his fist hard into the man's shoulder, causing the knife to miss its mark. The attacker clung to Gwen's gown as he staggered backward, ripping most of it from her upper body. He quickly regained his balance and started for Gwen again. Without any compunction whatsoever, Steve drove the butter knife he had recently been using into the man's throat and pushed him away.
"Steve! Look out!" warned Gwen as another waiter moved in from behind. Steve kicked his new assailant in the knee to slow down his approach. When he turned to face the man, Steve was faced with another carving knife being utilized as a weapon. The man suddenly lunged forward in an attempt to stab Steve in the lower stomach. Steve parried the attempt with his left arm. That move momentarily left the man off balance. Before he could recover, Steve slammed him in the jaw with his right foot. The knife wielding man went over backwards, cracking his head on the stone floor. Steve saw blood begin to seep across the stone as he turned his attention to the bedlam in the banquet room.
It was immediately apparent that all of the wait staff, male and female, was intent on killing the members of the wedding party. Two of the bridesmaids were already slumped on the floor, as well as a very bloody groomsman.
A burly man pulled his knife from the chest of a downed bridesmaid and turned toward Steve. Watching the man closely, Steve wrapped his tuxedo jacket around his left arm. He used it to blunt the man's attack. As he blocked a thrust with his left arm, Steve felt a fist smash into his right eye. Knowing that time wasn't a luxury he had, Steve once again used a kick to back the man up. Before Steve could pursue his advantage, someone struck Steve from behind with a serving tray.
Unwilling to take his eye off the man he was fighting, Steve dared not risk a glance backward. From the corner of his vision, he saw Gwen move in to engage his attacker, allowing him to concentrate on his immediate adversary. The attacker rushed him, swinging his knife back and forth as he moved. Once again, Steve parried the knife thrust, although he felt a burning sensation on his left arm under the jacket. Deeply concerned about Gwen fighting with a knife wielding man, Steve ignored the pain and drove a fist into the man's face. Blood spurted from the man's nose and he staggered slightly. Seeing his opening, Steve grabbed the man's knife arm and forcefully pushed the blade back into his body. When he felt his fist come in contact with his assailant's stomach, Steve yanked the knife upward and into the man's heart.
Still worried about Gwen, Steve dropped the already dead body and swung his attention to the struggle behind him. He was relieved to see Gwen holding another woman by her hair as she delivered several vicious jabs to her face. Gwen released her grip and as her opponent began collapsing to the floor; Gwen delivered a hard, barefoot kick to her jaw!
Steve once again assessed the situation in the room. Two of Vlad's groomsmen were in the Russian Army. They had apparently teamed up to take three male and two female assailants out of the conflict. To his left, he saw Vlad struggling with a large man wielding yet another knife and he quickly moved in that direction. Anna was cowering behind her new husband, her white gown covered in blood. Before Steve could reach them, the man plunged the knife into Vlad's chest! Steve approached the attacker from behind. He simply grabbed the man's head and viciously twisted it. Gwen heard the bones break as the man dropped in a heap.
Vlad was clutching the knife in his chest when the only assailant still standing, a woman, swung a heavy serving tray like a horizontal guillotine that struck a vicious blow to Vlad's throat. She was pulling it back to deliver another blow when Steve's right foot connected with her jaw. Her head bent back at an unnatural angle as she dropped the large tray and collapsed to the ground.
Steve quickly grabbed Vlad and lowered him gently to the floor. Blood leaked from his upper chest, but Steve was more concerned about the fact that the son of the Russian president was turning a dark blue as he now clutched his throat.
"Get me a sharp knife and a straw!" demanded Gwen as she dropped down by President Novokov's only son. Steve scrambled a short distance to pick up a steak knife, and then removed a plastic straw from a drink glass. He quickly returned to Gwen and knelt next to her as she took the knife from his hand. Steve held Vlad's hands away from his neck as Gwen ran her fingers over his throat. Once she was satisfied that she had found what she was looking for, she carefully made an incision. Then Gwen took the straw from Steve and cautiously slid it into the small opening she had made in Vlad's neck.
Suddenly a loud gasp came from the straw as air once again found its way into the young Russian's lungs. Within seconds, his coloring began to improve. That was the moment when Russian police poured through every door of the dining room with guns drawn and pointed everywhere, and at everyone!
Gwen's friends and family had been enjoying delicious hors d'oeuvers, excellent wines, and very good beer as they waited for the actual reception to begin. They were seated at a two large tables not far from the bar. As they enjoyed the food and drink, numerous Russian dignitaries smiled and nodded to them. Those that knew English would stop and exchange greetings. Everyone was having a good time, when police suddenly entered the large dining hall and closed all exit doors.
They shouted orders that caused the guests to become extremely agitated. "Please tell us what's happening," implored Paula to a young man that had been chatting in English with Stephanie. Paula's stomach had begun to spasm nervously as she felt the anxiety level in the room increase by the second.
"There's been a terrorist attack on the wedding party! We're in lock down until it's determined if we are safe here. There have been fatalities."
Paula felt icy fingers squeezing her chest as her breathing became labored. Ted pulled her close and tried to console her. Jason and Chip did much the same with Lisa and Kate. Ashley began sobbing in Richard Drake's chest while little Ingrid became increasingly frightened. Jared was the first to comment as he wrapped an arm around Naomi.
"Okay, we know that there was an attack. Haven't Gwen and Steve been involved in them before? Don't they always pull through? We need to hope for the best here. I know that Steve will protect Gwen with his life."
"We have these international cell phones," pointed out Naomi as she held up her phone. "Let's call them!"
After numerous attempts over several minutes, the group finally accepted the fact that Steve and Gwen were not answering their phones, for whatever reason. Their imaginations and worse fears began to resurface once it became clear that their loved ones could not be reached.
Suddenly, Naomi's phone rang. She checked the caller ID and answered immediately. "Yes, Senator Mason? We're removed from the scene by 30 clicks or so. It was a reception for the wedding party. We've been told that we're on lock down until our safety can be guaranteed. The word is that there are casualties. We don't know who, or how many. Yes, Senator, both Gwen and Steve would have been involved. If we hear any more, I'll let you know immediately. Madam, if you'd do the same for us, we'd appreciate it. Thank you, Senator Mason.
"That was Senator Mason wanting to know what's going on. This could become a very serious international incident if Novokov's son was killed, or seriously injured in the attack. All of our intelligence agencies are pulling in every favor, and talking to every contact they have."
"Let me just add that there'll be pure hell to pay if anything has happened to Steve and Gwen," promised Chip through gritted teeth. "I didn't drag his ass half way across Iraq to have some nut take him out now!"
"Chip! We're taking Jared's suggestion," insisted Kate. "We're talking about freaking Steve Hammer! He'll never let anything bad happen to Sis. I'm sure of that."
Just then, Lisa's phone rang. "It's Gwen! Hello, Gwen? Are you okay? Yes! Thank God! Oh, no! Okay, but call as soon as you can. We love you and Steve! Bye!"
Everyone was on the edge of their seats as they waited for Lisa to explain what she had learned. "Gwen and Steve are alive! She couldn't talk long and wasn't supposed to say anything about the attack. They were monitoring her call. They've both been injured, but Gwen says not too seriously, whatever that means. They're being transported to a Russian hospital. She doesn't know which one. She asked that we be patient and wait for one of them to call."
"That was all" asked Chip. "How bad were they hurt? Were they shot? Hurt by an explosion? What's the closest hospital?"
"Gwen did say one more thing. 'Steve came through for me again' were her exact words. You can decide for yourself what she meant, but I think we all have a pretty good idea."
"I'm getting a text from Cheryl!" exclaimed Stephanie. "I'd forgotten about her being there! We received permission for her to attend the wedding party reception as a photographer, as long as she remained in the balcony area and didn't mingle with the guests."
"Here's what she texted. She was scared to death, but she videoed the entire attack. It was very bloody. The attackers used knives. There were men and women posing as waiters and waitresses that were trying to kill the wedding party. Gwen actually beat up some skank! Steve killed four or five of the terrorists with his bare hands! Both Gwen and Steve were bleeding, but she thinks they're okay. Novokov's son was stabbed, and Gwen actually operated on him at the scene! She isn't sure exactly why.
"She's sending some photos from her phone and then erasing everything. The police are taking all cameras and phones. They'll be taking hers when they get upstairs. She's switching memory chips in the camera and sending what pictures she has on her phone before she deletes everything. She's a smart girl!"
"Let's see the pictures!" insisted Jason. "Gwen was in a fight with a terrorist? I hope she wasn't badly hurt. Knife fights are awfully bloody!"
"I'll forward the pictures to your phones," promised Stephanie. "Don't let the Russian authorities see them or they'll take away all of our phones. I've got to get a laundered version of this out to FaceBook and Twitter, so friends and family know that Gwen, Steve, and Cheryl are doing okay."
"Look at the third picture," insisted Kate as she stared at her phone. "Look at the blood and all of the bodies. You can See Steve and Gwen kneeling by a bloody male. It must be Vlad! Cheryl couldn't get close or even zoom much with her phone, but it shows the entire room and you can zoom your picture in a little and make out faces. Gwen's in her underwear!"
"It looks like two of the bridesmaids are either badly wounded or dead," observed Naomi. "I see two groomsmen down and quite a few waiters and waitresses, or terrorists as we now know them to be. I've got to pass this information on to my superiors right now!"
"I see Gwen's dress in this picture!" gasped Paula. "One of the dead waiters is gripping it. It looks like he paid with his life for that bit of poor judgment."
"It looks like blood on Gwen's arm and her hands," offered Ashley. "Steve's arm is bleeding. His shirt looks quite red. I hope he wasn't stabbed!"
News organizations were in a frenzy to learn more about the attack. When Lady in Red's FaceBook page reported that Gwen and Steve were injured but alive and expected to recover, it swept across the internet and TV air waves almost immediately.
Cheryl's parents were stunned when their morning TV news program suddenly switched to a reporter in Moscow for breaking news of a terrorist attack on President Novokov's son and his wedding party! Cheryl's mother was unsuccessfully fighting back tears when her cell rang.
"Mrs. Baxter? This is Helen. I work for Lady in Red Productions. I have to ask if you've seen the news this morning. I can tell by your crying that you have. I've been told to call you to let you know that your daughter is unharmed and that you should not worry. We realize that isn't easy to relax, but the company owners on the scene in Russia have asked me specifically to inform you that she was not directly involved in the terrorist attack and was not harmed in any way. Your daughter is perfectly safe."
Gwen was still leaning over Vlad, holding the steak knife in her left hand when the Russian police barged into the dining hall. Two officers approached her and demanded that she put the knife down. Gwen realized how tense the officers were and immediately placed the small knife on the floor and raised both her hands.
Steve watched the policemen closely as their eyes traveled over Gwen's chest. Her push-up bra was performing admirably, and with the loss of her gown, Gwen gravity defying breasts were on display. However, the situation was far too grave for the officers to dwell on the treasures contained in Gwen undergarments.
Between sobs, Anna Suchkov managed to explain how Gwen had restored Vlad's breathing, but he needed to be transported to a hospital immediately. He had been stabbed in the chest!
The officer in charge spoke into a hand held device as his men moved about, checking the terrorists for signs of life. Medics of some kind appeared within seconds and rapidly moved to treat Vlad. They nodded approvingly when they saw the makeshift throat stoma Gwen had just completed.
They immediately placed Vlad on a gurney and hurriedly wheeled him from the room. Gwen was concerned about the lack of assessment and treatment by the medics, but realized the futility of suggesting alternative actions.
Steve was not surprised when it was determined that all of the terrorists were dead, except for the woman that Gwen had rendered unconscious. His intent at the time of the struggle had been to render his enemies incapable of continuing the fight. He had pulled no punches and given no quarter.
Several of the more seriously injured people were placed on gurneys and wheeled from the room. Gwen and Steve had somehow suffered fewer injuries than the others. They were escorted to a police car where they were to be transported to a hospital. Before they left, Gwen insisted that Cheryl go with them. She was not willing to leave the frightened teen in a strange place, especially when she didn't speak the native language, and the old castle reeked of death.
The police apologized about not having enough ambulances as they drove the three Americans to a hospital. On the way, Steve requested that they be allowed to speak with their family. After some discussion and a quick phone call by the apparent government agent riding next to the officer driving, it was agreed. But nothing could be said about the attack, who was involved, and who was injured. The government agent told them he spoke English fluently, and he would monitor the conversation.
The agent returned Gwen's phone to her and she immediately called Lisa and explained the situation while avoiding any discussion of the attack or the aftermath. Then she returned the phone to the Russian as soon as she ended the call.
Steve had ripped what was left of his shirt into bandages and had placed one on Gwen's arm where she had a nasty knife cut. Then Gwen did her best to bandage his arm and stomach where an attacker had come very close to disemboweling Steve.
"I want to be there when you get stitches," insisted Gwen as she looked at his injuries. "I think we can prevent scarring if the doctors are careful and have the right sutures. You'll need ice for your eye and it feels like I will, too. Is my right eye discolored? It's beginning to sting."
"It's all bloodshot and looks sore as hell," confided Steve as they checked each other's battle wounds. "Your left eye is starting to develop a nice shiner. When you're in a fistfight, you're not supposed to let the other guy, or girl, hit you like that."
"Look who's talking," chided Gwen. "You already have a black eye, along with a nice knot on your forehead. And you shouldn't let people cut you when you're in a knife fight."
"A knife fight, as I understand it, means that both adversaries have a knife," replied Steve with a bit of a grin. "I was in a 'knife attack' and people do get cut up when that happens."
"I guess I'm proof of that," acknowledged Gwen as she glanced at her bandaged arm. "You were great, Steve. I saw that knife coming at my chest. Then you slammed that guy and made him miss. You saved my life."
"I was a little slow with my reflexes, Gwen. I should have taken him out before he even got close. I feel pretty bad about that," admitted Steve as Gwen kissed his cheek gently. "You sure kicked the living crap out of that woman what was smacking me on the head from behind. That saved me. I didn't dare take my eyes off the guy trying to knife me to do anything about that crazy witch behind me. At least she's alive and they'll get everything that she knows out of her pretty quickly. They won't be asking her nicely, either."
Photographers had been set up near the entrance to the castle where the wedding party reception had been scheduled. They had to leave when the police arrived on scene and demanded they put the cameras away. Unknown to Steve and Gwen, or the police, a few paparazzi that had more international experience had set up farther back, on a hill that overlooked the old castle location.
They were unseen by the police, but their telephoto lenses gave them great images of whatever, and whomever, left the castle. Before Gwen and Steve even arrived at the hospital, photographs of the famous couple emerging from the scene of the attack were traveling at near light speed across continents and oceans. Cheryl was seen on the other side of Steve from Gwen in the pictures.
In one photo, Gwen's face was clearly shown and it was apparent that her left eye was discolored. It was also readily apparent that she no longer wore her gown. Her strapless red bra performed admirably as her ample breasts rode high and firm on her chest. She had some blood on her cheek and considerably more on her hands, stomach, and chest.
Steve's left eye was already turning colors and a large purple bruise was visible on his forehead. His shirt was barely hanging from his shoulders with most of the front gone. Two red lines could be seen across his stomach, and blood covered his left forearm and hand. His right arm was placed protectively over Gwen's shoulder. All three Americans appeared to be looking directly at the camera.



As Gwen and Steve were arriving at the hospital, Stephanie was once again receiving texts. This time they were from the company's web people back in the states.
"Oh! Look at this! There are photos of Gwen and Steve, with Cheryl, on the internet from just after the attack. They sure look like they were recently in a terrorist attack. Gwen has blood on her face, her hands, and running down her arm. It looks like her right eye is bloodshot, and her left eye is discolored, too!
"I'll forward the pictures to your phones. Steve's stomach has a couple of nasty looking slashes. He has a black eye forming and blood running down his wrist and hand."
"How does Gwen manage to lose her clothes during these incidents?" wondered Charlotte. "But if I looked like she does in my underwear, I'd never get dressed."
"I hope they let us out of here pretty soon," complained Ted. "I've lost my appetite and it's obvious the bride and groom won't be making an appearance. I'll feel better when I can see Gwen and decide for myself how she's doing."
"I never thought anything like this would happen when I boarded the jet to fly here," admitted a concerned Beatrice Patterson. "I hope that Gwen and Steve aren't badly injured. It must have been a horrible few minutes."
"Your grandson is a regular lightning rod for terrorists," offered Naomi. "I don't know why. They don't seem to last very long when he's around. You'd think they'd avoid him at all costs."
"That's why they keep trying," explained Jared. "Imagine if they had been able to kill Vlad, Steve, and Gwen in one swoop. I'm going to have a discussion with him about being smart, and safe. Just being friends with him is dangerous to some degree, not that I'd ever want to stop being their friend.
Everything was finally sorted out and it was determined that there was no threat at the banquet hall. Attendees were offered the option of enjoying the excellent reception dinner, or simply leaving. Several high ranking officials had indicated that they very much wanted the Americans to stay and enjoy the meal.
"I think we're representing the U.S. here, especially now that Gwen and Steve are temporarily unavailable," suggested Jordan. "I'm not an expert in international affairs like Steve is, but I do know that guests are expected to be gracious and considerate. I think we should stay and eat, and try to be good company."
"Jordan is correct," assured William Patterson. "This has been a huge embarrassment to the Russian government. If we leave now, we'll send a message that we're unwilling to help them attempt to save face, at least to some extent."
It turned out that the banquet was enjoyed thoroughly by all of the Americans. They were served seven courses and each one of them was perfectly prepared and delicious.
"Have you noticed how happy they are when we ask for seconds and smile a lot?" asked Billy. "Being in the food industry, I can tell you it's a great feeling when customers express their pleasure with the meal in a sincere fashion. This has been a great meal!"
Almost four hours after the wedding ceremony, the American contingent was delivered back at their hotel. Ted invited the men to stop in at the hotel bar for one drink. Surprised since Ted was not the type to have more than a couple drinks at a party, the guys quickly agreed. The ladies decided to change their clothes and meet in Paula's room to await news from Gwen. When they reached the eleventh floor, where their rooms were located, Paula decided that she would check to see if Gwen and Steve had returned.
"They gave me a key to their room, in case Ted and I wanted to enjoy the view, or other amenities while the kids were out," declared Paula with a slight blush as she made her way to their suite.
The possibility of seeing Gwen and Steve and hearing about their adventure was too great an attraction for the rest of the ladies to resist. When Paula swung the door open and entered the suite, the rest of her group was following closely.
"Please be quiet. If they're in, they could be sleeping," whispered Paula as she lightly knocked on the bedroom door. A scream from within suddenly pierced the silence. With great concern, Paula pushed the door open and rushed into the room, followed by as many others as could squeeze into the room behind her.
Gwen and Steve had been given VIP treatment at a local hospital. They were attended to immediately upon arrival. Gwen had watched the doctors work on Steve's cuts and was impressed with their skill level. It seemed unlikely that he would have any significant scarring on two cuts across his abdomen and several slices on his arm above his wrist.
They examined her eye and gave her drops to use as well as an eye patch. She was told to wear it for a week to protect her eye from light. It had been gouged in her struggle with the terrorist that she had eventually subdued. Gwen and Steve were both told that they could try ice on their blackening eyes, but the discoloration pretty much had to run its course.
Less than two hours after entering the hospital, the same policeman was giving Gwen, Cheryl, and Steve a ride back to their hotel.
"I have to get on my laptop and write to my parents and friends, and tell them that I'm okay," announced Cheryl. "They took my phone, so I can't call, but I can Skype from my room. Boy, will they be happy to hear from me!"
Steve and Gwen went directly to their suite, where, with Gwen's help, Steve carefully showered. The hospital had given Gwen some waterproof bandages which she skillfully taped over the stitches in Steve's abdomen and forearm. She then directed Steve as he placed a bandage over the stitches in her arm.
Forty minutes after reaching their hotel, the couple was naked on their king-size bed. It had been a traumatic day and the couple used each other to relieve their pent up stress. Their heightened emotions from the struggle earlier in the day increased their already healthy libidos. They eventually wound up in the classic 'sixty-nine' position with Gwen on top.
Perhaps because of the stress of the previous few hours, Steve brought Gwen to one of the most intense orgasms she had ever experienced with his fingers and tongue. She took his cock from her mouth to sound her great pleasure before quickly spinning around and positioning it at her very slick opening and enveloping him in one quick motion. She was aware that Steve was very close to an orgasm and she wanted his hard cock inside her when he came, knowing it would give her a second and even more intense orgasm. Unknown to either participant, Gwen's family and girlfriends entered the room at that exact moment.
Steve reached up and pinched her left nipple while he engulfed her right breast in his mouth and bit down on that bud as he pounded his cock upward into Gwen's quivering body. On his third stroke, Gwen exploded, and after a few more strokes, Steve joined her with a climax of his own.
That was the scene that greeted the women that had barged into Gwen's bedroom. Every last one of them stared in awe as Gwen appeared to howl as her body jerked, twitched, and trembled. Even as she was experiencing an incredibly intense orgasm, the group coming through her bedroom door vaguely caught her attention.
They watched as Gwen turned to face them, although she didn't appear to actually see them. She wore a patch over her right eye, while her left one appeared to have a deep purple color around it. The strangest thing was that her eyeball was turned upward in her skull as it fluttered opened and closed. She gave no indication that she knew they were there as she continued to moan and tremble in Steve's arms.
All good things eventually come to an end. After what seemed like a minute of enjoying la petite mort, Gwen dropped down on top of Steve and went quiet as Steve's left hand gently came around to caress Gwen's back and buttocks. After several seconds, Gwen lifted her head slightly to once again gaze at her stunned audience with her blackened, but uncovered eye.
"Darling, we have company," observed Gwen in a stage whisper.
Steve's face was completely hidden by Gwen's long hair. He suddenly stopped his caresses and asked, "What do you mean by company? Did you hear someone knock on the door?"
"Actually, our bedroom seems to be full of people; like my mother, your grandmother, Jordan, Naomi, Stephanie, my sisters,... well you get the idea."
"Do they look angry, or upset?"
"If I had to describe their appearance, 'stunned' would be the word I'd use," replied Gwen with a grin as she found Steve's lips and kissed him long and hard.
"Hey, get a room!" demanded Kate. "Oh, never mind. I guess you already have one, crowded as it may be."
Like a dam bursting, the women all suddenly decided to rush over to Gwen as they asked her a dozen questions at once. Steve felt the bed bounce as people began perching on the edge of the mattress.
"We're trying to talk to Gwen," laughed Lisa as her gaze swept over Steve's nude body. "I don't know what you think you're doing here, Steve, but you need to get that thing covered up and go someplace with the guys. I just hope my sister hasn't suffered irreparable brain damage!"
"What brain?" asked Ashley. "I think Steve just screwed her brains out!"
"Did everyone see Gwen's one eye flutter and turn up into her skull?" asked Jordan. "That was scary!"
Unable to pull the sheets up to cover himself with so many women sitting on them, Steve simply eased to the end of the bed, stood up, walked to the bathroom, and closed the door.
The ladies had gone silent as they watched Steve's retreat. "Gwen, you're the luckiest woman in the world!" proclaimed Stephanie with a blush.
"The guy that just sauntered to the bathroom came from your gene pool, Beatrice" observed Charlotte. "Even with the bandages and bruises, he's still quite pleasing to the eye, at least to most females."
"He certainly is masculine, isn't he?" agreed Beatrice as her gaze lingered on the door Steve had just closed. "I think he must have inherited that physique from his father, who I never met because I was a foolish woman placing social position above love and family. I'm fortunate that Gwen believed that I should have the opportunity to redeem myself, however late it may have been."
"I'm sorry that we intruded on your personal time, Gwen" apologized Paula as she changed the subject. "Are you annoyed at us? We were all worried about you. You didn't tell Lisa very much about the attack, or your injuries."
"Annoyed?" grinned Gwen. "I feel extremely mellow and, I guess 'satisfied' would be the term. I don't think anyone could spoil my mood right now. Besides, you guys are here because you love me and worry about me. That makes me feel pretty good."
"Here are some tissues, Sis," offered Kate. "You might want to clean up a little down there. Steve's hogging the bathroom. I'll find a shirt and panties in your luggage so you won't scandalize Steve's grandmother."
"Don't worry about me, My Dear!" responded Beatrice Patterson. "This reminds me of the Christmas my parents decided to secretly leave presents under our tree the first year we were married. They had a key in case they needed to get into our apartment for any reason. William and I were up early that morning and my parents caught us in 'flagrante delicto' on the living room carpet. I reacted much like Gwen just did. It was our home and we sure weren't going to apologize for our actions. Luckily, I was also feeling quite content by the time we were interrupted, if you know what I mean."
"Were you howling at the moon and rolling your one eye back into your skull like Sis just did?" teased Kate.
"I remember being quite vocal, but I doubt I ever had a climax like we just witnessed. I never knew it was even possible," admitted Beatrice. "I thought it was dreamed up by romance writers."
"Could we forget about the great sex and find out how badly Gwen's hurt, why she's wearing an eye patch, and exactly what happened to her and Steve this afternoon?" asked Paula impatiently.
"It's pretty obvious," chuckled Ashley. "They were role playing. Gwen was a pirate wench being punished for not swabbing Steve's deck properly."
"But she did surrender her booty!" pointed out Kate as everyone broke into laughter.
"Yeah, she had a treasure buried pretty deep," added Lisa to even more laughter.
"And did I hear Steve call those big boobs his pleasure chest?" teased Naomi.
"I have never been around so many jealous, catty women in my life!" responded Gwen as she struggled to keep a straight face. "Next time we'll sell tickets. If you want to learn how it's done correctly, it's going to cost you."
"I want season tickets!" replied Stephanie immediately. "That was amazing. I'd love to watch and learn how to make those noises and roll my good eye back into my head."
"Which brings me back to Gwen's eye," insisted Paula. "Why are you wearing a patch? Did you get a serious injury? You have stitches on your arm! How badly were you hurt? And no more jokes!"
As Paula finished her question, Steve walked out of the bathroom fully dressed. He walked over to Gwen and leaned down to kiss her as the other ladies watched closely. He gave her left breast a little squeeze as he stood back up, nodded to everyone, and started for the door. Paula caught him before he was able to leave the room.
"It looked like you were annoyed at our poorly timed intrusion," began Paula. "We never meant to embarrass you and Gwen, but the road to hell is paved with good intentions. We were concerned about how badly you two were injured. When Gwen made those 'sounds', I thought she was hurting and rushed in. It was my fault and I apologize."
Steve studied Paula's face for a few seconds before he responded. "You're a wonderful mother, as well as a beautiful woman. I can't stay upset with you, or the other girls. I was irked for a little while, but I heard everyone joking with Gwen and I see how happy she is with her friends and family around her. You gave me Gwen, and I'll never be able to repay you, so tease and embarrass me as much as you want. I'll never feel anything but love for you."
Steve bent and kissed a surprised Paula on the cheek and left the room. Paula touched her hand to her cheek as she slowly turned to face the other women in the room.
"Mom! Do I see your eyes rolling back into your head?" asked Kate to the delight of everyone else. "I'd go apologize to the big lug, but I know I'd probably wind up howling and embarrassing myself."
"I'll say it again. Gwen, you're the luckiest woman in the world," blurted Stephanie. "Aunt Paula's still recovering."
"He's amazing, isn't he?" agreed Gwen before she turned serious and began relating that day's events.
Steve stepped into the hallway just as Ted and the others were stepping off the elevator. They quickly followed Steve back into his suite, but avoided entering the bedroom where the women were chattering loudly.
Chip caught bits of the conversation and began to make wisecracks about Steve and Gwen's recovery efforts. Soon Jason and Jared joined in, busting Steve's balls.
"Guys! Gwen's father is sitting right there. Would you show him some respect and change the subject," requested Steve, hoping to end the wise cracks.
"Don't let me spoil your fun," laughed Ted. "I can go back to my room and take a nap or something."
Realizing that Steve had a point about Ted being Gwen's father, Chip decided to end his jokes. He didn't want Kate's father to think poorly of him. "Are they knife wounds on your stomach and forearm?"
That was all it took to get the men discussing the events at the bridal reception. Steve made sure to stress how Gwen had beaten up a female terrorist and saved Vlad's life by performing a tracheotomy. Everyone was properly impressed.
"This seems like a good time to bring up something I think you need to take even more seriously," stated Jared. "The wall is being built around our homes back in Sparta, and that'll help keep our ladies safe when they're home, but I think you need a security detail. Chip and Pete do great jobs, but they're only two guys and we have a lot of wonderful ladies that we want safe all of the time."
"I've been thinking about that, too," agreed Steve. "We need enough people that we're able to have all of the women, and kids, protected. I was thinking of asking Chip to look into hiring enough good people to keep everyone as safe as possible."
"I'd like to make a suggestion," offered Jason. "I feel pretty capable of taking care of myself, as well as my family when I'm with them. It's when I'm not with them that I worry. I don't think any of us guys needs, nor wants, any special security, but we feel the women and kids need it.
"I think all of our loved ones should have self defense lessons, as well as learn to use firearms and become permitted to carry. I also think it would be best if we hired mostly females for the security. We have some beautiful women in our group. In fact, they're all beautiful. I don't want big, macho guys hanging around Lisa and Theresa. I'd prefer capable females. They could travel into bathrooms and bedrooms with them and we wouldn't have to worry that we might have the proverbial fox watching the hen house."
"Or, in this case, some jerk watching the foxes," added Jared. "I agree with Jason. We men don't need security, but the women do and I'd feel better if Naomi didn't have a bunch of men being paid to eye her up every time she bent over to pick up a pen."
"All of a sudden I have this image in my head," admitted Billy. "I can't seem to shake it. Seriously, though, I've been carrying a gun for years. We push a lot of money through our business and it pays to be prepared. I never had the pleasure of learning any fighting skills in the service, so I took some classes. I couldn't take out any of you guys, but most muggers and thieves would regret taking me on."
"This is a great time to make some changes," stated Chip. "I've been talking to my Dad and I've agreed to help him with the family business. I love Kate to death, but just hanging around her, even if it's protecting her, isn't a real job for me. It's like being paid to be her boyfriend.
"Dad wants to expand into the Sparta area and across the state. I've agreed to be in charge of the expansion. I want Kate safe, but hate to think of a bunch of guys hanging around her. I guess I sound insecure," admitted Chip.
"Since Chip's starting a new career and he's going be busy, do you think you'd have the time to head up this project, Charlie?" asked Steve. "I know how much you have on your plate, but this is pretty important. What do you think?"
"I'd be glad to take the lead on this, to be honest," responded Charlie. Jordan's going to tell the girls that she's..."
Loud screams and cheers from the next room suddenly drowned Charlie's voice out. Grinning, he waited for the noise level to drop before he resumed speaking.
"My guess is that Jordan just announced that she's pregnant," stated Charlie with a crooked grin. "We're going to back way off on touring this year and concentrate on the movie, writing music, and maybe some TV shows and commercials."
That was as far as Charlie managed before he was mobbed by his friends. They clapped him on the back and shook his hand.
"That's really great!" praised Steve. "You two will be the best parents possible. Our family keeps getting bigger. I bet Jordan's over the moon happy. This is going to make Gwen jealous. She's afraid that everyone's going to start a family before we do."
"Well, if that pathetic performance I heard the ladies discussing is any indication, the poor girl will never get pregnant," stated Chip with a straight face. "I hate to be the one to tell you this, but you don't have any idea how to make love to a woman. I should take you under my wing and give you some pointers."



"He'd be a lot better off getting pointers from Charlie and me," insisted Jason. "We've proven ourselves capable of getting the job done. Your track record isn't anything that would enhance a resumé."
"We're going to have to work on that resumé, aren't we, Chip?" asked Kate from the doorway. You'll have to get me rolling my eyes back and howling before you'll be allowed to comment on Steve's technique."
"Kate! Your father's sitting right there! We shouldn't be hearing things like that from our daughter," insisted Paula. "Besides, he needs to hear me carry on like Gwen did, and I expect him to work on that until he perfects it."
"Yeah. What do you call that move, Steve?" demanded Lisa. "Have you patented it yet?"
"Actually, I'm the one that makes that move," corrected Gwen with a huge grin. "It was with Steve's help, of course. I call it 'The One-Eyed Wonder'."
"You're confused again, Gwen," laughed Lisa as she sat down next to Jason. "Steve has the one-eyed wonder. You simply borrow it!"
"Charlie, did you tell the guys what you did to me?" asked Jordan as she took Charlie's hand.
"He sure did!"answered Steve. "Congratulations! I can't tell you how happy I am for you both. It's going to be a very special and much loved addition to our family."
"Thanks, Steve!" responded Jordan as she wrapped her arms around him. "You and Gwen took me in when I really needed friends. You showed me how people should conduct themselves, and how to treat others. You introduced me to Charlie, but he never would have been interested in the old Jordan Quick. She was a selfish, addicted bitch. He fell in love with the Jordan you and Gwen forged from the old one."
"Actually, I think Charlie would have been interested in the old Jordan," argued Billy. "She was a bitch alright, was she was smokin' hot!"
"Now both Lisa and Jordan are ahead of us," complained Gwen. "It's getting really hard to wait until I get my MD before we start a family."
"But wait, you will," insisted Paula. "I want you and Kate both to have a ring on your finger before you have our grandkids. We've dropped all of the other requirements about sleeping with boyfriends for all four of you girls, counting Jordan, so please follow Lisa's and Jordan's good examples and have the wedding before the baptism."
"We have to find out if we're sexually compatible," responded Gwen. "The honeymoon is the wrong time for nasty surprises."
"Really? How can you possibly suggest there's any doubt after what we saw and heard a short while ago?" demanded Paula. "If you two were any more compatible, you'd burst into flames from spontaneous combustion or something."
"Is that a compliment? Or was it meant as a warning?" asked Steve with a straight face.
"I think that Jared and I will call it a day, after we stop and see Cheryl. I have superiors that are interested in any photographs or videos of today's attack. They want me to deliver a memory stick rather than try to send anything over the internet. For some reason, governments don't think that all internet transmissions will reach their intended target. Steve's trip to Iraq drove that point home."
"Thank God Cheryl wasn't with us when we walked in on Gwen and Steve," chuckled Charlotte. "I don't know it would've increased her crush on Steve, or frightened her to death."
"I've been thinking about that eye patch of yours, Gwen. How about we find some red cloth and make it a red patch," suggested Stephanie. "Lots of pirates and some others wear black ones, but the 'Lady in Red' should wear a red patch. We'll get several different shades of red so we can match your different outfits."
The next day, the group traveled to the future location of the new hospital. It had taken some effort to get the Russian government to agree to the site chosen by Lady in Red Productions. It was in a poorer part of Moscow. Lady in Red Productions was able to acquire two old warehouses that covered a block and a half of the city. The Russians had tried their best to get Lady in Red Productions to purchase property in an upper class neighborhood. Coincidently, friends of President Novokov were willing to sell the land, but at a rather inflated price.
"It wasn't easy, but Steve finally explained that we'd build the hospital here or not at all," stated Jordan as she told the others the story of the difficult purchase of the property. "The reality is that the Russian government can make some sort of claim that the hospital is important to the national interests of Russia and assume possession of it at any time. We aren't going into this venture with rose colored glasses. As long as we're able to operate it, we'll help people all that we can. That's our only long term plan here."
Television, internet, and newsprint reporters formed a large group as they waited for the ceremony. The attack on Novokov's son at his wedding was the big news story of the day. Information on the attack was sketchy, at best. Novokov had announced the prior evening that both Vlad and Anna were expected to recover from injuries received, but didn't elaborate on his son's condition or the attack in any way.
Shortly before the ground breaking ceremony was scheduled to begin, a procession of black limousines pulled up at the site. Numerous military suddenly appeared on the nearby streets and on roof tops in the area. No one emerged from the vehicles for several minutes. Finally, the drivers stepped out and opened the limo doors for the occupants.
"They've really stepped up security for Novokov," observed Jason. "I heard today that he and his wife were supposed to be at the wedding party's reception yesterday, but he had to attend to some international situation and was running late. It would have been a lot worse if Novokov was injured or killed."
President Novokov led his wife to the area where the ground breaking was to be held. Cameras rolled as Mrs. Novokov walked directly up to Steve and hugged him tightly.
"This young American helped save my son's life. He fought like a true warrior against the cowardly jackals that attacked my son and his wife. My husband and I are personally indebted to him. We wish him a speedy recovery from the injuries he sustained in the attack and his defense of innocent victims," declared Mrs. Novokov to the many reporters in her native Russian.
Then she let go of Steve and moved to Gwen and embraced her. As the two women hugged, Mrs. Novokov whispered her thanks into Gwen's ear. Then she released Gwen and again turned to the waiting reporters.
"This young American woman saved my son's life. He had been stabbed in the chest, and then had his throat crushed by those savages. Thankfully, Gwen Anderson was able to use her medical training to quickly make an incision in Vlad's throat and insert a simple drinking straw. I've been informed by the doctors caring for Vlad that, without question, this procedure saved his life.
"She did this after defeating a terrorist that had attacked her. She wears a patch over an injured eye, carries a bruising around the other eye, and stitches in her arm from a knife attack. After suffering these injuries, she still knelt by my dying son and saved his life!
"Now we are here to break ground for a new hospital for the people of Moscow, especially the children. These wonderful people beside me represent the good that still exists in the world. They are donating their money, their talent, and their time to help others. This type of message is so much stronger and more effective than terror and death. They offer good health and life. That is the path to lasting peace.
"Thank you for listening to a worried, but much relieved mother. I apologize if I spoke out of turn, or said something wrong, but it was all from my heart," concluded Novokov's wife as she wiped tears from her eyes.
Without thinking Gwen once again gathered the woman into her arms and hugged her tightly. Then the two women turned to the reporters and smiled with tears trickling down their cheeks as they held hands.
President Novokov stepped closer to Steve and shook his hand firmly. Then her hugged Gwen and kissed both of her cheeks. He proceeded to hug Kate, Lisa, Jordan, and Paula before shaking hands with Jason, Chip, Charlie and Ted.
"We have been asked to not linger here too long this afternoon, "stated Novokov to the assembled reporters and public. "I can only reaffirm what my wife just stated so eloquently. Efforts like this hospital by private industry should be more common. Sadly, and regardless of nationality, companies always look for more profit, rather than helping the very people that make them a success. I hope that Lady in Red Productions' generosity and humanity encourages others to perform similar acts of kindness."
Novokov then stepped back from the microphones and gestured to Steve and Gwen that it was their turn to speak. Gwen stepped forward and addressed the gathering in Russian.
"My friends, family, and I are delighted to be here this afternoon," began Gwen as cameras constantly whirred and clicked. "Jordan, Charlie, Kate, and Lisa were behind Steve totally when he called to explain that he had agreed to build a hospital here. That's the kind of people I surround myself with. They're generous, caring, talented, and supportive.
"We want to thank Mr. and Mrs. Novokov for their kind words. We wish Vlad and Anna complete recoveries and a long and blessed marriage. Our hearts go out to the families and friends of those seriously injured or killed in yesterday's terrorism. We are thinking of them in this difficult time.
"Finally, I want to publicly thank Steve for saving my life yesterday. Make no mistake about it; his courage and skill were the difference in that battle. He's the reason I'm able to stand here today. I love him dearly and I'll spend the rest of my life showing him just how much."
Television, internet news, and entertainment sites played Gwen's speech constantly. Gwen Anderson had delivered a speech in Russian the day after an attack that nearly cost her life. She had a very black eye and wore a red patch over the other one. She still looked beautiful, but very different. Photos of her bruised face were on newspapers around the world, as well as the story of how she calmly saved the life of the Russian president's son.
It was huge news back in the U.S., especially since she had so recently gone through a hearing before the ethics committee. Barely a week later, she was involved in a fight for her life and then managed to save the son of one of the most powerful men in the world. No one in the Senate or the House had offered anything but praise, and even awe, for the actions of Gwen and Steve.
No one was more thrilled than Cynthia Rosen. With Moscow time a full seven hours ahead of the east coast, she watched the morning news with great interest. She listened to Mrs. Novokov speak in glowing terms about how the young Americans had saved her son's life.
The account of the terrorist attack was beginning to take shape. Steve Hammer had apparently suffered some injuries as he fought the attackers. Even Gwen had bruises, cuts, and was now wearing an eye patch. It was becoming very obvious that the couple had been involved in the attack and had made an excellent accounting of themselves. Their international sphere of influence was increasing quite rapidly, and they had made a point the previous week of telling America that Vincent Rosen was their friend!
Vincent's poll numbers had jumped after he appeared at the rally with Steve and Gwen. He had won two primaries in the week that had just passed and he was increasing his lead in the polls in several other states with approaching primaries. It was beginning to fall together and Cynthia Rosen had no doubt that being seen as friends of Gwen and Steve had greatly improved the public's perception of his candidacy.
Vincent was scheduled to appear on a Sunday morning talk show and Cynthia made a mental note to remind him to mention how proud he was of the actions of his friends, Gwen and Steve, in the recent Russian terrorist attack.
Amber Stahl was also up early. She had a weekly Sunday morning news program from Washington. She attempted making phone calls to Gwen and Steve to ask if they would appear on her show via satellite. She was frustrated that none of her calls were answered. Finally, in desperation, she called Paula Anderson, who answered on the second ring.
Amber made her request for Steve and Gwen to appear on her program, which was still three hours from broadcast. She mentioned that she was unable to reach Gwen or Steve. Paula explained that they had not had their phones returned yet, but she would have them contact Amber as soon as possible.
A short time later, Gwen called Amber and the interview was scheduled. Vincent Rosen was told that he'd lose some air time on Amber's program because Gwen and Steve had agreed to appear via satellite from Moscow. He and Cynthia were delighted. Once again, people would have reason to associate Vincent Rosen with Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer.
Amber's interview with Gwen and Steve only ran for a few minutes, but it was quite informative. When Amber first introduced the couple, viewers had their first close-up look at their faces. Gwen's red eye-patch matched her dress perfectly. The other eye was blackened and sore looking. Gwen's sleeveless dress revealed a bandage covering her upper left arm.
Steve also sported a very dark shiner along with a purplish knot on his forehead. His left arm below the elbow was covered in bandages. Amber began the interview with the obvious.
"Gwen and Steve, can you tell us how you're feeling? It's readily apparent that you've been involved in an altercation. How is your eye, Gwen? How badly were you two injured in the attack?"
"We're doing fine," replied Gwen seriously. "My eye was gouged a bit but the patch is simply a precaution. I have to put drops in it several times a day and avoid light for a week or so. It's already feeling much better.
"Steve and I both received cuts from knife wielding terrorists that required stitches, but the doctors here did an excellent job and it's quite likely that there will be minimal scarring, if any at all."
"Can you tell us what exactly happened in that banquet room yesterday?" asked Amber.
"Without being too graphic, I can tell you that the wedding party was suddenly attacked by what we all thought was the wait staff. They had been closely searched for weapons, so they utilized the cutlery available with the food as weapons. It was an extremely vicious and bloody few minutes. I think there were ten terrorists and all but one was killed in the attack.
"Sadly, four members of the wedding party, two groomsmen and two bridesmaids were killed. All of the rest received injuries during the fray. As everyone is aware, Steve is a U.S. Navy SEAL and is trained in hand-to-hand combat. Let me simply say that his skill and training saved the day, as well as my life."
"Mrs. Novokov praised you for saving her son's life with an emergency tracheotomy, which you performed after you had been injured in the attack. That demonstrates incredible concentration and discipline. Were you at all concerned about not getting it right? You were, after all, performing emergency surgery on the son of the president of Russia."
"It was a procedure I have assisted with in my medical school training. It was also Vlad's only chance to survive. I simply did what I've been training to do for the past three years," replied Gwen modestly.
"Steve, you're very quiet today. Gwen has alluded to you having to use your skill set as a Navy SEAL. Only one terrorist survived the attack. Can you tell us about your part in the struggle?"
"We were attacked by men, and women, many of whom were using carving knives as weapons. It was a bloody, extremely unpleasant situation. It was a battle to the death. It isn't something I care to go into detail. Gwen and I were in extreme danger, as were other innocent people. We were fortunate to emerge with relatively minor wounds. Gwen and I both relied on our training yesterday, as different as that may be.
"I will say this. Gwen was extremely cool under a great deal of pressure," added Steve. "She'll be a great doctor!"
"Changing gears slightly, Vincent Rosen, who will be appearing on this program next, won two primaries last week while you were in Russia. Many political observers think that when you so publicly thanked him for supporting you in the ethics hearing, his candidacy received a huge boost. Are you supporting him for president?"
"Gwen and I consider Secretary Rosen and his wife, Cynthia, to be good friends," replied Steve when Gwen looked to him. "There are several fine people running for the office and certainly Vince Rosen is to be counted as one of them. We are not supporting anyone for president at this time, but by the same token, we have no doubt that Secretary Rosen would make a very capable president."
"That's a close to an endorsement as you can get without actually making one," observed Amber. "Gwen, will you be adhering to your schedule and leave for Ukraine tomorrow. I have heard that you may attend memorial services for those slain in yesterday's attack."
"Our group will stay in Russia an extra day. We'll be attending the memorial service for those unfortunate victims of the recent terrorist attack tomorrow. We'll land in Kiev sometime Tuesday and prepare for the dedication of the new hospital and our concert. They're still scheduled for Saturday," revealed Gwen.
"I have one last question for you both. This latest incident, coupled with your triumph at the ethics hearing, your building of new hospitals and funding them, your success in films and music, and the fast response your company has shown for assisting in disasters have all combined to create an incredible amount of favorable publicity for your company, and especially for you two. Many people consider you to be the most powerful couple in the world. How do you feel about that power, as well as the responsibility?"
Gwen again glanced at Steve to see him nod at her to handle the question. "We really don't think much about things like that. We're a couple, but we're also part of a team. My parents, sisters, family, friends, and Steve's grandparents are our support group. The millions of regular people that work, pay taxes, obey the laws of the land and volunteer to help with little league baseball, football, hockey, Girl Scouts, Boy Scouts, libraries, churches, and charities are all heroes in our book. We're simply trying to help and encourage them to keep on doing the right things.
"We're doing what we love and we're making money doing it. But what responsibilities go with success and fame? We have more than enough money to last us the rest of our lives. But we don't have enough to build hospitals around the world. We don't have enough to assure every person that wants a decent paying job that they can have one. We don't have enough to fund a cure for the diseases that claim so many lives every year. We'll continue to work to raise money to achieve as many of our goals as we can. I think that people respond to that, so any influence that Steve and I may have is because we're trying so hard to help those that need it. The more we give, the more everyone gives back to us. It's that simple."
"What a great way of putting things in perspective," praised Amber. "Thanks for taking the time to be with us today and stay safe on your journey."
The next day saw Gwen and Steve, along with the other Lady in Red Productions' owners and family attend a memorial service for those that had died in the attack the previous Saturday. Representatives of many nations attended the service held in St. Basil's Cathedral. In a departure from diplomatic protocol, Gwen and Steve sat next to President Novokov and his wife.



As the memorial neared the conclusion, Gwen and Steve were asked to speak. They each spoke briefly about their personal grief the attacks caused.
"I don't know if it's appropriate in Russia at memorial services, but we think it should be, if it isn't," stated Gwen near the end of her statement. "I'd like to ask Jordan and Charlie Burns to come up and help us.
As she spoke, Jordan and Charlie rose and made their way to the front of the church as Steve and Gwen waited. Once they reached the altar, Charlie and Jordan took seats at a huge piano that was located off to the side. Gwen placed a microphone in front of her friends and held another to share with Steve.
Jordan and Charlie played the introduction and then Jordan and Gwen began singing 'Bridge over Troubled Waters' in beautiful harmony. Charlie and Steve simply filled in background for them. Once they finished the song, Jordan and Charlie continued playing while Steve joined Gwen in singing the song in Russian. Those attending the memorial were moved to tears long before the song ended.
The two couple then proceeded to use the same formula for 'Let It Be'. By the time they finished the song, Gwen and Jordan had tears streaming down their cheeks and Charlie and Steve were seen rubbing their eyes. The service was broadcast across Russia and the performance by the friends further endeared them to the entire nation.
Mrs. Novokov was shown on screen sobbing into a handkerchief as she embraced both couples when the service was over. Many of the representatives from other countries stood in line to speak to the four friends.
Senator Chatham sat in the Oval Office with President Hanson as they watched the televised proceedings in Moscow. "Mr. President, I'm not telling you anything you don't already know, but those kids are far and away America's best ambassadors to any place on the globe. Can you imagine any other couple managing what those two did during that attack? Steve was unarmed and took out five terrorists, including the one trying to stab Novokov's son to death. Gwen fought off a crazy woman and then operated successfully to save Novokov's son's life!"
"I haven't heard any complaints about them from Congress lately," chuckled President Hanson. "They never dreamed that Steve would flex his political muscle so strongly when they threatened Gwen. Steve destroyed Simpson and word has it that Clark has wisely decided to not seek another term. Steve's learned to speak the language that Washington understands. They aren't innocent kids anymore. They're beginning to understand both the power they have, and the responsibility that goes with it."
"I know very well that they deliberately lifted Vince Rosen out of the political doldrums. They're going to make him president," predicted Senator Chatham. "That'll put them in a great position to expand their power base. Where will this all end?"
"That's the question, isn't it?" asked Hanson rhetorically. "I don't think there's any ceiling for them right now. They'll manage to achieve whatever goals they may have. I can't see anything stopping them at this point. They'd have to screw something up pretty badly to derail their future."
"Should we be concerned about that kind of power?" asked Chatham. "I can't imagine how much they'll have in fifteen or twenty years, if they manage to stay alive. They seem to live on the edge a lot."
"Concerned or not, don't try to stop them," warned Hanson. "Nothing short of death or a huge miscalculation on their part will bring that train to a halt. I can't think of anyone that I'd rather see have the power their gathering. They're basically very good people. I'd suggest that you remain friendly with them and watch your career soar."
"That's pretty much what I've decided," admitted Chatham.
Landing in Kiev on Tuesday afternoon, Gwen, Steve, and company were whisked through a gate that was closed to the public at the airport. They boarded a waiting bus and were taken to their hotel. That's when the surprises started.
As the bus pulled up in front of the hotel, hundreds of teen girls stood on the sidewalk cheering and giggling as teen girls do. The surprise was that they were all wearing red eye patches! Looking closer, Gwen noticed that many of them had also darkened around their other eye.
"Are you seeing what I'm seeing?" asked Kate as she stared out the window of the bus. "All of those kids want to look like Gwen, even when she looks like she was hit by this bus. You really have some serious fans here, Sis."
When they exited the bus, Gwen, Jordan, Charlie and Steve, much to the delight of the fans, walked into the crowd and began signing autographs. They spend half an hour shaking hands and answering questions as they signed all sorts of objects handed to them. Steve had to chuckle at one older girl that pulled her arms through the arm holes in her shirt. Soon she produced a bra for Steve to sign. That immediately gave her friend the idea to ask Steve to sign her chest just above her breasts. Steve politely declined, pointing out that there were a large number of younger fans present that did not need to see that type of behavior.
Once they made their way inside the hotel, Steve once again found Nadiya Mitsko jumping into his arms. "The big, brave American saved more lives? This time in Russia? You and Gwen are legend now! Ukraine is very excited that you will once again 'rock our town'. There are already many tourists and visitors in Kiev in anticipation of your concert.
"Gwen, do you want me to help Steve relax while you get your eye patched or something?" teased Nadiya as Steve's friends broke into laughter.
"Thanks, Nadiya," replied Gwen with an exaggerated frown. "Let me think. Should I allow my boyfriend quiet time with one of the most beautiful, sexiest women he's ever seen. A woman that appears to be seriously in lust with him? Forgive me, but I think not. But thanks for the offer."
With Gwen's response, Nadiya gave her friend a warm hug. "I have been waiting for another chance to kiss Steve and help you two make up. I am beginning to wonder if that opportunity will ever come again."
"I learned my lesson," replied Gwen. "I'm not going to be pushing Steve into any woman's arms, and especially not a beautiful blonde bombshell."
"You have the nicest way of letting me down gently," laughed Nadiya as she began welcoming the other members of the entourage. "Thanks so much for coming, everyone. I especially want to thank Jordan and Charlie for performing with Gwen and Steve Saturday night. This is a very big thing for our country!"
"All of the teen girls have begun wearing eye patches in honor of Gwen's ordeal and her heroism in Moscow. Younger girls are placing patches on their dolls and pretending that they are Gwen. It's so cute," smiled Nadiya.
"Oh, wow!" responded Stephanie as she quickly pulled her cell phone out. "We've been missing a huge opportunity! I'm sending a text back to home to have our people develop some sort of Gwen, Steve, Jordan, Charlie and friends' action figures, dolls, or whatever, that kids can play with. We need these on shelves by Christmas!"
"That's a great idea!" agreed Paula. "I bet they'll be extremely popular."
"I may buy a few if the ones of Gwen are anatomically correct and life size," allowed Billy as Charlotte punched his shoulder.
"Does that mean that you'll retire the blow-up dolls you have now?" asked Jared with a straight face.
"Hell yes!" laughed Billy. "It's a no-brainer!"
"You will not be having any life size dolls of my friend," stated Jordan flatly. "Besides, I was hoping you'd want to collect the 'Jordan' dolls."
"Don't worry about that," replied Billy. "I want the Jordan, Lisa, Kate, Naomi, Becky, Ashley, and Nadiya dolls. Will they have likenesses of the mothers, too?"
"I don't know if I should slap your face, or give you a hug for that comment," admitted Paula with a blush.
"I want to place the first order for the 'Charlotte' doll," insisted Steve. "That one will be a collector's item."
"Thanks, Steve!" gushed Charlotte as she hugged Steve. "Why wait for the doll when you have the real thing right here? It's obvious that Billy doesn't appreciate what he's got."
"I refuse to allow any dolls with your likeness to be sold! I shudder to think about what these horny, sick puppies would do with one. There'll be no Charlotte dolls," insisted Billy as the others laughed.
Once Nadiya finished greeting the Americans, she turned to Gwen and Steve again. "I want you to meet a special friend. He's a deputy ambassador to Ukraine from Germany. I've been dating him for a little while."
"I'd be glad to meet him!" enthused Gwen. "Maybe I'll be able to trust you around Steve if you have your own boyfriend."
"Don't be that foolish!" laughed Nadiya as she took Gwen's hand and led her to the other side of the lobby.
A tall blonde man stood and moved to greet Nadiya as she approached with her friends. "Hans Mueller, this is Gwen Anderson. The gentleman next to her is Steve Hammer."
Steve liked the man immediately. He was friendly, intelligent, and not overly impressed with Gwen and Steve's fame. Nadiya beamed when she saw how well Steve had accepted him. As the two men chatted, she pulled Gwen a short distance away.
"Do you think that Steve likes him?" asked Nadiya quite seriously. "I was hoping that he would, but I'm not sure if he's just being nice because Hans is my friend."
"The best way to find out is to ask Steve," replied Gwen as she studied Nadiya's face. "You really like this guy, don't you? Do you think that he might be the one? He's certainly tall and good looking. Be sure to bring him around a lot this week so we all get to know him better. Steve will tell you what he honestly thinks if you ask him. He thinks the world of you and wants you to be happy. If Hans makes you happy, and treats you with the respect that Steve feels you deserve, they'll become good friends."
"Thanks so much, Gwen. You've been a great friend to me. I am ashamed to admit that I had thoughts of winning Steve away from you when we first met. That was before I realized that I never would be able to do that," admitted Nadiya. "You two belong together and everyone can see it."
"I knew how much you liked Steve right from the start," revealed Gwen. "I never blamed you for it. He's something special, but I've finally come to accept that he loves me totally. He'll never abandon me. I don't know if I could drive him away, but I'm sure not going to try. I hope to have a house full of his kids someday!"
"I'm so happy that Hans and Steve are getting along so well," beamed Nadiya. "Would you like to visit the hospital you so generously built for the people of the Ukraine? It is complete and we are preparing for the grand opening Saturday. This is a very exciting time for us Ukrainians."
Later that afternoon, the Americans, along with Hans and Nadiya arrived at the newly constructed hospital. The six owners of Lady in Red Productions had debated for weeks on what to name the hospital. They discussed various clever names, saints' names, famous Ukraine names, and even geographically pertinent names. They finally decided to simply call it 'Lady in Red Children's Hospital of Kiev'.
When they were still a few blocks from the new structure, the group could easily read the name in large letters on the face of the building.
"Look!" cried Jordan as she pointed out the window of their bus. "It has our company name in huge letters across the front, along with our logo. I've never been so proud of anything before in my life. Can you believe that we built this?"
"Look at the tears on Gwen's face," pointed out Kate. "I still remember the night she invited us to her room to tell us that she wanted to build a hospital here. I wasn't an owner then, but I sure was proud of you guys!"
As the bus pulled up to the front of the building, the group noticed a couple dozen people gathered in front of the building, a hundred feet away from the entrance. They had blankets, a few chairs, and a few small cots along the wall.
As the Americans stepped off the bus, a very well dressed man rushed up to greet them. His English was excellent, with only a hint of an accent.
"Welcome! I'm Gerard Binak, the hospital administrator. I've gathered the entire staff, including maintenance, IT, and clerical. You're scheduled to address them in half an hour in the auditorium. Everyone's very anxious to meet the famous and very generous Americans!
"Why are those people over there?" asked Gwen as she pointed at the small gathering nearby. She couldn't help but notice the rather poor condition of the clothing and blankets the people had with them.
"They started lining up yesterday for the opening on Saturday," explained the administrator. "They heard that everyone will be given the best possible care, so naturally the poor people show up first."
"Nadiya, would you please come with me," requested Lisa. "The rest of you go on in and meet with the staff. We'll be in shortly."
Gwen gave her sister a smile and a quick nod before speaking to the Binak. "Lead the way, Sir. We're all very anxious to see what $300 million can buy these days."
The group was very impressed with the first floor of the building, but that was all they had time to see before the meeting with the employees. The auditorium was state of the art, like everything else in the hospital. It was wired for audio and video presentations, with comfortable seats that even reclined.
Gwen, Kate, and Jordan each spoke to the packed room about their expectations for the hospital and how it would benefit the people of Kiev and much of Eastern Europe. As Jordan finished her brief speech, Lisa entered the room and stepped to the podium.
"We need to establish something right here, and right now," stated Lisa firmly as everyone suddenly sat straighter in their seats and many even leaned ahead. "The sole purpose of this hospital is to treat the sick and injured people that come to its doors. That means every last one of them. No patient receives less than total respect and attention.
"If there is ever any doubt about the treatment, always do the best for the patient, regardless of cost. I want to be very clear here. If we receive any complaints that anyone connected with this facility did less than their absolute best for a patient, there will be an inquiry. If the complaint has merit, people will be fired.
"At this moment, we have an even dozen very ill children waiting with their parents outside the doors. These parents intend to wait until Saturday to get their children treated as soon as the doors open. Those doors will open in ten minutes, not in a few days! We are opening for business right now! I want everyone to report to their stations and be prepared to treat anyone in need. If that's a problem with that directive, come up and see me or one of the other owners immediately."
"But we didn't plan to open until Saturday," protested the administrator. "If patients are allowed in now, there will be people and equipment in the way when we have the grand opening. It would go much smoother without these dirty, poor people cluttering up this beautiful building."
"That will NO longer be your problem!" snapped Lisa. "You're fired! I've spoken to security and they'll be waiting at your office. You're allowed to take personal property, but nothing belonging to the hospital."
"You can't fire me!" protested the shocked man. "My cousin is the mayor! He'll shut this place down before it even opens. You can't just waltz into our city and take over. I don't take orders from you, or any other stupid cunt..."
That was as far as the man got before Jason had him by the throat and pinned to a wall. "You never speak to a lady like that, and certainly not to my wife," snarled Jason as he shook the man like a dog would a rat.
"Get him out of here," demanded Lisa. "Jason, you stay next to me. I don't want you getting into trouble. Nadiya, can you get the mayor's phone number for me?"
"You are in luck," chuckled Nadiya. "He is one of my phone contacts. I will call him right now and give you the phone. He speaks English quite well. I do not believe he will be backing up his relative's boast."
Nadiya spoke briefly into her phone and then handed it to Lisa. The conversation was short and very much to Lisa's liking. As she handed the phone back to Nadiya, she spoke to her group.
"Mayor Plusko assured me that his 'second cousin, through marriage' was not speaking for the city, or the Mayor's office. He apologized for Binak's behavior and asked that we not allow it to cloud our opinions of his city and its appreciation of our efforts."
"My God, Lisa!" managed Kate once Lisa finished speaking. "You tore that guy apart. He had it coming, though, if he had sick children waiting days for the hospital to open. That was pretty lousy, to say the least."
"Thanks for setting him straight," added Jordan. "When Gwen asked about the people waiting by the wall, I had a bad feeling about it. Then that pompous ass dismissed them as unimportant! I never saw that tough side of you before. I'm impressed."
"My job is to run everything that isn't part of the entertainment portion of Lady in Red Productions, more or less. You guys work so hard to earn all that money to help these kids that I feel like I'm not pulling my weight at times. I knew Gwen was upset, but it shouldn't be up to her to do everything," reasoned Lisa. "I could tell she was troubled and I knew why. I felt it was my job, so I did it."
"You were great!" praised Gwen. "I was stewing about what to do when you indicated that I should attend the meeting and let you handle the situation. I'm really proud of you, and not just for taking the lead. You have a complete understanding of what we're trying to do with these hospitals. It isn't about good press and winning public opinion. It's about doing the right thing, especially for the less fortunate."
"All I could think about was how I'd feel if Theresa was sick and I had to wait days for a hospital to open so she could be cared for properly. No parent should have to do that and no child should suffer that way," insisted Lisa.
"You probably didn't notice the looks of approval from the doctors, nurses, and other staff members when you reamed out that asshole," reported Billy. "Hey, I made a joke! Anyway, they were grinning and nodding when Lisa sent Numb-Nuts packing. I have the feeling he wasn't very well liked here."
"You really have a way with words," observed Charlotte drily. "Reaming out assholes and numb-nuts? I never realized you were an English major."
"I speak the universal language of 'macho men'. All the guys understood me perfectly, and so did you," pointed out Billy. "I call 'em like I see 'em."
The group spent the rest of the day touring the entire facility. They tried to speak with everyone connected in any way with the hospital. Many of the staff members thanked Lisa for ridding them of Binak. He was held in contempt by almost everyone.
Gwen and Charlotte spent a lot of time with the patients, as well as their parents. Nadiya translated for them as each and every parent expressed their gratitude. They had difficulty believing that their children were being treated in a facility so superior to anything that had ever seen before.
Later that evening as the tired group was bused back to their hotel, Gwen spoke with obvious emotion to her friends. "That hospital is the finest thing I've ever been associated with, other than you people here with me right now. We've given those children hope. Their parents finally have hope. We gave that to them. They were trying to thank us for giving their children a chance to live beyond the next few days. Can you imagine what they were feeling as they waited on the street with their suffering kids this morning? Lisa, you probably saved some of their lives when you demanded they be treated immediately."



"It wasn't me. You guys built the hospital! And it's incredible! I'm very proud of my three sisters, Charlie, and Steve. It's got to be one of the best hospitals in the world," praised Lisa.
"I think I've solved our immediate problem created when I gave that ass, Binak, the boot today," added Lisa. "Nadiya has agreed to serve as the administrator of the hospital temporarily. That'll give us time to either find someone else for the job, or talk her into doing it fulltime."
"After everything Lady in Red has done for Kiev, how could I refuse? You do realize that not very many women in Ukraine have important positions. There may be complaints from some men that don't like the thought of women doing men's work," added Nadiya.
Steve had been silent during most of the conversation. He seldom spoke if he didn't have something to say. He decided to join in.
"I don't think many men want to test Lisa's resolve in the matter, but if anyone challenges your authority or ability, Lisa, feel free to give them my number. I'll be glad to set them straight, but somehow, I think Jason will be all the support you need. I still chuckle when I remember how he shook that little toad around."
Ted also decided to voice his opinion. "I was pretty upset about what he called Lisa, but I didn't even have time to consider doing something about it before Jason had him by the throat. That's the sort of thing I was thinking of when I gave you 'the talk', as it's now known," laughed Ted. "You did exactly what you needed to do. I'm proud to have you in the family.
Gwen spent the next few days visiting at the hospital when she wasn't rehearsing for the big concert. Charlotte was her constant companion as they familiarized themselves with the hospital, the staff, and employees. Since they were finishing up their third year of medical school, they were extremely interested in all aspects of operation of a large, modern hospital.
The time in Kiev seemed to fly by for the Americans as they were warmly welcomed everywhere they went. Saturday found them at the hospital early to greet and mingle with those that came to tour the new facility. Gwen, Jordan, Lisa, Kate, and their friends made extra efforts to make those guests that obviously had less material wealth feel welcome.
They were often seen hugging ragged children and their parents, taking them on tours, and always ending up in the cafeteria where an ice cream bar was set up. They were sending a message to the staff that every child was important and would be treated with love and respect. By late afternoon, the hospital staff had seen enough to know that it was no act. Most of them felt relief to be able to give care to patients without concern for social or financial status.
Kate and Chip had disappeared for an hour before noon. When they returned they had dozens of gift cards for a local department store. They delighted in handing them out to the children and their parents and watching the surprise and joy in their faces.
The ceremony to officially open the hospital went very well. When Nadiya was introduced as the administrator of the hospital, the applause and cheers were loud and long. Lisa knew then that she had made a good choice in asking her to take over the job.
As the clock approached seven, Gwen and Jordan led the band onto the stage, which was once again set up at Independence Square. The crowd was even larger than the one that attended the first concert years prior.
With her performance in the last Washington concert, Gwen had shown the band that they had not been leaving everything on the stage. Jordan, Steve, and Charlie, had to step their efforts up a notch to keep up with her. When they had performed in Moscow, all four remembered the intensity they had felt in D.C. and worked to maintain it for the fans in Russia.
Now they were determined to deliver the best possible performance to the cheering crowd in Kiev. The driving drum beat of the always popular 'We Will Rock You' began as Gwen strutted around the stage waving to the huge crowd as they cheered and screamed her name. Many of the females in attendance wore red eye patches and cheered especially long and hard for their heroic female role model. She was the woman that fought and defeated a crazed terrorist with her bare hands and then proceeded to operat on a man to save his life, all within a couple minutes time!
Gwen was once again pumped as she saw the sea of red patches and realized they were meant as support of her actions in Moscow. Her performance reflected her emotions right from the start. They had barely begun when Charlie caught Steve's eyes and rolled his own, as if to say 'here we go again'!
Because Gwen's recording of Joan Jett's 'Hate Myself for Loving You' had been so popular in Eastern Europe, the band moved into that song as soon as they finished 'We Are the Champions' and the crowd loved it. Gwen looked incredible in a red leather bustier and short leather skirt and a red leather patch over her eye.
She played to the crowd as she sang and gyrated to the music, always moving around the stage, and singing the song better than she ever had before. Steve and Charlie pranced in back of her as they made their guitars practically scream the chords out. The driving beat and Gwen's great performance had the fans cheering and yelling as many of them danced and shimmied while they voiced their approval.
Four hours later, the last song was sung and the tired crowd began to filter out of the square. Jordan, Gwen, Charlie, and Steve joined their group at their hotel for a late dinner, but it was obvious to everyone that they were exhausted.
"You guys have given some great shows, but I think you may have just delivered your best ever," stated Naomi to her friends. "The fans were really into your songs and you seemed extra emotional tonight. It was something to watch."
"I'm hearing that the pay-per-view ratings were record setting, which is really amazing considering you started the show before noon in most of the U.S.," reported Stephanie. "The internet is buzzing about the concert. The eye patch thing is becoming a worldwide fashion statement, if you can imagine that. Gwen's supposed to be able to stop wearing it Monday, but she may have to leave it on forever so her fans aren't disappointed."
"Sorry about that," chuckled Gwen. "My eye is doing much better and the patch will be gone in a couple of days. Everyone's going to have to find a new craze and hopefully, it won't involve me, bandages, and pain."
Sunday morning found Nadiya and Hans joining everyone for breakfast before they traveled to the airport for the trip home. "The media loved the concert! They are raving about how the best performers in the world came to Kiev to give us a free concert, and how much it means to our city and country. Your incredible acts of kindness and generosity have inspired our nation. We have a better sense of self worth and pride. I can feel it when I speak to people. Thank you so much for all you have done, and for being my friends."
Soon everyone was hugging Nadiya as they said their goodbyes. Steve didn't escape without a rousing kiss from the gorgeous blonde and a warm handshake from Hans.
On the way to the airport, Cheryl smiled as she observed, "This has been the most amazing trip of my life, by a mile! I saw three super concerts in three capital cities, a Russian wedding, a terrorist attack, an asshole being reamed, and a beautiful new hospital opening its doors early because some children desperately needed care. I didn't get to see Gwen's eye roll back into her head, but I heard about it from Stephanie.
"I can't wait to report all of this at a school assembly. Everyone's going to be so impressed with so many incredible stories, and they're all true!"
"If you tell about my eye rolling back, your next assembly will be in Siberia," warned Gwen. "I think it was all greatly exaggerated anyway."
"I don't think it was," offered Billy. "Charlotte's been after me to make her scream, roll her eyes, and then pass out. She didn't make that stuff up. Besides, there were enough 'eye patch witnesses' there to verify the veracity of the story. And has anyone else noticed how all of the ladies have been looking at Steve lately? Once again, he's added to the legend!"
It was a tired, but happy group of travelers that landed in Sparta ten hours later. Because of the time difference, it was mid afternoon. The travelers climbed into several helicopters to return to Sparta.
Gwen was surprised when the choppers put down near the high school rather than near their new homes in Asgard, as they now called their estate.
Once they landed and moved away from the landing zone, the choppers lifted off and locals began pouring across the field to welcome the travelers home. Gwen was surprised to see that many of the girls wore red eye patches over one eye. She turned to point it out to her sisters and friends, but then suddenly stopped in her tracks. Every last one of them, including Beatrice Patterson, stood smiling at her with one eye covered by a red patch!
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Gwen's surprise at her friends' practical joke was total. As she stood looking at her family with her mouth open, Steve hugged her shoulders to him and whispered in her ear.
"This was Lisa's idea. She had the patches waiting for her on the helicopters and passed them out when you weren't looking. Are you going to be able to laugh this off?"
"Are you kidding? They got me good! I love them even more for making the effort to set me up like this. We need friends and relatives that treat us this way. We keep being asked about all the power and influence we have, and it worries me," admitted Gwen. "If it's true, we have to stay grounded and always try to do the right thing. These friends and relatives are doing their best to keep us from getting swelled heads and becoming prima donnas. I love them all dearly."
"Good, because Billy's family is sponsoring a welcome home party for us, right now. A lot of our friends and neighbors will be stopping in to see Congresswoman Anderson, the woman that saved Vlad Novokov's life, performed in three of the best attended concerts ever, built a hospital, broke ground for another and..."
"Okay! I was there. You, Jordan, Charlie, and quite a few others had a great deal to do with those accomplishments. You always try to credit all of your successes to others. I remember everything very well, especially when you saved me from that knife wielding terrorist. Look how many people are here to welcome us! It was a great trip, but it's always so good to get back home."
"Let's get over to Billy's restaurant and shake some hands, and eat some steak," suggested Steve. "It's also a party to congratulate Jordan and Charlie on their family addition. Let's start working our way over there."
It took a while for Gwen, Steve, Jordan, and Charlie to reach the cars waiting for them. They were surrounded by neighbors, friends, and well wishers. The entire group was warmly welcomed, and closely questioned about Russia and the attack. Steve and Gwen were at the center of the crowd's curiosity.
"Everyone!" called Billy loudly. "There's a reception at our restaurant for our famous friends. There's a huge buffet and it's free, so please let's get to our cars and we'll see you there. These guys can answer questions better when their stomachs aren't growling."
When they reached Marsh's Landing, there was a large banner over the door congratulating Jordan and Charlie. Inside Gwen immediately noticed that Billy's father had already framed some new photographs from the trip and hung them up. The one taken of the Cheryl, Steve and Gwen as they left the scene of the attack covered a large portion of the wall. Gwen was able to see her blood shot eye, the bruising around her other eye, and the blood on her arms, hands, and torso, along with what Gwen had to admit was some pretty impressive cleavage.
Cheryl looked frightened, but seemed fairly calm, while Steve was something else again. He looked amazing with his shirt all but gone and bloody lines crossing his hard abs. His eyes were extremely intense as he seemed to stare at the camera. He also had blood running down one forearm and dripping off his hand, and bruising around one eye. His good arm was placed protectively over Gwen's shoulder.
There were also several pictures of the huge crowds that attended each of their concerts, along with several of the friends as they performed for the mass of humanity in attendance. Those pictures were bunched on the wall under the heading 'The World Capital Tour'. Finally, there was a photo of the new hospital in Kiev with the Lady in Red name and logo prominently displayed.
The entourage had managed some sleep on the flight back, so they were all able to remain sharp and respond to the many questions their friends and neighbors had for them. Cheryl brought her parents over to speak to Gwen and Steve.
"We were petrified when we heard about the attack, but your people called us almost immediately to let us know that Cheryl was okay. She can't stop talking about how brave you both were. It's all so hard to imagine, but Cheryl was there and saw it all, so we know it's true," added Mrs. Baxter. "Thanks so much for taking her along, and for keeping her from harm's way. Now she's in a picture on Marsh's wall of fame! We're very proud of her, and of you, Jordan and Charlie for making Sparta a well known, thriving community."
Steve was surprised when Senator Chatham suddenly appeared in front of Gwen and him. "I'll be back in Washington and in your office Monday morning," promised Steve. "You didn't have to fly out here to check on me."
"That's why I'm here," responded Senator Chatham. "First let me congratulate you both on some excellent work under incredibly difficult circumstances. I saw the video of the attack and you both responded quickly and very effectively. President Hanson was quite proud of you both.
Now for the bad news. Two days ago, North Korea captured five Americans that had been sailing well off their coast until a bad storm disabled their boat. It caused them to drift into North Korean waters where they were picked up by their navy. We've demanded their release, but you know how unpredictable Jong can be. He won't even discuss freeing them."
"I have a bad feeling about where this is going," interrupted Gwen hotly. "Steve will not be traded for any person or group, for any reason! It's unethical and immoral to even ask him. He will not be used as chattel in some trade with the Koreans!"
"I couldn't agree more," responded Senator Chatham. "That will not be happening. I promise you that. However, Jong wants to discuss the release of Hampton Duval's family with Steve. He says that Steve is the only one he'll speak with on the matter. We're leaving Monday morning for North Korea."
"We're not talking about Captain Hampton Duval, are we," asked Steve with obvious concern.
"The same," replied Senator Chatham. "He was an instructor at the Academy while you were there. You were in some of his classes. You obviously remember him."
"Yeah. I even met his wife and kids a couple of times. They always came to our football games and even some of the practices. His son, Hampton, Jr. must be around twenty now. He was headed for Princeton, if I remember correctly. The two girls would be a few years younger. He loved sailing and he was really good at it. I went out on the Potomac with him a couple of times. He knows his stuff."
"The Koreans are suggesting that he was spying on them since he's an officer in the Navy and was out of uniform, if you can imagine that. They were on a three month family vacation. They just had some bad luck. Regardless, your Navy friends want him and his family back pretty badly. You know how they look after their own. Anything less than their safe return will not be looked upon kindly by the U.S. government," worried Senator Chatham.
"What do they expect Steve to do? The last time he went on one of these trips, we wound up dragging his broken body out of a cave a few days after a nut job tried to cut off his head!" interjected Gwen with passion. "Never think he'll go through that again. He's promised me and he always keeps his word."
"Gwen, I repeat what I said earlier. Steve will not be used to barter with the Koreans. But if he's the only one they'll talk to, so we need to set up the meeting. We owe it to the Duval family," replied Senator Chatham calmly as she secretly admired the fire the younger woman displayed for her man.
"I'll be okay, Gwen. I gave you my promise and I'll keep it, along with my head, thank you. I'm curious about why Jong wants to see me, but if it'll help Captain Duval, I'll gladly do all I can."
"As I said, we're leaving early Monday morning for North Korea. You've had some time off, although it didn't appear to be relaxing or restful," chuckled Senator Chatham. "There's something else I need to discuss with you.
"The Secretary of the Navy is concerned about morale on some of our aircraft carriers. It seems that they won't be coming home from the Mideast for a while. He's dreading the reaction when the crews are told it's going to be a few more months, at least.
"He's uncertain about being able to order you to perform for the crew, so he wants me to ask if you'd consider doing it. He feels it would help offset the disappointment the crew's going to feel. Here's the kicker. He wants you to perform on the Teddy Roosevelt on July 3rd, and then fly to the Nimitz for another show on July 4th. He'd very much appreciate it. It would mean that you could get much of the summer off to do your film" promised Chatham as she waited for Steve's reaction.
"Senator, I usually perform with my friends on Independence Day, but I sure can't refuse this request. The others will do fine without me. I just hold them back, anyway. I'll ask Charlie to line up a band I can take with me. I don't know how well the crew will enjoy my efforts, but I'll do my best. Have any ideas about who I should try to get to go with me Gwen? I don't want to take any of the guys that'll be playing for you, Jordan, and Charlie."
"I have a few ideas, but let me ask, Jordan and Charlie and see what they think," replied Gwen as she waved her two friends over.
"Steve has practically been ordered to perform for the crews of the Nimitz and the Teddy Roosevelt on July3rd and July 4th. He's wondering where he'll get a band to play with him," stated Gwen matter-of-factly.
"Wow! I've always wanted to get a ride on one of those big boats!" bubbled Jordan. "I just hope I don't get morning sea sickness. I bet that's pretty unpleasant."
"I'll tell the guys to plan on spending the holiday in the Mideast," grinned Charlie. "We'll give those sailors the show of their lives!"
"It looks like your problem is solved, or don't you want Jordan, Charlie, and me to go with you?" teased Gwen.
"Are you kidding? I'd love it, but I hated to ask you to give up your holiday," responded a delighted Steve. "I do worry about the reaction you and Jordan will create onboard those ships. Those guys will be way over the top when they see you two walking around the deck. Would the Secretary mind if Gwen, Jordan, and Charlie came along, and we brought the band?"
"I think that was Secretary Gordon's hope all along," smiled Senator Chatham. "He knew he could squeeze you a little since you're already in the Navy, but he was worried about asking your friends."
"Would you happen to have his contact information?" asked Gwen. "I'd like to speak with him."
"I can't give you his number, but I'm supposed to call him to report whether Steve would perform or not. I'll call him right now, and after I speak with him, I'll give you the phone," promised Chatham as she hit a number on her cell.
"Mr. Secretary, it's all set. He'll perform on the carriers. Yes, and they're all going to be there. I think this will raise everyone's morale. It's a stroke of genius. But there's one thing more. I have a young Congresswoman here that insists she speak to you. Right again! Here she is," finished Chatham as she handed her cell to Gwen.
"Where do you get off trying to force Steve into playing for the crews on these carriers?" demanded Gwen. "He's in the Navy, but I doubt that having to sing to a bunch of forlorn sailors is part of his contract. You should be sorry! From now on, you call me if you want us to help you out by doing a concert or two for the Navy!
"This is a favor to us!" insisted Gwen. "We love these men and women that sacrifice so much for us. If we can work it out, we'll go anyplace, anytime to help out any branch of the military! So now you want me to do some promotions for the Navy? Why didn't you ask me years ago? I'd love to, especially if I can make them with Steve! So we're on the same page? If you even need anything from us, you'll call me and we'll try to work it out, okay?"
Gwen was all smiles as she returned Senator Chatham's phone. "We'll be spending the July 4th holiday on a couple of carriers and I'll be making some of those Navy commercials with Steve while we're there. Jordan, I picked up the feeling that he'd like you and Charlie to make some, too. I wonder why he never asked before."
The foursome returned to mingling with their friends and neighbors. Sparta was extremely proud of its famous citizens and the locals were anxious to let them know exactly that. Gwen, Jordan, Steve, and Charlie were on a first name basis with most of the residents of the town and they greeted them warmly. It always made people proud when they were addressed personally by such successful, famous, and wealthy celebrities.
Steve watched as a stranger approached Stephanie and engaged her in what appeared to be a private conversation. Steve was certain that he had never seen the man before. He wasn't surprised when Stephanie led him over to speak with the four friends.
"This is James Hawthorne. He flew in from Britain last night. He's with the World Health Organization and he'd like to speak with you guys. James, this is Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, and Steve.
"What can we do for you, Mr. Hawthorne?" asked Gwen as she shook his hand.
"You're obviously familiar with our organization and how we work to eradicate certain communicable diseases around the world through free vaccinations. We rely a great deal on donations from countries, private enterprise, and the public to fund our efforts. We're trying to assure that every child is vaccinated against as many diseases as possible.
"To that end, we're trying to schedule an international telethon originating in London. I've been sent here to ask you to perform in London at the telethon. It's our belief that your appearance would greatly increase the donations."
"How many acts will be appearing and how long will you want us to perform?" asked Charlie curiously.
"Honestly, we felt that we'd start at the top and work our way down. How long would you be willing to perform? We'd work any other bands, singers, and guests around your schedule. We'll broadcast for twelve hours. We'd want you to appear when the audience would potentially be the largest, which we believe would center around five o'clock London time. That would allow most of Europe the ability to watch before midnight, and all of the United States should be awake and able to tune in as well."
"When would this take place and what's the most amount of time you'd allow us?" asked Jordan.
"You can have the entire twelve hours if you want it. We're setting it up for Saturday, June 28th. As I said, you'd be the stars that draw the audience, so we'll work to accommodate you any way we can."
"What do you say guys?" asked Jordan as she looked at the other three. "It's for a good cause. Should we do four hours? Now that I'm pregnant, I find myself a lot more concerned about the health and safety of all children."
"I think four hours would be fair. If we tried for any more, we'd be tired and our performance would suffer," agreed Gwen.
"I have to speak with Senator Chatham to be sure I can go. She owns my soul at the moment. But I expect she'll be fine with it. I think we'd like to be on from four to eight PM, London time," added Steve. "What do you think, Charlie? You're the guy we rely on to get everything put together for our gigs."
"Let's do it," replied Charlie. "Now that I'm going to be a father, I feel the same as Jordan does about kids. Let's help as many as we can."
"I can't tell you how pleased this will make everyone at WHO," stated Hawthorne. "When I volunteered for this mission, I was rather nervous. I'd heard that you were all caring people that worked to help less the fortunate, but I feared it was all PR to help promote your many enterprises. Now I find you're very down to earth, caring people that happen to be extremely talented and wealthy."
"I've heard of a James Hawthorne that's an advisor to The Prime Minister," recalled Steve. "Is there any connection?"
"That would be my father," replied the young Brit. "I come from a politically active family. I expect to run for the House of Commons next year. I should be Prime Minister within ten years, or so my family thinks."
"Well, thanks for the invitation. We'll do our very best to help raise some money for your organization," promised Gwen. "I've always wanted to see England and now I will. I can hardly wait!"
Steve and Gwen spent two more hours shaking hands and recounting their experiences in response to the many questions their friends and neighbors constantly posed. They were a very tired couple when they finally made it to bed much later in the evening.
"You be careful in Korea," cautioned Gwen to Steve as she laid her head on his shoulder and quickly fell asleep.
After a restful Sunday, Steve found himself on a jet headed to North Korea early Monday morning. Senator Mason and several other members of Congress made the trip. Naomi, as an aide to Senator Mason, also made the journey and sat next to Steve on the long flight.
"Look at all of those nosey people that keep looking at us," pointed out Naomi. "They expect us to have sex any minute so they can tell everyone about it."
"Is sitting near me bad for your reputation?" asked a concerned Steve. "I never gave it a thought. I enjoy your company and we were having a good conversation. Would you like me to find a different seat?"
"Are you kidding?" laughed Naomi."I'd be sitting on your lap if I could get away with it. I'm used to people thinking, and even suggesting that I'm having an affair with you. Lots of classmates at the Academy thought we were lovers because we spent so much time together."
"I think most of them knew the truth, but they were jealous that I was best friends with the best looking girl there. Guys can be as catty and jealous as any woman."
"We are pretty good friends, aren't we?" smiled Naomi as she gave Steve a kiss on his cheek. "I have a great boyfriend and I love Gwen, but sometimes I wonder what things would have been like if I had been a little friendlier back when we were in Cuba," admitted Naomi.
"I know what you mean. You're gorgeous and have an amazing body. If I hadn't fallen in love with Gwen, I'd have chased you all over the place," replied Steve. "But I am in love with Gwen and I'm totally committed to her, so we'll have to be happy with being best friends."
"That'll have to be enough. Besides, Jared is a very good man, and a wonderful lover. I'm not complaining at all. My life has turned out pretty well. Jared, Gwen, and you are the big reasons for that.
"Now, let's try to guess what'll happen when we get to Korea. Jong is known to be a bit off center in his thinking. Why does he insist on speaking with you?" wondered Naomi.
Naomi had the answer to her question the following afternoon when she sat with the American contingent meeting with the North Korean leader. After some brief small talk and introductions, Jong cut to the chase through an interpreter.
"You have travelled here to try to secure the release of the American spies we captured last week," began Jong. "I will release them to you if Lieutenant Hammer can meet our conditions. Are you interested, Lieutenant Hammer?"
"We expect to take the Duvall family back to the states with us, so name your conditions, Sir. If they are reasonable, we will do our best to meet them," responded Steve.
"It's quite simple. I propose a shooting competition between you and our nation's best marksmen," stated Jong. "If you win, you may leave with the American spies."
"I tentatively agree," nodded Steve thoughtfully, "as long as the competition is fair and safe. I'll need to know the details before I can commit, but if it's fair. I'm in."
"Then it is agreed," smiled Jong. "We will meet at our new shooting range tomorrow at noon. For tonight, I want all of you to be my guests at a formal dinner. I am very curious about the movies you make. Perhaps you'd be interested in making a movie here in Pyongyang? We have some excellent locations for a movie. Of course, North Korea could not be portrayed as less than the enlightened nation that it is."



"We can discuss that at the dinner this evening," replied Steve. "We would not insult your nation in any movie, nor would we allow you, or anyone else the right to control or censor anything we make. You'd have to agree to that up front or there would be nothing further to discuss," insisted Steve.
Jong briefly looked annoyed, but then gave a broad smile. "You are reputed to be very frank, Lieutenant Hammer. I see that it is true. Everyone in this room worries about what I will think or do; everyone, that is, but you. We will dine in two hours."
"What are you doing?" demanded Congressman Kasen from Alabama as soon as the American contingent was away from Jong. "You can't arbitrarily negotiate with Jong. That's why members of Congress are here. We'll handle the discussions."
Steve glanced at Senators Mason and Chatham before he answered. "I didn't see you so much as nod when Jong brought up the subject. Feel free to negotiate with him at dinner tonight. Just don't commit me to anything. I was under the impression that I was here because Jong wanted me here. Was I mistaken? Does he really want to speak with you?"
"You really need to discuss your responses with us before you say anything. We're elected officials and you're just an aide to a senator," replied Kasen. "We're not here to make this into a three ring circus with Wild Bill Hickok and Annie Oakley doing trick shots for the audience."
"As you just pointed out, I'm merely an aide to a senator. I happen to be an aide to Senator Chatham, so I follow her directives," responded an obviously annoyed Steve. "If you have a problem with my participation, take it up with her. I respect your office as well as your constituents, but don't speak to me like I'm one of your lackeys. I do not take orders from you."
"Senator Chatham, I demand that you have your aide disciplined for insubordination. He's been rude and uncooperative, to say the least," insisted Kasen. "He has an inflated view of his role here."
"Congressman Kasen, I don't try to order your people around," snapped Chatham. "I don't appreciate you harassing my aide. He's here to try to gain the release of an American family that strayed into North Korean waters. I really have no idea why you're here, but I suggest that you keep your mouth shut and try to learn something. If you do something stupid and ruin things for that family, I'll see that every TV station in your home district learns about it before you board the flight home. Do we understand each other?"
"Well, yes, but I don't understand why we'd go along with some ridiculous shooting match to free the hostages. What happens if Hammer loses? This is not the way diplomacy works."
"Perhaps you didn't get the memo," responded Chatham coldly. "Jong is bat-shit crazy. If he'll free the Duvals when Steve wins some sort of contest, we'll take a chance with the contest. If he wants to see who has the bigger dick, we'll still let Steve represent the US. I'm trying to spell it out for you. Steve gives us the best chance to gain their release regardless of what type of macho game Jong dreams up."
Representative Kasen was stunned into silence by Chatham's crude remarks. Naomi took the opportunity to interject some humor. "I have to back Senator Chatham on this one. Steve is the guy we want in any sort of competition, especially that kind!"
"Lieutenant Wilson, comments like that are not appropriate for a naval officer," cautioned Senator Mason. "And what makes you so certain, anyway?"
Naomi simply winked and then smiled at Senator Mason. By this time the entire American contingent, with the exception of Congressman Kasen, was laughing heartily.
"This is very serious business, but that doesn't mean we can't enjoy a few laughs," concluded Senator Mason. "I think we've pretty much decided on a course of action, which is to give Steve Hammer the reins and see what he can do with Jong."
"Just don't shoot him by accident, or design," added Chatham. "His number two guy, Kwang Pyong-So, is a psychopath that makes Jong look like Santa Clause. As strange as it seems, the US much prefers to deal with Jong. He's unstable and unpredictable. Kwang wants to go to war. We need to keep Jong around long enough for him to execute Kwang when he annoys Jong in some way."
"Do you actually think Jong would execute his second-in-command?" asked a disbelieving Kasen.
"He purged his own uncle from the government, and he liked him," replied Chatham. "Imagine what he'd do to someone trying to wrest power from him that isn't a relative."
Two hours later, the Americans were dining with Jong in the Royal Palace. Steve was placed to his left while a very surprised Naomi sat next to Jong on his right. Steve could see that Naomi was nervous, so he did his best to maintain a conversation with Jong. He had no doubt that Naomi's nerves would quickly settle and she'd be fine.
"Have you given any thought to my request that you film a movie here in North Korea?" asked Jong through an interpreter.
"I think my partners will strongly consider it if they are convinced that we can move about freely, have our safety guaranteed, and you realize that you will have no influence over the final product we release," offered Steve. "It would not be a political movie and it would not portray your nation in a bad light. I would promise you that. It would simply be a movie where the characters lived in North Korea, for whatever reason."
"Would you use Koreans in this movie or would all of the actors be American?" asked Jong.
"We'd use Americans as the main characters, but there would be many Koreans filling in many of the roles as locals. You need to understand that this movie will need to make the lion's share of its revenue in the United States and we Lady in Red principals always appear in our own films. That keeps our costs down and increases our profits. It's simply how we operate."
"Would Ms. Wilson, that would be Lieutenant Wilson, appear in this movie?" asked Jong as his gaze turned toward Naomi.
"Sir, this movie we're discussing is hypothetical at this point, so it obviously has not been cast. That being said, Naomi is an excellent actress and she's extremely popular. She's beautiful and sexy, so I'd say that we'd have her in the movie if her schedule permits it. Would you want her to be in it?" asked Steve as he observed the look Jong had given Naomi.
"Very much so!" replied Jong eagerly. "Our nation would show you our Korean hospitality. You would change your opinion of our great country if you spent a few months here."
"Sir, please don't assume that we have less than a very high regard for your nation. It's our hope that our nations gradually become friendlier, allowing trade and travel between our two countries to become common place. I'll do my best to persuade our company to make a movie here next year. This is a beautiful capital city."
Jong beamed at Steve's comment and nodded vigorously as his words were translated. The rest of the evening went well as Jong spent most of his time speaking with Steve and Naomi, much to the dismay of Representative Kasen. Almost two hours after they sat down to dine; the Americans complimented Jong and his staff as they left the dinning area.
"You've got no business promising anything to Jong," insisted Kasen as soon as the Americans were gathered in a meeting room at their hotel. "You do not represent the United States here. We are under no obligation to keep any of your promises!"
"Then why are you so upset?" asked Steve calmly. "I have no authority, so any promise I make would be the same as coming from a cab driver in Chicago. Would you be upset if a mechanic from Dallas made a promise to Jong? You need to chill a little, and you'd be well served to think about what you're saying before you say it."
"I just don't want Jong to get the wrong impression!" insisted Kasen. "Was that last remark supposed to be a veiled threat or something?"
"Actually, it was," snapped Steve. "You'd better pull in your horns around me or we'll be mixing it up. Your constant babble is getting on my nerves."
"You don't scare me. I'm a Congressman, and as such, your superior. I can have you court-martialed if I choose."
Steve rose from his chair and strode over to where Kasen was seated. As Steve approached him, Congressman Kasen began to whine to Senator Chatham.
"Senator Chatham! Keep your aide under control, please! If he touches me, he'll be spending the next ten years in a cell. I have witnesses!"
"Kasen, why don't you just shut the hell up?" asked the frank talking senator. "No one here has seen or heard anything. If Steve decides to thump your ass a little, no one will admit seeing anything happen. We're here to free some prisoners, and if buttering up that crazy bastard helps us attain that goal, we'll do it and smile while we do! That family is far more important than your fragile ego. We have a big day tomorrow. Steve's going to try to win a family's freedom. I want you to try to keep from saying anything stupid. It should prove interesting.
"Steve, please take a seat. Congressman Kasen doesn't really understand the situation. For some reason, he hasn't figured out just how influential you are and that it's political suicide to show such disrespect. You need to keep your anger in check and concentrate on tomorrow's activities. Are you prepared, and is there anything we can do to help?"
"I really can't think of anything," replied Steve as he stared at Kasen a few more seconds before facing Chatham. "We're supposed to meet with the family tomorrow morning so we can judge for ourselves that they're in good health. We need to let them know that the U.S. is working for their release, but don't let them think that it's a done deal. I'm not guaranteeing anything, especially when I don't know what rules Jong will have in place. I'll do my best and hope that it's good enough.
"That's all we can ask for. I'm sure you'll do very well, but who knows how Jong will try to stack the deck. It's good that you sort of promised you'd make a movie here. That may prevent him from cheating somehow. He doesn't want to upset you if you're going to film a major movie in his capital city."
The following morning saw the American delegation finishing breakfast when the Duval family was led into the room. They wore prison garb and were barefooted. Their expressions brightened when they heard Americans speaking in English.
While they were not allowed to move toward the Americans, the guards did not prevent the contingent from approaching them. Kasen was the first one to reach them. It was obvious that he was preening for the media that was allowed to attend and record the meeting.
"I'm Congressman Kasen and I promise you that we'll do everything in our power to gain your release. The North Koreans have no right to hold you and I've told them that. I expect to take you back to the States with us!"
Hampton Duval politely listened to Kasen, but his eyes were glued to Steve, who was wearing his fatigues as he stood at attention and saluted. Obviously Duval was not in uniform, but the respect Steve showed him was not lost on the delegation, nor the reporters.
Duval nodded slightly to Steve and then spoke quietly to his wife. She quickly diverted her attention from the verbose Kasen and focused on Steve. Her face immediately lit up. She immediately pointed Steve out to her son and two daughters. The girls were unable to contain their pleasure. They waved and smiled broadly as he approached their family.
Duval quickly put his hand out and Steve shook it firmly. Then he stepped over to Mrs. Duval. She was a thin, dark haired woman approaching fifty. She quickly wrapped her arms around Steve and hugged him tightly. Next was Bonnie, the older daughter, who also hugged Steve and kissed his cheek. When it was sixteen year old Kirsten's turn, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him soundly on the lips.
"I've always wanted to do that!" was all she said as she released Steve so her brother could shake his hand.
Kasen was a bright red as his embarrassment and anger raged over the snub he felt he was receiving. With as much dignity as he could muster, he retreated back to stand with the rest of the American contingent.
"Naomi! Come on over. The girls want to see you," insisted Steve as he beckoned for Naomi to join him. Soon Naomi was receiving hugs from the family as Steve spoke to them in a low voice.
After just a few minutes, the guards indicated that the Duvals had to leave the room. It was evident that they left feeling much better about their situation than when they had entered.
"I noticed Hammer did his best to hog the photo opportunity," complained Kasen as the Americans returned to their meeting room. 'Maybe it'll sell some more songs or gain some viewers for his next movie. He seems to have lost sight of our goal here. We need to negotiate some sort of settlement with Jong. Photo ops won't cut it."
"Kasen, this will be the last trip you ever go on with me," replied a testy Senator Mason. "You're an unadulterated ass. Who did those people want to see? Was it some prattling idiot, or fellow naval officers that were friends with the family? When they saw that Steve and Naomi were here, it gave them hope. They were more polite to you than you deserved. If you hadn't tried so hard to steal the spotlight, you wouldn't have come off looking like such a pompous ass.
"The rest of us knew enough to allow the Duvals time to see that we were there and to let them decide with whom they wished to speak. If you persist in defaming Steve, you're going to have a very short political life. I would think that you would've learned that much from watching the ethics hearings a few weeks ago."
"I just happen to think that a Congressman is more important than a Navy lieutenant, especially one that's serving as an aide to a senator," responded Kasen as he tried to defend his actions.
"And that's exactly where you're making your mistake," retorted Senator Chatham. "Did anyone hear Jong insist that Congressman Kasen personally make the trip to negotiate for the release of the Duvals? No! He wanted Steve and that's because he's known around the globe for his deeds. You're not. In almost any circumstance you can possibly imagine, Steve is far more important that you. Accept it."
Two hours later, the Americans joined numerous reporters that were allowed access to the competition. They entered a large structure and were led to the firing range. Jong stood behind a large window of very thick plate glass, where the American contingent and reporters joined him. Steve was escorted through a door to the front where three Koreans stood next to small tables with handguns on them. Steve saw a fourth table with a gun, so he assumed it was where he was supposed to stand.
The rules, although different than any Steve had ever encountered before, were quite simple. Each shooter would have an opportunity to shoot ten rounds from a CZ 82 handgun at an electronic target. The location of each round would be automatically recorded. A shot totally inside the center circle was worth ten points. As you moved out from the center, each concentric ring had a lower value by one point. If a bullet hit a border between two circles, the lower value ring would be credited. The time, in seconds, from the first shot to the last would be subtracted from the score. The time was recorded automatically as well. High score won. It would require just seconds to record each shooters score.
The first person to fire would be the man on the left. Once he finished, the next man would have one minute to begin firing his weapon. Steve was third in line, which meant that two men would shoot before him and one after. Steve knew that the first two would be slow and less than perfect so he would be lulled into a false feeling of confidence. The final shooter would be their best and he would have the advantage of seeing how fast and accurate Steve was before he fired his weapon.
Steve knew the old CZ 82's were quite accurate handguns at the range he would be shooting, which was thirty meters. He had fired the model more than a few times over the years and was comfortable with it. He forced himself to focus on his objective and ignore everything around him. He felt as prepared as he would ever be, considering he hadn't been allowed to take any shots with the weapon to see where it was shooting. Luckily, at that range, Steve relied on his hand-to-eye coordination and seldom used the sights, such as they were. As he looked at the weapon before him, Steve realized the front sight had been filed down, which caused him to chuckle to himself as he thought about how Jong had tried to stack the deck.
Each shooter was told to inspect his gun and to signal if he was satisfied with it. When Steve nodded that he was content with his handgun, he saw Jong's surprise. He had probably expected Steve to request a different weapon.
Once the four men indicated they were ready to begin, the actual shooting was over in less than two minutes. The first man fired his weapon rather slowly, but was quite accurate. He scored 88 but had taken six seconds, so his score was 82. The next man fired quite rapidly, but scored just an 87 with a deduction of 3.5 for a final score of 83.5.
Steve watched as the second man to fire placed the gun on the table, but kept his hand on it. Steve had been on so many firing ranges that he counted the shoots without conscious effort, and he was certain the man had fired only nine times.
Knowing that the man following him would be the one he had to beat, Steve calmly picked up his weapon and faced the target. He raised his weapon and pulled the trigger ten times. He had done it so rapidly that it had sounded like one continuous roar. His total read 97 less 2.5 seconds for a final score of 94.5! He carefully placed his weapon on the table and as he turned to watch the next shooter, stepped closer to the man that had gone before him.
As Steve suspected, Jong had saved his best for last. The man looked very steady as he hefted his handgun and faced the target. He raised the weapon and began shooting. He was very fast. His score of 97 matched Steve's, but his time was 3 seconds, thus giving Steve the win by just half a point!
A guard opened the door and a stern looking Jong stepped onto the firing range. The man that had fired just before Steve suddenly swung his gun around and fired it! Steve had been concerned about the man when he realized that he had never fired his last round. He was not surprised when the man suddenly made an attempt to shoot Jong in the head. Steve simply slapped the shooter's hand upward and the bullet lodged into the wall over Jong's left shoulder.
Bedlam erupted as two of Jong's body guards pushed the shooter to the floor while several others rushed onto the range with guns drawn. Steve stood motionless with his hands held high above his head. One of the other shooters in the competition suddenly made the incorrect decision to flee. He managed two steps before he was cut down in a hail of bullets.
Steve and the remaining Korean shooter stood very still with their hands still over their heads as the handguns they had used were gathered and removed from the room. Then they were thoroughly patted down to determine if they had any more weapons on their person. The man that had attempted to shoot Jong was led away by several heavily armed troops as Jong strained to regain his composure.
Everyone waited to learn just how he'd react to the assassination attempt. Once he had mopped his brow, and then wiped it again, he summoned his interpreter over and spoke quietly to him. The man nodded and walked over to Steve and indicated he should walk away from everyone so Jong could speak to him privately.



Once they were out of hearing, Jong asked Steve to tell him what had just taken place. Steve explained how he noticed that the second man had not fired all of his rounds, thus causing Steve to be concerned. He remained close to the man and it was a simple matter to deflect his arm so the shot was high and wide. As Steve finished his explanation, Jong was smiling as he shook his hand firmly and promised the Duval family would be allowed to return with the American contingent.
Because of the attempt on his life, Jong had the city locked down while his advisors tried to determine who was behind the plot to kill him. The Americans were instructed to terminate their visit and leave as soon as possible.
Just before takeoff, the Duval family was driven out to the aircraft and allowed to climb onboard. It was a very jubilant group that took off for Washington. Steve was actually embarrassed at the way the two girls fawned over him on the flight home. Senator Mason had explained Steve's role in securing their release while the two girls stared at him with big moon eyes as they listened in awe.
Hampton Duval was very emotional as he shook Steve's hand and clapped him on the Back. Hampton Jr. was only slightly less demonstrative as he thanked Steve profusely. The mother and sisters cried as they hugged Steve and thanked him over and over. Steve realized how stressed the family was and graciously accepted their praise.
The reporters on the flight made certain that they recorded the touching reaction to the family as they expressed their gratitude. Representative Kasen made a feeble attempt to gain some time and interest from the reporters before he gave up in frustration.
Once things had settled down, Senator Chatham indicated she wanted Steve to sit in the seat next to her. "You came through for that fine family today, Steve. You made us all look good. I want you to know that President Hanson is quite pleased with my report. I even think our relationship with North Korea might improve. You saved Jong's bacon and he knows it. Hopefully, he'll be a little easier to get along with, but that remains to be seen.
"I've noticed you've developed a much tougher, less patient attitude toward your critics since the trouble Gwen had with the Ethics Committee. I was worried that you were going to throttle that idiot, Kasen. Is this change permanent, or just an aftereffect of the unfair accusations against Gwen last month?"
"Both," replied Steve as he formulated his thoughts. "I've come to realize that I can't keep turning the other cheek when someone comes after me. It's seen as weakness by many. I'll always try to be fair and polite to those that show me the same courtesy, but if anyone thinks they can run roughshod over me, they'll quickly find out that it won't happen. If someone attacks Gwen, I'll make certain that they regret it.
"We're public figures and subject to rumors, lies, innuendos, and insults. I understand that and accept it. I will not accept disrespect and accusations that demean or belittle what we've accomplished, or hope to accomplish. Kasen went on this trip simply for the publicity. I don't think he really cared if the Duvals were freed or not as long as he had his picture in the paper. I have nothing but contempt for people like that, and I really don't care to conceal it any longer."
Gwen received an email from Steve that evening before she went to bed indicating all had gone well and the Duval family was returning to the states. It wasn't until she watched the news the next morning that she learned just how instrumental Steve had been in the success of the mission. She chuckled to herself when she read his email over again. He wasn't one to brag, that was for sure!
Gwen and Charlotte had to work very hard and spend a great deal of time preparing for their finals. The school had been lenient about allowing time off for the international efforts they were involved with, but expected them to pass the same tests as everyone else. They finished their third year of med school the day before the annual Memorial Day Weekend concert in Sparta.
The day of Gwen's return to Sparta for the summer marked the day that the first issue of the company's quarterly magazine hit the newsstands. Gwen had not had time to preview it because of her studies. She had spent several hours showing her friends and relatives around her brand new four thousand square foot home that afternoon.
"I know it's a lot like Jordan's, Lisa's, and Mom's, but I wanted everyone to see it," admitted Gwen as she tried to contain her joy. "Having a new home with my favorite people living so close is a dream come true. I hope to have you all over hundreds of times in the next forty years. We have five bedrooms. I don't know if we'll manage to fill them all, but once we get married, we'll start working on it."
"At least you're going to marry a guy that changes diapers, although he may decide that he doesn't want too many kids after he changes enough of them," laughed Lisa. "When do you think you'll get married, anyway?"
"Steve knows that I expect a ring sometime after I get my M.D., and a wedding within a year of the engagement. I could be twenty seven years old by the time we're married! I hope I'm still able to have children."
"As an almost doctor, I can tell you about actual reports of women almost thirty years of age giving birth, if you can believe that," laughed Charlotte. "In fact, I plan on being one of them. Billy and I expect to be married within a year of getting my degree, too. We're a little concerned about how much time residency requires, but we'll make it work. I just hope I can land a position with the local hospital."
"If you can't, we'll shake the place up," assured Paula. "They always need good doctors, especially ones that worked so hard to raise money for the new wing. Pediatricians are always in demand and you'll be a good one. I'm sure of that."
"I can't wait to show Steve the house tomorrow. We'll be sleeping in our own bed in our own house," smiled Gwen.
"And we all know why you can't wait," laughed Jordan. "I'll never forget the day in Russia when we walked in on you and Steve. If I hadn't seen it, I never would've believed it. Do you have orgasms like that all of the time?"
"Not all of the time," replied Gwen thoughtfully. "Usually they're much more intense, but we were pretty tired that day, so we didn't give it our best."
"I call bullshit!" responded Lisa. "If you had them any more intense, you'd be in a coma by now. Every last one of us was stunned when your eye rolled into your head and you practically howled in ecstasy. I bet it'll be interesting living around here on warm summer nights when all the bedroom windows are open and eerie moans and erotic howlings echo across the hillsides and across the lake."
"Okay, that was one of our better moments, but we've had a few that surpassed it" revealed Gwen with a smile. "I think it's because I love that guy so much, he's so strong, and has such a big ..."
"Okay!" interrupted Paula. "The guy's a regular love machine. Let's change the subject. And I'd advise you to stop telling women what a great lover Steve is. All of the girls adore him already. You're just making the temptation worse for them with that sort of talk."
"Speak for yourself. Or are you?" asked Stephanie. "It isn't just us younger women that drool when Steve's around. We all know that Steve has a thing for you, and you're pretty crazy about him. Maybe you're having trouble with the temptation, too."
"Regardless, we need to change the subject. Have you seen the first issues of Lady in Red, Gwen?" asked Paula. "It's extra thick because it gives a history of the company and the owners. We held up printing so we could include that trip to Russia and the Ukraine. Then we had to add Steve's jaunt to North Korea and how he's now friends with another world leader. I think it'll be a collector's item!"
"We're selling them below cost because we have all of the advertising in them and we want to circulate as many as we can," added Stephanie.
"We had a bunch printed in Russian and Ukrainian, as well," commented Lisa. "I spoke to a major clothing line in Moscow while we were there and they agreed to carry our line. They'll sell our clothes all over Russia, which can be huge for us. I did the same in Kiev and hope to have a lot of sales in the Ukraine."
"I'll tell Steve about that. He's coming in tomorrow and we'll be spending our first night in our new home after the concert. I can hardly wait!" admitted Gwen cheerfully. "He's bringing company, but the house is big enough so any noises I make will go unheard, I hope."
"I didn't know that Steve was bringing someone with him," replied Jordan. "Please tell me that it isn't Nadiya!"
"No, it isn't, Miss Smarty-pants! Besides, she has a boyfriend now, so I can stop worrying about her, for the most part."
"Who's the mystery guest?" asked Paula.
"Cynthia and Vince will be spending Friday and Saturday with us. We're going to show them around Sparta and have them as our guests at the concert," responded Gwen.
"Just so I'm clear," managed a surprised Charlotte. "You're talking about the next president and his wife, possibly?"
"I'd say it's a good chance, actually," answered Gwen. "He's been doing well in the polls and winning primaries. He's pretty much a cinch to get his party's nomination. It'll be a tough general election, but Steve and I think he'll get in."
"You're having the next president sleeping here tomorrow? On your first night in your new house?" marveled Lisa. "I guess we should start getting used to world leaders and famous people spending time in Asgard. We'd better get Valhalla finished this year so we'll have enough room for everyone that wants to spend some time here with Jordan, Gwen, Charlie, and Steve."
After everyone left, Gwen sat at her new kitchen table looking through the magazine. The ads were sexy, but very well done. The stories were fascinating, even to Gwen who had witnessed many of the situations live. It was obvious to Gwen that Stephanie had come up with a great idea!
Sparta was extremely crowded the next day. When the helicopter flew over town on its way to Asgard in the early afternoon, most locals assumed that it was delivering Steve home.
Less than an hour later, Jordan and Charlie, along with Steve and Gwen, and Cynthia and Vincent Rosen were seen browsing the local stores and shops. Two years prior, Sparta had started the tradition of shutting down Main Street to vehicular traffic on the day of the concert. It gave the town's merchants opportunities to use the sidewalks, and even the streets to display their wares as thousands of people visited the downtown area.
Steve had advised the Rosens to not campaign while they were in town. "The idea is for people to see you as regular guests and not politicians trying to garner votes. If you're likable, you'll gain their support. If you use this crowd to try to campaign, many people will resent it. Just be a normal couple visiting friends and having a good time. Trust me on this. You'll be glad that you did."
The four famous friends spent a lot of time catching up with neighbors and introducing the Rosens to them. When asked about political issues, the Rosens would simply smile and tell everyone that they were taking the weekend off from politics to enjoy the holiday in Sparta. That response always seemed to please the people within hearing.
"Look how Gwen, Jordan, Steve, and Charlie, greet people by name and ask about their families," pointed out Cynthia Rosen to her husband. "We need to learn from them. We keep trying to make people interested in us, when we should be interested in them!"
Gwen and Jordan were surrounded by girls of all ages asking questions and just trying to interact with the two famous women. Soon both of them were holding a little girl in each arm and laughing with the others. It was an education for the Rosens and they were serious students. No candidate for the highest office in the land ever generated as much interest and good will as Gwen and Jordan. They were more than hometown heroes. They were role models for all of the girls. And they were loved.
As they traveled up and down Main Street, Charlie and Steve were often flirted with by women of all ages, but Vince Rosen was more impressed with how the men they encountered reacted to them. They were constantly slapped on the back as they shook hands with smiling men. Every so often, some burly guy would actually hug one or both of the local heroes.
There didn't seem to be anyone that the four didn't know by name. That fact amazed Cynthia Rosen. She marveled at how the friends spoke to everyone on a first name basis. Some of the people that greeted them were in dirty work clothes, or in some cases, had ragged clothing. Gwen and Jordan never flinched when they hugged and smiled at these people and chatted with them.
With some of the more distressed looking folks, one of the four would speak to them quietly, obviously asking some questions. Then they'd produce a slip of paper and hand it to the person, or family suffering through hard times. Both Rosens wondered about the slips of paper these people were carefully tucking in wallets and purses.
Several reporters and cameramen followed the group. Some were from news departments while others were from entertainment stations. Cynthia Rosen knew that the reports would show Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, and Steve warmly interacting with the public and greeting many of them as personal friends. Vincent Rosen could only gain from being their friend!
At five o'clock, the group had worked their way near Marsh's Landing. They thanked everyone while explaining that they had to have dinner so they'd have the energy to give Sparta the quality entertainment they had come to expect.
Even while dining in a private room with family and friends, quite a few people would stop in to simply say hello and pat someone on the back and to thank them. Vincent Rosen was pleased when more than a few people took the time to thank him for coming, and for not making any speeches!
As had become the custom, all revenue from the broadcast rights and any donations made at the concert were returned to the community by Lady in Red Productions. A large share was donated to the hospital, while money was also donated to buy equipment for the police and fire departments, as well as parks and recreation. Local scouts and youth leagues were also supported. A substantial sum was set aside for local families having trouble with rent or heating bills.
The Rosens had asked about the slips of paper Gwen, Jordan, Steve, and Charlie had given to obviously needy people. It was explained that they were vouchers for food and clothing from local businesses. The people were required to interview at Lady in Red headquarters in Sparta for possible employment as the only condition attached to them.
When it came time for the concert, the entire downtown was lit brightly as thousands of people gathered to watch the show. Those not able to gain access to the performing arts building itself, were treated to numerous jumbotrons placed around the building, with several also placed on Main Street. It was a huge block party that Sparta looked forward to every year. Its financial importance to the area had come to rival the Christmas Season for merchants and business owners.
With the new intensity they had found since Gwen's performance after the ethics hearing, the concert was a huge success. Gwen, Jordan, Steve, and Charlie each did two numbers for encores as their hometown cheered and yelled approval on every number. Almost five hours after they began, the stage finally went dark.
"It's like the middle of the day here!" marveled Jordan as they traveled to Marsh's for their traditional late meal. "All of the stores are still open and people are shopping and partying. It looks like Sparta's become a town that never sleeps."
"Once the weekend is over, it'll be back to normal," predicted Kate. "Gwen, did I see you cry tonight when Steve was singing?"
"I started remembering how I felt last year when Steve was trapped in Colombia and I was afraid that he'd die. Then he somehow came back to Sparta and I knew that he was on that chopper," recalled Gwen. "I was very emotional then, and I still lose it a little when I think about those terrible few days.
"Things are much better now, so let's enjoy our good fortune and be thankful," suggested Steve as he hugged Gwen. "It all worked out and we're together now. That's all that matters."
The next afternoon saw all of Gwen's and Steve's family and friends at a pool party at their new home. The pool was Olympic size and heated to 85 degrees. The affair was catered and everyone had a great time.
Steve was often seen holding Theresa. He even took her into the pool and played with her in the water. A little later he was seen showing Stephanie's little brother how to do various swim strokes. Billy was seven and able to swim, but Steve felt he should be more familiar with all aspects of swimming and not just be able to tread water and move slowly from one point to another. Next he had Richard Drake's daughter in the pool and was showing her how to float.
"Look at your boyfriend," pointed out Diane to Gwen. "He's so good with kids. Billy idolizes him, while Theresa and Ingrid love him to death. He's going to make a wonderful father. I remember the first time I saw you two together in swim suits. I told Paula and Lisa that you'd have beautiful children."
"I really hope so," admitted Gwen. "Now that Jordan's pregnant and Lisa has Theresa and you have Billy, I feel incomplete or something. I want a family and it's getting more difficult to wait. I know Steve will be the best father ever."
Vince and Cynthia Rosen had a great time at the party. Billy actually tossed Cynthia into the pool half way through the afternoon. Everyone watched to see how she would react. She surfaced, gasped a few times, and begged Billy to help her out of the pool as she held her hand out to him. To his surprise, and the delight of everyone else, she managed to pull him in when he took her hand. Billy then escorted her out of the pool and gave her a towel as a peace offering.
"Your wife just passed the test," revealed Steve to Vincent Rosen as they chuckled at the little by-play. "She can take a joke, and dish them out. Our friends and family can make a difference in your campaign if they believe you're the right man. I think they've just become believers."
The Rosens spent Saturday night and left Sparta very early Sunday morning since Vincent was once again scheduled for a morning news program at eleven AM. The family and friends spent another afternoon by the pool at Gwen's. Paula mentioned to Steve how much she had enjoyed the Rosens.
"I liked them both. I worried that Vincent might be a bit of a problem after you and he had words years ago," confessed Paula. "But he seems to have adjusted his attitude toward you and Gwen. I imagine that the things you told him at the time went a long way toward that adjustment. As wonderful as you are, being on your bad side is a huge mistake. I hope I never find myself there."
"There's no chance of that," assured Steve. "You're going to be the best mother-in-law a guy could ever have."
"That's because she's the best looking one a guy could ever have," proclaimed Billy as he walked past them. "Ted's a lucky guy."
"That I am, Billy," agreed Ted. "She's given me three beautiful daughters, but she looks like she could be their sister rather than their mother."
"Dad, have you been taking lessons from Steve?" asked Lisa. "That was a really nice thing to say. No wonder she loves you so much."
"It's not what he says so much as the things he does," responded Paula. "He saved your life at Gwen's graduation and went with Gwen to Iraq to find Steve. It's the way he accepts responsibilities and cares for me and the rest of his family that really makes me love him so much."



Steve managed to get Will alone for a few minutes. "Will, we're considering making Diane's role bigger and actually having her do a love scene with me. I wanted to know how you felt about it before we go any further. It can be pretty bland, or it could show a fair amount of skin. Either way, I'd be kissing her, holding her, and maybe feeling her up. It's a dirty damn job, but I'm a professional. I never want to see you and Diane have any marital problems, especially that I help create, so what do you think?"
"Honestly? Diane is a bit of an exhibitionist. I think all of the women in the family have some of that going on. I'll buy a dozen copies of the movie when it comes out. She may act reluctant, but I think she'd love to be like Gwen and show off her boobs. The idea of having a poster of her hanging in garages and workshops across the country turns us both on. Don't force her into anything, but take her as far as she dares go. She feels like life has passed her by at times; that she might have been able to be a model or a movie star, but she chose me and life in Sparta. She never complains and I know she loves me and the kids, but this would really help her with her bucket list."
"What are you discussing with my husband this time?" demanded Diane as she sauntered up to Steve and Will.
"To be quite honest, we were talking about how much I'm going to enjoy our love scenes and fondling those big breasts of yours," replied Steve as he made a production of leering at the large amount of cleavage on display from the low top swim suit Diane had on. "The world needs to know just how nice those babies are. I told Will that I'm going to have my way with them in our movie, so he'd better be mentally prepared."
Diane blushed at Steve's words, but made no effort to cover her ample cleavage as he stared. "Will, this young man seems to think that we'll allow him to fondle the twins. What should I do?"
"Whatever Steve and the director want you to do," answered Will as he kissed Diane's cheek. "The other guys in town will be so jealous of me when the movie comes out, they won't be able to stand it. I can't wait for my golf buddies to see how beautiful you are."
Production began that week. Steve had time off from his Washington duties before the London concert, and Gwen was home for the summer. Jordan and Charlie began filming their movie at the same time, but with a different director. Once again, Lady in Red Productions was filming both movies in Sparta, when possible. That was the advantage of making plot driven movies over those that required special effects and spectacular scenery.
The new script for Gwen and Steve's movie had been passed out at a preproduction meeting and everyone immediately noticed Diane's increased role, as well as Stephanie's. "I was going to be a fill-in for the dance contest. Now I'm supposed to be one of Steve's conquests? And I find out he's been doing my mom? What kind of a guy is he supposed to be? That doesn't sound like a hero."
"Everyone felt the script lacked passion and conflict," replied Gwen. "Diane's character has been drinking too much because her husband, your dad, ran off with a younger woman. She's an easy target for Steve's character's charm. He doesn't know that she's your mother when he seduces you. When he and I show up at your mom's for lessons and you're there, it all comes out. It'll make for some tense moments, especially between all of us women."
"So how intense is my seduction scene, and what will Mom be showing?" asked Stephanie.
"Your mother is going to be topless with me," replied Steve with a grin. "You can stay covered up if you like. We can just make out a little and fade out. The next scene would show one of us leaving in the morning."
"That isn't going to happen!" proclaimed Stephanie. "I want to show as much as Mom, or more. I may never get another love scene with you and I want something I can show my grandkids."
"Do you think they'll want to see Grandma and Great-Grandma half naked?" asked Diane. "You'll have plenty of opportunities to be in scenes with Steve, so don't rush into anything that you'll regret later."
"Mom, has Jordan, Gwen, Lisa, or Naomi ever regretted their nude scenes with Steve? Hardly! Naomi and Jordan have video clips on their phones that they pull up to show the other girls when we're out someplace."
"Hey! In my defense, I haven't done that since I married Charlie," stated Jordan defensively. "I do keep them in a file, but I hardly ever show them to anyone. I show the ones of Charlie and me instead."
"Jared has hinted that he'd prefer I stop showing those clips all of the time," admitted Naomi with a guilty grin. "But, I can't seem to stop Mom from showing them to everyone she sees."
"I see that Paula is going to play Gwen's mother," continued Stephanie. "That's brilliant casting. I'm playing Mom's daughter and Gwen will be Paula's daughter. How much do we pay the guys that write these scripts?"
"Actually, that would be Ashley and me," admitted Kate. "We wrote this last year and have been refining it since. I know it isn't absolutely brilliant, but with the new plot twists and how well everyone can act and dance, it'll be a big hit, I'm sure.
"Besides, you should be thanking me for giving you a love scene with Steve. If you don't like the part, or don't want to act with Steve, or your mother, I'll just step in and do the role," added Kate.
"Don't worry about me," replied Stephanie immediately. "Maybe my boobs aren't as big as some, but they're quality and the audience will love them. I'll be signing posters by this time next year!"
"We're talking about acting, not about who has the biggest boobs, or who can show them the most," chided Paula. "I personally don't think that Diane will be showing too much at her age and while Stephanie talks a good game, she'll be a lot more nervous when the time comes. What we need to is learn our lines and get this made as quickly and as well as we can."
"You have to keep you clothes on for the whole movie, don't you, Paula?" asked Diane knowingly.
"Yes, damn it!" responded Paula immediately as the others broke into laughter.
The morning of Steve's love scene with Diane was strange for him. Will insisted on attending, as did Gwen, Paula, and Stephanie.
"Are you going to be able to do these boobs justice?" whispered Diane as she hefted her boobs inside her robe. "Should I send Will away? Stephanie makes me nervous. I've never even done things like this with Will in front of her. I hope she doesn't lose respect for me."
"I'll be okay once we start," promised Steve. "I usually block out everything but the person in the scene with me, so I'll concentrate on just you three."
"Three?" repeated a confused Diane. "Oh, you mean me and the twins? Be sure you give them plenty of attention. I may never get to do this again."
Once the actual filming began, Diane and Steve managed to slowly lose their concern about being watched by the others. Steve worked his seduction slowly and Diane responded by following his lead. Before the scene was over, she was topless in his arms and kissing him as passionately as she possibly could.
Steve was amazed at how responsive and sexual Diane was. He rolled her nipples in his fingers and even suckled her for a short time before he moved on top of her. Their lower bodies were cover by a thin sheet, but it appeared that Steve had mounted Diane and was making passionate love to her. Steve was careful to not let his very hard cock even get close to Diane's panty covered pussy, but he could feel her heat. After they reached their climaxes, Steve slowly slid off Diane but managed to fill his hand with her left breast as they cuddled before the director ended the scene.
A wardrobe girl brought robes for the two actors. Diane stood and quickly donned hers as she looked for Will. He was at her side seconds later.
"Are we okay?" asked a worried Diane. "That was so intense; I got a little carried away. Are you angry with me?"
"Let's get back to the dressing room and discuss it," insisted Will as he calmly led Diane away.
"Steve, you had Mom going crazy. That was one of the sexiest things I've ever seen, and that was my mother! Dad was fidgeting and muttering under his breath, but he didn't seem angry. I can't wait for my scene!"
Steve and Stephanie filmed their love scene the following evening. Even with her parents, Paula, Kate, and Gwen watching, Stephanie surprised Steve with her willingness to get naked with him. She only had a few lines, but she managed to get them wrong so they had to reshoot the scene several times.
"Stephanie, I know you're doing that on purpose. You're costing us time and money. We'll give you more chance to get it right. If you don't, then I'll be naked with Steve and you'll be watching," threatened Kate.
Somehow Stephanie managed to do her part perfectly in the next take. Kate nodded knowingly as Stephanie pulled a robe over her shoulders while Steve remained on the bed with the sheet over his lower body.
"Come on, Steve. Get up and put on the robe," urged Paula. "You're not fooling anyone. We can see that big tent in the sheets. It looks like Stephanie wound you up as much as you did her."
"I need to get him back to the dressing room," suggested Gwen. "If he's anything like he was after the scene with Diane, the rest of you may not see us at dinner. I have to wonder about having those two in any more movies with Steve. I may not be able to survive it!"
When they weren't filming, the Gwen, Jordan, Steve, and Charlie discussed their ideas about the music they would play at the London concert, as well as on the aircraft carriers.
"I thing we can do a lot of the harder rock and roll stuff in London, but I really believe those sailors will enjoy love songs and ballads about home, wives, and girlfriends, except for the female sailors, of course. They'll want the same about their families and lovers."
"I think you're right, Charlie," agreed Jordan. "We've done a few shows with a heavy military presence in the audience and they always seem to like the love songs the best."
"I'll trust you guys on this one," responded Gwen. "If that's what they like, let's be sure we give it to them in spades. They sure deserve it. What do you think, Steve?"
"I have to agree with Charlie and Jordan. Whenever I was in some hell hole, far away from home, I couldn't think of much other than holding my girl in my arms again."
"That was the right answer!" laughed Gwen before planting a long kiss on Steve's lips.
"The July 4th concerts may be the last I do before my swelling stomach becomes very obvious. It'll probably be a little round by then, but not too bad," allowed Jordan.
"On the plus side, your already considerable chest will be even larger and more eager to spill out of your top," predicted Steve. "I hope those poor sailors can handle that sight."
"Oh, I think they'll do fine," laughed Jordan. "They'd better because Gwen and I will be showing the girls off quite a bit. Those poor, depressed service men need something to pick up their spirits and not to brag, but Gwen and I have just what it takes."
"I've never heard of a riot on an aircraft carrier before, but I'm beginning to worry. You realize there'll probably be an admiral or two watching the show?" asked Steve.
"And they'll probably be men, so what's your point?" retorted Gwen.
"There are more than a few female admirals in our Navy," stated Steve. "So don't rule that possibility out."
"And female admirals will know even better than male admirals that morale is extremely important. Gwen and I will be improving it to beat the band!" promised Jordan.
Plans were made for the concert in London as well as the two aboard the big Navy ships. Charlie was the one they turned to for selecting and arranging the music and he always came through. They felt that they were well prepared when they arrived in England on Thursday, June 26th.
Once again, friends and family traveled with them. They found the British to be very friendly and warm, with their wry sense of humor on display at the drop of a hat, or derby, in England. On Friday morning, the entire group was having breakfast in the hotel when Stephanie dropped a bombshell.
"James told me last night that the Prince and Princess want to meet you four this afternoon, if you're available. I told him that I'd have to check and see."
"Are you crazy?" asked Kate. "When the Royals want to see someone, that someone makes sure they're available!"
"Kate's right," added Paula. "You need to make sure that James doesn't tell them that Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, and Steve are less than eager to meet with them. This is a huge honor."
"So, you're saying that it's okay that I set it up for Kensington Palace at three PM today, local time?" asked a smiling Stephanie. "I knew you'd never pass this opportunity up. Be sure to get lots of pictures for our magazine."
Paparazzi were a constant part of their lives, but the Americans were stunned when they saw the number of photographers and reporters at Kensington Palace. Once they were introduced to the Prince and Princess, all six of them posed for the photographers. Then the three ladies were asked to stand together while the photographers snapped away.
Charlie and Steve had to laugh when the Prince made a comment under his breath about who the press really preferred, but then admitted that he didn't blame them. The three women smiled and turned left and right for the photographers. Steve was struck by the beauty and grace of the three women as they smiled at the cameras. Steve had been informed that the prince would be wearing his uniform, so Steve wore his dress uniform and looked really sharp.
The Royal Couple turned out to be very friendly and extremely interested in the charitable efforts of Lady in Red Productions. The three couples compared experiences and ideas for expanding their efforts. The royals spoke at length about vaccinations for children, especially in poor and developing nations. After being together for a few minutes, they were chatting like old friends.
At the end of the scheduled hour visit, they were asked if they could stay a bit longer. Gwen looked at Jordan and they quickly agreed. It was almost a full hour later when Jordan, Gwen, Steve, and Charlie were photographed leaving the palace.
"I think they liked us," risked Jordan as the foursome rode back to their hotel. "They were both very down to earth. They acted perfectly normal, especially for very wealthy royalty living in a castle."
"I can't believe they wanted to exchange cell numbers," marveled Gwen. "Now I can speed dial the future King of England if I want! It made me wonder about Steve's phone. Do you have President Hanson's number on your phone? President Novokov's? President Marchant's?"
Steve simply studied the scenery as their limo drove through the streets of London. Gwen waited for Steve to respond.
"It must take some time to get used to driving on the left," observed Steve. "Driving here would make me nervous."
"Are you telling us that you have the phone numbers of those three presidents, as well as the future King of England on your phone?" demanded Gwen.
"No, I'm not," replied Steve with an easy grin. "I was just seeing how you'd react. I do have Nadiya's number if I ever need that."
"I have her number, too!" insisted Gwen. "She's a beautiful, intelligent woman that likes to lead people into thinking that she's a simple blonde yokel. You may as well delete her number now because I think she's quite serious about her German beau."
"Yeah, well, I think I'll wait to see how that turns out," replied Steve as he winked to Charlie and Jordan.
"I know what you're trying to do, and it won't work," laughed Gwen. "I know you too well to start getting jealous again. Those days are gone, for the most part, anyway. I just spent two hours with the future King and Queen of England, so you're feeble attempts at teasing me won't work."
That evening, Gwen and Jordan entertained their friends and family at dinner by recounting their experiences with the Royal Couple. Beatrice Patterson was especially impressed, yet saddened at the same time.
"The irony of the situation is pretty stark for me. I forbade my daughter from seeing a young sailor because I didn't feel he was good enough for her. She married him against my wishes. That union produced a son that is far more accomplished, respected, and capable than any man I could have ever selected for my daughter. I wish I could apologize to her!"
"Grandmother Patterson, please don't feel that anyone holds that against you. If your daughter was anything like her son, she's smiling down on you right now. She's with Steve's Dad and very pleased to see her son do so well," insisted Gwen. "This is a happy time, so please try to enjoy it and just be proud of your grandson."
"Changing the subject," broke in Charlie, hoping to lighten the mood. "I've hired Jodie Lane to play sax with the band. You guys placed me in charge of the music and the band years ago, so when I ran into her earlier this morning, I hired her. She said that she was here in the hopes of hooking up with one of the bands that will be performing tomorrow.
"I asked her if she'd consider playing with us and she jumped at the chance. She told me that we were her first choice," added Charlie. "She couldn't say enough nice things about Gwen and Jordan. I don't know what she thinks about Steve."
"I think we can probably guess," laughed Jordan. "Did she mention you at all, Charlie? You're a pretty hot commodity now. You're very wealthy, very talented, very good looking..."
"Very married, and soon to be a father," interjected Charlie. "There's no way I'm going to look at another woman when I have you."
"Darn, I was hoping we'd get in the hot tub later and have some wine and chat," allowed Gwen. "But why bother if you won't even look?"
"Let me rephrase that. I may look at other women, but there's no way I'd do anything to lose you, Jordan," amended Charlie. "I will show my appreciation of the feminine charms of Gwen, Lisa, Kate, Naomi, Stephanie,..."
"Okay!" chuckled Jordan. "I understand, but be prepared for my boobs to get bigger now that I'm with child. They may even catch Billy's eye."
"More likely, they'll poke out one of my eyes if they get any bigger," observed Billy without cracking a smile. "But it's a risk I'm willing to take!"
"Why does the conversation always come around to breasts with you men?" asked Paula. "It seems like you all have a one track mind."
"Where would all of you beautiful women be if we men weren't attracted to your bosoms?" asked Billy. "Do you think you'd be able to keep us men around to play Scrabble or something? Not likely. You ladies need to embrace the fact that we love breasts and you've all been blessed with the quality and quantity that we cleavage connoisseurs prefer."
"Did I just hear you say that?" demanded Steve. "Do you spend a lot of time thinking these things up? 'Cleavage connoisseurs'? Where did that come from?"
"Blame that one on your future mother-in-law," replied Billy as he nodded toward Paula and her low cut sweater. "I haven't been able to look at anything else all evening. It was pretty much all that I could think of that wouldn't get me slapped."
"That phrase was inspired by my mother's bosom?" repeated Lisa. "How cool is that? I just hope my breasts have sonnets written in their honor someday."
"There was a young lady from Sparta," began Billy. "Whose bosom was so nice it could start a, but her husband used both mitts to cover her..."
"Do NOT go any further with that limerick!" warned Charlotte. "Has being in England made you into some sort of wordsmith all of a sudden, or a poet, or a bard, so to speak?"



"I've been inspired by bountiful display of female pulchritude, although that word doesn't really flow very well in poetry," admitted Billy with a grin. "There was a group that displayed bountiful pulchritude, that often received stares that were extremely lewd, with Gwen, Jordan, Lisa, Naomi, Ashley, Charlotte, Paula, Diane, and Kate, all the men that gazed upon them wanted to mate, so their studly husbands and boyfriends were forced to intrude!"
"No more!" insisted Charlotte once again. "Our Spartan Shakespeare does seem to have a one track mind. Let's change the subject."
"I feel I should apologize for showing such tempting cleavage to these hormonal young men," offered Paula with a straight face as she made a show of adjusting her breasts. "These girls have been the inspiration for many a sonnet, a few odes, and at least one epic poem."
"That isn't exactly changing the subject, Mom," observed Lisa. "We need to talk about shopping, or climate change, or maybe quantum physics. That should lower the testosterone levels around here."
As they were finishing dinner, Steve noticed James Hawthorne seemed to suddenly appear next to Stephanie. Steve nudged Gwen and nodded in Stephanie's direction.
"He does seem to be quite attentive, doesn't he?" observed Gwen. "He appears to be a good guy to me, but what do you think? Should we be worried?"
"I've asked around a little since we've been here. His family is highly respected and fairly well off financially, but I knew that. I wanted to know about his character. He's had some lady friends, but has never been engaged or anything. He did well in school and he's expected to win a seat in Parliament next year," concluded Steve.
"I should have known that you'd make sure that any man Stephanie likes is acceptable and safe. I know that you're very fond of her, as well as protective."
"You know I've never..."
"Of course! I wasn't suggesting anything or complaining," assured Gwen. "I love how you look out for my family and friends. I love you for doing it. You've become the go-to guy in the family. Dad is great and Chip and Jason are super guys, but you've become the center of our family. We revolve around you and it makes me so proud."
"I've arrived at the same conclusion, except that we all center on you," replied Steve thoughtfully. "The other women look to you for leadership, even Diane and Paula. The men adore you, and I'm putty in your hands."
Before the discussion made it any further, Stephanie came stomping up to Steve and began ripping into him.
"You had James investigated? Who told you that you could meddle in my private life?" demanded an obviously angry Stephanie. "I'll be the one to decide who I spend time with!"
Both Diane and Paula hurried toward Stephanie but stopped short when Gwen motioned to them. She was confident that Steve would be able to patch things up with Stephanie.
"I looked into his background and character, if that's what you mean," replied Steve evenly. "Do you think I'd bother to do that if I didn't care for you? Do you think I'd call in favors, and spend time and money on just anyone? Do you think so little of me that you'd believe I'd ever do anything to hurt you? Do you want me out of your life? Is that it?"
"Maybe I do if you're going to try to run my life!" retorted Stephanie quickly. "You think everything's about you. You decide who's in your group, who works for you, who's good enough for each of us girls, and who isn't. Everyone has to meet your approval or they're out on their ass."
"Maybe I am a bit overbearing, and I might be a little overprotective, but all of our friends and relatives mean a great deal to me, especially you. I'd rather have you hate me for the rest of my life than make another mistake like I made with Ashley and that guy that claimed to be Neary. She was almost killed! And it was my fault! I don't want to have to go through that again!"
"You think that situation with Ashley was your fault? You saved her life, with Pete's help. She never blamed you. Just ask her. Is that why you're being such a jerk?"
"I'm being a jerk because when I wasn't careful, I came close to getting Ashley killed," admitted Steve. "If she had been, I don't know where I'd be right now. If something happened to you, Steph, I don't know what I'd do. I feel bad that you're upset, but I won't apologize for doing my best to make sure you're safe."
"Maybe I was a little hasty," sobbed Stephanie. "I thought you were trying to find out something about James so that I wouldn't like him; that you wanted to turn me against him. I should have known better."
"Steph, I only want for you to be safe and happy. I didn't want to make the same mistake again. If it helps any, I had Richard Drake investigated even more thoroughly," revealed Steve. "I let Ashley down once and I swore I'd never do that again, with any of those that I loved."
"Will you forgive me?" asked Stephanie contritely. "I was wrong to be upset with you. If there's one man in the world besides Dad that I can depend on, it's you. I know that. Did you say that you love me?"
"I did," grinned Steve. "Maybe it's the London fog getting to my head. Let's forget this ever happened. Bring James over and I'll apologize to him in front of you."
"No need for that!" interjected the Brit as he stepped closer to Steve and Stephanie. "I feel that I must confess that my family did a tad bit of snooping into Stephanie's background, as well. I thought our sources were very discreet, but you found out about it, didn't you?"
"I was told that someone had been checking on Stephanie and when I heard they were British, I knew it was you, or your family. I knew why, and I felt justified in returning the favor. If it's any consolation, Steph, James has passed with flying colors. He's one of the good guys."
"You men make me so mad!" snarled Stephanie as she wrapped her arms around Steve's neck and kissed him with passion. "I'll never complain about anything you do again."
When Stephanie turned to look at James, she became aware that everyone had witnessed her meltdown. Her mother stood next to Gwen with tears on her cheeks while Gwen wore a broad smile.
"Gwen! I didn't mean to accuse Steve, I mean he did it, but he was just, I'm not upset at him anymore. Are you angry with me?"
"We're family. We watch out for our own and Steve happens to be the biggest believer of that maxim," replied Gwen as she hugged Stephanie. "You forgot for a little bit, but you know the guy would do anything in his power to save you pain. We accept your apology and promise that we'll continue to love and support you any way that we can."
While Gwen was speaking to Stephanie, Ashley moved up to Steve, threw her arms around his neck, and pulled him down for a kiss. "Thank you," was all she said.
Once things calmed down, James explained that his organization, WHO, had managed to sell rights to broadcast the telethon to an American network. Rather than carry the full twelve hours, they paid handsomely for the broadcast rights to the four hours Gwen, Jordan, Steve, and Charlie would be playing.
Contributions had increased and the telethon itself was expected to be a great success. James stated that WHO was delighted with the response, as well as the anticipated interest and contributions, and had asked James to thank everyone for them.
The actual telethon took place in Wembley Stadium. Temporary seating had been added on the playing field. When the lights when up for their portion of the concert, Jordan, Gwen, Steve, and Charlie were met with a hundred thousand fans roaring their approval. They played just over four hours and it was later reported that over half the pledges that for the entire telethon were received while the Americans were on stage.
The group spent a few days sight-seeing through England and Ireland before the day came to fly to the Mideast to perform on the aircraft carriers. Before they departed Gwen, Jordan, Steve, and Charlie crossed Abbey Road while their friends snapped photos. They did it several times until Billy felt that they had recreated the famous Beatle Album cover as well as they could.
"I'll send this back to Dad and he'll have it on our wall before we get back home. This is going to be one of my favorites!"
Gwen and the other women were surprised by one of the things Steve told them before they left England. "When we're on the ships, we'll travel in different groups. We guys will be together and you ladies will be together, at least much of the time. What I want to avoid is for any of you to be hanging with your boyfriends or husbands, and that includes Diane and Paula."
"You don't want us to stay close to our men?" asked a surprised Kate. "We'll be surrounded by horny sailors. Will we be safe?"
"You'll be on a US Naval vessel and you'll be very safe," promised Steve. "We're trying to lift morale, and seeing beautiful women with husbands and boyfriends close to them won't help much. You ladies have to be outgoing and interested in whatever parts of the ship the men show you. Wear sexy outfits and flirt with the sailors. They'll never forget you, but they'll never hurt you. Just be yourselves and smile at everything. You represent what they're fighting for. They have wives, sisters, girlfriends, mothers, and daughters back home. For the short time you're on the ship, you'll represent their women, especially wives and girlfriends. They'll be over the moon if you smile and enjoy interacting with them."
"I can see what you mean, but what will you guys be doing?" asked Lisa. "Will you be bored or jealous?"
"There'll be hundreds of female sailors and we'll try to raise their spirits. When we're with men, we'll make crude jokes and swear a lot. They'll love us, too, but in a different way and for different reasons," predicted Steve.
Early on July 3rd, several military transport helicopters landed on the USS Theodore Roosevelt. All of the crew members that were allowed gathered on deck to see the famous guests get off the helicopters.
Lady in Red Productions was filming as much of the action on both aircraft carriers as they could. A network had committed to buying a four hour special to be broadcast the evening of July 4th. One of the goals was to show as many of the crew members as possible. The reason was so that their families and friends would want to tune in to see them on TV as they met the famous visitors.
When the doors to the first chopper opened and Jordan jumped out, quickly followed by Gwen, cheers rang across the deck. The fact that both women wore short skirts and low tops did not go unnoticed. As the rest of the passengers climbed out, it became apparent that the helicopter brought nothing but beautiful women! They all smiled and waved as cheers and whistles echoed around the giant ship.
The Captain greeted the ladies. When he offered to shake hands with Jordan and Gwen, they simple hugged him and smiled. The Rear Admiral was also there to greet them and a roar went up again when Jordan and Gwen gave him a warm hug as well. Right from the start, the crew knew that their guests were not going to be difficult or snobbish. Every man in attendance had the dream of meeting one or more of the women as they toured the ship.
When Steve and Charlie dropped out of the second chopper, there was some polite clapping and yells of approval, but nothing like the ladies had received. When Chip hit the deck, he turned and spoke to Jason.
"It's good to know that these guys haven't been out to sea for so long they forgot the difference between men and women! I would have wondered if they had greeted us like they did our ladies. This is going to be fun!"
The morning and early afternoon was a whirlwind of activity, especially for the ladies. They broke into smaller groups and were escorted on tours around the ship. Gwen and Jordan were extra complimentary and gracious as they were surrounded by sailors everywhere they went. All of the women drew crowds and were asked for photo opportunities and autographs. Cheryl was traveling with Gwen and Jordan. She constantly took videos and still of as much as she could.
"These guys may have been on this ship too long," commented Cheryl after touring the bridge. "They're asking me for my email and phone number! That's pretty desperate."
"Look at those long legs and that cleavage," chuckled Jordan. "These guys may have been on a ship for months, but they still know what they like, and you've got it all. Maybe you haven't realized how attractive you are, but these sailors are great judges of beauty and you're very popular. That means you're a darn good looking girl. Just enjoy it, but don't break any hearts."
It was while they were touring the jet aircraft on the deck that Gwen noticed a sailor looking at her quite intently. She studied the man's face for several seconds and suddenly her face lit up.
"Arnold? Arnold Gavin?" queried Gwen as the man broke into a big grin. "I haven't seen you since we graduated. Jordan, you remember Arnold Gavin, don't you?"
"Of course," answered Jordan as she moved to the man and hugged him warmly. "You helped me with American History. I don't think I would have passed that course if you hadn't been so kind!"
Once Jordan released the man, Gwen moved in and hugged him even tighter. Arnold Gavin's face was red but he was grinning from ear to ear. His shipmates watched in awe as the two most beautiful women in the world hugged him! Arnold knew that his status on the ship was going to shoot way up. He chatted briefly with both women, who insisted on having several pictures taken with him. In one he had an arm around each of them as they kissed his cheek while his buddies groaned and whistled.
Lady in Red had flown two jumbotrons in earlier in the week and had them set up on the deck. A makeshift stage had been erected and Jordan and Gwen spent some time looking it over. The two of them conferred for a few minutes and then asked the Lieutenant with them if they could speak to the Captain about the show.
After explaining what they had in mind, the Captain had a brief discussion with the Rear Admiral and then agreed to their request.
During the day, Steve and Charlie found themselves very popular with the females on the ship. They answered all sorts of questions, except the very personal ones, and posed for hundreds of photos. They always managed to leave the women with big smiles on their faces.
"Would you dance with me tonight?" asked one very outgoing woman. "I know you don't mind dancing with back women. I saw videos of you with Naomi Wilson and you sure didn't mind holding her in your arms."
"I'll see what I can work out, if you'll promise me we won't be concerned about color," replied Steve. "I resent that you felt that you had to suggest that I would be racist if I refused to dance with you. You're an attractive woman, and I don't mean that you're attractive for a black woman! I think you'll do much better in the Navy if you get over thinking that a person's race, religion, or ethnicity determines their success."
The woman was surprised at Steve's response, but refused to give up. "Okay, maybe that was out of line and I apologize. But will you dance with this lonely sailor tonight?"
"We hadn't actually planned on interacting with the audience, but now that you bring it up, it may be a great idea," replied Steve. "Charlie, will our microphones work if we're very far from the stage?"
"Let's go test them," responded Charlie. "That would be a great idea to interact with some of the audience tonight. Let's run it by the girls."
As luck would have it, July 4th was going to have a full moon, but it was going to be almost full on the third, and it would be coming up shortly before the concert began. Charlie once again worked it into the production.
When it came time for the concert, Gwen and Jordan made their way across the deck, rather than appearing on the stage. They stood surrounded by sailors, male and female, as they sang the National Anthem with obvious emotion. When they finished a huge roar rolled across the deck as the two women worked their way to the stage. They entered a small room set up near the stage for wardrobe changes.
The girls came out in robes and joined Steve and Charlie, who were sitting on the back of the stage in robes of their own. Five sailors walked up on stage carrying what appeared to be a folded banner. The sailors walked to the back of the stage and unfurled the banner which simply stated 'God Bless America!'.
Bright lights suddenly turned on and the girls began the same discussion they had at the beginning of the Oscar telecast. Many of the sailors had either watched the show live, and most others had pulled the opening up on Youtube after hearing about it. There was excited anticipation as the scene began.
Soon Charlie and Steve were at the front of the stage performing 'Sharp Dressed Man' on their guitars while wearing just their boxers. Gwen and Jordan danced up to the front and sang the first stanza. The crowd was swaying to the beat as all eyes were glued to the stage or to the jumbtrons that had been set up. Gwen and Jordan danced to the back of the stage by the banner. They picked up underwear and slid them on under their robes. Then with their backs to the audience that could see them, they stood by the banner and dropped their robes. As they began to reach for their tops, the sailors holding the banner suddenly lowered it!
Gwen and Jordan managed to cover their breasts with their hands and arms while bending down in an attempt to maintain their modesty. The audience roared its approval as two of the most beautiful women in the world stood before them topless. Even though they were unable to see much of the breasts of the two women, the men in the audience clapped, whistled and yelled their appreciation. After about twenty seconds, the men charged with holding the banner raised it back up. Gwen and Jordan quickly slipped their tops on, although it was apparent that the five men holding the banner watched every move they made.
Gwen and Jordan turned and shimmied back to the front of the stage in the tiniest of underwear and bustier tops, which propped up their gravity defying breasts even more. Somehow, they were exactly in time for the next stanza which they delivered and then pranced back to the area by the banner. They quickly pulled on short skirts and low tops before jiggling back to the front of the stage to join Steve and Charlie.
At this time, Gwen's sisters and girlfriends appeared in short, sexy sailor outfits and carried clothes for Steve and Charlie. They danced behind the guys as they played the guitars. As soon as the song ended, the girls helped the guys climb into standard sailor garb.
"These are what we call sharp dressed men!" announced Jordan as she and Gwen smiled and waved to the approving audience.
The lights dimmed, although it was just dusk and it was pretty easy for everyone to see what was going on. The other band members rushed onto stage to join Steve, Charlie, and the drummer and quickly took their places. Less than a minute later, the familiar drum work for 'We Will Rock You' began and the stage was once again bathed in bright lights.
It seemed like the entire ship trembled as every member of the audience stomped their feet to the drum beat. When Gwen pranced to the front of the stage and began singing and inviting the sailors to join in, the party began in earnest. Everyone joined in to sing the 'We Will Rock You' part so loudly that Steve wondered if they would be heard from shore.
They started the show with some of their rock hits but as the moon rose higher in the night sky, more ballads and love songs were performed. Jordan sang 'Stand By Me' before Gwen and Steve joined for 'Moon River'. Charlie and Jordan then did 'Moondance' and the audience loved them all. Gwen brought more than a few men and women to tears with her hit 'Woman in Love'. Jordan followed it with Willie Nelson's 'Crazy' and then she moved right into 'Always on My Mind', another Willie Nelson song. Charlie mesmerized the audience with his version of Kris Kristofferson's 'For the Good Times' and Rod Stewart's 'Have I Told You Lately That I Love You'.



Steve had stepped down from the stage and brought the female sailor that had asked for a dance back up and danced with her while the girls sang their songs. He changed partners for each song, and without exception, the ladies had tears running down their cheeks by the end of the dance. Each woman would give Steve a quick kiss and then wave to her friends and crew mates.
The audience loved it. It got even better when Steve and Charlie took over the singing and Gwen and Jordan began bringing sailors up to dance. The crowd yelled its approval when Gwen pulled Rear Admiral Hendricks to the stage for a dance while Jordan coaxed Captain Mercer to join her. They were great sports, as well as accomplished dancers. It made for a special moment that would long be remembered by the crew of the Teddy Roosevelt. When Gwen knew she would be doing her final dance with an audience member, she brought Arnold Gavin, her former classmate, up on stage. They had discussed his role before the show. As she danced close with him, his hand would slide down and rest on her firm ass. Gwen would pull her head away and look back at her ass and make a show of pulling Arnold's hand up to her back. She pulled his hand higher three times during the number and the audience loved it.
Jodie Lane, the sax player, was a tremendous hit. She was a pretty girl with flaming red hair and a slim figure, but she dressed in tight shorts and a top that displayed her toned midriff as she played. She was very good and looked extremely sexy. Her talent and appearance improved an already great show. It went so well that it ran half an hour over the four hours they had promised. For one of the encores, Steve and Gwen performed their dance number from 'Dirty Dancing' and the applause for it lasted several minutes.
Once they were finished the show and packed away the equipment, the ladies all went to the female quarters to sleep in some of the crew's bunks, while Steve and the other men joined the male crew in their bunks. Steve, Jason, Chip, Charlie, Pete, and Jared were accustomed to small bunks and fell asleep immediately. It took the others a little longer.
The next morning saw the gang saying their goodbyes after breakfast as they prepared to fly to the USS Nimitz for their July 4th show. A short time before they were scheduled to depart, Captain Mercer caught up with them. He surprised Gwen with an apology.
"Ms. Anderson, I want you to know that we're disciplining the young man that groped you during his dance with you last night. This ship prides itself on the conduct of its crew and Petty Officer Gavin failed miserably to adhere to our standards."
"Captain! That man was a classmate of mine in high school. I asked him to go along with it as a little joke I thought the other men would appreciate. I asked him because he's a friend and such a gentleman. I was confident that he'd know better than to take it too far. I should have told you. Now I have to apologize to him. Can I see him, please?" asked Gwen with genuine concern.
"I just happen to have Gavin with me," grinned Captain Mercer. "When I called him in this morning he insisted it was a set up and that you had asked him to help you pull it off. I wanted to believe him, but I really needed it verified before I could accept his story.
"Send Petty Officer Gavin over here," directed Captain Mercer to a man behind him.
As soon as Gwen saw Gavin, she rushed over to him and gave him a warm hug. "I'm so sorry I got you into trouble, Arnold. I'm trying to convince Captain Mercer to let it go. I told him that I had asked you to let your hand slide down a few times. Forgive me?"
Gavin was beaming from ear to ear as Gwen continued to hold him in her embrace.
"I think you've managed to set the record straight. Ms. Anderson. As long it was part of the show, there will be no repercussions, except for how his crew mates will treat him from now on. I suspect more than a few of them will be quite envious," predicted Captain Mercer.
"I want to thank you all on behalf of the United States Navy," added Rear Admiral Hendricks. "Your show was absolutely perfect. It had the prerequisite beautiful women, great music, dancing, and even a bit of burlesque at the beginning. It was very well done. I have already spoken to the Secretaries of the Navy and Defense. They were both delighted with my report. I think the Navy will be asking you back in the future."
"Sir, this was the best trip we've ever had!" declared Jordan. "Your crew treated us like royalty and we're so darn proud of what you all do that we feel honored that you would have us. The Navy is always there when we need it, and we'll always be available when you need us!"
Early afternoon found the three transport helicopters putting down on the USS Nimitz in the Red Sea. Once again there was a very enthusiastic reception for the ladies as they left their helicopter. They waved and smiled as they were greeted by Captain Lanceford and Admiral Emily Laughton.
Admiral Laughton seemed surprised, but pleased when Gwen and Jordan greeted her with a hug rather than a handshake. They were soon chatting like old friends as they waited for everyone to get off the other helicopters. Although they were not in uniform and Chip was officially retired from the Navy, Admiral Laughton smiled when both Steve and Chip stood at attention and saluted her. Then she noticed that Jared, Pete, Jason, and Charlie were all at attention. Her smile widened at the respect the men were showing her and her position. She motioned for them to relax and join the ladies as they were shown their sleeping quarters and introduced to their guides for the day.
Gwen and Jordan were asked if they would like to take a ride on one of the new F35' fighter jets. "I'm battling morning sickness and it isn't always easy on these ships. Flying upside down faster than the speed of sound doesn't appeal to me at all" replied Jordan as she begged off.
"I'd love to go up in one!" declared Gwen with enthusiasm. "I can be ready in a few minutes."
Half an hour later Gwen was introduced to the pilot that would be taking her up. Gwen was unable to conceal her surprise when she discovered it was very attractive woman with short blonde hair.
"I'm Sam Petrosky. I'll be the one flying you around this afternoon," announced the woman as she held out her hand. "You look surprised. You're not worried about having a female pilot, are you?"
"Not really. It's the fact that you're Polish causes me concern," wisecracked Gwen.
The blonde's mouth dropped open as she stared at Gwen for several seconds. Then she began to laugh. That was all it required for everyone else to break into laughter.
"I think we'll get along fine," chuckled the pilot. "I knew you had a sense of humor, but I thought your sister, Kate, was the funny one. You're even more beautiful in real life than you are in the movies and on TV."
"Thanks. You aren't too hard to look at yourself," countered Gwen. "I guess Kate is known as the funny sister, but I have my moments."
"I bet you do," agreed Sam. "Especially when you're in Steve's arms. He's the whole package. Imagine looking like that and being able to dance the way he does. He's so masculine, but he isn't all caveman-like."
Gwen began to wonder about how much this girl knew about her and Steve. "You haven't met Steve by any chance, have you?"
"Seriously? He was a year behind me at the Academy, but I really got to know him when we won that swing dance contest in Georgetown my senior year," replied Sam as the two women walked toward her jet.
"That was you?" asked a surprised Gwen. "He sent pictures and videos, but I think he may have deliberately avoided sending me any clear close-ups of you. I had some issues when I started Stanford. I had to make a real effort to not be jealous of Steve and all the beautiful women that flocked to him."
"I can understand why you'd feel that way. To be honest, he could have 'flocked' me just about any time he wanted, but he was always a gentleman. He often talked about you and how he'd given his word to you. His word is very important to him. It made it so much easier to dance with him. I knew he wouldn't fall in love with me, or even try to seduce me. I may not be as beautiful as you, but it seems impossible to be friends with a man. Sooner or later, they want to get me into bed," stated the blonde pilot. "Steve's probably the only man I've actually had as friend in my adult life.
"The ironic thing is that I kind of fell in love with him. I did exactly what I worry men will do. I guess maybe I'm not very good friend material. When I finally meet a guy that's willing to be just friends, I fall in love. Pathetic, isn't it?"
"Hardly," responded Gwen. "Every woman that's known him very long has fallen for him big time, and that includes my sisters, mother, and aunt. It's just a fact of life and I've come to accept it, along with the fact that he's totally mine, although I often wonder why."
"Yeah. I thought he had something going with Naomi Wilson because of the way they were always together and so friendly. I pretty much decided that she was the one standing between Steve and me, so I asked her about it," revealed Sam. "She was very understanding. She told me that she was in the same boat. There's something about finding a good guy that's faithful to his girl that makes us want to make him unfaithful so we can have him. But then he wouldn't be the man he is and we wouldn't want him. It's a damn paradox!" laughed Sam.
"How'd you like to dance with Steve tonight?" asked Gwen with a big smile as an idea formed. "We could do a swing number and Steve could dance with you in front of everyone on the ship. Would you be willing to do it?"
"You wouldn't mind? I thought you might hate me after I told you how I felt about him. We might be a little rusty, but I'd love to do it!" agreed Sam enthusiastically.
"I think it would be a real treat for the crew to see one of their own cut the rug like a professional with another one of their own, namely Steve. I'd like to keep it a secret right up to the time when we get ready to play the song. I want to surprise Steve," admitted Gwen to her new friend.
The concert that evening was a huge success. The men in the audience had heard about the opening scene with Gwen and Jordan being caught with their tops down and were eager for the show to begin. Many had watched it on Youtube. Gwen and Jordan had no trouble finding five sailors to volunteer to hold the banner, as well as lower it on their signal. The routine seemed to work even better when the audience knew what to expect.
Jodi played like a woman possessed. Jordan and Charlie seemed to be in a zone and were playing and singing great. Steve was performing in front of his fellow Navy people and was really outdoing himself. Gwen found herself raising her performance to stay with her friends.
The love songs and ballads went over extremely well. When Jordan sang 'Crazy', Steve danced with Admiral Laughton while Gwen danced with Captain Lanceford. The entire crew yelled its approval.
Steve was taken by surprise when Gwen announced that they were going to try a song they had only practiced a few times, but never performed before an audience.
"As you must have noticed, we have a super sax player with us. It turns out she's accomplished on the trumpet as well. Not having someone to play trumpet kept us from performing this next song. Now we do, so we're going to do the song. The really cool thing is that Steve will be dancing with one of your ship mates as we do the number. They haven't been working on this at all. In fact they haven't even seen each other for years. Sam Petroski? Please come up!"
Seconds later Sam ran up on stage in a low top that looked like a sailor's shirt and a pleated white skirt. She headed straight for Steve, who was still dressed like a sailor from the opening number, and gave him a lingering kiss while the audience members called her name and whistled loudly. He appeared to still be in shock as Sam pulled Steve to the center of the stage.
"Let's do the routine we won the contest with," insisted the blonde woman. "We knew it by heart back then and I bet we still do."
Steve was quickly coming around and by the time the music started, he was as prepared as he could be on such short notice. Jodie stepped to the left front of the stage with her trumpet while Gwen and Jordan stood to the right.
Jodie began playing and soon Gwen and Jordan started singing 'Boggie Woogie Bugle Boy' while Steve and Sam moved to the music. What followed amazed everyone, including Gwen and Jordan. Steve and Sam never stopped moving. Their legs moved in all sorts of ways. Steve would roll her over his back and pull her under his legs, all so fluidly and quickly that the audience was shocked into silence.
By the time the number was over, Steve and Sam were gasping for breath as they waved to the cheering crowd. Sam again kissed Steve and hugged Gwen when she hurried over to join them. Jordan was right behind her.
"That was incredible!" praised Jordan. "I knew Steve could dance, but wow! Sam, you were great!" The entire crew of the ship was on its feet cheering and applauding the dancing duo. Steve and Sam took several bows before Sam left the stage and Steve picked his guitar back up. Steve quietly told his friends that he wouldn't be able to sing for a few minutes as he fought to establish a normal breathing rate.
With the full moon overhead and the emotion and effort all of the musicians put forth, Charlie felt it may have been one of the best shows they had ever done. Jordan and Gwen were quick to agree as the friends discussed it afterward. Everything had fallen into place to make it a very memorable evening.
"I'm here to tell you that the crew absolutely loved the show!" declared Ted during a lull in the conversation. "You girls made a lot of them shed some tears with your love songs. Steve and Charlie had the females crying their eyes out. They loved the dirty dancing song, but that performance Steve and that blonde pilot put on was unbelievable."
"I heard some of the guys calling her 'the ice queen' before she started dancing. They couldn't believe the way she performed once she and Steve got going," added Jason. "I don't know what you've scheduled for the movie you're shooting, but I'd suggest that Steve and Gwen try a number like that. I still can't get over how you guys danced to that boogie!"
"I arrived at the same conclusion," agreed Diane. "We need to work a swing number into the movie. We know Steve can do it, so it's all on Gwen to learn it."
"Me and my great ideas!" lamented Gwen. "I never knew they'd be that good. Now I have to try to learn to do that. I saw how out of breath Steve was and he's in great shape. This'll take a lot of work. I know that."
"But it'll help make the movie a success," predicted Paula. "I wonder if Charlie and Jordan can write a good swing song for the movie?"
"It's more apt to be my swan song," joked Steve. "I'm still trying to recover."
Lady in Red Productions quickly edited the footage from the two shows and sold the finished product to a major network to be aired that evening in the U.S. at nine east coast time, which was still several hours away.
The next morning saw the group tour more of the ship after breakfast in the galley. They thanked the crew for serving their country and for making them feel so welcome before they piled onto the transport helicopters for the first leg of the long trip back to the United States.
The Red Lady touched down in Washington late in the evening of July 4th. The plan was to spend some time in D.C. while Steve and Gwen planned to catch up on their obligations in the city.
"As soon as everyone reached the hotel, Lisa spoke to her group. "We have a problem. You all know that we're under contract to buy that manufacturing plant in Illinois. It seems that there is a lot of unrest in Blakely, and it centers very close to the plant. If it's damaged in some way, we'll never meet our schedule to produce those action figures for Christmas.
"If we back out of the deal, we'll never find another location in time. If we complete the purchase, how will we know if we'll be able to get people to work in such a volatile situation?"
"I think we'd better tell the crew of the Red Lady to file a flight plan for Peoria for tomorrow morning," stated Steve. "That's the nearest airport. The best way to handle this is head on. I'll take Jared, Jason, Charlie, and Chip and see what we can accomplish."
"I really don't think so," argued Kate. "This concerns all of us and we'll all go. Look at Jordan, Lisa, and Gwen's faces. Do they look like they want to be left behind?"
"This could get a bit nasty. It would be better if you girls stayed here," reasoned Jared.
"I'll call Dad and have him meet us there tomorrow. He's going to be the plant manager, so he needs to be in on everything," insisted Naomi. "We'll all plan on leaving for the airport at eight AM, okay?"
Steve placed a hand on Chip's shoulder as he was about to argue. "Choose your battles. I can see that we won't win this one. Let's get some sleep so we're ready to go in the morning."
"Naomi, you were so forceful! That was great," praised Jordan. "You and Kate saved me trying to argue and plead with Charlie to go."
"Let's see if you thank me after we get there. I've been watching the news on the TV on the wall while we were talking. It looks like it's getting worse there every day. Let's hope it quiets down," worried Naomi.
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Jim Fox marveled at how quickly situations could change That very morning, he felt pretty miserable when he woke up. He had suffered through a troubled sleep the previous evening as he considered the best way to tell his daughter, Emily, that he had seen her boyfriend with one of her so-called girlfriends at the mall the previous afternoon. That alone wouldn't have been a problem, but the two had been seriously making out near the entrance of the mall.
Jim was quite sure that he knew his daughter well enough to know that she would be very upset about that information. It had never occurred to Jim to not explain exactly what he had witnessed to Emily. He was simply concerned about how and when to break it to her. Her volleyball team was scheduled to play in a district semifinal match in a few hours and she needed a clear head to play her best. Jim had decided to give her the bad news on the ride home after the match.
Then Jim turned his thoughts to the meeting he had with his boss earlier that afternoon. He had been called into the office and introduced to an older, heavier man named Ralph Jenkins. Having no idea why he was in the boss' office, Jim shook hands and pretty much kept his mouth shut while he waited to find out why he had been called in.
"Jim, we've just completed negotiations to purchase Precision Buffers in Daytona Beach," announced his superior. "You've just met, Ralph, the previous owner. We're taking over on the first of the year and I want you to head up our maintenance staff down there. I know you've been unhappy about your chance to advance here, but you've just been promoted!
"You'll be working with Ralph between Thanksgiving and the end of the year. He'll introduce you around and bring you up to speed on their equipment. We plan to eventually replace most of it with machinery similar to what we have here, but that'll be over a period of months so we don't disrupt production too badly. You know our equipment like the back of your hand, so it'll be a walk in the park for you.
"The only question I have is this. Are you willing to relocate to Daytona Beach? Included in the sale of the plant was a two bedroom condo that Ralph's company owns. You'll be able to move your family in immediately and live there for all of next year, rent free. By then you should know if it's for you and if you want to buy a place of your own in Daytona. Before you make up your mind, I should tell you that this position will include a twenty five percent increase in your salary. How long will you need to think it over?"
"I accept!" was Jim's immediate reply. "My wife has been complaining about the winters here in Pennsylvania. Her biggest fear was that I'd be transferred to the plant in Michigan. When I mention the pay raise and Daytona Beach, she'll be ecstatic. She can transfer her job to the nearest Home Depot down there with no trouble. I'll gladly take that job!"
"Then it's settled. Why don't you take my company car and give Ben a ride back to the airport and then take the rest of the day off," suggested Jim's boss.
Jim was grinning to himself as he headed away from the airport terminal after dropping Ralph off. All of a sudden, things were looking good. Emily could move to Daytona for her last semester of high school and forget about her loser boyfriend! Everything was finally going his way; and then it wasn't.
Jim's wife, Helen, drove a red Camry, much like ten million others, except a kid with a driver's license for a week had backed into the front of her car while it was parked at her work. He bent the front grill area pretty badly. Most of the plastic simply fell off, but there was some bent metal left. The radiator was now prominently displayed. As he drove past, Jim noticed a red Camry with the radiator showing sitting in front of a Best Western motel a couple blocks from the airport!
With his heart in his throat, Jim swung into the far end of the parking lot. There was an empty space next to the Camry, so he parked in it. He considered the situation. He wasn't a violent man, but if Helen didn't have a pretty good explanation for parking her car at a motel, there was going to be some serious trouble!
As he gradually calmed down, it occurred to Jim that he was driving the company car, which his wife had never seen. The windows were darkly tinted, perhaps a bit more than was actually legal in the state. He decided to simply wait for Helen to come out to her car and see who was with her, if anyone.
After waiting a couple of minutes, he realized that just sitting around wasn't enough, so he hatched a simple plan. Helen's spare tire was still sitting in the garage where he had left it after having it repaired a few days earlier. He knew that Helen would call him to bring the spare if she had a flat tire.
Looking furtively around, Jim slid out of the car with his jackknife open and sliced the valve stem on the spare tire mounted on the left rear of Helen's car. The tire was flat by the time he climbed back into the rear seat of the company car. Then he slouched down in the seat and waited less than patiently.
Half an hour later, he heard a curse very close to his car window, which he had lowered half an inch. "Damn it! I have a flat. Now what am I going to do?"
"No problem, Sexy Lady. After a blowjob like the one you just gave me, I'll be happy to change it for you," came a man's response as Jim's world crashed around him. He quietly gagged as his lunch desperately wanted to resurface.
"I don't have a spare! My husband never put it back in the car after getting it fixed. It's home in the garage," complained Helen.
"What a worthless prick," chuckled Helen's lover. "I always make sure my wife's car is in good shape. I don't want her stranded someplace with the kids. Now I wish I had driven myself rather than ride with you. What're we going to do?"
"Let's go back in our room and warm up while I make a call," suggested Helen as the loving couple strolled back to the motel.
Jim waited for his phone to ring. He was thinking how he would question Helen when she called, especially when she asked him to bring the tire to a no-tell hotel out by the airport. The only problem with that plan was that his phone never rang!
Twenty minutes later, a familiar Honda Civic pulled into the lot and parked on the other side of him. Jim had been thinking that he could never feel any worse, but he was wrong. His daughter, Emily, was delivering the tire to her cheating mother!
Emily knocked on the motel door and waited a full minute before the door opened. Jim couldn't tell what Emily said, but she turned around and marched back to her car and opened the trunk. She lifted the tire out and placed it on the pavement as Helen and her boyfriend walked up.
"Frank, get that for Emily! She has to play tonight and can't be injured or tired before the match even starts," worried Helen.
"Thanks for the concern, Mom. You could've been dressed when I got here if you were thinking about me. I have to hurry to school and get ready for the match. Can you take it from here?" asked an obviously irked Emily.
"No problem, Em," replied the guy Jim now knew to be Frank. "As soon as I get it on the car, your mother will drop me off at Home Depot where my car is parked. I'll have time to watch you play tonight. I'll be cheering for you."
"Thanks, Frank. Just don't sit too close to Mom. Dad's going to be there and I don't want any drama while I'm playing."
"Don't worry. I won't hurt your dad, if I can help it," laughed Frank. "I doubt he'd ever guess what's going on and even if he did, he'd never try me. He knows it wouldn't go well for him."
"Frank, I've asked you to not talk about Jim that way. He's my husband and Emily's father. He's a good man and deserves some respect," replied Jim's loving spouse.
Emily simply stared at her mother. "Respect? In what world would your actions be considered showing him respect? I just want to graduate before the divorce."
"I've told you that I love your father and there won't be divorce! We'll die in each other's arms," insisted Helen.
"You're a bit delusional, I'm afraid. Dad won't stand for you having boyfriends and sooner or later, he'll catch you with one."
"There's only been one, and Frank's not a boyfriend. We're just friends with benefits," replied Helen. "We probably won't keep this up for very long so we're going to enjoy it while we can. I deserve a little fun after all of the time and effort I put into our marriage."
"Dad's put the same amount of time in and probably more effort," pointed out Emily. "Does he have a girlfriend?"
"Your father? Hardly," laughed Helen. "He's not the type. You know how shy he is around women. It took him weeks to get up the nerve to ask me out. You're dad is a good husband and father".
"Unlike the guy over there?" motioned Emily toward Frank, as he worked to jack up Helen's car.
"Frank's a good guy. He's funny, considerate, a good father, and a very good provider."
"He cheats on his wife! You just said that Dad's a good husband because he's faithful, which Frank certainly isn't. If he was thinking about his wife and kids, would he be banging a married woman in a sleazy motel?" demanded Emily.
"That was cruel and uncalled for!" shot back Helen. "I'm not in the mood to argue with you about this. You need to get to the school and get ready. Frank and I'll be along shortly. We'll be rooting for you!"
"For some reason, that doesn't make me feel all warm and fuzzy," retorted Emily. "Keep him away from Dad. Frank doesn't believe it, but Dad can kick his ass."
Emily climbed into her Honda and drove away, leaving Helen and Frank alone as he tightened the lug nuts on the wheel. "She's not too happy about us, is she? I guess my daughter would feel the same way if she knew. That's why I don't do anything to tip her or my wife off."
"I told you that I didn't realize she was there the day I brought you home. She was supposed to be in school. She understands how it is. She won't tell. It would break up our marriage and she doesn't want that," assured Helen.
Jim sat in a stupor in back of the company car long after Helen drove away. If finding out that Helen was cheating on him hurt a lot, learning that his daughter knew about it and accepted it totally crushed him. When he finally came out of his daze, Jim realized that it was time for his daughter's volleyball match to start. He had never missed one in her entire high school career. That was about to change.
Jim drove back to the parking lot at work, picked up his own truck, and drove home. He had no appetite, and even less desire to see his wife and daughter. Sitting at the kitchen table, he drank a few beers and tried to plan some sort of future for himself.
He had to appreciate the irony of feeling like he was on top of the world one minute only to have everything turn to shit the next. He considered the possibility that Helen might not even want to go to Daytona now that she had a lover.
The more he thought about it, the more the entire situation hurt. He'd always been faithful and worked hard to provide for his family. He didn't deserve what Helen had done to him. He always thought that she enjoyed their love making. Then he considered how Helen had actually been unusually amorous since Labor Day. It was obvious that she had been fucking him more so he wouldn't get suspicious! She knew that if she kept him well laid, he'd be happier than a pig in shit and never suspect a thing. Sadly, it had worked perfectly!
Jim thought about the fact that Helen didn't know his company was buying a plant in Florida. If he told her that he was being transferred by the company, she'd assume it was to Michigan. She'd never consider moving there, especially at Thanksgiving time. He could move into the condo in Florida and have time to work his way through his marriage problems without Helen harping on him. She could get laid every day by Frank! She and Emily would continue to live in Pennsylvania while he enjoyed the sun and surf of Florida! The more he thought about it, the more he liked it. It wasn't much revenge, but it was a start. He had the weekend and the upcoming week to prepare for the move. He would head out for Daytona right after Thanksgiving. His loving wife and daughter would think he was driving to Michigan, so they wouldn't even suggest that they go with him. Jim felt a little better once he had a course of action plotted out.
To avoid Helen and Emily in the short term, he grabbed four Dramamine and washed them down with another beer. He knew from experience that it would require a bomb to wake him up before the sun came up. He went to the master bedroom and gathered the clothes he would need the next morning. He carried them into the spare bedroom. He brought his toiletries and razor into the second bathroom. Then he closed the door to the guest room and crawled into bed. He fretted for about ten minutes before sleep claimed him.
"He's home," observed Emily as she saw her father's pickup parked in its spot in the garage. "I wonder why he didn't come to school to cheer for me. I hope he isn't sick."
"It looks like he drank most of a six pack," pointed out Helen as she preceded Emily into the kitchen and saw the empty beer cans on the table. "That's not like Jim. I hope he's okay. I'll go check on him."
Helen was surprised when she didn't find Jim in bed. She walked back into the kitchen to speak with Emily. "He's not in bed. He wasn't in the garage and he's not watching TV. Where do you think he is?"
"There are only a few possibilities," replied Emily. "We can look in the basement and the laundry room, although I don't think Dad even knows where that is. Then there's my room and the spare bedroom."
The two women finally discovered Jim sleeping in the guest room. Their attempts at waking him proved unsuccessful as he continued to breathe deeply while clutching his pillow.
"I think he may be drunk," suggested Emily. "I've never seen him drink too much before, but he sure acts like he did. I wonder why he missed my match and why he's been drinking."
"Let's ask him in the morning," responded Helen as she closed the bedroom door. "He may be feeling ill. Sometimes he sleeps in here so he won't give me whatever bug he has. He'll definitely feel like shit in the morning, so don't make him feel any worse about not showing up tonight.
"Frank thought you played real well," added Helen. "He thinks you may get a scholarship offer."
"Why is it so hard for you to understand that I don't give a shit what Frank thinks?" asked Emily petulantly. "As far as I'm concerned he's a cheating asshole and if I never see him again, it'll be too soon."
"You shouldn't feel that way," protested Helen. "Why can't you just be happy for me? I enjoy him. He makes me feel young and desirable."
"I guess it's because I can't stop worrying about Dad. I don't think this will set very well with him when he finds out about Frank. It'll break his heart."
"That's exactly why he can't find out. I give him all the loving he wants, so he's not losing anything. Frank is just getting the extra that your father can't handle."
"Keep telling yourself that, Mom. I really doubt that Dad will think about it that way. And if you keep this up, he will find out, but it won't be from me," stated Emily flatly.
"If you don't tell, he'll never suspect a thing. I know your father. He trusts me completely," responded Helen as Emily just turned and walked to her bedroom.
Jim's eyes opened around five AM and he was wide awake. He quietly dressed and left the house. He had just finished his breakfast at IHOP when his cell rang.
"Jim? Are you okay?" asked Helen in a concerned voice. "You didn't come to Emily's match last night, you slept in the guest room, and you left the house early on a Saturday morning. This isn't like you."
"I realize that. I just thought I'd become more unpredictable and do things on the spur of the moment," answered Jim before he disconnected the call and turned his phone off.
Jim spent the morning in the plant, making sure he had his tools and everything else that belonged to him loaded into his pickup. He was going to need them for his new position. As the day went on, Jim found himself better able to cope with his situation. He realized that he couldn't change the past, but he could do his best to have a decent future. He'd be working in a new place, meeting new people, and enjoying better weather. He was determined to the make the situation work for him.
Jim also realized that he needed to keep his move to Florida a secret for the next few days. Thursday was Thanksgiving. He'd be completely packed by then and ready to leave early the next morning. Helen and Emily would think he was headed for an even colder climate. He was determined not to say anything to make them believe otherwise.
It was late afternoon by the time Jim walked into his house. Helen lit into him as he washed his hands in the bathroom.
"You don't ever hang up on me!" yelled Helen. "You missed Emily's important match, which they won if it matters to you, to get drunk and pass out in the guest room. Then you sneak out early to avoid me and hang up when I call out of concern! I suppose you expect me to make dinner now? You can starve as far as I'm concerned."
Jim would have felt guilty and apologized profusely to Helen two days ago. Now he realized that her anger really didn't matter to him. What the hell did he care if she was happy or not? He simply nodded and walked back out the door. Ten minutes later he was ordering ribs in a local sports bar.
Jim was surprised that he was actually able to enjoy himself. He drank a few beers and talked football with the other patrons. It was almost eleven when he returned home. Helen and Emily were sitting in the living room watching an old movie.
"So you've decided to grace us with your presence?" asked Helen snidely. "Don't expect to sleep in my bed until you apologize to Emily and me for acting like such a jackass."
"Okay," was all Jim said as he passed through the living room and made his way to the master bedroom. He quickly gathered up clothes for the next day and took them to the guest room where he immediately stripped down and climbed into bed.
"He didn't seem very concerned that you were so upset," observed Emily after Jim had disappeared from sight. "He acts like he's fine with sleeping in the guestroom."
"You don't know your father," chuckled Helen. "He won't be able to hold out more than a night or two before he comes crawling back into my bed. He knows when he has it good."
"I guess," replied a dubious Emily. "I just hope he doesn't find out how good Frank has it."
"Please stop mentioning his name," insisted Helen. "I intend to keep that a secret, so I'd appreciate it if you'd stop bringing him up."
"I guess you enjoy being the one to 'bring him up', if he isn't already up for his wife," countered Emily.
Helen stared at her daughter, hoping she'd show some shame for speaking that way to her own mother. When Emily first caught her with Frank, Helen thought it might actually simplify things. It would be one fewer person to lie to, and Emily was much more observant about her mother's activities that Jim ever was. Emily had agreed to keep Frank a secret, mostly because she didn't want her parents to divorce, but she was becoming increasingly disrespectful. Helen was finding it difficult to be both a good mother and a willing mistress when her daughter knew she was playing both roles.
Then there was issue with Jim. What had gotten into him the last couple of days? She couldn't recall any disagreement, or slight. He was just behaving poorly and she wasn't going to tolerate it. He'd come to his senses before long. The sex she shared with him was far too good for him to go without for very long. She was certain of that.



Sunday morning found Jim up early again. He ate breakfast at IHOP again and then went for a long walk in the park. It was a cold, peaceful November morning. He enjoyed the brisk breeze in his face, mostly because he knew he wouldn't have to experience the cold once he moved to Florida.
He returned home shortly before noon with a six pack. He turned on the TV, popped open a beer, and began to watch all of the pregame bullshit while he waited for the Eagles game to be broadcast. Helen made a point of ignoring him for the first hour, but then she stomped into the garage and drove off.
Helen came home at six thirty and the second game ended a little after seven. Noticing there was no sign of dinner; Jim switched the TV off and left the house. Twenty minutes later, he was once again eating ribs and watching the football in the local sports bar. The Eagles had defeated the Giants, so he found himself smiling much of the evening. They were playing the Cowboys on Thanksgiving Day and Jim looked forward to watching them annihilate The 'Crygirls'!
"Dad's been acting a little strange lately, wouldn't you say?" questioned Emily as she and her mother sat in the living room. "He usually watches the game on Sunday nights. Did you guys have a fight?"
"We've hardly spoken," replied her mother. "I told him he'd have to apologize for missing your match and drinking too much before he'd be allowed back in my bed. Before that I told him I wouldn't be cooking anything for him until his attitude improved. He'll miss my cooking, as well as my loving, soon enough. He'll apologize before long."
Emily and Helen were watching a movie when Jim came home. The football game had become quite one-sided by halftime, so he left the bar. He walked past his wife and daughter and into the spare bedroom. Closing the door, Jim peeled down to his underwear and slid between the sheets.
The next several days were stressful for Helen. Jim maintained his silence, which drove home the point that he wasn't about to apologize. She had never seen him act so defiantly toward her and it caused her concern. To top it off, she had another flat tire at the motel when she met Frank Tuesday afternoon. She decided that two flat tires were no coincidence and she would never use that motel again. Luckily she had taken the time and effort on Monday to have her spare tire repaired and once again Frank changed it for her.
Jim spent Monday packing the clothes he wanted to take with him. Tuesday morning he gathered all of his personal items and tools and packed them in his truck. He moved his remaining clothes around in the closet so it still looked quite full. He wondered if Helen would notice that he didn't take his cold weather clothes with him.
On both Monday and Tuesday afternoon, Jim drove to the Home Depot and watched for his wife to leave. On Monday, she left at her normal time and drove to the nearby grocery store to shop. He followed her until he was sure that she was going home before he turned his truck into the lot of his now favorite bar for dinner and Monday Night Football.
"Dad's not coming home tonight?" asked Emily as she joined her mother at the dinner table.
"Who knows? He doesn't speak to me and he's still sleeping in the guest room," replied Helen. "I don't know what's gotten into him."
"Is it possible he found out what's gotten into you?" asked Emily. "You told him he couldn't sleep with you, and you wouldn't cook for him, so what reason does he have to come home? Maybe you should just forgive him and cook a nice dinner for him tomorrow night."
"I can't. I'm meeting Frank tomorrow. You'll have to have leftovers. I'll be home a little late."
"So much for only giving Frank what Dad can't handle, huh Mom? You're skipping dinner and treating Dad like shit, but you'll bang Frank's brains out? Somehow it sounds like Frank is getting the better of the deal."
"At least Frank's not being an ass!" insisted Helen. "He treats me with respect and doesn't get drunk or hang up on me."
"Could it be because he's getting into your panties on a regular basis that he's being a nice guy?" asked Emily. "Does he take out the garbage for us, mow the lawn, paint the house, or pay our mortgage?"
"Of course not! What's your point?" demanded Helen.
"Frank doesn't have to do anything but show up with a hard on, and if he doesn't have one, you'll probably help remedy that problem," answered Emily. "Dad does all of those things, and a lot more. Frank plays hide the weenie and you think he's a great guy for that. You don't expect him to help around the house in any way. He doesn't have to escort you to your social activities, or sit in the hospital waiting room while you're having you leg set after falling down the stairs. You expect a lot from Dad and withhold what you should be gladly giving him while giving it to Frank, and he's done nothing to earn it besides squeezing your ass and telling you how sexy you look."
"Your attitude is not acceptable!" snapped Helen. "I'm your mother and I expect you to show me some respect."
"And Dad expects you to treat him with respect and be faithful to him, but it sure isn't happening," retorted Emily with heat. "Maybe respect is earned and not demanded."
Emily made a point of stopping her father that evening as he passed through the living room on his way to the stairs. "Our district championship game is tomorrow at the gym at State. We play at four. Think you'll be able to make it?"
"I'll check my schedule and see what I can do," responded Jim noncommittally before he continued up the stairs.
"I think he's upset with me, too," lamented Emily. "I haven't done anything to piss him off, but he sure doesn't seem interested in anything I have to say."
"I'm telling you that he's in a weird mood," soothed Helen. "He's unhappy about something and lacks the communication skills to tell us. He'll be there tomorrow."
"Look, his truck is in the garage," sobbed Emily the next evening. "He could have come to my match. He just didn't feel like it. Why is he angry at me?"
"That's a very reasonable question," agreed Helen sadly as she listened to her daughter cry. "Let's find out what's going on right now."
Once again, they discovered an emptied six pack on the kitchen table with no Jim in sight. "It's only eight o'clock. He can't be in bed already," stated Helen with concern. Once again, they were unable to rouse Jim from a deep sleep in the guest room.
Defeated, the two women returned to the living room. "Tomorrow's Thanksgiving Day. Are you going to let Dad eat with us?"
"Of course. His parents are coming, as are mine. It's his house. I would never try to keep him away. He knows that. I hope he's acting better by then. I invited company to drop in around four."
"Who did you invite, Mom? Please tell me it isn't Frank!"
"Frank and his wife are coming over. I think he and Jim will get along great. They both love football and hunting. They have a lot of things in common," reasoned Helen.
"The problem is that one of the things they have in common is between your legs," pointed out Emily. "Husbands don't normally like sharing that with hunting buddies or fellow football fans. You're showing classic signs of guilt and subconsciously wanting to be caught. This is a really bad idea."
"I just think that they'll get along fine. Jim needs more friends. Frank would be good for him."
"You've really gone off the deep end. There's no world where having those two in the same room could ever be a good thing," insisted Emily.
"We'll see," replied Helen. "I think you're in for a surprise."
Jim rose early Thanksgiving morning. He drove to a small diner that was open until noon and had a quiet breakfast. He walked back into the house at nine AM. His senses were assaulted by the smells of turkey, potatoes, gravy, pie, and numerous other foods being prepared.
"We'll be sitting down at noon," greeted Helen. "Our parents will be here a little before then. Would you like a drink or anything?"
Jim shook his head and moved to the living room where he sat down and turned on the TV. He knew that Helen was trying to offer an olive branch, but he no longer had much interest in anything she had to say. He greeted her parents warmly when they arrived. They were gracious people that had always treated Jim well. His parents pulled in a few minutes later.
"I have an announcement to make," proclaimed Jim as the family passed food around the table. "I'm being transferred to the company's other plant. I'll be driving out tomorrow morning. The assignment will last at least until spring, and maybe longer.
Helen was stunned. Why hadn't he mentioned this sooner? She could never be able to leave that quickly. And if she was, would she be willing to move to Michigan? That was probably why Jim had been acting so strangely the last week. He knew Helen would never agree to moving away from her job to freeze her ass off.
"This is awfully sudden," observed Helen's mother. "Helen never mentioned it. Will she be going with you, or will you wait to see how permanent it is?"
"I'll be going alone," replied Jim. "It wouldn't be fair to ask Emily to switch schools and Helen to give up her job. I'll just have to suffer alone for a few months."
Both sets of grandparents began discussing the weather in Michigan and how cold it would be, while Helen and Emily shared a glance. Both were thinking the same thing. Jim was upset about leaving his family and heading for a frozen wasteland. No wonder he had been out of sorts!
After dinner, Jim, his father, and Helen's father settled in front of the TV to watch the second half of the Eagle game. The Cowboys had a 17-0 lead at half and it only got worse from there. All three were disgusted with the lack of effort from their favorite team.
They were watching the pregame show for the second football game when the doorbell rang. Jim wasn't paying much attention until Helen cleared her throat from the foyer.
"Hey, everyone! I want you meet a couple of friends. This is Nancy and her husband Frank. She then proceeded to name each person in the room. Jim was the last one to be introduced.
Jim was on his feet by the time Frank reached him. Frank was grinning like a Cheshire cat. He wore a Dallas Cowboy jersey with 'Romo' in big letters across the back.
His grin increased as he stepped up to Jim and stuck his hand out. "Hello, Jimmy. I've heard a lot about you."
Jim had done a masterful job of keeping things bottled up, but this was simply too much. Frank was showing as much disrespect as he possibly could, especially since he was in Jim's home. He was laughing at Jim, laughing at his favorite football team, but mostly at his inability to keep his wife. Jim suddenly reached his limit!
With no warning, Jim kicked Frank between the legs hard enough to lift the man off his feet. When he bent over to clutch his throbbing groin, Jim's knee met Frank's face with a sickening sound. Frank dropped to the floor in the classic fetal position as blood spurted from his smashed nose.
No one else moved for several seconds. Then Nancy screamed and dropped down next to her husband. Helen raced to the bathroom and vomited in the toilet while Emily collected some ice in a cloth. She handed it to Nancy who gently applied it to Frank's face.
Jim was as stunned as everyone else by his actions. Not knowing what else to do, and feeling the disapproval from the others, he grabbed his coat and walked out the door.
Jim didn't stop for the night until he left Route 81 and had traveled for a while on Route 77 in Virginia. He rented a room in Hillsville and fell asleep within minutes. When he woke in the morning, he turned his phone back on. His mailbox was full which did not surprise him. He listened to a few messages before he decided to delete all of them. His mother, Helen, and Emily had all called, demanding to know where he was and what he thought he was doing.
Jim decided to maintain his schedule and pointed his car southward on Route 77. As he drove, he kept replaying his actions of the previous day. That prick Frank had it coming, but what would the ramifications be? Would he be pulled over by the highway patrol and arrested? Would he lose his job before he even reached Daytona? Would Helen divorce him now?
He realized that he should have listened to his messages to get a feel for the situation. He decided to leave his phone turned on, but not answer any calls. He would check the messages after the caller gave up. He hadn't been on the road for half an hour when his cell rang. He checked the ID and saw that it was Helen. He waited a couple of minutes and then checked his messages.
"Jim, please call me. I know the transfer upset you a great deal, but you've got to get control. Frank is going to be okay, but he needs surgery on his nose. He won't press charges. Please call me."
Jim drove through the morning and into the afternoon. He arrived at the condo at five PM. As promised there was a lockbox attached to an outdoor water faucet. He had been given the combination via email a few days prior. He was able to open the box, remove the key to the front door and move in.
It was well after seven by the time he had his clothes unpacked and his personal belongings unloaded. He parked his truck in the garage, made the bed up and went to sleep. Since it was Friday evening, he'd have two days off before reporting for work. While moving in, he had noticed several minor issues with the condo, so he decided that Saturday would be a good time to get the condo into better repair.
Jim began to worry about Helen calling his work and finding out about the Daytona plant and then deciding that she should join him. That was the last thing he wanted, so he made plans to call her Saturday morning.
"Hello, Helen? This is Jim, I..."
"Where the hell are you? We've been calling you all night. Your phone was turned off. What is wrong with you? Frank has a broken nose and a slight concussion, all because he cheers for a different football team! Have you lost your mind? When will..."
Jim pushed the 'end call' button, turned the phone off, and began making a list of things he would need from the local Home Depot. An hour later he was back at the condo with washers for the kitchen faucet, a lockset for the front door, a filter for the A/C unit, various cleaning supplies, and a thirty pack of beer.
At noon, he called Emily's cell. "Hey, Dad! I'm glad you called. All hell broke loose around here after you decked Frank. The ambulance came and dragged his sorry ass to the hospital. Both sets of grandparents worried that you'd lost your mind. Mom was afraid we'd be sued. I had to clean up the blood on the floor while Mom took Nancy to the hospital. I think she apologized to her a hundred times."
"Other than that, anything interesting happen?" asked Jim.
"No, it's been pretty quiet. Oh, there's one other thing," added Emily. "Mom is livid that you hung up on her again. She was just getting warmed up when you disconnected.
"Yeah, I could tell," replied Frank. "That's why I called you this time. I've settled in at my new digs and I'll be reporting for work Monday morning, just in case anyone wonders where I am, like the police."
"Don't worry about that," chuckled Emily. "Frank isn't pressing charges, although I think his wife wanted to. The cops won't be looking for you. So why the secrecy about your transfer? Is that why you've been acting different the past week or so?"
"The day I was told about the transfer was very revealing for me. I started thinking about where I was in my life and where I needed to be. One conclusion I came to was not to take any more shit from people, including family. No one's going to respect me if I don't respect myself," answered Jim thoughtfully. "I kind of lost my way over the years, but I getting back on track."
"Hanging up on Mom and laying Frank out are two examples of not taking any shit?" asked Emily. "They're pretty radical departures from your normal behavior."
"I guess so, but I feel a lot better than I have in some time, so I guess it's working."
"Are you okay, Dad? Is your health okay? Are you having any problems we should know about?" asked Emily with concern.
"Not really. You and your mother know my problems. I'm sure of that," responded Jim dejectedly. "Just tell your mother I've settled in and to not worry about me, if that was even a possibility."
"Okay, Dad. I'm going to call you now and then. Will you accept my calls," questioned Emily.
Jim found it extremely hard to maintain his anger at his daughter. He loved her without reservation, but her lack of respect for him was difficult to accept. He knew he didn't want to cut her out of his life entirely. He had already mellowed some compared to his original anger the day he learned his wife and daughter had teamed up to deceive him in the worst possible manner.
"As long as you don't call while I'm working, I'll answer your calls," replied Jim after a little thought.
"What about Mom? Can she call you?" pushed Emily. "Will you answer her calls now?"
"If she wants to call to tell me what an asshole I am, she can save herself the trouble," retorted Jim immediately. "If there's an issue with the house or the family that I need to know about, she should call. Is that fair enough?"
"It'll have to be, won't it? I'll let her know. Good luck in your new job and stay warm. Is it really cold there now?"
"Actually, it's better than I had dared hope," replied Jim. "I'll do fine here, so don't worry about the weather. Goodbye, Em."
Once Emily placed her phone in her lap, Helen began asking questions. "What did he say? Did he apologize? Is he afraid to come home? What did he say about me?"
"He doesn't seem to be afraid of anything. He said he's decided that he's not going to take any more shit from anyone. That's why he laid out Frank and why he keeps hanging up on you. If you ever want to have a conversation with him, it looks like you'll have to be more respectful and considerate," summed up Emily.
"Respectful? He's the one that beat up a guest in our home just because he wore the wrong football team jersey! He's the one that keeps hanging up on me! I'll give him a piece of my mind the next time I talk to him," promised Helen.
"That's exactly what he was talking about. You won't give him a piece of your mind, because he won't listen. He'll just hang up on you. Frank's the only one that'll be getting a piece of anything from you, unless you get another boyfriend or two."
"Why do you persist in making such crude, demeaning comments?" demanded Helen.
"Mostly because your behavior is crude, demeaning, and extremely disrespectful," retorted Emily. "Frank was grinning at Dad like crazy. I know it was more than about the Cowboys beating the Eagles. He was laughing at Dad because he's tapping Dad's woman. That's enough to make any normal man go ballistic."
"But Jim doesn't know about Frank and me, so he couldn't have felt that Frank was trying to rub that in," reasoned Helen.
"Well, he sure knew that Frank was being a total asshole and put him in his place. You don't walk into a man's house and laugh and disrespect him. Any man would get angry, even if he didn't know his wife was the other guy's personal slut."
"I'm not going to listen to that kind of talk anymore!" yelled Helen. "You're living under my roof and you'll show me the respect I deserve, whether you think I deserve it or not!"
Jim was relaxing by the pool Wednesday evening when his phone rang. Glancing at the ID, he saw it was Helen and let it go to voicemail. A few minutes later, he checked for a message.
"Jim, I know you're screening my calls. Please call me back. We need to decide a few things about the house. Who's going to clear the driveway when it snows? Should I sign a contract for fuel oil delivery? What company do we use? Please call me."



Jim listened to the message carefully. He didn't detect any anger, so he decided to call Helen back. She had some valid questions. He didn't want her and Emily to have any safety or health issues.
"Thanks for calling, Jim," answered Helen calmly. "I'm concerned about the things that you normally handle for the house now that the snow season is here. Could you tell me what I need to do?"
"I'll sit down, make out a detailed list, and email it to you," promised Jim. "I should have thought of those things."
"You will come home for Christmas, won't you?" asked Helen. "Mom and Dad have invited us to their place for Christmas dinner. Your parents want us on Christmas Eve. They keep asking if I've talked to you. It's pretty embarrassing when I tell them that I haven't. They say you aren't taking their calls either."
"I don't know what my schedule will be. I'll be home if I can. You can tell them that much. You can also explain that I'll start taking their calls when they start speaking to me in a civil manner. Every message I get, even from my own mother, is threatening and insulting. I don't need that shit," insisted Jim.
"Okay, I'll tell them, although I doubt it will do much good. They weren't too happy about the way you treated Frank, or the way you disappeared afterward," responded Helen carefully.
"Then there's no reason for me to stop in for Christmas, is there? I'm not going to have your folks, or even my folks, give me the third degree and treat me like public enemy number one. If they want me there because they enjoy my company, it's one thing. If they want me to show up so they can ream me a new asshole, I'm not interested," stated Jim.
"You can still come home!" sobbed Helen to Jim's surprise. "Emily and I will be glad to see you, and we won't make any stupid comments, if we can help it. Don't you miss making love to me?"
There it was. Jim had no desire to have sex with Helen. Hearing her and Frank together had pretty well ended those feelings. He thought about the best way to respond. He could fudge a little since he hadn't slept with Helen since he found out about Frank.
"I've always enjoy our lovemaking. Every time we've ever made love, it was special for me," responded Jim, although he did neglect to mention it was only because he didn't know he was getting Frank's sloppy seconds.
"Me, too!" sobbed Helen again. "You're the best lover ever and I really miss you in my bed. Please come home for Christmas. See if you can spend Christmas week with us."
"I'll have to see about that. They don't normally give people that week off on the spur of the moment because so many ask for it when they put in for their vacation schedule. I'll let you know," promised Jim. "I'll email you all of the people you need to contact to prepare for the snow season, too."
Helen was smiling as she put her phone down. "He's the best lover ever?" repeated Emily. "You'd better not let Frank hear that. He seems to think he's on the top of your list, his wife's list, and who knows who else's list."
"I've asked you to show some restraint when making comments about Frank. Your father actually is better than Frank, so it wasn't a lie. Frank's more exciting, but not better."
"I'm sure that Dad will cling to that bit of good news when you explain it to him that way. He'll be proud as a peacock. His wife says he's better than her other lovers. That's the kind of recommendation a husband can brag about," observed Emily as her mother left the room in tears.
Jim was enjoying his new life. He managed to spend time at the pool every day. He became tanned and more relaxed as the days went by. He had no trouble understanding the equipment at the plant and was confident he would be able to keep the place running smoothly.
The one thing that surprised him was the number of widows, divorcees, and otherwise unmarried women that populated his condo complex. Without exception, they seemed to enjoy his company. Once it became known that he was a handy with tools, he was constantly in demand. It didn't bother him since the ladies always baked something for him to take home, or gave him a home cooked meal, or left a bottle of wine or a six pack of beer by his door.
It was a few days before Christmas and Helen had been pressuring him to make the commitment to drive home for the holiday. Jim had just finished repairing Mrs. Struther's closet door when he turned around to find her standing naked by the bed!
"I'd like to repay you for your kindness, Jim," smiled the middle aged widow. "I don't have a lot of extra cash, but I do have a lot of pent up desire and needs. Will you make love to me?"
Jim was torn. He had never been unfaithful. In fact, he had only had sex with one woman in his life. Susan Struthers had large firm breasts and great legs that went all of the way up. She was a very desirable woman, and not just for her age.
"Susan, I've got to settle some things in my marriage. I'll have a better idea of where I stand after Christmas. I've never cheated on my wife, but she may not be my wife much longer. In any case, I'll either ask you if the offer still stands after the holiday, or reconcile with my wife. I have to admit that the chances of reconciling are slim at this point."
"I understand," nodded the widow as she pulled a robe over her shoulders. "The dumb bitch didn't appreciate what a gem she had and cheated on you, didn't she? I'll still be here and the offer will still stand after the holidays. You know that I'm not the only lady here that has needs that aren't being met, don't you?
"All of the girls like you. You're always a gentleman, always gracious and willing to help, and we all know we can trust you. If you decide your marriage is finished, you'll find a lot of ladies willing to console you," predicted Susan Struthers.
Jim called Helen and told her that he'd try to be home Christmas Eve. He was surprised at how happy that seemed to make her. He realized that he missed Helen and Emily and he owed it to them, as well as himself, to settle the issue one way or the other. With that in mind, he started driving north three days before Christmas.
He drove over half way the first day so he'd some time to shop on the second day and still get home the evening before Christmas Eve. He was even willing to visit his parents for dinner on Christmas Eve. If they were too miserable, he'd simply leave.
It was nine o'clock when he pulled onto his street to find numerous cars in his driveway and parked on the street. Jim recognized several of them. It appeared that Helen was having her usual informal holiday party for her friends at Home Depot.
As he approached his front door, he was able to see into the kitchen. There, big as life, was the fucking asshole, Frank. Not wanting to have anything to do with him and screw up the festive mood, Jim went around back and opened the Bilko door that led to the basement. It was mostly unfinished and he'd be able to hang out there until the party was over and Frank was gone.
He dozed on the old sofa he had dragged down a few years prior. He woke up almost two hours after he had fallen asleep. He listened but didn't hear much noise coming from upstairs. He went back outside and looked around. Only one strange car remained. Jim wondered to whom it belonged as he again made his way to the front door.
Once again, he looked into the kitchen, but this time Helen was with Frank. He was squeezing her left breast as he kissed her! Jim immediately felt all of the old rage come back. He stopped himself from barging in and attacking Frank. He had gotten away with it once, but it was unlikely he would again.
He decided to sneak upstairs and wait to catch the two lovers in the act. Then he'd take some pictures with his phone and tell the slut to go to hell and head back to Florida.
It seemed like a good plan, but it wasn't to be. Jim had no trouble getting into the house and moving up the stairs undetected. He slipped into the guest room and waited with the lights off and the door cracked open slightly. About twenty minutes later Helen came up the stairs and went into the master bedroom. Jim heard the shower turn on and that pissed him off. The bitch was going to take a shower and get all squeaky clean for her lover.
Frank was still moving around downstairs when Jim had an inspiration. He stepped into the hallway and unplugged the nightlight before returning to the guest room. As Frank was about a third of the way up the stairs, Jim reached out and turned off the hall light. He knew from experience that it would be extremely dark on the second story, but he would be able to see the silhouette of anyone climbing the stairs by the dim light from the street.
Frank mumbled something when the lights went off, but kept moving up the stairs. Jim stepped from the bedroom and stood at the top of the stairs watching Frank come toward him. When Frank had just three steps to go, Jim lashed out with his right foot. He felt his heel connect with Frank's jaw. The man went over backward so fast Jim was amazed.
With the dim light, he was able to see Frank skidding down the stairs like a bobsled on a straight away. He hit the bottom of the stairs and his momentum carried him out into the center of the living room. Once there, he remained completely still!
Jim could hear the shower running so he knew that Helen had not heard the various sounds a man makes when he bounces down the stairs head first. Jim was once again thinking as the rage he had been experiencing began to dissipate. If Frank died, he'd be in really deep shit!"
Frank moved quickly down the stairs, stepped over Frank's prone body, and left the house. Two hours later, he was over a hundred miles away and determined to add a lot more miles before he stopped.
It was almost dawn when he finally pulled into a cheap motel and paid cash for a room. He slept four hours and once again headed his truck south. As he drove, he considered his situation. He had assaulted a man. It could be a very serious situation, depending on whether Frank survived or not.
How had things come to this? Jim realized that he needed to stay away from Frank and Helen, or he's wind up in prison for murder. They just weren't worth it. He also admitted to himself that he felt lonely and lost without Helen. Up until recently, she and Emily had been the center of his universe. They had betrayed him and he needed to move on.
At noon his cell rang. It was his parents' number, so he let it go to voicemail. He had no stomach for explaining to his mother why he wouldn't be at dinner on Christmas Eve, or why he had assaulted Frank yet again.
Half an hour later he worked up the nerve to listen to the message. "Jim, this is your father. Call us when you get this. All hell has broken out at your house. Helen and Emily are fine, but things have happened that you need to know about."
"Hello, Dad. I just got your message. What's up," asked Jim when his father answered the phone.
"There's no easy way to tell you this, Son. That damn Frank guy was at your house again last night. It was kind of late and he fell down the stairs and got hurt pretty bad. He has a broken jaw, a broken arm, some cracked and broken ribs, plus another concussion.
"His wife went ballistic when she found out he was at your house. He had given her the impression that he was working late on year-end inventory at Home Depot. She got to your place before the medics had him loaded into the ambulance. I guess she slapped Helen and called her every name in the book. She even tried to dump her husband off the gurney, but the police stopped her. To say she was upset is an understatement.
"That all leads us back to Thanksgiving when you laid the prick out. We were upset with your apparent violent attack on a guy simply because he wore a Cowboy shirt. Now that we have a little clearer picture of what's going on, your mother and I want to apologize to you. We should have known you wouldn't do something like that without good reason. We're proud of you son. You showed more restraint that I would have."
"Thanks, Dad. How's Emily? Was she home for all of this?" asked Jim.
"That's another problem. Your mother and I had a pretty serious discussion with her this morning. She was staying with a friend last night, but she admitted today that she knew Helen was spreading her legs for that asshole. Your mother chewed her a new one. In Emily's defense, she said she knew you'd dump Helen's cheating ass and she wanted the family to stay together until she graduated. She was going to tell you then. Needless to say, we were pretty disappointed and I can't imagine how you feel. Your mother told her that she had betrayed you every bit as much as Helen had. There were a lot of tears, but we all hugged at the end."
"Thanks for the support and for setting Emily straight," replied Jim.
"Son, where are you really? I know you said you were transferred, but now that I know the problems you had, I wonder if you didn't just move into a motel or rent a room here in town. Even as angry as you were, moving to Michigan in December is pretty drastic."
"The company bought out a smaller one in Daytona Beach. I was promoted and relocated down here. They gave me a big raise and a small condo. I'm the maintenance supervisor," bragged Jim to his father.
"Florida? No shit! That's great. Would you mind if your mother and I visited you in February? We'll have enough of winter by then."
"Any time, Dad. You're always welcome. Please don't tell Helen where I am. I don't feel like putting up with her shit right now."
"I hear you, Jim. It's unlikely that we'll be speaking to her about anything. I would suggest that you talk to Emily. She's feeling pretty low about this whole mess. She thinks you must have known Helen was cheating because you've been so cold to both of them. Did you know that Emily knew about it?"
"I have to go, Dad. We'll discuss all of this later, when the dust settles. Thanks for understanding, and for helping Emily. I love you both," stated Jim as he ended the call.
He arrived back at his condo at dusk on Christmas Eve. It was going to be Jim's first Christmas alone and he was feeling depressed. He turned on the TV, opened a beer and sat down on the couch to vegetate. He was still brooding when his doorbell rang.
"I saw your lights on, so I came over to wish you a Merry Christmas," greeted Susan Struthers. "It isn't good to be alone on Christmas, for either of us. The fact that you're back tells me you didn't reconcile with your wife."
"That's a safe assumption," admitted Jim. "Her boyfriend was going to camp out in my bed. I hate crowds, unless it's a couple of women, of course."
"How about one woman? I might crowd you a little, but I don't think you'll mind it at all," added Susan suggestively.
Jim mulled her offer over for a split second before accepting. "I'd like that a lot. I have to warn you it's been a while for me and I must not be very good at it or my wife wouldn't have gone looking for strange cock."
"I really doubt you were the problem. When a man is as gracious, unselfish, and kind as you are in everyday life, it's a pretty good bet that he'll be wonderful in the bedroom," replied Susan. "Let's get the first one out of the way so we can really enjoy the next one. Do you have condoms?"
"No, I haven't used one in twenty years," answered Jim as he realized he had a lot to learn about dating again.
"Your partners will appreciate that you have them. It's the healthy, considerate thing. There's a lot of STD's and even AIDS being passed around by people our age and much older, thanks to that blue pill. Plus your wife has been playing around, so who knows what she may have given you. We'll use condoms that I brought but I won't be doing any oral on you until you get tested. Is that fair enough?" asked Susan.
It was, and Jim had a great Christmas Eve. After tossing the third spent condom into the trash, Jim considered how once again his life had taken a full 180 in a very short time. He could still perform, and from the way Susan raved, he could do it quite well! His anger at Helen and Emily began to fade as he replaced it with happy memories that improved his self esteem.
He still felt the hurt, as well as the void their actions had created in his life, but he was finally coming to grips with it. People did bad things, even good people and even to the ones they loved. Susan helped convince him that life was indeed worth living.
She slipped out his door while it was still dark on Christmas morning to avoid condo gossip, but agreed to meet at the heated swimming pool later Christmas Day. That evening, Jim enjoyed a home cooked meal and another round of love making with Susan. He returned to his unit by nine PM, again to avoid creating gossip. There was little doubt that more than a few eyes had seen him enter and leave Susan's condo.
Jim's phone rang a few minutes after he returned home. "Dad? You didn't make it home for Christmas, but I don't blame you. Mom's a mess and I feel like crap, too. I'm so sorry about what we did to you. I knew better but I was selfish. I wanted you guys to stay together until I graduated."
"It's all water under the bridge," responded Jim. "I won't lie. You both hurt me a lot. I never guessed that your mother was so unhappy with me. I never dreamed that you'd go along with it and even help her keep it from me. I'm trying to get past it, but it isn't easy."
"That's the weird part. Mom isn't unhappy with you. She told me that you were a good husband, father, and lover. She just wanted to try something different and she regrets the hell out of that idea now. Did you know about Frank and Mom on Thanksgiving when Mom invited him to the house?"
"Yes. I should apologize for losing control like I did, but the damn guy was rubbing my nose in it. He had a Cowboy jersey on, but it might as well have had 'I screwed your wife' on it rather than 'Romo'. I just snapped at the level of disrespect both he and your mother showed me."
"I understand totally. I was glad you decked him. I saw that stupid grin he gave you and I knew he was gloating. Mom insisted it was because of the Cowboy shirt, but that's never bothered you before. Did you skip my last two matches because you were upset with me?"
"Yeah, I guess I did. I'm sorry about that, but when Frank said he'd be there cheering for you, I knew I couldn't go. I'd be in jail right now if I had," predicted Jim.
"You heard Frank? You were there when I dropped off the spare tire? You were the one that cut the valve stem weren't you? You wanted to see if Mom would call you for help, so you could make her confess. Instead, I got in the middle of it! I'm so sorry, Dad. I really was selfish and stupid and I'm paying for it now."
"Don't beat yourself up over it. I should have just confronted your mother on the spot, but I'm finding that I have anger issues. I probably would have put them both in the hospital."
"I doubt that, Dad," responded Emily. "You just aren't the kind of guy to hurt a woman, especially your wife. Frank is a whole different story. Gramps told you that Frank fell down our stairs the other night. He's pretty screwed up, but he's expected to make a full recovery, although it'll take a while.
"Guess what I found in the basement. It was the new laptop you must have left for me over Thanksgiving. That was thinking ahead. Thanks so much. I'll use it a lot, especially when I go to college next year," promised Emily.
"Glad you liked it," responded Jim as he realized that he had forgotten the gifts he placed on the sofa in the basement. "Did you find the one for your mother, too?"
"She cried like a baby when she saw the pearls. That was a nice gift, and it really made her feel even lousier for the way she treated you. It's funny I didn't see those gifts a few days before Christmas when I was in the basement looking for more tree lights. Thanks for being such a good father for so many years. I'm just starting to appreciate you like I should," confessed Emily with a slight sob.



"Don't feel bad. I thought my folks were dumber than a box of rocks when I was your age. They sure learned a lot in the next few years," chuckled Jim. "I just want you to be happy and have a great life. Don't worry about me. I'll be fine."
"I love you, Dad. I might even find a way to get to Michigan to visit you this winter," suggested Emily.
"Em, I didn't exactly tell the whole truth about my transfer. The company bought out a smaller one in Daytona Beach. That's where I'm living now. If you'd like to visit me, I have a spare bedroom. There's a pool just outside my door and the ocean is a couple of blocks away."
"Are you kidding me? If Mom and I had known that, we'd have gone down with you! Oh, I guess you didn't really want us, did you? We didn't deserve to be with you after all of the hurt we caused. I don't blame you for not telling us. We lied to you every day, so you were entitled to not tell the whole truth at least once. This will really put Mom over the edge."
"You don't have to tell her, although it's no secret any longer. I'll email her my address so we can work out the divorce through the mails and I won't have to drive back up there," reasoned Jim.
"I was afraid to ask about that. You're going to divorce Mom? I understand it and don't blame you at all. I warned her you would when she was seeing that clown, but she believed that you'd never find out. I just wish things had turned out differently. Good night, Dad. I think I'll try to get down to visit. You haven't seen me in a bikini lately. I'm starting to fill out pretty nicely."
"Oh great! Now I have to go out and buy a shotgun," joked Jim. "Good night and Merry Christmas."
Emily had just put her phone back in her pocket when her mother walked into the room. "Did I understand that your father isn't really in Michigan? Then where is he and why did he lie to us?"
"He's at his company's newly purchased plant in Daytona Beach," replied Emily. "He didn't lie to us. He said he was being transferred to a different plant and he was. We didn't know they had one in Daytona, so we assumed it was the one in Michigan. He didn't tell us because he was there when you called me to bring the spare tire to the motel. He heard the whole conversation and he knew you were in a cheap room getting your brains screwed out by Frank. He didn't feel like he owed us any consideration at all."
"Why didn't he say something then? Was he afraid of Frank?" quizzed Helen.
"Afraid of Frank? What the hell is wrong with you?" demanded Emily. "He mopped the floor with Frank's ass. Frank's no match for Dad in a fight, or in raising a family. You keep trying to find fault or a weakness with him so you can justify the unforgiveable. I'd strongly recommend that you don't treat your next husband like you have Dad."
"Next husband? What did your father say to you?" asked a worried Helen.
"It's hard to believe, but he's had enough of your cheating and lying. He feels divorce is the next step. I told you that he would when he found out."
"I don't want a divorce. I don't love Frank. I hardly even like him. None of this would've happened if he hadn't fallen down those stairs!" whined Helen.
"Have you not been listening? You were doomed the day I delivered your spare tire to the motel. Dad was there and saw and heard everything. He knows how we disrespected him. He knows you lied, he knows you cheated, and he knew it when he punched Frank out on Thanksgiving. You were a 'divorced woman walking' by that time. This mess isn't Frank's fault. It's yours. He made his own mess. Maybe you two can hook up now that his wife is divorcing him," suggested Emily.
"I don't want that jackass! I want Jim back," sobbed Helen.
The next day was even worse for Helen. Emily called her father to explain the new problem. "Mom got a letter from the state health department. Her boyfriend had blood work done while he's in the hospital and he's got an STD. Mom has to get checked, as well as tell them everyone she's had sex with. You're on her list, although I'm not sure how far down it you are. You'll be getting a letter pretty soon."
"Wow! I guess I should have seen it coming. I'll make an appointment today. Thanks for letting me know right away. I appreciate the concern and consideration."
"It's the kind of treatment a man should expect from his daughter. I was lost there for a while, but I'm back on track now. Take care, Dad."
Jim made an appointment to be tested immediately. He had to hand it to Susan for being smart enough to be prevent the spread of any STD's that Helen may have given to him. On the way home from work, he purchased a bunch of different types of condoms. When he got home, he dug out a big mixing bowl and almost filled it with the condoms. He put the bowl on the nightstand by his bed. He promised himself that he would never be the cause of some nice lady catching a nasty disease that was so preventable.
New Years came and went. Jim received the results of his blood work and was delighted to learn that he was disease free. Jim's spare time was filled with requests from the ladies of the condo to do handyman chores. He was becoming increasingly in demand. One night when he mentioned it to Susan, she admitted that she mentioned to a couple of 'the girls' that he was very capable in bed. They were sworn to secrecy, but it she admitted that it was possible they may have 'let it slip' on canasta night... to a room full of women, most of whom were not married.
For whatever reason that the ladies liked him, Jim found himself stopping at the pharmacy on a regular basis to keep his condom bowl full. Without exception, every lady that entered his bedroom would rummage through the bowl looking at the condoms before selecting one, or two. They all seemed pleased that he was so thoughtful about his health and theirs. It had simply added to the legend that was Jim.
One afternoon shortly before Easter, Jim answered his door to find Emily standing there with a small suitcase. Before he could speak, she threw herself into his arms and hugged him tightly.
"I'm so sorry, Dad! Please forgive me, and please let me stay with you for a few days, but I'll leave if you want me to."
"I'm just surprised to see you at my door. Come on in and I'll show you the room you'll have," offered Jim. "You're always welcome here. You look all grown up!"
"I told you that I've finally been filling out in the right places," laughed Emily as she spun around so Jim could admire her from all angles. "I'm wearing the same bra size as mom, although I'm probably filling it out better now. Mom's getting pretty thin.
"I hooked a ride down with the Sheards. They're going to Orlando, but were nice enough to go out of their way and drop me off here," revealed Emily. "I guess I knew you'd let me stay. It's spring break and I'll only be here four days then they'll pick me up to head back to the snow and cold. This place is really nice. I bet you love living here."
"It's not as big as our house, but it has everything I need, including a heated pool just outside the door," agreed Jim as he watched Emily tour the condo.
"Wow! It looks like you must be getting everything you need!" laughed Emily when she discovered the bowl of condoms in his bedroom. "Good for you, Dad. You deserve some fun after the way we crapped all over you. I won't be any bother to you. I'll just sit by the pool and soak up some rays while you're at work. What is that orange orb in the sky? I seem to recall seeing it at some point, like maybe July 4th two years ago."
"When I get home from work tomorrow evening, we'll go out to dinner. There are lots of great places to eat around here, especially if you like beer and ribs, or steak, or seafood," continued Jim. "I'll take you to one of the places the guys from work hang out so they can see what a beautiful daughter I have."
The next evening found Jim and Emily sitting at a rib joint and having a good time. "Why did you ever forgive me, Dad? I don't know if I would have if I had been you. It was pretty awful of me to help Mom cheat on you like that. I hate that I did it and I truly regret it."
"I'll give you the short answer," replied Jim. "I'm way happier with you in my life than I was when you weren't. I'm selfish in that regard. It makes me happier and that's one of my life goals now."
"I'm sure glad that you feel that way. I hope you always happy to have me around," stated Emily sincerely. "We've always been close and I hated it when I realized that I had driven you away.
"Is there any chance that you'll ever forgive Mom? She's not doing very well without you. She's lost weight and she hardly ever goes anyplace. When word went around about Frank having STD's and his sex partners needed to be tested, half the people that worked in the store were scared shitless.
"It seems that Frank got the STD from a new cashier that had recently been hired. Between the two of them, they infected quite a few of the work force. Mom was the only manager to get it and it was pretty embarrassing for her," recalled Emily. "She came home in tears a few times. To her credit, she stuck it out and she's finally accepted the fact that she really screwed the pooch when she cheated on you."
"Emily, your mom and I had a deal. We were partners. Partners have to be honest with each other. They have to trust each other. I don't trust her anymore," admitted Jim.
"I thought you'd feel that way, especially after I met your harem at the pool today. It was almost embarrassing to have so many women asking me about my dad. I was able to determine from the way that they talked about you that at least four of them sleep with you. My father's the condo stud," grinned Emily. "Seriously, they all think you're a sensitive, honest, good looking guy that happens to be pretty good in bed."
"I don't know about all of that. I do have a couple of lady friends that drop by now and then. I don't think they feel like I'm anything special. It's more like I'm available," suggested Jim modestly.
"Mom really screwed up," observed Emily. "Can I come down as soon as school is out and find a summer job here? I'm going to look into getting admitted to a college down here. If it's close by, could I live with you? If it isn't close enough to commute, could I still spend weekends and holidays with you? Mom and I haven't been getting along too well. It was really bad at Christmas when the shit hit the fan with Frank, but we're just not close anymore. Her cheating bothered me a lot more than I realized at the time."
Jim readily agreed to Emily's request. He was far happier when he was spending time with his only child. She was growing into a woman and it gave him great pleasure to watch her mature. He spoke to her several times a week when she returned to Pa. after spring break.
She insisted that he didn't have to drive up for her graduation, but promised instead to start driving to Florida the next day. On Sunday afternoon, Jim answered the door to welcome Emily when he came face to face with Helen! He couldn't think or move for what seemed like minutes, but he knew could only have been ten or fifteen seconds. He managed to recover somewhat.
"Come in, Helen. Can I get you a drink?" asked Jim automatically as his brain struggled to determine why she was at his door.
"Thank you, Jim. That would be nice," replied Helen as she followed Jim into the kitchen. He poured some ice tea for both of them and took a seat once Helen sat on the other side of the table.
"I drove down behind Emily. She told me that she's going to live down here with you. I've transferred my job to Daytona. We need to decide what we're going to do with the house. You never filed for divorce, and we haven't spoken, so I don't know what you'd like to do," concluded Helen.
"Why are you moving down here?" wondered Jim. "What do you think is going to happen?"
"I think I'll stop freezing my ass off every winter," joked Helen. "Emily's going to college here in Florida, so I have nothing to keep me in Pa. except to be fodder for gossip. I don't know what Emily has told you, but your parents don't speak to me, and my parents aren't much better. I disappointed a lot of people, including myself, but mostly you.
"I can't ask you to forgive me because my actions were pretty much unforgivable," admitted Helen. "I'm looking for a fresh start where people don't make jokes about me having 'the clap' and shit like that. I was really glad that I didn't pass that along to you, by the way. I guess you'd stopped having sex with me by the time Frank dropped that gift on me.
"I'm responsible for what happened to us. I tried to blame you, Frank, the skank that gave him the clap, even the guy that made the stairs that Frank fell down. I finally realized that it was all on me. I ruined my life and tried to ruin yours, too. If you hadn't found out, you would've enjoyed Frank's little gift with me. I'm sorry about what I did. I marvel at how it I thought that it seemed okay at the time, like I was entitled to a little fling.
"I even dragged Emily into it and I'll never forgive myself for that. I almost destroyed her relationship with her father because I was a selfish bitch. She warned me over and over that Frank was an ass and that it would end badly, but I wouldn't listen," confessed Helen. "I'm so glad that you've allowed her back into your life. Your love and approval mean a great deal to her. It used to mean a lot to me before I lost my way. Now that I don't have it, I'd give anything to have it back."
"I guess we need to list the house for sale and split the money. I thought you'd file for divorce by now. Isn't Frank single now?" asked Jim meaningfully.
"I've heard that he is, but I don't give a shit about that bastard, if that's what you mean. I'm a dumb bitch, but not dumb enough to divorce you so I can be with Frank," replied Helen. "I thought you'd divorce me by now. I gave you plenty of reasons."
"I guess I was content doing my thing here while you did whatever you do up there," responded Jim. "You know how I hate to change and getting a divorce would change things a lot. We'll have to discuss it now, won't we?"
"I suppose so, if you want one. I'd like to stay married, as much as my past actions refute that claim. I know that you're too good a man to stay with a wife that lies and cheats. I always knew that, but I told myself that you'd never know."
"Where are you staying tonight?" asked Jim. "We have some time. We can discuss the house sale and all of the other things that used to bind us together over the next week or two."
"I going to look for a motel when I leave here. I saw some just off Route 95. They were pretty close to Home Depot. I start there in a week," revealed Helen. "Emily went for groceries so we'd have time to talk, but she'll be back pretty soon and I should go."
"There are twin beds in Emily's room. You could stay there, if it's okay with her," offered Jim.
"Wouldn't that make you uncomfortable? I know I'm not your favorite person right now," understated Helen.
"I'll be fine, if it's okay with Emily. We'll ask her when she comes in," replied Jim.
Of course Emily was fine with her mother sharing her room, for a while. Over the next several days, the three began to return to habits they had shared for years. Jim avoided the pool and the other ladies while Helen was under his roof. He no longer had a desire to hurt her any more.
"There are several women that come out to the pool that want to know when I'm leaving," began Helen one evening after Emily had left to go to a concert. "They keep talking about your big bowl of condoms and which ones they prefer. It's pretty funny when you think about it. They've done everything but tell me that I've ruined their sex lives. You've been keeping four women happy, Jim? I'm impressed."
"It's too bad you weren't impressed with me before you met Frank," snapped Jim. "I won't apologize for taking pleasure from those ladies. None of them are married and they know I'm not making any commitments. I try to give as much pleasure as I take and they like that."
"How about you pleasure yourself with me?" asked Helen. "There are no strings attached to my offer. I just feel like I owe you so much for treating me so well after what I did to you."
"I'm not the same guy you remember," insisted Jim. "I'm more demanding and assertive. I tell those women what I want and they seem happy enough to supply it. I never let them stay more than one night in a row."
"So have your way with me for a night. I can handle whatever you dish out. I'll feel better about what I did, and I'll make very sure that you feel a lot better!" promised Helen.
Jim considered her words for a few minutes and came to a decision. Ten minutes later they were naked on his bed. Helen took his cock into her mouth and proceeded to give Jim the best blowjob she possibly could. She kept working him after he came and soon he was hard again. She slid up his body and prepared to impale herself on his hard cock.
"Just a minute. Do you want to choose a condom, or shall I?" asked Jim as he pointed to his condom collection.
"Jim, I've been tested. I'm clean and I know you're always safe with other women, so we don't need one. It's better without," cooed Helen.
"I'll use this ribbed one. I like how it feels," stated Jim as he rolled the condom over his stiff prick. "Okay, now slide down on that bad boy!"
Helen almost protested but realized that Jim had reason to not trust her. She dropped down on his hard cock and it felt even better than she remembered. Jim lasted a long time and rode her in several positions, giving her three separate orgasms before he finished doggie style.
"My God!" gasped Helen as she struggled to catch her breath. "That was incredible. You have learned a few new tricks. Thanks, Jim."
Helen was carrying her clothes out of Jim's room and into Emily's when she heard Emily's voice. "You guys sure made enough noise! I'm glad you're done so I can get some sleep."
Helen wound up staying with Emily and Jim for the summer. She slept in the second bed in Emily's room, but made frequent trips to Jim's. She often told Jim that he was the only man she'd ever have. Jim would simply nod in agreement.
Jim noticed after the first night that Helen would count the condoms in the bowl on a regular basis. He soon learned that if the count was down one or two, Helen would be all over him that night. She'd suck his cock dry at least once and ride him for another orgasm and then see if she could get him up for a third round. He realized she was trying to keep him drained so he couldn't service the other ladies in the building.
Helen hated that her shift ended at ten in the evening while Jim was home by five. At least twice a week she'd come home to find fresh sheets on his bed and the condom bowl would be light a couple of rubbers. That would lead to a couple of days of Helen doing her damndest to drain Jim's balls for a few evenings.
Whenever she slacked off, she would find a condom or two missing. Now and then Jim would bring another big box of condoms home and dump them into the bowl. Helen began digging the empty box out of the trash to determine how many condoms had been added to the mix. She actually began keeping a tab on the number of condoms in the bowl.
Since she had to be at work at two, she often spent the morning by the pool. For the most part the other ladies were not unkind to her. It was evident that they all knew her marriage was almost in its death throes and that she had been the one to create the damage by cheating. Now and then one of the ladies would make an observation, or ask a question that Helen knew was intended to send her a message.
"Helen, did you pick out the new blue print linens for Jim's room?" asked Susan Struthers one morning. "They go nicely with the curtains and carpet."



"They do, don't they?" agreed Monica Barron. "It's a nice manly color and Jim is a very manly guy."
"Jim, you don't need those sluts in your bed," whined Helen that night. "I'll give you all the sex you want. I've been keeping you satisfied, haven't I?"
"Absolutely!" replied Jim. "I'd never have anything to do with any of those women ever again."
"Then why are there 2 fewer condoms in the bowl tonight? How does everyone know what color your linens are?" asked Helen.
"I have no idea," answered Jim with a smile as he nodded toward his hard cock.
"Shit!" thought Helen to herself. "I'd better screw his brains out again tonight and give him another blow job before he leaves in the morning. I know he'll be banging those sluts tomorrow afternoon if I don't."
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The Lady in Red group was approaching Blakely early the following afternoon when Gwen tapped Steve on the shoulder and indicated that she wanted him to pull over. She was addressing her friends as soon as they turned their bikes off.
"This may be a little tense up ahead, so we need to be cautious," stated Gwen. "I don't have to tell any on you that our men are capable of handling almost anything if we stay out of their way. However, we need to be smart, not tough, when possible. We have to find the reasonable people in the town and work on them.
"I want to change places with Naomi and sit behind Jared. We're dealing with racial issues here and I think we need to show everyone that we don't subscribe to that type of stupidity. I'm as white as they come and Jared is pretty dark. Naomi is somewhere in between, but it'll be obvious to everyone that Jared and I are friends, as are Steve and Naomi. I hope that our friendship will help convince people to listen to us. Any ideas or suggestions?"
"How about I climb on back of Billy's bike and Charlotte rides with Jeff?" proposed Julie Wilson. "Jeff is dark and Charlotte is fair skinned. Billy will have to live with my chest pushed against his back the rest of the way. If he can deal with that, we should get going."
"The only thing better would be if you drove and I rode behind you," grinned Billy. "We'd both have our hands full."
"Dad! These awful men lust after your wife. You must feel terrible," pouted Naomi as she concealed her grin.
"Don't worry about me," deadpanned Jeff. "Charlotte, that's not the handlebar you're gripping so tight!"
"Sorry, Mr. Wilson!" laughed Charlotte as she went along with his joke. "I bet I can steer with it though. It feels like a big joystick!"
National Guard troops were in Blakely when Steve and Naomi led the group into town. Pedestrians recognized them within seconds. Steve rode toward the downtown area not far from where the property they intended to buy was located. As they approached, it became readily apparent that there were some angry people on the streets.
As planned, the group stopped at various points along the main street. People were gathered in groups and the tension was tangible. Guard troops patrolled the sidewalks. Many of the businesses had plywood over the windows, although the doors were still open for business. It would only take the owners a matter of minutes to seal off their business if need be.
Steve took Naomi's hand and walked into a small diner near where he had parked his bike. He saw that his friends were going into various businesses up and down the street as locals pointed at them and spoke excitedly to each other.
Steve led Naomi up to the counter and offered her a seat before taking one himself. At older black man watched him from behind the counter and nodded when Steve took his seat.
"We'd like to get something to eat," stated Steve calmly. "I understand there are some problems here. Do you have any trouble serving lunch to Naomi and me, Sir?"
"Are you kidding? I'd be proud as hell to serve you both. I was in the Navy in Vietnam and I appreciate what you folks are doing for veterans. What would you like?"
Steve and Naomi ordered, and as they waited for their lunch, they questioned the old man about the situation in the area. He was a fountain of information and wasn't shy about expressing his opinions.
"The real problem, as I see it, is no jobs and no real education for most of these young people. The Madison Plant shut down last year and things have been sliding downhill ever since. Now we have outsiders, white and black, coming to town to try to keep things stirred up so they can be on TV and write books about their experiences. They don't care about this town or its residents," insisted the old man.
"Our company is interested in buying that plant to make action figures. That shouldn't be too much different than the dolls and plastic figures Madison made. How would that be accepted here?" asked Steve. "We have no interest in pouring money down a rat hole. We need employees that show up every day and aren't risking their lives to do so. What are the chances we could be successful here?"
"I'd say they were good if you pay a decent wage and make it clear what you expect. If these folks had some money, they'd be a hell of a lot happier and much better citizens. That's assuming you'd hire locals and not have outsiders taking all of the jobs," replied the old man thoughtfully.
"We want to discuss this with people that are regarded as leaders of the community, from all backgrounds. We'll pay well over minimum wage. We'd donate to the local schools and a few other civic organizations, but we need to feel comfortable that it would be appreciated and we'd be welcome in this community," reasoned Naomi. "My father is retired Navy and he, along with my mother, are going to be in charge of production here, if my friends are convinced that it'll work."
"Your parents are black, right?" asked the old man before he smiled when Naomi grinned and nodded. "There may be a few skinheads that won't work for a black boss, but most of these people really don't care as long as they can feed their families. We don't have a race problem, although you wouldn't know it from the media coverage. We have a survival problem. We need to be able to pay our bills and support our families. If the folks around here can do that, there won't be any race issues. I'm pretty sure of that!"
An hour later the group gathered near Charlie's bike as agreed upon earlier. They quickly discussed what they had learned.
"It seems to be the opinion of most of the business people that the real issue here is poverty and crime," summed up Jeff Wilson. "The race thing is a result of too many dogs fighting over the few scraps left in this town. They're desperate people and they're doing desperate things."
"The teenage boys kept asking about Steve and Jared," revealed Charlotte. "They wanted to know if you guys would talk football with them. For some reason, Billy's exploits at state went unmentioned by these uninformed fans."
"All I heard about was how beautiful Gwen, Jordan, Naomi, and the rest of the women are," responded Julia Wilson. "A few even mentioned they thought I looked pretty hot. I think you ladies could give these local girls some fashion tips and somehow bring in how important education is to them."
"You know what? Julia hit the nail on the head!" exclaimed Lisa. "We can't make people like or respect each other by telling them to do so. We need to change the atmosphere here. We should stay a few days and have the guys do some sports stuff while impressing upon the young men how important education, discipline, honor, and pride are. We ladies, especially the more famous ones, need to do the same about clothes, music, movies and fashion with the young women while explaining how education, self esteem, discipline, and honor are important in their lives."
"Let's turn this into a holiday sort of thing rather than some sort of riot," suggested Charlie. "Let's offer to pay the businesses to provide services for the locals. Let's make it a big block party with lots of food and non-alcoholic drinks."
"We need to get things rolling then. The cable news networks are all over the place, just waiting for some violence to breakout," observed Gwen. "Let's start doing some interviews. We'll tell them we want to meet with local leaders about possibly opening the factory, helping the school district, and the police department. We want to create good jobs, improve education, and lower crime. Sounds like a political speech, doesn't it?"
"It does, except we intend to carry through and make it work," insisted Jordan. "Let's find some of those news people and get the word out."
Two hours later, Steve and Gwen and their entourage were seated at the front of the meeting room at city hall. The place was packed to overflowing once the interviews had been broadcast. News crews and cameramen lined the walls.
The mayor, a distinguished looking older man asked for quiet and then stated the purpose of the gathering. "We have the owners of a large company with us here today. They want to talk to us about the possibility of opening the Madison Plant again. They can tell us a little about their plans and then we'll be able to ask questions. I'll turn the floor over to them."
Lisa had been designated as the point person for the group. She stepped up to the podium and gave a brief introduction. "Lady in Red Productions has an option to purchase the Madison Plant. We'd like to retool it and get it in production as soon as possible. We plan to make action figures, mostly of Jordan, Charlie, Steve, and my sister Gwen. We also expect a big demand for Naomi's figure."
Lisa stopped speaking. She laughed as many members in the audience, including her husband and his friends, all began agreeing quite vocally with her last sentence.
"Okay, maybe that was a poor choice of words, but it appears they were pretty accurate," continued Lisa as she selected her words more carefully. "We'll have little plastic objects that resemble many of the rest of us, too.
"The only thing holding us back is the civil unrest here in Blakely. We're willing to invest substantial sums if we feel comfortable with the workforce, the work environment, and the safety of our people. We need your local civic leaders to convince us that we're wanted here. We need to know there won't be riots, arsons, murders, and general mayhem when we take over the plant. Does anyone care to comment?"
"These people need guarantees that they'll be treated fairly and not..."
"Please identify yourself, Sir," interrupted Lisa. "Who are you and where do you live?"
"I'm Reverend Big Bill Bendix! You must have seen me on TV. I have my own cable news show," blustered the large man as he glared at Lisa.
"Sir, we have no interest in what you have to say. We're asking for input from local leaders, not TV personalities looking for ratings," stated Lisa firmly. "Are there any local leaders that would like to comment?"
"You can't do that!" complained Big Bill. "I have a lot of viewers and..."
By the time he managed to say that much, Jared and Chip moved in front of him. Jared spoke softly, but his voice carried across the room.
"Your choices are to either remain quiet, or leave the room. It's that simple."
Big Bill quickly sat back down, but his anger was evident. Another man stood and spoke to Lisa.
"I'm Harvey Wingate. I own the gas station on the corner of Main and 2nd Street. This area needs jobs bad. The unrest we've been going through is mostly about despair and lost hope. We need you to open that plant, especially if you'll pay a decent wage. Most of the people that live in the area are honest, hard working folks, if they just get the chance."
"How many black employees will you have?" asked a tall black man in the first row. "I'm James Hardy and I'm on the school board at Central High.
"Good question," responded Lisa. "We won't have black employees."
Lisa's statement set off a loud round of indignant reactions from the blacks in attendance and many of the whites. Lisa let the complaining continue for a short while before getting the crowd to quiet down.
"We won't have white employees, either. We won't have gay employees. We won't even have male or female employees," added Lisa. "We want dependable, honest, capable employees. When we hire people, we will not designate race, religion, gender, ethnicity, or sexual preferences in our files. If the Feds decide that they need the information for their records, they can gather it themselves.
"I'd like to introduce the team that will manage this plant, if we decide to proceed with the purchase. They'll give you an idea of what we're expecting to accomplish. Will Jeff and Julie Wilson please come up?" requested Lisa.
As the couple made their way to stand next to Lisa, she began the introductions. "Jeff spent 30 years in the Navy. He retired as master chief petty officer, which he tells us means simply that he worked for a living. Julie Wilson has an extensive background in education and her most recent position was principal of Sherman Central High School.
"This couple has agreed, after numerous pleadings from Lady in Red Productions, to manage the plant, if we go through with the purchase. Make no mistake about this. We have complete and total confidence in these two. Their decisions will be supported without question by the owners. They will be in complete control of this plant."
It did not go unnoticed that Lady in Red Productions was placing a black couple to head up the new project. Even more impressive to those in attendance was the unequivocal support they received from the owners.
More citizens joined in the discussion. Lisa asked Jeff and Julie to respond to most of the questions regarding the plant, production, the workforce, pay and benefits. When Jeff stated the starting wage, everyone sat up straighter and paid closer attention. When he added the benefit package, even bigger smiles broke out all over the room.
"There are a few more things we want you to consider," summarized Lisa once it appeared that Jeff and Julie had answered most of the questions about the plant. "Our company will offer a grant to the local police department. We will guarantee two million dollars a year for at least ten years if certain reasonable conditions are met. Half the monies each year will be spent on training and equipment, like vests and body cameras for local law enforcement. The other half will be used to hire new officers each year. These new hires will be military veterans, when possible. They will also be local. They will be hired based on qualifications, but we expect these new recruits to be a rather diverse group, if you understand what I'm saying. We've spoken to the police chief and mayor and they're onboard with this.
"We'll donate new computers, teaching aides, and other equipment to both of the local high schools. We'll set up scholarships for those that are accepted to college and can't afford to go. We'll also help those students that feel a trade school would suit their talents and skills more closely. We'll support and encourage the study of music and the other arts at these schools.
"In short, we want this community to thrive and to carry our production facility along with it. We feel it's a win/win situation, if this community can overcome whatever distrust, fear, ignorance, and hatred its citizens may harbor," finished Lisa.
"There are a few more items we'd like to share," stated Stephanie as she finished conferring with Steve, Gwen, Jordan, and Charlie. "Jordan, Gwen, Naomi, and some of the rest of us women will be available to discuss all sorts of things that might interest teenage girls and young women. We'll be meandering down Main Street this evening and tomorrow. People, especially young women, are encouraged to ask us about making movies, music, fashion, and educational opportunities.
"At the same time, and again on Main Street, Jared, Steve and their buddies will be available to discuss sports, especially playing football, as well as various career choices and educational opportunities both in and out of the military. They'll even talk about making music and movies if there's any interest.
"We've contracted with all of the restaurants and eateries in the area to provide food and non alcoholic drink to folks tonight, free of charge! We're also offering incentives to clothing stores to offer huge discounts on their inventories. The National Guard has already planned to close Main Street to vehicular traffic after dusk, so we're going to make it a big block party. We've decided that if we find the local citizens willing, and hopefully, eager to join our company workforce, we'll be buying the plant and begin production as fast as possible. It's now up to the good people of Blakely to determine their destiny."
When Stephanie finished speaking, those in attendance began clapping and cheering as they stood and prepared to leave the crowded meeting room. Smiles were seen on most of the faces as everyone discussed the events of the day and how it would benefit their town.
News stations had covered the meeting and reporters rushed to positions where they could broadcast back to their stations. All of the Lady in Red owners, along with Julie, Naomi, and Jeff Wilson were interviewed by various stations. Business owners and school students were asked for their opinions. It was soon obvious to the viewers across the nation that the anger, despair, and violence of the previous few days was rapidly giving way to hope and optimism.
That evening, cable news stations broadcast from Blakely, much like they had the previous three nights, but with one huge difference. While downtown was very crowded, there was very little animosity and only minor disputes. The people from Lady in Red Productions were shown interacting with the locals. Steve and Jared could be seen showing some older teens various football techniques and training methods. Steve entertained the crowd by throwing long passes to six different young men that played on the two local school teams. Jared spent time demonstrating different types of pass rushes and the basics of tackling.
Jason, Chip, Jeff, and Pete, spent a lot of time explaining what would be expected of military recruits and what the military offered that would benefit those recruits. Charlie worked mostly with kids interested in music, from playing instruments to composing. All of the men stressed how important degrees were, no matter what career the young people chose.
The women were besieged by girls wanting to know everything about careers in movies, modeling, and music. They devoted a great deal of time extolling the virtues of sound educations for the young women, regardless of what career track they pursued and how successful they were.
Gwen, Jordan, or some of the others were often seen taking a girl by the hand and heading into a boutique or clothing store to put together an outfit for them. No bill was ever presented to any of the young women being outfitted.
Just before eleven PM, Governor Fisher of Illinois arrived on Main Street. He made a point of thanking Steve, Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, the Wilsons and all of the others for the incredible turnaround in Blakely. He commented on how much the National Guard was now enjoying its assignment, and how they'd better enjoy it since it appeared that they would be going back home very soon.
Back in Washington, Vince and Cindy Rosen sat in their home watching the coverage with Senators Chatham and Mason. "Last night we saw cars overturned and burned on the streets of Blakely. Tonight, it's a block party!" observed an amazed Cindy Rosen.
"It's a remarkable turnaround," agreed Senator Chatham. "That group, especially Gwen and Steve, seems to have no limit. They transformed a highly volatile situation into a cause to celebrate. They'll keep their word about jobs and what they'll pay. I've never met more honest, sincere people in my life."
"This has never happened before that I know of," began Senator Mason, "And that has become a comment frequently used when speaking about those two. When I think about it, I've never seen a Navy Lieutenant and freshman congresswoman propel a candidate to win his party's nomination for the presidency of the United States before."
"They've made a huge difference," agreed Vince Rosen. "Cindy and I have discussed it until we're blue in the face. Will they call in their markers at some point? They've never hinted that they expect anything from me in return for their support. That's another thing that never happens in Washington."
"I've been wondering about that, too," stated Chatham. "What will they expect from you if they manage to help you get elected? My gut feeling is that they'll expect to have the chance to offer opinions on certain issues and perhaps ask you to exert some influence behind the scenes. They'll never ask you to betray your oath of office, or give them an unfair advantage. I'm sure of that."



"Look at how the kids are flocking around them, hanging on every word they say," pointed out Cindy Rosen. "They're treating all the people very well, regardless of race, gender, or how they're dressed. What an example they're setting for the rest of the country. That's the strength of that group. They make us proud to be Americans, and that hasn't been happening a lot lately. We're watching history being made. Everything they do is bigger than life."
Steve had been tossing passes to some of the kids that played on the local school teams. One tall black kid caught his attention. He appeared to be extremely fast and quite talented. Steve held the ball as he gave the kid instructions.
"I want you to run straight down the street to that second light pole. Then cut left toward the barber shop door. I want you to look for the ball after you make the turn and expect it in your chest as soon as you turn to look. Now, let's clear the street down there and see what you can do."
"I'll catch it, if you can throw it that far," guaranteed the tall teen. "That's gotta be forty yards, at least.
"The ball will be there. Let's see what kind of speed you have, and if your hands are like a couple of bricks," responded Steve with a grin.
Billy and Jared quickly got people to clear the street so Steve could throw the pass to the kid. People stopped what they were doing to watch. It became rather quiet as Billy stepped over the ball to snap it to Steve. The kid lined up on the right side and waited for Billy to hike the ball.
Billy sent the ball backward to Steve as he stood in the shotgun position. Steve watched the kid fly down the street. Just before he made his turn by the light pole, Steve wired the ball. The kid made his cut and the ball hit him in the chest within two strides. Spectators were amazed at the velocity of Steve's pass, but even more stunned when the kid grabbed the ball as it hit his chest, seemingly with no effort.
"What kind of marks do you get in school?" asked Steve as the teen trotted back with the football. "What's your name? I think we need to introduce you to some college recruiters."
"My name's Rick Charles. I'm the guy with two first names," joked the talented teen. "I get mostly B's and some C's in school. I don't know if I'm smart enough to go to college. No one in my family ever has."
"That attitude is the first thing we have to change, Kid," declared Billy. "I only played division three football, but we never had a kid that could've made the catch you just made. You're obviously a smart kid. With some work on both your grades and your game, you could get a scholarship to a lot of different schools."
"Would you be interested in the Naval Academy?" questioned Steve. "The requirements are pretty strict, but they sure need a receiver with your speed and hands. If you tell me that you're willing to work your ass off, I'll promise to do my best to get you into Annapolis. If that doesn't work, we'll get you a scholarship to some lesser school, like Penn State."
"Hey! I heard that!" boomed Jared. "Penn State needs skilled players, so maybe he should forget about being a sissy Navy boy and shoot for the stars. He could go to Penn State and take ROTC and become an officer in the Army."
"You really think I could play for a major school?" asked the kid in amazement.
"I'm formulating a plan even as we speak," replied Steve. "Our company will get a few tutors lined up for the kids in your school that want to go to college and need to improve their grades. We'll hire a trainer to work with any guys that truly want to improve their mechanics, strength, and conditioning for football, or for any reason. What I'll need from you and a few others is your word that you'll do the absolute best you can in everything you try."
"I heard that idea! Let's include any girls that want to improve," insisted Jordan as she walked up to where Steve and the guys were talking. "There are more than a few girls here that want to further their education and need to bring their grades up. I'm sure there are some that could get athletic scholarships as well, if they really work at it. Let's set something up!"
The friends stayed out well past midnight, speaking to people individually and in groups. They answered questions about the opening of the plant, how they'd help the schools, and work with the high school kids to gain entrance into institutions of higher education.
Steve couldn't help but notice the negative attitudes and remarks of more than a few locals, especially young men about his age. He also noticed that race didn't seem to know any boundaries when it came to young men that had lost hope and direction. He knew changing the outlook and attitudes of these characters would be a very difficult task. The school age kids and those just out of school appeared much more interested in the possibility of college and good jobs. Steve feared that the twenty-something group would fall through the cracks. He wondered if there was a way to reach them to any measurable degree.
After the first peaceful night Blakely had experienced that week, Steve, Gwen and friends were up early. They enjoyed breakfast in the restaurant Steve and Naomi had first visited. By the time they had finished eating, they were surrounded by youth of various ages, races, and both genders.
Gwen and Naomi listened intently when a black teenage girl spoke quietly to Steve. "Do you think Naomi is as pretty as the white girls in your group, or do you think white girls are prettier?"
Steve looked at the girl as he formulated his response. "I honestly think that Naomi is beautiful. I've never seen a more beautiful woman. I've told her that quite a few times. You can ask her if you don't believe me. All of these women are beautiful, but none more so than Naomi. Look at her mother, sitting across the table from us. She's gorgeous, too.
"Are you really trying to ask me if black girls are as pretty as white girls? If so, let me say this. Skin color has no bearing on beauty. I've seen what appeared to be an attractive woman look really bad simply because of her attitude. If a woman is smart, active, capable, and sensitive to her friends and family's needs, men will find her attractive, regardless of the color of her skin.
"Beauty is also quite subjective. Some men prefer tall girls and some like shorter girls. Some like thin girls and some like more voluptuous types. But all men are attracted to women that are intelligent, honest, happy, and confident. You're a lovely young woman, but that isn't enough. You need to learn, to grow, to always be responsible for your actions, and to make good decisions. Naomi has done all of those things, and a great deal more. Her loyalty, discipline, and intelligence all make her beauty even more impressive. She's been blessed with a fantastic body and great looks, but she's worked hard to be way more than just a beautiful woman. She's a great person."
All of a sudden Naomi surprised Steve by dropping into his lap and planting a big kiss on his lips. "You say the nicest things! I have no idea what I did to get such wonderful friends, but I'm so happy that I have all of you. I heard what you told this young woman. You sure have a silver tongue."
As she finished speaking, Naomi noticed the girl was looking in shock at Naomi sitting on Steve's lap. Then she'd look at Gwen and Jared to see their reactions and then back at Naomi.
"Don't worry about Gwen and Jared being upset. They know I love this guy, but it's as very good friends and not as lovers. As Steve just told you, we value loyalty and honesty. Gwen loves Jared and I'm cool with it. You can see why we ladies would fall for these handsome guys, but you know what? These guys will only be with their own lady and never with anyone else, if you know what I mean. All of us women feel safe and loved when we're with them. They're like brothers to us, except I probably wouldn't be sitting on my brother's lap and kissing him. Do you understand what I'm telling you?"
"I think so. You and Steve like each other a lot, but you don't have sex with him, right?" asked the girl.
"That's the very short version. My friends and I respect each other far too much to ever betray that friendship," responded Naomi. "A true friend will never do something to hurt you and will do almost anything to help you."
"Were you a good friend to Steve and Gwen ever since you met them?" questioned the girl.
"I'm not very proud to admit that I wasn't," recalled Naomi. "I was a combination of an elitist, a racist, and a regular jerk. Gwen, Jordan, and Ashley pretty much set me straight, along with my parents. I couldn't wrap my head around Steve finding a black woman attractive and how well his friends, and not just his girlfriend, stuck up for him. I realized I was mostly insecure and jealous, which are not good traits in a friend. I came to realize that if I trusted them as friends, they would treat me the same way. I had to learn to have faith in people, and that race had nothing to do with character, respect, discipline, and friendship."
"That's right," agreed Gwen as she came over to join the conversation. "You have to become a friend before you can have a friend. Good friends are great to have. Jared saved my life by taking two bullets intended for me. Billy did the same for Charlotte. Pete was almost shot saving Becky and Ashley. Billy, Jason, and Chip each saved Steve's life at least once. Steve has returned the favor with Jason and Chip. Charlie was wounded helping us rescue Steve and Chip from terrorists in Iraq. Even my dad was wounded on that trip.
"The point I'm trying to make is that these people put friends before themselves. They're loyal, honorable men that care for and protect us women. We'd do much the same for them, if the need arose. These men are now 'brothers' without any blood in common. That seems to be one of the really good things that military training teaches them. They absolutely have to be able to trust their team to have their back. Without that trust, they wouldn't be able to do what they do. That sense of trust and honor has carried over into their everyday lives."
"It's hard to imagine having a friend like that," admitted the girl that first asked Steve the question.
"It really is. Now imagine having as many friends as you see here today with Naomi and me. But, as I said earlier, to have a friend like that, you need to become a friend like that first. Relationships are not easy and they always need attention and effort," concluded Gwen.
The friends spent the rest of the day meeting residents and discussing the plans for the factory, schools, police departments, and civic organizations. The sense of despair and futility had been replaced with hope. Later in the afternoon, Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, and Steve put on a little street concert using just a couple of acoustic guitars and a keyboard. The atmosphere was much more relaxed as locals mingled and danced with little regard to race or religion.
Early evening saw Steve and friends say their goodbyes to Jeff and Julie Wilson, who were staying in town to work on getting the factory up and running. It did not go unnoticed that Julie gave each of the men a hug and a kiss, while the other women did the same to Jeff. It was quite clear that owners of Lady in Red Productions really didn't appear to have any prejudices.
The group had just returned the motorcycles to the Harley dealer and was preparing to climb into two vans to transport them to the airport when Lisa answered a phone call from her mother. It was immediately obvious that something was wrong. Lisa motioned for Jason to follow her as she led him off to the side for an emotional few minutes on the phone.
Everyone waited with concern until Lisa returned her phone to her pocket and hugged Jason. It took her a couple of minutes to explain the situation to him between her sobs. Finally she managed to calm down. He hugged her shoulders as he led her back to the group to explain to them what Lisa had just been told.
"That was Paula. She and Diane took Theresa and Billy with them to the mall a little while ago to do some shopping. As they parked their car, two vans pulled up, one in front of their car and one behind it, effectively blocking them in. Several men with guns got out of each van and headed toward Paula, Diane, and the kids who were all still in the car.
"All Hell broke loose. Paula told Lisa that the guys with guns suddenly started dropping as they were immediately engaged by another group with guns. It was over pretty fast. The men still standing dragged two injured men back to the vans and drove off, leaving three others lying dead on the pavement!"
"Was it a gang war or something?" asked a stunned Kate. "Is everyone okay? Do they know what happened?"
"Paula told Lisa that once the vans left, three women ran to their car to see if they were alright. Each of them carried a handgun. That's when Paula realized that they were the ones that had engaged the men in the gun battle! Yes, they're fine, but they're all pretty shaken up. One of the women was bleeding from her leg, but it didn't appear too serious.
"I have a lot of questions," stated Jason." One of the first is; who were the women that defended our family so well?"
As Steve listened to the story of the attack, he felt anger and relief battling for control of his emotions. Everyone was looking to him for an explanation, but he slowly turned to Charlie and arched an eyebrow.
"I made an executive decision a couple weeks ago," admitted Charlie when everyone's gaze turned to him. "While we were in Russia, Steve asked me to find security for our loved ones, and I promised I would. I've interviewed a few agencies, although we were so busy, I had trouble finding the time.
"One agency really stood out, so I hired them on an interim basis until I could present the entire agreement to everyone for approval. They've been watching the folks back home and setting up living accommodations in Sparta for the last week. I was going to ask for a meeting with them when we returned from the Nimitz, but we wound up flying here so fast, we didn't have the time."
Lisa sobbed again as she flung her arms around Charlie and hugged him tightly. "You saved my family! Thanks so much for being so dependable and so smart! You're going to be the best father possible. Those women were godsends!"
"I didn't do anything special. I simply followed through on Steve's request to find security for everyone. He deserves the credit," replied Charlie modestly.
Gwen stepped in and embraced Charlie once Lisa released him. She kissed him soundly on the lips and then announced, "I have the best sisters and brothers in the world. Jordan, you found a winner in this guy. Thanks, Charlie, for coming through for us!"
Jordan beamed as everyone demonstrated how much they appreciated Charlie's diligence. Once everyone had hugged him or shook his hand, Jordan hugged Charlie's arm to her breast and smiled at everyone.
"He's pretty good, isn't he? Thank God these guys identified the problem and took steps to correct it. I agree that he's going to be the best father ever. He'll make sure our kids are safe!"
"Yeah," agreed Kate. "Those women were godsends, just like Lisa said. I guess that would make them Charlie's Angels!"
On the flight back to Sparta, the women gathered to discuss the recent trip and the horrible attack on Paula and Diane. Gwen noticed that Steve, Jason, and the other men were having a very quiet discussion of their own. While they were not speaking loudly, Gwen could see the emotion wash across their faces. She decided that she would ask Steve about it later.
"I'll take point on this," insisted Jason. "These pricks tried to kill my family! I'm just asking for cooperation and unlimited finances to track these bastards down."
"You've got it!" replied Steve immediately. "We need to be proactive on this. I'll be damned if we just sit around waiting for them to take another shot at our women and children."
"We're all tough guys, or like to think that we are, but I'm going to start carrying from now on, where possible," continued Jason. "The girls need to be trained on weapons right away."
"That's one of the things I contracted the agency for," revealed Charlie. "They have several qualified instructors and they'll be teaching all of the women how to handle guns safely, and how to use them when needed. I asked the builder at Asgard to draw up plans for a gun range. It shouldn't take long to construct."
"You're way ahead of us, Charlie, thank God," responded Steve. "I'm going to make the perimeter wall and surveillance equipment a top priority. Pete, we're going to shift your duties to become head of security for Asgard. You can still travel a lot with Becky, but only after you make damn sure everything is set up and running smoothly with our home security. Any problems with that?"
"Of course not! I was wondering if I'd be out of a job once these new security people came on scene. I understand computers and security pretty well and what I don't know, I'll learn real fast. You can count on me!" promised Pete.
"There's one more thing we need to make clear right now," insisted Jason. "When I find out who's responsible for attacking my family, I'm going to make damn sure they're never able to try again. I'm talking about permanently."
"I understand and agree," nodded Steve as he looked at his friends. "The safety of our families exceeds any other consideration. This'll get ugly when we find the people responsible, and I don't care what shithole they're hiding in. We'll find them, and then we'll deal with them. Does this cause any concerns for any of you?"
"I was thinking the same way," agreed Charlie. "Jordan and our baby are more important to me than my own life. Count me in when the time comes to settle this. It's one of the reasons I'm so damn proud to have you guys as friends. You take care of family, come hell or high water."
"I don't think we need to explain this to the ladies," reasoned Chip. "They'll have plausible deniability if anything goes south on us. The less they know about it, the better. Count me in on the reckoning."
Helicopters were waiting to transport everyone to Sparta when the Red Lady touched down. Lisa and Jason were especially anxious to get home to be with Theresa. The helicopters landed on the recently constructed pads at Asgard. Everyone quickly made their way to Paula's house.
Lisa and Jason held their precious baby in their arms as Lisa's emotions overcame her and tears began falling. Once the girls finished hugging Paula and Diane, Steve held Paula's shoulders and simply looked at her face long enough to make Paula fidget. Then he swept her into a tight embrace as he almost crushed her to his chest.
"Thank God you're okay," whispered Steve so only Paula could hear him. "I don't know what I'd do if something happened to you."
Paula had a few tears trickle down her cheek as she felt Steve's emotion. As she began to understand how much she meant to her daughter's beau, she wrapped her arms even more tightly around his broad back and began sobbing.
"Steve's pretty emotional," observed Kate. "The thought of losing Mom, Diane, Billy, and Theresa doesn't sit very well with him, does it? Mom didn't cry until he hugged her."
Diane, Will, and Billy were also present and Stephanie was quick to greet them all with warm hugs and kisses, especially for her little brother. The other girls waited their turn to express their relief and gratitude that everyone had survived the ordeal unscathed. It didn't go unnoticed that when Steve finally released Paula, Diane was in his arms and crying into his chest as she clung to him.
"I think that they finally feel safe," observed Charlotte. "No disrespect to Ted, Will, and the other men, but being in Steve's arms feels like the safest place in the world to the women in this family, and that includes all of us females. In a room full of alpha males, Steve is the top dog, so to speak. He's so cool about it that the other men don't feel competitive, or jealous. It's just how it is."



Gwen had watched her mother and aunt collapse in her boyfriend's arms. It was evident that he was special to them and she had found the interaction a bit confusing until Charlotte expressed her theory.
"I think you're right," agreed Gwen as she considered Charlotte's statement. "Mom and Diane needed to know Steve was back and prepared to face any situation to keep them safe. I don't think they even realize why they feel so emotional with him. I didn't until you came up with that idea. Steve is the center of this unit. He's the unspoken leader, especially in matters of our safety."
"Just as you are in most other areas," added Charlotte. "Between the two of you, we look for answers to every problem. When you're both here in Asgard, we all feel safe and content. I know that I do."
While Diane clung to Steve, Paula made a beeline for Charlie and embraced him tightly. "Those three women told us that you were the one that hired them to keep us safe. Thank God that you did! I don't want to even think how things would have turned out if you hadn't."
Charlie was pleased at the praise, but also little uncomfortable with it. "Steve asked me to find the best security possible, so that's what I did. It wasn't my idea. I just implemented it when Steve asked."
Kate quickly spoke up. "We call the three girls that saved you 'Charlie's Angels'. How appropriate is that? Where are they, anyway? I want to thank them."
"We're having a private lunch meeting at Billy's place tomorrow," announced Stephanie. "This meeting is for all of us here and will not be opened to the general public. We'll meet the people in the agency Charlie hired and get to know them. We'll discuss exactly what will be expected of us, and of them. Once that's done, we'll go over some other business that concerns all of you. Be there by noon, and no excuses."
The following day saw everyone gather in a private room at Marsh's Landing. Beside the usual group, there were quite a few women present that were unknown to Steve and Gwen. Once everyone was seated, Charlie took the floor.
"These are the ladies that work for The Adams Agency. They come very highly recommended and I'd venture the opinion that they proved that the praise was well deserved. I'd like to introduce Mallory Burke, owner and founder of The Adams Agency."
A pleasant looking woman the Steve guessed to be in her early fifties stepped forward to address the group. "Charlie approached us right after he returned from your Russian adventure. He told me that your company wanted strong security, and he wanted it supplied almost exclusively by females. I told him that I felt I had the team for the job."
"Wait!" interrupted Kate. "Why would we want only females? Aren't guys supposed to be bigger and stronger, besides being a lot better to look at from where I'm sitting?"
"I bet it was Billy's idea to hire females," guessed Charlotte. "And the other knuckle draggers went along with him!"
"I bet they insisted all the women either had big boobs, or gigantic boobs," laughed Kate. "We know how these guys think!"
"Please allow me to continue," insisted Mallory Burke. "I think some of these issues will be cleared up. Charlie explained that all of the men in your entourage are quite physically fit and most are trained in hand to hand combat, as well firearms. They feel quite capable of protecting themselves and their ladies when they are with them. Their concern is when they are away, or in certain obvious situations where they cannot accompany you, such as when you visit bathrooms, locker rooms, and the like.
"He and his friends felt more comfortable leaving you alone with trained female security agents, rather than male agents. I believe Charlie words to me were that you are all incredibly beautiful women and male agents would find it difficult to remain professional and not ogle you ladies. He used the phrase 'having the fox watch the hen house'. Once I saw the uncommon beauty of all of you women in the group, I have to agree with Charlie's assessment."
"Yeah, and they can go with them shopping, to the opera, and soccer matches," added Billy. "There are quite a few times they won't have us manly men around to protect them. How about baby showers, bridal showers, or girls' night out? I'm not paying some guy to help a tipsy Charlotte home. I'd worry more about the guy we're paying than anything else."
"Thank you, I think," chuckled Mallory Burke. "We will have these twenty two female agents assigned full time to members of your entourage. They will live in the area we will always have several on call 24/7. We'll need to work out some living arrangements. If any of you ladies are going to be alone, even at home, I'd like one of our agents to be able to stay in your home with you. Any time your husband or boyfriend is not around, I want one of my agents to be near you.
"Another item that I insist upon is there is zero tolerance for sexual harassment. At the first indication of that happening, I will withdraw from the contract and will collect a hefty penalty. I want that understood," stated Mallory Burke firmly.
"In that case, we'll cut you a check for the penalty right now and part company," responded Steve firmly. "There will be no sexual harassment clause in our contract, period."
"You can't think I'll allow these attractive women to be subjected to sexual references and innuendos without some sort of penalty!" retorted Mallory Burke.
"That's exactly what I think and I'll explain why. My friends and I have been through the fires. We're men that are extremely appreciative of the female form. We work hard, play hard, and relax when we can. We make jokes and tease each other, as well as the women in our group. I don't want that to change.
"All of the women will groan when Billy makes some comment about their big boobs, ass, legs, whatever, but in reality they enjoy it because they know Billy. He's a great guy and one of us. He keeps the mood light and we need that more than you may realize. Charlotte and Kate make some pretty funny comments about us guys, our anatomies, and our sexual prowess. All of us do at times. It's what we do when we're relaxing.
"I won't allow that to be lost because we have a bunch of people with vaginas nearby, or within hearing or sight. I guarantee you that none of us men will ever molest, intentionally insult, or malign any of your agents. By the same token, Billy could make a comment about the red head sitting on the end with the big hooters," suggested Steve as everyone's attention was directed toward the obviously busty red head with the big smile sitting on one end of the group of agents.
"That may seem crude, impolite, and inappropriate, but it'll happen. I can guarantee it. If Red gets all huffy and runs to the boss to complain about it, we have a problem," concluded Steve as everyone else sat in surprised silence.
"Steve is the last guy you'll ever hear make a comment like that under normal conditions, but he was making a point and I think it's valid," stated Gwen. "I have to admit I enjoy Billy's jokes, or the other guys looking at me or making somewhat suggestive comments. We're friends and we can do that. It makes us all closer. Do any of my female friends here ever feel uncomfortable with any of our male friends here? Do we have a problem I'm not aware of?"
"You mean other than Billy?" asked Jordan quickly. "I couldn't resist that one! Truthfully, I like the way all of the guys show their appreciation of my charms, even when I have clothes on! It's what we do. We're all monogamous, but we love to flirt and tease! I agree with Steve that we can't give that up. There has to be another agency that can accept our interactions."
"Mother, I think we need to strike that penalty clause," stated a tall, slim brunette sitting next to the buxom redhead. "Federal law covers sexual harassment already, but we really don't want to go there. This is a great opportunity for us individually, and for our agency."
"Let me ask the others," continued Mallory Burke's daughter. "Are any of you concerned about working with these people? They may joke of make comments about your ass or your big boobs, except in my case, they'll tease me about my little ones. Are any of you worried about that? This isn't an office situation. We're in the field and we have to conduct ourselves professionally, but not like snobs or frigid bitches."
"Speaking only for myself, Steve Hammer can make comments about my 'hooters' all day long," grinned the redhead. "I know a few things about the places they go and the things they do. I'd work naked if it gave me the opportunity to travel the globe, meet kings, queens, stars, presidents, and maybe my wealthy future husband. These are the good guys. There won't be any problems."
"I think we're adult enough to endure any gestures, comments, or jokes thrown our way," continued the younger Burke. "If Lady in Red Productions is satisfied with our qualifications, I think we should get started. We can introduce ourselves and go from there."
"I often wonder who runs this agency," complained Mallory Burke jokingly. "My name's on all of the bills, but Sybil seems to make the decisions. You've heard from my daughter. Her name is Sybil Burke and she's also my partner in this business. In the field, the others take direction from her.
"Next to Sybil is Janice Prince. She's the lovely redhead with the 'big hooters'. She's a top agent and she's a qualified firearms instructor."
"Excuse me?" interrupted Billy. "Did you just say that Ms. Prince is a top heavy agent?"
"No, I didn't, but that is also accurate. Now everyone can see why I tried to get the sexual harassment clause in the contract. Poor Janice is very shy and quite reluctant to have anyone realize just how impressive her breasts are."
"Yeah! That's why she's always sunbathing topless and wearing those low tops," interjected Sybil Burke. "Her greatest fear is that she'll meet someone with bigger, firmer boobs, or a guy that doesn't notice them."
"I sure won't be the one to disappoint her then," retorted Billy. "However, Jordan is pregnant and I expect that she may become a serious threat as far as bigger ones go. Janice will have to be able to live with that possibility because we're sure not going to hide Jordan and her natural wonders away just to make Janice feel good."
"Why thank you, Billy," responded Jordan calmly. "I appreciate how you stick up for me. I suspect that when my girls reach their full potential in a few months, you'll be 'sticking up' for me all of the time, if you get my meaning."
"I do, and I will," asserted Billy immediately.
"He already does!" blurted Charlotte. "No matter how tired he is, all I have to do is mention Jordan and he's ready for another round. Of course, he's that way no matter which of the girls I mention. When he's really tired, I ask him about Naomi's mom and he's all over me."
"That is way too much information!" complained Naomi. "Mom will be very pleased to hear it, but I'm just a little girl and I shouldn't hear how men lust after my poor mother."
Once the laughter died down, Sybil spoke. "See how it is, Mom. They're having fun. It's not insulting or perverted. We'll be fine."
"Actually, Billy is perverted," responded Jordan. "He's always asking us women to get naked and hop into the hot tub with him, or sunbathe with him, or Jello wrestle, or just about anything else that could possibly require taking off our clothes. We only recently learned that the other men here think exactly the same way and are just as perverted, but they lack Billy's more direct approach. Be prepared to be ogled by these mentally disturbed individuals if you're around us for any period of time. Take this as a warning."
"But understand that these are our men. Many of you will fall in love with at least a few of these guys, but nothing will come of it," cautioned Lisa. "If one of you becomes too enamored with any of the guys, we'll probably ask that you be reassigned. We trust our guys, but we're not going to be stupid about it. You'll be spending most of your time with us women, and the kids that will be coming along. You will, by necessity, be around these handsome, virile men and Billy fairly often. They are not available, not even Billy."
"Thanks, Lisa," grinned Billy.
All of the female agents were introduced by Mallory Burke. "I know you've asked to meet the ladies that thwarted the attack on Paula and Diane and the two children. I'm please to tell you that while any of the ladies here would have done the same, the three agents that day were Janice Prince, Helen Barnes, and my daughter Sybil. Helen received a minor leg wound from a stray bullet, but that was the extent of the injuries to my agents."
Jason and Lisa led the way to thank the three ladies. The rest followed closely. Gwen watched Steve as he waited for everyone else to thank the girls before he swept each of them into his arms and spoke very quietly into their ears as he embraced them. She decided to ask him about it when they were alone.
Once the meet and greet was over and lunch was consumed, Mallory and her agents left the restaurant. Stephanie stood and addressed the group. "First, we all need to thank Charlie for doing such a great job finding security. His decision-making probably saved Mom, Billy, Aunt Paula, and Theresa. We're all in his debt.
"Now for some business. All of you are here because you may be involved in some of the projects. Kate finished her second movie script. She had it almost completed while she was in school. I don't know when she has time to study law.
"Once you hear the title, you may guess the star of the movie. It's called 'Single Handedly' and it's an action comedy about a very attractive woman that lost a hand while in Iraq, but kept her spirit, her nerve, and her smoldering sexuality."
"Is this about Charlotte?" asked Billy as the others laughed.
"We want to begin filming right away. The hard part is that we want Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, and Steve to have roles in it. Becky is very popular, but we've concluded that the star power of the other four will increase the success of the movie and help take Becky to the next level. She'll be a bankable box office star.
"We realize that the other four are making movies now, but we're going to jam their schedule for a few weeks to get all three movies made. The preliminary word on the two movies already being made is 'Wow'. We expect great success, both artistically and financially. Now we're asking you guys to make a third movie this summer. If we're going to be able to fund hospitals, aid in disasters, and do all of the other charitable work we want, we require a pretty good income stream.
"I can't believe that you guys have that much confidence in me!" exclaimed Becky. "Now I'm starring in a movie named after my having only one hand and I'm grateful as hell! I hate that I lost my hand, but it sure has created a lot of opportunities for me. Thanks so much!"
"Don't thank us. You've earned it, Becky. Our research shows that you're a bankable star now. We expect you'll be a major star by this time next year. We just hope you'll remember us when you become a huge success and you'll still make movies for us," replied Stephanie.
"Don't any of you ever doubt it!" replied Becky immediately. "No one else would treat me the way you guys do, and besides. I owe you way more than I can repay. That day Steve, Gwen, and Jordan stopped at our house was the day my life gained meaning and direction. I hate to think where I'd be if it weren't for them."
"We're going to give Pete a role to see how he does in front of the camera. If he does well, he'll be getting bigger parts in your movies. You don't get the pretty girl this time, Pete, but if you do well, you may next time."
"I understand. I'm just glad to have the chance. A year ago I'd be blaming my loss of a foot for not being made an immediate star. Watching Becky succeed has inspired me. I finally understand that I'm responsible for what I do and lacking a foot is no excuse for not working hard and making something of myself. I'll do my very best and make all of you proud that you took me into your group," promised Pete.
"We have two animated movies ready for voice over. One is about Gwen and Steve rescuing a school bus full of kids. The other is about Jordan and Charlie saving an orphanage. I know they sound a little childish, but that's the market we're trying to reach.
"Charlie and Jordan have pretty much completed a new album with new songs, which they also wrote. Charlie expects it to be ready for release by Labor Day. He was everything set up for Gwen and Steve to record one of those 'Great American Songbook' albums. He'll need you guys to work pretty steady with him evenings and weekends since your time is limited. Jordan and Charlie will sing back-up and as usual, Charlie is producing it. Once again, we've done the research and people want to hear more of the classics from you two. Later, the four of you will do another Christmas album. The last one was huge.
"If we get time this fall, maybe on weekends, we'll tape a few TV shows to sell to the networks as specials. There's a lot of interest in you guys performing some live TV shows from various cities around the globe. We'll try to work those in after the New Year. Are there any questions?" concluded Stephanie.
"I'm tired out from just listening to all of that!" groaned Jordan. "I'll work as long as I can, but our baby will limit what I can do and where I can travel. The baby's health is always my first concern."
It was a week later that Jason and Steve learned that the men that attacked Paula and Diane were actually Chechen! Both men were totally surprised by that information. The FBI and Homeland Security assured everyone that they were making progress in finding the remaining attackers and would have them in custody soon, if they hadn't already fled the country.
"We both know that's total bullshit. They don't have any clue where those guys are," insisted a disgusted Jason. "At least we know the bastards are Chechen. I'll add that information to the feelers I have out. I'm offering a lot of money to people that help us locate these killers. Are you with me on that?"
"Absolutely," replied Steve. "If we don't make a stand, every wannabe bad guy in the world is going to come calling at our door. Keep after them, no matter how long it takes, and how much it costs."
A new normal quickly became routine in Asgard. Everyone started early and worked late to reach the goals Stephanie had outlined. Steve and Gwen worked very hard with Diane at the new dance routines for the film they were making. Becky's film began production immediately and often Gwen, Steve, Jordan, or Charlie had to go to that set to perform in scenes with Becky. Naomi was cast as Becky's best friend in the film, but Jared would only agree to a small role.
"I'll help any way I can, but I'm just not comfortable speaking on camera," revealed Naomi's boyfriend. That prompted Steve to begin planning an action film for the following year that would showcase Jared's good looks and toned body. Steve felt a good old fashioned 'Buddy' movie would get Jared more comfortable with filming.
Pete turned out to be surprisingly good in his first scenes, so the decision was made to give him Steve's role and let Steve take the part written for Jared.
"You're going to have a guy with one foot be the hero?" asked Pete incredulously. "I don't think that's ever been done."
"Look at it this way, we're not calling the movie 'Footloose', so it shouldn't be a big deal," teased Kate as everyone else on the set suddenly went very quiet.
Pete tried to glare at Kate for a few seconds before he broke into laughter. "I guess I can't expect any sympathy from anyone around here. Maybe the sequel will be 'Single Footedly'?"



Steve pretended to pout when he was told that Pete would be taking his role and thus have the love scene with Becky. His eyes lit up and a huge grin crossed his face when he was informed that he'd have one with Naomi in Jared's stead.
Because of Steve's time constraints, he was busy filming 'Single Handedly' when he wasn't working on one of the others. He found himself doing the love scene with Naomi quite early in the filming. Jared had declined to be in attendance for the scene.
Jordan had done her best to convince him otherwise. "Steve'll have her so hot; she'll need you to put out the fire. I've been there a few times and it's almost unbearable. You really should hang close."
Jared still declined, stating that he just wasn't comfortable watching Naomi romantically involved with some other man, even Steve. Jordan finally convinced him that he needed to be waiting for Naomi in her dressing room once the scene was done.
The director felt that he needed to take the time to coach Steve before the big scene. "This isn't about race. It's about a man and a woman. Don't allow her skin color to influence how you respond to her. I think..."
"You really need to stop now!" insisted Steve as Naomi nodded in agreement. "I don't need you to tell me to treat Naomi like the beautiful woman she is. I've known and loved her for years and our skin color is not a concern to either of us, but it sounds like it is to you. Think about what you were saying when you have a moment to reflect on it. This company will not tolerate any sort of racism, or discrimination. You direct the filming and we'll take care of the romance."
It required the afternoon to get enough footage to satisfy the director. Much of that time, Steve was in bed with a naked Naomi. More than a few times her leg or hand brushed his erection and she's glance at Steve and smile. At the end of the three hours of filming, Naomi quickly rushed to her dressing room and her boyfriend.
"I heard that you two were heating up the set, so I came over when I had some free time," stated Gwen as she sat on the bed next to a surprised Steve. "I saw enough to know that your cock must be harder than Chinese math by now. Would you like to come to my dressing room so I can help you with it? Here's a bulky robe. It won't conceal that bad boy completely, but at least you won't be arrested when you get out of the bed."
"Gwen, it was terrible. I didn't want to hold her body like that or kiss her all over like I did, but I'm a professional and it was the role I was given," pointed out Steve as he pulled the robe closed to hide his raging erection.
"I know, Sweetheart," cooed Gwen. "Those big boobs, her beautiful face and her overly large ass would tempt a lot of men, but you were strong. You only needed about twenty takes. You must be exhausted from hefting those oversized breasts so many times."
"It wasn't easy, I admit," replied Steve as he wrapped an arm around Gwen.
"You really like her a lot, don't you?" asked a suddenly serious Gwen.
"I do," agreed Steve. "She's the whole package. She has brains, beauty, a great body, a warm personality, and a very big boyfriend."
"Do you ever have second thoughts about me? Do you ever wish you were free to sew your wild oats? Am I holding you back?"
"We've discussed this before, but it's worth saying again," replied Steve as he stopped walking and pushed Gwen gently against a wall, held her face with his hands, and spoke softly. "I've never seen your equal. To me, you're everything I could ever hope for. I love you. I'd die for you. I never want to be with anyone else sexually. I never want you to be with anyone else. The longer we're together, the more I realize how amazing you are. I'll never betray you, Gwen. I can't. It's not in me."
"I feel the same, but it's nice to hear you say it after I watched you with Naomi. She's a wonderful friend. She's just so beautiful, smart, funny, athletic, and curvaceous that I find it hard to believe any man could not want her. I know that if you really wanted her, you could have her. You know it, too. It's the same for all of my friends, and even relatives. I just want you to know that I love you for being like you are and not acting on the power you have over women."
"Do I have any power over you?" asked Steve as he ran his fingers over Gwen's cheek. "Have I made you love me? Have I gained your heart? Will you give me your body?"
Gwen pulled Steve down for a lingering kiss, oblivious to all the people working in the area. When she finally released him, Gwen saw Sybil Burke standing in the shadows, watching intently. Gwen nodded to the other woman and broke away from Steve's embrace and tugged him toward her dressing room.
Three days later there was another terrorist attack in Paris. This one was far more deadly than the one on the orphanage, with well over a hundred people killed and hundreds more injured. News stations covered the story relentlessly.
"We'll need to fly over for a few days," observed Jordan to Gwen, Steve, and Charlie. "I know they don't allow any demonstrations and mass gatherings will be discouraged, but I feel like we need to show our support. This is just awful!"
"I think we all agree with you," offered Gwen. "I'll have someone notify our pilots. Shall we plan on leaving Sparta in an hour?"
A few moments later, Steve was approached by Sybil Burke. "You wanted to see me?"
"Jordan, Gwen, Charlie, and I are flying to Paris. We're leaving here in an hour. We're going there to offer our support and condolences to the people of the city. I want you and a maybe three of your agents to come. This is a dangerous time and I want Jordan and Gwen to be as safe as possible.
"We can be ready," assured Sybil. "Our company has agencies in Europe that we work with closely. They'll have the necessary paperwork for us to be permitted to carry. If it's an issue, we'll have some agents from Paris accompany us. I'll call there right now.
It was just an hour later when a helicopter left Sparta with the four friends and four security people. The switch over to the Red Lady took only minutes and soon the group was headed for Paris once again.
"I've seen on TV that President Hanson and his wife are going to represent the US at a memorial service the day after tomorrow. A few ranking members of Congress are going, as well," added Gwen. "We have not been asked by anyone to represent them. We'll represent Lady in Red on this trip. I think we need to avoid the politicians and concentrate on the injured and the frightened citizens of Paris."
"I second that," chimed in Jordan. "This isn't a political event. It's humanitarian. We'll just console those that need it and return home in a few days."
It was less than an hour after the Red Lady landed that a large van transported their group to their hotel. "I guess I really shouldn't be surprised at how quickly we went through customs and how easily we received permits to carry," stated Sybil Burke. "You and your company seem to have some influence here in France.
"That's no surprise!" responded Janice Prince. "Steve was still in high school when he pushed through that trade agreement that released that Russian spy and guaranteed France a steady supply of natural gas for years to come.
"Then there was that amazing visit after that attack on an orphanage in Paris. Lady in Red bought a new building for the orphanage, gave one of the most watched concerts ever, and Steve blew up a car full of terrorists, among other things."
"This trip is much lower keyed," asserted Gwen. "We're not representing the U.S. and there will be no concert. We're just going to shake some hands and offer condolences to people still hurting."
"That doesn't mean that you agents can relax," warned Steve. "There's always a certain amount of danger when Gwen and Jordan are out in crowds, and tension is pretty high here. Plus, there may be more terrorists waiting for their chance to inflict more murder and mayhem."
Rather than sleeping, to catch up on jet lag, the group unpacked and then left the hotel on foot. Sybil and her agents worked hard to keep Gwen and Jordan close as they strolled down the avenues and streets, embracing total strangers and offering their condolences. Steve translated as often as he could. When he heard Janice speaking French to a vendor, he quickly drafted her into being a translator for Jordan and Charlie.
"That way you'll always be close and able to keep an eye on them," pointed out Steve. "No one will know you're a trained security agent. They'll all think you're just another big chested bimbo translator."
"You sure have a way with words," laughed Janice as she joined Jordan and Charlie and began translating for them.
Sybil remained close to Steve and Gwen as the two back-up agents trailed after them , but never strayed very far from either couple. Steve had the opportunity to observe Sybil at work and was thoroughly impressed. She was keenly observant and always alert. Steve decided to thank Charlie again when they were alone for his excellent decision in hiring the security firm.
The citizens of Paris went out of their way to thank the foursome for returning in their time of sorrow. Everywhere they traveled; they were hugged and praised for their efforts, both following the previous attack and for their compassion and concern after the current one. The Paris TV stations featured the report on world leaders attending the memorial service the next day, but managed to devote some of their coverage to the reception given Jordan, Gwen, Charlie, and Steve by the citizens of Paris.
The following day saw the friends visit hospitals in Paris. They were allowed to visit many of the less seriously injured victims of the attack. They would frequently pose for photos, sign casts and hospital gowns for victims, and offer encouragement as they made their way through each hospital. Steve marveled at how well Jordan and Gwen were able to handle the situation. Some of the victims had obviously been maimed and even disfigured, but the girls never failed to smile and hug everyone like long lost friends.
Steve and Charlie were favorites of the female victims. They usually asked for photos with their phones of Steve and Charlie hugging them. Then they would immediately send them to social media sites to show their friends. By day's end, the four friends managed to visit six hospitals and speak with dozens of the injured victims.
Again that evening, the memorial service with world leaders had top billing on news broadcasts. But more actual time in the broadcast was devoted to the hospital visits by the four Americans, as well as the delighted reactions of those that had suffered injuries at the hands of the terrorists and how pleased they were when they had the opportunity to meet Jordan, Gwen, Charlie, and Steve.
The third day of their visit, Steve insisted that they hire a van to transport them to a funeral being held well outside the Paris city limits. They travelled to a small town north of Paris. Steve had seen the article in a Paris newspaper and felt they needed to attend the service.
"An elderly man that owned and operated a local bakery for almost fifty years was a casualty of the violence," explained Steve. "We can't begin to attend all of the funerals, but I believe this one is representative of the situation.
"This man had been visiting his granddaughter, who had recently become engaged. They were celebrating at a small café in Paris when the gunmen suddenly appeared. He pushed his granddaughter under the table and lay across her, shielding her from the hail of bullets. He was struck twice and died in her arms a short time later. Luckily, she was unharmed."
"I see why you wanted to attend this service," replied Gwen. "That type of courage, especially within a family, appeals to your protective nature. This is going to be a very sad occasion."
The friends arrived at the country church an hour before the service was scheduled. They slowly walked the few streets of the small village as they waited for the funeral to begin. They had just passed the bakery the man had owned when they were stopped by a middle aged woman.
She spoke in French and Steve responded. Janice translated for the others. "She's asking Steve if he and his friends will attend the services. When Steve assured her that you came here for that purpose, she just asked if you would sing at the funeral and perhaps deliver a short eulogy."
Steve turned to his friends as Janice finished her translation. "Would you be willing to sing here today? This lady is the daughter of the man that was killed. It was her daughter he was visiting and whom he saved."
"Of course!" responded Jordan immediately. "That man sacrificed his life. We certainly can make the effort to help celebrate his life with his family and friends."
"Unless the lady has a particular request, I'd suggest that we go with what we know that's appropriate for a funeral," added Charlie. "Since the girls are the real singers here, no offense, Steve, I would think they could perform 'Amazing Grace' at the beginning and then again at the end. We all can do 'Bridge over Troubled Water' and 'Let It Be'. They're always well received and I'm sure that French speaking people are somewhat familiar with those songs."
Steve spoke again to the woman who nodded vigorously and thanked Steve and the rest of his group profusely before hurrying away. The church was surprisingly large for a small village and it was filled to overflowing as the Americans, with Janice and Sybil next to them, made their way to the front left of the house of worship. The other two security agents hung back to watch over the situation from farther away.
"They'd like you girls to sing 'Amazing Grace' as they bring the casket in, and then again when it's removed. At the end of the services, Charlie will make his way to the piano and play while we all sing," explained Steve. "The other thing is that we've been asked to say a few words. I'll handle that since I speak French, unless one of you wants the task."
"You do it, Steve," insisted Gwen. "Many of these people are older and would never understand English. Besides, you have a way with words."
As the procession approached with the coffin, Jordan and Gwen did a masterful job singing 'Amazing Grace'. The acoustics in the old church were excellent.
Jordan and Gwen couldn't help but cry as they listened to the old priest conduct the ceremony. Everyone was very quiet and attentive when the ancient clergyman asked Steve to say a few words.
Steve moved to the microphone, bowed his head for a moment, and then began speaking in French. Once again, Janice translated for Jordan and Gwen who were seated on either side of her.
"Pierre Badeau owned a local bakery for almost fifty years. Everyone in this area knew him by name. They knew his family. What many of you may not have known is that Pierre possessed the heart of a lion. He was about five and a half feet tall and well into his seventies, but when hell came calling that afternoon at a little café on a Paris side street, Pierre reacted immediately and with courage, as a man should. Unarmed, and unable to stop his attackers, he pushed his granddaughter to the ground and covered her body with his own. He was shot twice as he protected his loved one.
"We are all greatly saddened by his death, as we should be. But he would want you to know that he did what he had to do out of love. His granddaughter held him in her arms as his life ebbed away. He had the good fortune to die knowing that his actions had saved his granddaughter's life. I am here to tell you that he was immensely relieved, and extremely proud to have responded as he had, and that Danielle survived. He died content in that knowledge.
"I know this because I held my father in my arms as he died from three bullets lodged in his body. He'd received them defending my life and the lives of others. When I reached his side, he managed to speak to me briefly. He smiled through the pain and told me how pleased he was that I had not been harmed seriously. He told me he had to leave me, but that he'd be able to face my mother with his head held high."
Gwen was stunned at Steve's revelations. She had assumed that is father had been dead by the time he made his way to him. Steve had never mentioned anything about the last time he had spoken to his father.
"He told me not to mourn; that he had lived his life as a warrior, and it was fitting to die as one, especially since his actions had helped save my life. He managed to express his pride in his life, and even his death. He told me to always be a man of discipline, to find a pretty girl like Mom, marry her, and to always treat her and my children with love and respect. He told me that someday I'd understand why dying with honor is good thing. He said that a man can ask for no more than to be given the opportunity to save his child, or grandchild, and to succeed. Any man, any father, who does so will die in peace because he will have given all that he had to give, right to the very end. Today I understand what my father was telling me."
Tears were flowing freely by the time Steve concluded his brief eulogy. He had tears in his eyes as the man's granddaughter, Danielle, rushed to him and hugged him tightly. When he released her, Gwen was waiting and quickly took him into her arms. Mourners watched silently as Steve clung to Gwen as he buried his face in her hair. Emotions were heightened when it became obvious to all that Steve was shedding tears as Gwen spoke quietly in his ear. Eventually they stepped apart and returned to their seats.
Steve was fully recovered emotionally by the time he joined Jordan, Gwen, and Charlie in singing 'Bridge over Troubled Water'. He took the lead on 'Let It Be', although Gwen and Jordan backed him up so well that he knew they were making him look better than he was. Later, as the coffin was removed from the church, Jordan and Gwen once again joined in singing 'Amazing Grace'.
Once outside the church, locals crowded around the Americans, thanking them for remembering them in such trying times and for honoring Pierre so eloquently. It took several minutes for the group to make its way to the cemetery behind the church.
Danielle asked them to stand next to her family as she held her fiancé's hand and sobbed. The old priest said a few words and it was over. As they moved back to the parking lot, mourners once again praised and thanked them for coming to France so quickly to show support during such difficult times.
During a moment when Sybil found herself alone with Gwen, she was unable to hold her emotions in check. "I always thought that you and your friends were playing things up for the media, that no one as wealthy and famous as you guys could be that concerned about other people. I was wrong. This trip has opened my eyes. I've got to tell you that Steve's little eulogy had me crying like a baby. I hope you realize that you've got the best man on the planet."
Gwen gazed at Sybil briefly and nodded. "He is that, and I'll never forget it, but thanks. What did he tell you the day we were introduced to you? I know he whispered something to you."
"He told me that he'd never forget what I had done for his family and that he'd do everything in his power to be sure that I enjoyed a long and happy life. He certainly loves you and your family."
By that time, Gwen had reached Steve's side. She pulled him down for a quick kiss on the lips and then clung to his arm. When he looked at her with a question in his eyes, she simply smiled and mouthed the words, "I love you."
On the ride back to their hotel, Gwen asked Steve about his father's passing. Everyone was quiet as they waited for Steve's reply.



"I've never been able to bring myself to talk about it before," admitted Steve. "I can't describe how saddened I was by my father's death. His words didn't make any sense. How could he be happy about anything when he was dying from three bullets lodged in his body? What had I done to make him proud of me? He was the hero. I was just a kid. How would I ever be able to live up to his vision of me?
"Things began to become clearer when I met you, Gwen, but it's taken a while to accept and appreciate everything that I saw and heard that day. I don't know if I would have ever understood it, if it hadn't been for you, your family, and some very good friends. I can't help but think that you saved me when you went to that dance with me back in high school."
"I had no idea what you were going through! You need to always tell me everything, regardless of how it makes either of us feel. I can't help you if I don't know how or why you're feeling pain," insisted Gwen.
"And that's what you don't understand," replied Steve as he gently ran his fingers over Gwen's cheek. "You do help me, all of the time, whether you know it or not. You've helped me heal."
That evening, the group's attendance at the funeral, along with Steve's eulogy, was featured on all the French TV stations as well as many back in the states. Social media had hundreds of photos of the Americans as they warmly interacted with the towns' people.
The next morning, as Steve and Gwen made their way to the dining room in their hotel, people in the lobby, hotel employees and guests, began applauding. The couple was caught off guard and their surprise was evident on their faces. Smiling, Gwen waved her appreciation and soon Steve followed suit. They were seated at their table when they heard another round of applause just before Jordan and Charlie appeared in the restaurant entryway. Jordan was beaming as she joined her friends.
"Sometimes I get depressed seeing the aftermath of so much hatred and violence," admitted Jordan. "But then someone does something so nice that it convinces me to keep on trying. These people have been so good to us. We really need to visit here more often, but under better circumstances."
On the flight home, Steve and Gwen learned that Secretary Rosen had secured enough support to win his party's nomination on the first ballot at his party's convention. A spirited campaign was expected that fall since the candidates of both major parties were in a dead heat in most polls.
Once they were back in Sparta, the four friends began working long hours to catch up on their projects. Steve and Naomi were both expected to be back in Washington after Labor Day. Gwen and Charlotte were to report for their final year of med school the week before Labor Day. Jared was being deployed to Iraq again in the fall, while Kate was returning to law school in D.C.
Of all their projects, Steve and Gwen were most excited about their new film. Diane had come up with some incredible dance routines for the movie. They required a lot of practice and hard work, but they both believed that they had been a part of something very special. Under Charlie's direction, the couple recorded the sound track for the movie. They performed all the numbers used in the dance scenes and came away convinced that some of them would be very successful when released as singles.
The last dance in the movie, where Gwen and Steve won the contest, was filmed in the Lady in Red Center. Their friends, along with Sparta locals were used as extras. The director explained how the spectators were to react to the dance when Gwen and Steve finished. They practiced their parts for almost an hour until the director was comfortable with the reaction from the crowd as portrayed in the movie.
Gwen couldn't remember ever being so nervous doing a movie scene. The thought of her neighbors and friends watching was daunting to her, but it also increased her determination to get it right. She and Steve had spent the last three days working on the routine, stopping only for refreshments, food and bathroom breaks.
Her makeup and hair were done to perfection and her costume was fitted flawlessly. She looked at Steve as they prepared to go on stage and marveled at how strong and handsome he was. He seemed relaxed and confident, as usual.
The couple was cued. The stage went dark and the music began. Steve stepped onto the stage as a small but bright spotlight followed every step. No one had been told what the final number was, but within a few drum beats, it was no longer a secret. Steve danced to center stage and proceeded to display dance moves no one imagined he could have ever mastered.
The crowd was soon worked into a small frenzy and when the words 'Billy Jean, she's not my girl' played, Gwen joined Steve. What followed amazed everyone watching. They danced in total synchrony before Steve swept Gwen into his arms. They were in perfect step as Steve performed the famous moon walk as Gwen followed him across the stage. When they reached the end, they started back with Gwen moon-walking as Steve moved forward with her. The entire dance was very high energy and the couple performed it error free. Near the end, Steve lifted Gwen over his head and proceeded to moon walk back across the stage! He slowly lowered her to his chest as the song ended.
The audience was totally silent for a few seconds before pandemonium erupted. Whistles, cheers, and heavy applause filled the large room. People rushed onto the stage, ignoring the cameras, as they congratulated Steve and Gwen repeatedly. It wasn't the response the director had requested, but when he replayed it on his monitor, he knew it was even better. It was genuine and it was very enthusiastic.
Diane had practically held her breath as the couple danced on stage. She had worked extremely long and hard with them to perfect the dance and when they nailed it, tears of joy poured down her cheeks.
"Mom! You're a genius!" exclaimed Stephanie as she hugged her mother tightly. "That was the most incredible thing I've ever seen. If this film doesn't win some Oscars, I'll eat my hat, or whatever."
"I thought our movie might have a chance for some awards, but after watching you two, I'd have to vote for you!" praised Jordan as she hugged Gwen. "I can't believe that dance. I don't know how you managed it. You must be exhausted."
Gwen was still gasping for breath as Jordan spoke. Steve was breathing deeply and grinning as he held Gwen's hand and acknowledged the compliments heaped his way. It had been a lot of work, but he felt that he and Gwen had given everything they had to making the movie as good as it could be. The rest would be up to the fans.
No one had been allowed to bring cell phones or cameras. They had actually been threatened as to what dire fate awaited anyone that tried to sneak out video or photos of the dance. That threat didn't stop those in attendance from going on social media and trying to describe what they had just witnessed. It was exactly what Stephanie and the director had hoped for. Word would spread and interest in the movie would be intense. People would buy tickets just to see the last dance.
'Single Handedly' had recently finished filming and Jordan and Charlie's as yet unnamed movie was also in the can, so Steve and Gwen's big finale was the last footage needed to wrap up all three films. Labor Day would signal the end of summer and send the friends in different directions for a few months.
True to her promise, Mallory Burke had instructors provide self defense and firearm lessons to all of the women in the group. They all became adequate with weapons, but Charlotte and Lisa had demonstrated superior marksmanship skills. Becky, Naomi, and Gwen excelled in the self defense lessons. Both Gwen and Naomi were tall and strong which worked well for them, while Becky was extremely agile and very quick.
Gwen and Charlotte left the week before Labor Day for school, but returned for the long weekend. The presidential campaign officially began that weekend and Rosen's campaign had scored big when it announced that Vincent Rosen would be kicking off his campaign with a free concert in Philadelphia by 'Lady in Red', as their group was known.
Before the four friends left for Philadelphia, Lady in Red Productions had a small post production party Friday evening.
"Did Gwen mention that she and I have been accepted to work on a World Health Organization hospital ship next summer? We set sail right after Memorial Day!" stated Charlotte to the room in general. "We'll spend about three months sailing around the Indian Ocean and the coast of Africa. We'll be treating sick children and updating immunizations for them. I suspect the generosity of Lady in Red Productions with both money and that London concert helped convince the Director to take us on."
"So we'll still be able to do our traditional Memorial Day concert here in Sparta?" asked Jordan. "I'll have a new baby by then and I'll be pretty busy, but I envy you guys the chance to help so many kids in need. It sounds great!"
"Has anyone heard that I had a call from the owner of the Redskins?" asked Jared, once Jordan had finished speaking. "Here's some trivia for you. They drafted both Steve and me after our senior years. They knew we were going into the military so we weren't taken until the third round. I would point out that I was the fourth pick in the third round while Steve was way down around fifteenth."
"Thanks, Jared. If they ever give that answer on Jeopardy, I'll have the question," laughed Billy.
"Okay, Smartass," grinned Jared. "As I was trying to tell everyone, the 'Skins' owner called and he wants Steve and me to sign contracts and play for them next year. He asked about this season, but I told him that we were both still active duty and couldn't possibly be able to play before next year.
"I thought Steve and I could trade in our military uniforms for burgundy, gold, and white. If we negotiated together, we'd be able to get a better contract," reasoned Jared.
"You guys are thinking about playing pro-football after all of this time?" asked Naomi. "Won't you be too old and slow by next year, at least for football on that level?"
"Ye of little faith," responded Jared. "Steve may be a little soft and have to work his way back into playing shape, but I could start for any pro team right now."
"What do you think, Steve?" asked Gwen curiously.
"He's right," answered Steve simply. "Jared would be a force to be reckoned with, that's for sure. I don't know where my skill level would be compared to professional players."
"You're so modest," chuckled Gwen. "You know you'd be the best quarterback in the league. If you two played on the same team, and in Washington, Naomi and I'd probably be able to go to your games. Could we maybe visit you guys in the locker room?"
"That would be a big 'NO'. The locker room is no place for ladies like you two!" insisted Jared. "You were kidding me, weren't you?"
"Maybe, but they have female reporters go in, so why not Naomi and me?" demanded Gwen as she batted her eyes at Jared.
"Those lady reporters don't look and dress like you girls. You'd cause a riot," stated Jared. "Steve and I would have to bitch slap about forty guys averaging 250 pounds each, plus a couple of kickers, just to keep you safe."
"Are you guys really thinking about leaving the service and playing football?" asked Gwen seriously.
"It was something Jared just brought up. We haven't discussed it and I certainly wouldn't make any decision like that without talking to you about it first," assured Steve. "Would you be upset if I did?"
"Upset? Hardly," replied Gwen. "I want you to always follow your dreams and do the things that you want to do. If you'd like to play football, I'll try to make every game. I love you and want you to be happy."
"I'd have to leave the Navy and I'd have to make the team. After not playing for so long, it wouldn't be easy. I'm concerned about my future in the Navy. If Rosen gets elected, he'll be Commander-in-Chief. I can't appear to be friends with my superior. If the other guy wins, he could make life for me rather uncomfortable, to put it mildly."
"I never thought about that, and I should have," worried Gwen. "With us supporting Rosen, you'll be in an untenable position regardless of who wins the election."
"More or less, but it would be a lot worse if Rosen loses. I'd have to bail out as soon as possible if that happens. If Rosen gets elected, I can bow out gracefully."
"On the bright side, it looks like you'll be playing football on Sunday afternoons next year," pointed out Gwen. "I know how you enjoy that macho stuff, especially football."
Everyone had a great time at the party, although some of the goodbyes were tearful. Ashley and Richard, along with Kate, Naomi, and Steve were headed to Washington after the holiday weekend. Gwen and Charlotte were returning to Stanford. Lisa and Jason were remaining in Sparta, while Chip would be traveling as he negotiated for properties to locate more of his family's tire stores. Becky was scheduled to appear in several TV action shows, while Pete would be assuming his duties as head of security at Asgard. He already had designed several improvements in the current plans for security at the Lady in Red compound.
Vincent Rosen planned on speaking to the crowd for a few minutes before the band took the stage and then again at intermission. He promised to keep it short because fans were attending to hear the performance and not a speech. The first concert was scheduled for Lincoln Financial Field in Philadelphia on Saturday evening. On Sunday evening, they would do the same thing again in Chicago at Soldiers Field. It was now obvious to all that Lady in Red Productions was promoting Vincent Rosen for president.
Both concerts were extremely well received. Both stadiums had been packed and the audiences responded enthusiastically to the music, and were patient and polite when Vincent Rosen briefly addressed the crowd. Knowing how fans could be in those cities, Rosen's campaign considered the weekend a great success. Later that week, Rosen would inch ahead by a percentage point in the polls.
Steve reported to Senator Chatham's office on Tuesday after the Labor Day Holiday. "You realize that you're my aide and you've been public in supporting a candidate for president?" asked Chatham. "I guess I should be glad that he and I are in the same party. The next couple of months are going to be interesting, to say the least. Politics are a dirty business, so be prepared to have the other party question your parentage, patriotism, sexual preference, morals, and intelligence.
"At least that would normally be the case. I'm not sure how they're going to respond to you and Gwen supporting their opponent. You two have a lot of political capital at the moment after the summer you had. You shone in Russia, North Korea, Paris, London, and on two of the best aircraft carriers in the world.
"However, I think you need to learn humility. To that end, you're going to be one of the chaperones for my daughter's school field trip to Philadelphia tomorrow morning. One of the parents had a car accident over the holiday weekend and the school called to ask me if I could find someone to fill in. You have to be at her school by seven tomorrow morning to board the bus.
"You'll be riding with a couple dozen hormonal teenage girls, so I expect you to be on your best behavior. I didn't tell the school who I would be sending, so the kids, including my daughter, have no idea that it's going to be you. I want you to wear civilian clothes and a ball cap of some kind. I'd really prefer that the girls didn't realize it was you. I think you can understand that. They'd be throwing their little thongs at you before you got out of the school parking lot."
"I see you're not asking me, so I won't bother protesting this assignment. I know that some of the makeup people we use in our movies are in town, so I'll have them alter my appearance so the girls won't even realize it's me. That should keep the pandemonium down," chuckled Steve. "I'll just sleep on the bus on the trip up and back and stay in the background the rest of the time. If one of the kids needs help wiping their nose, I'll have one of the other chaperones handle it."
"Good idea," agreed Chatham. "I do appreciate you doing this for me. I'll tell Grace after she gets back that you were one of the chaperones and she never realized it. I'll tease her about that for the next twenty years.
"You need to be aware that Vice President Larson's granddaughter will be on the bus, along with Representative Daniels daughter. I know he isn't your favorite character, but his daughter is a good kid. By now you must have guessed it's an exclusive private school."
"You think?" laughed Steve. "Spending time trapped on a bus with a bunch of spoiled rich kids is my idea of a great time. You'll owe me after this!"
The next morning saw a man with a short, gray beard, a scar high on his left cheek, and with salt and pepper hair showing under a baseball hat slowly climb on the bus after showing his ID to the officials in front of the door to the bus.
"That guy looks like he can hardly climb the steps," observed one of the girls. "I don't think he's going to be able to keep up with us when we tour Philadelphia. I just hope he doesn't act too creepy. Is he somebody's grandfather?"
Steve chuckled to himself when he heard the comment as he settled into a seat near the back. Within twenty minutes the bus was filled with students and three other chaperones, along with two armed guards that sat in front near the driver.
Steve shook hands with the other chaperones and then made himself comfortable. He had learned long ago to rest when the opportunity presented itself and soon he was sleeping lightly.
About an hour into the trip, Steve heard a sudden increase in the conversation. He opened his eyes and sat up to find the bus slowing down and pulling to the side of the road. Looking out the window, Steve saw a young woman sprawled on a sidewalk with what appeared to be blood on the concrete under her head.
The bus stopped and the two armed guards stepped out to help the woman. As they bent over her prone body, she suddenly rolled over on her back, raised a handgun, and shot both guards in the head. Screams filled the bus as four men rushed out from a wooded area near the walk. They grabbed the two dead men and quickly dragged them back on the bus before the stunned driver could even react. The woman shooter was the last one on the bus. She waved her gun at kids and spoke to them with a heavy accent.
"I will pass a bag back and I want all of you to place your phones in it. Follow orders and you'll live. Disobey me and you'll join those two dead rent-a-cops!"
One of the strange men pulled the driver from his seat and put the bus in gear as the bag was passed around to collect everyone's phone. Not wanting any more shooting in such close quarters, Steve dropped his phone into the bag when he was handed to him. The lady with the gun watched him closely as he deposited it. Then she held it front of the next chaperone and she dropped her phone into the bag.
The bus soon pulled into an old warehouse and everyone was quickly herded into a the rear of what appeared to be a moving truck. As soon as they were all boarded, the doors were closed, and they were again in motion.
Over two hours later, a full hour after they were scheduled to arrive at Independence Hall, Senator Chatham received a chilling phone call as she was eating lunch with her staff. They watched as she became agitated before firing off several questions which were obviously not answered to her satisfaction.




Half an hour later, she was gathered with the other parents as they were briefed by law enforcement officials. It was an extremely frustrating time for Senator Chatham and the others as they were pretty much told that the bus had simply disappeared. An APB had been issued. Several police choppers joined in the search for the bus, as well as the FBI and Homeland Security.
"We need to verify the passenger list given to us by the school. We're trying to determine if there may have been an accident, a hijacking, or if they simply broke down in an area with no cell service. That is a real possibility in the hilly areas of Pennsylvania," stated a female FBI agent.
"I need to verify the passenger list. As I read the name, I'd like the parent or guardian to acknowledge that that child was on that bus to the best of their knowledge."
Senator Chatham's daughter was the third child named and she quickly stated her daughter was on the bus. Once the children were identified, the names of four chaperones and the two guards were read to the group. Relatives of three chaperones and the two security guards verified that they were on the bus to the best of their knowledge.
"Does anyone know this Steve Smith?" demanded he agent when no one from the school indicated that they had any idea who he was.
Everyone was looking around at each other wondering if the unknown man might have had a hand in the disappearance of the bus. Senator Chatham was reluctant to divulge Steve's identity, fearing if there was a problem with some kind of criminal element, knowledge of who he was could place him in greater danger. She mentally wrestled with the dilemma for a full minute as the FBI agent once again asked if anyone knew who Steve Smith was and could they vouch for him.
"Yes!" called Senator Chatham finally as everyone turned their attention to her. "I know who he is and I can absolutely vouch for him. He went on the trip as a favor to me when the school called and asked if I could supply a chaperone to replace one that was unable to attend."
"We'll need some ID, like his social or something so we can vet him out," stated the FBI agent. "Steve Smith is an extremely common name. Can you tell us anything about him, maybe a photograph or something that'll help us determine whether it's likely that he's involved in any illegal activity today. No offense Senator, but we need to know exactly who and what we have on that bus. If you vouch for him, he's most likely an upstanding citizen, but we need to make certain.
"Our people are going over every name and running all sorts of security checks on them. Can you tell us anything else about Mr. Steve Smith to help us get a handle on him?" prodded the agent.
"Yes, his real name in US Navy Lieutenant Steven Hammer. He's my attaché, or aide. His photograph is all over the internet and print media. His fingerprints are on record with the Department of Defense," responded Senator Chatham.
"Are you trying to tell me that the Steve Hammer is on that bus?" asked the stunned woman.
"To be perfectly clear, I am telling you that Lieutenant Steve Hammer, the same Steve Hammer that survived a near beheading by terrorists in Iraq, two terrorist attacks in his high school, a terrorist attack in Paris, and most recently saved the life of the leader of South Korea not too long after killing five Chechen terrorists in hand to hand combat to save the life of the Russian president's son is on that bus. I for one am damned glad that he is! I find a great deal of solace in knowing that young man is watching over our children, regardless of the situation they may be in. He won't fuck around with terrorists, or anyone else that tries to hurt those kids, pardon my French!
"If someone has taken those girls and plans them harm, you can expect bodies of bad guys to start showing up before long," insisted Senator Chatham. "There is no man I'd rather have with our children at this moment than Steve Hammer. He's been trained by the U.S. Navy SEALS. He'll see this through and take care of our kids. I'm sure of it."
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For all of her strong words, Senator Chatham was extremely worried. Her daughter, along with twenty-two other girls, including the granddaughter of Vice President Pearson and the daughter of Representative Daniels, were missing. Their bus had simply disappeared. There was no plausible, acceptable explanation.
All of the girls had cell phones, as would the bus driver, the security people, and the four chaperones. The fact that not one of them had placed a call since shortly after they left the school indicated that they could not. Steve and the other chaperones would understand how worried the parents, school officials, and even law enforcement would be. They would certainly have contacted someone if it were possible.
The tension of the situation quickly escalated as it became evident that the bus was nowhere on the route it had been scheduled to take. Helicopters and police patrols had traveled the entire length of the route without finding any trace of the bus. The fact that there were some high profile students making the trip made it even more worrisome. The disappearance was no coincidence.
In less than an hour from the meeting the parents had with the FBI and other law enforcement officials, the media got wind of the situation. The sister of one of the parents had passed the news to her mother-in-law, who had been sworn to secrecy and who quickly told her sister, who then passed it on at her bridge club.
Reporters descended on the FBI headquarters in Washington. It didn't take long for the names of the students to be researched, along with the security personnel, the driver, and the chaperones. Somehow, Steve Hammer's name never came up in the early reports. He was reported simply as Steve Smith and very little was known about him. Senator Chatham knew that it wouldn't take long for the media to learn that he was in the thick of the situation.
With reporters camped outside her residence, as well as her office, Senator Chatham decided not to return to either place. She called her friend and ally, Senator Mason, and quickly explained the situation. Mason promised to find a safe and secure place for her and to call back. Ten minutes later she rang Senator Chatham's cell.
"Naomi Wilson is here and she assured me that you will be welcome to stay in one of the Lady in Red reserved rooms at their hotel. They have an entire floor to themselves and you'd never be bothered. She's offered to escort you there.
"There's one other thing. She feels very strongly that Gwen Anderson needs to know what's going on. She told me that if you didn't call Gwen, she would. You know how tight that whole group is," concluded Senator Mason.
"Please tell Naomi that I'll take her up on her offer, and that I'll also make that call to Gwen right now. I've been so worried that I hadn't given her any thought. My husband is in Tokyo on business and he's trying to catch a flight back, but it'll be another day at least, before he returns. I'm feeling pretty overwhelmed about this whole thing. Grace means everything to me," sobbed the normally stoic Chatham.
Gwen and Charlotte were just sitting down in their home to enjoy a salad for an early lunch when Gwen's phone chirped. She looked at the unknown caller ID, shrugged to Charlotte and answered the call. Charlotte listened carefully to Gwen's side of the conversation.
"Hello, Senator. I hope you're having a nice day. No, I haven't been watching the news. We just left a lecture and I'm about to have lunch. What's wrong? Is Steve okay? A chaperone for teen girls? That doesn't sound too dangerous. They disappeared? How? When?"
Gwen fell silent as she listened intently to Senator Chatham's explanation of the situation. Her face tightened as she jotted down some notes.
"I don't have to tell you that Steve will do anything in his power to protect those kids. I'll catch a flight east as soon as possible. Please keep me informed of any new developments. We need to stay calm and think about what we can do to help Steve and those girls. I'll be there this evening!"
"What's going on?" asked Charlotte. "Is Steve in trouble of some kind?"
"He was chaperoning a bus full of teenage girls on a field trip to Philadelphia. Senator Chatham's daughter, Vice President Pearson's granddaughter, and Congressman Daniel's daughter were among the girls on the bus and it's simply disappeared. It's been missing for a few hours and foul play is suspected," revealed Gwen as she searched her phone's contact list and punched a number.
"Hello, Nancy. I need to get to Washington D. C. as fast as possible. The Red Lady is there already, so I can't use it. Call me back when you find a flight for me, and please be aware that this is an emergency. Do whatever it takes."
"Janice and Sybil need to know what's going on. They're on the porch. I'll get them right now," stated Charlotte as she hurried to the door.
Both women turned to Charlotte when she ripped the door open. It was obvious that she was upset. "What's happened?" demanded Sybil. "Is Gwen okay? You don't look too good!"
"Gwen's headed for D.C. as soon as she can catch a flight. There's hell to pay back there and Steve's involved. She needs security to be ready to go immediately. I know she doesn't think it's necessary, but I'm sure that it is. Way too much bad shit has been happening lately," stated Charlotte.
"We just heard about the bus full of girls that's missing. Steve's involved in that? How is that possible?" asked Sybil rhetorically. "Never mind. We can leave right now and buy anything we need later. What airline is she taking?"
"Oh, shit!" exclaimed Charlotte. "We need to get you two tickets on the same flight. Let me make some calls."
Half an hour later, Janice, Sybil, and Gwen climbed into a limo to take them to the airport. Two back-up agents had already arrived to stay with Charlotte. Gwen, Sybil, and Janice were delivered to a small airport and in another forty minutes were airborne on a corporate jet.
"This jet belongs to Steve's grandfather's company," explained Gwen. "He was in the area on business. When our company people went through the list of possibilities for a quick flight, they found his private jet was nearby. He immediately gave permission to use it, and here we are."
Gwen had already explained the situation on the drive to the airport. "I knew that working for your company would be interesting, but I never expected it to be like this," admitted Sybil. "From what I've seen of Steve, I'd guess someone's going to be sorry they ever messed with those kids. He looks every bit as tough as his reputation indicates."
"You've no idea," replied Gwen. "I was there when he took out those Chechen killers in Moscow with his bare hands, and when he shot those terrorist in our high school. He's gentle and kind most of the time, but he's hell on wheels when it comes to murderers and the like."
Gwen and her security detail hurried to the hotel from the airport. Senator Chatham, Senator Mason, and Representative Daniels and his wife were waiting in her suite with Naomi when she arrived.
"Gwen, you need to hear the latest news. They've just found five of the girls from the school! They were at the King of Prussia Mall above Philadelphia and they were wearing explosives," revealed Senator Mason. "They were terrified, but unharmed. The FBI managed to remove the jackets safely and dispose of them. The five girls are being examined in a local hospital to be sure they're alright."
"Why were they wearing explosives? Did someone make them do it?" asked Gwen immediately.
"The girls told the FBI that four men and a woman killed their security guards and hijacked the bus. They switched to a 'Mayflower' moving truck shortly after that and were taken to a cabin in some woods. They were fitted with the explosives and told they'd be detonated when the girls went into the mall."
"Thank God, that didn't happen!" exclaimed Gwen. "Maybe the bastards didn't know how to make their damn bombs correctly."
"That's where it gets interesting," said Representative Daniels. "The five girls told the FBI that some old guy that was one of the chaperones managed to get alone with them for a couple of minutes. He disconnected the remote wire so they couldn't be set off by someone else."
"An old guy?" asked Gwen. "One of the chaperones was an older man that knew how suicide bombs worked. That sounds fishy to me."
"Not when you know the entire story," stated Senator Chatham. "I told Steve that I was worried about a famous, handsome guy like him being around all of those teen girls. He agreed and said he'd have a disguise on. He knew some people in town that had done some make-up on your movies. He boarded that bus as an overweight, gray bearded man with a limp. He must have been the one to disarm the bombs!"
"That does sound like Steve," acknowledged Gwen. "He'll be much more effective if these criminals think he's a fat slob that can barely walk. Boy, are they in for a shock! Do they have any idea where the rest of the kids are?"
"There's a heavy police presence in the Valley Forge area. They believe that from what the girls told them, the cabin must be in the woods somewhere in the vicinity, but that still leaves a lot of room to hide," reasoned Daniels' wife. "Plus we have to be concerned about what those bastards will do with the other girls. I just hope your boyfriend can live up to his reputation."
"Mrs. Daniels, I realize you're under a great deal of stress. I can assure you that Steve will do everything humanly possible for those kids. He's already saved five of them. That's five more than anyone else has managed. I can't promise that he'll rescue all of the girls, but I can promise you that he will do his very best, and his best is miles ahead of anyone else. That's what he does, and it's who he is.
"I'm going to arrange to have a car drive me to Valley Forge. You're all welcome to use our facilities here at the hotel," added Gwen.
"The FBI told us to stay away from the area, and that's what we should do," insisted Mrs. Daniels.
"Suit yourself," replied Gwen calmly before turning to her two security personnel. "You'll be riding with me. If there's anything that you need before we leave, you'd better get it now. We're headed to Pennsylvania."
"If you have room, I'd like to ride with you," declared Senator Chatham. "I'm not going to sit around and wait to learn my daughter's fate."
A few blocks away, President Hanson was meeting with Homeland Security, the FBI, and his national security team. He was as irate as anyone in the room had ever seen him.
"How in hell do these things happen?" demanded Hanson. "The granddaughter of the vice president of the United States has gone missing, along with Senator Chatham's daughter and Congressman Daniel's daughter, plus twenty other girls, four chaperones, a driver, and the two security men that we believe to be dead. If there are foreign nationals involved in this, Homeland Security will be wading in some deep shit. This is exactly what you're tasked to prevent!
"Do we have any more information on this cluster-fuck?" growled Hanson as he watched the Secretary of Homeland Security speak quietly with an aide.
"We've located the two security men. I'm sorry to report that they're both dead from gunshot wounds to the head. We're questioning the five girls that were strapped with explosives at that mall. They're pretty upset, but each of them insists that an 'older man' that was a chaperone disconnected a wire and promised them they wouldn't explode.
"They're all very familiar with Steve Hammer and they all deny he was the man that saved them. My people are trying to determine just who helped these girls and why none of them have seen Hammer. Senator Chatham insists he was on the bus," concluded the Secretary.
"Get Chatham on the phone!" directed Hanson to an aide. "I'll get to the bottom of this!"
A few moments later, Senator Chatham's voice spoke over the speaker. "Hello, Mr. President. Do you have any news about my daughter?"
"Nothing new, Senator," replied Hanson. "You're on speaker phone with my security people. I'm told that you had Steve Hammer go on that bus trip as a chaperone, but the five girls that were recovered at that shopping mall never saw him on the bus. Do you have an explanation for that?"
"I have you on speaker was well. Congressman Daniels and his wife, Congresswoman Anderson, and two of her security team are present. I asked Steve to disguise himself so he wouldn't be too much of a distraction to a bus load of teen girls. He's probably the man that disconnected the remote detonators to those vest bombs."
"Goddamn it!" spat Hanson. "My team had no idea he was in disguise. They don't have any idea about anything! Can you tell me anything else that I should know? I can't rely on my people to get anything right."
"Mr. President?" spoke Gwen softly in an attempt to calm President Hanson. "The most important thing you need to know is that Steve is working to save those kids. Please be certain that law enforcement knows that he's disguised as an older man with a gray beard, a bit of a beer belly, and a noticeable limp.
"We're on route to Valley Forge as we speak. I intend to be there when Steve manages to put an end to this nightmare. You've got your best man on the inside, so I'd say you're handling this right. You need to be patient and wait for Steve to use what he's learned with the SEALs, and from his father."
"Thank you, Gwen," responded a calmer Hanson. "We did stumble into some luck when Steve boarded that bus. You must be worried sick. I apologize for flying off the handle. This entire episode is extremely upsetting. We appropriate a lot of money to prevent this sort of thing."
"When it's all over, everyone can sit down and determine what needs to be done differently. Right now, we need to do everything possible to find those kids," pointed out Gwen. "If we learn anything new, we'll let you know immediately, Sir. Please do the same for us."
"Okay, and thanks again, Gwen," replied Hanson as the connection was terminated.
"Was that so damn difficult?" demanded President Hanson as he berated his security team. "If you don't know what's going on, ask Chatham and Anderson. They seem to have a system that actually works!"
As he rode in the back of the moving truck, Steve considered the situation. The three female chaperones were doing a good job of reassuring the girls. There were still some whimpers, but for the most part, the girls were silent as they sat toward the front of the cargo compartment, huddled together.
Thus far, his disguise had worked as intended. No one seemed to pay him much attention. When he climbed into the truck, he had struggled mightily. He hoped that the gunmen felt he was a minimal threat and were less like to pay him much attention.
Steve knew that the teen girls were looking at him with a certain amount of disgust. He was assigned to help keep them safe and he appeared to be barely able to move his fat ass from one place to the next. He fought the feelings of guilt and continued to play his part. He had little hope that his captors would release anyone alive. The brutal murder of the two security people indicated that these people didn't expect to walk away from their venture.
It was dark inside the back of the truck when they finally rolled to a stop and the back doors swung open. Steve was able to see an old cabin nestled in a heavily wooded area off to the side. Everyone was told to climb out of the truck. For his part, Steve dropped to the bed and sort of rolled off, feet-first. He appeared to struggle to keep his footing when he hit the ground, as he lurched a few steps to regain his balance.
One of the gunmen made a derogatory remark as he prodded Steve in the back with his gun. Limping along, Steve was the last person to enter the cabin. He immediately saw a fifth terrorist sitting at a table stacked with explosives! He was meticulously attaching wires to vests, as well as the explosives. He had a schematic diagram sitting to his left as he carefully assembled what appeared to be vest bombs.
The entire group was ushered into a large, sparsely furnished room. They were only in the room for a few minutes when a gunman entered, grabbed the nearest girl and dragged her out of the room. About ten minutes later, he pushed her back into the room, but with an explosive laden vest! The other girls squealed and moved to the other side of the room, away from the unlucky girl with the vest. The man randomly grabbed another girl and dragged her into the front room.
The young girl wearing the vest was sobbing dreadfully, and began bawling her eyes out when her friends abandoned her. Steve slowly made his way over to the girl and kneeled down in front of her.
"You need to trust me," he began. "I was sent by the school to keep you safe. I know how to neutralize the switch on this vest so it won't explode. Can you be really brave and let me work on it?"
The girl was still trembling when she nodded to Steve. He studied the device for a long minute before carefully taking a thin wire between his thumb and forefinger and tugging it. It pulled away from a small terminal as the girl gasped. When nothing else happened, she gave Steve a grin.
"They may try to send you into a crowd to set off the explosives and kill a lot of people. Don't worry about it. I'll tuck this wire under this buckle and no one will ever notice it's not connected. Once you're dropped off, don't panic or cry, but find a policeman, or even a fireman if possible, and ask for help. They'll know what to do. I promise you this bomb will not explode, okay? But don't tell anyone what I did. They need to think that it'll work."
Steve repeated his efforts with each girl that was returned wearing a vest. When the fifth girl was pushed back into the room, the gunman chuckled as he looked over the group. The girls without any explosives on them were as far from the five with explosives as they could get. He moved back into the front room and closed the door. That allowed Steve to disconnect the fifth girl's device. He barely managed to return to the far corner when the gunman reappeared and ordered the five girls to leave the room.
Steve heard a vehicle start up and drive away. It seemed likely that the girls were being taken somewhere to create havoc. He found himself working to calm his nerves as he thought about how frightened the girls must be. An hour and a half later, he heard a vehicle pull back into the driveway.
Soon there was yelling and angry rebukes echoing throughout the cabin. Everyone in the room with Steve was very quiet. Suddenly there was a gunshot! A few seconds later there was another and then silence.
Although they weren't speaking in Farsi, Steve had been able to gain the gist of the conversation that ended with the gunshots. A man was very angry at the bomb maker because not one of them had detonated. The man making the bombs insisted he had put them together properly, but the idiot entrusted to detonate them must have screwed up. That's when the gunshot rang out. Steve knew the second shot was simply to make certain the man was dead.
The woman that had killed the two security men came angrily into the room followed by one of her henchmen. She walked over to the group of girls and pointed out three of them. Her goon grabbed two of them by their arm, while she grabbed a handful of hair belonging to Senator Chatham's daughter and dragged her from the room with the man towing the other two girls.
Once the door was closed, Steve quietly moved close to it and listened intently. Again, he was only able to follow the gist of the conversation. There were many words and expressions he was unable to follow, but he understood enough to be very concerned.



Apparently the woman was in charge, which surprised Steve since traditionally, women did not lead men in the part of the world these people called home. He almost chuckled as he considered how 'enlightened' they were.
The woman was taking the three high profile girls with her to a public destination. She would be taking one man with her and leaving the other three behind. Their job was simple. They were told to shoot everyone in the room and then video the blood covered bodies that would litter the floor. It would be broadcast over the internet later that evening.
Steve listened carefully but only picked up bits and pieces of conversation after that. For some reason, the killers were just sitting around waiting. After what Steve judged to be several hours, the woman spoke sharply to the others. That's when it occurred to Steve that they had been simply catching some sleep. Murder and mayhem was a tiring activity, apparently.
He heard the woman open the outside door. Then he was able to hear the man curse and urge the three girls to go outside. The remaining men discussed what weapons they preferred as they prepared to slaughter everyone in the next room.
Steve had played the situation over in his mind. The kids and the chaperones would not be any help, and would more likely get in his way if they tried. He needed to find a means to take out all three men before they could start shooting their victims. The bus driver was a nervous little mousy guy that Steve quickly determined would be no help. Whatever had to be done, he would have to do himself. He decided to not tell the kids or chaperones anything, because there was nothing they could do, other than cry and panic.
He formulated plans and discarded them as quickly. Finally he decided on the one he felt gave him and the girls their best chance and made preparations to carry it out. He curled up on the floor a short distance in front of the door and pretended to be asleep.
A few minutes later, the door pushed open. The first man through stopped short when he saw Steve balled up on the floor. The men behind the first one grumbled and pushed the first man forward so they could gain entrance. The first man was forced to step over Steve as the other two crowded behind him.
Suddenly Steve's foot shot up. He kicked the man stepping over him extremely hard in the groin. That man immediately crumpled to the floor in tremendous pain. Steve then swept his leg around and took the second man's feet out from under him. That man lost his grip on his handgun as he slammed to the floor on his back.
The gun skidded a couple of feet across the floor and Steve lunged for it. He felt something slam into his back as he wrapped his fingers around the weapon. He quickly rolled onto his back and raised the gun. As he did so, splinters flew from the floor area near his head. He fired twice into the man standing over him with a handgun. The man went over backwards.
Steve had barely finished pulling the trigger when the man that had slammed to the floor from the leg sweep struck him in the mouth with his fist. Steve tried to bring the gun to bear but the man grabbed his wrist with one hand as he continued to pummel Steve with his other. From the corner of his eye, Steve noticed that the first man he had knocked down was slowly bringing his weapon around to point at Steve. Steve grabbed the shirt of the man hitting him and rolled toward the third man with the gun. He felt the man in his arms jolt twice as the concussion filled the room. Steve pushed the now limp man on top of the man with the gun. As the man worked to free himself from the body, Steve jumped to his feet. Once the man managed to get his fallen comrade off his torso, he brought his gun around. Steve fired twice and the man went still.
By now the girls were screaming and crying. Steve ignored them as he quickly checked for pulses on his three adversaries. He found none. He turned and approached the chaperones.
"You ladies really need to get these kids out of here as fast as you can. It'll be light before long. Just take the kids into the woods and sit still until daylight. There'll be police looking for you. Be sure to avoid that woman that shot the two guards. She could come back. You'll be fine if you stay hidden until the police find you, or you see them."
"Who are you?" demanded the youngest chaperone. Steve had learned earlier that she was an English teacher at the school. "You look awfully familiar with that stupid beard about to fall off."
"He's Steve Hammer!" gasped a blonde girl standing off to Steve's left. "Now that the beard's off, you can tell. It's Steve Hammer!"
"So it would appear," acknowledged another chaperone. "It also looks like he's bleeding pretty badly! That horrible man shot you in the back! Let me take a look at it. I'm a nurse. Get that shirt off!"
Steve quickly considered the situation. He needed to get after the two murderers that took the three girls, but he knew if he bled too much, he wouldn't be able to help when he caught them. Reluctantly, he unbuttoned his shirt. Once it was open, an ace bandage was seen holding something against his stomach.
"That's padding to alter my appearance," he explained as the nurse arched her eyebrow in question. "I have to hurry, so let's get this done as fast as we can. There are three girls that still need help."
The nurse quickly unrolled the bandage and used the old shirts that Steve had worn for padding as cloths to wipe the blood from his wounds. She made two bandages from them, placed them over the entry and exit wounds, and had the English teacher hold them in place as she rewrapped the ace bandages around Steve's torso to hold everything in place.
The girls had all remained silent while the nurse worked on him. Once she was finished, Steve pulled his shirt back on and began to button it. As he did so he glanced at the teen girls and realized that they were gawking at him. He blushed as he finished buttoning his shirt. He was already beginning to stiffen up from the bullet wound.
"My guess is that bullet missed anything too vital, but loss of blood and/or infection can be very serious," worried the nurse. "My other guess is that these girls never thought they'd be that close to Steve Hammer with his shirt off. You can close your mouths now, ladies."
"I'm headed after the other three. You make sure you get away from this building and wait for daylight. Police will be all over the roads and maybe in the woods before noon. They know we're in the area. Flag them down and you'll be fine. I'm taking the motorcycle that bomb maker rode to get here and going after the others," stated Steve as he stepped into the outer room.
On the floor in the corner was the body of the man tasked to make the bombs that failed to detonate. Steve grimly considered how failure was not an option in terrorist endeavors. Steve noticed a pamphlet for Valley Forge National Historical Park sitting on the counter. Artillery Park was circled in ink. Steve had understood enough of the conversation to know the woman terrorist was going to take the three girls there, probably to execute them in a public venue! He studied the map on the brochure briefly, shoved it into his pocket, then tucked two guns into his waistband and headed for the dead terrorist's bike.
The sun was just starting to show over the hillside as Steve swung his leg over the motorcycle and turned the ignition key which was still in the machine. The teen girls yelled encouragement to him as he accelerated the bike down the dirt road.
Gwen and her group had arrived at King of Prussia in the small hours of the morning. They stopped at the local police station to see if there were any developments in the situation. After a brief conversation and a promise to inform them immediately of any breaking news, Gwen told the group that she was going to ask her driver to take her around the area.
"I can't sit still and wait. This situation is coming to a head. Those killers must know the bombs on those girls didn't detonate. If they've been listening to the radio in the past hour, they know that Steve is one of the chaperones. They also know that law enforcement is searching the area with a fine toothed comb. It's all going to hit the fan soon, and probably this morning. I'll feel better riding around the area than sitting in a hotel room."
The rest of her group agreed with her assessment and joined her as she directed her driver to explore the roads in the vicinity of Valley Forge.
Senator Chatham's phone rang shortly after sunrise. She listened for less than a minute before ending the call.
"Four dead men were found in a cabin in the woods not too far from here. They're foreign nationals and the FBI strongly suspects that they were involved in the abductions. They found indications that the girls had been there recently," related Chatham as she returned her phone to her pocket. "It sounds to me like Steve's been busy."
Half an hour later, Gwen noticed that the traffic ahead had begun to back up. Their limo gradually came to a complete stop. Everyone in the car began complaining about the lack of progress and how they didn't have time to be caught up in some sort of traffic jam.
The crabby attitude stopped suddenly when Senator Chatham's phone rang again. She answered it and listened for about a minute without speaking.
"Keep looking. If you find Steve, those girls will be close by. I'm sure of that. Was she certain he wasn't wounded too badly? Okay, keep me informed," concluded Chatham's phone conversation.
"Has Steve been wounded?" demanded Gwen as soon as the senator disconnected. "How badly is he hurt?"
"They found fifteen girls, the chaperones, and the bus driver in the nearby woods! Steve had been in that cabin and apparently he's responsible for the dead men. He managed to prevent them from harming anyone else. One of the chaperones is a nurse and she bandaged Steve up. She said that he'd been shot in the back, but she didn't think any vital organs had been hit. He left the cabin like a bat out of hell because the two remaining killers took my daughter, Daniels' daughter, and the vice president's granddaughter with them. He's on a motorcycle and hunting the bastards down right now."
Senator Chatham had just finished speaking when a motorcycle roared past them. The driver was racing down the grassy berm on the side of the road shoulder.
"Jesus!" exclaimed Sybil Burke as she pulled her weapon and opened the door. "That's a goddamn moving van about a hundred yards ahead. That's gotta be Steve on the bike. This is coming to a head right here, and right now!"
She left the car and began running down the highway between the stopped cars. Janice pulled her handgun, jumped out the other door, and immediately took off down the side of the road in Steve's wake. Gwen had just managed to step onto the macadam when she saw a figure open the back door of the van and climb inside. As she hurried down the highway, Gwen saw the figure return with a gun in one hand while she dragged a sobbing girl by the hair. Then Gwen saw Steve! He stood a couple car lengths behind the van in the center of the highway. People in the parked cars immediately behind the van began fleeing toward the sides of the road. Even as she watched the scene unfold, Gwen noted that a helicopter was sitting a short ways to her left in a small field.
The woman with the gun had the teen's hair twisted in her hand as she cruelly forced the girl to stand in front of her, shielding all but the woman's head from sight. She held the barrel to the girl's temple as she yelled demands at Steve. She insisted that he drop his gun or she would kill the girl.
From her vantage point, Gwen saw Steve's left hand reach behind his back and slowly pull a gun from his waistband. As he dropped the gun in his right hand to the pavement, the woman quickly swung the weapon in her hand toward Steve and fired!
Steve knew that he'd become the killer's target as soon as he dropped his gun. He had also seen her partner creeping along a line of cars to his left and ahead of him. He forced himself to ignore the man since the woman was the immediate threat to the teen girl. As he dropped the gun in his right hand, Steve took one step to his right as he rapidly brought the second weapon to bear and fired twice.
All that was showing of his adversary was her upper face. The rest of her was concealed by Senator Chatham's daughter. Steve was extremely concerned about his accuracy. The chance of striking the girl was very real, but he knew that if he died, the woman would immediately turn the gun on the girl and kill her next.
Sybil had not been able to catch up to Steve, but she was only a couple of car lengths behind him and to the left side of the road when she saw him drop a gun to the ground and immediately exchange fire with the woman holding the girl as a shield. Suddenly, a man rose up between two cars not thirty feet from her and fired a round into Steve! Cursing her lack of attention, Sybil placed a bullet into the man's head before he could manage a second shot.
She rushed to the man's body and quickly determined that he was dead, with a large section of his skull missing. Then she moved to the van to find the female terrorist still clutching a gun in her lifeless hand. Sybil noted that neither eye was visible, and there was very little left of the shooter's skull.
She carefully untangled the crying teen's hair from the woman's left hand and helped her climb from the back of the truck. That was when Sybil realized that two more girls were huddled in a corner in the back of the vehicle. She quickly climbed into the truck and sliced the plastic ties that bound the girls together. She led the trembling girls to the back of the van as bystanders began returning to their vehicles.
As Sybil helped the distraught girls from the van, she glanced up the road. Her heart sank as she saw Gwen kneeling next to Steve as he lay supine on the pavement! She was obviously attending to his midsection. Janice was kneeling on the other side of Steve, helping Gwen any way she could.
As she numbly looked over the scene, Sybil saw a woman reporter with a camera man standing on the back of a pickup truck to better film the carnage. Behind them Sybil saw a helicopter. It had 'News Channel 3' written on both sides.
Senator Chatham had managed to wrap her daughter in a loving embrace as tears poured down her cheeks. They were standing just a few feet from where Steve lay on the highway. Sybil rushed up to Gwen and knelt beside her.
"Gwen, there's a helicopter over there. It'll take too long for an ambulance to get here through this traffic jam and then get back to the hospital. I think that we should get Steve on that chopper and to a hospital as fast as possible."
Gwen considered Sybil's suggestion as she applied a makeshift bandage to Steve's lower torso. She knew well just how dangerous the situation was. Steve could simply bleed out, and even if he didn't, septicemia was a very real possibility. Looking at the traffic backed up for as far as she could see, Gwen made her decision.
"Help me get him to the chopper!" agreed Gwen. "We don't have any time to waste."
Janice had noticed a couple of men in uniform watching everything as they stood alongside an older truck. "Marines! Could you help us get this man to that chopper? He's too heavy for us to carry!"
"Ma'am, we'd be honored," replied one of the men as they hurried over and lifted Steve. As carefully as they could, they carried Steve to the helicopter. As they reached it, the news woman approached them.
"You need the helicopter? Please use it! The pilot can come back and pick us up later. Good luck."
"Marines, could you get him strapped into the seat as gently as you can?" asked Janice as Gwen climbed in first and turned around to direct the two rugged Marines.
As Gwen watched, the two men lifted Steve into a seat and passed the belt around to her to buckle him in. "Ma'am, it was an honor to be able to help you and Lieutenant Hammer. We thank you both for all you've done for those of us in the service. Godspeed and good luck!"
Sybil clamored into a seat next to the pilot as she spoke to Janice. "Stay with Senator Chatham. The police will have a million questions. Here they are now," pointed Sybil as she spoke to her friend. "Take care of things here."
With that she pulled the door closed and buckled her seat belt as the craft lifted quickly and set a course for the nearest trauma center. Sybil was told the name of the hospital by the pilot. She called and briefed them to expect a gunshot victim in the next few minutes and to be prepared. When they landed, Sybil was glad to see hospital staff waiting for them. Steve was rushed into surgery with Gwen following closely.
Sybil glanced at her watch and saw it was just after eight AM. She knew Gwen would be far too busy to make any calls, so she punched in her mother's number and explained the situation.
"Mom, it's been a hell of a day already. I shot one of the terrorists that kidnapped those girls, but I was a little slow. The guy put a bullet into Steve's abdomen. He's in Jefferson Hospital in Philly right now. I imagine they're preparing him for surgery. Gwen is with him. We need to inform the rest of their group. He saved all of those kids, along with their chaperones and the bus driver. I've never seen a man like him. Okay, you take care of the calls. I'll go back in and wait with Gwen. Thanks, Mom."
Mallory Burke soon learned that she had no need to call any of Steve's friends and family. Her first call was her last.
"Paula, this is Mallory Burke. I'm calling about Steve."
"We watched it on the news, unless you have an update on his condition. We're all packing a bag and getting ready to fly to Philly," revealed Paula. "Thanks for the call, and thank Sybil for her help. She may have saved Steve's life. We'll see that she knows how much we appreciate her efforts. I'm sorry to be abrupt, but we're really frantic here. I'll speak with you from Philly later today."
"They're at Jefferson Hospital. Would it be okay if I flew with your group?" asked Mallory. "Sybil just killed a man and she sounded a little depressed. I'd like to make sure that she's doing okay."
"Certainly," replied Paula. "We'll be taking off within the hour. Meet us at the Red Lady at the airport. She'll be back and waiting for us by then."
Although their rules specified hospital personnel only could attend surgery, Lady in Red's generosity to hospitals was very well known. When Gwen explained that she was in her fourth year of med school and she would be most appreciative if she were allowed to observe Steve's surgery, she was quickly shown where to prep.
She watched the doctors and nurses closely as they worked to stop Steve's bleeding and to repair internal damage from the bullet. Gwen was extremely pleased at the skill and dedication of the hospital staff. Even with that skill level, it was over five hours from when Steve had been shot to when Gwen stepped into the waiting room after the surgery.
Sybil had been alone in the waiting room when two police detectives asked her to step into a private room for an interview. Because there were fatalities and it was such a high profile case, she was questioned for almost two hours. Finally she was told to not discuss the situation with the press until further notice and the interview was ended.
When she returned to the waiting room, Janice, Senator Chatham, her daughter, along with the Daniels and their daughter were quietly talking among themselves. Janice saw the question in her eyes and shook her head. Sybil took a seat and tried to relax. She must have fallen asleep because when she opened her eyes, the entire Lady in Red family was in the room.



Then she saw her mother hovering over her. Mallory patted her shoulder and smiled proudly down at Sybil. Jordan came to her as soon as she saw Sybil's eyes open. "You made the difference for our guy this morning! Hiring your group was one of the best things we've ever done!"
With that said Jordan hugged the surprised woman warmly and then stepped back so the other members of the family could do the same. Paula was very emotional as she embraced Sybil.
"It was all on TV. We saw how hard you ran to get in a position to be able to help Steve. You saved him for Gwen and the rest of us!"
After everyone finished thanking her, Sybil had time for a few private words with Janice. "Gwen is Steve's girlfriend, lover, and probably future wife, but the rest of the women in the group, including Gwen's mother, aunt, and sisters don't even try to hide the fact that they're in love with him. From what I've seen, Gwen's the only one that sleeps with Steve, but it wouldn't take much for him to get the others in his bed."
"Well, duh!" exclaimed Janice. "The guy's built like a Greek God, talented, wealthy, generous, ...well you get the idea. I'd be flat on my back for the guy in a New York minute, except there are a dozen beautiful women ahead of me."
"Yeah, but you're single, and on your back a lot any way. These women are married or in serious relationships, but they're all in love with him. It just seems unusual for so many women to feel that way and still get along so well. I have yet to see any jealousy, even among the men."
"It's pretty obvious that Gwen has Steve's full attention," responded Janice. "She doesn't seem to mind that the others are so attracted to him. Lisa warned us that we'd fall in love with a guy or two if we were around them very much. I sure get all wet and tingly when he's around me. I'm beginning to think that you've finally found a guy that piques your interest."
"My interest? Of course! I've never seen his equal. I just wish I'd been paying closer attention and shot that miserable prick before he put a bullet into Steve," replied a subdued Sybil.
"Are you kidding? You ran your ass off just to get there. Then you popped that bastard off as soon as he stood up," pointed out Janice. "You did everything you could. No one blames you for Steve being shot."
"Well, I know the truth," answered Sybil. "I just pray that he recovers."
A short time later, Gwen stepped into the waiting room. She looked at her family and friends and managed a small smile. "He's out of surgery, but not out of danger. The bleeding has been stopped and the bullet removed. The worry right now is infection. Septicemia is extremely serious. He's on antibiotics. We all know how tough he is, so I expect him to recover, but I'm going to watch him like a hawk. It'll be touch and go for a day or two as far as any infection is concerned."
Paula grabbed Gwen and hugged her tightly. Soon the others were following suit. Waiting until everyone else had spoken to her, Sybil moved closer to Gwen, but before she could say anything, Gwen wrapped her in a warm embrace.
"You saved my guy!" whispered Gwen into the other woman's ear. "We'll never forget what you've done for our family."
"Gwen, I was too slow! I screwed up. That's why Steve's in the hospital right now," sobbed Sybil quietly.
Gwen pushed Sybil back, held her at arm's length, and studied her face closely. "Lisa, will you walk with Sybil and me for a minute?"
Gwen took Sybil's hand and led her from the room as Lisa rushed to catch up. They came upon an empty meeting room and went inside and closed the door.
"Sybil seems to have some sort of guilt about her role in Steve being hurt today. Does it sound familiar to you, Lisa?" asked Gwen as she held Sybil's hand.
"Boy, does it!" answered Lisa immediately. "I had that guilt big time a few years ago when a terrorist made me call Steve so he wouldn't kill me. Steve came out and was abducted by the man. He was beaten, in a car crash, an explosion, and then forced to survive a fierce snow storm for a few days.
"When he was rescued and treated in the hospital, I was the first person he asked to speak to. He had already heard about my guilt. He explained just how it was. He wanted me to rely on his strength and skill. I should never feel bad about asking for his help, and he was extremely proud that I thought well enough of him to call him in my time of need. If I continued to blame myself, we'd never return to where we were before the incident, and the terrorist would have won."
"My situation is different," reasoned Sybil. "I'm supposed to be a professional, recognize dangerous situations, and respond accordingly."
"I saw the whole thing on TV and that's exactly what you did," stated Lisa. "You were amazing, but that's not even the issue. If Steve thinks that you feel you failed, he'll think that he failed or you'd never feel that way. He needs you to be proud of your role today and to be proud of him. There was no failure! You supported him, and together you saved those kids.
"We all love the guy and we know how he thinks. He's appointed himself as the protector of all of us, especially us females. It's like we're all his women, and in a way we are. He absolutely loves each of us dearly. He hurts when we hurt," added Lisa.
"I can see that he loves all of you, and all of you love him. Aren't you upset that I didn't stop that man before he shot Steve?"asked a puzzled Sybil.
"Hardly! We're all delighted that you ran like an Olympic sprinter to reach a point where you could stop that horrible man from ending Steve's life. Steve doesn't mind when a woman saves him, but he really hates it when they have feelings of guilt and it involves him," explained Lisa.
"I'll tell you something else. You've moved into that circle of women that Steve loves and protects, don't you think, Gwen?"
"Absolutely! Steve has been telling me how alert and professional you are. He feels very emotional when he thinks about what would have happened to Mom, Diane, Billy, and Theresa, if you and your people hadn't been there that day to save them. Your beauty, skill, confidence, and professionalism were impressing him before. Now he's going to love you. It's what he does."
"I'm not beautiful like you and your friends. I'm not voluptuous like the rest of you. I'm just a skinny girl with a gun," joked Sybil weakly.
"You've badly misjudged Steve if you think the size of your boobs makes any difference to him. You've done a disservice to yourself if you think you're not beautiful," replied Gwen. "I guess I need to sum this up and get back with everyone.
"I want you to believe that you saved Steve. I want you to believe that you did nothing wrong and everything right. I need you to accept and respond to the way Steve will begin treating you now. I need you to love him back. That shouldn't be too difficult, should it?" asked Gwen gently.
"Love him? You're his girlfriend! How can you ask me to love him?" wondered Sybil.
"I didn't ask you to sleep with him, and you won't be," smiled Gwen. "All I'm saying is that he will be treating you extremely well when he recovers. Please accept it and be nice back. Do not ever let him think that you feel that you failed him. That will upset him, which in turn, will upset the rest of us. Wouldn't it be better to be one of us than someone we all dislike for upsetting Steve as he recovers?"
"When you put it like that, of course," blushed Sybil. "I just don't know how you want me to love him without making a fool of myself."
"Don't worry about that," chuckled Lisa. "We all do that all of the time with Steve. It's pretty much expected."
Mallory Burke had been concerned when Gwen and Lisa led her daughter out of the room. Was it possible that they did blame her for Steve being shot? Did they believe that her reaction time was too slow? Mallory had come to greatly enjoy the association her company had forged with Lady in Red and the possibility of breaking that relationship worried her.
When Gwen, Lisa, and Sybil stepped back into the room, Mallory knew immediately that everything was going to be fine with her daughter. She was smiling and laughing as she stood between Lisa and Gwen, who were also smiling as much as they could under the circumstances.
Gwen circulated among her friends and family to discuss Steve's situation while Janice pulled Sybil off to the side. Mallory followed closely.
"What happened? I thought we might be getting the boot, but you walked back into the room with a big grin plastered on your face. Is everything okay?" demanded Janice.
"Very much so," responded Sybil. "Lisa and Gwen just explained the facts of life to me as they pertain to this group of amazing people. I'm to never even hint to Steve that I failed him this afternoon. They think I did pretty damn good and they insist that Steve will, too. I'm just supposed to keep doing a good job and be upbeat. Oh, and I have to love Steve because he's going to love me."
"What the hell is wrong with you?" worried Janice. "Is the shooting bothering you? Is that it? You're acting pretty strange."
"You think I'm bothered by killing that bastard before he could shoot Steve again?" scoffed Sybil. "Those two just told me that Steve is going to be acting very appreciative toward me and I'd damn well better reciprocate his feelings."
"They want you to sleep with Steve?" asked an incredulous Mallory. "That's sexual harassment to the maximum!"
"Mother! Love and sex don't always have to be linked. You're old enough to realize that. Everything is fine, but don't be surprised if Steve treats me a little special, like he does about a dozen other women, but not as special as Gwen, damn it!" laughed Sybil. "It's all cool. I just hope he gets better real fast!"
Gwen's family decided to check into their hotel and get some rest since it was very unlikely that they'd be able to see Steve until the danger of infection was past. Gwen was given a cot in an unused supply room to catch naps in while she waited for Steve to awaken.
It was Saturday when Steve was allowed visitors. Paula and Diane used their seniority to be the first ones in. Gwen was seated next to Steve and beamed as Paula and Diane fawned over him for about five minutes. Then Kate and Lisa made their appearance, followed by Jordan and Charlie and then Naomi and Stephanie.
Steve kept insisting that he'd only done what he had to do and it was nothing special, but it was obvious that he greatly appreciated the love and attention of his friends. He soon became tired, so the procession stopped after Becky and Ashley had their time with Steve.
That afternoon, the guys came through in pairs. Billy accused Steve of faking injuries for the sake of sympathy. Just before he left, he told Steve, "I know how it feels to be shot in the gut. I hope I never go through that again. I can still remember how bad it hurt. Take care, My Friend!"
When Janice and Sybil stopped in, Steve insisted on a gentle hug from both women. "You two were amazing that morning. I knew that guy was to my left, but I couldn't even think about him until I took out the bitch that had Senator Chatham's daughter. I was trying to bring my gun up when I saw the guy go over. I knew I wasn't going to be in time, but you were, Sybil. I owe you big time and I always try to pay my debts."
Remembering what Gwen had said, Sybil smiled and replied, "I'm just glad I was able to help. You did all of the heavy lifting, but I'm really pleased that you feel I did so well. It means a lot to me. You've come to mean a great deal to me and I want you to get well as fast as you can."
"I heard you ask those Marines to carry me to the helicopter, Janice. You guys really think fast on your feet. I'm glad that you're the ones watching over Gwen. I know she's safe when she's with you," concluded Steve.
Later that evening, Gwen was surprised when President and Mrs. Hanson were ushered into Steve's room. She quickly stood and embraced the president. Then he carefully shook Steve's hand.
"I had to let you know how much all of us in government appreciate your actions the other day when you saved all of those school kids and chaperones. I'm sorry to say that our track record against terrorists isn't very good. At least not until we factor in the situations you've been involved in. Then the stats improve dramatically. We have an appointment to keep, but I thank you Steve, as does your country."
Steve was feeling stronger Sunday morning. Gwen wheeled him around the floor and he visited with other patients and took the time to thank the nurses for their kindnesses.
"Are you kidding?" asked a middle-aged and somewhat plump nurse when Steve thanked her. "My daughter has been driving me crazy asking me about you. It's the most we've talked in years. She's one of your biggest fans, except maybe for her mother."
Gwen suggested that she pose for a few pictures with Steve and soon all of the nurses were lined up to have a picture taken with Steve. The male nurses asked if Gwen could be in the photo and she quickly agreed.
Senator Chatham, her husband and daughter, Grace, visited that morning. Steve was embarrassed by the praise heaped on him by his boss. He had never seen her so emotional. She kissed him on the lips before she left. Then her daughter did the same, while her husband grinned and offered his hand.
Representative Daniels and his wife were the next ones to visit. "I can't tell you how much we appreciate what you've done for our daughter. My wife and I both feel badly about some of the things we've said about you two. We can't change the past, but you can be certain that we'll be two of your biggest supporters in the future. If we can ever help you in any way, please let us know."
Finally, Vice President Pearson and his wife entered the room with their daughter and her husband. "I was never quite able to understand President Hanson's unusually high regard for you two until this dreadful situation. Now I'm able to see why he's been so high on you both all of these years. I've never seen a couple like you in all of my years in Washington. You've managed to capture the hearts of the American people by good deeds and speaking the truth. It's rare in this day and age. The country is far better for it. Thank you both for what you risked and for what you've suffered to help my granddaughter."
Gwen spent the afternoon with Steve before flying back to Stanford later in the day. She had missed several days of classes and had to return. Monday morning, Sybil and Janice walked into his room smiling.
"Gwen insisted that we keep an eye on you this week. Don't worry; we have some very good agents watching over her at Stanford. We're going to help you get around and watch your back while you're recovering," promised Sybil.
The next afternoon Steve was feeling much better, so Janice and Sybil were pushing him down the hall in a wheel chair when an incredibly beautiful blonde woman approached Steve with a huge smile on her face. She bent over to hug Steve before he could attempt to stand. Because he was still seated, the blonde's ample bosom was pushed into Steve's face as she held his head against her chest.
Sybil and Janice exchanged glances before Janice spoke. "Lady, we're responsible for this guy's safety and it looks like he's suffocating. Could you back up and allow him to breathe?"
The blonde pulled back slightly and grinned at Janice. "He does not appear to be suffering. Leave the two of us alone for an hour and I will have him nursed back to health."
"That will not be happening," assured Sybil. "We work for Gwen and I'm quite sure that she would not want us leaving Steve alone with you for even a minute. It looks like you have the equipment to nurse him, but we can't allow that. He's on strong antibiotics and isn't able to make difficult decisions on his own."
"I think he's already reached a hard decision," laughed the blonde. "I keep telling Gwen he's always like that when he's around me, but she insists he's like that when he's around any woman. Tell me, is that true?"
"Nadiya!" groaned Steve. "It's great to see you, but these ladies don't know your sense of humor. They might think you're serious."
"And you think I'm not?" asked Nadiya as she ran her hand along Steve's cheek. "I was so worried when I heard that you had been shot again. You have to be more careful. It breaks my heart when you are hurt in any way."
Sybil's phone chirped and she quickly answered it. "Hello, Gwen. She's here right now. Do you want us to shoot her? Okay, I'll just give the phone to her."
Sybil handed her phone to Nadiya. "Hello, Gwen. I was just making certain that Steve was recovering properly. They sent you a picture just now? I wasn't trying to smother him, except maybe in love. I'm so glad that he's doing well, but what were you thinking when you left these two lovely women with him? You trust them? But you don't trust me?
"I'm still seeing Hans. He's very understanding about Steve. I'm glad you like him. For some reason, he thinks you are absolutely gorgeous. He likes Steve, even though he's heard about our romance in New York. Maybe it was only for a day, but I still have the photos and the memories. I'll be in Washington for a few weeks, so maybe we can get together. Hans will be coming in tomorrow. I would hope we could all enjoy an evening out together. Okay, good bye."
As Nadiya handed Sybil her phone she told her, "Gwen wants me to make passionate love to Steve to aid in his recovery and lift his spirits, so please excuse us. I'll take him from here."
Nadiya barely managed to reach for the handles of Steve's wheelchair before Janice pulled it back and away from the beautiful Ukrainian. "We're in charge of his safety and well being. If it becomes necessary for him to,.. to seek release, we'll be in charge of that, too. Gwen was very specific in her instructions, right, Sybil?"
"Yes, you're absolutely right, Janice. He has to gradually get into the swing of things. No big breasted, sexual dynamos will be allowed too close until Gwen gets back together with him."
"Wait," protested Janice. "I'm sure that I heard Gwen say red headed, big breasted sexual dynamos would be okay."
"Ladies, in case you've forgotten, I'm sitting right here," chuckled Steve. "I think I should have a say in what sort of dynamos I interact with. As tempting as the offers are, I'm under orders from my personal 'almost' physician to get plenty of rest and to avoid undue temptation tossed my way by beautiful blondes, red heads, or brunettes. In case you haven't noticed, that eliminates each of you."
"You have such a nice way of letting me down," smiled Nadiya as she leaned in and gave Steve a lingering kiss on the lips. "I have to go, but we'll get together when Hans and Gwen are there to prevent any 'undue temptation' as you call it. Ladies, keep your hands off this man. He belongs to my very good friend. If anyone steals him away from her it will be me!"
"There you are, Steve!" boomed a familiar voice. Steve and the women with him turned to see Vincent and Cynthia Rosen.
"Nadiya! It's so good to see you," greeted Vince. "This is my wife, Cynthia. Nadiya is the daughter of the new Ukrainian Deputy Prime Minister. She and Steve are good friends from years ago."
"Not that good, I'm afraid," joked Nadiya as she briefly hugged the Rosens. "I blame Gwen that Steve and I are not much closer friends than we are."
"You and every other woman on the planet," laughed Cynthia Rosen. "It's so good to see you getting around, Steve. We were worried about you when we heard what happened. We just wanted you to know that we care and we wish you the best."
"You don't have to look for reporters," stated Vince Rosen as he saw Steve scan the hallway. "This is a private, unannounced visit. We're not here to campaign or draw attention to ourselves. We're learning from you and Gwen. We know that real friends don't take advantage of that friendship for personal gain. The two men at the end of the hall are Secret Service."



"It's always good to see you both, and I'm glad there aren't any reporters sneaking around here. You know Nadiya. I'd like to introduce Janice Prince and Sybil Burke. They've been assigned to watch out for me while I'm recuperating."
"We saw how well they helped you that day you stopped that woman from killing Senator Chatham's daughter," responded Cynthia Rosen. "I've got to tell you that we've never been as proud of a friendship as we are with being friends with Gwen and you. Vince and I both want it to continue long after the election, regardless of the outcome. You make us want to be better, more understanding, helpful, and disciplined. You and Gwen have restored the country's faith that honor, integrity, and honesty can benefit individuals and businesses."
"Thanks, Cynthia, but I think you might be stretching things more than a little," replied Steve. "I'll admit that Gwen is incredible. I marvel at her beauty, talent, and brains. She's the one that sets our course. I just try to keep up with her."
"That's the other thing that appeals so much to the nation," laughed Cynthia Rosen. "Your modesty is so endearing! You don't posture, strut, or brag. You just do what you feel is best. It's been a long time since we've had public figures like you two, if ever."
"You're going to embarrass him," chuckled Vince Rosen as he watched Steve fidget under Cynthia's praise. "We just wanted to be stop in and tell you that we wish you a speedy recovery and to thank you for your service to your country and to your community. You make us proud."
Nadiya kissed Steve again and left with the Rosens. Once they were out of sight, Janice finally spoke. "You've had the sitting president, vice president, and all kinds of senators and members of congress visit you in the last week. Now what could well be the next president of the United States just stopped in! They all call you by your first name and treat you like a friend. Do you have any idea how amazing that is?"
"Don't make too much out of it," answered Steve. "We're still the same people we always were. It's nice to be friendly with important people, but being friends with people like both of you is the most satisfying feeling there is. We identify with folks that do their work and try to be good citizens. That's most of the people in the country. Gwen and I are just two of many."
"You really believe that, don't you?" marveled Sybil. "In the short time we've been with you guys, we've seen enough to know that you're no average couple! Everything you both do is better, harder, more dangerous, more everything than what everyone else does. I didn't believe the things I heard about you before we met, but now I realize that don't begin to do you justice."
The following morning, Steve was slowly walking in the hall with Janice when Sybil found them. "It looks like our patient is doing better! Thanks for taking the night shift, Janice. Go catch some sleep. I'll keep my eye on the guy."
"I bet you will!" laughed Janice. "I'd love to stay but I need a shower and a good sleep. I'll be back this afternoon."
Just after Janice left, an older, somewhat gruff nurse stopped Steve and Sybil as they slowly walked back from the cafeteria. "There's some guy named King or something on the phone that wants to talk to you. I didn't quite get the whole name. It's on line three."
Confused, Steve glanced at Sybil and then shrugged before picking up a phone from the nurse's station and hitting number three. Sybil stepped back to allow privacy, but she was too curious to go far enough to not hear the conversation.
"Hello?" began Steve. "Hey, Your Royal Highness! It's great to hear from you! Okay, I won't call you that. I'm feeling much better. Well, thank you, and thank The Duchess as well. She's very kind. Maybe we can get together for the holidays or something? Gwen would love that! Let's make it happen. Are you kidding? She'll make the arrangements. Gwen loves hanging with you guys and we love kids, so that's no problem. Okay, see you then, and thanks. Take care of your family."
Steve returned the phone to its cradle and turned to rejoin a flabbergasted Sybil. "Would I be correct in assuming that you just chatted with the Prince?"
"He prefers 'William' to titles and formalities. If you manage to hang on to your job and don't piss off Gwen, you just might be our security if we're able to work out some vacation time with the Duke and Duchess," teased Steve.
On Friday, ten days after his showdown on a Pennsylvania highway, Sybil and Janice drove Steve back to Washington. He was discharged that morning with instructions about continuing antibiotics and keeping his rapidly healing wounds clean.
Steve had insisted that since Sybil and Janice were already on site, there was no reason for anyone else to travel to Philly just to ride back to Washington with him. He managed to leave the hospital without any fanfare. Since the press did not know that he left the hospital, there were none waiting at his hotel when he arrived Friday afternoon.
He was tired from the trip and excused himself to go to his suite to take a short nap. It was almost five when he awoke. Feeling like he hadn't been clean in weeks, he took a shower. As he was drying, he decided to soak for a while in the large hot tub in his suite. He was once again nodding off when he heard voices.
"You're in the hot tub alone? You could drown or something. Gwen would never forgive me," laughed Naomi as she peeled her clothes off and stepped into the tub and sat down next to Steve. "Don't you feel a lot safer now?"
"Truthfully? I feel like I'm in great danger," replied Steve with a straight face.
"You're in danger of getting a big old erection," shot back Naomi as she kissed Steve's cheek. "But that's okay. I always feel flattered when you do."
"Steve! I'm so glad you're back and healing up," greeted Kate from the doorway. "I hope there's room for me in there with Naomi's big ass taking up so much space."
Soon Kate was naked and sitting on the other side of Steve from Naomi. "Janice and Sybil were out in the foyer with their eyes as big as saucers when I got here. I don't know if was because Naomi got naked and jumped in with you, or if they were spying on you before Naomi got here. Naomi and I left our security detail out in the foyer with them."
"We had to be sure that he was in safe hands," explained Janice from the doorway. "This must be some of that sexual harassment we were warned about. We're keeping an eye on Steve and now it appears he's in a lot of danger. Maybe I should call Gwen and ask her about this."
"If you get her, put her on speaker," stated Naomi. "I want to talk with her anyway."
"I'm serious," "insisted Janice. "I'm calling her right now if you don't leave. I'm supposed to watch out for her interests."
"Please do call her," chuckled Naomi. "This should be interesting."
"Gwen?" spoke Janice into her phone. "He's okay, except your sister, Kate, and Naomi are both naked and in the hot tub with him. Now Naomi's sitting on his lap and pressing her breasts against him! Okay, I'll put you on speaker and put the phone on the edge of the tub."
Showing an evil smile, Janice placed the phone near Steve's side and stepped back to watch the train wreck.
"Hello, Gwen. Steve's wounds are healing pretty well. I find if I rub my nipples over them, they heal even faster. No need to thank me. I'm glad to help," offered Naomi.
"She's right, Sis. I'm getting out of the tub and rubbing my nipples all over his back wound, and I think I'm getting a response. It's really quite impressive," deadpanned Kate.
"I'm sure you both are," laughed Gwen. "Steve, are you in much pain? How's your heart rate? Is the 'massage' you're getting helping at all?"
"I don't know about that. In a way it feels pretty good, but I'm getting light headed. Maybe I lost more blood than I realized," replied Steve in what he thought sounded like a concerned tone.
"I'm afraid it's simply traveled to a different head," suggested Gwen with a giggle. "I think you all should know that I've authorized Janice and Sybil to shoot any of the usual suspects that may be trying to get too familiar with my guy."
"Sis! You've got to be kidding. Janice is sitting right here with her giant knockers resting in Steve's face! He's even..."
"I am not!" broke in Janice forcefully. "I'm fully clothed and conducting myself in an appropriate manner."
"Really, Janice?" questioned Kate. "Don't you think it would be more appropriate if you were rubbing those big hooters all over Steve's face and helping him to forget his pain?"
"Well, since you put it that way," grinned Janice.
"Leave your clothes on!" ordered Gwen. "I don't think Steve's healthy enough to have Kate, Naomi, and you topless and rubbing against him. His heart would probably stop from lack of blood."
"If my mother could hear this conversation, she'd be wishing she kept that sexual harassment clause in effect," observed Sybil from the far side of the room.
"Naomi, how does Steve's abdomen look?" asked Gwen. "Is the wound healing properly?"
"To be honest, Steve hasn't allowed anyone so much as a peek at it. It's below the waterline, if you know what I mean," responded Naomi.
"Steve, please get a picture of the bullet wound in your abdomen and text it to me," insisted Gwen. "I want to be sure it's healing."
"Gwen, can't you fly into D.C. for the weekend? You could give me a complete physical then," argued Steve, but with a big grin.
"Just send me a picture, you big baby," replied Gwen. "I told you that I'm assisting at a surgery tomorrow afternoon and can't miss it.
"Naomi, just have him stand up and take the picture. I want to be sure he's healing okay," persisted Gwen.
"Okay. You heard her, Steve. Let me get my phone. Then you'll stand and I'll get a good close up," promised Naomi.
"I think I'd like Sybil to take the picture," announced Gwen suddenly. "She's a professional and won't be drooling all over my guy like Naomi and Kate will."
"M..m..me?" asked Sybil. "I'm not very good with my phone. Maybe you should have Janice take it. She uses hers all of the time."
"Gwen said for you to take it," insisted Kate. "You're getting paid to follow orders, so get over here and get some pictures."
"I don't know. The hot water might steam up the lens or something. How close do I have to get?"
"He'll probably have a hard on after Kate and I rubbed him with our bountiful breasts, so just move it to the side with one hand and snap the picture with the other," instructed Naomi.
"You mean an erection? You expect me to push it to the side to take the picture? I've never done that before. Oh, okay, I'll do it," agreed Sybil as she moved close to the tub.
"Just get on your knees so you'll be eye level when Steve stands up," urged Kate. "Hold the camera in one hand and have the other one ready to slide that big cock away from the wound, okay?"
Sybil simply nodded as she carefully kneeled down and held her phone in one hand while she waited for Steve to stand. She held the position for half a minute before she turned to look at the other women. She gasped when she saw Janice had Kate's phone camera pointed at her. That's when the other women broke into gales of laughter.
Sybil blushed a bright red and quickly stood up. As she turned toward Janice, her pivot foot slipped on the wet tile and she went over backwards into the tub! Steve reached down and lifted her head and face out of the water. The other women now had tears running down their cheeks.
Sybil had managed to hold her phone above the water when she fell in. She continued to hold the phone high above the surface as she struggled to get out of the tub. By the time she was back standing on the floor, Naomi had wrapped a towel around her shoulders while Kate started running another towel through her wet hair.
"What just happened?" demanded Gwen over the speaker."Did Steve actually stand up, or did Sybil get into the tub?"
"We'll send you the video," promised Janice. "Sybil fell for the whole thing, hook, line, and sinker, but when she finally realized we'd punked her, she tried to come after me. Her foot slipped out from under her and she fell into the tub with Steve. Now she's soaking wet and Naomi and Kate are drying her off. I'd post it on YouTube if Kate and Naomi weren't naked."
"Sybil? Are you upset with us?" asked Gwen. "It was all in good fun. I knew you'd love to see Steve naked, so I schemed with the other girls to get you into that position."
Sybil was blushing and smiling at the same time. "I can take a joke. You really got me good with that one. I had no idea that you were setting me up. I guess I was trying to prepare myself for sliding that big unit over with one hand while I took the picture with the other. I never noticed that Janice was videoing the whole thing. I bet I looked like a complete fool!"
"It wasn't too bad, at least not until you fell into the tub," laughed Janice. "Wait until your mom sees this. Her top field agent trying to take close ups of her client's package! And she was worried that we'd be sexually harassed. That's so funny."
"You won't be showing that to my mom!" stated Sybil firmly.
"The video is on Kate's phone. Mine is still by the tub so Gwen can hear us," pointed out Janice. "If that video ever gets out, no one will be able to blame me."
"Okay, Ladies. That was fun, but I'm turning into a prune. How about some privacy so I can get dressed. Then we'll go downstairs for some dinner. I've lived on hospital food too long already," complained Steve.
Ashley and her security agent joined the rest of the group at dinner. "Okay, what happened? You guys are like a bunch of teenage girls. Why all of the giggles?"
Much to Sybil's dismay, Kate pulled the video up on her phone and passed it to Ashley. Even without being able to see the video, Janice, Kate, and Naomi once again broke into laughter as they listened to the recording.
"I thought Kate had taken it too far and Sybil would know something was up when she told Sybil to 'slide that big cock away from the wound'. But Sybil just nodded, held the phone in her left hand, and waited," laughed Janice.
Ashley and the other security women were laughing hysterically as they replayed the video several times.
"Now we discover that our 'Ice Queen' boss was on her knees waiting to slide Steve's cock to the side to take a picture!" laughed the woman assigned to Ashley. "Mallory is always stressing appropriate, professional behavior. Now we have a video of Sybil kneeling and waiting for a hard cock!"
"In my defense, that sounds a lot worse than the reality was," insisted Sybil. "I was just following orders."
"Was that the first time you've ever been on your knees in front of a man?" asked Janice as laughter once again rang out.
"I'm not even going to respond to that catty remark," replied Sybil. "I will say, however, that I'm supposed to be sure that Steve is safe and his health is improving. I will certainly do whatever is required to achieve that objective."
"Did she just say she'd blow Steve if he wanted her to?" asked Kate as even more laughter erupted around the table.
"I never realized that women are even raunchier than sailors when a bunch of them get together," observed Steve. "You should stop giving Sybil such a hard time."
"There's that word again!" laughed Naomi. "Is it okay if Steve gives you a 'hard time', Sybil?"
"She wishes!" added Janice as she wiped the tears of laughter from her eyes.
"Ladies, let's find another subject to discuss. It seems like no matter that anyone says, you make it into a sexual inference. Let's talk about weather or politics," suggested Steve.
"I can do that," acknowledged Ashley. "Gwen is miles ahead in all of the polls. She should get re-elected in a landslide."
"I thought she just got elected last year and all representatives serve two year terms. Can you tell me why she has to run again this year?" asked Sybil, grateful that the topic of conversation had been changed.
"True, but Gwen won a special election because the Congresswoman Blake resigned to start campaigning for the senate. All members of Congress are up for election every even numbered year, for two year terms. Every four years is a presidential election, like this year.
"Gwen is on the ballot this time around, so we don't have to depend on write-ins. She refuses to campaign, or even spend any money on getting re-elected, but she's been doing so many things and getting so much good press that she's managed to gain a huge lead on the two major party candidates," concluded Ashley.
Steve had been told to rest and recuperate the rest of the month. He quickly regained his strength. He flew to Sanford and spent a couple of weeks with Gwen. Nadiya and Hans joined them for a weekend and they toured San Francisco.
Steve was surprised at how grueling Gwen's schedule was and how little free time she was able to find to spend with him. It increased his appreciation of her discipline and tenacity in her desire to become a doctor.
Steve was scheduled to return to Washington and Senator Chatham's office on the first Monday in October. Stephanie called him on the Wednesday before he left California. She was working on publicity for the movies that Lady in Red would be releasing soon.
"Steve, I have you, Naomi, Pete, and Becky scheduled for the night show on NBS Friday night. Pete is a total novice, but Becky, Naomi, and you are pretty savvy with PR. I held out until they promised that you four would be on the entire show, with no other guests. I have you booked on a commercial flight tomorrow afternoon. The Red Lady is in Washington with Lisa and Jason. Maybe we need to buy a second aircraft?
"Tell Gwen that I'm sorry to pull you away from her warm bed and hot body, but business calls. I'll email you the details for your flight. In case you haven't figured it out, you guys will be promoting 'Singlehandedly' which will be opening the following weekend. It turned out quite well. Of course Naomi and you put a lot of sizzle in that love scene. You can expect to be asked about that."
The next afternoon saw Steve in uniform and sitting in first class with a stewardess fawning over him when a woman wearing Marine fatigues approached him from the coach area. Steve looked up at her from his seat and noticed that another Marine was with her, and he was taking video.
"Lieutenant, the Marine Corps Ball will be on December 10th and I'm asking if you would be my escort? I realize you have a beautiful girlfriend, but I just had to ask."
Steve smiled as he looked at the nervous woman. "Is the Marine that's recording your request your boyfriend or husband?" asked Steve. "I certainly don't want to have a jealous Marine after me."
"He's my brother. We're both going home on leave. We've been overseas and haven't been home in almost a year," replied the woman as she watched Steve's face for his reaction.
"Is he going to the Ball?" quizzed Steve.
"Kyle? He doesn't have a date, and no real prospects," answered the woman.
"Then I'll tell you what. If you can talk your brother into escorting my girlfriend to the affair, you and I will have a date," replied Steve. "Do you think you can convince him?"
"Are you kidding?" laughed the woman. "I don't have to ask him. The other guys in his unit would kick his ass if he turned that offer down. Gwen Anderson won't mind going with a black man?"
"Wrong question," responded Steve immediately. "Your brother is a United States Marine. You're not suggesting that women are not safe around Marines, are you? Gwen and I would be delighted to attend the Ball with two Marines, not white Marines or black Marines, but Marines.
"I'll give you my contact information. We'll make plans next week. I want to thank you for thinking of me, and thank your brother for agreeing to escort Gwen. We'll both be proud to be seen with Marines," stated Steve with a big smile. "What is your name, by the way?"



"I'm Denise Williams and this is my brother Kyle. I'm going to be the most popular woman there! Promise you'll only dance with me and my friends?"
"I will be your escort and treat you like a lady, but I won't be making any rash promises. I don't know who your friends are, and you may have some superior officers that want a dance. Would you refuse to allow me to dance with them?" responded Steve.
"I hadn't even thought of that! You know more about this stuff than I do. I'll be happy just to be seen on your arm when we walk into the ballroom. Anything after that will be icing on the cake," gushed the young Marine.
Later that evening, Gwen called Steve to chat with him. "Charlotte showed me a Youtube clip today. It seems that you found me a date for the Marine Corps Ball. I have to fight off guys trying to get into my little thong every day and you go and set me up with a Marine that's been overseas for a year? I love it! We'll have a lot of fun and show the military that we really appreciate what they do for us."
"I didn't think you'd mind. I should have asked you first, but the sister totally surprised me when she asked. I didn't want to go without you, so I somehow managed to find a guy willing to go the dance with you," teased Steve.
"Yeah, I know how difficult that can be," agreed Gwen with a chuckle. "I'll be watching you guys on TV tomorrow night. Stephanie told me that Becky's movie turned out pretty good. She thinks it'll do quite well."
The next evening was a huge success for the foursome promoting their movie. Steve convinced Naomi to sing with him. They performed 'Unforgettable' live. They enjoyed an easy chemistry and the performance was surprisingly good. Then Steve and Becky sang the old Sinatra tune 'Something Stupid'. Once again, the audience was surprised at how well they did. Steve chose that song so Becky wouldn't feel alone or have to carry much of the load and she loved it.
Pete begged off on any singing, stating that he couldn't carry a tune to save his life. He did do well in the interview part, especially when he recounted how he and Becky met. He cleaned up the language considerably, but the story remained interesting to the audience.
Steve answered a few general questions about the recent kidnapping of the high school girls, but refused to discuss the actual shootings. The host quickly took the hint and switched the discussion to the Marine Corps Ball dates that Steve made with the siblings on the recent flight. The four left the taping confident that they had done a good job promoting the movie.
The following weekend, Lady in Red held the premiere of 'Singlehandedly' in Los Angeles on Friday evening so Gwen was able to attend more easily than if it had been on the East coast. She and Charlotte flew in from Stanford as soon as their lectures were concluded. The following evening, they were in New York City for another premiere.
By the time the dust settled Sunday night, the movie had grossed just over a hundred million dollars and was considered a huge success. Becky and Pete received great reviews for their acting. Lady in Red Productions increased production of Becky and Pete action figures as a direct result of the movie's popularity.
The smoldering love scene between Naomi and Steve drew a great deal of attention. Whenever they were interviewed, they were frequently asked if there was any kind of romance going on between them.
Steve gave pretty much the same answer every time. "Naomi and I are very good friends, but we'll never be lovers. We respect Jared and Gwen far too much to ever even consider anything like that. We don't cheat on loved ones and we never will. We're sorry to disappoint you, but Gwen is the only woman I'm romantically interested in, and I'm so in love with her, it hurts."
The movie continued to draw large crowds through October. Lady in Red planned on releasing Jordan and Charlie's movie at Thanksgiving and Gwen and Steve's at Christmas.
The weekend before the elections on November 8th, Lady in Red went on the road to perform in Los Angeles and Orlando. Vince Rosen's campaign had reserved two hours of broadcast time for each night. Friday's concert in LA was being broadcast on CBC while NBS would carry the Saturday evening concert in Orlando.
The broadcasts would feature music most of the time, but with banners crawling across the bottom of the screen urging voters to consider Vince Rosen's candidacy. The candidate himself would speak for a minute every twenty minutes. His appearances would be live, not some taped speech. It was hoped that a large viewing audience would turn to watch Lady in Red and would consider Vince Rosen's request for support. The campaign was very close with Rosen leading by three percentage points. That was within the margin of error in every poll.
As the day approached, Charlie called Steve to give him the bad news. "The doctor doesn't want Jordan to travel. She's having some problems carrying the baby and he feels bed rest is the best thing for her. I don't feel that I can leave her alone at this time, so it looks like we'll both be missing in action for the weekend concerts. I'm truly sorry about it."
"Don't give it a thought," assured Steve. "The health of your baby and your wife is the most important thing in the world right now. I'd be disappointed if you didn't follow the doctor's advice, or if you left her alone to appear in the concert. You've been given a wonderful gift and you need to take care of your family. We'll miss you big time, but we'll manage. Vince will understand, so don't worry about it. Just take care of Jordan."
Steve and Gwen managed to find a couple of excellent studio musicians to fill in for Charlie. They also decided to feature Jodie Lane and her saxophone more. She was a real talent and the audience always responded well to her performance.
Gwen and Steve took the stage at the Hollywood Bowl a few minutes before eight to a thunderous reception. The Rosen campaign had given the seventeen thousand tickets to Rosen supporters to make certain that there would be no embarrassing incidents, protests, or signs and placards for the opposition. Gwen enjoyed the smaller venue. The crowd was very enthusiastic and she and Steve brought their best effort.
They did all of their hits, but concentrated on ballads and love songs, as requested by the campaign committee. Steve mostly played the piano while the hired musicians did a very good job handling the other instruments.
Steve and Gwen gave Jodie Lane the freedom to play her sax whenever she felt it would add to the quality of the performance and she displayed an excellent understanding of her craft. Several times during the broadcast, Gwen would stand next to Jodie and sing as Jodie delighted the crowd with her sax skills.
Steve and Gwen added two songs by Springsteen in their repertoire for the evening. Gwen altered the lyrics slightly for 'I'm on Fire'. She had the males in the audience groaning as she sensually delivered the lyrics as Jodie accompanied her on the sax. Right after that, Steve performed 'Dancing in the Dark' with Jodie assisting again. The crowd loudly cheered its approval once again.
Once the two hour show was over, Vince and Cynthia Rosen rushed up to thank Gwen and Steve. "All the reports we're getting are telling us that we had a huge TV audience! My advisors are delighted with the preliminary results. We don't know how many people left to get a beer or potato chips during my little speeches, but there had to be some viewers that stayed to watch and listen to me."
Saturday evening was pretty much a repeat of Friday and Gwen and Steve performed at the Amway Center in Orlando to twenty thousand loyal supporters of Vince Rosen's candidacy. They had become very comfortable performing with an outstanding saxophone player backing them. When the ratings were in the next day, Saturday evening had even more TV viewers than Friday. The last poll before the election was released Monday and showed Vincent Rosen with a six percent lead on his rival.
On Election Day, Gwen was declared the winner in her district as soon as the polls closed. The networks felt that their exit polls pointed to a landslide victory. The Red Lady had reserved the large ballroom at their hotel for the victory party. Gwen and Steve mingled and greeted people all afternoon and evening. They were extremely pleased to see a large number of citizens from their congressional district made the journey and they made sure to welcome them warmly.
Everyone in the ballroom kept an eye on the several large TV monitors to follow the presidential race. It was almost midnight when the first network projected Vince Rosen as the next president of the United States. More than a few people in the ballroom cheered and clapped at the news.
Shortly after that, every major network and news outlet declared Rosen the winner. His victory speech was brief and humble. He thanked his supporters, his family, and his staff. He congratulated his opponent on an excellent campaign and promised to uphold the constitution and serve all of the people of the country.
At twenty minutes to one, as Steve and Gwen were bidding goodbye to everyone that had come to celebrate Gwen's re-election, the next president of the United States and his wife entered the ballroom. Applause rang out as the Rosens smiled to the crowd as they approached Steve and Gwen.
Vincent Rosen hugged Gwen while his wife wrapped her arms around Steve and kissed his cheek. Then Vince shook Steve's hand while Cynthia and Gwen embraced each other briefly.
"We wanted to congratulate Gwen on her resounding victory and to thank you for your support in a long and difficult campaign," stated Vincent Rosen to Steve and Gwen in the now quiet room. "Many of my aides have suggested that I may not have been elected without your support. We think they could be right. Consider this an invitation to be with my family at the inauguration in January. Thank you both."
"You had sound ideas and presented them well. That's why you won," insisted Gwen. "You and Cynthia must be exhausted from months of campaigning. Steve and I are going to take a short island vacation just before Christmas, when my classes are done for the year. The Duke and Duchess and a few other friends will be there. Would you like to join us?"
"It would be nice to have a few days off and soak up some sun," admitted Cynthia Rosen. "I hope you'll bring Billy along so I can push him into a pool or something. Let us know the dates and what island and we'll do our best to be there. Vince really should get to know the Royals a little better anyway. Thanks for asking us. You both have been wonderful to us, even after Steve and Vince started out on the wrong foot."
"It didn't take Steve long to show me the error of my ways," laughed Vince Rosen. "I have to admit I was pretty pissed for a couple of weeks, especially when President Hanson dismissed my complaint so easily. I've tried to be more polite, but direct since then and it seems to have paid off."
As the two couples engaged in conversation, different reporters recorded the scene for later broadcasts. Although they could not hear the conversation, it was evident that Steve and Gwen were on very good terms with the next president of the United States. Photos of the four made every newspaper and internet news outlet across the nation.
The next morning, Steve was once again in Senator Chatham's office listening politely as she spoke of her concerns. "I honestly don't know how this situation will play out. You're my aide, but you're also known to be on rather friendly terms with the next president. You and President Hanson seemed to get along very well, but when Rosen assumes office, you'll be on a first name basis with your commander-in-chief. I was never in the military, but I know human nature. Many of your superiors are going to resent that although they outrank you, they won't dare piss you off in any way."
"I've been thinking about the same thing," admitted Steve. "I'm pretty much convinced that my time in the military is nearing an end. I have no desire to put my superiors in an untenable situation, or cause Vince any embarrassment. I've been checking my options. It's looking more and more like I'll leave the service by the end of July. That'll be my eight year mark. Please don't pass this on yet. I'm not certain, and I don't want to make the last few months of service a media circus."
"You know I won't tell anyone without your approval," responded Chatham. "Are you going to concentrate on your music and movie career?"
"My friend Jared and I have been receiving some feelers from an NFL team, so we may try playing there. I'm going to be pretty rusty and slow, so I may not make the team, but I'll always wonder about it if I don't try," answered Steve.
"Please tell me it's the Titans," blurted Senator Chatham. "The two of you could get us back in the play-offs!"
"Thanks for the vote of confidence, but we were both drafted by the 'Skins', so unless some sort of deal is made, or we're cut by Washington, this is where we'd play if we made the team."
"Are you kidding? I could probably play as well as some of the guys on that team," laughed Senator Chatham. "You'll be playing on Sundays next fall if that's what you want. I've never seen anyone able to achieve goals the way you do. Your discipline and determination are amazing. I'll be at the games, cheering you on, except when you play Tennessee, of course."
The conversation was interrupted when Naomi was shown into Chatham's office. "I'm sorry to bother you with personal things, Senator, but I wanted to tell Steve that I'll be going to the Marine Corps Ball, too. A good looking Marine asked me last night at Gwen's party. I told him that I'd have to speak with my boyfriend first.
"Jared just emailed me that's he's fine with it as long as I don't get too far from you. For some reason, he thinks I'm safe around you and you'll stop those good looking Marines from taking advantage of us little girls," chuckled Naomi. "Of course, he hasn't seen the video yet of me naked on your lap when we played that trick on Sybil."
"I'm not even going to ask," laughed Senator Chatham. "I just wish I had been fortunate to have good friends that I could trust so completely. I admire how well you all get along and enjoy each other. I know you'll have a good time at the Marine Corps Ball."
Valhalla was completed two weeks before Thanksgiving, so the extended family had an early afternoon dinner in the new hall. The dining room was huge, as was the commercial kitchen with every possible upgrade. It featured a walk-in freezer and walk-in cooler. There were several large commercial refrigerators and four big double ovens and a twenty foot length of stove top.
The women in the family refused to have the meal catered, even with the substantial number of people that had been invited. "This is really great!" exclaimed Lisa as she and the others prepared the meal. We all have room to work as well as ovens and stoves to use. I'm glad that we're the first to utilize this amazing kitchen. Our Valhalla is fit for a king and queen!"
"And they'll probably be visiting us here before too long," added Paula. "I never dreamed that my family would vacation with the Duke and Duchess, but in a few short weeks that's exactly what we'll be doing."
"I think maybe the real king and queen of Valhalla are already in the building," ventured Charlotte. "Billy mentioned a few times that Gwen is much like the queen in those wonderful movies we made. Steve is obviously the warrior, and together they've created their empire. We've all helped in various ways, especially Jordan and Charlie, but the driving force for Lady in Red, in my opinion, is a certain couple that started it all at a benefit dance."
"Charlotte, you're a great friend, but all of us have contributed to this company's success. You embarrass me with that comparison," revealed Gwen.
"Sis, I really was referring to you and Steve," admitted Lisa. "We've all done some pretty cool stuff, but Steve is 'the man', and you are 'the woman' in this company. We're not jealous about it or anything. You guys have carried us along and allowed all of us to grow and learn. Now we're all pretty accomplished, but you and Steve are the straws the stir the drink."
"I agree," stated Jordan as she waddled through the entrance. "Charlie and I discuss it all of the time. You're the reason we met, the reason, I'm sober, married, and close to giving birth to a beautiful little girl."
"Didn't we tell you to rest?" demanded Gwen as she moved next to Jordan to take her arm. "We can handle this. At least sit down and just watch. You can join in the conversation, but absolutely no work for you today."
"I just hope I get through the premiere tonight without my water breaking," laughed Jordan. "I really appreciate that our new movie is opening here in Sparta so I can be at the premiere."
"We wouldn't have it any other way," insisted Stephanie. "You did a super job in that movie. It made me cry, laugh, and get horny at different times. I love the title that we finally decided on."
"I agree. 'Jurisprudence' is a pretty cool word and it's a pretty cool movie," pointed out Kate. "I think it'll be a blockbuster."
"Thanks, Kate," replied Jordan. "And thanks for suggesting the title. Law school is paying off already!"
With friends and family, thirty-four people were gathered around the three large tables when Ted gave the toast. He recounted the accomplishments of his family since the last Thanksgiving. He gave thanks that Steve had recovered completely from the wounds he received foiling the kidnapping. Then he mentioned how much joy little Theresa had brought to the family and how much everyone looked forward to loving and spoiling Jordan and Charlie's new baby. More than a few tears were shed during Ted's lengthy toast.
The meal was a great success and the conversation flowed as friends and family recounted their experiences and memories from years past and their hopes for the future. After a few hours to digest the meal, everyone prepared for the premiere of 'Jurisprudence', which was slated for six PM.
Steve and Gwen drew an enthusiastic round of applause as they stepped out of their limo and waved to their Spartan friends and neighbors. They nodded and spoke to quite a few of the locals as they walked the red carpet. It endeared everyone in the town to the couple. The movies made in Sparta provided good jobs for many residents, but to be mentioned by name by major movie stars was huge to the hometown folks.
Last to walk the carpet were Charlie and Jordan. Everyone watched as Charlie carefully helped Jordan out of the car and up the red carpet. Once Jordan had gathered herself and began smiling and waving, the crowd opened up a thunderous applause. Jordan looked beautiful as she carried the glow of an expectant mom.
Once again, Lady in Red Productions had a huge hit on its hands. The reviews were excellent and talk soon started about possible Academy Award nominations. Over the long weekend, the movie grossed over two hundred million dollars in the US and around the world!
The Sunday morning after the opening, Jordan gave birth to a seven pound healthy baby girl in the very hospital for which Jordan had worked so hard to raise funds. It was later in the afternoon when Gwen and Steve were shown into Jordan's room to see the baby.
Gwen made all of the appropriate noises as she held the newborn in her arms and smiled from ear to ear.
"Unless, I miss my guess, Gwen's going to want a few of her own before too long," suggested Charlie. "You'd better get your sleep in now, because everyone says that once you have kids, you never get enough rest."
"When you guys need some rest, or alone time away from this precious little girl, just let us know," responded Gwen. "We'll take little Ruth Cindy anytime!"



"I'm still getting used to hearing her name," grinned a tired looking Jordan. "Charlie's mother was so happy when we named her after her mother. Of course my mom was quite pleased, as you know. You saw her cry when we told her what we were going to name the baby."
Gwen turned to Steve and carefully handed the baby to him. Steve wasted no time making faces and strange noises to the little girl.
"We were thinking of teaching her English first," laughed Jordan. "Then Uncle Steve can give her lessons in all of those other languages he speaks."
"Uncle Steve? I like that a lot. I'm Ruth's uncle!" exclaimed Steve softly. "She's going to be as beautiful as her mother and we're going to spoil her rotten."
Gwen and Charlotte returned to Stanford that evening while Steve, Naomi, Ashley, and Kate traveled back to Washington, along with numerous security people. It was a relatively quiet time as everyone prepared for the looming holidays. Lady in Red had leased several large homes on the beach on Grand Cayman Island for December, several days before Christmas. The Duke and Duchess and their children were scheduled to be on the island at the same time.
On the ninth of December, Time Magazine announced that Steve and Gwen were selected 'Person of the Year'. Their faces were featured on the cover with the caption 'Heroism'. The magazine explained how the decision was reached and recounted all of the achievements the couple had managed over the course of the year. Steve and Gwen were actually surprised when they read the list of accomplishments.
'This makes us sound like heroes," worried Gwen. "I don't know why they included me. You're the real hero."
It appears that the editors felt that a woman that would jump into the icy Potomac to rescue a jerk, fight a smear campaign in congress, defeat a Chechen terrorist in hand to hand combat and then operate on the son of the Russian president with a steak knife and a straw, build an entire hospital for the poor of Kiev, perform on air craft..."
"Okay! I read the article! I still think that you're the real hero and I just follow your lead. Saving those girls on that bus was enough without all of the other things you managed in Russia, Washington, North Korea, and all over the world. Time Magazine got it right when they picked you. I'm sure of that much."
The next day, Gwen, Naomi, and Steve took a limo south to National Harbor, Maryland. They had agreed to meet their dates at a local hotel, where they had taken rooms for the night.
"I'm going to be waiting for you to come in tonight," promised Steve as he dressed for the affair. "You'd better not be late."
"First you set me up with a date, and now you're warning me to get in early? That doesn't sound very romantic," stated Gwen. "Can you offer me any incentive to be back early?"
Steve pulled Gwen into his arms and kissed her passionately. "I hope that gives you an idea of the so-called incentive I will have for you tonight."
"In that case, I'll be back before the dancing begins," laughed Gwen.
Steve accompanied both Naomi and Gwen to the hotel lobby. They were both absolutely stunning. Naomi was in dress uniform while Gwen wore a long red gown that showed a hint of her ample cleavage, but was modest compared to styles she often wore. She knew that the ladies were expected to show class and decorum at a military ball.
Kyle was standing and waiting for Gwen to appear. He seemed nervous when Steve led Gwen up to him for the introductions. Once the introductions were finished and Gwen took the Marine's arm, Steve looked the young man in the eye.
"I don't trust Gwen with just any man. I know you'll look after her and keep her from any harm. I also know that you expect me to treat your sister the same way. This should be a fun night, but just remember that Gwen means the world to me and I'll be very upset if she has any problems."
"Can you imagine how he'll be when some young man stops in to take our daughter out in twenty years?" laughed Gwen. "He's worse than my father.
"Don't worry about us, Lieutenant Hammer," continued Gwen. "We won't be too far away from you this evening. Besides, I can tell that Kyle is a perfect gentleman."
Steve smiled and then escorted Naomi to a tall Marine with a huge smile. Naomi introduced the two men and Steve gave a similar talk to that Marine. "Dad and Jared would be proud of you," chuckled Naomi. "Luke will be a perfect gentleman, I'm sure. He's a Marine and that's how they are, especially after you give them that speech."
The introductions as they entered the ballroom were revealing. When Congresswoman Gwen Anderson and Private Kyle Williams were introduced, everyone in attendance applauded loudly. Steve felt a swell of pride as he watched how regally Gwen walked into the room and how much she was loved and respected by those in attendance.
He was somewhat surprised when he and Denise received a very warm welcome when they were introduced. He enjoyed the reception they received and Denise positively beamed. Naomi and her date did not go unnoticed either. Naomi's smile was a mile wide as she entered on the arm of her escort.
There was a reality show star at the affair and Steve actually felt sorry for her. She had a dress so low in front that over half of each substantial breast was exposed. Her dress was backless and it only came to mid thigh. Steve knew that many of the men enjoyed looking at her, but she apparently had no idea how improper her attire was.
Steve was not overly surprised when the actress wound up sitting at his table, along with Gwen and Naomi and their escorts. He struggled to not show his irritation when the woman somehow wound up sitting next to him. She frequently leaned toward Steve to speak to him and when she did, he had a complete view of her large breasts.
Steve saw smirks on both Naomi and Gwen's faces as he studiously ignored any further glimpses of the woman's ample bosom. He turned to Denise and chatted with her and the other occupants of the table. When the music started, the big boobed actress wanted Steve to dance with her, but Steve politely explained that he was escorting Denise to the affair and would certainly dance with her first.
"Thanks for coming with me and for giving me the first dance," began Denise. "I know she's beautiful and her breasts are huge so it must have been difficult to turn her down."
"Honestly, I would much rather have you in my arms than some silicone wannabe," replied Steve. "You're a lovely woman and you're real. You're serving your country as a Marine. I find you much more interesting."
Steve danced the first several dances with Denise. She had a continuous smile plastered on her face. Her brother was just as bad as Gwen remained with Denise's brother for the same dances.
There were some stifled chuckles when a big, burly Marine Captain asked Gwen for the next dance. "I'd like the next dance, I'm Captain Sloan. You really should be escorted by an officer."
"My date needs to give his approval before I'll dance with someone else," responded Gwen with a forced smile. Reluctantly, the officer turned to Kyle. Rather than make a simple request, the Captain demonstrated his complete lack of class.
"I'll have the next dance with your sexy date. You don't mind, do you, Private?" demanded the man as he stared down at the young Marine.
"Don't bother responding, Kyle." insisted Gwen quite suddenly. "I really don't care to dance with you, Captain."
"What? You'll dance with this black kid, but not with me?" asked the stunned and thoroughly embarrassed man. "You're nothing but a big titted..."
Steve had watched the interaction from quite close since he and Denise had been waiting for the music to begin for the next dance. Steve hurried over to Gwen and as he offered his arm, he 'accidently' bumped Captain Sloan. The accidental bump was so forceful that it staggered the partially inebriated Sloan.
"Kyle, would you mind if I..." was all Steve could manage to say before the very irate Captain Sloan came charging back at Steve with a fist pulled back.
"Captain!" barked an authoritative voice from behind Steve. "You will turn around and return to your seat immediately."
Sloan hesitated briefly, but his instinct for survival won out over his embarrassment and anger. His face flushed red as he gave a quick "Yes, Sir!" and turned on his heel to return to his seat.
"Congresswoman Anderson, Lieutenant Hammer, I apologize for that unfortunate turn of events," spoke a tall, ramrod straight Marine. "I'm Colonel Hood. Believe me when I tell you that boorish behavior like Captain Sloan just demonstrated is not tolerated in the Marine Corps. Rest assured that he will receive a reprimand and a possible demotion."
"Will Kyle get into any trouble over this?" asked a concerned Gwen. "He's a private, and an officer with an agenda can make things very difficult for him."
"Again, I assure you that Private Williams will not suffer from any recriminations. Unless you'd consider the envy of every other Marine at this affair a form of suffering," continued Colonel Hood smoothly.
"Private Williams, may I have the next dance with your date," asked a smiling Colonel Hood.
"Yes sir!" responded Kyle immediately. "And thank you, Sir!"
"Congresswoman Anderson, would you grant me the honor of the next dance?"
"Why Colonel Hood, I thought you'd never ask! I'd be delighted," smiled Gwen before turning to Steve. "Lieutenant Hammer, thank you for your defense of my honor. I promise to save a dance for you."
The festivities were nearing the end when Colonel Hood approached Steve and Gwen at their table. "I have been tasked to make the request that you dance to 'Lady in Red' before we end the evening. This request comes from General Maxwell's wife, as if that might influence your response."
Gwen glanced at Steve and then nodded to the Colonel. "We are here as guests and certainly appreciate your hospitality and tradition. We'd be honored to perform that dance."
"There's one other thing," added Colonel Hood carefully. "Mrs. Maxwell would really like to hear Lieutenant Hammer sing it as he dances with you. She saw it on that damn YouTube once and has been hoping to witness it in person ever since."
Gwen simply laughed and nodded again as she led Steve to the excellent band that had been supplying the music for the event. Soon Steve was fitted with a microphone. He spoke with the musicians for a short while before leading Gwen onto the floor.
Colonel Hood stepped to the stage and introduced Steve and Gwen and told those attending that they had agreed to perform 'Lady in Red' for those in attendance. The music began and Steve swept Gwen into his arms and began singing. No one else was dancing as Steve guided Gwen gracefully across the floor.
There was a long and loud ovation at the finish. Gwen and Steve bowed several times before Steve led Gwen to General Maxwell's table. Gwen smiled and hugged Mrs. Maxwell and thanked her for making the request. Steve could easily see that the general's wife was very pleased with the performance and the opportunity to speak with Gwen. Steve knew that would please General Maxwell, and a happy general is much easier on the enlisted men.
Gwen, Steve, and Naomi returned to their hotel within a few minutes of each other. They sat in Naomi's room for half an hour discussing the evening's events before Gwen and Steve retired to their room.
Christmas time was fast approaching. Everyone but Gwen and Charlotte were already in Sparta a full week before the holiday. The two med students were due in the next day. Most of those present would meet them at the airport, board the Red Lady, and head for Grand Cayman Island and a vacation with the Duke and Duchess. Christmas was on a Saturday and Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, and Steve were once again doing a TV special on Christmas Eve from Sparta. They would return to Sparta Wednesday evening and spend Thursday and Friday preparing for the live telecast Christmas Eve. It was indicative of how relaxed and confident they had become to allow so little time for rehearsals.
Paula and Lisa had arranged to have a large dinner party with friends and family before the trip to Grand Cayman Island. Once again, it was a large and boisterous group. The conversation was lively and the laughter frequent. Once the dessert was served, and everyone was seated, Steve turned to Gwen's father.
"Sir?" began Steve in a very serious voice. Conversation suddenly stopped and the room became extremely quiet.
Surprised at the silence, Steve flushed slightly but continued as Ted waited for him to speak. "Sir," repeated Steve. "I'd like to have your permission to ask Gwen to marry me."
Paula raised her hand to her mouth as tears began trickling down her cheeks. Ted remained quiet as he nodded his head slowly in understanding. Everyone else was spell bound as they awaited Ted's response.
"Son, Gwen's mother and I have discussed this possibility quite a few times over the years. It's my great pleasure to tell you that nothing would please us more. We already feel that you're part of our family. This will simply cement that fact. Welcome to our family, although Gwen will make that final determination," added Ted with a huge smile as he held his hand out to Steve.
The room erupted in applause and whistles as everyone tried to speak at once. Paula stood and hurried over to Steve who rose from his chair to meet her. She threw her arms around him and hugged him tightly as she cried into his chest.
"Like Gwen will refuse that request!" stated Kate loud enough for everyone to hear. "It looks like we'll be planning another wedding. How do two superstars get married anyway?"
Steve still held a crying Paula in his arms as he spoke to the group. "I'm asking that no one tell Gwen about this. I'm going to ask the director of our TV special to give me a minute at the beginning of the show to ask Gwen to marry me. Please let it be a surprise."
"I've got to hand it to you, you've got balls!" laughed Billy. "Are they going to have a close-up of you crying like a little baby if Gwen turns you down?"
"That'll never happen!" insisted Jordan. "I think it's one of the most romantic things I've ever heard. Gwen will be over the moon. Charlie showed the way when he asked me in the middle of a concert in front of our hometown. Of course, he was pretty certain of the outcome, too."
"Paula, you've got to let go of your new son-in-law so the rest of us can congratulate him," complained Diane. "I saw this coming that day at the pool. Our family has been blessed ever since."
Everyone kept their promise of silence to Steve. They met Gwen and Charlotte at the airport and flew to Grand Cayman. They were joined by the Duke and Duchess later that day. President-elect Vince Rosen and Cynthia Rosen arrived that evening. Photographers were allowed an hour of photographs if they agreed to leave the vacationers alone the rest of the time.
Gwen and Steve were somewhat surprised at how much was made of the vacation by the press and people on the internet. There were even conspiracy theories floated about what was actually discussed and planned by the group. For Steve and Gwen, it was simply a relaxing few days with some of the people they enjoyed the most in the world. Politics were never discussed.
Gwen, Jordan, Lisa, Kate, Cynthia Rosen and the Duchess did manage to discuss children's health issues and they agreed to make an effort to work to improve conditions for children around the world. Steve, Charlie, Vince, and the Prince discussed sports, fishing, women, and the merits of various brews that they sampled.
Refreshed and invigorated, everyone returned to their homes to prepare for the holidays. Jordan was still nursing her baby regularly but was able to appear on the show for Christmas Eve. This year, the show was from Valhalla. It was the first glimpse of the impressive structure for the public. There was a huge tree in the huge center hall with wrapped gifts piled high. Off to the sides and in other rooms were rows and rows of winter clothing, boots, gloves, and other cold weather gear.
The show was to begin with Steve and Gwen doing a small sketch they had rehearsed. As Gwen waited for Steve to deliver his opening line, he suddenly dropped to one knee! Gwen gasped and brought her hands to her wide opened mouth as Steve gazed up at her.
"Gwen, I love you more than I ever thought possible. Would you give me the great honor of becoming my wife?" asked Steve as he held up a small ring. "My grandfather gave this ring to my grandmother, and Dad gave it to Mom. Will you wear it as a sign of our love?"
The entire set went quiet. Even the small children sensed something was afoot. They went silent and watched the famous couple in front of the cameras.
"Steve, I've dreamed of this day since the moment we met at the mall years ago. I have never loved before I met you, and I don't think it's possible to love a person any more than I love you. I'll be proud to wear this wonderful ring, be your wife, and share your life. The honor is mine!"
As she finished speaking, Gwen grabbed Steve's hand and tugged him to his feet. He slid the ring onto her finger before she slowly wrapped her arms around his neck as he lowered his lips to hers. Cheers, whistles, and applause continued as the two remained in that position.
The stage was quickly flooded with family and friends. The women pried the couple apart and embraced Gwen. The guys shook a grinning Steve's hand. This lasted for a minute before the station went to commercial so the director could regain control and get everyone back on script.
The rest of the program was performed perfectly. Viewers at home could not help but notice that Gwen frequently held her hand out and gazed at her ring as tears would trickle down her cheeks. The usual festive feelings were increased by the joy everyone felt for Gwen and Steve. They both beamed as they passed out gifts to children when they weren't performing.
Jordan and Charlie were scheduled to perform the closing number. Jordan took part of that time to offer their feelings about Gwen and Steve.
"We've witnessed something very special tonight," began Jordan. "Two of the people that Charlie and I love most in the world are going to be united in marriage. Valhalla will now have its king and queen, and we couldn't be happier. All that we are, all that we've accomplished, and all that we may ever accomplish has been made possible by these two incredible people. Charlie and I wish them well, and we promise to strive to live up to their standards and expectations. God bless them!"
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After the broadcast, Paula asked everyone to head to Marsh's for a celebration. "It's taken seven years for Steve to pop the question and we're going to make sure he knows how pleased we all are!"
Ted took the floor of the private room once family and friends were all gathered. "Steve asked me a few days back for permission to ask Gwen to marry him. I told him at the time that Paula and I couldn't be happier. I'm not fooling myself about who the head of this family is. I appreciate that you all defer to me as much as you do, but Steve and Gwen are the forces that hold us together and create so many opportunities for us all. As Jordan stated at the end of the show, Valhalla now has its king and queen, and the rest of us are fine with that.
"Gwen was the 'Lady in Red' that night she went on her first date with Steve. He was the one that requested that song. It began quite innocently, but look where it's taken all of us. Paula and I are very proud of our daughters, including Jordan, and the men they've selected. We've been blessed. We formally welcome Steve into our family, although he's been a part of us since that first dance, and we look forward to the wedding and more grandchildren. Congratulations to the loving couple!"
Everyone raised their drink in toast to the beaming Gwen and grinning Steve. Gwen spent the next ten minutes showing her ring to all of the other ladies. Steve shook hands and listened to the usual warnings about giving up the single life. He simply smiled a lot and kept his eyes on Gwen. He was pleased to hear her tell everyone how happy she was with her ring.
"Steve could have gotten me some huge diamond, but he didn't. He gave me something far more meaningful. His grandmother and his mother wore this ring. Can you imagine the significance it must have to him? He must really, really love me to trust me with something so dear to his heart. Someday our son will give it to the woman he loves. I get goose bumps just thinking about it!"
That night, Gwen was extremely passionate as she and Steve made love. "This is my first night sleeping with my fiancé and I want to make sure that you don't change your mind. I love you so much!"
The next day was Christmas and everyone gathered at Ted and Paula's for breakfast and the exchange of gifts. Ted and Paula beamed as they looked over their growing family. Jordan and Lisa had babies and Gwen was engaged to be married.
"So, Sis, did you get anything special for Christmas?" teased Kate as Gwen immediately held her hand up to show everyone her ring. "Remember the first Christmas Steve came to our house? He got all melancholy and left the room, and you had to go try to cheer him up? It seems like you did a pretty good job."
A short time later, Jordan and Charlie found an opportunity to speak to the happy couple. Jordan began, "The other day, when Steve asked Ted for permission to ask you to marry him, Kate wondered how super stars got married. Charlie and I have been talking it over and have an idea, but it'll need your cooperation and approval."
"This sounds interesting," smiled Gwen. "What did you two dream up?"
Jordan nodded to Charlie as he took over the conversation. "We think it would be fitting for two incredible talents to have a wedding so unique, that it could be both a movie and a stage show in the future. Jordan and I want to write and produce a musical. It would star you both and would be performed live as a prelude to the wedding ceremony."
"Are you serious?" asked a stunned Gwen. "You and Jordan would do all of that work for our wedding? I've never heard of a musical production as part of a wedding, but it sounds pretty exciting. What do you think, Steve?"
"Wow! I don't know what to say. The thought of something like that has never crossed my mind. How would it work and what would Gwen and I have to do?"asked Steve.
"You'd have to sing and dance and then march up and get married like normal couples do, except you'd have to sing a song at the ceremony," replied Jordan with excitement. "Charlie and I would write a special song for that, but the rest would be a musical recap of your courtship and lives over the almost eight years that you've known each other."
"Would that seem pretentious, or vain?" asked Gwen with some concern. "We don't want everyone to think we're bragging, or showing off."
The rest of the family had been silent as they listened to the conversation. Paula decided to voice her opinion.
"That sounds like an incredible idea! It wouldn't be pretentious for you two. Everyone knows how genuine and grounded you are. It would be a great treat for your guests and would be a wedding to remember. That's for sure."
"Mom's right," added Lisa. "You have the talent and the wherewithal to pull it off. How many guests will you invite?"
"I think we'll just place an announcement in the newspaper and on the web inviting anyone that wants to come. We have so many friends, fans, and business associates that I'd hate to slight anyone," worried Gwen.
"And that's one reason you guys are so loved," beamed Paula's mother. "What other famous couple invites the world to their wedding, and then supplies the entertainment themselves? Most of them sneak off to some exotic location and have guards keep people and photographers away. You're going to invite them!"
"This is going to be such a great wedding!" exclaimed Naomi. "With Jordan and Charlie putting it together and writing a new song, and you two performing, it'll be one for the ages."
"When will you be getting married?" asked Charlie. "I need to know how long I have to get this all planned and rehearsed.
"Steve and I were thinking about July 4th," answered Gwen with a smile. "That way Steve would be able to remember our anniversary. It's a Saturday this year. We'd get married here at the center and invite anyone that cared to come. We'd have dozens of vendors hired to keep the food and drink coming.
"Charlotte and I will be spending most of May and June on a hospital ship in the South Pacific and Indian Ocean, but we'll come home by July 1st, if not sooner. We graduate in early May and a week later, we set sail. It'll be part of our residency and a great experience."
"That would be perfect, as long as you can learn your songs and lines in a couple of days," responded Charlie. "I think you'll have a wedding like no other, and way better!"
Since it was the weekend of the premier of Gwen and Steve's latest movie, the Christmas celebration was over by noon. Everyone had to prepare for the belated premier at Lady in Red Center in Sparta. In an innovative move, Stephanie had suggested that rather than walk the red carpet, the actors would be at the entrance of the center and greet the movie goers as they made their way inside. It would take some time as most people would want to chat with the cast, or ask for autographs and pictures, so there would be a large buffet available for the movie goers as they waited for the lines to end and the center to fill up.
Diane was becoming very nervous as the premier got closer. "Don't worry about it," assured Will. "The movie opened last night all over the world and probably millions of people have seen these beauties by now. What's a few more?"
"These people are my friends and neighbors," explained Diane. "What if they think I'm an awful person for showing my breasts, especially at my age? I'm a wife and mother. That's the other thing. My daughter shows her breasts, too. What kind of family are we?"
"Sexy? Well-built? Adventurous? Is that a trick question?" asked Will with a big smile. "I know my friends will be jealous as hell that you're my wife and I get to sleep with you, so I'm good. If someone says that they don't like how beautiful and sexy you are in the movie, it'll just mean that they're jealous. You're a beautiful woman and I'm proud of you. Look how well Gwen, Jordan, and the other girls are doing and they've been topless several times in movies."
"Yes, but they aren't in their forties and mothers, well, except for Jordan and Lisa now being mothers," responded Diane. "You just stay very close to me and act very proud, okay? Your approval will help me a lot."
"You've got it!"promised Will.
Movie goers were delighted with the new concept where they actually walked in on a red carpet while the cast members greeted them and posed for pictures and signed playbills made especially for the occasion. The buffet was greatly enjoyed as fans waited patiently for the center to reach capacity. Even before the movie was shown, fans had a very favorable opinion of it.
Later, when the movie finished and the credits began rolling across the screen, the applause and cheers were long and loud. It was quite evident that the audience had enjoyed the movie tremendously. Once again the cast mingled with the movie-goers and this time they had praise heaped upon them.
Two of Will's golf buddies rushed up to Diane and Will with their wives in tow. It was obvious that they had enjoyed the movie.
"Diane! You were incredible! That love scene was one of the hottest I've ever seen," gushed one of the wives. "I never realized what a wonderful figure you have. Was Will okay with you spending time in the arms of Steve Hammer like that? I don't know if my husband could have handled it."
"Thank you," beamed Diane. "Will knows it was acting, although it sure didn't feel like work. Steve's incredible. He made me look better than I really am. He was really kind to an older woman."
"Are you kidding? He enjoyed every second of it!" insisted the second wife. "He'd have to be the best actor in the world if he didn't absolutely love that scene. Are his muscles and everything as impressive in real life as they look on the screen?"
"Exactly what do you mean by 'everything'?" laughed one of Will's golf buddies. "Look how everyone wants to talk to Will and Diane and we're holding them up. We'd better move on, but I'll repeat that we think that may well have been the best movie we've ever seen, and Diane was incredible in it."
Paula and Ted were greeting fans as well. Paula received more than a few compliments about her performance, but most of her friends and neighbors felt compelled to talk about just how beautiful and sexy Diane looked in the movie.
Lisa and Kate were standing a short distance away and noticed Paula's body language. Even as she smiled and agreed that her sister was beautiful and her daughter was incredible, she appeared to be struggling to maintain the smile.
"I think Mom's heard enough about how sexy and amazing Diane was," observed Kate. "I think she wishes that she had the nerve to do what Diane did. She's torn between being a proper mother and businesswoman and being more daring."
"It certainly hasn't hurt Gwen, Jordan, or the rest of us. Look how Diane is positively beaming. Uncle Will is the only person with a bigger smile. He's really proud of Aunt Diane and how great she looks. What would Dad do if Mom did that in a movie?" wondered Lisa. "She looks great, but just doesn't quite have the nerve to let it all hang out. Plus she's confused about her feelings for Steve. She believes a lady should behave a certain way with her daughter's fiancé, but would really like to get naked with the guy. He's the only one she'd ever do a love scene with, but her moral compass won't allow it. It isn't easy when you're so conflicted."
Meanwhile, Gwen and Steve were surrounded by enthusiastic fans of all ages. The couple smiled and constantly posed for pictures with everyone that asked.
"That was the best movie I've ever seen!" came a familiar voice behind Gwen. She turned to find Ms. Walker smiling like the cat that got the canary.
"Congratulations on your pending nuptials, as well as the performances you both had in the movie."
"Thanks so much, Ms. Walker!" replied Gwen as she gently hugged her old English teacher. "We worked really hard on the dance scenes. Steve is a natural, but I struggle to keep up with him."
"Ha!" laughed Steve. "We all saw the same movie. Gwen was amazing. I just tried to keep up. Why do you think the movie was titled 'Billie Jean'? Gwen was Billie Jean and she made the movie. It was pretty good though, wasn't it? It really makes us feel good when we do something that you're proud of, Ms. Walker. Your opinion means a lot to us. It did from the first day I met you and it always will."
"That's exactly why you two are so successful," responded a smiling Ms. Walker. "You work so hard to always give your best effort. You outdid yourselves with 'Billie Jean'. It'll win every award possible. I'm very proud of you both."
After Ms. Walker drifted away to speak to other cast members, Steve led Gwen over to Stephanie. She was holding on the arm of a tall, well dressed man. He turned as Steve and Gwen approached. Steve recognized him as James Hawthorne, the Englishman they had met the previous summer.
"Steph, is this guy bothering you?" joked Steve as he offered a smile and his hand to Hawthorne.
"He flew in from England today just to be my escort tonight," beamed Stephanie. "I was a little embarrassed when he saw our love scene, but James said he thought it was pretty hot. He thought you looked a little soft and pasty, but I carried the scene."
"I saw a couple of good reasons why he may have enjoyed that scene," deadpanned Steve just before Stephanie punched him in the chest.
"I think that the movie made me look better than I normally do because I sure looked pretty big on screen, didn't I? Of course Gwen and Mom were both amazing. James can't believe that Mom is my mother. He says we look more like sisters," added Stephanie.
"It's a pleasure to see you both again. May I also state that the WHO greatly appreciated your efforts at the concert last summer. It was a huge success and you were the reason why," stated Hawthorne sincerely.
"Mr. Hawthorne, did you fly all the way here from England on Christmas Day just to see my little cousin?" asked Gwen as she looked from Hawthorne to Stephanie. "Have I missed something?"
"I have no idea what you may have missed or not, but I most certainly flew here to see Stephanie, at her invitation. Did I make a mistake or something?" asked the Englishman with concern.
"Not at all," chuckled Steve before adding more. "That is unless you break her heart or harm her in some way. Stephanie is extremely important to us. I'll be quite upset if I ever found out that you didn't treat her properly."
"Steve! That's Uncle Will's job," cautioned Gwen as she took Stephanie's arm in hers. "Let's stroll over and talk to him right now."
Gwen practically dragged Stephanie over to where Will and Diane were speaking with Ted, Paula, Lisa, and Jason. "Uncle Will, this James Hawthorne fellow seems to be hanging around Stephanie quite closely. Is there anything you want to say to him?"
Ted and Paula immediately broke into big smiles while Will simply looked confused. Ted moved closer to Will and spoke quietly into his ear and then stepped back.
"Yes, there is something I want to tell you, Young Man," began Will. "You will treat my daughter with respect at all times. You will not use tobacco in any form, and only use alcohol in moderation, if at all. You will protect her with your life, if need be. You will drive carefully and never do anything to harm her reputation or self-respect. If this is asking too much, then I suggest you bid her farewell right now."
Hawthorne noticed that everyone within hearing had gone silent and Stephanie's cousins had begun to move closer as Will spoke. It appeared to be an important moment from the way everyone waited for his response.
"Sir, I would have it no other way," assured Hawthorne as he extended his hand to Will. "You daughter is a lady. I will always treat her as such and her safety and well-being will always be my first concern when I am with her."
"Great answer!" blurted Stephanie as she threw her arms around the surprised man and kissed him soundly on the lips.
Once Stephanie moved back a little Hawthorne saw the smiles of approval on the faces of her family members. "We have a bit of a tradition in the family that gentleman callers are informed by the father, or father figure, on how he is expected to conduct himself," explained Paula. "Ted started it with Steve years ago and has given 'the talk' to all of the girls' suitors since then. I believe that was Will's first talk, wasn't it?"
"Yes. I almost missed the hints that Gwen hit me over the head with. I was just beginning to figure it out when Ted reminded me," admitted Will. "His daughters have all found very dependable, honorable men and I would hope that you, Mr. Hawthorne are cast from the same mold."
"Stephanie, you need to tell us how long you and James have been an item," insisted Jordan. "I knew you got along great with him in England, but I had no idea you two were dating."
"We're not really dating. Well, maybe we are, if emails, texting, and phone calls count. We just hit it off when we were in England. I've seen him once since, and that was when we were in Moscow. I asked if he'd like to visit over the Christmas holidays and here he is!"
"Welcome to America!" greeted Gwen as she hugged Hawthorne. "I trust that Stephanie has invited you to spend New Year's with us in Maui. We're doing a TV show from the beach to welcome in the New Year. It's a lot of fun and we get to spend a lot of time in the sun and surf."
"I did invite him already," admitted Stephanie. "I didn't think anyone would object. I hate being the odd-man-out all of the time. I'm not saying James is my boyfriend or anything, but he'll be with me and I won't be all lonely, and envious of my cousins and friends."
"I think you had a great idea with this premiere party," stated Jordan. "Everyone loved the movie and the food and drinks seem to be going over very well. 'Singlehandedly' did real well , 'Jurisprudence' has been successful beyond my dreams, but 'Billie Jean' is going to be a real blockbuster. The reviewers are all raving about how good it is and what great dancers Gwen and Steve are."
"Which reminds me; tomorrow morning we're having a working brunch at Billy's restaurant at eleven," announced Stephanie. "There are a few things we need to go over as a group. It's still the holiday season, so we'll get it over with quickly and just enjoy the company when it's finished."
The next morning, the reserved room at Marsh's had a long table filled with all sorts of delicious foods when Steve and Gwen arrived. As usual, they had been greeted by many friends and neighbors as they walked through the main dining room. As was their custom, the famous couple spent time at each table, chatting casually with the delighted diners.
Steve noticed that Janice and Sybil had just sat down at a table in the main room. "What are you two doing? We're not going to leave you out of our little meeting and brunch party. Come on with Gwen and me."
"I thought the brunch was for friends and relatives," replied a surprised Sybil. "We'll be right here if you need us."
Steve took Sybil's hand and gently pulled her to her feet and then he pulled her into warm embrace as he spoke gently. "Are you saying that you two are not our friends? That we shouldn't trust you? Don't you like us at least a little?"
Sybil glanced at Gwen and saw her big smile before she returned her attention to Steve. "I think I like you too much already. Of course you can trust us and I hope that we're friends. It would be an honor to join you and Gwen this morning."
Steve smiled and released Sybil so he could take Janice's hand and pull her to him for a hug as she admitted, "I'll go anywhere you want, anytime you want. I've never enjoyed a job more, nor met nicer people in my life."
Steve entered the private room with his arms around the two security women and a smiling Gwen on the other side of Sybil. Everyone smiled and greeted the two women. Steve saw Paula's eyebrows arch in a silent question.



"These two ladies have become more than employees as far as I'm concerned," stated Steve flatly as he looked directly at Paula. "They came through for me when I needed it. Does anyone object to them attending this meeting and any future ones?"
Everyone was quick to assure Steve that the Sybil and Janice were always welcome, but Steve remained still with his arms around the two women as he looked directly at Paula.
"Whatever you want, Steve. You know that no one will go against you," replied Paula as Gwen and Lisa exchanged glances at Paula's less than warm welcome.
Steve removed his arms from the two women and walked over to where Ted and Paula were standing. "Ted, would you mind if I had a few words in private with Paula? It'll only be a minute or so."
Ted could easily see that Paula was agitated. She had been out of sorts and cranky all morning and he had no clue why. When he asked her about it, she insisted that everything was fine. Slowly it dawned on Ted that the problem may involve Steve. With more than a little relief, Ted nodded his acceptance of Steve's request. If anyone could get Paula out of her funk, it would be him.
Steve took Paula's hand and tugged it gently. "Paula, come walk with me for a while. I'd like to talk to you about a few things."
Paula looked around and noticed that all three of her daughters were watching her closely. Reluctantly, she allowed Steve to lead her out of the room.
"What's with Mom?" wondered Kate. "She seemed pretty cold to Steve, Janice, and Sybil. "It's not like her, especially to Steve."
"She seemed kind of grouchy this morning when we picked her and Dad up to ride over with us," allowed Lisa. "I wonder if it bothers her that Diane did so well and looked so hot in the movie last night. Could she be jealous? Look at how happy Diane and Will are. They haven't stopped smiling since last night."
"Mom did really well in her part in the movie," pointed out Gwen. "Why would she be jealous of Diane?"
"Why?" repeated Kate. "Maybe because Diane took a chance and also took her top off and had an amazing love scene with Steve. Everyone was blown away by how good she looked. She really did look great topless, didn't she? So where does that leave Mom? Suddenly, she's the other sister while Diane is the hot babe that made love to Steve in the movie."
"Could that really be it?" asked a surprised Gwen. "Mom has been offered some juicier roles and refused them. It was her decision."
"But she had no idea how well Diane's part would be received. Even the critics think Diane was amazing. It's all over the web," offered Lisa. "I don't think she's envious of Diane. She's more upset with herself and how things seem to have passed her by because she's so conservative most of the time. Diane was the 'wild child' of the two."
"I've been working on a script that's kind of like 'The Graduate'. I think I'll go mention it to Dad and see if he'd be cool with Mom as the 'Mrs. Robinson' of the movie," stated Kate.
"I don't think I'll have the time for a movie next summer," worried Gwen. "I have that two month stint on the hospital ship and then the wedding and hopefully a honeymoon."
"That's okay because I was thinking that I could play the daughter," replied Kate immediately. "I've talked to Chip about it. He doesn't feel comfortable in front of the camera like Steve does. He'd be willing to have a smaller, less demanding role. He's also fine with me doing a love scene or two with Steve. I guess I need to ask you if you'd be okay with that."
"You and Steve? Does that mean that Mom would be doing the dirty with Steve, too?" asked Gwen.
"It sure does, if she'll agree to it. She showed that she can act in 'Billie Jean'. Now we need to convince her to go for that brass ring and let her hair down, along with her clothes," answered Kate.
"That could be my wedding gift to Steve!" laughed Gwen. "He'll be all over me every time he thinks about doing love scenes with you and Mom. We'd be playing into his fantasies. I hope Mom agrees to do it."
At that moment, Steve led Paula into Billy's office and closed the door before turning back to face Paula. "What's wrong, Paula? Have I done something to upset you?"
"It's just that you and Gwen are going to be married soon. You really don't need to introduce more beautiful women into our group, do you? Are you trying for a harem? How do you think Gwen feels about this? Think about her feelings for a change."
"Excuse me? Did you just suggest that I don't consider Gwen's feelings?" demanded Steve. "That surprises me. I honestly thought that you, of all of our friends and relatives, understood how deeply I love Gwen and how her safety and happiness are the most important things in the world to me. Now I see that I misjudged you."
"No! I didn't really mean that, Steve! I do know how much you love Gwen. It fills my heart with happiness that you two have such depth of emotion for each other. I'm sorry I made that foolish statement. I certainly don't believe it.
"You're an extremely wealthy, handsome, famous, successful, charming man. Women are drawn to you. I can vouch for that! But you're already surrounded by so many beautiful women. Is it wise to bring more into our group? Doesn't it increase the opportunity for jealousy and discontent?"
"I'm not bringing them into our group. They pretty much accomplished that when they saved you, Theresa, little Billy, and Diane from those gunmen. Then they saved my life on that road in Pennsylvania. Am I wrong to have special feelings for them? Do you have any idea how badly I'd feel if something had happened to any of you?"
"Especially Diane," mumbled Paula as tears rolled down her cheeks.
"Especially Diane?" repeated a very surprised Steve. "What is that supposed to mean? Are you suggesting that I'd miss Diane more than I'd miss you? Is that what you're saying?"
"I saw you two when you filmed that movie and again last night on screen. You love her. I can tell. That love scene was not acting! Don't treat me like I'm stupid," sobbed Paula.
Steve was flabbergasted by Paula's pronouncement. He studied Paula's face as he considered her words. He realized that Paula was unusually emotional and wasn't quite certain why.
"Paula, you're right. I do love Diane. I've never denied it. She's beautiful, smart, generous, athletic, and devoted to her family. You're also right that I wasn't acting in that movie. I suspect that I'm not really a very good actor. I have loved every woman I've had those scenes with. Jordan, Naomi, Stephanie... all of them, including Diane.
"I always thought that you knew that. I thought everyone knew it. Why does my scene with Diane upset you so much? What did I do wrong or differently with her? Help me understand so I can make it right. I never want you to be upset or unhappy with me."
"I don't even know why it upsets me so much," responded Paula. "I love her. She's my sister. But last night everyone was saying how sexy and beautiful she was in the movie. Then there was the way you made love to her. I could barely breathe when you held her breasts and kissed them. She's only a couple years younger than me, but she was unbelievably sexy. I guess it drove home how old I've gotten. I'm a grandmother! I love my kids, and Theresa is absolutely precious, but I feel like I've lost my identity while Diane has found hers.
"She's the sexy dance instructor with the gravity defying breasts, and I'm the grandmother. If Diane has a dozen grandkids, she'll always have that moment as the sexy woman that seduced Steve Hammer in one of the best movies ever made. I'll just be a mother and grandmother. You asked me, and I'm telling you that it bothers me. I feel old, unwanted, unappreciated, and left behind," admitted Paula as she began crying harder.
Steve was at a total loss. He had no idea that Paula was having esteem issues. In fact, he was stunned to hear it. He always thought of her as the perfect woman. She was a great mother, a devoted wife, a sexy, beautiful woman, and a wonderful person. How could any woman with all of that going for her feel so badly about herself?
Steve pulled Paula into his arms as he spoke. "I just realized that I owe you an apology. I have not been telling you the truth. Now I think it may have been a mistake to keep things from you."
"What do you mean? What have you been keeping from me? How old and wrinkled I am?" asked Paula as she continued to sob.
"The truth is that I have never met a more beautiful woman than you. I've never loved a woman like I do you. I've never felt about a woman the way I feel about you." whispered Steve.
"What are you saying? I know you love Gwen more than me. Everyone can tell that. Besides, I'm not trying to steal my daughter's future husband. I don't really know what I want," cried Paula into Steve's chest.
"Paula, I am not trying to tell you that I don't love Gwen more than I ever thought possible. She completes me. She's my life. I am telling you that you are so incredibly beautiful, so smart, so strong, so admired that I love you like no other woman I've ever met. I don't tell you often enough. I don't show you enough. Everyone always teases and makes a big deal about how I feel about you, so I tend to down play it. I'm not going to do that anymore. I love you very much and I want everyone to know it.
"This isn't about Diane. She was incredible in that movie and she lived out some of the fantasies that she and Will have. They both enjoyed her role and she loves the attention. I think you two are more alike than you realize. We've been treating you too much like a mom and not enough like the sexy, beautiful woman you are. We all need approval. I seek it all of the time. It's natural that you do as well, but you've always been the strong one. We don't see the fears and esteem issues you have because we all see you as having it all. You're the one we admire and respect the most.
"Let's go back in there and celebrate the holiday and all the things we have to be thankful for," suggested Steve. "I hope you're ready for me to be more demonstrative about how much I appreciate and love you. I hope Gwen and Ted are good with it, because I'm not going to bury it any longer to avoid the teasing and remarks from everyone else. You deserve much better."
"I can't tell you how happy I am that Gwen has you," smiled Paula through her tears. "I'm so proud that you're going to be my son-in-law. If you want to be a little more affectionate with me, Ted and Gwen will just have to live with it, because it appears that I do need it. Your opinion means more to me than it should. You know that, don't you? In another time and place, I'd be doing my best to make you mine, but not in the world we live in now.
"I feel conflicted about you. I would love to climb into bed with you and have sex all day long, and I know it's wrong to feel that way. I'm a terrible mother and wife and it makes me feel so guilty at times. I think I may mental issues or something. Normal mothers don't feel the way I do. I should not love you like I do. It isn't fair to Ted and Gwen. I know that, but I can't change it."
"Now there's a problem we should be able to solve, although it may embarrass you at times," reasoned Steve. "You must know that I have the same feelings. I'd carry you off and have my way with you for a month if it were possible. We feel the same way! We also know that our feelings cannot be allowed to control us and we can never have sex, as much as I am certain we'd both enjoy it a great deal.
"What we can do is accept it and live with it. It seems like everyone else thinks I have a thing for you and you have one for me, so why do we keep dancing around it? You're far more to me than my future mother-in-law. You're my beautiful, smart, sexy friend, like Lisa, Naomi, Kate, and Jordan. You're not the mom; you're the sexy woman that drives me crazy with desire. There are a few of them around, but you're certainly in that group.
"From now on, I'm not going to pretend that you don't get my motor running. Gwen and Ted know that we would never break our promises, but we can enjoy each other a little more than we've been doing. What do you think?" concluded Steve.
"Let me wipe my face a little and put some make-up back on and I'll be ready to go back. Thanks for taking time to help me through my personal emotional crises. I'll try to get a better handle on my feelings," promised Paula. "Do you really think Ted and Gwen would be okay with me being more open about my feelings for you?"
"We'll find out before too long," predicted Steve with a big smile. "I would suggest that you be certain to make Ted secure in your love for him. As long as he's sure you're his woman, he'll be fine with you being more demonstrative."
"They've been gone for ten minutes, at least," worried Gwen as she once again glanced at the doorway in hopes of seeing her mother and fiancé step through it. "I hope Mom's okay."
"You know she's with Steve, right?" chuckled Jordan. "Have you even seen her not be alright when she's around him?"
"Yes, a little while ago, and for the first time," replied Gwen. "She was kind of cold and bitchy and that's really not like her."
"I feel terrible about all of this," revealed Sybil as she glanced nervously toward the doorway. "Your mom shouldn't feel uncomfortable with her family because of a couple of strangers. Janice and I should have stayed in the other room."
"Sybil, you did not cause any problems and you will not reject Steve's suggestions when he's trying to bring you into more things. You and Janice are part of our group now. I told you he'd love you for many reasons and he does," insisted Gwen. "Steve has a way of handling Mom that even Dad doesn't have. She'll be fine, but do not think you're going to be able to extricate yourself from us. Steve has made his decision, and I agree with it. You and Janice are part of us, so get used to it."
Just then Steve led Paula back into the room. Both of them were smiling as they entered. Looking around, it was apparent to them that they had held the meal up as the group waited for them to return.
Paula surprised everyone when she noticed a sprig of mistletoe hanging from a light fixture just ahead and stopped under it as she pulled Steve's face down to hers for a steamy kiss!
"My God, that guy is a miracle worker!" blurted Kate as she watched her mother break her kiss with Steve and then hurry to Ted to deliver an even hotter, longer kiss.
Steve took the opportunity to pull Gwen under the mistletoe and kiss her passionately.
"You don't need any mistletoe to kiss me any time you like," beamed Gwen as Steve raised his lips from hers. "You do need to explain what's going on with Mom when we get a chance to be alone. She's okay now, isn't she?"
Steve nodded slightly as he turned to see that Ted was smiling broadly as Paula released him and strode over to Sybil and hugged her briefly, and then Janice. "I'm so sorry that I was so cold and bitchy earlier. You two have earned your position with us and I am extremely grateful to you for saving us from those gunmen and for helping out Steve so well when he needed it. Please join us this morning and always feel welcome in the future."
"Okay, everyone, let's eat!" announced Stephanie. "We'll have a little business discussion afterwards. Merry Christmas!"
Soon everyone was seated, enjoying the delicious food, and chatting merrily. Suddenly, Billy stood up and led Charlotte out to the middle of the floor and loudly cleared his throat. Everyone looked at his way. Gwen noticed that he appeared to be perspiring and flushed.
Billy suddenly dropped to one knee and Charlotte squealed in delight. "Charlotte DeVries, will you make me the happiest man in the world and agree to marry me?" managed Billy before Charlotte propelled herself into his arms.
Caught by surprise, Billy fell over backwards with his arms wrapped around Charlotte. For her part she kept shouting "yes" between the many kisses she planted on his cheeks and lips.
Everyone stood and applauded as Billy managed to break Charlotte's death grip on his neck and help her stand up. "That's why you insisted that Mom attend this brunch! You are such a romantic. I love you, Billy Marsh!"
"You knocked me over before I could get the ring out," complained Billy but with a big grin as he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small box. He opened it and handed the ring to Charlotte as her hands trembled slightly. She sighed loudly.
"It's beautiful!" was all she could manage as Billy slid it gently onto her finger. Soon all of the women were gathered around Charlotte as she held her hand out for everyone to admire her engagement ring.
Billy's father was the first to heartily shake his hand just before his mother planted a big kiss on his cheek.
"Weren't you the guy that razzed me about getting engaged a day ago?" demanded Steve. "What the hell are you thinking? You told me that I should stay single and enjoy my freedom, and then you go and ask Charlotte to marry you?"
"What can I say?" laughed Billy as the guys began shaking his hand and congratulating him. "I'm in love!"
"Now that Billy's engaged, maybe he'll stop perving on us women," suggested Jordan with a laugh. "He won't try to watch me nurse Ruth all of the time, although it hasn't stopped Steve. I think he has Ruth's schedule memorized because he's always dropping in just as I prepare to nurse her."
"I fail to see the connection between being engaged and being dead. As long as I can draw a breath, I'll admire those beauties every chance I get!" promised Billy.
"I don't have your schedule memorized," protested Steve. "I have noticed, however, that every time I stop in to discuss important, manly things with Charlie, you decide to pull out those remarkable breasts and nurse Ruth. You could feed a small nation with those amazing puppies!"
"So you have noticed? I keep telling everyone that you're a bigger lecher than Billy. Gwen, your fiancé likes to watch me nurse my baby. You may want to reconsider marrying a guy like that," cautioned Jordan.
"I call bullshit!" declared Billy. "Steve doesn't even come close to 'leching' as well as I do. I was peeking down your top while you were putting three slices of bacon on your plate. I watched Lisa bend over to pick up Theresa as her top opened up. I saw Diane drop a small piece of fruit down her top and dig it out. Can Steve match that?"
"He did strip me naked and spank my bottom a little while ago. Does that count?" asked Paula innocently.
All conversation stopped as everyone looked from Paula to Steve and back to Paula. Steve was a bright red as he squirmed nervously.
"Oops! Was I not supposed to mention that? Sorry Steve, but I couldn't let Billy think he's sicker and more perverted than you, could I?"
"Mom!" exclaimed Kate. "We don't talk about the spankings Steve administers to those of us that require a strong hand from time to time. Naomi, has Steve ever laid a hand on your big ass?"
"My ass isn't that big, and so what if Steve finds it necessary to discipline me on occasion? I don't have to share that information with you," quipped Naomi with a smirk.
"I stand corrected," admitted Billy. "There can be no disputing it. If you somehow managed to strip Paula and spank her perfect ass, you are the king, and I am your humble apprentice, which means that you'll have to show me how you do it!"
"Well, Grasshopper, first you grab your victim like this," replied Steve calmly before suddenly grabbing Paula around the waist and easily picking her up. Then he took a seat and somehow managed to get a squirming Paula stretched across his knees.
"Now all you have to do as my apprentice is to lift her skirt up over her ass and pull her panties down, if she's even wearing any," continued Steve.



Billy looked at Paula stretched over Steve's knee and then over at Charlotte, who was slowly shaking her head. "I think you'll have to show me how that's done. I don't seem to have the necessary nerve to perform that simple task. I guess that's why you're the master and I'm just a grasshopper."
Steve grinned at Billy and released his grip on Paula. To everyone's surprise, she didn't jump up immediately. She slowly slid around so she was seated on Steve's lap.
"That was disappointing!" quipped Paula before she gave Steve a quick kiss on the cheek. "Maybe later today my husband will manage what these so-called young studs couldn't?"
"Paula, I'm going to take you up on that," assured Ted with an evil smile. "That lovely ass will be glowing red when I'm done with it."
"Why, Ted, I would hope you wouldn't be done after you made it glow!" joked Paula in a husky voice.
"Where's my mother? What have you done with her?" demanded Kate. "Mom would never allow herself to be stretched out over Steve's lap with her ass in the air, practically daring a well know pervert to help spank her. She certainly wouldn't suggest that her husband spank her!"
"Never mind Paula's ass. I want to know why Billy didn't try to look down my top when I dropped my spoon and had to bend over to pick it up," asked Naomi. "Am I losing my appeal?"
"Actually, I was behind you and got a great look at that nice round booty," replied Billy with a wink.
"Billy, I was only going to take one piece of bacon until I saw you perving down my top, so I took another and then another. You think I don't know what you're up to all of the time. I was just being nice to you," declared Jordan.
"And I was going to have Jason pick up Theresa until I saw that drool form at the corner of your mouth, so I decided I'd better bend over and get her myself just so you'd be happy," added Lisa. "Merry Christmas, Billy."
"After all of this time, I find out that you ladies are giving me free shots?" asked Billy as he pretended to stagger to a chair and sit heavily. "God bless everyone!"
The entire group was laughing at Billy's antics when Sybil stepped up to Steve and kissed him on the lips. As she moved back, she smiled and pointed to the mistletoe on the fixture over Steve's head. Once again laughter broke out when Janice looked up, saw the mistletoe, and also kissed Steve soundly.
"We're engaged less than two full days and you've already stripped Mom, spanked her, and kissed two secret agent ladies?" observed Gwen with a big smile. "I'm afraid to think what will be happening after we get married."
"It's been my impression that Steve's done his best to show you what'll be happening after you get married," responded Jordan. "Your eyes will be permanently rolled back into your head while you tremble and shake uncontrollably."
"Well, yes, there is that," agreed Gwen. "I was more concerned about his interactions with other women."
"I've been engaged two minutes and my guy has admitted looking down several rather big breasted ladies' tops just this morning, and enjoyed looking at one really big ass" pointed out Charlotte as Naomi glared at her. "I've come to the conclusion that our guys are male and that's what guys do. I sure wouldn't want a husband that doesn't like to look at women, and doesn't think about sex most of the time. That just wouldn't be my kind of guy."
"That's why we were destined to be together! I promise I'll never stop looking at these ladies' boobs and butts," pledged Billy. "I won't keep you guessing about it because I'll always be obvious. I'm not like Steve who pretends to not notice, but actually memorizes every curve, every freckle, every hair, every..."
"Okay, Billy, we get the picture," laughed Charlotte. "Looking is okay, but never forget that I've got the only boobs you'll be fully enjoying."
"I don't think I've ever seen such a compatible couple," joked Jordan. "He's a perv and she revels in it."
"It's time for a brief discussion on our company's plans for the next few months," broke in Stephanie. "The gentleman sitting next to me is James Hawthorne. He's from England and he's probably totally scandalized by now. Last night he watched my big love scene with that studly guy engaged to Gwen, then he saw my mom get the full treatment, and I have to say this. Mom, you were really good and really sexy!"
With that comment, everyone voiced agreement and cheered and clapped as Diane blushed while she smiled at Will and then everyone else. Her smile got even bigger when Paula came over and hugged her and whispered into her ear.
"Then James got to hear how Steve stripped and spanked his future mother-in-law and how Billy has been trying to see every inch of breast and every nipple in the building since he arrived this morning. What must he be thinking right now?"
"Truthfully? I was thinking I'd like to spend more time with you and your family," replied James in a British accent. "I've never seen a group enjoy each other, and be so comfortable with each other as all of you are. It's inspiring."
"Or were you inspired by how sexy Stephanie looked with her clothes off in that movie?" asked Kate as the others laughed. "I have a feeling that you may be just as bad as Billy and Steve."
"Back on topic," blushed Stephanie. "We've been approached about Jordan, Gwen, Charlie, and Steve hosting the Academy Awards again. Last year was the highest rated show they've ever had. They want to start advertising that you guys will host again, if you're willing. Unless you have some really serious objection, you will be doing it. That show was huge for this company. The PR was tremendous.
"No objections? I'll tell them that you'll do it. They mentioned that they would like Gwen and Steve to perform that 'Billie Jean' dance live as they sing it, so you two may need to brush up on the routine before then. Charlie and Jordan will be expected to perform a couple of their hits from 'Jurisprudence'. They also want Becky and Pete to be presenters."
"Really? We get to present at the Oscars? That is so cool!" gushed Becky. "Meeting Gwen, Jordan and Steve was the best thing that ever happened to me. Thanks so much!"
"That brings us to the movies we released this year," continued Stephanie. "Singlehandedly has earned over $135 million so far. That makes it a huge hit and almost a blockbuster. You guys did great!
"I can tell you that 'Jurisprudence' is a bona fide blockbuster with over $250 million at the box office, and it's still playing in theaters and doing quite well. Last week it was number three at the box office and that was after being released a month ago.
"Then there's 'Billie Jean' which was just released Friday evening. Early indications are that it's going to be absolutely huge. Reviews for all three movies were very positive. I think they'll be some Oscar nominations for some of the people in the room.
"All of the success with the movies will more than cover the expenses the company incurred building hospitals and helping people after disasters. Then there are the sales of our music, clothing line, posters, and action figures, as well as the animated movies we'll be releasing this winter. The company's net worth will increase quite a bit, even with our considerable humanitarian efforts. How cool is that?"
"Lady in Red has decided to show it's appreciation to Jeff and Julie Wilson for turning around the factory they so graciously agreed to manage. They will receive a substantial salary increase as well as a generous profit sharing package."
As Stephanie finished her sentence, everyone began clapping and cheering as Jeff and Julie finally stood and smiled to everyone. It was obvious that they were delighted by the praise and recognition.
"Lady in Red is also giving Becky and Pete a bonus for doing so well in their movie and hopes it will encourage them to keep working for us," stated Stephanie. "Mom will be getting a big bonus for her amazing contribution as the sexy cougar and choreographer for 'Billie Jean'. I've been told that my check will be a little bigger this week, too, so thanks guys!
"As you all know, Gwen has been elected for another term as Congresswoman. She and Steve feel that Ashley has outperformed their high expectations. She will be compensated accordingly for doing such an incredible job in Washington.
"Please be patient," urged Stephanie. "Everyone that has action figures in their likeness will be receiving some healthy checks since sales have been very brisk. Those of you that do voices for your characters in the animated movies will be paid handsomely as well. The owners of Lady in Red are extremely proud of everyone and appreciate of all that you do to help make the company a success.
"We all know that we'd do it for free because we feel the same about helping less fortunate people as the owners, but it's nice to be paid. It symbolizes the appreciation of Lady in Red," asserted Charlotte.
"Our Super Bowl commercials were huge hits last year. We outperformed some very expensive ads. I think Gwen and Jordan had something to do with that. The rest of us didn't hurt, either. We'll shoot some commercials while we're in Hawaii on the beach. For some reason, pretty women wearing little or nothing seems to sell.
"Finally, Jordan, Gwen, Charlie, and Steve are doing a live New Year's show again this year. It's going to be from the beach on Maui, and all of you are invited to go! All expenses will be paid by the company. This includes everyone in this room and the rest of Sybil's associates that are not here this morning. This show is Billy's fantasy. Please bring the smallest swimsuits you dare and plan on being part of the audience and on TV when the cameras pan the audience. Last year we had a great time in Key West and expect to enjoy Maui at least as much. Thanks, and Merry Christmas!"
"I'd like to say a few things before everyone leaves," announced Jason. "All of you know that we've been helping in natural disasters and emergencies for the past year. We've spent $338, 584, 000 last year to help people caught in these disasters. This was possible because Jordan, Charlie, Kate, Lisa, Gwen, and Steve are so generous and concerned about other people. I just wanted to publicly thank them."
Once the applause died down, Kate strode out in front of the group. "As many of you know, I've been writing or helping to write some of the screenplays for our movies. I want to make a movie next spring with Steve, if he has the time and is willing. It's going to be along the lines of 'The Graduate' and I'll be the fine young lady that catches Steve's eye. I want Mom to play the part of my mother and Steve's other love interest. Will you be in the movie with me, Mom? It would be so cool for us to star in a movie together."
Paula showed her surprise at Kate's request as she looked at Kate and then Ted. He was grinning and nodding. When Paula turned her gaze to Gwen, she saw her smiling broadly and also nodding.
"I don't know how well I'd do," stammered Paula. "How big would my role be and what would I have to do? Would I be in scenes with Steve where we were, ah, romantic? I don't want to embarrass Ted, or myself."
"Then it's settled," quipped Ted. "I'm good with it. I can't let Will stay one up on me. I'm sure you'll do great and Kate will come up with an excellent storyline."
Those gathered gave a cheer and a little applause for Paula. Then Chip moved to the front. "I want everyone to know that my father and I are partners in the family business now. We're getting along great and we hope to be your tire supplier. The thing I really want to announce is that we're going to build our new headquarters right here in Sparta. My parents will be living in Asgard by this time next year!"
"I'd like to say a few things," announced Steve once everyone quieted down from Chip's announcement. "I want to thank Jeff and Julie Wilson for doing a spectacular job with the new business. They did great!
"We have to acknowledge what an incredible job Stephanie has done for us. She's been everything we could have hoped she'd be. Next, we need to thank Ashley for her amazing work in Washington. She's run Gwen's office flawlessly. She handles politicians, reporters, and lobbyists extremely well. I've seen her firsthand, and she's very good.
"Our quarterly magazine is doing very well and it keeps the public informed and interested in us, regardless of how dull we are in real life. As I looked around the room this morning, I realized that we are not utilizing a very important asset. Look at how beautiful so many of the mothers in the room are! I suggest that before too very long, we devote an entire issue to these amazing women, how great they look, and how important they are to our success in so many ways."
Steve's suggestion was met with unanimous agreement. Stephanie quickly pulled her phone out and typed in some notes as Steve continued.
"Finally, I need to ask all of you to keep us informed if you have any problems, any misgivings, any health issues, any doubts about where you stand with us. We get swept up in all of the hoopla and sometimes don't pay enough attention to those closest to us. We're family. We can't help you if we don't know there's a problem. I've briefly spoken to Gwen about this. We're going to try very hard to make a point of spending some quality personal time with each of you.
"I'm telling you this so you won't panic and think you've failed in any way if I ask for some of your time. We've been a little lax in personal interaction and we want to change that. Expect us to find time for each of you. If there are any problems, it would be a good time to discuss them. Please let Gwen and me know about any issues that you may have."
"Now it's my turn," declared Charlie as Steve finished his announcement. "Jordan and I have received permission from Gwen and Steve to produce a musical for their wedding. We expect almost all of you will have parts in it. It's going to be a musical tour of the amazing journey that Gwen and Steve have shared since they met that day at the local mall. You won't be asked to sing if you are not comfortable with it, and many of you won't be asked because we won't have the time or material. You will be asked to participate much like you do in their lives. This is a big undertaking and we'll need everyone's help to pull it off."
Everyone stayed another hour or so, visiting and catching up on events in everyone's life over the past year. The trip to Maui was a major topic of conversation as everyone looked forward to ringing in the New Year on a warm beach with good friends.
"So what did you and Mom talk about that kept the rest of us waiting this morning?" asked Gwen once she and Steve were back home.
"Paula was acting out of character, so I decided to find out why," replied Steve. "It's hard to believe, but she's feeling insecure, lonely, old, and unattractive. Diane's performance and how well she looked and was accepted has caused you mother to start questioning her position in the family and the company."
"Mom is insecure?" repeated Gwen. "She's always been the steady, solid one that kept us grounded. Why do you think she feels that way?"
"Pretty much because she's always been just what you said. She doesn't flirt, she doesn't dress too provocatively, she acts like a mother, and now a grandmother. She's fine with being a grandmother, but not with being Diane's less sexy older sister. She loves you and your sisters, but she's beginning to feel that you girls define her life. She's seen as a mom, not an attractive, strong, sexy woman."
"Is that why you stripped and spanked her?" quizzed Gwen with a grin. "I never expected her to say something like that. What brought that on?"
"That was Paula not acting like a mother and grandmother. She's trying to be more spontaneous and interesting. We need to encourage her to take chances and do things that make her happy instead of always trying to make everyone else comfortable and safe. That was a great idea that Kate had, by the way. Paula was caught by surprise, but I know she was really pleased to be asked to take a major role in a movie. I think she'll do great."
"I bet you do!" retorted Gwen. "Love scenes with Mom and Kate? You'll be like a kid turned loose in a candy store."
"That's another thing," replied Steve. "I told your mom that I'd stop acting like I wasn't crazy about her. I told her that everyone seems to know how we feel about each other, but from now on, I'm not going to shy away from it."
"Exactly how do you feel about Mom? Is there something I need to know?" wondered Gwen.
"You already know everything. I adore your mom. I think she's beautiful, intelligent, sexy, and desirable. I'm going to treat her more like I do Jordan, Lisa, Kate, Naomi, and the rest of our lady friends, and less like a mother. Are you going to be okay with that?"
"As long as we're clear," affirmed Gwen. "We all know that you carry a bit of a torch for her and that's always been okay. Just don't hurt her, or Dad, okay? I know you won't make love to her or anything, but don't make Dad resent you or feel like he has to compete with you. As long as you and Dad have a strong, respectful relationship, like you have with Jason, it'll be fine. Jason knows that Lisa loves you dearly, but he's smart enough to understand that neither of you will ever act on it, so he's fine with it. He really admires and respects you, Steve. Be sure that you never give Dad reason to be jealous or angry at you."
"I'll speak with Ted to see what he thinks," agreed Steve. "I respect him way too much to risk losing his friendship and support."
The day before the New Year's show, Steve found himself sitting next to Ted as the two men relaxed in lounge chairs on a beach in Maui. "Ted, I need to discuss something personal with you. If you feel I'm out of line, just let me know. I don't want to upset or embarrass you in any way."
"I imagine this will involve women?" responded Ted. "I'm a lot more comfortable with that subject than I used to be. Fire away."
"It's about Paula. She's indicated that she feels like she's older and undesirable. She envies the nerve and great figure that Diane displayed in our movie. You've heard how impressed people were with Diane's acting and her figure. Everyone agrees that she looks like she's in her thirties.
"Paula feels unappreciated. Diane has taken some chances and they have paid off for her and Will. I think Paula is second guessing herself. She's always been the calming voice of reason and now she equates that with boring."
"I've pretty much come to the same conclusion with Paula," revealed Ted. "I feel some guilt that I married her and tied her down with kids when she could have been so much more. I'm afraid she blames me, at least in part for life passing her by.
"I don't know if you realize it, but Paula has been using our home gym religiously since we've moved to Asgard. She's lost a few pounds, toned up a lot, and looks great. I admit that little sister Diane looked great in your movie, but I honestly believe that Paula has a better figure. Do you have any suggestions on how to make Paula realize that she's far from old and undesirable?"
"Honestly, Ted, I think I've got to compliment her more and flirt with her more, and so do the other guys in the group. We've been treating her more like a mom than like a woman. You've seen how we tease the girls about all sorts of sexual things and they love it. We've sort of ignored Paula, at least a little," stated Steve.
"I understand what you mean, but why are you telling me? You don't plan on seducing her or anything, do you? That would be very out of character for you and a sure way to create huge problems in the family," declared Ted.
"I totally agree. I promise you that I'll never be unfaithful to Gwen. I'd rather have my heart ripped out than betray her. I'd never want you to think I don't respect Gwen, Paula, or you. I'm asking you if I you would object to the guys and I being a bit more flirty with Paula. We've been paying more attention to Diane since her big movie scene and I think Paula feels left out. She worries that she's not as attractive as she used to be," concluded Steve.



"I'm afraid that I am part of the problem," confessed Ted. "I recognized early on that Paula and Diane, and even their mother, have a bit of an exhibitionist side. It turns out that my daughters are exhibitionists to some extent as well and they're happy, respected, and doing great.
"I did my best to suppress Paula's. I told her she was a wife and a mother and needed to behave like one. You remember how I was when you first met me. I was a tight assed, sanctimonious asshole at times. I allowed my insecurities to affect my relationship with my family. It's only since I met you and your friends that I realize that trust is the key to a relationship, not control. I've learned to trust you, and I certainly trust Paula. I need to show her how much. I only ask that you don't embarrass me, or hurt Paula, or the girls."
Later that afternoon, Steve and Gwen began singling out their friends from the group and chatting with them. The couple was surprised at how much they didn't know about their friends' concerns and hopes. Stephanie was wondering if she should sleep with James to keep him interested. Gwen counseled against that while Steve volunteered to speak with James soon.
Lisa was back in great shape after having Theresa and wanted to appear in more films. She also wanted Jason to be able to appear with her. She felt it would be something they could do together and always be able to look back on as they aged.
Becky had been offered a big part in a movie being filmed in Spain. There was no part for Pete and she didn't know what to do, or even how to tell him the situation. Steve offered to look into the production company more thoroughly to be certain everything was legitimate. It was well known that some of the smaller film companies used pretty girls as props for their movies, which usually included being naked or topless for no apparent reason.
Naomi was concerned about continuing her career in the Navy. She enjoyed being an officer and her father was extremely proud that she was. But Jared was leaving the service before too long and she didn't want to continue being away from him so much.
Kate seemed quite content. Her law school classes were going well and she enjoyed the writing part of movies and planned to star in one with her mother and Steve. Her relationship with Chip was strong and she felt very fortunate.
Diane was ecstatic. Will couldn't stop talking about her movie role. He was extremely proud of how great she looked, how well she acted in it, and the incredible choreography job she had managed.
Cindy Quick admitted that she had to work hard to remain sober and clean. She told the couple that having a granddaughter gave her an even better reason to stay on the straight and narrow. Then she asked if she could appear in some films, even in smaller roles. She spoke of her pride for Jordan and how she'd like to have some good memories for herself.
Ashley was happy working in Washington. She confessed that being with Richard Drake and his daughter was a big reason she was enjoying her time there. She was a little worried that Richard might tire of her and move on now that his life was on track. Steve made another mental note to speak with him before too long.
Steve found that his male friends were happy as long as the woman in each of their lives was doing well. They liked their work and Jared was looking forward to playing professional football. He felt like he was in the best shape of his life and ready to take on the challenge. His enthusiasm carried over to Steve, who began giving football more serious thought. Playing on the same team as Jared was a big plus. They could support each other in their efforts to make the team and maybe play full time.
The TV show was a big ratings success, as expected. Gwen performed in various bikinis while Jordan didn't feel comfortable wearing one since she had not yet regained her hourglass figure. She more than made up for it with suits that displayed her amazing milk swollen breasts. Male viewers were groaning all over the country every time Jordan shimmied on stage. Steve and Charlie wore board shorts and were bare-chested the entire time. It did seem pretty strange counting down to midnight at six PM and with the sun shining brightly, but the time difference to the east coast made it necessary.
By midnight in Hawaii, the friends were pretty much played out. Everyone gathered for a late buffet at the hotel and retired for the night soon afterward. It was a happy, well rested group that returned to the mainland two days later.
Gwen flew to Washington with Steve, Naomi, Kate, Ashley and Richard and Ingrid Drake. Gwen's immediate family also traveled with them to Washington to see Gwen once again take the oath of office. On the flight, Steve found the opportunity to speak with Richard Drake in private and was surprised at what the man asked him.
"I know I've made some mistakes. I was pretty much at rock bottom that day I helped Gwen from the river. Your company has given me purpose and restored my pride. Ashley has given me her love," began Drake.
"I would like your permission to ask Ashley to marry me," he continued. "She thinks of you as the one man that cares about her welfare. She's beginning to believe that I care deeply as well. I'm asking for your blessing."
Steve had not been expecting anything like this to happen. He had planned to ask Drake what his plans were regarding Ashley. Now he knew.
"Richard, I can't make myself too clear on this. Ashley is extremely dear to me. She has a place in my heart. I will never stand by and allow her to be hurt in any way if I can prevent it. If you love her and treat her with the respect she deserves, I'll be your biggest supporter. But if you ever stop showing her love and respect, I'll come down on you so hard you won't even know what hit you. Can you live with the knowledge that I'll always be a part of Ashley's life and will do whatever I feel is necessary for her happiness?"
"I expect no less," replied Richard Drake. "She's a wonderful woman and Ingrid loves her like a mother. If I go stupid and do something to harm Ashley, please do what you feel necessary to straighten me out. I don't think you'll ever find the need for that, however."
"Then Gwen and I will always be there for your family. You realize you'll be getting more than a beautiful wife, right? You're getting the entire family that is Lady in Red Productions. Welcome to the family!" declared Steve as he shook Richard Drake's hand.
A short while after Steve and Richard rejoined the others, Richard Drake dropped to one knee by Ashley's seat. Ashley's eyes suddenly got very big as she gasped in surprise.
"Ashley, I've loved you from the moment we met. Will you do me the great honor of becoming my wife?"
Ashley had tears streaming down her cheeks as she looked at the ring Richard pulled from his jacket pocket. Then she turned to look for Steve. Finding his face, her smile increased as he returned her smile and nodded his head.
"Yes! I'll marry you. You've made me so happy. I love you and Ingrid so much," cried Ashley as she flung her arms around her new fiancé. Ingrid had been sitting next to Ashley and she quickly wormed her way into the couple's embrace.
"It looks like we're going to be attending a lot of weddings," observed Gwen as she squeezed Steve's hand. "Is that what you and Richard were discussing a little while ago? Did he ask for your approval?"
Steve barely managed to nod a yes to Gwen before Ashley landed in his lap. "Thanks, Steve! I'm so happy. Richard said that he spoke to you before he asked me. That was the right thing to do. I need you and Gwen in my life. You've helped me so much and shown more faith in me than I had in myself at times."
Ashley planted a big kiss on Steve's lips and then moved over to embrace Gwen. "I'm so happy that I have a good guy of my own. I won't be leaning on your guy quite so much from now on. Thanks for understanding what Steve meant to me and letting me embarrass myself over him so many times. Now I'll be embarrassing myself with Richard. He's my guy!"
Gwen's family, along with Steve, attended Gwen's swearing in at the Capitol Building. Unlike the year before, Steve and Gwen were able to return to their hotel for a reception for her constituents without taking a quick dip in the frigid Potomac.
Gwen had Steve by her side as she did her best to meet and greet everyone that took the time and made the effort to attend. The pride the voters from Gwen's district felt was obvious to all. Even as the tremendous wealth of the couple increased almost exponentially, their accessibility remained the same. They used first names for almost everyone from Sparta. One woman, upon being introduced to Gwen for the first time, actually curtsied, much to the surprise and delight of everyone watching.
"Mom, that woman acts like Gwen is a queen or something," whispered Kate to her mother. "We call her our queen at Asgard, but it looks like other people are thinking along those lines. My law professors think that Gwen and Steve are the top power couple in the world today. They sure seem to garner a lot of respect from everyone here."
As sometimes happens, the curtsy went viral on the internet within minutes. TV and web sites played it over and over. The lady was interviewed by various news agencies about her actions. Her response was simple, yet eloquent.
"I've followed Gwen Anderson's achievements over the years. I watched 'Rise of the Queen' a hundred times. I've seen and heard about all of the generous, kind acts she's performed, mostly for children and the less fortunate. I couldn't believe it when I actually met her. She's so beautiful and regal looking that I just felt that she deserved a curtsy. She's everything a real queen should be!"
Gwen spent the week in Washington going over proposed legislation and meeting with various representatives, lobbyists, and more constituents. Her final semester in Medical School began the following week. She would be returning to Washington on January 20th for the inauguration of President Rosen. In February, she and her friends would again host the Academy Awards. Her schedule was extremely full.
Gwen found herself somewhat flustered when more and more women she met for the first time would curtsy, much like the lady had done in the viral internet video. Men began bowing to her upon introduction, or when they were simply near her. She decided that she would be relieved to go back to Stanford where she was just another med student. She was certain that the being treated like royalty thing would fade as quickly as it started. To her surprise, more than a few of the underclassmen at Stanford began to bow or curtsy to her. She could be in a line for a cup of coffee and a bagel when a random young woman unknown to Gwen would simply walk up to her and curtsy.
After she finally got over being embarrassed by the action, Gwen began smiling and graciously thanking the person, even though she felt she was being shown far more respect than her position deserved. The first dozen times it happened, Gwen had attempted to assure the person that she was just a regular citizen and she neither required nor warranted such treatment. Eventually, Gwen gave up trying to dissuade people from what she hoped was a passing fad. It seemed to make people unusually happy when they greeted her like that, so she simply smiled and thanked them.
Gwen returned to Washington two days before the inauguration. That same day, the nominations for the Academy Awards were announced. Not surprisingly, Steve and Gwen received nominations. 'Billy Jean' was nominated for best picture. It became interesting when the couple learned that Jordan and Charlie also garnered best actress and actor nominations while 'Jurisprudence' was also nominated for best picture!
The friends were delighted with the success of their films and the Oscar nominations, but they all seemed to take special pride when Diane's name was announced in the supporting actress category. Gwen, Jordan, Paula, and Diane spent well over an hour chatting about the nominations, with Gwen participating on Skype from Washington.
Steve was surprised when she insisted that she go to Senator Chatham's office with him the next morning, but he readily agreed. When he entered the office, Senator Chatham explained that they were going to the White House. That was when Steve realized that Gwen knew something was going on, that he did not. She had taken the time to have his dress uniform dry cleaned and ready for him to wear that morning.
Once inside the White House, they were shown to a small office. Once again Steve was surprised to see his grandparents, Aunt Janice, and Cousin Jen along with Gwen's parents and sisters waiting for him with huge grins. They refused to answer any of his questions.
Soon they were summoned by a White House staff member and led out to the Rose Garden. They were seated in the front row with dozens of photographers and reporters. Steve was extremely curious by this time. His glances at Gwen resulted only in her smiling back.
Everyone stood when President Hanson strode up to the podium. He welcomed everyone and then began a glowing account of Steve's adventures while Hanson had been in office. It began with the river rescue which had occurred just after Hanson had been elected and continued through to Steve being injured while rescuing the girls on the recent ill-fated bus trip.
Finally, Steve was asked to come forward to receive the Presidential Medal of Freedom! Steve was caught totally by surprise. Luckily, all he had to do was stand still as Hanson asked Gwen to come forward to help affix the medal to his uniform. Once Gwen managed that feat, Hanson nodded to her and she immediately pulled off his old ranks from his uniform to reveal new ones underneath them.
"Congratulations, Lieutenant Commander Hammer," grinned President Hanson. "You've just been promoted. Stand at ease and greet your loved ones."
Gwen wasted no time wrapping her arms around Steve's neck and kissing him soundly as cameras recorded everything. Kate and Lisa quickly followed suit with kisses. Steve was surprised at how warmly Paula kissed him. Then his grandmother wrapped her arms around him. Tears trickled down her cheeks.
"You're such a fine young man. I've never been so proud of anything or anyone. Thank you for letting me be part of your life," was all she said before William Patterson reached out to proudly shake Steve's hand. His Aunt Janice was next, followed by Jen.
"I thought you were angry with me," suggested Steve to Jen. "I haven't seen you much in the past few years. What've you been up to?"
"After I finished my masters in business, Grandpa put me in charge of his company's Australian office," responded Jen. "I haven't been back to the states in over a year, but you know that. You read my emails and write back."
"Yeah, I knew you were in Australia, but I missed you. I hear you're doing great there and you're being groomed to take over the whole business someday."
"That's what Grandpa tells me, but I'd feel better if you took more interest in the business. I know how good you are at negotiating and how well people respond to you. We could really grow the company if we worked together."
"My plate is plenty full right now. Besides, you're doing a great job from what I hear. If you ever need me, just let me know and I'll do anything to help," promised Steve.
"Not to interrupt you two catching up, but we've been asked to go inside where it's warmer for some photographs," whispered Gwen. "We can't keep the President waiting!"
Reporters and camera crews went inside with the group to set up for more pictures and possible interviews. The White House photographer was speaking to an assistant when Gwen was approached by a member of the staff.
The young woman gracefully curtsied before asking Gwen what beverage she would prefer. Gwen, being somewhat used to being approached in that manner, smiled and asked for a bottle of water.
That little byplay was captured by two network cameramen. The young woman returned with beverages and a short time later the pictures were taken. Once it was announced that questions would be allowed, a network reporter asked if the young woman standing off to the side could be questioned. He was assured that as long as it pertained to the ceremony, it would be fine.
"Miss, we all saw you curtsy to Gwen Anderson when you approached to ask her what she would like to drink. Was this because it's become some sort of new fad?"
"Sir," responded the young woman earnestly. "I've seen the video where that lady first curtsied to Miss Anderson, but that wasn't why I did it. It simply made it easier for me. My grandfather is a wounded Vietnam veteran. He has health issues, so he went to the VA near our home. They kept giving him prescriptions for medicine that was expensive, and didn't help.
"Lady in Red Productions recently rehabilitated an older hospital in Nashville and let everyone know that no veteran would be refused care, so Grandpa finally went there. They wouldn't even let him leave after his tests came back. He told them that he couldn't afford the bills, and he was told that there'd be no bills! He had triple by-pass heart surgery the next day. That was three months ago and he feels great!" gushed the young woman.
"You're asking why I treated Miss Anderson like a queen? It's because she and her company treat veterans and children like royalty every day. I promised Grandpa that if I had the chance, I'd thank her for him and for so many others that she's helped so much."
Gwen was obviously caught by surprise at the woman's response to the reporter's question. She quickly moved over to the young woman and embraced her.
"I'm so happy to learn that your grandfather is doing well! He's exactly the reason why we're rehabilitating some older hospitals. With the success of the recent movies we've released, we'll have enough capital for more projects in other cities. Thanks so much for sharing that with me. Could we exchange contact information later?" asked Gwen.
Steve couldn't stop the smile that spread across his face. The interview that was supposed to be about his promotion and being awarded the honor of the Presidential Medal of Freedom had been usurped by a discussion of Lady in Red's generous acts and the appreciation of a young woman working on the staff at the White House. Steve was delighted. He had no real desire to be in the spotlight.
Eventually, he was asked about the award and why he appeared to be surprised by it and his promotion. Steve admitted it was a total surprise, but a very pleasant one. He thanked the Navy, the President, and his family and friends for the support required to perform at the level he hoped to maintain.
Then Gwen was asked a totally unrelated question. "Do you feel it's proper for you to co-host the Academy Awards when there is so much controversy around the awards?" asked a newsman from a large Washington paper.
"Are you referring to the discussion about diversity?" replied Gwen calmly. "The film industry often leads the cultural changes of society with its totally uncensored product. That same industry also reflects society and its values. My company makes movies. We try to use family and friends. We do not discriminate. We do have a limited number of black, Asian, and Hispanic friends. I do believe that we need to work on widening our appeal and the ethnicity of our films. That said, we are a private, family owned company and reserve the right to determine what films we make, and who will appear in them."
Steve was then asked to comment. "We do not tolerate discrimination in any form. Naomi Wilson has appeared in our movies and even won an Oscar. We hope to make a 'buddy movie' this summer with friends and that should include Jared and Naomi. We are always open to new ideas and suggestions, but as Gwen pointed out, we will make the final determination regarding every aspect of our films. Giving up freedoms and rights in an attempt to gain a momentary balance of some kind is pure folly.



"The real solution is for more quality people of all backgrounds to participate in the film industry. That includes producing, directing, casting, acting and funding films. To be honest, I don't even know who selects the finalists in the various categories for the Oscars. Complaining about, and boycotting the awards is an option, but I question how effective it will be. We at Lady in Red Productions don't make films to garner accolades. We try to make the most entertaining movie we can and then let the public decide. I think that's the way it should be."
"Miss Anderson, there are reports that your future husband may try his hand at professional football. The Washington Redskins hold his rights. As a congresswoman, could you support him if he played on a team that many feel has an insulting logo and name?" quizzed another reporter.
"Wow! You guys are full of tough questions today. I can tell you that I'll support Steve if he plays professional football, regardless of which team it may be with," assured Gwen.
"What about supporting legislation to get the team owner to change the name?" followed up the reporter.
"I will not support any legislation that limits or restricts freedoms," asserted Gwen. "This is really quite simple. The man owns the team. That allows him to name it anything he wants, as long as the league is okay with it. Why would congress get involved in the personal choices of anyone that is not breaking any law? Freedom is a two edged sword. Sometimes people do things we do not like, such as burning or disrespecting our flag. The irony of it is, our flag stands for the freedom to do dumb-ass things like that. The more they try to debase the flag, the stronger they make it, because they do it under the umbrella of freedom, and our flag stands for exactly that.
"If enough fans complain and stay away from games, the owner will probably change the team's name. However, that doesn't appear to be happening. I understand that the Washington team is the third most valuable franchise in the entire league. It sure doesn't sound like there's too much trouble there. Perhaps you reporters should spend your time looking into matters of importance to your readers and viewers. The name a football team carries is hardly a big issue in my book. Those that don't like it can object, boycott, protest, or pursue any number of legal avenues. They have that right, as does the owner to determine the name of his team."
Gwen and Steve found themselves all over the news again that evening. Impromptu polls indicated that the majority of Americans agreed with Gwen and Steve.
The next day, the couple stood just to the left of Vincent Rosen as he was sworn in as President. Everyone watching from home was easily able to identify them on their screens. Once President Rosen completed his inaugural speech, the couple was shown congratulating President and Mrs. Rosen.
At the first ball of the evening, Steve and Gwen sang 'Moon River' as the Rosens danced for the first time as President and First Lady. As scheduled, Steve and Gwen took the floor for the second dance as Steve sang 'Lady in Red' while he guided Gwen around the dance floor. Once the dance was over, they resumed their places on the small stage as they continued to perform with the excellent orchestra.
Steve had the great pleasure of performing several Sinatra songs, while Gwen also sang numerous standards. The audience responded enthusiastically and enjoyed the affair long after the Rosens had departed to attend other balls held in their honor. At the first intermission, Steve and Gwen stepped off the stage to mingle with the guests. Once again, Gwen experienced men bowing and elegantly dressed ladies curtsying when she approached. Gwen managed to maintain her brilliant smile as she worked to conceal her surprise.
These guests were movers and shakers in government and industry, yet they quite willingly demonstrated unprecedented respect for Gwen. Steve was extremely proud of the regal way Gwen handled the situation. She spoke to everyone, shook hands, exchanged hugs, and generated a great deal of good will.
Steve's grandparents, Janice, and Jen, as well as Gwen's parents, sisters, with Jason and Chip, shared a table near the center of the room. "Ted, Paula, your daughter is absolutely unbelievable. She not only conducts herself like a queen, but everyone is beginning to treat her like one. I've never seen anything in my life that could possibly compare to this. I don't dare say it too loudly, but I think more people came tonight to see Gwen and Steve than to see the new President."
"I can't get over how comfortable they are entertaining this exclusive group of high rollers," admitted Jason. "I thought Steve showed confidence the first time we went to Russia, but he oozes it now."
"I have to wonder what the future holds for them," mused Kate. "Even when they're in a room with the most influential people in the world, they dominate it. Their new movie is setting box office records; they've been nominated for every award possible and now Gwen is treated like royalty."
"Somehow, I don't think this will be the last inauguration they attend," predicted Lisa. "I wouldn't rule anything out. There aren't any limits for them that I can see."
Steve and Gwen spent the weekend together in Washington. They attended various parties and functions, but steadfastly refused to attend anything sponsored or connected with one of the political parties. They constantly reiterated that while they supported Vince Rosen for president, they were not joining his political party. Gwen would remain registered as an Independent and vote on each piece of legislation based on its merits, not because of any political affiliation.
Sunday evening, Gwen returned to med school in California. She was scheduled to meet Jordan, Charlie, and Steve in LA later in February to host the Academy Awards. Jordan begged off any risqué opening numbers because she was still working her way back into her pre-pregnancy shape. The two couples agreed to an opening number that focused on their singing talents and required very little dancing.
Steve and Gwen were already scheduled to perform their big dance from 'Billie Jean' and felt getting that right on live TV would require enough effort from them for the night.
Academy award time saw the four friends walk the red carpet together. Jordan wore a black gown that accentuated her milk laden breasts and her fans voiced their approval. Gwen's red gown once again had a slit that allowed her long legs to be on display. The back of her dress was cut almost to her lovely ass and the front was held together with a silver clasp. The sides on her ample breasts showed whenever she moved her arms away from her body. Steve and Charlie were dressed smartly in tuxedoes, although they didn't think that anyone even noticed.
Will had a huge smile as he escorted Diane down the red carpet. Diane looked gorgeous with a plunging neckline on a pale green gown. She smiled and waved as fans whistled and called her name as she made her way to the theater with her beaming husband.
The four friends had an easy camaraderie that was quite apparent to the audience in the theater and at home. They delivered their lines perfectly and it was obvious to all that they were having a great time. Half way through the program, Steve and Gwen performed their routine from 'Billie Jean' and it was a huge success. The movie had broken box office records since its release and their energetic dance was a major factor in the success it enjoyed.
Becky and Pete received a warm reception when they were introduced to announce the best supporting actress award. Pete tore the envelop open and handed the card to Becky to read. She smiled broadly as she called Diane's name!
As Diane made her way across the stage, she detoured to grab Gwen and Steve and pull them with her to the microphone. She released their hands to accept the Oscar and beamed proudly at the applause.
"I don't have to read a list of people to thank. They know who they are. My husband, Will, supported me when he could have just told me I'm too old to be doing love scenes with this incredible man to my left. My daughter, Stephanie, who was good enough in her role to have won this award, was an inspiration. Finally, these two people standing next to me tonight were with me throughout the entire process. Make no mistake, they're everything they seem to be, and more! I love them both and thank them from the bottom of my heart."
With that, Diane threw her arms around Steve's neck and kissed him hard. Then she wrapped her arms around Gwen and embraced her tightly as she cried and smiled at the same time. When it came time for best actress award, Steve and Charlie were tasked with presenting the award. Steve opened the envelope and handed it to Charlie.
"The winner is... my wife!" exclaimed Charlie as he made no attempt to hide his pleasure. "Jordan Quick Burns wins best actress!"
Jordan and Gwen had already discussed the possibility of one of them winning the award and how they should not feel badly for their friend. As Jordan hurried toward the dais, she grabbed Gwen's hand and pulled her along. She was handed the Oscar just before she reached Charlie. She held it in one hand as she kissed him soundly on the lips. Then she moved to Steve and kissed him. She hugged Gwen and pulled her up to stand near her as she accepted the award.
"These three people here with me are the reason that I'm standing here tonight. They have given me nothing but encouragement and love since we've met. I thank the Academy for this award. Next to giving birth to my darling daughter, this is the best thing I've managed in the past year.
"I know I wasn't better than Gwen, or the other nominees. I don't know how I won, but I'll do my very best to help others attain what has been made possible for me. Thank you all, and especially Charlie, Gwen, and Steve!"
A short while after Jordan's win, she and Gwen found themselves in front of the cameras to announce the best actor award. With both Charlie and Steve in the running, they had to struggle to keep their excitement in check.
"And the winner is.." announced Jordan as Gwen looked over her shoulder, "William Blaine!"
Both ladies smiled and congratulated the winner when he reached the podium. "Don't expect me to apologize for winning an Oscar," joked the actor after receiving hugs from both women.
As the show was winding down, the best film was announced and 'Billie Jean' claimed the honor! Gwen, Kate, Diane, Jordan, Charlie, Paula and Steve all crowded on the stage with the director, who accepted the Oscar and gave the thank-you speech while the others exchanged hugs and handshakes.
It was a happy group that attended their Oscar party at their hotel. As had been done the previous year, Lady in Red Productions posted signs stating no drugs would be tolerated and those caught with them would be turned over to authorities. A security team from L.A. was hired to enforce the edict as well as keep a close eye out for any possible problems. The ladies from Mallory Burke's firm were invited to the party, and were told they were not on duty.
'Billie Jean' enjoyed renewed interest after winning the Oscar for best picture. The movie would go on to make over a billion dollars internationally. Jordan's Oscar gave new life to 'Jurisprudence' which went on to make four hundred million. Once 'Singlehandedly' was added to the mix, Lady in Red Productions raked in over a billion and a half dollars on the three movies. Even after expenses, the company's net value increased to about three billion dollars.
Plans were made to create movie projects that included Jordan, Charlie, Lisa, Jason, Kate, Naomi, Becky, Diane, Paula, Cindy Quick, and Stephanie. Gwen was simply far too busy with her studies and her work in Congress to be involved. Steve had a project planned with his friends. He wanted to make an action film with all of the guys and their ladies. He hoped it would help convince Jared and Chip that making movies wasn't all that hard or embarrassing. He was in contact with North Korea to determine if it would be possible to film at least part of the movie there. He felt it important that he maintain the rapport he had enjoyed with Jong. One never knew when knowing a leader of a country might come in handy.
Steve and Jared had somewhat reluctantly left the service on March 1st. They had originally thought that they would have to remain with Uncle Sam until July, but discovered that wasn't the case. They decided to leave early so they could begin training for football. Steve felt that he had a lot of work to do to get into playing shape. Jared simply needed to work on conditioning. There was little fanfare over their return to civilian life.
It was a busy winter. Gwen managed to fly to Washington for several key votes while maintaining her course to graduate med school in the spring. Steve and Jared had both submitted the required paperwork to leave the service. Sports pages were filled with theories on how well the two friends would do in professional football. Jared was interviewed on a morning sports show in mid-March.
"Redskin linebacker, Chad Dawson, was quoted as saying that playing in the NFL was going to take a lot more determination and skill than Steve Hammer would be able to come up with. He said that making movies and giving concerts had made him soft. He'd lost his competitive edge. Dawson added that since Steve Hammer was so wealthy, he'd never submit to the hours of training needed to be successful at that level. How would you respond to his assessment of your friend's chances?"
"With a smile," responded Jared. "I understand that Dawson is a pretty decent linebacker. Obviously, he isn't the person responsible for determining the talent in training camp. Steve has seen and done things that would make Dawson wet his pants. He's a Navy SEAL, along with being a wealthy actor, and musician. It would be a huge mistake on Dawson's part to dismiss Steve as lacking in determination, skill, discipline, or desire."
"There are reports that the two of you are negotiating as a package deal. Aren't you worried that you might get less than you would if you went alone?" asked the interviewer. "It's obvious that you're in great shape and could probably start at defensive end for most of the teams in the league. Is it wise to team up with Steve Hammer in this way?"
"That's another easy question," laughed Jared. "There are certain unchanging elements in the universe, like gravity. Another certainty is that you are always better off with Steve Hammer than without him. It's that simple. He's negotiated with world leaders on some pretty serious matters. Getting a good contract for us will be a walk in the park for him."
"You two go pretty far back," observed his interviewer. "How has his friendship been important to you over the years?"
"It's all pretty much public record. When Steve decides that you're his friend, you suddenly have a responsibility to be the best person you can possibly be. You worry a lot about letting him down. As time goes on, you realize that you've become the person he always thought you were. He's never failed me in any way and he's helped in all kinds of ways."
"How about those famous photos of his girlfriend standing naked with you? Was there any trouble between you two over that?" pressed the reporter.
"If you recall, my girlfriend was on his lap, so we were both cool with it. Steve is devoted to Gwen and she feels the same about him. We can share private moments as friends, but believe me when I tell you that neither Steve nor I would ever be dishonest or unfaithful. It's a code we have. Every other guy's lady is like a sister. We're protective and supportive, but we're also monogamous. That may sound dull, but it's the code we live by, and it works."
It was mid-April when Steve received a phone call from an upset Nadiya. He was weekending in Sparta while Gwen was in Stanford.
"We are having a problem at the hospital! Dimitri Hasko has decided that the hospital must give him ten million American dollars for insurance. He expects it by the end of the month."
"We already have insurance, don't we?" asked a puzzled Steve. "His premiums are way too high to be considered. Just tell him we're happy with the insurance we have. It doesn't seem like you'd call me for something so simple."
"It isn't simple! He wants Lady in Red Productions to pay him ten million dollars or bad things will start happening. There could be fires, beatings, rapes, and murders!" responded the agitated Nadiya.
"Has he threatened you?" demanded a suddenly furious Steve.
"He said that if he didn't get his money by May, he couldn't guarantee my safety. I told him that my father was a deputy prime minister and he just laughed. He again stated that he needed the money by May or bad things would happen," repeated an obviously worried Nadiya.
"Nadiya, I'll be flying over tomorrow. Don't fret. I won't let anything happen to you. I'll call or email you with my itinerary when I have it settled."
Once Steve hung up with Nadiya, he called Jason and explained the situation. The two men conferred for a few minutes and decided on a course of action. Steve, Jason, Chip, Charlie, Pete, and Jared would be taking the Red Lady to Kiev and meet with the man threatening Nadiya to see if they could dissuade him from following through with his threats. If that failed, they would look into more difficult remedies.
Steve received a call from Gwen a short time later. "I just got out of class and had a message from Lisa. She said that you're going to Kiev tomorrow. Nadiya is having trouble with some gangster. He's threatening all sorts of things unless we pay him ten million dollars?"
"That's the short version," agreed Steve. "We're flying over to see if we can settle this and prevent any innocent people from getting hurt."
"Why does it sound like some not-so-innocent people may be getting hurt?" asked Gwen. "Couldn't the local authorities handle this?Do you and the other guys have to get involved?"
"Yes, we do. I've dug into this guy's background. He pretty much runs the underground in Kiev. Police are afraid of him and he has some friends in government. He runs drugs, prostitution, gambling... you name it. He's a ruthless sociopath. We're committed to the people of Kiev and we can't let this monster win."
"What about paying him? We have the money," responded Gwen.
"Seriously?" asked Steve.
"No, I know better than that. It would never end and he'd just use the money to build his empire. We'd be making things worse. I just worry about you guys. This sounds pretty serious."
"We'll be careful. I promise you that," replied Steve. We can't leave Nadiya, her family, and the hospital in the lurch with this situation. We need to handle it now. We'll call from there and let you know how things go," promised Steve.
Steve's phone rang again a few minutes later. "Steve, I understand you're going to Kiev tomorrow to handle some unpleasant business," began Ted. "I'll be packed and ready, so don't try to leave without me."
"Sir, this may get a little ugly, if you know what I mean. It might be better if you stayed home," replied Steve.
"You mean with the women?" demanded Ted. "My daughters' men are headed for possible trouble and I should stay home?"
Steve smiled grimly to himself as he considered Ted's words. He may not have been trained by the military like the rest of the guys, but Ted was a proud man and needed to be treated with respect, even if it might include serious danger.
"We'll be expecting you, Sir," replied Steve. "The helicopter will be here at six AM and we'll be leaving shortly after that. See you then."



A short time later, Steve heard the front door open and someone step inside. Steve waited in the darkness and watched for movement passing by a window that allowed a small amount of moonlight in. As the person passed him, he spoke.
"Paula, you could get hurt walking in here in the dark without knocking, or at least turning some lights on. Why are you sneaking around?"
"I had to come over and see you before you left for Kiev. Ted told me that he's going with you. He feels it's his duty. I told him that he should stay home and let you younger men handle it. He got angry and stomped out. I watched him walk over to Lisa's, so I came here."
"So tell me why you're here," prodded Steve.
"Please don't let anything happen to Ted. I'm going to insist that he stay home, but he may not listen to me. If he does go, please make sure he doesn't get hurt," begged Paula.
"So the truth comes out?" chuckled Steve. "You really love the guy and you worry about him. And I thought you'd stopped in to beg me to stay home and be safe. Now I find out that it's your husband that you really love. How do you think I feel right now?"
"Like a jackass, I hope," replied Paula. "This is no joking matter. Ted wasn't in the military like the rest of you. He's a kind, gentle man."
"You think Jason isn't? Or Chip? Or Jared?" questioned Steve. "You don't seem to realize what you have in that husband of yours. He's a great deal like the rest of us, but without the military part. He's got enough courage for a dozen men. Do you think it's easy for him to be involved in this? He isn't trained, but he loves his daughters and wife. He'll go to war to help save the men his girls love. You should be very proud of your husband. He's a man you can depend on to have your back.
"When you go home tonight, you will not try to talk him out of going. Instead, you'll make sure he knows how proud you are of him and thank him for being the man he is. Tell him you'll be waiting for him to return and then maybe blow him and screw his brains out so he'll remember you while he's gone."
"Excuse me? Did my future son-in-law just suggest that I perform fellatio on my husband before coupling with him?" asked Paula in a fake huff.
"I don't think I said anything like that," replied Steve. "I want you to make Ted know how proud you are of him and give him some really good sex."
"What about you? Gwen isn't here, so what will you remember while you're gone?" asked Paula.
"I'll call her when I go to bed and have a nice conversation while you're riding Ted reverse cowgirl style," kidded Steve. "I want to see a big smile on his face when we climb on that chopper tomorrow."
"Okay, I'll do it!" grinned Paula. "His smile will be dazzling. Maybe he'll make my eyes roll back into my head."
"I hope he does," laughed Steve. "Now get back home and do whatever you do to get Ted all cranked up. Don't make me spank you again."
"Again? I gave you too much credit that day. You'll never have the nerve to..."
Steve grabbed Paula and quickly spun her around as he sat in a kitchen chair. Almost before she could realize what was going on, Steve's hand came down on her nicely rounded bottom. She was wearing jeans, so the effect was minimal, but after several more applications, she was certain that her bottom was glowing red.
Just as suddenly, he lifted her up and placed her on his lap and kissed her gently. "Now go home and do as you're told. Give Ted a night to remember. If he isn't grinning from ear to ear tomorrow morning, you'll be disciplined again when I get home.
"You're spanking me now, and telling me what to do, including having sex with my husband? I think I like this new slant to our relationship," whispered Paula as she kissed Steve softly and then left the house.
The next morning saw the men tossing some canvas bags into the chopper before climbing in. Ted scampered in and took a seat between Steve and Jason. He appeared nervous, but determined. Steve decided to have some fun with his future father-in-law.
"Gwen tried to talk me out of going," he began. "But she knows it has to be done and we can't abandon our hospital, or our friends. How was Paula?"
"At first she was determined to talk me out of going, but by the end of the night she told me that she was proud of me and how I supported my family and did everything I could to keep our girls safe and happy. We actually had a pretty good night. I guess she was giving me something to remember her by."
"Uh-oh!" teased Jason. "You're not going to be any good to us for a day or two. I know that look. I sure hope Lisa looks and acts like Paula in twenty years!"
"She could do a lot worse than take after her mother," agreed Ted. "I just hope my heart can take it."
It was about nine PM local time when the Red Lady touched down in Kiev. The group had two rental cars reserved, along with a large home on the outskirts of town. They were going to sleep for several hours before meeting with Nadiya and her father. Once they had their bags inside the house, Chip asked Jason and Steve if they noticed the van that was parked less than a mile down the road. Both men nodded.
"It was in really good condition, so it's extremely unlikely that it was abandoned," volunteered Jared. "I think we have someone keeping tabs on us. They know where we're staying, and probably how many of us are here."
"They're going to be prepared in case our negotiations don't go their way," agreed Steve. "We should be okay tonight since we haven't formally declined their extortion, but once we do, it'll probably get pretty hot around here. That's why I asked Nadiya to rent a place that was secluded. We don't want innocents getting caught up in this."
"Just from seeing a van parked down the road, you assume we're going to be involved in a small war?" asked a stunned Ted. "Couldn't it simply be broken down, or a couple of young lovers?"
"It could be," admitted Jason, "but we won't get shot to hell if we assume they're armed thugs and prepare for them. If it's just a couple of kids screwing, we'll still be alive. If we assume it's broken down, or kids parking, and it turns out that Hasko lets his dogs loose, our asses will be in some deep shit. We'll be ready for the worst case scenario."
The next morning saw Steve, Jason, Charlie, and Ted at Nadiya's parents' home. It was obvious to Steve from the first moment he saw them, that the family was extremely tense.
"He's made millions with extortion, prostitution, drugs, and every crime you can think of," asserted Nadiya's father. "He's very powerful and has spies everywhere. I'm sure he knows that you're here right now. No one lives long enough to testify against him. He has bribed more than a few high ranking people in the police department, I am certain. I don't know what you can accomplish, other than pay him. Perhaps you can get him to agree to take less. If you refuse his demands, I will send my wife and Nadiya away from here until I feel it is safe for them."
"Then you may want to buy their tickets right now," stated Jason. "We don't pay extortion."
"Let's not be too hasty," suggested Steve calmly. "It may be prudent if you make plans for Nadiya and your wife to leave the city, because this will be coming to a head and we can't guarantee we'll be on top when the smoke settles. First, I want Nadiya to set up a meeting with Hasko so we can feel him out. We may be able to convince him to forget the whole scheme."
"That will be when the pigs fly around Kiev!" declared Nadiya. "He is a monster. He does unspeakable things to women and children to keep men in line. If someone goes against him, their family suffers horrible torture and death."
"Okay, I get the picture," replied Steve as he noted the terror in Nadiya's voice. "You and your mom should make arrangements to be somewhere safe for a few days. This will be settled by then. I guarantee it. Can you set up a meeting for us?"
"I have been given a number. I will give it to you and you can make arrangements. I think Mother and I will follow your advice and pack our bags," responded Nadiya as she handed Steve a slip of paper.
The men said their goodbyes and left the Misko residence. Charlie made a suggestion. "This guy has a deputy in the government afraid for his family. I think it would be a good idea to put everyone back home on alert. The slimy bastard could have people ready to hurt our families if he doesn't get what he wants."
Steve nodded and pulled out his phone. "Sybil? Steve here. I'm sorry about calling at this time of day. I know it's late there, but this is important. You know that we're in Kiev, and you know why? We're concerned that things may get hot there if this gangster tries to convince us to pay the extortion by going after our loved ones. He's been known to harm family members to make people fall in line.
"You need to go into your highest alert. Do not allow Gwen, or anyone else to overrule a single safety precaution. Do you understand me? I'm serious as a heart attack here. You will take full control of the situation at Stanford. Inform your mother that I expect her to do the same with our families in Sparta. Charlie, Jason, Chip, Ted, and I are on the same page with this. Err on the side of caution for the next few days."
"Okay, Steve. I'll get up and get on it right now. Just remember that I'm following your orders, so if anyone gets upset with our demands and methods, I expect you to back me up totally," insisted Sybil. "This is what we do, so don't worry about your families. Will you guys be okay there? This sounds dangerous."
"We'll be careful," promised Steve. "You just make damn sure that our families are protected. Spare no expense and don't let your guard down for even a second."
Then Steve placed a call to the number Nadiya had given him. A raspy male voice answered in Ukrainian and Steve responded. "This is Steve Hammer, from Lady in Red Productions, the owners of the hospital that you want to 'insure'. Is this Hasko?"
"No, it is not. I can take of anything you need to know. I am his lieutenant," replied the man in perfect English.
"Well, that may be, but I'll need to meet with Hasko in person to discuss his proposal," replied Steve.
"That will not be possible. Mr. Hasko does not meet with his clients. I can take care of it."
"I'm sure you can, but I'll talk to Hasko about the ten million, or I'll simply leave Kiev. It seems like he has ten million reasons to meet with me. I'm sure you have my number on your caller ID. If you change your mind before this afternoon, call me back," stated Steve as he disconnected.
"We can't go back without settling this," stated Ted. "You've just pissed the guy off."
"Let's go get something to eat," suggested Jason. "This may be a long day."
While enjoying a late breakfast, Steve called Chip and spoke with him. He filled him in on everything Nadiya and her father had told them. Chip promised that he, Jared, and Pete would be prepared.
As they were paying the bill, Steve's phone chirped. Steve grinned at Ted and then answered it. After some discussion, Hasko's lieutenant set up a meeting for them in the auditorium in the hospital. He wanted Steve to be there waiting, alone and unarmed. Steve simply laughed at that request.
"I'll have three men with me and we will be armed, as I'm sure you will be. I'll see you at three this afternoon. Let's work out an agreement we can all live with."
The Americans arrived early. Steve and Charlie took seats at a desk at the front of the auditorium. Jason and Ted stood behind them and to the side.
"Ted, this may go to hell in a hand basket," stated Jason frankly. "I don't know how we'd be able to tell Paula and the girls if anything ever happened to you. It might be better if you waited down the hall."
"You can tell them that I went out like a man," responded Ted quickly. "How would I be able to face them if I hid in some corner and one or more of you were badly hurt? It works both ways, so don't try to change my mind. We're in this together."
"Let me say this, Ted. You've shown more courage and discipline than a lot of the officers I've served with," responded Jason. "You'll do."
At precisely three, the door to the auditorium swung open and four men in dark clothes walked into the room. They were followed by a tall thin man dressed in an extremely expensive suit. Five more men followed him into the room. They took up positions behind the man in the suit as he took a seat at the table across from Steve.
"This meeting is totally unnecessary," began the tall thin man Steve recognized as Hasko from the file he had studied. "You will now pay me fifteen million dollars before the end of the week."
'Why do you feel we would simply hand you that kind of money?" asked Steve calmly.
"Because you want your families to live," responded Hasko. "By now, my men that are stationed in your country have taken two of your women and await my orders on what to do with them. They also have the infant daughters. The rest of your families will be killed immediately if my men do not hear from me within fifteen minutes. If you do not agree to pay me fifteen million, I will have the first two women raped repeatedly, before I have their tits cut off, fried in butter, and eaten by my men. Then your darling daughters will ..."
Hasko never finished the sentence as a bullet from the gun in Jason's hand struck him between the eyes. Ted had been furious as he listened to the lunatic, Hasko describe what he intended to the women in his family. From the statement about having daughters, he decided the man was referring to Lisa and Jordan! He never even saw Jason move before the gun roared in his hand and Hasko was propelled backward, tipping his chair over so his sightless eyes pointed at the ceiling.
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After a second or two of eerie silence, all hell broke loose. Jason had turned his gun to the left and continued to fire. Steve suddenly brought two guns into play, exchanging shots with several men standing directly in front of him. Charlie was methodically firing at the men stationed to his right.
Ted finally tried to pull his handgun from his waistband, but something struck him in the chest. He was knocked back against the wall. As he struggled to lift his weapon, he felt another blow to his chest just before he lost consciousness.
The next thing Ted remembered was waking up as someone lightly slapped his cheek. He opened his eyes to see Steve's face quite close to his. Steve nodded to himself and then ripped open the heavy jacket Ted was wearing. He looked Ted over for about fifteen seconds before speaking.
"I don't see any blood, Ted. It looks like you took two bullets to the chest, but your vest did its job. It'll hurt like hell, and you may have a cracked rib or two, but you should be okay.
"Jason, let me have a look at your leg," insisted Steve as he stood and walked over to Jason, who was now seated.
"You'll need something to prevent infection, but it looks like the bullet went through muscle and missed the bone. Luckily, you're in a pretty damn good hospital. Charlie, how bad is your arm?" questioned Steve as he moved a short distance to inspect his friend's injury.
"It hurts like hell, but I can still use it," assured Charlie just as one of Hasko's goons groaned loudly. Without even blinking, Charlie placed a round into the man's head. "That was the bastard that shot me! We need to find out how Jordan and Ruth are!"
"I just tried calling, but it goes straight to voicemail," responded Jason. "If Mallory did her job, the girls' phones should be turned off and they should be in a safe place. We have to wait until they turn the phones back on."
"I'll call Chip and let him know what's going on," volunteered Steve as he made the call. He spoke briefly and then signed off.
"They have company. Chip says that there are ten of them, and the idiots think that they're sneaking up on the guys in the house. Chip said that Jared, Pete, and he are just about to lower the boom. Those poor bastards won't know what hit them. I've seen Chip work. Jared and Pete aren't any pilgrims either, as John Wayne would say."
"How come no one's coming in to check on us?" asked Ted. "They had to have heard the shooting in here."
"We gave the staff a bit of a head's-up about the trouble we were expecting and suggested that they stay away until the dust settles and we call for them. We'll need to get the bodies down to the incinerator as soon as possible. Charlie, help Jason down to the nurses' station and get those wounds taken care of. Ted and I will load up the bodies and get them disposed of."
"Are you crazy?" demanded Ted. "The police will be all over you if you move these bodies. We need to get them here to see that it was self-defense."
"Ted, these were sociopaths. They've killed without feeling any remorse. The police won't be concerned about them. Nadiya's father promised the government wouldn't be interested as long as it remained low profile. We're going to burn these bodies and go home to our families. Chip, Jared, and Pete will bury the ones they have up in the woods by the house we rented."
"You don't even know how that turned out. Those gunmen could have killed your friends," protested Ted as he tried to assimilate the information flying his way.
"Believe me, Ted. I know how it'll turn out," replied Steve. "Those men are trying to sneak up on an empty house while three very capable men armed with assault rifles are waiting for them. Chip could probably handle them himself. Jared and Pete could take them without Chip. Those thugs are either dead or dying right now. Let's get this over with."
Steve stepped into the hall and went into a nearby room. He soon returned with what looked like a small dumpster on wheels. Steve casually began heaving bodies into it. Ted shook his head and then moved to help Steve. It required three trips down the service elevator, but Ted and Steve managed to load the dead men into the fire chamber.
"How can you do this without feeling sick?" asked Ted as they swung the last body into the fire. "Doesn't this bother you at all?"
"What bothers me is worrying about our girls back home," answered Steve as he moved to a wash basin and began cleaning up. "These men have a history of killing and raping women, and even children. They were worse than wild animals. They were more like mad dogs. We simply exterminated vermin. Doing so will probably save hundreds of lives over the next few years. Did I enjoy it? Not even a little. Do I regret it? Not at all. If Hasko had lived, none of us would have ever been safe. We had to do this for your wife and daughters, for Ashley, Naomi, Becky, Charlotte and the rest.
"I would give my life to save our women from these bastards. So would you, Jason, Charlie, and the rest. It was forced on us and we took care of it. I'm not proud of what we did, but it needed doing and not many could have managed it. That was some of the most intense action I've ever seen. We did what we had to do and survived. It's a good thing."
Charlie and Jason insisted on being treated quickly and leaving as soon as possible. They had their injuries dressed, given antibiotics, pain medication, and went in search of Steve and Ted. They found Steve explaining to three of the custodial staff that he wanted the floor scrubbed and the holes in the walls and furniture repaired as soon as possible. The men nodded agreement and began working on the blood stains first.
By the time the foursome reached the rented house, Jared and Chip were carrying their bags out and putting them in a dark Mercedes. Pete was grinning as he stepped out from behind the wheel.
"We won't be crowded riding to the airport now. We'll ride back in this 'borrowed' Benz. You guys can take the rentals."
"What happened to the men who came here to kill you?" asked Ted as he looked around the area in front of the house.
"I don't know what you mean," chuckled Chip. "Some friends loaned us this great automobile. We're just going to ride to the airport in it. They don't need it anymore."
It was two hours later when Steve's phone rang. He and the others were preparing to board the Red Lady when the call came in.
"Steve, are you and the rest okay?" asked Gwen immediately and in an obviously agitated tone.
"We're fine. We're boarding the Red Lady right now. Is everything okay with you?" questioned Steve as he somehow dreaded Gwen's response.
"Four horrible men came to our house before sunup this morning. They were armed and intent on killing someone, probably Charlotte and me. Sybil had sneaked us out earlier and secluded us with some of her agents a few miles from the home. She, Janice, and three others hid in the house and waited just in case we were attacked.
"There was a gun fight and three of the men were killed and one badly injured," continued Gwen. "Charlotte and I are fine, but we're not going back to the house. Our security detail wouldn't let us use our phones until just now.
"I spoke to Mom a few minutes ago. She had pretty much the same thing happen. Mallory had moved all of the occupants of Asgard into the safe room in Valhalla. She and about twenty agents spread out in all of our homes. A van crashed through the gate, with two more following it. The three guards had been warned and they killed three of the men there before they were wounded so badly they were unable to carry on the fight. There were ten more guards on their way to help cover when the attack occurred, but they were a few minutes too late.
"The loud ruckus alerted Mallory's people and when the vans stopped in front of Jordan's house, they were prepared. Twelve men were shot to ribbons and three more surrendered after being injured. Mom said none of our friends or family was hurt, but they're all shook up and worried about you guys."
Steve saw that his friends were all using their phones as he spoke with Gwen. "I think the guys are talking to their ladies right now. I want you to tell Sybil that she did a great job. We need to think of something really nice for her."
"Steve, I hate to tell you this, but Sybil was shot in the gun battle at our house. I'm waiting to hear more from Janice, but it doesn't look good."
"Oh shit!" cried Steve in anguish. "I'm so sorry to hear that. We'll be back as soon as possible. I'll fly through to California and be with you as fast as I can make it. We need to be sure that Sybil has every chance possible."
"I already let it be known that Lady in Red will cover any and all expenses and efforts to help her. Everyone at the hospital is aware of how much Sybil means to us," replied Gwen as she fought back tears. "Hurry back to me. I'm going to need some emotional support from you."
Steve and Gwen spoke for a few more minutes before ending the call. As he returned the phone to his pocket, he brushed the tears from his eyes and looked at his companions. They were watching him somberly.
"We heard about Sybil being hurt," began Charlie. "We all like her a lot and wish her the best. Sadly, it goes with the territory. We're pretty damn lucky that we're all alive and going home."
"Yeah," agreed Jason. "I apologize if I jumped the gun, so to speak, but when that miserable fuck started talking about what he was going to have his men do to Lisa and Theresa, I knew he had to die."
"You saved me a bullet," admitted Charlie. "I was just getting ready to pop the bastard myself. He deserved to die just for saying the things he did. Apparently he intended to carry them out."
"Won't there be any trouble over this?" asked Ted. "We just arrived in a strange country and killed, oh, about two dozen men, give or take. How can they let us leave so easily?"
"I spoke to Nadiya's father a few minutes ago," responded Steve. "Without going into any particulars, I explained that Hasko was out of business, permanently. I told him that my understanding was that he and his associates left the country and would not be returning."
"Mr. Misko assured me that his government was relieved that Hasko decided to go elsewhere, and they would not be looking for him. We just did the government, and the whole country, a big favor. Those bodies will not be found any time soon. When and if they are, no one will care about them."
"So that's it? No repercussions? We just go home and act like it never happened?" wondered Ted in amazement.
"No repercussions? A beautiful, vibrant young woman may die, so yes, there are serious repercussions. Wait until you try to sleep tonight. You'll find out that there are repercussions," declared Steve. "Our women have been scared to death. There'll be repercussions for years to come.
"Jason, Charlie, and the other guys appear to be fine, but we'll all have some issues from this cluster fuck," stated Steve flatly. "We sure as hell could have planned and prepared for this better. Pete will have to devise some sort of barriers that prevent forced entry to Asgard. We need to study and know our adversary better before we get in the middle of something. I dropped the ball on this. When we left to come over here, I thought we'd either scare the prick off, or plant him under the ground. I had no idea how evil the sick bastard was, and it may have cost me a very good friend, and if it hadn't been for our security team, we could have lost everything we hold dear!"
It seemed to Steve like it took a week to reach Stanford. It was past midnight when he checked into a hotel and fell into the bed. Gwen was not allowed to disclose her location over the phone, so they decided that they would work out things the following day, after Steve managed to get some rest.
After a fitful sleep, Steve was at Stanford Medical Center at 6 AM. He strode up to the information desk and asked about Sybil Burke. The woman behind the desk looked up and immediately recognized him. "Mr. Hammer, I'm supposed to ask you to go up to the fifth floor, where an escort will join you."
Steve stepped out of the elevator on the fifth floor and was greeted by a nurse that had apparently been waiting. "We've been instructed to allow you to visit Ms. Burke. She's no longer critical, but has a very long road ahead of her. Please follow me."
Steve was ushered into a private room. His heart jumped when Sybil looked at him and smiled weakly. He hurried to her side and gently kissed her lips.
"Sybil, I was terrified when I heard that you'd been shot. You've come to mean a great deal to me. You keep saving me and my family. Now you were hurt doing it. I'll never forget what you've done for me."
"I saw how well everyone treated you in the hospital when you were shot, so I thought I'd give it a try. It really isn't worth it, is it?" joked Sybil in a small voice.
"You just work at getting well. I'll stop in and help you every chance I get. We'll have you walking out of here in no time," promised Steve.
"That may be a problem," admitted Sybil as tears began to slide down her cheeks. "I can't feel my legs. The bullet clipped my spine. They don't know how permanent the damage is yet, but I may never be able to walk again."
Steve was stunned by Sybil's words. He simply took her face in his hands and held his forehead against hers for a long time. "Sybil, I'll never lie to you. You have to believe that. I just considered what you said about walking and I know that you will walk again. Don't ask me how or why, but I know that you will.
"You and I will work together on this. If we concentrate on your recovery and your spine healing, it will. I believe this. My mother taught me all about positive thinking when I was a kid. It works. Will you promise me that you'll work with me every chance that you get to heal, to recover, and to be able to dance again?"
"I'll do anything you ask," assured Sybil. "But I wasn't a very good dancer before this happened."
"Sybil, I promise you right now that if you'll work with me as hard as you possibly can, we'll share quite a few dances over the years. I'll teach you to be a very good dancer. You know I can. You saw the movie."
"I'll work as hard as I can just so you visit me now and then," managed Sybil with a smile. "You're the best guy I've ever met. I'll make you proud of me."
"I already am," replied Steve as he once again gently kissed Sybil's lips.
"What are you doing with my daughter?" came a voice from the doorway.
Steve turned to see Mallory Burke and Gwen watching him. "I'm making a promise to her, if you must know. I'm going to teach her to be a very good dancer. We're going to put every ounce of effort possible into it. Your daughter is an amazing woman and I'm extremely proud to know her and call her a friend."
"I leave for an hour to go home and get cleaned up and you're already entertaining a gentleman?" teased Mallory. "He's going to teach you to dance? I want to see that!"
"Steve usually accomplishes what he sets out to do," noted Gwen as she entered further into the room and kissed Steve once he stood up. "You had better be prepared for some hard work, Sybil. The man is a real slave driver."
"He'll have his work cut out with me. I was never the most graceful person and now I can't even feel my legs. I don't know much about dancing, but I think that's going to be a requirement."
"And what did we just promise each other?" prodded Steve gently.
"We're going to stay positive and you're going to help me heal. Is that okay with you, Gwen?"
"Let me think about that. You saved my life and were badly injured in the process. Yes, Steve can certainly help you every chance he gets," promised Gwen. "You'll find him very persuasive and extremely determined. You'd better be prepared to work hard."
A short time later, Steve and Gwen left Mallory and Sybil and went for a breakfast. "Was it pretty bad in Kiev? The FBI has interrogated the attackers that survived and they feel confident that there are no more bad guys left here in the states. We're going back to normal precautions.
"Charlotte and I are going to share a suite in a hotel until we graduate. We only have a couple of weeks left and we're not going back to our house. We'll have it cleaned and then sell it.
"Tell me about Kiev. How bad was it? Is everyone okay? What exactly happened?" asked Gwen as she watched Steve eyes cloud over.
Steve spent the next ten minutes explaining how everything transpired in Kiev. Gwen gave an involuntary gasp when Steve told her how Jason shot Hasko in the head.
"Do you think that was necessary?" asked Gwen. "If Jason had controlled his temper, would you have been able to talk him out of his demands?"
"Honestly? No, I don't think that I could have. The man was a true sociopath. His goons were even worse. Charlie said he was about to shoot the guy himself, but Jason saved him the bullet. I was actually mulling it over. Jason had cause. Let me tell you this, Jason and Charlie are men to ride with. They were something to see.
"Your dad insisted on going with us, and we were pretty worried about him being hurt and how we'd face his wife and daughters if he was. I'm glad Jason insisted that we wear vests. Your dad never fired a shot, but was hit twice in the chest. The vest saved him, but I bet he's pretty sore today."
"Dad was shot? You neglected to mention that little fact!" cried Gwen. "Are you sure he's okay?"
"He's going to be sore, but he'll be fine. I bet Paula is treating him like a king. Your dad really has a lot of nerve. He refused to leave when Jason suggested it would be safer," added Steve. "You really should be very proud of your father."
"I am, and I'll tell him that next time I speak with him. More importantly, I'm going to tell Mom what you told me. She needs to know how brave he was and how strongly he feels about his family. Sometimes she sees Kate, Lisa, and me walking around on the arms of the toughest characters imaginable and maybe wonders if her man measures up. She needs to know that he does!"
Steve decided to stay in Stanford with Gwen while she finished her studies. He kept his promise to Sybil and visited her twice a day. They became very close friends. Steve constantly talked about her getting well and dancing with him. He would rub her feet and legs as they chatted. He kept telling her to picture her spine knitting in her mind and he would do the same. He insisted that his touch would increase the influence his thoughts had on her healing.
The third time Steve visited Sybil; a pretty nurse stopped him as he was leaving. "I would like to ask you a favor, Mr. Hammer. We have a very famous children's hospital here. Would it be possible for you to visit with some of the ill children and their worried parents? It would do wonders for their morale. Maybe we could schedule a visit sometime?"
Steve smiled and took the nurse's hand in his. "If you'll lead me there, we'll visit them right now."
Every time Steve visited Sybil after that, he would take time to visit the children's wing. He was humbled and pleased at how much his visits improved the children's spirits. On his second visit, he saw an old acoustic guitar by a teenage girls' bed and he picked it up.
He began playing songs and singing to the girl. When he finished his third song, he realized that the room behind him was full of children patients as they stood and listened to his little impromptu concert. Behind the kids were parents and hospital staff crowded into the hall.
"Wow, I didn't realize so many people were listening. Was I too loud? Do you kids want me to be quieter?" teased Steve.
"No! We all like your singing," retorted a girl about eleven with her head wrapped in bandages. "You're the best singer in the world and we're lucky we're in the hospital now so we can hear you. Don't stop!"



After that, Steve had a standing appointment to play guitar and sing every afternoon. The hospital had a small auditorium and they had the children that could be moved taken to the auditorium where Steve would perform for half an hour. By the end of the week, parents and staff would pack into the room as well as the hallways leading to the auditorium.
"Did you happen to hear anything about a new YouTube video?" asked Gwen one evening when she returned from classes. "One of the other girls showed it to me between lectures. You've been doing concerts without the rest of us, haven't you?"
"Not really," began Steve. "I've been playing for some kids at the hospital, but no one would call them concerts."
"No one except a few teenage girls that think Steve Hammer is the most handsome, sexiest, nicest guy in the whole world," countered Gwen. "There's a twenty minute video showing you singing to these girls in the hospital. You really should watch it."
Gwen placed her laptop on the table in front of Steve and tapped the 'enter' key. He watched the video where he strummed the guitar and walked around the small auditorium, stopping to sing a song directly to a girl in a hospital gown. When the song ended and the applause let up, he'd begin playing and singing to a different teen. He didn't realize that he had been recorded, but saw nothing wrong with it.
"Is there a problem? I was just trying to cheer the kids up. A nurse asked me if I'd visit them and one thing led to another. Are you upset?"
"Are you kidding? Look at the comments! These wonderful, but very ill teenagers have jealous friends! The kids feel like they're lucky to be in the hospital! That is not a common reaction, believe me. I've been hearing about you from the other med students and the staff. They think you're practically performing miracles! The kids are much happier and responsive to their treatments," explained Gwen. "You've done a very good thing, as usual!"
The doctors conducted a battery of tests on Sybil but were unable to reach a consensus on her prognosis. They felt it was still too early to determine if she'd recover use of her legs, or even any feeling. Early in the second week, Steve walked into her room to find Sybil sleeping.
Without thinking much about it, he quietly moved the chair down to the end of the bed to massage Sybil's feet and lower legs. As he took her left foot in his hand, Sybil suddenly gasped and came awake!
"What did you do?" demanded Sybil as she stared at her foot in Steve's hand. "I felt something!"
"I'm helping you get well," grinned Steve. He carefully released Sybil's foot and moved to stand close to her head. Then he kissed her gently before speaking softly to her.
"I'm going to dance with you at my wedding. I want to show everyone what an amazing woman you are. Plan on hours of work between now and July 4th. You're going to recover fully. I won't accept anything less."
"You don't owe me anything, Steve. You don't have to spend so much time with me. I'm a big girl and I can get through this on my own," insisted Sybil somewhat weakly.
"You're so wrong. I owe you everything, and I always try to pay my debts. You probably can recover on your own, but you won't be. I'm going to move you back to Sparta as soon as possible. We have most of the equipment we need for your therapy in Valhalla, and what we don't have, we'll get. We'll get the best therapists available. Gwen told you that you were one of us now. This is what we do for our friends and relatives."
"You're with my daughter again?" interrupted a smiling Mallory Burke from the doorway. "I hope Gwen is as understanding as she's reputed to be."
"Mom! I felt Steve touch my foot!" announced Sybil with delight. "He's going to work with me to get better back in Sparta. I'm going to dance at his wedding!"
Mallory Burke was unable to conceal her joy as she rushed over and hugged her daughter while tears ran down her cheeks and dropped onto Sybil. Then she turned and hugged Steve tightly.
"Now I have to worry about finding the right dress for Sybil to wear at your wedding? I should add it to your company's bill," cracked Mallory as she wiped her tears.
"No need," assured Steve with a grin. "I'll take her shopping and buy her outfit, right down to her little thong."
"You will not be buying my daughter panties, nor will you be getting into them," stated Mallory as she held Sybil's hand. "To think you talked me out of the sexual harassment clause."
"Mom, I'll decide who gets in my little panties," declared Sybil. "Quite honestly, Steve would be my first choice, but he seems to be taken and he has that damn moral code he lives by, so I'll keep looking. When I get so I can walk again, I'm going to be looking a lot harder than I did in the past. Almost dying makes you think about your life and the things you've missed. I want a husband and family of my own."
Lady in Red had a huge turnout for Charlotte and Gwen's graduation from Stanford University School of Medicine. Only immediate family was allowed to the actual ceremony due to lack of seating, but everyone attended the celebration held at a nearby hotel.
Gwen and Charlotte were smiling all evening as family and friends constantly congratulated them for their accomplishments.
"What do you call the person that graduates last in their class at medical school?" asked Billy to everyone within earshot, before yelling the answer. "Doctor!"
Steve and Billy were extremely proud of their fiancées. It had taken years of hard work to attain their goals and they had somehow managed to stick with it. The two women had just a week before they were scheduled to join the staff aboard the SS Charity. They would be gone for almost eight weeks as it delivered much needed medical care to countries bordering the Indian Ocean, from Southeast Asia to the African Coast.
While the main focus was on vaccinating children, they would also treat injured and ill people as time and room permitted. Gwen and Charlotte were extremely excited about the experience they would gain on the voyage.
Once the graduation celebration was over, everyone headed back to Sparta. Sybil, Janice, and Mallory rode back on the Red Lady with them. Steve and Gwen had arranged rooms to be readied for them at Valhalla. That way Sybil would be convenient to the equipment she would be using to rehab from her injury. A physical therapist had been hired to oversee her recovery.
That week saw Steve and Gwen make love several times a day as they tried desperately to 'stockpile' their sexual needs so they could more easily endure the almost two months they would be apart.
Steve was surprised to learn that Cheryl was going to be traveling with the two friends. She was working on a documentary for a school project at Duke. He was even more surprised when Cheryl introduced him to a young man named Jeff Hook.
"He'll be the one following you around all summer and recording everything that you do. Between the two of us, we should have a very good documentary on a summer in the lives of Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer.
Steve turned in surprise to Gwen as he shook the young man's hand. "Could you excuse Steve and me for a few minutes?" asked Gwen. "We have some personal business we have to discuss."
Once they were removed from any possibility of being heard, Gwen faced Steve. "I'm so sorry! I forgot to tell you that I agreed to this documentary thing. It's really important to Cheryl and her friend. If they do a good job, they'll each gain four credits at Duke. I agreed to it while you were in the hospital after saving those kids on the bus. Maybe I wasn't thinking clearly. Are you upset with me?"
"Yes, I am," replied Steve with an evil grin. "For penance, you'll have to give me three blowjobs and one trip around the world, but in our bed, if you know what I mean."
"That seems fair enough," laughed Gwen. "Especially when I planned on doing more than that already. Thanks for being such a great sport!"
Two days before Gwen and Charlotte were scheduled to depart to their ship, a story broke on cable news about a Ukraine mobster running afoul of Lady in Red owners. Speculation held that the owners and their very close friends traveled to Kiev in response to an extortion demand. The supposed master mind of the crime had not been seen since the day the Red Lady flew out of Kiev.
The entire group was in Marsh's Landing when several reporters approached Gwen. "How do you respond to reports that Steve Hammer and some of his friends, including your father, traveled to Kiev in response to an extortion threat by a known mobster and vicious killer. That same day, your home in Stanford came under attack, as did your family compound here in Sparta, all by Ukrainian nationals."
"We're having a quiet dinner," responded Steve curtly as he stood to face the reporters. "You really need to learn some manners. I suggest you leave right now."
"Just a minute, please, Steve. Let me respond once to that rather long and ambiguous question," broke in Gwen as she stood and placed a calming hand on Steve's chest. "It was Winston Churchill that said, 'We sleep soundly in our beds at night because rough men stand ready in the night to visit violence on those who would do us harm'. These men sitting at this table are such men, including my father. No, make that, especially my father! They stand ready to protect us from anyone that would do us harm, and we're all thankful that they do. I will not comment on any specific incident, but I will say that these men are the real thing. We will never pay extortion. These men will never tolerate anyone attempting to harm any of us. That is what I want you to report to your viewers, and to the world."
With that, Gwen waved a dismissing hand, turned, and allowed Steve to help her back into her chair. The reporters took the hint and left the room.
"My God!" exclaimed Gwen's grandmother. "You certainly told them. People love how strong and protective these young men are, including Ted. You offered no explanation or apology, except that people should think twice before tangling with Lady in Red. Your message was unmistakable."
Two days later Gwen, Charlotte, and Cheryl departed for the other side of the world, while the rest of Lady in Red began working on planned films. Kate had her screenplay ready and production began on the movie. Steve found her extremely easy to work with and had a great time making the movie with her.
Paula, on the other hand, seemed stiff and nervous all of the time. Steve knew she'd have to relax or the movie would be a disaster. The first scenes they filmed were simple interactions with basic dialogue and little else. Paula had difficulty with her lines and finding her spots on the set. After several days with very little usable footage, Kate took Steve aside and spoke to him privately.
That evening, Paula rang Steve's doorbell. "Kate suggested that we work on our scenes tonight. She said you'd be expecting me. I know I'm really screwing things up for everyone. Maybe you should get Diane to take my part."
"I guess that's always a possibility, but there are two things wrong with that idea," replied Steve. "I wouldn't get to see you naked that way."
"There is that, but I doubt you'd miss it very much once Diane pressed her boobs against you. What's the second thing wrong with the idea?" asked a dejected Paula.
"I already mentioned the two things I'd be missing," grinned Steve.
"You only mentioned one. You want to see me naked. That's one thing," insisted Paula as she became aware that Steve was staring at her chest and arching an eyebrow. "Oh! That's what you meant be two things?"
"Absolutely," replied Steve with no embarrassment. "I've decided that I'd better act fast or I may miss my opportunity. If you bail on me and Diane gets your role, I may never get you naked, so let's rehearse the love scenes tonight."
"I don't think I'm ready for that," sputtered Paula as Steve pulled her close and began kissing her neck. "I don't even know how I'm supposed to act when you do that."
"Really?" asked Steve. "You don't know how to respond when a man you've been working to seduce for a couple of weeks finally begins to yield to temptation? It's called 'acting' and you need to think how your character would respond when mine does this."
With that, Steve again kissed Paula and slowly unbuttoned the top button on her blouse. He traced his finger along the upper swell of her breasts as he maintained lip contact. Slowly, his finger slid another button out of the way and allowed his fingers to trace lower on Paula's chest. Paula moaned into his mouth when he slipped his hand inside her bra.
He soon found her very hard nipple and squeezed it gently. Paula reached up and quickly began undoing the buttons on his shirt. She had it opened and pulled off his shoulders in seconds. Then she reached down for his belt!
"Paula," managed Steve as he pulled his lips from hers. "This is a rehearsal, so we won't do anything that we won't be doing in front of the cameras, okay?"
"I understand that, but you'll have your hands inside my bra, so wouldn't I have my hands inside your pants?"
"Well, yes, I guess you would, but you wouldn't be touching me, not really," replied Steve.
"So you're saying that I will be putting my hands down between your legs, but somehow won't touch your package?" whispered Paula as she once again kissed Steve. "How am I supposed to do that?"
"Well, you might be touching something when we film it because it'll be impossible not to feel me when you have your hands in my jeans, but for our rehearsal tonight, I don't think you should do that. When we film the scene, we'll be in front of quite a few people, including Ted, so I won't get so worked up that I get carried away. Tonight, we need to have some restraint."
"You really don't find me all that attractive, do you? Diane had her hands all over you in that movie and you had a hell of a time with her big boobs. How many times did you have to film those love scenes? You must have kissed and squeezed her for hours. This was a bad idea. I should go home. I don't belong in this movie. I'm too old and plain looking."
"I don't think so," replied Steve as he gathered Paula up and carried her to one of the guest bedrooms and placed her on a bed. "We're going to rehearse and you're going to do your best to seduce me. Just respect my limits and I'll respect yours."
Once again Steve began kissing Paula. She tried to resist at first, but soon was kissing him back with great ardor. Steve simply grabbed the front of her blouse and yanked it open, sending the remaining buttons flying across the room. He rolled over holding Paula tight to his chest and deftly reached back and unhooked her bra. He pushed her up and away briefly so her bra would drop off her substantial breasts. Paula watched Steve closely as he gazed at her exposed flesh. She saw his eyes widen with desire as she felt his cock grow beneath her. Slowly, she lowered a nipple to his lips.
"I think you've got the idea," mumbled Steve as Paula's nipples caressed his face. "In fact, we have to stop right now! You're an extremely sexy and I'm only human. Let's get in the hot tub and talk for a while."
"Are you kidding," demanded a very flushed Paula. "You've got me half naked in bed and you want to stop? I know you like what you're seeing. Can't we practice a little more?"
"Paula, it's called 'rehearsing', and no, I can't do this anymore. You're ready for the love scenes. Jesus! You're a hot woman, but you're also married and I'm engaged. It's almost seven thirty. Let's get into the hot tub. Come on with me. I have it ready."
Steve grabbed Paula's hand and pulled her to the enclosed porch where the tub was located. He knelt and tugged her jeans to her ankles and helped her step out of them.
"You'll have to decide whether your underwear remains or not," stated Steve as he dropped his jeans and then his boxers before stepping into the tub.
Paula shrugged and slid her panties over her smooth, round ass. She left them on top of her clothes before following Steve into the tub and sitting close to him.
"Thanks for not letting me make a complete fool of myself. I'm afraid I wasn't acting, or rehearsing," revealed Paula. "I was ready to go all the way with you and it's pretty embarrassing now that I can think rationally. It makes sitting naked with you seem pretty calm and boring. I know I don't have to ask you not to tell anyone how terribly I behaved. That's one of the things I like best about you. I know you don't tell tales out of school."
"I wanted to talk to you about the movie," responded Steve. "You seem nervous on the set. Is it because you've been worried about our love scenes? Kate thought it was and suggested that we have this little rehearsal tonight."
"Kate thought we should do this?" asked a very surprised Paula. "Or do you mean that she expect us to go over the scenes I screwed up today?"
"She pretty much told me that if I don't get you naked and over your fears, the movie would never get made," replied Steve. "She felt that you had to come to the realization that it's okay to be a little crazy. So now you're sitting naked next to me and I can see most of your beautiful breasts above the water level. How do you feel about me looking at them?"
"Truthfully? I really like it. I could tell that you liked them when my bra came off and you first saw them. I felt you get hard for me. That was a real compliment," admitted Paula. "I was worried about what you'd think. Now I only have to worry about how a few hundred million people will perceive me. Do you honestly think I look okay?"
"No, I can't say that you look okay," answered Steve as Paula slumped slightly. "You look fantastic. Ted told me that you've been using the gym and rearranging a few pounds. He said you have a better figure than Diane. I've got to tell you that you look perfect."
"Ted said that to you? You two were discussing me like a prize heifer or something?"
"I guess that's a good comparison. The old bull was telling the young one what to look for and to expect. He has experience in the area. I'm still learning about you."
"Well, you certainly learned a lot tonight," chuckled Paula. "It's funny, but I'm very comfortable sitting here naked with you. A lot of it is how well I can trust you. I finally understand what the girls have been saying about being naked around you and the other men. They feel very safe and protected. Being nude next to you isn't at all scary."
"You sure don't look scared, Mom," came Kate's voice from the doorway. "It looks like you're getting over some of those hang-ups. Think you'll be ready to film tomorrow?"
Paula had instinctively lowered her torso down into the water when she heard Kate's voice. For her part, Kate strolled toward the tub as she pulled her shirt over her head and then lowered the pair of shorts she had been wearing to reveal she had worn no underwear. Without any apparent embarrassment, Kate stepped into the tub and sat on the other side of Steve.
"You guys having a little party without me?" asked Lisa as she moved into the room. She was soon nude and stepping into the tub next to Kate.
"Mom, are you going to sit on Steve's lap, or shall I?" asked Lisa with a smirk as she watched her mother try to sink lower into the water.
"Here, Paula, let me help you." offered Steve as he gently grasped Paula's elbows and lifted her from the water and placed her on his lap. Lisa quickly sat where Paula had just been. "That's better, don't you think?"
Paula was a brilliant red as she held her breasts in her hands and looked from one daughter to the other. Finally, she let out a sigh and sat very still as Steve placed his hands over hers.
Kate and Lisa then engaged Steve in conversation about the movies they would be making, Gwen's work on a hospital ship, and the current situation in Washington. Paula began to relax slightly and join in. Finally, Kate pushed the envelope a little,



"Mom, would you hand me the bottle of water sitting over there. I seem to be thirsty."
Paula looked at the bottle just a few feet from Kate and then to Kate. She tried to stare Kate down, but it didn't work. Kate just smiled as she looked back blankly. Finally Paula nodded, as if she made a decision. She removed her hands from covering her breasts and reached over to pick up the water bottle. She was surprised when she looked back and saw Kate's expression.
"Wow, Mom! We don't need to work on your self-esteem. You just destroyed mine. You look incredible," marveled Kate. "Did you see that, Lisa?"
"Yes, and so did Steve. I bet he's poking Mom in the butt right now with a big old erection. You know he gets turned on looking at boobs and Mom's are spectacular."
Kate never moved to accept the water Paula held to her."Okay, you've embarrassed me enough for one night. You caught me naked in the hot tub with Steve. Now you think I'm a terrible mother and wife. I should leave."
Paula began to shift her weight and Steve quickly wrapped his arms around her stomach and held her in place. "Your daughters think you're beautiful, and so do I. Kate and I set this up. I was supposed to get you naked and into the tub and then Kate was going to drop in and join us. That was supposed to show you that being naked with people that you trust is not a bad thing."
"Mom, you're on Steve's lap. Besides the likely poking you're getting under the surface, do you feel like you're in any danger? It feels great, doesn't it?" asked Kate.
"It feels too good, and I do feel in danger," replied Paula. "I'm afraid of hurting your father. I'm afraid I like this guy too much. I'm afraid of losing your respect."
"Mom, I told Dad what we hoped to accomplish tonight. He laughed and said you needed to loosen up a little. He thinks he was too straight laced back in the early years of your marriage and caused you to become a lot more cautious and conservative than you were when he met you," responded Kate. "He also said that you'd probably come home hot and horny."
"Your father knew Steve was going to try to get me naked? He thought that Steve would be able to succeed in that effort? Am I so easy to manipulate?" worried Paula.
"Paula, I didn't manipulate you, well maybe your nipples a little, but other than that, I didn't do anything to make you get undressed," teased Steve.
"Mom! Steve groped you? How good was that? I bet you were rehearsing for your love scenes, weren't you? You're going to have to work on those scenes a lot to get them right. I plan on spending quite a lot of time rehearsing with him, too. It's all part of the job and I do want to get it right. It's for the art," chuckled Kate.
"But you're not married and a mother! I am. I shouldn't be here now, and certainly not naked on Steve's lap," worried Paula.
"Mom, I'm married, a mother, and I'm naked. I'll switch places with you if you like. Do you think less of me for being here?" asked Lisa seriously.
"Of course not! Your husband and Steve are the same kind of men. They trust each other and they trust you. Steve wouldn't do anything to harm your marriage, and neither would you," reasoned Paula.
"Mom, Jason raved about Dad when they got back from Kiev. He says that Dad's one of the bravest, most selfless men he's ever seen, including the men he served with in the military. What I'm saying is that Dad is one of those kind of men, too," stated Lisa proudly. "You need to see him the way he is now, not how you always thought of him when we were little. He loves you. We all know that. But he trusts you and he's extremely proud of you, and of being your husband."
"Yeah, Dad's a pretty cool guy. Gwen said that Steve was really impressed with him in Kiev. Jordan told me that Charlie spoke very highly of him and his courage in a very dangerous situation," added Kate. "You saw the bruises on Dad's chest. He risked his life to back up these guys. Do you think Steve, Jason, Charlie, or Chip would ever betray Dad? They have way too much respect for him, and for you! You're safe with these guys. We all are and it's a great feeling.
"I can show off my boobs and even rub them all over the guys and they won't get all grabby, or expect more than I'm willing to do. I think the word 'gentlemen' applies to them quite accurately."
"I guess that's the difference," reasoned Paula. "I grew up knowing men liked to look and wanted even more. Mom was beautiful and men always looked at her and it never bothered Dad. When I married your father, he made it pretty plain that his wife and the mother of his kids should behave in a certain way and showing too much cleavage or leg was discouraged. I don't blame Ted. It was his upbringing. I stopped dressing to show off my curves and became conservative. I don't know how you girls grew up so daring. Ted and I didn't encourage it. That's for sure."
"Remember how Gwen dressed before she met Steve," reminded Kate. "She took Dad's message to heart until she hooked up with this stud. Lisa and I were always more daring. We knew we could wrap Dad around our fingers and you never really objected to our clothes. I think you understood our feelings because you had them, too."
"But I did get into this hot tub naked with Steve. Do you think I betrayed Gwen, or Ted?" asked a concerned Paula.
"Mom, you don't get it yet. You can't betray Gwen, or Dad, with Steve. He won't allow it. If you push him too far, he'll shut you down. He's done it to me a few times," admitted Lisa. "Once he established the boundaries, we've been fine. The only time he'll feel you up or kiss you passionately is for a movie, or maybe a rehearsal? I do remember hearing something about manipulating nips."
"Suppose he did hold my breasts and pinch a nipple. I'm not saying that he did, but if he did, would that not be a betrayal?" questioned Paula.
"Not with Steve. Not tonight," replied Kate. "I told him that he had to get your motor running a little or the movie was doomed. He agreed to press things a little to loosen you up and my guess is that he did, and it worked. Look at you sitting on his lap with your breasts fully exposed. I think you'll be more relaxed tomorrow and do great from here on out."
It turned out that Kate's prophecy was extremely accurate. Paula was a different person the next day. The director was pleased with the sudden turn around. It was the following week when Paula was told that she'd be doing one of her big love scenes with Steve.
Rather than being shy and nervous, she insisted that Ted, Diane, Kate, and Lisa be nearby during the filming. Steve was actually more nervous than Paula, mostly because he didn't want to harm the relationship he had forged with his future father-in-law. The spent the better part of the afternoon doing the scene. The director would often stop them part way through and suggest a slight change in the scene.
By the end of the day, Steve had kissed Paula too many time to count and had her breasts in his hands most of the time. For her part, Paula managed to squeeze his cock a couple of times when her hands were directed below his waist. She's always smile at his reaction. Between takes, she whispered to him.
"You've been fondling my breasts all day, so now and then I get to have some fun, too. I sure hope this film turns out as hot as it makes me feel. I really hope Ted is well rested."
When the director finally announced the end of filming for the day, Paula pulled a robe tightly around her shoulders and went in search of Ted. "Uh, oh! Ted, you're in for a long night," predicted Jordan, who had stopped in to watch the last few minutes of the scene. "She needs it bad after Steve primed her for so long."
"Let's get to the dressing room," insisted Paula as she grabbed Ted's hand and marched off with him.
"Your mom really threw herself into the part, wouldn't you say, Kate?" teased Jordan. "You wanted Steve to be forced to make a tough decision in the movie and you've got it. You're going to have to bring your A-game to win the competition with Paula. She's truly a beautiful woman."
"Don't worry about me," replied Kate. "I love a challenge, although I have to admit that I never knew Mom would be so sexy and had such an amazing figure. I think she looks better now than she did ten years ago. I hope it's in her genes and they pass down to me."
Jason and Lisa were also making a movie, although the screenplay had been purchased from a writer in Canada, and not written by anyone in Lady in Red. It was a romantic comedy and the couple was doing a very credible job. Lisa had regained her pre-pregnancy body, except her breasts remained larger than they were before having Theresa. This fact was not lost on those involved in the film. Lisa's clothes were made to accentuate her amazing figure and her classic beauty. Steve, Kate, and Diane had smaller parts in the film and were very good, but it was obvious to everyone that the movie was showcasing Lisa. She was now a mother and rapidly approaching thirty. She was confident, professional, beautiful, and the camera caught it all. Her film would do very well. Everyone was certain of that.
Steve and Jared had begun getting up very early to run five miles before doing a strenuous workout in the gym. They pushed each other as hard as they could to get ready for training camp. Steve was always amazed at how fast Jared was able to run. He was three inches taller than Steve's six feet four inches and forty pounds heavier than the two thirty-five Steve weighed. But there wasn't an ounce of fat!
In high school, Steve had been able to keep up with Jared in the weight room. Steve had improved his strength when he played for Navy and maintained his level while in the service, but Jared was incredible. Jared was able to do repetitions with amounts Steve was barely able to lift once. Steve was determined to improve. The two of them were going to try to negotiate together, as well as play together, so Steve didn't want to fail to hold up his end of the deal.
"You're a quarterback," pointed out Jared. "You're not supposed to be too muscled. You need to be limber and quick. I'm the one that has to be able to bull through a line with a couple of three hundred pound guys trying to stop me."
Gwen had suggested that Steve pay a nutritionist to help him achieve his goals. Steve had the nutritionist set up diets for both him and Jared. By the end of May, the two men were absolutely ripped.
Jeff Hook grumbled about the hours, but he'd be up early most mornings, videoing Steve and Jared as they ran past him. Then he'd drive a ways and set up to video them again. He followed Steve to the weight room. He hung close most of the day. Jared, Steve and those normally around them became accustomed to the young man being Steve's shadow.
Jason, Charlie, Pete, Billy, and Chip began working out with them as much as possible. "When Becky saw these two guys run by the house, her jaw almost hit the floor," griped Pete as he worked on the weight machine. I knew I'd better pick up my game. I know I can't run with the big dogs, but I can get into a lot better shape."
The other guys agreed and soon all seven could be seen running the five miles every morning. Pete surprised everyone with his ability to keep up although he had a prosthetic foot.
Steve would hang around in the gym in Valhalla to assist Sybil when she came down for her rehab work. Jeff had been told early on that Sybil's recovery was not something for public consumption. Steve would help Sybil any way he could and when he wasn't needed, he'd work out on the weight machines and wait for her to finish her therapy.
Sybil complained about what she felt was lack of progress, but Steve knew that she was doing far better than her doctors had expected. By the end of May, she was walking slowly, and for short distances, as she worked to restore feeling and muscle control in her lower extremities.
Steve spent part of each day walking slowly alongside Sybil, offering her constant encouragement. Everyone connected with Lady in Red devoted some time and effort to helping Sybil. She was seldom alone and was constantly urged to work harder to recover. Steve was dedicated to having her ready and able to dance with him at the wedding.
The Washington Redskins were surprised when Steve's agent entered their offices. They were anticipating a heavyweight with years of experience. Instead, a beautiful young woman breezed into their office and introduced herself.
"I'm Kate Anderson. I represent Jared White and Steve Hammer. I have a proposal to offer that I think you will find acceptable. Shall we get right to it?"
"You're an agent? You don't look like you're old enough to be out of college yet. I assume you're Gwen Anderson's sister," replied the general manager as he shook Kate's hand.
"Actually, I'll complete my last year of law school next spring. I am Gwen's sister and I have Steve and Jared's complete confidence. Shall we get started?" repeated Kate.
"We're asking for Jared to receive a contract that mirrors the one signed by your first round draft pick this year. He signed last week, I believe. The only difference is that Jared will expect five percent more in every clause that discusses compensation."
The management's negotiating team briefly exchanged glances and then the general manager nodded for Kate to continue.
"Steve Hammer will agree to play for whatever the minimum pay is in the league," stated Kate to the astonishment of the negotiating team.
"However, he will do so only if the team agrees to allow Lady in Red to give a free concert after the first home game. The concert will be held in FedEx Field. At that time the Redskins will donate two million dollars to the homeless shelter that was established by our company. Make no mistake. This is not a tax dodge, except for you. You can claim the donation and use the deduction. The money will be used to feed, clothe, and house homeless in the Washington area.
"You'll be given an option of having Lady in Red play after future home games, but each time it will require a two million dollar donation to a charity to be named. A two week notice will be required if you want them."
"So you're telling us that we can sign Steve Hammer to a minimum contract if we agree to donate two million dollars to your charity? Why would we ever want a repeat performance? We could limit our expense to just two million dollars for the season to lock in Steve Hammer," pointed out the assistant general manager.
"Perhaps you should have someone from marketing in here," replied Kate. "What do you think having Steve Hammer and Jared White playing for you will do for your team? How about when the TV cameras show my sisters Gwen and Lisa, along with Jordan Quick Burns, Naomi Wilson, and a host of our friends cheering for the Redskins? How about if Gwen and/or Jordan agree to sing the National Anthem? How about the press and good will you'd reap by having Gwen and Steve attend your promotional events? Imagine the publicity for you when you donate a couple million dollars to various charities in the Washington area.
"Jared and Steve are prepared to agree to the terms I just presented. If you have to think this over for more than thirty seconds, then you're not qualified to hold your jobs. What'll it be?" demanded Kate.
"You can't just waltz in here, insult us, make a wild-ass proposal and expect us to accept it immediately," began the general manager. "We'll have to sit down and..."
"We have a deal!" came a voice from the doorway. "I'm the owner of this franchise and you're absolutely right, Miss Anderson. This offer is a no brainer. Do you have a contract with you? We'll have to see that the correct language is included for the league and the players' union, but I'm telling you right now that your offer has been accepted."
Kate reached into her briefcase and pulled out a three page contract and handed it to the owner with one hand, while offering to shake hands with the other. Everyone chuckled when they realized the contract was just three pages.
"Steve insisted that we keep it simple," grinned Kate. "He also wanted me to ask if you'd consider selling the team, or even a minority stake in it?"
"That's got to be a first!" roared the team owner with true mirth. "The player I'm negotiating with to play for me has the wherewithal to buy the team! Small wonder he asks for so little for himself. By doing so, he'll probably make millions more because of the good will he'll generate. I'll tell you right now that we'll want Lady in Red to perform after every home game. Get me the list of charities and we'll see that they get the money, and we will deduct it on our taxes. This has got to be the best negotiation process I've ever seen!"
Soon it became known that Steve and Jared had signed contracts with the Redskins. They would report to training camp in late July in Richmond, Virginia. As predicted by Kate, interest in the team increased dramatically. Jared was delighted with his contract. His parents had moved to Asgard the previous fall, but Jared insisted that they take some of his signing bonus for all they had done for him over the years. They were extremely proud of their son.
Once they wrapped up the films in Sparta, the Lady in Red group traveled to North Korea for two weeks, with the permission of the State Department. The plot of the movie did not have any political overtones. The friends simply filmed some action sequences and a car chase in the capital city. They also filmed several scenes on some of the country's surprisingly beautiful beaches.
Steve insisted that the 'buddy movie' be about all of the guys, with no one person being the main character. Each of the guys had their girlfriend, or wife in Jason's case, be the love interest in the movie. That left Steve and Billy without girlfriends since Gwen and Charlotte were serving on the SS Charity. The lack of girlfriends for the two was easily written into the movie. Each of the other guys had a brief love scene. Jared's scene with Naomi turned out extremely well. Of course, Naomi looked sexy as usual and Jared was amazingly toned. He was a bit embarrassed by all of the complimentary comments from the women in the group, but extremely pleased that his hard work was noticed.
Steve met with Jong a few times and they got along very well. Jong also visited the set often and seemed impressed with the beauty of the American women in the film. There were no political issues and the filming went smoothly. They returned to Sparta in the last week in June to film the remaining stateside scenes that had not been done before the trip to Korea.
Charlotte and Gwen had satellite phones and called home often. The phones required constant charging, but otherwise worked very well. It was during an afternoon conversation with Gwen that Steve began feeling uneasy.
"We just left Yemen this morning," began Gwen. "The people have been very friendly and seem to appreciate our efforts. I'm sure I made the right decision to be a doctor. I still want to be a pediatric surgeon, but that's going to take a few more years. In the meantime, I'm really enjoying the children we treat. We're headed south along the east African coast. We'll stop in Somalia for a couple days and then continue on to Mombasa, in Kenya. This has been a great trip!"
"You're stopping in Somalia?" asked a surprised Steve. "I don't think that's a good idea. They have a lot of pirates and outlaws along the coast there. You should sail way out, well away from the coast of Somalia."
"The captain has been assured by the United Nations that we won't have any contact with any pirates or outlaws. Somalia has guaranteed our safety," replied Gwen.
"Gwen, I'm not one to trust either of those governing bodies. Especially not with your welfare. You should try to talk the captain out of it. This could go bad really fast."



"Don't worry so much," responded Gwen. "We're perfectly safe. We only have a week left before the trip is over and we'll be preparing for our wedding. I can hardly wait."
Not wanting to upset Gwen with something beyond her control, Steve chatted with Gwen about the wedding before ending the conversation a few minutes later.
"Is something wrong, Steve?" asked Paula when Steve rejoined everyone at the dinner table at Marsh's. "You look worried."
"It's probably nothing, but Gwen just told me that her ship is going to stop in Somalia. She said that the U.N. swears they'll be safe, and so does Somalia, but I'm not willing to bet Gwen and Charlotte's life on it."
"I've been hearing stories about Big Ben Chancellor, the leader of the biggest gang of pirates on the Somalia Coast," revealed Chip. "Some of my old buddies call now and then. The guy is almost seven feet tall and as strong as Jared, or stronger. He loves to fight, to the death! He always kills his opponents. He's a bad ass dude, to put it mildly. He speaks perfect English. He learned it from the missionaries that gave him his English name. He later killed them, according to rumor. His nickname is 'The Butcher'. I'd say you have reason to be concerned."
Hearing Chip's assessment of the pirate leader's background caused Steve to make an immediate decision. "Stephanie, call the pilots and tell them I'm heading to Somalia immediately. Please get a helicopter here as soon as possible. I can't sit around and hope Gwen will be okay. I'll be leaving within the hour."
"I'll be going with you," stated Billie immediately.
"Make that two helicopters," corrected Jason. "Things have been getting pretty quiet around here. The guys and I were getting bored. We'll just ride along."
"You need to be clear about a few things. I don't know that there'll be a problem. But if there is a problem, I'll be diving in, regardless of international law, agreements, treaties, sovereignty, or anything else. Gwen and Charlotte, and Cheryl, now that I think about it, will be my first concern. If things get hot, I won't be taking any prisoners," promised Steve.
"We'd better get our gear ready," stated Chip as he stood up from the table. "I suggest that we gather up some weapons and take them with us. We don't want to be looking for them if it all hits the fan."
Steve turned to face the somber group of women. "Janice, coordinate security with Mallory. All of you will follow any instructions our security team deems necessary. I don't expect any revenge from that pirate rabble, but if it becomes known that all of us guys are gone, bad things could happen. Everyone meet me in Valhalla in half an hour. We have weapons there."
Jeff Fox instantly realized that this was the drama he had hoped for when he agreed to video the famous friends over the summer. He had recorded the entire exchange between Steve and the others, and he intended to keep doing so.
Everyone living in Asgard gathered in Valhalla to watch as Steve began passing out weapons to the men. They worked the actions and stuffed ammunition and supplies into duffel bags. Each man was given body armor in the form of a vest.
The women of Asgard remained quiet as they watched the men check their weapons and prepare to leave. Not one of them made an attempt to talk their man out of the journey. Becky managed to grab Pete's arm and pull him to her as she kissed him hard. The other women followed suit. Once they had kissed their men, they kissed Steve and Billie and wished them luck.
"This is what we get for falling in love with men like that," observed Lisa as the helicopters lifted off. "Mom, did you notice how no one suggested that Dad stay home, or that it might be too dangerous for him? He's one of them. Every one of those men likes and respects Dad. Your husband may be an accountant, but he's a man the others trust to do his part. I'm really proud of him!"
"So am I," admitted Paula. "I never realized just how brave he was. I hope there's no problem and that Gwen, Charlotte, and Cheryl return safely."
Steve, Chip, Jared, and Jason had a short discussion about where in Somalia the Red Lady would land and where they could find helicopters to take them to the ship. They began making phone calls. It was Jared that solved the problem.
"I know a couple of pilots that I served with in Iraq. There started an import/export business in Somalia. They own two fairly new choppers and are willing to help. They hate 'The Butcher'. He and his men steal a lot of their products and he's killed some of their employees. There had two stipulations. You'll have to repair or replace their helicopters if harm comes to them, and you have to kill that Chancellor if you get the chance."
Steve looked around at his friends and nodded. "I can live with those terms. Tell them we have a deal. They need to be fully fueled and waiting for us at the airport."
"I brought some magnetic Lady in Red signs we use on the big rigs. We'll place them on the helicopters," revealed Jason. "We want everyone to know who we are and who we represent if we go in."
President Rosen was relaxing with his wife in the White House shortly after eleven PM when an aide knocked on his door. Once he was inside he explained the situation.
"The United Nations has sponsored a hospital ship, the SS Charity, that's been delivering medical services to the poor and needy from Southeast Asia to Africa. At this time, our satellites have detected a rather large number of smaller ships headed directly for the hospital ship. Our intelligence indicates that Somalia pirates are planning on capturing the ship."
"They'd attack a hospital ship? Well, when you stop and think about it, the pharmaceuticals would be worth a fortune on the black market. Does it seem likely that they'll have some ridiculous ransom demand?" asked Rosen.
"Sir, intelligence believes that the leader of the pirates is Ben Chancellor, also known as 'The Butcher'. He doesn't allow his captors to live very long. He kills the men immediately. He and his men rape and mutilate any women they manage to capture."
"What's the U.N. doing about this? Have we lodged any complaints with Somalia? How many people are on that ship?" demanded Hanson.
"There are forty two medical personnel and thirty four crew members. Sir, you need to know that Gwen Anderson and two of her friends are on that ship," responded the aide.
"Oh, shit!" exclaimed Rosen. "I forgot all about that. We can't let that bastard get his filthy hands on her! The American public would demand retribution, and I can't really blame them. Do we have any Navy ships in the area? Can the hospital ship outrun them?"
"We have two war ships several hundred miles north, as well as the aircraft carrier Nimitz in the Red Sea. We could have our fighters in the air within minutes," suggested the aide. "The SS Charity had a small engine fire and is dead in the water at this moment."
"God damn it! We can't just blow up those bastards, especially while they're in Somalia's sovereign waters. Let's get some jets over the area, just in case we need them. They can give us visual reports at the very least. I'll be right down to take control of the situation," promised Rosen. "Get Steve Hammer on the phone right now."
Steve was still in the air over East Africa when his phone chirped. Looking at it, he saw a state department number, so he let it go to voicemail. He noticed Jason watching him.
"That was the state department. I don't want to drag Rosen into this. If he orders me to stand down and I don't, there'll be all kinds of repercussions. He needs plausible deniability, and so do I. I can honestly say that no one told me to not kill that big fucker," stated Steve grimly.
"Steve, I'm hearing that there are pirates headed for the SS Charity," revealed Chip. "We'll be on the ground in twenty minutes and it'll take half an hour or so for the choppers to reach the ship. The sun will be just coming up about then. Let's go in from the east. Hopefully the sun will affect their vision. It always works for the guys in the westerns I read."
The Lady in Red group in Sparta had accepted an invitation from Billy Marsh's father to join him for a late evening gathering and to watch the news. Earlier in the evening, cable news had reported that it appeared that Somalia pirates were indeed headed toward the SS Charity, which was now floundering in Somalia waters off the northern coast.
They were drinking coffee and watching the big screen monitors when Paula's phone rang. "Mrs. Anderson? This is President Rosen. You're probably aware that we have a situation involving Gwen and others. I need to speak with Steve, but he's not answering his phone. Can you help me get in touch with him?"
"Mr. President, we are aware of the situation. Steve is not available to speak on the phone at this time, but I'll have him call you as soon as I talk with him. That's the best I can offer."
The conversation ended and Paula spoke to her group. "President Rosen wanted to talk to Steve and can't reach him. If Steve wanted to talk to Rosen, he would have answered his phone. I don't think anyone can turn Steve back now and he didn't want to be in a position to disobey the President of the United States, but I have no doubt that he would do exactly that for Gwen."
Sam Petrosky was summoned to the flight deck before sunup. She looked at her superior officer and knew immediately that something was amiss. "Petrosky, Mercer, you two will be taking off in a few minutes. You will be flying south to give the President a visual on a possible attack on a hospital ship by Somalia Pirates. I think it is conceivable that you may be ordered to fire on them, so be prepared.
"You need to know that a personal friend of the President's is on that ship. If anything should happen to Miss Anderson, President Rosen will be extremely upset," concluded the officer.
"Gwen is on that ship being attacked by pirates?" asked a stunned Sam Petrosky. "Sir, be assured that if, and when, I receive the order to fire, I will terminate those pirate bastards with extreme prejudice."
Proving that the world is becoming a small place, a British broadcast crew had been filming a story along the coast of Somalia. As the events of the day began to escalate, the crew was ordered to climb aboard the helicopter they had rented and fly over the SS Charity and to send back live reports. They arrived over the scene just as almost a dozen smaller boats pulled alongside the SS Charity. Pirates began using ropes and ladders to climb on the larger ship. Gunfire erupted as soon as the pirates' feet hit the deck!
Back in Sparta, everyone's attention was glued to the TV set. American TV networks had secured a live feed from the English station. They watched in horror as the pirates climbed onto the helpless ship and began shooting.
President Rosen was also horrified as he watched the news feed from the English station. Then he was told that two F 35's were approaching the scene.
"It looks like they're too late to make any difference," lamented Rosen. "When they get a visual, patch them in so I can hear them."
Seconds later, he clearly heard the voice of Lieutenant Petrosky. "Sir! There are two helicopters traveling at what appears to be maximum speed toward the hospital ship!"
Everyone clearly heard the commanding officer ask, "What country are they from, Lieutenant? Are they flying any colors?"
"Yes, Sir!" came Petrosky's immediate response. "They're flying red!"
"You don't mean Chinese? Be more precise, Lieutenant! What country do they represent?"
"America, Sir!" came back Petrosky's obviously proud voice. "They're as American as apple pie! They're flying the Lady in Red logo and they appear armed."
"Lieutenant, what would you guess their intentions are?" demanded her superior.
"Sir, with all due respect, they're going to kick some pirate ass. I slowed down as much as I could when I flew by. I had a visual on Steve Hammer. Even though it was a brief glimpse, I could see that he's heavily armed, as are the rest of the crew."
"How many men can fit in those two choppers, Lieutenant?" came the commander's voice.
"I would guess that each chopper has four, maybe five men, beside the pilots. I just passed over the ship now and there's hell to pay there, Sir. It appears that upwards of a hundred pirates have gone aboard. I'll circle back around."
The group in Sparta was watching the news cast in absolute horror when suddenly the camera that had been trained on the ship swung toward the east, and the rising sun. Because of the brightness of the sun, viewers could only make out the dark silhouettes of two helicopters flying just above the water. They were tipped slightly forward, indicating that they were moving rapidly.
"That's the guys!" yelled Kate. "Look! One of them is climbing out and down a ladder. He's getting ready to board the ship! I bet it's Steve!"
President Rosen watched the same scene that the group in Sparta, and viewers all over the world, were treated to. He found himself holding his breath.
"Sir! Steve Hammer is descending a rope ladder in preparation to board the ship," came Petrosky's emotional voice. "The helicopter is going far too fast for a safe dismount. Men with guns are waiting for the choppers to get within range. If there are no orders to the contrary, I'm going to fly very low over the ship, just above the tower. That may distract the shooters a little. It's the best I can do!"
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Gwen had an uneasy feeling after finishing her conversation with Steve. She knew he wasn't the type to overreact, and he seemed genuinely concerned about the ship sailing near the coast of Somalia. With that in mind, she made her way to the bridge. The captain greeted the beautiful young doctor warmly.
"Captain, I was just speaking with my fiancé and he's concerned about pirates along the coast of Somalia. He suggested that we sail farther out, rather than hug the coast."
"Ms. Anderson, I have been assured by both the U.N. and the government of Somalia that we would be absolutely safe in these waters. We're on a humanitarian effort and even lowly pirates respect that," reasoned the Captain.
"There's another reason we will not be sailing to deeper waters. We've had a small fire in the engine room and repairs need to be made before we can continue. We should be back under power by daylight, or shortly thereafter. There's no need for alarm," assured the Captain.
Gwen headed back to the room she shared with Charlotte and Cheryl, feeling no better about the situation. She had learned to totally trust Steve's assessment of every situation. He always seemed to understand what had to be done and how to do it. Charlotte and Cheryl were already asleep when Gwen slid under her covers, still troubled by her conversation with Steve.
Gwen awakened to the sounds of gunfire. She sat up in bed to see that Charlotte and Cheryl were also awake and as concerned as she was.
"It must be pirates!" exclaimed Gwen. "Steve was worried about them. We should have never come this close to the coast."
"Let's get dressed, and keep the door locked. Maybe there aren't too many and the crew will fight them off," reasoned Charlotte as Gwen hit the speed dial on her phone while Cheryl picked up her camera.
"Steve doesn't answer!" cried Gwen. "I'll call Mom and see if she knows where he is."
As Paula watched the attack with her family in real time at Marsh's Landing, her phone rang. The ID showed it was Gwen calling!
"Mom! I can't reach Steve! Our ship is under attack, probably by pirates. Is he there?" blurted Gwen as soon as her mother answered the call.
"Steve's preparing to board your ship right now," responded Paula as calmly as she could. "He, your father, and the other men are on helicopters not far from your ship. We're watching it on TV. Just stay hidden and wait for the men to reach you."
"Steve's here? With Dad? Thank God!" replied Gwen. "We'll keep the door locked and wait. Oh, no! The pirates have opened our door. They're....."
Paula had put her phone on speaker so everyone could hear the conversation. When the call suddenly went silent, tears began trickling down numerous cheeks. They waited to see if Gwen would resume the conversation, but she never returned to the phone.
"Steve's getting ready to board that ship, and there are a lot of guys with guns waiting for him!" worried Kate. "They're going real fast and the damn pirates are shooting at him. How's he going to manage it without getting killed?"
The women were still in their pajamas, with Gwen speaking to her mother, when the locked door suddenly clicked and several men with guns strode into the room. They looked at Gwen and grinned knowingly. The largest of the men grabbed Gwen's arm and hauled her from the room as the other men did the same with Charlotte and Cheryl, but not before Cheryl had managed to turn on her video camera to record whatever she could.
The women were pushed onto the main deck where a huge man stood waiting. Gwen was used to being around large men. Jared was over six feet six and extremely powerful, but the man standing before Gwen was much larger!
Looking past the man, Gwen could see armed men going through the pockets of dead crew members strewn about the deck. Pirates were everywhere she looked, although many of them carried no modern weapons. Those without guns waved knives and machetes as they searched the vessel for more victims.
The huge man was bare-chested and his amazingly toned body glistened in the morning light. He saw Gwen's disgust at the actions of his men and he laughed.
"Even us poor, lowly pirates have internet," he chuckled. "We've been waiting for the Lady in Red to arrive in our waters. You are to be married shortly. My gift to you will be a strong son."
As he spoke he extended his hands and ripped Gwen's pajama top from her body. Then he squeezed Gwen's breasts as his men held her arms so she was unable to cover herself. Without conscious thought, Gwen spat into the man's face.
The giant instantly backhanded Gwen and then brought his hand back across her face so his palm spun her head with the force of his second blow. Blood began flowing from Gwen's split lip and from a nasty cut on her cheek.
Reeling from the blows, but still defiant, Gwen again spat blood on the man, this time hitting his chest. "Steve Hammer will kill you for that!"
"The famous Steve Hammer? I only wish he were here so he could watch me breed his woman, just before I killed him with my bare hands," stated the giant confidently. "You would see which one of us is the better man."
Suddenly a U.S. Navy jet roared overhead. It was so low that the deck vibrated as the aircraft began climbing rapidly. Once the decibel level dropped, the unmistakable sound of helicopters became clear. Men in a helicopter to Gwen's left began firing into the teaming mass of pirates on the main deck.
Gwen noticed quite a few pirates had gathered on the other side of the ship and were firing at something not yet in her line of vision. Suddenly another helicopter came into view as it swung in a tight arc toward the ship. Two men on that craft opened fire at the pirates that had congregated on that side of the vessel. As the helicopter completed its turn, Gwen saw a rope ladder was extended almost horizontally from the craft. At the end of that ladder was a man! He held to the bottom rung with one hand as he fired an assault rifle into the pirate hoard with the other!
The momentum of the helicopter turning had been imparted to the figure on the ladder. He travelled very rapidly as he was whipped toward the ship by the turn of the helicopter. Suddenly, he released his hold on the ladder and was propelled feet-first into a large group of pirates. Men were sent flying backward as the human cannonball crashed into them. In a matter of seconds the man's speed had been drastically reduced. He rolled over several times before he came to his feet. As he stood, he pulled two handguns and began a withering assault on the pirate ranks.
The stunned pirates finally regained their bearings and those with firearms began shooting back. That was when Gwen saw more boots hit the deck as men began dropping from the ladders lowered by the two helicopters as they hovered just above the ship. Gwen saw the last man to drop to the deck very awkwardly and smash into a life boat near the railing. She recognized that the man as her father! Meanwhile Steve, joined by his friends, was decimating the pirate ranks.
"It looks like you'll meet Steve pretty soon," yelled Gwen to the pirate leader over the din. "But I guarantee he won't be friendly!"
Steve and his friends had quickly developed their plan of attack as they approached the stalled hospital ship. The helicopter with Jason, Jared, Billy, and Pete was to make a pass over one side of the ship, shooting as they went. It was hoped that it would distract the pirates enough that Steve wouldn't be shot to ribbons as he attempted to board the ship.
Steve was to climb down to the end of the rope ladder. The helicopters had no winches and no ropes for rappelling, so the ladder would have to do. The pilot was to go in low and suddenly turn into the ship while Charlie and Chip fired at the pirates closest to the side. The quick turn would not only accelerate Steve, but cause him to suddenly gain altitude to clear the side of the ship. That would reduce the amount of time he would be in the sights of the pirates as he rapidly rose from just above the water to the height of the deck.
Steve had been surprised at the speed he gained as he arced around and headed toward the deck. He gritted his teeth as he forced himself to maintain his grip on the ladder with one hand while he fired into the pirates with the rifle in his right hand. He released the ladder when he was certain that his momentum would carry him over the side of the ship and into the pirates.
He bent his knees as he hurtled feet-first toward his surprised adversary. He kept firing his rifle until it was jarred from his hand when he began making contact with the bodies of the men in front of him. He heard, and even felt bone and cartilage breaking and separating as his boots hit man after man, some in the torso, and some in the head. Slowed by the humanity he had crashed into, Steve rolled over several times and came to his feet. As he stood, he pulled his handguns and began firing. He felt bullets strike his vest. It quickly became obvious that there were more pirates than his group had anticipated. Steve knew he could never kill them all before they would shoot him down. Suddenly, he heard Chip's voice behind him.
"You get the fuckers in front and I'll take these bastards!"
Then within a few seconds Jason, Charlie, Jared and Pete were on the deck, firing steadily into the rapidly decreasing number of pirates. Steve flinched when he saw Ted hit the deck hard and bang into a nearby lifeboat. Billy moved next to Ted to help him stand. Steve returned his concentration to the men he was fighting. Many of the pirates still standing were coming at him with knives and machetes. Steve found himself wondering if that was better, or worse than having firearms.
Steve felt the presence of a man behind him. He turned to see a man about to bring his machete down on his head when he heard a loud roar from a short distance away. The man with the machete flew off to the side, blood seeping from numerous wounds. Ted was standing a short distance away with a shotgun, the barrel still smoking, clutched in his left hand. Steve nodded as he quickly replaced the magazines in his guns.
The deck was littered with dead and dying pirates. Those that were still standing suddenly decided the fight was not going the way they had hoped. They began dropping their weapons and raising their hands. Jason and Jared began directing those that could still walk to form a group by the railings.
Steve searched the ship with his eyes and finally saw a bloodied Gwen. A giant of a man held her by a handful of hair. In his other hand, he held a large knife, which he had placed against Gwen's throat! Steve felt both rage and fear well up and churn inside his gut.
Considering what he had been told about 'The Butcher', Steve dropped his guns to the deck and pulled his vest over his head and dropped it near his guns. Unarmed and shirtless, he strode toward the huge man.
"I've heard you've never lost a fight," declared Steve in the sudden stillness of the morning. "I'm here to put an end to that claim. Are you man enough to face me?"
The giant grinned broadly as he simply shoved Gwen away, dropped the knife, and strode toward Steve. "This is going to be fun. I'm going to kill you with my bare hands, and then take your woman."
"Butch!" spoke Chip from behind Steve. "Make sure you get the rules straight before you start the fight!"
At first, Steve was confused by Chip's reference to Butch. Then he remembered how he and Chip had watched 'Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid' on several Saturday nights while stationed on the base in Cuba.
"Right! What are the rules of the fight?" asked Steve as the big man stopped a few feet in front of Steve.
"There's only one rule," laughed 'The Butcher'. "The first man to die, loses."
As the pirate leader finished his statement, Steve kicked him in the groin as hard as he could. When the man brought his hands down to his crotch, Steve moved in and began whipping punches into his midsection and chest. Steve had spent a lot of time on the heavy bag during his workouts with Jared and was confident that no one could long endure the punches he was throwing.
That was when the man backhanded Steve so hard that he fell backward and to the deck. 'Big Ben' moved forward to kick Steve, but he rolled over and quickly jumped to his feet. The two men circled for a short time before Steve moved in and again delivered hard punches to Chancellor's midsection. Steve knew that staying close prevented his opponent from getting his full strength and momentum into a punch.
Steve had seen the blood and bruises on Gwen's face. His anger consumed him as he swung his fists into the bigger man. He had never wanted to hurt a man like he wanted to hurt this one. He channeled his anger, rather than let it control him. He fed off it, and used it fuel his efforts.
He remembered his father teaching him as a teen that when he was up against an opponent of superior strength, he had to be smart. "Hit him where he lives", was the expression his father had always used. "Don't break your hands on a man's head. If he can take a punch, you'll be dooming yourself by hitting him in the face. Work on his heart, stomach, kidneys, and lungs; where he lives!"
Suddenly 'The Butcher' managed to land a blow that staggered Steve. Sensing Steve was in trouble, Chancellor lumbered after him. Somehow, Steve managed to stay away from the bigger man long enough to shake the cobwebs from his head. Once again, Steve moved in, pummeling the larger man's torso and chest with punches thrown as hard as Steve was able.
"Why doesn't Steve hit the guy in the jaw?" asked Ted through clenched teeth as he held his aching arm.
"Because it would only hurt Steve's hand," responded Chip. "He knows that he has to wear the guy down. I just hope he does it before the bastard takes Steve's head off.
Ted was in pain from his obviously broken arm, but he couldn't stop watching the battle between the two powerful men. He had never witnessed such savagery and brutality. The sounds of flesh being viciously and repeatedly struck were something he'd never forget.
The cameraman in the helicopter above had zoomed in on the two combatants and the world watched in horror and amazement.
"Jesus! Is he going to fight that monster?" wondered President Rosen aloud as Steve and 'Big Ben' squared off on the deck of the ship. His question was quickly answered when Steve kicked the larger man and moved in to begin pummeling his midsection. The President of the United States watched the battle in stunned amazement, along with millions of people around the globe.
Those watching from Marsh's Landing were literally on the edge of their seats as the battle raged on the screen. Groans filled the room whenever Steve hit the deck. Sybil sat next to her mother in silence as she watched Steve battle the much larger man, before finally speaking.
"He's doing this for her, you know," stated Sybil softly, but loud enough for all of the others to hear. "That brute hurt Gwen, and now Steve has it to do. He'll never allow another man to touch her like that as long as he lives. He'll kill that damn stupid pirate. Just watch.
"But it isn't enough to just kill him. The world has to see and learn what happens to any man, no matter how big and strong he is, that harms Gwen. Steve will kill him with his bare hands! He's the Warrior and he's fighting for his Queen!"
Once again, Chancellor managed to land a haymaker to Steve's face. Steve stumbled backward as he wiped the blood from his eyes. His head ached and his ears had a constant ring. He had never fought a man as tough as 'The Butcher'. Realizing that he couldn't allow the pirate to catch his breath, Steve moved back in and once again began hammering Chancellor in the torso.
As he watched his best friend battle his huge foe, Chip contemplated simply shooting the man in the head to prevent Steve from suffering any further injury. The only thing that stopped him was the knowledge that Steve would never forgive him. Chip was beginning to worry about the outcome of the fight. He had never seen Steve defeated. When the battle had begun, Chip was confident that Steve would destroy the larger man quickly. That hadn't happened and now Steve was beginning to tire. Chip promised himself that if Chancellor managed to get Steve down and in a position to kill him, he would shoot the big man and apologize to Steve later.
Steve suddenly changed tactics and struck 'Big Ben' in the knee with a vicious kick, forcing the big man to limp backward. Steve lashed out again and struck the same knee. The impact jarred Steve's leg, but the pirate remained standing. Once again, Steve moved under the wild swings of his opponent and launched another series of body punches.
Steve was as surprised as anyone when Chancellor suddenly dropped to his knees with his head hanging down against his chest. His breathing was extremely ragged as he gasped for air. Steve immediately brought his right foot around and struck the larger man squarely on the chin, turning the brute's head. Seeing his opening, Steve stepped in behind the kneeling pirate, grabbed his hair with one hand and his chin with the other. Then he intentionally, and brutally, snapped the huge man's neck!
"You lose, Mother Fucker!" rasped Steve as Chancellor's body dropped to the deck. Steve proceeded to grab a hand full of the dead man's hair and drag the inert body toward the railing. Everyone watched in amazement as Steve grabbed the man's belt with one hand, a fistful of hair with the other, lifted the body chest high, and threw it overboard!
Steve slowly turned; staring at the rest of the pirate crew as he painfully walked toward them. Jason quickly spoke to his captives. "You men grab your friends' bodies and toss them over the side. Then jump over after them. If any of you are still here one minute from now, you'll be shot where you stand."
Enough of the men understood English to translate for their comrades that didn't. There was immediate activity as pirate bodies were tossed into the ocean. A pirate stood looking at a badly wounded fellow pirate, unsure of what to do when Jared walked over, lifted the wounded pirate and proceeded to fling him over the side. The pirates understood the message and began removing the wounded. Within two minutes, there was no sign of any pirate presence on the ship, except for numerous blood stains scattered about the deck. Jason counted 15 bodies of crew members
Steve had staggered past the stunned pirates and up to Gwen, who was being supported by Charlotte. As he drew near, Gwen sobbed and wrapped her arms around Steve's bloodied body as they both slowly collapsed to their knees.
Seeing that Steve was in no condition to make decisions, Jason signaled for one of the helicopters to land on the deck. The sea was calm and it had no difficulty touching down.
"Jared, get Gwen on that chopper. Chip, help me load Steve. Once we get those two in, Ted and Pete need to climb in. They're both hurt. Chip, you ride with them. The rest of us will take the second helicopter. They must be getting low on fuel, so let's get moving!"
"I should stay and help the injured," protested Charlotte weakly.
"We're going home now, Charlotte. You're going with me right now," stated Billy emphatically. "Besides, I need you to take care of my arm." Charlotte nodded meekly in agreement.
"What are the ramifications of Hammer killing that big son-of-a-bitch?" asked Rosen as he watched the second helicopter lift off the hospital ship. "What kind of fallout will there be?"
"Sir, if I may speak?" asked a crusty Marine General who had witnessed the entire battle with President Rosen. "He's added to his legend. I wish to hell he was a Marine. The world just saw the very best America has and now they know just how goddamn good our best is!"



"What will other countries think? Steve Hammer just stepped up to a badly injured man and killed him in cold blood," argued one of Rosen's older civilian aides. "We can't condone that behavior."
"That was a battle to the death between two real men," shot back General Hopkins. "It was a war situation. Those damn pirates killed a lot of innocent people. God only knows what they did to those women! Hammer did what needed doing."
Cynthia Rosen had been sitting in the back of the room, watching the drama unfold and listening to the ensuing conversation. She immediately joined the discussion.
"If you do anything but praise that man every which way possible, it'll all come back to bite you on the ass," suggested the First Lady with some emotion. "There's a man that flew thousands of miles, hung with one hand from a ladder on a helicopter, and was pretty much launched into a hostile, armed group of killers. He did it willingly to save his future wife! He risked everything for her. He fought a massive, deranged murderer and yes, he killed him. By doing so, he made the world a better place and saved the most respected, popular, and beautiful woman in the world.
"This is a no brainer. I guarantee that every woman that saw that battle will have wet panties whenever they think about what Steve Hammer was willing, and able to do for his lover. You need to come out strongly in support of his actions. It would be far better to argue with your allies than turn your back on America's royal couple, especially after tonight."
"Cynthia and General Hopkins are right," agreed Rosen. "To hell with anyone that doesn't feel Steve had cause. That wasn't cold blooded. That was the heat of battle. That bastard would've killed Steve in a heartbeat if he had the chance. The United States will back Steve unequivocally in this. Alert the press that I'm going to make a statement. I want to be if front of this situation."
The quiet at Marsh's droned on for what seemed like a very long time after Steve threw the dead Chancellor from the ship. Cheryl's father, who had been invited to the private room with his wife, finally broke the silence.
"Jesus! Steve just killed that big bastard, then lifted him up, and tossed his body into the ocean! He's got to be the toughest son-of-a-bitch on the planet!"
"Look at Dad!" pointed out Kate. "They're helping him into the helicopter. He's been hurt!"
"So has Pete!" exclaimed Becky. "Jared practically lifted him into the chopper."
"Billy's bleeding quite a bit," worried his mother. "Look at the blood on his arm!
"Jared, Chip, Charlie, and Jason look okay," observed Lisa with some relief. "Can you believe what those guys just did? They defeated a small army, and Steve killed the guy that was supposed to be the toughest man in the world; and he did it with his bare hands!"
"I probably shouldn't feel this way, but I'm glad Steve killed him," confessed Paula. "I can't even think about what that monster did to Gwen. She was practically naked! She had blood on her face. I just hope she's okay.
"Ted was holding his arm, so his injury shouldn't be life threatening, if he doesn't bleed too much. I don't know about Pete and Billy, but Steve must be in a lot of pain by now. That Chancellor hit him hard enough to kill most men."
TV and the internet were consumed with videos, photos, and descriptions of the pirate attack and the aftermath. Sentiment around the world was on Steve's side. Very few people questioned his decision to kill the powerful pirate.
Jason had guessed correctly when he suggested that the choppers were getting low on fuel. By the time they set down not far from the Red Lady, they were running on fumes. As soon as everyone climbed aboard the company aircraft, the pilots pointed her homeward by way of London, where they stopped to refuel.
The sun had only been up a couple of hours when two helicopters flew low over Sparta and landed on the high school athletic field. The citizens of Sparta had been waiting for the group's return and a huge crowd had gathered by the time the copters came into sight.
Eight convertibles were parked nearby and the weary travelers were escorted to the vehicles by the young ladies of Sparta's varsity cheerleading squad. Paula, Lisa, Kate, Jordan, Becky, and Naomi were already seated in six of the cars and hugged their men as they joined them in the back seat. Billy and Charlotte climbed into one convertible while Steve and Gwen took their place in the last car. Cheryl and Jeff continued to video Steve and Gwen as they gingerly climbed into the automobile.
"I agreed to this because Dad said he was doing okay and could wait half an hour for what will probably be surgery on his arm," explained Gwen to Steve. "Pete's arm has stopped bleeding. He wanted to do this, and Billy insisted on it. His cuts will require stitches, and it looks like you may need a few, as well.
"You and I are a sight, but Mom said that everyone was so proud of you guys they simply had to show you how much. It's going to be a little embarrassing, but it's really important to everyone in Sparta that they welcome their heroes back properly. You guys are legend!"
Gwen's lip was grotesquely swollen and she had a gash on her left cheek, while Steve's face was discolored, with several lumps already formed, and once again, he sported a beauty of a shiner.
The cheerleaders pulled out a huge banner and paraded it around the returning heroes before moving to the front of the column. The banner was professionally made and it read 'The Spartan Nation Proudly Welcomes the Return of our Queen and Our Warriors'.
Before they reached the end of the football field, they were driving through a narrow lane in the midst of a sea of humanity. American flags were proudly displayed and waved as spectators yelled and shouted their pride and approval of the heroic actions of its most famous citizens.
The high school cheerleaders led the procession as the small parade slowly made its way through the main street of Sparta. The couples in the car smiled, waved, and greeted many of the people they recognized in the huge crowd.
Gwen was embarrassed when so many of the people in the crowd gasped when they saw the battered faces of the couple. Tears flowed freely as locals began to realize the scope of the ordeal endured aboard that hospital ship so far from home.
As the procession proceeded through the crowd, women would go into prolonged curtsies and men would bow as Gwen rode past them. Gwen had become somewhat used to the gesture, but tears ran down her swollen cheek as she smiled crookedly and waved to everyone.
The procession traveled four blocks to the entrance of the hospital driveway. People were four and five deep every step of the way. As Steve carefully helped Gwen from the car, the crowd became very loud. Screams, whistles, yells and applause filled the air. Out of habit, Gwen took Steve's left hand in hers and raised it up in a salute, only to have Steve gasp and quickly hunch over.
"I'm so sorry!" apologized a mortified Gwen. "I forgot about your ribs for a second. Please forgive me!"
The crowd had gone totally silent when it became apparent that Steve was obviously in considerable pain. They clearly heard Gwen's immediate apology and waited for Steve's reaction. Steve slowly straightened back up and carefully pulled Gwen close. He then proceeded to gently kiss her swollen lips in front of everyone as the yells and applause once again became deafening.
Steve finally released Gwen, who flashed a bizarre looking smile to the crowd, took Steve's hand, and walked with him into the hospital. Once inside, Steve found Paula crying as she clutched Ted's good arm to her bosom.
"Paula, you need to know that Ted came through for me in a big way. He's a true hero and there'd be no wedding if it hadn't been for his quick actions, even while suffering from a badly broken arm. Your husband, along with our friends saved Gwen, Charlotte, and Cheryl from a damn nasty situation."
Paula looked at Gwen's face, and then at Steve's as tears started pouring even faster. "I was so frightened when Gwen called and that horrible bastard took her while she was speaking to us on the phone. We watched it all. I can't believe how brave you men are! I'm so proud of my husband and my daughters' friends that I can't express it."
Gwen, Charlotte, and Cheryl were warmly greeted by the rest of the women in the family. Then they heard a familiar voice.
"Okay, the reunion is over. Orderlies have wheelchairs for anyone with injuries of any sort to sit in and be wheeled to the ER," directed Laura. "Most of you know how it all works. God knows we've had more than a little experience with Steve, Billy, and even Ted. Pete, welcome to our facility for the first time, and I hope the last. Gwen, or should I say Doctor Anderson? You're included in the free ride to the ER. We need to x-ray your face and take care of your cut. Okay everyone, let's get this started!"
As suspected, Ted required surgery to repair his badly broken arm. Gwen had three small stitches, while Billy needed almost two dozen on his arm where a knife wielding pirate had slashed him just before Billy managed to dispatch the man to hell. Pete had a bullet pass through his triceps. He required antibiotics, a thorough cleaning of the wound and bandaging. Steve had several cracked ribs and a hairline crack of his cheek bone, along with numerous contusions, abrasions, and bruises.
All of them spent the day and that night in the hospital, mostly for observation, as well as an opportunity to rest. Steve had fallen asleep shortly after noon and didn't wake up until six the next morning. He thought that he was recovering nicely until he tried to sit up. That action reminded him of his cracked ribs.
A nurse was walking by his door and saw him struggle to sit on the side of the bed. "You look a lot better today, Steve. The doctor will be in before long to see how you're doing. What you did for Gwen was the most romantic, courageous thing I've ever seen. I knew you guys had something special even back in high school."
"Sandy Johnson?" asked Steve as he recognized his old classmate. "How have you been? I see you're a nurse now. Tell me about yourself."
"You always had a way of making others feel important," smiled the young woman. "I received my nursing degree about four years ago and worked out of state until this hospital opened its new wing. Then I got a job here and I love it!
"I'm engaged to Ned Turner. He was a defensive lineman on the championship team. He's an accountant now. He had an interview scheduled with Gwen's father, but that's been postponed, as you can imagine. Most accountants around here don't jump from helicopters and battle pirates on the open seas."
"No, I think Ted's one of a kind," agreed Steve. "Are you guys going to come to our wedding?"
"You must be kidding! The whole world's going to your wedding! I know you can't tell me, but rumor has the Royal couple, the Russian President, the President of France, former President Hanson, President Rosen, Senator Chatham, and dozens of other politicians and world leaders all coming to Sparta!
"You guys have done us proud. Gwen is being called Sparta's Queen. She's so modest, generous, and sincere that almost no one feels jealous about it. I was reading some stories on the internet before I came into work. You're called the Warrior, and you'll protect your Queen with your life.
"You're like a billionaire, a movie star, a recording star, a football star, and the best looking guy in the free world. But with all of that, you remembered me and took the time to ask about my life. I don't know if you realize how that makes people feel. Everyone in town loves you for it. You, Gwen, your friends, and family all act like regular people and treat everyone as equals, even though you're extremely wealthy and successful."
"I guess that means you're coming to the wedding?" chuckled Steve. "Please save a dance for me, if it's okay with Ned. It's great to see you again. I almost forgot what a bubbly personality you have. Tell Ned I'll put in a good word for him with Ted, although I can't promise it'll help."
"You will? I can't wait to tell him what you said!" replied Sandy. "Somehow, I think you might have some influence with your future father-in-law. Mr. Anderson really seems to like you a lot, but that's no surprise."
Just then, a tall man in scrubs walked into the room and Sandy became all business. When the doctor carefully pulled Steve's hospital garb away from his chest to examine him, she let out an audible gasp.
"Is it the bruising, or the amazing musculature that caused that reaction, Nurse Johnson?" teased the doctor. "It looks like you've been in a life and death struggle with a real titan, Mr. Hammer. The fact that you're the one I'm examining indicates your foe didn't fare nearly as well.
"I watched that battle in real time while sitting on my sofa enjoying a cold drink," revealed the doctor. "It was incredible! My wife thinks it was the most romantic thing she's ever seen. Apparently, fighting and defeating a huge killer to defend your lady is way up there on the list of things women find desirable."
"This woman certainly does!" came Gwen's voice from the doorway. "He, Dad, and the other guys arrived in the nick of time. Then Steve somehow got that brute to drop his knife that he held to my throat. I'll never forget that battle and how incredibly tough Steve is."
"I watched it with Ned. He thought that Chancellor guy was going to win. I told Ned that you'd not only beat the guy, but you'd kill him for what he did to Gwen," chimed in Sandy.
"Sandy Johnson?" asked Gwen as she suddenly recognized the young nurse. "How have you been? You're a nurse here in Sparta now? It's so good to see you!"
"I should have curtsied," replied the slightly nervous nurse. "I forgot since we were in a lot of the same classes in school. I'm sorry."
"Please, don't say that," insisted Gwen. "If people feel better doing that for some reason, it's okay, but I'd prefer that they didn't. I'm not a queen. I'm just the same as you and the rest of our classmates."
"I don't think that's even close to accurate. You're a huge movie star, a congresswoman, and extremely wealthy. You help people less fortunate all the time. You've saved a lot of lives with your generosity. Please let us enjoy having a Queen. It's especially cool because it's what the folks in Sparta want, not some birthright, or privilege. As I was just telling Steve, you're our Queen and he's the Warrior, just like those movies you guys made.
"Remember that I was in the gym when those terrorists attacked. I saw what Steve did, and what you did as soon as the shooting stopped. At our graduation, I was the one that gave up my seat so Steve could sit on the end. Am I glad that I did! I've seen what you two can accomplish, and it's way beyond what the rest of us mortals can do!"
Feeling uncomfortable with the topic, Steve made an effort to change it. "Sandy is engaged to Ned Turner. He's an accountant now. He had an appointment with Ted, but that was before Ted decided to partake in an adventure by flying to the Indian Ocean, jumping from a helicopter onto a ship, and saving my life. It sort of put his business on hold."
"Ned Turner is your fiancé? He's a great guy! I'll talk to Dad about him. I'd be very surprised if he didn't find himself working in Dad's office pretty soon," promised Gwen. "When's the wedding?"
"We're getting married in August. It won't big a big affair like your wedding, but we think it's going to be pretty nice. We're having the reception in Marsh's banquet room. Would you and Steve come? I didn't invite you because I was afraid that it would look like I was trying to pander to you since we haven't seen each other since high school."
"I think that we'd love to go to your wedding and I hope that you come to ours," replied Gwen quickly. "We just have to clear that date on our calendar, which I'll take care of in a few minutes. Maybe Steve and I could sing a couple of songs at your reception, if you'd like?"
"I can't believe this is happening!" bubbled the young nurse. "You'd do that for us? I can't wait to tell Mom what you said. Small wonder you're our Queen! That'll be one of the nicest things anyone has ever done for me."
"Now that we have Nurse Johnson's social life, and her fiancé's career on track, let's get back to the matter of Mr. Hammer's health," suggested the doctor with a big grin.
Steve and Gwen left the hospital and returned to their house shortly before noon. They were relaxing by the pool when Gwen's phone rang. She spoke on it for several minutes before turning to Steve.
"Amber Stahl's in Sparta and would like to do an interview with us for tonight's news magazine show. It would be live, an hour long, and with a five second delay. Are you willing? We'll look pretty bad still, but there are so many pictures of us looking like hell out there already, it won't make much difference."
"Sure," replied Steve. "If we can do in Valhalla. I don't feel like leaving Asgard. I'm pretty stiff and sore."
That evening, Amber was seated across from Gwen and Steve at a large, solid wooden table in the great room in Valhalla. Amber had asked for an audience to be present so she could show people's response to Steve and Gwen's interview. She also planned on allowing members of the audience ask some questions. There were just over a hundred local citizens, along with Gwen and Steve's close friends watching the interview. Once her cameraman signaled that he was ready, Amber began.
"Thanks for agreeing to this interview, Gwen and Steve. First, tell us how you're both doing. You still carry the marks from that situation on the African Coast. Are you okay? And is the wedding still on schedule?"
"We're doing fine, although we don't look like it right now," responded Gwen. "I had a few small stitches in my cheek and Steve has three cracked ribs and numerous bruises and contusions, but we're determined to stay the course!"
"Steve, everyone wants to know how you managed to arrive on scene so fast. You were in Sparta the last anyone knew. Then we hear there's trouble on the African Coast and you come flying to the rescue."
"I spoke with Gwen in the afternoon and she mentioned that their ship would be sailing along the coast of Somalia. That information concerned me, so I decided to take a precautionary trip to East Africa. Our amazing friends and Gwen's father insisted on going along. By the time we landed, it was known that the pirates were intent on attacking the hospital ship, so we climbed into the two helicopters and did what needed doing," responded Steve calmly.
"You hung from the ladder of the helicopter as it swung around over the ship. You were actually propelled into the waiting group of armed pirates. The video shows you shooting a rifle as you clung to the ladder with one hand. When you came to a stop on the deck, you immediately stood with two handguns blazing. Is all of that something you practiced as a SEAL?"
"Not really," chuckled Steve. "We made our plans as we approached the ship. I'd like to add that Chip dropped to the deck and was covering my back within a few seconds of my standing up. Jason, Jared, Charlie, Pete, Billy, and Ted all jumped into the fray immediately. I wasn't alone by any means and wouldn't have made it out alive if it hadn't been for the courage and skill of the others."
"So you had no idea there was a problem when you began your journey? It was simply precautionary?" asked a surprised Amber. "Gwen, were you surprised when Steve boarded the ship?"
"I had been on the phone with Mom since I couldn't reach Steve. She told me that Steve was approaching the ship in a helicopter and that she was watching the whole thing on TV. I was stunned! That was when Chancellor's men unlocked our door and took us to the deck where he was waiting. So, at that time, I knew Steve would be arriving pretty soon.



"Looking back, I realize now that I really shouldn't have been that surprised when Mom told me he was about to board the ship. He's always taking care of me and keeping me safe. I've come to accept that he's amazing, and that he does things no one else can."
"Gwen, your father suffered a broken arm in the battle. We all know he's an accountant with no military training, yet he went on this extremely dangerous mission. He was also wounded the time you recovered Steve and Chip Martin in Iraq. Did you ever think your father would be capable of such heroism?"
"Growing up, he was always there for me and my sisters, but we pretty much took him for granted. The evening that he gave Steve 'The Talk' as it's now known, my perspective of him began to change. Then one evening Steve found me and brought me home after an encounter with a less than polite man, Dad actually punched Steve! That really caused me to revaluate everything I had believed about my father.
"He saved Lisa during the attack at our graduation and went to Iraq with us to find Steve and bring him home. He's stepped up every time there's been trouble. Dad is an accountant, and a very good one, but he's an even better father and husband. Kate, Lisa, Jordan, Mom, and I are extremely proud of him."
"Steve, you fought a brutal hand-to-hand battle with Chancellor, the man known as 'The Butcher'. You ended that struggle by deliberately snapping his neck and throwing his body overboard. Was that planned? Do you feel you were justified? If you had it to do over, would you still kill the man?" asked Amber.
"Yes," was Steve's simple reply.
"When did you decide to kill him, and why?" prodded Amber.
"When he held a knife to Gwen's throat. She was obviously dazed. She was topless with blood running down her cheek and her lip swollen and bloody. His fate was sealed at that moment."
"There are some critics that think you've proven yourself to be unreliable, that you're 'a loose cannon', unable to control your anger," pushed Amber. "How do you respond to that?"
"I would ask the wives, daughters, and sisters of these critics if they would prefer that the man in their life allowed someone to beat and rape them while he searched for legal remedies. Ask the families of the dead crew members if I was too harsh on the man that killed their loved ones in cold blood. Chancellor and I knew exactly what we were getting into. Men have fought to protect their women and families since the beginning of time. Protecting Gwen is my duty; my purpose in life."
"What would have happened to Gwen and the others if that man had killed you in that brutal battle?"
"Watch 'Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid' for the answer to that one," responded Steve with a slight grin. "Gwen is destined for greatness. Somehow, for some reason, she's fallen in love with me. I'll always do everything within my power to keep her, our family, and our friends safe and healthy. I'll never stand idly by when she's threatened. That's my promise to her, and to everyone watching this," stated Steve almost defiantly.
"You certainly don't waffle on that subject!" observed Amber. "Gwen, President Rosen went on television shortly after the attack to state his unequivocal support for Steve's actions. Did that surprise you at all?"
"Truthfully? This is the first I've heard of it. But, it doesn't surprise me, since Steve, Dad, and our friends acted exactly as men should. I'd have been surprised if he didn't support Steve completely," replied Gwen.
"Steve, it was almost exactly eight years ago that I interviewed you and Gwen as you prepared to enter the Academy and Stanford. I asked Gwen if your relationship would survive when you two were to be separated by so much time and distance," recalled Amber. "Gwen told me then that 'time would tell'. How did you two do it?"
"I never felt like we wouldn't be together, and we never lost sight of our goals. Gwen is the one woman in the world that I want as my wife, and I'd wait until Hell froze over if I had to," replied Steve as he smiled at Gwen.
"I think the past couple of days have demonstrated why I'd never be unfaithful to Steve," beamed Gwen. "He's proven his devotion and love as much as is humanly possible."
"Gwen, can you tell us some of the famous guests that you expect to attend your wedding Saturday. The rumor mill has been working overtime. The list is a Who's Who of the most powerful and famous people in the world."
"I can tell you that we invited everyone that cared to come," smiled Gwen around her swollen lip. "Our friends and neighbors will be here. I think there will be some well known people in attendance, but they can decide if they want to reveal their plans to the world. We just hope that we get enough people to fill up the LiR building."
"Steve, it's been reported that Lady in Red Productions is granting the rights to televise the wedding to any network or station that donates five million dollars to a charity you designate. How has that worked so far?"
"Pretty well, Amber. We've had nine networks and independent stations take us up on the offer. Stephanie explained it all to me a few minutes ago. We have a list of charities and are on the tenth one now. Our local hospital received the first donation. Larry Carson's 'Help a Veteran' received the second one. We feel really good about our wedding helping people in need."
"That brings me to my next question. You're actually performing a two hour musical production as a lead-in to the wedding! I've never heard of this being done before. Obviously, it's one reason so many stations want to broadcast the wedding of the century. Gwen, can you give us an idea of what to expect?"
"I've hardly had time to go over it with Charlie and Jordan. We have three days to learn our parts, and our songs, so I'm a bit nervous about that. Luckily, a lot of what we'll perform will be our hits and popular concert numbers. I guess it could be considered a musical production of our lives from when we met right up to the wedding."
"Let's take some questions from the audience," suggested Amber as she pointed to a young woman near the front.
"Gwen, are you going to wear a white gown for your wedding?"
"That's a very good question!" laughed Gwen. "I prefer that my choice for a gown is revealed to everyone at the wedding, and not before, but thanks for asking."
"We saw pictures from the ship during and after the big fight," chimed in another young woman. "How does your future husband stay in such good shape? He's even more ripped now than he's been in his movies!"
"Steve has a nutritionist handling his diet and he's been working out a lot with Jared so he'll be ready for football," responded Gwen as she smiled at Steve. "I do think he's in absolutely amazing shape and looks great. You saw the pictures. How did he look to you?"
"To me?" gushed the woman. "He's like a fantasy. His body is perfect!"
"Let's get to a few of the males in the audience," laughed Amber as she pointed to a young man that Steve guessed had to still be in high school.
"I just saw on my smart phone that the night before your wedding, Bill Hardy is going to broadcast what he says is the truth about the pirate attack. He's advancing the theory that Gwen Anderson insisted that the captain keep the ship close to the coast. He claims that he's going to show viewers how she's lied about everything that happened. He states that Chancellor was set up by your company to garner publicity for you both. Gwen pretty much lured the pirates in to their death, and the fifteen crew members that died were just collateral damage. How do you feel about Hardy's attack on you and Gwen?"
"We don't care to respond to anything that he....," began Gwen before Steve politely interrupted.
"Excuse me, Gwen. If Hardy plans to malign you so viciously, I feel compelled to put an end to his senseless, petty attacks.
"Stephanie? Could you quickly verify what this man has just told us and get back to me immediately?" asked Steve as he spoke to Stephanie, who was sitting in a front row seat. "If it's factual, we'll proceed to dismantle Hardy's career. Now, let's get back to the interview."
"Who will you maid of honor and best man be?" asked an older woman sitting farther back.
"We really had a long discussion about that since we have many dear friends. We finally decided that Kate and Chip would be asked first and they graciously accepted," beamed Gwen.
"Where will you go for your honeymoon?" asked a middle aged man from the audience.
"We're going to spend our honeymoon in the place we love the most. In other words, right here in Sparta!" revealed Gwen. "We had planned on traveling to some exotic place with sand and sun, but after all that's happened to us lately; we decided that we just want to relax with our family and friends. What more could we ask for than what we have right here?"
"Thanks for the very good questions," stated Amber to her audience. "Gwen, will you be having children?"
"I sure hope so," answered Gwen quickly. "If we're blessed with two or three kids, we'll be extremely grateful. Imagine little Hammers running around town!"
"Steve, how do you feel about Gwen being referred to as Sparta's Queen?" quizzed Amber.
"I think that Gwen has qualities that royalty should possess," replied Steve thoughtfully. "I can see why she would be considered our Queen. I know that it's not a real title, but it's an honor to be referred to in that way. Gwen has earned that sort of love and admiration from much of the public, so I'm good with it."
Just then, Stephanie waved to catch Steve's attention. She was grim faced as she nodded meaningfully to him. Steve nodded back and turned to face Amber.
"I know that you and Bill Hardy work for the same network, so I hope this doesn't adversely affect you, but I've decided to bring Hardy down. His planned attack on Gwen's integrity, as ridiculous as it is, cannot and will not go unanswered.
"Bill Hardy was a reporter for a local San Diego station until the tsunami that struck Indonesia in 2004. The story of his struggles as he was swept away by the ocean that day helped propel him to national prominence," recapped Steve calmly.
"The truth is that he was in a small hotel in Darwin, Australia the day that the tsunami struck Indonesia. He watched the news on a TV in the bar with a couple of Australian nationals. Only after the tsunami's damage was complete did he travel to Indonesia. He apparently cooked up the story about his struggle for survival. I'm instructing Stephanie to place the file we have on Hardy on our web site right now. He keeps accusing Gwen of lying. She does not lie, ever, but he does. He's brought this on himself."
Amber was stunned at Steve's revelation and had no idea how to proceed, or if her network would even broadcast Steve's comments about Hardy. Her producer gave her the sign for a commercial break and she quickly announced that they were breaking for words from their sponsors.
"Jesus, Steve! Couldn't you have warned me about that?" demanded Amber. "I know that jackass really pissed you off, but that was a live interview!"
Before Steve could respond, Amber's producer pulled her off to the side and had a short conversation with her. She nodded to the man and returned to the table where Gwen and Steve had remained seated.
"It got through," admitted Amber. "We were on a delay, but by the time the editors realized the ramifications of what you were saying, they were too slow to stop it. That was broadcast across the country. Hardy's own network just broke the story about how he lied to the world about his adventures in that tsunami! I know you must have all kinds of proof to make an accusation like that publically, but that was rough!
"We're coming back from break in thirty seconds. Please don't say anymore about Bill Hardy, okay?" insisted Amber.
The last half hour of the interview went by with no further mention of Bill Hardy. It was obvious that the audience was very much behind Steve and Gwen, their hometown heroes. Once the interview ended and Amber signed off, people hurried to speak to Gwen and Steve.
"You really stirred things up," chuckled Stephanie as she showed Steve her IPad. "Look at how the press is feeding on Hardy already. He was never well liked by his peers, but he had power. Thus, he was feared by a lot of people."
"That jackass just learned a hard lesson, and I bet a lot of others will take heed," predicted Jordan. "If you attack Gwen Anderson in any way, Steve Hammer will take you down! I thought everyone had already figured that out, but apparently both Chancellor and Hardy were slow learners."
"Yeah, Steve was pretty pissed at Hardy, wasn't he?" agreed Gwen before changing to a happier subject. "Stephanie showed me that video you and Charlie put together for 'The Boys are Back in Town' and it was great! You managed to make it sound country, but still keep its old flavor. I love how you show the guys getting off the choppers looking all strong and manly in their tight tee shirts after that struggle with the pirates. That 'Guess who got back in town today' line was perfect, and 'them wild eyed boys that had been away' was totally appropriate. Those guys were on a mission, and they were wired.
"I really liked how you showed the scene where I slapped Steve's face from our first movie with 'this chick got up and she slapped Johnny's face'. The whole thing was so well done and you and Charlie absolutely nailed the music part. It'll be huge!"
"Thanks! We just released it and it should start playing in the next day or two. I didn't want to step on your wedding, but I knew the video would really be popular, especially with the pirate thing fresh in everyone's mind," admitted Jordan.
"I have some more news," interrupted Stephanie. "The ABS network has agreed to pay our price for the first ever network showing of the Queen and Warrior trilogy. They agreed, as long as we'd guarantee to provide the movies so they could play them Friday, Saturday, and Sunday nights. We've deposited the money and transferred the films. I thought Steve was crazy for holding out for so much, but he got it, even though it's taken over six years. They're going to show 'Rise of the Queen' Friday, and then on Saturday they'll broadcast your wedding before showing 'The Rise of the Warrior'. Sunday night will be 'Rise of the Empire' and I think it's darn smart marketing strategy. People will love watching those movies the very weekend of your wedding, especially so soon after Sparta's 'Warrior' showed the world why he's a legend.
"Some of the other networks are showing your other movies and we just may sell the broadcast rights to 'Billie Jean'. NBS wants to play it Monday night. They don't want to compete with the Queen and Warrior movies, but they want to strike while the iron's hot, and that iron is red hot right now. Because it won best picture at the Oscars, it'll demand a high price, especially since it was in theaters just a few months ago."
"Gwen, I've received word that the Royal Couple will be coming to Sparta on Thursday evening!" exclaimed Ashley. "They've accepted your offer to stay in your home for the two evenings they will be here. They'll fly out after the wedding on Saturday.
"President and Cindy Rosen, former President and Mrs. Hanson, President and Mrs. Novokov, and Vlad and Anna Novokov will 'rough it' in Valhalla. Senator Chatham is staying with your mom, along with Steve's grandparents, aunt, and cousin Jen. The rest of us are putting up some VIP's for the weekend. Nadiya and Hans are staying with Kate. Lisa and Jason are putting up former President D'Anjou and his wife. Jordan and Charlie are hosting President Marchant and his wife and daughter. Asgard will have presidents, a prince and princess, as well as our queen and her king. This is going to be the biggest and best wedding ever!"
"Don't be calling me a queen in front of the Royals!" cautioned Gwen. "That would be embarrassing."
Later that evening, Gwen announced that she was going to join her sisters and friends for a girls' night at Valhalla. She gave a Steve a long kiss and headed out the door. Steve was relaxing while watching a baseball game when the doorbell rang. Curious, he moved to the front door and opened it.
"We're here for your bachelor party. You told everyone that you really didn't feel up to going out, so we've decided to bring the party to you," stated Julie Wilson as she walked into the living room followed closely by Paula, Diane, and Cindy Quick, all wearing robes.
"Uh, thanks for the thought, but I'm still pretty sore," responded a very surprised Steve. "I was just going to relax for a while before going to bed."
"That's exactly what we had planned for you," grinned Cindy. "We want you to be very relaxed."
"And to that end, you're going to sit for a while in your hot tub and enjoy all of the therapeutic advantages possible," grinned Diane. "We're going to go back and climb in and we expect you to join us."
The ladies all chuckled at the confusion on Steve's face. "Ladies, I'm not sure we should be doing this. Your husbands may be not be very pleased when they find out what you're doing here. I sure don't want to upset Gwen right before our wedding."
"It was Jeff's idea. Will and Ted couldn't agree fast enough," revealed Julie Wilson. "We discussed it with Gwen and she agreed to visit with the other girls for a couple of hours. She thought you should be rewarded for your heroics."
"Really? What a wife she'll make!" laughed Steve. "Who am I to refuse such a generous and beautiful offer? You ladies go on out to the tub and set the controls where you want them. I'll be right out."
A few minutes later Steve joined the women. He found them all sitting in the tub. They had a couple of bottles of wine close at hand and each had a partially filled wine glass in their hand. Steve placed a cooler packed with beer next to the wine.
"That's a lot of beer," observed Paula. "You never have more than one or two. I hope you don't plan on drinking too much."
"Listen to you," laughed Cindy Quick. "You're sitting there all naked and sexy, but you're talking like a mother-in-law. You must know Steve well enough by now to realize he's quite capable of taking care of himself. We all saw an example of that the other evening. It involved being flung from a helicopter into murderers, a gunfight, and finally a battle to the death with a giant. A couple of beers won't even faze the guy."
"Did you just say 'naked'? As in no clothes?" asked Steve with a huge grin as he peeled his clothes off to reveal a swim suit, as well as an ace bandage wrapped around his chest. "I thought you had swim suits on under your robes. I feel overdressed."
"Don't worry about that little problem. We'll help you get those shorts off," volunteered Julie Wilson. "Can we remove the wrap so it doesn't get wet? I've had experience wrapping up broken ribs before, so I can help you get it back on."
"I'll take it off and Gwen can wrap me up when she gets home," replied Steve. "I just have to move very slowly and not extend my arms away from my body too far."
"Oh, Steve! That brute really hurt you!" exclaimed Paula with concern as Steve carefully removed the bandage and his bruises came into view. "I doubt if there's another man in the world that could have defeated him, and you paid dearly."
"It doesn't look as bad as the time that crazy terrorist abducted him and drove up into the mountains," pointed out Diane. "Remember how he was covered in long welts and black and blue marks all over his body?"
Steve began to step into the tub when Cindy Quick stopped him. "Just a minute! Do you think I've waited this long to get into a situation like this just to see you in a swim suit? Take those trunks off!"



"Cindy's right," agreed Julie Wilson. "I've been waiting even longer than she has. Off with the trunks!"
"I'll slide them off once I sit down," offered Steve as he resumed his climb into the tub. "I didn't get to see the four of you climb in naked."
"That's what you get for being last," quipped Diane as she and Paula each grabbed a leg of Steve's shorts and quickly pulled them down, fully exposing Steve to the eyes of four keenly observant women.
"So that's what Naomi's been talking about," stated Julie with more than a little admiration. "Paula, your daughter's a very lucky woman."
"I always thought Jordan was stretching the truth," admitted Cindy. "I think the word 'stretching' may be commonly used with this guy, but in a good way."
Steve blushed and sat down as quickly as he could with his body still sore. "This does feel really good. Paula, would you hand me a beer?"
Paula looked at the cooler, which was just beyond her reach, and then back at Steve, who was grinning smugly. Shrugging her shoulders, she leaned over the side of the tub, her large breasts swinging freely as she bent down to pull a beer from the cooler. Then she stood, stepped over to Steve and carefully sat in his lap as she handed him the beer.
"It's your bachelor party. You're supposed to have naked women serving you drinks and giving lap dances. The situation doesn't allow for dancing, but we can bring you drinks and sit on your lap, if that's okay with you?"
"Are you kidding? This is the best bachelor party ever!" enthused Steve.
"I guess so!" laughed Julie. "How many grooms have their beautiful, and naked I might add, mother-in-law sit on their lap and offer them a beer? I'd say you've just realized what most men only fantasize about."
There was a quick knock on the door, just before it opened and Will, Ted, and Jeff Wilson stepped into the enclosed porch. Paula gasped and tried to slide off Steve's lap, but he had slid an arm around her stomach and held her in place.
"A good bachelor party has to include some male friends to share in the moment," stated Steve with a smile. "I asked these guys if they'd mind joining me with four naked ladies and help celebrate my pending nuptials. They were kind enough to agree."
"I don't know how you talked Jeff into this," responded Julie immediately as she beamed at her husband. "The thought of seeing Paula, Diane, and Cindy naked is upsetting to him, as you can see by the bulge forming in his shorts. Get your clothes off and hop in, Jeff!"
While Ted and Will appeared uncertain about how to proceed, Jeff had no qualms pulling his shirt over his head and dropping his shorts and boxers. All the women watched him as he made his way over by Julie and sat down.
"Will, are you going to let Jeff and Steve have all of the fun?" teased Diane. "This is your chance to live the dream. I know you've always admired my sister's figure. Now it's on display with her on Steve's lap and her big breasts above the water. If you want to stay, you need to get naked and in the tub. You just might get to see Julie and Cindy, too."
Will grinned as he unbuttoned his shirt, dropped his shorts, and stepped into the water.
"You go commando, Will?" asked Paula as she made a point of staring at Will's groin before he sat down.
"I told you that under that unassuming, accountant demeanor is a sexual tiger," replied Diane with pride. "This guy will try about anything, and he'll do it extremely well. He has a very sick mind, and I love it!"
"I can't even get my clothes off," admitted Ted as he pointed at his arm. "I can't get the cast wet, either. Maybe I should leave."
"That's not going to happen!" stated Paula emphatically. "You're not leaving me here with these deranged men, and I'm having too much fun to leave."
With that, Paula stood and stepped out of the tub. Jeff Wilson groaned as he watched Paula's naked body move toward her husband. She gently unbuttoned his shirt, removed Ted's sling, and tugged the shirt off over his cast. Then she replaced the sling, knelt in front of her husband, unbuckled his belt and lowered his shorts.
"You go commando!" laughed Diane. "It seems that so-called bean counters are way sexier than one might expect."
Paula led Ted into the water and had him sit on a higher seat so that his cast would be above the water. Then she sat on his lap and kissed him soundly on the lips.
"Excuse me, Cindy, but would you mind grabbing a beer for Jeff?" asked Julie Wilson.
"You're closer to them than I am," pointed out Cindy before realizing Julie's intent. "Of course! I'd be glad to get a beer for him."
With that, she stood and leaned over the tub to reach into the cooler. The men were torn between looking at her beautiful round ass and her large, firm breasts so they looked at everything as much as they could. Cindy smiled as she turned around to see the men wide-eyed and slack-jawed. She handed the beer to Jeff who openly stared at her breasts.
"Way to be smooth," joked Julie as she pushed her husband's jaw closed.
Cindy very carefully sat down on Steve's lap and kissed his cheek. "I can't tell you how much this all means to me. I'm closer to Jordan now than I had ever been. I get to see her beautiful baby every day and everyone treats me with respect. I have you to thank. That wake-up call that morning at Paula's pool turned my life around. You've forgiven me and now I get to sit on your lap naked. I'd say it all worked out pretty well."
"You're just living up to your potential," insisted Steve. "I've heard about how you volunteer for several charities and fund raisers. I see how much people like and admire you. When you walk into a room, every man turns to watch. You're a very good person and it's obvious to everyone."
"You saved Jordan. She's now very happy, successful, and devoted to her family. Then you saved me. I'm just trying to live up to your expectations," responded Cindy.
"I think you don't give yourself enough credit, but as long as you're doing so well, I'll take any praise you want to give me," smiled Steve as he hugged the woman very gently.
"I'm thinking that we need to make a movie that features you ladies," stated Steve. "You represent a huge part of the population. We need to showcase that women in their forties and fifties are active, vibrant, and sexy. I'll see what we can come up with. Our company needs to utilize the talent we have available."
"You think we're sexy?" asked Diane as she moved to sit on her husband's lap.
"Ahhhgh," moaned Jeff as he watched Diane's breasts jiggle as they came into view.
"I guess Jeff answered that question," laughed Julie. "Now he's going to be all horny and demanding tonight in bed, not that I'm complaining."
"Oh, my! I just noticed that Ted doesn't have a drink. Julie, could you hand a beer to my husband?" asked Paula with a smirk.
"I thought you'd never ask!" beamed Julie as she rose and moved between Ted and Will to reach into the cooler. As she moved past Will, she lurched a little so that her breasts slid across Will's face.
"I'm so sorry!" chuckled Julie. "I hope I didn't hurt you, Will."
"He seems to be okay," laughed Diane. "If there's any bruising, he'll just have to live with it, and the memories of the mammaries."
The men watched the very voluptuous Julie Wilson lean over and pull a beer from the cooler. As she swung back to the tub, she once again lurched slightly, which forced her ample bosom into Ted's staring eyes and face. She took a few seconds to pretend to steady herself before pulling her amazing chest away from a grinning Ted.
"My God!" exclaimed Paula. "You could have poked Ted's eyes out, and then you almost smothered him. Are you okay, Darling?"
"I'm alright," managed Ted as his face glowed a beet red. "I thought jumping onto a ship full of blood thirsty pirates was dangerous, but being around Julie when she's naked is even more risky. How do you manage, Jeff?"
"I have nipple scars all over my body," replied Jeff with mirth. "Those babies have been abusing me for years. Now you have an idea of how I suffer. It seems like life in your house must have been pretty dangerous, too."
"Not as bad as it probably should have been," answered Ted. "I was a bit of a prude most of my married life. I'd never have permitted Paula to expose herself like this. It's only the last couple of years that' I've realized that nudity isn't some sort of terrible sin and it doesn't have to lead to orgies."
"Damn! You just spoiled my fantasy," complained Julie. "Cindy, could you take a seat somewhere else so I can have a turn on Steve's lap?"
"Here, sit on Will's lap," offered Diane as she stood and moved toward Jeff and carefully sat down on his lap. "I promise to be careful to not give you any more 'nipples scars'. I wouldn't want to disfigure you even more."
"Truthfully, I could stand a couple more around my face," joked a delighted Jeff as he carefully placed his hands on Diane's knees and watched his wife slide sideways onto Steve's lap.
"Now I can die happy," stated Julie as she leaned over and kissed Steve's cheek while pressing her breasts against his chest. "I've wanted to do this for years."
"I don't know what stopped you," complained Steve. "I wanted this when we were stationed in Cuba."
"I thought you were a boy that spent a lot of time looking at my daughter. Now I find out that you were watching me, too? Ladies, did you know about this? He uses our daughters to get close to us."
"I suspected it for some time," admitted Paula. "He's always seemed to have an unusual attraction to us more mature women. Then I found out that all of the young men seem to fancy us. It's all very disconcerting."
"Yeah, I can't tell you how upset I get when I see Billy and the other guys trying to look down my top," added Julie. "I had to stop wearing bras so just to stop those young men from seeing my sexy, frilly bras."
"That's why we've been seeing your girls bouncing around so much lately?" asked Cindy. "What a good idea. I'm going to stop wearing any under garments at all. That should keep those guys from trying to look."
"That's a great idea," agreed Ted as he sneaked a quick feel of Paula's breast. "It would sure stop men from seeing your underwear. I would suggest that all of you ladies listen to Cindy and follow her suggestion."
"Really, Ted? You used to complain if I went braless around the house. Now you're telling me I should go out that way? And leave my panties home, too?"
"Steve, what do you think?" asked Julie as she pressed her breasts more firmly against Steve's chest. "Never mind! I know what you're thinking. It's poking me right now!"
"Julie, let's trade seats," suggested Paula quickly. "Jeff is getting all jealous of Steve. Besides, Ted's been staring at your breasts since you raised them out of the water and slapped him in the face with them. I want him to see them up close and personal again. I think he'll reward me for the suggestion later."
The two women traded places and Paula sighed contentedly as she carefully leaned her breasts into Steve and smiled. Steve suddenly put on his serious face that Paula knew so well. She cocked her head and watched him formulate his thoughts.
"Paula, I'd like to ask you a favor. I hope I'm not out of line, but I've been thinking about it for awhile," began Steve. "Gwen will dance with Ted at the wedding for the father/daughter dance. My mom's been gone for over ten years. You've been like a mother to me since the day I met you and Gwen. Would it be okay if I danced with you for the mother/son dance?"
Tears trickled down Paula's face as she realized what Steve was asking. He wanted her to be his mother, at least temporarily. She knew he didn't make the decision without considerable thought. He couldn't have given her any greater honor!
"Oh, Steve! Of course, I'd be okay with that. I'll be the proudest mom in the world!" responded Paula as she wrapped her arms around Steve's neck and gave him a quick kiss on the lips.
"If I hadn't just seen it, I never would have believed it," marveled Diane. "This guy that's marrying my niece has her mother, my sister, naked on his lap as he asked her to represent his mother at the wedding. Her sister and her husband watched it happen and feel all choked up. While Paula isn't acting too motherly at the moment, she's accepted the rare honor."
"Not acting too motherly?" questioned Julie. "She's doing everything but breast feeding the boy. Look at her boobs while she has her arms around Steve. They're plastered to his tender, aching chest. Are you okay, Steve? Should we get a pry bar and free you from your mother-in-law's grip?"
"I'm fine!" answered Steve as he gently hugged Paula. "I was worried that you might think I'm childish for wanting you to dance with me in place of Mom. You've been so good to me since the first time we met. I want you to know how much I respect you and Ted and appreciate that you're welcoming me into the family."
"Now that's the way to welcome a young man into the family!" laughed Julie.
"Dad, Mom, and I used to go to nude beaches when I was a kid, when we were on vacation. If Mom was still alive, I'd love to hug her just like this. I only wish that I could," lamented Steve.
"I know I could never take your mother's place, but feel free to hug me any time you want. Ted and I have discussed you until we're blue in the face. You're the son we never had, and we're proud as hell to have you in the family. We can't wait to hold the grandchildren that you and Gwen give us!" soothed Paula as she again hugged Steve while tears trickled down her cheeks.
"I think it's about time I took my place on Steve's lap," insisted Diane as she stood and waited for Paula to move off Steve. "It drives Will crazy when I cuddle up to Steve. Plus he'd love to have his sister-in-law naked on his lap. This bachelor party was a great idea!"
"I think it just might catch on," agreed Julie. "That sick young man, Billie, has been practically begging for a peek at my girls. Maybe we could entertain him before his wedding."
"We could start a business doing bachelor parties," added Cindy. "That's another way to give back to the community!"
"Except for a chosen few, count me out," laughed Paula. "Ted and I have come a long ways, but neither of us would be comfortable with me jumping naked into a hot tub with random, horny, young men."
"I think Will and I feel the same way," stated Diane as she pressed her ample bosom gently against Steve's ripped chest. "However, this horny young man is not random, and I know I'm driving both him and Will crazy right now. This is about as wild as I care to get."
"Then let's get home!" insisted Will. "I need to feed the fish."
"That's our code for 'let's get home and get it on'. Sorry Steve, but my husband needs me and I'm feeling the need myself. It was a great party and we'll see everyone tomorrow," promised Diane as she stood and extended her hand to Will as Paula moved back to Ted's lap while Julie nodded meaningfully to Jeff.
Soon just Cindy, Paula, and Ted remained in the tub with Steve. "I'll be going home now, too. It's pretty dark and I'll have to watch my step, so I'd better get going," said Cindy as she stepped from the tub and donned her robe.
"I'll walk you home," insisted Steve as he pulled on his trunks and sandals. "It's the least I can do for a lady that brightened my night so wonderfully."
Steve walked Cindy to her door. They took their time and chatted as they strolled along the path between the homes. When they reached Cindy's door, she gave Steve a kiss on the cheek and thanked him for the great evening.
As Steve approached his home, he heard a shriek and then numerous giggles and soft talking between numerous women. As he stepped inside, he saw Lisa, Kate, Jordan, Naomi, Stephanie, and Gwen all red-faced and giggling like schoolgirls.
When they finally noticed Steve and his perplexed look, they broke into gales of laughter. Kate was the first to calm down enough to form a coherent sentence.
"We came in the door and heard what sounded like a cross between a scream and a moan coming from the porch. We all knew that Mom, Diane, Cindy, and Julie were going to stop by and 'cheer you up', so to speak, mostly by jumping into the hot tub with you and letting you admire the eight natural wonders of the world. When we heard the sounds of passion, each of us thought you were in there with one of our mothers, doing something that we all know you wouldn't do, but it sure sounded like you were! We barged through the door to find Mom with her eyes rolled back and screaming quietly in ecstasy as she bounced on Dad's lap!
"We all stopped and watched in stunned silence as Mom rode the wave for all it was worth. Then Dad started moaning and we decided to leave, but Mom had finished her petite mort by then and saw us leaving. She shrieked as Gwen was closing the door. We were all standing here in shock when Naomi pointed out the window and we saw Mom and Dad trying to hurry down the path to their place. They were carrying Dad's clothes and her robe. His arm was in that sling and he couldn't move too fast and Mom kept trying to pull him to go faster.
"We've been laughing for several minutes while we waited for you to come home and explain what's going on. We saw things that will scar us for years to come."
"The ladies came over to throw me a 'bachelor party', as they called it," began Steve as a big smile spread across his face. "I knew they intended to tease me mercilessly, which they are very well equipped to do, so I texted Jeff, Will, and Ted and invited them to join us. The ladies were surprised at first, but seemed to enjoy it quite a bit. The men seemed to feel it was okay."
"Dad was naked with Jordan's, Naomi's, and Stephanie's mothers?" asked a surprised Lisa.
"My father must have loved every minute he was here!" exclaimed Naomi. "He's a bigger perv than Billie, but he tries to not let people know what a lecher he really is."
"I bet my father had a great time," predicted Stephanie. "He and Mom seem to have a little game where she flirts a little and teases Dad and pretty soon they're home in bed, working on another sibling for me."
"Where were you when Mom and Dad decided to do the dirty in our tub?" asked Gwen to Steve.
"It was late and kind of dark, so I walked Cindy home. Ted and Paula were in the tub when we left, but if I'd known what they had in mind, I might have hung around a little longer, or hurried back sooner," admitted Steve with a chuckle.
"What about Mom? Did she have a good time? Did she behave?" worried Jordan.
"Your mom was great! She really is a beautiful woman, and her figure is amazing. Now that she's a bit more demure, shall we say, she's a real pleasure, especially naked. She gave me a little kiss on the cheek at her door. Then I came home to find this circus. I'm thinking we should make a 'buddy movie' with those ladies. I think there would be a huge audience for a movie featuring beautiful women their age and looking like they do."
"Mom would love that. She's been working hard to be respectable. She almost never drinks. She's totally off drugs and hasn't smoked in several years," revealed Jordan. "If she could be in some movies, she'd be really happy, especially if she gets a love scene or two with a certain stud that's about to get married."
"How are we going to face Mom and Dad now?" asked Gwen. "That was pretty embarrassing, both for them, and for us."
"Are you kidding?" laughed Lisa. "We'll tease them endlessly and they'll love it, especially Dad. We'll tell him what a stud he is and how he had Mom's eyes rolled back. From what I've learned about men, they're very pleased when their sexual prowess is mentioned favorably."



Early the next morning saw everyone assembled in the LiR Center so that Charlie could go over their parts in the wedding production. "We have limited time, so I'm asking that everyone work hard to get their parts right as soon as possible. Gwen and Steve will be carrying most of the load, but we need to help them every place that we can. As usual, we're trying to do something in a few days that should be rehearsed for months."
As Charlie began handing out the scripts to everyone, Steve suddenly found a slim female flying at him. He managed to catch her as she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him numerous times.
"You look familiar. Do I know you?" teased Steve as he hugged the young woman back.
"Better than anyone else!" laughed Roxie as she slowly released her grip on Steve's neck. "We spent a week naked together in a tropical resort, if you recall. My boobs are bigger now. I'll show you later!"
"That won't be happening," assured Steve, returning Roxie's smile. "Nothing would be unhealthier for me than being with a beautiful young, topless woman, especially just before my wedding."
As Steve spoke, he gathered Roxie's sister, Sam, into his arms. "Wow! Look how beautiful you are now! You're growing into a beautiful young woman."
Sam smiled and hugged Steve back as he mother and father stood nearby. "She's been doing very well since her adventure in the jungle. We were afraid that it would set her back, but she's become more confident and outgoing.
"You already know that Roxie has no shyness problems," laughed Mrs. Thompson. "She's really matured in the last year, and I don't mean her bust size. She's doing well in school and making some very nice friends. Odd as it sounds, their time fighting for survival in the jungle with you seems to have been very beneficial for them both."
"We're going to have a part in your big musical for the wedding!" exclaimed Roxie. "I just hope we get to show everyone how we were half naked all of the time and how great it was."
"I hate to dash your hopes, but that won't be happening," interrupted Jordan as she and Gwen joined the group. "Gwen and I won't even be naked in this show. We're not going to perform our 'Sharp Dressed Man' routine from last year's Oscars. It's going to be a family friendly production. That means that you'll be keeping your shirt on, at least for the show."
"Steve is getting older, and you've matured so beautifully that I don't think he could survive seeing you topless again," added Gwen. "You and your sister have grown into beautiful women."
"Does that mean I can't show Steve how much bigger my boobs are?" asked Roxie with a straight face.
"That's exactly what it means," laughed Gwen. "What happened in the jungle, stays in the jungle."
Charlie had everyone read their parts as he walked them through his script for the big production. "I want everyone to learn their parts this morning and be back here at two PM for a rehearsal. This is Wednesday and we're performing live on Saturday to what may be one of the largest TV audiences ever. Please work hard so we can put on a quality program for Gwen and Steve."
Steve stopped Sybil as she was preparing to leave. "I heard that security for the big cheeses want more room for their people in Valhalla, so you're being asked to vacate today. I want you to put your stuff in one of our extra bedrooms. You'll be staying with Gwen and me; along with the Duke and Duchess, if that's okay with you."
"I couldn't do that! You're getting married Saturday and you'll have all sorts of important company. I'll be in the way."
Steve smiled as he gently pulled Sybil into his arms. "We need to practice our dance. You saved my life and probably Gwen's. You took a bullet protecting her and almost died. Please allow me the opportunity to show my gratitude. You're very important to both Gwen and me. Never doubt that and never think that famous people and politicians mean more to us than you do. I've already told our people to help you move into our house later today, so it's a done deal."
"No wonder Gwen fell so hard for you," replied Sybil as she shook her head in wonder. "You treat people so well and always make certain that others are comfortable and happy. I was scared to death when you fought that big bastard, but I knew you'd beat him. No man can get away with mistreating your friends, and God help anyone that harms Gwen in any way. You really are The Warrior."
'Don't let all of that talk get to you," grinned Steve. "I'm just me. I'm your friend, and I'm in your debt. We'll sneak in some practice for our big dance. I want you to think of the music you want and we'll practice to it.
Once everyone left, hopefully to work on their lines, Charlie, Jordan, Gwen, and Steve began rehearsing the songs that they would be singing. They spent several hours getting everything the way Charlie wanted. They had a late lunch and then did another walk through with everyone in the production.
Charlie was very pleased at how well the cast members had remembered their parts so well. "It's easy to remember because we lived it," pointed out Kate. "We aren't acting so much as we're repeating what we said and did earlier in our lives. This is going to be the best wedding ever!"
The rehearsal went on into the evening. Charlie knew the best way to learn was by repetition. He was well pleased with the progress made the first day, but knew he still had a lot of work in front of him to have the performance meet his expectations.
Steve managed to find time to tease Paula and Ted. They were chatting with the Wilsons when Steve approached them and patted Ted on the back.
"Congratulations! You've added to your impressive list of accomplishments. Your daughters and their friends have greatly increased their respect and admiration for their dad after seeing you in action the other night."
"That was so embarrassing!" blurted a red faced Paula. "We got a little carried away once everyone left. The girls walked in at the worst possible time."
"According to the reports I've received, it was the best possible time," countered Steve with a smile.
"Were you two doing what I think you were doing after we left?" asked a laughing Julie Wilson. "At least Jeff was able to wait until we got home. We didn't make it to the bedroom, but we at least made it inside our door."
"Ted and Paula know that they're always welcome in our home and any and all recreational activities are encouraged, at least until our kids get old enough to understand what Gramps and Grandma are doing," laughed Steve. "Then they'll be asked to do it behind closed doors."
"You're just getting even for the time we walked in on you in Russia," responded a red faced Paula.
"Rumor has it that we now know where Gwen got her 'eyes rolling back into her head' thing. It seems to run in the family," teased Steve.
"Ted, my hat's off to you!" blurted a laughing Jeff Wilson. "You're the man!"
Gwen and Steve were back at the LiR Center early the next morning for several more hours of rehearsal. They had to leave before noon to prepare to greet the Royal Couple. They were scheduled to arrive by US Navy helicopter at one PM.
Steve and Gwen showered and changed well before the anticipated arrival. The helicopter was scheduled to land on the school athletic field rather than Asgard. Everyone had agreed that the people of Sparta would want the opportunity to see them as they first arrived in Sparta. Security was everywhere as numerous police, as well as obvious agents in dark suits, kept everyone and everything under surveillance.
Once the blades on the copter stopped moving, a door swung open and William stepped out. He turned and lifted a toddler down before helping his wife, who was carrying an infant in her arms. Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, and Steve stepped up to them with huge smiles. The Prince extended his hand and Steve shook it warmly while Gwen gave the Princess a gentle hug to not disturb the sleeping baby.
Those watching were filled with pride as Steve then gently hugged the Duchess while Gwen gave William a more robust embrace. Charlie and Jordan then did much the same as they greeted the British aristocrats. It was apparent to the many watching the Royal Couple was on very friendly terms with their local heroes.
"We're seeing true royalty here today," proclaimed an older woman to her granddaughter as she tearfully watched the proceedings. "Sparta really is home to kings and queens!"
Later that afternoon, after getting Kate and William and their kids settled in, Gwen, Jordan, and Duchess Kate visited the local hospital. The Duchess was especially interested in the new children's wing that had been recently added. As the group walked from room to room, everyone they met would curtsy or bow. Even the small children that were not in beds began doing it.
At the third room, Gwen stepped back outside to see if she could speak to a doctor about the equipment in the room. Unknown to her, a crowd had gathered outside the room and as Gwen exited, the parents and visitors suddenly curtsied or bowed, depending on their gender. Gwen quickly glanced back into the room and saw a huge smile on Kate's face as she watched the reaction Gwen had caused.
"There was no offense intended," insisted Gwen as she returned to Kate's side. "It's just something some people do. It wasn't intended to disrespect your position in any way. Everyone knows that you're the wife of the future King of England."
"That was quite possibly the single greatest display of respect that I've ever witnessed," replied the Duchess. "You have become their queen. Not by birth, or marriage, but by years of wonderful deeds. The people in this town, in this country, and even around the world love you for your courage and your kindness. I'm honored to be your friend, and I'm certainly not offended.
"It took some time for me to realize that people wanted a royal couple with whom they could relate, as well as be proud," revealed the Duchess. "I was extremely self-conscious when I was suddenly treated differently. I'm just a regular girl that happened to marry a prince. But I slowly realized that it was important to everyone else that I always be something special to them. I've worked hard to always try to live up to the expectations of the people. It's the very least I can do for them, and for England.
"It seems that you've been thrust into a similar situation, only it's by your own making. What you represent to these people is what's good about your town and your country. You give them hope and a great deal of pride. You are one of the few people that have earned the title. To them, as well as many people all over the world, you are a Queen."
Steve and his friends entertained William riding their four wheelers as well as some skeet shooting. Steve was unable to do any shooting and very little four-wheeling because of his cracked ribs, but he encouraged William to enjoy the activities and was always close by.
When they weren't entertaining royalty, Steve and Gwen worked very hard on learning their parts in Charlie's production. Luckily, it was based on their lives so they were quite familiar with most of the script. Charlie had made a very real effort to not embellish an already amazing story.
Jared took a few minutes when Steve was between scenes to show him the official web site of the Redskins football team. "Look at how much space they dedicate to us. We haven't even gone to a single practice and they're already developing their marketing strategy around us. I guess it's mostly you, but I'm getting more space than their veterans. If I know the egos of football players, they'll be pissed and wanting to kick our asses when practice starts. They'll find our asses aren't so easy to kick!"
"I'm still trying to recover from the last ass-kicking I was in. I sure don't want to be involved in another for some time," replied Steve as he enjoyed his friend's enthusiasm. "We aren't going to be typical rookies either. We have a lot more age and experience than the kids that are playing right out of college. We'll be older than a lot of the veterans. I don't think they'll hassle us too much."
As Steve finished speaking, Stephanie stepped in front of him. "Hardy has been placed on leave from the network. He says he may have added a few things to his experience, but he really was in Indonesia. The two guys that watched the Tsunami on TV with him have been on all the news programs talking about it. It looks like Hardy is circling the drain as we speak. His career is pretty much toast."
"It couldn't happen to a more deserving guy," stated Steve with little emotion.
"What gave you the idea that he was lying about his tsunami experience?" asked Stephanie.
"The day that Gwen fished him out of the Potomac, I was struck by how poorly he swam. If a guy could be swept out to sea and last out there a day or two before making it back to shore, he'd have to be a strong swimmer. Hardy demonstrated that he wasn't, so I had some people check a little deeper into his story. I've known about it for a few months, but decided to let it go unless he tried to cause more trouble. True to his roots, he went after Gwen again. That was all it took."
"On a side note, the media has been pointing out just exactly how determined you are to protect Gwen any way necessary," added Stephanie. "They bring up how quick Simpson was forced to resign when he insulted Gwen, and how Chancellor is now feeding the fish at the bottom of the Indian Ocean for striking Gwen. You have a reputation as being very dangerous to anyone that harms Gwen, or even thinks about it."
"I'm comfortable with that, Steph. She's the best person I've ever known and I won't allow her to be subjected to lies, rumors, or threats if I can possibly help it. A little fear is a good thing as far as I'm concerned."
"There you are! I've just been told that I'm going to be the network's weekend anchor, starting next weekend," revealed Amber Stahl as she rushed up to Steve. "Of course they want me here this weekend, especially since I'm appearing in the production. I'll be asking your guests for quick interviews, if you don't mind."
"As long as you don't become pushy or obnoxious, go for it," replied Steve. "You've always been good to us and we appreciate your efforts to report the truth over the years."
"Well, I really appreciate that you pulled me from the bottom of the Potomac!" retorted Amber. "Now that your friend Hardy is suspended, I've been promoted again. I'll still cover the White House, but our weekend anchor is moving to weeknights, so I'll do the weekend broadcasts starting next weekend."
The atmosphere in Sparta was charged with excitement. Every motel and hotel within a hundred miles was booked out. People were renting rooms to guests for a few days. The local paper even ran an article telling home owners how to remain safe when taking in strangers.
A group gained permission to hold a Renaissance Faire for three days in a large, vacant industrial lot just a few blocks from the LiR Center. Signs and billboards appeared almost overnight welcoming visitors to the wedding of the Spartan Nation's 'Queen and Warrior King'. Many businesses expected to remain open from Thursday morning right on through to Sunday evening. The downtown district was so packed with tourists that a five block stretch of Main Street was closed to vehicular traffic. Restaurants, dinners, bars, and clubs had lines of patrons waiting day and night.
Jordan's 'The Boys Are Back in Town' made a huge debut. The song utilized the good looks and macho charisma of Steve and his friends. The video showed them checking supplies and their weapons as they prepared to leave for Africa and again when they returned, some bloodied, but all in high spirits and relieved to be home. The line 'if they want to fight, you'd better let them' was extremely appropriate for the rugged young men in tight tee shirts, and some with bloody injuries.
The arrival of the Duke and Duchess had ramped up the excitement considerably. Friday saw the Royal Couple, along with Jordan, Gwen, Charlie, and Steve visiting shops and businesses along the closed streets. Huge crowds cheered and applauded everywhere they went. Local, state, and federal law enforcement officers and agents were everywhere.
As had become the custom, ladies curtsied and men bowed whenever Gwen was near. Gwen had taken Duchess' Kate's words to heart and accepted that it seemed to make people happy to honor her in that fashion. She had studied Kate's actions and did her best to accept and respond positively to the adulation shown her.
Many of the more famous attendees began arriving in Sparta Friday afternoon and evening. Sparta had the presidents of Russia, France and the United States spending the night, along with former presidents of France and the US. There were senators and congressman shopping and dining with the locals and tourists.
The rehearsal dinner was held in the great room of Valhalla. As large as the room was, it was filled to capacity. Reporters, with the exception of Amber Stahl, were banned from the affair. Amber had received permission to take some video and interview guests briefly before the meal was served and she made the most of it. She managed to question the three current presidents, two former presidents, and several notable politicians. Her last interview was with Justice James Hamilton, who had been appointed Chief Justice a few months prior.
"Sir, rumors are rampant that you will be officiating at the wedding ceremony for Gwen and Steve. Is there any truth to that?" asked Amber.
"I'm pleased to tell you that it's one rumor that's accurate," beamed the jurist. "I'm extremely proud to have been asked by this couple and will do my best to hold up my end of the ceremony. I've never been involved in a wedding like this before."
"You're telling us that you'll be doing something out of the ordinary at the ceremony tomorrow?" followed up Amber.
"Yes and no," replied Hamilton. "I'll not be performing, but I'll have to be prepared for the cues for Gwen and Steve. That's all I'm going to say about that. Everyone will see tomorrow."
Steve and Gwen had made a point to inform all of the guests attending the dinner that there would be no reporters asking political, economic, or personal questions of them. Everyone was to treat it for what it was; a rehearsal party where folks gathered to eat, drink, and have a good time. The Rosens and the Novokovs appeared to be quite relaxed, which led to everyone else losing inhibitions and concerns.
Once again, Beatrice Patterson couldn't resist giving voice to how amazing the event was. "To think one of my main goals in life was to be on the inside of Washington. All I ever had to do was remain on good terms with my grandson, and I barely managed to finally do that. I doubt if there's ever been a wedding with a guest list like this, at least not without the marriage involving royalty or world leaders."
"If you think this couple isn't royalty, you've been missing a great deal," replied her husband as he surveyed the room. He found Gwen and Steve chatting with President Novokov and his wife, with Vlad and Ann close by.
Paula and Ted wandered over to greet the Pattersons, who had arrived shortly before the dinner was scheduled. "I know I sound like a broken record, but look at the names attending this dinner. I've seen a lot of the people in attendance curtsy to your granddaughter. It's amazing. Even Senator Chatham and her daughter gave her one, although the Chatham was grinning as she did.
"The signs along the highways were very telling. The Spartan Nation absolutely adores its Queen and Warrior King. They make no bones about it. I wouldn't be very surprised if Gwen suddenly pronounces that only Spartan women give birth to real men! Even with the Royal Couple, presidents, and a Supreme Court Justice, Steve and Gwen completely dominate the room.



"Their latest adventure off the coast of Africa seems to have cemented their legacy. I've watched that video a few dozen times and I still can't believe everything that took place. I have to commend you, Ted, on having the courage and conviction to go on that journey and to board the ship with those young men. Steve tells me that you saved his life."
"Ted has been somewhat reluctant to talk much about what he did and what he witnessed," responded Paula. "He's becoming more like these other warriors we have in the room. He doesn't brag, and he's reluctant to be too graphic. He saw Steve battle that monster from ten feet and he'll only tell me that Steve was incredible. It was brutal and barbaric, but it needed doing.
"Your grandson once again proved his love and devotion for our daughter. I couldn't be prouder of them, of all of their friends, and of Ted. He's shown me a side of him I never guessed existed. He's absolutely fearless," bragged Paula as Ted blushed.
"Could I have everyone's attention?" came Kate's voice over the sound system as guests began to quiet down. "As Maid of Honor, and sister of the bride, I wanted to thank everyone for making the journey to Sparta and to welcome you all to Valhalla to help us celebrate the pending nuptials of our Queen and our Warrior King."
Applause filled the room and Kate smiled as she waited for it to abate. "Yes, you heard me right! It's no secret that Gwen is the Queen of the Spartan Nation and Steve is our Warrior King. They've earned the titles the hard way; and I'm here to tell you that they're accurate. All you have to do is visit any store, business, shop, or restaurant in Sparta to hear the pride that everyone feels for my sister and her soon-to-be husband.
"You only need to look around this room to realize the high esteem they command. We are graced with the presence of the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge, the presidents of the United States, Russia, and France, along with former presidents, justices, senators, and some high ranking military. We thank all of you for coming and we wish you all the very best. Have a great visit; enjoy the meal tonight, and tomorrow, in my opinion, the greatest wedding in history!"
Gwen and Steve hugged Kate when she returned to the great room from the balcony. "Sis! You laid it on a bit thick didn't you? We have some very important people here and you're telling them that Steve and I are a queen and king! What must they think?"
"Gwen, look around! Why are they here? It's because you and Steve rule! I simply voiced it clearly for everyone to understand. Not one person appeared to disagree," pointed out Kate. "Get used to it. You guys are our King and Queen, especially here in Valhalla! This is your 'house', and you rule!"
Saturday morning arrived with typical July Fourth weather. It was sunny and predicted to reach eighty degrees in the afternoon. Everyone in the production was at the LiR Center by eight AM, ready for a dress rehearsal. The production was scheduled for five PM with the wedding to begin fifteen minutes after the show ended.
Signs and banners were everywhere. Many spanned the street and were attached to buildings across from each other. Every business and available wall space along Main Street had signs, pictures, flowers, and mementos plastered to them. Lady in Red productions had hundreds of vendors supplying food, snacks and drinks to anyone wanting them. Lady in Red had promised to keep it all coming until midnight Sunday, thus making the reception a two day affair.
Huge screens had been placed all along Main Street as well as other venues in Sparta, including parking lots and even some vacant lots and fields. A director was set up in the rear of a tractor trailer. He would be selecting which of the dozen cameras he would be best to broadcast at any given moment. Those that could not get into the LiR Center would still have the opportunity to watch the production and the wedding on the big screens and from numerous angles.
By four PM, LiR was packed to capacity with guests. For security reasons, those deemed important by various agencies were sitting inside in air conditioned comfort, while everyone else was outside the building, enjoying the free food and drinks, as well as the ability to view everything on the Jumbotrons.
At five, the curtain rose to a dark stage. Everyone immediately became quiet as they waited for things to begin. A small spotlight suddenly went on, illuminating Steve. An unseen orchestra started playing and soon Steve was singing. He had managed a lesser hit with the 'Theme from Love Story' and Charlie selected it for the wording at the beginning of the program and the emotion it evoked.
"Where do I begin?
To tell the story of how great a love can be,
the sweet love story that is older than the sea,
the simple truth about the love she brings to me.
Where do I start?"
Steve sang it beautifully and the audience was hooked immediately. Tears were flowing down the cheeks of some of the romantics in the audience before Steve finished.
The spotlight went dark and suddenly another went on, this time shinning on Gwen. Once again the orchestra played and Gwen sang 'First Time Ever I Saw Your Face' and those watching were once again quite emotional as Gwen sang the song beautifully.
The stage went dark for several seconds before the lights came on. The scene showed Gwen sitting at a table in a busy food court. People were seen walking past as Gwen read a book and occasionally looked up at the people passing by. Then Steve suddenly pulled a chair back and sat down across from her.
"Hi! I'm Steve Hammer. I see you're reading 'Lord of the Flies' and I'm wondering if you're in Ms. Summers' English class?"
The show had begun! The audience was enthralled as they watched the first encounter between Gwen and Steve. There was considerable laughter when Gwen told Steve that she couldn't go out with him the Saturday before school began because she had to study.
Charlie realized early on in the planning of the show that he needed to keep the program moving and merely introduce small snippets of the eight years the production was meant to cover. He had spent considerable time talking with Jordan and going over videos from the more memorable moments in the very active and amazing love story of his friends.
He used others to describe scenes, like the near drowning and the championship football game. He had Kate and Charlotte worriedly discussing the events while Steve was beneath the surface of Emerson River and Gwen was treading water, waiting for him to surface. He also relied a lot on Amber to recreate much of her broadcast, only with the camera on her as she described the events. Because of the skill of the actors, it came across as very dramatic to the audience.
Johnnie Dee was the narrator for the program. His deep voice and perfect delivery helped everything flow smoothly. He appeared briefly in a couple of scenes, but he mostly did offstage narrating.
For the football game Sparta won to gain Steve's date with Gwen, Charlie had Lisa, Kate and Paula discussing it before Steve stopped Gwen as she was leaving the bleachers. Ted was given his big moment as he delivered his 'talk' to Steve in front of family and friends. Of course, the first dance and the ensuing first kiss was part of the program and people loved it.
Scenes moved rapidly, made possible by Charlie utilizing so many of Gwen and Steve's friends and family to voice the action that was offstage. Gwen performed her report to the nation following the terrorist attack on her high school. She wore a red bra and was made up to appear bloodied.
"Sparta came under attack today. Five terrorists, steeped in hatred and driven by ignorance attempted to destroy our school, and kill our students and staff. But what these cowards did not count on was the courage and determination of us Spartans."
As Gwen revisited that tragic speech, goose bumps formed on many watching the show. That clip had been shown thousands of times in the days and years after the attack, but it had never lost its dramatic effect on those hearing it.
Gwen was shown going to the hospital with Steve six times in the course of the two hour production. To see how often he had been treated served to drive home the courage and daring that was a big part of his character.
Roxie and Sam did very well with their roles. Nadiya and Naomi were fan favorites for their parts. The program helped the public to understand the dynamics of the group and just how important each friend and relative was to the couple. As Gwen had once pointed out in an interview, they had friends that would take bullets for them, and some had done exactly that!
Another highlight of the show was the scene where Gwen announced, with no apparent reason to believe it, that Steve was returning from Colombia on the helicopter that was about to land at the hospital.
Charlie was well aware that the viewers would want to hear Steve and Gwen cover many of their hit songs, so he worked as many of them into the show as he could. He shortened some of them to keep the program at two hours.
By hitting only the most dramatic highlights and featuring Gwen and Steve singing, with more than a little help from Jordan, the program seemed to be over far too soon, although it ran a few minutes over the promised two hours.
Gwen and Steve performed their biggest hits, several of which included Jordan. They managed a brief glimpse of what their concerts were like by playing 'We Will Rock You/ We Are the Champions', 'Born to be Wild' and one of the group's biggest hits in the remake of 'Hate Myself for Loving You'. Steve, Gwen, Charlie, Jordan, and the band sang and played as well as they ever had and the audience obviously loved it. Behind them on the large screen, a montage of their performances in the capital cities on Washington, London, Paris, Moscow, and Kiev was shown. The replay of the dance Steve and Gwen performed under the full moon in Paris with the Eiffel Tower in the background drew the most response from the audience.
The scenes were usually highlighted with footage of the events flashing across the huge screen behind the performers. The effect was a very dramatic and it created personal trip through the eight years of Gwen and Steve's relationship.
The streets of Sparta were filled with dancing people as the driving beat of the music blared over the huge screens. Not being inside the LiR seemed to be a good thing for the more dedicated partiers. The entire town was rocking as everyone danced, sang along, or simply applauded each performance.
Gwen's rendition of her huge hit 'Woman in Love' was extremely well received and near the very end of the program she belted out 'I Need a Hero' from a set made to look like the hospital ship. As Gwen began singing, the huge screen in the background featured two helicopters approaching at maximum speed
"Where have all the good men gone,
and where are all the Gods?
Where's the streetwise Hercules"
I need a Hero!"
Everyone realized the song could well have been written about Steve. He was the Hercules that Gwen was singing about. When she sang that he had to be 'larger than life', it fit Steve perfectly.
The scene of Steve climbing down the ladder of the rapidly moving chopper and then hanging with one hand as he brought his rifle around with the other still caused watchers to gasp in amazement. Charlie had mixed in some previously unseen footage taken by Cheryl. He had edited the video so that Chancellor was never shown, but Steve's bloodied and amazingly toned upper body filled the screen.
There could be no doubt that he was indeed the warrior as he fought and defeated his huge opponent. Gasps were frequently heard as people saw the video for the first time of Steve up close during the fight to the death. His determination and raw emotion were obvious to viewers. The ending of Gwen's song showed the two lovers reunite and collapse to their knees on the deck as they held each other. The stage went dark and boisterous applause and cheers began. Suddenly another spot light snapped on to reveal Steve standing in a tux and waiting for the din to abate. The audience quickly went silent, realizing there was more to come.
The orchestra once again led Steve into a song. As he sang, his exploits from the previous eight years played across the screen behind him. On that stage, just minutes before he was scheduled to take his marriage vows, Steve proceeded to make 'My Way' his song. He never suspected at the time that it would become his theme song the rest of his life.
"And now the end is near,
And so I face the final curtain
My friend, I'll say it clear
I'll state my case of which I'm certain.
Steve walked back and forth on the stage as the spotlight followed him. That he was extremely comfortable with the lyrics and the style was very evident. His face was still swollen and his black eye readily apparent as he grinned and seemed to laugh at himself as he delivered the song better than he ever had before. When he reached the lyrics about biting off more than he could chew, the big screen showed Gwen escorting him into the hospital several times, the terrorist holding a sword to his throat, and a brief shot of him squaring off with Chancellor. He finished his performance very strongly.
"The record shows I took the blows,
And did it my way.
Yes, it was my way!"
Once again, the stage went dark. The audience held its applause this time and waited almost a minute. When nothing further happened, extremely enthusiastic whistles, cheers, and applause rang throughout LiR and on the streets of Sparta.
Charlie had finished the show with Steve since it would take Gwen much longer to prepare for the ceremony. She had to put on her gown, get her hair put up, and replace her makeup. She began preparing as soon as she finished her last song.
Even so, Steve quickly changed into his Navy Dress uniform and was ready long before her. He joined Paula at a rear exit of the LiR building. He hugged her briefly as she flashed a huge smile and gave him a thumbs-up sign. Then Charlie nodded to Steve that the fifteen minute intermission between the show and the wedding ceremony was over. Steve began escorting Paula down the street behind the building.
Because of the huge crowd in Sparta for the wedding, the planned route the wedding party would walk was increased to seven actual blocks! Even with that great distance to cover, Steve and Paula stepped into a huge crowd as they exited the building. They were the first of the wedding party to make the walk. The next couple, Nadiya and Hans would begin walking two minutes after Steve and Paula left.
Steve and Paula smiled and nodded to the thousands of cheering well-wishers as they moved the three blocks away from LiR, made a left turn and walked the block to Main Street, before another left and the three blocks back to the front entrance of the LiR Center, where the wedding ceremony was to take place.
Signs, placards, flowers, and flags were everywhere as Steve escorted Paula down the streets of their home town. Barricades had been set up in the street, maintaining a ten foot wide path for the party. Well wishers and revelers were packed from the barricades back to the store fronts, and many were leaning from second and third story windows and balconies as they yelled their approval and threw confetti at each member of the wedding party as they passed.
The wedding party followed. Nadiya and Hans were next, followed by Naomi and Jared, Vlad and Anna, Ashley and Richard, Becky and Pete, Charlotte and Billy, Stephanie and James, Jen and her current beau, Jordan and Charlie, Lisa and Jason, and then Kate and Chip. All of the women were incredibly beautiful. There were whistles and compliments all along the route.
Finally, it was time for Ted and Gwen to begin their approach to the front of the LiR Center. Just before Gwen left the building, her face appeared on the huge screens that were located all over Sparta. Duchess Kate was shown placing a Tiara on Gwen's head.
As the camera backed off from the close-up, Gwen's wedding gown came into view for the first time. Whistles and cheers sounded immediately. Viewers at home were spellbound.
Gwen was wearing a beautiful red wedding gown that fit her curves perfectly. Some of her ample cleavage was tastefully displayed. A long train trailed behind her as she made her way onto the street holding her father's good arm.
The entire town was made aware of Gwen making her appearance as the yelling, cheering, whistling, and noise makers created a roar that carried well beyond the city limits. Gwen smiled and waved as she walked down the flower covered street with her extremely proud father. As they passed, spectators went into prolonged curtsies and dramatic bows.
All along their path, people were calling Gwen's name and shouting how beautiful she was. Confetti poured down on them whenever they were near taller buildings. Many women in the crowd openly wept as they watched the storybook procession pass by.
"Long live the Queen!" was suddenly yelled by a man near the hardware store. His voice boomed and reverberated up and down Main Street. Soon others took up the chant. It was tremendous theater and the viewers at home were spellbound as the screen showed views of Gwen from many angles, and all to her advantage. Her make-up was flawless and perfectly covered what was left of the marks Chancellor had placed on her.
Gwen felt her heart rate increase at the outpouring of love and respect shown to her by her friends and neighbors, as well as total strangers. She worked hard to keep tears from running down her cheeks as she smiled and waved to the amazing number of well-wishers.
Finally she entered LiR. The traditional wedding processional played as Ted escorted Gwen up the steps to the stage where Steve, the wedding party, and Chief Justice Hamilton awaited. Gwen looked into Steve's eyes and saw the same mixture of love and pride that she knew he was seeing in her eyes. Her father placed her hand in Steve's and moved to join a sobbing Paula in the first row.
The ceremony itself was kept brief. When Justice Hamilton told everyone viewing that Gwen and Steve would now give their vows, the orchestra suddenly began playing.
Gwen began singing, and after one stanza, was joined by Steve. Charlie and Jordan had written 'Wedding Day' just for the occasion. As the couple sang, Charlie and Jordan, who also had microphones, backed them in a simple, but very romantic love song. The couple sang their vows to each other as they pledged their fidelity and love. When the song ended, there wasn't a dry eye in Sparta.
Justice Hamilton spoke briefly on the meaning of marriage. "Normally, I would give the couple a brief talk on the importance of sacrifice, responsibility, integrity, fidelity, and honesty. I won't be doing that today. This couple has spent the past eight plus years demonstrating to the country and to the world the proper way to conduct a relationship. I personally saw them both dive into the very cold waters of the Potomac River on a cold January day to save the lives of people facing death. You're all familiar with their considerable assistance to hospitals, charities, veterans, children, and those less fortunate.
"Henceforth, when I conduct a wedding ceremony, I will be citing Gwen and Steve as prime examples of just how couples should conduct their lives. There'll be no pontification by me this day. I simply ask that this couple continues to shoulder the responsibility of being role models for others. I wish them the very best and I'm extremely proud to be asked to officiate at this amazing ceremony."



A few minutes later, at the end of the simple but elegant ceremony, Justice Hamilton looked at the couple and smiled broadly as he proclaimed, "I now pronounce you husband and wife!"
Steve held Gwen's hands in his own as he stared into her eyes. Her smile lit her face as she gazed back at him. "You may kiss the bride," urged the Chief Justice as he beamed at the couple.
Not needing to be told twice, Steve pulled Gwen tightly to his chest as she raised her face to him. As their lips met, the fireworks began in the many hilly areas surrounding Sparta. Lady in Red had contracted with a dozen different firms to set up firework displays. They were to be timed so that the show would last for several hours.
The formal reception was held in the large banquet room in the LiR Center. This was necessary since many of the guests required very strict security. To accommodate these VIP's, the first hour of the reception was held inside with the activities shown on the huge screens placed around Sparta.
Johnny Dee served as the announcer for the event. After a brief photograph session, the reception began. "Ladies and Gentlemen, it was my great pleasure to first introduce this couple at a benefit dance almost nine years ago. I later discovered that it was their first date, and the first actual date either of them had ever been on.
"Once again, I have the great honor of introducing the one couple in the world that needs no introduction. He's a graduate of the naval Academy, quarterbacked Navy to the national title in his senior year, a US Navy SEAL, philanthropist, successful businessman, winner of Oscars, Emmies, Grammies, the Presidential Medal of Freedom, as well as the Ribbon for Arts and Letters from France. He's a statesman. He's risked his life in Colombia and Iraq to save the lives of others. He still bears the marks of his battle with a cutthroat pirate off the coast of Africa.
"She's a medical doctor, a congresswoman, winner of Emmies, Oscars, Grammies, and numerous other awards. She's a successful businesswoman and a renowned philanthropist. She's also received the Ribbon of Arts and Letters from France. She is THE LADY IN RED!
"Ladies and Gentlemen, for the first time ever as a married couple, I present to you Gwen and Steve Hammer, The Queen of the Spartan Nation and her Warrior King!"
The couple was blushing brightly from all the praise, and especially from being referred to as King and Queen. They stepped onto the dance floor as applause moved through the building and across the town like thunder. Johnny Dee was forced to wait over a minute for the applause to abate before he could continue.
"For the first dance, this couple has selected an appropriate, if somewhat predictable song. Steve will be singing as he dances with his beautiful bride. Ladies and Gentlemen, the Lady in Red!"
The silence was intense as Steve and Gwen moved to the center of the dance floor. The orchestra began playing as Steve took Gwen into his arms and the duo began their signature dance. Gwen was radiant as Steve sang while they danced. Their eyes never left each other the entire time. Millions of people across the world watched as the most famous couple in the world performed their first dance as a married couple. Although millions watched, Steve and Gwen were totally oblivious to anyone but each other. At the end of the song, Steve whispered loud enough for the microphone to pick up, "I love you!"
There were tears, whistles, applause, and yells of approval when the song ended. "Now, the bride will dance with her proud father!" announced Johnny Dee as Gwen moved next to Ted as he placed his good arm on her shoulder and she clutched the hand that extended from the cast on his left arm.
"Dad, you've been the best father a girl could ever have," began Gwen as a few tears trickled down her cheek. "You've always been fair to us girls and you've always been there for us. I admit I never realized how brave you were until the past few years. "
"I'm afraid that I'm not that brave, but I have to act like I am or your husband will show me up. He's the real deal. You've managed to marry the best man I've ever had the pleasure to know," replied Ted with emotion.
"Thanks, Dad. It means a lot to me to know that you approve of Steve, but don't dismiss your heroic actions. You're a great father and an extremely brave man. I know how bad it was in Kiev with that mobster, and I saw everything that happened on that ship that morning. You're my hero," insisted Gwen as she kissed her father on the cheek as the dance ended.
"As you probably are aware, Steve's mother and father are deceased. He's asked the woman that's been like a second mother to him to share a mother/son dance this evening. Paula Anderson has proudly agreed to his request. I present Paula Anderson, mother of the bride, dancing with her son-in-law, Steve Hammer," announced Johnny Dee.
"Paula, I can only hope that Gwen is as beautiful as you when she's your age," whispered Steve as he guided his mother-in-law across the dance floor. "You've been a friend, a mother, a role model, and a fantasy of mine for years. I love you for all of those reasons and probably a million more."
"You know that I've loved you almost as long as Gwen has," replied Paula. "You've always been a gentleman with me, and I appreciate it. If you were a different type of man, you could have ripped my family apart, but you've made it stronger. I'm extremely proud of you and Gwen. I'll be expecting grandkids now, so work on that."
"As you know, Gwen stopped her birth control when she left to go on the hospital ship a couple of months ago, so we could give you another grandchild anytime after nine months," grinned Steve. "I promise that starting a baby will be a priority."
"I know you'll do your part!" laughed Paula. "Just have some mercy on my poor daughter now and then."
Surprising the guests, Johnny Dee made yet another announcement as Steve and Paula ended their dance. "Steve made a promise to a young woman that actually saved his life a while back. She was later seriously injured while performing her duties as security for Gwen. He told her that she'd not only walk again, but that she would dance with him at his wedding. To keep his promise, as well as the opportunity to dance with a beautiful woman, Steve will now dance with Sybil Burke!"
Sybil had been sitting in at a small table near the back of the room with her mother. She blushed when her name was announced and people began cheering and clapping as Steve made his way back to her. He helped her from her chair and carefully led her to the dance floor. Sybil had made huge strides in her recovery, but she still walked stiffly.
The music began and Steve took her into his arms and gently danced with her across the open floor. He had selected a slow number and pretty much supported Sybil. She merely had to follow his lead. As they danced her smile kept increasing.
"You're the most amazing man. Thanks for keeping your promise and for helping me get back on my feet. I don't know if I would have made it this far without you. Gwen is a very lucky woman. What you did for her on that ship was incredible."
"What you did for us was incredible," corrected Steve. "You've been instrumental in saving several members of our family, including Gwen and me. You'll always have friends and support from Lady in Red Productions, and especially from me."
For the next ninety minutes, Steve and Gwen danced with their wedding party and the more famous guests in attendance. Those guests were all scheduled to depart that evening, so the bride and groom spent as much time as they could with the presidents of various nations and their families.
Steve and Gwen were chatting with friends when a beautiful woman tapped Gwen on the shoulder. "The last time I saw you, Gwen, some giant had his hands in your hair and Steve was hanging from a ladder just above the waves. It was a very memorable moment."
"Sam? It's great to see you!" replied Gwen. "Did you watch it on TV, too?"
"No, I was much closer," teased Sam. "Did you happen to notice a Navy jet roar over the ship just before Steve hit the deck?"
"That was you?" exclaimed Gwen. "It felt like you were trying to land on the deck, it was so loud and everything vibrated so hard. I think you distracted the pirates for a few seconds.
"Was that what you were trying to do?" demanded Gwen as she suddenly realized the implications of the jet flying so close to the ship.
"I know it wasn't much, but it was all I could do. I hope it helped, at least a little. I just wish I'd been ordered to out sooner. I would have sunk every one of them before they reached your ship."
"You were a great help," assured Gwen. "How did you manage to get to Sparta so soon? That only happened a few days ago."
"I had some time coming, and I have some friends in high places," answered Sam with a grin. "I wouldn't have missed this for the world."
"Steve, are you feeling well enough to showcase your swing dance skills with Sam?" asked Gwen as Steve hugged his long time friend.
"I'll have to be a little careful, but my ribs are bound up really well and I should be able to manage it. That is unless Sam has gained weight since the Academy," joked Steve.
"I think you're strong enough to handle my hundred and fifteen pounds," retorted Sam with a chuckle. "You tossed that monster overboard with your ribs cracked, so you should have no trouble handling a little girl."
Gwen hurried over to the orchestra and made her request. The musicians were delighted and a couple of them picked up horns from a neat stack and prepared to play. Gwen then asked Johnny Dee to announce the dance.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, we have yet another treat for you! While he was in the Naval Academy, Steve teamed up with another midshipman to win a swing dance contest. His partner is here tonight and has agreed to perform that routine with Steve. She was the pilot of the Navy jet that roared over the hospital ship in the Indian Ocean less than a week ago. Please direct your attention to the dance floor as Lieutenant Sam Petrosky and Steve Hammer perform 'In the Mood' for your enjoyment!"
Steve was forced to limit a few of his moves to protect his ribs, but the dance was still a real crowd pleaser. The applause was long and enthusiastic when the perspiring couple finished the routine.
The sun had set and an almost full moon was shining over Sparta when Steve and Gwen exited the LiR Center and walked into the cheering crowd on Main Street. A band had now replaced the orchestra and they were set up on a stage in the street.
Gwen and Steve joined the celebration. They danced and chatted with as many guests as they could. At midnight, the couple took a short break before returning to the street party dressed in more casual attire. They had agreed that since so many people had made the effort to attend their wedding, they would remain at the festivities and interact with as many people as they could. Mallory Burke's people were a heavy presence as they watched over the scene to keep the couple as safe as possible in Mardi Gras like atmosphere. A new band took over at midnight. Every so often, Steve and Gwen would delight the huge crowd by joining the band for a song or two.
Gwen delighted the large crowd by dancing with every man that asked. It didn't seem to matter to her if her partner were young or old, wealthy, or of modest means. She surprised a few by asking them to dance with her. Steve never lacked for partners as women lined up to have a dance with the Warrior. Almost all of them kissed his cheek and wished him happiness when their dance ended.
Steve was dancing in the street with Gwen's next door neighbor when he noticed Jack Timberline step up to Gwen and take her in his arms to dance! He was surprised that Timberline would have the nerve to attend the wedding.
"Gwen, you haven't returned my calls, or my emails. That surprises me after I did so much to help launch your career. I'll never forget that night we went dancing and you kissed me. We had something special."
"All I had was too much wine," retorted Gwen. "That was one of the most embarrassing and humiliating nights of my life. You tried to take advantage of me, although it was my own fault for allowing myself to be placed in that position.
"I never returned your calls because I didn't want to speak with you. It seems like you could have figured that out. Why are you here? Steve isn't going to like it if you cause me any trouble."
"I'm not worried about your caveman husband," chuckled Timberline. "My career has had a bit of a downturn and I thought recording a few songs with you could help both of us. Maybe we could do a few gigs together. The crowd really loved it when we performed 'Glory of Love' at that concert we did together. We make a great duo."
"Your career is circling the drain because of your penchant for drugs and alcohol," responded Gwen. "I can look at you and see that you're high right now. I suggest you try rehab if you want your career back."
"I didn't come here for goddamn advice!" snapped Timberline. "I want you to ...."
"Hey, Jack!" greeted Steve as he pulled Jack away from Gwen and shook his hand vigorously as his other hand appeared to grip the back of Timberline's neck in friendship. In reality, Steve was applying more than a little pressure to Timberline.
"It's so good to see you! Thanks for coming to our wedding. Gwen and I appreciate it. I know you're busy, but I'd like to talk a little business with you in private. Would you join me inside this store for a couple of minutes? Stephanie, will you come along, please?"
Gwen's sisters and friends were all close-by. They had seen Timberline approach Gwen for the dance and they knew the history between them. Kate even asked Chip to be prepared to stop Steve from resorting to violence when Steve headed toward Timberline and Gwen. Stephanie was surprised that Steve wanted her in on the private conversation he was about to have, but she simply nodded and followed the men into the building.
Steve had his arm around Timberline and firmly guided the now worried man to a quiet area in the building.
"I'll make this quick. I don't want you alone with my wife for any reason. I guarantee you won't like the results," promised Steve. "You're probably hoping that just being near her will rejuvenate the music career you destroyed with drugs and alcohol. Your womanizing has probably given you a few STD's as well."
Timberline was stunned at Steve's understanding of his personal situation and concerned about the threat the larger man had just stated so matter-of-factly.
"Stephanie, I want you to buy Jack's contract from his label as soon as possible. I'm going to own your pathetic ass, Timberline. You'll enter rehab and get your shit together. Once you're sober and healthy, we'll let you perform at a few concerts with us. Gwen, Jordan, or all of us may ever record a song or two with you. We'll get you back on track.
"The kicker is that you quit the drugs. You stop drinking. You stop tom-catting. You'll become active in a charity or two and become a stable person that's an asset to the community. If you don't do these things, my company will simply forget you exist. You'll get no opportunities and you'll become a has-been, all washed up and begging for gigs in those nostalgia tours. We'll pay for the help you need and you'd better take advantage of it, or your career is finished. Are we clear?"
"You don't give me much choice. If this is about that night Gwen and I went to that club..."
"Don't say another word!" snarled Steve. "If it was about that, you'd be on your way to the hospital right now. This is about a wasted talent. This is about a second chance. This is about me holding your fate in my hands. I'm offering you a path forward. If you're smart enough to accept it, you'll do fine, as long as you never bother Gwen or speak about her in anything but positive terms.
"Stephanie will give you her contact information and you'll give yours to her. She'll set it all up. Now let's get back to my reception. I want to dance with my wife," concluded Steve.
Gwen was concerned for Steve when he led Timberline into the building. "Do you think he'll hurt Jack? He isn't worth getting in trouble over. Am I ever going to live that stupid mistake down?"
"Steve's probably reading from the scriptures to Jack," chuckled Jason. "I wouldn't want to be Timberline's shoes right now, but Steve's too smart to get physical with him. He'll get him some other way. What the hell was the guy thinking when he decided to dance with you?"
"He's desperate. His career has gone down the toilet and he's hoping I'd help him get back on top," replied Gwen.
"Yeah, and he'd like to get on top of you!" retorted Charlotte. "He's a pig. I almost hope Steve cleans his clock. I remember what a mess you were after that night. He's got no right to show up at your wedding reception, and especially not to dance with you."
At that moment Steve stepped back into the street and took Gwen into his arms and began dancing to the music. "Are we good? Is everything okay? I just wish he'd go away. You know I don't like him, don't you?"
"Gwen, you're my wife now. I married you because I love you. I certainly trust you. We're very good. I can't wait to show you just how good we are. You mom pretty much made me promise to start working on her grandkids. Since she asked so nicely, I agreed."
As they danced, Gwen saw Stephanie laughing as she explained to the rest of the group what had transpired with Timberline. Gwen could tell by Stephanie's laughter that things were just fine.
It was a night Sparta would never forget as people danced and partied for several blocks of Main Street. Sunrise found an exhausted Steve and Gwen sitting down for a breakfast at Marsh's. Charlotte, Naomi, Nadiya, Jordan, Kate, Lisa, and their respective male counterparts joined them. It was a happy, but tired group.
"Can you believe there are still hundreds of people still dancing and partying out there?" asked Kate. "We're on our fourth band. The first one that performed is supposed to be back to set up at 8 AM. That was some wedding!"
"It was okay," grinned Billy. "It just seems to me that Steve would be in more of a hurry to consummate his marriage. He's been married for about twelve hours and hasn't laid a hand on the bride yet."
"You've no idea where his hands have been," insisted Gwen with a laugh. "But, we are going to go home and get a few hours sleep before we rejoin everyone still celebrating."
"Yeah, you'll be going to bed, but I bet there won't be too much sleep involved," stated Jordan. "I just hope you manage to get your eyes focused again before you come back."
"Let's meet at one PM at that Renaissance Faire over on Third Street," offered Lisa. "A couple of my friends told me that there's this blind woman that gazes into a crystal ball and predicts your future. She's supposed to be amazing."
"A blind woman gazing into anything would certainly be amazing," retorted Charlotte dryly. "I learned that in medical school."
The friends were all gathered near the entrance to the Renaissance Faire at one.
"Don't give out any names," insisted Charlotte. "If this soothsayer is so good, she should be able to identify Gwen with her sixth or seventh sense."
Everyone agreed to not use any names as they packed into a medium sized tent. The front flap held a sign proclaiming 'Fortunes Told' in some sort of old English script. An old woman with what appeared to be empty eye sockets sat at a table with a large round, glass ball in front of her.
"Come in! You are here to have your fortunes told, are you not? Please sit and give me your hand. Look into the crystal ball and we will begin."



Lisa gently pushed Gwen over to the empty seat next to the old woman. Gwen sat as the old, blind woman held her hand out for Gwen's. Gwen smiled at her friends as she placed her hand in the ancient woman's grasp and then gazed into the large glass orb.
The woman held Gwen's palm up with her right hand as she ran the fingers of her withered left hand over it. Suddenly the old crone gasped.
"You are the one known as the Queen! I am humbled that you have come to me. Your future has not yet been completely written, but I can tell you this. You will enjoy great success, but the day will come when you will have to make a very difficult decision. All advisors will suggest one course of action, but your Warrior will advise a seemingly dangerous alternative. Many lives will hang in the balance. Your faith in your Warrior will be tested. Evidence and logic will indicate that his thoughts are in error. I cannot see what your decision will be."
Gwen's gaze left the globe in front of her. She was now staring in surprise at the old lady. How did she 'recognize' Gwen when she obviously had no eyes?
"You are with child, a child conceived this very day. It is a boy child, the son of your Warrior King."
Gasps filled the tent as the information sank into the collective consciousness of the group. Was it possible? Could Gwen be pregnant already!
"The future of this child is not completely clear, but he will grow to become an even greater warrior than his father. That much has been written. His adventures will become legend. His power and influence will surpass that of his parents. His Queen has not yet been conceived. That is all I can see."
The End

______________________________________
Book two is complete. I thank everyone that read my series and especially those that commented, voted, and/or sent me email. We writers need readers. I have an outline for Book 3, but it will be sometime before it is posted. I need to get more chapters finished before I begin posting. Long periods between posts are annoying to the readers. I know that. I am doing my best.
I saw that Jen Aniston was voted the most beautiful woman in the world by People Magazine. She is 47. Salma Hayek is 49. They are the ages of the mothers in my story at the end of book two. I have the utmost respect and appreciation for ladies of that age, and believe they are often among the most attractive on the planet.
I tried to create a world where honesty, integrity, loyalty, courage, and empathy not only existed, but were appreciated and rewarded. It is my hope that you readers feel that I accomplished that goal, at least to some degree. Thanks so much for reading, and for daring to dream!
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"I do solemnly swear that I will faithfully execute the office of President of the United States, and to the best of my ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States."
Those gathered in the great room in Valhalla remained silent as they absorbed the full impact of the presidential oath. President Crawford had died within two days of suffering a massive stroke. Chief Justice Hamilton, upon being informed that the transfer of power was imminent, had immediately traveled to Sparta. He had grown to consider Steve and Gwen Hammer personal friends, and he and his wife both felt strongly that it was only fitting that he be the one to administer the oath.
Immediately following the oath, and surrounded by family and their very good friends, Gwen and Steve held a very brief, whispered conversation. Gwen had her hands on Steve's chest as he held her close. Her face was turned up to his as he leaned in closer to listen attentively to her hushed tones.
"You have to help me with this. I'm scared to death. What do I know about being president? Am I even qualified? You're the one who understands international diplomacy, not me."
"No one on the planet is more qualified," insisted Steve quietly. "You're brilliant, compassionate, loved, respected, and honest. You're our Queen. This is simply the next step in your incredible career. I swear I'll help you any way I can, and do anything you ask of me. My heart is filled with pride. This country needs you desperately. You're going to make the difference. I'm sure of it."
Paula stood proudly with Ted's arm around her waist as she watched Gwen engage in quiet discussion with her husband. The gist of it was obvious to anyone watching Gwen's body language. She had lovingly pressed her hands to Steve's chest as he held her close. The love and respect the couple shared was never more obvious. Gwen was now the President of the United States, but it was apparent that she would continue to rely heavily on her husband, the powerfully capable man that had always placed her welfare above his own. Paula was extremely proud of her daughter's superior intelligence, skills, and accomplishments, but she had no illusions about how much Steve had contributed to her success. Gwen's current position was the result, at least in part, of the absolute trust and respect the couple shared, and the dedication Steve constantly displayed for his wife.
Across the nation and around the world, viewers had watched the new President of the United States as she took the oath of office. It was almost inconceivable that this beautiful woman was assuming the position of leader of the free world, especially at her age! She was just recently turned thirty five. She had only served as vice president for ten days!
What the world saw was the newly sworn-in president in the arms of her warrior husband, seeking his assurance that she was capable of shouldering the tremendous responsibility of the office. As Americans watched the most famous couple in the world prepare to lead their nation, their hearts were filled with hope, as well as a great deal of pride.
The country had recently been plunged into dark times; war on several fronts appeared likely. Would Gwen have the leaderships skills required to lead the country in time of war? How would the death of President Crawford affect the very unsteady balance of power as tensions mounted across the globe?
Was it possible that, with the help of her husband, President Hammer could somehow find a pathway to a sustainable peace? President Crawford had insisted that his administration had done everything possible to avert war and to find a peaceful solution to the current tense situation, but public opinion polls revealed that over half the population did not trust his word, and even more people questioned his abilities.
Now Gwen Anderson Hammer was the President of the United States. Simply seeing her stand tall and determined next to her very accomplished husband inspired many of those watching to dare hope for better days. This was a president with compassion, honor, and intelligence, as well as great beauty. The couple's calm demeanor and confident composure was inspiring by itself.
Amber Stahl, the recently promoted network anchor for CBC, gave her commentary after viewers watched the new president repeat the oath of office. "This will be a presidency like no other. President and Mr. Hammer have dedicated their lives to helping others, to righting wrongs, to stopping terrorism, and to building what may be the most generous, philanthropic, and successful family owned business in the world.
"This couple, along with President Hammer's two sisters, and Jordan and Charlie Burns, owns Lady in Red Productions. The company's value is currently estimated by Forbes to be just short of a hundred billion dollars. Yet, even with the incredible wealth they enjoy, none of the owners have been content to rest on their laurels. Lady in Red Productions is known around the world for its generosity and compassion to those in need.
"It appears that President Hammer has finished quiet conservation with her husband. Oh! That's another thing the country can expect to see more often. This couple is extremely demonstrative and they have no qualms about showing their love for each other," added Amber as the world watched the President of the United States kiss her husband with more than a little ardor.
All of those attending the ceremony smiled when Steve leaned a little farther down and kissed Gwen as she wrapped her arms around his neck. Only after a fairly long kiss did Gwen step back from Steve to greet her family and friends.
Once the hugs, tears, handshakes, and words of encouragement were over, Steve spoke to the group. "The President is requesting that all our friends and family join us in our meeting room immediately. We need to hit the ground running on numerous issues, and all of you will be needed. The kids will remain here with our day care staff."
Not knowing exactly what to expect, Paula led the procession into the large meeting room. Steve stood by the door as his friends and family entered and found seats. Steve's authority in his wife's administration became evident when he stopped two men in suits.
"This meeting will consist only of those people in the President's inner circle," stated Steve firmly. "I realize that President Crawford regarded you highly, but he's no longer the president. This is a new administration. You may wait in the great room, if you'd like."
The two men exchanged surprised looks, then angrily turned and headed for the door. "It appears that President Crawford's two most trusted advisors have been turned away from the first meeting of the new presidency," observed Amber Stahl. "Then Vice President Hammer made her frequent disagreements with President Crawford's policies known, even before she was appointed Vice President. Most political observers feel that the late President Crawford would never have selected Senator Hammer for the position of Vice President if it hadn't been forced upon him. When former Vice President Grandquist was indicted for fraud, racketeering, and income tax evasion, and subsequently forced to resign in disgrace, President Crawford's administration was in disarray. The selection of the extremely popular Senator Hammer to serve as Vice President was a matter of political survival.
"Senator Hammer had promised that she would not seek the presidency when her three plus years of service as Vice President ended. That was the common ground required by leaders of both parties to agree to her nomination. They did, however, put off the approval process for two weeks to allow Senator Hammer to reach the age of 35. That's the minimum age required by the constitution for anyone to hold the office of president, and by default, the office of vice president."
Meanwhile, Gwen was addressing her inner circle in the secure meeting room at Valhalla. There was no indication that she was nervous as she spoke confidently to the group.
"First, I want everyone to be aware that this meeting is being videotaped. Every meeting in my administration will be taped for accuracy, transparency, and for historical purposes. This administration will always be totally transparent. Tapes of meetings will be released to the press and public as soon as it can be determined that there will be no security issues created by their release," began Gwen.
"I am going to ask many of you to make some very real sacrifices for me, and for your country. Please be honest if I ask something of you that you feel is either beyond your ability, or your willingness to undertake now, or going forward.
"Aunt Janice, I want you to be in charge of White House protocol. That includes state dinners and the like. Grandmother Patterson, I ask that you call on your vast experience and knowledge of formal protocol to assist Janice whenever possible."
Both women beamed and nodded to the lovely young woman who was now their president. Beatrice Patterson wiped a few small tears from her cheeks as Gwen continued. She realized that being accepted into her grandson's family was more than she actually deserved.
Gwen turned to speak to Tyler and Sybil next. She couldn't help but smile as she thought back to how they had begun their relationship. It had been a few days after Gwen and Steve's wedding that Tyler had returned to Sparta. He had missed the wedding, but wanted to congratulate his high school friends on their marriage. He had made arrangements with his good friend Billy Marsh to visit him in Asgard, since no one outside the inner circle could just 'drop in'.
Billy had to go into work at five for the late shift at the family restaurant. "Charlotte will be home in an hour or so. She told me to ask you to hang around so she could catch up with you. Gwen and Steve probably won't be back before late this evening. They're going to the state fair for the day. Charlotte started her residency at the hospital Monday and should be done by six."
Tyler promised to wait in Billy's living room watching a baseball game on TV. The game was a blowout and Tyler quickly became bored, so he decided to take a stroll. He easily determined which house was Steve's. It sat on a hill overlooking many of the other homes. It wasn't larger than the other homes, but the location was probably the best in Asgard. There were also numerous wedding gifts sitting on the front porch. Billy had mentioned that Steve and Gwen were still receiving numerous gifts delivered to their home every day. Tyler wasn't surprised, since his own gift had been mailed too late to reach his friends before their wedding day.
Believing that Steve and Gwen wouldn't mind, Tyler decided to walk around the outside of Steve's house. Billy had told him about the Olympic pool in the back yard and he was curious to see it.
Tyler was indeed impressed with the size of the pool, although it was fenced in and he was unable to get very close. Then he decided to climb the steps to the back porch and peer in at Steve's hot tub. Billy had mentioned that every home had one installed in an enclosed porch. When Tyler raised his hands over his eyes to shield the sun's glare from preventing him to see inside, he almost wet his pants!
Sitting on the steps to the tub was a very lovely but very naked woman. Held steadily in her hand was a very deadly looking gun!
"Who are you?" demanded the dark haired beauty. "You have ten seconds to explain yourself before I start shooting."
Tyler was extremely careful to keep his hands high as he replied to the woman. "I'm Tyler Smith, Ma'am. My Dad is president of one of the local banks. I went to school with Gwen, Steve, Billy, Charlotte, and Jordan. I don't mean any harm.
"If you'll allow me, I'll just go back to Billy's place and wait for Charlotte to get home. I apologize for snooping around, looking like some kind of criminal. I didn't realize anyone was home. I know that's no excuse."
"Just a minute!" exclaimed the woman as Tyler had begun to back away. "I need help. I hurt my back a few months back and it's gradually getting better, but I saw you out by the pool and stepped out of the tub to get my towel. My foot slipped and I landed here. My towel's in the tub and I can't get up."
"Ma'am, if you'll put that gun down, I'll be very willing to help you. I'm just a bit nervous with that thing pointing at me."
"I don't dare put it down," explained the nervous woman. "I don't know you. I'll lower it and point it away from you, but the safety is off and I'll use it if I have to."
"Okay, as long as you're extremely careful. I'm going to come inside now. How can I help you?" asked Tyler with genuine concern.
"I'll probably be able to walk if you help me stand up. My back is hurting pretty badly and I can't seem to get up by myself," admitted the woman. "My name's Sybil, by the way."
"You're Sybil? Billy mentioned you. He didn't tell me how beautiful you are. He did mention that you were injured by gunmen that were after Gwen, so I can understand why you're a bit nervous with me showing up at the back door."
"Now I really don't trust you," replied Sybil. "I know I'm not beautiful and I don't have the curves that all of the other women around here have. I told Gwen once that I'm just a skinny girl with a gun."
"Apparently you're also a blind girl, but still with a gun, so I won't argue. Let me help you up."
Tyler slowly stepped next to the sitting woman and gently took her extended left hand and arm to help her stand. It was obvious by her expression that Sybil was in pain as she slowly stood. Tyler could see her trembling and was quite concerned.
"I can see how much pain you're in. Would you permit me to carry you into the house? Otherwise, I think we should call an ambulance. We probably should do that anyway."
"No! No ambulance! I've had this happen before. Once I lie down for a while and relax, my back will loosen up. Please carry me to my bed, but don't get any ideas. I still have my gun."
Tyler bent and carefully placed his left arm just behind Sybil's knees and then ran his other arm around her back and under her right arm, the gun easily available to her. He was surprised at how light she was, but he decided that he would live longer if he refrained from speaking to the agitated woman. He stepped to the inside door and tried the knob.
"The door seems to be locked," observed Tyler. "Obviously, you don't have the key on you, but is there one somewhere around here?"
"Shit!" exclaimed Sybil. "I must have set the lock when I came out. The front door has a keyless entry and I know the code. Could you just carry me around to the front door? I don't think anyone's around so we shouldn't be seen if we do it quickly, and my back is hurting too much to worry about it anyway."
Tyler managed to carry the woman to the front of the house. Sybil's naked body was slippery and he had to stop to reestablish his hold a couple of times. Following his second awkward effort he found he was gripping much of Sybil's right breast. She briefly studied his hand covering her breast before looking back at him.
"I'm going to assume that you aren't intentionally groping my breast, because then I'd have to shoot you before you could carry me to my bed."
"It isn't on purpose!" insisted Tyler. "You're just a little slippery and I was trying to get a better grip. I'd never grab your breast like that!"
"Isn't it big enough? Is that why you'd never grab it?" teased Sybil as she hid a grin that was trying very hard to escape her face. While she found her situation quite embarrassing, she decided that as long as it was unavoidable, being held in the strong arms of a handsome man like Tyler wasn't all bad.
"It's the size of your gun, not your boobs that concerns me," allowed Tyler as he came around the corner of the house with Sybil in his arms. That was when he saw Gwen, Kate, Lisa, Stephanie, Naomi, and Jordan with their respective male counterparts approaching the front porch.
No one uttered a word as they stared at the intriguing scene before them. Sybil blushed deeply but Tyler was even redder. "This isn't what it might look like," blustered Tyler as he felt his face start to glow.
"You mean that you don't have Sybil's boob in one hand and her ass in the other?" asked Kate calmly. "Or do you mean that she isn't naked in your arms? And is that a gun, or is she just glad to see you? Maybe she's coercing you to carry her naked around the yard, just to teach you to submit?"
"Please let him carry me to my room before I die of embarrassment," groaned Sybil. "I hurt my back and he's just helping to get me to my bed."
"I see," chuckled Jordan. "He stripped you down and carted your cute butt around the back of the house in an attempt to relieve your back pain? Does his squeezing your breast like that distract you from the pain in your back?"
"How long have you two known each other?" asked a bemused Gwen. "I didn't think that you two had ever met."
"We just met a few minutes ago," admitted Sybil. "He was sneaking around the backyard and I was in the hot tub. I went to get my gun and I slipped and hurt my back. He offered to carry me to my room. That's all."
"That's all?" teased Stephanie. "You realize he's holding your breast and ass even as we speak. He's getting to know you pretty fast! I always knew that 'Miss Goody Two Shoes' thing was an act."
"Okay, I think we've tormented Sybil enough for one day," grinned Steve. "It's obvious that she's in pain, either Tyler is squeezing too hard, or her back really does hurt. Follow me, Tyler. I'll show you her room."
Once Sybil had been placed gently placed in her bed, Gwen and Kate attended to her as the rest of the group gathered in the kitchen where Steve passed out beverages. Tyler had barely taken a sip of his beer before the questions began.
"How come you didn't make it to the wedding?" asked Steve. "You're one of the few people we actually sent an invitation to, and you never responded."
"I was working for a medium sized company in California. Things were going pretty well until last year's Christmas party. The company CEO's daughter was there and I stupidly asked her out on a date. It took a while, but eventually I determined that she was only dating me because I knew you, Jordan, Charlie, and Gwen. I guess she found me on Google as being with you that day you shot the hell out of those guys in the gym, and for catching 'The PASS' .
"She'd been after me to bring her home to visit. It became pretty evident that she wasn't interested in me so much as in trying to become part of the coolest group of people on the planet. I decided to tell her I was too busy to attend the wedding to see how she'd react. She didn't believe me at first, but when it became obvious that I wasn't going, she dumped me in front of everyone at work. She told everybody what a loser I was and how I was full of shit... her words, not mine."
"Wow! It's a wonder you still have a job," marveled Naomi.
"To be completely honest, I handed in my resignation that afternoon. I knew I'd never be comfortable there and the chances for advancement looked pretty slim. I have my MBA, so I'll find something. I apologize about missing the wedding, but I knew you'd be so busy, my absence wouldn't be noticed. Dad told me that it was the biggest and best party Sparta has ever seen."
"Tyler, I just realized that you've never met James!" interrupted Stephanie. "I'm sorry about being so rude. Tyler Smith, meet my boyfriend, James Hawthorne, by way of London. Tyler and I used to date before he dumped me when he left for college."
"I didn't dump you!"protested Tyler. "You were the one that didn't want to make any sort of commitment since I was leaving for school. You were right, though. I wasn't home a dozen times in the four years I spent in college and it didn't get any better when I was working toward my MBA."



"After seeing how you manhandled poor Sybil, I'm glad I made the break," teased Stephanie.
"Is she married, or engaged, or anything?" asked Tyler quickly.
"You finally get your hands on a girl and you immediately want to marry her?" joked Jordan. "Seriously, she's very single, and available if the right guy comes along."
"That pretty much leaves Tyler out," laughed Lisa. "We're far too fond of Sybil to let her get tangled up with a guy like him. I remember that you were almost as big a perv as Billy."
"Yeah, it sure didn't take you long to take advantage of Sybil. The poor girl was suffering and all you could think about was getting a handful of boob," joined in Jared.
"He was a perfect gentleman!" insisted a fully dressed Sybil from the doorway. "I can't let you team up on the guy when all he was doing was helping me. I thought he was a friend of yours!"
"Sybil, you've been around us enough to know that we like to tease and joke with each other," responded Gwen from behind Sybil. "He is our friend. Do you think he'd still be in one piece if Steve and Jared really thought he was taking advantage of you? Believe me; he'd be in a world of hurt by now.
"Tyler, would you help Sybil into that recliner, and then get a nonalcoholic drink for her? She's on medication for her injury," added Gwen.
"You were just teasing Tyler about taking advantage of me? You didn't think he had 'manhandled' me as Stephanie put it?" asked a contrite Sybil.
"Make no mistake, you were manhandled," laughed Jordan. "But the key is that you didn't seem to mind it, so none of us were upset. Tyler's one of the good guys, or at least he used to be. We haven't seen much of him since high school, but I doubt he's changed very much. He dated Stephanie for a few months before he went away to college and they're still friends. He was recently dumped by a girlfriend, so he's vulnerable, and available."
"I have to hand it to you, Jordan," cracked Naomi. "You covered all of the important stuff in a few concise sentences."
The friends spent the evening getting reacquainted with Tyler and sharing memories of the 'glory days'. It was evident by the end of the visit that Tyler and Sybil were getting along very well.
Gwen quickly abandoned her reminiscing and returned to the task at hand. "Tyler, all the owners are going to be extremely busy in Washington. I'll be taking advantage of Charlie and Jordan's talents quite often and I have major plans for Kate, Lisa, and Steve. That means that you'll have more decisions regarding Lady in Red Productions left solely on your shoulders. We'll help when we can, but we're confident that you'll be able to pick up any slack created by our new careers.
"Sybil, you'll need to coordinate with the Secret Service people regarding security here at Asgard. We trust you completely and have no doubt you'll be up to the task of keeping us safe."
"Madam President, I am speaking for both Tyler and myself when I tell you that we are greatly honored by your faith in us and we will do our jobs to the very best of our abilities. We'll make you proud," promised Sybil earnestly.
"You always have. I don't expect that to change," smiled Gwen before moving on.
"Ashley, as you already know, I want you to serve as my press secretary. Sometimes, it's a thankless and difficult position, but it's one you're well versed in and qualified for. Never lie to the press, or to our constituents. That rule goes for every single person in my administration. We do not lie. If the truth is a problem for some reason, say nothing. Do not lie to protect me, protect my image, or for any other reason. Everyone in this room understands my feelings on this, I'm certain."
Gwen then turned to Lisa. "I'm asking you to be my Chief of Staff. I need someone that I can absolutely trust to advise me, and to tell me when I'm wrong. That would be you, Lisa, if you'll take the job."
Lisa's eyes were very moist as she looked at her sister. "It will be an honor to serve in your administration. I'll always do my best and help you any way that I can. Your faith and confidence overwhelm me. Thanks, Sis!"
"Jason, if you're willing, I want to place you in charge of FEMA. That agency has been floundering far too long. You did an incredible job for Lady in Red's disaster response. I want you to use that experience and knowledge to forge FEMA into the rapid response and rescue agency it was intended to be."
"Madam President, I will gladly undertake that task, and may I express my appreciation that you would consider me. I will not let you down," replied Jason with emotion.
"Jeff Wilson, I'm going to nominate you to be the Secretary of Veterans Affairs. I don't have to tell you how poorly that agency has been performing for as long as any of us can remember. Use your service experience and your success in business to make the Veterans Administration into what it was meant to be," urged Gwen.
"Madam President, I will not fail you! Thank you for the confidence," croaked an obviously emotional Jeff Wilson.
"Madam President," interrupted Lisa with some trepidation. "Some of these appointments will need approval from the senate. I don't want to be negative, but Jeff isn't a member of the 'good old boys club'. The senate will also have to confirm Jason's appointment. He isn't exactly a household name in D.C. either."
"Thanks for pointing that out, Lisa. I understand how it's supposed to work. Let me say this. I'll do everything in my power to get my appointments through the confirmation process. I'll vacate these positions by executive order if need be, although I fully expect the people currently in these offices to submit resignations when I ask for them. That includes our bumbling Secretary of State," added Gwen.
"Which segues us into my next appointment. Naomi, I want you to be my Secretary of State. I know you have the two boys that keep you very busy, but I would very much appreciate it if you'd consider the position."
"If you feel I'm qualified and if it'll help you straighten out the mess we're in, I'll be honored. I know you'll have a fight on your hands getting me approved by the senate, but if you're willing to fight for me, I'll support you every step of the way. This is an honor I never expected.
"Jared and I knew you wanted me to be prepared to travel with Steve. My bags are packed and they're in the big closet in Valhalla right now. We agreed that I would serve any way possible, but we both assumed that Steve would be your Secretary of State.
"Jared's working through an injury right now, but he hopes to play football a couple more years. He can make sure the boys are well cared for when I'm traveling. The child care system Lady in Red has in place pretty much frees up all of us to pursue our careers."
"My plans for Steve go beyond any single position in government," revealed Gwen. "He'll be my go-to guy for a host of different and difficult issues. I realize that since he'll have no official position, members of congress will question his ability, his credentials, or his right to represent me. However, there are no laws that prevent me from asking for assistance from citizens, and I'll be asking a great deal from Steve. You can be certain of that.
"That brings me to the last appointment I'll make this afternoon," continued Gwen. "Kate, I would very much appreciate it if you would agree to serve as my Attorney General. I'm going to see that the current AG, Atkins, is gone from that position before the end of the day. Your name will be submitted to the Senate by this time tomorrow. President Kennedy appointed his brother, Robert, to the same position, so there's precedent for this. Will you take the job?"
"Sis, I mean Madam President, it would be a great honor to serve in your administration. I would remind you, however, that I'm not quite thirty three years old and there will be those that feel I'm too young to handle the job. I'll do my best to prove them wrong!"
"Bobbie Kennedy was only thirty seven when he became Attorney General, but there's another issue I want to bring up this afternoon," continued Gwen. "I recently turned thirty five. Steve is only a few weeks older than I. Naomi is our age and Jason's not yet forty. Jeff Wilson will be the old guy in my cabinet at sixty three, and he'll be a member of the same cabinet as his daughter, if we manage to get these appointments approved.
"I'd like some opinions on how we should proceed. By that, I mean are we suddenly going to change the way we've done business for the past fifteen years? Do Steve and I stop performing totally? Does Naomi give up her film career? How about Lisa and Kate? Do we become more like the traditional administrations of the past?"
"My personal feeling is that we continue on as we have been, as time permits," opined Lisa. "You didn't become president in spite of your acting, charitable actions, or love for your family. Those are the very things that caused your rise to the top. You need to be yourself, which will probably scandalize the old guard in D.C."
"I agree with Lisa," offered Steve, who had remained silent up to that point. "You weren't elected. You didn't make any promises, or make any deals, except for your promise not to run for the office. You've reached the presidency because you're different than the politicians that infest Washington. Your honesty and sincerity is why you're now our president. Don't change a thing!"
"Anyone else care to weigh in on this?" asked Gwen as she looked around the room. "I agree with Lisa and Steve. I'm not going to change and try to be more 'presidential', whatever that might mean. We'll do our best and let the chips fall. I thank all of you for your unwavering support of Steve and me, as well as your support for each other. My greatest strengths are sitting in this very room. I'm the president because I'm privileged to have such a giving and intelligent circle of friends and family.
"Naomi mentioned that she's already packed her bags. Steve is also prepared to leave immediately. My first act as President of the United States is to send Naomi and Steve to meet with leaders of Russia, China, Britain, France, Germany, and North Korea in an attempt to find a solution to the current crisis. I feel that President Crawford handled the entire situation poorly. Consequently, we're in a very precarious position at this time. I've tasked Steve and Naomi to find a path to peace. That's no easy request, but I'm confident that if anyone can manage it, they can.
"I've scheduled a news conference for this evening, a few hours after Steve and Naomi depart. I'll give a brief statement on how much we'll miss President Crawford and what a great guy he was. Then I'll get down to brass tacks and reveal what I've asked of Naomi and Steve. I expect some difficult questions. In an hour, I want to meet with Lisa, Kate, Mom, Dad, Jeff, Julia, and Grandfather Patterson to go over what my responses should be. That'll give me time to say goodbye to Steve," grinned Gwen.
"Madam President! We all know what saying goodbye will entail. You're already diverging radically from the standard farewell handshake," quipped Kate. "What sort of example will you be setting for the rest of us?"
"I would hope a very good one. My administration will expect all spouses to be supportive in any way possible," grinned Gwen. "Please remember this meeting is being videoed for history.
"I want each of you to create a list of names of people you feel would work well in my administration. We'll meet again tomorrow at this time to discuss them. The vice presidency is probably the most pressing, so be sure to give that some serious thought."
It was exactly eight PM that evening when Gwen stepped up to the podium at Valhalla. The room was filled to capacity with reporters and cameramen.
"I will make a brief statement. Then I'll entertain questions," stated Gwen as the first news conference of her presidency began.
"Steve and I offer our condolences to the family and friends of President Crawford. We were saddened to learn of his death. He loved his country and always served it to the best of his ability. He will be greatly missed.
"In light of the tenuous situation with Russia, China, and North Korea, I've asked my husband, Steve, along with my nominee for Secretary of State, Naomi Wilson-White, to enter into discussions with leaders of these nations in hopes of finding a peaceful solution. They have already departed for England. They will be stopping in London to meet with Prime Minister Blake before continuing on to Paris, Berlin, Moscow, Beijing, and Pyongyang.
"I've requested the resignation of numerous cabinet members and staff. Frankly, I have no confidence in them and feel compelled to replace them. As I've already mentioned, I'll nominate Naomi Wilson-White for the position of Secretary of State, my sister, Kate Martin, as the next Attorney General, Jason Hunter to head up FEMA, and Jeff Wilson as Secretary of Veterans Affairs. I'm not going to cite their qualifications at this time. Suffice it to say that they have my complete trust and confidence. I'll expect quick approval from the senate.
"I have asked my sister, Lisa Hunter, to serve as my Chief of Staff. I thank her for accepting that role. I will rely on her heavily. Finally, it is no secret that I lean on my husband for support, assistance, and solutions. I will continue to do so. I know of no person more capable, more dedicated to family and country, or better able to find a way to avoid war in these difficult times. I will take advantage of his knowledge and skill as much as possible. Now I will entertain questions," concluded Gwen as she pointed to Amber Stahl in the front row.
"Thank you, Madam President. There are so many questions I would like to ask! Do you feel that war can be averted? Have things gone too far to find a peaceful solution?"
"Maybe I'm an optimist, but I believe that we can wage peace and be successful. I have absolute confidence in Steve and Naomi. I expect them to find a way back from the brink of war."
"Madam President, aren't you placing a great deal of faith in a football player?" asked a reporter from a cable news network.
"A football player?" repeated Gwen. "Try a two time league MVP, a three time Super Bowl champion, and two time MVP of the Super Bowl. He led Navy to the National Championship in his senior year."
"Okay, he was a very good football player," agreed the reporter before pressing on. "Even if he excels at a sport, should you place the fate of the nation in his hands? Doesn't this situation require more experience?"
"This situation is extremely serious. It demands that I select the very best people available. That, in my opinion, is exactly what I have done. I think the people of this great nation are feeling hope for the first time in a very long time. The inspiration for that hope is flying across the Atlantic at this moment. I absolutely stand by my decision to send Steve and Naomi on this difficult mission."
"After serving as vice president for only ten days, do you feel qualified to serve as President of the United States?" asked a tall woman in the third row.
"I asked Steve that question immediately after taking the oath of office. He told me that no one was more qualified and that he would do anything I asked of him to help me. I can honestly say that I've never had reason to doubt Steve's assessment of a situation. That would indicate that the answer to your question is a simple 'yes'. I am qualified to lead the United States."
"Will you seek the presidency when your term is up?" asked another reporter.
"I never have, and I never will run for any political office, at any time" replied Gwen emphatically.
"Will you continue to wear red now that you're president?" asked a reporter in the back of the room. "Wouldn't that seem like you're promoting your company while serving as president?"
"I was the 'Lady in Red' long before I held any office. I see no reason to change my wardrobe. As I have stated in the past, brave men and women have fought and died to support my right to dress as I please. To feel forced to stop taking advantage of the freedoms that so many fought so hard to achieve and defend would be disrespectful. I honor those who now serve, and have served in the past, by exercising my rights."
"Was it wise to change horses in midstream, so to speak?" questioned a network reporter. "Secretary Carlton is familiar with every aspect of the situation and the negotiations that have transpired thus far."
"That is precisely why I am nominating Naomi to replace him," responded Gwen calmly. "I believe that the United States needs to demonstrate how determined we are to resolve this situation. Sending the same people to repeat the same stagnant position won't further our cause. We badly need fresh insight and ideas if we're to avert war."
"You honestly believe that sending your husband and best friend to negotiate for the United States is in the best interest of this country?" pressed the reporter. "Doesn't this situation call for considerable experience and total understanding of the events the led up to this impasse?"
"I cannot state this more clearly," responded Gwen. "Naomi and Steve are two of the most capable people I know. No one understands the background, the nuances, or the seriousness of the situation better than those two. This issue demands the very best America has, and it is my absolute belief that I have selected exactly that.
"My husband is often referred to as 'The Warrior', and for good reason. If it comes to war, he'll be one of our greatest assets. But, as a true warrior, he has experienced firsthand the suffering and pain that war creates. He's been in battle and understands that no one really wins.
"It's been said that the truth is the first casualty of war. My husband speaks the truth, even when it isn't convenient. Other nations are well aware of this. They respect it. Sometimes they fear it. Steve has proven that the truth is a far better negotiating tool than lies. He and Naomi are the people I want representing me, as well as this great nation."
"No one has addressed the elephant in the room. How will having our first woman president change the way things are done in Washington?" asked an older lady reporting for a Washington paper.
"Gender will have little to do with the changes that I'll initiate. For example, the press will be given videos of all high level meetings as soon as it is determined that doing so will not compromise national security. I expect my administration to be totally transparent and truthful. That alone will be a huge change from how things have been done in the past."
"Autographed copies of the Maxim issue you appeared in while still in high school are selling for fifteen thousand dollars a copy," began a younger reporter in the back. "Do you now regret posing provocatively for that publication?"
"Correct me if I'm wrong," countered Gwen with a bright smile. "The United States has never had a woman president that hasn't posed for that magazine. I became President of the United States just ten days after turning thirty five. Are you suggesting that I would have become president sooner if I had not appeared in that publication?"
"Of course not," responded the reporter stubbornly. "But we now have a president that has appeared in various states of undress and even nude in movies and publications. Do you feel that conduct is acceptable?"
"Yes, I do," responded Gwen immediately before pointing to another questioner.
"Even before your very highly publicized wedding, you were referred to as the Queen of Valhalla, the Queen of Asgard, and Queen of Sparta. More and more people have been bowing, genuflecting, or curtsying to you as time goes on. Does this make you uncomfortable, and do you think it should stop?"



"I have stated repeatedly that it was not necessary. However, Duchess Kate pointed out to me that it was a sign of respect, not only for me, but for Steve and my fellow owners of Lady in Red Productions. People appreciate the efforts we've made and continue to make for those experiencing difficult times, for whatever reason.
"I will not ask these wonderful people to stop their gracious gestures if it is something they want to do. As I stated earlier, many brave people have fought for the rights we enjoy in this great country. People can legally make all sorts of gestures, and often do, even if they're not always nearly as polite. I reiterate that these signs of respect aren't necessary in any way, but I do appreciate that so many thoughtful people choose to honor us in that manner.
"I've been the face of Lady in Red for years. I'm very proud of our company and the things we have accomplished. I cannot, and will not turn my back on those that wish to thank me and my company for our efforts. Sometimes, a simple bow or curtsy is the only way they can demonstrate it. I understand that and I always try to acknowledge them. It's only polite. If no one ever bowed or curtsied to me again, I would be fine with that, but as long as they do, I will respond as graciously as I can.
"I did not respond to them so I would become President of the United States. Rather, I became President of the United States because I have listened and responded to those voices that are never heard in Washington. All of our citizens deserve respect, the opportunity for education, health care, and decent employment. They do not need or want handouts from the government. They do need opportunity, and my administration is going to work every day to provide those opportunities to as many citizens as we can."
A portly man in the second row asked the next question. "Will you stop performing in concerts and movies, and curtail your music career now?"
"I will not rule out anything at this point. Obviously, finding time will be a big factor," responded Gwen. "I won't limit my future by making rash assertions this evening."
Gwen ended the news conference a few minutes later and once again met with her inner circle in the meeting room in Valhalla.
"That seemed to go well," observed William Patterson. "I'm glad we discussed the probable questions the press would ask, but you handled everything perfectly. Everyone broke into smiles at your response to the question about trusting a mere 'football player' with such delicate negotiations."
That statement caused Gwen's thoughts to linger on Steve's football successes. Her undergraduate career at Stanford had been far from average. After the success of her movies, especially her Oscar for 'Rise of the Queen' and her music career, she was the single most recognizable person on the large campus. Being the girlfriend of Steve Hammer only increased her visibility, although a new acquaintance named Colt Chance had required some time to understand that fact.
Gwen had found herself taking a required history course in the fall of her senior year. On the first day of class, a tall athletic looking guy took the seat next to her. He smiled and nodded at her as the instructor called the class to order.
The male instructor noticed both Gwen and the fellow sitting to her right. "Ms. Anderson, it seems that you attract quarterbacks."
"If you're referring to Steve Hammer, then your supposition is accurate," responded a somewhat confused Gwen.
Gwen was surprised at the chuckles her response drew from many of the other students as her instructor continued. "Actually, I was referring to the gentleman to your right."
"Oh, are you a friend of Steve's?" asked Gwen of the man next to her, while trying to determine the reason for the snickers from the other students. To her total surprise, the entire room broke into gales of laughter at her innocent question.
"Ms. Anderson, allow me to introduce you to Stanford's All American quarterback, Mr. Colt Chance. Many expect him to lead Stanford to the national championship this year," explained the grinning instructor, clearly enjoying the situation.
"Oh, I see," managed Gwen as she turned to shake hands with the man seated next to her. "It's nice to meet you, Mr. Chance. If you're serious about playing for a national champion, you really need to get appointed to the Naval Academy, as in yesterday. They could use another good safety."
"Miss Anderson, you're the first person I've met in two years that didn't already know who I was," chuckled Colt. "I appreciate your suggestion, but I'll take my chances with Stanford. Navy isn't even rated in the top ten. It's the first time they've ever broken into the top twenty, and they're eighteenth. We're the top rated college team in the nation, so I'm sure you can understand why I won't be joining the Navy anytime soon."
"I think it's probably because you prefer to remain a starter," quipped Gwen as the laughter increased in the room.
The Stanford quarterback's smile grew bigger. "I admire your loyalty, misplaced as it may be. I was runner-up for the Heisman Trophy last year. I didn't even see your boyfriend at the presentation in New York. Oh, wait! That's because he wasn't one of the finalists!"
"Steve isn't big on individual awards," allowed Gwen with a smile of her own. "I don't even know where he keeps his Oscar, his Emmies, Grammies, or other awards. I wish you luck if an individual award is important you. Steve's goal this year is for Navy to go undefeated and win the national title. He's never mentioned the Heisman."
"Except for a couple of good teams, they have an easy schedule, so they may go undefeated, but the title is out of reach for a team like Navy," declared Colt. "They don't have the horses to run with the big boys."
"January isn't that far away. We'll see how it all plays out," replied Gwen sweetly. "I'd caution anyone that bets against Steve Hammer that they're making a big mistake."
After that, Gwen and Colt would often exchange trash talk and light banter before and after class. In mid-October Chance went a little farther.
"My fraternity is having a party after our game with Notre Dame Saturday night. I was wondering if you'd like to come. It's going to be a great time and we'll be really jacked after beating Notre Dame."
"That should be a good game," acknowledged Gwen. "Navy beat them 45-17 two weeks ago, so you'll have your work cut out for you."
"It'll be more like a tune-up for USC next week," laughed Colt. "If you want to come to the party, I'll give you a pass. No one gets in without them. Not even you."
"It does sound pretty cool," admitted Gwen. "Could I bring a friend? If not, I'll just do something else."
Determined to show his influence within the fraternity, Colt quickly agreed. "Here's a pass. I'll just jot down a note that it includes a friend. Look me up when you get to the party and I'll show you around."
Saturday evening at the party, Colt was keeping his eye on the door as he waited for Gwen to arrive. Stanford had narrowly defeated Notre Dame earlier in the day and the school was abuzz about a shot at the National Championship. Colt Chance was considered the major cog in a great team and he was proud of the recognition. After the game, he had hinted to some of his friends that Gwen was going to be his date for the evening. His jaw almost hit the floor when she made her entrance, on the arm of Steve Hammer!
Suddenly, Colt was not the most important person in the room. Partiers gasped and clapped with glee when they saw Gwen dressed like a movie star and accompanied by one of the sexiest men on the planet. Gwen introduced Steve to people she recognized, which really wasn't very many people. Then she spotted Colt standing off to the side and led Steve over to introduce him.
"Colt Chance, please meet Steve Hammer. He played Thursday night on ESPN, so he has the weekend off. Colt plays football for the Cardinals," added Gwen as if it were an afterthought. "He says that he's very good."
"You sure had a good game today," praised Steve as he held out his hand to the other quarterback. "Throwing for three touchdowns and running for another against Notre Dame is pretty darn good!"
"Wasn't that the team that you threw five touchdown passes against?" asked Gwen innocently as she watched the two men shake hands.
Steve turned to look at Gwen. She knew his stats by heart and was a great football fan. She had to know that she was getting in a dig with Chase. He decided to ask her about it once they were alone.
Gwen beamed as she watched Steve stand near Colt. The two men were the same height, but Steve was broader in the shoulders and much better looking, at least in Gwen's opinion. She had been quite confident that once Colt Chance had the opportunity to meet Steve, he wouldn't be trying to ask her out again.
Gwen let the two men chat for a couple of minutes and then dragged Steve around to mingle with others. As she knew would happen, the students were quickly drawn to Steve and her. They posed for dozens of pictures and signed numerous objects for the party-goers.
Before they managed to leave, Steve and Gwen were prevailed upon to perform a few songs. Steve wrapped it up by singing the Elvis tune 'Can't Help Falling in Love' while playing the piano. The applause was loud and long as Steve and Gwen bowed several times before they bade everyone goodnight.
Gwen recalled how Steve had asked about her comments to Colt Chance as soon as they were alone. "The guy thinks he's the best football player in the world, so I wanted to bring him down a notch by introducing him to the actual best. Besides, he's been sniffing around my little panties lately and I wanted him to know exactly why I won't be dating him."
Gwen had been pleasantly surprised when Colt apologized before class the following Monday. "Gwen, I'm sorry for being such an ass. I was way out of line to even think you'd be interested in me. Steve really is an amazing guy."
"Apology accepted," replied Gwen with a smile. "He is something special, isn't he?"
"Jake Baron, our starting center, asked me if I knew what Jake's hometown was," related Colt. "I told him that I had no idea. Then he told me that Steve Hammer knew and had asked him about it. It made me realize how much I've become focused on myself, and how little attention I pay to others. I still have some time to get it right. I'll thank Steve next time I see him. I learned something about leadership Saturday night."
"I'll tell him that you said that," promised Gwen. "His interest in others isn't something he does to garner favor. He actually does cares about people."
It was funny how things turned out, mused Gwen. Steve and Colt went on to become good friends, as well as to forge one of football's greatest individual rivalries.
Gwen's brief daydreaming was interrupted by Lisa's next statement, which returned Gwen's focus to the meeting. "I'm already being contacted by various senators. You're going to have some work to do if you want to get Naomi, Kate, Jeff, and Jason confirmed. There's a lot of concern about so much change so quickly."
"Well, they'd better get used to the idea because I've already asked the current office holders to resign and they've all indicated that they would. They weren't too happy about it, but I'm not very happy with their efforts for the country," replied Gwen firmly.
"That's exactly what I told everyone I've spoken with," agreed Lisa. "I told them it was full speed ahead and that you'd be expecting the confirmations in a timely manner. I was more or less told that the Senate wouldn't act in haste just because you want speedy confirmations. I think they're going to stonewall the nominations until they get a feel for how you're going to handle this looming war."
"Then they're really going to be disappointed," retorted Gwen. "Steve and Naomi are going to do everything that they possibly can to find a peaceful solution. You know as well as I do that neither one of them tolerates failure very well. They'll find a way if it's at all possible."
The Red Lady landed at Heathrow shortly after eight AM, London time. Steve and Naomi departed through a VIP gate, which was located away from other travelers. As soon as they left the tunnel and reached the almost empty gate, Steve was enveloped in a fierce hug.
"I can't believe it! Gwen's President of the United States! Now she's sent you on the toughest mission of your life. I'm so proud of you both and love you to pieces."
"It's good to see you again, too, Steph," chuckled Steve as he held the woman tightly against his chest. "I hope this Limey is treating you well. If he isn't, I'll take a few minutes out of my schedule to have a little talk with him."
"Thanks for looking out for me. Regretfully, I have to tell you that James has been very bad. He's gotten me pregnant again!" revealed Stephanie with a big grin.
"Oh wow!" declared Steve as he drew Gwen's cousin even closer. "It looks like we're going to fill Valhalla up on holidays. I bet your folks are excited about having another grandkid."
"I just had it confirmed yesterday evening, so you're the first person I've told. I knew you'd be happy for us. Please don't tell anyone. I'm going to call Mom later this morning, when it's a decent hour back in the states."
"James, it's great to see you. Congratulations on the addition to your family," managed Steve as Stephanie clung to him. "I understand that you'll be joining us for the rest of the trip."
"Prime Minister Blake has felt from the outset that things weren't been going very well. When President Crawford passed and Gwen became president, he decided to shake up his team. Since you and I are practically related, he selected me to accompany you on this rather epic mission. I'm pretty much to keep my mouth shut and follow your lead. The prime minister will fill you in when you meet him in just about an hour.
"Stephanie and I are delighted at the prospect of having another child," admitted James Hawthorne. "We're trying to keep up with the cousins."
"Lots of luck with that. Lisa has been talking about having a fourth," revealed Steve. "Jordan seems content with three, but we all know how quickly that can change."
Steve thought back to the day Stephanie had approached Gwen and him with a worried look on her face. It was the week following Gwen and Steve's wedding. James was preparing to return to London and it was obvious that Stephanie was concerned about something.
"James asked me to marry him and I told him that I would. I'm so sorry to let you both down like this, but I really love the guy. We'll probably get married around Christmas. I know you guys depend on me, but I have to do this. We'll be living in London, so I won't be able to work for you after the wedding."
"Congratulations! This is great news and there's no reason to apologize," assured Gwen. "To be honest, Steve and I aren't overly surprised. We could see how James looked at you, and how he treated you. He's a great guy!"
"I'll miss working for Lady in Red Productions," admitted Stephanie. "I'll especially miss being able to be with you two while you change the world. It's been quite a ride for me."
"Steph, I've been discussing the future of the company with Lisa, Jordan, Charlie, Kate, and Gwen," confided Steve. "We've decided to expand globally and think London would be a great place to begin. Would you be interested in overseeing our expansion to England and the rest of Europe?"
"You're serious?" marveled Stephanie. "You'd place me in charge of a European division of Lady in Red Productions? You're not doing this just so I'll have a job, are you?"
"Hardly," laughed Gwen. "It's been something that Steve and I have been discussing for almost a year. We're missing many opportunities by not having a bigger presence in Europe. We should be selling more music, movie tickets and clothing, plus taking advantage of other business opportunities. It began looking likely that you'd be headed to London, so we thought we'd take advantage of your skills once again."
"I have to have the best friends and relatives in the world," sobbed Stephanie as she hugged Gwen tightly. "I'll take that position and make sure that you never regret putting me in charge. I can't wait to tell James. He was concerned that I'd not be willing to leave my family and job."
"Don't even suggest that you're leaving your friends and family," cautioned Steve. "That'll never happen. One or more of us will fly over to London as often as we can. I wouldn't be surprised if Diane, Will, and your little brother came along on some of the trips. Plus we'll be flying you back home now and then for business, and to see the family.
"I should train someone to assume my duties. It'll take some time to learn such a big and complicated business. Do you want to interview some candidates as soon as possible?" asked Stephanie.
"Actually, we already have someone in mind," revealed Gwen. "We've been spending some time with Tyler this week. He's qualified, but more importantly, he's a friend that we know we can trust. That means more to us than any other skill or training he could have.
"Would you be willing to work with him and show him the ropes? By the time you move to London, he should be up to speed and ready to step in," reasoned Gwen.
"Tyler? That's a great idea. He's always liked you two, he's smart, and his resume is very impressive," admitted Stephanie. "I think Sybil is falling for him, so there's yet another reason to keep him in Sparta. I know how much she means to you both. She's risked it all for you guys, and I know that you'll always be there for her."
Then Steve's mind snapped back to the present. He realized that there were several reporters watching the interaction between the friends, although they were too far away to hear the conversation. He quickly put on his poker face and addressed James and Stephanie.
"You remember Naomi, of course. She's Gwen's choice for Secretary of State. She'll be very much involved in any negotiations."
"Now I know I'll enjoy the journey," remarked James. "You're more beautiful than ever, Naomi."
"Don't let him sweet talk you," warned Stephanie. "He starts out low key and the next thing you know; he's gotten you pregnant."
"Don't worry about me. I know how to handle these Romeos," chuckled Naomi. "Steve has been trying to get into my little panties for years and I've managed to hold even him off."
"Is that any way for the Secretary of State to talk?" questioned Steve. "Now I'm concerned about your mental acuity. You should know very well that I prefer you without panties, or clothes of any kind."
"I certainly do," laughed Naomi. "I also know that I've been the cause of more boners for you than anyone but Gwen. Little Steve doesn't lie. He's made it very clear many times. He wants to get closer to my little kitty."
"Little Steve has a mind of his own, but big Steve makes the final determination," assured Stephanie. "There's a rather long list of boner causing women in his life, and I'm rather proud to be quite high on that list."
"Ladies, lest we forget, the world is on the verge of war. Boasting about who causes more erections is not appropriate in these troubled times," cautioned Stephanie's husband. "Besides, my money's on Stephanie's mother after seeing her and Steve in those movies."
"You're so lucky you've already gotten me pregnant," exclaimed Stephanie, "Because after that comment, you won't be getting any for a year. Steve, defend my honor! Tell my husband that you always get aroused when you see me. I bet you're hard right now. Give him the unbending truth, the hard facts, the... "
"Never mind!" interjected a grinning Naomi. "If he is feeling frisky, it's because he was admiring my ass when I walked down the stairs from the Red Lady in front of him."



"James, let's hurry up and get out of here. Gwen always became a bit demanding when she was a few months pregnant. Jason told me that Lisa was the same. I fear Stephanie is simply true to her genes. Naomi, you aren't pregnant, are you?" asked Steve jokingly.
"Not yet, but our trip is a long way from over," teased the beautiful woman as Steve groaned in response.
An hour later, Naomi, Steve, and James Hawthorne were sitting in Prime Minister Tony Blake's office, discussing the goals of the meetings to be held with Russia, China, and North Korea.
"We'll follow the lead of the US, up to a point," reasoned Prime Minister Blake. "We want a de-escalation of the situation, but we need to maintain our military positions until everyone agrees to pull back. I think you need to push for a multilateral withdrawal to positions held prior to June 1st, before this entire situation began."
"The President feels much the same," agreed Steve. "Secretary Carlton insisted that he pushed very hard for that very thing, but Russia, China, and North Korea wouldn't budge. I'm going to be insisting on a withdrawal. The world can ill afford to maintain the status quo. Any slight misunderstanding could result in war right now. We absolutely have to ratchet down the tension."
"Good luck, Naomi and Steve. James will be Britain's representative in these negotiations. He can't agree to anything major before consulting me, but his recommendations will be given a great deal of consideration."
Three hours later, Naomi, Steve, and James deplaned at De Gaulle in Paris. Once again, they were ushered through an out of the way gate. There were only a few reporters in sight and they were kept at a distance. Once again, Steve was met with a fierce hug and a quick kiss from a beautiful woman.
"Michelle! It's always good to see you," laughed Steve as he hugged the woman tightly.
"Gwen is now the president! Father will be going with you to bring peace to France and the world. I am so proud to be your friend!"
Steve gently withdrew from the embrace and then shook hands with former President D'Anjou as he greeted him in French. "Sir, it is always a pleasure to see you, as well as your shy little girl."
"Thank you, Steve. Some of my best memories involve you, especially that time in Moscow when you were so crucial to the success of those talks. My country has enjoyed a steady supply of energy ever since."
Steve then introduced Naomi and James Hawthorne.
"Gwen is so confident! If you were my husband, you would be traveling only with men, or very old ladies," chuckled Michelle as she greeted Naomi with a hug. "I would certainly not send you on a journey with such a beautiful woman!"
"These are the sacrifices I make for my country," quipped Steve as Naomi lightly punched his shoulder.
A short time later, Naomi, James, Claude D'Anjou, and Steve were meeting with French President Beauchamp. His goals were very much in line with those of Britain and the U.S. After a short meeting, the entourage left for Berlin.
Steve was mildly surprised when his group entered the VIP gate in Berlin. Once again, a beautiful woman was in his arms, welcoming him with a hug and not so brief a kiss.
"Hans and I are so proud of you both! I knew you were a special couple the first time I met you, but I never dreamed of this. I have so many stories to tell my children and grandchildren!" enthused Nadiya.
"Naomi! You will be Secretary of State and will travel with this handsome man? You are very fortunate. I was his girlfriend for an afternoon and it was your idea. Thank you so much for that memory."
"If you recall, my idea was for me to be his girlfriend for the afternoon," responded a smiling Naomi as she hugged her friend. "Somehow, I was replaced by some incredible blonde. I've never forgiven you."
"Hans! It's great to see you again," greeted Steve as he shook the tall blond man's hand. "Will you be escorting Naomi, James, Claude, and me to meet Chancellor Braun?"
"Not only that, but I've been selected to travel with you and represent Germany in these talks. The Prime Minister knows that we're friendly and has decided to promote me for this mission. She's eager to meet you formally."
Once they were shown into the Chancellor's private office, the group only had to wait a few minutes before Chancellor Braun strode into the room. Everyone stood immediately. Steve offered his hand, but the German Chancellor brushed past it and embraced the American warmly.
"I met you briefly in Paris years ago when you and your friends gave the most amazing concert I've ever seen. You performed from the top of the Arc de Triomphe under a full moon. The entire evening was magical. Now your beautiful wife is President of the United States and she has immediately given her warrior husband what may be the most difficult assignment of his career.
"Make no mistake about it. This situation is extremely tense. Between you and me, I never felt that your previous president had the necessary skills to avert this crisis. He was unyielding, yet he appeared weak and commanded very little respect from other nations."
"That's the same conclusion Gwen and I reached," agreed Steve. "Naomi and I have been instructed to find a way back from the edge. That's exactly what we're going to work toward. We'll need to be unified in this effort."
"I totally agree, although I have no idea how you can alter the apparent course of history. I truly hope that you manage to live up to the reputation you've garnered over the years, a fearless warrior willing to lay down his life for his lady and country. The video of you on your knees as that terrorist attempted to cut off your head, only to sever his own hand and then get decapitated by his 'helpless victim' is the single greatest example of 'never giving up' I have ever seen. Your resourcefulness and determination will be tested on this mission."
"I had held out hope that Lady in Red would someday perform in Berlin. You have many fans here. Now that your wife is president, that likelihood seems very small. Please relay to President Hammer that we would still very much like to have her visit our country while she is president," invited Chancellor Braun. "I can assure you that she will be warmly received, especially if her husband can somehow find a way to end the current tensions we all face."
Almost thirty six hours after departing Sparta, Steve and his entourage landed in Moscow. They were transported to their various embassies to rest, as well as to prepare for their scheduled meeting the following morning with Russian President Kozlov.
At nine AM Moscow time, Steve and Naomi, along with their allies, sat on one side of a large wooden table; while Kozlov, his aides, and interpreters sat across from them.
Once the formalities were complete, Steve spoke directly to the Russian leader in fluent Russian. "We are here for one purpose, President Kozlov. We want a peaceful resolution to the current situation. To cut to the chase, we are willing to accept a multilateral withdrawal from the present positions to those held the last day of May."
"Ha!" erupted Kozlov. "We proposed that very thing in mid-June, but your president would have nothing to do with it. If I accept this proposal now, my government will look weak. That solution is no longer an option, especially with the Chinese being so unreasonable.
"However, in the interest of peace, we will agree to withdraw once the American and other NATO forces have fallen back to their positions held in May, AND the Chinese and North Koreans have agreed to withdraw simultaneously with Russia. See how easily the situation can be resolved?" asked President Kozlov more than a little sarcastically.
"You are serious about this?" asked Steve, much to the surprise of Kozlov and the consternation of James, Claude, and Hans. "If the United States and the rest of NATO pull back to pre-June positions, you will withdraw your forces immediately?"
"Russia will withdraw, but only if China and North Korea have agreed to do the same," responded Kozlov. "Is this something you believe your country may consider?"
"The United States will consider any and all options to end this impasse before it escalates to war. Of course, the final determination belongs to President Hammer," replied Steve cautiously.
"I feel compelled to inform you that Britain is not likely to agree to this proposal," declared James Hawthorne, as Hans, and Claude echoed his sentiment regarding their respective countries. "And frankly, meaning no disrespect to Steve, I would be surprised if the even United States would accept this dangerous suggestion. We would be placing our countries at a serious tactical disadvantage."
"Regardless, that is the best offer I will make," asserted Kozlov. "Otherwise, we will continue to prepare for war. We cannot give up our positions when we are threatened on two fronts. Our superior military forces will be prepared for any eventuality."
"We'll be speaking with the leaders of China and North Korea. I expect to return within a few days with a concrete proposal," replied Steve calmly. "Meanwhile, consider your position carefully. I can assure you that if war breaks out, Russia will suffer greatly."
"All nations will suffer if it comes to war," agreed Kozlov. "But other nations will suffer more than Russia. We will see to that."
Once the group was airborne a few hours later, James Hawthorne moved to sit next to Steve. "I didn't mean to cut your legs off back there, but I felt compelled to state Britain's position. We can't allow Russia that sort of advantage in a potential conflict. You must understand that."
"I totally do. I also understand that Britain is in serious danger, regardless of how well your defenses are deployed. The same is true for France, Germany and all of Western Europe.
"I will not negotiate from fear," continued Steve firmly. "If we pull our forces back, we'll have to rely on our other weapons. It isn't perfect, but we'll be prepared to fight, and we'll expect to persevere. Let's see what China and North Korea are willing to do, shall we?" concluded Steve.
Back in Sparta, Gwen spent the first morning of her presidency reading reports and listening to various middle tier government officials explain what their particular agency was doing, hoped to accomplish, and reasons/excuses why it had not managed to attain its goals.
Lisa interrupted her just after noon. "Come and have some lunch. You need to maintain a healthy life style. Mom made some sandwiches and salad."
Gwen agreed and soon joined her friends and family in the kitchen of Valhalla. "Madam President...," began Jordan before Gwen cut her off.
"Jordan, please don't address me like that when we're in private. We're way too close to ever let my position harm our relationship. I need my friends and family to keep me humble and real. I didn't mean to interrupt you. I apologize. Please continue."
"Okay, Gwen," replied Jordan with extra emphasize on Gwen's name. "We had planned a fifth birthday party for Tim for Saturday. You told us that even though you were vice president at the time, you felt it was important for the kids to pursue their normal activities as much as possible.
"Now that you've managed a promotion, would you rather we scheduled the party for some other location? Our home is pretty close to yours and people will be curious. Security will have its hands full," stated Jordan.
"Please don't change your plans!"insisted Gwen. "Saint and Vicky are looking forward to it, as are a dozen or so other kids from Asgard, and a couple dozen more from Tim's preschool.
"I don't want to miss these important events in the kids' lives because I've somehow become president. Steve felt badly about leaving and having to miss the party. We know how much he looks forward to them.
"I know it won't be easy, but I'd really like to be a regular mom to the kids. It's not fair to them to have their parents taken from them, even for service to the country. I know military people often have to be away from their families, but I'm going to try to limit that as much as possible," promised Gwen. "Saint, Vicky, and I will attend Tim's party for sure. The kids are looking forward to it, and so am I."
Later that afternoon, Gwen met with Kate, Lisa, Paula, Ted, Julie and Jeff Wilson and Steve's grandfather, William Patterson. "Okay, let's go over the lists you drew up for my cabinet. We've got to move forward as quickly as possible."
"We decided to save some time by combining our efforts, and our lists," reported Lisa. "Two names kept coming up for VP. They were former President Rosen and former Senator Chatham. For cabinet and other posts, we have about twenty five names. I've had copies made and you can look it over at your leisure.
"Do you think Vince would be willing to return to public service?" asked Gwen. "I know how much Cynthia's death affected him. He spent almost two years taking care of her when she fell ill. During that time, he looked like he'd aged ten."
"He's been pretty reclusive since Cynthia died, but I'd think he'd enjoy having something new to keep him busy. It would help the healing. I didn't want to say anything to him until I found out if you'd be interested in having him as your VP," added Lisa.
"I like both recommendations. Senator Chatham did a great job when she was in the senate. Perhaps we could ask her to take a cabinet position if Vince will accept the vice presidency? Maybe even Secretary of Defense? She was chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee for a few years.
"Lisa, put out feelers to both of them. Try Vince first. If he's willing to return to public service, we'll ask Senator Chatham to be Secretary of Defense. If he isn't, we'll offer her the vice presidency," decided Gwen. "Thanks, everyone. I'll be going over the list later this afternoon and we'll meet again soon."
By one PM the next day, thirty three mothers, eight grandmothers, and thirty seven children were enjoying Jordan's hospitality as they celebrated Tim Burns' fifth birthday. All of the mothers were unsure about the proper protocol for attending a party with the President of the United States. It was the main topic of an anxious conversation as the group awaited Gwen's arrival.
"Jordan tried to put everyone at ease. "Gwen was tied up with some important issues, but she's on her way with Saint and Vicky. Please don't be all nervous and hesitant with her. She wants to be able to just be a mom and a friend when she's at the children's parties. Call her Gwen and talk about the usual things," she finished just as Gwen and her two kids entered the fenced in pool area.
"Hey, everyone! Sorry I'm late," apologized Gwen as she led her three year old over to play with the younger children while Saint sought out the bigger kids. "I made some potato salad."
As Gwen spoke, she set a bowl down on the table next to other food items. Then she placed several wrapped gifts down on an already impressive pile of unopened birthday presents.
The other mothers looked around at each other, wondering who was going to be the first to speak. Finally, Sandy Johnson Turner found her voice.
"It's good to see you, Gwen. You made your delicious potato salad? Great. Anything new in your life since the last time we got together?"
Gwen stopped, blinked her eyes a few times, and then broke into a huge smile. "As a matter of fact, there is. There's a great new shop on Second Street that carries all kinds of kids' toys, puzzles, and games."
Silence followed Gwen's statement for a few seconds before all of the ladies broke into loud laughter. Soon Gwen was the center of attention as all of the adults wished her success in her new position.
"Do you have any idea how cool it is to be at a birthday party with the President of the United States and we can call HER by her first name?" asked Laura Masters Watkins to the group in general. "My kids are playing with hers and she's a great friend. It's almost unbelievable."
"I just hope we can get over that and get right back to the same relationship we've always had," responded Gwen. "I need to be able to have friends who aren't trying to pressure me into supporting something, or opposing it. I want my kids to think of me as 'Mom' and not the President of the United States. I would really appreciate it if all of you treated me like any other friend."
"I guess we can treat you like all of our other billionaire friends that happen to be president," wisecracked Sandy Turner as she hugged Gwen. "Seriously, you make it so easy to like you that I don't think we'll have a problem with this presidential side job of yours, especially if you keep making your delicious potato salad!"
Soon the conversation was flowing and the other mothers began relaxing around Gwen. There were several Secret Service agents standing on the perimeter of the party area. They were close enough to be available if there was a problem, but remained removed from the conversation.
Everyone was laughing and enjoying themselves when seven year old Saint suddenly stopped playing Frisbee with Ruth Burns and Theresa Hunter and sprinted for the pool. He caught everyone's attention as he ran to the edge of the pool and without slowing down, dove into the waters. Just seconds later, he surfaced with a crying baby in one arm!
One of the mothers let out a scream as she ran to the pool deck where Saint had managed to place the child. "Jessica! Are you okay, Baby?"
The others sat in stunned wonder as the sobbing mother hugged the very wet two year old as she cried loudly. Of course the ruckus had drawn the Secret Service agents to the pool.
"Madam President, that son of yours was incredible," began the senior agent. "I saw the toddler fall and was trying to get here as fast as I could, but your boy sprinted over and dove in before I'd managed even a few steps. He may have saved that child's life."
"Thank you, Saint!" blubbered the infant's mother as she hugged the embarrassed boy while still holding her child on her hip. "That was amazing. You saved my baby!"
Meanwhile, Lisa, Kate, and Jordan shared knowing looks and slight nods. It was apparent that the boy was going to follow in his father's footsteps. It was obvious to all that the infant was fine, especially when she soon began happily playing with a toy sitting nearby.
"I'm amazed at how quickly he reacted and how well he swims," remarked another woman. "He's certainly a chip off the block! He isn't even eight yet."
"Steve has been spending a couple of hours a day every chance he gets with Saint. They swim, workout, run, and do all sorts of things together. My job is seeing that he learns the social graces, while his father works with him on the manly stuff," declared Gwen proudly.
"I hate to sound dumb, but how did you come up with the name 'Saint'? It's rather unusual," asked an older woman that had brought her granddaughter to the party. "I know I could probably Google it since you're so famous."
"That would be Kate's doing," admitted Gwen. "His name is Steven Theodore Hammer. Within a few weeks of his birth, we realized it was too confusing to call him 'Steve' since that's his father's name. Lisa started calling him 'ST', short for Steven Theodore. About a week later, Kate said something about 'Saint' and we all looked at her like she'd lost her mind. She insisted that ST was short for Saint and that's what she was going to call him. He became 'Saint' to all of us before he was even a year old. I held off as long as I could, but it was just so much easier to say. Plus, I think it's a pretty cool nickname."
"Yeah," agreed Kate. "At first I was thinking about calling him something short for 'Steven Theodore' and the first thing that came to mind was 'Stud' which is a cool nickname for a man, but not so good for a baby."



A short while later, all of the children were gathered to watch Tim open his gifts. Charlie had the grill going and everyone enjoyed his famous grilled burgers and hot dogs, along with the various covered dishes the guests had provided.
The children had been promised a chance to play in the pool and soon prevailed upon their mothers and grandmothers to take them in. Gwen took the hand of her three year old, Vicky, and slowly stepped into the pool with her.
"Has anyone noticed how good our president looks in a bikini?" asked Charlotte Marsh as she held her own three year old daughter's head above the surface. "Our first female president rocks a bikini! That is just very cool."
As everyone helped pick up at the end of the party, Gwen was approached by Sandy Turner's mother. "I just want you to know how proud we all are of you. We know you and Steve will do your best to prevent another war. Sandy's younger brother is a Marine and we're really proud of him. He'll always follow orders and if that means going to war, so be it, but I pray that you'll find another way."
Gwen embraced the worried woman as she responded, "Steve and Naomi fully understand how important it is to avoid a conflict. I guarantee that they'll do everything possible to save your son and all of the others in our military from the horrors of war. We'll do our very best!"
Two days later, Gwen and her entourage landed in Washington to attend the funeral of President Crawford, as well as to begin the transition to the Hammer presidency. Gwen hadn't been asked to play any role in the services, so she simply attended and remained quiet. She had been openly critical of Crawford's policies and was actually quite content not to have to speak at the funeral.
Members of both houses greeted her warmly after the services. Some of them wasted no time in lobbying for their pet projects. Gwen simply smiled and told them she would consider their proposals once the country was out of the shadow of war. Then she made her first trip to the White House as President of the United States.
Gwen, with her family and friends, remained low profile as they rode in limousines from the Capitol to her new home. Once they were inside the private quarters and away from any outsiders, chatter quickly broke out.
"I can't believe this!" exclaimed Lisa. "We're standing in the White House. My sister is the President of the United States. The next three years are going to be extremely interesting, to say the least."
"Steve and Naomi have been flying all over the world for the last few days, trying to work out some sort of solution to the impasse with Russia, China, and North Korea. He suggested that I call in the Joint Chiefs and leaders of Congress for his report and recommendations this evening at seven," reported Gwen as she looked at her phone messages. "He texted me, if you can imagine. Congress would have a conniption if they knew he hadn't used eight layers of security. I guess that's why he didn't state anything specific.
"Lisa, please see that the appropriate people are here by seven for this meeting. I need to know who's on board with whatever Steve and Naomi will be proposing. Kate and Jeff are in my cabinet, or soon will be, and I want them present as well. Naomi will be present by phone and we're still looking for people to fill the other cabinet positions, I want their input, as well as yours. Knowing Steve, his solutions will require a lot of determination, faith, and courage, but he'll know exactly what he's doing."
By seven PM Gwen was seated in the Roosevelt Room, just across the hall from the Oval Office. Lisa and Kate were seated on either side of her with Jeff Wilson seated on the other side of Lisa.
At exactly seven, Steve was placed on speaker phone. "Madam President, I won't take up too much of your time. Naomi Wilson-White and I have been in the air a great deal more than we've been on the ground. We're simply going to make our recommendations and answer any questions."
Naomi was next to speak. "After extensive negotiations and more than a little arm twisting, this is what we have. Russia, China, and North Korea, with one caveat, agree to pull their forces back to positions held prior to June of this year. They will do that only after the United States and other NATO forces have pulled back to the positions they held prior to June."
"That's it?" asked an incredulous Army General Dawson. "That's what you came up with? We can't take that chance. Once we pulled back, the Ruskies could take over half of Europe and there'd be damn little we could do about it! China would be free to move against Japan and Southeast Asia, and who the hell knows what North Korea would do?"
The general's opinion was echoed by most of the military and Congressional leaders in attendance. Gwen was silent as she listened to the discussion among her assembled advisors.
"Mr. Hammer, can you offer us any safeguards against the worst case scenario? Would there be anything in place to prevent these nations from taking advantage of the situation?" questioned Senate Majority Leader Lancer.
"I have made it very clear to all three nations that the United States would look upon a failure to live up to terms of the agreement as a grave act of aggression which we would not tolerate," responded Steve.
"That's a pretty empty threat, considering how we'd be giving up any advantage we may have at the moment," retorted Lancer. "How do our allies feel about this?"
"The representatives from Britain, France, and Germany have indicated that they are quite certain that their governments will not be willing to take the risk," replied Naomi calmly.
"You're telling us that no one but our enemies have agreed to this scheme?" demanded Air Force General Peterson. "Why would you even present this insanity to us without having the support of our NATO allies?"
"Time is the sole reason," responded Steve. "Naomi and I need a firm, unwavering commitment from the President before we can even begin to persuade our allies to go along with us. This offer is only good for three days. China was very reluctant to agree to it. They feel they're in the driver's seat now and aren't that anxious to yield ground."
"Do I understand this correctly? This deal where we give up our tactical positions while the Russians and Chinese keep theirs, is only good if we agree immediately and our NATO allies go along with it within 72 hours?" asked General Peterson.
"That would sum it up, Sir," replied Steve quickly.
"What you are proposing is tactical suicide," accused General Dawson. "The United States cannot agree to such a one-sided agreement. Do we at least get to see this agreement in writing? Has it been signed by Russia, China, and North Korea?"
"I felt that the effort to get the participants to place their positions in writing would waste a great deal of valuable time, as well as create an opportunity for them to reconsider their position. This was done with a handshake," stated Steve evenly. "Once the immediate threat of war is past, we can then hash out the details of a long term agreement that all parties can sign."
"Sweet Jesus!" erupted Dawson. "A goddamn handshake? What the hell is that worth in today's market? Personally, I'm stunned that you'd even waste our time with this lopsided proposal. We can't even consider anything so foolish."
Gwen had been listening carefully to the exchange between her advisors and Naomi and Steve. It was her decision. She knew that Steve would never hold it against her if she failed to accept his recommendations. It was also evident that agreeing with Steve's proposal would go against her military advisors, as well as most of Congress.
Steve was willing to place the United States in what could become a much compromised position. That wasn't like him. Was there more to this deal than what he had already explained? Hundreds of millions of Americans relied on her to make the correct decision. She needed to get this right.
"Something tells me that there may be more to this than what you've told us so far, Steve. Is there more?" asked Gwen as the rest of the room suddenly went silent.
"I was thinking that after we began pulling back to the earlier positions, you might order our submarines and some warships to move around a bit. Russia and China are well aware of their positions and will know immediately if they begin moving. We don't have to place them any place special as long as they remain within range to rain hell down on China and Russia. We would be well within our stated agreement, but prepared to engage any enemy within minutes. It wouldn't really change our capabilities much, but it would make them wonder. Doubt is a very strong tool in any negotiation. We need to be confident and create reason for them to feel doubt," finished Steve.
"That's a pretty flimsy argument," reasoned Senator Lancer. "This isn't a football game."
"Naomi and I will fly to Berlin today to argue our case, if you give me the go-ahead and tell me that the United States will begin withdrawing to our earlier positions within seventy two hours, Madam President," responded Steve calmly.
Lisa and Kate watched Gwen as she silently considered the options. This decision was huge, especially considering that she had only been President for a few days. Her two sisters held their breath as Gwen arrived at a decision.
"In exactly seventy two hours, The United States will begin returning its forces to positions held prior to June of this year. You can take that message to our NATO allies. Be sure they understand the importance we place in their support and leave no doubt that we will support them fully if the need arises," stated Gwen.
There were gasps and groans echoing off the walls as Gwen made her decision known. "Madam President, you can't place the United States at risk just because your husband has some half-baked hope that The Russians and the Chinese will honor their word!" erupted General Dawson. "I can't go along with this dangerous course of action."
"General Dawson!" rebuked Steve over the speaker. "You will retract your last statement, or tender your resignation immediately."
"If an order is clearly illegal, immoral, or obviously wrong, I am not required to follow it!" declared an angry General Dawson.
"General, your moral and legal obligation is to the U.S. Constitution and not to those who would issue unlawful orders, especially if those orders are in direct violation of the Constitution and the Uniform Code of Military Justice," stated Kate precisely. "However, the President's orders do NOT, in any way, conflict with the Constitution."
"They're dangerous and could cause tremendous damage to the United States," replied the General heatedly. "We will not fall back to any previous positions. That would be insane!"
"General Dawson, you are hereby relieved of duty," was Gwen's immediate response, as Dawson turned a bright red and clamped his mouth closed. "Is there anyone else in this room that questions my constitutional right and obligation to make these decisions? If so, speak now!"
"Madam President, we understand the chain of command and will follow all legal orders as given," responded the previously silent Admiral Duval. "I am familiar with your husband's skills as a diplomat and a negotiator. He secured the release of my younger brother and his family from the North Koreans a few years back. The United States Navy stands prepared to defend and protect this nation in whatever manner you determine is best."
"Thank you, Admiral Duval," replied Gwen graciously. "I expect each of you, with the exception of General Dawson, to prepare an orderly and timely withdrawal of our forces, to begin in exactly seventy two hours. This meeting is adjourned."
As most of the people filed out of the room, Senator Lancer approached Gwen. "Madam President, I'm confident that Congress will not agree with this decision. As duly elected leaders of this nation, we will not allow you to proceed down this dangerous path."
"Senator Lancer, allow me to explain a few things to you. You are a representative of the people, not a leader. You do not have the power, real or imagined, to block or alter a direct legal command from the President of the United States to the military. And finally, if you are foolish enough to attempt to do so, it will end badly for you," promised Gwen calmly.
Lancer turned and angrily left the room, leaving Gwen with only Lisa, Kate, and Jeff Wilson. Gwen turned to Kate and hugged her tightly.
"For a moment, I thought you were explaining to Dawson that he could disobey a direct order. I'm so glad I allowed you to complete your statement," confessed Gwen.
"I was trying to explain that while he was partially correct that no one should follow an illegal order, he is absolutely required to comply with a legal one, and your order was obviously legal," explained Kate. "I've been boning up on this stuff over the past few days.
"You've thrown down the gauntlet," worried Lisa. "Lancer has a lot of influence in this town. He's going to do his best to undermine you."
"Ladies?" came a voice from the speaker.
"Steve!" gasped Gwen as picked up the handset to remove Steve from the speaker phone. "I'm so sorry about that. Lisa, Kate, and I seem to be floundering here. I just pissed off the military as well as Congress."
"That's not exactly true," replied Steve. "You may not believe it, but you gained respect with the military when you shut Dawson down so firmly. He never would have tried that shit on a male superior officer, but he has nothing but thinly veiled contempt for women. He thought he could push you into doing what he wanted. I guarantee that the other brass in the room understood and approved of your response. Dawson was badly out of line."
"You need to get our allies on board as soon as possible. There's going to be a lot of pressure on me to rethink my orders and it would help a lot if Germany, France, and Britain were with us on this. Plus, I need you home to help me weather this storm," added Gwen.
"Naomi and I are packed and will be headed for the airport as soon as I hang up," reported Steve. "By the way, no one asked about the caveat North Korea tossed into the mix. Jong agreed to go along with pulling back, but only if we do a concert in Pyongyang within two weeks. I told him that we would."
"You promised Jong that the President of the United States would perform for him?" asked Gwen as she worked to keep her voice controlled.
"Perform onstage in a concert, yes!" replied Steve. "The guy loves Naomi and he asks about you all the time. It would be a great opportunity to smooth relations with North Korea, at least a little."
"If performing in North Korea will advance the cause of peace, we'll do it!" declared Gwen. "We've got to get over the notion that countries have to do things our way to be on speaking terms with us. I'll talk with Charlie and Jordan and see if they'll go with us."
"Thanks, Gwen. I know it wasn't easy to go against the advice of so many generals and Congressional leaders. That took a lot of nerve. I'll do my best to make you look good on this."
"You've never let me down before. I just had to remember that your opinion weighed more than all of the others combined. I'd be foolish to abandon the brightest light in my life, and maybe in the world. Work your magic and come back home to your family as soon as you can. I love you!"
"I've given this some thought," advised Lisa once Steve had disconnected. "I think you need to tell the world publicly what you've decided. Congress is going to try to vilify you in the press. I think it would be best if you preempted them by making your case to the nation as soon as possible."
By this time, Ashley had joined the sisters as they moved to the Oval Office. Gwen considered Lisa's suggestion briefly before speaking to Ashley.
"Ashley, please tell the press that I'm making an announcement about the status of Steve and Naomi's negotiations at nine PM from the Oval Office. The American people need to know the risk involved."
A short time later, Gwen received the signal that she was live on numerous networks and cable stations. She began her short speech.
"My fellow Americans, earlier this evening, I issued a direct order to our military that in seventy two hours, they were to fall back to their positions prior to June of this year. I did this because Naomi Wilson-White, my choice for Secretary of State, and Steve Hammer advised me that Russia, China, and North Korea would pull back once The United States and the rest of NATO had finished doing the same.
"My military advisors and top Congressional leaders do not agree with this decision, and they are correct in pointing out it is not without risk. The first risk is that our allies will not agree to this solution. The next risk is that Russia, China, and/or North Korea will not honor their commitment once we honor ours.
"I understand the danger and I've determined that the opportunity to end this senseless escalation is worth it. I want you to know that Naomi and Steve are working tirelessly to bring NATO on board with us. This will require courage and more than a little faith from our allies. I acknowledge that and I will personally lobby them to agree.
"Finally, Steve and I, along with Charlie and Jordan Burns, have agreed to perform a concert in Pyongyang, North Korea as part of the agreement. While there, I hope to work on stabilizing relations between the United States and North Korea.
"I did not make these decisions easily. I realize that this course of action is more than a little frightening, but not nearly as frightening as a world war. I ask you to keep Naomi, Steve, and me in your thoughts over the next few days. I promise that we will give the people of this nation our absolute best. Time will judge if our best has been good enough. Good night."
Once the broadcast was over, Gwen returned to the living quarters where her family waited. "You didn't sugar coat the situation, that's for sure," observed Paula. "What a decision to have thrust upon you in the first week of your presidency. I'm extremely proud of you."
"Thanks, Mom. The truth is I'd be lost without Steve. I wavered for a little while when all the military and political people insisted that Steve's request was foolish to the point of being self-destructive. I almost went along with them. How could so many smart people be wrong? Then I thought about what Steve has accomplished compared to the rest of them. I've staked my presidency, as well as the security of this country on his recommendation," worried Gwen.
"I appreciate the pressure you're under," reassured Ted calmly, "but you've placed your money on the right horse. I've seen things in the past fifteen years I never would have thought possible and Steve was involved in every single one of them. He defeated that damn pirate with sheer determination and guts. He'll get our allies to see things his way.
"I also heard that you put an insubordinate general in his place today. I know you're concerned about handling such a huge responsibility, but you're already showing your leadership skills. No one could handle the job better than you, especially with Steve covering your back every step of the way," added Ted proudly.
The news stations covered Gwen's decision and her lack of support from Congress the next morning. Senators and Representatives from both parties publicly criticized Gwen's decision.
"Gwen, both Houses of Congress have decided to return from vacation immediately and hold a joint session. The topic is what to do about you. There's even talk of a very speedy impeachment and conviction to remove you from office!" reported Lisa shortly after noon.
"When do they convene?" asked Gwen with amazing calmness.



"They plan on convening at one PM tomorrow. Leaders of both parties are said to be leaning toward impeachment. What should we do?" asked Lisa with concern.
"I want you to request that I have the opportunity to address them as soon as they convene tomorrow," replied Gwen.
So it came to pass that a joint session of Congress convened amid much speculation about the fate of the President of the United States. Would she be impeached so that the Speaker of the House could assume the presidency and prevent the military from losing the edge it presently held? What would the president tell Congress? On the morning news programs, many politicians speculated that President Hammer would either reverse her decision, or resign her office. The entire nation watched on television as the first woman president strode regally to the podium to address Congress.
Once she stood before the microphones, Gwen slowly surveyed the room and those assembled in it. Then she wrinkled her nose several times before curling the corner of her lip in disdain.
"I smell the stench of fear!" declared the President as the elected officials gasped at her statement. "It's not a smell I experience very often. My family and friends consist of real men and women, people unafraid to do the right thing regardless of opinion or personal gain. But fear has long flourished in this legislative body, and it disgusts me.
"When Vice President Grandquist resigned in shame and President Crawford's influence was badly waning, the members of this august body began the search for a suitable replacement that both parties could agree on. How many of you admitted in interviews that each party wanted someone that would be acceptable, but not be a threat to run for the Presidency after serving as Vice President? Neither party had enough votes to get their choice approved without gaining some support from the other party. A compromise was reached. President Crawford was essentially told that he had to nominate me or he'd run afoul of Congress. I was selected since I belong to neither party and I have no intention of running for the office. I would be no threat to the revered political status quo.
"You cowards didn't approve me because you truly believed I was the best candidate. You selected me because I was a safe choice! You lacked the nerve to actually do what you felt was the right thing for America. You put party and personal agendas ahead of country. That was a cowardly act.
"I have recently made a controversial decision; one that was very difficult, but one that I know is correct. Do you have the courage and integrity to support that decision? No! You immediately began yammering about how you had never wanted me as vice president in the first place. You approved me overwhelmingly at the time, but when things get difficult, you try to save your political asses in the most desperate and heinous way imaginable.
"I want you to listen closely to what I'm about to tell you. You will not, and you CANNOT impeach me! I have more than one reason to believe this. First, I am not guilty of treason, bribery, high crimes, or misdemeanors.
"More importantly, this chamber is a gathering place for cowards. You lack the nerve and determination an impeachment would require. You didn't even have the nerve to select the person you felt was most qualified to be vice president, and that would have been a walk in the park compared to removing me from office.
"The final and most persuasive argument I have against this esteemed body pushing for impeachment is my husband. He's quite busy working to prevent world war three at the moment, but once he returns, he'll devote all his attention to this institution's insult to my honor. If any of you doubt that Steve can and will use the truth to destroy you, then by all means pursue your foolish venture.
"But, let it be known that if there is anyone amongst you that thinks Steve will not destroy you, then you are deluding yourself. He'll walk through Hell to protect me and preserve my honor. It has occurred to me that the meaning of the word honor is unknown to most of you, but Steve lives and breathes it. Pursue this witch hunt and you'll discover what terrorists, pirates, drug dealers, and a few crooked politicians have already learned the hard way. Steve Hammer takes no prisoners and gives no mercy to his enemies. If you try to hurt me, you will become Steve's enemy!
"In conclusion, your fear, greed, and selfishness make you no threat to my position. I'll now return to the White House to do my best for this country while you posture and pose for cameras and sound bites. The American people deserve so much better than what you give them. You should be ashamed!"
Gwen simply turned, left the podium, and walked down the aisle as the shocked members of Congress sat in complete silence. Lisa and Kate met her at the door and briskly led her to the exit as Secret Service agents suddenly appeared to escort the sisters, leaving an almost deafening silence within the stunned chamber.
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Amber Stahl had covered a lot of speeches in Washington over the years, but had never seen or heard anything even remotely like the lambasting Gwen had just delivered to Congress. She struggled to find the appropriate words to do justice to the situation as the cameras switched from the Capitol Building back to the studio. The red light suddenly lit up and Amber was on air.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, we have just watched the most thorough berating of Congress by a sitting president in my memory, and quite possibly in history. When President Hammer asked to address a joint session of Congress, most members believed she would use the occasion to reverse her stated intention of withdrawing our armed forces to positions held before June. Rumors have been flowing for the past day and a half about a possible impeachment of President Hammer and many thought those rumors might intimidate her into altering her course. Some even suggested that she would resign her office.
"What Congress got was an entirely different story! No one could have predicted this. President Hammer first expressed her disdain for what she termed the 'stench of fear' that permeated the chamber. She went on to berate members of Congress as 'cowards'. She essentially defied them to do their damndest to impeach her.
"President Hammer first stated she has committed no impeachable offenses, and thus, any such attempts would be groundless. Then she proceeded to double down on Congress by telling them that they were too timid and frightened to actively pursue impeachment. The coup de grace was when she flatly pointed out that her husband, Steve Hammer, would politically eviscerate any politician foolhardy enough to malign her honor in any way. Her warrior husband would wield the sword of truth to destroy their careers.
"The stunned chamber remained seated and silent as President Hammer made her way down the aisle and out the door. We have reporters waiting to speak with members of Congress about the blistering rebuke they have just received from the President. We'll break in as soon as any of our people are able to find a member of Congress willing to be interviewed. That in itself maybe considered an interesting commentary on the determination and character of America's legislative branch.
"The President's husband holds no official office or position, other than 'First Husband', or perhaps 'First Gentleman'. Naomi White's nomination as Secretary of State has only delivered to the Senate today. Indications are that the Senate will delay considering any of President Hammer's nominations until they see how well the President handles the potential war our nation faces.
"Even though Naomi White and Steve Hammer have no official position in government at this time, President Hammer has made the decision to follow their advice, rather than heed the opposing opinions of her military advisors, as well as Congress. She has essentially staked her presidency, and many feel the security of the United States on her confidence and faith in her husband and her friend. This couple has been extraordinary in every way since they first gained the public's attention as high school students with their first dance. While many believe that pulling back our forces was a tactical error, few will dare voice it now.
"General Dawson reportedly declared his staunch opposition to the President's decision during a meeting and she immediately relieved him of duty. The public is just beginning to learn that Steve isn't the only Hammer forged from steel."
On screen, viewers could see angry faced politicians filing past the reporters with tight, silent glares. They were constantly asked questions, which they ignored. Not one stopped for an interview as they huffed past the cameras.
"It appears that we will not be getting any interviews this afternoon," observed Amber wryly. "I do however, have former Senator Chatham in the studio with me. Senator, in your three terms in the senate, have you ever seen a president berate Congress the way President Hammer just did?"
"She not only berated them, she challenged and defied them," responded Senator Chatham. "Congress is completely flummoxed by President Hammer's lack of concern for their sensitivities. I am unable to recall any occasion in this nation's history when a sitting president has defied Congress in such forceful terms. This is new territory for these legislators."
"That begs the question. Why is President Hammer so unconcerned about the opinions of the Senate and the House?" quizzed Amber.
"I think it's quite simple. I've known President Hammer for years now. She and her husband do not tolerate fools or cowards. Nor do they put any effort into schmoozing politicians. They have spent years building their power base from the grassroots of America. I would be quite surprised if the average American wasn't still chuckling in admiration at the dressing down she administered to the country's elected representatives.
"When members of Congress tried to exert force on her, she pushed back, and hard. It's my belief that if Congress tries to take on Gwen and Steve Hammer, it will turn out badly for Congress, or at least for many of its members. Recent polls have shown that this couple is admired and respected by an unprecedented 92% of Americans. Congress certainly can't make that claim."
Steve and Naomi were in Berlin at the time Gwen was addressing Congress. They had spent several hours earlier that afternoon trying to convince Chancellor Braun to agree to step down Germany's military placements. Thus far, she remained unconvinced. That evening Naomi, Steve, Hans, Claude, and James sat in amazement as they watched Gwen express her disgust for Congress.
"My God! Gwen really did a number on them," observed Naomi as the broadcast ended. "How will this affect our chances of getting our allies to join us in this effort?"
"Chancellor Braun was concerned about the American Congress countering, or at least weakening President Hammer's position. That was one of the reasons she dared not go along with the American proposal. We cannot afford an ally that waffles on such important matters," pointed out Hans. "I have no idea how this challenge to Congress will affect Chancellor Braun's thinking."
"Maybe Britain's reaction to Gwen's speech will help," suggested James Hawthorne. "I just spoke with Prime Minister Blake. He was extremely impressed with the President's decisive speech to Congress. He told me that Britain will agree to the withdrawal if Germany and France also agree."
"I am certain that France will be willing to do the same," added Claude D'Anjou. "You only have to gain Germany's participation and this part of your mission will be a success."
Steve had been silent during the discussions after Gwen's speech. He nodded approvingly to James and Claude, but seemed detached. After some thought, he picked up his personal phone and keyed a number.
"Tyler? Sorry to bother you. I imagine you can guess why I'm calling. I want you to increase the efforts to investigate the background of every member of Congress. Spend however much you need, but get the goods. I want every bit of information possible. Yeah, I'll probably be weighing in when I get back, especially if they're foolish enough to pursue this. Thanks, Tyler."
"Uh, oh. Steve, you're going to go after members of Congress, aren't you?" asked Naomi. "Gwen gave them fair warning, but they'll still be surprised when Hell rains down on them."
"If they back off right now, I'll probably let it go," admitted Steve. "However, I've always found it best to be prepared. A few of them may be foolish enough to pursue this, and I'll squash them when they do. Gwen doesn't deserve this type of treatment, and I'll see that they come to regret it."
Hans and James exchanged knowing looks as they considered Steve's words. It was obvious that America now had a strong but compassionate leader, with an extremely powerful and dedicated partner. They had no doubt that Steve would take on anyone or anything that threatened Gwen.
Meanwhile, Gwen had declined to take a limousine back to the White House. She insisted on walking. Secret service agents tried to talk her out of it, worried about her safety along the two and a half miles between the Capitol and the White House.
With Kate and Lisa at her side and an alert security team all around, Gwen began the trek. She hadn't gone a hundred yards before she saw a young Marine with a woman and a small baby sitting on a bench. As she approached them, the young woman quickly dropped to one knee as the Marine snapped to attention.
"Thank you, Marine. Is this beautiful baby yours? Would it be okay if I held her? Stand at ease, Marine." added Gwen since the Marine had remained at attention.
The young mother stood and proudly passed her infant to Gwen. "She's eight months old. Her father and I were married shortly before he was deployed to the Mideast. She came along before he got back. Jim, my husband, is scheduled to ship out to South Korea next week. Now we're hoping that he won't have to go," revealed the young mother.
"We pray that you and your husband will bring a lasting peace to the world," continued the woman as Gwen held the baby and gently rocked her in her arms. "You've given us hope. I want my baby to have her daddy around to help me raise her, along with a couple of brothers and sisters."
"It's families like yours that make this all worthwhile," replied Gwen as she returned the child to her mother before hugging the surprised Marine. "Thank you both for all that you've sacrificed for your country!"
The young Marine was at a loss as to how to behave since he'd never been hugged by the commander in chief, or even a superior officer before. He carefully held Gwen's shoulders as she embraced him. Gwen released him and gave the mother a light hug on the side away from the infant on her hip.
Although they had less than three miles to cover, Gwen and her sisters spent almost five hours making their way back to the White House. Early on they would stop and speak to tourists and locals as they moved along the sidewalk. Nearly everyone they met would first kneel or curtsy before crowding around the sisters, as much as they were allowed by Secret Service, to take pictures and ask questions.
News traveled rapidly and soon there were far too many spectators and well-wishers along the route for Gwen to be able to spend much time with hardly any of them. The sidewalks became lined with people, often ten or twelve deep, waiting to see President Hammer and her beautiful sisters walk by. As Gwen passed them, most people dropped to one knee and quietly spoke.
The expression "Madam President" was uttered often. Others simply said "My Queen". Before long those that kneeled combined the two terms into "Madam President, My Queen" as Gwen slowly walked past them.
Gwen smiled and responded to the adoring public with words like "Thank you", or "I feel so humbled", and "God Bless America!" Most of the people that gathered along the sidewalks were well mannered and the Secret Service agents had little trouble maintaining a modicum of order.
Gwen knew that Congress would be smarting from her verbal beating and would be considering all sorts of retaliation. She decided to remain in the public eye as much as possible while the nation withdrew its military forces from various locations around the globe. She felt the need to reassure Americans as their country backed away from superior military positions in an attempt to gain a lasting peace.
Several cable news channels soon placed cameramen and reporters along the route. They sent constant feeds back to the studios where 'panels of experts' discussed Gwen's speech to Congress and the various scenarios that yielding ground to Russia, China, and North Korea might create. They also discussed the phenomenon of Gwen being referred to and treated like a Queen even as she held the position of President of the United States.
Much discussed by the media was the contrast in President Hammer's demeanor between her address to Congress earlier in the day and the kindness and respect she demonstrated for her constituents, the everyday Americans to whom she so often referred.
Without exception, whenever the news programs features the 'man in the street' interview, citizens strongly supported Gwen's assessment of Congress. One man, a mechanic on vacation from Idaho, stated quite well what everyone was thinking.
"It's really something that the first president we've ever had with the balls to tell Congress to go to hell is a woman," chuckled the man. "We elect these clowns that make all sorts of promises that they never even try to keep. President Hammer ascended to the presidency because of an appointment and a death and she delivered the goods immediately. She never made any promises, but she's already done more for this country than all of the Washington politicians put together. I think America lucked out when she agreed to accept the vice presidency!"
Several Congressmen and a Senator eventually made appearances in the studios, mostly to explain how President Hammer had misinterpreted their reasonable concern as fear. There was no move underway to begin impeachment proceedings and Congress was backing the President's military and diplomatic decision one hundred percent. When they were shown video clips with many members of Congress suggesting the possibly of removing Gwen from office, they called it a misunderstanding. Not one member interviewed demonstrated the slightest interest in drawing Steve Hammer's ire, at least not publicly.
This turn of events did not go unnoticed in Europe. Steve and his group arrived at Chancellor Braun's office at ten the next morning. Steve was caught by surprise at Braun's change in attitude.
"Mr. Hammer, you may report to your wife that Germany has decided to follow America's lead and back away from our heightened alerts. I have already given the appropriate instructions to our military.
"I see by your expression that you didn't anticipate this happening. You were very persuasive yesterday, but the determining factor was President Hammer's speech to your Congress. That woman has my respect! She convinced me that she is strong enough to resist pressure from politicians and keep her word to America's allies. She most certainly is nothing like your late President Crawford"
"I will relay this information to President Hammer immediately," promised Steve. "I know she'll be extremely pleased to learn of your decision."
"There will be one further requirement, should we manage to avoid war," responded Braun. "While I am not a fan of North Korea's dictator, I have to admire his negotiating skills. I respectfully request that your group perform for the people of Germany in an outdoor concert here in Berlin. We have never had that honor and I hope to correct that oversight as soon as possible. Is this something with which you can persuade your wife to agree?"
"I'm certain Gwen will go along with that!" enthused Steve. "We want to build stronger relationships with our allies, as well as a better understanding with those who have been considered enemies for far too long. It will give you an opportunity to meet and speak with her on a personal level, as well. I believe you and Gwen will become great friends."
After again expressing gratitude to the Chancellor, the group continued its mission by flying to Paris. Steve soon confirmed that France and Britain were willing to go along with Germany and back the United States. Steve was mildly surprised that both nations also requested that Lady in Red perform concerts in their capital cities. Steve was confident that Gwen would agree with the importance of building relationships with America's allies and schedule performances as soon as possible.
Back in Washington, Gwen asked her closest friends and advisors to meet with her after dinner. "I spoke with Steve. NATO will pull back immediately! Once Germany, France, and Britain agreed, the rest of them felt it was in their best interests as well. As soon as the Russians are convinced that we, along with the rest of NATO, are backing off, they will be obligated to do the same.
"To ensure that this happens, Steve and Naomi are flying back to Moscow in the morning. Steve is prepared to twist arms if it becomes necessary. We need this to happen. The reason I wanted to meet with all of you is because something rather unusual has come up.
"Steve was asked directly by North Korea, Germany, France, and Britain that we perform concerts in their capital cities. Steve agreed to this unusual request. He and I both feel that we need to start building better relationships with all nations around the globe. The previous administration was pretty inept at international diplomacy. Steve, in my opinion, is a master at it. My question is this? How will the American people accept having their President singing and dancing, especially to entertain people of other nations? Do we need to plan a strategy to explain why we're doing it?"
"That's a tough one," acknowledged Jeff Wilson. "Nothing like that has ever been done before. That doesn't necessarily mean that it's wrong. Some folks might think it's embarrassing or demeaning, especially Congress. Maybe you should tone down the dancing and revealing costumes?"
"Honestly? I think you guys need to do this right!" insisted Kate. "You can't go to these cities and insult the people, as well as their leaders by performing a half-assed effort. They've all seen videos and TV broadcasts of the great shows you guys have put on over the years. I think you need to make these shows bigger and better than anything you've ever done before. You'll be representing the United States of America!"
"Not only do I agree, but I think you should perform in more capital cities," stated Lisa. "You may be the President of the United States, but you and Jordan are the two best performers on the planet. Talk about opportunities to meet world leaders under optimum conditions! Imagine spending three days in each capital where you attend a state dinner one night and rock the hell out of the town the next night. No president has ever done it before, because there's never been a president that could!"
"I think Lisa's right," added Jason. "It could be called the 'Peace Tour' or something like that. You'd be building better relations with a lot of countries."
"How about the 'We Come in Peace World Capital Tour?' I think that sounds really good," suggested Ashley.
"I like it, Ash!" complimented Kate. "That has a great ring to it. Make it known that this is a tour for world peace!"
"So you're advising that we not only do these concerts, but set up a bunch more?" marveled Gwen. "We have to have a limit or we'll never get back home. How long can I be gone from Washington?"
"I think that with roughly three day intervals between concerts, you should cover about fifteen cities in less than two months," calculated Lisa quickly. "Presidents have gone on vacation for a month or longer at a time. You'd be working, not vacationing. What countries should we focus on for this first tour?"
"I'll talk to Steve about that, but I would include all of the countries, friend or foe, involved in the current tension, if they want us to perform. I can see where some nations may not be too keen on western culture being forced upon them," considered Gwen.
"How have people taken the announcement that we've agreed to perform in Pyongyang? Have any of you heard any negative feedback?" asked Gwen
"Yeah, the usual suspects in Congress felt it was unbecoming for the leader of the free world to perform for the unwashed masses," replied Lisa. "You've already pretty well let them know how much you value their opinions."



"I've read some nice things about it on the internet," ventured Paula, who had been silent during the conversation. "I hope I'm not speaking out of turn. I'm not really qualified to be advising you."
"You're my mom! That makes you very qualified," insisted Gwen. "You've gotten me this far with your sage advice. Never think your opinions aren't wanted or appreciated."
"This is going to take some getting used to," admitted Paula. "I can't tell you how proud I am of the three of you. You're pretty much running the country. I never dreamed anything like this would ever happen."
"Any success we've had is to the credit of you and Dad," replied Gwen. "You laid the foundation for all of this during our youth."
"Yeah, and then Steve laid Gwen and now we're sitting in the White House," joked Kate.
"I've mentioned to you that I record all meetings, haven't I?" quizzed Gwen.
"Not meetings like this! That's just wrong," protested Kate.
"We are recording all meetings were policy is discussed, so don't be making jokes about the Commander-in-Chief getting laid," chided Gwen as she broke into a big grin. "However, historians will love the human element, so don't worry this time."
"That reminds me. We're going to release the video of our first meeting in Valhalla recorded immediately after you were sworn in. If you want to change your mind or edit it, now's the time," stated Lisa.
"I don't want any videos edited unless it's for national security. Otherwise, the press gets the entire meeting, not just what we want them to see. Once we release a few, people in my meetings will realize that they need to act and speak accordingly. New people coming into my cabinet won't be blindsided. They'll know what they're getting into," predicted Gwen before adding with a smile, "Release the Kraken!"
"When do we announce that President Hammer is going on a world tour?" asked Ashley. "That'll be an interesting question and answer session."
"We need to be certain that Russia, China, and North Korea are pulling back before we look like we're celebrating," pointed out Lisa. "We'd lose credibility if we were premature in assuming success, plus it could muddy the waters for Steve."
"That's why you're my top advisor," beamed Gwen as she gave Lisa a quick hug. "You're so logical and you're never afraid to tell me what I need to hear, and not what I want to hear. I really have some wonderful friends and relatives.
"I'll let Steve know that we'll definitely do the concerts and any others he can set up. Maybe he can use it as an extra incentive or something."
Naomi, Steve, and the representatives from Britain, France, and Germany met with Russian President Kozlov the next afternoon. It turned out to be even more contentious than Steve had feared.
"NATO has begun pulling back," stated Steve. "I respectfully request that Russia begin doing the same."
"Russia is in no hurry to weaken its position," stated Kozlov flatly. "We will wait to see if the withdrawal is complete and if China and North Korea do the same. You are in no position to dictate the movements of the Russian military."
"President Kozlov, I am not dictating anything. I am simply reminding you of our agreement. I expect Russia to live up to its end," replied Steve more calmly than he felt.
"As I have stated, Russia will wait to see if NATO adheres to its part of the agreement as well as China and North Korea. Russia now holds the superior position in this issue. Do not attempt to push me or I will simply ignore our little agreement," sneered Kozlov.
"President Kozlov, we will travel to Beijing and Pyongyang and make the same demand. Be aware that failure to adhere to the simple terms of our agreement may be considered an act of war by the United States. Since we now have weakened our defenses by trusting your word, we would be forced to look at alternatives that are much more drastic, at best," responded Steve.
The Russian's eyes narrowed as he stared at Steve. "Are you suggesting the use of nuclear weapons?"
"I am simply telling you that the United States will take any and all measures necessary to protect our nation, as well as our allies. Nothing is off the table if any country reneges on this agreement," warned Steve firmly.
"Your Congress would never go along with it," scoffed Kozlov. "It is no secret that it is a sad collection of career politicians, afraid of their own shadows."
"President Kozlov, do not make the mistake of believing that the weakness of our Congress lessens the determination of President Hammer. Congress will come to fear her far more than Russia if this comes down to a decision on going to war. I promise you that!" guaranteed Steve with passion.
"We'll discuss this with China and North Korea and return. I will be telling them that Russia will begin pulling back when they do. Will that be an accurate statement?" demanded Steve as he stared hard at President Kozlov.
Kozlov quickly considered Steve's question. He was well aware of Steve's reputation for nerve as well as speaking the truth. He had seen the videos where Steve had killed the giant pirate with his bare hands and how he had fought to save former President Novokov's son when attacked at his wedding reception. He studied the man across from him and came to the conclusion that he could, and would, take whatever steps were necessary to keep America safe. Congress would never stand up to him or his wife if Steve pressed them as only he could.
"Yes, Russia always lives up to its agreements, as long as other nations do the same. If China and North Korea follow the terms we agreed upon, so will Russia," responded Kozlov as indignantly as he could, ignoring the fact that a few minutes prior he had threatened to not honor the agreement.
"Thank you, President Kozlov," responded Steve graciously. "I'm glad we agree on this. President Hammer has asked me to relay to you that once this issue is resolved and all parties have pulled back from the brink of war, she would like to visit Moscow and discuss future policy with you. She would even be willing to perform a concert in Red Square as an indication of her desire to improve relations between our two nations."
Kozlov suddenly smiled. His surprise was evident. "President Hammer has told you this? She will visit Moscow and discuss the situation in person? And perform for us? Tell her that she will be warmly received and I accept her generous offer on behalf of the Russian people!"
"We'll have our people contact yours to make the arrangements. I want you to know that she will be doing the same thing with other nations. It is her intention to establish better communications and find common ground with all nations of the world," revealed Steve. "Certainly Russia is at the top of the list of countries with which she wants to improve relations."
Hans, Claude, and James finally began to relax once they were in the air and headed for Beijing, "I can't believe you looked Kozlov in the eye and pretty much told him that America would nuke Russia if he reneged on the agreement," stated James with obvious admiration.
"He thought about it for a little while and decided that you would act on your threat," added Hans. "He wasn't willing to gamble on Congress having the will to prevent you from going to war."
"I simply stated that not following the terms we'd previously agreed on could be considered an act of war, and that we would have to consider our options," replied Steve. "He connected the dots and realized our options were quite limited and very drastic."
Steve found that China was also reluctant to withdraw its forces, even when it was obvious that the United States was in the process of moving back. He knew that he had to get China to live up to the terms of the agreement. Otherwise, the entire agreement would unravel, leaving the United States and its allies in a weakened position.
"Mr. President, Russia is very concerned about China's position in this situation. If China forces Russia and the United States to join together to push back, I am concerned that war would be difficult to prevent. The United States does not have any wish to ally itself with Russia in any military action, but it is a distinct possibility. It can be avoided if China simply adheres to our agreement."
President Xi's eyes widened slightly when the interpreter mentioned Russia joining with the United States. Steve decided it was time to play his last card, although he wondered if it had much value.
"President Hammer asked me to tell you that she'd very much like to visit China once this issue is settled. We will be traveling to numerous capital cities, and even performing in many of them. I wouldn't presume that China would have much interest in a concert here in Beijing, but she feels that a meeting with you could benefit both nations"
This time the President of the Peoples' Republic responded immediately after the interpreter finished. Soon the interpreter turned his focus to Steve. "President Xi asks if your president is actually going to perform in other cities."
"Tell him that we already have plans for Paris, London, Berlin, Pyongyang, and Moscow. President Hammer feels it would be a great honor to perform a concert in Tiananmen Square, or any place of President Xi's choosing. Once the military issue is resolved, President Hammer would like to reach a more sweeping and inclusive agreement with the People's Republic."
After a short back and forth, the interpreter once again spoke to Steve. "China will live up to its side of the agreement. Once America has completed its pullback, notify President Xi and China will start withdrawing, provided Russia does the same. North Korea will not refuse to pull its forces away from the border with the South."
Steve thanked President Xi and left a short time later. Within two hours, Steve and his entourage were back on the Red Lady with Pyongyang the destination. Once again, his friends were commenting on his tactics.
"I can't believe this, even after seeing it with my own eyes," chuckled James. "You made it sound like Russia and the United States would join forces to battle China if war broke out. How could Xi ever believe that story?"
"He probably knew that Russia has never indicated that it would agree to anything like that, but the suggestion took root. He knows that it's a possibility, as unlikely as many may believe it to be. What he really took from my comments was that I was considering the possibility of persuading Russia to join us in a united front against China. The mere possibility was enough to cause Xi to fall in line. He likes the balance of power as it is," explained Steve.
"Why are we going to North Korea after China guaranteed they would go along with the program?" asked Hans.
"A couple of reasons," responded Steve. Jong's a very insecure, paranoid individual. If we were to assume he was going to move troops away from the DMZ without speaking to him, he might just start a war out of pique.
"The other reason is that he has a thing for Naomi. You saw how he reacted to her when we spoke with him a couple of days ago. He'll be quite personable when she explains how Russia and China are pulling back. Then she'll blink her eyes a couple of times and remind him that he promised to do the same and how she knows what a fine, honorable man he is. Dare she assume that he's on board with everything?"
"Hey! What can I say? I'm hoping to be the next Secretary of State, so I need to contribute at least something to this diplomatic mission," insisted Naomi. "I can't help it if the guy likes me. Steve won't be laughing so hard when Jong meets Gwen. He's always asking about her. He'll forget about me when he sees Gwen in person."
"Naomi, no man that has seen you could ever forget you," assured James. "However, I agree that it will be a very interesting meeting and I am going to do everything possible to be there when Jong meets President Hammer."
"That's good to hear," chimed in Steve. "I'm going to ask Prime Minister Blake to have you and Stephanie accompany us on the 'World Capital Tour'. I also hope to have Hans and Nadiya, as well as Claude and Colette join us."
"Collette has been having some health issues, but I am certain that Michelle would love to accompany me," stated Claude D'Anjou. "Would that be acceptable?"
"Ha!" exclaimed James. "I'm sure Steve won't be turning that offer down. Michelle is a very attractive woman and I hear she's being noticed in political circles in France. Does she have political ambitions?"
"Please keep this among us. Michelle is going to run for Mayor of Paris next year. An international trip with her good friend, President Hammer and her husband could only improve her chances of getting elected," predicted Claude.
While Steve was in the air on his way to North Korea, Gwen was meeting with her inner circle in the oval office. "I spoke with Steve a little while ago. He's confident that Russia and China will be pulling back once our forces have returned to our previous positions. He didn't say too much about it, but I had the impression that he did some arm twisting on this. They're headed to North Korea to make certain that Chairman Jong is still with the program."
"It can't happen soon enough to suit me," admitted Lisa. "Congress is starting to whine and whimper again about your decision regarding withdrawal. They won't even consider your nominees for any Cabinet positions until this all shakes out. If it doesn't work out like we hope, getting anything through Congress will be difficult, at best."
"Steve is doing his best and I have no reason to doubt he'll make it work. We need to plan on pressuring the Senate to confirm my appointments as soon as Russia, China, and North Korea begin to comply with our agreement," stated Gwen.
"When are you going to announce that Vince Rosen has agreed to accept the vice presidency?" asked Kate. "Will you make the announcement, or leave it up to Ashley?"
"I think I need to make the announcement. I'll make it clear that he's doing this as a service to his country and only because I asked him personally. He's still grieving over Cynthia's death, but he agrees that he'll heal faster if has something else to concentrate on. Steve thought it was a great idea to ask both Vince and Meredith Chatham to join my administration. They're two individuals with proven track records and shouldn't have any obstacles to their approval."
"Not to be negative," began Jason, "but the Senate isn't always logical. They're pissed at you and aren't likely to make anything easy for your administration."
"I realize it may not be easy, but it will be done," insisted Gwen. "When Steve gets back, things will start happening. Between the two of us, we can exert a lot of pressure on the Senate, especially if his mission is as successful as I hope."
"I think that you should have a news conference soon," suggested Lisa. "Present your case to the American public and chide the Senate for its inaction. You're nominating a former president to assume the position of vice president and a three term former senator for secretary of defense. Let the press hound the Senate about their inaction. I'll bet they'll hear from their constituents, too."
"That's a good idea," agreed Gwen. "Ashley, let's set this up for tomorrow evening. The last of the NATO forces will be back in their prior positions by midnight tonight, so by tomorrow evening China, Russia, and North Korea should have begun their withdrawal. Whether they have or not, I'll need to report the status to the American people."
"Isn't there an inherent risk in setting up the news conference before we know if those countries will adhere to the agreement?" asked Jason. "You could wait and schedule once we're certain that they're living up to the terms."
"That would be safer, but pretty obvious," observed Jeff Wilson. "I think Gwen's right. Schedule it now and let Steve and Naomi know that you're addressing the country tomorrow evening and that we need to have some good faith action from those nations by then."
"That's what I was thinking, too," agreed Gwen. "I know I keep putting pressure on Steve and Naomi, but they've been producing results so far. I really lucked out when those two agreed to undertake this task."
"When's the last time Steve refused you anything?" grinned Lisa. "Now, about those concerts. We really need to start the ball rolling on them. You'll need a huge crew to set up and tear down all of the equipment and props. You'll want some jumbotrons shipped, set up, and tested before each show. We need to make arrangements with all of the governments involved. This is going to be big!
"We've been contacted by over twenty five nations asking that you consider their capital city for a performance. The press is getting wind of this and asking questions. You'll have to announce that Steve, Jordan, Charlie, and you will be making a world tour to promote better relations with the nations of the world.
"We had to begin refusing after sixteen cities were placed on the schedule. The list of approved cities will include Pyongyang, Seoul, Tokyo, Beijing, Sydney, Rome, Kiev, Budapest, Moscow, Madrid, Paris, Berlin, London, Mexico City, Havana, and Ottawa."
"Sixteen cities in sixty days?" worried Gwen. "We've never tried anything of that magnitude before. That's pushing pretty hard."
"It won't just be concerts, either. You'll be a guest at state dinners, probably in every city you visit. We'll spend some time visiting places of interest in each city. We'll be exhausted. We're all going along so we can help you out anyway possible. Mom, Dad, Kate, Chip, Jason, Jeff and Julie, Billy and Charlotte, Jared and Naomi, and Ashley and Richard will all be with you on this history making tour.
"We're using Ashley's idea and calling it the 'We Come in Peace World Tour'. I'll tell the nations involved that they can announce that you'll be visiting their capital and performing a concert there as soon as you finish your press conference tomorrow evening. There's been increased grumbling in Congress about your plans to perform in Pyongyang. Wait until our nation's esteemed representatives hear that you've added fifteen more cities to the tour. This is going to get interesting," predicted Lisa wryly.
The following day saw Gwen in frequent contact with Steve as she pressed him about Russia, China, and North Korea's timetable for pulling back. Steve in turn, made numerous calls to the leaders of all three nations from the Red Lady. He explained the deadline Gwen was facing and very firmly insisted that some visible indication of a military pullout become evident.
An hour before the conference, Gwen was informed that North Korean forces were backing off from the DMZ. A short time later, Admiral Duval reported that Chinese war ships were moving away from the coast of Japan and Southeast Asia. Seconds before she was scheduled to make her opening statement, Lisa rushed to her side and whispered in her ear that Russian troops were beginning to withdraw from NATO borders on several fronts.
"My fellow Americans," began Gwen with a brilliant smile. "I have been informed that Russia, China, and North Korea are beginning to back away from the threatening positions they have held since this escalation began. The significance of this withdrawal cannot be overstated. The world is moving away from war, even as I speak to you this evening.
"The United States thanks its allies for their support in a very difficult situation. They displayed great courage and commitment to peace. I would like to add my personal appreciation for the faith displayed by these good friends of America.
"I am grateful to Russia, China, and North Korea for agreeing to pull back, as well as adhering to their verbal commitments so honorably. It's in the spirit of the recent positive developments and with the desire to open better communication with these nations that Jordan and Charlie Burns have agreed to join Steve and me on a world tour."



At this point, the members of the press began whispering and mumbling so loudly that Gwen chose to simply, and quite obviously, wait for quiet. The press corps soon realized they were holding up the President's announcement and went silent again.
"This will be named the 'We Come in Peace World Tour'. I realize that this has never been done before, but the world has just narrowly avoided war. It's my intention to prevent this sort of situation from developing again, at least on my watch. We will appear in concerts in sixteen world capitals over a two month span. While visiting these nations, I will have a frank and open dialogue with the leaders of each nation, if they are willing. The world is becoming a small place. Countries need to find ways to work together peacefully toward common goals.
"In accordance with the twenty fifth amendment, I would like to announce my selection for vice president at this time. I have asked former President Vincent Rosen to serve in that capacity in my administration and he has graciously agreed. As you all know, he didn't seek re-election when his beloved wife, Cynthia, was diagnosed with ovarian cancer. He spent the last year of her life at her side, assisting her any way possible. He has proven his ability to govern, but more importantly to me, he has demonstrated his humanity. I expect his nomination to sail through the Senate and House.
"I have also managed to persuade former Senator Chatham to accept the position of Secretary of Defense. I have no need to discuss her qualifications. She has had a long and honorable career in government. Again, I fully expect the Senate to approve her nomination quickly. I will now entertain questions."
Once again, Amber Stahl was chosen to pose the first question. "Madam President, you ascended to the Presidency one week ago. In that period of time you have managed to rebuke Congress, as well as resolve an international situation that many believed would escalate to war. Do you feel vindicated by the success of your husband and best friend in these negotiations?"
"That's a good question," granted Gwen as she considered her response. "When I, along with my advisors, heard what Steve and Naomi proposed, I am ashamed to say that I considered the option not heeding their advice. There were experienced military and political people in the room, and they all felt it was a bad idea. After some back and forth, I came to realize that of all of those speaking, Steve and Naomi were the ones I needed to trust. Others may have had more experience, but no one has a better understanding of the dynamics of the nations involved than my husband. This country is blessed to have a person like Steve willing and able to state our case to world leaders.
"Do not make the mistake of thinking I wasn't worried. Do not think that Steve and Naomi did not have to work extremely hard and even twist some arms to accomplish what they did. To answer your question, I did very little in the scheme of things. Steve and Naomi pulled this off. If anyone had any doubts about Naomi's qualifications and ability to perform at a very high level as Secretary of State prior to this week, those doubts should be now be eliminated. I urge the Senate to quickly approve her nomination."
Gwen then pointed to a representative from a New York paper. "Are we to understand that you will be performing in concerts for a period of two months? Are you concerned about being away from Washington for such a long span?"
"I swore to defend, protect, and preserve the constitution of the United States. I intend to do exactly that. I will faithfully execute the office of President of the United States to the absolute best of my ability. I have been in office about a week and tensions have been reduced considerably around the globe, mostly through the tireless efforts of Naomi Wilson-White and my husband."
Gwen pointed to another reporter who quickly asked, "What about domestic policy? What about getting your nominees pushed through the senate? How will you accomplish that while you are off performing in foreign lands?"
Gwen surprised the reporter by smiling at his question. "Your very question indicates that you don't believe that the Senate will approve my nominees without my exerting considerable pressure on them. You and many other citizens have come to expect little or nothing from your elected representatives. You seem certain that they lack the simple skills required to do their jobs properly.
"My job description does not include babysitting Congress. These people have been elected to perform certain tasks. One of those tasks is to approve the nominations the president makes for the cabinet. I expect them to do exactly that. If they do not, I ask that the American public voice their displeasure in any and all legal avenues.
"I'll be building stronger relationships with nations across the globe for two months. When I return to Washington with my husband, he and I will determine why some nominations were not approved and we will proceed accordingly."
"Madam President, are you threatening Congress again with that last statement? Your husband has no official position in Washington. Why would you include him in your statement?" asked a cable news reporter.
"Really?" chuckled Gwen. "Steve has just brought the world back from the brink of war, with the able assistance of Naomi White. That's merely the latest of his accomplishments. Perhaps you can name a senator or congressman that wields as much power and influence as Steve?"
"No, I can't, Madam President, but is it proper to bully and threaten elected officials this way?" persisted the reporter.
"I don't agree with your choice of words," stated Gwen flatly. "The Senate will have two months to review and pass my nominations before I return to Washington. Personally, I believe any nominee I place before the senate will be a highly qualified individual. If they cannot act in that period of time, I will have to use whatever legal means are at my disposal to encourage the Senate to simply perform the job that they were elected to do. It happens that my husband is at my disposal, and will be an extremely effective champion for my nominees. There are no threats, just promises."
"How do you respond to critics that claim that the President of the United States should not be singing and dancing provocatively, especially for the entertainment of citizens of other nations?" asked a female reporter from a major network.
"The President of the United States will be working for world peace, and will be seen by as many citizens of the world as possible. I serve at the will of the people, not the media, or elected officials. The citizens of this country want peace and prosperity, and I will be working for exactly that.
"All lives matter to me, whether they are in North Korea, Siberia, Manchuria, Canada, or Beverly Hills, but no life is more important than any other life. I will take that belief to my grave," responded Gwen with passion. "Quite frankly, I don't give a tinker's damn what elitists think. I care about the men and women of America that work hard and expect their president to do the same. I care about all people. If I can make their lives better in any way, I'll do my best to make that happen."
"Madam President, The United States has no diplomatic relations with North Korea. Are you considering reversing decades old policy? Will you meet with Jong while you are in Korea?" asked another network reporter.
"It is entirely possible. That will be a decision for Chairman Jong to make. He has been informed that I am quite willing to discuss a wide range of issues important to both nations," replied Gwen calmly.
"What about the many civil rights violations his regime has committed over the years?" asked the reporter, following up on his first question.
"It's certainly worthy of dialogue, as are many other subjects. What has the United States gained from its lack of diplomatic relations? What has North Korea gained? To be quite honest, a better understanding and open discussion are far more likely to help resolve these issues than embargoes, sanctions, and threats," stated Gwen. "Please identify where the absence of diplomatic relations has improved anything for either Americans, or North Koreans."
"We have to accept that other nations do things differently, and not always to our liking," added Gwen. "History has shown us time and time again, that trade and the free exchange of ideas do far more to improve lives than sanctions ever have."
"Will you be giving a somewhat watered-down version of your concerts now that you are President of the United States?" asked the AP reporter.
"My friends and I have never given less than our best in any performance," replied Gwen quickly. "That certainly will not change. We expect to improve and enhance our production, not diminish it."
Gwen once again pointed to Amber Stahl. "Madam President, how do you think Congress will react to the President of the United States appearing in concerts, especially in other countries?"
"Your guess is as good as mine, Amber. The truth is, it really doesn't matter much to me. I have a clear vision of what I intend to accomplish on this world tour. Congress will be back from vacation before I return to Washington. It has responsibilities and obligations to the people of America. It's my hope that, with the encouragement of the American people, Congress will move away from politics as usual and concentrate on improving the lives of our citizens," responded Gwen thoughtfully.
The following afternoon, Gwen was casually dressed as she stood waiting as a helicopter landed on the south lawn of the White House. Dozens of cameras were in place as reporters positioned themselves not far from President Hammer. They watched as Naomi and Steve stepped from the aircraft.
Naomi walked quickly up to Gwen and the two friends embraced warmly and exchanged pleasantries as Steve hung back. After a minute or so, Naomi stepped away from Gwen and Steve came forward. He was wearing cargo pants and a tight Navy camo t-shirt.
The cameras recorded the surprise on Gwen's face when Steve suddenly dropped to one knee before her. "My Queen," was all he said as he bowed his head.
Gwen was unable to totally stifle her smile a small giggle as she looked down at her amazing husband. He had bowed to her as the world watched, leaving no room for doubt that his love and dedication to his wife were total and absolute.
Gwen allowed him to remain kneeling for several more seconds before speaking. "Rise Warrior," was all she said.
Gwen waited patiently as Steve slowly rose to stand before her. She stared into his eyes as she moved close, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him long and hard while reporters watched in surprised silence.
Across America, citizens watched the reunion with a great deal of pride. A man reunites with his wife, who just happens to be President of the United States, after a week's separation. The absolute love the couple shared was obvious to all. Smiles turned to laughter when Steve swept his wife off her feet and into his arms before she had finished her kiss. He started toward the White House as Gwen was seen speaking quietly in his ear. He nodded and turned to face the media, but refused to allow his squirming wife to leave his arms for several long seconds.
Gwen was giggling like a school girl when Steve finally placed her feet gently back on the ground. Her relief at having her husband back at her side was obvious to all.
"We'll answer a few questions before we go inside to enjoy a quiet meal with the family," stated Gwen with a smile.
"Steve, ah, Mr. Hammer, how difficult was it to reach the agreement with Russia and China and did you think that they would abide by it?" asked a network reporter.
"Just call me Steve. It was a process. Naomi and I remained patient and appealed to everyone's desire for a peaceful solution. I will tell you this. The turning point for getting NATO to go along with the withdrawal was the fearless way Gwen faced Congress. Once our allies were convinced that she was willing and able to take on the legislative branch of government to keep America's promises, our allies quickly bought into the withdrawal."
"President Hammer has been telling us that you and Ms. Wilson-White were responsible for the success of your mission. Are you telling us that it was her actions that made the difference?" asked another reporter.
"What I'm telling you is this. The United States is extremely fortunate to have a leader with the vision, integrity, strength, and humility she possesses," replied Steve as he pulled Gwen's shoulders closer to his chest. "Other nations' leaders are very much looking forward to meeting her and discussing a wide range of topics. She has the respect of the world. She's earned it, and it will serve America well."
"This is the first evening you two have been together since you took office, Madam President," began Martha Raster, the elder spokeswoman of the press corps. "You have recently taken up residence in the White House. Do you have plans to 'christen' every room?"
Gwen and Steve laughed as hard as the other members of the press at the older woman's question. "My goodness, Martha! There are an awfully lot of rooms in the White House," observed Gwen with a chuckle. "Would you recommend such plans?"
"Madam President, considering how great your husband looks and how well he defends and loves you, I most certainly would!" responded the older woman with surprising passion.
Once again, everyone broke into gales of laughter. As soon as it abated, the older lady felt the need to defend her statement. "Well, just look at him!" was all she said as yet again, laughter erupted.
"We'll take your suggestion under advisement," replied Gwen with a broad smile. "He does look good, doesn't he?"
"Steve, Mr. Hammer, how do you feel about the prevailing opinion in Congress that it's undignified and demeaning for the President of the United States to appear in concert, especially in less than friendly nations?" asked a reporter from a Washington paper.
"I think Gwen expressed our feelings on deferring to Congress the other day. However, in the interest of fairness, I'll be glad to stop in and discuss the reasoning behind her decision, if any members of Congress would care to meet with me," replied Steve evenly.
"Do you think anyone will take you up on that offer?" asked another reporter. "Many members seem to be less than keen to be in the same room with you."
"Anyone treating my wife with the respect she deserves will have no problem with me," responded Steve calmly. "By the same token, those that demonstrate a personal agenda against my wife will definitely be dealing with me. Criticism is an acceptable and important part of a democracy. Personal insults, lies, or any sort of cowardly attacks are not."
"Just now, you knelt before your wife and referred to her as your queen," began another reporter. "Do you feel your wife is the queen of this country?"
"That's a loaded question," chuckled Steve. "My wife is my queen. It's just that simple."
"And Steve is my warrior husband," added Gwen quickly. "It's not hype. I honestly think of him that way. Now you'll have to excuse us. I want to enjoy a meal with my friends and family. Martha, I'll get a list of the rooms in the White House, so we'll know just how sizeable an effort your suggestion would require."
The press corps broke into loud laughter as Gwen took Steve's hand and led him into the White House. Naomi was standing with Jared and her two boys when Steve and Gwen entered the building.
"I watched that on the monitors," began Naomi. "You guys are a delight. The press loves the way you interact with each other, as well as with the public."
"Gwen's the most photogenic, articulate president we've ever had," boasted Lisa. "Having Steve stand at her side makes it even better. In the first week of her presidency, she's brought the U.S. back from the edge of war. Crawford had struggled with it for weeks with no results. It'll be interesting to see if Congress tries to buck the obvious approval America has for her by denying appointments, or creating trouble over the 'World Tour' we'll be embarking on within the week."
"I'm hearing that it's going to be the main topic of discussion for Congress," advised William Patterson. "A lot will depend on how it all shakes out in the end, but rest assured that Congress will be hoping for failure, embarrassing situations, or any other reason to find fault with Gwen's activities.
"She's thrown down the gauntlet and Congress is still smarting. They're gradually gathering their nerve and formulating plans to weaken Gwen's influence. They seem to keep forgetting about Steve and the Hell he's capable of raining down on them," said Steve's grandfather as he slowly shook his head.
"Dinner is ready, so let's eat," interjected Paula. "The children will be eating with us, so let's discuss pleasant topics. They understand more then we realize."
Gwen and Steve had big smiles on their faces as they listened to their friends and relatives talk about how amazing it was to be dining in the White House. The kids joined in, asking many questions and making surprising observations. The happy chatter coming from the dining room caused those who had worked in the kitchen under President Crawford to smile. The White House now had a First Family that was representative of America and its values!
The next morning saw Charlie, Jordan, and Steve setting up instruments in the South Court Auditorium. Before noon, various musicians began arriving with more instruments. The original members of Charlie's band had long ago left to pursue individual careers, but Charlie had greatly increased his contacts with musicians over the years. He now produced numerous successful acts and often needed superior musicians to fill in during recording sessions.
Charlie was delighted to see Jodie Lane stroll through the door carrying her sax. She had forged a very successful recording career and was always in demand to play in recording sessions for other artists.
"Thanks for coming, Jodie!" welcomed Charlie as he gave the woman a warm hug. "I know you had to rearrange your busy schedule to help us for the next two months."
"Yeah, going on a world tour with the President of the United States to play in the best group ever is a real sacrifice for me," chuckled the vivacious woman. "Thanks for thinking of me. I still get goose bumps when I think about that gig in Paris. That really started my career and was my personal highlight, at least so far. I expect we're going to eclipse that show quite a few times on this tour. This is really exciting for me."
Once all of the musicians were assembled, Charlie introduced them to each other and to Steve, who gave a short speech. "Gwen and I thank all of you for your willingness to give up two months of your busy lives to help us give the best performance we possibly can. This trip is far more than a concert tour. We'll be representing the United States of America. I hope that means as much do you as it does to me.
"We'll always give our best. We'll be polite and helpful. We'll avoid drugs of any kind and only use alcohol in moderation. We will do nothing to embarrass the president. If you can't abide by these conditions, leave right now. Be assured that if you do something to embarrass Gwen on this tour, I'll kick your ass and toss you out so fast your head will spin. If you perform like Charlie knows that you can and make us look good, you'll receive a healthy bonus at the end of the tour. This is the chance of a lifetime, so please take advantage of it.
"Once we're set up and ready, Gwen will head over to work with us. Don't let her title affect your performance. We only have time for a few rehearsals, so bring your A-game right from the start. The only other thing I want to tell you is that Gwen and Jordan are the stars and the rest of us will be doing all we can to make them look as good as possible. We have no egos. We all do our best and follow Charlie's directions. He's a genius with music, so don't question him. Just do what he says."



People were standing in line for the White House tour when many of them recognized Paula Anderson, President Hammer's mother, as she approached them. "I want to thank everyone for your interest in seeing the White House. It's an amazing place. That's for sure.
"The reason I'm here is to ask you if you'd like to come with me to the Eisenhower Building auditorium to watch my daughter and her friends rehearse for their upcoming world tour. We'd like some people in the seats to give the muscians an idea of how they're doing. If you'd like to come, please follow me."
Naturally, no one declined the opportunity to see President and Steve Hammer perform. Paula led the group through a security check and then to the auditorium. They'd barely found their seats when a curtain went up and the music began.
What the audience had not been told was that some of the top acts in the music world were also on stage to perform. The rehearsal was needed for Gwen, Jordan, Steve, and Charlie to become comfortable with some very successful musicians. After two hours, the performers took a break and those allowed in to watch were escorted back to the staging area in front of the White House, where several reporters were waiting.
"Can you tell us anything about the rehearsal you just watched?" asked a network reporter of a young woman standing next to a man in Army fatigues.
"I can't believe what I just saw and heard!" exclaimed the woman. "My husband is on leave, so we came to Washington for a short vacation. We'd hoped to catch a glimpse of President Hammer, but we got so much more. For two hours she and some of the best musicians in the world performed for us. Jordan and Charlie Burns were amazing! Jack Timberline was great!
"Jodie Lane played the sax like nothing I've ever heard before! Kathy Perrine sang a duet with President Hammer and another with Steve Hammer. Tom McGregor sang with Jordan and Charlie! They were unbelievably good. I'm here to tell the world that they're going to put on a better concert than anyone has ever even dreamed possible. My husband and I have already decided that we're going to catch a flight to one of the cities they'll be playing in. Their world tour's going to be historic, and a major rush!"
Over the next several days, a few hundred fortunate people were privileged to watch the rehearsals each afternoon. When questioned about what they had seen, words like incredible, amazing, and the absolute best were often used.
As usual in Washington, the better the 'world tour' was accepted by the public, the more upset Congress became. Members of the House and Senate began appearing on news programs and talk shows decrying Gwen's actions and the ramifications of the President of the United States stooping to perform abroad, especially in nations considered to be enemies by many Americans. More than a few times, Gwen was likened to a traveling minstrel.
On Friday, Senate Majority Leader Lancer was interviewed on a morning news program. He was asked his opinion of the 'We Come in Peace World Tour'.
"Truthfully, I think it's a huge mistake. This isn't how diplomacy is done. Other nations will lose any respect they may have for our country and especially for the office of President. By the time this tour is over, President Hammer will be the laughing stock of the world and our standing will plummet around the globe."
When asked about her chiding the Senate to approve her nominations for the cabinet, Lancer launched into another attack.
"President Hammer has resorted to issuing threats to the Senate to gain approval for her nominations. This country has never seen attempted nepotism of this magnitude in its long and storied history. She's trying to appoint her two sisters as well as her brother-in-law to cabinet, or near cabinet level posts. That would defeat the basic purpose of having a cabinet. She should be receiving diverse opinions from advisors, and not allow a privileged few to be in a position to have more influence with the President than experts from various fields and disciplines. The Presidency requires a measured and cautious approach to very real issues."
Steve and Gwen watched the interview from the White House with their guest, Vince Rosen. "Listen to the hypocrite," marveled Rosen. "He's the one that forced a law through in the first year of my administration that repealed US Code 3110. It had been enacted during Lyndon Johnson's administration because Johnson wanted to stop Bobby Kennedy from appointing his brother, Ted, to the cabinet if Bobby was elected President of the United States. Johnson hated that Bobby had been allowed to be Attorney General in JFK's administration and moved to make certain that Bobby would never be able to the same with his own younger brother.
"If Lancer hadn't rammed it through with the Veteran's Aid Bill, you'd never be able to nominate Kate, Lisa, or Jason to these positions. Lancer plans on running for president next election. He's got a very wealthy half brother that can pretty much bankroll his campaign. Rumor has it that the brother wants to be either Secretary of the Treasury or head up the Fed. Did I mention the brother owns Stafford and Brown Investments, Inc?
"Essentially, Lancer's being hoisted on his own petard," observed Gwen, appreciating the irony. "This nepotism thing is annoying. I want people I know and trust closest to me. Why does that seem wrong to anyone?"
"Because nepotism is normally used for personal gain," replied Rosen. "Plus, you can imagine the power you and your family will possess if you manage to get Lisa, Kate, and Jason approved. Historically, when a family attains the kind of power we're talking about, they often become despots, dictators, or possibly self-proclaimed royalty."
"Am I wrong to want Kate, Lisa, and Jason working with me to make this country better?"
"Not in this case, but I can say that because I know you. You're not obsessed with power and you're already extremely wealthy. I think having people in your corner that you can absolutely trust is a tremendous asset. I'm speaking from experience here," added Rosen.
"When Harvey Miller, my Secretary of the Treasury, was indicted, I was blindsided. I had no idea what he was up to and had no reason to suspect anything. Obviously, I hadn't been 'vetting' my selections well enough. That was a real low point for me."
"Would you advise me to nominate someone else for those positions, rather than family?" asked a troubled Gwen.
"No," responded Rosen immediately. "For one thing, you've already placed their names up for considerationand to change now would indicate that you fear the Senate. Secondly, you've thrown down the gauntlet to Congress. You've got to carry through now. Otherwise, they'll be like sharks smelling blood.
"And most importantly, you'll never find anyone else that you can depend on and trust as much. Gwen, you've gained lot of political capital over the years with the many good deeds you, Steve, and your company have accomplished. Just last week you prevented a possible world war. Remain open and determined. The public responds to that and whether members of Congress like it or not, they still must answer to their constituents or be voted out of office. Just keep doing the right thing and don't worry about the rest. Every day Americans are behind their 'Queen'.
"I still have quite a few contacts here in Washington," continued Rosen. "I'll keep an eye on things here while you're abroad. If anything comes up that you need to know about, I'll contact you immediately. Just have a successful mission, or should I call it a gig?" teased Vince Rosen with a grin.
Saturday evening saw President Hammer and her large entourage climb aboard Air Force One for the flight to Pyongyang, North Korea. The trip was heavily covered by news outlets around the globe. It was noted that there was no room for the press on the flight as Gwen's family and friends, along with all of their children, essentially filled all of the seats.
To accommodate the press, Lady in Red Productions made the "Red Lady" available. It was made known to the public that Lady in Red was paying all expenses involved with the 'Red Lady' and it would cost tax payers nothing.
Jong was present to welcome President and Steve Hammer when they deplaned Air Force One in Pyongyang. The historic meeting between the sitting a sitting U.S. President and Chairman Jong was broadcast around the world. Jong grinned from ear to ear as he shook Gwen's hand in greeting. Gwen smiled and graciously made a brief statement to the press while still on the tarmac.
Once the greetings were concluded, the President's entourage was whisked to a modern hotel in the center of Pyongyang. A state dinner was scheduled in two days and the first concert of the tour was slated for the following evening. That allowed Gwen a day to rest as well as acclimate to the time change.
North Korea insisted on limiting what sites could be visited by the American delegation on their day off. "When we made the movie here, they did the same thing," remarked Steve as he went over the destinations Jong's government recommended for their off day. "The beaches are really beautiful and we're allowed to visit them. In fact, I think Jong's trying to steer us that way from the looks of the possibilities we were given."
"The kids would love a day at the beach. Let's tell their government that we'll be taking advantage of their offer to enjoy one of their beautiful beaches," decided Gwen. "I'll let everyone know while you advise our hosts of our decision."
Late the next morning, Gwen and Steve, along with family and friends, found themselves on a beautiful beach on the Yellow Sea. Reporters and their cameras were asked to remain in a cordoned off area as the President of the United States enjoyed the sun and surf with her family.
Steve and Chip spent time with the older kids on surf boards. Not surprisingly, Saint picked up the sport quickly and was seen riding some medium sized waves after an hour on the board. Ruth and Theresa did almost as well, while Ashley's stepdaughter, Ingrid struggled a little even though she was five years older than the other girls. Stephanie's brother, Billy, was now almost sixteen and really took to the water. Steve cautioned him a couple of times about moving too far from the group. Everyone else played near the shore with the younger children.
Eventually, the surfing ended and Steve found himself alone with Gwen. The couple swam and body surfed as they enjoyed their time together, as others watched over their children.
"We really have to speak to the press at some point," said Gwen as Steve swept her into his arms. "It's only polite after they've waited a couple of hours for the opportunity."
Soon Steve and Gwen were seen walking out of the water and along the beach toward the large press gathering. Gwen took Steve's hand and smiled happily as they approached the newscasters.
"Madam President! Can you tell us your impressions of North Korea so far?" asked a North Korean in perfect English.
"As you know, we've been here less than a day, but everything has been very nice so far," replied Gwen. "The beach is beautiful and the water is perfect. I can easily see why this is a popular destination for locals and tourists."
Gwen spent twenty minutes speaking with reporters. She took every opportunity to praise her host country for its hospitality. Finally Gwen excused herself to return to her family as they prepared to gather their belongings for the trip back to the hotel.
"That seemed to go fairly well," observed Gwen as she and Steve rejoined their group. "I think Jong should be pleased with my compliments."
"Yeah, he'll be pleased alright," quipped Kate. "You just did a question and answer session with the world press while wearing a bikini. I think there'll be several hundred million very pleased guys watching that.
"It's the beach!" exclaimed Gwen. "It's normal attire for the situation. I think you're overstating the reaction. Besides, I'm wearing one of my more sedate suits. I left my thongs at home."
"Good thing," laughed Naomi. "I don't think Congress is ready for a president in a thong, especially with that big butt of yours."
"To think that I was the one that wanted you for Secretary of State," lamented Gwen as she suppressed a smile. "You still haven't learned that kissing the President's butt is the way to get ahead."
"I'll leave that to Steve," responded Naomi. "He sure has a big target to work with."
"Kate, would you look through your law books to see if Naomi is guilty of treason or some other high crime? Her lack of respect is appalling," complained Gwen.
"Actually, Sis, I don't think you want to go there. Steve would have to testify under oath about kissing your butt and discuss how big a target it is."
"You're right, Kate," conceded Gwen. "My hips and boobs have gained an inch after having the kids. I had to work like crazy to get my waist back to where it was. Maybe I'm getting too fat for a bikini."
"I can honestly state that the guys in our circle of friends don't think you're getting too fat," observed Charlotte as she joined the conversation. "They can't seem to pry their eyes off you. Everyone always thinks Billy is a perv, and they're right of course, but all of these red blooded males seem to be pretty happy with the way we all look, but especially you, Gwen. You've got that classic hour-glass figure that men appreciate."
Washington was twelve and a half hours behind Pyongyang, so Gwen's meeting with the press on the beach was in the early morning hours back in D.C. It was only after everyone had put their kids to bed and gathered in Gwen's suite that information from Washington began filtering in.
"Lancer is having a field day criticizing you, Gwen. Your attire was provocative. The President of the United States should always be dressed in a dignified fashion, according to that jackass," fumed Lisa. "He's appearing on several morning news shows and he's telling the world that you've embarrassed yourself, your family, and your country."
"That's not what I'm getting off the internet," reported Stephanie. "I'm so glad James and I had the chance to come on this tour. There's pictures of all of us in swim suits and we look pretty damn good, especially Gwen.
"There are photos of Gwen walking out of the waves and she's a definite ten! The one of Gwen and Naomi standing together is amazing. Lisa and Kate are pictured together. Most of the comments are about how good we all look and how proud Americans are to be represented by us, although I have dual citizenship now."
"The picture of Gwen and Steve standing together as Gwen speaks to the press is really hot!" exclaimed Kate as she passed her iPad around the room. "That's our president and her husband. They look better than any models I've ever seen. But it's still a good thing Gwen didn't wear a thong. I don't think the older guys in the press corps could have handled that without defibrillators."
"We discussed this the day I took the oath of office," recalled Gwen. "We agreed that we weren't going to change the way we did things now that I'm president. I was interviewed a few times on the beach while I was a senator and not much was made of it. We're going to continue to try to do the right thing for the United States and improve conditions around the world. I can't be worried about Lancer and his cronies."
"Maybe not, but Steve appears to feel differently. Look at how he's scowling as he watches Lancer attacking you," pointed out Paula. "I have a feeling that Senator Lancer may soon be wishing he had been a bit more circumspect in stating his opinions."
"I found a web site dedicated to Asgard," revealed Ashley. "It's being compared quite favorably to Camelot. It seems that Gwen's term in office is going to be the known as the Age of Asgard, or so this site claims. She's referred to as both the Queen of Asgard and President of the United States. This site is really quite well done, very extensive, and shows a lot of time and effort."
The next evening was the state dinner. It was scheduled for seven PM, Pyongyang time, which was six-thirty in the morning in Washington. Some news programs carried the event live while many other broadcasts showed the highlights.
America saw President Hammer looking radiant in a red gown. Her hair and makeup were done perfectly. Escorting her in a tuxedo was her exceptionally handsome husband. Many viewers remarked to themselves as well as to others that it was almost like watching a movie. Never in real life, not even with Camelot, had a nation been represented by such an attractive, charismatic couple. It was obvious that Steve was completely at ease in the formal attire, but Gwen was the focus of the event. Her beauty, poise, and intelligence played to the cameras. Viewers were spellbound as they watched and listened to President Hammer speak to the North Korean leader and his delegation.
While touching on civil rights, hunger, poverty, and inadequate healthcare, Gwen did not belabor the issues. She did pledge that America would work with North Korea to improve relations and possibly open an embassy in Pyongyang. Jong was delighted with what he heard. He promised to work toward better conditions for his people and welcomed improved relations with the United States.
Once again, Senator Lancer and Congressional leaders from both parties immediately questioned Gwen's decisions. How could she even suggest establishing diplomatic relations with North Korea without meeting with Congress and getting its approval? International diplomacy required a great deal more experience and knowledge than she and her advisors could possibly possess.
Gwen's critics added that the next day's concert was going to totally embarrass the United States in front of North Korea and the world. They strongly urged President Hammer to forsake the ill-conceived fiasco. Washington wasn't anything like Hollywood and the sooner she realized it, the better off she and the United States would be!
Gwen was well aware of the criticism coming from the politicians in Washington. She discussed it at length with family and friends as she prepared for her concert. The plan was for Gwen to be presented to the crowd before the other musicians so that she would have the opportunity to speak through an interpreter to the North Koreans in attendance. After Gwen's short speech, Charlie would count off the first song and the concert would begin in earnest.
Gwen and her entourage had had almost no opportunity to meet with the citizens of North Korea. Steve had explained that Jong was a control freak and would allow no opportunity for anyone to insult or demean his government in any way. Thus, they had no way of gauging what her reception would be at the concert.
Jong had a special viewing tower constructed in Kim II-Sung Square, where the concert was to be performed. He was surrounded by very thick bullet proof glass. Jung trusted no one. He was to take his seat shortly before the show was scheduled to begin.
Ki-Woo was a fifty year old mechanic in Pyongyang. He had a daughter still living at home and two sons in the military. It was not uncommon for young men to be 'persuaded' to enlist in the North Korean Army.
His sons had managed to inform him of the impending war and he had been very concerned. He knew North Koreans lacked the modern technology to battle the world's super powers on an even footing. Many North Koreans would die if war came to the peninsula.
Because of his sons' information, Ki-Woo had been secretly visiting a neighbor that was able to access the internet without the filters North Korea had installed. He closely followed the escalation of the world's armed forces as well as the death of American President Crawford. He was stunned when the woman the world knew as The Lady in Red became the new president!



He cried for the first time in years when he learned that war had been averted by the daring actions of President Hammer and her warrior husband. Even in a heavily censored North Korea, people were very familiar with the exploits of this famous couple.
When it was announced that President Hammer was going to visit Pyongyang and perform in concert, he promised himself that he would be take his wife and daughter to see the beautiful American leader, the woman known to many as 'Queen'.
Ki-Woo, along with his wife and teenage daughter, had waited with stoic patience for several hours for the concert to begin. He stared in wonder at the beautiful woman as she was introduced to the North Koreans. Without conscious thought, Ki-Woo went to one knee and bowed his head in appreciation for the peace she had secured for his people. Not wanting to do the wrong thing, his wife and daughter followed his example. Those nearby quickly did the same.
As he knelt, a very emotional Ki-Woo managed to croak out "long live our queen" under his breath, but loud enough for his daughter and wife to hear. Again, they repeated his actions. Others immediately picked up on the short chant.
"Gwen, I know you're a little concerned about what those pompous asses in Washington are saying," began Steve as he took his wife into his arms just seconds before the start of the concert. "You're doing the right thing. If anyone in Congress knew as much as you, they'd be president and we'd be watching them. Trust your instincts, and your friends."
"What they lack, and what I have, is you," whispered Gwen. "As long as I have your love and support, I'll never worry about anything. I love you more than ever!"
The performers were given the signal to take their positions. Cheers boomed and echoed around the square as the band appeared on the elevated stage. Gwen waved as she stepped to the front, close to the bullet proof glass that surrounded the stage. A voice came over the sound system speaking in Korean and introducing Gwen as the President of the United States. Gwen's smile only became larger as she strode along the front of the stage while waving to the crowd. Over a hundred thousand voices cheered her arrival in their homeland.
Gwen was wearing a long cape that was fastened around her throat and held together by several felt straps down the front. Only after a full minute, did the cheering die down enough for Gwen to finally speak. What happened next came as a complete surprise to the Americans, and especially to President Hammer.
At first a couple of hundred people directly in front of Gwen had dropped to one knee. As she watched in awe, wave after wave of humanity dropped to one knee. In less than a minute, every person in the square, an estimated crowd of well over a hundred thousand, was kneeling before Gwen.
The huge jumbotrons clearly showed the tears that ran down Gwen's cheeks as she held her hand to her mouth in amazement. A barely audible chant began but it quickly rose to a crescendo. Gwen looked to her interpreter, who was standing off to the side in apparent paralysis. The woman finally read the confusion in Gwen's face and moved quickly to her side.
"They are chanting 'Long Live Our Queen'. This has never happened before," assured the female interpreter. Tears also streaked her cheeks as she, too, went to one knee and bowed.
Gwen turned back to the crowd and stood calmly and smiled with tears still falling, as the chant continued. Gwen bowed several times to different sections of the crowd before going to one knee in a gesture of humble respect for the people of North Korea. She remained in that position for a full minute before standing upright and moving both of her hands upward in a gesture for the crowd to rise.
It took some time, but eventually everyone was standing. Gradually, the chanting quieted down. "My friends, I am so honored! As long as I live, I shall never forget this moment. I had prepared a short speech, but it seems so inadequate after this incredible reception you have given me."
As Gwen spoke, Ki-Woo was certain that she was looking directly at him. He offered a weak smile and to his surprise, President Hammer nodded and smiled as her eyes remained on his.
"We come in peace! We want only the best for each and every one of you. May you prosper, enjoy good health, and live long lives. May all nations begin to work toward that common goal. Thank you for being so gracious to me, my family, and my friends. We dedicate this concert to the good people of North Korea!"
The female interpreter quickly repeated Gwen's words. There was a huge roar when she finished speaking.
Are you ready for some music?" shouted Gwen.
The crowd needed no translation to understand what Gwen was saying. Cheers, whistles and applause rang out as Gwen reached up and pulled her cloak from her shoulders and tossed it aside. The din only increased as the audience saw Gwen was wearing a red leather bustier and leather shorts with heeled leather boots. It took a few beats of the drums before those in attendance realized that the concert was beginning, and the din lowered to a dull roar.
The band had relied completely on Charlie to plan out the concert. When asked about the opening number, Charlie had left little room for doubt.
"Everyone around the world has seen us perform, either in person, on television, or on the internet. They expect us to open with 'We Will Rock You' and they'll settle for nothing less. We'll be doing exceptionally long concerts, so we'll work in all of our hits, but Lady in Red opens with our Queen singing 'Queen'!"
So it came that the President of the United States began her world tour in a country that had no diplomatic relations with the United States. She pranced across the stage as she engaged her audience and encouraged everyone to join in, and join in they did. Steve and Charlie exchanged nods as it became obvious that their world tour was destined to make both musical and diplomatic history.
Gwen had been inspired by the incredible reception. Steve had never seen her perform with as much vigor and intensity. She gave the audience all that she had and they loved her for it. With just two short breaks, the concert lasted six hours. In each set, several guests performed individually as well as with Gwen, Steve, Jordan, and Charlie.
Steve and Gwen performed several of their more popular dance numbers for the enthralled audience. Their 'Dirty Dancing' performance delighted the crowd, but for an encore at the end of the show, they gave the North Korean fans the opportunity to see them perform their dance from 'Billie Jean' live! There were probably fewer than a few hundred people on the entire planet that had not seen their iconic movie performance on the big screen, television, or over the internet. The crowd loudly roared its approval as Steve lowered Gwen to his chest at the end of the dance while the lights dimmed for the last time that evening.
The stars that had volunteered to appear in the concert were effusive in their praise once the show finally ended.
"I used to think that I'd put on some good concerts over the years, but I realize now that I was just coasting. That was the most remarkable concert I've ever been involved in," exulted Jack Timberline. "The energy level was incredible and the individual performances were unbelievable. Thank God you guys decided to help me straighten my life out. What an honor it is to be here with Lady in Red!"
"Can you believe that all of those people knelt down in honor of President Hammer?" marveled Jodie Lane. "What were they chanting?"
"It was kind of embarrassing," admitted Gwen. "Those wonderful people were saying 'long live our queen'. Can you believe that could happen in North Korea?"
"I probably wouldn't, if I hadn't seen it," agreed Steve. "I'm beginning to think that this 'I Come in Peace World Tour' is going to be even more than we'd hoped. You're not just improving relations with heads of state. You're reaching out to the everyday citizens, and they're responding. While some governments may want war, all people want peace."
President Hammer and her entourage were packed and traveling back to the airport by nine the next morning. Surprising everyone, Jong had made a brief appearance as the group was having breakfast in a private room. He thanked Gwen, Jordan, Steve, Charlie, and the others for the great concert. He then reminded President Hammer that North Korea would be interested in initiating trade with the Unites States. Next he made a pitch for more movies to be filmed in North Korea. The movie Steve and friends had made years earlier had increased tourism somewhat and he wished to see that trend continue.
"You're going to have to allow more freedom for visitors to travel in your country if you truly want more tourism," pointed out Gwen. "We'll certainly consider making another movie here, but we'll need to see some progress toward more basic freedoms for your citizens. You have a wonderful culture, some beautiful beaches, and amazing architecture that will attract visitors. They'll need to know that they'll have the freedom to enjoy them."
Jong listened closely to the interpreter and then nodded to Gwen. He shook hands once more and was smiling as he left the room. Shortly after the brief meeting with Jong, the Americans were boarding the flight to Seoul, South Korea.
As soon as they were in the air, Lisa came to sit close to Gwen and Steve. "The South Korean government is in crisis mode today! The President has apologized to the nation for her role in a huge scandal. She's been taking advice from some lady associated with a cult, if you can imagine that.
"Now her political advisors are insisting that she come down hard on you for being so friendly with their sworn enemy. I've already been told that a lower tier government official will be meeting you when you arrive in Seoul. They're insisting on a formal apology from you before they'll even attend the state dinner. They're also threatening to cancel your concert. All of this is supposed to restore her credibility as a strong, independent minded leader. It looks like it's going to be a diplomatic fiasco," warned Lisa. "I'll bet that Lancer will be delighted."
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Because of the short flight south from Pyongyang, across the DMZ to Seoul, Gwen had little time to discuss the situation with Steve and her other advisors. It seemed as if they had barely gotten airborne when they began their descent. The decision on how to proceed was formulated as Air Force One touched down.
As expected, a government official unknown to Steve and Gwen and accompanied by a very small entourage, was present to greet them on the tarmac. The man was extremely polite as he quickly explained President Park's position as diplomatically as possible in excellent English. Gwen's response was equally brief. She smiled and cordially shook the man's hand once more. She then strode over to the roped in area where the press corps waited.
"I'm sure all of you have noticed that President Park as effectively snubbed me by sending a lower level government official to greet us. I have been officially notified that South Korea does not approve of my visit to Pyongyang. In return, South Korea has just been officially notified that I stand by my actions.
"The United States reserves the right to enter into discussions with any and all nations of the world. I recently met with Chairman Jong and we enjoyed a fruitful and productive exchange of ideas. It was my expectation to discuss the results of that very exchange with South Korean officials during this visit. I had hoped we could promote the interests of both Koreas and the United States with frank and open talks.
"It's disappointing that the South Korean government feels that it cannot trust the United States to honor its commitments to South Korea while at the same time improving relations with North Korea," admitted Gwen.
"I shall be offering no apology since there is no reason for one. Since President Parks has withdrawn her invitation, there will be no state dinner in South Korea. Construction on a stage for the planned concert will cease and the project will be dismantled.
"The numerous large screens that have been erected in Gwanghwamun Square will be removed and several of them will be transported to the USS Ronald Reagan, in the waters near Busan. My friends and I will proudly perform for our incredibly brave servicemen and women, the very same people that were standing ready to defend the interests of the United States in the event the recent crisis had resulted in war.
"I'll spend my time in South Korea visiting our military bases and meeting with the fine personnel that risk so much to keep us safe. We'll deliver copies of our new itinerary to the press as soon as it has been confirmed."
"Was meeting with Jong worth the obvious hard feelings it created with South Korea?" asked a journalist.
"Absolutely," replied Gwen calmly.
"What if South Korea insists that the United States remove its military presence? What would the United States do?" asked a cable news reporter.
"Why, we'd remove our forces," responded Gwen. "The United States will not continue to station its military in a friendly nation that doesn't want our protection, regardless of how close our relations may have been historically. However, if we left, North Korea would still be bordering their country. They can't ask North Korea to leave, so asking the U.S. to do so would be very foolish; but then, so is refusing to meet with me to discuss the situation. Silence seldom resolves differing opinions.
"I am trying very hard to improve relations with many nations. Having a dialogue with North Korea does not lessen our commitment to the safety and stability of South Korea. Quite the opposite, it's my goal to stabilize this entire region and bring lasting peace and prosperity to this part of the world. However, as my sister Kate reminded me a few minutes ago, you can lead a horse to water, but you can't make it drink. If South Korea chooses to maintain an unyielding position, there is very little we can do about it."
"Senator Lancer predicted that visiting North Korea would create a rift with South Korea," pointed out a network reporter.
"Is there a question couched in that observation?" asked Gwen politely.
"Yes. How do you respond to Senator Lancer's stance that visiting North Korea was ill-advised?"
"I disagree with him on that point. Amber, you're next."
"Madam President, how do you feel about your reception by the people of North Korea? Over a hundred thousand North Koreans knelt before you and chanted 'long live our Queen'. Did that surprise you?" questioned Amber Stahl.
"Very much," replied Gwen with a smile. "It was totally unexpected and greatly appreciated. It served to inspire me to work harder to find some common ground with North Korea that would allow the citizens of that nation to enjoy a period of peace and prosperity."
"Does that mean that you'll be lifting sanctions?" asked another reporter.
"It means that we will continue an open dialogue with North Korea and make whatever determinations we feel are beneficial once we have the needed information," replied Gwen. "Thank you for your patience. I really must leave now. We have children with us and waiting patiently is not their best trait."
Gwen spent very little time at their hotel that afternoon. The children were left with several care givers, along with Paula and Ted. Within three hours of their landing in Seoul, President Hammer's entourage was approaching Camp Casey. Personnel were obviously working feverishly to prepare for the sudden change of plans. Steve had seen it all before and chuckled to himself as the motorcade approached.
"What's so amusing?" asked Gwen. "You seem to be enjoying a private joke."
"I've been on the other end of these things a few times. Everyone was going through their normal routines when it was announced unexpectedly that some VIP was going to arrive in an hour, or a day. The warning isn't very useful unless it's given a week or two out. The commanding officer suddenly sees his career in jeopardy because there's a bit of dirt on the sidewalk or shoes aren't shined well enough. That anxiety flows downhill to the enlisted men who have to work their asses off to make the officers look good."
"Do you think they'll resent me?" asked a concerned Gwen. "It isn't my intention to cause more work for the soldiers here."
"Not in the least," assured Steve. "Once they see how you treat everyone, they'll be delighted. I've seen you in action too many times to think these soldiers will be anything but proud as hell."
That afternoon, Lt. Colonel Baker sported a big smile as he escorted President Hammer on a tour of Camp Casey. Once Gwen assured him that she was pleased with the condition of the entire Camp, and she seemed especially appreciative of the enlisted men and women, he visibly relaxed. Unlike most superior officers he had the opportunity to host during his various commands, President Hammer was far more interested in making him and his troops feel appreciated than in making herself look good by finding fault whenever possible.
Gwen stopped to speak one-on-one with as many soldiers as she could, thanking them for their service and stressing how proud she was to be the Commander-in-Chief of such competent and dedicated men and women. The high regard was mutual as it was very evident to all that Gwen was well liked and very much appreciated by the personnel at Camp Casey.
It was after nine by the time the entourage made it back to their hotel. "I think that went pretty well," stated Lisa as an opening to a discussion of the events in South Korea. "The soldiers at Casey were certainly happy to see their president, especially after you and your two top negotiators managed to avert a war. They were very much aware that they would've been right in the middle of it."
"I enjoyed it more than I'd anticipated," admitted Gwen. "I was extremely pleased when so many soldiers expressed to Steve and Naomi how much they respected their efforts to avoid war. What's the latest from Washington?"
"Senator Lancer is having a field day. He's crowing far and wide that you've demonstrated your lack of experience as well as your minimal understanding of the dynamics between the United States and the two Koreas," replied Kate.
"He's suggested that it was obvious that Jong had ordered the people at the concert to kneel, and to chant 'long live our Queen'. That Lancer is a real pain in the..."
"Kate! This meeting is being taped. Think before you make any embarrassing or rude comments," admonished Gwen, but with a grin that removed any sting from her words.
"We need to focus on what Gwen can accomplish here and not fixate on whatever Congress is, or is not doing," stated Steve. "We've just begun this trip and we have a long way to go. It's a marathon, not a sprint. Tomorrow evening we're performing on the USS Ronald Reagan. Our job right now is to show those sailors how much we appreciate what they do for our country."
"We all agree with that!" proclaimed Jordan. "One of the highlights of my life was the Independence Day we performed on The Nimitz and the Teddy Roosevelt. I still see the video they made of those concerts on late night TV now and then. I'm psyched! I want to make tomorrow's show even better."
The helicopter carrying President Hammer and her entourage landed on the deck of the USS Ronald Reagan shortly before noon. Rear Admiral Foster, along with the ship's Captain greeted her. Gwen, Naomi, Lisa, Kate, Jordan, Steve, Jared, Jason, and Chip were given a tour of the impressive vessel.
The children were especially impressed with the size of the ship, as well as the aircraft they saw secured to the deck. The group had been assured that the children and their caregivers would be given the use of a medium sized auditorium with cots and other supplies to accommodate the younger kids. Gwen and Kate smiled to each other as they saw the great pride their husbands took in showing the kids around the huge Navy vessel.
When the children began to tire, Steve, Chip, Jared, Charlie, and Jason took them to the designated area. The children were turned over to the personnel charged with caring for them while the men decided to explore the ship a little more.
Gwen and her female friends, hosted by Rear Admiral Foster were touring the dining area. Gwen was very impressed by how extremely clean and modern everything appeared. As they approached a doorway leading from the dining hall, they clearly heard a loud voice.
"Hey, Top Gun! It's good to see you! Whatever happened to that girl with the nice tits and gorgeous face that you used to date at the academy? Did she finally dump your ugly ass?"
Gwen's face broke into a smile as she recognized the voice of Earl Brown. He had played center on Navy's national championship team. He was a big, likable guy with a great, if somewhat crude sense of humor and tremendous loyalty to his friends and family. Gwen had come to know and enjoy him. His personal nickname for Steve was Top Gun. Gwen was surprised that it hadn't caught on with the rest of the team when Steve played for Navy, although it had eventually become one of Steve's nicknames in the NFL.
As Gwen stepped into the hallway, she found Steve laughing and embracing a large man whose back was toward her. "You lucky bastard!" proclaimed the man as he hugged and clapped Steve on the shoulders. "You married the sexiest woman in America, with tits and an ass to die for. You are one..."
By this time Steve had seen Gwen's group approaching. He quickly whispered to his friend. The man stopped speaking and suddenly stiffened noticeably, but remained facing Steve.
"Commander Brown!" spat Rear Admiral Foster. "Your conduct is unacceptable. Return to your quarters to await further orders. You will be dealt with appropriately.
"Madam President, I apologize on behalf of the Navy. We do not condone that sort of language directed toward, or spoken about women. Commander Brown's words and thoughts do not reflect those of the crew of the ship, or its officers."
"Just a minute, Rear Admiral Foster. May I have a word with this officer?" insisted Gwen as Earl Brown slowly turned and snapped to attention while Steve covered his grin with a hand.
"Commander Brown!" began Gwen sternly before pausing and looking the man up and down for a full thirty seconds. "I clearly heard what you just said to my husband. If your intent was to be cruel or disrespectful to either my husband or me, I will see that you lose rank and perhaps be discharged from active duty. Do you understand me?"
"Yes, Ma'am!" replied the man at ramrod attention.
"However," she continued in more playful tones, "if that was all said in the spirit of two male friends and former teammates greeting each other in your strange manly fashion after a long separation, with no disrespect intended, I must insist that you give your President a big hug to demonstrate your sincerity."
"Yes, Ma'am!" replied the much relieved man as he swooped Gwen up and swung her around while hugging her tightly. Gwen and the rest of her group were laughing heartily as Brownie returned Gwen's feet to the deck. Gwen stretched up and kissed him on the cheek.
"Brownie, where's Heather now?" asked Gwen, leaning back to gaze into his face, her arms remaining around the big man's waist.
"She's home in San Diego with the kids," replied Brownie, now sporting a big grin. "I'll tell her that you were asking about her the next time we talk."
"You're not getting out of trouble that easily," warned Gwen. "Rear Admiral Foster was correct about the need for discipline in this situation. Give me her phone number and I'll call and speak to her personally."
"Ah, Madam President, would it be possible to let me talk to her first?" asked the obviously worried man. "You know how she gets when she's angry."
"You're afraid of a woman that's a couple of inches over five feet and barely weighs a hundred pounds?" taunted Gwen. "I'll let you decide. Do you prefer Rear Admiral Foster determines your disciplinary action, or will you give me her number?"
Brownie glanced at the obviously annoyed Foster and quickly made his decision. "Okay, I'll give you her number, but please make sure she knows I was just kidding with Steve. I have nothing but respect for you, Madam President."
Gwen had Brownie enter the number into her personal phone. Once he was finished, she pressed the call button and grinned as Brownie began to squirm.
"Hello? Heather? Sorry to trouble you in the middle of the night. Nothing's wrong, really. Yes, this is Gwen. Thank you for the encouragement. Yes, I know he's at sea. I'm standing on the USS Reagan with him right now.
"The reason I'm calling? I just ran into your husband and convinced him to give me your number. Steve and I were wondering if you and he could stop by the White House for a visit sometime soon. He'll be home in four months? Then let's plan on next spring, if not sooner. I'll give Steve's number to him and they can set it up. Thanks, Heather. I look forward to seeing you and meeting your children."
"Thanks so much, Gwen, I mean Madam President," gushed the obviously relieved Brownie. "Heather's constantly telling me to use a filter between my brain and my mouth. She'd be upset if she heard what happened today."
"You're not out of the woods, Brownie. Rear Admiral Foster has to take some action here. Would it be reasonable to have Commander Brown take some sensitivity courses over the next four months, Rear Admiral Foster? He really is a valued friend and I don't want him to lose rank, or suffer too greatly for the overenthusiastic welcome he gave Steve."
"It would be my pleasure to see that he attends them," responded the Rear Admiral. "Thank you for insisting that he receive some sort of disciplinary action for his behavior. We strive very hard to maintain a respectful working environment in the Navy. If he had been allowed to skate on this, it would have sent the wrong signal to the rest of our people."
"And I really do appreciate your position. It's wrong to make anyone feel uncomfortable, or that they are being treated like an object. Women endure that far more than men ever realize," agreed Gwen. "However, I also know that we cannot alter certain basic truths.
"Most males of any species compete with, and try to intimidate other males. Men need to respect women at all times, but women need to understand that men are pretty basic in their desires and responses. That's what gives women so much influence in relationships.
"Women need to judge the tone and intention of men's statements and actions. Brownie thought he and Steve were having a private moment. He'd never deliberately insult me, especially to Steve. The fact that Steve was laughing with him enforces what I already thought. They were two male friends doing what males do. I understand it. My sisters, and Jordan, Naomi, and I are around some of the toughest men imaginable and we often hear them joking with each other, and we have to smile. We chose to fall in love with real men, not creampuffs," concluded Gwen as she hugged Steve's arm to her chest before continuing.
"I remember introducing Brownie to Heather the week Navy played Michigan in the Orange Bowl. Six of the girls from our house at Stanford flew down with Charlotte and me to spend a few days enjoying the sun and surf before watching Navy take on Michigan the day before New Year's Eve.
"Steve had previously introduced me to Brownie when Navy came west to play San Jose State my freshman year. He was always a lot of fun, but I have to admit that I never dreamed he and Heather would fall in love and get married," admitted Gwen as she thought back to an earlier time.
Gwen and Charlotte had moved into a huge Victorian during their sophomore year at Stanford. The home was owned by Lady in Red Productions and had six large bedrooms, as well as a small suite in the attic. They shared the largest bedroom and had invited a dozen of their girlfriends from Wooster Dorm to move into the house with them. Heather had shared the attic suite with Dakota.
Stanford was scheduled to play Penn State in the Rose Bowl. But it was Navy's invitation to participate in the College Football Playoff that had created a huge debate among football fans and coaches. Several major college coaches had stated quite frankly and publicly that they didn't believe Navy deserved to be in the playoffs. UCLA's coach was particularly outspoken.
"We lost only one game during the season and that was to Stanford by two points. We played one of the toughest schedules in the country. Navy admittedly went undefeated, but the only quality teams they played were Ohio State and Notre Dame. The tournament officials sold out for better ratings. It's just that simple. Everyone wants to see Navy's quarterback, mostly because he's a movie star, not because he's an especially good player. They've turned it into a beauty contest."
Florida State's coach was only slightly less critical. "I know the tournament officials want to generate interest in the championship series, but fans would have been better served if the four best teams in the nation were involved. I honestly don't think Navy belongs in the playoff. They're a good second tier team, but simply don't have the horses to play for a national title. We lost just one game and that was to Alabama on a last second field goal. Navy's schedule hardly compares to ours. I think the tournament officials made a very unfair decision.
"Michigan will advance to the title game after barely working up a sweat this week against Navy, while whoever wins the Penn State/Stanford game will have to work like hell to get there. Michigan's going to have a huge advantage in the championship game."
Navy spent the week before the Orange Bowl in Miami, ignoring the firestorm of controversy raging around them as they quietly prepared for perhaps the biggest game in Navy's long history. Gwen had accompanied Steve to a media event two days before the big game. She was surprised at how Steve remained calm as the debate swirled around him.



Steve's coach had specifically requested that Gwen attend with Steve. He had been feeling the pressure and felt that having the two best known faces in America advocating on behalf of the Navy team would help convince fans that his team belonged in the tournament.
"Midshipman Hammer, how do you feel about so many coaches, sports writers, and fans saying that you and your Navy teammates are in way over your head?" asked the first sportswriter.
"I'm fine with it," replied Steve. "That's what makes a horse race. A lot of people think they know what the outcome will be, but we still get to play the game. We'll have sixty minutes on the football field to state our case. It shouldn't take a minute longer"
"Have you heard that Coach Hardman of Michigan told the press this morning he'd rest his best players and empty the bench in the last quarter to keep his starters fresh for the championship game?" asked a TV sportscaster.
"Seriously?" asked a very surprised Gwen. "He really said that? That sounds like what my friends on the Navy team would call 'bush league'. Steve and I had not heard that comment, but I'll be very happy to respond to it.
"Navy is not only going to defeat Michigan; they're going to destroy them! Their own coach has just given the Midshipmen extra motivation to win the game. Next week, you'll be asking Steve and me if Navy was just lucky to thump Michigan, and whether they have the slightest chance against Penn State. I can hardly wait to respond to that question!"
"You're obviously cheering for your good friend, Jared White and his team, to defeat your own school. But if Navy should get past Michigan, and Stanford defeats Penn State, will you be cheering for Navy, or for your own school?" asked a woman reporter.
"That's easy," laughed Gwen. "I'm very proud of Cardinal football and I know they'll play very well against Penn State. Colt Chance is an extremely good quarterback. We've become friends this year, but he knows I'll be rooting for Jared. Next week Steve will be taking Colt to school if Stanford defeats Penn State. They're the best two quarterbacks in the country, but Steve is incredible. His preparation and dedication make him unique. His skill, strength, and nerve make him the very best there is.
"I'll always be in Steve's corner. I love him and I'll be leading the cheering for Navy, regardless of who they play next week. Stanford has a great chance of winning it all next season, but this is Navy's year. Steve will see to that."
"You're scheduled to perform a concert on New Year's Eve, the day after the game, Steve. Will you feel up to it after a tough game, especially if you lose?" asked another reporter.
"I've given my word and I fully intend to keep it, regardless of the outcome of the game. It will have no bearing on my performance. All I have to do is stay out of the way and let Gwen and Jordan carry the load. They're the ones fans want to see and hear; I'll be fine, no matter what," promised Steve.
Once the Navy players had finished their stint with the press, their coach gave them three hours off before they had to return for an afternoon practice. The guys decided to spend their free time relaxing on the beach. Gwen and her friends were already enjoying the sun when the players arrived.
Many of the players had their girl friends with them, but the unattached guys made their way over to hang with Gwen and her girlfriends. As Gwen introduced everyone, she noticed that the usually outgoing Earl Brown had been unusually quiet after meeting Heather.
A short while later, Heather found an opportunity to speak to Gwen away from the others. "That big guy, Earl, seems to be spending a lot of time staring at me. Is he okay to be around? He's a good looking guy, but why does he keep staring?"
"Maybe it's that bikini you have on, or rather the bits and pieces the bikini is barely covering," responded Gwen with a laugh. "Brownie is the center and Steve thinks he's a good guy, and that's all it takes for me to like him. Are you interested?"
"Do you think he's interested in me? If he's a decent guy, I think I might like to get to know him better. These Navy men are so confident and self-assured. I like that in a man."
Less than half an hour later Gwen asked Earl to help her out. She had already shared her plan with Steve. He was chuckling discreetly as he watched Gwen put her plan in motion. "Earl, it looks to me like Heather is beginning to burn. Would you be a gentleman and rub some of this lotion on her back and legs?"
Heather had been lying face down on a large towel when Gwen made her request. She quickly looked at Gwen and then glanced at Brownie as he rose from his beach chair and shyly approached. Gwen offered a tube of lotion to him as he cautiously looked from her to Heather and back again.
"Ma'am, is it okay if I rub some lotion on you?" asked the big center. "You're beginning to burn and Gwen thinks you should have some protection."
"Do I need protection from the sun, or from you?" asked Heather provocatively while gazing up at the nervous man.
"You'll never need protection from me," replied Brownie earnestly. "I'd never do anything to hurt you."
"That's nice to hear," responded the diminutive woman as she silently admired his gentle demeanor. "In that case, my gallant knight, please rub some lotion on my back and wherever else it looks like I'm beginning to burn."
Gwen and Steve watched as Brownie carefully rubbed the lotion onto Heather's back, gently caressing her as if she were a china doll. When he finished her back, he rubbed some lotion between his hands and then began coating Heather's lower legs with the white lotion. It seemed to take forever, but eventually he worked his way up her legs until he was rubbing her upper legs near her pert butt.
Heather finally stopped him as he worked his way toward the Promised Land. "I think that may be enough for now, but thanks so much. Would you like me to get your back?"
Brownie had obviously been surprised at Heather's offer and stumbled embarrassingly through his response. "Well, if you don't mind, I mean you don't have to, but... I mean I'd like it if you would."
Heather was grinning as she gestured Brownie to lie down on her beach towel. Soon she was gently rubbing the big fellow's back as she chatted about football and how she hoped Navy would win. Gwen marveled at how small she seemed next to Brownie. By the time the players had to return for the late practice, Heather had agreed to attend the Lady in Red concert on New Year's Eve with him.
The day before the game, Navy's outstanding running back had come down with such a severe case of food poisoning that he required hospitalization. The sports media became even more certain that Navy would have no chance against Michigan. Their second running back lacked the speed and power of their starter.
Gwen and Jordan had sung the National Anthem before the game began and then hurried to join Charlie, Lisa and Jason, Paula and Ted and Kate and her friends in the Lady in Red skybox. Gwen's bold prediction became prophetic as the underdog Navy team completely dismantled Michigan.
Michigan received the kick-off and ran the ball back to the thirty. On their first play their quarterback completed a short pass that was stretched into a first down by the receiver. Unfortunately for Michigan, a Navy safety hit him hard as he struggled for another yard. The ball was jarred loose and Navy recovered at the forty two yard line.
Without their star running back, Navy lined up with five receivers and an empty backfield. On their first play, Steve saw the confusion on Michigan's side of the line and called an audible. He moved back to the shotgun position and took the snap. He looked left to draw the defenders in that direction before turning to his right and lofting a high spiral toward the right side of the end zone. He put enough air under the ball to allow his speedy receiver the opportunity to get under the pass. He left his feet and stretched out, barely managing to reach the ball and pull it down. He landed in the end zone with the ball cradled in his arms.
The Navy side of the stadium erupted into a deafening roar that continued until the kicker set up for the extra point. Navy was up by seven with just over a minute played!
Michigan received the kick off next and after a decent return, began driving the ball downfield. Navy finally managed to stop them on Navy's forty-five yard line, forcing Michigan to punt the ball. The Navy punt returner decided to let the ball bounce into the end zone for a touchback, but the ball took a sideways bounce at the one yard line and was downed by a Michigan player just short of the goal line.
Once again, Navy sent out five receivers, leaving an empty backfield and surprising everyone in the stadium. Teams traditionally took the more cautious option of running the ball when it was so close to their own goal line. Steve barked the signals from the shotgun as Michigan prepared a blitz. Steve caught the snap and pre-empted the blitz by immediately gunning the ball to the wide-out on the left sideline. Navy had gained three precious yards!
Navy quickly lined up, no huddle, with Steve under center. This time, Michigan blitzed a linebacker and the safety. Steve fired the ball to the tight end as soon as he received the snap. The big end managed four yards before being gang tackled. Once again, Navy lined up without a huddle. Steve was under center this time. He received the hike and fired to the split end as he crossed the twelve yard line and was immediately tackled. It was enough for a first down, and now with more room to operate, Steve began to take more time setting up his passes. Navy marched down the field and scored on a seven yard pass to the tight end to take a fourteen point lead without benefit of a single running play.
On their next possession, Michigan moved the ball down to the Navy fifteen before their drive stalled and they were forced to take a field goal. Navy began its next drive on its own twenty. Having experienced Navy's deliberate passing game on its previous possession, Michigan moved their defensive backs a few steps closer to the line in an attempt to prevent the short passes that Steve had spread over the field. Seeing this as he called the signals, Steve gave the sign for his wide receiver to go deep. Steve hit him in stride on the thirty five and he gained another fifteen before being tackled. Once again Navy lined up with no huddle and surprised Michigan with a quick count as the defense scrambled to get into position. Steve hit his fastest receiver on a deep crossing pattern and it was off to the races. The receiver outran the defense and scored Navy's third touchdown, to go up by eighteen.
Michigan did manage to sack Steve three times over the course of the game, but that hardly made up for the six touchdown passes he threw and the touchdown that he ran in from the ten yard line. Navy swaggered away with a 49-24 victory. Steve had racked up forty six rushing yards to complement his five hundred and sixty three yards through the air, hitting 41 of 50 passes. The only other rushing yards came on two end-arounds and one reverse. Navy had stayed with the unorthodox five receiver set the entire game.
Ratings for the game had been astronomical. Fans loved watching Navy's movie star quarterback standing tall against a fierce pass rush while hitting open receivers time and time again. The directors managed to show Jordan, Gwen, Lisa and Kate quite often as they cheered and clapped for Steve and the entire Navy team.
The only damper on the day was learning that Jared's Penn State team had lost in the Rose Bowl to Stanford 39-20. However, it set up the championship showdown between college football's two marquee quarterbacks.
Gwen's brief reflection on the Orange Bowl was interrupted by Rear Admiral Foster's words. "I should have realized that you and your husband were Commander Brown's friends. I attended the championship game in Arizona that year. That was some morale boost for the Navy! I've never seen a more exciting game."
"Then you remember how Navy won the game on the very last play," recalled Gwen. "I probably bit every nail down to the quick watching that game. It's still regarded as one of the best, if not the very best, college football games ever played.
"Steve and Colt kept throwing touchdowns. Newspapers called it the Top Gun against the Gun Slinger. Navy lucked out in that Steve was also the holder for the extra points. When Brownie screwed up the long snap on the extra point attempt to tie the game on the last play, I thought for sure that Navy had lost the game."
"That was simply part of the strategy," insisted Brownie before adding, "Madam President."
"You knew that the snap would be short and the ball would bounce in front of Steve and he'd be able to pick it up and run it in for two points?" asked Gwen with a raised eyebrow showing her doubt.
"I knew he'd pick it up and probably have to run it in," insisted Brownie. "I just never thought their middle linebacker would have been able to stop Steve like he was a little girl. When I saw that poor little Steve lacked the determination and muscle to break free, I took it upon myself to help him into the end zone."
"You almost cracked my ribs when you hit me," complained Steve, but with a grin. "One second I'm wrapped up by the linebacker and the next thing I know, I'm lying on top of him in the end zone with a two hundred and fifty pound idiot screaming in my ear."
"And the National Championship on your résumé!" added Brownie with pride. "I still get asked about that game all the time. Winning the title by one point in a shoot-out, on a broken play, with no time left, is something fans don't forget. Of course, they also talk about how Steve and Colt kept throwing touchdowns. Colt threw five, while Steve only had four, but we won in spite of his poor effort."
"Poor effort?" questioned Gwen. "Steve completed twenty seven passes for over four hundred yards. The difference was that Navy's running back was rested and back in action. He had a huge game. He scored twice and ran for almost two hundred yards. Neither team could stop the other."
"Who knew that Steve and Colt would wind up in the same division in the NFL and play against each other twice every season and a few times in the play-offs? His record against Colt was eleven and six over his NFL career, not that I follow him very much," grinned Brownie.
"You followed me a little too close in the last game we played together," laughed Steve. "But then, if you hadn't, I never would have scored that two point conversion and we wouldn't have won the championship."
"It's getting late and we have to prepare for the concert," observed Gwen. "It was great seeing you Brownie, but we have to move on. You guys could talk football all afternoon."
The Navy spent the day flying in nonessential personnel from other ships and military bases for the concert. By the time Lady in Red took the stage, the deck was packed with boisterous men and women eager to watch their Commander-in-Chief and her friends 'get down'. It had been less than two weeks since they had received orders to stand down because the threat of war had been greatly reduced by the daring diplomacy of the Hammer administration. They were intent on showing their appreciation.
To start the show, Gwen strode to the front of the stage and because of the extremely enthusiastic reception, spent a full minute waving to the cheering crowd. Her smile lit up the jumbotrons that had been erected earlier in the day. Gradually the cheering subsided and Gwen was able to speak.
"Thank you so much! I am truly honored to be here today. Not too long ago, war seemed imminent. It looked like your country was going to ask you to risk everything to protect your nation, your families, your friends, and your way of life. Not one word of complaint or protest from our military ever reached my ears! You stood prepared to go to war. You've earned the respect and admiration of your president, and your country. My friends and I are here today to thank you for your dedicated service. Thank you all!"
Once the renewed applause and cheering began to lessen, Jordan joined Gwen at the front of the stage to sing the National Anthem. Everyone snapped salutes and stood proudly at attention as the two beautiful women sang the anthem. Then the show began in earnest, and the men and women of the military cheered and clapped enthusiastically throughout the entire performance.
To start the third set, Gwen reappeared onstage wearing a short, old style flapper dress. "I'd like to ask Commander Brown to come up on stage. I happen to know he's a great dancer and I'd love to take this opportunity to dance with him."
Gwen remembered Heather and Brownie's wedding and how she had been amazed at how light on his feet the big man was. She knew that was in part, because Steve had talked him into going to dance class with him at the Academy, but she had still been very impressed.
Gwen once again marveled at Brownie's easy going confidence as he climbed up the steps to the stage while waving to the cheering masses. The only time he had ever appeared shy in his entire life was when he had first met Heather.
Jodie Lane was already holding her trumpet as she nodded to Gwen that she was ready to go. With Jordan and Kathy Perrine on vocals and Jodie playing her very best, the music was perfect as Brownie led Gwen through 'Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy'. The men and women on the ship roared their approval as their President jitterbugged enthusiastically with one of their own. Once the song was over, and as Gwen worked to regain her breath, the applause and whistles continued for a full minute. The din was just beginning to let up when Gwen pulled Brownie's face down and kissed his cheek quickly. That action caused even more noise to erupt from the delighted audience.
Gwen and Steve then went down into the audience to dance with various crew members as Jordan and their guest musicians played their set. Gwen had no concerns about her safety in this particular crowd. She was their Commander-in-Chief, and was shown the utmost respect from the men and women that surrounded her and took pictures and videos as she danced with enlisted men. Steve was never far away as he made the evening memorable for delighted female sailors with whom he danced.
President Hammer's genuine smile and her graciousness to everyone touched the hearts of the men and women watching first as she danced with their own Commander Brown, and then again when she began mingling and dancing with enlisted men. The President was considered by many to be the most beautiful woman in the world. She was certainly one of the wealthiest and most powerful, and yet was one of the most approachable, likable people they had ever seen. When the set concluded and Steve escorted Gwen back to the stage, a huge roar went up, expressing the deep appreciation of the men and women. Gwen smiled and waved to the crowd and bowed numerous times.
The President and her entourage spent the night on the USS Ronald Reagan before returning to their hotel the next morning. Everyone from Rear Admiral Foster on down was extremely proud to have had President Hammer, her family, and her friends spend so much time on their vessel interacting warmly with everyone. The entire concert had been broadcast to American military bases around the world, inspiring almost every member of the United States Armed Forces worldwide. They were prepared to follow wherever she led them!
"That was some show last night!" exclaimed Kate as they flew toward the Korean Peninsula. "Those sailors fell in love with you when you danced with Brownie and then moved down to the deck to dance with the enlisted men. They'd march into Hell for you now!"



"Let's hope I never have to place any of them in danger! They aren't statistics. They're real people with families. They have hopes and dreams," responded Gwen thoughtfully. "They really are wonderful people and we need to do everything that we can to keep them safe."
"Gwen, I hate to change the subject, but there are reports of demonstrations against your stay in South Korea," broke in Lisa. "Our sources think that President Park is behind the unrest in an attempt to make it appear that all South Koreans are unhappy with your visit to North Korea.
"Mom, Jason, Kate, Naomi, Jared, and I discussed this matter after your performance past night. We think you should do an interview with the Korean reporter that speaks English so well. He represents the largest news organization here and they have a lot of viewers."
Gwen glanced briefly at Steve. He gave her an almost imperceptible nod, which did not go unnoticed by Lisa or Kate. "We're leaving for Tokyo this evening, so set it up for this afternoon if you can. I think it's a very good idea, Lisa. Thanks for everything that you do for me."
Protestors were milling in the streets outside their hotel when Gwen and her group arrived. Many of the protestors had signs in English that declared 'Not Our Queen!' Police officers made a show of keeping them away from the hotel entrance, but even to the most casual observer the 'confrontation' was little more than staged melodrama.
To avoid any unpleasant situations, Gwen and her group were driven into the hotel via underground parking, thus avoiding the crowds. An hour after returning to the hotel, Gwen was sitting down with one of the best known and most popular journalists in South Korea. She spoke at length with him, describing the discussions she had with Jong and how she had consistently reminded him that the United States would never abandon her South Korean friends. She fully expected that better relations with North Korea would benefit South Korea as well. She insisted that the world needed to move closer to a lasting peace. Communication and understanding, rather than posturing and ultimatums, were key elements in preventing conflicts.
Shortly after wrapping up her interview, Gwen and her group headed back to the airport and Air Force One. Once again the flight was quite short, just over two hours. But the reception she received in Japan was entirely different. Japanese Prime Minister Koda personally greeted her on the tarmac with a huge smile and a warm embrace. He made it very clear that Japan was honored to have the President of the United States visit, and would do everything possible to make her stay comfortable.
As President Hammer's motorcade traveled through Tokyo en route to their hotel, thousands of residents lined the street and cheered as it passed. "It sure is nice to visit a country that welcomes us like this," observed Naomi. "Gwen is very popular here in Japan. I can't imagine what her concert will be like."
Gwen's schedule called for no more than two full days in Tokyo and she soon wished that it was longer. The evening of their arrival, she remained in the hotel surrounded by family and friends. It was the first time since she had been sworn in that she was able to discuss her plans and hopes with her entire trusted inner circle.
"Gwen, members of Congress are becoming more vocal every day. They seem to be recovering the nerve they lost when you ripped them apart at the Capitol," began Lisa. "They're telling the press that you're in over your head. They're also claiming far and wide that you've bungled the situation by visiting North Korea and estranging South Korea."
"I still feel strongly that we need to build better relations with North Korea, as well as with many other nations" insisted Gwen. "Please tell me the truth, Grandfather Patterson; do you think that we were wrong to visit North Korea?"
"I'm always going to be totally honest when you ask my opinion, Madam President," responded William Patterson seriously. "I had some serious reservations about this world tour. It seemed impromptu and a bit impetuous to me.
"However, watching the concert in Pyongyang was an eye opener. You reached a lot of people that night. Those people have never seen an American President and they never would have, if not for your bold decision. We all know damn well that Jong didn't order those people to kneel before you. In fact, they could face some unpleasant repercussions for their actions. It obviously wasn't planned. It was simply a heartfelt, honest act of respect by the citizens of North Korea. The affection those people feel for you will last long after Chairman Jong and President Park are gone from office. The South Koreans will soon come to regret their poor reception of the President of the United States, but not because of any American retaliation."
"Pissing off the South Koreans isn't the only issue Congress has with you, or more precisely, with many of us," stated a concerned Kate. "Tyler and Lady in Red Productions have begun promoting the release of 'The Queen's Ransom'. It garnered a lot of interest while we were filming, but now it's really gathering momentum. Some members of Congress are quite upset because the film will feature the President of the United States, as they put it, 'scandalously sans clothing ', or something like that."
"I am not going to begin worrying about such nonsense. I've appeared nude in movies before," pointed out Gwen.
"Yes, but you weren't the President then. We were a little concerned because you were a Senator at the time we filmed it," added Lisa. "I'm being told that the final edit is finished and it just might be the best movie you and Steve have ever done. Tyler thinks Steve will be nominated for both his writing and acting, and you're a lock for a Best Actress Oscar nomination as well."
"And that's part of the bigger issue in Washington," added Ashley. "You're an owner in a company valued at almost a hundred billion dollars. Your new movie will probably set box office records and rake in even more huge sums of money. More than a few elected representatives and cable news stations are insisting that there is a very real conflict of interest for all of us that have a stake in Lady in Red, and have an active role in your administration. That includes Naomi and me, since we're handsomely rewarded for our work for the company."
"This is a bit of a catch 22 situation," explained William Patterson. "Since you're already wealthy, you'll make money regardless of what you do the rest of your lives. Money makes money. If you promote and improve America's economy, you'll make even more, thereby helping yourself become even wealthier, and according to some, that would be unethical even if the entire nation benefits."
Gwen considered the situation for a minute, and then replied, "My argument would be that we have all worked extremely hard to build Lady in Red into a successful, thriving business that employs thousands. It is extremely well run, and it will continue to prosper. All of us have been working hard and promoting it for years. You have no need or desire to use your influence, or any inside knowledge to make it more valuable."
"Then you should discuss the billions of dollars that your company has spent on hospitals all over the world as well as the billions you've funneled directly into disaster relief in the past decade," continued William Patterson. "Don't downplay your success or great wealth. Be proud of your family and your accomplishments and pledge that the same work ethic, diligence, and solid decision making will now be benefiting the nation."
"For some reason, it never occurred to me that the success of Lady in Red Productions could be viewed as a negative thing," admitted Gwen. "I can see how people that don't know us might assume that we're going to use my presidency to increase our personal wealth, when the fact is that not one of us would place our personal financial well-being ahead of the country's. That's a simple truth."
"I have one final word of advice and then I'll climb off my soapbox," joked William Patterson. "You have the best support group I've ever seen. Trust them and listen to what they tell you. But, at the risk of appearing biased, there's no person in the world better able to assist you to make the right decisions than my grandson. His understanding of politics and diplomacy far surpasses anything I've ever seen. His devotion to you cannot be questioned. I don't have to tell you this, but you can depend on him to be completely loyal to you to the end. Take advantage of his insight and wisdom."
"You're preaching to the choir on that one," responded Gwen. "I don't know how I ever managed to reel him in, but he's the best! I know that. Every day I try to show him how much I appreciate and love him."
"We'll go over these talking points a few times," insisted Lisa. "You need to have responses ready when the press starts grilling you. We've had a bit of a temporary setback in South Korea, but everything is picking up now."
"Gwen, you need to know that there are no 'conflict of interest' laws regarding the president and vice president," chimed in Kate. "There are some vague laws about taking payments from foreign nationals and sovereign nations. Lisa, Jason, and I will probably be accused of having conflicts of interest that could make Senate approval of our appointments more difficult."
"We'll face that when the time comes," replied Gwen. "I am not going to appoint anyone I do not trust completely to be among my closest advisors. I'm going to continue relying on you three heavily, officially or unofficially if necessary, regardless of what the Senate decides."
The next day Gwen was taken sightseeing by several Japanese government officials. Every place she went, crowds quickly formed. When she faced a group of people they would quickly drop to a knee and bow their heads and remain in that position for a short time before returning to their feet.
The state dinner that evening was an elaborate affair, as Prime Minister Koda pulled out all the stops to honor and impress the American President. Steve never left Gwen's side throughout the entire evening. Once again, the folks back in America were treated to news clips of their President as she represented them in a very receptive Japan. Much was made of her beauty and poise by members of the media, as well as by the general public.
James and Stephanie Hawthorne were traveling with President Hammer's group. Gwen and Steve were very careful to demonstrate to the Japanese, as well as to the members of the press that the two couples were very close. Steve had discussed it with Gwen during the flight from Washington to North Korea, and they felt strongly that keeping James and Stephanie in the limelight would enhance James' political career, which in turn, would strengthen relations between the United States and Great Britain.
Of course Stephanie had always been extremely comfortable with her cousins and their close friends, and James had been welcomed as part of the family, so it required no real effort for Gwen and Steve to make it obvious that they thought very highly of Prime Minister Blake's representative. That evening, Gwen managed a couple of dances with James, while Steve managed the same with Stephanie.
"James really appreciates what you and Gwen are doing for his career. Being seen with you two is always good, but especially now. Britain stuck its neck out to support your peace initiative. It wasn't a universally popular move in Great Britain, but James managed to convince Prime Minster Blake that you were up to the task and that you were the world's single best bet to avoid war.
"It helped the Prime Minister's popularity, but it also brought James to the front in the political arena," stated Stephanie. "His wife is first cousin to the incredible Gwen Hammer, President of the United States. Highlight reels of James accompanying you as you enter into negotiations with various world leaders are constantly playing in London.
"You've been great to my family, including James. I've loved you for years and that's only gotten stronger. Diamond talks about her 'Uncle Steve' all the time. Whenever she sees you or Gwen on TV, she starts smiling and calling out your names as if your images might respond. Who could have guessed that when fate put you and Gwen together at that mall that day it would change the course of history?"
"You're overstating things more than a little," replied Steve modestly. "Nothing would have kept Gwen from achieving great things, with or without me."
Stephanie broke into a big smile as she gazed into Steve's eyes. "You've convinced my family that you believe that to be true, but we all know better. Gwen's incredible. We all realize that, but you're the guy that made it possible for her to achieve so much more than she ever would have on her own."
At the end of the evening, Prime Minister Koda prevailed upon Gwen and Steve to once again perform the dance that had begun their journey. Steve was outfitted with a microphone so he could sing as he and Gwen glided around the dance floor. At the end of the performance, he leaned down and kissed the President of the United States with passion, as onlookers cheered and clapped their approval.
The next evening saw Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, Steve and the other musicians climb a raised platform erected near Shibuya Station. Fans had packed every square inch of available space, including the streets from curb to curb as far as the eye could see.
Gwen moved to the front of the temporary stage to speak. She had barely managed to begin thanking the people of Japan for their gracious reception, when those near the stage went to one knee. The gesture quickly spread and in less than half a minute, each member of the huge audience had dropped to a knee and bowed their head!
Once again, Gwen had difficulty articulating her feelings. Tears formed in her eyes as she motioned for the crowd to stand. Once her audience had regained its feet, Gwen gracefully moved across the stage, stopping to bow numerous times and in every direction as the crowd roared its approval.
Gwen managed to deliver a shortened version of the speech she had planned as she constantly wiped tears from her eyes and cheeks. It was all shown very clearly on the many large monitors Lady in Red had erected prior to the show. The citizens of Japan loved her honest emotion. Gwen finally managed to collect herself enough to announce that the show was about to begin.
Hours later, as the singers and other musicians were relaxing and enjoying food and refreshments after the show, Charlie made an observation to the group. "I've never been involved in anything like this before. The energy and passion that Gwen invariably brings has raised all of our performances beyond my greatest expectations. Every last one of you was amazing. This tour is going to be one for the history books. Normally, I'd expect improvement as we grow more comfortable with each other, but after tonight I wonder if that's even possible."
"If we're able to maintain the level we've managed so far, we'll be doing pretty darn good!" proclaimed Kathy Perrine enthusiastically. "I've done a lot of concerts in the past five years, but I've never seen anything like what we have going. Of course, the fact that we're performing right along President Hammer and Jordan Burns is the biggest reason for the success. No one's sold more music or placed more butts in concert seats in the last ten years than Jordan. She's on the top of the music world, and President Hammer is only slightly behind her. I've never been so proud to be a part of anything as I am with touring with all of you."
It was quite late when the performers finally made their way back to their hotel. Everyone was exhausted and retired for the night in preparation for the morning flight to Beijing. Ashley reported to Gwen's room shortly after she and Steve had finished their breakfast.
"Madam President, the press is requesting an opportunity to ask you some questions. They're pointing out that they haven't had much access to you the past few days."
Gwen looked at Steve to learn his thoughts. "You need to have a good relationship with them. You promised to be transparent and answering tough questions is a big part of doing just that. Keep in mind everything we talked about the other evening. You'll do fine."
"Okay. Ashley, tell the press Steve and I will be down to the media room the hotel has provided us in half an hour. That'll give us time to answer questions and still keep to our schedule. We don't want to arrive in Beijing late."
"Madam President," began a network reporter soon after Gwen and Steve had stepped to the podium. "Members of Congress have expressed concern over your great wealth and the very real possibility of conflicts of interest for you. How do you respond to those concerns?"
"I was wealthy when Congress approved my appointment to become Vice President. Nothing has changed, except that I'm now President, and they're suddenly voicing concern. Congress as a whole, always seems to do what it perceives as politically expedient, be it right or wrong. I won't."
"Are you denying that there is potential for conflict of interest for both you and proposed members of your cabinet?" followed up the reporter.
"That would be akin to denying that gravity exists," reasoned Gwen calmly. "Unless the President of the United States is completely penniless, that possibility always exists. But I do deny that I or any members of my cabinet will ever consider personal wealth when making decisions that affect the nation. Lady in Red Productions is a very strong, viable company. It will have a large income stream regardless of my executive decisions."
"What steps will you take to avoid any perception that you and your family are using your position to further your personal wealth?" quickly questioned another reporter.
"None, other than always doing what I feel is best for America. I really can't be bothered worrying about perceptions. I will not be running for reelection, so I'm not going to even give it a thought. Let it be known, however, that every decision my team and I make will be predicated on what we feel is best for the United States."
"Do you expect Americans to believe that your wealth won't increase substantially while you're in office?" pursued the reporter.
"Please allow me to respond to that question, Madam President," interrupted Steve. "Harold, the President has been very clear, but either you're not listening or you're unable to understand what she is saying.
"Lady in Red Productions is guaranteed to increase in value over the next three years. We receive royalties from music, films, and television every week. We have a new movie coming out that will do extremely well, and we fully expect to make more films. We have a clothing line that is extremely successful. Our action figures, as well as our animated films are quite profitable. I have several lucrative promotion contracts from my sports career.
"Can you see where I'm going with this? Lady in Red Productions is a large and profitable entity, and will continue to be one long after my wife leaves office. What you have not mentioned is the billions of dollars our company has spent on disaster relief around the world. You haven't asked about the hospitals we've financed, with no taxpayer dollars, so our veterans can receive the best possible care. You've neglected to bring up the hospitals both in America and around the world that bear our logo, where children receive the best health care available, free of cost. The people of the United States can rest assured that our charitable donations will only increase as time goes on.
"My wife has no need to apologize for her talent, wisdom, or success. The United States is extremely fortunate to have a person with her skills working to improve the lives of all Americans. This will not end the unfair speculation that Congress and the media thrive on, but it will serve for the moment to end any questions directed to her about conflicts of interest, understood? It's a huge waste of her time, and if you check, you'll see that the president and vice president are exempt from the federal conflict of interest statute," concluded Steve firmly.



"Madam President, you were essentially snubbed in South Korea because of your visit to North Korea and meeting with Chairman Jong. Do you hope to restore friendly relations with South Korea, and if so, how will you accomplish it?" asked Amber Stahl.
"I want to improve relations with all nations of the world, but no nation will dictate with whom the President of the United States can negotiate, or even visit. South Korea is a valuable ally and we very much want them to remain an ally. That said, South Korea needs to determine its own course. I'll be responsive to any requests or suggestions they may have."
"Madam President, you made a film earlier this year when you were a United States Senator. It's reported that you appear nude in the film. Do you believe that sort of behavior is appropriate now that you're President of the United States and leader of the free world?" asked a cable news reporter.
"George, there's famine, disease, war, poverty, and so many other issues that we need to be concerned with and you're asking about a movie. I'm an actress and sometimes I appear topless or even nude. Again, long before I became the Vice President, I appeared in the Spartan trilogy where I appeared naked, as well as in several other films. No one is required to watch any of my movies, and if my costumes, or lack of same, are objectionable to someone, I'd strongly suggest that they do not watch my films. I'm comfortable with my performances as long as my husband feels the same. His opinion is the only one that really matters to me on this subject."
"Do you believe that members of Congress are retaliating against you because of the way you spoke to them at the joint session?" asked a Japanese reporter.
"That's a question you should pose to the members of Congress," smiled Gwen. "I can only guess what motivates them. The usual suspects are power and money. More than a few of them are jockeying into position to run for my job in a few years."
Gwen ended the session a short time later so she could make preparations for the morning flight to Beijing. Four hours after takeoff, the American contingent was driven through the densely populated city of Beijing to the Ritz-Carlton. Once they were settled, the hotel served the travelers a gourmet luncheon in a private dining room.
The rest of the day was spent discussing international issues and the political problems at home, but the next day saw their Chinese hosts proudly transport the group to many of the more famous points of interest in the area. They spent several hours at the Great Wall of China. Steve and Gwen walked along the wall with Saint holding Gwen's hand while Steve carried Vickie on his hip.
"This boggles the mind," marveled Gwen as she studied the manmade wonder. "It goes farther than we can see. Did you ever imagine we'd be here some day? It's incredible!"
"I never gave it much thought, but I'm certain I didn't anticipate walking along the Great Wall of China with my wife, son, and daughter. Of course, I never expected you'd become President of the United States, either," admitted Steve as he fondly squeezed Gwen's shoulders to his chest. "You've been a source of amazement ever since I first laid eyes on you. I never knew I could love anyone the way I love you."
"You promised to show me the world, Sailor. You certainly lived up to that promise," smiled Gwen as she leaned back and gently kissed Steve's lips.
The news that morning in the United States featured a short video of the President of the United States strolling along the Great Wall with her family before stopping to lovingly kiss her husband. That little exchange was featured prominently on the morning news. Americans were becoming so accustomed to seeing their president and her husband demonstrating their affection for each other that a new term had come into use, PPDA's. They were proud to be represented by a couple that was so unwavering in their love and support for each other. After all, wasn't that the way it's supposed to be?
The Chinese government ensured that the American dignitaries were shown the Forbidden City and the Summer Palace as well as several modern architectural accomplishments. It was a city of contrasts, with many ancient sites located not far from some very modern facilities.
That evening was the State Dinner. Once again the President of the United States was radiant in a red gown. She and her husband spent considerable time chatting with Chinese leaders in government and industry. Following Gwen's lead, Lisa, Kate, and Naomi made a serious effort to work the crowd and win over the movers and shakers of China. By the end of the evening, Steve was certain that progress had been made in improving relations with China. President Xi proved somewhat susceptible to Gwen's charms. Steve pretended not to notice when the eyes of the President of the People's Republic would linger on Gwen's cleavage as she engaged him in conversation.
Later that evening, Gwen discussed the affair with Steve when they reached their room. "That seemed to go quite well. I think we have some budding relationships with Chinese leaders. Hopefully, we'll be able to build on them in the future."
"You certainly had President Xi's attention," agreed Steve. "He had trouble pulling his eyes away from that magnificent chest of yours."
"Hey, if the 'girls' can help improve international relations by permitting a few little peeks, they'll be happy to do their part," chuckled Gwen.
"Yeah, he was peeking at the peaks," laughed Steve. "I was trying to keep his wife distracted so she wouldn't see how far his eyes were bugging out. I'd say that you and the girls managed to impress President Xi quite nicely."
"But what about my husband?" asked Gwen, beginning to undress. "Does he see anything he likes? In addition to international relations, do you think he'd be interested in improving an interpersonal one?"
"He plans on making love to his beautiful wife at least once in every country on the tour," promised Steve as he dropped his jacket on a nearby chair. "There's something especially erotic about sleeping with the President of the United States!"
"Uh, oh! It looks like it's going to be a very long three years in the White House," giggled Gwen as Steve gently toyed with her nipples. "The things I endure for my country!"
The next evening saw Gwen standing on a stage in the center of Tiananmen Square preparing to address a huge crowd that had begun gathering hours earlier. She couldn't help but notice the large police presence. Men in uniform were scattered throughout the audience, constantly monitoring the crowd, paying far more attention to those in attendance than to the activities on stage. Gwen made certain to walk to all sides of the stage, which was encased in bullet proof glass, as she spoke to the crowd. She kept her speech brief, simply thanking the President of the People's Republic for working so hard to avoid war, and for inviting Lady in Red to perform for the people of China. She was very careful to avoid any controversial topics.
The huge crowd, estimated at over a million people loved the show and frequently roared its approval, forcing the singers to wait for the din to abate before they could continue. The show went a little long as the appreciative crowd was treated to several encores.
Later that evening, after making love, Gwen and Steve found time to discuss the performance before nodding off. "The heavy police presence was to make certain that there wasn't a repeat of the kneeling you saw in North Korea and Tokyo. Xi didn't want it to appear that his citizens held you in higher regard than their own leaders," informed Steve.
"That never occurred to me," admitted Gwen. "I thought they were just keeping order. I never expect anyone to kneel for me. You know that."
"I sure do," replied Steve as he ran his hand lightly over Gwen's breasts. "I also know that you've become a symbol of hope, peace, and a better life to people all around the world. You're much more than the President of the United States to these people."
"Tell that to Congress," quipped Gwen. "They don't seem to share your high opinion of me."
"That's their mistake. We're going to have to make some decisions about how you're going to work with them by the time we return to D.C. The first issue will be getting your appointments passed. It seems fairly obvious that Vince is going to have no problems being approved as Vice President, and Chatham looks like a safe bet for Secretary of Defense, but your other nominees are going to have tougher rows to hoe."
"That's what Lisa keeps telling me. I'd be a lot more worried if I didn't have you to lean on," whispered Gwen, sliding her hand down Steve's torso. "Right now I need you to make love to me again."
Gwen and Steve used much of the twelve hour flight to Sydney discussing policy and issues with their inner circle. They were interested in pursuing the concerns and impressions of the others.
Gwen was surprised when Jordan revealed a potential problem. "As you know, my mom stayed in Washington to help with the homeless shelters Richard started when he first met Ashley. They've become the main source of food and shelter for a lot of unfortunate people in Washington. Ever since he married Ashley, Mom's been helping run the shelters when he's traveling with her.
"Your mom has been great," praised Steve. "She's been spending a lot of time working for charities. That's why she's on the board of directors that oversees our charitable donations."
"I hope you'll think so after you hear what she's been up to while we've been traveling," worried Jordan. "I don't know any easy way to tell you so I'm just going to blurt it out. She's been dating Vince Rosen!"
Gwen and Steve didn't conceal their surprise as they looked at each other and then back at Jordan, who continued to speak. "I'm sure that she never thought about the fallout and problems it would cause you. She only told me because someone recognized them having dinner at a Washington restaurant a few hours ago and it's all over the news already. We all know Mom's questionable past. She could ruin Vince's career, including his chances to be approved as Vice President. I'm so sorry!"
"Jordan, please don't let this upset you," replied Gwen as she hugged her dear friend. "Vince is a great guy and he's been alone long enough. You should be happy for them."
"I am, except for the trouble this will cause you, and Mom. We all know the press will bring up every mistake Mom's ever made, and she's made more than her share over the years."
"I know that she helped take care of Cynthia Rosen when they stayed at Asgard, but I never guessed it would lead to a romance with Vince. Has this been going on very long?" asked Steve calmly.
"Mom said that they kind of 'clicked' when she was helping with Cynthia, but she swears that she hadn't seen or heard from Vince since Cynthia's funeral. At least not until Vince came back to Washington recently to meet with Gwen. She said they've gotten together a couple of times after he called and asked her to dinner one day. He's going to be contacting you, Gwen, to ask if you want him to withdraw his name from consideration because he's not going to stop seeing Mom."
"I'll have to discuss this with the others, but my first reaction is to ask Vince not to pull his name from consideration. What do you think, Steve?" asked Gwen.
"I have mixed emotions," admitted Steve. "I'm delighted that Cindy and Vince found each other. They deserve to be happy. However, Jordan has a point about her mom's past. The press will dig and they'll turn up everything she's ever done wrong. Has she been totally honest with Vince? He'll need to know everything before he gets publicly blindsided.
"Then there's the issue of gaining the approval of Congress to become Vice President. You can bet that some of those hypocrites will try to use Cindy's past to scuttle Vince's career."
"Jordan. Would you please call your mother and let Steve speak to her?" requested Gwen. "You know how much she loves and respects him. She needs to understand what's ahead."
Gwen, Jordan, and Charlie sat near Steve and listened to his side of the conversation as he spoke with Jordan's mom. "Cindy, thanks for speaking with me. Don't apologize! You're a wonderful, beautiful woman and you have every right to date, and even to fall in love. No, you're right, this isn't the average dating situation.
"From what Jordan's told us, you understand how your past can affect Vince's future. No, it doesn't have to ruin his career and there's no reason you have to stop seeing him, but you will have to do something that will be very difficult. I want you to speak with Vince very soon and tell him every bad thing you've ever done. Why? The press will be reporting every bit of dirt they can dig up, and they'll be doing it very soon. It'll be a lot better if he hears it from you. Don't put a shine on anything; just give him all the facts. Tell him the total truth. If you lose him, then it wasn't meant to be. It's better for you both if you're the one to tell him everything from your past that could embarrass either of you. Okay?
"One more thing and this one may be even harder. Write an outline of your life and include all the stuff you wouldn't want people to know. I'll talk it over with Gwen, Jordan, and the others, but I'll probably be asking you to release the outline to the press if you and Vince choose to pursue your relationship. It'll be far less embarrassing for both of you, and to Jordan, than if you try to hide it and the media finds out; and believe me, they will find out.
"I know you never expected this, and it probably isn't fair, but you're becoming romantically involved with a former United States President. Hopefully, he'll become vice president soon. The possibility exists that he could become president again and you could be our First Lady, so nothing you've ever done will remain a secret."
Just as Steve finished speaking with Cindy, Gwen received a call from Vince Rosen. "Hello, Madam President? I'm sure you've heard how I've jeopardized my appointment. Would you like me to withdraw my name from consideration?"
"Vince, first let me tell you that I have you on speaker phone. You know how highly Steve and I regard Cindy. We think the world of her," began Gwen.
"We both know that this will likely complicate the approval process. You're aware that Cindy's had some issues in the past. It's extremely likely that those problems will be made public very soon. She'll become part of your background check. First, we want Cindy to fill you in on everything that could conceivably be coming out about her. Then, you'll need to decide if you want to pursue the relationship."
"I fully expect to continue seeing Cindy," responded Vince Rosen. "I can't imagine that changing."
"I was pretty certain you'd feel that way, but please have the conversation with her. If nothing else, we don't want you blindsided. If you decide to continue the relationship, she'll have to disclose every facet of her life and do so publicly. You know what'll happen if she doesn't; someone else will."
"We'll have that conversation, Madam President," promised Rosen. "The question remains; would you prefer that I remove my name from consideration?"
"I haven't had an opportunity to discuss the situation with my advisors, but please don't say or do anything until I call you back. That should be within the next few hours."
Once Gwen finished speaking with Vince and disconnected, Jordan asked, "Are you going to encourage Vince to stop seeing Mom? Why did this have to happen now?"
"Jordan, we won't be tossing your mom under the bus," promised Gwen. "If she and Vince want to be together, I'd never do anything to prevent it. Your mom is one of us. She's part of our family. That's all I need to say about that.
"The question we need to consider is whether we still want to push for Vince's appointment to become vice president. It's apparent to me that he values your mother's happiness and love more than he does the vice presidency," reasoned Gwen.
By this time, Gwen's inner circle was sitting close and listening to the tail end of the conversation. Naomi jumped at the opportunity to express her opinion.
"Maybe I'm speaking out of turn, but I think it would be wrong to change course. It would send a message that you don't approve of Jordan's mom as wife material for Vince. You've become President of the United States by being an understanding, forgiving person, fiercely loyal to your family and friends, and fearless in the face of adversity. We all know Cindy as a very generous, intelligent woman who overcame earlier mistakes to become an inspiration to women of all ages."
"Naomi's right!" declared Kate. "If you waffle on this, you'll appear indecisive or tentative, at the very least."
"Steve, please tell us what you're thinking," nudged Gwen.
"I've known both Vince and Cindy for over fifteen years," replied Steve. "I admire Vince, and I love Jordan's mom. She had some hard times but turned it all around and came out far better for it. I never thought of them as a couple before, but I do now. They've done nothing but unselfishly help us every way they could. I agree with Kate and Naomi. We need to support those two as much as we possibly can. That's what Lady in Red does for friends and family. This may test us, but we can't waver."
"Then it's decided," stated Gwen firmly. "Vince remains our choice for Vice President and we stand one hundred percent behind Cindy Quick in every way possible.
"I'd like to place it on record that I'm extremely proud of this group with me today. My first inclination was to tell Vince that my administration was behind him, but as President I have to place the welfare of the country ahead of my personal feelings. I needed you to voice your support of Vince and Cindy to be certain I wasn't making a purely emotional decision that could affect each of you in some way.
"Vince's appointment looked like a cakewalk before this revelation. If we struggle with his nomination, it'll probably be that much more difficult to push through everyone else's. I'm sure you all know that, but not one of you even remotely suggested that you were concerned about your personal situations. You guys are the best! I'll call Vince and let him know that he's still our enthusiastic choice for the position, and wish him the best with Cindy."
"I'd like to say something, if I could," choked out an emotional Jordan. "Gwen and Steve took me in when I was broken and made me whole. Charlie showed me what true love was. The rest of you accepted me and took me into your arms and welcomed me into your families. I know Mom has had her problems, but so have I. You guys healed us both, and your support in times like this means more to me than I can ever express. Thank you so much!"
Two hours later, Air Force One touched down at Sydney's Kingsford Smith Airport. Prime Minister Malcolm King gave President Hammer and her entourage an extremely warm welcome, and Gwen gave a short speech.
"Steve and I are extremely pleased to visit Australia again. As you know, we were here several years ago when Steve's cousin, Jen, married a 'bloke' named Ethan Williams. We absolutely loved our stay and fell in love with 'the land down under'.
"We'll be staying with Jen and Ethan at their 'station' northwest of Sydney. That's why we're here in Sydney rather than Canberra, Australia's capital. I greatly appreciate that Prime Minister King traveled to Sydney to meet with me. I know he's very busy and I thank him for taking the time."
The moment the Prime Minister had finished greeting Gwen and Steve, Jen was in Steve's arms, hugging her cousin as tightly as possible. "It's so good to see you again! Ethan's political career took a huge step forward when people learned that we were hosting President Hammer and her handsome husband. He's almost certain to be elected to the Senate next year. Being seen with Gwen and you is the surest way to garner positive publicity. You guys are gold here!"



Ethan came from a very successful and influential Australian family. They had interests in mining and agriculture. He and Jen met in Sydney when her grandfather's business began buying material from Ethan's. The couple was married within a year and Jen now made her home in Australia with her husband.
They lived on a 'station', usually referred to as a ranch in the United States. It consisted of several thousand acres, making it relatively small by Australian standards. Jen and Ethan had built a huge new home not far from the original homestead, where his family still lived.
As was her custom, Gwen approached the pool of press reporters to answer a few questions before leaving the tarmac. "We need to keep this brief since the kids are once again waiting."
"Madam President, you must be aware that former President Rosen has been linked romantically with Cyndi Quick, Jordan Burns' mother. Will this affect your decision to support him for Vice President of the United States?"
"Not in the least," replied Gwen with a huge smile. "We think the world of Cyndi Quick and we wish her much happiness. If she should find that happiness with another of our very close friends, so much the better."
"Do you think Cyndi Quick's past will adversely affect Vince Rosen's chances for approval by Congress?" asked another reporter.
"Honestly? Yes, I do think it will. That's mostly because of the way politics are played in Washington. There are those that will use any excuse they can find to harm Vince's chances simply because I want him as my vice president. I urge the press to listen carefully to the positions taken by various members of Congress. Will any of them dispute Vince's qualifications? I truly doubt it. They won't approach this head-on. They'll snipe and use innuendo and rumor to plant doubts in the minds of the public. My support for Vince, and for Cyndi, will not waver."
"Congressman Parker of Mississippi stated that you should be ashamed of your soon to be released movie. In his words, you've corrupted and forever tainted your office. How do you respond to that?" asked another reporter.
"I don't respond to such insipid comments, regardless of their source," stated Gwen matter-of-factly. "Steve's cousin Jen and her husband are hosting a big barbecue for us at their station tomorrow and the press is invited. Buses will be available to transport you from your hotel out to the station and then back later in the evening. Dress casually and bring swim suits if you'd like to use their huge pool. I'll answer more questions then. Thanks, and good night."
By the time the three buses crammed with reporters arrived at Jen and Ethan's the next afternoon, Gwen's group was already out enjoying the warm weather, the over-sized pool, and the excellent cuisine. The reporters were very surprised at the total and very informal access they had to President Hammer and her advisors. Steve and Gwen mingled with the reporters as well as those Australians invited by Jen and Ethan. Gwen would respond thoughtfully to a question from a reporter before moving on to chat with other guests.
Secret Service agents were scattered throughout the crowd to maintain a watchful eye, but no one attempted to limit access to President Hammer and her group.
"Madam President, I've been covering Washington politics for over thirty-five years and I've never seen anything like this," began Martha Raster. "You're allowing complete access in a very casual atmosphere. You, as well as many of the reporters and guests, are in swim suits. Children are playing in the pool and on the huge yard. It's like a family picnic or something."
"We're showing our appreciation to the press for being so patient with us on this long trip," replied Gwen with a smile. "This way, reporters can spend some time with me in a relaxed setting and ask better questions, allowing me to give more detailed answers."
"You're obviously aware of the storm brewing in Congress over your movie role, your choices for cabinet posts, your great wealth and the possible conflicts it creates, and President Rosen's romance with a friend of yours that some have called a fallen woman. How do you expect to resolve these issues?"
"These are issues only to those that choose to make them issues," replied Gwen. "I've nominated very capable people for my cabinet. As President, I'm exempt from conflicts of interest concerns, but that isn't really relevant. What I'm striving for, what my friends and family are all striving for, is a better world. Lady in Red Productions has spent many billions building and supporting hospitals around the world. We've spent well over fifteen billion dollars on disaster relief at home and abroad. We plan to increase these amounts quite significantly in the near future. Unfortunately, disasters never stop and we try to be as prepared as possible.
"We make money honestly, and we pay the required taxes. We'll continue to do so. We expect no favors and ask for no special considerations. Lady in Red is an extremely well run business. We have income streams from all kinds of ventures. Our company expects to grow by around ten percent per year, over the next three years. That forecast was made before I became president. It's very possible that my position will influence some people to buy my music, see my movies, or purchase clothing from our line. I have no control over that. I do, however, have control over my decisions. I will never make one as President based on how it will affect the company. My sisters, my other Cabinet nominees, and my family all think the same way."
"You met the press in North Korea wearing a bikini on the beach. You're wearing one again today," observed Martha. "You have an incredible figure. Are you making some sort of statement by wearing these small swimsuits?"
"I'm actually being modest," replied Gwen with a straight face. "Steve insisted that I leave my thong bikinis home. I was allowed to bring only the ones that offered sufficient coverage for modesty."
Martha Raster broke into laughter at Gwen's humorous comment. Several reporters had been listening and recording the exchange. "Is it alright if we air your remarks?" asked a young woman reporter in a conservative one piece swim suit.
"I don't expect to censor anything this afternoon," laughed Gwen. "As long as you don't deliberately edit videos to misrepresent something, everything is fair game."
"Do you still believe that the Senate will approve your cabinet choices, and that Vince Rosen will become your vice president?" asked a network reporter.
"I see no good reason why any of my nominees should not be approved. Of course, Congress is not always known for doing the logical thing, or taking the best course of action. My nominees are all very capable, but for the most part, not very political. You'll see very few arguments made that are critical of the knowledge and skill level of my nominees. Objections will be made about their careers, financial status, relatives, friends, and all sorts of picayune distractions.
"I'm asking the American people to participate in the political process and to let their elected representatives know how they feel. I need to have my team in place if I'm going to be able to bring peace and prosperity back to America. I need everyone's help and cooperation. I'm not in this alone. Every citizen needs to step forward and take some initiative in making the United States and the world a better place. The people will make the difference. If they support my efforts, we'll do fine. Without that support, my hands will be tied."
"Madam President, will you be appearing nude in your upcoming movie? If so, do you think it will affect your popularity and ability to govern?" asked an Australian reporter.
"Yes, I have filmed a nude scene. It's extremely powerful and appropriate to the story. I can't predict how viewers will react, but I was approved for the vice presidency long after I had appeared in movies topless, and even nude. What's changed, besides perhaps a few extra pounds?"
"Back to your financial situation, Madam President. Isn't it likely that many of the actions you take as President will increase your personal wealth?" questioned a newspaper reporter.
"Yes, it's extremely likely," admitted Gwen. "I fully expect to take steps that will improve the economy, which in turn will benefit Lady in Red Productions, as well as most other businesses in the United States, and probably the world.
"We will not be placing our company in a blind trust during my term. I never so much as hinted that I would do so when I accepted the vice presidency. As you know, we began Lady in Red when Steve, Jordan, and I were in high school. We've worked very hard, hired some great people, and made some very sound business decisions. We will not put our company at risk for any reason. We spend billions in disaster relief and medical assistance to help suffering and less fortunate people around the globe. That's far too important to ignore.
"Compare Lady in Red's efforts to those of any nation in the world. Not a single government has matched our contributions to world health in the past four years. Our efforts won't be compromised just to appease a few political hacks that care more about the next election than they do about the millions of people suffering from poverty, famine, disease, or disaster."
"Mom, can we have chicken fight?" broke in Saint as he tugged on his mother's hand. "Aunt Jordan has Ruth, and Aunt Lisa has Theresa. They said that they could beat us, but Dad was too big and strong, so it has to be you or Aunt Kate carrying me, and Aunt Kate is too busy."
"Sorry folks, but I have to help my son defend our honor," chuckled Gwen. "He's very competitive and Ruth and Theresa have thrown down the gauntlet."
With that, Gwen turned and dove into the pool to surface near Jordan and Lisa, who were both carrying their daughters on their shoulders. As Saint swam to Gwen, she dropped below the surface to emerge with Saint perched on her shoulders. Before he was fully settled, Jordan moved close and Ruth pushed Saint backward into the water. That was the beginning of a twenty minute battle for pool supremacy.
Saint was big for his age and it was obvious to everyone except the two young girls that he was not trying his hardest to unseat them. The next newscast in the United States would feature a lengthy clip of the bikini clad President of the United States playing 'chicken' in the pool with her family, followed with a segment on her comments concerning the issues confronting her administration.
The next evening was the social event of the year in Sydney. Prime Minister King hosted a state dinner in the Sydney Opera House. The affair was held on the stage of the concert hall. An orchestra provided music while guests enjoyed a lavishly catered dinner. Gwen and Steve insisted that Jen and Ethan, along with Stephanie and James, sit at their table. They wanted to make it very clear to the press that President Hammer and her husband held both couples in very high regard.
Steve and Gwen had discussed the situation and Gwen explained it to their close friends. "Steve feels that it'll be very beneficial if Ethan and James gain some leverage in the political arena in their respective nations. It'll strengthen my personal ties with Australia and Great Britain. That could be important in possible future situations where America needs strong allies. I agree with Steve, so we're going to do our best to promote Ethan and James when possible, without being too obvious or pushy.
"When Hans and Nadiya, as well as Claude and Michelle D'Anjou, join us in Italy, we'll do the same for them. Nadiya is very influential in Ukraine politics, and Hans is doing very well in Berlin. Claude told Steve that his daughter, Michelle is strongly considering running for the office of Mayor of Paris. That could lead to a national role for her and we're going to do our best to let the public know that we hold them in very high regard. Steve is thinking ahead, as usual."
The Australian press was quick to notice how much attention, even deference, Gwen and Steve gave to Jen and Ethan. His bid for the senate became a topic on Australian TV and radio. With his beautiful American wife and her close ties to President Hammer, it became a foregone conclusion that his bid for office would succeed.
Back in the United States, the American public was once again treated to videos of President Hammer and her handsome husband holding court with world leaders, this time in Australia. Her smile dazzled as she chatted, danced, and confided with the powers in Australian business, finance, and government.
The next evening saw Lady in Red in front of the Sydney Opera House as thousands of Australians jammed into every available space surrounding it. As was now the custom, Gwen moved to the front to speak to the huge crowd. Numerous huge screens had been arranged so the large audience, inside and outside the hall, would have a great view of the concert. As Gwen thanked the government and the people of Australia, she suddenly hesitated when those standing nearest the stage began dropping to one knee. Within seconds, the entire audience had followed suit.
Realizing that she was again receiving a tremendous, unsolicited display of respect, Gwen moved across the stage, stopping frequently to bow or genuflect to the cheering crowd. Once again, tears ran down her cheeks as she gestured for the crowd to stand, and stand they did, but the cheering and loud ovation continued. Gwen waved and bowed as the tears flowed freely down her face. The huge screens caught her beautiful face as she wiped her eyes, causing many in the crowd to tear up as well. Unable to speak, Gwen waved a final time to the crowd and moved back to take her place with the group. The lights went dark and remained off longer than usual so Gwen would have time to recover emotionally. Eventually the lights came back on and Gwen moved to the front, giving her best rendition ever of Queen's 'We Will Rock You' and 'We Are the Champions'.
The concert was a huge hit, but the surprise in the last set made it an evening never to be forgotten in Sydney. In that set, the musicians abandoned their usual music. They played songs made famous by Australian musicians and groups. The fans loved every song.
Jordan was brilliant as she covered Olivia Newton John's hits. Charlie joined his wife in performing 'You're the One That I Want' from 'Grease', complete with the dance routine from the movie. The crowd roared its approval and the musicians had to wait a minute before moving into their cover of the BeeGees' hits. Gwen owned the crowd when she sang 'If I Can't Have You'. Kathy Perrine and Jordan, along with Jack Timberline and Tom McGregor handled the other vocals for the group's hits. Those listening were amazed at how well Timberline and McGregor handled the falsetto portions of the songs.
Their fellow musicians supplied the music, as Steve and Gwen delighted the crowd by dancing to the disco songs from Saturday Night Fever. Many of those watching were soon dancing along with the music as they watched the big screens to see Gwen and Steve perform. Popular music from other Australian musicians and groups followed as the fans yelled, whistled, and cheered their approval.
The next morning saw Steve and Gwen hugging Jen and Ethan as they bid farewell. It was an emotional time for both couples. Jen and Ethan were effusive in their praise.
"Have you seen the coverage on the internet, television, or in our newspapers?" asked Jen as soon as Steve and Gwen appeared for breakfast. "Your concert has been called the best Sydney's ever seen. Your dances are being played over and over. The scene where thousands of people knelt before you, Gwen, has almost a million hits on YouTube already! Australia absolutely loves you guys!"
"The coverage back home has been pretty positive, to put it mildly," added Ashley. "Clips of your concerts, state dinners, and even your playing with Saint in the pool have been playing constantly. You're doing a great job of offsetting the negative jibes coming from Congress."
"Ashley's right," affirmed Lisa. "You're getting some great press, but the usual suspects are relentless in their criticisms. Vince and Cindy seem to be drawing the brunt of the complaints today. Talk shows and cable news stations are really pounding Cindy over her past indiscretions."
"I talked to Mom a little while ago and she's not doing too well," stated Jordan. "She's being hounded everywhere she goes and she has no experience handling that sort of pressure. Reporters are calling every person she's ever known trying to get some dirt, and they're finding it. She knows it's her own fault, but it isn't making things any easier for her and Vince."
"Jordan, why don't you arrange for your mother to fly to Rome tomorrow? That's our next stop. Maybe we can bring this matter to a close," suggested Steve.
"What are you thinking?" asked Gwen. "You have something in mind."
"I think Cindy needs to do a sit-down interview with Amber. I want Amber to have some prep time to read Cindy's outline of things that she's done that may be considered ill-advised, or inappropriate, and then ask her questions. We need to get everything out so the public can better understand the woman she's become and forgive her past."
"Good idea," agreed Gwen. "But I think we need Vince there as well. He's part of this, and he's got to show his support for Cindy when everything comes out. It'll give me another opportunity to demonstrate my unwavering support for them both. We need to get my appointments moving through Congress!"
After numerous hugs and promises of future visits, Jen and Ethan stood waving to Gwen and Steve and their friends as they left the station. They had to travel a hundred miles by automobile to reach the airport. They had only been traveling a few minutes when Kate pointed out the signs residents of a small town were holding as they drove past.
"Look at the handmade signs! I bet almost all of the people in this little town are standing here waving to Sis. Look! That sign says 'Long Live the Queen'. Another one says 'Peace and Love'. There are too many to even read. Even the children are holding signs and waving. It looks like they really love you here, Gwen."
As the motorcade drew closer to the Sydney airport, the streets became more crowded as large numbers of Australians lined the route, cheering and waving signs and placards proclaiming their love for their 'queen'.
"What a wonderful, generous country," managed Gwen as she wiped her moist eyes. "These people are so unpretentious and down to earth. They work hard and demand to be treated fairly. I can see why Jen fell in love with Ethan, and with Australia.
The motorcade had to reduce its speed as it passed through the streets of Sydney on the trip to the airport. People lined the streets three and four deep to catch a glimpse of Gwen and to wave good-bye. It was reported on the internet that large numbers of workers had taken time off to give President Hammer a proper send-off.
The flight to Rome was going to take almost two days so they were going to lay-over in Dubai for an afternoon. Lisa had scheduled several meetings between Gwen and her advisors over the duration of the flight. They would rest when possible and plan as opportunities permitted. Except for the unfortunate reaction of the South Korean government, the tour was going quite well. Still, Lisa was more concerned about the political problems facing Gwen back in Washington than she cared to admit. The flight would give the group time to consider the forces and personalities at play and determine what actions could be taken to counter the toxic atmosphere that permeated Washington during President Hammer's prolonged absence. Lisa managed a smile as she considered the military experience of those advising her sister. Gwen couldn't ask for better support as she prepared for the looming battle.
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I've heard about a guy who arrived home from work early only to find his wife in bed with some random dude. I've even heard of a guy that found his wife in bed with a stranger at a neighborhood barbecue. One friend of my buddy's decided to pick up his wife at work and take her to lunch, only to catch her blowing her boss in the bathroom. Predictably, all of these disclosures resulted in divorces.
It never occurred to me that buying new tires two weeks ago would lead to my personal hell of discovery. All I wanted was to replace all four tires on my wife's Camry. As I have repeatedly discovered over the years, nothing is simple. It turns out that once the wheels were off; the mechanics realized that my brakes needed work.
That, in turn, led to me having to sit in the waiting area for an hour and a half. First, I read the Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition. Then I read it again. Christy Brinkley is amazing and I'd totally do her daughters, but I could look at Kate Upton all day. That woman is a walking fantasy! I made a mental note that afternoon to buy a copy of each of the three editions with Kate on the cover, in completely different poses.
I leafed through a few other issues of Sports Illustrated, and then a golf magazine. Finally, I picked up the last magazine on the table. It was "Cosmo," and had all of the usual crap about which most men simply don't care. Then, an article caught my eye. It was a very informative little piece about how to recognize when a spouse is either cheating, or strongly considering it. Near the end of the article, the author explained the actions a concerned spouse should take, depending on whether you want to toss the cheater to the curb or find a way to remain married. I skipped reading that part.
I scoffed at the latter approach. Who would want to stay married to a person whom they cannot trust? I don't know much about what goes on in a woman's mind, but any man with a shred of self-respect would wreak havoc on a cheating slut wife. A man has to have the respect of his wife!
It did start me thinking about how I had been taking my wife for granted. In an effort to improve as a husband and become more romantic, I started showering when I came home from work. I didn't want my hygiene to be a problem when I romanced her. I brought home flowers one evening for no reason, and really surprised her. Last Friday, we went out to a really nice Italian restaurant, and then I took her dancing for a few hours. It was obvious that she was not expecting me to be so thoughtful, although I noticed that she didn't seem as pleased as I had expected.
It was Monday, two weeks after I read the article. As usual, my wife, Sue, and I returned home from work at the same time. She's a bookkeeper for an insurance company, while I sell heavy machinery for Five Star Equipment. Unless I'm in the middle of a big sale, I always leave work at five so I can have some personal time with the family. My son, Sean, is in his second year of college and my daughter, Emily, is a senior in high school.
Sue had just parked in the garage as I pulled into the driveway. By the time I walked into the kitchen, I could see she was going up the stairs. That was out of the ordinary. She usually started dinner as soon as she came home. Curious, I decided to climb the stairs to see what she was doing. By the time I strolled into the bedroom, Sue was already naked and stepping into the shower in the master bathroom.
She always showered in the morning just prior to getting dressed, so this seemed odd to me. That was when that stupid article in 'Cosmo' popped into my mind. One of the biggest warning signs of a straying spouse was when they showered as soon as they came home. I felt my face heat up as anger surged through my system.
I decided on the direct approach rather than play cat and mouse with Sue. I quickly stripped down and climbed into the big shower stall. I felt a small amount of pleasure when she gasped with surprise. That was when I realized the flaw in my plan. We'd been married for twenty-four years, but seeing her nude form still took my breath away.
The fact that Sue had that kind of influence over me pissed me off even more, which in turn seemed to cause my cock to come to attention even quicker than usual. The traitorous little bastard had a mind of his own!
"What are you doing in here?" was Sue's first reaction to my entrance. Next she slowly raised her hands up to cover her breasts. That made me really suspicious!
"What? Can't I climb into the shower with my wife after a long day at work?" I questioned, as I forcefully took her wrists in my hands and moved her arms away from her breasts. The water hadn't yet warmed to Sue's usual shower temperature of around two hundred degrees, so her nipples were hard as pebbles as I carefully looked them over. They appeared to be quite hard, but like the rest of her breasts, they bore no indication of recent handling or abuse.
"Why are you looking at me like that?" came next, as she nervously looked down at her own chest.
Finding nothing unusual with Sue's tits, I quickly decided to inspect her pussy before the shower water washed away the evidence I sought. I dropped to my knees and moved to inspect her little kitty up close and personal. If some guy had recently plowed that furrow, he must have had a needle dick. I knew from experience that Sue's lips would be swollen and glowing if she had been properly fucked, but what if she did have a lover with a tiny dick? What then?
With that thought, I ran my tongue over her slit several times. I'd had enough experience in that area to know that Sue would react quite noticeably to that sort of attention. Her little pussy would begin to open for me and her clit would try to emerge. I would soon know if there was any cum leaking from her honey pot.
Sue's reaction was predictable as she moaned and trembled slightly, while her hands dropped to rest on my head. Soon, she had both hands entwined in my hair and was pulling my face tightly to her snatch. I'm ashamed to admit that my reaction was equally predictable. My cock was hard enough to cut diamonds as I inhaled her fragrance. I had been conditioned for over twenty years to respond to her unique scent. Without conscious thought, I stood back up, took her by the shoulders, spun her around, and pushed her upper back down with one hand as I wrapped my left arm around her lower waist.
She reached for the faucets as my cock found its special place and drove home. Part of me was annoyed at my weakness, so I took it out on Sue. I pulled almost all of the way out of her still tight pussy, and then slapped her left ass cheek as I slammed my cock home again. I fully expected Sue to snarl her disapproval over her shoulder at me, but to my surprise, she moaned and shook with an orgasm as her internal muscles firmly squeezed my cock.
I was a man on a mission by this point. I continued to pummel her hard and fast. I don't know if Sue had half a dozen orgasms or one or two long ones, but it didn't matter to me as I raced toward my own climax. Seconds later, as my cock softened and slid from her now slippery slit, I gave her one more firm swat on her round ass. To my amazement, she trembled through a final orgasm before slowly sinking to the floor of the shower.
I grabbed the soap, lathered up, and then quickly rinsed the suds away while Sue sat in a daze as the water and soap splashed off me and all over her. Once I was done, I opened the door and grabbed a towel to dry off. Ten minutes later, I was mowing the back yard.
As I mowed, I considered the situation. I had gone off half-cocked; if you could call the erection I had sported the reaction of a man half-cocked. Sue had shown no signs of having had sex, at least not until I had my way with her in the shower. Then I remembered that Sue always had meetings on Monday afternoon with most of the office staff. The meetings always lasted until quitting time, so she really had no opportunity to do the dirty, even if she had been so inclined. I had no reason to even suspect her, except for her heading for the shower as soon as she walked through the front door. What was that all about?
I decided that it would be wise for me to become more observant. If she were cheating, or even considering it, there would be signs. I wished I had paid closer attention to the article I had merely skimmed through a couple weeks back.
"Why are we eating so late tonight, Mom?" asked Emily, as we finally sat down to dinner. "I heard you get home at the usual time. Did you fall asleep or something?"
Sue looked at me with raised eyebrows as she responded to our daughter's question. "Alice tripped as she walked by my chair at our Monday meeting. She spilled her coke all over my dress and down my back. It was just before quitting time. I had to shower as soon as I got home. Somehow, I lost track of time and took a really long shower. It did help relax me, perhaps too much."
That was interesting. She claimed that she took the shower immediately after getting home because of spillage down her back? That was possible, but I still promised myself that I would be paying a lot more attention to my wife's actions henceforth.
We retired to the living room to watch some TV once we had the kitchen cleaned up. When a commercial came on, Sue announced that she would make some popcorn and she promptly disappeared into the kitchen. I waited about two minutes before telling Emily that I was going for a beer and promised to bring a soda back for her.
I was about to step into the kitchen when I heard Sue speaking in low tones, apparently into her cell phone. "I don't know if it has anything to do with my scheme, but I've never seen him behave like that before. He was an animal!"
My momentum didn't allow me to stop before I came into Sue's line of vision. She quickly terminated her conversation when she glimpsed me entering the kitchen. "That was Mary from work. She had some questions about overtime."
Once again, I felt my blood pressure begin to spike. What was Sue worried about? Why was she being so secretive? Not wanting to let the cat out of the bag and allow curiosity to kill it, I simply grabbed a beer and a coke and returned to the living room. I began wondering when I had started mixing metaphors, as well as not trusting Sue completely.
By bedtime, I was no closer to a solution. I was inwardly seething as I thought about my wife of over twenty years giving some bastard what was supposed to be mine. Somehow, that irritation transferred itself in hormonal driven lust. I was naked in bed waiting for Sue to finish up in the bathroom. I had some trouble staying awake as she did God knows what for a very long time.
Once she finally slid under the covers and turned off her light, I was all over her. She wore a pair of pajamas, probably to ward off any unwanted attention, but I ignored that futile effort. I had her unbuttoned and her tits out before she even realized what I was doing. Her surprised protests lasted for less than a minute as I did my best to suck her nipples off her chest while my middle finger searched for her G-spot. It only took a couple of minutes to bring Sue to an orgasm. As soon as she began trembling, I pushed her knees up by her ears and entered her to the hilt. I pounded her through an even more intense orgasm before I erupted like Vesuvius.
As I climbed out of the saddle and rolled over to my side of the bed, I thought to myself how difficult it would be for her lover to equal the power plus technique I had just demonstrated. I was pretty confident that any thoughts she may have of needing a man on the side should have been swept away by the tremendous climaxes I had just delivered.
The next morning I was eating breakfast with Emily when Sue came down the stairs from our bedroom. "Wow, Mom! You look really hot. I didn't even know that you had clothes like that. Are you doing something special at work?"
I simply stared in disbelief as Sue blushed under her daughter's praise before responding. "Nothing special. I just decided to dress a little better. Do I look okay?"
"You look great!" assured Emily. "You do know that those dirty old men at your work will be looking at your boobs all day, right? What's that mark on your left breast? It looks like you covered it up with makeup, but I can still see it."
As she spoke, Emily stood and approached her mother. Once she was close enough, she brushed the aforementioned area, taking much of the make-up off with her finger.
"Ewww! Is that bite mark? Did Dad do that?" Emily demanded, as she turned to glare at me. "Never mind! I don't want to know about it. I just wonder why you'd decide to wear a dress that shows it. Some of the girls in school act like a hickey's a badge of honor or something and dress to show them off.
"Is that what you're doing, Mom? You're trying to impress the other people at work with a big love bite on your half-exposed boob. That's just wrong on so many levels!"
"I understand how you feel, Emily. I thought the same way when I was your age," admitted Sue. "Time has a way of changing our perspective, as well as our bodies. I'll just go back up and redo the make-up."
Emily's mouth hung open as her mother turned and headed back up the stairs. "What's gotten into you two? You're biting Mom's boobs and she's showing the marks off! That is way out of character for both of you and frankly, I find it pretty weird."
"Don't start in on me," I cautioned my daughter. "I've been a disgusting pervert for years. You've told me as much since you were ten. Your mother is the one that suddenly decided to expose my peccadilloes, along with half her breasts."
Emily left for school before Sue returned. I tied my left shoe by placing my foot on the second tread of the stairway since my feet had inexplicably become more difficult to reach over the past few years. I had just switched feet and was working on my right shoe when Sue started down the stairs. I glanced upward when I heard her begin her descent. I actually broke my shoelace when I realized I had a straight shot at Sue's uncovered pussy! I dropped the piece of shoelace in my hand, lurched over to a kitchen chair, and sat down.
Sue slowed down just to give me a kiss on the cheek before going out to the garage to leave for work. I pondered my options for a few minutes before giving up and going to work.
As soon as I reached the office, I Googled cheating wives. There are hundreds of sites about it! One site proclaimed that cheating wives tend to "trade up", they are less likely to have one-night stands, and they usually cheat with someone in their social group... like from their work! They're even more likely to leave their spouse than are men who cheat! Reading that shit really didn't assuage my concerns in any way.
I looked up another "cheating wives" website and found all sorts of information. A change of affection is a big sign, regardless if they become more affectionate or less. Her phone habits could be another indicator! Changes in sex habits often occurred. Dressing more provocatively, like forgetting underwear and letting her tits hang out, could indicate a cheating wife. I was batting a thousand!
Next, I Googled how to catch her. I had no doubt that I'd be using Google to find a good lawyer before very long. Damn Google all to hell! I hated that the information I didn't want to have was so readily available. After reading through a couple of sites, I decided to check her laptop when I had the chance, and to install some cameras in the house. That would be a start.
I was torn in my thinking. I hoped I wouldn't find out that she was cheating, but if she was, I didn't want to have to spend much time or money catching her. I wanted it to be easy. I just didn't want to drag it out. As much as I didn't want to believe it, I couldn't ignore the signs. I'd have to divorce her and extract as much revenge as possible. That was a given, although knowing it brought me no solace.
When I got home that evening, Sue's car was already in the garage. I hurried inside and managed a glimpse of Sue's pussy lips and ass cheeks at the top of the stairs. I was angry instantly. I took the steps two at a time as my temper boiled over, thinking about my wife parading around all day with her ass, tits, and pussy practically on display.
One thing about dressing so lightly, she was able to shed her clothes and jump into the shower before I could get to her. I ripped my clothes off and left them lying on the bathroom floor as I practically ran into the shower. The damn woman was on her knees with a big grin plastered on her face.
I walked over to her and shoved my hardening cock down her throat. Then I began ramming it in as far as I could before pulling it back out. I could feel her throat as well as hear her gag with every thrust. Suddenly I felt her throat open and my cock was buried to the hilt! Worried that I would suffocate her, I withdrew from her mouth. Then the damndest thing happened. She grabbed my ass and pulled me ahead as she gobbled my cock down again. Her tongue caressed my balls as she held me in place for what had to be half a minute.
I was too surprised to move, but my cock knew what it wanted. The next time she swallowed the little guy, he fired his entire arsenal down her throat. Sue never liked the taste of cum, so I thought she'd spit out my cock and my cum before bitching me out. I went from surprise to shock when Sue held my rapidly firing cannon in place before she suddenly trembled with an obvious orgasm of her own!
Where had she learned her new tricks and who had been her instructor? Now that I was having the best sex of my life, would I be forced to throw her ass out? I thought about her dating after the divorce and how popular she'd be with any man that had a pulse. I became angry again. The miserable bitch! Why hadn't she been doing these things with me? Why did she have to learn it all from some slick bastard that didn't support her, love her, and be willing to give his life for her like I would? My anger boiled over.
I never really went soft. I popped my cock from her mouth, pulled her hair upward and she quickly followed. Once again, I flipped her around to face the faucets and smacked her beautiful round ass several times. Then I placed my cock against her little asshole. I expected her to start whining to beat the band, but she never said a word as she pushed back against my cock! Her damn lover had probably been there already! My cock popped into her ass and I began drilling her good.
"I'm fucking your ass, you damn slut!" I managed between gasps since my breathing was labored by now. "I'll fuck all of your holes anytime I want. You're just a cock hungry whore!"
It sounds pathetic, but that was my revenge. I called her vile names as I pounded her ass. Then I began spanking her cheeks on every thrust. They were glowing red when I reached my limit and once again opened the floodgates. As I shot gobs of cum into Sue's ass, she began keening and shaking almost violently. As I softened, I released her hips and she slowly dropped to the shower floor.
Once again, I soaped up and rinsed off while standing over my wife's prone body. I was emotionally and physically drained. I staggered out of the shower, managed to get dressed, and then went out to mow the front yard. I was no longer angry. I felt alone and unloved. Some miserable shit had either taken my wife or was in the process of conquering her. Once again, I had given her all kinds of orgasms, but would that keep her from playing the field? I wondered why she had those orgasms. I was rough, selfish, and inconsiderate. I knew that I couldn't keep on fucking like a wild stallion every night, even if that's what it took to keep her from straying. I had limitations, which I believed strongly had already been surpassed. My dick was sore and my balls harbored a dull ache from all of the recent activity. I'd never be able to keep the pace that I had established the last two evenings.



I quickly finished cutting the front yard and went back into the house. Sue was in the kitchen making dinner and Emily was on the phone with a girlfriend. I grabbed Sue's laptop and took it into the bathroom. That's one place where I'm always given complete privacy. In fact, no one in the family would even enter the bathroom for an hour or so after I finished up.
It didn't take me long to go over Sue's internet history and what I discovered was extremely disheartening. Sue had made frequent visits to the sites on cheating spouses, the sites about how to get away with cheating as well as those about how to catch a cheater. She was making certain she could easily deceive me.
I ordered overnight delivery on a spy camera to set up in my bedroom before I shut her laptop down. Things had progressed at breakneck speed since yesterday afternoon. I had driven into the garage a happily married man Monday, but that happiness was a million miles away now. I was feeling depressed as I sat down at the dinner table a few minutes later.
"So, Mom? Did anyone comment on that big old hickey on that big old boob today?" Emily asked her mother.
"As a matter of fact, several of women in the office asked me about it," beamed Sue. "I told them I was married to an animal. Sometimes your father just takes what he wants."
"Maybe that's too much information?" suggested Emily. "Did any men ask you about it? You don't go to work with your boobs sticking out to get the attention of the other women."
"Now that you ask, I did get a few compliments from some of the guys. Our new IT guy practically drooled when he came to update my printer," responded Sue happily.
"So you accomplished your goals? We should go shopping Saturday. We could get some new push up bras and low tops for you to wear to work," offered my daughter. "Your boobs are big enough to really get some major attention from any hetero males. Your legs are still pretty slim. Some short skirts would look good on you. Would you wear thongs if we found some that you liked?"
"Probably not," answered my wife of over twenty years. "I don't think I'll be using underwear from now on. I tried going commando today, and it felt great."
"What in hell is wrong with you two?" I demanded when I could no longer stay quiet. "You want your mother to dress like a tramp? You want the guys at her work to see her breasts? No underwear? What kind of daughter even suggests things like that to her mother? What kind of mother and wife even considers wearing stuff like that to work?"
"Dad, don't be old fashioned! Mom has big boobs, nice legs, and a desire to feel the breeze between them. She wants men to see her assets and appreciate how good she looks. What's the big deal?"
"What's the big deal? She's a mother and a wife, not some slut off the street," I heatedly replied. "She's going to embarrass herself and me, and you, for that matter. Ladies don't go to work looking like cheap sluts. I'd think you'd know that by now."
"Whatever, Dad," dismissed Emily as she turned her attention back to her mother. "Did any guys see your little kitty when you went commando today, Mom?"
I jumped up from my seat at the table and stomped up the stairs to bed. Emily had never been so disrespectful to me before. I realized that it was part of the collateral damage when a wife strayed. Morals disappeared along with discipline and common sense. I decided to Google divorce lawyers in the morning. I was at the end of my rope. I fell into a fitful sleep and never heard Sue come to bed.
At work the next morning, I received a message on my phone that my package had been delivered already. How was that even possible? I ordered it at six the previous evening and now it was on my doorstep. I decided to go home and set it up immediately.
"Janice, I have to go home for a few minutes," I explained to my new trainee. "Try to handle things while I'm gone. I'll be back as soon as I can."
She simply nodded to me and went back to painting her nails. I shook my head as I headed for my car. I'd had some real winners to train over the years, but Janice was one of a kind. She seemed to think that showing lots of cleavage to buyers, who by the nature of the business were mostly men, would be all the skill she would need to master. Sadly, she seemed to have hit on something. I had to work to get the buyers to pry their eyes away from Janice's tits long enough to sign the sales contract. The two weeks she had been training with me had been quite lucrative.
I tore open the package as soon as I got home. The directions were pretty clear, and the setup was accomplished in less than an hour. I had purchased a small clock that had a camera hidden inside. It would detect motion and begin recording both video and audio to the hard drive of the laptop I can concealed in my home office, also known as the bathroom. The hardest part was finding a free socket to plug the spy cam into in the bedroom. I was back at work in less than two hours.
Now that I had the camera in place, I was anxious to see what it would reveal. As luck would have it, I had a sales call that would take me in the same direction as my house later in the day, so I decided to swing by. Janice was riding with me when I turned down my street, only to see Sue's car pulling out of our driveway! What the hell was going on?
As her car turned the corner, I pulled into my driveway. Without bothering to explain anything to Janice, I parked and raced into the house. I went right to the bathroom and pulled my laptop from under the towels where I had hidden it. I sat at the kitchen table and fired it up. It had only been installed a couple of hours and I was already looking for results!
My heart sank when I saw Sue speaking to some pimply face geek as they walked into our bedroom. "Thanks so much for doing this for me. I've wanted to do this for over a week, but didn't know how to approach you."
While Sue was talking, the geek was walking around the room, apparently in search of something. Finally, he stopped in front of my hidden camera and looked down. The monitor suddenly went blank. That little prick had somehow realized that I had stashed a camera in the bedroom!
"Was that your wife with that little weasel?" Janice's voice came from behind me.
"What are you doing here? This is personal shit!" was my startled reply, as I stood up and headed for the stairs. Ii had occurred to me that there could possibly be some evidence in my bedroom... like a big wet spot on the sheets.
Everything looked normal as I rushed into the room, but that didn't stop me from pulling the covers off the bed to study the sheets. I found exactly nothing. Had Sue changed the sheets already? I had to admit that she was very good at sneaking around.
I looked at my spy cam and saw the cord was indeed unplugged. The odd thing was that there was a phone charger plugged into the socket that had previously housed my spy cam cord. I was trying to figure that out when Janice spoke from directly behind me. I was already tense and her invasion of my privacy set me off. I swung around to snarl at her when I suddenly realized what she was doing.
"I asked if you wanted to fuck me to get even with your slut wife?" repeated Janice, as she dropped her top to the floor, revealing a seriously big set of hooters!
"What?" was my clever retort.
"Your wife appears to be fucking Icabod Crane, so why not take me for a spin? I've seen how you stare at my tits and look up my short skirts. You already know I don't wear panties, so let's get it on. Hell, I'm ten or fifteen years younger than your wife is. I'll fuck your brains out."
"Goddamn it! I don't want to fuck anyone but my wife!" I roared as I became somewhat unhinged. "Of course I look at your tits. You have them on display all day and I'm male. Men look at tits any chance they get, so don't take it personally. I've even seen that used pussy of yours winking at me now and then. I'll use the same reason for looking down there. I'm a fucking man!
"The thing you don't get is I don't want to fuck you, or anyone else, except Sue. It looks like I haven't been taking care of business here in the bedroom as I should have. I need to get her back. I think she'll be even more apt to stray if I pick up a few STD's from you," I cruelly reasoned.
"Get your clothes back on and never try that shit with me again or I'll have you fired before you're able to get those tits out again. My wife's a lady. I don't want you to even mention her name around me again!" I growled as I hustled the topless bitch out of my bedroom.
Janice was surprisingly nonplused by my name calling and yelling. She was half way to my pickup before she pulled her top on over her head to cover her big tits. Once we were back in the car, she turned and smiled at me.
"You really are a good guy. Your wife is an idiot. Now let's go sell some heavy equipment. I need to get my self-esteem back."
It turned out that the guy we made the sales call on was susceptible to Janice's charms. He had told me that he was looking for a backhoe. He wound up buying it, as well as a skid steer, and a big-assed loader. He also procured a date with Janice for the next evening. While I had no personal desire for Janice, I realized that there was something to be said for a big set of tits and the willingness to use them.
By the time I returned Janice to the office and filled out the paperwork for the sale, it was a full hour past my usual quitting time. I dreaded going home. In a very short period of time, I had come to realize how important Sue was to me, and how empty my life would be without her. I even contemplated pretending I didn't know anything about Sue's affair in the hopes that it was just a fling, and she would come to her senses.
I stalled around the office about as long as I could. Unable to determine a course of action, I decided to go home and act like everything was fine, at least until I could think rationally.
The living room was dark when I entered my formerly happy home. There was a soft light coming from the kitchen, so I reluctantly headed in that direction. The first thing I noticed was a candle burning by the toaster. Then I realized that there were candles burning everywhere in the kitchen.
Looking around, I was gob smacked to find Sue lying on the kitchen table, naked as the day she was born. Her body was covered with small slices of filet mignon, salmon, mashed potatoes, and various fruits and vegetables.
"Dinner is ready. I'm just keeping it warm for you," responded Sue with a grin as she looked at me lovingly. "Feel free to dig right in."
I was completely overwhelmed with emotion as I took in the scene. My beautiful, sexy wife looked so incredibly inviting, yet I wasn't able to muster a shred of enthusiasm for the banquet she had prepared.
"I'm not hungry, Sue. I may as well tell you that I know about you and that little rat IT guy from your office," I stated somberly.
"You do?" asked Sue with obvious surprise. "Did you stage that scene in our bedroom with that big titted slut just to make me think you're a faithful husband?"
"What the hell are you talking about?" I demanded, as I finally began to feel some emotion. "You weren't there when I tossed that big titted slut out, but I know about you being with your pal, Acne, in our bedroom. Maybe you can explain that!"
"How could you know anything about Andrew and me in the bedroom? You weren't even home," declared Sue, with more than a little anger of her own.
"Just give it up, Sue," I replied dejectedly. "I know what you were up to."
"You knew I had that pimply faced kid plant a spy camera in our room so I could catch you cheating? Is that why you tossed Miss Big Tits out of our bedroom?" countered Sue.
"You put a camera in our bedroom to catch me cheating?" I stupidly repeated as I tried to follow Sue's line of thought. "When did you do that, and more importantly, why did you do it? When have I ever given you reason to think I'd cheat on our marriage?"
"So you didn't know I had a camera in our room but you still turned that damned slut down when she threw herself at you? I love you so much! I'm sorry that I ever doubted you. I made this delicious dinner as an apology for ever doubting you," replied Sue as she pointed at her body of delicacies, before making further explanations.
"Mary at my office is a cousin of one of the mechanics that works at your company. He told Mary about the woman with the big tits and lack of panties that you were training. You never even mentioned her, and I wondered about that. Then I read a 'Cosmo' article about how cheaters acted.
"About the same time, you began showering when you came home. That's one of the signs. Then you started being really nice to me. You brought me flowers and even took me to dinner and dancing. Again, they were the actions of a cheater's guilty conscience. I was scared to death that I was losing you. I talked it over with Mary and we came up with the idea of me reinventing myself to get you interested in me again. Alice spilled Coke down my neck at work that afternoon, so I showered when I got home.
"I never dreamed that you'd actually chase me into the bathroom and fuck me unconscious. Then you did it again later that night when we went to bed, and again the next night in the shower. I decided to let you see me looking sexy when I went to work so you'd get a little jealous and think more about me and less about that woman you were training. I had to let Emily in on my scheme after she made all of those comments about my hickey at breakfast. Once I explained the situation, she thought the entire thing was hilarious. She has a sense of humor like yours.
"That's why she was waving that 'red flag' in front of you about shopping for sexy clothes while we ate dinner. When you stormed out of the room and stomped up the stairs, she chuckled for ten minutes. The reason she thought it was all so funny is she knew that you'd never cheat on me, so she wasn't even worried."
"Dressing sexy is one thing, but showing your tits off at work, wearing short skirts, and going sans underwear is not a joke!" I insisted, as I struggled to follow Sue's bizarre logic.
"I never wore that to the office. I changed at Mom's on the way to work, and again on the way home, so you'd think I was like that all day. I waited for you to get home so you would see up my skirt when I was at the top of the stairs," revealed Sue, before she added. "Boy did that trick get you fired up!"
The fog was gradually lifting from my brain. In a weird way, Sue's story made sense. Apparently her company's idiot IT guy had unplugged my camera without knowing what it was. That meant that she didn't know I had believed that she was cheating on me and that I had even gone so far as to plant a camera in our room to catch her in the act! It seemed to me like it would be best if Sue didn't know about my lack of faith. It might give me a small advantage in our relationship, and a man needs every break he can get.
"I'm pretty disappointed that you didn't just come to me and talk about your concerns," I hypocritically preached. "I didn't mention Janice to you because I knew her exhibitionist style would upset you. If it's any consolation, she did so well the boss made her permanent today and gave her Jim Barton's old area, now that he's retired. I won't be seeing much of her anymore.
"You've seen more than enough of her already," replied Sue with a smile. "You realize those tits of hers can't be real, don't you?"
"They did seem to defy gravity, didn't they," I agreed with a chuckle before turning serious. "Don't try to change the subject to big, firm tits in attempt to make me lose my focus. The fact that you suspected me of cheating because I took a couple more showers than usual is very upsetting. Then when I tried to be more romantic, you automatically assumed I had a lover. You swallowed that bullshit in Cosmo hook, line, and sinker. Rather than have faith in me, you believed a magazine article written by some kid living in his parents' basement. What kind of spouse thinks like that?" I demanded. "By that reasoning, you practically admitted to being unfaithful when you took a shower as soon as you got home Monday evening!"
"I had soda down my back and even in my ass crack!" sobbed Sue. "That doesn't count as cheating in anyone's book!"
"Speaking of your ass, tell me how you managed to present my dinner so dramatically tonight? It's still warm and you managed to cover all of the right places."
"Emily helped me. When your truck pulled into the driveway, she began loading me up. She went out the back door to visit her friends as you came in through the garage. In fact, she dreamed up this dinner idea after she saw the video where you tossed that skank out of our bedroom. She read about something similar in 'Forty Shades of Green, the Jealous Spouse'. I was the one that insisted on placing the salmon down there. You might like to know that the hollandaise sauce is on my nipples.
"What exactly made you decide to put the salmon down there?" I asked out of curiosity.
Sue managed a sly grin as she considered my question. "I know how you think after all these years. If it smells like fish, you're going to eat it."
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The long flight from Australia gave the travelers an opportunity to discuss issues, as well as catch some much needed rest. At the first meeting, Lisa presented Gwen with a laundry list of issues facing her in Washington.
"The conflict of interest situation is really gaining traction in both Houses of Congress," began Lisa. "While as President, you are not subject to the pertinent or perhaps impertinent statute, there is an obscure law that's causing problems. Kate, could you explain it to everyone?"
"I'll try," responded Kate as she studied her notes. "The Title of Nobility is a provision in Article 1, Section 9, Clause 8 of the United States Constitution that prohibits the federal government from granting titles of nobility, and restricts members of the government from receiving gifts, emoluments, offices or titles from foreign states without the consent of the United States Congress.
"Some members of Congress are insisting that when Lady in Red sells music, fashion, movie tickets or any of our many other franchise products in a foreign nation, you're receiving an emolument, which is a salary, fee, or profit from employment or office," finished Kate as she looked up from her notes and directly at her sister.
"So they're saying that as long as Lady in Red does any business internationally, I'm breaking the law, unless I place the company in a blind trust, or something similar?" asked Gwen to clarify her understanding of Kate's statement. "Congress feels I'm accepting remuneration from foreign governments when Lady in Red does business with them? I'm receiving forbidden 'Emoluments'?"
"That's it in a nutshell," replied Kate. "Then there are the issues with the rest of us being either directly or indirectly involved in the profits from Lady in Red. Jason, Lisa, and I are obvious targets since we profit directly as owners, although Jason is technically only married to an owner, but we can't deny that he benefits from his wife's ownership share in the company. Federal employees are prohibited from participating in matters where they could enrich themselves. There are very few situations where the outcome of any decision made by any of us, except perhaps one that adversely affect the economy, couldn't be interpreted as making money for Lady in Red, and therefore for ourselves."
"Does this mean that I'll be removed from office, or that many of my appointments will not be approved by the senate, or both?" questioned Gwen as she turned to look at Steve with concern as she asked Kate to respond.
"It seems to be a possibility, and if Lancer has his way, a strong likelihood," answered a dejected Kate.
"Steve?" was all Gwen said as she sought her husband's wisdom.
"This is exactly why I never wanted to be involved in politics," replied Steve grimly. "You've led the country back from the brink of war. You're improving America's standing in the world community. Every leg of this peace tour has improved America's standing around the world. You're the best thing that's ever happened to the Presidency, yet petty political hypocrites appear to have the potential to remove you from office, as well as block your choices for your cabinet. How badly do you want this job?"
"You know I never sought the office and I was even uncomfortable accepting it. If I hadn't had you to back me every step of the way, I never would have accepted the Vice Presidency," responded Gwen sincerely.
"You said something the other day in response to a question about conflict of interest that really helped me see this issue clearly," revealed Steve. "Lady in Red has spent more on the welfare of people of the world in the last few years than any sovereign nation. I would submit to all of you that the goals of Lady in Red supersede the office of President, if a choice must be made between the two."
"Oh, wow!" exclaimed Kate as her face seemed to illuminate. "You're right! We've been fixated on protecting Gwen's position as President like it's the most important thing she can do, but it isn't!"
"Exactly what are you saying, Steve?" questioned Gwen with increasing emotion. "Do you think that I should resign?"
"No, I don't. I do think you need to stop worrying about the politics. I want you to concentrate on doing the best job as President you possibly can. If the idiots in Congress want to hamstring you, or even remove you from office, it's their loss, not yours. I expect the American people to make their voices heard on the matter, but if they don't strongly support you and your agenda, then they don't deserve you."
"I think I get what you're telling us," chimed in Naomi. "There comes a time when the citizens of a nation need to decide their course. If the American public wants Gwen to lead them, they'll need to get involved. If they don't want her, or if they don't want to exert the effort required to keep her, she'll return to private life, and by so doing, continue to improve millions of lives around the world with her work in Lady in Red. Gwen has nothing to prove! She doesn't need the Presidency, it needs her!
"The real danger for Gwen is not that she could be removed from office, but rather that she becomes distracted by the possibility. She simply has to be the best President she can possibly be. Protecting herself from Representatives and Senators shouldn't even be an issue for her. The American public should be fighting for her Presidency. If they don't, they'll get what they ultimately deserve, which in this case would be a much less effective leader."
"That's kind of what I'm thinking. If the citizens of the United States care so little about who occupies the White House, why should Gwen expend so much energy and effort for them? She doesn't need to fight for the office. She'll be fine without it, and many would argue that she'd be better off. But will the country? Voters didn't elect Gwen, but I think they need to take steps to make their opinion known," argued Steve.
"That's placing a lot of faith in the people of the country, as well as the willingness of Congress to accept the desire of the people," cautioned William Patterson. "The possible result would be for Gwen not to have her cabinet selections approved, and eventually to be removed from office."
"Isn't that rather extreme?" questioned an obviously distressed Paula. "Gwen's doing an incredible job as President! How could Congress remove her from office?"
"If enough members of Congress decide that Lady in Red's business revenues are considered emolument, they'll be able to impeach, and even convict, if Gwen doesn't place it in some sort of trust," explained Kate. "We all know they won't be acting in the best interests of the nation, but when has that ever concerned them?"
"I've discussed this with Steve several times since taking office," admitted Gwen. "We will not be surrendering any of our interests in Lady in Red. We've worked too long and hard and can help far too many people, to allow it to languish. It sounds odd, but the Presidency has already taken too much of my time and energy away from our company. If our work for the United States isn't accepted, or appreciated by most Americans, than we really shouldn't be here, should we?"
"I've come to that same conclusion," stated Steve with a sigh. "I believe the nation needs you far more than you need the pressure and aggravation you've been dealing with. Keep doing your best as long as you're President, but stop getting sidetracked by the politics. Let Congress and the everyday, average citizens decide what they can live with. If they want you to continue, you will. If they decide to remove you, that's okay, too. We've all been expending far too much energy on something over which we have no control. Just let it go. It'll all shake out one way or the other."
"I've got to say that I'm quite surprised that you'd let members of Congress berate Gwen without taking some measured steps of your own," allowed Ted. "It doesn't go with what I've come to expect from you."
"I never said that I wouldn't extract some satisfaction from these politicians, but not while Gwen's in office. I don't want anyone accusing her of abusing her office in any way. When Gwen becomes a private citizen, all bets are off," replied Steve calmly, but with the deadly demeanor those close to him had come to recognize.
"You know what?" asked Gwen rhetorically. "I feel better already! I'm not going to play their games to keep a job I never sought and only accepted because I was asked and I thought it would help the country. I'll do my best as long as I hold the office, but I won't be trying to placate any politicians.
"I gave up working with two hospitals as a pediatric surgeon when I assumed the vice presidency. I wasn't too pleased about doing that. You all know how hard and long I worked to attain that position. I love helping children and if I'm removed from office, I'll be back in the operating room as quickly as I possibly can."
"How will we handle our confirmation hearings, if we ever even have them?" asked Kate. "I'd become a government employee if I was approved as Attorney General and there could be no denying the conflict of interest."
"Kate, tell Congress that you'll accept no compensation from the government for your service. Then you wouldn't actually be a government employee," pointed out Steve. "I seriously doubt that simple ploy would satisfy the Senate, but it's worth a shot. If they don't approve your appointment, you'll be advising Gwen and even speaking on her behalf without any official title, much like I do. She may ask you to keep an eye on the Department of Justice and even have people report to you without the formality of an official position. Congress will have to pursue the situation and either pass laws with a large enough majority to prevent a Presidential veto from overriding them, or accept that Kate is in charge. I don't think any of us care too much which way they go. That's how it's going to be during Gwen's remaining time in office."
"Yeah, however short that time may be," laughed Gwen. "I like this approach to handling the situation. Congress will have to deal with the problem, not I. I won't even admit that I consider it an issue. If they can't accept my actions as President, they'll have to remove me. We have thousands of politicians that would love to serve as our next President, so I won't be hard to replace, but the good work that Lady in Red does could be greatly compromised if we don't continue to oversee it, and I like to think that I still can help a lot of children in my capacity as a surgeon."
"Okay, I think we have a plan," concluded Lisa. "We were caught up in trying to keep Gwen in the White House, when we should have been concentrating on the best way for her to perform as President of the United States. Rather than appease politicians that will never be happy regardless of what she does, we'll ignore them as much as we can, without being overly rude or breaking laws. Let the American people decide if they want to put forth the effort to keep Gwen in office."
Everyone in Gwen's circle was able to relax and get some much needed rest once a course of action had been determined. It was a refreshed group that landed in Dubai many hours later.
Lady in Red had reserved an entire floor at Hotel Burl al-Arab. Even with the modern facilities on Air Force One, the sheer number of people traveling with Gwen necessitated leaving the aircraft for an opportunity for everyone to enjoy long, hot showers and full bathroom facilities. Once they had the chance to freshen up, the entire troupe visited the nearby water park, Wild Wadi.
The adults spent the afternoon ensuring that the kids had a good time. Saint was tall for his age and was allowed on all of the rides, although some required that he be accompanied by an adult. There were a surprising number of American families enjoying the park that afternoon. They were delighted at how accessible and friendly President Hammer, her husband, family, and friends were.
Naomi and Lisa each suffered slight wardrobe malfunctions as the artificial waves pulled at their tops. Naomi made a very quick recovery when her left breast was briefly exposed by a wave that caught her by surprise. Lisa was less fortunate when she failed to realize her top had been pushed up to her neck by a strong wave, exposing both breasts. Jason had been helping Theresa stand up after being knocked down when he saw Lisa's nipples smiling at him from several feet away.. He quickly stepped over and pulled her close before tugging her top back down to cover her firm breasts.
"Oh, no!" gasped a surprised Lisa as she looked around her to see if anyone had noticed. Her gaze was met by huge grins on the faces of several fathers in the area, including Steve and Chip. Chip gave Lisa the thumbs up as she carefully rearranged her 'girls'. After two hours of relaxation at the water park, the entourage traveled back to the hotel for a brief rest before preparing for the final leg of the flight from Australia to Rome.
Before takeoff, Gwen led Steve over to the area occupied by members of the media to allow her an opportunity to answer questions. "Madam President," began a cable news reporter, "Congress appears to be unwilling to accept your evaluation concerning conflicts of interest. How are you going to handle this controversy? Will you be placing your company in a blind trust?"
"I'm glad you asked," replied Gwen with her dazzling smile. "I've come to the conclusion that I've already wasted far too much time trying to deal with the irrational behavior of Congress. These are the same people that asked me to accept the vice presidency, yet never questioned my business dealings. I never promised to place Lady in Red in a blind trust. The subject never even came up during my confirmation hearings. Even Congress should realize that the Vice President needs to be held to the same standards as the President. If I were qualified for one office, it follows that I would automatically be considered qualified for the other.
"Congress is either telling America that they didn't know I was wealthy when I was appointed Vice President, or that they didn't care. Why is it suddenly important to them? The short answer? Politics as usual.
"I had an epiphany earlier today, with the assistance of my amazing husband and other close advisors. Congress requested that I serve as Vice President. I didn't seek the position. Then I ascended to the Presidency when President Crawford passed away. I take the office very seriously and I will always do my very best to perform my duties faithfully.
"That said, I won't be exerting any further effort to remain in office. I was appointed by Congress, but I serve at the will of the people. They will determine, through their elected representatives, if I should be removed from office," stated Gwen calmly. "Or they will determine if I shall remain. I only serve with the approval of the American people, and I would have it no other way."
"Steve and I, along with my closest friends and family, feel that the mission of Lady in Red is far too important to allow it to be placed in a blind trust. We built this company through good fortune, hard work, and the support of millions of people, both in America and around the world. Our company is dedicated to helping people, and will continue to do exactly that. Our record speaks for itself. It would be more logical for me to place the Presidency in a blind trust since Congress is so intent on controlling the office."
"Madam President, are you telling us that you will give up the Presidency?" asked a stunned Amber Stahl.
"No, But I am telling you that it really isn't worth spending a great deal of effort to keep the office; not if the people of America determine that they no longer want me to serve."
"But the American public won't be making that decision," argued a woman network reporter. "That determination will be made by Congress."
"Will it really?" questioned Gwen. "Congress is elected to serve and represent the people. If the wonderful people of America want me as their President, then they'd better make that desire known to their elected representatives. I'm not going to waste my time with Congress. I'm simply too busy. I'll serve as President of the United States to the best of my ability as long as I hold the office. It isn't my place to determine how long that will be."
"Ladies and gentlemen of the press, we have a long flight ahead of us and the President needs to board Air Force One," broke in Steve. "I'm extremely proud of her accomplishments as President and hope she'll be allowed to continue to serve her country in this capacity for the next three years. However, regardless of any actions by Congress, we'll also continue to work to improve our company's position, which in turn, will assure its ability to assist people in time of need. Our disaster relief efforts went international six years ago. It's with great pride that we can state that Lady in Red is the leader in disaster relief in the world. We outspend every nation, and that includes the United States. It's a top priority."
Steve led Gwen away as the reporters scurried to file their reports. President Hammer had stated matter-of-factly that she wasn't going to bother trying to explain her position to Congress any longer. She felt her work with Lady in Red was too important to give up, even for the Presidency!
"I think you shocked the press when you told them that you weren't going to bother worrying about what Congress decided about your business conflicts," observed Naomi. "I hope the everyday Joes and Janes make their voices heard by their elected representatives. It doesn't look like I'll be adding Secretary of State to my résumé any time soon."
"You know what? We've been relying on the press to report about Gwen's presidency," stated Kate. "We need to be more proactive. We have all kinds of websites, blogs, and social media accounts for Lady in Red, and we all post to them as much as we can. We need to do the same thing for Gwen's Presidency! I don't mean we need to be political, but we should keep on stressing the good things she's already managed and detail what she hopes to accomplish. We can also do the same thing to explain our views in each of our fields of expertise.
"Everyone in Gwen's Cabinet, or who hopes to be in Gwen's Cabinet should have a public Facebook page dedicated to their specific government service. I bet we'd have lots of 'friends' follow us, and it would be a great way to get our message across to the public."
"It took us long enough to think of that!" lamented Lisa. "That's what we get for not being politically astute. We've got some time before we reach Rome. Let me get a couple of interns to set up accounts for us. Then we should each write a mission statement and start posting. We need to get our message out to the public right away. I think we need to allow everyone to view our posts, but what about commenting on them?"
"We should allow comments but hire some people to scrub out the inappropriate questions and comments," replied Kate. "We don't want discussions by hormonal boys on the size of our breasts or asses."
"That means that we'll have to 'unfriend' all the men in our group," laughed Lisa. "Those guys, especially our husbands, act like hormonal teens most of the time."
"True, but I'm not complaining about them," chuckled Kate.
"Then we'll work on Twitter, too," suggested Naomi. "If Americans don't know what's going on, they won't be able to help us. I'm sure that most people will agree with Gwen, not Congress, if they understand her reasons and goals."
"I'll go speak to the interns right now," stated Lisa as she went in search of the two young interns that were traveling with them.
Air Force One landed in the early afternoon. Gwen was extremely pleased with the enthusiastic welcome she received from the President of Italy and his 'donna'. After a short ceremony at the airport, Gwen's group was whisked by motorcade to a luxury hotel not far from the Trevi Fountain.



After a restful evening, Gwen's entourage spent the following day touring many of the historical sites so abundant in Rome. Paparazzi followed Gwen and Steve doggedly, snapping thousands of photos of the American First Family.
It was early afternoon when Vince Rosen and Cindy Quick caught up with the group while touring the Coliseum. The members of the press were given the opportunity to see for themselves just how Gwen was going to treat the couple. Gwen hugged Vince Rosen while Steve smiled as he swept Cindy off her feet and easily lifted her into the air before kissing her soundly on the cheek. Then Gwen hugged Cindy while Steve and Vince exchanged handshakes and clapped each other on the back. Vince and Cindy never strayed very far from Gwen's side the rest of the day.
Gwen was pleased that Charlotte, Billy, Coach and Laura, along with both couples' children had also arrived to join the tour for ten days. Nadiya, Hans, Michelle, and Claude were scheduled to arrive the next afternoon and attend the State Dinner. Steve noticed that Gwen's harried attitude lessened as she surrounded herself with more of her friends and family and ceased concerning herself over the possible actions of Congress.
That evening, Vince, Cindy, Gwen, and Steve sat down for an interview with the news anchors of the three major networks. Cindy had distributed copies of the outline she had created about her past. It had been decided that if the three major networks would carry the interview, it would provide the best opportunity for maximum television exposure.
While not cruel, the questions from the experienced news veterans were thoughtful and quite probing. Cindy answered everything as honestly as she could, with no effort to gloss over or lessen the gravity of her mistakes. Gwen would be asked to comment on an occasional point and Vince was often asked how he felt about Cindy's past and if he felt that she could be trusted. After addressing specific questions, Gwen and Vince always returned to stating their unequivocal support of the Cindy they now knew. Steve was content to sit off to the side and be pretty much ignored, until Amber turned her face toward him.
"Mr. Hammer, Cindy Quick mentioned you quite prominently in her description of how and when her life was turned around. She seems to believe that it was you that brought her to her senses and made her begin serious work on becoming a better person. Would you care to comment?"
"Well, I'm not sure that I had that much influence on Cindy's so-called resurrection, but I'm extremely proud of the lady she is today. I'd love to be able take credit for her selfless acts, her poise, her talent, her great beauty, and her many successes," responded Steve as he tried to deflect any direct questions regarding his experiences with Cindy. "Once she made her decision, she took the ball and ran with it. It's pretty obvious what a fine person she is now."
"Steve, may I follow up on that?" asked Tom Bender, an anchorman with another network. "Ms. Quick states in her release that she paraded around in front of you with her bikini top removed in an attempt to make you not only notice her, but tell her that she was more voluptuous and desirable than her daughter, Jordan. You had just graduated from high school at the time, so you were eighteen years old. Cindy Quick states that your response to her admittedly inappropriate behavior was the 'kick in the butt' she needed. Can you share with us exactly what you did, or said, that had such an effect on her?"
"Our conversation was personal and I never intended to share it with anyone, other than Gwen. "The gist of it was pretty simple. Beauty is an intangible thing. A woman can have a great figure and a lovely face but if that's all she has, she will not be as attractive as a woman that's intelligent, selfless, kind, confident, and self-assured.
"Jordan had become all of that and much more. She had become the complete woman, and one of my very best friends. Her mother suffered from envy, low self-esteem, and other issues that prevented her beauty from being what it could have been. I did my best to explain that to Cindy. I also pointed out that mothers do not compete with their daughters; they nurture and encourage them. I used Gwen's mom as an example of how a beautiful mother, wife, and woman should conduct herself. I guess my explanation helped Cindy understand why she wasn't as beautiful as her daughter, at least not at that time. She's pretty hot now," added Steve with a grin.
"You appear to have an unusually high regard for your mother-in-law. Your feelings for Cindy Quick also appear to be pretty strong. How would you describe your relationship with those two women?"
"Tom, are you trying to get me to say something inappropriate?" wondered Steve as he mulled over the question. "Paula's one of the most incredible people I've ever known. She's the total package... beautiful, intelligent, and loyal. She's pretty much everything a woman should be; everything a person should be. I've loved her almost from the moment we met and it's only grown stronger over the years.
"Cindy was a different matter. Physically, she was as beautiful a woman as you'll ever see, but she lacked the humanity to be a beautiful person. I didn't like her too much when I first met her. She gradually changed my opinion as she remade herself into the person she is today. When I see or think of her now, my heart is filled with love and tender feelings for her. I admire her. I have to admit that I've come to love her."
"Madam President, you've just heard your husband declare his love for two beautiful women, one of whom is your own mother. What's your reaction to his admission?" asked Ryan Phillips, the third anchor involved in the interview.
"First, Ryan, you need to understand that this come as no surprise to me. Steve and I have no secrets from each other, and everyone that knows my family knows how deeply Steve feels about the women in our group. One of the big reasons we're so successful is that every one of us tries very hard to conduct our lives in a way that makes him proud of us. Mom and Cindy are exceptional in every way, but they're always aware that Steve is watching and that makes them, makes all of us really, work hard to be all that he expects us to be."
"Are you telling us that you still worry about how your husband perceives you?" asked Amber.
"Most definitely, but not because he's judgmental; he isn't," replied Gwen as she smiled at Steve and patted his hand. "Living with the best man in the world comes with certain expectations and responsibilities. His approval is extremely important to me, as well as to many others. I'm the one with the title of President, but Steve made it possible. I've never made it a secret that I depend on him in all kinds of ways, and he's never let me down. He absolutely loves Mom and Cindy, and more than a few other friends and relatives of ours. I feel quite confident that all of the men in our circle love me. You need to understand that love is a very strong emotion, not a physical action. Steve and I are totally monogamous and it's my belief that the same can be said for all of the people close to me. Loyalty is one of our greatest strengths.
"I've heard it said that you should aspire to become the kind of person your dog thinks you are. I aspire to become the person Steve thinks I am."
"President Rosen, have you formed any doubts about your relationship with Cindy Quick since learning so much about her past?" asked Tom Bender.
"I'll be totally candid here," responded Vince Rosen. "I met Cindy years ago. She became a close friend of my late wife's. She spent a great deal of time helping care for Cynthia when she was very ill. I learned all I needed to know just by watching how kind she was to Cynthia.
"Yes, I knew she had past indiscretions, but they had simply served to forge her strength of character as she moved forward. I've also seen how Gwen and Steve care for and respect her. They're excellent judges of character. The fact that they hold her in such high esteem means far more to me than any dirt from her past. I'm extremely comfortable with our relationship."
"Ms. Quick, would you care to add anything before we end this interview?" asked Amber Stahl.
"I'd like to say that I never intended to harm Vincent's career. I'd buried my past and concentrated on the present and future. I've made mistakes, big mistakes, but I have faith in the American people. They have a tremendous capacity for forgiveness if a person is truly remorseful and doing their best to improve. I ask that the American public consider my life and accomplishments since that day I embarrassed myself so badly in front of one of my only daughter's best friends. Jordan's forgiven me, as has Gwen.
"Steve almost brought me to tears a moment ago when he said that he loves me. I've never met another man like him. The people of this country should realize just how lucky they are to have a couple like Gwen and Steve working so hard to keep America safe and to improve the quality of life at home and around the world. I sincerely hope that Vince is allowed to become part of their team. He's a wonderful man."
As soon as the interview ended, Paula rushed into the studio and hugged Steve tightly. "We watched on the monitors and I heard what you said about me. I can't tell how good those words made me feel! You told the world that you love me!"
Jordan had held her mother in an embrace while Paula had Steve wrapped up before complaining, "Paula, let the guy go. I need to hug him, too! Thanks for saying so many nice things about me, and about Mom. You really are something!"
Cindy Quick had moved to Vince Rosen's side once Jordan released her. She beamed as she watched her daughter chat with Steve as she held him in her embrace. When Jordan finally stepped away from Steve, Cindy moved in and wrapped him in her arms.
"Sometimes I wish that I'd managed to seduce you that day by the pool," whispered Cynthia into Steve's ear. "I suppose everything would have turned out much differently and not nearly as well, but I'd have that memory! Thanks for everything, especially for telling the world that you love me. Now I feel like I can face whatever they throw at Vince and me."
The next evening the state dinner was a gala affair as Gwen and the other women dazzled in their gowns. Steve and Gwen had made certain that Vince and Cindy were seated near them. They took great pains to show the world how comfortable they were with the couple at every possible opportunity.
As a child Cindy Quick had been raised in a trashy environment, but over the years, she had learned proper deportment for a lady in social settings. She smiled and chatted with other guests while keeping very close to Vince the entire evening. Steve and Gwen were both pleased with her obvious social skills.
Italian politicians and government officials were extremely pleased to have President Hammer and her husband visiting their country and went all out to make a favorable impression. This in turn allowed Gwen and Steve to shine even more than usual as they chatted with members of President Manetta's cabinet and various elected officials.
Ted and Paula were sitting with Kate and Chip at their table as they watched the First Couple move around the room when Chip spoke. "I never would've believed that I would be here experiencing all of this ten years ago. I knew Steve and Gwen had a great future, but this is way beyond anything I'd ever imagined."
"Have you noticed how much more relaxed Gwen and Steve are today?" asked Kate. "Their decision to prioritize their goals really helped them. How many people can actually say that they have more important things to worry about than remaining President of the United States? I don't know how long she'll be president, but she's no longer worried about it. Look how she and Steve command the room with their presence."
The evening was a huge success as President and Mr. Hammer, laughed, joked, and entertained the Italian dignitaries. It was perhaps the most enjoyable state dinner they had attended to date. The next evening, Lady in Red played in a crowded Piazza del Popolo. With Gwen and Steve feeling more relaxed, their performance again improved.
"We've been putting on a hell of a show in every city, but tonight was the best we've ever done!" exclaimed Charlie once the show had ended. "This world tour is going to go down in history as the best ever. I'm proud as hell of this group."
The next morning, Kate, Naomi, Jason, Lisa, and Jeff Wilson were notified that they were required to be in Washington the following week for confirmation hearings. Steve received a request that surprised him.
"Congress feels that I'm acting in the capacity of national security advisor and wants me to appear before them to state my qualifications," explained Steve to his wife and friends. "They want me to be there next week, knowing full well that I'm committed to this world tour as well as serving as Gwen's escort at the state dinners."
"What are you going to do?" asked Gwen. "I like the idea of you being recognized as my advisor, but I don't see how you can abandon the tour we're doing. Don't I have to nominate you, or submit your name, or something?"
"I'll provide them with a list of dates I'll be available to attend their hearings," chuckled Steve. "They're trying to flex some muscle and put a little squeeze on, forcing us to separate. That won't happen. They can interview me in October, and not before."
"You realize that attitude will piss them off, don't you?" chuckled Ted. "They want to grill you for a position for which the president has not submitted your name. That's quite unusual, to say the least."
"They have several objectives that are pretty obvious to me. They want to question me under oath, hoping that I'll reveal something damaging to Gwen. They want the opportunity to deny me the official position, and will likely claim it's the worst case of nepotism in history."
"What should we do?" asked Gwen. "Do I submit your name for the position, or will you refuse to testify?"
"Neither," replied Steve. "I'll go before Congress and tell the truth. We have nothing to hide. They can refuse to confirm me, but I'm sure I'll find an opportune time to explain that I was never even nominated and that I'm not dependent on them for anything. They're trying to force your hand to submit my name for consideration, which they will then refuse, or make you remove me from my advisory position to keep me from going before Congress. Either way, I'd be out of the loop."
"So you're going to answer their questions and play their game, but Gwen isn't going to submit your name. She can simply ignore the outcome, unless you're approved, of course," reasoned Kate. "They're going have to do a lot better than that if they want to play hardball with Steve and Gwen Hammer."
Budapest, Hungary was the next destination and Gwen looked forward to the visit. "Grandmother was born in Hungary and came to the United States when she was eight. We're going to visit the area her family called home as soon as we get to Hungary. That's why we've scheduled two extra days there. I want to see where my family came from and connect with any relatives we may have there. Grandmother is almost eighty. I feel it's important to discover our roots together."
"There's nothing more important than spending quality time with Grandmother Caroline," agreed Steve. "Don't forget that it'll mean a great deal to Paula and your sisters. I think Saint is old enough to understand his heritage and there's no better way to learn than to see it in its original setting."
Gwen was warmly welcomed to Hungary at the Ferenc Liszt International Airport. President Áder was effusive in his raise of President Hammer and her successful efforts to reduce the risk of war that had seemed so imminent when she assumed office. Gwen beamed as President Áder extolled her many virtues.
When asked to speak, Gwen stressed her ties to Hungary. She presented her Grandmother Caroline to the gathering and explained how she had been born in Hungary almost eighty years prior. Caroline waved and smiled as those in attendance clapped and cheered enthusiastically.
Gwen's group had arranged to visit the town where her grandmother's parents had been married. It promised to be a joyous celebration of family, but as often happens, fate changed the nature of the visit.
Seven large helicopters had been lined up to transport everyone over two hundred miles to a mountainous area to the northeast of Budapest. Reservations had been made at the only local hotel large enough to accommodate the entire family, as well as the security and media representatives. Reporters had made their own arrangements to travel to this remote area of Hungary.
The helicopters were preparing to land in a large field near the hometown of Gwen's great-grandparents, when Jason contacted Steve.
"I'm getting reports of a serious earthquake just about thirty miles west of our destination. It's a mountainous area and the damage is pretty severe. A town of about four thousand has been pretty well leveled and there are a lot of injuries and fatalities.
"Lady in Red has responded. We have supplies, heavy equipment, food, water, and medical assistance in transit already. I think I should go there immediately to direct our relief efforts."
"Of course, Jason," agreed Steve. "We'll all fly there and help any way we can. Have your pilot lead the way and land away from any structures or mountains. We'll leave a few people near the birds to keep an eye on the kids. We may decide to load them all on one chopper and send them back to our hotel with some chaperones."
"I'll call Laura and Charlotte," declared Gwen as soon as Steve explained the situation. "We have three doctors in our group and we'll help care for the injured. I'll finally get to see firsthand just how good a job Jason has done with his emergency preparations. I just hope there aren't too many people hurt."
Gwen was stunned as she viewed the destruction of the town that had been nestled at the foot of a small mountain range. Most of the structures were in shambles and many people appeared to be wandering about in confusion and shock. A large open field a half mile beyond the village had been selected as the landing area for the helicopters. Gwen was astounded to see a large tractor trailer sporting large Lady in Red logos on each side already pulling in as the group climbed from the helicopters.
"The first trucks will have water, freeze dried food, batteries, tools, blankets, and other easily stored materials which will be needed immediately," stated Jason as he helped Lisa from a helicopter. "I'm told that medical supplies will be here within the hour.
"Gwen, please get together with Laura and Charlotte to determine where you want the big tents set up to treat the injured. We'll have a couple of RV's on site within a few hours. They'll be set up for simple surgeries, as needed."
"Thanks, we'll take care of it. As soon as injured people start arriving here, we'll be triaging and sending the most seriously injured to hospitals on these helicopters," decided Gwen calmly as she surveyed the scene.
"Steve, I'll need you and the other guys to help run the equipment that should be arriving before long," continued Jason. "We'll have five trailers loaded with skid steers, backhoes, dozers and loaders showing up soon with damn few operators to run them."
Jason didn't have to ask twice as the men in the group quickly hugged their wives and kids and started across the field to the once idyllic town.
Before they had gone more than a few yards, several more helicopters set down in the field not far from Gwen's group. Reporters teemed out of them. Some headed toward Gwen while others rushed to catch up with the men as they strode rapidly toward the destruction.



"Madam President! Can you tell us what you hope to accomplish here?" shouted the first reporter to catch her breath.
"I have no time, so listen closely," snapped Gwen impatiently. "My friends and I are going to be extremely busy rescuing and treating injured people. I shall allow no questions and no interference from the media for any reason. The Secret Service will enforce that. If any of you would care to put down your cameras and microphones and actually help us, it will be greatly appreciated. Anyone getting in the way will be removed as quickly as possible with whatever force is required. Now, please excuse me."
Gwen had seen another tractor trailer pull into the field with Lady in Red logos prominently displayed. The driver pulled to a stop not far from Gwen. A passenger climbed down from the driver's side and approached her cautiously as armed Secret Service agents moved to intercept him.
"Madam President! I speak English. We have several large medical tents to erect," managed the man in a loud voice as he was patted down by the agents. The driver and I will need help setting them up, once you show us where you want them."
"We'll set them up over there," pointed Gwen as she turned back to the media representatives that had been filming the truck's arrival. "I'm asking you people for help. There are many badly injured people that will require medical attention. We need to get these tents up as quickly as possible. Will you help us?"
Without hesitation, the large media following began placing their equipment off to the side, removing jackets, and rolling up sleeves. With their assistance, as well as any of the Secret Service agents not required for security, three large tents were quickly erected. By the time they had finished, Gwen, Laura, and Charlotte, assisted by several local doctors and nurses, were treating the injured as they were being brought to them.
Even with six doctors and three nurses, they were unable to keep up with the flow of patients. Within the first hour, Gwen had dispatched all six helicopters to carry the most severely injured to hospitals better able to care for them.
Within three hours of Gwen's landing, two large RV's rolled up alongside the tents. Gwen quickly determined that they were the units to be used for surgery. She had a young girl carried inside one of them as soon as it was ready and was soon operating on a badly broken leg. Laura was inside the second unit, operating on a man with two broken arms. Between the two vehicles, there were facilities to accommodate four operations or other medical procedures, and they were sorely needed.
Both women were pleased that there were very capable nurses and an anesthesiologist on site to assist. A few members of the press corps served as interpreters within the bi-national medical teams. The day wore on with no break for the medical staff as they worked to save lives and prevent permanent maiming and disabilities.
Steve and the other men had quickly climbed aboard the various pieces of heavy equipment and headed into the rubble that had recently been a prosperous town. Jason and several local men went to look for obvious opportunities to rescue people buried by landslides, as well as many that were pinned or partially covered by large pieces of building material.
All of the men felt tremendous pride when they were able to help pull a survivor from the rubble. They also felt tears streak their faces when they found mangled bodies beyond any earthly help. Each of the men stopped for a sandwich and bottle of water after they had been working for several hours. The volunteers that had carried the refreshments were obviously extremely grateful for the efforts of the Americans, as well as the other volunteers, as they worked tirelessly to move debris and uncover victims.
Since the helicopters were in constant demand to carry the injured to hospitals, the children in Gwen's group were being kept away from the hospital tents, as well as the tragedy of the destroyed town. They were provided blankets and food in a small tent under the watchful eyes of Paula and her mother Caroline. The tent had been set up late in the afternoon.
Saint was sitting by himself, just outside the tent, thinking about ways he might be able to help people, when he saw a blonde girl approach from the direction of the town. Her clothes were torn and she had blood on her left hand. When she noticed Saint watching her, she nodded to herself and headed directly for him.
"You are President's son?" asked the stunningly pretty girl. Saint had never seen a girl with hair so white and eyes so blue. She was a little shorter than Saint and a fair amount lighter.
"Yes, my mother is President Hammer," responded Saint once he found his voice. "She's real busy right now, so you can't meet her."
"I need your father, not your mother," replied the platinum beauty. "Many people need help. I need a man with the strength of ten and the courage of a lion. Your father is the only man like that."
"I don't know about that," responded Saint, "but if you need Dad, I can help you find him. He's running heavy equipment someplace in town. We can go right now."
Saint knew he was disobeying his grandmother and would be serious trouble for it, but he found the blonde girl's request impossible to refuse. He wanted to be the one to help her with anything she may need. For her part, the diminutive girl looked up at him, nodded and grabbed his hand. Soon the two were trotting off in search of Steve.
Ruth had seen the strange girl approach Saint and pointed her out to Theresa. The two girls watched the two engage in a short conversation before they joined hands and headed toward the destroyed town.
"We'd better see where Saint goes," reasoned Ruth. "He could get into a lot of trouble."
When Saint and the strange girl reached the outskirts of the town, Saint asked the girl her name. "Lena Kiss," replied the girl simply as she pulled Saint toward a half destroyed building.
"They are in there," stated Lena as she pointed to the building.
Saint felt the hairs on his neck stand up as he surveyed the shaky building. It was obvious even to his young eyes that what was left of the building would not remain standing much longer.
"It is worse now than before!" cried the girl as she let go of Saint's hand and rushed to the rubble that was once a large building. She scampered over some wooden flooring that was twisted on edge and climbed to what was left of a second floor window. Without a backward glance she went through the opening and was lost from sight.
Saint stood transfixed for a few seconds, debating whether to search for his father or go help the girl. Suddenly, he spotted Ruth and Theresa and he knew what he had to do.
"Girls! Go find Dad and tell him I went into that building to help that girl. She said there are a lot of people in that building," shouted Saint as he began running toward the large, dangerous structure.
Ruth and Theresa watched in horror as Saint nimbly scampered up over the rubble covering much of the front of the building and disappeared inside!
The two girls wasted no time as they turned and headed toward the sounds of large machinery. It was very important that Uncle Steve knew where Saint had gone and why!
Steve was driving a backhoe and pulling rubble from a business when he noticed movement out of the corner of his eye. He was stunned when he saw Theresa and Ruth waving frantically. He urgently stopped the machine and leapt off to send the two girls to safety. They began speaking rapidly before had the opportunity to reproach them for being in such a dangerous area.
"Uncle Steve!" cried Theresa. "Saint followed some girl into a building that looks like it's falling down! She told him there were people there that needed help! He told us to get you."
"Ruth! Your dad's down the street running a dozer. Go get him and bring him back to the building that Saint's in. Theresa will be there waiting for you. Theresa, let's run back to that building. You need to show me where Saint went."
It only took Steve a few minutes to reach the building. Even as he looked it over, the structure swayed visibly!
"They went in that window over on the side," pointed Theresa to her uncle. It looks smaller now! I think it's going to fall down!"
"I want you to wait here, away from the building. When the others get here, show them the window. I'm going in to get Saint. It'll be okay. Just wait for your dad and the others," urged Steve as he raced towards the doomed building.
Getting through the window was the easiest part of the ordeal for Steve. He had to squeeze through several openings before he found a broken set of stairs. Glad he was wearing gloves and had a flashlight in his pocket, Steve climbed downward, calling Saint's name as he moved. Steve estimated that he had gone down at least three stories and was well below ground level when the stairs ended on a stone floor.
"Over here, Dad!" came a yell from around a corner of the stone foundation. Steve felt relief surge through his system as he hurried around the corner only to stop suddenly. In front of him were at least thirty people, mostly women and children. Many of them were obviously injured and barely able to move.
"Dad, I found a hole in the foundation. It looks like a tunnel. I think we need to get into it really quick. The building is starting to collapse!"
Realizing that Saint was correct about the building, he immediately made his decision. "Okay, everyone follow Saint! Help those that can't walk, but get moving!"
To emphasize his point, Steve leaned over and easily lifted an obviously pregnant woman gently into his arms. That was when the light from his flashlight illuminated a beautiful platinum blonde girl as she helped a small boy to his feet and half dragged him to the hole in the wall that Saint had just entered.
Above ground, reporters had increased in number as the afternoon had progressed. They managed to video a few structures crashing to earth as aftershocks rippled through the small town, seeking to destroy what few buildings were left standing.
Thus, a network reporter was on hand to video Steve as he climbed over the debris to disappear through a twisted window frame. He then turned his camera to the men that were rushing up the street. They were led by a young girl while another girl stood waiting. The reporter recognized the children as belonging to Lisa and Jason Hunter and Charlie and Jordan Burns. He kept his camera trained on the men as they reached the Hunter girl.
"Uncle Steve went through that window!" pointed the girl that had been waiting for her father and his friends. The men turned as one and hurried toward the structure just as the earth shook again and the entire building collapsed upon itself. Everyone was knocked to the ground, including the reporter. He quickly righted himself and resumed filming.
"Girls, stand back by that old car!" ordered Jason as he climbed back to his feet. Men, get every piece of equipment we have up here as fast as possible! We've got a damn slim chance to find Steve and Saint and time is wasting!"
Gwen had spent the day in an operating room of the mobile hospital. She had managed one bathroom break and silently thanked Jason for thinking of having portable toilets brought to the scene. She hadn't realized that the sun had set until Charlotte came into her RV.
"Gwen, you need to rest for a while. More doctors have just arrived. They can handle things for a bit. Let's go check on our kids and get something to eat."
"Sounds good," agreed an exhausted Gwen. "I just want to visit a few of my patients and I'll join you."
Gwen walked through the large tents that had been erected earlier, speaking to the injured, offering encouragement and consolation. Her Secret Service contingent, as well as a reporter that had been serving as her interpreter followed, but not too closely as she made her way through what she considered her ward.
She stopped to check on a small figure in a cot in a dark corner. She could barely make out the old woman lying there. Her face was covered in bandages and her body appeared bent and gnarled. As Gwen touched the woman's forehead, she felt her wrist gripped tightly.
"My Queen! You have come home to save your people!" croaked the woman as Gwen suddenly trembled in recognition.
"It's you! The fortune teller! How is it possible?"
"You need to listen, My Queen. Your warrior and his son are in grave danger. Your son has met his future queen, but you need to pray for her as well. Only you can save them. Listen closely. Pray to Saint Stephen, the patron saint of Hungary. Pray that your warrior and your son and his future bride will be spared and will be returned to you, their Queen, to your daughter, and to the unborn child that you conceived as this day began. Your warrior will have another son, but you must act quickly if he is to ever see his child!"
"That can't be!" argued Gwen. "Saint's with my mother and grandmother. He's safe!"
Even as she outwardly discounted the old woman's words, Gwen somehow knew that the woman was speaking the truth. Giving the old crone's hand a grateful squeeze, Gwen turned, fled the tent, and ran across the field to temporary quarters of the children.
Charlotte had arrived just before Gwen burst inside, tears flowing down her cheeks. The change in Gwen from a few minutes prior was incredible. She was ashen faced, trembling, and sobbing as huge tears streamed down her cheeks.
"Saint?"cried Gwen. "Is Saint here?"
"The kids saw him leave a while ago with a little blonde girl. Vicki is here and she's fine. Theresa and Ruth followed Saint and the girl. Kate and Lisa went looking for them half an hour ago," explained Paula. "I'm so sorry they got away from me, but it's no reason to panic. We'll find them."
"No, Mom, we won't! Saint and Steve are in tremendous danger even as we're speaking. I've got to get to them!" exclaimed Gwen as she fled the tent and ran toward the destroyed town.
"Madam President!" called a Secret Service agent. "We have an ATV here. Please let me give you a ride. I don't think our men can keep up with you."
Reporters were lined up along the perimeter of the dig site as Jason, Chip, Charlie, Jared, Ted, and the others dug with machines and bare hands in hopes of freeing Steve, Saint, and the others.
Cameras were rolling as Gwen stepped from the ATV and approached Jason, who had immediately silenced his dozer when he saw Gwen. He jumped down and rushed to stop her from going any further.
"Gwen, it's real bad. Saint and some girl climbed into the building. Theresa and Ruth saw them and fetched Steve. He rushed over and went inside as soon as he got here. There was another aftershock and the building went down before we could even begin to get to them. We've been digging as hard and fast as we can to get to them out. We'll keep it up as long as necessary. We won't stop until we bring them out!"
By this time, Kate and Lisa had joined Gwen and reached out to support her as she began to collapse. "Thanks, Jason. I know you men will do everything you can. I need to find a quiet place. Let me know when you find them.
"Kate, Lisa, would you walk with me?" asked Gwen quietly. "I need your support."
Cameras rolled as news crews sent live broadcasts back to the United States. The situation was grave as people around the world tuned in to learn the fate of Steve Hammer and his son.
Americans had actually watched on live television as President Hammer received the news that Steve and Saint were buried in the building. While it was approaching midnight in Hungary, it was just four PM in the United States and men and women coming home from work and school watched in fear and overwhelming grief as President Hammer trembled at the news, needing the assistance of her sisters to remain standing.
Work lights from generators lit the main street of the demolished town as Gwen walked slowly up the street. "Is there a church nearby? I need to find a church," insisted Gwen.
Lisa and Kate exchanged worried glances as they walked with Gwen. Was she thinking rationally at the moment?
"I'll ask," responded Kate as she turned to examine the many people watching them, looking for something that would help her identify someone that could be of help. Then Kate's eyes fell on a couple that stood to the side, watching Gwen intently.
"Excuse me, do you speak English?" asked Kate politely as the couple quickly nodded and came closer.
"I am Hanna Kiss and this is my husband, Adam. We speak English very well. I am an astrophysicist while Adam is a seismologist, as well as a geologist. We have both studied in the United States and Great Britain."
"Wow!" responded Kate. "My question will seem pretty simple to you. Can you tell us where there is a church?"
"Just ahead is the only church close by and it's been badly damaged by the earthquake. We would be proud to lead you there, but I'm afraid you cannot get inside. The front half of the building has given way," answered the very blonde Hanna Kiss gently.
"Please walk with us," requested Gwen as she studied the couple more closely. "Have we ever met? I feel like I know you."
"I am afraid not," replied the blonde woman. "I fear that you may hate me for what I am about to tell you. My daughter, Lena, was the girl that led your son into that building. She's always been a very good girl. I don't know why she did it, and I'm so very sorry about your husband and son. They are very brave."
"It was your daughter?" exclaimed Gwen as she moved to embrace the bewildered woman. "I'd forgotten about Saint meeting his queen! How old is your daughter?"
"She is seven, but she is not a queen of any kind, certainly not like the Lady in Red, President of the United States, and Queen of the World!" said Adam, speaking for the first time. "Still, we love her dearly and fear for her survival."
"Your daughter is with my son and my husband. They'll protect her and bring her out safely," insisted Gwen to the concerned couple. "That's why I need to find a church. Prayer is needed to save those people trapped under the debris."
"Well, that is all that is left of St. Stephen's church, Madam President. As you can see, no one will be entering that church for a very long time. The entire front half has crumbled into itself. I fear..."
"Wait!" cried Gwen. "Did you say St. Stephen's? That's the name of the church?"
"Yes, it has been for hundreds of years. Is the name of the saint so important?" asked the surprised Hanna. "St. Stephen is the patron saint of Hungary. He is regarded as the protector of kings, masons, stonecutters, and bricklayers, as well as children suffering from severe diseases."
"We need to get back to Jason right now! Please come with me; you're family!" insisted Gwen as she turned and began the trek back through the ravaged town. Every step Gwen had taken had been viewed my millions of Americans. It was obvious to those watching President Hammer hurry back down the street that she was very determined, even as her sisters appeared totally mystified.
Once again Jason turned off his dozer to listen to Gwen. Cameras caught every word and gesture exchanged between the two.
"I want you to stop digging here and move everything up the street to the old church on the corner. You need to clear away the debris so people can get in and out of the section still standing," ordered Gwen clearly.
"Gwen, ah, Madam President, we're making headway here. All we need is a few more hours. Then we can start work on the old church," reasoned an obviously perplexed Jason.
"Jason, the only hope we have to save Saint, Steve, and the rest is to gain access to that church! Please move the equipment immediately," demanded Gwen forcefully.



Exasperated, Jason turned to Kate and Lisa for help. "Have you seen a map or something to indicate they could be in the church? Has some old timer told you some story? I'd like some facts to back up this strange decision."
"Jason, I've seen Gwen like this before. She's in that zone," stated Kate firmly. "I can tell you right now that Chip will be moving his machine up there as soon as I speak to him. I'd strongly urge you and the others to do the same."
"Kate's right," insisted Lisa. "Gwen has a way of knowing where Steve is when he needs her. Right now she's telling you that you have to open that church. That's the only fact you need right now. There are no rational explanations, but she knows when Steve needs her."
"This goes against everything I've ever learned as an engineer, but we'll move up there as quickly as possible," conceded Jason. "I just want to see this nightmare through and get Steve and Saint out safely."
With that, Jason pulled his crew and equipment from the task at hand and explained that they were moving a couple hundred yards up the street and across it to the old church on the corner.
As the men relocated the equipment, reporters took to the airwaves. Amber Stahl was extremely emotional as she reported on the situation.
"Almost five hours ago, President Hammer's young son, Saint, followed a girl into a heavily damaged building, hoping to assist injured people inside. A few minutes later, President Hammer's husband, Steve, fearlessly climbed through the same window and disappeared, even as the building shook and groaned from the effects of the earthquake. A few short minutes after that, the entire four story stone building crashed to the earth.
"President Hammer's sisters' husbands, along with Charlie Burns, Jared White, Ted Anderson, Billy Marsh, Coach Watson, and many more friends and volunteers have worked tirelessly to remove debris carefully to not endanger any possible survivors below the rubble.
"Just now, President Hammer instructed the men to stop work at this site and move up the street to an old church, pretty much telling everyone that she believed it was necessary to save her husband, son and however many others are trapped in the earth. She based that order on her 'gut', and nothing else, or so it appears.
"Those of us who have followed President and Mr. Hammer since their early days have come to trust the seemingly impossible connection between the two. I have absolute confidence that this is the right decision. Once that church is safely opened, the President will be reunited with her warrior husband and their wonderfully capable young son!"
Very few others shared Amber's faith in Gwen's decision. Reporters and politicians back in the United States began weighing in on Gwen's bizarre order.
"The small window to save the people trapped in that collapsed building is rapidly closing and President Hammer has arbitrarily decided to move the rescuers way up the street to search for her husband and son," observed Senator Lancer. "World leaders don't base decisions on gut instinct, voodoo, or blackmagic. Cold, hard, facts should be the basis of all decisions, especially when it involves the lives of so many people. This decision by President Hammer is ill advised and indicative of her erratic governing style. Sadly, it will likely result in the deaths of people that could possibly have been saved, including her own son and husband."
The excavation of the church was extremely slow. Jason insisted that supports be set in place before anything was removed. That alone took a couple of hours. Then came the painstaking labor of carefully removing huge chunks of rock and stone that had comprised the walls of the old church for centuries.
Not far from the church was a small cemetery, also centuries old. Once the men began working on the excavation, Gwen found a grassy spot and knelt down and bowed her head. She had been told to pray for her son and husband. She was determined that was exactly what she would do.
"Gwen, are you okay? The guys will be working for hours. Why don't you get some rest?" asked Kate.
"Kate, I just spoke with the old blind woman we met the day after my wedding. I'm sure you remember her. She told me I had to pray for the safety of Saint and Steve. Saint had found his future queen, but all would be lost if I didn't pray to St. Stephen. I intend to do exactly that until my husband and son are safely in my arms."
Kate was stunned. She had personally heard the old crone predict Saint's conception as well as his future heroics. With renewed hope, Kate sent a text message to her family.
Shortly after Gwen had knelt down, she was joined by Hanna Kiss and her husband, Adam. Gwen found herself holding and squeezing the hand of the blonde Hungarian woman as she silently made her peace with the universe and whatever Gods ruled it. Within half an hour, Jordan, Cindy, Charlotte, Laura, Naomi, Paula, Nadiya, Stephanie, and Ashley were kneeling close to her. The hours dragged by, but Gwen refused to consider moving, even when asked to do so by the concerned Secret Service. Local residents began joining Gwen in prayer. By dawn, five hundred people were kneeling around her, heads silently bowed. The inspiring scene was broadcast live around the world.
The sun was just beginning to peek into the mammoth cavern that had once been the dome of the church, when a wave of excitement swept across the exhausted crew that had worked so hard. Even with the front excavated and the remaining walls and roof reinforced, the building was less than stable. Jason had determined that digging through the debris that still made access to the back of the church impossible would create an unacceptable risk to rescuers as well as to any survivors possibly located in the bowels of the old church.
To that end, he had a hole cut in the roof once it had been blocked and strengthened enough to carry the rescuers' weight. Chip climbed into a basket was slowly lowered into the building by a crane that had arrived in the middle of the long night. Cameras caught the scene as the huge machine stopped dropping cable and remained still. Several minutes later, the crane began winding the cable up again.
Roars sounded from the thousands gathered to watch the historic event as a young woman with an infant no older than a couple of hours in her arms slowly rose into view from the hole in the roof. She was carefully helped from the basket that had carried her up, and then assisted to a ladder. Jason gently took charge of the infant as the woman needed both hands to descend the ladder. Jason effortlessly followed her down and returned the child to its mother, who was weeping in relief as her grateful husband emerged from the crowd to support her.
While it was six AM in Hungary, it was prime time in the United States. The entire nation was glued to their televisions and computer monitors as women and children were slowly brought to safety. News stations had been keeping a tally of those making their way to freedom.
The count was at thirty seven when a tremendous roar swept across the crowd as Saint and a thin but beautiful little platinum blonde girl came into view. The two were escorted off the roof safely before they ran to their mothers. Americans across the nation cried in relief as they watched their president reunite with her son after a long and grueling ordeal. No comment was made by Senator Lancer.
Saint threw himself into his mother's arms as Lena did the same with her mother. Soon she was in her father's arms as he unashamedly cried into her hair. Then as if by agreement, Lena left her father and moved over to Gwen who swept her into her arms and fiercely hugged her.
"You're the one! I'm so very happy for Saint. You're such a beautiful little thing," sobbed Gwen as she clung to the frail blonde girl.
Once again Kate, Lisa, Jordan, Naomi and the other women exchanged glances, knowing that Gwen believed she was embracing her future daughter-in-law and mother of her grandchildren. Another surprise occurred when the normally reserved Saint moved to eagerly hug Hanna Kiss. Lena's mother embraced the boy tightly as tears cascaded down her cheeks.
A loud roar from those gathered around the damaged church brought Gwen out of her embrace with the girl. Steve was standing on the roof of the church! He was shirtless and dirty with several nasty scratches on his face and torso. Most of them were caked with dried blood.
Jason had wrapped his arms around his friend and the two men grinned and shared a few private words as the world watched. "I've never been so happy to see your ugly mug. Gwen knew we had to dig here to find you. I don't understand it, but I'm glad as hell that she was right. You need to take care of her. She's been up since yesterday morning. She operated on injured kids all day and knelt in that cemetery and prayed for your sorry ass all night. She must be exhausted, mentally and physically."
Steve nodded to his friend before carefully climbing down the ladder and walking over to the cemetery and his waiting wife. Gwen was standing as he approached and took her shoulders in his hands. The two simply looked into each other's faces for what seemed a very long time. Unable to wait any longer, Gwen finally threw her arms around Steve's neck and pulled him down for a lingering, passionate kiss.
Steve felt her tears on his bare chest as he clutched her trembling body. Then she simply collapsed. Steve deftly caught her and swung her up into his arms. Gwen was now sobbing loudly as she buried her face in her husband's grimy embrace.
As Steve held his wife, a Secret Service agent stepped in close enough to get Steve's attention. "Sir, we have a U.S. Navy helicopter nearby, as well as a Navy doctor. Would you and your family please climb aboard? We need to care for the President, your son, and you. The President's parents will go with you. Please let them lead you to the chopper now."
Paula and Ted nodded to Steve and then began the long walk back down the street and to the open field that held the waiting helicopter. Ted carried Vickie on his hip as he escorted Paula. Saint walked behind his grandparents with the little blonde girl and her parents, who Gwen had insisted join them. Steve was right behind them, carrying Gwen as if she weighed very little. Gwen was now lightly sobbing as she wrapped her arms around her strong husband's neck while, exhausted as he was, he carried her effortlessly through the badly damaged village.
Dirty, bruised, and battered people lined what was left of the main street of the town, clapping and cheering for the Americans. Gwen became aware of the people watching and lifted her tear-stained face and smiled. This caused an even louder cheer from those watching.
No one could doubt the profound effect Gwen and Lady in Red had made on the survivors of the disaster. The humanitarian efforts of the wealthy Americans had saved numerous, probably hundreds of lives and the people were extremely grateful. As Steve reached the end of the street and entered the impromptu landing field, Gwen saw rows of tents had been erected for temporary living quarters. Portable toilets were set up near every tenth tent or so and a large community shower/bathroom was under construction. Large machinery was everywhere, and much of it displayed the Lady in Red logo.
Trucks loaded with building materials were pulling into an area on the far side of the field. It was apparent that as soon as the cleaning up was complete, building would commence. This small town in the mountains of Hungary had experienced the incredible generosity and courage of President Hammer and her group and it would never be forgotten.
Gwen and Steve had been delivered to their hotel in Budapest shortly after ten AM. Once she was certain that Saint was asleep in an adjoining suite, she climbed into bed and snuggled with her naked and exhausted husband.
"We'll talk about everything later," promised Gwen in a soft whisper. "Right now, I just want you to hold me while we sleep."
A state dinner had been scheduled for that evening. The Hungarian government was extremely pleased and more than a little surprised when it was informed that the President would be attending and there was no need to reschedule.
Steve and Gwen were awakened at six PM and an hour and a half later, were announced as they walked hand in hand into the large banquet hall. The applause was very loud and continued for a very long time as Gwen smiled and bowed, acknowledging the honor while clinging to Steve's hand.
Once they were finally seated, the festivities began. The Hungarian officials couldn't praise and thank Gwen and Steve enough. All they could talk about was the personal and heroic efforts President Hammer, along with her husband and friends, made to help the people of a small, completely unknown Hungarian town.
Steve noticed that Gwen merely pressed her lips to the rim of her champagne glass when the Hungarian President proposed his toast. "Is your stomach bothering you? Normally you sip a glass or two of the champagne when you're being toasted."
"Husband of mine, I won't be drinking any alcohol for at least the next nine months, and who knows for how long after that. Not when I'm nursing your second son," responded Gwen with a smile. Steve suddenly gasped, which caused champagne to dribble down his chin as he tried to stifle his shock.
The room was silent as everyone watched the interaction between Steve and Gwen. They all knew what a trying day it had been and were concerned that Steve was not feeling well.
Steve's mind was whirling with emotion as he assimilated Gwen's news. Suddenly, he stood and raised his champagne in salute. "Ladies and Gentlemen, I propose a toast to the President of the United States, the Lady in Red, my Queen, my incredible wife and partner, who has just informed me that she'll soon be bearing us another son!"
Gwen was taken totally by surprise as her delighted husband proposed a toast to her pregnancy. She had assumed that he'd be very happy and sneak off to tell Jason, Charlie, Chip, Jared, and Billy as soon as possible but it was so unlike him to be so public with his emotions. He was almost giddy with excitement.
She was unable to be upset with Steve. He was still seeking equilibrium after spending so much time trapped by the earthquake. Gwen had to admit to herself that she was very pleased with Steve's joy. Their child would be loved. That was obvious!
Steve surprised her again seconds later. The room had broken into tremendous applause at his announcement. He smiled broadly as he took Gwen's hand and helped her to her feet before sweeping her into his arms and kissing her passionately in front of everyone, including the many reporters with cameras recording it all.
Gwen realized that nothing else mattered. Her husband loved her and the child she carried! She returned his kiss as ardently as she was able. Slowly Steve pulled his lips from hers and hugged her fiercely. Only then did she realize that he was quietly sobbing into her hair. She gently stoked the back of his head as the world watched. Her husband needed this and Gwen was very willing to give him the love he desired. She considered the ordeal he must have faced as he remained strong for the people with him even as he wondered if he and Saint would survive.
Paula and Ted had been stunned by Steve's announcement and very surprised to see him clinging to Gwen as his emotions controlled his actions. He was always the calm one, steady, cool, and measured in his response. Now and then he revealed his very human side, but seldom in such a public venue.
Everyone stood quietly and waited patiently as the scene played out. The fact that the very tough, determined Steve Hammer was demonstrating a far softer, more human side did not go unnoticed. Many of the women in the room reached for their napkins so they could dry their eyes. To love and be loved as fiercely as this amazing couple was something for which every woman longed!
Steve finally moved back enough to look into Gwen's eyes and speak softly so only she could hear. "I love you so much it hurts. When we were trapped under that church, I worried that I'd never be able to tell how much you meant to me. Now I've embarrassed you, as well as myself."
Gwen kissed him soundly on the lips before turning to the still silent crowd. "My husband was just telling me how much he loved me. You could argue that this wasn't exactly the right place or time, but I'm always happy to hear it, regardless of where I am, and who I'm with. This amazing man is my rock, my confidant, and my lover. I'm very, very proud of that!"
*
I thank Tex Beethoven for editing this chapter and making it a better read.
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The usual protocol for state dinners was forgotten as Paula, Lisa, Kate, Jordan, Caroline, Naomi, and the rest of Gwen's friends flocked to her side. The guests at the dinner smiled broadly as they watched the age old custom of women congratulating one of their own on her pregnancy. That was one reaction that was the same in every culture the world over. Somehow it made President Hammer appear more like everyone else, while at the same time, gaining her even more respect and love from those watching.
A woman that inspired a man such as Steve Hammer to publicly profess his love and even shed tears was not common by any stretch! A man that that was confident and strong enough to bare his soul as well as his vulnerability to his wife and to the world was far from ordinary! The legend that was Gwen and Steve Hammer simply grew. They did not posture and pose to create a false image. They were genuine, they were human, and they were special. All of those in the room and watching from around the world could feel it.
Reaction back home in the States was varied. Many Washington politicians spoke about how inappropriate it was for President Hammer and her husband to publicly display their affection the way they did. The same politicians, however, declined to comment further when it became apparent that the American public strongly supported the expressiveness of their president. The internet came alive as people shared opinions in blogs and on social media. Americans had leaders to be proud of, and proud they were!
The President of the United States is pregnant! Newspapers, television, and the internet feasted on the events of the past 36 hours in Hungary. When interviews aired with some of the women and children that had been trapped with Steve Hammer and his son, American pride ratcheted up a few more notches. Those involved all spoke of the incredible strength and resolve displayed by both the President's husband and her son, who had remained steadfastly at his father's side throughout the entire ordeal. None of those interviewed had any doubt that without the seemingly superhuman efforts of Steve Hammer, everyone would have perished.
That President Hammer and her husband were extremely emotional and very affectionate was apparent and totally acceptable to the American public. Look at what the two had endured and accomplished within a few hours of landing in Hungary! Even the President's most outspoken critics in Congress finally began to appreciate just how golden the citizens of the United States considered the First Couple.
Gwen received the good wishes and congratulations of her inner circle for several minutes. "How far along are you, Dear?" asked her beaming grandmother, Caroline.
"Just two days, Grandma," replied Gwen with a grin.
"T-t-that can't be," stuttered Caroline. "There's no way you could be sure that you're pregnant and you certainly wouldn't know the gender of the baby. Is this a joke or something?"
"Grandma, she has a much better way of knowing than any medical test ever devised," asserted Kate. "That old blind woman told you that you were carrying Steve's son, didn't she, Gwen?"
"We can't let that get out," responded Gwen. "People will think I'm crazy for believing a fortune teller."
"They'll still wonder when your due date turns out be nine months from yesterday," pointed out Lisa. "Did anyone tell you that we went back and searched for that old woman and couldn't find her? No one even admits to ever having seen her."
"I won't try to understand it, but I'll always be grateful to her for telling me how to find Steve and Saint," replied Gwen. "I know I didn't dream it, and without her guidance, they would have perished."
"How about Saint's future bride?" chuckled Kate. "That little girl is adorable and her parents are like super brains. Her mother's an astrophysicist and her father's both a seismologist and a geologist."
"That's the couple sitting at our table?" asked a surprised Caroline. "You think Saint will marry their little girl? They're only children!"
"They may wait twenty years, more or less, Mom, but 'it's been written', as they say. Saint and that beautiful little girl will spend their lives together and we couldn't prevent it if we tried," replied Paula as she beamed at her newly pregnant daughter. "The Gods have long smiled on Gwen and Steve, and now they're grinning at Saint."
Paula had known some very bad hours as she knelt beside Gwen during the search for Saint and Steve. On the ride from the airport to the hotel in Budapest that morning, Paula had offered her apologies to Gwen for losing track of Saint. Her guilt had been almost unbearable as she had knelt and prayed next to her daughter for the safe return of Gwen's husband and son.
"Gwen, I can't begin to tell you how sorry I am that I allowed Saint to leave the tent. I wasn't watching him as closely as I should have been. I didn't even see Ruth and Theresa leave. I let you and Steve down, and it almost cost their lives," sobbed Paula.
"Mom! Don't ever think that. Saint had a date with destiny and there was nothing you could have done to prevent it. He and Lena were destined to meet and begin working together to help others," responded Gwen emphatically. "I'm sorry that it caused you so much distress and guilt, but it had to happen. I understand that now. There are forces at play that we'll never understand, but please know this. You did nothing wrong. The Gods laugh at our attempts to alter it. Just be proud that Saint, Lena, Steve, and the rest of the people that were trapped were able to rise to the occasion and persevere. If Saint hadn't gone with Lena, they'd all be dead."
Sitting across from Gwen in the limo was Hanna Kiss. She was obviously confused, so she asked Gwen the question she had puzzled over since the rescue. "Could you please explain something to my husband and me? You have called us family several times, and have spoken of our little Lena being a queen. You're very gracious and I'm not objecting, but Adam and I quite bewildered; we do not understand what you mean."
"This is going to sound crazy, but I'll tell you the short version," answered Gwen as she formulated her response while checking to be sure that Lena and Saint were watching a video playing on a hand held device and not listening to the adult conversation. "The day after our wedding, Steve and I, along with some friends, visited a local fair. Inside one of the tents was an old blind woman that told fortunes. She took my hand and knew who I was immediately. Then she told me that I had conceived a son a few hours earlier and that he would grow to become an even greater warrior than his father. I learned that she was accurate about me being pregnant, and that it was a son. She also told me that my unborn son's queen had not yet been conceived.
"Last night, after spending the day performing surgery on many badly injured children, I stopped in the patient tent to check on my patients. A small form in a dark corner grabbed my wrist and addressed me as her queen. I knew immediately that it was the same blind fortune teller I had seen at that fair! I have no idea how she came to be in that small Hungarian town, but she told me that Steve and Saint were in grave danger and I had to pray to St. Stephen for their safe return. She also told me that Saint had now met his future queen. Without trying to sound presumptuous, I believe that Lena and Saint are destined, by whatever forces control the universe, to fall in love, marry, and accomplish things together that we can't even imagine."
As Gwen spoke, Hanna and Adam Kiss exchanged significant glances. "Was this an old woman without eyes? Did she appear to be well over the century mark?" asked Hanna, and Gwen nodded in the affirmative. "Adam and I either met her or someone very similar in a tent at a small fair in Budapest a week ago. She told us that we had to go to that small town immediately. She predicted a catastrophe and told us that we would know what to do when it happened. She insisted that in spite of the danger to Lena, we had to take her with us.
"Adam had been following the seismic activity in that area and had already determined an earthquake was a distinct possibility. Of course, no one in the government would listen to him, so we did travel to the town to see how we could help, and because of what the old crone, and I mean that with respect, we took Lena with us. Your story certainly makes sense to Adam and me. As a woman and mother, I believe it without reservation. As an astrophysicist, I am finding science and logic cannot always explain why things happen as they do. In science, the more discoveries we make, the more we learn that there are further mysteries as yet unexplained."
Gwen hadn't revealed that the old woman had also informed her that she was pregnant. Steve deserved to be the first person to hear her news, so she never mentioned that portion of the old woman's prediction.
Once Steve let the cat out of the bag at the state dinner, Gwen spent several minutes chatting with her delighted friends and relatives. Then she broke away to apologize to the Hungarian President and his wife. The President's wife refused to accept the apology.
"That was the most romantic thing I've ever seen. It was perfect because it was real and it was heartfelt," proclaimed the teary eyed matron. "You, your friends, family, and company have done Hungary a tremendous service. You appeared out of nowhere when we needed you. You asked for nothing and gave everything. The people of Hungary will never forget your kindness and humanity. You are more than the President of the United States. You are a beacon of light for the world. You are truly our Queen!"
With that statement, the President's wife curtsied slowly. Not being a stupid man, her husband bowed deeply and held his position until his wife had returned to an upright position.
"We are not following the program, but that's fine," stated President Áder just before he stepped up to a microphone and secured everyone's attention. "My friends, I would like a moment of your time before we begin dining. We all saw how President Hammer, her husband, family, friends, and her company responded to the catastrophe that so recently befell us. I understand that it is against American law to bestow any form of nobility on their president, but I would like to offer the greatest honor I can think of. President Hammer, please come forward and accept your certificate of Hungarian citizenship!
"This is neither ceremonial, nor honorary. It is full citizenship for President Hammer, her husband, and her immediate family. I know of no greater honor I can bestow. I hope you will accept it, along with the love and gratitude of the people of Hungary." finished the President.
Gwen accepted the certificate before using the back of her hand to rid her eyes of moisture. "This is an honor we never expected, but one we will always cherish. Grandmother Caroline was born here and has family in Hungary, whom we still hope to visit. It has been our great honor to have the ability and finances to be able to help the wonderful people we've met.
"It also demonstrates why Steve and I will never place Lady in Red in a blind trust. We need a large income stream as we expand our responses to disasters around the globe. I saw firsthand what a difference Lady in Red can make. We'll continue to respond and work to improve on it in any way we can.
"To that end, I would be remiss if I didn't mention Jason Hunter, my sister's husband. He's the one that pretty much created Lady in Red's disaster response plan and took it international a few short years ago. Please stand, Jason, and be recognized. I was amazed at how quickly his team arrived in place and how well planned it was. We're all in his debt!"
Lisa positively beamed with pride as Jason stood during a long and thunderous applause. It was quite apparent that the people of Hungary felt Lady in Red had handled the disaster extremely well, and much of that credit belonged to Jason.
"All of the men traveling in our group rolled up their sleeves and immediately went to work to help rescue survivors, as well as recover bodies," stated Gwen proudly as she gestured towards the tables containing her friends. "My good friends, Dr. Laura Watson and Dr. Charlotte Marsh utilized their training and knowledge to save lives, lessen pain, and prevent scarring and disfigurement. The other women in my group assisted us in many ways as they helped care for the injured and directed efforts to set up the facilities that were so badly needed."
Once again, Gwen waited for the applause to subside before continuing. "I need to thank Adam and Hanna Kiss for their kindness and support when things were darkest for me personally. Finally, I want to thank my husband, Steve, who followed Saint and Lena Kiss into that building because he was needed, and that's what he does. I have not had the opportunity to hear the particulars about that long night in the crumbling tunnels beneath the collapsing buildings, but I've heard enough to know that no one would have survived if it weren't for his strength, courage, wisdom, and leadership. The world now has a better idea of the kind of man he is, and why I love him without any reservations or conditions. I firmly believe that he is absolutely the best of us all!"
Everyone, including Gwen's family and friends stood and gave a long and thunderous ovation as Steve nodded and even blushed a little. His experience entertaining before large crowds did nothing to prevent his humility from shining through. His discomfort was obvious and somewhat amusing to those watching. Gwen's praise and the standing ovation had placed him in the spotlight. He had spent much of his life working to keep Gwen front and center and he was obviously a little flustered at being singled out for his heroics.
The people back home in the United States simply couldn't get enough information regarding their beautiful president, her warrior husband, and the family that had given so much to help a town in the remote hills of Hungary. How had President Hammer known to abandon the site where her husband and son had entered the building and to search for them hundreds of yards up the street?
What of the incredible stories being told by the survivors of the ordeal? By all accounts, Steve Hammer had used ingenious leverage and brute strength to move boulders and huge rocks to allow passage through the crumbling tunnel under the town. Every survivor had roughly the same story. They had watched in stunned amazement as Steve, often assisted by his young son and the frail blonde girl, forced and dug their way through tons of debris to reach the basement of the old church. Then, while huddled on the cold stone floor, a young woman had delivered a baby boy, which Steve had tenderly swathed in his own shirt before presenting him to his exhausted but much relieved mother. When Chip had finally descended in the rescue basket, the group agreed unanimously that the new mother and baby should be the first to be lifted to safety. Saint and Lena had insisted that they remain underground till the end, leaving only when Steve was their last companion in the old church.
The significance of the name the young mother chose for her son was the topic of a great deal of discussion. It seems the child was to be christened Saint Steven, after the two Americans who had risked so much and worked so hard to enable her to live and to give birth to her child. That the child had been born in Saint Stephen's Church was the icing on the cake! Viewers across the country and the world marveled at the incredible harmony of the situation.
The internet came alive with groups on every continent that pledged to support President Hammer and her efforts to bring peace and understanding to the world. Politicians who had been openly critical of her actions were inundated with messages of protest and outrage for their lack of support. The citizens of the United States had the enormous good fortune to have Gwen Hammer serving them as President, and they began making their feelings known to their elected representatives.
Budapest was a city in anticipation. People had been streaming in for several days as the first concert ever given in Budapest by 'Lady in Red' drew near. Hotels were filled and travelers were allowed to camp in parks and side streets as the population of the city soared. The day after the state dinner saw the city teeming with humanity as citizens and visitors from all over Central Europe and the world converged on the Hungarian capital for the evening concert.
Banners began appearing all over the city declaring President Hammer to be the 'Queen of Peace'. Tee shirts suddenly appeared everywhere with the Lady in Red Logo and the words 'We Come in Peace World Tour' on the back with a list of cities included in the tour. On the front was an image of Gwen as she knelt in the small mountain cemetery with the declaration 'Queen of Peace' written above it.
As Gwen led her musicians on stage at Hero's Square, she saw hundreds of thousands of adoring fans wearing the shirt as they chanted her name. As she moved to the front of the stage to speak to the crowd, the entire audience dropped to a knee in surprising unison as everyone briefly bowed their heads.
Gwen was temporarily speechless as she looked over the many thousands of people paying her the greatest respect possible. Unable to form words, she simply began bowing and curtsying to the huge crowd as she motioned for them to stand. As her fans returned to their feet, they began a thunderous ovation which continued for several minutes.
The giant jumbotrons clearly showed the tears that streaked down Gwen's cheeks as she smiled and waved to the adoring masses. Gwen then turned and hurried back to grab Steve's hand and tug him to the front, only to have the crowd's approval swell even louder. Gwen gestured toward Steve and stepped back, indicating she was turning the stage over to him. Smiling, Steve waved a few times before moving upstage to Gwen. He took her in his arms and kissed her passionately. By this time the audience was in a total frenzy as cheers, screams, yells, and applause swept across the entire city. Thousands of couples fell into each other's arms, caught up in the spirit of their Queen's and Warrior's devotion.
Then Steve pulled the sweater he had been wearing over his head to reveal that he was wearing the same tee shirt as most of the audience! Gwen showed her surprise, bringing her hands to her mouth. Steve then gestured to the rest of the musicians on the stage and Gwen soon saw that every man there was wearing the same shirt. The huge audience loved it as the jumbotrons flashed the scene on stage to the masses.
Charlie nodded and suddenly the music began. Gwen had never felt so inspired for a performance as she began strutting across the stage for her signature opening number. A million and a half people who were crammed into every possible space, rooftop, balcony and window within half a mile of the stage joined Gwen as she began 'We Will Rock You'. By the time Steve and Charlie moved to the front with their guitars to segue into 'We Are the Champions' the entire city was captivated by their Queen as she gave the enormous crowd the performance of her life.
Every song was well received. Jack Timberline worked in his hits while Kathy Perrine was cheered mightily when she performed her chart toppers. The loudest cheers were reserved for Jordan as she demonstrated why she was the top selling artist in the world, delivering some of her biggest hits. Jordan's songs had received the loudest ovations until Gwen performed 'Hate Myself for Loving You'.
Steve and Charlie led in with their guitars while Jordan and Kathy did back-up vocals for Gwen. All three women pranced around the stage in sync as Gwen delivered one of the songs the huge crowd had waited so long to hear. Gwen gained energy from the crowd and delivered a searing, sexy, emotional rendition of her hit. Millions of people danced and sang along with her as she pranced across the stage, singling out individual fans with gestures and singing lines directly to them as she belted out the song. It went so well that Charlie signaled to the group to immediately go through the entire song a second time. Thousands of fans had gained the feeling that President Hammer had sung directly to them!



Gwen conferred with her friends during a break and at the beginning of the last set, she and Steve performed 'Billie Jean' complete with the dance routine they'd made so famous. As soon as the crowd realized what Gwen and Steve were performing, they began a thunderous applause. The band had to play the intro several times before the din abated enough to allow Gwen and Steve to be heard. By the time they ended their performance, the entire city reverberated with the cheers, whistles, and applause of the euphoric audience.
The concert lasted almost an hour longer than any the group had previously performed simply because the audience was so large, receptive, and appreciative. By the time Charlie signaled to the rest that there was no more to give, Steve realized that they had been performing for almost six hours and the crowd appeared to be even larger by the time they ended than it had been when they had begun.
"I know I've been saying this a lot on this tour, but I'll say it again," announced Charlie to the exhausted musicians. "That was the absolutely best performance I've ever been involved with, or have ever seen. Everyone played and sang their asses off for six hours. Lady in Red may just release a live triple CD box set, as well as a video. Proceeds would go to the World Health Organization, and the sum will be substantial. Once again, I have to thank all of you for joining us for this tour, and for giving it your best."
"I've been talking to my publicist and my accountants back in the states," revealed Kathy Perrine. "The downloads and sales of my music have sharply increased since I joined this tour. I'm going to make rather large donations to a few charities when I get back home. I've always been pretty selfish and self-centered. I refused a lot of requests for appearances to help some pretty good causes, and now I'm ashamed that I did.
"Seeing what President Hammer and Lady in Red do for people around the world has opened my eyes. I was a bit skeptical that anyone could be as generous and caring as Lady in Red was reputed to be. I'm a believer now. I've come to realize that the talent and opportunities I've been given come with responsibility. This tour is the best thing I've ever done on so many levels. I have to thank all of you for allowing me to be a part of it and for helping me see the big picture."
After what seemed like a very short night's rest, Gwen's friends and family joined her for the journey to her grandmother's birth place, which was just thirty miles from the small town that had been demolished by the recent earthquake. Caroline Varga had been born nearly eighty years ago in the small town of Encs, northeast of Budapest.
As the motorcade drove down the main street of the town, hundreds of residents waved flags and cheered. Never before had Encs had such important visitors and everyone was eager to demonstrate their appreciation to the Americans.
The motorcade stopped in front of the town's best hotel and soon Gwen and her family were sitting in a private dining room with seven people who had been complete strangers only minutes earlier.
Steve had been unable to conceal his surprise when he met Agnes Varga. The family resemblance with Paula and her daughters was obvious. While she spoke English very well, she appeared hesitant and nervous. Her grandfather, Marcell Varga, was not suffering from the same shyness as his granddaughter. He was unable to speak English, however, so he insisted that Agnes stand at his side and interpret for him.
After being introduced, Marcell explained how he had gathered six of Caroline Varga's closest relatives to accompany him to meet his American relatives. He explained that Caroline was his first cousin, as their fathers had been brothers. As everyone knew, Caroline's immediate family had left for America over seventy years ago. Since he was her only cousin his descendants would be her closest family members remaining in Hungary.
Caroline beamed as she hugged her cousin and his family and then introduced her family. "My daughter, Diane, didn't make the trip, but this is my daughter Paula. Next to her are her daughters Lisa, Kate, and Gwen. My granddaughter Stephanie is the pretty girl standing next to..."
That was as far as Caroline managed before Marcell interrupted with a hearty laugh and began speaking rapidly in Hungarian. When he finally stopped talking, Agnes began translating his thoughts into English. "Grandfather finds it very funny that you introduce the President of the United States simply as your granddaughter. She is the most famous, most beautiful woman in the world, yet to you she is simply Gwen.
"He is very proud of how well his cousin Caroline and her family have done since emigrating to the United States. He often boasts to anyone that will listen that his cousin twice removed is the Lady in Red, the President of the United States, and is also now known as the Queen of Peace. We are all very proud to be related to such inspirational, generous people.
"I apologize! We should have knelt when we first met," suddenly worried the beautiful young woman. "I explained to Grandfather that we should, but we forgot when you came into the room and greeted us so graciously. We were very excited to meet you. Would it be acceptable if we knelt now?"
"No! Please don't," responded Gwen catching Agnes's elbows just as she began to kneel. "You're family! I don't expect anyone to kneel before me, and certainly not family. I would like a nice hug from each of you. You're such a beautiful young woman!"
"I think we may have discovered the face for Lady in Red Productions here in Hungary, and perhaps beyond," suggested Stephanie as she waited her turn to hug the young woman. "With a little promotion with Gwen, Kate, and Lisa, she could become our Hungarian face for the Lady in Red."
"That's a great idea!" responded a smiling Kate. "That's why you're heading up our European division. You're always looking for opportunities to promote and improve the company."
"I guess we're getting ahead of ourselves and everyone is wondering what we're talking about, so let's explain everything," offered Stephanie. "Lady in Red Productions is going to make Encs a production center for the Lady in Red clothing line. We've already obtained the necessary permits and signed a very long term lease on almost fifteen acres of land.
"We'll build a state of the art clothing manufacturing facility here. We'll hire and train locals and pay them a very good wage. We're going to create the 'Caroline Varga Collection'. Doesn't that have a great ring to it? The designs will be unique from those made in our other facilities, and the quality will be top-notch."
Gwen's grandmother was in tears by the time Stephanie finished explaining Lady in Red's plans for the area. Agnes quickly translated Lady in Red's intentions to her relatives so they would understand the tears that were flowing down Caroline's cheeks.
"I wish your grandfather had lived to see this," sobbed Caroline as she hugged Stephanie. Then she embraced her daughter and granddaughters, along with their husbands and Jordan and Charlie. "This is the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me! What an honor! I guess I'll be coming back here pretty often to keep an eye on things, and to visit my relatives."
"That's right, Grandma," agreed Lisa. "We're having a nice home built not far from the factory for you, or any of the family to use when we're here. You should come over here as often as you like."
"We're glad that we've made you happy, Grandma," stated Gwen with a big smile. "We wanted to honor you for quite some time. This seemed the perfect opportunity. Now let's have a nice lunch before Stephanie addresses the media. This'll probably get Congress all worked up again, but we don't really care, do we."
Steve was standing in line for the buffet lunch when Agnes Varga approached him. "How's our little cousin doing?" asked Steve as he held his arms out to hug the young woman.
"You are so kind to me! I can't believe that I'm actually hugging you," effused Agnes as she wrapped her arms around Steve's solid frame. "You're so strong and so brave! I saw you on TV when you emerged from that old church after saving all of those people. I've watched all of your movies and have all of your songs saved.
"I followed you long before we realized that Gwen was a cousin. When I was a little girl, my aunt showed me the video of you and Gwen dancing that first time, when she became the Lady in Red. It was so romantic! Then this morning I saw on TV where you proposed a toast to Gwen for another child. I saw how you poured your love for her into your words and your kiss."
"You make me sound pretty old," chuckled Steve. "I guess you would've been a small girl when Gwen and I shared that dance all those years ago. Your cousin is a very special woman and I love her more than I thought possible.
"You're certainly following in the family tradition of beauty," offered Steve as held Agnes at arm's length and looked the blushing girl over. "Your cousin Stephanie seems to think you could be the face for our company here in Europe. Having a beautiful Varga represent the 'Caroline Varga Collection' seems like a great idea to me. How do you feel about it?"
"It's quite daunting," responded the young woman. "Your wife and her sisters are considered the most beautiful women in the world. Stephanie is beautiful as well. I'm less endowed on top, I'm not as attractive, and I'm totally inexperienced in things like this."
"Stephanie?" spoke Steve just loud enough to get Stephanie's attention and she joined Agnes and Steve. "Agnes was just telling me about her concerns about representing the 'Caroline Varga Collection'. She's worried that her boobs aren't big enough, she isn't beautiful enough, and she's too inexperienced. Sound familiar?"
"Boy, does it!" laughed Stephanie, moving closer to Steve and Agnes. "I used to worry about the same things, but one night in a hot tub with Steve pretty well removed those doubts. It's really quite simple, but sometimes we women complicate it. Men love breasts of all sizes and shapes. You have a wonderful figure. You're very lovely, and you'll learn everything you need to know quite quickly. If you're willing, we'll give you a contract today. You can have a lawyer look it over and discuss everything with your family. I promise you'll be pleased with our offer.
"As you know, Lisa, Kate, Gwen, Jordan, and the rest of us have modeled for Lady in Red over the years. You'll be working with us at first to learn the ropes, but by the time we begin production, you'll be the face of the 'Caroline Varga Collection' here and around the world. How's that sound?"
"Can you tell me more about the night in a hot tub with Steve?" asked Agnes, looking at Steve and blushing again.
"That's what caught your attention? You really are like the other women in our family! Maybe we can set something up for you. In fact, it's almost necessary since Steve has a thing about seeing every female in Gwen's family naked," responded Stephanie with a smile. "Don't ask. I'll tell you about it sometime when there are fewer ears around. Just know that it's a family tradition, you're a part of the family, and your virtue is totally safe.."
"My friend's cousin was one of those trapped underground with Steve in that awful earthquake. She told my friend that Steve saved all of their lives, and his strength was unbelievable. She's only sixteen, but she thinks she's in love," revealed Agnes.
"She's a member in a pretty big club. Falling in love with Steve is not an unusual occurrence," pointed out Lisa, joining the conversation. "When this world tour is over, we'd like to fly you to Sparta for some training and modeling with the rest of us Lady in Red representatives. Within the year, we'll be producing the 'Caroline Varga Collection' right here. You'll be representing us all over Europe, if you're willing."
"This is so hard to believe! I'm just a regular Hungarian girl and you're offering me this incredible opportunity. You just met me. Are you certain that I'm the one you want for this promotion?" asked Agnes nervously.
"We tend to make a lot of our decisions quickly," admitted Lisa. "We've become pretty good judges of character, plus you're family. Lady in Red is all about family and friends. You'll do fine."
A short time later, Gwen directed everyone to return to the motorcade. "We're faced with a much sadder chore now. There's a memorial service for the victims of that earthquake this afternoon. We have to attend. Agnes, please ride with us."
Gwen was impressed with the progress made in the small town in the two short days since she had left in a helicopter. Much of the rubble and debris had already been removed. Several of the destroyed buildings had been hauled away and reconstruction was already beginning. There was a lot of work yet to be done, but the progress was already encouraging.
A small platform with a canvas roof had been erected near the old church. The memorial service was to be conducted there. Several hundred people had already assembled in front of the platform when Gwen and her entourage arrived. The motorcade found the field that had been used by the helicopters to land rather crowded with tents, machinery, and construction materials. Eventually they came upon a small meadow suitable for parking and within easy walking distance of the church.
Gwen held Saint's hand and Steve carried their daughter, Vicky, as they began the trek toward the old church. Almost instantly, all machinery was turned off and work halted as laborers, volunteers, and citizens silently watched President Hammer and her family and friends approach the town. By the time Gwen and Steve reached the main street that led to the old church, people began dropping to one knee and bowing.
It occurred to Gwen that she would never become accustomed to the respect and reverence people demonstrated to her. She could only strive to become the person that so many felt she already was. A few small tears trickled down her cheek as she clutched Saint's hand a bit tighter and then slid her free hand into Steve's.
Everyone that had gathered for the memorial service was kneeling as Gwen approached. She realized that she recognized many of the faces. Some were children she had treated, and many were folks that had joined her that night in her long vigil at the cemetery as she prayed for the rescue of her son and husband.
"Please stand," began Gwen as she released Steve's hand and gestured for everyone to take their feet. As the locals began rising, Gwen moved into the crowd with Saint and Steve, who still carried Vicky on his hip. She hugged everyone that she could reach while Steve shook hands and gave one armed hugs to many of the women. The precocious Saint demonstrated an instinctive understanding of the situation and hugged everyone that approached him.
Gwen was smiling and beginning to offer encouragement to the young parents of the baby born in the basement of the old church when she saw Lena Kiss step up to Saint and hug him fiercely. She glanced at Steve. He winked at Gwen before returning his attention to Saint and Lena. When Lena finally released Saint, she stepped over to Steve, who gently bent and picked her up with his free arm and held her on his other hip as the lovely little girl wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him tightly.
"I knew you were the only man that could save everyone, and you did," whispered Lena. "You are the Warrior."
Steve simply smiled at the girl as he held her tightly and kissed her forehead. When he placed her back on the ground, Lena moved in front of Gwen and dropped to one knee. "Ma'am, you are our Queen", was all she said.
Gwen's eyes misted over as she knelt down by the little girl and embraced her. When she returned to her feet, the blonde girl rose with her, still in her arms.
"You're such a beautiful little girl," beamed Gwen through her tears. "Destiny will bring us together often, I'm sure. Just know that if you ever need me, Steve, or even Saint, we'll be there for you. Your parents have been told how to reach us any time of day or night."
Gwen returned her attention to the couple with the newborn baby boy. "I speak some English," revealed the young woman. "We named our baby Saint Steven Szabo."
"You named him after the patron saint of Hungary, as well as the very church under which he was born!" exclaimed Gwen. "That was a great idea. Our son is nicknamed Saint and we think it's a pretty neat name."
"Not exactly. We named him after your son and your husband," emphasized the young woman as her husband nodded in agreement. "That a boy named Saint, and a man named Steven would risk their lives to save complete strangers was difficult to accept. When you consider that they are extremely wealthy, yet treated all of us with respect and compassion, there was no real option. Our son will proudly bear the names of the two wonderful Americans whose heroics allowed him to enter this world"
"That is such an honor! May I hold your baby?" asked Gwen. "I want to remember the baby bearing the names of my son and my husband. He's adorable! You've been truly blessed."
"Madam President? If he had been a girl, we would have named her Saint Gwen," revealed the infant's mother. "My husband was there when you demanded that the rescuers search the old church for us, even though you had no possible way of knowing we were there. My husband believes you made the decision because the old church bore the names of your son and husband, but I think there was something else. I believe that God somehow told you where to find us. You are President of the United States, but you are our Queen, and God communicates with you. Thank you for blessing our family with such good fortune."
Before Gwen could respond, the newborn infant began to fuss and the young mother excused herself to find a suitable location to feed her baby. Steve stood close as Gwen struggled to recover her equilibrium. She worked to push back the many questions that had come to her mind as the young mother spoke of how God had told her where to find Saint, Steve, and the others. Deciding it was an issue for another time, Gwen forced her thoughts to focus on the task at hand and resumed greeting the people gathered around her.
Somehow, Lena remained in Gwen's arms as she continued to offer encouragement to the citizens of the small town. It did not go unnoticed that the President of the United States, one of the wealthiest women in the world, elegantly coiffed and dressed, never hesitated to hug everyone she could, regardless of their dirty, ragged clothes. It was obvious to all that she valued and respected them, regardless of their appearance, or their station in life.
Gwen's Secret Service agents were nervously hovering nearby, trying to watch for any possible threat to President Hammer while remaining as unobtrusive as possible. Having a president that insisted on mingling with people made their jobs more difficult, but it also filled them with great pride to serve a woman with the compassion and concern that Gwen displayed.
Eventually, a gray haired man stepped to the platform and began speaking Hungarian into a microphone. Gwen and some of the other women in her entourage were offered the few chairs that were available. Gwen simply shook her head and gestured invitingly to several older people in the crowd. Her intention was gleaned immediately and several elderly ladies were led to the chairs where they gratefully sat. The gray haired man spoke for about ten minutes. He managed to draw nods and a few tears from the people as he spoke. Near the end of his speech, Gwen heard her name mentioned as the man gestured for her to come to the microphone.



"Agnes, please come with me and translate for everyone," requested Gwen as she gently handed Lena to Hanna and walked toward the small platform. Once on the small stage, she took Agnes' hand and tugged her over to stand nearby as she spoke.
"Thank you all. We greatly appreciate the reception we received today," began Gwen. "Many of you appear to believe that my friends and I gave a great deal and received very little in return. That would be an incorrect assumption. You were the victims of a horrible tragedy, yet you gave us so much, and I thank you for it."
Gwen paused occasionally to allow Agnes to translate her words into Hungarian. "You have given me faith; faith in my fellow man, and faith in a greater plan for us all. You've shown me courage, strength, and compassion. I will leave here a better person than I was when I arrived, and for that I thank all of you.
"We grieve for those wonderful souls we lost that terrible day, but we celebrate their lives and their love. They will never be forgotten, even as this small town rebuilds and becomes stronger and more vibrant than ever. Improving your town, your lives, and your relationships will be your living testimonial to your loved ones."
Like everything involving Gwen, the press relentlessly covered her return to the earthquake ravaged town. Morning news programs back in the states showed her embracing the disheveled earthquake victims as she offered words of encouragement. There was some speculation about the small blonde girl that clung to Gwen as she greeted people. It was obvious to the viewers that Gwen cared deeply for the youngster that had been identified as the girl that had shared the danger of being trapped underground with Steve and Saint. Of course, at that time no one watching could ever guess the tremendous effect the small girl would have on the future of mankind.
After saying a long goodbye to the townspeople, Gwen, Steve, and their friends returned to Budapest. Steve and Naomi had practically demanded that everyone take the time to enjoy a dinner cruise on the Danube since they had such pleasant memories of the cruise they took years earlier, when they had accompanied Senators Chatham and Mason to Hungary.
"You were right to insist we do this!" agreed Gwen once they were underway. "The city is so beautiful at night. Look at how the bridges are lit so wonderfully. You're such a romantic!"
Steve grinned at Gwen's praise before pulling her close and kissing her. "Do you two mind?" chided Kate. "You've already put Gwen in a family way. Maybe you should give her a rest until the tour is over."
"Speak for yourself, Kate!" retorted Gwen. "I want Steve to make love to me in every city we visit. As you just pointed out, he can't get into any further trouble now that I'm already pregnant, so we might as well make the most of the opportunity."
"Madam President, did you just tell us that you plan to have hot monkey sex in every city we visit?" asked Charlotte, doing her best to appear shocked.
"Yes, I guess I did, although not in those rather crude terms," agreed Gwen with a grin. "Is enjoying sex with one's husband un-presidential or something?"
"It may be without precedent, but I haven't found anything in the Constitution that makes it a crime," admitted Kate. "But then, we've never had a pregnant president before. This is new territory. I wonder if your son will need security clearance before he's permitted to enter the world."
Early the next morning, Gwen, with Steve at her side, faced the press in the ballroom of her hotel before the scheduled flight to Kiev. "Madam President! Can you tell us when your baby is due?" asked the first reporter Gwen selected.
"Not really. I haven't done the math, but any of you can figure it out. I'm four days pregnant, so it's roughly nine months from four days ago," replied Gwen with a smile.
"It's impossible to determine that you're pregnant that soon after conception!" declared a male reporter from a major network. "You certainly wouldn't know the baby's gender that fast!"
Gwen then pointed to Amber Stahl, and to Amber's credit, she understood exactly what to say. "Madam President, congratulations on your pregnancy. Can you tell us what made you decide to move the rescue operation from the collapsed building Saint and Steve had entered to the old church, coincidentally named Saint Stephen?"
"It was simply something I knew to be necessary to save the lives of those people trapped, including Steve and Saint. I can't really offer you an explanation that will appear logical and reasonable," responded Gwen.
"You didn't answer my question about how you could know that you're pregnant so soon," objected the network reporter from a moment earlier.
"Sir, you never asked me a question. You simply stated that I couldn't possibly know that I'm pregnant with a son. I see no point in responding to a random statement. You've already determined that I'm either lying, totally mistaken, or making a really wild guess," observed Gwen calmly. "I won't accept any questions from you."
The entire press pool went very silent as they considered President Hammer's response to the belligerence of their fellow reporter. She was normally very cordial and considerate, but the reporter had all but called her either a liar or a fool. They had many other subjects to broach, so from that point forward no one questioned why Gwen felt she was pregnant.
"Madam President, congratulations on your pregnancy," began a tall thin man from a Budapest paper who had quickly determined that Amber Stahl had the correct approach by being conciliatory on the issue. "Your first ever concert in Budapest drew an audience estimated at a million and a half people. Was the size and enthusiasm of the crowd a surprise, and how do you like Budapest?"
"Let me begin by stating that I simply love this beautiful and ancient city. I'm so glad we made it part of our world tour. I'll cherish the memories of this visit the rest of my life. I was very much surprised at the size of the crowd that attended our concert. The energy they brought to the performance was incredible. My grandmother was born in Hungary, so I have more than a little Hungarian blood coursing through my veins.
"I feel like I've been welcomed home by the people of this great country. I'm honored and humbled by the reception my family and friends have received here. I wish to thank President Áder for his warm reception, as well as being so kind as to invite us. The people of this great country have made me feel very welcome, to the extent of making me and my family citizens. I hope to build on that, and further improve the already cordial relations the United States has with Hungary."
"Your tour, and especially the response by you and your Lady in Red company to the earthquake, has been covered extensively by the media back in the United States. Opinion polls show that the American public supports your actions in almost unbelievable percentages," prefaced a woman from a major American network. "Do you expect Congress to be more amenable to approving your cabinet choices, considering the strong grassroots support you're receiving?"
"I have no expectations regarding Congress," replied Gwen tersely.
"Are you concerned about having your cabinet selections approved?" followed up the lady reporter.
"Make no mistake, I do want my appointments approved, but I'll not be wasting any time trying to placate and mollify a fickle Congress. They are the ones that approached me about becoming vice president. My wealth and position were never even mentioned when both houses voted to approve my appointment as Vice President. Nothing has changed, except for the attitude of many of our elected representatives.
"I've never campaigned for any office in my life. I accepted the vice presidency because I felt it would help our country get past a possible constitutional crisis. I am now President of the United States, but I am not a politician and I refuse to become one. I'm extremely honored to serve my country, but I will not waste one minute of my time trying to convince the legislative branch of government to do the right thing for our great nation. They are, for the most part, driven by personal and party agendas. I have no interest in pursuing either."
"Madam President, congratulations on your pregnancy," began another network reporter. "Your relationship with many members of Congress has been contentious almost from the first day you assumed the presidency. Can you explain why that has come about?"
"I hardly think that an explanation is necessary," replied Gwen immediately. "Many members of Congress feel that their role in government is to promote themselves and their party. They do so at the expense of our nation and its citizens. However long I serve as president, I will always do what I feel is best for the United States. That radical approach seems to cause more than a little consternation in Washington."
"Madam President, did you realize that you were pregnant that evening you spent kneeling and praying for your husband and son's safe return?" asked a reporter from another Hungarian paper. "Can you describe what your thoughts were that night?"
"Yes, I knew I was carrying Steve's son even then. My thoughts centered on the safe return of Saint and Steve and how much I loved them. I came to love my friends, relatives, and the Hungarian people even more as they worked together tirelessly to stabilize that old church and free the victims trapped beneath, even though they had no real reason other than my assertion to believe anyone was even in it. That act of faith was a tremendous source of comfort for me. I am humbled to have such friends. I have seen firsthand how men and women of courage and honor conduct themselves, which is yet another reason I have so little concern for the opinions and actions of Congress."
"You still haven't explained how you could know you're pregnant with a son!" broke in the belligerent reporter that had so recently been rebuffed by Gwen.
"Please allow me to handle this, Madam President," responded Steve, stepping to the microphones. "Ladies and Gentlemen of the press, President Hammer has to prepare for her flight to Kiev, so she must terminate this session. However, I'm already packed and ready to travel. If Mr. Kingston would care to remain behind, I'll be quite happy to pursue this discussion with him."
The aggressive reporter turned a bright red as a scowl crossed his face. Unable to meet Steve's eyes, he turned and hurried from the now silent room.
"Madam President, thank you for your time. Remind us never to imply that you're not forthcoming and truthful," chuckled Amber Stahl. "Kingston's desire for the truth wasn't strong enough to motivate him to pursue a one on one with your husband."
"Thank you, Amber. I thought Steve was quite generous with that offer. I'm sure he'd have found the proper response for Mr. Kingston's rude behavior," chuckled Gwen as she gave Steve a brief kiss on the lips before taking his hand and leading him from the room.
Air Force One landed in Kiev two hours later. The Ukrainian people were extremely proud that President Hammer had included Kiev on her world tour. She and her husband had always treated Ukraine very well. The state of the art hospital Lady in Red had built and funded was the pride of Kiev and all of Ukraine. People from across Europe and beyond traveled to Kiev to receive the best possible health care, often at no charge to the patient. The facility had already expanded once, and more wings were said to be in the planning stage.
As the motorcade wound slowly through the streets of Kiev, Ukrainians lined the sidewalks, waving and cheering their welcome for President and Steve Hammer, along with the other owners of Lady in Red. The city was already feeling the effects of thousands of travelers entering the city in anticipation of the concert to be performed in Independence Square the following evening.
The state dinner that night was a gala affair. Steve and Gwen made certain that Nadiya and Hans received a great deal of their attention. Nadiya's father had retired from government service, but Nadiya herself was extremely well known and popular in her homeland. The fact that she had been a strong personal friend of President Hammer for many years increased her prestige and popularity.
Steve was of the opinion that in the future, under the right circumstances, Nadiya could attain the position of Prime Minister, and eventually President. Her father had been held in high esteem in Ukrainian politics and had developed many lasting friendships among government officials. That possibility was only enhanced as Nadiya and Hans were constantly seen chatting and laughing with the Hammers and their close friends and relatives. It was apparent to all that they had an easy and warm relationship with the Americans. In Kiev, and the entire Ukraine, that friendship was a source of great pride. Nadiya's star was still rising. Gwen and Steve both realized the advantages of having strong allies in governments around the globe and felt that Nadiya would be one of the best.
"I remember that night in Paris many years ago when that skier thought he would steal Gwen from you," recalled Nadiya as she and Steve enjoyed a dance. "He had no chance but was way too full of himself to realize it. No real woman would give you up for a fool like him, and Gwen is the smartest woman I have ever met. I do wonder if that fellow had managed to entice Gwen if I would have had a chance with you."
"You're an extremely intelligent, beautiful woman," began Steve before Nadiya interrupted.
"But, you're so in love with Gwen that you can't even imagine any scenario where you are not with her," finished Nadiya. "Naomi and Jordan are two very dear friends and we talk. They said you told them both the same thing when they asked you similar questions years ago. That loyalty of yours may be your strongest trait. You are a man of honor and totally devoted to your wife. That devotion has played no small part in carrying her to the Presidency of the United States. Your support and friendship has lifted me higher than I ever dreamed, and it could boost my career to even greater heights. You already know that I will never forget or forsake my American friends. I understand why you are so good to me and I truly appreciate it."
"Gwen didn't need any help from me to get where she is. You never did, either," replied Steve sincerely.
"And that is another trait women find so appealing," laughed Nadiya. "You are very modest and always downplay your role in the lives of those you love. Your modesty is refreshing in this jaded world.
"Gwen did have a little help to become an expectant mother again, didn't she? It's very uplifting to see the love you have for each other. But now that I know about the old blind woman, I realize that fate had plans for you two from the beginning. That little girl, Lena, is adorable and Saint already demonstrates the same strengths of character his father possesses. Your family is going to be very interesting to watch over the next decade or so."
"I'm glad you're enjoying it," replied Steve. "I feel a tremendous responsibility to see that Saint learns life's lessons and becomes the best he possibly can be. If he's meant for great things, the burden's on me to see that he's prepared."
"I would think that watching and helping you save those people trapped in that earthquake is exactly the sort of thing that instills your values in your son. You worry about it, but just being who you are and doing what you do will ensure that Saint learns the right values. With you as a father, he can do no less."
The next morning began with an emotional breakfast as Vince Rosen, Cindy Quick, Kate, Lisa, Jason, and Naomi, along with Chip and Jared were scheduled to fly back to Washington to appear before various Senate committees.
"Let me see if I have this right," stated Kate. "You want us to tell the truth when we're questioned. Does that pretty well cover it?"
"That may oversimplify it, but not by much," asserted Steve with a grin. "Make no promises except to serve Gwen and your country to the best of your ability. Don't apologize for your success, or your wealth. Stress that you will not be accepting any compensation for your service and that you'll assist Gwen in any way possible, whether you're officially approved or not. Be as courteous and respectful as their behavior merits, but if they attempt to bait you, push back. Keep in mind that they have nothing you need. You aren't dependent on them."
"Yeah!" interjected Jared. "That reminds me of the first few days of training camp in our rookie year. We were almost twenty seven years old, had served in the military as officers, but we were considered rookies. They have a lot of little hazing traditions in pro ball. The Skins had one where rookies carried the duffel bags of the veterans.
"Steve and I were lugging huge bags around for two veterans that were younger than us. They had stuffed some weights in with their clothes just to bust our balls a little. One day we were taking a team bus to a media event and these two guys insisted that we carry their bags, even though they weren't needed and no one else was taking any.
The guy Steve was carrying for, Mad Dog Jones, wasn't content with just busting Steve's chops a little. He began making some pretty inappropriate comments about Gwen and how big her smile would be when she met Mad Dog and he showed her his prized possession. This is where it gets good," laughed Jared as he recalled that day.
"We stepped off the bus lugging these bags of weights when Steve makes like a hammer thrower in a track and field event. He spins around a few times and lets go of the bag. We were all watching in amazement as it cleared the railing and landed in the middle of a small retention pond, scaring away a dozen geese that were calling the pond home.
"Mad Dog got all pissed and yelled at Steve that he had just disrespected him and his property. Steve snarled right back at him that he owed no respect to him, or anyone else that would speak that way about a lady. If he wanted his shit back, he could go diving for it."
"I never heard that story," chuckled Billy. "Mad Dog Jones was a huge defensive end. He was traded to Minnesota the year you guys joined the Skins. He played as a back-up there for a couple years before he was cut."
"That's the guy," agreed Jared. "The entire team, as well as the coaches saw the whole thing. Mad Dog wanted to rip Steve's head off and Steve just stood there, grinning at him with the confidence we're so familiar with. When it came right down to it, Mad Dog just didn't have the nerve to try Steve. He finally turned and walked away. The team owner heard the story from the GM and they traded him later that week.
"I think the coaches were pretty happy about the whole scene. Steve sent a message to every player on the team by tossing Mad Dog's bag into the drink. He was perfectly willing to go along with the silly tricks and games they played on rookies, but no one was ever allowed to disrespect him, or his lady. That little stunt secured his role as team leader. Not many teams have a quarterback that can kick the crap out of everyone on the team. You have to remember this happened just a month or so after he had cleaned the butcher's clock and tossed him into the ocean. The guys were well aware of what Steve was capable of doing."
"Thanks for that tale, Jared. It pretty much sums up Steve's approach to people. He treats everyone with respect until they demonstrate that they don't deserve it. I'll keep that attitude in mind when I'm being grilled by those Senators," stated Lisa.
"Listen, everyone. I know I'm sending you back to Washington where they'll probably insult you, your family, your friends, and your family pet. Try to be as patient and respectful as possible under the conditions you'll be facing. Know that Steve and I love all of you and we'll support you until hell freezes over," added Gwen. "You mean more to us than this job ever will."



"Speaking of your job," began Lisa. "South Korea's Park is out and the new government wants very much to correct what it feels was the poor decision by Park to not honor you at a state dinner. I told them that you'd be receptive to meeting with representatives of the newly formed government once your world tour was concluded and you've had an opportunity to get settled back in Washington."
Ashley then joined the conversation. "I have some news. I received a call from the president of NBS last night. It seems that they've reassigned Andrew Kingston. He asked me to convey his deepest apologies for Mr. Kingston's unpleasant statements at your last press conference. He insisted that they did not reflect the opinions or policy of the network. He especially wanted me to tell Steve. He said that he hoped it would be enough, but if Steve wasn't happy with the decision, he should call his private number and the network would be sure to make it right."
"I wonder if that apology has anything to do with the three year deal they signed with Lady in Red Productions to broadcast the annual Christmas show you guys put on," wondered Kate. "Now that you're President of the United States, that deal must really look very sweet to them. If Kingston had screwed that up, they would've had him sweeping up the mail room."
"It's interesting that he wanted to be certain that Steve was placated. One of the biggest reasons not to insult the President of the United States is fear of her husband," pointed out Naomi. "It was pretty evident that Steve was pissed big time at Kingston. He was smart to get out while he could still walk."
Gwen, Jordan, Charlie, and Steve spent the afternoon touring the hospital Lady in Red had built years before. They were greeted warmly by everyone they met, patients and staff alike.
"This is why we won't be placing our company in blind trust of any kind," explained Gwen to members of the press as their visit concluded. "You've just seen firsthand how this hospital is benefiting people of Kiev and the entire Ukraine. The hospital we built in Moscow has been very well received and serves thousands of people every year. We fund these institutions generously, thus ensuring that everyone entering our buildings receives the best possible medical attention. That's why we work so hard at keeping Lady in Red Productions a growing international business. We have some very heartfelt and substantial obligations to meet."
Kiev was one of the few cities on the tour that had previously hosted concerts by 'Lady in Red', but that didn't dampen the enthusiasm of the huge crowd gathered to enjoy the American musicians as they once again performed in Independence Square.
Knowing how well the Ukrainian people cared for her and what Lady in Red had done for them, Gwen was not surprised to have the vast audience go to one knee as she moved to the front of the stage. She sported a huge smile as she waved to the crowd before motioning everyone to stand. By the time they had gained their feet, Charlie had signaled the band to begin. The crowd was immediately dancing in the streets.
For Gwen and the rest of the musicians, it was almost like playing in front of their home town. They were relaxed yet energetic as they entertained around a million of their closest friends. The huge audience was vocal and very enthusiastic as they sang along and danced to the music for nearly five hours.
The following morning Gwen and Steve took time to once again answer questions from the reporters traveling with them. They weren't scheduled to depart for Moscow until noon and had time for a more detailed press conference.
The first thing Gwen noticed as she stepped into the room to meet with the press was Heather Jensen standing on the left side of the group. "Heather? This is a pleasant surprise. Are you reporting for a news outlet?"
"Thanks, Madam President," replied the attractive young blonde as the pool of reporters turned their attention to her. "I've been assigned to replace Mr. Kingston, who had to attend to pressing matters back in New York. I arrived a few hours ago. It's an honor to be here covering your world tour and all of the things you're accomplishing."
"Thank you, Heather," responded Gwen, stepping to the microphone. "It's always nice to see someone from Sparta doing well. Why don't we begin the questioning with you?"
"Rumor is swirling in Washington that your husband has been summoned to appear before a Senate committee to determine if he should be approved as your national security advisor, and he declined. Can you comment on that?"
"Wow! I can see you won't be lobbing softballs at me," chuckled Gwen as she considered her answer.
"Congress is well aware that Steve is committed to this world tour. We need him for his talent and stage presence in our concerts. As you well know, Heather, a great many people would be very disappointed if he failed to appear on stage with us. The fact is that I also rely heavily on his advice when I meet with foreign leaders. I'd be foolish not to take advantage of what I feel is the most knowledgeable person in international diplomacy available anywhere.
"Then there's the fact that above all, Steve's my husband, my confidant, and my lover. Why would we even consider being apart at a time like this? We don't take orders from Congress, especially if they interfere with our family, my job, and national security," finished Gwen firmly.
"Is your husband your national security advisor?" asked the next reporter. "Doesn't he have to be given security clearance and approval from Congress to hold that position?"
"Steve and Naomi are the two people that I turn to for advice on international matters. Naomi is back in Washington and prepared to appear before a Senate committee in a few days. The short answer would be that Steve really is my national security advisor, although he does not hold that official title. As far as security clearance is concerned? He's my husband. Has any president ever had a spouse who required a security clearance? Do you think any president has ever discussed sensitive issues with a spouse? Steve needs no vetting. You all know that. For Congress to suggest that a highly decorated former Navy Lieutenant Commander, Navy SEAL, and trusted advisor to several presidents needs its approval is ludicrous. I'll proudly compare Steve's qualifications, integrity, patriotism, and knowledge with any Senator or Congressman that questions his credentials."
"Does your husband currently have total access to any and all information available to you, Madam President, including classified documents?" asked another network reporter.
"Absolutely," replied Gwen succinctly.
"Are you concerned about how this response may appear to Congress? Your husband has refused to comply with a summons from the Senate Intelligence Committee," continued the same reporter.
"Steve has not refused to appear before the committee. In fact, he's already informed them that he'll be willing to appear later in the fall, once this tour is over and our schedules become more stable," replied Gwen. "As far as Congress' reaction is concerned, you need to submit that question to them. I'm sure their constituents will be interested in their responses"
"It appears that the sale of the Washington Redskins to your company is a mere formality at this point," pointed out Heather. "Are you going to go through with the purchase if the NFL grants final approval?"
"We submitted our offer over eighteen months ago, long before I was even considered for Vice President. We knew it would be a slow process, but now that it may finally be approved, we'll move forward as quickly as the situation allows."
"Will Steve come out of retirement if you gain ownership this season?" pursued Heather.
"We've been far too busy to even think about that possibility. I'll support Steve if that should be his decision. He and Jared would certainly make it a better team," added Gwen as she glanced at her handsome husband and smiled.
"Do you blame the officials for the Super Bowl loss earlier this year?" asked a cable news reporter.
"Steve would be very upset with me if I did," responded Gwen. "Games are won and lost by players and coaches. It's that simple. Steve never assigns blame for a loss. He simply looks for ways to improve. We have no dispute with the officials and we very much appreciate their professionalism and knowledge of the sport."
A reporter standing in the back asked, "Do you think Congress will approve Vince Rosen as Vice President? Will the Senate confirm your sister, your brother-in-law, Naomi White and her father, Jeff Wilson to cabinet level positions?"
"Again, you should direct those questions to members of Congress. I've submitted the names of extremely qualified people for positions in our government," replied Gwen. "It's my hope that they'll be approved, but we're all aware of the current climate in Washington. Time will tell."
"Did you or your husband have anything to do with Andrew Kingston being called back to New York, and a personal friend of yours, Ms. Jensen, replacing him?" asked a cable news reporter.
"Let me assure you that we did not contact his network, for any reason. They did contact my Press Secretary, Ashley, to apologize for his behavior and she acknowledged that apology. Neither I, nor Steve, had any intention of having him removed from this tour," stated Gwen firmly. "That said, I think it was obvious to everyone that Steve was irked by Mr. Kingston's attitude toward me. He may have intended to have a private discussion with Mr. Kingston, but neither of us indicated to anyone in any way that we wanted him removed."
"Is it appropriate for your husband to physically threaten people, especially reporters, when he perceives some sort of insult has been directed toward you?" asked the same reporter.
"Steve did not threaten Mr. Kingston. He simply suggested a more private opportunity to explain our position to Mr. Kingston. You may assume there was a threat, but I know Steve. He's never physically harmed anyone that didn't start the fracas. He will, on occasion, intimidate others. If you just stand your ground and calmly discuss any disagreement you have with him, he'll never harm you.
"That said, Steve will not stand idly by when someone becomes overly offensive or inappropriate toward me or my children. He's my husband and he considers protecting his family to be a top priority. I see no fault in that and I doubt that many other women would either.
"As all of you know, I have a flight to Moscow this morning and I have to prepare. Thank you for your time," concluded Gwen as she took Steve's hand and walked side by side with him as they left the room.
Once Air Force One was in the air, Ashley asked the question that was puzzling her. "Isn't Heather awfully young to be a White House correspondent for a major network? She wasn't afraid to ask questions however, was she?"
"Steve pretty much jump started her career when she was a reporter in Charlotte, North Carolina," recalled Gwen. "It was two years ago that she tried to contact Steve in the off season. The station she was working for was scheduled to participate in the local version of 'Dancing with the Stars'.
"You know how they usually go. News anchors are coerced into trying to look good in tuxedos and gowns as they attempt to learn some basic moves for the dance floor. Heather's station had an excellent female anchor about sixty years old. She flat out refused to participate. It was certainly her right, but Heather thought the determining factor was that a rival station had an extremely attractive woman who happened to be a former gymnast, anchoring their morning news. She had been selected to represent her station. She was tough competition, even for a much younger woman.
"The older news woman shrewdly insisted that Heather, who was young and quite beautiful, be the female representative for their station. Heather accepted the assignment and was told to find a dance partner, hopefully a professional. That was all the effort her station put into it. After spending a week visiting every dance studio she could find, Heather asked us for help. I still remember how anxious she was," reminisced Gwen.
"Heather had been a high school classmate of Cheryl Baxter's. She knew that Cheryl worked for Lady in Red and called her to ask how to get in touch with Steve. Cheryl promised that she would pass Heather's contact information to Steve, and she should wait to hear from him. To Cheryl's credit, she gave the information to me, rather than Steve. Cheryl's reasoning was I probably wouldn't want someone giving my husband the phone number of a beautiful single woman. That's why she's doing so well with Lady in Red. She's considerate, smart, and loyal," offered Gwen with a smile.
"Heather was surprised when I called her. She had been hoping to hear from Steve. She knew what a soft touch he is for beautiful women. Once Heather explained her situation and how all of the proceeds were to benefit shelters for battered women in the Charlotte area, I told her that I'd discuss it with Steve and let her know.
"Heather told me that the Skins were scheduled to play the Panthers in Charlotte that weekend, so it wouldn't involve extra travel. She offered to come to Washington to spend a few days working on their dance routine. The girl had it all worked out! Steve agreed, but they rehearsed in Sparta rather than Washington, with Diane's help.
"I remember that now! Steve had a bye week and you both spent the weekend in Sparta. We didn't get to hang out too much because Steve was busy all the time," recalled Billy. "I thought he was studying game films or something."
"Yes, Steve and Heather worked all weekend to perfect the routine. Charlie and Jordan rehearsed with me because we decided to have them dance to live music, which we provided. We didn't tell anyone because we wanted everything to be a total surprise when we performed in Charlotte," revealed Gwen.
"So dancing with Steve that night made that big a difference to Heather's career?" asked Ashley. "I was pretty busy going over things for a senate vote the following week, so I didn't really follow the event too closely."
"With all due modesty, Steve, along with Jordan, Charlie, and me made Heather's career that night," stated Gwen. "Pretending nerves, Heather had maneuvered the dance rotation so that she was last to perform. She never told anyone who her partner would be, and truthfully, not many people seemed to care.
"The woman from the rival channel was really good. Her partner was actually a back-up dancer from the network show 'Dancing with the Stars' and they performed a beautiful routine. It looked like it was all over but the trophy presentation. Then Heather, still without a partner anywhere in sight, stepped up to the microphone and announced that her band would need a couple of minutes to set up and asked everyone to be patient.
"The small orchestra that had played quite well all evening grumbled a little until they saw Jordan, Charlie and me carrying out some equipment. They couldn't help us fast enough once they realized who we were. Charlie had brought along a drummer and another guitar player to fill in around Jordan and him. The crowd came alive while we quickly set up. Once we were ready, the lights on the dance floor went out for several seconds.
"When they came back on, Heather was posed like a dancer from 'A Chorus Line' in a short, low cut, sexy black dress that she had worn under the more modest gown everyone had assumed she would wear for her performance. She was facing Steve, who I have to admit looked sexy as hell. He had on a loose pair of silk trousers held up by suspenders that fit snuggly over his exposed chest. Women in the audience oohed and aaahed as soon as the lights came on.
"We played 'Dirty Laundry' while Steve and Heather performed the sexiest dance I'd ever seen. I was jealous and aroused at the same time as I watched them. I actually had trouble remembering the lyrics. They brought the house down! Afterward, people cheered and applauded for several minutes while Heather and Steve bowed and waved to the audience.
"Then they motioned for Jordan, Charlie, and me to join them in the spotlight and the cheering increased," reminisced Gwen. "The emcee came over to interview us and everyone, including Heather, was stunned when Jordan announced that Lady in Red Productions was donating a million dollars to the benefit, and that we had asked a few corporate friends to help this very worthy cause. They had come up with another million, for a two million dollar total. The stated goal had only been forty thousand dollars.
"I think that station still plays the video of that dance every chance they get. Heather became a bit of a celebrity. Within a few months, she had several offers from larger market stations and wound up in Chicago with an affiliate of ABS. She moved up to anchoring the evening news for the Chicago affiliate a few months ago. Now she's the network's White House correspondent."
"I bet that being on good terms with you and Steve was considered when she was promoted. They sure don't want to jeopardize the contract they have with you to broadcast three Christmas shows on their network," surmised Ashley.
"But she asked some pretty good questions," observed Paula. "She didn't act like she was worried about upsetting you in any way."
"She's smart, Mom. If she were a sycophant, she'd have no credibility. I'm sure that a lot of people think she got where she is because she's got nice boobs and a pretty face. She has to perform as a top journalist or she'll lose any credibility she has. I would hope that she knows that Steve and I expect no special treatment; just some common courtesy."
"So Heather pulled off a promotional stunt that carried her to a network position? That's a great story," insisted Billy.
"Make no mistake, Heather is very talented and, as beautiful as she is, she was bound to make it big eventually. We just sped the process up a bit," replied Gwen.
"That girl is absolutely stunning," observed Paula. "You were very understanding to go along with Steve dancing with her. She could have set her sights on him."
"Of course she would, Mom," acknowledged Gwen. "He's wealthy, famous, handsome, athletic and a bunch of other things women look for in a man. I trust Steve totally. He proved himself years ago when he managed to resist my sisters, Jordan, Stephanie, Nadiya, Naomi, Diane and even you. He loves all of you but he's never strayed, so I'm confident that he's my guy as long as I treat him right."
Moscow was teeming with activity in anticipation of the concert Lady in Red had scheduled for Red Square. A large stage had been erected and the huge jumbotrons were in the process of being installed around the huge square as President Hammer's motorcade made its way through the city. People lined the streets and waved and cheered their approval as the motorcade made its way to the luxury hotel Gwen and Steve had first visited just after high school.
"This brings back memories!" exclaimed Paula to Gwen as they arrived at the hotel. "It seems like yesterday that you and Steve were solving that Russian spy issue with France, and you were barely out of high school!"
"That was pretty much all Steve," replied Gwen as she clutched her husband's hand. "All I did was smile and try not to look dumb."
"That line might work if I hadn't been there to witness the entire thing. You certainly did your share to bring the dispute to a reasonable resolution," recalled Paula. "I should have known back then that one of you'd become President of the United States."
"I wouldn't have been surprised if it had been Steve," admitted Gwen. "Instead, he made a path for me to succeed, always placing my welfare ahead of his own. Have I mentioned lately that I love the guy?"



"I seem to recall hearing that someplace," laughed Paula as she gazed at the couple sitting so close together. "You're an inspiration to the whole country, or more accurately, to the entire world. Sometimes I have trouble believing you're my daughter."
The remainder of Gwen's day was spent in their suite reviewing files and documents concerning the recent interactions between Russia and the United States. Steve and Gwen felt that America had to develop some stronger ties with Russia, finding common ground and some measure of trust. War had appeared far too likely a few short weeks ago and the couple was intent on finding ways to scale back the conflicts with President Kozlov and Russia.
The next morning, Gwen and Steve were driven to the Kremlin to meet with President Kozlov. After giving photographers enough time to get hundreds of photos of the world leaders looking gregarious, Kozlov led the American couple into a large meeting room and offered them comfortable seats near a chair that was obviously his.
"I understand that you are fluent in Russian, Madam President. May I suggest that we dispense with any interpreters and enjoy a private conversation?" began Kozlov politely.
"I think that's an excellent suggestion," replied Gwen with a genuine smile. "We can be more candid without concern for what others may hear or take away from our meeting."
Steve remained silent as Kozlov and Gwen engaged in a far ranging conversation. He couldn't help but marvel at how well Gwen interacted with her Russian counterpart. It was obvious that Kozlov was impressed with Gwen's knowledge of issues concerning the two nations, but there was something else and it took Steve a few more minutes to put his finger on it.
Kozlov was under Gwen's spell! Steve had sat across the desk, looking Kozlov in the eye, insisting that Russia withdraw to previous positions and even subtly suggesting that the United States might resort to using its nuclear arsenal. The man's eyes had been hard, but they showed no emotion. Kozlov masked his emotions very well.
Steve felt like he was now looking at a different person. Kozlov's eyes seldom left Gwen as he smiled and nodded at her comments. For her part, Gwen was as charming and persuasive as Steve had ever seen her, and she was having a noticeable effect on the crusty Russian.
Kozlov had served in Nobokov's administration and had seen Gwen several times over the years, but had never been introduced, or even gotten near the beautiful American. That didn't mean that he hadn't been impressed with her beauty and grace. He had collected all of her movies and had even employed the use of the 'pause' bottom on his player more than a few times during some of Gwen's steamier scenes. To sit so close to the American icon of beauty and see her smile at his remarks caused the older man to feel genuine affection for the President of the United States. It was that softening of attitude that Steve noticed as he quietly observed his wife spin her magic.
"Gwen? Mr. President? I apologize for interrupting, but I would like to be excused to visit the men's room. I hope you don't mind. I'll only be gone a few minutes," promised Steve as he watched the Russian leader turn his attention away from Gwen.
"I understand perfectly!" chuckled the older man. "Please feel free to visit our bathroom. Just step outside and one of my aides will show you the way."
Meanwhile, Gwen had a slightly amused look on her face as she nodded in agreement with President Kozlov. She knew that Steve never had any bladder issues. She always claimed that he had cast iron organs, and he had used the bathroom a few minutes before they left the hotel. He must have determined that Gwen being alone with President Kozlov would somehow be an advantage.
It was almost half an hour later when Steve tapped softly on the door before opening it. "Sorry, I took so long. All of this traveling seems to be taking its toll on me," apologized Steve as he entered the room.
"Again, I understand completely," commiserated the Russian. "Our time is up for today, but President Hammer and I will be meeting once more before you depart, and there is the dinner tonight in her honor. I will see you both then."
"Thank you for your hospitality and candid conversation, Mr. President," replied Gwen as she stood and without hesitation, moved to embrace the Russian leader. "It's my hope that Russia and the United States will be able to work together to resolve issues before they again become so dire as they recently were. You have been most gracious."
Steve saw surprise and then pleasure on Kozlov's face as Gwen hugged him. Once Gwen stepped back, Steve shook the Russian's hand firmly. "Thank you for being so kind to us and for making Gwen so comfortable. You'll find that she's very loyal and considerate to those people she cares for. We look forward to the state dinner and any future meetings."
"Your wife is a remarkable woman," replied Kozlov as he shook Steve's hand. "America has a leader with compassion and strength. It's my hope that Russia and the United States can work together to resolve many of the issues facing our nations.
"Madam President, please feel free to call me any time of the day or night. I believe that communication between you and me will benefit our countries significantly. I will arrange my schedule so that I can visit the United States next year. Thank you for the invitation."
"We look forward to your visit," smiled Gwen. "I only hope that you will feel as welcome in the United States as Steve and I have felt in Russia."
After the meeting Gwen and Steve traveled back to their hotel for a late lunch with their group before preparing for the state dinner later that evening. "You wanted me to be alone with Kozlov and it did make a difference. Once you left the room he began opening up on a variety of topics. Surprisingly, the biggest one on his mind was the health of his granddaughter"
Steve simply raised an interested eyebrow and nodded for Gwen to continue. "She's five years old and was recently diagnosed with leukemia. Her doctors recommended our hospital here for her treatment. Her doctor told him that it was one of the very best children's hospitals in the world. I was taken completely by surprise," admitted Gwen.
"That's pretty serious, but she can be cured, right?" asked Steve.
"Depending on the subtype, the success rate is often pretty good and getting better," replied Gwen. "Kozlov asked a lot of questions about treatment and cures. He's extremely concerned. I reassured him as much as I could without seeing any files on the child. He asked me to look at her records to see what I think and to personally look in on the little girl."
"He knows that you're a pediatric surgeon, doesn't he?" questioned Steve. "You're a great doctor, but leukemia is outside your area of expertise."
"He knew that, but I took the time to explain it to him anyway. He still wants me to go over her diagnosis and treatment just to be sure she's being treated properly. He's looking for emotional support for his family and himself. It's not uncommon. I told him that we're scheduled to visit the hospital tomorrow and I'd check on her, on the QT. As you know, this is a private matter and not for public consumption."
"Interesting how it all works. He's one of the world's most powerful people, but he's at the mercy of technology and the skill and knowledge of the doctors treating his granddaughter," offered Steve. "This sure makes him seem more human than he appeared when I met with him just a few weeks ago."
Gwen's friends and family gathered in a private dining room in their hotel for lunch. "Now that we have Hans, Claude, and James here, I'd like to know what was said to Kozlov about possible nuclear options during the negotiations," stated Gwen as she looked at the three men that had accompanied Steve and Naomi on his diplomatic mission a few weeks prior. "I thought Steve might gloss it over, so I'm asking you gentlemen to fill me in."
Hans quickly glanced at James and then Claude. "James would be the one to ask. He discussed it with Steve while we were flying to China."
"You were sitting right next to me!" pointed out Stephanie's husband. "I really think that Steve would be the best person to explain the entire process."
"James, why don't you tell me?" prodded Gwen. "Steve already told me his version. I'm just curious about anything he may have left out."
"If you insist, Madam President," responded a clearly uncomfortable James Hawthorne. "Kozlov was inferring that he wasn't about to be pushed into realigning his troops because of some casual promise he made to Steve. He more or less told Steve to go pound sand, as you Americans like to say. Steve simply informed him that, as president, you were prepared to do whatever was necessary to protect the United States in the event of a war. Since Russia had you at a tactical disadvantage, all options were on the table.
"Steve never mentioned a nuclear response, but Kozlov assumed that Steve had implied it. He became a bit agitated, but then he agreed to keep his promise."
"You sat at the negotiating table and threatened Russia with nuclear war?" gasped Paula as she turned to Steve. "Wasn't that extreme? Gwen would never use atomic weapons!"
"Mom, please don't assume what I would or wouldn't do to protect the United States. Kozlov pretty much told me the same story that James just gave us. He asked me if I was really prepared to use nuclear weapons."
"Well, what did you tell him?" asked Paula.
"I told him that Steve has my complete confidence and I would follow his advice on any decision if Steve felt it was necessary," replied Gwen calmly.
"My God! You'd actually do that?" asked a stunned Paula.
"There are two things I had to consider when I responded to Kozlov's question. I had to protect Steve's credibility. If I hadn't told him that I'd use those weapons, I would've cut Steve's legs out from under him for any future negotiations. The second thing is quite simple. I will listen to any advice Steve gives me and if he feels strongly that I should do something, I will do exactly that. His knowledge of these situations far outweighs mine. I trust him implicitly. As you can see, I was being totally honest with Kozlov."
Silence ensued for a full minute as Gwen's statement was absorbed by everyone at the table.
"When I think about it that way, you're absolutely right," admitted Paula. "If I were the president, I'd feel the same, but I truly hope it never comes to that. I agree that Steve certainly understands military and political developments better than anyone else."
"Of course, you have to realize that Steve is the most gentle, kind person on the planet most of the time and would never consider using nuclear weapons if there were any other options," added Gwen.
"I don't think that Kozlov was seeing the kind and gentle side of Steve that day," laughed Claude D'Anjou. "He blinked before Steve did and the rest is history, as they say."
President Kozlov made certain that the state dinner that evening was planned and executed to perfection. He was the consummate host, always polite and gracious as he introduced Gwen and Steve to numerous government officials. A short time after they finished eating, Steve saw Vlad and Anna Novokov and ushered Gwen over to greet them.
"Vlad! It's so good to see you!" gushed Gwen as she hugged Vlad Nobokov. "You're looking well. You've got to stop in and visit with Steve and me and see our kids. I'd really like to meet your children, too."
Meanwhile Steve was hugging an obviously pregnant Anna Novokov. "You've put on some weight since the wedding, but you look great! You have a certain glow about you."
"The same glow that you put on your wife's face," laughed Anna as she moved over to hug Gwen. "These men think getting their poor wife pregnant is some kind of amazing feat. I tell Vlad that ordinary men have been doing that for thousands of years, but he just smiles at me."
"I know," agreed Gwen. "Steve's had a silly grin on his face since the moment I told him that we were having another son."
"Which is another thing most people, especially men, cannot understand," replied Anna. "You have only been pregnant a week or so, yet you knew that you were and that it was a boy. So many want to know how you knew to look for Steve and your son in that old church, and how you know that you are with child, a son.
"I tell Vlad that some things have no explanation and that he should not assign the usual limitations of mankind to you and Steve. He is living proof of that. Those quick actions of yours saved his life on our wedding day. Without you and Steve, we would not be here tonight," stated Anna appreciatively.
"I haven't seen you since your father's funeral. How have you been?" asked Steve as he shook the hand of his Russian friend.
"Anna and I are doing well, as are the children," replied Vlad. "I want you and Gwen to know that we greatly appreciate that you took the time to come to Father's funeral. It was a difficult time for us. His death was totally unexpected."
"We're your family's friends and we wouldn't have missed it. Your dad was a good man that always had the best interests of Russia in mind. I understand that you're also quite popular in political circles. Some observers think you may become the next President."
"A lot can happen in the next two years," warned Vlad. "President Kozlov has already stated that he has no interest in another term. He was a compromise candidate and has served reasonably well. He governs more from the center than the other candidates would have, and that has been good for Russia.
"There are those that would not like to see me become President of Russia. Father had his enemies and they are now mine. Everyone in Russia was very pleased when Gwen became President. We watched Gwen take her oath of office and Anna told me at the time that the two of you would put an end to the tensions of imminent war that were so prevalent at the time.
"Believe me when I say that no one in Russia wanted a war, but sometimes foolish pride and old ways are stronger than common sense. You and Gwen were willing to take a huge risk to reach a peace, and the people of Russia understand how difficult that decision was. We greatly appreciated your wisdom and courage. To the people of Russia, and to the world, President Hammer truly is the Queen of Peace."
Gwen and Steve found themselves enjoying the evening. They danced with Russian dignitaries and their spouses. Gwen's smile was especially wide when Vlad escorted her onto the dance floor. Once again, the calming influence of President Hammer was felt in a foreign capital. Everyone knew the story of the heroics of Steve and Gwen on that fateful day when terrorists attacked the Novokov wedding party, but tonight Steve had the lovely and very pregnant Anna Novokov laughing gaily as they danced. Those witnessing President Hammer and her husband interacting with Vlad and Anna Novokov saw clearly that the friendship between the couples was very real.
Gwen and Steve, along with Jordan and Charlie, spent the next morning visiting the hospital they had financed for the people, especially children, of Moscow and all of Russia. Gwen managed to discreetly spend some time with the team treating President Kozlov's granddaughter. It was not common knowledge that the Russian President's granddaughter was being treated in a hospital built and funded by Americans. Gwen felt more than a little relief when she was told that the child was responding very well to treatment and was expected to make a full recovery.
Touring the hospital was an extremely gratifying experience for the friends. "I can't tell you how proud I am to be a part of something doing so much good!" exclaimed Jordan. "I know the concept was originally part of international negotiations, but it turned out so well! I think there'll be some real excitement when we announce our next hospital location. It's almost like cities vying to host the Olympics!"
"I think you're right," agreed Gwen, before adding. "You and Charlie will be making that announcement, so be prepared. I think that it's important that everyone realizes that Lady in Red is building the hospital and not the United States government."
"That'll be our pleasure. Charlie's Spanish is pretty good, so I'll let him do most of the talking," replied Jordan. "I love seeing people react when we do something really nice for them. Joining with you guys and meeting Charlie vastly improved my life. You guys have been great to me."
The hospital tour ended in the early afternoon to allow the travelers time to prepare for the concert to be held at Lomonosov Moscow State Univeristy's main building that evening. "Why is the concert being held at the State University rather than Red Square?" asked Gwen as the group was being transported back to their hotel.
"It's a combination of a couple of things," replied Charlie. "Russia is extremely proud of the University. It's one of the best in the world and attending it is quite prestigious. They love to showcase it. The other reason is the size of the venue. It was estimated that three and a half million people attended a concert there by Jean Michel Jarre back in the nineties. They're expecting an even larger crowd tonight."
As they approached their hotel, Jordan laughed and pointed out the window. "I can't read Russian, but I bet the shirts those teens are wearing say 'Queen of Peace'. It's the same shirt we saw in Hungary, but written in Russian, or at least I think it's Russian."
"It is," confirmed Steve. "Look at all of the people wearing them. It looks like we're going to have a big crowd tonight. Gwen is building quite an international following."
"They'll be coming to see all of us," protested Gwen. "You know that as well as I do. Jordan and Charlie are the top selling artists in the world and Kathy Perrine isn't far behind. Toss in Jack Timberline and a great band with Jody playing the sax and you've got something very special. People all over the world realize it. A few misguided ladies may even show up just to see Steve sing and strut around the stage in those tight shirts and jeans."
The concert in Moscow was carried live in the United States. When the tour had been set up, it had been decided that there would be two performances broadcast live. The first would be from Moscow. The previous concerts had segments broadcast, but Russia, with Lady in Red's permission, sold TV rights to stations and networks around the word, promising the revenues would be used for charities across Russia.
Their feed would be under the control of the Lady in Red directors and would be the same as those displayed on the Jumbotrons on site. When the musicians took the stage at seven PM Moscow time, noon on a Sunday afternoon in Washington, the screen showed the backs of the performers as they gazed out at an incredible crowd estimated in the millions. Gwen's mouth was partially open in wonder as she stepped to the front of the stage, only to be greeted by millions of people dropping to a knee and chanting "Queen of Peace" in Russian. Gwen shook her head in amazement as she flashed her trademark smile and motioned for everyone to stand, even as tears once again trickled down her cheeks.
Once the crowd regained their feet, a long and thunderous ovation echoed across the city. Charlie waited until the din was down to a low roar before signaling for the band to begin. For the first time, Americans got to watch a live performance of their president while on her 'We Come in Peace' world tour. Viewers were stunned as they experienced the single most incredible greeting of an American leader they had ever seen. It was very apparent that President Hammer was extremely popular in Russia!



Those watching on television were treated to close-ups of their president wearing a short, red leather outfit that exposed a great deal of cleavage. Jordan and Kathy Perrine were similarly dressed, but Jordan was in bright blue and Kathy in white. By the time Gwen finished 'We are the Champions', estimates of the crowd size began crawling across the bottom of TV screens. Russian officials determined that over four million people were packed into every available space possible to watch history being made.
As usual, some Americans watching questioned the appropriateness of Gwen's outfit, but far more viewers simply felt pride and wonder as Gwen entertained and pretty much owned the huge crowd. This was their president! Occasional close-ups of Steve brought gasps from more than a few wives and mothers watching from their homes. He wore a tight fitting tee-shirt with 'Queen of Peace' blazed in Russian above the likeness of Gwen kneeling in the cemetery in Hungary as she prayed for the rescue of her son and her husband.
The songs featuring Gwen singing lead with Jordan and Kathy Perrine singing back-up while dancing on either side of her were the biggest crowd pleasers. When the trio performed 'Hate Myself for Loving You' with Steve and Charlie featured on guitars, millions of people began dancing in place and clapping with the driving drum beat.
Gwen's interpretation of 'Addicted to Love' was another crowd favorite. Watching Gwen, Jordan, and Kathy dance and strut in perfect unison brought groans as well as cheers from the men in the vast audience. Jodi was prominently featured with her sax as she stood just behind Gwen. She blew away the four million fans in front of her as she showed the people of Moscow and around the world why she was considered by many to be the best sax player ever.
As the final encore, Steve and Gwen performed their 'Dirty Dancing' routine. Fans recognized the song after a couple of bars and began cheering and applauding wildly as a spotlight fell on Gwen while Steve sang. Because of the crowd reaction, Charlie signaled to his band mates to vamp until the noise abated enough for Steve to be heard. As the huge audience realized that the musicians were waiting for them to settle down, the entire venue became eerily silent. Charlie started the band again.
Steve joined Gwen in the spotlight and their performance began. The dance routine had been extremely popular in their earlier concerts and was still one of the most frequently watched videos on YouTube. Steve and Gwen brought the house down with their performance that warm night in Moscow.
Back in American tears flowed down the cheeks of viewers across the nation as millions watched President Hammer and her husband dance and sing flawlessly as they 'dirty danced' around the stage. A huge roar of approval thundered across the city when Steve held Gwen aloft while Jordan and Charlie took over the singing as Steve slowly lowered Gwen until her face was even with his. As the lights began to dim on stage, Gwen's lips met Steve's as the audience whistled, cheered, and clapped with absolute delight.
"And that, Ladies and Gentlemen, is how you put on a concert!" exclaimed Charlie to his friends once the equipment was turned off.
The next morning, Steve waited as Gwen briefly met privately with President Kozlov. "I've spoken with the team caring for your granddaughter, President Kozlov. They assure me that she is responding extremely well to treatment and see no reason she shouldn't recover fully. It looks like you'll have her with you for a very long time."
President Kozlov's relief flashed across his face. He thanked Gwen profusely as they wrapped up their private meeting. A few minutes later, he posed with Gwen for another photo session before she and her group departed for their next destination. Everyone was surprised when Gwen stepped inside the Russian's proffered hand and hugged the burly man. Kozlov's face first reflected his surprise and then his delight as he warmly embraced Gwen as dozens of cameras flashed continuously.
Steve was delighted when he saw the emotion on the Russian leader's face. Gwen had managed to get past the man's defenses and had secured a place in the man's heart. Steve understood that the man would always place what he felt was Russia's best interests first, but he would at least be willing to listen to Gwen and consider her thoughts on international issues. That accomplishment had been a priority of his for Gwen's presidency. She was building her sphere of influence around the world with her engaging personality and generous acts, as Steve had anticipated when the world tour was planned.
Steve's reaction did not go unnoticed by James Hawthorne. On the flight to Berlin, he brought the subject up to the entire group. "Steve's orchestrated this trip brilliantly. He's been very careful to present Gwen in the best light possible and trust that her beauty, grace, charm, and gentle nature will win over world leaders, as well as the citizens of the countries we've visited."
Everyone turned their undivided attention to James. "Have you noticed how he places the rest of us in situations to help our standings in our home countries? He and Gwen were extremely warm to his cousin Jen and her husband, who just may become Prime Minister in the not too distant future. Look how well he and Gwen supported Nadiya in Ukraine. They took great pains to showcase Vince Rosen and Cyndi Quick when they flew out to join the tour. They've made it obvious that they regard Stephanie and me quite highly. I like to think that I have some influence in the politics of Great Britain. I'd be very surprised if Hans doesn't receive a great deal of positive exposure when we visit Berlin. Michelle will be quite prominent when we reach Paris. She may well be their next Mayor.
"You're right!" gasped Paula as realization washed over her face. "Gwen and Steve have a master plan for this world tour. I just thought that they were being generous and supportive, but James has opened my eyes. You've been building support for the future as well as the present, haven't you, Gwen?"
Gwen smiled with pride. "We've been trying, Mom. It was pretty much Steve's idea. He's always promoting me, as well as our friends. He's so good at it that people seldom realize he's doing anything at all. He's always looking out for me and working behind the scenes to improve my sphere of influence. Notice that he never makes any effort to take his place in the limelight? He's content keeping me front and center. That's why I insist that he accompany me to as many of the press conferences as he can. I want it made obvious to everyone that we're a team. I think people like knowing that Steve is very much involved in the decision making process. Everyone respects and trusts him."
"It's almost nine AM back in Washington," observed Steve as he smoothly deflected the subject. "Naomi, Jeff, Jason, Kate, and Lisa are all scheduled to go in front of Senate committees today. I'm very curious to see how they're received by the Senate. Lisa doesn't need Senate approval, but since she was asked to appear to discuss Gwen's presidency, and since we want Jason approved to head FEMA, she's cooperating as much as possible."
In Washington, Jason was already testifying, although his appearance was not expected to be as contentious as Kate's and Naomi's. The Senate committee first wanted him to explain how Lady in Red had been able to respond so quickly and effectively to the natural disaster in Hungary.
"It took some time to put it all together, but essentially, we have thousands of businesses contracted to supply us with whatever services or goods we could conceivably require. We give them a reasonable good faith deposit once they meet our standards and they maintain a larger than normal inventory. Many vendors across the country, and now in Europe and much of Asia, are contractually obligated to respond as soon as they are notified. When they are needed, those vendors that are compensated above the going rate in their area for their goods and services," explained Jason.
"Do you own any of the equipment, building materials, or health supplies that your company delivers to disaster sites so quickly?" asked a curious senator.
"We do not. We rent the equipment when we need it and pay for all supplies upon delivery. We have no equipment or supplies in storage anywhere."
"You believe that is less expensive and faster than buying the equipment, building materials, and temporary housing before the emergency occurs?" pursued the same Senator.
"Absolutely. FEMA has thousands of fully stocked single wide mobile homes parked in fields and lots all across the country. Most of them will never be used. They'll simply deteriorate until FEMA has to pay someone to dispose of them," reasoned Jason.
At the same time, Naomi was preparing to answer questions from the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in the Dirksen Building. Jared sat quietly behind her as Naomi was introduced and then sworn in before the questioning began.
"Thank you for taking time from your busy schedule to appear today," began the committee chairman as he posed the first question. "As soon as President Hammer assumed office, you were dispatched on a global diplomatic mission with President Hammer's husband. Neither of you carried any official position in this nation's government. Do you feel that it was legal, ethical, and reasonable for President Hammer to place you in that difficult position?"
"Yes, sir," was Naomi's brief reply.
"You couldn't have had time to be properly briefed on the negotiations in which you were expected to participate. Don't you think it would have been more prudent for President Hammer to send seasoned diplomats that had been involved in the negotiations from the outset?" demanded the Senator.
"No, sir." responded Naomi once again.
"Ms. Wilson-White, this committee expects more detailed responses to the questions," chastised the committee chairman. Naomi made no response to his statement and simply waited for him to continue, which seemed to annoy the powerful Senator.
"Do you understand what I'm telling you?" asked the man, obviously irked.
"Yes, sir," responded Naomi as the gallery broke into loud laughter.
"Okay, Ms. Wilson-White, we'll do it the hard way," pressed her red-faced questioner. "Please explain to this committee exactly why you feel that you were qualified for this extremely sensitive assignment."
"Yes, sir," responded Naomi with a quick smile. "President and Steve Hammer explained the situation to me. They then told me that they felt that I was well qualified for the position of Secretary of State and that my name would be submitted."
"That's it?" exclaimed the chairman when it became apparent Naomi had completed her response. "Two people said that you were qualified and you believed them? Please explain what your thought process was that led to your conclusion."
"Sir, I may be oversimplifying the situation, but essentially that really is all there is to it," responded Naomi thoughtfully. "I had more than a few doubts when President Hammer told me that she was placing my name into consideration for the position of Secretary of State. As Steve, Mr. Hammer and I looked over files on the situation, Gwen and Steve made it a point to explain why I was selected. It boiled down to their absolute confidence in my ability. I realized that if the two most accomplished, most patriotic Americans I had ever met felt I was qualified, I certainly was. I trust their judgment implicitly."
"That's just incredible," complained the Senator. "Do you know if there was a background check of any kind? Wouldn't it seem prudent, even for the all-knowing Hammers, to scrutinize your background before appointing you to such an important position?"
"President Hammer didn't need a background check. Steve has known me for twenty years and Gwen for almost as long. They also knew that the Senate would conduct an extensive investigation into my past, which I'm sure that it did. Since I'm here today and no horrible bits of information have been leaked about me, it's pretty apparent that nothing untoward was discovered," reasoned Naomi.
"You seem extremely confident, Ms. Wilson-White. Are you and President Hammer expecting the Senate to simply rubber-stamp its approval?"
"Steve cautioned me against expectations of any kind, Senator. I have no reason to be nervous. I've been involved in some very delicate and stressful negotiations recently," explained Naomi, "all of which turned out extremely well. I'm simply here to respond to direct questions and to tell the truth. My role here is quite simple."
"It may sound simple to you, but the members of this committee take this responsibility seriously," insisted the Senator. "There's a very real possibility that the committee will recommend that you not be approved. What would you do then?"
"I'd continue to assist Gwen any way I could while we determined whether the American public was willing to allow the Senate to place personal and party agendas above duty to your country," replied Naomi calmly.
"Are you threatening this committee?" demanded the angry Senator. "You're saying that if we don't approve your nomination, we're somehow shirking our duty to make certain that we have a highly qualified individual for Secretary of State."
"No, sir. I am not making a threat. I was simply answering your question about my reaction to not being approved by the Senate. The reaction of the citizens of this country would dictate my actions," explained Naomi.
"Exactly why do you think the public would be so upset if you were not approved?" posed the Chairman.
"Sir, I've been back in the United States for several days now. Before that, I had a firsthand view of President Hammer's global power and influence. The United States has never had a couple represent it like this couple has for the last seven weeks or so. I've seen the response she gets from the citizens of the world. If Americans don't get behind her and support her efforts to bring peace and stability to the world, I'll be extremely surprised and disappointed.
"She's being hailed as the 'Queen of Peace' around the world. She and Steve are in a place no one could have ever imagined a couple of months ago. They represent the best of us, and the best of humanity. The citizens of America need to express their feelings to their elected representatives," concluded Naomi.
"Again, you're assuming that the people of America want you as Secretary of State," countered the Senator. "I would like you to tell me what makes you qualified for this extremely important position."
"Senator, with all due respect, you have my dossier in front of you right now. Perhaps it would facilitate things if you simply stated any reasons you may find to question whether I am qualified. I've studied the qualifications of the last ten people to hold the office. We both know I compare favorably to all of them," replied Naomi.
"That is not the way things are done!" thundered the exasperated politician. "We ask questions and you answer them. That's how this works."
"Sir, that approach simply prolongs the process, as well as lengthens the time that your face remains in front of numerous cameras and microphones. Everyone on this committee knows my entire life story. If you have any specific questions, I'll be happy to respond," promised Naomi with a beautiful smile that contrasted sharply with the tense demeanor of her questioner.
"You are trying my patience and not helping your cause with your confrontational attitude," insisted the Chairman before asking his next question. "Some think that President and Mr. Hammer are far too friendly with the Russians. What sort of promise did you and Mr. Hammer make to Kozlov to persuade him to withdraw his forces? Was there a promise or some sort of deal that the American people need to know about?"
"Actually, Steve did make a somewhat veiled promise to President Kozlov that appeared to further the outcome we were seeking," admitted Naomi.
"Why am I not surprised?" asked the Senator rhetorically. "Would you please tell us what was promised to the Russians that turned the tide of the negotiations?"
"President Kozlov had referred to the American Congress as a 'sad collection of career politicians, afraid of their own shadows'. Steve promised President Kozlov that our self-serving Congress would never have the fortitude to prevent President Hammer from taking whatever steps she might deem necessary should Russia renege on its agreement. Steve told President Kozlov that the United States had deliberately placed itself in a weakened tactical position to attain peace, but if war were to occur, the United States, under President Hammer's leadership, stood prepared to defend its people, as well as its allies, in any fashion necessary."
Naomi's response was met with silence at first. Then whispers and mutterings raced across the chamber. It was Naomi Wilson-White's contention that no secret agreement had been reached. Steve Hammer had simply made it clear to Russia that there would be extreme consequences if the prior informal agreement was not honored.
"Are you telling this committee that Steve Hammer threatened Russia with nuclear war?" asked the incredulous Senator.
"No, sir. He simply explained that Congress was in no position to prevent President Hammer from defending our great nation in whatever manner she felt necessary," answered Naomi. "I might add that observing Steve Hammer negotiate with heads of state was extremely educational. He has the well-earned reputation of being open, frank, and fearless. World leaders know before he even speaks that he'll stand by his promises, as well as support his friends and allies."
Reporters quickly scurried from the room to file their stories. This was a side of the negotiations that had not previously been revealed! President Hammer's husband had issued a veiled threat to President Kozlov, and it had achieved its desired effect. Steve had dismissed the ability of 'a self-serving' Congress to impose its will on his wife, President Hammer, or to prevent her use of every weapon at her disposal if it came to war.
Politicians on both sides of the aisle felt anger, as well as some embarrassment, over this revelation. The Hammers considered Congress weak and unable to stand against the power and influence of the First Couple, and to add insult to injury, President Kozlov must have agreed with that assessment since he had pulled his forces back so quickly.
Kate was testifying before the Senate Judiciary Committee the same time that Naomi was appearing in front of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.
"Mrs. Martin, thank you for appearing before this committee began the committee chairman once Kate was sworn in. "Senator Lancer will begin the questioning."
"Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Mrs. Martin, I have a few concerns about you becoming Attorney General. You're very wealthy. You are an owner in a company that has business dealings around the globe. How do you propose to divorce yourself from possible conflicts of interest and the appearance of making decisions simply to further your great wealth?"
"I don't, Senator" responded Kate frankly. "However, I will decline any salary or compensation for serving in the capacity of Attorney General."
"Considering your great wealth, that wouldn't be a hardship of any consequence," responded Lancer quickly. "You'd make far more on any given business transaction than you'd ever collect in salary. That's a token gesture, at best."
"It would mean that I'm not a government employee and thus not subject to laws restricting their activities," replied Kate calmly. "The simple truth is that every attorney general we've had over the past thirty years has been a millionaire. They all became wealthier while they were in office.



"You're personally a man of above average wealth and you serve in the Senate. You'll be wealthier when you leave office than you were when you were first elected. Why does my similar situation concern you so much?"
"I placed my holdings in a blind trust! That's why!" replied Lancer with some glee as he felt certain that he had ensnared Kate.
"You seem to be asserting that having your very wealthy brother assume control of your extensive portfolio would exempt you from any negative publicity when decisions you make as Senator increase your personal wealth. You expect everyone to believe that you've forgotten what stocks you own, and that your brother would never inform you if he bought or sold any in your name.
"You supposedly had no idea that you owned five thousand shares of Caterpillar when you so strongly supported FEMA purchasing over ten million dollars' worth of equipment from them. I assume you'll be surprised to learn that your vote on the recent communications bill caused Verizon stock to jump almost ten percent, which caused your shares to increase in value by almost fifty thousand dollars," stated Kate.
"Exactly what are you accusing me of?" demanded the red faced Senator.
"Nothing at all, Senator. I'm sure you're innocent of any wrong doing. Any financial gain you received from your political decisions was simply coincidence. If I am allowed to serve as Attorney General, I will never make a decision based on how it will affect me, or any friends or relatives, financially. You've already pointed out that I can easily forego my salary, Senator. It would follow that I don't need to use my position to improve the bottom line of my company. That is not a priority for me.
"Lady in Red is a very profitable, viable, and well-managed company that requires no political assistance from anyone. We pay our full share of taxes. We have no hidden overseas accounts. We've published our financials that anyone can examine every year since Gwen was first elected to Congress. We will not place our company in a blind trust or engage in any sort of sham to make it appear that we don't know full well what is happening within our company," promised Kate adamantly. "It's the belief of the owners that the continued financial wellbeing of Lady in Red will benefit more people around the world than any decisions we make from any office or position we may attain here in Washington.
"Lady in Red helps millions of people in many different ways, and we won't allow that mission to be compromised by political hacks that place person and party ahead of the welfare of our people," stated Kate emphatically. "Do you think that we're wrong to feel that way, Senator Lancer?"
"Do you really want to know what I think?" shot back Lancer. "I think your company's owners are using the occasional good works to create a smokescreen to cover your greed and desire for money and power! This committee is not so naïve as to think Lady in Red is some sort of Utopian entity that exists only to assist those less fortunate. No one needs a hundred billion dollars in assets!"
"It's a rather common trait to project your own goals and ambitions onto others," replied Kate calmly. "My sister, the President of the United States, has asked me to serve her, and my country, as Attorney General. That's a tremendous honor. It demonstrates the faith she has in my abilities. You have approved wealthy nominees many times in the past. Failure to do so now could indicate to the electorate that your inconsistency in this particular decision is a matter of political expediency."
At that moment, an aide hurried to the side of the committee chairman. After a very brief conference the Chairman broke in. "I've just been informed that there's been an attack on the presidential motorcade in Berlin. There's been at least one explosion and shots have been fired. This hearing will adjourn until a future date and time to be determined!"
Kate didn't bother to reply to the stunning announcement. She simply stood and turned to Chip, who was already on his feet. He took her arm in his and led her from the room as rapidly as he could. Chaos ruled as politicians, observers, and reporters rushed to learn more. A large monitor in a library was carrying a cable news station feed. Viewers were gathered around watching in stunned disbelief.
The screen clearly showed a limousine with one front fender that was badly smashed against a street light, while the other front fender still sported a small American flag. The camera was obviously situated on a tall building, or possibly a helicopter. Thick black smoke billowed from an alley and rolled across the street, at times totally obliterating the view of the limousine. When the smoke would drift in the other direction, bodies could be seen strewn about the street and especially near two white vans parked less than a hundred feet from what was obviously President Hammer's limousine.
Police, with weapons drawn and protective shields raised were cautiously approaching the limo. Then the camera zoomed in on a figure standing in the center of the street, Kate gasped as the figure's face came into focus. It was Steve! He was covered in grime with splashes of blood on his neck and seeping from his shirt. He clutched a gun in his right hand as his eyes scanned the scene in front of him. He took a step toward Gwen's limousine before slowly collapsing to the pavement!
I thank Tex Beethoven for editing this chapter and making it a better read.
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Chancellor Inga Braun was at the Berlin Tegel Airport to greet Gwen and Steve upon their arrival, and did so with great warmth. The two women hugged and were soon chatting like old friends. Gwen invited Chancellor Braun to ride in the motorcade with her to the American embassy, which would allow them more time to discuss issues of mutual concern. For her part, Braun was delighted with the suggestion and quickly accepted.
"Mom, would you keep an eye on Saint and Vickie?" asked Gwen of Paula. "The Chancellor and I will be discussing all sorts of boring things. I think the kids will be happier riding with Grandma and Pop. We'll be right in front of you in the motorcade."
For the most part, Steve refrained from interrupting the two world leaders as they were soon immersed in one of the more pressing issues facing the two countries. He listened closely to the conversation while attempting to appear disinterested. An observer would think he was simply watching the sights of the city pass by his window. When the limousine slowed down to make a hard left turn, Steve saw a flatbed truck suddenly roar out of an adjacent alley. He reflexively threw his body in front of Gwen, pinning her to her seat as he braced for the certain impact.
The truck smashed into the right front of the Mercedes and pushed it across the street and firmly into a street light, effectively pinning it to the pole. Steve flung his door open as the limo came to rest. "Lock the door!" was all he had time to say as he quickly slammed it shut and stepped quickly over to the left side of the truck a few feet away.
The driver of the truck flung his door open and jumped to the street waving a handgun. No sooner had his feet hit the pavement than Steve grabbed the barrel of the gun and twisted it violently, which caused the man's finger to press the trigger hard enough to discharge the weapon. Unfortunately for the driver, by that time it was pointed directly at his heart.
Steve pocketed the gun, shoved the dead man to the side and jumped into the truck. He had seen bags of fertilizer on the bed of the truck along with other items that he knew would be materials for making a bomb. Since the truck had not exploded on impact and the driver had been so intent on getting away from it, Steve guessed there was probably a timer set to detonate the explosives. There was precious little time to remove the threat from Gwen and the others.
Without bothering to pull the door closed, he slammed the shift lever into reverse and stomped on the accelerator. He guided the truck back into the alley while keeping the pedal to the floor. The open door caught on the wall of a block building and was torn from the vehicle as it careened wildly back into the alley. Steve was concentrating on speed, not accuracy.
Gwen and Chancellor Braun had been stunned at the speed and ferocity of the collision. The Chancellor had been thrown forward onto the floor upon impact, and Gwen had barely managed to assist her back to her seat and lock Steve's door when she heard the shot. She immediately looked out the right window, just in time to see her husband leap into the truck and back it across the street into the nearby alley. It had barely disappeared from sight when a tremendous explosion rocked the area! Once again, Chancellor Braun found herself thrown to the floor of the limo, and this time Gwen tumbled right beside her.
She struggled back up to her seat and immediately looked for Steve. A huge fireball was shooting upward from where she had last seen the truck! Thick, black smoke now billowed from the alley and crept across the street toward her limo. Before the dire reality of the situation could fully set in, it suddenly got worse as two white vans suddenly pulled onto the sidewalk across the street near the alley and armed men piled out!
Gunfire erupted as German police and her own Secret Service detail began exchanging fire with the terrorists. Gwen grabbed her companion and ducked back down, protectively shielding Chancellor Braun with her back when she heard a bullet bounce off the window. The gunmen were using their vans for cover as they maintained a steady barrage of fire at her car, as well as toward the security detail risking all to protect her and the German Chancellor.
After what seemed a long time but was actually less than a minute, the shooting became more sporadic as both sides began searching for targets rather than simply shooting in the general direction of their foes. Gwen hazarded another look out her window. As the breeze changed direction, the black smoke began receding down the street, and like an apparition, Steve slowly came into view!
Because he was less than fifty feet away, Gwen clearly saw the blood splattered on his face and neck. It was also seeping from his shirt and pants legs as he raised a handgun and began firing. The assailants suddenly found themselves in an extremely bad position since Steve was behind them and off to the side. Those that weren't immediately killed by the hail of bullets Steve was sending their way tried to move around the vans to avoid his onslaught. Their change of position allowed security forces the opportunity to kill or disable those that Steve had flushed from their relative safety behind the van.
Suddenly the shooting ended and an eerie silence fell across the street. An occasional moan and the crackling of the fire in what was left of the exploded truck were the only sounds to be heard. Steve stood his ground, searching for more threats. Thankfully all the good guys knew who he was! He watched the Secret Service agents begin to move into the open, so he took a step in Gwen's direction. He managed only one faltering stride before he fell unconscious to the pavement!
Gwen moved to open the door, but a burly Secret Service agent blocked her. "Madam President! The situation is still way too unstable for you to leave the vehicle. Please remain inside until we've checked everything out."
Gwen looked past the agent and saw Saint rush over to his father and kneel down next to him. "Would you stay in this damn car if your wife and child were out in the street like my family is?" demanded Gwen. "I'm a doctor and my husband needs immediate medical attention!"
The agent looked back to see Saint holding his father's hand. "Okay, Madam President, but it'll probably cost me my job," as he stepped back from the door and radioed the other agents.
"President Hammer is leaving her car. Get over here to help shield her from any possible danger!"
By the time Gwen reached Saint and Steve, agents had circled around her facing outward with guns drawn, looking nervously in every direction for threats. They soon parted to enable Chancellor Braun and Ted Anderson to reach Gwen's side as she examined Steve.
"I don't know how he survived the explosion, but he's badly bruised and has some shrapnel lodged in his face, chest, torso, and legs. He's had a serious blow to the head and it looks like a bullet grazed his left arm," explained Gwen more calmly than she felt. "He needs to get to a hospital as soon as possible."
Traffic was jammed to a standstill, making it very difficult for emergency vehicles to access the scene. Chancellor Braun grabbed a radio from one of her policemen and began issuing orders in German. In less than two minutes, a helicopter landed in the street. Paramedics jumped out and rushed over to immobilize, backboard, and affix an oxygen mask to Steve as Gwen oversaw every movement they made. As they lifted him and headed for the helicopter, Gwen spoke to Ted and Chancellor Braun.
"I'm going with Steve. Would you and Mom please take care of the kids, Dad? Chancellor, I don't know what the rules are, but I'm getting into that helicopter and going with my husband."
"Of course," agreed Braun. "I knew it could be no other way. We'll make our way to the hospital as quickly as we can. I'm so sorry this happened!"
It took almost an hour for Chancellor Braun, Ted, Paula, and the kids to reach the hospital to which Steve had been flown. They waited in a private area for another hour before Gwen appeared in bloodstained scrubs to speak to them.
"Your dad's going to be fine!" was the first thing she said as Saint rushed to hug his mother. "He has a mild concussion, a slight bullet wound, and we had to remove numerous pieces of shrapnel from all over him. He spoke to me and he remembers everything. The first thing he asked was if you and your sister were okay. He says it's very important for you to know that your Daddy loves you."
Gwen had to stop speaking to wipe her eyes and collect her emotions. "He's in pain, but should be able to leave the hospital as soon as they determine he's recovering properly from the concussion and there are no lingering effects. I promised to bring you and Vickie in to see him. Would the rest of you please wait for us? We'll only be a few minutes."
Just five minutes later, Gwen returned with her two kids. "Steve was delighted to see the kids, but we couldn't stay too long. He's exhausted and the medication is making him drowsy. I'm going to spend the night here in case he needs me. Mom and Dad, please take care of the kids. If things go okay tonight, we'll be joining you sometime tomorrow.
"Chancellor, I'm afraid we may have to postpone tomorrow's state dinner for a day or two, depending on how quickly Steve recovers. I'm sorry to do that, but Steve's health is my primary concern here."
"My dear, I totally understand," assured Chancellor Braun. "Your husband was incredible this afternoon! I have never seen anything like it in my life. I have been told that the truck bomb would have ripped our limousine to pieces and killed all of us in it. Steve's nerve and his dedication to you saved us all.
"The hospital is locked down. No one can enter or leave without a thorough search and proper identification. My security people tell me that one of the surviving terrorists was a fountain of information. I'll have a preliminary report delivered to you wherever you may be as soon as it's completed. German police are rounding up accomplices even as we speak. They'll soon wish that they never tried to harm the good friends of Germany."
"Thank you, Chancellor. I'm sure you'll handle the situation appropriately. I'll be looking for that report and discussing it with Steve when he feels better. I want you to know that neither Steve nor I blame you or your government for today's attack. We hold Germany in the highest regard.
"Mom, have you spoken to Kate or Lisa? They must be worried sick," asked Gwen of her mother.
"I told them what I knew as we were being driven to the hospital," replied Paula. "They said that everyone back home is extremely worried about Steve, and mad as hell that terrorists would attack you like they did. There were dozens of reporters outside the hospital when we arrived. They're desperate for news on Steve's condition.
Gwen nodded her head and then turned to Chancellor Braun. "Inga, would you care to join me in an impromptu press conference? Americans will want to know how Steve is doing, and I'm sure the reporters will have lots of questions for you."
Ten minutes later, President Gwen Hammer and Chancellor Inga Braun stood shoulder to shoulder, facing the international press. Chancellor Braun began with a statement condemning the terrorist attack and pledging that Germany would bring those guilty of perpetrating it to justice. She named two German police officers that were shot and killed, as well as the three that were wounded, and she praised their actions. Then she stepped aside to allow Gwen to address the reporters.
"I'm sure you're all wondering about Steve. He has a concussion, a minor bullet wound on his upper left arm, and numerous bruises, cuts, and contusions from being slammed against a masonry building by the bomb blast. He was also struck by flying debris and shrapnel when the bomb detonated. That said, he was awake and alert half an hour ago and enjoyed a brief visit with our children. I expect he'll be able to leave the hospital sometime tomorrow, but will be taking antibiotics until we're certain that he's free from infection. My amazing husband should make a full recovery!
"In addition to the brave German policemen my friend Inga named, please keep the two American Secret Service Agents that were wounded in today's attack in your thoughts and prayers. I'd love to honor them by sharing their names with you, but I won't, for their own safety. Their injuries are not considered life threatening, and for that I'm very grateful. All of these agents put everything on the line to protect me and my family, and I want to use this time to thank them all for their dedicated service. I'm not the easiest person to keep safe because I interact with the public far more than my predecessors customarily did."
"Madam President, everyone will be very glad to hear that your husband is doing so well and will recover," began Amber Stahl. "Can you tell us how he gained control of that truck and managed to remove it, thereby saving your life, as well as Chancellor Braun's and so many others?"
"It all happened very fast. The truck came out of an alley and struck our car. Steve held me tightly to the seat during the impact to protect me, but when he let go of me to leave the car, I accompanied Chancellor Braun in tumbling to the floor. As we regained our seats, I heard a shot and saw Steve climb into the truck and immediately race it backwards into the alley. He had deduced it was a bomb and risked his life to protect me, our family, Chancellor Braun and many of those assigned to our security.
"The speed with which he made his decision and acted on it is still difficult for me to comprehend. Then those two vans of terrorists arrived across the street and they began shooting at us. They were quite obviously trying to kill the Chancellor and myself. I'm sure the plan had been for the truck bomb to destroy all or most of the vehicles in the motorcade. Their backup vehicles were intended to kill those of us who might have survived the blast. The breeze changed direction and Steve appeared, walking through the dissipating smoke. He was behind the terrorists and to the side. When he began shooting, the cowards tried to flee, but were then engaged by the German police and my Secret Service agents and were brought down. Once the immediate danger had passed, Steve crumpled to the pavement. I don't know how he did what he did, especially after being so badly injured by the bomb blast. Somehow, he always finds the knowledge and ability to respond to any situation."
"Has anyone claimed responsibility for today's attack, Madam Chancellor?" asked a German reporter.
"Not to my knowledge," replied Braun before adding, "but we do have some leads and it's only a matter of time before we bring these terrorists to justice."
"President Hammer, what will the United States do if these terrorists have ties that can be traced to other countries? Will you order sanctions or trade restrictions?" asked Heather Jensen.
"I am not a proponent of punishing the people of a nation because some citizens, or even the leaders of the country have perpetrated some kind of horrible crime," responded Gwen, choosing her words carefully. "I do believe in justice, and reaping what you sow. The United States will determine its course when the evidence is in and we've weighed our options. Terrorism has no place in this world, nor do those that practice it."
Gwen excused herself a short time later to return to Steve's side. The morning sun was coming through the room's only window when Gwen awoke from an uncomfortable nap in a hard chair next to Steve's bed. She immediately sat forward to check his condition. She found his eyes watching her as he sported a crooked smile.
"How do you feel, Sweetheart?" asked Gwen softly before gently kissing her husband's lips.
Steve's right hand slid behind her head as he pulled Gwen back down for a longer, passion filled kiss. "You seem to be doing pretty well! I'm so glad to see you smiling and looking more like yourself. I was pretty scared yesterday," admitted Gwen.
"So was I," revealed Steve. "I didn't know how long it would take for that bomb to detonate, but I knew the results would have been catastrophic for you and the kids if I didn't get it away from the motorcade."
"You risked your life and were almost killed saving us," replied Gwen as she once again kissed her husband soundly. "You're the best husband and father in the world."
"That's pretty much what I'm reading in the papers," cracked Charlotte from the corner of the room. "Don't mind me. I just came in to check on you guys and you were both sleeping, so I sat down and waited half an hour or so for you to wake up. Someone was recording a video of the motorcade when the truck bomb rammed your car, and it showed the whole episode. Steve was out of the limo in the blink of an eye. He toasted the crazy bastard driving the truck and raced it backwards out of the area just in time. Television and internet sites can't show it often enough, and it's all anyone is talking about. I spoke to Kate last night and she said that it's crazy back home. Americans are totally pissed that anyone would try to kill our President and Queen. Steve's quick thinking and actions are being compared to his battle with The Butcher all those years ago. The word Warrior is used more than Steve's name on the internet. They're synonymous now, but Warrior seems to be preferred at the moment.
"A few higher up intelligence people have been waiting for you to wake up so they can speak to you," revealed Charlotte. "They didn't want to wake you, but they'd like to see you as soon as possible. I promised to let them know when you were ready to see them."
"I'd better meet with them right now. They may have some intelligence about the attack," decided Gwen. "Charlotte, would you do me a favor and ask them to come in? I know you're not my secretary, but I hate to leave Steve."
"Madam President, I'm so damn glad that you're both okay I'll do just about anything for you. I'll have them come right in," promised Charlotte as she hugged Gwen and gave Steve a quick kiss on his forehead before rushing out.
A few minutes later, four men in suits entered Steve's private hospital room. They represented various intelligence agencies and carried file folders and a laptop. After they introduced themselves and showed Gwen their credentials since she didn't know them personally, they explained what had been learned about the terrorists.
Half an hour later, Gwen asked the question Steve had hoped for, but hadn't asked since he didn't want to usurp Gwen's authority in front of the others. "Do we have the ability to take this training facility out totally, but with few or no civilian casualties?"
"Madam President, that would require Special Forces and would be an extremely dangerous operation. We've calculated that you can direct a drone to drop two smart missiles on the compound and eliminate most, if not all of the enemy combatants."
"Would that not necessitate civilian casualties?" questioned Gwen.
"We calculate that as many as twenty civilians could be killed or injured, but no American lives would be at risk," replied the CIA representative. "Remember this is foreign soil. We can probably get way with a drone over the area, but putting boots on the ground for even a short time would be considered an act of war by Iran. We have to tread lightly here."
"I'll take your recommendations under consideration, gentlemen," replied Gwen calmly. "Please allow me to discuss this in private with Steve. I'll let you know if I need anything else."
As soon as the men left, Gwen turned to Steve. "What do we do? I can't deliberately allow innocent civilians to be killed. If we send in Special Forces, we're putting them at risk, as well as risking a confrontation with Iran. If we do nothing we'll look weak and almost certainly encourage future attacks."



"Let's get cleaned up and get out of here," replied Steve calmly. "You need to talk with some people, but first we need some breakfast."
"If you're willing, I want to go out the front and let the press see that you're doing well, or at least as well as can be expected," requested Gwen. "Your face is all bruised, and as colorful as the Painted Desert, but that's okay. People need to see what you endured to protect your family. They need to be reminded just how tough you are. I want your reputation to grow, and I want those cowardly terrorist bastards to fear you even more than they already do."
It was nine AM when Gwen and Steve stepped out the front doors of the hospital. Security had already cleared the area, and members of the press were bunched in the parking lot, waiting for the opportunity to speak with the First Couple.
Steve was smiling as he and Gwen strolled over to entertain questions from the press corps. He couldn't help but notice the shock on the faces of the reporters, all staring at his badly bruised face, but was still surprised when Heather broke down in sobs as he drew near. Instinctively, he reached out to her with a crooked grin. Heather flew into his arms and wept helplessly into his chest.
"I guess that pretty well answers my question about how I look," joked Steve as he held the crying woman in his arms. "Does anyone have any questions for me?"
The other reporters quickly overcame their surprise and began asking Steve questions, even as Heather continued sobbing softly against his chest.
"Steve, were you in that truck when it exploded, and if so, how did you avoid being blown to pieces?" asked Amber Stahl, using the back of her hand to wipe her cheeks.
"As I was backing up the truck, I saw a recessed doorway in the masonry wall, and I dove into it. I was trying to get to my feet when the bomb went off. The force of the explosion slammed me against a wall, and pieces of the truck embedded themselves into my legs and upper body. As you can see, a few also managed to hit my face, but luckily my eyes weren't injured in any way."
The video of that news conference would be played around the world. President Hammer's husband, badly bruised and battered, holding a sobbing, beautiful young blonde reporter as he responded to questions from the rest of the press pool. After a few minutes, Heather began to compose herself and realized how inappropriate her behavior was. She lifted her head from Steve's chest and looked to Gwen.
Without a word spoken, Gwen offered her arms and the young woman moved to embrace her. "I'm so sorry, Gwen. I'm way too emotional. It's just that Steve was almost killed, and he looks so battered. I was so scared. I still am!"
Steve had been watching Amber Stahl as she asked him her question. Her eyes were moist, and she was sniffling as she was obviously struggling to concentrate on his response, but her eyes continually scanned what she perceived as the tragedy of his face. When Heather moved away to embrace Gwen, Steve stepped closer to Amber and held out his arms welcomingly. The veteran newswoman let out a sob, quickly stepped into them and hugged him tightly.
"Steve, I was so worried! Look how you've been hurt, but you saved so many people, including Gwen and Chancellor Braun," managed Amber as she clutched Steve tightly.
"Listen, everyone. I know I look like hell, but I'm doing just fine, and the doctors tell me that I'll make a full recovery. Please report that," requested Steve as he held the crying Amber Stahl to his chest. "Heather and Amber have been friends of ours for years, and they're a bit emotional. It's okay. Reporters are people, too. Are there any more questions?"
"Where did you get the handgun, and how many men did you shoot?" asked a cable news reporter.
"I took it from the truck driver as he jumped from the truck. I will not tell you how many people I had to shoot. Sir, I'm disappointed that a professional journalist would ask such an insensitive question."
"Will you have any scars or permanent marks from this event?" asked a female reporter from a German station.
"It's a bit early to tell, but Gwen says my scars just give me character," joked Steve.
"Did you know the truck contained a bomb when you got into it?" asked another reporter.
"Yes, it was pretty obvious to me. There were bags of fertilizer showing beneath some tarps. I knew the truck driver wasn't doing any farming, so it had to be a bomb. The fact that the driver obviously wanted to flee the area indicated that he wasn't a suicide bomber, so I jumped into the truck and backed it away from the President and Chancellor," recounted Steve.
"How did you know that you'd have time to back it up and get out of it before it exploded?" asked reporter from a Berlin newspaper.
"I didn't," replied Steve succinctly.
"Madam President, if this attack is associated with a foreign nation, will you be issuing sanctions and trade restrictions as a result?" questioned a cable news reporter.
"We'll cross that bridge when we come to it, but make no mistake: The United States will never bow to the threats or demands of terrorists, or the nations that support them. We will always do whatever is necessary to ensure the safety of our citizens," promised Gwen. "Personally, I do not believe in punishing the citizens of a country for the sins of other citizens, or even their government. I dislike sanctions. They create far too much collateral suffering."
"Will you give your concert in two days and if you do, will your husband be able to participate?" asked a network reporter.
"Unless Chancellor Braun indicates that she doesn't wish us to perform, we'll not only give a concert, but we'll rock this town like it's never been rocked before!" declared Gwen passionately. "Steve and I, as well as our friends, will not be intimidated by cowardly acts of violence. We were invited here to give a concert, and that's what we intend to do."
"What about the rescheduled state dinner tomorrow?" asked a rotund man in the back of the press corps. "Will you and your husband attend?"
"That dinner is being held in our honor. Of course we'll attend. Steve appears to be feeling better already," quipped Gwen as she smiled toward Steve as Amber withdrew from his embrace and kissed his cheek before walking away. "He wasn't hurt so badly that he can't comfort a beautiful woman or two.
"In case there's any question about this, unlike some former presidents we don't consider members of press to be our adversaries. We respect the work you do and appreciate your professionalism. Steve and I have known Amber almost from the day we met, and Heather for the past six or seven years. We consider them to be good friends. Watching an unconscious Steve loaded and taken away in a helicopter, and now seeing how battered he is, has understandably upset them," explained Gwen as Amber joined Heather at Gwen's side, placing an affectionate arm around Gwen's waist, a gesture which Gwen returned, including Heather in the embrace with her other arm. Photos of that moment soon appeared on the front pages of newspapers all across North America accompanied by headlines such as President Embraces the Press.
"Thanks for your time. Steve and I are way behind schedule now and have to get moving," closed Gwen as she gave Heather and Amber quick hugs before reaching for Steve's hand and leading him to their fresh, undamaged limousine. Secret Service agents continuously scanned the area as they closely surrounded the First Couple.
Patrons of a small diner on a Berlin side street fell to sudden silence as they watched several men in dark suits stride into the restaurant and move to the sides of the room as President and Steve Hammer followed them inside. The diners knew of the attack the previous day and were very surprised that Steve Hammer was out of the hospital, although it was readily apparent that he was badly bruised.
The couple smiled and greeted people as a stunned hostess escorted them to a table in the center of the room. Gwen knew Steve well enough to know that he had to be extremely hungry. His last meal had been lunch the previous day, so she had directed her driver to make an unscheduled stop at the local diner.
The couple ate a hearty meal comprised of traditional German dishes. Once they finished dining, they worked the room, shaking hands with patrons and staff. They posed for pictures and signed napkins, menus, and even receipts for the happy diners. Gwen made a point of stopping by the kitchen and thanking those inside for an excellent meal. Before leaving the establishment, Steve pulled out his credit card and covered the meals of all the customers as well as a large tip for the staff.
"It looked like you really enjoyed your schnitzel," observed Gwen as the couple resumed their journey. "I wanted people to see that even though you're banged up, you have a good appetite and you're feeling pretty good. We can't show fear or those terrorists will have won, so all the glad-handing we did in there was just the ticket. You can bet most of the staff and patrons will have posted pictures and accounts of our lunch all over social media. It'll be obvious to anyone that we haven't been intimidated by those wannabe assassins."
"Speaking of terrorists, I made a few calls this morning. There are some people that I want you to meet," announced Steve. "Charlotte has scheduled us to meet them in a secure room in our embassy later this afternoon."
"You're being deliberately vague," replied Gwen. "I know I could get you to tell me what you've got in mind, but I'll wait. I don't want to spoil your surprise."
That afternoon, Steve escorted Gwen into a private meeting room in the US Embassy in Berlin. Gwen quickly guessed that there were about twenty uniformed men in two rows on either side of a central impromptu aisle, standing at rigid attention as she entered. She slowly walked the length of the room and back, carefully examining the face of each man as she passed him. Each one's expression bore a remarkable resemblance to Steve at his military best.
"Okay Gentlemen, please stand at ease; no, better yet, stand easy," directed Gwen as she turned her attention to Steve. "Special Forces?"
Steve nodded to Gwen before addressing the group. "Men, my wife finds herself in a bit of a dilemma. We've traced the terrorist cell that attacked her motorcade yesterday to a small town in Northern Iran. She's reluctant to order drones in to bomb the training facility because as usual, women and children are living in close proximity to these terrorists, forced to serve as human shields. She's concerned about asking Special Forces to undertake the task of neutralizing these jackals because of the possibility of injury, death, or the capture of one or more of you men."
"Madam President, you're concerned about our safety?" asked a ramrod straight young man who appeared too young to be a member of such an elite team. "With all due respect, Ma'am, it's our duty to keep America safe. The scum that attacked you and your family were attacking the United States and everything that we stand for. It would be an honor to put an end to their miserable existence."
"But I'd be asking all of you to risk your lives," worried Gwen. "You're all such fine looking, healthy men, full of life, with friends and relatives that love you. How can I ask you to risk all of that?"
"Ma'am, I seem to remember some stories about your husband fighting in Columbia and Iraq, not to mention a pretty epic battle with a guy calling himself The Butcher on a ship in the Indian Ocean. He was fighting to keep others safe. We do the same only better, since we're Army," added the same young man with a grin as he finished speaking.
"Would some of you volunteer for this mission, knowing it's extremely dangerous, and your role in it may never be known by most Americans?" Gwen wanted to know.
"Madam President, I know you don't intend to insult us, but you're coming very close. We're a team. If one goes in, we all go in," insisted a man on Gwen's left. "I'd strongly urge that you never ask your soldiers if they want to go to war. We rely on you to determine what needs to be done for the good of our country. When called upon, we'll do our damnedest to make sure that your orders are carried out. Your husband understands this. I'm surprised he hasn't explained it to you."
"Actually he has, many times, and I always thought I understood it. But then it became my decision that would send you fine soldiers into harm's way," admitted Gwen.
"Madam President, your husband is the poster boy for undertaking dangerous missions. As his wife, or his girlfriend at the time, were you proud of Mr. Hammer's courage and dedication to family and country?" asked another young soldier.
"Of course I was!" declared Gwen. "His actions saved dozens of innocent lives."
"Then you need to grant us the same opportunity," replied the young man. "If these terrorists are allowed to carry on, many more people will be maimed or killed. With your authorization, we can prevent that from happening. It's what we do."
"I can see why Steve wanted me to meet you gentlemen," replied Gwen as she flashed her perfect smile. "Please let me invite all of you to one of our concerts in the not too distant future. We're able to save some room near the stage for close friends. Would you gentlemen please attend as my personal guests?"
"It would have to be backstage," cautioned Steve. "These guys don't want their faces flashed all over the internet. Anonymity is important for their continued safety."
"You're right, of course," conceded Gwen. "However, there's always room backstage for a couple dozen people, and you'd be able to see almost everything from the wings. Would you please come to one our shows? We'll make sure that you won't appear on any cameras."
"Would the fact that we're being invited to this show indicate that we'll be making a trip to Persia in the not-too-distant future?" asked yet another ramrod straight soldier that had remained silent up to that point.
"That's a real possibility, if my military advisors can make it work. Your safety will always be our primary concern, so no promises until Steve and I see some details. Thank you gentlemen, and please allow your President to give each of you a hug before I leave you to make the necessary plans. I realize that I may be letting the cat out of the bag, by telling you this, but meeting you has allowed me to make this decision with a clear conscience. Gentlemen, you are the best of the best, and I'm very grateful for your patriotism, courage, and skill!"
After ending her visit with the Special Forces but before leaving the American embassy, Gwen took advantage of secure phone lines to speak with the Joint Chiefs. As soon as she finished that conversation, she used a secure line for a conference call with Naomi, Kate, Lisa, Vince Rosen, and Jason.
Gwen turned to Steve when she completed her phone calls. "As you probably gathered from my conversations, our intelligence indicates, with no room for doubt, that the terrorist cell training in Iran was responsible for yesterday's attack on the President of the United States and the Chancellor of Germany. They cautioned me that Iran will be seriously pissed if we send troops within their borders. I replied that I'm already pissed. Iran really needs to be more concerned about how its actions are received in other nations, especially the United States."
"I know that wasn't an easy decision for you, but it was the right one," assured Steve. "Everyone has seen how sympathetic you are to the pain and suffering of others. The world now needs to know that there's another side to their Queen. You will not tolerate senseless acts of violence from terrorists, regardless of who encourages or shelters them."
"I know you're right, Steve, but I've just ordered the deaths of these terrorists, and that's a difficult responsibility to carry. I just hope no innocents are hurt and our soldiers return unharmed," replied Gwen.

Gwen and Steve finally made their way to their hotel for an emotional reunion with their family and friends. This was the first time since their arrival in Germany that they'd even seen it! Steve spent some time answering questions from Saint and his cousins concerning his bruises, stitches, and bandages. Once the kids were assured that Steve was fine, they drifted back into an impromptu game room to play.
Their departure allowed Paula to drape her arms around Steve and gently hug him. "Son-in-law, you're an amazing man. There's no doubt that you saved Gwen and the Chancellor and probably Saint, Vicky, Ted and me, along with a lot of security and law enforcement people."
Steve soon found himself closely surrounded by a group of grateful family and friends when Paula released him. "Family back in Washington has been worried sick. It was all we could do to keep them from flying back over here and skipping their hearings, which are scheduled to resume tomorrow. The attack on the President and her husband put things in Washington on hold for a couple of days."
"I was speaking with Lisa just before you came in," revealed Stephanie. "She was telling me that a lot of people are upset that terrorists would stage an attempt on our President's life. They're pretty angry, but proud as hell that Steve turned the tables on them so effectively. A lot of the reports in print and on the internet are simply referring to you two as the Queen and her Warrior.
"Lisa couldn't get over the way the nation reacted to Heather and Amber hugging Steve and crying on his strong shoulders. It always used to be that members of the press should remain impartial and impersonal when dealing with people. Obviously, Heather and Amber had stepped way over that line."
"Did they get into trouble for that?" asked Gwen. "I wondered how the public would perceive reporters showing so much emotion."
"Trouble? Hardly!" laughed Stephanie. "Their networks are constantly replaying the scenes of their star reporters in the arms of America's badly battered, but very heroic Warrior. And that photo of you arm in arm with Amber and Heather has gone viral. It's considered a good thing for them that they're both personal friends of yours. The line between news and entertainment has been blurring for years, but this is far beyond anything that's ever occurred before.
"Amber gave a special report a couple of hours ago. It was live on her network's morning news back in the States," added Stephanie. "She stated flatly that Steve had saved her life in that helicopter crash years ago and she was forever indebted to him. Then she went on to tell the world that Steve Hammer is about the best thing since sliced bread. He's pretty much everything a man should be: loyal, protective, kind, strong, intelligent, and fearless. She told the world that he was a great role model for every male on the planet. She'd had the good fortune to observe and report from the very beginning on the rise of the Queen and her Warrior. It was her opinion that you have far surpassed the traditional role of President of the United States. You and Steve now belong to the entire world. Your power and influence are unparalleled, and constantly increasing."
"Amber said all of that?" asked a very surprised Gwen. "She might be a little off kilter after all that's happened on this trip. I hope she doesn't lose her job or get reprimanded for broadcasting such a subjective point of view."
"Don't worry about Amber," chuckled Jordan. "As far as CBC is concerned, she's golden. I've been reading about this online. Viewers loved her observations this morning. As far as a good portion of the country is concerned, their President is their Queen. They're proud as hell that her Warrior husband kicks ass and takes names. You guys are in uncharted territory."



"It'll probably all die down in a day or two," mused Gwen. "It sounds strange, but the nicer the things the press says about us, the more I worry about the Senate approving my appointments. Those career politicians will resent any good press we garner. Many members of Congress view us as adversaries rather than teammates working toward the same goals, and considering some of their self-serving goals, perhaps we are the enemy."
"The hearings will resume tomorrow," pointed out Ashley. "It'll be interesting to hear what questions are asked, as well as the responses given by our candidates.
Steve and Gwen finally managed to get a restful night's sleep. The next morning found them, in a local hospital visiting the two Secret Service agents who had been injured in the gun battle with the terrorists. Both men were improving and were no longer listed as critical.
"Steve and I want to thank you for your service to your country and to us," began Gwen. "You both showed exceptional skill and courage. We appreciate everything you and your fellow agents do to keep me and my family safe."
"Madam President, we both feel kind of bad that your husband had to pull our butts out of the fire, so to speak. He reacted faster than any of the rest of us. The only reason there weren't more casualties is because of your husband's skill and instincts," replied the older of the two men.
"Steve was pretty incredible, but he's been trained for that sort of thing since he was a teenager. Don't try to compare your skill set to his: there's only one Steve Hammer. You both willingly engaged those terrorists intent on killing the Chancellor and me. You demonstrated your courage and training in a very dire situation. My family is in your debt. Thank you both."
Later, as Steve and Gwen were preparing for the state dinner, their friends in Washington were resuming their testimony before the various Senate committees. Jason's day was by far the least contentious. The senators questioning him displayed a sincere interest in the structure of the Lady in Red Disaster Relief Plan that he had developed almost single-handedly. Jason took great pride in explaining how the plan had developed and evolved over the years, and he was obviously well-grounded in all the details and how they fit together.
Kate was in a far different situation. Senator Peters of New Hampshire was now asking her questions. While not as adversarial as Lancer, it was readily apparent that he was unimpressed with Kate's credentials.
"Mrs. Martin, allow me to offer that I am very relieved that the recent attack on President Hammer's motorcade was, for the most part thwarted, and that Chancellor Braun and President Hammer were unharmed. The event does however, leave me with some questions.
"Do you feel that the government's efforts regarding terrorism are adequate? Should we be more cautious about whom we allow into this country? Would you support better screening of immigrants entering the United States?"
"Senator, I don't think any family in America has been the target of more terrorist efforts than mine. We consider the safety of our friends and family, as well as every citizen of the world, to be extremely important. I think you'll agree with me when I say that far more needs to be done to prevent terrorists from entering the country and to identify, locate, and remove those that have already entered. But with that said, President Hammer's administration will not support any efforts to indiscriminately ban any particular religion, culture, or nationality from entering the United States," replied Kate thoughtfully.
"We will support very thorough screenings of every person entering our borders, and delay or refuse entrance to anyone with questionable credentials or background, regardless of their country of origin or avowed reason for entering the United States.
"So the simple answer to your question is no, I don't feel that the efforts of the United States are adequate. There are individuals and groups within this country and without, that want to do us grievous harm. We need to apply serious and thoughtful effort to better identify and neutralize those parties," stated Kate.
The rest of the day progressed in much the same manner for Kate. Other Senators had the opportunity to ask questions, and by and large Kate was pleased and even somewhat surprised at the civility of the questions. It seemed that the committee had backed away from offering aggressive and insulting observations and questions.
Naomi found things more difficult. The recent attack on the Presidential entourage had hit a nerve. It was soon obvious to Naomi that the Senators expected her to spell out some sort of diplomatic retaliation against nations supporting terrorism.
Senator Gillow of West Virginia pressed Naomi as soon as the hearing began. "Does the Hammer administration plan on initiating new sanctions against any nations found to be supporting the terrorists that conducted the recent attack on President Hammer?"
"No, sir. President Hammer feels that sanctions harm too many innocent people while producing minimal results," responded Naomi.
"So the United States is going to sit back and allow nations to train and arm these deranged individuals? Then allow them to travel to other nations to kill and maim innocent people?" demanded Senator Gillow.
"Sir, President Hammer is studying her options and will respond appropriately to the events in Berlin. Be assured that she will determine a measured response and initiate it," replied Naomi calmly.
"Let me guess. She'll build a new charity hospital in Tehran and maybe give a concert, expecting the Iranian government to realize the error of its ways and reform. They sure won't let her perform in the outfits she's been flaunting all over the world on her tour!" snapped the Senator with surprising venom.
When Naomi remained calmly silent, the Senator became more agitated and barked, "Well? Are you going to respond or not? What are President Hammer's plans regarding Iran?"
"Senator Gillow, I find your outburst insulting and beneath the dignity of this chamber," answered Naomi with a poker face. "I, like my President, do not respond to rude or foolish comments. President Hammer will outline her intentions concerning Iran at the appropriate time, which is certainly not here and not now. In addition, the thrust of your inflammatory comments are beyond the scope of the Office this body is considering me for. The Secretary of State oversees the implementation of U.S. diplomatic policies. He or she does not decide what those policies should be."
It was a long day for Naomi as the Senators continued to ask questions about the evolving relationships with almost every nation Gwen had toured. Senator Bentley of New Mexico demanded to know more about Russia.
"Does President Hammer feel that Russia is no longer an enemy? Does she feel that the United States can trust Russia to end its aggressive posture in Europe and around the world?"
"President Hammer expects to be able to discuss issues of mutual concern with President Kozlov before they escalate into international disputes. She expects to treat President Kozlov with respect, which will encourage him to respond in the same manner. Our President has greatly improved our relations with numerous nations around the globe. Her practical approach to diplomacy strengthens the United States and reduces the likelihood of the world returning to the brink of war."
"Were there any deals or promises made between President Hammer and President Kozlov? Are there any secret agreements that won't stand the light of day?" asked Senator Bentley with obvious suspicion.
"Not secret ones, no. The two Presidents did make mutual promises to maintain an open dialogue and to discuss with each other any issues that might place a lasting peace at risk," answered Naomi.
"You're telling us that President Hammer believes that she and Kozlov can simply discuss the many areas of contention between the US and Russia and resolve them? Isn't that extremely naïve?" demanded Senator Bentley. "These problems have been building for decades. It'll take more than a song and dance to maintain the peace."
"Sir, the United States is being led by the most articulate, respected couple imaginable," responded Naomi with some heat. "What you belittle by terming song and dance is actually communication and diplomacy. Blustering and posturing is not only old school, but totally ineffective, as evidenced by President Hammer's predecessor's diplomatic failures. The President of the United States, along with her husband, has earned the respect of the world. It seems that they are admired everywhere but here in Washington. I have to wonder why that is."
"We are elected leaders of the nation, Young Lady! I might remind you that President Hammer was not elected. She was appointed by Congress, and it's our responsibility to be certain she adheres to the laws and customs of the United States!" hotly retorted the Senator from New Mexico.
"That is where we disagree, Senator," declared Naomi. "Nowhere in the constitution are members of Congress termed leaders. You are no more than elected representatives of the citizens of this great nation, although even that is a huge responsibility and trust. President Hammer leads the United States. She, along with all members of Congress, serves at the will of the American people. I will state this next without any fear of exaggerating: President Hammer has the support of the vast majority of citizens of the United States and much of the world. Congress does not."
"It seems to me that President Hammer, along with her clique of friends and relatives, believes that they are above the law of the land, including the Constitution," rejoined Senator Bentley. "It's the solemn duty of Congress to prevent the destruction or corruption of the Constitution of the United States. Sound bites and photo opportunities may fool the average man in the street, but members of Congress are too well informed and sophisticated to fall for the so-called sizzle over substance."
"Thank you, Senator, for voicing your beliefs so succinctly," smiled Naomi. "I doubt that the American public will appreciate your characterization of them. The lack of respect so many elected officials display for the intelligence of the hard working, taxpaying citizens of this nation is appalling."
"Mrs. Wilson-White, your conduct before this committee has been contentious and disrespectful. I will not only vote against this committee approving your nomination for Secretary of State, but I'll strongly urge my fellow Senators to do the same," promised the very irate Senator. "There's a price to be paid for pride and arrogance."
"I welcome the opportunity to have my nomination voted on by the full Senate. I've seen firsthand the tremendous respect and appreciation the people of the United States and the world have for President Hammer. She and her husband support me unequivocally. That's an honor beyond anything you might imagine," stated Naomi with obvious pride.
"You're in for a serious disappointment if you believe that the United States Senate will bow to the desires of a woman using her Office to promote her and friends' businesses," predicted Senator Bentley. "We place the welfare of the country above personal wealth and power."
"Who are you trying to convince, Senator? Me, your constituents, or yourself?" mused Naomi. "President Hammer always has the best interests of the nation at heart. It shows in everything she says and does. You can do your damnedest, Senator Bentley, but I feel I should caution you. Gwen is loved and respected around the country and around the world. She's known worldwide as the Queen. It's not an official title, but a heartfelt one applied to her by people who now number in the billions. Her husband is loved by most, and feared by some. He's known simply as the Warrior. It will not go well for anyone who insults or maligns our Queen."
"Now you're trying to threaten me with this warrior and queen malarkey?" marveled the lawmaker. "Believing and repeating that hogwash points out just how unfit you are for any official position. It's simply another strike against your chances of becoming Secretary of State."
Gwen and Steve were attending the State Dinner in Berlin as their friends testified before the Senate. Steve still had small bandages over several stitched cuts in his face. He also had yellowish discoloration surrounding several bruises on his forehead and cheeks. It had been suggested that he disguise his disfigurements with makeup, but Gwen insisted that he display them without any camouflage at all, as badges of honor, and Steve agreed with her. Without exception, each person to whom he was introduced stared at him in amazement at the obvious effects of the truck bomb. There was no doubt that he had narrowly avoided death.
The ovation had been loud and long when Gwen and Steve had been introduced as they entered the room. The determination and fearlessness of the couple inspired everyone in attendance. Gwen was incredibly beautiful in a fairly modest red gown, while Steve's banged up face seemed to make him appear even more powerful and desirable to the ladies present.
Chancellor Braun was effusive in her praise of the American couple. She spoke at length of the wisdom and fortitude they had shown in the steps taken to end the potentially deadly international stalemate that had existed the day Gwen assumed the presidency. When she described the events surrounding the recent terrorist attack, her voice cracked several times, making her emotions evident.
For her part, Gwen thanked Germany for its hospitality and assured those listening that she and Steve did not harbor any ill feelings toward the German Republic for the unfortunate events the day of their arrival. She praised the Bundestag and Bundesrat for their support of Chancellor Braun's decision to back the United States in both word and deed in their mutual efforts to reduce international tensions, assuring everyone that Germany's decision to join the United States in withdrawing their forces was the deciding factor for many other nations to follow suit. Her remarks were very well received by the legislators in attendance.
Steve and Gwen didn't attempt to conceal their strong friendship with Hans and his beautiful wife, Nadiya. As expected, everyone noticed how close the two couples were, and how much they seemed to enjoy their time together. Some Germans had been critical of Hans taking a wife with so much influence in a foreign government. He was recognized as one of Braun's most trusted advisors, so predictably, his loyalties were questioned by some. People wishing to fill his shoes were eager to question whether he could represent Germany while being married to a beautiful foreigner destined to assume a leadership position in Ukraine. The fact that Gwen and Steve obviously held Hans and Nadiya in such high regard went quite a way towards defusing that concern.
Shortly before the dinner ended, Gwen and Chancellor Braun were summoned from the room and they left quietly. Upon their return, the Chancellor asked for the crowd's attention. She announced that the United States and Germany had sent a combined commando force into Iran to eliminate the cell that had trained the terrorists that had so recently attacked their motorcade! Reporters scrambled to get closer to record the event, and hopefully to ask questions.
Chancellor Braun turned the microphone over to Gwen as the room became eerily silent. Everyone was aware of the significance of this announcement, and the probable ripple effects of such a dramatic action. Gwen studied her notes for a moment, then looked into the cameras.
"As you all know, the United States and Germany were both attacked during our recent motorcade. It was an act of War carried out by terrorists financed and trained in Iran. We have convincing evidence that the Iranian government was aware of the existence and the plans of a specific terrorist cell within its borders, and that this is the cell that executed the attack. It did nothing to prevent its criminal efforts, and may have even given its support. Let it be known from this moment forward that terrorism is considered an Act of War by civilized nations and will never be tolerated," stated Gwen emphatically.
"At midnight Tehran time, members of the U.S.10th Special Forces Group, some of the finest soldiers in the world, in close cooperation with a unit of the highly trained German Kommando Spezialkräfte, were deployed in northern Iran to put a permanent end to this cell. The mission was successful in attaining its goals of neutralizing these terrorists, while limiting injuries to innocent civilians in their midst. Thirty two terrorists were killed. No prisoners were taken. Several noncombatants did suffer non-life-threatening injuries, which we regret. Three American Special Forces members were injured, but are expected to recover. Two KSK soldiers also received gunshot wounds, but are also expected to make full recoveries."
"Madam President! Are you concerned that Iran will consider this incursion an act of war?" asked Amber Stahl once Gwen nodded to her.
"You really should be asking Iran if they are concerned that the United States absolutely does consider aiding and abetting terrorists in their efforts to kill the President of the United States and her family to be an Act of War!" replied Gwen with passion. "Unfriendly governments must realize that they can no longer deny knowledge of acts of terrorism originating within their borders, when in fact they are very well aware of these cells. Germany and the United States were jointly attacked, and we jointly responded. Tehran needs to consider its position long and hard. I am prepared to discuss our differences, but I am also prepared to meet any violent action from Iran in kind. America will never turn a blind eye to terrorism, regardless of its origin."
A German reporter then questioned Chancellor Braun about her decision to send KSK forces into Iran. Her response was very similar to Gwen's. Germany and the United States stood shoulder to shoulder on this issue, and were prepared to defend their national interests as well as their citizens by any means necessary, be they diplomatic or military.
Back in the United States, the Senate hearings had ended for the day, and Gwen's group was gathered together in the Roosevelt Room of the White House watching Gwen on television. It was prime time in Washington, and talking heads began debating Gwen's actions as soon as she and Chancellor Braun had left the banquet hall after their announcement.
"I can't believe Sis sent Special Forces into Iran!" worried Kate. "This could turn ugly pretty fast."
"You heard how the Senators were grilling Naomi today about Iran. They gave a strong impression that they thought Gwen would be soft on Iran," observed Vince Rosen. "My hearings begin tomorrow and you can bet they'll be all over me about this situation, and they certainly won't be able to take the same approach as they did with Naomi!"
"What will you tell them, Vince?" asked Cindy Quick.
"I'll tell them that I agree with and fully support President Hammer's decision. They tried to kill our President and her family! What could they possibly expect we'd do? Gwen responded appropriately to the situation," concluded Vince Rosen.
"How do you think Iran will react to the raid?" asked a concerned Naomi.
"I have no idea, but I'm certain that our military won't be caught napping, and is prepared for any and all eventualities. This raid was planned very quickly, but I know from my own term as President that all possible consequences will have been considered from the start," asserted Rosen. "If the United States had not acted as we did on this intelligence about the terrorist attack, it would have been correctly construed as encouraging further terroristic acts."



Gwen and Steve were conferring with family and friends after the state dinner. "The raid on Iranian soil is huge news," began Ashley. "Iran has already denounced the actions of the United States and Germany. It's demanding that the world community condemn both nations for their acts of war, as Iran phrased it. It's also demanding an emergency meeting of the United Nations Security Council."
"Lots of luck with the United Nations," replied Gwen. "I spoke with both Kozlov and Li just prior to the raid, and explained exactly where the United States stood on this. Kozlov said he could see Steve's hand in the United States' response and wasn't surprised about our reaction. While Russia is on friendly terms with Iran, terrorism is a common enemy of all nations. He referenced the Chechen attack on Vlad's wedding party, and how Steve and I responded to help our Russian friends. Iran has placed its traditional ally, Russia in a difficult position by supporting, or at the very least, encouraging terrorism.
"Officially, both Russia and China will complain about the United States crossing into Iran, but they'll temper their positions with strongly worded condemnations of terrorism. Steve's plan to build relationships with these countries is already paying off. Iran will have to go it alone if it decides to flex any military muscle."
"Speaking of Steve, was it my imagination or was he even more popular than usual tonight?" wondered Paula. "I thought some of the ladies were going to swoon when Steve asked them to dance."
"Yeah, it seems that all of those cuts and bruises simply made him even more desirable," lamented Gwen. "Women have always been drawn to him, but tonight they were having small orgasms just by being near him."
"I don't think that is at all accurate," contested Nadiya as she squeezed her husband's hand and smiled. "My orgasms were not small. I am still weak in the knees!"
Laughter erupted as everyone caught Nadiya's humor. "I have to agree," added a laughing Ashley. "I think mine may have registered on the Richter Scale. You do Steve a disservice by suggesting the ladies near him were having small orgasms."
"It seems like Steve's been causing orgasms just by standing near women and being his charming self. You should have kept your observations to yourself, Mom; the answer to your query has let a very undiplomatic cat out of the bag," chided Gwen, maintaining a straight face.
"I'm sorry, Dear, I didn't catch what you just said. Steve just stepped a little too close and I lost my concentration," replied a grinning Paula. "I have to go sit down now."
"We were discussing the raid by United States and German military on foreign soil," reminded Steve. "How did that degenerate into the intensity and frequency of female orgasms? Remember that Gwen has ordered all meetings videoed."
"Not informal family and friends' discussions," corrected Gwen. "I appreciate how everyone collaborates to prevent me from over thinking my responses. It really helps just to be a member of a nice group of people having a good time. And speaking of good times, Steve needs his beauty rest, so please excuse us. We'll see everyone at breakfast."
The next morning found the ramifications of the raid on the terrorist cell in Iran at the forefront of international news. Many members of Congress were upset that they hadn't been consulted prior to the raid and were only filled in hours after the fact. Iran was demanding that the world unite in condemning the actions of Germany and the United States.
Once Gwen and Steve had finished a relaxing breakfast, they agreed to meet with the press. At noon Berlin time, Gwen stepped into the press room.
As was often the case, Gwen greeted everyone with a smile before nodding to Amber Stahl to begin. "Madam President, the President of Iran spoke to his nation earlier today. He declared that America had created an international incident. He referred to you and your husband as the Dogs of War. He suggested that if the United States didn't apologize and the world communities condemn your actions in the strongest terms, Iran may be forced to rely on its military supremacy to seek justice. How do you respond to that?"
"I saw that rant," replied Gwen, giving Steve a lingering look. "If he currently thinks of Steve and me as the Dogs of War, he'll be soon be thinking of us as the Hounds of Hell if the Iranian military retaliates in any manner whatsoever. Every ship, every aircraft, every piece of military equipment Iran owns is under constant satellite observation. We will not tolerate any threatening actions. The United States is prepared to defend its interests."
"Are you surprised by the subdued tone Russia and China have adopted regarding the incursion into Iran?" asked another reporter. "Did you expect more vitriol from those two Superpowers?"
"I informed the heads of both Russia and China of our intentions immediately prior to the raid, as well as our reasons for them. All nations need to refute terrorism. Any rational government will recognize terrorism as a challenge to its very existence. Rest assured that Russia and China understand the necessity of our actions," replied Gwen calmly.
"Was it difficult for you as President of the United States, as well as a medical doctor, to issue orders to terminate the members of this cell?" questioned a newspaper reporter.
"It was a decision I didn't make lightly, but in the end it was the only one I could make," replied Gwen thoughtfully. "I'll never knowingly allow murderers and psychopaths the opportunity to commit barbaric acts. It's my belief that eliminating this terrorist cell will result in saving many lives, and that's very compatible with my core values."
"Many observers feel that this raid into Iran has your husband's fingerprints all over it," began Heather Jensen. "Is this something he recommended? Was the raid Steve's response to this attack on Chancellor Braun and your family?"
"Steve is known as the Warrior, and with good reason. He's my most trusted advisor. I've said before that when it comes to terrorists, he's hell on wheels. But make no mistake, the buck stops with me, and this decision was mine to make. Please don't try to separate Steve's contributions from my administration. His fingerprints, as you put it, will be on everything my administration decides to do. We discuss strategy and form policy together; that's no secret. We went over the options and determined our course. I took Steve's and other people's thoughts into consideration, but the final decision was mine to make," concluded Gwen.
"Why didn't you consult Congress before sending troops into Iran?" quizzed Amber Stahl. "Isn't that standard procedure?"
"I'm not required to consult, placate, or pamper the legislative branch of government. We had a narrow window of opportunity and I decided to take advantage of it. Congress received my briefing in a timely manner," dismissed Gwen.
"Madam President, that response is not likely to sit well with many members of Congress," insisted another cable news reporter. "They're already expressing their displeasure. Senator Lancer stated, and I quote, 'her impetuous reaction to the attack on herself and Chancellor Braun was driven by Ms. Hammer's and her husband's personal anger that the terrorists had tried to kill her and her family.'"
"Really? Did Senator Lancer include an argument that he wouldn't take it personally if someone tried to kill him and his family?" demanded Gwen, obviously irked. "Let me tell you something. I took it very personally!
"The American people took it personally! There was an attempt by terrorists to kill the President of the United States and her family. They would have succeeded if I hadn't been with Steve Hammer. If Senator Lancer had been riding with me instead of Steve, Chancellor Braun and I would both be dead right now, along with Senator Lancer, and his family would have to determine whether they took it personally.
"Terrorism is very personal. They're trying to spread literal Terror by indiscriminately killing random women, children, families, people who are unable to defend themselves. This assassination attempt had specific targets, but their plan was to create as much widespread mayhem and Terror as possible. Perhaps Senator Lancer can remain detached as deranged terrorists ram his car with a truck packed with explosives and try to kill him and his loved ones and everyone else in the vicinity, but that's not me, and we all know it's certainly not Steve.
"Senator Lancer makes no secret of the fact that he hopes to be the next President of the United States. If he's successful in his bid, he just might survive because of the action I took in Iran. When you try to kill the President of the United States, it becomes very personal to millions of Americans, regardless of their political party or ideology. When you try to harm those near and dear to my Warrior husband, you've just signed your own death warrant!" proclaimed Gwen emphatically.
"Then it was Steve's urging that tipped the scales in favor of wiping out the terrorist cell in Iran?" asked Heather.
"I didn't say that," clarified Gwen quickly. "Steve made his thoughts known, as did several other trusted advisors, as did German Chancellor Braun. What tipped the scales for me was a firm belief that my Warrior would not have rested until those killers were neutralized. Steve and I have been on the world stage for half of our lives. Have any of you any reason to think that Steve would knowingly allow terrorists intent on harming his family to survive?"
"Are you telling us that if you hadn't acted as you did, your husband would have sought revenge on his own, independently of the government?" asked a stunned cable news reporter.
"No, I'm not saying that, either. For one thing, revenge is not a goal that drives Steve. Keeping his family safe by eliminating barbaric murderers is not revenge. It is, however, sound logic," reasoned Gwen. "When that terrorist cell began making plans to harm me and my family, they became dead men walking. There was no place on earth where they could've hidden; no hole or tunnel deep enough to save them. Frankly, I'm surprised that I have to explain this to you, or to anyone else for that matter."
"I think I'm finally getting it," admitted Heather, looking at Steve. "Madam President, you're telling us that we should all know by now that the Warrior will defend his Queen and his family against all dangers and all odds. I think that America is proud as hell that we have a First Couple with the strength and courage to face danger and eliminate it so effectively. Is it your expectation that your swift and deadly response will cause terrorists to reconsider their plans?"
"Realistically? No, I'm sorry to say I don't," replied Gwen. "These people are zealots. Their hatred is stronger than their fear. Terrorism will not end until people let their hatred go and decide to live peacefully. Part of the problem is that we Americans are hated for all manner of things: for our manner of dress, our respect for women, for our freedom of speech, our freedom of religion, our basic culture.
"Many of these terrorists will not only forever refuse to accept our freedom, they'll try to end it because if they don't, it'll eventually spread to every corner of the planet. Freedom and equality are fundamental rights. They can be delayed for periods of time, but the innate human desire to be free will never be squelched. That is the ultimate truth that all terrorists will either have to accept at some point or to die, struggling against an inexorable universe."
"Are you actually encouraging people to address your husband as The Warrior and yourself as The Queen? Isn't that more than a little melodramatic and tremendously self-serving?" asked a reporter from a major New York newspaper.
"I make no claims about being The Queen, or a queen of any kind," answered Gwen thoughtfully. "People who address me so are being very kind and respectful, but aren't doing so because I ask it of them. But I have been giving a great deal of thought to my husband's position lately. I realize how this may sound strange, but I'm convinced that Steve Hammer is something very special. In ancient Greece he might've been considered a God, or at the very least, the son of a God, much like Achilles. In many ways he's become the most powerful man in the world. I've seen the respect leaders around the globe show to him. I've seen firsthand how he instinctively reacts to danger and achieves the impossible to save lives, as well as to end the lives of murderers and psychopaths."
As Gwen spoke, the reporters turned their attention to Steve as he stood behind her and off to the side. He was unable to conceal his obvious surprise at his wife's words. He quickly moved to her side and placed his arm over her shoulders.
"My wife is my biggest supporter," Steve grinned disarmingly as he hugged Gwen. "Like most wives, she thinks that her husband is pretty special and I'm pleased that she does. I know that I firmly believe that Gwen is the best person I've ever met and I love her beyond anything I ever thought was possible. We're much like other married couples in that regard." Steve then pulled Gwen into his arms for a passion-filled kiss before leading her out of the room, effectively ending his own, and Gwen's, participation in the discussion.
Clips of Gwen's news conference played throughout the morning on every news program in America. The group of friends scheduled to appear before Congress once again met in the White House to watch it before heading to Capitol Hill.
"Wow!" exclaimed Lisa. "Gwen just told the world that she thinks Steve is some kind of God, or at least far more than a mortal man. You all know that it'll be the first thing you'll be asked about today. Any ideas how to respond? What was Gwen thinking?"
"I think Steve handled that as well as he could have," observed Vince Rosen. "Her remarks were those of a woman very much in love with her husband, who just happens to be the extraordinary Steve Hammer. He's very special to her, but he's still only human. That's how I suggest we handle it."
"Not me. When they ask me about it I'm going to tell them the truth," disagreed Naomi as she looked around the table at her friends. "Gwen's right. How much more proof do we need?"
"You're going to tell the Senate and the world that Steve's a paranormal superhero like Captain America?" joked Kate. "But seriously, I know Sis was beyond amazed at Steve's quick response to the attack the other day, and looking back, this feeling of hers has been building ever since she met him. She's convinced that he's extraordinary in every way that matters, and I don't see how we can argue that point when it's so obviously true."
"Naomi and Kate are right!" decided Lisa. "We can't go out there and dispute what Gwen said, or disagree with her. If we don't support her fully, how can we expect anyone else to do so?"
"Okay, I think I see where this is going," moderated Vince Rosen. "I think my first idea was good as far as it went, but it won't satisfy the press, or Congress. I doubt if any explanation will. We simply need to refer to Steve's accomplishments over the years. Gwen was simply pointing out the obvious. The guy is uniquely special."
In Berlin, Gwen was having a late lunch before her scheduled concert. Paula was the first to bring up Gwen's departure from her standard responses to questions about Steve's influence. "Gwen, do you think you may have gone a little too far in your praise of Steve? Stating that he could be the son of a mythological being is pushing the envelope a little, don't you think?"
Everyone went quiet as they waited for Gwen's response. "No, I don't, Mom. Crazed psychopaths recently attacked my family with the intention of killing all of us. That truck bomb was supposed to kill Steve, Saint, Vickie, and me. In the destruction following the blast, those men in the vans were going to shoot any survivors in the area. Obviously the first few vehicles in the motorcade would have been damaged if not destroyed by the bomb, leaving them vulnerable to small arms fire.
"The terrorists had no way of knowing that I'd have the kids riding with you, and Chancellor Braun with me: that was a spur of the moment thing. They wanted me and my family dead because I'm President of the United States. As you know, it's only because Steve is who he is that we're all alive right now. It's likely that you, Dad, Vickie, and Saint would have been killed as well," reasoned Gwen as Paula turned pale.
"Is this job worth the lives of my loved ones? Not to me! When the dust settled and I saw how banged up Steve was and how close my entire family had come to death, I had a moment of clarity. I knew that I'd make certain those bastards would never have the opportunity to make another attempt. I also had to admit to myself and to the world that Steve's beyond special.
"It's okay if you don't agree. I don't care if any one agrees. I'll even be fine if I'm removed from office, but I'll never be okay if anything ever happens to Vickie, Saint, or Steve! I realize I may sound like I'm suffering from PTSD, but that's how I feel, and I doubt that'll ever change."
"As a doctor and a friend, I'd say that you're holding up extremely well," offered Charlotte. "I don't see any signs of PTSD, but I do see the undeniable signs of a wife, mother, daughter and friend concerned about her loved ones. Go with your heart, Gwen. If you want to sing Steve's praises from the hilltops, it's okay. You certainly have good reason to feel as you do.
"I know that you never aspired to be President of the United States and that titles really don't mean that much to you. I also know that you're probably the best president we've ever had, probably because it's not something you ever wanted, and you have no desire to even serve a second term.
"You've grown beyond anything I ever imagined when we first met in third grade. You've truly become the Queen of Peace. Steve is your Warrior. I don't think anyone could ever dispute that," concluded Charlotte.
"I've been thinking about what Gwen said about Steve, and I've come to the conclusion that she's hit the nail on the head," joined in Billy Marsh. "In this day and age, we dismiss the feats of ancient Gods as myth. I guess that's why they call it mythology.
"Suppose Steve, or someone very like him, existed in ancient Sparta and accomplished the things that Steve has managed. Isn't it likely that the rest of the community would begin thinking of him as a God, or at least the son of a God? It isn't so much that modern society considers him nothing more than above average, but that in ancient Greece, anyone that did what Steve's done would indeed be hailed as a God."
Everyone turned their attention to Steve as he stared at Billy before finally speaking. "I can see my wife getting a little carried away with her opinion of me, but you're starting to worry me, Billy. Maybe your dress is bunched up in the back and it's affecting your brain."
"Billy, don't worry; you just embarrassed Steve with your comment," laughed Gwen. "He doesn't see himself the way we do. Joking is his way of responding when he's embarrassed."
"Hey, everyone, the Senate confirmation hearings have started back in Washington," interrupted Ashley. "You might want to hear what Naomi said when she was asked about Gwen's statements on Steve and Iran. You can watch in on these laptops."
"Ms. Wilson-White," began Senator Kelley of North Dakota once Naomi had taken her seat. "I'm sure that you heard the incredible comments made by President Hammer earlier today. Let me simply ask you this. Is it your belief that President Hammer's husband is better than other men, a man worthy of being considered a God from ancient Greece?"



"Senator, it's my belief that Steve Hammer is the embodiment of what a man, a husband, and a father should be," responded Naomi. "When Gwen first made her observations about Steve, I was as surprised as anyone. But then I began thinking about her statement. Consider his history: Why is he called the Warrior? Who in Washington, or anywhere else can compare with him in any meaningful way? Gwen wasn't boasting. She's a brilliant woman. She's a very good physician. She's been with Steve for seventeen years. She's seen him do things no one else could ever do. I'd think twice before disagreeing with her."
"Did you have any firsthand knowledge that President Hammer's husband would even consider mounting some sort of raid into Iran?" asked the politician irately.
"I have to admit that I did not, nor did that possibility ever occur to me. But then I'm not Steve Hammer. I realize now that I should have considered that very scenario. What does a true warrior do when a person or a group tries to kill his family? He does whatever is necessary to protect his loved ones. If the United States hadn't taken out that terrorist cell, it still would have met an untimely end, sooner rather than later."
"Are you telling this committee that you believe that President Hammer's husband would have terminated this cell on his own if the United States hadn't? Do you also believe that Steve Hammer is some kind of deity?" demanded the incredulous Senator.
"What I'm trying to tell you is this," replied Naomi. "That terrorist cell became destined for elimination the moment it attacked the Warrior's family. I realize now that there could be no other outcome. Do I feel that Steve is a deity? That's more difficult to answer. Everything he's accomplished since high school points to one obvious conclusion. Simply put, he's incredible. I defy you to name one other person that could have possibly done what he's done over the years and survived. This country was founded on the belief that all men are created equal, and Steve truly subscribes to that belief. That said, Steve has no true equals, and that's what President Hammer was telling us."
"You're saying this with your husband sitting right behind you?" asked Senator Kelley. "Such a statement indicates that you believe Steve Hammer is a better man than your husband. That must be a bitter pill for him to swallow."
"You're trying to tangle me up with my husband?" gasped Naomi with an incredulous chuckle. "Senator, in the vernacular, that just ain't gonna happen. Jared is an alpha male, secure in his position and secure in my love for him. Jared feels the same as I do; he agrees that Gwen is accurate in her assessment. In our group, most of the men are alphas. They're extremely intelligent, powerful men, devoted spouses, and wonderful fathers, accustomed to making bold decisions and sticking to their guns. Even in such a crowd, Steve stands out. Steve's an alpha who draws other alphas to him. He's an alpha to other alphas. I don't know if this is an accepted term, but I once heard him referred to as an alpha prime.
"He and Jared are beyond friends. They're closer than brothers. They share a bond that only true alphas can experience, and their trust in each other is absolute. You won't ever hear Jared disparage Steve for any reason. There's no jealousy in our marriage, nor in our relationships with others. I might add that if Steve had deemed it necessary to take a personal trip into Iran late some night, Jared would have gone proudly by his side. My husband is the guy who once deliberately placed himself in the way of bullets intended for a high school student, Steve's girlfriend at the time, who has now become the President of the United States. None of us has ever forgotten that he saved Gwen's life, and I've only disclosed the tip of an iceberg here, so if you're attempting to sow dissention between any of President Hammer's closest friends, I suggest you give it up as a bad job."
In the face of that total response, Senator Kelley yielded the floor to Senator Williams of Arizona to take up the questioning.
"The United States knowingly violated Iran's airspace and put boots on Iran's sovereign soil. Do you see how this may be construed as an act of war, Ms. Wilson-White?"
"Senator, the administration sees Iran's support of a terrorist cell intent on killing the President of the United States as an Act of War all by itself. You can use whatever terms you want, but the fact remains that President Hammer moved to protect herself, her family, and many other innocents. She's very interested in Iran's response. That will determine her next step. There will be no apology and no equivocation. The actions of Iran were solely responsible for our measured response. The Hammer administration will allow Iran to posture and bluster, but any direct military action it takes will be met with deadly force," promised Naomi.
At the same time, Kate was facing questions from the Senate Judiciary Committee. This time it was Oregon's Senator Ridd. "Ms. Martin, I'm sure that you are aware of the rather bizarre statement your sister, President Hammer made this morning in regard to her husband. Would you care to clarify or comment on it?"
"I apologize, Senator Ridd. I did watch her news conference, but I recall no bizarre statements. I'm afraid I can't help you there."
"So you intend to support your sister, even at the risk of not receiving the endorsement of this committee?" glared the Senator.
"It really should come as no surprise to you or anyone else that I'll support my sister to the gates of hell and beyond," quipped Kate.
"So it's your position that President Hammer's husband is more than human, perhaps the son of a Greek God? You've been nominated to be the next Attorney General, and yet you hold such foolish ideas? How are we supposed to take you seriously?"
"In ancient Greece, a man such as Steve would have been considered the son of a God at the very least, whether that was his true ancestry or not," replied Kate. "I'm certain that most politicians are more concerned about this because it's true than because they think it's a ridiculous claim. I only recently left President Hammer's tour so I could take part in this hearing. For seventeen years I've seen that man do incredible, and at times, unbelievable things. Steve Hammer is far more than an average man. To deny that fact is to deny recent history."
"This attitude is not helping your chances of being approved by this committee," countered Senator Ridd. "I'd advise that you consider your words carefully."
"Senator, you appear to be advising me to deny the obvious. Instead, allow me to state what my sister Gwen is too modest to tell the press," responded Kate with passion. "Gwen is first and foremost the Queen of Peace, next the Lady in Red, and lastly the President of the United States. She told everyone that Steve is the most powerful man in the world, but she failed to mention that she's the most powerful woman on the planet, and will continue to be exactly that long after she leaves the presidency. That power comes directly from the love and support of an overwhelming majority of the citizens of the world. It's beyond anything Congress has ever seen, or that you can control, which is the part that drives you control freaks nuts. Together, the First Couple have no limits. You can defeat my nomination, but your pathetic political machinations will have no effect whatsoever on my sister and her husband, nor on what they will achieve. You have no idea what you're dealing with."
"Did you hear what Kate just told the committee?" marveled Stephanie. "She doesn't leave any room for doubt about how much she supports you, Gwen. Your sisters are your biggest supporters, although Naomi was right up there with her."
"It's very humbling, but I'm afraid they're getting even more carried away than I did when I compared Steve to the ancient Greek Gods. When I listened to Kate and Naomi try to defend me, I realize how far out I must have sounded," admitted Gwen. "I may have just ruined any chance they ever had to be approved by the Senate. On the plus side though, this is a difficult, thankless job that I really don't need and would be better off without, especially if it places Vickie and Saint in danger.
"But right now I need to concentrate on giving Berlin the best show they've ever seen. Steve and I are going to take a short nap before we have to go to the concert site. These shows are really quite tiring," admitted Gwen.
"You make sure Gwen manages some sleep," admonished Paula to Steve. "I know what she really means when she talks about taking a nap with you. Both of you have been pushing extremely hard on this trip. Please get some rest. You're going to need it. I've heard that they're expecting a huge crowd tonight at Potsdamer Platz and everyplace close."
Later that afternoon in Washington, as Kate, Naomi, Jason, and Vince Rosen were wrapping up their testimonies, Gwen and Steve were making their way onto the temporary stage. Potsdam Plaza was packed with adoring fans eager for the music to begin. Steve and Gwen spent a moment taking in the incredible sights surrounding them.
"This stage was erected where the Berlin Wall was located all those years ago," pointed out Gwen to the entire band. "This is an historic plaza in a very historic city. We need to give these fans our best, since they've been brave enough to show up after all the terrorist activity in Berlin recently."
"Personally, I think you and Steve are demonstrating some major nerve by showing up tonight," insisted Jordan. "You guys came that close to being blown up by that truck bomber. Steve still looks like hell, no offense."
A few minutes later, Gwen strode to the front of the stage to greet hundreds of thousands of adoring fans. Before the massive crowd could react to her appearance, Gwen dropped to one knee and bowed to the fans. Within seconds, every member of the huge audience was on one knee, all while cheering and applauding Gwen's homage even as they returned it. Smiling, Gwen stood and motioned for the audience to do the same. The din increased as people yelled and whistled their approval. Flashing her trademark smile, Gwen strode back to the band, grabbed Steve's hand, and pulled him to the front of the stage where he stood alongside her.
The huge screens placed around the plaza filled with the faces of America's First Couple as they waved to the crowd. Steve's face still sported many hues of black, blue and yellow. Several small bandages still covered places on his face that had received stitches. Knowing what Steve had risked while receiving the bruises, cuts, and contusions he displayed, the crowd yelled and screamed in support. Steve waved again before pulling Gwen close and sharing a smoldering kiss as the audience yelled its approval.
As the din began to abate, Charlie signaled the band to begin its opening number. Gwen was stoked by Steve's passionate kiss in front of the huge audience, as well as the extremely warm reception the fans were still giving her. Once again flashing her best smile, she began strutting across the stage as she sang We Will Rock You and invited the crowd to join in.
The rest of the evening was a prolonged blur as every musician performed at their highest level for over five hours. The crowd somehow grew larger and the enthusiasm seemed to increase steadily. When Gwen was joined by Jordan and Kathy Perrine as they danced and sang across the stage, the huge crowd went into a frenzy. Three of the sexiest, most beautiful women in the world performing right in front of them in sexy, tight leather outfits was almost more than they could endure. By concert's end, the audience was as exhausted as the performers. Five hours of standing, dancing, cheering, applauding, and whistling had taken its toll.
Once the final song had ended and the stage was in relative darkness, everyone in the band looked to Charlie for his expert assessment. He looked around at the assembled musicians and broke into a huge grin.
"That may have been our best show yet. Gwen really brought her A-game, but Jordan and Kathy turned their performances up a notch or two and the fans loved it. Some of those moves you ladies made had to cause some serious discomfort in the jeans of every straight male watching, including band members. It wasn't just great music, but it was incredible entertainment. We're giving complete performances now, and it's amazing to see and hear," proclaimed Charlie proudly.
Gwen and Steve slept a little later than usual the next morning. The terrorist attack and the following days had been extremely stressful on the couple, and the extra sleep was well deserved and much needed. They were scheduled to depart for Paris in the early afternoon, so Gwen and Steve dutifully appeared in the press room in the hotel before heading for the airport.
Gwen nodded to Heather for the first question. "My Queen, your nominees for Secretary of State and Attorney General possibly lost whatever committee support they may have had yesterday when they demonstrated unwavering support for you and your warriorWarrior. How did you feel about their testimony yesterday?"
Gwen studied Heather's face for several seconds as she mulled over Heather's salutation before breaking into a smile. "Thank you, Heather. It was humbling to listen to one of my best friends and my younger sister voice such strong support for Steve and me. I would think that such loyalty and honesty should advance their chances for committee approval. They are remarkable women.
"I need to be honest, however. Kate and Naomi will be at my side and helping me every day, in every step of my presidency, regardless of the actions of the Senate. I am not going to spend any effort or waste any time twisting arms, cajoling, or pleading with Congress. My oath was to protect and defend the Constitution and the people of our great nation.
"The United States has been saddled with party politics and personal agendas in Congress for far too long. The American people deserve better. We all know that. The plain truth is that they will not be getting anything better until they take a more active role in their own government. They need to make their desires known to their elected representatives, and to replace the ones that don't reflect their ideals. Americans have to stop blaming Congress for its poor performance and accept responsibility. Demand better. Let them know what you require if they're to remain in office. Don't accept mediocrity and cronyism."
"Madam President, can you effectively function as President of the United States without the support and cooperation of Congress?" questioned a newspaper reporter.
"You probably have a better grasp of that than I," replied Gwen calmly. "It appears that we'll be finding that out, doesn't it?"
"My Queen, do you care to respond your sister's statement that in terms of importance and power, your titles of Queen of Peace and Lady in Red surpass even the position of President of the United States?" asked Amber Stahl.
Once again, Gwen looked at her questioner slightly longer than usual before smiling. "Thank you, Amber. The Queen of Peace title is very real to a great many people around the world. I would never disrespect them by making light of it. I treasure the fact that so many people feel I have earned such a title. It simply demonstrates the respect some people have for me as well as the respect that I reciprocate.
"Lady in Red is the company that Steve, Jordan, Charlie, Kate, Lisa, and I have nurtured and developed into an extremely successful business. That business has spent billions of dollars in service to less fortunate people around the world. When I attended that first dance with Steve dressed in the red dress I'd borrowed from Lisa, I became known as the Lady in Red. I'm the face of the company. Other than my personal relationships with family and friends, my children, and my marriage, it's the single accomplishment in my life that I am most proud of and least willing to let go. Lady in Red does far too much for far too many people for me to ever allow it to fail in any way.
"President of the United States is the most prestigious title a person could ever have, in my opinion, but it isn't the most important position a person can ever attain. An extraordinary chain of events catapulted me into this office. I'm extremely proud to be your president, but I'll be quite satisfied when I no longer am. I'll do my best to fulfill my duties to the American people so long as I hold my Office. You can be sure of that, but it doesn't mean so much to me that I'll surrender my principles to retain the office, or to convince Congress to do the job the American voters should expect of them."
"Madam President, you were just addressed as 'My Queen' by two reporters. You smiled and expressed your thanks. Are you now encouraging reporters and others to refer to you as our Queen?" demanded a cable news reporter.
"I simply thanked them for the obvious respect they were showing me. You may feel free to address me in almost any polite fashion, and I'll be happy to return the respect to you," responded Gwen.
"Warrior, sir? May I ask you a question?" asked a middle aged reporter for an American West Coast paper.
Steve gave the woman a big smile and nodded to her. "Would you have attempted to neutralize that terrorist cell in Iran if the United States hadn't?"
"I don't deal in speculation," replied Steve. "That mission was handled extremely well by Special Forces from both nations. I will state only that anyone who tries to harm my wife or my family should know that I will not rest until the threat they represent has been eliminated."
"Madam President, have you been surprised by the apparent lack of retaliation by Iran?" questioned a silver haired reporter from a Canadian station.
"Not really," admitted Gwen. "There really isn't much they can do, other than release more terrorists into civilized society. They've recently seen how serious we are about putting an end to terrorist training cells, and they can expect far worse if they send out killers to commit crimes in other nations either openly or clandestinely. The United States takes these aggressive acts very seriously and will respond accordingly. Now that Germany and we have broken the ice so to speak, I suspect other countries will decide to follow our lead if they are similarly attacked.
"We have to prepare to catch our flight, now. Thank you for your questions. We'll do this again in Paris," promised Gwen with a bright smile. "Have a great day!"
A few hours later in New York City, Tyler and Sybil were attending a press conference with the NFL commissioner. Its purpose was to announce the transfer of ownership of the Washington Redskins to Lady in Red. As COO of the company, Tyler was there to represent the otherwise preoccupied owners.
Once the Commissioner finished his comments, the questions began. "Mr. Smith, are you going to keep the same coaching staff? What about general manager? What are the plans going forward for the team?"
"That's pretty simple to answer," replied Tyler. "The new owners of the team have decided to place all decisions in the capable hands of Jared White. He'll serve as director of football operations and will have complete control of all aspects of the team concerning personnel, coaches, administration, schedule, and so on.
"Jared has been very close friends with the owners of Lady in Red ever since high school. He was in the same graduating class as Jordan, Gwen and Steve, along with myself. He played alongside Steve in high school, and again since they first entered the league together to play for Washington. We've promised Jared he won't be second guessed from above, and he won't have to worry about keeping his job," chuckled Tyler. "He's a close friend with an astute football mind. In the eyes of Lady in Red, he's golden."



"Has Jared given up his hopes of playing another year or two since he's going to run the team?" asked a sports reporter from a Washington paper.
"You'll have to direct that question to Jared, although speaking as a fan, I hope he does play another year or two," replied Tyler.
"What about Steve Hammer? Will he play another year now that he owns the team?" asked the same reporter.
"Again, you'll need to discuss that with Jared. I'd imagine that he'll try to persuade his old friend to play another year or two, but that's entirely up to him. Right now, Steve Hammer has some pressing issues on his plate on national and international levels, so that may not be something he's even considering at this point," reasoned Tyler.
"Won't it be a public relations issue for President Hammer to own a team sporting a name that many Americans feel is racist?" questioned a female reporter with ESPN.
"Not at all," replied Tyler confidently. "A logo's already been designed for the team and its new name. Lady in Red has decided to rename the team the D. C. Spartans. You can guess where the Spartan name came from. Sybil will now unveil the new logo so everyone can see it."
With that, Sybil walked to a wall and tugged a string, allowing a cloth cover to drop to the floor, revealing a poster in an ornate frame. The new logo was a darkened silhouette of two well- muscled men, each holding a red, white, and blue shield to one side with their other arm over each other's shoulders. On the shield to the left of course was a D, and on the other a C. Each man was wearing a Spartan-like battle helmet, also in red, white, and blue. Between the silhouette of goalposts above and behind the players was the colorful name SPARTANS.
"In case you haven't figured it out yet, Jared and Steve posed for the artist that created the logo," revealed Tyler, "and the team colors are red, white, and blue. We believe the fans will be very receptive to the new owners, the new name, and the new logo. The NFL has already approved of the name change and logo design."
The new name, ownership and management of the local NFL team quickly became big news in the nation's capital. Some fans complained bitterly about the team's name change, but for the most part everyone was quite approving of it. Two days later of course, any news about the football team was relegated to the back page.
Three Senate committees reported to the Senate favorably for Jason Hunter, Senator Meredith Chatham, and Jeff Wilson. Both houses of Congress appeared to be headed toward approval of Vince Rosen as Vice President of the United States.
Both the Judiciary Committee and the Senate Foreign Relations Committee reported unfavorably to the senate. Kate and Naomi had not secured the approvals of the committees reviewing their qualifications.
Gwen and Steve were attending the State Dinner in Paris when the news of the Senate committees' rejections of Kate and Naomi reached them. Steve led Gwen onto the dance floor so he could speak to her somewhat privately. "The full Senate still has to vote. My sources tell me that pressure from voters is really building in the Senate. If the votes were taken right now, Kate and Naomi wouldn't quite make it. By next week, when the vote is actually held, things may be a little different."
++++++
I thank Tex Beethoven for making this a better read!
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Christine Hamilton gazed at the passing scenery as the stagecoach bounced over the rough terrain. The differences between Nevada and Virginia were stark and had become more apparent with each passing day of her journey. Virginia had many more towns, homes and businesses along the more traveled roads, and far less dust. She hadn't seen a single building in the entire five hours she'd traveled since leaving Carson City.
As she watched the sagebrush and colorful wildflowers glide across her view, she once again pondered the wisdom of her trip. Now that she was removed from her family, it had become obvious that her rather rash decision to travel to Bonnet, Nevada, was in large part, a result of her irritation at Will.
When her brother, Will, had turned twenty-one, her father had given him half ownership in a working gold mine. Three years later, Christine celebrated her twenty first birthday in anticipation of receiving something special, and rather expensive. That had been far from the case. She could still hear her brother's raucous laughter as Christine's face dropped when her father placed a deed in front of her at the dinner table.
"Now that you're all grown up, I'm giving you a working cattle ranch in Nevada," beamed her father as he smoothed out the document sitting in front of her. "The Bar M was given to your late mother by her father over twenty years ago. She'd be real happy to know that it's remaining in the family. With the railroads expanding west, the value of the land and the cattle will only increase. You own a cattle ranch now!"
The gift would have been better received by Christine if the ranch hadn't been the butt of more than a few jokes and sarcastic comments over the years. Everyone in the family knew that Molly Murphy Hamilton had found it necessary to inject money into the ranch, almost annually. The best she could ever recall her mother saying about the property was that it had broken even one year.
As those thoughts crossed her mind, Will was unable to contain his mirth any longer. "Yeah, Sis! You've got yourself a regular goldmine there. Oh, I'm sorry! I've got the gold mine. You've got some scrawny cattle and a few swaybacked horses. I'm sure it'll become profitable pretty soon, just like you'll be getting married pretty soon!"
Her brother's hearty laugh accompanied his stinging remarks. Christine's temper flared immediately. Her Irish heritage overruled the composure she normally maintained. Over the ensuing weeks, Christine would recall her exact words and marvel at the situation she had placed herself in because of a fit of pique.
"Listen to you! How many times have you been to your mine? You don't even know where it is. Grandpa Murphy loved that ranch and I'm going to make it successful and give Grandpa and Mom up in heaven something to be proud of.
"I'll probably settle down out there and raise a bunch of kids. They'll be riding horses and working cattle, not sitting around waiting to turn twenty-one so they can retire!" blurted Christine before she gave any thought to her words.
Her brother only laughed harder. "You may be right! I've heard there's a shortage of women out there. You should be able to collar some broken down lonesome cowpoke who would be willing to put up with a bossy stubborn man-hating woman so he can have a roof over his head. I can't wait to meet this guy. I bet he'll even have a few of his teeth left!"
It had always been that way between Christine and Will. They had spent much of their youth quarreling about anything and everything. He had teased her mercilessly at every opportunity. As they approached adulthood, Christine's social life had become a favorite source of derision for Will.
It wasn't that she wasn't attractive. With her copper-colored hair, high cheek bones, flawless skin and noticeably female figure, Christine had grown into a beautiful young woman. Her stumbling block, socially, was her intolerance. When a young man would show some interest in her, she'd try very hard to curb her tongue and fiery temper. Her ability to control her unflattering comments normally lasted a few weeks at most. By then, her suitor would begin to slide from his best behavior and become more relaxed. Invariably, that would lead to Christine observing traits that she found unacceptable in a mate. The young man would end his courtship with his tail between his legs and an oath to never again set foot in the same room as Christine Hamilton.
Christine firmly believed that her expectations regarding a mate were not unreasonable. A husband should possess certain traits, such as honestly, loyalty and confidence. He had to understand that Christine was not some kind of an ornament to hang from a man's arm, but a partner, a friend and an equal. Most men whom she had met had more than a little trouble with that concept. Christine had begun to wonder if there even were such men, or if she'd have to settle for something less.
Will knew she had high standards and enjoyed teasing her. Even though they had argued and disagreed on almost everything during their youth, Christine was secure in the knowledge that her brother loved her. Just last Christmas Christine had attended a gala, along with Will and her younger sister, Becky. They represented the Hamilton family since their father had begged off with a bad cold. Shortly before the party was over, Christine was accosted by a rather drunk Alan Huffman.
"How about a kiss, you stuck-up little bitch," snarled Huffman as he grabbed Christine's wrist and pulled her to his chest. As he leaned in to kiss her lips, Christine lowered her head and struck Huffman's nose with her skull. Since he was a large, ruggedly built man, the blow to his face simply served to enrage him. He again grabbed Christine's wrist and pulled her closer as he pulled his other hand back. It was obvious to everyone watching that the man fully intended to backhand Christine. Just as Christine prepared herself for the impact, Huffman suddenly flew backward as a fist smashed into his already tender nose.
Christine turned to see Will rubbing his hand as he watched Huffman begin to regain his feet. "Once you're back on your feet, you'd better use them to walk the hell out of here," suggested a neatly dressed man with a star pinned to his chest. "If you'd managed to strike Miss Hamilton, I'd be trying to save you from a lynching about now. I strongly urge you to see what's over the next hill. Your kind aren't welcome in this town."
The town marshal was not a large man, but the gun his hand rested on looked exceptionally big. Huffman first glared at Christine, and then at Will before stomping out of the building. That was the last time he was ever seen in Glenwood.
Christine's musings ended as the stagecoach slowed to a stop in what appeared to be a very small town. The driver opened the door and spoke to Christine and the other passenger, a portly drummer.
"We'll be here a couple of hours. There's a pretty fair diner across the street and a saloon up the street, if you're so inclined. Be back here and ready to leave at two PM sharp.
"Just watch your step on the planks everybody uses to cross the street where it's muddy. More than one fella's found himself sitting in the mud after his boots slipped on a slick board."
Having nothing better to occupy her time, Christine carefully made her way to the dinner and took a seat at a table. An older woman appeared at her side a few minutes later, leaving a cup of coffee and taking her order back to the kitchen.
Christine noticed two slovenly dressed men wander into the diner as she waited for her food to be served. The men casually scanned the room until their eyes fell on her. The taller of the two showed a mouth full of yellowed teeth as he broke into a big grin and elbowed his companion. He nodded in Christine's direction and sauntered over to her table.
"Ma'am, it just ain't a good idea for a handsome woman like you to sit all alone. There are some hardcases around here that could cause you all kinds of problems. It's lucky that Stan and me are here. We'll just sit down and keep you safe from the dubious characters that are bound to try to bother a looker like you," proclaimed the tall man as he pulled out a chair and sat across from Christine.
"I'm sure there are some rather undesirable characters nearby," replied Christine with a frown as the shorter man dropped into the chair to her right. "I appreciate your offer, but I'll take my chances. I'm having some difficulty believing that there could possibly be less scrupulous gentlemen in the immediately area."
The man across from Christine considered her comment for a brief time before a frown crossed his brow. "Are you saying that Stan and me ain't exactly model citizens? You Easterners think you can waltz in here and talk down to us locals? Stan and I sure don't cotton to being insulted by some uppity acting b..."
"I hope I'm not too late!" broke in a pretty blonde girl dressed in western garb. "Are these gentlemen your friends? I was hoping we could have some privacy while we caught up on old times."
As she stared at the strange girl, Christine caught a quick smile and a wink before the girl resumed her poker face and sat in the only remaining chair. Understanding washed over Christine as she formulated her response.
"These gentlemen were just leaving. They kindly offered to keep me company, but that was before they realized that I was meeting you here. They'll be on their way now."
"Just a minute! There's two pretty women here and two pretty good lookin' guys, so it's just about perfect. You ladies can buy us some lunch and then Stan and I'll show you a good time. This works out perfect for all of us." The apparent leader of the ragged duo chuckled.
"Yeah, you've got a point. You two fellows do kind of stand out, and we're definitely fine looking females," replied the blonde girl. "The only problem I can possibly see with your suggestion is how mean Blue gets when we hang out with strange men. Or is he a friend of yours? That would save you a lot of grief when he gets here if you're already friendly with him."
"Blue?" asked the man with yellow teeth. "You're not talking about Blue Rhone, are you?"
"So you are his friends? That's great. He'll be glad to see you fellows taking so much interest in us. I'll tell him how you wanted to show us a good time," continued the blonde. "He should be here any minute."
"I just remembered that Stan and me have an appointment and we're going to be late if we don't get moving," claimed the tall fellow as he quickly stood and motioned for his partner to do the same.
"Please tell me that the appointment is with a barber," quipped Christine as the two men nervously headed for the door.
"I can't believe you just said that!" laughed the blonde girl. "I'm June Lane, by the way. I saw those two morons bothering you and thought I'd help out. It never occurred to me that they'd think that we'd be interested in them!"
"Thanks, June. I'm Christine Hamilton. They were a bit disconcerting, but they seemed pretty harmless, as well as very unkempt."
"Where in the East are you from?" asked June.
"Is it that obvious? I didn't realize I stood out like that," replied a surprised Christine.
"Are you kidding? You're such a beautiful girl that people would have at least heard of you, if you lived around here. The fact that you're so fashionably dressed and speak so precisely tells me you're from somewhere back East," observed June.
"You seem to be from around here, yet you're prettier than any girl I've ever seen back East," stated Christine. "Can I presume that you're quite well known in these parts?"
"I guess I am, but that's probably because my father's the judge in this part of the Nevada Territory. Everyone knows Dad. I'm just his little girl to most of the locals."
"I doubt that any of the men around here think of you as a little girl," responded Christine. "Do you mind if I ask if you're single?"
"I don't mind at all. I'm twenty two and very single. There's only one guy I've ever met that I'd even consider marrying, and he thinks of me like a sister," admitted June. "How about you? Married? Any kids?"
"Not even close," answered Christine. "I have an older brother that I think highly of, but I've yet to meet a man with the qualities I'd expect in a husband, other than my brother."
"Maybe you should introduce me to your brother, and I'll put in a good word for you with Blue," offered June. "We'd almost be like sisters."
"Will is a great guy, but he doesn't seem interested in being tied down with one woman yet. Besides, he's back in Virginia. He just finished law school so he'll probably be working with some big firm around Washington or Richmond. He's very handsome. If you ever meet him, you'll see what I mean. He's a really good brother."
"He sounds like it. Let me tell you about Blue. However good looking you think your brother is, Blue is way better. He's at least six inches taller than I am, but what you'll first notice about him are his eyes. They're as blue as the sky on a crisp cloudless afternoon. His smile will melt your heart and make you tingle down deep. He's honest and very loyal to his friends."
"Is that the same Blue that when you mentioned him to those gentlemen, they decided there was someplace else they needed to be?" asked Christine. "You told them he was mean. Now you talk like he's the cat's pajamas. Which is it?"
"For a beautiful girl like you, he'll be the sweetest most honorable man you'll ever meet. To a couple of yahoos harassing two young ladies, he's Hell on wheels. If Blue ever thought they were being rude to me, or you, he'd run them out of town, at the very least."
"You make him sound like a regular knight of the round table," chuckled Christine. "You won't mind if I form my own opinion, if and when I meet him, will you?"
"Not in the least!" responded June. "I can't wait to see your reaction when I introduce you to him. He's in town today, so maybe we'll run into him. I'll be leaving on the stagecoach to Bonnet in a little while, so it may not be today. Are you going to be staying around here?"
"Actually, I'm taking the stagecoach to Bonnet, too. I have some business there. Can you recommend a good hotel? It doesn't have to be too fancy, but it's got to be clean."
"Yeah, I know just the place! You can stay with Dad and me. We have lots of room and that way we can get to know each other better, unless I'm taking too much for granted."
"You just want to meet my brother if he comes out to visit," teased Christine. "If it wouldn't be too much trouble, I'd love to stay at your home. That's so kind of you. We just met a few minutes ago and you're offering to put me up."
"You'll find that's one of the big differences between back East and out here. We make up our minds pretty quick and we pride ourselves on our hospitality. I just know we're going to be great friends."
The two women were still chatting fifteen minutes later as they made their way over the narrow planks that had been placed over the muddy street. June led the way as she scampered easily across the planks and stepped nimbly onto the boardwalk.
Christine moved a little faster than she normally would have in an attempt to keep pace with June. As she went to place her right foot onto the boardwalk, her left foot slid several inches and suddenly Christine found herself falling. When her foot slipped, she was turned to the left with her face rapidly approaching the muddy street. She barely managed a loud gasp as she extended her arms, preparing to catch herself before her face was plunged into the muck.
Just prior to her hands reaching the quagmire, Christine felt a strong hand slide under her torso and stop her plunge. Soon another hand was placed on her shoulder to balance her body as she was slowly lifted and placed on her feet on the boardwalk!
June had turned at the surprised cry that escaped Christine as she began to fall. She grinned as she saw Blue catch her new friend and gently place her back on the boardwalk without so much as a smudge on her expensive outfit. That was when Christine slapped Blue so hard that the crack of her hand on his cheek seemed to echo all the way from the mercantile at the end of the street!
Blue had caught sight of June leading what appeared to be a very attractive young woman across the street to the waiting stagecoach. He had planned on speaking to his friend before she left, and the sudden appearance of the beautiful woman at her side only served to increase his determination as he hurried to catch up with them.
Because of his desire to reach June and her attractive friend, Blue was a mere step behind Christine when her foot slipped and she pitched to the side and began her descent. He immediately reached to catch her arm, but the lovely copper haired woman extended her arms in front of her to brace for contact with the muddy street. That caused Blue to miss her arm as his hand slid under her upper torso.
As gently as he was able, Blue lifted the beautiful woman carefully and placed her feet on the boardwalk. The woman briefly looked into his face before turning her eyes down to his right hand. Blue followed the path of her eyes, and to his chagrin; his hand was still in contact with the young woman's right breast! More accurately, his right hand clutched her breast firmly while his left rested on her back.
He saw the swing of her arm and could have easily blocked her hand before it reached his face, but in his embarrassment, he determined that she had just cause to slap his face. He never flinched when her palm came in contact with his cheek. He slowly withdrew his hand from the full, firm breast and reached for his hat.
"Ma'am, I can't apologize enough for my behavior," stuttered Blue as he looked into the woman's green eyes. "It was unintentional, but completely unacceptable."
"Blue! This is Christine Hamilton. She's going to be staying with me for a while," began June as she tried to calm her new friend. "You just saved her from a pretty messy fall. Once she realizes that you didn't do that on purpose, I'm sure that she'll be your friend, too. She's kind of feisty, isn't she?"
"Yeah, she's a real handful," replied Blue dryly as he regained his composure and attempted to lighten the situation with a joke.
Once again Christine's hand came around, but Blue easily caught it before it found its target. Even in her anger, Christine marveled at the reflexes of the infuriating blue-eyed cowboy.
"You deliberately manhandled me! I thought Western men were supposed to treat women with respect. You took advantage of me when I slipped. That was a cowardly, despicable act!
"Then you had the nerve to call me a handful, as if I wouldn't know exactly what you were saying. Gentlemen do not grab a lady's breasts, and they certainly never refer to them as a handful! Do not ever come anywhere near me again or I'll be forced to press charges against you," promised Christine. "The only thing that's stopping me right now is your friendship with June, although I'll never know why she tolerates you!"
"I think she likes you, Blue," laughed June, much to Christine's annoyance. "It would probably be better if you left her alone until she realizes how she's overreacted. I'll see you back in Bonnet."
"Let's catch our ride," insisted June to a still seething Christine. "We'll have several hours to discuss your infatuation with Blue. You sure made an impression on him."
Christine remained quiet until the stagecoach was well on the road to Bonnet. "I don't know if I want to stay with you now. You saw what he did to me and you act like he was shaking my hand or something. I know he's your friend, but grabbing a woman's breast is a serious matter."



"I really do like you, Christine, but this prissy attitude of yours is getting old fast," stated June flatly. "He'd never touch a woman in any way without her permission, and most women would be only too happy to grant that request. You were about to go head first into that mud hole and he caught you. It's that simple."
"Are you telling me that you didn't notice that he held my breast long after he placed me back on my feet? He was enjoying himself!" insisted Christine.
"You think so?" laughed June. "He's a man, Christine! He had an incredibly beautiful woman's boob in his hand. He showed a lot more self-control than most men would have managed.
"Don't tell me that you didn't get a little thrill when you saw what the guy looked like that was holding your breast so gently. I could see the sparks flying from ten feet away. I'm not going to let you pretend to be so upset over such a trivial thing."
"Trivial?" repeated Christine. "I was practically molested by a complete stranger. That certainly doesn't seem trivial to me."
"Christine, you must know that he didn't grab your boob on purpose. Yes, he did hold on a little longer than he should have, but did you see how he looked at you? He's totally smitten. I've known him since we were kids and I've never seen that look on him before," assured June.
"That still doesn't give him the right to maul me. I will admit that he's not bad looking, and I've never seen eyes like his before. I just can't get over the lack of respect he showed. We'd never even met before," added Christine.
"If it's any consolation, Blue looked pretty unhappy about the way things went, at least he did once he released your breast," teased June. "Let's talk about other stuff. This thing will seem like nothing in a few days."
Christine was pleasantly surprised as the stagecoach rolled into Bonnet. The town was larger and cleaner than she had anticipated. Businesses seemed to be prosperous and the citizens seemed cheerful and friendly.
She was even more surprised when she saw June's home. It was a large two story structure with a long porch in front. Flowers added color to the walkway that led to the front steps.
"Dad, this is my new friend, Christine Hamilton. She's visiting Bonnet and I've invited her to stay with us. Christine, meet my Dad, Judge Ben Lane," introduced June.
"Please call me Ben," greeted June's father. "I'm glad that June managed to meet a young woman her age to be friends with. I'm afraid I wasn't very good at teaching her how to be a lady."
"I've got to disagree, Ben. Your daughter is very much a lady," praised Christine. "You've done a great job."
"I can't take much credit for that, except for asking Rachel Rhone to take her under her wing after her mother passed away ten years ago," replied June's father. "If you stay here very long, you'll probably meet Rachel and her son, Blue. They're a fine family."
"Christine already met Blue," interjected June. "Her opinion of him is a bit lower than yours, Dad. He called her a handful and she tried to slap him, again!"
Christine's face turned a dark red at June's statement. Ben quickly picked up on her discomfort and changed the subject. "You should show Christine to her room. She's probably exhausted after that long trip. She may want to rest, or freshen up."
June showed Christine the bedroom she would be using and then left her to unpack and rest. After an hour nap, Christine heard voices and laughter drifting up the stairs, so she went down to investigate after freshening up and combing her hair. She followed the voices to the parlor. She stopped in her tracks when she saw the very attractive, dark haired, middle aged woman sitting on the sofa next to June. When she saw the older woman's eyes, she knew without a doubt just who the lady had to be.
"Rachel, this is Christine, the woman I've been telling you about. Christine, I'd like you to meet Rachel Rhone. As you've obviously guessed, she's Blue's mother," concluded June.
Christine remained in place as Rachel Rhone stood and approached her. The older woman looked her up and down before breaking into a big smile.
"My dear, I assure you that I will not be treating you as crudely as my son, although I have to admit I can see the reason for his reluctance to release your charms. You're a remarkably lovely young woman. Would it be possible for us to be friends?" asked the older woman as she extended her hand.
Christine realized that she had been blushing from the moment she first saw Rachel Rhone and chastised herself for her lack of control. She took a deep breath and reached out to take Rachel's hand in hers.
"I must be frank. Your son exhibited boorish behavior earlier today, and it it's my belief that his actions reflect directly on his parents. I don't wish to be a poor guest in Ben's home, but it remains to be seen if we'll be able to get past this afternoon's incident."
"You're right, of course. Blue is a product of his heritage as well as the life's lessons his father and I tried to teach him. I'll be equally frank with you. I've never had reason to apologize for his behavior, especially with young ladies. While my son may have been guilty of lingering a second or two longer than necessary, it's my belief that his intentions were honorable. I blame his slow response in releasing you on your refreshing beauty. My son is a man. As such, his failure to function properly around you is understandable. I'll speak to him, but I fear he'll continue to flounder whenever he's in your presence.
"I did notice a slight bruise on his cheek this afternoon, but he assured me that he bumped into the saddle pommel as he placed it on his horse. Do you intend to hold the sins of my son against me, or can we attempt to be friends?" concluded Rachel Rhone.
Christine had expected the older woman to be flustered and apologetic when her son's crude behavior was addressed. Rather than apologize, she insinuated that his actions were normal and Christine shouldn't consider it such an affront.
"She's a lot like my mother was," thought Christine as she looked at the lady standing in front of her. "She might chew her son out in private, but she's not going to admit anything damaging about him to others."
Christine then considered her reason for visiting Bonnet. It occurred to her that June had mentioned that Rachel Rhone was a widow and that she and her son owned a large ranch in the area. Christine had told no one that she was now the owner of the Bar M ranch and decided to keep her secret a bit longer. Her interest in the politics and economy of the area would be considered idle curiosity. If she became known as the owner of the Bar M, it could be more difficult to get direct answers to her questions. It would be wise to be somewhat friendly with Rachel Rhone, a woman that possessed invaluable knowledge of ranching in the area.
Christine quickly made her decision. "Mrs. Rhone, I can see that you're an accomplished woman and a very good mother. I think we can be great friends. I won't mention your son's transgressions again."
"We'll only be friends if you call me Rachel," beamed the older woman. "I think we'll get along very well. My son will have to make his own amends."
"Now that we've taken care of that problem, let's go have dinner at the hotel!" offered an obviously relieved Ben Lane.
Once again, Christine was pleasantly surprised as she sat with her group in the hotel dining room. The room, as well as the table settings, was clean and in good condition. The menu offered a surprising variety of entrees and the waitress was extremely accommodating.
Christine smiled to herself as two young women sitting at a table near the door seemed unable to stop staring at her. She understood the situation for what it was. They were looking at her as possible competition for the local male talent. The thought amused Christine, since it was so unlikely that there would be any men in Bonnet that could ever interest her.
Because Christine was facing the doorway, she noticed Blue Rhone as soon as he entered the room. It gave her more than a little satisfaction when he suddenly altered his course away from her table. He was obviously planning on dining with his mother and the Lanes, but her presence had caused him to quickly change his plans.
What did not please Christine was how effortlessly he moved to the table with the two young women that had been staring at her so intently and joined them. Her irritation only increased when they directed huge smiles at Blue as he took a seat with his back to her.
Part way through their meal, June studied Christine's face before commenting. "It looks like something's bothering you. Are you disappointed in the food, or the seating?"
"No! Everything's really quite good," assured Christine. "I must be a little tired from the long trip. I'll try to be better company."
"It doesn't have anything with Blue sitting across the room, does it?" wondered Rachel. "I could ask him to leave if he's upsetting you."
June looked over her shoulder and located Blue immediately. "I didn't realize he was here. He usually sits with us when he's in town. I guess he's respecting Christine's warning that she'd have him arrested if he ever came near her again. It looks like Bea and Jane don't mind his company. They look radiant."
"You threatened Blue with arrest?" questioned Judge Lane while Rachel arched her eyebrows at that bit of information.
"I was upset. I just wanted to be certain that he left me alone. He's probably been bragging to his friends about how he got his hands on me," suggested Christine. "I simply didn't want anyone to get the impression that we were friendly in any way."
"You really don't know my son at all," observed Rachel. "He may have accidently placed his hand in an area he shouldn't have, but he'd never malign a lady for any reason. Of that, I'm certain."
"I don't know what kind of men you have in Virginia, but that sort of thing simply isn't done by any self-respecting cowboy in Nevada," declared June. "The good men around here would never damage a woman's reputation for any reason, and Blue is the best of the lot!"
Christine couldn't help but notice the passion with which June defended Blue. It was apparent that she considered him more than a friend. Looking at June's face as she regained her composure, Christine had a sudden epiphany.
"You're in love with him!" blurted Christine without thinking about how her words would affect June.
June suddenly burst into tears, stood and tossed her napkin on the table before fleeing the room. Christine sat in stunned silence. She was considering following her new friend and apologizing until she saw Blue stand, place some money on the table by his plate, and hurry out the door.
"I guess I don't have to point out that you hurt her feelings," observed Rachel. "Everyone knows how Rachel feels about Blue. It's no secret, but no one ever throws it in her face like that. I love her like a daughter. She's a wonderful young woman.
"The problem is that Blue loves her like a sister. They've been best friends since they were kids. He respects her way too much to take advantage of her feelings. He's never done anything to cause her to think that he's interested romantically, but it still hurts."
"It didn't take me long to overstay my welcome," stated Christine contritely. "I think it would be better for all concerned if I took a room here at the hotel. June must hate me."
"Don't be too hasty," cautioned Ben Lane. "June likes you. She'll be okay in a little while. You didn't reveal any big secret or anything. It's just that she always thought that she'd kept her feelings about Blue private. No one's ever pointed out the obvious to her before."
"I feel really bad," admitted Christine. "I accused the guy she loves of practically molesting me, and then I ruined her dinner with my big mouth. I know better than to tell another woman that she's in love, especially if she hasn't already admitted it. I don't know why I ever said that."
The three continued their meal, although there was much less conversation. As they were being served dessert, June returned to the table and took her seat. Christine was surprised at how composed she appeared.
"June, I'm so sorry I said that! It wasn't the time or the place, and it certainly wasn't my intention to cause you pain. I just went stupid," apologized Christine.
"That's what Blue told me," revealed June. "He told me that you've had some problems with men in the past and you try to maintain a tough front to keep men from hurting you again. Blue thinks you'd be the best friend I could ever imagine if I can manage to break through your barriers."
"He said that about me! He doesn't even know me," stated Christine irately. "I don't care what you think of him, he's an opinionated ass."
Realizing Blue's mother was sitting across from her, Christine turned to face her, expecting to see an angry woman. Her surprise was complete when Rachel broke into a hearty laugh.
"Things are about to get really interesting around here," managed Rachel between rounds of laughter. "That opinionated ass has no idea what he's in for."
"Actually he does, Rachel, because I told him," gloated June. "I told him his punishment for not loving me the way I love him will be for Christine to break his heart so he can learn how it feels."
"Does he even have a heart?" joked Christine.
She was greatly relieved that June wasn't upset with her and felt like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. In the short time that she had known June, Christine had become quite fond of her. She realized that while she had no close friends back in Virginia, she felt a strong kinship with the blonde Western girl.
"Not as far as I'm concerned," retorted June with a grin. "He's absolutely heartless."
Concerned about how Rachel would react to the verbal beating her son was receiving; Ben glanced at her to gauge her response. To his relief, she was laughing along with the two girls.
The next week saw Christine spend a lot of time visiting the various businesses in Bonnet and chatting with owners and patrons. She tried her very best to be friendly and courteous, without appearing overly inquisitive. June often walked with her and introduced her to the folks they encountered.
The two young women were leaving the local mercantile when they almost bumped into a tall young man as he hurried into the store. His haste was quickly forgotten when his eyes fell on June and her attractive friend.
"Luke Winters, meet Christine Hamilton. She's visiting me for a few weeks. Luke works on one of the local ranches," added June.
Christine realized that she had just been introduced to the son of the man that managed her ranch. It was an opportunity she couldn't ignore.
"Actually, my father and I are probably going to own the ranch pretty soon," revealed the man as he swept his hat off his head and extended his hand to Christine.
As she took the man's hand in hers and firmly shook it, she began her questioning. "Aren't ranches awfully expensive? Your family must be rather well off to afford a working cattle ranch."
"You're right about that," agreed Luke Winters. "Dad's been managing the ranch for over twenty years. I grew up on it. We've worked hard and saved our money. We're just entering into negotiations for the spread, but the owners are Easterners and don't have any interest in it. They'll jump at our offer."
Christine managed to conceal her surprise at the man's stated intentions. She had received no indication that Bar M's long time manager was considering tendering an offer. If the offer were reasonable, she might even consider it. Wouldn't her brother be surprised if she managed to turn a losing proposition into cold, hard cash?
"Let me the first to congratulate you," offered Christine.
"Are you really thinking about buying Bar M with the water issue looming over the property?" asked June.
"We expect to get that settled pretty soon," replied Luke. "Those damn Rhones don't control the streams. Bar M range always went to the western edge of Jennings Creek. When the stream moved, so did the boundary."
"Blue and his mother don't see it that way," countered June. "They'll never let you take hundreds of acres of their best grazing land without a fight."
"Well, I never said there wouldn't be a fight," retorted Luke. "I'm just saying that our cattle will be grazing right up to Jennings Creek's western bank, regardless of where it may be."
Once Christine and June were well out of Luke's hearing, Christine asked for more information on Luke Winters' statements about Jennings Creek. "What's the big issue about that creek? Are the Rhones trying to steal Bar M range?"
"We've been getting along really well. If you want to keep it that way, don't ever let me hear you suggest that Blue and Rachel ever stole anything!" insisted June. "It seems to me like you've been here long enough to know that they don't steal. You've asked every person in town about the ranches, their owners, their cash flow and their value.
"You've been pretty closed mouth about your intentions, but it looks to me like your rich family is thinking about buying a ranch or something in the area. The one thing you must have heard from every single person, except Luke Winters, is how much people respect the Rhone family."
"Once again, I apologize. You're right that everyone's had high opinions of the Rhones and were less enthusiastic about the Winters," admitted Christine. "I have to learn to choose my words more carefully. I've learned that Westerners place a great deal of value on honor and always keeping their word. To suggest someone is lying or stealing is the same as asking for a fight."
"It's just that Dad and I think very highly of Rachel and Blue, even if he isn't in love with me. I'm surprised that he hasn't been around more, trying to improve your opinion of him."
"Your father seems to be quite fond of Rachel. Do you think that he'll ask her to marry him?" asked Christine, changing the subject slightly.
"I think he's working up his nerve," replied June. "Sometimes I worry that my feelings for Blue might have complicated things for them. On the other hand, if our mother and father marry, we'll be even more like brother and sister, and that seems to be the best I can hope for."
"I really don't know what to say about that," responded Christine. "You'd be upset if I told you that I thought you'd be better off with someone else, so I'm not going to comment on your relationship with Blue. You can be assured that I certainly won't be coming between the two of you. I'm not interested in him."
June smiled as she turned to face her friend. "Keep telling yourself that and you might start believing it. Remember I was there and saw the sparks fly."
"You saw a total stranger grab my breast and watched me slap his face. If that's what you mean by sparks, then you're right. I lit him up pretty good."
"You had him lit up before you slapped him. You have to admit that his remark about you being a handful was pretty good," recalled June with a smile.
"You think that was funny? You do know that he was referring to the size of my breasts, don't you?"
"Yeah, and he has big hands," retorted June with a straight face.
"You're almost as funny as Blue," complained Christine good naturedly.
"I really would like to know what the dispute is about Jennings Creek, if I'm not being too nosey," pried Christine.
"Last Spring, we had some very heavy rains, especially in the mountains where there was already a huge snowpack. Naturally we had flooding in the local streams, since they all have their headwaters in the mountains to the north. Jennings Creek used to make a sharp turn to the west in the foothills, but when it flooded, it cut a new channel and wound up flowing almost two miles east of where it used to cross the valley," explained June.



"The land between the new stream bed and the old one contains some of the Lazy R's best grazing land. Blue's father had his hands drag old stumps and rocks off acres and acres to improve the grazing. Now that Jennings Creek has shifted to the east. Bar M is claiming that the boundary is still the creek, although it's some of the best grazing land the Rhone's have."
"How do you think it'll be resolved?" asked Christine with a more concerned voice than she had intended.
June looked at her friend closely before responding. "Unless the Winters are willing to let it all drop, Blue will kill them both."
"You can't be serious!" exclaimed Christine. "It can't be worth dying over."
"That's how it is here in the West," shrugged June. "It's not just the land, it's the principle. If Blue allows Bar M to push his cattle back and claim that ground, he'll be seen as weak, along with losing some of his best grazing. Perception is very important out here. Blue can't show weakness, especially when Bar M demanded that he remove his cattle from the land. They didn't try to negotiate in any way. Both sides have dug in and now it'll probably come to gun play."
"How can you be so casual about that?" demanded Christine. "Blue could be killed. So could Luke Winters. Doesn't that bother you?"
"Of course it bothers me!" snapped June. "Even if Blue isn't in love with me, I still love him. Rachel would be destroyed if anything ever happened to Blue, and so would I. But it's his to do and we have to accept that. If I could convince him to let Bar M have the land, he'd never be the same. He's known as an honest man, but a man willing to fight for what's right and for what's his. To ask him to give in on this is to ask him to stop being who he is. I'd never do that to him."
"He'd rather die fighting for a few hundred acres than allow Bar M to claim it?" asked a shocked Christine. "That doesn't make any sense."
"A man without his pride and his honor is a dead man walking, or so Dad always said. In order for Blue to remain the man he is, he'll fight to his last breath. It may seem foolish to you, but it's the measure of a man out here."
Christine was extremely uncomfortable as she considered the situation. The Bar M was her responsibility. If men died fighting for the interest of the ranch, wouldn't that be on her as well? It was Saturday and she and June would be dining with Rachel and Ben at the hotel. Christine decided to speak to Rachel about the situation that evening.
When June and Christine entered the hotel dining area, Blue was sitting with a young ranch family at a table across the room from the one occupied by Rachel and Ben. Christine had only seen Blue on Saturday evenings at the hotel. He always sat far from her table and completely ignored her. For some reason, Christine wasn't as happy about that as she thought she would be.
"Rachel, today at the mercantile, June and I met Luke Winters," began Christine as soon as they had placed their orders. "He mentioned that there was an issue with Jennings Creek and the grazing rights on the western side. Do you think there's a chance that the whole thing could be negotiated somehow to avoid any violence?"
Rachel's expression darkened briefly before she gave Christine a warm smile. "I appreciate your concern, but this matter's out of my hands. Blue is the one you need to speak with. I'd rather give up the ranch entirely than see my son hurt or killed, but he's very much like his father. Once Blue decides something, I've never seen anyone or thing change his mind."
"That's going to be kind of difficult since Christine won't even talk to Blue. She's the same way. Her mind is made up about him and nothing's going to change it," stated June.
"My decision isn't a matter of life and death," responded Christine. "I'm not being so stubborn that someone might die. I just don't want to be manhandled again."
"So you would talk to Blue if it might mean stopping a small range war and saving some lives?" countered June immediately.
Christine just stared at her friend. "Did you just set me up? I never said I'd talk to Blue."
"But you did insinuate that you'd never be that stubborn about a matter of life and death," reminded June. "Let me ask Blue to join us so that you can discuss it with him. I'll ask him to forego manhandling you until a later date."
Once she finished speaking, June got quickly to her feet and strode over to Blue's table. She leaned over his shoulder and spoke quietly into his ear. Christine didn't know whether to hope Blue returned with June, or refused her request.
Rachel Rhone split her attention between June trying to talk Blue into visiting their table and watching Christine fidget as she intently watched June and Blue in quiet conversation. When Blue stood and headed toward her table, Christine's face flushed noticeably.
"Blue, you never got to shake Christine's hand in a proper introduction," began June as Blue stood in front of the woman he had offended so badly the only time he was near her.
"No, it wasn't her hand," chuckled the laconic cowboy as he extended his hand to Christine.
Determined to not behave like the prissy woman June had called her after her last meeting with Blue, Christine pretended to study Blue's hand before extending her own.
"I just wanted to be certain I didn't bruise your hand permanently," quipped Christine as the two shook hands.
"Actually, it feels pretty good," replied Blue as he looked Christine in the eyes. "Of course I haven't washed it since that day. I'm trying to make that memory linger."
Rachel watched her son and the beautiful Easterner exchange banter and was struck how the two seemed so much alike in many ways and so different in so many others.
"It seems that once you latch onto something, you're reluctant to release it," observed Christine as Blue continued to slowly shake her hand.
"She's hinting that you can let go of her hand, Blue," pointed out June. "This is what got you in trouble the first time."
"I don't think it is," responded Blue as he slowly released his grip. "What do you think, Miss Hamilton?"
"I think June is right. You do have large hands."
"It's very helpful when shaking... hands with a lady like you," replied Blue, still maintaining a straight face.
"Do you still think that I'm a handful, Mr. Rhone? I believe that's the term you used. Please remember that your mother is listening to this conversation."
In response, Blue slowly moved his eyes over Christine's upper body, deliberately lingering on her bosom before finally gazing at her face. By the time their eyes met, Christine felt her face flush.
"I've no reason to change my opinion. In fact, all of the evidence points to the accuracy of my observation," replied Blue as he studied Christine's features.
Christine refused to be the first to look away. Although she could feel the heat in her face and throat from her increased blush, she continued to meet Blue's gaze. It was Blue's mother that finally broke the standoff.
"Please stop this repartee right now, or get a room upstairs," insisted Rachel as she shook her head in amazement. "Christine, you don't appear to find Blue all that offensive today. Thank you for that."
"Your son's manners have greatly improved," declared Christine as she pulled her eyes away from Blue. "He needs to work on his timing, but his handshake has greatly improved.
"He's still quite crude, but I've come to realize that he's representative of his environment and gender. I'm sure you did your best to instill proper manners in him as a child, but no mother can ever take the boy out of her son, no matter how old he is."
"No, that's true," agreed Rachel. "We leave that job to his wife."
Not wanting to continue that line of thought, Christine stated what was on her mind. "Blue, you can't be considering risking your life and the lives of others over a patch of grass. Your mother says that you can't be talked out of it, but I find that hard to believe. How can a few acres of land be worth your life?"
Blue had listened politely to Christine's words and considered them carefully before he spoke. "A man's life has to have meaning and purpose. He has to stand for something and be willing to fight for it, or he isn't really a man. If I did as you suggested, Bar M and others would see it as weakness or fear, and within a year or two they'd be pushing for more. Some smaller ranches on our other boundaries may want some of our grazing, too. Where would it stop? Everyone's watching to see how the Lazy R responds to this land grab. If I show any weakness, our ranch will be torn apart within ten years. That won't happen while I can still draw a breath."
Christine was unable to form a suitable response immediately. As she mulled over Blue's reply, she grudgingly admitted to herself that he was acting as a man should. She had thought he was just being stubborn, or even proud. Instead, he was fighting for the survival of his ranch and his way of life. That was what she would expect a man to do.
"Would you be open to at least discussing the situation with the Bar M? Isn't it possible that there could be a way out without fighting and bloodshed?" was Christine's next question.
"You're new to the area. It's pretty well known that I don't socialize with Luke Winters or his father. I have no respect for them and no reason to think that they'd keep their end of any agreement. But to answer your question, I'd be willing to meet with them to try to settle this."
"Thank you for being so reasonable," stated Christine with some relief.
"Now that Christine's solved the looming range war, let me ask Blue a question," insisted June. "Will you be racing Deuce on July Fourth?"
"You already know the answer to that," chuckled Blue. "We haven't missed a race in ten years and we aren't going to start now."
June noticed Christine's confusion. "Blue has a blue roan stallion that his dad bought as a colt. Since the colt was a blue roan and they already had a kid named Blue Rhone, the ranch hands started calling the horse 'The Second', but pretty soon they knocked it down to 'Deuce'.
"July Fourth is just a week away. Every year the town has a big celebration even though we're not a state, yet. Nevada is a territory of the United States and we're Americans, so we celebrate it. We have all kinds of games for the kids, a basket lunch auction, and a dance that evening, but the highlight is the horse race at noon.
"All the riders line up at the south end of town and race a quarter mile to the finish line at the upper end of town by the livery stables. Blue's ridden Deuce in the race every year since the horse turned two."
"Let me guess," chimed in Christine. "Blue and his protégée have won the race every year!"
"That would be the fairy tale ending. The simple truth is that the blue roan just isn't very fast," laughed June. "They usually come in dead last."
"Really? Why do you keep racing him then?" asked a surprised Christine.
"It's become a tradition," replied June before Blue could respond. "The whole town makes jokes about it all year long. People can bet ten dollars. If their horse and rider win, they get fifteen dollars' worth of goods from the mercantile. If their horse loses, the wager goes into a fund to support the local school. More people bet on Blue than all of the other horses combined. It's for a good cause and they know Blue won't win!"
Christine was smiling as she listened to her friend recount the history of Blue and Deuce. She glanced at Blue to find him watching her. His blue eyes seemed to smile back at her. She had to admit to herself that he was very good looking man, in a very masculine way.
"I'm going to try to get Luke and his father to agree to talk with you about this range problem sometime after the race. It sounds like everyone will be in town, so let's take advantage of the situation," reasoned Christine.
"As you know, I'm all for taking advantage of a situation," quipped Blue.
"That's true. I'm acutely aware of how much you enjoy taking advantage," replied Christine as she once again looked into Blue's eyes. "You probably recall my reaction to that decision. It'll happen every time a man makes unwelcome advances toward me."
"How about welcome advances?" asked Blue immediately.
"I can't answer that as I've never welcomed an advance like that. It would be uncharted territory," retorted Christine.
"So it's possible?" shot back Blue.
"About as likely as you allowing the Bar M to graze cattle all the way up to Jennings Creek," answered Christine with a smirk.
"So we're negotiating already?" asked Blue with a smirk of his own. "That would be one way to keep face in the community. We may be able to reach an agreement."
"I find it difficult to believe that such a popular man about town would give up so much for so little," was Christine's immediate response.
"I think we've already determined that the word 'little' does not apply. Most would..."
"Please! Would you two not do this in front of me?" requested Rachel. "Some conversations should remain private and certainly not be held in front of the mother of a participant. I've never heard so many double entendres and innuendos in a conversation in my life."
"As long as your son leaves my double entendres alone, there'll be no problems," assured Christine as both June and her father groaned.
Rachel looked at Christine sternly before suddenly breaking into a hearty laugh. "I can't promise you that's going to happen, and don't make any jokes about innuendo, either!"
"Holy Cow! Look at that guy that just came through the door!" whispered June far too loudly. "I saw him first, so don't get any ideas, Christine."
Christine allowed her gaze to leave Blue's face long enough to take in the man June had just raved about. "Actually, I saw him long before you did. That's my brother, Will!"
With that, Christine rose to her feet and hurried across the room to greet her brother with a warm hug and a quiet warning. "Don't mention anything about me owning the Bar M. No one in town knows it and I want to keep it that way for a while."
Will winked at his sister as he released her from their embrace. Christine couldn't help but think that her brother was even better looking than she remembered.
"Come with me, there's someone I'd like you to meet," insisted Christine as she led Will to her table. "June, this is my brother, Will. Rachel, meet my brother. Ben and Blue, this guy is my brother, Will."
Will extended his hand to the pretty blonde girl first. She gave him a dazzling smile as she firmly gripped his hand. Will became a bit uncomfortable when she didn't release his hand.
"Blue, you need to show Will how Western men greet women when they first meet them," laughed June as she clung to Will's hand.
"Okay, but you'll have to let go of his hand and come over and fall next to me," responded Blue easily.
"Christine, you remember how it all works. Would you demonstrate with Blue so Will can see it once before we try it?" asked June.
"I was unaware that it's actually a custom," admitted Christine. "Regardless, my brother was raised as a gentleman and would have no interest in manhandling you for any reason."
His curiosity piqued, Will joined the conversation. "Just a minute, Sis. I'm not averse to learning local customs, especially if it involves manhandling this lovely lady. I certainly wouldn't want to appear uncouth, or unfriendly."
"Even it meant the manhandling of your little sister first?" asked Christine.
"That would depend on which sister. You know how I love Becky and would never allow any harm to come to her, but I suspect you're the sister about to be manhandled. If that's the case, I want to watch because I've never seen the man that could manage that feat and live."
"I did have a bruise for a few days, but it's gone now," admitted Blue as he pointed to his cheek.
Will looked at the blue-eyed cowboy with new respect. "The fact that you're sitting at the same table as my sister would indicate that you've both come to terms with the situation. Should I expect a bruised cheek from this experience?"
"I'm not one to overreact like your sister does. Dad is here, so I'll have to put up some sort of struggle, but only for appearances," grinned June.
"What's happened to the youth of today?" lamented Rachel as she looked to Ben for support.
"For one thing, they've apparently developed an interesting new method for greeting ladies, known as manhandling," pointed out Judge Lane. "To think I always felt lucky to get a handshake."
Other diners were smiling as they listened to the bantering taking place at Judge Lane's table. It seemed that the beautiful Christine Hamilton had an equally handsome brother who was visiting Bonnet. It also appeared that brother and sister shared the same type of humor as June and Blue. Those two had been trading funny remarks since they were kids in school.
Christine excused herself as soon as dinner was finished so she could accompany Ben to his hotel room. "So what's going on, Sis? Why the secrecy about owning the Bar M, and what's with you and that blue-eyed cowboy? June seems like a really nice girl."
"One question at a time," answered Christine. "I'm learning a lot about the local politics by seeming like an interested visitor. There's some trouble possibly brewing between the Bar M and the Lazy R, which is owned by Blue Rhone and his mother, Rachel. I'm trying to convince Blue to settle the dispute without bloodshed. He's reluctant to give up some of his best grazing land to Bar M."
"So that's it. You're using your feminine charms to gain more grazing land for Bar M! I actually thought you were interested in the guy when you introduced us, but now I see there's a method to your madness."
"I'm not trying to gain anything for Bar M. I'm just hoping to talk everyone out of a range war," insisted Christine.
"Really? If you wanted to stop a range war, all you'd have to do is assume control of the ranch. Why don't you just do that?"
"I'm trying to determine if my ranch manager is doing a good job or not. He hasn't exactly filled the coffers with profits from the Bar M operation. The manager's son told me that they expect to buy the owner out. I was wondering what their offer would be," replied Christine.
"Well, I can help you with that. This letter came for you not long after you left. I decided to see how you're doing and to drop it off. It's from your manager, Les Winters."
Christine quickly opened the letter and scanned its contents. "He's offering ten thousand dollars! How could he think I'd sell for so little? I heard it has a nice ranch house, a bunkhouse, and a barn, along with cattle, horses, and land!"
"You know how buyers always start out low. He loses nothing by making that offer. He knows he hasn't made any profits to speak of, so you might be happy to get rid of it," offered Will.
"I've been talking to people. Beef prices have been high the last few years and Bar M is the second biggest ranch in the area. The only one bigger is Rhone's Lazy R, and they've made profits. June told me that they've been investing in other interests lately, like mines and timber tracts. Why would Blue's ranch make a profit and the Bar M barely break even?"
"That's a reasonable question," replied Will. "I think I'll spend some time in Bonnet researching it and see what I can find out."
"If you're thinking of making June another notch on your belt, then please don't hang around. I really like her. She's not like those girls back east that you ran around with, and besides, her father's the judge," cautioned Christine.
"I could tell as soon as I met her that she's not like the girls back home. She reminded me of you, or at least her sense of humor and her good looks did. What about you and that cowboy? Aren't you using him to improve Bar M's position?" asked Will.



"I hardly know him. We didn't start off on the best foot. I almost fell into some mud and he caught me and stood me back up, but his hand was on my breast, so I slapped him. This evening was the first time I've spoken to him since the day I arrived. He thinks I'm a prissy cold woman with no sense of humor," admitted Christine.
"You could have fooled me," chuckled Will. "Guys don't usually drool like that around women they find repulsive."
"Do you think he likes me?" asked Christine too quickly. "I mean do you think he seemed interested?"
"You like him? You finally found a guy that meets your high standards?" quizzed Will. "Of course he's interested in you! My little sister is beautiful, smart and single. How could he not be interested?"
"What happens when he finds out that I own the Bar M? The two ranches are at odds over some pretty good grazing land. I don't know if I want to give up the opportunity to improve my profit margin and add some prime land to the ranch. He has enough money to let it go, but he's real stubborn, especially when he thinks he's right."
"Do you hear yourself? You just described your perfect man. He's successful, but scrupulous, good looking, but not soft, and he's fallen for you in a big way. All you have to do is be honest with him... ah, that's the problem.
"You've always complained about men being self-centered and selfish. Now you're looking at the situation from the other side. If you don't tell him that you own the Bar M, but take advantage of his feelings for you, he'll not likely ever forgive you. If you tell him that you own it, you believe that you'll be giving up any advantage you may have.
"Any relationship concerns come second to making sure that the ranch is successful. Are you going to stay around and help me sort this out?" asked Christine.
"I'll spend some time here to be sure things are going well for you. I may even look around and see if there's any need for a lawyer. June's dad is the local judge? He seemed like an upstanding sort of man."
"He's very well respected in these parts, as they say here in the West. June is very popular and if you hurt her you're going to really pay for it. Blue thinks of her as a sister, one that he loves dearly."
"That's interesting. They aren't related and she's absolutely beautiful, so why would he love her like a sister? You really don't think they're romantically involved?" asked Will.
"I'm sure of it. June's admitted that she loves Blue, but he doesn't feel the same way about her."
"A beautiful girl like June loves him and he hasn't taken advantage of the situation in any way? Sis, this cowboy's either the best liar you've ever seen or he's one of the best men you've ever met. Not many guys would turn down a chance with a girl like June," declared Will. "She's a beauty!"
Word quickly spread through Bonnet that Christine's brother was in town. He was pleasantly surprised at how friendly people were to him. When he escorted Christine and June around the small town, the residents were extremely warm to the two beautiful girls. Two days before the big July Fourth celebration, Christine found Blue waiting for her as she left the mercantile.
"Would you mind if I walk with you for a ways? I have something I'd like to ask you," explained Blue.
At Christine's nod, Blue walked down the boardwalk next to her. He was unusually nervous and kept running his hands over his jeans. As they approached the hotel Blue stopped walking and Christine swung around to face him.
"I'm kind of nervous about this, but here it goes. Would you go to the dance with me Saturday night?" blurted Blue before inhaling deeply, as though he were holding his breath.
"Thank you for asking, Blue. It's quite a compliment and I truly appreciate it. Luke Winters asked me yesterday. I think that ..."
"I understand," interrupted Blue as he quickly turned away from Christine and walked across the street.
June had watched Christine walk down the boardwalk with Blue and was more than a little curious about their conversation. When Blue abruptly turned and walked away, June hustled over to the hotel to find out what was going on with Christine and Blue.
Christine seemed confused as June drew close. "I saw Blue walking with you before he rushed off. Care to tell me what it was about, or is it too personal?"
"He asked me to go to the dance with him Saturday night. I started to tell him that Luke Winters had asked me yesterday but he practically ran away. I think he's upset with me," confided Christine.
"No big surprise there!" announced June. "You know how he dislikes Luke Winters. The one girl he's ever been sweet on told just him that she's going to the social event of the season with his least favorite person in the world. Of course he's upset."
"I hardly know him! We've never been out together and we certainly don't have an understanding of any kind. He's only spoken to me a couple of times. How can he assume that I'd wait for him to work up the nerve to ask me to the dance?" demanded Christine. "He really needs to grow up. He's like a spoiled kid."
"He's not used to competing for a girl's affections. You certainly couldn't have known that he was going to ask you, but enough about your romances. Will finally asked me to go to the dance with him! I flat out told him that I had put three other men on hold while I was waiting for him to ask me. I made sure that he knew how much I was in demand, and he jumped at the opportunity to take me," boasted June.
"That actually worked?" marveled Christine. "Why didn't you tell me this brilliant idea sooner?"
"Would you have used it?" asked June.
"No, probably not," admitted Christine. "It's way too straightforward for me."
Christine never saw Blue again until the race on July Fourth. Most spectators gathered at the end of town where they could watch the finish. Christine was standing with Will and June waiting for the race to begin when Luke Winters suddenly appeared next to her and placed his hand on her shoulder. Christine felt annoyed immediately. She had only talked to him a couple of times and he was already acting possessive!
Christine casually lifted his hand from her shoulder as she asked, "Aren't you going to be in the race? They're going to be starting it pretty soon."
"There's no prize money, so why bother?" answered Luke. "Everything goes to the school and I don't have any kids. There's no sense tiring out a good horse for a meaningless race."
As Luke finished speaking, Christine heard a shot signaling the start of the race. It was exciting to watch as three young men jumped in front of the pack and pushed for the finish line. Judge Lane declared Billy Thomas the winner so he circled his horse back to receive a bright blue ribbon which he immediately pinned to his saddle blanket.
Meanwhile locals were pouring insults and sarcastic remarks in Blue's direction. Christine watched as he sat proudly on a beautiful blue roan and pretended to make excuses for his poor performance.
"I know you expected me to win this year, but I think Deuce might have thrown a shoe. He's been off his feed lately and he was too busy watching that little mare of Mrs. Williams' to concentrate. We'll win it next year!" promised Blue to the dozen or so people that had gathered around him.
"You've been promising that for the last ten years," groused an older man not far from Christine. "Every damn year I lose ten dollars on you and that nag. You'd better win next year, because I'm going to be betting on you again!"
"The barn's on fire!" suddenly yelled a loud male voice. People stopped laughing as the man's words sank in.
There was a rambling old barn behind the livery stable. The owner of the stable had used it for storage for a number of years. A young man had recently started working in the livery. He had cleaned out a section of the barn and created a small living area. He was married to a pretty young girl that appeared to be at least part Indian, and they had a small child.
As one, the large crowd moved around the livery to see that the old barn was already fully engulfed in flames. Then a gut wrenching scream ripped through Christine's heart as the young woman realized that her child was in the burning structure. It was obvious to all that the building could not be saved. The heat from the flames shooting up the outside of the building made it impossible to approach closer than twenty feet.
Christine clearly heard Luke Winters tell those around him, "The kid's a half breed. There's no sense risking our lives for it. The father had no business sleeping with a squaw. It's not our problem."
"You miserable bastard!" was Christine's immediate reply as she screamed at the man who planned to accompany her to the dance. "That's a young child! We have to help it."
"Look! Blue's got that roan headed for the barn!" shouted another man near Christine. She turned in time to glimpse Blue Rhone racing his horse directly into the large front entrance of the burning structure. Horse and rider disappeared into the flames!
Suddenly the only sound heard was made by the flames licking at the dry wooden boards of the building. Everyone watched and waited in stunned silence for what seemed like an eternity. The roof of the barn began sagging as the fire raced up the walls and across the peak.
"It's going to collapse!" yelled a man to Christine's left. "Everybody needs to back up!"
At that moment, the blue roan suddenly broke through the thick smoke billowing from the doorway. Both horse and rider appeared to have smoke curling up from their bodies! Blue used one hand to guide the stallion while he clutched a saddle blanket to his chest with his other hand. He stopped the stallion near a water trough and quickly dismounted. Men were already using their hats to scoop water and pour it on the roan's mane and tail, which was burned down to less than half its original length.
Once Blue stepped down, several men tossed water on his back where his shirt was smoldering. Blue immediately searched the crowd before settling his eyes on the grieving mother. He strode over to her and gently unwrapped the blanket. The mother's continued cries of anguish brought tears to the eyes of even the most hardened men watching.
Then the baby began to cry! The mother took the baby from the blanket, clutched it to her bosom, and dropped to her knees as tears of relief ran down her face. Her husband had been at her side. He was a powerfully built young man and in his joy, he wrapped his arms around Blue, lifted him off his feet, and swung him around. Tears turned to laughter as Blue struggled to get the grateful man to loosen his grip.
"Jesus!" muttered another man close to Christine. "Do you believe this? That's some horse and rider. Getting an animal to run into a burning building is no small feat. Look at the barn now. It's completely collapsed. They came within seconds of being burned to death!"
"The horse's tail was burned off. Even his mane was on fire. Look at Blue's back. His shirt looks like it burned. I've never seen its like!" added another man.
By this time, the jubilant father had released Blue. Rachel Roan, overcome with emotion, was now sobbing into her son's chest. The strain of seeing her son disappear into the burning building, and the waiting for him to re-emerge had shaken her badly. That was when Christine noticed that front of her own blouse was wet from the tears that she had shed.
June moved in next to Rachel and hugged Blue as best she could while he held his mother. She kissed his cheek even as she wiped tears from her eyes.
Christine's thoughts quickly returned to Luke Winters. He had once again placed a hand on her shoulder and attempted to pull her closer.
"Don't you ever touch me, you coward!" shouted Christine as the gathered crowd turned its attention to her situation. "You were too lazy to participate in a fund raising event for the school. Then you just stood by while a child was stranded alone inside a burning building. To top that off, you insinuated that baby's heritage meant its life wasn't even important enough to worry about!
"You just saw how a man conducts himself, but I doubt that you learned anything from it," raged Christine. "That adorable baby is alive and well, no thanks to you."
Luke Winters turned a bright red as Christine berated him in a very public manner. As she finished her rant, he gave a curt nod and stalked off. Only then did Christine realize that everyone had heard what she said and they were still watching her.
"I'm sorry, everyone. My emotions got the better of me. I shouldn't have said all of those things," mumbled Christine in the way of an apology.
"My dear girl, you were spot on and had every right to tell young Winters off," responded the gray haired lady that owned the town's mercantile. "That boy's got no sand. He never has, and he never will."
"Wow!" was all June could think to say as she came over and hugged her friend. "You really got your red up with Luke, but no one blames you. He's an ass."
Christine was depressed over the recent events. She had foolishly agreed to allow Luke Winters to accompany her to dance. Once he revealed his character in such damning fashion, she felt embarrassment and shame for ever agreeing to go anywhere with him.
If she had held to her standards, she'd be enjoying the afternoon and evening with Blue at her side. She considered her past romances as June dragged her to the hotel for the lunch basket auction. Men always failed to measure up to her standards once she got to know them. Maybe she was drawn to that type of man. When she met someone with some integrity, such as Blue, she did everything possible to prevent any type of friendship.
It seemed like she sought out men that would fail her. Was she doomed to never have a relationship with a man that she could trust, a man that would willingly share his life, a man that that loved her and considered her an equal?
"You've got to stop brooding! This is a holiday. We're young and attractive women. All of the men will want what's in our baskets, if you get my drift. I think your brother's going to be nibbling on some of my goodies before the day's over. There's lot of guys around that are way nicer than Luke Winters," insisted June.
"Do... do you think Blue will be at the auction?" asked Christine softly.
"So that's it? Now you're the one in love with him? Maybe I was wrong about you breaking his heart. He might break yours!"
"I hardly know him. I'm certainly not in love with him," denied Christine. "It's just that he was trying to ask me to the dance, but I'd already agreed to go with that idiot, Luke Winters. I screwed that up badly."
"Now you're wondering if he'll mind being your back-up option?" asked June. "That's not very flattering and he has a lot of pride. On the other hand, he's pretty sweet on you, so who knows?"
Rachel was inside the hotel with June's father when the two lovely young women entered the dining room. Christine admired the way Rachel Rhone seemed to hold court as she chatted with the locals. It was effortless and her interest in others was obviously sincere. She would be a woman to emulate.
"Rachel offered the use of her hotel room if we wanted to freshen up. It's room 204, upstairs and on the left. Why don't you get spruced up before the bidding begins?" suggested June. "I'm going to find Will before I go up."
Realizing that she did indeed need to brush her hair and regain her composure, Christine nodded and moved toward the stairway. She easily found room 204 and quietly let herself in.
The room was large by local standards and featured an alcove that extended under a dormer window. Hearing a soft groan, Christine stepped further into the room to enable her to see the area where the moan had originated. To her surprise, Blue stood shirtless with his back to her. His arm was twisted awkwardly as he struggled to reach several small red blisters in the middle of his back. He held some sort of ointment on his fingers, but try as he would, he simply couldn't reach the painful looking skin.
"Can I help you with that?" asked Christine as she moved closer to the surprised man. "Give me the ointment and I'll put some on these blisters and then bandage them. They must hurt."
Blue's face and neck colored briefly as he gazed into Christine's eyes. He swallowed hard before giving her his little boy grin, which she had come to greatly enjoy.
"I'd sure appreciate it," admitted Blue as he handed Christine a jar with a white substance in it. If you could just rub a little on the red spots, I'll be able to do the rest."
Christine had Blue straddle a straight backed chair near the window. It kept him steady and provided the light she needed to clearly see the burns. As she carefully smoothed the ointment over the area, she couldn't help but notice how broad his back was. The muscles seemed to ripple across his shoulders. Neither of them spoke as Christine treated Blue's back.
"I brought some bandages up," came a voice from behind them. "June told me that you had come up to freshen up, Christine, so I thought I'd give you two a few minutes to work on any lingering issues you might have. I was quite surprised to come into a silent room."
Christine had been startled when she heard Rachel speak behind her. She had been concentrating on Blue's back and never heard her enter the room. For some reason she felt guilty, and she blushed as she turned to face Blue's mother.
"I was just helping out. The burns are in the middle of his back and he couldn't reach them."
"I can see that," replied Rachel with a knowing smile. "I was going to wrap this around his chest and over the bandages on the burns. I'm wondering if you'd be willing to do that for me. Ben's waiting for me. Governor Nye's going to stop in Bonnet today, and Ben wants to introduce me. Ben thinks that Nevada will become the next state in the Union."
"I'll be glad to take care of Blue," responded Christine as she immediately thought to herself, "I probably sounded too eager!"
"I thought you would," laughed Rachel as she stepped into the hallway and closed the door.
Christine had just returned to her ministrations when Blue broke the silence. "Christine, I was rude to walk away from you the other day. I was upset, but it was my fault and not yours. I seem to play the fool whenever I'm around you."
"You were quite abrupt, but I understand why you were upset. I must have seemed like the shallowest woman in the world when I told you that I was going to the dance with Luke Winters," replied Christine as she completed the bandaging of Blue's burned skin.
"In my defense, I didn't know him very well and I certainly didn't know what a lazy, inconsiderate, selfish person he is. I've been meaning to tell you that I was wrong to slap you that day you saved me from falling into the mud," added Christine. "You were a gentleman and I reacted like a prissy stuck-up old maid. I'm sorry that I accused you of holding my breast too long. I'm sure you let go of me as soon as you were certain that I was back on my feet."
Blue had walked over to the bed to pull a clean shirt out of his bag. He turned to face Christine as he pulled the shirt over his broad shoulders. The muscles of his chest flexed smoothly as he slid his arms into the sleeves. Christine touched her tongue to her lips as she admired the raw masculinity of the man.
"As long as we're being truthful, I could have let go a little sooner than I did. I deserved that slap and I knew it. I took advantage of the situation," revealed Blue as he watched Christine closely for her reaction.
"Do you mean that you actually held my breast in your hand for no reason other than because you're a typical male? You enjoyed embarrassing and humiliating me?" demanded an obviously disappointed Christine.



"It was never my intention to humiliate you! I tried to catch your arm when you were falling but wound up holding your breast. When I stood you back on your feet, I couldn't believe how beautiful you were. I've never seen a woman like you, never mind touched one. If you hadn't looked down at my hand and gotten so angry, I'd probably still be standing there with my hand on you."
"You're claiming temporary insanity?" marveled Christine. "Do you grab every pretty girl you meet? Men are supposed to be in control of their emotions as well as their actions."
"It's never happened to me before. I really doubt that it will again. It was wrong. I admit it."
"You're standing there talking to me with your shirt unbuttoned and feel perfectly safe. Women don't have that luxury. We can be covered from head to toe and still feel threatened because men ogle us and make crude comments. They're usually bigger and stronger. Women like me need a man that makes them feel safe, a man they can trust. It's always nice to be desired and appreciated by that special man, but only after he convinces the woman that she can trust him with everything she has and everything she could ever be. I've yet to meet a man that measures up."
"You're looking at the guy," broke in June from the open door. "You just need to get to know him better. You won't be disappointed. Now, let's concentrate on my love life for a few minutes. What color do I look better in, green or the yellow?"
"That's my cue to head downstairs," replied Blue as he headed for the door.
"It might be a good idea to button up your shirt," observed June as Blue walked by her. "You don't want anyone to get the wrong idea about you and Christine. Make sure you're there to bid on her basket. You don't want her eating lunch with old man Simmons!"
"Did you have to tell him that?" asked Christine. "Now he thinks I'm desperate and he'll be doing me a huge favor by bidding on my lunch."
"You seem to dislike the direct approach, but it works most of the time," responded a nonplused June. "Just don't tell a man that you love him if you aren't sure that he loves you back. That's what I call embarrassing!"
Christine tried not to show it, but she was delighted when Blue was the high bidder on her lunch basket. She and Blue sat with Will and June and enjoyed the conversation and the many jokes that flowed around the table.
"Blue, will you escort Christine to the dance since Luke seems to have disappeared after Christine's assessment of his character," asked June.
"June!"cried Christine. "You shouldn't put Blue on the spot like that. It's not fair!"
"All's fair in love and war," retorted June. "I can't stand watching you two dance around every issue. What I'd love to see is you two dance to the music tonight."
"Miss Hamilton, may I serve as your escort at the dance this evening?" asked Blue with a flourish.
"Why, Mr. Rhone, I'd be delighted!" managed Christine before she broke into laughter.
"See how easy this stuff is if you just say what you think?" pressed June.
Blue was the butt of numerous comments as he escorted Christine into the hotel's main room for the dance. He simply smiled and nodded happily when asked about the race, the baby's rescue, and especially the lovely woman at his side.
The men that played the music were not professionals, but they performed a handful of songs quite well. Blue danced with Christine most of the time, but also shared a few with June and even managed one with his mother. During an intermission, Christine mentioned Blue's surprising abilities on the dance floor.
Rachel smiled at Christine before telling her, "If you only knew how many times I had to threaten that boy with bodily harm to get him to learn a few dances! I'll bet he's plenty glad I made him now."
As the evening wound down, Christine asked Blue to walk her back to Judge Lane's house. She leaned into him as they slowly strolled down the street. Once they reached the front porch, Christine turned to Blue and smiled.
"I had a wonderful time tonight. You were the perfect gentleman. Thanks for forgiving me for everything and taking June's subtle hint about asking me to the dance."
"The pleasure was mine," whispered Blue as he moved closer to the beautiful woman standing so close. "Am I forgiven for taking advantage of the situation when we first met?"
"I'm feeling much better about that after this evening," admitted Christine. "I think I'd like to know you better before I agree to forgive you."
"Would you like to visit our ranch? I could show you some beautiful views and a lot of cattle and horses. Mom would love to have a female visit the ranch. June's the only girl that's been to our home in the last few years."
"That sounds like a lot of fun," exclaimed Christine. "Would you mind terribly if Will and June came with me? I know Will would love to see a working ranch and he'd like it even more if June were with him."
"I'd like that. Let's plan on it for Monday, if that's okay with you," replied Blue as he appeared hesitant about something. "Thanks, for a great evening!"
"Are you going to kiss me or talk all night" asked Christine as she threw her arms around Blue's neck and leaned into him. Blue stared into her eyes very briefly before pressing his lips to Christine's. When Blue finally drew back, Christine's eyes were sparkling.
"I'm already looking forward to seeing your ranch!" beamed Christine before giving Blue a quick kiss on his lips. "Goodnight."
Blue was grinning from ear to ear as he stated back to the hotel. The grin only increased when he overheard voices on the porch.
"So?" was all June asked.
"You're right about the direct approach," replied Christine before both women broke into laughter.
Rachel was thrilled to welcome the visitors to the Lazy R. Ben had made the journey with June, Will, and Christine. After a pleasant lunch, the group was given a tour of the parts of the ranch that Blue felt would hold the most interest.
Christine had the opportunity to see Jennings Creek in its new bed. The land on the western side of the surprisingly deep stream was actively being grazed by hundreds of Lazy R cattle. The water in the creek was extremely cold, even on a warm July afternoon, and Christine asked about it.
"The creek's headwaters are in the mountains," explained Blue. "As you can see, many of them still have snow on their peaks. Melting snow makes up the majority of the water that flows out of the mountains to create Jennings Creek. The closer you get to the mountains, the colder the water is."
"That brings me to the reason I rode out here today," began Judge Lane. "As you know, Governor Nye visited Bonnet on July Fourth. It seems that the Winters have contacted him in regard to the boundary dispute created when Jennings Creek shifted its course.
"The Governor is not happy about the situation. Winters told him that they were prepared to fight for the land on the west side of the creek. Their deed clearly states that they can graze to the western side of the stream. No one ever foresaw the creek bed moving as it has.
"I'm convening a hearing to legally settle this matter before there's any bloodshed. Both parties will be instructed to present their arguments. I'll render a decision within ten days of the hearing. Governor Nye is very serious about this. He'll send troops in to enforce my ruling if it becomes necessary. Nevada is on the verge of becoming a state and any sort of notoriety garnered by a range war could ruin that prospect.
Blue was certain that Judge Lane would not be swayed by the friendship he had with Blue and his mother. He was an honorable man that believed strongly in the tenets of law. It was a real possibility that the Lazy R could lose some of its best graze to the Bar M. Judge Lane's news served to dampen the spirits of the group.
"Judge, Luke Winters told me that he and his father don't own the Bar M. How can they force this issue?" asked Christine.
"They manage the ranch and have the owner's full support. The Winters gave Governor Nye a personal letter from the Murphy family. They feel that they're legally entitled to the land and they insist that they get it."
Will looked at his sister and arched his eyebrow in question. Christine shook her head slightly and Will remained silent. She needed time to consider the situation. If Judge Lane ruled in favor of the Bar M, the value of the ranch would increase more than a little. The problem was how badly it would affect the Lazy R. How did things become so complicated?
The group returned to Bonnet before sunset. Christine had a troubled sleep that night. By the next morning she had made a decision. She would ride along Jennings Creek to the point where the spring floods had altered its course. Perhaps there was a way to divert the stream back to its original path.
She decided to tell no one about her idea since she knew both Will and June would try to talk her out of it. Renting the same horse she had ridden the previous day, June was on her way shortly after sunup. The weather was considerably cooler than it had been with heavy dark clouds preventing the sun from making an appearance.
Christine followed the trail they had ridden the previous afternoon to Jennings Creek. Once she reached its banks, she turned her horse upstream. After riding for several hours, the distant mountains appeared to be almost as far away as they were when she began riding toward them. She became concerned about reaching her destination before she would be forced to turn back because of darkness.
There was no sun to gauge the time, but she felt that she could still ride a couple more hours before she would have to begin the ride back to town. The temperature slowly dropped as she gained elevation, and Christine found herself pulling her coat collar tightly to her neck as she wondered how cold it could possibly get in mid-July.
Blue had seen a rider moving along Jennings Creek in the early afternoon. He was on a high knoll a several miles from the rider, but he was still able to identify the horse. It was the same horse Christine had ridden the day before and that troubled him.
The weather had turned cold, and he knew from experience the area was in for a heavy, cold rain. It would be extremely uncomfortable for an experienced rider to be caught out in, and even worse for an unsuspecting traveler.
Blue decided to try to intercept Christine before she reached the mountains. He knew full well that the weather conditions would be far worse in the higher elevations. He pulled his collar up against the wind and kicked Deuce into a mile eating trot. It was going to be a long afternoon.
When he reached the point that he had expected to catch Christine, she was nowhere in sight. Blue studied the damp earth for tracks and soon found them. Christine's horse was now trotting and he'd have to hurry to catch her. As that thought crossed his mind, it began to rain.
Christine felt the drops hit her face and became concerned. She was in the foothills and the temperature had dropped even lower. She wasn't prepared for cold weather, especially if it rained hard and her clothing became wet. She saw a small shack not far from the creek, but it was on the other side of the stream! She made the decision to continue until she found a likely place to ford the creek so she could take shelter in the building.
Christine discovered an area that looked promising about fifteen minutes later. It was now raining and a strong wind had come up. She dismounted from her horse and walked to the water's edge to determine how deep the channel was. She had no desire to make her horse try to swim in the strong, cold current.
As she reached the edge of the bank to check the grade, her footing suddenly gave way! In less time that it took to consider it, Christine was plunged into the frigid waters of Jennings Creek.
Her coat quickly became waterlogged and made swimming almost impossible. She struggled mightily to keep her head above water. Her arms were rapidly growing heavy and her efforts became less effective. Always a realist, Christine knew she was quickly weakening and could quite possibly fail to survive the ordeal.
"Grab on my hand!" was the first indication that she was not alone. To her eternal surprise Blue was bobbing in the water next to her, offering his hand. Christine latched on to it as tightly as her depleted strength allowed. Blue bulled his way to the creek bank and somehow managed to stand up. His head and shoulders were above the water as he pulled Christine closer and then heaved her onto the muddy bank!
Cold as she was, Christine felt a chill when she saw Blue slip, and he was swept away by the current. Forcing herself to stand, she moved as fast as she could along the bank. She found Blue clinging to a small tree growing on the edge of the bank. As he struggled to pull himself up, a tree limb struck him in the face! Blue managed to keep his grip on the bush, but his feet were unable to gain any sort of purchase in the mud.
Christine reached down and grabbed Blue's collar, pulling with every ounce of strength she could muster. She felt him slowly making progress and kept tugging on his collar. It seemed to take forever, but Blue was finally sprawled next to her in the mud.
Sitting up, Christine saw the same shack that she seen earlier, but now she was on the right side of the creek! She knew they had to get out of the rain and dry off. The wind had increased and the driving rain stung her face.
Turning to get Blue's attention, Christine was shocked to see him lying face down, his face almost buried in the muddy bank. She grabbed his arm and rolled him onto his back. That was when she noticed the swollen, bloody lump on his forehead!
She'd never know how she was able to drag Blue's inert form into the small shack, but she somehow managed. It was fully dark by the time Christine pushed the door closed and dropped the bar that would latch it. The rain had finally stopped and the moon made an appearance, casting a pale glow through a small window-like opening. Christine had worked up a sweat dragging Blue into the small building, and was beginning to shiver as the temperature continued to drop and cold enveloped her.
She found a small cot along a wall. It held two dirty blankets. There was a small stove, but no firewood in the building and she could find no matches. Christine could see Blue trembling and shaking and was very concerned about his chances of survival.
Dragging him over to the cot, she peeled his muddy, wet clothes from his body and somehow pulled him onto the small bed. She tucked both covers tightly to his cold body, but his shivering appeared to worsen. Feeling the cold more, herself, Christine realized that she needed to raise her core temperature as well. With that in mind, she pulled the wet clothes from her body. Naked, she used her own shirt to wipe the mud from Blue's face and then climbed under the blankets in an attempt to find warmth.
The sun was shining through the small opening when Christine opened her eyes. Remembering where she was and who she was with, she considered her surroundings. Blue had received a blow to his head and was unconscious! She lifted her head and looked around. Blue's eyes were open and he was looking at her!
Christine felt tremendous relief, until the situation they were in became more apparent. She was lying on Blue, and they were both naked! Her first instinct was to jump up and flee, but where would she go? Forcing herself to remain calm, she spoke.
"How are you feeling? I was worried about you."
Blue had an obvious swelling on his forehead, but his blue eyes were clear and focused. "Why don't you tell me how I feel and I'll tell you how you feel?"
"Okay, if that's the way you want it," replied Christine with a sly smile. "You feel all strong and hard, especially the part of you that seems to be poking into my stomach. How do I feel to you?"
"I'd have to say you're smooth and soft, except for the two items that feel like pebbles that are poking my chest. You're the most beautiful thing I've ever seen."
"That's only because I'm naked and you're a man," chuckled Christine. "My hair's full of mud, I'm sweaty, dirty and tired. It wasn't easy dragging you to this shack."
"You being naked may influence my opinion a little, but I knew you were the most beautiful woman I ever saw the first time we met," admitted Blue. "I don't know how you were able to drag me in here, but I owe you my life. I can remember how you practically pulled me out of the creek."
"I just helped a little. You did most of the heavy lifting. You were the one that jumped into the freezing water to help a stupid girl that had slipped and fallen in. You lifted me out and saved my life. I thought I was going to freeze, or drown, or both. How did you even know I was in the creek?" asked Christine. "I didn't think there was anyone within miles."
"I saw you riding alone and was worried about you getting caught in the weather. I tried to catch up with you sooner, but you started trotting your horse, so it took me longer," replied Blue.
As Christine listened to Blue's explanation, it dawned of her that she was nude and having a normal conversation with a naked man. The truly amazing thing was how she felt no fear. Blue's desire was as obvious as it could possibly be, yet he made no effort to take advantage of her in any way.
"I thought you were always one to take advantage of a situation," teased Christine. "You're actually quite well mannered, considering the circumstances."
"I hope you know that I was joking about that. I'd never deliberately touch you in any way you didn't want. It's going to be a lot more fun when you're encouraging me, rather than slapping me."
"Really? You think that day will come? Just be very certain that it's what I want or we'll have a real problem!"
Christine surprised herself with her next decision. She slowly pushed herself into a sitting position, giving Blue a close look at her unfettered breasts. She delighted in the involuntary twitch she felt beneath her as Blue gazed at her blushing chest. His desire was obvious, but he made no effort to touch her, which caused Christine to feel more empowered. She somehow knew that she was perfectly safe and totally in control.
"If you don't mind, I'm going to use one of these blankets. You may want to cover that thing up with the other blanket," observed Christine as she nodded at Blue's erection. "We need to place our clothes in the sunshine so they'll dry, unless you want to go home like that."
"I'd jump in that damn cold water again before I walked home like this," proclaimed Blue as he gathered the blanket around his shoulders and arranged it so it covered his groin.
As they gathered their various articles of clothing, Christine managed to let her blanket slip a couple of times. Each time, she'd hear what sounded like a growl coming from Blue, which in turn made her smile. She had never felt so reckless before, nor could she remember enjoying a situation more. She had never felt so safe with any man, except her father and brother, and they didn't really count since they were such close relatives.
It was almost noon by the time their clothes were dry enough to wear. Once they were dressed, they began the long walk back to the ranch. They had only walked half an hour when Blue saw the roan grazing across the creek.
He called to the horse and it came over to the edge of the stream and walked parallel with the couple until they came to an established ford. It required some coaxing, but Deuce finally waded across the stream to reunite with his rider.
"Let me help you up in the saddle. I'll walk while you ride," offered Blue.
"Are you saying that I'm too heavy for that big strong horse to carry double?" demanded Christine.



"I didn't know if you'd mind riding double," replied Blue. "Would you prefer to sit in front of me, or behind me?"
"I don't trust those big hands of yours," teased Christine. "I think I'd better ride behind you."
Blue climbed into the saddle and then gave Christine a hand up. As she settled in behind him, she pressed her breasts against his back and wrapped her arms around his chest.
"Am I squeezing too hard or something?" asked Christine in her best little girl voice. "You seem to growl all of the time since you've banged your head."
Blue directed the roan back across the creek and then pointed him toward the ranch. In another few miles, they came upon Christine's horse. It had stepped on a rein and broken it, but Blue simply knotted the two sections together and Christine climbed on her own horse.
"We'd better separate here so no one sees us riding together. They'll be asking questions about last night and where we stayed," reasoned Blue. "My idea is to tell anyone that asks that I was at a line camp we have on the eastern boundary, sitting out the storm. You can tell them that you were in the one you were at, but all alone. Nobody will think twice about it."
Christine agreed that a little lie would be much easier than explaining the truth to everyone. She still needed to determine what she wanted and how she felt about Blue. He was beginning to occupy her thoughts a great deal.
June was excited to see Christine step up on her porch late that afternoon. "Will and I asked about you all over town. We finally thought to question the man at the livery stables. He said that you rented a horse and rode out early yesterday morning. Where did you go, and where did you spend the night? Your clothes look like you were caught in the storm!"
"I thought I'd ride Jennings Creek to see where the spring flood made the new channel. The storm caught me by surprise, but I found a small shack up in the hills and spent the night there. My clothes were soaking wet so I had to dry them off in the sun this morning. I'm sorry I didn't tell you where I was going, but I'm okay."
"You rode all the way up to that line shack by yourself and spent the night there?" repeated a dubious June. "Why would you even do that? It doesn't matter to you how, or why, the creek changed its course. It's a matter between the Rhones and the Winters.
"After last night, things aren't looking too good for Blue. Luke Winters said that Blue shot him in the back when he was riding home last night. He claims he was knocked off his horse by the bullet, but he saw Blue and his roan riding away. He managed to get back on his horse and rode back to town. He's in the hotel with a hole in his back and swearing that Blue did it."
"That's ridiculous!" dismissed Christine. "No one's going to believe that story. Luke Winters is a liar!"
"I'm glad that you're so confident, but the sheriff rode out to talk to Blue first thing this morning and Blue wasn't around. Rachel didn't know where he was, but she told the sheriff that she'd have him ride be into town to tell his side of the story as soon as he showed up. Blue would never shoot anyone in the back, but it'll be his word against Luke's. That hearing is coming up in nine days and if this isn't cleared up, the Lazy R might lose some of its best range."
Christine immediately realized the implications of June's statement. Blue actually had an alibi! All he'd have to do is tell the sheriff that Christine Hamilton had been with him that entire night and she'd have to corroborate it. Luke Winters would be proven a liar, and it would probably improve the position of the Lazy R in the hearings.
The other side of that coin was that everyone in town would believe Christine was some kind of common whore, sneaking out to sleep with a local cowboy in a dirty shack in the hills. How did things get so bad, so fast? Christine made the quick decision to pack her bags in the morning and catch the next stagecoach for Virginia.
She had made some friends in Bonnet and really enjoyed living in Nevada, but the specter of being considered a common whore by the locals was something she'd never be able to endure. She was saddened by the need to leave Bonnet, but felt some relief in having made a reasonable decision to avoid the disappointment and possible ridicule of the entire town.
"I've got some more news for you," continued June. "Will's made arrangements for your father and sister to visit! They should be here the day before the hearing. I'm pretty excited about meeting your family. Will told me that he's never taken a girl home to meet his dad and sisters before. Do you think they'll like me?"
Christine was now reeling from June's information. Her father and sister would arrive in Bonnet in time to hear what a horrible slut she was. She had ruined her family name!
"I'm really tired. I need to get a good night's sleep," insisted Christine as she turned and went inside.
Christine tossed and turned all night, unable to think of a solution to the mess she had created. As she watched the sun come up from a chair on the porch, she decided that she needed to discuss her situation with someone. Only one person came to mind. She would explain everything to Will. Perhaps he could cancel her father and sister's trip to Bonnet. Then she could return to Virginia and hope that word of her indiscretion never reached her father's ears.
Will was having breakfast alone when Christine dropped into the seat next to him. It only took a glance for him to determine something was very wrong with his sister.
"What's wrong, Christine? You look exhausted and upset. Tell me about it," insisted Will.
"I can't talk about it here. Can we go up to your room where we'll have some privacy?" asked Christine as she fought to hold back tears.
Will simply placed money on the table, stood, took his sister's hand and led her upstairs. Half an hour later she was still sobbing as she finished her story.
"Wow, Chris, I have to admit I'm really surprised. I can understand how it all happened, but it's so unlike you. There's more to this than being wet and cold, isn't there? You've fallen for Blue, haven't you?"
"What should I do? He's going to hate me when he finds out that I own the Bar M. He'll force me to publicly admit that I spent the night with him. If I deny his story, the Bar M would probably gain the disputed land and he may go to prison. If I tell the truth, everyone will think I'm a loose woman and I won't be able to stay in Bonnet."
"We have over a week to try to get this straightened out. I'll think of something," promised Will. "You did nothing wrong. Everyone likes and respects you. They'll believe your story."
"Really? Blue and I have been dancing around this since I got here. A lot of people have heard us at dinner. I was naked and lying on top of him, Will! Maybe I am a slut. No lady would ever do that. Rachel will hate me," sobbed Christine.
"From what I've seen, Rachel's hoping to have you in the family," stated Will. "She's very fond of you and she likes how you're such a perfect foil for her son. You need to have faith in people."
"I let my guard down once and wound up naked with some cowboy that's going to swear under oath that we spent the night together. He'll probably even tell everyone I was naked. Dad's going to be so disappointed in me. I should leave before he and Becky get here."
"That's not going to happen. Hamiltons don't run. We'll circle the wagons if we have to, but you're going to stay and see this through," insisted Will. "Just trust me to take care of everything."
"Oh, Will. I always argued with you and teased you mercilessly, but you're the best brother in the world. Thanks for listening to my tale of woe and for not calling me the names I deserve. I'll do whatever you think is best. I promise."
Later that day, Will was more than a little surprised when Blue Rhone approached him as he strolled down the street. Even more surprising was the fact that Blue wanted him to represent him at the upcoming hearing.
"Judge Lane's going to settle the dispute with Bar M as well as listen to arguments that I shot Luke Winters in the back, all at the same hearing. It's going to be a tough day for me. I didn't shoot Luke and I hate like hell to give up some of my best graze, but I'm worried about the outcome."
"You have every right to be worried," agreed Will. "I'll do my best for you, but you've got to be totally honest with me."
"We'll have one of those client-lawyer relationships where you can't tell anyone what I tell you, right? I have to be sure of that," insisted Blue.
"Of course!" agreed Will. "That's essential in order to practice law. I can never repeat what you tell me without your permission."
"I'll tell you right now that I didn't shoot Luke Winters. You need to find out who did. If I'd shot him, he'd be six feet under right now."
Blue stopped at June's later that afternoon and asked June if he could see Christine. "I'm sorry Blue, but Christine isn't feeling well and is resting. Maybe tomorrow would be better."
As he made his way down the walk, Blue caught a glimpse of Christine watching him from behind a window curtain. It was obvious that she had no interest in seeing him.
Blue had been suffering pangs of guilt after spending the night in the line shack with Christine. He should have realized that she was not her usual self. She had almost drowned and then came close to freezing. Under normal conditions, she never would have shown her body as she did.
Now that she had time to consider her actions, she was embarrassed and hurt. She had trusted him and he had encouraged her to lower her inhibitions. She knew he couldn't have shot Luke, but she had come to realize that she was not able to trust him. He had failed her. She deserved much better.
Christine kept to herself most of the week while Blue remained at the ranch. He was under no illusions about how the upcoming hearing would play out. He told his ranch hands to gather up all of the Lazy R cattle on the west side of Jennings Creek and push them across to the east side. If Judge Lane decided in favor of the Bar M, Blue knew that they would have cattle grazing on the land before sunset.
There was also the possibility that he'd have to stand trial for shooting Luke Winters. He was hoping that Will could somehow get those charges removed, and if that that failed, persuade Judge Lane to allow bail. Blue had always been practical and this was no exception. He spent extra time with his foreman to be certain he would have the knowledge and tools to keep the ranch running smoothly.
The day came when Christine's sister and father were due to arrive in Bonnet. Christine's stomach was knotted up as she thought of her family finding out about her dalliance with Blue in a dirty line shack, like a common slut.
She was standing at the mercantile awaiting the stage when she recognized one of the Lazy R hands buying supplies. He was speaking to the clerk loudly enough for her to clearly hear.
"Blue's had us move the cattle back to the east side of Jennings Creek. He's been giving our foreman, Jeff Drake, instructions about running the ranch in case he winds up in jail. Everybody knows he'd never shoot a man in the back, even someone as lowdown as Luke Winters. It's a hell of a mess."
Christine had difficulty digesting that information. Why would Blue be concerned about going to jail? Did he think that she'd lie about spending that night with him? Did he have so little faith in her integrity that he believed that she would deny the truth to save herself embarrassment? If he thought that little of her, he really wasn't worth all of the time and energy she had spent worrying about his situation.
Her musings were interrupted by the sounds of the stagecoach pulling to a stop in front of the mercantile. Becky was the first one to step out, much to her father's displeasure. "I told you that a lady waits for a gentleman to help her down.
"It's just you and me, Dad. There wasn't any gentleman around to help me," teased Becky as she scanned the area looking for a friendly face.
"Christine!" shouted Becky as she rushed to hug her sister. "I'm so excited to finally get here. I bet you have these cowboys eating out of your hand. You'll have to introduce me to some."
"You're only eighteen," protested Christine. "Besides, these cowboys don't wait for introductions. They'll be swarming around a pretty girl like you in no time."
"How about that cowboy talking to Will?" asked Becky as she nodded at Will and Blue engaged in conversation a few yards away. "He sure looks good from here. Do you know him or should I go over and hug Will and start talking to him? Do you think he'll like me? He's really good looking!"
"Just stay away from that man!" declared Christine quickly as Becky looked at her in surprise.
"Wow! He's your guy, isn't he? Don't worry. I won't be flirting with your boyfriend, at least not much. You sure picked a good one!" laughed Becky.
"I'm Christine's friend," interrupted June. "I've been spending some time with Will, and it's a pleasure to meet his sister and father. My name's June. Don't pay much attention to Christine. She's a little pissed at Blue at the moment, but he's the guy for her."
"Will wrote to us about you. He said you were pretty, but I never thought that you'd be this beautiful," praised Becky as she shook June's hand.
"The man with Will is the famous Blue? Christine mentioned him in a couple of letters. She said he was rude, coarse, and pretentious. I read between the lines. She likes him, doesn't she? He must be something because Christine was never one to suffer fools. I'd like to meet the guy that managed to tame her."
"I don't like him and he certainly didn't 'tame' me as you put it!" snapped Christine. "There's a hearing tomorrow to decide if he should be charged with attempted murder for shooting a man in the back. He's a real catch!"
"You found yourself a real 'bad boy'?" marveled Becky. "I never would have believed it. You were so prissy back in Virginia. Will I find your likeness on any wanted posters, Sis?"
By this time Will was close enough to gather Becky in his arms for a long hug. "It's so good to see you and Dad again. You'll love it out here," predicted Will. "Everything is so much different from Virginia."
"I guess it is!" quipped Becky. "You've got this beautiful girlfriend and Christine's boyfriend shoots people. I can't wait to meet the guy!"
"He didn't shoot anyone!" corrected Will immediately. "He's been falsely accused of it. He's innocent. He's really a great guy."
"I'll wait until I meet the young man to form an opinion," offered Christine's father, William, but with a smile. "This is what I missed when you two headed to Nevada. There's never a dull moment when I'm around my kids."
Will introduced June to his father, who seemed very impressed. "Son, this girl's a keeper. I'm glad you finally you finally found a smart girl that can keep you in line."
"Dad, we're just getting to know each other. Don't read too much into it," replied an embarrassed Will.
"Sir, I have my sights set on your son. You may as well know it right now," blurted June as Will turned an even brighter red. "Christine's been toying with Blue, but he's hers whenever she wants him. He's the best man in the county, next to Will, of course."
"He's sure good looking enough, Sis" insisted Becky. "I can't believe that you're interested in a man that's accused of shooting someone, even if he's innocent. Back in Virginia, you were so particular about everything. None of the boys back home ever measured up to your expectations."
"Blue isn't a boy by any stretch," insisted June. "He's been running the ranch since his father died when he was a teenager. He's just twenty four now and he's one of the most respected men in the territory."
"Will, it seems like your girlfriend's awfully impressed with Christine's guy," observed Becky. "Maybe they'll dump you both and take up with each other."
"I never made any secret about my infatuation with Blue," admitted June. "He just never saw me that way, and once he got his hand on Christine, he hasn't even looked at another girl."
"Did I just hear you correctly?" asked Becky. "You said he got his hand on Christine? Tell me all about it."
Christine suffered through June's embellished version of the first meeting between Blue and herself. Even as nervous as she was about the hearing the next day, she found herself laughing at June's description of the encounter. Becky thought it was quite hilarious and even her father chuckled frequently at June's story telling skills.
"So when are we going to meet your beau?" asked Becky. "Why didn't he come over and introduce himself to Dad and me?"
"Blue has an important hearing tomorrow that he has to prepare for. I'm representing him and it's going to be one of the most memorable days in Bonnet history," predicted Will.
Christine spent another restless night worrying about the hearing and her expected role in it. She was still tense and irritable when she awoke. What would her family think of her by day's end? She hadn't even known that Will was representing Blue. She had been reserved and withdrawn all week. Will had been busy, but it had never occurred to her that he would be representing Blue. At least Will wouldn't be shocked when the truth was revealed.
The hearing was scheduled for one PM and the entire town was in attendance. Blue was a respected and well liked member of the community. The Lazy R was the most prosperous ranch in the area and people were curious to see how Judge Lane would rule. There was also the matter of Luke Winters of the Bar M being shot in the back and accusing Blue Rhone of the misdeed.
Luke Winters was sworn first. It was explained to everyone that while the witnesses would be under oath, it was not a trial. It was simply a hearing Judge Lane had called to gain information so he could make a more informed decision on matters of interest to the court. It was faster and simpler than a grand jury, especially when the pool for prospective jurors was so limited. If and when statehood was achieved, Nevada would have to adhere more closely to the practices of courts of law in the rest of the nation.
Winters' story was simple. He had been riding home around dusk when he heard a horse in the bushes to his left. His horse shied away from the sound just as Luke recognized Blue Rhone, as well as his horse. That was when he was struck in the back by a bullet. He fell to the ground as Blue galloped away. After a great deal of effort, he climbed back on his horse and returned to town for help.
Judge Lane allowed witnesses to have legal counsel if they so desired. Will announced that he was representing Blue in the day's legal matters and then began questioning Winters. No matter how many different ways he was asked about that night, Winters kept to his story.
Blue was then sworn in. He calmly denied being anywhere Bonnet that evening. His story was simple. He was caught in the rain and spent the night in a line shack on the far eastern border of his range. He was alone, so no one could corroborate his story.
Christine was surprised, as well as relieved. Blue was going to stick to his story about being alone in the line shack far from Christine's location. She had been worried for no reason. They couldn't possibly have any proof that Blue was involved in the shooting since she knew where he was when Luke was shot.
Then the bottom fell out! The Winters' lawyer called Zeb Smith to the stand. Zeb was a rider for a small outfit on the eastern side of the Lazy R. After being sworn in, he was asked where he was the evening in question.
"I could see the weather building in, so I stopped at the Lazy R line shack by Three Skull Springs and waited out the storm. I was there all night."



Christine could see the pure pleasure in the face of Winters' lawyer as he asked his next question. "Did you happen to see Blue Rhone while you were there? He just swore under oath that he spent the night in the very same building."
"No, Sir, I didn't. The building is only about twelve by fifteen. I would've noticed if someone else had been in there with me."
Several loud gasps were heard at the bombshell dropped by Zeb Smith. Will had no questions, so Zeb was dismissed and Blue was called back to the stand. Turnbull, Winters' lawyer, was grinning as he asked Blue, "Do you want to call Zeb Smith a liar and stick with your story, or do you want to tell us the truth?"
"Zeb's a good man. He's no liar," stated Blue simply. "I wasn't in the line shack that night, but I didn't shoot Luke Winters."
"Why don't you tell us where you were when Luke was shot?" prodded the lawyer. "Why is that so difficult if you weren't the person to shoot him?"
"I was caught out on the range in the rain. I can't prove it, but I wasn't anywhere near Bonnet," replied Blue calmly.
"I strongly urge the court to formally charge Blue Rhone with attempted murder!" demanded the shyster, knowing it could favorably influence the decision regarding the ownership of the disputed land.
"Do you have anything to add to this, Blue?" asked an obviously concerned Judge Lane. Blue simply shook his head in response.
"If there's nothing more, then I'm afraid that I'll have you formally charged with attempted murder. I can't understand why you'd lie about being in that line camp. Hand your gun over to the sheriff," ordered Judge Lane.
Christine was horrified. Blue was going to be jailed for attempted murder! How could anyone believe that he'd ever shoot someone in the back? She realized that she was selfishly trying to protect whatever honor she may still possess at the risk of Blue's future. What honor would there be in allowing Blue to serve a prison sentence to protect her? She knew what she needed to do.
"Your honor!" called Christine as she suddenly stood and stepped forward. "I have information pertinent to this hearing. May I be sworn in?"
"Sis, do you really want to do this?" hissed Will, as he intercepted his sister on her way to the witness chair.
Christine shook her elbow loose from her brother's grip and took her place on the witness stand, which was simply a chair next to Judge Lane's. Once she was sworn in, Judge Lane addressed the room.
"Miss Hamilton has asked to speak on the matter of the back shooting of Luke Winters. The court will allow her to make her statement and then questions may be asked by the lawyers representing each party. Miss Hamilton, everyone is waiting to hear what you have to tell us."
"Blue wasn't alone that night. I was with him all night," was all Christine managed before the spectators began talking rapidly. Christine saw the shock on her sister's face and the concern on her father's. Not surprisingly, June was smiling broadly at Christine's revelation.
Christine refused to look away as all eyes in the court were on her. What did surprise Christine was the grin on Rachel Rhone's face. Perhaps she was relieved that her son had an alibi?
Mrs. Edders, the owner of the mercantile, was also smiling and nodding approvingly. As she looked around the room, Christine saw nothing but smiling faces and small nods of approval!
As the din in the room abated, Christine resumed her story. "I was riding along Jennings Creek because I was curious about how the spring flood had altered the course of the streambed. I had decided to ride toward the mountains until I found where the course of the stream had shifted. I was alone. It became quite dark and then it began to rain. I was soaking wet when I saw a small shack situated not far from the west bank of the creek.
"The obvious problem was finding a place to safely cross Jennings Creek. I dismounted to look at an area I thought might allow my horse to safely cross. I slipped and plunged into Jennings Creek. I don't know if any of you have ever been in that water, but it was freezing cold. I tried to scramble up the bank but slid back in. I actually began to think I'd never get out of the stream before I froze or drowned," recalled Christine as everyone in the room listened intently to her story.
"Suddenly Blue was next to me in the water! I didn't know that he was any place close, but there he was. He physically lifted me up and placed me on the bank of Jennings Creek. I looked back down to help him and saw where the effort to lift me from the rushing water had caused him to slip. A piece of a tree limb cracked into his forehead pretty hard and he drifted downstream a short ways before he grabbed a small bush hanging over the edge.
"I managed to reach his collar and pulled as hard as I could while he scrambled up the bank. By the time he flopped down on the bank, he was barely conscious and rather incoherent. I managed to drag him inside the shack and cover him with blankets. He was much better the next morning and we rode home."
Winters' lawyer was quick to pounce once he determined that Christine had finished her story. "That's quite a story. I don't know which part is harder to believe. You're telling us that Mr. Rhone had you for an alibi all along and never mentioned your name? You expect us to believe that you two almost drowned in that icy creek and then decided to just spend the night together?
"Tell us, Miss Hamilton, did you sleep with Mr. Rhone? Are the two of you lovers? Did you dream this story up in case his other lie fell through?"
"Mr. Trumbull, you're treading on thin ice!" interrupted Will. "This lady is my sister and will be treated with respect!
"She claims she spent the night in a line camp with a cowboy! Ladies don't do that," declared Turnbull. "You can't have it both ways. Either she is a lady and was home in bed that night, or she's a harlot, sleeping with who knows how many men! Which is it?"
"Sheriff, restrain Mr. Rhone!" instructed Judge Lane. "Order in my courtroom is my responsibility, Mr. Rhone."
Blue had leaped to his feet and was well on his way to a cowering Turnbull when he was intercepted by the sheriff. Blue glared at Turnbull before returning to his seat.
"Mr. Turnbull, you're new to these parts," continued Judge Lane. "Miss Hamilton is a very well-liked and admired young woman in this town. If you choose to denigrate her further, any one of a number of men in attendance will gladly administer a badly needed lesson in manners. Find a more respectful way to question Miss Hamilton, or I will not be responsible for your well-being."
"Your honor, this shyster's opinion doesn't concern me," assured Christine. "I'll answer his questions. Blue and I are not lovers. We did sleep together that night, but that was because we were both freezing to death. I can assure you that I've never had sex with Blue, or any other man.
"I had to peel his wet clothes off him while he was delirious. For the sake of complete disclosure, I removed my wet clothing and slid under the covers with Blue, each of us creating warmth for the other. We remained that way all night. In the morning we dried our clothes and returned to our respective residences."
Unsure how to respond to Judge Lane's admonishment and the obvious ire of those watching the hearing, Turnbull opted to remain silent. Will waited to be certain that Turnbull had no more questions before he approached his sister.
"You're telling this court that Blue Rhone jumped into that freezing water to save your life. In turn, you practically dragged him from the icy waters and then into the line shack," recounted Will carefully. "You removed his clothes, as well as your own, and then the two of you slept together?"
"Will, you make it sound worse than it was! We actually slept, not what people usually think when they hear that a couple slept together. Blue was a perfect gentleman," insisted Christine.
"Christine, are you in love with Blue?" asked Will gently.
"Will! Please don't ask me that. Leave me what little pride I have left," pleaded Christine as tears began trickling down her cheeks.
"You have to trust me. I'll ask again and I remind you that you're under oath. Are you in love with Blue Rhone?" prodded Will gently.
Christine stared at the floor in front of her chair as she slowly nodded her head before quietly saying, "Yes, I am."
"Mr. Rhone? You're still under oath," stated Will as he turned his attention to Blue. "You managed to romance my sister, spend a night in bed with her naked, and cause her to fall in love with you. Where's this western chivalry we hear so much about? You use a young woman and then toss her aside when you've gotten what you want. A real man would never treat a young woman so poorly!
"Tell everyone exactly how you feel about my sister! Do you have any intention of making this right, or are you even lower than a back shooter?" demanded Will hotly as he faced Blue.
"I never hurt her, I never would," insisted Blue as he looked at the downcast Christine before turning his attention to his friends and neighbors as they watched and listened intently. "I'm in love with her! I'd marry her right now if she'd have me!"
"Christine! Mr. Rhone just proposed marriage," explained Will. "Do you want to marry this man, or perhaps you'd like to take this opportunity to tell him off. Let him feel the pain of a broken heart. Then you can return to Virginia and resume your old life."
Christine slowly raised her eyes and sought Blue's. She used the back of her hand to wipe the tears from her face and managed a weak smile.
"Do you really love me?"
"More than I ever thought possible," replied Blue softly.
"Do you really want to marry me?" was Christine's next question.
"It would be the highlight of my life," stated Blue as he stood and moved across the room to where Christine sat. Before he reached her, she was on her feet and in his arms, pulling his lips down to hers. Applause broke out in the room as people gathered around the young couple.
"Way to go, Sis! That was the most romantic court drama I've ever seen! Are you going to introduce me to your cowboy?" asked Becky as she pulled her sister from Blue and fiercely hugged her.
"There'll be time for that later. Judge Lane, I request that you perform the marriage ceremony right now. I fear that Mr. Rhone may be a flight risk and it's imperative that this union be legally binding immediately," insisted Will loudly.
"I believe you're correct, Mr. Hamilton! Blue and Christine, please stand here in front of me. We need to get this done," directed Judge Lane.
"I'm not complaining, but isn't this unusually fast?" questioned an obviously bewildered Blue.
"You're in my court room and you'll obey the orders of the court! You could be spending tonight in jail, rather than in the arms of this beautiful woman," retorted Judge Lane. "Is this a difficult choice for you?"
"No sir! I don't even have a ring. I didn't plan on this happening, at least not today. I was hoping it would at some time in the future."
"Here, use my rings," offered Rachel as she pulled her rings from her finger. "They were your grandmother's and they should fit Christine. I'm expecting to get some new ones soon, if a certain judge is as honorable as my son."
It was a short ceremony. Becky stood next to her sister, while Christine insisted that her father walk her down the row of seats and then give her away. Will was pressed into service as best man. Five minutes later, they were a married couple.
Once the ceremony was over, Judge Lane pounded his gavel and demanded that everyone resume their seats. "We still have unfinished business here. The first order is the shooting of Luke Winters. Mr. Hamilton, I believe you have another witness?"
"Yes, Your Honor. I call Red Jones to the stand." A buzz went through the crowd as an unkempt, middle aged man walked up to the witness chair and was sworn in.
"Would you please tell us about the events of the evening that Luke Winters was shot," was all Will said.
"Not much to tell. Luke and a couple of the boys had too much to drink. They started making bets on their marksmanship with pistols. Somewhere along the line, Luke staggered and wound up in front of Slim Reynolds as he was taking a shot. He got dinged a little in the back, but he cried like it was the end of the world. Next thing we know, he's riding into town, crying like a little baby.
"The next day he told all of us hands not to say anything about how he got shot. He intended to use the accident to help his chances of getting that good grazing land from the Rhones. I never promised nothing, and I'll look for another job before I'll tell a low-down lie for some whining kid."
Judge Lane had to pound his gavel to restore order. "Thanks for the testimony, Mr. Jones. Luke Winters, I'd put your ass in jail for lying to the court, but then I'd have to do the same to our new groom. I suspect you're about to receive better punishment anyway."
"Just a minute!" exclaimed Christine as she turned her full attention to her brother. "You knew you had proof that Blue was innocent, but you let me make a fool of myself in front of everyone? I never had to tell about that night we spent in the line shack?"
"I asked if you really wanted to do it," reminded Will with an evil grin. "You insisted, so I simply let you do what you were going to do anyway. When I have ever been able to change your mind?"
"Excuse me, Mrs. Rhone but we need to move to the next matter," declared Judge Lane. "Mr. Turnbull, your clients are insisting that this court acknowledge that the Bar M has the right to graze cattle up to the western edge of Jennings Creek. I find your argument very compelling and this court has decided to grant that request. The title clearly calls for Bar M's ownership of land to the high water mark of Jennings Creek."
"Thank you, Your Honor!" replied a grinning Turnbull. "My clients will begin moving cattle immediately!"
"Not so fast," interjected Will Hamilton. "Mrs. Rhone has something to say about that."
"I have plenty to say about it, but none of it's suitable for public consumption," retorted an obviously upset Rachel Rhone.
"I was referring to the other Mrs. Rhone," chuckled Will as he nodded at Christine.
"Oh! I'm sorry, Christine. This is going to take some getting used to!" replied Rachel.
"The cattle will be moved to the disputed range," stated Christine firmly. "However, all calves born of those cattle will carry the Lazy R brand. As part owner of the Bar M, I am dismissing both Luke and Les Winters, effective immediately. Will has hired some very competent men to ensure that you remove only your personal property before dark. After that, you'll be arrested if you ever set foot on Bar M land.
"You own part of the Bar M?" asked a stunned Blue. "Who're the other owners?"
"That would be you, Darling," responded Christine as she gently kissed her husband's lips.
"Now that we have an owner with copper-colored hair," called Blue's oldest hand from the back of the room. "We need to find a strawberry roan!"
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When Air Force One touched down in Paris' Charles de Gaulle Airport, it was immediately apparent the people of Paris were going all out to welcome President Hammer, along with her husband and her band. A large billboard faced the tarmac as Gwen and Steve descended the stairs to greet French President Reynaud. Saint pointed it out to his parents.
The billboard had a photo of Gwen, Jordan, Charlie and Steve smiling brightly. 'Paris Welcomes our Very Good American Friends' was written across the bottom in French. Gwen beamed at Saint as he read the French banner and translated it to English for her. Then she turned her smile to Steve, who simply shrugged before grinning back at his wife.
The motorcade to the hotel was more like a parade as thousands of cheering Parisians gathered on the sidewalks along the route. Many businesses had closed at noon so employees could have the opportunity to welcome these popular Americans to their city.
Much was made of the fact that Gwen and Steve had requested the same hotel room they had shared the first night they made love, with the Eiffel Tower shining so brightly outside their window. The hotel actually advertised it as exactly that and consequently, it was always booked well into the future. Travelers from around the world wanted to stay in the very room where Gwen Anderson and Steve Hammer had first made love.
Once they were settled into their rooms, Jordan, Charlie, Gwen, and Steve decided to visit the orphanage Lady in Red had purchased to replace the one destroyed by terrorists years prior. Lady in Red covered all operating expenses, as well as paying for the expansion and renovations of the old building.
The four friends were extremely pleased to see how clean and modern the building was now. The children of the orphanage were gathered in a large auditorium and greeted the generous Americans with barely contained exuberance.
Jordan and Gwen had huge smiles as they walked up and down the aisles, shaking hands, giving hugs, and chatting with the ecstatic children. Steve noticed a young female staff member positively beaming as she watched the scene playing out before her. Her eyes sparkled even more when she realized he was approaching her.
"We've met before, haven't we?" asked Steve in fluent French.
"I can't believe you remember me!" exclaimed the woman in perfect English as she threw herself into Steve's arms. "I was one of the survivors of that horrible attack. I remember how scared we all were when it happened. Then we had no place to go and everything looked extremely bleak.
"But some very wealthy, very kind Americans came to visit our bombed-out orphanage and soon we had a safe home with many extras we never had before the attack. I sat on your lap that day and cried while you patted my back and promised me everything would get better, and it did. You saved us all," declared the young woman as tears trickled down her cheeks.
"That alone makes everything we did for the children of the orphanage worth every penny we spent, and then some. I'd love to have you tell your story to Jordan, Charlie and Gwen, if you don't mind. I know they'd love to hear it," responded Steve somewhat emotionally.
Steve led the young woman over to where Gwen and Jordan were chatting to some teens. When Gwen saw the young woman's face, she began to nod her head in recognition.
"We met you at the orphanage right after the attack, didn't we?" asked Gwen gently. "You've certainly grown into a beautiful young woman! How have you been?"
"I can't believe you both remember me, a sad little orphan who cried most of the time you were with me," replied the surprised woman as Gwen embraced her. "We were so lucky Lady in Red responded to our plight and took immediate steps to improve our lives. Now you are President of the United States, the Queen of Peace, and still the Lady in Red!"
"Jordan, this is the girl we tried so hard to console right after the terrorist attack on the orphanage years ago. Do you remember her?" asked Gwen to her friend.
"I sure do!" replied Jordan as she hugged the blushing woman. "You sat on Steve's lap and wouldn't let go of him while you bawled your little eyes out. You're so beautiful now!"
With some questioning, Gwen and Jordan learned the woman's name was Adelle and she had recently married a young French gendarme. She was now employed by the orphanage, teaching English to the children.
On the ride back to their hotel, Jordan and Gwen put their heads together briefly before Jordan turned to speak to Charlie and Steve. "It's so wonderful that Adelle is devoting herself to caring for children who were orphaned just like she was! Could one of you see that she receives a very nice gift from us as a belated wedding gift? We're thinking along the lines of a nice home not too far from the orphanage."
Charlie chuckled briefly before responding. "I'll take care of it. I know how busy Steve is these days. I'll get a short list of homes I think might work and then take Jordan and Adelle with me to pick one out, if that's okay with everyone."
"Thanks for taking care of that," offered Steve as he patted Charlie's back. "Whatever you and Jordan decide will be fine with Gwen and me. Adelle's been through some tough times and it would be great to make her world a little better. Make a note for someone to follow up with her near the end of the year; this gift may create a tax burden we'll also need to help her with."
"I think we should come back with our kids to visit the orphanage tomorrow," declared Jordan. "They have no idea how good they have it. Before long they'll be old enough to help people, and give away our money. I want them to know what good causes look like, and to learn to separate the scams from the real deals."
The next day saw Gwen and her friends, along with their children, visiting the orphanage for several hours. Jordan and Gwen beamed with pride as Ruth and Saint interacted with the children. Saint and Ruth both spoke French quite fluently and their language skills allowed them to play and chat with the orphans without adult supervision.
"I'm so glad we had Ruth learn French," observed Jordan as she proudly watched her oldest child chatting with the other children. "I always admired how Steve could speak so many languages and I wanted my kids to have that same advantage. Look how well Saint and Ruth are getting along with the other kids."
That evening was filled with the glitter and glamour only a state dinner in Paris could offer. Even with fashion models, actresses, and the elite of France's political scene all dressed to the nines, Gwen and Steve easily stood out. Gwen was radiant in a low cut red gown that clung to her curves. Steve's matching tuxedo was tailored perfectly to fit his sculpted physique. In a room full of beautiful women, Gwen's natural charm and beauty left no doubt she was not only the most powerful woman in the world, but also the most beautiful.
Gwen and Steve were both very attentive to James and Stephanie, as well as Michelle D'Anjou. The British media covered events in Paris very closely, so Steve and Gwen wanted to make certain the people of Britain realized what a strong relationship they had with this rising star in British politics.
Michelle D'Anjou was very well known in all of France, but especially so in Paris. The rumor she would run for mayor of Paris was fueled in part by Gwen's obviously close friendship with the lovely daughter of the former French President, Claude D'Anjou. The two spent enough time together at the dinner to leave little doubt that the two women were close.
Steve managed dances with both Michelle and Stephanie. Once again, the public saw an easy and close relationship between the women and President Hammer's husband. They smiled and laughed often and appeared extremely comfortable with Steve. Before the evening was too far along, it was evident to everyone attending that President Hammer and her husband would support Michelle D'Anjou, as well as James and Stephanie Hawthorne, in their future endeavors.
Things were going very well for Gwen and Steve when Ashley pulled them aside to explain that Naomi and Kate had failed to receive the approval of the committees reviewing their qualifications. While not surprised, the couple couldn't help but feel disappointed.
Steve led Gwen onto the dance floor so he could speak to her somewhat privately. "The full Senate still has to vote. My sources tell me that pressure from voters is really building in the Senate. If the vote were taken right now, Kate and Naomi wouldn't quite make it. By next week, when the vote is actually held, things may be a little different."
"I'm tired of it all, Steve. People tried to kill you, me and the kids because I'm President of the United States! We've worked really hard on this tour. You and Naomi saved the world from war just a few weeks ago. I've done my best, but it doesn't seem to be good enough, and we're risking our family's lives trying."
"I think a news conference tomorrow might help mobilize your base. If more Americans hear you express your disdain for the Congressional politics and their back-biting as usual, and their potential influence on their representatives, they may exert more pressure on their Senators," explained Steve.
"I planned a morning with Mom and the kids," replied Gwen. "I won't give up the precious few moments I have with family because of the actions of the Senate. Jordan, Ashley and Stephanie will bring their kids and we're going to have a little party for Ingrid's birthday. I promised Ashley the kids and I would be glad to celebrate Ingrid's birthday with a party tomorrow morning. I won't break that promise. Saint and Vickie are looking forward to it and I'm not going to disappoint them.
"Why don't you meet with the press tomorrow instead? You know what's going on as well, or better than I do. The press likes you, especially the ladies. You can tell them I've got more important things to do," added an obviously tired Gwen.
For the first time, Steve realized just how hard Gwen had been trying to be a good wife, mother, performer, and world leader. It had been weeks since she'd had a full day off. The constant pressure of performing well, interacting with world leaders, responding to the demands of the press, while trying to be a good mother and wife was beginning to wear his pregnant wife down and he hadn't even seen the signs!
"Darling, I haven't been a very good husband to you lately," worried Steve. "I should have realized how tired you were becoming. You've been amazing for so long I've forgotten you're human. I'll take care of things tomorrow. You relax and have a good time with the kids. You certainly deserve it."
"Don't ever think you've been anything but the best husband ever," rebuked Gwen gently. "You've been my rock ever since the first day we met. It's not your fault I'm tired of politics and all the back-stabbing and posturing people do. I'd be lost without you. I certainly wouldn't be President of the United States if not for you."
The dance ended as Gwen spoke, so she simply pulled Steve's face a little closer and gave him a gentle kiss.
"She certainly loves him, doesn't she?" observed Stephanie to Paula, Ted, and James. "It's one of the many things that stands out about them. She's given Steve everything she can and he's returned it tenfold. They're so very secure in their relationship. I've never seen a couple with the depth of trust they have for each other."
"It appears the entire hall has noticed the same thing," replied Paula proudly. "Everyone's watching them and smiling. It's obvious they're special, not that I'm biased or anything."
Steve made a point of telling members of the press he'd be available for questions the next morning at ten AM. When asked if Gwen would also be there, he simply shook his head and explained she had a prior engagement.
Steve started the question and answer period the next morning with a statement. "As you all know, Kate and Naomi failed to receive support from the Senate committees interviewing them. I'm sure you're wondering what Gwen will do to push approval of their nominations through the full Senate. The simple answer is that she won't be doing anything.
"The President has been working very hard on this tour. She actively helped out in a natural disaster by utilizing her skills as a surgeon. She's performed long, exhausting concerts in numerous world capitals and in Sydney, Australia. Congress has been obstructing her almost from the moment she was sworn in and she's growing weary of it all," concluded Steve.
"What exactly are you saying?" asked Amber Stahl with alarm. "Is our Queen considering resigning the Presidency?"
"No, Gwen will serve as long as she remains President and she has no intentions of resigning. However, she feels Congress was elected to represent the people of our great nation. It follows that Congress reflects the will of the voters. If the Senate decides Kate and Naomi should not be approved to the cabinet positions, it would indicate the citizens of the United States do not want Kate and Naomi in the cabinet. Gwen will expend no effort to impose her will on the Senate and by extension, the American people.
"If the Senate is successful in blocking Gwen's two most high-profile nominations to her cabinet, it's quite likely Congress will see it as weakness on our part. It will probably then make a concerted attempt to remove her from office, based on the conflict of interest argument, which has been a favorite topic for many members of Congress ever since Gwen assumed the Presidency."
"You think Congress will move to impeach our Queen?" asked an obviously upset Heather. "Even after all the successes she's managed on her world tour? Even after her administration averted what appeared to be inevitable war?"
"At this point it seems quite likely to me," replied Steve. "Gwen represents ideals and ethics seldom seen in Washington. Politics hold no interest for her. She serves at the will of the people and if they, through their elected representatives, decide to remove her from office, she'll accept that determination without protest.
"Gwen and I have been guilty of thinking the will of Congress is separate from that of the American people. We've all seen how voters will routinely voice dissatisfaction with Congress, but then elect the usual suspects again and again. They may claim they don't approve of many of the actions of Congress, but their voting habits indicate that they do."
"Is President Hammer giving up on her cabinet selections? Will she appoint someone else if her choices are not approved?" asked a cable news reporter.
"Kate and Naomi will be flying in to join us tomorrow afternoon in London. They will serve Gwen's administration as they have been doing, with or without official credentials. Gwen will not submit any further nominations for Secretary of State or Attorney General. Vince Rosen appears to be headed for approval as the next Vice President of the United States. President Hammer has complete confidence in his integrity and abilities," replied Steve.
"I simply find it incredible that the Warrior would allow his Queen to be treated this way," stated an obviously disappointed Heather Jensen.
"While Gwen is President of the United States, I will do nothing to cast any shadows on her record. I would never want it to appear she or her family are using her office to gain revenge, or pursue a personal agenda," responded Steve. "That said, if Gwen is removed from office, I'll move heaven and hell to end the careers and ruin the reputations of those I consider responsible. I just don't feel that this would be something appropriate for the sitting president's spouse to pursue while she still holds office."
"I'm so sorry for what I just said!" blurted Heather when she heard Steve's response. "I really should have known better. You'll always protect the honor of our Queen!"
"You're telling us that you're going to take on members of Congress if they vote to impeach and then convict your wife, thus removing her from office?" questioned another reporter.
"Yes," responded Steve simply.
"Do you actually think Congress will try to remove President Hammer from office when she's so popular in America and around the world?" asked a skeptical reporter from a New York paper.
"Her popularity doesn't seem to extend to Washington," observed Steve drily. "Don't forget the American voters determine who sits in Congress, so there's an anomaly somewhere in your statement. I'm confident that if Naomi and Kate are not approved by the full Senate, the sharks will smell blood and make a concerted effort to remove Gwen from office."
"Yet you won't try to fight Congress to keep President Hammer in office?" questioned another reporter.
"Let me be very clear," replied Steve as he slowly looked at each reporter. "Gwen has given just about everything she has to give since becoming president. She's prevented a war and improved relations with nations around the world. She used her medical training to save lives in Hungary. She's entertained tens of millions of people with her music in just the past few weeks. She was almost assassinated by terrorists. Our children's lives were in grave danger. If her accomplishments, her sacrifices, and her character aren't enough to merit the support of the citizens of the United States and by extension, their elected representatives, then she neither wants, nor deserves the honor of being President of the United States."
"What would she do if she were impeached?" asked another cable reporter. "Would she retire?"
Hardly," chuckled Steve. "She'd return to doing more of the things that she loves, like spending more time with our kids and family, working as a pediatric surgeon, recording music, making movies, and ensuring that Lady in Red Productions continues to grow."
"Steve, will you play pro football again now that you own the team, especially if President Hammer is removed from office?" asked a reporter from Washington.
"I haven't even given it a thought," responded Steve honestly. "I retired last spring and haven't regretted it. Jim Vance is ready to step in and start at quarterback. It really hasn't been anything I've considered."
"Last year, players on a few teams began kneeling for the national anthem and more are expected to do so this year. How do you feel about that, both as a player, and as an owner?" was the reporter's follow-up question.
"I really don't care to comment on the motivation of others, but players on the DC Spartans will not be kneeling during the national anthem," stated Steve matter-of-factly.
"You'd deny the players their Constitutional right to free speech and freedom of expression?" demanded a network reporter. "How can a team owned by the President of the United States deny players their basic Constitutional rights?"
"You will not lecture me on Constitutional rights!" snapped Steve. "Remember that I took an oath to defend the Constitution, as did Gwen. We understand the Constitution as well as anyone in this room and have fought a hell of a lot harder to protect it!
"If you think Lady in Red is going to have players represent us that don't have the basic decency to honor the flag and those that fought for it, guess again. Of the six owners of Lady in Red, two are veterans and four are married to veterans, three have taken an oath to protect and defend the Constitution, and one is the sitting President of the United States. Jared White, who is in charge of our football operations, was an officer in the Army. His wife graduated from the Naval Academy and served as an officer in the Navy.
"I assure you that no player on the DC Spartans will sit or kneel for the national anthem more than once," promised Steve.



"What about their Constitutional rights?" persisted the same reporter.
"What about my Constitutional rights?" countered Steve curtly. "Lady in Red pays the salaries of these men and certainly has the right to expect certain behavior. Let me ask you this. Would you kneel during the anthem if you were on the team?"
"I'm here to report, not give personal opinions," objected the stubborn reporter.
"That's a case in point. The truth is you wouldn't be employed as a reporter very long if you told the world where you stand on the issue. You're not paid to express opinions. In fact, you'd likely be fired if you did unless your employer assigned you to write editorial opinions. We pay these men to play football, and they're expected to conduct themselves in a manner that reflects well on their teammates and ownership. You seem unconcerned about your own personal Constitutional rights while squawking about the rights of these millionaire players, but except for the pay scale they're in the same boat as you. You're applying a double standard," reasoned Steve. "Your job prohibits you from presenting personal opinions, yet you feel that players wearing our uniform and drawing pay from our company should have the option of insulting us and every other American that feels strongly about what our flag, our Constitution, and our National Anthem represent.
"Lady in Red will contribute to any cause our players feel strongly enough about to create some sort of nonprofit organization. Jared White is a perfect example of what a man who actually cares about people can do. He started a foundation to promote education in the poorest parts of Washington. He's recently expanded it to several other cities. He's doing something positive to help people.
"If sitting or kneeling for ninety seconds is the extent of the effort someone wants to put into a cause they support, we have no interest in them as players on our team. Lady in Red has the legal right to trade or cut any players it feels do not fit into our system, and we will do exactly that. Demonstrating respect for our nation and especially for those that gave their lives to maintain our freedom is not negotiable!"
"How do you feel about all that's been written and reported about your wife being referred to as the Queen of Peace? You're often called the Warrior. Are you comfortable with these titles?" asked Heather Jensen, quickly changing the subject.
"Up until very recently, I thought too much was being made of it. But when Gwen explained to me how exhausted she was becoming, it opened my eyes. To the people who strive to do better, who want to see their children live healthy, happy lives, Gwen is a Queen. It's not pretend. It's real. No one else has ever accomplished the things for the people of the world that Gwen has in her career. Right now, she's prouder of being considered the Queen of Peace than she is being the President of the United States. Much of that is because of the politics of Washington.
"As I stated before, Congress ultimately represents the people of America, so it follows that the course Congress follows is the will of the people. Right now, that would indicate Gwen is neither respected nor wanted by the majority of Americans. That fact was made painfully clear to us when the two Senate committees reported unfavorably for Kate and Naomi, two of the most qualified nominees the Senate has seen in a very long time."
"Our Queen took that vote personally?" asked Heather Jensen in a follow-up question.
"Yes, of course she did," admitted Steve. "President Hammer will not submit any other nominations for Attorney General and Secretary of State if Kate and Naomi are not approved by the full Senate. She refuses to be drawn into the political charades played in Washington.
"Many people think I wrote the Rise of the Empire trilogy to give Gwen a great movie role. The truth is that I based the character of the Queen on Gwen. I didn't write it for her, I wrote it about her. The Warrior part was my belief of what a man should strive to be if he was fortunate enough to become the mate of such an incredible woman. Gwen is the Queen," concluded Steve.
"Speaking of movies, Lady in Red has moved up the release of your latest Empire movie to coincide with President Hammer's return to the United States. Is this a blatant attempt to capitalize on the publicity the We Come in Peace Tour has generated?" asked a thin man near the back.
"Tyler Smith is the one making most of the business decisions while the rest of us are so involved in this tour and appearing before committees. He has an MBA, and he's pulling down a very good salary to oversee the success of all Lady in Red ventures," responded Steve. "Could anyone think his decision to release the movie at the absolute optimum time is a coincidence, a bit of luck, or anything but a savvy business decision?" he asked rhetorically.
"That brings me to one last announcement before I join Gwen and the kids," continued Steve. "The We Come in Peace World Tour has added one more world capital to its schedule. Gwen will be leading Lady in Red in a concert on the Washington Mall on Saturday, September eleventh, three days after we return to the United States. It will be in commemoration of September eleventh, 2001 and a celebration of those American lives lost that day, as well as in appreciation of all first responders in our great nation.
"We'll be attending the premier of our new movie in Sparta on September 9th, the day after we return to the United States, and then we'll fly to Washington the next morning. Lady in Red will be footing the bill for a weekend long celebration of Gwen's success as President of the United States as well as becoming known worldwide as The Queen of Peace.
"Gwen became President under pretty somber conditions. She had no inaugural ball or celebrations of any kind. That weekend will serve as an opportunity for the people of the Unites States to see her perform free of charge. There'll be enough food and refreshments to feed everyone that cares to come. As I already stated, Lady in Red will be paying for everything, including the clean-up afterwards as well as any extra security required that weekend," promised Steve.
"Gwen and I will make every effort to safely meet as many Americans as possible. We'll be available and are looking forward to showing everyone how much we care about our country and its people. We're anxious to shake hands and chat with the everyday citizens that make our country great."
Steve returned to his suite in time to spend some time with Gwen, Paula, Jordan, Stephanie, Ashley, and their families. Everyone forgot about politics and simply enjoyed relaxing and spending time with precious loved ones.
As they prepared for the concert in the privacy of their room, Steve broached a subject he had been mulling over for days. "To the world, you're known more as the Queen of Peace than as President of the United States. I think it's about time you embraced the Queen title, even if Congress should decide to remove you from the presidency."
"Really?" asked a surprised Gwen. "Wouldn't that look pretty self-serving and egotistical? Do I just proclaim myself as the Queen of Peace?"
"You've already been given that title," responded Steve with a smile. "All you have to do is accept it. That wouldn't be an ego thing. It'd be acknowledging the opinion of millions of people around the world."
"How would I even do that?" wondered Gwen. "It's been getting more and more difficult to be called Queen and not be able to respond directly. You must have an idea, so spill it."
As everyone prepared to ascend to the top of the Arc de Triomphe, Gwen gave Steve a warm kiss and a long hug. "I've heard about some of the things you said about me to the press this morning and I love you even more for being so dedicated to me and the kids. I really needed that time with family today so I could recharge, and it worked. I'm ready to deliver the best performance I possibly can tonight."
"I just hope you're not so outstanding you make the rest of us look bad," replied Steve as he held Gwen close. "Remember that millions of people will be watching this evening. If they bow to you, and I can't imagine them not bowing, let them know you really are their Queen and how much you appreciate that honor. It's time to embrace the role bestowed on you by people around the globe. Be the Queen they want you to be."
The Paris concert became known as the turning point for President Hammer's acceptance of the Queen of Peace title. As she stepped to the front of the stage the crowd, estimated in the millions, silently dropped to a knee in unison. As the stage slowly revolved, Gwen flashed her trademark smile and nodded to the adoring masses. She maintained her smile for an entire rotation of the stage before speaking. "Your Queen asks that you all stand for what she hopes will be the best concert you've ever experienced!"
The huge crowd remained silent for a few seconds as Gwen's words sank into their consciousness. A deafening roar suddenly erupted and within just a few seconds, it morphed into a loud chant, in English. "Long live the Queen!" echoed across the many streets of Paris leading to the Arc de Triomphe as millions of voices joined together. Their Queen beamed as she waved to the crowd while the stage made another full rotation.
When the chant began to fade, Charlie cued the band and the driving rhythm of We Will Rock You engulfed the City of Light. It soon became apparent to Charlie and Steve that the energy level was beyond anything they had ever seen. Jordan, Kathy, and Gwen had grown very comfortable performing together. Their singing and dancing had the crowd in a near frenzy.
The three gorgeous women harmonized perfectly and danced in unison as they performed their many hits. Gwen and Jordan had no qualms about singing back-up when Kathy performed one of her hits and she gladly returned the favor when Jordan or Gwen was featured. The massive crowd was mesmerized as the huge screens showed what many considered the three most attractive, sexiest women in the world performing together so enthusiastically.
Halfway through the show, Kathy Perrine introduced a song she had written after the tour began, called "On the Flight to Rome". It was similar to many of her trademark love songs, with the one big difference being that Steve sang it with her as a duet. The effect on the audience was dramatic. The cameras panned across the tear-stained faces of many of the ladies in the audience while Kathy and Steve appeared oblivious to anything but each other.
As soon as the song ended, Kathy quickly kissed Steve and then moved across the stage to hug Gwen. Gwen was effusive in her praise for the song and it was apparent to the crowd. The Warrior had sung a love song with one of the world's most beautiful women and his Queen was obviously delighted. Few women would have the confidence to allow their man to perform such a romantic song with the very beautiful Kathy Perrine!
The evening was magical as the musicians performed their hits along with a few songs they had never played in public before. Near the end of the concert, Steve and Gwen once again performed Time of My Life from the movie Dirty Dancing. It had been a YouTube favorite ever since they had performed it during their first Paris concert years earlier.
The audience reacted with almost total silence as the obviously strong affection and pleasure of America's First Couple radiated across the huge screens. The President of the United States, the Queen of Peace, the incredibly beautiful Lady in Red was dirty dancing with her Warrior for the entertainment of the huge crowd! It occurred to many watching that they may never see anything remotely like it again in their lifetime. The roar that erupted when Steve lifted Gwen over his head was deafening. It continued as Steve slowly lowered Gwen until his face was very close to her impressive cleavage. He held her as she graced her husband, and the spectators, with a huge smile. Then Steve lowered her enough for his lips to join Gwen's in a smoldering kiss. YouTube would soon have another favorite dance routine by the world's most famous couple!
Everyone could see the absolute joy the two lovers felt in each other's arms as they broke their kiss, and effortlessly displaying his strength Steve finally lowered his Queen to the stage and together they faced the front of the revolving stage to wave to the cheering audience. Any concerns about the actions of Congress were forgotten for the moment as the Queen and her Warrior stood proudly before the adoring masses gathered as far as the eye could see in every direction.
It was a night Paris would long remember. The party atmosphere carried on to daybreak and beyond as the City of Light basked in the glory of hosting Lady in Red in yet another historic concert. Like so many others, the people of Paris felt a special relationship with the Queen and her Warrior. Hadn't they displayed their courage and generosity to their city many times in the past? While it was an honor to host the President of The United States, it was the Lady in Red and the Queen of Peace whom Parisians cherished.
The next morning saw Gwen and Steve join the press corps in a large meeting room in their hotel. Gwen was gracious as she smiled and acknowledged each reporter individually. Then she nodded to Amber Stahl.
"My Queen, you referred to yourself as Queen at the beginning of that incredible concert last night. Can you tell us exactly how you view the role of Queen of Peace? You appear finally to be embracing it."
"Steve and I have discussed this at great length. I've been trying very hard to avoid appearing arrogant or entitled. As you know, I never aspired to any title except, of course the Lady in Red. Many people have been bowing to me and calling me their Queen for years and it honestly made me uncomfortable at first. Then I came to accept it as something people felt rather strongly about.
"This world tour has been a real eye opener. I've come to realize that for many people around the world, I am the Queen who actually brought peace. We all know I personally didn't do much to accomplish it, except to task Steve and Naomi with the challenge of finding a peaceful solution to a very volatile situation. They came through for all of us in a big way.
"But recently we, Steve and I, came to realize that there's a real need for citizens of the world to be able to believe in something good, to know that someone cares about them and will fight for them when necessary. They have expressed over and again that they see those traits in their proclaimed Queen and her Warrior. Rather than be uncomfortable and trying to downplay it, we've decided to accept it and to do our best to improve the lives of as many people as we can. Rather than downplay our role we'll concentrate on striving to be the champions many citizens of the world already think we are."
"You've already had Senate committees decline to approve your Secretary of State and Attorney General nominees," pointed out a cable news reporter. "Isn't it likely that Senators will feel that your acceptance of the title of Queen is yet another reason for concern, and will erode any support you currently enjoy?"
"I've been telling you for a while that I no longer worry about the actions or opinions of Congress regarding my nominations, or my right to serve as President of the United States. The truth is that I did worry about it, even as I attempted to ignore it. It was only after Kate and Naomi failed to receive committee support that I truly felt free of the emotional shackles Congress had managed to force on me.
"I've been in the public eye for years. I was approved as Vice President by a significant majority of Congress. It has to be obvious that since I've become President many members of Congress regret my appointment, as well as their approval of it. It has nothing to do with my performance as President, and everything to do with the power and influence Steve and I have attained.
"We feel that Congress is no longer a concern. There's a real possibility that I'll be removed from the office of President of the United States. If that should occur, it'll forever be a black mark on Congress, and not a reflection on Steve and me. I'm confident that history will prove me right. We've done our very best since the minute I took the oath of office. If that isn't good enough for the people of America, then I really should be replaced, because I honestly can't do any better. Everyone's seen the very best we have to offer. It's out of my hands and I'm relieved about that."
"Madam President," began a network reporter, "You and your husband are considered by many to be the most powerful couple in the world. Aren't you concerned that being removed from the office of President will diminish the power and influence to which you just referred?"
Gwen gave the reporter a bright smile as she considered her response. "Not in the least. We don't care about any power we've managed to gain, except for how we can utilize it to improve the lives of billions of people. Because we have no personal agenda in that regard, our influence will simply continue to increase. The Presidency has little to do with achieving our goals at this point."
"My Queen, are you telling us you believe that being removed from the office of President of the United States won't diminish your influence around the world?" asked an obviously surprised Heather Jensen.
"That's correct, Heather. Steve and I have been downplaying it for some time, but the truth is we both feel that whatever small efforts we have been making to appease Congress have been restricting our growth. That's pretty much what many members of Congress have intended. We've come to realize that neither my performance as President, nor our personal wealth is the real concern of these politicians.
"Washington is all about power and influence. Everyone there seeks it even as they fear it in others. Steve and I have been increasing our already substantial amount of that commodity. That's what really troubles Washington politicians."
"Madam President, are you saying that you feel embracing the title Queen of Peace would more than offset the possible loss of the Presidency?" asked another reporter.
"Yes, I would say that sums it up pretty well," agreed Gwen with a smile.
"Your new movie is scheduled to open the day after you return to the United States from your world tour. Wouldn't that indicate you are using your office to bolster your box office receipts?" asked another cable newsman.
"My detractors may say that, but some others would say it indicates that I can't attend the premier unless I'm in the country, as well as be in the city where the premier is taking place," pointed out Gwen. "This is exactly what I've been trying to tell you this morning. I simply don't care how the Washington politicos perceive us anymore. Steve and I are moving forward to accomplish our life goals. Concerns about the barbs and arrows of members of Congress were impeding our progress. That will no longer be the case," stated Gwen.
"How do you feel about the welcome given you by the people of France at your concert last night, Madam President?" asked a French reporter with Paris Match.
"It was both humbling and gratifying. We in Lady in Red have some wonderful memories of Paris. We've made some great friends here and have been touched in so many ways by the courage and resolve of these people, especially the children. We visited the orphanage we support and were extremely gratified to see the children doing so well, as well as meeting some dedicated adults who were once orphans there themselves. There's a special place in our hearts for Paris.



"We need to prepare for the flight to London, so Steve and I will take our leave. Thank you all for your efforts in reporting this trip as factually as you have and for being so patient with me," concluded Gwen as she took Steve's hand and led him from the room.
Gwen and Steve had been in their London hotel less than an hour when Lisa, Kate, Naomi, and Diane along with Will and Billy were ushered into their suite. Diane immediately hurried over to Stephanie to wrap her in a motherly hug. Then she moved to give James an only slightly less enthusiastic embrace.
"You're making me a grandmother again! I can't tell you how happy Will and I are about it. I was afraid you'd let your career prevent you from giving me grandbabies. I'm so glad that didn't happen!"
"Mom, it was all James' fault," replied Stephanie. "He told me it wasn't midnight yet, so I was still safe. My fertile period wouldn't start until the next day."
"Wow!" exclaimed Stephanie's father, Will. "If I'd only known that line would be so effective you'd have half a dozen siblings by now."
"That may have been too much information," laughed Lisa. "It's so good to be with family after spending a week in Washington being grilled by reporters and members of Congress, and I didn't even require a vote of approval. Kate and Naomi have been through the ringer."
"Yeah, we had a blast!" joked Kate. "The truth is I really did enjoy being able to respond honestly to all the questions and leave off the sugar coating. Gwen and Steve made it a lot easier when they told us to just tell the truth and not worry about politicians' feelings. I may have taken it a little too far, but I'll never sit still when anyone criticizes Our Queen and her Warrior!"
"I hope I wasn't too frank with those senators," added Naomi, "but I'll be damned if I'll let them say crap about President Hammer. The committees didn't approve us, but the atmosphere in Washington when we left was different than I've ever experienced before. The folks back home in Small Town America are getting pissed. It's beginning to reach Washington. Change is coming."
"Just so you know, Your Queen missed her three dearly," stated Gwen with a grin.
"Talking about ourselves in the third person, are we?" laughed Kate. "This queen thing really has Congress struggling. They're obsessed about the power you and Steve are accumulating. They want to stop you before you reach the point of no return. By that, I mean you'll become so loved and so influential that their power will pale in comparison."
"It's already too late," assessed Lisa. "Gwen and Steve have entered uncharted waters. Congress can't do anything to diminish the strong feelings the citizens of the world have for them. The news back home is dominated by stories about them. Entertainment shows can't get enough of the First Couple.
"The sports channels are all over the DC Spartans and Steve's statement that our players will stand for the anthem or find their asses on the bench, probably for a different team. People are responding to what many call Steve's old-fashioned values. A few politicians and celebrities are insisting that Steve is trying to thwart freedom of speech and expression, but the majority of Americans are supporting our policy and wish other teams would follow suit.
"When Steve told reporters we'd support nonprofit organizations that players created to help people, it really took the wind out of the sails of our detractors. When those guys put on our uniform, they're working for us and we have a standard of behavior we demand from employees," stated Lisa. "There's a big difference between disrespecting our flag on the one hand and rolling up your sleeves and putting some muscle into causes that are dear to your heart on the other. He's forbidding the one even while he puts our support behind the other. It's form versus substance."
"We've invited Prince William and Kate to dine with us tonight and they're bringing their kids. It's not going to be formal, but we'll all want to look our best for them. We don't dine with real royalty very often," pointed out Gwen.
"So says Our Queen of Peace!" laughed Naomi.
The dinner with the Royals was a huge success. Having known the Royal Couple and their children for years, Steve and Gwen were extremely comfortable in their presence. Jordan and Charlie had also become quite good friends of theirs. Over the years, Lady in Red had responded to several requests to perform at fundraisers in England for charities supported by the Royal Family.
The atmosphere was quite informal as laughter was frequent and smiles never seemed to stop. The kids played nicely together with no indication that they were born of great wealth and influence. None of the parents allowed the children to feel superior to others because of birth and for the most part the kids never seemed to be aware of it.
At the state dinner the next evening, Gwen and Steve once again dazzled. In a room filled with famous, wealthy and beautiful people, none could compete with the beauty and grace of President Hammer. As always, Steve was constantly at her side, supporting his wife in every possible way. His dedication to his wife was one of the things people noticed first when in their presence.
Gwen once again made an extra effort to show her trust and affection for Stephanie and James. She and Steve wanted Britain to have no doubt that America's First Couple thought very highly of the Hawthorns. Steve's plan to cultivate far-sighted friends and promote those expected to attain positions of power in the nations they had visited was working to perfection. They had forged strong ties with world leaders and made it apparent to several nations that they had close ties to possible future leaders. This also increased Gwen's influence and did not go unnoticed in Washington.
The next evening saw Hyde Park packed with fans eager to see Lady in Red perform. Steve and Gwen had discussed how awkward it would be if some of the fans who were not loyal to the monarchy decided to curtsy or bow to Gwen. It could very easily inflame those that felt strongly about the English Monarchy. Gwen and Steve had discussed it with William and Kate the previous evening and the four determined a solution to the possible problem.
The vast audience quickly dropped to a knee as Gwen walked to the front of the stage accompanied by Kate, Duchess of Cambridge. The two very much-admired women waved and acknowledged the crowd. Gwen curtsied to Kate, once again leading to cheers from the huge crowd. After waving and smiling broadly for a couple of minutes, Kate and Gwen retreated to the back of the stage. Once Kate was carefully guided off by security, Gwen unfastened her conservative cloak from her shoulders as Charlie cued the band and the concert began.
The first two hours were spent doing as many of their hits as they could squeeze in. The fans loved it, but when the band began playing some of the most popular songs from English artists, they shouted their increased approval. Charlie had carefully selected songs from many of the hundreds of great performances by British artists.
Jordan wowed the audience with two of Dusty Springfield's hits. Then she sang 'Total Eclipse of the Heart' followed by Gwen performing 'I Need a Hero' much to the delight of those in attendance. The group performed songs by many of the more famous British artists, but when Steve played guitar and sang lead on 'Satisfaction' their fans went into a frenzy. It was actually the first time Steve had ever performed the song in public and the reception was better than he had hoped.
Once the cheering and applause died down, a smiling Gwen announced to the crowd that Steve would indeed be finding 'Satisfaction' later that night. That announcement prompted a couple more minutes of thunderous approval from the huge crowd.
After the final intermission, the musicians returned to the stage and total bedlam ensued. The fans were beyond delighted when they realized that Gwen and the rest were in costume as Sergeant Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band, except that Gwen, Jordan, and Kathy wore abbreviated outfits that emphasized their hourglass figures and considerable cleavage!
Charlie nodded for the band to begin as Gwen stepped to the front, declaring musically that 'It was twenty years ago today, Sgt. Pepper taught the band to play' and the fans once again roared their delight.
"May I introduce to you the one and only Jordan Burns and Sgt. Pepper's Lady in Red Band!" sang Gwen before Jordan moved to the front to sing 'A Little Help from my Friends'.
Charlie had managed a brilliant job of moving effortlessly through the music of what he felt was the best album ever recorded. The group actually went through the entire album before taking a breather. They then performed the Beatles songs that had attained number one status. They ended the concert with an obvious number one song left off the list. The huge audience yelled, cheered, applauded, and whistled its approval for several minutes after the group left the stage before Gwen finally led the musicians back.
Jordan sat at the piano as Gwen began singing 'Hey Jude'. Gwen sang the first two verses with the rest of the group singing backup. Soon all of the singers were at the front of the stage, singing the chorus over and over along with Gwen and the massive audience. The entire park and surrounding areas had lighted phones and flashlights swaying back and forth. Charlie realized he was seeing something very special, so he extended the song for a full twenty minutes. Not a single fan left before the lights on stage went dark. The ovation was long and enthusiastic as the huge crowd expressed its appreciation for the incredible performance they had witnessed.
.
The internet, television and print media raved about the performance and how Lady in Red made the concert a celebration of the music and artists of Great Britain. President Hammer and her fellow musicians had secured a warm place in the hearts of the citizens the British Isles.
Madrid was the next capital city on the We Come in Peace Tour. Air Force One touched down shortly after noon. The First Minister, also known as the Prime Minister, gave Gwen and Steve a very warm reception on the tarmac. It was the couple's first ever visit to Spain and they both looked forward to touring Madrid and performing for its citizens.
Gwen and Steve freshened up in their hotel before being taken on a tour of the ancient city of Madrid. They toured the Royal Palace and spent time at the Prado National Museum before retiring to their hotel for the evening.
Ashley approached Gwen an hour before dinner was to be served. "Gwen, the press has been asking to interview you. They never had the opportunity while you were in London and they want to catch up."
Ten minutes later, Gwen led Steve into a media room in their hotel. She took the time to greet each reporter by name before announcing she would take questions.
"Madam President, there's a lot of discussion about your NFL team not allowing players freedom of expression. How do you reconcile your sworn oath to protect the Constitution and yet deny football players the right to kneel during the anthem?" asked a rather loud reporter who felt if he shouted louder than the others, his question would be answered first.
"My husband, my children, and I were attacked by terrorists not long ago in Berlin. Thankfully, Steve was up to the task of protecting us. The day after that attack, I met with some members of the United States Army's Special Forces. Some of these young men were white, some black, one was Puerto Rican and two were descended from Mexican parents, and two others were of Asian descent. To a man, they reaffirmed their allegiance to the United States and volunteered to fly into a hostile nation to eliminate terrorists intent on destroying our way of life.
"These courageous young men did exactly that. Some of them were injured, but thankfully, none fatally. They risked their lives and shed their blood for their country. Over the last two and a half centuries, millions of patriotic men and women have done the same," continued Gwen.
"Perhaps you can see where I'm going with this. The Constitution guarantees the right to express yourself freely, within reason. It does not say anything about forcing employers to pay people to express their personal beliefs. It's seen as totally reasonable that companies, like the various news organizations you people are employed by, demand certain a code of conduct, and often place it in the contracts signed by the employees. I'm sure each of you has a morals clause, as well as clauses to prevent you from misrepresenting or harming your employer.
"We have similar wording in our contracts with the players and therefore all contracts offered to our employees specify that while they are actively representing Lady in Red or any of our subsidiaries, they will always stand for the anthem. Anyone, including players, not representing us to our satisfaction will be traded, or terminated."
"Your husband played with a lot of the men on the DC Spartans last year. Some of them have stated their intention to kneel during the anthem," pointed out a cable news reporter. "How will you and your company handle a situation like that?"
"Preemptively when possible," responded Gwen.
"What does that mean?" asked the same reporter.
"Please allow me to respond, Madam President?" asked Steve politely, before continuing once Gwen nodded. "We will not knowingly retain a player on the team who will not stand for the anthem. No player will remain seated or kneel more than once for the anthem. There will be no second chances. This policy has been reiterated to all of our employees in a memo they should have received earlier today."
"You could lose some of your best players!" protested a sports reporter from the back of the room.
"A man that doesn't respect the sacrifices our men and women in uniform have made over the years is not considered valuable to our team," replied Steve. "They have options, as do we."
"But these players aren't protesting the military," explained another reporter. "They're making a statement about police brutality and the unfair treatment of police forces across the country."
"They can tell you they're protesting whatever they want, but the truth is that they're showing disrespect for the armed services as well as the Constitution of the United States. Americans have the right to burn the flag. That's a Constitutional right, but don't expect me to employ anyone that does so. That's my Constitutional right!" proclaimed Steve. "I fought for that right. I had some very good friends die fighting for my rights and I won't disrespect them by giving any of them up."
"As you can see, Steve and I feel very strongly on this subject. Americans have a right to peacefully protest, but how many can do that in their place of employment and remain employed?" asked Gwen. "The stadium on game day is one of the places we pay these men to represent us, and that's exactly what we'll require of them. Any worthwhile causes they wish to pursue when they're off the field will receive our full support and often even our financial backing; but our loyalty to our country, our flag and our troops is not negotiable."
"My Queen," began Amber Stahl. "The Senate just announced it will put off its vote on confirmation of Kate Martin and Naomi Wilson-White until you return to Washington. Rumor has it there was considerable pressure exerted on Senators to go along with that timetable. Did you and/or Steve have anything to do with this turn of events?"
Gwen's surprise at Amber's question was obvious to the gathered reporters. No one missed her quick glance at Steve and the slight shake of his head in response to her unasked question.
"This is the first I've heard of it," replied Gwen. "I assure you that Steve and I had nothing to do with this decision by the Senate, but we welcome it. I won't be lobbying for Kate and Naomi simply because Steve and I have nothing to say to the members of the Senate. They'll have to determine their own fate. It's not worth any further time or effort from us."
"You're saying that you don't care whether your nominees are approved?" asked a network anchor.
"I'd like them approved, but we're not wasting our time trying to please or placate a fickle Senate," stated Gwen. "We're setting our sights on more important objectives, like world peace, ending famine and disease, and putting an end to terrorism by eliminating its causes, which are ignorance and intolerance."
"Do you feel you would have a chance to accomplish those lofty goals if you were removed from office?" questioned a newspaper reporter.
"Absolutely!" responded Gwen. "Steve and I, along with Lady in Red, are moving forward with plans to improve the human condition around the world. We'll be working to increase food production in areas of famine and improve health care in nations that desperately need it. This world tour has opened our eyes to many new positive achievements that are possible."
"Madam President, you're reported to have a lengthy nude scene in your new movie 'The Queen's Ransom'. How do you expect Washington to react?" asked a reporter before continuing. "Many people believe it's undignified and demeaning for the President of the United States to appear nude in a movie."
"That movie will possibly win an Oscar or two for my amazing husband. Lady in Red has projected that it will bring in over a billion dollars over the next few years. I'd suggest that if seeing me naked is so troublesome for people, they shouldn't watch it. The truth is we expect to set records at the box office because there are a lot of people who want to see an extremely well written, directed, and acted film starring Steve Hammer, Jordan and Charlie Burns, Kate Martin, Lisa and Jason Hunter, Naomi and Jared White and many others, including me. I'm not concerned in the least about what a few old farts in Washington think, if you'll excuse my French."
"I think we've used up our available time," cut in Steve with a big grin at his wife's candid remark. "We appreciate the job you all do reporting on this world tour. Thanks, all of you."
The next day saw Gwen and her friends touring more of Madrid before preparing for the state dinner that evening. Cameras flashed as Gwen and Steve were introduced to King Felipe VI and Queen Letizia. King Philip V of Spain began his rule in 1700 and the House of Bourbon ruled Spain for over 300 years with Spain's constitution reestablishing a constitutional monarchy in 1978.
Photographers couldn't get enough pictures of the photogenic couples. The King and Queen of Spain standing next to America's First Couple made newspaper and magazine covers around the world. Queen Letizia was especially warm to Gwen as the two ladies enjoyed a private conversation for several minutes. As they finished their discussion, Gwen hugged Letizia warmly and the photo of that event was featured prominently across the internet.
The state dinner was steeped in tradition and Gwen enjoyed it immensely. She and Steve spent most of the evening interacting with Spanish politicians, dignitaries, and popular Spanish artists of movies and television. Steve's Spanish was weak compared to the other languages he spoke, but he found he was able to communicate with it. Luckily, Charlie and Jordan were with them and Charlie was fluent in Spanish. He often helped Gwen when she found herself with guests who didn't speak English.
Steve took advantage of the situation by escorting Jordan to the dance floor. "I'm having a little trouble processing all of this. I'm dancing with the husband of the President of The United States immediately after meeting the King and Queen of Spain. I never dreamed having my mouth washed out with soap would turn out so well for me in the long run."



"I never did apologize for that stunt," laughed Steve. "I was out of patience and I was worried you'd annoy Ted and Paula so much they'd tell you to leave. It was an act of desperation. I promised Clive I'd try to keep you in line, but I had no idea just how difficult that would be."
"Don't ever feel bad about that," insisted Jordan. "I've told that story to the kids so many times they know it by heart. Have you noticed how well they behave for you?"
"So that's it?" chuckled Steve before turning serious. "I haven't told you enough how much I value your friendship. You've never blinked an eye at any suggestions we make for spending Lady in Red money. You've supported Gwen like a sister and Charlie's one of the best guys I've ever met."
"I think you know that I feel we're more than friends, Steve. You and Gwen pretty much saved me, and you gave Charlie the opportunity to develop and flourish as a musician and artist," replied Jordan. "There's nothing we wouldn't do for you and Gwen and we know you'd both do anything for us. It's a great feeling."
The next evening saw Lady in Red climb onto a stage in La Plaza Mayor. The plaza was packed full and the three-story buildings around the square had people in every window and spilling over on every balcony. Gwen was accompanied by Queen Letizia as she walked to the front of the stage. The roar of the crowd was deafening, even as everyone dropped to a knee in respect for the Queens before them. Gwen curtsied to Queen Letizia. The crowd returned to its feet the same time Gwen did. As Queen Letizia left the stage, Charlie signaled the band to begin.
It was Lady in Red's first trip to Spain and they made it a memorable night for the citizens of Madrid. Gwen, Jordan, and Kathy had performed so much together they were able to anticipate each other's moves as they danced and sang flawlessly to the enthusiastic fans. All the acts were well received, but it was becoming apparent to the entire band that when the three beautiful women were front and center singing and dancing, the fans were the most vocal and exuberant.
The next morning Madrid was still basking in the afterglow of one of the best evenings in its long history. Newspapers and the internet contained little else. The Queen of Spain and the Queen of Peace being so warmly welcomed by the huge crowd was the favorite story for the morning papers, especially in Spain.
Shortly before noon, Air Force One left Madrid with Havana, Cuba as the next destination. Gwen and Steve were warmly welcomed by the brother of the former dictator and current President of Cuba. Gwen was noticeably less enthusiastic in her greetings. She had a laundry list of issues she felt needed frank discussion and didn't want the world to think she was overly chummy with the Cuban government.
That distancing did not apply to the people of Cuba who lined the streets and cheered loudly as President Hammer's motorcade passed by on the way to its hotel. Because of the time gained when chasing the sun west, it was still early afternoon when Gwen and her entourage finished settling in.
"We're going to the beach," declared Steve. "You need to relax and I know how much you enjoy the sand and sea. Everyone's getting ready and we'll be leaving within the hour. All the kids are really looking forward to it."
Once again the world press was treated to reporting on the President of the United States as she enjoyed the beach in a red bikini. Gwen's breasts were beginning to swell with her pregnancy, although her trim stomach gave no indication of the new life growing within.
"Does my top look too small?" asked Gwen as the clan began unpacking their chairs and kids' toys.
"Allow me to answer that question, Madam President," volunteered Billy Marsh. "If you're asking if your swimsuit top is too small, the answer is a definite 'no'. If you're asking if the parts you have stuffed into your top are too small, the answer is an even more resounding 'no'! You're the sexiest president we've ever had!"
"That's my husband," quipped Charlotte. "He just told the President of the United States that her boobs looked great. It's a good thing he isn't a government employee. He'd be brought up on sexual misconduct charges a couple of times a day."
"Actually, it's always nice to get one of Billy's sexist compliments," admitted Gwen as she stepped up to Billy and hugged him. "Most of the guys try to act cool and collected around us women, but Billy doesn't hold anything back. I could tell by the way his eyes were shining he thought I looked pretty good. Thanks Billy!"
"My pleasure," grinned Billy as he looked around. "I'll keep doing my best to let all of you ladies know how great you look in your swim suits. If I appear to be staring, I'm just showing my appreciation. Think of me as a full-time morale booster."
Jordan caught Kate and Naomi's hands and pulled both ladies close before asking, "Billy, what about us? Do our tops look okay? You're the man we turn to when we need a frank assessment of our hotness."
"Jordan, you're smokin' hot, and Naomi and Kate have got to be the best looking not quite yet cabinet members ever," replied Billy as he made no bones about running his eyes salaciously over the three women's upper bodies.
"I should have used you as a character reference when those Senators were asking me those tough questions," laughed Naomi.
"He'd sing your praises, but I don't think those old senators would like hearing what he was singing about," offered Charlotte. "Bust size isn't supposed to be a qualification for high office."
"And that's the problem with government, in my opinion, although things have been improving a lot since Gwen became president," noted Billy. "If Naomi and Kate gain approval, I'll be able to sell tickets to Gwen's cabinet meetings."
"I don't know if I could stand a steady diet of Billy's inappropriate comments, but they do serve a purpose," admitted Kate. "Now we know what all the pervs think when they look at us."
"If you mean 'men' when you use the word 'pervs', you're right," chuckled Chip as he pulled Kate close. "You ladies are hot and my wife is the hottest of them all."
"I sure would have told those Senators a few things," insisted Billy in a suddenly serious tone. "Naomi and Kate are two of the best nominees those idiots have ever had appear in front of them. You're both real smart and have Gwen's complete confidence. They have to be morons not to see how capable you both are."
"Wow, Billy! I wasn't expecting a serious compliment, but I appreciate it," replied Naomi.
"I would've also told them you both have some seriously nice..."
"You were doing so well for a moment there," interrupted Charlotte. "That's exactly why you won't be used as a character witness for any woman, anyplace, anytime. You have a one-track mind."
Gwen and Steve always enjoyed the bantering when they were with their friends. It helped them both relax and enjoy being around people who weren't trying to get something from them.
The press once again remained a distance from the First Family and their friends as they enjoyed the beautiful beach. Steve was walking along the water's edge with Gwen when there was a sudden scream and an obvious disturbance from the area ahead where the general public was allowed.
Steve and Gwen watched as a young woman carrying an infant was stopped by security as she frantically tried to get past them to reach Gwen. She was screaming loudly about her baby, but the Cuban security team refused to allow her to pass.
"Come on! That woman's baby is having a problem! We need to see if we can help," exclaimed Gwen as she suddenly broke into a run toward the frantic woman. Gwen's Secret Service agents suddenly had to scramble to remain close to their charge.
"Give me the baby!" insisted Gwen as soon as she reached the distraught mother.
As Gwen spoke to the woman, Steve used his limited Spanish to tell the Cuban security staff to allow Gwen access to the mother and child.
The crying woman immediately handed her infant daughter to Gwen. Steve was appalled at the color of the child's face. It appeared swollen and had a very obvious purple hue. He knew the child was near death, if not dead already.
Gwen calmly checked the infant's airway to determine if she was breathing and then opened the baby's mouth to look inside. She then brought the baby's mouth to her own and gently squeezed her tiny nose closed as she forced a breath into her mouth. Gwen had quickly determined that the child's airway was obstructed!
Immediately dropping to her knees, Gwen laid the unresponsive baby down with her left hand under its little back in the sand. She placed two fingers on the infant's sternum and began rapid compressions. Once she counted thirty compressions, Gwen opened the little girl's mouth and looked inside. Gwen then gently placed her pinkie into the child's mouth and swept a small object onto the beach. She again attempted to breathe for the infant. Successful, Gwen gave the little girl another breath.
Hundreds of people stood in total silence as they watched Gwen working to save the child's life. Gwen felt for a brachial pulse and determined there was none. Remaining calm, she once again placed two fingers on the child's sternum and began compressions. On the tenth compression, Gwen felt the infant move! She placed her face down near the child and felt its breath on her cheek. As Gwen raised her head to observe the baby, it began to cry!
The infant's mother stopped her sobbing and spoke in rapid Spanish. Steve was having difficulty understanding the woman, but he could see the relief and love in her eyes as Gwen carefully handed the crying baby back to her mother.
"She said she knew The Queen would save her baby," reported Charlie who had rushed to the scene along with Jordan and many of their friends. "Her only fear was that the police wouldn't let her reach her Queen in time to give life back to her little girl."
Steve listened to Charlie's translation as he watched Gwen hug the young mother and then kiss her softly on the cheek. He then looked beyond his wife to see hundreds of smiling faces watching the scene closely.
Gwen released the woman and reached for Steve's hand. She then began walking toward the crowd that had gathered to watch as she breathed life back into the child.
As she and Steve approached, the crowd formed a clear path for them and then they began dropping to one knee as she drew near. Gwen released Steve's hand and began reaching out to people on either side of her, touching their heads, faces, and shoulders as she passed. Gwen spoke quietly to many of those kneeling as she slowly made her way between the two rows of adoring Cubans. People scurried ahead so they could kneel in the sand close enough to the path to be touched by the Queen of Peace as she walked past.
Parents with small children held them up to Gwen as she drew close. Gwen would gently accept a child and kiss it on the forehead or cheek and return it to the delighted parents. Everywhere Steve looked, people were flashing huge smiles, and shedding more than a few tears. It was apparent to Steve that Gwen held these people in the palm of her hand. She truly was their Queen!
Steve simply followed his wife in stunned amazement. They had discussed finding new ways to interact with people that would be safe, yet spontaneous. Walking through a crowd of kneeling people in swim suits who had just witnessed Gwen saving one of their own seemed about as safe as he could imagine. The absolute adoration of the Cuban people was obvious to Steve as he followed Gwen closely. He'd touch hands of those that held theirs out to him, but Steve knew it was Gwen's magic that had mesmerized the crowd.
The Secret Service was at a loss as to how to protect their charge without upsetting the locals that had gathered, so they contented themselves with carefully following Steve and the rest of Gwen's entourage as they walked behind Gwen, smiling and shaking hands with people as they stood after Gwen had passed. Public relations weren't their professional forte, but they did their best.
Once Gwen recognized that people had begun running in front and kneeling for a second time, she stopped and turned back to Steve. She took his hand and walked down to the water's edge before turning to stroll back to where Paula, Ted, Will, and Diane were watching over the children. No words were spoken between the couple as Steve placed his arm over his wife's shoulder and drew her close as they made their way along the shoreline.
Paula was staring at Gwen, trying to find words for the emotions she was experiencing. Gwen silently swept Vickie into her arms and lavished hugs and kisses on her daughter, while Saint stood next to his father watching his mother with his sister, knowing it would soon be his turn.
Gwen handed Vickie to Steve and knelt down in front of Saint. He quickly wrapped his arms around his mother's neck and hugged her tightly. Paula moved to wipe her eyes as she saw tears streaming down her daughter's cheeks.
"Saint, I love you and Vickie more than I can ever tell you!" managed Gwen as she kissed her son's cheeks over and over.
Gwen slowly broke her embrace with Saint and turned to Steve as she regained her feet. He handed Vickie back to Paula, reached out for Gwen, pulled her to his chest and kissed away her tears. Then she turned her lips to meet his and passionately kissed her husband.
The press corps was watching the scene closely. Cameras caught every tear that trickled down Gwen's cheeks as she kissed her children and then her husband. Once their lips parted, the couple stood quietly, looking into each other's eyes but seeing far beyond.
"Gwen, are you okay?" asked Paula once Gwen broke eye contact with Steve. "That was the most incredible thing I've ever seen. It looked like you breathed life back into that baby! Then when you walked through the crowd, it was almost Biblical. Those people loved how you touched them like you did."
"It was amazing," agreed Charlie from behind Steve as Jordan moved up to Gwen and embraced her. "They were whispering among themselves about being blessed by their Queen, and how she gave life back to a dead child. Gwen touched their hearts and their souls when she reached out to them as she did."
"The baby had an obstructed airway and had gone into cardiac arrest," explained Gwen as she collected her thoughts. "She was too small and the object was too deep in her throat for me to swipe it out, so I had to administer chest compressions to dislodge it. She was oxygen deprived and her little heart had stopped beating.
"It was extremely emotional for me when the baby began breathing on her own as her heart started beating again. The look on the mother's face when I returned her little girl to her was inspirational. Walking through the crowd wasn't anything I gave any thought to. It just seemed like something I should do."
"It was an experience that I never expected to see in my lifetime," stated Lisa as she took her turn hugging Gwen. "The way those people looked at you was so special. They knew you'd save that baby, but when you walked into the crowd, they were in total awe. The legend just continues to grow."
"Let's not get carried away," cautioned Gwen. "Anyone could learn everything I did for that baby in a basic first aid course. I was just glad it worked so well. It made me realize how dear life is and how much I love my kids, my husband, my family, and my friends. I just had to hug Vickie and Saint and hold them in my arms to be certain they were well and they knew how I felt about them."
Gwen spent another half hour with her kids as they played in the sand and built castles. Then Steve nodded toward the press and arched an eyebrow in question. Gwen nodded back and took Steve's hand as the couple walked over to where the press was waiting.
"My Queen," called Amber Stahl as Gwen neared the group. "Was that infant still alive when the mother handed her to you?"
"Her airway was obstructed and her heart had stopped," replied Gwen quickly. "Something had lodged in her throat. I was able to force it back into the baby's mouth with chest compressions, freeing her airway. Once I swept it from her mouth and gave her a couple of breaths, I was able to restart her heart with more compressions. Everyone should learn basic first aid like this. You could save a child, a friend, or a family member."
"My Queen, why did you walk through that crowd of people on the beach?" questioned another woman reporter, addressing Gwen as Queen for the first time.
"It was a spur of the moment thing," responded Gwen. "When I saw them all looking at me, I felt I should interact with them, to reassure them, to let them see that all people are important and all lives matter. They needed to know their Queen and her Warrior will always do their best for them."
"Madam President, you just referred to yourself as their Queen. Are you telling us you're assuming the title of Queen of Peace around the world?" asked a cable news reporter.
"No, I assume nothing. I'm simply acknowledging that many citizens of the world have declared me their Queen. I have decided to accept that responsibility. It's an honor. I'm fine with people who choose not to refer to me as Queen, but I will not deny those that take solace in having a Queen and a Warrior that will fight for them, that will care for them, and will never desert them. That's the burden as well as the privilege that Steve and I have accepted, with the unfaltering support of Lady in Red ownership, along with our friends and family."
"Madam President, when you touched those people and kissed their children, were you playing up to their beliefs that you were their Queen? Were you taking advantage of their less than sophisticated attitudes?" questioned a network reporter.
"You do me, as well as these people, a disservice with that weighted question," replied Gwen. "You imply these people are simple minded, uneducated, and backward and that I would take advantage of them. Your question is based on ignorance and prejudice. I won't dignify it any further."
"Madam President, My Queen, were you aware the mother of that child was told that her baby was dead before she called out to you?" asked a Cuban reporter. "Others in the crowd urged her to carry her to the Queen of Peace so you could restore the infant's life. These people are not stupid. Many are well educated, but all of them believe the baby had actually died, and you brought it back to life. They believe that you performed a miracle!"
"Her little heart had stopped, but I followed my medical training and was able to revive that lovely little girl," responded Gwen. "I'm a doctor. It's what we do."
"Members of Congress may not be overly thrilled by your acceptance of the title of Queen," pointed out a newspaper reporter. "Does that concern you, Madam President?"
"Not at all; they're at liberty to like or dislike whatever they please," replied Gwen with a breezy smile as she again took Steve's hand. "We promised our kids to swim with them a little before we leave, so please excuse us."
The next day was dark and rainy and the weather matched Gwen's mood as she met with the surviving Castro brother. Naomi and Steve had accompanied her to the United States embassy where she was introduced to Raul Castro.
"Let me be frank," began Gwen through an interpreter. "I am ordering all non-essential staff home immediately. I will not put up with the clumsy attempts of your country to eavesdrop on my people, especially when you're making them ill with your efforts. Those diplomats remaining in your country will work out of hotels downtown. They will not be living or working in any one hotel for any prolonged period. I will not subject my people to the dangers posed by living or working in this building.



"This embassy will remain empty and diplomatic relations will grind to a virtual halt until corrective measures are taken to rid this building of the issues surrounding it, or your government pays the United States for the cost of the building. At that time, we will consider building a new embassy with American labor and without whatever it is that is making Americans ill in this building."
Raul Castro sat quietly as the interpreter explained what Gwen had stated before responding. "We have no knowledge of any problems at this embassy. We believe that it's a fabricated problem with the single purpose of embarrassing the government of Cuba. The Unites States is trying to sway international opinion against Cuba."
"That was what I expected," nodded Gwen. "You should know that Lady in Red Productions has been planning to construct a hospital in Cuba. It would have been very similar to those serving Moscow and Kiev. We had hoped to announce our intentions when our tour played Havana. Those plans will not be pursued until we are confident that our buildings won't be subjected to the same mysterious problems facing this embassy. This building will either become a safe environment in which to work, or Cuba will reimburse the United States for the expenses incurred building and maintaining it, or my company will build no hospital in Cuba," declared Gwen.
"We will redouble our efforts to determine the cause of any possible health issues related to this structure," promised Castro as he forced a smile. "You will be able to build your hospital within the year."
"Thank you, President Castro, for your time," responded Gwen as she stood. "I hope you're correct about that. You must excuse us as we have important matters to attend to here in the embassy. People need to know they'll be returning to the United States."
'What do you think, Naomi?" asked Gwen as soon as the three were alone.
"I don't trust him in any way. You can tell when he's lying because his lips move," offered Naomi. "He wanted you to pose with him for the cameras and I could see his disappointment when you ended the meeting so abruptly."
"We feel the same," agreed Gwen. "I hope he's inspired to stop whatever he's doing to this building. His agents may be listening to us at this moment. We're serious about the hospital."
Then Gwen whispered into Naomi's ear. "He won't be the leader of Cuba when we do decide to build here. We're certain of that."
The state dinner that evening was a complicated affair. Gwen and Steve walked a tightrope of being civil, but never cordial to Castro, while attempting to treat most nongovernmental guests warmly. For instance Cuban television, movie, and music artists were eager to meet the Americans. Steve and Gwen knew that change in a nation often begins in the arts and they felt it was important to establish a friendly rapport with them.
Partway through the evening, Steve was approached by an extremely beautiful young woman. She was young, brash, and determined to dance with Steve.
"Would you dance with me?" asked the beautiful young woman in excellent English. "I've seen all of your movies and would love to dance with you. You will find that I am very good."
Steve hesitated as he considered any ramifications of dancing with the Cuban sexpot. He glanced across the room to see Gwen watching him with a big smile. Then she nodded slightly.
"Perhaps you are concerned that your Queen will become jealous if you dance with such a beautiful young woman?" suggested the woman in an attempt to goad Steve into dancing with her.
Steve chuckled as he grabbed the girl's hand and led her over to the area where the musicians were set up. He made a request and they broke into smiles and nodded vigorously.
"Could you tell me your name?" asked Steve as he led the beaming girl to the middle of the dance floor.
"Solana Borges. I hope you are able to keep up with me," grinned the lovely girl. "I am just twenty-four and dance all of the time. You are not getting any younger."
Steve found himself liking the girl. She was impetuous and confident. "I'll do my best," was all he allowed before the music started.
What followed was a memorable performance as Steve and Solana engaged in an extremely sultry salsa. Every eye was on the couple as they swayed and gyrated to the music. Solana was an excellent dancer and she obviously enjoyed the spotlight. She made her moves as sexual and visually stimulating as she possibly could. She was unable to contain her surprise at how easily Steve moved with her and how he exaggerated his movements just enough to match hers.
When the music stopped, Solana hugged Steve and quickly kissed his lips. He had been the perfect dance partner and she was elated. Her smile vanished when she stepped away from Steve to find Gwen standing very close. In her short lifetime, Solana had become accustomed to jealous wives and girlfriends, so she prepared herself for a scene.
She was shocked when Gwen wrapped her in a hug and praised her dancing. "That was one of the hottest dances I've ever seen! You're very good. Not many partners could have kept up with Steve like you did."
"My Queen, I am honored that you enjoyed it," replied Solana before curtsying before Gwen. She had expected a jealous wife and had found a gracious, confident woman she immediately liked. She realized a curtsy was only fitting for the beautiful world leader.
"I've been told your father is well known in Havana," offered Gwen. "Can you give me your contact information? We're building relationships with leaders as well as possible future leaders around the world. I've been told you're active in local politics and aren't a big fan of Castro's."
"You want my information?" repeated the very surprised young woman. "I am Solana Borges. Here is my card. It has my email and phone number. If you give me the opportunity, I will show you that many Cubans want a better relationship with America and have grown very weary of communism."
Everyone at the dinner watched as the First Couple spoke to the young woman for a surprising length of time. It was readily apparent Solana was excited about the way the conversation was going. The First Couple was obviously interested in her, which caused her influence and fame to begin increasing immediately. The lovely Solana Borges was a rising star on the Cuban island!
The current leadership of Cuba was not pleased to see the lovely young woman gain rapport with the President of the United States, but knew well how closely the Hammers would be monitoring her career. It was a situation requiring thought and careful consideration. It was apparent the Hammers would be extremely upset and vocal if any trouble came her way.
Steve's dance with Solana was the highlight of a rather mundane state dinner as Gwen was careful not to appear to endorse the dictator in any way. The situation at the American embassy was just one of the serious issues creating friction between the two nations. Gwen and Steve retired to their hotel as soon as they were able, with measured graciousness, to terminate their appearance at the state dinner. Castro, along with the world, had seen the tougher side of the beautiful Queen of Peace.
Gwen accepted a few questions from the press the next morning. She wanted to find the opportunity to mention that Lady in Red would put building a new hospital in Havana on hold because of concern over health issues in various American structures in Cuba.
"Madam President, you met in private with President Castro, but never appeared for a photo op. Was that intentional?" asked an older reporter standing to the side.
"Yes, it was. I explained to President Castro that the United States was unhappy about the health problems in our embassy in Havana. Lady in Red had planned to construct a new hospital in Havana, but we've put that on hold. We're concerned about the health issues being experienced by those working in our embassy. There will be no new hospital until the situation has been addressed to our satisfaction," concluded Gwen.
"Are you saying you believe Castro is either responsible for the problem, or knows what the cause of it is?" followed up the reporter.
"Yes. I don't have much faith in coincidences. That this problem exists in our embassy and no other building in Havana speaks volumes. I expect it to be rectified, and soon."
"The local papers and the internet have stories about how you saved that child yesterday on the beach. It's being called the Miracle of Playa Guanabo. Do you feel it was a miracle, My Queen?" asked Heather Jensen.
"In medicine, miracles happen all of the time. Lives are saved. Diseases are cured. Dedicated medical professionals around the world accomplish unbelievable results, day in and day out. The miracle yesterday was that the mother was able to get her infant to me in time, and how well the baby responded to her treatment. There are many recorded instances where a person was able to revive an infant with an obstructed airway. This was one of them. I'm very pleased the child survived and is well, but there are many trained people who could have done the same," answered Gwen.
"We need to get something to eat and then prepare for our concert tonight," pointed out Steve as he began to lead Gwen from the room, knowing she had accomplished her goal of stating her suspicions of complicity by Castro and the Cuban government.
The stage was set up in Plaza de la Catedral in Old Havana. Gwen led the troupe out before she advanced alone to the front. Gwen smiled broadly and waved to the cheering crowd as she moved along the front of the stage. Fans began dropping to their knee as Gwen passed in front of them. As they kneeled, they became very quiet. It was startling to experience such silence in the presence of so many people.
"Tu Reina quiere que todos te levantes y disfrutes del espectáculo. Your Queen wants you to all rise and enjoy the show," intoned Gwen as she gazed over the crowded plaza. "¡Estamos aquí para entretenerte, mis amigos! We're here to entertain you, my friends!"
That was the cue for Charlie to signal the band to begin the concert. Over the course of the show Gwen, Jordan, and Kathy Perrine added a few popular Latin tunes, singing them in Spanish, and the crowd enthusiastically expressed its appreciation. Thousands of Cubans had traveled to Havana to watch the performance and the city enjoyed a carnival atmosphere.
It was after the first intermission that Gwen noticed the musicians were sporting new tee shirts. The words 'We Come in Peace World Tour' were blazoned across the top. Below that lettering was a likeness of Gwen as she knelt in the cemetery of a small Hungarian town. Below the image were the words 'The Miracle of Saint Stephen'. The back of the shirt featured Gwen in a red bikini kneeling over an infant as she breathed life back into the child. Below was written 'The Miracle of Playa Guanabo'!
The show lasted long into the warm Caribbean night and the people of Cuba did their best to show how proud and happy they were to have the Queen of Peace performing in their country. Havana never slept as residents and tourists partied through the night.
Gwen and Steve, along with Naomi, Kate and Chip were flown by a Navy helicopter to Guantanamo Bay the next morning for a quick visit. Steve took Gwen to the home he'd lived in when his father was stationed at Gitmo. He was surprised how near Naomi's former home was to his old house. For some reason, he had always imagined her living far from his parents' home. Both Steve and Naomi enjoyed walking around their old neighborhoods and pointing out places they'd gone and recalling some of the activities they'd enjoyed. Gwen was given a brief tour of the Naval Base by the base commander.
By early afternoon, they had returned to Havana to board Air Force One for the flight to Mexico City. Gwen was met on the tarmac by President Nieto. After a warm reception, Gwen spent the afternoon in discussions with her Mexican counterpart. There were many issues between the two nations and the two presidents were eager to work toward resolving them.
That evening was the state dinner. Gwen and Steve made every effort to be friendly and respectful as they interacted with the VIPs of Mexico. Once again, the magnetism and charm of America's First Couple dominated the affair. The schedule had worked out so Gwen would be in Mexico for only two days.
The next evening saw hundreds of thousands of cheering fans jammed into the Zócalo, the main square in Mexico City. "¡Tu Reina quiere que te pares y disfrutes de la música! Your Queen wants you to stand and enjoy the music!" was all Gwen had time to manage before Charlie cued the band. Steve marveled at the energy level Gwen brought to the show, knowing as he did how hard she'd been working on the tour. By the time the final song was performed, Steve could see Gwen was wearing down. He insisted she let him take her back to the hotel as soon as possible and get some much-needed rest.
The next afternoon, after almost ten hours of sleep, a somewhat refreshed Gwen met with the press before boarding Air Force One. "Madam President, you have just one more concert to perform before you return to the United States. Will you be glad to see this trip end?" asked a network reporter.
"I'm always happy to return home," responded Gwen. "The We Come in Peace Tour was a wonderful experience that allowed me to meet and speak with people and leaders around the world. I enjoyed every leg of the trip and look forward to meeting the Prime Minister of Canada later today."
"My Queen, how do you feel about the shirts and signs that speak of the two miracles you performed?" asked Heather Jensen.
"Heather! I have not performed any miracles and am not comfortable when anyone implies that I did," replied Gwen with a light rebuke. "Those situations worked out for the best and I'm just grateful for that."
"Madam President, do you think postponing the vote to approve Kate Martin and Naomi Wilson-White to your cabinet until you return to the United States will affect the outcome?" questioned a cable news reporter.
"I guess that remains to be seen. I hope it does, but I have no expectations regarding Congress. They'll do whatever they're going to do, and I have no influence on that apart from whatever the American public may say on my behalf. I'm returning to Washington to perform my duties to the best of my ability, and will do so until the day I leave office, whenever that may be," pledged Gwen.
"Madam President, are you going to lobby Congress to approve your appointments?" asked another reporter.
"No," was Gwen's quick response. "I won't be making promises or deals in any attempts to persuade the Senate to do the right thing. This is between them and their constituents. I have a lot of work to catch up on and that's where I'll be spending my time."
"Jim Vance, who's slated to be the starting quarterback for the DC Spartans, has publicly stated his intention to kneel during the anthem. How will you deal with that situation, Madam President?" asked a newspaper reporter.
"Decisively," responded Gwen. "We really have to prepare for the flight to Ottawa, so please excuse Steve and me. Thanks for being so patient."
Prime Minister Trudeau gave Gwen one of the most gracious and warm receptions she had received on her entire tour. As they rode to their hotel, Gwen and Steve were surprised and pleased to see many banners and signs welcoming them to Canada.
The state dinner was held that evening. Gwen was at her best as she enjoyed chatting with the Prime Minister, politicians, and various recording and film artists. Almost everyone spoke English, although some had obvious French accents, and that made the interactions far more relaxed. It was quite apparent that Canada was delighted to host the Queen of Peace and her Warrior husband. Gwen and Steve spent their evening building friendships and stronger relationships with many influential Canadians.
The next day Charlie worked with his musicians to add some new songs for the concert that evening. They knew the people of Canada would appreciate the group performing songs made famous by Canadian artists.
Confederation Square was packed with enthusiastic fans when Gwen took the stage with her band mates. The crowd was in a frenzy as she approached the front of the stage. Most of the huge crowd dropped to a knee as Gwen waved and smiled to the crowd.
"I understand many of you are loyal to the Queen of England and I certainly respect your position. To those of you kneeling, this Queen thanks you and asks you to stand and enjoy the music!"
After the last brief intermission, the band concentrated on music by Canadian artists. Naturally the huge audience loved it. The roar of approval was loud and long when Jordan began playing the piano as Steve took Gwen's hand and began singing '(Everything I Do) I Do it for You'. The First Couple danced smoothly around the stage as Gwen molded herself tightly to Steve's body.
Steve sang the stanza 'I will walk the wire for you, I will die for you' as the huge Jumbotrons split the screen. One half showed the couple dancing while the other half featured clips of Steve at the end of a rope ladder as a helicopter approached the ship overrun by pirates before releasing the ladder and launching into the horde awaiting him. Other clips showed him battling terrorists in the streets of Berlin.
The one thing both sets of clips showed so dramatically was Steve's willingness to die for Gwen. Everything he did, he did it for her. Everyone knew that was true and more than a few in the audience had to wipe away tears as they watched the couple dance.
A short time later, Jordan sang several Anne Murray hits while Jack Timberline followed with some of Gordon Lightfoot's well-known songs. Steve sang 'Please forgive Me', another song by Bryan Adams that Steve had covered with great success. Then Charlie sang 'Have you Ever Really Loved a Woman' as Lisa came on stage to dance with Steve. It had been their dance years before when Steve was still in high school. Gwen had suggested it a few days earlier and Lisa and Steve had managed to practice the dance a few times before the show and it was received enthusiastically by the huge audience.
Gwen sang 'My Heart Will Go On" as she and Steve danced across the stage. The audience remained silent and totally transfixed as the Queen and Warrior continued to show how they lived and loved like few before them ever had.
Then Steve and Gwen moved to the front of the stage to sing 'Because you Loved Me'. As they performed, the huge screens played many scenes from their lives. Steve inserted the line, 'you gave me breath when I couldn't breathe' as the screen showed Gwen rescue breathing for Steve on the banks of Emerson River. There were no dry eyes when Steve and Gwen bowed at the end of the song.
Ottawa was enjoying a late summer evening and the city was filled with happy partiers all night. Canadians were extremely pleased that Lady in Red had dedicated a great deal of the show to honoring musicians of their country.
The next morning, Air Force One approached an American airport for the first time in two months. Navy helicopters awaited Gwen and her group when they landed at the state capital. By noon, the helicopters were setting down within the friendly confines of Asgard. The world premiere of 'The Queen's Ransom' was scheduled for the next evening. Tyler wanted it to open on a Thursday. He fully expected it to set attendance records around the world.
Sandy Johnson Turner was enjoying a 35th birthday celebration with some family and friends in a banquet room at Marsh's Landing, when the entire restaurant suddenly went silent. She opened the door to the main dining room to see Steve and Gwen with their friends and family entering the building.



The First Couple wasted no time approaching locals and greeting them as friends. For their part, the diners beamed their pleasure at being addressed by name by President and Steve Hammer. Jordan and Charlie moved to different tables and greeted others, as did Gwen's sisters, their spouses, and Ted and Paula. Those that weren't locals were not left out of the greetings as Gwen's group worked the room like old friends saying hello. Minutes were spent taking pictures, many of which were selfies.
"Please excuse us," announced Gwen as she moved to the center of the room. "It's great to be back home! You're all very kind and we appreciate the warm welcome. Sandy Johnson Turner is celebrating her birthday in the other room and we were invited to attend."
Sandy Turner had tears of joy streaming down her cheeks by the time Gwen hugged her. "Happy birthday, Sandy! I'm so glad we got home in time to come to your party."
"Gwen! I can't believe you're here. You've made this the best birthday ever!" managed Sandy as she returned Gwen's hug. "I watched all the news and internet stuff I could find about your World Tour. You prevented a war and performed miracles!"
"Don't believe everything you hear," chuckled Gwen as she smiled at her friend.
"Okay, but I do know my brother Dave was going to be shipping out to Korea until you brought an end to that tense situation with Russia, China and Korea. He's here tonight with his wife. Would you like to meet him?"
"As I recall, he's a Marine and I'd love to meet him," replied Gwen as her eyes settled on a man in fatigues standing rigidly at attention near a pretty young woman.
Steve watched as Gwen's tension seemed to fall from her shoulders as the night went on. She was finally back home, surrounded by family and friends. She began to relax more and enjoyed the interaction with the people of her home town. As he considered all she had endured, and had accomplished, his appreciation for his wife's strength and character increased.
Steve made slow, gentle love to his wife in their own bed that night. Gwen was purring like a kitten by the time he rolled off her and laid his head on the pillow next to hers. She kissed his cheek before resting her head on his shoulder, closing her eyes, and quickly falling asleep. Steve held her body close as he considered how fortunate he was.
The next day was the premier of 'The Queen's Ransom' and Sparta was rapidly filling up with tourists and sightseers. Steve and Gwen met with reporters in Valhalla at noon to allow time to prepare for the evening's festivities.
"My Queen, Senator Lancer is calling on the House of Representatives to begin impeachment proceedings against you," began Amber Stahl. "He states that your claim of now being a queen underscores your compromised mental state. He accuses that you are not mentally fit to serve as President of the United States."
"Senator Lancer is entitled to his opinion," replied Gwen with a smile. "I am now asking those voters that support the efforts and sacrifices Steve and I have made for them never to cast a vote for Senator Lancer again. That's a tangible way people can show support for us."
"That response seems pretty mild," stated a cable newsman. "Does this mean your husband won't be trying to harm Senator Lancer's career in some way?"
"You seem to think my request for voters not to support him will have little or no effect on his career. You may be surprised. As for Steve's reaction, he's been quite clear about his plans. Once I am no longer in office, Senator Lancer will be facing the full brunt of Steve's ire. I can see it on his face right now.
"Senator Lancer has insulted me. You must know that my Warrior will see that he regrets it. Senator Lancer has effectively ruined his political aspirations. From now on he won't be able to get elected dog catcher in his own home town."
"You're actually threatening a sitting Senator?" asked another reporter.
"I'm making no threats. I'm simply stating the future as I see it. Time will tell if I'm wrong. Next question?"
"Madam President, several members of both parties in the House have announced they'll begin the impeachment process," stated an internet reporter. "They say once you began referring to yourself as Queen, you crossed the line. The President of the United States cannot accept any titles of royalty."
"That would be titles conferred by other countries," replied Gwen. "Article 1, Section 9 of the Constitution makes no such restriction about the will of the citizens of the world. Again, I don't care to discuss the inconsistent behavior of Congress. I find it a waste of my time."
"Madam President, the DC Spartans traded Jim Vance yesterday to Cleveland. He was your starting quarterback yet never played a down against the Eagles in the first game of the season! Did you trade him because he knelt for the National Anthem before the first game?" asked a network reporter.
"Jared White has total control of all things football for Lady in Red," replied Gwen. "You need to direct your questions to him. That said, no one will kneel for the anthem more than once while in our employ."
"He's asking the NFL and the Players' Association to investigate the situation. He claims you're trying to deny him his Constitutional rights," continued the same reporter.
"That's his right and we support that right. It's our right to determine who will play for us. Teams are not required to cite reasons for any trade they make," pointed out Gwen. "Jared obviously felt the team would benefit from the trade. I understand we picked up a very good receiver."
"Does trading your starting quarterback mean Steve will be putting on the cleats for the Spartans this year?" asked the persistent newsman.
"As a fan, and an owner, I hope so. As a wife, I want him to follow his heart and be happy. I hate to see him bruised and bleeding after a game, but he's the best player I've ever seen," beamed Gwen as she gazed at her husband standing next to her.
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"Do you take this woman to have and to hold, to..." intoned the old priest. I raised my hand, causing him to stop the ceremony. "Is there something wrong, My Son?"
"Not necessarily, Padre. I just want to clarify a few things in my own mind, as well as in my bride's and everyone in attendance today," was my careful response. "I've been to more than a few weddings, and there are a few things that are left unsaid. I would assume that everyone here is in agreement on these issues, but I've seen more than a few husbands vilified when they were simply doing the right thing.
"In the interest of full disclosure, and to prevent any future misunderstandings, I feel it's necessary to verbalize my beliefs. Since this ceremony is being videoed, my wife and I will always have a copy to which we can refer should any questions ever crop up."
"This is rather unusual," the priest pointed out as he shifted his gaze from me to my bride and then to our gathered friends and families. "But, if you feel this is absolutely necessary, then please proceed."
"Thanks. I'll try to keep it brief," I replied easily. "Nancy and I are making all kinds of promises here today about love, honor, fidelity and things like that. I'm all for it. I really am.
"The problem, as I see it, is the lack of consequences. None are mentioned and that seems to lead to all kinds of problems farther down the road for a lot of married people. It's my opinion that Nancy and I should have a clear understanding of what we expect in our marriage as well as what measures we will take if one of us fails to live up to our vows."
"What do you mean, Jake?" asked Nancy with concern. "I don't understand the 'measures' thing you're talking about."
"It's pretty simple, really. We're promising before God and family that we'll always be faithful loving spouses. That sounds good, but how do we know that you'll honor your vows, or that I will, for that matter?" I explained as everyone leaned forward in their pews to hear me better.
"I had a cousin who came home and found his wife in bed with his best friend. He beat the living shit out of the former best friend and immediately drove his wife to Mexico where he sold her to a whorehouse. He made a few bucks off the cheating bitch to help cover his gas and food on the trip. He'd be here today if the warden would have allowed it," I added.
"What happened when the family found out about Tom's defense of his home and his honor? I'll tell you what. His wife's family kept digging around until they found out what he did with the worthless cunt. They had him arrested and charged with all kinds of shit.
"They went to Old Mexico, bought the diseased whore and then brought her back. She wound up with all of their savings, their home, custody of the kids and several rather virulent STDs.
"Then his so-called best friend, who happened to have served as best man at his wedding, paid off a couple of goons to work him over in the big house."
By this time my best man lost his color and began to sweat. My bride was behaving a bit strangely, as well. Her mother was holding a tissue to her eyes as she listened closely for my next words.
"That's why we need to discuss consequences. I want Nancy to tell God, friends and family that she understands that I will have my pound of flesh if she's ever unfaithful. I want my best man and my groomsmen to acknowledge that I would have every reason and right to beat the living Be-Jesus out of them if I ever have reason to believe that they have been inappropriate in any way with my wife."
"Jake, I'm good with it!" stated my best man nervously as the groomsmen all vigorously nodded their agreement.
"What about you, Nancy?" I asked my betrothed gently. "Do you accept that I'll exact a painful and costly revenge if you ever even think about cheating on me?"
"Of course! I'm proud to be Australian!" declared Nancy. "I could never disrespect you like my mother's cousin in England does her fag cuck husband. On this continent, men are men and I wouldn't have it any other way."
"I'm pleased to hear you say that, Sweetheart," was my immediate reply. "I need to be certain that your friends understand how things are going to be before we wrap up this ceremony."
I held my hand out to my best man and he placed a pick handle in it. I hefted it carefully before turning to the bridal party and speaking directly to them.
"If any of you nasty skanks ever influence, or even try to influence, Nancy to consider straying in any way, I will come looking for you with this pickaxe handle. I will beat you severely and then shove it up your ass. You will be a fucking vegetable when I'm done with you. Do you all understand and accept this statement of fact?" I asked sternly.
"Of course, Jake!" replied Nancy's maid of honor. "We're Australian and proud of it! We don't want any shyster lawyers interfering with our way of life. 'Spare the pickaxe handle and spoil the cunt' is what my boyfriend always says. He's a man's man, like you!"
"I'm glad we've settled those possible stumbling blocks before the ceremony was complete," I proclaimed happily. "Does anyone have any questions before we wrap this up?"
"If I may?" asked Nancy cautiously before I nodded for her to continue. "Do you actually believe that your cousin drove to Mexico from Tasmania?"
A piano fell down a mine shaft and hit a flat miner. (think about it.)
Strip mining, the best way to prevent forest fires!
Q. How do you confuse a miner?
A. Show him two shovels and tell him to take his pick.
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I was checking my Facebook homepage one evening after dinner when I received a PM from Bill Jackson, a neighbor who lived a few houses down on our street. He asked if I had heard that Tyler Robinson had been shot to death earlier in the day!
I live in a quiet gated community where the biggest problem we ever have is someone sneaking through the gate before it closes all the way. Shootings simply don't happen. I immediately asked Bill if he had heard any particulars to the story.
It seems that Tyler's wife, Nancy, had returned home from her job as a math teacher at the local high school to discover her husband's bloody body lying on the kitchen floor. The door had been locked, and there was no sign of forced entry.
I lived on Poplar Street, and Tyler's house was two streets over on Pine. He and Nancy had been a regular couple in our social circle. My wife, Marge, and I were friendly with several other couples that lived in our little community. We usually had a gathering about once a month at one of our homes. The last one had been just over a week ago at Jeff and Elizabeth Baker's home. Tyler had been very much alive that night. After learning everything my neighbor Bill could tell me, I decided to tell my wife about the situation.
"Marge!" I called to my wife as she sat in the living room watching TV. "Did you hear that Nancy Robinson found Tyler dead in their kitchen?"
"No!" replied my wife as she quickly made her way to my side. "What happened?"
"Nancy came home and found him shot to death. Bill says that the Robinsons don't even own a gun. The doors were locked when Nancy got home, and there was no sign of forced entry. Maybe it was a robbery gone bad," I mused.
"Was anything missing?" asked Marge. "If things are gone, that would indicate that they were probably being robbed when Tyler surprised the thieves."
"Yeah, that makes sense," I agreed. "I guess it pays to watch all those crime shows. Bill hasn't heard any details yet. The police are still at the scene."
"We need to always be sure the doors are locked," worried Marge. "There's no reason to think the same thing couldn't happen to us."
"I'll check to be sure my shotgun is close at hand. I'll stash some ammo around the house, since it's a double-barrel and only holds two shells."
"That shotgun is kind of awkward," observed Marge. "Wouldn't it make more sense to get a handgun of some sort?"
"I don't have the time or inclination to practice enough to become accurate with a handgun. With my trusty 12 gauge, all I need is to point it in the right general direction," I reasoned. "There's nothing more terrifying than to find one's self on the wrong end of a shotgun."
"I sure hope you never have to use it," responded Marge with a shudder.
It took almost a week for any reliable information on Tyler's death to filter back to the community. The cops were staying tight lipped about the entire situation.
It somehow became known that police did not believe robbery was a motive in Tyler's death. That fact became more evident once it appeared that everyone in our group was to be thoroughly questioned by the lead detective on the case. He was reputed to have solved several tough cases over the years, although he didn't appear that formidable when I met him for the first time.
I was putting my lawn mower away on a Saturday afternoon when a somewhat overweight guy in a shiny suit walked across my lawn and stepped into my garage.
"Are you Daniel Page? I'd like to ask you a few questions," began the cheap suit as he held up a badge. "I'm Detective Cook, with the Millville Police Department. What can you tell me about Tyler Robinson?"
"For starters, he's deader than last year's dandelions," I replied as I reached in and grabbed a beer from the refrigerator I kept in my garage. "I'd offer you one, but I know that you're a professional and would never drink on the job."
Cook's eyes went to my Bud Light and remained there for several seconds. I began to wonder if there was a picture of a naked woman on it from the way he stared.
"Yeah, I could use one," conceded the detective as he snatched the bottle from my hand. "It's quite a coincidence that Tyler Robinson had five bottles of Bud Light in his refrigerator the afternoon he was shot, don't you think?"
"Yeah, especially considering that he drank Bud Light and usually kept a few cases in the house. That is weird," I responded smoothly before taking a long pull on my beer.
"Okay, Mr. Bud Light, where were you when Tyler Robinson met his untimely end?" demanded Cook in a rather unfriendly manner for a guy drinking one of my beers.
"What time did he die?" I shot back.
"I can't reveal that information!" snapped Cook before chugging the last of his beer.
"Then I can't answer your question!" I snarled in return even as I marveled at Cook's beer drinking talent.
"You don't know where you were March 4th at three PM?" sneered Cook as he reached into my refrigerator and pulled out another Bud Light. "Maybe I should take you down to the station and question you under the heat lamp we have just for guys like you."
"I was attending a meeting with seven coworkers when Tyler bought the ranch," I answered with a slight grin at Cook's obvious gaffe.
"I knew the threat of being interrogated at the station would help refresh your memory," smirked the detective as he plopped his ass down on my work bench.
"Do you own a handgun like the one used to kill him?" was his next question.
"With what kind of gun was he shot?" I asked before I took another pull on my cold beer.
"That information is not being divulged yet," answered the cop as he emptied yet another bottle and released a loud belch.
"In that case, the answer is a firm 'no'. I don't own a gun like the one used to kill poor Tyler," I stated firmly.
"Aha!" chuckled Cook as he reached for the gun in the holster near his armpit. "Only the killer knows what caliber gun was used to spread Robinson's brains across the microwave! That makes you my prime suspect."
"Do you know what caliber the gun was?" I asked Cook as he clutched his gun tightly in his left hand as he grabbed yet another Bud with his right.
"Of course I do!" replied Cook with some mirth as he twisted the cap off and threw it in the general direction of the trash can. "I'm thinking about arresting you for murder. Care to say anything that might help convince me of your innocence?"
"You told me that the only person that knew the caliber of the murder weapon was the murderer. Then you told me that you, in fact, do know the caliber of the aforementioned gun. I should make a citizen's arrest and take you in. They'd go easier on you if you confessed right now."
"For one thing, I don't even own a .38! For another, I was at the station surfing porn at the time of the shooting. I can prove it because I was written up for it! Last, but not least, all of the cops know about the .38. I was talking about people outside of the department when I said no one knew the caliber of the murder weapon. We're going to keep it that way for a week or two," concluded Cook.
"Okay, you convinced me," I admitted as I took another sip. "I'm sorry for jumping to conclusions."
"Don't worry about it," soothed Cook between gulps. "It was a reasonable assumption based on what you knew at the time."
"You do know that the spouse is always the first suspect," I pointed out.
"Of course! We grilled his wife pretty good. She has twenty kids in her 9th grade math class for an alibi," revealed Cook. "The only better suspect in a murder is the butler, of course. The butler always does it."
It was apparent that the detective was a talkative guy, if not overly bright. I reached into my fridge and pulled out another beer and offered it to him.
"It's too bad you couldn't find a motive for the murder," I mused as I handed him the cold brew. "It's usually money, sex, or power."
"We have a few leads," admitted Cook as he took a pull on his fresh brew. "We think Robinson was romantically involved with an unknown woman, or women."
"No shit?" I exclaimed. "I guess you found some strange perfume, or a stray pussy hair at the scene, or even some lipstick on his dick? His lover shot him in a jealous rage?"
"Hardly," chuckled Cook before he once again chugged his beer and tossed the empty bottle into the recycle bin. "We found a very short clip on his laptop. I'll be looking for more clips in my spare time. It featured a married woman sucking a cock. Now we have to determine if the woman is someone he knew, and if the cock is his. The guy's face wasn't in the video."
"Seriously?" I asked as I handed Cook yet another beer. "Can't you just look at his pecker and see if it's the same one in the video? How hard is to identify the married cock sucking slut, and how can you even be sure she's married?"
"You'd think," laughed Cook before taking a long swig of his brew. "This bitch didn't leave any cock showing. I never saw Robinson's body but the guy in forensics said his dick was a pretty respectable size, so if it was him the slut was sucking off, she was pretty damn good. Very little of her face showed in the video because it was taken from the side and a distance away from them"
"You realize that just because a woman is an accomplished cock sucker, it doesn't necessarily follow that she's married. In fact, single women are more apt to develop that particular skill than married women," I suggested.
"Her big old wedding band was showing clear as day, along with an unusual ring on her pinkie finger. If we find the woman that wears that ring, we'll have our cock sucker," declared Cook as he once again tossed his empty into the bin. "All we need is to find a fellatrix with a dolphin pinkie ring and we'll have a suspect."
I quickly stood and trotted over to the rose bushes and spewed out the beer I had just finished drinking. Cook helped himself to my last beer as I remained hunched over with my hands on my knees and a string of spit dangling from my chin.
"Thanks for your time. Maybe you should switch to nonalcoholic beer," advised Cook as he staggered toward his car while shaking his head. "Lightweights like you give beer drinking a bad name."
Marge came home from shopping about half an hour after Cook had left. I checked her hand immediately to determine if she was still wearing the dolphin ring that her grandfather had given her years ago. I had hoped against hope that she had given or loaned it to someone else, but no such luck. It appeared that my wife was the cock sucker Detective Cook sought!
I tried to behave normally while I struggled to consider the situation logically. Marge was the mother of our two kids. She was a great wife and mother. She had a good job and was well liked by everyone that met her. I always assumed that was because of her outgoing personality, not her oral skills, which I had to admit were more than satisfactory.
Was it Tyler's cock she was sucking in the video, or someone else's? Did it really matter? The fact that a woman with a dolphin ring was videoed sucking a cock and my wife wore such a ring was upsetting. I had never even suggested filming any of our bedroom activities. I had honestly never even considered it and I knew for certain that Marge would not agree to it even if I made the suggestion.
Was she the phantom cock sucker? If so, who owned the sucked cock? Was it Tyler's? If not, why would he have a clip of Marge slurping someone else's cock? How long would it take for the cops to determine that she wore the ring shown in the video? Would they arrest her for murder? Was my wife a cold blooded cock-sucking killer?
"Marge, why don't you give me that dolphin ring and I'll drop it off at the jewelers to have it cleaned?" I asked that evening after another one of her delicious dinners.
Marge looked at me like I had two heads for a few seconds before responding. "Thanks, but I clean it myself. It's not that valuable. I just wear it because Grandpa Roberts gave it to me on my twelfth birthday.
"How come you offered to do that? You've never done that before. I doubt if you even know where the jeweler that I use is located."
"I just wanted to show you how much I appreciate everything you do for me and the kids," I quickly responded. "I don't want you thinking that I take you for granted."
After looking to be sure the kids were in the living room, Marge gave me a grin. "How about showing me some of that appreciation later tonight? I'll show you mine if you show me yours!"
Shit! Now she expected me to make love to her. I wondered if I would even be able to get hard now that I knew she could be a murderous cock-sucker. Hell, maybe she liked to blow guys and then blow their heads off. That was one 'blowjob' I could do without.
The kids were still up when I announced that I was tired and headed for bed. It was my hope that I would either be asleep or able to fake it well enough that Marge would forego her sexual expectations. I quickly showered and brushed my teeth. The kids would never get ready for bed early on a Saturday night, so I felt pretty certain that I could fall asleep before Marge got them into bed.
When I stepped out of the bathroom, Marge was sitting on the side of the bed waiting for me. She was naked and caressing her slit with her right hand while giving me the 'come hither' motion with her left.
Somehow, this had become our foreplay over the years. Marge would sit on the bed and suck my cock until I came. Then she's simply flop back with her legs spread wide in invitation. I would drop to my knees between her legs and munch on her little pussy until she had at least a couple of orgasms. By that time, my dick would have recovered and the games would begin.
I tried to think of a way out of the situation, but my traitorous cock refused to help me. He was quickly coming to life and once again took control of my body. He made me walk over to what appeared to be a very eager Marge. As I neared her, she leaned ahead and sucked my little soldier in to the hilt.
I tried to focus on the possibility that she had recently murdered a man after blowing him. Thinking about your wife like that should be enough to make any man lose an erection. My problem was how much I adored the woman feverishly servicing my throbbing organ. Her eyes sought mine as she smiled around my cock. Marge was a very attractive woman, but she was never more beautiful than when she looked at me while blowing me. I could see her love and desire, and it always affected me the same way. As I watched her hand with her wedding band and her dolphin pinkie ring slide up and down my member, I came long and hard.
After we had finished our love making and Marge was sleeping with her head on my shoulder, I lay awake considering the situation. I was certain that Marge was not capable of murder, but she sure as hell was able to deliver an incredible blowjob. Was it possible that she had given one to Tyler? If so, could she have also been involved in his demise somehow?
My thoughts kept came coming back to motive. Why would Marge have anything to do with Tyler? Why was he murdered? The only time Marge had any contact with Tyler was when our social group got together. I couldn't recall the two of them ever being alone with each other, or even being very friendly.
I decided to stop letting a few words from an inebriated detective alter my relationship with my wife. Marge was a great mother and an even better wife. I had no reason to doubt her, except for the ramblings of that asshole detective.
It was two days later that I came home to find Marge home already. She sat at the kitchen table drying her red, teary eyes. She jumped up and rushed to hug me almost before I had the door closed.
"Dan! I don't remember having sex with Tyler and I certainly didn't kill him! You have to believe me," was all she managed before breaking down completely in my arms.
I held her for a couple of minutes as I waited for her to calm down. When her sobbing finally ended, I asked what I felt were reasonable questions.
"How many times did he fuck you? Where and when did it happen?"
"I don't know!" wailed Marge as she once again broke down.
My blood was beginning to boil. She was the cheater, so why did I have to be patient? Why was she crying when I was the victim? Then I had an even more unsettling thought.
If Marge and Tyler had been fucking around, I would become a likely suspect! The husband always does it. I watched enough old Perry Mason courtroom dramas to know that, especially since no one in the entire community had a fucking butler. If it isn't the butler, it's the husband.
"Marge, you need to get your shit together right fucking now!" I snarled as yet more implications of her infidelity occurred to me. "How can you not know when you fucked that bastard, or how many times? I'll settle for a ball park figure."
"I never had sex with him that I can remember, but Detective Cook told me he had videos of me giving Tyler oral sex. He was even able identify my dolphin ring in the video. I must have been drugged or hypnotized because I have no recollection of any of it."
"Has it ever occurred to you that there could be more than one dolphin ring in existence?" I demanded. "Cook isn't the sharpest tool in the shed. He could be wrong."
"He told me that he could make out the birthmark on my left breast in the video! How many women have a dolphin ring and a birthmark that's shaped like a very small apple below their left nipple?" managed Marge before sobbing loudly.
"Can I assume that you didn't confess to killing your lover when Cook grilled you today?" I demanded angrily. "Your ass, your dolphin ring and your apple tit would be in jail if he had dragged a confession out of you. Goddamn it, Marge! Now we're both suspects in a murder investigation because you had to have some strange cock!"
"Why would you be a suspect? You didn't know about Tyler and me. Hell! I didn't even know about Tyler and me! You had no reason to kill him since you didn't know he was slipping me the salami," reasoned Marge.
"You can't be that dumb," I snapped at Marge as I filed away her 'salami' comment. "The cops don't know what I knew, when I knew it, or how I'd react once I became aware of it. As far as they know, I found out about your affair and drove over to Tyler's and shot him dead."
"You killed Tyler because we were having an affair?" gasped Marge. "We need to find a good lawyer. You can plead temporary insanity!"
My response was cut short by the ringing of the doorbell. Marge was closer, so she stepped over and opened the door.
"Marge, I think Bill might have killed Tyler because he was fucking me in the ass!" exclaimed Sue Jackson before she realized I was standing by the refrigerator.
"He fucked you in the ass? Wow!" marveled an obviously impressed Marge. "Don't worry about Bill. Dan just told me that he shot Tyler because he found out that I was sucking his cock."
"Holy cow!" gasped Sue. "I hope you sucked him off before he fucked my ass!"
"So do I, now that you mention it," agreed Marge. "If he had me blow him after he fucked your ass, I would have killed him myself!"
"Dan, you shot Tyler? You must have been pretty upset that Marge was blowing him. Did you, by any chance, know he was fucking my ass? Did he tell you, or maybe show you any videos?" asked Sue.
"I never said that I shot Tyler!" I roared at the two excited women, but with no noticeable effect. "I didn't know Marge was blowing him and I certainly never knew he was fucking your ass. How long has that been going on?"



"That's the funny part. I really don't know," replied Sue. "Detective Cook told me today that he found a video of Tyler sodomizing me. I have no memory of it. Cook said we were doing it doggy style and my face was clearly visible. He even complimented me on having nice tits!"
"He told me the same thing, about my tits, that is!" exclaimed Marge. "Do you think he really does think we have nice tits, or was he just being polite?"
"He meant it in my case. I'm sure of that. He said he could watch my girls 'swing to and fro all day long', as he put it. He told me he watches a lot of porn and my tits look a lot like Jenna Jameson's!"
"Really? He told me mine were like Marilyn Chambers' in her early years," admitted Marge. "That's probably why he's a detective. He pays attention to details."
"What the fuck is wrong with you two?" I practically shouted. "You both claim you have no memory of having sex with Tyler, but you're both convinced that you did. This makes no sense. Sue, did you ever wake up with a sore ass? It seems like that would be an indicator of being ass fucked," I reasoned.
"Not in the past few years. Bill has gotten to be quite the bugger, if you know what I mean. He plunders my little rosebud at least once a week. He's quite gentle and I must have calloused up or something, because it never hurts the next day anymore," confessed Sue.
"Marge, can I ask you how big Tyler's cock was?" questioned Sue. "Were you able to swallow his entire sword? I don't remember it at all and I'm wondering of it was smaller than Bill's since I never felt any pain afterward."
"He had a nice cock, but I can deep throat pretty good, so I..."began Marge before she noticed my angry scowl as I squeezed my beer so hard the pop top popped and beer shot to the ceiling.
"I never really saw it," corrected Marge quickly. "I just assume he had a nice cock. I give a pretty damn good blow job, so I imagine I was able to swallow it all. I can't actually remember ever being alone with Tyler, never mind polishing his knob."
The ringing of the doorbell once again interrupted my journey down the rabbit hole. Marge turned around to open the door only to have it pushed open. A rather distraught Bianca Landers rushed inside.
"Marge! Sue! I don't know what to do! I think Steve may have been the one to send Tyler to the happy hunting ground! Tyler was making me dress up like a pony girl. He played all sorts of wicked games with me. He called me his mare and would pull on my reins when he mounted me!"
"Well, fuck me!" I shouted to silence the three women as they now jabbered nonstop. "How long as this been going on? Did the police find your harness, or saddle, or whatever the fuck you wore as a pony girl?"
"You don't have to get nasty," snapped Bianca as she gave me her best stink eye look. "I don't really know how long we've been doing it, okay? Tyler must have drugged me, or hypnotized me, or something. At least that's what that nice Detective Cook thinks."
"Detective Cook?" repeated Sue. "By any chance, did he mention that you have nice tits?"
"As a matter of fact, he couldn't help but notice. When I have my outfit on, it pushes these babies up and out like you wouldn't believe. There isn't a man out there that wouldn't admire them. Is your interest simply prurient, or is there some other reason you ask?"
"That weasel told Marge and me that we had nice tits, too. He must tell every woman that when he see their tits," reasoned Sue. "Now I wonder if he's full of shit, or if he really does like my tits."
"What the goddamn hell difference does it make?" I demanded as I began to pace the room. "All three of you were in a sexual relationship with Tyler, yet none of you realized it? Is that what I'm hearing?"
"I never said Marge and Sue were pony girls," corrected Bianca. "I doubt Tyler had the time or inclination to bother with them when he had me in his stable."
"Oh yeah?" snarled Sue. "He was fucking me in the ass all the time. He loved how tight it was!"
"I was sucking his cock every chance I got!" insisted my wife proudly.
"Only after he fucked my ass!" retorted Sue with an evil grin. "He told me it saved him having to take a shower."
I managed to grab Marge as she lunged for Sue. I thought I had caught her in time, but when I hauled her back next to me, she had a major portion of Sue's blouse in her hand.
"I'm sorry, Sue," managed Marge as she, Bianca and I stared at Sue's exposed breasts.
"That's okay," responded Sue as she placed her hands to conceal her ample melons. "They're probably all over the internet by now anyway. Tyler probably posted our illicit affair on some of those pay sites and made a fortune off my tits and ass."
"I never thought of that," admitted Marge. "I'll probably be getting calls from random guys wanting one of my amazing blowjobs. I don't even know the going rate."
"What in hell is wrong with you three?" I asked as I shook my head in disbelief. "You don't know that Tyler posted anything to the web. Hell, you don't even know for certain that you had any sort of sex with him. The only thing we can be sure about right now is that Sue has seriously nice tits.
"Bianca, you said that your outfit made your tits stand up and out. How do you know that if you have no memory of ever being with him in that way?" I asked since I had been considering her statement ever since she had made it.
"If you must know, Steve likes me to pretend to be his pony. He likes to train me, ride me, feed me treats, discipline me, you know what I mean. We're adults and what we do in our home is no one else's business," insisted Bianca defiantly.
I took a slow pull on what was left of my now warm beer as I considered the situation. The women wandered into our bedroom in search of a top Sue could wear home. Things just didn't add up.
I had known Tyler for fifteen years. He was a quiet guy. He had his own consulting business and worked from home. That would have given him the opportunity to have kinky sex with every one of the ladies in our group, but it seemed way out of character for what I knew about him.
I trusted the guy. We all did. In fact, he kept the keys to most of our homes since he lived in the community and worked at home. It wasn't all that unusual for one of us to call him and ask for a favor during the day. It could be anything from letting the cable guy in to helping the kids when they forgot or misplaced their house keys. He was always willing to lend a helping hand.
I just couldn't see him drugging or hypnotizing at least three women into being his sex toys. I was a bit pissed at Detective Cook for suggesting it. On the other hand, what other explanation could there be? Cook claimed to have videos of Tyler living his fantasies with at least three married women, one of whom was my wife.
I began to wonder if the other wives in our group believed that they were involved sexually with Tyler. The common denominator seemed to be Detective Cook and his crazy assertions about blowjobs, ass fucking, and pony girls. The odd thing was that all three women actually did those things with their husbands, or so they claimed.
With so many people in the community being questioned by Detective Cook, the residents in our neighborhood seem to withdraw into themselves. It was apparent that the killer was not only still at large, but quite possibly one of our neighbors. Social events became nonexistent. Residents stopped taking walks in the evening and most people made their children play inside.
I was due to take a week's vacation when Ralph Johnson called me on Sunday afternoon. "Dan, I hate to ask you this, but I'm in a bind. I'm going to put the house on the market and I need a little help cleaning out my tools and stuff. I rented a storage unit from Cube Smart over by the mall. The reason I'm calling is my back went out yesterday and I can barely walk.
"Grace and I are supposed to meet with the realtor on Tuesday and we want to get rid most of the clutter. I plan to place a lot of my stuff in a small storage unit until we find a new house closer to Grace's new job.
"I remember that you always took the first week in April off to start your garden and do maintenance on your house. Would it be possible for you to come over tomorrow and sort out my stuff and take the items worth keeping to the storage unit? I'd pay you for your time and you can use my pickup to haul everything."
"Sure, Ralph," was my immediate reply. "I'll be over first thing tomorrow morning. Maybe we can get it all cleaned up by noon or so."
"Was that Ralph Johnson?" asked Marge. "What did he want? Was he hoping I'd blow him since Tyler died and I must be desperate?"
My relationship with Marge had been more than a little strained since Tyler had been killed. She would frequently mention that she had oral sex with Tyler when the kids weren't around to hear it. It was almost like she was trying to make me angry enough to throw her ass to the curb, and she had me considering it. If it hadn't been for the kids, I probably would have done exactly that.
"I'm going to help move Ralph's tools and other valuables to a storage unit so they can get the house ready to sell," I explained. "He knew I always take time off the first week in April, so he asked me to help him tomorrow.
"It may be hard to believe but not every man wants you to blow him. At least they wouldn't admit it to your husband. You and Tyler had something special going."
"Dan, it wasn't like that! He drugged or hypnotized me into that stuff. I've never knowingly cheated on you in any way. I never would. I just hope they catch the killer pretty soon. Waiting for the other shoe to drop is driving me crazy," admitted Marge. "I hope I never see that Detective Cook again."
"Has he been asking you more questions?" I demanded.
"He's been making a point of showing up in strange places when one of the wives in our social group is out and about. I saw him in the grocery store three days ago. Bianca told me that she ran into him at the mall last week while Sue keeps seeing him at the coffee shop near her work.
"He asked me if I remembered anything more about blowing Tyler and a couple of even more personal things," admitted Marge.
"He asked something more personal than giving blowjobs to a murdered friend?" I repeated in amazement.
"It was pertaining to Tyler's death," explained Marge. "He wanted to know if I swallowed every time Tyler came, or if I ever let him cum all over my 'nice firm tits', his words, not mine."
"He asked that? What did you tell him?"
"I told the truth. I always swallow, but I'm sure that if Tyler told me he wanted to cum on my firm tits, I would have been happy to oblige. I'm an unselfish lover," stated Marge proudly.
"You told Cook that? What in hell is wrong with you? You don't remember even being alone with Tyler, never mind swallowing his spunk or letting him shoot his load on your firm tits!" I exclaimed.
"Thanks for the kind words about my girls," beamed Marge. "You like them, Cook likes them and Tyler literally got off on them."
When Marge moved her admiring eyes from her tits to my face, she suddenly stopped smiling. "I mean he probably loved to cum on my tits if we did what Cook has the video proof that he claims."
"I'm going to help Ralph cleanout his clutter tomorrow. I want you to make an appointment to see someone about your memory lapse and your eagerness to believe that you and Tyler were having an illicit affair," I insisted.
"You, too? Sue said that Bill was making her go to a psychiatrist because he feels that she's developed a strange anal fixation on Tyler. Maybe we can get a group rate or something. I'll get her doctor's name and number from her and call tomorrow."
I was at Ralph's at eight o'clock the next morning. It didn't take me long to determine that just cleaning out his garage would take the better part of the day. It was early afternoon by the time I had carted enough stuff away to be able to open his trap door to the attic over the garage. It was one of those doors on springs that unfolded when you pulled the string down that was tied to it.
With more than a little trepidation, I climbed up the ladder and looked around. Ralph said he was going inside to lie on the couch and he was taking a cold beer and a bottle of Tylenol with him. I had suggested it wasn't the best combination for a sore back, but he felt that he was self-medicating just fine.
I was pleased to discover very little junk had accumulated in Ralph's attic. I stepped onto the plywood nailed across the joists and turned on the overhead light. The first thing I noticed was a laptop sitting in a far corner. It was open and the monitor showed movement.
I moved closer and quickly made out Grace in what appeared to be her bedroom. As I watched, Ralph gingerly walked into the room and approached his wife. To my surprise, I was able to hear him speak as clear as day. He reached for Grace's shoulders and slid her robe off and let it drop to the floor.
Everyone knew that Grace had a large rack, but I was still amazed at the amount of tit flesh the woman possessed. They were very large, yet they seemed to defy gravity.
"I need a quick tit fuck," insisted Ralph.
"What about Dan?" asked Grace as Ralph began mauling her amazing tits.
"He's working on the attic now," responded Ralph. "He'll be busy for a while. Now wrap those puppies around my cock and get me off."
"I don't think it's a good idea with one of our friends in the house," responded Grace, although she made no effort to stop Ralph from taking a nipple into his mouth and nursing like a starving baby.
"Don't tell me that you want him to tit fuck you, too? I'm trying to get past Tyler shooting his load between the twin peaks, but there'll be trouble if you try that again," shot back Ralph as he pulled his mouth off his wife's left nipple.
"I told you that Tyler never touched me like that. He never saw my breasts and certainly never slid his cock between them. Why do you believe that detective over your own wife?" asked Grace.
"I don't know. Maybe it's because he's seen the video and told us about it while asking me questions which suggested he may believe that I killed Tyler out of jealousy," responded Ralph curtly.
I was no expert on women, but as I watched the anger on Grace's face, it quickly occurred to me that Ralph was not going to be getting any. Not surprisingly, Grace bent over, grabbed her robe and disappeared into the bathroom. Ralph grumbled something and lurched back through the open doorway. Ten seconds later, the monitor went dark.
The entire thing was really strange. Ralph didn't even do email. He hated computers and refused to use them. Either Grace or Ralph had forgotten that they had placed a computer in the attic that was capable of recording their bedroom activities, or they didn't know of its existence. The latter seemed more likely.
That was when I saw a small tag with my name! It was the laptop I had given to Tyler almost a year ago. I had purchased a new one after struggling with my old laptop for years. It ran Windows XP, which Microsoft had stopped supporting. I told Tyler that I was going to throw it out one night at a party, and he asked if he could have it. Later that week I erased the hard drive and gave the machine to him. I remembered how much that simple gift had delighted him. How did it wind up in Ralph's attic?
Suddenly the screen lit up and I saw Ralph walking into his kitchen. He carefully took two beers out of his refrigerator and wandered to the garage door. The screen went dark again.
I decided to explore the files on the laptop out of curiosity. Within seconds I was watching video of Ralph sliding his cock between what looked like pillows, but were actually Grace's mammoth breasts. I was still watching it when I heard Ralph call my name. I shut down the file and grabbed some stuffed toys to carry down.
I had no idea what to say or do about the situation, so I decided to say nothing, at least until I could get a better handle on what was actually going on. By this time, I had a pretty good load on Ralph's pickup. I drank the beer he offered and once we finished our brews, I hauled another load to his storage unit.
I made it home that afternoon around four, so I had an hour to kill before Marge came back from work. I strolled over to my garage refrigerator and took out a Bud Light. I almost shit my pants when a person behind me suddenly spoke.
"Could I have one of those while we have a little talk?" asked that damned Detective Cook.
I swung around in surprise and stared at him. How in hell did he suddenly appear in my garage? I never saw him outside when I pulled into the driveway and the garage was empty when the door went up.
As I moved my eyes to the driveway to see his department issued Ford parked a short distance behind my car, he reached out and plucked the unopened beer from my hand.
Shrugging, I grabbed another one and sat down on the stool I keep in my garage for times like this. Cook opened his brew, took a long pull and plunked his fat ass down on my workbench.
"What the hell kind of bullshit have you been telling my wife?" I demanded once my brain overcame the shock of having Cook in my garage.
"I guess that depends on what you classify as bullshit," chuckled Cook. "You can't argue that she has nice tits, or that she gives great head, so maybe you're referring to her blowing the late Tyler Robinson."
"That's a good place to start," I snapped. "Why in hell did you plant the idea that she's been blowing Tyler? She doesn't remember doing anything even remotely close to that."
"Cheating sluts never admit it to their husbands," pointed out Cook as he indicated he'd finished his beer and would like another. Being a good host, I went to my refrigerator and took out two more and handed him one. My first one was only half gone, but I wanted to be sure I kept one in reserve in case he drank the rest of the twelve pack.
"You can't call Marge a cheating slut without proof," I argued, if somewhat weakly. "She doesn't remember having anything to do with Tyler and I believe her."
"Sure you do," chuckled the infuriating Cook. "I made it all up. I never saw the video that shows her topless and sucking cock to beat the band. I never saw that little birthmark by her nipple. I didn't see Robinson pull her head down so she could suck harder and swallow his entire load."
The damn guy seemed too confident to be wrong about it. How would he know about Marge's birthmark if he hadn't seen her topless in a video? It was upsetting as hell.
"Tell me. Did you know your wife was blowing one of your friends?" asked Cook as he placed his empty bottle on my bench. He then reached over and grabbed the extra beer I had planned on drinking and twisted the cap. "Did you kill Tyler Robinson in a jealous rage?"
"No!" I practically yelled at the miserable bastard. "I didn't know it because it never happened!"
"You deny that Robinson was killed?" asked Cook in surprise.
"I know he was killed, you miserable fuck! Marge never blew him. She'd never do that."
"I think you did know. In fact, everyone I've interviewed knows that your wife swallowed Robinson's cock, that he fucked Sue Jackson in the ass, that he rode Bianca Landers like it was the Kentucky Derby, and he really loved sliding his cock between Grace Johnson's enormous knockers!" insisted Cook.
"How in hell could people know that, unless you told them, you miserable prick?" I demanded.
Cook signaled that he had another dead soldier in his hand, so I angrily grabbed a beer out of the refrigerator and handed it to him. He nodded his appreciation.
"Hey, don't take it out on me because Robinson was getting all the pussy and tits he could handle at the expense of his friends. How about I show you a nice set of tits that aren't your wife's? That should help take the sting out of being married to a fucking tramp," placated Cook.



"Well, I do like seeing tits," I admitted. "What have you got?"
"Don't tell anyone I let you see this, but I have a video of Robinson giving the Johnson to the Johnson woman's big tits," whispered Cook conspiratorially as he turned on an iPad he had carried with him. "Look at the hooters on her!"
I watched the video he showed me for about ten seconds before I turned to Cook in amazement. "You have got to be the dumbest son-of-a-bitch in the fucking world. That's a video of Ralph Johnson's Johnson between his wife's tits, and that isn't even the half of it!"
"Now you're telling me that you know what your friends' cocks look like?" laughed Cook. "You're the dumb bastard. You should prefer going to the electric chair before admitting to being a damn fag cuck! Unless you have some proof, I'm sticking with the theory that this is Tyler Robinson's dick."
"That's the other half of the story," I chuckled. "Tyler Robinson was a black man. The cock in the video is white!"
"Shit!" blurted Cook. "Nancy Robinson is white. Are you sure her husband was black?"
"Come on, Cook! We played cards and even went on a few trips together. He was a really good guy and he was black. I'm quite certain."
"That takes me back to square one," lamented Cook as he went over and pulled out a beer and then offered me one. "Have you really seen Johnson's Johnson, or did you just make that shit up?"
"That's kind of a weird story," I admitted. "I was helping Ralph move some tools and stuff to a storage shed when I found a laptop in his attic. It used to belong to me and I had given it to Tyler."
I suddenly had an idea. "Where did you get the videos showing various wives from our group doing all that kinky shit you claim to have seen?"
"I searched Robinson's laptop and found the short clips. I just assumed he had taped women in his home. I used to do that all of the time until... well. Never mind. Why do you ask?" was Cook's next question.
"Were there any clips of Nancy Robinson on his laptop?" I asked as I tried to shake the thought of Cook's bedroom videos.
"Yeah, there were a few with her. In them, she was being spanked by some big black guy before he fucked the shit out of her. I don't usually watch interracial porn.
"Wait! Could that have been her husband?" asked the incredibly sharp detective.
"The laptop I gave him was set up in Johnson's attic, apparently recording intimate moments. There was also a camera in the kitchen, now that I think about it. Tyler had keys to the homes of his friends. I wonder if he planted cameras and recording devices in them?"
I felt my gut lurch as I suddenly realized that Tyler had a key to my house! What if he had set up cameras in my house? I rushed over to the rose bushes and vomited until there was nothing left in my stomach.
"I don't like to give advice, but you really should cut back on your drinking," offered Cook as he finished the last of his beer and pulled out yet another. "You're going to kill those rose bushes."
I wiped my mouth and hurried into my kitchen and began looking around in a bit of frenzy. Cook followed me in and watched as I pulled appliances out and unplugged them. Then I began running my hands along the top of the cabinets.
"If you're looking for more beer, there's some left in the refrigerator in the garage," suggested the detective. "Your clock is an hour off. Did you forget to set it when the time changed?"
I turned to find the detective pointing to a small clock sitting on a little nook by the doorway to the living room. I rushed over and unplugged it. Then I spun it around in my hand as I studied it closely. There it was! A tiny optical devise was mounted in the face of the clock!
I ran back out to the garage and looked around. I tried to imagine where I would hide something I didn't want me to find it. The obvious thing was to check out what little attic space I had over the garage. I had to move some stuff out of my way, but I was finally able to pull the steps down and climb up. I immediately saw a laptop pushed into a corner and went over to investigate.
I jiggled the mouse and it came to life. I played back the most recent file and saw myself in the kitchen looking around as Cook came into the room and pointed to the clock! I pulled up a much older file only to see Margie giving me a world class blowjob.
"They are some seriously nice tits!" came Cook's voice from behind me. Startled, I jumped to the side and smacked my head into a rafter.
"That's the same video I have of your wife blowing Robinson," observed Cook just as the owner of the cock in the video sat down on the bed, revealing my entire face.
"It looks like Robinson was secretly taking videos of at least several friends," I observed. "He had keys to most of our homes. If he made secret videos of his own wife, he might have a camera planted in his kitchen."
"Yeah, like I want to learn the recipe for tuna casserole," dismissed Cook. "Why in hell would anyone want to hide a camera in a kitchen? That makes no sense."
"It's the room where most family decisions are made. Guests often sit around the kitchen table and socialize. Sometimes people get shot to death in their kitchen," I added.
"Well, fuck me!" managed Cook as he rushed to climb down from the attic. "Come on! You're going to help me search Robinson's place!"
It only required a few minutes for us to reach the late Tyler Robinson's home. Cook pressed the doorbell and then paced back and forth as he waited for someone to answer.
Nancy Robinson eventually appeared at the door. She was wearing a robe and her hair was wet. It appeared that she had just been in the shower. Seeing Cook, she pulled her robe tighter to her body to make certain Cook had no free shots.
"I'm too busy to even think about your tits," assured Cook as his eyes kept darting to the garage. "I already have the video, anyway. Would you mind if Daniel and I had a look around your garage, Ma'am?"
Nancy barely managed a nod before Cook was off the step and headed for the garage. The overhead door was open, so we went in and looked around. Cook led the way to the attic door in the ceiling and tried to open it, but he was too short to reach the cord to pull it open. He even jumped a couple of times, although the laws of physics were against him. The best he seemed to accomplish was to stand on his toes.
I offered to open it but he stubbornly refused to allow me. He flushed a deep red when Nancy stepped in, reached up and pulled the folding stairway down for him.
I was worried that the steps would fail under his weight, but they held as he actually seemed to scamper up the ladder. I followed him once he had stepped onto the attic floor, relieving the stress on the wooden rungs. By the time I stepped into the attic, Cook had a laptop open and was staring at the screen.
"What do you see?" I asked as I approached his location.
"Not a fucking thing! I don't think it works," was Cook's response.
I reached down and wiggled the mouse and the screen came alive. I pulled up the files and opened the oldest file that had not been named. Cook and I stood side by side as we watched in high definition as Tyler walked into the kitchen and opened the door for whoever had been banging on it. I recognized Van Butler as he pushed his way into the kitchen. He reached into his jacket pocket as he cursed at Tyler for backing over his $400 bicycle that very morning. Then he pulled a gun and shot Tyler in the head!
"Holy shit!" croaked Cook. "We have our killer. Do you recognize the guy?"
"Yeah, it's Tyler's next door neighbor, Van Butler," was my stunned reply.
"Damn! I knew it," chuckled the detective as I just stared at him in stunned disbelief..
"The Butler always does it," explained Cook with a straight face.
"So that jackass didn't have videos of me blowing Tyler? He didn't even know that Tyler was black? The video was of me blowing you?" asked Marge as I tried to explain the stunning conclusion to the murder case.
"If it wasn't Tyler that fucked Sue in the ass, who was it? Did you see that video?" questioned Marge.
"Not yet, but I think I have an idea of how to access it," I answered with a smile.
"Oh! I bet you think Sue has a computer hidden by Tyler in her attic that recorded Bill pounding her ass? That would mean that pony girl Bianca might have a few photo finishes stashed in a computer in her attic!" chuckled my wife. "Maybe I could talk to Sue and Bianca about their little fetishes and see if I could master them. I owe you for not tossing my ass to the curb for blowing Tyler. Would you like to ass fuck your own pony girl?"
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Jessica Williams sighed in resignation as she entered the restaurant to meet her family and friends. The sigh was caused when she read her sister's text. It informed her James (not Jim) Calhoun would be in attendance at dinner. Jessica had hoped to enjoy a drama free vacation, her first since her freshman year in college, eight years prior. She really didn't feel up to dealing with the dominating personality of the man so intent on making her his wife.
"It could be a lot worse, Jess," pointed out her best friend and fellow MD, Willow Barkley. "Hell, we made it through four years of med school and we're still facing the joys of residency. You can handle it. Mr. James Calhoun's style may be a bit heavy handed, but he's very wealthy and he adores you. Everyone should have your problems."
"I'm not really complaining, Willow," responded Jessica. "I'll probably have a great time this week. It's just that he's a bit overbearing at times. He always wants to control everything, right down to what vegetables I eat. I'd like to be able to just relax for a few days."
"Now I think you're exaggerating a little." Willow chuckled. "Let's find your family's table and get something to eat. I'm starved!"
"Hello, ladies. Can I help you?" asked a male voice originating from Willow's left.
Jessica was unable to see the speaker since he was off to the left side of the doorway, but it was obvious that Willow was quite impressed. Her mouth hung open and her face flushed as she openly stared. Jessica had to nudge Willow gently so she would move ahead a step. She managed to gain access to the interior and soon discovered what had flummoxed Willow so thoroughly.
"We're here to meet my family," managed Jessica as she forced herself to not stare at the man standing in front of her. He was wearing the typical white shirt and dark vest she had seen on countless waiters and waitresses over the years. She had to admit to herself she had never before seen a man make the outfit look so sexy.
"That would be the Williams family?" the man stated more than asked. "They've already been seated and are waiting for your arrival. Please follow me."
By this time, Willow had regained her equilibrium and almost stepped on Jessica in her haste to remain close to the man directing them to their table. For her part, Jessica felt brief annoyance at her friend for cutting her off so effectively. Jessica felt a small smile on her face as she replayed her friend's reaction when she first saw the handsome waiter, or maitre d', or whatever he was. She and Willow had been friends since the first day of med school and Jessica had never before seen her tongue tied.
Jessica spotted her family sitting at a large table near the back of the restaurant and waved to them. She broke into an even bigger grin when she saw how her eighteen year old sister stared intently at the man leading Willow and her to their table.
James suddenly stood and hurried toward Jessica. In his haste and with his typical disdain, he bumped into the maitre d' rather roughly as he reached out to hug her. Jessica saw the surprise flash across James' face when he appeared to carom slightly to the side from the contact. James had played rugby in college and was accustomed to other men bouncing off his muscular frame.
The surprise on James' face quickly morphed to a big smile as he wrapped Jessica in his arms and kissed her on the lips. That was not the greeting Jessica had expected. It was a public setting and she felt her face turn red from embarrassment as James finally stepped back and held her at arm's length while slowly surveying her from head to toe.
"You're more beautiful every time I see you," declared James as he tightly gripped Jessica's arms. "We're going to have a great time in this quaint little one horse town this week. If we get too bored we can drive up the coast a few hours and go to some clubs, or maybe find a concert."
Even as Jessica listened to James speak, she noticed Willow placing a hand on the waiter's arm and warmly thanking him for showing her to the table. Jessica wondered to herself why Willow's actions irritated her. Her sister, Heather, didn't even try to hide her annoyance at Willow. As the handsome man helped Willow with her chair, Heather reached over and gently rubbed his arm to get his attention.
"Could you ask our server to bring another Coke for me? I'm eighteen and expect to talk Mom and Dad into allowing me wine with dinner before long. I'll be a freshman in college this fall," concluded Heather as she continued to gently slide her hand over the man's arm.
"You'll have to release his arm if you expect him to pass that request on to our waitress," suggested Jessica's mother as she looked meaningfully from her younger daughter to the arm she was caressing.
"Don't worry, Mom. I'm not hurting him," laughed Heather before once again turning her attention to the good looking man. "When she brings my drink, tell her to ask for Heather. That's me."
"I'd like a nice rum and coke," stated Willow as she briefly glanced at Heather. "Tell your wait staff it's for Willow, the woman who just graduated from medical school."
"Of course," replied the maitre d' as he smiled to the two women. "Heather, the college freshman, would like another Coke. Willow, the newly minted doctor, would like a rum and Coke.
"What can I get for you, Miss?" asked the man when he turned his attention to Jessica. She was about to sit so he quickly stepped behind her chair and guided it under the table.
"Thank you," smiled Jessica. "I'd like a margarita , please."
Once the maitre d' left, Jessica's mother spoke to Heather. "Sweetheart, he's a delightful looking man, but he's a bit old for you. You'll be meeting quite a few boys closer to your age this week, and in college."
"The key word being 'boys', not men," retorted Heather. "I've never seen a guy as handsome as that waiter. He's tanned, rugged and confident. Boys don't compare to guys like that."
"Are you kidding me?" laughed James. "He's a loser! He's pushing thirty and working as a waiter. That's okay for a boy your age, but by the time you hit thirty, you should have something to show for your life."
"You mean like your father's business?" retorted Heather before her mother managed to silence her.
"Heather! Snide remarks like that are beneath you," chastised Mrs. Williams. "James has done very well. I'm sure he would have been successful regardless of where his career took him. There's certainly no shame in taking over the family business."
"I apologize," relented Heather immediately, which caused Jessica to wonder about the sincerity of the apology. Her sister was not one to back down on any issue.
"So, Dave, that was a very attractive woman you just escorted to a table," teased Diane to her brother when he returned to the front of the restaurant. "Did you manage to get her number?"
"She was too busy trying to swallow her boyfriend's tonsils to give it to me," chuckled Dave. "Both her friend and her sister seemed a lot more willing to share their information. The friend is actually a doctor. She told me she just finished medical school."
"You work pretty fast," observed Diane. "She told you that while you were taking her to her table?"
"Yeah. She and the other woman's sister, who's a freshman in college and eighteen, by the way, were a little overenthusiastic in their interactions with the hired help."
"I don't have to tell you that eighteen is still too young for you, do I? You'll be thirty in a year. A girl ten years younger than you would kill you within a month," asserted Diane.
"Possibly, but what a way to go!" responded Dave with an exaggerated sigh.
"It looks like the young man is very friendly with that beautiful woman next to him," observed Mrs. Williams as Jessica and Willow studied the menu. "Men that good looking are seldom on the open market very long."
"So you admit he's handsome?" quizzed Heather. "That woman's probably his sister or something. She won't be any competition."
As Heather finished speaking, their waitress arrived at the table with the drink orders and a big smile. "Rum and Coke for Willow, the doctor. A Coke for Heather, eighteen and a freshman in college, and a margarita for the pretty woman with the boyfriend."
"I'm not sure I care for your attitude," declared James as he glared at the waitress. "We're substantial people and expect to be treated with respect. We certainly don't want to be part of the kitchen help's little fantasy world."
"I'm very sorry, Sir," apologized the suddenly nervous waitress. "Can I take your orders now?"
Jessica noticed her father's face had darkened at James' treatment of their server, but he said nothing as the ladies placed their orders. James interrupted Jessica before she finished placing hers. "I think the broccoli would be a better selection this time of year. There's no telling how old the corn is, or how far it traveled to get here."
"Holy crap!" gasped Willow before breaking into gales of laughter. "That was too funny!"
"Why would suggesting broccoli rather than corn cause so much mirth?" asked a confused James.
"As we were coming in the door, Jessica said you'd try to tell her what vegetable to eat and you just did! Talk about controlling," laughed Willow as a very embarrassed Jessica squirmed in her seat.
James' face went dark for a second as he studied Willow. He weighed the wisdom of verbally berating her in front of Jessica's family and decided it would not help his cause. Then he noticed the waitress was unsuccessfully trying to maintain a straight face!
"You're laughing at us again!" declared James to the suddenly sober faced woman. "I want to speak to the manager immediately. We're not going to put up with this kind of behavior from the help."
"Yes, Sir!" sobbed the young woman as she hurried away.
Jessica was beyond mortified at James' treatment of their server. She glanced at her father and realized he was upset as well. Heather was staring down at her plate while Willow as looking at James in shock.
"What bug crawled up your ass? I'm sorry Mr. and Mrs. Williams," apologized Willow to Jessica's parents before continuing, "but that girl was just doing her job. There was no reason to go off on her because you're afraid to try it with me. I don't think I've ever been this embarrassed in a restaurant in my life!"
"Is there a problem?" asked a well dressed woman in her fifties. "Sarah said that you wanted to speak to the manager. This is my restaurant, so feel free to speak to me."
Jessica admired the control the woman exhibited. She was obviously an experienced business woman and was comfortable handling the situation. Something about the woman looked familiar, but Jessica was too upset to dwell on what that might be.
"Your waitress lacks proper respect for superiors. She was trying to laugh at these ladies and make them feel foolish," replied James before anyone else could comment. "You need to fire her immediately or we'll take our business elsewhere."
"I see," replied the owner calmly. "In that case, your drinks are on the house. Now I have to ask you to leave the premises once you have finished them. No one dictates personnel decisions to me. Sarah has been with us for over two years and she's one of our best waitresses."
"You're asking us to leave?" repeated an incredulous James. "Have you lost your mind? I spent more on my clothes last year than that little bitch will ever make. I demand an apology!"
"And I'm asking you to leave this restaurant," repeated the owner firmly.
"I've had enough! Come on, Jess, let's get the hell out of this shithole," seethed James as he reached for Jessica's hand.
"I won't be leaving with you, James. I don't know what I ever saw in you, but I was mistaken," stated Jessica with emotion. "Please leave and do me the courtesy of never contacting me again."
Jessica's pronouncement pushed James completely over the edge. "You miserable slut! You're turning me down? Maybe I should tell 'mommy' what a lousy cock sucker you are. I've fucked..."
"I think you've managed to make a complete ass of yourself," interrupted the infuriatingly calm maitre d' as he placed himself between James and Jessica. "We don't want to hear another word out of your lying mouth. Just get the hell out."
Perhaps if James had given it some thought, he might have realized the scene he had created, or the mistake he was about to make. Being unaccustomed to rejection, James was far from rational as he stood and took a roundhouse swing the damn 'hired help'.
Dave easily avoided the punch. As the fist went past his head, he simply grabbed James by the wrist of his other hand, jammed it behind his back and then pushed it up. James had to bend forward to prevent his opponent from breaking his arm or dislocating his shoulder. Dave proceeded to frog walk James across the dining room and toward the door. Diane gave her brother a big smile as she held the door open for him.
Jessica's father was concerned about how the situation would develop once James was released in the parking lot, so he followed the two men to the door. Dave gave James a little shove as soon as they left the confines of the restaurant and he went sprawling face first in the parking lot. Once he got his feet back under him, James turned and shouted in Dave's direction.
"Your daughter's still a damn slut! She couldn't get enough of my cock!"
"That's an indication you have a small cock," retorted Dave as he stood on the sidewalk watching to see if James intended to re-enter the restaurant.
Hearing guffaws, Dave turned to see Mr. Williams flinch while several other people who had gathered to watch the scene chuckled softly. Dave then noticed Jessica standing in the doorway behind her father. Her face was ashen and she trembled as she leaned against the doorjamb.
Sensing James lacked the heart to continue the fight, Dave turned his back on the defeated man, walked past the father and wrapped an arm around the distraught woman. He spoke quietly to her as he led her back to her family's table. Jessica could no longer contain her tears as she took in the expressions of pity from her mother and sister. Ashamed and embarrassed, she began to sob heavily. Dave simply pulled her into his arms and stroked her back as she cried into his chest.
The restaurant owner, Dave's mother, signaled for Diane to join them as Jessica's crying began to subside. "Take this girl upstairs and help her out. Take as long as you need.
"My daughter will look after the young lady. You folks now have a choice to make. Do you wish to dine here with Sarah as your server, or would you prefer to leave?"
"We'll stay if you'll allow us, Ma'am," answered Jessica's father as he returned to the table. "We owe both you and Sarah a heartfelt apology. Is this young man your son?"
"Dave is my son. I'm Gail Sanders, the owner of this establishment," offered the woman as she beamed at the young man standing at her side. "His twin sister, Diane, just went upstairs with your daughter. She'll take good care of her."
"I knew she was his sister!" proclaimed Heather. "Did you see how easily he handled James? I wish I had a video of that to show my friends!"
"I can help you with that," announced a young man from a nearby table. "I knew Dave wasn't going to let that guy get away with yelling insults at a lady, so I had my phone out and recorded it all. Give me your number and I'll send it to you."
Heather quickly moved to the next table to exchange phone numbers with the boy who had recorded the video. Soon the two were sharing contact information.
"Son, have you been in the military?" asked Jessica's father, Ben, as he closely studied Dave.
Seeing her son simply nod to the older man in response to his question, Gail expanded on her son's answer with obvious pride. "Dave was in the Marines and served two tours in Iraq. He was highly decorated and..."
"Mother! These people don't want to hear my life history. I'll tell Sarah to come back to take your orders, everyone. Thanks for dining at The Moonlight Bay House," concluded Dave before heading toward the kitchen to find Sarah.
Above the dining area, Jessica was surprised at how large and well decorated Diane's apartment was. She immediately noticed several photos of Diane with the handsome maitre d' and asked about him.
"Is this man your boyfriend, or husband? He's certainly good looking. These photographs are lovely," managed Jessica as she looked over the pictures on Diane's wall.
"I've been asked that my entire life," laughed Diane. "Dave's my twin brother. Mom and Dad own the restaurant and we help out when we can. I share the apartment with Dave. There are three bedrooms, so there's even room for company."
"Oh! He's your brother?" repeated Jessica as she mulled over the information Diane had just given her. "I have to thank him for being so kind to me when that jackass ex-boyfriend of mine made that embarrassing scene. He must think I'm a total slut."
"My name's Diane, by the way. I'm sure Dave thinks you're a beautiful woman that made a bad choice. He'd never think poorly of you."
"Even when he heard my boyfriend announced to my parents that I was a lousy cock sucker that couldn't get enough of his cock?" asked Jessica with tears once again running down her cheeks.
"Well my brother might be disappointed that you're not a good cock sucker, but he'd never make you feel badly about it. Just don't expect a second date," stated Diane with a straight face.
"Don't expect a second date?" gasped Jessica before she realized Diane was teasing her. "It would take a lot more than one date to find out what a lousy cock sucker I am, although he really is good looking!"
"That's what I call playing hard to get. Make him wait till the second date!" laughed Diane. "Seriously, you don't have to worry about anything your ex told your family, or Dave. No one expects a woman your age to be a virgin."
"I almost qualify as one," replied Jessica ruefully. "I just completed medical school and I've seen a lot of naked men. My impression of James is he's pretty much on the low end of the spectrum, if you get my meaning. He told my father I couldn't get enough of his cock. Your brother told him it must be small if that was the case. James is the only man I ever slept with, but I'm under the opinion he's really not a very good lover. I really didn't enjoy the sex very much."
"That speaks volumes about your former boyfriend!" observed Diane. "With the right man, it's something you very much enjoy, and you'll be eagerly looking forward to the next time. I bet James was a selfish lover, and wasn't much at eating pussy either."
"He never actually did that," admitted Jessica. "I asked a time or two, but he wasn't interested. Do most men do that?"
"They do if they want to jump into bed with me!" laughed Diane. "I never had a guy refuse and usually they'd do it without being asked."
"I guess you've had a lot more experience than I have. I was always studying to get the marks for medical school. Then I met James and he sort of swept me off my feet. He's a very strong personality," stated Jessica.
"Yeah, he's a controlling prick. I've had a half-dozen lovers over the years and I never had one yell insults at me or my parents when we broke up," admitted Diane. "Of course, the guys all knew my brother would kick their ass if they tried something like that. I think your ex even figured that out."
"You seem to be very fond of your brother," pointed out Jessica. "It's nice to see siblings get along so well."
"Dave's a really good brother," responded Diane. "We've always had each other's backs. Every girl he ever met hated me until they discovered I was his sister and not his girlfriend. We still spend a lot of time doing things together, so strangers naturally assume we're dating. I guess most brothers and sisters don't hang out as much as we do."



"My friend, Willow, and my sister, Heather, were practically drooling over him when he showed us to our table. I thought they were going to get into a catfight over him."
"Speaking of your sister and friend, we should get back downstairs. Dave just texted me that your dinner is ready and your family is waiting for you," replied Diane as she looked at her phone.
"Just let me fix my makeup and I'll go back and face the music," answered Jessica as she stepped into the bathroom.
Sarah waited until Jessica returned to her table before serving everyone. Dave helped by carrying several meals on a large tray. Jessica received hugs from her parents, sister and Willow before taking her seat. Dave once again guided her chair under the table for her.
"Thank you, Dave, for being so kind to me," Jessica managed without tearing up.
Once the servers left and the family was finally enjoying a somewhat subdued meal, Willow spoke. "Has anyone noticed Jessica came in here with a boyfriend, dumped him and now she's working on her next one? She plucked the very guy her sister and I were setting our sights on!"
"Willow! That didn't happen, at least not the part about me stealing the guy you and Heather were flirting with," protested Jessica.
"It's okay with me, Sis. James was a total ass and I'm glad you dumped him. Tomorrow, I'm meeting the guy sitting at the next table on the beach," revealed Heather. "He's going to show me around this week. You can deal me out of the maitre d' contest."
"We did break up, but James pretty much dumped me. I certainly didn't get a new boyfriend while I was being dumped. What man would want me after the things James said?" wondered Jessica.
"I would say a very good looking one," quipped Willow. "He knows James is full of shit."
"Is that the way you're going to speak to your patients?" asked Jessica's mother, Nancy. "You may want to work on your communication skills."
"They kept telling me that during my rotations," laughed Willow. "I'm working on it, but it's not easy to break lifelong habits. My father is a firefighter and a pretty plain talker, if you know what I mean. I guess I got that from him, but he's the best dad in the world."
"Mom and Dad?" began Jessica. "I'm sorry you had to hear what James said about me. I hope you don't think I'm some kind of slut."
"Jess, you're a beautiful young woman that just graduated from medical school. We're nothing but extremely proud of you. Learn from your mistakes and move on," advised her father.
"I'm just glad you finally stood up to that pompous ass," added her mother, Nancy Williams. "He was extremely overbearing. He actually tried to hit Dave when he intervened in your defense."
"Yeah, and for a tough rugby player, he got marched out the door pretty damn fast," laughed Willow. "He made a serious miscalculation when he went for Dave."
By midmorning of the next day, Willow and Jessica were reclining on lounge chairs watching Heather playing in the surf with the boy she met the previous evening. Nancy and Ben Williams were sitting under the shade of a beach umbrella nearby. Jessica was beginning to drift off to sleep when she heard Willow's exclamation.
"Oh my God! Look at those two guys giving those kids surfing lessons! All I can see are their silhouettes, but I like what I see."
Jessica, Ben and Nancy all turned to see two men with surf boards along the water's edge. There were surrounded by a dozen kids between the ages of eight and fifteen. The kids gathered around listening and watching as the two men demonstrated various surfing techniques. The morning sun reflected off the water behind them so it seemed to sparkle and made details difficult to discern.
Gathered a little farther from the group were what appeared to be parents of the kids, keeping an eye on their children as they prepared to learn how to surf. A smile came to Jessica's lips as she watched. All the spectators were female and they appeared to be paying closer attention to the instructors than the young students were.
"Maybe you two ladies could persuade the guys to give you private lessons," teased a voice off to the right. Turning her head, Jessica saw Diane standing a few feet away with a big smile on her face and a sexy one piece bathing suit enhancing her impressive figure.
"We didn't see you coming," apologized Jessica. "I don't think we'll be taking surf lessons. Neither of us are great swimmers."
"Speak for yourself!" chided Willow. "I wouldn't mind spending some time learning from those guys. She didn't say anything about what kind of lessons they were."
Jessica was shocked when her mother joined the conversation. "That's right, Jess. Perhaps a few lessons will prevent your next boyfriend from expressing his dissatisfaction to your mother."
"Mom! How many mimosas have you had already?" asked an embarrassed Jessica as Diane and Willow broke into fits of laughter. "I don't think I'll be taking lessons of any kind from a couple of surfer dudes, so you'll just have to live with the complaints from my ex boyfriend."
"That's too bad," grinned Diane. "Dave's a really good instructor. He's very thorough and always insists on safety first and doing things by the book. For a few lucky ladies, that book is the Kuma Sutra."
Willow sprayed her drink out her nose when Diane mentioned the Kuma Sutra and coughed a couple of times before finally finding her voice. "Dave, as in your brother, is the teacher? Where can I sign up? I'm going to need a lot of one on one, personal instruction!"
"Dave and our cousin, Tim, come down to the beach a few times a week, weather permitting, to work with kids on surfing and learning to be comfortable in the ocean. They think there will be less chance of drowning and accidents on the beach if the kids learn about things like rip tides and how to identify them and escape them if they get caught in one.
"As you can see, the mothers, aunts, and even older sisters enjoy watching the lessons for some reason. I think a lot of them would sign up for the private lessons if Dave and Tim actually gave them. I like to help the guys out when I can," added Diane.
"For some reason, fathers and brothers seem to drift over to watch the lessons when I'm there. That's why I wear the one piece swim suit. I made the mistake of wearing a bikini once and my top was around my waist when I came out of a big wave. I didn't realize it until Dave held his board up in front of me and told me I was giving a free show," laughed Diane. "He said the other guys wouldn't speak to him for a week because he told me."
Jessica found herself laughing at Diane's story as she turned her attention back to the water's edge. The sun had risen slightly higher in the sky and now she was easily able to identify Dave as he showed a girl where to place her feet and to bend her knees. The kids were all smiling and laughing, but always seemed to pay attention when Dave or Tim spoke to them.
Diane joined the group and soon the trio was taking kids out one at a time for a few practice runs. When the kids lined up for a turn with the instructors, Jessica noticed that some of the boys made certain they were in Diane's line, while most of the girls were quite content to take instruction from Dave and Tim.
"I know you like Dave, so I'll be a good best friend and ask Tim for some lessons," volunteered Willow. "Not that I'll be suffering very much. That whole family is great looking and those two guys have amazing physiques, speaking as a doctor of course."
Once again, Jessica's mother, Nancy, surprised her. "You should take Willow up on her offer. He seems like a very nice young man. He certainly isn't full of himself like that ass, 'James, don't call me Jim' obviously was."
"Mom, he's a waiter and a surfer dude. You always told me to choose a man that would be successful and able to support a family," reminded Jessica to her mother.
"His mother owns a very nice restaurant. I'm sure he's not exactly impoverished," responded Nancy Williams to her daughter.
"James' parents owned businesses in seven states and that didn't stop him from being a total ass. You're sending me mixed signals, Mom," complained Jessica. "Do you want me to marry for money, or for love?"
A few dates with a nice young man aren't exactly the same as marriage," pointed out Nancy. "I want you to marry a man you love that has the ability and willingness to take care of his family. I want you to find a man that respects you and the love you give him."
"Well said, Mrs. Williams," agreed Willow. "You do know I wasn't talking about surfing lessons, don't you?"
"I know exactly to what you were referring, Willow," chuckled Nancy. "Apparently, Jessica could use the help of a qualified instructor."
"Mom! I can't believe you said that!" admonished Jessica. "James was just trying to be cruel. He thought he'd hurt me and my entire family with his ridiculous comments. I don't need any damn lessons or instructions!"
"That's great to hear, but as a doctor, you know the value of a second opinion," pointed out Willow. "Maybe Dave would give you one."
"I'm sure he would!" snapped Jessica. "In fact, there are millions of men that would just love to give a second, third or whatever opinion, but I'll never again be near a guy so crude, cruel and disrespectful he'd tell my parents his opinion, regardless of how impressed he may be."
"Don't get your panties in a bunch," shrugged Willow. "I'm just saying the proof of the pudding is in the tasting."
"Oh no!" groaned Nancy Williams. "I think we can safely say that joke was in poor taste."
"Mom! What is wrong with you? Dad, wake up! Are you hearing what your wife is saying?" demanded Jessica.
"It's pretty damn hard to nap when three women are making all sorts of double entendres about sex. I will admit that if I ever hear a man speak to you, or about you, with the disrespect and cruelty James displayed, there'll be a reckoning. I've been kicking my own ass for not doing more when James started running his mouth," admitted Ben Williams. "I feel like I let you down."
"Mr. Williams, you certainly did not," responded Willow quickly. "Maybe if Dave hadn't been there, you might have had to react, but he was there for that very reason. He didn't just suddenly appear. He was watching Jess all the time and jumped in as soon as the problem developed. You wouldn't want to have ruined his chance to be your daughter's white knight, would you?"
Once they announced lessons were done for the day, Dave, Tim and Diane found themselves being thanked by parents of the children that had been instructing. Diane chuckled as she watched her brother edging away as a very appreciative single mother in a small bikini kept moving closer to him as she expressed her unending gratitude.
"Thanks, everyone," announced Diane as she reached for Tim's hand and then Dave's. "I promised some friends that I'd bring Tim around to meet them. We'll see you all next week."
Diane led the two men away from the disappointed women and over to where Willow sat with the Williams family. "Tim, meet Mr. and Mrs. Williams, their daughter Jessica, and Jessica's good friend Willow. Tim is our cousin, but seems more like a brother."
"You're really good with the kids, Tim," offered Willow as she flashed Tim her best smile. "Is there any chance you could find time in your schedule to teach me the basics of surfing."
It was obvious that Tim found the tall brunette attractive as he looked her over with approving eyes. "Sure! We could do it right now if you'd like. I have some free time and the surf isn't too rough, so it would be a great time to get started."
"Thank you so much, Tim!" exclaimed Willow as she held her hand out for Tim to help her to her feet. "Maybe Dave could give Jess some pointers, too? We're finding out that she isn't always a fast learner, but she's an enthusiastic student."
"Thanks for thinking of me," retorted Jessica as she her face turned pink from Willow's little dig. "I'll just sit here and watch since I'm such a slow learner."
Dave managed to pry his eyes off the lovely young woman long enough to see her mother look directly at him, and then nod in her daughter's direction. He had learned early in his dating experiences that the acceptance of a girl's mother could be a very good thing.
Emboldened by Nancy Williams' encouragement, Dave reached down and took Jessica's hand and proceeded to gently pull her from her chair. Jessica was now forced to direct her attention at Dave as he stood above her. She had seen enough men in her years in medical school to recognize an excellent example of manhood. His stomach muscles crossed his abdomen like cables and his chest was extremely well defined. As she reached her feet, she saw the scar on Dave's chest.
Her training as a doctor took over as Jessica gently ran a finger over the scar. She had seen a very similar scar on a man that had seen while doing a rotation with a cardiologist. That man was a retired police officer that had been shot breaking up a carjacking years earlier.
"Is this from a bullet?" asked Jessica as she looked more closely. "Turn around please. I want to see your back."
Dave seldom spoke about his time in Iraq and the various scars and wounds he had received in two tours of duty. His first inclination was to refuse the beautiful woman's request, but he found himself very reluctant to refuse her anything. He slowly turned so Jessica could look at his back.
"My God! The bullet passed through you. It had to have hit a lung. I'm surprised it didn't hit your heart, too," exclaimed Jessica as she gently ran her finger over a larger scar on Dave's upper back. "Did this happen in the service?"
"Who told you I was in the military?" asked Dave. "Was Diane telling you my life story?"
"Don't flatter yourself," responded Jessica. "You've obviously been shot and you're wearing dog tags. It wasn't much of a stretch for me to assume you'd been shot on a battlefield."
Realizing he had jumped to the wrong conclusion, Dave immediately apologized. "I'm sorry about that. I know Diane doesn't tell stories out of school. She did tell me you're a doctor, so it all added up. I took a bullet a couple years ago. It barely nicked my heart and pierced a lung. I was pretty bad for a while, but I'm fully recovered now."
"So I'm the one that should be upset?" suggested Jessica, but with a smile. "Your sister's been talking to you about me. I'm really glad that you're okay now. That was very close to being a killing shot."
Jessica was surprised to see Diane had tears streaking her cheeks. "I'm sorry, but it was a terrible time for us. Dave was almost killed. I don't think about it much anymore, but when I do, I still get emotional. He's more than my brother. He's my best friend."
"Well, he's in good hands now, Diane. Jessica and I are both medical doctors. These guys will be safe while they're with us, more or less," joked Willow.
As the foursome headed for the water, Nancy Williams spoke to Diane. "Thanks for bringing those two up to get the girls off their chairs. I was afraid after that scene last night Jess was going to want cut her vacation short. I can't imagine any young woman not enjoying being around your brother."
"I haven't seen any who felt that way," admitted Diane. "His rugged good looks catch their eye, but it's his character and generosity that make him so irresistible. He seems to be interested in Jessica. He didn't pay any attention to that crap her ex-boyfriend was spouting off about last night. He's an excellent judge of character."
Jessica was pleasantly surprised at how well she did on the surf board. Dave was an excellent instructor and she had always been athletic, so she quickly learned from his pointers and suggestions. For his part, Dave was happier than he had been in recent memory. Jessica wasn't just a beautiful woman with a great figure. She was smart, athletic, and very quick witted. They shared good natured barbs and comments well into the afternoon.
When the two couples returned to Jessica's parents, they found Heather sitting with the young man that had shared the video with her the previous evening. They also found a cooler with cold drinks and several submarine sandwiches waiting for them.
Ben Williams offered the grateful men a cold beer and nodded toward the sandwiches. "Help yourselves. We didn't know what kind you'd prefer so we picked up several different types. Just dig in."
"Jessica, you need to reapply sun block," insisted her mother. "Your back is getting a little pink. The salt water intensifies the sun's rays and washes it off your skin over a period of time. You were out there over an hour."
"Tim, would you mind putting some block on my back?" asked a smiling Willow as she immediately stretched out on a blanket. "I don't want to get burned either."
Tim set his beer down in the sand, picked up the tube of lotion, squirted some into his hand and began rubbing it into Willow's back. While still lying on her stomach, she picked up Tim's beer and took a couple of long pulls on it.
"You don't mind sharing your beer with me, do you," asked Willow as she placed his beer back on the sand.
Heather and Jessica glanced at each other and began laughing. "We're watching an expert flirter here, aren't we, Jess. I'm learning from the best. Derrick, would you mind rubbing some lotion on my back?"
Derrick glanced at Ben Williams before accepting Heather's offer. Ben smiled and nodded at him and that was all it took. Soon, Derrick was rubbing lotion on Heather's back and legs. Nancy Williams was curious how Jessica would react to the other girls receiving male attention.
Jess picked up the lotion and looked at Dave. She simply canted her head slightly to the side and Dave gave a big smile as he accepted the lotion and proceeded to rub it into her soft skin. Once the guys were done spreading the lotion on the ladies, the women applied some to their own fronts as the guys watched closely.
"Dave, you have a dark tan, but it's still a good idea to wear some block. Lie down and I'll do the honors," offered Jessica.
Nancy Williams smiled to herself as the other girls quickly followed suit and began applying block to the men beside them. She watched as Jessica spent extra time caressing the exit scar on Dave's back. Nancy marveled at her daughter's self-discipline as she worked on the young man's body. He was remarkably rugged and extremely handsome, yet Jessica remained calm and collected. That lasted until she had Dave turn over and Jessica began applying the block to Dave's front. Nancy watched as her daughter's face flushed and her breathing quickened noticeably as she ran her hands over Dave's chest, once again lingering on the bullet scar.
"Jess, would you like to walk up the beach with me?"asked Dave as she finished her ministrations.
"I'd like that," replied Jessica as Dave took her hand and led her away.
"How about we take a walk, but down the beach?" asked Willow as she stood and offered her hand to a very willing Tim.
Once they were out of hearing, Derrick spoke to Heather but loud enough for her parents to easily hear. "I've never seen Dave act like this before. He's always the cool guy that's quite outgoing, but your sister's intimidating him."
"Are you kidding? He's one of the best looking guys I've ever seen. I bet he has girls chasing him all the time," responded Heather.
"That he does. He's not just good looking; he's one of the best guys I've ever known," praised Derrick. "My older sister was in his class in high school. He was the star quarterback and pitched the baseball team to the state finals. She dated him a few times, but it was never anything serious. In fact, no girl ever managed to get Dave serious about them, although quite a few have tried."



"He isn't one of those guys that gets what he wants and tosses the girl on the scrap heap when he's done, is he?" demanded a concerned Heather.
"Don't worry about that. My sister's still fond of him and she's been married for two years," revealed Derrick. "I don't think any of the girls he's dated have ever said anything bad about him, except maybe how they couldn't get him to commit. He sure doesn't treat girls like that jerk treated your sister."
Jessica was pleasantly surprised at how intelligent and personable Dave was. She had assumed that a surfer/waiter would be little more than eye candy. Dave had constantly surprised her with his wit and observations. He was obviously well educated and capable. She found she liked those traits in a man.
As they strolled along the water's edge, Dave would point out points of interest on the beach and beyond. He explained some of the history of the town and spoke fondly of his years in high school. Jessica envied him his many good memories. High school had been a difficult time for her.
Two very attractive women in small bikinis had been walking along the shoreline, but stopped Dave to speak to him. "Are you going to the Moonlight Ball next Saturday night? You worked the last two years and missed it. You've got to come this year."
"I haven't given it much thought," Dave said evasively. "I'll have to check my schedule."
Jessica resented how the two women ignored her, even though she was obviously with Dave at the moment. Without much thought, she simply blurted, "Yeah, we'll let you know about that. We haven't even discussed it yet."
"And you are?" asked the big breasted red head.
"I'm Dr. Jessica Williams and perhaps more importantly to you both, I'm the woman Dave is with this afternoon," responded Jessica with the hope of intimidating the two sharks.
"Wait! Are you the woman that got dumped by her boyfriend last night at Moonlight Bay House? Because you give lousy blow jobs!" laughed the busty brunette. "I never even knew that was possible!"
"Word certainly gets around quite quickly," blushed Jessica as she tried to think of something to get back at the two beautiful women. "Luckily, Dave has agreed to be my instructor this week in hopes I'll improve my game. I really didn't have much to work with before."
The two ladies looked at each other in surprise and then broke out in laughter as the redhead quipped, "I'm sure Dave will get you up to speed. He's very experienced and has a lot to offer a girl."
"We should get together sometime and compare notes," suggested the other girl. "You're pretty funny. That was a great comeback. We were busting your chops and you turned it around and made us both jealous."
Once Jessica and Dave were alone, Jessica apologized. "I'm sorry about acting like we were together, as if I had some say in who you took to some dance. It's must be pretty embarrassing for you to be seen with the girl that can't even give a good blowjob. It sounds like I'll ruin your reputation. You've been with both of those girls, haven't you?"
"Jess, the thing I dislike most about your boyfriend was his eagerness to share what should be personal information. I don't discuss any relationships I may have had. I feel that whatever another person shared with me in a private setting should remain private. I've never done anything I need to be ashamed of, but I feel it's a betrayal to tell stories out of school," concluded Dave.
Jessica felt herself more drawn to Dave as he told her his thoughts. Why couldn't James have been a true gentleman, like Dave? As she thought back to James' words the previous night, she realized that being rid of him was the best thing that could have happened. It occurred to Jessica that the 'surfer dude' next to her had far more character and loyalty than the guy that would soon be leading businesses worth millions.
As she walked, Jessica considered Dave's situation. His mother owned a popular restaurant and he worked for her. He seemed to be a very good son to her. He had served in the Marines and had even been wounded and almost killed. He seemed to be very popular with the local female population, as well as certain lady tourists. He was obviously intelligent and kind. His body looked like something out of a mythology book, as in Greek Gods. The fact that she felt she could absolutely trust him made the entire package that was Dave Sanders look quite attractive.
An hour later, Dave and Jessica strolled back to the area of beach her parents occupied. Jessica smiled to her mother when she arched an inquisitive eyebrow, drawing a big smile from Nancy Williams in return. Willow and Tim were stretched out on blankets enjoying the sun on their backs.
"Thanks for the walk and the personal instructions," stated Jessica with a warm smile. "I've had a wonderful day and a lot of that was because you were so nice to me. You've been very kind to me, especially after the way things started yesterday."
Jessica stepped closer to Dave and kissed his cheek lightly. Dave glanced at Nancy Williams to determine her reaction to Jessica's small sign of affection and was pleased to see the woman favoring him with a warm smile.
When Tim stood to join Dave, Willow jumped to her feet and hugged him briefly before planting a quick kiss on his lips. "Thanks for everything, Tim. You have my number, so don't wait too long to call."
As the two men headed toward the parking area, Willow turned to her friend with a big smile and asked, "Dave gave you personal instructions?"
"Surfing instructions," replied Jessica. "We did meet a couple of beautiful girls in skimpy bikinis that know Dave and seemed to think he's very good in more than a few disciplines. They were extremely friendly to him."
"Derrick told me that Dave dated his sister back in high school and she still has a thing for him," revealed Heather. "He said Dave's a great guy, but it sounds like the competition is pretty heavy."
"Tim's really nice," observed Willow. "He served in the Marines with Dave and thinks the world of him. The cool thing is he's a fireman! I can't wait to tell Dad I'm dating a fireman. He'll like that!"
"You're dating Tim?" asked Jessica. "You just went for a walk on the beach, or did he ask you out?"
"He's working the next four nights. So we can't go out, but I'm going to see him during the day. He works twelve hour shifts. He works the next four nights and then has three off. We'll be here for two weeks, so it's very possible we'll be dating before it's time to leave," reasoned Willow. "I sure hope so!"
"How about you, Sis? Are you going to be dating your Adonis?" asked Heather.
"I wouldn't call him mine," clarified Jessica. "I can see the argument for the Adonis part. He's really good looking and in great shape. We didn't talk about work. I don't know if he'll be working at his mom's restaurant tonight or not."
"I guess that means you don't have a date tonight, either. Should we go out someplace?" asked Willow.
"I don't know about that," hesitated Jessica before lowering her voice so her parents could not hear her next words. "The two girls we met on the beach had already heard I was dumped because I gave lousy blowjobs. This is a small town and everyone knows everyone else's business."
"They really told you that?" marveled Willow. "Did you bitch slap the shit out of them?"
"You know I wouldn't do that. I just told them that Dave was helping me correct and improve my technique. I thought it would make them jealous," admitted Jessica. "It didn't bother them at all, but it seemed to make them like me better for some reason. I had the feeling that they thought I was joining their 'I've been with Dave Sanders' club or something. They gave me the impression they had been with him already."
"I can see why the guy might cut a wide swath," agreed Willow. "He's really good looking and Tim is no slouch, either. Hell, I'd do his sister and I don't even swing that way. The whole family is gorgeous!"
Against her better judgment, Jessica agreed to visit a few local nightspots with Willow. The two attractive and unattached friends were in constant demand on the dance floor. While taking a breather during an intermission, two men approached their table and offered to buy them a drink.
"No thanks," smiled Jessica as she took in their tattoos and the dirty jeans they were wearing. "We've already had our limit for the night."
"Come on! You've been dancing up a storm, shaking that sweet ass and those tits all over the place. You must be thirsty," responded the taller of the two as he made a point of staring at Jessica's chest.
"I think you two assholes had better leave us alone," insisted Willow loud enough to be heard across the room. "We have no interest in a couple of filthy losers. Get lost!"
"You bitch!" snarled the second man. "Who the hell do you think you are to come into our town and act like you own the fucking place? We should..."
"Don't even say it, Billy Jensen!" warned a woman that had approached unnoticed by Jessica. "I met her on the beach this afternoon and she was with Dave Sanders. I think I saw Tim Benson with the other girl. You're going to get your ass kicked all the way to Georgia if you don't leave these girls alone right now!"
Jessica watched the two men mull the woman's warning over briefly before turning and walking out the nearest exit. Relieved, she turned her attention to the young woman that had stepped in and convinced the men to leave. It was the big bosomed red head she and Dave had spoken to on the beach!
"Thanks so much for helping us out with those jerks. They seemed to be pretty angry," stated Jessica as she stood and hugged the other woman. "Would you like to sit with us?"
"Sure, if I can bring Sheila with me. She's the girl that was with me when we met you on the beach with Dave," responded the redhead. Soon the four women were seated and introductions were made. Bianca, and her friend, Sheila, were very friendly and Jessica found she enjoyed their company.
"You have to explain why dropping the names of Dave and Tim made those two assholes tuck tail and run," demanded Willow. "There must be a story there."
"I would think it would be pretty obvious to you," answered Bianca. "You saw those two guys with their shirts off. That's enough to make most guys think twice about bothering their ladies."
"I think it's more the stories that followed them back from Iraq," opined Sheila. "You probably know they were in the Marines. Well, they were considered plenty tough before they joined the service, but they've gotten a bit of a reputation since. They were home on leave before being deployed a second time when some bad ass wannabes decided to try them out at a little bar just off Route 95 in Georgia. Long story short, they put three of the guys in the hospital while two others required outpatient treatment."
"Did Dave and Tim get hurt, or in trouble for it?" asked a concerned Willow.
"There were cameras in the bar," replied Bianca. "The videos showed Dave and Tim trying to avoid trouble and they were actually leaving when the five guys jumped them. I guess things got pretty rough for a minute or so. Tim wound up with a black eye and Dave had a nasty cut on his arm. The local sheriff offered to hire them when they got out of the service."
"Combine that with the rumors about some of the things that happened in Iraq and most guys find it's wise to leave Tim and Dave alone," added Sheila. "They don't talk about it, but rumors have them involved in some pretty intense battles. We heard they received a bunch of medals and ribbons, but they've never shown them to anyone as far as I know."
"Are they dangerous?" asked Jessica. "They seem so nice."
"They're very dangerous, but only to assholes that try something stupid around them. Dave marched your former boyfriend out of their restaurant after he tried to hit Dave. He's lucky he missed. Dave probably knows a few dozen ways to disable or kill clowns like him without breaking into a sweat," laughed Sheila.
"If you girls reel those two in, you'll be doing something that dozens of us have tried and failed. I dated Dave a few times and Sheila went out with Tim, but it was never serious. That was their decision, not ours," revealed Bianca.
"I thought from the way you talked this afternoon that you and Dave had been together, if you know what I mean," admitted Jessica.
"To be honest, we were. I kind of pushed him into it. I thought once he experienced what I had to offer, I'd have him hooked," admitted Bianca. "I found out differently. He was really nice to me, but he told me we just didn't click that way. He never bragged about being with me, or even told anyone we slept together. In fact, he's never bragged about any of the women he's bedded. He's a real gentleman.
"He's the best lover I ever had," added Bianca with a smile. "He's totally unselfish and takes his time to be sure his partner is satisfied. His body is amazing. You won't have any complaints, believe me."
"I just met him. We only walked the beach and surfed a little. Why do you think it'll go any farther?" asked Jessica more calmly than she felt.
"Are you kidding?" laughed Sheila. "You were dating that douche bag when you first arrived. If you can land Dave, you'll be trading up a million times!"
"James was good looking. His family is very wealthy and he's being groomed to take over the family businesses. He's a very good catch," insisted Jessica as she wondered to herself why she felt the need to defend James.
"Sure he is," chuckled Bianca before adding, "If you like pretentious pricks that shout in front of your parents that you're a lousy cock sucker. Yeah, that's my ideal man."
"How does everyone know so much about that scene?" asked a bewildered Willow.
"It's really a small town at heart. Sheila's cousin was eating there that night and witnessed the whole thing. Plus Derrick Johnson posted a video of the dumb ass taking a swing at Dave and being shown the door so fast his head was swimming."
"What about Tim?" demanded Willow. "Have you heard anything about his bedroom skills?"
"I'd say Dave and Tim are a lot alike," replied Sheila with a wistful smile. "He's very patient and pays attention to details. I'd still be with him if it was up to me. I dated him longer than Bianca was with Dave, but Tim just didn't want to commit. I thought I'd break his heart by suggesting we should break up if he wasn't going to be serious. Big mistake! He agreed and kissed me goodbye before I'd finished my little speech."
The next afternoon found Jessica with Willow, Heather and her parents, enjoying the beach. Derrick was sitting next to Heather when Tim and Dave approached. Willow stood and gave Tim a hug, while Jessica was far less demonstrative. She gave both men a warm smile, but her eyes lingered on Dave.
"Have you had any lunch yet?" asked Dave after the hellos were done. "I'd be glad to treat you all to lunch at a popular local pub."
"If Tim's interested, I'm in!" exclaimed Willow as she held Tim's hand.
Why don't you young folks go ahead?" suggested Nancy Williams. "Ben and I will relax here for a while before we go back to our hotel."
"If your invite includes Derrick and me, we'd be happy to get something to eat. How about it, Jess?" asked Heather as she stood and took Derrick's hand.
"I guess if everyone else wants to go, I will, too," agreed Jessica as Dave helped her to her feet. "You really don't have to buy us lunch, though. Heather and I can pay for our own."
"Sis! Dave offered and we'd be rude to argue the point," retorted Heather. "Let's go!"
Jessica was more than a little surprised when Dave pulled his truck into a parking lot where several police cars, a fire truck, and a first responder ambulance were all parked. After her discussion with Bianca and Shelia, she had formed the impression Dave would tend to avoid police of any kind.
It was immediately obvious to Jessica that Dave and Tim were well known and liked by the patrons of the pub. They were greeted by comments and desultory insults as soon as they entered the building. Jessica was stunned when she saw Dave's sister, Diane, in a police uniform.
Diane gave her a wide smile, but Jessica wasn't satisfied with that reception and went over to hug her. "I had no idea you were a policewoman! You look great in your uniform!"
"Thanks, Jessica," responded Diane as she returned the hug. "I joined so I could wear a cool uniform and legally use a taser on annoying people. I enjoy the work."
"Would you join us for lunch" invited Jessica.
"I just finished mine and I have to get back on patrol, but thanks. If I may be a little nosey, how are you and Dave getting along?" asked Diane.
"We're friends, I think. We've only spent a little time together and I'll be leaving in less than two weeks, so nothing will come of any friendship we have," replied Jessica.
"I guess you haven't made it to that important second date yet since Dave hasn't tossed you out for your lack of talent, orally speaking," laughed Diane.
"No, but I did tell two girls, Sheila and Bianca, that Dave was helping me improve my game in that regard," admitted Jessica with a laugh of her own. "They thought it was pretty funny. They had already heard about James calling me a pathetic cock sucker!"
"What a jerk. There's no good way for a man to mention a lover's skills in public without making it sound cheap and slutty. It wouldn't have been any better if he had announced that you were the best cock sucker in the east. It still doesn't sound like a compliment, unless it's pillow talk between the two of you."
Diane walked Jessica back to her table and greeted everyone at the table before leaving. The waitress came over with menus and asked for their drink order. That was when the ribbing began.
"Dave, you have a new girl?" asked a man in fireman's shirt. "I sure hope she's got a good head, on her shoulders that is. I'm heard we've recently had tourists come to town lacking the ability to get ahead, or give it."
Jessica turned red at the comment and even redder at the ensuing laughter. Dave was watching her and she realized he was waiting to see what her response would be. She somehow realized that she was being tested. These were Dave and Tim's friends and she wanted them to respect and like her.
"That may be true, but luckily there are a few good men in Moonlight Bay that are ready, willing and able to remedy that embarrassing problem," gushed Jessica as she wrapped her arms around Dave's left arm and hugged it to her chest. "I've heard that this is a town that gives people a second chance. If my presence is upsetting, I'll gladly leave. I wouldn't want to make anyone uncomfortable, especially if I accidently slide under the table and polish my skills."
Jessica's surprising response caused the entire room to erupt into laughter. Willow and Heather were the only ones not laughing; mostly because they were too stunned to do anything but stare at Jessica.
"You've got a keeper there, Sanders," declared the man that had made the comment about getting ahead. "You'd better tell her it's against the law to try polishing anything under the table. We still have some cops here, so I'd suggest she wait on that one."
Jessica was accepted as one of the group after that. She had demonstrated she could take a joke, and make one. The rest of the meal was spent being introduced to various emergency responders, as well as a couple of hospital employees and sharing stories.
Once it became known that Jessica and Willow were doctors, everyone immediately began extolling the virtues of the local home town hospital and the need for better health care in the area. When Willow expressed her desire to be a pediatric surgeon, the lobbying intensified.



Once Jessica admitted she hoped to be an ER doctor, the room erupted into groans. Everyone agreed that the two women should complete their residencies locally and assume roles in their respective specialties as soon as possible.
"We've already been accepted for residencies," pointed out Willow. "Jessica will be at a well known Baltimore hospital while I'll be at a Philadelphia children's hospital. We worked damn hard to get those residencies. They're with prestigious hospitals that are well known for great residency programs. Does your local hospital even have residents working there?"
"We have in the past," insisted one of the paramedics. "We're too lightly staffed right now, so residents would be carrying a lot of the actual load. As far as I'm concerned, that simply means we need them more than big hospitals. Of course, Dr. Thorp would have to be Willow's attending for a few years. He's a great guy, but he's not getting any younger. You might wind up learning mostly by doing, but the experience would be great."
"This is all very flattering, but it isn't that easy. Plus, we've made commitments to those hospitals and they're planning on us being there. Getting these positions takes a lot of effort, so I can't see giving them up to work in a small hospital in a resort town, as much as I love it here," explained Jessica to the disappointed group.
On the trip back to the girls' hotel, Dave asked, "Jessica, would you like to take a ride to the lighthouse tomorrow afternoon. It's really beautiful up there. Everyone that comes to Moonlight Bay visits the lighthouse at least once."
"Tim and I are going golfing tomorrow and you don't golf, Jessica," revealed Willow. "I felt guilty about leaving you, but not anymore. You guys have a good time and we'll meet up for dinner."
The next afternoon, as Jessica was riding back down the coast toward Moonlight Bay with Dave, she couldn't stop herself from smiling. She had thoroughly enjoyed the trip. The lighthouse had been beautiful and she was sure she had managed to get some great photographs. She had even asked another tourist to take a few of her with Dave. She would have something to remember him by long after her vacation was over, and that thought caused her smile to fade.
She wondered if she was attracted to Dave because he was so different than James. He didn't brag or swagger. In fact, she had to pry to get any personal information from him. He was polite and thoughtful, yet confident and self-assured. Still, Jessica couldn't see a future with a 'surfer dude' type of guy. She knew herself well enough to realize her mate would have to treat her as an equal, but he would also have to be her equal. He didn't have to be a doctor, but he had to be hard working and committed to her and any children they might have. Surfers didn't really fit that image.
"Uh oh!" was all Dave uttered, but it quickly caught Jessica's full attention. "It looks like there's trouble up ahead."
They were driving along one of the many canals crossing Florida's landscape. In the distance Jessica could see a large cloud of dust and the brake lights of several cars. As they approached the parked cars in the road, Dave pointed to the canal where the driver's side of a white car was pointed upward.
Dave was remarkably calm as he turned on his four-way flashers and stepped from the truck. He pulled the back seat forward, grabbed what appeared to be a plastic tool box and headed for the submerged car. An older man was still behind the wheel, held in place by his seat belt and an air bag. Jessica watched as Dave, reached into his tool box and pulled out a large lock blade knife. He opened the blade as he slid down the canal bank to the car. Soon he was in dirty water up to his chest.
Dave managed to get the door unlocked and opened. By this time, several bystanders had gathered. Dave glanced around, his eyes stopping when he saw a rugged young man about twenty years old.
"Jim! Get your ass down here and hold the door open for me. I need to cut the seatbelt and pull the guy out! You, call 911!" instructed Dave to a woman watching the scene.
The young man quickly scampered down the bank, took a position near the door and nodded to Dave, who then proceeded to slash the seat belt and haul the unconscious man from the car. Although the man was not small, Dave carried him up the bank and gently placed him on the ground.
"Jess! Can you try to help this man? I have to see if there's anyone else in the car!" was all Dave said as he slid back down the bank, ripped open a back door and laid down over the seat with his head disappearing into the murky water as the young man assisting him moved to hold the back door open.
Jessica had immediately kneeled down next to the unconscious man. She quickly determined he wasn't breathing and had no pulse. Her training and experience kicked in immediately and she began chest compressions. That was when she saw what looked like a very large alligator moving along the bank toward her!
"Get the hell out of here!" screamed Jessica as she continued the chest compressions. "I won't let you get him!"
One of the cars that had stopped at the scene held two local teenage girls. The girl driving had heard Dave tell the woman to call 911. It was obviously an emergency, so she called her mother, an ER nurse at the hospital. Not being busy at the time, her mother answered the call and was quickly apprised of the situation by her daughter.
"Mom, Trish is streaming it on FaceBook. You're her friend! Just go to her page and you can see it!" explained the girl before she began calling other family and friends. Within a couple of short minutes, hundreds of viewers had pulled up the streaming video on their phones, tablets, and lap tops.
Trish had briefly shown Jessica performing CPR on the driver before moving her camera to follow Dave as he slid headfirst into the muddy water in the back of the car. She gave an involuntary gasp when Dave squirmed back out with the help of the man holding the door. Gripped in his right hand was a crying girl about five years old!
Suddenly Jessica yelled and the teen swung her phone around to catch Jessica staring at a large gator as she continued to perform CPR on the unconscious man. Those watching clearly heard Jessica shout she wouldn't let the gator get the man. The alligator seemed to freeze in place briefly as he considered her words. Then he lunged at Jessica and her patient!
Trish was unable to look away as she kept her phone's camera pointed at the confrontation and streaming to the world. She didn't understand what she saw in her screen as the gator suddenly jerked and seemed to roll down the hill and into the canal.
Dave had determined the child strapped in the back seat was the only other person in the car. He quickly cut her seatbelt and pulled the squirming child out of the murky water. He had just regained his footing when he heard Jessica yell at the gator. Since the child was moving and crying, he quickly determined that he was most needed by Jessica, and the man she was working over.
He handed the child to the man that had helped him and moved up the bank with amazing speed. He topped the canal bank at the moment the gator decided to grab his dinner. Dave's right arm wrapped around the alligator's neck area as he planted both feet and pushed back toward the canal. Man and reptile rolled down the embankment and over each other several times before disappearing into the dark waters of the canal.
The water seemed to suddenly boil as it was turned frothy by the two combatants struggling for survival. The splashing water yielded glimpses of man and reptile as they thrashed and twisted around each other for what seemed a very long time. Suddenly everything went still. Everyone on the canal bank, as well as those watching the live feed, held their breath as they waited to see who, or what, would surface.
Even though they were watching and hoping, everyone gasped in surprise when Dave's head suddenly appeared. He made his way to the bank of the canal and leaned against it as he fought to regain his breath. His shirt had been torn from his body and there were several angry looking red lines crisscrossing his back. Slowly he stood, and those watching clearly saw more cuts running across Dave's chest and arms.
Through all of this, Jessica had maintained CPR on the driver. Tears were flowing down her cheeks as she watched Dave struggle up the bank and kneel next to her. Whatever he said was drowned out by the wail of sirens as ambulances and police cars arrived on scene.
Diane was the first to arrive at Dave's side. She quickly took in the scene on the bank and then turned to stare down at the canal. Jessica followed her eyes to the water. Floating belly up in the canal was a huge alligator, deader than last year's roses.
"Jesus!" gasped a cop Jessica had been introduced to in the diner the day before. "That thing's got to be seven feet long!"
Paramedics rushed up to Jessica and she calmly explained her belief that the man had crashed his vehicle because of a heart attack. An automated external defibrillator was quickly attached to the man's chest. It took three attempts, but the man's heart suddenly began to beat!
The man was quickly loaded on a gurney, placed into the ambulance and rushed to the hospital. The small girl was still crying as paramedics prepared to transport her in a second ambulance.
"It looks like she has a broken arm," stated Diane as she walked over to where Jessica was trying to cleanse the many cuts on Dave's torso with materials she had borrowed from the ambulance. "They're going to transport her with the second ambulance.
"Jessica, do you think it's okay to have Dave ride in my squad car to the hospital? He obviously needs some medical attention."
"He doesn't seem to have any neurological injuries, so I'd say it would be a good idea rather than wait for another ambulance to get here. That's if his doctor is allowed to ride in with him, of course," added Jessica.
"I wouldn't have it any other way. I'll bring the car closer," promised Diane as she headed for her squad car.
Meanwhile Jessica was shaking her head as she looked at Dave's face. She wiped a couple of stray tears off her cheeks and then moved closer and gave Dave a lingering kiss on the lips.
"Let's get you to the car," was all she said as she walked with Dave to where Diane had parked.
Jessica held Dave's hand as she entered the emergency room with him. She had spent a great deal of time in ERs while doing her rotations, and was accustomed to the smells and sounds that greeted her. Then the typical sounds simply died. That was when Jessica first noticed that all activity had stopped and a large number of people were watching her and Dave. It was apparent that a large section of the hospital's staff was on hand, including administrators.
As Jessica looked around at all of the people, someone began to clap. They were soon joined by every person in the ER. A middle-aged nurse came up and gave her a quick hug before returning to her professional persona.
"Dr. Williams, would you like to assist in treating this gentleman with the alligator cuts scattered all over his impressive torso. We've voted you an honorary position on the staff. You saved that man's life this afternoon, risking grave bodily harm. You looked a seven foot alligator in the eye and never flinched!"
"I may not have actually flinched, but I'm in desperate need of clean underwear," replied Jessica with a straight face.
Everyone broke into gales of laughter at Jessica's comment. A beautiful, self-effacing lady doctor with a good sense of humor was not something often seen in their facility. Everyone who was able had watched the drama unfold in real time simply because a teenage girl had a good phone and the knowledge to use it. Staying with the ill man and doing CPR even as an alligator eyed Jessica up for dinner was heroic in anyone's book.
Jessica was shown where she could clean up and given a lab coat to wear before joining Dave as he was being treated. The attending doctor was an older man but worked with obvious confidence and skill. Stitches were needed for some of the deeper cuts, but large majority of the cuts only needed to be cleaned and treated with antibacterial creams. Dave complained mildly when the doctor insisted he receive a tetanus shot.
"For God's sake!" chided Jessica. "You're tough enough to wrestle a huge alligator with your bare hands and kill it, so why whine about a simple little shot?"
"I had my big lock blade," corrected Dave. "It was a good thing, too. It took me a while to locate a vital spot on that gator. I hate to think what would have happened if I hadn't been armed with my knife."
"You had a knife?" asked the nurse. "There goes that legend. Everyone thought you killed that beast with your bare hands. You practically cheated."
"Yeah, I feel real bad about that," quipped Dave just as his mother and father, a tall distinguished looking man, stepped into the examining room.
"We watched the whole thing on FaceBook! Jessica, you were incredibly brave the way you faced that animal while doing chest compressions. I'm just glad Dave was able to stop it before it got you," stated Mrs. Sanders as she hugged Jessica tightly.
"Wait! How did you see it on FaceBook?" asked an obviously puzzled Dave. "Did someone video it?"
"Better than that son," replied his father. "It was streamed live by a local high school girl. She did an amazing job of following the action. How about introducing me to your co-hero?"
"Oops! Jessica, this is my father, Mike Sanders. Dad, this lady is Dr. Jessica Williams."
As Dave finished his introductions, a nurse stuck her head into the room and announced, "There's a Mr. and Mrs. Williams coming this way and we aren't about to stop them. They want very much to be certain their daughter is healthy after her hair-raising heroics earlier in the day."
With that, Nancy Williams swept into the room and pulled Jessica into a tight embrace. Tears began flooding down her cheeks as she turned to Dave and hugged him much more gently. Ben Williams also hugged his daughter and then kissed her forehead before taking Dave's hand and shaking it firmly.
"Son, you came through for Jess today. I expected no less, but I was sure as hell relieved when you killed that big bastard. I'm just glad Jess didn't have to look to James for that kind of help. We both know she wouldn't be here if that were the case."
"One of the reasons I'm here is to ask Dr. Williams if she'd consider doing her residency here at General," stated Mike Sanders as he steered the conversation while looking directly at Jessica. "I know there are lots of reasons why you don't believe it would be possible, but we'll work with you any way possible. I'm on the board of directors at the hospital and we all agree about this. We're building for the future and you represent the type of physician we want on our staff.
"Please don't give me an answer right now. Think about it and meet with our board to discuss the offer. We're flexible and very determined," concluded Dave's father.
"Sir, I'm extremely flattered. I have to admit that, but there are a great many assurances I'd have to have before I'd even consider changing my plans," responded Jessica carefully. "You have a wonderful community, but it would be quite impulsive for me to suddenly toss all of my plans out and embark in a different direction."
"We completely understand," replied Mike Sanders. "We just want you to understand that this hospital is very anxious to have you in our ER."
Soon everyone was engaged in conversation on the merits of Jessica remaining at General. It made Jessica uncomfortable to have other people trying to map out her life and career goals. She excused herself and went to use the staff bathroom, mostly to get away from the conversation.
All the stalls in the bathroom were unoccupied, so Jessica chose the farthest stall, hoping she'd have a few moments of quiet so that she could think. It had been an incredible day and she was beginning to feel the adrenaline rush wearing off.
A minute into her contemplation, Jessica heard voices as two nurses entered the restroom. "Did you hear Mike Sanders is doing everything he can to get that woman doctor to do her residency here," asked one of them as she opened a stall door.
"Yeah, he pulled out the big guns, one big gun anyway," chuckled the second nurse.
"Can I assume you're referring to Dave?" asked the first woman with a laugh.
"She's a goner if Dave gets her into his bed," predicted the second nurse. "He must have Dave putting the full court press on her. Once he has her on the end of that amazing cock, she'll wash windows and change bedpans just to be close to him."
"The voice of experience has spoken. He's that good?"
"He's very good, but it's the whole package. He's so polite and gentle, unless you want it rough. Then he'll do rough. He always made sure I was satisfied. Somehow he made me feel like a lady, even when I was giving him head. If my last boyfriend had been half as good, we'd probably be married by now," admitted the nurse with a sigh.
"Do you think he's going to settle down with this doctor, or is he just leading her on?" asked the other woman.
"Good question. I don't think he'd ever try to lead a girl on, but he's a confirmed bachelor. Every single female in the county, from eighteen to eighty has tried to take him off the market, but he's never come close to having a lasting relationship of any kind. I know for a fact he isn't gay, so I'd say he's enjoying playing the field too much to settle down.
"Mike must know how Dave is by now and probably doesn't care as long as she commits to doing her residency here. Once she does, Dave will put her in his rearview mirror a few months later. He'll try to let her down as gently as possible, but he'll start looking for someone new to warm his bed. It's what he does."
Jessica held back her tears until the two women left the bathroom. As soon as the door closed behind them, huge sobs shook her frame as she considered what she had just heard. She admitted to herself the main reason she would even consider General Hospital's offer was because she would be near Dave. Since she now understood the folly of that line of thought, there really was nothing they could offer that would keep her around once her vacation ended. It was very unlikely she'd even visit the area again!
Jessica was unsure which man was more worthy of her contempt. Mike Sanders was urging his son to pursue her in order to cloud her decision making abilities. He was using both Dave and her!
Dave was just being Dave, the local Lothario, using woman and then casting them aside like old shoes once his conquest was complete. Jessica felt ill when she realized she had almost succumbed to his charm! Jessica fixed her makeup and rejoined her family and Dave's.
Jessica strode up to Mike Sanders as he gave her his best smile. He had no knowledge of the conversation she had so recently overheard. Nancy Williams lost her smile when she saw her daughter's face. Jessica was obviously angry and upset. That observation was soon confirmed!
"I've reached a decision, Mr. Sanders," announced Jessica as everyone turned their attention to her. "It'll be a very cold day in hell when I have anything to do with you or your pathetic son!"
With that, Jessica pulled her hand back and slapped the older man across the face, leaving a red handprint on his left cheek. Still seething, Jessica moved slightly to her left to stand directly in front of Dave. He made no attempt to deflect her arm, or the palm that stung his face and plunged his soul into darkness.
"You think you can play with people's emotions and careers and not suffer any consequences? Maybe that works with the local talent, but I didn't get through med school by being stupid, or naïve. You can go straight to hell!" spat Jessica as she turned and headed for the door.



Mike Sanders was totally stumped. It was obvious that he had played his cards poorly. He regretted not being able to land an obviously talented and forceful ER doctor for the hospital, but he was more concerned for his son.
Diane had kept him informed on the budding romance between Jessica and Dave. He and Gail were both pleased that Dave seemed to looking for a more meaningful and lasting relationship. The fact that it was with the beautiful doctor visiting town was icing on the cake. Mike hadn't tried to push Dave toward Jessica. He knew Dave well enough to realize it would only serve to have the opposite effect. He had spoken with other board members and all agreed the young ER doctor would be extremely beneficial to the hospital, as well as the community. He thought it would pave the way, romantically, for the couple. Instead, he had somehow caused it all to come crashing down and he was sick at heart.
Dave's face had turned beet red as he watched Jessica stomp from the room. Nancy Williams was more flustered than she imagined possible. What had just happened? Why had Jess suddenly become so hostile? Dave was one of the finest young men she had ever seen and her daughter had rejected him in no uncertain terms.
Mike felt he needed to apologize to his son, although he had no idea what he had done wrong. "Dave, I'm sorry. I had no idea I'd upset her..."
"Never mind, Dad. It's over now. I have to go get ready for work," was all Dave said as he quickly left the room, leaving both sets of parents shaking their heads in confusion.
Once outside the hospital, Dave realized he had left his truck at the scene of the accident and had no way back to his apartment. Then he heard his name called from the parking lot. Turning, he saw Derrick waving to him, and he was standing next to his truck!
"I saw the stream on Facebook, so I knew you left your truck behind. Heather and I went out to pick it up for you. Where's Jessica?"
"She had things to do," was Dave's terse reply as he put his truck in gear and pulled out of the parking lot.
As Heather and Derrick were walking to his car, Jessica rushed up to them. "I need a ride back to the hotel!"
"Dave just left. Why didn't you ride with him?" asked an obviously perplexed Heather.
"I won't be riding with that jerk ever again!" snapped Jessica. "Could we go back to the hotel now?"
Willow was looking at her phone when Jessica walked into their shared hotel room. "Well, if it isn't the gator whisperer. How's Dave doing? The guy wrestled an alligator bare handed for you. How romantic is that?"
"Not romantic enough to make me ever want to see him again!" growled Jessica as she dropped into a chair and began sobbing. "He was just leading me on so I'd do my residency here at General. His father had him be nice to me in hopes I'd stay in this one horse town. That'll never happen!"
"Wow! You've had some day," observed Willow with concern. "I could point out that you're much more upset about this problem with Dave than you were when James, your boyfriend at the time, called you a lousy cock sucker in public. I could also mention that the kiss you gave him sure made it appear like you thought he was a pretty good guy."
"You saw me kiss Dave?" sobbed Jessica. "Was that streamed on FaceBook, too? This is so embarrassing!"
"It really isn't, when you think about it. He's a great looking guy and you aren't too bad yourself. You stared down an alligator and saved a man's life. Then Dave saved your life. It seemed like the natural thing to do," reasoned Willow. "Is it possible you're overreacting, that maybe Dave wasn't leading you on and he really does have feelings for you?"
"Not likely, but it doesn't matter now. I slapped his father's face! Then I slapped Dave's!" revealed Jessica. "I hate being used, so I was furious. They may have deserved it, but I shouldn't have done it. Mom and Dad are going to be upset. They saw me do it."
"At least that wasn't streamed over the internet." Willow joked in an attempt to lighten Jessica's mood.
Jessica spent the next two days at the hotel pool, refusing to go to the beach or anywhere else she might encounter Dave or one of his many friends. Her parents, along with Heather and Willow, allowed her two days to recover her equilibrium before dragging her away from the hotel one afternoon.
"Heather and I are going on a boat tour of Lancaster Island, and you're going with us," insisted Willow. "You need to get out and get some fresh air. You've hidden out long enough. This'll be fun and you don't have to worry about seeing Dave. It's a tourist thing. Locals have seen the island hundreds of times. We leave in an hour."
Two hours later Jessica was sitting between Heather and Willow gazing at the wild horses roaming Lancaster Island. The guide on the fifty foot pontoon tour boat was very informative and the girls were thoroughly enjoying it. Jessica had been recognized as soon as she stepped onto the boat. Several people even asked her to pose for pictures with them. Jessica was uncomfortable with the attention, but realized she had no reason to decline the requests. The hard part was listening to some of the women telling her how handsome Dave was and what a sweet kiss she had given him. Everyone assumed they were a couple.
"I should be upset with you for luring Dave away, but after the way you faced that alligator and worked to save that man's life, I can't be angry. I see why Dave thinks so highly of you," stated an older woman with two young girls sitting next to her. "I just wish you were both staying here and working out of General Hospital."
"What makes you think I'm luring Dave anywhere?" asked a confused Jessica. "As far as not working at General, I really don't care to discuss reasons for my personal or professional decisions."
"My husband's the head of the county EMS. Dave approached him a couple of days after you made your now famous debut and added to our local lore, at his mom's restaurant. We had friends eating there and they told us all about it.
"Dave asked about getting a good letter of recommendation if he decided to move to the Baltimore area. He wondered if my husband could make suggestions about where he might apply since we lived in Baltimore ten years ago. He had decided he was going to do try to get to know you better and the only way to do that was to work someplace near where you worked," concluded the woman.
"Why would your husband give a waiter, or even a maitre d', a letter of recommendation?" asked a very perplexed Jessica. "Dave's thinking about moving to Baltimore because of me?"
"The recommendation wouldn't be for the food service industry," laughed the woman. "Dave doesn't brag, but he's the best paramedic in the county, and maybe the state. You saw firsthand the other day what he can and will do to help others. My husband hates to see him go, but he told Dave he'd give him the best possible recommendation and call a few friends to pave the way for him when he went looking for work up north."
"Dave is the best paramedic in the county? That's his job?" repeated a stunned Jessica. "He said he'd move to Baltimore for me?"
"I hope I didn't let the cat out of the bag," worried the older woman. "I just assumed you knew all of this. What do you and Dave talk about when you're with him?"
"Not our work, obviously," replied Jessica as she mulled over the information the woman had given her.
The boat shuttered as it began to circle around the north end of the island and the engine suddenly stopped. "Don't worry folks," announced the guide. "This happens now and then. All we have to do is make a few adjustments. The captain will have her running in no time. Everyone's welcome to grab a free drink out of the cooler while we you wait."
"I hope you get it fixed pretty soon," responded an older man as he glanced at his phone. "I'm looking at Doppler radar and it looks like severe thunderstorms headed our way."
Twenty minutes later, the engine still wasn't running and the tour guide's demeanor had changed. He picked up his microphone and spoke to the concerned tourists. "We can't seem to get the engine started. I'm calling back to the marina and asking them to send out a boat or two to take everyone back. I'm sorry about this inconvenience. You'll be refunded the full price of your tickets."
Nancy Williams had called Dave a little earlier in the day. "Jessica's going on a tour of Lancaster Island with Willow and Heather. I'm hope I'm not meddling, but if you ever hope to patch things up with her, you need to talk to her, maybe when she comes ashore. She has the idea you're just stringing her along so she'll agree to work at the local hospital. She heard some nurses talking about it and took it to heart.
"I don't think that's true and your intentions are honorable. The thing is it doesn't matter what I think. If you were serious about Jess and not playing her, you need to plead your case. She wouldn't have been this upset if you didn't mean a great deal to her."
Dave found himself pacing the docks impatiently as he waited for the tour boat to return. It should have been in sight, but all Dave could see on the horizon were thunderheads billowing tens of thousands of feet into the sky. Having been raised in Moonlight Bay, he well knew how quickly a dangerous storm could pop up.
"Dave!" called the marina manager from his doorway as he summoned Dave over. "The tour boat lost its engine on the north end of Lancaster Island and can't get it working. The local tow boat is twenty miles south pulling in a disabled charter. There's a storm brewing and we need to get those folks back before it hits.
"Old Will has agreed to take his big fishing boat out and load up the tourists, but his nephew's got the day off and went to Orlando. Will's worried about going alone and having trouble in the storm. Would you go with him? We'd sure appreciate it."
Dave soon realized it was a good thing he went with the old man. The sky was growing darker by the minute and the wind had picked up. The old man had lost all interest in the project and was constantly grumbling about risking his boat for a bunch of rich tourists. Dave had to use some strong persuasion to keep the man from heading back to the marina.
"Maybe we should try to float closer to the island," suggested a man is yellow shorts. "That storm is headed this way. We could get close and then wade in. At least we wouldn't have to worry about sinking."
"We don't have to worry about sinking, unless we do float closer to the island," replied the tour guide. "We have to stay this far out to avoid shallow water and rocks close to the surface on this end of the island. We'd sink for sure if we drifted too close. We'll have to anchor right here and wait."
The temperature seemed to drop drastically in just a few minutes and the rain began hammering the canopy that shielded the seats of the tour boat from the sun. Within minutes it was raining so hard visibility was down to a few dozen yards. The wind continued to increase and the rain was driven horizontally across the seats. The passengers were soaked within minutes. The ocean became even rougher as the winds increased.
"Is this boat moving?" asked a worried Heather as she hunkered down against the wind and rain with Willow and Jessica. "It feels like we're moving, doesn't it?"
"That's just the waves," responded Willow through clenched teeth. "We're anchored and ..."
Suddenly the boat slammed into something solid and passengers were hurled against the starboard side of the boat. Screams and loud sobs filled the gloom as passengers struggled to regain their feet.
Jessica had been trying to look over the side to see if they were getting close to the rocks protruding from the water when the boat's starboard pontoon was slammed into a rock. She clutched for the hand rail but was unable to grasp it before being flung over the side. Her head glanced the same rock the pontoon had smashed into. Jessica found herself feeling very woozy as she forced herself to cling to the rock as the waves buffeted her continuously.
"The pontoon is ruptured" shouted the tour guide. "If we keep banging into these rocks, we'll sink for sure. Where's that rescue boat?"
Passengers had been slammed into seats and railings. More than a few were now bleeding as people lay sprawled on the deck and across the seats. In the mayhem following the collision, no one noticed Jessica's absence.
Dave was now guiding the old man's boat. He saw the lights on the tour boat and slowly worked closer while avoiding the rocks he knew had to be dangerously close. Surprisingly, the wind suddenly died and the rain abated. People on the tour boat began waving frantically, urging him to move faster. It took a few minutes but Dave was able to get close to the other boat; too close for safety, he was sure.
The tour boat was no longer moving with the waves. It remained still and tilted, which concerned Dave. It had to be sitting on rocks, but he knew that wouldn't last very long if the wind and rain picked up again. The captain of the tour boat found a rather long board, lifted the end up and rested in on the bobbing fishing boat. Dave grabbed some bungee cords and quickly secured them around a notch in the board so it couldn't slide back off the edge.
The man on the other side was urging people to crawl up the plank to the fishing boat while Dave was at the top helping them into the boat. It took over ten minutes to get everyone across, but Dave never saw Jessica! The tour guide crawled into the boat next, followed by the captain. The wind had once again picked up and the movement on the fishing boat finally became too much as the board between the two boats plunged into the water.
Dave was frantic as he searched the faces looking at him. He saw Heather huddled with Willow.
"Where's Jessica?" he yelled over the sounds of the storm and the chatter of relieved passengers.
"I thought she was here!" shouted the suddenly frightened Heather. "The last I saw her she was standing by the railing."
"Dave, we have to get out of here!" hollered the old man that owned the fishing boat. "Those goddamn rocks are off the port side and getting closer every fucking second. If we don't get moving, we'll run aground or sink!"
Dave turned to the captain of the tour boat. "Help him get this boat back to the marina. You know these waters. I'm going to go look for a girl on your boat. Don't wait for us. You can't risk everyone's lives. We'll wait out the storm somehow and catch a ride back in the morning."
Once the man nodded grimly in agreement, Dave jumped over the side! He landed near the tour boat, which was now tilted badly enough that the broken pontoon was totally submerged, making it a fairly simple matter to climb over the side and into the sinking boat.
Jessica had struggled mightily to cling to the rock as she slowly regained her bearings. She was able to see the tour boat slowly descending into the choppy water. It was sinking! What about all of the people on the boat? There were kids. Heather and Willow were on the sinking boat! Would they be able to get to the rocks, or maybe even the island? Oddly, she didn't see a single person in the water. What had happened to them?
"Jessica!" yelled a voice from the sinking boat. "Jessica! Can you hear me?"
"Dave?" Is that you? I'm on a rock!" shouted Jessica as Dave slid into the water as the boat disappeared below the surface. Like Jessica, Dave was wearing a lifejacket. He also had a seat cushion with him that could serve as a flotation device.
"We need to get away from these rocks!" yelled Dave over the increasing wind and rain. "The wind's pushing south. We have to try to swim away from these rocks and let the wind push us until the storm ends!
"Jess! I'll stay with you," promised Dave as Jessica shook her head and clung to the slippery rock even as the waves began bouncing her against them. "We have to do this. You have to trust me."
Suddenly making up her mind, Jessica released the rock and pushed away, swimming strongly. Seeing how well Jessica swam, Dave pushed away from the rocks and moved next to her, dragging the seat cushion with him. They swam furiously for several minutes before Dave spoke again.
"That's enough, Jess. We're away from the shallows and the wind is pushing us south. You've got to keep your strength and keep your head above the waves," instructed Dave as he pushed the cushion in front of her and signaled for her to place her arms across it, before doing the same.
Jessica was amazed at how calm Dave remained as he settled in next to her and spoke into her ear. "Don't panic. We'll be okay. Once the storm is over, boats will be looking for us."
It was totally dark now. Jessica couldn't even see Dave, but she could feel his strong hand gripping hers and she felt surprisingly safe. The two of them clung to the floating seat cushion as the storm raged for hours. Dave wondered how a thunderstorm could last so long. He finally determined that they had to be traveling with the storm, unable to break free from the driving wind that pushed them along.
The old man in the fishing boat wasn't the most courageous person in the world, but he knew his boat and he knew the waters. With the help of the captain from the tour boat, he was able to make his way safely back to the marina. By the time they moored the fishing boat, an almost full moon had risen and the waters were calm.
A large crowd had gathered to welcome the passengers back and to help with the injured. Willow had spent the entire ride back to the marina giving aid to those in need. She used everything in the boat's first aid kit, which was surprisingly well stocked, and had even asked for shirts from some of the men who were not hurt to use as slings, wraps and support for those more severely injured.
Once docked, those able to walk were quickly ushered off the overcrowded boat so EMS could have room to treat and transport the injured. Willow remained on the boat to lend assistance where she could. Diane met Heather just as the teary eyed girl reached her parents.
"Where's Dave!" she demanded. "Is he on the boat?"
"No! He jumped into the water to look for Jessica back by the tour boat. It saw it sink! I don't know if they made it. The water was rough and the wind and rain made it so we couldn't even stand up at times. I'm scared for them!"
"Dave jumped into the water to look for Jessica?" asked Diane to be certain she and Heather's parents understood the girl correctly. "They weren't on this boat when it docked? You're telling me that even after she slapped his face and cursed him to hell the other day, he jumped into ocean to look for her? I guess that just might tell you something about how he feels about Jessica!"
Gail and Mike Sanders had come up behind their daughter as she questioned Heather and heard everything. "We'd better start getting some boats out as soon as possible and find them. The Coast Guard will have a few boats looking, but it's a big ocean and we don't want to risk losing them. I'll start making calls," stated Mike calmly.
Nancy and Ben Williams were immensely grateful as they watched boat after boat begin preparing to search for the missing couple. The marina was alive with activity. Officers from the Coast Guard were explaining where and how they wanted the search conducted in order to keep it safe and orderly. They watched silently as over a dozen boats of all sizes and ages pulled away from the marina and headed out to sea in the moonlight.
They waited in the office of the marina with the Sanders, hoping to hear that Jessica and Dave had been found. The Coast Guard had sent divers to search the sunken boat for bodies but had found nothing. It was after noon the next day when Mike Sanders made a suggestion.



"This may be a long process. It might be better if we all got some rest and something to eat. We have to have faith in those kids. I know Dave found Jessica. He wouldn't have stopped until he did. They're both smart and trained in medicine. They just need a ride back in and that may take a little time, so let's eat, rest and come back later."
Dave and Jessica had fallen asleep briefly as they clung to the seat cushion in the tumultuous ocean. Dave awoke first to see the sun rising in the east. The waters were calm the slight ocean breeze carried the smell of salt water. Jessica was still asleep so Dave took in her beauty while he could. Then he noticed an egg sized knot on the side of her head and he was immediately concerned about a concussion, or worse.
"Jess! Jess! Can you wake up?" whispered Dave as he gently shook her shoulder.
Jess slowly opened her eyes and looked at the rising son. The she turned to Dave and smiled. She gave him a gentle kiss on the lips and smiled some more.
"I'm fine. How did you wind up out at that island and how did you find me? What happened to everyone else? They didn't drown, did they? Not Heather and Willow and those adorable kids!" asked a now worried Jessica. "Please tell me they're okay!"
"I think we managed to load everyone on a fishing boat and I hope they made it safely back to the marina," replied Dave with a smile. "I know for a fact that Willow and Heather made it to the fishing boat and I saw about seven kids climb on."
"You helped save those people and then came looking for me?" managed an emotional Jessica. "You risked your life to find me?"
"I'd do that every time, Jess. You should expect it and never have any doubt," was Dave's response.
"Dave, I'm sorry I slapped your face and I feel even worse about your father. I was very emotional from that episode with the alligator and I heard some things in the bathroom that upset me. I overheard a couple of nurses, one of whom slept with you, talking about how you were leading me on just to get me to do a residency at the hospital. They said your father had put you up to it."
"Really?" asked an obviously irked Dave. "What did they look like? I'd like to have a little talk with them."
"You actually need more of a clue than the fact you slept with one of them?" marveled Jessica. "Your promiscuous life style may be another issue. I admit I'm not a virgin, but I've only had one lover and didn't seem to please him very well. Every woman I meet raves about your bedroom skills. I can't be in that kind of relationship."
"I've had a few girlfriends along the way, but I've never promised any sort of commitment," responded Dave. "When I dated a girl, she was the only girl I was with. I certainly never came close to thinking about marriage and a lifetime commitment with any of them."
"Are you telling me that you're thinking about that now?" asked Jessica doubtfully.
"Honestly? Right now I'm thinking we should paddle our feet enough to get us to that little rocky island over to our left about half a mile. Then we should take our time to discuss things like love and marriage."
Jessica and Dave found that the size of their little island varied from almost half an acre at low tide to about ten feet by six feet at high tide. There was some sand packed between rocks they dug out and spread on the high point of their island to allow more comfort while lying down. Once they made it as comfortable as possible, they discussed their options.
"We should take turns sleeping so we can watch for boats, or even planes and helicopters," suggested Dave. "If it's dark, we won't be able to do much except yell, but if there's any light and people are looking for us, we could be seen if we jump around and wave."
Jessica and agreed and slept first while Dave kept watch. Dave ripped the seat cushion apart so he could make a little sun shield with it. He propped one end on the highest rock on the island and placed the other end on their two lifejackets piled together with a small rock place on top of each end to keep it in place. It gave them an opportunity to escape the rays of the sun. Dave knew how painful and serious bad sunburn could be.
Dave was looking at the horizon when Jessica awoke. She studied his face for a few minutes and then asked about the subject that had been on her mind when she fell asleep.
"What did you mean about how you've been thinking about marriage and commitment? Are you even capable of committing to something and sticking to it?"
"I spent two tours in Iraq," responded Dave as he looked into Jessica's eyes. "I was committed to my team and they were committed to me. We had each other's back. I understand commitment. I also understand that it would take a special person to get me to commit to marriage. When I marry, it won't be some temporary thing. It won't be just for the good times. It has to be for all day, every day, with no one ever being allowed to interfere with that commitment. I think you understand that and feel the same. I think you're what I've been looking for and if you'll marry me, I'll never look at another woman. I swear it."
"Wow! That explanation was a little more in depth than I expected," replied Jessica. "Just so I'm clear on this. Are you asking me to marry you?"
"Yes, although it would probably hinge on us being rescued and your dad's approval, and him not killing me for sweet talking his little girl while we're alone on a deserted island," answered Dave with a smile.
"You'd give up all of those other women that you've slept with? The ones who seem to be there every time I turn around? Would you be willing to live in Baltimore while I do my residency?" asked Jessica.
"I'd be glad to live anyplace in the world with you, Jess. I've lost any interest I've ever had in other girls. It would be just you and me," promised Dave.
"I have a few more questions. Why did you not tell me you were a paramedic and that you had asked about getting a job recommendation from your boss? Why did you make me believe you were a waiter or maitre d' or something?"
"You thought I was a waiter?" laughed Dave. "I assumed you knew what I did after talking to Diane that first night. Why do you think I took you for lunch so the guys could see you? Couldn't you tell I was showing you off to my buddies?"
"I had no idea! You were showing me off? Like I was your girlfriend or something? What about your friends knowing I give lousy blowjobs? Isn't that embarrassing for you?" quizzed Jessica.
"I'm not sure how to respond to that question, but I'll give it a shot. I'm sure that accusation was simply meant as a way to hurt you. I've never discussed my sex life with anyone and the guys know it. A lousy blow job from a girl like you could never be that bad. Those guys were jealous as hell. They think you're the best, especially after the way you wouldn't let that alligator chase you away from the man that needed your help."
"Good answers," laughed Jessica. "You can never talk about our sex life. That'll be my job. It seems like the entire female population of the county is familiar with your bedroom abilities. I'll just feed that urban myth and make them all jealous as hell. They may have had you a time or two, but I've locked you in and none of the rest of them ever managed that."
"Does that mean that you'll marry..."
"It means I'm going to have sex with you right here on our own little island. Never buy a pig in a poke, I always say. I've got to find out if ten million French girls can't be wrong, or something like that. Consider it an audition, or a job interview. Bring your A game, Buster. You will be graded!"
"Jesus, Joseph, and Mary!" exclaimed Jessica an hour later. "You passed with flying colors. You aced the test. You did especially well on the oral part. Great attention to detail. Extra credit for imagination and..."
Jessica was unable to maintain her rambling as Dave silenced her with a passionate kiss. "I hope we aren't rescued for a few days," was all she managed between kisses.
They had spent two days on the rock outcropping without seeing any sort of boat, ship or plane, and Dave was getting worried. They were able to drink dew that collected on the rocks, but several days of nonstop sex combined with lack of food was taking its toll on him. Jessica woke up at first light as he crawled into the make shift shelter and immediately fell asleep.
Jessica's clothes were torn and tattered from being battered by the rocks when she was thrown from the boat, so she hadn't bothered putting them back on after the first time she and Dave made love. She knew Dave was worried about the chances of being rescued, but she was determined to not worry about surviving. She was as happy as she had even been and wanted to keep that feeling as long as possible.
She moved down to the water's edge, sat on a submerged flat rock and used her shirt as a wash cloth to sponge water over her upper torso. As she bathed, she sang. She'd always had a pleasant voice, although never confident enough to sing in front of people. She just finished a song when she clearly heard a strange voice behind her.
"Are you a mermaid, or maybe one of those sirens that lure sailors unto the rocks?"
Shocked, Jessica swung around to face the person asking the question. Even in her surprise, she had to laugh at the loud groan the man made when he saw her ample breasts, glistening and firm in the morning light.
"That depends," responded Jessica as she glanced toward Dave, who was now listening intently. "Are you intending me harm? If so, I have to warn you that I have very good protection."
"Ma'am, hurting you is the farthest thing from my mind. You speak English! Are you human? If you are, what are you doing way out here by yourself?" asked the puzzled man.
"She's with me, Reggie," stated Dave as he stood and suddenly came into the man's view. "We could use a ride back to the mainland if you'd be so kind. I'll pay you for your lost fishing time. Now I know where you catch all those big ones!"
"Dave! Everyone with a boat is out looking for you, mostly way north of here. I'll give you a ride back if you promise you won't tell anyone about this spot. Besides, there's a pretty good reward being offered to anyone that brings this pretty girl back safe and sound. I didn't hear if there was any for you, Dave," replied the old man as he struggled to maintain a straight face.
*****
Two long and painful days had passed with both families keeping vigil at the marina. Nancy and Heather Williams were suffering noticeably. Neither woman could eat. They barely slept. Ben did his best to keep their spirits lifted.
"You saw that boy take on a seven foot alligator for Jess. I'll bet everything I have that he's found her and they're just waiting for a ship or fishing boat to see them. I'm damn glad he was there and thinking of her. That's the kind of man she needs and deserves."
It was on the third afternoon when news came to the marina that a small fishing boat was headed for there with two people found at sea almost thirty miles south of Lancaster Island. Nancy, Heather, Diane and Gail all broke into tears at the news. As they waited for the boat's arrival, people began arriving at the marina. Word had quickly spread. Everyone in town knew the story about the alligator. Almost everyone had heard about Jessica slapping Dave two days before the tour boat sank, as well as how he had jumped from the rescue boat to search for her.
This was better than any soap opera! How did the star crossed lovers survive for three days at sea? Were they hurt? More importantly, what was their relationship now? Had the beautiful doctor forgiven Moonlight Bay's favorite son? Had he forgiven her? The topic was discussed endlessly while waiting for the fishing boat to finally arrive.
The old boat finally appeared on the horizon and the crowd began to buzz in anticipation. As the boat neared the dock, spectators became more festive. Several barbecue grills were fired up and hotdogs and burgers were passed out. Coolers of beer and soda appeared out of nowhere. A fire truck kept its lights flashing while a rescue vehicle waited nearby.
Several men helped secure the boat while Jessica and Dave stood on the deck, holding hands and waving to the cheering well-wishers. Dave stepped onto the dock and helped guide Jessica off the boat. Nancy Williams was the first to greet Jessica. She wrapped her into a tight hug and held her for a long time. She finally released her daughter and immediately wrapped her arms around Dave.
"What you did for our daughter is more than we could have ever hoped, Thanks, Dave, for being the man you are!" sobbed Nancy as Heather and then Willow took turns embracing Jessica. Jessica spoke briefly with her sister and then stepped in front of her father who was standing next to Dave's parents and sister.
"Dad, I think you should listen to this," insisted Jessica before turning to Dave's father. "Sir, if that offer to do a residency at General still stands, I'll take that job, with a few non-negotiable conditions. I will expect you to babysit your grandchildren now and then so your son and I can have a date night, or maybe even a little vacation. You will forgive me for my rash behavior the other day and you will let me call you 'Dad'. Do we have an agreement?"
Mike looked at a smiling Diane and his teary eyed wife. Unable to speak, he simply nodded his head. Jessica threw her arms around him and kissed the same cheek she had slapped a few days prior. The she quickly hugged Gail and Diane before going back to her father, who was in the process of shaking Dave's hand.
"Dad, Mom, this man tried very hard to get me pregnant for the past two days. He ravished me in ways I never even dreamed of, and I've completed medical school. I'm going to marry him and would like your blessing. He was going to ask Dad for my hand, but I think it would be wrong for a womanizer like Dave to expect a girl's father to approve of him as husband material.
"Dave, I want you to tell my parents if I'm an unsatisfactory lover in any way. You were there when my last boyfriend critiqued my technique to my parents. Do you have any complaints?"
"Sir, Jess banged her head on a rock and she hasn't eaten in three days," explained a somewhat confused Dave. "She's a bit light headed at the moment, but she's right about us getting married and how I was going to ask for your blessing. That seems to have gone by the boards now. For the record, I am not now, nor will I ever, make any comment critical of Jess' passion, intensity, flexibility, or selflessness when making love. I'm in love with your daughter."
"Did you stream all of that, Heather?" asked Jessica as she wrapped her arms around Dave's neck and kissed him passionately before announcing. "I hope all of Dave's old lovers and that jackass, James, sees this and gets the message. I'm the best lover Dave has ever had, or ever will have, period.
"We're going to go get a couple of those burgers the guys are grilling. Then we'll ride to the hospital for a checkup, before we go back to Dave's apartment. We don't want any interruptions when we get there. This town always wants to know what everyone is doing, so I'm making it easier," offered Jessica in way of an explanation.
True to her word, Jessica led Dave up the dock and over to where the grills were set up. The party atmosphere was in full swing as people cheered every bite Jessica took of both burgers. They went ballistic when she slowly swallowed her hotdog. Jessica then chatted with people while she and Dave shared a beer before climbing into the ambulance for the ride to the hospital.
Jessica accepted that folks in town were a little nosey, but Moonlight Bay was now her home. She knew it would always take care of its own.
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At six PM, Gwen and Steve briefly met with their friends and families at Valhalla to establish the order they would arrive at the movie premier. Becky and Pete had been unable to accompany Gwen and her entourage on the world tour because they had been filming their action/adventure television series on location. They were obviously happy to be back in Asgard for the premier of The Queen's Ransom.
"We just had to be here for this," insisted Becky. "I was in the trilogy, and that really got my career going. I want to see how everyone reacts when Pete and I die in each other's arms in this movie. I hope there'll be some tears shed for us."
"Believe me when I say there'll be plenty," responded Sybil as she held Tyler's hand tightly. "Tyler and I organized a sneak preview a couple of weeks ago just to be sure it was up to the quality Lady in Red Productions has come to expect. I cried and laughed dozens of times, and often at the same time. This is, without a doubt, the best movie I've ever seen!"
"Sybil's right," agreed Tyler. "It didn't take much thought to move the opening up to the weekend the Queen of the World and her Warrior returned to the states. The movie's been edited to perfection and the world wants to see it. I had no qualms about making it a three-day opening weekend. It's going to pack theaters for weeks to come."
"It's certainly gotten a lot of publicity," observed Billy Marsh. "This is the first time a sitting president has starred in a movie that opened while she was in office. Ronald Reagan starred in movies before he was president, but he didn't make any while he was in office, and the ones he made weren't nearly as good as 'Queen's Ransom'!"
"Plus, everyone is anticipating Gwen's nude scene," pointed out Charlotte. "Having a president as beautiful and sexy as Gwen is taking a lot of getting used to for most people."
"Let's not forget that the writing, acting, directing and cinematography are all incredible," boasted Lisa. "It's such an honor to appear in a film this good."
"Okay, it's all great," quipped Kate. "But we need to determine the order of our arrival pretty soon. There are a lot of people waiting for us."
It had become the custom at premiers in Sparta for the actors to walk down the middle of the street for the final block, as adoring fans lined both sidewalks to catch glimpses of the town's most famous residents. The huge crush of people in Sparta for this movie caused Lady in Red Productions to alter its tradition slightly.
Everyone was going to be driven to the auxiliary parking lot of the hospital. Security would keep the lot cleared, and allow everyone to safely exit their cars and prepare for the two and a half block walk to the Lady in Red Center for the Performing Arts, where the premier was taking place. The extra block and a half was to accommodate the crowds, which were anticipated to be much larger than usual.
"Okay, everyone," called out Steve. "We're ready to get this show on the road. The Secret Service doesn't like it, but we're all going to walk the last two and a half blocks. Sparta has closed Main Street to vehicular traffic, and there are thousands of fans lined up to see us walking the red carpet."
"They're lined up to see their Queen, who just happens to be President of the United States," corrected Billy Marsh. "I'd stand in line, too, if I weren't a major star in the movie!"
"I get the feeling that if there's another 'Empire' movie, Billy will be one of the first people to die," suggested Charlotte with a grin.
"That's right, and it'll be a horribly slow and painful death!" added Steve.
"Great!" responded Billy. "Everyone will be talking about my death scene for years to come. I'll probably win an Oscar for it. It'll be bigger than Hamlet's death scene. Et tu, Brute?"
"You're mixing up your Shakespeare plays," laughed Ashley. "We should have known that 'the rest is silence' isn't something Billy would say on his deathbed."
Everyone broke into laughter at Ashley's quip. Gwen beamed at her friends and family as they prepared to leave for the premier. Regardless of all her successes, she realized that her loved ones meant far more to her than riches and power.
As Steve and Gwen waited in their limousine in the hospital parking lot, they heard numerous cheers and applause as members of the cast began parading down the street to the Performing Arts Center. Finally, their turn came to walk the red carpet. As Gwen stepped from the car and took her place next to Steve, the crowd noise began to abate. By the time the couple reached the crowded street, those lined up along the sidewalks had gone completely silent.
The fans closest to Gwen dropped to one knee as she approached, and so it continued during the entire trek to the theater. Every fan kneeled as Sparta's Queen passed in front of them. Once she reached the reporters standing near the entrance to the theater, Gwen turned and waved to the two and a half blocks of spectators that had watched so quietly as she walked by them. A roar echoed across the streets of the small town as fans enthusiastically voiced their approval of their hometown heroes, especially The Queen of Peace, Sparta's gift to the world.
Gwen and Steve spent a few minutes responding to questions from reporters before going inside to take their seats. As soon as Gwen was comfortably seated, the lights went down, and the movie began.
Two hours and four minutes later, as the credits began to scroll up the screen, thunderous applause erupted from those lucky enough to have attended the premier. Many viewers were shedding tears as they applauded and shouted their approval. Gwen found she had to make a concentrated effort to contain her own tears. That worked until she turned to see Paula blubbering into Ted's chest, holding several tissues to her eyes.
That was all it took to open the floodgates for Gwen and several of her co-stars. Lisa, Becky, and Charlotte joined Gwen in shedding tears of their own as the admiring crowd continued to clap and whistle its approval of the film.
"I may not be a professional movie critic," managed Billy as he hugged Charlotte to his chest, "but that was the best movie I've ever seen!"
Many others echoed Billy's sentiments as everyone milled about, hoping for an opportunity to speak to the actors that had done such an incredible job. While all of those in the movie received praise, it was obvious that everyone was hoping for their chance to have a word with President Hammer and her Warrior. Gwen and Steve were gracious as they did their best to spend at least a little time with every person that had been exercising the tremendous patience required to see them. It was almost two hours later when the Spartan Queen and her entourage entered Marsh's Landing. They planned to enjoy a late dinner in celebration of the premiere of their latest film.
"As you know, Vince and Cindy couldn't make it tonight because he was meeting with members of Congress today to lobby for his appointment as Vice President," mentioned Lisa as she sat down next to Gwen. "He was not only confirmed today, but he's going to be sworn in tomorrow afternoon! He asked if you and Steve could attend, since you already plan on flying to Washington tomorrow morning."
"Please tell Vince and Cindy we'll be extremely proud to attend his swearing in ceremony," replied a delighted Gwen. "I just wish Kate and Naomi could be sworn in at the same time. I'm concerned about their chances in the Senate."
"Mom just called!" shouted a delighted Jordan as the group quieted to hear what had her so excited. "She and our next vice president are getting married tomorrow just before Vince is sworn in! Congress suddenly stopped talking and took a vote: he was only a few votes shy of being approved unanimously. Chief Justice Hamilton is going to perform the wedding ceremony first, and immediately afterward he'll swear Vince in as Vice President. She wants me to be her Matron of Honor!
"She asked me to see if Gwen would be a bridesmaid. I'm also supposed to ask Steve if he will give Mom away. She's old enough to be his mother, but she says he's the best male role model she's ever known."
"Washington is really going to be hopping tomorrow!" enthused Billy Marsh. "The President is returning after a two-month world tour building alliances and solving world problems, along with performing a couple of miracles. Jordan's stepdad will become Vice President of the United States, and her mom will become Mrs. Vice President, or The Second Lady, or something or other pretty impressive."
"Vince asked me to stand in as best man," added Charlie. "He mentioned that Congress did a sudden about-face and voted to approve him."
"You don't act very happy about all this," observed Gwen to Steve, and he nodded somewhat grimly. "Is there something you aren't telling me?"
"Grandfather Patterson has been texting me quite steadily over the past week or so. He says something mysterious is going on with Congress. For an institution that can never keep a secret, there's remarkably little information being leaked about its recent behind-the-scenes activity.
"I don't trust many members of Congress, and I'm concerned about the situation. I may be paranoid, but I worry that at least some people on Capitol Hill are conspiring against you, Gwen. They're afraid of you, and fear can cause people to do all sorts of foolish things."
"We'll be in Washington tomorrow, and Gwen will have that town eating out of her hand!" declared Ashley. "According to the polls, she's the most popular president we've ever had. Congress will have to toe the line when you and Gwen return and resume residence in the White House."
Lisa noticed how serious Steve's face was as he listened to Ashley's observation. It was obvious he lacked any confidence the Senate would be receptive to Gwen's appointments. It was readily apparent to all of Gwen's friends and relatives that her Warrior was concerned about something. They had seldom seen him so close-mouthed.
"Tonight needs to be all about our film and how well it's being received. Let's forget politics until we get back to Washington," insisted Steve as he broke into a smile and gave Gwen a kiss on her cheek. "You're going to win an Oscar for your performance. I'd bet on it!"
"If bets are being taken, I'll put my money on Steve, Gwen and Becky winning acting awards, while Jordan and Charlie pull in another Academy Award or two for the songs they wrote and sang together," praised Tyler. "I allowed the critics to view the movie earlier this week, and the feedback has been pretty impressive. 'Queen's Ransom' will be one of the most nominated films ever! It may also break box office records. It's being released all around the world tonight rather than spreading the opening internationally over several weeks. There's never been a commodity as hot as Gwen is right now."
"She's all of that!" proclaimed Billy as he raised a glass in Gwen's direction. "A toast to our Queen, our President, our Lady in Red!"
Air Force One landed in a very crowded and expectant Washington D.C. shortly after nine AM the following morning. Gwen and Steve were whisked by helicopter to the White House. Traffic was pretty much at a standstill as hundreds of thousands or people made their way to the nation's capital to witness the wedding and swearing-in of the next vice president, to be followed the next day by the final concert of President Hammer's World Tour. Gwen marveled at the huge crowds that appeared to be everywhere as she and Steve were flown to the South Lawn of the White House.
"Steve! Look at all the people in the city today! I wonder how crowded it'll be tomorrow. We'll have a great turnout for our last concert of the tour!"
Steve nodded in agreement, but in her excitement at the developments below her, Gwen failed to notice how grim Steve's visage was. He decided that Gwen needed to know what was afoot in Congress. When she eventually noticed his lack of enthusiasm and turned to look at him, he decided the time had come.
"Gwen, you need to know it's very possible you'll be impeached this weekend. If the House does impeach you, the Senate will move very quickly to convict."
"Really?" asked a surprised Gwen. "I knew Congress was becoming more and more opposed to this Queen thing, but will they remove me from office over it?"
"Indirectly," replied Steve. "They're going to use the excuse that you're becoming wealthier as a result of your office; it's the emolument thing that they're going to use against you. There have been some complaints about you accepting the title of Queen, but that wasn't bestowed by any foreign nation or government, so technically it's a moot point."
"I know you must have a plan. You always do. What do you suggest we do?" asked Gwen, but she watched her husband slowly shake his head.
"Gwen, say the word and I'll go to Capitol Hill and start twisting arms. I think I could probably sway enough members of the House to prevent an impeachment vote. Is that what you want?"
"You're always so ready to fight for me, darling," whispered Gwen as she placed her hand over her husband's chest. "I've no doubt you could alter the course of history if you tried. You already have! But what do you think we should do?"
"Honestly? I think you'd be better off letting it go. If you wish, we could try to present our case. You're not bound by those laws, as they don't apply to the presidency, but honestly, the only reason I can think of to do that would be to avoid setting a precedent for some future President," admitted Steve. "It's an incredible honor to be President of the United States in the first place, and I truly believe you've been the best one the nation's ever had. But with that said, the office is taking far too much of your time and it's restricting your growth."
"Do you really believe that?" questioned Gwen. "Will we be better off if I'm removed from office? What about the people who count on us? Wouldn't they think I've given up and forsaken them?"
"They need to come to terms with one simple truth. They've forsaken you!" replied Steve with emotion. "Regardless of their approval of you, the voters have been sending the same self-serving politicians back to Washington year after year. Now they're going to reap what they've sown.
"Your removal from office may not the best thing for the United States, but Vince is very capable. I'm convinced, however, that it will be the best thing for us, and for the citizens of the world. You're loved around the globe. We can take that good will and use it to help millions of people in need of it. I really think destiny's been pointing us in that direction ever since we met."
"You truly believe that, don't you?" asked Gwen as she studied her husband's face. "I have trouble accepting the idea of being that important to so many people. If it weren't for you, no one would have ever heard of me."
"As usual, you vastly underestimate your abilities and appeal," smiled Steve. "We have to look at what you've accomplished in just over two months as President of the United States. You prevented a world war, you improved relationships with most of the world's major powers, and you gave millions of people hope for the future. That's some legacy for such a short period of time."
"It was we who did all those things," corrected Gwen. "You, along with our friends and family, have accomplished incredible feats. I'm the face, but you're the heart and soul of my brief administration."
"You just used the word 'brief'. So you're going to be okay if you're no longer President of the United States when Monday comes around?" asked Steve with concern.
"Now that we've had this discussion, I'll be more than okay," replied Gwen. "I can't wait to take some time off with you and the kids. We can live like a normal family again, at least for a week or so. When you suit up with Jared in a couple weeks, we'll be back in Washington cheering for you!"
"You think I'll play again? Why is that?" wondered Steve. "I never committed to coming out of retirement."
"That was one of the things that concerned me the most about becoming President," admitted Gwen. "I've seen you talking with Jared, and it was pretty obvious he wants you to play again. He's going off the disabled list pretty soon, and he'd love to have his best bud back on the team. I knew you'd never play while I was President. My welfare has always been your chief concern."
"I'm glad you feel that way," replied Steve. "Jared has been suggesting I could help the team, plus I find I'm missing the competition and the camaraderie. With Vince at the helm, I think the country can prosper during the next three years."
"He may decide to run for the office when his term is up. I think he'd win quite handily," offered Gwen.
"I'm afraid not," countered Steve. He's already served four years as President. If he becomes president this weekend, he'll serve for another three. The Twenty-Second Amendment doesn't allow a president to serve more than ten years in total, which means Vince won't be able to seek another term. That's the big reason Congress suddenly decided to approve him as Vice President. They planned it all out. While you're still President their only power over the Vice Presidency is to confirm or deny your appointment, so because they want to move quickly on ejecting you from office, Vince is their only choice. Vince will succeed you, but he can't run for the office again. That opens it up in three years for every shyster and smarmy politician in DC."
"I see!" exclaimed Gwen. "As usual, they're placing party politics and personal desires ahead of their country. It's probably a good thing I'll be leaving office. What if I became like them?"
"There's not even a possibility you'd ever become such a monster," chuckled Steve. "You'll never be like any politician Washington has ever seen, because your innate honesty and goodness would never let you sink to that level. Your qualities of courage and generosity have elevated you to the unprecedented position of Queen of Peace. Without the distractions of the presidency, you'll become an even greater force for peace and harmony around the globe."
"Sweetheart, you know how I depend on you to help me with these things. I fear that the honorary Queen title is going to require more effort and time from me than being president ever did. I'd hate to let all those people down."
"Those feelings of responsibility and concern for others are more of the qualities that made you their Queen," pointed out Steve. "I'll always be beside you and help you in any way that I can."
Steve and Gwen had been in the White House for over an hour before the rest of their friends began arriving. "You guys get to ride in the Air Force helicopter, but we had to crawl through traffic," complained Billy as he and the others entered the room. "I thought we'd never get here."
"Lisa? Would you please come with me?" was Gwen's subdued response as she quickly led her sister into a private office, leaving the others with questioning looks on their faces.
"What's wrong, Sis?" asked Lisa as soon as the door was closed.
"We need to get what little we have here packed up and shipped home as soon as possible," responded Gwen. "There's no easy way to say this. Steve found out that I'm probably going to be impeached and convicted this weekend. Vince will be sworn in as Vice President today, and it's likely he'll soon become President, maybe within a day or so."
"Steve told you that?" gasped a stunned Lisa. "It could happen that fast? On what grounds? We'll fight it! Don't tell me Steve is going to lie down and allow this travesty?"
"That's exactly what he's going to do, and so are the rest of us," answered Gwen calmly. "I can't continue governing under these conditions. Congress won't even approve my appointments, as qualified as they are. They're frightened of the money and power Steve and I have amassed. They'll fight every decision I make. The government will be deadlocked, or I should say will become even more deadlocked."



"But impeaching the most popular president the nation has ever had? That's so wrong, so stupid! I guess I just answered the question I was about to ask. They're really are stupid enough even to consider this," lamented Lisa. "Is this what you've decided? Did Steve make you agree to this?"
"Sis, you're insulting both Steve and me!" snapped Gwen. "You know I'd do anything for him. You also know he'd never try to make me do anything unless it was for my safety or the kids' safety."
"Oh, Gwen! You're right! I know Steve would never try to do that. I'm sorry I said it. I'm just so surprised about all of this. Are you still going to do the concert?"
"Of course! There are hundreds of thousands of people visiting Washington just to see us. We'd never back out on a commitment like that. I guess it's a Farewell Tour along with a World Tour. We just didn't realize it at the time," replied Gwen with a sad smile.
"What are you going to tell the others?" wondered Lisa. "They're going to be upset, to put it mildly."
"That's why I'm telling you first. I need you to support Steve and me in this. And for the record, this isn't just because Steve thinks it's best, we're totally on the same page. I'm going to tell them what's happening and try to explain why it's for the best. It'll help a lot if you back me up and do your best to help quell any anger or harsh words. I want very much to do this with some class, as difficult as that may be. We need to have everyone agree not to reveal anything to the press, but to be prepared to move all their clothes and other belongings out.
"Make arrangements with the people we usually use to move things for us. They're good, and very discreet. If you can, try to have them remove everything by the end of the day. Jordan and Charlie may want to keep their stuff here since her mom will be living here. That's the silver lining in this cloud," observed Gwen.
"I don't know what to say, Gwen. You gave so much of your time and effort to this job. You and Steve were almost killed in Germany. You prevented a world war. You worked so hard to improve relations with so many countries," recounted Lisa. "This is just incredible, but as long as you've determined your course, I'll support you in every way possible, you know that."
All eyes had turned to Steve when Gwen and Lisa disappeared behind the closed door. Kate and Naomi quickly moved to his side to seek answers to their questions.
"Something's up, and it isn't good, is it?" asked Kate flatly. "What's going on, Steve?"
"Is it about our not being approved by the Senate?" suggested Naomi as she joined Kate in grilling Steve. "That's never going to happen, is it?"
"Gwen's the President," replied Steve. "She'll explain everything as soon as she finishes speaking with Lisa. That's all I can say about it."
Steve's lack of an informative response didn't go unnoticed by the others. They had all noticed his dark mood the previous evening, and it hadn't improved since. Chatter ceased as everyone waited in silence for Gwen and Lisa to return.
When the two sisters reentered the room, everyone noticed the small tear trickling down Lisa's cheek as she failed in an attempted smile. Gwen cleared her throat and immediately had everyone's undivided attention.
"It's come to our attention that The House will very likely vote to impeach me sometime tomorrow. If that should happen, the Senate will immediately vote to convict, and I'll be removed from office. This could all happen this weekend, and possibly be concluded by tomorrow night," announced Gwen to the shocked gathering.
"My husband has volunteered to travel up to the Hill and utilize his unique negotiating skills to prevent this from happening. I have no doubt he would be successful, but at what cost? My term would remain extremely contentious, and Steve would be working constantly just to keep me in office, never mind passing any useful legislation.
"I don't want that for Steve, I don't want it for me, and I don't want it for America. Congress will do everything in its power to render me ineffective. They've been doing that almost from the day I took office. We, Steve and I, feel that our country, our company, and all of us in this room will be better served by my returning to private life.
"We want to spend more time with our kids, our friends and relatives. We want to make more movies and music. I want to return to my medical practice, and I think Steve would like to join Jared in playing for the Spartans. But primarily we need to explore this whole Queen of Peace thing and find ways to help needy people around the world."
"Gwen's right," stated Lisa immediately. "Congress is afraid of Gwen, especially with Steve standing beside her. They'll never work with her to accomplish her goals. Naomi, Steve and Gwen pretty much saved us from a world war and they've achieved tremendous international good will for our country, but now it's time to move on. Our beloved Queen really needs us to understand and support her decision to accept this incredible injustice. Vince will do a great job, so we don't have to worry about the state of the nation. Gwen and Steve have made sure of that."
"No!" blurted Jordan. "Vince didn't want this! Neither did Mom. She's not ready to be First Lady. I bet Vince will refuse to accept the vice presidency when he learns what's going on!"
"That's exactly why he won't be told," stated Steve firmly. "With Gwen being removed from office, the country's going to need him badly. Don't ruin one of the best days of his life by telling him about this situation.
"He's getting married to a wonderful woman and being sworn in as Vice President of the United States. He has reason to be proud and extremely happy, as do we all. Thank God he was willing to return to public service, it makes all of this far more palatable. Can you imagine where we'd be if anyone other than Vince became President right now?"
"It's still a damn bitter pill to swallow!" insisted Kate. "I realize I may be a bit prejudiced here, but Gwen's done an incredible job. If it weren't for her and Steve and Naomi, we'd probably be fighting a world war. If Gwen's removed from office, I'm going to spend a lot of time, money and effort ruining the political careers of those self-serving bastards, and I expect the rest of you to join me!"
"Kate, you're preaching to the choir," responded Steve with a big grin as he stepped up and hugged her tightly. "Gwen's got the most loyal, beautiful sisters in the world. We'll work together to change the climate in Washington. One of the best ways to do that is to elect new people. There are other effective avenues open to us as well, and we'll pursue them all."
"I knew you'd never take this lying down," managed an emotional Kate. "We need a nice relaxing vacation, and then we'll start making plans. These politicians need to learn that it's always best to do the right thing, and not the self-enriching thing. This day will live in infamy, but history will show that the long-term effects benefited the entire country, and probably the world."
"I'm so proud to have family and friends that support me so strongly," stated Gwen in a faltering voice. "No one here has ever wavered, and that's meant the world to me. Steve is my rock, but each one of you is an important part of what makes this group so special. It's hard to believe, but I'm actually looking forward to the weekend now. We'll celebrate Jordan's mom's marriage, Vince becoming Vice President, and probably President. Then we'll finally go home to Asgard and relax before deciding what comes next. I suspect we'll be watching a lot of football this fall!"
"You won't hear me complaining about Steve playing again," admitted Jared as he held Naomi close. "He'll make me look a lot better if we start winning some games. If things don't turn around pretty soon, I'll be in the unemployment line along with Gwen."
"Ha!" laughed Lisa. "You won't get out of it that easily! That job is yours until you don't want it any more. Unlike Congress, we know when we have a good thing. Replacing you won't be on our agenda for decades."
"This means that I'm going to be unemployed!" gasped Ashley with sudden comprehension. If Gwen was no longer President, she wouldn't need a Press Secretary.
"Yeah!" added Naomi. "Kate and I will be looking for jobs, too. Jason and Dad were approved by the Senate. Should they resign now?"
"This is all pretty sudden, but I wouldn't feel comfortable abandoning Vince if he wants me to stay on," worried Jason as he looked at Gwen and Steve. "By the same token, I'd never do anything to place Steve and Gwen in an embarrassing position. Would you want me to resign or stay on if Vince wants me?"
"Thanks for asking, Jason, but Steve and I still think you're the best man for the position. If Vince wants you to stay on, and you're willing, it would be great if you'd help him: he's going to need all the support he can get. The same goes for your dad, Naomi. If you speak to him before I do, please pass that along. Our veterans deserve to have men like Jeff working to make their lives better," reasoned Gwen.
"This is all happening so fast my head is spinning," groaned Paula. "It's wrong in every possible way I can imagine. At least it looks like Gwen's decision to ask Vince Rosen to accept the vice presidency will prove to be another very good one. I just hate the word 'impeached', not that 'convicted' sounds any better."
"I'm asking everyone in this room not to mention my possible removal from office to anyone, especially Vince and Cindy," cautioned Gwen. "If Steve's information is correct, I'll probably remain President until Sunday morning. We have a concert to do tomorrow, and the wedding and swearing in ceremony today. Please all of you, do your best to make it a festive occasion for Cindy and Vince."
At one o'clock that afternoon, Gwen and Jordan stood waiting on the large stage overlooking the National Mall with Vince Rosen, his brother Samuel as well as Charlie, as Steve cheerfully escorted a
radiant Cindy Quick across the stage. Steve stopped when they arrived close to Vince, lifted Cindy's veil and kissed her cheek. He then turned to Vince, shook his hand and placed Cindy's hand in his. Ten minutes later, they were a married couple. After a brief shuffle of who was standing where, Chief Justice Hamilton immediately proceeded to swear Vince in as Vice President of the United States.
The massive crowd extended as far as the eye could see. Huge Jumbotrons were located around the mall and even farther down Washington streets, allowing thousands of people on the streets to see and hear the entire ceremony.
Vince and Cindy received an enthusiastic reception when they moved to the front of the stage to wave to the huge audience. Jordan and Charlie were next to move forward. They managed an even louder reception from the adoring crowd. Gwen and Steve waited to allow Jordan and Charlie a moment to bask in the adulation of the thousands cheering for them.
Finally, Gwen took Steve's hand and the couple waved with their free hands as they briskly strode to the join Vince, Cindy, Jordan and Charlie. At first, the sudden silence was jarring as the massive crowd quietly dropped to a knee. Gwen smiled and waved until Steve kneeled next to her. Her surprise was evident as she gazed adoringly at her husband. Sensing movement from the corner of her eye, she turned in total surprise as Jordan and Charlie, two of her dearest friends, had also gone to a knee only to be followed immediately by Vince and Cindy.
Overcome with emotion, Gwen moved to wrap her arms around Steve's neck and pulled his face to her abdomen. The cameras caught her tears falling as she lowered her trembling lips and kissed Steve on the top of his head, which she was now cradling in both hands. The silence held until Gwen spoke quietly to Steve. He rose to his feet and engulfed his wife in his arms. The couple kissed passionately as the massive crowd roared its approval.
When Steve released Gwen, she wiped her eyes and smiled while motioning for everyone to stand. Placards and signs proclaiming Gwen as the Queen of Peace began appearing, seemingly from thin air. War had been averted and President Hammer had returned from a triumphant world tour. At that moment in time, the world was as it should be, and the people basked in the pride they felt for their country and especially for their President, their Queen!
Amber Stahl was reporting on the events from a nearby news platform. She never attempted to conceal her enthusiastic support for her Queen. She was extremely eloquent in her description of Gwen's unprecedented power.
"Alexander the Great relied on his military power to gain control over most of the known world. Gwen Hammer has amassed her tremendous popularity in the United States and around the world with her kindness, intelligence, heroic acts and incredible talent. People follow her, not because of the threat of force, but out of love and admiration.
"The National Park Service estimates there will be in excess of a million people attending tomorrow's concert. It will be the final performance in President Hammer's unprecedented and extremely successful World Tour. The Washington D. C. concert will become the final jewel in her crown. President Gwen Hammer truly is the Queen of Peace!" declared Amber as viewers saw Gwen smile broadly as she waved to the cheering crowd.
A few hours later Gwen and Steve, along with family and friends, walked into a very crowded restaurant. Conversation suddenly stopped, and the room became silent with the only sounds being the food preparation back in the kitchen.
A large man wearing an apron suddenly emerged from the kitchen and greeted them warmly. "Gwen, I mean Madam President, or maybe Your Majesty? I should kneel! I apologize!"
"Pleased don't!" laughed Gwen as she hugged the man before he could make up his mind about a proper greeting. "How's Anna? We've missed you both."
"She insisted she had to 'freshen up' before she let you see her, but I think it's Steve she's worried about," replied Carl Dobish, before loudly whispering, "I think we need to watch them closely. Anna has it bad for your husband."
"Uh oh!" responded Gwen in a hushed voice. "Steve thinks the world of Anna, and he especially loves her cooking. Here she comes now. Let's see if they behave."
Before Gwen was done speaking, Steve had swept the buxom Anna Dobish into his arms. She was laughing heartily as she pretended to struggle against his embrace.
"It's not my fault, Gwen. Your husband just can't control himself around me," managed the flushed woman as Steve finally released her. "I think it must be my cooking."
"Yeah, he never even noticed that big bosom of yours," kidded Naomi as she hugged Anna next.
"Gwen, I must congratulate you on being pregnant again, although I have no idea why you ever let that man get so close to you! I saw the miracles you performed. I watched all the news about how you had averted a war and met with world leaders. You have truly become the Queen of Peace!"
As soon as they were seated in a private room, waitresses hurried to take the group's orders. Once that task was accomplished, Naomi looked around and began reminiscing.
"The place has changed since the first time you brought us here, Steve. The biggest change is the large crowd in the restaurant now."
"You're right," chuckled Steve as he thought back to his rookie year. After the second practice of the day at the team's Richmond training camp, Steve had been walking to his car in a parking lot when he noticed one of the men who was vying for a position on the defensive line had a young man pinned against a car with one hand. He appeared to be threatening to hit the kid with the other.
"What's the problem?" demanded Steve as he moved to stand as close as possible to the young man being manhandled by the larger athlete.
"This kid was hanging around my BMW, and I don't like it. He's probably looking to see if there's anything worth stealing before he breaks into it," responded the larger man. "I'm going to give him a little lesson in why he shouldn't take other peoples' stuff."
Steve noticed the kid was clutching some colored papers in his hand, so he reached down to take one from him. "It looks to me like he's placing these flyers on car windows. I don't think you need to react so roughly to a young entrepreneur's efforts."
"Fine! I'll let him go this time," replied the larger man as he released his hold on the younger man's shirt. "Just stay away from my car from now on."
Once the irate player drove his car from the parking lot, the kid found his voice. "Thanks, Mr. Hammer! That dude thought he was tough, until you came along, but he didn't want any part of what you bring to the party."
"Are you being paid to pass out these flyers?" asked Steve as he changed the subject.
"No, they're for my Uncle Carl's restaurant. Mom made these up last night to try to drum up business for her brother. His place isn't doing too well so far."
"Your uncle runs an Italian restaurant?" quizzed Steve.
"Yeah. It's funny isn't it? A black man owning an Italian restaurant. He met a real nice Italian girl named Anna when he was stationed in Italy with NATO. They got married, and he left the service a few years ago. They've just opened a restaurant in Washington, but there's a lot of competition, and they're struggling. If things don't pick up pretty soon, Mom says they'll have to go out of business," offered the younger man. "My name's Jim, by the way."
"You're doing a good thing trying to help out your uncle," observed Steve as he read the flyer. "If you can spare a few of these, I'll see that some of my friends get them. Maybe we'll stop in now and then, especially if the food's good."
"Mr. Hammer, that would be awesome! Customers like you and your beautiful lady friends would really help the business!" predicted Jim with enthusiasm.
It happened that Gwen was scheduled to work at the hospital where she was doing her residency the following night, so Steve asked Jared if he'd care to try a new restaurant after practice.
"Sure, but I'll want to bring Naomi. I already promised I'd take her out to dinner, so this would work out nicely for me," was Jared's reply.
When Steve entered 'Anna's Place', he immediately noticed how quiet the restaurant was. There were only a few tables in use, but the other patrons recognized Steve even before the attractive young hostess warmly greeted him.
"Just one this evening, Sir? Would you like a table, or would you prefer to sit at the bar?"
"There will be three of us, so a table would be appreciated," replied Steve as he smiled at the hostess. "The owner's nephew told me about the food here, and I thought I'd give it a try."
"Jim really wasn't making that story up! I'm his cousin, Karen. Welcome to Anna's Place," gushed the excited girl. "I can't wait to tell Uncle Carl that Steve Hammer is eating in his restaurant!"
Jared and Naomi arrived a couple of minutes later. Just as they were seated, a tall black man wearing an apron came out of the kitchen and approached their table. "I'm Carl Dobish. Along with the bank, my wife and I own this restaurant. We hope you enjoy your meal tonight and come back often."
Steve had watched the way the man walked across the room, and quickly determined he'd been in the military. He had the bearing and demeanor of an officer. Steve liked the man immediately.
"Thank you, Sir. Your nephew, Jim, promised I wouldn't be disappointed, so I took a chance and invited Jared and Naomi here to join me tonight. My wife is working, but I'm sure she'll want to dine here when she has a night off."
"Would it be possible to take a photograph the three of you?" asked Carl. "I'd like to start a wall with pictures of famous patrons, and there's no one I'd rather have in my first picture."



Naomi, Jared and Steve graciously agreed to the request. Steve noticed that the few diners in attendance had their phones out and were taking pictures and videos as well. Within a few minutes, groups of people were walking in the door and being escorted to empty tables. It was obvious that the existing patrons had texted or phoned them so they could come and see Naomi, Jared and Steve. As soon as the new dinner guests were seated, they too had their phones and cameras trained on the famous trio.
Carl returned to their table as they were being served their entrees. "Mr. Hammer, if the other guests are bothering you with their cameras and phones, I can find a more secluded section for you. I apologize for any inconvenience you may be experiencing."
"I think we can handle it," replied Naomi before Steve could respond. "The food is excellent, and everyone's being pretty respectful. We'll be fine where we are."
"Thank you so much," beamed the relieved owner. "Business has picked up in just the few minutes you've been here. Your dinners are on the house tonight."
"Sir, I appreciate your kindness, but we always pay for our meals," countered Steve. "We'll be much more likely to return that way."
There was a small stage against one wall with an old piano sitting on it. While not overly large, it appeared the restaurant could be utilized for small parties. Once Steve and his friends had finished their meals and paid the tab, Steve walked over to the piano and sat down.
Conversation stopped, and the room became eerily quiet. Steve smiled to those watching him. Then he began playing the piano. After a few bars, he started singing 'I Can't Help Falling in Love with You', and the diners once again had their phones and cameras out to record the performance. Steve continued to play and sing for over an hour. By the time he thanked everyone for coming and announced he was finished for the evening, the restaurant was packed. Carl had called in his nephew Jim to help bus the tables, as the staff had become extremely busy.
As Steve was preparing to leave with Jared and Naomi, who had spent much of the evening signing autographs, Carl led an attractive and very pregnant Italian woman over to meet him.
"Steve, this is my wife, Anna. She still does most of the food preparation. We use only her recipes," stated her husband proudly. "She insisted on meeting the three of you. She's a huge fan of your movies."
"I watched you on TV when you fought that awful Butcher to rescue Gwen," revealed the woman, once she'd given Steve a big hug. "That's how a man should care for his woman. I only hope that men around the world took notice of how a real man treats his lady.
"Your presence here tonight was a shot in the arm for our business. We cannot thank you enough. Not many famous athletes, or actors, would take the time to help a struggling business."
"You just keep making that great food, and people will be flocking to your door," predicted Steve with a smile. "I hope to bring Gwen here for dinner when she has some free time. I think you'll like her."
"You think?" laughed Anna. "She's only the most beautiful, successful woman in the world. I just hope Carl doesn't make a fool of himself. He's one of her biggest fans."
It was three nights later when Gwen and Steve walked into the restaurant to be greeted by the same lovely young hostess.
"We have reservations for four. The name is Hammer," began Gwen before the hostess interrupted her.
"Don't worry, I know who you are! Everyone does! We have your table ready. I'll take you there and then I have to get Anna. She told me to let her know as soon as you came in."
"Things look a little busier tonight," observed Steve.
"We've been doing much better since you were kind enough to dine here. Just being known as a place Steve Hammer likes to eat has been a huge help," pointed out the hostess. "People are finding out how good the food is here, plus they keep hoping to see you. Look how everyone is already taking pictures of you tonight."
Anna Dobish arrived at their table less than a minute later. She carried a small plate of appetizers which she placed on the table before giving Steve a warm hug. Then she turned to Gwen and curtsied.
"Gwen, this is Anna Dobish," introduced Steve. "Anna, this is my wife, Gwen."
"It is an honor to meet you, Mrs. Hammer! I have seen all your movies and have all your music. I watched your wedding on TV, and I cried through most of it. It was beautiful!" babbled Anna.
"Please call me Gwen," managed Gwen just before she heard several gasps from the other diners.
"It sounds like Jordan and Charlie have arrived. Please stay and meet them," insisted Gwen when Anna began to leave. Soon Jordan and Gwen were chatting with Anna like they were long-lost friends. Finally, Anna excused herself to return to the kitchen.
The restaurant was filled to capacity by the time the friends finished their meal. Jordan and Gwen couldn't praise the quality of the food and the service enough. Carl visited their table once they finished dessert and was delighted with the praise offered by these two beautiful and famous women.
"I could be wrong, but it looks like everyone is waiting for something," observed Charlie. "Could it be they're hoping Steve will sing again?"
"Everyone's heard him wail already. It's about time Gwen and I gave these folks something easier on the ear," joked Jordan. "Let's go do a few songs. I think these people are fans, and they're hoping we'll play something for them."
Steve and Charlie sat back as Jordan played the piano and joined with Gwen in entertaining the room for over an hour. The tables and bar became filled to capacity, and Carl was forced to turn some eager fans away.
Charlie had been studying the layout as he and Steve listened to their ladies singing. "There's an empty building that shares a wall with this restaurant. These people should buy it and expand into it."
"As I understand it, they're still struggling to get on their feet," replied Steve. "I'm pretty sure they won't be able to afford it anytime soon."
"Then maybe we should look into buying it as an investment. This restaurant's going to take off, and the property next door will increase its value. We could lease it to Carl, so he could expand his business. He'll need the room, especially if Gwen and Jordan stop in to sing now and then. With great food and some pretty good entertainment, this place is going to do very well," surmised Charlie.
Lady in Red Productions negotiated for the purchase of the building adjoining the restaurant a few days later, and proceeded to completely remodel it. Carl and Anna had been flabbergasted when Jordan and Gwen approached them about leasing the newly reconditioned building. Carl had flatly stated they would never be able to afford it, and it was a waste of time even to think about it. He refused to consider the possibility.
"Men!" exclaimed Gwen. "Anna, come next door with Jordan and me. We'll discuss terms while we show you how great the place looks."
An hour later Jordan and Gwen returned with a beaming Anna, who hugged Carl before telling him, "Jordan and Gwen made me an offer I couldn't refuse, and a horse didn't even need to die. They're our friends and they won't let us fail, so stop worrying.
"Look how many football players and fans come here now. People stop in all the time hoping to catch Jordan, Gwen, Charlie or Steve singing. It's okay to accept some help from people that love you, and whom you love in return," reasoned Anna. "We've been blessed."
Anna's Place became the unofficial Redskins' restaurant before the season was halfway over. Pictures of athletes and other famous customers adorned several walls. Lady in Red had a dedicated wall of photos all to itself. Weddings and other social events were now commonplace and the restaurant thrived.
Now Gwen had returned as President of the United States, as well as the Queen of Peace! As always, her Warrior husband was at her side, facilitating and protecting her in every way possible.
Once they were finished with their meal, Gwen gave a nod to Jordan. The two famous women stood and walked across the room to step onto a small stage. Jordan sat behind the new baby grand piano, while Gwen stood next to her. Everyone in the restaurant went silent as Jordan began playing one of Gwen's many hits.
For the next couple of hours, tourists and locals alike were treated to an incredible evening of music as Jordan and Gwen were joined by Charlie and Steve to play old favorites and try out some new material as well. When they finally wrapped up their impromptu performance, the restaurant was being monitored by the fire department to ensure the number of people in the building didn't exceed the legal limit. The sidewalk in front was packed with people hoping to catch sight of the foursome. The crowd had spilled over into the street, which was finally closed off by the police, since they couldn't safely keep it open to vehicular traffic.
Gwen and Steve spent the night in the White House, very aware that it could well be the last time they would do so during Gwen's administration. If they ever stayed with Vince and Cindy, they would be relegated to a guest bedroom.
The next morning was a brilliant, warm late summer day. As impossible as it seemed, more people had arrived in the city for the concert. The streets were so jammed with people that many side streets had to be closed and only police, fire, and official government vehicles were allowed to, very carefully, navigate the crowded main thoroughfares. Two hours before the concert was scheduled to begin, the police and the Secret Service escorted President and Steve Hammer, along with their other band members, to the small trailer set up near the stage.
By 3 PM, when the show was scheduled to begin, Washington DC was a sea of humanity. There were no vacant spots, no saved spaces, no possible vantage points not already being occupied. The mass of people extended as far as the eye could see in every direction. As the band climbed the steps to the stage, a thunderous roar swept across the entire city. Many people still inside office buildings would later insist they'd felt their building shake, so loud and long was the reception for the President and her fellow performers.
Gwen flashed a huge smile and waved with both arms as she strode purposely to the front of the stage. The immediate cessation of sound was unlike anything anyone had ever experienced before. The incredible tumult of moments before made the sudden silence feel far more intense than would normally be the case.
Hundreds of thousands of people dropped to a knee and bowed, as Gwen waved to fans in every direction. The huge screens showed Gwen's beautiful smile as she fought back tears.
"Your Queen asks you all to stand!" was all Gwen managed to say as she motioned for everyone to take their feet. Her request was heard clearly across the silent masses, as fans began returning to a standing position.
Gwen had to wait through a few minutes of adulation before the cheering and applause settled down enough for her to continue.
"I ask that all of you join me for a minute of silence in memory of the two thousand nine hundred and ninety six innocent victims who died, and the more than six thousand who were injured, both civilians and first responders, because of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Please also remember all those brave souls who have since been injured or killed in defense of our liberty, and our way of life!"
The huge crowd was very respectful as Gwen stood silently with Steve and the other performers for a full minute. Then Gwen and Jordan moved to the front and sang the National Anthem to the receptive crowd.
Gwen then announced to the once again roaring crowd, "Ladies and Gentlemen, please enjoy the final performance of the We Come in Peace, World Tour!"
News organizations constantly panned their cameras over the city to give viewers a feeling for the size of the crowd that had descended on Washington, DC. Experienced reporters described how they had never seen anything that could even remotely compare to the sheer volume of people in the nation's capital to see and listen to President Hammer and her fellow performers.
The mood was festive and there was very little trouble, especially for such an unprecedented crowd. Counter-sided trailers bearing the Lady in Red logo were parked conspicuously here and there on many streets and avenues. Millions of bottles of free water and snacks were passed out. Portable toilets were lined up along streets in every direction. The music was exceptional, and the party carried on into the evening.
When Gwen was joined by Jordan and Kathy Perrine to perform 'Hate Myself for Loving You', over a million voices joined in singing to express their pleasure. The three beautiful women gyrated seductively as they sang and danced while Charlie and Steve played their guitars behind them. As it had been in every city on the tour, the song was a huge crowd favorite. Charlie signaled for the group to repeat it immediately, much to the approval of the cheering masses.
Because it was their last concert and there were so many people in attendance, Lady in Red played long into the evening. Gwen and Steve sang every hit they'd ever recorded. Jordan had released more hits than any other living performer, and she and Charlie sang them all for the huge crowd. Katy Perrine had enjoyed a great deal of success during the previous two years, and she belted out her ballads and love songs for the crowd. She and Steve joined to sing "The Flight to Rome", which happened to be the current number one song in the country. Jack Timberline was also well received when he performed his hits. The sun was setting in the nation's capital as the epic final performance of the 'We Come in Peace World Tour' came to an end. It took several more hours for the traffic to resume, as much of the city's sidewalks and streets were clogged as pedestrians worked their way back to their cars, buses, trains, hotels, and homes.
The internet and news organizations posted dozens of photos of the huge turnout for the performance. The National Park Service reported it was unable to even estimate how many people had been in attendance for the concert, but they felt safe in stating that well over a million and half people had been in Washington for the concert. The numbers totally eclipsed any crowd size ever previously reported for an event of any kind in Washington.
It was constantly mentioned that 'Queen's Ransom' was a huge blockbuster, easily breaking all previous movie attendance records. It was estimated that it would take in over a billion dollars worldwide on the opening three-day weekend. The reviews were stellar, and the word of mouth was extremely favorable. Many fans reported viewing it two or three times.
Gwen, Steve, and their friends and family, were having a late dinner in the White House as they listened to the reports of their record-breaking triumphs on the national networks, as well as on cable news.
It was humbling to listen to the interviews the stations aired. A couple holding two kids, with the woman dressed in an Air Force uniform, seemed to get the most air time.
"We have a President who places the welfare of the nation and of the world ahead of personal fame and fortune. The funny thing is, her being that way is exactly what makes her so famous and wealthy. Today's concert, as well as President Hammer's entire world tour, has caused my husband and me to reexamine ourselves, and try to be better parents and citizens."
"I've never been so proud of my president, or my country," proclaimed a crusty looking older man. We've always been a country of high standards and ideals, but we sort of lost our way for a while. President Hammer brought us back home."
An interview on a cable news station with a college-aged girl caused more than a few tears. "I want any daughters I may have to grow up knowing they can become a queen, a successful business woman, a great mother, and President of the United States, all at the same time. President Hammer has made our world a safer, better place. America was so lucky to have had a woman so prepared to lead us through the dark times politicians had created. She's incredible!"
While Vince and Cindy had been with them, everyone had been careful not to mention Steve's belief that Gwen's presidency was about to end. Vince had commented on the House and Senate both meeting in closed sessions, and asked Steve if he was aware of what issues were under debate by Congress.
The press had determined, and reported, that Gwen had returned from her travels with agreements and treaties she had submitted for Congressional approval. These agreements appeared to be very unpopular on Capitol Hill. Most reporters expected both houses would refuse to approve any of the agreements President Hammer had reached with other nations, simply because she had agreed to them without any input from either chamber.
"Congress isn't friendly with this administration, as you well know," replied Steve to Vince's question. "Secret meetings seldom result in a win for democracy, but Congress has its own agenda. I'm sure we'll know more by morning. If there's a tie vote you'll be called in, if that's any consolation."
Vince decided not to press Steve any further and departed for the Number One Observatory Circle with his new bride. He was more interested in enjoying his honeymoon for now, and he decided he'd find out what Congress was meeting about soon enough.
Gwen and Steve followed suit soon after Vince left, and retired for the evening. They were both exhausted from the worry and tension created by the threat of impeachment, as well as the effort of performing for such a long time. They made gentle love and quickly fell into an exhausted sleep.
Gwen was surprised when she woke up to see Steve was still asleep next to her, and it was almost eight AM! She couldn't remember the last time he'd slept that late. She realized he'd tirelessly worked the previous two months trying to protect, defend and facilitate her appearances, and it all must have finally taken its toll. He must need a vacation more than she did. He'd been beside her every public step of the tour, but he'd also constantly worked behind the scenes to ensure a smoother path for his wife. His eyes opened as she leaned over and kissed him.
"You've been so generous to me with your time and energy," praised Gwen. "I want you to know that I understand how hard you worked to make our trip a success. You made certain I'd always be on top of any situation I faced. You're the reason I became President, and you're the best thing that's ever happened to me."
"I'm glad to hear it, but would you care to express your gratitude in a more physical manner?" whispered Steve as he took a nipple into his mouth and teased the nub with his lips and tongue.
It was almost nine AM before the happy couple strolled in for breakfast at the inelegantly named White House Mess (because it's run by the Navy), holding hands and smiling. The dark looks on the faces of their friends and family quickly erased their happy demeanor.
"Nero may have fiddled while Rome burned, but he had nothing on you two," wisecracked Kate as she pointed toward the large TV screen. "I went to get you almost an hour ago, but the sounds coming from your room indicated you were 'fiddling around', so I left you alone. But now that you're here, you need to know there's hell to pay this morning!"
Gwen and Steve turned their attention to the television. Amber Stahl was on the air and she was obviously agitated. "To repeat, the Congress of the United States has just removed President Gwen Anderson Hammer from office through impeachment by the House and conviction by the Senate!



"In a closed session lasting until four AM, the House voted to impeach President Hammer for accepting emoluments from foreign nations. Proponents claimed that President Hammer was profiting personally from her office because her very successful family business had many international dealings.
"As ludicrous as that must sound to everyone, it gets worse. At eight o'clock this morning, the United States Senate, by a vote of 82-18, voted to convict President Hammer, thus officially removing her from office, effective immediately!
"This is the first time in our nation's history that a President has been removed from office by means of impeachment. The procedure is clearly outlined in the Constitution and was apparently followed by both houses of Congress, albeit in secret. The United States may be on the brink of a Constitutional crisis!" continued Amber.
"State and local leaders have expressed their outrage in no uncertain terms. The streets of Washington have become impassable as angry citizens are gathering on Capitol Hill and near the White House. As you know, Washington area hotels were filled to capacity this weekend for the 'We Come in Peace World Tour' grand finale. These are fans and admirers of President and Steve Hammer. They are not happy!
"We have reporters trying to reach members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Rumors are circulating that the Military may step in and forcefully return Gwen Hammer to office. Vice President Rosen, a very close friend of both President and Steve Hammer, has not yet issued a comment, although there are recent reports of him being escorted to the White House. He is now tasked with running the government, but he has yet to be sworn in as President. It's unclear how he'll react to this sudden turn of events."
"Wow!" gasped Gwen as she digested the news she had just heard. "I thought this would go a lot more smoothly. It never occurred to me that there'd be so much turmoil. What should we do, Steve?"
"It appears Vince has just arrived, thank God. We need to speak with him first of all and get this situation settled," replied Steve grimly. "The United States has always prided itself on an orderly transition of power. Just the suggestion of a military coup, not to mention riots in the streets, severely damages our standing in the world community."
"I got here as soon as I could!" interrupted Vince as he strode into the room with Jordan's mom holding his hand. "Because of the crowds, I had to summon a helicopter to travel two and a half miles! This is pure bullshit! I'll resign my office before I'm sworn in as President of the United States under these conditions!"
"Vince, I understand your feelings, but that would be the worst possible thing you could do," countered Steve. "I saw this coming, but I didn't let on to you and Cindy because I knew you'd react just like this. Your first duty in this situation is to your country. If you resign, chaos will rule the day. Speaker Clune would then assume the Presidency, and we both know that would be disastrous.
"We need to present a united front. Gwen and I will attend your swearing in ceremony, and congratulate you in front of the world. The transition of power needs to be seamless and transparent."
"Steve and I are fine with this, Vince," added Gwen. "We have some grand plans for Lady in Red and our international efforts. We've been chafing under the constraints of trying to appease a polarized and contentious Congress. We need a vacation, and then some time to see where this Queen of Peace thing will lead.
"Sticking you with the Presidency is taking horrific advantage of our friendship, but you're the only person we have confidence in to do a great job for the country. Please don't resign. Steve and I will always be available to you if you should ever need us. We love this country as much as you do, and we want it to succeed!"
"If that's how you truly feel, I'll do it Gwen, but I'm going to hold you to your promise to be available when I need sound advice or someone to represent the United States in crucial situations," replied Vince as he absorbed Steve and Gwen's words. "You know I only expected to serve as your Vice President and to leave office when you completed your term. I had no ambition to return to the White House, and especially not under these conditions."
"There may not be much left to govern," worried Cindy Rosen. "The short flight here was pretty frightening. There must have been tens of thousands of people jamming the streets, and they all seemed to be shouting. People are extremely angry."
"Uh-oh! Look at the TV! There's a huge mob in front of the Capitol building," worried Lisa. "Amber just said that members of Congress don't dare leave the building. If any doors to the street are opened, even a crack, they don't think the security that's in place can ever keep thousands of people from storming the building. They're trying to get more police there, but the streets are teeming with very angry citizens. Vehicular traffic in the city has come to a complete standstill."
"Steve, I think we need to do everything we can to prevent this from getting even worse," stated Gwen calmly as she looked to her husband. "We need to speak to these crowds and ask them to stand down."
"Should I request a TV crew to come in for an interview so you can be seen asking for calm?" asked Ashley. "I'm sure they'd be happy to help."
"No, that won't work with a crowd like this," replied Gwen calmly. "I caused this mess, and I need to fix it. I'm going out there."
"That's crazy!" gasped Paula. "It isn't safe. Steve won't allow it!"
"Gwen's right," disagreed Steve as he took Gwen's hand. "The only person on the planet who can stop this is Gwen. I don't think it would be a good idea for even the Secret Service to go with us. They'd be in danger, plus their guns could be taken from them. We need to do this by ourselves."
"You need to do this with me," insisted Vince Rosen. "I won't be hiding behind the curtains while you two risk your lives! I'm going with you. Cindy, you stay here with Jordan."
"Like Hell!" snapped Cindy Rosen. "I may not be considered the best First Lady material, but I refuse to be known as a chicken-shit First Lady. I go wherever my husband goes."
"I think we agree that Vince and Mom should go with us," stated Jordan as she looked around the room, daring anyone to defy her inviting herself and Charlie along.
"Kate and I wouldn't miss this for the world!" Chip offered with a short chuckle. "The family that faces angry mobs together, stays together."
"Mom, please take care of the kids for us," requested Lisa as she took Jason's hand. "Gwen and Steve need our support, and we won't let them down."
"Aw, crap!" muttered Jared as he took Naomi's hand in his and headed for the hallway leading to the exit. "They wouldn't do anything rash to one of the guys who helped bring a Super Bowl trophy to town, would they?"
"Okay, we have all the support we need. The rest of you stay here and wait," insisted Steve before anyone else could volunteer to join them. "We need people we can trust to care for all the kids if we get into any serious trouble. I think we can avoid disaster, but an angry mob seldom has a conscience."
The Secret Service refused to allow Gwen and Vince to venture outside at all, never mind without them, but Steve took them aside and reasoned with them quietly. It was a grim collection of agents that watched the former President of the United States join the current President in walking out to brave riot conditions, and with no protection! Steve had explained the alternatives and the possible worst-case scenario if nothing was done. Reluctantly, and against all regulations, the agents stood down.
Paula and the rest of those remaining behind were glued to the television as Gwen and Steve led their friends across the North Lawn of the White House.
"We see some movement from the White House," declared Amber Stahl, with amazement clearly evident in her voice. "Gwen and Steve Hammer, along with President and Mrs. Rosen, and eight family members and close friends, are walking directly towards the angry protestors crowding Pennsylvania Avenue! They appear to be intent on facing the huge crowd with no sign of the Secret Service anywhere around. They have absolutely no security! This is beyond belief!"
Viewers across the nation were riveted to their televisions. The woman who had been President of the United States until a few short hours ago was fearlessly striding out to confront the protestors! How would the angry mob react when they discovered Gwen Hammer was approaching them?
A worried guard at first refused, but then nervously opened the gate to the sidewalk at Gwen's direction and stepped aside as she led her group onto the crowded street. Lisa clutched Jason's hand as tightly as she could as she heard the chanting and curses of the anger-fueled crowd.
"Quiet!" shouted a deep authoritative male voice. "Our Queen has arrived!"
The voice was heard by dozens of the people closest to Gwen, and they immediately went silent and dropped to a knee. There was a domino effect as others turned to see what was happening, only to find President Hammer, their Queen of Peace, walking among them. They began taking a knee as soon as they recognized her.
Gwen held Steve's hand tightly as she smiled and waved with her free hand as people continued to take a knee in respect. It looked like a human wave at a football game, as people standing behind those who had just gone to a knee realized why they had done so and quickly joined them. Gwen led Steve forward into the kneeling crowd and began working her way along Pennsylvania Avenue toward Constitution Avenue.
A path began to appear in front of Gwen as she and her entourage walked slowly while scanning the crowd, seeming to look each person in the eye as she passed. "My Queen!" was quietly uttered by many of those kneeling as Gwen moved past them. She began reaching out and gently touching the shoulders and heads of those nearest her. Vince Rosen and Cindy followed Gwen's lead as they too nodded, smiled, and softly touched random people in the crowd. Jordan and Charlie were right behind Jordan's mom and stepfather. Jordan flashed a huge smile as she quietly greeted people as if they were long-lost friends. She had long ago learned how to work a crowd; Gwen Hammer was the only person on earth better at making friends and getting strangers to love her. Kate, Lisa and Naomi quickly realized how effective Gwen and Jordan were being, so they also began following their example. They smiled, nodded, touched and quietly thanked the crowd as they followed behind the others.
"Washington has never before seen anything like this!" managed Amber once she remembered to breathe. "Gwen Hammer is peacefully walking through what only a few minutes ago was an angry and unruly mob. People, who a moment ago were shouting abuse, are falling silent and kneeling out of respect for their Queen! Can there possibly be any doubt she's the most loved and respected woman in the world? With the obvious exception of those still skulking within the halls of the Congress, Gwen Hammer has the admiration and love of this entire nation.
"Her commanding presence has turned an angry mob into what appears to be huge gathering of her ardent supporters. She somehow realized her appearance was required to placate and calm the irate crowd."
Cameras zoomed in to show tears trickling down the cheeks of many of those fortunate enough to be touched by Gwen as she passed. Grown men were wiping their eyes after Gwen had simply placed a gentle hand on their shoulder.
A weeping woman handed an infant to Gwen. She released Steve's hand and held the innocent baby up for the crowd to see before kissing its cheek and returning it to its mother, who was still overcome with emotion.
Fifteen minutes into the walk, Gwen came upon a woman with a child about her daughter Vickie's age in a wheelchair. Gwen stopped and knelt in front of the little girl and took her hands into her own before chatting briefly with her. Gwen kissed the girl's hands and then her cheek, before standing to resume her trek. Tears flowed freely through the entire crowd as emotions bubbled to the surface.
The anger and frustration that had gripped the frenzied mob had rapidly morphed into pride and adulation. This was the person who had been so cruelly and unfairly removed from office by Congress. She remained serene as she smiled and interacted with the people she met along her route. She walked among her subjects modestly and with humility. Gwen Hammer's legend grew with every step.
Cindy Rosen had been petrified when she stepped into the angry mob with her husband, but she was determined to remain by his side as he faced whatever was to come, as a good wife should. She was weeping quietly as she realized the power and respect Gwen inspired. Cindy briefly considered the wasted years of her own life squandered in seeking personal pleasures. Gwen was a woman she needed to emulate! Even though Cindy had turned her life around years before, this was another true epiphany!
She glanced back to see Jordan serenely interacting with the people along the way, and her heart was filled with pride. Jordan had known for years why Gwen was so special, and she had the very same qualities! She was loved and admired because she gave so freely of her talent and her love. People sensed that she truly loved them, and she would do all she could to make their lives better Thus, they responded to her. Her daughter was incredible!
Tyler had received a text from Steve, and he immediately gathered the Lady in Red crew and instructed them to prepare the stage that had been used for the concert the previous day. Steve wanted the sound system as well as all the Jumbotrons working by the time he and Gwen reached the stage on the National Mall.
As Gwen and Steve, along with their small group, finally ascended the stage which had previously been erected on the Mall, people were kneeling as far as the eye could see!
Gwen smiled her appreciation to one of her crew as he handed her a microphone before she whispered into his ear. The man nodded and went to the side of the stage, then returned with another microphone, which he handed to a surprised Jordan.
She turned questioningly to Gwen, who quietly spoke a few words to her. Jordan's smile beamed across the huge screens as she nodded to Gwen and took her hand. The two women walked to the front of the stage, where Gwen spoke to the silent crowd.
"Your Queen requests that you all stand and face one of the many American flags that can be seen from wherever you're standing. Your Queen also asks everyone to remember what a wonderful country this is and why we all love it so dearly, as Jordan and I sing our National Anthem!"
Amber went quiet in the broadcast booth as Gwen and Jordan delivered a rousing rendition of the Star Spangled Banner. The crowd began cheering before they'd finished singing, and was roaring by the time the duo bowed to the huge gathering.
Jordan backed away a short distance as Gwen surveyed the cheering crowd and waved to them. She then gestured for silence and waited for the mass of humanity to quiet down before speaking.
"First of all, I need to thank you from the bottom of my heart for your love and support. However, I want you all to understand one thing. Steve and I will never betray our oaths to protect and defend the Constitution of the United States! We love our country! Congress has the Constitutional authority to impeach and convict a President it deems guilty of treason, bribery, or high crimes and misdemeanors. Again, Steve and I support the Constitution of the United States. This does not mean that Congress was correct, but it does mean it has that Constitutional power and we are honor-bound to accept their decision. I'm not standing here to lobby for myself. I fully accept that I am no longer your President," stated Gwen before a long round of jeers and booing echoed across the National Mall.
"Again, thank you so much for your support," beamed Gwen. "But I'm here to ask all of you to accept the actions taken by Congress and to participate peacefully in an orderly transfer of power. Our very good friend Vince Rosen will be sworn in as our next President, and it would mean a great deal to Steve and me if you joined us in congratulating him and wishing him a healthy and successful term.
"We want you to know that Vince had nothing to do with Congress' devious impeachment proceedings. He and Cindy were as astonished this morning as you were! And we want Vince to succeed! Steve and I have pledged our total support and assistance to him any time he may require it. We all know how Steve and Naomi negotiated the United States away from the brink of a world war. Steve will still be available if his country calls, as will I," promised Gwen. "Vince is our trusted personal friend and as I stated before, we love this country!"
Steve had been involved in a quick huddle with Charlie and Vince as Gwen was speaking. He called Tyler over and spoke to him briefly before asking Jordan for her microphone. As Gwen finished speaking, he moved to the front of the stage and acknowledged the crowd's warm greeting.
"If you would be so kind as to give me your attention, I have several points to make," began Steve as the crowd became quiet. "Gwen is not going quietly into the night! She's our Queen and she'll continue serving in that capacity around the world! As President of the United States, she was restricted by the demands and obstructions of a hostile Congress. Now that she has been so blessedly relieved of that burden, Gwen will concentrate on helping people around the world. That's the mission of Lady in Red. Gwen is the Lady in Red, as well as the Queen of Peace!"
Steve waved and pointed to acknowledge the presence of various people as he waited for the cheering to subside. "To that end, we're going to have a party here today to celebrate Vince Rosen's marriage, his swearing in as President of the United States, and Gwen's ascension as The Queen of Peace!
"At two o'clock, Vince Rosen will be sworn in right here as the next President of the United States. Immediately following that, we'll have a brief ceremony acknowledging my beautiful wife, Gwen Hammer, our Lady in Red, as she accepts the title of Queen of Peace. If anyone doesn't feel she deserves the honor, you're free to leave. Those of you who want to support her coronation with your presence will need to be here at two!"
Steve once again had to wait for the cheering and applause to subside. "To get the party going right, Charlie and Jordan have agreed to gather as many of our band members as they can, so we'll be able to perform another concert this afternoon. Yesterday, we concluded the 'We Come in Peace World Tour'. This afternoon, we'll perform 'The Queen's Ransom' concert. Congress has freed Gwen from the shackles of the Presidency, but we citizens will pay the price for their foolish decision. All Americans, willing or not, will in fact be required to pay 'The Queen's Ransom' through our taxes, so be here and get your money's worth! Lady in Red will supply snacks, water, sodas and hopefully, some real food, all for free!"
Steve once again waved and grinned as the huge crowd whooped and yelled approval. "There's one more thing I want to cover. I've always tried to avoid politics, thinking we should remain above the fray. I see now just how wrong I was. From this moment forward, Lady in Red is going to actively participate in political discourse on a wide variety of subjects.
"Many of you are angry at members of Congress for their cowardly actions, but it's all on me, and it's all on each of you. It's on your friends and neighbors. Collectively, we've continued returning short-sighted, self-serving and selfish people to represent us in the House and Senate, mostly because it would have taken too much trouble to change. If you're pissed at the way things were handled early this morning, focus that anger when you go to your polling places next election!" yelled Steve to the raucous crowd.



"I'll be actively working to remove many current members of Congress from office, and I ask that you join me. Lady in Red will support and promote qualified, honest, honorable people for public office. We will encourage the formation of a third political party with ideals steeped in the values that have served America so well in the past. We'll form committees to evaluate each candidate for Federal office and offer recommendations to the voting public, and those committees will be demanding informative answers to tough questions. It will no longer be business as usual in Washington!"
The roar of approval echoed across Washington as soon as Steve finished speaking. He had struck a chord with the American voter! Everyone always talked about changing the climate in Washington, but nothing was ever done. Those listening to Steve had only to hear the determination in his voice and the ferocity in his eyes to know a new day was coming.
"One final thing, if I may," managed Steve once he'd convinced the crowd once again to simmer down and listen. "I am serving notice right here, right now, that I'll do everything in my power to prevent Senator Lancer from being elected to any position, ever again! He chose to make this personal when he attacked Gwen's character and even questioned her sanity. Now it's very personal. The gloves are off!"
Stunned silence followed Steve's declaration before applause and cheers began slowly, then built to a crescendo. Never before had Steve Hammer singled out a politician so pointedly. His dislike for Senator Lancer had already been well known, but he had just declared his intentions very publicly. The gauntlet had been thrown down!
"Ladies and Gentlemen, we've just heard former First Husband Steve Hammer state how life in Washington will change going forward," reported Amber Stahl to her millions of viewers as the cameras switched to show her sitting in the studio. "This has been a day of historical firsts. Gwen Hammer has become the first United States President to be removed from office by the impeachment process.
"In so doing, Congress has unleashed the considerable wrath of her husband, Steve Hammer. This couple has been in the public eye for almost eighteen years. Nothing they have ever done should have led Congress to believe that Steve Hammer would allow this affront to go unanswered. He has pretty much declared political war on almost all the incumbents in the House and Senate. This all occurred after he and his wife walked unarmed, with no security, into an angry crowd to preserve peace and probably to prevent bloodshed on the streets of the city and perhaps even in the halls of, Capitol Hill.
"The unruly mob behavior of o nly an hour or so ago has somehow been transformed by Gwen and Steve Hammer into a celebration. They announced they will be onstage to support President Rosen when he is sworn in as President of the United States. Some sort of ceremony is planned to install Gwen Hammer as the Queen of Peace that so many people around the world consider her to be. Lady in Red will perform yet another concert on the National Mall to commemorate the occasion.
"In the wee hours of this morning, Congress moved to remove Gwen Hammer from the Presidency. Many observers feel this action was motivated by fear of the power and influence that Gwen and Steve Hammer enjoy from the citizens of this country. It's believed that Congress disapproved of how that power only increased during her time in office. It is an opinion held by many that her popularity was the reason Gwen Hammer was removed from office, rather than because of any concern about so-called emoluments, as both houses claimed.
"What Congress has created is far different from anything its members might have expected. This very morning, Gwen and Steve Hammer walked into a huge, angry mob on the streets of our Nation's Capital and took absolute control of the situation! While members of both houses cowered in hallways and offices in fear for their safety, Gwen and Steve Hammer boldly left all protection behind, and seized the moment," reported Amber with strong emotion.
"We have Secretary of Defense Chatham here with us to share her thoughts on today's incredible events," introduced Amber. "Madam Secretary, will you give us your thoughts on this highly unusual political development?"
"I think it's quite clear what's happened. We've just seen the United States Congress try, and fail miserably in its attempt, to curb the power and influence of Gwen and Steve Hammer," declared the Secretary. "As you more or less just pointed out, Amber, this city belongs to the Hammers. They have the love and support of the people of Washington, of the United States, and of the world.
"By removing Gwen from office, Congress has cut Steve Hammer loose, which will surely prove to be the undoing of many of its members. There is no force on earth that will prevent him from defending Gwen, and in the process destroying more than a few political careers. And it appears that Senator Lancer has drawn his ire more than any other political figure."
"Do you think Steve Hammer will be able to bring down Senator Lancer?" asked Amber. "Lancer's already formed an exploratory committee as a formality before declaring for the Presidency. He's also built a rather sizable war chest for the primaries and the general election."
"If you're asking whether I'd put my money on Steve Hammer or Senator Lancer, I'll take Steve every time. I'll even give odds," replied Secretary Chatham dryly. "Lancer may as well apply for his pension. His career will not only end badly, but any legacy he had hoped to leave will soon be destroyed. Steve acts within the law, but he takes no prisoners. He truly believes his primary role in this world is to protect his wife and children. He feels Senator Lancer stepped over the line. Once Gwen was removed from her responsibilities and obligations as President of the United States, Steve's path became clear.
"We know the Constitution doesn't allow Vince Rosen to run for President once his current term is over. A four-year term after he serves the remaining three years of his current term would place him over the ten-year limit he's allowed to serve as President of the United States," stated Amber. "That would indicate the field will be wide open in three years. Do you see any front runners at this time, if you don't believe Senator Lancer can withstand the wrath of Steve Hammer?"
"The irony of the situation hasn't escaped me," replied Chatham as she considered the question. "Members of Congress removed Gwen from the presidency out of fear of her increasing power and influence. I think that very move will prove to solidify Gwen's position as the most powerful and influential person in the world, not just in the United States.
"It appears very clear to me that the front runner for the presidency will be whomever Steve Hammer decides it should be. There can be no road to the presidency that doesn't pass through Steve Hammer. He's avoided politics as much as possible in the past, but he's a brilliant tactician, and he's as mentally and physically tough as any person on the planet. He also has unlimited financial resources.
"He's going to dismantle the Washington political machines and create an atmosphere which encourages healthy debate among men and women who have the nation's best interests at heart. The days of personal and party agendas deciding policy will come to an end," predicted Secretary Chatham.
"That would certainly be quite a change," agreed Amber. "But back to my question. If you had to pick the next President of the United States today, who do you believe has the best chance to be elected in three years?"
"Honestly? At this moment in history, I can see only one possible outcome in the next presidential election. This nation has the luxury of having already seen how she can govern and how well she and her advisors combine patriotism with international diplomacy and worldwide respect. Unless she forbids it, Gwen Hammer will be drafted by the populace and elected as President in an historic landslide," predicted Chatham confidently.
"You're telling us that voters will return President Hammer to the White House in three years, even though she is the first United States President ever to have been removed from office through impeachment?" asked a very surprised Amber Stahl. "Wouldn't it seem possible, or even likely, that she would again be impeached and convicted by a fearful Congress?"
"That won't happen," replied Secretary Chatham with a small chuckle. "I've already told you that Gwen's husband is going to reshape the face of Congress. Next fall, every seat in the House of Representatives will be up for election. A third of the Senate will be in that same boat. In three years, during the next presidential election, another third of the Senate and the entire House will again face the electorate. That gives Steve Hammer time to replace two-thirds of the Senate and all of the current members of the House, if he so chooses. You may rest assured that new members of Congress will look far more kindly upon President Gwen Hammer's efforts to govern the United States."
"What about the whole 'Queen' thing?" wondered Amber. "Gwen's going to accept the title and proceed to serve as Queen to millions of people. Would that disqualify her from holding the office?"
"I'm not a Constitutional scholar, but I've never heard of any provisions barring candidates because they're too popular, or because they're loved and respected too much," replied Secretary Chatham wryly.
The events of the day had pushed Congress into complete disarray. At dawn, Senators and Congressmen had watched in fear as a very angry mob had surrounded the Capitol Building. While they had anticipated some negative reactions to their decision to remove President Hammer from office, they had believed the vast majority of the voting public would see the wisdom behind the decision.
The United States had always been a Constitutional Federal Republic, but early that morning most members of Congress had agreed that Gwen Hammer's influence was exceeding what the Constitution intended for a President of the United States. They felt it had become necessary to terminate the upward spiral of power she was enjoying, before she gained absolute control and destroyed the Constitution and all it represented.
But immediately following the public announcement of their actions, there was chaos! As the size and anger of the street mob increased, so did their concern for their own safety. Broadcasts from all the major networks discussed the removal of President Hammer and the ramifications of that course of action. It seemed like the more it played on television, the larger and angrier the mob became.
"There's talk on the networks that the military might restore Gwen Hammer to the Presidency!" worried Senator Dawson. "An action like that would render the Constitution worthless, along with both Houses of Congress. We need to contact the Joint Chiefs and see where they stand on this."
"The sooner Vince Rosen is sworn in as President of the United States the better," insisted Senator Burke. "Technically, he's already the President, but the people need to see him sworn in and taking command!"
"Check this out!" yelled a congressional aid as he pointed at a large TV screen. "The Hammers and the Rosens are leaving the White House on foot to confront the mob! Together! It doesn't look like they even have any security with them. Can you believe this?"
In a very rare occurrence, all conversation came to a halt in the Capitol Building as everyone gathered around various monitors to watch the drama unfold. Many legislators found themselves holding their breath as the Hammers and Rosens were recognized by the mob.
"Christ!" exclaimed New Mexico's junior senator as people began to kneel. "They're actually kneeling down to her! If the Hammers can control that mob, things may get very ugly for us."
"You don't know what the hell you're talking about," rebuked Senator Roberts. "She'll use her influence to calm the crowd and prevent any bloodshed or property damage. You're seeing exactly why I voted against convicting her."
"You're seeing exactly why we had to remove her," countered Senator Lancer. "Even without the Office of the President, she's able to control and manipulate thousands of people at a time. We had to separate that threat from any position of power in the Federal government. The President needs to be grounded in reality. Quite frankly, I think this whole 'Queen' bullshit has gone to her head. She wasn't stable enough to carry on as President."
Reporters stationed in the halls of the Capitol Building recorded the exchange by the senators and reported it, along with appropriate bleeps. Lancer was soon shown arguing his concerns about Gwen's mental stability.
As Gwen and her party made its way to the National Mall and the stage, members of Congress began to relax. The mob that had surrounded Capitol Hill gradually lost its anger and drifted toward the stage.
Once the immediate threat was removed, Senators and Representatives started congratulating each other on their performance of the early hours. The dust would soon settle, and everything would once again go back to how it used to be. They had worked with Vince Rosen before, and were confident he would be much easier to influence than Gwen Hammer had been.
The euphoria members of Congress were experiencing was tempered somewhat by the remarks Gwen Hammer made to the crowd. They were delighted to hear her admit that Congress had acted within its power and that she accepted no longer being the President. She and her husband were even going to be on hand for Vince Rosen's swearing in!
Then Steve Hammer addressed the crowd. As he spoke, murmurs of concern could be heard in the halls of Capitol Hill. When Steve told the crowd he would use his influence and considerable resources to replace many members of Congress, there was no doubt he was referring to those who'd just voted against Gwen Hammer!
Even the representatives and senators that had been in office for decades and had no substantial opposition for re-election felt concerned as Steve Hammer promised to lead Lady in Red into the political arena with the objective of removing them from office.
All eyes turned to Senator Lancer when Steve mentioned him specifically as the person he most wanted to ruin politically. Lancer turned red and huffed a few times.
"That bastard thinks he can meddle in Presidential elections?" snarled Lancer. "If we have to, Congress can address his intentions with some sort of law to prevent extremely wealthy people from spending their money to influence the voters."
"Lots of luck with that," replied Senator Roberts with a grim chuckle. "You've already built up a substantial war chest so you could buy the election. How are you going to spend your own money, yet stop Hammer from doing the same?"
"Mine was raised legally from donations," insisted Lancer. "That's a lot different than just being so rich you can buy enough votes to win an election."
"There's no law you'll be able to shove through Congress that won't be obvious as hell. You'll be announcing to the world how you intend to prevent Steve Hammer from exercising his constitutional rights. Besides, he won't have to spend any money to beat your ass! He can just use all the media outlets at his disposal to destroy you without spending a dime," pointed out Senator Roberts.
"Some of you so-called ladies and gentlemen are just beginning to realize what I warned you about. Steve Hammer is emerging from this debacle mad as hell! That anger is going to be directed at those of us that voted against his wife. I'm very glad the record clearly shows I voted against conviction. I just hope it's enough to have him pass me over when he drops a major shit storm on Capitol Hill!"
About that time, Amber's interview with Secretary Chatham was being broadcast, and the Secretary's comments caught everyone's attention. "If you're asking whether I'd put my money on Steve Hammer or Senator Lancer, I'll take Steve every time. I'll even give odds. Lancer may as well apply for his pension. His career will not only end badly, but any legacy he had hoped to leave will soon be destroyed."
"There can be no road to the presidency that doesn't pass through Steve Hammer," was another observation that caused consternation as Lancer turned and stomped off toward his office, but not before hearing Chatham's next statement.
"At this moment in history, I can see only one possible outcome in the next presidential election. This nation has the luxury of having already seen how she can govern and how well she and her advisors combine patriotism with international diplomacy and worldwide respect. Unless she forbids it, Gwen Hammer will be drafted by the populace and elected in an historic landslide!"
"Jesus! She just might be right!" exclaimed Representative McGraw of Maryland. "What have we done?"
Kathy Perrine met with Jordan and Gwen an hour before Gwen's 'coronation' was to begin. "Guys, let me know if I'm asking too much. I was in high school when I watched you host the Academy Awards and perform 'Sharp Dressed Man'. It was the coolest thing I've ever seen. Could we do that song? Could I sing and dance it with you, or is it too risqué?"
"We already have a backdrop set up, so we'd be somewhat shielded from prying eyes, but Gwen now has to consider her image," reminded Jordan. "We were younger and more daring back then."
"Steve! Charlie!" called Gwen to the two men as they stood off to the side preparing for the concert.
By three o'clock, the National Mall was once again packed with a cheering, chanting sea of humanity. Chief Justice Hamilton was onstage to administer the oath of office to Vince Rosen. He solemnly addressed the millions watching on television as well as the incredibly large and well-mannered crowd that was patiently waiting.
"Ladies and Gentlemen, the first order of business today will be for President Hammer and Mrs. Jordan Burns to perform our National Anthem," was all the Chief Justice said, as Gwen and Jordan moved forward on the stage.
The ovation was loud and long for the two women as they finished the anthem. Chief Justice Hamilton waited for the cheering to abate before addressing Vince Rosen, who placed his left hand on a Bible held by his wife Cindy.
Vince completed his oath and Gwen and Jordan hugged him tightly once Cindy concluded her long embrace with her husband. There was a loud cheer from those watching, although not as enthusiastic as it might have been.
Jordan then moved forward to address the crowd. "We all know that Congress has deprived us of the honor of having Gwen Hammer continue as our President. It was a foolish and self-serving effort in an attempt to prevent Gwen from fulfilling her destiny. But there's nothing on God's green earth that Congress, or anyone, can do to prevent our love and respect for this woman to nurture and grow.
"I was on site in Hungary when she ordered the rescuers to excavate that old church to save Saint, Steve, and a couple dozen other people! In Cuba, I saw her save that baby on the beach of Havana!"
Jordan smiled as a huge ovation echoed across the National Mall. She smiled and pointed to signs proclaiming Gwen as the Queen of Peace. Then her smile increased as she pointed to a large sign being held by several people to her left with bold print declaring "Our Queen for President!" The large Jumbotron flashed the image across the Mall, and television cameras picked it up as well.
"I personally witnessed the honor and respect people around the world have demonstrated for my dear friend Gwen. Every concert featured huge crowds that willingly kneeled before her, unless they were prevented from doing so by a military presence. Gwen is truly the face and the conscience of Lady in Red. She leads by example and the rest of us follow," shouted Jordan as the crowd began to make more noise.



"Citizens of the World! I present to you The Queen of Peace!" managed Jordan before the entire Mall erupted into deafening cheers, whistles and applause.
Jordan walked over to Lisa, who handed her the same tiara Gwen had worn in 'Queen's Ransom' and the 'Rise' trilogy. Jordan carefully placed it on Gwen's head and secured it with several clips. Once she finished her task, Jordan stepped off to the side, leaving Gwen alone in the center of the stage.
As if on signal, nearly a million people dropped to a knee and began chanting 'Long live the Queen' as tears poured from Gwen's eyes. Holding her head high, she walked to the front of the stage and gestured for everyone to stand.
"Your Queen asks that you stand!" managed Gwen as she wiped at the tears on her cheeks. "I accept this honor in the names of all people who seek an end to hunger, disease and terrorism! I have no idea how this honor has come to pass, but please know that I am committed to helping as many people of the world as I possibly can. You have bestowed a tremendous honor on me, but it comes with a huge responsibility. I can only promise to do my best!"
Gwen waved and smiled for several minutes as the ovation continued. Then she turned and motioned for Steve to join her. The cheers suddenly became even louder as she wrapped her arms around her husband and kissed him passionately.
Gwen then turned to the crowd and waited for the cheering to subside. "My Warrior husband is the strong one, the compassionate one, the person who has encouraged and protected me every step of this amazing journey! He'll fight for you too, for your freedom, for your honor, and for your families. You may have made me your Queen, but Steve is the very best of us all. Of that I am certain!"
Amber Stahl was covering the event from a small TV platform near the stage. Viewers were able to see tears trickling down her cheeks as she addressed her audience.
"Again we're seeing history being made. Gwen Anderson Hammer and her husband Steve have turned what most would have considered a crippling political blow into a rousing victory and celebration. When Capitol Hill created chaos and mob hysteria, Gwen and Steve Hammer seized the situation and molded it to meet their objectives.
"Secretary Chatham mentioned earlier today that Steve Hammer was a brilliant tactician. Anyone who has seen the manner in which he orchestrated events today would have to agree. He and Gwen turned an enraged mob into a huge pep rally. He had the foresight to legitimize Vince Rosen's presidency by calling for a public swearing in ceremony, a ceremony Gwen and he attended as they offered our new President sincere wishes for success.
"In a brilliant piece of promotion, Steve Hammer told the world that today's concert was going to be known as 'Queen's Ransom', which dovetails very effectively with the blockbuster movie Lady in Red released around the world Thursday night. From the statistics already in, it will have the largest opening weekend ever, and it appears destined to become the highest grossing film of all time," announced Amber. "Critics are universally praising the film, and Academy Award rumors are already circulating.
"Every musician who toured with Lady in Red for the 'We Come in Peace World Tour' has returned here today to perform in this 'Queen's Ransom' concert. The National Mall and its surrounding areas look every bit as crowded was they were yesterday. The Park Service will no doubt give us a much better estimate later," conceded Amber.
Once she ended her short speech, Gwen spent time waving to the crowd as she moved across the stage while still wearing her tiara. She couldn't help feeling a bit vain and even foolish wearing a royal tiara in front of so many people, but they enthusiastically approved her every move. Steve had explained that he felt it was important for her to publicly accept her role as Queen. Her unfettered reign would begin the same day she had been removed as President of the United States. Gwen had come to trust Steve implicitly in these matters. He had plans for every contingency, and he always seemed to be right.
Charlie cued the band as the din began to abate. Gwen moved back to center stage and the 'Queen's Ransom' concert was off to a roaring start. Charlie felt it would be a mistake to simply play the same songs for the second day, so he had the band play numerous songs they had rehearsed over the previous weeks but hadn't performed in public.
Once their signature 'We Will Rock You/We Are the Champions' was concluded, the band moved into Bohemian Rhapsody with Steve singing lead. With all the talented singers in the group, the operatic section of the song sounded extremely impressive, and the fans reacted enthusiastically. Gwen then moved to the front of the stage as the band began its next number. Her audience immediately identified the U2 song and went unusually quiet as they waited for Gwen to pick up the lyrics. Jordan and Kathy Perrine stood just behind Gwen and to each side as they sang back-up.
"I have climbed the highest mountains; I have run through the fields, only to be with you, only to be with you!" sang Gwen as a thunderous roar went echoed across the capital, forcing Gwen and the band to circle back and begin again.
The crowd joined in when Gwen sang "I have run, I have crawled, I have scaled these city walls only to be with you. But I still haven't found what I'm looking for!"
Charlie had predicted the song would be well received when he added it to their repertoire, but even he had failed to gauge the emotions Gwen's rendition would evoke. The entire sea of humanity swayed back and forth as they joined Gwen in singing the stirring lyrics. As Gwen took a modest bow, fans whistled, yelled and clapped their approval.
News clips showed Gwen Hammer's back as she sang while the camera panned over the huge audience, which stretched as far as the camera could focus. Although she was no longer the President, it was obvious she owned the city like no other person ever could.
The band played some older songs and worked in quite a few they had never performed before an audience. The reception by the hundreds of thousands in attendance and the millions watching on television was spectacular.
It was after the first intermission that the fans began buzzing. The Jumbotron showed Gwen, Jordan, and Kathy Perrine walk back onstage wearing robes and then sitting down on folding chairs. Charlie and Steve lazily strolled onto the stage to stand near the ladies. They were also wearing robes.
"Please?" begged Kathy Perrine into her microphone. "Can we do 'Sharp Dressed Man' now?"
"I don't know if our fans would care to see that old routine," replied Jordan, also speaking into her mic. "Gwen and I haven't done that one in years."
"Maybe that's the problem!" exclaimed Kathy. "You two seniors may be getting a bit long in the tooth to shake it up. What about you, Charlie? Steve? Will you do that number with me?"
As she spoke, Kathy Perrine stood with her back to the audience and dropped her robe! Charlie and Steve stood rooted in place as they stared at the young beauty, clad only in a small thong. The Jumbotron clearly showed the beautiful young woman's naked back and skimpy garment. The crowd began what seemed like a low growl!
Jordan and Gwen jumped to their feet, critically examined their husbands staring at the front of the beautiful Kathy Perrine and then nodded to each other as their robes slid from their shoulders, revealing their own backsides and the small thongs they too were wearing.
"Too long in the tooth?" repeated Gwen. "What about it, Steve? Are we too old?"
"Yeah, Charlie, are we too old?" echoed Jordan.
Charlie and Steve snapped out of their trance simultaneously and shrugged their shoulders, allowing their own robes to fall to the floor as they faced the three topless women and the huge crowd. They wore only boxers, with the Lady in Red logo featured front and center. The two men reached behind their chairs and picked up guitars.
They moved to the front of the stage and started the driving rhythm of Sharp Dressed Man as the three women swayed enticingly upstage to a low wall that had been set up at the back. Each of them picked up a pair of boy shorts and erotically pulled them up over their hips as the crowd roared. They then grabbed strapless halter tops and reached behind their backs to snap them on. Gwen had trouble fastening hers, so when it came time to face the crowd and sing, she simply held the small garment over her considerable charms with one hand while she joined her friends in singing the opening stanza.
The crowd reacted with even louder roars and whistles. Jordan, seeing Gwen's predicament, stepped behind her and fastened her top for her. Once the stanza was over, the ladies danced back to pick up only slightly larger garments to cover their bras before singing the next stanza.
The cameras constantly moved from Steve and Charlie's ripped torsos to the cleavage, beautiful faces and shapely legs of the three women. Fans watched the huge Jumbotrons intently as three of the world's most beautiful women gyrated and swayed to the music. Once the song was over, Steve and Charlie moved seamlessly into ZZ Tops' 'Gimme all Your Lovin', with Kathy Perrine singing lead.
Steve and Charlie managed to slip on some jeans and tee shirts a little later while Kathy Perrine sang one of her older hits. Then Steve joined Kathy to sing their hit song, which had been written by Kathy on their flight to Rome. That was followed by Jordan and Charlie performing the theme song for the Queens's Ransom movie.
When Charlie and Jordan finished singing and the applause died down, Gwen pointed to her old friend Heather Thomas, who was standing near the stage as she covered the event for her network.
"Heather, how would you like to revive your dance routine with Steve?" asked Gwen of an obviously surprised Heather. "Come on up and shake that booty!"
Heather needed no second invitation. She knew the world was watching, and she was being handed the opportunity of a lifetime by Gwen Hammer. Heather was a well-known TV personality, admired for her reporting as well as for her great beauty. As she reached the top step, the crowd began cheering loudly. Steve greeted her with a hug.
Charlie briefly conferred with the band as Gwen embraced Heather once Steve had released her. "I can't believe I agreed to this! It's been years since we performed this dance. We haven't even practiced it!"
"Just trust Steve to take care of you. It's like riding a bike. You'll do great!" encouraged Gwen as Charlie nodded to signal that the band was ready to play 'Dirty Laundry'.
With only a couple of minor mistakes that went totally unnoticed by everyone but Heather, Steve and Heather delighted those watching with the same dance routine they had used years ago to win the little dance contest in Charlotte. Steve had often expressed his opinion that maintaining a good relationship with the press was essential to success in business and politics.
Knowing that Heather was at least a little in love with Steve, as well as an up and coming star on her network, Gwen had made the snap decision to feature her in a dance with Steve, who had always referred to gestures of this sort as 'building capital for the future'. She would always strive to remain on good terms with Heather Thomas and Amber Stahl.
Kathy Perrine stepped close to Gwen as Steve and Heather took their bows. "If Steve were my husband, I'd never let him dance with her. She's beautiful, and she's in love with him. You know that, don't you?"
"He wouldn't be your husband very long if you didn't trust him completely," responded Gwen with a grin. "Maybe I shouldn't let him dance with you, if it's dangerous to let women who love him get too close."
"Oh, Gwen! I'm so sorry!" apologized the horrified Kathy. "Is it that obvious? I'd never try to take him away from you!"
"Don't worry about it. He got an eyeful just now when you dropped your robe, and you got your wish when he saw your amazing boobs. You're incredibly beautiful and Steve loves beautiful women, but he's got this thing about loyalty. He loves me. He'd do anything for me. I stopped worrying about other women a long time ago. For whatever reason, he's my guy as long as I want him, and I'll want him forever."
"I guess that's why he's your husband. I've never seen a couple trust each other like you two do. Heather doesn't have a chance, does she?" chuckled Kathy.
"No, but she's having a lot of fun dreaming about him. Some guy will come along who's perfect for her, and she'll forget all about being in love with Steve. The same thing will happen for you sooner or later," predicted Gwen.
"I may find a great guy of my own, but I doubt either Heather or I will ever stop daydreaming about Steve," replied Kathy with a weak smile. "But enough about my daydreams: we need to get ready for the next number!"
The concert ended at five o'clock Sunday afternoon, but it took several more hours for the streets of Washington again to allow vehicular traffic. Thousands of very happy people began leaving the city to return to their home towns. Lady in Red had contracted to have a company clean the city after the weekend's activities and by dusk, the lion's share of the cleanup had been completed.
"We need to get over to Maryland and FedExField," reminded Kate. "Our team is having its home opener, and we want to be there for the pregame festivities. This'll be the D.C. Spartans' first home game. Let's hope we win!"
"Don't bet the ranch on that," offered Chip. "They didn't do very well last week, and our head of football operations traded away our starting quarterback. I wonder where we can find a player to replace him?"
"Steve won't be suiting up tonight! You can bet on that," responded Gwen as she hugged her husband. "They'll have to go another week or two without him. We need some rest and relaxation after the hectic schedule of the last two months. The division is weak this year, so we can stand to lose a few games and still make the play-offs. Steve'll play a lot better if he gets the chance to recharge."
"What about the rule about owners not playing for their team?" asked Jason. "If the NFL is anything like Congress, they'll enforce that rule to the letter."
"It seems that a person can't buy a team and then put themselves on the roster, but a player who's already on a roster can buy a team and still play for it," declared Kate. "I had a team of lawyers pour over the NFL rules, and Steve won't be breaking any of them if he plays for the Spartans. Although he retired last spring, the team kept him officially on the roster. He'll be able to play; if he can make the team, that is."
"If he can make the team?" repeated Billy Marsh. "If he doesn't make the team, there should be a Congressional investigation, or have they already done that?"
The group arrived at FedExField two hours before the 8:20 kick-off. The parking lot was already filled with fans enjoying tailgate parties.
"Everyone has so much fun at these games!" exclaimed Lisa. "We should have a tailgate party, too."
"We will, Sis, but it'll be in our skybox. Now that we're the owners, we get the best box here. I think we'll have the same caterers we always had, but the accommodations should be even nicer."
"Yeah, but that's not the same as visiting with other fans and trash talking the Giants, Eagles and Cowboys," replied Lisa. "That's the fun part."
"How about we invite a few fans up to our box every week to watch the game with us?" asked Jordan. "The box is huge, so we'll have lots of room. The only rule will be no Senators or Congressmen... or pretty women."
Jordan and Gwen were scheduled to sing the National Anthem, so the entire group went down to the field to watch the teams warming up. Gwen noticed a section of seats already occupied by fans in military uniforms and she asked about it.
"Jared reserves fifty sideline seats every week for active service personnel," explained Tyler. "The various branches of the military select men and women to represent them each week. Apparently, they like to get here early."
Gwen and Jordan headed straight toward the group as soon as Tyler explained the situation. When it became apparent where the women were going, every person in the group stood and saluted. Gwen noticed that a few of them struggled to stand and had to use the chair arms to support themselves.
"Please sit down!" pleaded Gwen. "I'm just a regular citizen now. There's no reason to salute me. Jordan and I just came over to thank you for your service and for coming to the game tonight. We appreciate it."
"Ma'am, if I may speak?" asked a ramrod-straight Marine with a well-muscled neck and sergeant stripes.
"Of course you may, but please be at ease," replied Gwen. "I was never comfortable having brave men and women like you folks saluting me. I've never served and never felt I deserved a salute, especially from decorated combat veterans."
"Ma'am, believe me when I say no one deserves our respect more than you. All of us feel that way, and we think it's a damn shame the way Congress treated you today. We're all proud as hell to have had you as our Commander-in-Chief. We're right grateful you gave us these great seats, too. We never would have been able to come to the game otherwise."
"Tell me something," interjected Jordan after seeing Gwen's agreeable nod. "Do you people have some other friends in the military who could get here in time to watch the game? We'd like to invite all of you up to our skybox to watch the game and to enjoy some refreshments. We could make arrangements for the others to use these seats. Would you be willing to be our guests tonight?"
"Are you kidding?" gushed a young sailor. "I'd love to watch the game and share a few beers with Steve and President Hammer. I have a buddy that can be here in ten minutes!"
After listening to other people in the contingent accept the offer and assure Jordan they had friends to utilize their seats, Tyler began making arrangements. Then a young female Marine spoke for the first time.
"If I could, I'd like to be nearby when President Hammer and Mrs. Burns sing the anthem. I love the way they sing it, and I'd love to be close enough to hear them without any amplifiers."
"This is Corporal Melanie Baker," introduced the Marine sergeant. "She always sang the anthem at our events on base. She even sang it a few times while she was stationed in Kabul before her convoy was hit by an IED this summer and she lost a leg. She's the best singer I ever heard, next to you ladies, of course."
"I've played your CDs and sung along with both of you hundreds of times," admitted the corporal. "If I could just stand close enough to hear you sing, I'd be so very grateful."
"Of course!" agreed Gwen immediately. "Would you like us to find you a wheelchair, so you can sit nearby while we sing?"
"Ma'am, not to be rude, but I don't sit when the anthem is playing. I lost a leg, but not my pride of country. Thanks for the offer, but no matter what, I'll be standing when you sing the anthem," promised Corporal Baker.
"I am so sorry if I offended you!" apologized Gwen. "I should have realized what sort of person you are. I can go you one better. You've sung along with Jordan and me on recordings. Would you do us the honor of standing and singing the anthem with us tonight?"
"That's a great idea!" approved Jordan. "We'd be honored to have you with us. Please say you'll do it, Melanie."
"I'd really love to, but I have trouble balancing and I'd need a cane or something to lean on. I may be awkward," worried the young woman.
"You'll stand between Jordan and me," decided Gwen. "We'd be honored if you'd lean on us a little. You've given so much for your country, and we'd love to have you stand with us."



"I don't have a dress or anything. You're both so beautiful and I'm so plain. I'm wearing fatigues. I'm afraid I'll embarrass you."
"It will be one of the proudest moments of my life," assured Jordan. "Tyler, please be sure that the public address announcer and the media people are aware of Corporal Melanie Baker's full name and all pertinent information about her service history. She deserves recognition and appreciation from the fans. She'll be singing the National Anthem tonight with Gwen and me."
Steve was discussing the game plans with Jared when they were approached by a network sideline reporter. "May I interview you for our broadcast? It'll be live and we'll be ready in two minutes, if you're willing. Do you want to know my questions beforehand?"
"Sydney, you never offered to tell me your questions ahead of time," responded Steve. "Why now?"
"I'm supposed to ask you about your wife's impeachment and your feelings about Senator Lancer, and I don't want you to think I'm trying to ambush you. You've been very good to me when you played football, which I'm also going to ask about," explained the pretty blonde woman.
"Feel free to ask me anything. If I don't like the question, I'll just talk about something else, like any politician would do," replied Steve.
A little later, sports reporter Sydney Trout was given the signal she was on the air. "I'm here with one of the owners of the DC Spartans, Steve Hammer. Until this morning, his wife Gwen was President of the United States. Steve, can you tell the viewers how you feel about your wife being removed from office?"
"It's a mixed bag for us, Sydney. President Rosen is very capable and he'll do a great job going forward. Gwen needs a vacation, the past few months have been extremely stressful for her. She served her country with grace and honor, which is much more than I can say for the Senators and Congressmen that removed her from office this morning. It saddens me to know that our nation has so many self-serving, hypocritical, cowardly people in positions of power."
"There was a huge crowd assembled this morning in anger over President Hammer's ouster, and you told them of your desire to remove many of these politicians from office. Have you changed your feelings about that?" asked the reporter.
"No, Sydney. That wasn't a spur of the moment thing. I knew there was a chance Gwen might be impeached and convicted, so I'd planned ahead accordingly. Lady in Red is going to enter the political arena and work to change the attitude of entitlement that's so pervasive in Washington."
"Your wife and Jordan Burns are scheduled to sing the National Anthem. The press has just been informed that Marine Corporal Melanie Baker will sing with them. What can you tell us about that?" asked the reporter.
"Truthfully, this is the first I've heard about it," replied Steve as he gazed in his wife's direction to see her standing with Jordan and a young woman in uniform who was obviously missing a leg. "I can tell you though, that they'll do a great job with the anthem and I'm extremely proud they've invited a member of our military to sing with them."
"Will you come out of retirement, now that your wife no longer holds public office?" questioned the blonde reporter.
"Gwen and I need a little break from all of this to recharge and refocus. We'll discuss that possibility, as well as a lot of other topics, and together we'll make that decision later in the week," promised Steve.
"What about players sitting or kneeling during the National Anthem? Will you punish or discipline players that fail to stand for the anthem?"
"Ownership has made its position quite clear on that matter. I hope nobody is foolish enough to test our resolve," answered Steve.
Ten minutes later, Steve found his resolve was going to be tested. Gwen, Jordan, and Corporal Baker sang the anthem beautifully. Melanie had a strong voice which melded with Gwen's and Jordan's to produce a very strong presentation of the anthem. The crowd cheered and yelled its approval as the song ended.
Brandon Twig, the team's star middle linebacker, remained seated during the anthem. His long blond hair flowed behind him as a light breeze circulated through the stadium.
Steve was annoyed by the player's actions, but he was more concerned at the anger displayed by Jared. His friend was obviously enraged. Steve followed close behind Jared as he strode to the bench once the anthem was over and Twig stood to join his teammates.
"You just disrespected our nation, as well as the owners and management of the team," snarled Jared, his face inches from Twig's. "Get your sorry ass back to the locker room and get changed. You'll never wear that uniform again!"
"I have a right to sit during the anthem!" yelled the player. "I was just exercising my rights. I'm not a slave! You don't own me!"
"No, thank God, we don't," retorted Jared hotly. "We do however own that goddamn uniform you're wearing, and I want you out of it right now. You've disgraced yourself and the team. Get the fuck back to the locker room or I'll drag you back!"
The man glared from Jared to Steve but then shrugged in response. "My lawyer will take this fucking team to the cleaners. The players' union will have a field day with you, you right wing bastards. You're about to make me very rich!"
The team's coaches and players stood silently by as the two men yelled at each other. As Twig turned and headed for the locker room, the coach quietly announced, "Danson! You're starting at middle linebacker!"
"I'm sorry that happened, Steve," apologized Jared. "I really thought we'd weeded out the assholes before tonight's game. I can't believe that clown showed Gwen and Jordan such disrespect. The team owners sang the anthem while that dickhead sat and twiddled his thumbs!"
"The previous owners were the ones who signed him to that huge contract this spring. We bought the team knowing he was overpaid," responded Steve, before breaking into a big grin. "He's a good player, but he knew our policy. You enforced it quite emphatically. That was something to watch!"
"I'm sorry to interrupt, but is Brandon out for the entire game?" asked the team's defensive coach.
"Yes! He's out forever as far as the Spartans are concerned," responded Jared with some emotion. "I'm sorry to put you in the position of losing your middle linebacker, but that shit won't fly on this team!"
"I think the rest of the team got the message, if they had any doubt before tonight. We'll do the best we can without him," assured the coach before going back to speak to his players.
Jared's very public dismissal of the Spartan's middle linebacker had been broadcast live on network television. The play-by-play announcer expressed surprise that Jared would weaken a team that was already struggling to win, by dismissing their star linebacker. Their color commentator, a former player, insisted he had anticipated such an immediate response from ownership.
"I played against Steve Hammer the last two years of my career and I got to know him a little. He's a great guy, but his dedication to family and country stand out as soon as you meet him. He's always been a team player, and it's his belief that those who don't respect the sacrifices of our military, or who try to subvert that respect for personal gain, should never have a place on his team.
"The NFL is going to have to decide whether an owner has this type of control over their players. Can players take the money and wear the uniform and then act in a manner that ownership finds disgraceful and disrespectful?" posed the former player. "I'm certain that Steve Hammer will fight any attempt to force him to allow players to act in such a manner while wearing his team uniform. To be blunt, it'll never happen. He'll sell the team before he permits that type of behavior."
The Spartans had a tough game, losing 42-10. The players who'd been expected to start at quarterback and middle linebacker before the season had started were no longer part of the team, making the team's first home game a disappointment. Starting the season at 0 and 2 was not what Jared had expected when he took over football operations. Steve and Gwen remained to discuss the team's options with Jared once the game was finished, while the rest of their group drove over to Anna's Place.
When Gwen, Naomi, Jared and Steve arrived at the restaurant, paramedics were loading two gurneys into the backs of ambulances. Gwen urged their group to hurry inside to make sure their family and friends were unharmed. They found their group seated at a large table. They all appeared to be in a jovial mood, so Gwen immediately relaxed.
"You missed all the excitement!" blurted Kate. "If you haven't already placed Twig on waivers, you can now put him on the disabled list. He and his big brother were in here bragging about how they were going to get wealthy taking us to court."
"It seems they believe we violated Twig's rights by sending him to the showers before the game even began," added Lisa. "They were making all kinds of brags about how they were going to make the Spartans rue the day Twig was disrespected in such a public way."
"That explains the ambulances," responded Steve with a nod. "Those two idiots decided to come over to this table and berate some of the owners?"
"You think you're so smart!" quipped Jordan. "Tell us who did what to whom, if I said that right."
"I imagine Chip messed up Twig's knee and broke one of his arms," offered Steve as he mulled things over. "Jason probably put the brother out for the count with a couple of shots to the throat and face."
"Did you see the security footage or something?" demanded Charlotte. "Those jackasses decided to visit our table and drop some nasty insults on Lisa, Kate and Jordan. I'm not sure, but I think they may have also called me a dumb cunt. Regardless, Jason and Chip stood up and suggested they leave us alone, like immediately!
"Well, two big tough guys don't back down from a couple of washed-up Rangers and SEALs, or so they claimed. I think Chip baited Twig with a few girly-man barbs, while Jason just grinned at Twig's brother. The next thing you know, Twig threw a punch at Chip, and his brother did the same to Jason."
"The key word is 'threw'. Neither of them came anywhere close to connecting," added Billy. "The next thing you know, the two brothers are on the floor. Twig was trying to hold both his arm and leg with one good arm and crying like a baby. His big brother was sleeping under the table. I was tempted to take them both down for insulting Charlotte, but Chip and Jason jumped in first, and ended it damn quick."
"Yeah, and it's a good thing they did, because Billy looked pretty upset," added Jordan with a grin. "I'm sure it would have been a lot worse if Billy had gotten his hands on those two guys!"
"Thanks, Jordan. I'm glad you saw the situation as it really was," responded Billy with a nod to her. "Those guys got off easy."
"I know the restaurant has security cameras, so we can get copies from Carl and get them to our legal team," suggested Steve. "Those clowns will be suing us for all kinds of things after this."
"They'll have to make bail once they get out of the hospital," laughed Charlotte. "They'll be spending a lot up front on lawyers. Steve, how did you know Chip broke Twig's arm and messed up his knee?"
"I served overseas with Chip, and I had a few opportunities to see him in some tight situations. So I know his favorite tactics and how effective they are. Twig's fate was sealed when he insulted you ladies, especially Kate. Chip may be getting older, but he sure isn't washed up yet. You mentioned jail after the hospital. Did someone call the police?" asked Steve.
"It wasn't necessary. There were two off-duty policemen sitting at a nearby table. They read the brothers their rights while they waited for the ambulances. The Twigs had better hope they don't appear before Judge Connor. He's dining three tables over right now, although as a witness, he can't preside over any legal proceedings," pointed out Kate.
"Yeah, Twig really screwed the pooch when he sat for the anthem, and it only got worse when he decided to visit our table," observed Billy. "I thought Jared was going to whip Twig's ass when he balked at leaving the field. It was all on TV, and it was easy to tell that Jared was furious."
"I apologize for that dumb ass sitting for the anthem," responded Jared. "I thought the entire team understood our feelings on the matter and would act accordingly. We've agreed to establish charities with Gibbons and Johnson. We'll set up food banks in the city with their names attached to the enterprises. Most players felt it was a lot more productive than kneeling for thirty seconds and pissing off a lot of people, including the ones who sign their paychecks."
"No one blames you, Jared. You aren't a mind reader. Twig was looking for a confrontation, and he got one," stated Gwen. "He said he was sitting because he could. Some players on other teams don't stand for the anthem and he felt he didn't have to either. That's one big problem with players kneeling, even for a cause they believe in. It sets a precedent that allows players to believe they can determine when and why they can act inappropriately, even while they're drawing pay from our company and wearing our uniform. It would never work in the military, in police departments, or in most private businesses, and it won't work for anyone working for Lady in Red."
It was well after midnight by the time Gwen and Steve managed to enter their hotel room and crawl under the sheets after a long and arduous day. The stress of the previous months had taken its toll, and they quickly fell asleep, holding each other.
At six o'clock the next morning, two Harley Davidsons made their way through Washington streets to reach the secondary roads of Virginia. Gwen was sitting behind Steve as they cruised through rural Virginia. Tyler and Sybil occupied the bike alongside them. Paula had gladly taken Saint and Vickie for a few days while Gwen and Steve started getting some rest and relaxation. The rest of their friends had various family and business obligations, and were unable to any take more time away after spending two months with the World Tour. Tyler and Sybil had remained at home working, so they eagerly joined Steve and Gwen for a relaxing road trip.
They spent the night quietly at a bed and breakfast in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia. The next morning found the friends up early and posing for photos with the owners. The pictures were posted on the owner's Facebook page before the foursome had even reached the end of the long driveway.
Shortly before noon, they stopped at a gas station with a burger joint on one side. While the two men fueled their bikes, the ladies went inside to use the bathroom and secure a table. As he entered the building, Steve noticed about a dozen motorcycles lined up on the side of the parking lot.
Once he was inside, Steve found Gwen and Sybil sitting at a table in the middle of the room. They were surrounded by rough looking characters sitting at the nearby tables.
"Sybil and I have made some new friends," greeted Gwen with a smile. "These folks are in a local motorcycle club. They recognized me and asked if they could ride along with us. I told them to ask you."
"Normally I don't travel with lawyers and accountants, but I'll make an exception today," replied Steve with a grin.
"How did you know we're professionals?" asked a man with an earring and pony tail. "I think we look the part of a tough biker gang."
"I saw several sidecars attached to your shiny new Harleys," replied Steve. "Your ladies don't look at all like typical 'biker bitches'. They're all dressed pretty conservatively and wearing just the right amount of makeup. Your clothes are new, some of you even have creases in your jeans, and there isn't a tattoo anywhere in sight. Don't get me wrong. You all look great, but it's pretty obvious you aren't real bad-asses."
Around 3:15 PM, Steve was leading the bikers up a long hill in Central Virginia. As they began down the slope on the other side, they saw a school bus a few hundred yards in front of them entering a sharp curve. The group watched in horror as an oncoming log truck coming out of the curve lost control and slid into the bus, slamming it hard and causing it to flop onto its side! Logs rolled helter-skelter across the highway, with one coming to rest on top of a car that had been following behind the bus. The dust hadn't yet settled when Steve and the other bikers pulled to a stop at the scene.
"Mom, you have to turn on your TV!" called Lisa as she rushed into her mother's house in Asgard and switched on Paula's television. "There's been a bad bus accident in Virginia. You need to see this!"
As images on the screen began taking shape, Paula saw a woman step up to a podium to address a small gathering of reporters. Tears trickled down her cheeks as she gazed at the camera.
"I'm Janice Bolding, the chairwoman of the Ulster County, Virginia Board of Supervisors.. This afternoon at 3:15, a school bus from Lincoln Middle School with 42 students on board was involved in a collision with a loaded log truck. The accident occurred on a sharp turn on route 52, known locally as The Oxbow. This scenario is the absolute worst nightmare for schools, parents, and first responders. Today, this horror became a reality for Lincoln Middle School.
"The bus was overturned by the force of the collision, and several of the students were ejected upon impact. A large log caromed down the highway, coming to rest on top of a car which had stopped behind the bus. The driver of that car was pinned beneath the log. An infant in a car seat in the back was also trapped inside the vehicle.
"At least three students were critically injured. I've been told they were just minutes away from death. The young woman in the car was suffocating because the log on her roof was pressing it against her chest, preventing her from drawing a breath," revealed the spokeswoman before she stopped to take a sip of water.
"I've given you enough detail for you to realize just how dire the situation was. In our community's darkest possible moment, a miracle came to the Oxbow. Traveling the same stretch of highway was a very unique group of motorcyclists, and they witnessed the entire accident. Included in this group were two nurses, as well as a pediatric orthopedic surgeon.
"These good Samaritans immediately began to render lifesaving first aid. First responders have stated with certainty that the measures immediately taken at the scene saved the lives of at least three children plus the adult trapped in the car. The men in this group worked together to lift the heavy log off the car, allowing a nurse the opportunity to access the woman and begin lifesaving rescue breathing, reviving the young mother. Our first responders began arriving on the scene within seven minutes, to discover that extremely competent and well-trained medical professionals had saved at least three lives that otherwise would have been lost. The orthopedic surgeon had calmly directed the others, while using her training and skills to stabilize the injured. When her identity was revealed, she was asked to ride with an injured student to the local hospital so she might assist the surgical unit of River City General Hospital. She graciously agreed to the request.
"The locals have already begun calling this incident the 'Miracle at The Oxbow'. There are many reasons to believe it to be a miracle that an accident of this magnitude somehow resulted in no fatalities. The chief reason so many of us feel that it was a miracle is the identity of the surgeon who worked to save lives at the scene and who subsequently traveled to the hospital to assist our doctors. That angel of mercy, until very recently, served as President of the United States! Incredibly, it was the Queen of Peace who worked so competently to save lives!"



There was a murmur from the reporters as the chairwoman paused to take another sip of water. Suddenly the horrible bus accident had become an international news event. Gwen Hammer had happened upon a horribly serious bus accident and had immediately started saving lives!
"The miracle is not so much the remarkable effort made by this group to save our children," continued the spokeswoman. "The miracle is that the only chance some of these kids had to survive the accident was to receive immediate professional medical care, and these heroes arrived on the scene fully qualified to administer it. In the midst of a horrible tragedy, our community was blessed with an unbelievable miracle."
"My sister is a miracle worker! Again!" gushed Lisa. "I have to admit the incident in Hungary was hard to believe. Saving the baby in Cuba was Gwen's medical training, or so it seemed, but these incidents keep happening. There's something afoot in the universe, and Gwen and Steve are in the middle of it. This can't all be totally random, especially that old lady who correctly told Gwen the future. On two continents! That's simply not possible, yet it's happened twice to Gwen and once to Hanna Kiss."
Hanna was the mother of Lena Kiss, the young girl the iconic old blind woman Gwen had now met twice had told her was Gwen's son Saint's future queen.
"I wish I knew what it all meant," admitted Paula. "This all began when Gwen met Steve that day at the mall. It just keeps building, but to what end?"
"That's the question, isn't it, Mom? What do the Gods have planned for my amazing sister, her husband and her family? We'll probably have to wait to find out, just like everyone else."
Lisa's attention returned to the television as the chairperson again spoke to the cameras. "Our local hospital is grateful for the help of medical facilities in neighboring counties. Many of the less seriously injured children have been transported to other hospitals. A few have already been released to their parents. We have three children in intensive care, but they also are expected to recover. Eight students have either undergone or will undergo surgery to repair broken bones and other injuries suffered in the accident. The young mother that had been trapped by the log on her car is expected to make a full recovery.
"The entire Board of Commissioners is adamant in the belief that the timely arrival of The Queen of Peace made the difference today. All seven board members, three Democrats, three Republicans, and one Independent have signed a petition declaring support for Gwen Hammer in the next presidential election. We do not condone the impeachment proceedings so recently taken by Congress. It's our wish to be the first elected officials in the United States to endorse our Queen to be elected President! I'm certain we won't be the last."
Steve and Tyler had remained at the accident scene to offer assistance to first responders. They worked to provide care to the injured, to reassure family and friends who arrived on the scene and to maintain a safe environment as traffic was once again permitted to travel on the highway.
It was almost dusk when they climbed on their Harleys and led their group into a very active River City. Sybil had caught a ride to the hospital, so she could be close to Gwen if she needed any help or protection. Sybil was once again in charge of all security for Lady in Red and Asgard. Gwen had signed off on the use of Secret Service agents for her protection, preferring her own security people when she felt they were needed.
As they neared the hospital, Steve noticed a large park. It was well lit, and hundreds of people were milling about. Steve was very aware the shirt he wore had blood from some of the accident victims splattered on it. He decided to pull over at the near park entrance and change into a clean shirt, knowing that the blood could well upset family members of the injured.
He was followed into the parking lot by Tyler and his new friends. "If you have any clean clothes with you, I suggest those of you with bloody shirts and pants change now. We don't want to be the cause of any distress from the families of the kids we helped."
With that, Steve pulled his blood-stained shirt over his head and tossed it into a nearby trash can. He was digging into his bag on the bike when he heard a girl's voice tentatively calling his name. Frustrated in not having the time to find a clean shirt in his bag, he turned with a slight scowl to face his questioner.
Tired as he was, Steve had to grin when he saw what he guessed were two high school girls about seventeen years old. Both of them were standing slack-jawed and unable to speak. Steve arched an eyebrow, and the darker girl finally found her voice.
"Mr. Hammer? I'm Pamela Stenson, and my friend is Anita Lord. We're seniors at River City High. I hope we're not bothering you, but we've set up a blood drive to help the accident victims, and it would be really, really great if you could come over to the bloodmobile with us and donate a unit of your own blood. I know it would inspire a lot of others to do the same."
"I think I can manage that. Would it be okay if my friends gave blood as well?" asked Steve as he pointed to his group of biker friends watching the encounter.
"Of course! They're all heroes in River City!" exclaimed the blonde girl, Anita, while she openly stared at Steve's torso. "It would really help us reach our goal of 200 units."
"Would it be okay if I found a shirt to wear before I went with your ladies to donate?" asked Steve, now grinning.
"Honestly? I think you look great just like that!" exclaimed Pamela. "Could we get a picture with you before you find your shirt?"
"I don't know if that would be a good idea," worried Steve. "You girls are minors, and I'm not. We don't want to start any rumors or get in trouble with your moms."
"They're both eighteen, but you're right," interrupted a smiling woman to Steve's left. "But if Pamela's mother were in the picture, it would be okay, don't you think?"
"I suppose that would work," agreed Steve as he nodded in thought. "Even her big sister would be fine. Why don't you join us for the picture?"
"Big sister? That's my mom!" exclaimed the excited girl as she handed her phone to Anita. "Take a picture of Mom and me with Steve Hammer. Get a lot of pictures of us!"
Mother and daughter quickly moved to either side of Steve, each of them wrapped an arm around his waist and pressed their breasts against his bare chest. Anita squealed in delight as she snapped numerous photos of her friend with Steve Hammer!
"Okay, Ladies. I need to get my shirt on," insisted Steve as he stepped away from the two women and once again dug around in his bag and this time pulled out a shirt. "It looks like we're attracting a crowd. I promised to donate blood, so let's get going."
Anita and Pamela proudly escorted Steve to the bloodmobile, where they tried to take him to the front of the line. "Girls, I'll wait my turn like everyone else. My blood's no better than the next person's. Besides, this way will give more people a chance to notice me and follow my example."
"I never thought of it like that," admitted Anita. "That's why you're so successful. You think about how your actions will affect others."
"That, and how he looks with his shirt off," added Pamela. "What a hunk! Look how many people are already coming over to get in line!"
Steve used the time to speak to people, sign autographs, and pose for pictures as he waited his turn to donate. The already large crowd grew even bigger as the word spread of Steve Hammer's presence in the park.
After giving blood, Steve met with the families of some of the children who'd been in the accident. He did his best to comfort them and to praise the character of the kids and the dedication of the first responders at the scene.
The community was too wired to sleep that evening. There were over a thousand people still milling around the park just after midnight, when a hush fell over the crowd. Those nearest the hospital began dropping to a knee and those behind them quickly followed suit.
"Our Queen!" began as a whisper that gradually chorused louder as an exhausted Gwen Hammer, accompanied by Sybil, trudged slowly through the crowd. Her eyes moved over the people surrounding her until she found Steve flashing a big smile as he strode toward her.
Many of the females in the park had tears running down their cheeks as they watched The Warrior take his Queen into his arms and kiss her passionately. The entire community was filled with pride that the Queen of Peace, so recently President of The United States, the wealthy and beautiful Lady in Red, had somehow arrived in River City in their time of need. She had proceeded to save lives and repair small bodies that were badly injured. Not a single River City resident doubted that Gwen's arrival could have been anything less than a true miracle.
"Senator Lancer is scheduled to tour the school and hospital tomorrow afternoon. Will you be here to meet with him?" asked a kid that wore a 'River City High School Crier' badge on his shirt.
"No," was Steve's immediate response.
"You do know Senator Lancer represents Virginia in the Senate and lives less than a hundred miles from here?" persisted the young man.
"I'm aware he represents Virginia at the moment," responded Steve. "But these good people are going to expect more from their elected officials than Lancer is able or willing to provide. He's rapidly becoming irrelevant."
"Do you think he'll be elected our next President?" was the kid's next question.
"Absolutely not," replied Steve flatly. "This nation can do much better."
A network reporter suddenly appeared next to Steve. "Brandon Twig told reporters this afternoon that he's filing suit against Lady in Red, as well as the DC Spartans for violating his constitutional rights. He's also going to file suit against your company for the possible career-ending injuries he suffered at the hands of your brother-in-law, Chip Martin. The players' union is looking into charges that you're intimidating players into standing for the anthem, as is the commissioner. How do you respond to all of this?"
"Twig has the right to file law suits until the cows come home," allowed Steve thoughtfully. "I'm confident the team had every right to send him to the locker room after his disgraceful and cowardly display while wearing our uniform. I'm equally confident that he insulted and physically assaulted Chip with the expectation of doing him considerable bodily harm. Chip's no rookie when it comes to hand to hand combat, as Twig found out. He made several bad decisions, and now he's crying. My response is that he needs to man up."
"You released him before halftime of the game Sunday night. Does that mean you won't honor his contract?" asked the reporter.
"Why would you ask that?" responded Steve with a scowl. "Lady in Red has never knowingly failed to honor a contract. We'll abide strictly by the terms of his."
"Will you come out of retirement now that your team has shed its starting quarterback and middle linebacker?"
"Gwen and I will make that decision soon. Now please excuse us. There are some people I want to introduce to their Queen," was Steve's answer as he turned away from the reporter and took Gwen by the hand.
"Folks, this is Gwen. Gwen, these good people are families of some of the injured children," explained Steve as Gwen nodded to the group and as they quickly dropped to a knee.
"Please stand. Think of me as just one of your children's doctors tonight," offered Gwen with a warm smile. "Allow me to tell you just how brave and wonderful your kids are."
An hour later, Sybil caught Gwen's attention and advised her to get some rest. "Gwen, you've been going since early this morning. You're pregnant and exhausted. Let's find a hotel and call it a night."
"My Queen, if I may be so bold?" interrupted an older woman with white hair and dark skin. "I'm Beverly Watson, and I live alone in a nice five-bedroom home on a safe street. May I offer you, your Warrior, and your friends the use of my home for the night? It's only a few blocks from here. You saved my grandson's life, and it's the very least I can do."
Gwen briefly considered before deciding to accept the gracious offer.
"We accept!" replied Gwen, causing the older woman to break into a huge smile.
"Brenda, call your sisters and tell them to get the beds made and everything ready for royalty!" instructed the woman to a younger version of herself. "Our Queen and her Warrior will be our guests tonight, along with their friends."
By the time the two couples pulled their motorcycles into the driveway of a large Victorian home, the sidewalk held several dozen people watching in awe. As Gwen removed her helmet, those watching kneeled in unison.
"Your Queen thanks you all!" acknowledged Gwen before turning to enter the beautiful home as her hostess held open the door.
The next morning, Gwen, Steve, Sybil and Tyler sat at Beverly's table as she and two of her daughters bustled about the kitchen cooking breakfast.
"Ma'am, we can't thank you enough for your hospitality. The bed was very comfortable, and the food smells delicious," praised Tyler.
"You're thanking me?" objected Beverly with a laugh. "You folks saved this town's children. It was a miracle that you were on that stretch of road at that exact time. You brought hope to a terrible tragedy. Some of the kids have a long road ahead of them. We know that, but we thank God they're alive and will get better. We thank you!
"Besides that, having our Queen and her Warrior stay overnight in my house will raise my social standing in the community immeasurably," added the middle-aged woman as she laughed heartily.
It was almost 9 AM when Steve and Tyler swung onto their bikes and waited for their wives to join them. Gwen and Sybil gave Beverly and her two daughters warm hugs before climbing onto the bikes behind their husbands.
The streets were lined with people of all ages as the two-bike caravan made its way to the park where their new biker friends had gathered to wait for them. Steve turned off his machine as Gwen dismounted and walked toward the bikers that had helped them so much the previous day.
As hundreds of townspeople watched and listened, Gwen spoke to the group. "I've instructed our people to send each of you a leather jacket with our Lady in Red logo on the back and the words "First Road Warrior" boldly printed below the logo. There will only be nineteen original jackets, and you folks will have them.
"I want everyone to know how highly Steve and I regard you. These jackets will come with responsibility. You'll be the original Road Warriors, the first of many, I hope. I want travelers all over the country to be able to turn to Road Warriors for comfort and assistance, should they need it. Lady in Red will give you as much support as we can, but it's pretty much going to fall on individual Road Warriors to be prepared to assist those in need.
"I know I'm asking a lot from you, but I believe you have what it takes to carry this responsibility. I ask that you nominate others who you feel have the character needed to represent Lady in Red and your Queen. They will receive jackets like yours, but only yours will include the word 'First'. Over time, we hope to have Road Warriors riding most of the highways of our nation. Henceforth, when people see the Road Warrior jacket with the Lady in Red logo, they'll know they've found someone they can trust to lend assistance in difficult times. That's the legacy you so selflessly originated yesterday when you stopped to help those injured children," concluded Gwen. "I'm extremely proud to proclaim this group the first of my Road Warriors."
"We ride for our Queen!" responded a biker Steve had grown to like a great deal the previous day. "May we always make her ideals our own!"
With that, Gwen gave a huge smile to the bikers as well as to the hundreds of locals witnessing the event. She then swung a long leg over the bike and settled in behind Steve. He brought the bike to life and slowly turned into the street. All the bikers left their helmets off as they rode slowly and proudly through the town. They followed Gwen's lead by waving and smiling to the people who lined the streets to see their Queen and her Warrior one more time, and to bid them farewell.
Senator Lancer arrived at the local high school two hours later, scheduled to address a student assembly in the gymnasium. He expected a heavy media presence, and he'd carefully crafted his speech to profess his sympathy and concern for the community. His next stop was scheduled to be the hospital where he intended to visit some of the injured children and pose for photos as he comforted their families.
The bleachers in the gymnasium were packed with students, while reporters and camera people stood along the sides. The Superintendent of Schools called the assembly to order and then asked the president of the student council, Pamela Stenson, to introduce the guest speaker.
"Ladies, Gentlemen and fellow students, it seems like a long time ago, but it was just yesterday that a school bus transporting our younger brothers and sisters was involved in a horrible accident. The bus was overturned, and many of the kids riding in it were seriously injured.
"Then our community was blessed with the Miracle at the Oxbow. Make no mistake, it truly was a miracle that the best couple in the entire world witnessed the accident, and along with some incredible friends, immediately began saving lives. That's what great people do.
"I had the honor of being in the presence of greatness yesterday, and it's changed my life. I want to be so much more than I am. I want to be so much better than I have been. I want to be a person who makes a difference. I want to be as much like our Queen as I possibly can.
"For that reason, I cannot in good conscience present to you a person I feel is beyond evil. He led the charge to impeach our President, our Queen, the very best leader our nation has ever had. Now he hopes to convince us young, impressionable students who will be voting in a presidential election in three years, that he is worthy of becoming President of the United States. I stand here today to tell you that abomination will never happen."
By now the reporters and camera operators were acutely aware that real news was being made in the auditorium. They began moving closer to the podium to better record the events as they unfolded.
The students in attendance had been briefed beforehand on the stance the president of their council would take. They had been given a few minutes to consider their response to her planned actions, and all had agreed on their course of action.
"In three years our Queen and her Warrior will return in to the White House in triumph. As thrilling as it was to be in the presence of true greatness yesterday, it disgusts me to be in this auditorium in the presence of a person so willing to damage our nation in order to pursue his power-grabbing personal agenda. I am now leaving this building!" declared Pamela as she squared her shoulders and marched down the steps to the gymnasium floor.
Anita Lord and several other students immediately joined her as they strode shoulder to shoulder toward the exit. Soon all the students were moving in a quiet and orderly fashion to file out behind the young women leading the boycott of the senator's planned speech.
Senator Lancer was stunned as he sat in his chair on the small stage. Nobody remained in the gym except for himself, the Superintendent, and a collection of very amused journalists. He had been in politics for decades and had never experienced anything like this. His audience had left before he could even speak! He turned to the Superintendent.



"I want that girl expelled!" he demanded loudly. "In fact, every one of these students that left the building need to be expelled. You can't disrespect a national leader like this! I'm a senator from this state! What are you schools teaching these kids?"
The cameras still running, Superintendent replied calmly. "Senator Lancer, I wish our school system could take the credit for what we just witnessed, but I think probably the same thing would have happened in Anytown, USA.
"We had a tragedy here yesterday, and it's affected all of us. These young adults had a firsthand look at true leadership, love and compassion, and I've never been prouder of my students than I am at this moment. They're taking a stand and making a statement. They're doing so peacefully and with restraint. They're following the powerful example of their Queen and her Warrior. They'll work to make our community, our state, and our nation a better place."
Cameras were trained on Lancer as he listened to the Superintendent impossibly defending his students' behavior. His face was almost purple with rage as he turned to glare at the reporters and the cameras that had been covering the entire episode. Twice he attempted to articulate his emotions, but no words were forthcoming.
Reporters began calling out to him, asking questions about the day's turn of events. An aide hurried into the gym and to Lancer's side. He took the Senator's elbow in his hand to lead him out a side door where their limo was parked.
"Jesus!" exclaimed Vince Rosen as he sat watching the events transpire on television. "That kid just pounded another nail into Lancer's coffin. That took some nerve!"
"She was emulating Gwen," replied Cyndi. "Steve and Gwen were in that town for less than a day, and they managed to inspire and uplift the entire community. The whole world has come to think of her as their Queen."
"Tell me about it!" responded Vince as he gazed lovingly at his wife. "Every world leader she's ever met, and some she hasn't, have called to ask what's going on. Each one of them was upset about Gwen being removed from office. It took some effort to convince them she and Steve weren't going to seize control of the government, but it looks very possible Gwen will again be leading the U.S. in three years. Seeing the problems Lancer is already having only reinforces my belief."
"I'm extremely proud of you, Vince. You're a great man doing a very difficult job. That said, I'll be happy to welcome Gwen back to the White House, so we can relax a little and enjoy life while we still can," admitted Cyndi.
Gwen felt the phone in her jacket vibrate, so she dug it out and checked her messages. She signaled Steve she wanted him to pull over when it was safe. They had been riding for five hours and were in eastern Tennessee when Steve led the group into a rest area. Gwen stepped away from the group and placed a call.
Less than a minute later, Gwen signaled for Steve, Tyler and Sybil to come over and join her. "Hanna Kiss was trying to reach me. I just called her back. She's frantic. Her daughter Lena's been taken, and the kidnappers phoned her to demand ten million dollars in ransom! They expect her to get the money from us."
"Is she still in Hungry," asked Steve as he considered the information Gwen had relayed.
"That's just it. They're in Sparta. Lena was kidnapped in our home town!"
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Thanks to Ms. Black and Ms. Moon for the idea for this exercise in writing. To know these ladies is to love them. Now, let the fag cuck shit begin!
I never saw it coming, but I probably should have. My lack of attention may have been a contributing factor. Last April, on a rainy Saturday morning, my wife revealed to me just how unhappy she was.
We had been married five years, and I thought things were great. I was 29, and she was three years younger, at 26. Sherry was a beautiful woman with a great figure and a beautiful face. On top of that, she was smart and capable. I was still amazed that she had agreed to marry me.
“Jim, I feel like I’ve missed a big portion of life’s pleasures and I’ll never get to experience them if I don’t do something about it pretty soon.”
“Do you want to take a nice vacation? Maybe we could go to Paris or the Caribbean? Is that what you mean?” I asked in confusion.
“This isn’t easy to say, so I’m just going to tell you what I’m thinking and feeling,” Sherry responded softly. “I want to have sex with some other men. I was a virgin when we started dating, and you’re the only man I’ve ever been with. I love you and our sex is great, but I have nothing with which to compare it. Maybe it could be a lot better. I know some of the single girls at work really get off with some of the guys they date. The way they describe their orgasms and the intensity of them is amazing. I don’t have much to contribute to those conversations.”
“You’re a chemist working at a large chemical company, not a teenager in a secretarial pool or something! Who have you been talking with about sex and orgasms?” I demanded.
“It may be hard to believe, but chemists talk about sex, the same as secretaries,” Sherry replied. “I’m not putting you down. You’re an excellent lover, at least as far as I know.”
“Thanks for qualifying that statement,” was my angry response. “Do you have a boyfriend or someone you’re interested in fucking? Have you fucked some guy, or guys, already?”
“I knew you’d think that! I’ve always been faithful to you and I have no ‘boyfriends’, as you put it,” insisted Sherry. “I want to stay married to you. I just need to satisfy my curiosity. You’re the only man I’ll ever love.”
“Forgive me for being skeptical,” I retorted. “My wife loves me to pieces but wants to have sex with random men just out of curiosity. That doesn’t really make me feel loved.”
“We always said we would discuss any issues or problems in our marriage,” pointed out Sherry. “Would you have preferred I kept this to myself and maybe had a secret affair?”
“I’ve got to tell you I’m not too keen on the choices you’ve mentioned so far. Let me think about this and we’ll discuss it again next Saturday, okay?”
I stewed over Sherry’s revelation all week. I thought about it constantly. I was a fairly successful software engineer working for a small company on the verge of creating a revolutionary program for large businesses. If our company managed to successfully develop it, and we were getting close, I’d get a nice bonus check. I wondered if I had given too much of my attention to my project and not enough to my wife.
I no longer trusted Sherry. If I refused her request to experience new sex partners, she’d probably leave me, or at the very least, cheat on me. If I accepted her proposal, I’d be humiliated and shamed. I could always divorce her immediately and get on with my life. The problem I saw with that route was a beautiful woman like Sherry would have no problem finding bed partners. I’d be sleeping alone while she’d be getting her brains fucked out by a different guy every night. None of those options worked for me, so I tried thinking outside the box.
Given that divorce was pretty much a certainty, how could I maximize my position to make it more palatable? Once I determined I would be getting divorced, my thoughts turned to how I could benefit from my wife screwing other guys. In what world can that be good for a husband?
Sherry was drop dead gorgeous and could get laid a few dozen times a night, if she wanted. It would be much more difficult for me to score strange pussy. How could I leverage her latent desirability into greater success for me? How could I utilize that sex appeal and hot body to benefit her soon to be ex-husband?
Friday evening, Sherry was in the kitchen talking with her mother. I was sitting in my recliner enjoying my third beer and watching a documentary about Bernie Madoff. The solution to my problem suddenly came to me! If Sherry wanted to play that game, I was going play it even better!
My brilliant solution was to create my own Ponzi scheme! Before long, I’d be up to my ass in strange pussy, with even more showing up at my door every day! For every strange cock Sherry would be getting, I’d double it in pussy. Thus, my Ponzi Pussy Scheme was born!
“Am I hearing you right?” asked Sherry Saturday morning after I explained my scheme. “You want to let it be known that we’re looking for couples that want to swap with us. There’ll be an added caveat that every time the guy spends a night with me, you get the female partner for two nights?”
“That’s a simplified version. We’d have to approve the couples. Married couples who participate need to be married to each other. We won’t condone or encourage cheating in any form,” I explained pompously. “Two single people can opt in, if they’re at least 18 and are male and female. I won’t be involved in any fag shit!”
“The obvious question is this. What sane guy would agree to you having two chances with his spouse, girlfriend, or neighbor when he only gets one night with me? Why would I ever agree to such an unfair division of spoils?” asked Sherry.
“That’s the beauty of the scheme. You’re so damn sexy and attractive, I could probably insist on three nights with the female partner. Guys will give their left nut to tap your pussy. They’re certain to give up the less desirable wife or girlfriend’s pussy they already had a few times for one crack at your slit, pun intended.
“The reason you’ll go along with it is that I’m going to be the cuckold everyone laughs at. If it were up to me, we’d keep our sex life as it is. You’re the one that wants to experience different partners, so I need something to offset the embarrassment I’m going to endure.”
“Getting laid by a bunch of horny women will help offset that humiliation? I guess that makes sense,” admitted Sherry. “We’d both have the power to veto the swap if we didn’t find the person appealing or desirable, right? You wouldn’t veto any hunks that apply, and only allow fat old men to sleep with me, would you?” questioned Sherry as she mulled over my plan.
“How could I get any prime pussy if I vetoed good looking guys?” I reasoned. “Fat old guys don’t have hot young wives, unless it’s a trophy wife, and those guys can buy all the pussy they want. I doubt I’d veto anything short of ninety years old or four hundred pounds.”
“You really are a sick, desperate fuck, aren’t you?” asked Sherry rhetorically, but with a grin. “I have to admit I never would’ve dreamed up this Ponzi Pussy Scheme of yours. It’s kind of flattering to think guys would let you have their wives for two nights for just one night with me. Plus, you can’t get mad and divorce me for getting some strange cock, because you’d be getting lots of strange pussy as a direct benefit of my little kitty being so popular!”
The success of my plan depended on Sherry thinking we would remain married when the whole thing was finished. If she knew I had plans to toss her to the curb after I had gotten laid by a few dozen women, she could simply cut me out of the deal and get banged endlessly without any benefit to me.
I realized that I’d no longer be able to live in the area after my scheme gained success. It was not a big town, and everyone would know my wife had sex with any number of local men. Once I got my bonus for the success of our new software, I would be moving far away, probably to a warmer climate. There was even a chance I would find a woman that would be satisfied with my bedroom skills, such as they were.
“That’s right. We’d both be experiencing some strange and have no room to complain,” I lied. “This is just a phase we’re going through and we’ll come out of it stronger than ever!”
The following Saturday, we attended a neighborhood party. There were a dozen couples enjoying the food and hospitality of our friends, Bill and Janet Simpson. Everyone was chatting and laughing when I began to explain my Ponzi Pussy Scheme to Janet, who was sitting next to me on the sofa. I think the room went silent within the first few words I uttered on the subject. Everyone appeared dumbstruck as I described how it would work.
“Do I understand you correctly?” asked Dorothy Grant. “You think your wife is such a hot piece of ass that married men will agree to let you have their wives for two nights so they can bang her one night?”
“That pretty well sums up the situation. There’ll be health records and condoms involved. Couples in committed relationships have to be accompanied by their significant other.
“Why would a husband let you have two nights with his wife for just one night with yours?” demanded Dorothy.
“Sherry? Would you please stand up and turn around slowly so these men have a better idea of exactly what they’d be getting?” was my response as my wife stood and spun fast enough to cause her skirt to float up and briefly expose her red thong.
“Dorothy, take a look at the guys’ faces,” I insisted with a chuckle. “Every man here has a boner! They’re wondering if they can talk the wife into going along with the deal. Sherry is way hotter than any woman they could reasonably hope to bed in their lifetime. There’ll be plenty of men taking us up on our offer.”
“You insulting prick!” snapped Dorothy. “You’re telling us your wife is far hotter and sexier than any other woman here? You may think that because you’re married to the slut, but each of these men certainly thinks he has the sexiest wife in the world. What kind of man pimps out his wife to get pussy he feels is of a lower quality than what he already has?”
Sherry’s eyes met mine when Dorothy called her a slut and she flinched when I was accused of pimping out my wife. Maybe she was beginning to see my point about being humiliated by a wandering wife. The second best way to combat humiliation is act like everything is normal and not embarrassing. The best way is to not do dumbass things that cause humiliation.
“Dorothy, are you suggesting I shouldn’t even consider trading my hot wife to your husband for the opportunity to spend two nights in your bed? You think I’d be getting the short end of that deal?”
“Of course not!” replied Dorothy immediately. “When you put it that way, I can see why you might consider making that trade. I have to admit I can even see why my husband might be willing to go along with it. That said, it isn’t going to happen! We value our vows. Fidelity is very important to us.”
“I truly respect that,” I replied as I again met Sherry’s eyes to be sure she was listening. “However, we both know there are some couples out there that lack your moral strength and commitment to each other. The weaker, less devoted men will enjoy the experience of being buried balls deep in Sherry. That experience will help allay their misgivings and feeling of guilt. I’ll do my best to give the female half of the relationship a good time… twice.”
The party broke up shortly after my revelation. The general consensus was that I was nuts to think anyone would go along with our conditions, especially wives. I noticed most of those opinions were voiced by the wives. The men in the room had been rather quiet on the subject. As we were pulling onto the highway, Sherry made an observation.
“That seemed to go over like a fart in church. It doesn’t seem like anyone thought your famous Ponzi Pussy Scheme would have any takers. We may have to think up something new, or I’ll just have to place an ad on one of those dating sites, or pick up some guy at a bar.”
“That is not going to happen,” I replied with some heat. “You could be murdered or beaten doing things that way. I want you to be safe.”
Sherry broke into a big smile and patted my shoulder. “My husband is always looking out for me and keeping me safe, even when I’m looking for a random guy to screw my brains out!”
“As far as I’m concerned, the aforementioned brains are already gone or you wouldn’t be thinking about having lovers now that we’re married,” I responded. “I also realize that you’re determined about this. I just don’t want you to get hurt while finding Mr. Right Cock.”
“You’re my Mister Right Cock,” insisted Sherry. “I’m just going to look for Doctor Strange Cock. I need to find out how it feels to have sex with him.”
I didn’t say anything more. The topic was depressing me. Why the hell did it have to come to this? Why couldn’t my incredible, beautiful wife be happy with me and my cock?
Sherry was all over me when we went to bed that night. She must have been really cranked up thinking about all the strange cock she was going to be getting soon. She came at least three times before I released my little soldiers. We slept in each other’s arms that night.
Sherry and I made love frequently over the next two weeks. Then the shit hit the Ponzi fan. It all began with an innocent sounding chime from our doorbell. I was in the living room when I heard Sherry open the front door.
“Mr. and Mrs. Santori! How are you? Please come in,” greeted Sherry before she called to me to join her.
I knew Gladys Santori and her husband, in passing. Gladys was Dorothy Grant’s mother and her husband, Stewart, was Dorothy’s step father. I was more than a little curious why they had stopped in to see us.
“I won’t take a lot of your time,” began Gladys. “Dorothy told me about your Ponzi scheme last weekend. She isn’t a big fan of the whole thing, but Stew and I find it interesting. Will you treat everything we say in confidence? You know how judgmental Dorothy can be.”
“Of course,” responded Sherry, curiosity written all over her face.
“Stewart and I would like to sign up for your service, or scheme, or whatever you might call it,” stated Gladys bluntly.
You could have knocked me over with a feather! Dorothy Grant’s mother and step-father wanted to be our first clients, as I referred to them. Instinctively, I surveyed Gladys a little more closely.
She was slim, about fifty-five and attractive for a woman her age. I never thought much about having sex with older women, but I was considering the possibility now. I must have been staring more than I realized because Gladys began to blush under my scrutiny.
“I know we’re probably older than most of your fellow schemers or pussy providers, or whatever term you may use. I guess fur traders could work since you’d be swapping your wife’s fur for mine, twice,” suggested the surprisingly humorous lady.
“I prefer cock swappers,” interjected Sherry, much to my surprise. “This is about us ladies after all. I’ll be trading you Jim’s cock for Stewart’s.”
“I like your attitude,” replied Gladys with a grin. “Does that mean that you find Stewart and me acceptable candidates for this venture?”
“Unless Jim has an objection, I think we’re good,” replied Sherry as she looked at me for an indication of my feelings.
Where was this coming from? Stewart Santori was around sixty fucking years old and had a bit of a beer belly! Sherry was acting like he was a damn stud and she couldn’t wait to bed the bastard.
I calmed down some and considered it rationally. I knew she was going to be getting laid by someone, so why not an old guy? He’d be done after one round while I would pound his well preserved wife all night long. I’d wind up getting a lot more than double the sex Sherry managed from her ancient paramour!
“By all means!” I replied with gusto. “Let’s set up a date that works for everyone. Sherry and I can be free most weekends.”
“How about tonight?” asked Gladys as I realized the surprises were going to just keep on coming. “We have health papers verifying we’re disease free and Stew has a half dozen magnum condoms in his jacket. What do you say we all get naked?”
“A half dozen what?” I demanded just before Gladys broke into fits of laughter.
“I knew that would get your attention. Men are so competitive and insecure,” stated Gladys with a nasty grin. “Don’t worry about your wife. Stewart is a very considerate lover and will break her in easy. You need to be concentrating on taking me to the Promised Land, if you get my drift.”
“You won’t be disappointed,” promised Sherry as she eagerly took Stewart’s hand and pulled him toward the mother-in-law suite located over the garage and as far from the master bedroom as possible. “Jim will take great care of you. Breakfast will be sometime before noon, if I can still walk.”
This was all a bit sudden. Things were happening way faster than I expected. I never dreamed Sherry would be so eager for a romp with a senior citizen. I never guessed that Dorothy’s mom had such a nice set of tits! She was naked by the time we reached the bedroom and trying to strip my clothes from me as fast as she could.
I wondered if she’d be all dried up, but she rolled a condom over my dick and plunged herself down on it before I could manage to grab a handful of tit flesh. She was obviously having a good time bouncing on Little Jim.
“God, I love a hard cock!” exclaimed Gladys, more to herself than to me. “Stewart is a wonderful man, but his doesn’t get as hard as this bad boy. There’s nothing like a young man’s cock!”
We got the first one out of the way pretty quickly. Gladys went off like a firecracker and I was right behind her, literally. I was doing her doggy style by then. We laid back to relax for a few minutes. I was wondering how Sherry was enjoying the second cock of her life before sleep claimed me.
I awoke to Gladys sucking my cock. She kept at it a few minutes and then rolled another condom on my big unit. It was off to the races after that. By the time she and I staggered downstairs for brunch, we had used four condoms, although the last one had very little in it. I was totally and completely fucked out.
We had finished eating and were picking up our dishes when Sherry walked slowly into the room. I offered her a seat but she declined.
“I think I’d be better off standing for a day or two, but thanks anyway.”
“Where’s Stewart, Dear?” asked Gladys.
“He went for his morning run after reducing me to Jell-O for about the tenth time. He said he was only going to run five miles, so he’d be back pretty soon,” responded Sherry. “How did things go for you guys?”
“Very well, thank you!” replied Gladys with a big smile.
“Will you be back tonight for the grand finale, or did you want to wait a week or two for Jim to recover?” asked Sherry.
“I’d like to get it in tonight if Jim’s schedule is open. I know he must be getting laid a lot, and has to keep track of his appointments for the evening,” answered Gladys. “Plus, we’ll be all caught up. That’ll make it easier if Stewart wants to fur trade again.”
I couldn’t decide if I should be happy that Gladys wanted to spend another night with me, or concerned about Sherry’s attitude. Could she really have had a good time with the old bastard last night?
By the time she left my bed the following morning, I realized that I felt pretty good. Gladys was an enthusiastic bed partner. She had picked up a few interesting tricks over the years and she had shared them with me. The sex had been excellent and she had a great sense of humor. I thoroughly enjoyed my time with Gladys.
We had started our Ponzi scheme off in an unexpected way, but things were bound to normalize, or so I thought. Friday evening, a week later, I was expecting a pizza delivery. I was very surprised when I answered my door to find Brooke Grant and Don Blaine standing on my step.



I immediately became concerned. Don was Gladys’ first husband, as well as Dorothy Grant’s father. Brooke was Dorothy’s nineteen year old daughter. I quickly looked at their hands for weapons but they appeared to be unarmed.
“May we come in?” asked Brooke as I numbly stepped to one side to allow entry.
Sherry came in from the living room to join us. She looked as nervous as I was. I didn’t see how this could be anything but an unpleasant confrontation.
“Grandma called up Grandpa early in the week to tell him how great Jim was in bed and how Stewart had a piece of Sherry’s ass. Their divorce wasn’t exactly amicable, as you may have heard. Grandma is always trying to yank Grandpa’s chain.”
“What happened between us was consensual and we’re all adults,” I stammered.
“Gladys shouldn’t have said what she did,” added Sherry. “It was rude and a bit of a betrayal of a confidence. Are you upset about it?”
“Yeah, we’re upset. Grandpa’s a great guy and he deserves some of that ass of yours,” responded Brooke with an evil grin. “He’s been living alone since Grandma left him for Stewart. He hasn’t even dated. I want him to remember why he needs to get back in the game.”
“Are you suggesting that you want to be…”
“A cock swapper!” finished Brooke. “Grandma mentioned how you liked that term.
Now I was looking Brook over more closely. Her breasts looked to be similar to her grandmother’s, except a lot perkier. She was young and quite attractive. I was going to vote for this trade and I really hoped that Sherry would as well!
“I normally would never agree to use my granddaughter to score some pussy,” admitted the dirty old bastard who had been married to Gladys for many years. “Brooke has been sexually active for several years and assures me that she’s more than willing to help me bed a stone cold fox. It was her idea, in fact.”
“Are you free tonight?” asked Sherry, adding to my surprise as I wondered just what it was with her and the geriatric set?
“Grandpa, make me proud! I’ll see you in the morning,” promised Brooke as she reached for my hand.
The pizza arrived at that moment, so the four of us ate two slices each and headed to our bedrooms. I couldn’t help but compare Brooke with her grandmother. She was tighter and firmer than Gladys and just as enthusiastic, but lacked her experience. I found myself teaching her some of the same things her grandmother had shown me. I also found myself thinking I might need some sort of mental health counseling.
I was placing an omelet in front of Brooke when Sherry bounced into the room. She was smiling a little too much to suit me. I nodded toward the stove and her smile increased as she dished up the omelet I made for her.
“Is Grandpa okay?” asked Brooke.
“He’s fine, very fine,” responded Sherry. “He’s in our exercise room pumping iron. He’s a wonderful man. Will you be returning tonight for round two?”
“If it’s alright with you both, I’d like that. I have to go back to college Sunday afternoon. That should give Jim enough time to bang my brains out again,” stated Brooke less than delicately.
Sherry watched Brooke give me a long kiss goodbye that morning and an even longer kiss hello that same evening. I wondered if that bothered her even a little bit. Brooke was more vocal Saturday night, and I decided it was because she was more relaxed with her grandfather gone from the area. By the time she left my bed Sunday morning, my ass was dragging big time.
Sherry acted pretty normal when I staggered downstairs for a late breakfast. I was surprised that Brooke was sitting at the kitchen table with her. They were chatting about things like they were old friends. I poured some coffee and sat down.
“I have to go, but I think I might be back. I know some guys at school that would enjoy tapping Sherry. I was thinking she’d make a great gift for a birthday, or any special occasion. I have some friends I wouldn’t want to sleep with, but I’d love to help them get laid. Sleeping with you seems like a bargain. Sherry’s beautiful, and the guys will be very grateful to me. It’ll be a win/win situation.”
“Brooke, you make it sound like you can help any guy, no matter how much of a loser he is, make it with Sherry by sleeping with me,” I pointed out.
“Yeah, I know. I already talked to Sherry and she admitted she’ll pretty much bang any guy I bring over, especially if he’s less than 60 years old,” admitted Brooke. “Here’s something to for you to think about while I’m back at school.”
With that Brooke pulled up her shirt as she approached me and rubbed her tits in my face! “Oh, you bad boy! I’ll give you just ten minutes to stop sucking on my nipples.”
I had temporarily lost my mind. When a woman puts her tits on my face, I go for the nipples first thing. I always have. Sherry knew that better than anyone, but I still felt guilty slurping on Brooke in front of her, especially at the breakfast table with my coffee getting cold.
After Brooke had left, I pretended to read the paper so I didn’t have to explain myself to Sherry. She was probably pissed off by my less than gentlemanly behavior. I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to see what Sherry wanted.
A nipple smacked me in the right eye and almost took it out! Sherry wrapped her arms around my head and forced her tit flesh into my face. Somehow her left nipple slipped into my mouth. It took me a few minutes, but I finally managed to move my face to my left a few inches. Her left nipple dragged across my cheek as the right one found a home in my traitorous mouth.
My plan was to never have sex again with Sherry once the Ponzi scheme became a reality. I sure as hell didn’t want or need a slut wife. She was the one that wanted strange, not me. It wasn’t my fault she’d only been bedded by a couple of guys so far, and both of them were on social security. I was not going to relent!
A minute later my cock was buried in Sherry’s snatch as she bounced on me while I sat at the kitchen table. I gave up trying to read the funnies. My coffee had slopped all over the table and ruined half the Sunday paper.
“That little tramp thought her little B cup tits would turn you on?” asked Sherry, rhetorically, I thought. “You’re used to a mouthful and then some with my girls. Her little tits aren’t as nice as mine, and you can have them anytime you want.”
For the first time in my married life, I faked an orgasm. My dick felt like it had been through a wringer and I had nothing left in my balls to give. I just groaned and trembled. Sherry slowed the movement of her ass and kissed me passionately.
“You’re the best husband ever! I hope you know how much I appreciate your understanding my need to explore my sexuality. I love you, Darling!” proclaimed Sherry as she managed an orgasm of her own.
That was just great! My wife was happy because she was getting some geriatric cock. Somehow, that didn’t feel like a ringing endorsement of my sexual skills. Brooke had told us she’d be busy for a few weeks, so I expected a lull in my personal pussy parade.
Never underestimate the speed of gossip. It was Wednesday evening and I was watching a baseball game when Sherry walked into the living room with two kids. At least they looked like kids, but it turned out they were eighteen year old twins.
“This is Marla and Glenn. They just knocked on the door and asked about possibly participating in the Ponzi Pussy Scheme,” announced Sherry. “They’re twins.”
The girl named Marla appeared to weigh a little north of two hundred pounds. Glenn was beanpole thin with some acne splashed across his face. I felt like I was on the horns of a dilemma. I don’t like to hurt people’s feelings, but I wasn’t real eager to bang a pudgy girl, and I doubted Sherry found her pimply faced brother any more desirable.
“What do you think, Sherry? Do you want to set up an appointment for them or are you over your sexual exploration?” I asked, thinking I would put Sherry on the spot, hoping she would pull the plug on our insane scheme.
“I’m fine with it,” responded my loving wife. “They’re freshman in college, have a couple days off and are rarin’ to go!”
Marla was looking at me like a puppy in a pound. I could tell she was just hoping I’d take her home with me.
“Okay, as long as you have health papers, condoms, and neither of you are in any sort of relationship with anyone, we’ll take you on as clients. How did you hear about our little social experiment?” I asked.
“Our grandmother’s in a book club with Mrs. Santori. We overheard Grandma telling our aunt about how much Mr. and Mrs. Santori enjoyed their adventure. Sis and I decided it was time to give up our virgin status. Your wife is really beautiful. It’s hard to believe you’d trade a night with her for two nights with my sister,” stated the skinny kid, like a typical brother.
I sensed that Marla was on the verge of tears over her brother’s insensitive remark. I was usually a pretty good judge of people and it looked like Marla was quite fragile. She was overweight and insecure. That was pretty obvious.
“That’s because she’s your sister,” I responded quickly. “I doubt Marla’s future husband will feel that way. I can’t wait to get this young lady into my bed. Let’s do it.”
It was like a switch had suddenly been turned on. Marla gave me a huge smile as she took my offered hand and followed me toward the master bedroom. I was determined to make it a memorable evening for her.
The whole Ponzi Pussy Scheme thing had been filled with surprises, and Marla was one of the biggest. She was looking for me to be her sex instructor, so I started with the simple things so many women want to skip, like giving a good blowjob. Marla was an eager student and followed my instructions enthusiastically. She gave up her cherry quite willingly and was disappointed whenever she had to wait for me to recharge. She listened closely to my pointers about how to get a man ready to go a second and third time and was a quick learner.
I discovered that while she was overweight, she was not unattractive, or gross in any way. She loved when I played with her big tits and orgasmed when I spanked her round ass while doing her doggy style. The biggest surprise was what a pleasant, personable girl she was. Once the sex was over, at least temporarily, we chatted about all sorts of things. She had a great sense of humor and a quick wit. When we weren’t screwing, we were having fun just talking. I enjoyed her a great deal.
When we entered the kitchen the next morning, Glenn blushed a bright red, while Marla flashed a huge smile which did not go unnoticed by Sherry.
“It would seem that you had a good time last night, Marla. I bet you’ll be smiling all day,” predicted Sherry as she poured my coffee and refilled her own cup. “Once Glenn stops blushing, he’ll be grinning like the cat that got the cream. I think you kids both did okay.”
“I’ll be back tonight,” blurted Marla. “I always pay my debts and I don’t want Jim to think I’d stiff him, pun intended.”
Sherry sat down at the breakfast table after the twins left and patted my hand. “That was a nice thing you did for that girl. I just couldn’t turn them away. It would have destroyed them. I knew I could close my eyes and think of England, but I worried that you’d find Marla unappealing.”
“Actually, she’s a really nice girl and I enjoyed her a lot. It wasn’t just the sex, which wasn’t bad, but she has a wonderful personality and a great sense of humor,” I replied honestly. “I’m looking forward to tonight.”

“I feel a little awkward coming here to have sex with your husband while you sleep alone,” admitted Marla that evening when Sherry offered her a soft drink after closing the door behind her. “I hope you don’t think I’m trying to steal him away; not that he isn’t a real catch.”
“I understand completely,” responded Sherry. “We agreed to try the 2 for 1 swapping thing. I’m a big girl and can live up to my side of the deal. Jim showed you a good time last night?”
“Oh, yes!” exclaimed Marla. “He made me laugh more than I have in a long time.”
She looked worried and turned toward me. “I didn’t laugh at the sex. That was great, but not funny great, if you know what I mean. It was all the things we talked about after he gave me a few orgasms that I found funny. Sex seems to improve my sense of humor.”
It turned out that Marla was no stranger to internet porn and she had a few things she wanted to try that night. I did my best to fulfill my part of her fantasy, although some of those positions require more flexibility than I had and a little less weight than Marla brought to the game. I almost fell off the bed when she asked me if we could try anal sex. She was just 24 hours removed from the virgin ranks and she wanted me to do her in the ass? Luckily she came prepared with lube. She pretty much talked me through it, and while different, I decided that a pussy was far more enjoyable. I did chuckle at the realization that while I had taken her virginity, she was my first true piece of ass.
I had to get up early for work the next day. Marla was gone when I woke up and felt her side of the bed. I showered, shaved and got ready for work. Somehow, I wasn’t surprised to find Marla sitting at the breakfast table chatting with Sherry. They went quiet as I entered the room and took a seat.
“I have to go, but I understand there’s a tradition I need to follow before I leave,” stated Marla as she stood and walked toward me.
She suddenly pulled her sweater up and bounced her big tits against my face while pulling my head tightly to her chest. Once again, a nipple found its way into my mouth. As I nibbled on the offered nip, I realized Sherry must have mentioned Brooke’s little trick to Marla. Marla popped one fat nipple out of my mouth and quickly replaced it with the other one. I carried on like a trooper, knowing that both Marla and Sherry were getting pleasure from my sacrifice.
“Wow! You’re right, Sherry,” managed Marla as she slowly pried her nipple from my mouth. “Jim really does like my breasts! It’s like he’s starving. I have to go, but thanks so much for the two best nights of my life. Glenn said to thank you again. He was still smiling last night at dinner.”
As soon as Marla was in her car, Sherry was forcing her boobs into my face. “Hers may be bigger, but you like there puppies the best, don’t you? Never mind. Don’t talk with your mouth full!”
Somehow my little soldier was once again standing at attention and my wife took full advantage of that fact as she slid down over my cock. For the second time in my marriage, I faked an orgasm. I was hard, but there was no way I was going to cum again, at least not for a few hours.
“You really helped her self-esteem,” managed Sherry once she came down from her own petite mort. “She was telling me how she’s going to start exercising and watching what she eats so she can look more like me. She thinks since you married me, I must look pretty good to you, and to most men. Her brother seemed to think I looked pretty good.”
“Of course you looked good to that damned pencil necked geek!” I retorted a bit too hotly. “You’re a walking wet dream. Any guy would be happy to get into your little panties, especially a hundred twenty pound stick of dynamite with a short fuse, like Glenn.”
For some reason, Sherry smiled at my comment as she pulled her little kitty off my desensitized dick. I made a mental note to stop at the pharmacy and look for some kind of soothing cock lotion, preferably flavored.
I no more than walked in the door that evening when Sherry yelled from the kitchen. “Hurry and get cleaned up. Gladys called and she and Stew are coming over to fuck our brains out. Dinner will be ready in a few minutes.”
Was this the way my life was going to be? Sex morning and night? Gladys had proven herself to be a very enjoyable bed partner, but Marla had drained me the previous night and Sherry managed to wear my cock down even more that very morning. I decided I had to do something to reduce the amount of sex I was having. Naturally, I would cleverly do it in such a way Sherry would get laid a lot less.
“I have to tell you up front that I have altered the rules to my Ponzi Pussy Scheme slightly,” I announced once Gladys and Stew were seated in our living room. “From now on, the agreement will be the ladies have three nights with me for one night the men have with Sherry.”
I expected an argument and perhaps some harsh words from Gladys and Stewart. There was no way they would go for anything that lopsided and unfair. Stewart ran his eyes over Sherry and then looked at his wife and nodded. Gladys broke into a big smile.
“You have a deal! Let’s get started,” were her parting words as she raced toward my bedroom, leaving me standing in the kitchen scratching my head with one hand and my balls with the other.
I didn’t quite know how to react to the turn of events. I should have been pleased that Gladys was going to warm my bed three times every time Stewart had a shot at Sherry. On the other hand, my dick was going to be under constant pressure to perform. He had never let me down, but the little guy was only human. I didn’t like to even think about that damn Stewart climbing on Sherry and enjoying her beautiful body. At least I was getting a lot of sex to help compensate for having a wife that wanted more than I could give her.
The next day at work I mulled over the situation. I thought about how I had two more nights I owed to Gladys. Then it hit me. I was looking at it as if I owed her, but she was the one in debt for two pieces of her aging ass. Why did I feel like I was the one that was in debt? Gladys was coming over again that night to have for some more fun with Little Jim. I should be happy. I was going to get laid while Sherry would be watching TV. Wasn’t that the plan?
Gladys was at my house chatting with Sherry when I got home. She ate dinner with us and then led me to the bedroom while Sherry cleaned up the kitchen. It all seemed surreal. The next evening was more of the same. I decided I needed to refine my scheme even more. It was a work in progress and tweaking it was only normal.
I was looking forward to relaxing the next evening and having a respite from all of the sex. Imagine a 29 year old man thinking like that!
“Brooke called today,” stated Sherry as I walked in the door. “She’s bringing over a guy with her Friday night. She said she promised him some great sex with a prime piece of ass. She was talking about me. Isn’t she sweet?”
“Damn it! I always told you that you were sexy as hell. Why would you need confirmation from Brooke, or some random loser she’s found to fuck you?”
“You’re my husband and you’re supposed to feel that way. It’s always nice to hear others feel the same,” replied Sherry with a goofy smile. “She also agreed to the 3 pieces for 1 night with my kitty wrinkle you recently added.”
I started thinking about how Brooke was trading her pussy so her friends would get a shot at Sherry’s. Something about it just didn’t seem right. I never stated the couple we swapped with had to be in a committed relationship. It was an angle I hadn’t considered in my original plan. I also found it interesting that Brooke was willing to go along with the extra night in my bed.
The guy Brooke brought with her was pretty pathetic. He was about five foot tall and looked like the Good Year Blimp. I could see why Brooke wasn’t all that keen on sleeping with the clown. Oddly, Sherry seemed delighted as she headed off to her bedroom with Bozo.
If I had died that night, my autopsy report would have read ‘death by fucking’, but I somehow survived. Sherry and the fat kid were sitting at out breakfast table when I escorted Brooke into the room. I realized there was a reason the kid was fat. He had two omelets, six slices of bacon and two English Muffins on his crowded plate. Once Brooke and Porky left, Sherry gave me some troubling news.



“Dave Jensen called this morning.”
“Dave Jensen? From work? What did that jerk want?” I managed around a mouthful of gluten free, heart healthy Cheerios.
“He wants to fuck me senseless,” revealed Sherry. “He said he’d bring Nancy Murphy along for you. He said Nancy agreed to your new rule of three times with the woman. He said she was probably disappointed it wasn’t five or six.”
“Shit! That asshole wants to sleep with you? I’ll have to nix this one. You will not be sleeping with that miserable fucker!” I stated emphatically.
“As I recall from seeing him at your Christmas party, he’s a dreamboat. You’re not ruling him out because he’s so good looking, are you? He used to play quarterback in college, didn’t he?”
“Yeah, for a Division II backwater school,” I quickly pointed out. “It’s all he ever talks about. Well, that and all the women he’s bedded over the years. He’s off limits.”
“You promised you wouldn’t rule out men just because they’re hunks!” protested Sherry. “You’ll be getting that Nancy from your work three times, so I think it’s a fair trade.”
“Nancy is the boss’s tight-ass personal assistant!”I protested. “She’s probably all dried up and dusty. I’ve never even seen her smile! Besides, I have to top off Brooke the next two nights.”
“Well I’m sure you’ll put a smile on Nancy’s face, at least three times,” replied Sherry. “I told Dave you had two more nights with a sexy coed before we would be free. He seemed impressed with that information and agreed to come over next Tuesday to stretch out my pussy.”
“Goddamn him!” I exploded. “He’s always bragging about all the women he’s fucked. He’ll tell everyone at work that he fucked you senseless.”
“And Nancy will be singing your praises. It seems like we both win,” responded Sherry, oblivious to my concerns.
I dreaded Tuesday more than I had ever dreaded anything, including the time I had to tell my dad I had smashed his sports car into a cement truck on Main Street.
“Jim! It’s good to see you. Sherry, you look fantastic. Your tits look even bigger than last time I saw you,” was Jensen’s opening gambit.
“Thanks, Dave. It’s probably the push up bra I’m wearing,” replied Sherry with a giggle.
At least Nancy had the grace to be embarrassed by Jensen’s coarse language and rude behavior. She blushed and shook her head in disapproval as Sherry grabbed Jensen’s hand to lead him to her lair.
I gently pulled Nancy toward the master bedroom. She seemed reluctant and I certainly wasn’t going to push her into anything she didn’t want to do, especially since I seriously doubted I wanted to do it.
We talked about our big project and the people we worked with. Nancy was a surprisingly good judge of character and pretty much had figured out everyone at work.
“I agreed to this for a couple reasons,” admitted Nancy.”The first is the one you probably guessed. I don’t get many dates and haven’t had sex in a few years, and it wasn’t very good for me when I did. Jensen told me about how you were trading turns with your beautiful wife for chances to bed other women. He dared me to be his partner in this, pretty much telling me it would be a real hoot if he traded my skinny ass for your wife’s amazing one. He seems to feel that Sherry is everything I’m not, and sleeping with your wife appeals to his warped sense of humor. Plus the fact he’s jealous of you.”
“I don’t think he’s jealous of me. He’s got the boss eating out of his hand,” was my reply. “He gets all the pussy he could possibly want, including my wife’s.”
“The boss may act like Jensen’s in the catbird seat, but you’re the one he relies on. Mr. Blake has often mentioned how well you carry out your objectives without constantly going back to him for guidance. Dave Jensen’s bluster hasn’t fooled Mr. Blake.
“You must know that Jensen’s going to do his best to humiliate and embarrass you at work,” added Nancy. “He’s not a friend or a gentleman. Everyone there will hear that he fucked Sherry and you went along with it. He’ll probably complain that she’s a lousy lay just to embarrass you even more.”
“Then why did you volunteer to go along with him?” I demanded. “You knew he’d use fucking Sherry to humiliate me. Why would you be willing to go along with the asshole? If he couldn’t find a woman to cooperate with this damn scheme, he wouldn’t be buried ten inches in my wife at this very moment.”
“Don’t blame me for your dumbass scheme! The truth is two other women at work wanted to be his partner for the swap. I just used the fact that I’m Mr. Blake’s personal assistant to influence that ass kisser to choose me,” revealed Nancy.
“Now I’m confused. Two other women were willing to climb into bed with me, but you used your position to get to the head of the list? That begs the question why. You’ll be humiliated at work, the same as I will. What could you have to gain from this weird agreement?”
“Jim, I know what everyone at work thinks of me. I’m the dried up spinster who never dates, dresses like it’s still 1950, and is either gay or asexual. My reputation can only shoot way up when they hear I’ve been sleeping with you. Being known as a seductress is a little farfetched, but I can at least shake the gay and dried up parts of my reputation.”
“You’re not unattractive and I would guess still under forty, so why don’t you go on some dates with single guys instead of getting involved in this cluster fuck?” I asked.
“Jim, no one has asked me on a date in four years and the last guy was creepy as hell. I’ve had a little crush on you since I was hired as Mr. Blake’s PA. This is my chance to finally experience a fantasy or two of my own. I’ll have some nice memories to keep me warm at night. I’ll be thirty-six in March, and people think I’m forty or older. I’ve got nothing to lose and some fun to gain.
“I’ve noticed that you aren’t exactly ripping my clothes from my body. Would you rather I went home. I know I’m in the same class as your wife. Hell, I’m not even in the same game,” added Nancy. “I had hoped for a mercy fuck, but I’ll understand if you simply don’t want me. It’s okay.”
Once again I was confronted with the insecurity of a woman. I never realized how many wanted and needed some sort of approval from the male of the species. I always thought Nancy didn’t care for male companionship, but apparently, that was not the case. It wouldn’t take much to totally destroy her confidence.
“Why are you still dressed? I thought we’d be having this conversation naked,” I replied as I began to undress while she watched.
“I’m not nearly as curvy as Sherry. Are you sure you want to see me naked?” asked Nancy. “Can I suck your beautiful cock before I get undressed? I may not be able to get you hard after you see me nude.”
That was the start of a really great evening. Nancy was smart and sensitive. Between her few sexual experiences and her vast collection of romance novels, she was a lot of fun. I not only got hard for her, but she got me off three times. She cuddled up to me and fell asleep after our lovemaking finally came to an end.
I was always a pretty early riser, but once again I found my bed partner had already departed the bedroom when I awoke. I found Sherry and Nancy chatting at the kitchen table.
“Where’s the miserable fucker you slept with last night?” was my first question to Sherry.
“He said he had to get to work early. Mr. Blake likes that he’s always on time or early for work,” responded a subdued Sherry. “He probably wants to be sure everyone hears about how his big cock stretched out my little kitty.”
I felt pain and despair at Sherry’s words. She seemed to be aware of the kind of guy Jensen was and how uncomfortable he’d make my life in the office, yet she had no problem banging the bastard.
“Will you be coming back tonight?” Sherry asked Nancy. “You still owe Jim two nights of pleasure.”
“Would that be okay? Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to come back tonight, but I don’t want to ruin your evening or interfere in your marriage,” replied Nancy with genuine concern.
“I don’t think you’ll be the cause of any problems in our marriage,” replied Sherry softly. “I think I can handle that on my own. Please come back tonight. I can tell Jim had a good time and you earned the pleasure of two more nights with him.”
Nancy had a quick breakfast with us and then left to go home and change her clothes for work. Sherry was quiet as I chomped on my Raisin Bran and read the paper.
Nancy spent the next two nights in my bed. She did her level best to convince me the people at work really weren’t calling me a fag cuck behind my back, but I knew better. The dynamics of the office had subtly changed.
For her part, Nancy admitted that some of the other women were asking her how she enjoyed sleeping with me and if I was as good as they thought I’d be. She had a great way of making me feel a little better, but I knew she was laying it on pretty thick since she knew I was fighting my depression.
I stopped at the grocery store Friday night to pick up some things for dinner. Sherry had promised her mother she would take her shopping for her birthday, so she’d be a little late getting home. I had learned to grill pretty well, so I was planning on steak and salad for dinner.
I pushed the cart around a corner and someone pushed their cart into mine. I thought some guy was jerking my chain a little until I saw the person with the cart. She was young and very attractive. Her blouse was just low enough to make you want to see more of her amazing globes.
“Jim? Is that you? I’m Glenda. I work with Sherry. We met at last year at the Christmas party, remember?”
“Of course I remember. No red blooded male could ever forget your lovely face, or other attractions,” I replied suavely.
“I’m so glad I ran into you,” Glenda admitted with a big smile. “Sherry and I work with a guy named Bill. He’s single and thinks he’s a real stud. He’s been trying to get into Sherry’s pants for the past year. Has she told you about him?”
“No, I don’t think she has,” I answered as my mind kicked this information around. Was this stud the reason Sherry decided she wanted some strange cock?
“Somehow, Bill found out about your famous Ponzi Pussy Scheme and asked me if I’d help him finally get into Sherry’s pants. I wasn’t too keen on it at first, but then I remembered how nice you looked at the Christmas party and thought it might be fun. Can we make an appointment, or whatever people do to get in on your famous scheme?”
“You’d need health papers and can’t be in a relationship with anyone, with the exception of Bill. You’d owe me three nights to his one and I have installed a new rule today. You will owe me three nights, but I retain the right to assign a person of my choosing to stand in for me. That means you may be sleeping with a total stranger and he could be an older guy, or barely legal. You wouldn’t be able to refuse if I told you to sleep with the guy,” I stated flatly.
I had come up with that idea after Brooke had used Sherry to help the fat kid score some pussy. It was really unlikely that there are many women like Sherry who would be willing to jump into bed with some old codger. That proviso would quite likely be the deal breaker and extricate me from the Ponzi Scheme. It seemed like a great idea the time, but I knew I’d be much happier if Sherry had loved me enough to actually forsake all others so I never had a reason to dream up the damn scheme.
“You’d expect me to sleep with whomever? I’d have no say in the matter?” repeated the bombshell next to me.
“That’s right and I have a fat kid and a lecherous old bastard in mind for you if you become part of my pussy parade,” I responded forcefully, believing it would frighten the little minx.
“Wow! That’s kinky as hell! You’d own my pussy for three night of unbridled passion, or even three nights of obese, geriatric, tantric sex? I’m in!” declared the sexy, but obviously perverted woman. “Bill and I knew about the health report so we took the liberty of getting them earlier in the week. My running into you was no accident. I followed you from your work. Let’s boogie!”

To say Sherry looked surprised when she came into the living room around seven o’clock and saw Glenda sitting on my lap on my recliner while Bill waited on the couch.
“What the fuck?” were her exact words. “Glenda? Bill? What are you guys doing here?”
“We’re you’re newest clients!” declared Glenda with a dazzling smile.”Bill’s finally going to get some of your once precious pussy while I rock your husband’s world.”
“But… you need health papers and condoms and an appointment,” began Sherry before Bill cut her off.
“All taken care. Our appointment is right now and here we are. I told you I’d find a way to enjoy some of that pussy, and now’s my chance. Glenda has sacrificed a lot to make this possible and I don’t want to waste another second.”
“I haven’t had any dinner yet,” whined Sherry. “Maybe we should reschedule.”
“A large pizza was just delivered. Half of it is in the bedroom. We’ll eat it in bed,” insisted Bill. “You’ll love the special topping I have in mind!”
I really felt like pasting the smug bastard, but if Sherry wanted the fucker, she could have him. It was hard to believe she was so willing to kill our marriage just to sleep with the slimy prick.
Sherry’s surprise was so complete; she couldn’t think of anything to say as Bill scooped her up and headed for the bedroom I had shown him. She’d get the cock of her fantasies, and I’d get some of Glenda before I began executing my exit plan.
With Glenda in tow, we strolled into the kitchen the next morning to find Bill eating my Cap’n Crunch. I asked where Sherry was. For the first time in a long time, she had already left for work before me.
“She said she had to get into work early,” answered Bill as little Cap’ns flew from his mouth and over the table, some landing on the chair across from him. “She’s probably in a hurry to tell her girl friends what a great time she had last night.”
Glenda chuckled quietly at Bill as she shook her head. “I really doubt that, for more reasons than I care to mention. I owe you a couple of nights of passion, Jim. When do you want to cash in?”
“I have your number, so I’ll call when I firm up my plans,” I replied to the beautiful blonde woman. “You’re like money in the bank for me.”
Bill and Glenda left, so I got ready and went into work. Jensen was walking around the office grinning from ear to ear, but I ignored the miserable bastard. Nancy winked at me when I passed by her desk. I noticed she was dressed a bit more fashionably and nodded my approval. That brought a really cute blush to her face.
When I walked in the door that night, Sherry met me with two suitcases. “Sis called. She’s having trouble carrying her baby. The doctors want her on total bed rest. Mom and I are driving down to help her and Brent with the other two kids. This is all very sudden. Mom called me this afternoon with the news.”
“How long will you be gone?” I asked.
“I really don’t know. I doubt you’ll even notice I’m gone unless your pathetic pussy parade peters out. I had the worst morning of work in my life today. That damn Bill was telling everyone that would listen how he finally tagged my ass, as he put it. I could have lived with that, but Glenda made me feel even worse. She was bragging about how great you were in the sack and how she’s going to make that trade as often as possible.”
“So it’s my fault I gave her a jolly rogering?”I snarled. “You’re the one that wanted to sleep with that slimy bastard, Bill. You had to experience some strange cock. It seems like you’d be happy as hell.”
“I work with those people! How can I show my face there when everyone knows I sport fuck losers while my husband takes beautiful women to nirvana?” demanded Sherry.
“The same way I manage!” I snapped. “You agreed to fuck the single most annoying prick in my entire company. Everyone at work knows I swapped your ass for Nancy’s.”
“I wonder why you did that. Most husbands would have just refused to let me have a lover. Not you! You twisted it into a fuck fest for yourself. That was pretty damn selfish!”
“Like deciding to sleep with other men when you’re married isn’t the epitome of a selfish, degrading action. You got what you wanted, so why are you so upset? Look at all of the dicks you’ve had.”
“I’m upset because my husband wasn’t man enough to stop me from being so damn foolish! That’s why I’m pissed. Sure I had some new cocks and a few orgasms, but look what I lost! I’m a laughing stock at work and with our friends. My husband is fucking everything and anything with a damn twat! I can’t even keep my husband satisfied. That’s what they’re all saying,” cried Sherry.
“You were fine with it when it was only going to be me that couldn’t keep my spouse satisfied. You were awfully eager to hang the horns on me and make me into the town cuckold. Sauce for the gander and all of that. What did you expect to happen when you started fucking other men? Did you honestly think no one would ever find out and we’d go back to being a loving couple after a few romps? Get real!”
“I’m taking a leave of absence from work and going to my sister’s. Don’t call me for a week, at least. I need time to decide what I want. I don’t know if this marriage is worth saving, you miserable bastard! Have fun fucking Glenda and her big tits. I’m sure she’s hoping we’ll divorce so she can scoop you up. Maybe she’ll get her wish.”
“That won’t happen!” I yelled. “I’m done with marrying beautiful cheating sluts!”
“Fuck you!” were Sherry’s last words as she grabbed her luggage and headed for her car.
To say I was pissed would be a huge understatement. I like to think it was a combination of Sherry being so unwilling to accept responsibility for her actions and the opportunity handed to me on a silver platter, but I went a little berserk.
Over a period of three hours, I fielded calls from Brooke, Marla, Gladys, and Nancy. They all wanted to arrange another night of sex. To my utter amazement, each woman readily agreed to my new terms. They would give me three nights when their male companion had one night with Sherry, or an acceptable replacement.
I worked up a spread sheet in order to keep track of my banked pussy. Since Glenda already owed me two nights, I set her up with Brooke’s latest loser friend. That gave me three nights with Brooke, so I assigned her one night with Stewart Santori, and another with Jensen. Glenda sleeping with Jensen gave me three nights with Nancy, so I arranged for her to sleep with Marla’s brother, Glenn. That left Gladys with Bill, which also gave me another three nights with Glenda. The pussy was piling up faster than I’d ever be able to satisfy it!
We had a four bedroom house and all four bedrooms were in use most nights. When I wasn’t sleeping with one of the ladies, I would sleep on the couch so the pussy interest could compound. After five nights, my banked pussy was up to fifteen nights owed by the ladies my service literally serviced.
I was relaxing in my recliner and watching a football game when my doorbell rang. I couldn’t conceal my surprise when I opened the door to find Dorothy Grant and her husband, Ben. I ushered them in while looking around the room for something I could use for self-defense. I needn’t have worried.
“Ben has been after me to give him a night with Sherry. It seems you were right about her appeal to the average man,” stated Dorothy rather bluntly. “I’m willing to spend two nights satisfying your sexual perversions if Ben can have one night with Sherry. Do we have a deal?”
My befuddled mind gradually began to function. Dorothy hadn’t come to chew me out about whoring out her mother and daughter for my personal pleasure! She wanted to join her mother and daughter as a member of my team! I wondered if she knew that her Gladys and Brooke were in my ‘stable’, as I now thought of my ladies.



“Did anyone tell you exactly who was taking advantage of the great deal I’m offering this month?” I asked with some trepidation.
“You told us about it at the party this spring, remember? Have you had any takers yet?” questioned a confused Dorothy.
It was pretty obvious that Dorothy and Ben knew almost nothing about my burgeoning enterprise. As I recalled, Dorothy had referred to me as an insulting prick!
“Dorothy, believe me, I’d love to see those big tits of yours bouncing around while you rode me cowgirl style, but the rules have been modified in my favor. They’ve been adjusted to three nights you’ll owe me, and you’ll sleep with whatever guy I select, no questions asked. Ben won’t be banging Sherry, but he will get a reasonable replacement, but only for one night. Take it or leave it.”
“You really are an insulting prick!” reiterated Dorothy before noticing her husband’s expression. “However, we’ve been looking into invigorating our sex lives and this seems like a good fit. We’ll agree to your conditions, but you’d better be worth it.”
“Wrong attitude, Dorothy. You’re the one that needs to be worth it,” I replied casually. “Let me call Marla and see if she has time to come over and let Ben take her for a spin. If she does, we’ll go upstairs and get it on.”
Marla was more than willing to come to my house and try out a new guy, so I found myself in Dorothy less than an hour after she rang my doorbell. There was something special about taking three generations of a family to bed. It occurred to me as I fondled Dorothy’s sizable hooters that I’d have to be careful not to assign Stewart Santori, or any of Brooke’s friends to Dorothy. On top of that, I could never offer Gladys or Brooke to Ben. It would be the ruin of my entire scheme!
It had been a week since Sherry left and I still hadn’t heard from her. I decided there was nothing to say, so I didn’t call her. Work was almost unbearable, but we were very close to perfecting our revolutionary software, and a big pay day loomed in the near future.
Happy clients are the best advertising, and the number of people interested in my services continued to increase. I met with three couples over the weekend and took on all three.
One was a mom and her son. He was eighteen and was leaving for the Marines in a couple of weeks. He was a bit shy and was still a virgin. His mother, Alice, felt her son should have some sexual experience before boot-camp. I set him up with Marla, thinking she’d be understanding and patient with the kid. I was exactly right. His mother was so happy when he enjoyed his first time so much; she promised she’d fulfill her obligations if her son could spend as many nights with Marla as possible before he left. Marla only owed me two more nights. When I explained the situation to the kid’s mom, she suggested she bang Marla’s brother, Glenn, a few times to get more of Marla’s snatch in my pussy account. There was a mom who loved her son!
Every time Carl had sex with Marla, Alice owed me three more nights. Every time she slept with Glenn, I gained three nights from Marla, who in turn slept with Carl giving me three more nights from Alice. It was really snowballing into a sweet situation for me. The more Glenn and Carl got laid, the more pussy I put into the bank. I calculated that Marla would owe me seven nights and Alice fourteen within a week if they kept screwing at the same rate, and I tapped them each a time or two. Of course I sampled Alice quite a few times, just to keep her from getting too far into debt.
Bill, from Sherry’s work, became a regular, and Glenda seemed fine with it. She was one lady I could use with all of my male clients without worrying about family histories and connections. Glenda really seemed to enjoy the variety and she was a stone cold fox. Every male in the group was more than happy to draw her in my little pussy lottery.
Nancy became very popular with the guys, as well. She had a great personality and was almost always available when I needed her. Jensen was a total ass, but his sexual appetite placed Nancy under my control for weeks to come and she was delighted with the attention.
Gladys was my go-to girl when Bill, Jensen or Glenn wanted some sex and the other ladies were otherwise occupied. While she was not the guys’ first choice, she was eager to please and very experienced, so they never complained. All the men enjoyed their time with Alice. She was an almost forty year-old widow who was more than willing to uphold her end of the bargain she had agreed to for her son. I was under the impression that she enjoyed the agreement even more than Carl.
The scheme began to grow almost exponentially. The more happy clients I had, the more word of my venture spread. Before long, I had far more available pussy than I would ever be able to enjoy. I was spending an hour a day keeping my spreadsheets accurate and up to date. Oddly, I was also feeling increasingly lonely. I came to realize sex is a great pastime, but it really isn’t a substitute for a solid relationship.

It was three full weeks after Sherry went to help her sister when Mr. Blake summoned me into his office. Nancy gave me a big smile, winked and pulled her blouse down far enough to give me a glimpse of her left nip before quickly covering it back up.
I was feeling relaxed when I stepped into the boss’s office. Things got even better in a matter of minutes.
“We completed the deal, Jim! Here’s a bonus check for your great work and all the extra effort you put in,” stated Blake cheerfully.
I glanced at the check and saw it was for fifty fucking thousand dollars! It made me wonder how the hell much he got for that piece of software.
“I sold it for a cool fifty million,” said the boss with a chuckle at my surprised look. “The really cool thing is we’re also getting a royalty. Every time our program is downloaded, the company will get a penny. I know that doesn’t seem like much, but it adds up pretty quickly, especially given how sought after the program’s going to be. I’ll have that royalty split evenly among the five of you that worked on the project. You’ll get a check in the mail every quarter.
“I made enough money on this deal to be far more than comfortable the rest of my life. Since Brenda died two years ago, work has been my only interest. I’ve convinced myself to get back in the game.
“To that end, I’ve been asking Nancy the reason she’s been so cheerful lately and why she’s altered her style of dress. She told me all about your side venture.”
“My Ponzi Pussy Scheme? It began as a way to even the score when Sherry told me she wanted to experience other lovers before she became too old,” I explained as a sudden inspiration struck me. Blake’s wife, Brenda, had died a couple of years ago and he was apt to be horny as hell by now.
“I have information stored on the cloud. May I use your computer to pull it up? I think you’ll be quite impressed,” I predicted.
Two hours later, I left the office with two checks. One was for fifty thousand dollars for my bonus. The other check was for a cool three quarters of a million dollars! Blake had agreed to buy out my Ponzi Pussy Scheme, or PPS, as it had come to be known! He told me that he had millions of dollars more than he could ever spend, so he offered me a hefty sum to assume command of the PPS.
I drove carefully to the bank and deposited my checks before calling my financial adviser to make an appointment. He agreed to see me the next afternoon.
“Why are you here?” asked Sherry three days later.
She looked even more incredible than I remembered. She was holding her three year-old niece, who had chocolate splashed over her little face.
“I wanted to see you,” I replied slowly as I took in her beauty.
“You want to laugh at your whore wife? Serve me with divorce papers? Tell me how much nicer Glenda’s tits are? You’re a vindictive bastard, you know that?” responded Sherry as she put the little girl down so she could return to watching Sesame Street.
“Why do you think I want a divorce?” I asked, not wanting to admit it was part of the master plan I hatched what seemed like years ago.
“I figured it out when I talked with Nancy that morning. She told me how much shit you’d be taking at work for the swap with Jensen and how she had never guessed you’d be the type to agree to other men sleeping with me.
“It was a wake-up call for me. I had gone along with your scheme because I thought I was making you happy with all the extra-marital sex you’d be getting. I even pretended to be happy to sleep with those old men, that pimply faced kid, and the Pillsbury Doughboy. I did that so you wouldn’t feel guilty about me while you got your rocks off with those women,” insisted Sherry.
“Nancy got me thinking about the whole situation. Why would you do a total 180 and decide to let me sleep with men when it was exactly the opposite of your normal personality?”
“I was just letting you try your wings…”
“Bullshit, Jim!”snapped Sherry. “Part of your grand scheme was to divorce my cheating ass, wasn’t it? You knew you’d never be able to let me have a lover on the side. Your pride and sense of loyalty wouldn’t allow it. Once you knew you’d have to divorce me, you hatched your fucking scheme so you could come out on top. You used my faith in you, as well as my cheating ass, to benefit you!”
“You’re taking the high road here?” I asked incredulously. “You’re the one who told me you wanted to break our vows and have sex with other men. I’d call that a deal breaker!”
“The thing is, I told you!” replied Sherry. “Did you tell me you planned to divorce me if I went through with that stupid idea? Did you tell me you were so upset you were going to toss my ass to the curb?”
“I did tell you it was a bad idea and it made me question your love and devotion,” I pointed out.
“You never said ‘Hell No’ to me, Jim. You never told me that you’d throw my ass to the curb if I ever tried shit like that,” replied Sherry. “When you told me about your damn scheme, I thought you were willing to let me experiment and that you just wanted to try some strange pussy. I had no idea you had already decided to divorce me. I made a really stupid decision, but I was honest and up front about it. You’re the one who lied. That’s on you. You get to share in the destruction of our marriage, although I admit I started the ball rolling when I asked if I could have a lover.”
“So, do you have many lovers now,” I asked with some restraint.
“You prick!” snarled Sherry. “My sister’s upstairs in bed, close to losing her baby. I’ve been taking care of two wonderful children, cooking, cleaning, shopping, and driving to the doctor’s while you’ve been fucking Glenda, Nancy, Marla, and God only knows who else. I haven’t had the time or energy to even masturbate since I got here. Mom went home after the first week because Dad said he wasn’t feeling well. We both know it was mom’s way of avoiding staying here and working so hard to help Sis.”
“How about we go out for dinner or something,” I suggested much to the surprise of Sherry.
“Have you not been listening?” asked Sherry angrily. “I’m busy as hell and I’m not going to let you set me up to destroy me. Just give me the damn papers!”
I opened my brief case and took out some papers and handed them to her. She briefly glanced at them and then took a longer look. She shook her head in wonder.
“You want to list our house for sale? What the fuck are you up to now?” she demanded. “Splitting our assets before we divorce? Are you trying to screw me over?”
“I heard you transferred to your company’s facility down here. You have no intention of going back to Middleburg, so why would selling the house bother you, Sherry?”
“Because it symbolizes we’re giving up on our marriage. I think it was a pretty good one, at least before I had my brain fart. I’d even made the mistake of thinking we’d start a family pretty soon. I just thought I should experience a little more before committing to a family. That was a huge mistake, not that you needed much reason to toss me out,” added Sherry in a low voice.
“Would you like to go look at that white house two blocks down from here on Vine Street? It has room for a big family,” I offered.
“Don’t tell me you’re thinking of moving down here with Glenda! Please don’t do that to me!” pleaded Sherry.
“Glenda doesn’t figure in any of my plans,” I replied. “I am going to move someplace in the area and I’d like your opinion on that house.”
“I looked at it a couple weeks ago when the realtor had an open house. My opinion is it’s a beautiful home in a really great location. It’s on an oversized corner lot, has a nice pool, four bedrooms, and is way out of your price range, even if we sell our house for a decent price. You’d only get half the equity, which is barely enough for a down payment,” Sherry asserted.
“We’re still married and anything I buy would be half yours, so I thought you might want to look at it with me. If you’ve already looked at it and don’t want to look again, I’ll understand.”
Sherry stared at me for a few seconds. “You can’t afford it, Jim! Get that through your head. Even if you managed to finagle my half of the equity in our house away from me, you’d be over $450,000 short. Why is that so hard for you to understand?”
“If you’ll sign the papers to list our home, I’ll buy that damn house and you’ll own half of it. If you want a divorce, I’ll buy out your half, but I’m hoping you’ll consider moving in with me and filling it up with kids.”
“What about Glenda? What about the guys I slept with? What about all those other sluts you entertained so well? We’ll just forget it ever happened?” Sherry responded with some emotion.
“We really can’t forget it happened because living in that house will be a constant reminder,” I admitted. “The fact we’re both so reluctant to return to Middleburg will be another reminder. Not totally trusting each other may serve as a reminder of how we fucked up so badly.”
“Are you saying you want me to go back to being your wife?” asked a stunned Sherry. “If you are, describing all the things that will remind us of how dumb we were is not the best way to approach it.”
“Sherry, you really hurt me when you told me you wanted to sleep with other men. I thought we were doing great until we suddenly weren’t. That was a damn rotten thing to do.
“That said, my PPS was despicable on so many levels. I did lie to you. I gave up on our marriage when you asked about sex with other men, and that was wrong. I should have kicked your ass, threatened you with bodily harm, or at least told you that I’d divorce your ass. Instead, I dreamed up a way I could capitalize on your sex appeal, which is considerable, and took advantage of you and that shapely ass and those perfect tits. I gave up on you far too easily.”
“Suppose we did get back together. We still wouldn’t be able to afford that house you’re talking about. It’s absolutely perfect, except it costs way more than we could ever afford, especially since you must either be unemployed, or about to be,” reasoned Sherry.
“Our software development was a big success, Sherry. Blake gave me a $50,000 bonus. Then I sold him my interest in the PPS for $750,000. Add in the equity we have in our old house and we’ll have well over eight hundred grand. That house is listed at $550,000, but I bet a cash offer of $475,000 would buy it.”
“What about the men I slept with? Will you forgive me, or will you hold it over my head the rest of my life?”asked my beautiful wife.
“That depends. Are you done with that shit now, or will you be stepping out on me every chance you get?” I asked, tossing the ball back into her court.
“Jim, I’ll never even look at another man, and I’ll cut your balls off if you so much as look at another woman, no matter how beautiful she is and how nice her ass and tits are,” promised Sherry. “Will you accept those terms? Your balls will belong to me.”
“You drive a hard bargain, but we have a deal. I really missed you.”
“Yeah, I bet. You sold PPS to Blake for $750K? That’s incredible! Exactly how many women did you screw?” asked Sherry.
“The thing to keep in mind is your little kitty was the foundation for the whole venture. Helen of Troy’s face may have launched a thousand ships, but that sweet little pussy of yours launched $750,000 our way. That’s a lot better than prime pussy. It’s got to be platinum, at the very least!” I declared in hopes she’d forget her question
Sherry studied me closely, looking into my eyes for a long time. Finally she nodded slightly and gave me her megawatt smile. There are things spouses are better off not knowing. It’s especially gratifying when they realize it, and Sherry did.
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We just sort of came together. We were six couples who had become friends over the years. It was as if the planets had aligned. Our group was the result. When we managed to get together, the enjoyment and laughter was non-stop.
We became that rarity you very seldom encounter. If our group was together in a public place, other dinners and patrons would listen to our antics and laugh along with us. There were never complaints about us being too loud or having too much fun. We gradually became known as a close-knit fun loving group who brought laughter and entertainment to the party.
We were an eclectic bunch. We were teachers, a lawyer, retired military, a nurse, a farmer, several salespeople, a chemist and two software writers. We were all intelligent and enjoyed discussion and debate.
Several in the group had amazing experiences which they related to the enjoyment of the rest. Some of us had clever repartees and double entendres for every occasion. We never knew where the conversation would go. We just enjoyed the ride.
Jeff had volunteered to set up our next outing. He found an Italian restaurant that featured all you can eat spaghetti and a pitcher of beer for just fifteen bucks per couple. The catch was you had to reserve a table on the restaurant's FaceBook page, and you had to have ten people sign up. We had no problem with the restaurant's rules and soon all twelve of us were listed on their FaceBook page as having dinner on February third.
Then it got weird. "Did you happen to see the comment on our reservation?" asked my wife, Ramona. "Jerry Swenson asked how Bill and Carol managed to become part of our clique."
Jerry's comment was the first of many. The next morning, Ramona was cursing under her breath as she looked at her phone.
"A few people are asking why we didn't invite them. They're saying they like spaghetti and beer. They ask why we're being selfish. Jeff's responded and told people they could easily make reservations like we did and get the same deal."
Ramona was even more irked that night. "People were complaining they didn't have ten friends and couldn't get the good deal. Jeff was selfish for trying to keep our party just among us friends. You won't believe it, but Jeff told people they could join us if they wanted! Some prick actually asked if Jeff was going to include the new people's names on our list, so people could read on the internet about them eating with us!"
I asked, "Does that mean we'll be dining with people we may or may not know, as well as may or may not like?"
"It guarantees it. Jeff has started adding names to keep the cretins happy. Remember Dave Wilson, the guy that always talks about how men should always wear the pants in the family? Remember his psychotic girlfriend? They're coming.
"There's Bill Johnson, who married his cousin, Doris. There's Donna Smith. She's the one that's been arrested for child endangerment a couple of times. We'll even have the pleasure of Tim and Natalie Carson."
"Aren't they the ones that always talk about..."
"How much they love anal sex?" my wife finished for me. "I'm sure Stevie Larson will love chatting with them."
"Stevie? Isn't that the guy who..."
"Dresses up as a woman and tries to seduce men?" Ramona once again ended my sentence.
"Wow! I guess no one can say that we're a clique anymore," I observed. "Every asshole in the country is jumping on this dinner thing. I never realized people might resent us friends getting together to have some fun. We never did anything other people couldn't do, if they tried."
"Nancy and I were talking about it. We've reached this conclusion. We're known for having some great story tellers, some amazing experiences, some really funny wisecracks and repartees, and a lot of fun. People want to be associated with that kind of experience. They want what we have, but lack the talent, the drive, the resources, the imagination, or the confidence to achieve it.
"It's like high school all over again. By us not paying attention to assholes, they think we're trying to hurt them, or restrict their happiness. Jeff is going to drop off a check for ninety bucks for us six couples at the Italian restaurant tomorrow and cancel our reservation. We're going to the steakhouse on Third Street instead."
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Martha Henson was admiring the rose bushes she had recently planted along the garage when her phone rang. Checking caller ID, she saw Bill Murphy's name. Her face lit up in a smile as she answered the call.
"Hey, Bill. I thought you weren't going to call me when I'm at home with Joe. It's okay right now because I'm out checking my rose bushes while I'm waiting for him to see a man about a horse. We're going to be taking my new Prius on a little road trip as soon as he's ready. Don't call me again today, okay?"
"I just had to talk to you again, Martha. It seems like every time we have sex, I start feeling really lonely the next day. I wish we could get together more often," complained Bill.
"Why don't you just get a piece off Sue? She can't be that bad in the sack, or can she?" responded Martha with a chuckle. "Your problem is you've been to the Promised Land and everything else pales in comparison."
"She just lays there like she can't wait for me to finish up," admitted Bill. "You have that amazing snapping pussy that nibbles on my cock and then squeezes it hard. Joe's lucky to be able to tap that every day."
"I've told you Joe doesn't get my little kitty every day. He only gets it when he deserves it," responded Martha with a laugh. "Today he's taking me for a ride in my new car and then we'll stop for a nice dinner. If he plays his cards right, he'll be up to his balls in paradise tonight."
"The lucky bastard!" whined Bill. "I can't even get Sue to suck me off. I think having two kids has made her a frigid bitch. I'll probably be jerking off thinking about Joe tapping your sweet ass."
"Joe doesn't get my ass very often. I save that for special occasions, like your birthday."
"Are you saying Joe's going to get your ass on my birthday?" asked Bill. "That's not fair!"
"Yeah, I promised Joe he could fuck my ass to celebrate your birthday, you dumb shit," responded Martha with another chuckle. "That's why I like sleeping with you. I always feel in control, not to mention how I enjoy being a ton smarter than you."
"You like my big cock and how I eat pussy. We both know that," asserted Bill.
"I admit that does help sway me in your direction," answered Martha. "Listen, I can't talk any longer. Joe should be done pissing by now and I have to find out why he's not out here ready to leave. Think of me tonight while I'm riding Joe cowgirl style. I know that's one of your favorites."
Martha terminated the phone connection with Bill and walked to the front of the garage only to find her husband sitting behind the wheel of her new car. She wondered who he was speaking with since he was holding his phone in front of his face.
"Are you on the phone with someone?" asked Martha as she buckled her seatbelt.
"Actually, Dad's on the phone with me," came a voice from Joe's phone.
"Bev! It's nice to hear from you. When will you be coming home next?" questioned Joan. "Your father and I have been thinking of driving up to Dallas to see you."
"I was going to come home for your birthday next weekend. Sue Murphy, Dad, Grandma and I had a big surprise party planned for you. It doesn't seem like it'll be happening now, though," admitted Bev.
"Oh? Why not? I know it wouldn't be a surprise now, but I'd love to have a party and celebrate with friends and family," responded Martha.
"Because your new car has Bluetooth. Dad's been on a conference call planning your party with Grandma, Sue Murphy and me. We've been on the phone for several minutes."
"Sue and Mom are on the phone with you? This technology is amazing. How's everyone doing?" asked Martha cheerfully.
"For a soon to be divorced frigid bitch, I'm doing okay," was Sue Murphy's bitter reply.
"Your conversation with Bill was enlightening for us, Mom. We were having a conference call when your new car picked up Bill's call to you. Dad and the rest of us heard the entire thing. I don't think Dad's all that excited about getting your ass for Bill's birthday, but maybe I'm wrong. Why don't you ask him?"



        Across the Universe

        Happy husband's home invaded by fucking demons.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/across-the-universe

Title: Across the Universe

Author: Harddaysknight

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Happy husband's home invaded by fucking demons.

Tags: spawn of satan, parallel dimension, demons, shapeshifters, kate upton




I thank Randi for the edit, the invitation to this party, the encouragement to write and especially for her friendship. I thank you readers for taking the time to read my story.
My wife, Sue, and I had recently moved to Millville, but I was already rethinking our decision. The house we bought was located in a nice neighborhood and the weather in Florida was fantastic.
Why, then, was I concerned that we had made a mistake by moving? In the three weeks since we relocated, two neighbors had been gruesomely murdered. Before we purchased, I had taken the time to look up the crime statistics for Millville and found nothing which concerned me.
There had been a murder a few years previously where a jealous husband came home from a business trip to find his wife passed out in his bed. That wasn't so bad, but she was covered with love bites and male ejaculate. Next to her bed was the wallet of her husband's colleague. The angry husband promptly grabbed his .44, drove to home of his coworker and blew him away in a jealous rage.
Just the previous year a man, incensed that his neighbor ran over his expensive bicycle, had knocked on the neighbor's door and shot him dead when he opened it. I could understand an occasional crime of passion in any town, but the two recent murders were entirely different.
Bonnie Laskey, a middle-aged wife and mother lived just two blocks from our new home. At least, she used to live two blocks away, on Beech Street. She was buried after a closed casket ceremony the previous week.
Her husband found her bloody body in their marital bed when he arrived home from working the night shift. After a brief search, the police found her head in the back yard.
Two nights before, Jack Hurley's next door neighbors called the police because they heard blood curdling screams coming from his home. When the cops arrived, they had to break in the door since Jack wouldn't answer it.
As the police made their way to the bedroom, Jack managed a few final whimpers before dying in front of them. The paramedics that arrived on scene had been unable to save him. That may have been because Jack's intestines had been ripped from his body and placed on the pillow next to his head.
In both murders, the police thoroughly searched the immediate area. They even brought in a couple of tracking dogs, but they came up empty. Several of the neighbors had heard the horrible screams and watched out their windows as they waited for the police to arrive, but no one saw anyone leave the Jack Hurley home.
Needless to say, this greatly concerned me. I decided to install cameras in our home, in the interest of safety. I had considered telling Sue about the cameras, but I worried it would agitate her even more if she knew I was so worried. I would be able to view videos from cameras placed in every room in my house from my laptop and my phone, in real time. I hoped it would allow me the opportunity to see any threat before it was too late.
I had never been a gun owner and bringing guns into the house would definitely upset Sue, so I eschewed that option. I wasn't totally defenseless, however. I had been given a scimitar by a business associate from the Middle East a few years back. I really liked it, so for whatever reason, I began to collect various kinds of swords.
I now owned rapiers, broadswords, a few sabers, several scimitars and one cutlass. The house we had moved into was a big Victorian. It was in excellent condition and much of it was original. Unlike many Victorian homes I had seen over the years, the owners of this house had never dropped the ceilings, paneled the walls, carpeted over the hardwood or ripped out the wainscoting.
We had four bedrooms, four baths, a library, a parlor, a living room, kitchen, dining room and two rooms which had no discernible purpose, as well as a large attic. I hung my sword collection on the walls in various rooms throughout the house and spent a fair amount of time committing their locations to memory.
Sue thought I was just being overly proud of my collection. Our two kids were grown and on their own, so she wasn't concerned about any children playing with the weapons. I had placed them high enough to make them impossible for any small visitors to access, so Sue allowed me my whim.
We were young retirees and redecorating the huge home was our main focus. We painted walls, polished and stained woodwork, and carted away more than a few decrepit pieces of furniture. I secretly placed camera/smoke detectors in each room. I was quite certain Sue would never discover the cameras.
I made it a habit to look at my recordings each day to see if anything unusual had taken place. The cameras sensed motion and only recorded when there was activity of some sort in a given room.
A week to the day after Jack Hurley met his untimely demise, Luke Baker's body was found in his living room... in his den... and the bathroom. There was some speculation that the small red object lodged about thirty feet up an oak tree in front of his home was his heart. Our police department summoned the local fire company to retrieve the object.
The firemen took one look and told the cops they could go piss up a rope. They pointed out that they did not have a ladder truck, so they would have to climb the tree, plus digging possible body parts out of a tree wasn't in their job description. After a fair amount of debate, the town rented a scissor-lift and a young patrolman rode it up to recover whatever was in the tree. He placed it in a cooler before he returned to the sidewalk.
A few hours later, I was on the phone with our local law enforcement explaining my situation. "I recently installed some surveillance cameras in my home and I saw something that might interest the police."
"We're pretty busy working on the three brutal murders in town. I don't think we have anyone available to watch your home movies," was the bored response of the woman answering the non-emergency calls to the police department.
"Your bosses have been asking for anonymous tips that might help shed light on those very murders. I think I have one. Send somebody to 423 Hickory Street. I'm Bill Macey and I have information which might interest the police," I insisted.
"Wait a minute! You gave me your name and address, so this isn't an anonymous tip," replied the genius on the other end.
I was extremely frustrated by this point, but I managed to maintain my cool as I recalled tidbits of information I had heard about the local flatfeet. "I'll have a dozen jelly doughnuts and a twelve-pack of Bud Light on ice. That may interest a few gumshoes down there."
"You're asking for Detective Cook? He's probably surfing porn while he's waiting for his shift to finish. I'll relay your message," promised the less-than-civil servant.
I decided to take a piss while I waited to see if any cops would make an appearance. I was washing my hands when my doorbell rang! I opened the door to see a nondescript man in a shiny, much wrinkled suit on my doorstep.
"Are you really with the police?" was my first question.
"Do you really have some doughnuts and beer?" was his instant response.
"That depends," I answered carefully. "Can I see some form of identification?"
"That depends," retorted the slovenly man. "Can I see some doughnuts and beer?"
"Okay, come on in. The doughnuts and beer are in the kitchen. The guys I met at local watering hole described you quite accurately," I admitted. "At least they were right about the doughnuts and beer. I'm still a bit skeptical about your crime solving skills."
"Fuck you, too." The man grinned as he popped a beer open with one hand while stuffing a doughnut in his mouth with the other. "I'm Detective Cook."
I brushed off the particles of glazed sugar which had flown from Cook's mouth and landed on my forehead. I shook his hand. I rinsed the jelly off my palm before turning my attention back to Detective Cook.
"It's a small town and a lot of people are jealous of my deductive reasoning abilities" explained Cook. "Can you tell me what information you have which may help our investigation into solving the recent murders?"
I motioned to my laptop as I answered Cook's question. "I moved into this house about a month ago. The murders began shortly after that. I was..."
"About to confess?"asked the delighted man. "Damn! It looks like I've solved another one!"
"No!" I sputtered. "I installed a surveillance system in the house because of all the murders in the area. I didn't tell my wife, who is shopping at the moment, about buying the cameras. I'd appreciate it if you kept that information to yourself, unless of course it leads to the arrest and conviction of the murderer. I'd expect to collect the ten grand reward if that should happen."
"I'm afraid we don't pay for anonymous tips," replied the fat fucker without blinking an eye.
"I see. In that case, consider this a tip from Bill Macey of 423 Hickory Street, or would you rather not see the possible evidence I have?"
"That's the way you're going to play it?" responded Cook with a small jelly covered grin. "Okay, Macey, show me what you've got. It had better be good."
I proceeded to open my laptop and bring up my video files. First, I played a short clip of a dark colored beast-like creature exiting a closet in one of the extra rooms in my house. The next camera picked up the same creature as it furtively made its way through my home office. It stopped to briefly look at a calendar on my desk before leaving the room.
The next clip showed the same creature descending the stairs, walking to the front door and carefully opening it.
"Holy shit!" exclaimed Cook. "Kate Upton is your wife? You lucky fucker!"
"That's the problem! I've never been so much as in the same state as Kate Upton," I responded somewhat wistfully.
"You're telling me you don't know Kate Upton but she was naked in your house? What about that big fucking dog? Is that yours?" asked Cook.
"I don't have a fucking dog, but that wasn't a dog. That was Kate Upton," I attempted to explain.
"I may not know a lot about swimsuit models, but I can tell you this much. Kate Upton is no goddamn dog!" blurted Cook. "I should lock you up just for suggesting it."
"Watch the video again," I insisted as I returned to the first video. "If you look a little closer, you'll notice that the creature which comes out of my closet appears to be walking on two legs. As it goes down the stairs it gradually becomes Kate Upton. It looked at her picture on the calendar in my office before starting down the stairs. How in hell is that possible?"
"How possible is it her tits have no sag?" asked Cook as he grabbed the mouse from my hand and replayed the last ten seconds of the video several times. "We need to take a look in that fucking closet. What kind of shit are you into?"
I led Cook upstairs to the room with the closet whence the creature had come.
"What's all the scratches and digs in the floor and woodwork in this room?" asked the curious detective. "This room smells like dog shit."
"Yeah, it does. We're working on that," I admitted as I pointed to several boxes of baking soda sitting around the room, as well as air fresheners and a bottle of Fabreze.
"The previous owners wouldn't allow us to see this room when we looked at the house to buy a few months ago. They kept the door locked, but we could hear the growling and barking of a couple of what sounded like very large dogs in here. Once we closed on the property and walked into the room, we realized why the sellers didn't want us to have access. It smells a lot better now than it did when we bought it."
Cook nodded as his gaze swept the room. "What's with all the big knives on your walls? Are you some kind of Ninja or something?"
"I collect swords. That's a scimitar forged around fifteen-hundred years ago," I bragged. "It's very rare."
"Whatever," mumbled Cook as he pulled his gun and slowly opened the door to the closet. I reached over to flick on the closet light switch at the same time.
Cook jumped back and cursed. "What the fuck are you doing? I was all tensed up with a loaded gun in my hand, so you decide to turn on the light as I stick my head in there? You go in first, Asshole."
With that, he jerked open the door and shoved me inside the three by ten closet. I had checked it after viewing the videos, so I wasn't concerned. I stepped to the side and watched Cook look around carefully. He ran his hand along the wall as he stepped to the far corner of the closet.
He then moved his hand to the back wall and slowly slid it over the surface as he approached me. Suddenly his hand disappeared into the wall!
Cook cursed as he quickly pulled his hand back. I couldn't believe what I had seen! There wasn't a hole of any kind showing where Cook's hand had been. He looked at his hand and then turned his attention back to the wall. Ever so slowly, he slid his hand along the wall. Once again it disappeared up to his wrist!
This time he moved his hand horizontally for about three feet before his hand made a slight sound as it hit something solid. He then dropped his hand down and it once again struck something solid. He then moved his arm, seemingly minus a hand until it reached about three feet up the wall and once again struck an obstruction.
Cook pulled a Sharpie from his pocket and flicked off the cap. He placed the marker on the wall and carefully moved the Sharpie along the wall just inches from the arm he was moving inside the wall. He reached the far side, moved down about three feet and then back toward me for another three feet before moving the marker back up the wall to the spot where he had begun marking.
Suddenly he gave a startled yelp and quickly pulled his hand out of the wall. Blood was seeping from a cut on the back of his formerly invisible hand.
"I think one of those bastards clawed me or something," observed the portly detective, far too calmly.
"What bastards? Where did you hand go? How did you run it through the wall so easily? What the hell's going on?" I demanded a bit frantically.
"I could be wrong, but it appears you have a closet with a portal into a parallel universe," answered Cook. "It's too early to be sure, but it's possible the creature that came out of here is our killer."
"That doesn't make any sense," I protested. "I never heard of a parallel universal. Is that from outer space or something?"
"It could be from some planet light years away, but I suspect it's a portal into a different dimension. Scientists have debated the existence of other dimensions for years. String theory allows for eleven dimensions," explained Cook.
"Where the hell is the guy who was eating my doughnuts and drinking my beer?" I snarled. "Are you a fucking theoretical physicist or something?"
"I wish. I'm just a fan of The Big Bang Theory," admitted Cook as he appeared to be lost in deep thought.
"I'm going to board this wall up!" I declared. "I'll use three-quarter plywood. Those bastards won't be able to claw through that."
"It won't do any good," said Cook. "There's a wall there now. Portals into other dimensions can't be blocked like that. They allow passage through solid walls, even concrete."
"Are you saying walls are not effective?" I asked "Try telling that to Hannity! Why the hell haven't those damn creatures been killing people for years? Why did it start when my wife and I moved in? This doesn't make any sense."
"I bet the previous owners knew there was something wrong here. That's why they had big dogs locked in the next room. Any of these fuzzy fuckers step into that room while a couple of nasty Rottweilers or Dobermans are on patrol and they're dog meat!"
"Explain how those 'fuzzy fuckers', as you call them, can turn into Kate Upton," I demanded. "That trick would be worth billions on the open market."
"It's quite likely they're shapeshifters," reasoned Cook.
"What the hell are shapeshifters, and what do you mean by 'they'? Do you think there's more than one?" Now I was getting very worried.
"They're like rats," replied Cook. "If you see one, you probably have an infestation. There's probably a lot more where that hairy bastard came from."
"Can I call an exterminator or something? Should I buy a couple of big nasty dogs? What can I do to keep safe?" I whined.
"Don't panic," cautioned Cook. "We can't be sure this is a portal to a parallel dimension. We don't know if there's more than one blood thirsty ghoul loose in your house. We can't even prove that a naked Kate Upton killed that poor lucky bastard, Luke Baker. No wonder there was a big smile on what was left of his face."
"He died with a smile?" I asked in amazement.
"Yeah. Can you think of a better reason? What would you do if a nude Kate Upton showed up in your bedroom?" responded Cook.
"Well, I'd have to feel those amazing tits, then squeeze her tits and probably play with..." was all I managed before Cook interrupted my daydreaming.
"Exactly! You'd be grinning from ear to ear. If she ripped off half your face, it'd be a crooked grin, just like Baker had pasted on what was left of his mug."
"You're only making me feel slightly better, Detective. I live in a house where demons emerge from my closet. What should I do?"
"We need to formulate a plan," determined Cook. "I suggest you keep the closet door locked, as well as the door to this room. It won't stop the ugly bastards, but it should slow them down, plus the noise they make breaking down the door should alert you in time to run like holy hell."
"You're a real fucking piece of work!" I snarled. "I'm looking to the police to keep me safe from these damn shapeshitters and you're telling me to run like hell? That's your plan?"
"You might try placing pictures of Don Knotts and Pee Wee Herman in plain sight," suggested Cook. "You'd be able to kick their asses."
"Is that a fucking joke?" I demanded angrily.
"No. I thought it was a pretty damn good idea," countered the enigma known as Detective Cook. "By the same token, avoid photos of The Rock, Chuck Norris, Clint Eastwood and my personal favorite, John Wayne."
"I can see where that idea would have some merit," I admitted reluctantly. "Have any more brilliant suggestions?"
"Is there some way you can make it so I can see your security system in real time? I'd be able to monitor it and hustle over here if it looked like another spawn of Satan had made an appearance."
"Yeah, I can share the videos with you on the cloud. I'll give you the login information and you can watch videos as well as see the action in real time. That's a surprisingly good idea!"
Detective Cook hung around a few more minutes discussing various ways to trap the shapeshifters, hopefully before they killed someone else, like Sue and me. He took my last two beers and the doughnut I had been saving for Sue when he left.
While I waited for Sue to get home, I Googled some famous people and printed out their pictures. I went with Don Knotts and Pee Wee Herman first, followed by Joe Pesci, Danny DeVito and Woody Allen. I pinned the pictures to my office wall. I admitted to myself that I was grasping at straws.
It wasn't easy to behave normally around Sue now that I knew there were murderous demons running amok in the house. It was likely she would overreact to the information and want to sell the house. If we did sell it, we'd take a big financial hit and our retirement plans would go down the drain. If Cook and I could come up with a way to block the bastards from coming through the wall, or if we could domesticate the damn things, we'd be money ahead.
Two days later I was at Home Depot waiting in line to buy some paint when I decided to check my phone to see if anything was going on at home. I began to get a little aroused when I saw Sue walk into our bedroom naked. She was still a fine looking woman in her mid forties. Her breasts were high and firm on her chest and her ass was rounded perfectly. I was admiring her body when a man stepped into the room to join her!



I was stunned and only slowly began to interpret what I was seeing. It was me in the room with Sue! I checked my phone to be certain I was not watching an old video, but much to my consternation, it was happening in real time! I watched Sue drop to her knees in front of me.
"Your cock looks especially big today!" she exclaimed before taking the head into her mouth.
She was right! My cock did look bigger than usual. How the fuck was I watching my larger-cocked self being serviced by my wife? Duh! It had to be a shapeshifter! I dropped the paint I was holding and sprinted for the car.
Breaking the speed limit all the way, it still took me ten minutes to get back home. I rushed inside, grabbed my favorite scimitar off the wall in the living room and hurried as quietly as possible up the stairs. The door to the bedroom was open so I simply stepped in and raised my scimitar.
I found myself laying pipe like a man possessed, or to be more accurate, like a damn sex crazed demon. I was doing Sue doggy style, naturally, and she was loving every inch of every stroke. I hesitated as I watched Sue and my body-double enter the home stretch.
What if it was a human that was a clone, or a twin banging Sue? It sure looked human. Hell, it looked exactly like me, except with a somewhat bigger harder cock and a flatter stomach. If it was really a human, I would be committing murder. If it was really me, I would be committing suicide! I was beside myself, literally.
My decision was made for me when Sue let out a loud moan and appeared to pass out. I immediately pulled Sue's ass tight to my stomach and began groaning in what I knew had to be with pleasure as I emptied my unusually large balls into my wife. I released my grip on Sue's hips and she flopped forward, apparently comatose. Then it happened!
I watched as hair began sprouting on my ass and up my back! It wasn't me! The transformation was surprisingly quick. In a few seconds I was watching a dark hairy animal-like creature extend long claws from its hands, or paws or whatever they were. It was preparing to slash my unconscious wife's ass! My razor sharp scimitar slashed down and sliced the demon bastard in half. As both parts of its body fell to the floor, they turned into piles of ash, rather small piles at that.
I was shaking as I contemplated how close Sue had been to becoming another victim. I was upset that she had been so willingly and well fucked by the shapeshifter, but how could I blame her? He was simply a somewhat better version of me, at least when it came to sex.
I wondered if I would ever be able to satisfy Sue again. She had never passed out when we made love, but there she lay, smiling like the cat that got the cream after that demon bastard finished fucking her. This was one time I had outdone myself, literally!
My phone chirped and I slowly answered it. "Jesus! That was a close one! For a second there, it looked like you were going to let that fucker rip your wife apart after fucking her into the middle of next week!"
"You saw that, Cook? Did you see how fast it turned back to its original shape and how it was going to rip Sue apart?" I asked, somehow feeling relieved that Cook had shared the experience with me, even if it was vicariously.
"I saw it all right! I didn't realize you had such a big cock and could fuck like that, or did that shapeshifter improve on old Bill a little? Did I just watch Bill 2.0 fuck your wife into a coma? Are your wife's tits really that firm, or was that some kind of spell or magic?"
"You're losing sight of the real situation!" I snapped. "The size of my cock and the firmness of Sue's tits are not the issue. My wife was fucked and almost killed by the goddamn demon from a parallel universe. That should be your focus here!"
"Yeah, you have a point," admitted Cook. "Now I know how they operate. They fuck their victim senseless, have a huge orgasm and then kill their prey once they're unconscious. Your wife has the same damn grin Jack Hurley had on what was left of his face."
"So what are you going to do about it?" I demanded. "You can't arrest the fuckers. You can't even catch them."
"Actually, we had one in custody," replied Cook with a chuckle. "It seems that Marsha Terrel was attacked last night. She lives a block down from you on the same street. She was in her bedroom talking to her husband on the phone when Don Knotts came into her room wearing nothing but a big smile and sporting an impressive erection for such a skinny fellow.
"Marsha teaches some kind of martial arts down at the YMCA. Needless to say, she kicked the little guy's ass all over the room. Her husband called the police while she pounded the poor little fuck. She had him unconscious when the cops arrived. He changed his shape while they were putting cuffs on him. No one knew whether to take him to a veterinarian or an MD."
"You said you 'had' one in custody, which leads me to believe you no longer have it," I pointed out. "Did it kill the cops and escape?"
"No, it turned into a little pile of ashes in Marsha's bedroom before they could move him. I guess it died in custody. That usually requires a lot of paperwork, but we've decided to pretend this never happened. Marsha was fine with it. She gave the guys a baggie for the ashes. She didn't want the hassle of explaining how she beat the hell out of one of America's most beloved TV personalities.
"I'm getting one of those camera drones later in the week. I'll fly it through your wall and into the parallel dimension so I can determine the best way to handle these illegal aliens, or whatever the hell they are. Just hang on for a few more days and this will all be over."
I saw Sue begin to stir so I hung up the phone and went to her side. "How do you feel?"
"You fucked me unconscious! My pussy looks like chopped meat and my ass is a little sore from you spanking it. I feel great! We'll just have to wait a few days to try that again. I need to recover," responded my loving wife as she gave me a deep kiss with lots of tongue.
That was just great! I gave Sue the best sex of her life and I only watched. It occurred to me that the tape of that session would make some interesting viewing. I would have to watch it quite a few times to learn every move I made in that epic fuck. I was not able to totally get over the fact that Sue had the hell banged out of her by a guy that seemed to be me, but wasn't. I felt like she was one up on me somehow and it rankled me, at least until I came home from Home Depot the next day.
I was standing in the checkout line again with the paint I had tried to buy the previous day. Once again, I decided to check my phone. Once again, I saw something surprising.
Our next door neighbor, Agnes Murdock, was a well preserved widow in her early fifties. She was nice enough to us, except she was always spouting religion and warning about all the horrible things that would happen to us sinners. Sue thought she was harmless and didn't mean anything bad with her rants, but I tried to avoid the woman.
Why would Agnes be creeping across the hall from our spare bedroom to the bathroom totally naked? Then I realized it was another damn shapeshifter! It must have looked out the window and seen Agnes doing something in her back yard and decided to take her shape, except it appeared to have bigger tits and a rounder ass than Agnes possessed. I knew Sue was gone for the day visiting her family, so she was safe, but this was still a dangerous situation. Some poor bastard would be fucked and plucked by Agnes if I didn't do something!
I hurried home and grabbed my trusty scimitar which I had placed back in its holder in the living room. I was coming to love that gift more and more. I moved quietly up the stairs and crept down the hall with my scimitar raised and ready to strike.
Just as I got to the bathroom door, Agnes stepped into the hall. She had a towel over her head as she dried her hair. She was completely naked and I had the opportunity to study her body. It was obvious as hell that she was a shapeshifter. Her tits were much larger than Agnes ever dreamed of having and her ass was nicely rounded and tight. I had seen her often enough in her ridiculous long dresses and large shirts to know she did not have the figure of the sexy woman in front of me.
I lifted my scimitar higher and steeled my nerves as I studied the area of her neck my blade would enter. Death would be swift and merciful. The problem with my plan was how human she looked. I couldn't kill myself when I was fucking Sue because I looked so human and so much like me. It was only when I began changing to a monster and was a clear threat to Sue I decided to swing the blade.
It seemed like I should do the same with Agnes. I could not hack what looked like a real human into pieces, but if I could get her to change back to a murderous beast, I would have no such compunctions.
I used the end of my blade to lift the towel off her head and flick it to the side. Agnes felt around for the towel and then began turning her head to look for it. That was when she saw me standing next to her with my scimitar raised in a threatening manner. She gasped and began to tremble.
"Scared?" I taunted as a plan formulated in my head. "I know what you're here for. You want some hot sex and a big orgasm before you change back and eat me, don't you, bitch? Get your enhanced ass into that room and get on all fours on the bed. I'm going to fuck you like the animal you are."
As I spoke, I reached out and squeezed her tits a few times. I tugged her nipples harder than I ever would with Sue and motioned her into the bedroom. Agnes was still trembling as I nodded to indicate I wanted her on the bed. She nervously climbed on it and kneeled forward, presenting me with a truly remarkable ass. I realized these shapeshifters knew just how to entice a human male.
I ran my hands over her ass a few times before I pulled back and spanked her left cheek. Agnes gasped, but remained in position. I smacked the other ass cheek twice and then went back and slapped the left cheek again. I rubbed my hand over her glowing ass a few times and then down between her legs.
"You're wet, you nasty bitch! You freaks get off on this shit, don't you?" I asked, more or less rhetorically. "Wiggle that ass for me if you want my cock. Show me you're a needy slut."
I wasn't surprised when she immediately wiggled her ass in an exaggerated fashion. She wanted her orgasm so she could rip my head off and drop my guts on the pillow, which I realized wasn't too much different from an old girlfriend.
I slapped that perfect ass one more time before grabbing her hips and sinking my unenhanced cock to the hilt in her steaming pussy. I had to admit that shapeshifters really knew their shit. Agnes felt tight and hot as she squeezed my dick with her internal muscles.
I had watched my wife's defiling by the fucker that looked like me but with a big dick and knew just what the demons liked, sexually. They wanted it hard, fast, and rough, so I gave it to Agnes, but good. I alternated between spanking her ass and jack hammering her dripping pussy. I reached around and grabbed her big firm tits and pulled hard on her nipples. The bitch loved it!
I could see she was getting close to having a really big orgasm. She appeared to be having a serious of small ones that were building in intensity. I began to worry that I would blast off before she did and pass out first! I was having the best sex of my life with a goddamn monster from another universe! I was going to explode like I never had before. I had to hang on long enough to get Agnes off, see her change back to an ugly fucking beast and then lop her prissy head off.
Suddenly the bitch began making an almost silent scream. It was like nothing I had even heard before. She pushed back hard, driving my dick even deeper into her needy body. She began shaking and then collapsed! I held her ass up as I came like I had never come before. I saw lights, stars and rainbows as I closed my eyes and deployed my troops. It was the most incredible feeling I had ever experienced. Then I passed out.
I awoke with a start. I was still alive. I was thankful for that. The shapeshifter had decided not to kill me. Maybe I had fucked it better than it had ever been fucked before and was going to let me live so I could fuck it again. If that was the case, I would be more determined to stay conscious long enough to separate its head from its body.
I realized I was once again sporting an erection so I slowly opened my eyes and hazarded a quick look at my cock. Agnes was with it, servicing it with her tongue and mouth. The strange thing was she was still human!
"You said I had to eat you after you fucked me like an animal," said Agnes with a smile. "I hope I'm doing it the way you wanted. I don't think I could take another fucking like the last one for a few days. Just let me drain your big balls while you relax.
"Okay," was all I managed as I tried to make sense of everything. Agnes was still in human form. Her ass, although quite pink, was still magnificent and her tits looked even bigger and firmer than they had when I held and pulled them. Then I realized that she had spoken to me! I didn't know if shapeshifters could speak. I slowly wrapped my hand around the hilt of my trusty friend as I watched Agnes service my hard cock. If she decided to bite it off, it would be the last dick she ever tasted.
The best laid plans and all of that. It wasn't long and she was coaxing another load out of me and she swallowed every drop before letting me slip from her mouth and giving me a big smile.
"It was so nice of you and Sue to offer me a place to stay while my house is being fumigated. Those termites were getting to be a real problem. My question to you is this? Was this with Sue's knowledge and permission, or were you a very bad boy?"
"I thought you were someone else. I mean I didn't think you were really you. I had to find out if you were you," I blurted as I tried to explain the situation. "I didn't think your ass was that nice and those tits are bigger and firmer than yours could possibly be."
"I see. You thought I had to be someone else because my ass was so nice and my tits were bigger and firmer than you believed them to be. The only way to be certain I was me was to fuck my brains out. Is that what you're telling me?" asked Agnes as she gave me a big smile.
"That pretty well covers it," I admitted.
"I'm getting the feeling that Sue doesn't know about your decision to check my identity so thoroughly. Is that right?"
"Well, she didn't tell me anything about you staying here, so she can't blame me for being doubtful," I reasoned.
"Don't you think Sue will think doubt is one thing and fucking the hell out of me is quite another? Do you think she'll be upset if we tell her about this?" asked Agnes, now with a silly grin.
"There's no reason to tell Sue about my little mistake! Hell, she's made a similar mistake, but doesn't know it. Let's keep this between us, if you don't mind," I practically begged.
"I think we can work out something. Every now and then, I'm going to expect you to come over to my house and check my ass and tits to see if I'm really me. That will also require that you give me a good fucking to be doubly certain," stated Agnes. "In exchange I won't ever preach at you again, and I won't mention to Sue that you're having some sort of identity crises which involves checking my ass, my tits and fucking me senseless. Do we have a deal?"
"Okay, we have a deal," I answered with a smile of my own. Who knew that a prissy, preaching bitch would have an ass and tits to die for? In my defense, I think most men in my situation would have made the same mistake.
I went to my bedroom to shower before Sue made it home. I was combing my hair when she came in and hugged me.
"Hello, Stud! I'll be ready for another round of that incredible love making in a few days, but we'll have to make sure Agnes is back home so she doesn't hear us. That would be embarrassing."
"Why didn't you tell me she was staying here for a day or two?" I asked.
"I told you yesterday at dinner. You've been so preoccupied lately, you don't listen to anything I say," replied Sue.
Later that evening I received a call from Cook. "Are you sure you want me to put the kibosh on those fuzzy killers and seal off that portal to another dimension? You're getting a shit load of sex because of it. That Agnes has surprisingly nice tits, doesn't she? You hammered her like a damn shapeshifter.
"You didn't know it but I was on my way over to chop of your head off if you changed into a demon from hell after shooting your load into the lady. I was at your front door when I saw both of you pass out with big smiles, but still in human form, so I went back to the station. You must have been watching the video of your wife getting it from that guy that looked like you, but with a bigger dick. You fucked Agnes just like it/you did your wife. My porn collection is improving vastly."
"Why did you call, Cook? Did you want to tell me how my wife was unknowingly fucked by the spawn of Satan or how I fucked up when I fucked Agnes?"I snarled.
"I want you to get your wife and your lover out of the house tomorrow so I can send a drone into that portal to see what we have in there, and find a to block it. You're getting pretty sensitive lately," opined Cook.
Cook showed up the next afternoon while Sue and Agnes were shopping. True to his word, he brought a drone. He failed to mention he would also bring some explosives.
"I'll send this puppy in with a pretty damn big explosive charge attached. If it looks like I can destroy the access from that side, I'll set it off," explained the detective.
"Will that damn thing blow my house up, too?" I asked nervously.
"The way I see it, the explosion will either be in another universe, or across the universe we're in. Either way, it should have no effect on your home, our world, or even this dimension," replied Cook logically.
We watched the monitor as the drone flew through my closet wall and into another dimension. It's hard to describe the colors and shapes we saw as Cook swung the craft around so the camera could catch every detail.
We did see some fuzzy fuckers watch the drone fly by and soon several of them assumed its shape, but apparently they couldn't duplicate mechanical moving parts, as the bastards just sat on the ground without moving. Cook brought the craft back closer to the portal. From the other side, it appeared to be a wall in a cave of some kind.
"I'll just slip around that corner and detonate the explosive. That would prevent any flying shrapnel from getting blasted back through the portal. If I close off the entrance to the cave, those fuckers won't be able to reach the portal," he reasoned as he pressed the enter button on the laptop.
The image on the monitor disappeared. The head of a shapeshifter suddenly rolled through the portal and into the closet. We felt the house shudder slightly and then all was calm. The severed head turned to ash before it stopped rolling. Cook reached up and tapped the wall inside the square he had drawn with his Sharpie not so long ago. The wall was solid! The explosion had destroyed the portal!
That evening, as Sue and I were preparing for bed, she turned to me with an unreadable expression. "I'm still having some discomfort when I sit down. At lunch today, I asked for a pillow for my chair. Agnes asked for one, too."
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Tim Larson smiled and spoke to everyone he met as he strolled through the crowd with his daughter, Heather. He was far and away the best maintenance man in the company. As such, he spent a lot of his work time on the factory floor repairing and maintaining the complex and complicated machinery required in the manufacture of buffers and accessories. The Ferguson Family business employed well over four hundred people. Tim knew nearly all of them and he was liked by most.
The Ferguson Summer Picnic was a much anticipated annual event. Ferguson Manufacturing sponsored it in appreciation for the dedicated service of its employees. It was always held on the third Saturday in July, and attendance was usually robust. Free food, drinks and family oriented games were always in abundance.
The affair was held at a small amusement park that was leased by the company for the day. The kids enjoyed rides, ice cream, soda, games, a large swimming pool and even pony rides. The adults played volleyball, horseshoes and badminton, along with partaking in the food, beverages and the large pool.
"I'm apologizing to you in advance, Heather," stated Tim as he glanced toward the small pavilion where Edgar Remington was holding court. "You can go wait in the car if you prefer. A fifteen year old shouldn't hear or see the things that are about to be said and done."
"I want to see it for myself," replied Tim's daughter. "Mom will put her own spin on it and make you the bad guy. I just need to be sure you're seeing things as they really are.
"I admit Mom has been hard to live with lately, but it's not easy to believe she'd treat you like so poorly, especially so openly. I've heard all the words you'll be using. Do what you have to do."
Tim nodded grimly as he started for the pavilion. Heather peeled off from his side and began working her way around to come up behind her mother. Edgar Remington was situated in the middle of the pavilion. He was well into a pompous diatribe about increasing production and reducing costs. Tim made his way through the gathering to approach to his wife. She was seated near Edgar and appeared to be hanging on his every word.
Tim noticed Mrs. Agnes Ferguson sitting off to the side, sipping a soft drink while she watched the proceedings. Her husband's father had founded the company fifty years prior. Her husband, William, had assumed ownership twenty years ago and had nearly doubled the production, as well as profitability, of the company during his time at the helm.
Sadly, William Ferguson had suffered a massive heart attack and died the previous winter at the age of 56. Acting on the suggestion of her lawyers and business advisors, Agnes Ferguson had appointed Edgar Remington COO of the company. He had been a vice president in a Fortune 500 business and came highly recommended.
Tim had begun his own tenure at Ferguson Buffers about the time William Ferguson had taken over the reins of the business from his father. Tim was just two weeks out of high school when he began his career. He had established an excellent rapport with William (Bill) Ferguson over the years and greatly missed Bill's steady hand at the helm.
Tim nodded to Mrs. Ferguson before he approached his wife, Mandy, and spoke softly. "Would you join me at the picnic for a little while? We could get a drink and play some volleyball."
"Larson! We're discussing business here. Why don't you go drink some beer and throw horseshoes with your friends from the floor?" snapped Remington curtly.
"The floor" was the term used to describe the area of the company where the actual production work was done. People either worked in the office, or on the floor. Those working in the office often treated the folks who worked on the floor as lesser employees.
"We aren't at work. This is a picnic and I'll speak to my wife without interference from you," replied Tim calmly as he fought down a much harsher response.
"I said we're conducting business here," repeated Remington.
"Tim, why don't you go play some of the games with your friends," suggested Mandy, concerned her husband was about to clash with their boss. "Edgar is going over some business proposals I'd like to hear."
"Business proposals that don't include the maintenance staff," added Remington with a harsh laugh. "You wouldn't understand the theory behind my ideas."
"You're not coming with me, Mandy? I won't ask again," warned Tim with a sinking feeling.
"I'm staying here, Tim. Why don't you just go have fun with the other guys from the floor?" was Mandy's cool response.
"Yeah, run along! We're having a good business discussion and don't need people from the floor listening in," insisted Remington with an obvious sneer.
"You really are a complete asshole," stated Tim clearly as he stood, turned from his wife and faced Remington. "The next good idea you have will be your first one. You're the rudest bastard I've ever had the misfortune to meet. You've really fucked up this company in record time."
"What did you call me?" demanded a livid Remington.
"Try to pay closer attention," answered Tim with a tight smile. "Asshole, rude, and bastard were my main points. I can come up with some more if you have trouble understanding those terms."
Gasps escaped from several of those listening to the exchange. Tim Larsen had just called the company's COO out in a very public manner!
"You must be drunk," countered Remington, sensing that Tim Larson was not in any mood to accept his blustering authority. "I'll forgive it this time out of respect for Mandy, but you'd better leave before I change my mind."
"I haven't had a single drink yet today," retorted Tim softly. "With that excuse gone, why don't you change that wishy-washy little mind of yours and go for option number two?"
"You want to get fired and thrown out of here?" responded Remington. "I can do that."
"Actually, you can't," challenged Tim. "Not unless you're willing and able to do the throwing. There's no security working this affair, so you're on your own, you chicken-shit prick. I'm sure everyone here would love to see you try to throw me out."
"Tim! I'll go with you," broke in Mandy in a panic. "Please excuse Tim, Edgar. He's been out of sorts lately. I think its stress."
"The stress of finding out he'll be expected to make half the payments on your new house?" goaded Remington. "He'll have to work overtime and give up playing games with his buddies to pay his share. I can see where a situation like that would stress Timmy out."
"The only stress I'm feeling at the moment is keeping my temper in check," replied Tim as he measured Remington with his eyes. "I have this almost uncontrollable urge to bitch-slap the shit out of you, Remington."
As he spoke, Tim balled his hands into fists and took a step toward the company COO. "How about you, Edgar? Are you feeling froggy?"
"You're fired, Larson!" declared the backpedalling COO before hitting a chair with the back of his knees and tumbling over on his ass.
"What's wrong with you?" demanded Tim's wife as she hurried to help Remington back to his feet. "Don't bother coming home until you're ready to apologize to both Edgar and me!"
"Fair enough" replied Tim as his eyes searched the crowd of onlookers before nodding to a young man wearing Bermuda shorts and a New England Patriots shirt.
Tim Larson turned his back on his wife and Remington. As he began walking toward the parking lot, he heard the young man ask Mandy if she were Amanda Larson. Tim didn't hear Mandy's response, but the young man's declaration of "You've been served" once again brought gasps from many of the spectators watching the demise of his marriage.
When Tim reached his truck, he began digging for his keys. As he pulled them from his pocket, Heather called to him.
"Dad, I have to stay with Mom. It looks like you were prepared for everything. Did you have one of your friends bring your truck so you wouldn't have to ride home with Mom?"
"As a matter of fact, I did," admitted Tim. "Your mother caught my attention with her plan to buy a new house and make me pay half. I suspected Remington was behind that idea. He pretty well confirmed it just now.
"She's not the woman I married years ago and she's certainly not a woman I would marry today. Nothing I do is good enough for her. She's been after me to either work a lot more overtime or find a better job. I make enough money, especially when we add in your Mom's income. I'm not going to spend the best years of my life kowtowing to an asshole like Remington, or a shrew like your mother!"
"It sounds like your mind is pretty well made up," observed Heather before adding with her typical frankness. "For what it's worth, I get it. Remington totally disrespected you, as did Mother. You don't need that bullshit!"
"Thanks for the support, Heather. I have a place to live and I'll be starting a new job next week. I'll tell you all about it when the dust settles," promised Tim. "Your mom is probably going to need your emotional support for the next few days."
"You have that right," agreed Heather. "Connie Dawson and Margie Olson were trying to calm her down. I'd better get back and give her a shoulder to cry on. Today was hard to watch, but I'm glad I was there to see how Mom and that dickhead treated you. She won't be able to put a spin on it, at least not to me. Were you going to beat up Remington? He was really scared."
"I'll plead the fifth on that question," answered Tim with a grin as he climbed into his pickup. "Luckily, it never reached that point. Take care of your mom, Sweetheart."
Mandy spent the half hour after being served divorce papers crying in the ladies room. Heather remained close but was not as sympathetic as her mother felt the situation warranted.
Heather did walk with her to the parking lot. Mandy fought desperately to smile at everyone she met, although she was certain many of them were enjoying her misery.
"That was quite a stunt your father pulled today," spat Mandy as soon as she and Heather were safely pulling onto the highway. "He'll be fired. You know that, right? He's going to be looking for a home and a job, all because of his foolish pride. The funny thing is, he'd be making a better living if he actually had any real pride. Instead, he goes golfing and fishing."
"He goes to all of my softball and basketball games. He attends every school event I'm involved in. My friends all think he's the best father ever," was Heather's immediate reply. "Why did you leave us to go listen to that airbag brag about how smart he is, anyway?"
"He's my boss and he wanted to go over some ideas with people from the office. I'm in charge of marketing, so I was pretty much expected to attend his impromptu meeting. It was quite interesting until your father ruined it."
"It was a company picnic! Even I know you don't conduct business at a company picnic. Mr. Remington was taking advantage of employees who were there to relax and have a good time."
"It sounds like you've been listening to your father," complained Mandy. "You're too young to understand finances. People have to work hard to get ahead. Your father really isn't a very hard worker. He likes to drift along, taking the easiest path, having a good time and not worrying about tomorrow."
"That's pretty much what that Remington said to Dad. You seem to share his opinion. Quite a coincidence, isn't it?" asked Heather sarcastically.
"It really isn't. Everyone in the office knows that your father constantly refuses overtime. He could bring home a lot more money. His family could be living in a bigger, nicer house... with a pool."
"How did Mr. Remington know your idea about having Dad come up with half the mortgage payment on a new house?" questioned Heather.
Mandy glanced at her daughter before responding. "We may have discussed that at some point. I really don't remember, but it's been on my mind a lot, so I might have asked for his input. Mr. Remington is a financial expert."
"Why isn't he smart enough to resist throwing out personal information in a public setting? He totally disrespected Dad today," insisted Heather.
"Maybe your father hasn't done anything to gain his respect," replied Mandy immediately. "Mr. Remington is a take charge sort of man and doesn't respect people who slack off."
"He seemed to respect Dad when he started for him with his fists clenched. He backed up so fast he fell over the chair. That was funny!"
"It wasn't funny. Your father was out of control and Mr. Remington was trying to prevent an ugly scene, like a man in his position should," defended Mandy.
"If he didn't want an ugly scene, he shouldn't have antagonized Dad like he did," pointed out Heather. "He was trying to demean your husband and you went along with it. I'm proud of Dad for standing up to him. Your boss came close to getting his ass kicked today."
"Maybe. Edgar's in pretty good shape. He spends a lot of time in the gym. It was a good thing Edgar refused to fight," stated Mandy.
"Why was I served divorce papers in a way as to maximize my humiliation? Your father had the entire thing planned. It takes time to get papers drawn up and find someone to serve them," reasoned Mandy.
"That's true," agreed her daughter. "Dad had to think about it long enough to go out and find a place to live and a new job. That must have taken some time."
"Your father found a new job? And a new place to live already?" marveled Heather's mother. "He might be serious about the divorce."
"Do you think?" responded Heather. "I doubt he's coming back. He hates Remington and doesn't seem to like you very much, anymore."
"He's all pissed off because I wanted a bigger house for our family and I expected him to pay his fair share! That's pretty damned childish, not to mention irresponsible."
"I'm not trying to defend Dad, but did he even want a bigger house?" asked Heather. "He always acted pretty happy where we are. I like how close we live to the high school and shopping. You decided we had to move into a bigger home and Dad had to spend most of his earnings to pay his share. Why would you think he'd ever go along with that?"
"You really are naïve about finances and relationships," responded her exasperated mother. "We're looked up to in the community, or at least I am. It's important that we appear successful. Just because I earn twice as much as your father, it doesn't mean I should be paying for everything while he goes golfing and fishing."
"Why's that, Mom?"
"Why?" repeated Heather's mom in disbelief. "You're kidding, right?"
"Dad never complains about stuff you buy. I've gone shopping with you so I know how much you can spend in an afternoon. I'm just wondering why you feel Dad shouldn't feel free to do things he enjoys."
"Maybe because I'm the one paying for everything!" exclaimed Mandy.
"I have a lot of friends with moms who don't work at all. They shop, get massages, and even go golfing without earning a dime. Is that fair?"
"Of course! They gave up their careers to raise a family for their husbands," reasoned Mandy. "Husbands owe it to their wives to support them in a comfortable manner."
Heather had long ago learned her mother could not be pushed into something she strongly resisted, but she could be carefully led. Ideas had to be given time and nurtured slowly. Heather had planted the seeds and would have to wait to see if they would fall upon the rocks or flourish.
"Is Remington your boyfriend?" suddenly blurted Heather. "You two seem awfully comfortable with each other."
"What? Of course not! Edgar is an eligible bachelor. He dates all kinds of beautiful women. He's not interested in me."
"That kind of sounds like you're interested in him," stated Heather. "I just hope you don't start dating him too soon. It'll look like you were having an affair with him while you were married to Dad."
"I have no romantic interest in Edgar, nor any other man," replied Mandy. "I don't see myself dating anyone for a long time. That's assuming your father and I will actually get a divorce. It's possible he'll come to his senses and apologize. He might even beg me to forgive him."
Heather looked at her mother like she had two heads. "On what planet are you living? You and Remington are obviously interested in each other, and Dad will never apologize. He didn't do anything wrong!"
"Humiliating me in public is pretty damn wrong in my book!" snapped Mandy. "I don't understand how you can defend him. All that drama must have been embarrassing for you, too."
"Yeah, it sure was. Especially the part where you turned down Dad's offer to go enjoy the festivities so you could stay and listen to Remington's bullshit! That was very embarrassing."
Mandy turned into her driveway and noticed Tim's garage door was open. He never had room for his truck in the garage. It was always packed full of tools, and his numerous toys. He kept his golf bag, two kayaks, camping and fishing equipment and the riding lawn mower stored on his side of the garage, much to the consternation of Mandy.
The lawn mower and a few garden tools were all that remained on Tim's side. It was even swept clean. Mother and daughter both stopped to take in the scene. Tim's departure was now manifesting itself in obvious ways.
"I wonder how much furniture he took?" was all Mandy said as she opened the door to the kitchen. A quick perusal of the house revealed other than his clothes, Tim had taken very little from the home.
"At least he left the expensive living room furniture and my bedroom set," observed Mandy. "We'll see if he tries to come back and take some of the good furniture."
"I think Dad already took everything he wanted," suggested Heather. "He never really liked any of the furniture we have since you gave his favorite chair to your cousin."
"That chair didn't go with anything. It had to go," explained Mandy. "He never complained when I gave it away."
"He told you it was his favorite chair and he'd like to keep it," recalled Heather. "You told him to get over it. You also warned him to never sweat or wear his work clothes when he sat on the furniture. Hadn't you noticed how he always brought in a kitchen chair when he wanted to watch TV?"
"Of course I noticed, but that was just Tim being stubborn. He was trying to make me feel bad by being passive aggressive," insisted Mandy. "I know all his tricks."
Yeah, I guess you do," agreed Heather. "How's that working out for you?"
"We'll be fine, even if your father doesn't come crawling back," replied Mandy, even as she winced at her daughter's remark. "I make enough to support us. We really don't need his income."
"That's curious, since you constantly harped at him about how he needed to make more money. I'm pretty confused about all of this now."
"I was just trying to spur him into being more responsible," answered Mandy, as much to herself as to Heather. "I wanted to be able to be proud of him."
"It's probably for the best that you guys are getting divorced," observed Heather. "Dad doesn't seem to like you very much, anymore. You're ashamed of him and you have Remington acting pretty interested. This just might work out for the best for all of us."
"You're not worried about living with just one parent? Tim ran out on you as well as me. Remember that," cautioned Mandy.
"Mom, I've been pretty much living with just one parent for the past year. Dad won't stop seeing me, going to my games, or taking me on his camping and fishing trips," replied Heather confidently as she disappeared into her room.
Mandy stood staring at her daughter's bedroom door as she mulled over her last statement. It was bad enough that Tim didn't appreciate how hard she worked for her family, but it seemed his attitude had rubbed off on Heather. He had always played the good dad to Mandy's bad mother. Heather and Tim both knew she had too much work to be able to attend many of Heather's ball games or her school functions. She was the marketing director for Ferguson Buffers and a lot of people depended on her!



After leaving the company picnic, Tim had driven 34 miles to a sprawling camp ground in a very rural and wooded part of the state. He had reached an agreement with the owners to be their version of a Swiss Army Knife. His job was to keep the buildings and equipment maintained and running. He was also expected to occasionally serve as a guide for floats down a nearby river or overnight hikes into the local mountains. His pay was a little better than he earned at Ferguson, plus he was given a winterized two bedroom cabin in which to live.
Tim spent his first week repairing or tuning up the motorbikes, four-wheelers, and tractors used at the campground. The second week was spent repairing plumbing and electrical problems in the cabins. He guided two float trips down the river the following week while maintaining the sprawling property.
Tim had lots of time to think as he worked on the equipment. He regretted not seeing Heather as often as he'd like. He grudgingly admitted to himself that he was lonely. He was surprised how much he missed his wife. Mandy was still a beautiful woman with a great figure. It was no surprise Remington was interested in her.
Divorcing Mandy would leave the door open for Remington, but Tim had no control over that. He knew for a certainty he could no longer live with a wife who didn't respect him and had pretty much fallen out of love with him. She viewed him as a detriment to the marriage, rather than an asset.
It was unfortunate that Heather would have a broken family, but Tim felt strongly about being a good role model for his daughter. If he kept taking the shit Mandy was heaping on him, Heather might follow her mother's example and become a ball-busting bitch in later life. It was important she realize men would not accept that kind of treatment. When she found a husband, she needed to treat him with respect. That was the lesson Tim hoped Heather would gain from his failed marriage.
Working outside in the summer was a perk Tim enjoyed. As the weeks went on, he became a leaner, more tanned version of his former self. Whenever he saw Heather, she commented on how great he looked. He let his hair grow longer since he no longer felt compelled to keep it in the short style Mandy wanted. He enjoyed his job and met a lot of interesting people from all walks of life.
He was helping two beautiful young women prepare supplies for a float trip when he saw Mandy's BMW pull into the campground and stop near the pickup he was loading. She was dropping Heather off to spend the weekend with Tim.
Heather jumped out of the car and ran over and gave him a big hug. "Dad! You look all tanned and buff like that. Have you stopped wearing shirts completely?"
"I wear them for meals," laughed Tim as he hugged his daughter. "Heather, meet Kim and Lisa. They're guests here. We're getting ready to go on a float trip on the river. You'll be coming with us."
Heather turned her attention to the beautiful blonde women next to her father. They were dressed in shorts and halter tops, and their tops were full... to overflowing!
"I wouldn't want to interfere with your plans," replied Heather as she considered how her father must be attracted to the beautiful women he was going to accompany.
"It wouldn't be any problem," insisted the girl introduced to her as Kim. "There are two kayaks and they're both made for two people. We have a couple tubes, as well. We'd love to have you. We'll loan you one of our swimsuits if you didn't bring one."
"Thanks! I appreciate the offer but I have my own suit with me. I don't think I could wear a top like yours and keep it up. You both have amazing figures!"
"Don't worry about that. We won't have our tops on for long," responded the woman named Lisa.
"I don't think Dad would let me take mine off. He's kind of old fashioned," replied Heather as she teased her father.
"I don't know about that. He didn't seem to mind when we took our tops off on the trip yesterday. Did we upset you, Tim?" asked Lisa with a knowing grin.
"Not in the least, but Heather will be keeping the important parts covered when she goes with us. She's fifteen, which is far too young for that sort of thing," answered Tim with a grin and a wink to Lisa.
"So it'll be okay with you when I'm eighteen?" taunted Heather.
"You'll be making most of your own decisions by then, so I'd say as long as you're safe and don't wind up all over the internet, it would be up to you," responded Tim seriously.
"Her mother will have something to say about that!" declared Mandy as she moved to stand in front of Tim. "I really don't think she should be going with these two if they're going to be naked. As a matter of fact, you shouldn't either."
"You must be the wife who decided to trade up," interrupted Kim. "Tim's a perfect gentleman, not to mention great eye candy, but we'll keep our tops on if it'll make you feel better."
Mandy had been listening to Kim, but she was looking at Tim. He really did look great. His longer hair gave him a boyish charm while his toned and tanned shoulders and chest were ample evidence he was all man. Had he changed that much, or was he always so attractive?
The two women nodded to each other and then moved to each side of Tim and pressed their ample chests against his arms. That action forced even more tit flesh to bulge over the flimsy tops.
"We'll take good care of your husband and daughter," promised Kim as she pretended to not notice the look Mandy was giving her. "You must be in a hurry. I bet you have some important work to go over with your suave boss."
Mandy's temper flared when she realized Tim had told the women about Edgar. It was a safe bet he made their relationship out to be less than professional. She had an angry retort on the tip of her tongue, but kept it to herself as she returned to her car.
As she drove to the Ferguson Buffers offices, Mandy considered her situation. Her own daughter had asked her if Edgar was her boyfriend the very same day she had been served with divorce papers. Sue Jenson from accounting had suggested that Mandy was free to date Edgar openly since Tim had filed. Even Edgar had been behaving differently since the company picnic. He was now constantly touching her back and complimenting her appearance, along with berating Tim at every opportunity.
Everyone assumed that she and Edgar were either an item, or soon would be. Mandy admired Edgar's success as well as his command of every situation. She admitted to herself that Edgar was a very distinguished looking man, but she had never felt any urge to forsake her marital vows to be with him.
She told herself while Tim was truly an underachiever; he also had a lot of good qualities. He was an excellent father. He was handsome and it appeared he was becoming even more so. He was always respectful to Mandy's parents and other relatives. He was never drunk, didn't do drugs and Mandy was certain he had always remained faithful.
Mandy recalled how her father had been as upset as she had ever seen him when Heather explained to her parents that Tim had filed for divorce. After a few probing questions, Heather explained how Mandy wanted a new house and insisted Tim pay half the mortgage from his paycheck.
"What in hell are you thinking?" demanded her father angrily. "That man paid for the last two years of your college and your advanced business degree. He's the best father I've ever seen. That includes me! He's honest, faithful, clean, neat and he always treated you like a goddamn queen!
"Is that the problem? Was he too easy going? You lost respect for him because he always let you have your way? Is there another man in the picture? Is that it?" demanded Mandy's father with suspicion.
Mandy shook her head in the negative, so her dad immediately turned his attention to Heather. "What have you seen or heard, Heather?"
"Dad felt Mom was way too impressed with the guy running Ferguson Buffers now. She was always talking about him and how smart and good looking he is. He calls Mom a lot. They talk for a long time."
"Now that Heather mentions it, I noticed you seemed pretty enamored with that guy. You mentioned him a few times at our July 4th gathering," recalled Mandy's mother in a concerned tone.
"Dear, have you been unfaithful?" managed her mother before letting out a big sob.
"Mom! Of course not! I've never cheated on Tim and I never would. I just wanted him to be more responsible and work harder to support his family," explained Mandy. "I never stopped loving him. He's the one who filed for divorce!"
"After you drove him to it," spat her father. "You manage to get a good husband and you decide he's not good enough! How much money do you need? I know you draw a damned healthy wage."
"That's not the point, Dad," insisted Mandy. "He should want Heather and me to be proud of him. He's content being a maintenance man! How do you think it makes Heather and me feel when people ask us what Tim does?"
"Wait a minute!" interjected Heather with passion. "I'm really proud of Dad. All my friends think he's the best father possible. They all like him. He's always at all my games and school functions. Don't drag me into this."
Mandy shot her daughter a menacing look before explaining to her father, "Dad, he's capable of a lot more. He's smart, strong, good looking and personable. He'd go a long ways if he just tried."
"I see," stated Mandy's father as he seemingly nodded his head in agreement. "Your husband is intelligent, personable and handsome, so naturally you need to drive him away to enable yourself to find the holy grail of husbands. I bet there are a lot of women out there who would be quite willing to "settle" for Tim's good looks and personality."
"You should see how the other girls' moms act when Dad's around, Grandpa. The single moms have been especially friendly ever since they heard he and Mom are getting a divorce," recounted Heather.
"I'm the real wage earner in the family, yet everyone thinks Tim is the cat's pajamas," complained Mandy bitterly. "He wouldn't look so good to everyone if we had to live in a hovel and eat ramen noodles!"
"Tim brings home more than I ever did. We raised three kids and did okay," pointed out her father. "You just wouldn't be driving that Beamer and wearing new clothes all the time. Your mom had to make do now and then, and she never once complained. She stuck by me, even when I screwed up and did things that hurt us financially. I was the luckiest guy in the world when she agreed to marry me."
"I'm not Mom, okay? I want more than the minimum. One of the things I want is a husband I can be proud to have at my side," replied Mandy even as she marveled at how much her parents loved each other.
At the campground, Lisa and Kim had released Tim's arms as soon as Mandy had driven off. The two women then began laughing heartily. Heather looked at them in confusion.
"Lisa and I are in a committed relationship," explained Kim. "We didn't go on a float trip with your dad yesterday and he's never laid his eyes on our "girls", unless he was peeking through our window last night."
"You really had Mom going," stated Heather with a chuckle. "She doesn't act like a woman who wants a divorce, does she?"
"Your dad's pretty hot, for a man," declared Lisa. "Your mom's an attractive woman, but what's she thinking? Tim's a great guy."
When Mandy arrived at Ferguson Buffers for her Saturday meeting, she was surprised to see the parking lot held only one car. It was Edgar's.
"Where is everyone?" asked Mandy as she entered the meeting room.
"I cancelled the meeting. I notified the others last night. I thought it would be a great time for us to get to know each other a little better."
"Edgar, this is not the time or place for personal matters," replied an annoyed Mandy. "I drove all the way here on a Saturday morning for a meeting you cancelled yesterday? I have things to do at home."
"You said your daughter is spending the weekend with her loser father, so I thought it would be a perfect time for us to connect," reasoned Remington as he placed his hand on Mandy's back and proceeded to rub her shoulders gently.
"I've scheduled us to attend a conference in Chicago in two weeks,
continued Remington. "I thought we could save the company some money by renting only one room. The conference will be Saturday morning, but we could leave Friday afternoon and come back Monday morning. It would give us a romantic working weekend."
"Edgar, this is all so sudden! I need time to think about this," replied Mandy as she struggled to think of a proper response.
"Of course," crooned Remington. "You think it over, but plan on spending that weekend with me in Chicago. You'll love it. I know how to show a lady a good time, if you know what I mean."
Mandy was almost in tears as she drove home. Her life was crumbling around her. Tim felt betrayed, as well as disrespected, so he was divorcing her. Heather was entirely too blasé about the divorce. She had implied that she had only had one parent for some time, meaning Mandy had not been much of a mother. Her parents were disgusted with her treatment of Tim. Everyone seemed to think Tim was a good guy and an excellent husband.
Edgar had just stated his intentions of sleeping with her on a business trip scheduled in two weeks. It turned out Tim was right about him! He had been telling her to keep Remington at arm's length because he wanted to get into her pants.
Tim was having the time of his life. He had escorted two incredibly sexy women on a float trip where they had removed their tops and flaunted their big breasts in front of him. He might even be sleeping with both of them, maybe at the same time! The very thought made Mandy queasy.
If Tim had been able to get over her so quickly, why shouldn't she enjoy being romanced by Edgar in Chicago? He was handsome and very successful. He was the kind of man Mandy had envisioned for a husband. Then Mandy began to worry about what Heather would think when she found out her mother was involved with Remington, especially after all her denials.
Things had gotten complicated since Tim had decided he'd rather be divorced than be married to Mandy on her terms. Why couldn't he just make more money and support his family better? As that thought entered her mind, Mandy remembered how Heather had questioned her about why she wanted Tim to work so hard when she made enough money to support the family.
Mandy's own father had stated that Tim was a good husband and the best father ever. She never realized the high esteem in which her family held Tim. They didn't seem to care he was a maintenance man in the same company where she was the marketing director. Why couldn't they understand how awkward that made things?
Tim dropped Heather back home Sunday night. She came through the door smiling and obviously contented with her weekend. Seeing her daughter so happy caused Mandy to become depressed again. Why was having a daughter who adored her father so upsetting? Shouldn't Mandy be happy about their relationship?
"Is your father in too big a hurry to get back to his big-boobed girlfriends to stop in for a few minutes? It wouldn't hurt if he spoke to me now and then," complained Mandy. "We do have a daughter together."
Heather sensed her mother's mood and decided to keep her miserable. Maybe she would begin to see what a catch Tim really was.
"Dad did act pretty impressed with Lisa and Kim. I know he didn't sleep with them last night because my bedroom door was open and I would have heard him leave and come back in. He wouldn't dare bring them to the cabin while I was there. He knows how noisy you were when you made love. I doubt Kim and Lisa are the quiet, retiring types in bed."
"I never made any sounds you could hear!" replied Mandy indignantly.
"Not in the last year or so, but you used to wail and moan pretty loudly when I was younger," recalled Heather. "I didn't mind. I thought it was pretty cool that my mom and dad loved each other so much."
"Well, I'm sorry if we disturbed you," apologized Mandy. "I didn't realize you could hear me."
"Mom! I was fine with it, really! One time Sarah stayed for a sleepover and she heard you squealing. She thought it was great that my folks were so in love. Her parents are divorced.
"Lisa and Kim were a lot of fun. I really liked them. They treated me like a younger sister and we really hit it off," admitted Heather with a grin.
"Speaking of things coming off, did they keep their tops on at least?" quizzed Mandy.
"It's a pretty isolated stretch of river, so no one actually saw them topless. They were covered up when we reached our stopping point," replied Heather, choosing her words carefully to make it sound like the two beautiful women were topless in front of Tim.
Things began to unravel even more for Mandy during the following work week. One of the most profitable and productive machines on the floor stopped working properly on Monday afternoon. It would run, but the quality of the product it produced was well below specifications.
Agnes Ferguson never failed to attend the Wednesday afternoon management meeting. She had turned the day-to-day operations over to Remington, but she possessed too much business savvy to ignore the family business. She closely monitored the company's production and profit.
After the head of maintenance made his report, Agnes began asking pointed questions. "Why is it taking so long to get number 27 back on line, Steve? It's one of our most productive and profitable machines. I don't recall ever having this problem before."
"We're having difficulty determining exactly what the problem is. The machine runs, but the quality of product coming out isn't up to standards. I've had two men working on it since Monday afternoon," answered the man.
"Is this something new, something that has never happened before?" asked Agnes as she followed up on her original question.
"Not really. That's one of our older machines and it's been known to do this once or twice a year," responded the maintenance man.
"I seem to be missing something in your explanation, Steve. If this is not a completely unheard of problem, why is it taking so long to correct this time?"
"Well, uh, things have changed and the guys are having trouble figuring out exactly why the machine isn't working right," hedged Steve.
"Exactly what has changed to prevent this machine from being back online before now, if you don't mind my asking?" prodded the impatient owner.
"Well, we don't have Tim Larson anymore. He knew that machine inside out. He'd spend an hour or two making adjustments and it would run like a top for a few more months," admitted Steve somewhat reluctantly.
"I see," was all Agnes said as she looked at each person in the room. "I've noticed management has been awarding itself some bonuses this year for improved production and profit. Have any of the people on the floor received any bonuses? After all, they're the ones that are actually making something."
"We have employees' appreciation days when we meet or surpass our goals every month," answered Remington. "We'll have pizzas or even barbecue delivered to the lunch room. The floor people really appreciate the gesture."
"Those involved in the maintenance and production side of the equation get a slice of pizza or some ribs for meeting or exceeding company goals. Management receives generous checks?" asked Agnes rhetorically.
"Mandy, did Tim ever say anything about how much he appreciated the pizza?" prodded Agnes gently.
"You know Tim. He made it one more reason he wouldn't take any overtime. He complained that he'd get a slice of pizza while the office got bonuses. He said it was actually an incentive for him to not work overtime," revealed Mandy.



"Which is exactly why he's no longer employed here!" quickly pointed out Remington. "Ferguson Buffers doesn't need or want underperforming employees."
"Mr. Remington, Tim Larson was exactly the type of employee this company needs and wants. He was dependable and extremely capable. My husband often told me that Tim could accomplish more in an eight hour shift than any other man he had ever employed.
"It was a serious error in judgment to underestimate the value of Tim Larson to this company. It's possible he was the most valuable employee we had."
Mandy couldn't help but be surprised and impressed with the extremely high esteem in which Agnes Ferguson held Tim. Apparently Bill Ferguson had been fonder of Tim than Mandy had ever imagined. Had Tim somehow pulled the wool over the eyes of her parents, the Fergusons, Heather and most of work force at Ferguson Buffers? The only other possible explanation indicated Mandy was a very foolish woman.
"Would you please ask Tim to call me, Mandy?" gently asked Agnes Ferguson. "He must have changed his number. I can't reach him."
"Certainly, Mrs. Ferguson," replied a surprised Mandy. "He has a new phone, but my daughter has his number. I'll have her ask him to call you."
"Thank you, My Dear," responded Agnes Ferguson kindly before glancing at Edgar Remington. "I'm sorry about your marital woes. I fear our company may have contributed to the situation."
"Not at all, Mrs. Ferguson. Our problems are all on Tim and me," assured Mandy as she considered what Agnes Ferguson was implying.
Tim was surprised when Heather told him that Mrs. Ferguson wanted him to call her, but he immediately dialed her number. He had great respect for Agnes and her late husband, Bill.
"Thanks for calling, Tim. I hope you're enjoying your new job. Remington tried to throw a monkey wrench in your retirement paperwork, but it was all completed, signed and filed away by Human Resources before your confrontation at our picnic," revealed Agnes.
"That was good thinking on your part. I would have stepped in if needed, but your planning ahead made that unnecessary. I hate to ask, but I need a favor from you."
"If I can do it, I will," promised Tim. "You and Bill were always very good to me and my family."
"Can I hire you to consult for our company? We're having problems with a few machines and I'm given to understand you're the best candidate to repair them."
"You can't hire me, but I'll come in for a couple hours tomorrow and see what I can do to help you out," replied Tim graciously.
"Thank you so much, Tim! For insurance and other regulations, we need to have a signed agreement before you can work on the floor. Are you sure there's nothing I can do to repay you? How about a gift certificate or something?"
Tim considered Agnes' offer. He had been separated from Mandy for several weeks. He was keen to find out how she was doing. Heather had kept him as informed as well as she was able, but Tim knew there would be many things he would pick up from Mandy's body language and word inflections that Heather would miss.
"Now that you mention it, I do have a request," admitted Tim with a chuckle. "Would you have Mandy ask me to come in? Don't tell her I already agreed. Just explain that you thought about it and felt the request would be better received if she were the one to ask."
"Tim, I refuse to be part of some sort of revenge or payback scheme. I'm sorry about your situation, but I won't set Mandy up for you to abuse," declared Agnes Ferguson.
"That's exactly why I respect you so much," responded Tim. "The truth is pretty pathetic. I really miss her. I haven't spoken more than a few words to her since your company picnic."
"Now I understand completely," stated Agnes sympathetically. "I'll ask her to give you a call as soon as we hang up. Please don't upset her. I think she's beginning to better see how things are."
Two minutes later, Tim's phone rang. He allowed it to chime several times before answering.
"Tim? This is Mandy. How have you been?"
"Mandy, what a surprise! I was just thinking about you. I'm doing well. Is Heather okay? Is there a problem?"
"Heather is fine. There is a small problem, but why were you thinking about me?" asked Mandy with some trepidation.
"I was sitting here eating a burger and some beans and thinking about what great meals you always used to make for us. You're one of the best cooks I know," boasted Tim.
"So you miss my cooking?" asked a disappointed Mandy. "I guess it wasn't good enough to keep us together."
"I miss a few other things, if the truth be known," continued Tim, before adding. "How have you been?"
"With no one around to push, prod and cajole into making more money? I'm doing about as well as can be expected after being served divorce papers in front of all my work colleagues. I'm trying to cope," revealed Mandy.
"I realize that may have been extreme and I apologize for that stunt. I was angry and wanted to hurt you back. It wasn't my finest moment and I truly feel bad about that. You deserved much better," concluded Tim.
"I would be much happier if you had done it at home, if you had to do it at all. I never realized we were in such a bad place. Was I so unbearable you felt divorce was the only option?" asked Mandy. "Couldn't you have discussed it with me?"
"Did you ask my opinion about buying a new house, or how I felt about paying half the mortgage? Did you listen to my concerns about how many hours you were working and how much time you were spending with Remington?" asked Tim. "I don't remember you wanting to hear anything I had to say."
"I certainly listened, Tim. I just felt you were avoiding the responsibility of taking care of your family. You have tremendous potential but you were content being a maintenance man," explained Mandy.
"You just summed up the reason we're getting divorced," stated Tim. "I told you how my father missed all of my school activities because he was always working. Then he had a massive heart attack and died at thirty-nine. He missed everything, and it was for nothing. I promised myself I'd never do what he did. I explained it all to you before we were married."
"You did, Tim. I thought I understood, but I guess I didn't. I'm trying to appreciate your feelings on this, but being served with divorce papers and seeing you with those two beautiful women didn't exactly improve my outlook," replied Mandy.
"Welcome to my world," replied Tim a bit sarcastically. "You talked about nothing other than how amazing Edgar Remington is ever since he came to the company. Then you announced we'd be getting a larger home and my wages would be paying half the new mortgage. You never even asked for my opinion about something as important as buying a house and moving, yet you apparently asked for Remington's. I won't accept that kind of treatment from my wife, and certainly not from that asshole, Remington.
"I worked for Ferguson, but they didn't own me. That prick certainly didn't have any reason to think he could issue orders to me away from work. I never tried to tell you the money I earned while you were going to school was all mine. For some reason you have the belief that the money you earn is yours, the money I earn is ours, and I wasn't earning enough for us.
"That's a very fundamental difference in our viewpoints. I'm proud of your success. I've always been proud of you, but I never felt we were competing. I always thought our income was ours, belonging to both of us. You enjoy working and that's fine. I enjoy my leisure time, especially the time I spend with Heather. I used to love the time I spent with you, but that pretty much dried up."
"I admit Edgar was out of line at the party," agreed Mandy reluctantly. "I'm beginning to realize I made a huge mistake about how I approached buying a new house. You always went along with what I wanted, so I assumed you would this time."
"Buying a house isn't the same as deciding what color to paint the kitchen, Mandy. I always went along with you on things that didn't matter much to me, but you kept pushing the envelope. I stopped asking you to leave work and come to Heather's games. I stopped asking you to go fishing, golfing or camping.
"It became apparent you were consumed with your career. I decided if that made you happy and was so important to you, I shouldn't stand in your way.
"You didn't grant me the same courtesy. You began harping and complaining about my job and my income. I wanted you to be more like me, but I realized it wasn't what you wanted, so I let it go. You demanded I be like you, and more like my father, by working longer and harder. We made a very good living as it was. Working more isn't what I want. I'm not going to give up what I feel is important in life to try to please you, especially when it's unlikely you'll ever be pleased," added Tim.
"Wow, Tim. I didn't realize you saw me as such a shrew. I honestly believed it was the best thing for our family. I never felt any personal attraction to Edgar, other than admiration of his leadership skills. You had no reason to think I'd ever be unfaithful to you."
"Really? Then I misread the signs pretty badly because it sure seemed like you were interested in him. Some of the others at Ferguson asked me how I could even be in the same building with Remington when the pussy hound was sniffing around my wife. I laughed it off and told everyone I had faith in my wife, but somewhere along the way, my faith began to weaken," admitted Tim.
"I'll tell you something else," added Tim. "Remington is seriously hurting Ferguson. He isn't planning ahead. He's running equipment into the ground for short term results. He probably plans on leaving for a better job in a few months after building up his resume. The results look great right now, but in a year or less, there'll be all kinds of hell to pay. Ferguson will have trouble filling orders and keeping customers. Quality is slipping and morale is pretty low. Your hero is fucking the pooch, and he'd like to take you for a spin before he leaves for greener pastures!"
"You've insulted both Edgar and me with that crude statement!"replied Mandy angrily. "He's a fine man and he's doing a great job. Our production numbers have been up every month since he arrived."
"Keep telling yourself he's not trying to get into your panties, at least until he succeeds. I just hope my pension doesn't go tits up when he finishes fucking the company, and you," stated Tim with some heat of his own.
"Tim, this is getting us nowhere. I called because Agnes Ferguson asked me to contact you. She'd appreciate it if you could stop in and look at one of the production machines. It seems maintenance can't get it to work right. Arguing before asking for a favor is counterproductive, to say the least. Will you do it for Agnes?"
"I'll do it, but not for Agnes. It'll be for you," replied Tim. "I know the company's success means a lot to you. I'll be in tomorrow morning. I'm going to play tennis with Heather tomorrow afternoon so I'll be leaving by three. Who would have thought I'd like tennis?"
"If it's a sport, or some type of game, you'll enjoy it," responded Mandy, smiling as she envisioned Tim playing tennis. "You really looked fit and tanned when I dropped Heather off the other day. It seems to be working for you."
"You looked pretty hot, yourself," conceded Tim. "Did you get a boob job? They looked bigger than usual."
"So you were looking? I'm surprised you even noticed my breasts after being with those two buxom blondes. To answer your question, I've lost weight, mostly in my stomach area, so my boobs look bigger. I haven't had much of an appetite lately," admitted Mandy.
"Don't lose anymore," cautioned Tim. "You really look good the way you are now."
"Thanks, Tim. I appreciate that you noticed and you were thoughtful enough to mention it. "I'll see you on the floor tomorrow. Thanks for helping out. Agnes will very happy to hear about this."
"Okay, see you then. Be sure she knows I'm doing this as a favor to you," insisted Tim before terminating the call.
The next morning found Tim back in his old haunt on the floor at Fergusons Buffers. He was explaining to Agnes that he had corrected the problems with 27.
"You're telling me these men have been with you when you tuned up this machine before, yet they still don't know how to get it running right?" asked Agnes Ferguson as she and Tim watched 27 run like a new machine. "Listen to it purr. This is amazing!"
"In their defense, it isn't something I can explain or teach," responded Tim. "I listen and watch the machine as I make adjustments until it sounds and looks right. They need to learn to listen to what the machine is telling them. That seems to be the stumbling block for most maintenance men."
"You managed to correct the problem in less than two hours. We've had men screwing around with it for days with no results," stated Agnes. "We really miss you around here."
"Ferguson was always a great place to work. You and Bill have always been good to me. I know how refusing overtime pissed Bill off a few times, but I have to live with myself and my actions. Watching my father work his life away was a lesson I'll never forget."
"I admire you for being able to establish priorities and stick to them," replied Agnes. "You always worked hard when you were here and never took advantage of Bill's friendship. If we could have had any sons, I'd have wanted them to be like you."
A short time later, Agnes decided to visit Mandy in her office. She managed to conceal her annoyance when she saw Remington perched on the corner of Mandy's desk.
"Tim made some adjustments on 27 and it's running better than ever," praised Agnes. "It took him less than 2 hours to bring it back online, even after the other men had screwed it up worse, rather than fixing it. He told me he only came in because you asked him."
"Too bad he quit and left Mandy high and dry when she asked him to carry his share at home," sneered Remington.
Tim had asked Agnes to tell Mandy he came in only because she asked him, even though Tim had already promised Agnes he'd stop in. Agnes went along with him because she was convinced he still loved his wife. If she could help smooth over their rift, she would.
She found Remington's comment petty and demeaning. She had been watching the man more closely since Tim had stated his opinion at the company picnic. As usual, Tim's assessment was looking quite accurate.
"Your interest in the Larson's personal life is unprofessional. It borders on harassment. It's unbecoming and personally, I find it distasteful. Why Mandy puts up with your derogatory comments about her husband is beyond me. Don't make the mistake of saying anything like that in front of me again," declared Agnes before leaving the room.
"It looks like I struck a nerve," observed Remington. "She likes that loser and she's the boss. I'd better get back to work."
Once Edgar left her office, Mandy thought about how Agnes Ferguson had stood up for Tim, while she had remained silent. Why was it that the owner of the company was so quick to defend Tim while his own wife meekly allowed the disrespect to go unchallenged? There was a day when she would have attacked anyone who demeaned Tim. Remington was constantly putting Tim down and she had not only been accepting it, but agreeing! The possibility that Tim had reason to be upset entered her mind, and not for the first time.
Things began to heat up at the managers' meeting the following Wednesday. Steve, the head of maintenance reported 27 was back online and running very well. There were an increasing number of minor problems with other production machines, but his men had been able to keep down time to a minimum.
Then Edgar Remington spoke. "There's a conference in Chicago this weekend. Mandy and I will be flying out and attending it. I think it'll prove valuable in trimming costs and expanding our sales."
"I'm sorry, Mr. Remington. I thought I explained to you that I wouldn't be attending that conference," interrupted Mandy. "It must have slipped my mind. I've made plans for the weekend."
"Really?" asked Remington in surprise. "This is a great opportunity. It may not come your way again."
"I can assure you I have no interest in the "opportunity" you described to me in such glowing terms," retorted Mandy.
"Fine!" snorted Remington. "I would think our company's Marketing Director would have more interest in improving our bottom line, but I'll handle this on my own."
"As a matter of fact, I'm quite concerned about our bottom line. I'd like to ask Steve a few questions, if I may?" asked Mandy, directing her question to Agnes Ferguson.
At her nod, Mandy turned her attention to the head of maintenance. "Have our machines been receiving routine maintenance over the past few months? Are you closely following the established schedule for the machinery on the floor?"
"Well, not completely," answered Steve nervously."We skipped a few since everything was running so well and not having problems. By not shutting a unit down for a shift every month, we increased our production. That's what we're shooting for, isn't it?"
"Why was the maintenance schedule created if it wasn't important?" asked Agnes as she picked up immediately on Mandy's concerns.
"It was something Tim Larson got your husband to agree to do a few years back and we've always followed it," answered Steve.
"What happened to cause you to change that procedure?" asked Mandy.
"Mr. Remington told me to skip every other scheduled maintenance shutdown to improve production," responded Steve.
"It's worked, too!" interjected Remington. "Look at our numbers. They don't lie."
"Steve, didn't number 14 go down yesterday afternoon? What was wrong and how long will it be down?" Mandy persisted.
"The bearings went on the big roller. By the time the operator noticed it, the roller was ruined. We ordered a new one. It should be here in a week or less. We can install it and put the machine back together in one shift," predicted Steve.
Agnes Ferguson raised her eyebrows at this information and nodded her appreciation to Mandy. "Steve, you will return to the maintenance schedule my husband and Tim devised and strictly adhere to it. Do you understand?"
A short time after the meeting was over, Edgar Remington burst into Mandy's office and slammed the door shut. "What the fuck was that stunt today? You never told me you weren't going to Chicago this weekend! That bullshit about the maintenance schedule made me look like a fucking idiot!"
"No, Mr. Remington. I was the fucking idiot, but I'm getting smarter. I just hope it isn't too late. Now get your ass the hell out of my office!" demanded Mandy.
"You dumb cunt!" cursed Remington. "I'm the goddamn boss. Clean out your desk and get the fuck out. You're fired!"
Remington was surprised to see Mandy smile at him before resuming her seat and speaking into her intercom, which appeared to be already turned on. "Please have security come to my office, Becky."
Mandy no sooner got the words out before her office door swung open. Agnes Ferguson entered with two men following closely.
"Mr. Remington, your services are no longer required here. Please pack any personal items you may have at your desk and report to HR. They're expecting you. These gentlemen will ensure you follow my instructions."
"You're firing me? I increased production! This place is making more profit than ever!" exclaimed a disbelieving Remington.
"In the short term, you may be right. However, you're hurting company morale as well as sacrificing future production for quick returns. That isn't sound business practice. There's also the fact that you're really not very likable. Please leave now."



Once Remington was escorted from the office, Agnes thanked Mandy. "I appreciate that you brought those maintenance issues to my attention at the meeting. I'm very glad you revealed the even more serious harassment issues after the meeting. It was obvious Remington had his sights on you, but I didn't think he'd do anything as overt as proposing a weekend fling in Chicago at company expense.
"Bypassing maintenance is a death sentence for a manufacturing facility," added Agnes. "He had to go. Do you think Tim would consider returning to work here?"
"I really screwed up with Tim," admitted Mandy. "I kept thinking he had to change so I could be proud of him when I already had every reason to be proud of him. I'm going to try to get him to stop the divorce this weekend. I don't know if he will."
Saturday morning, Tim was loading his pickup for a float trip when Mandy drove into the lot with Heather. Heather gave her dad a hug before nodding to her mother, who was standing off to the side.
"Tim, could we talk?" asked Mandy contritely. "There are some things I'd like to discuss."
"I really don't have time, Mandy. I'm taking someone on a float trip. They'll be here any minute and I'm not ready for them. It'll have to wait.
"Heather, get your stuff. You're going with me. It'll just be three of us this time," added Tim.
"No, Dad. It'll be just two of you," stated Heather. "I'll hang out here at the pool. Don't worry about me."
"I'm the person with the reservation, Tim," revealed Mandy. "It's all paid for and I expect to get my money's worth. Heather insists she'll be fine lounging by the pool."
It was almost dark when Heather heard her parents' laughter as they entered the cabin. She hurried to the front room to see how they were getting along, but stopped when their conversation piqued her interest.
"I can't believe you let me float around that bend in the river like that with all of those people on the bank! There was a boat launch site and all kinds of people. You had to know they'd see me!" insisted Mandy.
"Hey! I never told you to take your top off. I didn't even know you still owned a bikini!" replied Tim. "You looked really sexy when you smiled and waved to those guys standing there with their jaws hanging to their knees. You really are a beautiful woman."
"How did those two blondes manage to keep their big boobs from being seen by every guy within a hundred miles when they went down the river with you?" demanded Mandy. "I thought the river was pretty deserted."
"They kept people from seeing their ample bosoms simply by keeping them covered, if somewhat inadequately," replied Tim with a grin. "Exactly what gave you the idea no one would see you? That river is pretty busy this time of year."
"Heather!" called Mandy. "Where are you?"
"I was just taking a nap, Mom. Somehow, I'm getting the impression my modest and very successful mother went for a ride down the river with her chest exposed. Not only that, but she was seen by a lot of people.
"This is pretty embarrassing for me. What happens when I go back to school and my friends ask me about my mother showing her boobs to the world? How could you do this to me, Mother?" asked Mandy with straight face.
"You're the one that told me those two big-breasted blondes went down the river topless in front of Tim, Young Lady! You said it was... Why did you lie to me?" demanded Mandy.
"I told you no one saw them topless, and it was an isolated stretch of river, as I recall," answered Heather with a grin. "That was the truth. Why didn't you tell me you had an uncontrollable desire to show off your boobs to Dad? What were you thinking?
"I hope you have enough respect for Dad to know that it takes more than a set of bare breasts to make him forget all the bad things you said to him. Right Dad?"
"I have no idea what you're talking about," claimed Tim, acting bewildered. "I can't remember anything except our trip down the river."
"Oh, Dad! Are you that shallow, that pathetic, that easily swayed by Mom's breasts that you can't think for yourself?" teased Heather.
"No! My thinking is finally clear. Here's a twenty," replied Tim as he gave Heather the money. "I think you need to go get a burger and fries at that place across the highway. I also think your mom and I need some rest and should go to bed early."
The next morning Heather was sitting at the kitchen table when Mandy came out of Tim's bedroom wearing one of his shirts. She stopped in her tracks when she saw her daughter glaring at her.
"What?" was all Mandy said.
Heather continued to glare until Mandy finally broke. "Okay, I did get a little noisy. I can't help it. It's your father's fault!"
"Oh, Mom!" cried Heather as she rushed into her mother's arms. "Does this mean you and Dad are back together?"
"It means we are if we work to keep our promises. I'll no longer harp at your father about his job or getting a bigger house. I'm going to work at showing him how proud I am of him. He's going to make an effort to put on good clothes and escort me to company functions and social gatherings looking totally handsome, thereby making everyone envy me. We'll be spending more time together, and with you."
"I was wrong to be so stubborn about so many things," added Tim as he entered the room. "If wearing a suit and tie now and then will make you mom proud to be seen with me, I'll do it. She promised I wouldn't regret it."
"Too much information, Dad!" exclaimed Heather. "I had to listen to her mewing and caterwauling all night. I think I may be scarred for life."
"Well, you'd better get used to it, or wear earplugs," suggested Tim. "I'm going to take my old job back and ask Agnes for a raise. Your mom seems to think I'll get it. The caterwauling is very likely to continue. In fact, it might even increase."
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Brian Welker couldn't help but smile as he wiped the sweat from his brow. Earlier in the day, he had been promoted to shift foreman at Harding Containers, effective immediately. The icing on the cake was working night shift for the foreseeable future. Most people hated night shift, but the timing was great for Brian.
His son was a junior in high school. He participated in several sports and clubs. By working nights, Brian would be able to attend his son's activities without missing work. He had worked night shift more than a few times over the years and had developed a system for sleeping days that made it all work for him.
That was the reason he was crawling across roof trusses in his attic on a warm August afternoon. He had been given Thursday and Friday off with pay after being informed of the promotion. It was an opportunity to rest and prepare for his new position starting on Sunday night.
Brian had long planned to make a small apartment over his detached garage. It would become his fortress of solitude where he could peacefully sleep days. He hoped to avoid the usual interruptions and distractions which so frequently occur when a person tries to sleep at a time most people are up and about.
Brian was running a cable so he would have internet in his apartment. The WiFi signal in the house simply did not reach the apartment. He decided to place an extender in the end of his house attic nearest his garage in the hope it would give a strong signal inside his apartment.
As he worked at uncoiling the wire the length of the attic, Brian heard faint sounds coming from inside his house. It was early afternoon, so his wife, Brenda, would be at work. Tim, their son, was visiting Brenda's parents for a few days, so the house should have been empty!
Brian crawled over trusses toward the area from which the noises were coming. After moving fifteen feet closer, Brian was able to determine the origin of the sounds. It was his bedroom!
Conversation grew much more distinct as Brian settled over an unused air conditioning vent in his bedroom ceiling. Brenda had insisted the old vent was blowing cold air on her at night, thus causing her frequent neck aches. He had installed a new vent as far from Brenda's side of the bed as possible, but never bothered to take the old one out. That would have required repairing the hole in the ceiling created by pulling the vent. Brian simply left it in the ceiling, but not attached to any ductwork.
He gently lifted the fiberglass insulation which was resting on the floor of the attic and slowly uncovered the vent. He felt his gut wrench when he saw his wife of twenty years moving under a thin man with a what appeared to be an exceptionally white ass. As painful as the vision was, Brian was unable to look away. He couldn't stop watching a train wreck which had once been his marriage.
The couple had been rutting for a few minutes when Brian's brain finally began to function. He set his phone to video and carefully placed it on the vent in such a way the camera eye had an unimpeded view of his marital bed.
"I love how tight you are," crooned the guy between Brenda's legs. "Does your husband ever tap this prime pussy, or does he have a needle-dick?"
"I've asked you not to mention Brian," protested Brenda, somewhat weakly, in Brian's opinion. "This isn't about him. He's a good lover and a great father."
"I'm sure he is. I'm getting ready to drop a big load inside your pussy right here in his bed, yet you insist you're happy with how he fucks you. What's wrong with this picture?"
"I don't know why I let you talk me into doing this here. Ahh! Right there! There's no chance of being caught in your apartment. I'm going to cum!" groaned Brenda.
The guy covering Brenda suddenly tensed up. The couple became very still for a minute before Brian saw the man roll off his wife.
"See how intense it is when you take chances?" asked Brenda's lover. "Fucking in my apartment works great most of the time, but banging you in your marital bed takes it to another level."
Brian recognized the man enjoying his wife once he flipped onto his back after coming inside her. He was Bill Grant, a driver for the parcel delivery company where both he and Brenda worked. He was recently divorced and had a daughter in Tim's class.
"That sounds terrible," responded Brenda, but without any real emotion. "You wanted to have sex in my bed because it turns you on to think you've put one over on Brian? You act like it's a competition or something."
"It is a competition, at least for men," replied Grant with a soft chuckle. "You're a sexy woman and the sex is great, but knowing you're married and I'm having sex with you in your husband's bed makes me the winner. It feels incredible!"
"It wouldn't feel so great if Brian caught us here. I don't know why I agreed to this, but it won't happen again! I'm worried about Brian discovering us. It would ruin my marriage," admitted Brenda.
"Let's make a deal," suggested Grant. "As long as you shut off your husband, I won't insist we do it in his bed. Once he gets between your legs again, we'll have to return so I can reclaim my place as top dog."
"I'm not going to refuse Brian! He's my husband. I can't just close my legs and expect him to go along with it," reasoned Brenda. "He's a man and wants sex on a regular basis."
"You do what you have to do, but keep in mind I'll be balls deep inside you in this very bed as soon as possible, if he fucks you. Maybe that excites you as much as it does me," replied Grant. "Look how hard your nipples are getting. You're turned on!"
"That's the damn air conditioning," was Brenda's reply. "I'll try to discourage Brian from having sex and keep these suicide meetings in my bedroom to a minimum. I don't like to think about what would happen if Brian ever caught us." Brian had parked his truck inside his detached garage. It was hidden from view, thus Brenda had no idea he was home and certainly had no idea he was listening to her conversation.
His face was covered in sweat. It dripped steadily from his body to the insulation covering the floor of the attic. He refused to let himself vomit knowing how hard it would be to clean up, and how bad it would make the entire attic smell. He forced himself to remain still as he listened to the loving couple get dressed and leave.
As he made his way to the ladder, Brian considered what he had just learned. A slimy bastard was fucking his wife. She was even going to withhold sex from him as much as possible to placate and please her lover. Brian managed a grim smile as he considered that. Brenda was going to have no trouble withholding sex from him because she was never again going to have his cock inside her!
He studied his situation while taking a shower and came to several quick decisions. He wouldn't let Brenda know he was aware of her infidelity. Tim had two years of high school left, so Brian decided his main focus would be his son. He'd no longer concern himself with Brenda. He simply no longer cared about what she wanted or how she felt. Why should he give a rat's ass about her since she obviously held him in complete contempt?
He wasn't willing to vacate the house he had spent fifteen years remodeling so some sleazy prick could live there in comfort while banging his wife! Brenda hadn't sounded like she would be seeking a divorce, so Brian decided to make an attempt to hang on until Tim graduated from high school.
There was one thing he knew he'd need; his apartment completed much sooner. Brian decided he'd include some major upgrades. Rather than only sleeping there while working night shift, it would become his living quarters for the next year and a half. He would need a small kitchen, as well as a full bathroom. By the time Tim graduated and headed for college, Brian would have had time to form a plan on how he wanted to proceed. To that end, Brian called some contractors he knew and made appointments to get estimates. He had decided to hire a company to complete the work. It would be done quickly and professionally, and he'd pay someone to do it. There was no longer a need to save pennies by doing everything himself. His promotion would easily allow him to cover the expenses. For the first time in his life, Brian realized his time was more important than money.
If he saved a dollar, half would be Brenda's. He was done with his old way of life. He'd always tried to do as much of the work on his home as he could, thinking it would benefit his family. That had all changed when he saw Grant banging Brenda. He was going to make certain Tim's college education was fully funded. Beyond that, Brian was going to rebuild his life and have some fun while doing it. He no longer felt any allegiance to his cheating wife.
Brian had gained control of his emotions by the time Brenda walked in after work and saw him sitting in the kitchen. "You're home already? Did you get off early for some reason?"
Brian gazed at Brenda and decided she looked different to him. She had some lines and wrinkles in her face and she carried a few extra pounds. Why hadn't he noticed it before? Had his love for his wife blinded him to her faults? It saddened him to think about his sudden change of attitude toward Brenda, but it had been her decision to have an affair. He was simply reacting.
"Yeah, we're in a bit of a jam at work. I was asked to work nights for awhile, starting tonight. They let me come home and pack a lunch and rest. I'll be headed back in later."
"They shouldn't ask you to work nights after a day shift, even if you had some time off during the day," reasoned Brenda. "You'll be exhausted. At least lie down and sleep for a few hours."
"Good idea," responded Brian. "I'll just go crawl between the sheets and ..."
"Wait!" insisted Brenda far too loudly as she recalled the condition of the bed. "I just remembered I need to wash the bed linens!"
"Okay," responded Brian calmly as he grimly chuckled to himself at Brenda's discomfort. "I'll just use the bed in the guest room. There's no need to get so excited."
A few hours later Brian left the house as if he was going to work. He stopped at a local sports bar and watched a baseball game and enjoyed a few beers. He had previously placed an air mattress in his future apartment. Once he was sure Brenda would be asleep, he parked inside the garage and went up the stairs to his waiting air mattress. He slept surprisingly well.
One of the contractors Brian interviewed the next day was between projects and offered a very good price if Brian would agree to begin immediately. Two weeks would see the contractor's crew moving to a new development miles away. Brian agreed and signed the contract for the work to begin Monday morning.
His night shift operated from Sunday night through Thursday night. The plant would shut down Friday evening and start up again Sunday night. Brenda knew Brian would not have to work Friday night. Therefore, she was surprised when he got ready for bed and headed for the guest room the next night.
"Why are you going to sleep in the guest room? We won't see much of each other while you're on night shift so why don't you sleep in our bed?" asked a perplexed Brenda.
"Since I worked night last night and slept a few hours this morning while you were at work, I'm not very tired. I'm going to watch a baseball game and maybe a movie after that," replied Brian with his planned excuse.
"I'm trying to get accustomed to staying awake nights and sleeping in the morning. I don't want to ruin your sleep, unless you're thinking we should get it on," suggested Brian as he wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.
Brenda's reaction was just as Brian had expected. If he hadn't heard her conversation with her lover, he would have missed her brief deer-in-the-headlights look before she gave a weak smile.
"I'm pretty tired tonight. Maybe we could just cuddle a little and go to sleep?" responded Brenda. "Besides, Tim's home tonight. He might hear us."
"Cuddling won't cut it for me," replied Brian. "Once I get you in my arms and feel those nipples of yours get hard, I'll want to have my way with you. If you're ruling out sex, I'll just eliminate temptation and sleep in the guest room. You never worried about Tim hearing us before, so that's just a bullshit excuse to avoid sex. You really don't need to make shit up. I'm not the kind of guy to push himself on a woman."
"I know that, Brian. You're right. It was pretty weak and I'm sorry. I'm just tired and don't feel romantic. I hope you understand."
"I understand better than you realize. Let me know when you're in the mood. If I'm in the mood at the same time, we might get together. Good night," retorted Brian as he turned and headed toward the guest room, leaving Brenda with a confused expression on her face.
Brian played catch with Tim for an hour on Saturday and then did yard work. When bedtime rolled around, he strolled down the hall to the guest bedroom. Brenda watched his back and wondered why he was behaving so oddly.
Brian went into work early Sunday night to prepare for his role as shift foreman. By the time the production workers began appearing he felt very good with his work situation. He hadn't bothered telling Brenda he had been promoted to foreman. She had secrets she kept from him, so he no longer had qualms about keeping things from her.
His shift went smoothly. He was well received by those working under him. He decided he had a great group of people on his shift. The new position carried more responsibility, but Brian had seen all the problems before and knew how to deal with them. He settled into his job with minimal adjustment or difficulty.
Brenda had already left for work and the construction crew was setting up when Brian arrived home Monday morning. He spoke briefly with the job foreman to be sure they were on the same page and then went inside. He fell asleep immediately, but was awakened several times by loud sounds from the crew working on his apartment, and once by the ringing phone.
Cursing himself for neglecting to turn off the ringer on their land line in the guest room, Brian answered with a groggy, "Hello?"
"I'm sorry, Brian. Did I wake you up?" asked his mother-in-law, Beverly.
"Is that why you called?" snapped Brian with some annoyance. "You wanted to know if I was sleeping?"
"No need to get at attitude," responded Beverly. "I just wanted you to know Bill and I heard you were on night shift and we won't be disturbing you. If you need us to do anything for Tim when you're sleeping, just let us know."
Brian hung up the phone without responding. As he unplugged the phone from the wall he considered just how stupid people could be. It took a few minutes, but he fell back asleep.
The construction crew completed their work in less than a week. Brian marveled at how the contractor had completed the entire remodeling in four days. It would have taken him four months. When he woke up Friday afternoon, he drove to a furniture store and ordered a king sized bed, a small kitchen table, four chairs and a small sofa. Next he drove to a major appliance dealer and selected a large flat screen TV, a refrigerator, an oven and a microwave. By Monday afternoon, his bachelor pad, as Brian considered it, would be ready for him to occupy full time.
He chuckled at how perplexed Benda had been when she came home from work Monday to find a crew of men bustling around the detached garage. She approached Brian as he was chatting with the job foreman and insisted on a private discussion so he could tell her what was going on.
"I have them finishing an apartment over the garage," revealed Brian. "I want to be able to sleep days without people barging in or calling. I'm having it double insulated to keep noise to a minimum. There won't even be a land line. Since I'll be working nights for some time, I felt it would be a huge benefit to have a place I can sleep without putting you and Tim out. You won't even know I'm around."
"Not know you're around?" repeated Brenda. "You're my husband and Tim's father! We're supposed to know you're around."
"I'll be going to Tim's baseball practices and games. I'll be bringing him home afterward so he and I'll spend lots of time together. Don't worry about that. We'll all be able to have dinner together.
"I told you a few days ago to let me know when you were in the mood for some special lovin', but you haven't taken me up on my offer yet. Are you asking me to scratch your itch tonight?"
"You're being such a jerk! Husbands are expected to do more than screw their wives when they feel like it. We expect conversations, seductions, and sharing ideas, as well as problems. Marriage isn't just about raw sex. You know that!"
"Don't even think about lecturing me about what constitutes a good marriage," cautioned Brian. "I'll put the efforts I make to this marriage against your efforts anytime! This'll work fine. All you need to do is let me know when you want me in your bed to service you."
"I'm not some damn cow that needs or wants servicing!" snarled Brenda. "You won't be doing any "servicing" until you make a sincere apology. I'll want a nice evening out at a good restaurant along with that apology, Asshole!"
Brian broke into a big smile and simply walked away, leaving Brenda completely befuddled. He was making it easy to keep Bill Grant from demanding she have sex with him in her marital bed, but Brenda was concerned about Brian's attitude. He simply wasn't his usual self. He was ignoring Brenda and that concerned her. He had always been a very attentive husband.
She made up her mind she'd give Brian a night to remember once he apologized for his crass behavior. She knew he wouldn't be able to go much longer without sex. A man can't go from getting laid two or three times a week to nothing and be happy. Brenda was confident he'd be after what she had. He'd been that way since they first met. He was far too young to lose interest in sex.
Brian had completely moved into his new apartment by the following Wednesday. The coming weekend would feature three nights off because of Labor Day. Tim's Junior year would begin the following Tuesday.
"How would you two like to go to a Diamondbacks game this weekend?" asked Brian at dinner on Thursday. "They're playing the Dodgers and fighting for the pennant. It should be a great series."
"Seriously? That would be amazing! Thanks, Dad," gushed Tim.
"You know I don't like baseball that much," groused Brenda. "I'll pass on that offer. I'll find something to do around the house."
"I bet you will," responded Brian under his breath, yet loud enough for Brenda to hear. "It's settled. Tim and I'll go to the Saturday night game."
"Wow! I can't wait to tell Scooter about this," blurted Tim. "He'll be so jealous. He's a big Dodger fan. He used to live in Los Angeles."
"Why don't you invite him along?" suggested Brian. "Baseball's more fun when you watch it with friends, especially when they're fans."
"I'll call him right now! Thanks, Dad!" replied Tim excitedly as he raced off to get his phone.
"You certainly made Tim's day," observed Brenda. "Baseball is a great way to bond with the boys. Horace is a nice, polite young man."
"Holy shit! His real name is Horace?" asked Brian as he shook his head. "No wonder he has a nickname. What kind of parent names a boy "Horace" unless they hate him or something?"
"Tim told me Horace's father died of a brain aneurism two years ago," continued Brenda as she pointedly ignored her husband's comment about the boy's name. "He and his mother moved here this summer to be closer to her parents. They're older and in failing health."
"I'll just call him Scooter and pretend I never heard his real name," declared Steve just as Tim rushed back into the room.



"Scooter's mom said he can go!" announced an almost giddy Tim. "This is going to be great!"
Saturday afternoon, Tim pulled his truck into the driveway of a nice ranch house in a good neighborhood. Before he was able to stop, Scooter was racing out the door. He jumped in next to Tim as soon as the pickup was safely parked.
"Mr. Welker? Mom says she wants to meet you before we leave. I guess she wants to make sure you aren't a serial killer or something," offered Scooter. "I'm sorry about that."
"No problem," replied Brian as he climbed out of the truck, walked to the house and rang the bell.
A slender, rather nondescript woman about Brian's age opened the door. With what he felt was a quick glance, Brian determined her legs were her best feature. They were strong and shaped perfectly. Her running shorts provided him the opportunity to admire a lot of them. Her stomach was flat while her breasts barely pushed her top away from her torso.
"My legs look pretty good compared to the rest of me, don't you think?" asked Scooter's mom, much to Brian's chagrin.
"I, ah, well yeah," agreed Brian once he saw the grin on the woman's face. "You've got a great pair of legs."
"Do you think I should let my son go to a baseball game with a man who checks out every woman he sees?" challenged the boy's mother. "I'm trying to raise a gentleman."
Brian saw the laughter in the woman's eyes and knew instinctively she was busting his balls a little. He decided to play along.
"What you're really asking is should you let your son go anywhere with a man, as checking out women is the best part of being a man," replied Brian with a grin. "He needs to learn how to appreciate the fairer sex. I'll show him what to look for and how to do it."
"I certainly hope you'll be less obvious during these life lessons you'll be giving Horace," countered the still smiling woman.
"The first thing I'll teach him is to smack anyone who calls him Horace, except his mom, of course," joked Brian.
"I see. My son will learn to be violent with people who address him by his given name as well as how to appreciate women's legs. Does that pretty well cover it?"
"Not even close," responded Brian. "I'll show him the fine art of judging asses and boobs surreptitiously. It's important he have a well rounded education and not focus entirely on any single female attribute."
"That's a relief!" replied Scooter's mom, thus gaining even more respect from Brian. "Have a good time and be sure "Scooter" calls if you're going to be late. My name's Gertrude, by the way."
"Seriously? Gertrude? What do your friends call you?" asked Brian.
"Oh, for my male friends I answer to Minx, Raven, Candy or Bubbles. My girlfriends call me Gertrude," replied the straight faced woman.
"Sounds good to me. I'm Brian. We're going to be friends, so I'll call you Minx. I kind of like that name."
"Why am I not surprised?" responded Gertrude before breaking into a hearty laugh. "Horace can go along with you anytime. I love your sense of humor. Tim is a very polite young man, so I was pretty sure his parents would be fine.
"Thanks for inviting him to the game. We're a baseball family. I used to go to as many Dodgers' home games I could. My father even played in the minor leagues before I was born. He was pretty good, just not quite good enough," added Gertrude.
"Scooter's a great kid, so it's no problem. I'll keep an eye on him and make sure he gets back home in one piece, Minx. Have a nice day!"
"Is that going to stick? I was making a joke!" protested Gertrude.
"You'll always be a Minx to me," was the quick reply as Brian turned and headed back to the truck.
Brian had a relaxing day at the game. Scooter managed to catch a foul ball. Both boys ate too many hotdogs and drank too much soda. They fell asleep in the back seat of the truck before Brian was able to exit the parking lot.
When he reached Scooter's home, Brian gently shook the boy awake and escorted the sleepy teen to his front door, where he was met by a beaming Gertrude.
"He may have had too many hotdogs and sodas," admitted Brian.
"Of course he did. He was at a ball game!" replied Gertrude. "Thanks so much for taking him, and bringing him back safely."
"It was my pleasure. Scooter's a great kid, Minx," retorted Brian. "I'll see you at the boys' games."
Brian settled into a routine which worked well for him. He would get home, have a small breakfast and then sleep from nine to three. With the extra soundproofing and blackout curtains on his windows, he usually slept soundly.
Brenda complained occasionally about him always sleeping in his "man cave", even on weekends. She'd leave the subject alone as soon as Brian asked if she needed his services. Brian decided she was truly worried about Grant insisting on sex in her bedroom and being caught. That suited Brian fine. It indicated she wasn't contemplating asking for a divorce at the moment. His goal of remaining married until Tim graduated high school seemed attainable.
Because he was a foreman and getting less exercise, Brian purchased a home gym machine that was advertised to give a complete body workout. To his pleasant surprise, it performed as advertised, as long as he was diligent in using it.
He attended all of Tim's baseball practices and soon the coach had him working with a few kids off to the side while the coach was doing drills with a different group of players.
Tim was a pretty good player and showing signs of improvement, but Scooter was a real surprise to Brian. At the start of the season he showed some talent, but he was tentative and timid. Brian worked with him as much as he could. They even spent a few hours on weekends practicing at the local park. Brian decided since he wasn't having sex, he may as well take the edge off by playing baseball with the boys.
As Scooter's confidence grew, his level of play increased dramatically. By the season's halfway point, Scooter was batting clean-up and playing shortstop at a high level. Tim was the starting center fielder and batting third. Brian was tremendously proud of both boys' accomplishments. One thing Brian could not help but notice was the attention some of the kids' mothers had begun paying to him. For some reason, his jokes actually made them laugh. His efforts with the kids were constantly praised. A few mothers would bake something for the team, but they always make sure he received a piece of whatever it was.
Tim's friendship with Scooter, as well as the time Brian spent with the boys naturally caused Gertrude and Brian to spend time together. Brian thought of her as a smart friend with a great sense of humor. He decided to ask Gertrude if she had noticed the increased interest the mothers were showing him.
"I may be way off base here, Minx, but I have to ask you a bit of a personal question," began Brian.
"Almost a B cup!" was Gertrude's quick response.
"What? I don't get it," admitted Brian.
"When men preface a question to a lady by saying it's personal, aren't they usually going to ask her about her bra size?"
"Well yeah. That's usually true," agreed Brian with a chuckle. "In this case, I was going to ask if you've noticed some of the mothers have been treating me differently the last couple of weeks. Do you think they seem a little friendlier lately?"
"Well, aren't you Mr. Observant?" retorted Gertrude. "You really don't know what's going on, do you?"
"I'd need more information regarding the "what" to which you refer before I could answer that question," mused Brian. "I understand the infield fly rule. I know you never make the first or last out of an inning at third base. You aren't referring to those baseball axioms, are you?"
"No, I was talking about the unwritten rule of never bunting or stealing bases when you have a huge lead," quipped Gertrude before becoming more serious.
"If you'd been paying attention, you'd know the friendliest team mothers are also single mothers. You're a great dad, a good looking guy and have a pretty decent job. That makes you a damn good catch in their book," reasoned Gertrude.
"What about the fact I'm a married man? Wouldn't they take that into consideration?" asked Brian.
"They have," responded Scooter's mom. "That's why they haven't actually attempted to seduce you. No one's tried that yet, have they?"
"No one's seduced me, as if that's ever been a problem," replied Brian. "I'm married, so I obviously can't be a good catch for anyone."
"Brian, I don't like how I seem to be the one who has to tell you this, but we're friends, so it falls on me. The mothers all know your wife is cheating on you. That's not bad enough. The rumor is she's shut you off from sex. You don't sleep together and it's a foregone conclusion you'll become a free agent in the not too distant future. These women want to sign you up for their team as soon as you're released."
Brian was stunned by Gertrude's revelation. How could so many people know his personal situation? Who would possibly know about his sex life, or lack of same? Then it hit him.
"Brenda must have told that fucker we weren't sleeping together and he's bragged about it to someone! That miserable cocksucker!"
"Are you referring to your wife, or her lover," asked Gertrude as she tried to lighten the mood. "I have to say you don't appear to be all that surprised by the rumors. Did you already suspect Brenda was cheating?"
"No, I never suspected," answered Brian.
"You had no idea at all?" asked a disbelieving Gertrude.
"I knew she was cheating. I just never suspected it," responded Brian.
"You're losing me here. How could you know it without suspecting it?"
"It's pretty simple. I never suspected a damn thing until the moment I found Grant banging Brenda in our bed. I went from having no clue she was cheating to certain in the space of a few seconds. I totally skipped being suspicious."
"That revelation creates more questions than it answers," stated his confused friend. "You saw them doing the horizontal mambo, yet you remain married and you're not incarcerated. You're not a swinger, are you? Or a guy who likes to watch? Please don't be one of those creeps!"
"I'm not! Don't worry about that," assured Brian. "I decided to adjust my priorities. Being able to spend a lot of quality time with Tim and not being a part-time dad became my first objective. Living with Brenda, rather than divorcing her, seemed like the best way to accomplish it. I started working nights, and that's always been tough on our sex life. I built a nice apartment over my detached garage and I live there. I told Brenda it was so I could get sleep during the day without being pestered and annoyed by everyday shit."
"She wasn't happy about the sleeping arrangements, but Grant told her every time she had sex with me, he'd insist on banging her in our marital bed. That seemed to worry her, just not enough to stop fucking him. She thinks her affair is a secret and wants to keep it that way. I didn't tell her, but I won't be having sex with her for any reason. I went to the clinic and was tested for STD's. I'm clean. I want to keep it that way."
"You're serious? You heard that? The bitch! How can she treat a guy like you so badly? What a jerk that guy is!" fumed Gertrude. "All the single moms think you'd be a great catch."
"I think you may have an inflated opinion of my desirability. I've never been the matinee idol type. I do have a good job, so that might make me look better to some of the more desperate women," offered Brian.
"Are you kidding? Look how handsome you are! You have a wonderful smile," pointed out Gertrude. "You're strong, kind, smart and great with kids. If I weren't so plain looking and flat-chested, I'd have already tossed my hat into the ring, along with my full A cup bra. I think... I'd better shut the hell up!"
"Thanks for being a good enough friend to tell me what people are saying and thinking," replied Brian with a frown. "I didn't realize everyone knew I'm a cuckold. It's pretty embarrassing. I can't keep my own wife happy. I'm a world class wimp."
"You're a good man who wants to be a good father to his son! You're strong enough to endure this bullshit so you can have a great relationship with Tim. Horace thinks you're pretty cool, too."
"Who?" asked Brian.
"You must be feeling better if you can tease me about Horace's name," observed Gertrude with a smile.
"Minx, you're a great friend. You've kept me from getting my head stuck too far up my ass. I just hope Tim doesn't find out."
"That horse has either left the barn or is getting damn close," revealed Gertrude. "Horace says Tim knows things aren't right at home. You pretty much avoid his mother. He's bound to hear something when so many people know about it.
"You know what worries me?" added Gertrude. "Horace is sweet on Heather Grant. How awkward is that for him, and for me? She's a nice girl. She's got no idea what a miserable prick her father is."
"I'm just glad Tim isn't the one sniffing around Heather" stated Brian. "What a mess that would be. I should be happy for small favors."
"Horace tells me Tim is pretty interested in Holly Ingram, but that shouldn't surprise you very much. She comes to every game and cheers for every move he makes," stated a smiling Gertrude.
"Yes, I've noticed her hanging around. She seems like a nice girl, I knew her dad and uncles in school," recalled Brian. "They're a good family.
Two nights later, Tim's team was playing in the first round of the district championships. Brian realized as game time drew closer he was probably more nervous than Tim. It didn't help that the usual three single mothers were determined to get his attention.
Norma Wilson was wearing a top that exposed a good portion of her ample breasts. She kept finding reasons to lean over in front of Brian to pick something up or look for something. Brian had to admit her cleavage was spectacular.
Brandi Dorn kept her boobs covered, but with a very tight and form fitting sweater. Her small waist and flat stomach served to accentuate the allure of her full, firm breasts. She constantly asked Brian questions about the team and the players.
Jillian Paterson was less subtle. For some reason, she had to stand close enough to Brian to keep her impressive chest pressed against his arm or side. Gertrude gave him a knowing smirk as she handed him a soda and hot dog before returning to her seat on the first base side of the diamond.
Brian noticed all three ladies found some reason to leave his general vicinity, all at the same time. He thought it was odd until he heard a familiar voice behind him.
"I thought I'd join my husband this afternoon to watch my son play. I didn't realize I'd have to wade through so many admirers to reach him," observed Brenda, more loudly than necessary. "What's going on, Brian?"
"The game hasn't stated yet, but Tim looked pretty good in batting practice," replied Brian in effort to deflect the question.
"Nice try," snapped Brenda. "Why were those women hanging around you like flies on a turd? It's a good thing you aren't allergic to silicone."
"If you're asking me to explain the workings of the female mind, you're out of luck. I have no idea," admitted Brian. "I'm even surprised you're here."
"My son is playing in an important game! I'm here to support him. Obviously other mothers are here. Apparently, some of them are not here just for their kids."
"You've been too busy to come to the games," observed Brian. "How did you get away from your obligations today?"
Brenda glanced at her husband when he mentioned her "obligations". She briefly wondered if he was he implying something. As quickly as the thought entered her mind, she dismissed it. If he had any suspicions, he would have been much angrier and far more confrontational. One thing she knew about Brian was he would never accept her cheating. If he knew, he'd let her know about it in a very obvious way.
"I made time. This game is important for Tim, which makes it important for me. I've hardly seen you since you went on the night shift so I thought it would be nice to spend some time together cheering for Tim," reasoned Brenda.
As Brenda and Brian sat down in the bleachers, she noticed she was being watched by several of the other mothers and they didn't appear to be all that friendly. Brenda wondered about that. What could she have possibly done to annoy the other mothers? This was the first game she had attended. She had no other form of interaction with any of them, so she could think of no reason for them to dislike her.
Brenda then noticed Gertrude sitting off to the side. As usual, she failed to stand out in any way, although Brenda noticed her hair had been professionally done and her legs looked good in a pair of shorts, which may have been a little too short, especially considering the cool temperatures of the day.
The game began and Brian's attention was riveted on the playing field. The first two batters struck out before Tim stepped into the batter's box. Brenda was worried for her son when she saw how fast the first pitch was and how close to his head it had been.
The second pitch was low and away from Tim, but he connected solidly and lined it over first base for a standup double. Scooter was the next batter. Brenda noticed that he seemed older, stronger and more confident than he had been last summer.
The first pitch popped into the catcher's mitt close to Scooter's head. If he hadn't leaned back, it might have hit him! Brenda heard Brian chuckle as Scooter prepared for the next pitch.
"Trying to intimidate those two boys is a big mistake," stated Brian to those within hearing. "I just hope the pitcher tries to sneak a fastball by Scooter."
The other spectators nodded in agreement as the pitcher went into his delivery. He was a hard thrower and he put something extra on the next pitch. There was a loud crack as Scooter's bat met the baseball as it crossed the plate. Oohs and aahs echoed across the bleachers as the ball disappeared over the centerfield fence. Tim trotted across the plate and waited for his friend to touch home plate before exchanging high fives.
Gertrude was beaming with pride as her son circled the bases. She glanced over at Brian only to see small tears on his cheeks. He had spent countless hours working on fielding and batting with Tim and her son. His pleasure and pride was almost palpable. Gertrude was extremely grateful for the mentoring Brian had provided her son since their arrival. Horace was growing into a fine young man and Brian had played a huge part in his character development.
Brenda drove to the pizza shop to join Brian and Tim as the team celebrated the win. She found a parking space quite far from the door. By the time she entered the restaurant, she saw both Norma Wilson and Brandi Dorn standing way too close to her husband. Their big boobs were in frequent contact with his arms, back and chest as he helped sort out the drinks for the boys.
Brenda wasn't surprised when they seemed to disappear as she approached. It caused her to mentally repeat a conversation she had two weeks prior with her lover, Bill Grant.
"It's about time we got it on in your bed, don't you think?" pushed Bill as Brenda was getting dressed after a sex session. "Banging you in your husband's bed really gets my motor running."
"You said you wouldn't do it in our bed again until Brian and I had sex," reminded Brenda. "I'm not comfortable risking it."
"Are you actually telling me you haven't had sex with your husband since the day we fucked in your house?" asked her incredulous lover. "You said I should shut him off for as long as I could and you wouldn't press me to have sex in our house until he made love to me. He went on nightshift that day and has been sleeping in a room over the garage. We haven't even shared a handshake since."



"That's just plain crazy," replied Bill. "He's way too young and you're far too hot for him to lose interest in sex. Is he gay? Does he have a girlfriend or something?"
"He's certainly not gay!" insisted Brenda. "He's very masculine. He'd never cheat on me. He's just working nights and he's tired most of the time. He only shows up for dinner, except on weekends when he does the yard work and things."
"No normal man married to a piece of ass like you would willingly go without, even if he worked 18 hour days," stated Grant. "He must be fucking around. That should make it easier for us to get together. He's getting his and I'm getting what used to be his."
"Brian would never be unfaithful to me," stated Brenda firmly. "He takes our marriage vows very seriously. He isn't the kind of man to sneak around and engage in some tawdry affair."
"Is that what you think you're doing?" demanded Bill.
"Well, no! This is just a temporary thing. He's been too busy with work and Tim's baseball to pay much attention to me. I deserve a little fun. I work hard to keep the house and make meals, as well as work full time," reasoned Brenda. "We know this won't last."
Bill smiled as he considered Brenda's words. "I suppose you're right. We'll just enjoy the ride while it lasts. Give me a day I can fuck you in your bed. It still cranks me up."
As Brenda recalled Bill's words, she became concerned as she watched the two bimbos hovering around Brian slink away. It was obvious he had some damn attractive women with big tits and tight bodies who were interested. She realized she needed to protect her marriage from the efforts of those bitches. Then she noticed Gertrude sitting off by herself.
Brenda quickly formulated a plan. She put on a big smile and sat down next to a surprised Gertrude.
"It's good to see you again, Gertrude! Horace has become quite a good ball player and he's a very nice boy. You should be proud of him."
"I am," admitted a wary Gertrude. "Tim is doing very well, too. The time Brian has spent with them is paying off. He's really been a great mentor for Horace."
"Yeah, sometimes Brian is too good," responded Brenda as she saw an opening for her proposal. "I'm sure you've noticed how those big-titted blondes are always hanging around him. I was wondering if you could help me out.
"I know Brian would never stray under normal conditions, but he's a man, and those women are all but flashing their big boobs and spreading their legs when they're around him."
"How do you expect me to help you out?" asked Gertrude. "Spray them with cold water when they get too close?"
"You know I'm not able to go to most of the games and practices because of my work and other commitments," began Brenda carefully. "I know I can trust Brian with you. You aren't his type at all. If you would just stay close when I'm not around, I'd really appreciate it.
"I'm going to tell Brian he should stay closer to you and act more attentive. Those husband stealing bitches will think he's settled on you and hopefully leave him alone. I know it may be embarrassing for you to pretend like that, but it's for a good reason. You could save our marriage."
"Please let me see if I have this right," responded a disbelieving Brenda. "You're worried that these attractive, sexy single mothers might seduce Brian, so you're asking me to sort of stand in for you when he's at ball games and practices? You feel I'm a safe single mother because I don't have big tits and I'm rather drab looking."
"I didn't say you were drab! I just know Brian. For whatever reason, he's less likely to fall for you than some big breasted ex-cheerleader type. You'd be helping him keep his vows."
"You feel that cheating on your spouse is a deal breaker?" questioned Gertrude thoughtfully. "Would it be so terrible if he tapped a few of those willing ladies as long as he kept you as his number one?"
"I hope you're joking!" rejoined Brenda. "I love my husband, but I'll never tolerate cheating. It's truly the deal breaker you mentioned. It destroys the marriage contract. I could never condone infidelity. As far as I'm concerned, the marriage would be over. You must understand how I feel. You were married for years."
"I understand fidelity and loyalty. It makes sense that cheating breaks the marriage contract," acknowledged Gertrude. "I have to agree."
"I have to get over to Brian. Can I depend on you to keep a close watch on him when I'm not around?" asked Brenda.
"Oh yes," responded Gertrude with a smile. "Be sure to explain it all to Brian. I'll keep my part of the bargain. Who would be better to keep a good man celibate than a flat chested, homely, boring woman?"
"I wouldn't have put it quite that way, but you've pretty well covered it. Thanks again," replied Brenda as she left to join her husband.
"Last night, Brenda wanted to talk before I left for work," began Brain at the next day's practice. "The crux of it was there are too many sexy single moms hanging around me. She feels I would be much safer if I stayed close to you, Minx, or as she calls you, Gertrude. Why don't I feel safer?"
"You're a smart man. You know you're never going to be safe around a single woman, regardless of how small her boobs are and how plain she looks," joked Gertrude.
"Minx, you're one of the most attractive women I've ever met," responded Brian earnestly. "You're the whole package, not just silicone and bleach."
"Wow! You just made my job harder," admitted Gertrude with a blush. "I'll make an appointment to have your eyes checked after the baseball season ends."
"You'll find I have 20-20 vision, and I'm an excellent judge of character, with one glaring exception," stated Brian. "I seem to have misjudged my loving wife."
"I think she may have misjudged us," replied Minx. "That is if you really find me attractive."
Brian was amused at the reaction of the single mothers as Minx remained close by his side. He spent a lot of time chatting and joking with her. The most common reaction was disbelief, followed closely by disappointment. It took less than one practice for the Minx to cut him from the herd.
The team's next game required a three hour drive to Middleburg. It was decided the team would travel the day before the game and spend the night at a hotel. It was hoped the boys would be rested and fresh for their next challenge.
Brian had given rides to Jake Winston's parents, as well as Minx. The discussion en route focused on the team's chances of winning districts and possibly the state title. They arrived at the hotel right behind the team bus.
Brian helped Ralph Winston retrieve his luggage from the trunk. Some of the parents, including the Winstons, had volunteered to chaperone the boys and would be staying at the same hotel. All the other parents had to make their reservations at different hotels. Since there were several games being played the next day, a great many fans and players were in town. Six teams would compete in three games from different class schools.
Before Tim had climbed on the bus, Brian had told him he would not be staying in the same hotel and to behave for his coaches and chaperones. He assured his son he would be at the team practice the next morning.
"What hotel are you staying at, Minx," asked Brian as the Winstons wheeled their bags to the team hotel.
"The same hotel you are," was her simple response.
"I never told you which hotel I was using. How did you find out?" asked a perplexed Brian.
"I didn't," was the brief response.
"How do you know we're at the same hotel? It's pretty busy this weekend. You may not be able to get a room at the last minute," pointed out Brian.
"I'm sure something will come up," replied Gertrude with a big grin, confusing Brian further.
Brian arrived at his hotel a few minutes later and asked Gertrude, "Minx, do you want to see if you can get a room while I check in? I can wait around to be sure you find something."
"Thanks, but I'll just wait here. I'll be fine," she insisted.
Brain was finally beginning to see the light as he checked in and picked up his room access cards. He returned to his truck to find Minx waiting.
"Is there any chance you'd like one of these cards to my room?" he asked. "It's room 207."
"What a thoughtful gesture!" exclaimed Minx as she stepped from the car, accepted the key and kissed Brian on the cheek. "Let's get to bed. It's going to be a long night."
Brian was far more tired getting up the next morning than he had been when he went to bed. At first he had mentally struggled with the reality of breaking his marriage vows, but Minx helped him through it.
"Let's look at this logically. Brenda has not only been unfaithful, but she's agreed to shut you off, sexually. Even if she hadn't, she would still be placing your health at risk by having unprotected sex with a damn tomcat. Effectively, she's made sexual relations with her both unsafe and undesirable. She's released you from your vows and your marriage contract.
"I haven't had sex in over two years. I've had check-ups and I'm clean. You were tested after you discovered she's a cheating slut and you're clean. I went on the pill over a month ago in hopes of hooking up with you.
"Can you honestly give me one reason we shouldn't sleep together? Is it my looks? Your wife thought I was a perfect foil for all the big breasted beautiful women who were showing an interest in you, because she knew you'd never be attracted to me sexually. Am I just not desirable?"
"Minx, you're extremely desirable! Don't ever suggest you aren't. I've never cheated on Brenda and it's taking some adjustment to my thinking, but you've made a great case for us getting together. I'm ready," declared Brian with a grin.
"There's something else you need to know first," replied Minx. "Both my parents are in hospice and aren't expected to live much longer. My brother's been sending game films of Horace to a friend of his. The friend is the baseball coach at the best prep school in the L.A. area. If Horace gets a baseball scholarship for next year, we'll probably move back.
"I like you a lot, but we're not looking at a lasting relationship. It can't last. Look at us. You're a good looking married man with a cheating wife. I'm a plain Jane with a son who has a chance to get an athletic scholarship to a good university. I have to do what's best for Horace," she concluded.
"That's great to hear about Scooter!" stated Brian proudly. "He's a good kid and a very talented ball player. I'm glad he'll have a chance to hone his skills against strong competition and gain a good education at the same time."
"You're the biggest reason he's being looked at by better schools. I know how much time and work you put in with him. It's ironic that you being such a good mentor to my son actually gave us the opportunity to move back to L.A. and away from you."
"I don't think I'll be very good at a one night stand sort of thing," worried Brian. "It might be better to forego sex entirely than to have one night of sex and go back to being a monk."
"You silly man. I said we'd probably move back to L.A. for the coming school year. That's over six months away. A guy could get laid a lot in six months, unless he's too old for a steady diet of hot sex with a very needy woman."
"That's something we'll just have to find out. Will you live up to your nickname, Minx?" joked Brian.
"I will for you, Big Boy!" promised Minx. "When you want me, just whistle, and I'll teach you how to whistle."
"I've always been told my whistling is quite respectable," quipped Brian.
"Then you're not doing it right!" retorted Gertrude.
The baseball team went on to win the state championship and Scooter was awarded a scholarship to a prestigious California prep school. Both of Gertrude's parents passed away before Thanksgiving, within a week of each other. Brian and Tim attended their funerals. Brian met Gertrude's brother and liked him immediately.
"Brian, meet my brother, Dexter," introduced Gertrude. "Dexter, this is Horace's baseball mentor and our good friend, Brian.
"Holy shit!" exclaimed Brian. "Your name is Dexter?"
"Right?" agreed Gertrude's brother. "Only Gertrude and my folks ever call me Dexter. I answer to Grim with everyone else. What do you call my sister?"
"I call her Minx, but don't ask why," insisted Brian.
"I don't think I have to ask," replied Grim with a laugh.
Brian spent Thanksgiving with Brenda and Tim at her parents' house. For the first time in months, Brian found himself preparing for bed with Brenda. They always stayed over Thanksgiving night, and Brian couldn't come up with a good excuse to change that tradition.
Brenda took her time removing her clothes in front of Brian. He tried to keep his reaction subdued, but his cock gradually responded to the visual stimulation. Brenda was a very attractive woman with a nicely toned body.
"We haven't slept together in a very long time," cooed Brenda. "You must be in need of some lovin' by now. Make love to me!"
Brian felt bad about his next comment even as he replied. "You finally admit you need to be properly serviced? I knew you'd break. I'll be glad to top you off and put a big smile on your face for the holiday."
"You miserable bastard! You won't be getting any pussy for years with that fucking attitude!" snarled Brenda. "What's wrong with you?" You can just forget I was thinking of allowing you to even touch me."
"Okay," was Brian's only reply as he rolled over so his back was to Brenda. He didn't second guess his comment, although it was out of character for him. It did achieve his objective, which was avoiding sex with Brenda. Brian did regret, however, that his marriage had deteriorated to its present state.
Brenda was worried about Brian's snide comment, making sleep difficult. As she lay next to him, she wondered if he knew about her affair or if he was just being miserable because they hadn't been having sex lately. She decided she would have to discuss it with Bill. He needed to forget about having sex with Brenda in her marital bed if she had sex with Brian. That statement had caused her to avoid and deny her husband, which could eventually make him suspicious. It could ruin her marriage.
Brian had a routine he followed when he worked the night shift. He went home, ate a small breakfast and went to bed by 9 AM. Often, he would be awakened around 2 PM by Minx climbing naked into his bed. They would make love for an hour before she would leave to be at home when Scooter returned from school. Baseball was done for the season.
This allowed Brian to be showered and shaved when Tim returned home from school. Brian would often catch a nap in the evening before going to work. All in all, it worked well for Brian and Minx.
One night in early December, Brian received a call from Tim shortly after arriving at work.
"Dad, Scooter and I are out with Heather and Holly in Heather's car. You said we could be out until midnight because there's no school tomorrow.
"We have a problem. Heather was driving her Mom's car. We have a flat tire and there's no spare in the trunk. We're stranded on D Street and I'm kind of worried. I see a few guys down by the arcade looking this way."
"You're broke down on goddamn D Street? By the damn arcade?" cursed Brian. "We'll discuss this later. Is Heather driving that Corolla?"
"Yeah. It's a 2017 Corolla," replied Tim quickly.
"I'll find a wheel and tire that'll fit it and be right there. Keep your doors locked and call the cops if you have any trouble. Take care of those girls!"
Brian dropped his phone in his pocket and strode onto the production floor. He quickly found the man he needed.
"Gus, you still drive that Corolla, don't you?" asked Brian of a bearded man running a fork lift. "I need a mounted tire that fits your car and I need it right now."
As Brian spoke to Gus, another thought came to him when Jack Reynolds walked by. Jack was Holly's uncle. His younger sister was Holly's mother.
"Jack, my son and some friends are broke down on D Street with a flat tire and no spare. Holly is with them. I'm getting a mounted tire from Gus and headed over. I'd appreciate it if you rode along."
"I have a real spare tire and not some fucking doughnut," declared Gus. "Let's take my car and get down there now!"
Jack, Gus and Brian immediately headed for the door to the parking lot. They were concerned about the kids being in that part of town late at night. It was no place for good kids, especially teenage girls.
Brenda was lying in bed, enjoying the warm glow she always felt after a romp with Bill. His phone rang and he glanced at the caller ID.
"Damn it! It's Heather. I have to answer it or she'll be bugging the shit out of me for ignoring her."
Brenda could only hear one side of the conversation, but was concerned about what she overheard. "Why in hell are you kids down there? Well, that's too bad. Those boys are old enough to handle a little problem like that. Call Triple A. It's not my fault your mother is too damn dumb to keep a spare tire in her car!"
"What was that all about?" asked Brenda once Bill disconnected the call.
"Nothing to worry about," was Bill's reply as he reached over and stroked Brenda's firm breasts. "Heather has a flat tire, but she's calling Triple A to get it fixed."
Several young toughs were hanging around Heather's car when Brian and his friends pulled to a stop directly behind it. Brian quickly stepped out and pulled the jack and tire iron from Gus's trunk. Gus brought the spare tire while Jack tapped on the driver's side window and motioned for Heather to lower it so he could speak to her.
"You kids sit tight until we get the tire changed. If these assholes cause any trouble, we'll take care of it. Holly, you'll be explaining to your mother why you're even here on D Street."
Brian carried the jack over behind the flat rear tire and slid it under the frame. He cranked it until it was tight to the frame and then moved in front of the tire to loosen the lug nuts.
The obvious leader of the group of tough guys approached Jack as Brian worked on the tire. "You're on our turf here. You need my permission before you fuck around with that car."
Before Jack could respond, Brian jerked the tire iron around cracked the guy in both shins. The man dropped to his knees and then rolled on the ground rubbing his shins as he cursed a blue streak. Brian grabbed the punk by the collar and dragged him face down to lie near the flat tire. Then he proceeded to sit on the man's back and resume loosening the nuts.
The two nearest gang members rushed over, apparently intent on getting Brian off their incapacitated leader. Jack hammered the first one in the side of the head and he dropped like a rock. As Gus stepped forward, the second guy backpedalled out of his reach.
"Raise the car up a ways and I'll pull this tire," Brian told Jack in a calm voice.
Jack proceeded to crank the car higher as the gang of toughs called insults and cursed at the men. Now and then the guy under Brian would try to squirm out from beneath him, but Brian would grab the man's greasy hair, pull his head up a few inches and briskly push it back into the pavement. It only required two lessons before the man on the ground decided to remain still.
Brian took the lug nuts off and removed the flat. He accepted the good tire from Gus and slid it into place. Once he had all the lugs hand tight, Jack lowered the car. All three men seemed to be ignoring the toughs who were taunting them as they worked. Brian tightened the lug nuts and stood. He "accidently" kicked the leader in the nuts as he went to step over him.
"Are you dumb fucks talking to us?" asked Brian as he stepped toward the gathered gang members while casually tossing the tire iron from hand to hand. As soon as he started for them, the group scattered.



"You kids get the hell out of here," instructed Jack as Brian backed the gang farther away from the car. "Be careful you don't drive over those dumb bastards lying in the street, and stay the hell out of this part of town!"
The three men piled back into Gus' car and followed Heather's as she drove to the next intersection and turned toward the kids' home area.
"I can't believe you smacked that dumb bastard in the shins like that!" laughed Gus. "He went down like a sack of shit!"
"Thanks for inviting me along," added Jack. "My hand hurts, but it felt great to crack that punk upside the head."
"Then you sat on the asshole while you changed the tire!" cackled Gus. "That was fun to watch!"
The men were still laughing and recounting their experience as they returned to their jobs. By morning, the story had circulated through the entire plant. Tales of daring and adventure were always popular, especially on the night shift. They helped the night go faster and gave everyone a chance to take their mind off how tired or sleepy they felt.
The next afternoon as Brian was waking up, Minx jumped into his bed and kissed him long and hard. She was naked and obviously eager for him.
"Horace told me what happened last night! You were great! Thanks for taking care of the kids like that," gushed Minx. "You're about to get so lucky. I would have been over sooner but I had to wait for Horace and Tim to go visit the girls, since they don't have school today."
Brenda had only been at work for an hour when Sue Blaine approached her at the water cooler. It was obvious she wanted to talk about something.
"I heard how Brian, Jack Reynolds and Gus Benson slapped some manners on a few would-be tough guys that were swarming around the kids' car over on D Street. I understand a tire iron across the shins takes the starch out of a punk pretty fast."
Brenda immediately put the pieces together. Last night, Heather had called her father looking for help and he had brushed her off. Apparently, her problem had been more serious than Bill had admitted. Sue used the word "kids" so it probably meant that Holly had been involved, along with Horace and her son, Tim!
"I'm curious about what you heard," replied Brenda. "I'd like to see if the rumors are anywhere near the truth."
By the time Sue finished telling her what the rumor mill was saying, Brenda was furious at Bill Grant, although she kept that fact from Sue. His daughter had turned to him for help in a situation which could have been disastrous, and Bill had simply dismissed her concerns! Brian, along with Gus and Holly's Uncle Jack, had responded as men should. They had protected the kids and helped them get out of a bad situation.
Bill had ignored his daughter's plight in favor or having sex with Brenda. The realization that she had been having sex with a man who had refused to help his own daughter and some of her friends, including Tim, stung her deeply. How low had she sunk? Brian was ten times the man Bill was. The sad thing was Brenda knew it all along. Why had she ever taken up with the selfish, pompous ass?
Early that afternoon, Brenda found Bill alone in the break room enjoying a snack while his delivery truck was being serviced. She wasted no time laying into him.
"Heather called you for help last night and you blew her off! Those kids could have been in a lot of danger, yet you told her to call Triple A. What kind of father are you?"
"It all worked out," replied Bill glibly. "Your husband and some of his buddies saved the day, so what's the problem?"
"Brian reacted like a real man! You turned your back on your daughter! That's the problem. My son was in that car!"
"If your dumbass husband is so special, why am I the one fucking your brains out while he hasn't gotten laid in months?" asked Bill with a chuckle. "All the superhero shit in the world won't make his cock as big as mine."
"You miserable bastard! Being a man has nothing to do with cock size," spat Brenda. "He's more man that you'll ever be!"
"You say that, yet last night you swallowed my load and then sucked me hard so I could plant one in your cheating pussy. The way I see it, I have that wimp beat everyway that matters," replied Bill before taking another drink of his soda.
"That's it!" declared Brenda. "We're through. Don't ever try to talk to me again. I want nothing to do with you!"
"Whatever," was Bill's calm response. "There's lots of married pussy out there looking for a big cock like mine. If you change your mind, you know where to find me. I'll still fuck you if you ask me nicely."
Brenda broke into tears and ran from the room. She had cheated on her husband, disrespected him, and risked her marriage and her family for a shallow egotistical sociopath! She only hoped Brian would never discover how foolish she had been. With that thought, she realized she had a lot to make up.
Minx had just ridden Brian to a strong climax when she heard sniffling behind her. Surprised, Minx swung around to find Brenda watching her with tears streaming down her cheeks.
"How could you do this to me?" cried Brenda. "I trusted you both, and you do this?"
"I'm simply doing as you asked," replied Minx as she reached for her clothes and began slipping them on after pressing a finger to Brian's lips, telling him to remain silent. "You wanted me to keep those big-titted blondes from sinking their claws into Brian. I sacrificed my body to achieve your goals."
"I didn't want you to sleep with him and you know it!" responded Brenda, as anger began to replace her tears. "I can't believe Brian would cheat on me like this, and especially with some skinny bitch."
"I know finding out Brian and I are bumping uglies is hard to digest, but there's no reason to get insulting," reasoned Minx. "Your poor husband was going to explode. I'm simply helping relieve the pressure he was building up.
"Bill Grant didn't want you having sex with your husband, so Brian had to turn to someone. Luckily, I was in the right place at the right time. You can thank me for helping you shut Brian off so completely and keeping Bill happy. Where is Bill, anyway? Is he in your bed?"
"You know about Bill?" cried Brenda.
"Well, yeah," replied Minx. "I think most of the free world knows about Bill. You've been sleeping with him for months. He promised you he'd screw you in your marital bed every time you had sex with Brian, so you stopped having sex with your own husband. Luckily, Bill was able to fill the void, pun intended."
"If Brian knew, why didn't he say anything? Why did he allow Bill and me to carry on for so long?" asked Brenda as tears dropped from her cheeks.
"You're a smart girl. What would most men do when they discovered their wife was a cheating slut?"
"He'd get very angry and yell at me. Then he'd probably divorce me," added Brenda as the reality of the situation became more clear.
"That sounds about right. What would happen next? Would Brian and Tim get to stay here while you moved in with Bill?" asked Minx calmly.
"I wouldn't leave my house! I wouldn't give up Tim, either. If Brian wanted a divorce, he'd have to move out. He'd pay alimony and child support. Tim would stay with me," concluded Brenda.
"Exactly what Brian thought would happen," agreed Minx. "Suppose remaining close to Tim and being the best father possible was his first objective. How would he possibly achieve that goal?"
"By not divorcing me," replied Brenda softly. "He stayed around for Tim, not for me. He found out about Bill and me and essentially divorced me, just not legally. We've been living like a divorced couple for months, haven't we? I was just too freaking dumb to realize it."
"In your defense, you had Bill's hard cock helping you fail to notice your husband was long gone, emotionally. I'm just the skinny bitch who came along after you fucked everything up. I helped Brian heal."
"I told Bill we were through. I never want to see him again," stated Brenda.
"That was after he refused to help his daughter out of a bad situation last night? You didn't have much choice, did you?" asked Minx rhetorically. "Even cheaters have some expectations and a few limits."
"Are you and Brian going to live together now?" asked Brenda as she wiped the remaining tears from her eyes.
"Honestly, we're pretty content with the arrangement we have. Horace and I will be moving back to LA before school begins in the fall," revealed Minx. "I'd rather he didn't know his mom is banging his best friend's dad, if it can be helped. When the time comes for me to leave, I might help Brian choose a new partner, if he'll let me.
"So you see, I didn't steal your husband like those other mothers hoped to do. We're temporarily enjoying each other's company, much like you and shithead were doing."
"What if I won't allow this to continue? He's my husband! You have no right to sleep with him!" insisted Brenda.
"I was given that right by you as soon as you decided to spread your legs for Bill Grant," replied Minx. "That pretty much released Brian from any obligations he may have had toward you. He and I are exclusive. We're able to trust each other, if you can imagine such a thing.
"Brian's been told he can't have sex with you, or anyone else, if he wants to keep me around," added Minx. "Who knows what other sluts Bill Grant has slept with, or what diseases he might have? You could have all kinds of disgusting shit festering in that nasty snatch of yours."
Brenda broke into tears again as she considered the statement from the woman she knew as Gertrude. Could Bill have been banging someone else on the side? Of course he could. Brenda no longer had any delusions as to the kind of man Bill Grant was. She needed to be tested as soon as possible!
"So what happens now?" asked Brenda fearfully.
"Let's just carry on as we have been. I'll stop in and wake Brian up as often as I can. You keep working late and avoiding him as much as possible. I think it'll work just fine. If it ain't broke, don't fix it," responded Minx.
"I'm not going to do that," stated Brenda flatly. "You're leaving in several months. I'm going to stick around and show Brian just how great a wife I can be. He won't need your skinny ass."
"Except he knows my skinny ass is faithful to him while your round ass is out there, waiting to be tapped by whomever comes along," countered Minx. "Essentially, I'm in control of your sex life, or at least your sex life with Brian. I won't allow him near your nasty cesspool while he's in a relationship with me. I won't risk disease, and he's not very keen on it either."
"One thing I've learned, albeit too late, is there's a lot more to a relationship than sex" stated Brenda with false bravado. "In fact, sex with no love or commitment, is really pretty demeaning. I'll be doing the things a wife should gladly do for her husband while you'll just be giving him sex. Think about that."
"Okaaay," replied Minx. "I've thought about it. Let's do it. You make great lasagna and meat loaf for the guy, keep the toilets clean, and wash the skid marks from his boxers. I'll ride his cock as often as I can. We'll see who's happier."
"Brian, I need to tell you how ashamed and sorry I am for the way I disrespected you. Can you ever forgive me?" pleaded Brenda.
"How could he ever trust you again?" asked Minx. "He may forgive you some day, but how in hell could you ever regain his trust? That's always been the hurdle cheaters face.
"I suggest you try to enjoy the next few months while you're still Brian's wife, at least in name. Realize what you threw away for a strange cock and learn from it. Brian doesn't want to break up his family while Tim's in school. That'll give you around nine months after I leave to do your damndest to win him back. When Tim graduates, Brian will probably toss your ass to the curb," predicted Minx.
"Brian, why are you allowing her to speak for you?" demanded Brenda.
"I'm not just his lover. I'm his best friend," answered Minx. "While you were whispering sweet nothings in Bill's ear, Brian and I had our own pillow talk. I promised to handle this very situation, if and when it finally arrived. He promised to fuck my brains out once I did. Would you mind leaving us alone now?"
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Karen Mathers had a big smile on her face as she drove her new 1966 Corvette into the city of Palm Oaks, located on Florida's east coast. She drove her sports car under the portico of the best hotel in the area, stepped out and watched as the bellhop loaded the suitcases from her convertible onto the luggage cart. Once he had her suitcases, she turned her keys over to the valet and followed the bellhop into the hotel.
She had been in the second class which had allowed females to pursue an MBA from Harvard. The effect a Harvard education had on most people made her smile.
Armed with her MBA and a conviction she was smarter than anyone else in the room, Karen had persuaded her grandfather to appoint her to lead the team responsible for a housing development his company had undertaken in Palm Oaks.
Stage One would see 124 homes constructed on a portion of the two hundred acre tract Karen's grandfather, Timothy Morton, owned through a holding company. Once the first phase was completed satisfactorily, Karen was certain she would be given total responsibility and control over the ensuing phases.
The plans were in place, all the necessary permits had been obtained and the property had recently been cleared. Construction was scheduled to begin and Karen was champing at the bit.
She was quite pleased her grandfather had accepted her suggestion to limit any one contractor to a maximum of twelve homes during the first phase. This strategy would keep builders from spreading their crews too thin, with the added benefit of competition among the builders. Bonuses would be offered to companies which met, or beat, deadlines. Those failing to meet deadlines would face costly penalties. The company also would have a better handle on which contractors to hire for the next phase.
The builders, who had already been given contracts by her grandfather's representatives, were scheduled to join her in a meeting room at the hotel Friday afternoon. The actual construction was to begin first thing Monday morning. It was Thursday and Karen decided to rest after the long drive down from her parent's home in New Jersey. She wanted to be fresh and alert for the next afternoon's meeting.
Karen spent Friday morning preparing her notes, making certain she was completely prepared for every eventuality. She felt it was important to demonstrate to the builders that she was a savvy business woman who had earned her position. She decided to omit telling anyone about it being her grandfather's development company. It had no bearing on the situation.
"Good afternoon, Gentlemen," was Karen's opening. She had earlier determined there were no other women present. "We're going to go over the expectations Morton Homes has for this project, its contractors and their crews.
"Quality is our primary concern. We expect all builders to adhere to the blueprint plans. There will be no short cuts taken on this project. Safety of the crews is also a priority. Builders are expected to follow the highest industry standards.
"All of that said, your contracts state there will be bonuses awarded for meeting certain deadlines and penalties extracted for failure to meet those same deadlines. I'm going to explain them carefully so there will be no misunderstandings. I will then listen to questions and concerns."
While speaking, Karen's eyes went from builder to builder as she had been taught in public speaking class. It was important to keep everyone's attention. Many of the builders had an assistant or two attending with them. Karen made an effort to include them in her presentation.
When her gaze reached the left side of the room, she realized a young man seated next to the wall was not looking at her face. He was intently studying her legs. She briefly wondered if wearing a short skirt had been a mistake.
Karen glared toward the man, but he never noticed as his eyes remained glued to her lower extremities. Giving up, Karen once again moved her eyes across the room.
Once her presentation was completed, she opened the floor to discussion. Several men immediately blurted out questions and concerns. Karen began pointing to men for their questions so she could systematically respond. She thought she had handled things well and was ready to draw the meeting to a close when the man who had been studying her legs spoke.
"What sort of quality control are you going to have on this project?"
"We'll have people checking on everyone's work as it progresses to make certain the plans are followed precisely. It's quite simple. If the details are adhered to, the finished product has to be of highest quality," reasoned Karen, noting the man now seemed fascinated with her breasts.
"So you won't have inspections at every stage of construction? You'll expect everyone to simply "follow the plans" and things will be fine? How many nails will there be in each shingle? How many coats of paint will there be on the interior walls? Who makes certain the foundations are square and level? Will you allow your builders carte blanche in these matters, as well as many more I haven't mentioned?"
"I would expect every builder to adhere to industry standards on matters not covered in the plans," stated Karen with more confidence than she felt. "All of the builders we've hired are respected professionals, and as such, can be depended upon to do things properly wherever the plans may be vague. If it makes you feel better, I'll ask our designers to include more details and get everyone slightly revised plans. Proceed as planned on Monday and I'll see that you all receive answers to these questions."
The builders began filing out, but the older man who had accompanied the man who had stared at her legs and chest remained behind. It was obvious to Karen he wanted to speak with.
"I hope Jess didn't come across as a jerk, Ms. Mathers. He's just a perfectionist. He takes tremendous pride in his work. I'm Stan Crane, by the way."
"I can appreciate his concerns, Mr. Crane, but I'll expect you to come to me with any issues your company may have. I'm going to be very busy with this project. I can't waste time with members of your crew. You'll be my only contact point with your company," explained Karen with more patience than she felt.
"What's the name of your company? I want to connect all the faces with the company they run. I should have asked everyone to introduce themselves at the meeting," admitted Karen.
"Ma'am, I'm not the owner of the company. We're Brooks Enterprises and Jess Brooks is the owner. I'm his foreman," revealed Stan Crane.
"The man who asked about nailing shingles and the other stuff? He's the owner? Is he a trust fund baby or something? He looks kind of young," suggested Karen as she checked her list. "It looks like he was the highest bidder to secure a contract. I wonder how he made it through the bidding process. He's almost 20 % higher than Smithtown Homes and they're the top home builder in Florida."
"Jess built his company from scratch. He's worked 70 and 80 hour weeks for years. Now that he's just turned 29, he's beginning to back off on his hours."
"Maybe he should get out more," replied Karen. "He was staring at me while I was speaking. He was quite obvious about it."
"He gets out quite a bit," chuckled Stan. "You must have impressed him. He's not usually like that."
Sunday afternoon found Karen at the beach enjoying the sand and surf for which Florida was famous. She had been sitting under a beach umbrella watching beachgoers when she saw the guy, Jess Brooks, who had asked about the damn shingles at the meeting.
He was walking the beach with a beautiful woman and two young girls. The woman was laughing as the man appeared to tease the girls. Although the woman was undeniably beautiful, she appeared to be in her mid-thirties, a handful of years older than Brooks. For some reason, seeing him with the beautiful woman and the two pretty young girls put a damper on her enjoyment of the day.
Jess Brooks without a shirt was an eye opener. He was just over six feet with broad shoulders and muscular arms. His chest was well defined and his stomach flat. Karen had to admit the man was not only good looking, but appeared to be in very good shape.
Karen made a point of visiting the construction site at nine, Monday morning. She was pleased to see most contractors were already building forms for concrete pads. Most builders were laying out enough forms for several homes.
When she reached the area Jess Brooks was responsible for, she was surprised to find not single form was in place. She was unable to even find any lumber on his site. As she observed the situation, she saw a large dump truck arrive. Directed by Jess Brooks, it dumped a load of light brown dirt on a home site.
Then another large dump truck pulled in and Brooks led the driver to a different home site where the driver proceeded to deposit his load. As she looked around more carefully, Karen could see several mounds had already been placed on home sites. A small dozer was spreading the dirt over the area where the home would sit.
Unable to contain her curiosity, Karen saw Stan walking across the road in front of her car and flagged him down.
"Stan, can you tell me what's going on? The other builders are building forms for the pads and your company's just dumping dirt. Please explain the reasoning behind this, if there is any."
"I understood you didn't have time to talk with anyone but the boss, but I'll answer your question since Jess is pretty busy," replied Stan. "This area is pretty low. It's been known to flood a little.
"The trucks are dumping denser material which compacts better than the soil you find around here. We'll spread a load and drive over it a bunch of times to compact it. Jess wants to do that until we've elevated each building site a foot. That doesn't seem like much, but it will when there's 6 or 8 inches of water sitting on the ground."
"I never heard anything about water issues from the people who drew up the development plans. There's no record of this area flooding. I think your boss is wasting time and money. All unauthorized expenses are his responsibility according to the contract," pointed out Karen. "I hope he understands what he signed."
"Ma'am, I'm not always convinced Jess is making the right decision, but I'm completely confident he understands the contract. I'll tell him about your concerns," replied Stan.
"Let him know I'll be checking all the sites regularly to ensure everything is being done correctly, and that includes nailing shingles. Here's a copy of the revised specs on the items he mentioned. This should make him happy," stated Karen before returning to her car.
Three days later, Karen returned to find Jess Brooks had people working on forms. She noticed that each of the ten home sites he was responsible for were now raised a foot or more higher than the surrounding area.
As she watched his crew work on the forms, two things struck her. The first was the number of women on the project. A quick count showed of the 17 people working, four were female, with two of them being young and very attractive women.
The second item was Jess Brooks on his knees working alongside his crew. No other company had the boss physically involved in the construction. The other crews had all their pads poured and most of them had begun construction. Brooks was already several days behind the others.
By the end of the first week, Karen realized she was checking on the progress of Brooks' crew more often than the others. She told herself it was because he was behind and she was concerned about his performance. The reality was Jess Brooks fascinated her. He was working under contractual time constraints, yet he and his crew moved deliberately, but with purpose.
She had seen Jess personally measure each set of forms a dozen different ways and make minor adjustments to each one. When they began pouring cement Friday afternoon, Jess Brooks was wearing boots and pushing the cement around with the rest of his crew. The four women were working alongside the men without complaint.
At quitting time Friday, Karen noted that two pads had been poured with eight more ready. Jess Brooks appeared to use more steel reinforcement on each pad than the other builders.
Karen spent work nights keeping her extensive records and making reports, which she mailed to her grandfather twice a week. While having dinner at her hotel, she overheard women at a nearby table talking about a place called "Bones". They were unanimous in declaring it the best place in Palm Oaks on a Saturday night.
Karen was surprised at the size of the building as she pulled into the crowded parking lot the next evening. She found a seat at the bar and ordered a drink. While she waited, she used the bar mirror to scan the crowd behind her.
Being Florida, the women were wearing shorts and small tops while most of the men were in jeans and t shirts. Karen first noticed the blonde girl from Brooks' crew on the dance floor. She had cleaned up quite nicely. She exuded strength and vitality as she gyrated in a sensuous rhythm. As the song ended, the blonde gave her partner a warm hug. That was when Karen realized it was Jess Brooks. Karen wondered why that fact bothered her.
Karen was taking a sip from her second drink when she felt a tap on her shoulder. She turned to see a slightly older man.
"I hate to see such a pretty woman sitting all alone. How about dancing with me?"
"Thanks, but I just came in for a drink and some relaxation. Maybe some other time?" responded Karen.
Before she was able to finish the drink, two other men approached her for a dance. She was about to head home rather than spend the evening declining dances with the local Lotharios when she once again felt a tap on her shoulder.
Turning, Karen was surprised to see the blonde woman from Brooks' crew smiling at her. "Why don't you come sit with us? You won't be bothered by all these cowboys hoping to get lucky."
Karen was forming her excuses when she suddenly changed her mind. "That's very nice of you. It is getting a little tiresome. Is your boyfriend okay with me joining you?"
The blonde looked confused as she answered. "Yeah, he'll be fine with another pretty girl sitting with us. How do you know my boyfriend?"
"Well, isn't it obvious?" asked Karen. "I see him every day at work."
"At the hospital?" wondered the perplexed blonde.
"Why would I go to the hospital?" questioned an equally confused Karen.
"Can we start over?" suggested the blonde. "I know you're Karen. I'm Heather. I work for Jess. His brother, Will, is my boyfriend. He's doing his residency at the Medical Center. He's here tonight. I'll introduce you."
"Jess isn't your boyfriend? His brother's a doctor?" asked the surprised Karen as she assimilated the girl's explanation.
"Jess, my boyfriend? I'm not his type, but his brother thinks I'm pretty good, so I'm happy. You're interested in Jess, aren't you?"
"Not in that way!" insisted Karen as Heather led her back to her friend's tables.
"Hey, everybody. This is Karen and she's going to join us, so watch your language. She's a real lady. She went to Harvard!" announced Heather.
Karen smiled to everyone as one of the guys vacated a chair for her. She noticed that she'd be sitting a different table than Jess. As that thought registered, Heather pulled a good looking man over and introduced him.
"This is Will Brooks. He's Jess's younger brother. He's much better looking, too. Don't make eyes at him or I'll have to claw your eyes out. His uncouth brother is available, though, if you like 'em rough around the edges."
"Hello, Will. May I ask what your specialty will be?" asked Karen to change the subject.
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Karen. I'm hoping to open my own practice in pediatric medicine once I'm done with my residency," offered Will. "You're the Karen I've been hearing so much about?"
"I don't know. What have you heard?" responded Karen immediately.
"Will, we don't talk about work on our group nights out," broke in Heather. "Let's just have a few beers and dance."
Karen managed at least a brief conversation with most of the crew over the course of the evening. They studiously avoided discussing anything work related, yet Karen was able to get a feel for their work dynamics. Everything began with Jess. That became clear early in her conversations.
They bantered with him far more than she would have expected, considering he was their employer. He laughed and accepted the gibes directed his way with humor and grace. Part way through the night, Karen arrived at the conclusion that the group was very much like a family.
Jess Brooks was avoiding her. Karen was certain. He chatted with everyone but her. He even danced with the four women who worked for him as well as a couple of wives of his crew members. Karen would have thought he was completely ignoring her if it hadn't been for an incident near the end of the night.
Karen and Heather made a trip to the ladies room together. Karen found she really enjoyed the uncomplicated blonde woman. She was direct and honest, almost to a fault. She was Will's girl and she was quick to tell anyone who might doubt it.
As Karen and Heather emerged from the ladies room, two burly men blocked their path. Karen wasn't overly concerned since they were in a public setting. She'd been accosted by men before and had always been able to handle them.
"Ladies, we've been watching you all night. We'd like to buy you both a drink and maybe have a dance or two," declared the one with a moustache.
"Sorry, Boys," responded Heather. "We're here with our fellas. Thanks for the offer, but we wouldn't consider leaving our guys alone."
"You're here with the doctor guy. This one hasn't danced with anyone all night," declared the second man as he reached for Heather's hand. "I don't think your boyfriend would mind if you danced a few times with me, and this lady's alone."
"I really don't want to drink or dance with either of you," stated Heather firmly. "I insist you allow us to go back to our friends."
"I don't think so," replied the first man as he took Karen's hand and pulled her close to his chest. "We're going to have a drink and a couple dances."
"Let go of me right now!" demanded Karen.
"Or what?" laughed the man as he pulled her even closer.
"Or I'll kick your ass," came a calm voice from somewhere beyond the man holding Karen.
The big guy holding Karen swung around to face the man making the threat. He still held Karen's hand tightly, but he had moved enough for her to see Jess leaning against the wall as he watched the two men.
"Fuck you!" replied the guy as he tightened his grip even more, causing Karen to wince.
"Bill, that's Jess Brooks. Watch what the hell you say," warned his friend.
Karen watched in amazement as the man released his grip on her wrist and apologized. "Ma'am, I thought you were unescorted and might want some company. I didn't mean anything by it. I didn't know Jess Brooks was your boyfriend."
"Well you know it now, Asshole!" snapped Heather as she took Karen's hand and pulled her past the two men.
"Thanks, Jess. Why don't you have a dance with your girlfriend while I go find your brother and get him out on the floor," insisted Heather as she led Karen to Jess and released her hand.
Karen was still flustered from the brief confrontation and the quick turnaround caused by Jess Brooks' intervention. She made no comment as Jess led her onto the dance floor and took her in his arms as a slow song began.
Once she regained her equilibrium, Karen became more aware of her dance partner. He confidently led her and was a surprisingly good dancer. He was a gentleman and didn't try to pull her too close. She almost lost her bearings when she looked into his eyes.



Jess Brooks was a very good looking man, in a rugged way. While his actions were those of a gentleman, Karen had the impression he was simply keeping his passion in check. He gave her a small smile and Karen found herself blushing like a virgin on prom night.
"You stared at me the day of the meeting," began Karen.
"I did. I'm sorry if it offended you, but I couldn't help it. You're a very beautiful woman," replied Jess in a way which did not sound like an apology.
"You weren't staring at my face," replied Karen. "You appeared to be more interested in points south."
"Miss Mathers, I'm sure I'm not the first man enthralled by your beauty. I did look a little longer than I should have, but in my defense, I thought you were concentrating on the other side of the room at the time."
"Do you think it would have been acceptable if I hadn't caught you?" question Karen.
"Maybe not acceptable, but certainly understandable. Like I said, you're a very lovely woman. Men will always be drawn to your beauty."
"You're a strange man, Mr. Brooks. You pointed out a few issues with the plans, yet I have the feeling you knew the answers before you asked the questions.
"You just made those two men back off with a simple threat. You acted like you hadn't a care in the world, but they're a couple of big guys. On top of that, you're an extremely good dancer!"
"I know their type. I saw them follow you and Heather, so I thought I'd stroll over and make certain they didn't make what's known as unwelcome advances," replied Jess easily. "They didn't want the trouble they were facing."
When the song ended, Karen and Jess returned to the group. Everyone was looking at her in total silence. Heather gave her a big smile before breaking the silence.
"You guys looked like professional dancers out there," gushed the blonde. "You never told us you worked at a dance studio in high school, Jess."
"But Will did?" asked Jess rhetorically as he glanced at his brother, who suddenly had to tie his shoe. "He needs to be careful. I have a few stories about him I could share."
As Karen drove to her hotel later, she realized she had enjoyed the evening. She had been born with a silver spoon in her mouth. Her father came from old money. He and several other members of his family had attended Harvard, which was the main reason Karen had pursued her MBA there.
Her mother, Sarah, had told Karen many stories about her early childhood. Her family didn't have much money, but Sarah's father worked hard and seized opportunities when they came his way. He went from working as a building contractor to becoming one of the most successful real estate developers in New Jersey. By the time Karen's parents met, her mother was considered quite a catch. Sarah was very beautiful and her father was nouveau riche, making Sarah acceptable to the Mathers clan.
Karen loved her father and the entire Mathers family, but she found them to be a bit pretentious and stuffy. Sarah was entirely different. She enjoyed working in her garden and making Thanksgiving dinners. She was never too busy to spend time with her children, Karen and Larry, known as Lawrence Mathers IV to the rest of the family.
Karen's maternal grandfather had grown very close to her over the years. He often took her with him on drives around New Jersey. He was always on the lookout for good real estate investments. He was the opposite of pretentious. Karen recalled how he'd always treated working men and women with respect, while the Mathers clan seldom even acknowledged those to whom they referred as "the help".
Karen had been chastised by Grandfather Mathers several times over the years for playing with the cook's daughter. Her mother, on the other hand, invited all the children of the people who worked for them to Karen's birthday parties and treated them very well.
Karen had formed her own opinions as to which side of her family exhibited more class. The Mathers would have been appalled if she had ever voiced that opinion.
While attending Harvard, she had stepped entirely into the life of the upper class. Her fellow students were from the best families and understood well how wealth brought privilege.
Spending an evening with honest hard working people who laughed, joked and teased each other had been just what she needed to finally relax enough to enjoy the task she had undertaken.
Monday morning found Karen checking the progress of the builders at the project. Many were now erecting exterior walls. She was pleased with the progress being made on most sites.
She could barely contain her surprise when she stopped to check on Jess Brooks' progress. Somehow, all of the pads had been poured and the concrete was now curing. Only two pads had been finished at quitting time Friday.
Karen found Heather carrying building materials to a home site. "How did you get the other eight pads poured? Did Jess have you work overtime? The Fair Labor Standards Act is pretty clear. He knows this project must follow all government laws, rules and regulations."
"Karen, we didn't all go to Harvard, but we do know when we can trust a man. Jess keeps track of our hours and pays us damned good. I'm surprised you'd even suggest he would take advantage of us. Maybe you didn't catch on Saturday night, but we're family. We give Jess our best and he treats us with respect. He doesn't need any government regulations to do the right thing by family. I have to get back to work."
Karen had no trouble picking up on Heather's irritation. It was pretty clear that she was loyal to Jess and wouldn't tolerate anyone speaking ill of him.
That was when she saw the beautiful woman Jess had been walking with on the beach. She had parked near Jess' truck and the two were in deep discussion. As she watched, the woman took a briefcase from Jess and hugged him tightly. She carefully wiped her eyes, slid into her car and drove away.
Karen was surprised how simply seeing Jess with that woman again upset her. She and Jess certainly weren't in any sort of relationship. She barely knew him, yet she had to admit she felt pangs of envy.
The week seemed to pass slowly. All of the contractors were erecting outside walls and some were preparing to begin placing roof rafters. Jess' crew had built and laid out sections of outside walls next to the pads, but had not erected a single one.
For some reason, Karen was uncomfortable approaching Jess on the subject. He was falling behind schedule, yet seemed unperturbed. She again wondered if he had read the contract and understood the consequences of not meeting timelines.
Friday afternoon, she saw Stan driving past her to the job site, so she flagged him down. "Stan, you must see the other crews have either begun on the roof systems or soon will be. Why is Jess stalling?"
"I don't think he'd appreciate the word 'stalling' very much," chuckled Stan. "For a gal that only speaks with the crew boss, you seem to ask me a lot of questions. Jess is of the opinion that concrete needs to cure for a week before it's ready to build on. He reads a lot and talks to old timers when he gets the chance. Don't worry about him. He has it all planned out."
Karen had a small trailer parked at the entrance to the development that she used as an office. She was working on a report when Ben Giverns walked in.
"Karen, there's a barbecue tomorrow afternoon at the Methodist Church on fifth avenue. It's a fund raiser for a family who had a bad car accident on Route 1. I'd sure like to take you. It would be good for you to be seen supporting community events. Word of mouth is still the best advertising."
Ben Giverns was tall, blonde and attractive. His family had been building homes in Florida for over twenty years. His firm had secured a bid to construct 12 homes in the development. Karen quickly accepted his invitation.
She and Ben arrived at the fund raiser shortly after two. Karen was impressed when she saw the number of vehicles parked in the lot and down the street. It appeared the community was turning out in droves to support the local family struggling with expensive medical bills.
As they stood in line for tickets, Ben filled Karen in on some of his many accomplishments. In a surprisingly short period of time, she learned he had played tight end for the Gators and was the biggest reason they had managed to win any games.
His father had started the business over twenty years before, but Ben was certain he would take it to the next level. His project was now well ahead of schedule and he expected to qualify for the bonuses.
"When it comes time to develop the rest of the phases, I think you should consider contracting one experienced builder, like Giverns and Sons. If we're able to be so far ahead of the other builders when we each have relatively small project, imagine how well we would do with a few hundred homes.
"Walt Disney has huge plans for Orlando. All of the people who will work there are going to need homes. We're just an hour from Orlando. There's going to be thousands of people working there, and they'll need places to live. You're doing a smart thing by building homes now. By the time the park opens there won't be a house available within a few hours' drive. This is going to be big.
"With the beach so close, this is a natural location to live. I think your company and our company can both make money. We'd be willing to supplement your income with a consulting job if we managed to get the contract," concluded Ben as he glanced sideways at Karen for her reaction.
Karen had trouble believing her ears. Was Giverns trying to bribe her? Did he think she'd steer the company in his direction for a consulting fee? Suddenly, she regretted coming to the fund raiser.
That was when she noticed Heather and several other employees of Jess' busing tables, delivering meals and serving drinks. As she watched Heather and the others, it occurred to Karen that they had more work than they could handle. The turnout had far exceeded expectations.
"Heather!" called Karen as the blonde was hurrying past her with a tub of dirty dishes. "Is there something I can do to help? You look really busy."
"Seriously?" asked Heather. "If you mean it, grab an apron and get into the kitchen and help wash the dishes, glasses and utensils. I have to warn you. It's hotter than hell in there."
Karen excused herself from the stunned Ben Giverns and hurried to the kitchen. She found some of Jess' crew steadily washing dishes. She scooped up an apron and took a position next to a middle-aged woman she had never seen before. The woman smiled as Karen immediately began washing dirty glasses.
As she worked, Karen chatted with the woman. It was the usual kind of talk people share when they first meet. "I'm Karen. I've just started working here and I love the area. I'm from New Jersey and I'm very much enjoying Florida."
"Hi, Karen," replied the older woman. "My name's Victoria. I've lived in the area my entire life. I've raised two kids here and couldn't imagine living anywhere else."
The conversation continued as the women worked steadily in an effort to keep clean dishes available to the servers. It wasn't long until the talk turned to Karen's work.
"It sounds like you're doing very well," praised Victoria. "An MBA from Harvard and supervising a large development is rather impressive for a woman so young."
Karen debated mentioning she was working for her grandfather, but dismissed it as unnecessary. How she had managed to attain her position was not important. The fact was, she was placed in charge and was doing a good job so far.
"It was nice of you to come here today to help with the fund raiser," added Victoria. "I'm sure people will look at you and your company favorably for your contribution."
"I actually came with Ben Giverns, as kind of a date. I didn't even get to sit down before I realized my mistake," admitted Karen. "He and I have different views on certain basic issues. At first, I volunteered to help in an attempt to avoid him, but I'm glad I did. This is so much better than listening to that pompous ass."
"Ben always cut a wide swath in Palm Oaks," replied Victoria. "He was a football star in high school and even made the Gator's team, although he seldom got to play in their games.
"Is it wise to date men with whom your company has contracts? Aren't you concerned about possible conflicts of interest?" asked Victoria.
"I'm able to keep my personal life and my work separate, but I don't think I'll be doing that again," replied Karen. "The fact that Ben thought he could persuade me to help his company get more contracts was an eye opener. I always thought men were after one thing. Now that I'm in business, I'm finding money is another goal of theirs."
"As beautiful as you are, I suspect men will always be after that one thing," replied Victoria with a smile. "You must have suitors lined up."
"Thanks, for the compliment. I've had my share of interest from men, but I must be too picky or something," replied Karen. "I've never found a man that fills the bill, so to speak. Maybe I'm just a romantic at heart."
"Will and Jess want a couple more beers," announced Heather as she entered the kitchen, grabbed two bottles of beer out of a refrigerator and went back out the door.
"I didn't know Jess was here. What's he doing?" asked Karen.
"He and Will are manning the grill. They've been working since early this morning. They had to prepare everything and get a good bed of coals. Barbecues take a lot of time and work," answered Victoria.
"You must know Jess if you've lived around here a long time," reasoned Karen. "What's he like? Does he have a really beautiful girlfriend with two adorable kids?"
Victoria couldn't suppress a smile as she answered Karen's question. "As far as I know, he doesn't have a girlfriend, although a lot of young women in the area would love to change that. That beautiful woman with the kids you mentioned is probably Wendy.
"Her husband, Jim, helped gave Jess his first construction job. Jess was just starting high school when he rode his bike into Jim's father's office and asked for a job. Jim's father was in the process of telling Jess he was too young when Jim intervened. Jess became Jim's shadow that summer. Even with the ten years age difference, they became very close.
"Jim's business didn't survive the last economic slump. He had a young wife and two small kids, so he went back into the Marines to support his family. He had served right of high school, so he simply re-enlisted. He's an officer now, stationed in Vietnam. We all worry about him.
"Jess promised to keep an eye on his family while he was overseas. Jess noticed Wendy was being extremely frugal and finally got her to admit things were tight for them. He hired her to take care of his books. He even paid for her to go to a community college for accounting courses. He loves her, but like a sister. Jess is all about loyalty and Jim's friendship is extremely important to him."
"I see. She's his friend's wife," repeated Karen as she nodded her head in understanding. "He seems to be very close with his brother. Heather seems to think he walks on water."
"Jess gave Heather a job when she was at her lowest. She'd been in a little trouble when she was younger. Her father left when she was small and her mother was overwhelmed with three kids and no husband. Heather was dragged up, rather than raised.
"Heather stole some items from a local store at Christmas time. She was going to give them to her younger siblings so they'd have a real Christmas. Of course she was caught. The judge didn't want her have a felony on her record, so he placed her on probation, provided she found a job and stayed out of trouble.
"Judge Benson called Jess and asked if he'd help out. Next thing you know, that girl was on Jess' crew and working her butt off. She turned things around. She met Will when he was home from med school. To say they've hit it off would be an understatement," concluded Victoria.
"Will is a great guy and he and Heather seem so happy together," offered Karen. 'So Jess doesn't have a girlfriend? He's quite good looking."
Karen suddenly realized she may have revealed too much. "I mean in a country boy kind of way. I can see why the local girls would be attracted to him."
Victoria smiled from ear to ear as she listened to the lovely young woman qualify her observation about Jess. Was it possible Jess had finally met a woman who could keep him interested?
"He's a very good dancer," blurted Karen. "Will said he worked in a dance studio when he was in high school. He must have had several jobs."
"I heard you and he tripped the light fantastic the other night. The entire crew was very impressed. Jess worked a few nights after school at the dance studio. Rumor had it a lot of women signed up for lessons because he worked there," revealed Victoria with another smile.
"You seem to know him very well," observed Karen. "Have you known him his whole life?"
"From the day I gave birth to him," responded Victoria with a grin as she watched Karen's response.
"You're his mom?" asked a stunned Karen as she mentally went over the conversation to determine if she had said anything inappropriate. "I'm sorry if I said anything to offend you, Mrs. Brooks."
"I'm still Victoria," replied Jess' mother with a chuckle. "I'm the one who needs to apologize. I should have told you who I was before you went fishing for information on my son."
"You thought I was "fishing" for information?" challenged Karen. "I was just being friendly."
Victoria just smiled at Karen's statement. "Okay, maybe I was, but I bet I'm not the first girl who's gone "fishing" with you."
"No, you're not, but you're the smartest and most attractive girl I've ever had question me about Jess. You're also the first one to help me do dishes, so there's that."
"Mrs. Br..., Victoria, could I ask you to not tell anyone I was so inquisitive? I do have to work with them and I'd like to keep their respect," stated Karen.
"Of course, Karen. I understand how the dance goes," replied Victoria. "You've done nothing which would cause loss of respect, but I won't mention this conversation."
A short time later, the two sweating, grimy brothers, walked into the kitchen and grabbed a beer each.
"We're done. We're out of ribs and chicken," announced Will after he took a long pull on his beer.
Jess took a sip of his beer and almost spit it back out when he saw Karen standing next to his mother. Both Karen and Victoria chuckled at Jess' obvious discomfort with the situation.
"I was just telling your mother what a good dancer you are," teased Karen.
"I'm less interested in what you told Mom than I am in what Mom might have told you," admitted Jess. "I didn't know you were here. Thanks for helping."
"She came in with that pompous ass, Ben Giverns. He left a couple of hours ago, so she needs a ride home, Jess," volunteered Heather as she emphasized Jess' name.
"Wait! I have an even better idea," proclaimed Heather, unconcerned that she had only interrupted herself. "Karen, we're all going to the beach once we clean up here. Why don't you come with us?"
"I didn't bring a suit, or even a change of clothes," protested Karen somewhat weakly.
"No problem, I have two or three suits and a few cover-ups in my beach bag," responded Heather. "We're about the same build, so they should fit you fine."
"That's funny," wise-cracked Jess. "Your bikinis don't even fit you."
"Smartass! I've never had any complaints about how my suits fit," boasted Heather. "Will, do you think my bikinis are too small? I want your professional opinion."
"I don't even know what the hell Jess is talking about," responded Will. "How could a bikini on you or Karen possibly be too small? Now I have to question my brother's manhood."



Karen couldn't help but laugh at Will's barb. She was happy to see Victoria was laughing as hard as anyone.
An hour later, Karen was sitting on the beach with Heather next to her. Jess and Will were riding some waves along with several of the guys in Jess' crew.
"You're going to have to take off that cover-up sooner or later. You have an amazing figure. Jess will love how you look," insisted Heather.
"Why do you think I care what Jess thinks?" asked Karen.
"Really? Maybe because he's a dreamboat? Maybe because he's the best guy you'll ever meet? Maybe because you like him so much? Are they good enough reasons?" teased Heather.
"I've hardly spoken with him. We've shared one dance and that's about all the contact we've had, so there's no reason to suggest I like him," stated Karen.
"Karen, I'm not going to argue with you," countered Heather. "It's pretty obvious to me you like him. Victoria seemed to like you. She's a great mom. Will likes you, and you look like a Goddess in my swimsuit. I'll never be able to wear it again."
A short time later the surf boards were set aside and the group sat on the beach watching the late afternoon sun and chatting.
"Will, let's go get a burger and fries at that new place on Main Street, the one with those arches," suggested Heather.
"You spent most of the day handing out ribs and chicken and now you want a burger?" asked Will.
"We hardly had anything to eat, we were so busy," replied Heather. "Karen, did you eat anything today?"
"Not really," admitted Karen. "I was quite busy washing dishes. I pretty much forgot to eat."
"It's settled. Will and Jess are going to treat us to a burger and fries at that new restaurant. Y'all rode with us, so we'll drop you off after we get something to eat," declared Heather.
Karen looked at Jess and shrugged until she realized how she was dressed. "I can't go into a restaurant looking like this! We have to go someplace and get changed first."
"Does anyone see anything wrong with how Karen's dressed?" asked Heather with a grin. "Jess, would you be willing to walk into that new McDonalds with Karen looking like she does?"
"I'll escort you both in if Jess is afraid," promised Will. "Let's go."
The next morning, Karen slept late. When she finally decided to rise and shine, she spent most of her day thinking how much she had enjoyed the previous day, once she shed Ben Giverns. Jess and his crew, including his mother and brother, had treated her as if she was one of them and it felt good.
The next few weeks passed without any real problems. Jess surprised Karen when he began raising the walls. He had built each wall on the ground to give the pad a solid week to cure. Once he and his crew began erecting them, they quickly fit into place like pieces of a puzzle.
While not completely catching up with the other crews, Jess made good headway. It looked like he would manage to remain within the terms of his contract.
It didn't go unnoticed by the other crews that Karen was spending more time around Jess Brooks. To many it was simply an interesting social interaction, but not to Ben Giverns. He had seen how Karen reacted when he suggested she favor his company in return for some compensation.
It was also obvious to his critical eye the homes he was producing lacked the meticulous effort Jess Brooks put into his craft. Ben and his father believed a good finish carpenter would cover most problems in a house created by fast or sloppy work. When finished, his homes would look as good as any, but built a lot less expensively.
Ben still fumed over how Karen had dumped him like a goddamn school boy when she realized he was suggesting a slight bribe. Now she was hanging around Jess Brooks all the time. Would her infatuation cause her to recommend Brooks to the developers? As he considered how much money he would make if his company managed to swing the contract to complete the project, Ben knew he had to find a way to smear Jess Brooks without anyone connecting him to the deed.
As the first phase neared completion, Ben wrestled with several ideas to discredit Jess in some way. He finally settled on one. That day he sat down and typed a letter while there were no others in the office.
A week later Karen realized all the builders, including Brooks Enterprises, would complete the project in a timely fashion and receive bonuses. She had to admit the development was beginning to look like a community. She imagined families in the homes and kids playing in the yards, once they managed to get some grass to grow.
Saturday night found Karen accepting a ride to "Bones" with Jess. They had been slowly drifting closer since they met, but this was the first night he was picking her up from her hotel. She had registered for an extended stay, so she had a small kitchenette, a living area and a small bedroom.
She had shown Jess around when he picked her, so on the ride to "Bones" she asked Jess about his place. "When are you going to show me your house? Heather told me you were living in a big old Victorian while you were fixing it up. She said you're doing a great job and it looks amazing."
"I've got a long way to go on it," responded Jess. "If you want to see it, I'd be glad to show it to you anytime you like. It's turning out pretty good so far."
When they walked through the doors to "Bones", Karen took Jess' hand and led him over to where their friends were sitting. Heather was grinning like the cat that got the cream.
"You finally got him to take you on a date! He's a little slow on the uptake, but he's a keeper," declared Heather as she hugged Karen and then Jess.
Karen once again had a great time. The other guys had accepted her as one of the group. A round faced, somewhat pudgy Tim Ralston kidded Karen about causing him extra work. When she indicated her lack of understanding, he explained.
"Jess has been all over our asses about doing everything perfect. He's always been a perfectionist, but he's trying to impress you. It's up to the rest of us to make him look good."
She danced with most of the guys in the crew, but always seemed to wind up with Jess when a slow song played. They started out dancing with some distance between them, but as the night went on, Karen found herself pressed as tightly to Jess as she could possibly get and he wasn't exactly trying to push her away.
Jess was careful about drinking too much since he was driving, but Karen was having such a good time, she drank a little more than usual. As she and Jess were enjoying the last dance of the night, she looked into Jess' eyes and made a decision.
"Would you show me your house tonight? I can make a pretty good breakfast, or am I jumping to conclusions?" asked Karen coyly.
"I sure can," whispered Jess as he leaned down and gently kissed Karen's lips. "You're sure it's what you want? You aren't drunk, are you?"
"I may be a little, but I'm sure it's what I want. It's what I wanted since that first day you stared at my legs and breasts," admitted Karen before pulling Jess down for another kiss.
Unknown to Karen, a transient passing through Palm Oaks noticed her convertible in the hotel parking lot at the same time she was enjoying her last dance. Taking advantage of his misspent youth, the man soon had her car door opened and the engine started. Driving a new Corvette to Miami would beat the hell out of hitchhiking.
Also because of his misspent youth, he never actually learned to drive a car with the acceleration capabilities of the Corvette. He managed to travel only a few miles before sliding off the road on a curve and smashing into a tree. He woke up with a broken tree limb on the passenger seat and his head on the steering wheel.
Wiping the blood from his eyes, he painfully climbed out the shredded rag-top and staggered into the undergrowth, fearing someone would catch him at the scene. He could ill afford another felony conviction.
"Do y'all want to stop at the all night diner?" asked Heather after the last dance. "The night's still young."
"Thanks, Heather, but I'm ready to call it a night," fibbed Karen. "I just want to get back to my hotel and get some sleep."
"Really? Your first date with Jess and you're going home before the sun comes up? Jess must be getting old, or losing his touch," joked Will.
Once they reached Jess' car, Karen explained. "I really don't want the world to know we'll be having breakfast together. I think that's rather personal."
Karen was properly impressed with the size of Jess' Victorian home. The rooms he had finished were remarkable. He had kept the old woodwork where he could and created new pieces where needed. The only remodeled room on the second floor was Jess' master. Karen praised his workmanship and design. He had made a small adjoining bedroom into a large master bath with a walk-in closet. Jess grinned at Karen as he unplugged his bedroom phone.
Unwilling to wait any longer, Jess took Karen into his arms and kissed her. Karen returned the kiss before stepping back and pulling her shirt over her head.
"Jess, this won't be my first time, but it's been awhile and I'm not very experienced, so be patient," whispered Karen as she removed her bra.
"I'll do anything you ask," replied Jess as he gazed longingly at Karen's breasts. "If you're not comfortable, we don't have to do it. Having you here with me is enough."
"I'm here because I want you to make love to me," was Karen's simple response.
Jess quickly shed his clothes and moved to take Karen into his arms again when she asked, "Would you stand still for a minute so I can drink you in? I've never seen a man who looked so good before. You're so strong, and so...hard! Please be gentle the first time."
Jess found Karen to be a responsive and selfless lover. They made slow, sensuous love twice before falling into a deep sleep.
Tim Morton had intently studied the anonymous letter he had received. The writer didn't identify himself. He did claim Karen Mathers's conduct was inappropriate for both a young woman and the supervisor of a large project.
The writer stated the other builders believed Brooks Enterprises would be awarded the next phase simply because Jess Brooks was sleeping with the project manager. Jess Brooks was a serial womanizer who used women and cast them aside. Karen Mathers was being played by a master manipulator.
The gist of the letter was the company's bottom line, as well as its reputation, was being jeopardized by a young woman who could not keep her legs together. Tim Morton became more upset every time he read the letter, and he had read it often enough to know it by heart.
He stopped on his way home to visit his daughter, Sarah. "I received this letter in the mail today. It pertains to your daughter and her activities in Florida. I'm going to drive down there tomorrow morning."
"I'll pack tonight and be ready to ride down with you. I own thirty percent of the company and Karen's my daughter," replied Sarah Mathers after she read the letter a second time. "Lawrence and Larry can get by without me for a few days."
It had seemed to take forever to get to Palm Oaks, but Tim Morton and Sarah Mathers arrived at Karen's hotel late Saturday night. Neither was overly surprised when they learned Karen was not in her room. They had not seen her Corvette in the hotel parking lot.
Once Karen's mother and grandfather had determined Karen was not in her room, they proceeded to check in. They were glad they had called ahead for rooms since the hotel seemed quite busy. As they were being attended to by the clerk, a police officer interrupted them to question the clerk.
Sheriff's deputy Gus Lassiter had been on routine patrol when his headlights briefly reflected off something in the heavy brush on a curve. He pulled over, grabbed a flashlight and went to investigate. He was more than a little concerned when he found a Corvette badly crumpled with blood splashed on the broken windshield, steering wheel and seat.
He had seen the car quite a few times over the previous few months and knew the woman who drove it was staying at a local hotel. He had seen her with Jess Brooks' crew at "Bones" on a Saturday night while he was off duty.
"What room does the young lady who drives that Corvette have? Do you know if she's in?" asked the officer.
"That's my daughter, Karen," responded Sarah immediately. "She's not in her room. Is she in some sort of trouble?"
"You're her mother? I don't know if she's okay or not. Her car crashed into a tree. Whoever was driving it lost a lot of blood. They must have been hurt. I checked with the hospital and they haven't had any accident victims admitted tonight," revealed the deputy.
Sarah blanched at the deputy's words and began to tear up. Tim Morton quickly introduced himself before asking, "Do you happen to know any of her friends. It's a small town. Do you have any idea where she might go?"
"She does spend time with Jess Brooks' crew. Let me call Will Brooks. I know him, since he's a doctor at the hospital. I'll look up his mother's number. He lives with her and he might know something about your granddaughter," responded the officer as the sympathetic clerk handed a phone book over the counter.
Victoria seldom received phone calls late at night. She knew for a fact when the phone rang after midnight, it was not a pleasure call. She felt some dread as she wondered where her boys were, and if they were safe as she picked up the phone.
She was still speaking with the policeman when she heard Will enter the house. She called for him to join her.
"The police found Karen's car off the road and crashed into a tree. No one was in it. Do you have any idea where she might be, or who she could be with? Her mother's at the hotel and she's extremely concerned."
"She was with Jess tonight, but the last I saw them, Jess was driving his car. They should call him. He'd know more about Karen's whereabouts," responded Will.
Victoria relayed Will's suggestion, along with Jess' phone number to the officer on the phone. As soon as Victoria hung up, Will called Heather and explained the situation. Heather was surprised Will would be calling so soon. He had just dropped her off after leaving the all night diner. When she heard the reason for his call, Heather insisted on driving the short distance to his house. She knew sleep would never come until she found out how Karen was.
It was only a few minutes later that Victoria's phone rang again. Will listened to her end of the conversation with great interest.
"He doesn't answer? He has a phone by his bed. I hope he isn't hurt, too! Why don't we meet at his house out at 213 Davis Drive? I have a key so we'll be able to get in. I'm worried now, too," admitted Victoria Brooks.
As Will and Victoria were getting into Will's car, Heather sped into the driveway. Soon the three were headed to Jess's house to meet the deputy.
"Oh my God!" registered slightly on Jess as he emerged from a deep sleep. He went to sit up, but realized there was weight on his arm. He cracked his eyes open to find his arm under Karen's head with her left breast grasped in his hand. He smiled as he again closed his eyes and laid his head back on the pillow.
"Jesus, Jess!" whispered Will close to his ear. "You really need to wake up. This may get ugly real fast!"
Jess' eyes shot open when he heard his brother's voice. Turning his head, he saw Will standing next to his bed. His mother was next to Will. She was smiling like a Cheshire Cat.
Hearing voices, Jess slowly looked further to the left. Heather was perched at the end of his bed with her hand over her mouth trying to cover her mirth.
Totally confused, Jess caught movement from the corner of his eye. The next thing he knew, a sobbing, but attractive middle aged woman, sat down on the bed next to Karen and wrapped her arms around her!
"Young Man, would you be so kind as to release my daughter's breast so I can wake her up and hug her properly?" asked the woman as she ran her eyes over Jess' exposed torso.
Jess jerked his hand back like it had been scalded. Karen's mom had just asked him to release her daughter's breast! Could things get any worse?
"Mom?" asked Karen in a very subdued voice. "Why are you here? Is something wrong? Grandpa?"
"Everything appears to be exceptionally fine," soothed Karen's mother as she pulled her daughter to a sitting position once Jess relaxed his grip and hugged her daughter fiercely. "I was afraid that you were in that car wreck, Sweetheart. I felt like I couldn't breathe, I was so worried about you."
"Mom, this is kind of embarrassing!" stated Karen as she slowly realized there was a crowd watching. "Why is everyone in Jess' bedroom? Why are the police here?"
"I think I've seen enough to know Miss Mathers is in good shape," stated the red faced deputy.
"You think?" managed Heather as she was no longer able to contain her laughter. "You're very observant, Deputy!"
"I mean it appears she's suffered no injuries. We can conduct an interview at a more appropriate time and place. I'll get back on patrol now," replied the officer as he quickly turned and left the room.
"Did everyone think Jess would hurt me?" asked Karen. "He's a gentleman! He didn't beat me or force me against my will. Is that what you think happened?"
"Hardly, Dear," responded her mother gently. "That smile on your face as you slept told me all I needed to know about your feelings toward your boyfriend. You looked very..."
"Content may be the word you're looking for," suggested Victoria. "I can't tell you how relieved I am to see these two safe in each other's arms."
"Mom? Will? Heather? I'm sure there's a good reason for all three of you to be standing in my bedroom at two in the morning, but I can't think of one off the top of my head," stated Jess as he struggled to maintain his temper. "This may be funny to you, but what about Karen and her reputation? I want you to put my house key on the kitchen table on your way out."
"Sarah, if you're done hugging your beautiful daughter, let's go downstairs and make some tea and get to know each other," offered Victoria while ignoring Jess completely.
"Karen, I'm going to go downstairs and visit with Victoria and the others. Could you pull yourself away from this handsome guy long enough to come down and talk to us?" asked Sarah as she looked from her daughter to the young man in bed with her.
"Sure, Mom. I'm sorry about finding me like this. I'll get dressed and be right down," answered a confused Karen.
"What the hell just happened?" demanded Karen once the bedroom door closed. "My mother and grandfather just caught me in bed with a guy and they were just glad I wasn't in a car crash."
"I can't figure it out either," admitted Jess. "Maybe they think you sleeping with me is preferable to being killed or maimed in a car accident?
"My mother knows better than to walk into my bedroom in the middle of the night. That was your mother and grandfather? They didn't seem too angry, but they did catch us in bed together! That can't be good, no matter how you spin it."
Jess and Karen slowly descended the stairs to find Will, Heather, Victoria, Sarah and Tim enjoying tea and chatting like old friends.
"We owe you both an apology, but first let me make introductions. I'm Karen's mother, Sarah Mathers. This is my father, Tim Morton. We never intended to intrude on your privacy. We're truly sorry about that."
"Tim Morton is your grandfather?" asked a stunned Jess. "Your grandfather is the developer? You're working for your grandfather?"
"Yes, he is. I didn't tell anyone because I didn't feel it made any difference. I was in charge of the phase regardless of how I was appointed."
"You two can hammer that out later," stated Karen's mother. "I'm trying to apologize here. In our defense, a police officer told us he'd found Karen's car smashed against a tree. The seat and steering wheel had blood splattered all over them. We were extremely concerned for Karen's health and safety.



"Karen, I assure you if we had known you were sleeping peacefully in your lover's arms, we would have never invaded your privacy," stated Sarah.
"Jess, I wouldn't have let anyone into your house if I hadn't believed you would be as concerned as we were, or perhaps more so. I know she means a great deal to you," stated Victoria with a smile before adding. "You didn't answer your phone, so we became worried you could have been in the accident with Karen."
Karen and Jess looked at each other before Karen spoke. "We both appreciate how concerned everyone was, but this is extremely embarrassing for us. The road to hell is paved with good intentions. This was our first time together and we didn't want the world to know all about something so special, so intimate."
"If you're suggesting I'm going to be running my mouth, think again," stated Heather firmly. "You're my friend. Jess is Will's brother and pretty much my savior. I'd never deliberately hurt either of you."
"Thanks, Heather," replied Karen. "What I really want to know is why Mom and Grandpa are here? My car was fine a few hours ago, so you couldn't have come all the way from New Jersey because my car was wrecked. You were here already when you learned about it."
Tim Morton, who had remained silent as he listened to the others, decided to speak. "We came down to discuss a private matter with you, as well as to see the progress you've made on phase one. Your mother and I will speak to you privately.
"Right now, I think we need to try to get some rest. It's been a long day and I'm not as young as I once was. Karen, do you want to ride back to the hotel with us, or will you stay here?"
"We both think it's best I catch a ride back to the hotel," admitted Karen. "Tomorrow, or later today, really, I'll need to get a car. I hate that someone apparently stole my Corvette and wrecked it, but they make new ones every day. Something important must have happened to cause you to drive down here on short notice."
It was shortly after noon when Karen joined her mother and grandfather for lunch at the hotel. She had finally managed to catch a few hours sleep after tossing and turning until dawn.
"I know I disappointed you both this morning," began Karen. "I hope you don't think I'm some kind of slut that jumps into bed with every guy who comes along."
"Karen, I assure you I'm not disappointed with you for falling for that young man," assured Sarah. "He certainly is easy on the eye. He's built like a Greek God and his mother and brother are very nice. I'm favorably impressed.
"As you probably know, he was the highest bidder to be awarded a contract. That was because your grandfather and I heard so many good things about him when we looked into his background," revealed Sarah.
"We came down to Florida because your grandfather received an anonymous letter a few days ago and it painted an extremely unflattering and unethical picture of your conduct on this project."
"It was our first time! This is the sixties! Unmarried women have sex," stated Karen sharply. "I refuse to call it immoral or unethical. It was embarrassing to be caught, but quite enjoyable, otherwise."
"Read the letter," stated her grandfather. "I want to know if there's any truth to it."
Karen's face turned red as she studied the letter. She had to admit it was quite damning.
"In a way, it's all true," admitted Karen. "I can't deny sleeping with Jess. You both saw me in his bed. I can't deny I was going to recommend he be given the contract to build phase two.
"I do deny favoring him because I fell in love with him," explained Karen as her mother uttered a small gasp at her admission of love. "I know I sound biased, but he's far and away the best builder of the entire lot. I was going to recommend him because it would be the best thing for your company, Grandpa."
"What about him being a womanizer and just using you to further his goals?" asked her grandfather gently.
"Jess wouldn't do that!" stated Karen firmly. "I didn't just meet him and jump into his bed. I've been watching him, his crew and his results. He knows things about building here in Florida even our architects don't. He's an honorable man and I'm in love with him."
"Did he tell you he was in love with you? Did he ask you to marry him? Has he made any commitment to you?" questioned Tim.
"No, he hasn't. He never said he loves me or he'd like to marry me, but that doesn't mean he's using me. He's just a little shy. He needs time," explained Karen, even as she hoped she was right.
"I think I have away to establish your young man's intentions," announced Sarah. "Here's what I want you to do tomorrow."
Jess Brooks was nervous as a man could be Monday morning when he arrived at the job site. His crew was already working on the last two homes. They were installing the molding and baseboard.
Heather looked at him with a question in her eyes, but Jess just picked up his tools and began working with the crew. Rain had been pouring down since the previous evening and Jess was glad that all the remaining work was indoors.
It was during lunch break when Karen Mathers led an attractive woman and a balding older man into the home. Karen introduced them, not as relatives, but rather as owners of the company.
Tim Morton slowly walked from room to room, checking every detail. He even moved a stepladder so he could look into the attic. Sarah and Karen toured the home as Tim busied himself checking the crew's workmanship.
Eventually, the three people stood in front of Jess and the crew members who had been working in the home.
"You men and women have worked hard and have done a good job," began Karen nervously. "It's greatly appreciated, but our company has decided to not award a contract for the next phase to Brooks Enterprises.
"I wanted to be the one to let you know before I left. I'm being reassigned back to New Jersey. Thank you all, and good bye."
Jess stood in stunned silence for a few seconds as Karen's words sunk in. Once he realized what she was telling them, he stepped in front of Karen.
"That's it? You're leaving? Didn't I mean anything to you? You're washing your hands of this project, and of me?" demanded Jess hotly.
"I know you were expecting to get the contract for the next phase and you're upset, but Mr. Morton has decided otherwise," explained Karen.
"Well fuck the next phase! Fuck Mr. Morton!" cursed Jess much to the surprise of his stunned crew.
Jess continued in a quieter voice. "What about us? Am I so easy to forget? I thought you loved me as much as I love you. Don't do this, Karen. I was going to ask you to marry me."
"Well, "Yes" in that case, I will," responded Karen immediately.
"What do you mean?" asked a thoroughly confused Jess.
"I mean I'll marry you, but aren't you worried about losing the bid for the next phase?" asked Karen as she wrapped her arms around Jess and kissed him long and hard.
"Does he look worried?" asked Heather as she and the entire crew broke into laughter. "Jess can line up jobs for us till the cows come home. That happens when you're the best available builder. It's just too bad your company can't see it."
"The company does see it and wants to contract Brooks Enterprises, not for the next phase, but to build the entire development," stated Tim Morton. "I made that decision as soon as I saw that every damn house here had standing water ready to spill in the front door, with the exception of those your company built.
"I've decided we'll price your homes at $49,000 to $54,000 while those built by the other crews will range from $37,000 to $42,000. We'll have to create a better drainage plan to move the water. You know what? I bet the homes you people built will sell first even with the higher price. I've constructed a lot of houses and know exceptional work when I see it."
"You were right, Mom. Jess didn't worry about the contract. He was only worried about losing me," exclaimed Karen to her mother. "How did you know he felt that way?"
"Don't give your mom too much credit for that," insisted Heather. "She saw how happy you guys were in bed together. It was obvious as heck you two were in love."
"This is Karen's mom?" asked Stan Crane. "Her mom and Mr. Morton, own the development company? She and Heather caught Jess and Karen in bed together? Karen was Bogarting us?
"The boss actually caught Jess in bed with her daughter?" repeated an amazed Stan. "Just now, Jess yelled "Fuck Mr. Morton," while standing in front of Mr. Morton! Then he was immediately awarded a big contract from Morton himself? Don't try this shit at home, boys and girls!"
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Gwen Hammer was outwardly calm as her incredible husband knelt before her, even as all the others in the Great Kremlin Palace struggled to regain their composure. Though there were very few journalists in the hall for such an auspicious occasion and fewer cameras, such was the power of the internet for spreading news that the entire world had just born witness to Steve Hammer killing three men, all of them senior Russian military officers, on live television! So many unbelievable things had happened and continued to happen, everyone in the hall as well as around the world, was having difficulty sorting out the meaning of it all.
As Gwen mentally prepared a short impromptu speech, she thought back to the day she met Steve Hammer, and the incredible ride it had been ever since. He had tirelessly worked to position her as the most powerful woman... no, make that the most powerful person, in the world. She recalled her ascension to the Presidency of the United States, as well as her not unexpected but sudden removal from that office. The days following her impeachment had been some of the most challenging, yet rewarding, of her life.
She recalled the fear and anger that had filled her heart when Hanna Kiss had phoned and told her Lena, her 7-year-old daughter, had been abducted, as well as the tremendous pride she had experienced when Steve and Saint, Gwen's own 7-year-old son, had together saved the precious child. The day of Lena's abduction had been one of the most terrifying of Gwen's life. She firmly believed the beautiful little blonde girl, along with Saint, had a date with destiny. The little girl was ordained to become Saint's future Queen, and the world would badly need them both!
That fateful afternoon Sybil, as head of her security, had responded immediately when Gwen informed her Lena had been kidnapped in Sparta. Gwen and Steve, along with Sybil and Tyler, had been riding their motorcycles when Hanna Kiss, barely holding herself together in the crisis, had called to alert Gwen of Lena's abduction. Sybil immediately began making calls. Steve was not far behind, as he quickly reached for his phone. Tyler briefly considered the situation before sharing a thought with Gwen.
"You'd better make certain your family and friends back home know what's going on. That blonde girl wasn't as routinely protected as your family and many other children in your circle, but nevertheless, they need to be advised to be extra careful."
"I want security doubled everywhere," barked Sybil, issuing directives on her phone. "We have a situation in Sparta. Unknown actors are threatening our Queen, her friends, family, and particularly the children. All areas within our security network need to go on high alert. In fact, double all security immediately. No exceptions!"
Even as she spoke, Sybil was checking her surroundings, concerned for Gwen's immediate safety. Till now she had been enjoying her day, possibly to the detriment of her duty. Steve's formidable capabilities were well known to Sybil, but it was her job to make certain Gwen and her extended family was safe at all times. She didn't know exactly why Gwen felt so attached to the little blonde girl from Hungary, but she understood the situation well enough to realize the child was extremely important to the Hammers, which made her a high priority to Sybil.
Gwen was speaking with Lisa soon after Tyler made his suggestion. "Lena's family's in Sparta, and Lena's been kidnapped! They're demanding 50 million dollars, and they expect Hanna to get the money from us. Sybil is aware of the situation and is tightening security for everyone as we speak. You need to be extremely careful."
"Mom told me a little while ago Saint woke up early this morning very agitated!" revealed Lisa. "She gave him a good breakfast and did her best to calm him down before he left for school, but he never seemed to relax. Do you think there could be a connection?"
"I don't know, Sis. That old woman I've encountered on two continents left me with more questions than answers. That said, I have no doubt that Saint and Lena are supposed to be together for reasons unclear to us. I firmly believe they'll eventually become very important to a great many people. We'll be making arrangements to get home as soon as possible. Please keep a close eye on all the children.
"I've invited Hanna and Adam to Asgard, and they should be arriving shortly. Please see that security gives them access and takes them to our house. They'll be staying with us."
Sybil had listened to Gwen's side of the conversation, and she decided to ask Gwen's newly minted Road Warriors for any help they could offer. With that in mind, Sybil hurried over to the group as they watched and waited.
"Guys, Gwen and Steve need to return to Sparta in the shortest possible amount of time," announced Sybil. "It's a shot in the dark, but if any of you have an idea how to best accomplish that, please tell me. Otherwise, we'll be spending valuable time just getting home."
The Road Warriors looked at each other and slowly shook their heads. Sybil was turning away when one of the female nurses who had performed so admirably the previous day broke her silence.
"There's another nurse in my ward, who's always talking about her cousin. He's a pilot. He lives someplace in Eastern Tennessee and has a plane he charters. He was a pilot in the Air Force. Should I call and ask her for his number?"
"Please do that right away!" replied Sybil. "If he can fly us back to Sparta post haste, we'll make it worth his while."
The nurse dug her phone from her pocket and scanned it for the number before placing a call. "Joanie! It's Rita! You heard right, I'm with her right now. We're in Eastern Tennessee. She and her Warrior need to return to Sparta ASAP. Could you give me your cousin's number? You know the one I mean? He's the pilot with a plane."
Sybil punched the phone number into her phone as Rita recited it. It was ringing within seconds.
"Hello, this is Sybil Smith; I'm in charge of security for President Hammer's family. She's in Eastern Tennessee, and she needs to get to Sparta immediately. Are you and your aircraft available to transport her to Sparta as soon as we can reach your location? We'll pay well above your usual rate.
"Let me check. Can anyone tell me how soon we can reach Blandon?" asked Sybil of the group around her. "The plane's located there."
After a few seconds of checking their phones, one of the riders responded. "I looked it up. Google says 45 minutes, but I think we can beat that."
"Thanks!" responded Sybil before speaking into the phone again. "We'll be there in about 40 minutes. Please be prepared to take off for Sparta as soon as we arrive. There'll be two others traveling with President and Mr. Hammer. We'll be in a hurry!
"Folks, you may want to find your way home now. Knowing Steve like I do, I can tell you the 40-minute ride won't be for the faint of heart."
"I practice law in this county. I'll make some calls to see if the police can help facilitate the trip," promised a tall man in the back of the group.
Steve was speaking on his phone when Sybil returned to his side. "Chip, find out what you can. Call in all favors and make wild-ass promises if necessary. Jason's already making calls. We'll get there as soon as we can."
Sybil quickly explained what she had accomplished to Gwen and Steve. They nodded as they listened. Steve and Tyler started their bikes, and Gwen and Sybil swung on behind them. The man who'd mapped the route handed his phone to Steve, who studied the screen for less than a minute before returning it.
"You folks have been great, but we're going to be exceeding all the speed limits, so you may want to drop out now," warned Steve as Gwen secured her helmet.
Speed limits weren't a concern as the county Sheriff's office had cruisers blocking intersections. Steve and Tyler, closely followed by their newly minted Road Warriors, tore through them at speeds well in excess of any limits. Just 36 minutes later, Steve led the group onto the tarmac at a small airport, and came to a stop next to a Cessna 206 Stationair. A tall man with closely cropped gray hair stood at attention next to the plane. Gwen swung her leg over the rear of the bike and dismounted. The pilot saluted as she approached, but Gwen simply gave the man a quick hug.
"Thanks so much, Sir," began Gwen. "We really appreciate your help today."
"Ma'am, it's my honor," responded the man, as he helped her and Sybil into his aircraft. Less than 2½ hours later, the pilot had touched down on the private landing strip inside the walls of Asgard. Chip was waiting with an SUV to take the travelers home.
As soon as Gwen stepped through the door, Hanna Kiss flew into her arms. "I'm so sorry we involved you in this horrible situation, but we had no options. They have Lena!"
"I'm pleased and honored you called me first," soothed Gwen. "We're dedicating every resource we have to getting Lena back safely. Steve, Charlie, and my two brothers-in-law are very adept at handling this sort of thing.
"My Warrior will settle this matter and return Lena to you," promised Gwen as she nodded toward her grim-faced husband. "It's what he does. He protects our family and friends, and you're family."
A middle-aged man in a police uniform cleared his throat to get Gwen's attention. "Madam President, we have our entire force searching for the girl. If you have any information that could lead us to the men responsible, I suggest you tell us, and let us do our job. We've only known about this abduction for a couple hours. I've placed a call to the FBI, and they'll have agents in Sparta very soon. Please just wait as patiently as possible, while law enforcement handles this situation."
"With all due respect, Chief Lansing, my husband will not be waiting here for any results. If you manage to find Lena I'll be most grateful, but Steve is the one I depend on in situations like this, and he's never failed me or our friends. Please do your best and know we appreciate it, but Steve and these other men will end this threat to our family, I'm certain of that."
"Where's Saint?" asked Steve as he turned to face Lisa and Paula.
"He's in his room. He became very emotional as soon as Hanna and Adam arrived. Somehow, he seemed to sense that Lena's in danger. I insisted he lie down and try to relax," replied a worried Paula.
Steve nodded, strode to Saint's room, entered and silently closed the door. Saint was sitting on his bed. His eyes were red, but no tears were falling.
"Dad! We've got to help Lena! I know she's in trouble, and she's scared," managed Saint as he rushed into his father's arms.
"Saint, we'll bring her back safely, I promise. And I'll need your help. Do you have any idea where she might be? Think hard."
"It's someplace cold, I know that. She's got tape around her hands and ankles. She's real scared, Dad!"
"Saint, I need you to calm down and think about Lena really hard. She's trying to tell you where she is. Can you feel her inside your head?" asked Steve gently.
"Not right now, but I could a little while ago, when Aunt Lisa was driving us home from school," responded Saint.
"I knew it! Come with me, and we'll get her back," said Steve as he took Saint's hand and returned to the living room.
"Chip, Jason, Charlie! We'll be leaving as soon as we get some supplies from Valhalla. Saint's going to help us find Lena."
"You're not going anyplace without me!" declared Sybil forcefully. "I know damn well what kind of 'supplies' you're getting and what you intend to do with them. Security is my job. I'll be going with you."
"My men are combing the area. You need to allow them time and understand that..." began Chief Lansing before being cut off.
"You need to understand there's no time!" interrupted Gwen impatiently. "Steve and Saint will find Lena, and with the help of the others, they'll return her to her parents."
"But the FBI is on the way. We should wait to hear any new ransom demands," reasoned the police chief. "We could follow them when they pick up the money."
"There'll be no money and no pretense of money," stated Gwen flatly. "These animals will never give Lena back willingly. We don't reward extortion, we end it. That little girl must be rescued, and soon."
"Tyler, your wife's going with us," Steve told his friend. "If you have any objections, you need to convince her right now; we're leaving."
"Sybil, be careful, and bring that little girl back to her parents. I love you," was all Tyler said, as Sybil flashed him a grim smile and followed Steve out the door.
"How could you let your wife go with them?" demanded the police chief as the door closed. "Surely you know they're hunting armed criminals! If they find those guys before we do, there could be shots fired and people killed. You must know that!"
"Chief, my wife is the head of security here. If I even suggested she stay behind, she'd lose all respect for me. Not only that, she'd think I didn't have any faith in her. I can't go with them because I'd be a liability, and I know that. I also know that Sybil is no stranger to battles and she could make all the difference for those men. She's got more sand than anyone I've ever met, except possibly Steve."
"But what about Saint?" worried Paula. "Why is Steve taking him? This is no place for a 7-year-old boy; what if he gets hurt?"
"Saint won't be hurt," replied Gwen more firmly than she felt. "Steve needs Saint to find Lena. Those two kids have a connection; the same one I have with Steve. He's destined to become an even greater warrior than his father. Who better to learn from? I'm scared to death, but this is how it has to be, I just know it."
"You believe that old lady's prediction about Saint and Lena, as do I!" Hanna Kiss stated with certainty. "Our children will battle together as one, and someday lead us all out of darkness. I've seen this in my dreams."
"I've had the same dreams," nodded Gwen. "Steve and the others, with the help of my son, absolutely must bring Lena home safely."
Once the four men, along with Saint and Sybil, arrived in Valhalla, they entered a locked room where Steve pressed a panel. It swung open to reveal an arsenal neatly stored in a square room 15 feet on a side. Steve motioned for Sybil to choose first.
"Saint, I want you to put on one of the smaller vests. You won't have a gun and you won't be near any shooting, but we need to be as careful as we can," explained Steve.
"Dad, Can I take one for Lena, too? She might need it."
Steve nodded and then addressed the others. "I don't know if the rest of you will agree or not, but I think Saint will help us find Lena. Right now, he's our best chance."
"Ever since that church thing in Hungary, I'm a believer," asserted Jason. "No explanation is needed, not that you have one. It is what it is."
Gwen, Lisa, Kate, Jordan and Tyler had watched in silence as the SUV carrying their spouses and Saint moved toward the exit from Asgard.
"Ted will be upset he missed this," predicted Paula. "He's in Chicago and couldn't get back in time to help. He'd walk into hell to side with those men."
"He already has, Mom," pointed out Kate. "More than once."
"I don't understand why all of you think Steve will find those kidnappers. If you have any information, you need to pass it on to the police so we can do our job," insisted Chief Lansing.
"All I know is that Saint will help them find Lena. Please have your men ready to move in the very moment you're notified they've found the kidnappers," replied Gwen.
Chief Lansing still looked dubious, but he nodded and excused himself from the room. Soon his cruiser was exiting through the heavily guarded gate.
Steve drove his team slowly toward Saint's school, watching Saint closely as he made his way down the rural road. 10 minutes into the ride, Saint began to fidget.
"Dad! She's in a big block building. Part of the roof is gone. There are junk cars in the grass around it."
"That's the old Wilson junkyard!" declared Charlie. "It's half a mile up that dirt road on the right."
Steve nodded as he pulled the car to the side of the road. "I'm going to drive halfway up the road and park behind that old hay barn. Saint, you stay in the car, do you understand me?"
"Yeah, Dad, but Lena's really scared. You need to help her as soon as you can. There are men with guns all around. They're being mean to her!"
"Leave that to us, Saint. We'll get her back," promised his father.
Once Steve parked, Sybil stepped out of the car and checked her weapons. When she'd finished, she looked around to see the others doing the same.
She felt tremendous pride that these battle-hardened warriors considered her worthy of their trust. She briefly thought about the pain she'd felt when she took the bullet that nearly crippled her for life. That memory caused her to make certain her vest was properly secured before joining the others on their trek to the Wilson property.
Lena was locked in a small room made of masonry blocks. There was a small hole in an exterior wall, which animals had been using to enter the abandoned building for years. The bad men had placed a sturdy piece of plywood over it from the outside. When no one was looking, Lena had tried to push the board away, but she was unable to budge it. The only light in the room came from a large hole in the roof, almost 15 feet above her head.
The doorknob rattled, and the scary man that always stared at Lena entered the room. "We'll be calling your mother again, you little bitch. Once she agrees to pay the ransom, I'm going to show you how much fun it is to be loved by a man. We'll never let you go, but don't tell your mom."
The man laughed as he finished his vile threat. He turned and left the room when someone called his name. Lena heard the click as the door was again locked. She had been cowering in a corner, desperate to keep as much space between herself and the horrible man as possible.
Suddenly, Lena knew! The Warrior was near! She had no doubt he would rescue her. She felt Saint's nearby presence and through him, knew his father was coming for her! She desperately needed to escape from the room! Her captors had positioned a device on a high shelf in her room, and from their comments and the care they had displayed while placing the box, Lena knew it was a bomb.
The men had even joked about what would happen if anyone tried to rescue her. Lena stared up at the box, wondering if there was anything she could do to save herself. If the bad men discovered The Warrior was coming for her, they would set off the explosive. Young as she was, Lena was still able understand the gravity of the situation, but she could think of no solution.
Sensing Lena's urgency, Saint was unable to remain in the safety of the SUV. Every part of his being demanded he grab the extra flak jacket and go for Lena; if he didn't, she would die! So he began trotting toward the old junkyard. Once he got closer, he knew exactly where to look for his blonde friend.
Once the old block building was in sight, Saint carefully crept to an abandoned truck parked far from the building. From there, he managed to work his way closer to the building while remaining concealed behind the decaying car bodies, old pieces of machinery, and the tall grass growing wild around the junk automobiles.
Saint scanned the building, finally seeing the plywood he was looking for pressed against the wall of the building. It was held in place by a broken board jammed into the ground and wedged against the plywood. He bent low and sprinted to the board. It was an easy matter to angle the end of the board away from the plywood, which then fell quietly to the ground at his feet.
Saint dropped to the ground and crawled through the small hole to find Lena nodding to him in silence, but her eyes screaming at him desperately! She held her hands up for Saint to see. He immediately began unwrapping the duct tape binding her wrists together. Once her hands were free, the two friends turned their attention to the tape binding Lena's ankles. A sudden burst of nearby gunfire frightened the kids badly. They redoubled their efforts to remove the duct tape.



Steve had sent Chip, Charlie and Jason around to cover the rear of the building while he and Sybil remained in front, concealed behind an old Jeep. Charlie had taken a position next to a derelict John Deere tractor, which appeared to be sinking into the earth. He had a line of sight to Steve and Sybil. Jason took cover behind an old shed. Chip had worked his way around to the back of the building and dropped down, shielded from sight by a tree.
A man suddenly charged out of the rambling old building, looking intently in Charlie's direction and firing an automatic rifle as he ran. Bullets bounced off the old tractor Charlie was using for cover. Chip brought his rifle around just as a second man appeared, also carrying an automatic weapon. Chip squeezed off two rounds, and the second man fell over backwards. He was lining his rifle up on the man shooting toward Charlie, when he heard Jason's rifle bark. Chip watched as the first man pitched forward into some old farm machinery and became motionless.
As soon as Steve heard the gunfire, he stood and began racing for the front door of the building. While not caught totally by surprise, Sybil was unable to keep up with him, but she did her best. Steve was within 50 feet of the open door, when two heavily armed men came running out to meet him. Steve never hesitated as he brought up his handguns and began firing.
Sybil saw both men drop. She then noticed movement out of the corner of her eye. A man was steadying a rifle over the back of an old pickup as he took aim at Steve! Sybil growled deep in her throat as she brought her handgun to bear on the man and began firing. The man jerked each time a bullet struck him as Sybil emptied her weapon.
Steve turned to see the man slide to the ground and nodded to Sybil, just as an explosion rocked the inside of the building. Dust and smoke billowed through the open door. Both Steve and Sybil instinctively dropped to the ground.
As they cautiously regained their feet, a man's heavily accented voice came from inside the building. "I give up! I am unarmed! I am coming out!"
Steve held a gun on the man, his empty hands raised, as he appeared through the smoke and haze. Sybil took that moment to slide a fresh magazine into her weapon.
"Where's the girl?" demanded Steve angrily as he strode up to the strangely behaving man.
"You must know what happens when you don't pay the ransom," replied the man as he wiped some blood from a gash on his head. "I blew up the room she was in. You'll be lucky to find any pieces of the little bitch!"
Without hesitation, Steve pointed his gun at the man's head and fired. By this time, Sybil was next to Steve and saw him jerk at the man's words. She anticipated what would come next. She quickly swept her arm up and pushed Steve's gun to the side, just enough to prevent the bullet from striking the man.
"Don't kill him, Steve! You don't need the trouble it would cause. We have to look for Lena!" urged Sybil as she watched Steve wage an internal battle. She had no hope of preventing Steve from killing the man if he decided to do so. Steve suddenly brought his handgun around and cracked the man on the head, knocking him over backwards. The man remained motionless as Charlie, Chip, and Jason hurried up to them.
"Jesus! That guy's lucky Sybil was here," remarked Chip. "What did he say to piss you off so badly?"
"He told Steve that he just blew up Lena!" answered Sybil. "We need to watch for more kidnappers while we search for her. She may not be dead, but there's no time to waste!"
Steve simply nodded as he stepped over the unconscious man and entered the smoky building. He quickly indentified the area when the blast had occurred. Thirty feet of the wall was missing, as well as the entire roof.
Almost blinded by tears, he began lifting debris in search of Lena. Soon Jason, Chip and Charlie were assisting him in his search as Sybil stood nearby, on the lookout for any remaining kidnappers.
"Steve! Look over by that junk car!"
Steve glanced at Sybil to see what had her so excited. His eyes followed her pointed finger, and he immediately saw some platinum hair. He jumped over a piece of masonry wall still standing and sprinted towards the blonde girl. Fear for her survival created a knot in Steve's stomach.
Dreading what he would find, he couldn't get to the girl fast enough. Stunned, Steve found Lena collapsed on top of Saint! It had been her hair draped across his shoulder they had seen from the ruins of the building.
Steve quickly found both kids had strong pulses. There were chunks of debris from the building scattered all around them, and a few smaller pieces lying on top of them. Lena had a glazed look, while Saint's eyes were closed and blood covered his head.
"I'll get the car and we'll get these kids to the hospital!" offered Jason as he took off running.
Sybil studied her surroundings carefully as she pulled her phone from her pocket. "Gwen, we have her, we're at the old Wilson junkyard; there was gunfire and an explosion. I can't tell how badly Lena was hurt, or even if she was hurt at all. She seems dazed, at the very least.
"Gwen, I'm sorry, but Saint's been hurt as well. He's unconscious and bleeding from his scalp. I don't know what other injuries he may have. We're going to load them up and run for the hospital. It would take an ambulance some time to get way out here and frankly, I don't think Steve would wait for it."
Gwen felt her heart turn to ice at Sybil's words. Saint was hurt and unconscious! She managed to hold it together as she responded to Sybil.
"Thanks, Sybil. We'll send the police to the junkyard and head for the hospital right now. Take care of them, please!"
Everyone began firing questions at Gwen as she disconnected the phone. "Was someone hurt? Did they rescue Lena? What happened, Gwen?" demanded Lisa.
"Sybil never mentioned if the men were hurt," replied Gwen as she faced her family. "They have Lena, but Sybil said she's dazed, and she didn't know if she'd been badly hurt. Saint is bleeding from his head and is unconscious! I need to get to the hospital!"
"I don't know why Steve took Saint!" exclaimed an overwrought Paula. "I knew it was a mistake!"
Gwen stopped so suddenly the others stumbled into her. "Mother, If I ever hear you blame Steve for Saint getting hurt, I'll make certain you never see my kids again. I don't expect you to fully understand the importance of both Saint and Lena growing up and prospering, but know this!
"I believe Saint and Lena are the future of mankind. He'll be in constant danger as he grows up and will likely be badly hurt a few times, much like Steve has been. There's a price to be paid to become a Warrior. And there's no one better equipped to teach Saint what he needs to learn in the next ten or twelve years than Steve! You'll either respect Steve's and my decisions regarding Saint, or even though it will break my heart, I'll have to insist you remove yourself from our family!"
Stunned silence fell over the room. Gwen had never spoken to a family member so sharply, and especially not her mother!
"I apologize, Gwen. I was wrong," sobbed Paula. "I don't understand, but I know I need to trust you and Steve. Will you forgive me?"
"Ride with me to the hospital, Mom. I love you! You're already forgiven. We have to get moving. Hanna and Adam will ride with us. We need to leave right now."
As Jason came racing back with the SUV, Steve carefully cradled Saint in his arms and stood. "Charlie, would you bring Lena? Sybil, please drive us to the hospital. Chip, would you and Jason keep an eye on everything, watch for any more trouble and explain everything to the police when they arrive?
Sybil concentrated on driving as fast as she safely could. She was aware many people became involved in accidents while rushing to the hospital and was determined not to cause any further harm to her precious cargo.
She pulled up near the unloading dock for the emergency room and simply slammed the car into park. Someone else could move it if necessary. She had more pressing issues to worry about.
Steve and Charlie had stepped out of the car as soon as it came to a stop and gently carried the kids toward the ER, only to be confronted by a young police officer. He was new to the job, but two heavily armed and bloody men were exactly what he was tasked to protect against.
"Stop!" demanded the officer as he pulled his gun. "You can't come in here carrying weapons. I need you to disarm immediately!"
Sybil rushed past Steve and shoved her ID into the man's face. "Stand down, officer! These men are Federal Agents in the service of President Hammer!"
By this time, some of the hospital staff had responded to the ruckus outside, recognized Steve and Charlie and pushed two gurneys right past the young officer, ignoring his lack of comprehension.
"Officer Parker, these men are absolutely permitted into this hospital, with or without weapons, anytime of the day or night," announced Dr. Laura Watkins as she went to examine the children.
"Laura, I'll take one of them," called Charlotte as she hurried to where Charlie was placing Lena gently on a gurney. "Gwen called. She'll be here in a few minutes. We need to get them into the ER!"
Reluctantly, Steve stood and watched Laura direct the staff as they wheeled Saint and Lena away. Charlie saw the pain in his friend's face and embraced Steve in a manly hug.
"They'll be okay. You know how tough kids are. And scalp wounds always look worse than they really are."
"Sir? We need to get you into the ER and check your arm," stated a young nurse who suddenly appeared next to Charlie.
"You were hit?" asked a very surprised Steve as he looked at Charlie's arm. "Go with her and get it taken care of!"
"It's little more than a scratch. It doesn't feel any worse than a bee sting," replied Charlie before being led away by the nurse.
Steve then turned to Sybil with concern. "Are you okay? Were you hurt? I was so wrapped up in the kids I couldn't think of anything else. I'm sorry, Sybil."
Sybil shook her head in wonder as she embraced Steve. "I'm fine, and you've got nothing to apologize for. You're a great dad. You know Saint is the one who saved Lena, don't you?"
"I never should've left him alone. I wouldn't ever have stayed in the car, so how could I have expected Saint would? She was wearing the extra vest Saint insisted we bring, and it looks like it made a difference."
"What happened to Charlie? How badly was he hurt?" demanded Jordan as she and Tyler hurried up to Steve and Sybil.
"Jordan, I didn't even know he was bleeding until a moment ago. He carried Lena in and seemed fine. He told me it was little more than a scratch. I'm afraid I let a few people down after I heard that guy claim he'd blown up Lena."
Jordan frowned at Steve's reply and looked to Sybil for a clearer explanation.
"Charlie will be fine. His arm was just bleeding, not gushing. I'm not sure if a bullet grazed him, or he was cut while digging through the rubble looking for Lena. One of those assholes tried to blow up Lena when he discovered we were on the scene. It seems that Saint pulled her out of a tight situation in time to save her life, but he suffered a head injury for his efforts."
By that time, Kate and Lisa were close by and listening intently. Lisa spoke when Sybil finished. "I talked with Jason, and he said he and Chip are fine. They were sorting things out with the police and the FBI, who showed up in time to take over the arrest of the lone kidnapper still alive. He said the guy was bleeding pretty badly and was being brought here."
"Then we need to go somewhere else to discuss this," insisted Sybil. "If I'm here when that guy's brought in, I might try to strangle him to death!"
"Come with me, guys," offered Kate. "The waiting room is just down the hall."
The waiting room was a large carpeted area furnished with numerous chairs and sofas where half a dozen people were sitting around waiting to learn about their loved ones. They had all been watching TV when Steve's group entered the room.
"Steve Hammer?" asked an older woman. "I don't know if you remember me; I used to..."
"Mrs. Jenkins? You lived on Gwen's street before we moved to Asgard. Of course I remember you!"
"You're so kind to remember an old woman. The news people broke into the talk show a little while ago to tell us that the beautiful little girl you and Saint rescued in Hungary had been kidnapped here in Sparta. They said you were involved in a gun battle with the kidnappers, but no one knows how it turned out.
"Are you hurt? You're wearing guns and there's blood on your shirt, so I bet it didn't turn out too well for the kidnappers. Is that adorable little girl okay, if you don't mind my asking?"
"Ma'am, thanks for asking. Lena is here, and the doctors are tending to her. I'm hoping for the best," answered Steve politely just as Adam Kiss rushed into the room.
"Steve! How is Lena? I was told to wait here because the ER was getting too crowded. Hanna was allowed in with Gwen, but I haven't seen Lena at all. How is she?" asked the obviously concerned father before adding. "And how badly was Saint injured?"
Several of the people around them let out gasps upon hearing Saint had been hurt. All eyes turned to Steve.
"She was dazed, but was breathing fine and seemed to be getting better during the ride in, but she didn't say a word, not that we were encouraging her to. Saint took a blow to his head, I'm guessing from flying debris. He was unconscious and bleeding, but his pulse and respiration were regular. We need to wait for a report from the medical staff. There's no better hospital or doctors than right here in Sparta," responded Steve as he took a seat next to Sybil and Tyler.
Jason and Chip joined Steve and the others in the waiting room. A few minutes later, Charlie and Jordan joined them. Charlie had his left sleeve missing and a large fresh bandage wrapped around that arm.
Mrs. Jenkins watched the rugged men as they discussed the day's events before commenting to the others in the room. "It looks like the boys are back in town, to quote Jordan from that great song. If these boys want to fight, you'd better let 'em!"
The older woman then declared, "Sparta's home to some of the toughest, best looking men imaginable. I feel a lot safer because of them."
Less than an hour later, Gwen walked into the waiting room to find Steve quietly speaking with their friends. The others in the room had gradually become accustomed to sharing a room with the famous Steve Hammer, and with Charlie and Jordan Burns, but were unable to stifle their oohs and aahs when Gwen entered.
"Saint is going to be fine," announced Gwen with a smile as she wrapped her arms around her husband. "Both kids will be fine. Saint was concussed by something striking his head, but there was minimal swelling, and he's feeling much better."
"Gwen, I never..." was all Steve managed.
"Hush, Husband," replied Gwen as she kissed Steve into silence. "Saint saved Lena's life. He had to be there so he could go to her. It's begun. We have to prepare for it. Those kids are the future for far more than we realized. And I'm talking worlds, not countries."
Gwen suddenly turned red when she heard gasps from several onlookers. "I need to save this for a more private time and place, but don't blame yourself for anything. Saint needs to learn all he can from his father, and everything is as it should be. He's spending the night here for observation, and he wants to speak to his Dad."
Saint had a bandage wrapped around his head and he looked pale, but his eyes were alert when Steve stepped into the room. When Steve smiled down at him, his face came alive with worry.
"Dad, I know you told me to stay in the car, but I just couldn't! Lena was in danger, and she needed me. I had to try to help her!"
"Saint, don't worry; one of the most difficult decisions a responsible man has to make in his life is determining when to follow an order, and when disobeying it is the right thing to do," responded Steve. "I told you to stay with the car based on what I knew at the time. Then more information became available to you, and you acted accordingly. That's exactly what men of honor and conscience do. I'm proud of you!"
Gwen beamed as she watched her husband embrace their son. Saint was destined to shoulder tremendous responsibilities, and his father was the only man she trusted to prepare him for it. She knew Saint would learn far more than strategy and tactics from his father. He would also learn the compassion, wisdom and leadership skills a true warrior must possess.
Paula had entered the room just in time to hear Steve's response to Saint and see the two share a hug. Tears came to her eyes as she thought back to Gwen's strong support of Steve's decisions regarding Saint. Gwen understood her men so much better than Paula ever could. It was increasingly apparent why her daughter had become the Queen of Peace, and Steve was known as The Warrior. They were both extraordinary in every way, and she would never question their decisions again.
Gwen and Steve were given a room in the hospital so they could spend the night close to Saint. Hanna and Adam Kiss were allowed similar use of a room. Lady in Red had donated millions to the facility over the years, and the administration well understood how important the Hammers had been to the hospital's growth and success. The hospital was delighted to offer them accommodations.
The parking lot was jammed with reporters as Gwen, Steve and Saint emerged from the hospital shortly before noon the next day. Typical of the couple's approachability to the media, they made their way around their waiting vehicle and approached the gathered reporters.
"Madam President! Can you tell us how your son is doing today?" asked Heather Jensen.
"He's doing very well. Thank you, Heather," responded Gwen with a smile. "He suffered a minor concussion but is almost totally recovered. We'll keep him as quiet as possible for a couple of days, but that's merely a precaution."
"Why did you allow your husband to place your son in such a dangerous situation?" demanded a man reporting for a cable news station. "Wasn't it reckless to send a 7-year-old boy into a probable gun battle?"
"Would you care to rephrase your question?" asked Gwen tersely. "Insulting me and implying my husband and I aren't dedicated to the safety of our children won't get you very far."
"I apologize!" replied the reporter immediately before rephrasing his question. "Could you tell us why your son accompanied your husband on such a dangerous endeavor?"
"I can, although you may not believe my answer. Saint has a special connection with Lena. It's much like the one I have with Steve, only stronger," continued Gwen as she squeezed Steve's arm. "Steve needed Saint on hand to locate Lena. Once Saint determined where Lena was being held, he was instructed to remain in our SUV. The situation devolved, so Saint decided he had to involve himself.
"He managed to free Lena from her prison shortly before the rabble that had kidnapped her set off an explosive device intended to kill her. If Saint had not been along, Lena would have been killed. Our son was the key to Lena Kiss's survival."
"Do you expect people to believe that your son and that little girl have some sort of special connection?" demanded the same reporter.
"I expect people to believe what they choose. I'm simply answering your questions, but I'll not take any more from you, Sir. Your attitude is not acceptable," replied Gwen calmly.
"Madam President, why did the kidnappers choose Lena Kiss for their victim?" asked another reporter.
"I can only assume they found the security surrounding the children of our friends and family far too difficult to circumvent. Lena's parents arrived in Sparta unannounced and unknown to our security, making Lena vulnerable. Those despicable jackals must have recognized her as the little girl who won our hearts in Hungary and seized the only opportunity available to them."



"Madam President, can you better describe this connection you believe your son has with that little girl from Hungary?" asked an older woman reporter from a national newspaper. "You're giving us the impression she's someone very special to you."
"Not at this time, Eunice," answered Gwen honestly. "Lena is extremely special to Steve and me, as well as to Saint. Only time will reveal in what ways."
"Less than a week has passed since you were removed from office," prefaced another reporter. "During that time, you and your husband, with the help of a few others, have saved the young victims of a horrible school bus accident, created a new group of followers you call your Road Warriors, and thwarted a kidnapping. How are you enjoying your retirement thus far?"
Gwen and Steve both laughed along with the reporters at the question. "That's actually a very good question, Hector. Once I was relieved of the responsibilities and restrictions that come with the office of President, Steve and I quickly became more involved in our community, family and friends. They are the heart and soul of this country. Washington is obviously broken, but the citizens of this country are not. They donate time, blood, sweat and money to help others. Lady in Red is all about helping others, and now we have the liberty to concentrate on that endeavor."
"Your movie has dominated the box offices and has already raked in well over a billion dollars worldwide," observed Heather. "Are you surprised at its tremendous success? And do you feel that your 'We Come in Peace World Tour' contributed heavily to your success?"
Gwen smiled at Heather before responding. "I have no way of knowing. Truthfully, it doesn't matter to me. We're very pleased it has done so well and are grateful for the kind words critics and moviegoers have given the film. The best thing about it is we now have more in the till to support our humanitarian efforts around the globe."
"Steve, it's been reported you and your friends were involved in a gun battle with the kidnappers and five of them were killed. The lone survivor suffered a blunt force trauma to the head. His lawyer is claiming you struck him after he'd surrendered. Is that true?"
"I don't believe anyone can corroborate that story," replied Steve with equanimity. "You're referring to a man who set off an explosive in an attempt to kill a 7-year-old girl. A man willing to murder a helpless child is also likely to lie, wouldn't you agree?"
"Your response is simply that he cannot prove the claim?" pressed the reporter. "That isn't quite the strong denial we were expecting."
"It'll have to do," retorted Steve.
"It was reported by a local police officer that Mrs. Smith identified herself, as well as you and Charlie Burns as Federal Officers," pointed out an older man working for AP. "Was that a ruse to get you inside the hospital more quickly?"
"Please allow me to respond," asked Gwen as she looked for and found Steve's approval. "During my tenure as President of the United States, I appointed Steve, Charlie, Chip, Jason and Sybil to the Secret Service. I also issued an executive order granting them authority to operate within Homeland Security, the FBI and ATF. Once I was removed from office, I requested that these five individuals be allowed to retain their rather unorthodox designations. In return, I signed off on any and all Secret Service protection. They are indeed, Federal Agents."
The next few days were spent in Asgard as Steve and Gwen relaxed as much as possible. They spent a fair amount of time with their house guests Adam, Lena and Hanna Kiss.
Gwen revealed a major surprise the second afternoon of their stay. The two couples were joined by Kate, Lisa, Sybil, Jordan, Paula and their spouses. Ted had just returned from his business trip.
"Hanna and I have had the same recurring dream," began Gwen to get the attention of everyone. "It isn't very clear, but we always see Saint and Lena as young adults battling unimaginable creatures as well as humanlike enemies."
"It's odd you're both having the same dream," admitted Chip. "Is this more like sharing a vision?"
"Is it that obvious?" asked a surprised Gwen.
"You've been dropping some rather strong hints lately, Sis," stated Kate, joining the discussion.
"What we see isn't of this Earth!" interjected Hanna. "Logic and science tell me mankind will never see travel to other worlds in the kids' lifetime, so on the surface it all seems distinctly impossible."
"It's impossible, yet you have more to reveal, don't you?" asked Lisa intently.
"Yes. We think it's possible that while the inhabitants of Earth won't develop interstellar space travel within the next several generations, other life forms may travel here," admitted Gwen.
No one spoke for over a minute as Gwen's declaration was digested. It was Chip who finally broke the silence.
"You do realize this all sounds pretty crazy, don't you? Is this theory based on anything more than a dream, or a vision? I'm not disputing you. I'd just like to see some evidence."
"We don't have any, except for sharing the same dream," replied Gwen softly. "And we both see that old fortune teller in the dream every time. She's constantly urging us to prepare, especially Saint and Lena."
"That, and I've been granted access to signals from deep space," stated Hanna. "The Canadian Hydrogen Intensity Mapping Experiment, or CHIME, in British Columbia has detected a Fast Radio Burst, or FRB. It's my belief it originated from intelligent beings in deep space."
"Even if that's true, the time required to travel to Earth from deep space is astronomical, pardon the pun," argued Kate. "It's impossible for any creature to reach earth in less than thousands of years, unless they do the Star Trek thing with warp speed and travel faster than light, which simply isn't possible."
"That's the flaw in our theory, unless they began their journey to earth eons ago" admitted Hanna. "To base such an unbelievable theory on visions and short radio wave bursts just isn't reasonable. Which is why I'm asking Lady in Red to help me build a smaller, yet stronger radio telescope based on my calculations and design. It would require almost two years building, and costing over two hundred million dollars, again going by my calculations. We could build it on the hill west of the lake and would require less than ten acres of your land."
"Wow! You don't beat around the bush, do you?" asked Lisa rhetorically. "May I assume you believe this telescope of your design will answer your questions about alien life forms and their intentions?"
"I believe it will give us data," replied Hanna with a scientist's precision. "Data that Adam and I would have to analyze and interpret. This project will take years. Gwen and I both place the ages of Lena and Saint in our visions at around 20. That means we have less than 13 years to get this right, if it's an eventuality. Or it may be that Gwen and I are imagining it all."
"It's up to you guys," added Gwen. "I'd never blame you if you refused Hanna's request, I know how weird it all sounds. And either way, we need to keep this among ourselves. It could create all kinds of unpleasant situations, including but not limited to my being burned at the stake as a witch, wasting $200 million dollars and years of Hanna and Adam's time, and our possibly becoming the laughing stock of the world. It could curtail much of the power and influence we've accumulated over the years."
"So our choice is between saving the world, or saving a couple hundred million bucks?" quipped Kate. "I've seen too many things I can't explain to go against Sis and Hanna. I vote we go for it."
"Agreed. What do we need to get this started?" asked Lisa.
"I say we give Hanna a blank check to get whatever she needs. Tyler can oversee the ordering and contracting," Jordan chimed in.
"That's it?" marveled a stunned Hanna Kiss. "No long discussions? You've made your decision that quickly? You're trusting me to spend $200 million of your money so easily?"
"It appears so, Hanna; we're not exactly broke you know, and saving the world seems kinda worth doing," quipped Kate.
"There's something else you and Gwen sort of glossed over," pointed out Paula. "You both believe Saint and Lena will be involved in this future battle, or whatever it is. Are they the only two involved? Surely there'll be lots more people helping!"
"That's the rub, Mom," answered Gwen, studying her mother's face. "Lena and Saint will be doing this... whatever it is, on their own, with no help of any kind from anyone else on Earth. We've both seen that quite clearly."
"We've got thirteen years; so for now, let's take a swim and relax for a few hours," suggested Kate to break the tension. "We'll bring the kids and have a fun family gathering and keep our mouths shut about all this. Let's go about our daily business as if we have no idea what's going to happen, which is truthfully the case."
That evening as they prepared for bed, Steve asked Gwen a question which had been on his mind. "With all this going on in Saint's future, it would probably be best if I remained retired from football, don't you think?"
"Hanna and I discussed that. You can't spend all your time working with Saint. He and Lena still need to be kids as much as possible," reasoned Gwen. "Thirteen years is a large chunk of our lives and we need to live it, not fear its ending. I know you want to play again, so if it were up to me, I'd encourage you to get back with the team. You know Saint wants to see his Dad play another year. He's older now and can better appreciate what you do. It's your decision but if you're asking me, I say play."
"What about all the things Saint needs to learn? I'll be pretty busy for a few months, with very little time for you and the kids," worried Steve.
"That's the downside to possibly knowing the future. We could get so wrapped up in our concern for it that we'd no longer enjoy the life we have," replied Gwen. "You have to do things for Steve now and then. You're a wonderful husband and father, but please don't stop being Steve Hammer, quarterback, actor, writer, musician, and whatever else. You've always placed us ahead of your personal wants and needs. But especially now that I'm no longer President, I want my husband to do the things he loves."
"You realize that list of things "I love to do" puts you at the top, don't you?" responded Steve with a chuckle as he cupped his wife's left breast. "I think I'll do you first, and then get around to the other stuff later."
Gwen, Jordan, Lisa, Kate and their husbands joined Jared and Naomi in New York for the Spartan game against the Giants that Sunday. Jared was delighted to see his friends again.
"My bosses are here to check up on me? We've lost our first two games, so you're already looking for my replacement?" he joked.
"You know us better than that," answered Jordan. "Your contract has clauses allowing us to renew it a few dozen times. You'll be running the Spartans until you're sitting in a rocking chair in a retirement home."
"I've managed to find a way to bolster our defense, beginning next week!" revealed a pleased Jared. "I've been cleared to play again. I'll practice this week and be in the lineup next weekend. It'll take a few weeks to get back into game shape, but I'll be able to play at least somewhat well at first, and hopefully help the team."
"That's great news!" squealed Kate as she hugged the big man. "You're better at half strength than most of these guys on their best days. I love watching you play."
"That still leaves us with a glaring weakness at quarterback," replied Jared as he looked toward Steve. "The kid we've got starting has real potential, but he was never expected to step in and lead the team during his rookie season. If we only had a smart, experienced guy to mentor him, he'd be the real deal in a year or two."
"I'm not a football genius, but I think I have the solution to your problem," responded Gwen with a smile. "Are you willing to take a chance on an older player, someone that's a little rusty?"
"By older, do you mean someone my age and probably still the best quarterback in the league?" asked a delighted Jared. "We can still make the play-offs if we start winning some games!"
That weekend, the Spartans lost their third game of the season 32-17. Sports writers were pointing out how difficult it was to begin a season with 0-3 and still reach the play-offs. One reporter made that very observation to Jared in a postgame interview.
"I understand we have a difficult road ahead, but we're making some changes this week that should strengthen the team. I've been cleared to play and all modesty aside, I think I can make a difference to our defense. We've also been able to add an experienced quarterback. He'll help our rookie quarterback develop without so much pressure on him."
"Tell us Steve Hammer is coming out of retirement!" yelled an excited reporter.
"Okay, Steve's coming out of retirement," obeyed Jared with a laugh. "I have no doubt his ability and leadership will immediately make us a far better team. My goal isn't just making the play-offs but winning the Super Bowl."
"You have a home game against Dallas next weekend. Will Steve be ready to play by then?" asked a blonde female sidelines reporter.
"He'll definitely be playing," replied Jared with a grin. "Colt Chance will have two more shots at Steve in head-to-head meetings this season, not that he'll win either of them. This is the matchup every NFL fan loves. They'd better savor it!"
The following Sunday night found Gwen and Jordan singing the National Anthem before a packed house of raucous fans. When it was announced that Steve and Jared would be in the lineup, the network airing the Sunday night games exercised an option in its contract. The scheduled starting time of 1 PM was changed to prime time, and the network anticipated a huge viewing audience.
The network had made certain fans knew Steve was playing in its Sunday night game. It hyped the game with clips from the various activities Steve had participated in during the previous few months. Even viewers who had never watched a football game tuned in to watch what the network billed as "The Return of The Warrior", as well as to see his beautiful wife, the woman who had so recently been President of the United States and was still proclaimed Queen of Peace. Congress impeaching and removing her from office had only made her more popular and admired by many of the citizens of the nation.
Steve had practiced hard all week to regain his timing with his backs and receivers, but he knew he was still rusty and would be missing plays he had been accustomed to making easily. So he went into the game determined to minimize his mistakes and give his team a chance to win.
This season The Cowboys had drafted a middle linebacker, Leon Baker from Ohio State, in the first round. He was off to a fast start with four sacks in his first three games. He was also an excellent run stopper and had really stiffened Dallas's defense.
The rookie had soon become known as a showboat. He celebrated his plays a little harder and longer than his opponents felt appropriate. He had also made a point of telling reporters Steve Hammer was too old to give him or his team any problems. He promised to sack Steve at least once during the game.
The kid quickly made good on his promise, as he dropped Steve for a loss in the first offensive series. Thereafter the Spartans began keeping the tight end or a back near Steve, just to help block Baker.
Home team fans became incensed when the rookie hit Steve late and very hard at the very end of the third quarter. To compound the fans' irritation, the kid stood over Steve beating his chest as an obviously shaken Steve slowly rolled over and regained his feet. The play was assessed a 15 yard penalty, allowing the Spartans to make a field goal early in the fourth quarter to bring them within 4 of Dallas.
Jared and the defense stopped Colt Chance's offense just beyond field goal range. Dallas punted and pinned the Spartans down on their own 7-yard line with less than 7 minutes to play.
Steve missed two passes he would have made with more practice. Then with a 3rd and 10, he once again threw behind his receiver. As he watched the ball hit the ground behind his target, he was bowled over yet again by Baker.
The crowd was silent as Steve lay stretched out on the field with the young linebacker again beating his chest and prancing around in some sort of dance. Several flags flew as everyone waited to see if Steve was okay. Two trainers were trotting onto the field as Steve slowly managed to stand up. They asked him questions and examined his eyes and memory before clearing him to remain in the game.
The penalty advanced the ball to the 22-yard line and automatically gave the Spartans a first down. Steve told his concerned teammates in the huddle, "We'll have to run the ball to give me some time to clear my head. Just block your men."
After three running plays, the Spartans still needed 4 yards for a first down. Steve never looked to the sideline to see if the coach wanted to punt; he simply called the next play. He handed the ball off to the tailback, who promptly ran up the middle for 6 yards! The Spartans then slowly marched down the field and reached the Dallas 20-yard line with a minute left in the game.
The fans were on the edges of their seats when Steve moved into the shotgun and backpedaled once he received the ball. He found his running back open as he raced across the middle of the field, just 8 yards from the end zone. Steve hit the young back right in the numbers with a perfect spiral. But the ball bounced off the receiver's hands and shot upwards and slightly closer to the goal line!
Thousands of fans let out a collective groan as Leon Baker gathered the ball into his arms and quickly headed downfield with the interception. He evaded several tackles before putting a spin move on a Spartan receiver trying to bring him down. As he finished his spin and once again turned downfield, he was met by Steve Hammer hurtling towards him at full speed! The loud crack of their pads colliding echoed around the stadium.
Steve had watched the play go south and instinctively knew the young linebacker would try to run the ball back for a score rather than go to the turf and let his team's offense run out the clock for the victory. With no Dallas players near enough to block him, Steve raced up the middle of the field and timed his hit perfectly, just as Baker came out of his spin. Steve's left shoulder hit the young linebacker in the chest as he tightly clutched the football.
The force of the collision lifted Baker completely off his feet and sent him flying backwards, forcing the ball from his grip. Once again it seemed to float upwards before yielding to the forces of gravity and beginning its downward journey.
The Spartans running back who had bobbled Steve's original pass had been chasing down Baker when Steve hit the man and dislodged the football. Incredibly, the ball dropped right into his arms for the second time in a single play! This time he tucked it in and raced toward his end zone. In a stunning reversal of fortune, he crossed the goal line to give the Spartans the lead. The extra point would make it a 4-point lead, with just 20 seconds left to play.
The extra point attempt was delayed while the Cowboys training staff worked on young Leon Baker. He was finally helped to his feet and guided off the field as the home fans whistled and yelled their pleasure at his misfortune. After the successful point after attempt, the Spartans' defense held Dallas back, clinching their first win of the season. In the locker room, the players were jubilant.



Jared went to the middle of the room and called for silence, which was quickly granted. "Today you guys saw how it's done. Never give up on a play! That kid had us beat, but Steve didn't accept that and made the play we needed. That's why he's the team leader, he finds ways to win. He was rusty as hell tonight, but he stuck it out and fought for the win. He won the game with heart. The rest of you need to learn from him. There's no quit in Steve Hammer! That's how I want this team to be on every down!"
When Steve slowly walked up on the small stage and stood in front of the microphones for the postgame interview, he was holding Gwen's hand and smiling gingerly. He responded to each question thoughtfully and with good humor.
In his rookie season, Steve had begun asking Gwen to join him for postgame interviews whenever she was available. His reasoning was simple. The reporters asked as many questions about his wife as they did about the game. Bringing Gwen to the interviews allowed the reporters to address their questions directly to her, as well as giving her more press. Steve had no problem sharing, or even yielding the limelight to Gwen. The reporters looked forward to the interviews, and Gwen almost always made the highlight reels the next day. It seemed many sports fans enjoyed seeing a beautiful woman knowledgeably discussing football.
"Steve! Do you think Baker hit you with a couple of cheap shots today?" asked a network reporter.
"The officials judged that he hit me late and handled the situation appropriately. The two 15-yard penalties he drew allowed us to score twice and win the game. It all worked out quite well," replied Steve with a smile.
"How about that hit you smacked him down with after he caught your deflected pass? Didn't you hit him especially hard?" asked another reporter.
"Hard enough to knock the football loose, which was my intent," replied Steve with a wry grin. "He's young and he'll learn. If he'd simply gathered the ball in and hit the turf, Dallas would have won the game. Football is a team game, and players always need to do what's best for the team, not for their individual stats."
"Are you saying Baker isn't a team player?" asked the same reporter.
"I'm not saying that. You'll have to ask him why he risked the game by trying to run back that play, when simply dropping down and covering the ball would have guaranteed a win," suggested Steve. "Maybe he had a logical reason for risking the game, I just can't think of one. Dallas would have had possession with very little time left in the game. As quarterback, Colt could have simply taken a knee a time or two for the win."
After spending several minutes questioning Steve, reporters directed their attention to Gwen. She graciously responded to the questions posed by the reporters. She answered several before drawing the session to an end.
"Thanks, everyone. Steve needs to eat and relax a little. He'd like to stay here answering questions all night, but we have friends waiting for us. The Spartans are for real! The fans can start making their Super Bowl reservations. Jared and Steve were the missing parts to the team puzzle. We've got this!"
"Will you be having dinner with Colt Chance?" questioned a female sports reporter.
"It's common knowledge Steve and I consider Colt a dear friend. We try to get together whenever our schedules allow it," responded Gwen. "He's been invited to join us tonight for a very late meal, and I hope he can make it."
Gwen, Naomi, Jared and Steve were enjoying a midnight dinner at Anna's Place with Colt Chance. The restaurant was teeming with fans that had attended the game and had decided to stop by for a good meal, and hopefully to catch sight of Steve and Gwen Hammer. Gwen noticed Heather Jensen sitting alone at a table in the corner. She excused herself and walked over to speak with her.
All the patrons stopped talking as they watched Gwen Hammer, the most beautiful and popular woman in the world, casually stroll past them. Many had their phones in their hands as they snapped pictures and videos of what would be one of the biggest highlights of their lives.
"Heather, would you like to join us at our table? We have room, and we always enjoy your company. Naomi, Jared and Steve will be glad to see you, and I know Colt will be ecstatic."
"I'd love to join you, Madam President," replied an obviously pleased Heather Jensen. "I've been told by my network not to refer to you as My Queen so often. I'm sorry about that."
"That's fine, I don't mind. Call me whatever you like. Just come with me," insisted Gwen as she reached for Heather's hand and led the reporter back to her table.
Steve had seen Gwen returning with Heather and had quickly pulled an unoccupied chair from a nearby table and placed it next to Colt's. Gwen nodded her approval as Jared and Colt stood to greet Heather.
"You know Steve, Jared and Naomi of course, but I don't know if you've ever met Colt Chance. He's a football player of some kind," added Gwen with a chuckle.
"I should say he is! When Steve isn't winning the Super Bowl, Colt is. It's amazing to me you three men are friends. Jared planted you on the turf twice tonight, and Steve just about ripped your star linebacker into pieces," stated Heather with a big smile.
"Baker learned a thing or two in tonight's game," replied Colt with a smile as he shook Heather's hand. "It's a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Jensen. I watch you on TV all the time."
"Please call me Heather; I did a piece with your Courtney when I first got into broadcasting," recalled Heather. "It was about breast cancer and how hard she worked for her charity. I really admired her; she was very beautiful. I'm so sorry she succumbed to the disease."
"Thanks," responded Colt. "I miss her every day, but our two kids, along with football, keep me pretty busy."
"You played a great game tonight," praised Heather as she took the proffered seat next to Colt. "If Baker hadn't made so many bone-headed plays, you would've won the game, but then our Spartans wouldn't be celebrating our first victory."
Steve glanced at Gwen with a raised eyebrow. She smiled and winked back with her head turned so Heather and Colt wouldn't notice. Steve and Gwen had often discussed the tragic death of Chase Colt's wife Courtney from breast cancer at the age of 29. They had long hoped he could somehow find another love with whom to share his life and family.
Dinner was almost over when Heather checked a text message on her phone. "Mom just asked me if I'm dating Colt Chance!"
"I didn't say anything, but my agent texted me the same question about you," revealed Colt. "Being out in public with Gwen, Naomi, Jared and Steve draws a lot of attention. I'm sorry if this causes you any embarrassment."
"Embarrassment? Being linked with Colt Chance while dining with the Whites and the Hammers?" chortled Heather. "I can't imagine how it could get any better! The tabloids have printed stories about me and some rather unsavory characters over the past few months. Being seen with a true gentleman who works so hard for a worthwhile charity when he isn't winning Super Bowls is a pretty good thing in my mind."
"Yeah, Steve's a great guy, but how do you feel about me?" asked Chance with a straight face.
"I was referring to..., you're pulling my leg, aren't you?" countered Heather with a laugh.
"Would it be okay if I called you sometime?" asked Chase nervously. "I've had a great time tonight and I'd love to see you again, if you're okay with it."
Heather's face lit up in an even bigger smile as she pulled a card from her purse and wrote on the back of it. "This is my cell. Only my Mom and a few close friends and relatives have it. Call me anytime."
Later that evening as Steve and Gwen were snuggling in bed, Steve asked the question Gwen was expecting. "Was it a coincidence Heather was at the restaurant tonight, or did you two have something cooked up?"
"Whatever do you mean?" responded Gwen innocently. "Can't a girl introduce a good friend to another good friend without it being a conspiracy? They're two great people and if they happen to hit it off, so much the better. Besides, she'll stop making those doe eyes at you all the time if she falls in love with Colt."
Just two days after the first Spartan victory, Gwen Hammer was announced as the winner of the Nobel Peace Prize! Her work as President of the United States had prevented a world war. Added to that, her humanitarian efforts through Lady in Red, made her selection an easy decision. She had been nominated by charitable organizations supported by Lady in Red two years running, but this time, The Queen of Peace was actually awarded the Peace Prize!
The Spartans entered the easiest part of their schedule and managed to squeak out victories against three of the league's weaker opponents. Meanwhile Steve was slowly working back into playing shape and regaining his timing with his receivers. The biggest problem he now had was his porous offensive line; it was allowing him to get hit too often.
By the time the Spartans entered the heart of their schedule, Steve's passes were sharp and on target, so the opposing teams began sending more players after him. And of course, when he was given little or no time to look for receivers, he was less effective. As the season went on, Steve was spending more and more time being treated for bruises and contusions by the trainers. The Spartans continued to win, but Steve was paying a heavy price.
The Spartans had won six consecutive games when they lost their starting halfback to a leg injury. Steve approached the head coach before practice.
"Hank, we have to start getting Ben some snaps in these games. He didn't play badly in the first three games, even though we lost. He just needs more experience and confidence to become a major asset to us. I'm beginning to realize I'm not 21 anymore, and it's getting harder for me to recover from the beatings I've been taking. I have a suggestion."
Steve didn't tell his coach he had decided this would be his last season of football. He wanted to spend more time with Gwen and the kids, and his enthusiasm for the game was waning. Their second-string quarterback needed to gain some serious experience, since he would be starting the following season.
Half an hour later, Steve stood next to the coach while he addressed the team. "Men, I've talked it over with Steve, and we have to adjust, or we'll never make the play-offs. You all know Steve's been taking a beating every game, and it's taking a toll. Sunday we lost Dexter to a leg injury, and he was our best blocking back. So to help keep Steve healthy and ready for the play-offs, we're going to play Ben a lot more."
"You're going to sacrifice his scrawny body to help keep our diva healthy and in the lineup?" asked a grinning Jared.
"That's pretty much what I'm thinking," agreed the coach with a chuckle. "Ben needs more experience, so he'll be ready to take over if Steve goes down. So he'll be practicing with the first team and getting more playing time, but not in any ordinary way.
"We're going with a two-quarterback offense. By that, I mean both Steve and Ben will be on the field at the same time. One will line up at quarterback and the other as a halfback or receiver. Ben's a strong runner, and Steve does pretty well in a pinch."
The Spartans played the Eagles, a division rival, the following Sunday. The Eagles were taken by surprise when both Steve and Ben took the field on the first offensive play. Ben lined up as the only back behind Steve, who stood at shotgun. Steve took the snap and tossed the ball back to Ben, who appeared to be sweeping around the right end.
But then Ben suddenly launched the football downfield to a wide-open tight end! The receiver managed to reach Philadelphia's 20 before being shoved out of bounds. The Spartans lined up the same way for the next play. This time Steve began calling the signals until he went in motion, much to the surprise of the Eagles and their fans. The center then hiked the ball to Ben, who looked right before firing a tight spiral over the middle to Steve, who caught the ball on a dead run and reached the end zone before the surprised defensive backs could recover.
The first set of downs established the style of offense the Spartans would utilize for the rest of the season. Steve and Ben would run the ball often enough to keep the defense honest, but the wide-open and often unpredictable passing game combined with Jared's stubborn defense carried the team to the play-offs. They only dropped one more game for their only loss after Steve and Jared had rejoined the team. That loss was their second game with Dallas.
In December, Steve skipped a Friday practice to travel with Gwen to Oslo to accept her Nobel Prize. They were accompanied by jubilant family and friends. Gwen's acceptance speech was filled with praise for others.
"I want to thank The Norwegian Nobel Committee for this incredible honor," began a beaming Gwen as she looked over the audience. "I think everyone knows it was the hard work and strong negotiating skills of my husband Steve Hammer and my very good friend Naomi White, which allowed the world to avoid a devastating war. I accept this award not for myself, but for all the people of the world who seek only to enjoy peace, prosperity and good health. My promise to everyone listening is this. I will work as hard as I can to make it possible for everyone to attain those goals. That's my pledge to you."
The Spartans faced the Cowboys in the second round of the play-offs. Before the game, Leon Baker approached Steve.
"I owe you an apology for the way I played in our first meeting. Colt wanted me to talk to you before our second game with you guys, but I was too pigheaded. He pretty much told me to man up and do it today, or he'd make my life hell in the locker room, and now I get the point. I was a jerk for hitting you late. I thought I'd knock you out of the game, or make you so angry you'd do something stupid. That isn't the way the game's meant to be played, and I apologize."
Fans watched as Steve reached out to shake young Baker's hand. The two men smiled, slapped each other on the back and parted. Baker, and of course Chance, played very well, but the Spartans prevailed to win 22- 20 and advance to the NFC Championship game against the Saints.
The following week the Spartans rode the efforts of the defense to beat the Saints in a low-scoring game, and to punch their ticket to the Super Bowl. Jared was playing extremely well, and the defensive unit had become the stingiest in the league.
As luck would have it, the Academy Awards were held the weekend between the conference championships and the Super Bowl. Charlie and Jordan were the co-hosts for the third consecutive year. Steve had been nominated for Best Actor, as well as Best Original Screenplay, while Gwen was up for Best Actress. Becky was thrilled to be one of the contenders for Best Supporting Actress. Charlie and Jordan were once again in the running for Best Original Song. The Queen's Ransom had smashed all box office records and was favored to win Best Picture.
Fairly early in the evening, Becky's name was called for Best Supporting Actress. She held her statuette in her hand and flashed her trademark smile to the crowd. Her acceptance speech was brief but emotional.
"I lost a hand years ago while I was still in high school, and I believed my life was over. I felt like a freak. Then my amazing sister introduced me to Steve Hammer. Can you believe a single prom date with him saved my life?" asked Becky as the crowd broke into laughter.
"My wonderful husband Pete and I agree on this. Any success we've enjoyed is the result of our friendship with Steve and Gwen Hammer. She's truly our Queen, and there is no doubt Steve is her Warrior. They're also our friends. I dedicate this award to the Hammers!"
Jordan and Charlie took home the Oscar for Best Original Song. The crowd cheered long and hard for them as they took the stage. Jordan thanked Charlie before mentioning Gwen and Steve as inspirations, as well as their best friends.
A short time later, Steve was awarded the Oscar for Best Original Screenplay. His acceptance was gracious and poignant.
"I want to thank everyone that helped make our movie the great success it's been," began Steve. "You know who you are. I've been fortunate to have a great support group, but it all begins with my wife, the Lady in Red. All I am is a direct result of her love and faith in me. I proudly accept this honor and devote it to the woman who so recently brought peace to a very troubled world. I live only to serve my Queen!"
Steve received a standing ovation as he headed offstage. The camera panned the crowd and settled on Gwen. She wiped tears from her cheeks as she smiled proudly.
When Gwen was announced as the winner of the Best Actress award, the audience broke into a huge ovation. The raucous reception continued as Gwen made her way to the podium to receive her Oscar. She smiled, waved and nodded to the crowd while she waited for the noise to subside. Once it became quiet enough for Gwen to speak, she wiped her eyes and uttered but one sentence.
"The Warrior has made me your Queen, and I pledge my love to him for as long as we both shall live!" proclaimed Gwen before starting back to her seat to another huge round of applause.
It was almost anticlimactic when Steve's name was called for Best Actor. He grabbed Gwen's hand and pulled her to her feet to accompany him to the stage. Once they were in front of the cameras, Steve looked into Gwen's face, declared "My Queen," and knelt in front of her with his head bowed.
Gwen beamed as the auditorium erupted into cheers and whistles. Once she was certain she would be heard, she spoke only two words. "Rise, Warrior."
Steve stood and swept Gwen into his arms for a passionate kiss, to the delight of the audience watching at home, as well as those in the theater. This couple had captivated the world like none other in history.
The main cast of characters took to the stage when The Queen's Ransom was announced as the year's Best Picture. Kate and Lisa went to the microphone and Kate spoke first.
"We're fortunate to have been blessed with the amazing talent assembled before you. It all begins with Jordan, Gwen, Charlie and Steve. Your support of Lady in Red's various enterprises in general, and this wonderful movie in particular, allows us to help more people in need."
Kate took a step back, and Lisa moved to the microphone. "Along with our thanks to those who supported this film, we're pledging to you that Lady in Red will spend every cent of profit from this wonderful movie on humanitarian efforts around the world! Details will be posted on our company website. Thanks so much! Good night!"
Steve and Jared were back at practice the next morning. Steve took some good-his natured ribbing about taking time off to win a few Oscars. It was obvious that Steve's teammates admired him and were proud to be associated with him. Preparations for the Super Bowl continued.
The evening before the big game, Colt Chance was awarded the league's MVP trophy. Although his team was defeated in two out of three meetings with the Spartans, Colt's play had remained at a very high level. He led the league in passing yardage, touchdowns and passer rating.
Gwen and Steve were two of his loudest supporters as they cheered their approval. Gwen had reached over to squeeze Heather's hand when Colt left her side to accept his award.
Gwen had found some time to chat privately with Heather before the festivities. It was quite apparent she was extremely fond of Colt Chance.
"Colt and his two kids visited Sparta to meet my parents!" revealed Heather when she and Gwen were alone. "Mom is a huge Cowboys fan, and she just loves Colt. She fell in love with his children as soon as she met them. I owe you big time for introducing us."



"It was truly my pleasure," replied Gwen. "Now you have a great guy of your own, so you won't be making moon eyes at mine. There was a method to my madness."
"I hope you don't think I'll stop loving Steve," retorted Heather. "He's your guy and the world knows it. He's amazing and I'll always love him. Now that I think about it, I'll always love you too, Gwen. You've been very kind me even when I went out of my way to get Steve to notice me. But now that I have a great guy of my own, you're right, I'll be less emotional around Steve," promised Heather before thinking of another matter she had decided to share.
"Keep an eye on that Kathy Perrine though. She's in love with Steve, and she's very beautiful and talented."
"She said almost exactly the same thing about you," responded Gwen with a laugh. "Remember when I asked you to do your dance at out last concert? Kathy flat out told me you were in love with Steve, and I needed to keep my eye on you."
"She said that?" marveled Heather. "She's the one you'd need to worry about, if you had any reason to worry, that is. She's an incredibly beautiful woman who writes love songs about your husband!"
"I told her I have complete faith in Steve, and I'm telling you the same. If I didn't, you and Kathy would never be my friends," acknowledged Gwen. "You're both stunning women with tons of talent."
Gwen was surprised at the emotion Heather displayed as she moved close and hugged Gwen hard. "You and Steve practically made my career, and now you've given me Colt to love. I'll always be your friend, if you'll let me."
Colt was magnanimous in his acceptance speech. "I want to thank Steve Hammer for missing the first three games this year, thus affording me an opportunity to win this great honor. It's always been a team effort in Dallas. This award reflects the hard work of the entire organization. Thanks so much!"
Gwen and Jordan proudly performed the National Anthem prior to the Super Bowl kick-off the next evening. They were then joined by family and friends in their skybox to watch the game. Saint was extremely intense as he closely watched every play. His pride in his father's success was obvious. When Steve did well, Saint was jubilant. When his father missed a receiver, or took a hit, Saint winced in sympathy.
New England got off to a fast start and held a 17-10 lead at halftime. It would have been worse, except Jared had forced a fumble on the Spartan 12-yard line that was recovered by the Spartans.
Jared was fired up in the locker room. He called out players he felt weren't performing up to their skill level and demanded more passion and desire from all his teammates. Steve felt it was a toss-up whether Jared inspired the players with fear or pride. Regardless, a determined team left the locker room for the second half.
Steve was surprised to find Kathy Perrine waiting for him on the 50-yard line when he reached the field. She had been the headliner for the halftime show, but she should have returned to her dressing room long before the teams made it back onto the field.
She stepped right in front of Steve, making him stop in his tracks. The beautiful woman broke into a huge smile and embraced Steve tightly before stretching up and kissing him on the cheek.
"Gwen said she was fine with me personally offering you encouragement after the halftime show. Good luck, Steve. You're the best guy I've ever met. I'll always be your biggest fan... after Gwen, of course."
Steve gave Kathy a quick hug before joining his team on the field. He was immediately the target of harassing comments from his teammates.
The second half was a one-sided affair, and the principal reason for that was Jared White. On the second play of the second half, Jared strip-sacked the New England quarterback on the 15-yard line. Jared then managed to gather in the loose football and rumble across the goal line for a touchdown.
New England was unable to mount any real drives in the second half, as Jared and his fired-up defense shut New England down. The Spartans offense consistently enjoyed excellent field position when they received the ball back, and they managed three field goals and two touchdowns. Steve knew the job of the offense was to eliminate mistakes, and to take advantage of the gifts presented them by the defense.
The Spartans won the game 33-23 and Jared was awarded the Super Bowl MVP award for his outstanding play. As an owner, Jordan accepted the Super Bowl trophy from the league commissioner. It was televised nationally, and her smile lit up the screen.
The celebration in the locker room was also broadcast. Gwen, Lisa and Kate were shown congratulating the players and coaches. Gwen and Steve were engaged in conversation with the head coach, when a team representative approached Steve with a wireless phone in his hand.
"It's President Rosen," was all the man said as he handed Steve the phone.
"Hello, Sir" greeted Steve with a big smile. "Thanks for calling."
"Congratulations on the win, Steve, but that's not the main reason I called," admitted Vince Rosen. "This isn't a secure line, so I won't go into detail. Just after the second half began, a series of explosions rocked Moscow. Suffice it to say your presence is requested in Moscow, along with Gwen, as soon as possible. I can't stress the gravity of the situation enough."
"Mr. President, we'll prepare to leave immediately," assured Steve as he considered the possible scenarios in Moscow. "We'll contact you for clarification once we have a secure connection."
Gwen's attention was focused entirely on Steve as she listened to his side of the conversation. Cameras had zoomed in on Steve as the reporters expected him to accept a simple congratulatory call from President Rosen. The actual reason for the call was obviously quite different than anyone expected.
At that moment, a different team employee appeared with yet another phone. He shrugged his shoulders as he wordlessly handed it to Steve.
"Hello? With whom am I speaking?" asked Steve as he looked to Gwen.
Steve immediately switched to Russian as he responded to the caller. Gwen's attention was still on Steve as he engaged in a brief conversation in Russian. She was easily able to follow Steve's end, and her frown grew as Steve continued speaking. He disconnected the call and spoke quietly to Gwen and his other close companions.
"Gwen, we have to hurry to the airport. Tyler, would you ask our pilots to file a flight plan for Moscow and to be prepared to take off as soon as we board? Gwen and I are leaving immediately."
"Steve, I don't want to intrude, but can I possibly help?" asked Naomi. "Jared and I would like to accompany you."
Steve had been concentrating on the situation when Naomi interrupted his thoughts. He face softened as he turned to her. He mulled over her suggestion briefly before smiling.
"Naomi, that would be great! I appreciate your willingness to help us on such short notice. Kate? Do you think you and Chip could drop everything and come with us too? I'm sorry to thrust this on you so suddenly, but time is suddenly a luxury we don't have. We're jetting to Moscow as soon as possible."
Kate glanced at Chip before turning back to Steve. "Absolutely. We can leave right away. We'll have our luggage packed to meet us at the airport. You know you can always count on us."
Both phone conversations had been broadcast live. What had been a Super Bowl victory celebration had suddenly morphed into international intrigue. Steve Hammer had just promised President Rosen to leave for Moscow immediately. He had then received another call where he'd held a brief conversation in what sounded like Russian. Something momentous was happening. Even sports reporters could identify real news when it was thrown into their faces. They began asking questions, which the normally responsive Steve and Gwen simply ignored.
Steve took Gwen's hand and nodded to his friends to follow him from the locker room. He led them into a private room and closed the door before speaking.
"There's been a coordinated attack on the Russian leadership. President Kozlov has been seriously injured, and his survival's in doubt. There's no clear line of succession in Russia. Prime Minister Oblonsky would normally be next in line, but he was killed in a separate attack at the same time. All told, the top five Russian bureaucrats were targeted with only Kozlov remaining alive, and that's only for now."
"My God!" gasped Gwen. "The situation is ripe for anarchy... a coup! But what does Vince think we can accomplish?"
"He said he has no idea. Marshall Yahontov just contacted him and requested him to ask us to fly to Russia immediately. I had no sooner ended my conversation with Vince, when Vavara Suchkov called. Her father is an advisor to Kozlov. Vavara said her father insisted she contact us as soon as she could. He too wants us to fly to Moscow immediately. I told her we were making plans to leave within the hour."
"I don't have to tell you a volatile situation like this is dangerous as hell," stated Naomi. "It's obvious someone's trying to throw Russia into chaos. There are a few ambitious actors in the Russian military. Gwen mentioned a possible coup, and I think that very well may be the case. There's a radical Russian colonel the CIA has been watching closely. He's very anti-American and has been gaining support within the Russian Army."
"Colonel Chernov," replied Steve. "He's bad news for the US, and even worse for Russia. He has a reputation as a cruel, brutal man. He commanded a division in Russia's war in Georgia back in 2008. The Georgians claimed his men indiscriminately killed civilians, including women and children. Many of the women were raped before they were killed. He committed almost every war crime imaginable and got away with it."
"So if he gains control of Russia, all hell will break loose? What does Kozlov expect you to do about it?" asked Chip. "Challenge him to a duel?"
"If he manages to grab power, he'll make Stalin look like a boy scout," worried Naomi. "I repeat. This trip will be dangerous as hell."
"Steve and I have a limo waiting for us, and we're leaving for the airport. I won't ask any of you to go with us, now that I realize how dangerous this may be," stated Gwen. "No one will blame you for staying behind."
"If Chip and I aren't there, who's going to pull Steve's ass out of the fire?" asked Jared. "We don't abandon our friends just because things get a little edgy."
Steve spoke to Jason. "You're a cabinet member now, so you and Lisa will be keeping an eye on things here. This isn't a government sanctioned visit."
"As the one responsible for Gwen's safety, I'll be going with you," declared Sybil. "Don't even think about dissuading me."
Steve turned to see how Tyler felt about his wife's announcement. "We missed your world tour, so it's only fair we get to go with you to Moscow. It'll be something to tell the grandkids."
"You make it sound like we're inviting you along on a family picnic; but okay, you and Sybil are in, and thanks," replied Steve.
There was a tattoo of rapid knocks on the door. Kate opened it, and Heather rushed into the room, with Colt following closely.
"They just broke into regular programming. There's pure hell to pay in Moscow. I know you're going there as soon as your flight is ready, and I'm begging a ride. The network wanted to send Jim Perkins, but I insisted it was my assignment. I'm aware of the danger, but it's what I do. You have the room, so give me a seat, please!"
"Could you make that two seats?" asked Colt. "I'm not comfortable with Heather going into danger like this. I can't talk her out of it, so I'd like to go along. Maybe I can help keep her safe."
"I was just notified our limo is here," stated Gwen. "Luckily it's a stretch. Those of you foolish enough to want in, come with us now and bring your passports. We don't have any time to waste."
Fewer than ten hours later, the group climbed into an extended van hired to take them to their hotel in Moscow. As they were being driven through the streets, it was obvious the city was on edge. Large groups of people milled about on street corners and unrest was in the air.
Steve was on the phone as soon as they landed. He spoke to the Russian State Department and then called Vavara Suchkov. As soon as he finished the call, he spoke to the driver in Russian.
"Steve just told the driver to take us straight to the Kremlin," revealed Gwen after listening to Steve.
"Kozlov is barely hanging on, and he wants to speak to us before he dies. This is looking worse all the time. The Russian State Department tells me Colonel Chernov's arrived in Moscow. They suspect he's responsible for the bomb attacks on the Russian hierarchy, but they need time to connect the dots and find the proof. He could be the next President before they manage to assemble that proof."
As soon as they reached the Kremlin, Steve and Gwen were led into the center of the complex while the others were shown to a well-furnished waiting room. Kozlov was awake when Steve and Gwen entered his room, but he appeared very pale and in obvious pain. His head was wrapped in bandages, as was his abdomen.
Steve immediately noted the presence of Marshall Yahontov, the Commander of the Russian Federation. That title indicated he was the top military man in Russia. He nodded as Steve followed Gwen to Kozlov's side. A doctor stepped away to allow Gwen and Kozlov a private conversation. Yahontov stepped alongside Steve as he and Gwen listened carefully to the weakened voice of President Kozlov.
Half an hour later, Gwen and Steve rejoined their entourage. "Things have gotten pretty strange," began Gwen. "President Kozlov just passed away while we were there. There's great concern about the vacuum these five deaths have created.
"Marshall Yahontov seriously fears Colonel Chernov. Yahontov still controls the Russian military, at least in theory, but he's concerned that more than a few brigades might break ranks and follow Chernov's lead. He's convinced Chernov's responsible for the coordinated attacks on the Russian government. Chernov has grown extremely bold; he's openly making a serious attempt to assume command of the Russian military, as well as the government itself, and he may have the influence to pull it off."
"Exactly why are we here, Gwen?" asked Naomi. "There's something you're not telling us."
"What Gwen hasn't yet said is the real kicker! In about ten minutes, she'll be sworn in and introduced to the world as the Interim President of the Russian Federation!" revealed Steve. "Kozlov managed to squeeze a promise from Gwen just before he passed away."
"What?!" exclaimed Kate. "You can't be serious! That's completely impossible! Russia would never accept a US citizen, never mind a former American President, to serve as President of the Russian Federation, interim or not. Please tell me you're making an insane joke."
"It's no joke," replied Gwen. "Marshall Yahontov will be here any minute to accompany Steve and me to the Great Kremlin Palace to be presented to the citizens of Russia. I'll be sworn in as the Interim President."
"I asked the Marshal to send someone to escort all of you to the Great Palace," added Steve. "Ostensibly, you're simply Gwen's guests," stated Steve as he looked to Chip and Jared. "The reality is things may get pretty dicey when Chernov hears he isn't being named President. I don't know how you can help, but I'll feel better if you're present and already aware of the situation. I only wish we all could go in armed, but that's out of the question. If something goes down, we'll all need to be resourceful."
"I see what's going on," declared Naomi. "They're appointing Gwen Interim President in hopes of holding Chernov at bay until they can proceed with an orderly transfer of power that doesn't include him. They're banking on Gwen's popularity in Russia to overcome the obvious objections many Russians will have."
Two men in dark suits appeared at the door to escort the group to the Great Kremlin Palace. It was only a couple of minutes later when Marshall Yahontov appeared at the door to escort Gwen and Steve to the ceremony.
"If I may have a private word with your husband, Mrs. Hammer?" requested the Russian.
Gwen simply nodded as Steve stepped into another room with Marshall Yahontov. They returned in less than two minutes. Steve appeared grim as he offered Gwen his arm. The walk to the Great Palace of the Kremlin took several minutes, but Steve was very quiet. Gwen knew his taciturn demeanor indicated he was on high alert. He tried not to be obvious about it, but he closely watched their surroundings for any indication of trouble.
There were surprisingly few cameras and reporters in attendance as Gwen and Steve entered the palace. Gwen noted the lack of news people. In the United States there would have been wall to wall reporters and cameras.
Steve saw Chernov standing with several other military officers near the center of the hall. He was a large man with a scar running across his cheek and down over his chin. He was smirking as he joked with the two officers standing closest to him.
As he and Gwen walked farther, Steve noticed that the two of the officers with Chernov wandered with suspicious casualness to the rear of the room. They proceeded to circle to either side of the rather small crowd. Everyone in uniform had handguns holstered at their sides. Steve held back as Yahontov escorted Gwen onto a dais at one end of the room and to a podium.
"People of Russia," began Marshall Yahontov as he faced the cameras. "It is my unpleasant duty to inform you of the passing of President Kozlov. He will be greatly missed."
Yahontov paused as those in attendance gasped, while more than a few broke into tears. Gwen imagined much the same reaction was occurring across the entire nation. Apparently Yahontov was not one to break bad news gently.
"President Kozlov left me with a final request, which I am about to honor. It was his wish that Mother Russia avoid turmoil during the transfer of power following his demise. It was his belief that Russia required the services of an Interim President to serve until we are able to select our next President in a peaceful and orderly manner. The person President Kozlov believed would best serve Russia during this dark time is Mrs. Gwen Anderson Hammer. She will now take the oath of office."
"What the FUCK?" screamed Chernov in Russian. "We will NEVER have an American whore ruling Russia. I will not allow it!"
Heather had been videoing the proceedings when Colonel Chernov burst out with his tirade. While she didn't understand Russian, she could easily tell how displeased the man was. She recorded Chernov as he suddenly began striding toward Gwen. As he walked, he reached for his handgun.
"I'll kill her, cut the bastard from her womb and then kill it with my bare hands!" bellowed Chernov as his hand closed on his weapon.
Steve had seen and heard enough. He took several quick strides toward Chernov, who showed surprise at Steve's aggressive response. Steve delivered a wicked punch to the man's throat. As Chernov staggered backwards, Steve stepped closer, grabbed the man's head and brutally snapped his neck!
As Chernov's body began to sag, Steve grabbed the gun from the dead man's grasp and swung it around to face Chernov's two lieutenants, both of whom were now bringing their weapons to bear on Gwen. Shots rang out. Screams and gun smoke filled the air as the two men fell dead to the floor.
There was a commotion in the back of the room. Steve turned to see Chip stepping away from another officer's body as it dropped from his grip. Hearing a scuffle in the other corner, Steve swung his attention in that direction in time to see Jared deliver a vicious blow to a fifth officer's head. The force of the blow caused the man to slide several feet on his back before coming to rest. The gun which had been in his grip slid another ten feet and lodged against a wall.



Steve scanned the room carefully, nodded to Marshall Yahontov and then allowed the weapon in his hand to drop onto Chernov's inert body. He turned back to Gwen. The entire room was silent as Steve marched forward onto the dais to stand before his wife. Then he dropped to a knee and bowed his head!
Gwen somehow managed to remain stoic as she considered the recent events and the timely actions of her remarkable husband and his fellow warriors. The weeks since her being removed from office had been a roller coaster ride, leading to this very moment.
Gwen formulated her words carefully. She needed to convey both strength and humility. It was imperative for her to remain calm and self-assured. The Russians had to believe the situation was now under control and beneficial to their nation. With Steve still kneeling before her, Gwen turned to the microphone to address Russia and the world.
"Citizens of Russia, I have accepted this very rare and incredible honor only after the strong urging of my Warrior husband. When Marshall Yahontov and President Kozlov presented me with their proposal that I become acting President of the Russian Federation, at first I could see no possible outcome that would benefit either Russia, or me.
"It was my husband who explained that Russia was on the brink of civil war, which would yield control of this great nation to a bloodthirsty madman, the same Colonel Chernov who was probably responsible for President Kozlov's death. That madman was determined to violently seize control of the government and begin a reign of terror that would make Stalin's tyranny pale in comparison.
"President Kozlov discussed this situation with us briefly before he succumbed to his injuries. He and Marshall Yahontov expressed great concern that the explosions which ripped through Moscow, killing the five highest level Russian officials including the President and the Prime Minister, would eventually be traced back to Colonel Chernov, the man who built his reputation in the Georgian War by ordering the brutal murders of hundreds, and possibly thousands of innocents.
"Make no mistake. The Warrior has just altered the course of history. Think about that. Just moments ago, he saved Russia from the rule of a madman, risking his life to do so. His strength and skill are the real reasons I have been asked to serve as your temporary President. The situation was dire. In its time of need, Russia turned to The Warrior. If anyone else had been named President, Chernov would have killed them instantly and laughed as he seized control of your Mother Russia.
"The world knows my husband will always protect me against all dangers. Marshall Yahontov and President Kozlov likely foresaw the very scenario we have just witnessed. When governments hang in the balance, when thousands and thousands of lives are at risk, the world turns to my husband," concluded Gwen.
"Rise, Warrior," intoned Gwen as her eyes clearly reflected her love for Steve.
As Steve stood, Gwen moved close, wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately. Frantic applause erupted from those watching, even as the dead bodies were being removed.
When the pandemonium slowly began to subside, the Chairman of the Constitutional Court of the Russian Federation approached Gwen, obviously nervous at this complete break with the traditional succession. He once again glanced over at the Marshall of the Russian Federation, who nodded for him to proceed. Speaking haltingly in his native Russian, he requested Gwen to place her hand on the Russian Constitution and repeat the Oath of Office.
"I swear in exercising the powers of the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic to observe the Constitution and laws of the RSFSR, to protect its sovereignty, respect and protect the rights and freedoms of man and citizen, and the rights of peoples of the RSFSR, and to conscientiously fulfill the duties entrusted to me by the people," repeated Gwen in fluent Russian with a strong, unwavering voice.
"Ladies and Gentlemen," began Amber Stahl from network headquarters in New York, "the world has just born witness to perhaps the most unbelievable, most incredible change of power that it has ever seen.
"Russia, one of the most powerful nations in the world, was under siege from within. Colonel Chernov was poised to seize control of the Russian military, as well as the government. He was the prime suspect in the bombing deaths of the top five Russian bureaucrats. In its time of need, Russia turned to the Queen of Peace and her Warrior, realizing they were the only two people in the world able to end this threat and bring immediate stability to Russia.
"It remains to be seen how the Russian people will accept Gwen Hammer as their President, but personally, I predict she will be welcomed with open arms. While she is as American as apple pie, she has developed a strong bond with the people of Russia, beginning with her very memorable trip here as a high school senior.
"Who will ever forget the incredible photo of Gwen holding the newborn baby with a soft light glowing behind her? That was also when her future husband, her Warrior, first demonstrated his knowledge of global issues and international diplomacy. That Russian trip was, in fact, a glimpse into the future.
"We are told President Rosen is about to make a statement in the Rose Garden," revealed Amber. "We'll go there now."
"My fellow Americans," began Vince Rosen. "The United States sends its heartfelt condolences to Russia. President Kozlov served his nation with honor. He will be missed.
"Quite frankly, the appointment of Gwen Hammer as the Interim President of the Russian Federation took the United States completely by surprise. That said, Gwen and Steve have already delivered on the expectations of the late President Kozlov.
"Russia is far more stable than it was just an hour ago. The world is a safer place because of the valor of this incredible couple. Arrangements will be made for me to attend President Kozlov's funeral when the details are made available. The United States hopes this will be the beginning of a new spirit of cooperation between Russia and the US," concluded Rosen.
The Russian citizenry's initial reaction was shock. No one had ever expected to see a former President of the United States taking the reins of their government. The extraordinary situation was discussed at great length in Moscow, and all throughout Russia. Many Russians, especially the older ones, had grown up disliking and even fearing the United States and anything American.
It was the younger Russians who were first to embrace Gwen's tenure. They had lived through her exploits, seen her movies, her concerts and especially her accomplishments as President of the United States. For the most part, they were proud to have this beautiful woman serving and leading them. Gwen had made it clear she was there to serve the people of Russia as well as to lead them, and that she had nothing personal to gain by so doing.
Their enthusiasm and quick acceptance of Gwen Hammer began to spread throughout the nation. Gwen immediately began to win over the doubters by performing as a selfless public leader. Over the next few weeks, she was seen at schools and hospitals, listening to the concerns of parents, patients, medical professionals and teachers, all while showering the children with love and affection. It was a recipe for success.
Kozlov's body lay in state at the Kremlin for three days. Although quite pregnant, Gwen remained near the coffin, greeting mourners for hours on end. Her husband was always close by her side as he watched over his wife. It was obvious to everyone who came in contact with them that they were a very special couple.
One of Gwen's first official appointments was Vavara Suchkov as her press secretary. She then asked Vavara's father to serve as an advisor. These appointments were met with widespread approval. Many Russians had been concerned Gwen would surround herself with American aides and advisors. Gwen allayed that fear as, paying careful heed to the Suchkovs' recommendations, she appointed numerous Russians to positions of authority.
No one seemed concerned when she announced that her sister Kate, and her very accomplished personal friend Naomi, would also serve in her government as liaisons with the many government officials with whom Gwen interacted.
The people of Russia had their first opportunity to see the Hammers represent their nation just a week after Gwen had taken the oath of office. President Kozlov's state funeral was attended by an unusually large number of world leaders.
It was widely accepted that many world leaders came to Moscow for the opportunity to see, and to be seen with, the Queen of Peace. Gwen did not disappoint. She and Steve met as many leaders at the airport as possible. She smiled, hugged, and posed with them as, on behalf of Russia, she made them feel welcomed.
Russia, as well as the rest of the world, watched when Steve and Gwen welcomed Vince and Cindy Rosen to Moscow. Neither couple made any attempt to behave as anything less than very close friends when they embraced on the tarmac. As attractive as the American First Lady was, the Russians agreed their President was even more beautiful.
The funeral ceremony was broadcast live across the nation. Viewers could not help but admire Gwen's beauty and poise as she interacted with other world leaders. Near the end of the funeral ceremony, Steve played the piano as Gwen sang "Bridge over Troubled Waters", in Russian! Kate and Naomi later told her they believed that was the moment Russia truly fell in love with their new President.
Gwen and Steve settled into their new reality. Saint and Vicky were enrolled in a Russian school instead of one of the English-speaking schools in Moscow, much to the delight of all Russians. It did not go unnoticed that Hungarians Adam and Hanna Kiss moved to Moscow and frequently attended official events with President Hammer and her husband. Their daughter Lena attended the same school as Saint, and the two were inseparable.
Hanna and Adam tutored the pair several evenings a week. They learned the same subjects as the other children while at school, but the Kisses also introduced them to physics, chemistry and advanced math. Steve had instructors teaching the kids various self defense disciplines, as well as several musical instruments three days a week. On the other days, Steve worked on improving the kids' conditioning and strength in the Kremlin's gymnasium.
Reaction in the United States to Gwen's reign as President of the Russian Federation was varied and often predictable. Senator Lancer seized on the unprecedented situation in an attempt to bolster his slumping campaign. He appeared on as many news shows as possible. His message did not waver.
"The former and disgraced President of the United States now sits in the Kremlin. She has had full access to our intelligence. She knows in great detail our military capabilities and weaknesses. Therefore, America is in extreme danger because of her. Nobody on earth has the capacity to damage the United States as badly as she can!" repeated Lancer at every opportunity.
Oddly, a young woman emerged as Gwen's champion in the media. Pamela Stenson, the high school senior who had met Gwen after the Miracle at the Oxbow and the same student body president who had led the student exodus out of Senator Lancer's intended media-grabbing speech in that town, was interviewed on a local station. It was picked up by the networks and she was frequently invited to appear on various news programs to be interviewed.
"Gwen Hammer is the Queen of Peace! She and her Warrior risked their very lives to save Russia from a vicious traitor. No one else on earth could have preserved the peace while ending the threat Colonel Chernov represented," insisted the young woman.
"We are so much safer now than we would have been if Chernov had been successful. Does our Queen know many American secrets? Of course she does. But who among us can point to a single instance when the Hammers have not acted honorably? Who can deny they have proven themselves willing to work, fight, and even die for peace?" challenged Pamela.
"Senator Lancer is representative of the old, self-serving ways in Washington. He seeks to further himself above all others. He's small-minded. He suspects everyone of everything. Only a man who is unworthy of trust himself, is unable to trust another. And tell me... Who has done more to restore our faith in mankind than Gwen and Steve Hammer?
"This is fact. I sleep much better at night knowing my Queen, with her Warrior at her side, is watching over Russia. I plan to step up my efforts to promote Gwen Hammer as the next President of the United States, and I expect everyone watching today to help me make that goal into reality!"
Gwen had been in office almost a month and was only a couple of weeks from her delivery date, when she approached Steve. "There's been a gas explosion in a large apartment complex in Sochi. There's been over 15 fatalities and many serious injuries. An entire apartment complex was pretty well destroyed. I want to visit the scene and offer my support."
"I thought we were going to stay close, so our baby would be born in our Lady in Red hospital here in Moscow. It's probably the best facility in Russia. Traveling in your condition isn't very easy, you know that."
"I won't go if you tell me I shouldn't, but I'm hoping you'll agree. Those poor victims need hope, and they need it now. They may not survive until after our baby is born," worried Gwen.
The next afternoon Gwen, Saint and Steve, along with Hanna, Lena and Adam Kiss, were surveying the damage caused by the explosion. Heather and Colt had asked to join them when Gwen mentioned her intentions the previous evening at dinner. Sybil and Tyler were also there since Sybil refused to allow Gwen to go out in public without her. Heather had been given complete access to Gwen's schedule. Her network had told her to remain in Russia and report anything she felt would be of interest in the states. Gwen's trip had not been announced, and almost no one was expecting them in Sochi.
The Sochi mayor had been one of the few apprised of Gwen's itinerary, and he met them at the airport. The city supplied an extended van for the group to use. Steve was impressed with the man's knowledge of his city. He seemed to know many of the people by name.
"See the girl standing by all those boxes? They're boxes of clothes and canned goods for the victims, donated by concerned citizens of Sochi. She's scheduled an orderly distribution of the items to begin two hours from now, even though I don't know if she's slept since the explosion. She's been on the local radio and in our newspaper asking for donations and setting up the distribution of goods. She's quite an amazing young lady. You actually met her once, Madam President," concluded the mayor.
The young woman, while taking an inventory of the supplies she had collected, noticed a couple of her comrades suddenly go very still. Realizing they were staring at something behind her, Galina Smirnova turned around, only to find President Hammer smiling at her!
"Madam President, my Queen," managed the surprised girl as she dropped to a knee and bowed her head.
"Galina Smirnova! Stand and give me a hug!" insisted Gwen. "I'm so very pleased to see you again. You've grown into a wonderful young woman."
The girl hesitated slightly before standing and approaching Gwen, who promptly swept her into her arms. "You know who I am? You couldn't possibly recognize me," reasoned the teen.
"Your mayor told me you were the baby I helped deliver here on the streets of Sochi. Now you're busy helping others in their time of need. I can't tell you how proud I am of you," replied Gwen.
"We've had a bad time of it," admitted Galina. "We've been doing what we can, but there are far more people hurt, hungry and in need of clothes and housing than we can aid."
"That hasn't stopped you from doing your best for them, which is a lot more than most others," stated Gwen as she studied the teen's face. "Would you accept some help from our company?"
"From Lady in Red?" asked Galina incredulously. "Of course! That would be great. Will you donate some food or something?"
"Or something," chuckled Gwen as she pointed down the street where several large trucks with Lady in Red logos had parked. "We've gathered up some food, clothes and supplies, and now that I've met you, I want you to take charge of distributing it all. We also have people working on finding housing for those displaced by the explosion. As soon as we find places, we'll pass the information on to you. I want you to determine who is the best fit for each home or apartment as they become available."
"That's a lot of responsibility for a person my age, but if you think I can do it, I'll be glad to take care of it. You're even kinder than I heard you were. Did Steve, I mean your husband, come with you? I'd love to meet The Warrior."
"That looks like him walking up the street with a young woman I think may be your cousin," responded Gwen. "He wanted to see the girl he held in his arms as you made your appearance into this world. Your mayor told him where she worked, so he went to find her."
"Gwen, this is Fanya Smirnova. She was that cute little girl I held in my arms as Galina was born. Fanya, this is my wife Gwen," concluded Steve.
Fanya immediately dropped to a knee and bowed her head, only to have Gwen grasp her hand and tug her back up to her feet.
"Look how beautiful you are," praised Gwen. "I hear you're a nurse at the local hospital. I'm so proud of you both, and delighted to be able to see you again."
"Galina is a huge fan of yours. She watches every movie, and every television and internet broadcast you're in," revealed Fanya. "She's always telling people how she was delivered into this world by the Lady in Red, the Queen of Peace, and lately, the President of the Russian Federation. All of Sochi knows her story."
"My cousin neglected to mention all the posters and magazines featuring The Warrior she's collected over the years," confided Galina. "She tells everyone about being trapped in that bombed out building. She claims it was filled with smoke and was shaking, about to collapse, when The Warrior suddenly appeared. He scooped her up and carried her to safety in his strong arms. She told everyone she would marry him when she grew up."
"I was just a young girl then. I would never do anything to harm your marriage, Madam President, not that I ever could," responded a blushing Fanya.
"That sweet fantasy has been shared by a lot of girls over the years," responded Gwen with a laugh. "I should know. It was my fantasy for a long time, too."
"And now you're living the dream!" joked Steve.
Gwen had almost forgotten about Heather until she spoke. She had been standing off to the side videoing the entire exchange.
"This is too good an opportunity to pass up. Could I get some pictures of the four of you standing together? We obviously can't recreate the exact scene, since the girls have grown up. This is the sort of thing people love to see."
The week after returning to Moscow, Gwen gave birth to a son. Leaders from around the world issued congratulatory statements. Gwen had conceived while serving as President of the United States and given birth while President of the Russian Federation!
The infant was named Zachary Robert Hammer. The name Zachary was after Ted's deceased father, while Robert had been Steve's paternal grandfather's name.
"This is an easy one!" pointed out Kate after mulling over the boy's name for a few minutes. "He was born in Russia and his initials are ZR. We'll call my new nephew Tzar Hammer. The T is silent!"



Gwen, Steve, Saint and Vicky spent most of the next two weeks bonding with young Zachary. The family was ecstatic with the new addition. Gwen often caught Steve smiling as he watched her with the children. He made no effort to conceal his pride and pleasure in his growing family. In turn, Gwen marveled at her good fortune in marrying such an incredible husband and father.
In mid-April, Gwen went in front of the Russian nation to reveal the selection of next President. "It's my great honor and pleasure to announce the Federal Assembly has decided the next President of the Russian Federation will be Vlad Novokov!
"He will take the oath of office on May 1st. In honor of his inauguration and the incredibly kind treatment Russians everywhere have given us, Lady in Red will perform a celebratory concert in Red Square immediately after he is sworn in. My husband and I want all Russians to know how much we appreciate the cooperation and support we have received from the people of this great nation. As soon as the inauguration ceremony is complete, we'll take to the stage along with a few very good friends. We hope you enjoy it as much as we've enjoyed Russia since our arrival here in January."
Charlie had been inundated with requests from famous artists around the world who wanted to participate in the concert. The event would be like no other he could remember. The most popular performers of the time were coming together to celebrate Vlad Novokov's presidency and the success of Gwen Hammer's brief tenure as President of the Russian Federation.
Five days after she made the announcement, Gwen and Steve welcomed world leaders to Moscow for the annual G8 summit. Gwen had insisted Vlad and Anna Novokov join them for all the meetings and events. She wanted Vlad up and running from day one, and his interactions with the world leaders would help make that possible.
Russia watched with pride as the Hammers and Novokovs met with other world leaders. The two couples were obviously very comfortable together. Russians were delighted Gwen and Steve were so friendly and respectful to their incoming President and his First Lady.
Gwen and Steve dominated the evening of the formal dinner with their grace, charm and humility. In a room filled with the most important people in the world, the Hammers stood out. They would soon be returning to private life, but no one doubted the power and influence the couple carried so easily on their shoulders.
Gwen looked beautiful as she danced with dignitaries, while Steve captivated the ladies with whom he danced. When Steve and Gwen took the floor together, everyone else simply stood, watched and marveled at their elegant dignity. Many Russians secretly lamented they would soon be losing the Queen of Peace's service as the President of the Russian Federation.
Russian bureaucrats are not known for being succinct, but they made an effort during Vlad Novokov's swearing in ceremony. Once Vlad repeated the Oath of Office, his wife Anna hugged him tightly. She was followed by Gwen Hammer, who hugged him warmly and kissed his cheek. An orderly transfer of power was successfully accomplished without incident. Russia, as well as the rest of the world, breathed a collective sigh of relief.
Vlad kept his remarks brief. He knew the huge crowd which had gathered was there to see Gwen and Steve Hammer perform with Charlie and Jordan Burns.
With so many the performers in attendance, the concert lasted almost seven hours, and hundreds of thousands of people were present and loved it, most of them remaining until the very end. It was more than a concert, it was Gwen Hammer thanking the people of Russia for their kindness while telling them goodbye.
An hour into the concert, Gwen asked Galina and Fanya Smirnova to step onto the stage. The pictures Heather had taken of the cousins with Gwen and Steve had been immensely popular in Russia. The two girls smiling and waving to the crowd while standing with the Hammers brought a roar of approval from the huge crowd.
The motorcade carrying Gwen and her entourage to the airport the next morning saw thousands of Russians lining the streets to honor the woman who, along with her Warrior husband, had saved Russia from the reign of a cruel dictator. The Russian people were extremely grateful. Gwen had graciously helped Vlad Novokov assume the presidency seamlessly. Yielding power so graciously was not a custom with which Russians were very familiar. People cheered as Gwen's limousine approached, and kneeled as it passed. She was truly their Queen.
Gwen and Steve Hammer returned to American soil for the first time since the day of the Spartans' Super Bowl victory. Sparta was teeming upon their return. Business was bustling as tourists had made it one of the most popular destinations in the world.
Always mindful of their hometown and how important they were to its growth and development, Gwen and Steve surprised everyone by strolling into Marsh's Landing the second evening after their return.
The main dining room went completely silent as Gwen, carrying her infant son and holding Saint's hand, entered the restaurant. Steve entered behind her, carrying Vickie on his hip. Gwen immediately recognized Sandy Turner sitting at a table with her family.
"Sandy! Ned! It's so good to see you again," gushed Gwen with a smile as she hugged them both. "Your kids are so adorable! You must be very proud."
"Proud? I guess we are," beamed Sandy. "I have a great family and I love them to pieces. I also have a friend who's pretty much saved the world at least twice, and that makes me super proud. Your baby is so cute!"
Gwen smiled as she carefully handed Zachary to her friend. "He's been a very good baby so far and Saint and Vickie love him to pieces. Steve hasn't been able to wipe that smile off his face since Zachary was born."
Honored that Gwen would entrust her with her baby, Sandy carefully cradled it in her arms while chatting with Gwen for a few minutes about raising babies and how delightful they were.
"Everyone is watching and listening to us. I'm keeping you from your dinner," apologized Sandy. "I'd better give him back so you can eat."
"Would you and Ned care to join us in the other room? I know Saint and Vickie would love to play with your kids. They haven't seen them in months," added Gwen.
"I don't know if I'll ever get used to the most famous people in the world treating my family and me so well," responded Sandy. "We'd be happy to have dinner with your family. Thanks for being so good to us."
"You're a friend, Sandy. We both enjoy your company, even if Ned's jokes are a little lame," teased Gwen.
Steve and Gwen spoke to other diners as they worked their way across the room. It was a source of pride for residents of Sparta that Gwen and Steve remembered their names and spoke with them in such a friendly and personal manner. They were one couple who had never forgotten their roots. That they were so friendly with a "regular family" like Ned Turner's was proof positive their incredible success hadn't gone to their heads.
Lisa gave Gwen and Steve a few days to settle in before stopping in to visit. "I flew back from Washington to speak with you both about the efforts Lady in Red is directing toward politics in Washington. Jason's been pretty busy with FEMA. We're committed to living there for the foreseeable future.
"As Steve and I discussed last fall, I've been creating a network of activists in every state. We have a list of candidates you should consider supporting for Congress in the fall."
"Thanks, Lisa. I knew you'd come through for Gwen," replied Steve. "You made sure they aren't just s bunch of sycophants, right? We want intelligent, independent thinkers."
"I think you'll approve of the people on the list," answered Lisa. "It's almost entirely comprised of people who've never run for an office of any kind. They're carpenters, mechanics, teachers, nurses, truckers... well, you get the idea.
"We looked for hardworking, taxpaying, community minded folks who understand honesty and ethics. Sadly, I expect half, or more, of Congress will be reelected. We have people doing the math, and they're telling me if we replace half of the members of the House of Representatives and a dozen or so senators, it would be a tremendous victory. I was really hoping to run them all out of town, but I'm told that's highly unlikely."
"Rome wasn't built in a day," chuckled Steve. "But I do like how you think. We need to make certain these people get our support for their campaigns. That means time and money. I'll be traveling around the country offering encouragement and urging people to vote for the candidates we support. Gwen will join me for some of the trips, but she's hoping to spend some quality time this summer with the kids, especially Zack."
"Your support should be enough for most of them," agreed Lisa. "If Gwen shows up at a rally or a fundraiser now and then, I'm confident the outcome of the next election will be very good for the country.
"I'll be back in Sparta again in early June and I'll bring Pamela Stenson with me," added Lisa. "That girl is golden. She has people listening and responding positively to her message. She may be the most devoted supporter Gwen has, outside of family and friends.
"Lady in Red has offered her an internship for the summer and a full scholarship to Virginia Tech. I think you'll want her to travel with you and speak at rallies and events. She's that good."
In early June, Gwen and Steve were reminded just how connected Lena and Saint were. Lisa and Jason had flown in for the weekend. Pamela Stenson had arrived in Sparta at the same time. She was more than a little star struck when Lisa led her into the pool area at Gwen's home.
Jordan, Naomi, Kate, Lena, Charlotte, Paula and their husbands, along with most of the children in the group were relaxing by the pool. Gwen and Steve greeted Pamela warmly.
The girl seemed unable to close her mouth as she looked from Gwen to Steve, and then to Naomi and Jared, before settling on Jordan and Charlie. Gwen spoke in hopes it would give the girl time to recover.
"I'd introduce you, but you seem to know everyone here. This is Pamela Stenson, everyone. Steve met her in River City, Virginia just after that terrible bus accident. He was somehow able to convince her to support our efforts to change the atmosphere in Washington."
"My Queen! I'm so sorry," apologized the girl as she knelt before Gwen.
"That's the first thing you have to get over," giggled Gwen as she tugged the girl to her feet and hugged her. "I'm Gwen, and you're Pamela. We'll be working closely together and become good friends, I hope."
Gwen released the girl as Steve stepped closer. She turned a bright red as she gazed at Steve standing shirtless in swim trunks. Unable to form words, she gathered her courage and launched herself into Steve's arms for a hug.
When Steve released the teen and stepped back, she simply stared at him. "I was even worse the first time I saw him," pointed out Kate as she greeted Pamela with a hug of her own.
"I don't mean to stare or anything," apologized Pamela once again. "I've only ever been around my brothers, and the boys at school. I didn't realize there was such a difference between boys and men."
"It looks like Steve's ruined another poor girl's chances for happiness," quipped Naomi. "She's going to expect her Prince Charming to be just like Steve."
"Yeah, Charlotte used to have that look when she was around Steve, at least until I took my shirt off and she saw what a real man was like," joked Billy.
"Yeah, once I was able to see around you to find Steve again, I knew I'd never be happy with anything less. Luckily, Billy is just like Steve, except maybe for the money, the body, the talent..."
"Okay! I think Pamela gets the picture," interrupted Billy. "Maybe you and Gwen should trade places, if you think Steve's so hot."
"Oh, my!" gasped Gwen. "Would you be willing to do that for me, Charlotte? I'd be so grateful."
"I couldn't do that to you, Gwen. Once Steve spent some time with me, he'd forget all about you," warned Charlotte. "When I was done with him in a few weeks, he'd be broken-hearted and plain broke, but he'd have a smile on his face that wouldn't quit."
Pamela Stenson was simply amazed at how easily the members of Gwen's group of friends interacted and joked with each other. She was grinning from ear to ear as she listened to the people she had essentially idolized most of her life. They were very like her own family, except more attractive and much wealthier.
A few minutes later, Lena, Ruth and Theresa asked permission to ride their bikes to a picnic area along the shoreline of Asgard's private lake. The girls had packed sandwiches and sodas, along with a few cupcakes for dessert.
Gwen and Steve were sitting by the pool with their friends. The other kids were playing in the pool, when Saint suddenly raced up to his parents, quite obviously upset.
"Dad! Mom! Theresa was stung in her mouth by a bee. She's having trouble breathing!"
"I have epinephrine in my bag. Where is she?" asked Charlotte as she immediately stood up and reached for the small medical kit she always carried.
"They're at the picnic area by the lake," responded Saint. "Lena's really worried about her!"
"Jump in the 4-wheeler and I'll get you there," insisted Jason, as he leapt to his feet and headed for the machine.
"Lisa, ride with us," instructed Steve. "We'll get the pickup and drive over. Come on, Gwen. Paula, please watch the baby and Vickie."
Jason and Charlotte were already out of sight by the time Steve started his vehicle. As they neared the picnic area, they saw Charlotte and Jason kneeling by Theresa as Ruth and Lena stood watching.
"How's she doing?" demanded Lisa as she rushed to her daughter's side. "Will she be okay?"
"She's getting better already," replied Charlotte calmly. "We need to take her to the hospital just in case, but she's breathing easily now. Thank God Lena was able to get Saint to warn us so quickly."
"Theresa's going to be okay," declared Saint to the adults remaining by the pool. "Aunt Charlotte gave her a shot, and she's breathing again."
"Thank God!" declared Paula as she gathered Saint into her arms and hugged him. "I don't know how you and Lena do that, but you kids have just saved Theresa's life!"
"Pamela, I can see you're wondering what just happened," said Kate. "The short version is Saint and Lena have some kind of mental connection, like telepathy or something. Gwen mentioned it to the press once when Saint had found Lena after she'd been abducted, but she soon regretted saying anything. Their connection seems to be getting stronger.
"The world isn't ready yet for the adventures Lena and Saint will experience, so we'd appreciate it if you didn't mention what just happened outside our inner circle. Gwen has the same thing with Steve, but on a much lesser scale. She somehow knows when he's in trouble."
"That's one of the reasons she's Queen," replied an awed Pamela. "She's extraordinary, yet so nice at the same time. I think she can do almost anything."
In the middle of July Steve was visiting candidates in the western states in an effort to help their campaigns. He had flown to Denver with Pamela Stenson, who was proving to be a crowd favorite since her viral video in the spring. Pamela's mother Linda was with them as a chaperone for her daughter. Saint was traveling with his father. Gwen was determined he have the opportunity to learn from his father as much as possible, which meant traveling with him whenever it was at all convenient.
After driving to several campaign events north of Denver Steve, Saint, Pamela and her mother boarded a Beechcraft Bonanza, which had been hired to fly them to southern Wyoming to attend a rally for a candidate in Laramie.
They were an hour into their flight when Steve noticed the plane tilting as it unexpectedly turned west. He had been napping, and the tilt of the plane had awakened him. Steve looked to the front of the aircraft only to see the pilot slumped to the side. As Steve went to check on the pilot, he heard the engine sputter!
By the time Steve had determined the pilot was dead, the engine had stopped completely. A quick glance revealed they were in mountainous terrain, and only a few hundred feet above the treetops. As the plane began losing attitude, Steve spoke calmly to the Stensons and Saint.
"Kids, be sure you're buckled up. Linda, tighten your belt, we're going down. Hold these folded blankets over your heads and place your heads down by your knees. Brace yourselves for impact."
The aircraft was beginning to point downwards at a steeper angle as Steve buckled himself into a seat in front of the kids. He determined they were headed for the down slope side of a mountain before he lowered his head and braced himself.
Gwen was hosting the press in what had become an informal weekly gathering at Valhalla when she suddenly felt extremely apprehensive. She stopped in the middle of a sentence and involuntarily gasped.
Reporters easily determined she was upset and emotional as she began wiping tears from her eyes and looking around the room.
"Where's Lena?" demanded Gwen as she looked toward an adjoining room, only to see the door flung open and Lena racing toward her.
"Saint's hurt! His plane crashed!" cried the blonde girl.
Gwen knelt down and wrapped her arms around the child and hugged her tightly as the reporters watched in stunned silence.
"What can you tell me, Sweetheart?" probed Gwen. "How bad is it?"
"He's breathing, but he's asleep," replied the girl between sobs.
Hanna, Kate and Paula rushed to Gwen's side as she knelt with Lena in her arms. Hanna tried to apologize for her daughter. "She suddenly began crying and insisted she had to see you, Gwen. She's very distraught. Something must have happened."
"What else can you tell me, Lena?" asked Gwen softly as she struggled to regain her own composure. "Do you know what happened?"
"Your Warrior was in a plane with Saint and that girl Pamela, and her mother. It stopped working. The trees were coming at the plane very fast, and then Saint fell asleep."
"I'll start making calls!" promised Kate. "They were scheduled to be in Laramie this afternoon. I'll see if the FAA knows anything about a plane crashing."
"Can you tell us what's happening?" asked a woman reporter.
"I'm sorry, I can't; family matter. I have to ask you all to excuse us," responded Gwen as she stood, still holding Lena in her arms. "Mom, please arrange for transportation to Wyoming immediately. Steve and Saint need our help!"
It was a few hours later when Gwen, along with Lena, Hanna and Adam Kiss stepped off the jet in Laramie, Wyoming. Kate and Chip soon followed them from the aircraft.
The press was in a frenzy as they covered the story. Somehow Gwen Hammer and the blonde girl had known of a plane crash involving Gwen's husband and son before the FAA had even been apprised of a missing plane!
Reporters watched from a distance as Gwen and her entourage were escorted to a hanger for a briefing by the Civil Air Patrol.
"Madam President, we've had planes out searching for your husband's plane as soon as we were able to verify that his flight was no longer on our radar or in communication with ground control.
"As you can imagine, searching in heavily wooded, mountainous terrain is difficult and time consuming. It'll soon be dark, and we'll have to suspend operations. We'll resume our efforts at first light. We have all available resources involved. This is a top priority for us.
"This is a very difficult situation," admitted the CAP agent. "We've been unable to detect any sort of signal from the aircraft. Records indicate it was equipped with a black box, but it must not be transmitting.



"We're treating this as search and rescue mission. Your husband had a very experienced and capable pilot. There's a very good chance he put the plane down in a way to reduce injuries to the passengers," concluded the man.
"The pilot died before the plane lost power and crashed," revealed Gwen. "He was slumped over in his seat shortly before the engine died. The craft rapidly descended into the side of a tree-covered mountain.
"My husband's in considerable pain. It's very likely he has a compound fracture of his left leg. Mrs. Stenson has a severely lacerated arm. My son and Pamela Stenson escaped with bumps and bruises," concluded Gwen.
"Have you been in contact with your husband after the crash?" asked the surprised man. "Do they have a cell phone with a signal?"
"Not exactly," admitted Gwen. "It doesn't matter how I know the extent of their injuries. You need to inform your searchers they're on the western face of a wooded mountainside, the pilot is deceased, and two of the four survivors are seriously injured."
The fact that Steve Hammer and his son were missing had the world monitoring the situation closely. When the information Gwen supplied to the CAP agent was relayed to those searching, people in all walks of life quickly learned that Gwen claimed to be in contact with her husband and son.
Saint had been the first to regain consciousness after the crash. He immediately checked on his father, who was unconscious and tangled up with two of the plane's seats. Saint immediately noticed Steve's leg was bent at a strange angle.
He then moved to determine Pamela Stenson's condition. She had some cuts on her face, but seemed to be breathing normally. Then Saint caught sight of Pamela's mother's arm. Blood was running down her arm and dripping onto the ground as she slumped in what remained of her seat.
"Saint? Are you okay?" asked Steve softly, much to Saint's relief.
"Dad! Your leg is bent funny. Pamela's not awake, and her mother's arm's bleeding pretty bad. What do we do?"
"I don't know how much I can do, Saint. I need you to help me. See that suitcase? Drag it over and open it. We need some shirts to use as bandages."
Steve managed to crawl the several feet to reach Mrs. Stenson. He carefully ripped the woman's sleeve away from the nasty cut on her arm. Saint followed his instructions closely as father and son did what they could to clean the wound and then bandage it tightly, dramatically reducing her loss of blood.
As they finished caring for Mrs. Stenson, Pamela slowly opened her eyes and looked around. "Mom? Is Mom okay? Is she ...?"
"She's alive," assured Steve. "Saint and I just treated her arm, it's cut pretty deep. How do you feel? Anything feel broken, or bleeding?"
"I have a headache," appraised Pamela as she cautiously moved her arms and legs. "Everything else seems to be okay. Why's Mom so quiet?"
"She must have been knocked out in the crash," responded Steve. "Her breathing is normal, so I think she should wake up before long.
"My leg's broken. I'm going to need you and Saint to help me set it, and I may not be able to help you very much. I could even pass out from the pain. If I do, you and Saint will have to carry on. I'll explain what I want you kids to do, so listen carefully. This won't be easy for any of us," warned Steve.
Once Steve explained what Pamela and Saint needed to do and was certain they understood, he managed to move his left foot so it was wedged between a broken seat and the side of the aircraft. He had already managed to slit the leg of his pants and slid it up well above his knee.
With Pamela and Saint standing by with the materials needed to bind his leg, Steve heaved his torso back, causing the broken bone to slide back into place. Pamela immediately sat on Steve's upper leg with her feet braced against the section of the plane. She maintained constant pressure against Steve's torso, keeping his leg extended. Saint bound a stick and several rods, which had broken off the landing gear during the crash, as tightly as he could to Steve's leg, both above and below the break.
Once Saint finished, Pamela slowly relaxed from her position on Steve and stood up. She nodded her approval to Saint when she confirmed Steve's leg had remained stable. "Don't worry. Your father said he'd probably pass out. You know he's the toughest guy in the world; he'll be okay."
For the first time since he'd awakened after the crash, Saint reached out to Lena. She quickly let him know she had "seen" everything he had done, and had relayed it all to his Mother. They were rushing to an airport to fly out to help take care of them.
"Lena told Mom what happened, and they'll get here as soon as they can. But it'll probably be tomorrow before they get here," stated Saint matter-of-factly.
"You can communicate with Lena when she's so far away?" asked a stunned Pamela. "Does she know about Mom and Steve being hurt?"
"She saw everything the same time I saw it," revealed Saint. "She told Mom. They'll find us."
"You're an amazing boy," croaked Mrs. Stenson, much to her daughter's surprise.
"You're awake, Mom!" cried Pamela. "I was so worried! Does your arm hurt?"
"Of course it hurts, but it looks like you two bandaged it pretty good. I saw what you just did for Steve's leg. I'm extremely proud of you both.
"Saint, did I hear you tell Pamela you're able to communicate with Lena Kiss? She knows we've been in a crash and your mother is sending help?" asked a somewhat incredulous Linda Stenson.
"He's connected to Lena, Mom. It sounds crazy, but I've seen them do it before. If Saint says Lena knows and has told his mother, you can bet that's the truth," insisted Pamela. "That's one of the reasons she's our Queen. She and her family do things no one else can."
The Civil Air Patrol had spent the day searching along the intended path of Steve Hammer's flight to Laramie, but failed to find any sign of the wreckage. They would search again with first light. Gwen was given the news as dusk settled in.
By this time, Gwen was keeping Lena by her side at all times. She turned to the girl to be certain she had received and forwarded the message to Saint. The beautiful little blonde girl nodded to Gwen.
"Both the Warrior and Pamela's mother are in pain, and they feel warm to the touch. Pamela thinks they both have fevers, probably from infection. She and Saint are very worried," reported the petite girl. "Saint has told them we'll be searching again in the morning.
"He wants you to know they can see a mountain with two peaks with no trees on them from where they are. The woods are really thick, and seeing their wrecked plane will be difficult," stated Lena. "I think they're looking in the wrong area. Saint didn't see any planes at all today."
The CAP agent looked skeptical, so Gwen spoke up to reinforce Lena's opinion. "Do not disregard what Lena is telling you. It's not your fault you're looking in the wrong place, but your search needs to be directed away from the area you covered today.
"I have an idea!" exclaimed Gwen. "Lena will let us know when Saint sees a search plane, and he'll help guide you to their location. You need to spread out your search area. Could you place a different colored banner or something on each plane so Saint can let you know which plane is close?"
"We've never been in a situation quite like this before, but if it'll help, I'll have each search plane carry something unique which can be used to identify it from the ground," replied the dubious representative.
By the next day reporters were swarming around the airport, seeking information on the search and wanting to know how Gwen was bearing up under the stress. Kate approached Gwen shortly after noon.
"I think it might be a good idea for you to meet with the press briefly, accompanied by the Civil Air Patrol representative. People all over the world are concerned for Saint and Steve, and for you. If everyone sees how calm and confident you are, and how hard the CAP is working to locate the crash scene, it'll inspire confidence in the process and help to relieve a lot of worried people. This situation has upset everyone. You can lead by example. I think Steve would agree if he were here."
Gwen saw the merit in Kate's suggestion and reluctantly agreed. There would be difficult questions, as well as possible accusations. She and the Civil Air Patrol held a joint news conference less than an hour later. It began with the CAP representative describing what had been done, and what was being done to locate the survivors of the crash.
Then Gwen gave a brief statement. "Steve has a likely compound fracture of his left leg. Linda Stenson has a badly lacerated arm. They're both running temperatures, possibly because of infection. Saint and Pamela were bruised, but both appear to be in good health.
"The pilot had died in his seat prior to the crash. The engine sputtered once and then stopped, causing the aircraft to plummet into the western down slope of a mountain within sight of two mountain peaks above the tree line. That's pretty much what I know at this point."
"Madam President," began Amber Stahl. "First, let me express my hope your family and friends are found soon, and they will soon return to good health."
"Thank you, Amber," was Gwen's reply.
"Can you tell us how you can be so certain Steve has a broken leg and Mrs. Stenson suffered a badly lacerated arm?"
"I can tell you, but I doubt you'll believe it," admitted Gwen. "My son Saint, and Lena, this lovely girl standing next to me, have a connection unlike anything previously known, or at least unlike anything I've ever seen or heard of. She knows exactly what Saint sees and thinks in real time, especially during a crisis."
"You're telling us they're telepathically connected?" asked another reporter. "Do you have proof of this?"
"I have no need to prove anything," replied Gwen.
"Why doesn't your son just tell this girl their location so they can be rescued?" asked a woman with a cable news station.
"If they had a phone with a signal, they could do exactly that. Steve's was smashed into small pieces in the crash. Pamela and Linda Stenson have phones but without any cell service, so their usual GPS doesn't work. They simply don't know their location. That's why the Civil Air Patrol has planes searching for them."
"Can you tell us why there's no signal from the downed plane? The service records show it was functional when it was inspected just a week ago. Do you suspect foul play?" asked a network reporter.
"I haven't given that any thought," replied Gwen. "I'm sure the proper agencies will investigate the situation thoroughly once everyone has been rescued."
"How long do you expect it to take for...?" began another reporter before being interrupted by a very loud and animated Lena.
"There's a plane! It's far away and it's flying in the wrong direction. It needs to turn right," stated the girl excitedly.
"Which plane is it?" demanded the CAP representative. "I'll pass that on to the pilot right away."
"It's too far away to see any colors," replied Lena thoughtfully. "Could you have all the search planes turn right?"
"Yes, I suppose I could," agreed the man quickly.
He spoke briefly into the communication device he was carrying. "We have five planes out searching. They've all been instructed to turn right ninety degrees."
"Please ask them to turn slightly more to the right," instructed Lena.
The CAP agent relayed Lena's request as Gwen watched and listened intently.
"The plane has green on its side!" stated Lena excitedly. "It needs to turn a little more to the right. It'll be directly over them in another minute if it does!"
"Tell the green plane to turn slightly right and record its location," ordered the CAP agent into his device. "Can he see anything?
"The pilot reports the area is heavily wooded. He's unable to make out any wreckage, but he's going to make some more passes," reported the agent. "We'll dispatch a helicopter to those coordinates. We'll find out if this girl is the real deal soon enough."
"I understand your skepticism," responded Gwen with some annoyance. "I really don't care if you believe Lena or not, but you'd damned well better have a helicopter get to that location as fast as possible, or there will be pure hell to pay!"
The group of reporters suddenly broke their silence and began shouting questions at Gwen and Lena.
"I'm sorry, but we need to prepare for the return and treatment of our family and friends. I know you'll understand," responded Gwen as she hurriedly led Lena from the room.
The news media couldn't get enough of the story. It was the very thing cable news lived for. Gwen Hammer believed the blonde Hungarian girl could communicate with her son and help the rescuers zero in on their crash site!
Psychiatrists were interviewed about Gwen's mental state as well as the possibility Lena actually could share her thoughts with Saint and vice versa. Most experts suggested Gwen was grasping at straws. She was under tremendous stress, and her desire to find her husband and son had overwhelmed her common sense.
Amber Stahl was Gwen's lone on-air supporter that afternoon. "Believe me, Gwen Hammer is cognizant. She is well aware of how difficult this is for most people to consider, but rest assured her husband and son will be found at that location, and they will be reunited with Gwen Hammer... wife, mother and Queen.
"The only thing which actually surprises me is how anyone can doubt what she tells us," continued Amber. "I've been privy to so many incredible, even impossible, achievements by Gwen and Steve Hammer that I cannot question this latest revelation. Our Queen will soon be reunited with her Warrior and her son, I'm certain of this."
Just two hours after Lena revealed Saint's location, the world watched as Gwen stood near a helipad as a chopper gently landed. Once the blades stopped rotating, Gwen raced onto the pad as a door swung open and Saint dropped to the tarmac, only to be swept into a warm embrace by his sobbing mother.
They were shown having a brief discussion as emergency personnel pulled two gurneys from the helicopter. Once safely unloaded, Gwen moved to her husband's side and kissed him passionately but gently on the lips. She then leaned close to share a brief conversation before he was wheeled inside, along with Linda Stenson. Pamela left her mother's side to kneel before Gwen.
"Please stand up and give me a hug, you little hero," admonished Gwen softly as she held her arms out to the girl. "Lena told me how great you were treating Steve and your Mom. You're now one of us, part of this family. I'll never be able to thank you enough."
"My Queen, your saving the world from war, probably twice in the past year, is more than enough thanks! And Saint was incredible! He's so much like his Dad. You must be very proud of him and Lena."
Several hours later, Gwen was seen leaving the hospital with Saint, Lena, Pamela, Hanna, Kate, Chip and Adam. She paused briefly to answer a few questions the reporters were posing.
"Steve's leg is already healing. Saint and Pamela did an excellent job of setting and splinting the compound fracture in his left leg. He's on antibiotics to combat a slight infection.
"Linda Stenson will require surgery to minimize the scarring of her arm. She's also receiving antibiotics for an infection. Both she and Steve will make complete recoveries. Pamela and Saint were given clean bills of health.
"We're going to have a nice dinner before we return to be with Steve and Linda, who obviously have been admitted to the hospital," concluded Gwen.
"How do you feel now that you know Lena Kiss was right about the location of your husband and son?" asked a reporter.
"The doubt which you imply was yours, not mine," responded Gwen as she stopped to deliberately look over the assembled reporters. "I realize this has been difficult for many people to believe. I'm not going to waste my breath telling you what is to come for Saint and Lena, but know this. Today was merely a small sample of what lies ahead for them."
Gwen had discussed the situation with Steve in the hospital. The world now knew of the special connection between Saint and Lena, even though many people, perhaps a majority, were still in denial. Steve felt at this point it would be counterproductive to deny it. If Earth were to accept Saint and Lena as the representatives of the planet, it was important for the world to begin to see just how well-equipped the two were to undertake the battle. The message would be accepted slowly, perhaps glacially so, hence the campaign had to begin straight away.
"Saint and Lena are destined to fight for the future of mankind. Steve and I will make certain they are prepared."
Gwen's comment created a furor as reporters began shouting more questions. Her response was terse. "As I just stated, we're going to enjoy a nice dinner and return to be with our loved ones in the hospital. Please excuse us."
Gwen called Amber Stahl the next morning. "Would you care to interview Steve and me today? Television and the internet are running with all sorts of rumors. We realize people often prefer to believe what is convenient, causing all sorts of theories to crop up. We'd like to present the roadmap for the future as we see it."
The hospital supplied a media room for the interview. Steve was in a wheelchair, his leg in a cast with Gwen sitting next to him. Amber was mildly surprised to see Lena, Saint, Hanna, Adam, Kate and Chip sitting behind Gwen and Steve. Amber had the cameraman set up and then signaled the interview was underway.
"Amber, we're all here to answer questions. That includes Saint and Lena. I trust you to not ask anything which would be age inappropriate, although both these kids are quite advanced for their age," added Gwen.
"Madam President, thank you for granting this interview," responded Amber with a warm smile. "I think I should begin with Steve. How are you feeling? Will you make a complete recovery in time for football season?"
"I expect to be fully healed by next fall, but I've already let Jared know I wouldn't be playing again. The Super Bowl was my last game. It's becoming more difficult to concentrate on football when I have such a wonderful family. I need to spend more time with the kids, Gwen, and our extended families and friends. It's time to hang up my uniform."
"The Spartans will miss your leadership and skills, but I'm sure the fans will understand," remarked Amber. "Gwen relayed to us, through Lena that your pilot died before the crash, as well as how the engine stopped for no apparent reason. What can you tell us about the situation?"
"Ralph, our pilot, appeared fine when we took off. His death was quite sudden and unexpected. I expect an autopsy will tell us more. The engine suddenly cutting off requires an investigation as well. I don't believe in coincidences. Combine those two items with our flight recorded not working and I see a pattern. The FBI will determine what actually happened and why."
"Gwen, I have the feeling Steve thinks these were not random, unconnected occurrences. Did this dangerous situation cause you to rethink having your son travel and spend so much time with Steve on the campaign trail?"
"It honestly has," responded Gwen. "Saint may well have saved his father's life, as well as Pamela's and her mother. I have stated how important I believe Saint and Lena are to the future of mankind. Saint needs to learn the ways of a true warrior. It's my firm belief his father is the one person capable of preparing him for what lies ahead.
"Being a member of such a prominent family is not always easy. Saint needs to learn humility, compassion, and empathy. Steve is the best example of those traits I know. That said, Saint also needs to learn to defend himself and others. He must be able to determine when it's necessary to be proactive. Steve has proven his total grasp of dangerous situations. He's also demonstrated his ability to end, or neutralize them. Saint will learn by watching his father. That requires they spend a lot of time together. Being with Steve will subject Saint to international intrigue, diplomacy and leadership, and at times danger. It must be so for him to become the man the times will require."



"Can you tell us what it is that you think Saint will face? What is he being trained for? Where will this threat originate and how do you know of it so far in advance?" asked Amber.
"I'll only reveal what is known to be true," replied Gwen. "Lena's mom and I both believe our kids are meant for something very critical for us, not for a nation, but for the human race. We know we both believe that. It is a fact Lena and Saint are able to communicate with each other on a level never before known to exist."
"Saint, do you worry about the expectations others may have for you?" asked Amber to the boy.
Saint looked at Amber as he formed his response. He had seen her many times with his parents and knew she was a friend. Still, he hesitated.
"He's worried about living up to his parent's expectations," revealed Lena as she gazed at Saint. "He's very brave and is doing everything he can to become the person Gwen and Steve want him to be."
"Lena's worried she won't be big enough, or strong enough to do her part when things get rough," revealed Saint. "She's worried that people, especially Americans, won't accept her as queen."
"Okay!" interrupted Gwen. "The kids are still learning which thoughts of each others' are okay to share and which aren't."
"Gwen, will you run for President of the United States next year?" asked Amber as she realized Gwen was concerned about the responses from the two children.
"That's a fair question. Steve has been working hard to alter the landscape in Washington. He was doing exactly that when his plane crashed the other day. My husband is my conscience as well as my advisor, friend and lover. He hopes I'll accept a draft, and I'm not one to disappoint my husband if I can help it."
"To be clear," interrupted Steve. "I'm trying to change the culture in Washington so Gwen may be allowed to serve effectively if she should be elected our next president. The people of this great nation will determine if they want Gwen. I have not been campaigning for her, but rather for people I think will benefit Washington, regardless of who is elected."
"Secretary Chatham stated the road to the White House runs through Steve Hammer," recalled Amber. "Would either of you care to respond to that statement?"
"I used to deny we were kingmakers," replied Gwen. "I've come to rethink that position. Steve is incredible. He truly has the respect and trust of leaders around the world. Everyone knows he says what he thinks, and always keeps his word. I do believe he has the power to alter history, as well as the leadership of many nations. I also know he will not force his will on others unless he feels the situation is dire. I am not a kingmaker, but Steve is. That's how I see it."
"To answer your question, I'm going to do everything in my power to help Gwen get elected President of the United States," avowed Steve. "This is not because I seek power, or influence. I want this nation to prosper and flourish. I am convinced beyond any doubt that Gwen is the best person possible to lead the United States."
"Do you think Gwen's belief that Saint and Lena are destined for a world saving adventure of some kind will affect her chances of being elected?" asked Amber.
"Absolutely," replied Steve immediately. "My wife is willing to place her son in possible danger so he may be prepared for his quest. If she's willing to place the survival of the world ahead of the safety of her family, how can the rest of us not respond? Doing nothing is not an option. The world, not just the United States, needs Gwen to take the lead and prepare it for destiny."
"I've received some information which has just been verified," stated Amber to her audience, as a staff member handed her a letter. "Gwen, I'm sure you remember that Sunday morning when Congress impeached and convicted you, thus removing you from office.
"Do you remember the child in the wheelchair you stopped to speak with during your walk to the National Mall that morning? You held her hands briefly and kissed her?"
"Yes, of course I do," admitted Gwen immediately before becoming concerned. "She was such a joy. I hope nothing bad has happened to her!"
"Something has happened to her, but it's very good. She's regaining feeling in her extremities. She's actually been able to move her legs," revealed Amber.
"That's wonderful news! I'm so happy for her. Thanks for letting me know, Amber," replied an ecstatic Gwen.
"There's more, My Queen. Her spinal cord had been severed in a car accident. Her doctors told her she'd never walk again, but her spine is fusing back together! It's being called a miracle by her medical team. Her family's insisting the Queen of Peace has performed another miracle!"
"Oh, my," gasped Gwen as she considered the ramifications of Amber's revelation.
***
Thus ends Book 3 of the Lady in Red series. Book 4 will feature Saint and Lena battling for Earth's existence, which sounds exciting. It will have an obvious sci/fi theme. I am deeply touched so many readers have written and commented on this series. I am determined to have the next book completed before posting any chapters, so it will be another year or so, if we all last that long. Your patience and support is certainly appreciated.
When I began this series almost 7 years ago, I really had no idea what I was doing, or getting into. The response by readers has been very gratifying. I need to thank Tex Beethoven who suggested he could greatly improve my story with some careful editing. He was right. He edited Book Three and it improved my story a great deal. Mostly, I need to thank readers who understood I was not seeking reality, so much as entertainment and inspiration. Never stop dreaming.



        Tell Me What You See

        Husband handles the problems caused by a well endowed woman.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/tell-me-what-you-see

Title: Tell Me What You See

Author: Harddaysknight

Category: Loving Wives

Description: Husband handles the problems caused by a well endowed woman.

Tags: jug juggling, motorboating, massive tits, marriage, lush puppies, shirt potatoes, hooters, voyeur, fag cuck shit




Sarah and I had just finished picking up after the party, when I decided to share an interesting situation that had occurred earlier in the evening. I always felt it was best to be upfront and honest with my wife. I found when I kept secrets from Sarah it would come back to bite me in the ass.
"Betty Thol came on to me tonight," I revealed as I prepared to brush my teeth. "She was pretty aggressive about it. I never did anything to make her think I was interested in her."
"Betty?" repeated my disbelieving wife. "She's ten years younger than you. She's built like a goddess and totally in love with Tim. Are you sure of her intentions? Was she joking or something?"
"She grabbed my crotch and suggested we get together during the week," I replied. "She was serious as hell. Is that so hard to believe?"
"Where were you when she did this? Did anyone see her do it?" asked Sarah.
"Like she'd grab my dick in front of witnesses? Get real. It was in the kitchen when I went in to get more dip for the chips. She was facing the doorway so she would see if anyone was coming."
"What did you tell her?"
"I explained to her I was happily married and she'd be foolish to anything to hurt Tim and her marriage. I also mentioned I'd never cheat on you, so just forget it," I replied as I crawled under the sheets.
"I'm glad you shut her down. It's just hard to believe she'd be chasing you. Tim's younger and makes a boatload of money," reasoned Sarah. "What could be going on in her head?"
I made up my mind to go over my security system videos Sunday afternoon. I had recently installed the system, and it would be interesting to see how well they worked under real conditions. I'd show Sarah it wasn't only possible the big-titted bombshell could find me interesting, but it had actually happened.
Things didn't work out as I planned. Saturday afternoon, Tim and Betty Thol showed up at our door. Sarah led them into the living room and asked them if they wanted a drink.
"This isn't a social call," stated Tim immediately. "Betty told me how Jack grabbed her breasts at the party last night. Just because she wears low tops, it sure as hell doesn't give men the right to grab her."
"Wait! You're saying Jack grabbed Betty's boobs?" asked Sarah. "Where and when did this happen?"
"We were in the kitchen. I asked Jack about getting another drink. He handed two drinks to me and then while my hands were full. He slid his hand inside my top and squeezed one nipple and then the other. He told me he'd like take his time and play with my "tits", as he called them, before he screwed my brains out. It was horrible!"
"We just wanted both of you to know why we won't be coming to any parties you have, or attend. If I hear about Jack laying his hands on Betty again, I won't be responsible for my actions," warned Tim.
I was stunned to hear the story Betty had spun for Tim. I was really glad I had explained the situation to Sarah. It seems being truthful had some merit.
"I'm so sorry this happened," apologized Sarah, to my total consternation. "Jack's been under pressure at work and Betty is really a beautiful woman, not that it excuses Jack's actions."
"May I reply to this accusation?" I asked quietly.
"I don't see what you can say to make it better," snapped Tim. "You fucking grabbed my wife's tits! That's way over the line."
"Fuck you, Tim!" I snarled back. "I didn't touch your wife's tits, even if they were on display all night. She's making this shit up, probably because I turned her down when she grabbed my crotch and suggested we get together during the week. You won't be invited to any more of our parties. You can bet your ass, and Betty's big tits, on that."
"You grabbed my wife and now you're calling her a liar?" demanded a seething Tim. "I was trying to handle this in a civilized fashion, but I'm tempted to kick your ass right now."
"Get the fuck out of my house and take that lying bitch with you!" I yelled. "If you fuck with me in my fucking house, I'll have you locked up for so long your fucking grandkids will have to visit you up the fucking river!"
Tim was obviously pissed, but he knew better than to go after me in my own home. What surprised me was how Sarah briefly hugged the bitch that was trying to ruin my reputation!
"You stay away from Betty or you'll be sorry!" was Tim's parting shot as he grabbed Betty's hand and led her out the door.
"What the hell was that?" demanded Sarah. "You can't be grabbing another's man's wife and then threaten him when he calls you on it. What's wrong with you, Jack?"
"I'll tell you what's wrong," I replied much more calmly that I felt. "I have a big-titted bombshell married to a former friend claiming I grabbed her big boobs. Her husband wants to kick my ass and my wife is taking his side, even after I explained to her how Betty came on to me the other night."
"It looks like you made that story up because you knew you were in trouble for molesting Betty," replied Sarah. "You're acting way out of character. I never saw you so upset with another man. I never thought you'd grab a woman's boobs, either. Maybe you should see a doctor."
"For what? Not taking that crazy bitch up on her offer?" I quipped. "Why is it so hard for you to believe me? I'm your husband and I've never lied to you."
"What about the time I asked what you were looking at on the computer? You told me it was football when it turned out to be porn," countered Sarah.
"Well, that doesn't count. I'm talking about important stuff. Telling you I'm not surfing porn isn't really a lie, since we both know I really am," I reasoned.
"We also know you always look at those sluts with big tits. You're obsessed with tits, especially big ones. Why do you think a psychiatrist would call that?" asked Sarah.
"Normal?" I answered without blinking.
"You think all the men at the party were looking at Betty and wanting to grab her boobs? Is that what you're trying to tell me? You're just a normal guy?"
"Duh! That should come as no surprise. Guys want to grab you, too. Hell, they'd grab Sue Larsen's fun-bags if they thought they'd get away with it," I retorted even as the vision of grabbing old Mrs. Larsen's sagging breasts caused my mind to rebel.
"I think you're going to have to apologize to Tim and Betty or we'll be banned from every party for the next ten years," worried Sarah. "Maybe Betty will forgive you if you promise to never do it again."
"I'll say this one more time, Sarah. Try to read my lips. I'll go very slowly. I did not touch that woman's tits. That's the reality of the situation. What you should be worried about is how we handle this," I concluded.
"Handling things is what got you into this mess," stated Sarah. "I gave you my best idea. Apologize to Tim and Betty and keep your eyes and hands off her tits. This is pretty embarrassing for me. Everyone's going to be asking me about my husband, the pervert," lamented Sarah.
By this time, I was seething. I knew I could prove my innocence, but why in hell should I have to prove I didn't molest Betty? I briefly smiled to myself as it occurred to me that I could actually prove a negative. Then I thought about how quickly Tim had believed Betty's tale.
"It's interesting that Tim totally believes Betty; I wonder why that is?"
"She's his wife! Of course he believes her. No husband will put up with another man molesting his wife. I thought it was inspiring how he stood up for Betty," observed Sarah.
"Conversely, it's disgusting how you believe lies about me. You don't believe your spouse. I think it is extremely uninspiring how quickly you bailed on me," I complained.
"She's beautiful, with breasts to die for, and you're you," explained Sarah. "Even you wouldn't believe you if you weren't you."
"I will grant you that it seems unlikely on the surface. Why would a woman like that come on to me? She might be a certifiable nut. We don't know. I doubt there's any statistics dealing with the likelihood of big-titted women being more apt to lie than flat chested women," I admitted. "My experience indicates they are."
The next week was very revealing for me. Sarah kept getting phone calls from her friends asking what the fuck was wrong with her husband. Every time she received one of those calls, she turned her bitchiness up a notch. I was running out of patience, although I admit I hadn't been blessed with much of that commodity to start with.
On Sunday afternoon our son, daughter-in-law and daughter came for dinner. My son's wife was a high school math teacher. She always seemed like a sharp girl.
During dinner, Sarah decided to bring up my perceived short comings. "Jack grabbed Betty Thol's breasts at a party a couple of weeks ago and Tim is pissed off at him, big time."
"I wasn't expecting that," admitted my son, Bob. "Did Tim sock Dad when he caught him fondling the goods?
"He didn't actually see it happen," admitted Sarah. "Betty told him about it after they left."
"I'm impressed, Dad. Are they real? They're big, but they don't sag at all. Did she have some work done?" asked Bob with a grin.
"You seem to be getting a chuckle out of your father's midlife crisis, or whatever it is he's having," admonished Sarah.
"Maybe it's because I know Dad didn't grab Betty's big hooters. It sounds like pure bullshit," replied Bob with a chuckle. "Dad, did you grab that woman's massive mammaries?"
"Thanks for asking, Bob. She actually came on to me while we were alone in the kitchen. I shot her down immediately. I told her I was happily married, which was true at that time," I added for Sarah's benefit.
"That explains it!" said Bob's wife, Sue. "I see shit like this all the time in school. Insecure bimbos with more tits than brains think they need to get revenge on guys that don't worship them. Last week, one of the senior cheerleaders started a rumor that the class salutatorian was gay."
The poor guy," sympathized my daughter Nora. "What did he do about it?"
"It's only rumor, but I heard he fucked the shit out of her Friday night. He laid those rumors to rest, and the cheerleader to nirvana," retorted Sue with a wicked grin. "I'm afraid it was positive reinforcement of a negative action."
"Mom, what did you do about Betty?" asked Nora once she stopped laughing at Sue's revelation. "You must be furious that she'd say that about Dad."
"I am," replied Sarah. "I told Jack to apologize to her and Tim. No one's going to invite us to their parties if they think Dad's a..."
"Tit grabber?" interjected Sue. "A hooter hound? A nip nibbler? A jug juggler? Maybe a..."
"Stop that!" demanded Sarah. "This is a serious situation. Jack may need professional help or something. I never told you kids, but he's obsessed with breasts."
"You're kidding, right?" asked Nora in apparent disbelief.
"No, I'm not kidding. Your father has a breast fetish or something," asserted Sarah.
"No. I mean you must be kidding about Bob and I not knowing it. How many times over the years have we walked into the kitchen to find Dad with his hands in your shirt? How about the lingerie he always gets you for Christmas? How about when I had friends over for a pool party and he drooled over Mary "Tits" Brennan?"
"You saw your father squeezing me all the time?" asked a strangely surprised Sarah. "He perved on Mary Brennan? I'm so sorry about that. I need to apologize to her and her parents."
"Don't bother. Two of my friends' fathers wound up divorced because of her. She's a slut who enjoyed seducing her friends' fathers. I heard her complaining to Brenda about how Dad stared at her big jugs all the time but he threw her out of my party when she came on to him. I was in the bathroom and heard her talking through the open window. If Dad could turn down a big-titted 18-year-old slut in her prime, I don't think Betty Thol would have much chance, even with her rack."
"Yeah, I've caught him staring at my girls now and then, and I'm only a B Cup," added Sue. "Luckily, Bob's just like his father. He loves boobs and he'll do almost anything for me if I allow him the pleasure of my body. Isn't that the way it's supposed to work?
"Bob looks at women's boobs every chance he gets, but he knows mine are the only breasts he's allowed to touch. Other women just warm him up; get his motor running for me. Mom said Dad's the same way."
"You think Jack may be normal?" asked Sarah incredulously. "You're glad Bob is like his father?"
"Normal? Hardly," replied Sue. "He's a typical man and there's nothing normal about any of them. He's like most men, if that's any consolation."
"Thanks, Sue. You really know how to make a guy feel good. By the way, I never stared at your breasts," I insisted.
"Really? If I lift my shirt, you'll turn away?"goaded Sue, as she grabbed the bottom of her blouse and lifted slightly.
"Well, I wouldn't want to insult you by not looking," I replied as I shrugged my shoulders to my grinning son.
"Please don't," requested Sarah. "Jack needs understanding and help, not encouragement. If he didn't grab Betty's boobs, why would she tell Tim he did?"
"I just told you why," answered Sue. "It's like those high school girls. She came on to him and he turned her down. She thinks she'll get revenge by smearing him in the mud. Maybe Jack should fuck her brains out to shut her up."
"I like the way you think. No wonder you're my favorite daughter-in-law!" I praised.
"Believe me when I say that's not going to happen," stated Sarah emphatically. "He needs to take care of chores at home and forget that lying bitch."
"Mom, did you just tell us Dad had to screw your brains out?" asked Nora with a big smile plastered across her face.
"Well, maybe he already did. I didn't know enough to trust him when he told me Betty came on to him. That was just stupid on my part. Can I use that as an excuse for being such a damned idiot?" asked Sarah.
"I'm not sure how that works," replied Sue. "But Bob banged me senseless this morning, so I may not be the one to ask. What do you think Nora?"
"Being single and at my parents' house, I claim to have total command of my faculties," insisted Nora. "Mom has been remiss in her wifely responsibilities by not trusting Dad. She also had the idea there was something wrong with him because he seems to go stupid when he's around breasts. We all know it's quite common in the male of the species.
"Knowing Mom like I do, I bet she's been giving Dad a ration of shit ever since Betty Boob lodged her complaint. That would include, but not be limited to, not giving him the opportunity to properly separate her from her brain."
"I have been a bit aloof lately," admitted Sarah.
"You've been a bitch," I bravely stated. "It's high time I performed a lobotomy!"
"I know they take out appendixes through the belly button," said Sue thoughtfully. "Am I to understand you plan on removing Sarah's brain though her vagina?"
"Somehow, when you put it that way, it doesn't sound like a good thing," opined Nora.
"Especially when I have such a big brain," added Sarah. "Luckily he's learned how to prep me before he operates."
"Mom! That's too much information," declared Nora.
"We've lost sight of the problem. What do I do about Betty?" I asked the group.
"I don't want to sound negative, but it seems likely if she came onto Dad, she's probably done the same to some of the other guys at your parties," stated Bob. "No offense, Dad, but I think there may have been a guy or two she'd want to motorboat her before she decided to try you."
"Motorboat?" asked Sarah.
"That's when a guy puts his face between your boobs and moves his head left and right while making sounds like a motorboat," explained Sue. "Bob's become an expert motorboating my Bs. I hate to think what he'd do with Betty's set. He'd probably wind up with two black eyes or something. I'm surprised Jack doesn't motorboat your girls now and then."
"Oh, he does!" insisted Sarah. "Don't doubt Jack's nautical skills. I just didn't know that term. I certainly know the sensation."
"Way to go, Dad!" stated Bob encouragingly.
"Could we get back on topic?" I asked.
"We are on topic," pointed out Sue. "We're discussing hooters and how you should handle Betty's."
"That's not accurate," corrected Sarah. "Jack doesn't want to handle Betty's's hooters. He wants to be able to show his face in public without everyone thinking he's the sick bastard that played with Betty's boobs at our party."
"I don't think too many guys would hold that against him," suggested Bob just before getting an elbow from Sue.
"They would if he did it to their wife," replied Sarah.
"Bob actually made sense when he said Betty has probably come on to some other men at other parties. Dad's okay, but let's face it. He's not a Baldwin or a Hemsworth," reasoned Nora. "She's probably run through all of the men in the neighborhood, or the alphabet, or something."
"Good point!" agreed Sue quickly. "Have you noticed any neighbors with black eyes?"
"Stuart Simpson!" Sarah and I declared simultaneously. Sarah explained, "He came to our last party sporting two shiners."
"Last month, Owen Jackson came to a party with a broken nose," recalled Sarah.
"Bart Lankford needed eye surgery this spring. He said a tree limb had poked him in the eye and detached his retina," I added.
"My God! I think you have a mammary macular degenerate loose in your group," declared Sue. "Jack's wholesome character saved his eyesight! Luckily, he "nipped" that situation in the bud."
Just then, Sarah's cell phone rang. She left the room as she answered it. She returned less than a minute later with a stunned look.
"That was Louise Beck. She called to ask if I had heard about Stan Benson. It seems he passed away last night at a party at Reynolds' house, to which we were not invited, I might add. They found him in the game room in the basement."
"He was pushing seventy. Did he have a heart attack?" I asked.
"The medics said it looked like he'd been smothered to death," revealed Sarah.
"Could this be the work of Betty's Boobs?" wondered Sue.
"I'll bet it was," replied Sarah. "Louise said he had a smile the medics couldn't wipe off his face."
It was the following weekend around noon. I came in from mowing the lawn and Sarah handed me a beer. She was twitching like she did when she's dying to tell me something.
"Tim Thol has two black eyes! Louise saw him at Home Depot. She said he looked like a raccoon. He must have gotten too close to those noxious knockers! It's funny it took this long for him to run afoul of those sweater stretchers. It seems like it would have happened before this. They've been married for ten years."
"I think it was probably a cue ball in a sock rather than Betty's double whoppers which caused the discoloration," I stated as I opened the beer.
"You think it was a single cue ball? I never heard them called that before," admitted Sarah. "That reminds me. Our cue ball is missing from the pool table. We need to get one before we have anyone over, if anyone will ever be willing to come over again."
"The cue ball's in a woolen sock in the trunk of my car. I'll bring it in later," I responded as I took my first slug of the cold brew.
"Whoa! You said Tim's face met a cue ball in a sock and you just happen to have a cue ball in a sock in your car? Would you care to explain this coincidence?" asked Sarah.
"Sure. I started thinking about how Stuart Simpson, Owen Jackson and Bart Lankford all had problems with their eyes or nose. I have a lot of respect for Betty's chesticles, it just seemed a stretch she could be inflicting that kind of damage on the general populace with those lush puppies.
"I decided to visit Stuart, Owen and Bart and get their stories. It took some persuading and more than a few beers, but I managed to milk the truth out of them. It seems that each of them had been at a party where Betty came on to them. They all are married men and they knew trouble when they saw it, but they all took her up on her offer. They couldn't resist the temptation to play with her lung protectors. It turns out Stan did die from a heart attack." I summarized.



"Okay, where's this going?" demanded Sarah.
"Each of them had Tim and Betty visit the next day. Tim accused them of grabbing Smith and Wesson. Then he promised to kick their asses. Sometime in the next couple of weeks, he managed to find each of them in a secluded place and smacked them in the face a few times. He warned them if they told the cops, he'd tell their wives what they did with Betty's globes, so they made up lame ass stories to tell their wives and others about their health issues."
"Oh my God!" exclaimed Sarah. "That sick fuck may come after you!"
"The same thought occurred to me, so I stuffed the cue ball in a sock and carried it with me everywhere I went. Three days ago, the bastard jumped me while I was walking to my favorite fishing hole on Cummings' Creek.
"He was pretty confident. He stepped out of the bushes and started telling me just how much he was going to enjoy beating me senseless."
"That crazy bastard! Did you show him your sock puppet?" asked Sarah.
"Yeah. He no sooner got his first threat out when my sock made contact with the bridge of his nose," I replied with a little chuckle. "Who knew a cue ball would hurt so much? He went down like a pole-axed steer. He wasn't knocked out, so he tried to get back up. I think the second shot was the one that broke his nose. It was lights out for the dumb fuck."
"Why didn't you tell me this when it happened?" demanded Sarah. "I wonder what the hell is wrong with that dumb bitch that she wanted to get men beaten by Tim."
"I was still pissed about Tim ambushing me like he did, so I paid Betty a visit while Tim was lying on the path in the woods. She told me exactly what was going on. I don't think they'll try it again.
"They're a couple of sick bastards. Betty enjoyed getting Tim jealous. It turned her on and they'd have hot sex while she described what guys did to her melons. When Tim beat the shit out of some poor schmuck, he'd come home and he'd have super aggressive sex with her again. They both got off on it," I told Sarah.
"I'm surprised Betty admitted being such a sick bitch," said Sarah.
"She couldn't talk fast enough once I applied a double tit twister to her shock absorbers," I replied with a grin. "I just gave her something to tell Tim. He probably fucked her to death when he staggered home and heard her story.
"I didn't tell you sooner because I wanted to wait to see if the cops were going to be involved. I didn't want to upset you if it turned out to be nothing. I guess Tim and Betty think it's better to not bring attention to their little peccadilloes."
"You squeezed Betty's bombers? You actually had her headlights in your hands?" asked Sarah in surprise.
"Yeah, is that going to be a problem?" I demanded.
Sarah saw the anger on my face and decided discretion was the better part of valor.
"No, you did what you had to do. I'm sorry for not backing you up when Tim came to the house that day. You didn't enjoy holding Betty's coconuts did you? Are they even real? They both deserved to suffer after the shit they pulled. I just hope you'll be happy with my shirt potatoes after having Betty's bazoombas in your grasp," said Sarah worriedly.
"Why is it so hard for you to understand that your dumplings are perfect for me?" I asked as I pulled Sarah close. "Men do love to look, but what we really love is a woman who loves us back and allows her man, and only her man, full access to the upper deck."
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It was our anniversary and I decided to take my wife of twenty years out to dinner in a swank hotel in the city. I was in my mid-forties when we married, while she had just turned twenty. We were still together and very much in love. To make the evening even more special, I hired a limousine for the evening.
I was a very successful businessman. People always looked to me for leadership. I was pretty much a role model for men in our community. My rugged good looks, wit, charm, debonair demeanor, business acumen and humility were well known to all.
"You're really going all out this evening," observed Dani as I assisted her into the back of the limousine. "I think I could get used to this."
Once I was sitting next to her and the limo was moving, Dani kissed me sweetly on the lips and promised, "Someone's going to get very lucky tonight!"
I patted myself on the back for taking the time to plan a romantic evening for my loving wife. She was devoted to me and a wonderful mother. I felt she deserved more effort and attention than I had been showing of late. She always demonstrated respect and admiration for my many accomplishments.
We enjoyed a delicious, as well as very expensive, dinner at the Ritz. Afterward, I led her onto the dance floor and tripped the light fantastic until midnight.
"It's been a great evening, Sweetheart," declared Dani before kissing me passionately once we were back in the limo. "I can't wait to get home and have my way with you."
"Why should we wait?" I asked as I slowly unzipped her dress all the way down to the crack of her lovely ass.
"What about our driver?" asked Dani as she nodded toward the front. "He barely looks old enough to have a driver's license, let alone see two old people rut."
"I'm sure he has the proper credentials," I replied as I unhooked Dani's bra and carefully slid it, along with the top of her dress, down to her waist. "These limo drivers see this stuff all the time. Don't worry about it."
"I don't know what they see all the time, but only you get to see my breasts at any time. I don't think this is a good idea," replied my wife as she covered her bosom with her hands.
"You worry too much. Where's your sense of adventure?" I asked before gently removing the hand concealing her left breast and slowly suckling her nipple deep into my mouth.
Dani moaned and pulled my head tighter to her breast even as she kept her other hand covering her right breast. I worked on her left nipple for a few minutes and then slid her hand away so I could suckle her right one. Soon I was moving my mouth back and forth and Dani was holding my head with both hands and moaning softly. As I paid homage to her beautiful breasts, I used my left hand to slide her thong down. To my pleasant surprise, she raised her ass so I could slip the tiny garment down over her shoes.
Now I had her dress bunched around her waist with her unfettered boobs swaying and bouncing as the limo traveled over some rough roads. I briefly wondered if the driver was paying any attention to the highway.
Dani had consumed three drinks, which I had learned over the years was the perfect number for her to let loose, yet not fall asleep. I moved back on the seat and moved my face between her long legs. I feasted on her delicious pussy.
To my consternation, she failed to have an orgasm. I redoubled my efforts but the car now appeared to be taking curves quite fast. My face was pushed into her pussy and just as suddenly, she would slide away from me.
I mentally cursed the driver for being incompetent as I gave up on eating my wife to an orgasm. I slid up over her body and entered her. By this time the momentum of the car was moving me back and forth and the bumpy ride was constantly driving my cock deeper into Dani's tight little snatch. The sensations were pretty intense and I was unable to delay my own orgasm. I moaned loudly as I emptied my balls into my wife.
"No! Not yet!" cried Dani as I my cock fired its last round and began to shrink inside her. "I was getting so close."
Now I felt bad. I wasn't drunk, but I had enough to cloud my usual clear mind. I suddenly realized it was the stupid driver who had forced my premature finish by bouncing all over the road.
"You damned idiot!" I yelled at him. "Where the hell did you learn to drive? That had to be the roughest damn car ride I've ever had. Could you have taken the curves any faster? I'm going to report your driving to your company."
"Why don't you just do that?" replied the smug bastard. "I'm sure Dad will want to hear how you couldn't satisfy your beautiful wife before you shot your load.
"It's not my driving that left your wife hanging," added the smirking prick. "You're getting up in years and can't keep up with a fox like her. Don't try to blame my driving. No one could drive through this road construction any smoother than I just did."
"You arrogant little shit!" I shouted as spittle flew from my lips. "I could drive this stretch of road blindfolded and do better than you. You're too damn young and inexperienced to be good at anything."
"Okay, Boomer," responded the driver as he pulled over between two concrete dividers. "Why don't you just show me how good you are?"
"Don't pay any attention to him," pleaded my nearly naked wife. "He's just goading you into a fight!"
"Don't worry," I replied smugly. "I'm not going to fight, but I am going to teach him a thing or two."
By this time the kid had opened my door and stepped back with his fists raised in the classic boxer's stance. I stepped out of the car and sneered at him.
"I'll show you how to fucking drive a car, you dumb shit! Just get in back and find out just how comfortable this rig can be when driven properly."
The kid looked in the open door before quickly nodding to me. "Okay, but don't dent up my dad's limo. He'll be pissed."
"You've got a lot to learn about driving," I responded with a chuckle as I climbed behind the wheel. "Your lesson begins right now."
For the next twenty minutes I drove back and forth through the road construction. After the first ten minutes, I heard Dani begin to moan. I carefully approached the sharp turns and rough pavement, admiring the smooth and comfortable ride I was providing.
On a particularly tight turn, I slowed considerably as a large pothole made an appearance. I proudly realized the bump was barely noticeable in the limo. At that moment, Dani let out a loud moan and shouted her approval.
"Yes! Yes!" she gasped proudly. She was obviously impressed.
I found a safe area and pulled the car over. I unbuckled my seat belt and stepped out of the car. I walked to the back door and opened it. The kid was grinning like a hyena as he climbed out of the car and pulled up his fly.
I was unable to contain my laughter as I handed him the keys. I really loved showing up young know-it-alls like this dumb kid.
"Take at look at how happy my wife is!" I pointed to Dani as she put her bra on with a very happy grin on her face. "That's how you drive a car, you dumb schmuck!"



        I'm a Loser

        A con game gone wrong.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/im-a-loser

Title: I'm a Loser

Author: Harddaysknight

Category: Loving Wives

Description: A con game gone wrong.

Tags: breaking and entering, alienation of affections, black mail, sexual harassment, no fraternization, brother and sister, confidence scam




I put my bag down and removed several tools. It didn't take me very long to disable the old- fashioned security system. Then I carefully jimmied a side door open. I closed it quietly behind me before moving to the stairway and climbing to the fourth floor.
No one was in the reception area of the Brookside Real Estate offices, but then, I knew the place would be empty. It was 7 PM and the offices had been closed for a couple of hours. I looked around in an attempt to determine which office belonged to, Brent Mason, the broker/owner of the company. That was when I heard the moans coming from behind the office door to my left.
There was a cheap lock holding it closed, but I made short work of it with my bar. The door popped open and I quickly stepped inside. Much as I expected, Sue was bent over her boss's desk as he drilled her doggy- style.
Both fornicators swung their attention to me. More precisely, they turned their eyes toward me, but Brent was still intent on pounding Sue's pussy into submission.
"Jack, this isn't what it looks like!" exclaimed Sue in what sounded like a concerned voice which would have been more convincing if she hadn't kept moving her ass back to meet Brent's thrusts.
"It looks like you're being fucked by your boss!" I snarled. "What part of that do I have wrong?"
"Well, that part is right. Does it look like I'm enjoying it?" asked Sue between moans. "That's what I meant when I said it isn't what it looks like."
"Truthfully? It look s like you're enjoying the hell out of it," I admitted. "Brent appears to have a pretty decent cock, and he obviously knows how to use it."
"That's what I meant!" insisted Sue. "It looks like he's giving me a royal fucking but it really isn't that great. I've only had one big orgasm so far. I'm not enjoying it that much."
"I see. He's doing an okay job, but I'd be wrong to think that while it appears you are having a great time, you're actually indifferent to the fucking your boss is giving you. Does that sum it up?" I asked as Brent reached around and squeezed Sue's left breast quite hard.
"It did right up to the moment Brent squeezed my tit," replied Sue as her face and chest flushed red. "I'm going to have to raise my opinion of Brent's fucking now. He's getting the job done."
"Who the hell are you and why are you distracting this delightful piece of ass in whom I'm buried balls deep?" demanded Sue's boss. "You're trespassing. You must have broken in since I personally locked the doors. Your behavior is really quite boorish. I must insist you leave the premises immediately."
"I'm Jack fucking Carson. That name might ring a bell since that delightful piece of ass you're drilling is Sue Carson!" I retorted. "This looks like the makings of a multiplicity of lawsuits. I'll own this place, your house and your Mercedes before I'm through with you."
"Tell me how you managed to access my office, Jack fucking Carson," demanded Mason. "I can have you locked up for years for breaking and entering, you dumb fuck. Just leave now and I'll forget you were ever here."
"Who's the dumb fuck?" I shot right back at the smug bastard. "Sue signed all kinds of paperwork when she came to work here. Everyone knows you're not allowed to fuck your employees with impunity. There are rules against fraternizing with employees and sexual harassment laws, not to mention the embarrassment of having your name dragged through the gutter for banging a married employee. Hell, I bet OSHA will nail your ass for having unsafe sex! You really need to wear a condom.
"I haven't even mentioned how your wife, Delores, will react to the video I'm taking in high definition with the small camera in my hand. I have your balls right in my hand!" I gloated.
"I don't think you do," replied Mason. "Sue is caressing them quite vigorously at the moment. I think she's trying to get me to fill that pussy of hers with my sperm. Maybe she wants a baby!"
"Go ahead and knock her up! I'll go after you for child support, sexual misconduct, crimes against nature and alienation of affection, asshole!" I blustered. "Your ass is grass and I'm the fucking mower. Maybe you'd like to come to some sort on an agreement before the lawyers become involved?"
"I'm not agreeing to anything until I shoot my load. It's damn hard to concentrate on the job at hand with you gibbering all the time. Pussy as fine as this requires concentration," stated Mason. "Why don't you make some coffee so we can discuss this situation like civilized human beings, once I'm done."
By the time I had the coffee poured and had carried all three cups back to Mason's office, he was finishing up.
"Take it all, you fucking slut!" he growled as he held Sue's hips tight to his pelvis and twitched his hairy ass as Sue's eyes rolled around in her head.
"I made your coffee black," I noted as I prepared to begin negotiations. "I'm thinking a million dollars will be about right. In return, I won't sue you for alienation of affections, failure to adhere to your no fraternization policy, sexual harassment, and assault with a friendly weapon."
"Can you explain where or when you and I came to any agreement about my interactions with Sue?" asked the dumb bastard.
"Obviously, you and I never agreed to shit, Asshole. Your company has rules in effect regarding fraternization," I replied patiently. "Sue works for you, so you violated the rules of your own company. You just fraternized the living hell right out of her. You owe me!"
"I don't follow your logic," insisted the dumb fuck. "If you and I have no agreement of any kind, how can you possible take me to court over not following my company rules? You are not involved with my company."
"Everybody knows I can sue you for screwing Sue!" I practically screamed at the ignorant bastard. "That's how it works. I don't have to be in the company. I'm a concerned third party. Anyone can sue a company that doesn't follow its rules!"
"Have you any idea what paperwork Sue signed, or what her job entails?" asked Mason far too calmly for my tastes.
"I'm sure she signed the usual bullshit all companies require new employees to sign," I responded a bit passively. "You can't deny you fucked her. I have it on video."
"I've no reason to deny it. In fact, I'd like a copy of the video if you would be so kind. My golfing buddies won't ever believe this shit without proof. Sue is a prime piece of ass."
Sue had been sipping her coffee and remaining quiet up to this point. She decided to jump into the conversation.
"Thanks, Brent. You're a pretty good cocksman, yourself. That thing you did with your fingers on my clit and in my ass was amazing. Maybe we can try that again once Jack and I are properly compensated for you deliberately taking advantage of little old me."
"You're saying you'd be willing to do this again, once we settle the financial details?" asked Mason in surprise.
"Let's just say it's a little incentive to bring the negotiations to a speedy conclusion. You know you aren't supposed to fuck employees, regardless of how nice their tits are and how tight their pussies are," pointed out Sue.
"Jack and I need to be compensated for the pain and suffering we're experiencing because of the actions of a sexual predator. By the way, you really don't want to find your name on that list."
"That's right!" I instantly agreed. "Then there is the matter of how you may have knocked Sue up, as well as how your wife will react to this situation. It's in your best interest to settle with us as soon as possible."
"Do you really think I'd give you a million bucks for a piece or two of Sue's ass?" demanded Mason. "Allow me to explain how it's going to be.
"You broke into my place of business. The doors were locked and you have no permission and no key for access. You're facing criminal charges and possible jail time," said Mason quite smugly.
"You can't prove that," I retorted. "It appears your last century security system failed before I happened by to find your doors wide open. I reasonably assumed when a business has its doors open, the public is welcome and even expected to enter."
"That security system was more than a bit antiquated. That's why I had a state of the art security system, complete with video monitoring installed outside and throughout the building. You had to walk past several signs advising you of that fact," assumed Mason.
"No shit? I thought those signs referred to the system I had dis... I found disabled. You have other cameras?" I asked nervously.
"Damn straight. You've been recorded in high definition as you broke into and wandered around this building, with audio, I might add."
"Wait! Do you have cameras in other parts of the building, like this office?" asked Sue.
"That would be correct," responded Mason with a bit of mirth. "I really don't need Jack's copy of tonight's events. I have them all stored on a hard drive as well as the cloud."
"Okay, you may have me there. That's a good negotiating point for you," I yielded. "We still have a lot more issues you should be concerned about, like screwing an employee. That's a big one!"
"Sue is not my employee," stated Mason with a grin.
"I sure as hell am!" insisted Sue. "I'm a salesperson for your real estate company! You're my boss."
"Technically, you're an independent contractor. You contract your services to me for an agreed upon price, which in your case is fifty percent of each commission you earn. You are not on my payroll and you are not involved in any way with my company insurance, unemployment, 401K, or any of that shit," explained Mason. "I'm free to fuck the hell out of you anytime we find mutually suitable."
Sue flashed an angry glance my way. How was I supposed to know that kind of stuff? She was the one that had to go to school to get her license. Didn't they explain this shit to her in class? I had to make an attempt to save something out of the mess Sue had made.
"If your wife, Delores, sees this video, you'll be out on your ass. She'll take you to the cleaners. Women get everything in a divorce, including your balls. Everyone knows that!" I firmly declared.
"My wife passed away two months ago, you damn dumb prick," snapped Mason. "Sue's the first piece of ass I've had in almost a year, and I enjoyed it immensely. I've decided I need to get back into the game."
"If you impregnated me, I'll demand child support. You'll have to support my child in the manner to which I've grown accustomed," announced Sue as she realized we were clutching at straws.
"I had a vasectomy 15 years ago, so I'm confident I didn't put a bun in your oven, although I sure as hell iced the cake," replied Mason with a laugh. "Just thinking about you tight little snatch is making my cock twitch, and I haven't done it twice in one day since I was in my thirties."
"I'll take that as a compliment," stated Sue before I poked her with my elbow. "If you enjoyed it so much, why not settle our negotiations and you'll be able to tap this ass on a regular basis. We both know you'd enjoy that."
"Wait! Alienation of affections is still on the table," I suddenly remembered. "That alone can cost you a pretty penny. It looks like Sue is succumbing to your thick cock. That means I have to be paid for my pain and suffering. I'll need a million dollars for the humiliation I'll be forced to endure."
"You two don't seem to realize many real estate companies run background checks on people with whom they are associated, including independent contractors," revealed Mason. "For a hundred bucks, I can learn with whom you went to your prom, and if you got laid that night.
"While I'm sure you're very fond of Sue, I'm equally certain no jury would award a brother any compensation for alienation of affections," continued Mason.
By this time Mason's cock was showing signs of life and Sue was showing some interest in its resurrection. I made a mental note to never negotiate with a naked man while there was a naked woman in the room.
"Well, shit!" I exclaimed. "It's fucking scum like you that cause good people like us to try to take you to court to get some of that money you've got."
"The good news is Sue is a natural sales person," revealed Mason as he carefully propped her over his desk. "I think we'll have a long and mutually beneficial relationship."
"God! That feels good!" cried Sue as Mason plunged into her. "It's a real pleasure working here."
"Sue, you're losing focus," I groused. "We're supposed to be negotiating a big settlement here. You've just given up our negotiating position."
"I like this position, but frankly, you're beginning to creep me out," complained Sue. "There are things brothers should not see, like his sister getting pounded over an office desk."
Now I was desperate to come out of this fiasco with something, anything. Brent Mason had thwarted me at every turn. I decided it was time to use my ace in the hole.
"I'm going to leave now, but you should know I have a date with your daughter, Bianca. I'll be banging her brains out again before the night is much older. She'll probably become pregnant this time, unless of course, you want to offer me some incentive to not see her."
"You want incentive?" replied Mason with a big belly laugh, which in turn seemed to take Sue over the edge once again. Her moans made it difficult to hear his next words.
"She's my stepdaughter. She hates me because I wouldn't pay for her surgeries when she was my stepson, Bruce," revealed Mason. "If you manage to knock her up, I'll give you that million dollars!"
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I was working the counter at our auto parts store when a man in a suit stepped up and flashed some sort of official looking ID at me. He then asked if I was Bill Evans.
"Why don't you show me your identification a little more slowly?" I asked politely. "That was a little quick."
The guy scowled as he once again pulled his wallet from his pocket and flopped out some impressive looking credentials. I carefully read everything before snapping a picture with my phone.
"I don't think you can do that!" he protested.
"Did you see me do it?" I asked with a little grin.
"Hell, yes. You just took a picture of my ID. How do I know what you'll do with it?" he asked with some concern.
"One thing at a time," I responded. "I can do it. You saw it happen. What do most people do with a picture of the ID of a police detective? Maybe use it to remember his name and badge number in case shit hits the fan?"
"You're acting pretty damn guilty for a guy who hasn't been accused of anything," replied the man I now knew to be Detective Sampson.
"You're acting pretty damn untrusting for a detective who's never accused me of any wrong-doing," I countered.
I had been around cops all my life. I had a healthy respect for the good ones and total contempt for those who were less than professional. My cousin, Joe, was a good cop. He was the one who told me to always get a picture of any ID from anyone who felt the need to show it. He told me many plain clothes law enforcement people tried to be somewhat anonymous as they strove to ruin your life.
"Where were you last night at midnight?" demanded the man.
The customer behind him in line was paying close attention to the entire situation. I didn't know what the detective was looking for, but I was certain it would be better to handle it in private. I called Jeff to come out front to handle the counter for a few minutes.
"Come on back to my office and we'll discuss this without spectators," I instructed the detective, who was obviously becoming impatient.
Once we were seated in my office, he jumped back in with his questions. "Where were you last night at midnight?"
"If you ever come into my business again and blurt out accusations and questions so my customers and employees can hear you, I'll toss your ass out the door. Try to act like a professional," I admonished.
"You can't throw me out. I'm a police detective," he insisted.
"Do you have a warrant?" I demanded.
"No. I'm just here to ask some questions," he answered, but with less rancor.
"That's why I suggested we come back here to my office. You have the right to ask questions and I have the right to throw your ass off my property. I'm willing to speak with you, but there's no reason to involve my customers," I explained before addressing his question.
"I was home all night. I left work yesterday at four and was home by four-thirty. I never left the house again," I assured Sampson.
"Can anyone verify your claim?" asked the detective.
"Well, my daughter and wife were home all night with me, so I'd say they both would be more than willing to vouch for my whereabouts," I reasoned.
"Your wife said you slept on the couch last night. You could have left for a few hours and returned home without anyone knowing you were ever gone," stated Detective Sampson.
"You already spoke to my wife?" I asked in surprise. "She told you I slept on the couch last night?"
"How well did you know Barry Lassiter?" was his next question.
"I never heard of the guy. I don't think I ever met him," I answered. "It's possible he's bought some parts from us, but the name isn't familiar."
"Do you know where he lived?" continued Sampson.
"I notice your questions refer to him in the past tense. If I didn't know the guy, it follows I have no idea where he lived," I offered. "Is there a reason I should?"
"Did your wife ever mention him? Did you ever see any emails or texts he sent to your wife?"
"You seem to have a way of asking the same question with different words. I think when I say I never heard the name, you can assume that also means I never read it, felt it, or even smelled it," I responded. "I do smell a rat, however. Why are you asking me about this guy?"
"He was beaten to death last night. At this time, you're a person of interest in the investigation. Do you want to change your story now?" asked Sampson.
"Wow! You sure slid that question in cleverly," I replied in fake awe. "Why would I kill a guy I never knew, never met and never even heard of?"
"Some husbands become enraged when they find out their wife's been having an affair. They even become violent and lash out at her lover," replied Sampson, as he watched me closely for my reaction.
"Are you fucking telling me Mary's been banging this dead prick?" I angrily demanded. "Son of a bitch! How long has that been going on?"
"Your wife claims only two months," answered the detective. "How long have you known, or suspected?"
"About a minute, Asshole!" I yelled at the dumb bastard. "This interview is over! I have to go home and talk to my wife!"
"That won't be possible," Detective Sampson informed me. "There's a restraining order keeping you at least a hundred yards from her. You can't go home.
"She's worried that you might cause her bodily harm. She told us you have a bad temper. If you did know about her affair with Mr. Lassiter, she believes you could possibly become angry enough to kill him," stated Sampson as he studied his notes. "She and your daughter both felt it was better to seek a restraining order, just to be on the safe side."
"Mary said that?" I asked as I slumped back in my chair. "She's not only cheating on me, but she told the cops I was capable of killing her lover? Now she's afraid of me? Cindy's afraid of me, too?
"All I've ever done is love them both. I've always been close to my daughter. I thought Mary and I had a good marriage. Now you're telling me they're both afraid of me? They think I might be a murderer?"
"Is there any information you can give me that might help me believe you didn't kill your wife's lover?" asked Sampson.
"The fact I didn't know the guy and never even realized Mary had a lover should be a huge hint," I suggested.
"We'll be interviewing you again, Mr. Evans. We'll follow every lead to find and convict the person responsible for this crime. In the mean time, don't leave town."
"Holy shit, Marshall Dillon! You think you have the authority to tell me I have to remain in Blandon until you give me permission to leave? You just told me Mary has a restraining order on me. You can arrest me if I get within a few hundred feet of her at any time!
"Here's my card. I'll fucking go where I want to go, as long as it's away from here. I'll only be a phone call away if you need me," I replied as I handed him my business card.
"I just told you not to leave town!" snarled the detective. "I mentioned you to Mayor Smith this morning. The thought of putting you in jail for the next twenty years seemed to appeal to him. You can't fight city hall, Asshole."
"I supported Ben Rodgers for Mayor when he ran against Smith. That's no reason to want me in jail," I protested.
"You made a few remarks wondering how Mayor Smith could have such powerful backing for a small town mayor. You told voters you were curious what he did to garner that kind of support," recalled Sampson. "He didn't appreciate your insinuations. If you leave town, I'll have the backing of the mayor's office when I drag your sorry ass back to stand trial."
"Fuck you!" I shouted back. "This is still America, and no two-bit flatfoot is going to tell me what the fuck I can, or can't do."
That was the first time I ever used the term flatfoot, but it felt right to me. I was having a lot of trouble digesting all the information I had just received and wasn't in a forgiving mood.
"Get your ass out of here before I call some real cops, Asshole!" I yelled as I opened the office door. So much for keeping my personal problems from my employees and customers.
Detective Sampson marched out of my office with a sneer on his face. At that moment, I realized he'd do anything possible to prove me guilty of murder. My brother, Dennis, came around the corner, stepped into my office, closed the door and sat down.
"What the fuck just happened?" he asked softly.
I quickly recounted the gist on my encounter with Detective Sampson. I ended my version of events by repeating how the bastard had told me to not leave town and how he had even mentioned that Mayor Smith wanted me put away.
"So where will you go?" asked Dennis. "You can't stay around here. That asshole will be out to get you, and I hate to think what might happen if you run into Mary. It would surely involve jail time for you."
"I was thinking the same. Thanks for seeing things my way," I responded. "I'll just get in my truck and start driving. Hopefully they'll find the upstanding citizen who pounded that wife-stealing prick to death. If he can't pay for a lawyer, I'll help him get a good one. I owe the guy."
"Don't even think about going home," suggested Dennis. "Just start driving. Use the business card to buy anything you need. Take your laptop so I can keep you updated on everything. I'll let you know about any developments here. Stay safe, and keep your nose clean. "
I found myself driving south on Route 81 at three o'clock that afternoon. As I drove, I thought about how drastically my life had changed in a very short time.
Mary and I had argued about sex the previous night. More precisely, it was the lack of sex that had me agitated. Mary had been distant and cold to me for a few weeks, and I had grown tired of it. Throughout our marriage, we had always been able to find time a couple times a week to enjoy a round or two of lovemaking, but not lately.
Last night, she turned me down again. I wasn't really surprised, but I was pissed. I told her if there was something wrong, she needed to tell me. I couldn't fix it if I didn't know what it was.
She accused me of being selfish and not considering her feelings. Just because I wanted to get my "rocks off", it didn't mean she had to lie down and spread her legs for me. She told me she needed to be romanced and courted, made to feel desired and loved. That was when I left to sleep on the couch.
Now I knew why she wasn't interested in sex with me. She was getting all she wanted someplace else, and I was the odd man out. Just thinking about how she shut me out while she was getting all the sex she could handle pissed me off even more. What a bitch!
I wound up in western Tennessee the next afternoon. I stopped at a small park in some Podunk town to walk a little and get the stiffness out of my legs and back.
I had been walking for only a few minutes when I noticed a scruffy looking guy headed toward me. I always felt I could handle myself, so I wasn't overly concerned about him. Then he pulled a handgun and pointed it at my chest.
"I want you to come with me," was all he said as he nodded toward an old Ford Explorer.
As we approached it, he opened the passenger door and motioned me inside. Once I was seated and buckled, apparently the guy was safety conscious; he quickly circled the vehicle and climbed in behind the wheel.
"Pull that bag from the back seat and put the stuff on that's in it," he ordered.
I was waiting for an opportunity to wrest the gun from his hand, but he never gave me one. He looked scruffy, but he seemed to know what he was doing.
I took the bag and pulled out what appeared to be a long lab coat, along with a floppy brimmed hat, latex gloves and a pair of dark sunglasses. The guy pulled over and parked by a deserted saw mill. He had me unbuckle my seat belt and put the smock on. By the time I had it buttoned and had donned the hat, glasses and gloves he was dressed identically.
"Let me guess, we're going to a masquerade party as the Blues Brothers?" I nervously joked, hoping to get the guy to open up. He just snorted and motioned for me to buckle my seat belt.
I got a bad feeling when he pulled into a bank parking lot five minutes later. He motioned for me to sit still. He climbed out of the SUV and came around to open my door. As he did so, he handed me a cloth bag.
"You'll hold it open while I stuff money in it," was all he said.
It was on the tip of my tongue to suggest he reconsider his less than well conceived plan when he pointed the gun at my face and nodded toward the bank.
Surprisingly, it took the two tellers what felt like a very long time to notice there was something amiss. Their smiles finally evaporated when my captor pointed his gun at them.
"Put all the cash in the bag the asshole's holding open," he demanded in a tone which indicated he didn't consider me an equal partner.
The tellers struggled to place the cash in the bag because they couldn't quite get their hands under the thick acrylic plate which the bank officials had erected for their safety. After fumbling for half a minute or so, they simply began sliding the money under the panel as I swept it into the sack.
The bag was almost full when the faint sounds of wailing sirens in the distance drifted into the financial institution. The approaching sirens filled me with fear, which almost caused me to fill my shorts.
"Goddamn it!" yelled my fellow larcenist. "I told you bitches not to trigger the alarm!"
As he made that curse, he pointed his weapon at a teller, the redhead with the large rack, and pulled the trigger. His hat suddenly flew from his head as he staggered backward. I noticed blood quickly begin to trickle down over his left eye.
He shook his head a couple of times and raised his gun toward the other teller, a blonde with smaller tits, but a great smile. As he pointed his weapon, I glanced toward the teller. I realized the reflection in the acrylic, or whatever the hell it was, allowed me to see my cohort's face as he aimed his gun.
More precisely, I was able to look down the barrel of his handgun! I wasn't the best pool player in the world, but I knew how the hell to make a bank shot. It looked like I was about to be bank shot, both literally and even more literally! With no time for rational thought, I whipped the bag of money up in front of my head.
The sack jerked in my hand just as Clyde discharged another round. Suddenly a plume of red liquid exploded out the hole made by the caroming slug when it struck the sack, which I had used, again literally, to save face. I had dodged a bullet, also literally.
The dye couldn't have traveled any truer if I had been able to aim it. My fellow highwayman was quickly covered in red ink from bloody head to mid-chest. Luckily, not so much as a drop of ink touched me or my clothing.
He was wiping the blood and ink from his eyes as he swung his weapon in my direction. That was when I decided it was time make my exit. The passenger window of his Explorer was shattered by another bullet as I made my way out the door.
I turned left and broke into a dead run into a wooded area as the wailing sirens pulled into the parking lot. Fortunately, there was a path through the woods, so I was able to maintain a brisk pace. After running what I gauged to be three miles through the woods, I came into a clearing on a knoll. I stopped to take inventory of the situation, as well as to determine if any blood hounds were barking on my trail. I immediately saw the very park in which I had been walking when Dillinger had abducted me!
I was thankful that several years ago I had started running five miles, three times a week to lose weight and get into shape. I had even placed third in a 10K race in Blandon last spring. I wasn't even breathing hard as I considered my situation.
My truck was about half a mile from my location. I watched to see if any police had staked out my car. After a few minutes, I was quite certain the park was completely void of human life.
I saw what looked like a woodchuck hole near an old ash tree. I pulled off the lab coat I had worn during the heist and shoved it down the hole. Then I pushed the hat in after it and kicked enough dirt in it to cover the garments. I dropped the dark glasses in the hollow of a tree a hundred yards closer to the park.
That was when I realized I was still clinging to the bag of cash. The ink on it had dried. I placed the bag on the ground and opened it with a long stick. Nothing happened, so I thumped it several times with the same stick. Once again, there was no further discharge of red ink.
It seemed that the tellers had only slipped one ink charge in with the cash. The ricocheting bullet had caused the dye pack to explode. It appeared a couple of bands of bills were pretty well ruined by the ink, but most of them gave little indication they had been stolen in a daring bank robbery.
Closer inspection revealed two bands of ones and a band of fives were pretty much worthless, but the larger bills remained unmarked by the red ink. I gathered the three damaged bundles and placed them in the hollow of the tree with the dark glasses.
I was pretty nervous as I approached my truck. I half expected a dozen police cars to screech to a halt, with cops jumping out and ordering me to put my hands up. Nothing happened. I started my truck and drove in the opposite direction of the bank.
It took a couple of hours for me to relax. It seemed like I had gotten away with the bank robbery! My accomplice didn't know my name, so he couldn't rat on me. The best he could do would be to describe me to the cops. I had seen enough of those artist renditions to know there was almost no chance of being identified in that manner.
The bank cameras would simply show a person covered with a lab coat, a big floppy hat and dark glasses. It would be difficult to even determine my gender under the disguise. I had not touched anything without my gloves, so there would be no fingerprints. I was pretty sure I knew the next step. The cops would be waiting for the money to show up. It seemed unlikely to me that they would have the serial numbers, unless they had a bundle with the serial numbers recorded already set aside for robbery situations.
I didn't need the money, and it looked like there was only a few thousand dollars in the bag anyway. I would have to be nuts to spend it and risk getting caught.
An hour later, I came upon a road construction site. Two lanes of cars were lined up waiting for an excavator to move across the road a short way in front of the line. A glance in my mirror told me there were no vehicles behind me.
I pulled alongside a brand new club cab Chevy Silverado with Texas plates. The bed was stuffed with two bikes, a kayak, coolers and other outdoor gear. I grabbed the bag of money from my seat and tossed it into the back of the truck. All eyes were on the huge piece of machinery crossing the highway and no one noticed the cash flow from my truck to his.
I hopped off the interstate at the next exit and drove some back roads. I finally tossed the latex gloves from a bridge into a small river. It was dark by this time, so I stopped in the next small town. I was in western South Carolina by this time.
I had some fried pickles and a pulled pork sandwich before checking into a local motel. I slept soundly for ten hours. The next morning I decided to read my emails as well as check Google for recent bank robberies. I had a short message from Dennis telling me neither my wife nor daughter had made any attempt to reach me at work. The entire town was talking about the murder.
One rumor was the cops were looking for me because I had killed Mary's lover and gone on the lam. Interestingly, a couple of other married men were also being linked to the murder as likely suspects. It seemed Barry Lassiter had quite a stable of married women, or so the rumor mill claimed.



Dennis also told me there was a bank robbery in town about the same time I had left! He said one person had been wounded and the guy got away with an undisclosed amount of cash.
Next, I Googled bank robberies and found mine was at the top of the list, followed closely by the robbery back home in Blandon. I had finally achieved search engine optimization and my name and business weren't even mentioned!
It seemed that one Billy Bob Jenkins had suffered brain damage when he accidently shot himself in the head as he tried to down the teller with the nice tits. The article didn't state it quite that way, but I had been there, so I knew how it actually went down.
Next he attempted to shoot the second teller, the one with the great smile, only to have the bullet ricochet into the bag of cash held by the second perp. That caused the dye pack to explode in such a way as to spray the living shit out of Billy Bob. Thoroughly enraged, and suffering from acute lead poisoning and blurry vision, Billy Bob attempted to gun down his partner, who wisely fled through the bank door. He succeeded in shooting out the passenger window of his own automobile, while apparently missing his intended target.
Police were scouring the wooded area behind the bank for the second fugitive. He was last seen on foot, so the state and local police were confident he would soon be apprehended. Billy Bob had lapsed into a coma after undergoing brain surgery for the bullet lodged in his head. He hadn't been able to provide the police with any information regarding his accomplice.
An updated and, related article described how police had been able to trace the bank's stolen money to a Texas Congressman's family. They were on vacation and had stopped to tour the Biltmore Estate in Asheville, North Carolina. While Congressman Johnson and his wife were touring the famous structure, their two teenage boys were in the gift shops spending money like drunken sailors.
Congressman Johnson denied any knowledge of the money or whence it came. The kids claimed they found it in the truck. After questioning, the two teens admitted they had more cash in their suitcase. $7,348 of slightly stained cash was recovered.
Police had yet to determine if Congressman Johnson, his wife, or one of his kids was the second bank robber. The family was being detained for questioning.
That answered my question about the bank having a list of at least some of the serial numbers of the stolen bills. I had managed to save my ass while creating problems for a politician. It was a great stroke of luck!
I decided to explore the hills of South Carolina for a few days. I needed to lie low and stay out of trouble. I could only imagine how quickly I'd be arrested for killing my wife's lover if my ass was already in jail for armed robbery.
There were a lot of quaint towns and touristy things to see if a person took their time and opened their eyes. A couple days later, I was driving along a back road when I came upon an older pickup stopped along the shoulder. Two women were standing in front of it. They had the hood, up but didn't appear to have any idea what the problem was.
I parked in front of them and walked back to offer a hand. The two women looked enough alike for me to determine they were probably sisters in their mid-to-late thirties.
I introduced myself and offered my services. They looked at each other and nodded before turning back to me.
"That's so kind of you," stated the blond, heavier-set sister. "I'm Libby and this is my sister, Abby."
"Our truck stalled here, and we haven't been able to get it started again," added Abby, who was darker and slightly plainer looking than her sister.
I glanced under the hood and saw the battery terminal was badly corroded. I went to scrape the debris off the terminal when the cable broke.
"I think this may be the problem," I said as I pointed to the battery. "I have some cables and tools in my truck. I own a parts store up north. I change out batteries all the time. Repairing and replacing cables is something I do quite often."
"That would be wonderful!" exclaimed Libby as she pressed against my arm to get a better look at the problem. Her breasts were surprisingly full and firm.
It took me about half an hour, but once I had the cable replaced and the battery terminals cleaned, the truck started right up. The sisters were delighted with my assistance.
Libby dug a thermos from a cooler in the rear of her truck and poured a liquid of some kind into a plastic cup. She offered it to me.
"Have some unsweetened tea. We make it ourselves. It's our way of showing our appreciation for your help, unless of course you're interested in something a bit more personal," suggested Abby coyly.
The two ladies seemed nice enough, but I hadn't been with a woman other than Mary for around twenty years. If I were going to fall off the wagon, it would take something more tempting than the spinster sisters.
"Thanks, but the tea will be more than enough," I replied as I swallowed the strange tasting fluid.
I emptied the cup and handed it back to Abby. That was when I noticed the two women were both staring at me expectantly.
I slowly regained consciousness. I was lying on my back on something soft, like a bed. At first I wondered if I was at sea as everything was rocking. As my mind began to clear, I realized the swaying motion was actually caused by a naked Abby riding my painfully hard cock!
Her surprisingly large tits were bouncing back and forth less than a foot from my face. Being the kind of guy I am, which is straight, I decided to give her melons a bit of a squeeze. That was when I discovered my wrists were cuffed to the bed.
"What the fuck is going on?" I croaked after a couple of failed attempts at speaking. My throat felt absolutely parched.
"I'm repaying you for your kindness this afternoon," replied a smiling Abby. "Just lie back and enjoy the ride."
My mind was now beginning to clear. I considered the unusual circumstances. It seemed my alter ego had woken long before I had and had very much enjoyed being plunged into Abby's molten core. I had experienced some good sex with my wife, but nothing like this. My cock was hard enough to cut diamonds. I was building toward an explosion of epic proportions.
I felt Abby's internal muscles give my cock a hard squeeze and I almost passed out again. I could only groan as my orgasm consumed me. I had never come that hard before in my life!
"That was quite impressive," praised Abby as she dismounted and flopped down on her back next to me. "I bet I'm pregnant already!"
I was just regaining my senses when Abby made her declaration. Was she trying to get pregnant? Was I expected to father her child? How many women would want a man they had just met to impregnate them?
That was when I realized there were at least two with that mind set. Libby had grabbed little Bill and was stroking the fellow quite enthusiastically. As Libby fed my cock into her hungry snatch, it occurred to me that I had not softened an iota. I was hard as steel.
I came to grips with the realization I was being raped. These women had apparently drugged me, bound me and were having their way with me. I was being used with absolutely no regard for my feelings or emotions. As that thought crossed my mind, one of Libby's plump nipples crossed my chin. It was gone before I could capture it with my mouth. I was prepared the next time and latched onto her nubbin with my teeth. I didn't bite too hard, but hard enough so she was unable to dislodge it.
"Ooh! Bill likes my tits," gasped Libby as she leaned back far enough to stretch her tit flesh more than a little. "Look how he's feasting on my nip. I bet he's going to knock me up, too."
I was still a bit groggy, but that caught my attention! I released Libby's nipple and weakly voiced my concerns.
"Ladies, I'm a married man. I don't want any more kids. I'm getting a little old to for that shit and my wife would never understand. Please don't expect me to father your kids. I have enough trouble taking care of one."
"Don't worry, Bill. We don't expect you to contribute in any way, except for the sperm you're depositing inside us," replied Abby.
"We're both at an age where we need to have children or give up on the idea," added Libby. "We agreed that you'd be the perfect sperm donor. This is as involved as you'll be in the children's lives."
"Why did you drug me? Why am I tied down?" I felt were reasonable questions.
"We weren't sure we'd be able to talk you into mating with us. You seem like a responsible sort of guy. Knocking up two good looking babes and moving on might be out of your comfort zone," explained Libby.
My mind was working now and red flags were going up all over the place. These sisters had drugged and then bound me to the bed. They seemed earnest about wanting to get pregnant, but their methods were extreme. I had a bad feeling about their endgame.
"There's no need to drug me, nor tie me to the bed. I'll fuck both your asses off all day and night if you'll just feed me once I've fertilized Libby's garden," I promised.
"You're not just saying that so we'll release your arms, are you?" asked Libby. "You wouldn't skip out on us, would you?"
"I'd have to be nuts to walk away from this sweet deal," I proclaimed. "This is great, but I'd enjoy it a lot more if I could play with your tits and run my hands over your smooth round asses. I think you'd like it better, too."
"Okay, once I get my injection, we'll get you something to eat," promised Libby as she increased her pace on my painfully hard cock
Once I had emptied my balls. It was the second time in the space of ten minutes. The ladies untied me and led me to their kitchen. The house looked pretty normal, considering two crazy bitches lived there. I sat at the table as the women scurried around preparing a meal.
Libby placed a cold beer next to the dish of lasagna Abby slid in front of me. Abby then pulled a bottle from a cabinet and extracted a pill, which she placed next to my plate.
Seeing the confusion in my eyes, she explained. "That's another Viagra. The last one worked so well we decided to give you another one. Finish your dinner and sleep for an hour or. Then we'll expect you to keep your promise and fuck our asses off."
That seemed reasonable, so I downed the blue pill with a drink of beer. The next three days became a blurred haze for me. I suspect I may have overdosed on the Viagra, but I sure wasn't going to complain. I spent almost the entire time in bed servicing the sisters, or resting up to regain enough energy to ride them again. By the end of the third day, all three of us admitted we'd had enough.
We slept in the big bed that night without any overt sexual activity. Sure, I had Abby's left tit in one hand and Libby's nipple against my face when I awakened, but none of us even considered taking it any further.
"We had a great time," stated Abby as she kissed me goodbye. "Please don't ever try to stop in to visit your kids. We'd probably think you were going to try to prove paternity or something and take them away. I just know we'd react badly."
I nodded as I considered her not-so-veiled threat. "Don't worry about that. You'll never see me again. I won't call. I won't write. I certainly won't stop here again. I'll have to be satisfied with the great memories of the two most beautiful and sexy sisters on the planet."
Libby wrapped her arms around me and kissed me deeply. "Thanks so much for giving us so much pleasure, as well as children of our own. We'll be great mothers, so don't worry about your kids."
"I'm not concerned for them in the least," I stated flatly as I climbed into my truck. "I'll never forget you ladies. Thanks for memories and good luck with your future endeavors. You'll never see me again, but I bet you'll be thinking of me from time to time."
I didn't slow down until I crossed into Georgia. I stopped at a fast food place with Wifi and went online for the first time in almost a week. I had no idea so many surprises were in store for me.
It seemed that the FBI had begun investigating Congressman Johnson's financials. They discovered he had been accepting cash to allow Mexican drug mules access to the United States by crossing his land. He even had a driver who transported them from a place near the border into a small town where they met up with their bosses.
The article stated Johnson was in the process of rolling over on his business associates. It seemed that more than a few of them had positions of power and influence in Texas and Washington. The shit was really hitting the fan. I never saw that coming.
A related story identified Billy Bob Jenkins as a serial bank robber. He was the prime suspect in eight bank robberies in five states, including the one in my home town of Blandon! During his spree, he had shot and wounded two bank employees and a deputy sheriff in North Carolina. As a side note, he had succumbed to the self-inflicted gunshot wound.
I checked my email and saw my brother, wife and daughter had all been trying to contact me for the last two days.
I called Dennis to verify the email he had sent me. "You're vacation is over! They caught the guy who killed that Lassiter bastard. You won't believe this, but it was that miserable prick Detective Sampson! He did his damnedest to make it look like you or Tim Robbins wacked Lassiter."
"Why did he try to drag Tim Robbins into it?" I asked in confusion. "He's a good guy. We bowl against him in our league."
"Lassiter was boning your wife, as well as Lisa Robbins and Detective Sampson's wife. The guy was getting some prime married pussy. No offense," added Dennis.
"None taken," I assured my brother. "How did Sampson get caught?"
"The day you left town, National Bank was robbed and a customer was shot and wounded. The FBI pulled the bank's videos. They watched back a few days to see if they could find the perp casing the bank. One of the videos showed Sampson entering and fifteen minutes later leaving the building Lassiter lived in. It was across from the bank and down the street a little ways."
"No shit?" I asked I thought about the odds of this happening. "Did they catch the bank robber?"
"Not here, but he robbed another bank a day or so later. It was down south. The dumb fuck tried to shoot a teller but the bullet bounced off the acrylic glass protection shield and hit him in the head. He died a couple days ago."
"Wow! I guess you've had a lot of excitement while I was gone," I responded, as I thought back to Billy Bob's last hurrah.
"That isn't all!" replied Dennis. "I don't know if you heard, but Congressman Johnson from Texas is in some deep political and legal shit. It turns out he and Mayor Smith were roommates in college and they've remained chummy ever since. Smith was getting set to run for Congress next year, but Johnson squealed to the Feds about how Smith was involved in some kind of drug smuggling ring with him. Smith's looking at a long stretch up the river."
My head was spinning by the time I ended the call with my brother. I had heard of unintended consequences, but never heard of anything like this. I decided to simply delete the emails from my wife and daughter. It was time to go home and start my divorce.
Two days later, I walked into my house to find Mary making dinner. She looked at me and broke into tears.
"Dad! We've been trying to reach you for days!" exclaimed my sixteen-year-old daughter, Cindy, as she rushed up and hugged me.
"Was that before or after you had a restraining order served on me?" I asked, as I tried to resist hugging Cindy back.
"There was no restraining order! That Detective Sampson showed up one morning and told Mom he knew she'd been sleeping with that jerk, Lassiter. He took our phones and computers. He said we couldn't contact you because you were wanted for murder for killing Lassiter. They had to find and arrest you and he didn't want us warning you.
"Mom and I both told him he was crazy. You'd never kill someone, even if Mom did slip up, but he said he had all kinds of proof. You never came home, so it looked like you were running from the law like he said," reasoned my daughter.
"It was only after the bank robbery and Sampson's arrest that we learned the truth. Uncle Dennis finally told us Sampson had questioned you. The bastard told you that Mom and I were afraid of you. He's a murderer and a liar, Dad. We weren't afraid. We know you love us and would never hurt us," concluded Cindy.
"What about your mother and that Lassiter prick? You just told me she'd been sleeping with the guy before he was killed," I pointed out.
"You need to talk with Mom about that," replied Cindy with tears in her eyes. "Please listen to her, Dad. She loves you more than anything. Don't let this ruin the best thing you've ever had.
"Mom, I'll finish making dinner. You need to have a private talk with Dad. Tell him what you told me. He'll understand," insisted Cindy as her glare seemed to challenge me.
Mary walked dejectedly into our bedroom and closed the door once I followed her inside. Tears streaked down her cheeks as she looked at me.
"Bill, I slept with Barry Lassiter. I'm so sorry about it. Please forgive me!"
"You think it's that simple. You have an affair for months and then apologize? That makes it all okay? I don't think it does," I replied with some anger.
"Months? It was one time. It was at Sue's Kane's Friday afternoon retirement party. I had too much to drink. That was wrong, but it's no excuse. Barry offered to help me home, but he took me to his place. He practically carried me to his apartment and had his way with me. I woke up an hour later with him sleeping naked next to me. I didn't even know where I was," stated Mary between sobs.
"I put my clothes on and left. I called a cab to take me home. Remember how I told you I drank too much and didn't want to drive home? You drove me back to get my car the next day," concluded Mary.
"Why didn't you tell me he did that?" I demanded. "I would have ripped the bastard apart and fed him to the fucking fish."
"I knew that. I realized I had to tell you, but I was hoping to find a time when Barry wasn't around. I was afraid you'd kill him and wind up in prison. I can understand if you leave me, but I'd never forgive myself if my foolish actions placed you in prison. You're a good man, Bill. You deserve better. I won't fight you if you want a divorce."
The events of the past ten days or so raced through my mind as I looked at my crying wife. She was obviously devastated. I left home thinking she had no faith in me, but was I the one who lacked faith? I believed Sampson when he told me Mary and Cindy asked for a restraining order and were afraid of me. I should have known better!
I thought about Detective Sampson being caught on the bank surveillance cameras and my blind implication of Congressman Johnson and his fall from grace. I had indirectly flushed Mayor Smith's career down the toilet along with causing him some jail time. I had even managed to participate in an armed bank robbery! Finally, I fondly recalled how I had banged two ovulating sisters continuously for several days.
I had done all of that, yet Mary was apologizing to me for winding up in the bed of a rapist. I considered how difficult it had to have been for her to admit the situation to me, as well as the concern she would have had for my well being once she did.
I was the one who had several good reasons to apologize. Mary was watching me as I considered her confession. If she had not had too much to drink and been carried to Lassiter's bed, none of my experiences over the past ten days would have happened. Detective Sampson would never have visited me at work.



If I hadn't left town that day, Billy Bob could still be robbing banks and shooting people. Congressman Johnson could still be smuggling drugs into the country while making governmental decisions. Mayor Smith would be launching his bid for Congress, funded by drug money and his unholy partnership with Johnson.
Billy Bob did manage to accomplish something good because of his violent nature. Detective Sampson had been identified in the bank video. That had stopped him from finding a scapegoat to accuse of a murder he had personally committed.
I never would have spent three days screwing the asses off two semi-attractive sisters. I made my decision. I knew what the right thing was, but I also knew sometimes things went smoother when you did the wrong thing for the right reasons. Telling Mary about Billy Bob, Congressman Johnson, Mayor Smith, Detective Sampson and my three days with the Abby and Libby would serve no positive purpose. None I could see, at least.
"Mary, if you'll still have me, I'll love you forever," I softly proclaimed.
She was in my arms and hugging me as hard as she could. I realized how right it felt to have her body tight to mine. She was my love, my girl forever.
I carried her into the kitchen in my arms. She was laughing and constantly kissing my face.
"Way to go, Dad! You did the right thing. I knew you would. You and Mom love each other way too much to ever let something come between you," asserted Cindy. "Is there a chance I'll be getting a little brother or sister out of this adventure?"
I briefly thought about Abby and Libby and how badly they wanted children. Regardless, I realized Cindy wouldn't be getting any brothers or sisters.
"Sorry, Cindy. There'll be no siblings," replied Mary. "I've explained this all to you before. I had a difficult time when I was pregnant with you. The doctor worried that another pregnancy could result in very serious complications, so your dad had a vasectomy right after you were born. He's been shooting blanks ever since."
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"I saw Cynthia Larsen at the grocery store today. She told me Jack came home to run the family business while his brother, Jeff, recovers from his accident," stated Brenda Johnson to her daughter, Laura.
"Jack?" asked Laura, as she suddenly decided to place a can of peas as deeply into the pantry as possible.
"Yes, Jack. You remember him, don't you? He's your husband, or your ex-husband. I'm not really sure which description is accurate. Is he still your husband?"
"Mom! You know I don't like to talk about my problems with Jack. I don't know if we're still married or not. I never received any official document or notification concerning a divorce," admitted Laura, reluctantly.
"You've never filed for a divorce, have you?" persisted Brenda.
"No, I haven't," replied Laura as she studied her shoes. "He's the one who left. I thought he'd file."
"Your situation is the strangest thing I've ever seen," declared Brenda. "He left six years ago! In all that time, he's never called, emailed or even wrote a letter. You can't still love him after all he's done to you. Or can you?"
Laura again turned her eyes downward but gave no response.
"Well, shit!" exclaimed her mother. "Don't tell me you're one of those women who accept abuse and even think you deserve it. He left you! This is on him, Laura. A man who abandons his wife without so much as an explanation deserves no consideration.
"Now that he's in town, divorce his ass. He was a great guy when you married him. In fact, he was fine right up to the day he left. I liked him. He seemed responsible, considerate, hard working and devoted to you. Suddenly, he was gone! You're still young. You should find a good man you can depend on and start a nice family."
"I'll make my own decisions, Mother. I'm 27, have a good job and live in my own house. I'm not a burden to you and Dad, so I'd appreciate it if you'd stop trying to run my life," replied Laura.
"I just want you to be happy, Sweetheart. I don't think you have been since the day Jack left. If he had loved you even a little bit, he never would have abandoned you like he did. He probably had a girlfriend."
"No! Jack would never cheat! He's not that way," was Laura's immediate response.
Laura's quick and vehement response surprised her mother. Her daughter still defended the man who had packed up and left her in the middle of the night. How could she? Why would she? Laura had insisted they had not argued prior to Jack leaving, but she had never offered any information on what could have precipitated such a dramatic rift in their relationship. Brenda was certain Laura was not telling the complete story, and it was unlikely she ever would.
Laura Masterson didn't sleep very well that night. She tossed and turned, trying to get comfortable, but sleep eluded her. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Jack looking back at her. He was the best looking man she had ever known. He was funny, relaxed and devoted to her, or at least he had been before she ruined everything.
Now he was back in Stone Ridge. Laura knew they were bound to cross paths at some point. After so many years, she still had no idea what to say to him. What could she possibly say? She knew how trite an apology would seem. There were no words to adequately describe the depth of her remorse. She had destroyed their relationship. It could never be the same. Her life wasn't some kind of fairy tale. It was real, and it sucked.
Two days later, Laura was again visiting at her mother's house when her younger sister, Kate, a senior at Ohio State, came in after work. She was a journalism major, consequently, she had a summer job at a local media group.
"I saw your husband today, Laura. He stopped in to place some ads. Are you interested in hearing about it?" asked Kate.
"If she isn't, I am," interjected the girls' mother. "How did he look?"
"Well, if anyone was hoping he'd gone all to hell, they'd be pretty disappointed," replied Kate with a slight grin. "He just might be the best looking man I've ever seen."
"Really?" replied Brenda with arched eyebrows. "Can I assume he didn't get fat or lose all his hair?"
"He was wearing a pocket tee shirt and jeans. He looked totally ripped from what I could see. Donna handled the ad, but I watched and listened from the next room. He never saw me," added Kate.
"Did you hear him say anything?" asked Laura softly.
"Like what a dumb ass he was for leaving you? No, he just gave Donna the ad and paid her. His daughter is stunning, though" slipped in Kate as she watched her sister for her reaction.
"He has a daughter?" demanded Brenda, as Laura sat in stunned silence. "That's why he left! He had some girl pregnant. You're lucky to be rid of him, Laura."
"I don't think too many women would feel that way after seeing him in that tight shirt and jeans," rejoined Kate. "He oozes sex appeal.
"Besides, his daughter looked too old to have been born after he left Stone Ridge. My guess would be she's around 12 or 13," revealed Kate.
"How could he have a daughter 12? He's only 28 years old now. He would have had to have been 16 when he became a father. We know that didn't happen," reasoned Brenda as Laura remained silent.
"I heard him introduce the girl to Donna as his daughter. Her name is Kansas. The kid is gorgeous. She looks quite athletic and seems to be a Daddy's girl."
"Did Jack's daughter have dark hair like him?" managed Laura.
"She's a stunning blonde," replied Kate as she watched her sister closely. "Whatever her ethnicity, it sure works for her.
"Oh! I just thought of something!" proclaimed Kate. "Since Jack is her father and you're still his wife, you must be her stepmom, or something!"
"Kate! That was just plain mean," scolded Brenda as Laura fled to the bathroom. "There's something strange about all of this. I've a feeling it'll all come out pretty soon. Secrets don't usually last too long in a small town, although this one has survived six years."
"Who was that pretty girl in the other room?" asked Kansas as she and Jack left the media group's office. "She couldn't take her eyes off you."
"Remember I told you about how I was married years ago? She was my ex-wife's sister, Kate. She must be about 22 by now. I guess she was surprised to see me."
"Was your wife as pretty as her sister?" questioned Kansas.
"She was even prettier," responded Jack with a small smile as he recalled Laura's face. "She was absolutely beautiful."
Kansas studied Jack's face before speaking. "You really loved her didn't you? Why did she cheat on you?"
"I wouldn't have told you that if I had known we'd be moving back to Stone Ridge," allowed Jack. "Please don't mention that to anyone. Unless she told people, no one knows why we broke up. There's no reason to hurt her now."
"You're something! You don't want to hurt her after what she did to you? Most guys would want to choke her to death, but not you. She sure messed up a good thing, but I'm glad she did. I don't know where I'd be or who I'd be with, if you hadn't moved to Thompson and worked with my dad."
"Yeah, he didn't think it was so lucky at the time, but it worked out pretty well for me. I have the best daughter in the world now. It feels pretty good telling people you're my daughter, even if Brian was your real father. We both know he was the best guy ever," stated Jack with a sad smile.
"He told me I should call you Dad, if I felt okay doing it. You're my father now, and I love you like you're my real father. You never had to take me in, but you did. I was lucky we already had the same last name," confessed Kansas.
"We were lucky Brian had enough warning to make plans. He was the one who insisted we start the adoption process. Having your father testify before he died about how he wanted you adopted by me really eliminated a lot of red tape."
"I miss him a lot, but I love being your daughter. Is it okay to feel that way?" asked Kansas with sudden concern.
"That's exactly what Brian wanted," assured Jack. "He knew he wouldn't be around to watch you grow into a beautiful and independent woman. He honored me when he asked if I'd become your dad. It was a no brainer."
"You realize we're going to have trouble finding a new mom for me if you're already married," pointed out Kansas. "Maybe we should meet with Laura and ask her if she's divorced you."
"Let's wait on that," cautioned Jack. "When I filled out the adoption papers, I stated I was married. Social services seldom looks kindly on single men adopting beautiful young women. Let's get you in school and establish our position in the community. Once we're sure no one's going to cause trouble for us, we can approach Laura to get a copy of the divorce decree. We won't be looking for a new mom before then, okay?"
"Sure, Dad. I understand. I just know they'll be all kinds of women wanting to marry you. We just need to make sure we find one who's right for both you and me. Not every woman will accept a daughter tagging along on dates" teased Kansas.
"Stop worrying about that. If a woman can't fully accept you, she'll have no chance with me," promised Jack. "You'll always be my daughter. Your kids will be my grandchildren. End of discussion."
Kansas threw her arms around Jack and hugged him tightly. Jack was well aware how losing her mother as an infant and her father in the past year had caused her a great deal of anxiety. He had to constantly remind her he loved her dearly, and that he'd never abandon her.
Jack had explicitly told his mother what topics would be off limits when he and Kansas moved in with her. He was there to help run the family construction business and wouldn't tolerate any meddling in his personal affairs. His mother, Janet, had readily agreed. Jack wondered about her quick acquiescence, but decided to say no more on the subject.
Jack was washing up in the bathroom when he overheard Kansas talking to his mother. "Grandma, we saw Laura's sister, Kate. She's really pretty. Do you think Laura is as pretty as her sister?"
Jack had to strain to hear his mother's response. He knew she was trying very hard to avoid him hearing her. He had made it clear that Laura, her family and everything concerning Laura were taboo subjects.
"Sweetheart, Laura is a beautiful woman. She was pretty when she and Jack were married, but she's matured into a confident, capable young woman. I don't see her very often because of how things are between her and Jack, but she's always been very polite to me.
"If it were up to me, those two would still be together and give you some brothers and sisters. It's too bad it isn't up to me. This is a subject I promised I wouldn't discuss, so we'd better change the topic before your father hears us," concluded Janet.
"Dad drove me past my new school this afternoon," revealed Kansas as Jack walked into the room and took a seat at the kitchen table. "Their soccer field looked like it's in great shape. I can't wait to try out for the team. I saw online there would be tryouts next Tuesday afternoon."
"I didn't know you played soccer!" exclaimed Janet, but with less enthusiasm than Jack expected. In fact, the information seemed to trouble his mom.
"It's my favorite sport. I was one of the better players on a traveling team back when we lived in Thompson. We only lost one match," boasted Kansas.
"She was far and away the best player on the team," remarked Jack with a chuckle. "She's just being modest."
"That sounds wonderful," praised Janet as she pondered whether she should tell Jack who the coach was. She hid her grin as she thought how that first practice would go and the shock Jack had in store. He was the one who insisted no one speak of Laura. She was just following his unreasonable demands and it appeared it might backfire on him.
Laura was listening to the mother of one of the girls as she watched the twenty or so girls kick soccer balls to each other. Her eyes were drawn to the tall blonde girl. Her footwork was flawless as she effortlessly dribbled the ball, bounced it from foot to foot, and easily fired it past the girl who had been their best goalie the previous year.
As soon as she was able to gracefully escape the small talk made by the loquacious mother, she strolled over to watch the blonde girl more closely. Sensing her presence, the girl stopped working the ball and swung to look into Laura's eyes.
"Hi. I'm the team coach," began Laura. "Everyone calls me Coach, or Coach Masterson. You look like you know your way around a soccer field."
The girl's jaw dropped as Laura spoke. She intently studied Laura from head to toe before finally speaking.
"Hello, Ma'am. I'm Kansas Masterson. I think my dad was your husband years ago. I really love soccer, but if you think it'll be impossible to treat me fairly, I'll understand and try field hockey. I don't want to place you in a bad spot."
By now, all of the girls had gathered closer to listen to the exchange. The new girl was Mrs. Masterson's husband's daughter! The two had obviously never met before!
Laura was taken completely by surprise when the girl explained she was Jack's daughter. As she gathered her thoughts, she realized she should have guessed it from the description Kate had provided. The girl was extremely pretty and very athletic.
"Kansas, as you can tell, this is a bit of a surprise to me. I had no idea you were Jack's daughter. Let me assure you that your play on the field, your effort in practice and your ability to fit in with the others on the team will determine your playing time. I have no reason to not be totally fair with you," assured Laura.
As Laura spoke, the girl studied her face carefully. It was as if the girl was the one who would determine what their relationship would be. As Laura finished speaking, Kansas nodded her head slightly, as if in some sort of acknowledgement.
"Grandma Masterson knew you were the coach. She never said anything because of Dad's rules," revealed Kansas with a chuckle. "I can't wait to see his face when I tell him you're my coach."
"Your father isn't here, is he?" asked Laura as she quickly looked around the field.
"No, he's running a backhoe this afternoon," replied Kansas. "He's been helping Uncle Jeff since he was hurt in an accident. He was right about you, though."
Kansas turned and began to walk away when Laura called her name.
Kansas swung to face Laura again, only to have her move closer and speak softly into her ear. "What do you mean he was right about me? What did he say about me?"
Laura was terrified to hear the pretty girl's response, but she hadn't seen or heard from Jack in years. She was starved for information about him. If he still hated her, it was best she find out right away.
"Well, Coach," whispered Kansas so only Laura could hear, "Dad said you were the most beautiful cheating slut he ever saw."
Laura reacted as if the blonde girl had slapped her face. She gasped, dropped to her knees and burst into tears. Kansas had expected contempt, anger, embarrassment, or a combination of those emotions. Seeing how her words had devastated the woman caused Kansas to reconsider the entire situation.
She had hated Laura Masterson ever since she first heard the story of how she had cheated on Jack. In the process, Laura had nearly destroyed him. Kansas had made up her mind that if she ever got the opportunity, she'd tell the slut exactly what she thought of her.
Somehow, Laura Masterson didn't fit the mental picture Kansas had created. She seemed to be liked and respected by the other girls. Kansas had noticed how popular the coach was within a few minutes of her arrival. Now the woman demonstrated actual despair over the words Kansas had spoken. They were the exact words she had promised herself she'd use if she ever met the woman who had hurt Jack so deeply.
Kansas felt no pleasure in her revenge. She walked slowly over to sit on the bench and wait for her inevitable dismissal.
"What did you say to Coach Masterson?" demanded a woman Kansas guessed to be the team's late arriving assistant coach. She scanned a list of names on her clipboard. "What's your name?"
"I'm Kansas Masterson. I'm sorry if I caused a problem," apologized Kansas.
"Masterson?" repeated the stunned woman. "Are you related to Jack Masterson?"
"He's my dad," asserted Kansas with an attitude she hoped seemed like pride.
"I think you'd better leave," advised the woman. "Coach Masterson is a wonderful woman. She sure doesn't need to be reminded of her deadbeat husband every day on the soccer field."
Kansas simply nodded and turned toward the gate. She was about to leave the playing area when she felt a hand on her shoulder. Kansas swung around in surprise only to be enveloped in a hug from the sobbing Laura Masterson.
"I'm so sorry, so sorry," was all the woman could manage over and over as she clutched Kansas.
Uncertain how to react, Kansas simply remained still as Laura gradually regained control of her emotions. Her sobbing eventually stopped. Once again, the other girls were gathered around as they watched the scene in fascination.
"Your father is a fine man. Please stay and join the team," managed Laura. "If you're anything like Jack, you'll be a great addition. I promise I'll never get all emotional on you again. Come back, please?"
Kansas found herself being led back to the bench area by Coach Masterson. Once they reached the bench, Laura turned her around to face the other girls.
"There's no use denying I pretty much broke down a few minutes ago. I want you to understand why. This is Kansas Masterson. Her father is my ex-husband. Having her suddenly appear shook me badly. I haven't seen her father in six years. Even though I knew he was back in Stone Ridge, I was still surprised to find Kansas here today.
"I want all of you to treat Kansas kindly. None of this drama was her fault. It would be wrong to blame her."
Looking directly at Kansas, Laura then asked a question the answer to which she dreaded. "Is your mother here somewhere? I'd like to meet her and compliment her on what a lovely daughter she has."
"Mom died when I was three," replied Kansas with some emotion. "It's just me and Dad. I apologize for being rude earlier. Dad will ground me for being such a witch. I'm sorry, Coach Masterson."
Laura's head was spinning as she considered Kansas' words. Her mother had died when she was three? How was that possible? That was about ten years ago. Jack was still in high school at that time. She decided it was a puzzle for another time.
"We started out on the wrong foot," replied Laura. "Let's start over. I'm Coach Masterson and you're Kansas. Let me go over my team rules and expectations with everyone. Then we'll start practice."
At the end of practice, Kansas climbed into her grandmother's SUV for the ride home. "How was your first practice, Dear?"
"It went pretty well," declared Kansas. "The girls were all nice to me and some of them are pretty good players. I think we'll have a good team."
"That's nice," replied Janet before asking about the coach. "How did you like the coach? I hear she's pretty good."
"Why don't you just ask what you really want to know, Grandma?" replied Kansas with a smile.
"Okay! How did you get along with Laura? Was she surprised to find out who you were?" asked Janet. "Did you like her?"
"Well, she was nicer than I thought she'd be. She still gets pretty emotional about Dad, and it's been like six years."
"Jack never told anyone why he left her. I don't know how much he told you, but they were a beautiful young couple. They seemed so much in love. Then one night, Jack got in his truck and drove away," recounted Janet. "I don't think he ever spoke to Laura again. I've heard she doesn't know why Jack left."
"She can't put this on Dad!" exclaimed Kansas fiercely. "She knows exactly why Dad left. She drove him away. He's not the bad guy in this!"



"Okay, I guess Jack has talked to you about it," reasoned Janet. "I'm glad to hear Jack didn't just run out on Laura without reason. Can you tell me why he left?"
"Only Dad, or Coach, can explain it to you. I promised Dad I'd never tell anyone," replied Kansas.
Dinner was waiting for Jack when he got home. After cleaning up, he sat at the table and asked Kansas how her soccer went as he speared a pork chop.
"It started out a little rough," admitted Kansas as Janet watched closely. "Coach seemed upset when I told her my name. We had a little discussion. Everything was smoothed over in the end."
Jack noticed his mother twitch as Kansas succinctly described her day. He knew it was a sure indication there was more to the story. "Is your coach a friend of Laura's? I should have considered that possibility. Do you think you'll get a fair shake?"
"Laura Masterson is my coach, Dad. "
Jack was speechless for a full minute as his mind worked to consider the ramifications of Kansas' declaration. He realized he had made a mistake in not finding out more about Laura's current situation.
Jack's mother was smiling broadly when Jack turned to look at her. She was still able to read her son's face and she knew what conclusion he had reached.
"Mom, can you tell Kansas and me more about Laura? It seems we'll be having contact with her on a regular basis," admitted Jack, reluctantly.
"Well, it's so nice of you to ask... finally. Laura is a middle school math teacher at Stone Ridge. She has coached soccer for three years. They lost only two matches last year. She's still single, or married to you, depending on what rumor you choose to believe. The consensus is her husband cut and run one dark and stormy night, probably because he had a girlfriend on the side."
"That's not true! Dad never cheated on that..."
"Kansas! What did I tell you about that kind of talk?" interrupted Jack. "I expect you to speak and behave in a respectful manner when you're around Laura. Please don't do anything I have to apologize to her for," insisted Jack. "That would be awkward, to say the least."
Jack noticed how Kansas's face flushed red as she quickly looked down at her plate. He drew a deep breath before speaking. "What did you do, Kansas? How bad was it?"
"I may have called her a pretty bad name, but I apologized to her!" added Kansas immediately. "I think we're fine now. She treated me like any of the other girls during practice."
"Exactly what did you say?" asked Jack as he cursed himself for telling Kansas the reason for his failed marriage.
"I need to whisper it to you. Grandma shouldn't hear it. I know it was wrong, but it just came out. I'm really sorry, Dad."
Kansas stood and walked closer to Jack and whispered in his ear. Janet wasn't able to hear what the girl told Jack, but his reaction made it obvious he wasn't happy.
"Kansas, I told you something in confidence and you failed to keep it in confidence," complained Jack as he worked to contain his annoyance. "This puts me in a very uncomfortable position. I expect you to learn from this mistake."
"I was sorry as soon as I said it," responded Kansas contritely. "It hurt her a lot more than I expected," admitted Kansas. "I forgot to tell you that she told the girls that you're her ex-husband. We can find a new wife for you now."
Laura had been an emotional mess. She struggled to behave normally to make it through the team practice. She was thankful she lived alone as she sat in her favorite chair and cried off and on for several hours.
School was still two weeks away, but practice for fall sports had begun. While she didn't have to get up early to teach class, she still needed to prepare for soccer practice. As she drove to the school the next afternoon, she told herself it would be a much easier day. Yesterday's drama wouldn't be repeated.
Then she almost collided with Jack Masterson as she hurried to the back of her SUV to remove the team equipment!
"Hello, Laura. Do you have a minute? I'd like to apologize to you."
"I... I guess," replied Laura even as the thought of Jack having to apologize to her seemed ludicrous. "Is there a problem?"
"Kansas told me what she said to you yesterday. That was wrong. I've tried to raise her better than that. Part of it is my fault. I never should have told her why we separated. She and my cousin Brian are the only two people I've ever told," Jack assured Laura. "She's young and she felt the need to hurt you."
Laura couldn't help but notice how great Jack looked in a plain cotton tee shirt and jeans. His stomach was flat and the muscles in his chest stretched the fabric covering it. His arms were muscular and defined.
He was wearing his hair longer than she remembered. She had to admit it looked good. His jaw line was strong and his smile infectious. He was a very good looking man in a very masculine way.
"She didn't say anything that wasn't true. We both know that, Jack, unless you don't think I'm beautiful. That was the only part anyone could dispute," replied Laura as she wiped stray tears from her cheeks.
"I don't want you to suffer now for something that happened six years ago," responded Jack. "It's over and done. We've both moved on. It's time to bury the past and look ahead."
"Over and done?" repeated Laura. "That sounds simple enough. We'll just act like we were never in love, never were married and I never fucked that asshole. This should work fine," managed Laura before tears began streaming down her cheeks.
Jack wanted to take Laura in his arms and hug her to his chest, but worried he'd be sending the wrong message. Unable to come up with any idea how to handle the sobbing woman, he simply stood close by and watch.
As he waited, he had time to study his former wife. Her legs were tanned and strong. Her ass looked a little smaller and tighter than he remembered. Laura wore her hair in a ponytail. It allowed Jack to see the curve of her jaw and her slender neck. She was still the most beautiful woman he had ever known.
Laura finally gained control. She looked into Jack's eyes and spoke softly. "I'm sorry, Jack, for so many things. I was a damn fool when I slept with that asshole. I was just as wrong when I allowed everyone to think you left me for no reason.
"I kept hoping you'd come back and forgive me. Telling people what a dumb bitch I was would only have made our reconciliation more difficult. You never came back and I never told anyone the truth. You were gone and I was living here, so I took the easy way out. I let people blame you.
"I'll tell everyone the truth. You don't deserve nasty comments or the contempt of people in the community. I forced you to leave. I know a man like you will never be able to accept my actions. You'll never take me back. I wouldn't even take me back. I don't deserve forgiveness."
"Laura, I'm fine with the way things are. I haven't experienced any blowback for leaving. I'm sure people naturally thought I was a jerk to bail on such a beautiful woman. They're as likely to question my sanity as my character," Jack wise cracked.
"You were always a gentleman," marveled Laura as she faced him. "Your daughter is a delightful girl. I don't blame her for saying what she did. Please don't be too hard on her. I think she's going to be my star player."
"It was nice to see you and clear the air," replied Jack. "We'll be seeing each other a lot with Kansas on your team. I hope we can get along without any drama. I have to tell you that you're even more beautiful than you were when we were married."
"Thank you, kind Sir," responded Laura. "You look like you've put on a few pounds, mostly in your arms and chest. I never thought of you as chiseled before, but the term fits you now. Thanks for taking time to settle things a little between us."
Jake noticed there were around a dozen girls hanging off to the side watching him speak with their coach. He was keeping Laura from her duties, so he nodded and went back to his truck to leave.
"That was Kansas's father?" gasped a red headed girl to her friends. "He's a hunk! My dad's going bald and has a big belly. He looks a lot older than Mr. Masterson, too."
"Why would Coach Masterson ever dump him?" wondered another girl. "My mom has been looking for a new husband since her divorce. Maybe I'll tell her about Kansas's dad."
Laura had a standing invitation to stop at her parents' house for dinner during soccer season. Her mom always had dinner on the table shortly after practice was over. Her mother had begged off making dinner the previous evening because she had bridge club, but the family was together for dinner the second night of practice.
"How's the team looking," asked her father as he helped himself to the potatoes. "Are the girls going to do as well as last year?"
"It looks like I'll have the best team yet," allowed Laura as she considered how much she should reveal about Jack and Kansas.
"Your best player is back again, right Sis?" asked Kate. "I know she had another year before she went into high school."
"I'm pretty sure the team has a new best player," revealed Laura. "You saw her the other day."
"You mean Jack's daughter? She's playing soccer on your team? You can't make this stuff up," added Kate with a chuckle. "Tell us about her."
"She's obviously played a lot of soccer. She's fast, athletic, and smart. Most of the girls like her," explained Laura. "She's also a lovely girl."
"Wow!" exclaimed Kate. "How did she react to you? Did she know her stepmom was her coach? What did she say?"
"She was as surprised as I was when we met. I told her I was Coach Masterson and she knew immediately I had been married to her father. I think we'll get along fine. She's really a nice girl."
"Did you see Jack?" asked Janet. "Did he have the nerve to speak to you, at least?"
"I spoke with Jack today before practice. We ironed some things out. It wasn't as awkward as I had feared," confessed Laura.
"Just what exactly did you iron out?" demanded Janet. "Did he apologize, not that anything he could ever say would be a suitable explanation for abandoning his wife."
"We had an adult conversation without throwing blame or recriminations. Jack was a total gentleman," conceded Laura. "He even told me I was more beautiful than when we were married."
"Hallelujah!" interjected Janet. "It follows that you're not married to him anymore. You're free to find a husband who'll treat you with love and respect."
"I pretty much had one, Mom," managed Laura as tears trickled down her cheeks. "I don't deserve a good husband. I didn't keep the one I had."
"He's the one who left," pointed out Laura's father. "I should probably look him up and kick his ass!"
"I wouldn't advise trying it, Dad. He's got the look of a man who can handle himself quite well. Did he look ripped to you, Laura?" questioned Kate as Laura wiped her tears.
"That's an understatement. You're a big guy, Dad. I appreciate how you want to protect me, but please don't have words with Jack. He's different now than he was when he left. He's matured. He's obviously far stronger and more confident than he used to be. That was pretty apparent."
"That's it?" demanded Janet. "After six years, he comes back to town with a blonde daughter and not so much as an explanation to the wife he deserted? How did you keep from slapping his face?"
"Mom, it never occurred to Sis to slap the guy. She's still in love with him! Look at her. I can't explain it, but she loves him more today than she did the day he left," declared Kate.
"I'm just a dumb bitch! Go ahead and say it!" sobbed Laura. "I screwed up the best thing I ever had. I deserve to be laughed at, and even worse."
"Sis! You're not dumb!" responded Kate contritely. "I don't know what happened between you two, but if you still love the jerk, I'm on your side. I'll help any way I can. I want to see you happy again."
"There's nothing anyone can do. He divorced me. We'll never be together. Helping me accept that it's over is the best thing you can do for me."
Kate simply pulled her sister into a hug. She didn't say any more, but decided she would talk to Jack and find out why he left her sister, and see if there was any chance they could get back together.
The next morning Jack had just getting ready to deliver the day's instructions to his men when Kate Johnson walked into the building. The men knew enough of Jack's history with her sister, Laura, to remain silent when Kate approached him.
"What can I do for you, Kate?" asked Jack in a professional manner.
"I want to buy you lunch today at Ellie's. Would you meet me there at noon?"
Jack had no choice but to agree. He would never refuse a lady a request like that in front of others. In reality, he always liked Kate and was not opposed to having lunch with an attractive young woman.
Kate was already at a booth when Jack walked in. She stood and wrapped her arms around him in a tight hug. "Thanks for coming, Jack. You look great!"
"You've become a very beautiful woman, Kate. It's good for my ego just to be seen with you," replied Jack smoothly.
"You always were a gentleman. How about we order and then we can catch up. I have a lot of questions," admitted Kate. "The first is what you've been doing to get so ripped."
Once they placed their order, Jack began answering Kate's many questions. "When I left Stone Ridge, I went to visit my father's cousin's son, Brian Masterson. We had only met a few times, but we had connected on Facebook and he was always friendly.
"Brian had ten years on me. His wife, Anna, had died a few years earlier from a botched medical procedure. Kansas was seven when I first met her.
"Sadly, her father was diagnosed with testicular cancer a little over eighteen months ago. He and I had become close. He could see I thought the world of Kansas, so he made it his mission to help me legally adopt her when he learned he was dying. It wasn't easy, but we had everything approved just before he passed away almost a year ago," stated Jack sadly.
"Oh, Jack! That must have been a very difficult experience for you. I can't imagine how Kansas managed. I saw you in our offices the other day and she's a stunning girl. I could tell she was very fond of you. I'm impressed a single man was allowed to adopt a preteen girl. I've heard horror stories about how difficult those adoptions are. "
"Between you and me, I didn't know Laura had actually divorced me, so I stated I was married in the documents. I honestly thought I was. Kansas is my life now. I can't imagine not having her with me.
"She's still worried about the adoption. She knows how closely authorities watch single men who adopt girls. She wants to help me find a wife as soon as possible, but really it's a mom she wants."
Kate knew that Laura believed Jack had divorced her. Now Jack was telling her he thought Laura had divorced him. Kate filed that information away, thinking it might come in handy at some point.
"That brings me to one of the reasons I wanted to talk with you, Jack," segued Kate. "You've seen Laura. You know how beautiful she is. She finished college and has a teaching degree. She bought a small rancher two years ago. Kids at school love her.
"I don't think she's dated anyone since you left. Is there any chance the two of you might get back together? You made the perfect couple," stated Kate with conviction.
"I'm sorry, Kate. That won't be happening. We're different people now than we were when we got married. We went in different directions. There's nothing left for us," replied Jack.
"You've both changed, but for the better, at least in my opinion," asserted Kate. "I'm sure she's still in love with you, Jack. What happened to make you leave?"
"She must have told you something about it," reasoned Jack. "Did she say it was my fault?"
"Not once. She said you two disagreed on something and you left. She kept expecting you to come back," added Kate.
"Well, I'm back now," offered Jack with a weak grin. "It just took me six years to make it."
"What did you do while you were gone? You've obviously gained weight and it's all muscle," noted Kate as she looked at Jack's arms and chest.
"Brian had purchased a large warehouse during the last economic downturn. Anna had a dance studio in a section of it. Brian put in a gym and then added a dojo. Two years ago we started having yoga classes in the upstairs area. You may not believe it, but I became a yoga instructor, a personal trainer and a weekend sensei for teens."
"You only had a semester left for your science degree, when you left. Did you ever pursue it?" quizzed Kate.
"Yeah, I took night classes. I even have a teaching certificate. It looked good when I was teaching martial arts and yoga. Brian and I both had degrees. I think it helped us appear more legitimate."
Kate hugged Jack again as she said her goodbyes. "I really enjoyed our lunch. I'm sorry you feel so strongly about getting back with Laura, but I hope we can still be friends."
"I'd like that," responded Jack. "I can always use friends. Say hello to your folks for me."
"Ah, Jack? I'd suggest you kind of avoid them. They're not very happy with the ways things turned out between you and Laura," advised Kate.
"That's not surprising," replied Jack with a chuckle. "Your folks were always dedicated to you girls. I don't blame them for disliking me. In fact, I'd be shocked if they didn't."
The next morning found Laura feeling better than she had in long time. She hadn't realized how her guilt and worry had shaped her life over the past six years. She had made peace with Jack, and with herself. She desperately wished she had never been unfaithful and Jack still loved her, but she had to accept her reality and make the best of it.
As Laura approached the practice field that afternoon, she saw Kansas doing some stretches while the other girls watched. Soon they joined Kansas, or at least they tried.
"How can you possibly bend like that and keep your balance?" asked one girl after she fell to the ground. "It seems like you're defying gravity."
"Dad helped me to learn my stretching routine. It borrows from both yoga and martial arts. He could teach you, but I can't. I'm not sure where to begin. I can do the stretches, but I don't know exactly how I progressed to this point," confessed Kansas.
"You dad can do these stretches?" asked an incredulous friend. "I thought men couldn't bend as well as women, especially guys with muscles like your father's."
"They can do it if they work at it, but most men hate to put in the effort it requires. They'd rather do the martial arts stuff where they can hit and block," replied Kansas. "A lot of Dad's physique actually came from yoga."
"Maybe he'd show us how to do those stretches?" suggested another girl. "I know he works, but maybe after practice, we could stay a little longer for some instruction."
"I don't know if Dad has time. Besides, I don't think Coach would go for it. She might think Dad is interfering with her team. He's very careful about being around underage girls. He always had at least one adult in kids' classes."
"Kansas, if Jack would be willing to show these girls how to do your stretches, I'd be happy to stay and chaperone," broke in Laura. "I can just see other teams watching you girls do Kansas's routine. We'd be inside their heads before the match even started."
Jack was surprised that evening after practice when he stopped to pick up Kansas. All the girls on the team, along with Laura and a few mothers greeted him.
"Dad, the other girls saw me do my pregame stretching and want to learn how to do them. I kind of told them you're a yoga instructor and might be willing to work with us after practice for half an hour or so."




Laura watched Jack's face soften as he listened to Kansas. He was unable to hide his smile as he listened to his daughter. She felt a pang of jealousy at the obvious love he held for her.
"I guess I could, but I'd need at least one adult present at all times. That isn't negotiable," insisted Jack.
"Kansas told us you'd want an adult. I've already promised the girls I'd chaperone the instruction. Would it be okay if I worked out with the girls," requested Laura.
"Some of us moms would like to take advantage of the situation, of you don't mind. I doubt I'd ever be able to do what Kansas does, but I could use any improvement I might get," stated a slightly overweight woman with red hair.
"We'll start tomorrow. I'll bring a change clothes with me. I suggest you all dress appropriately for yoga. I'll gear my instruction for the girls. They're young and athletic, so they'll probably progress faster. The moms shouldn't be discouraged if the kids pick it up faster," cautioned Jack.
Jack never managed to get out of the yoga instructions in less than an hour. The girls were already athletic and worked hard to gain the grace and strength Kansas displayed. Three single mothers showed up faithfully. Laura had no doubt why they were so interested. The low, tight tops and tight yoga pants created visions few men could ignore.
For his part, Jack enjoyed working with the girls. He learned their names. He knew many of their families since he had grown up in Stone Ridge. He was pleased at how seriously they took his instruction.
Laura was a different matter. She always dressed more conservatively than the three mothers, but she looked amazing. She was very fit and surprisingly strong. She was able to learn many of the positions as well as the girls, and better than a couple of them. She wasn't clingy or apologetic. She was always friendly, yet professional.
It was before the third game against a local rival when the girls broke out their pre-game stretching routine. Kansas brought a Bluetooth speaker and played music as she led her team in their workout. The players and fans from the other school stopped to watch in obvious surprise.
The girls were delighted their routine had the desired effect. They went on to score a decisive victory over their opponent. After the game, Kansas approached Laura as her teammates grouped around her.
"Coach, have you ever considered entering the Harper Soccer Tournament?" began Kansas. "They have different age groups competing. Our team fits perfectly into the 12-14 group. I think we could win it, or at least do pretty good."
"I know about that tournament. Other coaches have mentioned it at seminars and training sessions," admitted Laura. "I understand the competing teams are composed of the best players from several schools. The competition is intense. There's also a matter of an entry fee. I think it's $500 per team with the proceeds benefitting the woman's shelter in Harper. I'm certain the school board would never approve that sort of expenditure."
"Would you be willing to coach us if we went independently of the school and the entry fee was donated by a local business?" asked a very serious Kansas.
Laura looked at Kansas and then the other girls. It was apparent they wanted to go to the tournament, and they wanted her to coach them when they did.
"You understand the competition would be much tougher than the teams we play in our league, don't you? Every game would be pretty much against an all-star squad," pointed out Laura.
"Coach, I played in that tournament last year," asserted Kansas. "I was on a traveling team. We won two games and they were incredible. We lost the third game by one goal to the team that wound up winning the tournament. I know our team's good enough to play with them. We just need a good coach to make it work."
"It sounds like you've looked into this already. Did you say you have a sponsor lined up?" asked Laura.
"Yeah, I already talked to a local business about it. They're willing to front the entry fee and pay for motel rooms for the entire team and coaches. It's on the long Columbus Day weekend. The championship games are played on Monday, so we'll be there three nights."
Laura felt her appreciation, and even admiration for the lovely blonde girl increase as she listened to Kansas make her argument. She planned on playing in the finals! Laura felt tremendous pride in the group of girls standing before her. They simply didn't have the horses to play the caliber opponents they were likely to meet, but Laura would never tell that to her girls.
"Let's do it!" agreed Laura with enthusiasm. "There's no better way to improve than to play against the best. Tell me what I need to do and I'll get it done.
"Thanks, Coach!" yelled the excited girls in unison.
"Here's the website. I wrote down your user name and password. You have to get on the site and enter us by midnight. They need one more team to have a total of 16, which is perfect for a single elimination tournament," explained Kansas. "The entry fee's been paid."
"Wow! You sure have things under control" replied Laura with a chuckle.
"Our team name is Ridge Runners," revealed Kansas. "We'll have shirts with our names on the back and the team name on the front. This is going to be so much fun!"
"Is Jack sponsoring the team" asked Laura once she was alone with Kansas.
"Our sponsor chooses to remain anonymous," replied Kansas with a big smile. "I can give you a hint. Our sponsor insisted you agree to coach us or the deal was off. For some reason, said sponsor thinks you do a great job as a coach and as a role model for us impressionable girls."
"That would leave Jack out then, wouldn't it?" joked Laura.
"Don't underestimate Dad," cautioned Kansas. "He keeps a close watch on things. He wants the best for me, and for the rest of the team."
Less than two weeks later, Kansas led her team in warm-up exercises on a sunny Saturday morning as they prepared for their first game. A surprisingly large contingent from Stone Ridge had made the journey to support the team.
Jack beamed as Kansas kept the girls smiling and laughing as they prepared for their first match. He noticed the other team watched the warm-ups closely. By this time, the girls were able to go through the stretches and poses more or less in unison and it was impressive to watch.
The match began with the other team scoring a goal within a minute of play. Two minutes later, the same girl scored again. Laura was concerned about her team's ability to come back from a deficit. They had not trailed in a game all season while winning six. A short time later, play stopped as an opposing player was helped off the field with a sprained ankle.
Laura called Kansas off the field and sent in her replacement. "Do you see what's happening out there? We need to stop that girl from scoring! She's playing all over the field. I want pressure on her when she gets near the ball. Be sure the girls know to stay after her. I think she's their best player. We stop her and we can win this."
The Ridge Runners settled down after that. They managed to keep the other team's best player from getting a decent shot at the goal. The half ended with Ridge Runners down by two goals.
"Girls, you all know how I try to stress team play. They know Kansas is our best scorer and they've hounded her the entire half," pointed out Laura. "We really need the rest of you to step up. When Kansas moves to one side, pass the ball to the other side. They're concentrating totally on Kansas. Take some hard shots at goal. Their goalie's only had to block a few marshmallows! Make her work!"
Ridge Runners came out for the second half with a much more aggressive attitude. The girls began bombarding the goalie and scored twice with follow up shots on rebounds after the goalie made a save.
With less than a minute left in the game, Kansas made her first goal of the game to put the Ridge Runners up by one. It was the final goal of the game. The Ridge Runners had advanced to the next round!
The girls were ecstatic. They hugged each other and Laura before embracing their fans. Laura saw Jack sweep Kansas up in a bear hug. When he placed Kansas down, one of the team mothers wrapped her arms around him and kissed him soundly on the cheek.
Laura was slightly miffed but realized she nothing about which to complain. She was turning to speak to a parent when she felt strong hands swing her around. Suddenly she was in Jack's arms! It had been almost seven years since she had enjoyed that simple pleasure. The Jack she was now clinging to was like a piece of steel. She was not a small woman but Jack swung her off her feet effortlessly.
"That was some great coaching!" praised Jack. "Kansas told me what a good job you did. Thanks for doing this, and for treating the girls so well."
"Thank you for sponsoring us and renting the rooms," responded Laura as Jack held her. "Some of the girls could never have afforded the trip and the rooms. It was very generous of you."
"I'll do about anything to see Kansas happy," admitted Jack. "I never knew how deeply a man could feel about his daughter. She makes me feel alive.
"She wanted the other girls to have this experience. She loved it last year and she feels this is a better team. She also thinks you're a much better coach," added Jack.
"Dad?" broke in Kansas. "You've got a death grip on our coach. Unless you want me to start calling her Coach Mom, you probably should put her down so the rest of us can hug her."
"Oh! I'm sorry, Laura," apologized Jack as he carefully returned Laura to her feet. "I got a little carried away."
"I don't think she minded all that much," wisecracked Kansas as Laura blushed crimson. "You know you already have a room."
"I understand her mother had the same sense of humor," explained Jack as he turned to glare at Kansas.
The entire team and most of their fans stayed to watch the next game. They'd be facing the winner of the game the following day. Laura wanted her kids to learn as much about their style of play as possible. She knew they'd have to play their best to even have a chance at winning.
Kansas sparkled as she led her team to a 5-3 win the next morning. She scored three of her team's goals. The other team was unable to contain her speed and precision foot work. The win allowed the Ridge Runners to advance to the semifinals, which were played that afternoon.
As it turned out, the semifinal game was against the traveling team Kansas had played with the previous year. Before the game, Kansas chatted briefly with the girls on the other team. It was obvious to the Ridge Runners and their fans that Kansas was well liked by her former teammates.
It was also quite apparent Jack Masterson was popular with the team members, as well as the adults who supported the team, especially the mothers. The field had bleachers on only one side, so supporters of both teams were sprinkled throughout. More than a few moms took the time to hug Jack and wish him well.
Near the end of the game, Laura and the others saw a different side of Jack's nature. The tournament was a fund raiser. It had always used local high school girls who played soccer for their school to officiate. Parents and coaches understood that while the girls received some compensation for their efforts, they were far from professional.
It was a tied game when one of the officials called the ball out of bounds and mistakenly awarded the ball to the Ridge Runners' opponent to bring inbounds. A large man in his early thirties suddenly marched onto the playing field. Play stopped as the man loudly berated the girl.
Both teams watched in stunned amazement as the man continued to shout threats and obscenities at the teen girl who had made the bad call. Laura was working her way toward the man when she saw the poor girl suddenly break into tears, run a few feet to the sideline and wrap her arms around Jack.
Jack held her to his chest as the girl sobbed uncontrollably. That was when a woman in the stands make a declaration everyone in the now silent stands clearly heard.
"Jack Masterson is going to kick that guy's ass!"
Apparently the brutish man heard the statement as well. He moved closer and spoke to Jack. "I may have gotten a little carried away. I didn't mean anything by it."
"Apologize to Macey and then get the hell out of here," snarled Jack as he patted the girl's back. "These kids are doing a fantastic job. They deserve our thanks and appreciation. They sure as hell don't need some damn bully demeaning them!"
The man mulled over Jack's words and again a female voice from the bleachers carried across the field. "You'd better take Jack up on his offer, Asshole! He's this close to beating you like a rented mule!"
Laura managed to locate the woman who voiced so much faith in Jack's ability to handle the large man. She was a small blonde woman in her forties and dressed in jeans and a cotton shirt. Laura realized she had seen the woman offering a drink earlier to the girl clinging so desperately to Jack. She was probably the girl's mother.
The big man reached a decision. "I apologize, Miss. I was out of line. You girls are doing a good job officiating." With that statement, the man turned and headed for the parking lot.
Everyone watched as the girl in Jack's arms gradually regained her composure. Jack found a tissue in his pocket and offered it to her. The girl smiled up at him, wiped her eyes before standing on her tiptoes and kissing Jack's cheek.
"Thanks, Jack. I knew you'd stop that awful man," praised the girl. "Mom was right about you being ready to kick his ass. I could feel how tense you were. I'm just glad he didn't make you."
The girl turned and trotted back onto the field as fans and players clapped and cheered in support. Once the cheering stopped, the officials gathered to discuss how much time was left and who had the ball once play resumed.
"Macey went to Jack's dojo last year," explained her mother as she correctly read the questioning looks of the other fans. "She thinks Jack hung the moon, and I sure can't argue the point. No one can abuse a woman when Jack's in the area. He simply won't allow it."
"Rick Jefferson is a pretty big guy. He's known to be willing to fight. I was afraid he'd hurt Jack," stated a mother of one of the Ridge Runners.
"Jack Masterson?" asked Macey's mother in surprise. "Have you ever seen him compete? I'm here to tell you Jack would've handed that guy his ass!"
Play finally resumed once the officials, with the help of the adults running the tournament, sorted out the situation. With less than a minute left, Kansas promptly swiped the ball and fed a long pass to a teammate racing down the sidelines. The girl hammered the ball into the corner of the net, scoring what turned out to be the winning goal.
Once the game was over, Kansas embraced most of the members of the losing team. Jack was extremely proud of her sportsmanship.
Macey's mother had made her way down to where Jack stood and hugged him every bit as tightly as her daughter had. "Macey, knew she could count on you. She really looks up to you, Jack. Her school work's improved and she's going to a state college next fall. She wants to become a teacher. You really put her on the right path last year."
"Why was Rick Jefferson here, anyway?" asked one of the Ridge Runner fathers.
"Sarah is his niece. She's the girl who scored the winning goal," responded the man's wife. "She must be pretty embarrassed."
The championship game was scheduled for the next morning. It was Columbus Day and schools were closed for the holiday. An awards ceremony was planned to take place immediately after the game.
The Ridge Runners' opponents had easily defeated the three teams they had faced to reach the finals. The team was deep in talent and well coached. The fans from Stone Ridge watched as their girls raised their level of play in a very fast paced game. Down by a goal with less than three minutes, Kansas's teammate managed to deflect a pass by the other team. Kansas swept in, out raced everyone to the goal and she powered the ball past the outstretched arms of the goalie to tie the game!
Stone Ridge fans erupted in appreciation of Kansas's effort. Their cheers echoed across the field. The other team merely took their positions and prepared to resume play. The Ridge Runners gave everything they had but their opponent proved to be deep in talent as they managed to score with only seconds remaining. The Ridge Runners were unable to mount an attack in the short time left and lost the game by a goal.
Laura watched in pride as her girls hugged and congratulated each other as well as the winning team. The parents and fans of the girls moved onto the field to voice their pride in the effort their kids had made.
It was only a few minutes before the awards ceremony was held. The players and fans of the Ridge Runners cheered long and loudly as Laura stepped up to accept the second place trophy. The best player from the winning team accepted the tournament MVP. Kansas was called to the front to receive the sportsmanship trophy, which she proudly displayed to her team and fans as she held in over her head and smiled broadly.
Once the ceremony was over and Kansas had accepted congratulations from Jack, she asked if she could ride home in a van with several other girls. Once Jack spoke to the parents and confirmed they had room and were responsible drivers, he agreed to her request.
As he watched the van in which Kansas was riding pull out of the parking lot, Jack felt a tug on his arm. "She's a delightful girl, Jack. You're doing a great job with her."
Laura had seen Jack watch Kansas leave and decided to speak to him. She felt even though they were divorced, they should be able to carry civil conversations. At least, Jack seemed to have forgiven her enough for that.
"I don't have a clue about raising a daughter," admitted Jack. "Females are a total mystery to me. You proved that."
Jack's remark stung Laura, but she refused to let it show. "Jack, I was wrong. I have no defense, or excuse. You were right to leave me. I know that. All I can ask is for us to be able to speak to each other now and then without insults and rancor."
"You're right, Laura. There's no reason for me to dredge up the past. You've done a great job coaching the girls. Kansas thinks your aces high. She knows you could have been petty and made her presence on the team unbearable, but you didn't. We're both grateful for that."
"I may have been a dumb bitch when we were married, but I don't think I was ever a vindictive bitch," stated Laura calmly. "I like Kansas a lot, and I hope to be friendly with her after the soccer season is over, if you'll allow it. If you're afraid my lack of judgment and morals will rub off on her, and you don't want me to be in contact, I'll understand."
"I'd like it if you remained interested in her," responded Jack. "I wasn't trying to imply you're an unsavory character. She needs a few adult female role models."
"You know I'm not a suitable role model for a teenage girl," replied Laura.
"You sure seem to be exactly that. Everything I've seen and heard about you is good," stated Jack.
"You forgot to add the qualifier, "since you've returned to Stone Ridge". We both know you saw and heard something before you left which cast me in a rather poor light, to say the least. I like to think I've learned from my mistakes."
"Your mom and dad are staring at us," observed Jack. "They look like the cat shit in their oatmeal."
"Yeah, that's on me. I just couldn't tell them why you left," confessed Laura. "Naturally, they blame you."
"They're good parents," replied Jack. "It's best you never told them. There'd be no upside in it for you, or them."



"Have a safe trip back and thanks for speaking to me. I'm finally gaining control of my guilt and remorse. You're a good man, Jack."
Laura left for home a few minutes later. Her parents had attended the three day tournament and were riding back with her. Laura wasn't surprised when her mother began quizzing her.
"So what were you and Jack talking about?" asked Brenda.
"Family," responded Laura. "I complimented him on what an exceptional job he was doing raising Kansas. He tried to deflect the credit. He told me what great parents I have."
"Did he say that before or after he saw us shooting daggers at him?" asked Janet.
"Truthfully? It was after he saw you glaring at him," replied Laura. "He isn't stupid. He understands why you dislike him. He seems to think it's to your credit."
"I don't understand how he can be so damn reasonable about everything except honoring his marriage," groused Laura's father.
Three days later, a dejected Laura sat down to have dinner with her family. Kate noticed Laura's sour attitude immediately.
"What's wrong, Sis? You look down in the dumps."
"It's that obvious? Sarah Jefferson came to me after practice. She said her Uncle Rick has a friend who works for the county where Jack used to live. It seems when Jack adopted Kansas, he stated he was still married to me. It's difficult for single men to adopt preteen girls.
"Rick was pissed about what happened at the tournament and reported Jack! He said Jack lied on the paperwork and questioned if he was a suitable parent. There's going to be an investigation, and Jack could lose Kansas. Sarah said Kansas broke into tears when she told her.
"I know Jack. He won't give up Kansas. He'll leave the country with her before he lets anyone separate them," stated Laura.
"He does like to run when he's faced with a problem," allowed Laura's father.
"Laura, you're still married to him," announced Kate. "He told me he thought you divorced him. You think he divorced you. Neither of you idiots actually thought it through. Divorces are filed and people are notified. You're as married today as you were the day you left the church after the ceremony."
"I don't see what difference that makes," discounted Brenda. "He's still living as a single man with an adopted daughter, even if he's staying with his mother. It isn't quite what he indicated the situation would be."
"Laura, you need to call Jack. He and Kansas can move in with you and be the family he promised the courts!" exclaimed Kate.
"I won't have it!" declared Brenda. "You don't know him anymore. He could be violent or abusive. Putting Laura in harm's way is not a solution."
"Mom, Jack is not abusive! He'd never hurt me in any way," insisted Laura. "I'm going to go see him right now."
Jack was sitting at the kitchen table. A sobbing Kansas sat on his lap and cried into his shirt while his very distraught mother looked on. The doorbell rang and Janet hurried to answer it.
"Jack? Could I speak with you and Kansas?" came Laura's voice from the doorway.
"It's not really a good time, Laura. Kansas and I are taking a trip and we have to pack. I'll have Kansas call you from the road, okay?"
"You don't have to pack! Well, you will have to pack, but not for a long trip," stated Laura softly.
"Please, don't," replied Jack impatiently. "This doesn't concern you, except as it applies to your soccer team and that's pretty far down on the list of things I worry about."
"Jack, she's my daughter, too!"
Kansas stopped sobbing and turned her red eyes on Laura. Janet had gasped at Laura's declaration. She immediately dropped into a chair as she stared at Laura.
"If you're trying to get Kansas away from me, you're in for one hell of a fight," snarled Jack. "You've got no right to call her your daughter!"
"Jack, I'm still your wife. The adoption papers indicate I'm her mother. I bet my signature's on some of the paperwork. I want you and Kansas to move in with me. If you're investigated, everything will be exactly as you told them it would be."
"That would solve this problem!" cried a hopeful Janet. "You and Kansas would still live in town. Kansas would still go to the same school with her friends and you'd still be able to help Jeff with the business."
"That might work until Laura decided she was bored with us," pointed out Jack. "She could toss us out any time the whim struck her. If I leave the toilet seat up, she could throw me out. I can't risk Kansas being hurt like that."
"Jack Masterson! You know goddamn well I wouldn't do that. I screwed up once. I admit it, but it doesn't define me as the person I am now! I'll put your name on the deed. Hell, I'll let you pay the damn mortgage if it makes you feel better! I love Kansas like a daughter. It would be an honor to be her mother!"
"Dad? Can we try it?" begged Kansas. "Coach is a really good person. She wouldn't do anything to hurt me, or you."
"What are your options, Jack? Running to some country without extradition? How does that work out for most people? This isn't a movie. This is real. You have the chance to give Kansas a stable home life and to attend a good school with her friends. Do what's best for her, even if the thought of being around me makes you ill," insisted Laura.
Jack went silent as he considered the situation. Once he came to a decision, he looked around. Three women were intently staring at him. "Okay," was all he said.
Three females squealed in delight. Kansas jumped up and rushed to Laura. Jack watched as the two embraced tightly. Laura kissed the girl on her forehead. He glanced at his mother. Tears were running down her cheeks. Jack wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, and stood.
"I hate to break up this love fest, but I think we need to get moving. We don't know when, or even if, we'll be getting official visitors," announced Jack. "We need to see your house and decide how this is going to work."
"Of course," agreed Laura. "Why don't you follow me to my house right now so we can determine what we need?"
"Can I ride with Coach... I mean Mom?" asked Kansas.
"Mom?" repeated Jack. "Sure. Why do I have a feeling I've lost control."
"You only have two bedrooms," observed Jack as he looked around Laura's small ranch house. "I don't see how this can work."
"It's simple math," replied Kansas with a devious grin. "Two people share one room and one person gets a room to herself."
"I'm not sharing a room with you, Kansas," stated Jack flatly.
"Of course not!" agreed Kansas. "I'm not your wife. I'm a teenage girl and need my own room. You two are married, so sharing a room shouldn't be an issue."
"We're doing this charade to prove, falsely, that we're a normal family," replied Jack. "Sleeping with Laura goes beyond a charade."
"Sleeping with her, but sleeping only, with her, would still make it a charade," teased Kansas. "Is that so difficult?"
"I'm standing right here," interrupted Laura. "Kansas has to have her own room. Jack, you and I can share my bedroom. I have a queen-sized bed, so you can keep your honor intact. I'll even let you have two drawers and some space in my closet."
Jack and Kansas were moved in before eleven that night. Laura was moved to tears when Kansas asked her a question before going to bed.
"Would it be okay if I called you Mom? If I get in the habit, it'll seem natural if someone comes here to check on us," reasoned Kansas. "If it bothers you, I won't do it."
"Sweetheart, nothing would make me happier," managed Laura as tears formed in her eyes.
"How about at school? What do I call you there?" wondered Kansas.
"I'll still be your mom, so it'll be fine," responded Laura.
"I don't think it would be a good idea," cautioned Jack. "We don't want to suddenly start acting differently. We are trying to sell that we've been a family for some time. If Kansas called you "Coach" last week, I think she should continue to do that."
"Except I'll ride home with Mom after practice and help her make dinner and clean the house," promised Kansas. "I can't wait to be part of a real family."
Jack was tempted to caution Kansas about taking the family thing too far, when Laura caught his eye. She shook her head almost imperceptibly, but Jack caught the meaning.
Laura was in bed watching Jack as he came out of the bathroom and carefully slid under the covers. "You sleep in pajamas now? You always used to sleep naked."
"I'm trying to be a gentleman. It's kind of unnatural to sleep with a beautiful woman and not try to maul her all night. I've had a pair of pajamas I can slip on when I get up ever since Kansas began living with me," explained Jack.
"I won't be calling the police or anything if you accidently wrap an arm around me or squeeze me in the middle of the night," replied Laura. "I know you find me repulsive now, but if you forget who I am in your sleep and act accordingly, I won't complain."
"Thanks, Laura. I doubt it will be a problem," assured Jack as he turned his back and fell asleep in a remarkably short time frame.
Jack was an early riser. His internal clock woke him up at five AM. He was surprised to find he was clutching Laura's left breast and her ass was pushed up against his morning hard on. He noted he was still on his side of the bed, so she must have moved during the night.
Laura stopped at her mother's place the following evening after soccer practice. Kansas walked in the door behind her and faced Brenda. "Your daughter is my mom now. Is it okay if I call you Grandma?"
Brenda had been determined to show Laura and Kansas her disapproval of the entire charade, but her resolve disintegrated when Kansas made her request.
"Of course you can," exclaimed Brenda as she hugged the girl cautiously. "Would you like some milk and cookies? I just made them?"
"So Mom's heart melted already?" joked Kate as she walked into the kitchen and hugged Kansas. "I'm your Aunt Kate and you're my favorite niece, Kansas. We're going to have so much fun!"
"I get a new Grandmother, and an Aunt?" responded Kansas with a huge smile. "I hope we spend more time with all of you. Dad knows Grandma doesn't like him very much, so we'll have to get together when he's working."
"Well, I like your dad plenty," replied Kate. "He's sure a good looking guy. How are he and Sis getting along?"
"Okay, I guess. They spent half an hour working out their bedroom rules. I don't seem to quite have a normal family; at least not yet," added Kansas meaningfully.
"Ah! You think there's a chance?" prodded Kate.
"Well, Dad is a pretty much a red-blooded male. Mom looks like a fashion model, but with more curves, so I don't think he has much of a chance," acknowledged Kansas as Laura blushed fiercely.
"You're not thinking of getting back with Jack permanently, are you?" demanded Brenda. "That's not what this is about, is it?"
"Mom, I stopped in to ask about some of your recipes, not to get a lecture on how to treat my husband and daughter," countered Laura immediately. "I don't know how this will turn out. Jack doesn't like me very much right now, so you can take solace in that."
Jack walked into Laura's house shortly after she and Kansas began dinner. He looked around and then went out the back door with a pad and measuring tape. Once dinner was over, Jack mentioned what was on his mind.
"Laura, I'd like to build an addition on this house. I was thinking we could go out another 26 feet by 14 feet. It would give you a bigger master bedroom with a large master bath and a huge walk-in closet, along with a half bath for guests. Can I show you what I'm thinking?"
"That sounds great, Jack, but I can't afford it, so there's no sense even discussing it. I've struggled with my mortgage a few times, already," replied Laura.
"I'd pay for the addition, if you'll allow it," revealed Jack. "You're making a huge sacrifice for Kansas and me. I'd feel a lot better if you'd let me do it. It would add to your equity and give us a lot more room."
"Is sleeping with me that bad?"asked Laura as she struggled to maintain her composure. "Does looking at me make you ill?"
"No! It's not that. There's no reason for us to be so crowded. We'd still be in the master bedroom, but we'd be a lot more comfortable and we'd have a lot more closet space," stated Jack.
"I'll go along with it if you promise you'll still sleep with me for as long as we live together," demanded Laura. "Take it or leave it."
Jack looked at the set of Laura's jaw and knew she was serious. He glanced at Kansas to find her making a weak attempt at hiding a smirk. Shrugging his shoulders, Jack told the two women, "We have a deal."
The soccer team remained undefeated in league play. As the season was winding down, Jack overheard Laura talking to Kansas about volleyball. By the end of the conversation, Laura had a new recruit for her team.
Jack couldn't help but notice how close Kansas and Laura had become. They joked, shopped, cooked and participated in team sports together. Kansas was as happy as he had ever seen her.
His relationship with Laura was complicated. Laura respected his boundaries and remained friendly without being romantic or pushy. She never had any negative words about the work being done on her house. Jack had moved an excavator on-site the first week he had moved in. Living in a mild climate allowed work to progress through the late fall.
The addition to the house was scheduled to be completed by Christmas. Kansas and Laura were excited about the expansion and how it would give them each a lot more closet space. Kansas was going to move into Laura's old master bedroom. That would give her a private bath and a closet big enough to contain her clothes and accessories.
Jack and Laura often discussed how they would respond to any agency which came to their door asking about Kansas and the family unit. They forged a plan which both solidly supported. As time went on, they began to wonder if anyone was ever going to interview them, or if the entire thing had been vastly overblown in their minds.
The sleeping arrangements remained the same. Neither Laura nor Jack ever came to bed without wearing pajamas. Jack had stopped worrying about waking up with one or both of Laura's breasts in his clutches, or his hard on pressing against her. She never mentioned it, so he decided it wasn't an issue.
One night he was lying in bed thinking about a bid he was going to give on a job when he felt Laura squirm. He was surprised when she reached over and took his hand and placed it on her breast. She released a satisfied sigh and fell back into a deep sleep.
Two days before Thanksgiving, Laura and Kansas returned home from school to find Jack in the driveway in a deep conversation with a blonde woman. They continued to talk as Laura pulled into the garage. Jack came into the house a few minutes later. Kansas was in her room, so Jack approached Laura.
"That was Beth Harding," remarked Jack casually as he watched Laura for her reaction.
Laura tensed up as she bent over the sink. Jack saw her tremble as she squeaked out a question.
"What did she want, Jack? Is she angry? What did she tell you?"
"Her husband, Chuck, has a brain tumor. He's dying and she asked if I'd go visit him," revealed Jack.
"Don't do it! He wants to rub your nose in it! He's trying to hurt you, Jack. Don't let him. Please don't let him," begged Laura.
"I told her I would, even if it was just to watch him die," replied Jack. "I'd love to hear what he has to say."
"He'll tell you I'm a slut. He got in my pants with very little effort. He'll probably try to tell you it was more than the one time you caught us; that I'm a lousy lay and laugh in your face.
"He's evil. It was my fault. I should have known better, but if he was a real man, he never would have pursued a married woman," reasoned Laura.
"Why did you sleep with him, then? You didn't sound like a woman suffering too badly that night," recalled Jack. "In fact, you were saying his name over and over and telling him how good he was. I was crushed. I thought about killing you both, but I decided it was better to simply step out the back door and drive away."
"I don't know why I did it!" sobbed Laura. "He was the big man on campus. He was a senior and I was a sophomore. He was the football star while I was just a wife, a married woman who was off limits to most men, but not to him. He was nice to me. I knew what he wanted and for some goddamn dumb reason thought I could take him for a spin and you'd never know. It was going to be my one fling.
"I ruined my life. I lost something I loved because I was young and stupid. I never blamed you for leaving. When I found your ring on the kitchen table, I knew it was over, that you must have come home and seen me with him. Now I'm living in a hell I created. I love Kansas, but we aren't a family, not really. I can't make it up to you. I know that. We'll never have that love binding us together like families should. It's totally my fault and I live with that knowledge every day."
"Why didn't you tell me you weren't happy, or you wanted to try other men?" asked Jack softly.
"I didn't want to try other men. I just wanted to feel like I was something special for one night. The school stud wanted me! The ironic part is how much smarter I became after you left. You were better looking, kinder, totally devoted to me; a better man in every way that mattered.
"Believe it or not, that was the last time I had sex," stated Laura. "You're still the only man who ever made love to me. I guess I can be thankful for that. I now know the difference between love and sex, and it's huge."
"I don't think I'll ever forget hurrying home from that seminar so we could spend the night making love only to find someone had taken my place," replied Jack with a scowl. "You almost killed me, Laura. I would have given my life for you, and you nearly took it! Saying you're sorry doesn't make up for the pain I've endured for six years."
"I know that, Jack. I really do. I'm not asking you to forgive me. I don't deserve it. You're not the kind of man to overlook the tremendous disrespect I showed you," reasoned Laura. "I've suffered because of my stupidity, too.
"I'm in a sham marriage with a wonderful man and a beautiful daughter. Think how it hurts to know I had it all and I pissed it away. Every time I look at you or Kansas, I'm reminded of how foolish I was. The pain hasn't lessened over time. In fact, it's increased as my love for you and Kansas grows.
"You can't ever love me again and I can't ever truly be Kansas's mother if you don't. I understand that. I just try to enjoy every day we spend together. I know it'll end, and probably soon," acknowledged Laura.
"Every night when we go to bed, I lie there hoping you'll run your hands over me, kiss me, make love to me, but it never happens. You don't have any trouble resisting me," stated Laura sadly. "You simply tolerate me. That's on me. Most men wouldn't resist me so easily, but the one guy I want has no interest. Karma's a bitch."
In early December, Jack stopped at the local hospital and asked for Chuck Harding. He wasn't prepared for what he saw when he entered the man's room. The person on the bed looked like they were lucky to tip the scales at 100 pounds. He looked like a skeleton with skin stretched tightly across it.
"Jack! Thanks for stopping in. If you want to slap me, or even suffocate me, feel free. I deserve it," said the sick man in the way of a greeting.
"I just came by to make sure you know how happy I am that you're fucking dying," revealed Jack. "If you look close, you can see the smile on my face."
"That's one of the reasons I told my wife I wanted to see you. I thought my suffering might make you feel better," admitted the sick man. "It feels good to know I'm making amends, even if I have to die to do it.



"You're talking shit," replied Jack. "Nobody wants to suffer, and nobody wants someone else to enjoy seeing it. What the fuck do you really want?"
"I did you wrong, Jack. I spent most of my life being an asshole. You caught me in bed with your wife, but you didn't kill me like you wanted. I saw the old shotgun propped against the wall when I came downstairs. Laura only saw your ring on the table. To this day, I've never seen a person in as much pain as Laura felt that night.
"I owe you and I got no way to give you payback. My life isn't worth shit. You can see that. The only thing left for me is dying. It's going to happen whether you're here or not. I'm just offering you a chance to watch me die. It might bring you some peace and it won't hurt me in the least," concluded Harding.
"How would your wife feel about that?" asked Jack. "It seems pretty damn macabre to me."
"I told her what I did to you and Laura. She understands how I want to do something to ease my conscience. My dying won't win me forgiveness, but it'll help you feel better, so she accepts it. I would ask that you don't cheer or applaud when the grim reaper takes me. That would hurt Beth and she doesn't deserve it."
"Why'd you do it, Chuck? You had lots of girls. Laura was all I ever had or wanted. You fucking ruined it!" snarled Jack at the ill man.
"Because I was an asshole. Because I could. How the fuck is that for a reason? It wasn't until I met Beth that I realized what an asshole I had been," admitted Chuck. "I didn't give a shit if your marriage ended. Laura didn't mean anything to me. That's how low I was. It's embarrassing as hell to admit."
"It wasn't personal?" asked Jack. "You weren't trying to ruin my life or break us up for some reason? I always wondered why you'd go after a married woman when you had so many available."
"I hardly knew who you were. I wasn't thinking about you, except that I was tapping some guy's wife," confessed Chuck. "She's a beautiful woman, so I wanted to try her pussy. That's all she was to me, a little married pussy on the side."
"If you weren't so sick, I'd kick your ass!" threatened Jack.
"If I wasn't so sick, I'd want you to do exactly that," replied Chuck. "I've grown up, a bit too late, admittedly. There's no excuse for my actions. I realize it now. A bullet between my eyes would be too good for me."
"You miserable bastard," growled Jack. "I'd be doing the world a favor by holding that pillow over your face."
"True, except you'd be in a world of trouble. Killing a dying man is considered the same crime as killing a robust, healthy person," reasoned Chuck. "Why don't you just stop in when you can? There's a good chance you'll see me go to the happy hunting grounds."
Jack had never been as angry as he was at that moment. The guy wrecked his marriage simply because he wanted a strange piece of ass. To Jack, Laura had been the perfect wife, a woman devoted to him, willing to share the rest of her life with him. Then Chuck Harding decided he'd like to try some strange pussy!
"I think I'll take you up on your offer, asshole," replied Jack vehemently. "I'll be pissing on your grave in a few days, motherfucker!"
Jack was true to his word. He visited Chuck Harding several times a week, although he didn't mention it to Laura or Kansas. He knew his intentions were morbid, at best. The third time Jack stopped in, Chuck's wife, Beth, was there with a small boy.
Jack nodded to the woman and took a seat, but he soon rose and left the room. It was impossible to revel in the death of even the vilest human while his wife and young son were present. Jack vowed to himself that he would not end his death watch. Harding deserved exactly what he was getting.
The next time Jack stopped in, Chuck was in a pensive mood. "You left because my wife and kid were here, didn't you? It's harder to enjoy my death when you see the innocent people affected by it, isn't it?"
"I'm here to see you die. I have no quarrel with your family," replied Jack. Even as he spoke, Jack realized he sounded pathetic. Was this the kind of man he was?
Chuck started telling Jack about his son and the things the boy enjoyed. Then he went into detail on how he met his wife and how she had turned his life around. Jack knew full well Chuck was trying to gain sympathy. He also knew it would never happen.
Jack stopped to see Chuck on Christmas Eve. The man had become noticeably weaker since Jack had first seen him. This time, Jack had a purpose and he quickly got to the point.
"Chuck, I hate what you did, but I can't maintain my hatred for you. I've given it some thought and I realize the best revenge is to live well. I'm here to tell you I'll make certain your wife and son will never go wanting. You'll die knowing the man whose life you ruined is caring for your family."
"I can see where you might think you're getting revenge that way," replied Chuck weakly. "You're really not very good at the whole vengeance thing. I hate that I did that to you and Laura, but it somehow turned out to be a good thing for my family. That's some irony. A despicable act ensures the future of my wife and kid."
"It's the best I could come up with," offered Jack. "I won't be stopping in anymore. I don't want to see you die, or even suffer. That's gone. It gives me no pleasure."
"You realize you're pretty much telling me you're forgiving me, don't you?" responded Chuck. "You've found it in your heart to move past what I did to you, something no man can ever be expected to forgive."
"I never said that, but you can think whatever you want. I really don't give a shit," retorted Jack.
"Tell me this, Jack. I hurt you almost beyond your ability to endure. How can you forgive a miserable bastard like me, yet not find it in your heart to forgive a woman who loves you like Laura does? What have I done to gain your forgiveness that she hasn't?
"I saw the relief on your face when you let your hatred for me go. Imagine how good your heart would feel if you forgave Laura. Imagine her in your arms, maybe having your children. Wouldn't that be better than punishing her?"
"Fuck you, Harding! You're the one who said I've forgiven you. I never said that!"
"Not is so many words, but you did say it, Jack," replied Chuck softly. "I'm going to die soon. I'll die happy knowing you've managed to grant me forgiveness, and you'll take care of Beth and Charlie. You really suck at revenge, Jack. It isn't your strong point. If I never see you again, please tell Laura I'm sorry."
Jack left the hospital in a rage. The dumb fucker thought he was forgiven. He wanted Jack to forgive Laura. It would be a cold day in hell when that happened. As Jack drove, he went over his last conversation with Chuck Harding. The man had gotten to him. Jack had to admit that. He never should have gone to the hospital that first time.
When Jack got home, his driveway was filled with cars. He had to drive down the street a hundred yards to find a parking spot.
He had forgotten about the party Kansas and Laura were having! It was a house warming/Christmas party. The addition had been finished for two days and the furniture, including a huge king-sized bed, had arrived yesterday. Every friend, relative and coworker of his, and Laura's, had been invited. Kansas had asked many of her friends to stop in.
He was still fuming at the last words he had with Chuck when he pushed the door open and stepped inside. Guests turned at his entrance and suddenly went silent. Laura and Kansas had been serving drinks and snacks when Jack walked into the living room.
It was immediately apparent that he was not himself. Laura had never known him to drink much, but she considered the possibility as Jack's eyes swept the room. Once his eyes fell on her, he stopped moving.
"Uh oh!" mumbled Kansas as she realized her father was in a state she had never before seen.
Jack finally took a few steps farther into the room, but his eyes never left Laura. The silence continued as everyone became mesmerized by the intensity of the emotion on Jack's face.
"What is it, Jack?" asked Laura with concern.
"Do you really want to be my wife?" demanded Jack.
"Yes... yes I do," replied Laura softly.
"A wife gives her husband all of her love. She belongs to him, only him!"
Laura's father tried to step in, but Kate quickly stopped him with a hand gesture.
"I agree," managed Laura as tears formed in her eyes.
"A husband takes care of his family. He gives them everything he has. He deserves respect," stated Jack emphatically.
Laura simply nodded, completely ignoring everyone who was watching her exchange with Jack.
"A good wife wouldn't complain if her husband took her whenever he needed her, including right now, and on that big damn bed."
"Not if he loved her, and she loved him," agreed Laura.
"Right!" snarled Jack as he moved quickly to scoop Laura into his arms.
"Kansas, close the door behind us!"
"Okay, Dad!" answered Kansas immediately as she pulled the bedroom door closed. "I'll entertain the guests, so don't hurry on their account!"
"What just happened?" asked Laura's mother. "Will Laura be okay?"
"Oh, yeah!" said Kate with a laugh. "Sis is going to be okay for the first time in years!"
It was just half an hour later when Jack and Laura sheepishly opened the bedroom door. They were freshly showered and wearing different clothes. Laura clung to Jack as their company began gently kidding them.
"That didn't take very long," observed one of Jack's equipment operators. "I hope the boss managed to get the job done."
"He did very well. Thanks for asking," quipped Laura before she quickly kissed Jack's cheek.
"Jack, I don't pretend to know what all went on between you and my daughter, but her mother and I are damn glad to see things are on an even keel now," stated Laura's father as he extended his hand. "Just don't do it again."
As Jack shook his father-in-law's hand he glanced at Laura before answering. "I don't think there's any chance of that happening. Laura and I are going to be together from now on."
"To think it was my idea for you two to live together so Kansas's adoption wouldn't be challenged. It's funny nothing ever came of that threat," pointed out Kate.
"Well, I was interviewed at school a few days later," admitted a grinning Kansas. "I told them we had a great family. Mom and Dad loved me, and each other. I knew they'd come to realize it sooner or later. I never told anyone about it because I wanted us to stay together. It was the reason we moved in with Mom."
"How come you were so emotional when you came home, Jack?" asked his curious mother.
"I guess I was trying to determine exactly who I was hurting, and why. I finally realized the pain created by revenge is mostly self-inflicted. I needed to treat myself better. Laura's going to have to suffer with me for the rest of our lives."
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'When I think back on all the crap I learned in high school, it's a wonder I can think at all,' thought Roy Robinson to himself as he drove west on Route 17. His mind had been wandering all morning. He chuckled grimly as he considered how his lack of higher education hadn't really hurt him. He was still able to read the writing on the wall.
As a teen, and throughout high school, Roy had been instilled with the concept that honesty, loyalty and fidelity were admirable traits everyone should admire and toward which people should work. Those ideals appeared to be biting him on the ass, now.
Donna had been acting a bit distracted; perhaps distant was a better word, since their son had left for college three months ago. He hadn't been able to put his finger on what exactly was different, but it had become obvious to Roy that he and Donna hadn't been on the same wave length, lately.
Everything had crystallized when Ben Miller called him from work. He and Roy had been friends since middle school, when they had actually engaged in a fist fight over some trivial matter. Neither had been able to inflict much damage, but they came out of the struggle with newly earned respect for each other. Within weeks, they were best friends, and so they had remained.
Ben worked for the same large insurance company as Donna. He was an actuary, while Donna worked in the IT department. Ben's office was several floors above Donna's, so the two seldom interacted at work. That fact didn't stop Ben from overhearing a conversation one early afternoon.
"Roy, you're not going to like this, but I wouldn't be much of a friend if I didn't tell you what I heard," stated Ben as soon as Roy answered his cell. "I had to drop some papers off at the front desk a little while ago. The tacos I had for lunch decided to revolt about the same time I reached the front desk, so I hurried into the bathroom on the first floor.
"While I was in the stall, two guys came in and I overheard their conversation. A guy named Jim was telling the other guy how he was going to be banging a woman named Donna the next two nights. She had some kind of seminar to attend in Corning, New York, and he had talked her into taking him along and sharing her room, and her bed.
"That was all I heard, Roy. I have no idea if he meant your Donna, or if anything he said was true," admitted Ben. "I'd want to know about the conversation if my wife was named Donna."
"That's quite interesting," admitted a surprised Roy. "Donna's driving to Corning tomorrow for some kind of training. She'll be gone two nights. Now I'm concerned."
"I don't see what you can do," replied Ben. "If you make her stay home and tell her why, she'll simply claim I'm full of shit, or maybe the two guys I overheard must have been talking about some other Donna."
"I guess I'll have to take a couple sick days off from work and follow her tomorrow. I need to know if she's stepping out on me," replied a determined Roy.
"Why don't you take my Camry," suggested Ben. "It looks like one of a few million other Toyotas on the road. Donna won't realize you're following her."
The next day Roy was up well before Donna. He drove to Ben's place and switched vehicles with him. Ben couldn't help but comment on Roy's rebuilt Mustang with the Chevy engine and Dodge Hellcat front end.
"What the fuck is wrong with you?" demanded Ben as he looked at Roy's ride. "Who in hell does crazy shit like this with a car? God made them to get you from one place to another, not to fawn over like it was a Dallas Cowboy cheerleader."
"She is sweet, isn't she?" beamed Roy with pride. "You're right about swapping cars. Your piece of shit Camry doesn't stand out like Martha does."
"You named your fucking car?" asked Ben in amazement. "How the hell old are you? You're still crazy, even after all these years."
"I feel like I'm young again when I'm driving around in Martha," insisted Roy.
"Yeah, I remember all the girls you had in high school, when you really were young," retorted Ben sarcastically. "Did you ever have a date?"
"If you took all the girls I knew when I was single and brought them all together for one night, you'd be doing a hell of a lot better than I did," admitted Roy with a laugh. "Just be careful with my car. I don't want any scratches."
"Not a problem. I'll drive my Beamer to work. Maybe we should put this Camaro-Hell-Stang piece of shit in the garage, so I can avoid embarrassment," offered Ben.
Roy drove back home and parked down the road from his house. He sat and watched for Donna to leave. Shortly after ten, her car drove down the street with Roy following a half mile behind her.
Roy was feeling pretty miserable about following her. He had always trusted Donna and it simply felt wrong to spy on her, but it was something he had to do. Five minutes into the trip, Donna called his cell.
"You left early this morning and didn't even tell me goodbye," she groused. "You know I'm going to be in Corning for two nights. It seems like you'd want to kiss me goodbye, at the very least."
"Not only the very least, it would have been the very most," retorted Roy. "You've pretty much ignored me for the past few months. A quick kiss is the most I can expect from you."
"Are you sulking like a little boy?" demanded Donna. "All you think about is sex. You never consider how I feel. Women like to be wined and dined. Your wham, bam, thank you, Ma'am, just doesn't cut it. I need to be in the mood."
I see," replied Roy sarcastically. "Let me know when you're in the mood, and if my mood matches yours, we'll fuck like bunnies."
"Not with that attitude," snarled Donna. "It'll be a long time before you get any. I don't have to..."
Roy disconnected the call. Why would he feel like he had to listen to her shit if she was cheating on him? Why should he care about anything she said? He realized he had already bought into the theory Donna was running around on him. His attitude toward her had changed dramatically in less than a day. If a woman withholds sex and treats her husband like shit, what the fuck reason does he have to even bother with her? Their son was in college and would be fine. If Donna refused him sex and companionship, why stay married?
Roy's phone rang again. He looked at the ID and saw it was Donna, so he ignored it. She wasn't going to tell him anything he wanted to hear, so why answer her call?
Once the phone stopped ringing, he noticed Donna was no longer on the road which would take her to Route 17. She had turned down a side street and pulled into a paved driveway. As soon as she stopped, some asshole trotted out of the house. He tossed a duffel bag in the back and climbed into the passenger seat. Then he leaned over and kissed Donna. Apparently, she was now in the mood.
"This is going to be a great couple of days," effused Jim Gamble as he pulled his lips from Donna's and gave her right breast a little tweak. "I can't wait to get you naked and on your back."
"You certainly are enthusiastic," responded Donna with a smile as she removed Jim's hand from her breast. "We're much too close to home to be copping feels and acting romantic. Wait until we get farther away."
"Sure, I'll wait, but it won't be easy. Those tits of yours speak to me," stated Jim with a grin.
"That's interesting," said Donna with a small chuckle. "May I ask what exactly my girls are telling you?"
"They're telling me they feel neglected and want me to suck on them and hold them in my hands all night long," replied Jim. "You really have a nice set. I bet they look great when they're unfettered."
"Flattery will get you everywhere, but not while I'm driving," cautioned Donna as she once again removed Jim's hand from her breast. "You'll have to wait until tonight."
Roy had driven down the street a few houses and pulled into a driveway so he could watch. After another, slightly quicker smooch, Donna backed into the street and drove back to the main intersection. When she turned left, she was now going in the right direction for Corning. It appeared dipshit was going to accompany her on the two-night trip.
Roy was numb by this point. He felt no real surprise by her actions, just regret and sadness that things were ending this way. He debated turning back for home. He had witnessed enough to know the score, but felt he had to see it through. Donna might claim she gave the miserable bastard a ride to a bus stop or any of a hundred other places.
Roy was a few cars behind Donna on 17 when she moved over to the right and took an exit. He had enough time to turn off the same exit. She pulled into a gas station and got out to fill her tank. Roy parked across the street in the parking lot of what appeared to be a seedy bar and watched.
Donna had just returned the hose to the pump when her Lothario came out of the station with a plastic bag that Roy suspected contained drinks and snacks. As he reached Donna's car, two men hurried out from behind the station. One rushed up to Donna, while the other moved very close to her boyfriend.
Donna was caught completely by surprise when the strange man rapidly approached her. He clutched a large knife in his left hand, which he shielded from the station's security cameras with the flap of his jacket.
"I'll handle the driving, Bitch. Just get into the back and shut the fuck up," was all he said, as he guided the badly shaken woman to the back seat.
Roy saw Donna suddenly jerk and start crying. At the same time, her romantic interest shook his head at something he was told and tried to push the man who had accosted him. The guy quickly punched the dipshit in the gut and stuffed him into the back seat while he was still hunched over.
Donna was quickly escorted to the other back seat by the man who approached her. Once she was in and the door closed, the guy jumped behind the wheel and carefully pulled into traffic. It was quite obvious to Roy that things had just gone sideways on Donna and her boyfriend.
Roy managed to gain control of his nerves and began to follow them. He picked up his cell phone to call 911, but the damn thing was deader than last year's dandelions. He had a charger cable in his back pocket, but didn't dare dig around for it for fear he would lose sight of Donna's car as it accelerated toward 17, but on the Eastbound ramp this time.
Following Donna's car was easier than Roy had expected. It was going the speed limit and remained in the right lane. Apparently the driver realized he would garner far less suspicion by driving in a safe manner.
Roy finally managed to dig the charger cable out of his back pocket. That was when he realized he didn't know if the older Camry he had borrowed from Ben had a port he could use, or where it was located if it did. He tried to scan the dashboard without taking his eyes off Donna's car. Just as he located the USB port, the other car headed off exit 86 at Deposit. Roy grinned as he quickly followed. In a lucky coincidence, the men had pulled off 17 just a few miles from his home. He knew the area quite well.
"Where are you taking us?" demanded Donna as she began to overcome her initial terror. "You can have our money. Just let us go. We won't even call the police. I promise."
The criminal in the front passenger seat swung around and glared at Donna. She was struck by the intensity of his eyes. They showed no hope, but were filled with anger.
"This damn car's worth more money than I've ever seen in one place. I'm just a poor boy, though you wouldn't ever take the time to know me, or even care about me. I've given up on doing the right thing for a few mumbled promises. They're all lies! I hear what you're really saying. You'll have the cops after us as soon as you get the chance. You won't get that chance.
"We're going to lay low, go to the kind of place you'd never set foot in, given the choice. It's the kind of place only ragged people go. Only poor people know about these places."
"I have friends in the State Police," insisted Jim. "You bastards will be hounded to the gates of hell for this shit. Just turn us loose. It'll go a lot better for you in the long run."
"That's what you don't get," stated the man in the passenger seat. "There's no "long run" for guys like us. We tried to find jobs, but got no offers, unless you count the offers from whores. We don't even have the money to pay them."
"It was just your bad luck we picked you two," added the driver. "We made a withdrawal from the pharmacy next to the gas station. It got a little messy and our wheel man bailed on us, so we had to improvise. You'd just finished gassing this car up, and you had the keys in your hand, so we chose you."
"You robbed the drug store?" croaked Jim. "You'll never get away with it. The cops will have your asses in jail before nightfall."
"You'd better hope not," retorted the driver. "We won't be giving up, so they'll have to use extreme prejudice to haul us in. You could find yourself on the wrong end of a bullet."
Roy had dropped farther behind the car when it had taken a narrow road. It then turned up a gravel driveway, but Roy continued on. He knew the property the carjackers had selected. It had belonged to the Turner family, but some people from New York City had bought it many years ago. They had placed a couple of mobile homes on the property to use on weekends and during the summer
Roy heard the owners had died and their kids never bothered with the place. The trailers had been abandoned for years. The last time Roy had seen them, two years prior in hunting season, the property had looked extremely dilapidated.
Roy knew there were no houses within miles, or at least none he would want to approach. People in this rural part of New York didn't much care for strangers dropping in. They had little reason to trust the government, or the police. The problem was the cell phone reception in the area was just about nonexistent. The mountains effectively blocked signals from any towers, which were miles away. Even if he charged his phone, it was unlikely he would be able to obtain a signal.
He pulled into an unused log road and parked. The thought of leaving Donna with those men made Roy queasy. He had loved her for all of his adult life. She had given him a son. He couldn't bring himself to abandon her when she really needed him. Husbands protected their wives. It was their duty.
"What are your names?" demanded the driver as he pulled to a stop next to what had once been a house trailer. Now it resembled a medal and wood sculpture, sinking into the earth.
When neither of their captives spoke, the man wrenched Donna's pocketbook from her arm and opened it. He smiled when he saw the three hundred dollar bills and several credit cards in her wallet. He pocketed them before pulling out her wallet.
"God bless you, Mrs. Robinson. We sure can use the money," announced the driver as he continued to dig through Donna's wallet.
"Mrs. Robinson?" asked his partner as he studied the wallet he had just removed from Jim's back pocket. "This guy's name is James Gamble. Are you sure she's married?"
"There's an envelope with Yankees tickets here addressed to Mrs. Donna Robinson, and some pictures of her with some dude who sure as hell isn't this guy.
"Are you a widow, Mrs. Robinson, or are you having an affair with this asswipe? The way you're blushing and looking at your feet, I think you answered my question," observed the man with a chuckle.
"We may be robbers and thieves, but you've got a little secret, just a Robinson affair. You do know, Mrs. Robinson, Joltin' Joe has left and gone away? It looks like your husband will be nothing but a memory pretty soon. If you were home with him rather than running around with this loser, you'd be much better off."
"He's just a coworker. We were going to a two day seminar in Corning for my work. I love my husband," insisted Donna.
"Were you going to sleep with your coworker tonight?" prodded the other robber, who was now brandishing a handgun.
"Look at her blush!" pointed out the driver. "They were going to bump bellies tonight. To think they act like they're so much better than we are, but nothing's lower than a liar and a cheat. I hope you've been able to hide it from the kids, Mrs. Robinson. You don't want them to know their mom is a slut."
"I am not a slut, and my son knows I would never cheat on my husband. I never have!" proclaimed Donna.
"This was your maiden voyage, so to speak?" asked the man Donna now thought of as the driver. "Talk about bad luck. Maybe Nick and I can help make it up to you. We're younger and better looking than James here. As long as you want some strange cock, we'll see that you get it, in spades."
"Look guys," began Jim in a conciliatory voice. "We don't want any trouble, but this place smells like cat piss. Why don't we go into town, get something to eat and talk the situation over. I'm sure we can come to an understanding which you'll find to your benefit."
"Not going to happen, Asshole. It stinks here because we cook a little meth now and then. That's why we needed to borrow some shit from the drug store. What we don't need is your sorry ass in the way," stated the driver. "Why don't you take him for a walk, Nick?"
"No! You can't mean that," reasoned Jim as he fought down his panic. "That's murder. What would your parents and friends think if they heard you murdered someone?"
"Are you kidding?" responded Nick. "In my little town, I never meant nothin'. I was just my father's son. He died when I was fifteen and nobody gave a shit. Start walking."
Jim glanced at Donna briefly, and then made his decision. He suddenly spun around and took off running. He swerved around a maple tree just as he heard the roar of a gun behind him. The bullet struck the tree not far from his head. Several slivers burned into the flesh of his neck. The stinging sensation merely served as an incentive to increase his speed as he sprinted down a winding path in the woods.
When the gunman realized he had missed Jim, he took off in pursuit, expecting to get a clear shot when Jim came to an opening in the path. He was younger and in better shape than Jim, so he had little doubt he'd get close enough to shoot the fleeing man before he managed to get very far.
Suddenly Nick ran into a limb. He brought his hand up to rub his forehead when the limb actually struck him, this time in the jaw. Nick staggered back a step or two as he turned his disbelieving eyes to a mountain laurel bush on his left. He caught a brief glimpse of a length of wood just before it cracked into his temple, and everything went dark.
Roy had wasted little time working his way through the wooded area to the broken down trailers. He almost tripped on a three foot limb from an oak tree. Realizing it could make a decent weapon, Roy picked it up and carried it with him. As he expected, he found Donna's car parked in a small opening in the trees. Slowly working his way closer, Roy was able to clearly hear the conversation from his vantage point.
Roy heard the guy with the gun tell Jim to start walking. He obviously intended to shoot Donna's boyfriend! Roy watched Jim suddenly made a break for the trees. Jim raced past Roy's hiding place just after a shot struck hit a tree near Jim's head. Roy gave Jim credit. For a man his age, he was really picking them up and putting them down.
Roy was prepared when the man with the gun raced around the tree he had just shot. Not wanting to kill the man, Roy brought the oak limb around with less than full power. To his amazement, the gunman took a crack over his brow, yet managed to maintain his feet! Roy quickly thumped him upside the head twice more and the man finally went down like a ton of bricks.
Roy immediately withdrew back into the underbrush in fear the other thug would come to help his partner. He sat very still for over a minute. When no one came, Roy decided the other man must not have realized his partner had encountered trouble.



Roy carefully picked his way through the brush toward Donna's car. It took a few minutes since he was concentrating on stealth. Once he was close to Donna's car, he carefully peered through the car's windows. He was shocked to see Donna tied to a small broken down porch. She was facing the structure with her wrists secured to a couple of rotting posts.
Her captor was using a knife to slice her clothes from her body while Donna sobbed miserably! Roy was surprised at how his anger flared. The bitch deserved what she was getting, but Roy took no pleasure in her predicament.
Roy tried to formulate a plan as the man cut away the last article of Donna's clothing, her black lace panties. Donna was pleading with the man to let her go just as he brought his hand down hard on her left ass cheek. The clap of his hand echoed throughout the woods. Then he repeated the action on her right ass cheek.
Now Donna was slumped over the old porch, her face buried in the rotted floorboards as her hair cascaded around it. Her captor unbuckled his belt and dropped his pants around his ankles. He reached out with his left hand to open Donna for his intrusion while his other hand worked feverishly on his cock.
Roy decided he would never get a better opportunity to approach the guy undetected, so he crept around Donna's car as silently as he could. He clutched the oak limb in his left hand as he drew nearer
The man once again slapped both of Donna's ass cheeks. "Stand still, Bitch! You wanted strange cock and I'm going to make sure you get it."
He was concentrating on getting his cock lined up with Donna's opening when the oak limb delivered a crushing blow to the back of his head. Roy had learned his lesson when the first guy he smacked didn't go down immediately. He had swung for the fences this time.
The man groaned and collapsed on top of Donna, who was almost catatonic by this time. Roy was reaching to yank the man away from Donna when the sounds of silence were broken by several loud sirens. Roy turned his attention to the gravel driveway and saw an older Mercedes bouncing up the driveway at a much faster speed than was prudent. Several sets of flashing lights were closing in on the car as it went out of sight behind the second trailer.
Roy made a snap decision and quickly made his way back into the thick undergrowth of the forest. No one had seen him and he had no desire to go over the sordid story with the police. He saw no legal, or psychological advantage to be gained by joining the cluster fuck. To that end, he made his way quickly through the woods and back to the Camry.
Roy checked his cell phone, only to see it was still dead. That fact suited him. He obeyed all traffic laws as he drove back to Ben's place.
"Ben, I don't want to say much about how my day went. The less you know, the better," explained Roy as he handed the Camry keys to his friend. "I'm not asking you to lie about anything if the cops show up to question you, but I'd appreciate it if you didn't volunteer anything to them. There's no reason for them to look for you, or your car, as far as I know."
Ben studied Roy's face for a few seconds before nodding. "I'm betting there's going to be quite a story flying around work tomorrow. I'll keep my mouth shut, unless the cops come to the door asking questions. I have a family and I can't risk hurting them by lying to the police."
"I'd never ask you to lie," responded Roy. "I'm just asking that you refrain from disclosing anything to anyone else. I appreciate everything you've done for me. It's good to have at least one loyal friend."
"Okay, but I'll be expecting a full accounting over a few cold beers once this all dies down," answered Ben with a crooked smile. "It's got to be some good shit."
Roy made it home as the sun was setting. He warmed up some leftover lasagna Donna had prepared for him and chased it down with several beers. He was in bed and asleep by ten.
The constant ringing of his doorbell woke him shortly before midnight. Roy crawled out of bed, scratched his balls a few times and lurched out to the front door. Donna's parents gasped at his appearance when he opened it.
"What the hell is wrong with you, Roy? You can't open the front door in your underwear!" shrieked Donna's mother, Clara.
"Oh, really? Okay," replied Roy as he slammed the door closed, locked it and slid the deadbolt home. He was half the way back to his bedroom when the doorbell began ringing again. He grinned as he closed the bedroom door and stretched out on his bed. The continued ringing of the doorbell was like a balm for his soul. They weren't Donna, but they had raised the bitch. He wouldn't be putting up with any more shit from his mother-in-law.
Roy awoke to a bright, cheerful morning. He had already taken the day off work because he had believed he was going to follow Donna all the way to Corning. He shaved and showered before heading out to conduct the usual business a man faces when he realizes he cannot trust his wife. He managed find a lawyer who would see him that afternoon, so he took care of his financial affairs in the morning hours.
Donna had given up on survival. Jim had raced into the woods with that crazy bastard chasing and shooting at him. They had only been gone a minute when the driver bound her hands to the posts of a rotted porch in front of a dilapidated house trailer. She was left alone with a psychopath.
Once she was bound, the man began slicing her clothing from her body. He squeezed her breasts and tugged on her nipples as he slowly stripped her. Donna begged the man to turn her loose, but her pleas fell on deaf ears. Once she was completely naked, he slapped her ass cheek with a great deal of force. Before she had finished crying out from the pain, the sadist bought his hand down hard on her other ass cheek.
That drained all her resistance as she collapsed while bent over the old porch. She endured two more stinging blows to her ass before she felt the man's hand opening her pussy. She felt the tip of his cock at her entrance and steeled herself for the expected rape.
To her surprise, the man collapsed on top of her and remained motionless. From her position under him, she had no idea if he was toying with her, or had had some sort of medical problem and had passed out. Then Donna heard the sirens!
Unable to see what was happening, she relied on her hearing. A car skidded to a stop and a door slammed. The there were several voices, all from police it seemed, telling a man to put up his hands. He must have done as he was bidden since no shots were fired.
The inert man lying on her back was removed and her hands were cut free. A policeman handed her a blanket and offered her a bottle of water. She wrapped herself in the blanket and drank the proffered water. Then the questions began.
Donna explained how she and a friend, Jim, had been abducted at a gas station and brought to their current location. She had no explanation for the cracked skull of the unconscious man who had been attempting to rape her.
While she was being questioned, the second man was found lying along the trail. He had also suffered a nasty beating. Again, Donna was unable to tell the police how it happened.
"He was chasing Jim, so I would guess Jim found a way to club him before getting shot again," reasoned Donna as she considered the situation. "You didn't find another body or a lot of blood, did you?"
An ambulance arrived and the man who had tied up Donna and attempted to rape her was loaded. Just as that ambulance left, another arrived to transport the other unconscious thug to the hospital.
Donna was taken to State Police headquarters to be questioned after she was given some clean clothes. It was a small station, so she clearly heard Jim speaking to the police as he arrived about half an hour after she had. Donna wished they would be allowed some time together to formulate a story, but she and Jim were kept apart while they were questioned.
Jim was a single man who had broken no laws he knew of, so he cooperated completely with the police. He explained how he had come to be riding with Donna, and why. He was unable to explain the source of the injuries to the two kidnappers, however. He had simply run until he heard traffic. He headed in that direction where he managed to flag down a motorist who called the police.
Donna tried to call Roy several times from the police station, but his phone was off. In desperation, she called her parents and asked them to find Roy and tell him of her troubles. She needed him with her!
It was after one AM when her parents walked into the room at the station. It was painfully obvious that neither parent was very happy.
"Where's Roy?" asked Donna. "Couldn't you find him?"
"We found the miserable bastard, but when your mother chastised him for opening the door in his boxers, he slammed it in our faces and locked it up" revealed her father. "We rang the bell and banged on the door for another half hour, but he never answered the door again."
"I needed him here with me, so Mom yells at him for not being properly dressed to answer the fucking door? Did you just expect him to roll out of bed and run to the police station?" snarled Donna. "Why do you always have to tell him what he's doing wrong? Would it hurt so much to be nicer to him?"
"Your father and I won't be even close to nice to him after tonight" stated her mother defiantly. "His wife needs help and he answers the door in his underwear? Then he won't get properly dressed and speak to us? I've had it with your husband. He can go to hell!"
"What am I supposed to do now, Mother?" questioned Donna more calmly than she felt. "It's the middle of the night, my car is part of a criminal investigation, and you don't approve of Roy's sleep attire, so I'm stuck here."
"Come home with us and get some rest" offered her father. "We can sort it out in the morning. I want to hear how you got into this mess to start with."
When Roy returned home in the afternoon after meeting with his new lawyer, Donna was sitting in the living room. He nodded to her as he made his way toward the stairs.
"Aren't you wondering why I'm home?" demanded Donna. "Why is your damn phone turned off? Why aren't you at work?"
Roy kept on walking. He went upstairs and changed into more comfortable clothes for yard work. Donna was streaming when he returned to the living room.
"I asked you some questions and I expect some answers," fumed Donna. "You can't just ignore me like you did my mother."
"That was pretty funny," replied Roy with a chuckle. "The old bitch thought she had the right to chew my ass for not answering the door to her satisfaction. I think she learned not to try that shit again."
"Funny?" repeated Donna. "I sent her to get you because I needed you and your phone was turned off. You're never there when I need you."
Roy couldn't help but think back to the previous day when his wife was bound and stripped while a strange man prepared to rape her. He was there when she needed him, but she hadn't been "there" for him in a very long time.
Nodding, Roy forced a smile and went out to the garage to get his lawn mower. He just didn't see any reason to listen to the horseshit his wife was going to throw his way.
As the overhead door opened, Donna strode into the garage in a rage. "What is wrong with you? I was talking to you and you just walked away. Are you drunk or something?"
"Look, there's the Binghamton newspaper," observed Roy calmly as he pointed to the paper lying in the driveway. "Read the fucker. Then we'll talk, Bitch."
Donna was shocked at Roy's tone. He never spoke to her like that. He never even swore in her presence. With more than a little concern, she picked up the newspaper.
The headline was disconcerting. The actual article was even worse. Roy had already read the paper at his lawyer's office, so he already knew what had been reported.
The long and the short of it was quite simple. Donna's paramour had sung like a fucking canary. The paper had interviewed him as he left the police station and managed to place the interview into the next day's edition.
He claimed he and his married lover were on their way to Corning for a work seminar/love fest when they were abducted by drug-crazed killers. He managed to run off while being used unsuccessfully for target practice. By the time he had safely escaped and flagged down help, the state police had already chased the missing wheel man to their robbers' roost. The perps were then taken into custody and his girlfriend was rescued.
Donna felt sick to her stomach as she read the account Jim had given the paper. Once she finished the article, she read it again. Her name was never mentioned. Maybe no one would connect her to Jim!
Then she saw the police version of the situation. It was located next to the interview Jim gave, also on the front page. Her name, as well as her age, address and marital status were all reported. Nickolas Brennan, William Lansing and Bo Jackson had been arrested and charged with numerous offences, including kidnapping and unlawful imprisonment. There was no mention of why Jim was with her, but once a person read both articles, the entire sordid story was obvious as hell. The only mystery was how the two kidnappers had been rendered unconscious. Police suspected a good Samaritan had knocked out the criminals, but had no explanation as to why he was not present when they arrived on scene and they had no leads to his/her identity.
Donna was so intent on reading the articles, she failed to notice Roy had taken the mower out and was cutting the lawn. She staggered back inside, sat down at the kitchen table and waited for Roy. As she waited, she noticed two suitcases sitting near the back door.
An hour later, Roy walked in from the garage, went to the refrigerator and grabbed a beer. Donna searched his eyes for any hint of what he was thinking, but saw no emotion.
"I'm sorry," began Donna. "I've humiliated myself and embarrassed you. I never meant for that to happen. It saddens me to see you such pain. I wish there was something I could do to make you smile again."
"In what way did you humiliate yourself?" asked Roy softly. "What were the results you had hoped for, and how did they differ from the reality?"
"Don't be coy, Roy. It doesn't suit you. I fucked up. I was almost raped and killed. My hope was to spend two nights in the arms of another man," admitted Donna. "It would have been the first time I ever cheated on you. If it helps any, Jim and I never had sex. I've never had sex with anyone but you."
"I see," replied Roy. "You fell in love with another man. You simply had to have sex with him. You were tossing me to the curb for this Jim. It feels like a hard slap to the ass, if you know what I mean."
"No! I never stopped loving you, Roy. I have no feelings for Jim. He was just a guy who was going to scratch an itch. I was never going to leave you," insisted Donna as she reached down suspiciously to feel her still tender ass as she studied Roy's face for any indication how he might know about her ass being slapped. "I know you've packed two suitcases, but you don't have to leave. If you love me, you'll give me another chance."
"Don't talk to me of love!" snarled Roy. "I've heard all the words before, but they're meaningless. I'm not going to revisit feelings that have died. If I had never loved you, I never would have cried. That's over now. You turned my heart to stone, or more accurately, into a damn rock. It's actually a fucking rock island now, all because of you. You know what? It's all good, because a rock feels no pain. An island never cries."
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This story was spawned after reading George Anderson's February Sucks . He graciously gave me permission to completely fuck up his effort. I wish everyone would read and enjoy this story, but being a realist, I know that won't happen. It would be nice to score the first 5.00 in LW, so help a guy out. Here's a shout out to my "used condom" buddy, aka Latex Larry. Proceed at your own risk.
My wife, Linda, and I were out with four other couples for a much needed evening of dining and dancing. It had been a long winter, and we more than ready to bid it adieu. Linda and I had reserved a room at a nearby hotel while our two kids were spending the night at the sitter's. It was shaping up to be a very good evening, or so I thought.
"Hey, isn't that Marc LaValliere?" Phil, one of our friends, asked as he craned around me to see.
"It is, it is! He's coming our way!" Dave's wife, Dee, squealed excitedly. Marc LaValliere was the star tight end on our city's football team. Unlike many others on the team, he made his year-round home here. He had the reputation of being a genuinely good guy, and he was as well known for his community activities as for his exploits on the field. Marc became the main topic of conversation at our table, as the guys talked about his football feats and the women praised his good works and good nature.
Everyone watched in fascination as he made his way to our table. Once he reached it, he began to circle it. He looked like a man on a mission.
"Hi, I'm Marc. Would you like to dance?" He was standing behind Linda's left shoulder, holding his hand out to her.
I felt Linda gasp as she dropped my hand as if it was a hot potato. I watched, dumbstruck, as she turned her back to me, gave Marc her right hand (it almost disappeared in his big paw) and gracefully rose from her chair.
"Hey, man, now my feelings are hurt. I thought she was only dancing with you tonight." Dave smiled as he needled me.
"Yeah, that's what I thought, too," I groused.
"Relax, Jim. It's just a dance." Jane tried to soothe me. I tried to believe her, but I couldn't help having a bad feeling about this.
The band played a couple of fast songs, and our whole table watched them dance. So did everyone else in the room. Marc was good, far better than I was, and Linda was clearly enjoying herself. Her partner and her dress combined to show her off to perfection.
"Don't they look great together? Come on, Jim, let's join them," Dee invited, clearly trying to distract me.
"Thanks, but no."
The next song was a slow one. I watched Linda melt into his arms, fitting perfectly as though she belonged there. He was good at that, too. Lots of practice, I'll bet, I thought to myself sourly. Marc said something to Linda; she smiled sweetly as she responded. He wasn't doing anything I could legitimately object to. He didn't dance any closer to her than I danced with Dee or Jane; his hands didn't go anywhere they weren't supposed to go.
Another slow song, a ballad this time. I could see the band leader watching my wife and her partner, taking his cues from them. Marc was smiling as he held Linda in his arms; he was clearly pleased with whatever was taking place. I'd seen enough. I rose from my chair and felt Jane's hand on my arm.
"Wait, Jim. Let her have this. Don't ruin it for her."
I jerked my arm free, and then I looked at Linda's face. She clearly wanted to be exactly where she was, and nowhere else. She did not want any interference from me. I slumped back into my chair. Finally, the song ended. Marc nodded at the band leader, who started a faster song. He and Linda left the dance floor, smiling at each other, but not touching, not even holding hands. Linda gave him a last brilliant smile as she turned toward our table and Marc turned toward his.
The difference between a woman's best smile and her second-best smile isn't much. Unless you know the woman well, you probably wouldn't notice it at all. As Linda neared our table and our eyes met, her best smile faded to her second-best. I knew then we had a problem.
"I keep telling you that you're the most attractive woman in here," I whispered in her ear as I seated her. I reached for her hand, and held it in both of mine. "Is it time to take the next dance back to our room?"
For just the tiniest moment, I could have sworn Linda was afraid. Her eyes widened and I could feel her hand trembling. She covered the moment quickly, though, and looked away from me, across the table.
"I'm sorry, everyone, I just have to go to the restroom right now. Linda, come with me?" Dee's voice could be heard far beyond our table. I was too preoccupied to wonder why she had to broadcast this to the room at large. Linda looked at me apologetically.
"Sorry, Jim. I can use some freshening up, too." She rose and left, without answering my question. Of course, the conversation immediately turned to why no woman who is out with a group can possibly go to the restroom by herself. I had just started to wonder why my friends were working so hard to keep the conversation going on that topic, when Dee came back. Alone.
"Where's Linda? Is she okay?" I practically shouted.
"Relax, Jim," Dee said, smiling. "Linda is fine, she just has something to do. You don't need to worry about her. She is a grownup woman, you know." Upon which my friends started teasing me about how much I worried about Linda. It's true, I did; she worried about me the same way. I put up with it for about five minutes, and when Linda still hadn't returned, I'd had enough. I got up and headed for the bar, taking an empty plate with me as an excuse. I approached one of the female bartenders.
"Excuse me, but my wife went to the restroom about fifteen minutes ago and hasn't come out. She never takes that long. Could you please go, or send someone, to be sure she's all right?"
The bartender gave me a dubious look. The plate in my hand gave me an idea.
"The wings are great, and she likes spicy food, but every now and then she gets a reaction. Really, I just want to know she's all right. Her name is Linda. Here, let me show you a picture of her." I put down the plate and pulled up Linda's picture on my phone. The bartender was beginning to look somewhat sympathetic when there was a voice at my elbow.
"She's all right, you don't need to check on her." Dee was addressing the bartender. "Everything's fine. I'll take care of this." She placed a five on the counter. I wondered why the bartender looked at me with what seemed like sympathy as she pocketed the bill.
"What... why... but she went there with you, because you asked her," I was completely confused.
"Jim, she's not in the restroom. She has left the club."
"Left? Without me? Why? What's the matter? Why didn't she tell me? Where did she go? Is she all right?" I still didn't get it.
"Let's go to the end of the bar where there's some privacy." I just went where Dee dragged me. It was quieter in the dark corner at the end of the bar. Dee looked me in the eye.
"Jim, Linda loves you. She loves you and the children more than anything else in the world, and she always will, and you know it. But she is spending tonight with Marc."
I stood there with my mouth open, looking stupid as my world ended. Pictures whirled madly through my mind, or what was left of it. Linda at the top of the stairs in her beautiful blue dress. Linda at dinner; Linda at the club; Linda as we fed wings to each other. Linda in Asshole's arms. My anger rose.
"So, on what was supposed to be our special night, she left me for some asshole jock." I glared at Dee as I growled the words.
"Jim, she hasn't left you. She'll come home to you tomorrow, and you'll have plenty of other special nights together."
"She didn't even have the guts to tell me to my face that she was leaving me. She just snuck out the back door."
"Jim, listen to me. She hasn't left you..."
"Well, if she hasn't left me, then where the hell is she? She sure isn't with me now, is she?" I was getting loud, and didn't care who heard me.
"Please, settle down, people are looking at you. Listen, I know this hurts for you, but it's just tonight. Linda knows, we all know, that you're the only man for her and you always will be. You're the good guy."
"Yeah, and we all know where the good guy finishes, don't we?"
"Jim, it isn't like that. You're making way too big a deal out of this. It's only tonight, then she'll come back to you tomorrow and everything will be just like it was before." I snorted at her. If she really believed that shit, nothing I could say would make any difference anyway.
"So, Friend, what was your role in all this? You didn't really need to go to the restroom, did you? My wife gave you the signal, right? She told you to stall me and keep me out of the way long enough for her and Asshole to make their getaway?"
"Yes, she asked me to do that, because she didn't want you to embarrass yourself by making a scene while Marc was here. She also asked me to make sure you remembered that she loves you, and she will always come home to you."
Yeah, I'd remember exactly how much she loved me tonight, for a long time to come. "More like she didn't want me to embarrass her as she walked away from her husband to spend the night with an asshole jock. I don't suppose it occurred to you, Friend, to remind her that she had a husband and a marriage, and she might lose them over this?"
Dee looked me in the eye. "No, it didn't, because I know she won't lose you over this. You're too good a man to let that happen. I told her how lucky she is. She's lucky because the man that every woman in the room wanted, wanted her; but she's even luckier that she has a husband who loves her enough to get past his hurt feelings and not make this a bigger deal than it should be. You know she'll be willing to do whatever it takes, for as long as it takes, to make it up to you."
"What if it isn't possible to make it up to me? What if there is no way to make this right?"
"Jim, I know how much you love Linda, and how much she loves you. This doesn't have to be a big deal. It's just one night, a one-time experience, compared to all the years and all the love you two have together. It isn't a big deal, unless you make it one. I know she'll come home to you, and I know, eventually, you'll be fine." Dee spoke gently but confidently. It was all I could do not to grab the stupid woman and shake her until her teeth rattled for spouting such nonsense. She must be living in some sort of alternate universe if that's what she really thought.
"So if Asshole had picked you, as you wanted him to, you'd have done the same thing?"
"I would." She flung her answer into my face.
"Does Dave know that?"
"No, and he doesn't need to, because I don't think it will ever happen," she said softly.
"Maybe I should tell him."
"Jim, please don't. Don't think that way. I know you're hurting, but that won't help. Please come back to the table. Let us take your mind off it for a while. You haven't danced a single dance with me all night, you know." She smiled invitingly at me.
"I wanted to dance with my wife, but thanks to you, her and Asshole, that doesn't seem to be an option, now does it?" I turned my back on Dee and stalked back to our table.
The talk at the table stopped abruptly when I appeared. The averted eyes told the tale: all of our friends now knew that my wife and Asshole were at that very moment making a cuckold of me.
"Uh, Jim, are you going to be okay?" Dave asked hesitantly after he seated Dee. I wanted to tell him what Dee had said and ask if he would be okay, but I couldn't force the words past my throat. I guess I hadn't gotten over being the good guy yet. I would have to work on that.
"It depends on what you mean by okay." There were a couple of nervous giggles.
"I mean, yeah, that was a shitty thing to do, but you two are going to make it, aren't you? You're not going to divorce Linda over this, are you?"
"I don't see why I shouldn't," I responded coldly. There was a gasp around the table.
"Why are you all acting surprised?" I continued. "We all know how we feel about cheating: once and done. We established that long ago."
"But Jim, it's Marc LaValliere..." Dee interposed.
"So what? I don't care who's fucking her. If it isn't me, that's that."
"Jim, what about your kids? We all know how much you love them, and how much they need you. Think of them before you do anything." Jane's kids were about the same age as mine and were best buds.
"You mean, like my wife is thinking about them right now?"
"Well, that's why you got a sitter, so you wouldn't have to think about your kids." I think Dee meant it to be funny. It fell as flat as it deserved to. "Come on, Jim, it's just one night. It's an opportunity she'll never have again. You wouldn't divorce Linda over one night."
"Why not?" I glared at her. An uncomfortable silence followed.
"Jim, try to think of it this way, maybe it will help." Jane was trying to sound sympathetic. "What if the cover model from the Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue was here tonight? Say she picked you out of everyone here to dance with, and then she offered to spend the night with you. Can you honestly say you wouldn't be tempted? Can you honestly say you would turn her down?" The pleading look in Jane's warm brown eyes made her look like a particularly winsome puppy dog, and was usually quite effective in getting her what she wanted. Not tonight.
I stood and looked down at Jane. "Yes, I would be tempted, but I would turn her down. You see, I have a wife, and I don't want to hurt her. At least, that's what I'd have done before tonight."
There was another one of those deafening silences. I looked around the table at each of my former friends, all of whom were siding with my cheating wife. At that moment, I sincerely hoped never to see any of them again. I pulled out a twenty and dropped it on the table. "That will pay my tab. You're all covering for the slut I came with; you might as well cover her bill, too." I turned on my heel and stalked out of the club.
My anger cooled as I walked the block and a half to the hotel. It was replaced by the deepest sadness I had ever known. Linda and I were supposed to be making this walk together, holding hands, chaffing our friends about what they were going to get up to once they got to their rooms, and being chaffed in our turn. She was supposed to be holding my arm that way she does, and pushing her face into my coat sleeve when the conversation got too risqué. Instead, I was alone. Alone, I rode the elevator, trying not to remember what Linda and I had gotten up to in other hotel elevators. Alone, I entered what was supposed to have been our room. Alone, I faced the wreckage of our special night.
I turned on the light, and shut the door behind me. Suddenly, I was weary beyond the telling. I dropped my winter coat on the floor and slouched toward the bedroom. There was a Godiva chocolate on each pillow. Laid out in the middle of the bed was a bra and panty set that I hadn't seen before. They were dark blue, darker than her dress, edged with black lace. In my mind's eye, I could see her modeling them, with that combination of love and sensuality in her eyes that was all her own, that had been all mine until tonight. I took the lacy little garments tenderly into my hands, as if holding them might bring her back to me. It didn't work. I wept.
My wife, my lover, my best friend, had been taken from me by another man. He had casually, easily, plucked her from right beside me, as if he had every right to do so. He didn't care what she meant to me; all he saw in her was a pretty fuck toy for the night, and she had just let him! I didn't matter enough to her to inspire even the slightest resistance. It was as if she, too, thought he had a right to her, stronger than whatever right I had earned by almost ten years as a faithful loving husband. Yes, it was supposed to be just one night. And the next morning, I supposed. So what? And what would he, and this night, leave in her heart and mind and senses? What could I ever do that would compare to, let alone compete with, the city's hero, the handsome stud, Marc "The Asshole" LaValliere?
Thinking about what we had planned for this room, I knew I couldn't sleep there. Home, in our bed? No, that was even worse. Another hotel? That was stupid, I had already bought a hotel room. Maybe one of the kids' rooms. That might work. I repacked Linda's suitcase and my own. I ate both chocolates—no point wasting them—and threw the sodden bra and panty into the wastebasket. They were empty and worthless without Linda, just like our "special night."
*****
I was sitting in the living room when Linda finally made it home shortly after noon. She did her best to act like nothing was wrong. I had to appreciate her acting skills. I just hoped mine were as good.
"Jim? Jim, I'm home." She sounded just like she always did when she came home from running errands. She closed the front door and flicked on a light. I turned to look at her.
"Was the night, and morning, with Marc everything you expected?" I asked in what I hoped sounded like a neutral tone.
"Everything and more." There was both sympathy and resolution in her gaze as she looked directly at me. "It was the best sex of my life!"
"I knew he would be amazing," I admitted. "I bet his cock is pretty big, isn't it?"
"I have to say you're taking this much better than I thought you would," responded Linda as she broke into a smile. "He's a big guy, so I would say his endowment was proportional. It took a little getting used to."
"Were you able to deep throat him, or was it too big?"I asked expectantly. "How did his cum taste? I bet it was sweet as honey."
"Wow! You're really into this, aren't you?" marveled Linda. "I was barely able to get the head of his big cock in my mouth. He almost drowned me when he came. I couldn't even spit it out because he held it in my mouth until I swallowed it all. Honestly, it didn't taste much differently than yours, maybe a little bitterer.
"I'm so glad we're able to talk about it. It's going to add zest to our love making. It'll be even better," predicted Linda optimistically. "The night was too amazing to not be able to share."
"You must have really turned him on. Did he take your ass? That would have been an impressive first time for you," I suggested.
"He asked me if he could, but if you saw that monster, you'd know why I refused him. It was hard enough for him to work his cock into my pussy. It took a couple of minutes the first time," recalled Linda with a faraway look.
"Is his cum still running down your legs?" was my next question as I wondered just how much she would admit.
"No, I showered and cleaned up really well before Marc brought me home. I was worried you'd be upset and having him on me and in me wouldn't have helped at all. Would you have preferred I still had his stuff in me?" asked my loving wife with a sinister smile as she confirmed she had let him fuck her bareback and drop his cum inside her.
"I think it's better you cleaned up," I responded truthfully. "Wasn't he worried about having sex with a married woman and how your husband would react?"
"Not really. In fact, it seemed to turn him on that I'm married. He told me that married pussy was the best, and my pussy was one of the sweetest he ever had. I know he was just saying that to compliment me, but it really cranked my motor when he whispered it to me," admitted Linda. "All this talk is making me horny. Why don't we go upstairs and get you to reclaim my pussy?"
"He likes married pussy? Do you think he wanted to knock you up? Does he knock up a lot of married women?" I wondered. "Did he say he was trying to breed you?"
"No!" exclaimed Linda. "He never talked about getting me pregnant. What kind of man do you think he is?"



"My opinion wasn't considered," I replied. "If he made you pregnant, we can get child support from him, at the very least."
"I shouldn't get pregnant," insisted Linda. "I'm a couple of days from my fertile period. I don't want to have his baby. Why would you even suggest something like that?"
"Don't get your panties in a wad, if you're wearing any," I snapped. "You had unprotected sex with a stud football player. His swimmers could be working their magic even as we speak."
Everyone in the family knew I had a vasectomy after the birth of our two children. Our family was complete and we didn't want the stress of worrying about an unwanted pregnancy.
"I told you I cleaned myself thoroughly," insisted Linda. "Don't make the best sex of my life into a negative thing. I won't get pregnant."
"As long as you're certain," I replied, apparently relenting on the subject. "Have you figured out how you're going to respond when friends and relatives start asking you about your night of incredible sex? Will you tell them how good it was, how much you enjoyed everything and how proud you were when he chose you to fuck?"
"I don't see any reason to bring the matter up with other people. We'll just keep it between us," answered Linda naively. "It was quite a rush when Marc chose me. Were you surprised?"
I just stared at her for a few seconds. "I was very surprised. Your plan is to hope no one ever mentions your fuck-fest? Doesn't that seem a lot like hiding your head in the sand? Eight other people dining with us knew you left to get fucked, never mind all the other patrons and staff."
"Our friends wouldn't tell anyone," assured Linda. "No one else knew I left with Marc, so I don't see any issue."
"You seem to have thought of everything," I replied with a nod of agreement. "Could I ask why you left without telling me? You had to know I'd be worried."
"I knew you'd never go along with it and try to stop me. I'm sorry about not trusting you to accept my decision. Most husbands would be making an unpleasant scene right now," reasoned Linda. "I appreciate how understanding you are about it all."
"Let me get this straight. You actually thought I would be upset and try to stop you from getting fucked by a football star?"
"I wish you wouldn't keep referring to it as 'fucking'. That makes it sound vulgar and cheap. To answer your question, I did think you'd be upset. Having your wife leave a restaurant to make love to another man could be a little embarrassing," she concluded.
"Are you saying it was your intention to humiliate me in front of our friends?" I asked thoughtfully.
"No! I didn't want to humiliate you. It's just that many husbands would see it that way. Male ego is such a fragile thing. I realized that you loved me without any reservations and we'd be able to work out any little bumps my night with Marc might create. It seems I was right. Let's go upstairs and make love now. It's time for you to reclaim your wife!"
"I have to mow the lawn. I should have done it this morning, but I was distracted," I replied as Linda's smile suddenly disappeared. "Did you get some sort of bill of health or something from your fucker? We can't have sex until we know you're clean. There are some nasty STDs out there, as well as HIV.
"On second thought, never mind any paperwork he might have had. He could have contracted something after he was tested. I hear he's a real man whore," I stated, with emphasis on the whore part.
"He's a professional athlete!" protested Linda. "He must get tested all the time. He's a very neat clean guy. You don't have to worry about Marc giving me anything."
"You're right. I don't have to worry about it, but you do. I Googled it this morning," I added. "It can take up to 6 months after infection for the HIV antibodies to develop. You'll need to be tested now for STDs and HIV, and then again for HIV in six months."
"Are you serious?" demanded Linda. "You know damn well the odds are against Marc giving me HIV. You're just being petty."
"The odds are against me blowing my brains out in a game of Russian roulette, but I'm still not going to play it," I responded patiently. "Six months will be over before you know it, unless you're going to fuck him again. That would set the time table back."
"It was just one time!" exclaimed Linda. "I'm your wife. I won't be having sex with anyone but you from now on. I want to be your loving wife as long as we both live. You and the kids mean everything to me. There won't be a second time with Marc."
"Yeah, I almost forgot how much we mean to you last night when you were in Marc LaValliere's bed sucking his cock. Thanks for reminding me."
Linda must have noticed the sarcasm dripping from my response. "You really aren't okay with me spending the night with Marc, are you? You were just pretending to be happy for me so you could find out what I did with him. I was expecting more from the man who claims to love me."
"If you're referring to me, you'll never go wrong underestimating my character. The good news is you certainly weren't disappointed last night," I shot back.
Linda appeared to have an epiphany. She looked worried. "Jim, I never meant to hurt or embarrass you. I love you! We can get past this. Let's never discuss it again. We can work to get back to where we were before yesterday if we try. You're the only man for me."
"Why would I believe that when you dumped my ass in a very public manner as soon as some stud told you he'd like to fuck you? How do I know it won't happen again?" I demanded. "What if he calls you up in a week and tells you he wants another piece of your married ass? What then?"
"I'll tell him my husband is the only man who gets a piece of my married ass!" responded Linda hotly. "I've been hit on quite a few times over the years and I've always been able to turn the guy down."
I just stared at her until she broke eye contact and looked down at her feet while her face turned red.
"I have to mow the lawn," was all I said as I headed for the garage. The good thing about mowing a big yard is it gives a guy a lot of time to think. I did just that as I spent a couple hours cutting the grass and trimming the edges.
When I finished and went inside for a drink, the house was quiet. I looked for Linda and found her asleep on the sofa. I assumed she hadn't managed much rest the previous evening.
I washed up and went into the small room where we have our desktop computer. I turned it on and logged into Face Book. The first thing I saw was a message from a friend of mine from work. I didn't usually use Messenger, but I clicked on the icon.
"Jim, you should look at Jane Freeman's page. It's about you and Linda. I hope it's all bullshit," was the entire message. With a feeling of dread, I entered Jane's name in the search and found her immediately. I went to her homepage.
It only took me a few seconds to find the post to which my friend had referred. Jane had a rambling description of her evening at the swank 'Chez Pierre Restaurant' and the surprising turn of events. She never mentioned Linda, or Marc LaValliere by name, but that was just about the only thing she had omitted from her recount of the evening.
It seems that one of her female friends was approached by a famous football star while dining and was asked to dance. After a few dances, she excused herself to go to the ladies' room and never returned. Her friend's husband briefly searched for her until another friend of his wife's explained she had left with the famous athlete.
I decided I might dodge the bullet aimed for my heart since, after reading it twice, I saw that no names were mentioned. Then I read some of the replies. A woman whose name was unfamiliar to me commented that she had seen Linda Bennett dancing with Marc LaValliere for several dances. A bit later, she noticed Linda's husband was standing by his table alone. Linda was nowhere in sight, and neither was the famous Marc LaValliere.
That was all it took. Dozens of comments about Linda, Marc and me, or any combination thereof were quickly posted! I skimmed the comments and came to the conclusion that most of those posting had determined I was a cuck wimp. Linda was an easy lay. Marc, on the other hand, was a great tight end and a lucky bastard.
So much for Linda being able to trust her friends! I was disappointed, but not surprised in any way. People love to talk, and Linda had given her so-called friends plenty to talk about. Oddly, I felt worse about the names they were calling Linda than I did about my new nicknames. It was slightly easier, although far from pleasant, to be considered a wimp than to have my wife, the mother of my children, called a whore, a slut, a skank, or at times, all three.
I worked in marketing for a large company and knew a lot of the tricks on how to shine shit, but this was beyond anything I had ever encountered. How could I protect my wife and kids? Hell, should I even try? Linda had fucked more than a football player, namely our marriage. It was floundering in deep shit.
My boss at work had always preached that we need to think outside the box. I sat at the keyboard for half an hour before an idea began to take shape. It wasn't a solution so much as it was directing the conversation. Linda and I would suffer greatly, but why shouldn't we? Somehow, Linda had determined it was okay to fuck a complete stranger, albeit a famous one. Somehow I had given her the impression I would forgive her for doing it. Was she right? Could she shit all over me, humiliate me in such a horrible manner and then be forgiven? It seemed unlikely at the moment.
I decided to risk it all. Linda had no qualms about fucking the slick bastard and humiliating me, while seriously risking our marriage. Why was I being so timid? Hell, I was already pretty well fucked. In a divorce, she would get custody of the kids, alimony and child support, along with the house. I'd just get shit upon some more, but by the legal system this time.
There really was no reason I should worry about anything. My wife, her lawyer and the legal system would team up and become the perfect storm. I should consider anything short of winding up seriously injured, or dead, as a victory. I was well and truly fucked, so I tossed caution to the wind.
Basically, I had nothing left to protect, or to fight for. Linda had emasculated me in public. I was being called a fag cuck, so why not run with it? Let the chips, and the shit, fall where they may. I opened my page and began composing. It took me half an hour to list everything I wanted to say, but I felt I had pretty well covered things by the time I hit the 'enter' key.
It was Sunday and we always went to Linda's parents' for dinner. I was done showering and in the process of putting on clean clothes when Linda came into the bed room.
"Why didn't you wake me up? Now I have to rush or we'll be late for dinner," complained Linda as she began to undress.
"Since you fucked away most of last night while enjoying the best sex of your life, I thought you and your abused pussy could use the rest," I replied calmly. "Who gives a shit if we're late or not? Your mom loves you, so she'll forgive a slight transgression like being a few minutes late for dinner."
"I know she'll forgive me," retorted Linda. "The issue is why we should make her hold dinner for us if we don't have to. It's simply being considerate."
"Do you mean to tell me you think of yourself as considerate?" I snapped at Linda.
"I try to be. You're still upset about last night. You know I couldn't tell you I was leaving with Marc. You would have made a big scene and embarrassed yourself, along with me."
"So you sneaked out, leaving me to deal with the humiliation and embarrassment? You believe that was considerate?" I practically snarled.
"It was better than Marc laying a beating on you if you tried to stop me from leaving with him, so yes! It was considerate of me to not let you know my intentions. You'll get over it before long. It was just sex. You're the man I love. That's why I didn't want to see you get hurt," explained Linda with what I considered bizarre logic.
"Interesting," was my measured reply. "You think you saved me from being hurt when you went to his bed and fucked and sucked him all night? That was some sacrifice you made for me. I feel way better now."
"It wasn't a sacrifice and we both know it. It was something I had to do and you trying to stop me would have ruined that magic moment. I'll never see him again, but I'll always have great memories. It was a perfect night," concluded Linda.
I didn't speak to Linda on the ride to her parents' home. We picked up Emma and Tommie on the way. We were met with absolute silence when we entered Linda's parents' house.
"Mom? Is something wrong? Have you been crying?" asked Linda with concern as she hurried to her mother's side. "Is Dad okay?"
"I don't think he is," replied her mom. "I didn't expect you here tonight. I thought you would probably be going out with your boyfriend again."
"My boyfriend? What are you talking about?" demanded a suddenly irate Linda. "Did Jim talk to you about last night? He shouldn't have said anything."
"My friend, Brenda, told me about another friend's Facebook page where you were mentioned, quite often. It was all about you leaving Jim and spending the night with some basketball player," managed Linda's mom before breaking down completely.
"I don't know what anyone said, or wrote, but I never left Jim," asserted Linda. "We're still happily married, aren't we, Jim?"
"That might be a bit of an exaggeration," I admitted as Linda glared at me. "I would like to clarify that it was a football player, not a basketball player, and Linda was exceptionally happy this morning."
By this time our two kids were aware something was very wrong. Grandma was crying her eyes out and Mom was giving Dad the stink eye. Once Linda's stare left me and saw the sadness in the kids' faces, she went into Mom mode.
"We'll take the kids and go home, Mom. I'll call you during the week. Don't believe everything you hear, or read on Facebook. Jim and I are happily married and I certainly don't have any boyfriends. Let's go, kids."
It was a chilly ride home. Linda spent her time reassuring the kids that their parents were happy and everything was going well. By the time we got home, both Tommie and Emma seemed more relaxed.
Once she had heated up some leftovers, the kids had eaten and were finally in bed, Linda decided we needed to talk. She always believed the best defense was a good offense.
"Why did you tell Mom you weren't happy in our marriage? That just made her more anxious. What in hell did she read on Facebook? Who said I have a boyfriend?"
"I think she probably read Jane's Facebook page. The term several posters used was 'fuck buddy,' not boyfriend. Your mom was being polite."
"Jane posted about Marc and me making love? She'd never do that!" protested Linda.
"Technically, the post was about Marc fucking the shit out of you. The word 'love' never appeared."
"I turned my phone off last night and forgot to turn it back on," realized Linda. "I need to check my messages."
I knew the shit would be hitting the fan, so I found something to do in the kitchen as Linda turned her cell on. Over the next several minutes, I heard groans, curses and sobs from Linda as she caught up on her messages.
About ten minutes later, she slowly walked into the kitchen. Her eyes were red and puffy and her nose was running. She looked as miserable as I had ever seen her.
"I was surprised that Jane had posted about me leaving with Marc. I thought my friends respected me more than that. The thing that really hurts is the shit you posted on your page. How could you humiliate me like that? You have no idea how much that hurts."
"Actually, I do. You did the same thing to me about 24 hours ago."
"That wasn't intentional," protested Linda. "This is just your ego talking. I never wanted to embarrass you. That's why I sneaked out without making a scene."
"I'm sorry if my posts embarrassed or humiliated you. That certainly wasn't my intention. I was just caught up in the moment. You're the woman I love and want to spend my life with," I replied, but without sincerity.
"How could describing how great it was for you to have a wife who was fucked by Marc LaValliere not humiliate me, and you, for that matter?" demanded Linda.
"The cat was out of the bag, so I felt I needed to get ahead of the story. I didn't want to look like a man with a wife who would totally disrespect and humiliate him in public. I decided to play the willing cuckold rather than the betrayed husband. Cuckolds stay married, while betrayed husbands dump the cheating bitch wife as soon as possible," I explained.
"But describing how much I enjoyed Marc's bigger cock? How he wanted my ass? How I swallowed his cum, and how it was a little bitter?" shouted Linda. "Have you lost your mind? You made me look like a slut!"
"Why would you think that?" I asked. "How does that make you look like a slut?"
"You're shitting me, right?" demanded Linda angrily. "All those things are the definition of a slut, Asshole!"
"I'm a little confused. If those actions define a slut and you did them all, doesn't it follow that you must be a slut, especially since you did them with a man you had just met? What's the problem, exactly?"
"You really are a little man," snarled Linda. "Just leave me alone. You can sleep on the couch."
As soon as the words were out of her mouth, I sprinted for the stairs. I took them two at a time and raced into our bedroom. By the time Linda made an appearance, I was snuggled into bed with my eyes closed.
"I said you need to sleep on the couch!" stated Linda firmly.
"Fuck you, slut. This is my bed. I'll sleep right here."
"I'm not going to sleep on the couch, and don't call me a slut," insisted Linda as I opened an eye slightly just to be certain she wasn't carrying a weapon.
"I have to admit I was much more concerned about your wishes before Marc LaValliere fucked the shit out of you," I stated calmly. "I'm staying in my bed. You can sleep where you want, like you did last night."
Linda huffed, sobbed and sniffled as she prepared for bed. I hadn't slept much the previous night, so I fell into a deep sleep while she was going through her suffering routine.
The next night wasn't much better. Linda was in a quiet rage when I walked in the door after work. "Everyone at my work was asking about my weekend. A couple people even asked about Marc. One woman wanted to know just how big his cock was. I hope you're happy."
"Happy? Fuck happy. I had a football sitting on my desk when I got to work today. When I returned from lunch, a LaValliere jersey was lying on my desk. Bob Jefferson, the dickhead, suggested I get a cuckoo clock. You've got your problems and I've got mine, so leave me the fuck alone," I replied angrily.
"So you're beginning to see the consequences of your actions?" responded Linda with a sneer. "Maybe you'll think a little before you post shit on Facebook."
"I humbly submit that this would not be a topic of discussion if you'd been able to keep your legs together. We're dealing with the fallout from you being a cheating slut wife, not from my attempt at blogging about it."
I went into our living room and played with the kids until dinner was ready. The kids jabbered throughout the meal, but Linda and I were not speaking to each other. We did try to chat with the kids.
Linda put the kids to bed shortly after we finished dinner. I heard her go into the bedroom and slam the door once the kids were asleep. I finished cleaning up in the kitchen before logging into my Facebook account.
Fifteen minutes later, Linda stomped down the stairs. "You wrote that I had to get tested for STDs and HIV? You're ruining my life. Do you have any idea how embarrassing this is for me? My own mother agreed that it was a good idea! Why are you being so childish, selfish and self destructive?"



"Let's look at the situation. We went out for a nice dinner with friends. A famous athlete told you he was willing to fuck you if you could sneak away from your husband, which you did. He proceeded to fuck the living shit out of you all night, giving you who knows how man orgasms and the best sex of your life.
"Meanwhile, I was tossed under the bus, left holding the bag and completely fucked, metaphorically speaking, of course. The eight people we were with knew you left me to get fucked; fucked much better than I ever could. Explain to me how that wasn't childish, selfish, and as is now quite evident, self destructive?"
"I was just trying to have a good time, one fling in a lifelong monogamous relationship," insisted Linda. "You wrote and posted that shit to hurt me. I wasn't trying to hurt you."
"You keep saying that. Maybe you believe it, but it's a crock of shit," I replied as I considered Linda's words. "You knew I'd be humiliated. You admitted as much when you told me you were surprised at how well I was taking your night long fuck-fest. You anticipated me being very upset, yet you made the choice to fuck that asshole anyway.
"You claim I'm hurting you on purpose, but the pain you caused me was simply collateral damage. It was unavoidable if you were going to experience his big cock. Now you think I should not make any choices that cause you pain, simply because... I just realized I have no idea why you think I would consider your feelings in this."
"I'm your wife! You're supposed to protect me, take care of me. What you're doing is hurting me," replied Linda with a whine.
"You expect me to carry out my husbandly duties after you discarded your wifely obligations? You have the nerve to try to take the high ground?" I demanded angrily. "It may not seem like it, but I'm doing this for us. It's the only chance we have of staying together."
"Are you crazy? You're making me hate you. How could your cruel words and actions make me want to stay with you even one more night?"
Rather than respond, I headed upstairs to bed. I wanted to be sure she couldn't lock me out of my bedroom. I wasn't in the mood for symbolic gestures.
The next night after work was less confrontational. "I made an appointment with our doctor today to get the blood tests. That seems to be the one thing everyone who makes a comment on your page agrees on. I realize now that I should have made Marc wear a condom."
Realizing she still didn't get it, I silently went and changed my clothes. I spent a few minutes on Facebook before being called to dinner. I was cleaning up the dishes when Linda stomped into the kitchen.
"You want me to get a pregnancy test? I told you I was probably safe. I'm certain I was," stated Linda emphatically. "Posting that comment was just being petty and spiteful. You really are an ass."
My work environment was miserable as one might expect. When a man shows a weakness around other men, they close on him like a pack of wolves. I was the constant butt of jokes and nasty comments. It was a real test of my discipline and determination to make it through the work day. It seemed to get a little worse every day.
The next night when I came through the door, Linda was waiting for me. "I managed to get a doctor's appointment for this morning. I had all the tests done, including pregnancy, although I'm sure I'm not pregnant. It was pretty embarrassing. The doctor and his staff all knew why I needed the tests. They never said anything to my face, but I heard snickers and giggles in the hallway.
"It'll take a few days for the results. I need to ask you a favor. If Marc did give me a disease, or get me pregnant, could you please not post it? He's not really a bad guy and it would embarrass both of us."
I looked at her like she had two heads before I turned and walked away. She was still claiming the fucker was a nice guy. Nice guys don't fuck married women. It's called a fucking deal breaker.
Once the kids were done eating, I produced some swabs and told the kids to open their mouths. As I swabbed them, Linda suddenly realized what I was doing.
"Jim! They're yours. You don't need to test them. I read that suggestion by that damn Harry. He was never your friend before this problem came up. Don't listen to him now," pleaded Linda.
"It's pretty important to me that I'm certain they're mine," I answered icily. The kids looked and acted enough like me that I had no doubt about their paternity, but I still felt like Linda didn't get it. She hadn't come to terms with the severity of her actions. She was in denial, blaming the ensuing shitstorm on me, but never admitting making a bad decision and never thinking ill of her football player.
Friday was a particularly bad day at work. The guys were trying to get in the mood for the weekend by hammering away at me. I did sense that some of them were tiring of the way I was treated, but they were in the minority.
"It's getting hard to get my work done," admitted Linda once she put the kids in bed and returned to the kitchen. "Men keep suggesting we sneak away for a blowjob or a quick fuck. Why do they think I'd even give them the time of day? At least Marc is famous, rich and good looking, but he was a mistake. I see that now.
"Would you be willing to just hold me tonight? I don't expect you to want anything more, especially before my test results come back, but we've been fighting all week and I'm tired of it. We never went to bed mad, at least not before I went to bed with that jerk. I miss my husband."
I held Linda until she fell asleep that night. It wasn't easy for me. Every time I thought of touching her breasts or hips, I saw Marc Fucking LaValliere playing with her tits and feeding her his cum. It was all I could do not to choke her as she slept.
It was a relatively quiet weekend. I did some chores, played with the kids and caught up on lost sleep. Linda did pretty much the same thing. I was torn apart seeing Linda and not feeling the desire to touch and hold her. I knew I still loved her, but the disrespect she demonstrated toward me was simply too great.
Monday was more of the same at work, but I had built up my defenses and didn't allow it to bother me much. Bullying requires a victim who responds in a certain way and I refused to be that victim. The pleasure of riding my ass was diminishing, as I knew it would.
That evening, there was a knock on the door just after dinner. Linda was putting the kids in bed, so I was alone when I answered it. A man in a suit with a briefcase stood waiting for me to ask him in. I motioned with my head for him to follow me to the kitchen.
"Mr. Bennett? I'm William Morris. I represent 'Helping Hands', a local charity which helps kids in broken homes pay for school necessities."
"You're soliciting?" I asked in amazement. "You look more like a lawyer than a solicitor. Get it? A lawyer, not a solicitor?"
"It was very funny the first time I heard it, about 30 years ago. I am a lawyer. I'm here to offer you a substantial payment to stop your negative references of Marc LaValliere in print, over the internet, or anywhere else."
"You want to give me money to stop mentioning what an asshole your asshole client is? Is all the negative publicity affecting your fund raising?" I asked with no attempt to hide my grin.
"That and the email you sent to our sponsors, clients and directors," admitted the barrister. "You've hampered our efforts more than I care to say. I'm here to offer you ten thousand dollars to cease and desist. Does that interest you?"
"Not much," was my reply. "Your fucking client used his fame, wealth and good looks to seduce my wife, thereby turning our lives into living hells.
"Linda was the best wife, lover and friend a man could ever have. She's a great mother, a loyal friend and was a respected member of the community. Your client deliberately lured her to his bed with no interest or concern for her feelings, her family, or her position in the community.
"I felt like the luckiest man in the world every day we were together until your client, the fucking snake, slithered into our garden. Ten thousand dollars doesn't mean shit to me. I'd rather have my wife's fidelity than any amount of money, but that prick ruined that. You go back to that motherfucker and tell him I'll never mention him again, plus I won't name him in a suit for child support for the next 21 years or so, if I get a million bucks in my account by the weekend."
"That's ridiculous!" replied the lawyer immediately. "I'm authorized to go as high as twenty-five thousand."
"Well fuck you and the horse you rode in on," I stated with a snarl. "My wife's virtue was priceless, and your offer is an insult. It's two million, now, and I need it by the end of the week or you'll be reading about how I'm going to raise LaValliere's son to play for the fucking Patriots! Now get the hell out. I don't want to see you again unless you have the money in your hand!"
I ushered the sputtering man out the door and slammed it. Linda walked up to me as I turned around.
"I heard that entire thing. I really fucked up, didn't I? I had the best husband a woman could ever want and I pissed it away for a fantasy. His cock wasn't any bigger than yours. He refused to eat my pussy and he forced me to swallow his cum. It wasn't the night of incredible sex I tried to tell myself it was. I made a huge mistake, but I couldn't admit it, not even to myself.
"I'd rather have back my life with you than be with that asshole. I'm so sorry, Jim. I was wrong to disrespect and embarrass you. I just pray you don't divorce me, but I won't blame you if you do."
"That was a long time coming," I told Linda as I opened the refrigerator and pulled out a beer. "I won't make any promises about not divorcing you. You sure deserve it. Let's see how I feel in a week or two."
I received a call from Morris on Thursday. "My Bennett, my client is a charitable organization. As a member of this community, can we appeal to you to drop your extravagant request? Think of the children we won't be able to help if we were to yield to your demands."
"Did I look like I just came in on a load of fucking pumpkins?" I shouted into the phone. "I Googled you bastards. As near as I can tell your charity only helps a few kids. Over ninety percent of your budget goes for expenses, like huge salaries, vacations, conventions and promotions.
"If you want me to let that slimy bastard off the hook, cough up the two million before the banks close tomorrow. If you contact me again, for any reason but the wiring instructions, the price will go up another million. Charity, my ass!"
Friday afternoon I received a call from Morris telling me the money had been wired. I immediately logged into my account and saw a deposit of two million dollars! That shit sandwich LaValliere had served up was tasting a little better!
Linda was making dinner and the kids were playing in the living room when I got home that evening.
"Tomorrow, we're putting the house on the market," I announced. "I don't want to live here anymore."
"Where will I go?" asked a very subdued Linda. "What about the kids? Are you taking them away from me?"
"I was thinking someplace warmer, maybe Hawaii or Florida," I responded with a smile. "The kids will be going with us."
"What about our jobs? We don't have much equity in the house. How will we live, pay rent and buy food?" asked Linda. "It's not that I don't want to move away from here, but we have to be practical."
"We're going to start over. We have enough money to last until we get new jobs and find a nice house. LaValliere has managed to soothe my ruffled feathers to the tune of two million bucks.
"If you ever, ever pull a stunt like that again, you'll be picking shit with the chickens," I warned. "We were lucky this time, but I'm still pissed at you big time. Every piece of ass torn off you belongs to me. It isn't to be traded, loaned, borrowed or bought. Is that clear?"
"Very clear," responded Linda. "I guess my news doesn't compare to yours. My tests came back. I'm clean, not pregnant and horny as hell. Can you find it in your heart to give me a mercy fuck? You're being offered a two million dollar piece of ass just for the taking."
"Don't kid yourself," I replied. "It's a ten grand piece of ass. My marketing and negotiating skills made us the big bucks. You need to realize I'm going to be miserable to live with for awhile. Getting over your betrayal is going to take time. If I ever even suspect you're stepping out on me, I'll go nuclear."
"Don't worry, Jim. I learned my lesson. It was a hard one, but I always heard the hard lessons are the best ones. I want only to love and be loved by you. I'm ready to start over with you. It'll be an adventure."
"Will you miss your friends if we move a thousand miles or more?" I asked.
"My friends? They had me fooled," added Linda with a snort. "At the moment, you're the only friend I have. Now that I think about it, you're really the only true friend I've ever had, or need. I have one request. Please don't ever go back on Face Book."
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Becky considered her unlikely situation as she walked down the hall to meet for the first time ever with Mrs. Olivia Blake, the owner of the Centerfield Resort and Country Club. Becky had recently secured the position of assistant marketing director for Centerfield. It was her hope she would retain that title after her meeting with Mrs. Blake.
Upon graduating from State University summa cum laude, Becky had searched for almost two years to find a position in her chosen field. During that time, she had waited tables, washed dishes and tended bar in order to pay her bills. She had steadfastly refused to give up on her dream of a career in marketing.
The previous spring she had learned of an opening in marketing at Centerfield. It was an entry level position, but Becky felt certain hard work and her marketing knowledge would allow her to climb the corporate ladder. After three interviews, she had been offered a position, which she quickly accepted.
Becky had only been working for Centerfield just over two months when Martha Higgins, Becky's immediate superior, managed to mishandle a bundle of her son's Fourth of July fireworks and lost part of her hand, along with her desire to remain in the labor force. Becky had been promoted to fill her position.
In early August, William Bassett, the assistant marketing director, was arrested for a multiplicity of offenses, not the least of which was child pornography. A few days after Bassett's arrest, Becky was appointed the new assistant marketing director!
The previous afternoon, Becky had been informed that the owner of the resort wanted to meet with her the following day. Becky had managed very little sleep that night as she pondered how to properly impress her boss, who happened to be one of the wealthiest women in the state.
Becky had seen Mrs. Blake's picture in newspapers and on the internet many times, but she wasn't prepared for the power and charm the woman exuded when she was ushered into the office.
"Thank you for coming, Miss Carson. Would you like something to drink?" asked Mrs. Olivia Blake.
When Becky politely declined, Mrs. Blake pointed to a large chair near her desk and asked her to sit. Becky was surprised, as well as a bit flummoxed by the wealthy woman's friendly demeanor, but didn't allow her confusion to show as she smiled and took her seat.
"You must be wondering why I've asked you here today. No one would blame you for being more than a little curious, Miss Carson. I'm not one to beat around the bush, so I'll lay everything out right now. I want you to marry my son," stated the older woman with no preliminary explanations.
Of all the topics Becky considered likely at her meeting with Mrs. Blake, being asked to marry her son had never been on the table, or even in the room. Becky considered her response while Olivia Blake watched her closely.
"Mrs. Blake, I'm flattered that you would consider me as possible daughter-in-law material, but I don't even know what your son looks like. I've never even met him, so marriage to him would not appear likely at this time."
"Are you in a relationship at present? Is there a special someone in your life?" asked Olivia Blake.
"I don't see how that matters," replied Becky carefully. "As I stated, I do not know your son. The last I knew, marriages are not arranged in the United States. I may seem a bit old fashioned, but I like to be wined and dined by a suitor. At the bare minimum, I would expect the opportunity to look him over and speak with him in private."
"We don't really have time for those formalities," replied the older woman with a weak smile. "There are important reasons why my son must be married by Sunday, and I believe you to be an excellent match."
"Mrs. Blake, I know you are not trying to be insulting, but you're making me feel like a brood mare or something. You appear to think I would make a good mate for your son, but you've left out a great deal of detail.
"Why isn't he here to speak for himself? Why me? Why would the son of a very wealthy woman be in a position where his mother is selecting his spouse? These are a few questions which come to mind immediately," explained Becky. "Finally, why would you ever expect me to agree to such an unusual proposal?"
"Ah! Now we're negotiating," retorted Olivia Blake with a smile. "I'm prepared to offer you half ownership in this resort. I will sign it over to you and my son as soon as you complete your nuptials."
"Seriously?" stuttered Becky in amazement. "The resort must be worth at least twenty million dollars. That offer makes no sense."
"It was recently appraised at twenty four million six hundred and thirty thousand dollars," stated Mrs. Blake. "Your half would have a value of over twelve million. That's a rather substantial dowry, don't you think?"
"I admit that it's a nice round number," replied Becky sardonically. "There's a great deal you're not telling me. Who would own the other half of the resort? Exactly what would be expected of me if I were to become your son's wife? How could a man as wealthy as your son not be capable of finding a wife on his own? Is he deformed, a druggie, mentally ill, terminally ill, or perhaps gay? Not that there's anything wrong with that."
"My son is exceptionally good looking, very fit, extremely bright, disease free and as straight as they come," declared Olivia Blake proudly as she unsuccessfully tried to repress a smile. "I understand your doubts, but I promise you will find nothing wrong with him physically. In fact, a young woman like you should be quite pleased with his prowess."
Becky felt her face turn warm as she considered the other woman's statement. She was actually offering Becky the perfect opportunity to extricate herself from the mess her life had become.
"This is Wednesday. There's no way I can get my family and friends here before your Sunday deadline. It's simply impossible and I'd never get married without my parents and sisters," insisted Becky. "I'm afraid I'll have to decline."
"I can have a private jet pick your family up in Springville tomorrow afternoon. They would be here by late in the evening Thursday, which would be in plenty of time for a Saturday afternoon ceremony," reasoned Olivia Blake.
"I have three college girlfriends who would..." began Becky.
"They'll each receive a first class ticket to fly here from their local airport," interrupted the woman who was becoming increasingly likely to be Becky's mother-in-law.
"If I should marry your son, I might stop him from seeing you, or the rest of your family. You know how daughters-in-law are. Doesn't that worry you?" asked Becky. "You may as well know I'm less than fond of your skanky daughter."
"I didn't know that," replied the older woman with a brief grimace at Becky's description of her daughter. "However, I didn't make this proposition on a whim. You came very highly recommended as a woman of scruples and strong family ties. I'm sure you'd encourage my son to spend time with his wealthy and generous mother."
"If you think you'll be able to bribe me into allowing Junior to visit you, you're probably right," conceded Becky as she reached her decision. "I'll probably accept your offer once I have a lawyer go over the documents and determine everything is on the up and up. I must seem like a pretty despicable person to you now, but I have reasons for accepting your proposal, twelve million of them."
"My dear, I have nothing but admiration for your common sense, as well as more than a little envy of your beauty. We'll get along famously. I'm certain of that. Now that we're almost family, please call me Olivia. May I call you Rebecca?"
"I prefer to be called Becky, if you don't mind, Olivia. I've always been called Becky and that's what I answer to," replied Becky with a smile as she firmly shook the offered hand of Olivia.
Becky was pretty much in a daze as she walked back to her office. Just as she sat down, Beverly Wentworth, her immediately superior and the current marketing director entered her office.
"Do you still have a job, Becky?" demanded Beverly with an evil grin. "You could have at least dressed better for a meeting with the boss. Did she mention your attire? How about your job performance? I didn't want to do it, but she asked me point blank how you were working out, so I had to tell her how you mishandled the Martins last week."
"Olivia seemed fine with the way I dressed. She never mentioned it, or the Martins," replied Becky meekly.
"Olivia?" repeated Beverly. "Are you insane? If she heard you use her first name like that, you'd be looking for a new job before you finished your sentence."
Becky was slowly returning to reality when Beverly made her last statement. It dawned on her that in a few days she would be an owner of the resort. Beverly's career would be in her hands.
"Why don't you fuck off, Beverly? You're really quite annoying. You should know that successful managers and owners never like ass kissers, or squealers. Piss off. I have to make plans."
"That's it!" declared Beverly. "I'm going to report your insubordination to Mrs. Blake. You may as well start packing your things. You won't be working for me any longer!"
"Yeah," agreed Becky. "You're right about that. Give it your best shot, Bitch."
After Beverly stormed out of her office, Becky began to worry that she had acted rashly. What if Olivia was toying with her, or playing some elaborate practical joke? She'd find out soon enough since Beverly was practically sprinting toward Olivia's office.
Becky heard something strike the floor in the hallway and turned to see Nancy, one of the secretaries, quickly picking up a pen she must have dropped. That indicated Nancy had heard the confrontation with Beverly. That, in turn, meant everyone in the company would know about it by nightfall. If Becky didn't own the damn company by Monday, she'd be in the unemployment line again. That was a given.
How did she wind up negotiating with Olivia Blake about marrying her son? If the offer was sincere, as well as legal and above board, Becky would soon become independently wealthy, but at what price? Was she doing the smart thing or making another in a long line of foolish mistakes? Becky thought back to her first day on the job.
Martha Higgins had sent her out to get some new photographs of the golf course and grounds for their internet advertising. Becky hadn't yet been introduced to anyone at the resort, so when she came upon two men planting trees and chatting in Spanish, she assumed they were of Mexican descent.
The younger of the two had peeled his shirt off as he shoveled dirt. Becky had been so impressed with the man's physique; she took a series of candid photos of him working. By the end of the day, she had taken well over a hundred photos of the complex. She turned the camera's memory card over to Martha and left for home.
She was surprised to be called into Martha's office the next afternoon. "Becky, the pictures you took yesterday were perfect for our campaign! You really have an eye for photography. I loved those pictures of that hunky guy planting trees. We'll find ways to place them in our web advertising about how well maintained everything is, including the hired help. Since you can't make out any faces, we don't even need to have a release signed.
The following week, Ben Johnson was polishing his golf clubs when Jen, one of the cashiers in the pro shop, stopped to chat. "That picture of you helping Juan plant that pine tree was amazing. You should give golf lessons with your shirt off. Your tips would increase exponentially."
"What picture, Jen? What are you talking about?" asked a perplexed Ben.
"The new picture on Centerfield's web site," explained Jen. "There's a page about how hard the employees work to keep the grounds so immaculate and well groomed. You're shown lifting a shovel filled with dirt. Your chest is all tensed and your six pack abs are knotted impressively as a sheen of sweat glistens on your chest. If I didn't love my husband, I'd do you in a New York minute."
Later in the same day, Becky made her way from her office to the pro shop with newly printed material regarding club rates and promotions. She saw the man she had photographed planting the tree standing behind a very attractive hotel guest. He had his arms around her and a golf club gripped firmly in his hands. It was obvious the blonde girl was enjoying the moment.
Becky stopped in her tracks at the sight. She had seen the blonde check in to the hotel with her family. She knew for a fact the girl's parents were both very successful attorneys in a prestigious firm in the Hamptons. How would they react if they found out a man working as a landscaper at Centerfield was interacting so closely with their beautiful daughter? Becky saw the situation as a disaster about to happen.
She formulated a plan and strode over to where the two were standing with the golf club. "Congratulations, Miss! Centerfield Resorts has a special promotion going on today and you've been selected to receive a full spa treatment this afternoon! This will be free of charge and you'll love it!"
As Becky spoke to the surprised woman, she took the man's hands in hers and none too gently, peeled them away from the blonde's hands. Then she took the girl's hands and pulled her away from the landscaper while glaring at him over the blonde girl's shoulder. He wouldn't need to speak English to understand the message Becky was delivering.
Becky led the girl to the spa and explained that she was to be given the best care possible and the resort would cover it. She was feeling pretty good about solving a potential problem before it ever gained footing. She couldn't help but wonder what the landscaper was thinking. There were written and unwritten rules about how to conduct oneself at an upscale resort. An employee being overly familiar with guests was one of the biggest taboos. This wasn't "Dirty Dancing" or some romantic comedy. It was real life.
Becky had to stay late to attend a marketing meeting that night. As the meeting wound down, William Bassett received a text on his phone. After reading it, he announced, "Becky had better get her camera and head down to the lounge. I just received word that her favorite model was tearing up the dance floor with one of our guests. It's drawing a crowd."
"Grab your camera, Becky," urged Martha as she headed for the doorway. "You may get something we can use in on our web site. That guy is way too hot for us to not take advantage of the situation."
When Becky reached the lounge with Martha and managed to finally work her way through a standing crowd, she was stunned. There on the dance floor was the same inappropriate acting, but unusually handsome landscaper. He looked like a young, very virile James Bond. He wore a tuxedo which had to have been tailored; the fit was so perfect. It managed to accentuate his masculinity, which really wasn't necessary, in Becky's opinion.
Dancing with him was the same young blonde woman she had rescued earlier in the day. Becky had to grudgingly admit that the spa had done an incredible job on her hair and makeup.
"Get your camera ready," insisted Martha as she watched the next dance begin "They're going to do a tango! Never mind pictures, get a video. What a beautiful couple."
Becky made an effort to keep her temper in check as she followed Martha's directive. Watching the couple through the viewfinder, Becky couldn't help but marvel at the power and grace of the landscaper and the beauty and poise of the blonde woman.
As it turned out, it was the last dance the couple performed. Those gathered around the dance floor clapped and cheered as the couple returned to their table. Becky noticed how smoothly the man assisted his dance partner into her seat. It was apparent he had been taught manners, and quite well. Becky then realized that the blonde's mother and father were sitting at the table and were positively beaming at their daughter.
"I hope you got that last dance," said Martha with a loud sigh. "That guy is making our job easy. I can see why you focused on him that first day I sent you out for pictures."
"Martha, should the landscapers be in the lounge dancing with our paying customers?" asked Becky. "Shouldn't management be told about this?"
"Do you mean Ben Johnson?" replied an obviously puzzled Martha. "He isn't a landscaper. I found out his name this afternoon. He's the assistant golf pro. I heard he's been great for business. We thought he was a landscaper because he helped Juan plant those trees."
"So golfers can interact with customers, but not landscapers?" questioned Becky.
"There are no rules about employees interacting with guests. That said, if a guest complains about unwanted attention or inappropriate behavior by an employee, they'll be suspended and then fired, if the allegations are substantiated," replied Martha.
"I was told that the number of women looking for golf lessons has increased dramatically since Ben was hired. That was a couple of weeks before you joined us," added Martha. "I don't have to explain his appeal to you."
Becky was walking across the parking lot to her car the next afternoon when she noticed a motorcycle parked next to her Honda. She stopped briefly to look it over before she realized the man she now knew to be Ben was approaching. Becky felt the need to apologize for making wrong assumptions and removing the blonde girl from her golf lesson.
"Excuse me. Do you speak English" asked Becky as the man drew near. He simply nodded in response.
"That makes this a little easier," admitted Becky. "I want to apologize for my behavior yesterday. I didn't know you were giving that girl a golf lesson. I didn't even know you're the assistant pro."
"You thought I was hired help trying to get into a rich girl's panties?" questioned the man in a deep voice and in excellent English.
"Well, I guess that's the short version. I work in marketing here. I thought I was preventing a pending disaster. That's my excuse," replied Becky.
"Do you think I'd mistreat a guest?" asked the man. "You were pretty quick to form an opinion of me, weren't you?
"I'm trying to apologize for that gaffe," replied a slightly frustrated Becky
"That's good to know," replied the man with a chuckle. "I'm Ben. Unless I'm badly mistaken, you're Becky."
"You know my name?" responded Becky in surprise.
"Yeah, I know your name, that you work in marketing here and you like to take candid photos. That's about the extent of my knowledge."
"Could I ask you to not be mention my mistake to anyone? I'm pretty new here and don't want management or staff to get any wrong ideas about my attitude," reasoned Becky.
"It's a bit too late to prevent any ideas," replied Ben with a smile. "When I see a beautiful woman, all sorts of ideas fly into my head. They began the day I saw you taking pictures, and haven't stopped since."
"Really? Your mind was concentrating on my photography skills while you were dancing with that bombshell last night," teased Becky.
"Of course! When I held her in my arms, I imagined it was you. When her firm breasts pressed against my chest, I thought of you. When she..."
"That's far enough! I call bullshit," declared Becky. "No man would ever be thinking of another girl with a woman as beautiful as she is in his arms," insisted Becky. "You need to work on your lines. When they get too incredible, your victim will slip off the hook. Try being flattering, but in a more subdued manner. Mentioning firm breasts within the first few seconds of meeting a woman is not usually a good idea."
"Wow! You saw through me so easily," responded Ben with a grin. "How about taking a ride with me? You'll love the feeling of all of that power between your legs!"



"There you go again," answered Becky with a straight face. "Offering a woman the opportunity to feel great power between her legs is another poor choice of words."
"Really?" asked Ben. "Why is that? I thought it sounded quite tempting, at the very least."
"Women already have all the power between their legs," quipped Becky as she struggled to maintain a straight face.
"You're right about that, but the offer of a ride still stands. I promise to keep you safe," offered Ben with a smile of his own.
Even Becky felt surprised when she accepted Ben's offer. A few minutes later she was clinging to him as they toured the local business district. The ride was exhilarating, but the feel of Ben's muscled torso caused Becky to consider how long it had been since she had been in a romantic relationship.
She even accepted Ben's offer to stop at a small diner for a burger and fries. "Thanks for giving me a ride on your bike and for this delicious burger. I never knew this place even existed."
"Thanks for trusting me enough to ride with me. A lot of women turn the offer down. They think motorcycles and the guys who ride them are dangerous," stated Ben.
"Am I in danger?" asked Becky quietly.
"I'd never hurt you, or allow anyone else to try," answered Ben with surprising sincerity. "You're a really nice person and a very beautiful woman. I'm honor bound to protect you from all harm."
"Thank you for that," responded Becky with a warm smile. "All you need do at the moment is return me to my car safely. I'll take it from there."
Becky returned to her apartment with a smile. Ben had seemed interested in her and she had certainly enjoyed his company. She never considered herself superficial, but he was easily the best looking man she had ever seen. She had never come close to dating anyone like him.
Her friends at college always referred to her as their 'wingwoman'. Her mission was to wait until the friend had made her selection and then peel the guy's wingman away so her friend could spend time alone with her choice. It never had occurred to anyone to volunteer to do the same for Becky. She had always been considered the consolation prize. Eventually, she had come to accept that status while in college.
Reality gradually intruded into Becky's thoughts. She had never been the girl with the walking wet dream boyfriend. Ben was far better matched with the beautiful blonde with whom he had danced the tango. A man as physically attractive as Ben would be able to pick and choose the women he dated. He had been nice to her, but that was all it was.
Becky bumped into Ben a few times over the next few days. It hadn't been happening before she went to that small dinner with him. Was he making an effort to see her, or was it truly as random as Ben made it out to be?
On Friday, Becky received a call from her college friend, Candice, which made her decide to take a chance with Ben. "Becky, I have some great news. Amber, Leona and I are flying out to your resort at the end of the month. Amber just got engaged to Jason Burkett and we're going to celebrate. You remember him, don't you?"
"That's great! I do remember Jason. He's a good looking guy," responded Becky. "I'll see that you get one of our three bedroom suites. You'll love it here."
"Thanks, Becky. We knew you'd take care of us. Leona is bringing her boyfriend while Amber and I will bring our fiancés with us. Is there any chance you have a guy on the line who could join us?"
Becky was taken by surprise. She hated to admit she wasn't dating while her friends were all deeply involved in romances. Then she thought of Ben.
"As a matter of fact, I have been seeing a guy lately. I'll ask him to join us, if he's available that weekend. He's a golf pro, so he may be working," added Becky in order to give herself an out if Ben declined her request.
"Seriously? You're dating a golf pro?" asked an obviously surprised Candice.
"Yes. Why is that so hard to believe?" asked an irked Becky. "Didn't you think I could find a nice guy?"
"Becky, you never realized it, but you've always been the best of us all. You could catch any man you wanted, if you admitted to yourself that you wanted him," replied a very serious Candice. "You always avoided relationships and commitments. That's the only reason I sounded surprised. As beautiful as you are, finding a man will be no problem. Finding one who meets your standards is another story."
Becky was so surprised by her friend's praise that she had difficulty formulating her thoughts. "Thanks, Candice. I don't know how to respond to that. I'm not saying Ben is 'the' guy or anything. We're just friends."
Becky was apprehensive when she saw Ben approaching her table as she ate lunch the next afternoon. She had no reason to think he would want to go out with her, but her fear of being humiliated in front of her friends trumped her fear of being rejected by Ben.
Becky panicked when Ben smiled at her and continued on. "Ben! Would you please join me for lunch? I'd like to ask you something."
Once Ben took a seat, Becky plunged on before she lost her nerve. "Three of my girlfriends from college are going to visit for a weekend in two weeks. They'll be bringing their significant others. That leaves me as the odd man out, the fifth wheel, so to speak."
"As attractive as you are, I can't imagine you'd have any problem finding a date," replied Ben. "Do I figure into this in some way?"
"I think you've already figured out what I'm about to ask. I'm not very good at this. I've never asked a guy for a favor like this," confessed Becky. 'Would you be willing to pose as my date and act like we've been going out for awhile? I sort of told my friend I had been dating a guy."
"I see. Is this lucky guy you're dating anyone I know?" asked Ben with a straight face.
"I was hoping you'd be that guy," blurted Becky before she saw Ben break into a smile. "You're toying with my emotions! I thought you were a gentleman."
"Becky, could I be your date the weekend your friends will be visiting?" asked the still grinning Ben.
"I'll have to think about it," was Becky's cool response.
Ben's smile suddenly disappeared as he looked at Becky to determine if she was serious. Becky face remained noncommittal. Ben was confused, flustered and slightly embarrassed as he stood to leave.
"Ben! I was joking!" quickly explained Becky as she grabbed Ben's hand and pulled him back down. "I was just trying to get you back. I thought you had a sense of humor."
Ben sat down again and studied Becky's face before speaking. "I usually do, but I'm off my game a little when I'm around you. I blame it on your beauty and intelligence. You're a little intimidating."
"Me?" managed a slightly confused Becky. "I'm the sidekick, the second banana, the also-ran. No one even noticed me when I was out with my friends. They always got the hunks while I wound up with the bottom-feeders and knuckle-draggers."
"I don't know about any of that, but your friends would have to be something special to outshine you," responded Ban seriously. "Maybe you should find someone who has more going for them. I wouldn't want to embarrass you."
"Now I know you're joking," said Becky. "You're the best looking guy I ever saw. You've got muscles in all the right places. You dance like Fred Astaire and you ride that big Harley. My friends will be so surprised to see me with a guy like you. You are going to do this for me, right?"
"It would be my pleasure," stated Ben. "Do you have any specific plans? How would you like me to dress? Are we going to any place fancy?"
"I haven't even thought about that part. I'll call Candace tonight to find out if there's something special they want to do," allowed Becky. "Thanks for doing this for me. I'll owe you."
"You don't seem to get it," replied Ben. "Spending the weekend with a beautiful woman is not some sort of torture. Everyone's going to be jealous of me."
Becky thought of something when Ben mentioned spending the weekend with her. "Just to be clear, we won't be sleeping together. I hope I didn't give you the wrong impression. We'll do things together and with the group, but we won't be having sex. I hope that doesn't cause you to change your mind."
"Honestly? It makes me admire you even more," admitted Ben. "We really don't know each other that well, but you can trust that I'll always respect your boundaries."
The day after Ben agreed to be her weekend date, William Bassett was fired and Becky received the promotion to assistant marketing director. The increase in pay was nice, but her days became far busier. It seemed like she was still doing the same work she did before and had simply added more to her plate. She only managed to chat with Ben a few times when their paths crossed.
Becky greeted her friends and their significant others when they entered the lobby. She hugged her friends warmly and then briefly hugged their escorts in greeting. She gave them a guided tour of the facility before taking them to their suite, which was one of the most luxurious at Centerfield.
An hour after showing everyone their suite, Becky met them in the restaurant at the complex. It was obvious to Becky her girl friends were expecting to meet her date. They looked at the empty chair and back at Becky a few times.
"Ben was running late. He'll be here shortly," promised Becky. "He was teamed up with some very slow players this afternoon, plus he was expected to give them pointers as they played. It all took longer than expected."
"Girls, get a look at that dreamboat by the door," blurted Amber as she nodded her head in the direction of the entrance.
Becky, Leona and Candice all turned to see what man had caught Amber's attention. Becky felt her pulse skip when she realized Amber had been referring to Ben.
"He is easy on the eye," admitted Candice. "It looks like he's coming this way."
"Becky! Is that your date?" sputtered Amber.
'Sorry, I'm late," apologized Ben. "It's the downside to being paid to play a game. I'm Ben, by the way."
As he spoke, Ben leaned over and kissed Becky's cheek. She blushed as she mentally thanked Ben for being so attentive and affectionate. She proudly introduced Ben to everyone.
Becky was delighted at how well Ben was able to hold a conversation. No subject seemed unknown to him. He offered insights and personal thoughts which were intelligent, but not boastful. He spoke to everyone at the table, but often swung his attention to Becky, asking her questions and listening attentively to her responses. Becky later realized that he had drawn her out in the conversation. He appeared comfortable and in complete control.
Her friends seemed spellbound by some of his stories. When they weren't staring at Ben, they'd smile at Becky and nod their approval. It was apparent Ben had made a great first impression.
Amber's fiancé, Jason Burkett, became a bit testy when he realized the others were hanging on Ben's every word. He had been a big man on campus and was accustomed to others deferring to him.
"I hear you're the assistant golf pro here," began Jason. "I've played golf since I was a kid. I was the top player on our college team. My coach thought I should try turning pro, but I was slated to become a partner in my family's law firm, so I decided to forego the tour.
"Maybe we could get in 18 holes tomorrow? It would give the girls a chance to shop and catch up while we got to know each other better. Maybe we could put some money on the game to make it more interesting," added Jason.
"I think I could get an early tee time for us, but I don't usually bet on golf," responded Ben evenly. "How about the high score buys a round of drinks on the nineteenth hole?"
"Seriously? We're all men here," replied Jason. "How about something simple like $50 a hole. If you're a golf pro, you should be able to make some spending money."
"Count me out," stated Leona's boyfriend, Wes. "I've heard about Jason's golfing."
"I'll decline that challenge as well. I'm just a weekend golfer and I hate parting with my money like that. I heard Jason was some kind of golf whiz in college," added Candice's fiancé, Chuck.
"You've been telling all kinds of bullshit stories tonight," declared Jason as he looked directly at Ben. "Maybe you don't want to bet with me because you talk a good game but don't play it."
"Jason! What's gotten into you?" demanded a shocked Amber. "Becky is my friend and Ben is her date. Why are you being so rude?"
"I saw how you women hung on every word he said. He's a fraud, pure and simple," declared Jason. "He uses his pretty face and boyish charm to make you think he's special. I've seen lots of guys like him. He's all show and no substance."
Ben had determined the sort of guy Jason was early in the evening and had tried to avoid interacting with him. He could see Jason getting more belligerent as the drinks flowed and made a serious effort to not antagonize him. He knew the type. Jason was four inches over six foot and weighed in around 250. He was accustomed to getting his way because of his size and position in life.
Becky was alarmed at Jason's words. She didn't want Ben to risk losing money he couldn't afford, and she certainly didn't want Jason to hurt him. She looked at Ben to see how he was reacting. To her surprise, Ben was grinning as he casually addressed Jason.
"You seem to have some anger issues, but that's not my problem, as long as you don't try to make it my problem. If you do, it'll become an even bigger problem for you. Let's play two man scramble for fifty bucks a hole. Wes and I will be one team while you take Chuck."
Wes began to object to Ben's proposal until he saw Ben give him a wink. "I'm in. This should be a lot of fun."
Even as he spoke, Wes wondered to himself why he trusted Ben's signal to him that he needn't worry. There was something about Ben that made him like the man, and more importantly, respect him.
"Fine! Chuck and I against you two in a two man scramble format. I like it," declared Jason. "Be sure to bring lots of cash. Chuck and I'll be buying the drinks tomorrow night."
"Well that really put a damper on the evening," declared Amber. "I thought we might go to a club or something, but if you testosterone laden cavemen want to argue about golf and everything else, maybe we should call it a night."
"Becky said they have a nice dance club here and Wes is just dying to get me in his arms on the dance floor, isn't that right, Wes?" prodded Candice.
Wes had no problem taking the hint and offered his arm to Candice. Becky was delighted when a smiling Ben reached for her hand and led her out to join Wes and Candice. They didn't get very far before the other two couples caught up to them.
"You're not having fun without us," declared Leona in an attempt to lighten the mood. "We haven't been dancing in ages."
"Right? This is way more fun than golf, especially arguing and betting on golf," stated Amber pointedly. "We're celebrating our engagement, so let's have some fun, Jason."
Jason managed a smile that went no farther than his mouth. He was tense and it was obvious when Amber insisted he dance with her.
The others watched as Jason and Amber moved out on the dance floor. Wes moved closer to Ben and spoke quietly. "I don't know what bug got up Jason's ass, but he wasn't speaking for me. I enjoy your company and I have a hunch you're going to make me some money tomorrow."
"I heard that," announced Candice. "Let's stop talking about that damn golf and have some fun."
Becky already knew Ben was an accomplished dancer, but was still surprised at how gracefully he led her during the slow dances. By the third dance she was molded to his body and enjoying the feel of his hard body tight to hers.
Later, when Candice accompanied her to the bathroom, Becky discovered just how enamored her friend was with Ben. "My God! You won the lottery with Ben. Leona and Amber are as impressed as I am. He's handsome, a great conversationalist, considerate, and a very good dancer. If you tell me he's rich, he'll have all the marriage material boxes checked."
"I really don't think he's well off. He works as a golf pro here and I know his pay isn't all that much, although I understand he gets some very good tips," responded Becky.
"And all the pussy he can handle, I'll bet!" blurted Candice before realizing how that might sound to her friend.
"I'm sure he does do well in that area. That's the downside to finding such a good looking man. The competition is daunting," admitted a suddenly serious Becky.
"I shouldn't have said that," apologized Candice. "He seems like a man who honors commitments, and values his word. It's pretty obvious he likes you a lot. He smiles every time he looks at you. I think he's a keeper. You need to take him off the market."
"We aren't anywhere near a commitment, so don't get your hopes up," cautioned Becky. "We're both busy at work and only see each other occasionally. Besides, it's like you said, he must have a lot of female companionship."
Ben walked Becky to her car as the other three couples headed for their suite. Becky was concerned Ben might expect him to go with her to her apartment and she had no intention of letting him into her bed.
"It's after midnight and I have to work in the morning, so I'd better get home and get some sleep. You were great tonight. My friends all think you're the cat's pajamas. Good luck in your golf match tomorrow. Please be careful around Jason. He seems to be a bit of a hothead and he's a big guy."
"I had a wonderful time with you and your friends tonight, Becky. I look forward to spending time with you tomorrow night. Don't worry about Jason. I learned how to handle guys like him in the Marines," added Ben as he leaned down and kissed Becky's cheek.
"You were in the Marines?" asked a surprised Becky. "Why didn't you ever mention that? I really need to learn more about you. How long were you in?"
"I was in four years. If you want to know more about me, you'll have to spend more time with me," reasoned Ben. "Are you willing to do that?"
"I might risk it," quipped Becky. "A girl should be safe around a Marine, don't you think?"
"I'd never hurt you or allow anyone else to harm you, if that's what you mean by safe. My intentions are honorable, but you're a tremendous temptation."
"Why am I not worried?" teased Becky. "I know you well enough to not be afraid of you, for any reason. Good night, Ben."
Becky spent the next afternoon shopping with her friends while the men were on the golf course. Most of the conversation was about Ben and how Becky should set her sights on him. It was new ground for Becky and she enjoyed it. She had never been the one with the cool boyfriend and it was a pleasant change.
Once again, the group planned on having dinner together at the resort's restaurant. Ben met Becky at the door and escorted her in. As they walked to their table, several waitresses smiled and spoke to Ben in passing. When they reached their table and were seated, a thin young male waiter approached them.
"Can I get you anything from the bar?" he asked politely.
"Hey, Bill, good to see you," replied Ben as he stood and shook the waiter's hand. "Do you know Becky? She works in the marketing department here. Becky, this is a friend of mine, Bill."
"Of course I know who Miss Carson is," replied Bill as he shook the hand Becky offered. "Everyone knows who she is and where she works. It's a pleasure to meet you, Miss Carson."
"Thank you, Bill. Please call me Becky. I'm surprised people working here know who I am," she allowed. "I spend most of my time in my office."
"Trust me, everyone knows about the beautiful woman in marketing," stated a smiling Ben.
"Are you referring to Beverly? She's the beautiful woman working in marketing," responded Becky. "I'm just her assistant."



"Now you're fishing for compliments," replied Ben just as Candice and Leona approached the table with their beaus.
"Where are Amber and Jason?" asked a puzzled Becky. "Are they running late?"
"They're in the middle of a tete-a-tete. I'd honestly be surprised if they joined us tonight," revealed Candice.
"I'd bet some of the money I won today on Jason not showing his face," stated Wes bluntly. "I'd say it's even money they won't be engaged after tonight."
"Oh, no! Did they have an argument?" asked a concerned Becky.
"You could say that. Jason argued he wasn't an asshole and Amber argued he was," summed up Leona. "Didn't Ben tell you what happened today?"
Becky quickly looked at Ben, but he was calmly sitting back in his chair with a curious expression. "He never mentioned anything. Please tell me what happened."
"I like the way Wes tells the story," stated Leona with an evil grin as she looked to Wes. "Tell Becky what happened at golf."
"Jason was trash talking like crazy before we teed off. He insisted that we all verbally admit we were playing for fifty bucks a hole and we wouldn't whine when it was over. He made sure we knew his comments were directed at Ben.
"Jason teed off first and hit a beauty right down the middle. Ben went next. His shot carried about thirty yards beyond Jason's. That was the beginning of a long day for Jason. To his credit, he played very well. He tied on two holes and won another on the front nine. Chuck and I didn't really figure into the competition very much. I think Jason used three of Chuck's shots and Ben used about four of mine, including a long thirty foot putt I sank," added Wes proudly.
"Anyway, Jason was down five holes net, or two hundred fifty bucks after the front nine. By this time he was bitching that it was Ben's home course and he knew it better. Therefore it wasn't an even match. Get this! Ben offered to give Jason a stroke on each hole on the back nine. I couldn't believe it when Jason accepted the offer."
"It was pretty embarrassing," agreed Chuck. "It's one thing to lose, but at least do it like a man. Jason's all about winning, not competing. He didn't have enough pride in himself or his game to refuse the offer."
"Anyway," continued Wes, "Jason tied on two holes and won two others on the back nine. For the math challenged, that means two holes were a wash while Jason won two of the remaining seven, giving Ben five holes. That makes a difference of 3 holes or another one hundred and fifty bucks. All told, he won four hundred today. "
"You would think Jason would have paid up after all the shit he gave us at the beginning about not whining if we lose, but he cried like a little bitch," related Wes as he shook his head at the memory. "Ben told him to keep the money. Friends shouldn't bet on things like golf anyway.
"Jason at least knew enough to be embarrassed by that. He got in Ben's face and called him a few choice names, thinking he's prove his dominance physically if he couldn't do it with his golf game."
"Jason was out of control," added Chuck. "He was yelling in Ben's face. I think he thought he'd get Ben to take a swing at him so he could pound Ben into the fairway."
"I thought that, too," agreed Wes. "Ben took it longer than most would before he told Jason, and I quote, 'fuck off, you little bitch'. That tripped Jason's last neuron. He took a swing at Ben.
"No! Did he hurt you?" questioned Becky as she began to exam Ben's face.
"You really should be looking at Ben's knuckles, not his face," wisecracked Chuck. "Jason never touched him."
"Ben casually ducked under Jason's roundhouse. Then he dropped him like a bad habit," added Wes with a chuckle. "I never saw a guy go down so fast. Jason didn't know what hit him until we explained it to him when he came around. He's not just an asshole, but he has a glass jaw to boot."
Ben watched Becky closely for her reaction. If she tried to blame him or defend Jason, he would know they didn't belong together. There are things a man cannot accept, and Jason had crossed that line.
"Ben, I'm sorry I placed you in that situation. I didn't know Jason was such an ass. I guess he didn't know you're a Marine," stated Becky with a grin. "The Ivy League is nice, but Marines build men."
"They build some damn good golfers, too," insisted Wes. "Ben was making shots I couldn't believe."
"I assume Amber is pissed at Jason for acting like such an ass. Do you really think they'll break up?" asked Becky.
"I think it's pretty much a done deal," replied Candice. "Amber was telling me she was having second thoughts before Jason played the fool last night and then fucked up so badly today."
"I dumped his ass and gave him his ring back," broke in Amber as she approached the table. "I really feel I have to apologize to Becky and Ben for his behavior. You both were nothing but gracious to Jason and me. He just got so jealous of Ben he melted down. He's used to being the big frog in the pond and he felt Ben was making him look bad by comparison. To be quite honest, Ben was. Jason's taking a room at a motel in town for the night. It's embarrassing, but I'm glad I found out about his personality disorder before we were married."
"You have nothing to apologize for," insisted Becky. "That's all on Jason. I'm just glad you learned this before the wedding. Ben isn't upset, are you, Ben?"
"As long as you're not angry at me, I'm as happy as a clam," answered Ben with an easy smile. "I think we should enjoy our meals and just have a good time tonight."
Becky felt bad for Amber, but was delighted Ben had accounted so well for himself over the weekend. She couldn't help but notice how the staff at Centerfield treated her far more warmly that weekend than in the past. It was apparent that Ben was very well liked by the employees and being seen out him caused her stock to go up.
After dinner, the group moved to a large game room with a panoramic view of the golf course and spent a few hours chatting. Becky learned more about Ben that evening than she had in the previous few months. It was obvious that her friends enjoyed his company by the way they laughed and joked with him. They all promised to meet for breakfast the next morning in order to have some more time together before her friends caught their flight.
Becky had been careful to not drink too much and was pleased to see Ben was careful about what he drank. As he walked her to his car, she made a decision.
"Would you like me to go home with you tonight?" she asked nervously.
She was afraid Ben was going to turn her down the way he studied her face. Perhaps she had misread his interest! This was embarrassing.
"If you're certain, I'd be delighted," admitted Ben. "You don't have to come home with me to keep my interest. You're a beautiful woman with a great deal going for you. I'm extremely attracted to you, but I'll wait as long as you want. I'm under your spell."
As they entered Ben's apartment, Becky mentioned her concerns. "I never do this, Ben. I've only been with two men in my life and they were a few years ago. If you think of me as a booty call, or a friend with benefits after tonight, please don't ask to see me again."
"I'd like for us to be exclusive. I really enjoy being with you, Becky. If you're willing, we could see where this takes us," replied Ben before he pulled her into his arms.
Becky only had a couple of drinks, but she felt higher than she ever had in her life. Ben was willing to commit to an exclusive relationship! She made up her mind she would be the best lover he ever had. She'd do her best to keep his interest, and she felt great sex was one of the main requirements for a guy like Ben.
When Ben and Becky joined their friends at breakfast the next morning, Candice looked at her and smiled broadly. "It seems someone had a very good night! Talk about having a glow."
Amber looked at Becky and joined in. "We know she's not talking about me, so I'm guessing it's you. I slept alone. At least I managed a good night's sleep."
"Is anyone having the French toast?" asked Becky as she blushed a bright red. "Our guests always rave about it."
"Is there anything else you want to rave about this morning?" teased Candice. "I'm so happy for you, Becky. This trip was quite educational. Amber saw Jason's true colors and Becky saw... pretty much everything!"
Becky joined her friends in laughter at Candice's comment. Ben squeezed her hand under the table and it felt perfect. She had some great friends. They seemed to like Ben and that meant a lot to Becky. She trusted her friends to tell her if they felt he wasn't right for her, although she might argue the point.
Monday brought a new challenge for Becky. The daughter of Centerfield's owner, Victoria Blake, was suddenly scheduled to drop in, and management was expected to be in their offices and available to meet with her.
Becky was quite surprised when Victoria strode into her office shortly after nine. Her office had to be one of the first stops of the day. She saw a shadow in the doorway and looked to see Beverly with a look of disbelief on her face.
"I'm Victoria Blake. My mom owns this complex. She asked me to stop in and see how the operation is going and to report back to her. You're Rebecca Carson, are you not?"
Becky stood to greet the young woman. Becky took in the expensive clothes, the perfect makeup and the undeniable beauty of the woman as she extended her hand. This was a poised and confident young woman.
"I prefer to be called Becky. I'm just the assistant marketing director. Beverly Wentworth is my immediate superior. Her office is across the hall."
"I saw that," replied Victoria, showing little interest in the information. "Please call me Vickie. Do you like working here? Do you feel it's being run efficiently? Are the employees treated well?"
Becky was surprised at the bluntness of the questions and wondered why they were directed at her when there were quite a few people above her in Centerfield's food chain. She looked at Beverly's office only to see her listening intently. Victoria caught her concern and moved to close the door.
"Feel free to speak candidly. I assure you anything you tell me will remain between us, unless I feel it is something Mother should know. Even then, your position here will be protected," promised Victoria.
"This is a very well run business," replied Becky. "I'd only suggest a few tweaks here and there. I'm ashamed to admit I have not been interacting with many of the other employees as much as I should. I only recently came to that realization."
"I appreciate your honesty, Becky. I'd like to hear any suggestions you have. Please give me a moment to get some coffee," responded Victoria as she opened the office door to find Beverly standing nearby.
"Good, you're right here. Please see that Becky and I have coffee and Danish delivered here as soon as possible?"
"Of course, Miss Blake. I'll see to it immediately," stuttered the surprised and obviously embarrassed woman.
Victoria was smiling as she again closed the door to Becky's office. "There are some people who just can't kiss your ass enough. Now explain what it is you do here and how you think things could be improved."
Except for being interrupted by Beverly delivering a tray with coffee and half dozen pastries, the two women spent an uninterrupted hour discussing the business and how to improve it.
Becky found herself enjoying the beautiful woman's sense of humor as well as her business acumen. It was quite apparent she had done her homework regarding Centerfield, even though it was not one of the larger investments the Blake family held.
"Could you take me on a tour of the facility and the property?" asked Vickie, as Becky now knew her.
Once again, Becky concealed her surprise at the request. How would her superiors feel about Becky spending so much time with the daughter of their boss? Shouldn't top tier management be the people with whom Vickie spoke? Now she would be seen by many of the employees escorting Victoria Blake. How would this play out?
Becky decided she had no choice, and her superiors could not blame her if Vickie showed an unusual interest in her. Becky told Vickie what she knew about each division as they visited it. She noticed that everyone watched her with great interest as she led Vickie around the complex.
"You seem to be rather popular here," observed Vickie. "Most of the staff greet you warmly and call you by name. I like that. Good managers build a rapport with other team members."
Becky had noticed the unusual friendliness of the staff as well. She wondered about it until she hit upon a possible explanation. "I had a couple of dates with the assistant golf pro here. He seems to know everyone and they all like him. I think it may be they are warm to me because they like him so much."
"A workplace romance?" asked Vickie with lifted eyebrows.
"It was only a couple of dates. I was told there are no regulations against dating staff or guests as long as it wasn't inappropriate. Am I in trouble?" worried Becky.
"Hardly!" replied Vickie with a laugh. "I'm just curious to see this guy. You're a very attractive woman, so I imagine he's a good looking guy."
"You got that right," gushed Becky as she thought about Ben's face and body. "He's probably out of my league, but I'm not complaining. The surprising thing is he isn't some pompous ass who thinks he's God's gift to women. He's a good guy. You'd like him."
"I'm sure I would," responded Vickie quickly enough to cause Becky to reconsider what she was telling the other woman. Vickie was beautiful, almost beyond belief, wealthy, intelligent and single. It may not have been the smartest thing to tell her about Ben. A woman like Vickie could have any man she wanted, and who wouldn't want Ben?
Vickie was extremely perceptive and noticed Becky's reaction to her words. She felt the need to allay Becky's concerns. "Don't worry about me trying to move in on your guy. I hate women who pull that type of shit. Besides, I've been seeing a guy, and I don't lie or cheat."
"I have to admit that's a relief," Becky replied with a smile. "I can't compete with you, and I admit Ben is pretty special to me.
A few minutes later, the women entered the pro shop only to find Ben showing a young woman the correct putting stance. He stood close behind her with his arms around her and on her hands as he adjusted her grip.
"That's Ben. He's with a customer at the moment. Maybe I can introduce you later," offered Becky and Ben finally looked away from woman he was helping and saw Becky with Vickie and noticeably flinched.
Vickie seemed not to notice as she whispered to Becky. "He sure is good looking. Is he a good lover?"
"That's a little personal," Becky replied hesitantly before her pleasant memories of her night with Ben came flooding back. "I'm not the most experienced girl in the world, but he certainly did everything right for me."
"I thought so," Vickie stated as she grinned at her new friend.
"That may have been too much information," Becky quickly admitted. "Please don't spread that around. No one knows we've been intimate. I don't want to have rumors about us spread at work."
"I can understand that, as well as your attraction to your Ben. He's quite a catch. Is he wealthy?"
"Ben? No, he doesn't make that much as an assistant golf pro. My salary is more than his, but he was in the Marines, so I think he'll do well. He's smart, good looking and hard working. That's a formula for success."
Becky spent most of the day with Vickie and greatly enjoyed her company. Near the end of the work day, Becky returned to her office after Vickie drove off in her BMW.
"You seem to be on very good terms with Miss Blake," observed Beverly from the doorway to Becky's office.
"Yes, we hit it off. Vickie's really nice and down to earth. She doesn't act like a spoiled rich girl at all," stated Becky.
"You think so? She was picking your brain all day long. She honed in on you for a reason. I suspect it was because she felt you would be easy to manipulate. Did you find yourself telling her personal information? Maybe make some suggestions about better ways to run the business?"
"A little bit, but she wasn't looking for anything to use against us," assured Becky. "She was just being friendly."
"Keep telling yourself that," retorted Beverly." One of the wealthiest young women in the state dropped in and suddenly realized you were a lot of fun to talk to and spent the day with you. Her mother happens to own the business where you are employed, but she had no agenda? Time will tell just how friendly that woman is."
Becky found herself thinking about Beverly's words all night. She was awake long before dawn, and she made an impulsive decision. She would drive over to Ben's place and talk it over with him. He was level-headed and would have some logical input. On the way over, she would pick up some doughnuts to share with him.
When Becky pulled into the condo complex where Ben rented, she immediately noticed Vickie's white BMW with the vanity plates "VIK TRIA". Becky suddenly had a bad feeling about Victoria Blake. She sat in her car for a few minutes and watched Ben's doorway.
Becky felt ill when Victoria Blake stepped out the door. It got worse when the beautiful woman gave Ben a firm hug and a kiss on the cheek. Ben was bare-chested and wearing pajama bottoms!
She waited for Vickie to drive away and Ben to close the door before she drove back home with tears falling into her lap. She vowed that she would never believe a man again and to be especially wary of good looking men trying to get into her pants. Men were pigs, pure and simple.
For his part, Ben noticed he hadn't been seeing Becky around like he usually did. After a few days, he had to accept that she was avoiding him. It was the middle of the next week before he finally managed to catch her alone in a hall way.
"Becky, why are you avoiding me," he demanded.
"Because I don't want to see you. That should be quite evident," snapped Becky. "I told you I'm not going to be your booty call. Just leave me alone!"
"We agreed to be exclusive," reasoned Ben. "I'm not looking for sex. I just want to spend time with you. Why are you angry at me?"
"Think about everything you've done since we were together and it should come to you. Please don't talk to me anymore or I'll report you for harassment. You'll forget about me, if you haven't already. I do not want to see you again. Please respect my decision."
Ben slowly turned and walked dejectedly back down the hall. He had done something to upset Becky and he had no idea what. His deadline was rapidly approaching and he didn't have much hope of meeting it.
Becky spent most of her time in her office after that. Others noticed it, but Becky always cut them short when asked about it. It was five weeks later when Olivia Blake presented her proposal to Becky.
Friday afternoon found Becky having lunch with her mother, two sisters and three best friends. They had all arrived late Thursday evening and were extremely curious about Becky's wedding plans and the identity of the groom.
"I have been asked to not reveal his name," responded Becky to a question from her mother. "I know it's unusual, but that's the way it's going to be. Rest assured he's a decent man and will be able to support me quite well."
"This is way out of character for you, Sis. You were always the romantic one. Now you're rushing into a marriage with some guy your family has never even met. When did you meet this guy? Where did you meet him?" asked Becky's older sister, Nancy.
"Do you mean it isn't Ben?" asked a surprised Candice. "I assumed he was the guy you were marrying after the way you two acted when we visited you a few weeks ago."



"Who is Ben? Was he your boyfriend?" asked Becky's younger sister, Beth.
"It looks like you're about to find out," observed Leona when she noticed Ben was striding toward them.
"Becky, I need to talk to you!" insisted Ben as he stopped next to Becky's chair.
"Just leave, please," replied a surprised Becky. "We have nothing to talk about."
Everyone at the table watched in stunned amazement as Ben dropped to a knee next to Becky. "Please marry me! I'm in love with you and I think you must still have feelings for me."
Becky's mother was aghast at the sudden appearance of a very handsome young man asking her daughter to marry him. It was the day before her wedding and this fellow was trying to convince her to marry him instead! Her two daughters shared her confusion as they watched the drama unfold.
"I can't marry you, Ben. I don't trust you, so a marriage would be doomed. Why can't you see that?"
"Because you can trust me with your life!" insisted Ben. "I'd never hurt you. I certainly wouldn't lie to you."
"There's the problem. I know you're lying to me. We had a nice time together, but it's over now," concluded Becky.
"That night meant more to me than a nice time. I know it meant more to you, too. Why won't you just give me a chance?"
"You know you're a good lover. You think the sex is good enough to make me overlook your cheating and lying. That won't happen. Just leave me now or I'll call for help."
The women watched Ben dejectedly stand and walk off with his shoulders slumped.
"I'm sorry about that," apologized an emotional Becky. "I wasn't expecting that. He doesn't take rejection very well."
"Did you just tell that hunk he was a good lover?" asked Beth.
"Yes, I guess I did," admitted a flustered Becky. "I'm sorry I said that in front of everyone. That should have been a private conversation. In fact, it never should have taken place at all. What would possess a guy to embarrass himself like that?"
"I think I can answer that one," declared Amber. "That guy is so deeply in love with you he can't think straight. I doubt he even knew the rest of us were at the table. I have to wonder what he did to make you so determined to drop him from your life.
"I dropped Jason, but he was a pompous ass and a bully. Ben is courteous, thoughtful and handsome as hell."
"Yeah, Sis," added Becky's sister, Nancy. "Your fiancé must be something special to make you disappoint a hunk like that so badly. Will you give me his number?"
"Ha ha," replied Becky. "I certainly will not. I don't want a snake like that anywhere near my family. Forget you ever saw him."
"Could you at least tell us what made him such a good lover?" teased Candice. "I can't say I'm surprised at all, but inquiring minds want to know."
"My Mom is sitting here. I don't think she cares to hear the sordid details," responded Becky in an effort to end the conversation.
"Actually, my curiosity has been piqued," her mother stated, much to Becky's surprise. "He's an exceptionally handsome young man. It was obvious he's in excellent physical shape. I'm quite curious about him."
"Mom! We are not going to have that discussion. I'm getting married tomorrow. Please just be happy for me and forget about Ben. He's just a mistake I've managed to correct."
Candice watched Becky closely and could see she was unhappy and quite upset, although she strove to conceal it. This would be a topic for later, when Becky's family wouldn't be present. Something was very wrong and Candice was going to do her best to help her friend through it.
"Becky called me 'skanky'? I thought we got along great and were friends," said Vickie to her mother the morning of the wedding. "I wonder what Ben did to upset her so much. We were getting along famously the last time I saw her. You know how I took a day off law school so I could meet the woman Ben claimed to love. Where did it go wrong?"
"Now I'm wondering if she was the right choice. I didn't tell Ben who he was marrying today. He didn't seem to care very much. If it wasn't Becky, it didn't matter.
"The staff told me he approached Becky while she was having lunch with her family and her college friends, He got down on one knee and asked her to marry him! She flatly refused and sent him packing," marveled Olivia Blake.
"I'm afraid she'll refuse to go through with our deal once she sees it's Ben she's marrying. How will that make him feel? He's quite depressed already," worried Olivia.
"Mom, she loves him. I know she does. Let's hope she lets go of whatever it is that's pissed her off so badly and comes to her senses. Ben is the best catch in the state. Why did Grandfather have to be such a jerk about Ben's youthful indiscretions? He's trying to control Ben from his grave."
"My father was a man of honor. When your father died, he assumed the role of father to you and Ben. Of course, Ben had to rebel. He was in all kinds of trouble, much of which you were never told.
"When Dad learned he had terminal cancer, he decided it was time for Ben to grow up. That's why he set up the company the way he did. Ben knew he had to follow Dad's instructions or we'd all lose everything. Dad made it clear he'd pass everything on to charity if Ben didn't get with the program."
"I can understand wanting Ben to show more maturity, but insisting he go into the Marines right after graduation was pretty cruel. Ben could have been killed. He did a tour in Afghanistan, for God's sake!" complained Becky. "We're just lucky he's still alive."
"Dad felt it was less risk than Ben running with some of his high school friends. Two of them have died since graduation, and another is serving a ten year prison term," pointed out Olivia. "Look at how Ben grew and matured in the Marines. He went to college and got a degree after his tour of duty was up. I was angry at Dad back then, but I see how much good it all did Ben. I'm very proud of the man he's become."
"I still don't see why Grandpa put in that last provision that Ben be married by his twenty-seventh birthday or all of the company's holdings would be dispersed to charities. Hasn't Ben done enough?" asked an emotional Vickie.
"Dad felt that marriage and fatherhood should be one of the fundamental goals and achievements of a successful man," explained Olivia. "The will was written so I was to select a bride for Ben if he failed to find one through his own efforts by his birthday, which, as you know, is Monday. Ben understood and agreed to it, long ago. I know he expected to find the right girl before it became necessary for me to become involved, but it is what it is."
"That's why you're not telling Becky or Ben who they are expected to marry, isn't it? This way they'll be face to face and either hash it out or put an end to it.
"Ben making a scene at lunch was just him trying to marry the girl he loved before his mother stepped in and found a bride for him," marveled Vickie. "I wish that girl knew how much Ben loves her. That must have been embarrassing."
"My spies tell me he was devastated. All the staff is talking about it and wondering what the hell is wrong with Becky," acknowledged Olivia. "We're just a few hours away from finding out if Becky will go through with it. I have a very strong hunch that Miss Wentworth will stand in if we need a warm body."
"You mean Beverly?" asked Becky as she made a face expressing her displeasure. "She'd marry a damn donkey if it allowed her to get her hands on our family checkbook."
Shortly before one, Candice was with Becky, trying to talk her out of going through with a loveless marriage. "I promised I wouldn't tell anyone about you getting ownership of this place for marrying some sick bastard who can't find a wife on his own, but this is killing me. Ben's the guy for you! He loves you. I know he does. Why do you refuse to tell us what he did to upset you so much?
"He banged my future sister-in-law a couple days after he promised we'd be exclusive, okay? Are you happy now?" demanded Becky as she wiped tears away in an attempt to save her makeup.
"Ben did that? Are you sure? It sounds pretty strange to me. You said she was only here the one day and you got along great with her."
"Well, she was also here for one night and Ben got along ever better with her," replied Becky bitterly. "I can't be with a guy like that. If I accept lying, cheating and disrespect now, it'll only get worse."
"I just wish there was another way, Becky. Leona, Amber and I all liked Ben a lot. He seemed like such a good guy. We'll try to like your new very wealthy husband, just as much. It sounds like the music is starting. Your dad is here to walk you down the aisle. "
Ben stood waiting at the altar in the chapel at the resort, waiting for his bride. Tim Mason was his best man and Jim Peak was his groomsman. He had been told the bride would only have a maid of honor and one bridesmaid, so he should choose his attendants accordingly.
As he waited, he thought back when his grandfather told him he needed to become a man and stop being a burden to society. He wasn't entitled to the family wealth simply because he was born into the family. He needed change drastically, and permanently. That was why his grandfather insisted he join the Marines. Even in the current situation, Ben silently thanked his grandfather for insisting he turn his life around and make it mean something.
The bridal march began playing and Ben turned to watch his future wife enter the chapel. Her heavy veil made it impossible to identify her, but Ben had surprisingly little concern. If it wasn't Becky, it really didn't matter much. He noticed Candice, Amber and Leona standing with their mouths hanging open in surprise. Ben wondered if his mother had invited them, and if so, why?
The chapel was filled. Many of the seats were taken by employees given some time off to attend and fill the seats. Ben chuckled at their obvious shock at him being THE Bentley Johnson Blake, son of Olivia Blake and heir to a vast fortune. They all knew him as Ben, and that was the way he preferred it.
In the front were the other women who had been with Becky when he had humiliated himself so publicly the previous day. They were animatedly chattering to each other as the bride and her father stopped in front of him. Ben watched as the man lifted the veil and was stunned to see Becky!
Becky had forced herself to remain calm as her father escorted her down the aisle. She had decided to not look at her future husband until it was absolutely necessary. She had conducted an internet search and found nothing once Bentley Blake graduated from school. He had greasy long hair covering much of his face in every photo she could find on the web. It was a small wonder his mother had to buy a bride for him.
As her father lifted her veil, she raised her eyes to finally look at her future husband. It was Ben, looking incredibly handsome in a tailored tuxedo! The fact he looked so good served to fuel her anger.
"What in hell are you doing here?" she demanded. "I agreed to marry Bentley Blake, not Ben Johnson, if that's even your real name. If this is supposed to be a joke, it isn't funny."
"Your name is Bentley?" asked Ben's best man. "I wish we knew that over in the sand box. We would've busted your balls good."
"Not a good time, Tim," stated Ben. "Why are you here if you didn't want to marry me, Becky? I thought you believed I did some horrible thing to make you hate me. Did the money change your mind?"
"Fuck you and fuck your family's money!" shouted Becky. "You're a damn liar, a cheat and an asshole. There isn't enough money in the world to get me to marry you!"
"How did I ever lie or cheat? My name is Ben Johnson, or at least it's the one I used in the Marines. That's the closest I ever came to lying to you, except maybe posing as an employee here to learn more about the way Centerfield is currently operated" insisted Ben.
"How about that damn beautiful bitch standing by your mother?" yelled Becky. "Did she spend the night with you? It was the same day she lied to me about not wanting to steal my guy. That night she slept with you! You both make me sick."
"You mean my sister? You're upset because Vickie stayed at my place one night?"
"We didn't sleep together, thank you very much," broke in Vickie. "Ben told me he had fallen in love with some beautiful, if somewhat judgmental and neurotic bitch, so I drove down to check her out. You fooled me. I gave Ben my blessings the next morning, right after he got up off the couch and visited the bathroom."
"Vickie is your sister," stated Becky like she should have known it. "You didn't sleep with your sister. You slept on the couch, like a good brother would do."
"You thought I slept with my sister? What kind of creep do you think I am?" asked Ben angrily.
"No! I mean I didn't know she was your sister. I saw her leave your condo that morning. She hugged you and kissed your cheek. You were only wearing pajama bottoms, so I thought she had seduced you, or maybe you seduced her. I didn't know she was your sister."
"Didn't that night we spent together mean anything to you, Becky? Was I just a hookup, or was it more?"
"It was a lot more. You made me pregnant. You broke my heart when Vickie left your apartment and I thought you were lovers. I hated you, her and even myself. I don't know...
"Did you say you're pregnant?" asked Ben softly.
"Is that all you got out of my expression of despair and grief? I'm not sure it's yours. It could have been someone else. I have lots of lov..." was as far as she got before Ben pulled her to him and kissed her soundly.
Once he pulled back, Ben smiled at her. "Don't bullshit me. I know you haven't been seeing any others. You're not the only person who stalks their lover. Is this your father?"
At Becky's nod, Ben extended his hand to the older man who had escorted her down the aisle. The man tentatively took it and shook with Ben. "Sir, I'm in love with your daughter. I'm asking for your permission to ask her for her hand in marriage."
Becky's father had listened to everything that had transpired, but was totally confused at the turn of events. One thing he had gleaned was his daughter was pregnant. He felt the need to protect her.
"I don't know about that," began the man. That was as far as he got before Becky's mother elbowed him while his other two daughters called "Dad!" at the same time.
Those were actions the man understood. "If my daughter chooses to accept your proposal, we'd be pleased to have you in the family."
Ben once again dropped to a knee in front of Becky. "Becky, I love you and want you to be my wife. Will you marry me?"
"Yes!" responded Becky emphatically.
"Dude, I never saw a man propose on the altar during his own wedding before," observed Ben's groomsman, Jim. "Is your name really Bentley?"
Once the ceremony concluded and Becky and Ben had accepted well wishes from everyone, Becky's mother-in-law hugged her tightly. "Olivia, I feel guilty about taking money to marry your son. If I had known it was Ben and he wasn't sleeping with your daughter, I would have gladly married him with no compensation."
"Ben, along with his wife, will be the majority owner in the family businesses. He'll receive some input from his sister and mother, but will rely a great deal on his wife," replied Olivia with a chuckle as she hugged Becky a second time. "When you need someone to watch the baby, please think of me. It's well worth any price to have my son happy and a grandchild in my arms. As far as my family's concerned, you're a blessing."
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Bonnie Lipton was all smiles as she merged her BMW onto the interstate in Atlanta. She knew she'd arrive home a couple of hours later than planned, but she'd simply blame it on the famous Atlanta traffic. Nick had made the delay in leaving well worth the time she lost. He was almost ten years younger than Bonnie and was an excellent lover. He was good looking, smart, a great conversationalist, as well as young enough to recharge quickly.
Bonnie's thoughts then turned to her husband, Ron. He had just turned 44 and lacked Nick's stamina. He relied on his experience and knowledge of Bonnie's body to make their sex life very satisfying. It was always nice to go home and sleep in his arms after spending time with Nick. She realized that she had the best of both worlds and her smile became even wider.
The farther she traveled away from Atlanta, the less thought she gave to Nick. He was fun, but Ron and her daughter, Casey, were the people she loved. Bonnie wanted to spend time with them now that her libido had been well and truly satisfied. She understood her moods. She'd be patient and loving to Ron when she arrived home. He was a fine man and an exceptional husband.
Casey was athletic and smart. She had quite a few friends from her sports and school activities. It wasn't unusual to have two or three of her girlfriends hanging around the house on weekends. Bonnie enjoyed her interactions with the young women and they seemed to look up to her as a role model.
Bonnie made certain she was always well dressed. She held an excellent position with an architectural firm and was well respected in the community. She and Ron were well known individually, and as a couple. Ron now ran his family's successful construction company. He was never so busy that he couldn't show up for all of Casey's events at school. Bonnie always enjoyed sitting next to Ron as they watched their daughter play or perform. She knew more than a few of the other fathers enjoyed glancing at her surreptitiously, but she also noticed how many of the mothers gazed at Ron like they were vultures and he was road kill. Even with Bonnie sitting next to him, women often took time to chat and flirt with him. Her handsome husband never seemed to notice it, but it was all very apparent to Bonnie.
After hours on the road, Bonnie pulled into her garage to find her husband's pickup was gone. That was unusual and unexpected. Bonnie felt her mood begin to swing. The least her husband could do was to be home to greet her after a grueling business conference and the long drive home. The house was empty when Bonnie walked through to the master bedroom.
She couldn't quite place what caused it, but a queasy feeling began to take root deep in her gut. It was almost dinnertime and no one was home. The next day was Thursday, which meant Ron had work and Casey had school. That indicated they should be home soon, so Bonnie unpacked her bag before taking a shower.
As she wondered about Ron and Casey's unexplained absence, Bonnie remembered that her phone was turned off. It had been off since dinner the previous evening. She had been lost in thought on the drive home and never considered why she wasn't getting any calls. Ron might be pissed because she never called to thank him for the string of pearls. She had forgotten all about him the previous evening as Nick stoked her fires. As she toweled her hair dry, she switched her phone on.
*****
Ron had once again congratulated himself on his simple but brilliant plan to please and surprise his wife. He had known of her scheduled conference in Atlanta for months. Bonnie attended them twice a year.
As fate would have it, this conference was scheduled to fall on his twentieth wedding anniversary. A few weeks earlier, Ron had been approached about building a large vacation home for a family from Atlanta. Once the business part of his meeting was complete and Ron felt comfortable with the client, Boyd Drake, he brought up an idea which had just recently formed in his head.
"Boyd, my wife will be attending a conference in downtown Atlanta on the tenth of next month, which is our anniversary. I'd like to surprise her and her coworker with a nice dinner at a good restaurant somewhere close to her hotel. To top it off, I bought a pearl necklace which I'd like to see delivered to her at the table as she eats dinner."
"My daughter's the one to set that up for you," stated Boyd. "She's in college now and knows all the good places in the city. She could make sure the necklace made it into your wife's hands. It sounds like you plan on getting lucky when your wife gets back home. Why don't you just drive up to Atlanta with her and deliver it yourself?"
"I've offered in the past, but Bonnie insists she's too busy to spend time with me. She'll have a late dinner and get back to her hotel as soon as she can so she's rested for the next day. I have obligations here, and driving that far just to be ignored seems a bit foolish," reasoned Ron.
"I just had another idea," added Ron. "Suppose I buy your daughter and a friend of her choosing dinner if she'd be willing to sit at a the table close to Bonnie's and send me real time-video on Facebook? I'd love to see Bonnie's surprised look when she opens the box with the necklace."
"I'll give you my daughter's number and you can call or text her and set it up," replied Boyd. "I'm sure she'd be happy to help pull this off."
Ron had several pizzas delivered to his house for the party he was throwing in honor of his twentieth anniversary. He had invited his parents, Bonnie's parents his brother and sister-in-law, along with Bonnie's younger divorced sister. They were all expecting to watch Bonnie in real time as he surprised her with the anniversary gift. Ron's 16-year-old daughter, Casey, was also there with a couple of her girl friends. Ron had everything set so they could view the video on the large screen TV.
"Boyd's daughter is going to sit as close to Bonnie as she can without making her suspicious. She'll be sending video to me on Facebook Live. She's paid a server to deliver the wrapped gift after Bonnie and her coworker, Sue, order their meals. We'll see Bonnie's reaction in real time. This is going to be the best anniversary possible, considering we're so far apart," explained Ron with a happy smile. "I have things set so we won't transmit any audio, so feel free to make comments, including what a great idea I had."
"Who's the guy with Mom?" asked Casey as Bonnie came into view, holding hands with a good-looking younger man. "Didn't you say she'd be with Sue?"
"I don't know who he is," admitted Ron. "He appears to be a pretty good friend."
Bonnie's father simply made an 'harrumph' sound and scowled at Ron's statement.
As the couple took their seats, everyone who had gathered around Ron's TV easily heard the conversation.
"It sure was nice of your husband to buy our dinner tonight," observed the unknown man with a chuckle. "I'll do my best to make this anniversary a memorable one... at least for you. It'll be even better than your honeymoon."
"You'd better order the steak," replied Bonnie with a grin. "You're going to need your strength. My honeymoon was epic."
"Really?" asked the man. "Did you have a lover in the wings back then or did your husband actually manage to ring your chimes?"
"Ron did an excellent job, thank you for asking," quipped Bonnie. "You're the only lover I've had in the last twenty years, except for Ron, of course."
"Lucky for me he started slowing down," responded the man with a chuckle. "The good news is this. Tonight you'll have a far better twentieth anniversary than most women have. I'll make certain of that."
"Maybe we've seen enough," offered Bonnie's sister nervously. "This isn't really fair. Bonnie has no idea we're watching and listening. Why don't you turn it off, Ron?"
"We don't want to miss Bonnie's reaction when she gets her necklace, do we?" asked a determined but very red-faced Ron. "We'll watch this train wreck a little longer."
As the couple ordered, everyone heard Bonnie refer to her companion as 'Nick'. When the server left with the menus, another server appeared with a beautifully wrapped package.
"Look! Ron must have had an anniversary gift delivered here to the restaurant!" exclaimed Bonnie in delight as she began tearing the wrapping from the package.
"Isn't it beautiful?" asked Bonnie as she beamed at the string of pearls. "Would you hook it for me?"
"Sure. Just lean back toward me," directed Nick as he carefully attached the necklace. Once he completed his task, he ran his hands quickly over Bonnie's breasts.
"Your husband is so romantic. You're lucky to have such a handsome man," pointed out an older woman sitting at a nearby table.
"Right on both points," agreed Nick with a smile. "She has a romantic husband and a good looking boyfriend."
Bonnie glared at Nick, but the older women simply laughed at his comment.
"I gave you a pearl necklace last night, which I personally think looked much better on you than this one," joked Nick as he leaned in and kissed Bonnie on the lips.
"That's the difference between a husband and a lover," stated Bonnie with a sexy grin. "Husbands give us jewelry while lovers give us orgasms."
"I'm sorry, but I can't do this anymore!" whispered a pretty red haired girl who had to be Boyd's daughter, as she pulled her phone around. "I should have stopped sooner, but I was so stunned I was in shock. I'm so sorry it turned out like this. I'll make sure to erase everything off my phone. I have to go now!"
The TV went blank as everyone sat in stunned silence. One of Casey's friends was the first to speak.
"It's getting late. We'd better leave now. We'll see you tomorrow at school."
"If I even go," replied a teary eyed Casey. "Would it be okay if I went home with my friends, Dad? I feel like I need to be with them right now."
"Sure, Sweetheart. I understand. We'll talk tomorrow. Drive carefully, girls," Ron had to practically whisper, his throat was so dry.
"I don't know what to say," began Bonnie's mother. "I think we must have gotten the wrong impression about things. Bonnie loves you, Ron, and she would give her life for Casey. Don't so anything rash."
Ron's other guests pretty much reiterated those sentiments as they quietly discussed the situation. After a few more minutes of quiet discussion, Ron made a decision.
"I have a lot to think about, everyone. Please find your way out and allow me some time to be alone and go over my options."
Once everyone left, Ron dug out his luggage and began packing.
*****
Bonnie was surprised at the number of messages she had received and the calls she had missed since turning off her phone the previous evening. As she scanned her text messages, her heart sank.
Her sister and mother demanded to know who 'Nick' was and why she was so chummy with him. They insisted she had broken Ron's heart and Casey was extremely upset, as well. Her mother and sister had sent her no fewer than a dozen texts each. Bonnie scanned her messages to see if she had anything from Ron, and discovered she did not.
How did her family find out about Nick and how much did they actually know? Where were Ron and Casey? How could she dig herself out of the hole she found herself in? She needed to find out exactly what Ron knew, as well as what he merely suspected. Bonnie realized she had to speak to her family members to determine just how bad her situation was.
"Mom? It's me. I forgot I had turned my phone off last night," began Bonnie as calmly as she could. "I see you've been trying to reach me. Is anything wrong?"
"Only if you think losing your husband, alienating and embarrassing your daughter, shaming your parents and acting like a complete slut might create some problems down the road. I suppose it doesn't bother you very much or you wouldn't have been enjoying a damn pearl necklace from your boyfriend," ranted her mother.
"Ron gave me a string of pearls for our anniversary," reasoned Bonnie. "Why would that upset you?"
"Your father and I have seen enough old porn movies to know what your young man meant when he referred to you wearing his pearl necklace," revealed Bonnie's not-so straight laced mother.
"Mom! What made you think I'd do anything like that? Why do you think I have a boyfriend?" asked Bonnie as fear caused a knot to form in her gut.
"Don't play games with me. I'm not stupid!" snarled her mother. "Ron had a bunch of us over to watch you open his twentieth anniversary gift at the restaurant, He made a reservation for you and a coworker. I think her name was supposed to be Sue. We saw the whole sordid thing. Your husband treats you like a queen and you disrespect him. 'Husbands give jewelry while lovers give orgasms' pretty well summed everything up."
"You heard me say that?" asked a shocked Bonnie. "How is that possible?"
"Ron had some friend's daughter do some kind of live broadcast with her phone. He wanted us to see how happy you would be with his gift. Then we were all going to call and wish you a happy anniversary," related her mother sadly. "It looks like it may be your last anniversary, at least with Ron. Maybe you and lover-boy will get together again after everything settles down."
"Mom! You know I love Ron. That other guy doesn't mean anything to me. It was just something to pass the time. Those conferences get boring," insisted Bonnie.
"Oh, that makes all the difference," stated her mother sarcastically. "Ron's going to feel so much better knowing his wife isn't a round-heeled slut. She was just bored. I guess you have left your crossword puzzle home."
"Calling me names isn't helpful, Mom. How am I going to convince Ron he's the only man I love?"
"You haven't even convinced me, so I'd say you have your work cut out for you," replied her mother. "Watching you with that man was the worst thing I've ever seen. I really doubt Ron found it any better."
Bonnie considered her situation after speaking to her mother. Her entire family had seen and heard everything she and Nick had discussed at dinner the night before. As she recalled her conversation with Nick at dinner, Bonnie realized how bad her situation was. She decided to call Casey.
"Casey, where are you?" asked Bonnie when Casey answered her phone.
"I'm with Morgan. She's been trying to console me over my family breaking up," responded Bonnie's daughter.
"We're not breaking up. Please come home now and we'll talk about it. Where's your father?" asked Bonnie tentatively.
"He moved up to the lake cottage," replied Casey. "I don't think he wants to see you. He was so happy last night when he asked everyone over to watch you open your gift. You pretty much ripped his heart out when you showed up with a lover instead of Sue."
"Please come home now," repeated Bonnie as she tried to think of something she could say to Ron to gain his forgiveness.
Once she ended her conversation with Casey, Bonnie began to look around the house. She noticed Ron's laptop and some file cabinets were gone from the study. His bedroom closet had been completely emptied. It was as bare as Mother Hubbard's cupboard. Bonnie fought back tears as she wandered aimlessly around the house, noticing what items were missing. Ron had not taken any pictures with her in them. That fact seemed especially damning.
Looking for something to take her mind off her faltering marriage, Bonnie began preparing dinner for Casey. By the time Casey came through the door, she had managed to conjure up a small meal.
Casey was sullen and only spoke to Bonnie when she was asked a direct question. Even then, Casey kept her response as brief as possible. Bonnie admitted to herself that her daughter had good reason to be pissed at her, but she hoped the animosity would at least diminish over time, if not disappear totally.
The next morning at sunup, Bonnie walked into their lake cabin to find Ron uncomfortably hunched up and passed out on the small sofa. Numerous empty beer cans were scattered around the floor.
"Ron? Honey, we need to talk. Can you wake up, please?"
Ron slowly opened his eyes and groaned. He gradually stood and proceeded to the bathroom without saying a word. Bonnie decided to make some coffee while she waited for her husband to return. A few minutes later, a freshly showered Ron came back into the kitchen as Bonnie placed a mug in front of him.
Bonnie hoped Ron would begin the difficult conversation, but that hope soon died. It was apparent he had no intention of starting the discussion.
"Ron, I'm so sorry about what happened. I love the pearls. It was a wonderful gift which I'll always cherish. I wish I had known you were broadcasting everything to the family. It would have been nice if you had told me about that."
"Fuck you," was all Ron managed in the way of reply as he fumed over Bonnie's effort to cast him as the offender.
Bonnie was surprised and hurt by Ron's response. In all of their years together, he had never spoken to her in a disrespectful manner. It was a clear indication of the pain she had caused him.
"That's not helpful," responded Bonnie calmly. "Tell me what I need to do to make this right. You're the only man I've ever loved. That hasn't changed. We can work through this together."
"Help me out here. What exactly is the problem you want to work through?" asked Ron calmly. "Is the problem that I surprised you with an anniversary gift in a nice restaurant where I made reservations for you and a friend? Is the problem I had a client's daughter agree to send a real time video of your reaction? Is the problem that I mistakenly thought it was a gift you'd appreciate? Explain to me what the problem is so I know just what the fuck you're talking about."
"You know what the problem is," insisted Bonnie. "You saw me with Nick last night at the restaurant."
"I know you have dinner with other people now and then. Why do you think that's a problem," questioned Ron.
"You know damn well why it's a problem. I told you I was going to dinner with Sue but actually went with Nick. You overheard our conversation and found out we've been sleeping together. That's the problem we need to work on!"
"Just to be clear, is the problem that I, along with your entire family, overheard your conversation, or is the problem that you've been spreading your legs for other men?"
"My behavior is the problem," admitted a red-faced Bonnie as she realized going on the offensive wouldn't work in her current situation. "You were just trying to be nice to me on our anniversary. You didn't do anything wrong."
"Okay, we're making progress. Now tell me why you've been fucking around on me, how long you've been fucking around, and with how many men you've been fucking around," demanded Ron. "Is Casey my biological daughter? Is there a chance the mailman fathered her?"
"There's no need to be vulgar, or insulting," stated an emotionally stunned Bonnie. "Of course Casey is your daughter. Nick is the only lover I've had since before we started dating. Your comment about how many men have I had and the mailman being Casey's father was just plain cruel."
"I'm having some trouble following your logic here," countered Ron. "You admit you're a cheating slut, but insist a line be drawn as to how big a slut you are? You want me to be polite and understanding, not to mention gullible, when you tell me you're a one man slut. You're proud of the fact you haven't cheated on me very often.
"By the way, how long have you been fucking Slick Nick, and how often? You neglected to mention those pertinent facts while you were rejecting the title of town bicycle."
"This was the third conference we've slept together," admitted a teary eyed Bonnie as she finally began to sense the depth of Ron's anger and humiliation. "Other than you, he's the only man I've been with since we got married twenty years ago."



"That would be two nights together for each of the three conferences," stated Ron. "Did you ever fuck him anywhere else?"
"No!" proclaimed Bonnie. "It was a total of six times and I deeply regret it. I owe you an apology."
"You're telling me a young stud like Nick was only able to get it up once a night with a fox like you?" questioned Ron. "He never fucked you more than once in a night?"
"What difference does that make?" asked a bewildered Bonnie. "We probably did it three times each night."
"Now for the big question," announced Ron. "Why did you fuck another man? Was sex with me so unrewarding, so mundane, so pathetic you needed to find a younger better hung lover?"
"Of course not! I was bored and he pursued me relentlessly. I was weak. It was never about you, or our sex life. It was about my vanity, maybe a midlife crisis. He means nothing to me. I swear it!"
"I see. You had sex with a man who met nothing to you," repeated Ron. "Have you fucked Mr. Jenkins?"
"The guy who lives down the street and wears those ridiculous shirts?" asked a very confused Bonnie. "Of course not. I hardly know him, but I find him repulsive."
"So he means nothing to you?" continued Ron. "You just told me you fuck men you don't love and who mean nothing to you. Jenkins fits that description, so why don't you spread your legs for him?"
"I didn't say I sleep with every man who means nothing to me!" explained a distraught Bonnie. "I slept with Nick because he was good looking, suave, and successful. He pursued me."
"You're telling me you'll only spread your legs for good looking successful men who chase after you? Other than a few guys like that, you're a faithful wife. If you don't love the men you fuck, doesn't it follow that you don't love me?"
"No! I'm telling you I made a horrible mistake and it'll never happen again," stated Bonnie with emotion. "I love you, but not Nick."
"How do I know that?" asked Ron gently. "You promised to be faithful to me at our wedding and a few other times over the years. You're a beautiful woman. Good looking, successful men will always be pursuing you. I can't trust you. I can't even give you the great sex you seem to enjoy so much."
"Don't ever think that, Ron! I love sex with you. It's special and it makes me feel loved," replied Bonnie.
"What did Nick make you feel that you kept going back to him?" asked Ron softly.
"Dirty. Used. Different than a mother, or a wife. It was the wrongness that sucked me in. It wasn't love."
"Did you suck his cock? Did he fuck you in the ass?" asked a subdued Ron.
"Why does that matter? It's you I love!" protested Bonnie in obvious embarrassment before adding. "You know I wouldn't let anyone have my ass, not even you."
"I have a lot to consider. You're standing there telling me you love me and not him, yet you suck his cock, but haven't given him your ass... yet. It's hard for me to accept you'd do so much more for a man who means nothing to you than for a man you love," reasoned Ron.
"You haven't indicated you wanted oral sex in a long time. I wasn't against it so much as I thought you'd lost interest," protested Bonnie, even as she realized how pathetic she must have sounded.
"Yeah, what married guy wants a blowjob from his wife, especially when she hands them out like candy? You told me on our honeymoon I would be the only man you loved," recalled Ron. "You and Slick must have had quite a few laughs at my expense."
"It wasn't like that. He never talked about you. I would have never allowed it," insisted Bonnie.
"You seem to forget I heard a few minutes of your conversation. The asshole badmouthed me several times and you went along with it. Remember how I'm slowing down? He gave you a better twentieth anniversary than most wives ever get. You never disagreed, did you?
"Why are we even wasting our time here?" demanded Ron suddenly. "You found someone new. I accept that. It seems like you should as well. Why pretend you want to stay married? It's pretty damn obvious you didn't like being my wife, and we won't even talk about the bad sex. You're beautiful, successful and intelligent, while I bring nothing to the table. It was only a matter of time before you looked for something better. Congratulations on finding it! Don't let the door hit you on the ass on the way out."
"Ron, we can't let this discussion end so badly. We have to talk it out and find a way back," Bonnie pleaded tearfully.
"You can have your lawyer speak to my lawyer. We're done, Bonnie. I'm going to divorce you. You've left me no choice."
Bonnie went to work that day only to have an irate Sue corner her by the break room. "Why was Ron asking me about going with you to Atlanta for that conference? You know full well I stopped going to those after you decided to spend nights with that Romeo from the Chicago office. I don't want you using me as a cover for your cheating."
"Ron called you? What did you tell him?" questioned Bonnie dejectedly.
"The truth. I haven't gone to the last two conferences. I got the impression you told him we were sharing a room and spending time at the conference together," complained Sue. "I don't appreciate being used like that."
"It won't be a problem again, Ron found out this trip. I think he's going to divorce me," confessed Bonnie.
"What other outcome could you possibly expect?" demanded Sue. "No decent man can accept that level of disrespect."
"I was too fucking stupid and self-centered to even think about Ron finding out," answered Bonnie candidly. "He's moved out."
"Don't you think you made your choice when you slept with the slimy bastard from Chicago?" asked Sue a little more gently. "I'm sorry you lost Ron, but I warned you it would happen if you kept it up. I wasn't the one who told him, if that's what you're thinking."
"I know that, Sue. I owe you an apology. I abused your friendship. I wish I had listened to you, but I was so damn smart and entitled. I don't deserve a man like Ron."
*****
Ron had taken the day off from work after learning Bonnie was cheating on him. He was determined to move all of his belongings to his lake house before Bonnie made it home. He had no interest in listening to her reasons or excuses for cheating. He was sickened when he considered life without Bonnie, but he knew he could never forgive her cold-hearted disregard for his feelings, as well as her ambivalence toward fidelity and respect.
Her surprise visit the next morning had simply exposed the huge emotional gap that separated them. She had said nothing that could help him forgive her cheating. He made an appointment with a lawyer for the next afternoon.
He was preparing to leave the office for his meeting with a divorce lawyer the next day when he was notified of a new email. It was from Bonnie. He considered whether he should read or simply delete it. After an internal discussion, he opened the email. In her typical fashion, Bonnie had addressed the problem head on. He felt nothing but despair as he read her missive.
"Ron,
I know I really screwed up this time. I was stupid enough to think you'd never find out, so my actions would never hurt you. I was wrong. Lying and cheating will destroy a marriage, even if one partner is unaware that it's happening. You deserve so much better. I have never wanted anything as much in my life as I want you to forgive me, but I will not dispute any action you take regarding our marriage. I forfeited the right to be involved in your decision. I love you and wish you the very best. You are a fine man, husband and father. This is entirely on me. I accept that truth, although I hate that I did this to us. You may not believe it, but I love you, and I always will.
Bonnie"
Ron fought back the tears as he read Bonnie's admission and plea for forgiveness. It was like her to accept the blame for her actions once she had time to consider the situation. She was a strong woman who demanded the best from others, as well as herself. He felt empty and could see no reason to respond to the email. He had nothing left to say.
*****
After the morning Bonnie went to see him at the lake cabin, Casey was her only source of information regarding Ron. That Friday afternoon, Casey called Bonnie to tell her she would be going to her father's cabin for the weekend. Ron would bring her back home Sunday evening. Bonnie realized that was how her life was going to be moving forward.
She spent a miserable weekend thinking about how badly she had messed up her life. She had no idea how she could fix her mistake, or even if it was possible to fix. Had she totally destroyed her once happy marriage?
Casey looked quite glum when she came home Sunday evening. "Dad's decided to get a divorce. He can't live with someone who's lost all respect for him. I saw him cry a few times this weekend. I'd never seen that before in my whole life. Do you have any idea how much you hurt him? I guess your boyfriend must be a lot better than Dad."
"He's not my boyfriend and he can't hold a candle to your father," replied a shaken Bonnie. "It was a huge mistake and I deeply regret it. Your father is the best man I've ever known."
"Forgive both Dad and me for being skeptical," retorted Casey. "That wasn't the first time you slept with that scumbag, was it? You've been cheating on us for years, haven't you?"
Bonnie realized it was time she stopped lying to her family. "I slept with him at the two conferences before this last one. It was wrong, and I apologize."
"It was wrong? That's an understatement, don't you think, Mother?" insisted Casey angrily. "You betrayed Dad in the worst way possible. Didn't you swear to be faithful when you married him? Did you have your fingers crossed so it wouldn't count?"
"I know you're upset with me, but not as much as I am. Your father is a wonderful man and a great dad. You know that. What I did doesn't mean I think less of him. I was very foolish," admitted Bonnie sadly.
"Whatever!" declared Casey before marching off to her room.
Bonnie's life settled into a new normal. She and Casey were barely civil to each other. Work became her life raft. Everything there remained normal, except for Sue's cold attitude toward her.
She went to Casey's school events, but usually sat alone unless her mother went with her. It was the only time she got to see Ron. He always sat as far from her as he reasonably could, and other parents quickly noticed. It soon became common knowledge they were getting divorced.
Bonnie occasionally heard fathers, both single and married, make lewd comments and suggestions. It was quite apparent that word of Bonnie's betrayal had spread through the community.
Ron threw himself into his business. That was the silver lining in the entire fiasco. The irony was Bonnie would be getting half of the business. His lawyer had proposed a few tactics which would have decreased Bonnie's share of the business, but Ron refused to listen.
"Bonnie worked alongside me and even supplied a share of her paycheck to keep us afloat back when we first took over the family business," insisted Ron. "There'd be nothing to split up if it hadn't been for her. I'm not going to deny the facts."
Bonnie was quite surprised when her lawyer explained to her how Ron was conceding half his ownership of the business to her. Ron's best friend, Dan, had bought into the company years prior when Ron was experiencing a cash flow crisis. Dan was a silent partner who owned a third of the company. Ron conceding half of their shared ownership to Bonnie, left him in a vulnerable position. He owned and controlled only a third of the business.
"Tell Ron this is too much," insisted Bonnie to her lawyer. "He's the one who gave the business all of his time and energy. If he insists on giving me a share, tell him I'll settle for a tenth of what we own. He'll retain control without any possible dispute."
Ron was nothing if not stubborn. When the snow melted the following spring, Bonnie was once again a single woman, as well as a third owner in Lipton Enterprises. She had been unable to even persuade Ron to speak with her on the phone. He had shut her completely out of his life.
Casey told Bonnie she wanted to spend the summer between her junior and senior year of high school at the lake cabin with her father. Bonnie knew it was yet another effort by Casey to punish her, but accepted that she had earned her daughter's contempt.
For his part, Ron was delighted. He had plans drawn up to almost double the size of the cabin. Owning a construction company made it relatively easy to complete constructions by the end of July. It was now a three bedroom lake home. Each bedroom had its own bath and a good view of the lake. It was a thoroughly modernized and comfortable home.
Ron held an open house for his friends and neighbors at the lake on the first weekend in August. Casey's friends were all invited. One of them brought an older cousin, who Ron could not help but notice. She was a striking blonde who filled out her fairly modest two-piece bathing suit very well. As the day wore on, Ron found the young woman near him much of the time. She laughed at his jokes and flirted with him at every opportunity.
"So, Dad, are you trying to get into Patti's little bikini bottoms?" asked Casey at one point when the two found themselves alone in the kitchen.
"Of course not!" protested Ron. "She can't be more than 25 and I haven't decided to start dating."
"She's 27 and seems pretty interested in you," replied Casey with a knowing smile. "She's been asking how long you've been single, how old you are, what you do for a living, all the stuff women want to know about potential husbands."
"I just met her today," replied Ron. "Don't even think about bringing up the word marriage to me. I tried it once and that was enough."
"I'm not implying anything other than she seems interested. I wouldn't mind if you dated her. She's pretty nice and you need someone to help you get over Mom. From what I've seen, Patti isn't in any hurry to get married. I think she's working on her career right now. That doesn't mean she wouldn't enjoy some male companionship."
"Thanks for enlightening me," joked Ron to his daughter. "That girl is way too attractive to be interested in an old guy like me, but thanks for the vote of confidence. I appreciate your faith in me."
*****
Bonnie's company occupied the top two floors of an office building in the business district. A very popular Italian Bistro was located at the end of the same block. She usually had lunch there every Thursday with several of her friends from work.
Because she kept an informal lunch schedule, she often saw the same people eating a lunch at the same time. Bonnie and her workmates became friendly with employees of several other companies located in her building.
One afternoon, the bistro was unusually crowded and Bonnie's group was unable to secure a table. One of the women from Benson Advertising, which was located on the second floor of her building, invited her group to join them at a large table. They quickly accepted the invitation.
Once everyone gave their first names in the way of an introduction, the conversation began. One of the women with the advertising group was especially attractive and very friendly. Bonnie found herself enjoying the good humor of the younger woman. She smiled as the other ladies began teasing the woman.
"We don't all have a rich boyfriend with a big house on Lake Henry," teased the woman Bonnie knew as Mary. "It must be nice waking up with the morning sun reflecting off the lake."
"It is," agreed the younger woman, "especially with a good looking guy spooning and gently fondling me. It's a real chore getting out of bed."
"If he's the guy who picked you up after work on Thursday, I can see why it would be a challenge," stated another woman. "He looked a little older than you, but seemed to be in good shape. He had all his hair and was pretty easy on the eye."
"Ron's all of that and more," offered the young woman as she smiled broadly. "He's a genuinely nice guy and a very good lover."
Bonnie's friend immediately asked the very question Bonnie didn't want to even consider. "You aren't talking about Ron Lipton, are you?"
"Do you know Ron?" asked the young beauty before adding, "You have to admit he's a good looking guy."
"He's a great guy, but he used to be Bonnie's husband," revealed her coworker. "I think we should change the subject."
"Don't be so dramatic," insisted Bonnie as she leaned toward the younger woman and offered her hand. "I'm Bonnie Lipton. I didn't catch your name."
"Patti Lawson. Ron said his ex-wife was beautiful, but I thought he was probably blinded by love," admitted Patti. "It turns out he didn't do you justice. I hope you aren't upset that I'm living with Ron now."
"I certainly can't blame you, or him, for that matter," answered Bonnie truthfully. "You're a lovely young woman with an amazing figure. I can easily see why Ron would be attracted to you. I do wonder why Casey never said anything about you to me."
"I can't speak for Casey, except to say you've done a wonderful job raising your daughter. She's very intelligent and thoughtful as well as beautiful, like her mother. I enjoy when she visits us," concluded Patti.
That evening, Bonnie questioned Casey as they ate dinner. "Why didn't you tell me your father had a beautiful girlfriend move in with him? That's something I would have been interested in."
"Truthfully, Mom? I didn't want to hurt your feelings. I know how you feel about Dad," replied Casey. "I'm still upset that you cheated on him, but I don't want to make you miserable because of your poor choices. Pattie is really good for Dad. He finally seems happy again."
"This may surprise you, but I'm pleased to hear Ron's happy. He's a fine man and deserves to be with a woman who loves him, even if it's not me."
"I don't think she loves Dad, but she does like him a lot. She's made it clear she's putting her career first for the next few years. She wants to make it big in marketing.
"Are you going to start dating, Mom? Are you in touch with your boyfriend from the conferences? Do you think you may get together with him?" asked Casey.
"Nick? He's not the kind of man I'd look for in a relationship," confessed Bonnie. "He's shallow, somewhat crude, selfish and conceited. I never thought of him as more than a diversion. It turned out he diverted my life into hell, although I knew what I was doing. I shouldn't blame him for my weakness."
"Are you interested in anyone?" questioned Casey. "You're still beautiful. I've noticed how some of the fathers and teachers look at you and go out of their way to be nice to you at my school events."
"Honestly? I think Ron ruined me for other men," replied Bonnie with a sad smile. "The reason for our divorce is known by most of the people in the area. It makes women sympathize with your father while men think of me as an easy score. I suppose I was easy for Nick, but I won't be making that mistake again."
"I just don't understand how you could have cheated on Dad when you love him so much," wondered Casey. "He always treated you with love and respect. What went wrong?"
"I've been asking myself that very question," admitted Bonnie. "I think I began to take your father for granted. I knew he loved me. I was very secure with that love. It somehow translated into trying another man, maybe because I knew I had a safety net at home. Ron was my anchor. He was always there for me. I stupidly assumed he always would be. I could stray a little without him knowing and still have my devoted husband at home. I pray you find a man like Ron when you're ready for a family, and use my experience as a cautionary tale.
"Never take more than you give in a relationship. Be loyal, faithful and honest. If you find yourself considering anything which could harm your relationship, discuss it with him. I've shown you what happens when you lie and cheat."



Bonnie occasionally bumped into Patti at lunch time. She was surprised at how much she liked the woman. She also embarrassed herself at how eager she was to hear any news regarding Ron. Casey was reluctant to say too much about her father to Bonnie. Being his daughter, she wouldn't be privy to some of the more personal aspects of his life. Patti was quite willing to discuss Ron with her friends.
"Bonnie, it's pretty obvious you still love Ron," observed Patti one day as the two women ate lunch. "He never says anything negative about you, but it's obvious you hurt him badly. I'm not here to judge you, but I have to tell you that I'd never cheat when I'm in a relationship. I find it hard to believe that you did. Everything I see and hear from you indicates you love and respect him."
"I'd urge you to remember that when the flame of passion diminishes and everyday life bogs you down," responded Bonnie. "I lost my way and I paid the price. Love isn't always wild sex and great vacations. Sometimes it's trying to decide when to have the septic pumped or what color you should paint the house. It becomes mundane, but that's normal. Ron is an honest businessman, a considerate loyal friend and a great father. I'll always love him, but I betrayed him in the worst way a wife can. I've learned from it. I guess I'm too late smart."
"Last night I told Ron I was accepting a position in Seattle and I'll be leaving in two weeks. It's a great opportunity for me. I told him from the start that I was placing my career first, but I could tell my news upset him," revealed Patti. "I'm telling you this so you know what he's going through and possibly help him if he gets depressed. He really is a great guy. He's just not my forever guy."
"I'm sure he'll miss you a great deal. Ron doesn't do things on a whim. If he asked you to live with him, it meant he thought very highly of you as a person, your beauty notwithstanding. That said, he's a strong man. I tested that strength but he survived. He actually upgraded," stated Bonnie with a small grin. "He'll miss you, but he's a great catch and I doubt his bed will be empty very long."
"Yeah, that's why I'm giving you advanced knowledge," replied Patti with a smile of her own. "What you do with the information is up to you."
It was just a week later when Ron's best friend and silent partner, Dan, asked Bonnie to meet him for lunch at the bistro. The dining area was crowded but they found a small table off to the side.
After the usual greetings and formalities, Dan brought up the reason for his request to meet with Bonnie. "You know that tract of land Ron bought on Route 21 not far from the river? I have a buyer willing to pay almost two million for it. Ron bought it for a song. The profit would be huge. Your third would be well over half a million."
"Ron said that land was a steal and would be worth a lot some day. Is he going to sell it?" asked Bonnie as she wondered how she figured into the discussion.
"That's the problem," replied Dan. "He says he thinks it'll be worth more to the company if he offers it for a long term lease. He'd have it written into the contract that his company would build the structure the lessee required for its business."
"That sounds like Ron," admitted Bonnie with a smile as she thought about how business savvy he was. "I'm sure he's done the math and his plan will make more profit in the long term. What's the problem?"
"I think we should take the quick profit and sell the land. Planning ten and fifteen years ahead is great, but I'd like have the money now. You own a third of the company. I own a third. Together, we could insist Ron accept the offer and then pay us our share of the profits. Ron wouldn't be hurt. Hell, he'd get half a million cash to soothe any ruffled feathers."
Bonnie felt her anger building as she listened to Dan make his pitch. "You're asking me to betray Ron's trust? You think the money means more to me than Ron's 'ruffled feathers', as you call them? Let me tell you something! Ron would view this as a complete and utter betrayal by his wife and best friend. It would be the worst thing you could possibly do to him!"
"Worse than his wife fucking some young buck at a conference?" taunted Dan. "You're his ex-wife for a reason. You've already betrayed him. He divorced your cheating ass. This is a chance to get a little payback and a nice chunk of change at the same time," reasoned Dan. "That loyal wife shit won't fly. We both know that description doesn't fit you."
"I did betray Ron. I admit it," responded Bonnie in a controlled fury. "I was stupid and selfish, but I never meant to hurt him. He's better than both of us and deserves far better business partners than either of us will ever be. That said, I will never betray him again. I'd rather lose my last penny than hurt Ron like this. I proved I was a lousy wife and you've just proven yourself to be a piss-poor friend and partner.
"Ron will control my share of the company as long as I draw a breath. In fact, I'll have a new will drawn up to be certain Ron gets my share when I die. You should know better than to question his business acumen. He's forgotten more than you'll ever know!" stated Bonnie angrily as she stood and placed a bill on the table to cover her mostly uneaten lunch. She then looked Dan in the eye. "Please don't try stealing that, too."
Bonnie answered her doorbell almost a month later to find Ron standing on her stoop. She was very surprised. Ron had studiously avoided her since the morning after she had returned from her ill-fated conference.
"Ron? Come in. Is everything okay? Casey just left a few minutes ago if you're looking for her," stated Bonnie as she marveled at how flustered being with Ron now made her.
"I came to talk to you, if you have the time," began Ron as he stepped inside what had been his home for over fifteen years. "Can you spare a few minutes? If you're busy, I'll try another time."
"I'm not busy," replied Bonnie quickly. "I just made some coffee. Why don't we sit in the kitchen?"
"I appreciate you seeing me on such short notice," said Ron as he lifted his coffee mug. "You always made great coffee."
"I didn't even know how to make coffee when we were first married," replied Bonnie with a chuckle. "It took some time for me to get it right."
"I didn't marry you for the coffee," retorted Ron. "You had other attributes I found much more appealing."
"I never heard you call them attributes before," stated Bonnie, still smiling. "I did hear you refer to them as Smith & Wesson a few times."
"Yeah, you brought out the big guns and I was helpless to resist you," admitted Ron.
"Patti must have had you wrapped around her finger, or some body part," observed Bonnie. "She packs some serious heat."
"I appreciate how well you treated Patti. She thinks you're a remarkable person. Her opinion of you is one reason I'm here. One of her friends overheard you and Dan at lunch a couple of weeks back.
"Patti told me about it before she headed for the left coast. She felt your loyalty and integrity were exceptional. I have to agree. After the way I treated you in the divorce, you still turned Dan down flat. A lot of women who had been so quickly divorced by their husband would have wanted revenge, or payback, at least."
"I'd never do that to you, Ron. I know how hard you work on your projects and how much they mean to you. I also know you'll make that land yield a much better return that Dan was looking for. He was foolish to doubt you," concluded Bonnie.
"I appreciate your vote of confidence. Patti helped me to accept that you're my partner, even though I've been running the business as if it's all mine. I need to allow you the opportunity to express your opinion and to tell me how you'd like to proceed," stated Ron. "If you want to sell that property and split the profits on it, I'll go along with it.
"Dan's been after me to sell it," revealed Ron." I think he's strapped for cash. He feels we should each be able to draw half a million out of the business without hamstringing it if we sold that land. Would you want that, too?"
"I think you probably have plans for that property which would net the company a nice profit and community good will," replied Bonnie with obvious pride. "You never looked for quick buck. You always wanted to improve the area while making a good living. You have something planned for that tract, don't you?"
"I've been negotiating a long term lease with General Hospital to build an emergency care complex on the land," confessed Ron. "It wouldn't be as profitable as the luxury condo project the company Dan is pushing to build, but it would still turn a nice profit and we'd also have the contract to build it. That would create jobs as well as good will."
"I guessed it would be something like that," responded Bonnie a bit smugly. "You're a good business man but you're also invested in the community. That separates you from men like Dan."
"Dan feels it would be better to get the quick profit. I don't agree with that line of thought. I understand he came to you to pitch his ideas and you turned him down cold."
"I trust you implicitly, Ron. You've never given me reason not to trust you. I'll back your decisions regarding the business to the hilt," promised Bonnie. "I guess that sounds strange when you already know you can't trust me, but it's the truth.
"I've been thinking about how Dan has been trying to interfere in your business. It's occurred to me that we should buy him out. If he's cash poor, he'll probably listen to a reasonable offer. He'd be happy and you'd be free to run your business the way you see fit," reasoned Bonnie.
"I thought of that, but I don't have the capital to accomplish it," conceded Ron.
"We could sell this house," suggested Bonnie. "I can rent a nice two bedroom apartment for Casey and me. We've built a lot of equity up over the years. The house is almost paid for and you made some major improvements. It would bring enough for us to be able to buy out Dan."
"This is your house now that we're divorced. You'd be willing to sell it put that money into the business?" asked a disbelieving Ron. "I don't know how soon I'll make the deal for the urgent care center. I can't guarantee you'll get your money back soon, or even that you'll get it back at all."
"Do I look worried?" joked Bonnie. "Remember I was married to you for twenty years. You'll make it back, with interest. If for some reason you don't, that's okay. I owe you, Ron. The money couldn't ever make up for my disrespect, but it will get Dan out of your hair."
"I'll go along with it if you'll come and live at the lake house with Casey and me," blurted Ron, before quickly adding, "You'll have your own room with its own bath. It really turned out nice."
"I don't think that would work," replied Bonnie sadly. "There's the privacy issue, not to mention dating and all the drama that would create for you."
"I'm sorry. I didn't think about your social life," apologized Ron. "Of course you wouldn't want to bring a date back to the house when the ex-husband is living there, especially that guy Nick. That would be awkward."
"I don't date and have no intention of starting," replied Bonnie. "I stopped going to the conferences and haven't spoken to Nick since that disastrous trip.
"You're the one who would be inconvenienced. No woman would want to spend the night with you when your ex is sleeping in the next room. Finding a woman willing to move in with you would be extremely unlikely with me there, although I wouldn't rule it out. I've seen how women fall all over you."
"I divorced you for sleeping with that guy, and then I went and moved Patti in with me. My conduct wasn't the best example for Casey, was it?" asked Ron rhetorically. "My only defense is that I was depressed and lonely. Another man had taken my wife from me and my self-confidence was pretty low. Patti was able to restore it for me."
"I'm sorry I damaged your self-esteem. I wish it had never happened, but I certainly don't blame you for taking up with Patti. She's a lovely woman. You're a single man and can enter into any relationship you desire," said Bonnie before adding. "I don't think I ever apologized properly for my behavior. It wasn't something you caused or created. It was all on me. I really screwed the pooch and I'm truly sorry for the pain and inconvenience I caused."
"You really hurt me, Bonnie. I was never unfaithful. I lived for you and Casey. I went from having it all to feeling like a complete failure," admitted Ron. "Patti helped me see that while I may have not been the perfect husband, I wasn't the reason you cheated. You could have told me you were unhappy with our marriage, or our sex life, or whatever. I would have worked to make it better, if I had known."
"I was just stupid, Ron, not unhappy. You were a very good husband, a great dad for Casey and a wonderful lover," stated Bonnie. "I lost my way and I deserve to be unhappy. It sounds strange, but being unhappy makes me happy. I feel like I'm paying for my sins."
"Would you at least come and look at the lake house?" asked Ron. "I'd like to show it to you and get your opinion. I used some of the ideas we discussed over the years on the remodeling. I think you'll approve."
"Casey has a volleyball match in two hours. Can I take a rain check on that offer," asked Bonnie.
"Let's look at it before the match. We can ride there together," proposed Ron. "I'll drop you off here afterward."
"Aren't you worried people will think we're getting back together if we go as a couple? Usually, you sit as far from me as possible," pointed out Bonnie.
"Yeah, I've been a bit of an ass, but in my defense, you shit all over me and our marriage. You couldn't have expected me to be cordial to you," reasoned Ron.
"Actually, you were much nicer to me than I would have been to you if the tables had been reversed," admitted Bonnie. "Your settlement offer was far too generous. We both know that."
"It looks like that kindness is paying off," quipped Ron. "We're thinking of selling the house so we can buy out Dan. I'm still having trouble believing you're willing to do that."
"Honestly, Ron. You can have anything of mine you want. You've always been a fair man. I know you won't hurt me, even though I deserve it."
"Let me show you the lake house," offered Ron to change the subject and give himself time to settle his emotions.
Bonnie raved about the remodeling as Ron showed her though the house. "You really did a great job! Casey's room is so big, and she has her own bath. That's every teenage girl's dream."
When Ron showed Bonnie the second bedroom, Bonnie felt it was time to address the elephant in the room. "This is a beautiful room with another amazing bathroom, but I can't stay here, Ron. It would be far too painful to see you every day and be reminded of what I lost. We'll sell the house and I'll get an apartment. I'll be fine."
"We have to leave soon for Casey's match, Let me show you the master bedroom," persuaded Ron. "It's bigger than the others. I know you'll like it."
"This is beautiful. You did a wonderful job, but you always do," praised Bonnie as she surveyed the master bedroom. "That's why your business is so successful. You have an eye for detail."
"Would you stay with Casey and me if you had this room?" asked Ron abruptly.
"I'd still see you every day and I don't think I could handle that," stated Bonnie sadly.
"I didn't mean you'd have it to yourself," explained Ron nervously. "I thought, maybe, we could share it."
Bonnie raised her eyebrows a she studied Ron's face. "Are you asking me to share your bed?"
"I've felt like crap since that day I found out you cheated and I left home. I miss you so much I ache at times. You screwed up pretty bad, but I slept with Patti for several months. That took some of the sting out of your betrayal, but doesn't absolve it. I wonder if we can get past all the shit and try getting back together."
"I'm not willing to be a booty call for you," replied Bonnie firmly. "If you want to punish me more, I won't do it. If I moved in, I'd be totally faithful to you and would expect the same from you. No more young hotties in your bed. There would be only me, or I'd be gone in a heartbeat. I've worked hard on getting my self-respect back. I intend to keep it. I love you, Ron, but you have to be all in, or I'm out."
No one was more surprised than Casey when her parents walked into the gym arm in arm. She hurried over to speak to them where no one else could hear.
"Mom? Dad? Does this mean..." began Casey, but Ron smiled and nodded before she could finish her question.
Casey threw her arms around her mother and hugged her tightly while speaking into her ear. "Welcome home, Mom. I love you, but don't ever cheat on Dad again. I have a friend with a single aunt who's even prettier than Patti."
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Cabot Bronson sweated profusely as he walked down the dirt road in a sparsely populated part of Southern Arizona. He had been riding a dirt bike when it suddenly quit. He had given up trying to restart it, although the gauge indicated there was still half a tank of gas. The damn piece of junk simply wouldn't fire.
Thinking he would come back for it with a truck, he stashed the bike behind some large rocks so it could not be seen from the road. He noted a small cactus nearby which resembled a cross. He would use it as a landmark when he returned for the bike.
The sweat rolled down his back and soaked his jeans and underwear. He was a shade over six feet and tipped the scales at 245 pounds. The extra weight he carried was taking its toll as he slowly lurched down the dirt road.
As he stumbled along, he thought back to the heated argument he and his wife had engaged in before he had jumped on his bike and rode away in anger. He had simply asked June, his wife of 20 years, to speak to her father. He was the owner of Peterson Logistics. Cabot was frustrated that June's father consistently refused to consider Cabot's suggestions.
"Cab, you need to be the one to speak to him," insisted June. "He'll lose respect for you if you go through me to present your ideas."
"He doesn't listen to me," complained Cabot. "He treats me like an idiot who he keeps around because you married me. He shows me no respect."
"That isn't something I can remedy," stated June. "You need to show him your opinions are based on facts gleaned from the data. You've worked your way up and earned your position. Now is the time to be strong and decisive. You cave in to him too easily. Show Dad you have the spine needed to present your ideas, even if he doesn't want to hear what you have to say."
"You don't think I have a backbone?" questioned Cab angrily. "I expect support and encouragement from my wife. Instead, I get condescension and insults. I would think you'd be on my side."
"I am on your side, but I'm not too thrilled at your attitude," retorted June. "Dad built his business because he made tough decisions and took some chances. You need to show him you have some of those traits. Having me lobby him on your behalf is the worst thing we could do."
Cab realized he was on the verge of saying something he would later regret. He stormed from the house, climbed on his dirt bike and took off in a cloud of dust.
"What's with Dad?" asked Cab's 14-year-old son, Dan, to his mother. "He looked pretty mad."
"He's just upset about business and how he's treated by your grandfather. He'll calm down," reasoned June while wishing to herself that Cabot would be more decisive and forceful in his dealings with her father.
"Why is Grandpa so mean to Dad?" asked Dan. "What has he done to make Grandpa treat him like he does?"
"He's not really trying to be mean so much as he's trying to get your father to stand up to him. If your father takes over the business, he'll have all kinds of people trying to take advantage of his good nature," predicted June. "Dad's trying to prod your father into being more self-assured and confident."
"It doesn't seem like running Dad down and insulting him would be the way to increase his confidence," replied Dan.
"I can't argue that," agreed June. "Try explaining it to your grandfather."
Cab was feeling flushed and a bit dizzy as he trudged along. When he heard a truck approaching, he stepped to the side of the road and held up a thumb, indicating he would like a ride. Dust drifted around Cab as the truck immediately slid to a stop. A man a few inches shorter than Cab stepped down from the truck and approached him. The man had a pock-marked face and a greasy looking short beard and mustache.
He surveyed Cab for a full minute before breaking into a crooked grin. Speaking with a heavy accent, he made a suggestion. "Gringo, you are lost. Climb in the back of the truck and we'll give you a ride."
Even in his exhausted state, Cab realized the man standing in front of him was not someone he could trust. Several equally questionable characters were watching from the back of the flatbed Ford.
"Thanks, but I just remembered my wife is going to be driving by soon. I'll just wait for her. I appreciate the offer," responded Cab as politely as he could.
The man in front of him grinned even more before turning to face the men in the back of the truck. Cab saw the slight nod just before the men jumped off the truck and surrounded him.
"I don't know what you've got in mind, but..." was all Cab managed before everything went dark.
The first thing Cab felt was a splitting headache. He slowly lifted his right hand and felt the back of his head. His fingers found a large lump with blood slowly seeping from it. It was very tender to his touch. He was attempting to open his crust-laden eyes when he was suddenly immersed in water.
The shock and surprise caused him to sit up quickly, which in turn caused him to pass out once again. A second dose of water dumped on his face brought him around again. This time, Cab slowly wiped his face and eyes before carefully opening them.
"We have a lot of work to do," stated the man who had first approached him from the truck. He loomed over Cab as he flashed that same miserable grin. "Get up and start helping the others."
Cab looked in the direction the man indicated and saw numerous men with wheelbarrows entering a large cave in the back wall of the large warehouse type building he was inside. As he struggled to stand, he saw several more men emerge from the cave with wheelbarrows of soil and rock. These men pushed up a dirt incline, before crossing a plank placed from the dirt to the rear of a large dump truck. They dumped their loads into the dump truck and headed back toward the cave.
Cab felt a sudden shock and jerked involuntarily. The man next to Cab again flashed his signature grin as he showed Cab the cattle prod he held in his left hand.
"Get that wheelbarrow and get in that tunnel or I'll keep shocking you until you pass out again," promised the miserable bastard as he waved the prod in front of Cab's face.
Cab surprised the man when he suddenly grabbed the prod and jerked it from his hand. He used it as a cudgel and cracked the man upside his head. As the sadistic bastard staggered from the blow, Cab ground the prod into the man's stomach before moving it down to his groin.
A sudden blow to his shoulders caused Cab to drop the prod and fall to his knees. Once the pain subsided, Cab turned to look at his attacker.
"Ramon? What are you doing here and why did you just club me? I need to get back home. What's going on?" asked a bewildered Cab.
"It seems you've disappeared. Your wife and kids are very concerned about your welfare. State Senator Stevens is doing everything he can to console them," replied the man Cab knew as Ramon.
"That's a pretty strange thing to say when you can see I'm standing right here. I may have a few bruises, but I'm okay otherwise. Why did you hit me?"
"I couldn't let you embarrass my lieutenant like that. The workers here need to respect and fear him. Getting the shit kicked out of him by a pudgy Gringo isn't the way to maintain that fear, so I had to intervene.
"This bastard works for you?" asked the Cabot in surprise. "He's a damn sadist. You need to fire his ass."
"I probably should for allowing you to get the upper hand so easily, but I need him. He knows his job and he's good at it. Now he'll have an added incentive to keep your ass in line."
"What the hell are you talking about?" demanded Cab. "I'm not working here. In fact, I'm leaving right now."
Cab saw Ramon nod and he immediately felt pain in his lower back. Once he had regained his breath, Cab turned to see the guy he had smacked with the prod was once again holding it.
"What you're going to do is take a wheelbarrow, go into the tunnel and get to work. You really won't like the alternative, which involves strong batteries and electricity coursing through your body," responded Ramon calmly. "Go now, or Miguel will begin his revenge."
Cab saw the evil smile on the man he now knew to be Miguel as he raised the prod and pointed it Cab's stomach. Without another word, Cab grabbed the nearest wheelbarrow and headed into the tunnel.
His head ached and his hands soon became blistered. By the end of the day, Cab's hands were bleeding, his back ached and he was still fighting nausea. The job was incredibly mindless. He loaded dirt and rocks other men had broken from the back wall of the tunnel and wheeled it to the dump truck. He then went back to the cave and did the same thing again.
Cab could not help but notice how tough and wiry his fellow workers were. He outweighed every other man working there, some by almost double, yet they seemed to have no problem pushing the heavy load up the incline and dumping it. For his part, Cab was huffing by the time he had reached the midway point of the incline. By the time he reached the point where he could dump his load, he was heavily gasping for air.
Cab had no idea how long he had been working, but it felt like an eternity. He was on the verge of collapse when Miguel signaled they could stop for the day. The other men headed to a doorway in a side wall, so Cab slowly followed. When he went through the door he immediately became aware of the sounds and smells of food preparation.
The others formed a line and walked to a station where a skinny old man dished out some sort of rice and bean concoction. Cab had never been fond of Mexican food, but he was salivating at the aromas caressing his senses. The skinny man dishing out the food gave everyone just one large scoop of whatever it was. As hungry as Cab felt, he knew it would never be enough. He had no idea how long he had been unconscious, so it could have been days since he last ate.
Cab noticed the others ate their food slowly, savoring every bite, so he forced himself to do the same. What normally would have required about a minute to devour, was stretched out to ten minutes.
Only after the men had finished eating did they begin to speak to each other. Cab only knew a few words in Spanish, but by watching the speakers' eyes and hands, he was often able to follow the gist of the conversations.
"What is your name, Gringo?" asked one of the bigger men seated at the table. Cab was several inches taller than the man and had him by fifty pounds, but the man was obviously rugged and capable.
"My name is Cabot. Everyone calls me Cab, Cab Bronson," stated Cab in what he thought was a friendly manner.
The man looked at him and then broke into a hearty laugh as he repeated Cab's name. "Cab Bronson? Cab Bronson? I think we will call you Cabrón!"
This statement caused gales of laughter from the other men. Cab had grown up with three older brothers and had played sports in high school. He recognized the situation for what it was. They were hazing the new guy. He also was well aware that his reaction to it would go a long way toward determining how the others treated him in the future.
He looked the man in the eye as he waited for the laughter to subside. "That's El Cabrón to you, Asshole."
The man stared back at Cab for a few seconds before breaking into loud laughter. "El Cabrón it is!"
The man then began explaining what had transpired to those who did not speak English. Soon everyone was laughing again. They smiled as they looked Cab's way. Just that quickly, Cab became known as El Cabrón to his workmates.
After dinner, the men drifted into another room which contained a line of homemade bunk beds built against a wall. Cab waited until everyone sat down or stood near a bed before looking for a bunk he could claim. Naturally, the bottom bunks were all taken, so Cab picked a top one near the door. There were a couple of boards nailed across the foot of the bunk. Cab quickly ascertained they were placed there to allow a person to access the top bunk. He climbed up and into his bed, with consisted of two blankets tossed over a sheet of plywood.
To Cab, it seemed like he had barely closed his eyes when a loud bell went off and the others began to sit up, scratch their balls and fart as they climbed out of their bunks. A line quickly formed to the few available toilets. Cab climbed down and stood in the first line. As he did so, he took stock of his body. His hands were still raw and sore. His back felt surprisingly good considering the work he had done the previous day, as well as sleeping on a plywood slab. What did not feel good were his arms, chest and legs. His muscles were stiff and sore, worse than he had experienced during football season in high school.
He made it through the day, but not without considerable pain. His hands were bleeding within a few minutes of starting work. An hour into his shift, Cab ripped the sleeves off his shirt and wrapped them around his hands. The pain was still constant, but the bleeding eventually abated. Surprisingly, his arm, leg and chest muscles loosened up once he began working and did not present too much of an issue.
Cab was touched when several of his coworkers offered encouragement. While eating lunch, a small man named Antonio offered Cam some of his food. Cam was hungry enough to eat everything on the menu at Burger King, but graciously refused Antonio's offer. He knew the smaller man worked hard and needed his nourishment, plus Cab could well afford to lose a few pounds.
Cab lost track of the day of the week. He awoke one morning with the realization he no longer knew what month it was. He was greatly concerned about June and the kids, but the security was tight and he had found no opportunity to escape his situation.
He wondered if everyone had given up him. Did June think she was a widow? Did the kids think he was dead or had forsaken them? He was watched closely, but he knew how difficult that could be over time. Cab was determined to bide his time and wait for the opportunity to escape from the hell he was now living.
He had eventually determined he was in Mexico and working to dig a substantial tunnel deep into United States territory. He had to appreciate the planning and effort that went into the endeavor. Every few days a man, obviously an engineer, inspected the tunnel and took measurements. It was apparent to Cab that the people digging the tunnel had a precise destination in mind. They certainly didn't plan on just popping up in the Arizona desert with the hope the border patrol would not notice them.
After he had been working a month or so, Cab's guards gave him a pair of denim pants. His old jeans had been reduced to rags and the waist was several inches too large. Cab no longer bothered wearing a shirt, once his old one pretty much disintegrated. Cab never asked for another one.
Cab and Antonio became friendly over time. They first used sign language and the few words each knew of the other's language to communicate, but Cab was surprised to discover he had a knack for languages. Eventually, he and Antonio were conversing entirely in Spanish.
One evening as the crew ate dinner, a man sitting several chairs away from Cab suddenly began waving his arms and pointing to his mouth. As the others sat and chattered about the situation, Cab stood and moved behind the man. He wrapped his arms around the fellow, pressed a fist into his midsection and jerked it into his upper abdomen hard. Nothing happened, so Cab repeated the process, Again nothing happened and Cab began to worry the man would die, He put a little extra into his next effort and was rewarded when a chunk of hard bread flew from the man's mouth and struck a compadre seated on the other side of the table.
Cab was relieved to see the object dislodge. The fellow's gasps were the best sound Cab had heard in a long time. To his surprise, the others in the room began to applaud his efforts, which had saved the life their fellow worker. Cab graciously bowed to the room and resumed his seat as the applause increased for a brief period. Several of the men called out "El Cabrón" as they applauded. Cab gave a big smile and waved to those who chanted his nickname.
That evening as he stretched out in his bunk, Cab considered what he had learned and how much of his life he had missed while he was being held against his will. Ramon, Senator Steven's aide, knew where he was, but obviously never told the authorities about Cab's situation.
Was it possible Senator Stevens was aware of the tunnel and the men being forced to dig it? That thought concerned Cab since his father-in-law had a rather close business and personal relationship with Stevens.
As an Arizona state senator, Stevens had connections and influence, two of the things June's father highly valued. What if he had somehow became entangled in Stevens' machinations? What would happen to June and his kids?
Were they searching for him still? Had they ever bothered to look for him? Was he even missed by June? He knew the kids would be saddened by his absence, but what about June? How did she feel?
There was also the issue of the tunnel. Cab didn't know the final destination or the actual purpose of the tunnel, but he could make some damn good guesses. It would probably be used for drug and human trafficking. What would happen to the twenty or so men who were digging it? It seemed unlikely they would be allowed to leave and resume their lives. The chances of someone revealing the existence of the tunnel was too great for the top honchos to accept. Cab imagined the bastards making the men dig their own graves before filling them with their bodies.
It seemed highly unlikely the digging of the tunnel would continue much longer. Cab had paced off the length as he pushed the wheelbarrow in and determined it was now almost a full mile. How much farther would they want it to go? Cab had an uneasy feeling about the near future, and how short his might be. He needed to do something soon. He was certain of that. It was better to die trying to escape than digging his own grave before taking a bullet in the head.
The guards had become somewhat lax since there had been so little resistance from the men digging the tunnel. As Cab walked past Miguel one morning, he noticed the man was actually text messaging with his phone. Taking a quick glance around and seeing no other guards near, he acted on impulse. He swung his fist and smashed Miguel on the side of the jaw. The bastard dropped like a rock!
Antonio had been walking behind Cab and gasped in surprise as Miguel went down. Cab had no illusions about what would happen if he didn't manage to escape, so he needed to make certain Miguel wouldn't come around and warn others before he made his getaway.
To that end, he kicked Miguel in the temple with considerable force. He didn't think he had struck him hard enough to kill the man, but that really wasn't a concern. He simply had to be certain Miguel remained silent for a few minutes. By then, it would be over one way or the other.
The only weapons the guards working in proximity to the men working could carry were the damn cattle prods. Cab reached down and grabbed Miguel's from his limp hand. He then decided to see if it was charged, so he jabbed the unconscious man with it. The obvious twitch indicated the prod worked and Miguel was still alive.
Cab moved quickly toward the tunnel. He found a wheelbarrow and guided it toward the entrance with one hand while clutching the prod behind his back. The guard standing at the tunnel entrance gave Cab a brief nod before turned his attention to a man pushing a loaded wheelbarrow toward him. That was all the opening Cab needed. He whipped the prod around and smashed the guard in the face. The man groaned and clutched his nose just as Cab brought the weapon down on the man's head. He fell to the ground and went silent.



The man who had been pushing the loaded wheelbarrow immediately ran over and began kicking the guard. Cab and Antonio watched the man until he lost his enthusiasm for abusing the unconscious form. He suddenly realized the guard's prod was lying on the ground. He scooped it up, turned and began running into the tunnel, yelling curses as he went.
Cab knew from experience there would be at least three guards stationed at check points in the tunnel. Things were about to become very interesting for them.
The huge warehouse had one large door for the dump trucks to enter and leave. There was only one other entrance. Cab knew it was always locked and guarded by heavily armed men on the other side.
He opened the door to the dump truck and climbed up. As he settled into the seat, he was pleased to see keys in the ignition, but surprised to see Antonio settling into the passenger seat.
"Hang on," growled Cab in Spanish, as he fired up the truck. The vehicle sat about fifty feet from the large overhead door, which was closed and locked. Cab gave the big truck all the fuel he could as it slowly began moving toward the door. He was shifting the old truck into the next gear as it came in contact with the door. Cab had hoped it would simply break the door loose so it would crash to the ground in front of him.
To his surprise, an entire section of the warehouse wall went over with the door! He kept the pedal to the floor and glanced at his side mirror. He was gratified to see the other prisoners were running through the opening and scattering in every direction.
Cab knew he'd never outrun another vehicle in the ponderous truck, so he made a quick decision. "Antonio, be ready to jump out. I'm going to head the truck toward that stream. I'll jump out when I'm sure it's going over the side of the bank. We'll walk across country."
Antonio nodded his understanding before opening his door and leaping out. Cab had a few seconds to marvel at his friend's courage and his trust in Cab. He jerked the wheel to the left. Once he was certain the truck was going over the bank and toward the river, he jumped.
He wound up rolling part way down the embankment before he managed to regain his feet. As he stood, Cab heard the old truck hit the water. He watched in amazement as it continued to drive into deeper water. The huge tires were covered as water flowed over them before the truck finally stalled. It appeared that the downstream side of the truck had hit a hole or some loose mud as it began to lean downstream. The rapidly moving water did the rest as the old truck was pushed onto its side where it slowly began drifting toward deeper water.
Cab decided he had watched long enough and climbed to the top of the ridge to find a grinning Antonio waiting for him. The two men immediately left the dirt road and walked briskly over a hill and out of sight.
As they walked, Antonio explained that he was familiar with the area and would help Cab get back to the United States.
"I should be able to walk there," reasoned Cab. "I'm pretty sure that tunnel we were digging was partly in U.S. territory."
"I agree, but what about the outlaws on this side and the gringos on the other side of the border? You don't have any money of identification. You don't look like a rich Gringo with that beard and long dirty hair.
"You'll be captured and back digging for Ramon, if he isn't so pissed he just kills you. If you manage to get by the scum on this side of the border, it will be a toss-up whether you are caught by the border patrol or captured by men working for Ramon on that side of the border. You might be able to survive the border patrol if they took the time to investigate your story. You would not do well if Ramon regained control of El Cabrón."
"I have to assume this is leading to you presenting a better idea," stated Cab. "I think the border patrol would easily verify my story, especially if June reported me missing. I'll admit that falling in Ramon's hands again wouldn't work out for me."
"I know a few people who can help," promised Antonio. "El Cabrón saved many men today. You will find you have friends in Mexico. Word will spread quickly."
Cab felt he had few options, and Antonio appeared to know where he was headed, so he stuck with his new friend. They managed to bum some meals from acquaintances of Antonio's over the next week, but for the most part the two friends remained away from highways and populated areas.
Antonio finally indicated they had reached their destination. He told Cab to remain well away from a small town while he went in to find a guy who owed him a favor. He was back within the hour.
"Now we wait. Someone will come to pick us up and help you get back into the United States. You will be expected to pay the person helping you, so do not be surprised."
"Don't be surprised?" demanded Cab. "I'm damned surprised you think I can pay for anything. You know I don't have a dime on me. Maybe it's time I went off on my own. If I can get to a legitimate border crossing, I'm sure this mess would be straightened out."
"I am not talking about money," insisted Antonio. "El Cabrón is well known. He has some equity that is even better than American dollars."
Cab was unconvinced and was about to tell Antonio he was leaving. Just then, an ancient pickup truck came over the knoll and stopped near them in a cloud of dust. An old man stuck his hand out the window and motioned for the two men to join him in the truck.
Cab was dubious, but followed Antonio as he climbed into the relic. They rode in the stifling cab for several hours. The window was open but either the old man was afraid of surpassing thirty miles per hour or the truck was incapable of it. Cab found himself hanging his head out the window much like the dog he had as a kid would do.
Cab couldn't conceal his surprise when the truck pulled up in front of a very large house sitting on a low hill. It was several hundred yards from the next nearest home and had a tall chain link fence separating it from the rest of the world. A well dressed man opened a gate and allowed Antonio and Cab to enter. The man led them around the side to a pool house near a very large pool.
"There are towels inside. You need to shower before you can meet my boss," insisted the man in Spanish. "Throw away the rags you're wearing. You'll find some swim suits and shirts inside. Put some on and then come back out to the pool."
Cab and Antonio went inside to find a clean, modern bathroom equipped with a large shower. Cab glanced at a full length mirror and was shocked at what he saw. Looking back at him was a heavily bearded man with a dark tan and an impressive physique. He realized that months of back-breaking labor while eating rice and beans twice a day had greatly improved his general health. His hair was a wild mess, hanging down to his shoulders and was matted and filthy.
"You'd better go first, Antonio. It looks like I'll be in the shower for a while," observed Cab. "Small wonder that guy's lip curled up when he saw me. I look more like Bigfoot than a human."
When it was his turn, Cab spent a lot of time cleaning his beard and hair. It required most of the shampoo to finally get to where he felt he was actually clean. He pulled on a pair of board shorts he found in a drawer, but none of the shirts seemed to fit, causing Cab to wonder if the clothes were placed there for teens.
He finally gave up looking for a shirt and walked out to the pool wearing only the shorts. He was met with a loud gasp as he stepped out the door.
Seated in a chair by the pool was a girl Cab guessed to be seventeen. She was slim but had enough in the breast department to indicate she was rapidly approaching adulthood. The girl was staring at him with her mouth hanging open.
"Are you that guy from Aquaman?" asked the wide eyed girl.
Cab chuckled at the girl's question before replying. "I doubt I'd be here if I was, but thanks for the ego boost."
"Close your mouth now, Maria," insisted a woman who had walked up behind Cab. She bore a strong resemblance to the younger one.
"I'm Olivia Perez and this is my daughter, Maria. She was about to leave so I can speak privately with you and Antonio."
Maria quickly took the hint and left the pool area, but not before sauntering across the deck with an extra sway of her hips. As she reached the gate, she turned quickly to see if Cab had been watching. Cab gave her an exaggerated wink causing the young woman to blush a deep red before going into the house.
"She's seventeen going on thirty," stated Olivia as she shook her head in disapproval. "I'm sure you're more interested in why I asked to meet with you than the flirtations of a young girl."
"I'm equally certain the correct response to your statement is complete agreement," countered Cab. "Olivia seems an unusual name for an obviously Hispanic woman in Mexico."
"My mother was a huge fan of Olivia Newton-John and named me after her. I suppose I should be glad it wasn't Whitesnake, Def Leppard or The Kinks," replied Olivia. It's a bit ironic a man known as El Cabrón thinks my name is unusual."
"That's more of a nickname, to be honest," responded Cab. "My mother never really approved of Cabróns."
"That's reassuring," admitted Olivia with a smile. "Now let's get down to brass tacks. My late husband owned Perez Transportation, a trucking company which became mine upon his untimely death. I expect what I tell you to remain private."
"Hey, my lips are sealed, but I can't vouch for Antonio," joked Cab as he watched Antonio's stricken face.
"El Cabrón knows I can be trusted!" insisted Antonio before seeing Cab's grin and realizing he was busting his chops. "That is your Yankee humor!"
"Your Spanish is very good," observed Olivia in an effort to regain control of the conversation. "Have you spent a lot of time in Mexico?"
"It sure seems like it, but I was never here before those thugs knocked me out and abducted me," replied Cab. "I was taken by Miguel and his buddies on January seventh. What's today's date?"
"We are just three weeks from Christmas," answered Olivia. "Your appearance has changed drastically since you were taken. Your photo was all over the news and internet, even here in Mexico. Your family was very worried."
"Speaking of which, could I borrow a phone to call them? I really need to be sure they're all doing okay."
"That's what we're negotiating," declared Olivia with a devious smile. "You want to get back to your family and I want to meet your father-in-law. I think both our businesses could do very well if we worked together."
"No problem!" exclaimed Cab with relief. "Once I get back home, I'll introduce the two of you. How soon can we leave?"
"There's more," added Olivia quickly.
"There's always more," quipped a subdued Cab. "Let me guess. I have to find a cure for cancer, end world hunger and talk the president out of building the wall."
"It isn't anything El Cabrón cannot easily handle," began Olivia as she ignored Cab's last statement. "I want you to go into our company office and look at our operations. I have been advised that you are a bit of a genius with logistics.
"When we get to the states, you are not only going to introduce me to Mr. Peterson, but you are going to convince him that the deal I am proposing will greatly benefit his business. He will listen to you."
"That statement alone indicates you've never met my father-in-law," declared Cab. "He seems to think I have shit for brains."
"My sources tell me he has been less profitable of late because you are no longer there to oversee the routes and cargo his company moves. I think he will be happy to see you return."
"Regardless of what you've heard or what you may think, the old bastard will try to blame me for being shanghaied for ten months," predicted Cab. "My wife will probably agree with him."
"Your wife is very beautiful and a source of great interest to a certain politician in Arizona. It's imperative you return home to your family as soon as possible, which will be as soon as I can get the proper credentials for you, but only after you use your expertise to make my company more efficient," qualified Olivia.
"Let's get started then. I need to get home and straighten things out. Do you have any clothes I can borrow that would actually fit? These shorts are binding the boys up and I couldn't even begin the put on one of those little shirts. Maybe your deceased husband's clothes would fit?
"You're wearing his shorts and just said you were unable to squeeze into his shirts," replied Olivia. "I will send someone to get you some clothes. In the meantime, my cook should now have a meal prepared. I'm sure you must be hungry."
"As long as it isn't beans and rice, I'm ready to dig in," responded Cab with enthusiasm.
"It looks like I'll have to wait until I get back to the States for prime rib and a baked potato," observed Cab as he sat at Olivia's table and forked refried beans into his mouth. "If I never see another bean again, I'll be happy."
The next morning, Olivia explained her situation more thoroughly as they rode to her company's headquarters. "The system is completely computerized. We use software very similar to what your company uses, so you should have no trouble understanding everything."
As they pulled into a reserved parking place, Olivia tossed out something she apparently deemed inconsequential. "You may have a bit of a problem with Alejandro. He worked for my husband and acts like it is his company and wants to make me his woman. You can be certain that I am not his woman, nor will I ever be his woman. You are free to take whatever measures you feel are necessary to make him comply with your recommendations."
Antonio had been quietly riding in the back seat, but Olivia's statement perked him up immediately. "This sounds like a job for El Cabrón!"
"You waited until we got here to tell me you have some kind of psycho working for you and I'm supposed to handle him?" asked Cab in disbelief. "You could have mentioned something before we left. I could have brought a club or something."
"As Antonio just pointed out, El Cabrón should have no problem with Alejandro. He may be big, but I think you are stronger," replied Olivia in a matter of fact manner.
"He's big? I might be stronger? What in hell have I gotten into?" asked Cab nervously. "I'm not a mercenary, trained fighter or even a fast runner. If I get through this, I expect to be leaving for home damn soon."
Olivia made it a point to tell her staff El Cabrón was the man with her. She revealed that he was going to study the company's logistics and possibly suggest some improvements. Cab had just started getting familiar with the software when a burly man slammed the door open and rumbled into the room.
The others in the room suddenly had things to do that involved being as far from Cab as possible. Everything went quiet until Olivia began to speak.
"Alejandro, this is El Cabrón. He was just..."
"Leaving!" snarled the big man. "I don't need some Gringo asshole checking on my work. Get the fuck out now or I'll kick your ass all the way back to the U.S."
Cab was stunned at the sheer size of the man he now faced. He had to have four inches and forty pounds on Cab. The guy was obviously as mad as hell and looking to administer an ass kicking of epic proportions.
Cab's oldest brothers had always been a lot bigger than Cab back when he was growing up. He had taken more than a few brotherly beatings before he learned how to hold his own. He decided to utilize the lessons he learned from his older brothers. The difference would in the severity of his reaction.
He had learned early on to get in the first punch. That alone greatly increased the chances of survival. If it was possible to get in the second and third shot, the odds increased even more.
"Hi, my name's Cab, not El Cabrón," began Cab as he walked toward the man with his hand out in an offer to shake with him. "It's nice to know the missing link's no longer missing."
"What are you saying?" demanded the man as he took a step toward Cab while forming a fist with his right hand.
Cab gave the man a big grin, which was all it took. To no one's surprise, Alejandro launched a haymaker at Cab's chin. Since the man had telegraphed his intention from another time zone, Cab easily dodged the fist.
The large man was turned sideways to Cab with his right side unprotected. Cab chopped his adversary in a kidney with a wicked left. Before the pain of that blow registered, Cab brought his right up from down near his toes. He connected with the man's neck just below his ear, causing him to stagger backward. Cab was amazed the man was still standing, but he was determined that would not be the case much longer. He grabbed handful of hair and pulled down as he brought his knee up as hard as he could.
He felt Alejandro's nose flatten and heard some rather disturbing sounds as he released his hold and watched the man drop to the floor face first.
"Why do I have the feeling he's the reason you brought me here?" asked Cab calmly. "Let's cut the shit and get me back home."
"I admit I took advantage of your arrival. Your necessary paperwork should arrive any minute. Once my people get here with it we'll fly to Arizona and meet with your father-in-law," replied Olivia, as she glanced at the prone form lying on the floor.
"Juan, call an ambulance for this idiot. If anyone bothers to ask what happened, tell them the clumsy oaf fell down the stairs."
"There are no stairs," pointed out Juan as he reached for the office phone.
"That indicates just how clumsy Alejandro is, doesn't it? If it makes you feel better, you can say he was hit by a truck. They'd believe that story after looking the poor bastard over," responded Olivia as she led Cab and Antonio from the room.
Less than an hour later, Cab, Antonio and Olivia were climbing into a smaller twin engine plane for the short flight to a public landing strip in a town near Peterson's eight hundred-acre property.
Cab felt like kissing the land under his feet when he stepped off the plane. He was finally back home! He just hoped his wife and kids would be as happy to see him as he knew he'd be to see them.
Olivia had a limo pick them up at the landing strip. As they drove toward Cab's small home town, Cab noticed a new business had sprung up on what had been vacant wasteland. He knew immediately the way he wanted to return home. He turned his attention back to Olivia and asked, "Do you know how to ride a Harley?"
*****
June Bronson had been pissed at Cab when he petulantly jumped on his dirt bike and rode off, effectively ending their discussion. It was an argument they had suffered through a few times. He felt June should pave the way for him with her father, but she knew her dad well enough to refuse that tact. Her father wanted Cab to be more forceful and decisive.
Bill Peterson's wife, Betty, had been after him to cut back on his work load and spend more time with his family, as well as with her. They had planned for years to travel more and work less, but Bill was still putting in long hours. He had hopes that his only child's husband would carry the load for the family. Cab was capable enough, but he was far too wishy-washy to suit Bill. He had hoped June's husband would grow into the job by watching how Bill handled things, but it didn't seem to be working out like he had hoped.
June's annoyance increased during the day, as Cab failed to return after a reasonable period of time. She was disappointing in him for sulking like a little boy. When he didn't return by dark, she became concerned and called some friends to see if Cab was visiting them, but no one knew his whereabouts.
June didn't sleep well that night as she worried that Cab may have had an accident on the dirt bike. At first light, she was driving up and down the local roads looking for any sign of Cab, but found nothing.



She called hospitals and police departments in case he been arrested or hospitalized, but to no avail. By that afternoon, she really began to panic. She called the police to report him missing. They were sympathetic, but seemed to feel it was more of a domestic dispute than an issue for the police.
June called her parents numerous times to see if Cab had stopped in. She called Cab's brothers to find out if they had heard from him. All three were very concerned to learn June couldn't locate him. Four days after Cab disappeared, Senator Will Stevenson knocked on her door.
"I understand your husband, Cabot, has gone missing. I wanted you to know that I've been in contact with the state police and have instructed them to make locating your husband a top priority," asserted Stevenson.
June was surprised and grateful that a state senator would personally take an interest in her situation. She offered him coffee, which he reluctantly refused.
"I've got to get back to the state capital," apologized Stevenson. "I just wanted you to know we're all doing our best. I'm sure he'll return as soon as he can. No man would abandon such a beautiful wife and family."
As soon as Stevenson was gone, June's 16 year old daughter, Kim, came into the kitchen. "That guy's interested in you, Mom. He didn't drive all the way here because he's a great guy. He's a politician. He knows Grandpa donates to candidates that he thinks will be good for his business.
"Dad will come back. I know he will, so don't let that guy get close," warned Kim. "That would really piss Dad off."
"Your dad has to come back in order to be mad about anything," replied June. "I just hope he's okay. I can't believe he's stayed away this long because he's upset with me. Something must be keeping him away, if he isn't hurt, or worse."
The longer Cab's absence lasted, the more strained the family became. Bill Peterson was surprised at how many things were going wrong with his business. Shipments were lost or sent to the wrong destination. Trucks sat idle while others drove hundreds of miles empty.
June became more and more distraught as time dragged on. She feared the worst. She was certain Cab would never desert her and the kids. Something very bad had to have happened.
Senator Stevenson began stopping in more frequently to offer encouragement and his support. June began to look forward to his visits. He was charming, handsome, successful and a very good conversationalist. The only problem with his visits was how much Kim complained about him after he left. She made it very plain that June was still a married woman who had no business socializing with a strange man.
June was more than a little surprised when her father and mother took the time to caution her against becoming too friendly with Stevenson and express support for Cab.
Betty went first. "Cab would never stay away from his family without good reason. You need to be patient and hope for the best. He's a fine man and a wonderful father to your kids. Please don't weaken, especially with Senator Stevenson. I wouldn't want my grandchildren living in the same house as that man."
"Thanks for your support of Cab. I have no intention of becoming romantically involved with anyone, including Senator Stevenson," replied June. "I don't see why you are so set against him, though."
"I've been in business a long time and I've learned to read men," stated Bill Peterson. "Stevenson is all about Stevenson. He thinks he can get to Washington with the backing of a few of the more successful businessmen, including myself.
I've always treated him well since it helps the business, but I'd never want you involved with him in any way.
"Cab always put you and the kids first. He's a bit too timid at times, but he's honest and trustworthy. He understands our business inside and out. Things have gone downhill since he's been gone," admitted Bill. "I'm certain he'll come back if he possibly can. Don't give up on him."
"He always thought you discounted his ideas and suggestions, Dad. Now you're telling me he was good at his job?"
"He was too busy sulking about my rough treatment to notice I almost always implemented his ideas," revealed Bill. "When he did notice and say something, I'd tell him Jenkins or Blanding had suggested the improvements. I thought he'd get pissed and make a stand, but I see now that it was the wrong tact to take with Cab. He just isn't an aggressive take-charge kind of man."
"I don't agree with that appraisal. He was always trying to be respectful to you as his boss and his father-in-law," insisted June. "He's not docile or timid with me and the kids. I would never have married him if I didn't find him to be very manly, in the right way."
"Just keep an eye on Stevenson, Honey. Give Cab a chance to come back to his family," reasoned Betty. "He'll sort out Stevenson when he does. Cab will protect his family if he's able. I pray for him to return."
The months dragged on and Stevenson managed to drop in every few weeks. Once Kim and her parents had pointed it out to her, it was pretty obvious to June that Senator Stevenson had an endgame in mind. He thought he'd replace her husband and gain the approval of her father. It was more of a long range political plan than an effort at romance. It both amused and annoyed June. He was very obvious in his efforts, which June found comical. The annoying part was how dumb he had to be to think he had a chance with her.
It was the day after Thanksgiving that June and Kim heard their housekeeper, Maria, talking to someone on her phone. Both June and Kim spoke some Spanish and the gist of the conversation was fascinating.
Once Maria ended the call, Kim began asking questions. "You seem very happy. Was that good news?"
"Yes! My uncle has escaped from a horrible place. He was held prisoner and forced to dig a tunnel for very bad men. He is now free!"
"Why did he have to dig a tunnel and how could he be held against his will?" asked June.
"Uncle thinks the tunnel will be used to run drugs and people between Mexico and the US. If El Cabrón had not freed them all, he is certain they would have been killed once the tunnel was complete," replied Maria.
"El Cabrón?" repeated June with a chuckle. "That doesn't sound like much of a name for a hero. It sounds like some sort of joke."
"My uncle said it began as a joke, but the real El Cabrón was no joke. He's a tall Anglo who spoke excellent Spanish. He has very rugged, with big muscles, but he was always good to the other men. He helped shield them from punishment at times and even saved a man who was choking to death.
"He was the one who overpowered the guards and drove the big truck through the wall so they all could escape," recounted Maria. "They call him El Cabrón in the most respectful way."
"He sounds like he's a good guy, but the stories are probably exaggerated, as are most tales of heroism," observed June. "I am happy for your uncle. It's hard to believe he was held captive and forced to work in a tunnel."
"Mom! Maybe Maria's uncle saw Dad!" exclaimed Kim. "He could have been held captive, too. If he was and if they all escaped, he should be coming home pretty soon. Maria, can you ask your uncle if he ever saw Dad?"
"He does not have a phone, but I will ask my mother to have him call me the next time he is at her place. He will have dinner with her next Sunday, for certain," promised Maria.
"Wouldn't that be something if Dad was held there and escaped with the others, Mom?" asked Kim excitedly.
"It would be something, but I'm not sure how good it would be. I don't know how well your father would do in some kind of slave labor situation. He's used to office environments, not digging a drug-runner's tunnel," pointed out June. "It would be great if he came back to us, no matter where he's been."
A few days later, Senator Stevenson stopped in again. "I have four tickets to the new Justice League movie. I thought you and the kids might want to go see it. I think it would be good for all of you to get out and have some fun."
"I don't think I want to go," replied Kim sullenly as she considered Stevenson's motives. "Mom, Dan and I can rent a movie on TV."
"I'd like to see the movie!" exclaimed Dan. "My friends are all going this weekend and I'll be able to talk about it with them. It's supposed to be really good."
"If Dan wants to see it so badly, I'll go, too. I can't expect you to keep an eye on him," reasoned June as she saw how much Dan wanted to go.
Kim was annoyed that her mother and Dan were willing to go with Stevenson. Her brother was clueless, but Kim worried that her mother was succumbing to Stevenson's relentless pursuit. She decided she should go, if for no other reason than to keep her mother away from the wolf at her door.
"I changed my mind," declared Kim. "As long as everyone else is going, I'll go, too. Can we stop at the mall and do some shopping while we're in town?"
"That's a great idea. Why don't we ask your parents to join us for dinner at Cantina Jose Luis after the movie?" proposed Stevenson. "It would make a nice family gathering."
Kim bit her tongue and held her retort in check. She knew her grandparents weren't exactly sold on Stevenson, so she decided to go along with the suggestion.
"They would enjoy that," agreed Kim. "I'll call them now."
They had almost an hour between the end of the movie and their dinner reservations. Kim and Dan wanted to walk through the mall and do some Christmas shopping. Cantina Jose Luis was just across the parking lot, so Kim and Dan agreed to meet June and Stevenson there for dinner.
As Kim and Dan were crossing the parking lot, they saw a gang of young toughs standing by an old van.
"Let's walk back to the mall so we can go around those gangbangers," suggested Kim as the group turned their attention to her. "We'd better hurry. I don't like the way they're looking at us."
Kim never noticed the three guys who had been trailing behind her and Dan until she turned to head back to the mall. The three men cut her and Dan off and refused to allow them the opportunity to go around them. The other four thugs soon joined their pals.
"You're one pretty little piece of ass," stated the apparent leader as he stared at Kim's chest and backside. "How about we go to our van and party? We have some coke and ecstasy. It'll be fun."
"I don't think so," stated Kim firmly as she tried to keep her voice from wavering. "We're meeting my mother and she'll be worried if we don't show up."
"She'll be fine," replied the leader as he moved close enough to Kim to press his chest against hers. "I think we'll go party now."
Dan surprised everyone by suddenly hitting the gang's leader in the nose as hard as he could. "Run, Sis! I'll hold them off," was all he managed before another member of the gang slammed his fist into Dan's stomach. When Dan bent over in pain, one of the other guys hit him with a wicked uppercut.
Kim was terrified that Dan was badly hurt and the gangbangers hadn't even begun on her. She began screaming and flailing at the group's leader as he held his nose. The man simply backhanded her, knocking her to the pavement next to her brother.
Suddenly the roar of a motorcycle caught the group's attention. Kim looked up to see a big man in an open leather vest step off the bike and almost casually approach the group. The man's chest glistened with sweat from the hot Arizona sun. Kim couldn't help but think he looked very familiar, but he wore long hair and a beard that covered his face, so she couldn't quite place him.
The man stared at Kim as he kept walking toward the group.
"Stay out of this, man," warned the guy who had just struck Kim. "We'll cut you up."
As he spoke, he reached back to pull a blade from his back pocket. The big man suddenly exploded into action. He slammed a huge fist into the guy's face before he could get his weapon into play, then kicked the guy who had punched Dan so hard in the knee that Kim could hear bones breaking. One of the others slashed at the man with a knife, quickly drawing blood.
The big man grabbed the guy's wrist, gave it a twist and drove it back into his own stomach. The others began to realize they were up against a lot more than they had bargained for when they went after the girl. One more banger dropped to the ground after the big man slammed a fist into his face. That was all the rest needed to convince them to take off. They hurried to put distance between them and the source of their pals' pain. A police cruiser's lights flashed as it pulled off the highway and headed in their direction.
"Kim, are you okay?" asked the man as he gently lifted her and held her like a child. "I'm so sorry I didn't get here sooner."
"Dad?" asked Kim in stunned amazement. "Is that really you?"
Before Cab could answer, Kim wrapped her arms tightly around his neck and began rapidly kissing his cheeks and sobbing at the same time.
"I love you so much! I knew you'd come back to us. Did I say I love you?" managed Kim between sobs and kisses.
By this time, Dan was back on his feet. He was smiling around a dark mark on the side of his face. Cab bent over and wrapped an arm around his son's shoulders and pulled him close.
"I saw how you stood up for your sister. That took some guts, Dan," stated Cab proudly. "I was too far away to stop those bastards from hitting you, but I got here as fast as I could. Are you badly hurt?"
"I'm okay now, Dad," replied Dan. "What's with all the muscles and the beard? Did you go to a fat farm or something?"
By this time, the police cruiser had come to a stop and two officers approached them with hands on their weapons. The female cop spoke to Kim. "Miss, do you know this man? Has he harmed you? How about the boy?"
"He's our dad! He just saved us from these gangbangers. They attacked us and were going to drag us into that van. They said they had drugs in there," managed Kim in one breath. "You'd better call an ambulance for the guy with the knife in his stomach. He slashed Dad with it. I can feel blood on his chest!"
June and Stevenson had met up with June's parents in front of the restaurant and had been waiting for Kim and Dan to arrive.
June pointed to the mall parking lot. "There they are. They're walking through the parking lot now. See them over there?"
"I see them, but I see some toughs standing by that old van," responded Bill Peterson. "I hope they steer clear of those damn gangbangers,"
As Bill finished speaking, June and the rest saw Kim and Dan turn around only to be accosted by several men who had been walking behind them. The other guys moved in and surrounded June's kids.
June started toward the kids at a trot as fear knotted her stomach. She was glad to note her father was alongside her as she hurried to reach her kids. That was when Dan suddenly punched one of the men and all hell broke loose!
Soon both kids had been struck and were lying on the pavement. June saw a bearded man on a motorcycle roar to a stop near them. June was getting closer, but was still too far away to hear what was being said. Suddenly, the rugged man with the long hair and beard began administering some much needed retribution.
June's heart leapt as she saw the man put several of the toughs on the pavement, where they remained motionless. This was a man! He almost seemed relaxed as he meted out their punishment.
June had slowed down to a fast walk as she got closer. The big man ever so gently lifted Kim off the ground. To June's utter amazement, Kim began hugging and kissing him while he held her in his arms.
June was grateful the man had helped her Kim, but was immediately concerned for her daughter. The stranger was obviously powerful enough to harm Kim. She was showing very poor judgment by hugging and kissing him. The man might demand more than those simple signs of gratitude from a beautiful 16-year-old girl.
June then saw Dan stand and embrace the strange man. That amazed her since Dan had never been one to take to strangers. She approached her kids at the same time the police arrived. June clearly heard Kim declare the bearded man was her dad.
June studied the man as the police asked questions. Kim and Dan had not yet seen her as she stood off to the side. "Jesus, can that be Cab?" asked her father in amazement as he worked to catch his breath.
When Cab had gently placed Kim back on her feet to check the cut on his chest, he was suddenly slammed backward by a hundred and fifteen pounds of fury.
"You bastard! Where have you been? How could you leave us alone so long? Where did you get these muscles? What's with the beard? Kiss me you miserable son of a bitch!"
June had her lips pressed against Cab's as hard as she could. She slid her tongue deep into his mouth and probed relentlessly. Tears ran down her face and soaked into his beard, but she refused to stop kissing him.
"Are you kids okay?" asked Bill as he surveyed his grandkids' injuries.
"Dad saved us!" announced Kim proudly. "I guess Mom's pretty mad at him for disappearing, but he's working on gaining her forgiveness and doing a pretty good job, I'd say."
As Kim finished her observation, June climbed off her husband, but still clung to him tightly. Betty finally reached her side, along with Senator Stevenson.
"Cab! It's sure good to see you! You look a lot different, but real good," proclaimed Stevenson awkwardly. "You must have had a tough time in that slave labor camp, but you came through it fine.
"How did you know Cab was there?" asked someone behind Cab. Curious, Cab turned to find Antonio standing nearby with a video camera.
"I heard about the escape from some of my employees, if you must know, Sanchez. This isn't the time to be sticking your nose where it doesn't belong," replied Stevenson curtly.
As Stevenson responded to Antonio's question, Cab noticed Ramon standing off to the side. Cab decided it was common for Stevenson to have his bodyguard close by.
Cab smiled to himself as he saw the recognition in Ramon's eyes. He had just realized who Cab was. Ramon wasn't the sharpest tool in the shed, but he was loyal to Stevenson and that was the main requirement for the job.
Cab hurried over to Ramon, who was trying to determine his next move. Should he stay around to help his boss, or get the hell out before Cab remembered he was the one who helped Miguel keep him prisoner? He made his decision too late.
Can simply punched Ramon in the stomach. He then grabbed him by the throat and bitch slapped him half a dozen times before dragging the man toward the police, who had once again placed their hands on their weapons.
"This man was complicit in my abduction," asserted Cab as he pushed Ramon toward the cops. "I'll be happy to press charges. The gangbangers here work for him. They're the assholes who helped kidnap me. "
"Senator Stevenson, you just indicated you knew Mr. Bronson was in that slave compound in Mexico. Mr. Bronson has just identified your bodyguard as being involved in his unlawful imprisonment. Would you care to comment on Mr. Bronson's accusation?" asked Antonio as he kept his camera pointed at the state senator.
"I don't know anything about that. If Ramon was involved, it was without my knowledge or consent," stated Senator Stevenson in response to the question.
Ramon was stunned at how quickly his boss had tossed him under the bus. "That isn't true. Stevenson told me to make sure Bronson worked in the tunnel. He told me that he wouldn't leave the place alive!"
"Keep your damned mouth shut, you fucking idiot!" yelled Stevenson. "Just let me handle everything."
"Sounds like good advice," stated Cab drily. "You know you can trust the senator to take care of you. He'd go to the ends of the earth to protect you, wouldn't he?"



"Senator, I think we need to ask you to ride to headquarters with us. These accusations are over my pay grade, but the D.A. will know what to do. Your bodyguard can ride in a separate cruiser," insisted one of the many police now on scene. "Mr. Bronson, we'll expect you at headquarters first thing in the morning to sort this all out."
"Mr. Bronson? How do you feel being reunited with your family?" asked Antonio as he trained his camera on Cab.
"Why are you asking so many questions and carrying that camera, Antonio," demanded Cab as he carefully pushed the camera aside.
"I was working undercover for the Arizona News when I was shanghaied much like you were," stated Antonio. "I'm using a camera because I suck at taking notes. This is going to be a big story for me."
"What happened to your accent?" asked Cab in confusion. "I thought you were Mexican."
"My mother was born in Mexico, but I was born in America and I'm as American as fajitas and Mexican standoffs. I fought in the first Gulf War."
"You let me believe you were some downtrodden guy with a limited knowledge of English. Hell, you speak it better than I do," griped Cab.
"I do have a degree in journalism from USC, so my English has to be pretty good," replied Antonio with a grin.
That was the moment Olivia decided to make her appearance. "I see you're together with your family, which indicates I kept my part of the bargain. Are you going to keep your end?"
"Who is this?" demanded June as she stared at the very lovely Hispanic woman speaking to Cab. "Don't try to tell me she was held captive, too, although that would explain why it took you so long to escape."
"June, meet a recent acquaintance of mine. This is Olivia Perez. Olivia, this is my wife, June."
"I have looked forward to meeting the wife of El Cabrón! You must be very proud of him," began Olivia.
"Dad is El Cabrón?" shouted Kim. "How cool is that? He's like a superhero!"
"My daughter insists he looks like the actor who plays Aquaman," revealed Olivia with a grin.
"He does!" agreed Kim enthusiastically. "Look at his muscles and that cool beard. He's El Cabrón who happens to look like Aquaman. What do think, Mom? You just watched the movie. I know you watched Aquaman pretty close. Is Dad hot or what?"
"I think your father's new found hotness is a subject for another time, and place," replied June with a noticeable glint in her eyes. "He was sliced by one of those guys with a knife, so perhaps that should be the subject of discussion right now.
"It stopped bleeding already," observed Cab as he looked down at the minor cut. "I have to keep my end of the bargain I made with Olivia."
"Bill, Olivia owns Perez Transportation. Her business is located in northern Mexico and she would like to work out a business deal with your company. I pretty much told her you'd be glad to listen. I think it would be a good deal for both companies. I recommend you work out an agreement."
Bill Peterson looked at the man standing in front of him. He had just seen him take out several punks with seemingly minimal effort to protect Bill's grandkids. He radiated strength and confidence and his daughter loved him deeply.
"Son, you work out the details and I'll sign off on it," promised Bill simply.
"Wow! You said he thought you had shit for brains, but he seems to value your judgment, El Cabrón," teased Olivia. "I think this is the beginning of a beautiful relationship."
"We won't be calling Cab that name anymore," stated June flatly as she wrapped her arm around Cab's. "And to be perfectly clear, that relationship won't be nearly as beautiful as you may wish."
"Let's go to dinner and discuss all of this," suggested Betty. "I'm sure we can get a bigger table so Olivia and Mr. Sanchez can join us."
"That sound good to me," replied Cab with enthusiasm. "Where do you want to eat?"
"We have reservations at Cantina Jose Luis," replied Betty. "They have the best Mexican food in the area."
"That figures," replied Cab as Olivia and Antonio broke into gales of laughter.
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"What the fuck!" The yell awakened Tom Benton from a sound sleep. It had been so loud and so strident that Tom had not only been awakened, but he had immediately jumped out of bed and began looking for his pants, fearing the cabin was on fire or under attack from some evil force.
As he was putting his foot into a pant leg, Drew Wilson came storming into his room. Drew was still in his boxers as he waved his phone around and began cursing again.
"That cocksucker! I'll kill the fucker. Then I'll destroy my bitch of a wife!" Drew yelled as he suddenly turned and marched out of Tom's room, leaving his very confused friend behind.
Tom was certain he had never known a couple more in love than Drew and Jan Wilson. Drew never spoke ill of Jan. Quite the opposite, he was always bragging about what a great wife and mother she was to their two kids.
Tom heard Drew open Bill's door and storm in while shouting loudly. "Your fucking wife is naked, too! Shit! All our wives are whores."
"What in hell is wrong with you, Drew?" demanded Bill from his bed as Tom made his way to the door to listen. "We all have damn good wives. You know that. Hell, they never complain when we take a day off to go fishing. Did Jan tell you to come home or something?"
"You thought we had good wives, but that was before I got videos and pictures from that fucking asshole, Godfrey Fucking Jenkins. The cocksucker just sent me some shit showing our wives dancing topless at fucking Pussy Galore."
"What in hell are you talking about?" snapped Bill with some anger. "Betty sure as hell didn't dance topless at a strip club. It's only been the last few years that she lets me leave the lights on when she comes to bed. I don't appreciate you tossing shit out about my wife!"
"Well, she left the fucking lights on last night," declared Drew. "I've got to admit she's got a nice set of tits."
"Now you've gone too far!" snarled Bill as he leapt from his bed and headed toward Drew with his hands balled into fists. "I'm going to have to kick your ass."
"Look at this shit before you get those tighty-whiteys all bunched up," shot back Drew as he sneered at Bill's white bikini briefs and held his phone up for Bill to see.
"Wow!" exclaimed Bill. "Heather has great tits. Thanks for showing me that video, but it still doesn't give you an excuse to speak about Betty that way."
"Heather?" shouted Tom from the doorway. "I should slap the shit out of you for talking about her like that."
"Heather?" repeated Drew as he pulled his phone back so he could view it. "I didn't see that video. You're right, Bill. She's got quite a nice set."
"What the fuck is wrong with you two?" demanded Tom angrily. "We don't talk about our wives like this, unless we've all had a few beers, of course."
"I'm talking about the videos and pictures fucking Godfrey Jenkins took last night at Pussy Galore. Our wives were there for amateur night and stripped while that sleazy bastard watched and took pictures."
"Heather would never do that!" protested Tom. "I know my wife. She was never one of those wild-child types and certainly didn't become one after having two kids."
"Let me ask you this. Does Heather have a small birthmark by her left nipple?" questioned Drew as he looked closely at his phone.
"Fuck! Give me that damn phone," insisted Tom as he grabbed the phone from Drew.
"Holy shit! Jan's tits are bigger than I realized," observed Tom as he stared at Drew's phone.
"You prick! Stop looking at Jan's tits," growled Drew as he jerked his phone out of Tom's firm grasp.
"We need to stop looking at each other's wives' tits and figure out what happened and what we're going to do," suggested Bill while Drew still glared at Tom.
"I have a better suggestion," stated Tom. "Let's face it. Godfrey saw the girls' tits, and so did a bunch of other guys. We'd have to be pretty damn dumb to be the only guys around to not see their tits. Let's study the pictures and videos, just to see if we can get any clues about how this all came about; plus I'd like to see Jan's and Betty's tits."
"That makes sense," agreed Drew. "I did enjoy what I saw of your wives' chesticles. I just wish Jan had worn pasties."
Two hours later, the three men were sitting in a small motorboat, occasionally casting their lines, but mostly discussing their situation. None of them had ever had any indication their wives would be willing to expose themselves in public, let alone in a club full of horny beer drinking men.
"What are the odds that Godfrey would be at the strip club last night?" wondered Tom out loud.
"I can answer that," revealed Drew. "He called me Thursday afternoon right after I got home from work. He wanted to know what we were doing this weekend. None of us want that asshole fucking up one of our fishing trips, so I told him we were going to sneak off to the Pussy Galore to drink some beer and see some tits."
"You told him that? I guess it makes sense in a way, but we never go to strip clubs. He should know that. We're all married and our wives would kill us if we went there and they found out," reasoned Bill.
"He asked how our wives felt about it, so I told him we were telling the wives we were going fishing so they wouldn't be suspicious," replied Drew. "He knows that for a bunch of tough talking men, we're pretty much scared shitless of our wives."
"Maybe I used to be, but I'm not sure I even want to stay married," responded Bill. "This is pretty damn big. How many times have they done this kind of thing, or even worse, while we were at the lake innocently drinking beer and fishing?"
"I never thought about that," admitted Tom. "I would've bet Heather was a demure conservative wife before this happened. Now I wonder if she's been cheating and lying to me our whole marriage."
"You can bet if one of them is cheating, they all are," declared Drew. "You know how close those three have been ever since they roomed together in college. That's how we got to know each other. Bill, you knew the girls back then. You started dating Betty her senior year. Am I not correct in thinking they weren't party girls in those days?"
"There's two negatives in that question, rendering it very fucking confusing," answered Bill before he took another swig of beer. "They were pretty much nerds back then. I met Betty at Walmart and started talking with her while we were waiting to check out. That was back when they had cashiers.
"She was really thin with thick glasses and wore those long dresses, but there was something about her personality that made me ask her out. The more I saw of her, the better I liked her. She's put on about fifteen pounds in all the right places since then, wears contacts and dresses pretty good, at least when she bothers to wear clothes."
"I saw some of the pictures Heather has from her college days," offered Tom. "She was pudgy with skin problems and self esteem issues. She told me she almost never dated. When I met her at a cousin's wedding, she had dropped some of the weight and covered her acne with makeup. She looked sexy as hell to me. She's lost a few more pounds since then and her skin problems have cleared up. You both saw how good she looks nude."
"We certainly did, Stanley," replied Drew in a poor attempt to imitate Oliver Hardy. "You guys have already heard that Jan was actually anorexic in college. She was 5'6" and weighted a little over 80 pounds. She finally got some professional help and added thirty pounds. She works out a lot and it's mostly muscle. She's really fit now."
"That may be the key to this," announced Bill. "We each pretty much admitted our wives weren't the hottest girls in college, but ten years later, they're a lot sexier and more attractive than a lot of the more popular girls who graduated with them.
"We scooped them up while they were in the 'ugly duckling' stage. Now they're swans and we're holding them back. Face it; they could do a lot better. We saw each other in our underwear this morning. We have to admit we aren't exactly studs."
"You think they're ashamed of us? They're all so attractive they can do better now? Do you think they regret marrying us?" asked a dejected Drew.
"Maybe they don't regret marrying us so much as they regret missing the fun their more attractive friends had in school," reasoned Tom. "Hell, I went to a few strip clubs years ago, and a lot of college girls stripped on amateur night for fun, to show off their bodies or just on a dare. No one ever felt it was a terrible thing at the time."
"Those were college girls. They weren't in their thirties with husbands and kids," pointed out Bill. "They didn't lie to anyone, except maybe their parents, which is expected. How do we stay married when we don't know how long this has been going on, or what else they might be doing? Hell, they could be turning tricks or giving those special lap dances in the back room."
"It seems to me that our lack of accurate information is hindering our decision making," stated Drew. "It's bad enough they lie by omission and sneak out to strip in that damn club, but what if that's just the tip of the iceberg? I might be able to get past a one time lapse of sanity, but if this has been going on for awhile, or keeps going on, I know I won't be able to stay married. If I can't trust my wife, it's a deal breaker."
*****
"I can't believe what we did last night. How could we ever think that it was a good idea?" asked Heather for the tenth time as she and her friends sat in Jan's living room.
"Drew told Godfrey the guys were sneaking off to that strip club after they told us they were going to the cabin to fish. I heard him say it. He didn't know I was even in the house," insisted Jan.
"We all hate when someone lies to us, especially our husbands. It was just a way to teach them a lesson, one they'd never forget," added Betty.
"I'll tell you who won't forget! That damn Godfrey and a half dozen guys who work for Tom on his construction crew," sobbed Heather. "I bet they've told him all about his wife running around on stage naked with dozens of men ogling her by now. Tom's going to divorce me. I know he will."
"We weren't naked," corrected Jan. "We did have g-strings on."
"That sure as hell isn't enough to make it okay with Tom," countered Heather. "Why did you ever agree that we'd mingle with the so-called patrons for half an hour after our dance? That was pure insanity."
"They wouldn't let us strip as a team if I didn't. I told you that," replied Jan. "None of us wanted to go out on stage alone. We agreed to do it together, like we do everything."
"Maybe we'll be getting divorces together," worried Betty. "I saw a couple guys from my work there. They were grinning like fools. One of them squeezed my breast for a second when we were doing our damn mingling. I always like when Bill touches me, but that asshole made my skin crawl."
"I'd like to know why we never saw our husbands," wondered Heather. "The whole idea was make them feel guilty about lying and sneaking around on us. I thought they'd rush up and stop us before we had a chance to expose the girls.
"I don't mind if Tom goes to a strip club now and then. He'd never do anything he'd be ashamed to tell me. Why did I get so indignant about him going to one and then decide to go along with that crazy scheme?"
"Looking back, surprising our husbands at a strip club by being the entertainment wasn't the best idea," admitted Jan. "In our defense, we thought they were lying to us about going fishing.
"That damn Godfrey bumped into my boobs a couple of times, 'by accident'. He was there with a guy who lives down the street from us. I see him at a lot of neighborhood parties. How am I going to look him in the eye?"
"Speaking of eyes, did you see how those men looked at us?" asked Betty. "It was scary, but a little exciting at the same time. If Bill had been there, I wouldn't have been so scared. I know he'd never let anything bad happen to me."
"They did seem to approve of our dance," replied Jan with a small grin.
"Jan, it wasn't the dancing," quipped Heather. "They didn't make much noise until our tits came out. That's what they approved of so enthusiastically."
"Okay, maybe they did, but when has that ever happened to us before?" asked Jan seriously. "If you remember, Betty and I didn't have any tits in college and yours were resting on your stomach. Now we're in our thirties and finally look pretty good. Heather, you slimmed down and toned up. Your breasts defy gravity.
"Betty had the guys drooling over her puffy nipples and firm boobs. I have to admit I noticed quite a few guys stared at my melons. It was a mistake to try to tease our husbands, or teach them a lesson or whatever it was we thought we were doing, but it felt good on some level to be appreciated and desired by so many guys. I never had that feeling before."
"They certainly showed their desire," agreed Heather. "Most of them were actually very polite. I was afraid they'd think we were cheap sluts or something."
"That's true," agreed Jan. "They were pretty respectful, except for that jerk Godfrey."
"And that asshole from work who grabbed my breast when the bouncer wasn't looking," added Betty.
"All this back patting doesn't solve our dilemma," pointed out Heather. "We know the guys will find out what we did. How do we explain it so it seems like it was a reasonable reaction to the alleged lie Jan overheard, which turned out to another lie, or was it the only lie?"
"I don't see how we can," lamented Betty. "My family is the most important thing in the world to me. How could I risk losing it like I did?"
"We need to stay positive," insisted Jan. "Those guys love us. We know that. We need to hope it's enough to get past the slight brain fart we had. I must have misheard Drew, or else they changed their minds about going to Pussy Galore."
"That's a demeaning name," insisted Heather. "Besides, we kept our kitties covered up."
"What? You'd rather strip at a dive called 'Tits Aplenty' or 'The Nipple Palace'?" quipped Betty.
"The guys are home! Let's try to act like nothing happened," urged Jan. "They may not know about last night."
The three women sat quietly as their husbands slowly traipsed into the room. None of them were smiling.
"How did it go?" asked Jan a bit too loudly. "Did you catch anything?"
"You could say that," responded Drew. "We caught wind of a..."
"Tom! I'm so sorry," sobbed Heather as she ran to her husband and hugged him as she buried her face in his chest.
"I hope you have a plan B," whispered Betty to Jan as Heather's sobs filled the room.
"We caught wind of three sluts showing their tits and asses off at Pussy Galore last night," continued a surprisingly calm Drew. "We were thinking of hiring detectives to follow you three, maybe buying cameras to install in our houses and going over all of our financial records to find out just how badly you three have betrayed us.
"Bill suggested we save the money as we may need it for lawyers. He thinks if we ask for the truth, you'll tell it. I don't know why he'd think three lying cheating skanks would tell the truth, but we agreed to try it. Bill, it was your idea, so go ahead and see if you can get anything resembling the truth from them."
"Thanks for warming them up for me," responded Bill sarcastically as he looked squarely at his wife. "Have you been cheating on me? Have your two cohorts been cheating on their husbands?"
"No! Never!" answered Betty with tears in her eyes. "We'd never. We all love our husbands."
"Did you three go to Pussy Galore last night and strip? Did Godfrey Fucking Jenkins see all six tits?" asked Bill a little more aggressively.
"I'm not sure that's really his middle name, but he did see our breasts. But only for half an hour or so. We were never alone in the room with him," added Betty.
"Half an hour or so? How many other men were in that room, Betty?" asked Bill as he struggled to keep his temper.
"I don't know. It was amateur night and I heard they always have a good crowd for it. Maybe fifty or so?"
"Fuck!" shouted Drew, unable to contain his anger any longer. "You whores showed the whole town your tits and asses last night? How could you possibly think we wouldn't hear about it? How dumb are you bitches?"
"I'll let you handle those questions," replied Betty as she nodded to Jan.
"I heard you tell Godfrey Fucking Jenkins you three were going to Pussy Galore rather than fishing. We were pissed off that you guys lied to us, so we decided to be proactive. If you like to look at other women's tits, maybe some other guys would like to look at ours!" snarled an obviously angry Jan.
Jan's response coupled with her anger caught Drew by surprise. He'd expected tears and apologies, but Jan was giving it back as hard as he pressed it. After ten years of marriage, his first instinct was to make peace with his wife and calm her down. Then he remembered the videos and pictures Godfrey had sent. She had no right or reason to be mad at him.
"I told the asshole that lie so he'd leave us alone at the cabin," explained Drew. "We went fishing like we said we would. We don't lie to our spouses or sneak around exposing ourselves."
"How the hell am I supposed to know when you're lying and when you're telling the truth?" demanded Jan.
"When I talk to you, I tell the truth. That's how!" insisted Drew with passion.
"So tell me this," retorted Jan immediately. "Are you embarrassed or ashamed of the way I look? Do you wish you'd married a sexier better-looking woman?"
Drew was stunned by Jan's question. He had never indicated he didn't find her attractive and desirable. Where was this coming from? He tried to calm himself before responding.
"Jan, you're beautiful and sexy as hell. I never felt otherwise and would hope I never did anything to cause you to think I did. What has this got to do with your actions last night?"
"I just wondered why stripping one time would cause you to call me names and treat me so cruelly. It seems like you're ashamed that other men saw me. We didn't do any lap dances or act like sluts. Most of the guys were very respectful and nice to us. They seemed to think we looked pretty good," declared Jan.
"Of course they did! You ladies are all foxes. Any man can see that. That doesn't mean it's okay to drop your clothes when you're around other men. They were looking at you and thinking how they'd like to have sex with you!" responded Drew.
"Is that what you think when you go to a strip club? How about when Betty, Heather and I are in our swim suits? Do you think you want to have sex with all of us?" asked Jan.
Drew realized he had been cleverly boxed in. Jan had somehow turned the situation around so he was on the spot. He was a red blooded male and the women were attractive, so he had naturally daydreamed a little.
"You're kind of quiet now," observed Jan sarcastically.
"Men always think about sex when they see a woman they find attractive, but we also know how to control and ignore those urges. Most of us can see a pretty woman and not try to get her into bed. We see dozens of women every day, many of whom are quite attractive, yet we still treat them with respect and consideration," replied Drew in what he felt was a reasonable explanation.
"Do you believe the men at the club treated us with respect and consideration?" asked Jan.



"If you say they did, then I believe it, but my past experience at strip clubs makes it a hard sell. Men holler and say all sort so things to the women. They want them to shake their tits and asses and who knows what else."
"Exactly why are you so angry at me, at all of us?" questioned Jan.
"Now that I think about it, I'd say that your lack of trust in us is a big problem as well as the sneaking around you did because you thought we had lied to you. Showing the world your bits and pieces is a bit disturbing, too," admitted Drew.
"I hate to say this, but I agree with Drew," stated Betty. "We owe these guys a huge apology for not trusting them, thinking they lied to us and for that half-baked idea for revenge. We were wrong."
"We were wrong. We never should have embarrassed or humiliated you men. We love our husbands," declared Heather as she wiped away her tears. "Our stripping will cause a lot of embarrassment at work and with our friends."
"It may not be that bad," reasoned Tom as he realized how concerned Heather was. "Godfrey may not show those pictures and videos to everyone. The guys at my work don't even know Godfrey."
"Tom's right," agreed Bill. "No one where I work or where Betty works has anything to do with that damn Godfrey. We may be making too much out of this situation."
"Tom, I'm so sorry, but a few of the men you work with were at Pussy Galore last night," confessed Heather nervously.
Before Tom could formulate a response, Betty spoke. "A couple of the men from our work were there, Bill. One guy even squeezed my left boob. He's the one who runs the forklift. Since we both work at the same place, we'll be the subject of all kinds of nasty comments. This is not going away. All our friends and family will know about it before long."
"I just saw where Godfrey Fucking Jenkins posted some of the milder stuff on YouTube," added Drew. "He edited out your nipples, but not your faces. That dickhead is going down!"
Tom and Bill were both still struggling with the revelations of their wives. Some men they knew quite well had seen their wives strip at amateur night. Bill and Betty worked for the same company. Everyone there had probably heard about it already. He dreaded going to work Monday.
"There were signs stating no taking pictures or videos. He wasn't allowed to do that," complained Betty.
"Here's a news flash for all three of you. In this day and age, you can bet any time your tits are out in a less than private setting, there's going to be pictures taken. There are a few people out there who do not follow rules, or laws, if you can imagine," stated Drew sarcastically.
"Are you going to divorce me, Tom?" asked Heather softly.
Tom looked into his wife's sad eyes and realized he loved her more than he thought possible. He was upset, but the woman standing in front of him was everything he had ever hoped for and probably more than he deserved.
"No, I love you way too much," admitted Tom as Heather embraced him in a tight hug.
Bill knew that Betty was wondering the same thing as Heather. He also knew that if Tom could forgive Heather, he had no options. He loved his wife and couldn't imagine life without her. He held out his arms to her.
"Oh, Bill! I love you so much. I'm sorry about this mess and I'll do everything I can to make it up to you," promised Betty as she hugged her husband.
"Do you really think I'm a whore, Drew? If that's the case, I'll file for divorce next week. I can't live with a man who thinks so little of me," stated Jan as she stared at her husband.
"Aw, Jan. You know I was mad. I never thought you were a whore and I'm sorry for saying that in the heat of the moment. Will you forgive me?" asked a contrite Drew.
Jan smiled and hugged her husband as Heather voiced what the others were thinking. "I don't know how you do it, Jan. Your husband came home furious because Godfrey Fucking Jenkins sent him videos of you topless and then posted them on the internet. Drew just apologized to you for being so angry about it. You're amazing."
"What's amazing is how much we love each other," responded Jan as she remained in her husband's embrace. "Deep down, he knows I'd never betray him. I made a serious mistake. I admit that, but I love this guy and I know he loves me. I'll show him how sorry I am tonight and for some time to come. He'll be getting a lot of makeup sex to help take the sting out of my stupidity."
The next weekend found the six friends sharing dinner at Bill and Betty's house. Once the meal was finished, the main topic of conversation was the reaction to the previous weekend's antics.
"Work has been a bit tense," admitted Betty. "Surprisingly, it's mostly the other women who make snide remarks. The men have been treating me very well, although I have been avoiding that jackass who runs the forklift.
"Since Betty and I work for the same company, I've been able to see the reaction from a different perspective than Betty's. Some of the female employees are asking how Betty found the nerve to strip and how I became so secure with my marriage to allow it. The one guy who was at Pussy Galore and didn't squeeze Betty's tit was very complimentary about the girls' performances and their physical attributes. The fork lift guy fell of the loading dock a little while later and badly twisted his ankle."
"One of the girls had to deliver something to the warehouse and saw Bill talking to the guy a minute or two before the guy fell," revealed Betty with a grin. "I don't think he'll be disrespecting me again, at least as long as I have Bill."
"Six of the guys I work with were at Pussy Galore the night the girls danced," revealed Tom. "They've been telling me what a lucky guy I am and asking if Jan and Betty are married. There have been a few nasty comments but, it's been far better than I expected.
"One asshole, Zane Dunlap, announced he'd pay good money to see my wife's tits," Tom told the group. "We were in the break room, along with four or five other guys. I felt like smacking him in the mouth."
"Did you let him get away with it?" asked Drew. "The guys I work with know what would happen if they talked about Jan like that."
"I had been reading a flyer on the bulletin board before the other guys came in. You know we manufacture modular homes and have about forty men working at any given time. One of the guys at work, Ralph Lassiter, was hit by a drunk driver while taking his six year old daughter to school. The kid's in the hospital with some broken ribs and a concussion. The guy's wife is fighting breast cancer. He had been working two jobs to try to pay the bills, but suffered a broken arm in the accident."
"That's awful. He's sure having a terrible time," offered Heather. "I met him and his wife at the company picnic last summer. They're a nice young family."
"The flyer was a plea for donations and financial help of any kind. They bought a small starter home two years ago and he's behind on his mortgage. It looks like he may lose it," explained Tom.
"That's a tragic story, but what does it have to do with that asshole offering to pay good money to see Heather's boobs?" asked a confused Drew.
"It got me thinking about a fund raiser for Ralph," stated Tom. "This asshole is willing to pay good money to see my wife strip again. I bet there are a lot of guys who think the same way."
"No shit," retorted Drew. "I'm one of them."
"Since we have such sexy wives who apparently like showing off the goods, I was thinking they could indulge their exhibitionist tendencies for a good cause."
"Are you out of your mind?" demanded Drew. "The last time they did that it almost caused three divorces!"
"We discussed why it was such an issue. They did it because they thought we were lying to them, so they made a really dumb attempt for some kind of revenge," replied Tom calmly. "This would be with our knowledge and encouragement, as well as for a very good cause."
"Just a minute," objected Bill. "I'm all for helping out a family down on their luck, but Betty isn't some professional stripper. She's a housewife and mother. She's not showing her breasts to strangers again."
"I think the fact that our wives are housewives and mothers but not strippers, would cause more people to cough up some money to see them," reasoned Tom.
"Do you guys really believe these intelligent college educated women were just uncommonly stupid when they stripped at Pussy Galore that night?" asked Tom.
"If it wasn't stupidity, or insanity, what was it," challenged Bill.
"It was three gorgeous women making up for the excitement they missed in college," offered Tom. "These girls were self conscious and felt unattractive ten years ago. They've spent considerable time and effort to become more attractive, confident and sexy. I'm not sure if even they realize exactly what motivated them the other night, but I don't believe it was anger or revenge. Their husbands going to a strip club isn't something that would make them crazy with anger or feel the need for revenge."
"I see why you might think like that," admitted Drew as he looked at his wife. "These ladies have been very quiet about Tom's suggestion. I didn't hear a lot of protestations. Do you ladies want to do this strip idea of Tom's? No bullshit. Just tell me what you're thinking."
"If Tom wants me to do it, I will," revealed Heather to the surprise of the others. "I have to admit what a rush it was when we performed and how alive it made me feel. Men never thought I looked very good back in college. I was dumpy and never dated. I wasn't even asked.
"I love Tom even more for suggesting I could help raise money like that. My husband thinks I have what it takes. It makes me proud. I'm not just a wife and mom. I'm a woman in my prime and I'm embracing it."
"I'd do it, if Bill told me he was okay with it," added Betty. "My marriage means more to me than the excitement of performing like that. I realized that when I was so worried about Bill divorcing me after the last fiasco."
"I feel the same way," allowed Jan. "It was an amazing experience, but I'll never risk losing Drew and having a broken family. I don't think Drew will go along with it, but I'll be there cheering you girls on if you do it."
"Are you going to let Betty do this?" asked Drew of Bill.
"It isn't a matter of letting Betty do something," corrected Bill. "We have to agree on big things, but I don't tell her what to do or not do. I'm quite surprised that she'd be willing to do this, but I guess I shouldn't be. Tom made a great observation. These women aren't stupid or vindictive. Deep down, they wanted the experience, the appreciation of their beauty and bodies. I'll go along with Betty on this, but I worry about the fallout. We're still dealing with the problems created last time."
"That's the beauty of my plan," countered Tom. "I told Dunlap I was trying to talk Heather into performing again in a fund raiser. If I was successful, he's get to put his money down, just like everybody else."
"I seem to be missing the so-called beauty in that plan," admitted Drew. "How in hell would that be a good thing?"
"We've all been hearing about how we don't keep a close enough eye on our wives. People assume we didn't approve of their impromptu performance because we weren't there. It's a reasonable assumption," admitted Tom.
"I'm telling these guys at work that I'm trying to talk Heather into stripping again. That gives the strong impression that I approved of her first night on stage," explained Tom. "Now they guys think I'm proud of my wife's looks and body. The truth is; I am."
"Oh, Tom! You're the best husband ever!" declared Heather as she once again hugged her husband.
"You two guys are going to go along with Betty and Heather stripping as a fund raiser? I can't let Jan do it, but I'll be there to cheer your wives on," promised Drew.
"That's damn magnanimous of you, Drew," stated Jan with more than a little sarcasm. "You'll stop me from showing my boobs, but you're willing to go stare at Betty and Heather's hooters? Are you against women bearing their breasts for a good cause, or not?"
"I'm certainly not against seeing Betty and Heather topless," replied Drew. "I just don't want anyone to see your ti... breasts. That seems pretty normal to me."
"It sure does seem normal for you," quipped Jan as she shook her head and quickly left the room.
"What the hell did I say that was so terrible?" demanded Drew to those remaining.
"I'll stop at Pussy Galore and see if they're willing to allow a fund raiser at their facility," stated Tom as he ignored Drew's stance on the matter. "I think Heather and I will start the donation pot out with a thousand dollar donation. Ralph's a good man and he's really having problems. He needs friends to step up and help.
"If Pussy Galore goes along with it, I'll make up some posters to advertise the event. I think I'll let it be known that we're looking for more volunteers to perform to take some of the load off Heather and Betty."
"That's a great idea," agreed Heather. "Betty and I would be a lot more comfortable if there were some other women performing. Maybe men won't be staring at our chests quite as much."
"I hate to disappoint you, but men are going to taking long looks at you both, or all four of you, depending on how you look at it," declared Bill. "You two are sexy as hell and men are going to really like what they see."
"Bill! You say the sweetest things," stated Betty as she hugged her husband tightly.
Tom was pleased with the reception Jack Diamond, the owner of Pussy Galore, gave his idea. "I remember those women. They all had nice tits and the crowd was quite appreciative, as I recall. I'll give you Friday night, four weeks from tomorrow. Every penny we take in will go to the fund raiser. I'll give my girls the night off, so you'd better find enough women to fill the dance card."
Tom, with enthusiastic help from Heather, began making posters to place around town. They created a Facebook group dedicated to the event with the knowledge that information always spreads fast on the internet.
Tom was leaving the break room three days after placing two posters on the bulletin boards at work when he was stopped by a woman who worked in the office.
"Tom, are you the one who posted those flyers about a fund raiser at Pussy Galore?" asked the woman without any preamble.
"I have permission from the owners," countered Tom as he prepared himself for a verbal assault from woman. "Let me guess, you don't think women should objectified."
"That's true," replied the woman immediately. "However, a tasteful striptease for a good cause isn't my idea of objectification. I know Ralph from work and I met his wife at the company picnic. They don't deserve the problems they're having. I'd like to sign up to perform."
"You would? That's great. You're very attractive. I'm going to be posting names of the ladies performing on our Facebook group. Is it okay if I tell people you're on the list?" asked Tom.
"Sure, you need to get as many people to attend as possible. Do I just tell you I want to perform, or do you have to see my boobs to be sure I'm suitable?"
"God, no!" responded Tom quickly. "I'm sure you're more than suitable. I'm not doing this to get women to show me their breasts, although on some level, the idea is very appealing."
"That was exactly the right answer," replied the woman. "When I told Mr. Barnes I was going to ask you if I could perform, he told me to get my impression of how you're doing this. He made it clear that if it was some sort of questionable or demeaning situation, he'd shut it down in a heartbeat."
"The boss said that? I hope you'll report back that this is a serious fund raiser, even if it's an adult themed event," added Tom.
"I'll do exactly that. By the way, do you think I'll help draw in more donations?" asked the attractive blonde woman.
"Are you kidding? The guys on the floor will give a week's pay to see you on stage," assured Tom as the blonde beamed.
"It's funny how this is working," stated Tom to his friends when they gathered at Bill's house the following weekend. "We started with Betty and Heather. It took a few days, but a couple more ladies signed up. Now I've been getting quite a few calls from women. They ask a lot of questions. The main one is if Heather will be showing her nips and will they be expected to do the same."
"What do you tell them?" asked Betty with interest.
"I tell them it's a strip club. Heather will be wearing a g-string and that's all, at least by the end of her performance. I don't think the people donating money to see the show are going to want to be teased. I explain to them how I think it would be best if they skipped the whole thing if they are too shy to let it all hang out."
"How do the women react to that," asked Bill.
"I think it relieves them. It gives them a reason to skip the whole thing, but two surprised me. They called back and told me to sign them up," revealed Tom. "I'm starting to see a trend here. Good looking women, often married, like to reinforce that they still appeal to the opposite sex. Some just want a good excuse to strut their stuff."
"You don't think all women want to strip if given the excuse, do you?" asked Drew. "I find that hard to believe."
"No, not all women, but more than I would have guessed a month or two ago," replied Tom. "Many don't, while others would like to but their significant others aren't comfortable with it."
"How come you're so supportive of Heather doing this?" questioned Jan as she glared at Drew.
"When I found out that she stripped that night we guys went fishing, I began to see her in a different light. I had been simply thinking of her as my wife and the mother of my kids, but not as the attractive sexy woman she is. I may be strange, but knowing other men so obviously approve of Heather's face and body makes me proud as hell. I'm not the kind of guy who'd like to see her with another man, but I do enjoy that my wife is seen as a sexy desirable woman. It adds to my tremendous appreciation of her many finer points."
"The whole world will see those fine points pretty soon," quipped Betty. "Heather really is beautiful. By the way, Bill and I have decided to donate a thousand to the fund raiser, too. We want to help that family, but we also want to be able to say Heather and I had the drawing power to make the event a success."
"I almost forgot to mention that I'm telling all the ladies taking part in the evening they'll be expected to spend at least fifteen minutes mingling with our donors after they perform, and they'll be doing it in the outfit they wore when they ended their performance," announced Tom. "You said you had to do that at your debut, and I thought it had some merit."
"You're telling them they'll be talking to people in nothing but a thong or something?" marveled Bill. "They're going along with it?"
"So far, although they all insisted they will have a male friend or husband with them, just to keep things from getting out of hand," answered Tom.
"Or getting my things in their hands," responded Betty immediately. "Bill, you need to stay by my side in case that asshole tries to fondle the girls again."
"It would be my honor," responded Bill as he wagged his eyebrows several times.
The night finally came for the fundraiser at Pussy Galore. Bill and Tom had arrived before the scheduled performances to be sure everything was as it should be. As they spoke to Jack Diamond, two topless women approached them.
"You're the guys in charge of this amateur stripper fund raiser, right?" asked a young woman who Tom thought couldn't be more than twenty.
"I guess we are," replied Tom. "We came early to be sure everything was ready. Jack told us he was giving the girls who work here the night off. We'll start our show around seven. Jack's clearing the place out before then. Anyone coming in after that will be asked to donate a hundred dollars. It'll be like a cover charge, but for a very good cause."



"Candy and I would like to stay. My mom had breast cancer, so it's personal for me. Candy just wants to help. We could assist the women with their costumes, their dances, or even their nerves. We'd be willing to serve drinks and even dance if there's a lull or someone backs out. I know your focus has been housewives, moms and women who work regular jobs, but we could still be a big help."
Tom glanced at Bill to see what he thought, only to find the man staring at the four breasts in front of him. "Apparently Bill approves. So do I. We accept your generous offer. You understand all tips will be added to the fund raiser. You'll be working for free."
When Jack Diamond reopened the doors a little before seven, Bill and another volunteer stood at the doors accepting the hundred dollar donations. Tom was pleased to see more than a few patrons tossed in some extra cash.
Candy and her friend, Monica, were greeting the men and telling them where the drinks were kept. The free drinks consisted of soda, beer and wine. Everyone had agreed there would be no hard liquor.
Tom was surprised when Drew stopped next to him. "Are you going to introduce me to these two lovely ladies?"
"Drew? I thought Jan was going to keep you home since you didn't want her to perform."
"Shit, Tom. You know Jan. I never had a chance. She's dancing tonight and I'm here to make certain she's treated properly. It's my husbandly duty."
"Aw, I was hoping you came to see our tits," blurted Monica as he made a pouty face. "Candy and I feel hurt."
"I didn't mean to sound rude," apologized Drew. "I'm quite happy to look at yours while I wait for my wife to show hers."
"But you love your wife and want to support her and keep her safe while she does something way out of character. You're really a good husband. I hope I find a guy like you some day," stated Monica sincerely.
"Well, if going along with my wife stripping in front of all these perverts makes me a good husband, I'm one of the best," replied Drew with mirth. "I don't think everyone would agree with you."
"That's exactly what makes you such a good husband. You want your wife to have experiences and enjoy life. You're obviously proud of her and she'll see that in your eyes tonight. I bet you'll get very lucky later tonight," predicted Candy.
"I expect to, but I would have to say I already am. You girls are beautiful," Drew retorted.
By the time the performances were ready to begin, there were almost two hundred men and women in attendance.
"We've taken in almost twenty-five thousand dollars!" announced Bill with glee. "Hardass Drew donated a thousand, plus Jan's dancing. He's such a wuss."
Tom stepped to the stage to make a few comments. "Ladies and gentlemen, thanks for coming out to support a great family who's fallen on hard times. I've been told we've already taken in over twenty-five thousand dollars! Tips are encouraged and will be added to the total."
Tom had to wait for the applause and whistles to die down before he continued. "The ladies performing tonight, and make no mistake, they are all ladies, volunteered for this because they want to help a deserving family, and maybe to show you just how lucky their husbands, boyfriends and lovers really are.
"After they perform, they will come down and visit with the patrons for fifteen minutes, at least. You have to realize how special this will be. These are women you see at work, at PTA, at bake sales for the scouts or their kids' athletic teams. For one night only, you will have the good fortune to see them in nearly all of their glory.
"It's fine to be appreciative and show your approval, but anyone being rude, or making unwanted comments or advances will be shown the door in a hurry. I know all of you know how to treat ladies, but keep it in mind. I'll step down now as my wife, Heather, begins the evening's activities."
Tom had not been allowed to watch Heather practice her routine. He was stunned as he watched his wife gyrate and sway to the rhythm of the music. She toyed with pulling her top off before finally allowing it to drop. The gasps and groans from the audience brought a smile to her lips.
For his part, Tom had never seen his wife look so sexy, so alluring and so confident. She had the crowd under her control and she knew it. When she finished, the applause was long and loud. Her breasts hung provocatively as she took several bows. Heather grinned as several whistles and growls were heard from the appreciative audience.
Once the applause abated, she stepped gracefully off the stage and sauntered up to Tom. She deliberately rubbed her breasts against him as she gently kissed his lips.
"You're hard!" she whispered as she felt his erection press against her stomach. "That's the best compliment ever."
"Then you should feel very pleased. I saw a dead man in the corner with a hard on while you were dancing," replied Tom as he quickly kissed his wife again.
"Hey! Can we give her tips now?" asked an older man with a handful of bills. "I mean in the traditional way?"
Heather looked at Tom with a smile as she waited for him to answer. When he finally nodded, she strolled up the man and smiled provocatively. "Tips are always welcome. It's for a very good cause."
Tom noticed the man's hands trembled slightly as he tucked a five dollar bill into the tiny band around Heather's hips. When Heather smiled again, he quickly tucked another bill into the band more toward her center. Almost immediately, several men formed a line for the opportunity to tuck cash into Heather's minimal garment.
That ended when the next performer stepped onto the stage. It was the woman who worked in the office and she looked amazing. The place went silent except for the music as she hypnotized the crowd with her sensuous gestures and movements.
Once again the applause was long and loud. Tom was surprised when she moved off the stage and embraced a tall man in an expensive suit. He was beaming as he draped his arm over her shoulder.
So it went as each performance was greeted by groans, whistles and cheers. Every woman who danced was made to feel very appreciated and attractive. Tom was especially attentive when Betty's turn came. Bill had moved near Tom, ostensibly to speak to him, but Tom noticed he seldom took his eyes off Heather's rack.
Tom had known Betty for years but was still very surprised to see how firm and full her breasts were. Did all housewives have such delightful treasures covered with bras, shirts and aprons? Tom was glad Bill was close when Betty stepped off the stage and walked over to Bill. He saw her breasts quiver slightly with each step. Her nipples were puffy and just about perfect in Tom's estimation. Once she hugged her husband, she turned to Tom.
"Would you like to give me a tip, Big Boy?"
Tom pulled out several tens and began placing them inside the little band on her hips.
"Piker!" growled Drew as he stepped in and showed everyone a twenty, which he carefully slid under the wisp of cloth below Betty's navel. Then he turned to Heather and produced another twenty, which he tucked alongside the considerable collection Heather had already accumulated.
Tom realized Heather had been getting tips while he had been watching the other ladies perform. Heather saw Tom looking at the cash placed everywhere there was a place to stuff it. She gave Tom a seductive wink when he finally looked at her face.
"I just realized you've been out here a lot longer than the fifteen minutes we promised everyone," observed Tom. "In fact, I don't think any of the ladies has left the floor to get dressed. You do know you can go back stage now, right?"
"I will if you insist, but I'm having the time of my life," admitted Heather with a guilty smile. "With you so close by, everyone is being very polite and extremely complimentary. I'd like to stay here with you if you aren't too embarrassed."
Tom placed his arm around Heather and hugged her shoulders while kissing her cheek. Then Jan began her dance. Even after having seen seven women already strip, the audience was still spellbound as Jan showed everyone that a physically fit strong woman could do things on a pole which seemed to defy gravity.
"Is that shit even possible?" whispered Bill as he watched Jan's performance. "How can she hold herself up there like that with just her legs?"
Tom took his eyes off Jan briefly and looked to see how Drew was doing. He was happy to see Drew beaming as a man next to him whistled and clapped loudly. When Jan ended her dance, she flung herself into the grinning Drew's arms and soundly kissed him.
Bill groaned loudly as the sides on Jan's surprisingly large breasts squeezed out as she pressed against Drew.
"You almost deprived yourself of this, you selfish bastard," complained Bill as he finally had the opportunity to tuck some bills into Jan's g-string. "Jan can't see what I'm doing because those amazing boobs are obstructing her view, but I'm tucking hundreds in your little outfit."
"The guy's bullshitting you," stated a laughing Drew. "They're twenties."
Ralph Lassiter and his wife made an appearance before the evening was complete. He looked tired and drawn while his wife appeared very pale and fragile. She wore a large cap but it failed to conceal the fact she had lost her hair. They both cried as they thanked everyone for their generosity and kindness. More than a few of those listening shed tears as well.
It was after midnight before the crowd began to thin out. Before leaving, Tom thanked Jack Diamond for being so generous with his facilities.
"This was a great idea," proclaimed Diamond as he shook hands with Tom, Bill and Drew. He then hugged their wives. "I know a lot of people think this is a bad place, but I try to obey all laws. I call the cops if I even suspect someone is trying to sell drugs or sex. It's safer than a lot of more respected businesses.
"The good PR the place got tonight will be a boost for me. Thanks for everything and think of me if you ever decide to have another fund raiser. Your wives are worth their weight in gold. If you ladies ever want a job here, just let me know."
"That was very flattering," said Jan as the group walked to their cars. "He seems like a good judge of talent. I wonder how much the girls make here?"
"Not enough to pay me alimony and child support," replied Drew firmly. "Now get that much admired ass in the car. You're going to keep your side of our bargain and you'll begin on the ride home."
"The things I do for charity," retorted Jan as she looked at her friends and rolled her eyes slightly before breaking into a hearty laugh. "The big lug doesn't seem to realize this is a win/win situation for me.
"At the very least, slide your seat back farther," were the last words her friends heard from Jan as she climbed into the car and closed the door.
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Jess Lange surveyed the small cow town of Alden as his gelding plodded down the dusty street. It appeared to be a replica of the town he had recently left, and much like the town he rode through the day before that. The Civil War was over, but the distrust and prejudices it had fostered still remained. Jess couldn't imagine that things would be getting better anytime soon.
He dismounted in front of a mercantile with the intention of restocking his dwindling supplies. Jess had long made it a point of completing that chore as soon as he entered a town. He had been known to leave in a bit of a rush on occasion and had learned to be prepared.
As he stepped into the store, he immediately realized he had encountered a situation. He silently mulled over leaving the store, at least until things became more stable. He wasn't normally the kind of man who got involved with the problems of others. He avoided conflict as long as he was left alone.
"Mister, just hike your ass back out the door. Go get a drink to cut the dust. You can come back when we're done," stated a big bearded man in a stained brown vest.
That demand went directly into the face of what Jess considered to be his biggest flaw. Ever since he had mustered out of the Army, he hated being told what to do. He looked briefly at the man before turning his attention to the others in the room.
A very pregnant woman was sitting on the plank floor with her back against the wall. She was sobbing as she cradled an unconscious man's head in her lap. The man had blood running down his face from some sort of head injury. Two nondescript armed men hovered over the pregnant woman in what could only be considered a threatening manner.
Jess glanced around the room and found the shopkeeper cowering in a far corner. "I have a list of supplies I need. I don't have a lot of time. I want you to work on this list now. I'll wait."
As he spoke, Jess took several steps toward the shopkeeper. That placed him in the center of the room, a few feet from the large bearded man.
"Maybe you didn't understand me, Stranger," began the large man angrily. "I told you to get the fuck out of..."
He stopped talking when Jess's boot heel caught him in the knee. As he began to crumble, Jess grabbed the back of his head and pulled his face down as he savagely raised his bent knee. Blood spurted from the man's beard as he dropped silently to the floor.
By the time his companions realized their friend was down and out, Jess had them covered with his revolver. They both raised their hands slowly as Jess strode toward them. Without warning, he swung his pistol around and caught the shorter man in the temple.
Seeing his cohort drop, the second man went for his gun. Jess quickly brought his weapon down on his skull, causing him to collapse on top of his companion.
"Ma'am, let me help you up. Is this your man? How badly is he hurt?" asked Jess with a surprisingly gentle voice. "Do you live around here?"
"Jack's my husband. He tends to say things that these damn morons don't understand, so they think he's insulting them. The big bastard with the beard and the newly ruined knee clubbed Jack on the head with his gun, about like you did to these two shitheads.
"We have a ranch twelve miles west of here. We rode in on a buckboard. If you'll help me get Jack to the wagon, I'll take him home," the woman added.
"You helped Jack and me when we needed it, but I'm afraid your ass is going to be in trouble. You just ruined Sam Jackson's knee. You gave his two toadies major headaches and embarrassed all three of them. They won't be forgetting that. I'd suggest you keep on traveling."
"Thanks, Ma'am. I appreciate the advice, but I'll be finishing my business before I leave," replied Jess before bending over and scooping up the inert form of her husband. "Lead the way to your buckboard."
Once Jess had gently placed Jack into the back of the buckboard, he helped the woman up to the seat. As she leaned forward to take the reins, she winced.
"Suppose I tie my horse behind your wagon and drive the wagon home for you?" suggested Jess. "You're getting pretty close and shouldn't have to worry about a damn horse. If he kicks over the traces, you'll be in a hell of a mess."
"Mister, I don't even know your name, but you're treating Jack and me better than most of the assholes in this shit town. I'm Maggie and I sure appreciate that offer. I'll take you up on it. I didn't look forward to fighting the reins. The horse is a little green. Jack was using the trip to town to train him."
If the plain talking women noticed Jess didn't surrender his name, she never mentioned it. Jack considered her as he tied his horse to the buckboard and climbed up to the seat.
She was a product of her times and environment. She had her dark hair tied back, but it was obvious she had to struggle to control it. She was plain looking with a small nose and a ruddy complexion. She certainly wouldn't be considered pretty by most men, but she showed strength and determination. As Jess guided the horse down the street, the woman kept looking back at her husband.
"I saw how you looked at me when I called the people in the town assholes," said Maggie as she tried to start a conversation. "I know I'm a bit coarse, as Jack says, but I grew up with three brothers and no mother. It's the only way I know how to talk."
"Maggie, I find your honesty refreshing," replied Jess. "There's no reason to apologize."
"I'm afraid you'll change your mind before long," responded Maggie as she once again winced. "We have to go slow so we don't hurt Jack, but I don't think the baby will wait till we get home. Please don't leave us alone in the middle of nowhere."
"Maggie, I won't desert you, but I'll admit that I'm not very keen on delivering a baby. Hold off as long as you can. We may get back to your ranch before you deliver, or Jack may come around by then and help you."
"Jack won't be much help," replied Maggie. "He's real smart but isn't too good with practical matters. Ask him to build a windmill and he'll come up with a great design, but someone else has to do the construction. A pencil is his tool of choice."
Jess smiled as he listened to Maggie's description of Jack. He had always been like that, even when they were kids. Jess had seen firsthand how people reacted to Jack's lack of social skills. He always stated what he was thinking, and often it was uncomplimentary to others. Jack was smart as hell, except he had no idea how to act around other people. Many men, especially insecure bullies, took offense when Jack stated his opinion of their mental limitations. Jess had come to Jack's defense on more than one occasion.
"Do you and Jack have your own spread?" asked Jess. "Do you have some hired hands? Your husband isn't exactly the world's best cowboy."
"That's true," agreed Maggie as she studied Jess thoughtfully. "We live on a decent sized ranch with Jack's parents, his sister, one of my brothers and his wife and kids. We all work so we only hire extra hands when we need them for branding or something."
"Does Jack's sister have any kids, or a husband?"
"She married a guy just before the war broke out, but he left to join the army and she hasn't seen him since. Do you know Jack's family?" asked Maggie.
"I've heard of the Masters from someplace," replied Jess a bit too casually.
"How did you know their last name? I never mentioned it. Who are you, Mister? If you're here to cause trouble for the Masters family, we're going to have a problem. You can stop right now, climb on your horse and ride the hell away. I'd rather take my chances delivering the baby with Jack being hurt than lead a wolf to their door."
Jess tried to conceal the admiration he felt for the woman sitting next to him. She was obviously loyal to her husband and family. "I know the family, but wish them no harm. Sorry if I asked too many questions."
"I noticed that you didn't tell me your name," stated Maggie. "I think it would only be proper for you to tell me who the hell you are and how you know my husband and his family."
"Jess? Is that really you?" interrupted a weak voice from the back of the buckboard. "Maggie, he's Jess Lange!"
"Jack! Are you okay? I think the baby's going to come before we get back to the ranch. How do you feel?" asked the concerned woman as she leaned back to look at her husband.
"I have a killer headache and I'm sleepy as hell," was all Jack managed before again losing consciousness.
"Which Jess Lange are you?" demanded Maggie as she turned her attention to Jess. "Are you the one who abandoned Becky, or the one who risked his life to save Jack from the Union soldiers? They surely can't be one and the same."
"That's pretty accurate," admitted Jess. "I'm not the same man I was back then. The war and circumstances have changed me, maybe not for the better."
"If you think you're going to ride in and have Becky rush into your arms, think again. She's got no use for a man who abandoned his wife and ran off to play soldier. She deserves a lot better than the likes of you."
"She should be very pleased to have such a staunch supporter in the family. I'm not here to discuss my character, or the lack of same. I didn't know Becky lived in this state, never mind in the area," replied Jess. "I'm just going to make sure you and Jack make it home safe, and then I'll ride away. If I'm lucky, Becky won't even see me."
"You'd ride off without talking to her? No explanation for being such a bastard? You don't sound like the same man Jack's always carrying on about. He pretty much thinks your shit don't stink."
"Jack's always been a good friend. We shared a lot of adventures growing up together back in Virginia. He's probably a little biased in his opinion of me," acknowledged Jess.
"You talk like you're smart like Jack, except you know how to handle unruly fellas a hell of a lot better," observed Maggie.
"Jack's brains rubbed off on me when we were growing up," responded Jess with a chuckle. "I wasn't much at defending myself back then, either. That was something I picked up in the war."
"That's another thing. Jack, Becky and their parents supported the Confederacy, but Jack said you were a Bluecoat. How could you grow up in Virginia and fight for the North?"
"I don't care to explain my life choices. It was brother against brother with no real winner and a lot of losers. We need to get past what happened, and why it happened. It's time to build the country back together."
"That's a hell of a lot easier for a Blue belly than for us secessionists. Those bastards beating on Jack were Jayhawkers," spat Maggie. "No one told them the war's over."
"Why did you and the Masters move here if everyone's so hostile?" asked Jess.
"Most people are okay to us. They want to forget the war as bad as we do," admitted Maggie. "It's just that the few who can't let the war go. They're determined to make life hell for us rebels."
"I get a lot of shit tossed my way when I ride very far south," replied Jess. "It's going to take time before the war's forgotten and people decide to work together again."
"Pull over by that stand of trees," directed Maggie. "My water just broke!"
Jess cursed his luck as he pulled off the trail. It was early afternoon and he had hoped he could return Jack and Maggie to their ranch before dark. It seemed the baby had different ideas.
Luckily, Jack came around again before Maggie gave birth just after midnight. As Maggie predicted, he wasn't much help, although he was able to accurately describe in detail how a baby should be delivered.
"I read some books on it when Maggie became pregnant," he explained as Jess helped Maggie welcome a healthy baby girl into the world.
Maggie was exhausted, but still managed a big smile when Jess handed her the baby wrapped in one of his spare shirts.
"Jessica!" declared Jack. "We'll name her Jessica after this no-good tinhorn Bluecoat who delivered her after saving her dad from some very bad men.
"Jess, I'm so far in your debt, I don't think I'll ever be able to make things square. You always had my back when we were kids. You carried me home when it looked like those Union soldiers were going to plant me on that hillside. Today you appeared out of nowhere and took on three Jayhawkers to save Maggie, the baby and me. If you ever need me for anything, I'll be there for you."
To Jess's considerable discomfort, Jack suddenly wrapped his arms around Jess and hugged him in a tight embrace. Jess quickly disengaged from his over-appreciative friend.
"Jesus, Jack! We're friends, but this shit's just wrong. How hard did they hit your head?" demanded Jess.
Maggie wore a wide grin as she watched the scene unfold. "Jack hasn't had any in a month or so and it's beginning to wear on him. It'll be another month before I'll be able to perform my wifely duties. As a true friend, you should hang around and help him out."
"Not happening!" declared Jess. "The Confederate soldiers may have enjoyed that shit, but we Union men never partook in deviant behavior."
"But Jess, the war's over!" joked Jack as Jess backed even farther away. "If the nation's going to heal, we need to come together."
"What the hell kind of father are you going to make?" Jess wondered as he shook his head and walked away.
The travelers got a late start the next morning. Jack was still experiencing headaches off and on and had slept late. Maggie was able to walk, but very gingerly. Jess found himself holding the baby while Maggie moved out of sight to do whatever women do after they have a baby. Jess had no desire to know more.
Maggie decided she'd be more comfortable lying in the back of the buckboard with Jack and the baby, while Jess took the reins. Jess made certain the horse proceeded slowly to avoid jostling the new mother and baby.
It was late afternoon when Jess topped a ridge and was able to see ranch buildings nestled in a depression a half mile away.
"Jack, why don't you take the reins," suggested Jess. "I have some things to do and I'm running late. You should be able to handle it from here."
Jack's headaches had ceased hours before, but he never mentioned that fact. He enjoyed lying next to his wife and daughter as the buckboard bounced down the trail.
"You have to get us to the ranch, Jess. Maggie just had a baby and my head is killing me," Jack lied, since he wanted his family to have the chance to see Jess before he rode off. "You aren't afraid of Sis, are you? I think she's cooled off enough so she won't shoot you."
Jess simply nodded grimly and kept the horse from breaking into a trot now that it knew it was almost home.
Becky Lange had seen her brother's buckboard break over the skyline, but she quickly determined that her twin brother wasn't in the seat. Maggie wasn't visible either, and this fact concerned Becky.
"Mom, I see our buckboard, but Jack isn't driving it and Maggie's nowhere in sight. I'm going to wait for whoever the hell it is in that copse of willows. I'll find out why he has our buckboard and where Jack and Maggie are," declared Becky as she grabbed her well used Colt revolving rifle and slipped out the back door.
Jess decided he'd deliver Jack, Maggie and the baby to the ranch buildings. As soon as he stopped the horse by the house, he'd jump down, untie his horse from the buckboard and take off at a fast trot, or maybe a gallop.
He was within a couple hundred yards when he was ordered to stop. "One more foot and I'll blow your brains out, Stranger. That's my family's buckboard, but you sure as hell aren't any family of mine.
"Where's Jack and Maggie. If you've hurt them, I'll..."
Becky suddenly stopped speaking when she heard the obvious sounds of a newborn baby. Her attention swung to the back of the buckboard. Because she wasn't mounted on a horse and was standing in a slight incline, she was unable to see over the sideboards of the wagon.
Her brother's head popped into sight. He had a huge grin as he got to his feet and then held his hand down in an obvious offer to help someone else stand. Becky felt tears form in her eyes when she saw Maggie rise to stand next to Jack. In her arms was a precious infant.
The stranger driving the buckboard was forgotten as Becky rushed to the buckboard. When she reached it, Maggie gently offered the baby to her.
"Meet your niece, Jessica," Maggie stated proudly. "She was born yesterday on the trail and she's tired of this damn buckboard. You need to thank our driver and come with me to show your mother her new granddaughter."
Becky was staring in wonder at her beautiful niece as she approached the front of the buckboard. "Mister, I'm sorry about holding a rifle on you, but I didn't know if you were friend or foe. I sure appreciate you helping out Jack and Maggie, and this little doll. Will you stay and have dinner with us? This calls for a celebration."
Jess had kept his hat low so little of his face could be seen. Becky had barely glanced at him as she concentrated on her newborn niece. She was turning back to chat with Maggie when he spoke. Becky suddenly froze when she heard his voice.
"Thanks, Ma'am, but I think it would be better for all concerned if I just climbed on my horse and rode away. Your family has a lot to celebrate and my presence would spoil the mood."
"Jess? Jess Lange? You show up after all this time? Why are you here? Are you trying to claim part of the ranch?" demanded Becky.
Jack tried to correct her, but she kept her attention on Jess. "It'll be a cold day in hell before you get any of our property or money. We've worked hard for everything we have, and no damned drifter is going to get any of it simply because I made a bad mistake years ago and married poorly!"
Jess stepped down from the buckboard, gathered the reins to his horse and mounted. "Jack, it was good seeing you again. Take good care of your family. Your wife and daughter are real keepers.
"Maggie, it's been a pleasure. You have a beautiful daughter and a jackass husband, but he's good people. I wish you the best."
Before he turned his horse, Jess touched the brim of his hat and nodded to Becky. He touched his spurs to the gelding's sides, and the horse jumped into a gallop. The group watched until the horse disappeared back over the ridge.
"Oh, Becky! Why did you do that?" questioned Maggie. "You had a chance to talk to him and settle things between you. Did you see how he's dressed? The horse he's riding? Did he look like he needed or wanted your money?"
"Why'd you bring Jess here? You know how I feel about him. I'm disappointed in both of you," declared Becky with heat. "Why in hell did you name this beautiful little girl 'Jessica'? People are going to think you named her after that damned jackass."
Becky was surprised at how annoyed Maggie became at her words. Maggie silently took Jessica back into her arms and turned toward the ranch house.
"I'm going to show Jessica to Mom Masters. She'll be delighted to see her and I bet she'll love the name Jack gave her. You're going to be living alone your entire life if you don't change your attitude about men in general, and Jess in particular."
Jack shrugged his shoulders to Becky and turned to follow his wife to the house, leaving his sister to deal with the horse and buckboard.
Sharon Masters was in tears as she watched Maggie climb the porch steps. She met Maggie there and held her arms out for the baby.
"Mom, this is your granddaughter, Jessica. Isn't she beautiful?" asked Jack with a proud smile.
"She's adorable," cooed Jack's mother as she gently bounced the baby in her arms. "Where and when was she born? Did you have any trouble? Are you feeling okay, Maggie?"



"She was born on the trail from town. We had some trouble there. Sam Jackson and two of his asshole friends wanted to show everyone what happens to secessionists in Alden. He clubbed Jack on the head in the mercantile with his pistol and knocked him out. I sat on the floor and cradled Jack's bloody head in my lap. They hovered over me like they were going to hurt Jack, or me, even more."
"Oh, my God! Did they hurt you, or beat Jack more?" asked Sharon as she looked closely at the lump on Jack's head.
"I think they were going to, but a stranger walked in about that time. Sam told him to leave and come back later. The stranger hardly looked at him before telling the clerk he wanted his list filled. Sam decided he was fresh meat and tried to scare the stranger into leaving.
"That didn't go over with the stranger. He just kicked Sam's knee so hard I could hear things breaking lose. Then he pulled Sam's face down while he brought his knee up. That made some more unpleasant sounds as Sam dropped to the floor bleeding like hell.
"The man had the other two covered with his pistol before they could figure out what the hell happened. It only took a couple seconds for them to join Jackson, sleeping on the floor."
"Thank God for that stranger," exclaimed Sharon. "Did you get his name?"
"Not at the time. He loaded Jack on the buckboard and saw that I was having trouble working the reins, so he offered to bring Jack and me home in the buckboard," responded Maggie.
"That was the man Becky saw with the buckboard, wasn't it? You should invite him in for dinner. Your father will want to thank him," predicted Sharon.
"Becky invited him for dinner, but changed her mind when she recognized him," stated Jack. "Jess saved my life again, helped Maggie deliver Jessica and was called every name in the book by Becky. She made it plain he wasn't welcome on this ranch."
"Jess? It was Jess Lange that stepped in and helped you in town?" asked a stunned Sharon. "How is he? How did he look? Is he doing well?"
"I didn't know he did all those things for you, Maggie," interrupted Becky with a sob from the open door. "I'm sorry I reacted so badly. To answer your questions, Mom, he looks better than ever. He's tanned and in much better condition than he was when we were married. He has a scar on his left cheek, but it just adds character."
"I didn't know him back when he and Becky were married, but I can tell you he's the complete package now," stated Maggie with a grin. "He's hell on wheels when he needs to be, but he was gentle as a lamb when he delivered Jessica. He even cleaned her up with some clothes from his saddlebag and handed her to me. That's his shirt she wrapped in right now."
Meanwhile, Jess struggled with his emotions as he rode the trail back toward town. He had left without getting his damn list filled. He was determined to get his supplies and ride out of Kansas as fast as his horse would carry him.
Seeing Becky again had brought back all the pain and shame he felt the day he found her in bed with Big Joe Buck, the county sheriff. Jess had been enraged beyond all reason. He remembered how he had charged into the room and connected with a solid right to Buck's chin.
Buck had heard Jess' snarl and turned to face him. It allowed Jess the perfect opportunity to deliver the first blow. Jess had held nothing back and felt the shock of the blow through his arm to his shoulder.
Jess was stunned when Big Joe simply shook his head as he unceremoniously dismounted from a now screaming Becky. The next minute was a blur as Buck proceeded to tear Jess apart. Buck hit him so hard at one point, Jess careened through the closed window, taking the curtain, glass and sash with him.
Jess was in tremendous pain as he wiped blood from his eyes and nose. He saw Joe Buck staring out the window trying to decide if he should climb through it or walk out the door and around the small house. At that moment, Jess was certain Big Joe intended to kill him with his bare hands.
There was a wide stream a short distance from the window and Jess knew he had to reach it before Joe Buck managed to lay his hands on him again. Unable to stand, Jess stumbled and crawled until he hit the stream. The cold water helped revive him enough to enable him to wade out into the creek and float downstream on the rapid current. Once he had drifted a few hundred yards, he pulled himself under a blown down tree on the opposite bank. Exhausted and in pain, he mercifully passed out.
Jess spent the next day lying under the tree, healing his battered body as his heart crumbled inside his chest. He and Becky had been married less than a year. They had just turned twenty, and Jess had believed they had a long and happy future together. The fact that Becky's brother was his best friend only served to increase the intensity of the pain he suffered.
The next night was moonless, so Jess decided to leave the area under the cover of darkness. Luckily, he had just sold three horses to a rancher in the next county, so he had cash in his pocket. It was money he and Becky had planned to put toward buying the house they lived in from her father.
Jess had accepted that he and Becky would never again be together as man and wife, so he used some of the cash to buy a sound mare at a ranch where he had stopped for a meal. He already owned a good horse, but it was back at his house and he swore he'd never return. Four days later, he was feeling a lot better and was far enough north to enlist in the Union Army.
Jess didn't care much which side he fought with, except he knew that Big Joe Buck was in charge of recruiting for the Confederate Army in his county. That was the reason Jess decided to fight for the Union. His hatred of Joe Buck was the only fire left in his soul and he nurtured it religiously. Jess promised himself that someday he'd find Buck in his sights and he'd kill him.
When he enlisted, Jess hadn't been the best physical specimen the Union Army had ever seen, but he soon lost the excess weight he carried. The brutal beating at the hands of Joe Buck changed Jess. He was defensive and quarrelsome for the first six months of his tour. He found himself in a number of no-holds-barred fights with other soldiers and a few civilians. He lost the majority of them, especially early in his enlistment.
He became known as a man to avoid, mostly because he didn't seem to care if he won the fight, lost the fight or was killed in it. Some of the other men in the platoon expected Jess would become a casualty every time they engaged the enemy. Somehow, Jess continued though the war mostly unscathed. He picked up some scars from close calls, but never received any near-fatal injuries.
Because he was obviously intelligent, yet fearless, he began going on special missions for his superiors. He always wore his uniform, so he was not technically a spy. He simply rode ahead of his platoon and reported back on situations and circumstances he felt were important to the Union. His sharp eye and untrusting nature served him and his superiors well. More often than not, his hunches and concerns saved command from making blunders.
Jess was on a reconnoitering mission when he came across three Union soldiers beating a man in a confederate uniform. Jess was stunned when he identified the rebel as his brother-in-law and best friend, Jack.
Jess thought back to that day. He recognized Jack immediately even though his face was bloodied and he had what appeared to be a fresh bullet wound in his side. Jess dismounted and approached the three soldiers.
"That's enough! We don't treat prisoners like that," Jack stated as he glared at the three men.
"I don't see any stripes," observed the largest of the three as he looked at Jess' uniform. "You can't order us to do anything. We caught this damned rebel shooting at us. He hit my cousin Bill in the leg. We're going to finish him off, nice and slow."
Jess could see the raw hatred in the man's eyes. He wasn't going to be dissuaded, so Jess simply pulled his pistol and held it on the three soldiers. Jack collapsed to the ground once they released their hold on him.
Jess knew he'd be in hot water, but he saw no choice. He tied the three men tightly to a tree, knowing a patrol would be arriving within a few hours. Once he was confident that they couldn't escape, he piled Jack onto a horse and began the hundred mile journey to Jack's family home.
Jess had to stop more often than he was comfortable with to care for Jack's wound. Jack was unconscious and incoherent for much of the trip. He was stopped twice by Union patrols. Both times Jess convinced them he was transporting a prisoner for interrogation and was allowed to proceed.
It took a full week to reach Jack's family ranch. Jess waited until the small hours of the morning before he gently sat Jack down against the front door. He then banged on the door as hard and loudly as he could. Once he heard movement inside, Jess mounted his horse and took off at a dead gallop. He never knew if Jack had survived the ordeal until he saw him lying with his bloody head on Maggie's lap in the small mercantile in Alden.
Preoccupied with his thoughts, Jess never saw the group of riders gathered off the side of the road in a small grove of pine trees. The sharp pain in his side followed by a loud rifle report jerked him from his reverie. The gelding broke into a dead run as Jess slumped ahead and clung to the horse's mane.
"I'm sure that was the bastard who fucked up Sam's knee," declared the man as he slid his rifle back into the scabbard. "If my head didn't still ache from when he pistol whipped me, I would have hit him dead center. I should go after him and finish him off."
"You gut-shot him. There's no need to waste more time with the asshole, whoever he is," replied the group's leader. "We need to get a bunch of cattle and horses to push into Colorado. I have a buyer there who'll pay cash for everything I deliver to him, no questions asked. Let's work on something that'll make us money. Dry-gulching cowpokes ain't one of them.
"Dirk, you said there's three spreads out this way we can separate from their stock without too much trouble, didn't you?"
"That's right, Big Joe. The Olsen ranch is off to the west. I figure we can hit that on the way to Colorado after we pick up a decent herd from the Bennett's and the Masters' range."
"Masters? Could that be Ben Masters?" asked Big Joe.
"Ben's the father. He runs it with his kids, Jack and Becky, along with some of Jack's wife's family," responded Dirk.
"Becky? Does she have a husband? Is she good lookin', nice tits?"
"I never seen her tits, but would like to," admitted Dirk. "She's pretty easy to look at. Do you know her?"
"I sure as hell do," replied Big Joe with a hearty laugh. "I fucked her ass off and then beat the shit out of her husband when he rode home early and caught me banging his wife. He ran off. I heard he never came back."
"I don't see how that's going to make it any easier to take their stock," reasoned Dirk. "Even if she likes the way you fuck her, she ain't going to like you rustling their cattle. Neither will her family."
"One thing I learned in the war is to move fast and catch the enemy off-guard. That's a formula for success every time. We'll just ride in and take what we want. Old Masters must be seventy and his son Jack was a screwy bastard. He was always reading books and saying shit nobody understood. I bet he doesn't know which end of a gun shoots."
"It seems strange that you rode for the Confederacy, yet you're here with us Jayhawkers," observed another rider.
"We all ride on the side of easy money now, don't we?" answered Big Joe with a laugh. "That war was a fucking waste."
"We'll just ride in and kill anyone who gives us any trouble, although I wouldn't mind another piece of ass from that daughter of Masters. By the time anyone figures out what the hell happened, we'll have the livestock sold in Colorado and be half way to Mexico."
Jess had ridden hard for half a mile before slowing his horse down when he found a wooded area. Once he pulled behind some trees, he stopped his horse and studied his back trail. He was able to see back to where he had been shot and there was no indication he was being followed.
Why was someone trying to kill him? If it was for his horse or money, the shooter would have followed him to recover his belongings. It seemed more likely it was one of the men he had encountered in the mercantile when he had pulled Jack's ass out of yet another fire.
Once Jess felt he was momentarily safe, he carefully checked his wound. A bullet had gone through his right side above his hip. It had stung like hell and he was bleeding steadily. Jess determined if he could stop the bleeding and avoid infection, he'd recover. To that end, he wet his bandana and stuck one end into the exit hole and held the other end of the bandana over the entry wound. He pulled a length of rawhide out of a saddlebag and ran it around his midsection, effectively keeping the bandana in place and constant pressure on the bullet wounds.
Jess briefly considered his situation. He decided he needed a reckoning with the bastard who had ambushed him. Jess had no desire to spend the rest of his life worrying that he'd be shot out of his saddle by some cowardly son-of-a-bitch. To that end, he carefully started his horse in a circuitous route back to the grove of trees from which he had been shot.
Half an hour later, Jess was surveying the tracks left by his assailant. He was surprised to see that there were quite a few riders with the shooter. That knowledge concerned him. Why would a group of riders take precautions to avoid being seen? What kind of men would sit idly by while one of their group shot a man riding the trail? The most likely reason was unsettling to Jess.
He thought of Jack, Maggie and little Jessica. They wouldn't be able to mount much resistance if trouble came their way. He knew Becky was capable with a rifle and her father was a fighter, but what about Maggie's brother and his family? He had not met them and had no idea how effectively they would fight if called upon.
Jess followed the tracks made by the group of riders until it became all too obvious they were headed toward Jack and Becky's ranch. At that point, he moved back to the trail and nudged his gelding into a fast trot. He was less than a mile from the ranch when he heard shooting... a great deal of it.
Ben Masters had been delighted to discover he was a grandfather when he returned to the ranch shortly after Jess had ridden away. He listened to Jack's explanation of his journey to Alden and Becky's confrontation with Jess.
"Damn it, Becky. That's the first time you saw the man in years. He's your goddamn husband! It's time you two settled this thing one way or the other. Snarling at the man and driving him off isn't going to solve a damn thing."
"I never said I wanted to solve anything," stated Becky heatedly. "I don't have a problem with that jackass riding off to war without even discussing it with me. I can take care of myself."
"That's a damn strange way of looking at marriage," retorted her father. "You need a family, no matter how the hell independent you think you are. If Jess isn't the man you want him to be, find one that is. You'll be too old to have kids in a few years. You need to figure this shit out pretty damn soon."
"I don't need a man to take care of me, or tell me what to do," shot back Becky. "I don't need a husband, or a father, who thinks he can make my decisions for me. I'm going to check on the cattle."
Becky stomped out of the house and headed for the corral. A few minutes later, they heard her horse trotting away from the house.
"I don't know where she gets that stubborn streak," muttered Ben Masters as he watched Becky ride over the ridge before turning to speak to Maggie's brother.
"Will, I don't like how those bastards treated Maggie and Jack in Alden. The damn Jayhawkers are getting more brazen all the time. I know they've been rustling stock from ranches east of here. It's only a matter of time before they try us. We'd better start carrying rifles all the time and keep a closer eye on the stock."
Will was an uncomplicated man. When his sister married Jack, the Masters welcomed him and his wife, Sarah, into the family. When he was offered a chance to move to Kansas with them and have a stake in a cattle ranch, he jumped at the opportunity. He was fiercely loyal to his family. The Masters were now his family.
"I'll take a ride over to the springs right now and see how things are," he offered. "We've worked too hard to build up the herd to let rustlers run off with a single steer."
"Why are we riding to the damn ranch house?" asked Dirk as the group approached the Masters' spread. "We could round up most of the cattle and be half way to Colorado before anyone missed them."
"There's a couple reasons," snarled Big Joe. "We're going to need more horses and they're kept close to the buildings. If we shoot everyone and take the horses, we won't have to worry about them being after us. There's just old Ben Masters, Jack, the dumb fuck, and his brother-in-law and a few women.
"I want another spin with that Masters bitch before we kill her. Hell if she's any good, I may take her with me for awhile. We'll do this right. There won't be any witnesses left to tell what happened. We'll ride in to the ranch and when Ben Masters comes to the door, we'll kill him. The rest should be easy."
Maggie's brother saw the dust rising from the raiders' horses as he was riding away from the ranch. Realizing trouble could be heading his way; he pulled his rifle from the scabbard and waited behind some boulders to see what would develop.
He watched as nine riders pulled to a stop in front of the ranch house. He clearly heard the big man who had been riding up front call for Ben Masters to step outside for a talk. Will couldn't make out Ben's reply, but easily determined the gist of it when the men on horseback pulled out their weapons and began firing at the house.
Will had spent 18 months in the Confederate Army and was no stranger to combat. He calmly dismounted and took a position behind a shoulder high boulder. He jacked a shell into the chamber of his Henry and leaned over the huge rock.
Three riders fell as fast as Will could work the lever and take aim. Big Joe realized he had been outflanked and ordered his men to ride away. As they turned their horses, two more men went down. Ben Masters stepped out on the porch and emptied another saddle before the marauders managed to ride out of range.
Big Joe Buck was furious as he spurred his horse away from the ranch. He had badly underestimated Ben Masters. Only two other men, Dirk and Sam Blocker, had managed to escape with him. He'd never be able to move a herd of cattle to Colorado now that he was short handed. He was slowing his horse as he crested a small rise and almost rode directly into Becky astride her horse.
Without giving the situation any thought, Buck simply slapped her hard enough to knock her from the saddle as his horse trotted past hers. He was dismounted and on Becky before she was able to clear her head from the blow he had given her.
When she tried to resist his groping, he backhanded her, causing her to go limp. He reached down and ripped her shirt from her chest.
"Those tits are even nicer than I remembered," stated Big Joe as he took her in. "I bet you haven't been fucked right since the last time I had you, Bitch."
"Joe, don't you think we need to be riding?" asked Dirk with obvious concern. "What if that damned rancher's crew comes looking for us? We need to get the hell away from here."
"They won't be coming. There were only a couple of them and they shot the shit out of us, so they're probably celebrating. You and Sam had better keep an eye out anyway. I'll only be a few minutes. Don't let anyone interrupt me. That old bastard won't be so damn happy when he finds out what I did to his precious daughter."



Becky was regaining her senses as she heard Big Joe speaking to his men. "Get off me! You'll never get away with this. I'm not bargaining for my brother's life this time."
"You weren't last time, you dumb cunt. I had already sent your worthless brother off with a few others to fight for the south when I fucked you that night. You didn't save his life. We both know you were just another married slut wanting my big dick. I had you moaning pretty damned good before your pansy-assed husband showed up. Beating the shit out of him gave me another boner. If you hadn't snuck away while I was looking for his chicken-shit ass, I would have fucked the hell out of you again."
"You miserable bastard! You told me Jack was going to hang for stealing that gambler's horse. You agreed that you'd hand him over to be conscripted into the Confederate Army if I slept with you. You lied!"
"Yeah, I did. I lied and got laid," replied Big Joe with an evil chuckle. "Now I'm going to get laid again. I just hope you try to fight me. I like it better that way."
"Big Joe!" called Dirk.
"What the fuck's the problem?" demanded Joe angrily. "Is that old rancher coming?"
"Look up. That damn stranger is standing in front of you with a fucking gun and he looks pissed," replied Dirk. "You should have let me follow and finish him off after I shot him."
Jess had seen Big Joe break over the hill just as Becky had ridden into his sight. He was stunned at how quickly Joe had knocked her from the saddle and dismounted to attack her. Jess had pulled his gun and moved closer so he could shoot the man without risking any injury to Becky. That was when he heard Big Joe brag about how he had lied to Becky in order to bed her.
Jess was preparing to place a bullet in Big Joe's head when the man on the horse spoke. He admitted he had been the one to back-shoot Jess. As the ambusher warned Big Joe, he went for the gun on his belt.
Jess swung his weapon from Big Joe and shot the other man in the chest. As the rider tumbled from the saddle, Jess turned back to face Big Joe just as he brought his gun into play. Jess shot him between the eyes. He watched as the man flew backward off Becky.
Jess suddenly felt a sharp blow on the top of his head, which caused him to drop to his knees. His head was spinning when he heard another shot. He wiped blood from his eyes and managed to see Becky pointing Buck's gun at something behind him. A few seconds later, he heard a body hit the ground. Sam Blocker had belatedly decided to buy into the game. Becky had made it his last mistake.
Jess briefly passed out, but came around when felt a cloth wiping the blood from his face. He slowly opened his eyes. To his pleasant surprise, a hard nipple on a large firm breast obscured his vision.
"Don't poke me in the eye with that tit. I don't want to die half blind."
"Jess! You're awake," croaked Becky before proceeding to completely jeopardize Jess' vision by hugging his head to her breast. "I'm so sorry I let that bastard into our bed! He had Jack in jail for stealing a horse and they were going to hang him in the morning. He said he'd let Jack join the Confederate Army if I slept with him.
"Jack's my twin brother, Jess. I thought I had to do it to save him. You weren't supposed to be home for a day or two and I was desperate," continued Becky as huge sobs wracked her body.
"He lied to me. Jack had already been conscripted by the time Big Joe showed up to make his offer, but I didn't know it. I thought Jack was sitting in jail waiting to be hanged in the morning."
"I was stupid and betrayed you, Jess. I thought I was doing the right thing, but it was all a lie," admitted Becky. "I had never seen you so hurt and angry as when you came in and attacked him. You took a terrible beating. I hid until Joe Buck stopped looking for you and left. I thought that he must have killed you.
"Two years later, you saved Jack from being beaten to death by Union soldiers. You even risked your life and career to bring him home to us. When Jack told us how you had saved him, I was ecstatic that you were alive, at least until I realized you had deliberately left him in such a way that we'd never get to see you. I knew then that you'd never forgive me."
"Becky, this is a lot to take in. I never knew why you slept with that bastard. I thought you must have preferred him to me. You hurt me pretty bad, and Big Joe busted me up even more. I wanted to die, so I enlisted in the Union Army thinking that should do the trick," stated Jess.
"You know how different Jack is. Some tinhorn gambler cheated him at cards, so Jack took the man's horse to get even. They don't hang people for cheating at cards, but they do for stealing a horse. You risked your life for my brother. I stupidly thought I was giving up some pussy to save him. It ruined my life, but I'd do it again if it I thought it meant saving Jack's life. I'm so sorry, Jess, but he's my brother."
Ben, Jack and Will spent the better part of an hour dragging the bodies to a nearby hillside where they dug six shallow graves. Ben's wife gave him a worried look when he finally returned to the house with Jack and Will.
"Becky's been gone quite some time, Ben. What if those men found her? God only knows what they'd do. You need to get out there and bring her home."
"She's coming down the trail now," stated Maggie. "She's riding double with some bloodied man. I think it might be Jess!"
By the time Becky rode into the yard, her entire family was waiting for her with questions in their eyes. She decided to answer them all immediately.
"Big Joe caught me, knocked me from my horse and ripped my shirt off. Jess killed him and another man. A third man shot at Jess and bounced a bullet off his head. I killed that bastard with Joe Buck's gun. Jess had been bush-wacked earlier and has a bullet hole in his side.
"I want Jack and Dad to help me get my husband into my bed so I can take care of him. He's going to be pretty weak for a few days. Mom, please make some beef broth for him while I get him cleaned up. We're going to need to be left alone after that unless I ask for something. Does anyone have a problem with any of this?" demanded Becky as she looked each family member directly in the eye.
"I've read about treating bullet wounds," began Jack. "Clean it real good and..."
"Jack! I love you, but just shut the hell up," responded Becky with a smile that didn't reach her eyes. "I know exactly what my husband needs and I'll see that he gets it."
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The rain poured down in buckets. Hick had been carefully negotiating the unfamiliar road when he noticed a late model luxury car, pulled off the highway with a very flat back tire. Without considering the consequences, he pulled off behind the stranded vehicle. By the time he reached the driver's window, he was thoroughly drenched.
"Ma'am, if you pop open your trunk, I'll change your tire for you," Hick promised the attractive middle-aged woman behind the wheel.
"Thank you so much!" the woman gushed through the slightly open window. "I was just going to call triple A, but I'm sure it would take some time before anyone made it here. I hate to see you get so wet. I'll pay you for your time."
"That isn't how it works," Hick replied with a quick smile. "You're a lady in need and I'm doing my best to be a gentleman. A simple thank-you is all I'll accept."
"Well thank you again," the woman replied with a smile of her own as she noticed the young man's tee shirt was completely soaked and was sticking to his chest like a second skin.
"You aren't from around here, are you?" the woman asked as the rain ran down Hick's back, soaked his jeans and filled his sneakers.
"No, Ma'am, I'm not, but I'm expecting to start a job in the area this summer and hope to become a local, if that's possible. My friends call me Hick, Hick Wade."
The woman knew he was far too young for her, but that didn't mean she couldn't appreciate a well built man when she saw one. Impulsively, she picked up her cell phone and made a brief call as the man worked to change her tire.
Ten minutes later, she pulled back onto the highway after once again thanking Hick for his kindness. His clothes were completely saturated by that time. As he walked back to his truck, the rain suddenly stopped. The timing of the situation caused the young man to chuckle to himself.
The road was very lightly traveled, so he walked to the passenger side of his old pickup truck and opened the back passenger-side door of the club cab. He opened the front passenger door, dug a new pair of board shorts out of a shopping bag, placed it on the seat and pulled off his wet shirt. He stepped between the two open doors to make certain he'd be concealed from any passing motorist, unbuckled his wet jeans and slowly peeled them down as the denim clung to his skin. Once he had kicked the jeans to the side, he quickly pulled his soaked boxers off and tossed them in the empty shopping bag. He picked up his shorts and bent over to step into them when a female voice sounded just a few feet behind him.
"You're under arrest for indecent exposure." Stunned, Hick spun around to see who was speaking.
He couldn't believe his luck. Standing less than twenty feet from him was a female police officer with her hand on her taser.
"I never tased a naked man before, but there's always a first time," the cop threatened, although her eyes appeared to be smiling. "Just pull those shorts on and we'll take a ride down to the station. I don't know how it works where you come from, but here in Warren County, people don't walk around naked. It's against the law."
Hick quickly stepped into his shorts as he formed his response. "Officer, I was trying to stay out of sight. I just changed a flat tire for a lady and was soaked to the bone. I didn't want to get my truck seat wet, so I thought I'd just slip into these new shorts. I just bought them this afternoon. I really didn't think anyone would see me. Why were you even there?"
"Your behavior was pretty suspicious," the lady cop replied. "You were being extremely furtive, like you were trying to hide something. That made it my duty to find out what you were doing."
"Now that you know I was just putting on dry clothes, could I just go about my business? No harm, no foul?"
"No harm? I was subjected to male nudity right here in public. What if I had been a ten year old girl? She would have gotten an eyeful and might have required therapy, at the very least," the policewoman replied with a slight smirk. "Are you going to come along peacefully or will I have to tase your skinny ass?"
"What about my truck?" an annoyed Hick asked.
"Court is in session right now. Judge Stanford will probably give you community service or something. I'll bring you back for your truck as soon she decides your fate."
"I've never heard of anything even close to this scenario taking place anywhere in the US, except in Mayberry" Hick countered as he reached into his truck for his phone. "I think I'll call a lawyer."
"If you bring anything out of that truck, I'll be forced to use my taser!" the cop warned. "Get in the back of my cruiser and we'll get this settled in short order."
Not sure if she was bluffing, Hick slammed his truck doors closed and angrily walked to the cruiser, opened a rear door and got in. He was committing everything to memory so his lawyer would have all the needed information to sue the damn town and every official in it.
Once he entered the municipal office, Hick was directed to a small room where he cooled his heels for fifteen minutes. Finally, his arresting officer came for him. She had him walk down a long hallway in front of her. He entered what appeared to be a small courtroom.
The courtroom was pretty standard, but the young woman sitting along the back wall was far from ordinary. Hick struggled to conceal his surprise at finding such a dark-haired beauty in a courtroom in a small town.
He managed to maintain a poker face until Judge Stanford was announced by Hick's arresting officer. It was the same lady for whom he had changed a tire less than an hour before! Not one to believe in coincidences, Hick realized he needed to find out what the game was and exactly how it concerned him.
"I see we have two defendants, both of whom have violated our traffic laws," the judge began.
"Your honor, this man was arrested for indecent exposure, not a traffic violation," the cop stated somewhat proudly.
"What did you say?" demanded the surprised judge as she looked from the policewoman to Hick and back to the officer. "This young man exposed himself to someone in public? I thought you were going to pick him up for a traffic violation. What happened?"
"I caught him stark naked next to his parked truck," the cop responded with a noticeable smirk as she held up a flash drive. "I downloaded the video from my body-cam so you could see the proof. I thought you'd want to view it."
"Well, of course I would," the Judge responded as she turned her gaze back to Hick. "I'll have to look at the evidence before I pass judgment, so sit still."
Hick couldn't help but feel embarrassed. The police officer and Judge Stanford appeared to watch the body cam video several times. The most embarrassing part was how the two women giggled like junior-high girls.
"Okay, I've seen enough," Judge Stanford stated before chuckling at her own statement.
"I want the two defendants to approach the bench for sentencing."
"Your Honor! You can't sentence me without a trial, or at least a hearing of some kind," Hick insisted.
"Young man, you strolled into my courtroom in a pair of shorts with no shirt or shoes. The deputy has video proof of you appearing naked in public. You aren't exactly overdressed now. You don't have a pant leg to stand on.
"I suggest you wait to see what your sentence is before you get too upset. There's no reason to get your underwear in a bunch, if you were wearing any," the Judge stated with a big grin.
"Please approach the bench, young man. Miss Bailey, would you come forward as well?"
Rachel Bailey had been ordered to appear in court after receiving her third speeding ticket in as many months. She had known Judge Stanford, "Aunt Jen," since she was a child. Although Judge Stanford was not an actual blood relative, she and Rachel's mother had been best friends since high school.
Rachel was caught by surprise when the man came into the courtroom followed by Janice Connors, the only female deputy in the county. He was wearing a pair of board shorts and nothing else. The exchange between Aunt Jen and Janice Connors made her wonder what was really going on.
As Rachel approached the bench, she made an obvious effort to stand as far from the shirtless man as she could. The evil grin on Aunt Jen's face caused Rachel some concern.
"This court does not want to see either of you carry a criminal record or serve time in jail for your serious, but unintentional, breaking of our laws. I'm sure Miss Bailey did not realize she was traveling 35 miles per hour over the posted limit.
"Hick had no idea how public nudity was viewed in Warren County," the judge continued as she looked from Rachel to Hick. "I think justice would best be served by assigning each of you community service."
Hick felt immediately relief at the judge's proclaimed intentions. He could easily perform some sort of public service. He would also take the time to determine why the judge had obviously singled him out. She had practically stated she had told the cop to arrest him on a trumped up charge.
"I saw a poster while I was waiting in that little room. The local youth league team is looking for a baseball coach. I could volunteer for that. I was a pretty good ball player in school," Hick suggested.
Judge Stanford broke into a smile as she nodded in agreement. "That's great to know. That position has recently been filled. However, my daughter's softball team needs a coach. The lady they had last year is quite pregnant and can't help this season. I'll get your information and send an email to the other parents that we've found a coach. I'll email you the roster and team contact information, along with times and places for practice and games."
"How old is your daughter?" asked a worried Hick. "I never coached girls, nor played softball. How young are these girls?"
"It's a league for girls 13 to 15 years old," Judge Stanford replied as Hick visibly cringed. "These are very good girls. They're at an impressionable age, so your conduct had better be above reproach."
Hick remained silent, which encouraged the judge to turn her attention to Rachel.
"You know I play volleyball at State. I could coach a girl's volleyball team," the young woman volunteered as she considered how easily she might get off for speeding.
"I'll keep that in mind when volleyball starts up in the fall. Right now, there's no demand for a volleyball coach," the judge responded. "However, I think the parents of the girls on the softball team would be more at ease if there were a female assistant coach present at all the practices and games."
"Aunt Jen! You can't think I'd want to be anywhere near a pervert like this guy. I'm surprised you're even considering allowing him near your daughter and the other girls. He was just arrested for indecent exposure," Rachel stated. "The guy will probably be pulling it out and beating it during the seventh inning stretch!"
"Hopefully, he'll wait that long," Judge Stanford retorted thoughtfully. "The girls only play seven innings, so they should be on their way home by the time any chickens got choked."
"What if he decides to spank the monkey during practice?" Rachel demanded as she glared at an obviously bemused Hick. "What am I supposed to do?"
"I'm sure you'll think of something appropriate. I saw the video and we sure don't want him disciplining that gorilla in front of the girls," the judge replied with an even bigger grin.
"Your Honor, I'll try to be in the vicinity when the girls are playing," volunteered Janice, the deputy. "My niece is on the team, so I can get her schedule. I'll keep a close eye on him. If he so much as thinks about making the bald man cry, I'll be all over him."
"I'm sure you will, Deputy. Your zeal to protect the young ladies on the team is admirable, but unnecessary, I hope. Hick, can you promise me you'll keep most of your clothes on and refrain from wrestling the eel, at least while in the presence of the girls on the team?"
By this time, Hick had determined he had been set up, shanghaied really, into coaching the Judge Stanford's daughter's softball team. He knew that she'd never allow him anywhere near the girls if she really thought he was some sort of pervert. Once he had determined the situation, he found the banter between the judge and his arresting officer quite amusing, even though it was at his expense.
"Your Honor, I believe that if Miss Bailey gives me a hand, it shouldn't be too hard, at least not for very long. The girls will be safe."
Rachel gasped at the entendre Hick made, while both the judge and the policewoman broke into loud guffaws.
"What's wrong with all of you?" Rachel demanded. "You arrest a man for running around naked, get all googley eyed at the damn video proof and then put him in charge of a group of teenage girls! As you were doing this, you made all kinds of inappropriate comments about... well, inappropriate things."
"My daughter needs a coach for her team. She also needs a good male role model in her life. Since my husband died last year, she's only been around other girls and women," Judge Stanford answered. "Hick is a gentleman and the type of man I want Amanda to be exposed to, pardon the pun, so she can learn the difference between good men and losers.
"You're going to help by making the other parents comfortable with a male coach and doing your best to become a role model yourself. No speeding, especially when you're near the girls, no swearing, and no drinking. You're not in the Marines anymore, and you need to embrace civilian life. That's what's going on here. If you find this too difficult, I'll simply take away your driver's license for an indeterminate period of time. "
Rachel knew Aunt Jen was aware how much she needed her license. "Okay, I'll be the assistant coach, but I won't be giving him a hand with his chicken, or eel, or whatever you want to call it. For the record, I think it's a bad idea to put a pervert in charge of a girls' softball team, and almost all men are perverts."
"I think we'll get along splendidly," quipped Hick as he rapidly moved his eyebrows up and down several times. "Maybe we should have dinner together to discuss our plans for the team."
"Not now, and not ever!" Rachel replied with more than a little disgust. "We will not hook up and we certainly will not date. In fact, we won't even be friends. If you so much as look at me cross eyed, I'll see that you never again derive any pleasure from that little monkey. We'll work together with the girls on the team and that will be the full extent of our relationship. Am I clear?"
"Does that mean I have to keep my clothes on at practices and games?" Hick asked with a crooked grin.
"It's good to see you two settled that," Judge Stanford broke in. "Apparently, the girls will get to see their coaches behaving like most married couples.
"Janice, please take Hick back to his truck. Rachel, you're free to go now, but keep this in mind: if you're caught speeding again, you won't be given community service with a random handsome hunk. You'll be using Uber for a long time."
The next morning, Hick was still chuckling as he left his motel room for an appointment at Valley Real Estate. He was amused at the lengths Judge Stanford had gone to find a coach for her daughter's team.
Denise Weatherall had been selling real estate in Pleasant Valley for almost twenty years, but she had never made that one big sale many of her more successful colleagues had managed. That suddenly changed.
After viewing four properties which did not appeal to her young client, he asked to look at a country estate listed at just over two million. Denise was caught by surprise at the request, but quickly arranged for a viewing.
Hick was noncommittal as he listened to Denise extol the virtues of the property. It was a huge old Victorian home on twenty acres with a large detached three-car garage, horse stables, swimming pool, a trout stream and numerous other amenities, including a rustic two-bedroom cabin located near the stables.
"I'll take this, Mrs. Weatherall," Hick declared as he finished his tour of the property.
"How much do you want to offer?" was the nervous realtor's first question as she considered how potential buyers often presented insultingly low offers.
"I'll pay the asking price, cash and no contingencies. Closing in two weeks. Write up the contract and I'll sign it this afternoon."
"Okay," the shocked but delighted realtor managed before taking a deep breath. "We'll go back to the office and write it up. I'll need proof of funds to present to the seller's agent. Will that be a problem?"
"Not at all, Mrs. Weatherall," Hick replied as he once again gazed at the property. "I do ask that you not tell anyone who's buying the property, at least until it closes. Title will be held by HKK LLC, of which I am the sole officer."
Hick spent the evening sending texts and emails to the families of the girls on the softball team. The first practice was scheduled in two days, and he wanted to start out on the right foot. He always copied the parents and Rachel on any email or texts he sent.
Shortly after finishing his correspondence, his cell phone rang. He was surprised to hear the voice of a teen girl.
"Mr. Wade? This is Amanda Stanford, Judge Stanford's daughter," the girl began. "Mom told me to ask if you could come to our place for dinner tomorrow night. Some of my friends from the team are coming over and we all want to meet our new coach."
"I'd be delighted," Hick responded immediately. "Tell your Mom I said thanks. What time should I arrive?"
The next evening, Hick parked on the street in front of Judge Stanford's house, since her driveway was crammed with vehicles. Hick realized he was going to be given the once-over and probably grilled by a few parents and players.
A slim, dark-haired girl opened the door for him. "Mr. Wade? I'm Amanda Stanford. I played outfield last year, but I'd like to play second base this year."
Hick laughed at the girl's enthusiasm and how quickly she had managed to get her oar into the water for consideration as an infielder. "Coach Rachel and I will determine where everyone plays after we have a couple of practices, but your request will be considered."
Amanda nodded in understanding and led Hick into the living room. He was surprised at the number of people, both adults and teen girls, present in the large room.
Judge Stanford gave Hick and quick hug and then introduced him to the gathering. "This is Hick Wade, everyone. He's new to the area, but hopes to make our town his home. He's kindly agreed, along with Rachel Bailey who couldn't make it tonight, to coach the girls."
Hick spent the next half hour meeting parents and team members, as well as answering a slew of questions. His responses to more personal questions were deliberately vague, but he gladly shared his baseball experiences and general background with everyone.
When an attractive woman in her fifties approached Hick, he quickly made an educated guess. "Are you Rachel's mother? You strongly resemble her, and she's quite beautiful."
The woman beamed as she shook his hand. "Thank you for the compliment. I'm June. Rachel led me to believe you were some sort of pudgy, foul-smelling character with little education and no charisma. You must have made quite an impression on her."
"It sounds like it," Hick agreed with a smile. "Too bad it wasn't positive."
"I've discovered over the years that when one of my daughters plays down the looks and personality of a young man, she is actually impressed. I can see why Rachel cast you in such a negative light. You're a very good-looking young man, even when you're fully clothed."
"Will I never live that down? I'm really not the kind of guy who runs around naked in public. That was a culmination of events which were beyond my control."



"While I'm sure it was embarrassing for you, it made Jen's day. She's mentioned the body cam video several times over the last two days," June replied. "I know what you mean, however. Sometimes I have trouble resisting the urge to take my clothes off in public, especially with a police officer nearby."
"I'd pay good money to see that video," Hick quipped, causing June to blush a bright red.
At that moment, Jen Stanford announced the buffet dinner was ready. Hick was guided to the front of the line by Amanda. He spent the next two hours enjoying the catered meal and responding to questions directed his way.
Rachel returned home after work the next afternoon to dress for practice and get her softball equipment when her mother walked into her room.
"I met your dumpy, foul-smelling associate last night at Jen's," June began.
"I have to hurry or I'll be late for the first practice. If I am, Aunt Jen will probably pull my license, so make your point, Mother," Rachel insisted as she pulled her glove from her closet.
"My point would be that he seemed quite nice. He's obviously educated, good looking, personable and quite good looking."
"Maybe he's into cougars. At least that would be better than exposing himself in public. It's not even considered perverted these days," Rachel retorted.
"He was very complimentary, but your father seriously frowns on any cougaring by his wife, to say the least. Hick knew who I was before we were introduced. He told me I strongly resembled you, and that you are quite beautiful."
June couldn't conceal her smile when her daughter suddenly turned her complete attention to her. "He said that? What kind of guy makes a lame statement like that to a woman old enough to be his mother?"
"I would guess the kind of guy who finds the daughter quite attractive," June replied. "You need to realize that not every man is like the jerk who hurt you so badly in the Marines. Try being a little less prickly. You could miss out on a great guy by blaming every man for the actions of one."
"Mom, think about it. His name is Hick! He drives some old truck. He's got no ambition. He's some kind of redneck asshole who runs around stripping his clothes off in front of people," Rachel stated. "You should be advising me to avoid men like him, not encouraging me to have his babies."
"You know very well I 'm not encouraging you to get pregnant by him, or even have sex with him," June retorted immediately. "I just want you to stop assuming all men are bastards because you had a bad experience."
"I do appreciate your concern, Mom, but I'm a grown-ass woman, a veteran. I'll make my own decisions. Of course I want a family of my own some day, but it'll have to be with someone I trust totally. I haven't met anyone who even comes close, and that certainly holds true for that damn hick, Hick."
Hick was at the ball field a little early and introduced himself to any players or parents who had not met him the previous evening. The girls were just taking the practice field when Rachel came striding up to him as the girls turned their attention to the impending clash.
"I'll thank you to stop talking to my 'beautiful' mother and any other relatives I have. You and I are not friends, and we will never be friends. Let that sink into your rural 'aw shucks' persona," Rachel demanded as Hick simply waited for her to end her tirade.
"I was thinking one of us could work with some girls on ground balls while the other hit some fungos to the outfielders," Hick replied calmly. "Which would you prefer?"
"Fungos?" repeated a still irate Rachel. "What the fuck is a fungo?"
"Coach Bailey just swore!" exclaimed a girl Hick now knew to be Beth.
"I'm so sorry!" apologized Rachel to all the girls listening. "I shouldn't have said that. I'll be more careful from now on."
"A fungo is a soft fly ball that you hit to the players. You toss the ball in the air and hit it up so it's a fly ball, not a line drive or anything hard. It's great practice for the girls to learn to judge flies."
"Oh, okay. I think I'll do the groundballs, if you don't mind," Rachel replied somewhat contritely. "I'm pretty sure I can do that right."
Hick was pleasantly surprised at how well most of the girls played on defense. The opposite was true when he held batting practice. He had played a lot of baseball, so throwing underhand was not a totally new concept. He put some speed on the pitches he threw to the girls. Many backed away while very few actually swung at the ball.
"Amanda, this is a fast pitch league, isn't it? Am I throwing harder than the pitchers you are up against in a game?" he asked.
"Maybe a little harder, but we never get many hits in a game. I guess we aren't very good batters," was her response.
Hick changed his strategy with Amanda's admission. He had the girls take a couple of practice swings so he could judge where the bat would cross the plate. Then he would tell the batter to take a practice swing as he pitched the ball. On his second pitch, Amanda hit a shot back up the middle.
"Did you see that?" the girl marveled. "I actually hit a fast pitch! It didn't sting at all." It took four more tries before she managed to connect again. This time, the ball sailed just inside the right field line. She was smiling from ear to ear as she handed the bat to a girl waiting her turn.
Some girls hit the ball better than others, but all of the girls made contact a few times as Hick pitched to them. "I want all of you be swinging when you bat. Start swinging sooner if the pitcher is throwing faster and a little later is she is throwing slower. I don't want batters striking out with the bat on their shoulder. We're playing to have fun and it's fun to hit the ball now and then, isn't it?"
"You won't be upset if we strike out on a bad pitch?" asked the girl Hick now knew to be Vanessa.
"The way I see it, this fast pitch softball is tougher than baseball because the pitcher is so close," Hick answered. "By the time the batter decides if the pitch is going to be over the plate, it's too late to swing. I say, start swinging as the pitcher releases the ball. Keep your eyes open and watch the ball, but don't worry if you miss it. We'll just keep practicing and get better."
When Hick worked with the girls who wanted to pitch, he had to conceal his disappointment. None of them were putting any velocity on the ball. The opposing team would be having a field day when batting.
At the end of practice, Hick made certain the players were aware of the next practice and the date and time of the first game. Then he asked the team for some help.
"I think we have the makings of a decent team, but all of you must know our pitching is a little weak. I'll be looking around for a mentor who can help out in that area. If any of your parents or friends have any ideas, pass them on to me. Thanks for coming, kids, and we'll see you Tuesday."
Rachel hung back as the girls gathered their equipment and headed for the parking area. She had been more than a little surprised at Hick's enthusiasm and attitude with the girls. He had been very encouraging, even when he pointed out mistakes. His smile and demeanor caused the girls to listen to his suggestions and do their best to get them right.
"I mentioned that I played volleyball at State," Rachel began. "One of my teammate's rooms with our school's best softball pitcher. Would you like me to ask her if she could come to practice and give the girls some pointers?"
"That would be great!" Hick enthused. "That's our weakest area. Anything would be an improvement."
As he spoke, Hick found himself staring at Rachel's face. He couldn't remember ever seeing a more beautiful woman.
"Do I have a bug on my face or something?" Rachel asked as Hick's scrutiny caused her concern.
"No, I was just lost in thought," asked Hick asked as he realized he was creeping out the lovely woman. "Thanks for working with me today. I was worried you'd spend the time telling the girls to avoid me and my monkey."
"We both know Aunt Jen shanghaied us into coaching Amanda's team," Rachel answered honestly. "If she suspected you were some kind of pervert or child molester, you'd be in jail, not coaching teenage girls.
"That still doesn't mean we'll be friends," she added. "I want to keep this about softball, so don't get any ideas."
"I understand," Hick replied as he hid his disappointment. "We'll work with the girls and that's it."
"That includes sweet talking Mom," Rachel. "Just stay away from my entire family, please. If you can manage that, we'll get along fine."
Hick promised himself he'd do exactly that, but fate had different plans. Saturday, he was eating at a local family diner where he had become a bit of a regular. He stopped into almost every day and the staff and regular customers had come to accept him. They answered his questions about the area and volunteered all kinds of unsolicited information.
He had barely ordered his lunch when a guy who appeared to be just out of high school sat down at the counter two seats away. He had just picked up a menu when three young men sitting at a nearby booth started in on him.
"Hey, Trey! How's your rug munching sister doing these days?" called a big guy nearest the counter. He spoke loudly enough for everyone in the diner to hear.
"What a shame a nice piece of ass like that swings the other way," a companion added. "Maybe I could fuck her into being straight. What do you think?"
"I think you assholes are full of shit. She's not gay and she sure as hell won't have anything to do with pathetic losers like you," the young man replied hotly.
The biggest man at the booth stood up, and his two companions quickly followed suit. Hick admired the young man as he stood to face the three larger men without any hesitation.
"You sure talk a lot of shit," the big guy stated as he stepped closer. "You know we're going to have to kick your ass now. Your mouth is writing checks your ass won't be able to cash."
Hick purposely moved off the stool and meaningfully placed himself next to the young man. "I'll loan him whatever he needs to cash that check. You pricks talk tough, but I don't think you have the balls to back it up. We're standing here right now. Start the ball rolling or get the hell out of here before we start the dance. You're ruining my meal."
The three men had been stunned when Hick stepped next to Trey and proceeded to make his threat. He stood there in jeans and a tight tee shirt. Something about his solid build and his complete confidence caused them to reconsider the situation. The three men looked at each other and then back at Hick.
"Are you dumb bastards hard of hearing?" Hick demanded as he picked up on the uncertainty of the would-be toughs. "Let's get this started or get your asses out the door. The choice is yours but make it right goddamn now."
"Come on guys," the apparent leader stated. "By the time we got done kicking their asses, the cops would be here and arrest us for doing a public service."
His two lackeys nodded in agreement and followed him out the door. As soon as the door closed, Hick heard several patrons exhale loudly. Then the place broke into nervous chatter.
"Jesus, Boy! That took some nerve," an older man Hick had learned was a local plumber declared. "You sure took it to them. They didn't want any part of what you were selling."
"Trey, you showed a lot of guts when you called the three of them out. How did you know your friend was going to back you up?" another man asked.
Hick noticed that the man he now knew as Trey was flushed and sweat was dripping off his brow. "I don't even know who he is. Thanks! Maybe I shouldn't have said anything, but how can a man let people say things like that about their sister?"
"You did exactly right," Hick stated calmly. "Men simply don't allow shit like that to go unchallenged."
"Thanks again. I lost my appetite, so I'm out of here, but I appreciate you backing me up," the young man stated as he grabbed Hick's hand and shook it before rushing out the door.
Hick sat back down at the counter as the waitress slid his order in front of him. "It's on the house, Hick. He's a good kid from a good family. You were great."
Hick had only taken a couple of bites when Janice Connors rushed into the diner and quickly scanned the interior. When her eyes fell on Hick calmly eating his meatloaf, she nodded to herself as she took a seat next to him.
"You wouldn't know anything about a fight taking place in here, would you, Hick? You seem to be enjoying Marge's meatloaf without a care in the world. What the hell happened?"
Before Hick could swallow his food, Ben Chasen, the local plumber, quickly began filling her in. "You're too late, Officer. Dan Reynolds and his two toadies started giving young Trey shit about his sister being gay and how they could fuck her back to being straight. Trey took offense, as any man would, and called them on it.
"They got up and strutted toward him like they'd just mop the floor with his ass for having the nerve to take offense at their insults. That was when Hick stepped in and backed the kid right to the damn hilt. He threw it in their faces and challenged them to get started or get the hell out. They decided to leave."
"That's it?" a surprised Janice asked. "No punches were thrown and no one was hurt? They just left?"
"That's pretty much the story, Deputy," answered Delores, the waitress. "I dialed 911 when that Dan Reynolds started on Trey. You sure got here quick."
"But too late, it seems. I was headed over for lunch when the call came in. I saw those three driving away when I parked. I wondered if they were involved," Janice admitted.
"Join me for lunch, Deputy?" Hick asked politely. "The meatloaf is excellent."
Trey was working on dessert Sunday evening when one of his brothers-in-law began his questioning. As was the norm, his two married sisters and their husbands were having Sunday dinner with the family.
"Did I hear through the grapevine that you were involved in a bit of trouble at The Rusty Spoon yesterday?" one of Trey's brothers-in-law asked.
"Nothing happened," Trey replied a little too quickly. He didn't want to have to repeat what Dan Reynolds and his friends had so cruelly announced in a public setting.
"That's not the way I heard it," the brother-in-law persisted. "I heard you and some stranger faced down three local toughs in the dinner. They went out the door with their tails between their legs."
"What happened, Trey?" asked his mother. "Don't try to brush this off as nothing. Tell us about it."
"It wasn't a big deal. Dan Reynolds was in the diner with Lou and Stretch. They started busting my chops so I told them to take a hike."
"What did they say?" his mother asked as the rest of the family listened intently.
"Aw, Mom. I'd rather not repeat it. They said some nasty things about Sis, and I got mad. Nothing happened," responded Trey.
"Son, this is like pulling teeth," his father stated. "Start at the beginning and tell us exactly what was said and what happened."
Trey knew that when his father became involved in a discussion, it was time to tell the entire story. He was a great father but didn't put up with disrespect from anyone. That was where Trey had learned that trait.
"They called Sis a rug muncher as soon as I sat down. They said they'd like to have sex with her to make her straight again. I couldn't let that go."
"Those miserable... What did you say to them?" Trey's oldest sister, Christine, asked.
Trey glanced at Rachel before responding. Tears were trickling down her cheeks. "I told them they were full of shit. Sis would never have anything to do with losers like them.
"They stood up and started for me, so I got up, too. I knew they were probably going to kick my ass, but I didn't care. I'll never let anyone talk about Rachel like that."
"Did they hit you, Trey?" his concerned father asked. "Were you hurt?"
"Ha! They didn't have the nerve. Dan Reynolds told me my mouth was writing checks my body couldn't cash. That was when this guy who was sitting at the counter waiting for his food stood up and moved next to me.
"He told the three of them he'd make sure I had the cash for the check! Then he flat out insisted they grow some balls and start the dance or get the hell out. They didn't know what to think. They stood there looking stupid for a few seconds. He called them dumb bastards and asked if they were hard of hearing. He acted like he wanted them to try something so he could take them down. They practically ran out the door," Trey concluded.
When Trey finished his story, Rachel was in tears and everyone else sat in open mouthed amazement.
"Who was the guy?" the brother-in-law asked. "Do you know him?"
"I never saw the guy before, but some of the other people in the diner seemed to know him. I was so rattled I just thanked him and left," Trey admitted.
"Tell me, Trey. Was he a little over six feet tall with dark hair? Was he a good-looking man, about 26 years old? Did he have a little scar over his left eye?" Trey's mother, June, asked.
"I guess he was near six foot and about that age. I didn't see any scar and I sure didn't check to see how handsome he was," Trey answered. "He was very confident. He looked like a jungle cat all coiled and ready to pounce."
"Mom, you have an idea who this mystery man was, don't you?" June's middle daughter, Candace, asked.
"I think I do. You know how Rachel has to coach girls' softball as community service for three speeding tickets? The young man she's assisting is good looking and appears to be extremely capable and confident. He's also a gentleman who would take offense at the comments of those jackals, much like Trey did."
"Is he like Rachel's boyfriend?" Candace asked.
"No!" Rachel exclaimed through her tears. "He's another loser. His name is Hick, if you can believe that. He drives an old pickup truck. He was arrested for indecent exposure. He is definitely not my boyfriend!"
"He sounds perfect!" Christine exclaimed. "He doesn't have self-esteem issues, has his own transportation, a cool nickname, and according to Mom, is very good looking. When can we meet him?"
"Never!" Rachel replied immediately. "He isn't my boyfriend and never will be."
"I'll invite him to dinner next Sunday so everyone can meet him," June stated with a smile as she ignored Rachel's protests. "He's a very personable, intelligent young man."
"He was willing to mix it up with those idiots to help out Trey and protect Rachel's honor," Christine's husband observed. "He'd fit right in with the family."
"Don't invite him to dinner!" Rachel demanded. "I don't need some loser getting into fights over me and dragging my name in the mud. My life is not a country western song. If you invite him, I won't be here!"
Tuesday found Hick chatting with the girls before practice began. They watched Rachel striding toward Hick and it was obvious to all that she was not a happy camper.
"Uh oh," Amanda remarked as she saw the anger in Rachel's face.
"I told you to stay away from my family! Why is that so hard? Why can't you just leave me alone?" Rachel demanded as she clenched and unclenched her fists.
"I haven't seen your mom since that night at Amanda's," a confused Hick replied. "I don't know what you're even talking about."
"You don't remember facing Dan Reynolds and his two idiot friends at The Rusty Spoon Saturday? It wasn't you that offered to kick their asses if they didn't get the hell out of the diner?" Rachel demanded.
"Trey is your brother? Those assholes were talking about you?" a shocked Hick asked before repeating himself. "Trey's your brother?"
Rachel suddenly felt her anger dissipate. Hick hadn't even known Dan Reynolds was referring to her as the rug muncher. He didn't know Trey was her brother. He wasn't trying to insert himself in her life!



"Oh, shit! I'm so embarrassed," Rachel sobbed. "I'm not gay or anything. I just don't like men very much right now. I don't trust them. Those jackasses think that because I don't date, I must be gay."
Hick silently gathered Rachel into his arms and held her while she sobbed into his chest. The girls on the team watched in fascination.
"Girls, I hope you learn from this," Hick lectured as he gently rubbed Rachel's back. "Words have meaning and are important. Never say something to intentionally hurt someone because they're different than you. Respect the difference and their freedom to be who they are."
Hick looked to see how the parents were reacting to the scene. He was concerned they would think he and Rachel were too broken to be around their kids. He saw nods of approval from several parents watching and felt relieved. They seemed to understand.
"Hi. I'm Tanya Richards," a young woman stated who seemed to suddenly appear. "I hope I'm not interrupting something special here, but my roommate told me there were some girls on the team who may want some pointers in pitching a softball."
Rachel forced herself to calm down. She pulled away from Hick and wiped her eyes before smiling at the young woman.
"It was just a little personal drama. Thanks for coming. Girls, this is Tanya. She's State's best softball pitcher and she came here today to help teach you the basics of pitching. Please make her feel welcome."
Rachel was pleased at how well Tanya worked with the girls. She also noticed that Tanya seemed quite taken with Hick. She was constantly asking him questions and making suggestions. The fact that she was a very attractive blonde with a killer body didn't appear to upset Hick in the least.
Rachel knew she had no interest in Hick, yet it irked her to see Tanya flirt with him so obviously. Rachel wondered if she had made a mistake when Tanya promised the girls to come to some of their games and to work with them at future practices.
"We had a pitcher from State's softball team come to practice today," Amanda revealed as she ate dinner with her mother. "Her name is Tanya and she's real pretty. I think she made Rachel jealous."
"Really? I thought Rachel didn't like Hick. Why would Rachel be jealous?" Jen asked, curious about how Amanda would explain it.
"Really, Mom?" replied Amanda with a roll of her eyes. "Hick is like super good looking. He's real buff and he's a nice guy. Rachel keeps yelling at him and complaining, but she knows how hot he is. Beth thinks she's just playing hard to get, but Liz thinks Rachel really does hate Hick."
"What do you think?" Jen asked.
"Rachel's acting like a witch to him, so I think he might date Tanya. She made it pretty plain that she liked him," Amanda stated before biting into her steak.
Later that evening, Jen called her friend, June Bailey. "Amanda tells me that Rachel is still pretty cold to Hick. I don't know how she can keep from throwing herself at him. He's very handsome and a true gentleman."
"I know," June agreed. "He actually backed Trey when some bullies tried to start a fight with him at The Rusty Spoon last Saturday. Trey said they left pretty fast when Hick told them to deal him into the fray.
"Her sisters think I should invite him to Sunday dinner, but Rachel swore she wouldn't come if he was there. I'm calling him tomorrow. It isn't always about her. Everyone wants to thank Hick for coming to Trey's defense."
Hick was surprised when June Bailey called him the next afternoon. He was more surprised when she invited him to Sunday dinner.
"Mrs. Bailey, I'm not exactly Rachel's favorite person. She flat out told me to stay away from her family, so I don't think it would be a good idea."
"Rachel doesn't make our family decisions," June replied firmly. "Her sisters and their husbands want to meet the guy who helped Trey out Saturday at the diner. Gerald, my husband, would like to thank you, too. I won't take 'no' for an answer."
"Okay, I'll be there, but Rachel won't be happy. Blood may fly," Hick warned.
"So it was you who helped Trey!" June exclaimed. "I was pretending I knew it was you, but I wasn't sure. Now I am. We're in your debt. If those three tough guys didn't scare you, I don't think Rachel can do much damage. We'll see you Sunday!"
The team had its first game Wednesday. The girls played pretty well considering how little practice they had, but dropped the game 6-0. The girls moped back to the bench after congratulating the winners.
That was when a pizza delivery guy approached them with a stack of pizza boxes. "I have six pizzas here for The Cardinals. Are you ladies Cardinals?"
Hick chuckled as at least a dozen girls enthusiastically responded in the positive. The guy placed the pizzas on the bench and then looked around. "Is the other team The Blue Jays? I have pizza for them, too."
The girls were quite surprised when the man said he also had pizzas for the other team, but not nearly as surprised as the other team and its coaches. Once they were told that the pizzas were courtesy of The Cardinals, the coaches had the girls call out a cheer for The Cardinals.
The girls were soon chatting with each other and their parents as they devoured the pizza. The conversation was about how glad they were to have Hick as their coach.
"See what a cool coach we have? He even bought pizzas for the other team!" Beth exclaimed to her mother.
"Girls! Don't give me all the credit here. Rachel was involved in this, so be sure to thank her as well," Hick declared as Rachel struggled to conceal her surprise.
"Sorry, Coach Rachel," apologized Beth. "You're the best two coaches in the league. Thanks!"
The rest of the players and many of the parents chimed in expressing their appreciation for the generosity of the coaches. Rachel and Hick both smiled and thanked the girls for working so hard and making the game so much fun.
"How much do I owe you?" Rachel demanded once she was alone with Hick as they loaded the equipment. "Don't ever do something like that again. I can't afford to buy a dozen pizzas every game and I seriously doubt you can either."
"You don't owe me anything. I did it for the girls. I wanted you to share in the pleasure and credit. You've worked hard to help the team. Just smile at the girls and be gracious," Hick replied as he tossed softballs into a canvas bag. "A few pizzas won't break me."
Rachel studied Hick's face to determine if he was serious. He had just spent nearly two hundred dollars on the girls. She had even seen him tip the delivery guy two twenty-dollar bills. How could he afford it? As far as anyone knew, he was unemployed. Rachel realized she knew very little about the man and it might be worth the effort to find out more.
At the Friday night game, Hick saw progress in his players. He surprised everyone when he stopped the game in the third inning to have Cynthia Porter pinch hit for Amanda. The bases were loaded with two outs. Cynthia was a shy, slightly overweight girl. She was slow footed, so Hick had played her at first base in their previous game. He had promised all the girls they would never sit more than half a game.
Amanda had shown some improvement with a bat, so parents and players wondered why Hick would seemingly risk the outcome of the game to put Cynthia in. He briefly led her off to the side and spoke quietly to the girl.
"I want you to swing hard at the first three pitches. The coach just put in their best pitcher. She throws strikes, so just start your swing as she begins her pitch. Today we're having ice cream after the game. No matter what happens, you get to be first in line."
Hick hoped that talking about ice cream after the game would help the girl realize that he wouldn't be upset as long as she tried her hardest.
True to form, the new pitcher sent a BB right down the middle of the plate on the first pitch. No one was more surprised than Hick when Cynthia connected solidly. The ball jumped off the bat and rocketed over the first baseman's head. By the time the right fielder retrieved the ball and got it back to the infield, Cynthia was standing on second and all three base runners had crossed the plate.
She beamed as her teammates, joined my most of the parents, cheered and yelled their approval. That was their last score as the new pitcher shut the team down afterward. The final score was 4-3 with The Cardinals on the short end, but the girls were pleased with their performance.
"They were the best team last year and we only lost by one run!" Beth exclaimed between gulps of soft ice cream. "Did you see how hard Cynthia hit that ball? The first baseman was lucky she didn't get hit by it."
The girls were happily chatting at the local ice cream parlor when Hick noticed a tall athletic looking guy approach Rachel and hug her. He was upset with himself at how much that simple act bothered him.
"That's Lance Banks," whispered a voice in Hick's ear. He was surprised to find June Bailey standing close behind him. Apparently, she had seen where he was looking.
"He was several years ahead of Rachel in school. He's in his last year of law school now. He was the team quarterback in high school," she continued. "They dated a few times but never seemed to click. I don't think you have to worry about him."
"By that, do you mean..."
"He won't be able to take her away from you if you play your cards right," June assured. "Just be your charming self at dinner Sunday. Her sisters will be singing your praises. She'll come around."
"You're assuming that I'm interested in Rachel," Hick stated, rather than asking.
"Am I wrong?" June quipped with a sly smile.
Hick had closed on the estate shortly before Friday's softball game. He spent Saturday morning cleaning the small cabin. He planned on living in it while he had the old Victorian restored and modernized.
He had worked his contacts at the local dinner to find a reputable master carpenter as well as other dependable tradesmen and vendors. They were scheduled to begin work on Monday morning. Saturday afternoon, Hick decided to remove rotted boards from a wooden fence that lined the property.
It was a hot day and Hick was working without a shirt when a car pulled to a stop on the road near him.
"We heard this property has been sold," a pretty girl in the front passenger seat stated. "Could you tell us who bought it? Are you the owner?"
"Fat chance of that!" was a sarcastic retort from the rear of the car. "Hick probably still owes money on that twenty-year-old truck."
Hick quickly identified Rachel by her voice, as well as her sarcasm. It was apparent she enjoyed putting him down in front of her friends.
Rachel had been surprised to see Hick working on the decrepit fence on the old Higgins estate. As they approached him along the road, her friends had begun raving about his good looks and rugged physique.
"You know this guy, Rachel?" the girl in the front passenger seat demanded. "Why don't you introduce us? I'm Heather."
Without waiting for Rachel to say something, she had quickly climbed out of the car and offered Hick her hand. "You certainly are working hard. Would you like some water? Maybe a soda?"
Rachel exited the car and tried to gain control of her exuberant friend. "He's working, Heather. You can't flirt with every man you see, especially when they're trying to earn a living. Let's get going."
"He seems willing enough to relax for a few minutes," Heather responded. "Where and when did you meet this guy, and why haven't you mentioned him? Are you two dating?"
"We're coaching a girls' softball team together, which I did mention to you," Rachel replied. "I'm sorry Hick, but we have an appointment. We have to leave now, Heather!"
Rachel managed to herd Heather back into the car. They went to a restaurant where her friends spent the better part of the meal raving about Hick. Rachel had to admit that he was good looking, even if he seemed to lack any desire to get ahead.
June didn't try to conceal her annoyance Sunday morning when Rachel informed her that she had invited Lance to dinner as her guest. "Hick is coming for dinner! Why would you muddy the waters by inviting Lance?"
"There are no waters to muddy, Mom. I am not going to date Hick, ever. Lance has a good future. He's charming and good looking. You should be glad I'm interested in him," Rachel insisted.
"You invited Lance simply to make Hick uncomfortable at dinner. You're using Lance to embarrass Hick. This is not your best moment, Rachel."
"You're the one who insisted on inviting Hick in an attempt to embarrass me, Mother. When everyone sees Lance and him sitting at the same table, they won't be so impressed with Hick. That's really what bothers you. Besides, I'm not dating Hick, so there's no reason for him to be embarrassed or annoyed."
June was irked at Rachel's actions, but realized she was right. It wasn't June's place to promote Hick, or any other man, to Rachel. She just hoped things would not be too uncomfortable at dinner.
Rachel's sisters began grilling Hick as soon as he arrived. "Where do you live and what do you do? Does that small spiral tattoo on your hand represent anything?" were the first questions out of Christine after she greeted Hick.
"I'm staying, temporarily at least, in the small cabin on the old Higgins estate. The new owner is letting me live there in exchange for my labor in repairing whatever needs it," Hick responded. "The tattoo's the result of a dare from my cousin the summer we graduated from high school."
"Who's the owner of that property where you live?" Candace questioned. "That was a beautiful place when we were little. It looks kind of rundown now."
"It's owned by a company or a corporation, or something like that," he answered vaguely. "They've already hired people to remodel and restore the house. It won't be anything too drastic; mostly modernization, especially of the kitchen and bathrooms."
"I wonder if there's any connection between the Higgins property selling and the sale of L&H Manufacturing?" Christine's husband mused. "I heard they sold out. Everyone's wondering if it's going to continue operating, or if it'll be sold off in pieces. The machinery and property are worth more than the actual business, or so I've heard."
"That would be a huge blow to the area's economy," Rachel's dad, Gerald, observed. "There are at least a hundred and fifty people employed there. That's a lot of jobs for a small community like ours."
"Rachel and I are two of the employees," Christine explained to Hick. "They're helping Rachel go to night school at State. I'm an accountant. It was my first job and I'm still there after four years. I'd hate to have to look for a new job. It isn't a bad place to work, except they're falling behind the times. The equipment is getting older and needs to be modernized if we're going to compete with the bigger companies."
The conversation swung to other topics. Eventually, Rachel's sisters stopped questioning Hick. Rachel couldn't help but notice how they seemed to hang on his every word, as well as how they laughed too hard at his jokes.
Long before the dessert was served, June was chuckling to herself at how badly Rachel's ploy had backfired. Hick had arrived at the same time as Lance and the two men quickly became comfortable with each other.
As dinner had progressed, it had become obvious to June that Rachel's sisters and their husbands were enjoying Hick's company. To top that off, Lance seemed to be completely at ease with the situation. The two men discussed sports, travel experiences and just about everything else. They shared several funny anecdotes with the group. Lance Finally asked Hick how he came to coach the girls' softball team with Rachel.
"I was arrested for indecent exposure the first day I drove into Warren County. The deputy insisted I pull up my shorts and get into the cruiser immediately for a ride to court. Rachel was the only other defendant in the courtroom. Judge Stanford offered us community service in lieu of jail time, or in Rachel's case, losing her driving privileges."
"Indecent exposure?" Lance asked with obvious surprise. "That's a pretty serious charge, yet you're invited here to dinner and you're coaching teen girls. There must be more to the story."
"I had just finished changing a lady's flat tire in a downpour, and I was soaked to the bone. The rain stopped, so I decided to get out of my wet clothes and put on a pair of board shorts rather than get my truck seat wet. I opened the front and back doors on the passenger side of my truck to shield me from view and quickly stripped off my wet clothes. As I was stepping into a dry pair of board shorts, I was arrested by Deputy Connors for indecent exposure."
Everyone was listening intently as Hick told his tale. "It turned out Judge Stanford was the lady with the flat tire who I had just helped. I can't prove it, but judging from the conversations I heard, the judge told the deputy to pick me up on some trumped-up traffic charge. Officer Connors adlibbed and nabbed me for indecent exposure. I'm pretty sure it was a setup to find coaches for the Judge's daughter's team."
"That's illegal as hell," declared Lance. "You could win a big lawsuit if you're right about that."
"There's no record of any of it, I'm sure," Hick replied with a grin. "Besides, I'm really enjoying the kids, as well as meeting their parents and other members of the community. I almost forgot to mention that Rachel asked the judge since I was such a deviant, what she should do if I tried to spank the monkey at practice."
"Sis! You asked Aunt Jen that?" Christine marveled as everyone at the table erupted into laughter.
"Hick makes it sound bad, but I only said it after the court warned him to not choke the chicken or make the bald man cry when he was around the girls," Rachel revealed to even louder laughter. "I almost forgot! Aunt Jen also warned him about wrestling the eel!"
By that time, Rachel's sisters had tears running down their cheeks from laughing so hard. June was almost as bad, while her husband tried to keep a straight face.
"Hick, have you been able to avoid interacting with the eel, the chicken, the monkey and the bald man?" Christine asked with a big grin.
"I have, at least when I'm around the girls," Hick responded with a straight face. His response caused another round of laughter.
Once the dessert was finished, Lance stood and thanked his hosts. "Rachel and I are going to take in that new science fiction movie, so we have to get going. I had a great time. It was good to see everyone again, and to meet you, Hick. We need to get together for a round of golf and a couple beers sometime."
Once Rachel and Lance left, everyone moved to the living room and chatted for another hour before Hick bid them goodnight. As soon as they saw Hick's truck start down the driveway, Rachel's sisters began raving about him.
"Mom, is that guy for real? How can Rachel resist him?" Christine asked. "He's handsome as hell, funny, smart and charming. Lance is an okay guy, but Hick is amazing."
"He really was well versed on a variety of subjects," Christine's husband observed. "Hell, even Lance liked him. Instead of making Hick uncomfortable, it looked like they struck up a bro-mance."
"That's what I've been telling Rachel," June agreed. "She thinks he's some kind of loser because of his name and the truck he drives. It's quite apparent he's educated and very capable."
As Rachel sat next to Lance at the movie, she couldn't stop thinking about Hick. It had been extremely obvious that her entire family enjoyed Hick. He had been funny, personable, and modest. Her sisters couldn't stop looking at him and their husbands seemed to genuinely like him. Even Lance spoke well of Hick on the ride to the theater. What was it about Hick that she didn't like? Rachel pondered that question as she sat through a movie she didn't actually watch.



As the softball season went along, Hick and Rachel noticed a real improvement in the girls' skills. In their third week of play, the girls won their first game. They were jubilant; although Hick made sure they demonstrated good sportsmanship toward the losers. By the end of the season, the team had a 4 and 10 record, with two of the loses by just a single run.
It was a warm summer day when the girls, along with parent chaperones, boarded a chartered bus for the two-hour trip to a water park. Once they hit the park, the girls took off in small groups, each with at least one chaperone. Hick found himself standing alone as he watched the girls disappear into the park.
He decided to take advantage of the situation and stroll around the park. He immediately saw numerous attractive women in swim suits. He realized it was going to be a good day, since he had seen many of them before he had even left the parking lot.
Hick happened on several of the girls on the team waiting in line at a long water slide. He decided to hang out and see how the girls enjoyed their ride. As he stood there, several college age girls in bikinis stopped near him. Soon they were engaging him in conversation. Hick was no stranger to the age-old art of seduction, but while the young women were attractive, it was obvious they had been drinking. He had no interest in hooking up with a woman whose judgment might be impaired, regardless of how attractive she might be.
"There you are, Hick! I've been looking for you," Rachel proclaimed as she walked past the three women and took his arm in hers. "You promised to do this ride with me, so let's get in line."
Hick was initially surprised at Rachel's actions, but quickly realized she was simply saving him from the trouble of trying to extricate himself from the overfriendly girls. As soon as they reached the line for the ride, Hick thanked her.
"I owe you for getting me away from those girls. They were three sheets in the wind and pretty aggressive. I really appreciate it. You don't have to go on the ride with me if you don't want. I see that they've just left for greener pastures."
"That's not very flattering," Rachel replied. "Would you go on this ride with me? I hate going alone."
"Of course. I'd love it. I just thought you might not want to be around me, and certainly not be seen having fun with me," Hick reasoned.
"One ride shouldn't destroy what little reputation I have left. Being seen with a good-looking guy really can't be too bad."
Hick looked closely at Rachel as she spoke. She seemed to be complimenting him, which would be a first. He studied her face until she became uncomfortable.
"Why are you looking at me like? Did I do something wrong? If you don't want to go on the ride with me, just say so."
"I was just marveling at how beautiful you are," Hick replied earnestly. "I'm sorry if I made you uncomfortable."
"Oh! I didn't expect that," Rachel admitted with a blush. "In that case, you can stare all you want."
Rachel had been giving Hick a great deal of thought. She realized she had been reluctant to become friendly with him for two reasons. The first was that he reminded her of Tim Barnes, and he was one person she wanted to forget.
The other reason was he was always so vague about details of his childhood, family and career. She had seen enough to know he was much more than a handyman working for his keep.
She realized that avoiding Hick would not allow her to learn more about him, and even though he reminded her of Tim, he seemed far more mature and respectful than Tim had been. She hated to admit it, even to herself, but she was attracted to Hick. She just hoped he didn't turn out to be another disaster.
Rachel enjoyed standing in line with Hick and chatting with him. She clutched his hand while they were on the ride and he seemed fine with it. Once the ride ended, two of the girls from the team suddenly appeared. They insisted Rachel go with them on a different ride. Once again, Hick was left to his own devices so he casually wandered around the park, taking in the sights, mostly of scantily clad women.
An hour or so later, Hick saw Rachel climb out of one of the pools. Beth and Amanda had been with her, but they quickly joined up with two other girls from the team and headed for the next ride.
As he watched, Hick saw two young men move close to Rachel and attempt conversation. She was in a fairly modest bikini, but her figure was an eye-catcher. It seemed to Hick the guys were being a little too aggressive with their attentions and Rachel was looking for a way to remove herself from their company. He decided to move closer and offer Rachel an excuse to get away from her admirers.
Rachel's eyes lit up when she saw him headed toward her. "Hick! I've been wondering where you were. How about taking me for that burger you promised?"
As she spoke, Rachel stepped between the two guys and hugged Hick. "Get me away from those two, please," she whispered softly into Hick's ear.
Hick threw his arm over Rachel's shoulder and began leading her away. He felt a thrill as his hands came in contact with Rachel's bare skin. Girls hadn't affected him like that since high school, but there was no denying how he enjoyed having his arm around Rachel.
They spent the rest of the day together. On their way to the bus to leave for home, Rachel stopped Hick as they were leisurely walking and stepped closer. Hick would have to been deaf, dumb and blind to not realize that Rachel expected him to kiss her, so he did exactly that.
Their lips only touched for seconds. Hick decided he wanted more and pulled Rachel closer and kissed her again. Rachel offered no resistance as her arms found their way around his neck.
"Look at our coaches!" Beth shouted from somewhere nearby. "They acted like they hated each other, but they're kissing!"
Rachel broke the kiss and pulled away from Hick. She was flushed as she flashed a huge smile to the girls.
"We never hated each other," she explained. "We just didn't know each other very well. We're getting along better now."
"Is Coach Rachel your girlfriend?" Amanda asked.
"If it were up to me, she would be," Hick replied as he searched Rachel's face for any indication she might agree.
"We're just friends for now, Amanda," the still smiling Rachel responded. "We need to know each other better before we commit to any sort of relationship."
"Isn't that what dating is for?" Beth asked. "You learn about each other when you date?"
"Well, since you put it that way, it is why people date. I'm just not ready to be anyone's girlfriend and Hick needs to know more about me before he even considers being my boyfriend. We're just friends for now."
Hick was slightly disappointed with Rachel's response to the girls' questions, but soon forgot about it when Rachel sat next to him as the bus pulled out of the parking lot.
"There are a few things you need to know about me, Hick," Rachel stated. "When I was in the Marines, I met a guy. I thought I was in love with him. This isn't easy to tell, but I'm trying to be as honest as possible here.
"He was a Marine, too. We dated for about six months before I slept with him. I thought he loved me as much as I loved him. I was wrong. He had made a bet with some buddies that he could get me into bed. Once he did, he showed them a few pictures he had taken of me in bed without my knowledge or consent. Then he dumped me. The last two years of my enlistment were hell. Everywhere I went, people knew I was the slut who slept with Tim Barnes. He was treated like a hero, but I was a round-heeled slut. Funny how that works.
"I had intended to make the Marines a career, but once that happened, I couldn't get out fast enough," Rachel admitted. "So you see, I'm not the nice girl you might think I am. I'm not very trusting of men and I won't be having sex with you. You may want to find someone else."
"I'm sorry you had that experience, but not all men are like that asshole," Hick insisted. "You really are a nice girl. No reasonable man would expect you to be a virgin. We don't have to have sex to enjoy each other's company. I'd like to be your friend and see if we connect."
"We can try that, but I know what all men want. You're obviously all man, so I doubt you'll be content with an occasional kiss for very long," Rachel reasoned.
"Truthfully? I think I can hold off as long as you can," Hick replied carefully. "You're a beautiful young woman. You won't be content with that occasional kiss any longer than I will. If everything else clicks, we'll know when the time is right."
"Just don't get your hopes up," Rachel responded. "I've no intention of repeating the mistake I made with that jerk."
When Rachel walked into her parents' house shortly after 9 PM, she was surprised to see her two sisters chatting with their mom. All three turned to her with big grins on their faces.
"Tell us all about it," June insisted. "What did you talk about? How did he get you to kiss him?"
"I don't know what you're talking about," Rachel replied with a straight face.
"Jen sent me a picture Amanda took of you and Hick. It looks like you're getting along with him quite well," June added.
Rachel looked at her mom and sisters and realized they were not being cruel. Rather, they were honestly interested in her possible romance. That allowed her to relax and break into a smile.
"He had some drunk girls trying to get into his shorts, so I rescued him from that situation. An hour or so later, a couple of players had me cornered when Hick showed up and whisked me away. We spent the rest of the day together."
"He must like you if he was happy that you pried him away from some girls trying to get into his shorts," a laughing Christine observed. "Did you kiss him first?"
"We were walking back to the bus and I realized if I didn't do something soon, nothing would ever happen, at least not tonight. We're the coaches and chaperones for the trip, so we couldn't set a bad example by necking on the bus. I just stopped walking and turned toward him.
"He got the hint real quick and kissed me. Then he pulled me closer and really kissed me!" Rachel added. "He's very good."
"Well, duh!" Christine retorted. "The guy's a walking wet dream. Did he ask you out? Did he try to get you to go back to his place for some personal time?"
"No, he was a complete gentleman," Rachel replied. "He kept his hands to himself and never so much as suggested we go to his place. I had already told him about Tim Barnes and how we wouldn't be having sex."
"You told him that?" Candace marveled. "That sounds a bit restrictive for a red-blooded man interested in a beautiful woman. How did he take it?"
"He was fine, although he indicated he thought I might change my mind and weaken before he did. Do you think he's egotistical?"
"I think he's a normal guy," Candace replied with a chuckle. "I wouldn't want to bet against his chances. He's really good looking and his personality isn't bad either."
Rachel's phone vibrated. She picked it up and quickly broke into a smile. "Hello, Hick. Did you miss me already?
"...Sure, I'd be glad to go to dinner with you. I love Italian food so that'll work fine. I'll be ready by seven."
"Tell Hick he's invited here for dinner on Sunday. He can come any time after three," June interrupted.
"You heard her?" Rachel asked. "Yeah, I was telling Mom and my sisters about my day. They'd already seen a picture that Amanda took. You were taking advantage of me. Now they think I like you. I'll tell Mom you're coming Sunday. See you tomorrow night."
"Sis, Hick really likes you," Christine stated as she pointed out the obvious. "He called you for a date pretty quick. It's so nice to see you with a good guy."
"I just hope he's for real," Rachel replied. "I don't know if I could survive another ordeal like Tim Barnes put me through. I told Hick about it. He said it would be unreasonable to expect me to be a virgin. He doesn't seem to feel that I'm a loose woman."
"One lover does not a loose woman make," Candace declared. "You're twenty-five years old. A lot of women your age have had a dozens of hook-ups. I'm sure a guy as good looking as Hick has had a few willing women in his bed."
"I wish you hadn't mentioned that," groaned Rachel. "He's probably an expert. He'll think I'm pathetic."
"I hope you're talking about your honeymoon," June stated with a straight face.
"I didn't mean I was going to sleep with him anytime soon, Mom," Rachel explained. "I was just saying that if I ever did, he'd know what an inexperienced lover I am. He'd..."
"Love you all the more for it," June finished. "He isn't asking you out for sex. I'm sure it's occurred to him, but he's interested in you, Sweetheart. He wants to know more about you. He likes what he's seen so far. That's obvious. Sex isn't a contest. He's a very considerate man. I'm sure he'll be patient and gentle. Just don't rush it."
"Wow, Mom! You've given this some thought," Christine said with a laugh. "You really like the guy, don't you?"
"I approve of Rachel dating him, if that's what you're asking," June responded. "Everything he's done so far has been appropriate for a man looking for a wife. He's courteous to your father and me. He and Trey get along fine and he likes you girls and your husbands. He checks all the boxes for me as a mother-in-law."
"Mom! We're going on our first date. It doesn't mean we'll be getting married in a couple of weeks," Rachel insisted.
"Rachel, you and Hick have been dating since the day you met," June replied with a smile. "Maybe they weren't official dates, but you've been doing things together for a couple months. He's infatuated with you and it's pretty obvious you're very fond of him."
"You think he's infatuated with me? Why do you think that?" Rachel quizzed.
"Go fishing much, Sis?" Candace asked jokingly. "I'm giving Christine a ride home and it's time for us to go. We can't hang around and listen to the hundred ways Hick loves Rachel."
Rachel wound up going out with Hick three times that week. They often ran into people Rachel knew from school and work, and Rachel was always proud to be seen with him. All her girlfriends thought she had found a winner.
Sunday before going to her parents' house for dinner, Hick drove Rachel out to the small cabin on his estate. It only took a few minutes for him to show her the entire place.
"It's a charming cabin, but why are you showing it to me? You don't expect me to sleep here, or move in with you, do you?" Rachel asked. "I like you but I'm not ready for any big commitment. Besides, you keep telling me you have a job lined up, but so far you haven't done anything but work on this property. You don't plan on making a living as a caretaker, do you?"
"Walk with me up to the big house. I want to show you the property," Hick replied with an enigmatic smile.
Rachel loved the property. She raved about the stables and the tennis court, but was suddenly silent when she looked at the pool. It had been totally remodeled with new tile and furniture.
"This is beautiful! The pool is huge and so private. The owners are going to be very happy here."
"Rachel, I'm the owner," Hick stated succinctly.
He waited as Rachel stared at him while she tried to determine if he was serious or making a joke. She finally came to a conclusion.
"You're serious, aren't you?"
"I am. I know we're just beginning to date, but you've expressed doubts about my ability to care for you, my lack of planning for the future. I respect that and understand why it matters to you. Security is very important, especially to women. I can afford to live here and support a family. I wanted you to know that."
"I heard this sold for over two million. Where did you get that kind of money?" Rachel asked fairly calmly as she gazed at her surroundings with greater appreciation.
"I'm a trust fund kid. When I turned 26 this spring, it was turned over to me. The old truck I drive was my grandfather's. I was given the keys to it the same day as the trust fund became mine."
"You don't act like you're rich. If anything, you seem pretty unconcerned about money. Is that because you have so much?"
"My father and grandfather made me work growing up. I was given an allowance as long as I did my chores. In high school, Dad had me get a job stocking shelves. He wasn't mean. He just wanted me to understand that working was important and honorable. He was afraid I'd become one of those worthless trust fund babies you always hear about.
"I like working. I studied business in college because I knew I was going to be handling large sums of money and needed to understand my limits and responsibilities. I bought this property because I want to live and raise a family here. I thought my future wife and kids would enjoy it," Hick concluded.
"The wife and kids?" Rachel repeated as she arched her eyebrows in a question.
"I don't have any of those things, at the moment, but I expect to. This is where we'll live. Let me show you the house," Hick offered.
Rachel mulled over Hick's comment as she walked with him to the home. Once inside, she quickly forgot about it as she marveled at the refurbished home.
"I still have to get furniture, appliances, flooring and have every room painted, but you can get the general idea. The construction phase should be done within a week or two and then the decorating and painting begin."
"You've done an amazing job," Rachel praised as she looked around. "Increasing the size and number of bathrooms was a great idea. It's going to be perfect. Is it okay if I tell everyone about your property? Can I take some pictures with my phone to show my family?"
"Sure. One of the things I like the most about you is how close you are to your family. That tells me a lot about the kind of person you are."
Rachel studied his face as she considered his remark. For some reason, she felt a warm glow. He really was a far different man than Tim Barnes, and far better.
As Rachel passed the potatoes to her sister at their Sunday dinner, she quietly stated, "Hick was showing me his property today. It's really going to be local attraction. It's got everything."
Christine swung her full attention to Rachel. "Are you talking about the cute little cabin Hick lives in on the old Higgins estate?"
"Well, yes, at least partly. Hick's the person who bought the estate. He's having the house remodeled. It really is quite beautiful. The swimming pool is already refurbished."
Conversation suddenly stopped as Rachel's family considered what they had just been told. Rachel grinned when she saw Christine and Candace exchange glances.
June was the first to speak. "You bought the Higgins estate? I heard it sold for over two million dollars. Did you really buy it?"
"I fell in love with it the first time the realtor showed it to me. I made my offer the same day. It's taking some time, but everything is looking good so far," Hick responded.
"Let me get this straight," Christine insisted. "You're great looking, a really nice guy, good with kids, and you're wealthy?"
"It sounds like you approve of my boyfriend," Rachel observed dryly.
"Now he's your boyfriend?" Candace demanded. "I thought you were filled with misgivings and doubt. It sounds like you've come around."
"I have," Rachel admitted. "I like Hick. I like doing things with him. He always treats me with respect. Can't a girl change her mind?"
"Hell, yes," Christine's husband chimed in. "That's a woman's prerogative. We all know that."
Hick answered questions about his plans for the property for the rest of the dinner. Rachel delighted in showing everyone the pictures she had taken. Hick appreciated the interest shown by the family and even picked up some good suggestions on how to make the property even more attractive and functional.



Once dinner was over and the dishes were cleared, Hick announced that it was time for him to leave. He was surprised when Rachel announced she was going with him.
"Hick and I are going down to the ice cream place on Main Street," Rachel declared. "I'll be home before midnight."
Once Rachel and Hick pulled out of the driveway, the rest of the family discussed what they had just seen and heard.
"Rachel is cutting Hick from the herd. She announced he was her boyfriend and decided he was taking her for ice cream. He obviously didn't know anything about it," June stated. "She's decided he's the one and she's going to make sure he knows it."
'I never guessed he was rich," Candace's husband admitted. "He spent over two million to buy the Higgins place and I've heard the renovations have been quite expensive."
"If Rach marries him, she'll be living in that beautiful home," Christine added. "I hope it all works out. She's put her heart in his hands."
"For what it's worth, I think he's a fine young man. I said that from the first time I met him," June declared with a smile. "She sure fought her better judgment for a while there, but it looks like she believes she can trust him now."
Rachel spent as much time as she could with Hick the next three weeks. She loved taking him out socially and introducing me to her friends and acquaintances. The more she saw of him, the more certain she became that he was the one for her. One thing she very much appreciated about him was that he never pushed her for sex. He knew she wasn't a virgin, but he didn't press her to be intimate.
Rachel admitted to herself that his laid-back approach was quite effective. She was finding it increasingly difficult to not suggest they consummate their relationship. She had come to understand her feelings for Tim Barnes simply hadn't compared with the depth of her emotions for Hick.
It was a Saturday afternoon when the wheels came off their romance. Rachel had decided to surprise Hick by dropping in on him at his cabin. She had told him she was going shopping with her sisters, but Candace wasn't feeling well, so the three sisters agree to postpone it until she felt better.
With time on her hands, her thoughts turned to Hick. She soon found herself at his door. She knocked loudly, but there was no answer. His truck was in the driveway, so it was likely he was somewhere on the property. Rachel knew he often hiked up to the big house to enjoy the pool when there was no one working on the house, so she decided to look for him there.
Rachel heard the murmurs and whispers before she managed to see the source. She was stunned to see a gorgeous, naked blonde girl slowly bouncing up and down cowgirl style on a man on a lounge chair. The back of chair was elevated with the man facing away from Rachel. The blonde's eyes were tightly closed as she rode out what appeared to be a major orgasm. Then Rachel saw the man's hand reach out and squeeze the woman's ample right breast before tweaking her nipple.
The tattoo on the back of his hand became clearly visible as the woman passionately demanded, "That's it. Fuck me, Wade! You feel so damn big inside me."
Her lover was Hick! Rachel managed to turn and leave without attracting the attention of the two fornicators. By the time she reached her car, she was crying so hard she was no longer able to see clearly. She forced herself to stop and take several deep breaths as she ran a tissue over her eyes.
June saw Rachel rush into the house, slam the door and race to her room. It was obvious that she had been crying and was close to tears again. She hurried after her daughter to see if she could offer some comfort.
She found Rachel lying face down on her bed, sobbing intensely. June simply sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed her daughter's back knowing she needed to cry it out before she would be willing to talk about her issue.
It took a few minutes, but Rachel finally managed to stop sobbing. "He's cheating on me, Mom! I thought he was different, but all men are the same. I don't want to ever see him again."
"That doesn't sound like the man I've come to know," June replied softly. "I don't know what you heard or who told you what, but don't rush to judgment. You need to ask Hick about it. Don't listen to rumors."
"It's not a rumor, Mom. I saw it! He was having sex with some beautiful big breasted blonde. I can't compete with women like her. He's good looking, rich, and educated. He can have any woman he wants. I should have known better."
"I don't know what you saw, but you can hold your own in any comparison," June insisted. "You're a beautiful, warm, loving woman. Hick has seen it. He knows why you're so special."
"He knows I'm not a virgin, but he never pushed me for sex. I thought it was because he was a gentleman. Now I know it's because he's getting all he wants from other women. He disgusts me."
"Try to get some sleep and we'll talk about it later," June suggested. "It'll all work out. Eventually, you'll have to speak to Hick. I think the sooner you do it, the better."
Hick returned to his cabin late Saturday evening. He was concerned that Rachel had not been returning his text messages. He went to bed early that night with a feeling of doom.
Sunday morning, Hick discovered Rachel had blocked his number. He struggled to understand why she was so upset. The last time he had seen her she hugged him and told him to behave while she went on a shopping trip with her sisters.
Sunday afternoon found Hick ringing the doorbell at the Bailey residence. He had a standing invitation to share Sunday dinner with the family and he was determined to brace the lioness in her den.
"Hick? I didn't expect you," a flustered Trey admitted as he realized who was standing at the door.
"I was told by your mother that I have a standing invitation for Sunday dinner," Hick responded as he took in Trey's discomfort. "If you want me to leave, just tell me. I wouldn't want to force myself where I'm not wanted."
Trey was clearly flummoxed. He turned his head and loudly called, "Mom! Hick is here. I have to use the bathroom. Would you come and talk to him?"
June approached Hick with a smile that didn't reach her eyes as Trey scurried away.
"Hick, I'm not sure what to say," June began, only to be interrupted by Hick.
"Do you want me to leave, Mrs. Bailey? It seems like I'm persona non grata in your house. I was hoping to see Rachel. Is that possible?"
"Oh, Hick! You'll always welcome in our house, but now isn't a good time. Rachel is ill and sleeping. We're not having a regular meal, just some sandwiches and drinks. I should have called you," June added. "I apologize."
"May I come in for a few minutes and speak to your husband and family? I won't be long and I'll leave immediately if asked."
June was torn. Hick simply didn't have the demeanor of a liar or a cheater. He was polite and controlled. As she looked into his eyes, she quickly made a decision.
"Everyone is in the living room. Please come in and tell us what's on your mind. I have to ask you don't stay too long. It would be better that way."
"I'll respect your wishes," he promised as he followed June down the hallway. "This will only take a minute."
All faces were turned expectantly toward him as he entered the room. The level of discomfort was palpable. Rachel's father scowled when he looked at Hick.
"I seem to have upset Rachel in some way. I'm going to work to correct whatever the issue is," Hick stated as the entire family silently listened. "I feel I should let all of you know that I've fallen in love with Rachel. I intend to marry her. I was hoping to ask her tonight, but it doesn't look like that will be happening."
Rachel had been in her room when she heard the doorbell. She knew it would be Hick. She had been sitting miserably in her room, but decided to move to the top of the stairway to hear what was discussed. She was stunned as she heard Hick tell her family he intended to marry her!
"Hick, I don't think that would be a good idea," Rachel's father replied curtly. "She doesn't want to have anything to do..."
"Dad!" Christine interrupted. "Hick has just told us he's in love with Rachel. He came here with the full knowledge that she's extremely upset with him. He isn't asking permission to marry Rach. He simply told us that he intends to marry her. I think when the dust settles, we'll be quite pleased to welcome him into the family. Don't say anything you'll regret."
Gerald Bailey looked hard at Christine. She had always been the level-headed daughter. Over the years he had come to listen closely to her opinions and suggestions.
Before he could soften his intended statement to Hick, Rachel burst into the room. She stood with her face mere inches from Hick's.
"I will NOT be marrying you! I never want to see your lying, cheating ass again. Just fuck off and leave me alone!" she snarled.
Rachel then spun on her heel and disappeared back upstairs as quickly as she had appeared, leaving everyone speechless. Hick silently nodded his head before walking down the hall and out the door.
"That was intense," Candace observed wryly. "I don't think I've ever seen Rachel so emotional. She must really love the guy."
"How can you possibly draw that conclusion from what we've just seen and heard?" her husband asked. "She told him to 'fuck off' and she never wanted to see him again."
"You have to give the guy credit for coming here and taking that kind of abuse," Christine added with a sad smile. "He must really love her."
"May I point out that a man who loves a woman doesn't bang some big breasted blonde the first time he thinks he can get away with it," Candace's husband responded.
"Therein lies the rub," Christine admitted. "The guy we just saw leave with his tail between his legs doesn't seem like a player to me. He sure screwed things up by seeing that blonde."
"If Rachel hadn't seen them in flagrante delicto, I wouldn't have believed it of him," Candace admitted. "I really liked the guy and thought he was perfect for her."
Rachel spent the next week in her room when she wasn't working. June tried to improve her mood, but nothing seemed to work. The following Sunday afternoon at the family dinner, discussion centered on the company for which Rachel and Christine worked.
"L & H sent out emails and memos to every employee suggesting they be at the big meeting room at the Best Western on Wednesday at noon," Christine revealed. The main plant will be closed for the day and everyone will get a day's pay for attending the meeting. They're having a catered lunch before announcing the plans for the facility."
"Do you think it's like giving a condemned man a last meal?" June asked with concern.
"It could be," Rachel agreed sadly. "Everyone's been talking about how valuable the property is. Along with salvage value of the equipment and buildings, it's worth more being broken up and sold than as a viable company employing almost two hundred people."
The rest of the meal was spent speculating on where people would turn for employment and how adversely the closing of the facility would affect the county. The consensus was that the closing of the facility would seriously hurt the local economy.
June Bailey was surprised when her friend, Jen Stanford, called her Monday afternoon and insisted that June attend the L & H employee meeting with her on Wednesday. "I know for a fact that it'll be an event which will have a direct effect on your future. As employees, Christine and Rachel will be there, but I want you and Candace to attend with me. I've been asked to moderate the meeting."
"If you're sure people won't think we're nosey since we don't work there, I'll tell Candace to be ready and we'll pick her up," June agreed. "I just hope the meeting won't be bad news for the community."
June and Candace were able to sit next to Christine and Rachel as they ate a surprisingly extensive catered lunch and waited for the main event. Eventually, Jen made her way to the podium and introduced herself to the crowd. She was already known to most of the attendees.
"I've been asked to introduce the new owner of L & H manufacturing, as well as to moderate any negotiations which may take place. L & H is now owned by HHK LLC. May I present the sole owner of the holding company, Hickok Wade.
"His grandfather, Grant Hickok, was an original partner in H & K Manufacturing, so it's only fitting that his grandson takes over the reins of the company. Mr. Wade, please come forward and address this fine group."
Rachel sat in stunned silence as Hick made his way to the podium. She then saw the big boobed blonde walking right behind him, along with a tall man in a suit. As Hick stepped to the microphone to speak, Rachel couldn't help but think how handsome he looked in his expensive suit.
"Hick owns the company!" Christine squealed. "He's wealthier than we realized."
"My grandfather was one of the founders of this company and was always very proud of that fact," Hick began. "As of 10 AM, I am the sole owner. I won't jerk you around about my intentions for the facility. I'm actually here to negotiate. I know that sounds strange, but hear me out.
"It's true that I can make a quick and substantial profit by dismantling it. The fact is, I am willing to invest ten million dollars in updating and improving production and marketing, which should allow the company to be competitive and profitable for years to come. I'll gladly make that commitment, if I get one concession from the labor force."
"What's the concession?" a man sitting toward the back called out. "Lower wages? We're barely making a living wage as it is."
"I'll be quite willing to upgrade the plant, negotiate the pay scale and consider almost everything else, if Rachel Bailey will agree to become my wife and marry me within the next two and a half weeks," Hick stated to the assembled workers.
Not a word was spoken for almost a minute as all eyes turned to a blushing Rachel.
"I move that she accepts the offer!" the same man yelled who had asked about the concessions. "All those in favor say 'aye'!"
As one, the entire room responded with a resounding 'aye'!
Jen Stanford could see embarrassment and confusion on Rachel's face and decided to direct the discussion. "Mr. Wade, are you proposing a conventional marriage, as in a marriage where Rachel would be expected to sleep with you?"
"A husband always sleeps next to his wife," Hick replied immediately. "I'd have it no other way."
"Please bear with me," Jen apologized as she formed her next question in as refined a manner as she could. "Are you saying that, as your wife, you'd expect Rachel to have sexual relations with you?"
"Quite frequently," was Hick's response.
"May I suggest you consult an attorney, Mr. Wade? What you are proposing under the guise of labor negotiations is blatant sexual harassment, to put it mildly. You are willing to rejuvenate your manufacturing facility and maintain the employment for all of these people if Rachel agrees to marry you, which by your own admission, would include frequent sexual intercourse."
"My attorney, Amber Wade, is sitting next to me," revealed Hick. "She's my cousin's wife and I value her counsel. I will admit that she has pointed out some possible pitfalls in my efforts to attain connubial bliss."
Rachel had heard enough. Hick seemed to think he could barter for her like she was chattel or property. Her embarrassment finally gave way to anger when Hick referred to the blonde woman next to him, the same woman she had seen riding him cowgirl style.
"Your cousin is married to that big-boobed blonde?" Rachel demanded as she recalled the woman naked and riding Hick to orgasm. "What kind of perverted, sick family do you have?"
"Right?" Hick retorted as he briefly grinned at his cousin. "I warned Brett that Amber had rather large natural breasts and was a very beautiful, smart blonde lawyer. He insisted he wanted to marry her anyway."
As Hick finished his response, more than a few of those in attendance chuckled in amusement. Amber made an exaggerated pouty face while her husband beamed as he reached over to take her hand and hold it. That was when Rachel saw the tattoo on the back of Brett Wade's left hand!
Her thoughts flashed back to the day she found the lovers by the pool. The man the blonde had been riding so feverishly had reached up to fondle her right breast with his left hand. Hick carried the same artwork, but on his right hand! Rachel suddenly realized she had played the fool and had come close to driving away the man she had come to love.
Part of her immediately wanted to beg forgiveness from Hick, but another part wanted to embarrass him as badly as he had been doing to her since this meeting had begun.
Rachel was now standing. She took a step toward Hick as she posed a question loud enough for the entire room to hear. "What about oral sex? We haven't even discussed that. Do you expect to include that in this deal you cooked up?"
"Well," Hick replied as he studied Rachel's face while stalling for time to determine the best response. "I don't think you should be forced, but it would be nice to include it on occasion."
"I don't think you fully understood my question. I'll state it more clearly." Rachel stared into Hick's face as she spoke. "To make this deal work, you need to agree to build and staff a full time, onsite daycare center. For that consideration, I would agree to allow you to dine at the Y anytime we are in a private setting."
Gasps echoed around the room as the meaning of Rachel's proposal became clear. More than a few spectators took the time to explain what Rachel was actually suggesting to the less adventurous in the crowd.
Hick studied Rachel's face. If he agreed, he knew she'd gain the upper hand in any further negotiations. He should be doing his best to make her agree to blow him at every opportunity, but she had cleverly placed the onus on him. Hick also noticed that the gleam in Rachel's eyes had returned. She was considering his proposal!
"That seems like a reasonable offer," he nodded hopefully. "We'll have a full-time daycare center onsite. Do we have an agreement?"
"You can't expect me to agree to a long-term contract like this without more information," Rachel stated. "We have a lot of things to settle."
"That's right!" Elmer Jackson called out from the back of the room. "You need to negotiate to make the day after the Super Bowl a paid holiday. What will it require from Rachel for that to happen, Mr. Wade?"
Everyone in the room groaned at the question. Every fall for the past seven years, Elmer Jackson had passed around a petition at work asking management to make the day after the Super Bowl a paid holiday.
Hick listened to Jackson before breaking into a grin as he acknowledged the question. "That's asking quite a lot. I don't know of any company that's made that day a paid holiday. She would have to give up something exceptional. I'm sure of that."
"I have a suggestion," Elmer Jackson offered. "How about if Rachel..."
"That's quite enough, Elmer!" Rachel snapped curtly. "It would seem we have a great many issues to resolve in order to reach an agreement. I'm going to counter your offer, Mr. Wade. You can escort me to dinner tonight. Then you'll secure the best room available in this hotel for the night. We will work together to settle our differences in that room. We will both be honor bound to do our best to reach an agreement on all outstanding issues. We should know by morning if this company will have to close for future refurbishing, or simply close its doors forever."
"Rachel, you're kind of new to negotiating, especially when it involves multimillion dollar companies," Jen Stanford stated as she struggled to maintain a straight face. "However, I think you have what it takes to represent the employees of this company with resolve and determination. I'm sure you'll negotiate from a position of strength. That said, you'll need to be flexible and willing to adjust your position as the situation warrants. I'm sure you'll come out on top."



"Really, Aunt Jen?" Rachel asked as many of those in attendance groaned at Jen's remarks. "Is everything funny to you? If Mr. Wade is up to it, we'll conduct a marathon negotiating session tonight."
Once again, groans filled the room. Undaunted, Rachel continued, "By morning, we should know exactly where we stand."
"That's if he's even able to stand," someone called from the back of the room, causing many to break into laughter.
Rachel smiled at the comment. She felt empowered. Hick was obviously a very wealthy, handsome man who had publicly declared his desire for her. He wanted her to marry him and the idea was far from repulsive.
Unlike the tawdry seduction and betrayal she had experienced with Tim Barnes; she was being now the person in control. She wasn't some mousy victim, but rather a strong, worldly woman pursuing her goals. Rachel actually felt proud that her family and coworkers had witnessed her willingness to take Hick on and even dictate the terms of their engagement, however brief that may be.
"Do I understand this correctly?" Hick asked as his eyes remained locked on Rachel's. "You're proposing we have an early dinner and then retire to the best available room in this fine establishment for a marathon negotiating session?"
"I suppose you could call it that," Rachel replied with a big smile. "We won't leave the room until we're both completely satisfied."
"How will the rest of us know if you two managed to attain Nirvana while saving our jobs in the process?" Rachel's sister, Christine, asked. "We all have a lot riding on your midnight ride."
"Let's have breakfast at The Rusty Spoon around nine tomorrow morning," Rachel suggested. "I expect to have good news for everyone. After breakfast, we'll go out to the Higgins house. We need to decide on, and order appliances, furniture, window treatments, flooring and paint colors.
"I'd expect to have Hick's credit cards by then, so we can start shopping. We'll also have wedding arrangements to make, at least if Hick is as a good a negotiator as I hope he is. We're going to be very busy."
"I sure hope you have a platinum credit card," Brett Wade remarked to his beaming cousin.
June had managed to move close to Rachel and spoke so only her daughter could hear her. "You don't have to marry him, Sweetheart. Don't be pushed into something you don't want to do, regardless of who may benefit from it."
"Thanks, Mom," Rachel responded as she swept her mother into a hug. "I want this. I made a terrible mistake thinking Hick was a cheater. I'm just lucky I have the chance to correct it. Don't worry about me. You know Hick would never hurt me."
Rachel released her mother as Hick approached. He moved close to Rachel and she responded by throwing herself into his arms and kissing him passionately as other employees broke into applause.
June, Christine and Candace found The Rusty Spoon extremely crowded the next morning. They could not help but notice that many of the patrons were employees of H & K Manufacturing. The women were greeted warmly by the waitress and shown to a larger table in the center of the room.
I few minutes before nine, Hick and Rachel entered to building and all sound suddenly stopped. One look at Rachel's beaming face was all her mother needed to see. She had been concerned her daughter might have been a bit impulsive, but it was readily apparent that Rachel was a very contented woman.
Rachel and Hick realized they were the center of attention. Rachel flashed a big smile before announcing, "I'm sure you're all dying to know the outcome of last night's intense negotiations between Mr. Wade and me. We had to revisit a few key issues several times, but we've managed to reach full agreement.
"H & K Manufacturing will not only remain in business, but it will be modernized and expanded. There will be onsite daycare and a raise in wages. Employees will continue to receive their usual pay as the modernization and renovations are carried out. There will be extensive training on all new equipment. Paid maternity leave will be known as Paid Parental Leave and will be available to new mothers and/or fathers for six months. In addition to other new perks, the day after the Super Bowl will now be a paid holiday."
"Thanks for the paid holiday after the Super Bowl!" Elmer Jackson exclaimed. "What did you have to do for it?"
"Don't ever ask about that again," Rachel warned as she clutched Hick's arm tightly and moved with him toward her family's table. The entire restaurant filled with laughter.
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Dave Lassiter was surprised at the excitement he felt during his orientation. He had served a tour in the Middle East while in the Army. He had even seen some combat, but reporting to Evanston High for teacher orientation had made him nervous.
After serving as an MP in the Army, Dave had pursued a degree from a state school near his parents' home. Upon graduation, he had been offered employment as a history teacher in Evanston and was grateful for the opportunity. He had taken some courses while in the Army and had been able to get his degree just three years after being discharged from the service.
While it hadn't been very long since he had graduated high school, it felt like a lifetime. His tour in the service had somewhat isolated him from the more current trends among young people. He had never been one of the cool kids when he was in high school, so he held no expectations of being considered a cool history teacher.
The school administration had introduced the new faculty members to the rest of the staff first thing in the morning. Dave was one of five new teachers, and the only one with no prior teaching experience. The others had experience ranging from 15 years, as in Mrs. Glenn's case, to five years for Candace Lane, the attractive new blonde English teacher.
Candace, as well as the new science teacher, Jeff Nelson, had actually graduated from Evanston High. Candace had taught for several years in a school district in Kansas before returning to Evanston. Jeff had started teaching a few years before Candace and was also quite pleased to have finally found a position with his alma mater. They both expressed their pleasure at returning to Evanston as teachers.
Dave had been surprised to learn all teachers were expected to volunteer as advisors for the various clubs and events held at the school. Those teachers with previous experience had already claimed the more desirable gigs. The newcomers would have to fill in for the activities which did not yet have advisors. When he was in high school, Dave had never given a thought as to how the school managed to find sponsors and/or advisors for the many extracurricular activities. Now he knew.
Candace unexpectedly sought Dave's attention once the orientation wound down. "We didn't have time to chat during the day, but I'm Candace. How about going for a ride with me in my new car? I love showing it off."
"I'm Dave. Let me drop my material off in my truck and I'll be happy to check out your new ride," Dave replied as he surreptitiously looked Candace over.
He had to admit she was the kind of woman most men found very desirable. She was about six inches less than his six foot. Her blonde hair made her blue eyes seem to sparkle. While slim, her breasts were slightly large for her frame, which Dave did not consider a negative factor.
He whistled when he saw the new Corvette convertible Candace was approaching. It was sitting off by itself in the back of the parking lot and it was a beautiful machine.
"I always try to park it away from other vehicles so it doesn't get any dings," Candace stated as she opened her door and slid behind the wheel. By the time Dave was seated and buckled in, Candace was carefully pulling out of the parking lot and cautiously traveling down the street.
Dave felt some relief that she apparently had no intention of impressing him with the speed the car was capable of reaching. He had been in a couple of near accidents during his stint in the service when friends had tried to demonstrate how fast a car could go. Dave had no desire to experience an accident, or near accident. Then Candace laughed as she depressed the accelerator.
Dave's head was pushed back against the rest as the car felt like it had suddenly been launched. He immediately checked his seatbelt before glancing at the speedometer. It appeared to be a lightly traveled road, but as their speed exceeded 100mph, Dave decided to ask Candace to slow down.
Before he could voice his concerns a police siren sounded close behind them. Glancing back, Dave was surprised to see a police car keeping pace with them as it signaled for Candace to pull over. It required almost a mile for her to slow the car down enough to pull off the highway and park in a grassy area. The officer's Dodge Charger stopped a short distance behind her.
Candace was cursing a blue streak as she reached over to open the glove box and dig out the insurance and registration papers she knew would be required. While she was digging around, Dave saw the officer approach cautiously. It was a policewoman and she was keeping her hand near her holstered gun.
That was when he realized two things. Not only was the lady officer quite attractive, she was also very concerned about Candace searching around in her glove box!
"Ma'am, she's just retrieving her papers," Dave stated as he carefully placed his hands in plain sight on the top of the convertible's windshield. "Candace, pull your papers out slowly so the officer can see what you're doing."
Nodding her understanding, Candace carefully held her hands out so it was apparent she held paperwork and no weapon. She sat back in her seat and turned to the policewoman who was now standing next to her door.
"License, registration and insurance."
"I may have been going too fast, but I was just showing off a little. There wasn't any traffic and I knew it was safe," Candace quickly asserted.
"Ma'am, driving over 100 miles per hour in a 55 zone is never safe," the officer replied as she glanced at Candace's license. "Candace? Candace Lane? I didn't recognize you."
Candace realized her tormenter appeared to either know her, or at least know of her, so she removed her sunglasses and studied the policewoman's face. "Kate Daniels? We graduated together!
"I'm doing my hair differently than when we were in school, but I don't think I've changed that much, but look at you!" Candace exclaimed. "You're a deputy now and you look even more fit than you were in high school."
"I've managed to drop a few pounds and tone up," Kate admitted. "The Academy was quite an eye opener for me. I thought I was in good shape until I started their training."
"You look great in that uniform, Kate. Are you going to give me a ticket? I know I was a little over the speed limit," Candace grudgingly admitted.
"Candace, you were 48 over the speed limit. That's a lot more than 'a little', even for the math challenged," Kate replied with a shake of her head. "I have to give you a ticket, but I'll knock it down to 90 in a 55 mph zone. That'll cost you a lot less and give you fewer points against your license. It's the best I can do."
"That's better than I could have hoped for," Candace acknowledged. "Thanks, Kate."
As she spoke, Candace noticed Kate was looking at Dave. That caused a smile to cross her lips. Dave was handsome in a rugged way. He had a small scar on his left cheek and it appeared his nose may have been broken a time or two. He was obviously in excellent physical condition. Somehow it all worked for him.
Kate had been trained that it was important to keep an eye on the passenger as well as the driver when making a traffic stop. She had momentarily neglected to do that when she recognized the driver, but quickly realized her attention had been focused solely on Candace so she turned her gaze to the male passenger.
Dave wore a large grin as he watched and listened to the two women. He appreciated how Candace accepted the generous offer from Kate without whining or complaining. He also admired Kate for not being a hard ass to her former classmate, yet still giving her a well deserved ticket.
"Is something funny?" Kate asked as she looked more closely at Dave. Rather than answering right away, his eyes moved over her from her waist to her face. She noticed that his scrutiny lingered for a moment on her breasts.
"Ma'am, I'm smiling because a few minutes ago, I was going over a hundred. I'm still alive, although I'll be changing my underwear when I get home. I'm not only still breathing, but I'm also watching two beautiful women rationally discuss a speeding ticket. This is new territory for me and I'm very much enjoying it."
"A speeding ticket is new territory for you?" the policewoman asked.
"Not so much, but two beautiful women holding a sensible conversation is pretty damn rare," Dave retorted with an even bigger grin.
Kate allowed a slight smile to cross her face. She had to admit that Candace had found a good looking guy, but then she always did, even back in high school.
"Maybe you'd be laughing out of the other side of your face if I hauled you down to the station for making misogynistic jokes. Are you going to come along peacefully, or will I have to use force?" Kate asked with a straight face.
"What kind of force did you have in mind?" Dave quipped. "It wouldn't be necessary. I'd be happy to ride with you to the station, but I'd have to insist that I drive. You were just seen doing over a hundred in a 55 zone. In fact, I should probably make a citizen's arrest."
"It was 90!" Candace interjected. "My ticket is going to state I was doing 90, remember? I think you'd better butt out of this before you get arrested and cost me a bunch of points on my license."
"Listen to your girlfriend," Kate advised. "Getting on my bad side would be a mistake."
"Ma'am, I can't believe you have a bad side." Dave knew he was pushing the officer a little, but he found her extremely interesting. "Every side looks pretty good from here."
"Kate, he isn't my boyfriend! I never saw him before today," Candace quickly added. "Don't hold his statements against me. In fact, take him with you to jail, or wherever."
"I think 'wherever' sounds good," Dave blurted. "Maybe stop for a quiet dinner?"
"Are you for real?" Candace demanded as she and Kate both stared at Dave. "Kate's on duty. She just gave me a break on a speeding ticket and you're suggesting that she go to dinner with you? I hope you're making another bad joke."
"It doesn't have to be while she's working," Dave allowed. "Maybe her shift will be over soon."
"I'm not sure if you're crazy, high, or just desperate, but be assured I will not be going to dinner with you, today, or in the future," Kate replied as she ripped Candace's ticket from her book and handed it to her.
"Have a nice Day, Candace. Stay within the speed limit from now on and your license should be safe," Kate stated with a smile as she turned and walked back to her car.
"Were you really trying to get Kate to go to dinner with you, or were you just trying to make my situation worse," Candace demanded as she slowly pulled back onto the highway.
Dave considered Candace's question in silence for a moment. "I guess I was out of line, but there's something about her that very much appeals to me."
"Like legs a mile long, a beautiful face and those big firm boobs?" Candace asked facetiously. "Kate never dated much in high school. Some of the kids thought she was gay, but I'm certain she isn't. She was just kind of tall and socially awkward. She was good in sports but didn't go out much. She sure has blossomed since we graduated. She was always nice to everyone, but quite shy. You could do a lot worse."
Once school began, Dave was far too busy to even consider dating. He found the kids in his classes to be quite bright and most of them seemed to be attentive. His senior civics class quickly became his favorite. He followed a syllabus, but encouraged discussion on a wide range of issues affecting Evanston, the county and the state.
It didn't take long for the older girls to decide Dave was not only easy on the eye, but very approachable, up to a point. He was a gentleman and always behaved appropriately, but that only served to fuel a few adolescent female fantasies.
The boys in his classes soon learned that Dave could quickly separate fact from fiction. He would not tolerate lying, or disrespectful behavior toward other students and teachers. He was especially demanding when the boys interacted with girls. He stressed that part of civics was proper behavior in public situations.
It was a Saturday night three weeks after school had started when Dave decided to visit a local restaurant for the first time. The dining area was filled to capacity, making it necessary for some patrons to sit at the high top tables and booths situated near the bar. Dave had just entered and was walking along the bar, looking for an open seat when he came up behind a woman who was waiting for a waitress to move out of her path. She wore a short green dress which displayed her long toned legs.
Dave noted she was a tall woman with lustrous black hair. He discreetly admired her curves as she once again began walking between the bar and booths. Three young women sitting at the bar appeared to share a joke of some kind and giggled conspiratorially as the woman in front of Dave approached them. As she walked past them, the woman sitting in the middle moved her hand behind her back while studying the mirror along the bar. She suddenly and somewhat firmly slapped the ass of the woman walking in front of Dave. The woman in the green dress's response was misdirected, but immediate. She angrily turned and swung her open hand at Dave's face.
Rita Daniels had spent the day shopping with her sister, Gloria. As the day wound down, Rita asked her sister if she wanted to have dinner before going home.
"If you do, I'll call Kate and have her meet us," Rita stated. "She's been down in the dumps lately and could use some cheering up."
"What could possibly be bothering that girl?" Gloria asked. "She's young, beautiful, healthy and smart. She's got the world by the tail."
"You'd think," Rita agreed. "She's stressed about the Chamber of Commerce gala and it's still over two months away. Every county employee not working their shift is expected to go."
"I still don't see the problem. She's so attractive she'll be able to pick and choose a man for her date," Gloria reasoned.
"Kate thinks Ken Holden has put the word out that she's spoken for and other men had better stay away. She's very upset about it. She can't actually prove it, so she doesn't see any recourse."
"Ken Holden just got married again last year!" Gloria exclaimed. "He can take his wife and leave Kate alone."
"He's getting divorced again. He expects it to be official before Thanksgiving. Apparently, he feels Kate would make an excellent third wife," Rita revealed. "The very idea makes Kate nauseous."
"She has options," Gloria insisted. "There are a lot of young single men in the area."
"I told her the same thing, but you know Kate," Rita replied. "She feels the guy has to be taller than her, which eliminates quite a few men. He has to be handsome, dashing, athletic, and intelligent, plus have a decent job. It's amazing how few men meet her requirements. She's worried that she's destined to be a spinster."
"I know a man who would check all of her boxes, if you'll pardon the expression. I'll tell her about him at dinner tonight," Gloria promised.
Rita and Gloria were surprised at how busy the restaurant was. After a short wait, they were shown to a booth near the bar.
"I hope Kate can find us okay," Rita worried. "We never sit by the bar. I should probably text her."
"Rita, your daughter is a policewoman. She'll be able to find us with no trouble. Let's order a drink while we're waiting," Gloria suggested.
Less than a minute later, Rita and Gloria saw Kate suddenly stop directly in front of their booth. She didn't appear to notice them as she suddenly spun around and swung her hand at a man who had been walking close behind her!
Kate was having a bad week. Ken Holden was a sergeant and her superior. He was a big man, fairly good looking and crude as all hell. For the past month he had been coming on to her and it was getting worse. His idea of flirting was making misogynistic comments in front of her and her coworkers. Why would he think she'd be the slightest bit interested in him? To top it off, she just knew he'd soon ask her to be his date at the Chamber Of Commerce gala.
Kate's bad mood was exacerbated when she felt a hand land soundly on her butt. She had reached her limit! Her bad mood caused her temper to explode. She spun around to slap the man who had committed the grievous mistake.
Kate marveled at the man's reflexes as he caught her wrist in his hand and held it. Undeterred, she immediately brought her left hand around to slap the man. He easily caught that wrist and slowly pulled her arms down and pinned her hands behind her back. That motion caused Kate to shuffle forward to ease the pressure on her arms, which in turn resulted in her ample bosom coming into contact with the man's chest.
"You!" gasped both Kate and Dave as their eyes met. By that time, their faces were mere inches apart.
Dave instinctively drew Kate slightly closer as he admired her beauty. She was probably the most attractive woman he had ever seen. Her green eyes sparkled with emotion as she studied him in return.
"Touching my ass without my consent is sexual battery in this state," hissed Kate with more than a little ire.
"I'm sure it is," replied Dave calmly as he continued to run his eyes over the beautiful woman's face. "Slapping a man for no reason is assault, but it didn't stop you from trying."
"That was self defense," Kate shot back. "You swatted my ass."
"Ma'am, I'd never touch your ass without your permission, be it stated or implied."
Even as he spoke, Dave wondered where he was getting his nerve. He had always been cautious to the point of being shy around attractive women. Now he had interacted with this beauty twice and was far more assertive than was his norm.
"I certainly did not imply anything of the kind," Kate insisted as she considered how the handsome man maintained his grip on her wrists and pulled her body to his. For some reason, she didn't find it as offensive as she should.
"Really?"Dave questioned. "You walk around looking like a supermodel. That dress hugs your derriere like a velvet glove. You offer tremendous temptation, but I repeat, I didn't touch your lovely ass."
"My appearance, no matter how alluring it may be, in no way excuses your behavior. My ass is off limits to you."
As she spoke, Kate followed Dave's eyes as they traveled from her face down to her chest. The dress she was wearing had a built-in bra. It was cut a bit low and displayed a fair amount of cleavage. With her breasts pressed against his chest, Kate realized the amount of cleavage now showing was far greater than usual.
"I see your points," Steve managed as he took in Kate's impressive cleavage.
"My points?" Kate repeated with arched eyebrows. "I don't think you do, but it isn't for lack of trying. You're really asking for trouble, aren't you?"
"I don't think any jury would ever blame me for looking," Dave responded while flashing a smile. "Speaking of permission, either implied or stated, would you be my date next Saturday for the Harvest Moon festival?"
"You're asking me for a date after slapping my ass and staring at my breasts?" Kate asked in amazement.
"I've already told you that I never touched your ass and I will not without permission. Looking at your exposed cleavage is a very normal reaction on my part and quite legal," Dave replied as he moved his face closer to Kate's.
Kate was taken by surprise at Dave's next statement. "Now I'm asking permission to kiss you."
Kate found herself unable to respond as she studied Dave's face. She saw the glint in his eyes as he leaned in closer and kissed her gently. Kate couldn't believe it when she realized that she was raising her lips to his and kissing him back!
"Does this mean you'll be my date at the festival next Saturday?" asked Steve softly with his face within inches of Kate's.



"I'll go with you, but don't try taking any liberties. I always carry my gun, even when I'm off duty," Kate warned facetiously.
"Will you have dinner with me tonight? I'd like to get to know you better," Steve asked as he gently pulled Kate even closer.
"Uh, oh! I'm supposed to meet my mom and aunt for dinner. I'm already late. I have to find them," Kate revealed.
"Could I have another kiss?" Dave asked as he once again leaned toward Kate.
"This is way too public," worried Kate. "You were lucky once, so don't push it. Plus I don't have the time. I have to find Mom and Aunt Gloria."
"We can wait a few more minutes," came a voice Kate recognized as her mother's. Worse, it originated from the booth next to where she stood in a strange man's arms!
"Mom? Aunt Gloria? I didn't know you were sitting there. This is embarrassing!"
"No reason to be embarrassed, Kate. Why don't you introduce us to your friend?" Rita suggested while unsuccessfully suppressing a grin.
"Mom, this is, uh, I mean he's a guy I met at a traffic stop. He's not really a friend, but..."
"Please!" Gloria groaned. "Let me do the honors. Kate Daniels, Rita Daniels, meet Dave Lassiter. Dave the beautiful woman in your arms is Kate Daniels. Rita is her mother. I happen to be her mother's sister."
"Mrs. Benson! I apologize for my behavior. I had no idea you were here and I certainly didn't know Kate was your niece," Dave stated nervously as he slowly released Kate.
"That was quite obvious, Dave. There's no need to apologize. That was an impressive seduction," Gloria acknowledged with a smile. "Dave is the new history teacher at Evanston High. He's quite popular with the students and the staff."
"I wasn't seducing Kate," Dave tried to explain.
"I was referring to her seduction of you," Gloria retorted as she and Rita both broke into laughter.
"I'd better go," Dave stated nervously. "I'll be in touch with you about next Saturday, Kate. Thanks for agreeing to go with me."
When Dave left, Kate slid into the booth next to her mother. Her face was still slightly flushed as she flashed a huge smile. "What looks good on the menu?"
Before Rita could respond, two of the women who had been sitting at the bar hovered over their booth. The blonde woman blurted, "I can't believe how you tried to slap that hunk, but then you wound up kissing him! You already knew him, didn't you?"
"Yeah!" added her friend. "I thought you'd yell at him when I slapped your butt, but I never thought you'd practically have your way with the guy right here in the restaurant."
"That was you, Emily? You were the one who slapped me?" Kate demanded. "I could have been charged with assault if I had actually hit him. What were you thinking?"
"I was just trying to prank you," Emily responded. "You should be thanking me. You wound up getting a date with the guy. Did you see his arms and chest? I bet he works out a lot."
"Kate couldn't see his chest because her chest was covering it up," her friend retorted. "He certainly liked looking at your cleavage, Kate. It did look quite spectacular against his chest."
"Okay. I think we've covered this subject enough. I was about to have dinner with Mom and Aunt Gloria, so please excuse us," Kate stated, hoping they would leave before sharing any more observations with her mother and aunt.
"Kate, I can understand your attraction to that young man, but it's hard to believe the two of you just kissed in a public setting and you didn't even know each other's names," marveled Rita. "That's way out of character for you."
"I know," Kate agreed. "I never intended for any of that to happen. I really thought he had smacked my butt. I tried to cause him some serious pain. His reflexes saved him, and me, when I think about it."
"It seems you've interacted with him before," Gloria observed. "You obviously recognized him."
"A few weeks ago I caught Candace Lane speeding on Old State Road. He was riding with her and kind of flirted with me while I was writing her a ticket," Kate explained.
"He was with Candace and he flirted with you? That doesn't sound like the kind of man you should date," Rita reasoned. "A man who flirts with one woman while he's out with another woman is obviously not trustworthy."
"Candace made a point of telling me he wasn't her boyfriend when he asked me to go to dinner with him. I think she was afraid I'd get upset and write the ticket out for the full speed she was going. She was quite friendly, more so than when we were in school."
"Considering that you had caught her speeding and you were in the process of writing a ticket for her, it isn't surprising," Gloria suggested. "Kate is right about Candace and Dave not dating. As principal of the school, I have to be aware of just about everything. They seem to be friendly enough, but I've heard she's started dating an accountant from Glendale."
"What can you tell me about him, Aunt Gloria? Is he okay? Did I make a mistake agreeing to a date with him? Why would a good looking man like him even want to date me?"
"To answer your last question first, he seemed to think 'your dress hugs your derriere like a velvet glove'. He must read a lot of romance novels to come up with a line like that. He was obviously taken by your beauty and your figure. That could be why he wants to date you," Gloria concluded.
"He did say that, didn't he?" laughed Kate. "He must have been looking to make a statement like that."
"As to what kind of man he is, I can only tell you what I've seen so far. He's very polite. The students seem to respond to his teaching methods. The rest of the faculty likes him. If I were asked to think of something about him that worried me, it would be the attention the older girls give him.
"You've certainly noticed what a good looking young man he is. You've had a taste of his charm. Imagine if you were seventeen or eighteen and saw him five days a week. He's avoided even the slightest indication of inappropriate behavior at school, but he did push the envelope a little with you just now," Gloria added. "All in all, however, I would give him a rather high rating."
Dave found an empty seat in another section of the restaurant and ordered his meal. Has he waited for it, he mulled over his recent encounter with the beautiful policewoman. He had to admit to himself that he was smitten by her. He had never been so forward with a woman before in his life.
He mentally kicked himself for telling Kate how her 'dress hugs her derriere like a velvet glove', especially in front of her mother and Mrs. Benson, the school principal and his immediate superior. What must she think of him? What had he been thinking? What would Mrs. Benson be telling Kate about him? He realized he had been out of line for kissing Kate in public. What had come over him?
After school Tuesday afternoon, Dave went to the local police station to ask if Kate Daniels was on duty. He didn't want to go to the principal for her niece's phone number, so he decided to see if he could either see Kate or get her contact information at her work.
He was delighted when he saw Kate coming down a hall just as he entered the building. Dave realized that he was smiling from ear to ear when Kate waved to him and started his way. He walked over to meet her.
"I never got your address or phone number," Dave apologized. "I didn't want to bother you at work, but I had to be sure you still wanted to go with me Saturday."
"My shift just finished," Kate responded. "It's good to see you were serious about escorting me to the Harvest Moon festival Saturday. Here's my card with my number. I wrote my address on the back. Could you pick me up around two?"
"Thanks, Kate. I'm really looking forward to spending the day with you. Let's make it noon, if we could. We can have lunch and dinner together that way. I've heard a lot of good things about the festival from the kids in school."
"Who's this little guy, Kate?" boomed a voice from the doorway. "Is he selling Boy Scout cookies or something?"
Dave saw Kate frown before he turned his attention to the loud man who had rudely interrupted him. It only took a quick glance for Dave to determine the type of person he was dealing with as the man lumbered toward him.
"Hello, Sergeant," greeted Dave more warmly than he felt. "I was just having a personal conversation with Kate. Not to be rude, but please allow us some privacy."
Dave estimated the man to be four inches taller than his own six feet and at least fifty pounds heavier than his 210. He was an imposing sight in his uniform and it appeared that he relished that fact.
"Privacy?" the big man repeated. "You're trying to talk to my girl privately? That's not going to happen. I suggest you high-tail your ass out of here before I kick it out."
"Ken Holden, I'm not your girl. I never will be your girl," Kate snapped angrily. "You need to get that through your head."
Kate's response told Dave all he needed to know. This Ken guy was exactly as Dave had pegged him. After spending four years in the Army, much of it as an MP, he had no illusions about the man Ken was and what he intended.
"I know it's a little quick, but we really haven't gotten to know each other yet," Holden replied with a fake smile. "We'd be perfect together. All the guys know it. I think you do, too. Send this clown packing and let's go have a quiet dinner together."
"Are you hard of hearing?" Kate demanded. "I'm not going anywhere with you. I'm having a discussion with a friend, so please leave us alone."
"I can't do that, Kate. I don't know if this guy is safe to be around," Holden replied with a nasty grin. "He might be a fugitive or something. I need to question him."
"Sergeant, you can shove your questions right up your ass once you get your head out of it," replied Dave calmly. "If I'm going to be questioned by a police officer, it'll be Kate."
Holden's surprise was obvious. He looked around the room and saw several of his fellow officers watching the confrontation. Sergeant Ken Holden never let another man speak to him like that!
"You have a big mouth for a little guy," Holden snarled.
"You're in uniform and you're trying to intimidate me, while bullying Kate. That's unprofessional conduct. There are witnesses here and video surveillance cameras.
"The witnesses and the video would confirm it if you attempt to get physical with me simply because you're infatuated with a woman who is way out of your league. She's stated that she wants nothing to do with you. If you make the mistake of attacking me, I'll be forced to protect myself. The video will then show you getting your ass handed to you," Dave stated calmly, yet confidently.
Holden was furious, but he realized attacking the man in the police station would not be a smart career move, regardless of how he tried to spin it. He believed some of his fellow cops would back his story, but the video would be damning, as would the testimony of Kate and a few of the others.
"I'm going to let it slide this time," Holden managed through his gritted teeth. "Your time will come. You've been warned."
"You're not fit to wear the uniform," Dave insisted loud enough for everyone in the room to hear. "I'll be sending your chief a complaint about your conduct. Bullies like you give cops a bad name."
Kate had watched and listened to the exchange between the two men. Dave remained calm and in total control of his emotions as he faced and even challenged the larger man. She didn't realize she had been holding her breath until Holden angrily stomped out of the room while cursing under his breath.
"He's a big guy, Dave. I've heard he's pretty rough on perps who resist arrest," Kate cautioned. "You'd better be careful around him."
"He's a bully. He tried to intimidate me. Worse, he thought he'd force himself on you. I won't allow it. I stopped taking crap from guys like him years ago. Don't worry about me. I'll be fine."
Kate found herself studying Dave. He seemed relaxed, yet very serious. He really wasn't concerned about Holden. She admired his confidence. Dave wasn't bragging but he certainly seemed ready and willing to meet anything the much larger Holden threw his way.
It was two days later when Kate's father questioned her at dinner. "I've heard there was a bit of a confrontation at the station the other day. Ken Holden tried to scare off your new boyfriend and it didn't go the way he intended."
"I keep forgetting how many friends you still have at the station even though you're retired," Kate replied. "It wasn't that big of a deal. Dave was talking to me and Holden tried to make him leave. Holden claimed I was his 'girl'. I told him I certainly wasn't. That was all Dave needed to hear. He pretty much told Holden to shove it.
"Another thing," Kate added. "Dave isn't my boyfriend. We're going out for the first time on Saturday."
"You may think that, but he was willing to mix it up with Ken Holden for you. It sounds like he's pretty determined. I'm glad you found a man who doesn't let guys like Holden push him around. I heard he gave Chief Mason a written complaint about Holden. That man's just plain mean, so tell your beau to watch out for Holden. I'm happy to hear you won't be dating Holden. He's an asshole."
Dave rang Kate's doorbell promptly at noon. He and Kate were going to spend the entire afternoon at the town's Harvest Moon festival. He wanted to be with Kate as long as he could, so he had promised her lunch as well as dinner while enjoying the festival.
Rita answered the door. "Come in, Dave. Kate's almost ready. Her father, Jim, would like to meet you. Come with me."
Jim Daniels watched Dave enter the kitchen. He quickly concluded that Dave had military training from the way he walked and held himself. As he subtly studied the young man, it became apparent he was also in excellent physical shape.
"Marines?" Jim asked.
"Army," Dave answered before responding to what he knew would be the next question. "One tour in Afghanistan."
Nodding in understanding, Jim motioned for Dave to have a seat at the kitchen table. "I retired from the police force before Kate joined, but I still have some friends in the department. I heard some good things about how you handled Holden the other day. I expect you to always keep Kate safe when she's with you."
"Dad!" Kate exclaimed as she entered from the living room. "I'm a police officer. It's my job to keep others safe."
Jim nodded again before speaking to Dave. "Like I said, keep her safe. She's a smart girl but there are people out there with problems that she can't imagine. When she's with you, I don't think I'll have to worry."
Once he saw Kate, Dave's attention was completely on her. She was dressed in a sweater and jeans, with her long dark hair in a ponytail. Her clothes were just tight enough to showcase her impressive figure.
Rita chuckled at Dave's reaction to her daughter. "Imagine his expression when he sees you in a little black dress."
Kate shot an annoyed glance at her mother before grabbing Dave's hand and leading him out the door. "Thanks, Mom. See you later, Dad."
Dave and Kate clearly heard Rita when she called out, "A regular velvet glove!"
Dave was impressed with how well planned and heavily attended the festival was. Block after block of Evanston was closed to vehicular traffic as crowds wandered the streets. All of the businesses were open and having sales. Many also had tents set up along the sidewalk in order to catch the eyes of passersby.
Non-profit organizations had booths with various games of chance, crafts, information and baked goods. There were pony rides for smaller kids in the park as well as various competitions and mini tournaments in horseshoes, 2 on 2 basketball, volleyball, shuffleboard and skateboarding. There was something for everyone.
Kate felt more than a little pride as she strolled down the streets of her home town with the handsome man holding her hand. For his part, Dave couldn't stop smiling as he walked next to the beautiful young woman.
It didn't come as a surprise to Dave that many people knew Kate and her family. People constantly stopped them to chat. It seemed that Kate took pleasure in introducing him as her date.
Many of Dave's students were at the festival. They smiled and nodded to him. The boys would give him the thumbs up and grin. The girls mostly seemed to stare at Kate.
"You're quite popular with your students," Kate observed after several giggling teen girls asked Dave about something pertaining to their classroom assignments. "Those girls weren't interested in assignments. They just wanted to flirt with you. It was so obvious."
"Kate, I never encourage any of that. I make it a point to stay very professional when I'm interacting with them," Dave stated.
"I'm sure you do, but that doesn't stop them from dreaming. You're a charming, good looking guy who treats them like grownups. They're in that awkward stage between childhood and adulthood and they're looking for direction. You're a good role model for them," Kate concluded.
"You think I'm charming?" Dave asked with a big grin.
"You caught that, huh?" Kate replied. "You're very charming. I never would have let you kiss me in the restaurant if you hadn't enchanted me like you did. I'm not very experienced at fending off good looking men. I guess you picked up on that right away."
"What I did notice was that you're a very attractive woman. You did try to slap me the second time we met, so I hardly take you for granted."
"I should apologize for that. One of my friends who was sitting at the bar told me she was the one who smacked my butt," Kate revealed. "It's a good thing you have such quick reflexes. I could have gotten into some real trouble."
"I saw that girl swat you so I wasn't too surprised when you turned around and took a swing at me," Dave admitted. "The outcome made the mistake well worth it, at least for me."
"That was pretty hot," Kate replied with a blush. "I would have been better if Mom and Aunt Gloria hadn't been watching. That part was embarrassing."
The Harvest Moon Festival featured a huge fireworks display at day's end. Dave retrieved two lawn chairs from his car. He led Kate off to the side of an open field where they would have a good view of the event, but hopefully be at least slightly apart from the crowd.
Kate smiled as she watched Dave make certain the chairs were as close together as possible before offering her a seat. It only took a couple of minutes before Dave realized any desire he may have had for privacy was not to be.
The kids from the school must have been waiting for him to select a place to sit since they immediately began setting up their own chairs in close proximity to his. The first three students asked Kate if she would be okay with them sitting nearby. She graciously smiled and assured them that she and Dave were fine with it.
By the time the fireworks actually began, dozens of students were sitting close enough for easy conversation during lulls in the explosions. Kate enjoyed the rapport Dave had with his students. She liked it even more when the kids began including her in their discussions.
There was a fifteen minute break in the fireworks display to encourage viewers to visit the vendors selling food and drink. It was during this intermission a senior boy spoke to Dave in a concerned tone. "Samantha's been hanging with those college kids over by the skate park. They've been giving her alcohol and she's pretty wasted. I'm worried about what's going to happen to her."
Dave had seen how the boy, Terence, looked at Samantha while in his classroom. It was apparent that Terence was quite fond of the girl, but she acted clueless. Being a shy kid, Terence had never given the girl a strong signal about his feelings toward her.



"I'm glad you're keeping an eye on your friends," replied Dave as he stood and turned to Kate. "I have to attend to a problem one of my students is having. Would you be okay for a few minutes?"
"Dave, I heard what that boy told you. I'm a police officer, remember? We'll both go find that girl and get her away from those creeps."
Dave nodded his agreement. He took Kate's hand and started for the skate park near the end of Main Street. They hadn't gone very far when they realized that around a dozen interested students were following close behind.
"This is a real life civics class," Annie Parsons, one of Dave's better students, declared. "We want to see what happens and to make sure Samantha's okay."
They found Samantha hanging with three college age men and another girl. Kate looked at the two girls briefly before she approached the young men.
"I'm a police officer and it appears you three have been supplying alcohol to these underage girls. I need to see your ID right now," Kate stated as she held her badge up in clear view.
All three men quickly dug out their wallets and nervously produced driver's licenses. Kate took all three and placed them on the hood of a parked car. She quickly snapped a photo of each ID before returning them.
"You guys need to make a decision. You can ride down town with me and explain your actions there, or you can call someone to come drive you home. Either way, I'll file a report stating what transpired here tonight. If you get caught luring underage girls into drinking again, you'll find yourselves in jail. It's illegal and it won't be tolerated," declared Kate with some heat. "What's it going to be?"
"We don't want any trouble. I'll call my brothers and ask them to come get us," one of the men promised. "You won't ever see us again."
"Terence? I'm asking that you and Annie take Samantha home. I know she'll be safe with you two," Dave declared.
"Mr. Lassiter, can I ride with them, just to be sure everyone's okay?" Tim Jenkins asked politely.
Dave knew Tim and Annie got along well in class and quickly agreed. "That's a good idea. Now, for the hard part. Samantha made a mistake, but I'd better not hear about anyone teasing or ridiculing her concerning this incident. She's a friend and classmate, so act accordingly. If Samantha's parents have any questions or concerns, tell them to call me."
"Here, give them my card," insisted Kate. "They can speak to either, or both of us if they like. You did a good thing when you told us about the situation, Terence. Friends watch out for friends."
"I know the other girl," Brittany Adams said a she held up her phone. "She goes to St. Michael's. I saw her brother, Will, not too long ago. I'll call him and tell him his sister needs his help."
Within a few minutes, Dave and Kate were again seated and watching fireworks. The kids hung even closer as they asked questions and made observations about the situation with Samantha. Kate was pleased when she realized the girl would not be cruelly treated by her classmates. On the ride home, she complimented Dave on his positive influence with his students.
"It's a work in progress," Dave replied. "You were great when you came down on those college kids. You were the perfect combination of a tough cop and an understanding adult. I don't think jail or a criminal record was warranted, but they needed to know that sort of behavior is not acceptable."
Kate smiled at Dave's compliment before turning serious. "I know we've only had one date, but I feel like we're getting along pretty well. I may as well come right out and ask. Would you be interested in being my escort at the Chamber of Commerce Ball on November 11th? If you're busy or don't like to dance, or don't want to go with me, I'll understand."
"It's a good thing you decided on a career in law enforcement rather than sales," Dave replied with a chuckle. "I'd be delighted to be your escort. Thanks for thinking of me."
"It's a black tie affair. All the important people in the town and county, politically speaking, will be there. I begged off last here, but I was pretty much ordered to attend this year."
"That's lucky for me," Dave responded as he walked Kate to her door. "Would you mind if I kissed you again?"
"I sort of hoped you'd want to kiss me," Kate admitted. "I haven't forgotten the first time. I just hope Mom isn't watching again."
Dave placed his hands on Kate's hips and pulled her close. She smiled as she lifted her face to meet his. The kiss lasted far longer than their first one had.
"Thanks, Dave. I had a great time. I hope you call me again," Kate managed as she regained her breath.
"You can bet on it!" Dave declared with enthusiasm. "I'll want a lot more of that, especially after our first formal."
"Don't get your hopes up. It isn't the prom and we're not high school kids," Kate retorted, but with a big smile.
Kate's Mom was watching television when Kate entered the house grinning from ear to ear. "Can I assume your date with Dave went well? You look quite happy."
"It was a very nice day, Mom. Dave is a lot more than he seems when you first meet him. He really likes his students and they seem to respond to him. It was something to see. He's going to escort me to the Chamber Ball. I'll need to go shopping for a dress," Kate added.
"That's great. Now you won't have to worry about Ken Holden bothering you. I just hope Holden's man enough to accept your decision. He may have it in for Dave," Rita stated with some concern.
"Dave doesn't seem fazed by Ken's posturing and preening, or his threats" Kate responded. "He reported him to Chief Foster when he tried to bully Dave the day he met me at the station. I've heard that Ken was furious after Chief Foster called him into his office."
"We both know that a cop with a vendetta can be bad news. Having a one as big and mean as Ken Holden could be a real problem for Dave," Rita suggested.
"You're right, Mom, but I don't think Ken realizes what he's dealing with. Dave was an MP in the service. That isn't a job for the faint of heart. He also did a tour in Afghanistan, so I wouldn't advise Ken to push him too hard."
Kate went out with Dave several more times before the Chamber of Commerce's Ball. He even had dinner with her family the week before the social event of the season. Kate's older brother, Jerry, was there with his wife, Landis, and their three year old daughter. He seemed intent on making Dave uncomfortable.
"What are your intentions toward my sister?" Jerry asked bluntly. "If you're playing fast and loose with her, I'll be paying you a visit."
Dave studied Jerry's face for a few seconds before responding. "I have the impression from your not-so-veiled threat that you think you'll make me nervous. Visit me anytime you feel lucky. I appreciate that you love your sister and that's how it should be, but don't think it gives you any special considerations if you come looking for me with anything but friendly intentions.
"You comment was threatening and rude," Dave added. "It doesn't merit a response."
Everyone suddenly became quiet as Jerry carefully sized up Dave. Kate was wondering if she should step between the two men before things got too far out of hand. She felt relief when Jerry stuck out his hand for Dave to shake.
"You're not kidding, are you? I've got you by three inches and twenty pounds, but you're not even worried. That's the kind of man Sis deserves," Jerry said as Dave shook his hand. "I think we'll get along great."
Kate was delighted when her big brother gave Dave his seal of approval. She wrapped Jerry in a fierce hug before kissing his cheek.
"With a brother like you and boyfriend like Dave, I think I'm pretty safe. The fact I get to carry a gun doesn't hurt," Kate joked.
Dave arrived on time to pick up Kate for the Chamber of Commerce Ball. Her mother, Rita, answered the door dressed in a figure flattering dress. "Wow, Mrs. Daniels. You look great! Now I wonder if I'm taking the wrong girl to the ball."
"Thank you, Dave. You know how to make a lady feel good, but you won't have any doubts when you see Kate. You look very handsome in your tux," Rita observed as she gave Dave the once over.
Then Dave saw Kate as she came down the stairs. She wore a simple black dress, but it accentuated her curves perfectly. Kate's cleavage was spectacular, her legs were tanned and toned and her hair was done to perfection.
Dave didn't realize he was staring until Rita began to chuckle. "It looks like you've had the desired effect, Kate. The poor man is speechless."
"I'm sorry," Dave blurted. "Kate, you look fantastic! You're beautiful."
Kate blushed with pleasure at Dave's sincere compliment. She saw how his eyes took in every inch of her body and his approval was obvious. For the first time in her memory, she felt like a sexy, desirable woman.
From the moment they entered the Chamber building, people constantly approached Kate and Dave during the cocktail hour.
"I can't get over how many people want to speak to us," admitted Kate during a lull in the festivities. "They must want to meet the handsome new teacher they've heard so much about."
"Seriously?" Dave asked. "You're far and away the most beautiful woman here. People are drawn to your amazing smile and warm personality. You're the star of the evening."
Kate found Dave's statement a bit difficult to believe. "I've lived here my entire life and I've never had this kind of attention. Most of these people have known me for years. They want to meet you."
As Kate finished speaking, her Aunt Gloria approached them. "You two are creating a bit of a buzz tonight. Everyone seems to think Kate's been hiding her beauty while her escort makes James Bond look shabby. You make a lovely couple and people are noticing."
For dinner, Kate and Dave were seated with two other couples about their age. Candace Lane and her boyfriend, Tim, were to their right, while Beverly and Jack Wilkens sat on their left.
"Everyone's been asking about you and your new beau," Candace revealed. "I'm telling them that I'm the one who brought you two together. It cost me money for the fine and some points on my license, but it was worth it. You guys really hit it off.
"I saw how you looked at Dave when you were giving me my ticket. I turned to see what he was doing to draw your attention. He was just sitting there staring back at you. The sparks flew."
"My cousin, Emily, showed me a video she has on her cell phone," volunteered Beverly Wilkens. "In it, Kate tried to slap Dave. It was in a restaurant. He grabbed her wrist, so she tried to hit him with her other hand. He grabbed that wrist, too. Then he moved Kate's hands behind her back so she had to move closer. They traded a few barbs and then he kissed her! It was all very romantic."
"Emily has a video of that?" Kate responded with a frown. "I didn't know she recorded it. This is embarrassing."
"It's not anything to be embarrassed by," Dave replied soothingly. "Beverly, can you give me her number so I can get a copy?"
Everyone laughed. Kate gently patted Dave's knee under the table. If he wasn't worried about the video, she didn't feel like she should be concerned either.
After a very good meal, the band began playing. Kate and Dave hadn't discussed their skills on the dance floor. Kate felt the need to make Dave comfortable.
"If you don't dance, or don't want to dance, I'll understand," stated Kate.
"I didn't get all dressed up to bring the best looking girl in the state to a dance so we could sit around," Dave answered with a smile. "Would you honor me with the first dance?"
The couple remained on the floor for several songs before returning to their table. Candace immediately expressed her surprise at their dance skills.
"Have you two been taking lessons together, or practicing for a few weeks? You looked like professionals on the floor. Everyone was watching and commenting on how well you tripped the light fantastic."
"I have two sisters who took dance lessons and used me as their practice dummy. They actually became a bit annoyed when I picked up the steps faster than they did," Dave revealed.
I had a semester of ball room dancing as an elective at college," Kate admitted. "No one in the class could dance as well as Dave."
Kate couldn't help but smile as she sat next to Dave. He looked so dashing in his tux and he always treated her like a lady. She considered how she somehow had wound up with the best looking man at the Ball, which made her smile even more.
The night seemed to fly by. Kate was sought after as a dance partner but she always insisted that Dave approve before she accepted any offers, even when her father approached her for slow dance.
Dave quickly asked Kate's mother as Kate danced with her dad. Rita made no effort to conceal her delight as they stepped onto the dance floor. "You've made Kate very happy tonight. She's finally letting the world see what a beautiful, intelligent woman she really is. You've been good for her."
"It's difficult for me to believe she's ever been considered anything but beautiful," Dave replied. "Your daughter takes after her mother and that's a very good thing."
"You're a smooth one," Rita observed with a smile. "I'd better warn Kate about your charm. She doesn't have a lot of experience with men, so please be kind to her. The way she looks at you and talks about you, I'd say she's under your spell."
"And I'd say you have it backwards. She has me wrapped around her little finger and she knows it," Dave responded as he gazed in Kate's direction. "She's amazing."
Rita's smile grew even larger at Dave's words. She was pleased for her daughter. Kate had never accepted just how attractive she really was. Over the years, she had often dressed to conceal her figure, thinking she was too big to appeal to most men. She was finally coming out of her shell with this fine looking young man who treated her with respect. Kate's happiness was always foremost in Rita's thoughts.
The dance had ended and Kate was being led back to her table by her Dad when an inebriated Ken Holden lurched up to her.
"It's time for us to have a few dances. Find out how it feels to be in a real man's arms for a change," slurred Holden as he reached for Kate's arm.
Kate's father, Jim, grabbed Holden's arm before he could touch Kate. "Holden, that's no way to ask a lady for a dance. You need to speak to her escort and see if he has any objections."
"The hell with that, Old Man," Holden snapped as he gave Jim a shove before once again reaching for Kate.
This time Holden's arm was suddenly redirected behind his back in a very painful position. He tried to pull it free but that attempt only resulted in having his arm pushed slightly higher, forcing him to lean forward in an attempt to alleviate the pain. He felt hot breath on his neck.
"If you ever touch Kate, I'll break every bone in your fucking body!" Dave snarled into his ear. "I'm going to turn you lose. You can either try me right here and now, or get the hell away from us. It's your choice, but don't waste my time talking about how tough you are. Show me or get the hell out!"
Rita had been shocked when Holden reached possessively for Kate only to see her husband Jim step in. She clearly heard him tell Holden he had to speak to Dave if he wanted to dance with Kate. Shock quickly turned to anger when the much younger and bigger Holden gave her husband a shove which caused him to stumble backwards before finally catching his balance.
Rita was still near Dave, close enough to hear his words and the threat they conveyed to the bigger man. She was certain a fight was about to break out as Dave shoved Holden away from where Kate was standing. Dave calmly waited, poised for Holden's next move.
Ken Holden was furious as well as a bit drunk, but something in his foggy brain stopped him from going after Lassiter. The man showed no fear and even seemed eager for Ken to start something. Everyone who was anyone in politics and/or society was watching. He realized he had placed himself in a no win situation. If he went after Lassiter, he would probably be fired and quite possibly be at the losing end of a law suit. He needed to be smarter and bide his time.
"Sorry folks," Holden managed to choke out. "I guess I had one too many."
Kate hurried to her father's side as Holden turned and stalked away. "That idiot's going to make Dave kick his ass if he keeps this up. Are you okay, Dad?"
"Yeah, but I'm a bit embarrassed. He swatted me away like a fly. He didn't want any part of your young man, though. That's the way I would have handled Holden thirty years ago."
"I have the feeling Holden made the right choice when he walked away," stated Rita as she gave Dave a warm smile. "The quick way you gained control of the situation was impressive to watch. It's easy to believe you were an MP in the Army after seeing you in action."
By this time, both the police chief and the mayor stood near Kate and Dave. "I'll be giving Ken an ass chewing Monday morning. Do any of you want to make any formal charges?" Chief Mason asked. "You certainly have enough credible witnesses here."
"I hope this incident doesn't ruin your evening," Mayor Gordon added. "It's been a pleasure watching the two of you this evening. You've captured the eye of everyone here with your good looks and great dancing.
"There's a reporter here from a TV station based in the capital. I'd like her to interview the two of you. Would you be willing to speak with her and hopefully, say some flattering things about Evanston?"
Kate looked at Dave to gauge his feelings before answering. "We'd be happy to talk to her and we'll only have good things to say about Evanston. I'm just surprised she'd want to talk to us."
Kate and Dave were interviewed on camera for a few minutes before the reporter wrapped it up. "I'll get this edited and back to the station in time for the late news tonight. Thanks for being so cooperative."
Just after midnight, Dave helped Kate into his truck for the ride home.
"This has been a great night. Would you like to offer me a cup of coffee... or something at your place?" Kate asked nervously. She had never been so forward and she was worried that she may have misjudged Dave's feeling for her.
Dave flashed his boyish grin. "I'd love that. I'll need to stop at a convenience store for some milk for the coffee. Is that okay?"
When they pulled into the store's parking lot Kate decided to go in with Dave. She wanted to pick up a toothbrush so she could freshen up her breath for what she hoped was to come.
Fate had a different plan. They entered the store behind a young woman with a toddler on her hip. Once inside the woman turned immediately toward the section where baby supplies were kept.
Dave noticed something was wrong immediately. No one was behind the counter and two slovenly dressed, thin, very dirty men were fidgeting nervously as they openly stared at Kate in her black dress. Both men kept one hand behind their back.
Dave glanced at Kate to see if she had noticed what he had. Kate was sliding a hand into her purse as she nodded her head toward the woman with the infant. Dave picked up her silent request and turned immediately to follow the woman with the child.
He simply walked up behind the woman and placed his hands on her shoulders, pulling her down behind a display case. Before he could get the woman and child completely concealed, the glass display case shattered as gunfire erupted. Dave was confident that the woman and her baby were shielded from the gunmen by his own body. Broken glass was flying all around them as he pulled the woman to safety on the floor behind a large freezer.
Several more shots rang out and then silence, except for the crying of the baby lying in its mother's arms.



"Stay down!" Dave commanded as he carefully peered around the freezer. To his relief, Kate was standing with her gun drawn and pointed in the direction where the two men had been standing. He pulled his phone and dialed 911 as he stood and quickly hurried to Kate's side. As he reached her, he saw the two men lying on the floor with two handguns lying next to them. By this time a dispatcher had answered his call, so he quickly reported the situation, asking for police and ambulance crews.
Kate was grim, but steady as she kept her gun trained on the two men. Dave could easily determine both men were alive by their cries and groans. He stepped over and carefully kicked their guns away from them. The he saw flashing lights in the parking lot. Numerous police officers poured through the door with their guns out.
"Kate? What happened? Is everything under control? Are you okay?" an older officer demanded as he quickly surveyed the scene. His attention quickly turned to the woman with the toddler. She carefully regained her feet as her baby's cries increased in volume.
"Ma'am, are you or your baby hurt?" the officer asked with surprising gentleness.
Gesturing toward Dave, the woman said, "No, this man pushed us down and stayed between us and the men who were shooting. We're pretty shaken up, but otherwise we're okay."
Dave had to remain at the scene for another two hours as he gave the same statement several times. Ambulances carried out the two men Kate had shot as well as the clerk who was found badly wounded behind the counter.
Kate was subdued but professional as she gave her account of the shooting. She made sure to emphasize how Dave had hurried to move the mother and toddler to safety as she pulled her gun to confront the gunmen. Dave had surprised them with his quick movements, so both men had turned in his direction and fired shots his way. That gave Kate the time needed to carefully place her shots in the right shoulder of each gunman. The impact of her bullets had caused the men to drop their guns as they fell to the floor in pain.
After treating and transporting the gunmen and the wounded clerk, paramedics asked Dave and the lady with the baby if they could examine them for injuries. The woman and her baby were completely unharmed while Dave had several shards of glass in the back of his neck and tux jacket. They quickly treated the slight bleeding and applied bandages.
It was while Dave was being treated that Jim and Rita arrived on the scene. They were allowed in to check on Kate's wellbeing.
"Dave, were you shot? I see the paramedics are bandaging you. Were you hurt?" Rita asked as she wiped a stray tear from her eye.
"I'm fine, Rita. You should be very proud of Kate. She performed the way a law enforcement professional is expected and trained to do in a difficult situation. It was impressive as hell."
"Kate, Honey, why were you even here?" Rita asked her daughter.
"We were looking for a few items in case I decided to spend the night with Dave," Kate answered frankly.
Rita surprised her husband and several officers who had been close enough to hear Kate's response to her mother's question. Rita glanced at Dave, then nodded and said, "Next time take an overnight case with you when you leave the house. It's safer."
The same reporter who had interviewed Kate and Dave earlier in the evening pulled into the crowded parking lot. She was met by Chief Mason who gave her a brief rundown of events. He refused to allow her entry to the crime scene and stated that Kate would not be giving any interviews until due process had been completed.
Kate was finally told that she could leave. Rita watched as her daughter went off to speak to Dave privately. She saw him nod his head in understanding as Kate explained something to him. Kate placed a gentle kiss on Dave's lips and returned to her parents.
"Let's go home," she suggested. "It's been a long day and a difficult one. Dave agreed that our romantic date pretty much ended when we stepped into the middle of an armed robbery. I'm going to sleep until noon."
Dave spoke briefly to Kate on her cell on Sunday, but didn't see her. He knew she was dealing with the aftereffects of the shooting and her role in it. He decided to give her a few days before he went to see her.
Monday morning, Dave awoke with a nagging burning sensation in the middle of his back. It was exactly where he could not reach it. He had noticed a small hole and some blood on the dress shirt he had worn at the C of C Ball. He surmised that a small piece of the shattered glass must have penetrated his tux and imbedded into his back.
The kids in his first class wanted to spend the entire period discussing the attempted robbery and subsequent shooting. Dave quickly put that idea to rest as he explained that he was paid to follow the syllabus, not discuss the gruesome details of a crime. He did agree to share his experience with the students in their free time, outside of school.
"How about the Chamber of Commerce Ball?" Terence asked. "We saw you and Miss Kate on TV. She looked beautiful. My parents couldn't believe you're my teacher and Kate is a police officer. They thought you looked like a Hollywood couple."
"That's very flattering," Dave conceded. "However, it's class time and we need to stick to today's lesson plan."
Dave had a second period study hall so he asked a teacher's aide to handle it while he visited the school nurse. When he got to her office he explained that he thought a piece of glass was imbedded in his back and asked her to remove it.
The nurse, Mrs. Baxter, like everyone else in Evanston, had heard about Dave's involvement in the attempted robbery and was happy to help him. She had him remove his shirt while she gathered forceps and antiseptic cream. Dave stood still as Mrs. Baxter moved behind him to extract the glass.
She was silent for a full minute, causing Dave to wonder if she was still behind him. Then he heard her speak. He was taken by surprise because she wasn't talking to him.
"This is Delores Baxter, the school nurse at Evanston High. I have a man in my office with a bullet lodged in his back. He's mobile and alert, but the location of the bullet is of concern. He was involved in the fracas at the convenience store and apparently was shot. Please dispatch an ambulance immediately."
Dave had turned as the nurse spoke on the phone. As soon as she ended the call, he demanded to know why she called for an ambulance.
"There's a bullet which appears to be lodged against your spine. It may be nothing, but it could be a serious health issue for you. You require a doctor and a well equipped hospital. I'm sure you'll be x-rayed before any decision is reached regarding the bullet. Please sit down and wait quietly."
Somehow the report of a man with a bullet in his back at the local high school became a possible shooter in the school. In less than a minute police cars began pulling into the school parking lot. Then an alarm sounded and the ensuing announcement stated the school was in lock down.
Dave was agitated and annoyed that the nurse had called for an ambulance. He could have easily driven the few miles to the local hospital. He had no doubt that the item in his back was not life threatening. The phone rang and Nurse Baxter quickly answered it.
"There is no danger that I'm aware of to anyone in the school. As I told the dispatcher, one of the people present at the shootings Saturday night appears to be carrying a bullet from that event."
Several police officers accompanied paramedics into the nurse's office at the school. Dave recognized one of them from the scene of the robbery attempt.
"This is way overblown," Dave asserted. "My back was itching a little so I asked the nurse to remove what I thought was a piece of glass in my back. I feel fine. I can drive to the hospital."
"Mr. Lassiter, you will not be driving anywhere until you are checked at the hospital. Nurse Baxter made the right call," the paramedic declared as he closely checked Dave's back. "We need to transport you immediately."
As Dave was placed on a gurney, an announcement was made that the lockdown had been lifted and there was no emergency in the school. As Dave was wheeled down the hallway, word quickly spread around the school that he had been shot Saturday night during the robbery attempt.
Kids flocked to the windows to watch one of their favorite teachers loaded into a waiting ambulance.
Kate had been given a week off with pay and would then be doing desk work until she was cleared in the shooting of the two criminals. With nothing else to do, she and her mother decided to go shopping at a mall an hour east of their home.
Kate was looking at shoes when her mother's phone rang. She recognized the ringtone as her Aunt Gloria's. She wasn't paying much attention to the conversation until she heard her mother mention Dave's name.
"He has a bullet in his back?" Rita repeated in disbelief. "How? When? From the robbery attempt? How serious is it?"
Kate quickly moved close to her mother and began asking questions. Rita ended the call and tried to answer her daughter's questions.
"Dave asked the school nurse to look at his back this morning. She found a bullet lodged in his back and possibly in his spine. She called the ambulance and all hell broke out when it was reported a man with a bullet in his back was at the high school. It went into lockdown before they sorted it all out. Paramedics took Dave to the hospital."
"He said he was fine!" Kate stated with obvious concern. "We have to get to the hospital. What if he's paralyzed or something!"
Dave had been admitted quickly and as expected, the doctors ordered an x-ray before touching the bullet in his back. He had to wait in the emergency room for the doctor to study the results.
"Good news!" were the first words from the doctor when he returned to David's cubicle. It's a small caliber bullet, probably from the .22 the police confiscated at the scene. It isn't in contact with your spine, although it is becoming infected. I can just remove it and start you on some antibiotics. I can see why you thought it was just a piece of glass.
The bullet was removed and a small bandage placed over the small incision in a matter of minutes. Dave stood and looked around for his shirt. As he reached for it, the curtain used in all ERs to give patients privacy was suddenly ripped aside. Dave was surprised to see an obviously emotional Kate staring at him. Rita stood behind her while half dozen nurses and other personnel looked on.
"You told me you were fine!" Kate fumed as she stepped closer. "You were shot and never thought to tell me? That was a damn lousy thing to do!"
As she spoke, Kate swung at Dave. He easily caught what he thought was a weak effort for a slap. He smiled to himself as he caught her other hand just as easily. He slowly pulled Kate's hands down and behind her back. He then pulled Kate tightly to his chest and sought out her lips. Kate willingly met him half way. The two of them stood locked in a passionate kiss for what Rita thought was an unusually long time.
Noticing so many people had watched the scene unfold, Rita felt compelled say, "It's okay. It's just something they do. She didn't really want to hit him. She isn't even angry."
"You don't have to be a doctor to see that," quipped one of the nurses as Kate finally leaned back and Dave released her hands.
Kate turned her attention to Dave's sculpted upper body. She tenderly ran finger over an angry looking scar running diagonally across Dave's chest to his abdomen.
"Is that from Afghanistan?"
Dave simply nodded. Once again he found Kate in his arms, sobbing this time.
"Please be more careful. I don't know what I'd do if anything ever happened to you. Promise me you'll live a long life. I think I've fallen in love with you."
Rita gave a slight gasp at Kate's words. She then nodded her head in the knowing way mother's have. Dave hugged Kate tighter as he whispered in her ear.
"I fell in love with you the first time I saw you, Kate."
"Love is a wonderful thing, but this is an emergency room," interrupted an older nurse. "We need to prepare for the next patient, so would you please take your slaphappy lady to the lobby?"
The next Friday evening, Dave arrived at the Daniels's home to pick up Kate. She made certain that Rita saw the overnight case she carried as she left with Dave. She didn't want her mother calling her cell, or worse yet, reporting her missing.
Kate persuaded Dave to take her shopping at the local mall the next day so she could pick up a few things for his sparsely furnished apartment. They had made love several times the previous night and it had been everything Kate had hoped it would be, but he really needed better linens and towels, among other items.
It wasn't a surprise when they ran into a few of Dave's students. One of the girls, Amber, was obviously eager to speak to Kate.
"You played volleyball when you went to Evanston High. I saw your name on the plague the year we won the state title. I heard you were one of the best players on the team," Amber praised.
"Yeah, it was the same year Justin Bascom led the baseball team to the state title," Melody Johnson added.
"Justin Bascom went to school here? He won rookie of the year last year and led the league in doubles this year," Dave stated. "He does insurance commercials and has all sorts of endorsements."
"He was the most popular guy in our class," Kate volunteered. "He never gave me the time of day. When I asked him to sign my yearbook, he didn't know my name."
"Getting back on topic," Amber insisted. "Miss Oliver coached our volleyball team last year, but she moved to Texas this summer. The school hasn't found a replacement for her yet. Would you like to be our coach?"
"I don't think the school allows non faculty members to be head coaches," Kate replied thoughtfully. "It would be fun, but you need to find a teacher, or possibly an administrator. I'm not sure if administrators qualify."
"You're right about that. The thing is, the head coach can have an assistant with no connection to the school as long as they pass the background check," Amber pointed out. "Mr. Lassiter could be our head coach and you could be his assistant."
"Just a minute," Dave protested. "I don't know anything about volleyball. I'm not sure Principal Benson would allow a man to coach a girl's team. That may be against school policy."
"You'd better tell Mr. Hanson. He coaches girls' softball. Mr. Edwards coaches girls' field hockey," Amber replied quickly.
"Mr. Lassiter, don't you want to see us girls play volleyball in our tight shorts," Melody teased.
"That's probably the biggest reason I shouldn't do it," Dave responded. "Kate might get upset with me being around so many attractive young women in those 'tight shorts'. I don't want to embarrass you girls, Kate or myself."
Kate simply stared at Dave until he began to fidget. "Okay, if Kate wants to coach and Mrs. Benson agrees to it, we'll coach the girls' volleyball team. I just hope I don't regret it."
Volleyball practice began after the Christmas break, but tryouts were held in mid December. Dave began to think he had made a mistake in agreeing to be the head coach. When the girls began coming out of the locker room, he couldn't help but do a double take. Almost without exception, they all looked athletic and as Melody had mentioned, wore tight shorts that greatly flattered their athletic figures.
He didn't realize he was staring until Amber spoke. She was just to his right. "If you think we look good, wait until you see your girlfriend in her uniform. You won't be able to take your eyes off her."
That was the moment Kate stepped onto the court and Dave realized Amber was right. The girls looked athletic, but Kate looked like a Goddess. She saw Dave standing by Amber and trotted over to speak to him.
"You probably should close your mouth and stop drooling," Kate whispered loud enough for the girls to hear. Dave felt his face flush as gales of laughter echoed across the gymnasium.
Dave wisely let Kate handle nearly all of the coaching chores. He helped with the equipment and paperwork. Since thirteen girls tried out for the team, Kate decided to keep them all on the roster. The tryouts were held on three afternoons and Kate used them more as instructional periods since none of the girls would be cut from the team. Everyone was excited and eager to have the season begin after the first of the year.
Christmas break was anything but a joyous relaxed holiday. It began a few days before Christmas when Kate begged off on a dinner date with Dave. She told him she had some friends coming back to the area for the holidays. They had cajoled Kate into spending time with them. Dave told her he understood and to enjoy herself.
Dave had a civics class project he and his students were working on. It involved the older cemeteries in the area. Many of them were in a state of disrepair and neglect. The students were making a video of their findings. It was scheduled to be presented at the City Council meeting to be held on December 28th.
One of Dave's students was told by an older relative that a retired teacher from Evanston had spent a great deal of time and effort gathering information on local cemeteries back in the late seventies. Since Kate had canceled their date, Dave picked up Terence and Tim to make the hour drive. They had an appointment to speak with the retired teacher. The kids wanted to present a well documented, meaningful video to the City Council.
The meeting went well. The kids were given some new information regarding several of the older cemeteries in the Evanston area. Before returning Evanston, Dave took the boys to a local steak house.
As they were waiting to be seated, Terence pointed at a booth in the back. "Look! It's Justin Bascom! I wonder if I could get his autograph?"
Tim suddenly acted nervous. "Let's go someplace else, or skip dinner. I need to do some homework tonight."
"We don't even have school for a week! Why would you do homework... oh, shit!" muttered Terence.
Like Dave, the boys had seen Kate walk out of the ladies room and take a seat next to Justin Bascom. She was dressed in a pretty dress that revealed more than a little cleavage. She directed her radiant smile at Bascom. As she sat down, she kissed him on the cheek. Not bad for a man who didn't know her name. Dave felt his heart break.
"You guys are right. We don't have time for dinner. Let's head home," Dave said in a low voice.
The ride home was quiet. Dave tried to not let the boys know how badly he was hurt, but he knew he was doing a poor job of it. For their part, the kids tried to get Dave's mind off his problems with Kate.
"Let's get some more pictures and videos of the old Sherman cemetery tomorrow," Terence suggested. "I'll bring our video camera and Tim will have his phone. Now that we know some of the people buried there were Civil War veterans, we should get their names and some history on them."
Dave was on the verge of declining, but realized he would just look even more pathetic by doing so. The three agreed to meet at the old cemetery at ten AM the next day, which was the day before Christmas Eve.
The small parking lot was shaded by brush and trees with just a narrow path leading to the cemetery a hundred yards up an incline. As Dave pulled in, he didn't see Tim or Terence. He realized he was a few minutes early, so he decided to wait in his truck for them. He had managed little sleep the night before. He couldn't get Kate being with Justin Bascom out of his mind. 'Meeting some friends' was what she had told him. Kate had lied to him.
Dave was surprised to see a police car pull into the lot. He wasn't nearly as surprised when he saw Ken Holden step out of the cruiser. Dave climbed out of his truck as Holden approached the back of his truck and smashed a tail light with his baton!



"What in hell are you doing?" Dave demanded as he moved to look at his truck more closely.
"I pulled you over for having a broken tail light, you dumb bastard. Now you're getting agitated. You're trying to attack me and I have to defend myself. I even called in for back-up." As he finished speaking, Holden swung his baton and struck Dave a hard blow across his back.
The blow caused Dave to stagger as pain shot through his body. His mind flashed back to Afghanistan and the agony he felt when his vehicle hit that roadside bomb. He had managed to pull two of his fellow soldiers to safety by shutting off that agony until his comrades were safe.
Dave straightened up and turned to face Holden. If Dave staying on his feet surprised the bigger man, the smile Dave had on his face stunned him. Holden pulled the baton back to strike Dave again, but that blow never landed. Dave dropped to the ground and used a leg sweep to take the Holden to the pavement.
Holden was surprisingly quick for a big man and quickly regained his footing, only to have Dave's foot smash into his left knee. Dave hadn't learned any particular fighting discipline in the service. What he had learned, however, was to inflict maximum damage to his opponent and to end the battle as fast as possible. Holden dropped to the ground and reached for his damaged knee only to have Dave's elbow meet his face in a savage blow. Holden went down for the count.
A sudden blow on the back of his head stunned Dave. His last memory was seeing two policemen pulling their legs back to kick him. When he regained consciousness, he was in a hospital bed with a wrist handcuffed to the rail.
Kate had returned home late the previous night, so she slept in. She was getting dressed when she heard her mother and father speaking. She somehow knew it was about Dave.
"He's in Evanston General. He should be okay, but he's pretty bunged up according to William. I know Holden was trying to scare Dave off, but that was no reason to attack him.
"William said Ken's knee required surgery and his nose was badly broken. He was still unconscious when the paramedics got him to the hospital."
By this time, Kate had thrown on some clothes and rushed to the kitchen to question her father. "Are you talking about Dave? Was he hurt? Did that damn Holden attack him?"
"Dave's in the hospital. He attacked Holden when he stopped Dave for a broken tail light. Dave hurt Ken pretty bad. It took two other cops to get Dave under control. He was banged up pretty good in the struggle. Dave and Holden are both at General Hospital.
"Dave attacked Holden? That doesn't sound like something he'd do," Kate opined. "I wonder if Holden goaded him into an altercation."
"Judging from the results, that would have been a poor decision on Holden's part," Kate's father stated drily. "Once Dave heals up, he's going to find himself a guest at Evanston's jail. Is it possible we misjudged him so badly?"
"Dad, you saw how calmly Dave handled Holden at the Chamber Ball. He just isn't the type to attack a person, especially an officer on duty."
"How did Dave act last night?" Rita asked. "Was he his usual self or was something bothering him?"
"I didn't see Dave last night. I had some friends come into town for the holidays, so Dave agreed to cancel our date so I could spend some time with them," Kate explained.
"You cancelled your date last night and today he gets into trouble with the police? Was he upset?" Rita questioned.
"No! He was fine with it. He told me to enjoy myself. Now I have to go to the hospital and see how he's doing. Maybe I should find a lawyer for him."
Kate was directed to the waiting room of the hospital when she asked to see Dave. Every seat in the waiting room was filled. Kate recognized most of those in the room as Dave's students, including several girls from the volleyball team.
"How's Dave doing?" Kate asked Amber. "Have you heard anything?"
"Like you care," Amber replied snidely.
"What does that mean?" Kate demanded.
"Whatever," was Amber's reply as she turned away from Kate to speak to a friend.
Kate quickly realized that all of Dave's students were giving her the cold shoulder, After an uncomfortable few minutes she left the waiting room in search of a nurse who could tell her Dave's condition. She was baffled by the reception the kids had given her.
Kate finally spoke to Cindy Bennett, a nurse in the geriatric wing of the hospital. "I didn't see him, Kate, but I heard through the grapevine that he was worked over pretty good. He'll be in the hospital for a few days to make certain he doesn't have any complications from bruising or any as yet unknown, internal injuries.
"He really did a number on Ken Holden. I heard his knee requires surgery. His nose was badly smashed. Your boyfriend's in some hot water. They have him cuffed to the bed. He isn't allowed visitors. He doesn't seem to be very popular among your fellow police officers."
Hearing that Dave was recovering was the only positive thing Kate managed to find out at the hospital about his condition. She had also learned that his students were upset with her. She wondered if they blamed all police officers for the actions of a few. Why would Dave attack Holden? It made no sense based on what she knew about Dave.
Christmas was a somber time in the Daniels' household. Kate was depressed. Dave was still in the hospital and not allowed visitors. He was being charged with breaking several laws and would probably be found guilty of at least some of them, if not all. It was likely he would lose his job at school and even serve some time in prison.
Ken Holden was giving interviews from his hospital bed. He painted a very disturbing picture of an enraged Dave Lassiter catching him by surprise as Holden looked at the broken taillight. Kate was at a loss as to how she should proceed. Everything had turned so bad so fast.
On the morning of the City Council meeting, Dave was released from the hospital and taken to jail to await his hearing. Chief Mason had made it abundantly clear that she was not to be allowed anywhere near Dave, or the jail.
Kate had not been sleeping or eating well, but she kept her appointment with her friends that evening. She had explained to the mayor how Justin Bascom wanted to address the council about a donation he was making to the city. Mayor Gordon had Kate placed on the agenda so she could introduce Bascom.
When she arrived with Bascom and another friend, Kate was surprised to see the chamber meeting room was filled to overflowing with students from the high school. They were milling around, clearly impatient for the proceedings to begin.
She saw Terence by a wall and thought he would be excited to meet a famous baseball player. "Terence, this is Justin Bascom. Justin, this is Terence. He goes to Evanston High."
Justin held out his hand to the young man only to be snubbed as Terence turned and walked away.
"You have some nerve!" Amber practically snarled at Kate. "You just had to show off your new boyfriend while Mr. Lassiter is sitting in jail."
"My boyfriend?" Kate repeated in shock. "You think he's my boyfriend?" Kate suddenly realized why the kids were so cold to her. For some reason, they thought she had dropped Dave and taken up with Justin Bascom. Why would they think that? Kate thought back to the day she visited the hospital. The kids must have thought she had broken up with Dave even then. What had happened to give them that impression?
Kate had been given the last slot on the agenda. City Council wanted to end the meeting on a high note. The return of a prodigal son making a charitable donation was considered that high note.
Since it was the holiday season, the meeting proceeded quickly. No one wanted to spend unnecessary time at a boring meeting. The time soon came for the students from Dave's civics class to give their presentation.
"Mr. Lassiter couldn't be here tonight," Amber stated somberly. "We're going to proceed without him. He's been telling us all semester that doing the right thing isn't always easy, but it's the only way a man or woman should ever conduct themselves. He told us that the truth will win out, even it takes seems to take a lot of time.
"My classmates are here tonight to deliver an uncomfortable truth. We don't trust the police in Evanston! Committing crimes and covering them up seems to be commonplace for them. The police are supposed to protect us from criminals, but who protects us from the police?"
By this time, the City Council members were whispering to each other, obviously annoyed and upset with the direction the student presentation was going. Chief Mason was red faced and angry as he clenched his jaw and stared at Amber.
"We didn't dare give this piece of evidence to our local police force, for fear it would just disappear. We've decided to present it here tonight," Amber continued. "Just to be certain there can be no cover-up, copies of this video are being sent to several media outlets as I speak. I ask that you watch this video and form your own opinion."
Amber turned toward the large monitor mounted on the wall as the video began to play. The video was in high definition. It began with Holden pulling his cruiser into the parking lot near Dave's truck. The audio clearly caught every word spoken as Holden smashed the taillight on Dave's truck. There were gasps when Holden, with no provocation, struck Dave across the back with his baton.
Kate was stunned as she viewed the video. Holden had initiated the confrontation! She watched in amazement as Dave took Holden down and then smashed his knee before delivering an elbow to Holden's face. She was concentrating so hard on Dave she almost missed the two policemen who had approached Dave from behind. One kicked Dave in the back of the head as Holden collapsed while the second cop began kicking Dave in the ribs and back! The beating went on until the two officers were panting from the exertion. They then called for ambulances for Holden and Dave.
The meeting room was thrown into chaos. It took the chairman several minutes to establish order. He thanked the students for bringing important information to light and promised an investigation into the actions of the police officers involved in the arrest of Dave Lassiter.
He then introduced Kate with the hope her news would help improve the mood of the audience. Kate's eyes were tearing as she took the podium.
"I never thought I'd be embarrassed or ashamed to be a police officer. I am today. I apologize to every member of this community; especially Dave's students who witnessed betrayal by those who are expected to enforce lawful conduct and keep them safe. Those animals are not who we are. I'll personally dedicate my service as a police officer to regain your trust and respect.
"It's no secret that I've been dating Dave Lassiter. I've fallen pretty hard for him. I need to ask his forgiveness as a police officer and as a girlfriend. I told myself he would never have done those horrible things he was accused of, but doubts were cracking by faith. That will never happen again, if he'll forgive me.
"That brings me to the reason I'm here today. You all know Justin Bascom. He starred in baseball here at Evanston High. He now stars in the American League. He and his new bride are intent on giving back to the community. To that end, Justin has donated $10,000 to be used for the purchase of body cams for the police department. His team has agreed to match that donation! If nothing else, the recent revelations point out how much they are needed. They're a great tool for good police work and an anathema for corrupt and incompetent police officers.
"Justin, would you and your new bride, Bethany, please come to the podium and say a few words?"
Kate stepped down and moved back into the crowd only to be grabbed in a fierce hug by Amber, and then Terence. "We're so sorry we were mean to you. When Tim and I saw how badly it hurt Mr. Lassiter when you kissed Bascom at that restaurant, we decided to put the word out that you were cheating on him. Now I know his new wife was sitting at the table with you. We were totally wrong. I'm so sorry!"
"You mean Dave thought I was seeing Justin? That I was cheating? That's what this was all about?" Kate responded. "I love the guy. I'd never cheat on him. I need to tell him, but I'm not allowed near the jail."
Chief Mason was standing nearby and broke into the conversation. "I've had Dave Lassiter released. I dropped all charges. He'll be getting an official apology from me, as well as the mayor. We need to alter the public's perception of our department or we'll never be able to do our jobs properly. Please use any influence you may have with Mr. Lassiter to limit his reaction to our mishandling of the situation."
"You want me to talk him out of suing the department and the city?" asked Kate with some annoyance. "I don't even know if he'll see me, but if he does, I won't try to influence any decision he makes regarding the department. What Holden and his two goons did was criminal. We both know that. Dave may suffer lingering issues for years to come."
Dave was back in his home for the first time in days. His Christmas tree still stood with a few dozen gifts spread under it. He had only been home for an hour when his doorbell sounded. He slowly shuffled to the door to find Kate standing on his step.
Dave backed up as Kate advanced into the room. She shrugged her shoulders and her coat fell to the floor, revealing a transparent red teddy. Under it, Kate wore only a tiny thong and a red half bra.
"Terence called me and explained the mistake I made when I thought you were out with Bascom," Dave blurted. "I'm sorry. I was so stupid!"
"You thought I was cheating and never even gave me a chance to explain!" Kate complained, but with little heat. "You don't trust me."
As she finished her accusation, Kate made a halfhearted attempt at slapping Dave. He easily grabbed her wrist and grinned as he looked at her other hand. Not wanting to disappoint him, Kate brought her left hand towards Dave's discolored face only to have him grab that wrist and move her hands behind her back.
Kate stepped forward and raised her face to Dave's. Their kiss lasted until Kate heard someone clear their throat. Surprised, Kate pulled her head back and looked around. Standing behind Dave was a very attractive young woman. She was tall and well toned.
The woman looked Kate over from head to toe. "You must be Kate, the woman who broke my brother's heart. It looks like you came here to beg for his forgiveness and you brought the big guns."
"You're Dave's sister?" Kate managed to croak out. "This is kind of embarrassing. I came here to seduce your brother so we could have make-up sex. Being dressed like this in front of his sister isn't the first impression I would have wanted."
"I'm fine with it. I'm Kimberly by the way, and I can see why Dave loves you so much. You really should be more concerned about the first impression you'll give my parents, however."
"Don't worry about that," Kate assured Kimberly. "I'll be on my best behavior for that meeting. I'll be covered from head to toe."
"I doubt that," Kim replied with a wicked smile. "Kate, turn around and meet my parents, Don and Marge Lassiter."
Kate flinched before pressing her breasts even tighter to Dave's chest and whispering loud enough for all to hear, "Sweetheart, it looks like we already have a lot of stories we can tell the grandkids."
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Jason Gibson was anxious to get home and spend some quality time with his wife. No matter how badly his day at work went, Beth always managed to raise his spirits. They had been married only seven months, and the honeymoon was far from over.
He was employed by Beth's father, so complaining about his job was a non-starter. Beth knew he was often frustrated, but she seemed confident her father would be more receptive to his ideas and suggestions as time went on.
As Jason pulled into his parking place in front of their rented condo unit, he again promised himself that he and Beth would be buying a house and starting a family before long. Spending a small fortune every month on rent for a place he didn't particularly like seemed the height of foolishness to his analytical mind. Beth was making a good salary with her job as an attorney at a large law firm. Her father paid him fairly well, so they would soon have a decent down payment and able to afford a reasonable mortgage.
Jason heard Beth rummaging in her closet when he entered the unit. He decided to take advantage of the proximity of the closet to the bed and began unbuttoning his shirt as he moved into the bedroom. Beth was bent over looking in her closet with only her panty clad ass and her long toned legs visible. Jason gently ran a hand over his wife's firm ass while reaching around her to cup a full breast in his other hand.
"Jason, I don't have time for that," Beth warned. "I have to be packed and ready to go in half an hour. Marci's picking me up and I don't want to make her wait."
"It's Thursday. Tomorrow's a work day," Jason pointed out. "Where are you going and why do you need to pack?"
"Marci and I have been invited to the company retreat for a long weekend. It's a great chance for us to get noticed by the partners and move up the ladder."
Marci was also a lawyer at Beth's firm, Martin and Martin. She was also young and very attractive. Jason found it interesting that the two women felt the need to spend the weekend at a company retreat to get noticed. Both of them were very sharp lawyers. Combined with their beauty, they could never go unnoticed.
"Why didn't you tell me about this? What about work tomorrow? Who's going to be at this 'retreat' and what's it supposed to be about?" Jason asked with more patience than he felt.
"We were just told about it this afternoon. All four senior partners will be there. We were asked to go when two of the junior partners suddenly couldn't make it," Beth explained with pride. "This could put me on the fast track. We'll be able to buy a house of our own that much sooner."
Jason glanced at Beth's open suitcase and frowned. "Why are you packing bikinis and lingerie? I know for a fact that isn't normal work attire. What's really going on here?"
Beth blushed as she turned to face Jason. "It's the partners, Jason. They're all successful, virile men who take advantage of their success. You knew I wasn't a virgin when we met and you were fine with it. I may have to hook up with a partner or two, but only this weekend. I'll come back home Monday to be with you for the rest of our lives. The only difference will be that we'll be able to afford a nice home a lot sooner. You understand I'm doing this for us, don't you?"
Jason kept his composure as he considered what Beth was telling him. She was willing to whore herself out for a long weekend with the hope of increasing her income. She was trying to sell him on how she was making a sacrifice for him, as if she were taking a bullet to guarantee their future happiness.
Beth knew the look on Jason's face. He was upset and trying to conceal it, but doing a rather poor job. Like a good lawyer, she presented her case.
"Jason, is it really any different than you working for my father? You hate the job. We both know that. Dad doesn't show the respect and consideration your ideas deserve. You still go to work every day because you're a good man and want to support your wife and prepare for your future children.
"I'm doing pretty much the same thing this weekend. I'll endure the advances of the partners even though they're as old as our parents. I'm doing this for us, just like you're doing when you go into work every day, even though you hate it."
"Do you hate your job, Beth? I never got that impression from you," Jason asked softly.
"No, I love my job. I didn't mean it was exactly like your situation. I'm just saying that I'll spend the weekend doing what I have to do in order to get ahead at the firm. It'll be to our benefit. We'll be able to start a family. I don't like this part of my job, but I'll do it, just like you go to work every day and put up with Dad's criticisms and complaints."
"You're telling me that me working at a job where I feel I'm not properly respected or valued is the same as you sleeping with three or four of your bosses now and then to improve your standing in the firm?"
"Not now and then, Jason. This will be the only time," Beth declared.
"If we have a big mortgage and one of the kids gets sick and the medical bills get out of hand, would you sleep with a boss or two if enough money was involved?"
"Lawyers don't usually answer hypothetical questions," Beth explained. "I can't see that situation ever coming up, but I'm certain we'd both do whatever we had to do for our children. That's why you'll make such a good father. You'll always place your family first."
Jason had an epiphany. He hadn't known Beth nearly as well as he should have when he asked her to marry him. She obviously didn't know him at all. Regardless of how the weekend played out, he knew his marriage was over. The enormity of the situation was clear to him. He was going to be divorced and jobless in the very near future. Half an hour before, he would have bet his life Beth would never betray him, yet she was doing so quite casually. The part that stung the most was how she believed he would accept her decision, as well as the reasoning behind it. She had no respect for him.
She had made her decision without discussing it with him. Beth either assumed he would be fine with it, or she simply didn't care if he was or not. How could they have gotten married while knowing so little about each other?
Seeking an excuse to remove himself from the uncomfortable reality his life had become, Jason drummed up a reason to leave. He realized there was really nothing left to say. Even if he talked Beth out of going, his marriage was broken. His reason to leave was weak, but his mind wasn't working all that well, plus it simply didn't matter anymore.
"I promised Bill that I'd drop my drill off at his place after work today. He's doing some wiring in his basement. Have a good weekend."
He saw Beth's jaw drop as she listened to him. "Now? You'll have the next three days to loan him your damn drill. I'm going to be leaving in a few minutes. I'd think you'd want to spend that time with me."
"It seems we've both been laboring under false expectations," Jason replied. "Enjoy your weekend. I told Bill I'd drop off the drill this afternoon. I, for one, always keep my promises."
Jason stalked out the door while Beth babbled on in response to his declaration. She soon realized that he was no longer interested in anything she had to say. She was concerned about his attitude, but still determined to advance at the firm.
As Jason drove, he formulated a plan. He was a mechanical engineer by profession, so his mind immediately began to assess his situation and consider possible solutions. His first action was to turn his cell phone off.
He pulled into a business that rented small enclosed trailers. He selected a trailer he could easily pull with his SUV and filled out the paperwork to rent it. By the time he completed his task, he had been gone from his condo for an hour. Beth should have left for her fuck-fest by then, so he decided to drive back to the condo.
He spent the evening deciding what he would take with him and what he would leave behind. As he carried the last of the items he was taking to the rented trailer, Jason realized he would have never needed the trailer if it weren't for the tools and other stuff Bill had let him store in a shed behind his house. After a poor night's sleep, Jason walked into his office the next morning with a decided chip on his shoulder.
"Jason, you're half an hour late! Just because you married the boss's daughter, it doesn't mean you can slack off around here," Keith Jones, Jason's immediately superior, proclaimed loudly enough for most of the office to hear.
"Fuck you, too, Keith," Jason replied with an easy grin. "I won't be holding your creative mind back any longer. Assholes like you and Henderson are ruining this company. Neither of you would know a good idea if it bit you on the ass. Now shut the hell up. I'm trying to get something done here."
Keith Jones was surprised that Jason had spoken to him so harshly, but it was Jason's disdain for his father-in-law, Jack Henderson, that really shocked him. His face turned red at Jason's words. He was about to make another threat when he realized Jason was boxing up his belongings. Jones spun around and hurried down the hall to Henderson's office.
"What's this all about?" Jack Henderson asked as he watched Jason place a few remaining items into the box on his desk. "Let me guess. You and Beth had a spat and you're getting back at her by giving me a ration of shit?
"It won't work with me, Boy. I don't give a fuck if you stay or leave. In fact, the only reason I keep you around is because my daughter needs a roof over her head," Henderson stated flatly. "What did you argue about? Did you cry about how mean I am? How I don't appreciate your fucking genius?"
"We didn't argue at all, Jack. She told me that she was going to whore her ass out this weekend. I told her to enjoy herself. No one even raised their voice. It was all quite civil," Jason responded.
"Don't you ever speak about my daughter like that," Jack snarled. "Pack your shit and get the hell out. You're fired!"
"Sorry, Jack. I've already quit. I just finished filling out the paperwork with HR. I had two weeks' vacation time coming, so I used it for my notice. Tell your daughter I said goodbye."
Beth was furious at Jason over the way he had left her. He was obviously upset, but evidently he wasn't man enough to tell her how he felt. If he didn't want her to go to the retreat, he should have mentioned it to her, not that it would have made any difference. It simply would have given her more opportunity to explain how well things would work out for them and to bring him around to her point of view. She tried calling him shortly after he left so she could give him a piece of her mind, but his phone had been turned off. He was sulking like a little boy.
Marci picked her up right on time. The first few minutes of the drive were quiet as the two women mulled over their situation. Beth finally broke the silence.
"How did Brett take your news about spending the weekend at the retreat?"
"Like a whining little bitch," Marci spat. "All he could talk about was how it would affect him. His fragile ego couldn't handle it. He demanded I stay home. I insisted he go straight to hell. I want to make partner someday, and if fucking a few old bastards will help make it happen, then that's what I'm going to do.
"He doesn't own me. We're only engaged, or at least we were. I don't know if I even want to marry him after his childish, misogynist rant. He thinks that when I accepted his ring, I gave him ownership of my pussy."
"Did he really say that?" Beth asked in surprise.
"No, but it's pretty much what he meant. A good, devoted fiancée would never give up a piece of her ass to some old fucker just to get a promotion. That would make her a whore. What an asshole. I'm glad I found out what a controlling prick he really is before we got married," Marci added. "How did it go with Jason? You're riding to the retreat with me, so I guess he didn't go all caveman on you."
"No, he didn't. He simply told me he promised to loan his drill to a friend. He left to drop it off."
"You've got to be shitting me," Marci exclaimed. "That was it? No tears. No threats? No pounding his chest and hurling insults?"
"Yeah. I thought it was kind of strange, too. Do think he was upset?"
"Upset? Are you kidding? When a man yells and screams, he's upset. When he's quiet and leaves as fast as he can, he's furious beyond reason," Marci replied. "We've left a couple of angry men in our wake. I hope this weekend is worth it."
"Jason works for Dad. He won't dare complain too much to me about the retreat. He knows he'll be out of a job if he says anything nasty to me, or about me, and I tell Dad."
Marci glanced at Beth before replying. "Does he love his job so much that he won't want to piss off the boss? Are he and your father close? Does Jason enjoy his work?"
"Well, no. Dad has been kind of miserable to him. Jason thinks it's because he married Dad's "princess." He isn't that bad to the other employees," Beth admitted.
"So keeping his job isn't going to be much of an incentive, is it?"
"He needs a job, and Dad pays him pretty well. I don't know where he'd find another one that's comparable, at least in this area," Beth insisted. "He doesn't have many options."
"So, you have him by the balls? Good for you, Beth. I wish my father owned the company where Brett worked. He'd stop his whining pretty damn quick. My pussy won't be worn out in one weekend. There'll be plenty left for him, if he plays his cards right and gets his head out of his ass."
Marci's fiancé, Brett Carson, worked for a cyber security firm. His work mostly involved companies paying his firm to hack into their computer systems. Brett's firm would then make recommendations on how the hacked company could improve its security. He was very good at what he did.
Brett was far more than merely pissed-off at Marci's stated intention to spend the weekend fucking the senior partners in her law firm. Shortly after Marci left to pick up Beth, he sat down at his desk and fired up his powerful desktop computer.
Marci was trying to figure out what happened as she was driving Beth home Friday afternoon. "Do you have any idea what the hell happened this morning? Both Martins were getting ready to make me a Marci sandwich when Roberts started swearing and yelling at them to get their asses out to the living room."
"Roberts made me pull off his cock so he could answer the house phone," Beth replied. "You know how we all had our cells turned off at Bill Martin's insistence. He didn't want any distractions while they were having their way with us. Roberts was annoyed when he first answered the phone, but he changed his tone quickly. He hurried out of the room to call for Bill and Tim Martin. Apparently, they abandoned their Marci sandwich to see what Roberts wanted.
"Then Jack Stevens hustled out of his bedroom to see what the ruckus was about. Janice and Nicci were curious and followed him. The three of us stood there naked while the four partners went into the den to talk where we wouldn't hear them. That's when you walked out and asked what was going on.
"That's some hickey on your left breast, by the way. You may want to cover it up before Brett sees it," Beth advised.
"This is all fucked up," Marci stated with concern. "We gave up some pussy to get promoted, but things went to hell before we could find out about any promotions. The partners were pretty pissed when they told us to go home and keep our mouths shut. Some kind of shit hit the fan and I'm worried it'll splatter all over us."
"I'll have to spend some time getting Jason to calm down and get over my going to that so-called retreat. I won't lie to him, but I have to make him realize it wasn't as bad as he thinks it was," Beth stated with concern.
"You're going to tell your husband you were triple teamed and made air tight last night while you're trying to convince him it wasn't all that bad?" Marci asked. "I'd love to hear that conversation."
"Unless he asks me point blank if I had three partners at once, I won't mention that part. I will tell him what pigs those men are and how they treated us like paid whores. It was the worst sexual experience of my life, by far."
"I don't know if telling Jason we were treated like whores would be a good idea, since that's what he and Brett already think we are. In fact, with the four partners and our significant others all thinking we're whores, it makes any argument against us being whores rather weak, wouldn't you say?"
"We're not whores; we're lawyers, female lawyers in a man's world. We have to use every possible advantage we have to get where we want to be," Beth insisted.
"That's true, but I'm afraid what you described is almost the actual definition of whore. I guess that's irony or something," Marci replied.
"We had our phones off since yesterday afternoon," Beth mentioned as she picked up her cell. "I'm going to see if Jason tried calling me. That'll help me determine how angry he is.
"I've got six messages from my mom, but nothing from Jason. He might still be upset with me. I'll listen to Mom's messages. I hope he didn't say anything to her. That would be a little awkward," Beth admitted.
Marci heard Beth gasp as she listened to her messages. She saw Beth scowl and then quickly begin sobbing. Marci pulled off the highway to console her friend.
"Mom said Jason quit his job this morning. He told Dad I was 'whoring my ass out.' She asked what Jason meant by that and if I've been in contact with him. He just packed up everything on his desk at work and left. Mom tried calling him, and it went to voicemail. Mom's last message was asking me why my phone was turned off."
As Beth finished speaking, her phone rang. "It's my brother, Dan. He's probably pissed at me. He and Jason are best buds."
Beth reluctantly accepted the call, only to have her brother start in on her immediately. "What in hell have you done? Jason just called me and said he's divorcing you. He told me you were trying to fuck your way to success at that fucking law firm. Tell me he had it all wrong!"
"It wasn't like that," Beth protested. "I was doing it for us. We want to buy a house and start a family. I was just trying to facilitate everything. He understood why I was doing it. He didn't tell me not to go!"
"Are you that damn dumb, Sis? Jason doesn't want his wife fucking other men to help provide food and shelter for the family. He'd rather live under a damn bridge! Most men would. Did you fuck anybody last night? Maybe you can get Jason to forgive you if you didn't sleep with any of those bastards. Are you still with them?"
"I'm on my way home now," Beth replied between sobs. "The partners expected us to put out last night. We didn't have much choice."
"Partners?" Dan repeated. "You slept with more than one of those bastards?"
"They're our bosses and have the power to advance our careers, as well as to end them. I did what I needed to do to get ahead and help our future family."
"Bullshit! No wonder Jason left. You're willing to spread your legs for any man with power and money. You expect Jason to be okay with that? How many bosses did you fuck? Three? Four? Never mind. It doesn't matter. The fact you even considered going to that fucking place meant Jason had to divorce you. Having a damn gangbang only solidifies his decision. I doubt he'll ever speak to you again."
"I'll be home in an hour. I'll make it up to him as soon as I get there," Beth stated with more certainty than she felt. "He'll forget about divorce and apologize to me for involving my brother and parents in our personal life."
"You're delusional, Beth. You'll be better off single. You don't have what it takes to be a wife and mother."



"That's a cruel thing to say to a woman, never mind your sister. Jason loves me and I love him," Beth insisted.
"You and Jason will both be happier away from each other. I never should have introduced him to you. I feel partly responsible for this mess. I didn't realize how important success was to you. Neither did he, obviously."
At the same time Beth was speaking to her brother, Jason was taking a seat in the office of Brent Williams. "Your cousin, Bill, recommended you to me. Thanks for giving me an appointment on such short notice."
"I know you and Bill go way back. I'm glad to help. I understand you want to divorce your wife. You've been married less than a year."
"That pretty well sums it up," Jason agreed. "I want to give you power of attorney for the divorce. I'm leaving the area as soon as we're done here. You can reach me by email or phone if you have any questions about the divorce. I don't want a damn thing from her, so it shouldn't be difficult."
"Is you vehicle in your name and did you own it before you married her?" When Jason nodded, Brent continued. "Since you have no kids and aren't asking for anything, it should proceed through the courts quite quickly. I'll just need you to sign some documents in front of my secretary. She'll notarize everything."
Jason was 50 miles away by the time Beth made it to their condo. She rushed to the closet, only to find nothing but empty hangars on his side. Stunned, she threw herself onto the bed as huge sobs racked her body.
It was early June, so Jason drove north. He had never been to New England and decided to rectify that shortcoming. Three days after Beth announced to him that she was going to the retreat, he was in northern Maine. He had stopped to fill his gas tank and take a bathroom break when he noticed a sign tacked on a bulletin board advertising for laborers, mechanics and truck drivers. His father had been a very good mechanic. Jason felt it had been a factor in his decision to become a mechanical engineer. While his profession was a bit more detailed and complicated, it still involved understanding how machines worked and various methods to improve or repair them.
He decided some hard manual labor might be just what the doctor ordered. It might help him forget Beth's betrayal. He wanted his mind occupied with thoughts other than Beth sharing her bed with some old lecher. Beth's betrayal had hurt him more than he cared to admit. With those thoughts bouncing around in his head, he called the number listed on the ad.
Jason was surprised when the man answering the phone asked him to come in for an interview that afternoon. Apparently, the company needed people badly. Jason got the address and agreed to an interview in an hour.
He walked into a dingy office next to a huge metal building inside a large fenced-in area. A man sitting at a desk introduced himself as Joe Duffy. The wiry, older man got right to the point.
"We need laborers, drivers and mechanics, but, to be honest, you don't look like you're any of those."
"You're absolutely right," Jason agreed with a smile. "I don't look like a man who works hard for a day's pay. I kind of got away from that once I took a desk job. For most of the past year, I sat around on my ass."
"You seem bright enough, but I have to question your skills and work ethic," Duffy explained. "You'd be working with rough men and expected to produce results. Some of the drivers, as well as a few others, are paid incentives if they exceed their quotas for a month. They can become a bit... irrational if they feel they're going to lose their bonus because of someone else's incompetence."
"My father was a damn good mechanic. He worked on heavy equipment for Jonas Brothers in West Virginia for almost thirty years," Jason replied. "I worked with him during my summer breaks, so I know which end of a wrench to use. He taught me a lot."
"I probably wouldn't take you on if we weren't so short on help, but I'm willing to give you a shot," Duffy responded. "Can you start tomorrow?"
"I'll need to find a motel for the night, but yeah, I can start tomorrow," Jason agreed. "Do I report here?"
"Go to the big steel building next door. Be there by 6 AM. We service our truck fleet. A lot of them have mounted cherry pickers which always seem to be breaking hydraulic hoses. Now and then you'll be expected to service dozers, skidders or even a feller-buncher. You'll have plenty to do. I just hope you know what you're doing."
Jason spent an hour filling out the paperwork. He was back at the logging company headquarters at 5:30 the next morning. He was introduced to his immediate superior and three other men working as mechanics. He could tell the men were a bit skeptical of his abilities. They looked at his hands when they shook with him. The others had broken fingers, calluses, cuts and scars. Jason's hands were soft and pasty-looking by comparison.
The next few months flew by for Jason. The first two weeks were tough because the work was quite physical. He worked on transmissions, changed huge tires and even swapped out a couple of truck engines. As time went on, his strength and stamina improved to the point where he would often work a few hours overtime.
Once his boss determined Jason was a capable mechanic, his pay was bumped up substantially. He checked his bank account after a sixty hour-work week. He was surprised to see that he was banking more than he had been when he was working for Beth's father as a professional.
Two months after Jason had been hired; he received an email from his lawyer, Brent Williams. Beth was not fighting the divorce, so it would go through quickly. The part of the missive that surprised Jason was that she had given his lawyer $25,000 dollars to be forwarded to Jason.
Jason called Brent for an explanation of the money. Their savings account only had a few thousand dollars in it when he had decided to leave. He had taken exactly half of it out of the bank to carry with him.
"Brent, what's with the money Beth's sending me? We didn't have that kind of money in any accounts."
"I've only heard bits and pieces of the story, but I'll tell you what I know," Brent explained. "Beth was terminated the week after that ill-advised weekend. Apparently, her firm settled with her for unspecified workplace misconduct, so she walked with a $50,000 settlement. She feels half of it belongs to you, since you were her husband at the time and were also a wronged party. I'll wire the money to your account. Just give my secretary the necessary information and you'll have it almost immediately."
The news caught Jason by surprise. Beth had expected to make partner by sleeping her way to the top. He wondered why she had been terminated after her bosses had the opportunity to sample her charms at the so-called retreat. Obviously, something hadn't gone as planned.
"Beth wanted me to ask you if you would call her, or unblock her number so she can call you," added Brent.
"Tell her that if she can swear that she has not had sex with anyone other than me since we were married, I'll be willing to speak with her," Jason responded after some thought.
Jason had mixed emotions about accepting money gained in that manner, but he didn't feel bad enough to turn it down. The money did come with a great deal of disappointment and pain. He decided to just bank it for the time being. Oddly enough, he received a phone call from his old college roommate a week later.
Art was a great guy who'd give you the shirt off his back. The only problem was that his shirt was usually stained and wrinkled. He was casual to a fault, as well as a financial wizard, in his own mind. For as long as Jason had known him, Art had always been involved in get rich quick schemes.
"Jason, I've stumbled onto a great opportunity to make some serious cash," Art announced excitedly. "I have a chance to buy 400 acres next to Interstate 77. It's in an estate and the family's only asking 200 grand. My sources tell me that the biggest retailer in the world is looking for a location to build a huge distribution center in the area. The property will be worth millions when they decide to build."
"Wow," Jason responded drily. "Why doesn't this company just buy the land before you do? How do you know it'll want to locate on that chunk of real estate? Where are you going to get all the money? I don't have that kind of capital."
"That's the beauty of it. All I need is $20,000 to put down to make an offer. I'll have it written so we close after due diligence, which I will expect to take about six months. By that time, I'll have the buyer lined up. We'll sell the contract for millions with no further investment. It's the most likely location for the distribution center, but you know how big companies work. They'll fart around looking to see if some frog will be displaced or some such bullshit before they buy a property. They'll look at dozen other options before finally settling on the one we'll own."
"How much do you need from me?" Jason asked as he thought about the money Beth had sent to him. It was money he could afford to lose and would probably be happier if he did.
"I'll need the full $20,000 dollars, Bro. I've had a couple of setbacks this year. Once we sell the contract, we'll be worth millions. I'll split the profits down the middle with you."
Jason chuckled to himself as he listened to Art's scheme. "Sounds about right. I'll just be supplying the cash while you bring the inside information. I'll wire you the money once you send me the instructions."
"You're shitting me," Art exclaimed in disbelief. "You'll actually invest that much money in my idea? I never thought I'd be able to talk you into it. Will Beth go along with this?"
"She won't say a single word against it. I promise you that," Jason replied as he realized Art hadn't heard about his divorce. That would be a subject for another day.
*****
When Jason had moved out of the condo, Beth had been devastated. Things only got worse when she was called in to HR at her law firm Monday morning.
Blanche Lowery had worked at Martin and Martin for most of her adult life and had been in HR for over twenty years. She had never seen a situation like the one on which she was now working. Two beautiful, young and talented women attorneys were being let go because of their actions with the senior partners.
William John Martin, who along with his brother, Ralph, had started the Martin and Martin law firm fifty years earlier was furious. His sons, Bill and Tim, were now the face and name of Martin and Martin and they had truly screwed the pooch. Most people, including those working for Martin and Martin, believed that Tim and Bill owned the business. The reality was their father became sole owner of the firm after the death of his brother. He trained his sons to assume control of the firm. He even made a big deal out of retiring and turning the firm over to them, but he never gave up ownership. His sons were well compensated, but John was still the owner of the family business.
Tim and Bill had each been married and divorced twice. They were incapable of fidelity. Jack Stevens and Blaine Roberts were the firm's other senior partners. Blaine was divorced, while Jack had never married. He had realized early on that he was far too big a pussy hound to even consider being married.
"Beth, there really isn't an easy way to say this. Mr. Martin, that's William Sr., has directed me to end your employment with Martin and Martin. He's extremely upset over the activities at the company lake property Friday night and Saturday morning.
"He understands there were extenuating circumstances which led to your unprofessional actions while on company property at the lake. He is offering you a onetime payment of $40,000 for the inconvenience you will face moving forward and securing gainful employment. You will receive a very strong letter of recommendation along with the severance check after you sign an NDA and a covenant not to sue Martin and Martin."
Beth didn't need to ask why she was being terminated. Marci had called her Saturday evening to tell her Brett had hacked into the security system at the lake house. He had overridden the efforts of an unsuspecting Tim Martin when he thought he was shutting the system down. Marci's parents and other close relatives had been emailed the link to a web page showing Marci and the other three women in various sex acts with the partners. Beth was certain Brett wouldn't stop at humiliating Marci. He would do his best to ruin the lives of the four senior partners as well.
Last Thursday, Beth believed she was working to get a head start on owning a house and starting a family. By Sunday, she knew for a certainty that her husband had left her and her career at Martin and Martin was crashing to an end. How could she have been so stupid?
Not wanting to spend any more time in a toxic environment, Beth quickly countered the offer. "Make it $50,000, pay me for the two weeks' vacation I have coming and I'll sign right now."
"I've been authorized to accept that counter," Blanche responded. Less than an hour later, Beth placed a box of personal items in her trunk and drove to her parents' home.
Her mother, June, was incredulous. "You slept with the four partners? It's on a website? You've been fired and Jason's left you? How could you be so stupid?"
"It looks bad now, but at the time I thought I was working to get ahead at the firm. Jason and I would have been able to buy a house and start a family that much sooner. I never expected it to be on the internet."
"How did Jason find out? Did he see that website?" Beth's mother asked while fearing the answer.
"I told him that I was going to spend the weekend with the senior partners. I even explained how I might have to put out to attain our goals. They were our goals, not just mine. He wanted a house and kids as much as I did. It was supposed to get us to that point faster.
"He never told me I shouldn't go. If it bothered him, he should have said something. We could have discussed it. He just went off sulking like a little boy. Frankly, I was hurt and disappointed in him when he told me he had to go loan a drill to his friend, Bill, and just left."
Beth's mother was silent so Beth turned her attention away from her phone to see if anything was wrong. She found June was staring at her with her mouth open in horror.
"You told your husband that you were going to spend the weekend having sex with your bosses and you were annoyed when he left rather than discussing the situation? Is that what you're telling me?
"You should have been grateful he didn't take you over his knee and beat some sense into that ass before you gave away so many pieces of it there was nothing left. Has he ever indicated he wanted you to have sex with other men?" June demanded.
"No, but he knew I'd had my share of lovers before we started dating. It wasn't as if he was the only man I ever slept with. He knew I loved him and was doing it for us," Beth insisted.
"I can't discuss this with you any longer," June declared in disgust. "You can use your old room. Just keep it cleaner and neater than you did before you got married and moved out. I'm not your maid."
Beth was surprised at how little support her mother was giving her. Jason had left her without bothering to tell her why. Of course, she knew the reason, but a real man would have talked it over rationally. She was certain that he would have come around to her point of view if he had given her that opportunity. She was a very good lawyer and skilled at directing conversations toward the conclusion she wanted. Her mother appeared to side with Jason, much as her brother Dan had done when she told him the situation. She began to wonder how she could misjudge her husband so badly while her mother and brother both seemed to know how he'd react.
The next few weeks were difficult for Beth as she was once again living as a single woman. Rather than living with her parents, Marci moved into the condo with her, splitting the rent. Marci had been living with Brett in a house he had purchased before she met him. It was an older Victorian he was restoring to its original grandeur.
Listening to Marci complain about how selfish and inconsiderate Brett was caused Beth to consider her situation more objectively. Was she as shallow and self-centered as Marci sounded? Did Jason overreact, or was his decision actually appropriate? The sex with the senior partners hadn't been anything like the love making she had with Jason, but that had been her point. She loved Jason. She was simply using the partners to attain her goal. They used her for their pleasure. It was supposed to be an even trade-off, but Jason had taken it as a personal insult. He had to know she felt no love for the partners, or any man, except him.
It took a few weeks, but Beth managed to find a position with the public defender's office. The pay was far less than she had made working for the personal injury law firm of Martin and Martin, but Beth was surprised at how much satisfaction her new job gave her. Marci joined a smaller law firm specializing in family law. Together, they made enough to pay their rent, buy food and clothes and go out for an evening now and then.
Beth decided to tell Jason's lawyer about her settlement with Martin and Martin and have him send Jason half the money. She hoped it would help Jason forgive her, but she understood that it might have the opposite effect when he realized how and why she was given the buyout. Still, it was the right thing to do.
"Please tell Jason to call me, or unblock my number so I can call him," was Beth's only request when she told Jason's lawyer she wanted him to wire Jason the $25,000.
Several days later, Jason's lawyer emailed Jason's response to Beth. He was willing to speak with her if she would guarantee she had never had sex with another man since she had married Jason. Beth had no response.
Jason had settled into his job. His weight remained about the same, but he had to punch a new hole in his belt to keep his pants up. His shirts were getting tighter as a result of his constant work with heavy machinery. He had no illusions about making a career of the work, but it had been what he needed to settle his mind and find peace after the upheaval of Beth's betrayal.
One morning Jason witnessed an altercation that made his stomach queasy. Another mechanic, a guy named Barry, was replacing a water pump on a big rig when the driver strode up to him and demanded he hurry the job along so he could meet his quota. The mechanic told him to relax. He was doing his best and it would take a few more minutes. The driver, who was a large man, suddenly and with no warning, slammed his fist into the side of the mechanic's head, dropping the man like a rock.
Jason and another driver helped the man as he regained consciousness and tried to sit up. Jason's boss finally showed up as the man stood. He never asked about the incident. Rather, he berated the men for wasting time. Jason tried to explain the situation, but his boss didn't appear to care.
"Big Jerry is the best driver the company has. He always makes his quotas without getting any tickets. It's up to you grease monkeys to keep his truck running and on the road. You saw what happens when you piss him off."
The attitude of the boss was a concern. Jason decided that with the approach of winter, he would be driving south. He saw no upside to hanging around when the weather became cold. It turned out that Jason didn't last that long.
About two weeks after Big Jerry hammered his friend and coworker, Jason found himself working to repair a broken exhaust pipe on Big Jerry's truck. That same morning, he had received notice from his lawyer that his divorce had been granted. He was no longer a married man. While he knew the day was coming, Jason was morose. He couldn't shake the feeling of failure and disappointment.



Jason was lost in thought as he worked on the repair. He hadn't really expected it, but it was no real surprise when Big Jerry strode up to him and demanded that the repairs be done immediately.
"I'm working on it, Big Jerky," Jason replied calmly. "Why don't you go blow the boss again, while you're waiting?"
Big Jerry gave Jason an angry look and then turned away. Jason smiled to himself as he prepared for what he was certain would come next. Big Jerry suddenly turned back and swung a meaty fist at Jason's face. Jason had kept a large pipe wrench at his side after he witnessed Big Jerry's cowardly, unprovoked attack on Barry. He timed his swing perfectly. The pipe wrench in his hand met the other man's fist just inches from Jason's grinning face.
There was a sickening crunching sound, followed immediately by a surprisingly high pitched scream. Jason immediately brought a foot up and kicked Big Jerry in the gut hard enough to knock him over. He landed on his ass in a large mud puddle with his good hand clutching the mangled one.
"What the fuck did you do?" Jason's boss demanded as he hurried over to Big Jerry and helped him to his feet.
"What you weren't willing, or able to do," Jason replied. "That big fuck can't go around smashing guys whenever he gets a hard on. It'll be awhile before he tries that shit again."
"He'll be laid up for weeks! That'll cost both Jerry and the company money."
"It wouldn't have done me much good if the dumb bastard had connected with the haymaker he was trying to sneak in. Frankly, I'd rather have him crying like a little bitch than me being transported to a hospital or the morgue. The cowardly fucker had it coming, end of story."
"I can't have fighting on my shift," the boss declared. "Pack your shit and get the hell out of here. You'll probably need to lawyer up. Jerry will sue your ass for depriving him of his livelihood, as well as for his medical expenses."
"No problem, Asshole," Jason stated before turning to speak to Barry, who was standing to his left. "Did you get the whole thing on video with my phone?"
"I sure did. Here's your phone back," Barry replied. "You should save it to the cloud and email yourself a copy just in case you lose your phone or something. If you're headed south, I'd appreciate a ride. I've had about enough of the shit around here myself."
Jason pocketed his phone and nodded. "Let's get packed and on the road. We can manage a few hundred miles before we stop for the night."
"You can't leave like that. We'll be shorthanded," Jason's former boss protested. "You have to give two weeks' notice."
"You just fired me, Asshole. That means I don't have to give you shit," Jason countered.
"I've got two weeks of vacation coming. I'll take it starting now. Consider this my notice," Barry added. "I have direct deposit, so paying me shouldn't be a problem. If I don't get paid, my uncle, the lawyer, will be in touch. Have a great day!"
Jason and Barry were on the road headed south within the hour. While driving, Jason answered a phone call from his friend, Art.
"You're a rich bastard!" Art practically yelled into his phone. "I just had $4.2 million wired to my account and half of it is yours! They realized our property was the best option by far. Money didn't make any difference once they decided they wanted it. Email me wiring instructions and I'll send $2.1 million to your account. Be sure to line up a good accountant to help get around the tax obligations."
"I don't know what to say, Art. This is great news!" Jason exclaimed with glee. "Thanks for including me in your investment idea. I'm driving now, but I'll email the information to you when I stop for the night."
"How did you dare trust me with that kind of money? You're a great friend, Jason and I'm happy as hell that I was able to repay your confidence with hard cash. Now I have to call my folks and some friends. I'll wire the money tonight when I get the instructions," Art promised. "I'll talk to you again soon."
"A business investment just panned out," Jason explained to Barry as he mulled the news over. He should be ecstatic that he had become at least moderately wealthy, but knowing it all began with the money his wife was awarded for her part in weekend orgy made it a somewhat bitter pill to swallow.
The next day, Jason dropped Barry off in his home town in upstate New York. With nothing else pressing, he decided to take a few weeks off and visit his parents. He had not seen them since just before he left town in the early summer. At the time he had been in a hurry to get away from Beth and the failure of his marriage. Time had helped heal the wound, at least a little, so he felt comfortable enough to spend Thanksgiving with his family.
His mother and father were delighted to see him. He had been calling them on Sundays to remain updated on his home town, but he had never indicated he would be home for Thanksgiving. Jason appreciated how his parents avoided mentioning his divorce, or Beth.
His luck ran out when his younger sister, Brandy, came home from college for the holiday. "Jason! You look like you've lost some of that baby fat and added some muscle. Beth will eat her heart out when she sees you."
"I prefer we never see each other again," Jason insisted. "Don't bring her name up, okay?"
"No, it's not okay," Brandy replied curtly. "She was one of my best friends and your divorce pretty much ruined our relationship. You ran off with your tail between your legs like a whipped puppy. She said you never even spoke to her about leaving, divorcing her, or not wanting her to go on that weekend event. You just sulked like a little boy and left town."
Jason felt his anger and sense of betrayal return as his sister described Beth's version of that final weekend. He looked at his mother, who appeared to be shocked at Brandy's declaration.
"I think I'll pack up and head south, Mom. The last few days with you and Dad have been great, but I'm not willing to put up with Brandy's bullshit for another minute. I'll call every Sunday."
"Stay, Son," Jason's father spoke as he entered the room. "I heard what your sister just said. If anyone's going to leave, it'll be her. No one treats a guest in my home like that, not even my daughter. Brandy, if you can't be civil to Jason and avoid mentioning his ex, maybe you should find a friend to take you in while Jason is here. You will not treat him like shit in my house."
"I'm sorry, Jason," Brandy responded, her surprise at her Dad's declaration evident. "Dad's right. I was pissed at you for leaving so suddenly. Beth insisted she had no idea why you left her, but I know it had to be something big. She and I used to be such good friends, but we never talk anymore. It's just too awkward. I won't mention her again. Please stay."
Jason wound up staying for Thanksgiving and a few days beyond. During that time, he shopped for Christmas gifts for his parents and sister. He was finally able to afford something better than power tools and cheap jewelry. He never told anyone except his new accountant about his investment with Art and how much he had realized on the deal.
It was late November when Jason answered a call from an unknown number. "Mr. Jason Gibson? This is Martha Houseman. You were employed by my company until recently. May I have a few moments of your time?"
"Of course, Mrs. Houseman," Jason responded politely, "but, if this is about my little dispute with that idiot trucker Jerry, you'll have to speak to my attorney. I should warn you that I have a video of the entire confrontation. I don't think I'll be losing any lawsuits."
"I heard about that unfortunate situation. That man no longer works for us. I called about the possibly of employing you," Martha Houseman replied. "That is if you would consider working for my company again."
"Mrs. Houseman, I'm not really a mechanic. That was just a temporary job for me. I have no intentions of freezing my butt off in a Maine winter. I'm not interested in getting my old job back."
"That's perfectly understandable," Martha Houseman replied. "I had something different in mind. Would you be up for a consulting position with my company? I've heard from several of my more trusted employees that you had a strong grasp of our machinery, how it was supposed to work and why it sometimes didn't. Production from your area began dropping almost as soon as you left.
"Every year my company reps attend a logging expo in Vegas the first week in December. They have acres of new and used equipment available for sale. We've managed to make some very profitable purchases. We've also wound up with more than a few turkeys. I'd like to hire you to look over any equipment we might find interesting and give us your assessment. We'd pay your airfare, hotel accommodations, meals and fees."
"I don't know what you heard about me, but I'm not an expert on heavy equipment."
"I Googled you, Mr. Gibson. I know you are a mechanical engineer, recently divorced and according to my sources, a bit of a wizard at repairing, modifying and improving our equipment. You never mentioned your education to anyone in my company. If you had, your salary would have reflected it. Your modesty came at a price."
"I've always heard being overqualified for a job is almost as bad as being under qualified when seeking employment," Jason stated as he considered the offer the woman was making. "Email me with your proposal and if it's acceptable, I'll take you up on it. Make your best offer first, because I won't try to negotiate with you."
Jason chuckled to himself as he realized how having a hefty bank account allowed him to be far more selective when seeking employment. Not needing a job made it easier to get one.
Jason was surprised at the compensation package Mrs. Houseman forwarded to him the next day. He looked it over and agreed to the terms. He electronically signed the contract, and then he explained to his parents that he would be leaving for Vegas in two days. He hoped to be home for Christmas, depending on what opportunities came up once his week of consulting was over.
For that reason, he returned to the appliance store to purchase a new refrigerator for his mother. He made arrangements for it to be delivered and set up two days before Christmas. Jason signed the paperwork and handed over his credit card for payment. As he did so, he noticed Beth's mother, June, standing nearby. She was watching him.
"I saw Jason today," June stated to her daughter when Beth stopped in for dinner. "He seems to be doing well. He bought his mother a top model refrigerator as a Christmas gift."
The mention of Jason's name caused Beth's pulse rate to increase. Their divorce was final, but she wasn't over the manner in which her marriage ended.
"He probably used the money I sent him for settling with Martin and Martin," Beth suggested. "Did you speak to him? Is he working in the area?"
"He told me he's taking a consulting job in Las Vegas. He'll be flying out the day after tomorrow," June replied. "He looks different, like he's hardened up. He was pleasant to me, which I appreciated. He seems more confident and self-assured."
"What are you insinuating, Mom? Divorcing me was a character builder and he's better off now?" Beth demanded.
"His character was never in question, at least in my mind," June retorted quickly. "I wasn't implying anything about your divorce. I was making an observation."
"If he had just told me how he felt before I left for that damned retreat, it would have saved us both a lot of pain and heartbreak. He wasn't man enough to be honest with me."
"Yeah, I can see what you mean. Every day of our married life, your father has made it a point to tell me not to sleep with other men. That made it clear how he felt on that particular day. I'm just waiting for the morning he forgets to mention it," Pat replied sarcastically.
"Okay! I get your point. I screwed up. I knew he wouldn't like it, but I thought I'd be able to convince him it would improve our situation. Obviously, I misjudged him, but he still should have mentioned that he was going to leave and divorce me," Beth maintained. "Maybe I wouldn't have gone."
"Beth, you've got to be honest with yourself. We've had enough conversations since that weekend for me to know there was no way you were going to let him talk you out of it. You were sure he'd forgive it all in order to keep you, even if he hated your actions. You were determined to go. I'm sure he felt that talking his wife out of sleeping with her bosses was already a deal breaker. When you failed to turn down the invitation to that lakefront for the weekend, you essentially ended your marriage. I just don't understand what could have possibly made you think it was okay to sleep with other men while you were married to Jason."
"I guess I had started thinking of sex simply as a pleasant pastime when I was in college. When I met Jason, I fell in love and the sex was great, but I'm afraid that I never lost the mindset that sex with random men was fun but didn't really mean anything. It required no emotional investment. Obviously, Jason felt differently. We were so good together and I didn't realize how special it was."
"I'm glad you're thinking is beginning to follow a more traditional path, but I doubt Jason will ever forgive you," June remarked gently as she rubbed her daughter's back.
"That ship has sailed, Mom," Beth admitted. "I've just got to straighten out my life and do better in the future. I can't change the past."
Jason had just nicely settled into his rather luxurious hotel suite when there was a knock on his door. He found an attractive, well-dressed woman in her late forties when he opened it.
"Jason Gibson? I'm Martha Houseman. I took the liberty of making dinner reservations. I thought we could discuss business over a nice meal. Your apparel is fine. It's a casual dinner."
Jason found Martha Houseman to be very knowledgeable. She had a list of equipment she wanted for her business. She gave Jason a copy so he could familiarize himself with her needs. As Jason looked over the list, he realized he had worked on similar equipment, so he would have an idea what he needed to look for.
Jason put in long hours the next week as he crawled over, under and around various pieces of heavy equipment. He was able to rule out several machines with obvious defects, and two on which mechanics had gone to some effort to conceal serious issues. By the end of the week, he had enabled Martha Houseman to fill her wish list, with the exception of purchasing a large used dozer. None of those available at the expo were worth buying and shipping back to Maine.
As the week went on, Jason noticed a tall, thin man approaching various buyers. It was apparent to Jason that the man was trying to sell a product or idea, but seemed to be striking out. Near the end of the week, Jason found himself relaxing and drinking a soda when the thin man sat down at his table.
"What is it that you're trying to peddle?" Jason asked. "You've been here all week and it looks like you've struck out."
"It may be too risky for these buyers, but I had to give it a try. My partner and I have been working on building a battery capable of powering heavy equipment. It'll revolutionize most businesses that use heavy machinery."
"Seriously? Why would anyone turn that down?" Jason asked. "It sounds too good to be true. Is there a catch?"
"Only that we don't quite have it perfected and we haven't worked out exactly how to mesh the battery with the drive systems of the machinery. We're close, but we need some fresh money to buy the materials we need, and to pay the rent on the warehouse we're using."
The man's story piqued Jason's interest. "Give me one of your business cards. I might be able to help you out."
The following week, Jason found himself in the warehouse the man and his partner used for their project. Jason was unable to conceal his surprise when he was introduced to the man's partner, an attractive, willowy blonde woman. Her name was Candy, which made Jason chuckle when he was introduced.
"I know, right? Everyone thinks I'm a showgirl or a stripper when they meet me. It's the name Mom gave me, so I'm stuck with it. Gavin said you thought you could possibly help us finance our project. Are you a venture capitalist or something?"
"Gavin told me he thought he could complete your project with a relatively small investment of around a million dollars. I'd consider investing that much if you can convince me that Gavin's claims are legitimate," Jason replied.
He signed several nondisclosure documents before being allowed to enter the area where the actual batteries were kept. Jason was amazed at what he saw. The potential of the project was almost limitless if the last few hurdles the couple had encountered could be surmounted.
Gavin and Candy had met while studying at MIT. Jason quickly determined they were both quite brilliant. What had begun as a lab assignment had grown into their life's work. Jason was especially impressed that they had incorporated more common metals and elements in making their batteries. With no need for precious metals or rare materials, the batteries could easily be mass-produced.
Jason realized the two scientists were close to finalizing their efforts on the powerful battery, but needed to alter the basic design to make it more compatible with the machinery for which they were intended. He felt his knowledge and ingenuity would dovetail nicely with their efforts.
Jason was pleasantly surprised when he was offered a 20% share in their company if he invested the needed cash along with his time and knowledge. He quickly agreed to the proposal, rented a small house and started working with his new partners.
Gavin's wife, Lana, seemed suspicious of his intentions and credentials when she first met Jason, but came to accept him when she saw his enthusiasm for the project. His tireless efforts to integrate the batteries with heavy machinery swayed her in his favor.
For Brandy's spring break, Jason paid the air fare for his parents and sister to spend a week with him. Brandy was very curious about Jason's project, but he refused to talk much about it. He would not even allow her into the warehouse to see it. Luckily, she got along very well with Candy and Gavin's wife, Lana.
While Brandy was in Vegas, Beth was stalking her on social media. Marci came home to find Beth looking at her phone with tears trickling down her cheeks. Marci quickly asked her what was wrong.
"Jason has a girlfriend. She looks like she's one of those beautiful showgirls. She's got long blonde hair and an incredible figure."
"How do you know that? Did he email you pictures or something? What a rotten thing to do," Marci replied with some heat.
"No, Brandy never said that Jason was dating the girl, but she's in most of the pictures with Jason and Brandy. Her figure is perfect and her name is Candy, so tell me she's not a showgirl."
"Maybe she's just a stripper," Marci joked.
"You're not helping," Beth responded as she went back to looking at her phone.
At that moment, Brandy was riding to a convenience store with Jason when she asked about Candy. "Your partner's stunning, but you don't seem to be romantically involved with her. Could I ask why not?"
"Several reasons," Jason answered. "The first is, as you mentioned, we're partners in business. Emotional entanglements could really screw things up. Another reason is we don't seem to connect in that way. She's a genius, so she may be looking for someone really smart. I like her as a person and she's extremely beautiful, but I'm not ready to get back into the dating game yet. Things are going great with us being friends and partners. Neither of us wants to jeopardize that."



"Why can't you tell me what the secret thing is you guys are working on?" Brandy continued. "Mom thinks it's some kind of spy satellite. Dad says it's probably a machine of some kind."
"I can't really tell you anything more without betraying my partners. We agreed to keep things under wraps until we complete the project, or die of old age, whichever comes first. The truth is, I think we'll have everything in place by the end of the year. If everything falls into place, I'll be able to tell you more next Christmas."
"I hope it works out," Brandy replied. "Mom and Dad are really proud of you doing so well. You even flew us all out to visit you here in Las Vegas. All my friends at school were jealous. You deserve some good luck and happiness."
"I've already had more than my share of good luck, Sis. I'm hoping hard work and innovative thinking will carry me on from here."
It was the middle of October when Gavin declared the project complete. "I think we've got everything about as good as we can get it. We all agree that Lana's father is going to handle the negotiations and approve any contracts we sign, right?"
"He's been in the business for thirty years and knows what he's doing. I'm sure he'll work extra hard since it will benefit his daughter," Candy added. "I'm more than fine with it."
"I trust Lana's dad. He's a smart guy and far and away our best option," Jason agreed. "I think some companies will be interested in our designs. Your great ideas and hard work will pay off."
Lana's father, a senior partner in a law firm specializing in patents, was eager to apply for several patents for the partners. He explained it would probably take over a year to get the patents, and possibly as long as two years.
"I've got a job lined up doing IT work here in Vegas," Gavin explained. "Lana and I will be here to keep an eye on everything. Jason's paid the rent for the warehouse for another twelve months, so all we have to do is wait."
"I'm going to spend some time with my parents. After that, I might head to the Hawaii," Candy stated. "I can get a job tending bar or waitressing. I'll be able to give my brain a rest. I always wanted to learn to surf. You both have my contact information. Jason; don't just sit around waiting for Lana's dad to sell our creation or you'll go stir crazy. Have some fun."
"Actually, I have a standing invitation from a good friend to help him with his fishing charter business in Key West," Jason revealed. "It sounds like something I'd enjoy, at least for a few months."
"Key West?" Candy repeated. "Would you mind If wound up there rather than Hawaii? I could still waitress or tend bar for the winter and learn to surf. I could drive down and save the hassle of flying."
"Surfers in Hawaii would never call the ripples in Key West actual waves," Jason stated with a chuckle. "It's a long time between big waves in the Keys. Like the guy with the grey beard would say in a meme, 'I don't surf in the Keys often, but when I do, it's during a hurricane.' I would love to have you come down, but if you're looking for good surfing, it isn't the best location."
"Okay, then. I'll stick with my original plan, even though I always wanted to visit Key West. That's going to go on my bucket list when we sell our battery."
Jason was packed and headed for Florida by the end of October. He was in no rush, so he stopped at various tourist destinations along the way. Ten days after leaving Vegas, Jason was wandering the piers of Key West, looking for his former brother-in-law's fishing boat.
It took a while, but Jason finally saw a boat with the name Good Intentions painted on the bow. It was larger and newer than Jason had expected. He stepped onto the craft and casually walked around it, looking for his friend, Dan.
"The next charter is going out tomorrow morning," came a familiar voice from behind Jason. "Please leave and come back then if you want to go fishing."
Jason stopped and stood very still. How was it possible? Dan told him he hadn't seen Beth since the summer, so why was she on the boat? He mulled over possible ways he could just leave without having to speak with her.
"Are you hard of hearing, or don't you understand English?" Beth demanded as she stared at the man's back. He was wearing board shorts and a short-sleeved shirt, which allowed Beth a glimpse of his well defined biceps. They he slowly turned to face her.
"Jason? Why are you here? Dan never mentioned that you were coming."
Jason looked at his ex-wife for the first time since he left her as she packed for her weekend of debauchery. She stood not ten feet from him in a rather small bikini. She looked more mature than he remembered, but not in a bad way.
Her breasts filled and even slightly overflowed from her top. She wore boy shorts which appeared to have been painted on. Her hair was longer than he had ever seen her wear it, while her face was every bit as beautiful as he remembered.
"Dan told me to come down anytime and help him with the fishing charters. I thought it would be a good time to catch up on everything with him," Jason managed through suddenly dry lips. "I apologize for barging in like this. I'll leave now."
"Wait! Dan should be back any minute. He just went to get some cold beer," Beth replied as she studied Jason while trying to not be too obvious. He was leaner than she remembered. His arms were well muscled and his chest seemed broader. He wore a short box beard that made him look especially masculine.
Beth saw Jason's eyes sweep over her, lingering briefly on her legs, then her bosom before finally settling on her face. She was blushing by the time he looked into her eyes.
"Jason, I never had the chance to apologize to you for my actions. It took a long time before I would even accept I had done something wrong," Beth began. "I want you to know I finally understand why you felt you had to leave and seek a divorce. I know now that it was not something a man could ever forgive, so I won't ask. I don't deserve forgiveness.
"That said, I have to live my life, but with the lesson I learned from past mistakes. We both love Dan like a brother, so let's try to get along and not hide from each other. Do you have your girlfriend with you?"
Jason listened carefully to Beth's apology. He was relieved when she did not ask for his forgiveness, nor did she suggest they get back together. Her mention of a girlfriend took him by surprise.
"No girlfriend. I'm here alone," he replied. "I think we can be civil to each other. I know Dan would appreciate that, but I can't be your friend after all that happened. It hurt a lot. In fact, it still does. I've finally gotten to a point where I don't think about it morning, noon and night, but it's still far from forgotten."
"I guess that's the best I can hope for," Beth stated softly. "Would you like me to leave so you can be your usual fun-loving self when Dan gets here with the beer?
"Too late, Sis. I'm right behind you," Dan declared happily. "Jason, it's great to see you again. I'm sure glad you and Beth managed to reach a truce. Now we can have a few beers and catch up on things."
Beth only had two days left on her vacation before she had to return home. Jason had forced himself to accept her presence without cringing or growing angry. She was smart enough to recognize his anxiety and tried to not be alone with him. By the time she left, the two were able to converse without any unpleasantries.
Jason couldn't help but notice how Beth had changed since he had first met and married her. She laughed less, but seemed more confident and relaxed than he remembered. She had always been beautiful, but she looked even better than she did in his memories. It saddened him to think about what he had lost, but he remained certain he had made the only choice possible.
For her part, Beth ached whenever she saw Jason laughing and joking with her brother. He had always been that way with her. Their relationship had been built on mutual respect, common interests and a deep love. Why had she been so foolish? She had never met a man who compared favorably to Jason, but she had stupidly assumed he would love her and stay with her no matter what. She now realized how naïve that belief had been. No man would put up with a wife as self-centered and foolish as she had been.
As her cab waited, Beth said her goodbyes to Dan, before turning to Jason. "I hope we've gotten past that awkward stage and we can be in the same room now without sparks, or tears flying."
"I realize I've never thanked you for the money you sent to me when we divorced. I never expected it and really didn't want it. I'd like to return the money," Jason offered.
"You earned it with the heartache I caused you. Dan said you've been working on new ideas for machinery. When you turn it into a fortune, you can pay me back with interest. Until then, don't worry about it. It helped make me feel a little better about myself."
Jason simply nodded. Beth kissed his cheek and stepped into her waiting cab.
Jason spent the winter helping Dan with his fishing charters. By spring, he was tanned and smiling all the time. Dan told him that his business had picked up, mostly because so many young women were now booking a day of fishing. Dan was a good looking guy, while Jason was getting second and third glances wherever he went. The two men devoted more than a few evenings going above and beyond the call of duty to please lady clients. Jason woke up one morning with the realization that he was pretty much healed.
The ladies he had entertained were all effusive in their praise of his lovemaking skills. He was in the best shape of his life and they were the beneficiaries. Jason also cherished the time he was able to spend with his best friend. His finally felt confident and relaxed.
It was early June when Beth stepped on Good Intentions with her parents in tow. Jason saw them coming and surprised himself by his reaction. He didn't mind seeing Beth again, but her father was another story. He looked to be as much of an asshole as he was when Jason worked for him.
Naturally, Dan was off getting supplies. Jason was cleaning the deck when Beth and her parents arrived. Beth hurried up to Jason and briefly hugged him as she whispered, "I'm sorry about bringing my dad. Mom insisted he come with us. No one told him you've been helping Dan. Please don't hurt him."
Jason released Beth and proceeded to hug her mother in greeting. He then turned to meet Jack Henderson. As Jason offered his hand, the older man jerked back and sneered at Jason.
"Why's this asshole..." was as far as he got with his question. Jason had anticipated a rude encounter and was prepared. As his former boss began his tirade, Jason simply raised his foot, placed it against the older man's stomach and gave a hard push. Henderson staggered back a few steps before disappearing over the side of the boat. The two women rushed to the side to see how Jack was faring. Jason strolled over to a cooler, grabbed a beer out of the ice, closed the lid and sat down on it.
The two women had turned their attention back to Jason as Jack Henderson slowly climbed a ladder to the pier. Jason flashed them a huge grin, tipped his bottle of beer in their direction and took a long pull.
"You'd better tell the old bastard he'll be taking another dip if he pisses me off again," Jason promised. "He needs to learn how to speak to a man or be ready to defend himself. I won't be taking any shit."
As he spoke, Jason recalled the discussion he and Dan had had a few days prior. "My father's going to visit with Mom and Beth. He's still pretty pissed at you. Some of it is for divorcing Beth, but Mom thinks it's mostly about the way you quit your job."
"Do you want me to find somewhere else to be while your family's visiting," Jason asked his friend.
"Hell, no! I want you to toss his ass off the boat if he gives you a ration of shit. This is my boat and I'm the fucking captain. You're my faithful first mate," Dan said with a laugh. "My boat, my rules. It's about time he learned a few of life's lessons."
After speaking briefly with her husband, June approached Jason as he calmly nursed his beer. "Can Jack come back on board? I think he realizes he needs to be more careful with his words."
"He's Dan's father, so he's welcome here, as long as he understands that he'll be over the side again if he so much as looks at me cross-eyed."
June's eyes seem to glint and a slight smile moved her lips. She nodded and returned to her husband as he stood on the pier. Jason heard Jack grumble something to June before he carefully stepped onboard, again.
Beth walked over to where Jason was sitting. "Dad's just beginning to realize that the only reason you put up with his pomposity was because I was your wife and he's my father. You surprised him when you quit your job. You stunned him just now when you moved him off the boat so easily. There's no reason you'd put up with his taunts and insults. I think he better understands the situation now.
"Would you offer us a beer?" Beth asked. "Dad's in control of his thoughts and actions."
Dan made his appearance as Jason was digging out bottles of beer for the guests. Dan hugged his mother and sister before facing his father. When he saw how wet he was, Dan started laughing.
He looked at Jason and chuckled as he nodded toward his father. "You tossed him overboard, didn't you?"
"How can you think this is funny?" Jack demanded. "He's the scum that divorced your sister and broke her heart. I can't believe you'd allow him on your boat."
"Beth, what do you think?" Dan asked his sister. "Should Jason be allowed on my boat after breaking your heart?"
"I think Dad needs to be careful or he'll be swimming with the fishes again," Beth replied with a straight face.
"There you have it, Dad. If you're trying to stick up for Beth, you're wasting your breath. If you're pissed because Jason quit his job and won't take any more shit from you, you'd better start wearing a life jacket."
"How can you take his side after what he did to you, Beth? Are you afraid of him?" Jack demanded.
"Afraid of Jason? Me? Watch this, Dad," Beth shot back as she began slapping Jason's chest and arms before making small fists and hitting him in the chest. Jason simply covered up with his arms. "He's never made me feel threatened or unsafe. He's a gentleman. I screwed up so badly he had to divorce me. I gave him no choice, so don't try to make him the bad guy. It's all on me."
As she finished her emotional outburst, Beth broke into tears and hurried off the boat. June gave Jack a hard look before following after her daughter.
Dan faced his father and spoke firmly, "You need to get your head out of your ass and figure this shit out. Mom says your business is having trouble. You've just demonstrated your leadership skills. Stop rewarding ass-kissers and punishing people with ambition and vision. Start with talking, and actually listening to your daughter. Mom wasn't very happy with you, either."
June and Beth insisted on going fishing the next day as they had scheduled. Jack came with them, but he was taciturn and aloof during the trip. Beth managed to surreptitiously watch Jason as he and Dan deftly handled the boat. The two men obviously enjoyed their work and sharing time with each other. They joked throughout the day, causing Beth and her mother to break into laughter more than once. Jason seemed more mature and confident than she remembered, while his body had undergone a major upgrade. He was shirtless all afternoon. The sun glistened on his tanned chest and shoulders. He was a man in his prime, but he was no longer hers.
For his part, Jason tried to not stare at Beth. She moved across the deck with the grace of a jungle cat. She wore a fairly modest swimsuit, but it was obvious her figure was every bit as alluring as it had been when they first met. She was an extremely attractive woman.
As they were approaching the pier at the end of the day, Beth managed to approach Jason while they were away from her family. "I appreciate how good you've been to me, Jason. Many men in your position would be sullen, silent or even abusive. You've been nothing but kind and considerate. It really drives home how foolish I was. Thanks for being the man you are."
"I never wanted to see you suffer in any way, Beth. I wish you happiness and success. We just don't think the same on some pretty major issues. We should have known more about each other before we got married, but that's in the past."
"Yes, it is. I don't think we'd disagree on those important issues anymore. I've learned a lot since our divorce. At least I hope I have. Thanks again, Jason. I'll always think of you kindly."
On the morning they were scheduled to fly back north, Beth and June were on Dan's boat saying their goodbyes. Beth saw her first and felt her heart sink. June noticed Beth's sudden change in demeanor and followed her eyes to see the beautiful blonde woman step off the pier onto the boat.
Jason was next to see the beautiful woman. "Candy! You decided to stop in. It's great to see you again."
As he spoke, Jason embraced the blonde in an affectionate hug as June, Beth and Dan looked on. Once he released Candy, he began making introductions.
"Candy, meet Beth, her mom, June, and her brother Dan. Candy is a close friend of mine from Las Vegas."
Candy's mouth dropped open as she quickly swung her attention from Dan to Beth. "Is Beth your... ah, former wife?"
"Yes, I should have mentioned that in my introduction," Jason replied. "We're getting along much better now than we had been. One of the reasons is that her brother, Dan, is my best friend. I know I told you about him."
"You did. You also told me about Beth, but here you are, standing next to her. I'm glad you've been able to find some common ground. You look much more relaxed than you did when I first met you.
"Hello, Beth. It's nice to finally put a face to the name. I have to say Jason has very good taste," Candy stated as she offered Beth her hand. "You're a very attractive woman."
Beth was doing her best to control her emotions as she shook Candy's hand. "Thank you. His tastes are improving all the time. You're stunning."
"You nailed it, Sis," Dan chipped in as he took Candy's hand in his. "Jason, why didn't you tell me Candy was going to visit and how beautiful she is?"
"I didn't know she was coming," Jason replied as he watched his best friend fawn over Candy. "Besides, I never thought she was particularly attractive, so there was no reason to mention her looks."
"You're probably telling the truth," Candy remarked. "You were married to this beautiful woman. Anyone else will look pretty common by comparison."
"I'm afraid any beauty I may have is only skin deep," Beth replied somberly.
Candy showed some surprise at Beth's admission. She arched her eyebrows slightly at Jason before returning her attention to Beth. "That statement might be self-contradictory. You appear to be a lovely person, inside and out."
"Looks can be deceiving. Ask Jason about that. It was nice meeting you, but Mom and I have a plane to catch. Jason, take care of my brother," Beth managed. She gave Jason a tight hug while whispering softly in his ear. "She's beautiful."
Beth was obviously dejected as she and her mother drove back to the hotel to get their luggage and pick up Jack. "Don't feel bad, Dear. Jason won't get serious about some Vegas showgirl. She's very attractive, but you're an accomplished lawyer."
"Mom, she's some kind of genius. I Googled her when I saw her name and pictures in the social media posts Brandy made last fall. She has advanced degrees in Math and Physics from MIT. They worked together on a project. How could Jason not fall in love with a beautiful, really smart woman like her? I bet she's smart enough to be faithful, too."



After Beth and June left, Candy led Jason off to the side. "It's great that you're getting along with your ex. She's beautiful and her brother looks like a hunk, but that's not why I'm here.
"Lana's dad told Gavin that our project is on the fast track for approval. We could have our patents within the next twelve months, which is practically warp speed in his world. He thinks we're going to have some very large companies interested in our patents."
"That's great news," Jason replied with a smile. "You and Gavin had a great vision along with the ability to make it happen. As long as we have to wait, plan on fishing with us. Dan seemed very impressed with my brainiac partner."
"You think so? He seems nice and your ex-wife is gorgeous. Is there any chance you'll get back with her?"
"That's not going to happen," Jason stated. "She has no concept of loyalty. She's very attractive, but I don't want a wife for eye candy. I want one I can build a life and family with."
Candy stayed in the Keys for a week before heading back to Las Vegas. A few days after she left, Jason received a call from his mother. His father had suffered a heart attack. He was expected to recover, but she was extremely worried. Jason made arrangements to return home immediately.
Brandy and his mother greeted him warmly when he reached his parents' house. His father was scheduled to come home the next day and their relief was tangible. Jason decided he needed to spend more time with his family. His father's illness made him realize he needed to stay close to the people he loved while he still had them.
Dan had hired a college-age kid to help with his charters, so Jason was under no obligation to return to the Keys, although the possibility was not ruled out. He decided to test the job market in his home town. He still had enough money in the bank to live on for a few years, but he knew it would run out eventually if he didn't create an income stream.
After looking over the market, Jason applied at a tool and die company that was within reasonable driving distance. When the owners saw his resume, he was taken on immediately.
Six weeks after taking the job, Jason was in a local watering hole when Beth came in with a man about her age. Both were well dressed and it was obvious they were on a date. He watched as they were shown to a quiet table well away from the bar area. Seeing his chance, Jason dropped some cash on the bar and started for the door. Seeing Beth with another man in a romantic setting upset him more than he would have believed.
Beth saw Jason as soon as she walked in. She had only been seated a short time when she saw him stand and start for the exit.
"Jason! It's so nice to see you. Were you going to leave without saying hello to me?" Beth asked a bit too sweetly. "Allow me to introduce you to my date. Frank Larkin, meet Jason Gibson. Jason, this is Frank Larkin."
"Hi," was all Jason managed as he shook the man's hand. "It's nice to meet you. I don't want to appear rude, but I have an appointment."
"Isn't Candy with you tonight?" Beth asked. "I was hoping to get to know her better."
'No, she isn't with me," Jason replied, wondering why Beth would ask about Candy after meeting her only once for a few minutes.
"Too bad. She really is quite beautiful," Beth added. "Please tell her I was asking about her."
Beth thought she would enjoy Jason's discomfort at being introduced to her date. She wanted to drive home the fact that she had moved on from the divorce. Frank was a handsome, successful businessman who had been after her to have dinner with him for weeks. She had wanted to show Jason that he wasn't the only one who found a better replacement.
For some reason, seeing Jason's obvious discomfort gave her no pleasure. She realized she was acting like a vindictive bitch seeking some sort of pathetic revenge against a man who really hadn't done anything wrong.
Jason noticed Beth's expression change as she spoke and wondered about it. "Jason, I'd like to catch up with you sometime. Are you visiting for very long?"
"I'm working in the area and living with my folks at the moment. Dad had a heart attack. He's okay now, but I decided I needed to spend some quality time with my loved ones. It was nice seeing you again, Beth. Nice to meet you, Frank," Jason replied before turning to leave.
"Was that your ex?" Frank asked as Jason disappeared out the door.
On a Sunday morning, just over two weeks later, Jason was having a late breakfast with his family when the doorbell rang. Brandy had been standing near the refrigerator, so she volunteered to see who was at the door.
"What do you want?" Brandy's less than civil greeting caught the attention of her family. There was a low, unintelligible response before Brandy's next statement. "I don't think he wants to see you. He's finally getting over your betrayal. Why not let it go?"
Jason realized it had to be Beth. He jumped to his feet and went to the door. He looked over Brandy's shoulder to see Beth fighting back tears. He realized he had never mentioned to Brandy or his parents that he and Beth had managed to form a truce of sorts.
"Beth, it's nice t see you," Jason greeted. "It's okay, Brandy. We can be in the same room without coming to blows. Would you like to come in?"
"I don't think that would be a good idea," Beth responded. "Could you come out and talk with me for a few minutes?"
Jason stepped around his stunned sister and closed the door. He placed a hand on Beth's back and guided her down the sidewalk, waiting for her to speak.
"I was a bitch the night you saw me with my date. I was trying to make you feel bad that I have some kind of love life. It was mean and pretty pathetic when I think about it," Beth admitted. "I just wanted to apologize to you.
"Candy is so beautiful and smart. She was nice to me, but I still resented her because you like her. I don't have the right anymore. I know that. I'm trying to act like a rational adult, but it isn't always easy for me. Please don't feel you have to avoid me. I'll never try to embarrass or show you up again."
"I admit I was a bit uncomfortable seeing you with that Frank guy," Jason responded. "Loving someone isn't easy to stop cold turkey. It seems to take time, a lot of time. I hope we'll be able to be in the same place sometime soon and not be so uncomfortable about it. You're young and beautiful. I know men like what they see when they look at you. It's only natural for you to date. Maybe you'll be married with a few kids before long. I'll try my best to be happy for you, but I admit it isn't easy."
"You're always so kind to me, Jason. Thanks so much for being the gentleman you are. I'll let you go back to your family before they call the police on me for stalking or something. Thanks for listening to me and for being so forgiving."
*****
Jason enjoyed his work. He was encouraged to improve on the tools his company used, as well as the products they made. He helped his company build a reputation as an innovator and problem solver. Time moved on as it always does. It was shortly before Thanksgiving when Gavin called him.
"We have our patents! Lana's dad managed to hurry the process a little. He wants you out here in Vegas the first week in December. Wasn't it about two years ago when you came out to Vegas the first time? We met at the big machinery expo and the rest is history."
"Why does he want me out there if we have the patents? Is there more paperwork or something?"
"As a matter of fact, there is," replied Gavin with a hearty laugh. "We have to listen to some proposals and decide who gets to pay us a shit load of money for our hard work. Lana's dad has more than a few big companies interested and we'll need you to explain how the batteries can be fitted into various pieces of machinery for maximum efficiency and power."
Jason explained to his employer that he had business in Las Vegas and would be gone for an undetermined period of time. His boss complained, cajoled and threatened Jason until he finally realized Jason was going regardless of what he said or did. He ended it with the assurance Jason would always have a job available with his company.
Jason was taken by surprise when Candy picked him up at the airport and Dan was with her. "What the hell is going on?" he demanded. "Please don't tell me my two best friends are romantically involved. Isn't that a formula for disaster?"
"Only if Candy suddenly goes as dumb as my sister did," Dan replied as he gave Jason a bro hug. "Candy and I hit it off. The kid helping me after you left didn't pan out. I mentioned it to Candy one night when I was chatting with her on the phone. Next thing I know, she's my first mate and living with me. We're in love, in case you hadn't guessed it.
"What the hell is the big reveal you guys have planned? Candy told me to not ask her any questions, so I'm asking you."
"You'll find out soon enough. I looked over your boat pretty closely, and I think I could outfit it for one of our products. We need to include boat makers in our list of possible buyers."
The next few weeks were extremely busy as Jason spent long hours demonstrating how the batteries would work, how long they would last, how quickly and inexpensively they could be recharged and how much power they could produce. Candy and Gavin demonstrated how easily and inexpensively they could be manufactured, as well as how safe they were for the environment. Between them, all of the bases were pretty well covered.
When all was said and done, they were inundated with incredible offers to purchase their patents. Lana's father suggested he and his partners study the proposals and negotiate the best possible contract for them.
It was late February when the three partners met at Lana's father's office with several corporate bigwigs. Each company had a lawyer of its own at the meeting. Lana's father carefully explained the contracts his firm had negotiated to everyone in the room. Numerous companies were buying the right to use the patents, with the partners receiving both a lump sum payout from each company as well as residual payments based on the number of their batteries put into production.
Jason and his partners staggered out of the meetings three hours later. They were almost too stunned to speak. "I guess our good idea and hard work paid off," Candy understated. "Now we have to meet with all kinds of financial people to make sure we don't do something stupid. Being filthy rich isn't as easy as it looks."
In late March, Jason returned to his hometown. He hadn't yet decided how he was going to break the news to his parents, or even how he wanted to spend his money. He had financial people set up all kinds of financial instruments to protect his wealth and carefully invest it. He still had a lot of money left over for what his people termed 'discretionary spending.'
Jason did manage to splurge on a few things before returning home. He was only back a few days when Dan called him.
"Candy tells me you're a bigger genius than she and Gavin are. Your ideas on implementing the batteries really helped sell them. We're going to get a bigger boat and stop taking people out, except for friends and family.
"Speaking of family, I'm calling because Dad pretty much ran Henderson Manufacturing into the ground. Mom said he's going to have to declare bankruptcy and close the business. You know how my grandfather started that business and how much it means to the community. Beth and I each own 15% of the business, which isn't worth shit right now.
"Candy suggested that we buy it to keep it in the family. That gave me the idea of talking you into splitting the purchase with us. I know you have some good ideas for the business. If you're an owner, you'll make sure it is run right. How about it? Will you join Candy and me in this deal? You can probably buy Beth's share for chicken feed and we'll be equal partners."
"I like the idea, except the part of buying Beth out like that. If we get that business turned around, her share would be worth a lot of money," Jason reasoned. "There's no way I'll go along with doing that to her."
"That's exactly what Candy predicted you'd say," Dan responded cheerfully. "If you're willing, she'll fly up and meet with you and Dad and his financial people. I don't want him to know I'm involved. That way he can negotiate his best deal without undue influences from his family. We'll set up some fancy sounding company name as owners, but the name of the business will remain Henderson Manufacturing, okay? While you're buying the company, I'll be taking the old boat out for one a last hurrah before we get the new one."
"Beth, I want you to come to a meeting tomorrow," Jack Henderson told his daughter. "You and Dan each own 15% of the company. Your grandfather gave it to you years ago. As you know, the business isn't doing very well with foreign competition and new environmental laws. I have a possible buyer and I want you there to hear the offer and give your input. Dan said he's too busy playing boat captain to attend, but he trusts your opinion."
Beth was well aware of her father's financial problems. She knew it wasn't foreign competition or new laws that were the issue. He had refused to alter his business model in thirty years, and he was now the owner of an outdated, poorly-run manufacturing company.
Beth was seated in the boardroom when she saw Candy and Jason enter. She had trouble accepting what she saw. Was Candy wealthy enough to buy the company? What was the company even worth? She forced herself to stand and accept a hug from Candy and a handshake from Jason.
It suddenly came to her. This was going to be Jason's revenge on her father and her. They had disrespected him and now he was going to even the score through his lover's money. Beth set her jaw as she considered her options.
Candy wasted no time in explaining her position. While she knew Dan and Beth each owned a share of the company, she was not interested in buying them. She merely wanted the majority ownership of Beth's parents. Even her father gasped when Candy named the price she was willing to pay. It was at least triple what Beth had expected for the failing business. It would be enough for her parents to retire comfortably, while it would make her share, as well as Dan's, triple in value.
"That seems to be a fair offer," Jack Henderson began, knowing it was far more than the business was worth. "I think we can..."
"Just a minute, Dad," Beth interrupted. "This is a family business. Candy may have the money, but I want a guarantee the business will remain Henderson Manufacturing."
"We can do that," replied Candy before flashing a big smile.
Beth was somewhat surprised at how easily Candy conceded that point, so she thought of another. "I want some sort of promise that you will not be laying off or firing loyal, long-time employees."
"I have spoken to Jason about that very matter. I can assure you that all employees whose performance meets standards will be retained. I can also promise you that there are a few who will be terminated, but everyone will receive whatever compensation their employment contract specifies," Candy responded calmly.
"Now for the big problem," Beth stated defiantly, "The compensation is not adequate. My grandfather started this company from scratch and Dad ran it for almost thirty years. This is my parents' retirement. I want another 10 % added to the purchase price."
Candy wasn't able to suppress her bright smile as she looked at Beth's determined face. "Agreed."
"That's it? No discussion or negotiation? What's going on?" Beth demanded.
"We simply want to be fair and have an amicable transfer of ownership," Candy answered.
"That sounds very fair," Henderson interjected, obviously concerned his daughter would ruin what was a sweet deal for him. "Let's get this written up and signed."
Candy produced contracts from her case. She quickly made several changes before initialing and dating them. Beth was surprised when Candy passed the papers to Jason for his signature and initials. Was it possible they were already married and shared accounts?
Just as Jack Henderson's signature was verified by a notary, Jason looked at his phone and frowned. He turned his back to the room and spoke softly. He wasn't quiet enough because Candy swung around and placed her ear close to Jason's.
Beth's phone began vibrating. There was a call from June, who Beth knew wouldn't call during an important meeting unless something was very wrong.
"The Coast Guard just called! Dan was out in his boat when a nasty storm hit. He reported the problem to the Coast Guard. He told them he was taking on water. They're looking for his boat now. What can we do?"
"Just pray, Mom. I can't talk now. I think I'll get a ride to the Keys and see if I can help. I'll call you later."
"Folks, our business is done and we have to leave now. We each have a copy of the agreement, so we should be fine. Thanks so much," Candy declared to the room."
Jason was following Candy out the door when Beth grabbed his arm. "You're going to go look for Dan. I want you to take me with you."
Jason looked at closely and then simply nodded and began hurrying to catch Candy, who was on her phone. "Have it fueled and ready to leave immediately. We'll be at the airport in half an hour and you'd better be ready to leave."
Jason searched his phone's contacts before placing a call. "Martha, I'm sorry to do this, but I absolutely need you to be docked at the pier before dark. You heard about it? Then you understand our situation. We'll be taking off in less than an hour, so we should see you in three hours or so. Could you call the people who stock it and tell them what we need to be fully stocked? Thanks. See you as soon as we get there."
"What if we can't find him, or if he drowned?" Candy whimpered a few minutes later as Jason drove as fast as he dared to the airport. "Beth, you must be worried sick. I shouldn't have said that about Dan. He's smart and tough. Jason will find him. I know he will."
"I appreciate your concern for Dan. If anyone can survive a bad storm and a sinking boat, he can. If anyone can find him, Jason can. I know that. No one's as resourceful and stubborn as Jason," Beth said through her sobs.
As they hurried down the pier, Beth noticed that Jason and Candy were headed toward what she would consider a yacht. It was long and very luxurious. As they stepped on the deck, they were met by an attractive middle-aged blonde woman.
"I had the master-suite cleaned. It's ready for you to move right in. Kendra and I will share the green cabin, if that's okay."
"That's fine, Martha. Candy, would you be willing to share the master with Beth? I'd appreciate it," Jason said.
"Of course," Candy responded. "That would be great, as long as Beth is okay with it. I'd like to get to know her better. Dan always talks about her. Now that I think about it, you mention her now and then, too. I have some clothes in the red cabin. I'll move them to the master and share with Beth. I think we're about the same size."
Soon, the huge boat was underway. Beth was ushered to a stateroom which was every bit as nice as any hotel room she had ever used. As she looked at the accommodations, she couldn't help but wonder why Candy was so nice to her. She knew if the shoe was on the other foot, she would not be welcoming Jason's ex with open arms. Was Candy that secure in their relationship?
Jason had the boat underway and headed in the direction of Dan's last known location. As soon as he possibly could, he was in the cockpit checking the instruments he had personally installed. He felt a surge of relief when he saw he was receiving signals from the GPS transmitters he had placed on Dan's fishing boat and both its life rafts. He had made certain he installed the best water proof instruments money could buy.



As he considered the situation, he wondered why the Coast Guard hadn't found Dan before this. Rather than stew over it, Jason placed a call to the Coast Guard and asked if Dan had been found and if not, were they tracking him. He was told that the unexpected and very violent storm had covered a wide area and created numerous rescue situations.
Jason explained how Dan's boat had trackers on the two life rafts, as well as in the cockpit. He would sail in the direction of the signal, but wanted to be updated if the Coast Guard found him.
Early the next morning, Jason was told that a Coast Guard plane had made eye contact with Dan's life raft, but did not have any vessels near it at that time. Jason assured them he was headed to the location and would report back as soon as they found him.
Jason then went to the master-suite to report his findings. Beth opened the door as soon as he knocked. She looked tired, but lovely. She motioned him to enter the room.
"The Coast Guard had a plane out this morning. They made eye contact with Dan in a life raft. He looked to be well. I have a tracker sending me his position, so we should catch up to him in a few hours."
Beth felt immense relief, but was surprised at how happy the news made Candy. She wrapped her arms around Jason and hugged him tightly as tears streamed down her smiling cheeks. The situation just seemed a bit odd to Beth. Jason soon excused himself to check on his other passengers.
"I feel so much better now," Candy declared. "Why don't we dress to impress the guys? I want Dan to be speechless when we pluck him out of the sea. I'll wear my orange bikini. I think my green one would go great with your hair and complexion. You should wear it. Later, we can draw straws, or flip a coin to see who gets this stateroom tonight."
Beth was confused, but reluctant to ask questions and sound as clueless as she felt. One thing she agreed with Candy on was how good the green bikini would look on her. She admitted to herself that she felt that she was in competition with Candy, even if Candy had already claimed the prize.
Jason actually stuttered when the two women appeared on deck wearing the small bikinis and big grins. "What's the matter? Haven't you ever seen two beautiful women in bikinis before?" Candy teased.
"Not at the same time," Jason replied as he openly looked the two women over from head to toe, spending some extra time in the areas in between.
Jason noticed Martha Houseman walking toward them. "I didn't get the chance to introduce you last night. Beth, this is Martha Houseman and her beautiful daughter, Kendra. Ladies, meet Beth."
Kendra was fifteen years old, but looked a couple years older. Beth saw how she looked at Jason and how she flinched when she heard Beth's name. "Are you Jason's ex-wife? You're divorced, aren't you?"
"Yes, Kendra, I'm the idiot who let Jason get away, leaving the field open for all kinds of beautiful women," Beth admitted. "I have to warn you, the competition is pretty tough. He's quite a catch."
"That's for sure!" Kendra blurted. "He's so strong and good looking. I..."
"I think that's enough, Kendra," Martha broke in. "As a 15 year old girl, Jason will have no interest. He's the kind of guy who obeys laws and avoids angry mothers."
"Martha Houseman? Are you related to the Housemans who own thousands of acres of woodlands and a huge logging company?" Beth asked. "I had a client who worked for them for many years before settling in our town."
"That would be me," Martha acknowledged.
"So this is your yacht? It's beautiful. Thanks so much for letting me sail with you and for helping find my brother. That's very kind of you."
Martha looked at Jason as she responded. "It isn't my yacht. It belongs to a very good friend who shall remain anonymous at this point, for some unknown reason. You're correct that it's an impressive vessel."
"I told Beth we'd flip a coin or draw straws to see who gets the master stateroom tonight," Candy joked as she watched Jason's discomfort. "How long will it be before we reach Dan? He might think we've given up on him."
Two hours later, Jason reported that they were able to see Dan's life raft bobbing on the ocean. Beth was surprised that it still took almost an hour to reach him.
Dan was grinning like a Chesire Cat when he was helped onto the deck. Candy was immediately in his arms, laughing and crying at the same time. Then she pulled Dan's face down and gave him a deep, lingering kiss. Beth was shocked at their display of obvious affection. They were both Jason's good friends, but they totally disregarded his feelings. Beth was anxious as she thought about Jason having to suffer through another betrayal. Her thoughts shifted gears when Dan pulled her tight and hugged her.
"What are you doing to Jason?" Beth asked softly in Dan's ear. "You and Candy are going to break his heart again."
Dan stepped back but kept his grip on Beth's arms and turned his head sideways as if studying her. "Do you think Jason and Candy are a couple, or at least were a couple?"
"Well, yes, I do. They've been together for over almost two years and it's shameful what you've done to Jason. He's been nothing but the best friend a man could ever hope to have and you steal Candy from him?"
"Wait! Did you just accuse Dan of 'stealing' me from Jason? What have you been telling Beth about us, Jason? Why does she think we were ever romantically involved?" Candy asked. "Were you giving her a line to make her jealous?"
"I don't know what Jason's been telling you, Beth, but we are not now, nor have ever been in any sort of romance, not even for one night. I'm in love with your brother. I thought Jason was fine with that."
"Now that I think about it, he never actually said you were together, but you're so beautiful and he was working with you on that project. I thought you two had hooked up."
"I thought the same thing, Sis, but both of them have assured me that wasn't the case. They didn't have those kinds of feelings about each other," Dan stated. "Candy thinks Jason is still head over heels in love with you, but you and I know that's just crazy."
"This is pretty embarrassing," Beth managed before breaking into tears and fleeing to the stern of the boat.
She was still sitting on a lounge chair an hour later when Candy approached her. "Do you mind if I sit down next to you. I hate to be pushy, but we still need to decide who gets the big stateroom tonight. Dan ate a big meal and now he's taking a nap in a hammock, but I know he's going to be looking for me when the suns starts going down."
"You can have it, okay? What in hell would I need it for?" Beth replied heatedly. "The last guy I dated asked me to marry him and I refused because I had never gotten over Jason. I realized I couldn't marry a man I didn't love, and the one man I did love couldn't stand to be anywhere near me. What does that leave me with, Candy? In a way it was better when I thought you and Jason were together. Then I knew I'd never have a chance and I might have been able to find someone else."
"Does that mean you'd take the stateroom if Jason were included in the deal?" Candy asked sympathetically.
"No, it doesn't," Beth immediately replied. "I promised myself the only man I'll ever go to bed with is one who I truly believe loves me, wants to marry me and have a family with me. I don't want to be friends with benefits, a booty call, or one night stand. That was me in a different life, but no more."
"I think I understand, but my question remains unanswered," Candy insisted. "Why don't you talk to Jason and let me know what you decide about sleeping arrangements?"
"I really don't think Jason will want to talk with me after this afternoon," Beth replied. "I just hope he doesn't toss me overboard like he did my father."
"Never happen, Beth," came a voice from behind her chair.
Beth swung around to find Jason standing very close to where she was seated. "Did you come to laugh at me? What do you want from me, Jason? Being around you is upsetting my whole system. I feel like I'm a captive or something. I really can't explain it."
"You don't have to. I know exactly how that feels," Jason said. "I've enjoyed having you around. I'd like to have you around a lot more."
"At least until I shoot myself in the foot? Then you'll toss me to the curb like a bag of trash. I can't go through that again."
"Are you telling me you'd pull another stunt like last time? You can't be trusted? I'm not enough for you?"
"I'm trying to tell you that you don't trust me and probably never will. If something happens where it looks like I screwed up, you'd take another runner and I'd be alone again. It hurts too much to even consider," Beth admitted.
"Would you be interested in making love with me if I promised it was a forever thing? Could I convince you that I'd always hear your side of things before making any decisions? Could I trust you to love me the way I expect a woman to love me, faithfully and forever?"
"Jason, that guy Frank who I introduced you to wanted to marry me. I moved in with him for a few weeks before I realized it was a mistake. I'm pretty much soiled goods now. There were the partners at the law firm and then Frank. I've been with all of them since I last slept with you. I'm just trying to be honest here and it hurts me to know it's my fault you can't love me. I also know if I ever lie to you, you'll never love me. It's quite a dilemma."
"In the interest of full disclosure, I've slept with more women than that since we divorced. It wasn't love making so much as an enjoyable biological interaction with another person."
"That's what you call it? You can't just tell me you fucked their brains out?" asked Beth with a grin. "You didn't address my other concern, which was when I sleep with a man again, he'll be the man who will father my children and marry their mother. He'll be able and willing to provide a stable home and a steady income. Can you promise that?"
"Actually, I can," Jason replied. "I'm hellish rich. I used that $25 k you send me after the divorce and built it into a hundred million, give or take a few bucks. I guess half of it should be yours."
Beth began laughing as she listened to Jason. "Then why did you have to borrow this yacht? You should have one of your own. Our kids would need some privacy, don't you think?"
"This is my yacht, Beth. Welcome aboard Fidelity. I guess half of it is yours since you sent me the money to get started."
"You're serious, aren't you?" asked Beth wide-eyed. "You named this boat Fidelity? Do you think since you're all muscled up, tanned, wear that sexy beard and have millions of dollars, I'm going to drop my little bikini bottoms and let you have your way with me? I promised myself that the next time I fell in love, I'd know better what to do. I'll sign any prenuptial agreement your shyster can dream up, but what is it that I need to hear from you for these panties to hit the deck?"
"Beth, I love you more than when we were married. I want you to marry me again, but with the understanding that we are always faithful and completely devoted to each other. Will you marry me?"
"Let's go tell that bitch that the big stateroom is reserved for the owner and his intended. She can bang my brother in the damned hammock for all I care. By the way, I want three kids, a dog and a yacht. I hope you're up for it."
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My boss, Jim Wright, told me to do a quick tour of the hotel so I could see how extensive the electrical upgrades would need to be. Meanwhile, he was meeting with the hotel owners in their office. I strolled across the pool area, cleverly not letting anyone know I was trying my damnedest to take in all the cleavage I possibly could. That was when I saw a forty-something redheaded fox chatting with a man obviously several years younger than she.
They had pulled their lounge chairs together and the man had his hand on her left knee. In so doing, his elbow was in constant contact with the lady's generously formed left breast. I immediately hurried away from the pool area, relaxing only when I was well out of sight of the pool.
I mulled over my options for all of twenty seconds. I instinctively knew what I had to do, but briefly considered the ramifications. I saw only one honorable course of action.
I took out my cell phone and texted a short message to my boss. I carefully made my way back to the pool area, remaining as inconspicuous as possible. I stood in the shade of an overhead balcony with my phone's camera function displayed. I counted slowly to twenty-five and began filming the couple I had noticed earlier.
The woman was now lying on her lounge chair with her top undone as the man slowly applied sunscreen to her back, paying particular attention to her impressive side-boobage area that was forced out from under her torso and was on spectacular display.
I had only been videoing for a few seconds when an obviously enraged man rushed up to the couple. He grabbed a handful of the lotion applier's hair and ruthlessly jerked his head back. Doing so exposed the man's chin and throat. I easily heard the 'whack' as the angry man's fist met Romeo's throat. It was followed immediately by a second blow, this time to the man's chin.
The man who had been attending to the voluptuous redhead a few short seconds ago was now lying on the pool's apron making horrible retching sounds as blood oozed from his mouth and onto the pool deck.
It had all happened so fast that the woman barely had time to look back to see the very angry man rubbing his fist as he stood over her. That lasted a few seconds before he grabbed her red tresses.
"Jim!" was all she managed to blurt before he pulled her to her feet by the hair on her head. I was still recording so I captured her unfettered but rather firm tits bouncing as the man swung her around to face him.
"You fucking slut!" was all he managed as he glared at his wife's panic stricken face and then down at her unencumbered breasts. I briefly worried that he was going to strike her, but luckily, he reined in his temper and simply pushed her backwards into the pool. He proceeded to throw a few chairs and plastic tables across the deck before seeing me standing off to the side. He slumped noticeably before lumbering my way.
"Mike, get me to the fucking truck before I wind up in jail," was all he managed as tears began streaking down his cheeks.
I led Jim to the parking lot and directed him into the company truck. By this time, he was an actual zombie, showing little emotion and staring straight ahead as I drove to the interstate.
The two hour ride home was eerily silent, except for the occasional guttural sound emanating from Jim's throat. I parked in his driveway and walked him into the house. Jim sat at the kitchen table as I pulled two beers from the refrigerator. I placed one in front of him and popped the other open for myself. I dropped into a chair across from him. His unwavering stare made me more than a little uncomfortable.
Finally, I looked him in the eyes for several seconds before asking, "Did we get the contract?"
Jim blinked at my question before suddenly breaking into gales of laughter. "You dumb fuck," was all he muttered as he opened his beer and took a long pull.
My question may have been stupid, but it broke Jim out of his trance. "That lying bitch told me she was going to spend a few days with her mother at her parents' lake cabin. She left yesterday morning. She's probably been fucking that damned Harris since yesterday afternoon.
"Hell! I called her mom's cabin this morning and asked to speak to Callie. Her mom told me she was in the shower, but she'd have her call me in a few minutes. Callie called me about ten minutes later. If she was in her mother's bathroom at the lake at ten o'clock this morning, there's no way in hell she could have driven to the Timberbrook by the time you found her with that fucker, One-Nut Harris."
"Which would indicate her mother was covering for her," I reasoned.
"That means that her mother knew what the hell Callie was doing and covered for her," Jim reiterated my sentiments. "Hell, she's been visiting her mother at the cabin every summer since we've been married. Now I have to wonder how long this shit's been going on and if Numb Nut was the first, or just one of many."
Jim had a good point and I considered it from every possible angle as I drove home. It seemed possible, and even likely, that Jim's wife was aided and abetted in her cheating by her own mother. Could it be an inherited trait, or simply some sort of weakness that has been nurtured for generations?
When I pulled into my driveway, I saw my mother-in-law's car. I didn't feel like listening to her bullshit, so I parked and walked around to the back door, knowing my wife, Traci, would be sitting at the kitchen table drinking a wine with her mother.
I was correct, as usual. The only thing I hadn't expected was the volume of the conversation. Well, to be honest, the volume and the content were both a bit of a shock.
"Holy shit, Mom!" Traci practically yelled at her mother. "You know how Dad hates One Nut. What in hell were you thinking?"
I couldn't help but feel some pride in Traci's indignation over her mother's actions. She and I had pledged to remain faithful throughout our married lives. Traci and I definitely saw eye to eye on that point.
"Please don't refer to Bentley as 'One Nut.' That was an unfortunate accident. Besides, he's still able to perform quite well," Callie insisted.
"That's hardly the point here," Traci replied. "You were out in broad daylight with a man other than Dad, and only about two hours from home. I've warned you about letting your guard down, but you did it anyway."
"I thought we were far enough away from home to be safe. I don't know why your father was there, or how he found us by the pool. He never goes to hotels and certainly not to their pools. Do you think he's cheating on me?"
"No, I don't," Traci responded. "Dad adores you. He'd never cheat and I'm sure he had no any idea that you'd put the horns on him. That's why his reaction was so violent. He must have been shocked to see One Nut rubbing lotion on your big boobs."
"Bentley was only rubbing lotion on the sides of my breasts," Callie stated. "He was a perfect gentleman."
"I'm sure he was. Dad throat punched him and then broke his jaw for no good reason. How are you going to handle this, Mom? It sounds like Dad is really pissed."
"I'd like to stay with you for a few days until your father calms down, if you don't mind. You know how Jim adores me. He'll get over this little mistake."
"Maybe, as long as he doesn't find out about any of your other mistakes," Traci suggested. "You know that they wouldn't go over well."
Callie had made 'other mistakes' as Traci called them? My wife knew about them? She didn't seem very surprised that her mom had been with One Nut. This information was disturbing.
Not wanting them to know I was in the house and overhearing their conversation, I went quietly out the back door and around to the front. Both mother and daughter stopped speaking as I opened the door.
I nodded to the now silent duo as I moved to the refrigerator and took out a beer. It occurred to me that they had no idea how much I knew about the day's activities and were waiting for me to give some indication of my knowledge. I turned and went upstairs to take a shower.
They had to be wondering how much I knew, how I would react, what I would say and who I would tell. I decided to keep them guessing. The entire situation was distasteful as hell and Traci's role in it was disturbing, to say the least. It boggled my mind that Traci apparently knew her mom slutted around, yet never mentioned it to her father, or me. Keeping a secret like that was the same as lying as far as I was concerned.
I had just finished putting on some fresh clothes when Traci came into the bedroom. "Mom and Dad had a little argument today. Mom wants to stay with us for a few days until they can work out their disagreement. I told her she could. I hope you don't mind."
"What kind of husband would I be if I objected to my wife's mother staying a few days?" I asked rhetorically. "Your parents deserve special consideration. Look how good your dad has been to me. He's really a great guy."
Traci seemed to study my face for any clues about my feelings. When I mentioned her father, she seemed to flinch a little, but that could have been my imagination.
"That's one of the reasons I love you so much, Mike. You always treat me and my family like we're special," Traci replied.
"I've been working with your father for five years. I knew him before I met you and he is special. He gave me my first real job. He's a good boss, a great father-in-law and the best dad a girl could ever have."
For some reason, my praise of her father didn't seem to please Traci as much as it should have. I never noticed it before, but it now appeared to me that Traci carried some feelings of guilt about her mother's extramarital escapades. Had I just been oblivious before this?
Callie spent half the dinner asking me questions about work. She wanted to know what projects we had going, what we were bidding on and where I had been working that day. It was apparent she was fishing to find out how much I knew and how Jim came to be at the same hotel where she had been getting a 'One Nut special' the previous evening.
I avoided any mention of Jim being asked to bid on an upgrade at Hotel Fornication or my part in the swimming pool denouement. I had decided that my wife and her mother weren't the only people who could have secrets.
After dinner, I announced I was going to mow the lawn. Because my suspicions were dominating my thoughts, I carefully left my phone in record mode behind a banana on the kitchen counter well away from the dishwasher.
It was getting dark when I finished putting the mower away. Both women were watching 'Survivor' on the TV in the living room. I pocketed my phone and bid them good night before going upstairs to the master bedroom.
I listened to the recorded conversation my wife had with her mother after I left the house. It was eye opening, to put it mildly. The two women plotted on how to gain Jim's forgiveness. They kicked around a few ideas, but it mostly boiled down to Callie fucking Jim stupid for as long as it took for him to totally forgive and trust his wayward wife.
My wife helpfully suggested that Callie increase the number of blowjobs she gave Jim and let him have her ass now and then. Callie was not keen on that option.
"Bentley insisted on anal, and with his big dick, it was no fun at all," Callie admitted. "Jim has never been very interested in taking my ass and that's fine with me. I only allow a lover to have it on special occasions, but Bentley's big dick has made me reconsider that perk."
"Who knew One Nut had a big cock?" Traci joked.
"To be honest, I had heard some rumors," Callie revealed. "Mom heard Mary Chase telling Sue Land about how big Bentley's cock was and she mentioned it to me."
"Grandma told you One Nut had a big dick? I'm surprised she didn't try it on for size when Grandpa went on one of his golf trips.
"You're waggling your eyes! Don't tell me One Nut fucked Grandmother. She's like sixty-two or something," Traci stated in obvious amazement.
"It was a couple of years ago and I hope to look as good as Mom when I'm her age," Callie stated. "It really turns Bentley on to talk about how he slept with a mother and daughter combination. He even wanted me to ask if he could go for the hat trick with you. Not many men get three generations in a family."
'Are you kidding me? He's almost as old as Dad and only has one nut," Traci pointed out. "I can't even imagine being with him. How big is his dick, anyway?"
"Let's just say you wouldn't be disappointed," Callie replied as if she was recommending a good hair dresser. "Just make sure I'm not bouncing a little Bentley grandkid on my knee."
"I've never cheated on Mike and I certainly wouldn't start with One Nut," Traci declared. "I want Mike to father any kids we have. That's one thing I'll make sure of. I love the guy."
"I love your father, too. That's what makes this all so hard. I don't want a divorce," Callie insisted. "It's just that he works so many hours and comes home tired a lot. We've been lucky to have sex a couple of times a week. That's why I needed Bentley."
"Really, Mom? What about George Marsh and Jeff Stevens and God only knows who else?"
"I don't like the way this conversation is headed. Let's go watch 'Survivor'. I think that big assed Italian woman is going to be voted off this week," Callie stated in an obvious effort to change the subject.
I saved the conversation to a flash drive and went to bed knowing I would be getting very little sleep that night. I had a lot to think about.
Work the next day was painful. Jim was a mess as he gave out work assignments to start the day. There were five of us working for Wright's Electric, and we exchanged glances as Jim stumbled through his directives. As was the norm, Jim and I worked together on our current project, so he climbed into the passenger seat of the company truck.
We were wiring a house under construction, so we were able to talk freely without fear of anyone listening in. Once Jim began telling me about his situation, he continued all morning. I guess it was cathartic for him, but it served to jumble my mental state even more.
I was having a difficult time reconciling what I had heard from my wife and her mother with the future I had envisioned. Would Traci eventually become a wandering wife like her mother and apparently her grandmother? Would I have enough influence in her life to keep her faithful? Was it worth the risk of a failed marriage, or living life as a cuckold?
"Callie called me this morning," Jim began. "She told me she wanted to apologize for the impression she may have given me that she was cheating with Bentley. She calls the fucker Bentley.
"She said it was the only time she ever cheated or even came close. He had been chasing her for months and she finally succumbed to his charm and that one amazing ball.
"I asked her how long her mother has been covering for her affairs and she began stuttering. It never occurred to her that it was obvious to me that her mother was lying about her whereabouts. We exchanged a few unpleasant words and I hung up."
I didn't know if I should tell Jim the information I had gleaned from my eavesdropping. If he decided to reconcile, it would simply make matters worse. I decided to not make a decision, but I did it in a decisive manner.
"Jim, you need to take your time and find out what's really going on. It could be that was the first time, or possibly not. I suggest you mull the situation over and consider all the ramifications of your decision, whether you keep Callie or toss her to the curb."
"I feel bad for you, Mike. You're married to my daughter but work with me, so you're caught in the middle of this mess. I feel like I wasted 25 years of my life. If it weren't for having Traci, I'd say my married life was a meaningless sham. Having a wonderful daughter and dependable son-in-law is the only saving grace."
I was still undecided about my future course of action when I arrived home that evening. As soon as I entered the kitchen, Traci and her mother were all over me.
"Dad told Mom that you were the one who told him that Mom was at the pool with Bentley," stated Traci with more than a little ire. "What kind of asshole tries to destroy his wife's parents' marriage?"
"Really? What would you suggest I should have done?" I asked more calmly than I felt.
"You could have told me Jim was nearby and to get the hell out of the pool area," Callie chipped in. "That would have been the gentlemanly thing to do."
"I was afraid you'd lose the pleasure of One Nut massaging your tits in public. I was only thinking of you, although those exposed tits of yours were distracting as hell," I retorted. "It isn't my fault you and your mother were lying to Jim, that you were fucking a one-nutted wonder, that your tits were seen by many, that Jim cold cocked the cocky bastard and that you're trying to peddle a load of shit to one of the best guys I've ever known."
"You heard about Grandma lying to Jim?" Traci asked. "This just keeps getting worse and worse."
"You've got no idea," I stated. "You knew about your mother and grandmother being round-heeled sluts, yet you lied to help them maintain that status. Now you're all pissed at me because your mother was goddamn dumb enough to let a low life, one balled bastard play with her tits in public, like somehow it's my fault. I'll stick with my decision to be honest and upfront with Jim while you two try to justify the fucking shit you've been pulling on your father and grandfather all these years."
I could see the worry in Traci's face as she considered my words. "I've never cheated on you and I never would. I'm not like Mom and Grandma. I tried to help them keep their nasty secrets, but I hated it. I kept telling them to end their affairs and be faithful to their husbands."
"You did?" Callie asked before Traci could give her a death stare.
"She did," Callie suddenly agreed as understanding of Traci's plight swept over her. "She said she'd never cheat on you and insisted Mom and I start toeing the line, fidelity-wise. I was wrong to let Bentley seduce me, but it'll never happen again. I've learned my lesson. I swear."
"Did George Marsh and Jeff Stevens have big cocks, too, or were just extremely persuasive?" I blurted before I could control my mouth.
"Traci, did you tell Mike about George and Jeff? Did you turn on me to save your own ass?" demanded Callie. "How could Mike know about them if you didn't tell him?
"Oh, no!" wailed Callie. "Did you tell Jim about George and Jeff? What about Bill Simons? Does Jim know about him, too?"
"Not yet," I replied with a smile.
The next day at work was interesting because of all the life changing decisions. I told Jim everything I had overheard his wife and daughter discuss. He was mad as hell, then incredibly depressed.
"I don't see that I have any choice, Mike. I'm going to contact a lawyer and get a divorce. Don't try to talk me out of it."
"I wouldn't dream of it," I replied somberly. "I was thinking we could use the same lawyer and maybe get a better rate."
"But Traci said she's never cheated on you," Jim argued. "There's no reason for you to divorce Traci. She loves you. I know she does."
"I know Callie loves you, yet I wouldn't try to talk you out of a divorce. You're the one who helped me make up my mind, Jim. If I didn't have the benefit of your wisdom and experience, I might be tempted to stay with Traci.
"You told me how you felt like you had wasted 25 years by being married to a cheater. I don't want to be in a position to say the same thing in 23 years. I have no trust left for your daughter. I'd be spending every day worrying that she was out looking for a bigger cock.
"I know damn well Traci would insist on letting Callie and Callie's mother see our kids and be influences in their life. Leaving Traci alone with my daughters would cause me concern, but allowing your wife and her mother to even speak to them scares me to death," I admitted. "You can see why I can't continue down that road, can't you?"



Four years later, I decided to take my wife, Amber, out on our second anniversary. Our daughter Megan was six months old and Amber's parents were more than happy to keep her for the night.
Since it was our anniversary, I splurged for a room at a Ritz, which was a drive of almost a hundred miles. I had dinner reservations and looked forward to showing my wife how much her love meant to me.
I had requested a secluded table and was pleased when we were shown to a rather dark corner of the dining room. After ordering our meals and exchanging some sexual banter, Amber suddenly sat up straighter and stared at the entrance.
"Isn't that your ex-wife?" she asked. "I remember she was two years ahead of me in school and looked like a fashion model. She's still beautiful.
"I heard she remarried, but I've never seen her husband. He looks like he's quite a bit older than she is."
"Actually, he's the same age as Traci," I answered as I turned to see my ex-wife being seated across the room.
"Well, he's had a hard life then. He looks old enough to be her father," Amber observed.
"That's not her husband. That guy only has one ball," I replied with a sigh. "I made the right decision four years ago. Being with you and seeing Traci now fills me with relief and joy."
"What does her husband look like?" Amber asked now that her curiosity was piqued.
"He looks just like the guy coming through the door with the baseball bat in his hand," I responded as I silently thanked my lucky stars.
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My wife, Alana, and I were at an upscale restaurant when I noticed my best friend in the world approaching our table. I quickly whispered to my wife.
“Terrance Landis is coming this way. You remember that I told you how he’s been my best friend since second grade? That’s true, but be very careful around him. He’s a huge pussy hound.”
“Luckily, my pussy is far from huge, so I should be safe,” Alana replied softly. “Isn’t he the friend who happens to be very wealthy?”
I nodded to my wife as I stood to shake Terrance’s hand. He would have none of it. He wrapped his arms around me and gave me a hearty bear hug. It was a bit embarrassing in such a public setting.
“Tim! It’s damn good to see you again. It’s been far too long since we’ve spent some time together,” Terrance stated as he slowly looked Alana over from head to tits, with his gaze lingering on her impressive breasts.
“Can I assume this is your lovely wife, Alana? I was in Singapore when you married her, but I did send a gift. I hope you’ve enjoyed it.”
“You’re the friend who sent Tim that new pickup truck, aren’t you?” Alana gushed as she stood and held her arms out for a hug.
“Alana, this is my best friend, Terrance,” I managed as he gently but firmly pushed me to the side so that he could gather Alana into his arms. “Terrance, meet my wife, Alana. I’ve told her a lot about you.”
“You never mentioned he was so tall and good looking,” Alana quickly pointed out as she hugged Terrance longer than I felt was appropriate for a married woman. “What brings you to Daytona, Terrance?”
“I just purchased a condo over at The Dunes, and I’m having it remodeled. I’m renting a room at a local hotel and just stopped in for a lonely dinner.”
“You bought a condo at The Dunes and you’re remodeling it? They’re practically brand new. I can’t imagine you’d need to change very much,” Alana responded. “I heard the smaller units begin at over a million dollars.”
“That’s true,” Terrance agreed. “However, they have small bedrooms. They feel cramped to me. Luckily, a penthouse was available, so I purchased it. I’m having it painted and I’m replacing the furniture.
It was obvious to me that Terrance was doing his best to impress Alana. He had always had the knack of determining what a woman was interested in and heading right to her happy place. Alana was a material girl to the extreme. I had a healthy income and more than a few bucks saved, but Alana seemed determined to spend us into the poorhouse.
We were celebrating our third anniversary, yet she seemed content to ignore me in favor of Terrance. It was so obvious some of the other diners were looking my way with apparent sympathy.
“It appears the waiter is bringing out our meal, Alana. We should retake our seats and eat while it’s still hot,” I reasoned, thinking we’d be able to concentrate on each other once again.
Alana didn’t dispute anything I said, but she upped the stakes as she merely glanced at our steaks. “Terrance, you have to join us! Tim is always talking so fondly of you and I’d like to get to know you better. My husband’s best friend is my friend as well.”
“I hate to intrude on a romantic dinner,” began Terrance as I nodded in understanding.
“Nonsense,” Alana broke in immediately. “Waiter, Terrance will be joining us for dinner. Could you bring a table setting for him? Thanks so much.”
The waiter turned on his heel and began his quest. In less than a minute, Terrance was seated at our table and monopolizing the conversation. I managed to win a game of solitaire on my phone as he and Alana discussed everything and anything. I was pretty much ignoring the entire conversation until I head Alana use my name, as in addressing me.
“Tim, we have two spare rooms. Why don’t we have Terrance stay with us? You two guys could continue to catch up. Terrance would have the chance to enjoy some home cooking. His condo will be finished in a week or so. It wouldn’t be any imposition at all.”
I was stunned at Alana’s statement. She thought Terrance would enjoy her cooking? I had no doubt she’d be ordering some very expensive takeout meals from some very good restaurants, then placing it on her best china. Knowing Terrance as I did, I was reasonably certain that he would be eating at the Y by week’s end. I had explained to her what a pussy hound he was, and I had to admit it. Her pussy would please any connoisseur of fine dining.
My first wife, Helen, had died after 22 years of marriage. She and Terrance had been great friends, but I never worried about them being inappropriate in any way. Helen was as trustworthy and loyal as a wife could possibly be. Sadly, she died from a sudden heart attack five years previously. I grieved for over a year before meeting Alana at a charity function.
She was eleven years younger than I, but it didn’t seem to matter to her. I soon proposed and we’d been married just three years. It was Alana’s second marriage. She had divorced the first husband after she caught him cheating, or so she claimed. One thing I would not do was cheat on my wife. It just wasn’t in me, and Alana knew it.
It didn’t seem to require very much persuasion on Alana’s part to convince Terrance to stay with us, unless you consider the considerable cleavage she displayed as she leaned toward him to catch his every word as persuasion. Her tits appeared to have a will of their own as they swayed, jiggled, bounced and enthusiastically struggled to escape their confines. Terrance stared, transfixed in obvious appreciation.
Naturally, Terrance didn’t have to get up early in the morning to go to work. That is a curse reserved for those of us who don’t have millions of dollars in the bank and more pouring in every day. Alana hadn’t had a job since she had divorced her first husband. Apparently, she had done quite well in her divorce. She had me sign a prenuptial agreement stating I would never have any claim on her money regardless of how long we remained married. I was okay with, it since I had a steady income stream from my investments as well a very good job.
When I came home Monday evening, Alana and Terrance seemed to even more friendly than they had been at the restaurant the previous evening. Dinner was ready and it was exceptionally good. I checked the trash can. As I had expected, I found containers from a local restaurant.
Terrance and Alana were so wrapped up in their own little world that they never noticed when I left the living room in a bit of a huff and stomped up the stairs and went to bed. I failed at embarrassing myself, as they paid me no attention.
I was quite surprised when I came home Wednesday evening and found Alana seemingly waiting for me. She was sitting on the expensive couch she just had to have. Next to her, far too close in my opinion, especially for a male friend she had recently met, sat Terrance.
“Tim, we need to talk,” was Alana’s opening salvo.
I was once again caught by surprise. It was only fucking Wednesday. How in hell could Terrance have worked his magic that quickly? I knew he was good at everything he set his mind to, but this was impressive as hell. It was going to cost me more than a few bucks. I was sure of that.
“Terrance and I have discovered that we’re soul mates,” Alana explained. “We didn’t mean for it to happen, but it did. We both feel terrible about it, but there’s no denying the incredibly strong attraction we feel for each other.
“Tim, I’m going to divorce you. As soon as it becomes final, I’ll marry Terrance. Please, don’t try to talk me out of it.”
“I’ll be damned if I’ll give up my house and half my life savings just because you couldn’t keep your legs closed, and this ass-wipe couldn’t keep his dick in his pants. I’ll fight you every step of the way,” I declared with more conviction than I felt.
“That’s so typical of an insecure little man,” Alana declared with disdain. “I didn’t marry you for money and I don’t want any when we divorce. Terrance and I both believe the divorce will go through much quicker if I just walk away with the money I brought into the marriage.
“What do you think, Tim? Is that incentive enough to grant me a quick divorce?” Alana demanded.
“Where do you want me to sign?” I cleverly retorted.
“I knew money meant more to you than I ever did. I’ll be spending the next few nights with Terrance while we wait for his condo to be painted. I don’t want to hear any complaints. No sniveling, crying or whining,” Alana insisted.
I simply nodded, turned and left for the nearest tavern.
It’s amazing how fast a divorce can go through the courts when the three people involved are eager for it and one of them is very wealthy. A few months later, I was once again a single man.
The weekend after my divorce was final, I returned to the same restaurant I had been in with Alana when she first met Terrance. I found him sitting at a table for two. I simply walked in and joined him.
“Do you want to kiss my feet here in the restaurant, or wait for a more private setting?” Terrance asked with a big grin.
“I don’t know how you can be so happy. You didn’t have to ask Alana to marry you. Now she can go after you for fraud, breach of contract, blatant lying, or being such a prick to her,” I offered.
“Not going to happen,” Terrance replied calmly. “As usual, you don’t see the big picture.”
“Why don’t you enlighten me then? I know Alana and she’s nothing if not stubborn, vindictive and mean as hell.”
“You didn’t feel that way when you asked her to marry you, did you?” Terrance asked with a chuckle. “Think about it. What was the final straw that made you decide you wanted to get rid of her?”
“I don’t know. Maybe it was finding out her damned personal trainer was porking her three times a week. For some reason, that tripped my switch. She had me over a barrel. If I went for a divorce, even for adultery, she would have gotten half of everything, plus spousal support. That’s why I called you for suggestions.
“I never thought you’d get her to ask for a divorce by Wednesday, though. That was amazing. Your line of bullshit must have improved over the years,” I added.
“It has more to do with how my portfolio has improved over the years. Once she realized how much money I had, she couldn’t seduce me fast enough. I have to say that I’m going to miss her between the sheets. Banging your wife was one of the greatest highlights of my life,” Terrance gleefully admitted.
“That particular talent of hers was what got me into the mess,” I replied seriously. “You did a great job getting me free from a gold-digging bitch, but why aren’t you more concerned about how she’ll take being dumped? She might figure out the entire scheme. She may be a slut, but she’s a smart one.”
“Remember that I mentioned the big picture?” Terrance asked. “For an engagement gift, I gave Alana a weekend at Ritz with a spa day included.”
“You idiot,” I spat at him. “Didn’t I tell you that Alana’s stud, the personal trainer, was now working as a masseur at the Ritz? She could have run into him.”
“No shit? I asked for him by name when I set up the spa date,” Terrance revealed. “Last night I decided to visit her, just to see how happy she was with her gift. Since I had paid for the room, I had a key. Fortunately, I also had my phone set to video. Not surprisingly, I found her exceedingly happy… with her gift.”
“She was with him? You have video? She was cheating on you?” I managed as I slowly organized my thoughts. “You must have been very upset. Perhaps angry enough to break off the engagement?”
“Alana was devastated at my unforgiving attitude,” Terrance responded with a smirk. “It was the first time she had ever done anything like that. It would never happen again. I agreed with her on that. It won’t be happening to me. She’s out apartment shopping right now, at least between her sobs and curses.
“You owe me a dinner for getting her to state that she wanted a divorce on Wednesday,” Terrance added with a wide smile.
“You saved me a fortune, Bro. I’ll be delighted to buy you dinner. You’ve always been there for me. Alana has no clue about relationships, but you do. That’s what love is.”
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"What do you mean you're leaving the area?" Stan Wilson demanded. "My daughter's flight will be landing soon and you'd damn well better be picking her up at the airp
"That's not going to happen," Blake Reynolds replied. "I doubt that I'll ever see her again. She's your daughter, so she's your problem again. I've got better things to do."
"What happened, Blake?" Stan's wife, Sandra, asked. "Angie's been telling me how you two were going to start a family once she returned from her business trip. Did you have an argument?"
"Not in so many words," Blake replied. "Starting a family is part of the problem, but not the way you might think."
"You're not making any sense. You both wanted to start having kids soon, didn't you?"
"Yeah, something like that," Blake answered vaguely and changed the subject. "I didn't want to leave without thanking you for the many kindnesses you've shown me.
"As you know, living this close to DC and in such a densely populated area never appealed to me. I moved here because Angie wanted to be near her family as well as pursue her career in government.
"My truck is packed with everything I need, and it isn't that much. Angie can have whatever's left. I'll be headed west before her jet touches down."
"I spoke to Angie two days ago and she sounded very happy," Carla, Angie's sister, insisted. "She said you were a little upset about her staying in Reno Saturday and flying home today, but she certainly didn't indicate that it would result in a divorce. She just wanted to catch up with Donna, her old college roommate."
"She knew very well that her actions would be cause for divorce," Blake countered.
"Is it possible you're overreacting?" Sandra asked. "Angie's deeply in love with you. She wants to have your children. Why would you consider divorcing her because she took an extra day to visit her friend? You need to sit down and talk it out with her."
"Her jet should land around 4 PM," Blake replied, obviously ignoring his mother-in-law's suggestion. "If one of you doesn't pick her up, she'll have to call Uber or hire a taxi."
"You're really leaving?" Carla asked. "In the romance novels, the handsome stud always falls for the wife's younger sister with the bigger boobs when he leaves his wife. That should be reason enough to stick around, don't you think?"
"There are a few reasons why that wouldn't work," Blake responded with a small smile. "You're her only sister, you're older than Angie and you're married."
"At least you didn't say that my boobs were smaller," Carla replied. She had always liked Blake and realized how badly she would miss him if he was as serious as he appeared about leaving her sister.
"Seriously, Blake, why do you feel like this? What's really wrong? You wouldn't leave Angie for spending a day visiting Donna. What did Sis do to piss you off so badly?"
"If her flight's on time, you'll be able to ask her about it over dinner tonight. You've always treated me well and I'll forever think of you in positive terms. Thanks and goodbye," Blake declared as he turned and headed toward his three year old pickup truck.
Two hours later, Carla pulled over to the curb at the airport 'arrivals' area to pick up her sister. For her part, Angie wasted no time venting her feelings.
"Blake doesn't answer his phone or respond to my texts. He made you drive out to pick me up because his little feelings were hurt when I took an extra day to spend time with my oldest and best friend. What an asshole.
"He'll be sleeping in the guest room for at least a week. Men want to control every move a woman makes." Angie continued her diatribe. "It's high time he learned his little hissy fits won't work with me."
"Did anything unusual happen when you visited Donna?" Carla asked cautiously."Why would Blake be so upset about you spending time with your old college roommate?"
"That's easy. I made the decision to spend an extra day without consulting him! It's just that simple," Angie declared firmly. "Blake has to learn that he just because I married him, he doesn't have the right to tell me what I can and cannot do."
"I don't know if that's going to be an issue, Sis. He stopped in at Mom and Dad's a couple of hours ago and told us he was leaving you."
"Blake said that?" Angie demanded. "He told Mom and Dad he was leaving me? I don't know what's wrong with that idiot, but I'm going to straighten him out when I get home."
"Did you not hear what I said?" Carla asked. "Blake left you. He hates living in northern Virginia. He was only doing it because you wanted to live close to family and work in DC. He's on the road, probably headed back to Montana or some other western state."
"Blake's leaving?" Angie barely managed to repeat. "He told you he's definitely leaving me? That doesn't make any sense. We were going to start a family when I got back."
"Blake made some kind of cryptic remark about starting a family. He said it was one of the reasons he was leaving."
"What the hell does that even mean?" Angie raged. "We can't have a family if he's not here and I know for a fact that he wanted kids. Even a western redneck rube should understand that biological fact."
"Maybe that's part of the problem," Carla suggested. "You often talk like Blake doesn't have the ability to appreciate or understand your views on a lot of important issues."
Angie tried hard to stifle her tears. She was certain Blake didn't know about Rick. It had only been one afternoon on Lake Tahoe and a night with him at Donna's apartment. Surely Blake hadn't had her followed, and even if he had, she had avoided any public signs of affection with Rick.
All of that said, something certainly had Blake royally pissed off. If he didn't know about Rick, what could have happened to upset him so drastically? He hadn't been happy about her spending Saturday with Donna and flying home Sunday, but this reaction was far beyond being annoyed or upset with her.
"Did he seem serious?" Angie asked softly.
"That he did," Carla confirmed. "He cut everyone off when they tried to get him to stay and talk it out with you, or even explain his thinking. Depending on what road he's taking, he's probably out of Virginia by now."
Angie was no longer able to contain her tears. They flowed freely down her cheeks as she considered how losing Blake would affect her life. Everything had seemed perfect. Now everything was ruined.
"I'm taking you to Mom's place so she can help you get through this," Carla told her gently. "You need to communicate with Blake and find out what's bothering him if you hope to ever get him back. Do you want him back, Angie?"
"How can you even ask?" a distraught Angie demanded. "He's my husband and I love the guy. We've only been married two years. The honeymoon is barely over."
"I was just wondering if you still felt the same about him. You insisted he move to Virginia. He wound up with an office job he hated. I've heard you make references about his lack of refinement and social graces more than a few times. Maybe you determined that he wasn't the right fit for an up and coming Washington lobbyist.
"I may not know much about western men, but I do know that my husband never would have put up with that level of disrespect and he's from Maryland. I doubt western men would like it any better."
Angie faced the third degree when she reached her parents' home.
"Why is Blake so upset?" demanded her mother. "There's got to be more to it than you spending an extra day with your girlfriend. Blake isn't a scatterbrain, fly off the handle sort of person. What aren't you telling us?"
"Thanks for that vote of confidence, Mom. Maybe you should consider the possibility that Blake isn't the standup man you think he is. Why would he leave me in the lurch like this? There's no sane reason for his actions.
"Some guys get cold feet when faced with raising a family. He hated living in Virginia and may have decided to get the hell out of Dodge while I was away," Angie suggested. "Living some place he doesn't like and raising kids he really didn't want could have set him off. We won't truly know until he tells us. He doesn't answer my calls, texts or emails, so I have no idea what he's thinking, if he's thinking at all."
After a contentious dinner, Carla finally gave Angie a ride to her apartment. She was determined not to let her marital situation affect her job, which she thoroughly enjoyed. The next morning at work, she received an email from a local lawyer.
She was stunned when she read that Blake had hired him to pursue a divorce. He asked her where she wanted him to send the paperwork. Angrily, Angie wrote back demanding to know why Blake wanted a divorce.
The work day was nearly over when Angie received a response from Blake's lawyer. The email had no text, but did contain two attachments. Angie was stunned speechless when she opened the first attachment to see a high resolution video of her with Rick, her old boyfriend.
She was bent over a Coors beer cooler completely nude while an equally naked Rick slid his cock in and out of her traitorous pussy. Afraid to look at the second video, yet unable to resist the need, Angie was sickened to see herself smiling as Rick's hard cock pumped cum across her face before he directed a long rope into her mouth. The quality of the videos was far too good to doubt the identity of the two fornicators.
Angie rushed to the bathroom and vomited. It took her ten minutes to calm down enough to move away from the toilet. She cleaned her face as well as she could and quietly prepared to leave for the day.
As Angie drove home, she played the video over in her mind. Donna and her boyfriend had been engaged in their own gymnastics when Rick and Angie were having sex. There had been no one else on the boat and no boats within sight of their location. How could Blake have gotten the videos? More importantly, what was she going to do now that Blake knew her righteous indignation was an act? Blake obviously held the high ground.
The next morning before work and after a sleepless night, Angie wrote to Blake's lawyer asking him to send the paperwork to her father's attorney. Now that she was faced with the undeniable truth that Blake knew she had cheated on him, she realized what a stupid thing she had done.
Blake was finished with her. He'd never accept the level of disrespect, lies and betrayal she had shown him. Her dreams of having his children and enjoying a long and full life with him were shattered. Only then did she begin to consider what she had foolishly tossed away for an unremarkable romp with an old lover: a shallow, narcissistic playboy.
She had never lied to Blake about her sexual history and her numerous lovers. He truly didn't seem interested in who they were or how many lovers she had before he met her. He knew that she had lived the life of a modern college student, partaking in sex with whoever interested her. She had admitted to Blake that she had around eight lovers in college, although the truth was closer to fifteen.
For his part, Blake had engaged in two long term relationships which included sex. He had explained to Angie that sex for him meant more than a biological function. He needed to feel loved and appreciated, not simply available.
While Blake and Angie had traveled far different paths, they had fallen in love and gotten married. Angie had assured Blake that she would be a one man woman the rest of her life. She had no doubt he would always remain faithful.
Donna had called her to insist she spend a day with her on Lake Tahoe after her seminar. She told Angie she had a friend with a big boat who would take them around the lake. Angie, in a moment of honest introspection, admitted to herself that she suspected Donna was going to try to hook her up with some random guy. For her part, Angie had been certain she'd remain faithful to her vows.
That lasted until she met the owner of the boat, who turned out to be one of her college lovers. By mid afternoon, the steady flow of drinks and a couple of joints had reduced Angie's resolve to zero. She thoroughly enjoyed Rick's attention as well as the outdoor sex they had shared on the boat. To compound her mistake, she had spent that night in bed with Rick at Donna's condo.
Angie tried in vain to think of an explanation that might appease Blake. The simple truth was that she had fucked up royally and they both knew it. She had destroyed something she too late realized, had been quite special. She had married an honest, hard working man. He was even willing to live in an area he disliked to support Angie's career choices. She had no doubt he would have made an excellent father for their children. Now that dream was dead.
************************************************************
Blake had made it as far as West Virginia when he decided to find a motel for the night. He had only traveled five hours, but his mental state made driving hazardous to him and other drivers. He had stayed up most of the previous night trying to decide what he should do about his failed marriage. Once he reached a decision, he packed his truck with all his worldly possessions. He never slept a wink that night.
He had never experienced such despair in his entire life. Angie had been the center of his universe. She gave him purpose and direction. He was perfectly willing to spend his entire married life in Virginia, a place he was not especially fond of, if it made Angie happy. Everything he did was with the intention of showing her his love and increasing her feelings for him. It was apparent that he had been a miserable failure in that pursuit.
Blake had met Angie in his senior year when his college roommate, Peter, had invited him to go home with him for Thanksgiving. Blake's parents were traveling in Europe and he had no siblings, so he readily agreed to enjoy the holiday in Virginia with Peter's family. Peter had, in a strange way, introduced him to Angie when they went to do some last minute grocery shopping for Peter's mother.
Blake had noticed the lovely blonde girl as soon as he walked through the door of the supermarket. He immediately wandered off in her direction while Peter grabbed a cart and headed for the produce section. Blake tried to not be obvious as he watched the blonde move up and down the aisles. Whenever she glanced in his direction, Blake pretended to be interested in a product placed on a nearby shelf.
It all fell apart when the blonde woman pushed her cart around a corner toward the wine section.
"Angie?" Blake could clearly heard Peter. "How are you doing? I haven't seen you since Carla and I stopped dating. You look great!"
"Peter, it's nice to see you, too. Maybe you could help me out," the attractive blonde Blake had been following replied. "There's a guy stalking me here. He keeps staring at me like he's never seen a woman before."
"Uh oh," Peter responded. "Is he a big guy wearing a blue sweater and cowboy boots?"
"Yes! You've noticed him, too?"
"Noticed him? Hell, I brought him here to civilization from Montana. He's isn't really very dangerous. You just need to understand he's from the mountains and probably hasn't been exposed to many women as lovely as you. What makes you think that he's following you?"
"He was always in the same aisle as me. When I looked to see what he was doing, he picked up some feminine hygiene product and pretended to intently study the label."
"That's probably another thing they don't have in the mountains of Montana," Peter retorted with a chuckle. "Let's go find this stalker and introduce him to you properly."
Blake had heard enough. He made a beeline for the nearest exit. He had made a fool of himself and obviously made the young woman uncomfortable. He wasn't going to hang around and allow Peter and the pretty blonde the opportunity to embarrass him any more than he already was. Blake quickly crossed the parking lot and climbed into the back seat of Peter's SUV. The windows were tinted, so he felt somewhat certain passers-by would not notice him.
He had only been in the vehicle a few minutes when the back passenger door on the other side of the car was suddenly whipped open.
"Blake, this is Angie Wilson. I offered her a ride home. Angie, this tongue-tied, red-faced cowboy is Blake Reynolds. You two get to know each other while I put our groceries in the back."
Blake's mouth hung open as he stared at the attractive blonde woman climbing into the car. He knew he was blushing fiercely, but lacked the ability to control it.
The woman smiled warmly at him and extended her hand.
A year later they were married and living in Virginia. Blake used his accounting credits to get a decent entry level job in a prosperous tax firm. Angie was pursuing her dream of becoming a well-known and successful Washington lobbyist.
Blake's major in college had been forestry, and he had fully expected to be spending most of his time after graduation in the rugged outdoors of Montana or a neighboring state. He had placed that dream on hold so Angie could live close to her family and pursue her career. Now, with his marriage in ruins, he was headed west to pursue the career in which he had always intended to work.
Angie had been quite honest about her sexual activities in college. Blake never felt any jealousy over what she did, or who she knew before they became exclusive. He had even seen photos of a couple of Angie's old lovers. For some reason, Angie's best friend, Donna, made it her mission to make certain Blake knew as much as possible about Angie's life before they met. That had included a few photos of ex-boyfriends and lovers.
Blake took his time driving west. He stopped in several smaller towns and took jobs that paid him in cash. He had grown up on a small ranch and had learned many useful skills while helping his father.
Blake had been on the road for a week when his lawyer emailed him. He had met with Angie's lawyer and a settlement had quickly been reached. Barring any new obstacles or objections, the marriage should be terminated within a few months.
Blake was extremely saddened and bitter by the turn of events. He had invested everything he was able to give to make his marriage work. He now saw himself as a failure. He had been married just two years when his wife decided to try a different cock, or more accurately, a familiar cock from days gone by.
Two months after leaving his wife, Blake received a disconcerting email from his divorce lawyer in Virginia. The first paragraph stated that Angie was two months pregnant and wanted him to pay child support when the baby was born.
Blake found himself smiling at the prospect of being a father. He badly wanted a family. He decided he would be the best divorced dad a kid ever had. The pain of interacting with Angie would be offset by the joy of raising a child. Then his lawyer threw cold water on his daydreaming with some cold hard facts and sobering advice in the next paragraph.
Since Angie was an unfaithful wife, a fact which was indisputable, there was more than a small chance the child she was carrying was not Blake's. His lawyer made sound suggestions that Blake knew he should follow.
After discussing his options with his lawyer over the phone, Blake stopped at a reputable independent lab. He showed them his identification and then had them to conduct a DNA test. He instructed the lab to send copies of the results to both his lawyer and Angie's. Along with the DNA, Blake sent a letter informing Angie that if he was determined to be the father of the child, he would gladly pay child support. He never stated what he would do if the baby was not his, but he felt that by only mentioning his intentions if he was the father, he had made his position quite clear.
Blake's lawyer got back to him several days later with the news that Angie would have the baby tested after it was born. She had been dismayed at Blake's seemingly indifferent response to being a father, but she would have the DNA proof sent to Blake's lawyer shortly after the child was born.



Blake surprised himself by hoping he was going to be the father of the child. He was leading a miserable existence, traveling from town to town with no goal or purpose. Perhaps becoming a father would give him the kick in the ass he needed. A child should have a father to be proud of and he was determined to become exactly that.
Blake was on Interstate 90 not far from Billings when a chain reaction accident took place in front of him. He was barely able to slow his truck down enough to safely drive it off the highway and avoid being involved in the carnage.
Once his truck was safely parked off the side, Blake quickly rushed to see if he could help any injured motorists. The people in the first three cars he approached assured him that they were okay. The occupants of the fourth vehicle were not as fortunate. The front of the Ford Explorer was crushed in on the driver's side so he rushed around to the passenger side. He felt his heart skip when he saw the condition of the driver. He also noticed a young girl strapped into a car seat in the back. She appeared to be scared but showed no signs of injury.
"Hi, I'm Blake. I'm going to try to help your mom until the doctors get here," Blake spoke soothingly as he leaned over the passenger side of the car to feel for a carotid pulse on the woman driver. He found it, but it seemed quite faint. This concerned Blake. The woman was suffering a medical emergency. His eyes wandered over the inert form as he looked for any obvious life threatening injury.
That was when he detected a pool of blood on the driver's seat of the car. He checked closer and discovered blood running from her inside left thigh a few inches below her crotch. He had taken an emergency medical course in college. Blake thought back to what he had been told repeatedly. He had to always consider ABC, or airway, breathing and circulation. He could hear the woman's ragged breathing, so he determined her airway and breathing were not compromised.
He had been taught not to move a person involved in an accident for fear of exacerbating any spinal injuries, unless their current situation demanded action. Blake had no doubt the woman would soon die from loss of blood if he didn't act immediately. With that fear in his mind, he released her seat belt and gently pulled the woman from the car. As soon as he had her placed on the grassy berm, he pulled out his jackknife and sliced the woman's pant leg from her ankle to her hip.
The wound was obvious and it was bleeding profusely. Blake pulled his cotton shirt over his head, folded into a neat square and placed it directly over the wound. He then pulled his belt off with his free hand and wrapped it around the woman's leg, thus holding the makeshift bandage over the jagged cut. He was gratified to see the bleeding slow noticeably as he tightened the belt.
"What are you doing to my mother?" the little girl asked. She was still in her car seat.
"I'm helping her to get better," Blake responded gently. "Your mom's leg was cut and she was bleeding. I'm trying to stop it."
"Is she okay?" asked the child.
"Sweetheart, I'm doing everything I can to make sure she will be," Blake promised. "Can you sit quietly and wait for the doctor people to come? I think I hear them now."
Blake heard numerous sirens wailing as he knelt by the woman and maintained pressure on her wound. It seemed like it took forever before he was approached by emergency personnel.
"Sir, are you hurt? If not, tell me what you can about the extent of the injuries to this woman," a calm female voice spoke from directly behind him.
"I wasn't involved in the accident. This woman has lost a lot of blood from a deep cut to her thigh. I used my shirt and belt to try to lessen the flow. Her little girl seems to be okay. She's been talking to me right along."
"It looks like you've accomplished your goal," the paramedic observed as she nudged Blake aside and assumed care of the woman. Soon she was directing other rescue personnel to bring a backboard, bandages, oxygen and a gurney as she quickly and professionally assessed the unconscious woman's injuries
In a surprisingly short period of time, the patient was loaded on the gurney and carried to a waiting ambulance. As all of this was taking place, a second paramedic had given the small girl a quick assessment and determined she was unharmed.
"Sir, as you can see, we're swamped at the moment. We need to attend to other injuries. Could you stay with this child until we can sort everything out? We have more help on the way, but we're stretched pretty thin at the moment."
"Sure," Blake replied immediately, although he was surprised by the request. He understood the seriousness of the situation the paramedics and firemen were facing.
"What's your name, Sweetheart?" asked Blake as he lifted the girl from her car seat. "We have to wait for the firemen, police and medics to take care of the hurt people. Let's sit in my truck. I think I have some juice and cookies."
"I'm Brianna, and I'm almost four. I like cookies if they aren't peanut butter."
Blake gave the little girl several chocolate chip cookies and some juice as he waited for the turmoil on the highway to lessen. It took almost another hour before the last ambulance pulled out. Blake began to wonder if anyone was going to take Brianna off his hands.
Wreckers began clearing the roadside of crashed vehicles and Blake's parked truck was hindering their progress. Blake decided to use his phone to find the nearest hospital.
It seemed likely that Brianna's family would be in a total panic with her mom involved in a very serious accident and Brianna's whereabouts unknown. Blake decided to drive to the hospital. Hopefully, he would find her family.
Blake had replaced his shirt while Brianna was eating her cookies, but he still had blood-stained pants and more than a few flecks of blood on his arms and face. He was aware of several concerned looks when he walked into the hospital in search of the hospital waiting room.
As Blake carried the little girl into the waiting room, a woman in her fifties rushed toward them, crying "Brianna!". Blake had no trouble identifying the woman, since Brianna greeted her with a "Grandma" and held her little arms out to the woman.
"We were very worried about Brianna, but the paramedic who treated Lauren at the scene insisted that she was very safe and was certain you'd bring her in," the frenzied woman stated.
"She told us that your efforts at the scene probably saved Lauren's life," the woman continued. "I don't know how to thank you. Lauren should be out of surgery soon. I'm pleased she'll be able to see that Brianna is okay when she wakes up."
"I'm just glad I was able to help," Blake offered. "Your granddaughter is a delight. She had four cookies and some juice while we waited for the situation to be cleared up."
"Now that you're reunited with Brianna, I'll head out. I wish your daughter a full recovery. I'm sure she'll get the best care here."
"Please tell me your name and phone number," Brianna's grandmother asked, "I know Lauren's going to want to speak with you when she feels better. Do you live in the area?"
"I don't. I'm kind of drifting around the country, but getting back into Montana feels pretty good. I think I'll probably wind up living someplace nearby. I love the wide open spaces here.
"I still have some of my old business cards, so I'll give you one," Blake continued as he pulled out his wallet. "The address on the card isn't valid anymore, but the cell number and name still apply."
Blake was hungry and tired after the events of the day, so he decided to stop at a diner a short drive from the hospital. He had noticed it when he had driven into Larson, which appeared to be a rather typical medium sized western town. How could an eatery named "Mom's Place" be anything but good?
Blake had just placed his order when several firemen entered and took seats at a table not far from where he sat at the counter. Blake had been concentrating on his coffee and failed to notice that one of the "firemen" was the female paramedic who had taken over the care of Lauren.
"Guys, this is the man I was telling you about," she declared as she nodded in Blake's direction. "He probably saved the woman's life by applying a bandage and pressure to her severed artery.
"Sir, would you care to join us?" she asked Blake. "I heard you delivered that precious little girl back to her family, which made me look like a good judge of character. Let me buy your coffee."
Blake had experienced very little human interaction the previous few weeks. Since the group was composed of people about his age, he was delighted to accept the invitation. He left the stool and took the offered seat with the group.
Once Blake introduced himself, Sarah, the attractive female paramedic began questioning him.
"Have you had training in emergency medicine? Are you interested in the field? Do you live in the area?"
"Sarah, let the poor guy answer one question before you ask another one," a man Blake now knew as David advised. "You need to forgive her intense questioning, but she has the best of reasons. We've been married two years, but I still haven't been able to convince her to slow down when she's excited."
"I don't mind," Blake responded with a grin. "I did take a semester of emergency first aid when I attended Montana State. It was actually required for my forestry degree.
"To answer the other questions, I very much appreciated watching how professionally and competently all of you performed this afternoon. It was something to watch. Technically, I'm homeless at the moment, but I like what I see of the area so far, and that includes the residents."
"I'm not going to beat around the bush here," Sarah stated. "We're shorthanded here in Madison County. We need to enlist some competent people to join us. You're the type of person we're looking for. You're calm, rugged, educated, and hopefully, available. Would you be interested in becoming a firefighter-paramedic?"
"I never gave it any thought before this afternoon," Blake admitted. "Watching how you were able to help those injured people did pique my interest. Your job must give you tremendous satisfaction."
"Yeah, along with lost sleep and dangerous situations," David said. "You need to know that becoming a firefighter and/or a paramedic is not easy. You have to train physically and study like hell to make the grade."
"What will I need to do if I want to give it a try?" Blake asked as he considered the challenge the job would present."
*****************************************************************
"Blake knows you're pregnant and isn't coming home?" Carla asked in disbelief. "I sure misjudged him. He said he wanted to be a father and have a family. Did he give you any reasons?"
"We don't speak to each other. He blocked my phone number the day he left," Angie explained. "His lawyer talks to my lawyer, who then informs me what Blake is thinking."
Angie had dreaded this conversation since she had discovered that she was pregnant. She refused to make Blake appear to be unreasonable with his request for a DNA test, but that opened a can of worms she had wished to avoid.
"Is Blake refusing to support his own child?" Sandra asked. "That surprises me a great deal. I always thought he was very responsible."
"After the baby's born, I'll have a DNA test done. Blake indicated he would be willing to support the baby if it is his," Angie reluctantly revealed.
"If it's his?" Sandra repeated loudly. "Who else does he think could be the father? You never... oh, Angie!"
Sandra Wilson brought her hand up to her mouth as she realized why a DNA test was requested.
"Sis, is there a chance that Blake isn't the father?" Carla asked gently. "Is that why he left?"
Angie began sobbing as she nodded her head.
"Let's pray that Blake is the father, but either way, we're going to love that baby and make sure it has all the care and attention it could ever need," Sandra declared as she hugged Angie tightly.
Five months later, Angie gave birth to a beautiful, healthy seven-pound baby girl who she named Charlotte, after her mother's mother. When the baby's DNA was compared to Blake's, it was determined he was not the father. Angie was devastated.
Reluctantly, she contacted Rick to inform him that he had fathered a child with her. He immediately denied the possibility and told her to never contact him again. Angie had to get her lawyer involved, but after five more months and a conclusive DNA test, Rick agreed to a one-time payout for the baby. He gladly signed away all parental rights and obligations.
Angie was determined to raise Charlotte to be a strong independent woman. Life as a single mother was more difficult than she had envisioned, but with the help of her sister and her parents, Angie was confident that Charlotte was going to do well.
Then, as Angie knew would happen, Charlotte began asking about her father and why she didn't have one. Angie never responded with a complete lie, but she did her best to change the subject. How do you explain to a four year old that her mother was impregnated by a man who cared nothing for his daughter, or her mother?
It all came to a head when Charlotte was seven. She was at her grandparents when Carla stopped by. She was in the living room talking with Stan and Sandra when the cable news channel Stan frequently watched ran a story that stunned them all.
The announcer set the scene. It was at a state park in Montana and the incident involved a visiting family from New Jersey. Their eight-year-old son slipped on some wet rocks and fell over the protective railing and into a ravine estimated to be over one hundred feet deep.
Once the child fell, several people began videoing the situation. A rather chubby park ranger rushed to the railing with a long coil of rope. He expertly tied one end of the rope to the hitch of a pickup truck parked nearby and lowered the other end over the side where the boy had fallen and was clinging to a rock outcropping some twenty feet below the top.
The ranger hesitated as he looked at the rope and then at the cliff it disappeared over. Grimly, he grabbed the rope and began backing toward the edge.
"You'd better let me take that rope," insisted a rugged man of about thirty as he appeared on the scene. He quickly wrapped a coil of rope around his hips and held it with his left hand while his right firmly grasped the rope up higher. Without another word to the obviously relieved ranger, he backed over the edge of the cliff and dropped out of sight.
Another tourist had been approaching from around a curve in the cliff and was in a perfect position to video the entire scene. A boy in a hooded sweatshirt was clinging to rocks that jutted out from the face of the cliff. It was apparent the boy was tiring and was having trouble maintaining his grip.
The man on the rope was descending off to the side of the boy by several feet. Once he was level with the boy's position, he began 'walking' toward him. The boy suddenly began shouting at the man to hurry, yelling that his hands were slipping. Just before the man on the rope reached the youth's location, the kid lost his grip and slid off the rock outcropping.
Carla and her mother gasped in unison. It appeared that the rescuer was just a few seconds too late. As the boy began slipping, the man on the rope appeared to launch himself sideways and somehow grabbed the hood of the boy's sweatshirt.
Carla was holding her breath as the man hung with one hand on the rope while holding the youth with the other. She watched as the rescuer very slowly raised the boy up to his chest. At that time, the frightened kid wrapped his arms around the man's neck and immediately molded to his chest. The man quickly grasped the rope with both hands.
Sandra, Stan and Carla all groaned in sympathy as the man began his difficult climb back up the cliff. Even from the distance the video was taken, it was apparent he was exerting a tremendous amount of effort as he slowly pulled himself and the boy upward.
Although it seemed like hours, it was actually less than two minutes before the man reached the edge of the cliff. Another man reached over and pulled the boy free of the man he had been literally clinging to for dear life. With the extra burden lifted from his shoulders, the rescuer was able to scramble over the edge and finally stand on solid ground.
The next part of the rescue was shown from a different camera which was obviously much closer. The person using their phone zoomed in on the brave man who had saved the boy.
"Jesus!" blurted Stan Wilson. "That's Blake!"
As Stan spoke, an attractive woman in her thirties rushed to Blake's side and hugged him tightly. At the same time a girl about Charlotte's age announced to the people gathered around watching, "That's my dad. He's a firefighter and the bravest, strongest man ever!"
Over the next half hour, the TV commentators discussed the rescue, the effort which it had required and the courage of the man on the rope. The video had quickly gone viral on the internet. It was played on all the major news outlets as well.
Blake, along with his wife and daughter, were interviewed by reporter who happened to be in the area filming a promotion for the station.
Angie came home from work to find her family, as well as a couple of her mother's friends, watching the broadcast with Blake being interviewed. She had watched the rescue video earlier in the day on her phone and had difficulty believing the entire situation.
During the interview, Blake stood tall with an impressively muscled arm around a very pretty woman with a lovely young girl standing in front of them. Blake proved to be a tough interview as he answered the reporter's questions with one or two words and a big smile. Angie well knew that smile of his. It was probably causing the women who were watching to go weak in the knees.
Angie was torn as she watched Blake handle the questions. He looked incredible, ripped like she had never seen him and happier than he had even been. The problem was he had his arm around another woman. He even had a beautiful daughter. She couldn't help but feel that it should have been her and Charlotte standing beside Blake. It drove home just how foolish she had been.
"Mom, did you see that man?" Charlotte asked to bring Angie out of her introspection. "I heard Grandpa say that he used to be your husband. He could have been my father!"
"Sweetheart, I've explained this to you before. He isn't your father. Your father lives far away and is too busy to ever visit. The man on TV is not your father, although I understand why you might wish that he was."
"I know he isn't really my father, but he was supposed to be. I was supposed to be his daughter," Charlotte insisted. "He's real strong and brave.
"His last name is Reynolds, the same as ours. He was married to you, so he should be my father. His new wife is pretty, but you're prettier, Mom. I wish you stayed married to him."
Carla, Sandra and Stan had listened to the exchange between mother and daughter in silence. They couldn't help but think that Charlotte had made a valid point.
After seeing Blake in the video, Charlotte made it a point of pestering her grandmother, Sandra, into searching the internet for more information on Blake Reynolds. Angie's mother had tried to distract her from her new obsession, but to no avail.
As most grandmothers do, she relented and shared any information she would find about Blake and his family with Charlotte, but only when Angie was not present. Angie had made it clear to both her mother and her daughter that she did not want to hear any new details about Blake.
Charlotte's persistence allowed her to learn that Blake was actually the young girl's stepfather. He had married Beverly Wingate three years prior and had adopted her daughter, Faith.



That information prompted Charlotte to pose some difficult questions to her grandmother.
"Grandma, if he adopted that girl, does that mean he's her father?"
"I guess it does, legally. I think Blake assumed all the rights and responsibilities of a real father when he was granted the adoption," Sandra answered thoughtfully.
"That means if he adopted me, he'd be my father, doesn't it?" Charlotte asked.
"Dear, he can't adopt you without your mother's consent. Plus he doesn't even know you, so it's really not possible," Sandra reasoned.
"He was married to my mother, just like he's married that girl's mom," Charlotte pointed out. "That means he could adopt me and be my father."
"It doesn't work that way. You can only be married to one person at a time. He's married to a woman named Beverly and adopted her daughter, Faith. He is not married to your mother. He doesn't even know you and will certainly not be adopting you," Sandra insisted.
******************************************************************
Blake found the training and testing to become a firefighter/paramedic very demanding. If it hadn't been for the constant encouragement and support of the group he had met his first night in Madison County, he thought it likely that he would not have succeeded. The men worked out with him religiously to prepare him for the physical part of the firefighter testing. He had always had a rugged build, but with an improved diet and proper conditioning, he was transformed into an impressive physical specimen.
Once he had passed all the requirements and joined the Madison County Fire and Rescue Squad, Blake quickly became a known and well liked figure around the county. His unflappable demeanor in the face of some very serious situations gained him the respect of his fellow firefighters and paramedics, as well as the community in general.
Blake had remained cautious around single women who were about his age, since his heart still carried the scars from his failed marriage with Angie. Sarah and a few others had made a few attempts to set him up with young women they felt would interest him, but nothing ever came of it.
That all changed when fellow firefighter-paramedic, David Wingate, introduced Blake to his sister, Beverly. Blake found himself attracted to a woman for the first time since he had parted from Angie. The fact that she came with a lovely little daughter only increased her appeal. Blake had always wanted to be a father and little Faith took to him immediately.
Blake was careful not to push things, since Beverly had suffered some emotional scarring as well. She had fallen in love with her high school sweetheart and gotten pregnant by him two years after she had graduated. The day she had learned she was pregnant was the same day her boyfriend and two others were killed in a fiery explosion, totally destroying a small but productive meth lab.
Beverly was left with the stigma of being an unwed mother as well as the former girlfriend of a local drug dealer. Her brother and parents helped support her and raise her daughter. They encouraged her to get a two year degree from a local junior college and pretty much steamrolled a friend of her father into hiring her as his bookkeeper. The man later declared it was the best move he ever made. He learned where his company's profits were generated and what parts of his business required more attention and policy changes.
Two years after meeting Blake at a Wingate family barbeque, Beverly became Mrs. Blake Reynolds. Faith was delighted when Blake adopted her and she became Faith Reynolds.
Blake and Beverly were actually on a delayed honeymoon when Blake garnered his fifteen minutes by saving the boy who had fallen over the edge of a precipice in a Montana state park. Beverly had wanted to bring Faith with them so they could continue to bond as a family. Blake completely loved the little girl, so he needed no coaxing into taking her with them.
Upon their return to Madison County, Beverly found the same people who had made her life difficult as a single mother were now the first to embrace her like a life-long friend.
Blake had already been popular when she had met and married him, but his heroics were seen and known intimately by the entire population of Madison County. Most residents felt Blake was a very positive image for their area. He was a tall, handsome man with an impressive physique and a kind demeanor, as well as an attractive young wife and daughter. He represented the best of the area and locals were proud of his accomplishments while helping others.
Blake came to realize that Angie's betrayal had been necessary for him to find Beverly and marry her. It had hurt at the time, but it had provided the impetus for him to leave the rat race of congested Northern Virginia and find a home and family in a place where he felt comfortable and welcomed.
Soon after his wedding, Blake purchased a log home that had been started a few years prior with the plan of serving as a bed and breakfast. The man developing the property suffered several severe fiscal setbacks before construction was completed. Reluctantly, the local bank had taken possession when the developer stopped paying the mortgage on the uncompleted home.
Blake wasted no time approaching the bank and striking a deal to purchase the building on ten acres in the foothills north of the town of Larsen. Blake had saved some money over the years. Beverly was doing well in her job and her family gladly gave Blake and Beverly the balance for a good down payment, allowing them to secure a reasonable mortgage they could manage and still have some money left to complete three unfinished bathrooms and two framed-in bedrooms.
Blake and Beverly spent hours working on their dream house, doing as much of the labor as they could themselves. Blake felt that his life was as close to perfect as it could possibly be, and then it wasn't.
They were attending the Wingate July Fourth barbeque the following year when Beverly suddenly groaned loudly and dropped to the ground. Blake, along with five other paramedics rushed to her side and immediately began life-saving efforts, only to see them fail. Beverly never regained consciousness.
An autopsy revealed she had suffered a badly ruptured brain aneurysm. It was unlikely that she would have survived it if she had been on the operating table at the moment it occurred. As it was, the highly skilled and motivated paramedics on the scene were faced with a challenge they could not win.
Blake struggled to get through the next week. His heart was well and truly broken. If it hadn't been for Faith needing him and the constant efforts and support of his fellow firefighters, he would have given up. As it was, he muddled along with little purpose or direction.
It was at the funeral reception that Blake realized he needed to stop thinking only of himself. Faith was being held by her Uncle Dave when she asked those gathered, "Will I still live with Dad, or isn't he going to want me now that Mom's gone?"
Blake immediately stood and rushed to Faith. He tried to wipe the tears from his eyes before he took her into his arms, but it was simply a gesture since the tears continued to flow.
"Sweetheart, you're my daughter," Blake choked out. "You'll always be my daughter and I'll love you forever. We're father and daughter. We'll always be together."
As he held Faith in his arms, Blake silently promised Beverly that he'd always take care of Faith and raise her to be a woman Beverly would have been proud to call her daughter.
*****************************************************************
Charlotte had turned nine and was now able to use her own laptop without her grandmother's constant supervision. Angie had placed software on the machine that restricted Charlotte's ability to access websites Angie and others felt to be unsafe or inappropriate for a girl her age.
"Grandma, I just saw where Faith's mom died last summer! She was at a party and just died. No one could save her, not even Blake. She's very sad and so is her father. She said he's still her father and he always will be.
"Can I have my own social media page? Faith has one and I'd like to be her friend," Charlotte asked her grandmother.
Sandra Wilson was stunned by Charlotte's information. Blake's wife had died and he had to be in pain. Sandra had read enough about Blake's family while ghost-following him with Charlotte to know his wife and daughter meant everything to him. Could having Charlotte as a friend make his little girl's life better, or just complicate it unnecessarily?
"I don't know about that, Sweetheart. I've heard a lot of bad things happen to young people, especially girls, when they use those platforms a lot."
"You can read everything I post and check up on all of my online friends, Grandma," Charlotte argued with passion. "I'll only have a few friends and Faith will be one of them, I hope. We don't have to tell Mom since she doesn't want to hear about Faith's family."
"I guess it'll be okay, but I'll be watching you like a hawk," Sandra promised. "Faith needs a friend, not someone who complains about her father. Don't tell her your mom was married to her dad. You have the same last name simply out of coincidence," Sandra cautioned even as she wondered if she was making a huge mistake.
Angie had done very well in her career as a lobbyist in Washington, but was growing tired of the high stress her life had become. The traffic around the DC area was a nightmare. The men she dealt with in her job seemed to become bigger pigs every year. More than a few had suggested that Angie would fare better if she treated the men 'better.'
They were all but telling her she would be more successful if she slept with them. While Angie had enjoyed two rather brief relationships with eligible single men over the years, nothing had come of it. Both men had eventually realized that Angie wouldn't invest emotionally in their relationship, so they moved on. Another man she thought had potential was ruled out when he made his feelings about dating women with children known on their third date.
Charlotte was rapidly growing up and Angie felt that she wasn't spending enough time with her daughter. With her commute taking so much of her time, plus the demands of her job, Angie was away from Charlotte ten to twelve hours every workday. That was too long. She needed to find a way to be more involved in her daughter's life.
She was suffering from burnout. She had worked for the same employer for ten years and had nothing left to prove. She had been successful and well compensated, but she had never felt any real fulfillment from her work. She often wondered if the situation would have been different if she and Blake had remained married and had a family.
Charlotte could barely contain her excitement when she heard her mother telling Aunt Carla and her grandparents about a job offer in Montana.
"I've been approached by the Montana forestry industry. They want someone to lobby for them in their state Capital of Helena, as well as Washington DC," Angie revealed.
"The irony of me considering taking a job in Montana, Blake's home state, doesn't escape me," Angie acknowledged when she saw the look Carla gave her. "I was pretty selfish and insisted Blake find a job here so we could be close to Washington. Now I hate the place."
"Does that mean you'd move to Montana?" Sandra asked. "I don't want to think about what my life would be like without Charlotte in it. She's such an adorable girl."
"I haven't even interviewed for it yet, so don't get all weepy on us, Mom. I feel I should tell you that if I get the job, I'd be spending most of my time out there with an occasional trip to DC. I'd bring Charlotte back with me whenever I could and she could spend time with you.
"I have to look to the future. I'm not enjoying the commute, the people I work with, or the constant pressure the management puts on me to produce results," Angie stated. "I have to discuss this with Charlotte. Her happiness is always a concern in everything I do."
"I can be ready to go by morning!" Charlotte announced as she rushed into the room. "I can't wait to see the mountains, valleys, cattle and horses and even the winters in Montana."
Angie allowed herself a small grin as she listened to her daughter. Charlotte had no way of knowing that Angie always monitored her internet interactions. She had heard too many horror stories to allow her nine-year-old daughter unsupervised access. Her mother had been doing a good job keeping an eye on Charlotte, but Sandra was getting up in years and had very little knowledge of the pitfalls of the internet.
She had no doubt that Charlotte was going to find a way to visit Madison County and meet Blake and Faith. Angie did have more than a few doubts on how that would turn out, but she felt her daughter needed to learn a few of life's lessons. She was certain that Blake would not be cruel or spiteful to a young girl, one who was the same age as his daughter.
Three weeks later, Angie, Sandra and Charlotte checked into a hotel in Helena, Montana. Angie had invited her mother to travel with them. She wanted someone to help keep an eye on Charlotte while she went for her initial interview and any possible follow-up interviews. She also wanted her mother along for emotional support when she and Charlotte met Blake for the first time, and Angie had no doubt they would meet him.
The interview went well and Angie was asked back for a second interview the following week. With some time on their hands, the three ladies decided to go on a road trip to see the sights in Big Sky Country. They were all properly impressed with the mountains, the ranches and the abundant wildlife.
Angie pretended to have no idea why Sandra and Charlotte both thought visiting Madison County would fun. As they neared the town of Larsen, Angie began to question her decision about allowing Charlotte to meet Blake. They had not parted on very good terms and Charlotte was the product of Angie's marital infidelity. Blake might think Angie was rubbing his face in her betrayal. Even after nearly ten years, he would want nothing to do with her. She had stabbed him in the back when she slept with Rick. She knew it was an unforgivably selfish, cruel act on her part.
Charlotte's fixation on how he should have been her father seemed extreme and unhealthy to Angie. She felt that if Angie met and interacted with Blake, she would realize he was just a man and not some sort of superhero who was destined to be her father. Blake would be cool to Charlotte and hostile to Angie, causing Charlotte to see how the image she had created in her mind did not match the reality of the situation.
Larsen had a small visitor's center, so Angie stopped there first. She was unsure how to continue but felt confident that Charlotte would have some ideas.
"Let's try that souvenir shop," Charlotte suggested once they left the visitor's center loaded down with brochures and maps. "We should get something to remember Montana and Madison County by."
Angie and Sandra followed Charlotte into the large building with two floors of souvenirs, shirts, games, books and games. Charlotte soon wandered away from her mother and grandmother and made her way down the block to a diner with sign proclaiming it to be 'Mom's Place' and numerous police and emergency vehicles parked in the lot.
Blake had just finished a shift and was about to have several days off. His in-laws had agreed to meet him at the popular diner. They were going to bring Faith who had stayed with her grandparents while Blake worked the past several days.
He was sitting at a table with two other paramedics he had worked with on the shift. He had ordered a lunch special and was waiting for it when he noticed the chatter in the diner seemed to drop off. An exceptionally pretty young girl about Faith's age was staring at him as she made her approach.
Like most of the other patrons, Blake could see that the girl wore a determined face, but fear simmered just under the surface. She stopped in front of Blake and her lips began to quiver.
"I'm Charlotte Reynolds. You were supposed to be my father," Charlotte declared in the now silent room. "My mom did something real stupid to mess it all up, but that doesn't change how I was meant to be your daughter."
Blake suddenly realized this young girl was Angie's daughter. She somehow thought he was her father? Didn't Angie ever explain the facts to her? The DNA test showed conclusively that he was not the girl's father. She should have been told that.
"Charlotte, you're a very pretty girl and any man would be proud to be your dad, but I am not your father. There was a test done. It showed a different man was your dad."
"I know what that test said, but that wasn't about us being together, or you being my dad. That test just showed how my mom had made a real bad mistake and hurt your feelings so much you had to divorce her. You were supposed to be my father," Charlotte once again insisted.
As she spoke Charlotte slowly raised her small hand and touched Blake's chin. Then she slowly slid her hand along his jaw and across his cheek. She nodded her head indicating she was satisfied with what she had seen and began to climb up on the surprised man's lap.
Blake realized he had no alternative but to help the girl onto his lap. Anything less would have been cruel to the girl. Once on his lap, the girl wiggled around until she was satisfied she was where she belonged.
"Faith told me how she wishes she had a mom. I brought mine so she could meet her. I think she still loves you and she's very sorry about hurting your feelings and getting divorced," Charlotte told a stunned Blake.
"You know Faith? How's that possible? Where and when did you meet her?" Blake asked.
"We're friends on Facebook. She told me you always eat here after you're done working. She told me what time you'd be here. We're like sisters."
Blake glanced around the room as he tried to frame a response. Everyone in the crowded diner was watching and listening to the interaction between Charlotte and him.
"You seem to have me at a disadvantage," Blake observed. "You've been talking to Faith and know a lot more about me than I do you. Can you tell me how you wound up here in Madison County?"
"She came with me, Blake."
Angie had watched Charlotte leave the souvenir shop and walk up the street to the diner. She had been standing in the small restaurant's vestibule, listening to her daughter introduce herself to Blake. Angie took a deep breath and faced her former husband for the first time in a decade.
Blake couldn't help but stare as Angie approached the table. The two men Blake had been sitting with quickly stood, nodded to Angie and moved to sit at the counter, unwilling to miss the unfolding drama.
Angie looked a bit heavier than the last time he had seen her, but the weight was in the right places. Her face was slightly fuller, her breasts looked larger and her hips flared more than they had when she was married to Blake.
Blake finally found his voice. Charlotte remained snuggled against his chest as he spoke.
"Angie, you're more beautiful than I remember. Your daughter favors you, especially around the eyes and mouth. She's going to be a heartbreaker, just like her mother."
"I guess I was, or am, a heartbreaker," Angie admitted. "I'm also foolish, selfish and extremely repentant. I did the absolute worst thing a woman can do to a man she proclaims to love. I can't undo the wrong I did to you."
"I thought the same thing at the time," Blake agreed. "Not so long ago, I experienced something far worse. A man's wife dying on him is the worst thing she can possibly put him through. I'd rather she had a dozen lovers than have her die like that. It put your little fling into perspective."



Angie flinched noticeably at Blake's statement.
"I'm so sorry you lost your wife, Blake. I only saw her on video the time you saved that boy on the cliff, but she was a beautiful woman. I never meant to imply that my infidelity could have hurt you nearly as much losing her. That's a pain I can't even imagine.
"We never spoke after I came back from Reno all those years ago. I was only trying to convey my shame and embarrassment, not belittle your loss."
"I know that, Angie. You wouldn't do that, but I never thought you'd take up with an old boyfriend, either. You're forgiven. I moved on. My concern at the moment is why this beautiful little girl thinks I should be her father and what she and Faith have been telling each other," Blake replied. "Please explain what's going on."
"I'll give you the abridged version. Charlotte knows your DNA does not course through her veins. That said, she saw the video of you saving that boy on that cliff. She fell in love with the thought of having a father who looked and acted like you. She, with the help of her grandmother, have been cyber stalking you ever since. She friended your daughter on Facebook and the two of them are best buds now. I had to come to Montana for a job interview. Charlotte saw it as a chance to meet the man she wishes had sired her," Angie concluded as she studied Blake for his reaction.
There was no question that he radiated masculinity. His chest seemed to ripple under his tight shirt. He wore a short stubble beard which served to make him even more handsome than she remembered. Charlotte was totally at ease in his strong arms as she admiringly gazed at Blake.
"I think we've shared enough with everyone in town," Blake stated as he ran his eyes over the other diners. It was obvious every person in the room had watched and listened closely as the family drama played out.
"If I'd known you'd sit down and discuss our situation so calmly, I would have been more circumspect," Angie admitted. "You refused to even text me back when everything went south. I appreciate your kindness today."
Before Blake could respond, a dark haired ten-year-old girl rushed up to him. "Dad! Charlotte is sitting on your lap. I'm Faith, but you already know that, Charlotte. I'm glad Dad likes you. Is this your mom?"
The girl moved close to Angie and wrapped her arms around her. Angie immediately hugged the girl back and then offered her the seat next to hers.
"I'm Charlotte's mom. My name is Angie. I know Charlotte has told you all about me. Are these people your grandparents?"
An elderly couple had accompanied Faith into the dinner. Blake introduced them as his mother and father-in-law. Angie was somewhat surprised at how warm and friendly they were.
"We've been following Faith's online conversations with Charlotte, so we're not surprised to see that you're here today. Your daughter is a very determined girl. We just brought Faith back from our home so she could be with her dad now that his shift is over," Blake's smiling mother-in-law explained. "Stop in and visit us anytime. We'll leave you folks and get our shopping done while the weather holds."
"Why don't you and Charlotte follow me out to our house?" Blake suggested. "We can discuss things a bit more privately there."
"My mom is still at the souvenir shop. I'll pick her up first and then follow you," Angie agreed.
"Mom, can I ride with Faith and her dad?" Charlotte asked.
Angie gave Charlotte permission when Blake nodded slightly to show he was fine with it.
Angie and Sandra were both effusive in their praise of Blake's log home. It was like something out of modern western movie or TV show. The fireplace was the single most impressive feature, but the view of the valley with the town of Larsen in the distance was breathtaking. Soon after they arrived, Charlotte asked Angie about staying with Faith.
"Mom, Faith wants me to stay for a few days. Would that be okay? We aren't flying back home until next week. Can I stay with Faith and Blake?"
"Let me speak with Blake. I'll let you know in a few minutes," Angie replied before turning to Blake as Faith and Charlotte took off to see the horses.
"What are you doing here, Angie?" Blake asked as soon as they were alone. "We had a clean break ten years ago and now you're here in Montana acting all contrite and sorry. Your daughter is a beautiful little girl, but she has a strange view of my role in her life. That role, by the way, is nonexistent."
"I understand your concerns, but I don't have some nefarious plot, Blake. Charlotte saw you in that amazing video. When Dad mentioned it was you, she got it in her mind that you were 'supposed' to be her father. You were everything she dreamed a father would be and we had been married, so she arrived at the conclusion she did."
"How does her real father feel about that? Where is he, anyway?" Blake asked. "What's so terrible about him that Charlotte feels she needs to replace him. Does he mistreat her?"
"Her biological father wants nothing to do with her. He never did. He gave me a lump sum payout which I put in an educational account for Charlotte. He and I were never in love. We never even liked each other all that much," Angie admitted.
"You're telling me you threw away our marriage over some dirt bag who wasn't even willing to be a part of his daughter's life?" Blake asked in disgust.
"Essentially, that's pretty much it. Of course I didn't think you'd ever know so I didn't feel that I was throwing anything away at the time. I'm a lot smarter now.
"It took me years to figure out how you came by that video of my slutty behavior. A few years ago, when Charlotte became obsessed with you, I started paying attention to the social media of your friends and relatives.
I checked your cousin's posts. Bill had a bunch of photos and videos he took at Lake Tahoe the same weekend I was there. It seems his drone club gathers every year at a different, interesting location. He was in Tahoe with his expensive drone the same weekend I was visiting Donna. It didn't take much imagination to connect the dots. Bill dropped the dime on me."
"That doesn't answer my question," Blake reiterated. "Why are you here?"
"I was worried about Charlotte. I thought that if she actually met and interacted with you, she'd realize her dream was just that. The real world doesn't work that way.
"The one problem with my plan is the way you reacted to her. I assumed you would see her as the reason we divorced. She's the daughter of the man I betrayed you with, but you've been nothing but kind to her. My plan lasted until first contact," Angie stated ruefully.
"I'm trying to think of a plan B right now. She wants to stay and grow her friendship with your daughter. I want her to be a well adjusted young lady and that didn't look to be in the cards. Now she's in line for even more disappointment. She's all I have and nothing means more to me than her happiness," Angie told Blake. "I'm sure you understand since you're raising a daughter on your own."
"Why don't you let her stay a few days? She can ride Faith's pony, hike some of the local trails and maybe go fishing with Faith and me," Blake suggested. "I promise that I'll treat her like I would my own daughter. I'll make sure that she's safe and well cared for, even when I work.
"Faith has been having some issues of her own since her mother died. She knows I adopted her when I married Beverly. She's afraid now that her mother's gone, I might not want her around anymore. I'm working on building a stronger relationship with her, one where she is absolutely certain I'll never abandon her.
It was six days later when Angie and Sandra drove up to Blake's log home. Charlotte was waiting for her with her suitcase. Faith was chatting to her in rapid fire, choppy sentences. Angie didn't need anyone to tell her that Charlotte had made a great friend and had thoroughly enjoyed her stay.
"Mrs. Reynolds, my dad and I would like to invite you, Charlotte and her grandparents here for Thanksgiving. Dad said it was okay but I had to ask. He said you were more likely to refuse him than you are me," Faith revealed with a grin.
"Last year Thanksgiving was pretty sad. Dad and I just roasted a chicken and watched TV. Thanksgiving is supposed to be a good time with friends and relatives. That's why we want you to come. Charlotte and I are best friends, but I'd like to be your friend, too.
"That is so kind of you," Angie managed as she wiped a small tear from her cheek. "We don't have anything planned since it's a few months away. I'd have to confirm this with your father. I have to be certain he really wants us to come. I will not do anything to make his holiday unpleasant."
"Like Faith said, we both want you to come," Blake interjected from the house doorway. "You should know that Beverly's parents will be here as well. They seem to like you and they adore Charlotte, so there shouldn't be any drama."
"Grandma used the word 'drama' yesterday," Faith stated. "She said the whole town is still talking about the day you and Dad met in the diner. The spectators enjoyed the drama. She did laugh when she mentioned it."
"I guess we did air out our dirty laundry in public," Angie said. "I hope you aren't going to be on the receiving end of nasty comments because of my actions."
"Yeah, Dad hates it when beautiful women walk into a public place and single him out for special attention. Don't worry about it. No one ever teases Dad too much because he's so tough. Have you seen how big his arms are? You should see him with his shirt off."
"Faith, that's a little too much information," Blake responded before turning to face Angie. "We'll be expecting you and Charlotte for Thanksgiving. Try to talk your parents and Carla, along with her family, into coming, too. We have lots of room. I don't think we've ever come close to filling this house with guests, but Faith and I would like to try it."
"I'm sure Charlotte will be pressuring everyone to come to Montana for Thanksgiving. Should we bring winter clothes?" Angie asked.
"Yes, sometimes we get a fair amount of snow around Thanksgiving. We can snowmobile and toboggan if we get more than a few inches. If you rent a vehicle, I recommend a large four wheel drive with lots of clearance. They really make a difference in deep snow."
The trip home was filled with Charlotte recounting her adventures with Faith and Blake. The flight back to Virginia passed by quickly because Angie and Sandra heard how to bait a hook, fillet a fish, ride a horse, muck a stall and so many more little details about life in Montana. By the time Thanksgiving rolled around, Charlotte had convinced her grandparents, as well as Carla's family, that Blake and Faith truly wanted them to visit for the holiday.
Charlotte served as the tour guide for the group as Carla's husband drove the large Ford Expedition to Blake's home in the foothills. It was the Monday before Thanksgiving and the group had reservations to fly back to Virginia Saturday afternoon. Charlotte impressed even Angie with her knowledge of local points of interest and businesses. The roads were clear and the temperatures were in the fifties.
Faith ran down the porch as the large SUV pulled to a stop in the driveway. Charlotte was the first person out of the car and quickly hugged her friend. Blake greeted Charlotte with a warm hug before shaking hands with the others.
"You're not getting away with a mere handshake," Carla declared as she wrapped her arms around Blake and hugged him for a long time. "My God! It's like hugging a steel bar or something. You look terrific, Blake."
"I always heard you were Angie's older sister, but you don't look a day over 25," Blake replied glibly. "You haven't aged since the day I met you."
"My husband, Jeff, is standing right here so don't mention how great my ass looks and how long and toned my legs are, okay?"
"Unless he's having vision problems, I don't think it's necessary," Blake responded.
"I'm so glad you invited us out here for the holiday," Carla practically gushed. "Now I can see why you weren't all that fond of living in Virginia. Once you get used to Big Sky Country, cities and suburbs must seem pretty bad. Your home is beautiful."
Angie could tell her sister was doing everything she could to keep the conversation away from painful reminders of Angie's infidelity. She and Blake always got along very well and she acted like they saw each other all the time.
Blake smiled at Carla's observation and continued to shake hands and greet his guests. When he offered Angie his hand, she simply stepped inside it and kissed Blake quickly on the cheek before whispering in his ear.
"Thanks for being the man you are. My parents were worried about stirring up old memories, but Charlotte assured them that you harbored no ill will and would give them a warm welcome. You're a fine man, Blake."
"Faith and Charlotte will show everyone to their rooms. Charlotte will be bunking with Faith. Carla's two boys will share a room. Angie will have her own room, as will her parents. Carla and Jeff will have the big bedroom at the top of the stairs. Make yourself at home, please.
"I traded for a 12 hour shift tonight so I could get the rest of the week off. We swap like this quite often. As long as the shift is covered, our bosses don't mind. I'll be gone from 11 tonight until 11 tomorrow morning. Faith knows everything there is to know about this house and I trust her to help you find what you need."
The travelers had a quick tour of the house and horse barn before it was full dark. After a delicious meal which Blake admitted his mother-in-law had prepared earlier in the day, everyone joined in a brief discussion of the history and lore of Montana before calling it an early night.
Angie made sure she saw Blake before he left for work. "I know you do dangerous things all the time. It's the profession you've chosen and you're very good at what you do according to your friends and relatives. Just be extra careful tonight, okay? We all want you to be here to cut the turkey and make the toast."
"Thanks, Angie. I'm always careful. We have a great squad, so worry not. I should be home before noon, sleep deprived, but home. I'll see you then," Blake promised as he pulled his jacket out of the closet and walked out the door.
It was almost 10 AM the following morning when Faith answered the land line phone. Carla and Angie watched as she turned pale and began to sob. Angie quickly moved to her side and took the phone from Faith's shaking hand.
Angie explained who she was. Then she went silent as she listened intently. She had a very worried look as she returned the phone to its cradle.
"Blake was injured in an accident this morning. He's at Madison Memorial. They couldn't tell me his condition yet, but the woman said she had been told to notify his family and suggested we go to the hospital to learn more. I've got to get going. I need the keys to the rental."
"No, you will not be driving in your mental state. Jeff will drive us. I'll get him right now," Carla stated firmly.
When Jeff and Carla hurried out to the rental SUV, they found Angie, Faith and Charlotte anxiously waiting. They silently piled into the vehicle as soon as Jeff unlocked it.
At the hospital, Angie took Faith's hand and led her to the nearest nurse. "I'm Angie Reynolds and this is Faith Reynolds. We understand that my husband, Blake, who is Faith's father, has been admitted. Can you tell us where he is so we can see him, please?"
"He's the firefighter involved in that scene on 46? He's resting now. He was sedated for surgery, but I understand that he's not in any danger. Please go the waiting room and I'll tell his doctor that you're here," the nurse replied.
"You told her I was your daughter! That's what I want," Faith stated with emotion. "Dad had surgery but she didn't think he was going to die or anything. I hope he wasn't hurt very badly."
"I told the nurse you were Blake's daughter, but I would be proud to have you as a daughter," Angie replied with a slight smile. "Your dad's a big strong guy. He'll recover from whatever happened. Let's get to the waiting room."
Half an hour later, the doctor stepped into the waiting room, glanced around and immediately made his way to Angie.
"Mrs. Reynolds?" began the doctor before continuing at Angie's nod of assent. "Your husband suffered two broken wrists in the accident. They were relatively clean breaks. We were able to get them both set and pinned in place. We'll be placing both wrists in casts once we're satisfied there's no infection or swelling. He'll have both wrists in casts for the next five or six weeks but should recover completely as long as he follows my instructions.
"A nurse will be in shortly to take you to his room. You can talk to him briefly. He's had anesthesia, so he may be a bit disoriented at first."
It was only another minute before the nurse came to the waiting room. She saw the number of people waiting to see Blake and shook her head.
"We can't have all of you visit the patient. We need to keep visitors to a manageable number."
"Would it be okay if my mom, sister and I went with you to see him?" asked Charlotte before Angie could answer.
"Sure, that'll work. Follow me," the nurse replied as Angie gave Charlotte a questioning look.
"Dad! Are you in a lot of pain?" Faith asked her father as soon as she entered the room. "They said both of your wrists are broken."
"It hurt pretty bad at first, but I think they gave me something to reduce the pain," Blake answered as he studied Angie's face.
"I was told my wife and daughter wanted to see me. No one told me both my daughters were here."
"Did you just call me your daughter?" Charlotte excitedly whispered.
"Well, if Angie can stretch the truth a little, I think I can, too. I'm afraid I may have ruined the holiday for everyone. Thanksgiving is two days away and I can't do a damn thing. I was going to deep fry a couple of turkeys, but now I can't even put on my shirt. My insurance will cover a visiting nurse, but cooking Thanksgiving dinner is not a job requirement for them."
"I think Carla, Mom and I can prepare a pretty damn good dinner," Angie boasted. "Your job will be to entertain everyone with stories of some of your adventures and heal your wrists."
The two girls began chatting with Blake, but his attention was obviously waning. Angie decided it was time to let Blake get some rest. She had them give him a kiss on the cheek and tell him they would visit the next day.
Carla was talking to a man wearing a shirt with the word 'firefighter' emblazoned on it when they returned to the waiting room.
"This is Dave Wingate. He's Faith's uncle and Blake's brother-in-law. He's the one who talked Blake into becoming a firefighter. He was asking about Blake and just about to tell us about how Blake was hurt."
"Hi, I'm Angie Reynolds, Blake's ex-wife. We just saw Blake and he seemed very tired but was feeling as well as a man with two broken wrists can."
"I was at 'Mom's Place' earlier this year when you and Charlotte came in and tossed all that fodder into the local rumor mill. Oddly enough, most of the locals came away from that meeting sympathetic to your situation.
"Blake is extremely well liked in the county. When my sister died, his light seemed to go out. He did everything he could for Faith and he loves her to pieces, but the Blake we all knew withdrew. We hoped that he'd eventually pullout of his funk, but it wasn't happening. Your rather unorthodox encounter in front of dozens of locals started him back.
"He loved my sister, but she died and it almost destroyed him. You stood in front of the world and admitted you had come close to accomplishing the same thing years ago. People liked that you weren't proud of it, but accepted the consequences. So, believe me, I know who you are."



"That's kind of a mixed bag," Angie observed. "Getting back to Blake, how did he get hurt?"
"It was something as simple as a jackass driving around two police cars barricading the road while we worked on an injured couple in an MVA. We had just extricated them when the drunk driver smashed into the car the couple had wrecked. Blake was just getting out of the back seat when it was hit. He was thrown to the ground with considerable force and broke both wrists when he tried to catch himself."
It was Thanksgiving morning when Angie and the two girls brought Blake home from the hospital. The three of them were told what to expect with his recovery and the things they would need to do for him since he would be unable to perform the simplest tasks. Angie had already Googled caring for a person with two broken wrists and knew most of what they had been told. The two girls blushed several times when they heard some of the things required of Blake's caregivers.
"Girls, you just help your dad with the simple things, like eating and drinking. I'll take care of the other, more personal things," Angie stated. "Don't make him feel embarrassed or helpless. He was hurt saving the lives of others. He deserves our respect and understanding and he's going to get it, right?"
Blake was welcomed home with hugs and back pats. "Shaking hands with Blake isn't in the cards. In fact, playing cards with him isn't either," Jeff announced to everyone.
Angie was concerned that Blake would be upset with Jeff's remark, but he laughed harder than the rest. At least he wasn't going to be whining every time someone made a remark about his temporary disability.
As Angie had predicted, the meal was excellent. Faith and Charlotte, Jeff and Charlotte moved to the living room to watch some football. Angie was surprised that Charlotte had an interest in football, but when she saw her daughter sitting close to Blake and asking questions about the rules, she realized her daughter was simply trying to share time with Blake.
Angie was helping with the cleanup when she saw Blake head toward his bedroom. She gave him a few minutes and then decided to investigate. A man without use of his hands was doomed when it came to bathroom functions.
Blake was unable to lock the bedroom or bathroom door, so Angie had no trouble letting herself in. Blake didn't notice her as he used his elbows to turn the shower levers and then test the temperature of the waters. Angie wondered how he expected to take a shower without getting his casts wet.
He began rubbing his back against the door casing until his shirt rode up near his neck. He then pushed his cast encased hand into a wire hangar and moved his arm over his head. It took several tries but he finally hooked the shirt where it had ridden up. He lifted his arm and ducked his head until managed to pull it over his head.
Blake then used his forearms to slide down the sweat pants he was wearing. They pooled at his feet. He then stepped out of them and into his large master shower.
Blake was getting quite frustrated as the scope of the handicap created by two broken wrists became more and more apparent. He held his cast covered hands away from the water and simply allowed the stream to wash over his torso and legs. He realized he wasn't going to get very clean that way, but it was the best he could do.
Blake heard, "Stand still and I'll wash your back." Then he felt hands rubbing soap across his shoulders and back. He was careful to keep his casts from coming into contact with the water as he looked over his shoulder. Angie was wearing a big smile and nothing else as she ran a soapy cloth over his back.
"I can't get over how wide your shoulders are and defined your chest is," Angie stated as she eyed Blake's body as she washed it. Soon, she worked her way down his torso and administered to his ass and then his legs.
"You'll have to turn around so I can get the front," Angie told Blake, still with that big smile.
"Angie, I haven't been with anyone for some time and I'm afraid I'll offend you if I face you like this," Blake replied with some embarrassment.
"You mean you're still soft?" Angie teased as she gently turned Blake's shoulders. "That would bother me, but I'd understand if you no longer found me appealing. I'd deserve it.
"However, I'm here to help you shower, not rehashing all the mistakes I've made in my life, and there are plenty. I can help you with that rather formidable problem facing me if you'd like. Otherwise, I'll just continue helping you get clean."
"That would be more than I expected. I'm not real comfortable with this much. Faith and Charlotte are in the house, so are Carla and Jeff. Hell, even your parents are here.
"Every one of them would understand the situation. You called Charlotte 'daughter' and she's been on cloud nine ever since," Angie responded. "She learned more about a father/daughter relationship in the few days she spent with you and Faith than in the rest of her life. You took her hiking, fishing, riding and had her work cleaning the horse stalls. She loved it all. She's been starving for a male role model in her life and I never realized it."
"I didn't do anything special," Blake replied. "She's a sharp girl, athletic and eager to learn. All I did was show her how to do a few things and treat her just like I do Faith. It wasn't a big deal."
"That's the point. It seemed like every day stuff to you, but it was special to her. Other girls have dads who do those things, but she doesn't."
"What happened to her father that he isn't interested in her?" Blake asked.
"He's an asshole," Angie replied with some heat. "I was an easy piece of ass to him. He isn't the type to be tied down. He had to sample every woman he could, even if they were married. I was so damn stupid. You knew I had more than a few lovers in college and you seemed to accept it. I somehow got it in my head that I'd never get caught, but if I did, you'd find it in your heart to forgive me. It was only sex."
"Maybe I wasn't clear about how I felt about fidelity. I..."
"No, Blake. You were crystal clear. It wasn't something you said or didn't say. It was all on me. I didn't realize how special sex can be for people in love, even after we had married. It took a day and night of mediocre sex with a sleaze to bring it home. I made my bed and I've laid in it for the last ten years."
Angie dried Blake off and helped him into some clean clothes. When she returned to the living room, her family was totally silent and concentrating on the football game, which Dallas was losing by three touchdowns.
A few minutes later, Blake walked into the living room and took a seat next to Faith.
"You're doing pretty good for a guy who can't use his hands, Dad. You have a clean pull over shirt and jeans with the snap and zipper closed. I was worried you'd need some help, but you're nailing it."
Blake blushed at Faith's remark. He looked around the room and saw that everyone was making an effort to keep from laughing. He shrugged his shoulders and asked who was winning the game. That caused a few chuckles from the group.
The day after Thanksgiving was the last day of the visit. When the others began getting their bags ready to leave early Saturday morning, Angie made an announcement.
"Charlotte and I won't be flying back with the rest of you. Blake is going to need constant care and we're going to help Faith with that."
"You don't need to worry about me," Blake insisted. "My insurance will provide me with a visiting nurse. With a little help from Faith, I'll do fine."
"Really, Blake?" Carla responded with a grin. "Will a visiting nurse make sure you're cleaned up like Angie does? Will she look as good doing it? Are you flat out nuts?"
Blake glanced at a smiling Angie and blushed a beet red. "I didn't say it would be the same. I was only saying I'd get by."
"I'm not so sure. You're kind of pathetic and very cute way," Carla said. "You need help for a lot of things. I also heard there's going to be a big snowstorm starting Sunday and lasting until Tuesday. Would a nurse be able to travel the roads if they're blocked with snow? Obviously, Angie will be very close and available 24/7. She's staying."
"To change the subject slightly, I didn't get the job with the forestry association. Some redheaded woman from Idaho with the first name of Laramie beat me out. I think they were more comfortable with someone with a western background."
"That's too bad, Sis. I know you were looking to find a fresh start and get out of the rat race you've been in for years. Something will come up sooner or later," Carla consoled her sister.
"There's more," Angie responded quickly. "There was a county commissioner in the diner the day I made my drama filled reunion with Blake. He actually called me a couple of weeks ago. He asked if I was interested in applying for the county administrator position. The current administrator is retiring at the end of the year."
"The commissioner was Tim Renner," interrupted Blake. "He's a square shooter and the chairman of the board of commissioners. He's been a big supporter of our squad since we responded to his grandson's 4-wheeler accident. He was banged up pretty badly, but we were careful and he recovered just fine."
"He seems to think you hung the moon, Blake. He asked if I was serious about relocating to Montana and I assured him I was," Angie revealed. "We set up a Zoom meeting a few days later and I was hired. They're expecting me to be proactive in pursuing grants and other monies that could help the area. I'll be doing more than balancing the county's budget."
"Mr. Renner told me he was impressed with my pluck for standing in a crowded room and speaking so frankly about my past mistakes. He said the west was made by people making the most of second chances and he thought I'd do well."
"That means we won't have you and Charlotte around all the time," Sandra lamented. "I guess we'll be flying west now and then next year. Where will you live, Angie?"
"That's another reason we're staying. When the storm is over, Faith and I will be house hunting. We want to find a place with room for a few horses, a garden and maybe some hiking trails.
"That sounds a lot like here," Faith volunteered. "We have all of those things. You can visit us any time you want."
Early the next morning, Carla's family, along with her parents, wished everyone the best and promised they would try to work something out so they could celebrate Christmas together.
Angie and the girls spent the day cleaning up, washing sheets and remaking beds. Charlotte and Faith had decided to remain in the same room, which pleased Angie. Their room was the farthest from Blake's bedroom.
After the girls went upstairs to bed, Angie asked Blake for a few minutes of his time. "Blake, I'd like to sleep in your bed while I'm here. You don't have to do anymore than you want with me, but you can do anything you want. I know you'll never be able to love me again, but I'd very much appreciate the closeness of your body when I sleep."
"When Beverly died, I was devastated," Blake began. "If it hadn't been for Faith, I might have given up completely. One of the dark thoughts I had was how I would have been willing to forgive Beverly for anything she ever did to hurt me if she could have only survived. I swore I would havealways loved her no matter what.
"Then I started thinking about how I was lying to myself. I loved Beverly with every fiber of my being, but I had loved you every bit as much. I never even considered forgiving you. Then I wondered if people in my life had to die to gain my forgiveness. I was in a pretty dark place."
"Beverly had no control over her medical problem. I deliberately betrayed you. You have nothing to forgive her for, and no reason to forgive me."
"I realize now that I should have hung around long enough to discuss our situation. I was hurt so I ran off like a wounded animal. I don't see how I could have gotten past your infidelity, especially when you became pregnant," Blake acknowledged.
"I understand how badly I screwed up, believe me," Angie replied. "I really appreciate how wonderfully you've treated Charlotte. I was afraid you'd see her as a symbol of my cheating and dislike her. You have been more then kind to her. She loves you like the father she never had."
"What happened to her father?"Blake asked. "Why doesn't he take an active interest in her? She really is a bright, athletic girl. She's been a good influence on Faith."
"All that asshole wanted was some married pussy," Angie stated with some anger. "He isn't like you. He shrugs off responsibility and hard work. He doesn't have time for anyone else. He was a huge mistake, to put it mildly."
"I think you give me more credit than I deserve with Charlotte. I took her fishing, hiking and horseback riding. It really wasn't anything special," Blake replied.
"That's exactly why it's so special," Angie responded. "You were just being you. You weren't trying to impress her, or me. She needs to learn what kind of man she should look for when she grows up. A girl needs a good father figure; a man who she knows will protect her and love her. She'll expect that and even demand it in her husband. Losers need not apply."
"I don't know if I qualify as a proper father figure or even a good husband," Blake stated. "I don't seem to be very good at keeping wives."
"You were a wonderful husband to me and I am sure to Beverly. Sadly, she died. Stupidly, I betrayed you," Angie admitted. "Does this discussion mean you don't want me in your bed?"
"My hands don't work right now, but everything else does. If you come to my bed, you may not get a lot of sleep," Blake promised "You're more beautiful now than you were when we were married. You're a gorgeous woman."
The next morning at the breakfast table, Blake posed a question to Charlotte. "Do you want a house just for you and your mom, or would you like to live here with Faith and me?"
"Seriously?" screamed Charlotte in delight. "I'd love to live with you and Charlotte."
Then she had a thought. "Are you asking Mom to stay, too? I won't leave her."
"Absolutely. I want you and your mom to live here with us. You need to understand that your mom and I will not be getting married, at least not soon, but we'd be like a family and who knows what might happen in the future?" Blake teased.
"I have a couple questions," Faith spoke up.
"What are your questions, Honey?" Blake asked.
"Will I be able to call Charlotte's mother 'Mom'? Does this have anything to do with all the moaning Charlotte and I heard last night when we came down to the kitchen for some milk?"
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Gary Landis stopped at the foreman's office as a courtesy to his immediately superior. Two weeks prior, he had scheduled the afternoon off, but he still wanted to make sure his boss, Hank, was aware of his departure.
"Don't worry, Gary," Hank assured him. "You're already off the clock, so get your ass to that game. Have a cold beer for me."
Gary grinned as he waved his understanding to his supervisor. He quickly spun and headed for the exit, but ran into a problem. Before he could slow his momentum, Gary collided with a woman.
It wasn't just any woman. She was the granddaughter of the owner of the company. Gary had never been introduced to the young woman, but he well knew who she was. Everyone in the company knew who Monica Henderson was.
She was the apple of her grandfather's eye as well as his heir apparent. Her thick blonde hair whipped across Gary's face as he instinctively brought his hands to her shoulders to prevent her from falling to the floor on the rebound. As brief as the contact was, Gary had felt her ample bosom hit his lower chest before she caromed backward.
"Ma'am, I'm so sorry," Gary sincerely apologized. "It was entirely my fault. Are you okay?"
Monica Henderson looked Gary directly in the eye before turning her head to stare at his left hand which remained on her shoulder.
"The sooner you release me, the sooner we'll be able to put this incident behind me," Monica stated coldly.
Gary was still admiring the beauty of the young woman as she spoke. He had seen her in the building a few times, but had never had the opportunity to see her so close and so clearly. Her eyes shined like diamonds and her skin was flawless. She was easily the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.
"Gary! Let go of Ms. Henderson's shoulder." Hank's commanding voice broke through Gary's paralysis.
Monica Henderson had been in a hurry and hadn't been paying much attention to her surroundings. She had an important meeting in ten minutes and had forgotten to place an order for a lunch delivery. She was especially concerned since she had promised to have deli sandwiches available for her new clients after their meeting.
She had seen Gary operating a large, complex looking machine several times as she crossed the factory floor for various reasons. While he obviously wasn't her type, she admitted to herself that he was a good looking man. The fact that he was working as a machine operator for her grandfather indicated he was nowhere near her status. Accordingly, she had never bothered learning anything about him.
Monica had no trouble detecting the interest in Gary's eyes as he slowly removed his hand from her shoulder. That was when she realized he was the answer to her lunch problems. Her obvious irritation morphed into a beautiful smile as Gary stood mesmerized by the transformation. She was a vision.
"It was partly my fault, too. I should have been watching more closely," Monica told Gary as she looked into his unblinking eyes. "You can make this little incident up to me by picking up an order I've just placed at The Village Deli.
"Here's a hundred dollars to cover the bill. You can keep any money left over. Please deliver it to my office by one. Thanks so much," Monica added as she handed Gary a bill and immediately rushed away.
"Nice looking girl, isn't she?" Hank asked rhetorically. "It looks like you're going to be late for the ballgame, but being noticed by Monica Henderson is worth it."
Once Monica left Gary's line of sight, he found himself once again in control of his thoughts and actions. He looked at Hank and chuckled.
"She didn't notice me. She noticed a way to get a schmuck to do her bidding. Women like her don't even know guys like me exist. I'll be getting to the ball game on time."
"What about her lunch order?" Hank asked. "How are you going to manage that and get to the game?"
"Let me give you the money if you're worried about her," Gary suggested as he offered the bill to Hank. "I'm giving you the chance to get in good with the future boss."
"I'm not going to get in the middle of this," Hank declared firmly. "I'm not taking a bullet for you either, so think about your future here before you do something rash."
"I've been planning on taking Frankie and Brent to opening day for weeks. They're expecting me to pick them up in a few minutes," Gary stated. "We both know she's way out of my league. She was just using me to solve a problem she was having. Lack of planning on her part does not an emergency make, at least not for me."
"It's your neck on the line," Hank warned. "When she has me called on the carpet I'm going to tell her grandfather the truth. I'm not lying for you."
"I wouldn't ask you, nor expect you to lie," Gary replied. "I need to get going or I won't make it before the seventh inning stretch."
It was just after three when a seething Monica Henderson stepped into Hank's office.
"Where's that bastard who stole my money?" Monica demanded. "You'd better tell me he was hit by a cement truck on his way to pick up my order or I'm going to have him arrested, fired and impoverished even more than he already is."
"It was on Fifth and Main as he tried to cross against traffic. The impact knocked him clear out of his shoes," Hank stated with a sad shake of his head.
"Oh my God! Was he badly hurt?" Monica asked.
"Naw, he really went to the opening day baseball game of the Tides. Gary promised a couple of kids who he's mentoring that he'd take them. He'll be back in tomorrow if you want to talk to him then."
"You think this is funny? I had important clients in my office and I had promised them we'd have a sandwich while we worked through lunch. It was extremely embarrassing for me.
"Maybe you forget who I am," Monica continued. "My grandfather is going to be pissed when I tell him how that man stole my money and he won't be very happy about you making a joke out of it."
"Actually, I think Sam will get quite a chuckle out of it," responded Hank. "He pulled some great pranks on the guys when he worked the floor years ago. I was his helper for a year and I saw him pull some funny sh... stuff."
"We'll see who's laughing tomorrow," Monica replied with some heat. "I'm going to tell Grandpa about this man leaving work to attend a baseball game and taking my money like he was going to pick up my order. He's a liar and thief."
Sam Henderson was hanging up the phone as Monica stormed into his office. She couldn't help but notice his grin as he motioned for her to have a seat.
"Gramps, I want to report a guy named Gary Landis. He runs one of the machines. He agreed to pick up a lunch order I called in since I was busy with a meeting. I gave him a hundred dollar bill to pay for it, but he left work and went to a ball game instead."
"So, what exactly, is your complaint, Monica? Did he tell you that he'd pick up your lunch order? You think he knew he would never get back with your order and just took your money?"
Monica considered her story. She had not been raised to lie and she realized she was, at the very least, exaggerating.
"He didn't actually agree to pick up my order. It was more of an unstated understanding. He took my hundred dollar bill quick enough. He knew I expected him to use it for my lunch order."
"When did you promise that you'd supply the vendors who you were meeting that you'd supply lunch?" asked her grandfather.
"Last week when we made the appointment. I told them that I'd have sandwiches for them since they were on such a tight schedule and we had to meet during the lunch hour," Monica replied.
"You made an appointment and promised a lunch to these people almost a full week ago? Ten minutes before the meeting was due to begin; you were looking for someone to pick up your order?"
"Yeah, it does sound pretty lame, doesn't it?" Monica admitted. "I forgot about it until I looked at my schedule half an hour before they were supposed to arrive."
"So what do you feel Mr. Landis did wrong this morning?" Her grandfather patiently asked.
"I guess for having a life of his own, for not kowtowing to my demands and maybe for taking my money knowing full well he'd never pick up my order," Monica reluctantly stated.
"That's much better, Monica," Sam Henderson gently responded. "Own your mistakes and learn from them. Organize your meetings better and keep extensive notes. It'll serve you well."
"Let me give you another word of advice. You've been working here for a few months. How many people working for this company have you actually met and spoken with who are not in management?"
"I think I know everyone in the office," Monica answered. "I really haven't had time to meet the people working the manufacturing side."
"Really? You're here for over eight hours every day and you've never found a few minutes to get to know the people who make our product?" Sam questioned. "Who do you think is responsible for making this company profitable? The people in the office or those making the products we ship out?"
"They're all equally important," Monica quickly responded.
"Okay, let's go with that answer. If you feel that's the case, why have you only met with office personnel?"
"Because I'm pompous and a bit judgmental?" Monica asked contritely.
"That could be overstating it, but not by much," Sam asserted. "You'll be running this company someday. I can't stress enough to you how important it is for the person in charge of a company to understand as much about the dynamics of the business as possible. An important part of that is getting to know the people working for you, as well as their hopes and dreams.
"A good example is this little bit of information. The same Gary Landis you had a problem with this morning is one of our most productive, highly respected employees. The other associates like him and follow his example. You probably couldn't pick a worse person to have a problem with."
Monica was unable to hide her surprise. "How can you say that, Grandpa? When he bumped into me, I had to insist that he take his hands off my shoulders. He stared at me for the longest time, especially my cleavage. I don't think you know him as well as you like to believe."
"Monica, I may be getting older, but I'm not blind. You wear clothes that enhance and display your curves. Gary is a straight male. You're very beautiful, probably more so than any other woman he's ever seen. I can't blame him for staring at you. You'd be disappointed if he didn't. Now that I think about it, I would be, too."
"He still owes me a hundred dollars," Monica insisted as she realized she was getting nowhere complaining about the man to her grandfather. "I'm not going to let him get away with taking my money."
Gary was not surprised when Hank summoned him to the office early in the shift the next day. Monica Henderson was waiting for him when he stepped inside. Hank simply nodded to Gary and left the room, carefully closing the door behind him.
"You took a hundred dollars of mine as well as embarrassing me in front of customers. Did it ever occur to you that your job is dependent on the continuing sales of the product? Securing the business of those customers was far more important than a ball game."
"You pretty much told me to keep the change, so I did," Gary carefully replied. "You assumed that since I was so infatuated with your beauty I would do your bidding, regardless of any conflicting obligations I may have had. I promised two kids that I'd take them to opening day. They'd been looking forward to it for weeks. I had requested yesterday afternoon off and it was cleared with management."
"You stared at me, at my chest and my face," Monica stated. "That's not infatuation. It's plain creepy behavior. In fact, you're looking at my chest right now. What is wrong with you?"
"Ma'am, I'm only looking at the parts that are showing," Gary responded with a grin. "Is there anything else? I need to get back to my job."
"You mean anything else like an apology, the return of my money and the decency to stop looking at me like I'm a tasty morsel? When can I expect my money back, or will I have to withhold it from your pay?"
"You must have learned something in the time you spend getting your business degree. You can't withhold money from my check over a personal dispute like this, so that's an empty threat," Gary reasoned. "You can't walk around looking that damn good without expecting men to look at you as closely as possible. I haven't done anything to apologize for, but if it means so much to you, be here at Hank's office at shift change. I'll have the money then."
"You're going to get into so much trouble talking to women in the work place like you just did to me. It isn't just creepy, it's wrong and it's illegal. I'm giving you a break this time because Grandpa asked me to be easy on you, but it won't turn out so well for you if you maintain your misogynist attitude. I'll be here to collect my money. You can be sure of that."
Monica stepped into Hank's office a few minutes before shift change and was surprised to find a thin girl of about eleven wearing thick glasses. A boy who was obviously her brother was sitting next to her in one of the two guest chairs in the room. The boy quickly jumped up and pointed to the chair he had just vacated.
"Ma'am, you can have this chair. We won't be here much longer anyway."
Curiosity got the best of Monica. Two children sitting in the foreman's office during work was a bit out of the ordinary.
"Why are you kids here? Does Hank know you're in his office? Do you have a parent working here?" Monica asked in rapid succession.
"We don't have any parents," replied the girl. "Hank told us to wait here. We came to thank the lady who paid for our lunches at the game yesterday."
"Yeah, it was great!" the girl's brother added. "I had five hotdogs and seven root beers."
"Don't forget the ice cream sundae you had on the way home," his sister reminded him.
Monica was chuckling at the boy's food consumption when Hank entered the room with Gary in tow. The two kids' faces lit up when they saw Gary. It was quite evident that they both held him in high regard.
"Frankie, this nice woman is Ms. Henderson," began Gary. "Miss Henderson, this pretty young lady is Frankie Banner. They good looking boy next to her is her older brother, Brent. They have something they want to tell you."
"Gary told us that you gave him the money for our hotdogs and sodas. We'd like to thank you for being such a nice lady," Frankie stated sincerely. "He said you were very pretty and that you liked baseball. Maybe you could come to a game with us, if Gary's able to take us again?"
Monica shot a hard look at Gary before giving the two kids a warm smile. "Gary wasn't supposed to tell you about the money I gave him. Thanks for the offer, but I don't ever go to baseball games. Is Gary your uncle or something?"
"No, but we wish he was. We met him at the park one day when Grandma passed out on the bench. He helped her feel better and gave us a ride home. He's been our friend ever since," Brent revealed. "Grandma is getting sicker all the time and Gary's been helping us get meals and to school. He's really cool."
"Okay, kids. My shift is over and it's time to head home. What do you say that we stop at the grocery store and get something we can make for dinner? Your grandmother won't have to worry about it and she can rest some more," Gary suggested.
As the two kids headed for the door, Gary paused long enough to pull a bill from his shirt pocket and offer it to Monica while out of their view.
"I was just being a jerk about the money," he admitted with a grin. "Here's your hundred back. We're even now."
"You don't think very much of me, do you?" Monica demanded in a low voice so the kids would not hear her. "I'm not taking that money. All you had to do was tell me you spend it on those two precious kids. I'm not the cold bitch you seem to think I am."
In what seemed to be developing into a habit, Gary looked at her for a long time. He finally nodded to Hank before telling Monica, "Thanks. The kids really enjoyed themselves."
As soon as Gary closed the door, Monica turned her attention to Hank. "Who are those kids and what is their connection to Mr. Landis?"
"Like they said, their grandmother had a medical problem at the park and Gary helped them out. He found out their mother had died from a drug overdose and their father's in prison for murder in a drug deal gone bad.
"Gary's taken them under his wing. They live with their grandmother over in the 'Meadows' low income housing complex and have it pretty tough," Hank added. "Gary's pretty worried about what's going to happen to them when the grandmother dies or becomes totally infirmed."
"That's too bad," Monica stated with a sympathetic sigh. "Life isn't fair. The kids are so polite and well mannered. The grandmother deserves a lot of credit."
"You didn't meet them when Gary first became involved. Those kids were hellions," Hank said. "Gary's been a very good influence on them. That's for sure."
It was two weeks later when Monica overhead her grandparents talking. It was during one of her grandmother visits to her grandfather's office. Monica often left the door open between her office and her grandfather's so she could learn more about his management techniques.
"Gary's going to be here in a minute. He wants to see you, Martha. I think it's about those kids he's been helping. He sounded concerned."
Monica heard a light knock on her grandfather's door and then Gary's voice. "I hate to be a bother, Martha, but I didn't know where else to turn. Thanks, for giving me some of your time."
"You know I'll always make time for you, Gary," Martha Henderson replied. "What can I help you with?"
Monica was quite surprised that her grandmother was on a first name basis with Gary Landis. How did that happen? When did it happen?
"You know how I've been trying to help the two kids I met at the park a few months ago," Gary began. "Their grandmother's been given a very short time to live. I tried to have the kids move in with me, but child services got involved. They don't feel a single man would be able to provide a suitable home for two kids, especially when one of them is a young girl.
"I know you serve on a lot of boards and have some influence in the community. I was hoping that you'd vouch for me and that it might help my chances."
"That's a tough one," Martha admitted. "Do you have a steady girlfriend or fiancé by any chance? I think that would greatly improve your chances. What they really want is a stable family with a husband and wife. You can understand their reasoning."
"I do understand how that may be the optimum outcome, but doesn't it seem like those kids would be better off with an adult who already cares for them, already knows them and is willing and able to adopt them?" Gary asked.
"Of course I do, but there are probably married couples in the foster care system who would be willing to give the children a home. The system is going to turn to those couples first. If no one is found, I'm sure you'd be considered and I would give you my full support," Martha promised.
"That doesn't sound very encouraging to me. Frankie and Brent have their hearts set on living with me. I guess I'm feeling the same toward them," Gary admitted. "The odds of me finding a wife or even a supportive woman are pretty slim at this juncture. I don't know any woman who would even consider marrying me. You may have noticed that I'm a bit lacking in charm and charisma."
Martha looked toward the open side door as she spoke a tad bit loudly. "It's possible there are women out there who find themselves in an untenable situation as well. If you could find a woman who, for reasons of her own, needed a husband immediately, you might be able to work something out. Your plight could be the answer to her problem."



Gary looked to Sam for some sort of explanation but Sam simply shrugged his shoulders.
"I can't imagine a woman finding herself in that sort of quandary," Gary stated carefully as he tried to determine what sort of hint Martha might be giving him. "If you happen to know one, however, I'd probably be willing to marry her no matter how homely, overweight and shrewish she might be."
"How can I resist that lead-in?" Monica asked from the open doorway. "I know what you're suggesting, Grandma. I'm having trouble believing you think I should marry this man just to secure my trust. Wouldn't I be better off hiring someone, or just finding some random guy at a club?
"Mr. Landis and I are not exactly the best of friends. I certainly wouldn't consider having him in my bed and I doubt I could endure him in my house."
"You were referring to your granddaughter?" asked a stunned Gary. "I can't imagine her having any problem that would be severe enough to cause her to consider marrying me. Women as beautiful as she is have wealthy, successful men waiting in line for a chance to date her. I'm not enjoying this joke very much."
"Listen to me, both of you," Martha Henderson demanded. "The fact that you two are not exactly best friends is a plus. This would be strictly a business decision without any emotional entanglements. One thing I know about you both is that you are honest. If you commit to something you'll do your best to make it work.
"Monica's grandfather on her mother's side, left a considerable amount of money in a trust when he died ten years ago. It simply stated that Monica's mother's children would assume possession of the trust at the age of 25, or when they married, whichever came first, after the age of 21. Monica is an only child, so she always assumed that she would inherit the trust when she turned 25.
"It's recently come to our attention that Monica's mother plans to marry a man with three teenage children from two different marriages Monica's mother, Sherry, has reportedly agreed to adopt them. If that happens they could argue, possibly with success, that they are entitled to a share of the trust.
"However," Martha continued, "if Monica were to marry before she has any step-siblings she would clearly be the only child and immediately be entitled to the entire trust."
"I'm not totally opposed to having siblings and sharing the trust, but we strongly suspect Mom is being scammed by a clever con man. We want to remove the possibility of a large financial gain for him from the situation," Monica clarified. "That would be the acid test for his intentions."
"That doesn't explain why you don't pick someone from a small herd of men who would love to marry you. Why me? I don't need your money," Gary stated.
"Bingo!" Martha blurted. "I have explained to Monica that you're an honorable man who would not try to take her money nor force yourself upon her if you shared a home."
"I have to be honest. I didn't want to resort to getting married to solve this issue. I was hoping Martha could pull some strings and find a way for me to adopt the kids as a single man," Gary revealed.
"I'm sure Ms. Henderson is a wonderful young woman, but I doubt our marriage would survive very long," Gary stated. "She's strong willed and spoiled. I can't see her being a mother figure to the two kids."
"This isn't supposed to be a long term thing, you opinionated jackass," Monica practically snarled. "I'm beginning to think no amount of money could make being your wife bearable."
Monica's grandparents had insisted to Monica that Gary Landis was the perfect solution for her trust fund dilemma. She very reluctantly agreed to discuss the idea with him, but she wondered if she'd soon regret any interaction with the man.
Sam Henderson had been quietly listening to the exchange. "I've heard enough. I am asking you both to accept this proposal. I admit that it isn't ideal, but it could benefit you both as well as the two children. Gary, will you do this?"
Gary felt trapped. Sam had been extremely kind to him since he began working for him at eighteen. He was worried that Monica was an exceptionally sharp woman and would quickly see through him.
Reluctantly, Gary nodded. "Okay, Sam. I expect you've already asked your lawyers to draw up prenuptial agreements. How soon does Ms. Henderson need this to happen?"
"Thanks, Gary," Sam beamed. "Would the day after tomorrow be too soon? I took the liberty to make an appointment at City Hall."
"I have a few questions," Monica stated. "Where are we going to live? How can I be sure he'll respect my privacy? What will I be expected to do for those kids?"
"Gary has a very nice home. If you insist on privacy in your marriage, you can use a separate bedroom with its own bath and a lock on the door. He's a perfect gentleman, so you'll have no problems there," Martha declared.
Monica made a mental note to ask her grandmother how she knew so much about Gary and his home as soon as she had the chance.
"You just have to be civil to Frankie and Brent," Gary added. "I'll be the parent figure. You can go about your usual routine, except you can never bring any dates, lovers or boyfriends to my house."
"That would be awkward for me, too. I'll forgo dating until we see how this all works out. We're going to have a lot of discussions about rules and expectations," Monica predicted.
The next morning found Gary Landis and Monica Henderson applying for a marriage license. The following morning, the couple was married in a quick civil ceremony. Sam, Martha, Frankie and Brent were the only witnesses.
"Don't you have any relatives you could have invited?" Monica asked Gary. "I know we're trying to keep this whole thing low key, but your parents will probably be pissed at you for not inviting them."
"I haven't seen my parents since the day I turned eighteen," Gary responded. "We agreed to go our separate ways and it has worked fine so far."
"I'm so sorry for asking such an insensitive question," Monica apologized. "I didn't realize you were estranged from your parents. There's so much we have to learn about each other."
"I'm sure you'll do your best," were Gary's thoughts to himself. He had serious doubts that the whole marriage thing would be anything but a complete disaster, but he felt compelled to do his best for the two kids. His fondness for the two siblings was going to create major problems down the road. He was sure of that.
As soon as the ceremony was over Sam and Monica headed for the office of the lawyer who handled the trust fund. Martha and Gary immediately visited the Child Protection Services office to begin the process of adopting the siblings. Their grandmother was in hospice and not expected to survive much longer. It was obvious that Martha carried no small amount of influence. Gary was assured that he and Monica were on the fast track for adoption of the children.
Monica was not especially conceited, but Gary's lack of enthusiasm for being married to her was disconcerting. He would not be getting any of her money but he would have a wealthy, attractive wife. It seemed like that would be worth a smile or two. He had mentioned a couple of times that he found her very attractive. He didn't appear to be gay, but he remained aloof and somewhat distant.
She only agreed to her grandparents' scheme because they had stated complete confidence in Gary's character, plus it could be the difference between a nice inheritance and a few million dollars. She had promised herself that she would help out her new step-siblings if it turned out their father was truly in love with her mom. Monica had serious doubts about that being the situation. In any case, she would be able to keep her mother living in relative comfort if she lost her money to a con man.
Gary was very concerned about living with Monica. He felt he could keep the two kids in the dark about his secret life but Monica would be another story. He had no illusions that she would pick up on any mistakes he made. He had realized years ago that he needed to avoid close relationships in order to fly under the radar.
"I need to see where I'm going to be living, so I'll know how many outfits I can fit into my closet. I will have a closet, won't I?" Monica asked with a worried look.
It occurred to Gary that Monica assumed that he lived in some sort of hovel. "I know that you must have a lot of clothes, but you'll have plenty of room for a reasonable amount."
"You live here?" Monica asked in surprise as Gary parked his car in his garage. "This is a really nice house. How much property do you own here?"
"The house sits on a 17 acre tract. There's a stream in the back and lots of room for the kids. They've been here a few times and seem to like it." Gary was obviously proud of his home.
Monica was ecstatic when Gary showed her the suite she would be using. She had her own bathroom and a large walk-in closet.
"Could I ask how you can afford all of this? I know how much you make at our company and it isn't enough to support what I'm seeing here." Monica reasoned.
Gary thought to himself that it was starting already. "I made some sound investments over the years. I was very lucky."
Monica simply looked at Gary without expression for several seconds. He was an unusual man. Monica had taken the time to ask about him at work. He was well liked, but was a bit of a loner. He had no best friends and no one knew of any girlfriends.
He wore glasses, bulky, ill fitting clothes, but somehow pulled it off. Gary was a fashion disaster, but he wasn't unattractive. He was just a bit odd.
Monica complimented Gary on his home and how spacious and well laid out it was. She realized that living there wasn't going to be the torture she had imagined. Then she saw the pool.
"Holy shit! No wonder the kids like it here!" Monica exclaimed. "I think we might be able to make this arrangement work. You have a beautiful property."
Gary helped Monica transport her clothes and other necessities to his place. It took most of a day. Monica's grandparents seemed somewhat happy to have her moving in with him. They helped load items and made some good suggestions about things they would probably need.
Neither Gary nor Monica had any idea how to handle the situation at work. Should they try to keep the marriage secret, or make a big announcement? They finally decided they would never be able to keep their marriage from becoming common knowledge, but they weren't going to broadcast it to the world. They decided to simply allow the situation to take its natural course.
The next weekend, Monica insisted that Gary don a suit and go with her to her mother's wedding, which was being held at a small country club. "I want you to see the faces of everyone when I introduce you as my husband. The reaction from the different actors should be telling."
Gary allowed Monica to steer him around her mother's family and the few friends her mother and her mother's future husband were able to muster.
"Mom, James, this is my husband, Gary. We were married a few days ago and it's been fantastic so far!" asserted Monica more firmly than Gary felt the occasion warranted.
For her part, Monica's mother seemed genuinely delighted. "You never even told me that you were dating, let alone getting married. Congratulations, Sweetheart!"
James, the groom, appeared to be less thrilled by the announcement. "Are you telling us that you two are legally married, with a license and everything, or are you just living together?"
"We legally tied the knot, signed the paperwork, stood before a justice of the peace and took the plunge," Monica replied while flashing a big smile. "My trust fund has already been transferred to me, so I have several reasons to be happy."
"Did you have your husband carefully vetted?" asked James in Gary's presence. "He may have married you for your money. It may be a good idea to look into the situation more closely. You might be able to get the marriage annulled."
"Why would I ever want to end my marriage with this stud?" Monica asked innocently. "He's handsome, smart and great between the sheets. I'd say he's a keeper."
Gary felt his face turn several shades of red as he listened to Monica rave about his prowess in bed. He could see she was drawing out James, but it was still somewhat embarrassing for him.
"Excuse me, I need to speak with my children," mumbled James as he hurried off to find his progeny.
"It looks to me like he had his heart set on his kids getting a part of the trust," Monica whispered to Gary. "How did you find his reaction to my news?"
"On the surface, it appears he's up to no good, but the proof of the pudding is in the tasting," Gary responded. "Let's keep an eye on him and see how it all shakes out."
Gary and Monica each enjoyed a single drink as they waited for the wedding ceremony to begin. Shortly before the scheduled start, a well dressed man, who apparently worked for the club, stepped to the dais where the actual wedding was to take place.
"I'm sorry folks, but the groom has just revealed to me that he has been informed of a death in his family. His youngest daughter's mother has passed away in Quebec. They are making arrangements to leave for Canada immediately. The wedding has to be postponed indefinitely."
Gary searched the room, but James and his three children were nowhere to be seen. He felt some pride in being a part of a plan to expose James as a grifter, but was concerned about how Monica's mother would react. He escorted Monica to her mother's side.
"What an asshole," Monica's mother grumbled loudly. "Monica, I wondered if you'd step to the plate when you learned I was about to marry a man with three kids who had the potential to become your step-siblings."
"You mean you were concerned about James' intentions and you were going to marry him anyway?" Monica demanded. "Did you suspect that he would have insisted you adopt his kids and possibly make them partners with me in the trust Grandfather Mason set up?"
"Why do you think I broke my promise to James and made sure you knew about my pending nuptials a week ago?" Sherry asked. "He wanted me to tell no one we were getting married until a few days before the wedding.
"I'm not as smart as you're rumored to be, Monica, but I know a rat when I smell one. I made sure my lawyer passed the information on to your Grandmother Henderson without James' knowledge.
"It certainly lit a fire under your smooth little ass, didn't it?" Sherry continued. "You rushed out and found this guy on a moment's notice. Now that you have your trust, are you going to divorce the poor man?"
Monica looked at Gary as he waited for her response. He had cleaned up quite well for the wedding. His suit fit him perfectly and his easy smile made him look adorable. She was actually quite pleased to be seen with Gary as her escort.
"No, Mom. We're in this for more than the trust fund. I'm going to be keeping this guy around for awhile," Monica assured her mother.
"That sounds like an excellent plan," Sherry agreed with a smile. "Next time you get married, please let me know. I realize you were trying to fight fire with fire, or marriage with marriage in this case. I will be available for babysitting the grandkids, by the way."
"That's great news, Mom, because we hope to have two kids by the end of the month," Monica revealed. "Gary's been involved with helping two children whose parents have no part in their life. They lived with their grandmother but she recently passed away. We hope to legally adopt them within a few weeks."
"That's a lot of responsibility. You both must be very fond of the children to adopt them and have a family as newlyweds. You surprise me, Monica, but in a very good way. I think Gary is good for you," Sherry opined.
"If these children are well behaved, I'd love to have them visit me. Where are you living now? I hope you have enough room for a large family. I'll be expecting a few more grandkids before long."
"Don't get your hopes up, Mother. Gary and I are still learning about each other and have no plans to add to the family," Monica insisted.
As Gary drove home from the canceled wedding, he had to smile at Monica's good mood. She chatted constantly about her mother, her grandparents and how relieved she was to have her trust fund in her possession. She was surprisingly warm and bubbly. Gary had never seen that side of her before.
Monica realized that she had blathered all the way home, but she couldn't help it. Her purpose for marrying a man she hardly knew had been validated. She had prevented her mother from making a serious mistake. She felt closer to her mom than she had in years. The steady stream of boyfriends and lovers her mother had entertained since her father's deadly heart attack had calloused her against anything her mother said or did. They had simply grown apart. Monica had moved in with her paternal grandparents, the Hendersons, after she graduated college.
Monica enjoyed living in Gary's home. Her bedroom was large with a huge walk-in closet and a full bath. She found her curiosity piqued. It was obvious that Gary was not the simple machine operator he portrayed himself to be.
He was a perfect gentleman, never saying or doing anything remotely inappropriate. He was focused on gaining custody of the two children and seemed willing to do almost anything to achieve that goal, including marrying a woman he didn't seem to like very much.
It began to fall apart for Gary on a Saturday morning. Monica went into work for an all day meeting with important suppliers. Her grandfather was there and several other management personnel were required to attend.
Monica was scheduled to deliver a presentation that afternoon. Then she realized she had forgotten her flash drive which held the presentation and several other items she wanted to discuss with her team. Not wanting her grandfather to find out she had forgotten a matter important to her company's success, she tried calling Gary to ask him to bring the forgotten drive to work. He failed to answer her call.
Monica didn't feel that leaving a message would result in a timely delivery, so she called one of her friends.
"Heather, could you do me a favor and drive by my house and pick up a flash drive for me and bring it into my work, like right now? It's on the nightstand next to my bed. My bedroom is the one down the hallway to the right as you enter though the front door. I'll text you the code for the door. Gary doesn't answer his phone, so he's probably not home."
"I'm finally going to get to see your house?" Heather asked with some sarcasm. "I've driven by the place every day for five years and I've never been inside. You've been there a couple weeks, but you've never invited me over. I know you're a newlywed, but you can't be banging the guy all weekend, every weekend. How come you have your own bedroom, anyway?"
"Shit! I forgot about your inquisitive nature. If you'll just stop and get that flash drive, I'll explain it all to you Sunday," Monica reluctantly promised.
Heather was barely able to contain herself when she entered Monica's office an hour later. Several members of the management team were in the office as Heather began to babble excitedly.
"Monica! I saw your husband climb out of the pool and I'm the one who's wet! Where did you find that guy, and more importantly, why do you have your own bedroom? If he was my husband, I'd be making him flex his muscles for me every chance I got. He's incredible."
"Are you talking about Gary?" Monica asked while trying to make sense of Heather's outburst. "Did you run into Gary? I didn't think he was home."
"It was the guy you married. You posted his picture to our group, remember? You left out the muscles, the tan and that amazing smile in your post," Heather complained. "You won the lottery, Girl. Your husband's the best looking man I've ever seen."



"Are you sure it was Gary?" Monica repeated her question. "Your description doesn't quite mesh with how I would expect you to describe him. It might have been a friend or relative of his."
"You're worried some skank is going to try to steal him away, aren't you?" Heather concluded. "You've been keeping him from meeting your friends for a reason. You have a guy who makes you jealous for a change. Talk about poetic justice!"
"You married Gary Landis, didn't you, Monica?" Dawn, a member of the office staff, asked. "The rumor's been going around, but no one's dared ask since it seemed so farfetched. Nobody at the company even knew you two were dating.
"Most of us thought it had to be wrong. You're so beautiful and wealthy, while Gary's just a regular guy. Everyone likes him, especially the single women, but we never thought you'd settle for a man like Gary."
"Are you saying that I married beneath my station, or that Gary's such a nice guy he never would marry a bitch like me?" demanded a somewhat annoyed Monica. "We come from different backgrounds, but we went into marriage with our eyes wide open. We both expect to benefit from it."
"That's an odd way for a new bride to talk about her marriage and her husband," Heather pointed out. "So why the separate bedrooms? From what I saw of your guy, I'd be curled up tight to him every night."
"Heather, thanks for bringing in my flash drive. I really do appreciate it, but I do not appreciate your attempts to discuss my marriage in front of my coworkers. This is not the place or time," Monica stated firmly even as she worried about what Gary might think of the conversation.
She knew the people in the office well enough to be certain the entire conversation would be repeated many times over the next few days. She knew she'd be upset if the shoe was on the other foot and Gary was the one telling tales out of school.
When she returned to her new residence, Gary was in an upbeat mood. "Martha called a little while ago. She told me that Frankie and Brent would officially become our kids Monday afternoon. I can't wait to take them shopping for some new clothes and things. This marriage idea seems to be working out okay for both of us."
"The people at work know we're married. Dawn Roberts asked me about it today. Does that bother you at all?" Monica asked.
"No. Why should it? We knew people would find out, especially when we were granted the adoption," Gary replied. "Does it embarrass you to have our coworkers know you're married to me?
"I warned you that everyone at work knew that you were way out of my league, but you seemed to feel it was all worth it at the time. Do you want out of our deal already?"
"I never said that!" Monica retorted immediately. "I made the deal with my eyes wide open and I'm not going to welsh on it. I don't think that many people want to give the owner's granddaughter a hard time. You, however, could be overwhelmed by bullshit from your coworkers. Let's see how you handle it, Tough Guy."
Monday at work saw many of Gary's coworkers stopping by his station to ask about his new marital status and how he liked married life.
"The rumor was going around last week," one of his female coworkers admitted. "We just couldn't believe it."
"You think she's way out of my league, don't you?" Gary prodded. "She could have done a lot better, right?"
"No, we girls are wondering why you married her. You were never one to drool over a set of tits and a nice ass. You're a good looking guy with some self respect. Most of the single women here would have dated you if you asked, but you never did. How did she rope you in?"
"Isn't it possible that her beauty, money, tits and ass were enough to lure me over to the dark side?" asked Gary facetiously. "I just might be a lot shallower than you realized."
"You're not going to convince those of us who know you that you're a typical male who can't think straight around anything with a vagina," she replied. "You're one of the good guys. I don't know your new wife. She never bothers to speak to us working people. I think the truth about the why you married her will shake out eventually. We all wish you the best."
To Gary's surprise, the woman then hugged him hard and kissed his cheek. She was smiling as she turned to walk away. The smile quickly faded when she almost bumped into Monica, who had been listening to the entire conversation.
"Miss Henderson! I mean Mrs. Landis. I was just congratulating Gary on his marriage. I'd like to congratulate you, too."
Monica studied the woman's face briefly before giving Gary a quick glance. Gary could see that Monica was weighing her response before she spoke. Then she smiled to the woman.
"I don't believe we've met. You obviously know who I am and you seem to be on very good terms with my husband. How about we get together in the lunch room at noon? We should know each other better. I've been far too lax about meeting the employees here.
"I think we'll get along famously, once you realize that my husband is completely enamored and enthralled by my tits and ass. He just can't leave them alone when we're at home. I'm sure you've had some experience with men like that."
"I guess I have, but not with guys like Gary," the girl replied as she decided to speak frankly, even at the risk of her job. "Maybe you can explain it to me at lunch. How did you get Gary to marry you?"
Monica was becoming increasingly aware of the popularity of her groom among the single women employed by her grandfather. While she understood that Gary seemed to be polite and trustworthy, she was at a loss as to exactly why he was so highly regarded. Couldn't most men can be trusted once they mature? It just took some guys longer than others.
"I checked the records. Now I know you're Samantha Cook and you work in receiving," Monica began the lunchroom conversation. "It's nice to meet you, Samantha."
"Thanks. I've seen you on the campus but never spoke to you before," Samantha replied. "The word was you were not very approachable. I never saw you with Gary and no one I asked knew you two were a couple, so how did it all happen so fast?"
"That is a very personal question, which I don't care to answer," Monica replied, but with a smile to lessen the sting. "Could I ask you what you interest in Gary is? Did you date him?"
"If I had, I'd be married to him rather than you, or at least I would have given it my best shot."
"Can you tell me why you never dated him and why you feel so strongly that you would have married him?" Monica countered.
"I've worked with him for three years. He's always been professional and considerate. Anyone who has ever worked with him has been impressed with how he always does more than his share. He's been helping two kids who were in desperate straits.
"That all adds up to a pretty good guy. Toss in that he's good looking, smart, has a real nice home and you have a winner," Samantha reasoned. "I know he wouldn't marry you for your money and you'd probably have a prenup anyway, so a lot of us are naturally curious about what bait you used."
Monica listened with interest to Samantha's explanation. "There'll come a time when I might explain it to you, but I sort of doubt it. I'll admit that it's nice to hear Gary has such a sterling character, but he's not easy to get to know. This all makes me feel better about our marriage.
"I hope we can chat more often. I need to meet the employees and forge some relationships," Monica stated. "Gary is opening my eyes about a few things. We need to do this more often."
Brent and Frankie were unpacking their meager belongings when Monica returned home that evening. Gary was as happy as she had ever seen him. She couldn't help but compare his pleasure with seeing the two kids with his less than enthusiastic reception for her.
Gary took off from work the next day to take the kids shopping for school clothes and supplies. Monica was home long before Gary came in with the two kids in tow.
"Look, Miss Monica! We have new tablets and phones," Brent happily declared. "I have new sneakers and jeans, too."
"I have some new clothes!" Frankie declared as she held up several outfits for Monica to admire. "It's going to be so nice living with Gary and you."
Monica was taken back by the clothes Frankie was so proud of, but decided to not mention it until the kids were asleep. Gary was devoted to the kids, but it was obvious that he had no fashion sense when it came to young ladies.
The kids had been in bed for an hour and Monica was certain that they had to be asleep when she knocked on Gary's bedroom door. She thought he may have already been asleep but then she heard Gary speak.
"Is that you, Monica? Is anything wrong?"
"I'd like to talk to you, Gary, if you don't mind. It's about Frankie."
"Okay, come in," Gary called out after a short wait.
Monica noted that Gary was just sliding a shirt over his head as she entered. It was not soon enough to totally conceal his impressive six pack abs. She focused on her reason for speaking to Gary and willed herself to ignore his surprising masculinity.
"Gary, you should have let me take Frankie shopping. I'm far more capable of finding the right clothes for a girl Frankie's age."
"I think we did pretty good," Gary responded with an edge to his voice. "Frankie tried on all the clothes before we bought them and they fit her perfectly."
"I'm sure they did, but Frankie's at the age where she needs some direction with her choices in style and fashion. What kind of underwear did she get?"
"I, ah, don't think we bought any under garments, now that you mention it. Do you think she needs some?"
"That's what I'm talking about. You're totally clueless about young girls, their fashions and their needs. Of course she needs new underwear," Monica stated emphatically. "She's going to be needing bras as well as the talk about what to do when her monthly friend comes to visit. Do you feel comfortable helping her through those issues?"
"You already know the answer to those questions, Monica. I should have asked for your help before this, but I didn't think you wanted to be saddled with the responsibility of Frankie and Brent. I was just trying to take care of it all on my own."
"That's not fair. I never said anything of the sort. I like both of them and I'm supposed to be the mother figure in this house. We need to establish that," Monica insisted. "You know Child Services will be watching us to be certain the kids are in a safe and loving home. You did your part for my trust and for helping Mom see she was being conned.
"I'm invested in this family, such as it is. I want those two kids to have happy childhoods and become well adjusted adults. Let's work together on that goal."
Gary simply nodded but his gaze did not waver. "Are you looking at my breasts again?" Monica asked while trying to not chuckle. "You've seen women in pajamas before, haven't you? Why are you always staring at me?"
Gary face flushed red as he struggled to answer the question. "I didn't mean to stare and really don't want to offend you, but I've never before seen anything as beautiful as you are. I hope that doesn't creep you out."
"You've got a lot to learn about women. We get creeped out at unwanted advances, improper suggestions, crude remarks about our looks, and especially unwanted contact. You didn't me creep out. You were so sincere and you blushed so hard, it was flattering. Good night, Husband."
Gary had trouble falling to sleep as he considered everything Monica had said. He obviously had failed Frankie and that fact caused him concern. He wanted so badly to make her life more stable and her social position at school more acceptable.
Then there was Monica's reaction to his inability to look away from her when she came into his bedroom in silk pajamas which seemed to mold to her breasts. She didn't appear upset, but he could tell that she felt in control and that was not something he wanted to allow. He needed to be more disciplined in his interactions with the beautiful woman who was now his wife. She was right about one thing. He did have a lot to learn about woman and he needed to figure her out before she made him into a spineless bowl of Jell-O.
For her part, Monica was more curious about Gary than ever. Her brief glimpse of his torso had shown her enough to know why her friend Heather had been so impressed. He seemed to have the body of a Greek god, but he kept it concealed. Most men would be strutting around with no shirt on if that had Gary's physique.
Then there was the impressive property Gary owned. She had taken the time to check the county property records. He had paid almost half a million dollars for his little estate and had already paid off the original mortgage. She had married a man who was far more than he seemed on the surface. What reason did he have for being so secretive? How had he been able to afford the home she was now enjoying when he was so young?
Monica took Frankie shopping after school the next day. Gary was helping Brent with his homework when they came home after the shops had closed. Frankie was almost giddy as she told Gary about the things Monica had gotten for her.
"Look at these cool shoes and my new sneakers!" Frankie insisted as she held the items up for Gary to appreciate properly. "I even have some new swimsuits. Monica says we should all start going for a swim in the afternoon to improve our stamina and endurance. She said you'll have to do it, too."
"She did? What do you think caused Monica to think she could decide what the rest of us are going to do?" Gary asked with some annoyance.
"She said that when you saw her new bikini, you wouldn't be able to tell her 'no'. She looks really beautiful in it. You'll see."
Monica was grinning at Gary as Frankie explained her decision for the family to spend time exercising in the pool. It was apparent to Gary that Monica thought he'd do her bidding, regardless of what he wanted. It occurred to him that she was behaving more and more like a wife and mom, and less like a wealthy socialite training to assume control of a successful business.
The next evening after work, Frankie and Brent greeted Gary at the door as he came home from work. They insisted that he put on his swim trunks and join them in the pool.
"This is Monica's idea, so why don't you swim with her?" Gary asked. "I have things to do around the house."
"Monica is busy and told us to have you come out with us. She didn't feel that we should use the pool alone until we became better swimmers," Brent explained.
Gary considered the kids' request and agreed. "I'll get my suit on and be out in five minutes. Don't go into the water until I get out there."
Gary met the kids by the pool. He chuckled to himself as Frankie preened and pranced around in her new swimsuit.
"You sure look pretty in that new suit," Gary observed. "Now I have to be sure I keep all the boys away. I don't know if I should allow you to wear that suit if we have company."
As Gary expected, his expressed concern was exactly what Frankie wanted to hear. She flashed him a big smile and jumped into the pool. Brent immediately dove in after her. Then Gary jumped high over the pool and curled up for a cannonball. The kids were laughing heartily when he surfaced.
"Why are you wearing a shirt in the pool?"` Monica asked from behind Gary.
"I burn easily, so I...". Gary had turned to face Monica as he answered her question. His response stuttered to a stop when she came into his view. She stood on the pool apron in the sexiest orange bikini he had ever seen.
Her breasts more than filled her top. They appeared to be oozing out of the cups. Her waist was surprisingly slim while her hips flared just enough to give her the classic hourglass figure.
"Are you staring at me again?" Monica asked with an impish smile. "I'm not sure, but I get the impression that you haven't spent a lot of time around females. Do you always stare and get tongue tied around girls?"
"When they look like you, I do," Gary managed to state without averting his eyes. "I'm sure you knew you'd make me go all stupid again. That's why you waited until I was in the pool so you could surprise me."
"Gary, would you please take off your shirt. There's no reason to wear one in the pool unless you're a hundred pounds overweight. Toss it here and I'll put it on a chair to dry."
"I burn easily, so I wear a shirt to protect my skin," Gary asserted.
"No you don't. Besides, we're in the shadow of the house this time of day. You can't get burned without sunshine," Monica reasoned.
"Well, I like to wear it, so I...".
"Come on, kids. Let's take his shirt off!" yelled Monica as she jumped into the pool near Gary. Soon Gary had three sets of hands tugging at his shirt. He tried to push the hands away without hurting Monica or the kids, but it was for naught. He heard a ripping sound as both Monica and Frankie backed away with a large section of his shirt in their hands.
Gary's temper flared briefly, but seeing how hard all three of his opponents were laughing caused him to reconsider. This was what he wanted more than anything. Brent and Frankie were laughing and feeling like they belonged. Monica seemed to be enjoying the kids more as time went on. Maybe he shouldn't have been so worried about keeping his secrets.
"Is that a tattoo?"Monica asked as she moved closer to study his chest. "It's my name! You have my name tattooed on your rather impressive pectoral. When did you get that done?"
"It was a lark. I was out with a couple of friends and we drank too much, way too much. Somehow, we thought it would be a great idea if we all had a name tattooed on our chest. I can get it removed if it bothers you," Gary promised.
Monica stared at him for a few seconds before asking, "When did you get this done?"
"It was about four years ago, on Valentine's Day." Gary seemed nervous as sweat formed on his brow and he glanced around as if looking for an escape route.
"Four years ago? I was away at college and we had never met, so you couldn't have been thinking of me when you had it done. Tell me who this 'Monica' is, please."
"You'll be upset if I tell you any more than I have. We each picked a woman's name and had it tattooed on out chest. None of us could know any women with the name we each selected," Gary explained.
"Are you telling me that you randomly picked my name even though we had never met, yet somehow you wound up married to a woman with that name? Do you expect me to believe that?" Monica demanded.
"Well, I may have cheated a little," Gary admitted. "Mr. Henderson had given me a job a couple years before and I was always trying to do things for him to show how much I appreciated his confidence in me."
"I helped move a new desk into his office and he had your picture on his old desk. He told me your name and that you were his granddaughter. I was a little taken by your beauty so when I was drunk and had to think of a woman's name to carry next to my heart, you were the only one I could think of."
By this time, Monica was looking at Gary like he was a snake in the pool. Her eyes looked huge and tears trickled down her cheeks. She began backing up as fast as she could. She ran up the steps to the pool deck and hurried inside the house, leaving Gary to his own demons.
"That sounded a little creepy, Gary. I think you scared Monica with your story. Have you been stalking her or something?" Frankie asked.
It was quite obvious to Gary that if a ten year old could tell his behavior was not normal, Monica would find it far worse. He had really screwed things up.
"Maybe you should go apologize or something," Brent suggested. "Frankie and I don't want to lose our family, especially so soon after finally having one."



Gary saw the wisdom in the suggestion. He headed for the house, although it felt more like he was going to the gallows. He had no idea what he could possibly say to make his conduct acceptable.
Gary began formulating an apology in the way of an explanation which might possibly seem less creepy. He knew he would lose his nerve if he didn't address the situation immediately. To that end, he walked to Monica's door and simply pushed it open.
"Monica, I was wrong to..." Gary began his apology before abruptly stopping. Monica was standing by her bed with tears on her cheeks, but with nothing else on, anywhere.
Gary simply froze in place, unable to speak or even think. He simply drank in the raw beauty on display before him.
"You are such an ass!"Monica practically spat at him. "You never walk into a woman's bedroom without asking her permission. At least you don't unless she's your wife in every sense of the word, which I am not.
"What do you have in mind now? Are you going to force yourself on me? Take me against my will? Show the world how prophetic your fucking tattoo was?"
"What? No, I would never do that. You must know that by now. I apologize for the dumb things I've done, and the list is growing every minute, but I would never force you to do anything against your will. It seems you think even less of me than I realized, and even less than I deserve, which is saying a lot," Gary stated with emotion.
"I apologize and will not be bothering you in the future. Those two kids will have my entire focus," Gary declared as he stepped back out of the room and pulled the door tightly closed.
Gary had only taken a few steps when he heard the door open again and Monica call to him. "Gary, please wait. We need to clear the air and get past this or we're doomed."
Gary turned and was surprised to see that Monica was still nude and even more incredible than the minute before.
"You already know how stupid I am when I look at you. It's a lot worse when you're naked," Gary allowed. "I probably won't make much sense with you looking the way you do."
"That's one of the things I want to talk to you about," Monica responded. "You keep telling me that you find me attractive, but you avoid me like the plague. If you think I look so good, why don't you ever act like you're attracted to me?
"Why did I have to literally rip your shirt off you to see how incredible your body is? Why do you wear glasses at work that are plain glass and offer no optical value at all? How did you manage to buy such a beautiful property on the wages you earn from our company?"
"I grew up in a household where verbal abuse was fairly common," Gary stated as he mulled over his answer. "My father always accused my mother of marrying him for his money, of cheating on him and always trying to manipulate him. More than a few time he asked Mom if I was really his son.
I decided to avoid women, especially marriage to one. I saw how my parents were and I was miserable. I thought they both were, too. When I turned 18 and graduated high school, I took the savings I had managed to accumulate and moved to a small apartment near here. Soon after that, your grandfather gave me my first full time job and I've been there ever since.
"From the first day, I wore glasses and bulky, ill fitting clothes because I believed it would guarantee women would never be attracted to me. It seemed to work, right up until you and I entered into our arrangement. I don't know why, but the women at work have been much more forward since then."
"They thought you didn't want them to approach you," Monica explained. "Once they realized you had gotten married, they started kicking their own asses for not grabbing you first. I think that they expect us to divorce before long and they'll be after you like vultures on road kill. They now think you're a normal guy, a good looking one at that, who does enjoy female companionship."
"Well, you can vouch that I'm pretty much clueless when it comes to women so they'd be better off with someone else," Gary asserted.
"You are pretty clueless, but it seems that you're exactly what a lot of young women are looking for," Monica observed with a smile. "You have no idea how hard it is to find a man who takes on responsibility, likes kids, has a nice home and treats women with respect. You're practically the gold standard for the type of husband women search for every day.
"Did you tell me the truth about your tattoo?" Monica asked as she moved close to Gary and carefully looked at the ink on his chest.
"Yeah. It was a lark, but I honestly couldn't think of another woman's name. Yours was the first and only one that came to mind."
"Tell me how you came to have such an impressive physique, if you don't mind," Monica pressed as she gently touched the area of the tattoo.
"My dad is a big strong guy and I take after him. I also swim a lot and do some core exercises in the morning. It makes my days go faster and I feel better about myself. How did you manage to get your incredible body, as long as we're asking questions?" Gary barely managed to speak as Monica's finger seemed to burn into his chest more the tattoo had.
"You really think it's incredible?" asked Monica with a bright smile. "I have good genes and I go to the gym a lot. I run about ten miles a week to help keep my heart strong and the weight down."
By this time, Monica was standing so close to Gary, he could have easily touched her almost everywhere, which was exactly what he wanted to do. He forced himself to move his gaze up to her eyes.
"You don't have to answer this, Gary, but I have to ask. Have you ever had sex with a woman?"
"As opposed to a donkey, or a chicken or something?" Gary retorted.
Monica studied Gary's face a few seconds before laughing. "I guess that question was poorly phrased, but you know what I mean. Farm animals aside, have you ever had sex?"
"Will you please be kind enough to keep this conversation between us?" Gary asked. "I haven't, mostly because I was afraid it would lead to me thinking I was in love and marrying some woman who was like my mom, or like what my dad claimed my mom was."
Monica's smile became even bigger. "You really are a rare find. The woman you fall in love with will have the pleasure of teaching you just how to please her. You're like a blank canvas waiting for the artist's touch."
"That could take some time," Gary replied with a grin of his own. "I'm a bit of a slow learner at times."
"I was hoping that you were," Monica replied with a grin of her own. "Changing the subject, you still haven't explained how you can afford this property. Did you have a trust fund or something?"
"Ha! That's a good one," Gary said. "I saved my money and studied the markets in my spare time. I didn't date or spend money on anything but food and rent. One day, I asked your grandfather what he thought would be a good place to invest some money, and he was very helpful. My first few investments turned out very well, so I kept rolling the profits into new investments. After a few years, I was able to get a mortgage on this property, so I bought it. I've since paid it off. Having money did add to my paranoia about women, and the fear that they would try to separate me from it."
"Do you realize you've been looking at my face and talking to me normally while I'm naked and you're only wearing swim trunks? I think you may be on the way to be cured of staring at women as well as their bits and pieces."
"You're making me laugh now," Gary replied. "If there's a cure for that, I sure as hell don't want it. You think I'm looking at your face, which I am for the most part, but there's a mirror strategically placed on the wall behind you. I've been looking at your ass every chance I get."
"I see," Monica nodded as if mulling over the situation. "You're an unrepentant letch who revels in looking at women's breasts and asses. Is that correct?
"Well, as far as it goes. I like looking at every inch of you, so you can include any and all female body parts to your list. You really are quite beautiful."
"That's the sort of compliment a lady likes to receive," Monica stated with a slight blush. "Thanks for taking the time to clear up a few misunderstandings. I think we'll get along much better now."
"Wow!" Frankie's voice echoed through the house. "It looks like Monica and Gary have patched up their spat. She's naked!"
"Where are they? I want to see," Brent declared from the living room.
"Like father, like son?" Monica teased as she retreated to the privacy of her room. Gary realized that he liked being thought of as Brent's father.
Gary had trouble falling asleep as he kept seeing Monica nude when he closed his eyes. She was, by far, the most attractive woman he had ever seen. Naked, she looked like a true goddess. He had trouble believing he had been so close to her when she was naked. She showed no fear or embarrassment. Was that because she trusted him or because she thought he was harmless?
Gary finally fell asleep but woke up with a start a short time later. When he barged into Monica's room, all of her furniture had been rearranged from where it had been. It took Gary and two friends to move the bedroom suite in.
It was an old set of excellent quality. It was solid cherry wood. The wardrobe had to weigh several hundred pounds. They had assembled the bed after carrying the heavy headboard in separately. It was not on caster wheel and was heavy as hell once assembled. The two dressers were quite heavy as well. Who had helped her move everything?
Now Gary had a new set of concerns. He went from dreaming about a beautiful nude woman to thinking about another man, or men, helping Monica move her bedroom furniture. She had agreed to not have lovers, or even boyfriends, in his house.
Short of asking her how she had moved the furniture and hoping for an honest answer, he realized he needed to keep his mouth shut and his eyes open. If he suggested she was not living up to the terms of their agreement and he was wrong, she would be pissed. He knew enough about women to know that.
If Monica had men stopping in when he was away, he would consider that a deal breaker. Then he would have to decide whether he could live with the situation to enable the kids to remain living in his house, or if his pride would demand that he end the charade.
To that end, Gary began finding reasons to return to his house at odd times during the day. He lived only fifteen minutes from work, so he could go home for lunch, or if his station was down for maintenance. To his dismay, as well as his relief, he never found any sign of other men in his home.
He did, however, notice quite a few other inconsistencies. His landscaping was changing slightly. His large back yard was fenced. Even with no close neighbors, the previous owners had erected a tall privacy fence. Gary assumed that was because they wanted to enjoy the pool without being spied upon by nosey neighbors, hikers, or plain old perverts.
The fence had begun to sag in places over the years. Gary had been considering his options regarding the fence. Should he just remove it, replace it, or repair it? That issue had somehow been rendered moot. The fence was now as straight and solid as the day it had been erected.
The two foot crack in the pool apron was no longer there. There was no indication that it had ever existed. He noticed the trails that weaved through his property seemed wider. The limbs and brush that had crowded the paths in certain areas were no longer an issue.
Gary could find no cut ends or discarded brush, but he was certain the trails were better and neater than they had been before Monica had moved in. He even got on his knees to look for any sort of tracks of a mechanical nature, but found none.
Near the end of one trail, just before it looped around and joined another, there was a rock outcropping. Even the thinnest person had to stop, turn sideways and carefully step between the rocks. Gary was stunned when he reached them only to find that they appeared to be the exact same shape, but were now four feet apart.
Being what he considered a logical person, Gary mulled the situation over for days. He struggled to arrive at a sensible explanation. When they failed, he began to consider situations he felt were not feasible. Eventually, he was kicking around thoughts of magic, illusion, and even the possibility that he had either stroked out or had eaten some bad mushrooms. There was no reasonable, logical explanation for the subtle changes he was seeing.
Both Brent and Frankie were oblivious to it all. They were wrapped up in school and enjoying their new home. Gary realized that they hadn't lived there long enough to notice how things had slightly changed.
For some reason, he was reluctant to ask Monica about the way things were improving on their own for fear she would think he was losing his mind. That was a possibility which Gary did not rule out.
"Monica, have you noticed anything unusual around the property lately?" Gary asked in what he hoped was a nonchalant manner..
"You have a beautiful property, Gary. I have noticed that. Is it about anything in particular that you're asking?"
Well, not really. It's just that I thought the fence was beginning to look a little shabby and was considering replacing or removing it. Now that I inspect it closely, it looks like it's brand new."
Monica averted her eyes for a second before facing Gary again and breaking into a big smile. "That's a good thing, isn't it? If the fence looks new, there's no need to spend time and money on replacing it, is there?"
"It's a good thing that the fence appears to be in such good condition," Gary agreed. "It's not so good that I was so wrong about its state of disrepair. I seem to be getting forgetful or something. Have you noticed anything different in my actions?"
"Well, you still stare at my chest when you think I'm not looking, so that's not different," Monica teased as Gary felt his face flush. "You've been great with Frankie and Brent, so that's not changed. We still treat each other like roommates, so that's the same. Did you have something particular in mind?"
Monica seemed to enjoy busting his balls about his physical attraction to her. She was obviously confident that he thought she was beautiful, but then, who didn't?
Since the night he had walked into her room to find her naked, she seemed friendlier to him. Her interest in Frankie and Brent had increased noticeably. She swam almost every day and always wore a bikini that did nothing to conceal her amazing body. She had even convinced Gary that he should stop wearing shirts in the pool. He no longer felt self-conscious about his physique and stopped worrying about his tattoo.
At work, things were going well. Everyone knew and accepted that Gary was married to the heir apparent of the company. He never felt uncomfortable about it with his coworkers.
For her part, Monica had begun to make an effort to introduce herself to the workforce and discuss any concerns they might have about their work. Several of Gary's coworkers noticed how she had altered her attitude toward them and suggested that Gary was a good influence.
For his part, Gary would just accept the observations of the others although he felt Monica's behavior was not something he influenced. They seldom discussed work at home. Monica did make a point of stopping to speak with him when it was apparent he had a few minutes to spare. She was always careful to not try to engage him in conversation while he was operating the machinery. He appreciated that.
One afternoon, a new piece of equipment was being moved across the work area to be placed in its designated spot. The equipment was large enough to make it difficult for the fork lift operator to see in front of it. For safety purposes, another man was walking about ten feet in front of the machine making certain everyone understood to stay out of the path until the machine was off the fork lift and in place.
It all worked according to plan, until the shit hit the fan. The lift driver failed to see a lighting unit hanging low enough for the top of the piece of equipment to strike. The loud breaking sounds of the fluorescent lights popping as they broke and poured down to the floor startled the driver and he instinctively swerved the lift away from the direction of the now destroyed light. The sudden direction change caused the equipment to totter and slide on the forks.
Gary had been standing off to the side, making certain he was well out of the way of the fork truck. He saw the load on the fork shift and he instantly knew it was going to topple off the forks. To Gary's horror, at that moment, Hank decided to step out of his office and in front of the toppling piece of equipment.
Hank had the bad habit of backing out of his office as he spoke to someone within. Gary had seen him do it countless times, but never as a fork lift lost a very heavy load. Reacting purely on instinct, Gary sprinted toward Hank and roughly shoved him back into the safety of his office.
The machinery struck Gary's shoulder hard and knocked him to the floor. Gary looked up to see the load leave the forks and fall to the floor. The bottom of the machine hit the floor near Gary's feet and then momentum caused it to fall on its side, directly over Gary. Knowing any effort on his part was futile; Gary still brought his hands up to catch the heavy metal machinery as it began its rapid descent. He was now convinced that his time on earth was finished.
Gary couldn't believe it when he actually brought the falling machine to a stop. His arms were extended and feeling a great deal of pressure, but he refused to allow it to fall on him. He heard voices all around him and many hands began to grip the heavy piece of equipment.
A large chain was passed between Gary and his heavy burden and quickly attacked to the fork truck, which began baking away, pulling the equipment into an upright position and stabilizing it.
"Boys, don't move him until the ambulance gets here," Hank shouted at those gathered around Gary. "That thing should have crushed him, but he managed to hold it up long enough for the rest of you to help, but we don't know if he suffered any internal injuries."
Feeling surprisingly alert, Gary had to agree with Hank's assessment of the situation. He realized that he felt no pain. That worried him more than a little. His arms should be broken, along with every other bone in his body, but he was in no pain. How was that possible?
"I don't know it you should..." Hank managed to say before he was interrupted.
"He's my husband and not you or anyone else is going to keep me away from him," Monica snarled at Hank as she knelt down next to Gary.
Gary felt Monica's lips against his and marveled at how tender and sweet they were. Their first real kiss was on the floor of the plant with just about everyone working the shift watching. He knew he should have been embarrassed, but all he felt was joy and relief.
As Monica continued to kiss him, Gary felt her tears drop onto his face. He began to feel strange. All he could think was he was on fire, but the flames felt cool and soft. Visions flashed in his mind and left just as quickly. A virtual collage of memories which were not his raced through his thoughts. The last thing he saw so very briefly was the heavy machinery tipping over on him as he raised his arms to protect himself. The strange thing was the vision was from several feet away and did not have the perspective he had experienced as the huge object came down on him. Gary fell unconscious.
Brent and Frankie were chattering when he next became aware of his surroundings. He slowly opened his eyes to see Monica watching him closely. Her face broke into a brilliant smile.



"Darling, how do you feel? Are you in any pain? Is there anything you want or need?"
"You're awake," Frankie whispered as she leaned over and kissed his cheek. We were real worried, but Monica said you'd be okay."
"Yeah, Grandma Henderson picked us up from school to come to the hospital," Brent added. "You were in an accident and almost crushed, but you're so strong, you held a big piece of machinery up until a bunch of other guys could help."
Apparently the nurse heard everyone talking since she quickly appeared at his side. "Dr. Benton is on his way now. He wants to talk with you and do another assessment. It seems that you're a very lucky man."
The doctor was an older balding man. "From what I've been told, I should be sending you to the morgue, but it looks like you'll be able to go home as soon as I make sure you're feeling as good as you appear. Apparently, the shock of the accident, or perhaps the shock of surviving it caused you to pass out. That's not uncommon, although you were out for an extended period of time.
"You're in exceptional health with no signs of the slightest trauma. From the descriptions of the accident I've received, that qualifies as a near miracle. Be sure to follow up with your family doctor if you feel anything at all troubling. All I ask is that you take it easy for a day or two and pay your bill on the way out."
"Doctor! I don't think that's appropriate," Monica stated firmly. "I'm going to report that comment to the hospital administration. We're not deadbeats and will not be treated like we are."
"I see you married a firecracker," the doctor added with a chuckle. "Gary and I have been friends for a few years now. He won't be reporting me for anything or I'll stop giving him investment tips."
"I doubt the tips you have would be enough to cover the hospital bill, Jim. Thanks for taking care of me. I'll see you on the fifth for our next meeting," Gary stated.
"Perhaps you should introduce me to your wife so she doesn't get my medical license revoked," the doctor suggested.
"Monica, this sad specimen is Jim Mitchell. He's in an investment group with your grandfather and me. We're trying to help him afford his malpractice insurance. Jim, this lady is my wife, Monica Landis."
"Mrs. Landis, I have no idea how Gary talked a beautiful woman like you into marrying him, but we do have a good attorney in our group who I can recommend if the need arises," Dr. Jim Mitchell stated with a grin.
"I see," Monica replied as she looked from Gary to the doctor and back again. "Gary continues to surprise me in all sorts of ways. He's in Grandpa's investment group? Can your lawyer friend break the prenup Gary insisted on?"
"I'm sure he can, but he's probably the one who drew it up. I know he does legal work for both Sam and Gary. It could be considered a conflict of interest, but you would need to speak with him."
Monica drove Gary and the kids home from the hospital. They jabbered all the way about the accident, being pulled from school and how cool they thought it was that Gary was able to lift a few tons of steel to protect himself.
Monica noticed how pensive Gary seemed to be, so she walked him to his bedroom before speaking. "Get some rest. That was the most frightening thing I've ever seen, but you're okay and that's all that matters. Let me know if you need anything."
Gary lay on his bed and tried to make sense of his situation. Things were complicated, or so they seemed. Gary thought about everything that had happened that day, as well as the odd occurrences leading up to the accident.
He kept coming back to the suspicion that Monica was not telling him the truth about herself. Was it possible that she was responsible for the bizarre things Gary had been noticing?
Boulders don't move themselves; fences don't repair themselves; and Gary was sure that he couldn't bench press a Sherman tank. He remembered the old saying that once he eliminated the impossible, whatever remained, no matter how improbable had to be the truth.
He was unable to come up with a scenario that could explain why he wasn't crushed to death at work. The only factors in common with the odd events around his property and the situation at work were Monica and him. He quickly ruled himself out. That left Monica.
How could she have moved the boulders, repaired the crack and the fence and pushed back the brush on the trails without leaving any indication it had ever happened? How could she have saved him from certain death earlier in the day?
No human being could have moved the huge rocks in the path or stopped the machinery from crushing him, especially from a distance. That led to the conclusion that Monica was not human. That thought saddened Gary. It also scared the daylights out of him. Was he safe? What about the kids? Why was Monica being so thoughtful and considerate to Gary and the kids?
Did she plan on placing probes in his eyes, teeth and balls like in those old movies? Would she abduct them to a different planet? What were her intentions? Could he believe her if she told him?
Gary thought back to the flashing scenes that sped through his mind when Monica kissed him. He forced himself to concentrate on them so he could identify situations and places.
He began to realize some of the scenes were not from Earth. The waters were strange colors. There were animals that never existed, at least to his knowledge. There were people of many different colors and hues. They looked like humans, but were they? The more he thought about what he had seen, the greater his doubts became.
It seemed likely that Monica was some sort of alien. Once Gary reached that conclusion, he was unsure what his next step should be. If he reported her, would he be placed in some kind of insane asylum? Would she get angry and destroy Earth? Would she just kill him, and maybe the kids? Who knew what an angry space alien was capable of?
The only conclusion Gary could reach was to not overreact and to consider his options. She hadn't hurt anyone as far as Gary knew, so it seemed like he had some time to determine the best course of action.
Monica was very concerned. When she saw Gary about to die in that bizarre accident, she acted without thinking. Even if she destroyed her carefully created cover, it was worth it to keep him alive. She had no regrets. Gary was worth whatever was required of her.
She knew that when she kissed him she was not in control of her emotions. In her exuberance, she had allowed him inside her mind. She never should have done that. He was very intelligent and would be playing those scenes over in his head. How could he reach any conclusion other than the truth?
The irony was that while Gary was able to access some of her thoughts and memories, she was able to do the same with him. She quickly saw that he was totally infatuated with her. His thoughts were mostly of her and the two kids. He wanted only to see that Frankie and Brent had the opportunity to find happiness and some degree of success. He wanted Monica to love him and he was working toward that goal.
She also saw his suspicions about how small changes were occurring on his property for no obvious reason. She had thought he would be too busy, too absorbed, with her and the children to notice the little things she had been doing. That had been another mistake.
Now he would fear her. He would worry about his safety and the safety of Frankie and Brent. Would he ever be able to trust her again? Without trust, they could never have a meaningful relationship of any kind. Monica knew that and found herself hoping that Gary would find his way through the doubts and fears, and be able to love her. He had been getting so close.
The next few days were difficult for both Monica and Gary. His coworkers gave him a hero's welcome, which Gary did not feel he deserved. The talk about how adrenaline must have made him especially strong caused him to wince. Strong muscles are don't make bones stronger than steel. People believed what they wanted to believe, but Gary knew he should have died. He just didn't know how to feel about the possibly alien creature that had saved him.
Monica was suffering. Gary barely spoke to her. She didn't know how he felt about her now, but she feared the worst. Thinking about it logically, hoping Gary would overlook their differences was unlikely. It wasn't something as simple as the couple attending different churches. They were literally from different worlds.
Three days later, with almost no communication between them, Monica decided to take the bull by the horns. Once Frankie and Brent had gone to bed, Gary turned on his computer to research some stocks. Monica asked Gary if they could talk.
"I guess that depends, Monica. Do you want to gaslight me some more or are you ready to tell me who and what you really are? If not, we have nothing to discuss. I knew there would be some adjustments and surprises with you. I even expected you would leave me once you gained control of your trust. I never dreamed we'd be in this position."
"I'll tell the truth and answer any question you ask me," Monica stated softly. "I know you're upset about everything. I wasn't truthful, but I didn't know if I could safely admit what I am. Now I'm more worried about our relationship than I am about my safety."
"How could I lessen your safety?" Gary demanded, "Unless I'm way off, you can control anyone and anything. You have special mind powers, don't you? You used them to make me fall in love with you so you could have some kind of base of operations. You controlled and manipulated my emotions. I don't know what's real and what you are projecting into my mind."
"I don't control your mind," Monica asserted. "I can move objects with my mind, but I can't control the emotions or thoughts of others. I can't read minds and I can't project my thoughts. If you fell in love with me, it was because we were good together, not because I made you."
"Let's start at the beginning," Gary declared. "Are you human? Were you born on Earth? Were your parents human?"
"Our genomes are almost identical, so I would answer that question by saying I am human, but slightly different. I was born on a planet which could be earth. I'm not sure. The reason is," Monica hesitated as she considered how to phrase her answer, "I was born in a different dimension, but probably on Earth in that dimension. There are an infinite number of planets in every dimension, so naturally, some are very similar."
Gary was struggling to understand what Monica was telling him. "I met your mom. I know your grandparents. Are they from another dimension, too? Can they move things with their minds?"
"I was adopted. Even in my dimension, my powers were extremely unusual. By the time I was five, the government where my parents lived had learned of my 'gifts', as my mother called them. They told my parents they would take me and mold me into everything I could be to help society.
"My parents interpreted that to mean that the government was going to either make me do their bidding or try to determine what made me different so they could create more like me, or maybe do both if I lived through the testing and experiments. My dad was a total genius. He created a method to move between dimensions, which would have made him more important to the government than I was, if they had known."
Gary stared at Monica as she gathered her thoughts. "This is a better story than I ever expected. You're not an alien so much as you're a visitor from a different dimension? You're parents are like Superman's real folks. They had to send him away before his planet exploded. Your dimension had bad people who wanted to enslave you for their own nefarious purposes. Did your dad stuff you in a rocket and launch you to this dimension?"
"No. When the time came, he told me to walk into a very small room, like a closet. He told me there would be a door on the other side and I should go through it. He had studied the new dimension as much as he could. I would step through and be outside the Henderson's home. They took me in.
"Mom and Dad adopted me, once it was determined that my origins could not be found. I was declared an orphan and they adopted me. My new parents were not the best possible choice, but I had a safe home as well as grandparents who loved me," Monica pointed out.
"Why didn't you tell me about your origins and your powers? Why did I have to see strange things happening to my property? Do you have any idea what passed through my mind when you kissed me on the floor of the plant? I think that was why I was unconscious so long."
"Don't you see? Governments are the same in every dimension and country," Monica insisted. "If they are shown a weapon they can use to gain an edge over other governments, they'll jump all over it. I couldn't let people know about my powers. I kept them hidden from everyone, including my parents and grandparents."
"So what caused you to expose those powers to me? You had to know that I'm just a normal guy from my dimension. You can call me one dimensional, I suppose."
"I didn't think you'd notice if I had made small alterations to your property. You seemed so wrapped up in being a good father to the kids that you'd never see small changes. When I saw you push Hank to safety only to have that huge piece of machinery fall on you. I didn't have time to think about it. I'd gladly give up my secret if it meant saving your life," Monica confessed. "I've fallen in love with you, if you couldn't tell."
"What happens if I forget to take the trash out, or leave the toilet seat up? Will you toss me against a wall when you're pissed at me?" Gary challenged.
"Think about what you're asking me. In most marriages, the wife could ask her husband the very same question. Men are often able to physically dominate wives. Women marry men because they believe they will never use their greater strength to inflict pain or punishment on their wives," Monica reasoned. "I would never want you to be with me if you felt you should fear me. That isn't love."
"That's true," Gary conceded. "Tell me this. How many people like you came into this dimension? Do you have any idea?"
"I don't think there were any others like me, but my father told me he was going to destroy the machine and all references to it in his possession. It would never be duplicated. I believe I'm the only person on this planet from a different dimension, but I admit that I have no way of knowing if that is fact."
"What about the visions I had when you kissed me?" Gary asked. "What were they?"
"You saw glimpses of my memories, hopes and past experiences. I usually control that, but I was very emotional and just wanted to be with you. I hope I didn't frighten you with them."
"Thanks, Monica, for your honesty. I was having a lot of trouble getting over your obvious lies. I knew you had powers of some kind and it made me quite worried for me and the kids. I feel a little better about things now. Please give me some time to consider what you told me. I can tell you this. No one will learn your secret from me as long as you don't do anything terrible with that power of yours," Gary promised.
Monica was relieved to hear Gary would not be revealing her secret. That had been a very real concern. It was two evenings later when Gary made a request.
"Monica, I've been thinking about your power and what I saw when you allowed me into your mind as you kissed me. Would it be possible to give me more access to your thoughts and memories," Gary asked. "That would confirm all of what you told me."
"I could, but there's a catch," Monica replied. "It would work both ways. If I gave you access to my thoughts, I would be able to see yours. How would you feel about that?"
"How could I complain? You'd be letting me see all of your secrets and experiences. It would only be fair."
"Get showered and ready for bed," Monica insisted. "I have a feeling this is going to be very intense. We'll be feeling all kinds of emotions. I'll be in your room in half an hour, prepared to share my deepest secrets and eager to learn yours. Have a few bottles of water and some pain relievers. I don't know how this will turn out, but it could be worse than any hangover you ever had."
True to her word, half an hour later, Monica hesitantly stepped into Gary's bedroom. She was wearing a pair of pajamas and carrying a notepad.
"I thought we might want to write down the more interesting things we learned about each other," Monica told Gary. "If we do, I would expect neither of us would share it without the expressed permission of the other person involved.'
"So you are a person?" Gary joked.
Monica smiled at his little dig. "You'll find out pretty soon, I've never done this before, except when I kissed you after the accident, and that wasn't planned. If either of us wants out of this mind meld thing, the other person has to try to break it off immediately, agreed?"
"I have no idea how I would do that, but I promise to do my best," Gary replied. "How do we start?"
"How about I kiss you like I did at the accident scene?"
"Well, if you must," Gary replied with a grin.
Monica pulled back the covers to see Gary was also wearing pajamas and a smile. She slid in next to him and placed an arm over his chest. "I need to have a little leverage to be able to kiss you properly. You don't mind, do you?"
"This is in the interest of science, so I'm willing to put up with it," Gary responded as he pulled Monica's face down to his own.
"Jesus, Joseph and Mary!" exclaimed Gary as he pulled his lips from Monica's in what seemed like both hours and seconds. "That was the most intense thing I've ever experienced. I feel like I know you inside and out."
"That's no surprise," Monica slowly answered. "You're still inside me."
"I'm so sorry, Monica. I don't know how that happened. I was totally engrossed in the things you've seen and done. Am I hurting you?"
"Do I look like I'm suffering?" Monica responded. "This has been the most incredible thing I've ever experienced. Having sex with you while our minds were linked was absolutely the best possible way to get to know you."
Gary began moving his hips as he gazed down at Monica. "Would it be possible to continue this experiment a bit longer? There's so much I want to know about you."
"You're forgetting I could see everything you were thinking and feeling," Monica countered as she timed her movements to match Gary's. "This was not an accidental coupling on your part. You did need some help finding the right spot the first time, so I guess I'm as much to blame as you. Do you think you'll now be able to accept my unusual skills"
"Are you referring to your telekinesis? Or your ability to help me find the right place when I fumble around in search of it? I'm pretty impressed with both talents, wife of mine, but right now, I'm more interested in honing the latter."
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I noticed that my palms were sweating as I gripped the door handle. Nervously, I pulled the door open and stepped into what was a surprisingly bright, modern and busy establishment. I took another step and heard a chair to my left scrape along the tiled floor, almost like fingernails on a blackboard, only much louder. I turned to look in that direction. I saw a flash and felt a very hot, heavy object smash into my chest.
I staggered backward, but remained standing as I struggled to understand the situation in which I was now immersed. I recognized Harold Blake's scowling face over the barrel of a handgun he held pointed at my chest. It was obvious from the size of the bore that he was packing something considerably bigger than the .22 caliber I had expected.
He shouted at me, but I was unable to understand it due to the ringing in my ears. While I couldn't actually understand him, I could easily decipher his intentions. It was apparent that he had become completely unhinged. He raised the gun slightly higher and took a step closer to me as a nasty grin spread across his face.
Then it disappeared. Not just his grin, but his entire face.
"Jesus, Dave, you've been shot!" Les Williams observed as he hurried over and carefully lowered me into a convenient chair.
Les was the husband of my wife's cousin. He was a detective with the local police force and a pretty good guy. I liked him even better now, since Harold Blake was supine on the floor with his eyes opened but not registering anything. Les was a big guy and he had really planted a right cross into Blake's ugly mug.
Les began grabbing paper napkins and holding them to my chest as he yelled for the bartender to call for an ambulance. I was feeling pretty light headed. My ass began to slide from the wooden chair. A man who had moved next to Les grabbed me under my armpits and gently lowered me to the floor.
I heard Les speak softly to the other man. "That damned ambulance had better get here pretty quick or they'll be taking Dave straight to the morgue."
"Thanks for the encouragement," was all I could manage before I passed out.
At some point, I began to awaken. I didn't have any difficulty identifying the smells and sounds of a hospital. I was drowsy as all hell and my chest ached like nothing I had ever experienced. I could hear voices, so I decided to keep my eyes closed and listen to what was being said.
"Mother, who the hell is that goddamned Harold Blake?" my daughter, Serena demanded. "I know he works in your company, but why did he shoot Dad? Have you or Dad had trouble with him?"
"He's been pestering me since my trip to the seminar in Las Vegas two weeks ago," Shannon, my loving wife, replied. "I never realized he was so unstable."
"That wasn't much of an explanation," Serena shot back. "Why was he bothering you after your trip? You told me you had a great time with Janice Long and the new girl in accounting. Why the hell did this miserable bastard shoot Dad? There's a lot you aren't telling me, isn't there?
"Are you having an affair with that asshole? Are you cheating on Dad? Tell me you're not sleeping with that miserable creep!"
As I lay in the bed listening, I very much hoped that Serena was referring to Blake and not me. Still, I wouldn't have been surprised if Shannon asked Serena which creep she was talking about.
"Of course not!" Shannon insisted. "Blake wound up at the seminar when Bill Lane's wife became so ill that Bill couldn't attend. Blake replaced him. I didn't even know he was in Vegas until I got back home."
"If you didn't know he was there, why did he start pestering you? What did he want?"
"He wanted me to sleep with him. He was trying to blackmail me and I refused to go along with it," Shannon responded.
"Mom, your obtuse responses are really starting to piss me off! Everything you tell me creates more questions, the answers to which I shouldn't have to drag out of you.
"Dad's lying in this hospital bed after having a .38 slug dug out of his chest. It barely missed his heart and did manage to nick a lung. He was shot by a work associate of yours, who you now claim was trying to blackmail you for sex, but you fail to mention the answers to all of the questions that seem quite obvious to me. Why, where, when, who, how and what the fuck?"
"Mrs. Grant? My associate and I would like to ask you a few questions about this afternoon's incident. Could you come with us, please?" a firm female voice asked. "We need to take your statement so we can get to the bottom of this shooting."
"I hope the police have better luck than I just did," muttered Serena under her breath as I heard a door close. "Dad, please tell me you're going to be okay. Mom and I'd be lost without you."
I carefully opened one eye ever so slightly to see that Serena was alone with her face in her hands. It looked like she was trying to hold back her tears.
"I'll be better as soon as I'm able," I croaked out much to Serena's surprise and relief.
"Dad! You're awake. They told us that you were doing fine and were out of danger. They let Mom and me sit by your bed and wait for the anesthesia to wear off. I promised to let the nurse know as soon as you woke up."
With that, Serena jumped up and left the room only to return in a minute or so. Behind her was a middle aged nurse with a smile. She gave me some ice to slurp on while she quickly checked me for obvious issues.
"I'll tell the doctor that you're awake and talking, Mr. Grant. It's good to see you feeling better. You'll be going home in no time." With that, she left the room.
"Can you remember what happened?" Serena asked. "Are you in much pain?"
"Some bastard shot me. It hurts like hell," I replied. "My question to you is why did that prick try to kill me?"
"No one knows, Dad. The police are investigating it. They're talking to Mom right now," Serena stated. "Did you ever have any trouble with Harold Blake?
"Harold Blake?" I repeated. "I saw him once at a work function of your mother's. I don't think I ever spoke to him. He shot me?"
"He shot you in the chest with a .38 Special. The bullet missed your heart but did graze a lung. He was going to shoot you a second time but luckily, Les Williams was sitting at the bar. He knocked Blake into the middle of next week before he could pull the trigger again. You were lucky that Les was there."
"Yeah, I'm lucky as all hell," I sarcastically agreed. "Was your mother upset when she heard that I'd been shot?"
"Are you kidding? She was a wreck. I had to drive her here while she cried all the way," Serena answered. "Why would you ask that? You know Mom loves you. Is there something going on I don't know about?"
"There seems to be a lot going on that neither of us know about," was my reply. "The obvious question is this: Why did that asshole try to kill me? A close second and almost as important is also obvious. Does your mother have anything to do with the reason that prick shot me?"
"She insisted that he was trying to blackmail her for sex," Serena stated. "She neglected to mention what he held over her to cause him to think she'd give in to him."
"I don't have to tell you that if your mother's been stepping out on me, I'll dump her so fast her head will be spinning. I've been faithful our entire marriage and won't tolerate your mother taking a stroll on the wild side."
"You've never made any secret of your feelings about fidelity, Dad. Mom knows how you feel and I don't think she'd ever cheat on you. You know how great Mom still looks. She'd never be with a creep like Harold Blake if she did decide to partake in some strange."
"If you're trying to cheer me up, you're doing a piss-poor job," I retorted. "Your mom may be a fox, but that doesn't mean it's okay for her to cheat on me if she finds an especially great guy. Marriage doesn't work that way."
Serena quickly realized that she had made a gaffe and tried to recover. "I didn't mean she'd cheat on you with anyone. I was just saying that if she ever did cheat, it would be with someone a lot better than Harold Blake. That's all I meant"
"Just stop digging, Serena," I insisted.
"Dave! You're awake!" Shannon blurted from the doorway. "I was so worried about you!"
"Why worry about me?" I challenged. "One of your workmates shot me with a .38 special. No big deal, depending on his reason for trying to off me, of course."
Shannon was shocked by my words. She stopped moving toward my bed and began sobbing.
"He shot you because I told him that you'd kick his ass if he kept bothering me. He has some videos of me in compromising positions. He thought I'd sleep with him rather than let him show you the videos. That was when I stupidly threatened him with a serious ass kicking from you, Dave.
"I didn't realize how unstable he was. He told me that if you came after him, he'd shoot you," Shannon revealed. "He said he had a permit to carry a weapon and he'd use it if you so much as looked at him cross-eyed."
"Did he tell you he had a .38 Special? That's a pretty damn powerful weapon, especially within ten feet," I explained tersely.
"At first he said he had a .22 Ruger. I laughed at him. I said you'd shove that cap gun up his ass if he ever pulled it on you," Shannon admitted. "Apparently he bought the .38 as soon as his waiting period was over."
"Let me see if I have this straight. This crazy bastard tells you that he'll shoot me with his .22 if I approach him for any reason. That prompts you to tell him his gun is too ineffective to take me down, so he takes your advice seriously and secures a bigger gun?
"Why would you threaten him without telling me about it? Why did you urge him to get a bigger gun?" I seethed.
"The police just asked me the same thing," Shannon acknowledged. "I was trying to dissuade him from harming you. I thought by telling him how big and tough you are, he'd back down. I wasn't expecting him to buy a bigger gun. You know I'd never deliberately provoke someone into shooting you."
"Yet, you did exactly that, Mom," Serena broke in. "You still haven't told us what incriminating videos he had in his possession and how he came by them. What the hell did you do, Mom?"
"The new girl who went to the seminar with us is younger and a lot more of a free spirit than Janice and I. It was really hot in Vegas and she had friends who were members of a private club. She kept asking us to go with her to the club. One of the perks was use of a beautiful Olympic size swimming pool."
"I'm not going to ask any more questions, Mom," Serena stated. "Obviously, there's a lot more to the story."
"It was a private club where members and guests went naked, or at least topless. I'm embarrassed to admit Janice and I agreed to go after our seminar finished for the day. We were pretty nervous at first, but after half an hour or so, it felt natural to be topless in front of other people.
"I didn't know it, but Harold Blake had a friend in the club. There were rules against taking pictures and videos, but he obviously broke those rules. He sneaked videos of Janice and me topless. When we returned from Vegas he emailed me copies and said he'd send them to Dave, Mom and Dad and anyone else he could get addresses for. Janice said he did the same thing to her.
"He wrote the email so it sounded like we had sex several times in Vegas. He just wanted more of the same. That kept me from showing it to you, Dave. I was afraid that you'd think it was true. It wasn't. I'd never cheat on you!"
I was flabbergasted at Shannon's explanation of the events in Vegas that led up to me being shot. How could I have been so naïve? Sweat began dripping from my forehead.
"I have to ask you both to leave," declared a tall stranger as he entered the room. "I allowed you to sit with your husband and father thinking he'd awaken to friendly faces. I didn't expect to find him as stressed as he is at the moment. If his recovery goes like I feel it will, you'll be able to take him home in a day or two. It was fortunate that the bullet followed the path it did."
"Of course, Doctor Raines," replied Serena as she stood and guided her mother to the door.
The guy who apparently was a doctor examined my wound, but I fell asleep before he completed his survey.
The next time I woke up, a police officer and a man in civilian clothes were in the room. The police officer nodded when he saw me open my eyes.
"Mr. Bell? I'm Officer Hastings and this is Detective Allen. We have a few questions we'd like to ask you about the events that led up to you requiring surgery. Do you feel well enough to talk to us? We'll try to be brief."
"I really don't know much, but I'll answer your questions the best I can," I replied.
"Perhaps it would be faster if you just tell us what happened," Detective Allen suggested.
I proceeded to tell them what I could remember from the time I opened the door to the pub to the time I awoke in a hospital bed.
"Had you ever interacted with Harold Blake before he shot you?" asked the detective.
When I shook my head he then asked, "Did you read the emails he sent to your wife? She told us you weren't computer savvy and didn't even know her password."
This detective was making it easy for me with the softballs he was lobbing over the plate.
"Shannon was correct. I'm not good with computers and she's never told me any of her passwords. Did he email something that indicated he was going to shoot me?"
"I really can't discuss what we've learned so far. We're just trying to fit all the pieces of the puzzle together," Allen responded before asking a few more questions about any interactions I ever had with Blake.
I told him that I had seen him once at one of Shannon's company events and never spoke to him. Shannon had never mentioned his name, to my recollection. They seemed satisfied and soon left me alone with my thoughts.
I had really fucked this up! That was apparent. Shannon said she never slept with the bastard and I believed her. She seldom lied, especially about anything major, and she had 'tells' that let me know if she was stretching the truth. She didn't exhibit them when she explained to Serena and me about Blake wanting a piece of her ass.
I should have taken time to read any new emails she had gotten from the prick before I walked into his favorite watering hole expecting the asshole to attack me with a .22 handgun. A person can die from being shot with one, but the bullet needs to be very well placed. I had made up my mind that Blake wasn't going to be surgical and precise with his aim when I formulated my harebrained revenge.
Shannon was my life. I loved her more after twenty years of marriage than I ever thought possible. When she returned from her trip to Vegas, she acted slightly odd. It wasn't any single thing, but a combination of little things. I began to worry.
Over the years, I had learned to keep little things from Shannon. The biggest of those was the fact that I wasn't as dumb as she seemed to think. I knew my way around a laptop. I used one at work, although she never considered that possibility for some reason. I watched her check her email years ago and memorized her password, which was our anniversary. She had no clue.
With her unusual behavior bothering me, I decided to log into her account for the first time ever. I soon discovered that Harold Blake had sent Shannon copies of several videos where she was topless at a pool with quite a few others in the area. To say that surprised me is a huge understatement. Another thing that surprised me was Janice Long's surprisingly big and firm tits. Who would have guessed?
I was far less concerned about Shannon going topless in Las Vegas than I was about her sleeping with Blake. The way he worded his emails, it sounded like Shannon had slept with him several times. Her responses were threats about what I would do to him if he didn't stop trying to blackmail her. Thinking back on the emails, she never admitted having sex with him. She never even addressed it.
I shadowed Blake for most of the previous week. He always stopped in a particular pub on his way home. In my defense, I was very depressed about what I believed was Shannon cheating on me. I read in the emails how he had a permit to carry a concealed weapon. It was a .22 pistol and would use it if I tried to manhandle him in any way. I never saw the any email about getting a bigger gun.
My plan for revenge was extremely simple, too simple as it turned out. I would coincidently stroll into the pub when he was there. I would stare at him until he became agitated and pulled his gun on me. If needed, I would reach into my pocket like I was pulling a gun just to make him react.
If he simply waved his gun around and threatened me, I would have had him arrested and I would have pushed for the maximum sentence possible. If it looked like he was going to shoot at me, I planned on covering my face with my arms and bending over so less of my torso was exposed to the small slugs.
Looking back, I realized my thought process was seriously flawed. The guy actually had a .38. He didn't bother waving his gun or threatening me, but simply shot me in the chest before I could cover up in any way. I knew I could have possibly died from being shot by a .22, but it seemed unlikely. A well placed .38 leaves no doubt.
The biggest reason I thought that being threatened by Shannon's lover, or possibly being shot by him was a great idea, was how it would affect Shannon. Her affair would be the cause of my pain, and possibly my demise. I knew she still loved me in her way, even if she had been unfaithful. Being responsible for my hospitalization or death would devastate her. I was sure of that.
The truth about her affair would come out in the investigation. I would be the poor innocent husband who mistakenly trusted his slut wife. The topless videos would have somehow gotten into the wrong hands and shown to Shannon's friends and family. She might even be ostracized by her family, which would hurt her very badly. Shannon had a great relationship with her parents, her siblings and even my family. Family was a very important part of her life.
Now I had to think about how I was going to extricate myself from the mess I had helped create. I had to prevent Shannon from knowing what an idiot I am, how I believed she had an affair with Blake and how I had dreamed up my half baked plan solely to make her and her lover suffer, even if I passed away doing it.
I always felt that I was a problem solver, but recent events caused me to rethink that opinion. How was I going to avoid being exposed as the dumbest fucker ever? How could I put a good spin on the shit hitting the fan?
Shannon and Serena came back to visit me that afternoon. Serena was excited that I was going to be allowed to go home the next day. Shannon was withdrawn and quiet. It appeared that my ill conceived plan was working. She was depressed and teary-eyed.
I pretended I was falling asleep, so they cut their visit short. Once they left, I began thinking about how I might be able to right the ship. I hadn't been all that surprised about Shannon going topless at the private club in Vegas for several reasons.
One of the reasons was that she was in great shape and was still a firm, nice sized breasts and was understandably proud of her appearance. Another reason was peer pressure from her friend, Janice, who also carried an impressive rack. Judging from the videos I had watched a few dozen times, Janice was quite eager to have her natural wonders appreciated by admirers.



The biggest reason I wasn't surprised was the conversation I overheard one day when I came from work early on a hot Saturday afternoon. Shannon and Serena were sitting by the pool. They appeared to put together an impromptu pool party. Serena's two closest friends, Beth and Amber, were there in small bikinis, as was Shannon's younger sister, Laura. A couple of neighbors, both women in their 30s, were also there.
I decided to listen in on the conversation before taking a small cooler of beer out and chatting with the women. The topic of the conversation was a real eye-opener. They were discussing how they'd like to go to a beach someplace far away where they would be able to go topless without being found out by family, friends and the people with whom they worked.
Serena and her two lovely friends were the most vocal about how much fun it would be and how it would be an experience they'd never forget. I was quite surprised when Shannon and Laura agreed with them and talked about how exciting it would be to behave so much differently than the usual boring suburban housewives.
That conversation I overheard that day by the pool rattled around in my head as I fell asleep. It seemed that Shannon was a bit of an exhibitionist. That caused me to wonder if most women were that way, or was it limited to women with nice shapes, lots of confidence and the opportunity to act on those urges.
Serena and Shannon picked me up at the hospital to go home. I was given a list of prescriptions I needed to get filled. I had instructions on diet and exercise for the immediate future and I promised to follow up with my family doctor regularly.
Shannon helped me in the front door where I was surprised to see most of our closer friends and relatives. Everyone expressed their concern and wished me a rapid recovery. I shook hands and greeted people until my strength began to peter out. At that point, I plunked down into my favorite chair to rest. It wasn't intended, but I fell asleep.
When I awoke I briefly listened to the conversation and what I heard raised my ire. Shannon was essentially being attacked by both her family and mine for her "bad behavior" in Las Vegas. It was obvious from the conversation that the videos had found their way into the hands of most of our visitors.
"Married women don't parade around with their chest uncovered, especially in a place full of strangers," Shannon's father lectured. "You may as well have a tattoo on your forehead, or ass, or both, saying you're available and easy. It's just asking for trouble. You're the reason Dave was shot."
"Jack's right," my father piled on as soon as Shannon's father stopped talking. "Decent women don't show their boobs off to everyone who might want to see them. My granddaughter needs a good role model. Her mother in videos showing her topless around a bunch of strangers sends the wrong message. I'm very disappointed in you."
Shannon was just standing there taking it all in. Tears were making their way down her cheeks as she trembled slightly. She was her reaction when she was saddened and stressed to the max. It broke my heart to see and hear my wife being treated like she was some kind of pariah. The thing that really pissed me off was that it was our own family treating Shannon so cruelly.
"Everyone here needs to shut the fuck up or get the hell out!" I roared as I regained my feet and walked to stand by Shannon.
"Jack, who owns this house you're standing in at the moment?" I demanded.
"Well, it's your house, Dave," Jack answered without trying to conceal his confusion.
"Wrong answer, Asshole!" I snarled. "This house belongs to your daughter, who happens to be my wife, and me. You're in Shannon's fucking house right now and calling her things which are totally unacceptable.
"You have several options. You can get the fuck out of our house and stay out, you can try your luck treating me like shit, or you can apologize to Shannon."
"I was just pointing out how her actions..." Jack began.
"You're on thin ice, Jack. Preaching wasn't an option. Get the hell out now or apologize to your daughter."
"Son, he's just..."my father tried to interject.
"You're next, Dad," I warned. "No one speaks shit to, or about, my wife in our goddamn house. What's it going to be, Jack?"
"I was wrong, Shannon. Your husband loves you and he's right. This is your house and I owe you respect and consideration. If I can't give you that, I shouldn't be here. I apologize."
Shannon rushed to her father and hugged her as her mother, Susan, grabbed me in a fierce hug of her own. "That's how a man stands up for his wife. You're a good man."
The groan I involuntarily emitted when Susan pressed her bosom against my wound caught everyone's attention.
"Grandma, I think your boobs were creating undue pressure on Dad's chest," Serena observed.
"These girls have reduced more than one man to Jell-O," Susan quipped as chuckles replaced the tension that had dominated the atmosphere.
"Shannon, I want to apologize before Dave tosses me out on my ass. I was way out of line. You make my son happy and you gave us a beautiful granddaughter," my father stated.
"Everyone seems to laboring under the mistaken impression that I'm upset that Shannon let her hair, as well as her top, down in Vegas. The truth is you'd never know she did if it weren't for that piece of scum, Harold Blake."
I had experienced an epiphany when the two dads were hammering on Shannon. Since I loved her so much and I understood her a little better than I had a few weeks ago. I was going to make some lemonade out of lemons.
"Shannon has a wonderful figure. I challenge anyone who saw the videos of her topless to argue that point. She and I are both proud of her shape. I think most attractive women like Shannon harbor some exhibitionist tendencies. It's obvious that Shannon does.
"When she told me she was going to Vegas, I encouraged her to visit that club where she could go topless without anyone back home ever knowing. It turns me on to know men like looking at my wife, as long as I'm the only man who enjoys her charms up close and personal.
"If you want to criticize someone for the good time Shannon had in Vegas, try me. We decide things together and it's based on what makes us happy, not what makes random friends and family happy."
Shannon looked at me in shock as I spoke. Serena broke into a big grin and glanced at Shannon's mom. The two women exchanged nods. Their silent communication skills were well known in our family.
Everyone else was still trying to digest my little revelation. There were looks of surprise, amusement, and approval greeting me.
"Since the cat's out of the bag, you may as well know that in August, Shannon and I are going on a two-week vacation. We're going to the island of Kokomo. The island is well known for its beaches, many of which are clothing optional.
"When we return, we won't have any tan lines," I declared. "If any of you have a problem with our life choices, state them now. Tell us why we're sick puppies and need help."
"I think it's a great idea, Dad. Mom will have a great time freeing her nips and being ogled by horny men while she has you close by for protection," Serena predicted.
"Thanks, Serena. It means a lot when our daughter understands and encourages our bacchanalian pursuits."
"I can hardly wait," Serena added. "You promised I could go on our next family vacation. You also told Beth and Amber that they could go with us if they paid for their airfare. We'll have a blast."
I was about to put my foot down on Serena going to a topless beach. I immediately realized that I would be reacting like Jack if I voiced concerns about my 19 year old daughter going to a topless beach.
"I'd be the world's biggest hypocrite if I offered anything but encouragement, Serena," I managed as I thought about the private talk I'd have with her later.
I was torn by my possible choices. Beth and Amber topless were visions I wanted to experience. I was concerned about Serena walking around uncovered, however. I was considering telling her this trip was meant to be a romantic get-away for Shannon and me. What I heard next made me glad I hadn't yet mentioned that thought.
"Sis, would you mind if I tagged along?" asked Shannon's divorced and very well built sister, Laura.
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"Mr. Emory will see you now," the receptionist told me. "He's in the second office on the left."
I nodded to the young woman and proceeded down the hall to the door she had indicated. I knocked once and opened the door. A rather plain looking man in his early forties sat behind what appeared to be a mahogany desk.
"Mr. Jackson? I'm Mark Emory, the attorney you so recently hired. Please take a seat and we'll go over your rather unusual situation."
I pulled the indicated chair away from the desk, sat down and waited for him to continue.
"I've been studying the information you gave us. I'll need to go over it and ask some questions to make certain that I have everything I need to successfully pursue your case."
I nodded and he continued. "You were awarded $3.6 million from Ajax International on March 10 of this year. That sum was a result of negotiations between Ajax International and your attorney, Belinda Beckwith, Esquire. Miss Beckwith is employed by Logan and Logan, the largest personal injury law firm in the country. Is that all correct so far?"
"I can't state unequivocally that Logan and Logan is the largest bunch of shysters in the country, but they do make that claim," I replied.
"Understood," Emory replied. "Of that amount, Logan and Logan received $1.2 million, which is their standard fee of 33%. That left you with $2.4 million to alleviate the pain and suffering you endured because of the irresponsible actions of Ajax International. Were you satisfied with the settlement Miss Beckwith negotiated as your representative at the time?"
"Actually, I was pissed about my wife of six years cheating on me with a coworker, but the money did help soothe my ruffled feathers," I admitted. "Maybe Ajax will learn to enforce their rules."
"Mr. Jackson, did you have a contract with Ajax International? Were you in their employ at the time of your wife's affair, or at the time you were awarded the settlement?"
"No, I work at the Ford dealership on Main Street. I'm one of their top techs. I do okay," I added quickly in case the guy thought I was some kind of loser.
"You're telling me that you had no written, or verbal, understanding with Ajax International, yet you and your rather buxom lawyer insisted that they should pay you in excess of three and a half million dollars because two of their employees enjoyed carnal relations one weekend while you were fishing at Silver Lake?" Emory asked bluntly.
"I'm not willing to agree that my wife actually enjoyed having sex with that asshole, although she did walk around with a big smile for the next week," I admitted reluctantly.
"You're a lawyer! You know Ajax had to settle with me for not enforcing their company policy, which clearly stated there was to be no fraternization between managers and subordinates. End of story."
"Did the company policy state that spouses of cheating employees would receive large cash settlements?" Emory asked in a rather annoying fashion.
"Of course not," I replied in exasperation. "That would be quite stupid to put in writing, wouldn't it? Everyone knows that it's an unwritten part of every employment contract."
"I understand," Emory replied as I began to realize that he clearly didn't. "According to my information, you told Miss Beckwith that you absolutely believed that you didn't have to be a part of the agreement between two parties to have an interest in said agreement.
"In fact, you told her that as an interested and affected third party, you had the right to demand compensation from the company with whom you had no agreement. Is that correct?"
"Yes, you know it's correct. It's the key unwritten section in every company's employment policy. I didn't have to have a copy of the policy, know exactly what the policy stated or be a part and party to the agreement. They had a policy and they didn't enforce it properly. As the injured interested third party, I was entitled to compensation," I insisted. "Every lawyer must learn that the first fucking day of law school!"
"To be honest, that's never an actual part of the curriculum at law school. It is more of an aside law students discuss between classes and at keg parties," Emory informed me.
"It's become common knowledge that companies large and small always pay injured third parties for something that never involved said third party," Emory finally agreed. "Do you think these huge multinational companies intentionally hire lawyers who draw up policies which will make them liable for unfaithful spouses in their employ? Wouldn't that be incredibly, unbelievably stupid?"
"Yes, it's dumber than hell," I conceded. "You would think they'd figure out how to keep from paying for this very situation. If they can't find a lawyer who could write a policy that eliminates paying third parties, they should simply not have a policy. It would save companies tons of money."
"Bingo!" proclaimed my less than bright barrister. "You just opened up the real can of worms. Did you ever watch the movie called The Matrix?"
"I think you're getting sidetracked here," I suggested. "That movie presented an interesting concept, but it has nothing to do with my situation."
"Don't you wonder why a company would award you, and thousands of other pissed off husbands, million and millions of dollars every year because of an "unwritten section" of the employment policy?"
"Because they must!" I shouted. "It's the way it is. That's all we need to know. Don't try to confuse me with logic or facts. I know my rights."
"Your mindless insistence that third parties are actually part of the contract is why you're having this problem today," Emory revealed calmly.
"Miss Beckwith is a very attractive woman, isn't she? She dresses to maximize her allure, doesn't she?" Emory asked.
I was beginning to question the abilities of my new legal beagle. "Yes, she's hot as hell, but that doesn't give her company any further claim to my part of the settlement. We were consenting adults."
"Please humor me on this," Emory insisted more than requested. "According to my information, the second time you met with her to discuss your case, her left breast accidently fell out of her dress. You stared at it in amazement for 23 seconds before she placed it back in her rather low top. Is that correct?"
"Are you asking me if it is correct that you were given that information, or is it correct that is what actually happened?" I countered cleverly.
"Touché!" Emory replied with a big grin. "Is that what actually happened?"
"I didn't time the tit bit, but I would guess that it's pretty accurate," I answered.
"We received a copy of the video and that's exactly what happened," countered Emory. "I can understand why you were speechless. It's a fine looking breast.
"Did you know that Logan and Logan now has a company policy which states that if a female employee's breast should inadvertently fall out of its confines and into plain sight, that employee has thirty seconds to get it covered back up?"
"That's the dumbest thing I ever heard. How many employees could possibly have had that problem to make it necessary to create policy covering that rare occurrence?" I questioned.
"Exactly! You're starting to catch on, if somewhat belatedly. Oddly, it has become a rather common issue for the females in that firm, all of whom are well endowed. They often have wardrobe malfunctions while meeting with clients, especially since that new policy went into effect."
"Well that just seems weird as hell to me. Do you think it's a coincidence or some sort of conspiracy?" I wondered out loud.
"Let me ask you this," Emory said. "Did both of her boobs fall out on your next visit? Did you reach out and manhandle those lovely orbs before she could tuck them back in? Were they as amazing as they appear to be?"
"Nicer than any video you could ever watch!" I answered with enthusiasm. "She was a handful and then some. They were natural, full and firm as hell. I wanted to..."
"I get the picture. In fact, I have the video," Emory informed me. "The problem is simply this. It is against Logan and Logan's new policy for clients to feel the breasts of their employees when and if they accidently pop out of their tops for less than thirty seconds."
"That's another odd bit of information," I conceded. "I didn't know that, but why would that give them the right to sue me? I didn't know the rule and certainly never agreed to anything even remotely close to that. I assumed that since they were making so much money off my case, and I knew her tits didn't fall out by accident the second time, I'd be within my rights as a client to fondle those puppies a little bit."
"Don't you see? You gave them written statements and were even videoed stating that you firmly believed that company policies definitely affect third parties. In fact you received a $3.6 million settlement for that very belief. Logan and Logan is now insisting that you are a third party who violated their rules. Sauce for the goose and all of that. They want compensation for your actions which violated their policy."
"That's why they're suing me for $4 million? I never knew the policy existed. I never agreed to it! They can't expect to win anything from me."
"Remember when I asked you about the Matrix movie? This situation is the reason," Emory explained. "Our world seems to have more than a few glitches, for lack of a better term. Unexplainable things are happening all around us.
"I'm involved with a think tank that's studying these strange occurrences and we've developed an interesting theory about them. I'd like to run it by you."
Now I was becoming very concerned. It seemed to me that my lawyer was some kind of conspiracy theorist. I decided to shut him down with sound logic.
"Are you fucking nuts?" I demanded. "I don't even know what you're talking about. That's how crazy you sound."
"Crazy? I think not. Just listen to my explanation and consider it with an open mind," Emory stated with a strange cackle.
"No company has fraternization policies that even remotely suggest they will pay third parties with whom they have no contractual agreements. They have well paid and highly trained legal staffs who draw up their policies to prevent exactly that."
"Yeah? Then why in hell did I get a $3.6 million payday when my skank wife banged her manager? Answer that one," I responded with some anger.
"That's what I'm getting at," Emory practically chortled. "There is no reasonable explanation, except..."
"Except what? We're in a fucking Matrix where the code writers make the rules and we blindly and stupidly follow them?" I stated with a mirthless laugh. "We aren't even real?"
I was on a roll. "You think Beckwith's boobs are the work of a brilliant code writer who was able to create those gravity defying DDs with those perfect puffy nipples perched so delicately on those glorious mounds of tit flesh?"
Emory looked like the cat that got the cream as he smiled knowingly at me and nodded his head. "You're beginning to catch on. Let me ask you a few questions. Your answers will help clarify our theory.
"By any chance, did your wife's lover wind up with his nuts crushed? Did the cops question you? If so, did you have the alibi that you were playing poker with some buddies the very night of the nut crushing? Did all of your pals vouch for you? Are they all divorced, too?
"Did all of them catch their wives cheating in the past, and by a strange coincidence, have poker games the nights their wives' lovers had their nuts crushed in a dark parking lot? Were all of these nuts crushed in the unlit parking lot of "The Rusty Spoon" bar between the hours of midnight and two AM?"
"I guess it does sound a little fishy when you put it like that," I admitted. "But the cops never pursued it. None of us ever got blamed for the ball busting. We were all innocent, of course."
"Do you find it at all curious that last year alone, 47 men who had been caught banging a married woman had their nuts crushed in that bar's unlit parking lot in the small hours of the morning? Oddly, the bar has never been sued, lights have not been installed, and not one ball buster has been charged in connection with a neutering. Strangely, men who bang married women still frequent that dive."
"There sure are a lot of dumb fuckers out there," I surmised. "Are you trying to make a point of some kind with these coincidences?"
"Did you and all of your divorced friends own your homes before you married your wives? Did you all maintain ownership after the divorce? Do you own a software company? Do you have a secret off-shore account? Do you drive a Mustang, or are you possibly rebuilding an old GTO?
"Were you in special forces of some kind? If so, are you still in contact with your old comrades-in-arms?"
"What's the big deal?" I asked. "You just described me and most of my friends. We're all good men who worked hard to get where we are. All we asked of our wives was respect. Lacking that, we demand justice."
I tried to sound confident, but the damn guy was getting to me. I consider myself a pretty sharp guy, but I never noticed all of these coincidences before. The laws of physics still applied, but I began to wonder about the laws of the land and how so many similar situations, solutions and issues happened to me and my friends.
Could we all be the puppets of some nerd code writers working from their parents' basements in what might actually be the real world?
"Let's skip the bullshit," I insisted. "I want to know how in hell Logan and Logan can sue me for millions just for playing with Beckwith's big tits. The same tits she flopped out in front of me without any indication from me that I wanted to see them. Why did they even fall out of her top? What's going on?"
"In spite of everything I learned in law school, it seems that third parties are somehow automatically paid if company policy is not followed by someone, even without knowledge of the policy and never agreeing to it," Emory explained. "Logan and Logan simply carried the established, but unwritten, rule that if two parties agree to something, a third party who is indirectly involved is somehow part of the policy. If the third party can be awarded money when the parties who agreed to the policy break a rule, it follows that the third party can be sued for breaking company rules with someone within the company who agreed to the policy. It's that simple. You're totally fucked."
"Who the hell ever dreamed this bullshit up?" I demanded angrily. "This is not the way the world works."
"You were happy enough when you could stash money in offshore accounts, crush a guy's nuts, keep the house, maintain ownership of your software company and squeeze Beckwith's big tits," Emory pointed out. "This is simply the natural progression of unwritten rules we wish were real. Logan and Logan apparently have some clout. This situation you find yourself in is about to become as common as crushed nuts of lovers, dark parking lots, incompetent police, ridiculous alibis and suing a company because two of its employees bump bellies."
"Is there any way we can stop this sort of thing from snowballing," I asked Emory. "Is there no hope?"
"I'm glad you asked. Even as we speak, some of our greatest minds are working on solutions to this glitch in our system," Emory assured me.
"We want to divide each state into districts determined by personality traits and life styles. We are going to campaign to have all the men who not only accept their wives having lovers, but encourage it along with the humiliation that it entails dwell in 'Cuckland'. This is a surprisingly large cross section of the population.
"I predict it will be a very popular vacation destination for single men, as well as married men who like a little pussy on the side. The sex for these male visitors will be safe, free and quite welcomed."
"I guess it will!" I agreed enthusiastically. "I'll be making a few trips to Cuckland as soon as I find out where it is. It sounds perfect for guys like me."
"The next second division will be called 'Hotland'. It will be populated by a unique, but surprisingly large part of the population. The residents of this section will be comprised of folks who enjoy swapping spouses, hot wives, vixens, stags and bulls," Emory revealed.
"Deal me out of that shit," I stated emphatically. "I like the idea of tapping some prime married pussy in Cuckland. That sounds so much simpler, very enjoyable and more rewarding."
"The third district would be where guys like you and me would live until we marry some lucky little bitch. 'Singleville' will be comprised of single people, naturally. They will move out when they get married and move back when they are widowed or divorced.
"We'll have 'Gayland'. It'll be obvious, and to be honest, nobody will give a shit what goes on there as long as it remains within the designated area."
"That makes sense to me," was my astute observation.
"Last but not least is 'Justice'. That will be the best place by far for married men to live. Cheaters who try to cuck real men will suffer greatly. It will be much like where we live now, except the scales will always be tipped toward justice. By definition, justice is what real men always seek. We work hard and provide for the lucky women we marry. We'll be able to discard sluts and whores like bad habits."
"Damn straight!" I declared. "This should be called Utopia by us married men. We'll finally have the world we so richly deserve."
Then a sudden concern crossed my mind. "Is this going to be for real? By that, I'm asking you if the code writers will cooperate and create this perfect world?"
"Seriously? The writers seem to want this even more than you do. Rest assured that crushed nuts will continue to be administered by the real men who truly love Justice."
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Dan Carson had to admit that his curiosity was piqued. Ben Stevens had asked to meet with him at Megan's Ale House. He hadn't seen Ben in several years, although they had been pretty good friends at one time. Dan was sipping a beer when Ben entered the bar.
The two men shook hands before Ben asked the bartender for a draft beer. Dan waited patiently for Ben to return and take a seat.
"I know you must be wondering why I asked you to meet me tonight. I wish I had better news, but it is what it is," began Ben. "We've known each other for eighteen years, give or take. Years ago, we were pretty good friends, but we were never as tight as our wives are."
Dan felt a knot begin to form in his stomach. He immediately wondered what news Ben had for him and just how bad it might be.
"You can't lead with a comment like that and then change the subject," Dan stated. "Do you have bad news about Angie, Dana, or about both of them? Has there been an accident or something?"
"I guess you could call it an accident. I don't know it you remember my Army buddy, Glen Thomas, but he called me two days ago with some bad news.
"His daughter, Julie, works on a cruise ship. She's a bartender on the Sea Princess, the same ship that our wives are on. Like I said, Glen and I were in the Army together and became best friends. We always had each other's back."
"How does all of that concern me?" Dan demanded. "Does Angie have a problem, or did she get hurt?"
"I'm getting to it. This is hard as hell for me, but I think you need to know. Our wives appear to be on some sort of sex junket," Ben revealed as he wiped a lone tear off his cheek.
"What in hell are you talking about? Our wives wouldn't cheat on us, especially with their other friends on the same cruise. They'd never be able to keep it secret."
"They don't have to, Dan. All five of them are getting their brains fucked out on that fucking ship," Ben replied. "They each have their own room and have a male 'friend' shacking up with them."
"How can you be so damned sure of this?" Dan asked. "It could be Julie saw something that she misinterpreted. I don't think she even knows Angie. I bet when the facts come out, you'll feel pretty foolish about these accusations."
"Julie recognized Dana the same night they set sail. She and the other four were at the bar Julie was working. Dana never recognized, Julie, obviously," Ben added. "The five were drinking a lot and got pretty loose with their conversation. The gist of it was they were going to bed five lucky bastards that Michelle had lined up for them.
"You know how they were all in the same sorority in college," Ben continued. "It seems they made a pact way back then that they'd get together in 25 years for a week of casual sex with men who were not their husbands, or boyfriends.
"The women were drinking and talking at the bar for almost an hour when five men sauntered up and joined them. They took their drinks to a table too far away for Julie to hear their conversation," Ben said. "She was able to see them quite clearly, however, and they were making out with the guys like school girls at the prom."
"I'm sure you mean well, Ben. You drove quite a distance tonight to tell me this, but I still have some doubts. Your friend's niece doesn't know Angie. She may not have been part of that group," Dan reasoned. "I'm not going to ruin a twenty year marriage because your friend's daughter saw your wife and thought one of the women with her was Angie. It's too big a stretch. I trust Angie implicitly."
"I understand that," Ben agreed. "Hell, Julie's seen Dana quite a few times when she was younger but I still couldn't bring myself to believe what Glen told me about what she saw and heard. Julie was thirteen the last time she saw Dana. Julie's changed her hair color and grown up since then. She was certain that Dana didn't recognize her. You know how bartenders and maintenance workers become almost invisible to most of us as we go through our days.
"When I told Glen that I thought Julie was mistaken, he told me he thought that I'd feel that way, so he showed me a dozen photos that Julie had surreptitiously snapped with her phone. Sure as shit, Angie and Dana were in them, as well as the other three fucking sluts," Ben practically snarled.
"You have pictures?" asked Dan. "Even so, sitting around a bar with friends on a cruise ship doesn't prove infidelity. There could be another explanation."
"Again, I thought the same thing until Glen sent me the photos. They were bad enough to cause me a sleepless night," Ben admitted. "Since I couldn't sleep, I had lots of time to stew over this.
"I thought of Rob Hanson, Josie's husband. You know he comes from old money, and lots of it. I remembered that Dana once told me that he made Josie sign a prenuptial agreement. It occurred to me that a wealthy man with a possibly unfaithful wife might have the inclination and wherewithal to investigate the situation. I called him first thing the next morning. To say he was interested is an understatement."
"Did he agree to check into it?" Dan asked. "I wonder if he'll be able to find out anything since they're at sea. He can't get a detective on board now. It's a five day 'Whoopie Cruise to Nowhere'. There aren't any ports of call. Angie told me that the five women just wanted to enjoy some time together, like the old days. She never said anything about all of them getting laid like their college days."
"As I said, he has money and a lot of it. He knows a guy who, for a substantial fee, can manage the impossible," Ben revealed. "His fixer found out that there was a vacationing private detective onboard the ship. They agreed on the fee and the detective was on the job by noon."
"From your grim attitude, I'll bet that the private dick got the goods on Josie," Dan surmised. "Since the five are together so much, they must all have some damning evidence against them."
"That's exactly what happened. They weren't very discreet once they left port. Hanson sent me a shitload of photos and videos. Our wives are fucking stars. I mean that literally," Ben stated.
"How did he get access to their rooms?" Dan asked. "I don't think that's legal or at least not admissible in court."
"What the fuck are you talking about?" Ben demanded. "Most states are no fault, including the one we live in. All I needed was to see Dana with her big cocked lover to know my marriage was over. I don't need to prove shit to anyone else.
"I'll show her a few highlights so she won't try to talk her way out of a divorce," Ben declared. "I think she'll be pretty reasonable when she realizes the havoc I can wreak on her career and family."
"I can't argue with your logic," Dan admitted reluctantly. "I hope one of the reasons we're meeting tonight is so you can give me the files showing my loving wife's debauchery."
"Yeah, I have a flash drive with everything, including Dana, Michelle, Josie and Taylor," replied Ben as he handed the device to Dan. "Taylor's already divorced, so she won't suffer much, if at all. Hanson told me he's dumping Josie like a bad habit. I know that I can't stay married to Dana after this kind of betrayal. It was planned twenty five years ago! Can you believe this shit?"
"This certainly puts a real strain on my marriage," Dan said in agreement. "If the proof is as damning as you're telling me, I can't imagine staying married. I never heard of women planning to cheat on their husbands before they even met them. I wonder if we can use the videos from the room in any possible law suits."
"You're hung up on hoping that some law will somehow save your ass," Ben declared. "If it makes you feel better, Hanson said he'd grant us permission to use anything that he supplies to us. Remember how his wife booked the cruise and paid for all the rooms so they could have a contiguous block? Our wives paid her back, but all of the rooms were booked on one of Rob Hanson's credit cards. He gave the PI permission to plant electronic devices in the rooms.
"Since the detective couldn't go shopping for that shit on the ship, he used his, his wife's and his brother-in-law's phones to bug the rooms and get the goods on the cheating bitches. It required two nights since there were five sluts and only three phones, but the guy earned his money.
"Hanson was going to contact Michelle's husband tonight. He suggested that we all get our ducks in a row before we let the women know that the shit has hit the fan. He said we need to find a capable lawyer immediately and follow his suggestions."
Dan was reeling from all the information Ben had given him. His wife was a cheating slut and he needed a lawyer pronto to protect his interests. A few hours ago he had been scanning the internet for ideas for Angie's birthday. That problem was no longer a concern.
"I don't know what to say," Dan confessed. "I'm stunned. I don't feel like thanking you for letting me know the situation, but I sure as hell appreciate knowing what's really going on. I have a lot to think about. Angie's going to be home Saturday, so I need to get working on this tomorrow morning."
"I'm sorry to be the one to tell you, Dan, but you needed to know," Ben responded as he held out his hand. The two men shook hands briefly and went their separate ways.
Saturday morning found Angie anxious to get home. Her cruise with her friends had been an extremely enjoyable experience. She had thanked Michelle several times for lining up such passionate, experienced men for the week's activities. Michelle had promised she'd handle that part of the pact twenty five years ago and she had more than fulfilled her promise.
Angie wanted to reconnect with Dan after all the sex she had enjoyed with the other men. All the participants had agreed that it had been a onetime event and none of the men would ever try to contact any of the women again. It was safer that way.
Angie knew Dan would be eager for sex since they had been separated for a week. He was a good man and a patient lover, but lacked the stamina and enthusiasm of the slightly younger men who had spent the week with her and her friends. She found herself looking forward to the slow, gentle love making of her husband. She'd do her best to put the others in her past and concentrate on pleasing her husband. He deserved to be rewarded.
Angie had texted Dan that she'd be home by noon and was surprised that Dan wasn't there to greet her upon her return. As she dragged her luggage from the garage into the house, she realized that something seemed off. Was it her guilty conscience or was something actually amiss?
Angie decided not to dwell on it and carried her suitcases up the stairs to the master bedroom. She was torn between taking a relaxing hot shower and unpacking her bags. She hated that part of traveling, but she decided to bite the bullet and put away her good clothes and place what needed to be washed in the laundry room.
Angie took a long relaxing shower and was a bit flummoxed that Dan wasn't home yet. This was out of character for him. They had agreed to not call each other while she was on her cruise unless there was an emergency. That wasn't unusual for them. Talking to each other on the phone never had much appeal for either of them, so they usually waited until they were reunited to share any news they might have.
Angie became more concerned as the day wore on. She tried calling Dan a few times but her calls always went straight to voicemail. As evening approached, Angie called her daughter, Monica, who was a freshman in college.
"Hello, Mother," was Monica's rather unemotional greeting.
"Hello, Sweetheart," Angie responded cheerfully. "I'm back from the cruise and thought I'd see how you're doing. I missed you every day."
"Have you talked with Dad yet?" was Monica's immediately response.
Baffled by her daughter's terse reply, Angela admitted that she had not. "He doesn't answer his phone and he isn't home, so I haven't seen him yet. Do you have any idea where he might be?"
"I really don't, Mother. I think you should talk to him before we have our discussion," Monica stated flatly before disconnecting the call.
Angie tried calling Monica back several times but her calls went directly to voice mail. Concerns about the cruise began creeping into Angie's thoughts. There was no way Dan could know about the activities of the past week. All five of the women had vowed to keep it secret until death.
It was almost six when Angie heard the garage door open. She was sitting at the kitchen table facing the door to the garage when Dan stepped into the house.
Not knowing exactly what was going on, Angie had decided to behave as she usually did. That meant she would let Dan know that she was pissed that he hadn't been home when she returned from her vacation and that he hadn't answered her calls or returned her texts.
"Why didn't you answer my calls, or at least my text messages?" Angie demanded before Dan could take a seat. "I was worried about you. You never shut me down like this before and I want an explanation."
"The short answer is that you're a fucking cheating slut, unworthy on any effort I might expend on your behalf. I'm sure that you'll force the long answer out of me before this is over."
Angie didn't try to hide her shock and dismay at Dan's pronouncement. "How can you call me, your wife of over twenty years, a slut? An apology is in order, and I mean right now."
"I agree, although it won't do any good," Dan replied. "I'm anxious to hear this, so try to make it sound believable."
"I meant that you owed me an apology, you asshole," Angie snarled. "I thought we'd go upstairs and take care of our pent up desires, but that isn't going to happen now."
"That's a relief," Dan retorted. "I won't have to risk STDs or falling into that stretched out tunnel and getting lost."
Angie had tried to pretend that she didn't understand Dan's comment about being a slut, but she now realized he had some inkling of what went on during the cruise. She decided on a different tact.
"Why are you so rude, Sweetheart? We've been separated for a week and I thought you'd be glad to see me. Why all the crude insults?"
"What you refer to as insults, I call facts. You don't need to pretend anymore, Angie. The cat's out of the bag, or maybe I should say the pussy is up for grabs," Dan replied sarcastically. "You spent the entire cruise getting fucked every which way but up. Wait! I was wrong about that. You're as fucked up as anyone I ever met."
"You think I had sex with some man while I was on the cruise? Is that what this is about?" asked Angie as she sought the high ground. "You can ask any of the girls. They'll tell you I was totally faithful. I never so much as flirted with a man, although there were more than a few who acted interested. I take my vows seriously."
"I'm sure you do," replied Dan with a grim smile. "You made a vow with your friends to get your brains fucked out this year and you kept it. I can't tell you how proud that makes me. It's just too bad you didn't take our marriage vows as seriously."
"Dan, someone has been giving you bad information. They must be trying to break us up. They have some unknown agenda," Angie reasoned.
"Angie, I've always been faithful to you. I was in this marriage for the long run, but you made plans to cheat on me, or whoever your husband might be before we even met. That isn't the worst of it. You kept that vow. I don't have to tell you that the two vows are extremely contradictory."
"Who told you about that silly pact? It was made one night when we had too much to drink our freshman year. None of us took it seriously. I'd never cheat on you," Angie insisted.
"I have to give you credit for coming up with some impressive bullshit in an attempt to avoid the truth. You won't be gas lighting me anymore, Angie. I was in an alternate reality for the twenty years we were married, but I'm in the real world now," Dan stated. "Your version of how the world worked was less painful, at least until I found out the truth. I won't knowingly live a lie. I won't live with a liar, either.
"I got home a bit late because I was doing the paperwork on an apartment down on Jackson Street. I guess you didn't look in my closet, but it's pretty much empty. I'm divorcing you.
"The papers should be ready next week. Look them over. Get your own attorney and let's get this settled," Dan suggested. "There's no sense giving any more of our money to lawyers than we have to."
"Dan, why aren't you listening to me?" Angie pleaded. "Your imagination is destroying your ability to think clearly. There's no reason to be angry or even jealous. I didn't do anything inappropriate on that ship. We may have had too much to drink, but none of us broke our wedding vows."
"For some reason, I thought we might have a civilized conversation about this mess. I was hoping that you'd explain to me how you found it so easy to shit all over me and our marriage," Dan stated forcefully. "I've had enough of this bullshit."
With that statement, Dan stood and went out to the garage. Angie heard his car start as the overhead door rumbled open. Soon she heard the door close again followed by silence.
She stirred from her trance when her phone rang. It was Dana. Angie decided to answer it in hopes her friend would have some information about how much the husbands knew.
"Angie, we're fucked!" Dana blurted. "You thought we were well and truly fucked on that ship, but that was nothing compared to what our husbands are going to do to us."
"What are you talking about?" Angie demanded.
"Ben told me that all of the husbands have pictures and videos of us having sex with those guys Michelle supplied," Dana revealed. "They even have the names and addresses of the guys! This is going to be a huge cluster fuck. Ben says he's divorcing me as soon as possible. What are we going to do?"
"Shit!" Angie exclaimed as she considered what her friend was telling her. "How could they have found out? How could they have videos? I bet Ben is bluffing."
"I thought the same thing until he showed me a video where I was swallowing Jason's sword while you and Grant cheered me on. It's hard to dispute facts like that. Ben is furious. I don't think he's going to forgive me for this mistake."
"Damn it! I wish I had known this sooner. I just swore to Dan that we were all faithful to our husbands on the cruise. He probably saw videos of me taking cocks in all kinds of ways. It looks like I'll be divorced soon, too."
Shortly after Angie disconnected from Dana, she received a call from Monica. "Dad said he talked to you about the divorce. He also said that you denied everything. I told him that you would unless he showed you the pictures and videos first."
"Monica, it was all a mistake. We had too much to drink. Those guys forced themselves on us while we were in a weakened state."
"Can't you ever say anything that's true? Those guys didn't force themselves on you, especially not for five days. You loved it. All of your friends loved it," Monica added. "You planned on cheating on Dad when you left on your vacation with your friends. Now Dad's divorcing you. I'm just glad I'm out of the house and in college now. It won't be that big of a deal for me."
"Did your father tell you about the videos and pictures?" Angie asked meekly.
"I insisted that he send me a few of the more offensive videos or I wouldn't believe what he was telling me. I never knew you liked being spanked, Mom."
"You saw that?" Angie gasped. "Your father never should have let you see that video. I really didn't like being spanked. I told the guy to stop."
"Well, in defense of your lover, your words sounded kind of garbled, like you had marbles or something in your mouth," Monica responded.



"Oh, no! I'm going to sue whoever took those videos," Angie promised. "That's an invasion of privacy. They had no right to place any electronic device in my room. That was not meant to ever be seen by anyone."
"Good luck with that, Mother. Cynics might suggest that married women shouldn't engage in that sort of activity, at least not with men who are not their husbands," Monica pointed out. "That would avoid any kind of embarrassment, don't you think?"
"I'm not going to discuss this subject with you anymore," Angie stated. "I have to find out what my friends know and see if we can stop those videos from being leaked all over the internet."
Over the next few hours, Angie learned just how the videos were taken and who gave permission to place the recording devices in the staterooms. Four friends blamed Josie for not recognizing Julie, who she had not seen since the woman was a young teen.
Angie literally begged Dan to forgive her. She thought that he should have some consideration for her twenty years of being a faithful loving wife before she slipped just one time.
Dan was unable to get over the planned disrespect. Angie didn't have sex with those men because she was drunk or high. It was planned well in advance and she had been a willing and eager participant. He apologized to Angie's aged parents that he simply could not trust Angie. Without trust, they had nothing upon which to build.
Monica rarely came home from college and when she did, she was very cool toward her mother. In an act of desperation, Angie decided to seek help. She had come to realize that her behavior was self destructive and totally inappropriate.
"I'm glad to hear you getting some counseling, Angie. What you did was totally wrong. You need to find out what triggered your behavior and learn to control it," Dan told her. "You'll never have a strong relationship with anyone, including your daughter and your parents until you gain control of your life. You've got to rebuild respect and trust and that takes time.
Three weeks before the divorce was scheduled to be official, Angie was in a car accident. She was sobbing over her situation when she ran a red light. A pickup truck smashed into the driver's side door, pinning her in her car. Paramedics and firemen worked almost an hour to free her.
Dan was at work when he received a call from Angie's father telling him of the accident and the hospital where Angie was being treated.
Dan was surprised at how upsetting the thought of Angie dying or being severely injured was. He had convinced himself that he had put that part of his life behind him as he struggled to regain his equilibrium.
Dan met Angie's parents at the hospital. "Her injuries aren't life threatening, but she's going to be laid up for a few weeks," Angie's father explained.
"We'll try to get a nurse to come in every day when Angie's allowed to go home. As you know, her mother is suffering from the early stages of dementia and I have my hands full caring for her. I wouldn't be able to give Angie the kind of help she's going to require."
"I think I could spend a few weeks helping her get back on her feet," replied Dan without thinking it through. :I can do most of my work remotely, so she'd have someone around most of the time."
"Why would you do that, Dan?" Angie's father asked. "You've made it quite clear that you didn't trust Angie. Your divorce will be final in a few weeks. Why muddy the waters?"
"She's still the mother of my daughter and we were married for twenty years. I think I owe her that consideration. It certainly doesn't mean I want to get back with her," Dan added. "That ship has sailed."
Angie was both surprised and pleased to learn that Dan was going to care for her while she recovered. She felt confident that she could wear down his stubborn resistance with her ample feminine charms. She decided that the accident may have been a blessing in disguise.
Two days later, Angie was released from the hospital. Dan helped her into his car and drove her home. Angie really was sore and her left knee was swollen and stiff. The first night home, she fell asleep in the early evening and didn't wake up until the sun was rising. Dan was very attentive. He made a breakfast for her and helped her into the bathroom.
Once she was back in her bed, he explained that he had to go into work for a few hours. He needed to talk to his superior about working remotely. His boss was very understanding. He quickly agreed to Dan's request.
Dan and Angie only spoke to each other when necessary for the first two days. After twenty years, Angie was able to read Dan's moods and she sensed the time wasn't right to pursue her plan.
It was her third day home when Angie asked Dan, "Could you help me take a shower? I've only had sponge baths since my accident and I'm feeling pretty grungy."
"I suppose I could help you to the bathroom and get the water started. Will you be able to stand and wash yourself?" Dan questioned.
"I really doubt it. You've seen all of me for the last twenty years, so why don't you take a shower with me? I won't attack you. Hell, I can hardly walk."
Dan wound up naked in the shower as he steadied Angie to be sure she didn't slip and further injure herself.
"Could you wash my back, Dan? I can't move my left arm very well."
Before he realized what he was doing, Dan was gently washing Angie's magnificent breasts. Before long, Dan was soaping the golden triangle he had so thoroughly enjoyed for so many years. To his surprise, Angie shuddered and came within minutes.
"Thanks, Dan! I feel so much better now. Would you like me to return the favor?" asked Angie with a huge smile.
Dan knew he was losing his resolve so he dressed quickly and left the bedroom. He decided that it was normal for him to find a woman he had been married to and had loved for over twenty years to be attractive. It wasn't normal to accept her vacation fuck fest while she was married to him. He increased his resolve to carry through with the divorce and rid himself of a cheating wife.
Dan tried hard to be cold and remote toward Angie, but she didn't seem to notice. She was always smiling and complimenting him on the simplest of things.
A week after he had begun helping Angie, she straight out asked, "Dan, why do we have to get divorced? I know I made a mistake, but I'd never do t again. I had a wonderful, devoted loving husband. I'd never risk losing him that again. I love you far too much."
"I gave you plenty of chances to come clean about that so-called vacation of yours, but you kept lying to me. You insisted you were a faithful wife while I had seen videos of you performing sex acts we never even thought to try. The lying was the final nail in the coffin."
"I had to lie, Dan. I didn't know how much you had seen or heard, so I had to do my best to not hurt you. If you only suspected what I had done, I thought I could eventually convince you nothing had happened," Angie reasoned.
"The problem is I did see you with those men, doing all kinds of things we never tried, mostly because you told me you weren't comfortable doing them and I believed you," Dan replied. "Those videos were damning. I still haven't been able to sleep through the night without nightmares about you and those bastards on that ship."
"I'd gladly do all of those things and so much more for you if you'd let me," Angie promised.
"Why did I have to catch you sleeping with the five amigos before you were willing to do that stuff with me?" Dan demanded.
"Because I wanted you to respect me as your wife and the mother of your child. I have thought about doing them with you, especially on my way home from that trip," Angie explained. "For some reason I thought sucking you to completion or allowing you anal would lessen your respect and love for me."
"The problem now is that I never know when to believe you, Angie. You've shown me that you're a liar, a slut and a rather poor driver."
Dan felt pretty good about how he had handled the situation, but he had badly underestimated Angie's determination. One evening as they watched television, Angie convinced him that she could have a small amount of wine since she had greatly reduced her medications.
Dan caved and brought her a small glass of wine and a whiskey for himself. During a commercial, Angie got to her feet and hobbled into the other room. Dan realized that Angie would not need him much longer. She returned with the whiskey bottle and poured a generous amount into his glass.
Dan decided not to protest and sipped the whiskey while enjoying an action flick. Angie insisted on a romance movie next and Dan found himself nodding off. Angie knew he couldn't stay awake for sappy romances.
Dan slowly became aware of a very pleasant sensation. He forced his eyes open to see Angie on her knees, sore as her left knee still was. She had his cock in her mouth and he had to admit he was enjoying it. Angie knew men seldom had the ability to refuse a slow, wet blowjob, so she increased her pace slightly. She was pleasantly surprised at how soon Dan came. She looked into his eyes and swallowed everything before licking her lips and smiling at him.
"Even if we get divorced, I want to do that for you every night until you go back to your apartment," Angie told him. "I'm trying to repay you for taking such good care of me, especially after I disappointed you so badly."
Ben helped Angie to her bed and went to the guestroom. He had trouble falling to sleep as he thought about Angie and all she had meant to him over the years. Would he be better off without her? He began to wonder.
Angie met with her shrink every two weeks. She had missed a session because of her accident, but insisted she attend her next one. She wanted Dan to know how serious she was about becoming a more stable, honest person.
"I have some great news, Dr. Beckwith," Angie began. "Dan has been taking care of me since my accident. I think he's beginning to soften his attitude toward me."
"That's great news!" praised the doctor. "Do you feel you understand how much you hurt your husband with your infidelity? Will you be able to avoid situations like that in the future?"
"I'll make sure of it, at least until I gain Dan's complete trust again," stated Angie.
"I'm picking up something from what you just said," replied the doctor. "Are you saying you won't stray again, at least until Dan trusts you fully? Would you have an affair after that trust is gained?"
"It worked a few times over the past twenty years," admitted Angie. "He trusted me completely so it wasn't difficult to have an occasional fling. He's such a nice guy. He never suspected. I found out last night that I just need to suck him off and he'll be eating out of my hand. I'm feeling pretty good about things today."
"Angie, I'm not here to tell you how to conduct your life, but let me say this. If your husband takes you back and you cheat on him again, he will find it out and it will quite possibly destroy him. Do you have any love for him at all?"
"What kind of question is that? Of course I love him! It's just that I like a little variety. Dan's a great guy and a selfless lover, but he doesn't give me that special excitement I get when I'm with a strange man, especially a dominant one. I do love Dan."
"Again, I'm not here to judge, but I would suggest that you don't really love your husband. He's simply convenient and safe. If you loved him, you'd either be faithful or set him free. Can't you see that?" asked Beckwith.
Two days later Dan had to go into the office for a meeting. It didn't last as long as he expected so he found himself pulling into Angie's driveway at 3 PM. He noticed a Lexus parked in the street and briefly wondered who owned it.
Angie was in her bedroom with a tall muscular younger man pounding her into the mattress. He was relentless as he drove into her soaked center. She was lying on her stomach and he was fully mounted inside her. He's smack her ass hard every few strokes as he pulled her head back by her hair.
Angie didn't look, but she heard the bedroom door open slowly. Less than a minute later, she heard the front door slam. Tears trickled down her cheeks. She knew that Dan had come home and seen her. He had always slammed the front door when he was angry.
She had proven her love and set Dan free. It greatly saddened her. At that very moment, her young lover gave her ass an especially hard smack and drove as hard as he could into her. Angie suddenly experienced one of the most intense orgasms of her life.
As the petite mort washed over her, all she could think about was how something was definitely wrong with her, and how fascinated Dr. Beckwith would be in hearing about her orgasm under those conditions.
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Mark Reynolds casually strolled into the room with less than a minute before the meeting was scheduled to begin. He quietly took a seat near the back wall and turned his attention to the attractive woman standing in the front. He couldn't help but notice her disdain as she looked him over just before checking her watch and calling the meeting to order.
She was a tall woman with a fairly prominent nose, but it worked very well on her face. She was what his grandmother called 'big boned'. She wasn't over weight, but she surely had curves where Mark felt a woman should have them.
Mark studied the woman as she turned to point to a slide presentation on a large monitor. He guessed her to be in her mid-twenties. Her dark hair was combed tightly in a bun. Mark assumed it was an effort to appear stern and business oriented.
For her part, Sandra Phillips quickly determined that the last man to enter the meeting room was the type of man that she considered to be a 'male bimbo'. He was about six foot tall with a strong jaw and deep blue eyes. He was dressed in a business very casual style which placed his rugged physique on display.
Sandra began the meeting precisely at 9 AM. "I'm now the marketing director and sales manager of Smith and Haynes. My name is Sandra Phillips. I have degrees in both marketing and business administration. It's my expectation that we'll be able to work together to increase sales, as well as improve customer satisfaction. It's no secret that a sound knowledge of a quality product sold at a competitive price will lead to success in the market.
"To that end, from this point forward, every member of our sales team will be expected to dress professionally. I see most of you already understand that fact."
Mark couldn't help but notice that his new boss was looking directly at him. Apparently she didn't approve of his kakis and polo shirt.
"Men, you will wear a jacket and tie when you represent our company or you won't be working for Smith and Haynes. The ladies will also wear appropriate business attire. There will be no exceptions.
"I'll let it slide today since it's quite apparent this is a new concept to some, but henceforth, no one will be allowed to attend our weekly sales meeting dressed in casual attire. Again, I am telling you that there will be no exceptions. Any questions?"
Mark was unable to conceal his grin as the woman glared at him in obvious annoyance.
"Please tell me your name so I can make some notations in your file," she insisted in what Mark knew was an obvious attempt to intimidate him.
"I don't think that'll be necessary," Mark replied as his grin increased. "Let's just get this meeting over with so we can get to work."
Everyone in the room went totally still. Mark had never been known to take things too seriously, but he was pushing the new boss pretty far.
"You don't think it's necessary?" the woman repeated. "You know what? I don't think your attendance here is necessary. I've read the company policies. I have the power to give you a week off without pay and I'm doing exactly that. You're not to enter this building until next Monday's meeting. At that time, I'll expect you to be wearing a jacket and tie. Be prepared to apologize."
"Thank you, Ms. Phillips," Mark said politely as he made his way from the room.
One week later, Mark walked into the meeting room wearing cargo shorts and an Eagles tee shirt.
"You know I'm not going to allow you to join our meeting dressed like that," stated Sandra Phillips. "You're behaving like a man who wants to be terminated."
"I saved you the trouble," Mark replied as he handed her a sealed envelope. "This is my resignation. I already stopped at HR and filled out the paperwork. Good luck with the company."
The surprised woman struggled to regain her composure. She had done some research on Mark Reynolds since their first interaction. He was easily the best salesman in the company. His sales numbers were impressive. It was her opinion that once she got him to dress appropriately and accept her mentoring, he would be an even greater success. Now he was gone.
Two weeks later, Mark was lying on a creeper under an 80 year old Alpha Romeo. He was trying to tighten up the transmission when he heard a woman clearing her throat in an attempt to gain his attention. He used his feet to carefully pull the creeper from under the classic car and into the open.
He was more than a little surprised to see Mrs. Edna Haynes, the owner of the company he had so recently left. She had always treated him very fairly and he had responded in kind. Seeing her in his shop was totally unexpected.
"Mrs. Haynes? It's nice to see you again. Is there some problem? I don't think I've ever seen you here before."
"I've never had reason to visit before this, Mark. I know you're busy, so I'm going to get right down to brass tacks. You had two interactions with my new 'marketing director' in the space of a week."
Mark noted that she used her fingers to make air quotes when she used the term marketing director.
"In the first meeting, she made you take a week off without pay. The second time you met, which was one week later, you handed her your resignation. It's occurred to me that the two of you didn't exactly hit it off."
"Mrs. Haynes, I told you when I started working for you years ago that I wasn't going to make your company my career. The young lady appeared out of the blue, declared that my choice of clothing was inappropriate and proceeded to suspend me for a week. It caused me to realize that my time at Smith and Haynes had run its course. She and I will never see things the same way. She's the boss. It wasn't a difficult decision."
"It was easier for you than it's been for us," stated Mrs. Haynes. "We're already running into problems keeping your buyers in the fold. More than a few of them explained to me that they could get the same product for less money elsewhere.
"It was your dedication to the terms of the contract that kept many of our buyers with us. I heard a story two days ago where you drove a box of specialty bolts 250 miles when one of your customers called you in a panic. They had neglected to order them with the other products we supplied. You made the long drive to keep the customer happy."
"That's just part of the job, as I saw it," Mark replied. "It's nice that my gesture was appreciated, but that doesn't explain why you're standing here today. I don't work for you anymore."
"That's the problem I'm here to address. I'm willing to increase your commission as well as your base pay if you'll agree to return to work for Haynes and Smith," the older woman offered.
"Ma'am, I left your company for two separate, but very good reasons," Mark explained. "The first reason is that my business is taking off. This is my future and I'm working damn hard to make it a success.
"The second, and more obvious reason, is your new marketing director has a bug up her ass over me. I simply don't want to waste my time listening to her bullshit about how to be a better salesman. She has two degrees and no real world experience. Frankly, I don't know how she managed to get the job."
Mark heard a gasp from the doorway. He turned to see Sandra Phillips standing nearby. To his embarrassment, she had been listening to every word he spoke. He quickly tried to lessen the harshness of his criticism.
"I'm sure Ms Phillips is highly qualified and will do an excellent job for you. I'm just too stubborn and set in my ways to learn new techniques. She deserves better people surrounding her, people who'll accept her suggestions, follow her edicts and work to expand the company."
"You've demonstrated why you do so well in sales, Mark. That was a very good recovery," Mrs. Haynes acknowledged with a smile.
"I thought you might refuse my offer, so I have a back-up. If you would agree to work with, and mentor Sandy for one month, I'd be willing to compensate you far more than you've been taking home, which has been substantial.
"You need to know that Sandy's my granddaughter and she's the future of the company. She was a bit overeager to establish herself, but she has a clearer picture of our mission statement now."
"I'm sure she'll do very well, but I don't think she'd be very receptive to my suggestions and business practices. She has two degrees and I was lucky to make it out of high school."
"Mark, don't try to snowball me. I'm the person who hired you. As I recall, you were fifth in your class and quite popular. You played on two varsity sports teams, participated in the debate club and served as president of student council in your senior year," Mrs. Haynes stated.
"You told me you had a seven year plan to build your automobile business and would probably leave Smith and Haynes at that time. You have three months remaining to reach seven years. I'm only asking for one of those months.
"I believe that practical experience will greatly enhance Sandy's understanding of her position as well as improve her appreciation of what her sales people face in their efforts."
When Mrs. Haynes finished speaking, Mark saw her look at her granddaughter and nod slightly.
"Mr. Reynolds, I'm not proud of the way I conducted myself at our first interaction," Sandy admitted. "Grandmother has explained to me in no uncertain terms how foolish I was, and how it was not to happen again. If you accept my grandmother's offer, I assure you that I'll cooperate fully and try to incorporate as much of your sales style as I can."
Mark knew how difficult her apology had to have been. He even felt some admiration for her. She was willing to take the heat to improve her standing with her grandmother and hopefully increase her understanding of how Smith and Haynes had managed to have a successful business for over fifty years.
"Mrs. Haynes, Ms Phillips, it's absolutely imperative that I finish my work on this car. It should be done by tomorrow night. The day after tomorrow will be the first of the month. I'll be in the office ready to go. I'll give you the month you want."
Once again, Mark saw Mrs. Haynes nod to her niece before the younger woman showed him a very lovely smile. "Mr. Reynolds, my grandmother and I very much appreciate your generosity. I assure you that I'll be ready to hit the ground running on this. I'm looking forward learning as much as I possibly can from you."
Mark looked at Sandy Phillips for a ten count before turning his attention to her grandmother. He had several questions on the tip of his tongue but decided not to voice them.
He knew that Mrs. Haynes must have come down pretty hard on her granddaughter. Sandy had done a complete 180 degree turn from her original position. Mark didn't claim to be an expert on women but he knew that Sandra had to be smarting from what she had to perceive as a defeat at his hands. How cooperative she would be was yet to be determined.
Mark was a few minutes early when he returned to work two days later. His former colleagues gave him a warm welcome in the form of good natured teasing.
"Mark, I don't think I ever saw you in a suit before. Are you here to lobby for your old job?" asked Amanda Burns.
"Something like that," Mark replied. "I was a bit hasty when I left. When I started here I promised Mrs. Haynes that I'd work seven years. I'm a few months short. We agreed that if I gave them one more month, I could then leave with her blessing."
"That's why you're so good in sales," Amanda stated. "You always keep your promises and you're a great negotiator. Buyers know they can depend on you."
Sandra Phillips had been just outside the room and overheard Amanda's assessment of Mark's qualities, as well as his response.
"Mr. Reynolds, thank you for trying to spare my feelings," Sandra stated with a small smile. "Amanda, the truth is that Mrs. Haynes was not pleased with my actions regarding Mr. Reynolds's abrupt departure. He's going to mentor me for the next month in hopes I gain a better understanding of the company's products and clientele."
"To that end, I plan on taking you with me to meet and favorably impress the buyers I work with," Mark revealed. "With your education and physical presence, it shouldn't be difficult."
After Amanda left the room, Sandy decided to make certain Mark understood her position. "You mentioned my physical presence just now. You need to understand that I will not be compromising my values to make a sale, no matter how substantial it might be."
"That's a good point," Mark agreed. "I strongly suggest you never date, hook-up with, or act inappropriately in any way with the buyers. That would not end well for you or the company."
"I'm glad you feel that way. I was worried you were suggesting I use any 'physical attributes', as you call them, which I may have in order to make a sale," Sandy admitted.
"I'm afraid that I'm still not being clear. There's nothing wrong with flashing your best smile, showing a little leg and a bit of cleavage, all in a professional manner, of course. You'll be dealing with men on a regular basis. Believe me when I tell you that a smile from an attractive woman goes a long ways in the world of sales."
"Now you're suggesting that I use sex to make a sale?" Sandy asked in amazement.
"No. I'm telling you not to use sex for sales, for any reason, ever," Mark insisted. "Sex appeal is okay, but sex of any kind is not. You're an attractive woman with an enviable figure. There's nothing wrong with using that to your advantage."
Sandy looked at Mark for several seconds before responding. "If that's meant as a compliment, you missed the mark. I've agreed to learn your sales techniques and incorporate what I find useful, but I will not be showing my legs or breasts in order to make a sale. As a man, obviously lacking the legs and cleavage to entice other men, how do you ever make a sale?"
"If I'm dealing with men, I use my knowledge of the product, along with my ability to gain their respect, and often their friendship. If I'm selling to women I do the same thing, plus I give them my best smile and try to inconspicuously appeal to their fantasies."
"That's why you like to wear polo shirts? You want to use your looks and physique to influence the sale in your direction?" Sandy asked.
"Make no mistake, I never date or hook-up with anyone involved with any company that we do business with. I do have a few ladies who light up a bit when I walk through the door. That's not unethical," Mark responded.
"I can see where it might help make a sale, but the product and price should be the deciding factor," Sandy stated with finality.
"This is why we're going to spend the next month visiting clients and learning from practical applications. We'll test and tweak our sales techniques constantly," Mark promised. "It makes more sense than arguing about it now. The next month's going to be interesting."
Sandy found herself looking forward to visiting clients and forging solid business relationships. Mark was overly confident in her opinion, but the numbers he generated indicated that he had reason to be. She admitted to herself that he was good looking and very masculine. She could easily envision women being swayed by his charm.
Mark spent the rest of the day setting up appointments. He decided to begin with clients located within an easy drive and gradually work his way to places that would require overnight stays.
Sandy pulled into the company parking lot at six AM to find Mark was already there. She had readily agreed with Mark that punctuality was important. They reached their destination almost an hour early.
"There's a nice little diner around the corner," Mark told Sandy. "You'll learn where all the good places are to eat or get good coffee near every business you deal with."
Sandy had spent much of the drive asking Mark about his techniques and what to expect when they met with their customers.
"Sandy, I want you to enjoy your coffee and relax. People can tell when you're nervous. They think you're trying to hide something. I picked this business first because they're very reasonable and friendly. You know our product and our prices. Just listen to them and respond to their questions and concerns as honestly as you can.
"Remember we're selling ourselves as much or more than our product. We need to give our customers complete confidence in our honesty and integrity. When you're not sure of an answer, admit it and explain to them that you'll find the correct answer as soon as possible and get back to them. Never get caught in a lie, or even an exaggeration and you'll do fine."
"I understand that and agree totally," replied Sandy. "I noticed you didn't say anything about showing some skin or flirting with customers."
"It's pretty apparent that you don't intend to use that ploy today," Mark replied. "I can see your hands and face. You've got everything else covered. Let's see how it works for you today. I only ask that at least one day next week, you wear something a bit more relaxed. You have a very nice figure and you could benefit from letting that fact be known."
"You seem to be certain about my figure. How would you know what my figure is? You've been telling me that my clothing choices don't allow men to determine what sort of shape I have?" asked Sandy. "You can't have it both ways."
"Few men have my powers of observation when it comes to the female form," Mark replied with a grin. "One of the reasons that I've done well in sales is my ability to look beyond the obvious. I'm often able to identify insecurities and personality flaws after meeting people for a few minutes. Knowing these things can make a difference when making a sale."
"I have to call bullshit on that," Sandy responded. "You don't have some mysterious ability to know my bra size and my inseam length. You're using your sales techniques on me when you tell me how great my figure is. You think flattery will soften and even change my choice of clothing, but I can see through your feeble attempts."
"That's interesting," Mark admitted. "I'm being truthful, but you think I'm pulling your long, very shapely leg. I always try to be honest, yet you don't trust me. Now I have to wonder if my customers see things the same way you do."
"Maybe I have an especially effective bullshit meter and can pick it out better than most people can. Your success in sales indicates your shtick must work for you most of the time," Sandy suggested.
Sandy had yielded to her grandmother's demands to bring Mark back and work with him because she had no choice. Her grandmother had been quite firm on that point.
In truth, Sandy expected to see Mark try to use his looks and natural charm to make sales. She had not anticipated how knowledgeable he was about their products and how well versed he was on contracts, percentages, and profit margins. He didn't hesitate to use his charm, but he remained professional while interacting with his customers. Sandy came to appreciate the wisdom of her grandmother's decision to have her travel with Mark and experience the world of sales with a master of his trade.
Sandy found that she enjoyed meeting customers and listening to their needs and concerns. She came to understand why Mark was very good at what he did. He was always polite and professional. He remained calm even as some customers became irate, although that was rare.
Another thing Sandy noticed was the obvious interest many of the female employees had in Mark. They absolutely responded to his winning smile and easy charm. Not only that, but most of the men he interacted with became noticeably friendly within minutes.
The second week of their schedule found Sandy and Mark traveling farther and using hotels rather than wasting a great deal of time driving to distant businesses. Wednesday morning of that week was a defining moment for her.



"Wow! You look great," Mark stated with obvious admiration. "This is a very good look for you."
"Thanks," Sandy replied with a blush. "I thought I'd try your suggestion about my appearance. This is an experiment. Don't think I'm going to follow your example and flirt like you do with women of all ages."
"Good thinking," Mark agreed. "You're much better off using your charms on the male sector of the population."
Later that day, while Mark and Sandy were having dinner in a chain restaurant Mark asked the question Sandy had been expecting.
"So, did you notice any difference in the way people reacted to you today?" Mark asked with an easy smile.
"You were there with me. You saw how some of the men kept looking at and me smiling like idiots. In fact, you're doing the same thing right now!"
"I admit it," Mark replied with a chuckle. "You managed to increase my usual sales by almost 5 percent today. That's quite a lot in the scheme of things."
"That's from showing a hint of cleavage and a skirt just above the knees. You'd think they never saw a woman before," Sandra stated.
"They don't often see woman who looks as good as you do," Mark replied. "You hit just the right style. Everyone took you seriously. The men couldn't stop smiling at you but they listened to you, too."
"You don't think I looked cheap or slutty, do you?" Sandy asked with concern.
"Really, Sandy, you're one of the classiest women I know. You look and act like a lady. I mean that in a good way. You're not all prissy and snobbish. We both know some women think that's the mark of class. You're attractive, but attentive to others. You've been engaging our clients more and more. You're getting more comfortable with them as well as explaining our product and the purchasing process better all the time."
"That was a really nice thing to say," Sandy replied with some emotion. "I know we didn't start out on the right foot, but I feel like we're doing much better now. You've been very fair with me considering I drove you to quit the first week."
"I explained my situation to you and your grandmother. I've been building my business since I graduated from High school. I had a seven year plan to work for Smith and Haynes. I was already making my plans to leave when you and I clashed. I was feeling relieved that I could concentrate on my next career," Mark explained.
"That does make me feel better, except that I wound up pulling you away from your business for a month. I hope it doesn't set you back too much."
"The truth is that I was a bit worried about how things would work out for my old customers when I left. Now I'm beginning to realize that they're going to be fine, probably better than I was working for you," Mark revealed.
Sandy found herself looking forward to her meals with Mark. He always had interesting stories, listened to her thoughts and even when he disagreed with her, he was polite, but quite convincing in support of his opinions.
For his part, Mark realized that he enjoyed spending time with Sandy. She had a surprising sense of humor and was refreshingly modest. A real plus was that he found her very attractive.
"My sister goes to college In Keensburg," Sandy told Mark early in the final week of their mentoring. "She's going to meet me on Friday, which will be the last day of our 'world tour'. On the last night, we'll be in a hotel just ten miles from her apartment. I[m going to ride home with her so we can catch up on our lives. I hope you don't mind."
"I have a brother and a sister, so I understand completely," responded Mark. "You'll have a great trip home."
The last business they planned on visiting was scheduled for late Thursday afternoon with a follow-up Friday morning to meet with the owner and convince him to sign a sales contract. By finishing up early in the day Friday, Mark hoped to have time to make the long drive home that afternoon.
Mark thought that the Thursday afternoon meeting went well except for one very real problem for him. The owner's thirty year-old son took a real shine to Sandy. Mark admitted to himself that the guy was good looking but his past experience with the man had colored Mark's opinion. He was pushy and entitled. Mark had observed him belittling employees on several occasions while he was making a sales call.
On the trip back to their hotel, Sandy acted almost giddy. She was chatting constantly but saying very little. Finally, she was unable to keep her secret.
"Bret asked me to dinner tonight, so don't look for me to be joining you. We're just having dinner at the hotel restaurant before we go to the lounge. They have a small band playing tonight so we'll probably be dancing.
"Bret's a nice guy, don't you think?" Sandy asked although she seemed to have no interest in an answer. "He's good looking and a great dresser. We might even get more business from his company, although that's not why I accepted his request. He seems like fun."
Mark wanted to voice his concerns to Sandy, but he chose to remain silent. She was going to be working without him after Friday morning She was in her mid twenties, had 2 college degrees and was destined to have control of a prestigious company. What could he tell that she shouldn't already know?
Mark had come to enjoy Sandy a great deal he but felt it wouldn't have been ethical to suggest a date with her, at least not until their work relationship was in the past. Now he wondered whether he had made a mistake, or simply dodged a bullet. If Bret was the kind of man she was seeking, she wasn't the woman he thought she was.
Mark ordered his dinner from room service while he worked on emails concerning his classic automobile restoration business. He was proud of the success his business had managed. He had started it right out of high school. He now intended to devote all of his time and effort to his business. His time at Smith and Haynes was finally at an end.
Just after eleven PM, Mark called it a night and went to bed. He had just lapsed into a sound sleep when a loud pounding on his hotel room door pulled him from his slumbers.
Mark tried to shake the fog from his brain as he got out of bed and shuffled to the door. As soon as he turned the knob, Sandy pushed the door open and rushed inside, wheeling her suitcase behind her.
She slammed the door shut and turned to Marc with tears in her eyes. "That asshole thought I was an easy lay. He insisted that he walk me to my room after a dinner and a few dances. He took my room key to open the door and never gave it back. He started mauling me as soon as he closed the door. One of the drawbacks to a dress that shows cleavage is it's easier for a damned pervert to grab your breasts.
"I asked him to get some ice for the bottle of liquor he found in the minibar before we got started. As soon as he was out of sight looking for the ice machine, I grabbed my phone and suitcase and rushed across the hall. He has my key, so I'm staying with you tonight, if that's alright."
Sandy seemed to finally notice Marc was standing in front of her clad only in his boxers. Her mouth dropped as she slowly ran her eyes over his chest as well as parts south.
"I guess you sleep in your underwear. I probably should be thankful that you wear that much. I knew you were a healthy man, but you're in better shape than I imagined.
"I have to text my sister about tomorrow, so ignore me. Go back to sleep, or whatever you were doing when I knocked on your door."
Marc was now fully awake, but a glance at the clock by his bed told him it was after midnight. He had a long drive the next day and didn't think that there would be any advantage in confronting Bret. He was probably three sheets to the wind and somewhat irate about not getting laid.
"You can stay here, but I'm not giving up the bed," Mark replied. "I told you about dating any of our customers and what a bad idea it was. Bret's a total dick. You should have seen that before he managed to grab those big puppies of yours. I'm going back to bed so whatever you do, please do it quietly."
Mark was still irked at Sandy for having anything to do with an asshole like Bret. He was glad that she managed to get away from him, but was unhappy with her decision to go out with him in the first place. Mark realized that he needed to step back and honestly assess his feelings before saying too much to Sandy.
Surprisingly, he soon fell back to sleep. He woke in the middle of the night with Sandi sleeping next to him. Her head was on his arm and her left leg was draped over his legs. She was wearing one of his shirts, which she must have pulled from his suitcase. As he looked at her, Mark realized she could wear any shirt he owned, any time she wanted.
In what seemed to be a very short time later, Mark was once again awakened by loud knocking on his door. Cursing under his breath, he promised that if it was the asshole Bret, he'd personally kick his ass.
Once again, his door was pushed open when he turned the knob. To his surprise, a good looking young woman stepped into his room. She quickly looked him up and down and muttered to herself before she began checking out the room. At that moment Sandy rolled over and opened her eyes.
"Sarah, why are you here in the middle of the night? Is something wrong?"
"Sis! Did you sleep with this guy? Did he force himself on you? Should I call the police?" demanded the young woman Mark now knew to be Sandy's sister.
"Mark? He'd never hurt me. He's one of the good guys," responded Sandy. "Why are you here at this time of the night?"
"Sandy, it's almost eight AM. You texted me that we should go to breakfast before your appointment today. You didn't mention that you'd be sleeping with this hunk. Is he the guy you work with? Is a workplace romance a good idea?" asked Sarah.
"I am not sleeping with Mark," insisted Sandy. "Well, I guess that I did sleep with him, but that's all we did. We slept together. That's all."
"If you say so, but it's a little hard to believe when the guy looks as good as he does," Sarah reasoned. "What happened to the asshole that mauled you over last night?"
By this time, Mark was fully awake... again. The two sisters continued chatting in his bedroom. He closed the bathroom door and started the shower.
"Sandy, why were you on a date with a mauler when you have a hunk like Mark at your disposal?" Sarah questioned once they were alone. "I don't understand what you're thinking sometimes."
"Neither do I to be honest," Sandy replied. "I was sort of hoping Mark would tell me to forget Bret and ask me to go out with him. You're right that he's good looking, but I can't seem to get him to think of me as a desirable female. I hate my big nose. Maybe I need to get it fixed."
"You always said that you're proud of how you look and any man interested in you would love you as you are. Has he said something about your nose, or how you look?"
"Actually, he always tells me I'm attractive. He just doesn't act like he believes it. He's great with work stuff but he seems to have very little interest in me on a personal level," Sandy complained.
"Sis, he had some serious morning wood when he answered the door. I can't say if that was to your credit, but I wouldn't be surprised if it was. He might be shy, or maybe he doesn't want to date a woman at work. Is that a bruise?" Sarah suddenly asked as she stared at her sister's cleavage.
"Where? Oh shit!" Sandy declared when she looked inside the shirt she was wearing. I told you that asshole mauled me but I didn't tell you how much he hurt me. I didn't want you to worry.
"When he walked into my room last night, uninvited I might add, he just stuffed his hand into my top and grabbed my breast and squeezed me real hard. He was drunk and saying stupid stuff about how he likes it rough and how I'd learn to like it, too. I had to use all of my sales techniques to get him to leave to get some ice. Like I told you in my text, he kept my room key, so I grabbed my suitcase and phone and hurried here to Mark's room. The guy hurt me and I was afraid he wasn't going to take 'no' for an answer."
"Bret squeezed your breast hard enough to bruise it?" Mark demanded.
Both Sarah and Sandy were surprised to find Mark standing behind them, wearing only a towel wrapped around his midsection. The look on his face was like nothing Sandy had ever seen from him before. He was livid.
Seeing how upset he was, Sandy answered his demand immediately. "Yes, he left marks on my left breast. I didn't encourage him or give him permission of any kind to touch me, Mark. He just stuck his hand down my top and squeezed real hard."
Mark seemed to consider her words before making a request. "I don't want to embarrass you, Sandy, but could I see the bruises?"
If Sandy was surprised at the request, her sister was stunned when Sandy nodded and pulled the top of her shirt down far enough that her left breast was exposed. It had never occurred to Sandy to refuse Mark.
She watched the intensity of his emotions as they played on his face. It was obvious that he was very upset. She couldn't help but feel some excitement, mixed with concern when he studied her breast so intently.
She wondered if he was actually going to touch her when he held his hand inches above the bruises and nodded to himself as he visualized exactly how Bret had squeezed her.
"Sarah, please take some photos of those bruises with Sandy's phone," Mark managed as he finally pulled his eyes from Sandy's torso. "I don't know how this is going to play out, but they may be needed. Be sure to get some clear shots. It's obvious that they were made by a large hand. He'll be sorry as hell that he did this to your sister. I guarantee that."
Mark was still upset as he pulled open his suitcase and yanked out a clean pair of boxers. He was muttering to himself as he dropped his towel and stepped into his underwear. Sarah's gasp brought his mind back to his surroundings.
"I forgot where I was for a minute. More precisely, I knew where I was but forgot there were ladies present," Mark clarified. "I'm thinking about that miserable dick and how the father allows his son free rein at work. Looking back on some things I've seen and heard over the years, I realize now that I should have done something. At the very least, I should have discontinued our business association.
"Sandy, you're not going back to work today. Have a nice breakfast with your sister and a safe, comfortable ride home. I'll take care of things here. Just relax and enjoy your time with Sarah."
"What're you going to do? If we aren't careful, we'll lose their business entirely. They buy a lot of our product," Sandy stated nervously.
"Sandy, they should be worried about losing our business. Smith and Haynes doesn't need to deal scum like this. I'm going to fire them as our customer. I'll call your grandmother and explain everything to her. I'm certain she'll approve. We won't do business with any company that treats people the way Bret treated you."
"I guess that you're probably right," Sandy admitted. "Be careful what you say to Bret if you see him. He's pretty big and he was bragging about what a tough football player he was in high school."
"I bet he was," replied Mark with a mirthless chuckle. "Unless you have feelings for him, I'm going to create a few fresh bruises on his face. I'll see how he likes it."
"I don't give a fuck about him, Mark. I just don't want you hurt or in trouble because I was stupid enough to spend some time with the idiot," Sandy declared.
"Sarah, be sure photograph the bruises. After you do, take your sister to breakfast. I'll handle everything here."
"This is the last day of the month you promised my grandmother. I learned a lot from traveling with you, Mark," Sandy said as she stepped over to Mark and hugged him. "If you ever want to come back to Smith and Haynes, there'll be a job for you. I guarantee it. Good luck with your burgeoning business."
"Sis, you could have waited for him to get more clothes on before you hugged him. However, when I think about it, that was very well played," Sarah stated with a grin as she gave Mark's exposed torso the once-over.
By the middle of the following month, Sandy had established herself as a competent sales manager and was becoming more comfortable in her role in marketing. She had not been in contact with Mark since the day he told her to ride home with Sarah. That fact disappointed Sandy. She thought they had gotten along quite well. She even held some hope that Mark would develop a romantic interest in her, especially after the story her grandmother had told her the following Monday.
"Sandy, I spoke to Mark at length about your month under his mentoring. The first thing he mentioned was how and why he severed our relations with Gaston and Son. He told me about young Gaston's extremely inappropriate behavior and how that was the last straw as far as Mark was concerned.
"He told Ben Gaston in no uncertain terms that his son Bret was a worthless little turd and that we would no longer do business with people of his ilk."
"Mark told me he was going to do that. He felt that you'd understand his decision," Sandy replied. "Is this going to be a problem now?"
"Not as far as I'm concerned. Ben Gaston placed an angry call to me the same day Mark ended our business relationship with them."
"You mean they wanted our product that badly?" Sandy asked in surprise.
"Hardly. He wanted me to fire Mark. It seems that Mark said some unpleasant things to Bret, as well as Ben. Mark was almost to his car when Bret caught up with him in the company parking lot.
"The police have a video from the security cameras. Bret punched Mark in the face."
"Oh, no! I warned Mark that Bret was a big guy and pretty tough. Was he hurt?" Sandy asked.
"Yes, he spent the night in the hospital, but he's expected to make a full recovery. After police asked some questions and watched the surveillance video, Mark wasn't charged. It was clearly self defense," Sandy's grandmother slyly responded as Sandy gasped in surprise.
"Grandma, are you saying that..."
"Mark kicked his ass," Mrs. Haynes replied with a big grin. "You made a very good impression on Mark. He admitted that he wasn't disappointed when Bret attacked him. He was extremely angry that the idiot treated you like he did. Is there, by any chance, something going on between you and Mark?"
"I haven't spoken to him since Friday, but to be honest, I wouldn't mind getting to know him better," Sandy revealed to her grandmother. "He doesn't work for us anymore, so that shouldn't be an issue, should it?"
"Honey, if he's the man for you, don't worry about incidentals. You're right that since he doesn't work for us it's all good. To be quite frank, I'd never pass up an opportunity with a man like Mark for any reason other than how we felt about each other."
Sandy toyed with the idea of contacting Mark but couldn't think of a good reason to do so. If he had any interest, he'd be calling her or stopping in at work.
Three weeks later, Sandy and her family attended a wedding for one of her cousins. Sandy's grandmother had been one of four sisters. Her three sisters each had several kids and now the sisters' grandchildren were becoming adults and finding spouses.
Sandy had twelve female second cousins and they were all attractive. Sandy had spent a lot of time with them as they were growing up. They had gotten along like sisters. Once the girls hit high school and college, Sandy began to feel left out of their conversations, which mostly centered on boys.
Sandy saw herself as the least attractive cousin. While the others told stories of dates and romances, Sandy contributed very little. Her cousins noticed it. Sandy had been focused on academics in school and had done very well scholastically, but never managed anything approaching a serious relationship.



Sarah insisted Sandy's lack of suitors was because of her forceful and unyielding personality. She urged Sandy to be less demanding and critical. Boys simply didn't like bossy, pushy girls.
While Sandy admitted that Sarah had a point, she was unwilling to accept mediocrity in herself and others. That attitude had a lot to do with why she was so often home on a weekend while her friends and cousins were out on dates.
Now another cousin was getting married. Sandy had attended enough of these weddings to know how things would go. First would be all the girls introducing their dates. Eventually Sandy would be asked if she was there with anyone, even though all of her cousins knew her dismal dating history. Sandy would be the center of a few uncomfortable minutes as the girls tossed out names of possible suitors and why they could be a match for her. Eventually the conversation would turn to less painful topics.
Sandy felt like she was going through déjà vu all over again at the reception. Her cousin Angela had just married a handsome, athletic looking guy and the cousins were agreeing on how well she had done finding a good husband.
"Sandy, are you here with a significant other today?" Marie asked loud enough so the other women turned their attention her way.
"Well, I haven't really had the time with my new position at Smith and Haynes. Grandmother expects me to learn the business well enough to take over for her."
"You don't have any time to date? Have you met any interesting men since Brianna's wedding last spring?" Marie pressed.
"Not really..." Sandy began before Sarah interrupted her.
"I'd say that Mark's a very interesting man. Sis doesn't talk about it much, but she spent a month learning about the sales part of the business with a real hunk."
Sandy loved her sister for trying to improve her social standing, but she worried about the inevitable questions she would be asked.
"No kidding?" Cousin Charity joined in. "A workplace romance? Is it still going on? What's the guy look like?"
"Well he's..." Sandy managed before Sarah cut in with what amounted to shocking information.
"Coming through the door right now!" Sarah blurted as she stared toward the entrance.
Mark was smiling and shaking hands with the groom who was standing near the entrance greeting guests. It was obvious that the two men were good friends by the back slapping and laughter the two men shared.
"Oh, wow!" Marie gasped. "He's very good looking, Sandy. You will be introducing us to your boyfriend, won't you?"
Sandy glared at Sarah as she struggled for a reasonable response to Marie's question. Why did Sarah make it sound like she and Mark were an item? Now she faced the most embarrassing possible situation.
Sarah saw Sandy grimace and decided to try to make the most of the situation. "I don't think Mark saw Sandy yet. I'm going to go get him and bring him over for everyone to meet. He's a great guy."
Sarah saw Sandy's face turn crimson at her words. Sarah had only met Mark briefly, but she felt certain that he'd be a gentleman and help Sandy extricate herself from the situation Sarah had created.
Mark was chatting with his friend Lance when he recognized Sarah as she approached him. His smile became even brighter as he welcomed her with a hug.
"Sarah? I didn't know you'd be here today. Are you friends with Angela? Did Sandy come, too?"
"Yes! Sandy's here and she needs your help. I kind of told all our cousins that she had been working with a real hunk when they asked if she had been seeing anyone. I gave the impression that you liked each other and all the girls want to meet you. Sandy's scared to death that she'll be exposed as a desperate woman and it'll be my fault," Sarah rapidly explained as she led Mark toward the gathering of cousins.
"Could you please be real nice to her? It would mean a lot to Sandy and keep me out of her doghouse."
Mark had been digesting everything Sarah was telling him as he escorted her across the room. "That's the kind of favor I like to be asked. Don't worry. I've got this."
Sandy stood transfixed as Sarah and Mark approached her. She had no idea what to say, how to act, or how to get out of the situation she was facing.
Mark was beaming as he moved in front of Sandy and put his arms around her and pulled her to him and spoke loudly. "It's so good to see you again, Sandy."
As he hugged her to his chest, he whispered in her ear. "Can I give you a kiss? Would that be okay?"
As he released her from his embrace, Sandy looked questioningly into his eyes. She saw what she was looking for and raised her lips up to Mark's. He needed no further encouragement as he again pulled Sandy to his chest.
Sandy lost track of time as her emotions controlled her totally. She was relieved that Mark had asked to kiss her, that he was in her arms and that he didn't care who saw them. She didn't want the moment to end.
"Sis, you're creating a bit of a scene here," Sarah spoke softly to her sister, but loud enough for the others to hear. "These hussies are all getting wet panties just watching you.
"Uh oh, Grandmother's coming over. You'd better let the guy go and see what she wants."
Sandy's face was flushed and radiant as she stepped back from Mark to greet her grandmother. As she regained control of her emotions, she began to wonder if there was going to be a problem.
To her surprise, Grandmother Haynes, moved close to Mark and reached up to kiss his cheek. She took his hand in hers as she turned to Sandy with a bright smile.
"Your mother and father were wondering who the young man was who took you in his arms and greeted you so warmly," Mrs. Haynes revealed. "I assured them what a fine person he is and offered to introduce him to them. Your mother is dying from curiosity. Let's go over and relieve that problem."
Sandy had not even considered that her parents and grandmother were at the reception when she was in Mark's arms. She had never done anything remotely close to passionately kissing a man in front of them. Hell, a warm handshake with a man would have surprised them.
"Grandmother, let me do the introductions, please," Sandy insisted as she led Mark up to her parents.
"Mom. Dad. This is Mark Reynolds. He was the man I told you about when I first went to work for Smith and Haynes," Sandy managed. "Mark, these are my parents, William and Janet Phillips."
Mark smiled and extended his hand to Sandy's mother, but she would have none of it. She stepped past his arm and gave him and warm hug.
"If Sandy can kiss you like that, her mother can certainly give you a hug," Janet stated. "My, aren't you the strong one? Did I mention that I'm very pleased to meet you?"
Sandy felt some embarrassment at her mother's warm greeting. She tried to recall her mother ever acting so cordially to a boy Sandy introduced to her when she realized that Mark was the first guy she ever taken to meet her parents.
William Phillips was less impressed. He shook Mark's hand but felt the need to rebuke him. "I don't especially care for public signs of affection, Mr. Reynolds. I expect you to treat my daughter with respect."
Mark instantly realized that William was a bit of a stuffed shirt. "Mr. Phillips, you're certainly entitled to your opinion. I accept that. It doesn't alter the fact that whenever your beautiful daughter is receptive to a hug or a kiss from me, she'll be getting one."
William Phillips turned red and began to puff up. Sarah saw it and quickly tried to lighten the mood.
"I assume you're talking about me, Mark. I'm ready for all the hugging and kissing you give can me," Sarah joked as he gathered Mark in for a hug.
"Actually, I was referring to the other beautiful Phillips daughter, Sarah," Mark replied with a chuckle. "However, if Sandy is okay with it, I'll be glad to..."
"Don't even think about it, Buster," Sandy interrupted, but with a big smile. "Mark, would you walk with me to meet some of my other relatives, especially that coven of witches standing by the bar staring at us?"
Once she was away from her parents, Sandy stopped and turned to Mark. "What just happened? Did Sarah ask you to save me from an embarrassing situation? Were you just being a gentleman? Why did you kiss me like that?"
"Sarah did tell me that she had sort of placed you in a difficult position and asked me to help out," Mark admitted.
When the smile left Sandy's face, he gently placed his hands on her shoulders and pulled her close. He lifted her face up close to his.
"Sandy, it was like a dream come true for me. Sarah didn't have to twist my arm. You're a beautiful woman and I really like being with you. I'm not pretending here. I hope that you're not either."
Sandy smiled and softly kissed his lips. "That's what I wanted to hear. I didn't want this to be some sort of mercy fuck, pardon my French. I like being with you, but only if you want the same. I'd like to get to know you better. Are you friends with the groom? I had no idea you'd be here today?"
"I played baseball with Lance in high school. We roomed together on a traveling team one summer. He and I have become good friends. I didn't know that Angela was your cousin until a few minutes ago."
Sandy was beaming as she introduced Mark to her many cousins and assorted relatives. She could tell that they were impressed with his appearance and his demeanor. Mark had told her many times that a good salesperson only had to sell one thing. That thing was himself. If you could do that, everything else would fall into place. Mark was charming, humorous and attentive to all her extended family. They responded with obvious approval.
As was the custom with the family that tables were assigned so that the cousins were sitting at several adjacent tables. Being of legal age, more than a few drinks were enjoyed and stories began to flow. This was usually one of the times when Sandy listened but failed to participate. She never felt that she had anything interesting to offer.
Mark was asked how he met Sandy. He slightly embellished how Sandy had sent him home from work without pay within minutes of meeting him. She had fired him at the second meeting. Sandy laughed along with everyone as she realized that it did make a rather funny story.
"Sis, tell everyone about the time you slept with Mark," blurted out a slightly inebriated Sarah. "That's a great story."
Everyone's attention immediately turned to a blushing Sandy.
"Thanks a lot, Sarah. You just gave everyone here the impression that Mark and I are lovers."
"Is that such a terrible thing?" Marcie teased. "I don't see any problem with it from where I sit."
"I have to tell it now. Your imaginations will be a lot worse than the actual event," Sandy reasoned. "It was at the end of my stint with Mark as my mentor. I told you how Grandmother had insisted on me learning about sales from the expert. As usual, she was right about it. I learned a lot.
"The owner's son of one of our biggest clients was flirting with me. I was kind of hoping to make Mark a little jealous, if the truth be known. I agreed to meet the guy for dinner at our hotel and go dancing in the club afterward. I stupidly thought Mark would put his foot down and stop me. He was the one who pointed out that it's okay to flirt a little with customers to help make sales, but never date them, hook up with them, or have anything other than a business relationship.
"Mark didn't voice any protest at all. I think he went to his room before the guy and I even had our dinner. We drank a little too much at dinner. We went to the lounge afterward and danced. We also drank some more. I was getting worried about how much I had consumed, so I told him I was done for the night and was going to my room."
"So how did you wind up sleeping with Mark when you were out partying with a different guy?" Marie wanted to know.
"The jackass insisted that he walk me to my room. When I pulled out my key card to get in, he took it from my hand, opened the door and followed me into the room," Sandy recounted.
"I was wearing a dress that showed some cleavage. The bastard locked the door. Next he turned around and jammed his hand into my top and squeezed the hell out of my left boob. I fought back the tears and told him we should have some ice to go with the alcohol from the minibar. He grumbled a little but left to get the ice. He took my room key with him.
"I stuffed what clothes I had lying on the bed into my suitcase, grabbed my phone, went across the hall and banged on Mark's door. It was around midnight by then."
Mark added, "I was sleeping pretty soundly, so it took a few seconds for me to wake up. I staggered to the door and opened it to see who would be banging on my door in the middle of the night. Sandy pushed past me, closed the door and locked it."
"I told him that Bret, that was the guy's name, had mauled me a little and I was going to spend the night in his room once I texted Sarah to meet me in Mark's room rather than my room the next morning."
"I thought Sandy was complaining because the guy got a little fresh with his hands. I could understand the guy trying that. As you all can see, Sandy's looks damn good," Mark added.
"Mark sleeps in his boxers. By the time I texted Sarah, he was asleep again. I found one of his tee shirts and slipped it on and went to bed. I wore panties, so don't think I was up to anything. Sarah came to the room the next morning. She noticed part of a bruise showing above the neckline of Mark's shirt that I was wearing."
"Back it up," Sarah insisted. "Mark answered the door when I knocked the next morning. He was in his boxers with his muscles showing. I finally looked around him and saw Sandy in his bed. You can imagine what I thought had happened.
"Sandy assured me that what I thought had happened, never did. That caused me to question my older sister's sanity. While we were talking, Mark wandered into the bathroom to take a shower. I noticed a bruise on Sandy and asked about it. She looked down and was surprised at how vivid it was.
"Sandy was telling me how the guy had grabbed her breast and squeezed really hard and hurt her. We never heard Mark come back into the room until he was suddenly standing there in a towel and angry as all hell. He was kind of scary.
"He asked Sandy if she'd show him the bruises. I couldn't believe it when she just reached up and pulled the shirt down so her big old sweater puppy was exposed."
"Wait! Sandy just showed him her boob because he asked?" Marie questioned. "Sandy, why did you show him your boob if you weren't dating or anything?"
"I've been asking myself that same question," Sandy admitted. "He was so intense and so concerned, it never occurred to me to refuse. He was in a zone and it seemed like the thing to do."
"Wow, that's some story," Marcie stated as he looked at Mark to see his reaction.
"I do need to apologize to Sandy for being inappropriate. I wasn't thinking straight when I heard how badly the asshole had bruised her," Mark confessed.
"Yeah, he was so mad he dropped his towel in front of Sis and me like we weren't even there. He was muttering expletives as he pulled up a clean pair of boxers," Sarah added.
"This just keeps getting better," Marie declared. "Both sisters saw this guy naked? He was so angry he didn't care about scarring you both for life. That's a great story."
"Yeah, I won't go into how Mark beat the hell out of the guy and put him in the hospital after telling his father that his business was not needed or wanted by Smith and Haynes," Sandy drily added.
"No shit?" Marie blurted. "I think it's really hot when a man defends his lady. The guy had it coming and Mark gave it to him. Good for you, Mark."
Sandy listened as others began telling some of their experiences. She marveled at how she was neither embarrassed nor ashamed or her actions. No one seemed outraged that she had shown Mark the bruises on her breast. She wasn't criticized for sleeping in his bed. Everyone acted like it was all totally natural, but Sandy felt that she had shared something special with Mark. It had been way out of character for her, but somehow it had felt right.
Eventually the reception began winding down and everyone started saying their goodbyes and telling what a great time they had. Nearly all of Sandy's relatives told Sandy what a great guy she had. That made her happy but caused her to consider if she really had the guy.
"Mom and Dad are ready to leave. Sarah and I rode with them so we have to go, too," Sandy informed Mark. "Dad's still sulking because you didn't act contrite when he complained about us kissing in public. Mom and Grandmother think you're the cat's pajamas, so there's that. For whatever reason you were so good to me today, I'm grateful. I had a great time."
"Could I give you a ride home?" Mark asked. "Tell your dad that we'll be doing our kissing in private so he shouldn't be concerned."
"That would be great! I'll tell them to leave without me. You're bringing me home."
Mark watched as Sandy spoke to her family. Her mother and Mrs. Haynes both looked his way and smiled. Sarah waved to him while William Phillips scowled and headed out the door.
"Except for my father, everyone thought it was a good idea to accept a ride from you," Sandy told Mark when she returned.
"Yeah, he looked like the cat had just shit in his oatmeal," Mark replied with a grin.
Mark found himself telling Sandy stories of his youth and his family. He had never revealed personal things with her when they were working together. As they approached Sandy's house, she turned to him and kissed his cheek.
"Tomorrow, I'm leaving for Hawaii on business and pleasure. I'm going to meet some people interested in having their cars restored. The pleasure part is when I spend time with my brother, Jeff. He's a Marine and has some free time. He's flying in from Okinawa.
"Would it be okay if I called, texted and emailed you?" Mark asked Sandy. "I feel bad about the trip now that I know you're not upset with me. I didn't contact you since we worked together because I realized my behavior that morning in the hotel room was pretty bad. I'm not proud of it."
"Mark, I feel much closer to you now that I know more about your life before we met. Your family sounds pretty great. I'm sorry my dad was such an ass to you, but I feel pretty good that Mom and Grandmother both seem to like you a lot. Sarah thinks you're a hunk, but she's seen you naked so it's understandable."
"That wasn't my best moment, Sandy. I have this bad habit of ignoring everything around me when I'm angry or really stressed. All I can think about is the issue facing me. That was totally inappropriate. I must have looked like a real jerk. Let me apologize to you again."
"Sarah was very impressed. To be honest, so was I. It was very inappropriate but my exposing my breast to you wasn't exactly the height of good taste. Maybe we're closet exhibitionists," Sandy suggested.
"As beautiful as you are, I can see why you'd be proud to be seen," Mark stated. "You take my breath away."
"Now you're laying it on thick," Sandy replied. "I know what I look like. I'll never look like a supermodel. My ass is too big and my nose looks like a potato."
Mark chuckled at that comment. "A potato? You have a strong nose and it gives you character. The condition of your ass isn't even up for debate. You look like a real woman, not some anorexic bleach blonde."
Mark walked Sandy to her door. She stopped and faced him with a glint in her eyes. That was all the invitation he needed as he gathered her into his arms and kissed her with passion.
"I'll be driving you crazy with tests and emails," Mark promised. "I'll call you when we can work out a good time considering our obligations and the time difference."



"I'll make time," Sandy promised. "I look forward to hearing from you."
Sandy found herself looking forward to the texts and pictures Mark sent to her phone. It was no surprise that Hawaii was a beautiful place. Sandy especially enjoyed the views from Mark's hotel balcony. He had photos of the beach and the ocean beyond. Sandy decided that she would visit the Hawaiian Islands at some point in the not-too-distant future.
Naturally, Sandy had to make an overnight trip to one of her company's better customers the day Mark was scheduled to return home. She had hoped to see him sooner, but that wasn't in the cards. The good thing was that he understood what her job entailed.
Mark told Sandy that he was meeting with customers the next night, so she stopped at a local grill for happy hour and the blackened fish sandwich.
Shortly after Sandy sat down, an extremely attractive blonde about her age sat at a table next to hers. The blonde was soon joined by several other young women. Sandy wasn't trying to eavesdrop, but the group of women at the next table made no effort to prevent it.
"How was Hawaii, Brittany? Did you have a good time? Your tan looks incredible," a redheaded woman asked the attractive blonde.
"I didn't see as much of it as you'd think," the woman Sandy now knew to be Brittany replied. "I spent a lot of time in bed for some reason."
"Could that reason be a tall, dark handsome man?" asked a mousey brunette.
"That could have something to do with it," Brittany responded with a brilliant smile. "That man is a sex machine. I did get to watch ships on the ocean from our bed, so I guess I did some sightseeing."
"You're really falling for the guy aren't you? In high school you thought he was a jerk," pointed out the redhead. "What changed your mind about him?"
"He was a skinny boy who talked about cars all the time. He was pretty boring. Physically, he was less than impressive. I ran into him at the mall last Christmas and he remembered me. I couldn't believe he was the same guy. He's filled out in the right places and he's a great conversationalist. I think those ten days in Hawaii may have convinced him that I'm the girl he's been dreaming of."
"Do you mean you might marry him?" asked two women at the same time.
"I'm just saying it's a real chance that he'll be asking me a big question before too long and my answer will be 'yes' if and when he does. Brittany Reynolds has a nice ring to it, don't you think?"
Sandy was so upset she had to leave before everyone saw her crying her eyes out. She dropped a fifty on the table and hurried from the restaurant.
Mark called her later that night, but she let it go to voicemail. After thinking about the situation, she then decided to block his number. Any normal person would be able to get the subtle hint that she didn't want to speak to him. Sandy had no intention of being one of the women in Mark's stable. He flew off to Hawaii with a blonde who looked like a supermodel. She knew she'd never be able to compete with women like her. The disrespect he demonstrated was just staggering.
As Sandy suspected, it didn't take Mark very long to realize Sandy didn't want anything to do with him. After a week with Sandy shutting him out, Mark messaged Sarah on social media and asked her if she could tell him why Sandy had ghosted him.
Sarah replied the same evening. Her explanation was very vague. She told Mark that Sandy wasn't a booty call and he should just leave her alone. Mark tried to quiz Sarah about her response but found he had been blocked by Sarah, too.
The situation became more complicated between Thanksgiving and Christmas. A large winter storm was forecast to sweep through the northeast with snow measured in feet rather than inches. Temperatures were predicted to drop into single digits with gusty winds.
Mark had paid attention to the weather reports and had done everything he could think of to prepare for loss of electricity and possibly communications. Phone lines and even cell towers were going to be severely stressed by the storm. Mark's phone vibrated in his pocket. He was stunned to see Sandy's number on the caller ID.
"Mark, I know I've got no right to ask you for help, but Sarah might be in danger. She was supposed to drive home from college before the storm got here, but she had a flat tire between Henderson and Hastens Corners. A trucker finally stopped and helped her change the tire, but she lost an hour and it was snowing hard by then. She called mom when she was back on the road.
"We expected her back a couple of hours later, even allowing for bad road conditions. I have an all wheel drive car so I decided look for her by driving along the route she would take to get home. I only got as far as the doughnut shop in Blairtown. My car can't get through snow this deep. Now I'm stranded here. Nothing is open because of the weather. We haven't heard from Sarah since she spoke to Mom a few hours ago. Her cell goes directly to voicemail."
"Sandy, I'll be there in half an hour. Stay in your car and keep the engine running and the heater on," Mark promised without questioning her.
Sandy felt instant relief when Mark responded so positively to her plea. He could have easily blown her off. The emergency warning system had cautioned against travel of any kind. The weather was described as 'life threatening' but Mark hadn't asked questions or tossed insults. He had simply stated that he'd come to her. When she had realized the difficult situation she was in, Mark had come immediately to mind. There were no second options. She knew that regardless of the trouble between them, he would do his best for her and Sarah.
It was twenty minutes later when a large pickup truck pulled into the parking lot next to her. Snow was being pushed by the front bumper, which Sandy thought was quite high off the ground. By the time Sandy had her car turned off; Mark was opening her door.
"Lock it and get in my truck," Mark insisted. "This is the worst storm we've had in decades. We've got to find Sarah, or at least find out that she's safe.
"I've been thinking about the route she'd take to get home. I'm worried that she may have tried the shortcut over Warren Road. It's a secondary road, always the last one to be plowed. The homes are far apart and there are some sharp turns without any guard rails."
"We always take that road when we going to or from her college," Sandy stated. "She might be stranded on the road, or worse yet, slid off the road and gotten stuck. I'm really worried about her."
"We won't stop looking until we know she's safe," Mark promised. "I have all kinds of gear and equipment in this truck. We're as prepared as we can be."
It took half an hour to get to Warren Road. Mark seemed to drive painfully slow to Sandy, but she had confidence that he knew what was best. Snow was actually sliding up over the hood and falling off the sides, but the big truck kept moving.
Ten minutes later, Mark suddenly stopped the truck and backed up a short distance. Sandy looked around. She saw nothing but white.
"What is it, Mark? Do you see something?"
"The snow on the side of the road looks too shallow compared to everything else. I think something had to have cleared that spot off long after it began snowing. Wait here while I go take a look."
Mark found Sandy by his side as he made his way off the road only to find a steep decline.
"Look! That's Sarah's car in that ravine!" Sandy shouted as she took off as fast the deep snow would allow. Somehow, Mark managed to reach the wrecked vehicle before Sandy. The driver's door was wedged against a tree, so he went around to the driver's side. That door wouldn't open because the car's shifter was in Park. He explained to Sandy that he had a tool in his truck to safely break the window and hurried off.
Sandy tried to peer in through the tinted window, but was unable to get a clear view. What she did see greatly concerned her. Sarah appeared to be slumped over the steering wheel. Suddenly Mark was back at her side. He held a small tool that shattered the window glass. Mark carefully pushed the some glass onto the floor by the passenger seat. Then he reached inside and unlocked the door.
Sandy jerked the door open when she heard the lock release. She crawled to Sarah who had remained motionless. She spent less than a minute assessing her sister's condition.
"She's alive, but unconscious. She feels very cold and there's a small knot on her head. Under normal conditions, you shouldn't move an accident victim, but she's going to freeze to death if we don't get her warmed up. We need to risk further injury to save her," Sandy stated calmly.
"I'll help you all that I can, but it's going to be mostly on you to carry her back up that steep bank to the truck. It's going to be a struggle, but we have to get her warmed up."
It required a great deal of effort on Mark's part, but in twenty minutes Mark was gently placing Sarah inside his truck, which had the heater going full bore. Sandy had him place Sarah on her lap rather than in the back seat.
"I want to hold her still and try to get her warmer. How long will it take to get to the hospital?"
"I hate to tell you this, but I don't know if we can make it there. I can barely see the tracks I made driving here half an hour ago," Mark replied. "I think our best bet is my place. It's a lot closer than your parents' house. The hospital would take another hour beyond your parents', if we could make it there."
"Whatever you think is best, Mark. I trust your knowledge in this. Try to get us there safely so we can care for Sarah, please."
Just over forty harrowing minutes later, Mark guided the big truck into a large garage. He had Sarah inside his house in less than a minute. On the ride to the house Sandy had been able to contact her mother with the news that they had found Sarah and would be doing everything they could to care for her. Sandy assured her mother that Sarah would soon recover.
"Where's your bathroom? Do you have bathtub?" Sandy asked. "I want to get her out of these wet clothes and into a warm bath as soon as possible."
"Follow me. I'll carry her into my bedroom. The master bath has a big Jacuzzi tub. I'll start filling it with hot water while you take care of Sarah."
Mark gently placed Sarah on his king size bed and hurried into the bathroom to draw water in the tub while Sandy carefully began undressing Sarah.
"Mark, I need you to carry her to the tub" Sandy instructed. "She's breathing regularly but her respirations are shallow. Try to carefully place her into the water. I'm going to get in with her so she doesn't drown or something."
Mark gently lifted the beautiful naked woman off his bed and carried her into the bathroom. By the time he was ready to lower Sarah; an equally nude Sandy stepped into the tub and sat down with her arms up to accept her sister.
Once the two women were situated, Mark began to relax. Sweat was dripping off his nose. That led him to the realization that he was soaking wet. He unzipped his heavy jacket and dropped it on the floor. He stared peeling layers of clothing off until he was down to his boxers, which clung to him like a second skin. He picked up a bath towel and stepped into his walk-in shower. Five minutes later he emerged wearing a towel and feeling much better.
"Sarah's moving," Sandy called from the tub. "Would you please bring me some small towels and wash cloths? Could you lower the water temperature setting a little? It's starting to feel kind of warm in here."
Now that Mark was refreshed from the shower and had time to relax somewhat, he was acutely aware of the two beautiful sisters sitting naked in his bathtub. He tried to avert his eyes as he fumbled with the water temperature control.
"For God's sake, Mark. You carried Sarah in here naked and handed her to me while I was naked. You don't have to pretend you didn't see us or that we'll be offended if you see us again. I think you saved Sarah's life. We're certainly not going to be upset if you get a few extra peeks."
Mark slid on a pair of shorts and pulled a chair over to the tub. He sat down and watched as Sandy kept rubbing a warm wet cloth over the parts of Sarah not immersed in the warm water. He would jump up and get whatever Sandy told him she needed. Sarah began to move more and finally looked around with apparent understanding.
It required a couple of efforts but she finally spoke as her eyes focused on Mark. "What happened? How did I get here? Where's Sandy?"
"I'm the one running warm cloths over your shoulders and cooing in your ear," Sandy replied with a smile. "How do you feel? We were pretty worried about you for awhile."
"My head feels sore and I have a headache," Sarah responded slowly. "I remember feeling cold. Then I didn't feel anything. I thought I was going to die and I accepted it for some reason. How did I get here? Where is here?"
"We're at Mark's home," Sandy answered. "He picked me up in his big truck so we could look for you. He saw where you had slid off the road. He carried you up a steep embankment through two or three feet of snow to his truck. The roads are so bad we decided to stop here and get you warmed up.
"This warm water feels great," Sarah acknowledged. "I don't have any clothes on! How long has Mark been sitting there watching me?"
"I would guess for about two hours," Sandy answered with a chuckle. "He wasn't watching you all of the time. His eyes wandered over me now and then. I couldn't get mad at him after he worked so hard to save your life."
"I'm not complaining," Sarah insisted. "I was just wondering about how we seem to wind up in these weird situations. Would it be possible to wrap up in something warm and get some sleep? I can barely keep my eyes open."
"Is it okay if we lie down in your bed, Mark?" Sandy asked. "Sarah can sleep but I'll have to wake her up every few hours to check her mental state. Do you happen to have any pajamas we could wear?"
"I don't actually have any pajamas, but I have some running shorts and sweats. My tee shirts will be too big but you've slept in one before. I'll get them."
Sarah and Sandy spent the next ten hours in Marks' bed. Sandy woke Sarah up twice to check her conditions but was satisfied that she was recovering as well as could be expected.
By the time they fully awoke it was two in the afternoon and the storm had abated. When Mark took the sisters home, their mother demanded that he come into their house and have some coffee and a piece of pie.
"Mark, my wife and daughters would kill me if I didn't apologize to you for being a bit surly when we met the first time," William Phillips told Mark. "What you did for Sandy and Sarah last night was something I'll never forget, nor be able to repay. Just know that I'm grateful as hell."
When it was time to leave, Sandy walked Mark to the door. "You're a good man, Mark. I knew you'd help me when I called you. That's what you do. Thanks for everything."
"Could I call you sometime, Sandy? I don't know what I did to piss you off so badly, but I'll try to get it right this time."
"I really don't think that would be a good idea, Mark. I appreciate everything you did for us more than you'll ever know, but I really don't think I can spend any more time with you. I can't change how I feel."
Mark was totally confused, but Sandy's complete refusal to interact with him in anyway caused him to accept the situation. He nodded and left Sandy standing on the porch.
"That man's in some pain, "Sandy's mother observed. "Are you sure he's got other girlfriends? He seems so sincere."
"He's a true salesman, Mom. He could sell ice to Eskimos," Sandy quipped. "It doesn't make him trustworthy."
"It sure looked like you trusted him when we were both naked in his bathtub," Sarah pointed out. "You'd trust him with your life, but not your heart?"
Winter finally faded away. The local Chamber scheduled its annual awards for April. Mrs. Haynes was the chairman of the awards committee and she used the power of her office as she saw fit.
"Grandmother, it's just petty and cruel to insist that I award Mark with the small business of the year award. It isn't going to make me suddenly accept the way he treated me. It'll just be an awkward situation for him and me," Sandy complained.
"I want you to be seen and known in the business community and this is one of the most visible ways to accomplish that," Mrs. Haynes explained. "You're making out of this more than it is. Just ask a few questions to draw him out.
"We've found over the years that most business men make really lousy acceptance speeches. They either try to sell their product to everyone in attendance or they just say 'thanks' and sit down. By asking some questions from a list you'll have, Mark will have the opportunity to explain what his business is and how it works. You two may have hit a rocky stretch, but it's no reason to not be professional."
"A rocky stretch? Grandmother, we're not even friends," Sandy replied. "It's a huge gap, not a stretch. I think he's a cad and a liar."
"Yeah, except when the chips are down and you need a guy with character, ability and nerve to help you out of a jam," Mrs. Haynes stated.
She couldn't talk her grandmother out of making her present the award at the chamber's annual awards dinner, but Sandy did dream up a way to teach Mark a much needed lesson.
Mark knew that receiving the small business of the year award would benefit his business. He could use it to promote himself and his standing in the community. He had his roots in sales and he understood how good press always helped make a sale.
The problem was that the letter he received telling him of the award also stated that Miss Sandra Phillips would be the presenter. She had pretty much told him to leave her alone and he had abided by her wishes. That didn't mean that he didn't think about her often. It hurt that she found him so reprehensible without even knowing why.
His parents had insisted that he needed to go to the dinner and graciously accept the award. He had reserved two tables for the presentation. His five employees and their significant others were attending, as were his parents, his sister and Brittany.
Mark's group took their seats as the formalities began. There were numerous speeches and acceptances. Mark appreciated how the person presenting the award drew out the recipient by asking some general questions about the business and why it was successful. It was far more interesting than the usual bit where a recipient thanked Mom, the guy upstairs and the maintenance man.
Mark began to relax when he saw how smoothly the system appeared to work. All he would have to do is answer some questions about how and when he started his business, what they do and why it works so well. He felt confident he had the answers for any reasonable question. He had this!
Mrs. Haynes took to the podium to introduce her granddaughter, who would be handling the final presentation. Sandy graciously took over and began reading the qualifications needed to win the prestigious small business of the year award. Mark felt confident and relaxed, at least until Brittany whispered to him.
"I've seen that woman. I don't remember where, but it'll come to me. Something seems off here."
"The winner of this year's Small Business of the Year Award is Reynolds Restoration," Sandy announced to a lengthy applause. "The founder and owner is Mark Reynolds. Mr. Reynolds, please stand."
"Mark stood and Sandy continued. "Mr. Reynolds, can you tell everyone what it is that your company does?"
Mark smiled as he gave his best sales pitch on the merits of his small company. Sandy lobbed a few more softball questions before things became interesting.



"Could you take the time to introduce your family and employees sitting at your tables, Mr. Reynolds? It always good to know the people who helped make an enterprise successful."
Mark hadn't heard anyone else asked that question but thought it was a decent idea. His guys deserved some recognition. He had each person stand as they were introduced. When he had Brittany stand, he introduced her as Brittany Roberts before he looked to his mother who was next in line.
"Just a moment, Mr. Reynolds, Sandy interrupted. "You failed to mention what connection Miss Roberts had with your family or business. Can you tell us more about why such an attractive woman is at your table if she isn't an employee or family? She must be something special to you."
"She was at the restaurant!" Brittany loudly whispered as she recalled the woman who left in an obviously upset condition. Brittany tried to determine what it was that had bothered the woman so much. What was the conversation about that day?"
"That woman's in love with you!" blurted Brittany quite loudly to Mark. "It's as obvious as the nose on her face, if you'll pardon the expression."
Sandy easily heard Brittany's comment and felt challenged by the beautiful woman. "We can't all be supermodel material with perfect faces and bodies. Some of us have to work for what we get."
By this time Brittany had put the puzzle together. This was the woman Mark had been pining over all spring. She had dumped him because she thought Brittany was sleeping with Mark and hoped to marry him. Mark was clueless.
"Miss Phillips, you've already succeeded in your major goal," Brittany announced to the room. "Mark walks around like a zombie, a zombie in an unrequited love affair. Mark's brother, however, thinks I'm absolutely gorgeous and that makes me very happy. He's asked me to marry him and will be home next week with a ring.
"You want to know something? I'm going to reward his love for me every way I can possibly think of. He's worth it. I'll be proud to be Mrs. Brittany Reynolds, the wife of Jeff Reynolds. He's a United States Marine on active duty.
"Mark thinks you're the most beautiful thing on the planet. What do you do about it? You broke his heart. I heard how he went way above and beyond to help out you and your sister during that big blizzard last winter. If your goal is to embarrass or hurt him in some way, I'll be all over you. Mark and Jeff are as tight as two brothers could possibly be. Anyone coming after Mark is coming after Jeff and me."
Sandy was stunned by the blonde woman's revelations. She had gone to Hawaii to see Mark's brother. Mark wasn't sleeping with her. She told the room that Mark thought Sandy was beautiful. The idea of making Mark admit that he was a two-timing cad had blown up in her face.
"Mr. Reynolds, I apologize for my behavior this evening. I was way out of line. Congratulations on your much deserved award," Sandy managed before taking a step toward her seat.
"Just a minute!" Mark's words made Sandy stop and turn to face him. "You asked me a few questions. Wouldn't it only be fair if I asked you one or two?"
Sandy nodded and stepped back to the microphone. "Yes, again I apologize. What are your questions?"
"Miss Phillips, are you in love with me or not?" Mark demanded. The entire audience let out a collective gasp at Mark's question. Mark's mother had a smile begin to creep across her face while Sarah and her mother appeared ecstatic.
"That really isn't the sort of question one is asked at an event like this," Sandy began.
"Miss Phillips, do you love me?" Mark once again demanded.
"So this is your revenge for me playing the fool? You want to humiliate me in public? I'll play along," Sandy declared. "I deserve it, don't I?"
Mark fixed his stare on Sandy as she worked toward her response. She stared back at him.
"To answer your question, you bastard, I'm hopelessly in love with you. I've never felt anything like this before. I behaved like a foolish schoolgirl and drove you away. Does that answer make you happy?"
"Actually, it does. I have just one more question. Then I'll stop tormenting you," Mark stated nervously.
"This has got to be good," Sandy practically sobbed. "How much more do you want from me? One more question and then I'm leaving. I didn't come here tonight to expose my weaknesses in front of hundreds of business associates. I'll answer one more question and then we'll be done with each other."
"Okay then," Mark agreed. "Sandy Phillips, I love you like I never thought possible. Will you consent to be my wife?"
Sandy actually staggered when she heard Mark's comment and question. She suddenly felt dizzy. Sarah saw her difficulty and rushed to her side to steady her
"Sis," Sarah spoke into the microphone. "Mark and a hundred other people are waiting for your answer. Do you need time to think about it?"
"I'll marry you. I'd love to be your wife. That should be as clear to you as those big knockers on your future sister-in-law's chest," Sandy declared as laughter and applause echoed around the room.
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Tim Chase sat at the quiet bar waiting for the takeout sandwiches he had ordered. His best friend as well as business partner, Will Davis, was making phone calls from his truck while Tim had gone inside to pick up their lunch. It was unusual for a nice restaurant like "David's Place" to offer take out lunches. The food was very good and Tim always tried to get a lunch there when he was in the area.
Tim was considering his afternoon work schedule when he heard a very familiar laugh. Curiosity drove him to get off his stool and walk a few feet so he could have a view of the dining area. His heart sank as he took in the sight.
Tim's sister-in-law, Dana, was seated in a secluded corner with Matt Larson. They were far too familiar for two married people who were with someone other than their spouses.
Tim felt bile rise in his throat as he watched Matt drop his hand over Dana's shoulder and lightly caress her left breast over her blouse. Tim's distaste for the scene didn't stop him from pulling his phone from his pocket and checking his contacts. Tim felt that he had no options. He had to explain the situation to Dana's husband, who was sitting in a truck in the parking lot at that very moment.
Tim's next call was going to be to his wife, Mandy. She would be extremely disappointed in her sister, but Tim felt it would be wrong to keep something this life altering from her. The truth was always best in the long run. As Tim found Will's number, he was stunned to see Mandy emerge from the ladies room and join Dana and Matt at their table. Especially damning was the fact that Matt didn't bother to remove his hand from Dana's breast. Mandy appeared to be unfazed by the sordid display!
By this time, Will had answered his cell. Tim had trouble speaking as his mind raced through numerous scenarios, none of which were appealing in any way. He remained silent until Will demanded to know why he had called.
"Will, get your ass in here. There's shit going down that you need to see," Tim responded before disconnecting.
Less than half a minute later, Will came through the door and immediately found Tim waiting for him. Will sent a questioning look at Tim who simply tilted his head in the direction of the dining room.
Will turned his attention from Tim to quickly glance at the dining area before returning his focus to Tim. Will had a confused look. Both men started as Dana's familiar laugh suddenly carried across the dining room.
Will jerked his head back and more carefully scanned the room. It was obvious to Tim when Will's eyes finally identified Dana. A scowl formed on his face as he began to walk rapidly across the dining room. Tim still had his phone in his hand as he hurried to catch his friend. He had pulled up the video mode just before Will had entered the restaurant.
Will had moved with surprising stealth for a man consumed with rage. He reached Matt Larson before anyone seated at the table even realized Dana's husband was in the room.
Will's fist landed squarely in the center of Matt's lecherous grin with considerable force. The blow caused Matt to go over backwards, breaking the chair he was in when it struck the tile floor.
Matt had reflexively grabbed Dana's left tit as he began his short journey. Dana yelped as a large section of her blouse was ripped from chest area and her left bra cup was pulled almost to her shoulder exposing the creamy white breast it had so recently concealed. Her right breast was also exposed as the cup holding it had traveled several inches up Dana's chest as well.
Will looked down on the semiconscious form of Matt Larson and deliberately spat on the supine man's face. "Fuck you, Matt Larson. The next time I see you, I'll put you in the hospital, you miserable fuck."
"Will? What are you doing here?" Dana asked in bewilderment. "It wasn't what it may have looked like. Matt's just a friend."
"That's it? That's all you've got?" Will responded with a mirthless laugh. "It was just lunch. He always plays with your tits while he's eating lunch? They're hanging out now, as a matter of fact."
Dana gasped when she looked down at her exposed breasts. She quickly pulled her bra back into place as her face turned a bright red.
"That was an accident. Matt tried to grab something to keep from going over backward. There was nothing going on. Your behavior was irrational and dangerous."
"I never realized how easily and often you lied, Dana," Will replied before he turned to Tim.
"You saw Matt holding Dana's tit, didn't you, Tim?"
"Yeah, I saw it and I videoed it," Tim answered as he kept recording. "I'll send you a copy when this shit-show is over."
"Tim! You'll do no such thing," Mandy declared as she finally found her voice. "You're not getting involved in Dana's personal life. She needs to work this out with Will. Your interference won't help matters. Delete that video."
"I'm glad that I'm still recording this shit," Tim snarled. "You told me that you and Dana were going to the Outlets to shop for Christmas gifts. You're over a hundred miles from the Outlets helping your slut sister get laid by some worthless prick. Now you're telling me my behavior is inappropriate?
"You couldn't make this bullshit up. I'm watching it in real time and I'm still having trouble believing it. That's why my video will be so important. I might forget some of the details of this cluster fuck, but the video will be a helpful reminder."
"You called me a slut?" Dana practically snarled. "You're lucky Will didn't slap you silly. You're insulting me and I'm not going to forget it."
"Hell, you seem to have forgotten your lover already," Tim responded as he nodded toward the form slowly flailing around on the floor. "He's trying to sit up and he's bleeding all over the place. He appears to be in need of a slut's assistance.
"Will, let's get our lunch and get the fuck out of here while we still can. If any of these assholes try to spin this story to make us look worse than we are, I'll have video proof to set the record straight."
Mandy was still digesting her husband's comments as the two men turned to leave. "Tim, I didn't do anything wrong. There's no reason to be upset with me. You have to stay and help us take care of Matt. He needs to see a doctor. It looks like his nose is broken."
"I'd bet money on it." Tim chuckled as he turned to face Mandy. "Will had a pretty good head of steam going when he connected with the dumb fucker's face. I wouldn't piss on Larsen if he was on fire. You two have fucked up our marriages and God knows what else. I still remember the words of wisdom that my father often said to me."
"Can I guess?" Will asked. "That which is fucked cannot be un-fucked?"
"Exactly! Let's get our lunch and some beer. We may as well get used to that 'well fucked' feeling since we'll be 'enjoying' it for some time," Tim replied while making air quotes.
Tim once again glanced over his shoulder as they left the room. Dana and Mandy were trying to help Matt find his way into a functional chair while their waitress watched in open mouthed wonder.
Tim picked up their lunch order and drove to a gas station where he bought a case of beer. Once he had the beer, he drove to a cheap motel and checked in. During that time, Will had remained totally silent.
"Come on, Buddy," Tim chided. "We need to eat our lunch and tie one on. We always think better when we drink, so let's get in our room and start thinking."
Mandy saw that Tim's truck wasn't in the driveway when she pulled into the garage. Her seventeen-year-old son, Trent, was home from school, playing a video game.
"Did you happen to hear anything from your father?" Mandy asked in what she hoped was a neutral tone.
"Yeah, he called me a little while ago," Trent answered.
"So what did he say?" Mandy insisted.
"The usual stuff when parents get divorced. You both still love Beth and me but you can no longer live together. You and Aunt Dana are liars and have no respect at all for Dad and Uncle Will. That kind of stuff."
"Tim said that? He told you we were getting a divorce? Did he sound serious?"
"Actually, he sounded like he was three sheets to the wind, but he did seem serious. You told Dad, Beth and me at breakfast that you were going to the Outlets today to shop with Aunt Dana. You actually went north rather than south and wound up at "David's Place" with Matt Larson.
"Dad said that Larsen had his hands all over Aunt Dana when he and Uncle Will found you in the restaurant. No one noticed Will until he pasted that prick in the nose with a solid right that knocked him over backwards. I wish I had seen that. Wait! Dad said he'd send me the video later, so I will get to see it," Trent added.
"I told you father I didn't want that video shown. In fact, I said I wanted it deleted," Mandy fumed.
"Well, in Dad's defense, you also said that you were going shopping today. He made the mistake of believing you. Now that he knows that you have a rather loose relationship with the truth, he may think you were lying when you said you wanted the video deleted. How's he supposed to know when you're telling him the truth?"
"I don't need your wise-ass comments," Mandy snapped. "I told one white lie to prevent anyone from getting hurt. Other than that, I always tell the truth."
"Did you know Aunt Dana was sleeping with Larsen?" Trent quickly asked.
"Who says that she's been sleeping with Larson? They're just friends," Mandy stated.
"That's your true story and you're going to stick with it?" Trent asked. "I can't see how you guys can stay married. It's a wonder that you lasted this long."
"Are you calling me a liar?" Mandy demanded.
"Not in so many words," Trent responded. "Dad did mention that Dana called Uncle Will and confessed that she had slept with Larsen a few times and that you helped her cover it up."
"That bitch! Why didn't she call and tell me that she confessed to Will? I've been trying to cover for her when she already spilled the beans!"
"So much for always telling the truth," Trent observed wryly. "Dad said I'll live here with you until I leave for college next fall. Beth isn't very happy with her prospects, but she's young. She'll get over it."
"Your father has it all figured out already? He made these decisions while he was half drunk and without consulting me?"
Mandy had been certain she'd be able to convince Tim that she only lied to help out her sister. She never cheated on Tim and she never would. It had all been a misunderstanding.
The fact was that she had still been lying to protect her sister even after Dana had confessed to Will. That wasn't good. Tim was an exceptionally honest man, fair and direct in his dealings with others. He had often told Mandy how much he disliked liars and the damage their lies created.
Trent was very much like his father. He had immediately dropped his last girlfriend when he found out that she had lied to him about why she had canceled a date. The girl had called Trent several times seeking his forgiveness, but she had been rebuked each time.
Now Tim was talking about divorce and he seemed quite serious, according to Trent. How could one small misstep mushroom into such a big deal? Why was Tim so inflexible? He'd do anything for Will. Mandy was certain that Tim would have lied to help Will keep his marriage intact. Why was it so wrong for Mandy to help her sister? What was she supposed to do when her sister asked her for help?
The more Mandy thought about it, the more determined she became that she had done nothing wrong, or at least nothing that Tim wouldn't have done for Will. Tim was a hypocrite, pure and simple.
Mandy decided to make dinner for her two kids and herself. If Tim came home and wanted something to eat, he'd have to make it. She was determined to ride out the storm and even make Tim apologize to her for his behavior.
Beth came into the kitchen as Mandy was putting the food on the table. Mandy easily determined that Beth was not a happy camper.
"I'm probably going to tell the judge that I want to live with Dad," Beth revealed. "Helping Aunt Dana cheat on Uncle Will was pretty low, Mom. Will is a really good guy. He and Dad are the best friends two guys could ever be. I can't understand what you and Aunt Dana were thinking."
"I didn't get caught cheating on your father," Mandy snapped at Beth. "I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. I couldn't tell Tim about Dana's boyfriend. He would have told Will as soon as he found out."
"Interesting choice of words, Mom. You said that you didn't get caught cheating on Dad. You didn't state that you've never cheated, but that you were never caught."
"I never cheated on Tim!" Mandy replied angrily. "All I did was cover for Dana a few times. She's my sister and I'll always be on her side. Blood is thicker than water."
"You think that you helped Aunt Dana by helping her cheat on Uncle Will?" Beth asked in obvious disbelief. "How's that worked out for you both?
"Dad and Uncle Will now know you're both liars and at least one of you is a cheater. Since you've demonstrated your willingness to lie, how does Dad know you haven't cheated on him?"
"Tim knows I wouldn't cheat on him and I've never lied about anything except Dana's affair. He would have done the same thing for Will. Maybe he already has. Who knows? Tim doesn't get to play that 'holier than thou' card with me," Mandy declared. "For all we know, both your father and uncle could have had affairs."
Beth slowly shook her head in amazement. "Have you totally lost it? We do know that Dad and Uncle Will have never cheated. How do we know, you may ask? Because they have never, and I mean never, lied to anyone or cheated anyone. I would stake my life that Dad has never cheated on you. The sad thing is that I wouldn't dare stake my life on your fidelity."
It was now Mandy's turn to stunned. "You think that I could cheat on your father? You decided that since I tried to protect my only sister I must be a cheater?"
"I never said that, Mom. I'm saying that I don't feel as certain of your faithfulness as I do of Dad's. I didn't feel that way this morning when you told all of us that you were going to the Outlets with Aunt Dana, but you've lost some of your credibility today. That's on you."
Before Mandy could respond, her cell phone rang. "It's Dana. I have to take this call, but we'll continue this conversation later.
"Hello, Dana. I heard that you confessed to Will and left me holding the bag. I was still denying your affair when Trent told me that you had already confessed to cheating."
"My bad, Sis. I've made a bunch of bad decisions lately. I don't know why you didn't make me stop seeing Matt when you found out about us. It would have bothered me at the time, but I wouldn't have had to go through the shit I waded into today."
"Wait a minute," Mandy protested. "You begged me to help you keep your affair a secret. I was just trying to be a good sister to you and keep you from getting hurt."
"You sure didn't do a very good job, did you?" Dana retorted. "You should have made me stop as soon as you found out. I'm lucky Will has taken me back."
"Wait! Did you say that Will took you back? He's forgiven you?"Mandy asked. "How did you talk him into it? He seemed pretty furious at the restaurant."
"You won't believe it. I called Will and confessed everything. I made sure I told the complete truth. You know how Will and Tim feel about lying. I was sure he was going to divorce me, but I also knew my only chance was to be totally honest and very contrite.
"Will told me that he had been having lengthy discussions with Tim about fidelity, honesty, forgiveness and partnerships of all kinds. Will told me that Tim pointed out that Will and I are partners, as well as spouses."
"I can't believe a few simple clichés allowed Will to forgive you," Mandy stated. "There must be more to it."
"You guessed it, Sis. Will told me that when they were in Harrisburg for that two day indoor lawn and garden show two years ago, he met a woman who seemed to be quite taken with him. Tim was out looking at equipment while Will was sitting at the bar chatting with this younger, attractive woman. At least that's how Will described her.
"Will texted Tim and told him to not come back to their room for a couple of hours since he had met someone," Dana continued. "Will said that by the time he paid the bar bill, Tim was in his face, more angry than he had ever seen him.
"Tim told Will he'd have to fight and beat him before he'd ever get that woman to the room. Then Tim told Will that if he did manage to put Tim down, he'd still call and tell me what a cheater Will was. Then he would tell our kids, you, our parents and anyone else who might be interested."
"I never heard about this, Dana. Tim never said anything about it," Mandy admitted.
"That's because my damn fool husband came to his senses. He was mad as hell at Tim for a few days. He said it was a cold ride back home with them not speaking to each other."
"They seem to have gotten over it," Mandy observed. "They still act like brothers."
"That's because Will gradually realized that Tim had done him a huge solid by stopping him from possibly ruining his marriage and his family," Dana explained. "Will told Tim that he was ashamed of himself and that he didn't deserve a friend like Tim. He even offered to dissolve their partnership if Tim didn't want to work with him after that.
"Do you know what your hard-assed husband said to Will? He told Will that he loved him like a brother. He'd rather destroy their friendship than see Will hurt me and the kids. Tim told Will he knew that cheating would eventually destroy him as surely as it would if I cheated on him."
"Wow, Dana. That's kind of heavy. That sort of makes your cheating even worse, doesn't it?" asked Mandy.
"You'd think so, wouldn't you?" Dana said. "Fortunately, Will seems to be more forgiving because he almost strayed. No offense, Sis, but Will pointed out that I didn't have as strong a support group as he did. That was the difference."
Mandy didn't know how to respond to Dana's comment. She had concealed her sister's affair. She had gone as far as lying to her family in an effort to protect Dana. Now her own sister was telling her that Tim was the better friend because he wouldn't let Will get away with the shit she had allowed with Dana.
"Is Will home now?"Mandy asked to slightly change the subject. "I'm wondering if I should expect Tim to show up sometime soon."
"Will told me that Tim is pretty wasted. They had to get a clerk at the fleabag motel they're in to pick up a second case of beer for them after they finished off the first one. At least they knew better than to drive."
"They went to a motel instead of coming home? Tim seems to be as upset as Will about this situation. I need to talk to him and set him straight," Mandy stated.
"Good luck with that," Dana countered. "Will told me that Tim is more upset than he is. Tim never thought that you'd look him in the eye and lie to him. Now he's having doubts about your faithfulness and your investment in your marriage. Will said that Tim feels like he's married to a complete stranger. He doesn't know who you are."
"That's just silly. You know I've never cheated on Tim. I also advised you to stay away from Matt. All I did was try to protect you and prevent Will from finding out and divorcing you," Mandy reasoned.
"Well, it turns out that it was exactly the wrong thing to do. Hindsight is 20/20. Now I realize I was a damn fool and you weren't much better," Dana replied. "You should have kicked my ass and threatened to tell Will what a slut I was being. That would have stopped me from continuing with such a foolish decision. You helped me cheat, which wasn't doing me any favors."



"I can't believe what I'm hearing. Tim and Will caught us at a restaurant where you sat next to your lover with his hand on your breast. Will decked your boyfriend and Tim became very upset with me. Will has forgiven you, but Tim is still pissed and is talking about a divorce because I lied to protect you. Now you're telling me I should never have tried to help you keep your secret. I'm not as good a friend as Tim is."
"That sounds pretty accurate, Sis. You know how Tim is, yet you risked your marriage in an attempt to help me cheat on mine. You had to know that Tim would be royally pissed when he found out. He's a fucking boy scout, for God's sake."
Mandy remained silent as she considered her situation. How could she have been so stupid? In her world, there was one thing upon which she could always depend, and that was Tim's devotion to his family. Of course he'd be pissed when he found out that she lied to him. That was no surprise. He had never given her any reason to think he would tolerate or forgive her for lying to him.
Mandy realized that one of the things she had been most proud of in her entire life was how much she could trust and depend on her husband and how he felt the same way about her. That was how a marriage should be. The foundation was honesty and trust, and she had foolishly damaged it.
"Dana, I have to work on saving my marriage," Mandy stated grimly. "You're right about me fucking up. I knew it was wrong and I did it anyway. I want to blame you, but the truth is that my problems are all on me. I lacked the courage and conviction to demand you stay away from that asshole Matt. I'm paying the piper now. I have to go. I need to think about how I can get Tim to forgive me."
"So, Mom, what are you going to do?" asked Beth. "It sounds like Aunt Dana came out of this mess smelling like a rose, but you're in pretty deep. You know Dad better than Trent and I do, and we both know better than to lie to Dad."
"You're right, Beth. The only thing I have going for me right now is that your father has always been able to forgive me in the past. He has a big heart and his family is the center of his life," Mandy stated.
"All I can think of is to beg Tim to forgive me. I was totally in the wrong. It'll never happen again if he can forgive me this time."
"That could work, Mom, especially if you were wearing your yellow sun dress that shows off your figure so well while you're begging. Dad gets all twitchy when he sees you wearing it."
"Twitchy? Is that what you call it?" Mandy asked with a grin.
"When I'm talking to my mom, I call it twitchy," replied Beth with a smile of her own. "When I see guys look at me or my friends the way dad looks at you, I call it perving."
"You think Tim still looks at me that way after all of these years?"
"Now you're fishing for compliments, Mom. You know how Dad feels about you. He's putty in your hands most of the time. He'd do anything for you as long as he thought you felt the same way about him."
It was the next afternoon when Tim pulled into his driveway. He was depressed and slightly hung over. He took a deep breath and headed for the front door. He had given his situation a lot of thought. Mandy wasn't going to berate him and make him out to be the bad guy. He had a form with him that he had found online and printed out.
Mandy could threaten him all day long and it wasn't going to change anything. She had lied to him, as well as to their kids. There was no shining shit to make it look good.
Beth greeted him as he stepped through the door. She took his jacket from him and headed for the closet with it. "How was your day, Dad? You look a little tired. Are you okay?"
"Not really, Sweetie," Tim replied. "I don't know what you've heard, but I suspect it wasn't accurate. I need to have a private conversation with your mother. We're at a crossroads, so to speak."
"Yeah, I heard all about it," Beth responded. "Those papers you're carrying look awfully serious. Mom asked me take you into the living room and have you sit in your chair while I get a cold beer. Trent's in there already, and I'll be right back with your drink."
"I don't need a drink," Tim protested. "I don't need an audience, either. I just need to speak to your mother and it's best you kids don't hear what I have to say."
"You're wrong, Dad. Here's your beer," Beth told her father. "Mom wants Trent and me to witness everything. She was quite insistent."
"Why? Does she think that I'll hit her or something? You both know I'd never hurt your mother. It would be best if you both visited some friends or something."
"I want our children to hear what I have to say, Tim. They're going to stay right here and listen to everything. They need to know what problems are caused by having misguided loyalties and being stubborn," Mandy announced as she entered the room.
"You think I'm stubborn? You think being loyal to Will and doing the right thing created our problems?" Tim demanded. "Maybe these divorce papers I printed out will show you just how serious I am. I didn't want the kids to hear this, but you're the stubborn one who insisted."
"Give them to me and I'll sign them right now," Mandy promised. "I trust you to be fair if divorce becomes our only option. I would like to propose a different solution, if I could."
"You should read them over and take them to a lawyer. I was pretty mad when I filled them out and they may be a bit one-sided," Tim admitted.
"It doesn't matter what's written on some paper, Tim. I know you. You'd never be anything but fair to me. I'm not worried in the least about any settlement.
"I wanted Trent and Beth present because they deserve an apology, almost as much as you do," explained Mandy as she approached Tim's chair and knelt before him.
"I was wrong, horribly wrong, Tim. I lied to the three of you at breakfast yesterday morning as well as a couple of other times that I can think of. I was under the misguided impression that I was helping my sister. I was wrong. I realize that now.
"I made the entire situation worse by not telling the truth and not standing up for what I knew was the right thing. I wish I could take it all back, but I can't. I have to live with my mistake.
Tim's scowl was slowly replaced by a surprised look as he listened to Mandy, who was kneeling before him. Even in his unsettled state, he noticed that Mandy was wearing the yellow sundress that he liked so much on her. As she leaned ahead, Mandy's cleavage deepened. He was unable to look away; even after almost twenty years of marriage to the women in front of him, she was still a vision he always treasured.
"I'm asking for your forgiveness, Tim. The kids told me earlier that if you saw fit to forgive me, they would as well. I was wrong. I know that. I will do my absolute best to never disappoint you like that again. I pledge to you my love and respect.
"I'll accept whatever you decide without complaint," Mandy added. "I lost my way a little, but I'm back on track now. Can you forgive me and learn to love me again?"
Tim looked at Mandy for a long moment before responding. "You really hurt me, Mandy. I never thought that you were capable of lying to me, especially so convincingly. I have to be able to trust you or I can't stay with you. I know that to be fact. My marriage has to be founded on respect and total trust. There's no middle ground. You can't be trustworthy most of the time. That doesn't work for me."
"That's why my foolish efforts to support Dana were so painful to you, and by osmosis, to me," Mandy replied earnestly. "I'm afraid that I lack your moral compass, Tim. I think I'm pretty good but I realize I have to be better. Looking at it logically, there should be no issue telling you the truth every time I speak to you. I want you to give me the chance to attain that goal. I really do love my husband and my kids. I always will."
"Talk is cheap, Mandy. You were placed in a difficult situation and you caved in. You went with what seemed the easier path. Now you're finding it wasn't. How do I know I can trust you after this recent fiasco?"
"I guess I'm asking you to take the word of a proven liar, Tim. It's a bit of a conundrum, I admit. I'm asking you to understand that I'm not as principled as you, but that doesn't mean I'm unfaithful or disrespectful. I'm just human, a human in love with a very rigid, moral man. "
"Dad, look at Mom," Beth interjected. "Really look at her. I think you can see what Trent and I see. Mom wants to stay married and be part of this family. Trent and I would like that, too. Doesn't she look great in that dress? She's your wife and she's beautiful. Maybe you need that private 'conversation' with her now?"
Tim averted his gaze from Mandy to take in the smiling faces of his two kids. If Will was able to forgive Dana, couldn't he give Mandy another chance? He turned back to Mandy. She was running her tongue over her lips nervously. Tim noticed that two top buttons had come undone on her sundress exposing a considerable amount of her cleavage.
"Do you think I'm that easy?" Will asked the room. "Mandy's got a ways to go before I trust her again."
"You're not easy, Dad, but you are a man. Mom's pretty much told you that anything goes if you accept her apology," Trent pointed out. "I think the reward is worth the risk, don't you?"
Tim smiled at Trent's observation. He looked directly at his wife and asked, "Is that what you're telling me, Mandy?"
Tim and the two kids were unable to contain their laughter as Mandy nodded her head while blushing a bright red.
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"It's only for a week, Mike," retorted Rachel as she wheeled her luggage out the door. She wasn't making the slightest effort to placate me.
I had been pushing Rachel pretty hard to forego her seminar and take a short vacation with me, but to no avail. She insisted that her chances for advancement in the insurance company where she worked would increase almost exponentially if she attended the week-long seminar in Boston.
I was equally insistent that she didn't need a promotion so badly that she had to give up so much of our family time. We'd been married for 22 years. Both of our kids were in college now and I wanted my wife to spend more time with me and less at her work. A couple of weeks ago, Rachel was scheduled for a week's vacation from work, but now she was on her way to a goddamn seminar about who-knows-what.
She didn't see things as clearly as I did. Her company had made a practice of dangling possible promotions in front of employees if they just worked a little harder, a little longer and a slight bit better than their competition for the promotion. I had first pointed the practice out over ten years ago, but she simply couldn't see the situation as well as I understood it.
Rachel had managed to get two promotions in those ten years. I was convinced that they were more like "participation trophies." Show up at work long enough and they'll give out a new title or office, but damned little was reflected in her salary.
When I suggested that she should look for a new job a few years back, she had a conniption. "I've got a lot of time, effort and training in my job. I'm moving up the ladder. A new job would mean starting all over again. Sometimes I get the impression that you're jealous of my success."
The fact that I was an engineer pulling down more than double her pay meant nothing in her world. I was a member of "the good old boys' club" and was paid so well because of my gender, not because of my contributions to my company's success. The funny thing is that Rachel did our tax returns. She had to see the differences in our earnings.
I knew that Rachel was the queen of denial even before we were married. Sadly, I had never fully determined just how deep and swift that river actually flowed, at least not until she refused to admit that her employers were taking advantage of her hard work and dedication. I had no doubt that some recently hired employees were getting paid every bit as much as Rachel, but I knew the very mention of that possibility would go against her reality.
It saddened me as I contemplated my marriage. The last time Rachel and I had actual sex was the day before Christmas and it was now June. I was 44 years old, in relatively good shape and with a healthy libido.
A thought suddenly hatched in my head. Zelda Zane had mentioned it a couple weeks prior, but it hadn't fully registered. I really didn't have a marriage. I was essentially living the life of a monk sharing an occasional meal with a frigid nun. Why the fuck was I putting up with it? Pleasing Rachel was almost impossible. When had she taken my balls, and why hadn't I even noticed?
I thought about that for a while. I concluded that I had to find my balls, and even more importantly, put them to good use. I fished my phone out of my pocket and perused my contact list. It took a minute, but Zelda Zane's name and number appeared. I chuckled to myself as I realized all I had to do was go to the end of my list. What names could possibly come after Zelda Zane? Zeus? Zorro?
Zelda answered her phone on the second ring. "Mike?"
Zelda and I had spent some time together at a mutual neighbor's Memorial Day cookout. We both had a little too much to drink. That caused us to reveal personal issues we would normally have kept to ourselves. For some reason, but not surprisingly, Rachel was working on the holiday. I was unattached at the party and Zelda didn't take long to notice. She had always acted as if she liked Rachel more than she liked me, but she was surprisingly friendly when Rachel wasn't around to protect her interests.
"Isn't Rachel here today, Mike?" Zelda asked. "She's nuts to let a good looking husband like you go to a party alone. A lot of these desperate bitches will be trying to get into your pants."
"I don't seem to be having any trouble keeping them at bay," I replied with a chuckle. "A piece of ass and a bicycle ride would probably put me in the hospital. I've been in a dry spell and things aren't looking too promising for the near future."
"By dry spell, do you mean a few weeks?" Zelda practically whispered in my ear.
"How many weeks has it been since Christmas?" I asked as I began doing the math in my head.
"Holy shit! That's like over twenty weeks," Zelda exclaimed a little too loudly to suit me. "You must be ready to explode, even if you've been handling things on your own, so to speak."
"I'm not looking for sympathy," I quickly pointed out. "You asked so I told you. Please don't make more out of it than it is. I should have kept my mouth shut. It isn't something to brag about, I never heard of a married man wanting to set a record for celibacy."
"You poor guy! Why don't we go over to my place and resolve this situation to our mutual benefit?" Zelda offered.
"Haha. That's a good one but it's probably better that you don't make jokes like that," I replied. "It would be your fault if I grabbed you and dragged you into the bushes over there."
"Start dragging," Zelda retorted as she offered her hand for me to take.
"You say that now, but you'd have a different story when the police showed up and dragged my ass off to jail," I predicted.
"Would the cops get here before or after you took me to Nirvana?" Zelda quizzed.
"I hope you're kidding. I'd have you reduced to a quivering mass of protoplasm long before they tossed me into the slammer," I boasted.
"That wouldn't take very long," Zelda replied. "You've managed to get me half way there just by suggesting it. Why don't we go to my place so we can avoid the police, nosey neighbors and grass stains on our knees?"
It suddenly occurred to me that Zelda might be serious. Had I unknowingly talked my way into a possible marriage ending liaison?
"Zelda, I didn't mean to mislead you. I'm sorry if I did," I apologized. "I'm a married man. I took vows and I meant them. You're a lovely woman, but I'm not looking to have an affair or anything like that."
"Mike, you aren't married. You have no wife. You've got some dried up shrew doing her best to ruin what should be the best years of your life. That's not what a real wife does. It sure isn't love. She's not treating you like you deserve.
"Your loyalty is admirable and its one of the things I like about you, but it's misplaced," Zelda reasoned. "When my husband was alive, I tried to be available to him whenever he wanted me. I was so glad I did that. He got sick and died so quickly, I wouldn't have had time to make up for any lack of affection between us. I hate that he died, but I don't have any regrets about our life together. I seriously doubt that you can say the same."
My interaction with Zelda was still fresh in my mind almost two weeks later. She was right. I didn't really have a wife or a marriage any more. I had my right hand and more than a few evenings dining alone. That wasn't how marriages were supposed to work.
Once Zelda answered her phone, I became tongue tied. "Hi, Zelda. I was wondering if things are okay with you. How's your garden?"
Where the hell did that question come from? I should have planned out my conversation before I made the call. She'd never be able to determine what I really called about. I was too much of a chicken shit to ask her if she still wanted to get laid.
"Mike, are you calling because you want to have sex with me?" Zelda asked without any preliminaries.
How could she tell when I only asked about her garden? Was she serious or just making fun of me? I knew that I had to proceed carefully so I didn't offend her.
"I was just thinking. Rachel is going to be gone for a week and I..."
"Get your ass over to my place. The door will be unlocked. I'll be on my knees and naked," Zelda promised.
"I didn't want to assume that you would want me to come over if you were busy, or had company, or wanted to watch baseball, or..."
"Mike, shut the hell up and get over here. I'm hanging up now so I can get ready. This is great!"
As I pocketed my phone, I mulled over Zelda's invitation. It seemed straight forward enough. I couldn't come up with a reason to think she didn't really want me to go to her place.
After 22 years of marriage, hearing a woman telling me she'd be waiting for me on her knees was hard to believe, but that slim possibility left me no option. I grabbed my keys and headed for the door.
Unsure of how to proceed once I made the five minute drive to Zelda's place, I somewhat timidly knocked on her door. I was surprised to see the door open immediately. A fully clothed Zelda greeted me with a chaste hug and an obvious smirk.
"You didn't really think I'd be naked and on my knees, did you, Mike? I was teasing you to see how long it would take you to get here. You made it in less than five minutes. I'm impressed. Usually the light on Hickory Street stays red forever."
"Well, there wasn't any other traffic, so I..."
"You ran the red light? You really must be horny. I'm flattered, or would you have done the same thing if Mrs. Drysdale had made the same promise?"
"I have to admit she's pretty well preserved and probably has a lot of experience since she's almost 90 years old. I can't say if I would have declined if she had given me the same promise. It's been quite a while since I've enjoyed carnal knowledge," I admitted.
"That statement indicates that either you don't usually enjoy sex or that you haven't had it recently?" Zelda teased.
"You told me on the phone that Rachel is going to be gone for a week," Zelda continued. "Don't worry about me reneging on my promise, but I thought it would be nice if we sat down with a cold drink and discussed what our goals and hopes might be with your visit."
"Honestly, I didn't know what to expect. I suppose I left my house hoping for a great blowjob. I know that's presumptuous of me, but you kind of led me on over the phone," I answered honestly. "I've been giving our last conversation a lot of thought and I finally decided that I had enough of Rachel's shit."
"I'm not telling you that a blowjob is off the table, but it isn't a lead pipe cinch, either," Zelda responded with a grin. "Are you expecting to have a clandestine affair with me and simply go back to Rachel when she returns from wherever she's gone?"
"Truthfully, I don't. Normally, I call her around eight when she's away, but I'm not calling her tonight. We had tentatively planned a getaway this week to Kentucky. She was scheduled for a week's vacation from her work and I had no trouble getting this week off," I stated. "Three days ago, Rachel told me that she had to go to a seminar in Boston for the entire week.
"I tried to talk her out of it. I had made some reservations, although nothing special was planned. That isn't the point. She's pretty much ignored me for most of the past year. She keeps spending more time at work and less time at home. Sex isn't on the table anymore. We hardly have a simple discussion. She's either on her lap top or her phone when she's at home."
"If we sleep together, are you going to tell her?" Zelda asked. "Are you going to give her a chance to mend her fences first? Are you thinking about a divorce?"
"This is a no fault state, so it doesn't matter which spouse wants to leave the marriage or who screwed it up. The kids are in college and that's been covered by a program that allowed us to place money into a fund for their college as long as they went to a state school. We have no mortgage. We can sell the house and split the money. I may have to pay her some support, but it'll be worth it."
"It sounds like you've been giving some serious thought to a divorce. Do you still love her?"
"The quick answer is that I don't love the Rachel I'm married to now," I admitted. "I miss the Rachel who I married those many years ago, but I've had more than enough of the woman she is today. I'm going for a divorce regardless of what you and I do tonight. Are you concerned about being mentioned in a divorce petition?"
"It doesn't matter much to me," Zelda responded. "I've been a widow for three years, so it shouldn't surprise everyone if I get back in the game. I just don't want to be a home wrecker, but it looks like you think Rachel's already done that.
"I need to tell you that I'm not looking for a long term relationship," Zelda stressed. "I want to be wined and dined, go out on dates with different charming men and travel. Essentially, I'm done grieving and want to experience life while I'm still young enough to do it. I don't want you to leave Rachel with the expectation that we'll have something permanent going."
"That's a relief. I don't want to rush into another commitment any time soon," I agreed. "I've seen too many people leave a bad relationship only to immediately enter into another one equally bad, or even worse. I'll probably try to visit my kids a little more often. Maybe I'll take up some new hobbies, like golfing and boating.
"I feel like I've completely wasted the last year or so. Rachel probably won't even notice that I'm gone from her life since I've become such a small part of it," I reasoned.
I found Zelda very easy to talk to and that's what I did for the next two hours. She was a patient listener, interrupting me only to clarify some statement or observation I made about Rachel. She was quite interested when I mentioned my family tree.
She was both surprised and impressed to learn that I was a direct descendant of Henry Clay of Kentucky. He had been a senator, Speaker of the House and served as Secretary of State.
I was finally talked out, but I found that stating my thoughts and feelings about my marriage had allowed me to come to a decision. I was very unhappy in my marriage. It was on life support and it was time for me to pull the plug.
"Thanks for listening to my problems. It really helped me clear my head and decide on a course of action," I stated as I gave Zelda a gentle hug at the door.
"I'm glad you came over. I'm also glad you weren't upset that I wasn't naked and on my knees. I just tossed that out to see how troubled you were and how soon you'd respond. You were fast, very fast."
"It's kind of embarrassing now that I think about it. In my defense, you're a very attractive woman and I haven't had much female companionship lately. I appreciate that you took pity on me and allowed me to share my tale of woe."
"You go home and think about what you really want, Mike. We still have most of the week left," Zelda noted. "I've told you that I want a 'friends with benefits' type of relationship with an intelligent and discreet man or two. I don't want to be some dirty secret you have to keep."
"I totally agree, Zelda. If I want to stay married, I won't be stepping out on my marriage. I have to admit I'm leaning toward no longer living like a married single man, if that makes any sense. Maybe I should have said a single married man?"
"Mike, you're living like a goddamn monk, not like any normal married or single man would live," Zelda declared. "Unless you're enjoying it, change it. Either lay down the law and make her your actual wife or use divorce law to get rid of her."
I called Zelda Tuesday afternoon. "I saw a divorce attorney today. He thought I sounded like a man ready to get divorced and start fresh."
"No shit, Mike," Zelda deadpanned. "I wonder how he makes a living. That's a pretty incredible observation from a divorce lawyer, wouldn't you say?"
"Okay, no need to be sarcastic," I replied with a chuckle. "He's my mother's first cousin and I've known him my entire life. I trust the guy. He listened to my litany of complaints, shook his head a few times and finally called me a 'dumb ass' for staying with Rachel for so long.
"He's drawing up divorce papers for me. He promised that I could pick them up tomorrow afternoon. I'll serve them to Rachel when she gets home. I can hardly wait."
"Just when is Rachel going to get home?" Zelda quizzed. "I don't think I want to be anywhere in the area when this all goes down."
"I'm not really sure. I haven't spoken to her since she left and I wasn't listening to the details of her itinerary because I was so pissed at her for leaving. My guess would be next Friday or Saturday, since the seminar would most likely end on Friday," I reasoned. "She left on Sunday, so Saturday would make it the full week she mentioned several times."
"That's some marriage you've got going for yourself, Mike. Your wife is gone to Boston, but you're not clear as to why, for how long, or if she's even really in Boston."
"Yeah, my lawyer mentioned the lack of detail I had regarding Rachel's plans, too. He thought it indicated that I wasn't very interested in Rachel or her career. It made me feel like a pretty pathetic husband. I'm willing to remedy the lack of interest I have for my wife's situation. I'm going to jettison the frigid bitch."
"It sounds like you've finally reached a decision, Mike. Why don't we go out to dinner tomorrow evening and celebrate that you're finally being reunited with your balls," Zelda suggested.
Wednesday was a landmark day for me. I picked up divorce papers to serve Rachel, enjoyed my first ever Taco de birria and got laid for the first time in six months.
Zelda was an eye-opener for me. She had invited me in for a drink after our dinner at Taco Bell. I used my entire bag of tricks on her and she responded like a wildcat. I was almost tempted to munch on her little kitty, but I didn't know where it had been or who had recently been in it, regardless of her claim that it's been three years since she had sex.
I did enjoy a world class blowjob from Zelda. I took her in my three favorite positions, and did she respond! She appeared to be surprised that I was able to cum three times in the hour and half we spent together. I surmised that her late husband had been a little slow on the trigger, as well as reloading. With a woman like Zelda, he should have had no trouble dropping a few rounds into her every night.
I called Zelda again Thursday. "I'm recharged and ready to go. Would you like to have dinner with me tonight before getting your bell rung?"
"I'm so sorry, Mike. My sister is coming for a visit and she'll be arriving here any minute. Can I get a rain check?"
"I understand. How about Friday night? You'll be pretty needy by then. My cock's standing at attention just thinking about that sweet pussy of yours."
"Why do you think my pussy is sweet, Mike. You never even tasted it," Zelda replied in what almost seemed like a complaint.
"That's an expression, Zelda. Of course your pussy isn't actually sweet, especially after all the cum I dumped into it last night. The feeling it gives my dick when it's buried to my balls inside you is the sweet part. You already know that," I complimented.
"My sister will still be here Friday night. She's staying with me for two weeks, so pencil some other lucky woman into your schedule for the foreseeable future," Zelda replied before disconnecting the call.
I was watching porn and playing with my cock Friday evening when Rachel suddenly appeared in the bedroom doorway. On the spur of the moment, I decided to give her one last chance.
"Hey, Babe! It's good to have you home. You're in luck. My cock is out and almost hard. Why don't give it a little lip service and then climb on that bad boy?"
"That's such a tempting offer, Mike. It's difficult to refuse, or should I say semi-hard to refuse? There's no easy way to say this, so I'm just going to rip the band aid off. I'm divorcing you, Mike."



"What? Why? Has that lying bitch, Zelda, been telling you bullshit stories? She wouldn't take no for an answer. She really isn't your friend, Rachel. She pretty much stabbed you in the back for a chance at my cock."
"Mike, please listen to me for once," Rachel insisted. "I want you to hear and understand why I'm divorcing you. Try to understand the words that will be coming out of my mouth."
"Me understand? You're the one who's in denial. If we get divorced, I'll do everything possible to avoid paying you a penny of alimony. You'll have to survive on the few bucks you bring home from that shit job of yours. Remember that I'm the engineer in this marriage."
"Mike, you're what's called a sanitation engineer by your company. That isn't really an engineer. It's a term your employer uses to make you and the other guys feel better about your jobs.
"This week was a big one for me. I was promoted again. I'm now the regional manager for All Farm State Insurance. My salary was bumped up again, so I'll be making in the mid six figures. I've decided to take full control of my life. That includes divorcing you."
"You've been planning this for a long time. That's why we haven't been having sex. You've been trying to wean yourself off my cock," I suddenly realized.
"Mike, you're still delusional. Your 'magic cock' and your obsession with it are sure indicators of a narcissistic personality. You never talk about anything but yourself and your strange personal preferences. You suffer from a premature ejaculation issue. You're selfish and self-absorbed between the sheets. That's why I've been avoiding sex with you. It's really a terrible experience."
"Yeah? Ask your former friend, Zelda, her impressions of my sexual prowess. She isn't some dried up old cunt like you. She loves to fuck and she especially loves how I fuck her," I proclaimed proudly.
"Mike, she's my best friend. I asked her if I was being unreasonable in the expectations I have for a husband. She agreed to sleep with you so she could form an honest, unbiased opinion."
"I bet she's glad she did," I replied with a grin. "I came in her three times Wednesday night. I practically own her ass."
"Zelda told me that you came three times. What you neglected to mention and probably didn't even realize is this. Zelda never had a single orgasm. She never even got close.
"She said you spent over two hours talking to her about your family tree and genealogy. Zelda said it has to be the most boring discussion she ever took part in. I know her pain."
"What made you decide to divorce me after all these years?" I asked. "We have two kids together. Why would you want to end a good thing?"
It had occurred to me that divorcing Rachel would leave me in a bad place. I barely made enough money to live on, let alone in the style I enjoyed. I determined that she was running down my skills between the sheets in an attempt to shake my confidence. Because she had no sex drive didn't mean I should go without.
I decided to convince her I could live without sex as long as she was at my side. She took a lot of pride in having me as her husband. She'd never give me up if she could keep me.
"Rachel, I understand that you never really enjoyed sex. That's okay. I can live with it. As long as we're together, I'll be happy."
"Sex with you was never very good. That's true," admitted Rachel. "However, I found out that it can be quite enjoyable when I'm with a man who knows what he's doing."
"You cheated on me, Rachel? You're a slut after all? I'll use your cheating as grounds for the divorce. You'll be supporting me the rest of my life."
"Mike, you know better. You even admitted to Zelda that we're in a no-fault state. That and the fact that you have no proof of any infidelity on my part will render that argument moot. Besides I waited until Zelda told me that you banged her before I took Tim Roberts for a test drive," Rachel replied with an evil grin. "Technically, you cheated first."
"I never wanted it to turn out like this," I whined. "I wish that you hadn't gone to Boston. I had a great vacation mapped out for us. You would have loved it. None of this mess would have happened."
"To be honest, Mike, your vacation plans are what finally convinced me to seek a divorce. Visiting cemeteries and grave yards in every zip code in Kentucky really isn't a vacation. It's more like Dante's Inferno."
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Jim Woods was smiling as he left the local sports bar with his two brothers-in-law and their cousin. The Bills had just lost to the Chiefs in a very exciting and well-played game. Jim had enjoyed all aspects of the game... the beer, the wings and the caliber of competition.
He had to chuckle to himself at how hard his companions took the loss. They were die-hard Buffalo Bills fans and the loss seem to trigger more than the usual disappointment.
Todd Benton was the older brother of Jim's wife, Marcie. He was still cursing ten minutes after the game had ended, causing Jim to shake his head in amusement. Todd continued to berate the officials, the league and especially the Kansas City quarterback.
As the group approached their car in the back of the parking lot, a man wearing a Kansas City jersey with a big number 15 on it hurried past them. When the man pressed his key fob to unlock his truck door, Todd decided it was a great opportunity to shout profanities at the guy.
"I should rip that fucking jersey off your back. If the refs hadn't been paid off, the Bills would have won that game. Kansas City fans are fucking faggots!"
The man in the red jersey simply laughed at Todd's remarks. "It looks like someone bet on the losing team. If it makes you feel better, those refs don't come cheap. We didn't have enough money to buy a blowout, so we settled for a field goal victory margin. I have to get home now so that I can send another donation to the 'Official NFL Bribe Committee.' Better luck next year."
As he finished speaking, the man turned to open his truck door. That was when Todd hammered him in the side of the head with his fist.
"That fucker will be laughing out of the other side of his face from now on," Todd declared as he rubbed his knuckles.
"Damn it, Todd!" exclaimed his younger brother, Mike. "We barely got out of the parking lot ahead of the police last time. You said you wouldn't pull this shit again."
"He had it coming," Todd asserted. "Everybody knows that the fucking Chiefs pay off the refs. He was making a joke about it.
"What the fuck are you doing, Jim?" Todd demanded as Jim knelt down to examine the unconscious man. "We have to get the hell out of here and pronto."
"Todd's right," Mike's cousin, Pete, stated. "That guy will wake up in a few minutes. He'll be fine, but madder than hell. He'll probably call the cops. Leave him alone and let's get out of here now!"
Jim had dropped down on a knee in an effort to gauge the damage Todd had done with his fist. He felt the man's carotid artery for a pulse and then looked for any bleeding.
"Guys, this man's hurt pretty badly. We can't just leave him here on the freezing cold pavement. We need to keep him warm and call 911. He needs..."
"Fuck what he needs," Todd growled. "Get your ass up and get into the car or we'll leave without you. We can't be here when the cops show up."
"I'm not leaving this man like this," Jim insisted. "He needs medical care. Mike, call 911. Todd, get that blanket out of the back of your car. We need to keep this man as warm as possible until the ambulance arrives."
"Are you deaf, or just stupid?" Todd demanded angrily. "We're not getting involved with this dumb bastard. He got what he deserved. Get in the fucking car. We're leaving now."
Jim couldn't believe that lack of concern Todd exhibited. If the man died, Todd might face manslaughter, or even murder charges. It was possible that they all could be found complicit in the man's death.
Jim pointed to his younger brother-in-law. "Mike, call 911. You guys need to grow some balls and help me here. This could get serious real fast. You know we have to help this guy."
"Mike ain't calling shit," declared Todd as he glared at his obviously nervous younger brother. "Mike, get in the fucking car. You too, Pete."
As Jim dug his phone out of his pocket, he heard car doors slam. Todd immediately backed out of his parking spot and almost clipped Jim with his front bumper. The car's tires squealed loudly as Todd floored the accelerator, leaving Jim in a small cloud of burned rubber.
"Holy shit! That guy's nuts," came a voice from nearby. "I'll call 911 and tell them what happened. How bad is that guy hurt?"
Jim looked to his left to see a tall man step around a new looking sedan parked facing the spot where Todd's car had been. The man had his phone in his hand and was already making the call.
Jim removed his coat and placed it over the unconscious man on the pavement. He was more than a little concerned about the blood that appeared to be seeping onto the parking lot from the back of the man's head.
"The dispatcher told me to stay on the line while we wait for the ambulance," the tall man told Jim. "He said it would be about five minutes. We aren't supposed to move the guy because he may have a neck injury or something. Just try to keep him warm and watch for vomiting. It's important that he doesn't aspirate it."
Jim watched over the injured man for what seemed like hours. He finally heard the siren of the ambulance as it approached the parking lot.
"That was pretty quick," stated the man who had summoned the ambulance. "Three minutes is a good response time in this neck of the woods."
Jim was surprised that the ambulance crew knew the man who had called 911. "Hey guys, this man was struck on the side of his head by a sucker punch from a distraught Bills' fan. His head kind of bounced off the macadam when he went down. He hasn't been conscious since."
"Thanks, Greg," replied a member of the ambulance crew as he examined the still unconscious man. "We'll relay that to the doctor on duty."
Jim watched in silent admiration as the crew quickly and professionally treated and back boarded the victim before loading him into the ambulance. Within a few minutes of pulling into the parking lot, the emergency vehicle was back on the road and headed for the local hospital.
"My name's Greg Andrews. I'm a detective with the police department," the stranger revealed as he offered Jim his hand.
Understanding swept over Jim as he shook with the man. "You're with the police? I suppose that you'll have to grill me about this clusterfuck."
"Not tonight," the man Jim now knew as Greg Andrews replied. "I'm off-duty and I had a couple of beers. I'll be a witness on this one.
"Unless I misunderstood what happened here, you need a ride home, which I'll be happy to provide. That was a good thing that you did, especially in the face of strong pressure to bail on that injured man."
"What's going to happen now?" Jim asked nervously. "Will Todd be in trouble?" How about the other guys? What about me?"
"Like I just said, I won't be handling this incident. A lot will depend on how bad the guy was hurt and how pissed he is. If he isn't seriously hurt and doesn't press charges, it won't be too bad."
Jim nodded in understanding. "So, if the guy has brain damage or dies, things will get serious real fast?"
"I think that's a safe assumption," Greg responded. "How about getting in my car and I'll drop you off at home. It's getting cold and I promised my wife I'd be back by midnight. It doesn't look like I'll be keeping that promise."
Jim was quiet most of the ride home. As they pulled into Jim's driveway, he asked, "How come you didn't ask me for names and addresses? It seems like you'd need to know a few things about those guys."
"Jim, I'm a detective. I assure you that we'll be able to work with the information we have and determine who the actors are. I realize that you're not very popular with the other men in your group at the moment. It would be a lot worse if you couldn't deny dropping a dime on them. The truth is that you didn't tell me anything and I didn't ask. You have plausible deniability.
"I don't know how much good that will do you. There would definitely be some hard feelings if you rolled over on them to the police. You acted honorably and I don't want you to suffer unduly for doing the right thing."
Jim had been worried about that exact situation. Todd would assume that Jim reported him to the police and would throw a major tantrum. Todd was the family's fair-haired boy who could do no wrong in their eyes. The fact that he'd had numerous brushes with the law over the years, couldn't hold a job and had two children out of wedlock didn't diminish his position in the Benton family.
Jim undressed and slid into bed next to his sleeping wife, Marcie. He was too worked up over the events of the evening to quickly fall asleep. He lay awake for another hour thinking about his situation and how Marcie and her family would react if the police showed an interest in Todd.
Marcie's family was a fiercely loyal group. It was one of the traits Jim found most appealing in his wife. She was dedicated to family. He believed that dedication would translate into her being a great mother and a faithful wife. The downside to it was that her loyalty was essentially blind. It didn't matter what kind of dumb shit Todd or Mike were involved in; she would support them to the end. If Jim had trouble with Todd and Mike over this incident, Marcie's loyalties could be torn. That was something Jim hoped to avoid, although he didn't think this situation would blow over quickly. Todd had seen to that with his senseless act of violence.
Marcie's father had always treated Jim with a certain amount of disdain. Jim was just under six foot in height and weighed in at 180 pounds. Todd, Mike and their father, Jerry, all stood well over six foot and tipped the scales at 230 or better.
When Jim started dating Marcie seriously, Jerry Benton had put in a good word for him with a local electrical company. That helped Jim get the job. He had recently celebrated his second wedding anniversary and his third year of employment with Smith Electric.
Jim felt he could earn more if he signed on with a larger company from the next town over, but he worried that it would cause the Benton family to think he didn't appreciate their efforts in helping him secure his job. For that reason, he remained with Smith.
He and Marcie lived rent-free in a small cottage Jerry Benton had inherited from an uncle. This allowed them to save a substantial share of their income for a down payment on a home of their own. Jim often told Marcie how much he appreciated her family's generosity.
The only fly in the ointment was the dismissive way Jerry and his sons treated Jim. They seemed to think that Jim was lucky to have married into their family. Jim felt that he wasn't shown the respect he had earned as Marcie's husband and a family member.
Jim left for work before Marcie woke up for her teaching job, so he didn't have the chance to tell her about the dumbass move her brother had made the previous evening.
"Todd told me that you got all mad while watching that stupid football game and clocked some random Kansas City fan," Marcie practically snarled as he entered their home after work that afternoon. "What's wrong with you, Jim? You could have put our future in jeopardy. Were you that drunk? I didn't think you even liked the Bills."
Jim was stunned by Marcie's allegations. "I never hit anyone. That was your big brother Todd who felt the need to sucker punch a guy cheering for the Bills. You can ask Mike or Pete."
"I spoke to all three of them this morning after you left for work," Marcie revealed. "They all said the same thing. They were concerned that you might have lied to the police and that you would try to blame one of them for your drunken actions."
Jim was reeling as he listened to Marcie recite her family's version of the events at the sports bar. The three of them had sobered up and were now worried about police involvement. That fear prompted them to toss him under the bus. They had no idea that there had been a very reliable witness to the entire debacle. They thought that all they had to do was agree on a story and stick to it.
"Do you believe that bullshit story of your brother's? Think about the ramifications of what you're about to say," Jim cautioned.
"They all had the same story, Jim. They're my brothers and my cousin. I've known them all of my life. How could I not believe them?"
"You just answered your own question," Jim declared. "You've known them for your entire life. How many times have they been caught lying to you and your parents? How can you believe them over me?"
"They just want what's best for you, and for me. You've never been in trouble. They have and you know it. The courts would go easy on you while my brothers would get much stricter sentences if they took the fall for you. With the three of them testifying that you threw the punch, it'll be a slam dunk. You know that they can't lie for you when they're under oath in court. They're giving you a chance to confess and get out of this mess with as little pain as possible."
"Marcie, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but your brother, Mike, is an asshole. Your other asshole brother, Todd, is a sociopath. He's completely fucked up. He doesn't care about anyone or anything. I bet he used to torture animals as a kid."
"Now you're lashing out in an attempt to save yourself. This isn't your finest moment, Jim. Dad said you wouldn't listen to reason. He's going to be here in a few minutes to speak with you. I just hope he can help you see the light," Marcie stated.
"This should be interesting," Jim replied. "The entire Benson family is of one mind. I should take the fall for that pathetic piece of shit brother of yours. It's not going to happen, Marcie."
"Jim, why are you being so stubborn? I'm just asking you to do the right thing. You've always been the one to say that there's no substitute for the truth."
"There you go. You're making my point again. I tell people they should tell the truth. Todd has never uttered those words. I have no criminal history, not even a speeding ticket. Todd's been in several incidents which eventually led to his arrest. Who the fuck do you think might be lying here?"
By this time Jim had come to the painful conclusion that his wife was as willing to toss his ass under the bus as the rest of her family. Two years of marriage hadn't convinced her that he was honest and law abiding. Over twenty years with her sociopath brother hadn't convinced her that he was a lying piece of shit.
Jim was suddenly feeling old and weary, although he was in his mid-twenties. Marcie's decision to back her brother's bullshit story hurt more than he would have guessed. Her loyalty to her family didn't appear to extend to him. He was her husband, but still an apparent outsider.
Suddenly, Marcie's father, Jerry, stepped through the front doorway. He glared at Jim for a minute before speaking.
"I'm here to get this mess straightened out," he stated. "Jim, you're going to tell the police that you hit that guy because he was spouting off about the Bills. You had too much to drink and lost your temper, but you're sorry it happened and you want to apologize for lying in your police report."
Jim's temper flared immediately. Marci's father believed that Jim had ratted on Todd. In Jerry's misguided mind, Jim had created the problem and needed to take the fall. He didn't even ask Jim for his version of the events that led to the situation the family now faced. Jerry was convinced that Jim had spoken to the police. That was more damning to Jerry than the fact that Todd had sucker punched a random KC fan.
"No, you miserable old bastard. You're going to get the fuck out of my house. You're going to go home and get that sick fucker you raised to the police station as soon as possible," retorted Jim. "Now shut the fuck up and get the hell out."
Jim was furious at Marcie's family. He wasn't certain if they believed Todd, or if they were simply trying to save him serious jail time, even if it was at Jim's expense.
Jerry gave Jim a slow, wicked smile. "This is my house, you ungrateful little prick. You live here because I allow it, but I've changed my mind. I want you to get your ass out now."
"You'd throw your daughter out just to get to me?" Jim asked in amazement. "What kind of father are you?"
"Marcie can stay," Jerry replied. "You have to leave. I'll allow you back in after you admit to the police that you're the one who tagged that asshole in the parking lot."
Once again, Jim found himself stunned almost speechless. "Marcie, would you stay here if your father throws me out? Would you do that to us?"
"It's just temporary, Jim. Dad said you could come back once you do the right thing. If you do it now, you'll be sleeping here with me tonight," Marcie responded with a weak smile.
"Aren't you forgetting about little incidentals, like jail, lawyers, courts, time wasted, and my reputation? Does all of that mean so little to you?" Jim asked softly.
"You know I love you, Jim. I just want you to do right by my family. Why is that so hard for you to understand?" Marcie asked.
"I guess it's just like how you can't understand that Todd's a fucking sociopath and your father's a complete asshole," Jim stated. "I guess I need to go find a place to stay. Have a great life, Marcie."
"I should mention that I spoke to Ben," Jerry informed Jim. "He wants you to take some time off work. He said that once you get your legal problems solved, you can go back."
Ben was Jim's Boss. Jim had been hired on his father-in-law's recommendation. Jerry and Ben had been friends since grade school.
"You fucked up my marriage, my home and my job?" Jim asked in disbelief. "If this weren't happening to me, I'd never believe it was possible. Jerry, you really are a piece of shit. You're very willing to ruin your daughter's marriage in an attempt to keep your dumb fuck son from going to jail.
"The irony is that he deserves to be in jail. Hell, he needs to be in jail. Prison is the ideal environment for that deranged fucker," Jim declared before turning and walking out the door.
Jim checked into a cheap hotel for the night. He was up early, had a hearty breakfast and waited for his bank to open. He was the first customer of the day. He withdrew exactly half of all the funds he and Marcie had managed to save and opened an account in his name at a bank across the street.
Then he made the drive to Bridgetown. By noon, he had a new job which paid more than the one he left at Smith. He was pleased to learn that in his two years working for Smith Electrical he had gained a reputation for doing a job professionally and right the first time. Jim's father had always told him that people with skill and the willingness to work will always be able to find a job. Jim now realized how true his father's words were.
Jim spent the afternoon buying enough work clothes to last him a few days. He was surprised and delighted when he was asked to report to work the next day, so he rented a room in another cheap hotel located closer to his new job. Jim's new boss had explained that they were behind on several jobs. Jim was going to be busy. He was told that he'd be able to work as many hours as he could manage, within reason.
Jim had turned his phone off when he left the house after Jerry and Marcie had tried to threaten and cajole him into taking the rap for good old Todd. As he sat on his motel bed, he went through the large number of voice mails and texts recently stored on his cell.
Jim ignored and deleted Marcie's messages. He saved one from his former boss at Smith Electrical telling him that he was laid off indefinitely. The one message that surprised Jim was from Beth Schuler. She was Marci's maternal aunt.
Jim called her back immediately. Of all of Marcie's relatives, Beth was the only one Jim actually enjoyed.
"Jim, thanks for calling," Beth began. "Things are certainly stirred up in the Benson abode today. Todd, Mike and Pete were all asked to stop in at the police station. Of course, Jerry got them lawyered up before they went in this afternoon."



"I'm surprised it took this long," Jim admitted. "I thought the cops would have dragged Todd in the next morning after he pasted that poor guy. How's the guy doing? Have you heard?"
"He sustained a concussion and had a nasty gash on the back of his head, but he's going to recover," Beth replied. "You failed to mention to Todd, Jerry or even Marcie that there was a witness to the incident in the parking lot. Why is that?"
"The only questions I was ever asked were what in hell was wrong with me and why would I sucker punch the guy," Jim answered. "I was accused and convicted by Marcie and Jerry without any preamble. I told them that Todd was a sociopath, but they're in denial."
"Their lawyer thought that he'd make his case about how the witness was in the bar watching the game so he was probably drunk and unfit to testify. The video shut the lawyer up really quick."
"There was a video?" Jim asked. "Who took that?"
"It turns out that the officer at the bar had a new car that had a dash cam. He had it wired so it could work with a motion detector even when the car wasn't running. The entire fracas took place right in front of that car. It was all on video," Beth stated.
"How did you find all of this out?" Jim asked. "You seem to be in the loop on this."
"Marcie's mother is disgusted with the entire situation," Beth revealed. "She and I are the only two members of the family who knew you couldn't have done what Todd tried to sell us. I'm very disappointed in my niece, Marcie, but pretty happy that my sister, Connie, was able to separate fact from fiction on this one.
"I told her years ago that I didn't think Jerry had what it took to be a good husband and father when she married him, but you know how that goes. When a relative advises a girl to avoid a boy, the girl always has to prove everyone wrong."
"Thanks for the support, Beth. I appreciate it. I was bitterly disappointed in Marcie, too. She chose to believe a violent and proven liar over me," Jim said.
"In retrospect, it worked out pretty well when Jerry decided to ruin my marriage, my living arrangements and my job. I have a better paying job with Bridgetown Electric. I'll start looking for a place to live this weekend. Once I get a divorce, I'll be looking for Marcie's replacement."
"Jim, you know that I still live in Chester. That's only about ten minutes from Bridgetown. Would you consider moving into that big apartment over my garage? I'd feel a lot safer if I had a trustworthy man on the property. I could also use someone handy to make some repairs and improvements."
"Are you serious, Beth?" Jim asked. "I just told you that I'm going to divorce your niece. Your nephew is in some serious trouble and he'll probably blame me. Your brother-in-law is a contemptible asshole in my opinion. You don't want to be in the area the next time I run into either of those two."
"Jim, I've been telling Jerry and Connie that Todd was a sick puppy for years. I thought they'd have him committed after what he did to my cat years ago, but they insisted it was just a childish prank that went a bit too far. I know what Todd is. I have no illusions regarding him."
"What about my divorcing Marcie? Are you going to be all over my case for that? I know you love her to pieces, but her disrespect and downright contempt for me have made it impossible to stay married to her."
"I don't want to interfere in any way with your marriage, or your divorce," Beth replied. "I do wish she had played her cards differently. You're a fine man. You were a good husband. She's the one who failed that relationship.
"Can you come by tomorrow and at least look at the apartment. It's going to need paint and elbow grease, but that's never bothered you."
Jim quickly accepted. "If you're willing to risk Jerry and Todd getting royally pissed at you, I'll take you up on that offer."
The next afternoon found Jim checking Beth's spare apartment. It was going to require drywall and paint, along with furniture, but he liked how close it was to his new job.
"If you're still serious about me living here, I'll take it," Jim declared to a smiling Beth.
"That's great, Jim. I'll let you stay the first six month's rent free for fixing the place up. It'll take a lot of work, but I know that you'll do a good job with it."
As Beth was speaking to Jim, a car pulled into the driveway. Jim was quite surprised to see that it was Marcie's car. Jim had to admit to himself that Marcie was a beautiful woman even while wearing her school teacher clothes. He was reminded why and how he had fallen in love with her.
Marcie trotted up to Jim and threw her arms around his neck. "Jim, I missed you so much. Mom convinced Dad to let you back into the house. You can come home now!"
"How did you know that I was here, Marcie? I didn't tell anyone I was coming here." Jim was looking directly at Beth with suspicion as he asked Marcie the question.
"I used that locate a phone app we downloaded last year. It showed me exactly where you were."
"I'm going to move into your aunt Beth's apartment. Would you like to live here with me? I'm going to fix it up so it'll be a lot better than the cottage of your father's. We'll be paying Beth rent so no one will be able to toss us out."
Jim mentally kicked his own ass for asking Marcie if she wanted to move in with him. He had hoped to hear her version of the situation along with a sincere apology for the things she had both said and failed to say, before getting back together with her. It was just that he loved her so much he struggled to hold her hurtful words and deeds against her.
"I don't think Dad would want us to move in with Aunt Beth," Marcie replied. "He's never gotten along with her very well. It would look like we were choosing her over Dad. He promised that he won't tell you to move out again."
Jim looked at Marcie like she had two heads. "How can you even think that I'd move back into Jerry's house. He'd just throw my ass out the next time he got pissed about something. His promises don't mean a damn thing. I'd have to be an idiot to give him leverage over my life again."
"He'd never throw you out once we started having babies. He'll want to be teaching them how to play baseball, football and basketball. That's how Todd got so good at sports," Marcie stated.
Jim smiled at the thought of being a father, but found himself uncomfortable with the possibility of Jerry having any influence on his children. Jim realized that he didn't like the thought of it. He was quite certain that Jerry wasn't fit to be around kids and especially not around his kids. Then Marcie administered the killing blow. "Todd could show our boys a lot about sports, too."
"Marcie, you do realize that Todd hates me, right? You should also know that I'd never let Todd be around my kids for any reason. To be honest, I'm not sold on our kids being exposed to your father. I have no respect for him. He's a bully and he's the one who made Todd into the asshole he is today.
"Todd's in legal trouble and could wind up in prison. I don't think we should subject our children to his obvious character flaws, to put it mildly."
"Dad's lawyer took care of that problem. Dad gave that guy Todd smacked some money to forget the whole thing. Todd just has to do a hundred hours of public service. It's all settled."
"Seriously?" Jim asked in disbelief. "All your father had to do was spend some money and the problem was solved? He didn't have to ruin my marriage, my job and my living conditions? What an asshole!"
Just as Jim finished speaking, he saw Todd's car pull up next to the curb. Jim swung his attention back to Marcie with an angry glare.
"I told Todd where you were," Marcie admitted. "He said that he wanted to settle any differences the two of you have. He's my brother and part of our family."
"Therein lies the problem," Jim muttered as he turned back to face Todd as he approached.
"Hey, Jim," greeted Todd as he came to a stop in front of Jim. "I just wanted to clear the air between us. We're family and need to get along."
Todd stopped talking and suddenly turned his attention to Marcie. He acted startled at something she was doing. Jim could barely repress his grin, knowing full well what Todd was planning. As Jim took a step backward Todd's fist flashed past his face, missing him by several inches.
Jim quickly moved toward Todd and hammered him in the kidney area with a left thrown as hard as he was able. Todd gasped in pain. Jim's right hand delivered a similar blow. Todd dropped to the sidewalk and Jim grinned even more when Todd cried like a little bitch.
"You're so predictable, Todd. I saw how you sucker punched that guy in the parking lot. I was expecting it, which sort of ruins the effect, doesn't it? You're a chickenshit punk. If I ever see you anywhere near me again, I'll have to assume that you mean me harm. You won't like my response to that perceived threat, believe me."
Marcie had gone to her knees to tend to her brother. "You didn't have to hit him. He never even touched you, Jim. Why are you like this?"
Jim felt as if fog had just lifted from his head and he was able to see clearly. "Marcie, we're through. I'll be fair in the divorce, but we're done.
"I'm finally seeing things as they are. You have as many issues as the rest of your family. I don't want any kids of mine to inherit those personality disorders and I certainly don't want them subjected to the kind of crazy that's in your family."
Two years later, Jim was thinking about his brief marriage and whirlwind divorce while visiting his new girlfriend. Marcie had agreed to the divorce with a simple split of assets. Jim had been told by Beth that Jerry had insisted Marcie get the divorce so she could find a man who would be more in line with her family's traditions and values. That objective made Jim chuckle whenever he thought about it.
Jim was now dating a dark-haired woman with an athletic build. Heather wasn't as physically attractive as Marcie, but she had an inner beauty Jim found irresistible.
He was washing up in the restroom at her family's house when he overheard Heather talking to her two brothers in the back yard. "Jim's the guy for me and I don't want you two to screw it up. He had a bad experience with his first wife's family. That will not be happen here. Do you both understand me?"
"Sis, we like Jim. We see how he looks at you. As long as he treats you right, we'll get along great," Heather's older brother replied. "He's going to show me how to wire our nursery before the baby's born. Audrey has been after me to get it done and Jim overheard her last week. He offered his services and Audrey accepted immediately. She thinks you hit the mother lode with that guy."
"Other than the fact that she married you, Audrey's a very good judge of character," Heather replied with a big smile. "Jim's an honest, hardworking man like my dad and my brothers. He seems to think I'm pretty acceptable. Mom and Dad like him, too."
Jim had a big grin on his face as he went out to join Heather and her family. He had never considered how important, and telling, a woman's relationship with her family was until after he had foolishly married Marcie. He now realized it was a huge consideration. A woman raised in a family where she was valued and respected was far more likely to make a faithful, dedicated wife and mother. Jim wrapped his arms around a surprised Heather and hugged her to his chest as she squealed in delight.
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Ben and Linda Walker were enjoying a pleasant meal in one of best restaurants on the Las Vegas strip. They had finished their entrees and were discussing their choices for dessert when a bespectacled young man approached their table.
"Excuse me?" began the young man. "Are you two a married couple?"
"That really isn't the way to begin any sort of civil conversation," Ben retorted curtly. "You can obviously see that we're enjoying our dinner. Being quizzed by some Poindexter isn't on the dessert menu. We certainly wouldn't order it if it were, so please find someone else to annoy."
Ben glanced at Linda to gauge her reaction to the biting sarcasm he had directed at the young man. As was the often case of late, she didn't appear to fully appreciate his sharp wit. Her face showed no emotion as she perused the dessert menu.
"My bad," Poindexter apologized. "My name is Stuart White. I was hoping to discuss a business deal with the two of you, but you'd have to be a married couple in order to even consider my offer."
"Well, Stuart, it just so happens that we are married to each other and have been for nineteen years. That said, could this business of yours wait until Linda and I have had dessert?" Ben asked impatiently.
"I really don't care to wait that long, Sir. I may be young, but I've been around the block a time or two. Your sarcasm and indifference to my statements have been duly noted. Do you want the opportunity to make an easy thirty grand, or not?"
While not destitute, Ben had to admit to himself that the sound of making a quick thirty thousand dollars had a certain ring to it.
"I'm Ben Walker and this is my wife, Linda," Ben replied smoothly. "Why don't you pull up a chair and join us. We can listen to your offer over dessert."
Stuart thanked the couple as he pulled an unused chair from a nearby table and joined them.
"Thanks for the warm welcome. I decided to make this offer when I walked into the room and immediately noticed the large, lovely breasts Linda has on display. They're remarkable."
"What in hell's wrong with you?" Ben demanded. "You can't waltz in here and tell us how great Linda's boobs are. She doesn't dress like this to get unsolicited comments about her chest from the peanut gallery."
"Do you really think that they look that good?" Linda asked with a big smile.
"Yes, Mrs. Walker. Your tits look fantastic. I love how much cleavage and flesh you're able to expose without any hint of your areoles or nipples being seen."
"Thank you for that compliment, kind sir," Linda replied with another radiant smile.
"What in hell are you talking about, Linda? This clown just referred to your breasts as tits. He even referred to your nipples," Ben growled. "You should be insisting that I punch the joker out."
"Don't overreact, Ben. I've spent most of the last year working on my arms, shoulders and chest at the gym. I like to know that's it's appreciated. He can call them tits as long as he keeps saying nice things about them."
"I like your attitude, Mrs. Walker," Stuart interjected. "I think that we may be able to do business."
"Exactly what business are we discussing?" Ben asked as he directed a glare at Linda. "Whatever it might be, I'm sure it doesn't involve my wife's breasts, so spit it out. I'm beginning to get agitated here."
"I'm a math whiz. I graduated from MIT at the age of twenty with an advanced math degree. I do freelance and consulting work, so I travel quite a lot. A good share of my traveling involves locations where gambling casinos are located. I play Blackjack whenever I can. I always win when I visit a casino. I actually make a lot more gambling than I do with my business endeavors."
"I don't think so," Ben stated quite emphatically. "Casinos keep an eye out for guys who are like you claim to be. Gambling, pretty much by definition, means you are likely to lose. Casinos make sure the odds are in their favor. That's how they stay in business. If some geek starts winning too much at the tables, they simply toss him out."
"You're absolutely correct, husband of the lady with the exquisite knockers," Stuart agreed. "However, a man can get lucky now and then and win a few thousand dollars without attracting unwanted attention, especially if he appears to lose almost as often as he wins.
"If a person goes to a casino and wins a few thousand in a night, but drops half a grand on another night, he looks like a regular, everyday schmuck. If he follows that same scenario in different casinos, often in different cities, he can easily amass a nest egg of twenty or thirty thousand dollars in a relatively short period of time."
"Okay, I'll grant that a real clever nerd can game the system and make some money gambling, but only if he's good and if he's careful. How does that come into play with Linda and me?" Ben asked.
"That's where Linda's tits enter the picture," Stuart replied with a grin. "Your wife caught my eye with those fantastic knockers of hers. I'd like..."
"Just a minute!" interrupted Ben. "I can't allow you to keep using such crass terms while referring to my wife's anatomy. In fact, it greatly annoys both Linda and me that you insist on bringing her breasts into the conversation."
"Let's hear him out, Ben. He seems to have good taste, and he's quite accurate in his observations," Linda stated with what Ben considered a rather weak attempt at humor.
"Thank you, Mrs. Walker. You not only have a great set of tits, but you're obviously a smart business woman. That's a rare combination," Stuart responded as he smugly watched Ben's face turn a deep red.
"I have a simple proposal. I will give you thirty thousand dollars if I can spend twelve straight hours with Linda in my bed. During that period of time, she'll willingly engage in any and all sexual acts that either of us may want to experience."
"Are you kidding me? My wife isn't a whore. You can't simply buy her admittedly fine ass and great boobs with some petty cash," Ben insisted. "Besides, I saw the movie and it's supposed to be a million dollars!"
"Linda, it looks like your husband is trying to negotiate. How do you feel about this offer?" Stuart asked. "Does it seem fair to you?"
"Honestly? I'm flattered that you think my girls look so fine, but we're not interested. Ben is almost apoplectic that you'd make such an offer," Linda stated. "You can hire any number of women here in Vegas to spend the night for far less money."
"Ah, we are negotiating! If you must know, I have a thing for married women. I love the rush I get from nailing a guy's wife while her husband sits around fretting about it. If the husband is well over 6 feet tall and mostly muscle, like Ben, I like it even more. As you may have noticed, I'm a nerd and I always have been. Guys like ben made my life hell in school. Being 5'7", weighing 140 pounds and wearing thick glasses makes me a natural victim for guys like Ben. When I think about the knuckle dragger knowing that I'm banging his very attractive wife with my above average cock, it gets me going better than Viagra ever could. It's especially great when I imagine her telling her caveman husband just how incredible having sex with me was.
"I don't have a million dollars, but if I did, I wouldn't spent it all on one woman," Stuart continued. "Look at the math. If I had a million dollars to spend on sex with married women, I could get thirty-three different married women at thirty thousand bucks a pop."
"That's true," Linda agreed. "You could get thirty-three women who probably have smaller tits than mine. Is that what you want? You've already shown me that you're a breast man. You have a special place in your feverish, diseased mind for my boobs. The simple truth is that you won't be playing with these puppies for twelve sex filled hours for a paltry thirty thousand dollars."
"I think we should call it a night," Ben suggested with a sigh of relief upon hearing his wife's declaration. "Now that I realize their value, I'll be fondling those fine chesticles tonight for free. Let's go, Linda."
"Wait!" Stuart insisted. "I've had a couple of very profitable weeks at the tables and Linda does look good enough to eat. I'm willing to go as high as $35,000. That's an untaxed cash windfall for you."
Ben thought that he had seen and heard everything, but he just discovered that he was wrong. Linda looked around the dining room to be certain that were no onlookers. She proceeded to pull a strap down to briefly expose her left breast to Stuart.
"Just so you realize just how high the quality of the merchandise is, take a good look, Mr. White. Frankly, this is all you'll see of my body unless you raise your offer to 50 grand," Linda declared before making a big production of pulling her strap back in place to remove her milky white orb from Stuart's admiring eyes.
"No! I forbid it," Ben stated emphatically. "This pencil-necked geek is not going to be banging my wife for any reason. There are some things in this world that money can't buy. Sleeping with Linda, fondling her firm breasts and tasting her little honey pot all happen to be off the table. Hell, you'd probably die from a heart attack if she gave you one of her blowjobs. When she gets her lips around a cock..."
"Just a minute!" Stuart interrupted as spittle flew from his mouth. "I may be a math nerd, but I'm packing seven inches of rock-hard cock. I'm sure as hell not a wimp. You, on the other hand, will be a fucking cuck by the time I'm done with Linda. I agree to the fifty thousand for twelve hours of sex with your wife, Tough Guy!"
"Not unless I give my approval and I'm sure as hell not going to go along with this perverted offer," Ben insisted. "There are things that you simply can't put a price on."
"It's too late," Stuart stated with a malicious grin. "Linda and I have a deal. I want you to think about her luscious lips wrapped around my cock while you're lying alone in bed. I bet you'll wear your little dick out by jerking it off all night."
"You remember that we're married, don't you, Linda? Spending the night with another man, even a wimpy math nerd, would be forsaking your vows. I will not allow it," Ben stated emphatically as he stood and reached for Linda's hand.
"That's a lot of money, Ben," Linda replied as she moved her hand out of Ben's reach. "Were you serious about the seven inches, Stuart?"
"To be honest, I undersold that part," Stuart replied. "It's almost seven and a half. You'll love it."
"I don't know it I'll be able to get the entire length into my mouth without gagging. You'd have to be patient and..."
"What in hell are you talking about, Linda?" Ben asked in stunned amazement. "There's no deal and the only meat sliding between those ruby red lips of yours tonight will be my substantial sausage. Sorry Stuart, but Linda's not going to spend the night with you, even for fifty grand."
"Okay, Ben, but we could have used the money, and I could have used a nice big cock, Linda lamented. "Sorry, Stuart. I know it's going to be hard for you to find another married woman with a body like mine, but you can see how furious Ben gets just thinking about me slurping your big cock down my married throat."
By this time Stuart had a hand in his pocket and was obviously fondling a substantial looking lump in his pants. Drool was dripping from the corner of his mouth as his eyes fixated on Linda's impressive cleavage.
"Okay, Goddamn it!" Stuart practically shouted. "I'll go up to sixty thousand, but I'll want 14 hours rather than the twelve in our original deal. That'll give Ben two more hours to whack his little dicklette while you're swallowing my sword."
"That sounds good to me," Linda replied enthusiastically. "I mean the part about the sixty thousand dollars, and even swallowing your sword, but not about Ben abusing his little dicklette. That's just plain disrespectful."
Ben just stared at Linda in disbelief. "We've been married for nineteen years and you pull this? Do you have any idea how humiliating this is for me?"
"Look at it this way, Ben. I'm getting paid a shitload of money because I'm so sexy and have such great tits which are natural, I might add. You should be proud," Linda reasoned. "How many wives do you know who would ever get an offer like this? How many would refuse if they did?
"Don't worry about me telling anyone that you played with your little dick while Stuart used every hole I have for twelve, no fourteen, straight hours. That'll be our 'little' secret, with the emphasis on little."
"If you're trying to make Ben feel better, you're doing a rather poor job of it," Stuart declared with a chuckle. "I love it! This is going to be the most memorable wife banging I've ever had. It's worth the extra money just to see how pissed off and pathetic Ben looks right now. God, am I horny!"
"Since you so cleverly negotiated two extra hours of me worshipping your big cock, we should go to your room and start the marathon," Linda suggested. "We'll need the money upfront, in cash."
"That's not how this all works," Stuart corrected Linda. "You'll get a third, twenty grand in this case, before we begin, another twenty at the halfway point and the final twenty once our time has expired. It'll be in cash, of course."
"You're not money laundering or something, are you?" Ben asked suspiciously.
"Ben, shut the fuck up!" Linda snapped at her husband. "It's none of our business how Stuart files his taxes. Besides, we're the ones who'll have to do some creative accounting after this windfall.
"Just give Ben twenty grand and we'll head for your room, Stuart. Ben, I want you to stop at the gift shop and get yourself some hand cream, or maybe Vaseline. I'll see you in approximately fourteen hours."
Stuart offered Ben an envelope as he clapped him on the back with his other hand.
"You'll never be able to satisfy her again, Cucky. I can't wait to twist those big tits while my cock is lodged deep in her throat. You've got no idea how much I enjoy fucking another man's wife, especially when he knows what I'm doing and hates it as much as you do. You've made my night, possibly my year."
Ben shook his head as he watched Linda and Stuart disappear into an elevator. As the door closed, he stuffed the envelope in his pocket and headed for the gift shop.
"Ben, I need you to come pick up the second deposit. We're in PH 11 on the top floor," stated Linda as Ben tried to wake up enough to understand what his wife was asking.
"It's well after midnight, Linda. I was in a deep sleep. Why don't you hold the money until morning?"
"Well, Einstein, it could be because I don't trust Stuart enough to leave that much cash in my purse. Maybe it's because he demands that you stop in to pick up the next deposit or we'll renege on the whole deal."
"He can't do that after he's been in bed with you for hours. What kind of man would hold back on a payment?" Ben wondered.
"The kind of man who gets his jollies from having sex with married women and rubbing their husband's nose in it?" Linda suggested sarcastically. "Get your ass up here and get the money. I don't want you ruining this deal. I've got too much invested in it, if you know what I mean."
"I sure do," Ben replied. "Your reputation, your pride and..."
"My ass," Linda interrupted. "Quite yammering like a little boy and come pick up the second deposit. We're waiting for you."
Seven minutes later Ben knocked on the penthouse door. He was surprised when Linda opened the door completely nude with another envelope in her hand. Stuart White was standing behind her wearing only a shit eating grin.
"I'm not going to give this smug bastard the satisfaction of me losing my temper and moping the floor with his scrawny ass," Ben declared as he struck his hand out. "Just give me the money and I'll get the hell out of here."
"Do you notice anything unusual about Linda, Asshole?" Stuart asked while maintaining his smirk.
Ben had deliberately been avoiding looking at Linda. The situation made him entirely too uncomfortable as it was. He sighed in resignation and ran his eyes over his wife. She had bite marks on her legs, thighs, and especially her breasts. Then Ben glanced at her face.
"Goddamn it! Is that, is that, on your face is that..."
"It's another one of my deposits," Stuart cackled. "You were right about Linda being a great cock sucker. She's been slurping..."
Ben slammed the door closed and loudly stomped back down the hall to the elevator.
Ben was showered and packed to leave when Linda came through the doorway just after 8 AM. She was freshly showered. She gave Ben a weak smile as she placed another envelope on the bed.
"So did you enjoy it?" Ben asked.
"At times," Linda acknowledged. "The straight sex was pretty good, but the asshole constantly made sure that I knew I was his property, at least for the night. Anal sex isn't all it's cracked up to be, no pun intended."
"Did he hurt you? Do you need to see a doctor? Should I go beat his puny ass?"
"No, it wasn't that bad. It was just uncomfortable. I'd guess that he did have seven inches, but it was quite thin, so he didn't do any actual damage with it."
"Was it worth it?" Ben asked.
"Hell, yes! Look at the money we made. I appreciate how quickly you picked up on his intentions and led him on like you did," Linda replied.
"It was pretty obvious what you wanted when you let him talk about your wonderful tits the way he did. I realized that you wanted to see where he was headed. When he made that offer, I determined that we had entered negotiations," Ben responded.
"It wasn't hard to read his mind. For a fucking math genius, he's dumber than a box of rocks. It was obvious that he was looking for me to get angry and decline his offer. I just tried to give him what he wanted to hear," Ben stated.
"I thought it was way out of character for you to show him one of the twins, but it was perfect for the situation. How could he not like the looks of your breasts?"
"We agreed that we'd come to Vegas so I could get my revenge for you fucking that slut Heather while you were in Miami, but I was having second thoughts about the whole thing," Linda admitted. "I've never cheated on you, or even come close before last night.
"Stuart would never have been my first choice. I told you that I'd fuck a stranger all night to even the score, but he was a lot stranger than what I was expecting to find."
"I didn't think he was your type," Ben observed. "The situation was dropped into our laps so we just ran with it. I'm sorry that my stupidity was the catalyst for this bizarre situation, but at least you came out of it with some cash."
"We came out of it with some cash," Linda corrected. "I almost wet my pants when you started bragging about my blowjobs, not to mention my 'little honey pot'. You played him like a fiddle. I may have slept with the asshole, but your little barbs and boasts allowed us to get him so agitated that he more than doubled his original offer. It was a team effort.
"I was thinking about how I insisted that we get a divorce because of your little indiscretion and how you offered me a hall pass to make it even," Linda said softly. "I told you that I was going to get laid and get divorced since I couldn't trust you."
"Yeah, I really screwed the pooch, once again with no pun intended. I can't apologize enough to you," admitted Ben. "I was weak and it cost me everything that I held dear. Keep the money. You're the one who earned it and deserved it. I was an idiot. That hardly merits a reward."
"It was incredibly cruel of that asshole to make me hand you the second deposit while his third deposit was splashed across my face. I'm so sorry about that. The more I tried to talk him out of it, the more he demanded that I answer the door like that," Linda apologized.



"It really pissed me off," Ben responded. "When I woke up this morning, however, I was trying to remember the last time I left a load on your face. It's been quite a while, but now I remember how much I enjoyed it. Did you just say that it was his third deposit?"
"It was after my nephew, Bill's wedding. We were both pretty far gone. I told you that if you'd dance a tango with me, I'd let you cum on my face when we made it back to our room. You took me up on that offer immediately."
"Yeah, I did, didn't I? To think that I can't dance at all, never mind a tango," Ben replied with a chuckle.
"Ben, is there any way that we can get past all of these mistakes we made and stay married, or am I ruined goods in your eyes now? When I think about how good we are together, even last night when we played that geek so well, I feel that we have a special connection. We make a good team when we keep our eye on the ball."
"I was kind of thinking the same thing, Linda. We really fucked things up about as much as a couple could, but we learned a few important lessons. I know I'd never cheat on you again. Hell, I couldn't find another woman that understands me as well as you do, even if I searched the rest of my life."
"Let'd discuss it on the drive home. Vegas has lost its luster for me," Linda responded.
Ben and Linda were holding hands as they wheeled their luggage toward the hotel's exit when they came face-to-face with Stuart White. He was as surprised as Ben and Linda were.
"Don't even think about hitting me," Stuart cautioned. "There are tons of security cameras here. You'll wind up in jail so fast your head will spin."
Ben smiled and took the hand Stuart was trying to fend him off with and shook it heartily.
"You're a total asshole, but you did bring Linda and me back together, so I have no desire to harm you, at the moment. I would suggest that you avoid me in the future since I know what a sick pervert you are. Linda and I are going to go home and make love for a couple days straight, if she's willing and I have enough blue pills.
"You're back together? I thought you were together all along. I expected that I would ruin your marriage?" Stuart almost sobbed as he spoke. "You two are the most fucked up people I've ever met. You just destroyed any fond memories that I had of last night, you sick fucks. I should get my money back."
"Thanks again," replied Linda with a laugh. "Take care of that cute little pecker."
As they exited the hotel, Ben pulled Linda to his chest and hugged her as he struggled not to laugh too hard.
"I thought that I was cutting him up pretty good when I thanked him for getting us back together, but you ran a sword through his heart, as well as his manhood. Did you really just tell him to take care of his cute little pecker?"



        